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It was a quiet January evening in the village of Veil, Vermont. Violet’s shoes tapped against the recently plowed sidewalk, the only sound in the empty Main Street. It was frigid outside, but that wasn’t why Violet was bundled up in one of Jen Grogan’s heavier winter coats. She had enough on her mind already, and she preferred not to be recognized.

Jen was a head taller than Violet, and her coat came down so close to the young woman’s ankles that Violet was constantly afraid she was going to trip. This did not help to quell the anxiety she was already feeling. Only a few weeks ago, she had been kidnapped, and two months before that her life had been in jeopardy, yet she couldn’t imagine being more nervous than she was right now.

At last, she reached her destination. She ascended the three stone steps and entered the building. She lowered the hood and took in the new environment: smells of candles and spices. Soft, warm lighting. A low murmur of conversation. There were hundreds of other stimuli that, a few months ago, would have assailed Violet’s senses like hungry animals warring for her attention. Such was a hazard of having a perfect memory. But over time, little by little, Violet had learned to manage the impact her environment had on her concentration. No longer was she overwhelmed. Perhaps it was a good thing, then, that she’d had to wait a long time for this moment to arrive, a moment she wanted to be fully present for…

“Violet.”

Violet turned toward the voice. Her heart gave a pleasant leap. Suddenly she no longer cared who saw her here.

A nineteen-year-old girl sat at a table in one of the rounded alcoves along the wall. She had strawberry blond hair held back by a headband. In eagerness, she stood up. She, too, was a few inches taller than Violet, in a long, green sweater that went down to her thighs. Violet suddenly felt less confident about her own choice of wardrobe. Naturally a hostess chose that moment to come help her take off her coat. Underneath she had on a bright red, long-sleeved, wide-necked dress that Jen’s teenage daughter, Cy, had all but forced Violet into wearing.

Out of embarrassment, Violet had turned away from the girl at the table. Had she been looking at her as she took the coat off, she would’ve seen the girl’s cheeks flush as red as the dress.

Heart pounding, Violet took a tentative step toward her waiting date. The last time she’d seen her, the circumstances had been fraught with drama and heartbreak, for which Violet still felt partially responsible. Their romance had been cut short barely after it started, and although the feelings had been real—at least on Violet’s part—they hadn’t been in contact after that until a few days ago. So much had happened since then. Perhaps her feelings were no longer returned. Perhaps this wasn’t really a date after all, just a meeting to explain to Violet that she only wanted to be friends…

Violet approached the girl haltingly. She wanted nothing more than to throw her arms around her and hold her tight, as she’d dreamt of doing for months now. But was that what she wanted? The girl didn’t seem at all certain that she desired to be held as she reached out jerkingly, bringing Violet into a brief, awkward hug.

Violet was spared having to think of something to say as the girl gestured to her dress and stammered, “You look beautiful.”

Since coming in out of the cold, Violet’s cheeks had begun to lose their redness, but now they flushed anew. “I think I’m maybe slightly overdressed,” she murmured bashfully.

She suddenly felt a hand on her cheek. She looked up to see the girl’s brown eyes staring into hers. “You look perfect,” she said, her voice catching.

She still feels the same. Violet hoped that was true, as she could feel her restraint slipping away. Hungrily she reached up and grasped the back of the girl’s neck. At the same time, she felt the girl’s hand on her waist, pulling her close. Their lips met.

Violet cast away her mental control, letting her senses be bombarded. She felt everything times ten: the softness of the girl’s hair, the warmth of her skin, the tickle of her tongue against hers, the press of her fingers through her dress. It was bliss as she’d never known.

But what brought her to tears with happiness was when she pulled back and looked again into the girl’s eyes, and there saw the same longing she, herself, had been living with for months. Violet’s heart had left along with the girl; so, too, had a heart been left in Veil. Finally she knew for certain, and it melted her.

Simultaneously they folded into each other, snuggling, each smiling into the other’s shoulder. Violet lifted her mouth to the girl’s ear and whispered, “Welcome back, Candy.”
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“You wanted to see me, sheriff?”

The burly, bearded man closed his laptop and beckoned the younger man into his office. “Close the door,” he said sotto voce.

Deputy Benno did as he was told and took a seat in front of Sheriff Dubowski’s desk. His superior looked troubled, and at first he didn’t speak. He stayed silent for so long that Benno was about to ask him if he was all right.

“I’ve been very impressed with you these last few months,” the sheriff finally said.

“Thank you, sir,” Benno said, bemused.

Dubowski continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “You were the first out of all of us to realize we had a serial killer stalking the town. You saved a man’s life by risking your own, incurring injuries. And despite those injuries, you took down said serial killer.” He leaned forward, interlacing his fingers. “You may be the newest deputy, but you’re not a rookie anymore.”

Shifting uncomfortably, Benno asked, “Is that what you wanted to see me about, sir? The case against Kurt Riner?”

The sheriff’s expression turned grim. Not surprising, given that Kurt Riner, before he was revealed to be the serial killer, had been Dubowski’s best friend. “Shortly before the bodies of the first two Veil victims were left for us to find…”

“In my car,” muttered Benno bitterly.

“You and I had a conversation in this room in which you guessed that Mulroy’s murder might’ve been done by someone else, and not the serial killer.”

That was not quite true. Benno’s instincts at the time had been that there was only one killer, but if one death had been brought about by someone else, Benno would’ve laid money on it being Mulroy’s, as it didn’t seem to fit the pattern. However, he refrained from correcting his superior.

“Well,” the sheriff went on, “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumor that Kurt’s been claiming to have an alibi for one of the killings. Until today, we didn’t know which one it was, or whether it checked out.” He tapped his laptop. “Now we do.”

“Mulroy?” guessed Benno, straightening in his chair.

Dubowski nodded.

“I can look for more evidence,” Benno volunteered. “I can testify in court. Whatever you need, sir, I’ll do it. We can’t let him go free—”

“Relax, Benno, relax. We have plenty of evidence to convict Kurt—Riner. To convict Riner.” He cleared his throat. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”

“It’s not?” Benno replied doubtfully.

Rather than answer, the sheriff leveled an expectant stare at the deputy.

It only took Benno a few moments to catch on. “You’re worried about who really did kill Mulroy.”

Dubowski twitched an eyebrow, signaling him to go on.

“And about how Mulroy ended up in my car along with Kurt Riner’s other victim, if Riner didn’t kill him.”

“How do you think that happened?”

Taken aback, Benno stammered, “I don’t know, sir.”

“Guess, like you did before.”

Benno felt at a loss. That time, he’d just relayed what his instincts had told him. “W-well…” He took a breath and thought it through.

The sheriff waited patiently.

“The logical explanation is that, somehow, Riner found out about Rob Mulroy’s murder—maybe even witnessed it. Wait, no, he couldn’t have, not if he has an alibi.”

“Keep going,” the sheriff encouraged him.

“He found out about the murder—or he found the body.” Benno pointed a finger in realization. “He found the body and he took it and preserved it. Later he set it up to make it seem like Mulroy was one of the killer’s victims—as insurance in case he ever got caught.”

The sheriff smiled broadly. “Exactly. That’s what I think happened, too.”

“And then he leaked the recording of Mulroy’s death to confuse us even more.”

“Well, now, hold up.”

The recording Benno had mentioned was an audio file he’d discovered while investigating Rob Mulroy’s disappearance. Listening to it, he’d heard a conversation between Mulroy and another man, Tuck Fleagle, which had been cut short when Mulroy was shot. It was the first evidence that Mulroy had been killed. Fleagle had not been seen since, despite an extensive search effort.

“Kurt didn’t want us confused,” pointed out the sheriff, “he wanted us to think we understood clearly. And it worked. We took the red herring and swallowed it whole.”

“Then why would he leak the recording?” asked Benno.

The sheriff grinned. “Exactly.”

Realizing Dubowski wanted him to reason it out once again, Benno took a deep breath and thought it through out loud. “When the recording got leaked, we had to tell the public about the serial killer. It made some people—like the reporter, Kelly Upshaw—believe Violet was connected with the serial killer, because Tuck Fleagle had claimed to know Violet’s true identity. That’s what he and Mulroy were meeting about. But…” He frowned. “But all that would’ve happened anyway. And I know Riner used what Fleagle said to play mind games with Violet over the phone, but she’d already heard the recording before it was leaked. Besides, she saw through those lies almost right away.”

“In short,” said the sheriff almost cheerfully, “he had nothing whatsoever to gain from leaking that recording.”

“Right.”

“Let me ask you something, Deputy. That recording was leaked just a few hours after you discovered the corpses in your car. But what if there had been no corpses?”

“Sir?”

“What if the recording had been leaked, but no bodies were found?”

“I’m not sure I—” Then it dawned on him. “You think someone else leaked the recording. For a whole different reason entirely.” He took it one step further, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You think the person who leaked it was Mulroy
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