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  Prologue

  
  




Violet could feel the man’s thick, strong hands crushing her windpipe. She clawed at his arm, kicked at his midsection, but he was twice her size and he shook her like a rag doll. There was no way she could escape. His hands would stay fastened around her throat for the rest of her life—which probably wouldn’t be more than another few seconds. This was to be her end, death by strangulation. That or blunt-force trauma, as he began to crack the back of her head against a wooden pillar over and over.

The pain was excruciating. She tried to replace the awful sensations dominating her last moments with thoughts of those she loved: Cyanne, Jen, Candy—

Violet’s mind reeled. She and Candy would never have the chance to reconcile! She couldn’t die like this, with things so unresolved, her business unfinished…

Am I going to come back as a ghost?

No! Violet tried to will her limbs into action. There must be a way to fight back, there must be…! But her body was beginning to lose feeling. Her vision, too, was dimming. The last thing she saw was the shiny badge worn by her murderer…

There was a thunderous noise, like an explosion, and suddenly Violet was free. She dropped to the floor unceremoniously. Coughing, she scrambled away from her attacker, knowing she was cutting her palms on the shattered glass spread across the floor—except she felt nothing slicing into her skin, only the floor’s smooth wood paneling. She flipped onto her back, ready to fend off her attacker as he came after her—

He wasn’t there. She twisted her head one way, then the other. She knew he was about to spring out of nowhere and finish what he’d started. Wobbily she got to her feet and tried to spot him…but he didn’t appear to be in the store. Had he run off? Had he given up waiting for Violet to asphyxiate, and fled?

Violet’s chest heaved as she caught her breath, and she realized with a start that rather than aching, as it had a moment ago, her throat felt fine. Her head, likewise, felt undamaged. Must be adrenaline, she thought.

What had caused that loud noise? Was it a gunshot? Why hadn’t it brought anyone running? For that matter, why hadn’t the first gunshot—

Violet gasped. “Joy!!” She ran out from the aisle to where her friend and employer had fallen behind the cash register after taking a bullet.

But she wasn’t there. No blood, no body.

As Violet stood there in shock, other curious details began to register. The glass on the floor had not cut her because the floor was clean. The mess caused by the fight had completely disappeared. Not only that, when the fight had happened, it was late afternoon. The light pouring through the store windows was that of was mid-morning.

“What…the hell?” Violet stood there, perplexed, and then jumped as the door opened and a customer entered.

She jumped again at yet another shock: Joy Dosley, smiling and perfectly healthy, emerged from the back room.

“Joy! Oh my god!” Joy was one of the only adults in Veil who was shorter than Violet; to give her a bear hug risked smothering her, but Violet was so happy to see her she decided it was worth it, and threw open her arms—

“Hello, sir, can I help you?”

If Violet was stunned that Joy completely ignored her presence, she was even more stunned when she saw who the customer was. “Well, that depends,” said the oily voice of Henry Glass as he approached the register. He was even wearing the same suit as the day Violet first met him. “I’m new in town,” he said, “and I’m not entirely sure I’m in the right place.”

“What do you mean, new in town?!” snapped Violet, though he, too, ignored her.

Joy said, “Well, I’m happy to—oh, damn, the delivery’s here. Violet?”

“Wha…?” Violet was so confused.

“Would you help this gentleman while I take a delivery?”

A voice called, “Yeah, sure!”

Violet felt a shiver creep all the way up her back…

As another Violet emerged from among the shelves and took Joy’s place at the register. “How can I help you?”

Violet felt dizzy. She put a hand to her head. “Oh no,” she moaned. “No, not again…”

* * *

“She’s got a pulse!”

Bruises covered Violet’s throat. Blood matted her hair. Paramedics swarmed about her unconscious body until they loaded her into an ambulance alongside Joy, and took them away.

The man who had tried to kill them was taken away later, inside a black bag.
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It occurred to Cyanne Grogan, as she bit into the fish sandwich, that she hadn’t eaten since early this morning. Only now did she discover just how hungry she was. As the hunger dissipated, the day’s events began to fall into better perspective.

To start with, there had been the heart-stopping moment when her boyfriend, Luther, had appeared to be guilty of abduction and attempted rape, but of course that had proven to be a misunderstanding. Cy’s relief had been immense—and she realized, looking back, that she’d been holding her breath, in a sense, for over two months. Ever since the bombshell discovery that her father had disowned and abandoned her on the pretext that she was a danger to him, Cy’s ability to trust people had suffered. She hadn’t seen his betrayal coming at all…so what was coming next? Or rather, who—who would be the next to betray and hurt her?

It had seemed the answer would be Luther…and then that awful moment was over. All was well. She was safe. Her fear was proven unjustified. She could relax.

Then, all of a sudden, Luther had broken up with her.

And right after that had come the email.

Several weeks ago, Cy had had a falling out with two school friends, Em and Neesha, and she wanted to reconnect with them. Last night she’d sent them an invitation.

Neesha’s response was a harsh message with an extraordinary claim—and an attached document to prove it.

To some, Cy reflected, it might seem as if she’d overreacted by deciding to run away. But they couldn’t understand. They just couldn’t understand. She had to run away. Because not running away meant staying there. With her.

Yes, running away was hell.

The alternative was something worse.

She’d packed up some essentials, gotten cash from where her mother kept an emergency stash, bought a bus ticket online, and set out on foot for the bus station. She’d work out a final destination later. For now, her only goal was escape. Escape before another betrayal came and finished her off.

Cy felt no emotion as the bus drove out of Veil, no sentimental urge to take one last look at the town that was her home. Feelings were dangerous, and she was done with them. She didn’t care if she never felt anything again. Hell, if she never cared, period, then she’d never have to worry about being hurt.

Right about then came the radio report, in the deep voice of anchor Rod Piper, of the shooting that had just occurred in the Dosleys’ store.

Joy Dosley and her family lived next door to Cy and her mother (and Violet, since she’d come to stay with them). Recently, Cy had become friends with Joy’s teenage daughter, Kristy. Joy ran a small store on Main Street called ’Tis the Seasoning. After coming to live with the Grogans, Violet had taken a job in the store.

The basso profundo voice blaring across the bus’s interior reported that while details were unclear, it was confirmed that a shooting had occurred less than an hour ago, and that Joy and Violet had been injured…and Sheriff Dubowski was dead.

The bus’s first stop was in Platte, the tiny hamlet just outside Veil. Cy all but leaped off the bus, but then she faltered. Violet was a dear friend—perhaps her best friend—and Cy very much wanted to go to the hospital and be there for her.

But she could not stay.

She hadn’t even said goodbye to Violet. She’d left a short note for her mother, but—

No, she couldn’t stay! She couldn’t!

Somewhere amidst the inner turmoil, Cy registered that she was freezing. Late January and early February were the coldest weeks in Vermont. She stepped into the Platte café and ordered a sandwich.

Her belly full, Cy was able to think a little more clearly. Able to see how much she’d been pretending the last two months, how much she’d wanted to believe things were okay between her mother and her, when all the time she’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop, preparing for the worst. The tension was exhausting, eating away at her sanity.

Perhaps she was acting too hastily.

The anxious thoughts shouted again, only they seemed to shout from farther away. There would be another bus leaving Veil later, but Cy was undecided on whether to take it. Perhaps she didn’t need to run after all. Truth be told, she didn’t want to. What if Violet needed her? At the very least, Cy needed to know if she’d be okay.

Cy folded her arms on the table and laid down her head. She had to make a decision. What was holding her back?

The image of the document on her phone screen reared its ugly head.

Was it possible Neesha was lying? Would she go to the trouble of faking a document like that? Cy had a strong feeling it was real…

Was there any way to be sure?

Cy lifted her head. There might be.

She left the café, regretted not having her bicycle with her, and headed for a certain house on the outskirts of Veil.

* * *

“It all came out of nowhere,” said Joy. The painkillers made her sound dazed. She lay in a hospital bed with her arm in a sling. Fran Dosley sat next to her, holding her hand. Their daughter Kristy had been sent home with the baby.

“Who entered the store first?” asked Jen, giving Joy a place to start. She’d already heard Joy’s story back at the crime scene, but she’d asked her to tell it again, now that things had calmed down. Deputies Derrick and Hayden stood by the door, listening. To Jen they weren’t
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