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CHAPTER ONE




Quarry Creek was a picturesque town year-round, but it was at its best in late summer. Surrounded by the thick northern Wisconsin forests, with the historical downtown strip harkening back to a long-ago era, the town reminded Lydia of the sort of endless summers featured in books and children’s movies. Maybe she was biased, since she had grown up here and had fond memories of early morning fishing trips at the river with her father and late nights spent camping in the backyard with her friends, listening to the drone of insects and watching the fireflies spark to life in the shadows.

She was older now, and instead of functioning as a break, summer was one of the busiest times of year for her, but she still held a special fondness for these late summer days … most of the time. Today, she just wished summer would hurry up and end already.

“What do you mean the air-conditioning isn’t working? It was inspected earlier this year.”

“I mean exactly what I said, Lydia. It’s broken.” 

Her ex-husband’s voice came through the phone short and clipped. She didn’t blame him for being irritated—the air-conditioning at the restaurant being out was a recipe for disaster. The weather was in the eighties and humid, and their guests were going to start complaining as soon as the temperature in the building started creeping up. The kitchen was going to be even worse. Even with air conditioning, it could get sweltering.

“It was chugging along just fine this morning. About fifteen minutes ago, Noel told me the guests were starting to complain about the temperature in the dining area. The unit is just blowing room temperature air. I fiddled with it, the employees fiddled with it, and none of us can get it to work.”

“Well, how soon can the technician come out?” Lydia asked, reaching over to turn up the phone’s volume. She had it on speaker; she had been in the middle of drying her lunch dishes when he called.

“I haven’t called him yet. Can you do it? Someone just called in a huge to-go order, and I’m trying to deal with a lot of things at once.”

“Send me the service company’s number,” she said. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Tell them it needs to be done by this weekend. Saturdays are our busiest days. We can’t afford to lose out on business if no one wants to eat here because it’s too hot.”

“I’ll take care of it,” she repeated. “I’ll call them while I’m driving in. I’ll try to get there a little early.”

She ended the call and set her phone down with a sigh. While she waited for him to text her the number, she changed into her work clothes—a pair of lightweight khaki pants and a lightweight shirt—and pulled her hair back into a tight bun. Unlike the front of house staff, she would be in the kitchen all day and felt no obligation to dress up … especially not if the air-conditioning was going to be out.

Ten minutes later, she was in her car, arguing with the service technician over her vehicle’s bluetooth system. It was the hottest week of the month so far, and she wasn’t surprised to learn that the service company was absolutely swamped. Finally, she got him to agree to come out Saturday morning and ended the call just as she pulled into Iron and Flame’s parking lot.

Despite the heat, the lot was about half full. She found a spot near the middle and headed in, pausing just outside the front door to read the handmade sign one of the employees must have made and taped to the door.

Sorry, our AC is out! We’re offering free scoops of ice cream upon request! One per customer, please.

That must have been Jeremy’s idea. She just hoped they had enough ice cream.

As she stepped inside the restaurant, she realized it wasn’t quite as bad as she had feared. The employees had set up big fans blowing away from the tables and toward the doors, and the moving air kept the restaurant from feeling too humid. She knew not even an industrial-size fan would help the kitchen very much, though. Not in this weather.

She nodded hello to Jaelin, the hostess, and headed toward the kitchen at the back of the restaurant. Halfway there, she heard someone call out her name and paused, turning around to scan the dining area.

Her sister, Lillian, was seated on the far side of the restaurant, waving to her from her booth. Lydia was surprised to see her here so early in the evening—Lillian worked as a paralegal and rarely got out before six. It wasn’t even five yet. Since Lydia had arrived a little early, she had time to say a quick hello before taking over for Jeremy in the kitchen, so she changed course and approached the table her sister was sharing with a woman she didn’t recognize.

“Hey, Lillian. What brings the two of you in?” 

“Business meeting,” Lillian said. “Well, sort of. Alice, this is my sister, Lydia. Lydia, this is Alice, a friend of mine, and also the secretary at work.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Alice said, shaking Lydia’s hand. Like Lillian, she was still dressed for work, and her attire was professional. Her brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and she was wearing black slacks and a blouse, both of which looked too heavy for this heat. “Lillian talks about you a lot. Can I just say, I love your restaurant? I’ve loved everything I’ve ever ordered from here.”

“Oh, thank you,” Lydia said, smiling. “I’m so glad to hear that. Can I get the two of you anything? More drinks? Has someone taken your order?”

Lillian nodded. “We’re fine. I just wanted to say hi and ask about the air-conditioning. One of the partners at the firm mentioned he might be meeting a client here at some point this week, so if it’s going to take a while to fix the air-conditioning, I might give him a heads-up.”

“I couldn’t get the technician to come out until Saturday,” Lydia said apologetically. 

“I’ll let him know. You’re going to have to function in this heat all week?”

“It’s terrible timing,” Lydia said. “I should probably go take over from Jeremy, but before I go, are you sure you don’t need anything?”

Lillian hesitated. “Actually, there is something I want to talk to you about. Not right this second, though. Are you free tomorrow morning? Maybe we could do breakfast at Morning Dove.”

“I have the early shift tomorrow, so I have to be here by ten. I could meet before then, though.”

“Would a few minutes after nine work? I’ll pop in at work first and let them know I’m heading out to get breakfast. No one will mind as long as I bring an order back for the office.”

Alice smiled. “You’re right about that. Morning Dove has the best breakfast sandwiches.”

“I’ll be sure to grab you one, then,” Lillian said. “Does that work, Lydia?”

“Perfect. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

She said a quick farewell and headed toward the kitchen, wondering what her sister wanted to talk to her about. She didn’t think it was anything too serious, not if it could wait until tomorrow, but if it was unimportant, Lillian would just text her or call her about it. Her sister had mentioned something about trouble at work not too long ago, and she wondered if it was related to that. Maybe this oddly timed business meeting with Alice was related to it too. She supposed she would just have to wait to find out.

The kitchen was every bit as hot as she had feared. Even though her shift technically wasn’t supposed to start yet, Jeremy jumped on the chance to leave early, and she couldn’t blame him. Everyone looked miserable. Iron and Flame was a steakhouse, which meant the range was almost always on, and the whole room turned into an oven if the air-conditioning wasn’t running. It was so hot in the kitchen that it made the outdoors feel almost cool by comparison.

The next few days were going to challenge even her work ethic, and she was the boss. She would be surprised if a few of the kitchen staff didn’t call in sick. At least she had breakfast with Lillian tomorrow and another date with Jude coming up this weekend. She had been dating the game warden for almost two months by now, and spending time with him was always one of the highlights of her week.

The plans with Lillian and Jude might not make up for spending hours each day in this furnace of a kitchen, but at least it would give her something to look forward to while the heat roasted her alive.


CHAPTER TWO




“You have no idea how lucky you are. You get to spend all day napping on the couch with the air-conditioning on, nature videos on the TV, and a toy full of peanut butter. Want to trade places?”

Saffron gazed up at Lydia, her mouth open in a canine grin as her tail wagged in response to Lydia’s words. Jude had just dropped her off, and normally Lydia would have an extra hour or so to spend with the dog before she had to go into work, but her meeting with Lillian meant she had to leave early.

She didn’t feel too bad for the dog, though. Saffron might not know it, but right now, her life was a lot more comfortable than Lydia’s was. She still felt dehydrated from her shift in the kitchen yesterday, and she doubted today was going to be any better. They were just going to have to push through it. They couldn’t shut the restaurant down indefinitely. Jeremy had said he was going to pick up some more fans, but he wouldn’t arrive with them until the second shift today, which meant everyone who worked in the morning was out of luck.

She opened her freezer to take out the rubber toy that she had stuffed with peanut butter and dog treats. Saffron caught it when Lydia tossed it to her and carried it into the living room to chew it on the dog bed … hopefully not on the couch. Calling out one last goodbye to the dog, Lydia grabbed her phone and purse and let herself outside, locking the door behind her. She usually kept her house at a reasonable temperature in the summer to save on her electricity bill, but after the heat of the restaurant, she cranked it way down. Now, she realized that may have been a mistake, because the difference in temperature made stepping outside feel like stepping into an oven … and this wasn’t even half as bad as the restaurant was going to be.

She texted Lillian to let her know she was on her way to Morning Dove, then drove the short distance to Main Street. The café was kitty-corner across the street from Iron and Flame. Lydia pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot instead of trying to parallel park along the curb, and just walked across the street to the café.

Cynthia, the woman who owned Morning Dove, was smart. She had set up two tables with sun umbrellas and wooden folding chairs outside, along with a bowl full of water in the shade for dogs. Lydia and Jeremy had played around with the idea of setting up some outdoor seating at Iron and Flame, but it never seemed worth it, since it would only be usable for about half the year—even less, if they counted the rainy days. In a situation like this, though, having outdoor seating would have been a blessing. Maybe they should revisit the idea soon.

The interior of Morning Dove was pleasantly cool. A quick glance around told her Lillian hadn’t arrived yet, so she took a seat by the window and read the daily special on the whiteboard as she waited. Cynthia came out of the kitchen a few moments later, a smile forming on her face when she recognized Lydia.

“Hey, Lydia. Just you today, or are you meeting someone?” 

“I’m meeting my sister,” Lydia said. “Can I just get a drink while I wait?”

“Sure, what can I get you?”

“Do you have iced tea?”

“It’s a powder mix, but we do.”

“That’s fine, I’ll take a glass of that.”

“Coming right up.”

As Cynthia went back into the kitchen, Lydia looked out the window. It was another lovely summer day, and normally she would have been in high spirits, but knowing what waited for her at work made it hard to focus on the present moment. She really needed to hydrate, otherwise she was going to have a headache all day again.

She checked the time on her phone. It was nearly nine fifteen. Lillian hadn’t responded to her text, but she knew her sister had planned on stopping at the office before coming to Morning Dove. She had probably gotten held up taking her coworkers’ breakfast orders.

Cynthia brought her drink out. “One ice-cold iced tea. Did you want to put your meal order in now, or are you going to wait for your sister?”

“I’ll keep waiting for her,” Lydia said. “She shouldn’t be too much longer.”

But ten more minutes passed, then twenty. She tried texting Lillian again, and when she realized it was after nine thirty, half an hour after they had agreed to meet, she tried calling her. The call rang through to voicemail.

For the first time that morning, she started to genuinely worry. Lillian lived in an apartment right here in town, and she was always punctual. Being this late was very unlike her. Had something come up at work? She couldn’t imagine what would prevent Lillian from at least texting her to cancel their breakfast.

“She still hasn’t shown up?” Cynthia asked on her way by as she helped another customer.

Lydia shook her head. “No. I’m not sure what’s holding her up. Can I just pay for this drink? I’ll leave in a few minutes. I don’t want to take up a whole table for too long. I know brunch is busy for you.”

“I’ll bring you out your check, but you’re welcome to wait. I’m not about to kick you out. I hope everything’s all right.”

Lydia felt bad about hogging a table all to herself, but she ended up waiting all the way until ten o’clock rolled around, when she had to get to work. She tried calling her sister again as she crossed the road, but once again, there was no answer, so she sent another text message to Lillian.

Please respond when you can. I hope everything’s all right.

The restaurant didn’t open until eleven, but she always got there early in the mornings to do prep work. She had more than usual to do today, since she wanted to rearrange the fans and try to get some more airflow through both the kitchen and the dining area. It was nearly ten thirty by the time she finished doing that and finally got started on prepping the food for the day. It was warm inside the building, but not sweltering hot yet, and she wanted to get as much done as she could before the temperature rose.

Jorge, one of her sous chefs, showed up a few minutes later. He was late to his shift, but she wasn’t going to mention it, considering that she had nearly been held up herself. He ended up apologizing anyway as he put his hair net on and washed his hands.

“Sorry for the delay, Ms. Thackery. Traffic down Lloyd Street is pretty bad. There were a bunch of police cars parked outside of one of the buildings and everyone was slowing down to see what was going on.”

“It’s fine,” she said. “Life happens sometimes. We’ve still got plenty of time to finish the prep work for today.” 

She paused and frowned as her mind caught up to his words. Lloyd Street… That was the road the law firm Lillian worked for was on. It was only a couple blocks away from the restaurant and was one of the main east-west streets in town.

“What building were the police parked outside of?” She hesitated. “Was it the Ingham and Vaughn building?”

“I don’t know,” he said, turning off the water faucet. “That’s the law office, right? I didn’t get a good look. I was worried about being late. It was one of those old, converted houses, I know that much.”

Her stomach dropped. There were quite a few old houses that had been converted into businesses in Quarry Creek, even along Lloyd Street alone. One, she knew, was an antique store, and another was some sort of aromatherapy business. But when combined with her sister’s absence, she suspected it hadn’t been the antique store or aromatherapy place that the police had been parked outside of.

“Can you take over for me for a second?” she asked, trying not to show just how worried she was as she set her knife down and quickly scrubbed her hands in the sink. “I need to make a personal call.”

He looked concerned but didn’t comment as he took over dicing the onions for her. She took her phone out of her purse and stepped into the dining area, where some of the front of house staff were completing their own opening routine. She found a quiet corner where she would have some privacy and dialed her sister’s number again.

The call went through to voicemail. This time, she left a message. 

“Hi, Lillian, it’s me. One of my employees said they saw a bunch of police vehicles parked outside of one of the businesses on Lloyd Street. I’m starting to get worried. Please, call me or text me if you get this. I just want to know you’re okay.”

She lowered the phone and pressed the button to end the call. Wondering if she should drive over to Lloyd Street and check on her sister in person, she glanced toward the door. It wouldn’t take very long, a few minutes at most. Jorge could cover for her until she got back.

She was about to go into the kitchen and tell him that she had to leave for a few minutes when her phone buzzed with a response from Lillian at last. A text message, not a call, but it was better than nothing.

Sorry for missing breakfast. I’m fine. I’ll make it up to you later.

That was it. It didn’t explain a thing, but even so, Lydia felt immense relief. She slipped her phone into her pocket and breathed a little more easily as she went back into the kitchen. Her concern for Lillian had put things into perspective. Suddenly, the sweltering heat and broken air-conditioning didn’t seem like such a big problem anymore.


CHAPTER THREE




It was another miserable day in the kitchen, but she and her employees did what they could to keep their moods up. She let them take turns picking the music they listened to, and they made smoothies out of frozen fruit, ice cream, and handfuls of ice, courtesy of their industrial grade food processor. The smoothies weren’t anything she would serve to a customer, but they helped keep them cool. They were all suffering, but they were suffering together, and at least no one seemed to be on the verge of passing out.

Still, Jeremy’s arrival with two new extra-large box fans was met with cheers. He set one up in the dining area and the other in the kitchen’s delivery entrance, blowing the hot air outside. She didn’t like leaving the door open—the last thing they needed was a fly in someone’s potatoes—but it was so hot in the kitchen that they didn’t have much of a choice.

She was glad things would be a little less miserable for the evening crew … and even more glad that she could finally go back to her air-conditioned home. She could spend some time with Saffron and relax a little before Jude got out of work. She knew the dog would probably appreciate a walk, but she needed a chance to cool off first.

As she gathered her things, she checked her phone for more messages from Lillian, but there was nothing new. She had no idea what was going on, but at least she knew her sister was all right. Surely, if something major had happened, Lillian would have told her.

There were only a handful of guests in the dining area when she left the kitchen. The lack of air-conditioning in the restaurant meant most people were getting takeout instead of eating in. She felt a surge of fondness for the few guests who were braving the heat to be in the restaurant. After saying goodbye to the front of house staff, she stepped outside, neatly sidestepping around a pair of men who were standing in front of the door to read the sign warning about the lack of air-conditioning. Lydia was a few steps past them when a familiar name caught her attention and she paused.

“Lillian warned me about this,” the older of the two men said. “I’d hoped they would have it fixed by now. I’m afraid I don’t have very much time today, and the café across the street is already closed. Would you mind if we reschedule?”

“Again? I know this is only a preliminary meeting, and you have a lot going on, but I need to know this is going to be taken care of, Mr. Vaughn. If you want to settle this out of court—”

“I understand,” the older man said quickly. “I’m only asking for a few days. I told you what happened this morning. I need to meet with the police in an hour, and if I’m being honest, I’m not on top of my game right now. Can you do Monday afternoon?”

Mr. Maxwell sighed. “Fine. But this is the last time I’m going to agree to rescheduling it.”

She missed whatever Mr. Vaughn said in response, because she could only stand there for so long without drawing their attention. When she got into her car, she sent a quick text message to Lillian to let her know she was out of work. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m here if you want to talk.

Then finally, finally, she cranked the air-conditioning up, making sure all the vents were facing her, and breathed a sigh of relief as her vehicle cooled down.

Saffron was overjoyed to see her when she got home, and Lydia let the dog out into the fenced-in backyard to get some of her energy out before taking a quick shower and changing into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. She was more of a jeans sort of girl, even in the summer, but she’d had more than enough of this heat. With her house’s air-conditioning chugging away, she opened her fridge and tried to figure out what she wanted to do for dinner. Unless Jude ended up working late, he should have time to eat with her. Normally, she would have made something to take home from the restaurant, but she had wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible today.

She texted back and forth with Jude to figure out what their plans for the evening were, and he offered to pick something up for the two of them on his way home. Relieved of any obligation to make food for the rest of the day, she sat on the couch with Saffron while she puttered about online for a while. As the evening went on without a single message from her sister, she started to get worried again. She tried to tell herself that it was fine, that Lillian was probably still at work, but as six o’clock came and went, and then seven, that excuse stopped working.

It wasn’t like Lillian to blow off their plans. It wasn’t like her to be completely silent like this, especially not when she knew Lydia was worried. Something was wrong, but short of marching over to her sister’s apartment and demanding answers, she didn’t know what to do.

She was so distracted with her worries about Lillian, that when she heard the sound of a car door slamming in her driveway, she jolted. Saffron took off racing for the front door, and Lydia untangled herself from her laptop cord before following. Before pulling the door open, she took a deep breath and tried to relax. 

Whatever was going on with Lillian, it wasn’t her job to worry about it. Not tonight. Not right now. As much as she loved her sister, they were both adults, and it was up to Lillian to tell her if something was wrong. She knew she was all right, and that was what mattered the most.

“Hey, come on in,” she said, holding the door open with one hand as she pulled back on Saffron’s collar with the other so Jude could carry the big bag of what smelled like Chinese food in without the dog tripping him up.

“Thanks,” he said. He put the food down on the counter, then paused to give her a kiss before he bent to greet Saffron. “How have my two favorite girls been doing?”

“Much better now that I’m not in a hundred-and-twenty-degree kitchen,” she said.

He gave her a sympathetic grimace as he started unpacking the food. She got the plates out of the cupboard as he spoke. “I thought it was a little chilly in here. I don’t blame you for taking advantage of the air-conditioning after spending all day at the restaurant, though. What are you going to do if the technician can’t fix it this weekend?”

“Continue suffering,” she said. “There isn’t much else we can do. We can’t close the restaurant down unless we absolutely have to. It’s not just about the missed business, but we have a lot of fresh food that needs to be used or it will go bad, and throwing it all away would be a big loss … not to mention, wasteful.”

“I can’t say I envy you. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

“Make fall start early?”

He chuckled. “That falls just a little bit outside of my jurisdiction.”

“Darn.” She finished setting out the plates and glasses and grabbed a handful of silverware while Jude set out the napkins. Saffron sat unhelpfully in the middle of the kitchen floor, looking between them and the bag of food hopefully.

“How’s your sister holding up with everything that happened?” he asked as they finally sat down. Lydia, who was peeking into the various containers of food curiously, paused.

“With the restaurant?”

He frowned in confusion. “No, I’m talking about the murder. He was her boss, right?”

Her blood turned to ice, and she closed the container of lo mein noodles, suddenly less hungry than she was before. “What are you talking about?”

“Ross Ingham was shot dead in the Ingham and Vaughn law firm this morning. I’m sorry, I assumed she would have told you. Everyone was talking about it at work.”

She swallowed heavily, feeling sick. Lillian’s boss had been murdered … and she hadn’t said a word about it to Lydia?


CHAPTER FOUR




Jude explained what he knew of the case as they ate, but it wasn’t much. Earlier that morning, just as the law office was opening, one of the neighbors heard a gunshot. By the time the police arrived, the shooter was gone, and Ross Ingham, one of the partners at the law firm, was dead.

No one else had been injured. As far as Jude knew, no arrests had been made yet. The killer was still out there, and his or her motives were still unknown.

And Lillian hadn’t said a word of any of this to Lydia. 

She was deeply hurt but told herself her sister must have had a good reason for not telling her. Still, she went to bed with a heavy heart, and when she woke in the morning to find that Lillian hadn’t contacted her with the news yet, she decided enough was enough. It was time to confront her.

She didn’t work until the afternoon, but there was no reason to put off going to see her. She got up, showered, got dressed, and let herself out the door without even making any coffee. She thought about texting Lillian to let her know she was on her way over out of courtesy, but if her sister was trying to keep her in the dark for some reason, it would only give her an excuse to tell Lydia not to come.

Lillian had lived in the same apartment building for years, but Lydia had only visited a handful of times. Her house was just so much more convenient for hosting get-togethers, and Lillian had always been a private person anyway. Still, she needed no help in finding the right building and, once inside—there was no security to speak of beyond an old security camera that didn’t look like it worked anymore—she made her way up to the second story. The first apartment on the right was her sister’s.

Standing in the hallway, she took a moment to just breathe. She wasn’t angry, not exactly, but she was certainly upset, and she didn’t want this to turn into an argument. She just wanted to know that Lillian was okay … and to hear firsthand about what happened.

Once she felt a little calmer, she gave the door three perfunctory knocks and waited. Though old, the building was solid enough that she couldn’t hear any creaking or the sound of footsteps approaching, but she still had the sense that Lillian was looking through the peephole at her. She put her hands on her hips and stared directly into it.

“I know you’re there, Lillian. I saw your car in the parking lot. Jude told me what happened. Please, talk to me, even if it’s just to tell me again that you’re all right and then ask me to leave.”

Finally, she heard the sound of the chain lock unlocking, then the bolt turning before Lillian opened the door.

Her sister was a mess. She rarely saw Lillian out of her professional clothes, but right now she was in sweatpants, an old T-shirt, and her hair was in a frazzled braid that looked like it had been slept in. For a second, she thought Lillian was about to tell her to leave, but then her sister gave a defeated sigh and her shoulders slumped.

“Fine, come in.”

She stepped back just enough for Lydia to slip into the apartment, then shut and locked the door behind her—a reasonable precaution, considering someone she had worked with for years had just been killed.

“You want anything?” Lillian asked as she headed into the kitchen. “Coffee?”

“Sure, but only if you’re making some anyway,” Lydia said. She glanced around the apartment curiously, but nothing seemed out of place. Her sister was a very neat person—though she hadn’t always been. As children, they had gotten into huge fights about Lillian leaving her clothing lying around in their shared room. Sometimes, she looked back and marveled at how much they had changed.

She waited while Lillian started the coffee maker, got two mugs out, and then finally leaned back against the counter and crossed her arms.

“Look, I’m sorry, all right?” she said. “I know you’re upset, and you have every right to be. I know I’d be mad if something like this happened and you didn’t tell me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Lydia asked. “I want to help, Lillian. You’re my sister. I love you. I hope you know that.”

“I do,” Lillian said with a sigh. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I knew you’d want to get involved, Lydia. And… I don’t want you to. I don’t know what’s been going on with you this past year. Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad you met Jude, and I’m glad that you seem happier now. I know you’ve been dealing with a lot of stuff, but the old Lydia would never rush into danger like you do. I knew that if I told you about this, you would get involved somehow. I don’t want you to be in danger, and especially not because of me.”

“You act like I’m some sort of thrill seeker,” Lydia said. “It’s not as if I wanted to get involved in any of those things. I like having a nice, normal, quiet life. I just… I don’t know, I guess I’ve discovered that I can’t stand by and do nothing if it means someone’s going to get hurt. I think in the past, I felt powerless. If something went wrong or if I knew someone who had been hurt due to a crime, I would feel terrible for them, but I would think ‘Well, there isn’t anything I can do to help.’ But once I realized that, more often than not, there was something I could do to help, things just… They changed. I can’t go back to being the person I used to be anymore. Now that I know I can make a real difference, there’s a part of me that feels like I have to.”

“I guess you’re a better person than I am, because I just want to hide in here until this is over.”

“That makes you smarter than me, if anything,” Lydia said gently. “What happened, Lillian?”

“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you, but let’s get our drinks and sit down first.”

A few minutes later, they sat down together on Lillian’s couch. Lydia had a warm cup of coffee in her hands and sipped it cautiously. It was still just a hair too hot to drink, so she set it on the coffee table to let it cool. Her sister stared morosely at her own mug, gathering her thoughts before she spoke.

“I’ve had a feeling something was off for a while,” she began. “Just little things—Ross was losing cases that should have been a slam dunk, and … he didn’t seem to care. I finally confided in Alice that I thought something was wrong, but all we could come up with was the theory that he was planning on retiring soon and was just burned out. But earlier this week, I was helping him prepare for court, and I realized the case file was missing some papers I knew for a fact I had added to it. And these were important papers. Evidence that was going to help our client avoid a lawsuit. I took my concerns to Leo Vaughn, the other partner at the firm, and he, Alice, and I did some digging on a day Ross was out of the office. We found out that he’s been throwing certain cases and taking bribes to do it. And it goes years back. It’s going to completely destroy our firm. That has to have been the motive for whoever killed him.”

“How long ago did you find this out? Who did you tell about it?” Lydia asked, her mind already racing.

“We only found out the day before his death. That’s the thing. The only people who knew were the three of us, and the client whose case was most recently affected. We did our investigation while Leo was at court. The client lost because Ross threw the case. I insisted we tell him, since he was so directly impacted.” She met Lydia’s eyes. “Which means that there are three suspects, and I know all of them.”

“This client … is his last name Maxwell?” Lydia asked, thinking back to the conversation she had overheard the day before. “I’m pretty sure I saw him and Leo Vaughn outside of Iron and Flame yesterday.”

“I can’t confirm anything,” Lydia said. The lack of denial seemed like a confirmation to Lydia, though.

“So, you think the killer has to be one of those three?”

“I’m almost certain it is,” Lillian said. “Our client lost a lawsuit, and like I said before, the firm isn’t going to recover from this. Alice, Leo, and I are out of jobs at the very least, and it’s going to be hard for any of us to find work in the field again after this blow to our reputation.”

“Do the police seem to be focusing on any of them as likely suspects?”

“They haven’t said anything to me about it,” Lillian said. “I think… I think it’s possible I’m a suspect as well. This is going to affect my career just as much as it is Alice and Leo’s. I should have noticed something was off sooner. This whole thing is a disaster.”

“Are you going to be all right?” Lydia asked. “If you need money while you look for a new job—”

“No, I have savings. I’ll be all right. It’s just going to be a long, hard road until things are back to normal, if they ever are.”


CHAPTER FIVE




“Be careful,” Lydia said as she stepped out into the hallway.

“I will be,” Lillian replied. “Trust me, I’m going to stay as far away from all of this as I can. You be careful. Whoever killed Ross is dangerous.”

Lillian, surprisingly, didn’t ask her to promise not to get involved, and Lydia didn’t offer. Of course she didn’t; her little sister was in danger. If there was something she could do to help, she was going to do it.

She already had an idea. Leo Vaughn and Mr. Maxwell had mentioned coming in Monday afternoon to discuss the case. She was a little surprised he was still moving forward with it, considering his business partner of over a decade had just been killed, but she remembered what Lillian said. This was going to affect his career, majorly. It made sense that he would want to reach a settlement agreement with his client as soon as possible, and maybe get a little good publicity to his name while he could. 

She was scheduled to work Monday evening, and though she had no idea when exactly they were planning on meeting, generally when someone talked about the afternoon, they met before five. If she wanted a chance to do some digging of her own, she was going to have to switch shifts with Jeremy.

Not that she made a habit of spying on one of her customers … just the ones who might be murderers.

She called Jeremy once she was in her SUV. She didn’t explain the situation to him—it really wasn’t any of his business—she just asked if he would mind switching shifts with her on Monday. He agreed, in exchange for her taking the Friday evening shift next week, since he wanted to take Melanie out to dinner. She made the deal and ended the call. It wasn’t much, but if she was lucky, she might get the chance to eavesdrop on two of the suspects Lillian had mentioned.

With the call finished, she headed for home. It was still early in the morning, and she had plenty of time before she even had to begin thinking about going to work. She spent the first few hours of her day doing what research she could on Ross Ingham’s death.

He was an attorney, even if he worked at a small firm in a small town, so his death had earned some coverage on the local news websites. None of the articles or videos told her anything she didn’t already know, though she was grateful that Lillian’s name wasn’t mentioned anywhere. 

The one point of interest was a statement Leo Vaughn had given at some point last night.

“What happened to my partner was a tragedy. I would like to offer my deepest condolences to his family. If anyone is able to give the police details that might help them find the suspect, I beg of you, please come forward. Two wrongs do not make a right. Our offices will be closed for the foreseeable future. We will provide all of our current clients with referrals to another firm. Thank you for your patience in this trying time.”

It was about as generic as one could get. Two of the articles briefly mentioned the scandal the law office was facing. She checked to see when they were published, and both had been published earlier this morning. The articles that came out last night didn’t mention the scandal, which meant they probably hadn’t known about it. She wondered who had leaked the news.

With a sigh, she closed her laptop. She wasn’t going to learn anything more, not until the police made some progress on the case and shared that news with the public. She just hoped that Lillian was able to keep her head down. Her sister was facing enough trouble already. She didn’t need to fear for her life on top of facing the loss of her job.

There wasn’t much she could do right at this very moment, but she wasn’t sure she could focus on anything else either, so she decided to give Jude an update. He had been just as confused as she as to why her sister hadn’t told her about the murder, and she could tell he felt bad about bringing it up. She thought he deserved to know how their talk had gone.

He was getting ready for his shift when she called and put her on speakerphone so they could talk while he finished his morning routine. 

“No Saffron today?” she asked before getting to the topic she wanted to discuss.

“No, I got a late start this morning. I don’t think I’ll have time to drop her off. She’ll be fine though; I picked up some new toys for her the other day, so she’ll have something to entertain herself with while I’m gone.”

“Poor girl, I know she doesn’t understand why you have to go away every day. Hopefully, we’ll be able to do our normal hike this Sunday. I was thinking, maybe we should find another path to check out. Something that borders the river so Saffron can go for a swim if she gets too hot. It was pretty brutal on our usual trail last weekend.”

“That’s a good idea. We could always dip our feet into the river too. Anything to escape the heat. Anyway, what’s up? Did your sister end up calling you?”

“Actually, I went to her place to talk to her face to face. She was worried I would end up getting involved somehow if she told me about the murder, but I still wish she’d said something. I’m really worried about her, Jude. She thinks the killer is someone she knows. I want to do something to help her, but I’m not sure what I can do.”

She briefly recapped everything her sister said. Jude listened without interruption. When she was finished, he asked, “Do you think she told you everything?”

“I don’t think she would lie to me,” Lydia said. 

“She might if she thought it would keep you safe. Or herself safe. Did she have a gut feeling about any of the suspects? If she’s known her coworkers for a while, she might be able to tell if something’s off.”

“No, or at least she didn’t say anything if she did. She’s known them for years, and I know Alice is her friend even outside of work. I’m a little surprised she’s including Alice in her list of suspects, actually. Maybe her gut is telling her something, if she thinks one of her closest friends might be capable of murder.”

“It sounds like tensions were high even before the murder,” he said. “I’m not surprised her trust is broken, considering what she found out about her boss.”

“That’s true. I’ll try to talk to her again, but I don’t want to push too hard. She’s really shaken up by all of this, Jude. I’m worried about her.”

“She knows she can come to you if she needs something. I don’t think there’s much you can do other than be there for her if she asks for your help.”

Well, she could use her restaurant to eavesdrop on two of the suspects Lillian had named, but she wasn’t going to tell Jude that. Just like Lillian, he would be worried about her safety if she got too involved, and truth be told, she was a little embarrassed about what she was planning. 

She would be careful, though. She wouldn’t take any chances. She just wanted to make sure her sister was going to be safe, and the sooner the murderer was behind bars, the sooner she could rest easy.


CHAPTER SIX




Waiting until Monday was difficult, though she supposed there was the dubious benefit of having the air-conditioning repair to distract her. She managed to get through that day’s shift by telling herself it was the last one until the air-conditioning was fixed. She knew she shouldn’t get her hopes up too high, because there was a very good chance that the technician would discover that the unit needed a part that he didn’t have on hand, and they very well might end up being out of luck for days or even weeks until he could get it in.

She kept her concerns quiet, though. Spirits were high when she and her employees left the restaurant that evening, but that night, her stomach was in knots … and not just because of her sister’s trouble. Yes, Lillian’s concerns were much more important, but that didn’t make her worry for the restaurant any less. No air-conditioning meant unhappy customers, and unhappy customers meant they were losing money. Like all restaurants, the steakhouse functioned on very slim margins. Every loss hurt, and there were never any guarantees in the food industry.

She got to the restaurant early on Saturday morning, and when the technician arrived, she couldn’t keep herself from hovering over his shoulder as he examined the unit. After what felt like hours, he gave a grunt of discovery and rose to his feet, brushing off his knees.

“Can you fix it?” she asked, dreading his answer. The worst-case scenario would be if they needed a new unit. The unit and install combined would cost thousands of dollars, and there was no telling how long it might take for them to get the right unit in.

“Yeah, it’ll be an easy fix. You’ve got a clogged condensation hose. Give me about twenty minutes, and you’ll be good to go. I’ll show you the issue so you can make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

The amount of relief she felt almost made her dizzy. She still had a lot on her plate, but this was better news than she expected, and she was going to take any win she could get.

True to his word, by the time the technician left, the air conditioning was blowing icy cold again. Lydia sent out a celebratory email to let everyone else know. They had all been miserable working in the heat, and she knew their entire staff would be glad to hear things were back to normal.

Her shift that Saturday was the best she’d had all week, despite her worries for her sister. She usually enjoyed her job, and she hated the feeling of dread she had been getting before each shift. It felt good to enjoy her work again instead of spending every minute feeling like she was stuck in the oven along with the food.

Sunday was her only day off that week, and she spent the entirety of it with Jude and Saffron. They went for a hike along the river and tossed sticks for Saffron to swim out to fetch in the slower sections. All three of them were exhausted and hungry by the time they got back to the vehicle, so they grabbed a to-go order from Iron and Flame on their way home, where they spent the rest of the evening watching movies together on Jude’s couch. It was a nice way to spend the day, and although nothing could take Lydia’s mind off of the murder case entirely, it certainly helped. 

Monday morning, she got to the restaurant early enough that she could take her time prepping the food before her employees started arriving. She had no way to know if the meeting between Leo Vaughn and his client was even still taking place, or if it was, what time they were going to be here, so as soon as noon rolled around, she started popping out into the dining area every chance she got to scan for Leo and Mr. Maxwell. Her employees probably thought she had lost her mind, but she didn’t care. This might be a long shot, but it was important.

If they didn’t show up, she didn’t know what else she could do. Unless she could find a way to talk to the suspects, there wasn’t much she could do. And she highly doubted any of them would want to talk to a complete stranger about an ongoing murder case they were involved in.

Her gamble paid off at two-thirty sharp that afternoon. She was between orders and had stepped out into the dining area for another quick scan of the room when she saw them seated at a table in the middle of the room. 

She was so surprised that they were actually there that she just stared at them for a long moment before she realized she needed to handle this carefully. The last thing she wanted was to make it obvious that she was eavesdropping. It had to look natural, and the best way to do that was for it to be natural. She needed to make the rounds in the dining area and chat with the guests. Not just the suspects, but all of the guests. She used to do it more often, but as the restaurant got busier and busier, she had less and less time for it. She was going to make the time today, though.

She gave them a few minutes to get settled in, but after completing the next order in her queue, she told Mira and Chartreuse, her sous chef for the day, that she was going to make the rounds in the dining area and see how other guests were doing. Then she left the warmth of the kitchen—even when it was working, the air-conditioning couldn’t fight the heat well enough to make it actually cool in there—and started doing exactly what she said she would. She didn’t make a beeline for the two men she wanted to eavesdrop on; instead, she walked table to table, asking her guests how their food was and if she could get anything for them. Twice, she had to run back to the bar area to refill drinks from the soda dispenser, but then, finally, she got close enough to the table Leo and Mr. Maxwell were at that she could overhear what they were saying. She had to divide her attention between them and the couple she was talking to, but she could still catch most of what they were saying.

“… concerned you won’t be able to pay a settlement with everything else that’s going on. Your funds are going to be tied up until this murder case is over, aren’t they?” Mr. Maxwell asked.

“They very well may be, but I can’t do anything about that,” Mr. Vaughn said. “If you want to take this to court, you’re welcome to, but I have to warn you, if you do that, it’s going to be a long time before you see a dime. If you accept this settlement now, things will go a lot faster. You might not get the funds until after things are a little more settled, but it’s going to be a lot faster than dragging the whole process out in court.”

“I hope you forgive me if I’m not feeling particularly trusting right now,” Mr. Maxwell said. “That woman told me you weren’t going to say a word to me about Ingham throwing my case until you absolutely had to. It’s only because of her that I knew what happened. Maybe if she was here making the same offer you are, I’d trust what she had to say.”

“Ms. Thackery was completely out of line when she shared that information with you,” Leo said tightly. “I strongly suggest you stay away from her. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that she was the one who killed Ross. Keep your distance for your own safety.”

Lydia froze, then snapped her head around to look at him. Thankfully, he wasn’t paying any attention to her.

“Yeah, right,” Mr. Maxwell scoffed. “She’s the only one out of the lot of you who even seemed to care about me or my case. Her and your secretary. They’re both way too nice to do something like that.”

“Looks can be deceiving, Mr. Maxwell,” Leo said. “Are you going to agree to the settlement or not?”

“I’m going to get an attorney to go over the contract with me,” he replied. “A different attorney, one whose opinion I can trust. If he thinks it’s a weak offer or unenforceable, then I’ll be seeing you in court. Along with the rest of the people your firm screwed over.”

Before Lydia could hear Leo’s response, the woman she had been talking to got her attention. “Excuse me, ma’am?”

She turned back to the table in front of her guiltily. “I’m so sorry, I got distracted for a second. Could you repeat that?”

She listened with half an ear as the woman complemented the food. Normally, she would be overjoyed to hear something like that. Today, all she could do was mentally repeat what Leo had said about her sister, wondering if she had heard him wrong somehow.

He thought Lillian killed Ross Ingham? Did he really think that, or was he trying to frame her for a crime she didn’t commit to cover his own tracks?


CHAPTER SEVEN




As soon as she returned to the kitchen, she texted Lillian. I need to talk to you. Can I come over after work?

She tried to focus on the food as she waited for a response, but it was difficult. She couldn’t believe what she had overheard. How dare that man accuse her sister of murder? It was one thing if he really thought she might be guilty, but in that case, he should have spoken privately to the police, not voiced his complaint aloud to a client.

When her phone finally buzzed with an incoming message, she couldn’t check it because she was in the middle of sautéing an appetizer of scallops, and the mollusk cooked too quickly for any distraction.

Only after plating it and getting the next order started did she have a chance to glance at her phone. The message was from Lillian, and she didn’t know what she had been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t what she was currently reading.

I need to talk to you too. Can Alice and I come over after you’re out of work? It’s important.

She had thought Lillian considered Alice one of the suspects in Ross Ingham’s death, but maybe she had misunderstood … or maybe new evidence had come to light. Either way, she didn’t hesitate to agree.

Yes, of course. I should be home by 5:30. I’ll bring some food home from work, too. Let me know if you have any preferences.

She was skipping lunch—all of her spying and eavesdropping hadn’t left much free time in her day—so she knew she would be hungry by the time her shift ended, and she didn’t want to eat in front of Lillian and Alice without offering them anything.

As the hours passed and the end of her shift drew nearer, she began to regret not asking them to come a little later. She was going to be busy working right up until Jeremy arrived to take over, which meant she was going to have to make the food to take home after her shift ended. If she hurried, she should still make it on time, but it wouldn’t leave her any leeway to tidy up. Her house wasn’t too messy, but she hated the thought of having a guest over for the first time without giving it a quick once-over.

Lillian told her to make whatever was easiest, so Lydia quickly whipped up three identical burgers and side salads for them. It wasn’t exactly a healthy meal, but its simplicity didn’t mean her mouth wasn’t watering as she packed the to-go boxes away in a bag and headed out to her SUV.

Even though the burgers hadn’t taken too long to make, she was running later than she had hoped, and despite pushing the speed limit as much as she dared on her way home, she still didn’t arrive until after Lillian and Alice did. Both vehicles were parked in her driveway, but as she neared the house, Lillian backed her car out to give Lydia space to park, then parked behind her.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said as she got out of her vehicle, the bag of food in hand. “I hope you weren’t waiting too long.”

“Just a few minutes,” Lillian said. She gestured, and Alice got out of her car, giving Lydia an embarrassed wave as she did so.

“Thanks for meeting us on such short notice. I know this is probably weird, but Lillian said you’re the woman to talk to.”

“Well, I hope I can help. Let’s go in and sit down first. I’m half-starved.”

She let them into the house and quickly set the table. She offered the others drinks, then sat down and passed the food out.

“Oh, wow,” Alice said. “This looks great. I don’t think I’ve ever had a burger from your restaurant before. Everything on the menu always looks so good, and I always feel like getting a burger would be a waste, but it looks like I’m missing out.”

The burgers were on brioche buns. The patties were thick and juicy, and were topped with fresh romaine lettuce, tomatoes, and pickles that they made in-house. They were simple burgers, but sometimes a simple burger was the best kind.

It certainly hit the spot for Lydia. She was hungry enough that she had to take a few bites before they got down to business. 

“So, what’s going on?” she asked once they had all sated their appetites a bit.

“You first. You said you wanted to talk to me, too,” Lillian said.

Lydia hesitated and glanced toward Alice, who thankfully didn’t appear to notice. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to bring up what Leo Vaughn said in front of the other woman. Alice might be Lillian’s friend and coworker, but she was a stranger to her, and Lydia couldn’t forget that just days ago, Lillian thought it was possible that she was involved with the murder.

Thankfully, her sister spotted her hesitation. “I guess Alice and I can share first. We think Cole is the one who did it.”

“Cole?” Lydia asked.

“Oh, right. Cole Maxwell,” Lillian said. “Our client. I probably shouldn’t be sharing his name, but everything’s a mess right now, and frankly, I find that I’m caring less and less.”

Lydia thought back over the conversation she had overheard between him and Leo, but for the life of her, she couldn’t think of anything that Cole had said that raised red flags for her.

“Why do you think he did it?”

“He called the office right before I left the day before the murder,” Alice chimed in. “He asked me if Ross was going to be in the next morning and told me to make sure he was available for a meeting. I knew Lillian had told him what was going on, so at the time, I just thought he wanted to confront Ross about intentionally losing his case, but now I realize he was probably making sure Ross would be there when he came in with the gun.”

“I didn’t get a chance to talk to Alice until this morning, which is when she told me about the call,” Lillian said. “It all seems to line up. I told him about Ross the day before the murder. That evening, he called to confirm Ross would be at the office the next morning. Then he showed up with a gun and shot him.”

It did seem to make sense, though Lydia still had some questions. “From the sound of it, he’s one of the first people the police would have taken an interest in. He had a motive to kill your boss, and he knew he was going to be at the office the morning of the murder. It does seem obvious, but that makes me think we’re missing something. If it’s really as obvious as it seems, why wouldn’t the police have taken him into custody already?”

“That’s what we need your help with,” Alice said. “We think he either gave them a fake alibi, or they need more than circumstantial evidence to make the charges stick.”

“We were actually hoping you might be able to talk to Jude for us and see if he can get some insider knowledge on the case,” Lillian said. “If we can figure out what Cole told them, maybe we can prove he’s lying. Jude works with law enforcement sometimes, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, but they don’t really share much information unless they need to,” she said. “I’ll ask him, but I don’t know what he’ll be able to do.”

“Please just do what you can,” Alice said. “It might be important.” 

She glanced toward Lillian, who hesitated, then confessed, “The police keep asking me to come in to answer more questions. I’m worried they think I had something to do with it. I have a good attorney, but I’m still not going to rest easy until I know they have the real culprit behind bars.”

“Of course I’ll do what I can,” Lydia said. She wondered if Leo had anything to do with the police questioning Lillian so much. Had he told them he thought she might be the killer? Was he trying to pin the murder on her? She decided to throw caution to the wind; it was obvious her sister trusted Alice, and this was too important to delay telling her about. “Actually, that’s tied into what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“What do you mean?” her sister asked.

“Leo Vaughn and Cole Maxwell met at Iron and Flame today and I … happened to overhear them.” She paused as her sister raised a skeptical eyebrow, but Lillian didn’t say anything, so Lydia carried on. “I heard Leo tell Cole to stay away from you, because he wouldn’t be surprised if you were the one who killed Ross Ingham.”


CHAPTER EIGHT




“He thinks it was Lillian?” Alice asked, shock making her voice high-pitched.

“He said I did it?” Lillian squeaked. “I can’t believe it. I worked with him for years. He really thinks I would murder someone?”

“It sounded like he was unhappy that you told Cole about what Ross was doing,” Lydia said. “I couldn’t tell whether he really believes it, or if he was just being spiteful.”

“Either way, that’s horrible,” Lillian said. “Oh, my goodness, if he goes to the police with that, they’re really going to think I’m behind the murder. Maybe he already did, and that’s why they keep questioning me.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Lydia said. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I wanted to warn you and see if there’s anything I could do to help you.”

“We really need to find proof that Cole is the killer,” Alice said. “That’s the only thing I can think of. It’s almost impossible to prove someone didn’t do something.”

“Well, not if you have an alibi,” Lydia said. “You don’t have an alibi for the morning of the murder, do you, Lillian?”

Lillian shook her head. “No, I was probably just stepping out of my door as the murder happened. I suppose I could ask my neighbors, but I don’t think any of them saw me. Like we had discussed the day before, I was planning on swinging by the office to take breakfast orders from everyone before I met you at the café. If only I had decided to meet you at the café first. Then you and everyone at the cafe could confirm I was nowhere near the office when Ross was killed.”

Lydia frowned as something occurred to her, and she glanced at Alice. “You worked there as a secretary, right?”

“Used to,” Alice said. “I’m pretty sure none of us have jobs anymore.”

“But you weren’t there when the murder happened? You didn’t see anything?”

Alice shook her head. “I was running a little late that morning, and from what I understand of the timeline, Ross got there early. We don’t open for clients until nine, but it’s common for one of the partners to be there outside of office hours to go over case files. Honestly, I’m glad I was late that morning. Maybe it sounds a little coldhearted, but I’m just thankful I was out of the line of fire. I mean, what would I do if a gun-wielding maniac showed up while I was there? It’s not like I could have stopped him.”

“I feel like a complete hypocrite for asking you this after complaining about you getting involved in other cases in the past, but I really need your help, Lydia,” Lillian said. “If Leo is blaming me for the murder, I might be in serious trouble. Can you think of anything at all that we can do to prove I’m innocent?”

“Well, like Alice said, the best way to do that is probably going to be to prove that Cole is the killer, if the two of you are right about him,” she said. “I don’t know how to do that, though. It’s not as if he’s a friend or even an acquaintance. I can’t just go up to him and start asking him pointed questions. Even if I could, I wouldn’t know where to begin. I agree that he had motive, but all of this is just conjecture right now.”

“That’s the thing, I know we could be way off track,” Lillian said. “After Alice told me about Cole’s call to the office the evening before the murder, it seemed obvious he was behind it, but what if we’re wrong and Leo did it? He was extremely upset when I came to him with the evidence that Ross had been taking bribes in exchange for losing cases on purpose.”

“It sounds like he has just as much motive as Cole for murder,” Lydia said. “His business partner destroyed his entire career.” She knew she would be absolutely livid if Jeremy’s actions caused her to lose the restaurant. Not mad enough to kill, but it might be a different story if she was a different person.

“There’s another thing,” Lillian said hesitantly. “I didn’t say anything before because I didn’t want to bring it up without proof, I’m not completely certain Leo didn’t have anything to do with the bribes and throwing certain cases. He and Ross were partners for over a decade. The longer I think about it, the harder I find it to believe he didn’t know.”

“If they were both involved, then Leo would be just as much to blame for the hit to his reputation and career,” Lydia said. “If anything, that would give him less of a motive to kill Ross, since he would be partially at fault too.”

“Not necessarily,” Alice said slowly. Lydia could practically see the gears turning through her narrowed eyes. “If they were both involved, but only Ross got caught, maybe Leo killed him to keep his own involvement under wraps. His reputation would still be tarnished, but if there’s no proof he was involved, he’s probably not going to get disbarred. He can get a fresh start and rebuild his career. On the other hand, if evidence came out that he either knew what Ross was doing or was involved with it himself, then he would never practice law again. Maybe he thought Ross was going to throw him under the bus and decided to silence him before he could do it.”

Lydia felt a thrill as the connections started coming together. She wasn’t a thrill seeker, but she couldn’t deny that there was something exhilarating about putting the pieces together like this.

“Well, either way, we need to prove I didn’t have anything to do with the murder,” Lillian said. “Say we think Leo’s the killer, not Cole. How are we going to prove anything?”

“The same way you found proof Ross was accepting bribes and losing those cases on purpose,” Alice said, leaning forward eagerly. “We need to get into his office and look for inconsistencies in his files. The files are confidential, and the police would need a warrant to go through them. I doubt they’ll be able to get it unless they have a reason to believe one of Leo’s cases led to Ross’s death. It’s possible no one but Leo will touch any of those files until the firm starts getting hit with lawsuits when news about what Ross was doing gets out. If there’s proof that Leo was involved in what Ross was doing, it’s up to us to find it.”

“Do the two of you have access to the office currently?” Lydia asked.

“We still have our keys, but the office is closed, and neither of us have a good reason to be there,” Lillian said. “Plus, Leo’s vehicle has been there almost every day. I think he’s scrambling to figure out what’s going to happen to the firm. He’s there almost all the time, even outside of business hours. I can’t think of a good time to go when we can guarantee we won’t run into him, and if he catches us going through his files, it’s going to be bad.”

“It’s a shame we’re not accepting clients right now,” Alice said. “If he scheduled a lunch or dinner meeting, at least we would know we’d have a slice of time where he was going to be somewhere else. I still have access to the online portal the shared calendar uses.”

Lydia had a burst of inspiration. “When I overheard him and Cole talking, it sounded like they were planning on meeting again to discuss the settlement after Cole got another attorney to look it over. If they schedule a meeting, that could give you the time you need. Even better if they meet at the restaurant again, since I could let you know when they leave.”

“It would need to happen relatively soon,” Lillian said. “I’m worried about what will happen if he’s feeding the police lies about me. I can probably get an update about how things are going with Cole, but I don’t know how to bring up the restaurant again. I don’t want to raise his suspicions.”

“Tell him that our air-conditioning is working again, and your sister gave you some half-off meal coupons that you’re happy to pass along if he needs to meet with anyone,” Lydia suggested. “Everyone likes saving money, and I’m sure you can find a way to bring it up that sounds natural.”

“It’s a long shot, but it might work,” Lillian said uncertainly.

“It’s the best we have,” Alice said. “We need to get into that office if we want to find evidence that Leo knew what Ross was doing.”

“Even if our first theory was right and Cole is the killer, proving that Leo either knew or was involved in what Ross was doing will show the police he’s untrustworthy and willing to lie if it benefits him,” Lillian said. “That might be enough to warn them not to listen to him if he’s trying to pin the murder on me.”

“All of this relies on you convincing him to meet with Cole again soon, and to do it at my restaurant,” Lydia said. She rose from her spot at the table. “I’ll get you those coupons. And be careful, Lillian. This seems like it could go wrong very quickly.”


CHAPTER NINE




The ball was in Lillian’s court, so all Lydia could do was wait. The next few days seemed to drag by. Her heart was heavy with worry. Lillian being tangentially involved in a murder investigation was bad enough, but if she was an active suspect—if someone was actually trying to frame her—it was another matter entirely.

Despite her worries, she tried to keep busy and keep her mind from dwelling on everything that could go wrong. She saw Jude and Saffron almost every day, and their company never failed to make her feel better. She enjoyed spending time with the dog before she went to work on the days Jude dropped her off in the mornings, and loved going on a walk around the neighborhood with the two of them once they were both off work in the evenings. It was a good routine, and her life would have been almost perfect if not for the lingering worry over Lillian.

Lydia and her sister debated telling their parents about the entire fiasco, but decided to put it off until they knew more. Their parents wouldn’t be able to do anything to help; they lived out of state and would only be able to worry. They decided to tell Marcy, their half-sister, even though she wouldn’t be able to do much either. They had met her for the first time a couple of months ago, and all three of them were making the effort to build a relationship. She might not have grown up with them, but they were determined to make her feel like family.

Marcy was concerned and angry on Lillian’s behalf when they told her about the murder and the amount of attention the police had been giving her. Although they told her about the murder case, they decided not to tell her about their plan to resolve the matter. Lydia wasn’t strictly sure that what they were doing was legal, and it was probably better not to bring anyone else into it.

On Wednesday, Lillian called her to tell her that according to Alice, Leo had scheduled a meeting with Cole Maxwell Friday evening at six. He had accepted the coupon Lillian offered to him, so they thought it was a safe bet that they were going to meet at Iron and Flame.

Lydia was already scheduled to work Friday evening, so she didn’t have to rearrange her schedule again. She was both eager for their plan to come to fruition, and worried they were making a mistake. All she had to do was stay in the restaurant and make sure Leo and Cole didn’t leave earlier than planned. Lillian and Alice were going to be taking all of the risks. They were going to look for evidence that might get Leo disbarred.

And he might have already killed one person to keep that information from getting out.

As Friday drew closer, Lydia began to second-guess just about everything … but mostly Alice. Lillian was going to be alone in that law office with Alice, and Alice was one of the three suspects Lillian had originally told her about. Was Lillian making a mistake by trusting her?

She took a few minutes to look Alice up online, but she seemed like an ordinary person. Alice Baker was a local who had been working at the law firm longer than Lillian had. There wasn’t a single thing in her profile to indicate that she had a motive in the same way the others did. She wasn’t an attorney and wasn’t at risk of being disbarred, and unlike Cole, she hadn’t been personally affected by Ross’s unethical practices. She probably wouldn’t even have a hard time finding a new job, at least not to the same extent that Lillian and Leo would. 

Just to be on the safe side and double-check that her sister didn’t have any lingering doubts about any of this, she invited Lillian over again on Thursday night. This time, she came alone, and the two of them could finally talk privately.

“Are we doing the right thing, Lydia?” Lillian asked as they shared a bottle of wine while the pasta Lydia was making boiled. “Going through his files feels wrong, but if he knew what Ross was doing and went along with it, he destroyed a lot of lives. Even if he’s not behind the murder, the truth still needs to get out there.”

“Do you think he knew? I know you don’t have any proof either way, but what does your gut say?”

Her sister hesitated. “A month ago, I would have said there was no way he was involved, but a month ago, I never would have believed Ross was taking bribes and throwing cases either. I don’t trust my own judgment anymore. And I can’t ignore the fact that they worked together for years. How could Leo not know? Maybe I shouldn’t have gone to him when I discovered what Ross was doing. I should have taken the evidence to someone else, someone who wasn’t connected at all.”

“You did the best you could, and you uncovered a major scandal,” Lydia said. “What you did took a lot of courage. If you’re having second thoughts about tomorrow, though, we can call this whole thing off. There is no guarantee you and Alice won’t get caught, no matter how careful you are.”

“I know,” Lillian said. “But I feel like I have to do this. I worked with them both for years too, and I missed what was going on for way too long. I can’t help but feel some fault in that, and I want to make things right.”

“And Alice?” Lydia asked, remembering her earlier doubts about the woman. “Do you know why she’s so determined to help?”

“I think she feels just as betrayed as I do,” Lillian said. “We were a team, Lydia. We trusted each other. It was a really good place to work. What Ross—and maybe Leo, if we’re right about him—did is a betrayal of everyone who worked there. It’s like … like if you found out Jeremy was involved in some sort of scandal that ended up getting the restaurant shut down. I’m sure your employees would feel betrayed and angry, even if they don’t have as much of a stake in the restaurant as you do.” 

“That’s true,” Lydia said. “Just … be careful, all right? If you get a bad feeling about her, you get out of there. If you’re not absolutely certain she wasn’t involved, then don’t do it.”

“I’d like to say I’m sure she didn’t kill him, but I don’t know what to believe anymore. Like I said, I don’t trust my own judgment.” She sighed. “I don’t know what I’ll do after all of this. I thought I would work there for years to come, maybe even decades. Now I don’t just have to find a new job, I have to try to learn to trust the people I’m working with again, and that won’t be easy.”

They stayed up late that night, talking and eventually laughing as the evening wore on and they tried to put some distance between themselves and their worries. They might not be the closest pair of sisters in the world—they sometimes went weeks without seeing each other despite living in the same small town—but they loved each other, and Lydia knew they would always be there for each other, no matter what. They both had busy lives, but when it mattered, they made time for each other.

Just like Lillian, Lydia didn’t know who to trust in this case. She didn’t know whether one of her sister’s coworkers was a killer, or if their client was to blame. All she knew was that Lillian was a good person, and that she was innocent. She didn’t know Cole Maxwell or Leo Vaughn or Alice. But she knew her sister. If Lillian thought there was something to be gained by sneaking into the law office, then Lydia would trust her and do what she could to make sure they got it done as safely as possible.


CHAPTER TEN




Friday dawned overcast, with dark clouds and a gusting wind that threatened a storm. Lydia found herself hoping the storm would hit, if only for the chance it would break the horrible heat and humidity they had been suffering through recently. It was supposed to be a rainy weekend, but it would be worth it if it meant the cooler fall weather would start sooner. 

The charged feeling in the air from the looming storm matched her sense of trepidation about this evening. They were still committed to the plan, though, so there was nothing she could do other than ignore the feeling and carry on. She got her grocery shopping for the weekend done in the morning—she often spent time meal prepping on her days off—and had time to tidy her house after getting back before she had to leave for the evening shift at the restaurant.

It wasn’t even five yet when she got there, and Iron and Flame was already busy. It was going to be a busy evening, at least unless the storm got bad enough to make driving unsafe. Thunder rumbled in the distance as she said goodbye to Jeremy and took his place at the range, and she felt the first tingle of worry that their plan might not work. If the storm was more than a bit of rain and a few flashes of lightning, there was a good chance Leo and Cole would cancel their business meeting.

Maybe that wouldn’t be a disaster, though. Maybe it would be a sign that Lillian and Alice should find another, safer way to prove that Leo was involved in all of this. One that didn’t involve sneaking into his office and possibly breaking some laws to do so.

There was nothing she could do about the weather either way. Like everything else about this evening, it was completely out of her hands. All she could do was focus on the food and, much like the day last week when she eavesdropped on them, keep checking the dining area to see if Leo and Cole had arrived yet.

Despite the rumbling thunder and the pattering rain that started sometime around six, the dining area was absolutely packed each and every time she checked it. There had been a time not too long ago when only the largest of parties would need a reservation to reserve a seat at Iron and Flame, but their recent advertising campaign had spiked their popularity, and that was quickly changing. 

The restaurant’s new popularity could be their downfall tonight. If Leo and Cole showed up and the restaurant was too busy, they might simply leave and go somewhere else. She was worried that if that happened, Lillian and Alice would want to sneak into the office anyway. They had been planning this all week, and they might think the risk was worth it, especially since the police showed no sign of halting their investigation into her sister.

She glanced into the dining area a few times over the next hour to check on how busy it was, but as the time drew closer to six, she began looking for the two men specifically. She wanted Lillian and Alice to have as much time in the office as possible, so it would be best if she noticed as soon as they arrived.

Five minutes before six, she was mentally urging a medallion steak to cook faster so she could go check the dining area again when a blaring alarm sounded from all of the phones in the kitchen. The noise made her jump, and someone dropped a metal mixing bowl in surprise. The kitchen was thrown into brief disarray as everyone scrambled to check their phones.

“It’s a severe storm alert,” Jorge said. “It’s active until ten tonight.”

“Are we going to close the restaurant?” another employee asked.

Lydia checked the alert on her own phone and after a moment’s consideration, shook her head. “I don’t think so. Let’s see how the evening goes; if no one’s coming in, we can rethink it, but we’re all going to be here until ten anyway. If the storm’s over by ten, it will probably be safer to drive home then than it is right now. If it gets really bad, we can bring everyone into the kitchen to ride it out. We should be safe in here.”

The restaurant should be safe — it was a brick building with no tall trees nearby and no structural issues to speak of — but she felt a surge of worry for Lillian and Alice. They were waiting in her sister’s car a block away from the law office. Were they safe?

She quickly sent a text out to Lillian, assuming she had gotten the severe storm alert as well. Do you still want to do this tonight?

Her response came at once. Yes. Are they there yet?

The alert gave her the perfect excuse to go check the dining area again. She checked on the tenderloin medallion, flipped it, and asked Jorge to finish cooking it, then ducked out of the kitchen to make sure everything was under control in the dining area. She likely would have done that anyway, so she didn’t feel too guilty about taking a few extra seconds to scan for Leo and Cole while she was at it.

They were there. She didn’t know why she was so surprised to see them; the clock on the wall showed that it was just after six, and while this wasn’t the only restaurant in town, it was the nicest … and the coupon she had passed on through Lillian made it the cheapest, too. There was no real reason they wouldn’t choose to meet here. Maybe a part of her was hoping they could call this entire thing a bust. What Lillian was doing might pay off if they were right about Leo’s involvement, but if they were wrong or they got caught, the consequences could be bad.

She paused a moment to watch the two men. They were seated on the padded bench by the entrance, likely waiting for a free table. They didn’t seem like they were going to leave anytime soon, but she still grabbed one of the passing servers — Penny, a new employee who had settled right in — and asked how long the wait was currently.

“Not very bad, maybe about five minutes unless it’s a big party,” Penny told her. “Do you think we should start warning people to make reservations for dinner?”

“I’ll talk to Jeremy about it,” Lydia said. “Thanks. People didn’t get too freaked out by that alert?”

“Nope. I think it helps that you can’t really hear the storm in here. I took a look outside, and it’s like we’re in the middle of a hurricane. It’s crazy.”

“Hopefully, everyone remembered to roll their car windows up when they parked,” she said. “I’m sure I saw a few that were left down when I got here earlier.”

“Oh, good point. I’ll ask around and see if anyone needs to run out and do that.”

Penny hurried off, and Lydia returned to the kitchen, swiftly sending another message to Lillian.

They’re here. They haven’t been seated yet, but it’s not a long wait, and they look like they’re planning on waiting it out.

Her sister sent back a thumbs-up emoji, then one with its fingers crossed. Lydia slipped her phone back into her apron’s pocket. Stuck at the restaurant as she was, she couldn’t do anything to help other than act as a glorified lookout.

“Everything good out there?” Jorge asked as she took a look at the next order.

“It seems like it. If anyone wants to run out and make sure their car windows are rolled up, now’s the time.”

A few people scrambled to do just that. It had been a hot morning, and she knew a lot of people like to leave their windows cracked to keep their cars from feeling like an oven when they got in after a long day. She spent a moment trying to remember if she had done that exact thing herself this afternoon, but she remembered thinking that it was going to rain, and she was pretty sure she’d kept her windows up.

The next order was for plank-cooked salmon, so she started preparing the ingredients. As soon as she got it in the oven, she would pop out into the dining area again and make sure—

Before she could even finish the thought, the lights in the kitchen flickered once, then went out, plunging the kitchen into darkness.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




One of her employees screamed, then laughed nervously. She didn’t blame them—it was uncanny to be plunged into darkness suddenly. The only lights came from the burners on the stove—the gas line still worked, even without electricity.

“All right, anyone who’s holding anything sharp, put it down carefully,” she said, raising her voice to try to get some control over the room back. “Try not to move around too much. If you’re boiling water, be careful. The last thing we need is someone getting third degree burns. The generator should kick on any minute.”

For a long moment, the only sounds were the sizzle of cooking food and a susurrus of whispers. Then she heard the generator they kept in a makeshift shed behind the building start up, and they had lights again … well, some of them. The generator was a backup in case of power outages like this one, but it was only designed to power the fridge and freezers and the emergency lights on their illuminated exit signs. 

They couldn’t run the entire restaurant on it. It looked like they were closing after all.

“Okay, everyone, I guess we’re going home early. I’m going to go talk to the guests. In the meantime, finish up whatever orders you can and clean up everything else as best you can. Use your phones for light if you have to. Refrigerate what you can, but toss anything that’s half-cooked.” She hated wasting food, but in a situation like this, it couldn’t be helped. She was just glad she hadn’t gotten started on the salmon yet. It would be a shame to throw it away.

Trusting her employees to take care of the food the best they could, she hurried out into the dining area to let the guests know they were closing and offer discounts and comped meals where she had to. A few people were already leaving, and others were asking when the power was going to come on. Poor Jaelin had to take down names and phone numbers for the people who didn’t have cash, since their card reader was down.

It was chaos, but a controlled sort of chaos. Some people were annoyed, and others seemed to be treating it like a grand adventure, but no one was really panicking. Still, she had a lot of ruffled feathers to soothe. That was the only excuse she had for why she didn’t notice Leo and Cole were gone for nearly ten whole minutes. When she remembered to look for them, she had to check the room twice—most people were using their phone’s flashlights to see, which made the whole thing even more chaotic—and then felt cold panic sink into her veins.

They had left. Of course they had left. They hadn’t even been seated yet and the power went out. They had no reason to wait around and see if it would come back on.

Moving to the edge of the room so she wouldn’t be in anyone’s way, she took her phone out and sent a text off to Lillian.

Power’s out at the restaurant. Leo and Cole left. I think you should call this off.

She waited for a response, staring at her phone’s screen with increasing anxiety as the seconds passed without one. Maybe Lillian hadn’t seen the message. She decided to call her, just so she could be sure her sister was aware of the risk.

The call rang and rang, and eventually went to voicemail. Lydia bit her lip, weighing her options. She had a duty to both the restaurant and her sister. No one was going to be happy if she left Iron and Flame during a crisis like this … but no one’s life was at risk here. Lillian might be in real danger. If Leo decided to meet with Cole at the law office instead of going to another restaurant, he might catch her red-handed looking through his files. If he killed Ross to keep his involvement in the scandal in the dark, there was no reason to think he would hesitate to do the same when he confronted Lillian.

A life, her sister’s life, outweighed her responsibility toward the restaurant. Her employees could handle this; she had faith in them. She could come back later to check that everything was battened down properly. Right now, her sister needed her.

She hurried back into the kitchen to take off her apron and hairnet and let her employees know she had a family emergency and had to go, then told her front of house staff the same. She would definitely make it up to them; she knew how unfair it was to expect them to handle this situation without her, but she just couldn’t risk her sister’s life, not even for Iron and Flame.

Her worries shifted as soon as she stepped outside. The storm wasn’t just severe; it felt apocalyptic. The wind was blowing so hard the rain seemed to be falling horizontally, and it was constantly switching directions. The lightning looked like a constant strobe overhead. She realized a moment later that the rumble she initially thought was a train was actually thunder happening so frequently it was almost continuous.

No wonder the power had gone out. The whole town must have lost power; she wouldn’t be surprised if there were multiple trees down along the lines. It might be days before the power came back on, depending on how much damage there was in the surrounding area. She and Jeremy were going to have to remember to refill the generator with fuel tomorrow if they didn’t want to risk having to throw out everything in the freezer and fridge. That would be a huge loss, but she couldn’t think about it right now.

She had to fight with the wind to open her car door, and she was soaking wet by the time she got inside. She could feel the wind shaking the SUV, and even on their highest speed, her wipers didn’t do much. Her headlights didn’t either; it shouldn’t have been dark yet, but the storm was bad enough it looked like night outside.

She pulled out of the parking lot carefully, forcing herself not to rush. She wouldn’t be able to help her sister very much if she got into an accident on the way there. Thankfully, she probably wouldn’t have to deal with downed trees in the middle of town, but the power poles and traffic lights might pose an equal risk.

She passed only one other vehicle on her way there, and it was going in the opposite direction. The storm must have worsened quickly; she couldn’t imagine the restaurant would have been this busy if it was so bad an hour ago. She hoped Jude was doing all right; as a game warden, he often had to work in the field. She would have to check in with him as soon as she could. Hopefully, Saffron wasn’t too scared either. As far as she knew, the dog didn’t usually mind storms, but this wasn’t an average storm.

When she finally reached the law office, she was relieved at first to see that the parking lot was empty. Lillian and Alice had parked a block away and walked, so it didn’t tell her whether they were still there or not, but at least it meant Leo and Cole weren’t here.

Then she saw the flooded parking lot and realized that they might have parked elsewhere. There were a handful of vehicles parked up and down the curb along the mostly residential street, and she had no way of telling if any of them belonged to either of the two men.

She decided to park in the parking lot even though it was flooded. Her SUV had better ground clearance than a sedan did, and she didn’t think the water was deep enough to do anything but wet her wheels. She doubted anyone was going to be paying close enough attention in this storm to wonder why someone was parking in the lot of a supposedly closed law office, and she didn’t want to have to spend more time outside of shelter than she had to.

After parking as close to the door as she could, she sprinted the short distance to the building, splashing through ankle-deep water as she went. She hesitated when she reached the entrance, but only for a moment. Trespassing or not, if her sister was inside, she needed to warn her.

The door was unlocked and opened easily as she turned the knob. She stepped inside and shut it behind her. It didn’t block out the sound of the storm entirely, but it did dampen it. She wiped her feet on the mat in front of the door out of habit and did her best to shake the extra water out of her hair before stepping further into the building.

The converted house still had the overall appearance of someone’s home, but with a few additions that made it clear that it belonged to a business; a large wooden desk near the door that Alice probably worked at, a few comfortable chairs and a coffee table with old issues of magazines on it, a water cooler in the corner. The building was dark—in fact, she hadn’t seen a single house with lights on on her way here, which supported her theory that the whole town had lost power—and despite the sounds of the storm, it seemed oddly silent.

She opened her mouth to call out, but snapped her jaw shut before she said a word. Alice and Lillian should be here. If they had decided to call it off, wouldn’t her sister have messaged her by now? But if they were here, they should have heard her come in. The converted house wasn’t that big. So either something had happened and they had left in too much of a hurry to text her … or they were here, and they were hiding.

Which meant maybe someone else was here as well. She listened, fully expecting to hear a creak on the stairs or down the hallway, but nothing stood out to her, just the howling of the wind in the old building’s drafty corners.

She decided to keep quiet and look for them. The stairs had a wooden gate at the bottom with a plaque that read Private, so she assumed the offices weren’t up there. She followed the hallway instead. Any light from her phone would draw too much attention, so she moved slowly and tried to navigate in the dark instead. The strobe-like lightning supplied enough light to see by, but its constant flashing was unsettling and disorienting.

The first door she came to was marked with the symbol for a unisex restroom. She pushed the door open and ended up using her phone’s light briefly in here, since there were no windows. It was empty, though she nearly jumped out of her shoes when the sight of her flashlight in the mirror startled her.

As she backed out of the restroom and turned her phone’s light off, she paused, thinking she had heard a creak, but when she turned around, the hallway behind her was empty.

Her skin crawling, she continued moving down the hallway. The next door had Ross Ingham’s name on it, and when she tried the doorknob, it was locked. Nothing she could do there.

The last door had a plaque with Leo Vaughn’s name on it. The door was open, just a crack, but it was enough to tell her Alice and Lillian had been here at some point. She pressed on the door, and it swung open silently.

“Hello?” she whispered, peeking into the room. “Lillian?”

No response. There was a window behind the desk, and it let in enough light that she could see the room was empty. It was also a mess. She doubted Leo normally kept his office looking like a tornado had hit it, which meant something had happened in here.

Worried, she entered the room and moved over to the desk, careful not to step on any of the papers on the floor. The filing cabinet behind the desk was open, and there were a few papers laid out neatly on his desk, as if someone was reading them. She tapped her phone’s screen and pulled down the menu to turn the phone’s light back on. Had they found what they were looking for?

She leaned over the desk and peered at the papers, but she really didn’t know what she was looking for. There were forms, photos of someone’s house, and a few more things that didn’t make any sense to her with all of the legal jargon. She was about to give it up as something that needed an expert when a scribbled note caught her eye. 

Their daughter, Alice Baker, can provide a witness statement, as she was staying with her parents at the time of the incident.

Alice? She found the file folder and flipped it closed to read the name on the front of it. Or rather, names. Martha and Edmund Baker, Civil Suit, Contractor Caused Damage During Repairs

Alice Baker couldn’t be that uncommon of a name, but she would bet good money that this Alice and the one Lillian worked with were one and the same. This was a case Leo had represented her parents on.

It also seemed to be the file they were reading before whatever happened in this room happened. Had Leo walked in with Cole only to see them pouring over this at his desk?

She moved around to the far side of the desk, intending to sit in the chair and take photos of the file just in case it was important before continuing her search for Lillian, but as she stepped around the corner of the desk, her foot collided with something on the floor. She shined her phone’s light down and inhaled sharply.

Lillian’s purse was on the floor behind the desk, its contents spilled out around it as if someone had knocked it off the desk. Whatever had happened here, it had been bad enough to make Lillian leave without her purse … if she had left at all.

Before she could examine the purse more closely, a metallic click made her snap her gaze over to the door, and her heart felt like it stopped completely at the sight of a shadowed figure standing in the doorway with a handgun leveled right at her chest.


CHAPTER TWELVE




“Alice, it’s me,” Lydia said, raising her hands slowly. The other woman’s face was visible thanks to the flickering light from the lightning, but it was hard to read her expression. She looked either angry or … scared.

“What are you doing?” Alice asked, her voice taut.

“I was looking for you and Lillian. We lost power at the restaurant, and Leo and Cole left. I tried calling her, but she didn’t answer.”

Alice swore. “Are they on their way here?”

“I don’t know. Where’s Lillian? What happened? I found her purse—”

She stooped to pick up her sister’s purse but froze when Alice shifted the gun, the muzzle following her. Far too late, she remembered Ross had been shot. She straightened back up slowly.

“Alice, where’s my sister? Is she safe?”

“I haven’t hurt her,” Alice said. “She’s in the shed out back.” She paused, taking a shaky breath. “You shouldn’t have come here, Lydia. I don’t know what to do now.”

Not pointing a gun at me would be a good start, Lydia thought, but being confrontational wouldn’t get her very far, not when Alice had all the power in that moment.

“What’s going on?” she said instead. She gestured toward the file on the desk. “Does this have something to do with your parents’ case?”

“It has to do with my mom’s death,” Alice said, her voice cracking. “Ross and Leo took their case years ago, before I started working here. My parents were getting some work done, and a well-known contracting company messed up badly enough that their house was essentially condemned. They only discovered after the fact that the contractors didn’t have the proper insurance, and their homeowner’s insurance wouldn’t cover the damage. They wanted to sue the company’s owner directly. If they won, they would have been able to repair their house. They should have won. Every attorney I spoke to afterward agreed on it. It should have been a slam dunk case.”

“But they didn’t,” Lydia said.

“No. They lost. It destroyed them financially, and the stress caused early onset dementia in my mom. My father couldn’t afford to take care of her and also work full-time, so he sent her to the only care facility he could afford. The cheapest one in the state. She got an infection and passed away a year later.”

“I’m sorry,” Lydia said softly. “That’s horrible. You blamed Leo and Ross for it?”

“That’s the thing,” Alice said, lowering the gun so she could wipe at her eyes with one hand.

While she was distracted, Lydia tapped on her phone’s screen with her thumb. It was still in her hand, and it was a matter of seconds to pull up her phone app. It was on the recent calls screen, and she tapped the first number she saw—Lillian’s. Her sister might not answer, but her voicemail would, and getting some proof of this conversation could only be a good thing.

“I didn’t. I thought it was just bad luck, and they did everything they could. When the secretary position opened up, I didn’t hesitate to apply. They seemed like good people. But then Lillian told me what she found, that Ross had been taking bribes and losing cases that should have been a slam dunk otherwise, and I just knew he did the same thing for my parents’ case. The man they were suing had the money to pay Ross off. He wrecked their lives, and he killed my mom. Maybe not directly, but she would still be alive if he had just done his job. He deserved exactly what he got.”

“You shot him,” Lydia said. Alice didn’t deny it. She also didn’t raise the gun again, which Lydia took as a good sign. “I don’t understand, though. If Ross was the one who took the case, why does Leo have their file?”

“Leo did most of the work on the case, but Ross took over at the last minute. He must have decided to take the reins when he accepted the bribe. Lillian didn’t know any of this. She didn’t start working here until after. I wasn’t expecting her to find the file, but she did, and she put the pieces together.”

“She realized you’re the one who killed Ross. What did you do to her?”

“Nothing!” Alice said. “She’s my friend. I didn’t hurt her. She’s tied up in the shed. I was trying to cover our tracks and figure out how to convince her to keep quiet when you showed up.”

Lydia didn’t think anything Alice might say would convince her to hide a murder, but telling the other woman that wasn’t a good idea. Something else was bothering her, and since she couldn’t see a reason not to keep stalling, she decided to ask.

“I don’t understand. Why did you agree to help her search Leo’s files if you knew he wasn’t the killer? And why did you act like you thought Cole was a suspect? You had to know you wouldn’t find any evidence that they were involved.”

“She told me the police were treating her like a suspect,” Alice murmured. “I never meant for that to happen. I thought if we accused someone else, it would make them focus on someone other than her, at the very least. When we came up with this plan, I realized I could use it to plant evidence. I have papers in my purse, forged notes between Ross and Leo referencing the bribes and one of Leo threatening Ross to keep quiet when everything came to light. I found a program that can copy people’s handwriting if you give it enough examples. We can frame Leo for the murder. I’m sure he knew what Ross was doing, so it’s not like he’s innocent. You just have to convince Lillian to help me.”

Alice looked at her with such hope that Lydia almost felt bad for her. She didn’t agree with what Alice had done, but she could empathize with everything she had gone through. 

She let some of that genuine empathy bleed through as she said, “I think I can convince her. We need to hurry, though. For all I know, they’re on their way here right now.”

Alice lowered her gun once and for all, the tension bleeding out of her. “Oh, thank goodness. Let me go get my purse. We can plant the notes and then get Lillian and get out of here before it’s too late.”

As Alice turned away from her, Lydia silently ended the call to Lillian’s phone, relieved to see that it had been recording for the last few minutes, and dialed 911 instead. She would play along until the police got here, but as soon as she could safely do so, she was going to get her sister out of that shed and tell her everything was going to be all right.


EPILOGUE


“I’m only moving half an hour away. You didn’t need to get me a goodbye present.”

“You need something to make your new place feel like home. Plus, my plant was getting too big,” Lydia said, placing the potted plant into her sister’s hands. The cutting from her pothos was just taking root, but if it was anything like the original plant, it would grow voraciously.

“Thirty years old and I’m still getting your hand-me-downs,” Lillian said, but she smiled as she accepted the plant. “Thanks, Lydia. This won’t change much, you know. We can still have weekend breakfasts at the cafe, and I’ll still come to eat at Iron and Flame sometimes.”

“I know. I’m happy for you. I really am. Your new job sounds great, and I’m glad you won’t have to commute very far. Let me know when you’re settled, all right? I want to come see your new place.”

“Your plant’s baby will be front and center on my nicest shelf,” Lillian promised. She paused, her expression growing more somber. “Thank you, Lydia. I mean it. You saved my life that night.”

“I don’t think Alice would have hurt you, in the end, but I’m glad you didn’t have to find out.”

“I still can’t believe it was her. I understand why she did it, I guess, but I don’t understand how she could act so normal afterward.” Her sister shuddered. “Anyway, I’m going to spend a few minutes saying goodbye to this place, then I’d better head out. I’ll text you in a few hours, once I get the truck unloaded.”

They shared a hug, and Lydia walked out of her sister’s apartment for the last time. It was bittersweet, knowing her sister was moving away. She had gotten hired at a law firm in Wausau that sounded like it would be the perfect fit for her, but Lydia was going to miss her, even though she was only going to be half an hour away.

It felt like everything was changing, and even if most of the changes weren’t bad ones, knowing things would never be the same again was hard. She just hoped that one day, she would look back at this time and think only about how much happier she and her friends and family all were in the future. She had to believe that her best days were still ahead of her. The future wasn’t going to be identical to the present; it was going to be brighter.
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