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CHAPTER ONE




“I have one vanilla crème brûlée and one slice of pecan pie cheesecake. You two won’t be disappointed; these are some great dessert choices.”

The waitress put the dessert plates down on the table in front of Evelyn Foster and her boyfriend, Aidan Morgan. The Stone Table, the lakeside restaurant they were eating at, was absolutely packed on a Friday evening, but their dinner reservation had saved them a prized seat on the restaurant's patio, which looked out over the moonlit waters of Lake Superior. It was a beautiful spring evening, and one of the most romantic dates Eve had been on in years.

The delicious-looking desserts were just icing on the cake.

“These look wonderful, thank you,” she said.

“Enjoy,” the waitress replied.

Eve smiled as she walked away. Across the patio from where they were seated, she saw her friend and mentee, Lucas, waiting on another table. He nodded at her in greeting and she nodded back. Their friendship still wasn't quite where it had been before, but they were getting there. Tonight was about Aidan, though, not Lucas.

“This is amazing,” Aidan said as he took a bite of the pecan pie cheesecake. “Here, you have to try some.”

“You try some of the crème brûlée then,” she said, pushing the shallow bowl it was in closer to him. “This whole meal has been amazing. Thank you, Aidan. Tonight was wonderful.”

“I'm glad you’re having a good time,” he said with a smile. “You deserved a nice night out with no worries. I’ve been feeling like every time we try to spend some time together, something goes wrong. We finally managed to have one perfect date.”

“The night isn't over yet, don't jinx it,” she teased before slicing off a bite of the cheesecake with her fork. Flavor exploded across her tongue the instant she lifted it to her mouth, and her eyes widened.

“Okay, this might be one of the best desserts I've ever had. I'd try to find a recipe for it online, but I already know I wouldn't be able to replicate this.”

“Your crème brûlée is amazing too,” he said, pushing it back across the table toward her. “You know what we could do together? Cooking classes. It would be a fun thing to learn together, and then we could experiment in the kitchen and come up with our own recipes for our favorite dishes. Even our failed attempts at recreating something like this cheesecake would probably be pretty darn tasty.”

She smiled at him, a warm feeling in her chest. “Couples cooking classes sound like they'd be a lot of fun.” Her nose wrinkled in disappointment. “But I'm already so busy. I just don't know when I'd have the time. If we could find one that takes place on the weekends, that might work, as long as it was in the evening.”

“I'll do some research,” he said. “If it's not something we can do this summer, that's fine too. I know you've got a lot on your plate right now.”

She did; her job as a dental assistant kept her busy until five on the weekdays, and after work, her time was taken up with training her search and rescue dogs, helping at a friend's riding stable, maintaining her own house and the chores she needed to complete to keep functioning like a normal person, and now that she was on her way to becoming vice president of Michigan Mutts Search and Aid, she was spending more and more time on the phone with her friend Jan, learning about the ins and outs of running a search and rescue organization so when their summer meeting came around, she would be prepared to pick up her new responsibilities. On top of all of that, she was also trying to make time for her new relationship with Aidan while keeping up with her other friends.

She enjoyed almost everything she was busy with, but it left very little time in her schedule for something new.

“No, I want to do it,” she said. “Cooking classes would be a lot of fun, and I’ve wanted to get better at cooking for a while.” She considered herself a decent cook, but she wasn't very adventurous in the kitchen, and she tended to make the same few recipes over and over. She would love to be able to whip up something like this cheesecake or the crème brûlée like it was nothing. “Maybe give it a few weeks, though. We've been slammed at work lately, which means I have even less energy than usual to do everything that needs to be done.”

“That's right. You've been getting a lot of new patients, haven't you?”

She nodded. The small, family-owned dental clinic she worked at was usually pretty slow, but these last two weeks had been something else. “There was some scandal over something the dentist did at the clinic in Foxglenn,” she said, naming the neighboring town. “So now, a lot of their patients are moving here, to Granite. It's great for business, but it means we haven't been getting as much downtime at work as I'm used to.”

Her work environment was usually very relaxed. She worked side by side with her best friend, Tiana, who was a dental hygienist, and the clinic was small enough that it was just the two of them plus the two dentists who owned the clinic, a married couple named Amelia and Brent Clark. Her salary didn't change regardless of how many patients they had, so even though she knew the added influx was good for the clinic, it was hard to be as excited about it as the owners were.

“At least your bosses seem to understand,” Aidan said. “They let you out early today, right?”

“Yeah, but that was kind of weird,” she said, pausing to take a bite of her crème brûlée. Her spoon broke through the glassy brown sugar crust on top with a crunch. “They almost never let us out early unless the last patient of the day cancelled and there's nothing else we need to do. Brent still had a patient in the exam room when he came out and told Tiana and me that he would handle the rest of the day and would close on his own, so we could head out. I’m a little worried, because he seemed upset. Don't spread this around, but I think he and Amelia have been having marriage troubles. They hardly ever work together anymore and when they do, there’s a lot of tension between them.”

“That's a shame,” Aidan said. “I hope they work through whatever it is. Are you worried about what will happen to the clinic if their marriage ends?”

“Not really,” she said. “I'm sure one of them would keep it open, or if they sell it, the new owner would probably keep Tiana and me on. Worst case scenario, I'll go back to working in Marquette. It's a half-hour commute in each direction, which won't be that bad other than in the winter. I've just gotten spoiled by living two minutes away from where I work.”

“Well, fingers crossed nothing will change. I'd miss seeing you at the Granite Mug in the mornings if you started working in another town.”

“If you think I'm giving up on my coffee habit, you'd better think twice,” she said. “I'd just start getting there half an hour earlier.”

They chatted for another few minutes as they finished their desserts, and Aidan paid their bill. They walked out to his sedan together, and he opened the passenger side door for her as she got in. When he got into the driver's side, she leaned over to press a kiss to his cheek.

“Thank you again, Aidan. Tonight was the perfect date. I had a wonderful time.”

She thought she could see a flush on his cheeks, but it was too dark to be certain. “I'm glad I could give you the perfect night,” he said. “Do you want to drive back along the lake? It will take a little longer, but it's a gorgeous night out tonight.”

“Sure,” she said, not ready for the evening to end. Then, because she had lived in the Midwest her whole life, she couldn’t keep herself from adding, “Watch out for deer.”

He pulled out of the parking lot and turned toward the highway that hugged the lake's coast. It really was a gorgeous night. Eve, being the passenger, enjoyed the opportunity to gaze out over the water and at the clear sky above. Living in Michigan's Upper Peninsula meant making some sacrifices. There were no big cities or bustling population centers, but the natural beauty was hard to beat.

The time passed too quickly, and before she knew it, Aidan had passed the Granite Mug, the little coffee shop where she had met him for the first time last year, and was making the turn onto Granite’s main street. They would have to pass through town—and pass his apartment—to reach her little rental house, which was on a three-acre lot on the outskirts of Granite.

As soon as he made the turn, Eve realized something was wrong. The road, which should have been quiet and dark this late at night in the small town, was filled with emergency vehicles, the red, blue, and white flashing lights illuminating the street in a disorienting strobe of colors. A haze of smoke obscured the yellow street lights, and she could see the flickering of a fire further down the block, near where the fire trucks were congregated. Keeping her eyes glued to the scene, she reached out and gripped Aidan's arm.

“Slow down,” she breathed. “I think that's the dental clinic. It's on fire.”


CHAPTER TWO




Aidan pulled to a stop along the curb, far enough back that they wouldn't get in the way of the emergency vehicles. They weren’t the only ones who had stopped to gawk; the sidewalks were lined with locals watching the scene unfold. Eve got out of the car, fumbling with her seatbelt and the door handle in her shock. It took her long enough that Aidan made it out of his side of the vehicle and around to the sidewalk by the time she got the door open. He reached out a hand to help her up and kept his fingers intertwined with hers as they hurried down the sidewalk toward the perimeter the police had set up.

As they got closer, Eve learned that her gut instinct was right. The fire was raging, fingers of flame reaching out of the dental clinic's shattered windows. Thankfully, it seemed to be the only building that had been touched, likely thanks to the fire trucks that were spraying water over the neighboring buildings. Even a good thirty feet back, she could feel the heat of the flames that crackled and roared inside the clinic she had worked in for almost a year.

She stared at the scene, her lips parted, shock numbing her and muddling her thoughts. The scene felt unreal, but between the heat that was drying out her skin even at this distance and the feel of Aidan's hand squeezing hers, she knew this was happening. The dental clinic was burning down right in front of her eyes.

Out of the corner of her eye she spotted the familiar silhouette of the sheriff's hat, and her gaze snapped over to Sheriff Larson, who was talking on her radio as she gazed at the fire. She was only about ten feet away, standing near one of the patrol vehicles. Eve waited until the sheriff's eyes drifted toward the part of the crowd Eve was standing in, then she bounced up on the balls of her feet and waved her left hand to get the sheriff's attention. The sheriff said one last thing to whoever was on the other end of the radio, then clipped it back to her belt and walked over.

“Eve. Did someone already call you about this?”

“No, Aidan and I were eating at Stone Table. We were on our way home when we saw…” she trailed off and gestured at the fire. “What happened?”

Sheriff Mary Larson was good friends with Jan, the woman who was Eve's mentor in the search and rescue world, and she and Eve had a burgeoning friendship of their own. Eve's search and rescue dogs, Willow and Atlas, had helped with a few of the sheriff's cases, and in return, the sheriff had grown to know Eve well enough that she didn't immediately jump to the top of her suspects list when something went wrong.

“Don't know yet. A bystander called it in.” She nodded at a woman who was wearing a shiny emergency blanket and leaning against an ambulance. She looked Eve's age or maybe a little younger, and when she raised a hand to tuck a strand of her curly dark hair behind her ear, Eve saw a vine-like tattoo along her forearm. She was staring at the flames as if entranced. “She didn't see what happened; she only noticed the smoke when it started coming out through the front door. By the time the emergency responders arrived, the fire had grown hot enough that it was impossible to get anyone in the building. I just hope no one was inside.”

“No one's ever here this late,” Eve said. “We close at five and even the owners leave pretty quickly once the last patient is gone.” She couldn't seem to stop staring at the fire, though she was making an effort to focus on the sheriff. With a shake of her head, she added, “Everything was normal when I left earlier today. We haven't been having any issues with the wiring or anything like that. Have you called the Clarks yet?

“I've been in touch with Amelia. She's on her way, not that there's anything she can do. The firefighters are working on putting the blaze out, but as of right now, their priority is keeping the flames from spreading to other buildings. You're welcome to stay and watch, but please keep back. We've already shut the gas to the building off, but there's never any guarantee something won't go wrong, and the last thing I need is for people to get hurt.”

With that, the busy sheriff walked away. Eve returned to staring at the fire, and she wasn't the only one. The woman who had called it in seemed just as ensnared by the sight as she was. Eve wished she knew exactly what the woman had seen in the minutes leading up to her call to the police. Had anyone else been hanging around the building when the fire started? Had any of the other bystanders seen anything suspicious?

“Hey,” Aidan said softly beside her, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “Do you want to stay or do you want me to take you home?”

“I want to stay for a little longer,” she said. “Unless you need to get going.”

He shook his head, and she sidled closer to him, leaning against his shoulder. They stood there together, watching the flames, until Eve heard a familiar voice behind her. “Excuse me. Excuse me! I'm looking for Sheriff Larson.”

She turned to see Amelia Clark, one of the dentists who employed her, pushing through the crowd. Eve called out to her, and Amelia made a beeline over to where she and Aidan were standing.

“Eve?” Amelia was more frazzled than Eve had ever seen her. Her hair was sticking out at funny angles, and she was still in her pajamas. It was clear she had just woken up, and Eve's heart went out to her. She liked Amelia, and she couldn't imagine what the woman was going through right now. “What's going on? What are you doing here?”

“Aidan and I were on a date and decided to head home through town.” She gestured at the fire. “We stopped when we saw this.”

“I need to find the sheriff.”

“I'll go get her,” Aidan said. He let go of Eve's hand with a final squeeze. “I see her over by one of the firetrucks. I'll let her or one of the deputies know Amelia's here.”

“Thanks,” she murmured.

“Did you talk to her already? How did this start? Are they going to be able to save the building?”

“I don't know,” Eve said. “I spoke to her, but she doesn't know how the fire started yet. They're trying to put the fire out, but their main priority is to keep it from spreading.” She paused. “Where's Dr. Brent?”

Amelia gave her a look Eve would remember until the end of her days. It was haunted, frightened, full of an anguished knowledge that she was trying desperately to deny. “I don’t know.” She paused and turned to look at the burning building. “He left home an hour ago. He said he had to check on something at the clinic before bed.”


CHAPTER THREE




The horrifying news that there was a chance Dr. Brent Clark had been in the building when it went up in flames didn't change anything. The fire was still too hot, the blaze too dangerous for the firefighters to risk their lives, especially when it was already too late for anyone who might have been inside. Eve wasn't sure what to do, but she knew she couldn't leave her boss alone on a night like tonight. She waited while Amelia called her sister and told her what was going on, then stuck by Amelia's side for the next hour until her sister arrived. Aidan waited with her, quietly supportive, though it was clear he didn't know how to help any more than she did.

By the time Amelia's sister arrived, the blaze was beginning to die down. Even so, it would be hours until the building was safe for the experts to enter. Eve wasn't sure if she should stay or go, but after Amelia shared a tear-filled greeting with her sister, she turned to Eve and said, “Thank you so much for waiting with me, Eve. You should go home now. There's nothing else for you to do here. I'll update you in the morning if I learn anything new about what’s going on.”

“All right,” Eve said. She hesitated, then gave the other woman a tight hug. She had worked with Amelia for almost a year and while they were on good terms, their relationship was purely that of colleagues. It was a little strange to be giving her boss a hug, but the situation seemed to call for it. “Whatever you need, just let me know. I’m sure Brent will call soon, asking why you aren't home. It’s going to be all right.”

She could tell by the look in the woman's tear-filled eyes that she didn't believe that would happen any more than Eve did, but she gave her a weak smile as if thanking her for the attempt.

The drive back home with Aidan was a somber one. They sat in her driveway for a few minutes before Eve gave him a kiss on the cheek and unbuckled her seatbelt. “I had a really nice time earlier, Aidan. I'm sorry tonight had to end like this.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” he told her. “Call me as soon as you hear anything, okay? And if you don't want to be alone tonight, just let me know. I'm happy to camp out on the couch if that's what you need.”

“Thanks. I think I'll be all right, though. I'm not sure how early I'll be getting up tomorrow, and there's no reason both of us should get terrible sleep. I'll give you a call in the morning. You be safe. If it seems like the fire is spreading, get out of there, all right?”

His apartment was right across the street from the dental clinic. She didn't think he was in any danger, since the fire was already dying down, but she was still worried about him and everyone else who lived in town.

“I will,” he promised. “Good night, Eve.”

She got out of the car and walked up to her front step, pausing to turn around and wave goodbye at him before she unlocked her door. Her two German Shepherds greeted her enthusiastically when she stepped inside, and she went through the routine of letting them out back and then bringing them in and giving them treats automatically. They sniffed her all over, probably smelling the smoke on her clothing.

“This is going to be a tough weekend, you guys,” she said, crouching down so she could wrap her arms around both of their furry necks. “You're lucky that you’re dogs, and don’t have to worry about any of this.”

She woke up in the morning to the sound of her cell phone ringing. It must have been on its very last ring, because by the time she oriented herself and realized what was going on, the call had fallen silent. Unplugging her phone from its resting place on her nightstand, she unlocked the screen just as it registered a new voicemail.

The voicemail was from Amelia. Eve put the phone on speaker and hit play, her heart already in her throat.

“Eve, this is Amelia Clark. The sheriff confirmed this morning that Brent was in the clinic when the fire started and that he has passed away.” She paused and Eve heard her take a shaky breath. “The clinic will be closed until further notice. I'm sure that goes without saying.” Her voice broke and she took another deep breath. “I'll call Tiana and let her know the same thing. Thank you for your support.”

The message ended. Eve stared at her phone, tears pricking her eyes. Much like Amelia, she and Dr. Brent Clark hadn't been close, but he had been a good boss and a good colleague. She had worked with him just yesterday. It didn't seem right that he could be gone so quickly.

She thought about calling Amelia back to give her condolences, but decided to wait. Amelia sounded like she was barely keeping it together, and Eve was sure she had a lot of people to call. It was barely seven in the morning; this was a lot to deal with for anyone, let alone so early in the day. She would give it an hour or two, then call and leave a message telling her how sorry she was and offering to help in any way she could.

It was a Saturday, so she wouldn't have had to go into work today anyway, but she still felt odd as she got up and started her normal morning routine. No matter what was going on in her life, her dogs still needed to go out and eat, and she still needed her morning coffee and breakfast. Everything had changed, but it wasn't until she sat down with her coffee in hand while a pan heated up on the stove for some sausages she had bought on her last big grocery shopping trip in Marquette that it really started to sink in.

Her boss, Dr. Brent Clark, was dead.

She checked the time on her cell phone and decided Tiana had slept in late enough. It felt odd to think her friend probably didn't know what was going on yet, but she and Aidan had gotten back pretty late. Tiana and her fiancé, Levi, might not have been asleep yet, but they had probably been settled in for the night and wouldn't have heard about the fire before they went to bed. Even if Amelia had already called Tiana and Tiana had woken up to check the caller ID, she probably wouldn't have answered. She would have no reason to think a call from her boss on a Saturday morning was an emergency, not when the dental clinic was closed on Saturdays anyway.

It was still a lot earlier than Tiana usually woke up on the weekends, but Eve thought she had waited long enough. She needed to tell her friend what was going on.

“Hello?” Tiana sounded groggy when she answered the phone. There was a pause and the sound of rustling as if she was getting out of bed, during which time Tiana must have double-checked the caller ID. “Eve? What's going on? It's not even eight thirty yet.”

“Have you been online at all since yesterday evening?” Eve asked her.

“What? No. Why?”

Eve took a deep breath. “Something happened. I hate to tell you like this, first thing in the morning, but Amelia said she was going to leave you a voicemail and you probably wouldn't want to find out like that, either.”

“You're scaring me. Just tell me what's going on.”

Leaning back in her kitchen chair and looking out the sliding glass door into the deceptively pretty early spring morning, Eve started telling Tiana all about the fire and their boss's untimely death.


CHAPTER FOUR




Tiana was confused at first, then grew ever more shocked and upset as Eve told her story. Eve was pretty sure her friend went through all five stages of grief, only to end up in a weird mix of anger and denial.

“What was he doing there so late? How did the fire start? Are you even sure it was really him? No, the police must be mistaken.”

“I don't know much more than you do at this point,” Eve said. “Listen, I need to call Aidan and update him. Then, I’m going to call Amelia back and give her my condolences. I want to talk more, though. Do you want to text me when Levi gets up and the four of us can meet for breakfast somewhere?”

“He's already up, I've just been waving at him to be quiet while you told me what was going on. Yeah, we'll get ready to go, and meet you somewhere. What are you thinking, the Granite Mug or Superior Slices?”

Eve got up to turn off the burner the pan was heating up on. The sausages could wait.

“Let's do Superior Slices,” she said, “It's right across from the dental clinic, so we'll be able to get a look at the damage the fire caused. Plus, that way Aidan will be able to just walk downstairs and boom, he's there.”

“Sounds good to me,” Tiana said. Eve could tell by her voice she was still distracted; still processing what she had learned. “I’ll meet you there in about forty minutes?”

Eve promised she would be there, then ended the call and drank down the rest of her coffee in three too-hot gulps. Normally, she enjoyed taking Saturday mornings slow after a long week at work, but today, she could hardly wait to get out of the house and meet up with her friends. Just like Tiana, she wanted answers, and she wasn't going to get them if she spent all morning sitting around in her kitchen.

Two phone calls and a quick shower later, she left the dogs in the house with a couple of their favorite chew toys and a promise that she would be back later to take them out for an adventure. Superior Slices was only a few minutes away, but they were nerve-racking minutes. Eve wasn't sure what to expect as she drove into town. Just how bad had the fire been? She doubted the clinic would be completely gone, since it was made of bricks, but she didn't know how damaged it was or if any of the surrounding buildings had been damaged in the fire.

What she wasn't expecting was the smell of smoke that still lingered in the air. As she pulled onto Main Street, she saw wisps of smoke still rising from the building; even though it was hours later, the dental clinic was still smoldering hot. She forced herself not to gawk until she was safely parked along the curb in front of Superior Slices. Only then did she turn in her seat and shamelessly stare at the place where she had worked for nearly a year.

The building was still standing, which she had expected, but it was almost unrecognizable. The windows were gone, either broken by the firefighters who were trying to subdue the blaze, or blown out by the pressure and heat from the flames. Or had there been an explosion? She still knew nothing about how the fire had started. The bricks around the windows and door were blackened and charred, the sign that had hung above the door was gone, and even the parking lot behind the building showed signs of damage. The cute little flower beds one of their older patients had volunteered to put in were torn up by the tires from the emergency vehicles, and water from the fire trucks was still pooled on the asphalt. Caution tape cordoned off the entrance to the parking lot and the front of the building.

It was hard to imagine that not even a full day ago, she had been settling down for a perfectly normal shift at work. Now, even if Amelia rebuilt and reopened the dental clinic, it would never be the same as it had been, not without Dr. Brent.

A knock on her passenger side window tore her gaze away from the building, and she turned to spot Tiana and Levi standing on the sidewalk outside. She grabbed her purse, paused to check that no cars were coming, and opened her door before hurrying around her station wagon to join them. Aidan came down from his apartment just as they were entering the restaurant, and she fell into step alongside him while they walked to a table in the corner. He greeted her with a hug and took her hand until they reached the booth, where he let her slide in first.

“So,” Tiana said, the word full of weight. “This is real. Not that I didn’t believe Eve when she told me, but … it didn’t feel true until now. What’s going to happen?”

She sounded lost. Eve didn't blame her; Tiana had been working at Granite Dental far longer than she had, and knew both of the dentists much better. As hard as this was for Eve, it was going to be much more difficult for Tiana.

“Did Amelia tell you anything new when you called her?” Aidan asked Eve. She had spoken to her right after she called Tiana that morning, to let him know that Brent's body had been found in the fire. While she was talking to him, she had mentioned that she was going to call Amelia next, to offer her condolences and remind her that she was there if she needed anything.

“No,” she said. “She didn't answer, so I just left a voicemail. I'm sure she's working with the sheriff on all of this to try to figure out what happened, but if they've discovered anything, then I'm still out of the loop.”

“I don't understand why Dr. Brent was there so late,” Tiana said. “He was acting weird yesterday, Eve. Didn’t you notice? He almost never lets us go early; usually, even if the last patient of the day cancels, there's cleaning or organizing we could do around the clinic. Do you think he knew something was going on? It seems like a weird coincidence.”

“It does seem weird,” Eve admitted, biting her lip. “But that fire didn't happen until hours after we left. If he somehow knew the building was going to burn down, I don't see what sending us home early almost seven hours before the fact would achieve. Besides, if he knew what was going to happen, why was he still in the building?”

“Well…” her friend hesitated, then glanced out the window at the burned-out shell of the dental clinic, the sight of which seemed to fill her with resolve. She sat up a little straighter. “Look, I know we don't know anything yet and this probably sounds crazy, but do we know the fire is what killed him?” Her gaze darted between Eve and Aidan, since both of them had been there. “Think about it. He was acting normal, then that last patient we had yesterday came in and after seeing him, he left the exam room for a good ten minutes. When he came back, I thought he was acting off. That was when he told us we could go home and he would take care of the rest of the day by himself. What if that last patient was bad news, and Dr. Brent knew it? What if he killed Dr. Brent, then somehow made sure the fire would start a few hours later to hide the evidence without making it look connected to his visit?”

Eve thought about it, then shook her head. “No, Amelia said he was home with her before leaving to take care of something at the dental clinic. So, we know he made it home, at least.”

“Babe,” Levi said quietly, wrapping his arm around Tiana as she wilted. “I know you want to figure out what happened, but we don't know enough to speculate yet.”

She fell silent for a moment and gazed at her menu, downcast, until something seemed to occur to her. “Well, what if he set the fire himself?”

Eve exchanged a concerned look with Levi. She knew Tiana was just trying to make sense of things, but she seemed to be reaching further and further in her desperate search for an explanation.

“I don't see why he would do that, Tiana,” she said gently. “He loved that clinic, and he was thrilled that we were getting so much business from the clinic in Foxglenn. Remember when that other dentist called earlier this week? He was practically gloating. Why would he burn it down when it was doing so well?”

“I guess.” Tiana turned to Levi to explain. “The other dentist is named Dr. Collins, one of those Scrooge-like older guys who came across as unpleasant when I met him once a few years ago. During the call that Eve’s talking about, he was mad that we were stealing all his customers, but Dr. Brent had to chuckle at that because Dr. Collins had done it all to himself.”

“How?” Levi asked.

“He was cutting corners and trying to skimp and save on bills, to the point where he wasn’t using enough anesthetic during procedures, and he spent years gaslighting and lying to his patients about it,” her friend said, wrinkling her nose. Her eyes widened. “Eve, what if it was him? What if he started the fire? Think about it; Dr. Collins was losing all his patients to us. Granite Dental is the closest clinic to the one in Foxglenn, and a lot of people wouldn't want to drive any further than this to go to the dentist. Maybe he thought if he burned down the clinic, he would get his old patients back, plus some of ours.”

“That seems a little extreme,” Eve hedged.

Her friend shook her head. “No, I heard more of the call than you did. He was trying to convince Dr. Brent to start telling people we weren’t accepting new patients. His whole argument was that it would be bad for Foxglenn to lose its only dental clinic, and that Dr. Brent had a moral obligation to stop stealing his patients because he was on the verge of bankruptcy.”

Eve thought about it. It was the first theory Tiana had put forward that made sense. Murder was an extreme reaction to losing some patients, but maybe Dr. Collins hadn't even meant to kill anyone. If he'd truly been desperate at the thought of losing his business, maybe burning down the competition had seemed like a reasonable action to take. Of course, to anyone sane, it would have been clear that arson wasn’t a good answer, but the threat of losing his livelihood might have driven him to extreme measures.

“Maybe Dr. Brent suspected something, which is why he went to go check on the clinic so late,” she said slowly. “You’re right, this could explain everything. I think we should tell Sheriff Larson about that call from Dr. Collins. It might give her an idea of where to start in the investigation, at least.”

Tiana nodded grimly. “I just hope it helps and they find out who's behind this soon. I know it's possible it was a horrible accident, but I just... I can't believe that. Someone did this for a reason. I feel it.”

Eve wasn't sure if that was Tiana's gut trying to tell her something, as much as it was the very human need to have something or someone to blame. Some of her friend’s ideas made sense, but she wasn’t sure what to think. Murder and arson would give some sort of meaning to an otherwise senseless death, but she couldn’t get over the fact that Dr. Brent was a dentist. He wasn’t involved in anything dangerous or crazy. He was just a normal guy who lived in a small town and cleaned people’s teeth. Did anyone really have enough motive to kill him?


CHAPTER FIVE




Eve barely tasted her sandwich. In fact, by the time she was done eating, she wasn't even sure she remembered what she had ordered. She suspected eating here was a mistake, because every time she glanced out the window to see the burnt-out shell of the dental clinic, her stomach twisted.

When she saw a familiar-looking woman approach the clinic, only to stop and start snapping pictures of it with her cell phone, she did a double take. Aidan noticed and said, “Hey, isn't that Amelia's sister?”

“Yeah, it's Annie,” Eve said, then added for Tiana and Levi’s sakes, “Aidan and I met her last night. I wonder what she's doing. Can you scooch out for me? I want to go talk to her.”

Aidan nodded and slid out of the booth, making room for her to stand up and step out into the aisle.

“Do you want me to go with you?” he asked. Tiana looked like she was about to get up too. Eve knew that if Tiana went with her and Aidan, Levi would probably join them as well, and she didn't want four people to ambush Amelia's poor sister out of the blue.

“No, I'm just going to go say hi. I'll be right back.”

She left the sandwich shop and paused to let a truck go by before she hurried across the street. Annie must have heard her footsteps, because she turned around before Eve had a chance to call out.

“Oh! Hello,” she said. “You're Amelia's employee, the one I met last night. Just give me a second and your name will come to me…”

“It's Eve Foster,” Eve said, giving her hand a brief shake. “Don't worry, last night was insane, I don't blame you for forgetting. I was just having breakfast with my other coworker, Tiana, and our partners. I saw you over here taking pictures, and I thought I'd stop by and see how Amelia is doing.”

“She had a tough night. She's at the sheriff's department now, going over anything that might be relevant to what happened to the clinic and Brent. I decided to come down here to take some photos of the clinic while they were busy; I don't know if she'll need them for her insurance, but I figured it's good to have a few of our own no matter what happens.”

“I'm glad you were able to come be with her,” Eve said. “I can't even imagine what she's going through right now. If I give you my number, would you call me if there's anything I or my co-worker can do to help? It was only the four of us working there, and even though I've only been there for about a year, I feel like I got close to Amelia and Brent in that time. I want to offer Amelia my support if I can, and I know Tiana would feel the same.”

Annie unlocked her phone and handed it over so Eve could enter her number in. “That's very kind of you. I might take you up on that; I don't know how long I'll be able to stay. It feels horrible to say it, but my husband and I both work, and we have children, and between losing out on my pay while I'm off from work and him having to do double duty with the children, I probably won't be able to stay for as long as she needs. It’s just a mess all around. Especially for her, of course; this couldn’t have happened at a worse time for her.”

“What do you mean?” Eve asked as she handed Annie's cell phone back to her. “Not that it's any of my business, but was something going on in their lives?”

“I know what you're thinking,” Annie said, following Eve's gaze until they were both looking at the charred dental clinic. “I don’t want to go into much detail, so I’ll just say Amelia was beginning to suspect Brent might have been unfaithful. I don't think it had anything to do with this, though. Honestly, I think Amelia had come back around to trusting him. He never stopped denying something had happened. It's just hard for her because now, well, she'll never know for sure, will she? Anyway, please don't spread this around. I've already said too much. It’s not much of an excuse, but I barely got any sleep last night, and I'm running on coffee and bad vibes right now. I'd better get going; I promised I'd run a few other errands for her in town while she's with the sheriff. You have a nice day, Eve. You seem like a very kind employee, and I'm glad to know that Amelia will have a support system even after I have to go home.”

Eve said her goodbyes to Annie and crossed the street again, heading back into Superior Slices. She had no doubt that all of her friends had been watching her through the window, and she started speaking even before Aidan slid over so she could take his seat in the booth.

“She just wanted to get some photos of the clinic in case they need them for the insurance. Amelia's at the sheriff's department right now.” She didn't say anything about Amelia's problems with Brent. Maybe she would tell Tiana later, because she knew she could trust her friend to keep a secret, and it was possible Tiana knew more about what was going on than she did, but even though she trusted Levi and Aidan too, it didn't feel right to gossip with them about something that Annie had asked her to keep private.

“Well, I guess that means the sheriff's busy right now. Do you want to stop in together later to talk to her, or is that something you want to do on your own?”

“I'll give her a call later this afternoon,” Eve said. “I’ll make a list of everything I want to talk to her about when I get home. You wouldn't happen to remember the name of the last patient he had yesterday, would you?”

“No.” Tiana wrinkled her nose. “I've been racking my mind all morning. I wish we had a more modern scheduling program. All the schedules were kept on the computer itself, not saved to the cloud, so I'm guessing that means they're gone now, thanks to the fire.”

Eve tapped her fingers on the table, thinking. “We might not be able to access the schedule from another computer, but what about the email?”

Tiana's eyebrows rose as interest sparked in her gaze. “That's a good idea. I didn't even think of that. The system would have sent an automated reminder email out to whoever had the last appointment yesterday.”

Eve nodded. “The only problem is, I don't know the login info for the clinic's email address. I don't think anyone ever told me it; it was always just logged in on the work computer.”

Tiana's eyes narrowed. “I think I might know it. I'm pretty sure the Clarks used the same password for all of their work accounts, so it would be the same one we used to log into the work computer.”

“Let's try it,” Eve said. She took out her phone then paused, looking up to see the two men watching them with near-identical amused and fond expressions on their faces. “What?”

“Nothing,” Aidan said with a shake of his head and a small smile. “I can see why the two of you are best friends. Whoever burned down the dental clinic would be running scared right now if he could see the two of you.”

“Oh, hush,” Tiana said. “We aren't doing anything, just logging into our work email.”

She leaned forward to watch as Eve went to the login portal for the email provider the clinic used and typed in the clinic's email address, then the password they used for the work computer. She waited for a heart-stopping two seconds while the screen loaded, then shared a grin of success with Tiana. The password had worked.

She navigated to the sent emails folder and narrowed the date down to a week ago, Friday, when the reminder emails would have gone out. She scrolled to the very last reminder email sent that day and clicked to open it. It was the right time slot; four fifteen p.m., and next to it, a name. Ethan Bennett. The name meant nothing to her.

She turned the screen so the others could see, but none of them had any more reaction than she did. Tiana frowned, then took Eve's phone and copied Ethan's email address, which she then typed into the search bar of the most popular social media app. A few seconds later, she found his profile and set the phone down flat on the table so they could all look at it.

Eve wasn't sure what she was expecting, but apparently, she had been expecting something, because when she saw Ethan's profile, she was disappointed. He seemed like a normal man. He had a handful of profile pictures of himself doing normal, everyday things like fishing or cooking out, and shared a lot of those vague, uplifting posts that were so popular online. He didn't look like an arsonist slash murderer, that was for sure. Deciding he was a dead end, she leaned back in her booth and wondered what their next steps should be. She would call the sheriff, of course, but then what? Tiana kept scrolling, only to frown a moment later.

“That's odd.”

“What's odd?” Eve asked.

“His account is only a couple years old.”

“That’s not too odd. Not everyone uses social media very much.”

“Yeah, but it's not just that. Take a look at his friends list.” She handed Eve's phone back to her. “I mean, his profile says he's a local—well, from Foxglenn—but most of his friends aren't from the area. Most of them don't have ties to each other or anything in the area at all, and I’m sure more than a few of those profiles are fakes. It’s like he sent mass friend requests out to strangers out as soon as he made his profile a couple years ago.”

“That is a little weird,” Eve admitted. “I don't know what it could mean, though. What does him having a lot of friends on social media have to do with the fire?”

“I don't know, but I still think he might be behind this. Why else would Brent ask us to leave early right after he saw Ethan in the exam room for the first time on Friday?”

“I don't know, but I'll tell the sheriff about all of this when I call her later. I don’t know if anyone knows the truth about what happened yet, but we’ll make sure Sheriff Larson isn’t alone in figuring it out.”


CHAPTER SIX




Aidan had some errands to take care of, and Tiana and Levi already had a weekend outing planned, so after promising to see Aidan later that day, she went home and called the sheriff. The list she had made of every suspect she and Tiana could think of was short, and she wasn't even sure it was all that helpful to the sheriff, but at least it helped her feel like she was doing something.

It was an odd Saturday. She already knew there wasn't going to be any work this coming week—and probably not for many weeks to come—so it didn't have the same urgent feel as most weekends did, as if she had to hurry up and relax as much as she could before the week started again, but even though she knew there would be no rush back to work on Monday morning, today was the opposite of relaxing.

In fact, she found herself worrying about everything. She worried about Amelia, of course, but she also worried about herself. Unlike Tiana, she didn't have a partner who could help her make ends meet if the clinic closed for good, or if it didn't reopen for months. Aidan was a wonderful boyfriend, but their relationship was still far too new for her to ask for his help with something like that. What if one of the dogs got sick and she had to burn through her savings to help them? What if her car broke down or any other number of things happened? Her career as a dental assistant wasn't exactly glitzy, but it had been steady work ever since she graduated from college, so she wasn't used to being overly worried about money. The fact that she was thinking about it at all made her feel selfish and shallow, but all the same, it was a very real worry.

Spending time with Aidan later that evening made her feel a little bit better, but after he left for the night and the house was empty, and it was just her, alone with her thoughts and the dogs, all of her worries came crashing back down.

She woke up on Sunday morning having decided that worrying wasn't going to get her anywhere. She had enough savings for now, plus another paycheck coming this week, and she would be able to support herself for a while. She would wait until after Brent's funeral—she didn't think it had been scheduled yet, but it would probably happen within the next week or two—then she would ask Amelia what she was planning on doing about the clinic. If Amelia was planning on reopening it, then Eve would either ride the wait out on her savings or start looking for a way to temporarily supplement her income. If she was going to close it, Eve would start applying to other dental clinics in the area.

Having a plan made her less worried about money, but it didn't do anything to help the rest of her worries. Tiana's suspicions of Ethan were infectious, and she couldn't stop wondering if she and Tiana had unknowingly left Dr. Brent alone with the man who would go on to kill him. If they had picked up on the fact that something was wrong, was it possible he would be alive now?

She also felt bad for leaving as soon as Annie arrived on Friday night. Had it been rude of her to rush away like that while Amelia was grieving for her husband? At the time, she hadn't felt as if it was her place to be there for her, but now she worried it had seemed cold or callous to leave as soon as Annie had arrived. She decided to get off her butt and do something to make herself feel better—and maybe to make things easier for Amelia too. She imagined the last thing Amelia wanted to worry about right now was food, and she happened to know that Amelia liked Superior Slices … and that the sandwich shop had recently started delivering.

She spent an hour out in the yard playing fetch and tug with the dogs, then headed into town to pick up a gift card from Superior Slices—nothing too extravagant, especially since she was worried about her own income prospects, but enough that Amelia would be able to order a few meals—then dropped by the florist to pick up a bouquet of flowers and a condolences card. She scribbled a quick, sympathetic note on the card, tucked the gift card inside the envelope with it, and set off for Amelia's house. She had seen the address countless times on her paychecks and important documents from the clinic, so even though she had never been there before, it was just a matter of letting her GPS guide her.

She had been planning on dropping the flowers off by the doorstep and leaving, so she parked along the curb and left her station wagon running as she hurried up to the front door. Before she could set the newly purchased vase down, the door opened and she came face-to-face with Amelia. The other woman was wearing a nightgown and her eyes were red-rimmed. Eve immediately stumbled out an apology.

“I didn't mean to bother you, I’m so sorry.”

“I saw you pull up,” Amelia said, looking down at the bouquet in her hand. “Thank you, Eve. You're very kind.”

Eve handed the flowers over. “Please let me know if there's anything I can do to help. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

“I know what you want to ask. Go ahead.”

“Pardon me?”

Amelia looked the flowers over, her face expressionless. “You must be wondering if I know anything about the fire yet. I know you've worked with the police in the past, with those dogs of yours. You probably know how slow their investigations can be. I spent half of yesterday talking with the sheriff, and we still don't know anything. She said it might be weeks before we even know for sure how the fire was started, let alone how my husband died.”

“I'm sorry,” Eve said awkwardly. “I know it seems like it takes them a long time to investigate, but it's not their fault a lot of the time. They have to send forensic samples out to labs to be tested, and they’re almost always backed up—”

“No, I know,” Amelia said with a sigh. “I know it’s not the sheriff’s fault, I just wish... I wish I didn't have so many questions.” Her voice broke. “I'm sorry.” She wiped her eyes as if angry at herself for crying.

Eve looked around. She spotted Amelia's car in the driveway, but no one else's. “Is Annie still here?”

“She drove back home for the day to catch up with her kids and her husband and work out a way to stay the rest of the week with me.”

“Do you need company?” Eve asked hesitantly. She wasn't sure leaving Amelia alone right now was the right thing to do, but she also wasn't sure Amelia would want to spill her heart out to her employee.

Amelia stared at her for a second then shrugged and pulled the door further open. “Why not? Come on in. All of this is affecting you too, and you were one of the last people to see him alive. I guess there's no one better to talk to.”

Amelia and Brent’s house was nice. It had the appearance of a place that was normally kept clean, though at the moment there was a couple days' worth of mess strewn about. Eve didn't judge; she doubted cleaning had been on Amelia's mind recently.

“You can sit in the living room,” Amelia said. “I'm going to go get some water for these.” She gestured to the flowers in her hand. Eve sat down on the couch, feeling uncomfortable. She had meant to drop the flowers off and run, not stay for a heart to heart with her boss.

When Amelia came back, she had a basket of cookies, which she offered to Eve before sitting in a chair across from her.

“Can we talk for a minute?” she asked. “Woman to woman, not employee to boss. If you're not comfortable with that, just say so. I won't blame you.”

“No, we can talk,” Eve said. She almost mentioned that for all she knew, the dental clinic might not reopen, so Amelia might not be her boss anymore, but decided that probably wouldn't help the other woman feel better. “What's on your mind?”

“Did Brent ever... Hold on a second.” She pulled out her phone and tapped a few times then turned it around to show Eve. “Did you ever see Brent with this woman?”

Eve took the phone and looked at the woman, her lips parting when she realized that she recognized her. She had never seen her with Brent, but she had seen her before—the night of the fire.

The woman in the photo on Amelia's phone was the one who had reported the fire to the police. She recognized the vine-like tattoo on her arm.

“You have,” Amelia said, closing her eyes at whatever look she saw on Eve's face.

“No,” Eve said quickly, handing the phone back to her. “I recognize her, but I've never seen her with Brent. Just … just around town.” She was about to tell Amelia that this woman was the one who had reported the fire but stopped herself at the last minute. Maybe she should tell the sheriff first. She didn’t know what Amelia would do with the information, and without Annie here to support her, she might not be able to keep herself from doing something she would regret, especially if she already suspected Brent was having an affair with the mystery woman.

“Who is she?”

“Her name is Zoe Reed,” Amelia said. Her lips pressed together as she gazed at the photo before she clicked the button to turn off her phone’s screen. “I think she was in love with my husband. The question I've been trying to answer these past few weeks was whether he was in love with her, too.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Eve spent an awkward half an hour trying to comfort her boss. She did her best to reassure her that she had never seen Brent with another woman, but she wasn't sure she was helping very much. Maybe it would be easier for Amelia to accept his death if she could cast him as the villain. If she had not only lost her husband, but lost her good and faithful husband, then his loss would be even more difficult for her to accept and overcome.

By the time Amelia calmed down enough to apologize for keeping Eve for so long and politely but clearly let her know she wanted some time to herself, Eve felt worse than ever. As she left the house, she found herself wondering just how much she had missed about the day-to-day lives of the Clarks. After working at the dental clinic for nearly a year, she had thought she knew them well, but she was beginning to realize how wrong she was about that. She didn’t know them at all.

When she got back home that afternoon, she texted the sheriff to ask if she had a second to chat. When Sheriff Larson called her, she got right to the topic at hand.

“You know the woman who called the fire in? Zoe Reed?”

“I don't know her personally, but yes, I remember her name,” the sheriff said. “How do you know it?”

“I just got back from seeing Amelia.” She realized belatedly that Amelia had spent half the day talking to the sheriff the day before and might already have told her this. “Did she tell you that she thinks Zoe and Dr. Brent were having an affair?”

The sheriff was silent for a moment. “No, I can't say she did. I thought she was being cagey about something, and I had my suspicions when she mentioned they were having marriage problems, but she didn't give me any names.”

“Well, I saw a picture of the woman. She's the one you pointed out that night, the woman who called the fire in. As soon as Amelia showed me her picture, I knew it seemed suspicious. What were the chances that Zoe just happened to be outside of the dental clinic late at night to see the fire.”

“What did Amelia say when you told her who the person who reported the fire was?”

“I didn’t tell her,” Eve admitted. “I wasn't sure if it was a good idea in the moment. She already suspects Zoe was having an affair with her husband. If she thought Zoe had something to do with the fire, I don't know what she would do. Her sister is out of town for the day, so she doesn't have anyone to keep an eye on her right now. She’s … well, she’s really upset.”

“I see. I'll have a chat with her later this week. Thank you for telling me, Eve.”

“You're looking into Ethan Bennett too, right? Did you find anything on him yet?”

“I admire your persistence and your curiosity, but you know I can't talk about ongoing cases with you. I appreciate you letting me know what's going on, but that’s a one way street.”

“Right, I’m sorry. I know you have to keep these things confidential.”

“I know this is hard, Eve. Just keep your chin up and your focus on your own life. We'll get to the bottom of this. It might not be as fast as anyone would like, but I'm not going to let this case turn cold.” She paused and Eve thought she was about to say goodbye but instead she said, “I'd like to ask you a question, and I'd appreciate it if it can stay between the two of us. I don't want you jumping to conclusions. Try not to see any significance in what I'm about to ask you.”

“All right,” Eve said uncertainly. “Go ahead.”

“You've known Amelia for a while now.”

“Not quite a year.”

“Right. That's still long enough to get a feel for someone. Please answer me honestly; from what you know about her, do you think there's a chance Amelia might have had something to do with all of this?”

Eve went still. Atlas, sensing something was wrong, came up and nudged her hand. She scratched under his chin slowly.

“No,” she said after a second, shaking her head even though she knew the sheriff couldn't see. “No, there's no way she was involved. You didn't see her today, Sheriff Larson. She's distraught. And she loved that clinic. She and Dr. Brent were dedicated to it. It was the most important thing in their lives. Despite the problems they were having—problems I now know the root of—it's obvious that she loved him, and it's just as obvious to me that she loved that clinic. Why would she burn it down? Even if Brent was having an affair, it just doesn't make any sense.”

“Did you ever witness them fighting while you were at work? Any arguments? Any signs of bruises or other injuries on either of them?”

“No to all of that,” Eve said. “They might have been a little more distant with each other lately, but also we've been a lot busier than usual with all of the new patients we’ve been getting thanks to that scandal surrounding the dental clinic in Foxglenn.”

“All right.” Eve thought the sheriff wasn't completely convinced, but she let it go. “Thanks for calling, Eve. I'll let you go now. As you can imagine, I've got quite a lot of work to get to, even on the weekend.”

Eve said her goodbyes and ended the call, then she stared down at the device, unease churning in her stomach. She didn't think Amelia had anything to do with the arson or Brent’s death. Or, at least, she was pretty sure she didn't. She'd worked side by side with the woman for almost a year. Amelia wasn't a killer.

But she hadn't thought Brent was the type to have an affair, either.

What if she didn't really know her bosses at all? What if they both had secrets ... and those secrets had turned deadly?


CHAPTER EIGHT




On Monday morning, she woke to the sound of her alarm going off. She sat up and groggily reached out for her phone to turn the noise off before she got out of bed. Only when she was halfway to her bedroom door did she remember; there was no work today. There wouldn't be any work for a long time; she had just forgotten to cancel her usual alarm.

Exhausted, because she hadn't slept well the night before or any night since Friday, she shuffled back over to her bed and flopped down on her stomach, groaning into her pillow. It was too late. The dogs had heard her alarm, and they knew what it meant. Atlas jumped on her bed and shoved his cold nose into the back of her neck, while Willow nudged Eve's hand with her muzzle, her tail wagging so hard that it knocked against the wall.

Eve turned her head to the side. “There's no chance you guys are gonna let me go back to bed, huh?”

Atlas, as excited for the morning as he always was, jumped off the bed, knocking his shoulder into the nightstand on the way down and making her phone fall to the ground. She sat up with another groan and snatched the cell phone up before opening her bedroom door and ushering the dogs out, first into the hallway and then out through the back door.

It was raining out. She watched, wincing, as the dogs raced through the muddy grass, then turned to fetch a clean towel from the laundry room so she could wipe them down before they came in. After hanging the towel on the sliding door's handle, she shoveled a few scoops of ground coffee into her coffee maker, hit the button to turn it on, then sat down at the kitchen table.

She unlocked her phone, intending to turn her weekday alarm off so it didn't wake her up early again tomorrow morning, but got distracted when she saw that she had a new email. She opened her email app, then rubbed her eyes and squinted at the sender’s name. No, she hadn't read it wrong the first time. Nathan Collins, the dentist from the clinic in Foxglenn, had sent her an email. The subject line read Job Offer.

Befuddled, she opened the email and read through it twice.

Evelyn Foster,

I hope this message finds you well. I would like to give my condolences about the closure of Granite Dental and the tragic loss of Dr. Brent Clark. I am sure this is a hard time for everyone who worked there. As you may know, I own a small dental clinic in Foxglenn, just a short twenty-minute drive from Granite. I would love to offer you a position at my clinic, and can even offer to match the hourly pay you've been getting at Granite Dental. Your hours would be part-time at first, but I'm expecting to see a large influx of patients very soon, and at that time, I would increase your hours to full-time, with benefits. If you think you might be interested, please respond to this email so we can set up a time to speak in person.

Best wishes,

Dr. Nathan Collins

Was Dr. Collins trying to poach her from her job? Hadn't Tiana said he was worried he might have to close his clinic? How could he afford to hire more people, if he was already having money troubles? Frowning, she read through the email a third time until her sleepy brain made the connection she had been missing.

He was expecting an influx of patients soon. Either he was lying, or he was expecting he would get those patients from somewhere else. Somewhere like Granite Dental. The worrying thing was, he probably wasn't wrong. If Amelia decided not to reopen the clinic, the majority of their patients probably would go to Foxglenn, scandal or no scandal. Marquette was slightly further, and slightly less convenient to get to, and going to the dentist in the first place was already enough of an inconvenience for most people.

She took a screenshot of the email and sent it in a text message to Tiana, then exited out of the app without replying to it. Even if Amelia did decide to close Granite Dental permanently, Eve didn't think she would want to work for Dr. Collins. She didn't want to work for anyone who would cut corners and lie to patients. There had to be better employment options than that.

She had dried the dogs off and let them in, and was halfway through her first cup of coffee when Tiana texted her back. I got an email from him too. Want to meet up and talk about it? I think there's a latte at the Granite Mug that's calling your name!

Eve looked at her half-empty cup of drip coffee and, feeling the barest twinge of guilt for the waste, got up to dump it in the sink. Drinking a latte with Tiana sounded like a lot more fun than drinking a cup of coffee alone at her kitchen table.

It took her a little while to get dressed and leave the house, but it wasn’t like she was in any hurry, and she knew Tiana wasn’t either. They got to Granite Mug about an hour later than she usually got there for her morning stop before work, and the little coffee shop was surprisingly full, with a lot of the tables taken up. Thankfully, there were still some seats available. She and Tiana took a two-person table next to the counter so they could sit and chat while they were waiting for their coffees.

“I'm guessing you haven't tendered your resignation to Amelia yet,” Tiana said once they sat down.

“Nope. Are you tempted away by Dr. Collins’s generous offer?”

“Heck no,” Tiana said. “Not only do I not think Amelia is going to close the clinic down, but I don't want to work for that slimeball. The gall of him, trying to poach us from Granite Dental not even a full business day after Dr. Brent passed away.”

“Pardon me,” an elderly woman at a neighboring table interrupted. She leaned toward them while her friend watched with curiosity. “Did you say something about being poached from Granite Dental? I recognize you, you’re the lovely young women who worked there. You got an email from Dr. Collins, didn’t you?”

Eve and Tiana exchanged glances. “That's right,” Eve said slowly. “How did you know?”

“I'm Irene Townsend,” the woman said. “I've been a patient at Granite Dental for years, and just this morning, I got an email from Dr. Collins in Foxglenn offering me a discount if I join as a new patient. I thought it might be a scam at first, so I showed it to my daughter. She was able to do something to see who else the email was sent to, and there was a whole list of other emails. I’m thinking he emailed all of your patients at Granite Dental to try to get them to join his practice instead. Sorry for listening in on your conversation, but I thought you'd want to know. That man got your client list somehow, and he's trying to steal us all out from under your noses. I won't be leaving, of course. Poor Dr. Amelia has my thoughts and prayers, and as soon as she reopens that clinic, I'll be coming right back for my yearly cleaning.”

They thanked her for the information, then once she returned to conversing with her friend, Eve and Tiana leaned their heads closer together to talk more quietly. “That jerk,” Tiana muttered. “He's like a vulture. I wonder if Amelia knows.”

“If not, one of us should tell her. The poor woman doesn't need more to deal with, but this is important. She needs to do damage control. I wonder how he even got the list of names.”

“Maybe we should accept an interview,” Tiana said. Eve could tell her friend was up to something, so she narrowed her eyes as she continued, “Think about it, we could go there to try to gather intel. If he did have something to do with the fire, maybe he'd trip up and admit it. At the very least, we might be able to figure out how he got our client list. You're right that Amelia has a lot on her plate right now, but neither of us have anything to do for the foreseeable future. Maybe we won't be able to help her figure out who killed Dr. Brent or who set the fire, but we could stop this. It's practically corporate espionage.”

“As long as we can get the interview on the same day and drive there together, I'm in,” Eve said. “I don't like this guy, and if Amelia decides to close the clinic, I want it to be her choice, not because some shady competitor stole all her patients and drove her business into the ground.”


CHAPTER NINE




She and Tiana crafted their responses to Dr. Nathan Collins together, hoping he would come up with the idea to schedule their interviews on the same day himself, without being too obvious that was what they were doing. They decided to aim for Wednesday, so in her email, Tiana mentioned she wouldn't be available until after Tuesday this week, and in hers, Eve said she would be unavailable starting on Thursday. They sent their emails ten minutes apart and hoped that when he read them one after the other, he would have the brilliant idea to schedule them both for Wednesday and kill two birds with one stone.

It was midmorning by the time they went their separate ways. Eve wouldn't feel right spending the rest of the day relaxing in the bath and reading books from the library, not considering the reason why she had all this time off work, but there was no reason to waste the entire day. She decided to head home and take the dogs out for some training at Sophia's horse stable. They could work on obedience and distractions, and she might get a chance to chat with her friend for a little while too. She could catch Sophia up on what was going on and see if she had any ideas of her own. With a little luck, Aidan's sister Alice would be free too. She lived right next door to Sophia's stable and was a good friend, even if she wasn't as close to Eve as Tiana was.

Tiana left first, because Eve lingered to chat with Chloe, the young woman who ran the coffee shop for her mother. Their family also owned Superior Slices, so Eve hoped Chloe might know more about the fire, considering it had taken place right across the street from the sandwich shop.

Unfortunately, Chloe was even more in the dark than Eve was. “My mother called the fire department, but all they did was assure her that our building wouldn't have taken any damage from the blaze,” the younger woman told her. “I don't know anything more than that. My mother's worried that if it was arson, then the arsonist might target other businesses along Main Street, but I told her she's worrying for nothing. We don't have any connections to the dental clinic, so I don't see why anyone would go after us next. I am sorry, though. I know you worked there. It must be tough, especially considering what happened to Dr. Clark.”

“I'm still coming to terms with everything,” Eve said. “The not knowing is hard, you know?”

“Well, I'll let you know if I hear anything. I'm guessing I won't see you around first thing in the morning anymore?”

“Probably not for a while,” Eve said. “But you know me. There's no way I'm dropping coffee completely.”

She went outside into the steady drizzle that was still coming down. There had been a pause in the rain when she pulled up to the coffee shop, so she hadn't thought to take her umbrella with her, and now she ran across the sidewalk to get into her station wagon as quickly as she could, already not looking forward to spending the next few hours getting drenched.

Training the dogs in the rain was never fun, but it needed to be done. They couldn't let a little thing like bad weather get in their way if they had to go find someone who was lost and possibly injured.

She started her car and pulled away from the curb, taking the turn that led down Main Street and away from the lake shore. She glanced in her rearview mirror at Lake Superior's stormy surface. The lake was cold even in the summer, and she knew it would be frigid now, so early in the year. Michigan might have some of the biggest and most impressive lakes in the world, but those beautiful blue waters hid their own dangers. The lake looked like it was a perfect match to her mood right now. She felt restless and stormy, and full of a sense of doom.

Focusing on the road ahead of her, she drove down Main Street, slowing unconsciously as she drew near the dental clinic. She had a feeling that looking at it whenever she drove by was going to become a new habit for her.

It seemed she wasn't the only one who was drawn to the ruined building. A woman with an umbrella was standing right in front of the clinic, gazing up at the blackened bricks. At first, she thought it was Amelia, but as she drove by and glanced in the side mirror, she realized she was wrong. The woman in question turned to glance at a man who was approaching her down the sidewalk, and Eve spotted enough of her face to know that while this was someone she recognized, it wasn't her boss.

The woman who was staring at the dental clinic was Zoe Reed, the woman who had called the fire in on Friday night … and the same woman Amelia thought might have been having an affair with Brent.

Eve pulled into the next available spot along the curb, barely thinking about what she was doing as she cut her engine and got out of her car. The rain had only grown heavier since she left the coffee shop, so this time she managed to remember to grab her umbrella. She snapped it open above her head as she strode onto the sidewalk and hurried toward the dental office.

Zoe was now deep in discussion with the man who had had approached her. Eve's tennis shoes splashed in the shallow puddles on the sidewalk as she walked, and as she drew closer, Zoe looked up.

“Can I help you?” she asked politely.

“Hi, I'm Eve Foster,” Eve said. “I'm a dental assistant here at Granite Dental. Sorry about this, but I believe you're the one who reported the fire to the police, right?”

“Oh, it's you,” Zoe said, suddenly giving Eve her full attention. “I thought you looked familiar, but I wasn't sure. Yeah, that's right. I saw smoke coming out from around the door, and I decided I should probably call someone. Thank goodness I thought to call before I got closer to the building. The 911 operator warned me not to approach in case there was an explosion, and just seconds later, all the windows imploded, and these big gouts of fire came out. I got lucky, but I’m not so sure I deserved it. I'm very sorry about what happened to your boss.”

The man who had been speaking to Zoe turned away, flipping the hood of his rain coat up as he did so. He muttered a goodbye, but before he could go, Zoe reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his rain jacket. “Oh, wait, sir. You should ask Eve if she'll let you in. I'm sure she has a key.”

The man turned to glance at her, giving her a look under his hood before he turned away again with a muttered, “No, that's not necessary. Have a good day.”

He hurried away down the sidewalk, but Eve stared after him, her heart pounding in her chest. She recognized him, too. He was the last patient who had come in on Friday. He was Ethan Bennett. Why had he been talking to Zoe?

“Are you all right, Eve?”

Zoe was giving her a wide-eyed, worried look.

“Yeah, I'm fine,” Eve said, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder again and see where Ethan Bennett had gone. “I'm sorry to ambush you like this, but you didn’t happen to notice anything off before the fire started, did you? Or smell anything? I know the police seem to think it's arson, so maybe someone poured gasoline around the building?”

“I wish I had,” Zoe said. “Trust me, I've thought back to that night a hundred times. But I didn't see anything suspicious, other than the smoke. I hate that I wasn't able to do more, and I hope you believe me when I say that if I got a chance to do it over, I would go in and try to save him, instructions from the operator be darned.”

“Did you know him well?” Eve asked, realizing this was her chance to solve the other mystery plaguing Amelia. It might not be as important as solving Brent’s murder, but it was still important.

“Oh, yes. You see, I had some work done on my teeth a couple of years ago, and he was my dentist. I moved away, but I've recently come back and I, well, I admit I always had a little crush on him. He was on my mind a lot, and I was lucky enough to be able to strike up a friendship with him. Losing him hurts more than you can imagine.”

“I don’t want to be insensitive, but I’m sure you know he was married. Was he having an affair with you?” Eve asked.

Zoe shook her head, her eyes wide. “Oh, no. Dr. Brent was far too good of a man for that. If I’m being honest with myself, I might have pushed the boundaries from ‘friend’ to ‘stalker’ one too many times. I knew I was making him uncomfortable, and that pursuing a married man was wrong. That’s why I was here that night. I saw his car in the parking lot, and I wanted to stop by to apologize. Then I saw the smoke.” Her eyes were a pretty shade of blue. Eve noticed because they welled with tears, and Zoe dabbed at them delicately with the cuff of her jacket. “I just can't believe he's gone. I probably shouldn't have come here, but I thought seeing this place would give me closure. It didn’t, it just made me miss him all the more. And it made me realize how well-known he was around town.”

“Did that man you were talking to know him too?”

“Yes, he said he was another patient,” Zoe said. “He was worried about his medical files. He asked if I thought any of them had survived the fire.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Oh, I said I had no idea if the fire had even touched the filing room, but I'm sure that they keep backups of the records on the cloud. If not, then they probably had physical backups at home. No good dentist would let all of his patients' records be wiped out in the event of a fire. Really, he should have asked you, since you worked there.”

Eve wasn't listening. She had finally given in and turned around to see if she could spot Ethan, but he was gone. She narrowed her eyes as she searched the empty sidewalks along Main Street for him. Why did he care so much about his records?


CHAPTER TEN




Eve woke up Tuesday morning with a cold. She wasn't sure if it was from spending all day outside in the rain or from the stress she had been going through, but the fact that she didn't have to call in sick to work was the only silver lining. She ended up doing what she had been tempted to do yesterday; she spent all day in the bath reading books and sipping tea and ginger ale. She didn't even get around to checking her email until late that afternoon, but when she did, and she spotted the message from Dr. Nathan Collins, she did a quick fist pump before coughing into her elbow.

Dr. Collins was inviting her to an interview tomorrow afternoon at one. She sent a quick text to Tiana, asking her friend to check her own email, and just minutes later got a message back confirming that Tiana's interview was scheduled for two. They made plans for Eve to pick Tiana up just after noon, and Eve sent an emergency text out to Aidan, whom she had asked to stay away for his own good, since she was worried he would catch her cold.

Now, she sent, I need you … to go to the store and get me some cold medicine. I need to beat this thing back enough that I can pretend not to be sick for about two hours tomorrow. I got the interview!

Thankfully, Aidan was up for helping her however he could. He arrived after work that evening with a bag full of cold medication like a knight in shining armor. She invited him in, keeping a healthy few feet of distance between them in hopes of sparing him from her sickness, and shared the email and her plan with him.

“At least the two of you are going together,” he said when she was done. “Do you need a chauffeur?”

She hesitated. “Won't you be at work?”

Aidan worked at a resort just outside of town. The resort had hit a few bumps recently, after which the owners had flown back and called all hands on deck to help mitigate the damage one of their employees had caused. Aidan had been busy ever since, and she knew it was hard for him to get time off.

“I could probably leave a few hours early.”

She shook her head. “No, thanks for offering, but don't worry about it. Like you said, Tiana will be with me, and it's the middle of the day. I'm sure he'll have patients and other employees around too. We'll be careful. We're just getting the lay of the land, so to speak. There's no chance he'll know that we're on to him, if he is behind all of this.”

“Well, all right,” he said. “If anything feels off, get out of there. And stay in touch with me over text. If I don't hear from you for an hour straight, I'll call in reinforcements.”

She wished she could risk kissing him goodbye, because he really was the best boyfriend, but she didn't want to get him sick, so she restrained herself to waving as he left. Then, she emptied the bag of medication on the counter and began looking through her options. All she needed was an hour or two in which she could pretend to be ship-shape, then she could spend the rest of the week sick if she had to.

It wasn't like she had to go into work, after all.

The cold medicine gave her a strange, lightheaded feeling, and by the time she reached Tiana's apartment just after noon the next day, she decided it would be better if her friend was the one who drove. They switched seats, then Tiana set off for Foxglenn, though she kept sending Eve worried glances.

“You sounded pretty bad on the phone. Are you sure you can do this?”

“I feel surprisingly okay,” Eve said. “I haven't taken cold medicine in a long time, and I'm not sure if it's supposed to make everything feel like it's spinning, but at least I'm not hacking up a lung. It's just for an hour. We'll talk to him and get out of there and I'll spend the rest of the week feeling bad for myself in bed.”

“I'm sure Aidan will bring you chicken noodle soup, but if he doesn't, I'll volunteer Levi. He makes a mean chicken noodle soup.”

“I knew we were best friends for a reason. I can always count on you.”

They kept their banter light and happy as they drove to Foxglenn. A little less than half an hour later, Tiana pulled into the parking lot in front of the other dental clinic. Dr. Collins's offices were a couple of blocks away from Foxglenn's main street, on a quiet road with a lovely garden out front. It probably wouldn't be a bad place to work, at least if she hadn't known about the scandal. They exchanged one last look before getting up to go inside, and Eve wondered if her friend was thinking the same thing she was; this might not be the last time they ended up job hunting together this month.

The secretary, a lady who introduced herself as Emily, looked surprised to see both of them, but was understanding when they explained they were friends and had decided to drive together to save on gas.

“It looks like he has you scheduled first. Come on, Miss Foster. Right this way.”

Emily led Eve back into Dr. Collins's office and shut the door behind her. She felt a rush of nerves but disguised it as best she could as she walked over to shake the older dentist’s hand.

“Thank you for meeting me, Ms. Foster. I hope you're as excited about your employment prospects as I am. Now, why don't you take a seat and start by telling me a little about yourself? How much experience do you have in the field?”

She glossed over her experience working as a dental assistant, then crossed her legs, smiled at him politely, and said, “I have to admit, Dr. Collins, I was glad to see your email because I’ve been worrying about what’s going to happen now. I was thinking I might have to go back to working in Marquette. I'm already familiar with the area, and I know there are a few busy clinics in town. I'll be honest with you, I heard that there have been some issues at your practice lately. I'm a little worried that if I accept a position here, I might find myself in the same situation as I am now again in a couple of months.”

His expression darkened, and she got the feeling he wasn't happy that she brought up the scandal. “I don't know what you've heard, but I assure you, there are no grounds for that lawsuit, none at all. You don't need to worry about this office closing its doors. Like I said in my email, I’m expecting a large influx of patients soon.” He gave her a smile that didn't meet his eyes. “After all, it's not like they have anywhere else to go.”

The rest of the interview was stiff and uncomfortable, and if she had really been hoping to get the job, she was almost certain she would have failed at it. That wasn't why she was here, though. It was Tiana's turn; she gave her friend a wink and a thumbs-up as they passed each other in the hall. Maybe Tiana would get more information than she had. The only thing she was certain of right now was that Dr. Collins didn't feel a single whit of empathy for the Clarks and everything they had lost.

She returned to the waiting room to wait for Tiana. The receptionist only gave her a polite smile, but the minutes passed in silence until she heard the sound of the other woman's phone buzz.

“Oh, shoot,” Emily said. “My dog's at the vet for a surgery today, and this is the vet clinic calling now. Do you mind if I get this? I need to step into the other room with it—Dr. Collins would be livid if he saw me on my cell phone. Could you just sit behind the desk and answer the office phone if it rings? If someone calls, just jot down their information and I'll get back to them as soon as I can. I just need to make sure everything's okay with Basil.”

“Of course,” Eve said. “Go ahead. I have dogs too, and I'd be a wreck if they were having surgery while I was at work. Good luck.”

Emily thanked her and answered the call as she hurried out of the room through a closed door. Eve got up and took a seat behind the desk, trying to get used to the sensation of sitting somewhere other than at Granite Dental.

She had managed to reassure herself that she would be able to find a new job in no time if the clinic closed, but she really liked working there. Even if she could find a new job, that didn't mean she wanted to.

Her gaze strayed to the office’s computer. How had Dr. Collins obtained their patient list? She hesitated, but it wasn't as if she was going to steal any information. She was just trying to figure out how information had been stolen from them. She clicked into the email program, which was already open and logged onto the clinic's email account. She checked the inbox and the sent folder, careful not to linger on any of the patients' information, but she didn't see anything suspicious. If Dr. Collins had been in contact with someone about the Granite Dental patient list, he probably wouldn't have done it from the clinic’s email. She scrolled down until she found a sent email that had been forwarded to what looked like his personal email address, then copied the email address and pasted it into a new login page. She had her fingers crossed that he had saved the office computer as a trusted computer the last time he logged in from here, and it wouldn’t ask her for his password again. When the page finally loaded, she breathed out a sigh of relief. She was in.

Unfortunately, she didn't see anything suspicious in the inbox or sent folder on this account either. When Emily cracked the adjoining door open and poked her head back into the waiting room, Eve jolted in her seat.

“Hey, Basil's all right, but he's out of surgery, and they say he's too stressed in the kennel at the vet’s office. Do you mind watching the desk for a couple more minutes? I'm going to call a friend and see if she can pick him up for me.”

“Sure,” Eve said. “No one's called yet, so no hurry. I’m glad he’s all right.”

Emily gave her a brief smile of thanks then ducked back behind the door. Eve was about to exit out of Dr. Collins's personal account when she saw another folder, one she hadn't thought to check before.

Deleted messages.

She clicked on it and the first thing she noticed was that he hadn't emptied his deleted messages in a long time. The second thing she noticed was a name; Zoe Reed.

She clicked on the most recent message, which had a subject line that read, This better work. The first thing she saw was an attachment labeled GDpatientList, which she assumed stood for Granite Dental. She read the brief message next. Please keep up your end of the bargain. If he thinks his wife sold their patient list behind his back, that might put the wedge in their marriage I need to convince him that he would be happier with me. You need to make sure it gets back to him that she is behind this.

The door Emily had gone through opened a crack and she heard the younger woman say, “Thank you so much. I owe you one.”

It sounded like the call was winding down. She quickly took a picture of the computer screen with her phone and exited out of Dr. Collins’ email account, then leaned back in her chair, pretending she hadn't been doing anything odd.

She knew who the spy was, and she knew why Zoe had done it, but it didn't bring her any closer to figuring out who was behind the murder and the arson.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Eve felt pretty good until the cold medicine wore off. She crashed hard right around the time she and Tiana were getting back to Granite. Tiana called in a pickup order to Superior Slices, then drove Eve home and walked her up to her door with the sandwich bag so she would have something to eat later.

“But what about you?” Eve asked, her nose somehow feeling even more stuffy than it had been before. “We drove together.”

“I'll walk back home,” Tiana said. “It'll take me fifteen minutes, it's hardly a long walk. There's no way I'm letting you drive when you're like this. You'll probably start coughing and run into a streetlight or something. Call me if you need anything, all right? And call Aidan, too. I know you don't want anyone else to get sick, but we're here for you, Eve.”

“I think I just need a nap,” Eve said, or at least, she tried. Her stuffy nose was making it hard to express herself.

She let herself into the house and put the sandwich in the fridge for later, then crawled under some blankets on the couch and turned the TV on to a random channel so she would have some noise to listen to in the background. Then, she fell asleep, only waking up briefly an hour later to check that Tiana had made it back to her apartment.

When she woke up again, it was dark out and her phone was ringing.

Eve reached for the phone, which she had left on the coffee table in front of the couch. The movement woke the dogs up, and Atlas came over, shoving his big, cold nose right in her face. She pushed him away gently and scratched the thick fur around his neck as she read the caller ID, feeling groggy but better than she had earlier that day.

Amelia was calling. She had been expecting to see Tiana's name, or maybe Aidan's, definitely not her boss’s name. Curious, she slid the green button across the screen to answer the call.

“Hello?”

“Eve? Are you all right?”

“I have a cold, and I just got up from a nap. What time is it?”

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to wake you. I...” She thought Amelia sounded nervous. “I just wanted to call to let you know we've scheduled Brent's funeral. It's going to be next Tuesday. The burial won't happen until later, of course, but his family and I agree that we want closure. It's going to be at one. Will you be able to make it?”

“Of course,” Eve said. She finally managed to swipe down from the call so she could see her phone’s clock. It was almost eleven. “Are you sure everything's all right? It's a little late for a call like this.”

“I know, I just... Look, I just needed to hear someone's voice. Annie's daughter is sick too, so she had to go back home to take care of her while her husband works, which means I'm here on my own tonight. I know this is going to sound crazy, but I swear someone's been sitting outside of my house and watching me from their car for at least an hour. I'm using this phone call as an excuse to sit on my front step and sneak a look at their car without making it seem like I’m onto them. There's definitely someone in the car. I can see that much from here. There's a street light right above them.”

Eve felt something cold in the pit of her stomach, and the fear seemed to chase all her tiredness away. “Do you want me to call the police for you?”

“No,” Amelia said, though she sounded uncertain. “I don't want to waste their time if it’s nothing. It's probably just one of the neighbors' teenage children staying out late and listening to music. I think I just needed to talk to someone. I'm already feeling a lot better.”

“I don't think you're overreacting,” Eve said. “You have a valid reason to be concerned. Do you want me to come over?”

“No, I couldn't ask that. Really, I shouldn't have said anything at all.”

Eve was already standing up. “You don't live that far away, and I just slept for half the day. I don't think I'm going to be going back to bed anytime soon. If you don't mind the risk of catching a cold, I'll come over. Even if it’s nothing, we should talk. I learned a few things that you might want to know.”

She hadn't had a chance to update Sheriff Larson yet; the cold had really knocked her out of it, but she didn't think it would hurt to tell Amelia about Zoe first.

“Well, if you're sure you wouldn't mind, then I'd appreciate that, Eve.”

“I'll be there soon,” Eve told her. “And I'll try not to breathe on you too much so I don’t get you sick.”

She fed the dogs a late dinner and kissed them both on their furry foreheads before heading out into the night. She was feeling a lot better, and with the cold medicine out of her system, she was no longer a danger to herself and others on the road. She found Amelia's address in her GPS and routed to it, then followed the directions to her boss’s street.

The street was quiet, but there were two cars parked along the curb; one right in front of Amelia's house, and another about two houses back. The car that was furthest back was empty when she passed it, and she assumed it belonged to a neighbor. As soon as she focused on the car closest to Amelia's house, she could tell it was occupied. She slowed down even more and hit her turn signal, taking advantage of the flashing light to look through the driver's window.

When she saw the face of the person inside, her stomach turned. Zoe was the one camping out in front of Amelia's house. She didn't know why the other woman was here, but it couldn't be good.

Zoe shrank down in her seat, but Eve pretended she hadn't seen her as she pulled into Amelia's driveway. When she got out of her car, she walked as quickly as she could up to Amelia's door and knocked. She saw Amelia looking out at her through one of the windows next to the door, before she heard the sound of a deadbolt turning and Amelia opened the door.

Eve stepped inside, then shut and locked the door behind her before she turned to the other woman. “We have a problem.”

“Before you say anything,” Amelia said, her voice close to a whisper. “I think there's someone in my house.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




“What?”

Amelia’s face was pale, her eyes full of panic. “I heard noises upstairs while I was waiting for you, and when I checked the back door, I realized it was just barely cracked open. I was about to call the police when I saw you pull up. We have to get out of here.”

“Amelia, Zoe Reed is–”

Someone knocked on the door. They both froze, and Eve turned slowly to look at it.

Amelia stepped forward and tugged a curtain to the side to look out the window. When she looked back at Eve, her gaze was cold. “You said something about Zoe? Well, that’s her. I need to talk to her.”

“Wait, she might be–” It was too late, Amelia had already reached for the deadbolt and unlocked the door as the word dangerous died on Eve’s tongue. She stepped back as Amelia pulled the door open and Zoe entered the house.

“I have a piece of my mind to give to you. I know you were chasing after my husband, and all I have to say is how could you, he was a married man—”

“Now’s not the time, something weird is going on,” Zoe said, cutting her off. “I came here to apologize to you, and while I was building up my courage, I thought I saw someone walking through your backyard. I told myself I was going crazy, but just now, I saw someone shining a flashlight around through one of the upstairs windows. They looked outside just as Eve walked up to the door; I think they heard her car door slam shut. I’m going out on a limb and assuming there isn’t supposed to be someone sneaking around upstairs with a flashlight, and I thought the right thing to do would be to tell you.”

“You saw someone up there?” Amelia whispered, fear creeping back into her voice as she turned to look at the shadowy stairs that rose into darkness. “I knew I heard something.”

Eve felt uncertain. Zoe looked genuine, but she couldn't forget that this was the woman who had worked with Dr. Collins to get the patient list from Granite Dental so he could poach their patients. She wasn't sure how exactly Zoe had managed it, but if she had been stalking Dr. Brent, it wouldn’t have been too hard for her to find a chance to take photos of the old-fashioned address book he and Amelia had kept in the back.

“I know you don't have any reason to trust me, so let me tell you what I came here to say. Your husband never strayed from you. Maybe he should have told you that he had a crazy ex-patient who was stalking him.” Zoe gave a self-deprecating smile. “But he made it clear that he loved you and he would never even consider being with another woman. I came here to apologize to you. I don't wish you any harm, and I swear, I’m telling the truth. There's someone upstairs.”

A familiar, rich scent that was almost sweet began to permeate, and Eve felt the hair on the back of her neck prickle. “Do you two smell gasoline?”

Amelia's eyes widened. “The arsonist.”

Instead of rushing out the front door like Eve would have preferred, Amelia turned and ran up the stairs. Zoe looked after her, her eyes wide. She looked like she was about to follow her, so Eve grabbed her shoulder. “Zoe, call the police right now. They need to get here as soon as possible.”

Zoe nodded and fumbled her phone out of her pocket. Hoping she could trust the other woman to do what she had asked, Eve ran up the stairs after Amelia. The smell of gasoline was stronger up here, but what drew her was the sound of something crashing and breaking in one of the rooms.

Eve hurried down the unfamiliar hallway and through an open door into what turned out to be a study. Amelia was throwing everything she could get her hands on at a figure in a ski mask on the far side of the room. Eve spotted a bright red gasoline container on the ground next to him, and the scent of gasoline was strong enough in the enclosed space up here that it was making her nose run again. She really hoped she wasn’t about to die with a cold.

“You killed my husband!” Amelia punctuated each word with a new throw. A paperweight shattered against the wall behind the person in the ski mask, then a bookend and several books followed it. “Who are you? Why did you do it?”

Eve stared at the masked figure in shock, trying to figure out who he was beneath the disguise. Zoe was downstairs, so it couldn’t be her. Was it Dr. Collins? But why would he want to burn down Amelia and Brent’s house? The clinic she could understand, since he might have wanted to drive more business to his office, but why their house?

The sight of the file cabinets behind the expensive looking desk jogged her memory about something Zoe had said when Eve saw her in front of the dental clinic that day in the rain. Ethan Bennett had been asking her about where the Clarks kept their files, and Zoe had told them they might have copies of them at home.

The figure in the mask had one hand up to protect his face as he bent down and rooted through the open duffel bag at his feet. While he was distracted, Eve took her phone out of her pocket and loaded up the social media page she had been practically stalking all week. She turned the screen toward Amelia.

“Do you recognize this guy? His name is Ethan Bennett, and he was a patient at the dental clinic.”

The masked figure froze. Amelia looked at the screen and breathed in a gasp of shock. “Ethan? His name isn’t Ethan. I'd recognize that face anywhere. That's Philip Killian. He's a patient from the practice we had in Sault Ste. Marie years ago, before we moved here. He killed his wife and fled town, and the police never found him.”

“Well, his name is also Ethan Bennett, and he’s the last patient your husband had on Friday evening.”

They both turned to look at the masked figure. He stood up, and Eve saw what he had been looking for—a lighter.

“Wait!” she said as he flicked it open. “You'll burn yourself too.”

He hesitated. She didn't notice Amelia inching toward the desk until she drew open a drawer and brought out a her own lighter, one of the long ones, which they probably kept in here to light the candles Eve saw dotted around the room.

“If you don't take off that mask and tell me who you are and why you killed Brent, I'll burn this house down myself. I don't care if I'm caught in it. I have nothing left to lose.”

The masked figure raised his hands and ever so slowly pulled off his ski mask. Eve wasn’t surprised to see that she was right; the arsonist was Ethan Bennett. He looked angry, but wary of the lighter Amelia was holding. The room was soaked in gasoline.

“Why?” Amelia asked, holding her lighter toward him like it was a sword. “Just ... why?” Her voice cracked on the last word.

“He recognized me,” Ethan muttered. “You know what I did to my wife. I fled Sault Ste. Marie and bought a new ID with a new name off of some contacts I had. That kept me safe for years, until I got a cavity. I chose a random small town I'd never been to before and made an appointment at the local dentist’s office to get it filled. I didn't realize the dentist I chose would be the same one I had five years ago.”

“I don't understand how you got him to meet you there later that night. He came home. Everything seemed normal, until he told me he had to go check on something at the clinic.”

“I knew he recognized me when he started asking questions about my dental records, but it wasn't until after I left that I realized he might have brought my old records with him from his old clinic. I know people can identify bodies from their teeth, and I thought he might be able to identify me from my old dental x-rays, especially since he’d just gotten done taking new ones. I went back later that night planning on burning the building to the ground. I wasn't planning on finding him there, already comparing my dental x-rays in the back room. He must have realized the same thing I did, only he got there first. You've got to understand, I never planned to kill him, but I worked hard to stay a free man. I wasn't going to let my dentist send me to prison. I’m sorry, I am, but I’m not spending the rest of my life behind bars.”

Amelia let out a sob and tried to click the lighter on. Eve swore and jumped forward, tearing it from her grasp.

“You don't want to do this,” she said. “He confessed, and that's all we need. Brent wouldn't want you to burn the house down with us in it.”

That was enough for Amelia, who broke down sobbing. Ethan dropped the lighter he was holding and ran past them, shoving Eve aside as he hurried out the door. She didn't try to stop him. Even if he escaped for now, she would tell Sheriff Larson everything.

He wouldn't get away with murder twice.


EPILOGUE


Amelia went away with the sheriff and her deputies that night to give her statement, and Eve didn't see her again until Dr. Brent Clark's funeral the next week. The funeral was a somber, quiet affair, but more people than she could keep count of gave eulogies, and she knew her boss would be missed. No one mentioned that his killer, Ethan Bennett, had been caught fleeing Amelia’s house and was now in jail, awaiting a trial, but Eve felt a quiet satisfaction at the knowledge.

Amelia found her, Tiana, Aidan, and Levi after the funeral. Eve hugged her, feeling closer to the woman now that she had kept her from burning down her own house and had helped her solve the mystery of her husband's murder. When Amelia pulled away, she gave them a small but strong smile.

“The two of you are the best employees I could have asked for. You've been wonderful this past couple of weeks. I know I haven't been very forthcoming about what the next steps are for the dental clinic, and that’s because I was waiting until after Brent's funeral to decide.” She took a deep breath. “I'm going to reopen it. That's what he would have wanted me to do, and that's what I want to do for myself. It won't be the same without him, and we'll have to hire another dentist at some point, but I know we can make it work.”

“Are you going to repair the old building?” Eve asked.

“Yes, but that's going to take longer. For now, I'm looking at leasing space in another building in town. I think we'll be closed for the rest of the month, and I’ll aim to reopen on a strong note on the first week of next month. I'm looking into using part of the insurance payout to pay you two at least a partial wage if you’ll agree to stay on with me. I know it's a lot to ask of you, but reopening the dental clinic will go a lot more smoothly with two good employees to help me.”

“We'll be there,” Eve said after exchanging a glance with Tiana. “I think we’re both in this for the long haul. I like working in Granite, and I’ve liked working for you, and I don’t see that changing.”

Amelia gave them a teary-eyed smile, then left to greet the next set of guests. Eve watched her go, feeling sad but also hopeful. Nothing would ever be the same, but it was time to begin healing.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed on the next page. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

Also…

… if you’re looking for more great reads, Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by outstanding Cozy Mystery authors.


CONTACT SUMMER PRESCOTT BOOKS PUBLISHING


Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

And…be sure to check out the Summer Prescott Cozy Mysteries fan page and Summer Prescott Books Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!
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