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      At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer, if it ever reaches us, it must spring up amongst us.

      
        	Abraham Lincoln
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      Margot Remington exited the wood-lined boardwalk at Moonstone Beach and pedaled her bike onto the highway. It was dusk, and the sky had started to grumble, the clouds shifting and bending as they turned a melancholy charcoal color. Rain was coming. Margot could smell it in the air. But after the fight she’d just had with her older sister, she wasn’t ready to return home yet.

      The argument had started out as a simple one, with Margot asking Bronte if she could borrow a blue sweater.

      “Why can’t you wear you own clothes?” Bronte had asked.

      “I want to wear something I haven’t worn before,” Margot said. “I can’t afford to buy new clothes until I get paid on Friday.”

      “Why is it so important? Where are you going?”

      “I’m meeting Sebastian later tonight.”

      “I thought the two of you broke up.”

      “We did,” Margot said.

      “There’s no reason for you to see him. He cheated. End of story.”

      “I never let him explain his side of things. I feel like I owe it to him to hear what he has to say.”

      “I don’t believe you. I think you’re looking for a reason to get back together with him. If you take Sebastian back after what he did, you’re an idiot.”

      The argument had escalated from there until Bronte got so heated she’d slammed her fist onto the kitchen countertop. Desperate to get away from Bronte’s over-the-top drama, Margot had hopped on her bike. She needed time to think, to process all the cruel things her sister had said.

      Margot and Sebastian had started dating a year earlier, even though she’d had a crush on him for the last three years. In her sophomore year of high school her body had started to change. She grew a couple of inches and developed curves in all the right places. Sebastian swooped in, and the two began dating.

      For years, Margot had dreamed about dating Sebastian, and when the dream became a reality, it was just like she thought it would be. She was happy … until one night when Sebastian’s parents had gone out of town, and he decided to throw a party.

      The get-together was supposed to have been an intimate one at first—a few close friends, nothing more. Once word spread, it wasn’t long before the party turned into something else:

      Alcohol.

      Dancing.

      Loud music.

      Partygoers stripped down to their undies doing backflips into the pool.

      The drinks were flowing, and Margot knew it wouldn’t be long before even more shenanigans began. As she scanned the drunken crowd, Sebastian had come up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. She’d found it cute at first, until his hands wandered, and Margot suggested they take a break from the party. She grabbed Sebastian’s hand and helped him to his bedroom, relieved when he fell asleep a few minutes later.

      With Sebastian out of commission, Margot took over the party, keeping a close eye on everyone and everything. She played the perfect hostess, picking up after her fellow classmates, refilling snacks, and trying her best to keep everyone in line. As the party wound down, Margot helped people find a safe ride home, and then she went to check on Sebastian. When she entered his room, she slapped a hand to her mouth, shocked to find Sebastian butt naked next to Kaia Benson, the new girl in town.

      Sebastian insisted nothing happened between them.

      Margot left Sebastian’s house in a fury that night, refusing to speak to either of them until a couple of days ago when she ran into Kaia in the girls’ bathroom. Kaia apologized about what happened at the party, and then she said something interesting—after giving it a lot of thought, she wasn’t sure what, if anything had happened with Sebastian. Every time she’d thought back to that night, it was all a bit of a blur. Blurred lines or no, even if Kaia was telling the truth, Margot couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if she hadn’t walked in when she had.

      After her conversation with Kaia, Margot found herself trying to find a loophole—any loophole to justify giving Sebastian another chance. He’d gone above and beyond to win her back, and before the incident, he’d always been a stand-up guy, someone she could rely on.

      Yesterday evening, Margot texted Sebastian. He’d replied right away, and they decided to meet tonight for dinner. Glancing at the time on her watch, she realized she’d have little time to freshen up if she didn’t return home soon. She began pedaling faster, slowing when a car driving in the opposite direction swerved, its headlights blinding her as it bounded her way. Margot slowed to a stop, realizing her mistake when the car showed no signs of reducing speed.

      In a split-second, Margot had collided with the car, and she found herself hurtling through the air, her bike going one way as she went the other. So many things went through her mind in that moment as she thought about her life and how much she didn’t want to die.

      There would be no meetup with Sebastian.

      Not tonight, or any other night.
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      The following morning

      

      I woke feeling off, and I wasn’t sure why. Glancing at the clock on my nightstand, I realized I’d risen later than normal, which wasn’t like me. Most days, my body was its own internal clock, and I never had to set an alarm. So why was today different than all the rest?

      I had one sneaking suspicion.

      Several months ago, I’d started feeling hotter than usual, and given it was December, I should have been reaching for my coat. Instead, I’d been stripping it off, fanning my face with my hand. I’d also felt tired and rundown, and I’d been forgetting things, like where I’d placed items in the house. On top of it all was a change in my mood, which was requiring a lot more effort to keep balanced.

      At a recent Sunday dinner at my mother’s house, she caught me fanning myself and suggested I get some bloodwork done. I put it off for a couple of weeks, but she kept pestering me until I relented. I made an appointment with Dr. Rae Remington, a woman who was also a good friend. As it turned out, my testosterone levels had just about flatlined, and there was a simple explanation why: I was entering menopause.

      Yippee for me.

      Upon hearing the news, my first question was how long the menopause madness would last.

      It was a good question, but it had a less than satisfactory answer.

      Seven to fourteen years on average.

      Fourteen flipping years of menopause?

      I couldn’t bear the thought of it.

      Even now.

      I slid out of bed, rolled out my yoga mat, and did a quick fifteen-minute morning meditation session. Then I got in the shower. When I finished and stepped out, I realized I was no longer alone in the bathroom. Luka, my Samoyed, was sitting on the floor. He was staring up at me, his head cocked to the side like he couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been served breakfast yet.

      “I know, boy,” I said. “It’s coming. Let me get dressed, and you’ll get your breakfast.”

      Once he heard me utter the word breakfast, he spun around in gleeful anticipation. I reached down, smiling as I gave him a pat. I put on a pair of gray, high-waisted trousers and a violet, short-sleeved wrap blouse, and we hit the kitchen.

      Dog food for him.

      Eggs for me.

      Eggs for him.

      And it was time to go.

      I grabbed my coat, even though I doubted I’d need it, and walked to the car, opening the passenger-side door. Luka hopped inside, and we headed to the office for a morning meeting with fellow private investigators Simone Bonet and Lilia Hunter.

      Business at the Case Closed Detective Agency had been slow of late. For me, anyway. There had been no murders to investigate, no major crimes committed around town. I supposed it was a good thing, but it had left me feeling antsy and in need of a stimulating case.

      I turned onto the highway leading into town, reducing my speed when I spotted Rex Foley’s car parked on the side of the road. He was the chief of police for San Luis Obispo County in California. He was also dating my sister, Phoebe. I considered driving by and not stopping, until I noticed Foley was standing next to Detective Amos Whitlock, their eyes fixated on what appeared to be a mangled bicycle.

      I pulled behind Foley’s car and parked, which shifted his attention. He looked over and shook his head at me, like he wasn’t surprised I’d turned up. I told Luka I’d just be a minute, and then I got out of the car.

      Whitlock, who was dressed in a navy turtleneck, matching trousers, and a pair of shiny black shoes, grinned at me and said, “Lovely to see you this fine morning.”

      Foley wasn’t as welcoming. “What are you doing here, Georgiana?”

      He’d started growing a mustache since I’d seen him last, which gave me Tom Selleck Magnum P.I. vibes, except unlike Tom’s luscious locks, Foley had no hair left on his head.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “We’re checking out this bike.”

      I bent down to get a closer look.

      “Don’t touch it,” Foley said.

      “Why not?”

      “Just … don’t.”

      The bike was a light-pink Beach Cruiser with a brown wicker basket on the front, the perfect bike for riding along the coast. Except this bike had seen better days. The frame was bent, the front tire was flat, the chain was broken, and the wicker basket had a gaping hole in it. There were also small pieces of white paint flecks on some of the damaged frame and on the ground … along with what appeared to be dried blood.

      A pastel sticker shaped like a rainbow was stuck to the back of the bike’s seat. The words on the sticker read: It’s a good day for a good day.

      Kind of ironic, given the bike was having a bad one.

      “Whose bike is this?” I asked. “Any idea?”

      Foley and Whitlock glanced at each other and back at me. Foley crossed his arms, and Whitlock shrugged like he wanted to say more but couldn’t.

      “Oh, come on,” I said. “I’ll find out soon enough.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Foley said.

      “You’re standing in front of a busted-up bike. There’s what appears to be blood on the pavement surrounding it. The baggie in your hand contains a smashed-up cell phone. And Silas just parked behind me. Care to explain?”

      Silas Crowe was the county coroner and a man I’d worked with for years. He hopped out of his VW bus, grabbed a rubber band off his wrist, and swooped his long, wavy hair into a man bun. He grabbed his camera off the seat and headed toward us, winking at me when we made eye contact.

      “Nice to see you, Gigi,” Silas said.

      “And you, Silas,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m, ahh … I’m not sure yet.”

      “I’m guessing there’s a reason you drove over to take photographs.”

      Foley turned toward me. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be? Like at your own place of business?”

      “I’m in no rush.”

      He scratched the top of his forehead. “All right, fine. I’ll throw you a bone if that’s what it takes to get on with my day. We got a call this morning. One of the Remington girls never made it home last night.”

      “Are you talking about Rae’s daughters?”

      “I am.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “That’s just it. We don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “When Dr. Rae arrived home last night, she checked in with her girls, as usual. Margot wasn’t home. Her other daughter, Bronte, said Margot was out with a boy from school. Dr. Rae said her girls had a strict curfew whenever they were out, and Margot never missed hers. Dr. Rae showered, got into bed, and started reading, while she waited for Margot to arrive home. At some point, she fell asleep, and when she woke this morning, Margot wasn’t home, her bed hadn’t been slept in, and her bike wasn’t in its usual place in the garage.”

      “When was the last time anyone saw Margot?” I asked.

      “Bronte told her mother she’d had an argument with her sister yesterday afternoon,” Foley said. “Afterward, Bronte went to her room and avoided Margot for the rest of the day.”

      “Does Bronte remember when Margot left?”

      “She does not.”

      “What was the fight about?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Foley said. “We haven’t spoken to her yet. We were out looking for Margot this morning, and we came across the bike. It matches the description Dr. Rae gave us.”

      “Have you called the hospital?”

      “Of course. Margot’s not there.”

      “Does Rae know you found Margot’s bike?” I asked.

      “No, and I don’t want you speaking to her about it.”

      He couldn’t stop me from talking to Rae, a woman I considered a good friend. But for now, it was Foley’s investigation, not mine, and I respected that.

      There were far more questions than answers right now, and I couldn’t help but wonder if something nefarious had happened to Margot. I wanted to believe there was a reasonable explanation for why she hadn’t returned home. Still … Rae said her daughter never missed curfew. I assumed she’d have called if she were running late.

      The mangled bike, the cell phone Margot had left behind, the stains on the pavement that looked a lot like blood … it all left me with an uneasy feeling.

      A feeling I couldn’t seem to shake.
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      “Well, well, it’s about time,” Simone said when Luka and I entered the office.

      She had a teasing tone to her voice.

      Simone was wearing an Alice in Chains T-shirt beneath a black blazer and jeans. Our other partner, Hunter, was in a pair of overalls, but given it was December, she’d ditched her Birkenstocks for a pair of UGG boots.

      “I got a little sidetracked,” I said. “On my way to work this morning, I saw Foley and Whitlock standing on the side of the road, looking at a damaged Beach Cruiser. They believe the bike belongs to Dr. Rae Remington’s daughter, Margot. She didn’t come home last night.”

      “That’s not good,” Simone said. “Do you have any other details?”

      “Foley said Margot had an argument with her sister yesterday afternoon. He doesn’t know much more beyond that.”

      “Is there anything you’d like us to do?” Hunter asked.

      “Not until we have more details. For now, she’s a missing person.”

      “It seems odd that her bike was damaged and abandoned on the side of the road,” Hunter said. “What about the hospital? Has anyone tried there?”

      “Foley gave them a call. They haven’t seen her. I noticed a couple of other things too—what appeared to be white paint flecks and dried blood around the area the bike was found.”

      “Maybe she accidentally ran into something,” Simone said.

      “There wasn’t anything in close proximity to the bike that could have caused the kind of damage it sustained,” I said.

      “Hit-and-run, maybe?” Hunter asked.

      “If it was a hit and run, you’d think the person who hit her would have left her there, but she was nowhere to be found,” I said.

      “I don’t like it,” Hunter said. “I don’t like it at all.”

      Hunter’s breathing had changed, a behavior I always tried to be aware of given she had panic attacks in times of high stress. She loved being a detective. She just preferred being behind the scenes, in the sanctuary of our office.

      “Hunter, you okay?” I asked.

      She stretched out an arm, which was covered in goosebumps. “I just … I don’t have a good feeling.”

      “I know,” I said. “I feel the same way. Until we know more, I say we lie low and allow Foley the time he needs to look into it. Let’s keep an ear to the ground while he does. If anything even the slightest bit suspicious comes up about Margot, I want to know about it.”
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      Margot had been missing for three days, which meant the odds of finding her alive were slim. Search parties had been formed, but so far, there was no sign of her. As the days folded into each other, there was an underlying sense of foreboding. Whispering around town occurred just about everywhere I went, with many residents speculating about what they thought had happened to Margot and why.

      Over the last few days, Foley and Whitlock had knocked on doors and spoken to friends, neighbors, and classmates, trying to come up with a timeline for the day Margot went missing. So far what they knew was minimal.

      Margot’s sister, Bronte, told Whitlock she’d spent the first part of the day with Margot while their mother was at work. At around four in the afternoon, they’d made popcorn. Margot asked Bronte if she could borrow one of her sweaters to wear later that evening. It was then Bronte learned Margot planned to meet up with her ex-boyfriend, a fellow high school classmate named Sebastian.

      Bronte claimed Sebastian had cheated on Margot at a party with another classmate named Kaia over the summer. Before long, the sisters’ conversation became heated. Bronte didn’t approve of Margot’s plan to see Sebastian. Margot didn’t care. She was seeing him anyway, whether Bronte approved or not. Frustrated, Bronte had stormed off, refusing to speak to her sister.

      It was the last time Bronte saw Margot.

      Bronte also stated she did not leave the house on the day of the argument, which meant there was a period of time before Rae arrived home when Bronte was alone, with no one to back up her story—a fact I found interesting. I had no reason to doubt her version of events, but it was in my nature to do so. I also wondered if there was more to Bronte’s story, bits and pieces she may have left out.

      Sebastian was next to be questioned. He said he planned on meeting Margot at a restaurant at half past seven. When he realized she was late, he sent Margot a text message, asking if she was still coming. When she didn’t respond, he assumed he’d been stood up and that Margot was a no-show because she was still upset with him over his alleged infidelity.

      There was over a three-hour gap of time between Margot’s argument with Bronte and the time she was supposed to have met with Sebastian. And then a barmaid at the Untamed Shrew came forward to say she’d seen a girl matching Margot’s description around six o’clock. The girl, if it was Margot, was walking from the boardwalk at Moonstone Beach toward the highway.

      It made sense.

      Bikes weren’t allowed on the boardwalk.

      I theorized Margot had left her bike somewhere, taken a walk along the boardwalk, and returned to retrieve the bike sometime later.

      I was contemplating everything Whitlock shared with me when Dr. Rae walked through the office door, sniffling, and looking distraught. We locked eyes, and she slapped a hand to her mouth, hunching over as she burst into tears.

      I rushed to her side.

      “I’m so sorry, Rae,” I said. “We all are.”

      “Thank you for the … for the … the flowers.”

      “I’ve been meaning to stop by,” I said. “I knew you’d be inundated with calls and visitors, so I decided to wait. I should have come over. I see that now.”

      “It’s all gone so wrong, so very wrong, and I just, I don’t know what to do, and I can’t … I can’t …”

      I draped an arm around her shoulder. “It’s okay. Take a moment. Breathe with me. Okay?”

      We spent the next few minutes doing breathwork, something I’d picked up from a spiritual guide I’d met at a wellness retreat.

      Deep breath in.

      Hold for count of four.

      Deep breath out for the count of four.

      It seemed to help.

      As Rae became more relaxed, I walked with her to the sofa, and we sat down. Hunter rushed toward the kitchen, returning with a glass of water, which she handed to Rae.

      “We don’t need to talk about anything specific right now,” I said. “We can just sit in front of the fire where it’s quiet, and you don’t have to deal with anyone calling or stopping by or pressing you with questions.”

      She nodded, and for the next several minutes, we sat in silent solidarity as she worked through her emotions. When the tears stopped flowing, she shifted her attention to a rock water feature at the far end of the office. It had been a gift from my fiancé, Giovanni, to celebrate the opening of the detective agency. It was a gem of a purchase, setting the mood for moments like the one I was sharing with Rae now.

      Rae took a few sips of water and turned toward me. “I remember when you lost your daughter a few years ago. I thought I understood the pain you were going through back then. Now I realize I didn’t have the first clue about what it must have felt like for you. I do now.”

      “It’s one of those things you never wish on anyone. And hey, I know Margot hasn’t been found yet, but most of the town is out there looking for her. We don’t know what happened. Not yet.”

      I felt like a hypocrite as soon as I said it.

      I’d just given her hope.

      Maybe it was because I wanted to believe Margot would be found.

      I just wasn’t confident she’d be found alive.

      Rae fisted a hand and pressed it to her chest. “The night Margot went missing, I assumed she had ended up coming home and was asleep in her bed. I woke up in the middle of the night feeling cold … so cold, even though the heater was on, and the electric fireplace in my bedroom was going. I thought maybe I’d just had a bad dream. You know? I figured I’d wake up in the morning and everything would be okay. Except it’s not okay, and the same frigid feeling I had is still there, living inside of me like an iceberg.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” I asked. “I want to help in any way I can.”

      “There is something, and it’s the reason I’m here.” Rae reached into her purse, took out an envelope, and handed it to me. “I want to hire you and your team. I want to know what happened to my baby, and I want … I want …”

      The tears flared up once more.

      I attempted to slip the envelope back inside her purse, but she set her hand on top of it, blocking me.

      “I can’t accept this, Rae,” I said. “We’re, well … I consider you a good friend. It doesn’t seem right.”

      “We are friends, and yet, you still pay when you come to my office. I will do the same.”

      “Are you unhappy with the way the investigation is going?”

      “The first thing the police asked me was if I thought Margot had run away. To even consider such a thing … it doesn’t make sense.”

      “It’s a standard question they ask everyone,” I said. “It doesn’t mean they think she ran off.”

      “Oh, they don’t. They seem to think Bronte may have had something to do with Margot’s disappearance. Can you believe it? As if we’re not suffering enough already. They came into my home pretending like they cared, like they were on our side. In no time they began questioning Bronte and the statements she was giving. She didn’t do anything. She’s innocent. I need you to prove it, and I need you to find Margot. You’ll help me, won’t you?”

      Foley was handling the investigation the way he should have been, but now wasn’t the time to explain police procedure to her. Rae didn’t understand how investigations were handled or how questions weren't just a way to get to the truth. They were also a way to rule someone out.

      Staring at her now, I realized I would do anything to alleviate her pain, and I placed my hand on hers.

      “I will help you,” I said. “We will find out what happened to Margot.”
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      “Why am I not surprised?” Foley stated.

      I was sitting on a chair in his office, watching him pace back and forth.

      “Rae’s concerned you think Bronte is involved in Margot’s disappearance,” I said.

      “She’s right to think it. Truth is, I am questioning the girl’s story.”

      “Why? What makes you consider her a suspect?”

      Foley plopped down on his desk chair, opened a file folder, thumbed through some photos, and slapped one of them down in front of me. “See the big dent on the right side of the front bumper? Who do you think owns that car? Take a guess.”

      “Bronte?”

      “Yep.”

      The car was light in color, but it wasn’t white.

      It had more of an ivory hue to it.

      “What has Bronte said about the dent?” I asked.

      “It took us a half an hour just to get her to talk about it at all. Then she admitted to hitting a car while she was parking at the grocery store. A parked car, mind you. Sounds like she was ‘coming in hot’ and lost control of the wheel.”

      “Have you spoken to the owner of the other car?”

      “We have no idea who Bronte hit.”

      I crossed one leg over the other. “What do you mean?”

      “Bronte left a note under the windshield wiper of the other car that said she was sorry. Then she fled the scene without talking to the other driver or reporting the incident.”

      “When did the fender-bender happen?”

      “The day before Margot went missing, according to Bronte. Convenient, isn’t it?”

      “What did Rae say about it?”

      “She didn’t know about the damage to Bronte’s car until I pointed it out. Bronte had been parking the car a little farther into the garage than usual, so her mother wouldn’t notice it was dented.”

      “Bronte would have had to come clean at some point,” I said.

      “Maybe not. Her boyfriend works at an auto body shop. She said he was going to take care of it for her.”

      “Who’s the boyfriend?”

      “Daniel Moffat.”

      “Have you spoken to him?”

      He nodded. “Daniel corroborated her story. Doesn’t mean he’s telling the truth. Doesn’t mean she is either. The two of them could be in cahoots, for all I know.”

      “It’s one thing to get into an argument with your sister. It’s another to run her down while she’s riding her bike.”

      Foley drummed his fingers along the edge of the desk. “Think about it. She could have been fuming after their argument, went for a drive, saw her sister on her bike, and decided to give her a little nudge. Maybe she hit her harder than intended. Maybe she hit her so hard that she killed her, and in her panicked state, she felt she had no other choice than to get rid of the body.”

      His theory, while having some merit, seemed a bit far out to me.

      “It’s … uhh, one way to look at it,” I said. “Guess you’ll know more after you examine the car.”

      “Silas is doing it now. Oh, and one other thing … when I spoke to the hospital, the nurse on duty the night Margot went missing said a man called and asked if they had a young woman by the name of Margot Remington there.”

      “I’m guessing the man didn’t leave a name?”

      “No, ma’am. The call came in around eight o’clock. That’s all the nurse could tell me.”

      A man had been looking for Margot before she had been reported missing, a fact I found curious.

      “Have you questioned anyone else about Margot’s disappearance?” I asked.

      “Several people. We just talked to Grant Nichols right before you arrived.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “Dr. Rae’s boyfriend. Been seeing each other for about five months now. Likable guy. A lot younger than she is though.”

      Rae had kept Grant a secret. From me, at least. I wasn’t bothered by it. She’d lost her husband a couple of years before. It made sense for her to take things slow with the new guy.

      “How much younger is Grant than Rae?” I asked.

      “About ten years.”

      Good for you, Rae.

      “I wasn’t aware she was in a relationship,” I said.

      “Grant told me Rae wanted to keep it quiet for the first few months for the sake of her daughters.”

      “Has he met Margot and Bronte?”

      Foley nodded. “Last month.”

      “I wonder how they feel about their mother dating someone. As far as I know, Grant’s the first boyfriend Rae’s had since her husband died.”

      “I asked Grant how he’s been getting on with them, and he said fine.”

      “Fine? He didn’t elaborate?”

      “He’s just getting to know them. He’s been out with search crews every day after work, looking for Margot.”

      It could have been because he cared.

      Or there could have been another motive such as wanting to appear to look like he cared when he didn’t.

      “Where was Grant the night Margot went missing?” I asked.

      “Driving home from work.”

      “In Cambria?”

      Foley shook his head. “He lives in Templeton. Works there too.”

      The historic town of Templeton was about twenty-five miles from Cambria. Built in the late 1800s, it was named after the two-year-old son of the vice president of the Southern Pacific Railroad. For a time, the town was the end of the line for passengers traveling south, who often continued their travels by stagecoach to San Luis Obispo.

      “Can anyone confirm Grant was in Templeton when Margot went missing?” I asked.

      “His boss can’t recall whether he saw him leave that day or not, but he said Grant almost always heads out at five on the dot. After my conversation with Grant, my gut feeling tells me he’s not the type of person who’d do harm to anyone.”

      Having a gut feeling about a possible suspect after one meeting wasn’t near enough to clear him in my book. And yet, Foley was quick to point a finger at Bronte. Until we knew more details about what had happened to Margot and why, it was too early in the investigation to separate fact from fiction, or to know whom to suspect.

      “You’re leaning on Bronte a bit too hard,” I said. “There’s no evidence she’s not telling the truth.”

      “I lean hard on everyone, Georgiana. It comes with the job. You do the same.”

      “Have your suspicions if you want,” I said. “But can you do me a favor and lay off her for now? Rae had a complete meltdown at my office about an hour ago. A missing child is a lot for anyone to go through, let alone a mother. You should know. You’re dating my sister. You two hadn’t met before her daughter, Lark, was kidnapped a few years back, but I’m sure she’s spoken to you about what she went through.”

      Foley leaned back in the chair and gave me a look that said he hadn’t just heard about the pain my sister had endured, he felt it, even now.

      “I … ahh, I love that kiddo,” he said. “I can’t imagine anything happening to her.”

      “And Lark loves you. All I’m asking is for some compassion for Rae while we figure out what happened.”

      He went quiet for a time and then said, “All right. I’ll do it as long as you agree to remain open to all possibilities. Rae may be your friend, but she didn’t hire you to be her friend. She hired you to do a job—no matter where it leads in the end. Keep your eyes open, and I’ll do them same. If you find out anything I should know, I expect you to call me.”
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      Sebastian lived with his parents on a forty-acre mountaintop ranch with ocean views on one side and mountain views on the other. The estate was up for sale, boasting an eight-million-dollar price tag. From what I’d seen so far, it looked like it was worth every penny.

      I entered the property through the open gate and drove up the dirt road leading to a grand cabin. Along the way I stopped to admire a herd of horses feeding beneath a magnificent oak tree in the distance. The picturesque scene looked like it was straight out of a painting. It was almost too beautiful to be real.

      As I pulled up in front of the house, a good-looking, middle-aged man with whisps of salt-and-pepper hair peeking out from beneath a cowboy hat was unloading groceries out of the back seat of a souped-up black truck. He was dressed in a pair of jeans and a flannel button-up shirt with a vest over it.
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