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      Counting down the twenty-four hours

      Mia squirms and thrashes in the corner, making more noise than I’d have thought possible from a woman restrained and with duct tape over her mouth.

      I shoot her a dirty look, but she doesn’t glance my way, so I turn to the others. “There has to be something else we can do with her. I’m going to put her in another room.”

      Lourdes stands in front of me. “She stays where she is.”

      My shoulders droop. “Who died and made you Omega?”

      “I’m not letting her out of my sight. Remember what happened to Shane? He escaped. Not happening with her.”

      “Fine, whatever.” I storm into the kitchen and get a drink of water. Not that I’m able to get away from all the noise Mia’s making. This is an apartment, and not even a big one. “We should take her to my house. It’s huge, and we can use one of those expensive baby monitors to watch her. I’m going to lose my mind if I have to keep listening to her.”

      Lourdes appears in front of me. “We can’t go there. Are you crazy? The new cops are swarming the entire neighborhood. Fleur’s lawyer really threw a wrench in everything.”

      I glance at my watch. “How much longer then?”

      She yawns. “For my sister to take the fall for the murders?”

      “Until we let Mia go. She’s seriously giving me a headache.”

      “I told Fleur twenty-four hours, so we’re at about twenty-two at this point.”

      Something gets knocked over in the other room, as if on cue.

      “Any chance she’ll turn herself in early?”

      Lourdes shrugs. “Knowing her, she’ll want to hang onto every last second of her remaining freedom.”

      I sigh. “We need another plan.”

      “Why?”

      “What good is Fleur being in jail?”

      “She needs to pay. My entire life was ruined because of her. I still can’t show my face in my own hometown.”

      “You’re here now, aren’t you?” Donovan finally joins the conversation. He’s been quiet all night.

      Lourdes gives him a dramatic eye roll. “I can’t walk around freely. Most everyone thinks I’m dead.”

      “And whose fault is that?” I snap. “You didn’t have to keep going with the whole missing girl facade.”

      “It didn’t start out that way. Your boy Shane tried to kill me—he thought he did. The jerk left me for dead. I was in that bad of shape. It wasn’t like I could waltz back into town. He needed to think he’d been successful. I knew the guilt would eat at him. That was what I wanted.”

      “That’s why you decided to stay away for fifteen years?”

      “Is this important?”

      “If I’m going to agree to let Fleur take the fall for the Drake murders, then yes.”

      She glares at me. “You couldn’t be more annoying if you tried. Why do you care so much about my sister?”

      Blood drains from my face. I can’t admit to having feelings for either of the Bardot sisters. “I’m trying to stick to the plan. Everything has gone sideways since you showed up.”

      “Poor baby.” Lourdes grabs a beer from the fridge and takes a swig.

      “Why did you pretend to be dead for all that time only to show up now?” I stare at her, letting her know I’m not going to drop the subject. If she’s going to be one of my wives, she needs to start learning her place now.

      We hold a staring contest before she finishes her drink and shoves the bottle on the counter. “Everyone was talking about me like I was some kind of immortal. There wasn’t any talk about the things I did to get to the top of the social ladder—people made me sound like a saint. My best pictures were being spread far and wide, and the whole nation was talking about me. My story was tragic, and the world was hooked.”

      “In other words, for the attention.” I grab my own drink then guzzle half of it.

      Lourdes shrugs. “Nobody ever talked about me like that before. People feared me, but with me dead, they adored me. It was more attention than I ever got.”

      “In other words, Shane did you a favor.”

      She runs her fingers along a scar on her neck. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Donovan clears his throat. “What does it benefit you for your sister to take the fall? It isn’t like they can tie the murders to you.”

      “If she goes down, she’s out of my life. And Shane’s. It’s the best of both worlds.”

      I bristle. “You want Shane back? After what he did to you?”

      “Him?” She scrunches her face. “No. I was never into him. It was everyone else who wanted us together. That’s why I encouraged the relationship between Fleur and him.”

      I set down my drink. “And you secretly dated that kid who won the prize at the science fair?”

      “How’d you know?” Pink creeps into her cheeks, but then she smiles. “Yeah. We were still together when your boy Shane tried to kill me.”

      “Stop calling him that.” I glare at her.

      “Does it bug you?” Her eyes shine like she’s enjoying this.

      “Yes, actually.”

      She picks at something in her teeth, like she’s trying to show me she doesn’t care.

      If I killed her, nobody would ever know. Just Donovan, and he’d help me clean up the mess. If Mia saw and tried to tell anyone, who would believe her? Lourdes has been presumed dead for a decade and half.

      Maybe I’d be better off trying to protect Fleur from her sister. While she clearly has a wild streak, she’s a lot friendlier than Lourdes.

      A shift in priority might be well worth the consideration.

      I’d have to act before Fleur turns herself in to save her friend.

      It’s something I need to put some thought into. The more time I spend with Lourdes, the less I want her. Some women are too difficult to tame, and Lourdes is proving to fall into that category.

      Her sister, not so much.

      My original plan might have been my best one. Now I have to figure out a way to keep Fleur from turning herself in to save Mia. Then there’s the issue of Shane.

      He needs to die. At least Lourdes is on board with that idea.

      Once Shane is out of the picture, then I can be there for Fleur with open arms and a strong set of shoulders to cry on.

      That could work.
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      Friday, early morning

      My alarm wails, but I’m too exhausted—I don’t feel like I got any sleep at all—to even reach over to snooze it.

      Everything floods back into my mind. Lourdes is alive and holding Mia hostage. She was pretending to be Donovan’s sister, trying to earn Mia’s trust. Donovan belongs to the cult.

      It’s all tied together, and my sister, who is very much alive, wants me to tell the cops I killed the Drake family in exchange for Mia’s life.

      I have no time to spare. Somehow I have to figure a way out of this mess. There has to be a way to save Mia and keep myself from going to prison for the rest of my life.

      The alarm keeps wailing, so I fumble to find it and shut it off. It’s barely after seven and still dark outside.

      I’m running off only a few hours of sleep. I tossed and turned most of the night because of the shock over seeing Lourdes. She’s alive and has been hiding and scheming all this time. It doesn’t seem possible, but I saw her with my own eyes—as she held a gun to Shane. If she’s willing to harm him, she wouldn’t bat an eye at hurting Mia, who she doesn’t care about.

      Given my twenty-four-hour timeframe, I can’t spare another second more to rest.

      Too much is at stake.

      I reach over to wake Shane, but his side of the bed is empty.

      My heart drops. Something didn’t happen to him too, did it?

      No. It couldn’t have.

      I scramble from bed and out of the room. A strange noise comes from the direction of the front entrance, so I hurry toward it, pausing only to check on Mimi Perle who is sound asleep in her bed. After I got Shane away from Lourdes last night, we found my grandma at Richard’s house. They were playing board games at that ridiculously late hour. She’ll probably sleep all morning.

      Shane is hunched over the knob at the front door, back to me, is body blocking my view of what he’s doing. Zorro is curled up near his feet.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask.

      He turns to me. “I’m changing the locks. I already updated the code to open the garage. Next, I’m going to put up more cameras around the house. Nobody’s getting in, and if they try, we’ll get a video of them.”

      I stifle a yawn. “Have you gotten any sleep?”

      “A couple hours.”

      “You need more.”

      “After we get out of this mess.”

      “But you’re still recovering.”

      “If being held against my will for two years taught me anything, it’s that sleep can wait. Mia’s life is on the line, and so is your freedom. Sleep is a luxury at this point.” He returns to the deadbolt.

      As much as I want to object, I can’t. He’s right.

      We need a plan, and I don’t know where to begin.

      “How long have you been up?”

      “Long enough.”

      “I need coffee. Want some?”

      “Sure. I’ll have some more, thanks.” He steps back, opens the door, then steps outside.

      At least we won’t have to worry about anyone sneaking in. Whether they got a key or garage code from Caroline, those options are now obsolete. Lourdes said she was the one leaving the hexes, and I believe it. If I’d have thought she was alive, that would have been a clear sign she was the one messing with me.

      It all makes sense now—the locket left outside, the hexes, Donovan’s fun ‘sister’ Cleo who Mia was certain I would love… even the name Cleo should’ve been a clue. When Lourdes and I were little, she loved a cartoon cat named Cleo.

      I should’ve seen the signs. Nobody ever found my sister’s body—I never should’ve believed she was dead. Not when Lourdes has always been one or two steps ahead of everyone else.

      There would be time to beat myself up later.  Now I need to figure out a way to free Mia while still preserving my freedom.

      What if I simply rat out my sister? It would be obvious she was the one in the video since she isn’t dead. That’s how she easily made the doorbell camera footage look like me—our heights, our builds, even our gaits are similar. She probably wasn’t even trying to mimic my walk.

      The thing that really gets me is that she was planning on killing me. My sister wanted me dead. She might have gotten her way if Shane hadn’t intercepted her.

      No. I’d have fought her. I’ve always been stronger and smarter than she ever gave me credit for.

      I can’t believe Shane thought he killed her for me. He kept that from me all these years. Was it from guilt? Fear? Did he think I wouldn’t believe him?

      Why would he kill for me but not follow me across the country?

      These are questions for another day. We only have until early morning to figure this out. It was about three in the morning when Lourdes gave me her ultimatum.

      I have to confess to murdering a family of five or Mia dies.

      A lump forms in my throat. It’s an impossible decision. I can’t let my best friend die, but I also can’t spend the rest of my life behind bars for a crime I didn’t commit.

      There has to be another way. Some other solution.

      And there is.

      If something happened to my sister, nobody would know. She’s been assumed dead for the last fifteen years. Nobody would miss her because she’s been faking her death all this time.

      That’s it. To avoid going to prison for a murder I didn’t commit, I would have to get away with one I did. I have to kill my own flesh and blood.

      Can I?

      Do I have a choice?

      Do I have time? I don’t know where she’s staying, and I can’t spend too much time figuring it out.

      Shane rounds the corner. “No coffee?”

      I pull myself from my thoughts and stare at him. “We might have to finish what you started all those years ago.”

      His eyes widen. “You want to kill Lourdes?”

      “I don’t want to, but she hasn’t left us with any other options—she held a gun to you last night, and she’s threatening to kill Mia in less than twenty-four hours. She’s dangerous. If the choice is her or you or Mia, then it’s obvious what we need to do.”

      “We need to find another way. Trust me, you don’t want the guilt of killing someone hanging over you. It’s a beast to deal with.”

      I study him. “How did you manage?”

      Shane’s expression falls. “I let you go across the country when I should’ve gone with you.”

      “That’s why you let me go?”

      “In part. The guilt was eating me up, and I couldn’t confess to you what I’d done. Or rather, what I thought I’d done.”

      “You didn’t think I’d understand?”

      “She was—is—your sister. You looked up to her. If I told you what happened, not only did I risk you hating me forever, but it would also crush you to know she wanted you dead. More than wanted. She was planning it and was dangerously close to acting on it.”

      I throw my arms around Shane and cling to him. “It would’ve been easier to take with you there. Instead, I suffered a series of bad relationships with unavailable men.”

      “I’m sorry.” He rubs circles on my back. “All I ever wanted was for you to have the best, even if it wasn’t me.”

      My chest tightens at the thought of all the wasted time.

      I’m not going to let my sister steal anything more from us. I straighten my back and look Shane in the eyes, fire burning in my chest. “I don’t know what to do about my sister, but we need to find a way to break Mia free. After that, we’ll figure out what to do with Lourdes and the cult members. Is she one of them, do you know?”

      He frowns. “I’m out of the loop, so I wouldn’t know. But it seems clear she’s working with the Beacon of Truth Fellowship. As long as it benefits them, they’ll protect her. We can’t do anything about that.”

      “They’re losing their grip on this town. That’s going to work to our advantage.”

      “No.”

      “No?” I stare at him incredulously.

      “You don’t understand them like I do. With the feds here looking into everything, they’ll double down. They’re going to fight back like a cornered animal. No matter what we do, things will get a lot worse from here.”

      My heart skips a beat. “In that case, we’ll have to be even more shrewd than them. We have to beat those people at their own game. We don’t have any other choice.”

      After a long, tense silence, he finally nods. “I’m in. Let’s do this.”

      Whatever this is. We need a plan.
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      Friday, early morning

      After three reviews of my entire texting thread with Mia since she met Donovan—Donny, as Lourdes called him—I still don’t have any idea where he might be keeping her. Mia didn’t say one thing about where he lives, works, or anything. She didn’t even send me any pictures of him.

      Everything I’ve learned about the guy has been gathered elsewhere. I saw him at the cult’s service. Found out he knows Lourdes directly from her.

      Donovan must’ve been secretive with Mia from the start. Even though she seemed to like his ‘sister’ more than him, she never showed me pictures of her, either. She just told me how great Cleo was and how much I’d enjoy meeting her.

      It’s kind of strange that she never noticed the resemblance between Lourdes and me. Everyone has always said I look so much like her. People have even seen pictures of us and mistaken us for each other. But then again, we all thought Lourdes was long dead. Why would Mia suspect she was pretending to be her boyfriend’s sister?

      I just wish Mia had gotten more information. Not that it matters. I’ll find her either way. It’ll be more difficult, but I can do it. Maybe I can figure out where Darby and her girls are staying. Even though she claims not to know much about Donovan, she might know some obscure, unimportant detail that could help me—and that’s a lot more than I have right now.

      I send Darby a quick text asking where she is but don’t get a response back.

      Next, I pour through Mia’s social media profiles with a fine-toothed comb. A lot of her content is about properties she’s selling, but even her personal posts don’t focus much on Donovan. There are some pics here and there, but she doesn’t give any helpful information about him.

      Wait a minute.

      I scroll back through, looking at each of the pictures of him again.

      There’s something there. But what is it? I download each then study them until it finally strikes me—all were taken in the same part of town. Each place they went to is close to the bar Mia took me to, which is far from her home.

      Donovan must live nearby.

      It may not be a huge clue, but it’s more than I had a few minutes ago. I have to go there. A search might not turn up anything, but it could take me a step closer to finding my best friend.

      Her life is in my hands, and I have less than a day to break her out.

      I make myself a cup of coffee, race back to the bedroom to gather what I need, then hurry outside.

      Zorro runs over to me. He licks my hands, and I pat him while looking for Shane, who must be near if the dog is in the yard. I find him by the garage, where he appears to be installing a camera.

      He glances over at me. “You going somewhere?”

      “I think Donovan might live near a bar Mia took me to. I’m going to check it out. There weren’t many homes, but it was dark when I was there, so I could be mistaken. If there are only a few, I might be able to figure out where they’re keeping Mia.”

      He puts the hammer in his tool belt. “I’m coming with you.”

      “No, keep doing what that. This may not be anything. I don’t want to waste both of our time.”

      Shane frowns. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go anywhere alone.”

      “You can’t stop installing cameras. We need those.”

      He starts to object.

      “One of us needs to be here when Mimi wakes up.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I’ll let you know if I find anything useful.”

      He takes my hands in his. “Promise you won’t do anything risky.”

      “If I find Mia, I might have to.”

      “Text me. I’ll be over there as fast as my car will take me.” Shane laces his fingers through mine. “What exactly are you looking for?”

      “Anything I can find. Mia’s car. A sign of Lourdes. Other cult members.”

      His expression turns doubtful.

      “I know it’s a long shot, but it’s all we have. Twenty-four hours will fly by if we let them, and our options aren’t great. I have to do something.”

      “Put out an alert that Mia’s missing. If the cops won’t do anything, you have reach.”

      “Lourdes will retaliate. I can’t risk her hurting Mia.”

      “You can’t help it if another of Mia’s friends puts out the word.”

      “What do you mean? Because I know you aren’t referring to yourself. That would be as bad as me putting out a podcast episode.”

      “She has work colleagues. Family. Other friends. Any of them could start posting on social media about not knowing where she is—as long as it isn’t coming from us.”

      “You have a point, but their platforms are a lot smaller than mine. Besides, I don’t have time to private message all of her contacts. I need to get over to that bar and look around.”

      The front door opens and shuts. My grandma shuffles out looking as exhausted as I feel. She has curlers in her hair and a fuzzy pink bathrobe wrapped around her. “Do you two ever sleep?”

      “We have things to do, Mimi. Go back to bed and get some rest.”

      “What’s so important?” She leans on the railing close to where we’re standing.

      I exchange a quick glance with Shane. We haven’t told her anything about finding Lourdes alive or her threatening Mia’s life.

      “You two are hiding something from me.”

      “Mia’s missing.” I debate giving her more information. “I’m going to look for her. Shane’s putting up more cameras in case that burglar comes back.”

      “Good thinking.” Mimi gives him an approving look. “I still can’t believe that man was so bold as to come into the backyard.” She turns to me. “What can I do to help? I have a big following on several of the sites.”

      Why am I not surprised?

      “We can’t have it coming from my family, unfortunately.”

      Mimi Perle’s eyebrows furrow. “And why not?”

      I glance at the time, which is passing too quickly. “It’s complicated, and I really have to get going. You got to bed late, please get some rest. That’s the best thing you can do.”

      She harrumphs. “I can direct message Mia’s friends and ask them if they’ve heard from her. If they get worried and start posting things, that can’t be helped.”

      I stare in disbelief at my elderly grandmother. “That’s a great idea.”

      “Clearly.” She pulls her smartphone from her bathrobe and wanders back inside.

      Shane chuckles. “She isn’t a typical granny, that’s for sure.”

      “Not even close.”

      He gives me a tight squeeze. “Keep me updated and let me know your every move. If anything goes sideways, I’ll be right there.”

      I tell him where the bar is before we kiss goodbye.

      Hopefully I find something useful.
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      Friday, morning

      Sitting in the parking lot of the bar, I’m not sure what I was hoping to find. It isn’t like I expected Mia to be waiting by the door, or for a flashing neon sign to point to where Donovan is keeping her. The area is a mix of living spaces and businesses. The bar sits off in its own lot, but most of the other buildings along the street have shops and restaurants on the ground floor with apartments above them. In the distance, there’s a neighborhood to one side and medical suites on the other.

      Donovan could be anywhere. Does he live in an apartment or house? Perhaps he works in the area instead. I can’t remember if he or Mia ever said what he does for a living. Maybe he mentioned something to Shane the evening I found the hex in the bedroom when the two came for dinner.

      I look at Mia’s social media profile again. Aside from the pictures of him, she didn’t post any helpful information. If he has an account, I can’t find it. She hasn’t tagged him in anything, and if they’re friends I can’t see the connection. He could have me blocked, and given his ties to the cult and my sister, that wouldn’t surprise me.

      Plenty of people are out and about at this hour, and everyone who passes by the bar glances at me. I’m far from inconspicuous parked in the lot of a drinking establishment before ten in the morning, so I drive up and down the main street until I find an open spot on the street. I finally parallel park in front of a deli. Everyone walking out is eating breakfast sandwiches.

      My stomach rumbles, so I head inside and get in the long line. The place has a cafe vibe, so I order a pumpkin spice latte along with three sandwiches—the other two are for Shane and Mimi Perle, and I get those to go. Sitting at a little table, I watch people coming and going as I down my food and sip my second coffee of the day.

      I have about two more bites remaining when someone says the name Donovan. Forcing myself to swallow, I glance in the direction of the conversation, then scan the rest of the eatery. Mia’s boyfriend—who is likely really Lourdes’s boyfriend—isn’t anywhere insight.

      Someone else says Donovan, and I whip my attention back in that direction. I don’t recognize anyone in here, not that I’d know everyone from the cult. I only went to that one service, and even though it felt like it lasted twelve lifetimes, I didn’t meet or even see everyone.

      I sip my latte and keep my head down like I’m looking at my phone, but I’m watching a trio of men who have said “Donovan” three times now. It isn’t the world’s most popular name, so I want to find out if these people are talking about the guy I’m looking for.

      The group inches toward the door, so I slide the two remaining sandwiches into my purse. It’s a good thing I brought a fairly big one today. I finish the last two bites of my breakfast then crumple the wrapper, ready to leap up at a moment’s notice.

      Nobody’s repeated the name, but they’ve said it enough that I need to see where they go. It’s possible they all disperse and leave in different cars. That too is information. For now, they’re just standing near the door, and I can’t hear as much of what they’re saying unless I get up.

      Even though they’re not moving, I rise and slowly make my way toward the door. Toss my garbage into a bin. Decrease my pace even more.

      Someone bumps into me. I apologize, which earns me a glare, and the guy hurries outside.

      One of the threesome reaches for the door.

      I stay back, and wait to leave until they’re all out and a few paces away. Can’t make it obvious that I’m following them.

      They stick together as they continue down the sidewalk to the left. I stay behind them, trying to keep at a distance where it doesn’t appear I’m paying them attention. I keep my phone out and glance down at it to further my ruse.

      Not that any of them seem to notice me. Maybe I make a decent spy. I’d rather be recording a podcast episode, but since that won’t help me find Mia alive, I’m stuck doing this.

      Hopefully my efforts pay off. I have to rescue my friend from my sister and the evil cult.

      The group ahead of me stops without warning.

      To look natural, I have no other choice but to walk past them. I pretend to take a call and stop, watching them from the corner of my eye.

      I swear one of them says Donovan again. Maybe I’m imagining things. It can’t be this easy. Not that this is exactly easy, but what are the chances the deli I go into has the people I’m looking for? Unless I’m right about him living or working near here, and it just happens that everyone in the area gets breakfast at the one eatery.

      One of the people from the group goes into a shop right next to them.

      It takes all of my self-control not to crane my neck to see what the store is. Instead, I carry on with my fake conversation, throwing in an overdone laugh which catches the attention of one of the two remaining guys.

      Time to tone it down, even though my nerves are on fire. How could they not be? My best friend is being held hostage, my dead sister is alive, and I haven’t heard from Darby who’s hiding with her girls from her husband. I haven’t even had time to reach out to her.

      The other two men step into the same shop as the first.

      My breath catches in my throat. I need to follow them, but I have to be careful. One more obnoxious laugh in reply to a fake conversation could get me into trouble.

      I wait a few moments before inching toward the store, carrying on with my fake phone call. Once I’m sure they can’t see me, I shove my phone into my pocket and go inside the bookstore. It’s unlike any other I’ve seen in that it’s filled with books about casting spells.

      Like the hexes left at my house.

      There are other types of books, but the entire front section is the witchy type. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m curious to see what they’re about, but that isn’t why I’m here.

      Mia has a timeline. My stomach churns acid at the thought.

      Will these people lead me to Donovan, or is this a false lead?

      I grab a random book and tuck it under an arm as I make my way through the aisles. Those three men must be somewhere, but I can’t hear them talking now. It’s probably the medieval style music coming through the speakers. It reminds me of a Renaissance fair I went to with my family before my traitorous sister faked her own death.

      A woman steps out from behind a shelf and stops me. She glances at my book. “What brings you in here? I’ve never seen you before.”

      Great, it’s one of those places where they know all the customers.

      “I just moved from New York.” It’s the most truthful statement I can give without actually answering her question. I glance behind her, not seeing anyone else.

      “Are there similar shops back east?”

      “Yeah. Well, I’m in a bit of hurry.”

      She starts to say something, but I excuse myself and rush past her. There’s no time for this, and for all I know she’s trying to keep me from following those guys.

      Not happening.
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