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      Hadley James wrapped her hands around the warm mug in front of her. The heat seeping into her palms from the porcelain warmed her almost as much as the wool sweater she wore. She needed all the help she could get to combat the chilly weather.

      She almost didn’t want to take a sip of the latte as it would ruin the beautiful foam art sitting on top, but the roasted smell of the coffee beans was too tempting. Hadley took a careful drink, reveling in the creamy smoothness from the steamed milk and how it mixed with the bitter bite of the espresso.

      When she set the mug back onto the table, the lovely foam flower was still intact. She smiled.

      “I’ve never been tempted to take a picture of my food before,” Luke Fenton said from the seat next to her. He peered at his own mug, which sported a cream fern sitting atop the rich brown liquid. “But thinking about destroying this masterpiece is making me want to document what it looked like before.”

      Hadley glanced over at a table of local teenagers, doing just that with their beautiful lattes. After snapping a few shots of their drinks, the girls turned the phones toward themselves, posing for a selfie.

      “Be strong. Avoid the feeling,” Hadley advised even though she, too, had felt the pull to take out her phone.

      Luke followed her gaze and nodded in understanding. Like ripping off a Band-Aid, he brought the mug to his lips and gulped, sucking in half the foam fern.

      He let out a satisfied, “Mmmhhh, as good as that looked, it tasted even better.”

      “Max is a latte genius,” Hadley agreed, glancing over at the barista.

      Max had only been living in Stoneybrook for a couple of months, but those months had been full of delicious experiments. Hadley, someone who thought of herself as a well-versed coffee drinker, had tried new types of coffee, new latte concoctions, and enjoyed his latte art more than she thought she would.

      In fact, Max had even the non-coffee-drinking population of Stoneybrook finding new favorites. He’d introduced the tea drinkers to a London Fog latte—which combined Earl Grey tea, vanilla syrup, and steamed milk—and his personal chai recipe that made the best chai tea lattes.

      Between his signature white button-up shirt, bow tie, and wide smile, Max had fit right in with the locals of the small town. And while he wasn’t much older than the high schoolers posting pictures of his latte art a few tables away, Max connected with the older population in Stoneybrook just as well as he did with its younger residents.

      Luke checked his watch before glancing over at the café door for the third time in so many minutes.

      “Have you heard from him?” Hadley asked.

      Luke shook his head. “Not since he left Seattle.” Looking at his watch again, Luke shrugged. “He’ll be here any minute. I’m sure of it. Noah’s not a late person.”

      Hadley took a sip of her latte before saying, “How fun that he’s finally able to come up and see Stoneybrook.”

      Luke’s mouth tipped up on one side. “I’m so glad it worked out. I’ve been trying to get him to come up and visit for months, especially on a night when there’s an art show. Noah’s got an impressive art collection.”

      Noah, a partner in Luke’s Seattle-based business, had called earlier that day to see if Luke was up for a last-minute visitor for the weekend.

      As if talking about him had helped conjure the man, Noah walked in through the front door of Cascade River Coffee at that very moment. Well, Hadley assumed the tall, red-haired man who entered was Noah by the way Luke’s face lit up in recognition.

      Luke stood, a broad smile spreading across his face as he threw his arms wide. The men met in a handshake that morphed into a hug.

      “Hey, this place is gorgeous, even at night,” Noah said through a laugh as Luke slapped him on the back before pulling away.

      “That’s what I’ve been telling you, man,” Luke said, leading him over to the table. “This is my girlfriend, Hadley,” he added.

      Noah glanced down at Hadley and held out his hand.

      Instead of grabbing Noah’s hand, Hadley stood and wrapped her arms around him in a hug. He laughed, hesitating for a moment before returning the gesture.

      “Sorry,” Hadley said. “I just feel like I’ve already known you for months with the way Luke talks about you.” Pulling away, her cheeks heated at her forwardness.

      Noah’s face broke into an even wider smile. “No need to apologize. I feel the same way, except I think I’ve known you for years.” Noah shot Luke a pointed look. “He always brought up ‘Hadley from Stoneybrook.’ I knew when he moved back here it had to be because of you.”

      His words only increased the heat rushing to her cheeks. She ducked her chin so her long dark hair swung forward and hid the worst of her blushing.

      As much as Hadley knew it was true—and couldn’t be happier with Luke—she still had to pinch herself sometimes. She often felt silly it had taken her so long to realize how she felt about the man. Luke didn’t look embarrassed at all, however. His sureness made a warm glow expand in Hadley’s chest. Turning her attention back to Noah, she held out her hand, gesturing for him to join them at their table.

      But Noah glanced over at the coffee counter. “This place smells too good. I think I need to go order something before I sit.”

      “Here, I’ll come with you,” Luke said, leading the way over to Max and the register.

      Hadley sat and observed the two friends and business partners chat as they waited in line. They were both covered up with sweaters because of the cool November temperatures, but their physical differences were still easy to see. Noah was a little taller than Luke but much lankier. Though Hadley had to admit that many people looked lanky next to Luke, whose days spent working on his family’s farm kept him well muscled. Noah’s red hair was a stark contrast to the sandy-blond locks Luke sported.

      Not wanting to get caught staring, Hadley turned her attention out the window and to the river that tumbled through the Cascade Valley. Hadley could almost feel winter coming. Being early November, they hadn’t had their first snow yet, but the temperatures were dropping daily. And while no one would call the last week warm, at least Noah was visiting on a weekend when the roads and mountain passages were clear and dry.

      It would’ve been nice to take him cross-country skiing if there had been snow, Hadley thought as the men approached.

      “What’d you get?” Hadley folded her hands in front of her on the table, peering at the mug Noah carried.

      “A vanilla latte with cinnamon,” Noah said with a dramatic eyebrow waggle.

      “Ooh.” Hadley nodded in approval, having tried that drink before. “One of my favorites.”

      Noah beamed. “And there’s an impressive bear design on top.”

      He tipped his mug forward so Hadley could see.

      “Max is so talented.” She hadn’t seen that design yet.

      “With skills like these, he could hold his own in the snootiest of Seattle coffeehouses.” Noah looked to Luke for confirmation.

      Luke nodded. “Definitely. I kind of assumed that’s where he came from, now that you mention it.”

      The confusion wrinkling Luke’s features mirrored Hadley’s exact feelings as she realized they didn’t know much about where Max was from. He was friendly but erred on the side of being a listener instead of a talker.

      Normally, the fact that the locals didn’t know as much about him as he did them would’ve unnerved the people of Stoneybrook. But there was something different about Max; he just fit.

      In fact, it was local custom to refer to someone as “our” if they were a local and “that” if they weren’t. New town members rarely became an “our” until they’d lived there for at least five years. But Hazel Smith and the rest of the town gossips were already referring to the young man as “our young Max.”

      “Well, wherever he’s from, I’m glad he’s here with us now,” Hadley said, taking a nice long sip of her own latte, reveling in its taste and the jolt of energy she knew it would soon bring.

      She was going to need the caffeine if she wanted to stay up past eight tonight. Sad as that sounded, it was Friday, and she’d been through a long week. Her grandma, who helped her run the retail portion of her jam shop, was off on a two-week cruise.

      Hadley never took her grandmother’s help for granted, but this week had already proven to her how invaluable the woman was to her business. And this had only been week one. Gran wouldn’t return until the following Friday morning.

      “So what are we up to tonight? A dance club? Maybe catching a live show or a concert?” Noah smirked as he took the first sip of his latte.

      Though he was making fun of Stoneybrook’s small-town quaintness, Hadley didn’t miss how his eyebrows jumped in admiration when the coffee hit his lips.

      Luke laughed. “Don’t count out the bustling metropolis that is Stoneybrook. We have an art show tonight. Then we could finish the night at our local microbrewery. If that meets your big-city standards for a Friday night.” Luke shot a pointed look at Noah, who put down his drink and lifted both hands in defeat.

      “Art and beer?” Noah gasped. “Stoneybrook already has so much more culture than I assumed. Count me in. I haven’t eaten since lunch, though. Is there somewhere I can grab a bite before this shindig?”

      Hadley nodded. “A few places, but you might not want to fill up. My friend, Suzanne Till, owns one of the local galleries, and it’s her five-year gallery anniversary, so she’s got a local restaurant catering.”

      Noah’s eyes lit up; he seemed appeased.

      Hadley pointed over to the bakery case next to the register. “If you’re looking for something to tide you over, though, our local baker has been experimenting with some new cookies. I highly recommend the spiced coffee blossoms.”

      At this point in the evening, there were never any sandwiches left over from the lunch rush, but Hadley spotted some of Mickie’s cookies in the case.

      “Blossoms?” Noah frowned.

      “They’re the kind of cookies with a Hershey’s Kiss pressed into the top.” Luke widened his eyes.

      Noah stood. “Okay. I’m convinced.” He strode over to the register for a second time.

      “Once he gets back, we should think about heading over to Suze’s,” Luke said, checking his watch.

      Hadley nodded. “We should get out of Max’s hair so he can close.”

      It was almost eight o’clock, when the café closed for the night. Eight was also when the art show began the first Friday of every month. First Fridays had been something new that Suze and the local artists were trying out.

      While they brought their art to the local farmers market each Saturday, people shopping the market were usually expecting to spend a smaller amount. Dropping money on a jar or two of jam, a quilted pot holder, local produce, or a mug by their local potter was one thing. Shelling out hundreds on an original piece of art or an intricate quilt was another.

      Holding an art show during the first Friday of the month brought in a different clientele, one who came into town expecting to drop a little more on an artistic investment.

      And while they planned to hold the art shows inside at Suze’s gallery and the local artist’s co-op during the first few months because of the colder weather, they dreamed of turning it into an art-walk experience down on the river trail during the warmer part of the year.

      After Noah returned with one and a half cookies—he munched on the other half of the first one while he walked—the three finished their coffees and headed out to the art show.

      In the dark line of closed shops of Main Street, the warm glow coming from Suze’s studio and the artist co-op a couple of blocks down felt like beacons. Hadley was a moth attracted to the light and promise of warmth as she bustled toward them.

      Luke and Noah chatted about business as they walked, so Hadley let herself get lost in admiration of her hometown.

      The brick buildings and colorful striped awnings denoting the different businesses along Main Street gave the place a candy-box appearance. White glittering lights had been strung throughout each tree and along each storefront for the holiday season, making downtown look even more magical. The fresh mountain air was frosty, and her breath created billowing clouds in the darkness.

      “So are you in need of any art?” Luke asked his friend, and Hadley’s attention switched back to the conversation.

      Noah snorted. “Does it rain in Seattle?”

      Luke caught Hadley’s gaze. “Noah’s an artist himself, but I suspect he enjoys buying art even more than he likes to create it.”

      Hadley grinned. “Well, there will be plenty of amazing pieces here tonight. I’ll introduce you to Suzanne … if I can find her,” Hadley amended as they reached the Till Design Studio and saw how many people were packed inside.

      Hadley led the way inside, her eyes wide as she threaded her way through the throng. They were only five minutes past the official start time for the evening, and the place was already this crowded. Hadley wasn’t sure which was more of a draw for the locals and visitors alike: the beautiful pieces of art made by her best friend and other local artists, the food provided by Seven Stones, or simply the promise of something to do on a Friday night in a town that didn’t even have its own movie theater.

      As Hadley stepped farther inside the warm building, she scanned the room for her best friend. She caught a glimpse of Suze’s brown curls and turned to wave Noah over in her direction. But when she turned around, Noah was gone.

      “He had to take a phone call,” Luke said, gesturing outside.

      It was much too loud in the studio to talk on the phone. Hadley was even having a hard time thinking.

      The last couple of art shows Hadley had attended had been quiet, introspective affairs, where people contemplated the art, and transactions between customers and the local artists were generally whispered. The addition of food created a celebration fit for Suze’s five-year anniversary in the building. Hadley was so happy for her friend. She caught her attention and waved, then blew a kiss at Suze.

      Suze caught the kiss and waved back but was pulled into another conversation. It was a good thing Suze’s boyfriend, Paul, couldn’t be here tonight because he was on duty. As much as Hadley missed seeing her twin brother, a local deputy sheriff, she knew he was a staunch rule follower, and the number of people in the small building surpassed the maximum capacity set by the local fire marshall.

      Hadley and Luke each grabbed a plate and some appetizers while they waited for Noah to finish his call. The art was breathtaking, making Hadley wonder if she could move around some of her current pieces to make room for just one more. In fact, there had been a watercolor of an orange-tinted sunset over the mountain range that Hadley had been eyeing. She turned her attention to the place where it had been.

      Just as she looked over, however, she noticed one of the helpers Suze had hired taking it down off the wall. She handed the painting to the former mayor of Stoneybrook’s sister city, Cascade Ridge. Guy Whitmore noticed her eyeing his purchase and tipped his tan head in her direction, giving her a sly wink.

      Luke’s arm snaked around Hadley’s shoulders as he moved to her side. He was still protective of her after the former mayor had threatened Hadley earlier that year during a scandalous murder case. She could still feel Guy’s fingers wrapped around her wrist and the incredulity lacing his tone that anyone might dare to catch him in his misdeeds.

      It had been that kind of sleaziness that had cost him his mayorship. While having multiple affairs wasn’t necessarily something that would’ve lost him the public’s trust, spending the city’s money on his girlfriends was. Once the people of Cascade Ridge found out, they took action and had elected a new mayor that fall.

      Usually Hadley didn’t get involved in the Cascade Ridge drama—having enough of it in her small town—but the mayoral race last month had been big. She was glad Cascade Ridge had held him accountable for his actions. She was just as pleased to see him slip out the front door of Suze’s studio moments later with his piece of art. As much as she loved to see people supporting her friend’s business, she could do without having to see Guy Whitmore any more than was necessary.

      Other than the former mayor, Hadley noticed quite a few Cascade Ridge residents in attendance. She hoped, for the sake of Suze and the other local artists, that they were also here to buy as well as eat and celebrate.

      It took Hadley and Luke about half an hour before they made it over to Suze. Just as they did, a loud bang from outside made Hadley jump. While some guests paused to listen, the majority of the people in the studio didn’t even appear to hear it over the din of the crowd.

      Suze waved a hand. “Hal just left a few minutes ago.”

      Hadley relaxed. The owner of the local convenience store had a truck almost as old as he was, and it had taken to backfiring something fierce. In fact, the same sound had scared her half to death yesterday when he’d driven by her shop.

      “Thanks so much for coming!” Suze said as she pulled Hadley into a hug. “I thought you said your business partner was coming with tonight.” Suze leaned to the side to peek behind Luke and Hadley as if they might be hiding Noah.

      “He’s on a phone call,” Hadley explained, hoping her disappointment was less evident on her face than it was in her voice. She wanted Noah to meet Suze and talk with some other local artists.

      Luke’s face creased with worry as he scanned the crowd again, just as he’d been doing for the last half hour. “Yeah.” Luke frowned. “I’m getting concerned. Maybe I should go look for him.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Hadley said, linking her arm through her boyfriend’s. Even though the bang had been Hal’s truck backfiring, she had an eerie tickle at the base of her neck and didn’t want Luke to be outside alone.

      Suze was pulled off into another conversation, so Hadley and Luke ventured outside to search for Noah. After leaving the warmth of the studio, they pulled close, Luke’s arm wrapping around Hadley again.

      There was no sign of Noah on the sidewalk outside the building or on either side.

      “Maybe he went to sit in his car.” Luke peered back toward the coffeehouse, where Noah had parked on the street.

      Unable to see whether or not he was in the car from there, the two walked closer to check. That same chill wound its way from Hadley’s neck all the way down her back as they approached the green-and-white awning of the café. Luke pointed out Noah’s car, but he wasn’t inside.

      “Huh, that’s weird. Where could he have gone?” Luke peered around. He took out his phone and looked like he was about to call Noah when his attention caught on something inside Cascade River Coffee.

      “The lights are still on and the door is open,” Luke pointed out. “Max must still be doing his closing work.”

      “Noah might have gone inside to get out of the cold,” Hadley said with a shrug.

      Luke nodded and followed Hadley. She called out a greeting as they stepped inside not wanting to startle Max. No one answered. She strained to hear as they walked farther inside.

      She was on her way to check the back room when she stopped in her tracks. The door out to the café’s back deck was open, and there was Max, standing over an unmoving body.

      There was a pistol in his hand.
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      Max jumped and turned toward her when she gasped. Hadley wondered for a split second if she should run, but by the way he had the gun pinched between his thumb and pointer finger, he didn’t appear to be the person who had shot the weapon.

      Luke raced over in response to Hadley’s dramatic intake of breath. He hesitated only for a moment to take in the scene before running ahead of her out onto the deck.

      Hadley knew worry for his friend pushed Luke forward. Noah was missing—had been for a good thirty minutes. She cringed at the realization that the loud bang they’d heard earlier hadn’t been Hal’s truck.

      It had been a gunshot.

      Was Luke about to find his business partner lying dead on the deck of the café?

      Walking forward, instead of closing her eyes like she wanted to, Hadley examined the scene. She started making a mental checklist, knowing from experience sometimes the smallest clues broke a case. But she couldn’t seem to see past the dead person’s shoes. A metallic, rose-gold-colored substance had dried in irregular and scuffed patterns, like the person had walked through paint in their fancy leather loafers.

      A weight settled on Hadley’s chest. Noah had been wearing loafers.

      She took another step forward, letting her eyes settle on the khaki pants, the same color khaki Noah had been wearing.

      A lump formed in her throat.

      Luke knelt next to the body, bypassing Max, who’d stepped back to give him room. When Luke looked back toward Hadley, his eyes were wide with relief. Confused, she let her gaze drop from Luke to the face of the person lying on the deck. She was close enough to see who it was now.

      Dark hair covered the man’s head, not red. And instead of Noah’s clean-shaven face, a brown mustache covered this man’s upper lip.

      It wasn’t Noah.

      That realization didn’t come with much reassurance, because Hadley did recognize the person.

      The man lying on the deck, eyes open and cold, was Trenton Shoemaker, the Seattle-based journalist who’d been the talk of the valley a couple of months before. He’d broken the story on the former mayor, which had cost Guy the reelection.

      “I-I didn’t know what to do. I f-found—I couldn’t just leave the gun lying here. Someone could’ve …” Max stammered next to her, pulling her attention back to him.

      The young man still held the gun. It swung from his fingertips haphazardly making Hadley worried he might drop it. She walked over to Max, placing a steadying hand on his arm, but the motion brought no stability to his shaking limb. She met his wild eyes, trying to hold them in place. This proved just as futile.

      “Let’s carefully put this down.” Hadley guided his arm toward the nearest table on the deck.

      Once the gun sat safely on the table, she placed careful hands on his shoulders and faced him away from the body. “Max, what happened?”

      Max’s arms were cold to the touch. With only a long-sleeve button-up shirt on, he was probably freezing. And from the pallor of his skin, it was likely the young man was in shock as well. In the background, Luke talked to someone on his cell.

      The barista swallowed, the motion making his Adam’s apple bob up and down above his signature bow tie. “I was closing up the coffeehouse. I listen to music while I work.” He pointed to the earbuds hanging around his neck. “When I came to check if I’d locked the back door, I saw him.” His eyes wandered over to the body and then squeezed shut. “I had just picked up the gun and was wondering what to do when you arrived.”

      “Paul’s on his way,” Luke said, moving next to Hadley. His blue eyes narrowed at Max. “So you’re telling me you didn’t hear a gunshot go off right on the back deck?” The sting of accusation sharpened Luke’s tone.

      Max’s face went red from its ghostly white state. “I … music.” He gestured to the earbuds again. “I think it happened when I took out the trash for the night. The dumpsters make a huge racket, so I thought that was it.” He wiped his fingers on his jeans, and Hadley wasn’t sure if the motion was more about the reminder of the trash bags he’d handled or the gun.

      Hadley touched Luke’s arm. “We heard the sound and didn’t know what it was either, Luke. It’s not that simple.”

      Luke nodded, but the motion was reluctant. He wrapped an arm around Hadley’s shoulders, pulling her away from Max, who had started to pace.

      “This doesn’t look good for him,” Luke whispered to Hadley.

      But she needed more information before she made that decision. Hadley took in a deep breath before looking back at the body. The journalist was on his back. A wet, dark stain marred his winter jacket where the bullet must’ve hit him just above his heart. Tipping her head to one side, she peered closer, looking for anything out of the ordinary.

      On his right ankle, the bottom of a leather gun holster was just visible.

      “Gun holster,” Hadley whispered to Luke.

      She felt him lean to the side to see. “So that could be his own gun?” Luke asked.

      Hadley frowned. “That doesn’t look like a self-inflicted wound.”

      The sound of boots clomping inside the café snapped Hadley’s attention away from the body.

      “Out here,” Luke called.

      Hadley’s twin emerged from the coffeehouse first, followed closely behind by the other local deputy, Kevin. The men wore grim expressions as they proceeded forward. And while Kevin walked straight toward the body, pulling his radio off its shoulder holster as if he knew he was going to need to call a long string of people, Paul stayed back with his sister and Luke.

      “This look as bad to you as it does to us?” Luke asked, swiveling his body toward Paul so Max wouldn’t hear.

      Paul scowled. He took out his notepad and clicked open his pen. “Tell me everything.”

      They recounted hearing what they thought was Hal’s truck backfiring before heading this way to search for Noah.

      “Why were you coming this way to search for your business partner?” Paul asked.

      Luke jerked his head back toward Main Street. “His car is parked out front. He left to take a phone call, so we guessed he came down here to sit in his car.”

      Paul shook his head. “When we pulled up, there were no other cars parked in front of the coffee shop.”

      Luke and Hadley glanced at each other before Luke broke away and jogged inside. Sure enough, Hadley could see through the coffee shop’s large front windows that Noah’s blue sedan was gone. Luke had his phone in his hand when he came back onto the deck.

      “I missed a call from him.” He poked at the phone’s screen before a message began streaming through the speaker.

      “Luke, I’m sorry to run out on you, but something’s come up with my family and I have to head back. I promise I’ll come visit sometime soon. Give my apologies to Hadley as well.” Noah’s voice cut out, and the rushing of the nearby river became the only sound surrounding them on the chilly November night.

      Hadley scratched her forehead. “His car was just there, though.” She shook her head. “How did we miss him?”

      “If he was around this area when that shot went off, he definitely heard it and could’ve seen something important. I need to talk with him.” Paul underlined something in his notepad.

      Luke agreed and read out Noah’s phone number. That was when all three of them turned to look at Max. The twentysomething stopped his pacing and met Paul’s eyes. He swallowed and stepped forward, hands raised like stop signs.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but I’ve never seen this man in my life. I took the garbage out, got a few other closing chores done, and came to check the back door when I saw him here.” Max barely stopped to take a breath, so his sentences all ran together as if any break might give Paul room to question what he said.

      “And he had the gun when we found him, standing over the body,” Luke added with a pointed look at Paul.

      Hadley dipped her head once to corroborate what Luke said. “He held it like this, though.” She mimed the way he’d been pinching the gun between his pointer finger and thumb. “And said he picked it up because he didn’t want to leave a loaded gun just lying around.”

      Max nodded emphatically.

      Paul looked from Hadley to Luke. “We see this kind of thing a lot more than you’d think. People often aren’t thinking straight when they stumble onto a crime scene, and they end up tampering with evidence because of it.”

      Max’s gaze dropped to the deck in obvious embarrassment. Hadley—who’d also come across a dead body or two—knew the feeling, though she had the benefit of knowing what not to do at crime scenes, because of her brother.

      “Even so, Max, I’m going to need you to come to the station with me for questioning.” Paul began reciting his Miranda rights, glancing up as Dr. Hall arrived. The doctor gloved up and headed straight for Kevin and the body. Hadley assumed Sheriff McKay was not far behind.

      Eyes wide, Max asked, “I’ll need a lawyer?” as Paul finished reading him his rights.

      “It’s your right to request one,” Paul said. He turned to Luke and Hadley. “I think we’ve got everything from here. Thanks for calling. I’ll be in touch, okay?”

      The two of them nodded and walked back through the coffee shop in a daze.

      “Who would shoot a journalist?” Luke muttered as they walked. 

      And while Hadley heard his question, she didn’t have any sort of answer. Max may have looked guilty because he’d been at the scene, but it made little sense for him to hurt Trenton. She shook her head and threaded her arm through Luke’s, leaning on him as they approached the jam shop where their cars were parked.

      Blocks away, the celebration at Suze’s studio continued. The artists and customers were blissfully unaware of what had happened. In that moment, Hadley noticed Guy Whitmore walking in front of them, about a block ahead. His back was to them, and he didn’t look back before slipping back inside the art gallery.

      Hadley frowned. She’d seen him leave close to a half hour before they heard the gunshot. And while he could’ve very well been visiting the art co-op, the other shop on Main Street taking part in the art walk that night, he was coming from the wrong direction.

      In fact, he had been coming from the same direction as Hadley and Luke as if he’d walked back to Suze’s studio after being down by the coffeehouse.

      A terrible idea took hold in Hadley’s thoughts.
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      Hadley couldn’t get the image of the poor journalist’s body out of her head the rest of that night. Luke opted to stay at her place instead of driving home. She couldn’t tell if his reason behind staying was because he thought Hadley needed the company or because he did.

      Regardless of who needed it more, they both collapsed onto the couch when they got inside. Luke’s arm wrapped around Hadley and she leaned into him. She rested her head on his strong shoulder and felt her breathing slow. Luke’s did too, the caffeine they’d consumed earlier unable to combat the terrible draining experience of finding a body.

      “That was awful,” Hadley said, the words getting jumbled up in a deep exhale as if she were trying to breathe out every terrible memory from the night.

      Luke kissed the top of her head. “And I feel extra awful because of how relieved I was when I realized it wasn’t Noah.”

      Hadley looked up into Luke’s troubled blue eyes. “Don’t beat yourself up for that. You were worried about your friend.” She planted a kiss on his cheek and snuggled closer.

      Dipping his chin in acceptance, he added, “So what clues did you notice at the scene?”

      Hadley cocked an eyebrow at him. She was about to tell him she had no intention of sticking her nose into this case, but in that moment all of her observations came crashing down on her. It was as if her mind had filed them away, knowing she might need them at some point.

      Maybe she was already involved in the case.

      “Guy Whitmore left the studio before we heard the gunshot. He carried a piece of art. Then I saw him walking back into the art studio on our way back, without the art. He came from the same direction as us. And then there was the rose-gold paint on the bottoms of the victim’s shoes.” Hadley shook her head, not sure if that observation was even helpful.

      Luke didn’t even seem to register her comment about the paint. “You think it was Guy?” But he didn’t even wait for her to answer. Instead, he tipped his head to one side and said, “He has a motive.”

      Hadley’s three cats emerged from the bedroom as she and Luke chatted. And a few minutes later, they each had a cat on their laps. Well, Hadley had two cats; both Ansel and Marmalade shared her outstretched legs. Sweet Pea, the calico, snuggled up with Luke. He’d saved her life, pulling her from a hot vehicle earlier that year, and it was as if she’d never forget that fact. Each time he came over, the cat treated Luke as if his pockets were lined with cat treats.

      And while the cats served as a welcome distraction for a few minutes, the couple’s attention returned to the murder of Trenton Shoemaker.

      “The weirdest part of tonight is that I’ve known Noah for years, and never once has he mentioned his family.” Luke scratched under Sweet Pea’s chin.

      Hadley stifled an indignant snort. Noah’s failure to mention his family to Luke was the least weird thing about the night.

      “I don’t know. Not everyone talks about their families as much as we do.” She shrugged.

      It was true. Both she and Luke were close with their parents and siblings. Hadley never ever took that for granted, knowing that while many people lived happily without being close with their family members, neither she nor Luke would have it any other way.

      Luke ran his palm over his stubbly chin as he thought. “I suppose you’re right.” But even though his words said one thing, Luke’s tone sounded unconvinced. “Maybe that’s what makes this an emergency,” he reasoned, nodding along as he did so. “Maybe he doesn’t talk about them because they’re a mess.”

      Hadley mumbled her agreement. But she didn’t want to discuss Noah or make conjectures about the man’s family life. There was a man dead and a murderer on the loose.

      Speaking of … she pulled out her phone and texted her observations about the former mayor to Paul. She knew that her brother wouldn’t text back tonight; he had his hands full. Maybe she would swing by the sheriff’s office tomorrow to see if he’d had any breakthroughs in the case.

      Thinking of the sheriff’s office turned her worries toward Max sitting there answering questions. The poor kid had looked so scared, so surprised. And while her brother appeared way tougher than he was, she hoped he was being as kind as possible to the poor kid since he’d taken him in for questioning.

      And then there was Wendy. The owner of the coffeehouse would be distraught that something this awful had happened on her deck. Wendy’s place was a peaceful sanctuary for Stoneybrookians and visitors alike. After tonight, Hadley wondered if she could ever look at the café in the same way again.

      She and Luke finally fell asleep, wrapped in each other’s arms, and surrounded by cats. But in the middle of the night, Hadley woke with a start. All she could seem to picture was the bottom of Trenton’s shoes and the rose-gold paint scuffed along the soles.
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      The next morning, Hadley woke to find Luke gone. He’d left a note on the bed explaining that he’d had to take a work call and would see her at the farmers market.

      Right. The farmers market.

      She blinked. It was Saturday—usually Hadley’s favorite day of the week. She loved Stoneybrook’s year-long farmers market and still looked forward to it even though she’d been attending as a consumer or vendor for her whole life so far. And even though last night had been terrible, she decided the cozy market was just what she needed.

      On her way, however, Hadley needed to make one stop. It wasn’t the sheriff’s office, though. During her restless night of sleep, Hadley had decided this case was just a little too chilling to get involved. Whether or not she’d noticed odd things at the scene, she needed to cut ties with the poor journalist’s murder investigation. Paul and Kevin didn’t need her help.

      But there was one person who might.

      Hadley made her way to Cascade River Coffee. She was sure Wendy, the café’s owner, had been informed about what happened on her shop’s deck last night. She also knew that Wendy was a “the show must go on” kind of owner and that unless the deputies had told her otherwise, she’d have the place open and would be behind the counter making coffees.

      The woman had not only been one of Hadley and Paul’s babysitters when they were younger, but she’d been a business mentor of sorts to Hadley over the years. She knew Wendy would put on a brave face to keep everyone else’s spirits high considering last night’s tragedy. Hadley wanted to check on her, to make sure she didn’t need anything.

      Most of the local businesses closed down on Saturday mornings, putting signs in their windows directing customers to come find their booth at the market. Wendy did this as well, preferring to push business to the market. But she sometimes opened for the few hours before the market, taking advantage of early risers who didn’t want to wait until the farmers market for their coffee fix.

      That morning, as Hadley approached the building with the green-and-white awning, Wendy stood outside. And Paul was with her. And while Hadley’s twin brother was giant—earning himself the nickname Paul Bunyan during their high school days—he looked as if he was almost acting as a wall in that instance to block the owner from entering her shop.

      Hadley, in equal parts, wanted to know what was going on and wished she could discreetly back away so she wouldn’t have to deal with any drama. But Wendy’s gaze landed on her in that split second, erasing any option other than continuing the rest of the way toward them. Wendy’s face, which had been contorted into a frown, lit up when she noticed Hadley.

      “Good, please, please tell me you can be the James twin of reason.” Wendy took Hadley’s arm and pulled her until they stood in front of Paul.

      Hadley’s mouth dropped open. While she was maybe the James twin of optimism or even persistence, she’d always thought of Paul as the James twin of reason.

      Her brother’s expression was an odd mix of flat emotions and fatigue. She guessed he had gotten very little sleep last night.

      “Uh …” Hadley stammered. “How might I do that?”

      Wendy let Hadley’s arm go and placed both hands on her hips. “You can convince your brother to let me go inside to get my supplies for the market. And while he’s at it, he could let my best barista go.” She did a quick check over her shoulder as if her other baristas might have snuck up behind her and heard her confession of favoritism.

      Hadley was more concerned by the “let him go” part of the statement rather than Wendy playing favorites. She glanced at her brother, who looked at her like a tired mother looks at a child who won’t go to sleep.

      “Wendy, if Paul is keeping Max, there must be a good reason.” But even as she said the words, Hadley recognized how unlikely it seemed that Max had been the one to shoot the journalist.

      The tip of Wendy’s nose went red like it did whenever she got upset. “Max said he’s never seen Trenton Shoemaker before in his life. What reason would he have to kill him?”

      Hadley had to give it to her; there didn’t seem to be a motive there. But people had surprised her in the past even though she’d known them her entire life. There was a great many things she and the town didn’t know about Max.

      “I’m sorry,” Hadley said, looking imploringly at Wendy. “Paul is just doing his job. Once they find out Max is cleared, they’ll let him go. Don’t worry.” She peered into the café through the front door. A team of people worked on fingerprinting and gathering evidence. “If you can’t get inside, does that mean you can’t be at the market today?” Hadley asked.

      Wendy crossed her arms in front of her chest in a frustrated way that didn’t need to be accompanied by a yes.

      Paul sighed. “I’m sorry, but I can’t have you taking something we need or disturbing evidence. Do you have supplies anywhere else?”

      “Where else would I have supplies, Paul?” Wendy asked rhetorically. She shook her head. “I should’ve known you James twins would stick together.”

      Hadley’s shoulders slumped. She knew Wendy was just upset, but her disappointment made Hadley want to do something more to help.

      “Do you want to walk with me to the market, anyway?” Hadley asked, wondering if getting her away from the café might help both Paul and Wendy alike. “I just have to swing by the shop on our way.”

      Wendy nodded. “Might as well.”

      Paul shot a grateful glance at Hadley before the women turned to leave. Hadley racked her brain for a cheerier subject to bring up as she and Wendy walked the few blocks to Pretty Jam Good, Hadley’s jam shop. But before she could think of anything to talk about instead, Wendy reached out and grabbed her wrist. Her wide, desperate eyes grabbed at Hadley almost as palpably as her fingers.

      “Okay, now that he’s out of earshot, please tell me you’re helping with the investigation.” Wendy followed the plea with a nervous chewing of her bottom lip.

      Hadley frowned as Wendy let go of her arm. She’d just decided not to get involved last night.

      Seeing Hadley’s hesitation, Wendy added, “You’ve got to help me clear Max’s name, Hadley. I know he’s innocent. I just know it.”

      Hadley considered her request for a moment or two before saying anything. As much as she wanted to help, she also wasn’t comfortable making promises she couldn’t keep.

      Finally, Hadley exhaled. “If there’s a way I can help Paul find the person responsible, I will,” she said.

      Wendy looked appeased, and when they reached Hadley’s shop a few steps later, she said, “On second thought, I won’t join you. I’ve got to go make sure everything’s in order in case the poor kid needs bail.”

      “What do you mean?” Hadley asked, turning away from her shop door to face Wendy.

      “The kid grew up in the foster system, Hadley. He doesn’t have a family and doesn’t have the money to bail himself out.” And just as Hadley was going to point out that Wendy didn’t have the money either, she added, “I have the house. I can put that up to help him.”

      A terrible lump formed in Hadley’s throat. Around it, she croaked, “If he runs, you’re on the hook for that money. They could take your house.”

      Wendy sniffed indignantly. “Innocent people don’t run, Hadley. Plus, with your help, we’ll find the actual person responsible, and he won’t have a reason to run.”

      Hadley wished she hadn’t walked away from Paul, wished that he was here to help her tackle this terrible idea as a unified James twins front. But she was all alone.

      Before she had a chance to think of anything else to say, Wendy waved and said goodbye. She was down the street and around the corner before Hadley got over her shock enough to unlock her shop.

      And as she loaded her wagon up with supplies, the weight of Wendy’s expectations sat on her shoulders like an immense burden—almost like the weight of an entire house.
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      The farmers market was bustling with vendors setting up their wares. Hadley pushed her way into the warm community center. As much as the temperature of the cozy space and the sight of her beloved townspeople should’ve warmed her after the chilly walk from the jam kitchen, the memory of Wendy’s plan to risk her house for Max still sat like an icicle in the back of Hadley’s shirt.

      Still, Hadley walked forward, carting her wagon full of boxed-up jam jars behind her as she wound through the different booths. Passing by the Stoneybrook Quilting Society’s booth, the lovely scent of lavender hit her.

      Besides giving Hadley cuts of their scrap fabric, they also made lavender sashays. Between the five members of the society, they had more than enough scrap fabric to go around. Hadley would have to remember to pick up a few sashays, loving the way they smelled in her dresser drawers and in her car.

      Glancing over at the large string of tables in the corner where the Fenton Farms produce booth always sat, Hadley noticed Luke wasn’t there. His sister, Jolee, appeared to be setting up all on her own.

      Hadley thought back to his note about an early work call. She wondered if everything was okay, but her hands were too full to pull out her phone, so she’d have to wait until she got to her booth.

      She got a whiff of cinnamon as she moved on, skirting around the quilting booth past Mickie’s bakery stand. The owner of the Bake and Flake was not only a wonderful friend, but as the cousin of Hadley’s ex-husband, Mickie was pretty much family too.

      Over the last couple of weeks, Mickie had been adding to the items she sold exclusively at Cascade River Coffee. The spiced coffee blossoms Noah had tried last night were the latest addition. This week, it looked like she’d been busy perfecting a new recipe: cinnamon pecan biscotti. Next to a sign on her table sat a big stack of the crisp dunking cookies.

      Before Mickie sold new items to Wendy, she always did “consumer testing” at the market to see how customers liked them. She’d done the same thing with the spiced coffee blossoms the previous Saturday.

      Hadley closed her eyes as she pulled in a noseful of the cinnamon scent as she walked by. She would have to buy one before the market officially opened; Hadley had a feeling those would go quickly.

      In that moment, she felt even sadder that Wendy wouldn’t be serving coffees today. Having something to dunk the biscotti in sounded divine. Her attention moved to the far right corner of the community center where Wendy usually set up her booth. Hadley mulled over the case as she continued on toward her own booth space.

      All thoughts of murder and mystery left her mind, replaced with ones of thankfulness as she found Suzanne setting up their tables. Hadley picked up the pace, pulling the wagon to a stop as she jogged forward to help Suze unfold the metal legs to one of the two tables they used each Saturday. She knew one of them had a tendency to stick, making it hard to handle for just one person.

      “Thanks,” Suze said, sending a puff of air up to her forehead. A curly lock had escaped the messy twist she kept her hair in and it bounced out of the way.

      “No, thank you.” Hadley grabbed the edge of the table as they stood together and righted it.

      Suze’s table was ready to go. She’d placed a smart black tablecloth over the top. The dark color made her stickers and prints pop. Normally, Suze brought one or two of her original pieces of art to sell, but Hadley didn’t see any today. In fact, ever since they’d started the First Friday art shows, it seemed as if Suze didn’t need to lug the larger items around anymore.

      Moving her wagon of supplies even closer now that her table was right side up, Hadley began her own decorations. Her tablecloth was a wonderful deep purple color that Gran had sewn for her. Between that and the amazing Pretty Jam Good labels and banner Suze had made for her, Hadley always felt proud of how professional her booth looked.

      She unfolded her tablecloth but paused before laying it out on the table. Sensing something was wrong, Hadley’s gaze moved to meet her friend’s. Suze’s hands were firmly on her hips and she had one eyebrow cocked expectantly.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me anything about last night?” Suze tapped the toe of her boot.

      Hadley’s face relaxed in understanding. She glanced over her shoulder and realized Suze wasn’t the only one waiting for information. Almost every other vendor eyed her in the same way. The only thing holding them back from swarming was the reality that they also needed to ready their booths for customers, and possibly the fact that Hadley had just gotten there, so they weren’t going to bombard her just yet.

      Suze had no such qualms. “Did you or didn’t you and Luke find that journalist dead on the deck of Wendy’s café?” she asked in a lower tone, stepping closer to Hadley.

      Hadley checked her surroundings one more time. When she was satisfied that the rest of the vendors were at least pretending to be more interested in their setup procedures than with her, she nodded.

      Suze swallowed, slumping into her chair. “That’s awful.” She studied her hands.

      Hadley recommenced her setting up, knowing the customers would not wait just because she was too busy talking. “I’ll tell you more about it when all eyes and ears aren’t on us.” She gave Suze a pointed look.

      The way Suze glanced out at the rest of the market behind Hadley and then pressed her lips together only confirmed that everyone had resumed staring at her. Suze helped Hadley unpack the jam jars. Artistic Suze created little jam towers and structures that looked very cool, though Hadley worried about their stability with customers jostling the table.

      It wasn’t until the market was about to open that Hadley spotted Luke. She’d only just finished setting up her cashbox and card reader, so she hadn’t had time to text him. And while the sight of her boyfriend usually made her brighten and relax, this morning it only filled her with foreboding.

      Luke walked toward her, his eyes ringed with dark circles and his posture rigid. His state made Hadley rise to her feet. Worry must’ve been evident in her features because Luke’s expression softened, and he made an effort to turn his frown into something that resembled a smile.

      “Good morning,” he said when he reached her, leaning forward to plant a kiss on her lips.

      “Is it?” Hadley asked, stepping back after the greeting so she could get a better look at his condition.

      “You look awful,” Suze chimed in from the booth next to Hadley’s.

      Luke snorted out a laugh. “Thanks.” He shook his head. “I’ve been up since three dealing with a work crisis. Noah must still be handling his family stuff because no one can get ahold of him. Which means I’m going to have to head to Seattle.”

      Hadley frowned, hating the thought of Luke leaving town. Not only was she going to miss him, but the more she thought about the murdered journalist, the less she wanted to be alone in her house this weekend.

      Her selfishness was quickly replaced by feelings of pity for the man. He already looked tired, but the thought of the hours-long drive ahead of him, into the city, made his broad shoulders slump a little more.

      “I’ll miss you.” Hadley grabbed his hand and squeezed it tight. “Are you worried about Noah?” she asked, wondering if there was more than merely fatigue behind the weary look he wore.

      His brows knitted together, and he said, “Kind of. He’s usually so on top of things. Disappearing isn’t like him.”

      A pit formed in Hadley’s stomach. She hoped Noah was okay.

      Luke returned his attention to her. “Anyway, from the sounds of it, this is going to be a longer trip. I’m going to stay with my buddy, Jeff, instead of getting a hotel like usual, since it’ll be more like … a week? Maybe two?” he said uncertainly. “I wondered if you’d check on Barnaby every couple of days.”

      “Of course.” Hadley loved Luke’s giant tabby cat.

      The imposing feline looked as if he belonged in the middle of a forest instead of inside Luke’s house. Barnaby was a big sweetheart, though, and he seemed to prefer living inside after starting out his life in one of the Fenton Farms’ barns.

      “And what about Vern and the guys?” She raised her eyebrows in question.

      Luke’s fatigued features dropped at the mention of the contractor and his crew who were building Luke’s new house on the same property where he currently resided. The build had simultaneously felt like it’d gone on forever and happened in a flash. They were officially at the “finishings” stage and seemed like they had questions about door hinges and countertops for Luke every other minute.

      “I won’t ask you to take that on,” he said, cutting the air with a flat-palmed hand. “I’ll let Vern know he needs to call me on my cell if he has questions.”

      Hadley reached out and stopped his hand. “You’re going to have your hands full in Seattle and I can help.”

      Luke tipped his head to one side, then he pulled out his key ring. Wrestling one key away from the bunch, he handed it over to Hadley. “Thank you. And here I thought I couldn’t love you more.” He kissed her again but pulled back and checked his watch. “Okay, I’ve gotta head out. Let me know if you have any problems with Barnaby. And if Vern asks you a question about finishings …” Luke backed away. “Um … just pick whatever you like.” He smiled, waved to Suzanne, and then he was gone.

      “Poor guy.” Hadley turned to Suze as someone propped the front doors of the community center open, signaling the official start of the market. A gust of cold air flowed in with the steady stream of waiting customers.

      “Yeah, sad,” Suze blurted, not sounding sad at all. “Did I hear right that Luke gave you permission to decide how to decorate his house?”

      Hadley paused. The whirlwind of Luke’s news coupled with her less-than-stellar night of sleep had left her a little foggy and she must have missed that.

      Suze hadn’t missed a thing. Her eyes widened with excitement. “Had, this is big. Does this mean he wants you to see it as your house?”

      “I don’t know,” Hadley said slowly. “I-I mean, he’s asked my opinion about some stuff, but I just assumed it was because he was sick of making so many decisions.”

      “Or it’s because he’s going to ask you to move in with him once the house is done.” Suze waggled her eyebrows at Hadley, her voice that hopeful singsong tone.

      After a moment of what-if daydreaming, Hadley shook her head. “If we’re sticking to the correct order, you and Paul need to take that step first.” Hadley gave Suze the eyebrow waggle this time.

      While Suze and Paul spent most of their time at Suze’s house, Paul had still maintained he should keep his apartment. He’d said it was nice to have if he had to work odd hours for a case, and Suze hadn’t pushed him on it.

      Suze snorted. “Touché. But just because it’s not in the right order doesn’t mean it’s out of the question.”

      Hadley smiled and turned her attention to her first customer of the morning. And even though the idea of her future with Luke made her happier than anything else, she couldn’t help but feel like a dark, stormy cloud sat over her thoughts.

      A journalist was dead. Max was in trouble. Noah was missing. Luke was leaving, and there was a murderer on the loose in Stoneybrook.
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      Normally indoor farmers markets brought half as many visitors as the summer ones held outside in Fenton Park. But the market on that particular chilly November day was packed. Both Hadley and Suze sold out of their stock.

      As happy as they were to have done so well, the busy pace left little time for chatting. It wasn’t until after they’d broken down their tables and packed them away into the storage room that they had a moment of peace. They took in simultaneous deep breaths of fresh air as they stepped outside. While the fresh air was nice, it was downright frigid, and Hadley pulled up the collar on her jacket.

      “I’m a little surprised Paul didn’t show up,” Suze said. She headed for the river trail, knowing they liked to stretch their legs after being stuck behind their respective booths for so many hours.

      Hadley thought of her brother blocking Wendy from entering the café that morning. She wondered if they were still working on fingerprinting and cataloging the scene or if they were done.

      “This case is kind of a doozy,” Hadley said in answer. “I’m sure he’s going to be working on it tirelessly until he can find out who’s guilty.”

      “Right. The case.” Suze’s eyes went wide. “Now that we’re alone, can you tell me what happened?”

      Hadley checked around them to make sure no locals were within earshot before beginning. Seeing it was just them and the trees, she said, “It was terrible, Suze. We went looking for Noah because he didn’t even make it into your studio before he got some important call that we later learned had something to do with family drama. Luke and I thought he might’ve gone back to his car, which was parked in front of the café, so we went that way.”

      Even though the subject of their discussion was stressful, Hadley felt her body relax at the sound of the river rushing through the dense trees of the forest. The silvery surface of the moving water came into view as they rounded a bend in the trail. The river was more subdued during the fall and winter months but still rushed along next to them. Suze stayed quiet as they walked, waiting for the next part of the story.

      “I thought Max would’ve closed up already, but the front door was still open, and we wondered if Noah had gone inside to get out of the cold. When I looked out on the deck, I saw Max standing over a body, holding a gun.” Hadley swallowed, finding it just as chilling to talk about the instance as it was to experience it.

      Suze must’ve agreed, because she shivered.

      “At first, Luke and I both thought it was Noah lying there on the porch,” Hadley explained. “My blood froze in my veins at the thought of Luke’s partner dying on his trip to visit Stoneybrook.”

      Cringing as if she knew what she was about to say was going to be hard but needed to say it anyway, Suze said, “Are you sure Noah isn’t hurt, though? Isn’t he the one Luke mentioned being missing this morning?”

      Hadley contemplated this. “Well, his car was in front of the coffee shop when we got there, but it was gone when Paul showed up a few minutes later, so he left sometime in that window. Plus, he left Luke a voice mail as he left town, saying he had a family emergency.”

      But even as she outlined the reasons why she wasn’t worried about Noah, she could feel a sense of foreboding growing inside her. The fact that he hadn’t checked in at all today made the possibility that he wasn’t okay that much more real.

      “So who do you think killed the journalist?” Suze asked, having moved on from Noah. “It could be Max, right?”

      Wrinkling her nose, Hadley said, “I don’t know. It doesn’t look good for Max. But he said he picked up the gun as a reflex.”

      “You’ve also been the first one on a death scene before and you weren’t guilty of the crime, so you feel like it’s unfair to assume Max is guilty,” Suze said.

      That was the thing about having a best friend; Suze knew her mind better than Hadley did some days.

      She nodded. “Hopefully Paul will be able to find definitive evidence either way. Max doesn’t have a motive to kill Trenton, that I can see. Still, there’s enough doubt there to make me worried about Wendy,” Hadley’s tone dropped as she mentioned the coffee company’s owner.

      “Wendy? What about her?” Suze’s eyes widened.

      Hadley grimaced. “She’s going to put her house up if Max needs bail.”

      “Yikes.” Suze shook her head. “Not that I would expect any less.”

      Suze was right. Wendy was a giver. She was a champion of local businesses, especially those run by other women, and she never missed an opportunity to donate her time, money, or coffee if it would benefit Stoneybrook. She loved her baristas like they were her own kids. She mostly hired high schoolers, only with her for a year or two before they headed off to college or other pursuits. With Max being in his twenties, Wendy had talked about how—for the first time—she saw in him someone who might become a partner in her business rather than just another part-time employee.

      Hadley chewed on her lip as she thought. “The thing I still can’t wrap my head around is why Trenton was here in the first place. Doesn’t he live in Seattle? It’s out of the blue for him to show up, and on the back deck of the coffee shop, no less.”

      “No it’s not,” Suze said, frowning. When Hadley looked over for clarification, Suze added, “I noticed him at the café once before, late at night, now that you mention it, and he was on the back deck that time too.” Suze squinted one eye as she thought.

      Suzanne had always been a night owl. She often did her best creating at night and ended up working more of a noon to midnight schedule if she felt inspired. And even though she went through stints of working in the mornings, she always went back to her late-night routine. Because of this, she saw things downtown no one else tended to as most of the businesses closed up before dinnertime.

      First there had been the albino opossum she claimed to see—something the locals still didn’t quite believe. Then there was the time she’d caught local teenagers starting a fire in a dumpster, and her quick action stopped it from spreading to a nearby building. And now the addition of this nighttime discovery …

      “Are you sure it was Trenton Shoemaker?” Hadley asked.

      “Had”—Suze gave her friend a sidelong glance—“I think I’d know him anywhere at this point. His article was all anyone talked about for the better part of a month. Yes, it was Trenton Shoemaker visiting Wendy after the coffee shop closed.”

      Hadley dipped her head in concession, but even though the motion was calm, her mind frantically tried to figure out what this might mean. Suze, who must’ve known what was going on in her friend’s head, took this as a clear sign to tell her more.

      “It was … maybe a week ago. I went to get coffee right before Wendy closed. Trenton waited for her out on the back deck as I left.” Suze raised her eyebrows suspiciously.

      Staring at the rushing river next to them, Hadley thought through what Suze had just divulged. Hadley didn’t know what this all meant. Could Wendy have anything to do with Trenton’s death?

      “There has to be an explanation for that,” she said absentmindedly, unable to accept anything else at the moment.

      Suze nodded, but her posture tightened, proving she was just as uncomfortable as Hadley was with the idea that Wendy might be hiding something.

      They continued walking in silence for a few minutes, listening to the river and the calming sound of their footsteps on the pathway. As they rounded a bend in the river trail, the sound of a third set of footsteps behind them caught their ears. They turned to see a figure who stepped onto the trail from a footpath in the woods that led up to the town hall building.

      Given his large frame, someone else might have mistaken the hulking mass as the legendary Sasquatch. But Hadley and Suze immediately recognized it as Paul.

      Suze let out a little squeak of surprise that turned into a happier sound as she ran over to give Paul a kiss. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.

      Hadley gave them a moment before joining. “You following us?” she asked through a smile.

      “One of you.” Paul winked at Suze as they stepped back from their embrace. “I know you two usually come walking down here after the market, and I thought I’d snag a second to see my favorite girl.”

      Hadley cleared her throat.

      “Girls,” Paul amended with a cough.

      Laughing, Hadley waved a hand at her brother. “I’m just messing with you. Any news on the case?” she asked eagerly.

      He puffed out his cheeks. “Not much. McKay’s supposed to show up this afternoon, and I’ll know more when he gets here. As for now, we’re still gathering any information we can. Anything could be the break we need.”

      Suze turned her attention to Hadley, letting her eyebrows rise in a clear “should we tell him?” gesture.

      “What was that?” Paul asked.

      Hadley wet her lips. “There’s something you need to know.”

      “But we’re worried about what it means,” Suze finished for her. When she saw Paul had her undivided attention, she said, “I saw Trenton waiting on the coffee shop deck once before. It was also at night, right at closing time.” Her lips pursed for a moment, like she might say something more about how that didn’t look good for Wendy, but she stopped herself.

      Paul must’ve known both the women were anxious about telling him because he quickly said, “That’s not what you think. Wendy told me all about that meeting with Trenton. He had questions about the distribution company she uses, just preliminary research for a story he was considering. She said the story didn’t seem like it was going anywhere, and he didn’t contact her for another meeting. She’s not sure why he was there last night. It wasn’t to meet up with her.”

      Suze and Hadley’s rigid, worried postures sank simultaneously in relief.

      “Oh good. I guess we should’ve known Wendy couldn’t be involved in any of this,” Hadley said, feeling guilty for even entertaining the idea.

      Paul held up a finger. “She’s still in trouble with me,” he said. When Suze and Hadley gave him surprised glances, he added, “I just heard she’s planning on putting her house up for Max’s bail.”

      Hadley winced. “Yeah, we heard that too.”

      “But you know Wendy,” Suze said, placing a calming hand on Paul’s arm. “She treats her staff like family.”

      Paul rolled his eyes. “It’s dangerous. What if he runs?”

      “That should tell you something.” Hadley raised an eyebrow. “She trusts him so much that she believes he won’t.”

      Unconvinced, Paul said, “But maybe if I tell her—”

      “She won’t listen,” Suze said, stopping him. “Just let her make her own decisions.”

      Hadley knew this conversation wasn’t going anywhere, so she decided to get out of there. “Well, on that note, I’ll leave you two to get lost in each other’s eyes in peace.” Hadley sent a pointed smile at the two.

      Suze blew a kiss at Hadley and then hooked her arm through Paul’s. They continued on in the direction Suze and Hadley had been walking. By the way Suze let her head fall back in defeat, she figured Paul hadn’t actually dropped the conversation about Wendy. Hadley smiled as she turned around and headed back toward Main Street.

      Seeing Paul and Suze together made Hadley so happy for them, but today it felt like a bit of a kick to the gut with Luke being gone. Her thoughts about him reminded her of her duties while he was out of town: looking after Barnaby and checking on the construction of the new house.

      Luke had left just that morning, so Barnaby wouldn’t necessarily need anything until tomorrow at the earliest and Vern’s guys didn’t work on the weekends. But a visit would give her something to do to keep her mind off this case.

      Decision made, she headed toward her jam shop where her car was parked. The momentary scare thinking Wendy had something to do with Trenton’s death made Hadley all too aware that even though the former mayor of Cascade Ridge seemed like the prime suspect, one of her fellow Stoneybrookians could just as easily be the murderer.
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      By the time Hadley drove out to Luke’s property that afternoon, the sun was out and shining, providing some relief from the winter weather. Hadley parked in front of the small tenant house. While they had originally built it for overflow farmworkers for the Fenton family farm, Luke had lived there since moving back to Stoneybrook from Seattle.

      But even though Luke loved the property on the edge of the farmland, overlooking the river, the tenant house was tiny and needed too many repairs to count. So Luke was building a new house a couple hundred feet away, and would tear down the place where he was currently living once the build was done.

      And even though the smaller house was her destination, the new, larger house stole her attention as she exited her car. Was it just her, or did the place look bigger than last time she saw it?

      Vern and his workers had finished the structural and exterior work a while ago so it hadn’t actually grown, but it felt different somehow. Maybe she was seeing the place through fresh eyes now that Suze had her considering the possibility of living there.

      The large meadow where both houses sat was full of beautiful swaying sage-colored grass. The same grass grew in much of the valley and surrounded Hadley’s house too, growing just beyond her garden. To Hadley, it seemed like the physical representation of peace.

      Speaking of peaceful, the rushing sound of the river pulled her attention to the right where it sped past. While her house was also by the river, it took a short walk to get to the bank from her property—though she could hear it well enough sitting on her deck. This home had a bankside view of the water. That, plus being on one edge of Fenton farmlands made the property quiet and untouched in a way only a few places in the valley were.

      After the intensity of yesterday, it felt nice to relax, to not feel like she had to look over her shoulder every minute of the day. There might be a murderer in Stoneybrook, but there was nothing but calm out here on Luke’s land.

      Hadley let out a long sigh. Despite the sun, her breath plumed in front of her in frosty condensation as she studied the new house. It was larger than hers, that was for sure. Luke had been living in barely seven hundred square feet, and while he wanted something bigger than that, he‘d also been adamant that he didn’t need anything extravagantly large.

      The house in front of her edged on extravagant.

      Vern had talked Luke into small additions here and there, citing how Luke might want more room to accommodate for a growing family or he might want that daylight basement in case he ever wanted to sell the house down the line.

      The thought of a growing family made Hadley consider her part in that equation. She tried to picture driving up to this house and seeing it as her own. She took out the key Luke gave her and walked up the large concrete front porch. The new door swung in easily, revealing a grand foyer and a staircase heading up into the second story.

      She walked into the great room with a big fireplace in the works and the bones of a large kitchen. With the room’s large windows you could see both the river and the nearby mountains from any position within the main living space. She also knew that if she went upstairs into the master bedroom, a large picture window looked out at one of the larger peaks of the Northern Cascade Mountain Range. A small porch off the master was perfect for gazing out at the river.

      Again, she tried to picture herself living here. But where she’d expected happy feelings of excitement and anticipation, reservations appeared instead. Surprised by this, Hadley explored those feelings as she wandered through the office and downstairs bedrooms.

      Was the idea of getting married again bothering her? Was she scared? When she’d first divorced Tyler years earlier, she didn’t think she’d ever want to marry anyone again.

      She and Luke had yet to have the conversation about where their relationship was heading. In fact, it was why Suze’s comment about her moving in with him had caught her so off guard; it wasn’t anything they’d discussed. She’d been blissfully happy with just being with Luke, but what if they wanted different things for the future?

      Hadley contemplated this as she headed back downstairs and walked back through the great room once more.

      Out of the window she saw a flash of tan-and-dark brown near the river. Moving closer to the glass, Hadley just made out the fluffy shape of a cat before it slipped back into the brush and disappeared. Frowning, she tightened her fingers around the key and headed for the front door. Once she made sure the door locked behind her, she skirted around the house and toward the riverbank.

      Hadley made kissing noises as she approached the spot where she’d seen the cat. But as she scanned the area, she couldn’t see fur nor whisker of the animal.

      She searched for a few more minutes with the same disappointing results. Eventually, she decided she’d better go inside the tenant house and see Barnaby instead of chasing this possible figment of her imagination. There were greater mysteries than a cat in the woods to be solved in Stoneybrook after all. 

      Turning on her heel, Hadley headed back to the smaller house. But the questions and feelings that had come up inside the new house followed her like a dark cloud on the horizon.
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      As if he had powers of premonition, Luke called just as Hadley stepped inside his current home. Barnaby met her at the front door at the same time as she answered Luke’s call. She put him on speakerphone right away.

      “Guess where I am,” she said.

      There was silence on the other end of the line. It was then that Hadley remembered Luke had gone to Seattle to work through a big problem at work, not to mention that his business partner had been missing that morning. He might not be too keen on playing guessing games with her.

      “Hmmm …” came Luke’s voice from the speaker. “Give me a clue?”

      Hadley smiled. She should’ve known Luke was always up for a game. It was one of the things she loved about him; his ability to find humor in any situation.

      Before she could open her mouth to give said clue, however, Barnaby let out a loud meow. She hadn’t pet him yet and he was obviously upset. Hadley stooped to say hello.

      Luke laughed. “Hey, Barnaby. How’s my guy?”

      The cat stopped and looked at the phone as if he wasn’t quite sure what was going on.

      “He’s good,” Hadley said, standing and walking into the kitchen to check the cat’s food. It was still full from that morning.

      “You know you don’t have to go every day. I just left this morning.” Luke chuckled.

      “I know.” Hadley slouched at the reminder. “I just missed you.”

      “I miss you too.” His voice sounded heavy with fatigue.

      “Did you end up hearing from Noah?”

      “We did.” At this, Luke’s voice perked up a bit. “Yeah, he apologized for missing the calls this morning, but he should be good to help now.”

      “Does that mean you get to come home early?” Hadley asked. Her shoulders rose slightly with hope.

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      Hadley’s shoulders dropped.

      “The problem turned out to be with one of our bigger clients, and it’s going to take both of us working around the clock to fix this,” Luke explained.

      Trying to sound supportive instead of disappointed, Hadley said, “You two seem to make a great team. I’m sure you’ll do what needs to be done. I’m just glad Noah’s okay. I was a little worried there.”

      “I know.” Luke’s tone dropped into a concerned register once more. “I’ll have to remember to warn him Paul will be calling about whether or not he heard anything last night.”

      “Right. He must have heard the shot. I mean, we all did, and we were much farther away from the scene. Maybe he can tell Paul if anyone else was in the area.” Hadley chewed on her lip as she thought. “Was everything okay with his family? It wasn’t anything too bad, I hope.” She walked into the living room and settled onto Luke’s couch.

      Barnaby vaulted directly on to her lap from the floor, purring up a storm. But as comforting as the cat’s presence was, the hesitation on Luke’s end of the call was anything but.

      “Actually …” Luke cleared his throat. “He wouldn’t tell me anything about it.”

      Hadley frowned while scratching behind Barnaby’s ears. “That’s weird, right?”

      “I guess not since he’s never talked about his family before, so why would he start now if things aren’t going well?” Luke’s voice lifted at the end, making it sound like a question, not a statement.

      She could tell he wasn’t sure about any of this either.

      And while both of them obviously thought Noah’s behavior was odd, Hadley’s mind was going in a different direction than Luke’s. Whereas she’d initially been worried about Noah’s safety after he left abruptly and then went missing, now she wondered if his behavior had a more sinister explanation.

      He’d been in the area at the time of the murder and left with vague explanations. Was it possible Noah had something to do with what happened to Trenton Shoemaker?

      Hadley didn’t want to bring up that idea to Luke over the phone, though. The chances were slim, and she knew how much Luke liked and respected Noah. She changed the subject to something a little lighter.

      “Hey, have you noticed a fluffy brown-and-tan cat hanging around by the riverbank behind the new house?” she asked.

      Barnaby swatted at her hand. He was most likely upset that she had the audacity to stop petting him again, but to her it seemed like he was mad at her for talking about another cat. She stifled a giggle.

      “Behind the new house?” Luke asked, pausing as if he were searching his memory. “Not that I can think of. Where, exactly?”

      “I saw it from the great room window. It disappeared into a bush, and I couldn’t find it again when I searched back there.”

      “The great room? So you went inside?” Luke’s tone conveyed interest in a way that made Hadley wary.

      “Yeah, I did,” she said carefully.

      “What’d you think?”

      His question was full of … well, something. Hadley couldn’t quite read what it was. Anticipation? Excitement? Expectation? Did he want her to gush and talk about how it was her dream house?

      She realized in that second that she couldn’t. Being that she didn’t really understand what she felt, she didn’t want to get into it with Luke over the phone.

      “Vern’s done an amazing job. He’s so much further along since last time I went inside.” Hadley tried to think of when that had been.

      With her grandma being on the cruise, she’d been working crazy hours this week and hadn’t been out to Luke’s property since the weekend before.

      “Yeah, he’s been working hard,” was Luke’s reply. It sounded like a letdown.

      And Hadley was about to add to her comment, to say more. She didn’t want Luke to think she didn’t appreciate him involving her in the decisions.

      But before she could say anything else, he said, “Hey, I gotta run, Had. Talk later?”

      “Oh, sure. Yeah. Call me when you can.” She spit out the jumble of words, caught off guard after having been preparing to say something else.

      “Will do. Love you.”

      “Love you too,” she said, but he had already hung up the call.

      And suddenly she had two worries surrounding Luke. One: was he upset with her that she didn’t like the house he was building for them? Was he even building it for them or was she jumping to conclusions? And two: did his business partner have something to do with the murder that happened in Stoneybrook last night?
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      Hadley woke the next morning feeling awful.

      Physically, she was fine, but emotionally she was drained from going over and over the possibility that Noah had anything to do with Trenton Shoemaker’s death. It felt like a betrayal to entertain the idea that Luke’s friend could’ve hurt the journalist, especially when there was a suspect as obvious as Guy Whitmore.

      In an attempt to lessen her guilt, Hadley called her brother.

      “Hi, Had,” Paul said, a smile in his tone as he answered the call. “How’s it going?”

      She shrugged even though her brother couldn’t see it. “Okay. Missing Luke and Gran but mostly fine.”

      He laughed. “I know, it’s crazy to me that we lived without Gran right down the road for so long. Now it’s weird if I don’t see her every day.”

      Their grandma and grandpa had lived in a beautiful house on the Oregon Coast since they could remember. When their grandfather passed, Gran decided the large house was just too much for her to take care of on her own, and she’d moved in with Paul and Hadley’s parents. Having her in the same town, working with Hadley a few days a week, felt like the greatest gift.

      “Hey, so I wanted to call and see how your questioning went with Guy Whitmore. Did he have an alibi for the time Trenton was shot or not?” Hadley kicked at a cat toy sitting in the middle of her living room.

      Paul scowled. “He said he was at the art show the whole evening, that he didn’t leave until after ten.”

      “Well, that’s a lie,” Hadley scoffed.

      “Except …” Paul added, “to take the art he purchased out to his car.”

      “Oh.” So that’s why she’d seen him leaving. “But that couldn’t have taken him almost an hour to do. He left almost a half hour before Luke and I did, and then we were at the café with Max and you for almost as long. The only way it would’ve taken him that long to get back to Suze’s studio is if he drove the art home to Cascade Ridge and then came back.” Hadley snorted.

      “He said he parked down by the town hall in the community center lot since all the spaces were taken right next to Suze’s studio,” Paul explained.

      “Okay, so he might’ve taken ten minutes. Still not enough. And that means he should’ve been walking toward me and Luke to enter the studio, not walking with his back to us, like he was coming from the same direction as we were.” Hadley’s frustration level rose. Why wasn’t Paul taking this more seriously?

      “I’ll keep looking into it, but I have to be honest, anything I do to look into Guy Whitmore is going to be on my own time and at my own direction.” He cleared his throat.

      “Meaning?” Hadley tipped her head to one side, not understanding.

      “That McKay still seems to be in the former mayor’s pocket. He dismissed any idea that Guy could’ve been involved in this.”

      “What?” Hadley sputtered out the question. “But there’s a new mayor in town. Doesn’t she want him to find out who did this?”

      “Very much,” Paul said. “Mayor Green is quite motivated to bring whoever did this to Trenton to justice. She said she feels almost like she owes the man since he wrote the piece responsible for ousting Mayor Whitmore. But McKay’s not keen on her, and he doesn’t care what she thinks.”

      “I’ve heard she’s doing a great job so far, though.” Hadley furrowed her brow.

      “Me too. But you know McKay. The man’s ornery as all get out and twice as misogynistic as he is stubborn. I bet he doesn’t like that a woman’s in charge.”

      Hadley rolled her eyes. She wished that kind of thing surprised her, but when it came to the Grande County sheriff, it didn’t in the least. Struggling to think clearly through her frustration, she latched on to one thing Paul had said.

      “So if we want to look into Guy Whitmore as a suspect, we have to do some stealth sleuthing?” she asked slowly.

      Paul chuckled. “I should’ve known that’s how you’d interpret that.”

      “We just need to prove that Guy Whitmore was down by the coffeehouse around the time of death,” she said, thinking aloud.

      “Had, I don’t want you questioning Guy. Remember what happened last time he figured out you were looking into him in connection with a crime.” Paul’s voice dipped low and grew serious.

      Hadley remembered all too well. Her fingers wrapped around her wrist, the one he’d grabbed before threatening her.

      “If I do, I won’t go alone,” she promised. “Don’t worry, we’ll be stealthy.”

      Paul was quiet a moment. “And how are you planning to do that? You and Suze are about as stealthy as Adele Stevens.”

      Adele Stevens, a lovely local resident, was hard of hearing at the best of times but refused to wear her hearing aids. Consequently, she ended up yelling everything, especially in situations when people were whispering, which made her one of the most conspicuous people they knew. You couldn’t tell Adele a secret without her yelling it back to you, sometimes only getting half of what you said correct.

      Hadley lifted her chin. “I wasn’t going to bother Suze with this one, actually. I have a secret weapon.”
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      Simone Graham groaned as she buckled herself into the back seat of Hadley’s car. “I figured the town would never let me forget the terrible, horrible, awful mistake I made when I slept with Guy Whitmore, but I hoped I might have a little more time before I had to relive it.”

      Hadley and Suze looked at each other sheepishly from their places in the front seats. Suze, as it turned out, would not be left behind during this adventure even if she didn’t have the connection with Guy that Simone did.

      “Sorry, Simone. We wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.” Hadley turned in her seat so she could see her friend’s face.

      Shaking her head, Simone said, “I know. And I should’ve known better than to trust the man when he promised me he wasn’t married. In my defense, I’d just moved to Stoneybrook and was incredibly lonely.”

      Suze and Hadley cringed. Stoneybrook was known for a lot of things: its year-round farmers market, its quaint Main Street dotted with striped awnings, and even its welcoming attitude toward tourists. But people who moved to Stoneybrook often found the place a little … intense. Most Stoneybrook residents wouldn’t even trust a newcomer until they’d been living there for at least five years.

      In her solitude, Simone had gone up to Cascade Ridge for dinner one night. She’d met Guy Whitmore at the bar of a Cascade Ridge steakhouse and had seen him a few times before she realized he was married. She broke it off right then, of course, and hadn’t spoken to him since the summer.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind talking to him?” Hadley asked once more before she started driving. She wasn’t going to force her friend to do anything she didn’t want to.

      “If it means justice, I’ll gladly deal with the discomfort.” Simone snorted.

      Even though they were still miles from Cascade Ridge, Hadley was one of those people who liked to know where she was going before she started a trip. She squinted at Simone in her rearview mirror. “Do you have any idea where he’ll be?”

      Normally, she would’ve gone to the mayor’s office, given that the incumbent mayor usually didn’t take office until the first of the year. Because of the illegal activity, Guy Whitmore had resigned, and the new mayor, Yessenia Green, had started a couple of months early.

      Simone frowned. “I honestly have no idea.” Hadley almost slumped forward in defeat when Simone added, “But I know who will.”

      “Who?” Suze asked, turning in her seat.

      “Guy Whitmore’s ex-wife, Elizabeth,” Simone said.

      Hadley almost turned off the car. Simone couldn’t be serious. But the woman nodded as Hadley copied Suze and turned to stare at Simone.

      “Isn’t that going to be … awful?” Hadley asked.

      “And awkward?” Suze added.

      “Don’t worry. We’re kind of friends now, in a weird way. I contacted her the moment I found out she existed and I had been having an affair with her husband. He came to me after a couple dates saying someone was blackmailing him and they had photos of us together.” Simone groaned again.

      “Wait. That’s how you found out?” Suze asked.

      Simone nodded. “I asked him why something like that could be used as blackmail. We were both adults; it wasn’t against the law for us to be together. He came clean then. Well, clean about his wife, not about the other women he was seeing in addition to me. I found out about those later.”

      “Some people,” Suze said, letting out a low whistle and shaking her head in disappointment.

      Hadley agreed with her friend’s sentiment. As someone whose own marriage had ended because of her husband’s infidelity, she knew Elizabeth’s pain all too well.

      “So you contacted Elizabeth?” Hadley asked, remembering the email she’d gotten from Tyler’s mistress. The gut-punch feeling she’d experienced opening that email was only starting to wear off each time she thought of it, still, after all these years.

      “No,” Simone said, “I showed up to her house when I was sure Guy would be out. I told her face-to-face. I apologized profusely but felt she had the right to know. I explained that I was new to the valley, and I hadn’t known he was married.”

      Hadley smiled. That was why she was friends with Simone. The woman had a good heart. Talking to Elizabeth in person must’ve been hard, but she deserved that kind of honesty. Anyone being cheated on did. Unfortunately, most people didn’t get anything close.

      The email Hadley had received from Tyler’s mistress was a good example. She’d only told Hadley of the affair in hopes it would finally break up the marriage so she could have Tyler all to herself, something he’d been promising her for months, apparently.

      “Elizabeth and I grew close,” Simone finished. “We still talk. She’ll know where Guy is living now, I’m sure. She lives in the Oak Ridge community, Hadley,” Simone said, nodding up to the sister city to the north.

      Hadley nodded and pulled out onto the main road.

      But Suze cleared her throat. “But … couldn’t we just call her and ask? Why do we have to drive to her house?”

      And even though she was already on the road, Hadley couldn’t help but agree.

      Wrinkling her nose as if she’d been anticipating that question, Simone said, “I tried that. Elizabeth wants us to come by. She said she had information that might help us. Plus, she’d like to meet you two.” She let the last part out slowly.

      Hadley almost pulled off the road. “What? Us?” she asked, glancing in the rearview mirror to gauge her friend’s expression.

      “Apparently, she’s ‘a big fan.’” Simone used air quotes but looked just as confused as Hadley felt.

      Suze buffed her nails against her winter coat and smirked. “She probably has a piece of my art. Or she loves your jam, Had.”

      “Or both.” Hadley shrugged. She’d seen a picture or two of Elizabeth with Guy during his time as mayor, and while she hadn’t ever seen the woman in Pretty Jam Good, there were times when Gran looked after the shop alone, so Hadley could’ve easily missed her.

      Simone spent the rest of the drive directing Hadley on how to get to Elizabeth’s home. Before long, they pulled up to a beautiful house on an oak-lined street in one of Cascade Ridge’s more upscale neighborhoods.

      A tinge of nervous energy buzzed through Hadley as they got out of the car and headed for the front door. Would she care why they were looking for her ex? Every divorce was different. Even if Elizabeth didn’t want to be married to Guy anymore, she might not want to help people who believed he murdered someone.

      Elizabeth opened the door while Simone’s finger was still on the doorbell as if she’d been watching from the front window. The woman wore black yoga pants and a fluffy-looking beige sweater. She looked to be in her thirties as well, though Hadley couldn’t quite tell if she was in her early thirties like Suze and herself or her late thirties like Simone.

      The one thing she could tell was that the woman definitely didn’t seem to be upset to see them.

      “Come inside. What took you so long?” She ushered them inside, wrapping Simone in a quick hug as she walked by.

      Elizabeth waved them through a hallway and into a large kitchen. Huge windows along the back of the house revealed a panoramic view of the mountain range. Hadley almost got lost in the beauty. But Elizabeth won out as the most interesting thing in the room and stole Hadley’s attention.

      The woman rested her elbows on her shiny marbled countertops and beamed at the three Stoneybrook women. She motioned for them to sit at the barstools tucked against the large kitchen island.

      “Which one of you is Hadley?” she asked, bright brown eyes flicking from Suze to Hadley and back again.

      Hadley raised her hand.

      Elizabeth clapped her hands together once and laughed. “I should’ve known. Your brother has that same dark hair.” She turned to Suze. “And that means you must be Suzanne Till.”

      Suze nodded warily.

      Elizabeth chuckled. “Sorry, you must think I’m crazy. It’s just that my best friend, Grace, is the editor in chief of the Cascade Ridge Chronicle, and she’s written about you and the cases you’ve helped solve for years now. She’s going to hate that she’s missing this.” Elizabeth eyed her phone as if she might call her.

      So it wasn’t about Hadley’s jam or Suze’s art after all.

      “You know about the cases we’ve solved?” Hadley asked, blinking.

      Usually people in Cascade Ridge thought of Stoneybrookians as their Podunk, good-for-nothing neighbor town to the south. Hadley wasn’t used to someone up here paying attention to them.

      “Sure. Sure.” Elizabeth nodded. “If I’m being honest, your brother caught our attention first. I mean, how could he not?” Elizabeth swooned for a moment.

      Hadley watched Suze out of the corner of her eye just to make sure her best friend didn’t do anything rash. The woman must not know too much about their lives if she wasn’t aware Paul and Suze were in a relationship.

      “But Grace noticed you were somehow involved in every crime solved in Stoneybrook,” Elizabeth explained as she stared at Hadley. “And sometimes you too.” She moved her attention to Suze. “Grace and I made up stories about the amateur sleuth gang down in Stoneybrook.” Elizabeth leaned in closer. “Okay, so tell me, do you help Paul solve the cases with his blessing or against his wishes?”

      Simone cleared her throat in warning, seeing her two friends were officially freaked out. Elizabeth broke her intense stare and glanced over at Simone. She stood up straight and her cheeks reddened.

      “Sorry,” Elizabeth said. “I went a little fangirl there, didn’t I?” She laughed. “Grace texted me yesterday joking about how we might get a visit from you since Trenton Shoemaker turned up dead, and Guy has to be one of your main suspects.”

      At this, any worries about this weird fan club vanished. The case came back into Hadley’s mind, full bore.

      “Wait, so you agree?” Hadley asked, sitting up with interest. “You think Guy was the one to kill Trenton?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes twinkled. “Think? Oh, Hadley. I know it. And I have proof.”
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      The hum of the refrigerator was the only sound in Elizabeth Whitmore’s kitchen for the few seconds following her alarming statement. The scent of coffee still lingered in the air from her morning cup, which felt fitting since Elizabeth’s words had just given Hadley a jolt akin to a shot of espresso.

      “You have proof that Guy murdered Trenton Shoemaker?” Hadley leaned forward.

      Elizabeth tapped the tip of her nose with a French-manicured finger. Hadley was about to urge her to continue when Elizabeth finally said, “After Grace published Trenton’s story, Guy came into the Chronicle offices every day for two weeks. First, he wanted the story pulled. When he realized that wasn’t going to happen, he wanted her to print a retraction. At one point he claimed they never approached him about the article for a comment before they published it even though Grace had definitely contacted him for a statement.”

      Hadley, Suze, and Simone made a face, one Elizabeth read correctly.

      Elizabeth stood up straight, settling her palms onto the countertops. “Guy was desperate. But by the time he got it through his skull that Grace wasn’t going to do what he said, he visited her office one more time. He told her he would make her pay for what she’d done and that he would make sure Trenton Shoemaker never wrote another article.” Pausing, Elizabeth widened her eyes for emphasis.

      It wasn’t until a few anxious seconds passed that Hadley realized that hadn’t just been a pause in Elizabeth’s story: it had been the end.

      From the corner of her vision, Hadley caught the slight deflation in Suzanne’s posture. Suze recognized, as Hadley did, that it wasn’t enough to prove that Guy was guilty.

      Threats were helpful in the way of motive but not the smoking gun they needed. Unfortunately, the smoking gun had been in Max’s hand, and that was all Sheriff McKay seemed to care about.

      Hadley schooled her expression, hoping her disappointment wouldn’t show through as Elizabeth studied them for reactions. But even Simone, who was much less experienced in murder investigations, looked unimpressed.

      “Did Grace let the sheriff know this?” Hadley asked.

      Elizabeth nodded. “Right when it happened, actually. She threatened to get a restraining order against Guy, but he stopped coming after that last visit. McKay was aware Trenton was in danger and he did nothing. Grace has a reporter working on a story right now about how the sheriff’s inaction cost a man his life.”

      Suze snorted. “Yeah, McKay is still loyal to Guy. It’s safe to say that Guy won’t show up on any suspect list despite the clues pointing to him.”

      Even though they were both elected positions, and the sheriff didn’t technically work for the mayor, the sheriff did work with many people who the mayor oversaw. And while Cascade Ridge liked to think of itself as a rather large city, it was small enough that the mayor and sheriff often overlapped on key issues.

      Elizabeth’s expression tightened. “I worried that might be the case. I’ll get on the phone with Yessenia and see what she can do about it.” Again, Elizabeth glanced at her cell phone as if she was going to call her right now but reconsidered.

      “Yessenia?” Suze asked. “As in Mayor Yessenia Green?”

      Elizabeth smiled proudly as if Suze had just complimented her. “She’s a good friend of mine. She feels personally grateful to Trenton and his article, and she’d be interested in finding out who did this to him. She’s sick of all the corruption and good-ole-boy nonsense that went on when Guy was mayor, and she’s cleaning up the city.”

      Hadley was beyond happy to hear that. She and the rest of Stoneybrook had observed the city to the north for decades. They were often frustrated by the lack of regulations on large chains and big-box stores, while small businesses seemed to have hurdle after hurdle put in front of them. And while even Trenton wasn’t able to prove that Guy had taken handouts from any big companies, it was easy enough to see that people like Sheriff McKay, who didn’t question the mayor, had a much easier go of it than everyone else.

      Even in the month since the election, Stoneybrook had been paying wary attention to the new mayor—hoping but not getting their hopes up. Cascade Ridge is too far gone to come back now, some had said. But it seemed Mayor Green was a woman of her word. She’d already reprioritized road repair to focus on downtown instead of rich communities and had proposed reducing business taxes to get more small businesses back in Cascade Ridge.

      But as much as Hadley liked to hear their sister city doing well, the disappointment of Elizabeth’s “proof” weighed on her shoulders like a large bag of lemons—heavy and sour. She was having a hard time being conversational.

      Elizabeth, it seemed, had no such qualms. She changed the subject, bringing up stories she’d heard about cases Hadley and Suze had helped solve.

      “Omigosh, tell me all about the lady who hit her ex-husband over the head with one of her mugs and killed him.” Elizabeth’s shoulders scrunched up in excitement. “I was enthralled during that whole investigation.”

      Suze frowned. Hadley pressed her lips together. Simone shook her head.

      “She didn’t kill him,” Suze said, probably in a more curt tone than Elizabeth deserved, but hearing people say incorrect things about their town was akin to hearing people complain about your family: you might be able to get away with it, but other people couldn’t.

      “Yeah, it was actually a business acquaintance and friend of Steve’s who killed him with the mug, and he attacked Hadley while she was running.” Simone bristled and seemed to be rethinking her friendship with Elizabeth.

      And while Elizabeth might’ve been a gossip, she could also read a room. Realizing she’d offended her visitors from the south, Elizabeth placed a hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’m so sorry. That must’ve been awful.” She looked to Hadley, concern tightening her features.

      Hadley smiled even though it wasn’t a happy subject at all. “It was, but he’s paying for what he did now.”

      “I must’ve made the part up about the ex-wife doing it.” Elizabeth chuckled at herself and rolled her eyes. “I wanted it to be her, wanted to live vicariously through her so badly that I created that story in my head.”

      Live vicariously? Hadley thought, alarm bells going off at her use of the statement.

      Elizabeth’s comments only made Hadley’s mood worse. Because if she hated Guy so much that she empathized with a woman she assumed had hit her ex over the head and killed him, she might say anything to get him in trouble.

      “Thank you for chatting with us, but …” Hadley slipped the word in, hoping her friends would pick up on her signal.

      Suze’s eyes widened. “Oh, right. I have to head into work soon, so we need to be getting to our questions for Guy.”

      Again, Hadley thanked her lucky stars that she had a friend like Suzanne, one who knew her mind so well that she finished her thoughts. She also made them sound like they had an organized plan for how they would question Guy instead of the “fly by the seat of their pants and see what happens” approach that was closer to the truth.

      “Yes, we should get going. Where is he living now?” Simone asked.

      Hadley shot Simone a thankful look for going along with the “we need to leave” ruse. The woman may not have known Suze and Hadley since birth, but she fit right in.

      Elizabeth, however, had only known Hadley and Suze for less than an hour, so she didn’t catch onto anything amiss.

      “He’s got an apartment over on Clover Hill.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m guessing that’s where he’ll be since it’s a Sunday. But he also spends way too much time at Peaks and Pints down the street.” She motioned to her left with a jerk of her head. “So you might check the parking lot as you drive by. He drives an electric-blue BMW. You can’t miss it.”

      Hadley was about to mention that she’d seen flashy, bright cars like that all over Cascade Ridge, but held her tongue.

      “If he’s not in either of those places, check the gym at Ridge Court. I can also give you his number if you want to call him.”

      While the list stunned all three of the Stoneybrook women, Suze was the first to voice her surprise.

      “You know a lot about him for being your ex … husband.” Suze’s cheeks reddened as she most likely worried she’d been too forward.

      But Elizabeth waved a hand and scoffed, “Oh, I make a point to know where he spends his time so I don’t run into him. Ever.” She let out a loud laugh as she showed them to the door.

      The mayor’s ex chatted happily, hugging everyone and inviting them over again—anytime. And so Hadley kept her face in an amiable smile even as they climbed into her car and pulled out of Elizabeth’s driveway.

      “Sorry, Had,” Simone said from the back seat. “I really hoped that was going to be something.”

      Hadley sighed. “No need to apologize. I did too. At least she gave us a few places to check for him. When she said she had proof, I worried it was too good to be true, too easy.”

      Simone and Suze nodded.

      “Right, and I’m not even sure how much we can trust what Elizabeth said.” Suze cringed like she was concerned about how that would sound. “I got the impression that she might say whatever she needed to in order to implicate him.”

      “I totally agree, Suze. I had the same thought.” Hadley nodded as she drove through a green light and approached the shopping center where Peaks and Pints was located.

      “Yeah, Elizabeth seems more interested in putting him in jail, instead of making sure he goes for the right reason,” Simone pointed out.

      “And her friend Grace is also someone I’m not sure about,” Suze said.

      Hadley agreed. “I’ve liked the content she’s put out since she took over the paper.” Grace had taken over the Cascade Ridge Chronicle three years earlier. “But she’s printed a few things about the deputies that aren’t true, and I think we need to hold her at arm’s length.”

      “Agreed,” Suze said and Simone nodded.

      “First check,” Hadley said as she drove into the parking lot of the pub and eatery Guy frequented.

      They were silent as she wove up and down the rows of cars. There were three BMWs, but none of them were electric blue.

      “His apartment, then?” Suze said hopefully.

      They all nodded, and Hadley got back on the main drive, heading toward the Clover Hill apartment complex. Elizabeth had shared that he was living in unit 3B.

      But any adrenaline that built up on the short drive across town came tumbling down during their fifth knock on his apartment door. Guy wasn’t home.

      His car wasn’t at the gym either. Hadley felt like leaning her forehead against the car’s steering wheel. Frustration leaked out of her friends too.

      “Now that we know where he hangs out, we can try another day,” Suze said.

      Hadley nodded, appreciating her friend’s optimism and its contrast to the downtrodden feelings swarming through her mind. Suze was right. They could always come back.

      And Hadley was about to pull out of the strip mall parking lot when her attention caught on something. In her rearview mirror, she caught sight of a rose-gold sign and painted columns of the same shade. She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat.

      It was the same rose-gold color she’d seen on the bottoms of Trenton’s shoes.

      “You look like you just saw a ghost in your mirror, Had,” Suze said, craning her neck to look behind them. “What’s up?”

      Hadley’s heartbeat thumped loudly in her ears, and she fought the urge to shake her head in an effort to get rid of the sound. From the darkened windows, Hadley determined that the place was closed, so she didn’t even bother unbuckling her seat belt. Instead, she asked, “What do we know about the Rose Court Boutique?”

      Suze focused her attention on the rose-gold storefront and squinted.

      “That’s Elizabeth’s store.” Simone turned to look at the building as well. “She owns it.”

      “Why?” Suze asked.

      “Trenton had that same color paint on the bottoms of his shoes the night he died,” Hadley said.

      Simone sucked in a quick breath. “You don’t think Elizabeth had anything to do with what happened to Trenton, do you?”

      “She did talk a lot of about living vicariously through women killing their husbands,” Hadley said.

      “Yeah.” Suze puffed out her cheeks. “That was weird. But Guy’s not the one who died.”

      “Right. Elizabeth loves Trenton for writing that article and ruining Guy’s career.” Simone cleared her throat. “Sorry, loved. She loved Trenton. She wouldn’t want him dead.”

      “If she figured Guy would be the prime suspect, she might.” Hadley hated to say it, but there was the possibility. “The woman really seemed to want Guy to suffer. And there’s not a lot worse than serving life in prison for a crime you didn’t commit.” Seeing the looks of discomfort on her friends’ faces, Hadley said, “I can’t imagine her going to that level, but people surprise you sometimes.”

      Suze’s face scrunched up. “What do we do? Should we call Paul?”

      “Let’s do a little digging first.” Hadley held up a finger. “Simone, can you call Elizabeth? Tell her Suze saw the color painted on the columns outside her shop and wants to know what it’s called. She wants to use something similar in a painting. Maybe if we know the color, we can figure out who else bought it locally in the last …” Hadley thought for a second, “couple of years?”

      Simone smiled. She took out her phone and dialed, poking a button on the screen to turn on the speakerphone function.

      “Hey, any luck?” Elizabeth’s voice streamed into the car.

      “Nope,” Simone said solemnly.

      “Did you decide you want his number?” Elizabeth asked in return.

      “No, we’re okay. We’ll try again another day now that we know where he frequents. Actually, why I’m calling is … we were checking the gym parking lot for his car when Suze noticed your boutique. She loves the color you painted the columns out front and was wondering if she could get the name of the paint. She’s an artist, you know,” Simone added awkwardly at the end. She squeezed her eyes shut tight for a moment, obviously upset that she’d ruined the convincing story she’d been telling.

      The women held their breath as they waited for Elizabeth’s answer.

      “The rose-gold color? Uh … I don’t know. Rose gold?” The woman let out a little snort of laughter. “Sorry, it’s been so long since I painted that. Seven years ago, when I started leasing the space, I think. Yikes, that’s making me realize I should probably repaint it.”

      “Do you still have the paint?” Simone asked. “Maybe you can send the name once you check.”

      “Nope,” Elizabeth said. “I definitely don’t have any left. Plus, I got it in the city. Now that you mention it, I think it could use a refresher. Good idea, Simone. Thanks!”

      Simone looked flattened as she said goodbye and hung up the call. “Well, there you go. It wasn’t her paint.”

      Hadley nodded and pulled out of the parking spot, heading toward home. But she couldn’t help but let her focus linger on that rose-gold paint as it disappeared in her rearview mirror.
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      If Hadley had thought the last week was exhausting, she had a completely new definition of the word by the following Friday.

      She’d completely underestimated the amount of work it would be to run the retail portion of the business without Gran and get her required number of jam batches made at the same time. She hadn’t realized how much her little business had grown, but between online orders, her retail shop, and jam creation, it was no longer a job one person could do. Hadley had to stay late each night or go in early to get her usual jam-making time in as well.

      On top of all that, Hadley was attempting to do it all without her usual coffee fixes from Wendy’s. The disappointment on the woman’s face each time she went in and had to report she’d made no breakthroughs in the case felt like a new level of low.

      McKay had gone through with the charges that Monday morning and had brought Max in for an arraignment first thing. Because of a lack of evidence, they’d set the sentence at manslaughter instead of second-degree murder. And just as she said she would, Wendy used the equity in her house to bail Max out.

      Hadley got a stomach ache any time she thought about Max, feeling like the case was stacked too high against him and running. According to Paul, he was their only suspect at the moment. And even if he stuck around for his court dates, it meant nothing if an innocent young man went to jail for a murder he didn’t commit.

      In addition to having no way to help Max, Hadley had also been unable to find anything more on Guy Whitmore in the five days that followed her trip up to Cascade Ridge.

      Neither she, Simone, nor Suze had any luck finding Guy in the times they ventured north as their busy schedules allowed.

      To add to those disappointments, Hadley was still unable to find the fluffy brown-and-tan cat in the woods on Luke’s property. She’d seen it twice more during her visits that week, but it was the same each time. She would spot it from the new house, but the moment she went outside to search, there was no sign of the creature. Even odder, neither Vern nor any of his guys said they’d ever seen the cat during the months they’d been working there.

      Suze speculated that Hadley was just missing Luke, and it had manifested in her seeing mysterious cats on his property, but Hadley knew what she’d seen. Sure, she absolutely longed to have Luke back, but that had nothing to do with the poor mystery cat.

      The only thing that managed to cheer Hadley up was the fact that Gran was coming home that day. She grinned each time the door chime signaled a new customer, her eyes flicking up to see if it was Gran. Even though Hadley insisted she could come by after closing the jam shop for the day, Gran said she wanted to see her first thing when she returned, and she would come to the shop to say hello.

      And so when Gran finally walked through the jam shop doors, Hadley raced forward and pulled her into a big hug.

      “Welcome back!” Hadley said, stepping back so she could take a look at her grandma. “How was it?”

      Gran wore a big smile and rosy cheeks as easily as she wore her flawless wool pants and chunky scarf. The woman’s wardrobe was impeccable on a regular day, but she stepped it up even more when she was traveling.

      “Fantastic. I feel like a new woman. Though I’m a little worried about Kitty.” Gran gave Hadley a dubious look.

      “Tell me everything.” Hadley took Gran’s hands and led her over to the chairs sitting around her jam-making station.

      Kitty was Gran’s best friend and the person she’d gone on the cruise with. The woman was a widow, like Gran, but it seemed like that was where any similarities between the two lifelong friends ended. Kitty was a wild person, always getting into trouble wherever she went.

      Not only did Hadley see Kitty as an honorary grandmother since they’d spent so much time with her during trips to Oregon as kids, but Hadley also loved to hear her grandma tell a good Kitty story. Luckily, there weren’t any customers in the shop at the moment and she’d be able to give her full attention.

      “So what happened this time?” Hadley’s eyes sparkled. The list of things Kitty could’ve done was endless. She could’ve bought a pet snake as easily as punched someone in the eye or gotten engaged to someone she’d only just met.

      Gran shook her head. “I think the poor dear is losing her memory.”

      Hadley deflated. That definitely wasn’t what she’d been expecting. “Oh no. I’m so sorry to hear that, Gran.”

      “Not that she’ll admit it, but I noticed.” Gran tsked. “I think it’s all that time she spends alone in that big house of hers.”

      Both Kitty and Gran had lost their husbands in the last few years. They used to live in the same neighborhood in a coastal town in Northern Oregon. And while Gran had sold her house to move in with Hadley’s parents, Kitty was adamant she would stay in her home until the day she stopped breathing.

      “You think it’s too much for her?” Hadley asked, concerned for her grandmother’s friend.

      Gran shook her head. “I don’t think it’s enough. I’m spoiled here. I chat with your mom and dad every day; I get to visit you and Paul, and I just love working here with you. I think it’s keeping me sharp, honestly.” Gran sat up straighter.

      Hadley reached forward to give her grandma’s hand another squeeze. “I’m so glad. Paul and I were saying that we’re not sure how we went so long with you living in another state. We feel so spoiled. Now tell me all about the cruise.”

      Gran was in the middle of describing her cabin when a group of customers walked into Pretty Jam Good. Hadley stood, holding up a finger to pause her grandma’s story, but Gran practically jumped out of her seat.

      “I’ve got this, Hadley,” Gran said over her shoulder, already heading toward the customers. “Like I said, I think this job is what’s keeping me spry.” She winked as she turned to greet the tourists.

      Usually Hadley would’ve had batches of jam going, or she’d be messing with a new recipe, and it was a lifesaver to have Gran keeping an eye out for the retail portion of the shop. But she’d been too busy with running the shop by herself this week to start any jam during business hours, so she was just sitting there with nothing to do while her grandma worked and it felt wrong.

      Hadley was about to go over and join Gran when her phone rang.

      “Hey,” Hadley answered the call with a grin.

      “I thought hearing your voice would make me miss you less, but I think it’s done the opposite,” Luke said.

      She practically melted. “Me too. Please tell me this work issue will be done soon,” she said, leaning her elbows onto the stainless steel of her worktable.

      Luke groaned. “It’s going to take me a little longer. I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay. You have to make sure your company’s running well.” She held in the sigh that followed, not wanting him to think she didn’t feel his company was important.

      “But that’s why I’m calling. I wanted to see if you’d come to the city for the weekend. Our clients are busy for the next few days with other meetings, and I’d love to give you a tour around the office and take you out to a few of my favorite spots.” The excitement in Luke’s tone was contagious.

      It sounded like just what she needed too. After the difficulties she was having with Trenton’s case and feeling the pressure of Wendy’s expectations each time she glanced down the street at the coffee company, getting out of Stoneybrook—for once—sounded like the best idea in the world to her.

      “I’d love to come see you.” She squinted as she thought. “I could probably talk Suze into packing up my market stuff for me so I can be on the road by two-ish tomorrow.”

      “Or you could leave right now, and I could run your booth tomorrow,” Gran’s voice came from just over her shoulder.

      Hadley jumped, looking over at Gran as she sidled up behind her, having finished with the sale. The woman smirked mischievously.

      “Gran’s back?” Luke asked, obviously having heard her comment as well.

      “Yeah, she just got in,” Hadley said to Luke, then tipped the phone away from her mouth as she said, “Gran, I can’t ask you to do that.”

      The woman shrugged. “You don’t have to ask. I’m insisting.” Gran began pushing Hadley toward the back door.

      Hadley laughed. “Gran, I’m not leaving yet.”

      Gran scoffed, “Why not?”

      “Yeah, why not?” Luke echoed from the phone still pressed to Hadley’s ear.

      “I can finish up and lock up today. I know how to set up for the market, and Suzanne will help me if I need anything. Go have a romantic weekend with your lovely Mr. Fenton.” Gran eyed Hadley in that way that told her not to question the rules of Grandma.

      Hadley shook her head, letting out a chuckle. “Okay, I guess I’m heading toward you now. I’ll just go home and pack. I’ll stop by to check on Barnaby before I leave too.”

      “Thanks. I can’t wait to see you, Had,” Luke said. “Give Gran a kiss for me.”

      She said she would before hanging up. Gran gladly took the hug and kiss on each cheek Hadley gave her in thanks, but then she shooed Hadley out the door. After packing and setting out enough food and water for her cats for the weekend, Hadley called Suzanne as she got into her car.

      “Yes, I’ll drop by this weekend to check on the cats,” Suze said instead of a more customary greeting.

      Suze, an adamant “dog person” until a few months ago, was officially in love with Hadley’s three cats and looked for excuses to come hang out with them whenever she could. Even though they probably didn’t need anyone to check on them over the weekend, she was sure they wouldn’t mind the attention.

      Hadley laughed, unsure how her friend had already heard the news that she was leaving town for the weekend. “I’ll make sure to stop by and get you some of those caramels you like from Pike Place Market.”

      “Have a great time with Luke,” Suze said. “Does he need me to check on Barnaby at all?”

      “If you have time, I’m sure he would appreciate it. I’m stopping by before I leave town, so he’ll be fine if you can’t.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip for a moment. “Hey, Suze. I’m going to leave the key to the new house on the counter in Luke’s place. If you do go see Barnaby, would you do me a favor?”

      “Sure.” Suze crunched on something in the background, probably taking advantage of the break to get in the lunch she most likely skipped while she was working.

      “Go inside the new house, walk around, tell me what you think. Would you do that?” Hadley grimaced, not wanting to say too much or to sound ungrateful. She just needed to know if she was alone in feeling like the house wasn’t quite right.

      “You got it,” Suze said, no questions asked. She either had an inkling about what Hadley was feeling already or knew she would figure it out once she got there.

      The mark of a great friend, Hadley thought with a grin.

      “Thank you.” Hadley started her engine but hesitated before she put the car into reverse. “And Suze …”

      “Yeah?”

      “When you’re in the great room, look out at the woods and see if you notice my mystery cat hanging around in the bushes.”

      Suze chuckled. “Will do. Have the best time. You deserve a break, Had.”

      She smiled and pulled out of her driveway. A fun weekend in the city with Luke was just what she needed to get her mind off Trenton’s murder.
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      In the months since Hadley and Luke had started dating, she’d yet to visit Luke’s company in Seattle. As excited as she was about seeing the business Luke had grown from the ground up, the timing had never been right. Either he was in the city, but his time was filled to the brim with meetings and troubleshooting, or she’d had to stay in Stoneybrook for her own business matters.

      Hadley had also held Seattle at a bit of a distance ever since her divorce. She knew it wasn’t the city’s fault that her ex had used his “business trips to Seattle” as covers for his affair, but it had left an unpleasant taste in her mouth nonetheless. Being that this had been Luke’s home for a while, she was excited to change her feelings surrounding the city, and GroWorks was going to be a great place to start.

      The GroWorks building was impressive from the ground floor. One of the many glossy skyscrapers making its mark along the iconic Seattle skyline, the building housed multiple large corporations as well as some individual offices. And even though Hadley knew that the large foyer and security man in the entryway weren’t there for Luke’s company alone, she felt a surge of pride as she walked inside.

      The heels of her nicest winter boots clicked loudly on the shiny tiled floor of the foyer. She’d worn her dressiest wool winter jacket and the scarf Gran had gotten her from London a handful of years back. Hadley was excited for the excuse to wear some of her classier items of clothing even though Seattle was well known for its coffee not its fashion sense.

      A security man named Dorian stopped her at a commanding desk that seemed three times larger than it needed to be. He took her picture and printed out a visitor’s pass for her to clip onto her lapel. He even called up to make sure she was expected. As if that wasn’t enough, he pointed out a log where she could write her name, where she was headed, and who she was there to see. It also included a slot for her arrival and departure times.

      Knowing she would reveal what a country girl she was if she commented on the intense security measures, Hadley kept all thoughts to herself about how many steps it took to get inside this building. But she realized she would have to speak up a moment later as the check-in sheet was completely full and there was no space for her to write her information.

      Dorian was busy taking someone else’s picture when Hadley glanced up to ask if he had a fresh sheet, so she decided to flip through the pages near the back of the clipboard in case there were new ones back there. There were none, but there was something that caught Hadley’s eye.

      Trenton Shoemaker’s name sat on one of the lines.

      Her heartbeat kicked up, and her pulse pounded against her eardrums. Seeing his name, unexpectedly like this, seemed to elicit the same reaction she’d had when she’d seen the man’s body lying on Wendy’s deck.

      Trenton had been here? A lot of businesses operated out of this building though, Hadley’s thoughts argued with themselves. It’s just as likely that he was here meeting with any one of those companies.

      Making sure Dorian was still occupied, Hadley studied Trenton’s neat handwriting, following along the line. He’d been here two weeks ago, on a Thursday. She swallowed, unable to keep the terrible feeling from clenching tight around her throat. That was the day before he died. Hadley’s manic heart froze as she read the next part.

      Destination: GroWorks		Contact: Noah Post

      According to the log, Trenton had been there for almost a half an hour. A throat-clearing sound came from behind the paper and Hadley let it slowly drop. Dorian’s unamused, blockish face filled the space.

      “Sorry, there are no more lines open on the front page, so I was checking to see if there were any clean ones in the back.” Hadley’s cheeks went hot.

      Dorian narrowed his eyes at her but moved to the right and reached into a file producing a new check-in sheet. “Here you go,” he said as he slid it toward her.

      She smiled tightly and began filling in her information in earnest. Clipping the new sheet on the top of the clipboard, she snapped the pen closed and backed away from the counter.

      “Thanks,” she said to Dorian. “I’ll be heading up now.” She waved, immediately regretting the action.

      Dorian raised a dark eyebrow, and Hadley realized she’d failed terribly in the trying-not-to-look-like-a-country-bumpkin department. But it was better than looking like a suspicious snoop, so she hoped that was the impression she left Dorian with as she walked toward the bank of elevators.

      The next few minutes were full of flashy copper elevators, bright buttons denoting the many floors of the high rise, and Luke’s thousand-watt smile as the elevator doors opened to him waiting for her on his floor. If his excited fidgeting was any indication of how long he’d been waiting, she’d guess he’d been in that very spot since the security guard had called up there.

      For a moment, all thoughts of Trenton and his meeting with Noah fled Hadley’s mind as she locked eyes with Luke. His usual Stoneybrook wardrobe consisted of jeans and some kind of flannel—the thickness of the material depended on the season. Hadley loved the way he always folded up the shirt sleeves to reveal his muscular forearms, and she didn’t hate how jeans hugged his butt either. If anyone had asked her which of his outfits she thought made him look the most attractive, she would’ve said that combination.

      But that was before she’d seen the city version of Luke. Predictably, he wasn’t in one of the three-piece suits she’d seen many other businessmen wearing as she’d walked through the lobby. Luke always had to buck the system a bit. He wore dark blue slacks that looked like they were custom made for him, light brown shoes that matched his shiny leather belt, and a crisp blue-and-white gingham dress shirt. His sandy-blond hair was combed to the side, so it stayed out of his eyes, unlike the way it usually flopped in his face after a long day of helping on his family farm.

      If it was possible, Luke’s smile widened as he walked toward her. He opened his arms and pulled her into a kiss that threatened to make her melt into her boots.

      “You just made my day go from awful to amazing in a matter of seconds,” he whispered as he hugged her tight.

      Hadley said, “Ditto.” She let herself sink into him, getting a noseful of his aftershave and quintessential Luke smell, which still smelled like fresh air even though she knew he probably hadn’t left the building for the better part of a week. “Luke, this place is amazing.”

      He stepped back, and she was able to take in the whole floor. Right in front of her was a reception desk with the company’s logo lit up on the wall behind it. A young man in trendy tortoise-shell glasses sat behind the desk answering calls. The wall was only about ten feet long, and she could see a full office space with workspaces and offices behind it.

      Intertwining his fingers with hers, Luke led Hadley on a full tour of the office. He had about thirty people working for him and seemed to know each one well. That was like Luke, though. People were what mattered to him. She marveled at his office, which was on the smaller side since he worked remotely most of the time.

      “Noah’s office next door is the big one, my old office,” he said with a sparkle in his eyes as he led Hadley out of the room and toward the corner of the space where a large door sat.

      An assistant sat in front of this office, unlike the others. She beamed up at them when she recognized who was walking toward her. Before Luke had an opportunity to say anything, she bustled around the desk and grabbed Hadley into a tight hug.

      “Sorry,” she said as she squeezed even tighter. “I just feel like I already know you, Hadley.”

      Hadley couldn’t fault the woman, having greeted Noah in the exact same way—well, except she’d definitely used less pressure in her hug.

      During a particularly intense squeeze, she heard Luke chuckle but couldn’t see him through the woman’s mass of blonde hair. “Had, this is Margaret. She’s the reason this company is still running, other than Noah, of course. She used to run my whole life, and now she runs Noah’s.”

      Margaret finally let Hadley go. She was a small woman who looked to be about twenty years older than Hadley and Luke. Right away Hadley could tell she was a mother. She wasn’t sure what it was—the tender way Margaret glanced between Hadley and Luke or the maternal way she smoothed down Hadley’s scarf once she’d stopped hugging her—but Hadley immediately felt taken care of.

      “It’s so nice to meet you too,” Hadley said. “It’s nice to see you’re a real person, though. The way Luke always talks about you, I was starting to think you were some sort of magical Mary Poppins-type being.”

      They laughed. Luke ducked to one side in order to see into the office behind Margaret.

      “Noah out?” Luke asked. “I thought I just saw him.” The disappointment in Luke’s tone was palpable and Margaret’s face tightened.

      “I’m afraid he’s just slipped out—gone rogue again.” She pressed her lips into a thin line and shot Luke a knowing look.

      “Hey, Luke,” a woman called, poking her head out from one of the workspaces behind him. “Can we get your opinion here?”

      Luke held up a finger toward Hadley and Margaret. “I’ll be right back.”

      Hadley tried to smile at Margaret as they were left alone together. The expression must’ve come out stiff because Margaret made an awkward face and went back to sit behind her desk. Hadley didn’t want the woman to think her discomfort had to do with her even though it sort of did. Margaret’s comment about Noah’s absence brought back the memory of seeing Trenton’s name on the security sign-in sheet downstairs.

      She needed to learn more about that meeting. And the person who could help her with that was sitting right in front of her.

      Knowing she didn’t have a ton of time before Luke returned, Hadley decided to dive in. She would have to bank on Margaret being as amazing as Luke always bragged that she was.

      “So, Margaret …” she said conversationally. “Other than running Noah’s life, what else do you get to do around here?” Hadley leaned on the woman’s desk so she didn’t have to use a loud voice. “Do you get to sit in on any of Noah’s meetings?”

      Margaret studied Hadley for three seconds longer than she was strictly comfortable with. She felt her face grow hot, sure Margaret officially thought she was nosy and suspicious. But then Margaret looked right, then left, and wet her lips.

      “Sometimes he has me take notes; most of the time he has me set up his meetings so I know what they’re about, but lately”—the woman looked side to side again—“I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He used to tell me where he was going if he was out of the office, but now he just disappears without a word and has large parts of his schedule blocked off. I think he’s been waiting until I have to use the bathroom, or if I go to get something to drink, to sneak out.” She leaned closer to Hadley. “And he’s been having secret meetings. A lot.” She widened her eyes.

      Hadley’s toes scrunched in her boots. This was simultaneously exactly what she needed to hear and precisely what she didn’t want to hear. She didn’t want Noah involved in what happened to Trenton, but it was becoming clearer by the minute that he might be. He was there the night Trenton died. And then disappeared without a word. If that wasn’t suspicious, what was?

      “Noah met with a man named Trenton Shoemaker a couple of weeks ago. I saw it on the log downstairs. Do you know what that meeting was about?” Hadley asked quickly.

      Recognition flashed over Margaret’s features, giving Hadley hope. But then it could be that Luke had told her about finding Trenton’s body, and that’s why the assistant remembered the name.

      “I remember that being in his schedule.” She nodded, turning to her computer and clicking around.

      So Luke hadn’t told her about Trenton’s death, Hadley realized, having expected a much more somber reaction.

      Margaret squinted. “Though, when I checked, he hadn’t written anything about what the meeting was in reference to. Maybe he filled it in after the fact.” Margaret shrugged as she continued to search.

      “He didn’t have you sit in on that one?” Hadley asked, the hope leaving her in a huff.

      Margaret shook her head but stopped mid-motion. Her lips parted. “I remember this day. Noah gave me cash and told me to take a break and get myself a coffee from my favorite shop down the street. He said I looked tired.” She brushed back her blonde bangs, but they must’ve been hair-sprayed into place because they immediately fell back onto her forehead.

      “He got you out of the office?” Hadley whispered, more to herself than anyone.

      Margaret still nodded in response despite the rhetorical nature of Hadley’s question. “Ah, here it—oh, well, it’s gone.” Margaret frowned at the screen, then her face softened. “I guess that’s why he told me I could leave. His meeting must’ve been canceled.” She smiled as if that explanation made sense to her, and things making sense made her happy.

      But Hadley couldn’t seem to make her face do the same thing. Because even if things were making sense, it wasn’t in a way that made Hadley happy. Trenton had signed in downstairs and hadn’t signed out for a half an hour, which meant he’d made the meeting. Noah had obviously erased any mention of the meeting from his calendar, like he was hiding the fact that it had happened.

      Margaret’s eyes flicked across Hadley’s face, taking in her worried expression. “That’s not why the meeting’s gone. Is it?” Margaret said quietly, looking down at her hands.

      Hadley wanted to console the woman, to tell her it was probably nothing, but fear settled onto the back of her neck in cold shivers of understanding. The reality that Noah could’ve murdered Trenton was just sinking in when Luke came back.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his face darkening to match the women’s expressions.

      Margaret looked from Luke to Hadley. The woman seemed plenty worried about Noah’s odd behavior, and she didn’t even know about Trenton’s murder. As sick to her stomach as it made her, Hadley couldn’t keep this from Luke any longer.

      Pointing to the office behind them, Hadley said, “Can the three of us talk in private? There’s something I need to tell you.”
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      Margaret closed the office door behind them, her mouth pulled into a grim line. Luke studied her, his eyes asking his old assistant a million questions at once, but Margaret wasn’t the one with the worst news, and from the way Margaret stared at Hadley, she knew it.

      Hadley swallowed the discomfort lodged in her throat. As much as she didn’t want to tell Luke, he had the right to know what she suspected. He also might be the person best able to get information about Noah if he were the killer.

      “There’s something going on with Noah,” Hadley said, starting out small.

      Luke’s frown deepened. He glanced back to Margaret. “You think he’s in trouble?”

      Margaret grimaced with indecision.

      Hadley pulled his attention back to her by saying, “I think he might’ve had something to do with what happened to Trenton Shoemaker.”

      “Trenton? The journalist?” Luke’s face softened in surprise. “He said he hadn’t ever met the guy. How could he have something to do with his death?”

      Margaret, who hadn’t been privy to who Trenton was or why he was important yet, gasped at the word death. She turned toward Hadley but was going to have to wait for any answers. Hadley could only focus on one of them right now, and that had to be Luke because what he’d just said made Noah all the more suspicious.

      “He said he didn’t know him?” She took a step closer to Luke.

      He blinked, obviously not sure why this was a big deal. “Yeah, I told him Paul was going to call and get a statement for the night Trenton was shot. He said he would, that he’d never heard of the guy, but was sorry something so awful had happened in our town.”

      “Shot?” The whimpered word spilled out of Margaret as her hand fluttered to her temple. She paced by the door.

      Shaking her head, Hadley said, “Luke, this is bad. He knew Trenton. They had a meeting the day before Trenton was killed. He sent Margaret away and erased it from his schedule, but Trenton’s name is still on the log downstairs at the security desk. He was here for half an hour and wrote specifically that he was here to see Noah.”

      Luke studied Hadley’s face for a few seconds after she stopped speaking as if he was waiting for her to break into a smile and admit it was all a joke. When her features remained as stoic and concerned, he adopted a similar expression. Then he joined Margaret in pacing.

      He brushed his palm against his rough chin as he thought. “He probably thought no one would notice the security log since they only keep it for a couple of weeks, and then they toss it. But there would be security footage. How does he think he’d get away with this?”

      “I don’t think he was expecting anyone to look through the security logs.” Hadley rubbed her hands up and down her arms. Even though she still wore her coat, a chill skittered over her skin.

      “But why would he lie?” Luke asked, seeming to be stuck on the same point.

      Neither Hadley nor Margaret spoke. The heavy feeling in the room following Luke’s question was answer enough. While there were multiple possible reasons Noah lied about knowing Trenton, there was only one that mattered.

      Luke glanced around the office as if he might start searching through it. His weight shifted; his knees bent, and he seemed to bounce between two or three different impulses.

      But in that moment, the office door swung open, and Noah walked in.

      Hadley bit back a gasp. Luke froze for a second before he spun around to face his partner. Margaret faked a smile. Was it just Hadley’s imagination or did a look of fear wash across Noah’s features for a split second as he took in the scene in front of him?

      “Margaret, I thought you’d gone home for the evening.” Noah glanced over at Luke. “You too, in fact.” Then he looked at Hadley. “Good to see you again.”

      He crossed the room and pulled her into a stiff hug. She found the gesture odd until she remembered it was how she’d greeted him when they’d first met. Funny how much differently she felt about him now that she was discovering his true nature.

      “We were hoping you’d come back.” Luke cleared his throat.

      Hadley nodded and stepped toward Luke, linking her fingers with his. “The three of us were talking about going out for a drink before Luke and I head to dinner. Why don’t you come with?”

      Noah’s head swiveled toward Margaret. “You don’t drink,” he scoffed.

      Luke squeezed Hadley’s hand at the same time. He’d obviously known that was the wrong thing to say but was too late to stop Hadley.

      Margaret, however, stayed as cool as the crisp winter’s day. She waved a hand at Noah. “Of course, but Hadley was just telling me how their local bar will make them something called a ‘mocktail’ that doesn’t contain alcohol. I think I’d like to find a place that will do that.”

      Pressing her lips together to hide her smile, Hadley nodded. Margaret was good. She even had Hadley wondering if they’d had that conversation and she’d just forgotten. Seven Stones did actually make a couple of tasty mocktails.

      Noah shook his head before he answered. “Sorry, I’m still dealing with some family stuff, so I can’t tonight, but thank you for the invite.” He motioned to his desk as he started walking toward it. “In fact, I just came back because I forgot these.” Noah pulled out the drawer and grabbed his keys.

      “Okay. Good luck,” Luke said as Noah passed him on the way to the door. “Have a good weekend.”

      Noah held his hand up to his forehead in a salute. “Will do. Let me know if you need anything before the presentation Monday.”

      Hadley waved, keeping her hand in the air until the door swung shut behind him. The three of them sighed in unison at the click of the door latch.

      “That was close.” Now it was Hadley’s turn to pace.

      Luke pinched the bridge of his nose. “I really can’t believe this. Should we still go out?” He looked between Hadley and Margaret. “It wasn’t a bad idea, Had. We could chat about what our next move needs to be.”

      Margaret wrinkled her nose. “As lovely as the offer is, I have a date with Henry, a half pint of ice cream, and Inspector Lewis tonight.”

      “Right.” Luke shook his head as if he should’ve known. “Thank you, for all of your work this week.”

      Hadley gave Margaret a hug, unsure if she would see her again that weekend. “I don’t know Henry, but I love that show—and ice cream—so it sounds like you have a wonderful evening ahead of you.”

      “He’s tolerable.” Margaret chuckled, but her cheeks went ever-so-slightly pink in a way that made Hadley sure he was much more than that. “Good to meet you finally, Hadley.” She grabbed her hands even after they were done hugging.

      Hadley squeezed her hands tight before letting go. “Yes. Sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

      Margaret headed out, grabbing her purse from her desk. Hadley and Luke stood in silence in Noah’s office until they heard Margaret’s footsteps retreat down the hall.

      “So, dinner?” Hadley asked with a cringe. She was starving but wasn’t sure if Luke would be up for doing anything more than stewing about this new development, and honestly, she didn’t blame him if he wasn’t.

      Luke’s blue eyes found hers as if coming back to her after being somewhere far away. He smiled and leaned in to give her a kiss.

      “Yes,” he said. “Dinner. I had a list of places I wanted to take you and this isn’t going to ruin that. There’s nothing more we can do at the moment anyway, right?”

      She glanced around the office. “Unless you think there’s something in here we might find.”

      Luke frowned. “Is it bad if I hope there isn’t?”

      “No. I’m sorry this is hard. But we’re currently in his office, alone. We’ll kick ourselves if we let this chance to snoop go by.” Hadley smiled encouragingly and grabbed Luke’s hand. She squeezed tight.

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “Where should we start?” She scanned the space.

      “I’ll look through the computer if you want to search those shelves over there.” Luke motioned to the far wall as he sat down at the computer.

      Hadley had just reached the shelving unit when the door to the office swung open.

      Sucking in a surprised breath, Hadley saw Luke’s face pale before he looked toward the door. Was Noah back so soon? But Luke’s cold-sweat expression softened into something almost akin to a smile. Her attention jumping back to the door, Hadley caught sight of Margaret. She dropped her purse and jacket on the couch.

      “I almost stepped inside the elevator when I realized you two would be crazy not to use this opportunity to poke around a bit.” She strode forward.

      For all Luke’s relief, Hadley held her breath. Just in case. Margaret might’ve been Luke’s assistant back in the day, but she was Noah’s now.

      “And then I realized I’d be crazy not to stay and help,” she said with a smile. “Henry and Inspector Lewis can wait a few more minutes.”

      Hadley let out the breath she was holding. Luke motioned to the desk drawers near him.

      “I’m checking the computer. Had’s looking through the shelves. You check his desk drawers,” Luke said, a renewed sense of urgency to his tone.

      But it turned out that he hadn’t needed to be urgent. There was nothing to find. There wasn’t even a scrap of paper left in his shredder.

      So it was with a disheartened wave that Hadley and Luke said goodnight to Margaret for the second time and headed out into the wintry evening. Their breath billowed in clouds around them as they chatted and walked to one of Luke’s favorite restaurants. They snuggled tight into a booth once they were seated because they wanted to be close but also because these Seattle restaurants were crowded. And they ordered fancy drinks, clinking them together in cheers when they arrived.

      “To us.” Luke’s blue eyes sparkled as he watched Hadley.

      She took a sip. “To us.” And even though she loved Luke, she couldn’t help but remember the unsettling feelings she’d experienced inside the new house.

      Was there something in her subconscious she wasn’t acknowledging about their relationship? Was she worried about getting into something so serious again? The questions piled up, but no answers came.

      “How was Gran’s trip?” Luke asked, the low light sending shadows across his handsome face.

      Hadley was immediately grateful for the change in subject. “It sounds like it was wonderful. She’s worried about Kitty, though.”

      It only took Hadley a few minutes to explain what was happening with her grandmother’s best friend, but just as she’d been distracted moments before, Luke seemed to have more on his mind during the story. Hadley reached out and held his hand.

      “You don’t have to make small talk, Luke. I know you’re focused on everything with Noah.” She smiled sympathetically and brushed her thumb across his knuckles.

      He ducked his head. “I’m sorry. It’s just … I can’t help but go through all of our interactions lately wondering what I missed. Honestly, Had, I didn’t see any signs of weirdness.” He kneaded his fingers into his temples. “And I’ve basically left the company in his hands since I moved back to Stoneybrook. How could I have been so stupid?”

      “Hey. You’re not stupid.” She leaned in. “So far from it. I’m so impressed with everything you’ve created. And if Noah did take advantage of your trust, I think that says more about him than you.” She squeezed Luke’s hand.

      He tried to smile, but Hadley could tell that didn’t help.

      “Look, I’ll call Paul tonight and let him know what we found out. But honestly, a meeting doesn’t mean he killed him. He has no motive to kill an investigative journalist.”

      “That we know of.” Luke sighed. “Maybe I should just corner him and ask what the meeting was about.”

      “You could do that, but if Noah’s already lying to you, he probably wouldn’t change that just because you ask him.” Taking another sip of her drink, Hadley was filled with a rush of optimism. “Which means we need to do some sleuthing. Noah might not come clean about his meeting with Trenton, but maybe Trenton will.”

      Luke, who’d also been taking a drink at that moment, scoffed. The motion caused a little of his cocktail to spray back into his glass. “Trenton’s dead.”

      “Yes,” Hadley said, “but he lived here in the city. Maybe we can find out something, do some research while we’re here.” She shrugged, then turned her attention to their waiter as he came over to take their dinner order.

      But as Luke ordered after her, Hadley’s mind raced with worries. Even though she’d assured Luke that it was a possibility they were wrong about Noah, she could feel it in her bones. Something was off about Luke’s business partner, and she needed to get to the bottom of it.
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      “Look here,” Luke said the next morning as he showed Hadley his phone screen. He brought his coffee up to his lips with his free hand while she looked.

      Hadley squinted at the screen. “What am I looking at?” she asked with a chuckle, clutching her mug of coffee even tighter.

      After a night in a gorgeous hotel, the two had gone out for coffee and breakfast. Out the coffee shop’s window it was rainy and dreary, but Hadley felt completely cozy inside, snuggled up against Luke in a window booth.

      Everything was perfect except what they were doing with their time. She was having no luck finding anything useful on Trenton’s Facebook page. And by the look of the picture of a latte Luke was showing her on Trenton’s Instagram, he wasn’t either.

      “This same table and mug shows up a lot in his feed,” Luke explained, flicking through similar pictures. He was right. A notepad or a laptop often showed up next to a mug on a shiny copper tabletop. “I thought it was his own table at first, but then there was this picture.” He swiped to one that was almost identical to the others, but it had a location tag.

      Queen Bean, Seattle WA

      “He spent a lot of time there.” Hadley nodded as she pulled up the business website on her phone.

      Luke read over her shoulder. “It’s a coffee shop in Lower Queen Anne over by the Space Needle,” he said, mentioning one of the Seattle neighborhoods.

      “Well, since the guy doesn’t seem to have any recognizable friends or family members online, this could be our only shot.” Hadley put down her phone and looked up at Luke. “Up for a walk in the rain?”

      Luke laughed. “Always, but that’s about a mile away. You and your fancy boots up for that?”

      Smirking, Hadley tipped her head to one side. “Sure, I’ve got my umbrella with me. I’ll be good.” She pulled the small, collapsible contraption from her jacket pocket.

      Groaning, Luke let his head fall back. “Oh no. Everyone’s going to know we’re not from here.”

      Hadley laughed. “Seriously? I always thought people were joking about Seattleites and their aversion to umbrellas.”

      “Oh no. It’s very real.” Luke held up a hand. “In their defense—and as a person who called this city my home for almost a decade, I feel like I can speak to this—there are many days when the combination of rain and wind makes any umbrella unhelpful. Plus, in the hometown of some of the greatest outdoor companies in the country, it seems silly not to take advantage of their full line of waterproof jackets. Not to mention that the sidewalks are often very crowded with foot traffic, and if everyone had their own umbrellas, we’d be bumping—”

      Hadley interrupted, seeing it as the only way stop him. “Okay, okay. I get it. But since I don’t have a waterproof jacket with me, this is going to have to be it for today.”

      “Fair enough,” Luke said. “And maybe I’ll forget my jacket here at this coffee shop so I have to squeeze under there with you.” He leaned close, planting a kiss on her lips.

      “If you think I’m allowing you in my untrendy umbrella space …” She paused for effect. “You’re absolutely right.” She smiled, kissing him back. “But don’t leave your jacket behind, I like that one.” Hadley ran her fingers over the GORE-TEX fabric.

      Finishing their coffees, they headed out into the rain. They snuggled close under Hadley’s umbrella. The walk probably took them way longer because they kept kissing and getting distracted by each other. Still, it felt like it took forever.

      “You weren’t kidding,” Hadley said as she huffed up yet another hill. “This is a far walk.” She sent a worried glance down at her boots, but it looked like the waterproofing she’d done on the leather last year was still holding up.

      “I know.” Luke huffed alongside her. “All the photos of Seattle’s skyline make it look like the Space Needle is part of the downtown buildings, but it’s actually quite separate.”

      She felt some sort of history-lesson-type speech coming from Luke. Well, you see, when Seattle was built … but it never came. Luke pulled them to a stop.

      “And we’re here.” He looked from his phone to the storefront and back again.

      The Queen Bean was housed in a funky, old brick building. There was a large garage door that looked like it opened up during the summer months, and the outdoor furniture—though stacked for the winter—was all spray-painted different colors.

      Hadley and Luke walked inside. It immediately felt like home. The Queen Bean and Cascade River Coffee were cut from the same coffee-stained cloth. They both held mismatched tables and chairs, old leather couches that had seen better days, and the feeling that you would be welcome there for as long as you wanted to stay.

      If Trenton had come here to write his articles, Hadley saw why.

      Even though Hadley had enjoyed the trendy place Luke had brought her to that morning, she preferred this kind of establishment. It was quieter, for one thing. And even though that was mainly because they were the only customers there at the moment, she had a feeling that it would still be peaceful when it was full of patrons. For another, there were three choices of milk instead of the long list at the place this morning. And there was an option for drip coffee instead of the fancy pour-over coffees that seemed to be twice as much.

      “Hi, there! Welcome.” A woman looked up from behind the long counter. She wore a big, chunky wool sweater and a bandanna, and she looked like she would be named after a flower.

      As they approached the counter, Hadley read her name tag. Juniper. A tree. Close enough, Hadley thought with a smile and turned her focus to the menu board so she wouldn’t weird out the woman by staring.

      As if Luke could also feel the resemblance between this place and their local coffeehouse, he ordered his usual drink. Hadley did the same, wondering how Juniper’s vanilla latte would compare with Wendy’s.

      “Have a seat. I’ll bring ‘em out to you,” Juniper called over the counter.

      They found a table near the bakery case and studied the cookies and quiches as they waited. Hadley’s stomach growled.

      “We just had breakfast at the last place,” she whispered to Luke when he made a face at the sound. “I don’t know how I’m so hungry again.”

      Luke chuckled. “We did a lot of walking … uphill. I’d say I agree with your stomach. We could get something to eat here.”

      “You want to add food to your order?” Juniper asked, having overheard them as she walked over with their coffees.

      “Yes, we’d love that.” He nodded.

      “What would you like?” She set the cups down in front of them and pulled out an order pad.

      Shrugging, Hadley said, “Can you surprise us? We like most things and don’t have any allergies.”

      “That we know of,” Luke added.

      Hadley laughed. “He still maintains that he had an allergic reaction to broccoli one time, which is crazy because his family grows the most amazing broccoli I’ve ever had. So maybe steer clear of broccoli, if you can.”

      Laughing along with Hadley, Juniper winked. “Gotcha.”

      Luke crossed his arms over his chest for a moment, pouting a little before saying, “My tongue felt tingly all day. I’ve even tried it a second time.”

      This elicited more giggling from Hadley, and she was still having fun with him when Juniper came back with their food.

      “I brought you my salmon quiche and a grilled veggie sandwich, cut in half. No broccoli.” Juniper winked and set two plates of food in front of them that made Hadley even hungrier than she already was.

      “Thank you,” Luke said.

      Hadley looked around and noticed there weren’t any other customers at the counter at the moment. This was their chance.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, focusing on Juniper, “but do you know a man named Trenton Shoemaker? I think he comes here a lot.”

      “Yeah, I knew him.” Juniper’s once bright- and rosy-cheeked face paled. Her use of the past-tense verb made Hadley sure the woman knew of his passing. “Came here almost every day.”

      Luke cleared his throat.

      Juniper narrowed her eyes at them. “You two didn’t have anything to do with taking away my best tipper, did you?”

      But the motion and the words were almost forced. There was a sadness lingering behind both her words and her eyes. Hadley wondered if this was just about the tips.

      “No, but we’re trying to catch the person who did.” Hadley looked at her earnestly.

      “Are you two cops?” Juniper took a step back, studying them for signs she must’ve missed.

      Hadley shook her head and Luke said, “Nope.”

      “We—uh—well, we found him, so we feel invested.” Hadley hoped the woman didn’t want details. She definitely didn’t want to relive that night just yet.

      Juniper shot a glance over at the door and then the counter. Then she slid a chair from the next table over. She left it facing backward as she straddled it and plopped down across from them. Hadley’s heartbeat jumped up with excitement.

      “Look, he didn’t tell me specifics, but I knew he was working on something big,” Juniper said, resting her forearms on the back of the chair.

      Hadley’s eyebrows jumped. “Was it about a mayor?”

      Juniper snorted. “That story? No, that was small potatoes for Trent. He wrote stories like that in his sleep. This one was a takedown.” She said the word like it was a terrifying wrestling move. “He was working on a piece that was going to destroy a big company.”

      Hadley cringed. “I’m guessing he didn’t say anything about which company?”

      “Nope,” Juniper tsked. “Just said it was a local company, and he was really close. He had some inside man, but I think something happened with the guy, like he got cold feet and wasn’t going to give Trent the documentation he needed after all, because Trenton said he wasn’t going to be able to run the story if the source didn’t come through. They had a huge fight about it. I saw him the next morning.”

      Hadley and Luke swallowed and looked at each other.

      “Which morning was that?” Hadley asked even though she was almost certain she knew what the answer would be.

      “Last Friday.” Juniper gulped. “The morning of …” She focused on her hands for a moment.

      “Which means he had the fight with the inside man on Thursday.” Luke’s voice sounded faint, like he’d just been kicked in the gut.

      Suddenly Hadley regretted ordering the coffee and the food. She wasn’t sure she was hungry anymore.
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        * * *

      

      “Why would Noah do something like this?” Luke raked his fingers through his hair. His coffee splashed up through the to-go lid as he stormed along the sidewalks under the shadow of the Space Needle.

      Hadley quickened her pace to catch up. Juniper had packed their coffees and food to go once Hadley had realized Luke wouldn’t be able to sit still after learning what he just had.

      He took a quick right toward the Seattle Center. Hadley followed, the bag of food from the Queen Bean crinkling as it swung right and left in her hands.

      Her stomach still grumbled, but it felt like a small problem considering what Luke was going through. The only consolation was that the rain had let up, and was more of a mist than a drizzle, meaning they no longer needed the umbrella.

      Finally, Luke settled on the concrete edge of a giant bowl-style water fountain and fiddled with the closed umbrella. Hadley perched next to him.

      “If I had been here, this wouldn’t have happened.” His normally bright blue eyes looked almost as overcast as the gray sky above.

      Hadley ran a hand comfortingly up and down his arm. “I’m so sorry, Luke.”

      “There isn’t anything I can think of that he could use to take us down. Our taxes are impeccable.” After this, Luke flicked out his thumb as if this was the start to a long list.

      As it turned out, it was. He continued, listing a bunch of business-sounding things that made little sense to Hadley, holding out a new finger with each thing he checked in his mind.

      He had set down the umbrella and was onto his second hand when her phone rang.

      “It’s Suze. I’m going to take this. Will you be okay here for a second?” Hadley asked.

      Luke swatted a hand and then went back to his list. 

      Hadley answered the phone. “Everything okay at the house?”

      Suze said, “Oh yeah. Your house is great.”

      Hadley’s heartbeat quickened. “What about Luke’s?”

      “I didn’t even make it there.” Suze laughed. “Your grandma hijacked the job from me.”

      Hadley shook her head. “What? Why would she do that?”

      “I made the mistake of mentioning your mystery cat in the woods during the market this morning, and that friend of hers practically tore the keys out of my hands.”

      “Friend of hers?”

      “Someone named Cat?”

      “Kitty?” Hadley gasped. “She came to visit? Did she say how long she’s staying?” Sadness washed over Hadley as she realized she might miss Kitty’s visit.

      “Didn’t say. Apparently Gran talked up Stoneybrook so much during their cruise that she didn’t make it five minutes in her house before she turned around and came up to visit.” Suze chuckled. “I hope Luke’s place is okay. Kitty got really excited when Gran mentioned trying to catch a cat.”

      Hadley laughed. It felt good, but she still felt guilty with how upset Luke was just yards away.

      “How’s it going there?” Suze asked after a beat.

      “Terrible.” Hadley paced. “I’m going to have to call Paul in a minute here, I’m just trying to console Luke.”

      “Console?”

      “We think Noah had something to do with Trenton’s death. And we just found out Trenton was working on a big story taking down a Seattle-based company where there was an inside man. Apparently, this guy changed his mind and fought with Trenton about using his information, pulled out of the story in a way.”

      “Omigosh, and Luke thinks it might be his company?”

      Hadley glanced worriedly over at Luke. “Yeah, and he’s devastated that there might be something shady going on at his company. But this definitely gives Noah a motive for murder if he was having second thoughts and wanted to get out of being Trenton’s source. Maybe Trenton threatened him. It could’ve been self-defense.” Hadley felt like she was grasping at straws for Luke’s sake.

      Suze must’ve also felt the need to be protective over Luke because she asked, “What’s Luke going to do?”

       “He can’t get ahold of Noah. The one person he needs to talk to. I think we’re about to head back to his office to see what we can find out.” Hadley massaged the back of her neck, realizing it was already closing in on two. They’d officially been out walking in the city since nine that morning. The physical toll of tromping around the hilly city, added to the emotional stress they were experiencing, and she was beat.

      “I’m so sorry,” Suze said. “Hang in there, and let us know if we can do anything.”

      “Thanks. Having you at home checking in on things is all I need right now. Maybe swing by Luke’s place as well and make sure nothing too crazy is going on?”

      “I can do that.” Suze giggled. “I’ll let Paul know you’ll be calling. Talk soon.” And with that, she hung up.

      Luke walked up to Hadley a few moments later. His face was ghostly white.

      “I just got off the phone with Margaret,” he said, but this time his tone was tight with anger. “She forgot some papers at the office and went in. Noah must’ve gone in early this morning or late last night because his shredding basket is chock full of paper pieces.”

      A terrible chill ran down Hadley’s back. It had been completely empty last night.

      Luke seemed to know exactly what she was thinking, because he added, “Apparently, we looked in the wrong places last night. He was hiding something, and from what Margaret described, a lot of it.”
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      Luke’s grasp tightened around his phone, and Hadley was worried he might either throw it or crush it.

      “That’s it,” he said, doing neither. “We’re going to see him. I need to know what’s going on.”

      “Shouldn’t we call Paul?” Hadley braced herself. She wasn’t sure if she was going to have to run after Luke or hold him back, but she felt the need to be ready.

      “I want to talk to him myself.” Luke practically growled out the words. “Because if he put my company at risk, he should have to tell me to my face.”

      “But you haven’t been able to get ahold of him.” Hadley wrinkled her nose at the awkwardness of the situation Luke was in.

      “I know where he lives, though.” And with that, Luke began walking.

      Already braced to run, Hadley followed behind. Well, she followed for a second before she jogged back to grab her umbrella from the bench where Luke had been sitting.

      “Sorry,” he said, turning back as he remembered it too. “I almost forgot.”

      Hadley smirked. “That’s okay. I know you hate my umbrella, and you were subconsciously trying to leave it behind.”

      And even though everything with Noah and Luke’s business seemed dire, it felt good to laugh. Luke’s shoulders dropped a few inches as he smiled, and he wrapped an arm around Hadley, pulling her close. Luke was usually the one who helped Hadley see the lighter side of things when she was feeling overwhelmed, so she was happy to help him in this situation.

      “Where does this guy live?” Hadley asked as they walked through the city streets, weaving in and out of the other pedestrians. She pulled half of the sandwich out of their to-go bag and offered the other half to Luke.

      “That building.” Luke took the sandwich and pointed to a tall, mirrored high-rise down by the stadiums.

      Hadley’s eyes widened as she chewed. One thing was for certain, she was definitely going to get a good workout this weekend. The other thing that got a good workout while they walked was her ears. She listened intently as Luke processed aloud.

      He clenched his fists together. “The most frustrating part of all of this is that I knew better. One of the companies I worked for when I graduated got hit by a huge audit, and I’ve been super careful with GroWorks every step of the way. I watched them go through that, and it destroyed their company.” He shook his head again. “I’m still not sure what Trenton could’ve been investigating us for, though. That’s the part that doesn’t make sense.”

      “Does Noah have the power to be doing something behind your back? Maybe he made a mistake and hid it from you.” Hadley hated to suggest such a thing, but it was the only scenario she could think of at the moment.

      Luke nodded. He didn’t say anything, though.

      Noah’s building loomed just ahead of them as Hadley popped the last bite of the veggie sandwich into her mouth. It was one of those buildings where a resident had to buzz you in. All hope of entry left Hadley in a huff as Luke pressed the button and waited … and waited.

      He stepped back, shaking his head. “He’s either not home or he’s not answering. Not a huge surprise since he won’t answer my calls either.”

      “So what do we do?” Hadley squinted up at the large building. The mist clung to her eyelashes, making it hard to see.

      “We wait.” Luke turned his attention toward the large glass doors that marked the entrance to the building. “Someone’s either going to go in or come out soon, and we’ll see if they’ll let us inside.”

      “Okay.” Hadley linked her arm with Luke’s as they waited.

      Luke may have been optimistic with his idea of “soon” because it took closer to fifteen minutes before someone walked through the foyer and exited the building. Luke gave the man a nod before catching the door and holding it open for Hadley.

      “What apartment is his?” she asked as they got into an elevator. Her adrenaline level was high again after the long wait.

      “He’s 15C.” Luke punched the button for the fifteenth floor, and the elevator doors slid closed behind them.

      When the elevator arrived on the correct floor, they stepped out into an immaculate hallway and followed the line in the carpet as it led around a corner and to one of the end units. Luke knocked loudly, then stepped back, joining Hadley in the middle of the quiet hallway.

      And that was exactly where they waited for another fifteen minutes and three more loud knocks before Luke decided to try calling him again. From inside Noah’s apartment, they could hear a cell phone ringtone blaring out. Luke’s forehead furrowed in concern, and he took a step toward the door, leaning his ear closer to the sound.

      “Is that coming from inside?” Hadley whispered. Even though they’d been standing out there, knocking and talking loudly, her instincts told her to stay quiet now.

      Luke nodded, his frown deepening. “He must be inside. Is he seriously trying to wait until we leave?” He made a fist and looked like he was going to attempt to beat down the door but pulled away at the last second.

      Hadley gulped, not wanting to mention the other option—that he was inside but unconscious or worse … “Maybe try knocking again.”

      Luke pounded his fist on the door. “Noah, I know you’re in there. I need to talk to you.”

      “Hey, I’m right here. What’s wrong?” Noah said. But instead of coming from within the apartment, his voice came from behind them.

      Luke and Hadley whirled around in tandem and must’ve been wearing equally surprised expressions because Noah took a quick step back.

      “Noah. Hey. How are you?” Luke moved forward, holding out a hand in that handshake-that-becomes-a-hug greeting Hadley had seen the two men do before, only this time Luke was way too hyped up, and it seemed almost manic.

      Noah blinked in surprise as he returned Luke’s hug and pounded him on the back in their customary greeting. “I’m good. How’d you get in here?”

      “Someone let us in.” Luke shrugged, calming slightly. “We didn’t want to wait outside in the cold.”

      Hadley thanked the cold, wet weather or else that excuse wouldn’t have worked, and they would’ve had to do some more explaining.

      “Do you want to come in?” Noah asked tentatively, almost as if he were asking himself as well as his guests.

      “Sure.” Luke placed an arm around Hadley’s shoulders protectively.

      A sudden trickle of fear buried itself in Hadley’s chest. If Noah was responsible for Trenton’s death, they were about to walk into the apartment of a murderer.

      There were two of them and only one of him, though, and Hadley knew Luke was strong from all of his farm work. Noah, on the other hand, looked as if he never made it to the gym. But she supposed that didn’t matter if he had a gun.

      Taking a deep breath, she walked forward, trusting Luke more than she ever had.

      Noah’s apartment was the epitome of modern design. In fact, it was so coldly decorated that she wondered if the place had come prefurnished. The only hints that Noah hadn’t just moved in were the faint scent of toast in the air and the art collection adorning the walls. Her thoughts returned to their conversation on the way to Suze’s art show last week. Luke had mentioned that Noah was an art collector in addition to being an artist himself.

      All Hadley could think of regarding the pieces hanging from his walls was that Suze would’ve been jealous.

      “So what’s up?” Noah asked, leaning on the counter in his immaculate kitchen. He looked exactly like an actor in a cheesy TV sitcom badly acting out a cue to be nonchalant.

      “I’ve been calling you all morning.” Luke took a step toward him, away from Hadley. She missed having him close until she noticed he was putting himself between her and Noah.

      Noah frowned over at his counter where a glossy phone sat. “Oh! I must’ve forgotten my phone here.” He reached to grab the thing. His eyes widened, and he let out a long whistle as he studied the screen. “You weren’t kidding. Is everything okay?”

      Before Luke could answer, the sound of a phone ringing cut through the apartment. The sound didn’t match either Hadley’s or Luke’s ringtones, and it definitely wasn’t the tone they’d heard through the door minutes earlier. It wasn’t that phone that was ringing.

      Noah’s expression dropped for a moment. It was, Hadley realized, the same fear-based look he’d adopted momentarily yesterday when he’d found them all in his office. Reaching slowly into his jacket pocket, Noah pulled out a different phone.

      “Sorry, it’s my other phone.” His cheeks began to color, almost matching his red hair.

      “Another phone? Since when do you need two phones?” Luke shook his head slightly as if it might help Noah see he didn’t understand. But then comprehension crossed Luke’s face, and he let out an indignant snort. “GroWorks pays for your phone and has records of your bills.” The words were sharp with anger, and Hadley flinched even though they weren’t directed at her. “So you got yourself a different one knowing you wouldn’t want us having access to the call history of this one.” Luke pointed to the original phone Noah had placed on the counter again.

      “Yeah, didn’t I tell you?” Noah ran his hand over the back of his head. “I got another one because of all of this family stuff. Didn’t want to rack up a bill for GroWorks when I was using it so much for personal calls.”

       “Noah, you have unlimited minutes and data. That’s not a concern.” Luke folded his arms in front of him. “Cut the crap, man. What’s going on? Why are you being so secretive, and why did you shred half a binder’s worth of paper at the office this morning?”

      Noah’s whole face seemed to collapse with concern. He shook his head. Hadley wasn’t sure what he was going to say. Would he admit to the murder of Trenton Shoemaker? Or would he try to silence them as well?

      Hadley peeked around Luke, trying to appeal directly to his business partner. “Noah, my brother’s a deputy sheriff in Stoneybrook. He can help you. If you confess, maybe they’ll go easier on you, but you have to come clean about what you did.”

      Noah froze. “What I did?”

      Luke moved Hadley back behind him. “What you did to the journalist, Trenton Shoemaker. We know it all. We know you’re not dealing with a family crisis. We know about the meeting you had with him, how you tried to cover it up. Why’d you do it? Did he threaten you?”

      In Hadley’s opinion, Luke was being extremely calm for someone who was sure this man was out to take down his company. She wasn’t sure she would’ve been able to show the same restraint toward anyone who tried to mess with Pretty Jam Good.

      “Trenton Shoemaker?” Eyes wide, Noah shook his head. “The guy who died last week? No. He was helping me.”

      Luke looked back at Hadley, concern marring his normally open blue eyes. She narrowed her brown ones and said, “You didn’t have anything to do with his murder?” But just as she said it, she wished she hadn’t.

      Noah’s face flashed with surprise. “Murder? Why would I hurt Trenton?”

      Luke reached back and held Hadley’s hand. “How about you tell us what is going on, then,” Luke said calmly, making sure neither he nor Hadley accused the man further when it was seeming more and more like they could have the wrong idea. 

      Noah pointed to his living room. And even though the modular couch didn’t look at all comfortable, it was surprisingly cushy, and Hadley sank into it gladly. Luke, however, didn’t seem comfortable, and he sat on the edge, keeping her hand held tight within his. Noah perched on a chair across from them.

       “You disappeared right after Trenton was shot in Stoneybrook. You tried to hide a meeting with him from me and Margaret. And you’ve been disappearing from the office for long periods of time.” Luke laid everything out in front of him, like he might’ve forgotten or maybe to deter him from trying to think of a way out of this.

      “And you told my brother, the deputy sheriff, that you didn’t know who Trenton was when you clearly did.” Hadley tacked on one last consideration.

      Noah closed his eyes for a moment. “Yes, all of that happened, but it’s definitely not what you think.” He opened his eyes slowly. “I shouldn’t have lied about knowing Trenton. That was wrong. I was just so afraid you’d find out.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been working on something of my own for about a year now, Luke.”

      Luke coughed. “What?”

      “My own company,” Noah said, standing.

      Luke braced himself as Noah crossed the room and stopped in front of a laptop bag. He reached inside but only pulled out an electronic tablet, not a gun.

      “I’ve been creating this.” He handed the tablet to Luke. The screen was mostly black, but in the middle was the word Artistry in a font that looked like it had been written by a calligraphy pen. “It’s a tablet designed just for artists. It’s as close to canvas as we could get and lets them send their work digitally to our editing software.”

      Hadley pointed to it and gasped. “Wait. Luke, this is the thing you were telling Paul he should get Suze for Christmas, isn’t it?”

      Luke nodded, flipping it over in his hands to examine the aluminum back bearing the same logo.

      “Yeah, he recommended it to me too.” Noah snorted out a laugh. “It was so hard not to tell you it was my product.”

      Glancing from the tablet to Noah, Luke furrowed his eyebrows. “Why didn’t you?”

      Noah swallowed as if he knew this question was coming and knew it would be even harder to answer. “I knew you would tell me to leave GroWorks, to focus all of my attention on Artistry. But I don’t want to leave. I love working at both places, and I needed to prove to you—and myself—that I could do both. The plan was to wait until the product officially launched to tell you. The launch is happening Monday, and our first tablets were mailed to our reviewers this past week.” He shook his head. “But then we had a shipment disappear on Friday, and I had to go into crisis mode. That’s why I left Stoneybrook so suddenly.”

      “It wasn’t a family emergency,” Luke said flatly.

      Noah shook his head. “It’s why I wanted to come visit you, actually. I was going to tell you that weekend. I even had a review prototype for you to try out. But then I had to leave, and I missed all the calls about the issue at GroWorks. I was so embarrassed that they’d had to call you into the city because they couldn’t get ahold of me, that I decided to wait a little longer before I told you.”

      Luke chuckled a little. Hadley wondered if he was in shock, since none of this seemed funny. “But I could’ve helped you out, invested like you did for me.”

      “I didn’t help you out until after your first two years, Luke. You did all of that building on your own. I wanted to do the same. And in a year, you can help me too.” He smiled, and Hadley realized she hadn’t seen him smile that genuinely since last Friday. He really must’ve been stressed about that shipment.

      “And you found the shipment?” Hadley asked, too invested now to not ask.

      He nodded, placing a hand over his heart. “Yes, we found it that weekend, actually. I’ve just been putting out little software fires here and there this week.”

      “But what about Trenton, then?” Hadley asked. “You said he was helping you?”

      “He was going to write up an article about the tablet for me. It wasn’t his normal gig. I guess he’s usually more into investigative stuff, but we have a mutual friend, and he said he’d make an exception.”

      “Mutual friend?” Hadley and Luke said at the same time.

      The promise of another person who knew Trenton cut through their relief that Noah hadn’t murdered Trenton. And while Hadley was glad there might be someone else they could talk to about all of this, the news was overshadowed by a new looming threat.

      Because if Noah hadn’t shot Trenton, who had?
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      Noah swiped away a tiny speck on his otherwise immaculate marble kitchen countertop. “His name is Lewis,” he said. “He’s one of the coders I’ve been working with for Artistry, but he and Trenton were roommates all through college and stayed really close.”

      Luke nodded as it all came together. “Wait, this still doesn’t explain why you came into work and shredded a bunch of documents this morning.”

      Noah face wrinkled with confusion for a moment before his eyes opened wide. “Oh. Sorry, that’s not what you think either.” He shook his head. “My shredder at home broke, and I was trying to get rid of all of my old shipping invoices so I wouldn’t get confused again like I did last Friday.”

      Hadley relaxed, that being the last oddity they needed explaining. It seemed to make sense to Luke as well, because he let out a long exhale.

      “You were already wary of me, and that just added to the mysterious behavior.” Noah, still stuck on the shredding issue, snapped his fingers as he realized why Luke had been so concerned.

      “Well, I’m glad you did it because it was the push I needed to come talk to you. Now, if you don’t mind, Hadley and I are going to enjoy the rest of our weekend together. Will you send me Lewis’s information?” Luke stood to leave.

      “Will do.” Noah met Luke’s gaze. “Look, I’m really sorry about keeping this from you. It seemed innocent enough until now.”

      Luke shook his head. “It’s okay. I’m sorry for thinking the worst of the situation.”

      The two men hugged, slapping each other on the back, and Hadley could tell they were both willing to let this go, to move past it. And while she was ready to move on and enjoy her weekend with Luke, Hadley knew she wouldn’t be able to let Trenton’s death go until she got to the bottom of what happened.
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      The rest of Saturday flew by in a blur of walking arm in arm with Luke through the frosty streets of Seattle and having a cozy dinner in one of Luke’s favorite restaurants.

      He’d talked about the place, and their signature lasagna, for years now, and she was excited to share it with him. And the man wasn’t exaggerating. It had been just as good as he’d made it sound, possibly even better.

      On Sunday, she was looking forward to another quiet morning in a coffee shop with Luke, when he got a text.

      Eyebrows lifting with interest, he said, “It’s Lewis. He’s willing to meet with us now. You up for it?”

      Given that Hadley was leaving later that day, and it would be her only chance to meet with the man, she didn’t need to be asked twice. She shot up out of her chair and was pulling a chuckling Luke along before he even explained where they were going.

      After a short walk, they found themselves at not a coffeehouse, like Hadley assumed, but a … biscuit house. The place was a big deal in Seattle, Luke explained as Hadley squinted at the line stretching out the door and down the block. The smell of baking dough wafted out of the open doors. But the ovens all hard at work must’ve kept the place warm enough because Hadley found she didn’t need her coat inside even with the doors propped open.

      Luke pointed out Lewis at a nearby table. He’d told them he was wearing red glasses and a gray hoodie. He was about their age with a bony figure that spoke of long nights in front of a computer forgetting to eat. He had kind eyes, rimmed with dark circles, and they flashed up to them when they stopped in front of his table.

      “You Luke?” he asked, pointing to the green jacket Luke had described over the phone. “Sorry. I was going to wait, but I was starving.” He held his hand over his mouth to cover the bite he’d just taken.

      Hadley plopped down across from him just as Lewis motioned for them to sit. “That looks amazing. How do I get one?”

      “I ordered you two regulars because I knew you wouldn’t want to stand in line,” he said, motioning to two other biscuits on plates already sitting at the table.

      Remembering the line winding clear down the block, Hadley was immediately grateful, if not just a tad wary. She didn’t love the idea of taking food from someone they didn’t know while they were questioning him about a murder. Luke appeared to have no reservations about the preordered biscuits because he dug right in. Hadley almost shook her head. From the foodie he’d been last night at the restaurant, Luke sure made a quick turnaround to this eat-anything, hollow-leg version.

      Seeing that Lewis wasn’t going to stop eating until he’d scarfed down the whole thing, she took the first bite of hers. It was glorious, just a flaky biscuit with melted butter slathered inside. And while she didn’t eat as quickly as either of the men she sat with, she found herself hungrier than she realized.

      “So you want to know about who might’ve had it in for Trenton?” Lewis asked once he’d swallowed his last bite.

      Luke, who was only a few bites behind him, nodded.

      Lewis snorted, and Hadley could’ve sworn she saw some crumbs fly out with the motion.

      “Who didn’t?” The man narrowed his eyes. “The guy carried a pistol on his ankle. Did you know that? He’d written too many stories and had been threatened too many times not to.”

      Hadley grimaced. By the looks of the crime scene, it had been that very gun—meant to protect him—that had killed him.

      Luke frowned. “By why would someone hurt him now, though? Who was the latest person he’d made mad enough to kill?”

      “Look, I’ve been thinking the same thing.” Lewis scratched at his temple. “It technically could’ve been any one of his old articles finally coming back to get him. But why now? It definitely could be the big article he was putting together about that power company.”

      Hadley and Luke glanced at each other. This was the first time anyone had known about what kind of company Trenton had been trying to take down.

      “Did he tell you the name of the power company?” Luke asked.

      Lewis shook his head. “Nah, confidentiality and all. But honestly, I’d put my money on it having to do with that mayor story from up in the mountains over the power company. It seems too coincidental that this happened on the heels of that story.” He widened his eyes. “Man, that was messed up.”

      “We suspect the mayor he took down too,” Hadley said.

      She was intrigued by Lewis’s categorization of the whole thing being “messed up.” Not that it hadn’t been terrible of Guy Whitmore to have affairs and steal from the city, but those kinds of transgressions seemed all too commonplace these days. Or maybe Hadley was just jaded from seeing too much crime for her own good. The happy, bustling setting of the biscuit shop around them seemed odd considering the dark topic they were discussing. Hadley had the urge to leave. If Lewis suspected Guy too, that didn’t give them any more information than they already had.

      “Not just the mayor, though,” Lewis added, putting a stop to any thoughts Hadley had of leaving. “That ex-wife of his was mad.”

      Luke leaned forward. “Angry or crazy?”

      “Both.” Lewis whistled a low tune.

      Hadley cleared her throat. “But she was angry with Guy, her ex-husband, not Trenton. She wouldn’t hurt him.”

      Lewis shrugged. “If you say so, but a lady that would bribe him like that doesn’t seem like she’s got a lot of morals either, if you know what I mean.”

      “Wait. She bribed him? To do what?” Hadley asked. Lewis’s words felt like a slap to the face.

      Lewis screwed up his face and looked at the ceiling. “Uh, Trenton said it was something like she wanted him to fake evidence that the guy had done something illegal enough that he would be sent to prison. She thought stealing from the city would be enough, but the guy paid the money back and avoided jail.” Lewis shivered. “He described the look in her eye as something wild, like she would’ve done just about anything to get her ex put away.”

      Hadley wet her lips as she digested this information. Elizabeth had said those two alarming things about sympathizing with women killing their husbands. But people say stuff in anger all the time. And if that was how she talked now, months after their divorce was finalized, Hadley imagined her anger had been all the more intense months earlier when Trenton was writing his article.

      “Maybe she was super mad about the divorce,” Luke suggested, proving he knew where Hadley’s train of thought had been headed while she’d sat there in silence.

      But Lewis shook his head. “I mean, maybe, but this was like a week ago. She said he’d done such a great job with the article and knew people would believe if he ‘dug up’ something more about the guy. Trent, of course, was super offended that she’d even suggest such a thing. The guy was, like, annoyingly in love with justice and truth and all of that.” Lewis flapped his hands in front of him as if those things were silly.

      Hadley momentarily worried about Noah using him for his tablet programming and hoped he didn’t hold as lax morals in his work for Artistry.

      Luke rubbed a hand over his face. “So you’re suggesting that Elizabeth Whitmore could’ve killed Trenton because he refused to make up evidence about Guy Whitmore?”

      And while Luke’s question had started out dubious, it was as if he convinced himself it was possible the further into it he got. By the end, it almost didn’t sound like a question anymore. Even more, Hadley agreed. There was also the paint she’d seen at Elizabeth’s business; the very same rose-gold color Hadley had seen on the bottoms of Trenton’s shoes the night he died.

      “Look, you two, I’ve got to head out.” Suddenly, in addition to looking tired, Lewis looked like he might cry.

      Hadley had to remind herself that all of this talk centered on his friend’s untimely death. “Thank you for talking with us,” she said, sending him her warmest smile.

      “I’m sorry if I wasn’t more help. I’ll do anything I can to help you find whoever did this to Trent.” His dark-circle-rimmed eyes reddened as tears gathered in the corners.

      Luke stood along with Lewis and gave him a firm handshake. “We’ll do our best to make them pay.”

      Hadley stayed seated, waving to Lewis as he left. She didn’t mean to be rude, but too many thoughts were swirling through her brain, making her feel dizzy and unstable.

      Had they been looking into the wrong Whitmore this whole time? The thought made the back of her neck go cold.
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      Sad as Hadley was to leave Luke and end her time in the city, she knew she had major sleuthing to do back in Stoneybrook.

      She spent the first part of the drive home rehashing everything she’d learned with Paul over speakerphone. Snow in the pass had forced her to end their call and focus on driving the rest of the way home, leaving her with more questions than answers.

      The snow must’ve followed her down into the valley because she woke Monday morning to a blanket of white covering her deck and yard. She had gotten up early, intending to swing by the sheriff’s office before opening the jam shop that morning. Paul had assured her he would let her know if anything came from the information she and Luke had discovered, but it couldn’t hurt to stop by to make sure.

      Hadley hadn’t even started her car before she got a call that ruined that plan.

      “Hello?” She peered at the unknown number, holding the phone in front of her as she spoke on speakerphone.

      “Hadley? This is Vern. Sorry to bother you, but—uh—can you come out here? The yard looks like one of those mousetrap games my kids had when they were little. We can’t work outside with it like this.”

      “Mousetrap?” Hadley yawned, still too tired to comprehend what Vern was saying. “Where are you?” She realized, after she asked it, that it was a dumb question.

      “At Luke’s place, he said you would be our contact if we had any questions. Well, you gotta come here, kid. I’ve got a lot of questions.”

      Hadley shook her head and started her car. “I’ll be there in a few.”

      So instead of driving to the sheriff’s office like she wanted, she headed for Luke’s property. And when she pulled into the circular driveway in front of Luke’s tenant house, she had a lot of questions as well.

      She looked out at the yard between the two houses and didn’t know whether or not she wanted to laugh or shake her head. There were at least three legitimate animal cages of varying sizes, and many more makeshift ones made from upturned chairs and cardboard boxes. There were open cans of tuna in every one. Ropes were strung here and there, some holding up nets, others blankets. Hadley caught sight of at least two video cameras, and—yep, that was definitely a laundry basket propped up with a stick, like an old-school small-game trap.

      Unlike Vern, she had an idea of where to get some answers.

      Hadley pulled out her phone and called her grandma.

      “Hi, honey. Is everything okay? I’m not supposed to be at the shop for another hour, right?” Gran’s voice was tight, like she was expecting trouble.

      “I’m fine, but Vern and I are here at Luke’s place and we’ve got a few questions. Anything you’d care to explain?”

      “Is that Hadley? Did we catch it?” came the unmistakable voice of Kitty in the background.

      Hadley groaned. “Gran, please tell me you didn’t let her—”

      “Have free rein to try to catch your mystery cat? I most certainly did. She didn’t actually catch anything, did she?” Gran couldn’t suppress the chuckle she’d obviously been trying to keep inside.

      Hadley looked to Vern. “Did she catch anything?”

      Vern shook his head.

      “Nope,” Hadley said dryly. “And she needs to come clean this up. Vern and his crew need to be able to work outside.” She looked toward him. “Are you really going to work outside today?”

      Vern looked around at the snow. He tipped his head to one side, then said, “Wednesday.”

      “By Wednesday,” Hadley repeated.

      “We’ll have it cleaned up by then, for sure,” Gran said.

      But Hadley heard Kitty say, “Yeah, because we’ll have caught the cat by then” in the background.

      Hadley chuckled, but then stopped. “Wait, that means she’s staying. For how long?”

      Gran snorted into the phone. “Does Kitty ever know anything about the things she does? Did you know she only brought her purse with her on the cruise we just went on? Only a purse! Yes, I’m talking about you,” Gran said, quieter, obviously directing this toward her friend. “The woman flies so much by the seat of her pants, I’m surprised she’s not showing off her caboose to everyone by now.”

      Hadley wasn’t quite sure if that was an answer to the question she asked but was happy Kitty was still around at least. She hung up the phone, apologized to Vern, and then drove into town. The detour might have cost her time, but she needed to see Paul and find out if anything had come from the information she’d brought back from Seattle.

      Her brother wasn’t in when she stopped by the sheriff’s office, though, and Hadley knew better than to try to get any details out of Kevin. She decided to visit the coffee shop to kill the time she had before opening the shop.

      While this weekend had been full of ups and downs in the case, she still didn’t have anything concrete to share with Wendy. And even though she’d found clues pointing to suspects other than Max, she had still been unable to prove his innocence.

      So she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Wendy wasn’t working that morning. Her sigh turned into a cough of surprise, though, when the barista turned around, and she saw it was Max behind the counter.

      “Oh, hi,” Hadley said as she entered. “Good to see you back and at it. How are you doing?”

      He nodded. “Okay, considering. I won’t know anything for sure until my trial, but it’s good to be working again.”

      Hadley cringed at his mention of the trial. Worry for Wendy’s house consumed her thoughts for a moment. But the guy didn’t seem like he was going to run even if he wasn’t out of the woods yet.

      “Wendy’s so supportive.” Hadley shot him a pointed look, hoping she conveyed how much was on the line. If he attended his court dates, they would return everything to Wendy. If not … Hadley hated to think of that possibility.

      Max’s face lit up. “I know. I’m so very grateful to her and this whole town. I’ve never had a proper home anywhere. This place feels like it could be that for me. For good.”

      Smiling, Hadley agreed. “It’s a pretty great town full of even better people.” Feeling better about everything, she ordered her usual latte and was delighted to see a heart design made out of the foam sitting on top. She hated to cover it with a to-go lid but needed to get to work.

      “Bye, Max,” she said before leaving. “See you soon.”

      He waved. “See you around.”

      At Pretty Jam Good, Hadley hadn’t even hung up her jacket before the back door to the jam kitchen opened again. But it wasn’t just her grandma who came bustling in from the cold. Kitty was hot on Gran’s heels, bundled into a parka that looked like it was rated for Arctic temperatures.

      Suddenly the day seemed so much better.

      Racing forward. Hadley pulled Kitty into a big hug. Her down jacket poofed up and wheezed out air as Hadley squeezed tight.

      “Hello, doll,” Kitty said, wrapping Hadley in a big hug in return.

      “Are you going to keep us company today?” Hadley asked the woman once they pulled back from the hug.

      Kitty’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I thought I might.” She rubbed her hands together.

      The action sent a wave of foreboding through Hadley, and she wondered what she’d gotten herself into.

      Five long hours later, Hadley swiped at her forehead with the back of her hand. It wasn’t as if she was sweaty—there was still snow on the ground outside, and the boiling water for canning on her stove top merely made her feel delightfully cozy. No, the motion was one of pure fatigue. It was the gesture of a person who was tired beyond measure.

      And as Hadley was quickly finding out, the gesture of someone who had to deal with Kitty Cramer in their shop all day.

      “Trust me. If I didn’t have this darn diabetes, I’d be gobbling up each and every one of these jars.” Kitty patted her insulin pump, clipped to the waistband of her pleated jeans.

      Though Gran had wrangled Kitty most of the day, she was over at the register, ringing up another customer. Her gaze darted over to her friend, then she grimaced toward Hadley for what had to be the thousandth time that day in apology.

      Hadley schooled her expression as she kept watch over the jars in the hot water bath in front of her. She didn’t want Gran to worry. Kitty was a lot, but it wasn’t as if she’d cost Hadley any business. At least, Hadley was pretty sure she hadn’t.

      Just as Gran finished with her sale and went to save the customer Kitty was chatting up, Paul walked in through the front door.

      He planted a passing kiss on both Gran’s and Kitty’s cheeks on his way to Hadley. He strode through the short half door and back into the jam-kitchen portion of her shop.

      “Heard you were looking for me earlier,” he said, leaning on one of her stainless steel prep tables.

      She gave the jars in the bath one more check before turning her attention toward her twin brother. “I was, but no worries. It was just nosy me stopping by to see if you’d heard anything more about the case.” She waved a potholder toward him dismissively.

      “Well,” Paul said, smoothing down dark beard, “I didn’t this morning, but I just came from Elizabeth Whitmore’s store up in Cascade Ridge.”

      Hadley’s eyes widened. “And?” She took a step closer to him.

      He shook his head. “She says she never bribed Trenton. With just the word of your biscuit guy, we can’t prove anything.”

      “What about the rose-gold paint on his shoes?” Hadley asked. “Can she explain that?”

      Hadley felt bad pushing this Elizabeth-as-a-suspect line. She had actually really liked the woman—well, besides her weird obsession with people who killed their husbands. But it didn’t matter if she liked the woman. If she killed Trenton, she deserved to do the time.

      “Paint on whose shoes?” came a whisper from behind Paul’s hulking frame.

      Hadley leaned to one side to see Gran and Kitty leaning on the half wall that separated the retail and kitchen portions of her shop.

      “We help Paul solve murders,” Gran whispered to Kitty, unaware that the conversation had turned to them. “You see, this journalist was shot on the deck of our local coffeehouse, and we have to figure out who did it.”

      Kitty rubbed her hands together again, just as she had at the beginning of the day. “A murder mystery too? This place is so much more exciting than my old husk of a house.”

      Hadley frowned. “Kitty, your house is gorgeous.”

      She remembered visiting the beautiful home often during trips to see their grandparents. Like her grandparents’ home, it sat on a cliff overlooking the sea. But where Gran and Grandpa’s house had been more cozy, with a coastal cottage feel, Kitty’s place was almost palatial. With its vast windows, professional gardens, and glamorous interior, Hadley had always felt like Kitty and Merl were so lucky to live there.

      Kitty’s gaze met Hadley’s, and she smiled sweetly. “It is, doll. I was holding on to that place so hard after Merl passed. I thought if I left that I would forget him and the memories we shared there.” At this, her brown eyes watered. She swiped a finger under each eye. “But I’m learning that sometimes a house is just a house.” Kitty shrugged.

      And while Kitty moved on, asking Paul more about the murder case, Hadley’s mind stuck on what she’d just heard. Sometimes a house is just a house.

      Maybe Luke’s house was just that, a house she didn’t feel attached to yet. Her feelings of reservation could simply be about moving again rather than not wanting to take the next step in her relationship with Luke.

      Paul must’ve seen her mind was elsewhere, because he gave a playful snap in front of her face. “Hey, you never asked me.”

      “Asked you what?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “The new information I learned since this morning.” His eyes sparkled.

      “I thought it was that Elizabeth said she didn’t bribe Trenton.” Hadley’s gaze flicked across her brother’s features as if she just realized everything she’d missed. He didn’t appear downtrodden or at the end of his rope, like he might if he was completely out of leads.

      Paul shook his head, smirking. This was going to be good news: she could tell.
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      Paul pulled one of the jam kitchen stools toward him. He settled onto it, like a man about to tell a story.

      Hadley was too excited to sit. She leaned her elbows on the table in front of her and waited for him to spill what he’d learned. Behind him, Gran and Kitty sat on their own stools, just as rapt as Hadley.

      “Remember when Guy told us he left the art show so he could put the piece of art he bought in his car?” Paul asked.

      Hadley nodded emphatically. She definitely remembered that lie. Excitement to learn the truth pulsed through her veins.

      “Romy came in after hearing the buzz around town about Guy being on the short list of people I was looking into with this case,” Paul began.

      Romy was one of the owners of Seven Stones, the local pub and grill. Her husband managed the front of the house, but her passion was their bar and hand selecting their guest taps.

      “That Friday night,” Paul said as he continued, “she happened to glance out the window behind the bar that looks out on downtown and saw him skirting around behind the café after the sound of the gunshot.”

      And Wendy’s coffeehouse was just two doors down from Seven Stones, so she could’ve easily recognized the former mayor from that distance.

      Paul, seeing his sister appreciated the significance of the clue, continued. “She didn’t know it was a gunshot at the time, of course, and so she didn’t come forward until now.”

      Hadley stood up straight. “So you caught him in the lie. It had to be him. Why aren’t you bringing him in right now? I know where he hangs out. I can help you find him.” She was about to grab her purse when Paul lifted one hand.

      He held his palm flat like a stop sign. “It’s not as easy as that. McKay’s still likely to fight it. I want to do a little more digging first, really firm up my evidence so he has no wiggle room. And even then, I’m going to have to be careful.”

      Kitty, who’d been sitting there nodding along, said, “You’ve basically got one shot, and you don’t want to waste it by shooting too early.”

      Paul tipped his head in agreement. “Yeah, something like that.”

      Hadley crossed fingers on both hands. “Here’s hoping you find out what you need.” Her eyes widened. “Do you want me to help? I’ve been trying to question him too, but he’s slippery.”

      “I think I can handle it from here, but thank you for the offer.” Paul shook his head. And with that, he stood. “Speaking of, I’d better get back at it.” He saluted Hadley and turned the gesture into a softer wave as he said goodbye to Gran and Kitty.

      Hadley couldn’t help but grin. It sounded like they were finally closing in on the real killer. And it was someone who they already knew to be a criminal. The world felt right again.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Hadley went out to Luke’s property during her lunch break. Given her epiphany yesterday after talking with Kitty, she was eager to walk through the house again, with new eyes.

      Gran and Kitty were watching over the shop, and Kitty had instructed Hadley to “check the cat traps” while she was there. She was pretty sure Vern and his crew would’ve disassembled them by now—unable to wait until Wednesday—but she said she would check all the same.

      When Hadley pulled up to the tenant house, however, she was the only one there. There was no sign of Vern or his crew.

      That’s odd, she thought, peering around the property to see if they were just parked in a different location. But there was no sign of the construction crew.

      Kitty’s “traps” were still strewn across the meadow in between the two houses. While a thin layer of snow remained on the ground, it had melted off the traps in the sun. Hadley worried once more about the poor mystery cat. She hoped it was staying warm in this cold snap.

      The real worry was that this was just a preview of what was to come for the next few months. And while she knew people in the valley had outdoor cats, they all had a safe, warm place set up for those cats to escape predators and the elements. She wasn’t so sure this cat had any of that.

      Hadley was about to walk through the battlefield of haphazard traps feeling quite sure none of them could trap any animal, let alone a cat, when something on the new house caught her eye.

      A note was pinned to the front door, flapping in the icy breeze kicking up off the river.

      Pulling her jacket up closer to her ears, Hadley jogged over to the new house. The note read:

      
        
        Hadley,

        No work today. Frank made us chili for lunch yesterday and he must’ve done something very wrong because we all got sick as dogs. Hopefully we’ll be back at it tomorrow.

        Talk soon,

        Vern

      

      

      Hadley noticed Vern’s usually measured, neat contractor handwriting was rushed. Sympathy for him and his poor men welled up inside her. But this actually worked perfectly for her. If she wanted some time to introspect about the house and her feelings for it, that would be much easier to do alone.

      Inside the quiet house, she walked through slowly, letting her mind deliberate as she studied each room of the house. She took Kitty’s advice and focused on seeing the place as just a building.

      It was a beautiful house, that was clear. The thing was, she didn’t see herself living there. Her current home was cozy and had a distinct mountain cabin vibe. The mismatch of furniture and randomly collected decorations she’d accumulated over the years created a perfect patchwork representation of her life. And even though life had been hard at times, she wouldn’t change a thing.

      That sentiment made her contemplate something else. She couldn’t see herself living in this new house, but hadn’t she learned that life didn’t care what she had planned. She hadn’t seen herself as a divorced woman in her thirties who owned three cats and was dating her childhood friend, but here she was. And she loved her life.

      So, maybe, just because something didn’t seem to fit right now, didn’t mean it couldn’t be good—great even. Hadley loved Luke, and she had to trust that wherever their life together took them, it would be wonderful.

      Walking by the large windows where she usually glimpsed the mystery cat, Hadley stopped and looked out. But unlike the other times, she couldn’t see any sign of the creature. Worry engulfed her. It was very cold outside. She hoped the poor thing was okay.

      Speaking of cats who needed her attention, Hadley headed over to Luke’s house to see Barnaby. Minutes later, she was seated on Luke’s couch, staring out at the large house across the property. Barnaby was curled up in her lap, already fast asleep and purring up a storm.

      She scratched Barnaby’s head as she thought about moving into the house next door and making it her own—well, hers and Luke’s. “And yours too, King Barnaby.”

      The large cat squeezed his eyes shut even tighter and curled his paws over his face in a stretch. Hadley laughed, then slipped him off her lap and onto a cozy blanket sitting next to them on the couch. She promised to come back tomorrow to spend more time with him, but for now, she had to get back to work.

      As Hadley locked up the tenant house and headed for her car, she made a mental note to remind Gran and Kitty that Vern needed all the cat traps cleaned up by tomorrow. She was sure that date was a little more flexible now that he and his crew had lost a day of work but didn’t think Kitty needed to know that. These jumbled messes weren’t going to catch a cat, anyway. Most of them weren’t even traps. In fact, there were a few that were just cardboard boxes set strategically throughout the yard.

      And just as she thought that, she noticed movement in one of them.

      Hadley blinked in disbelief as a flash of brown fur focused her attention. It was one of the many boxes, and it looked like it was stuffed with an old wool blanket. There was the mystery cat standing to stretch from where it had been sleeping inside. It arched its back and then moved to lie down once more.

      So that was how the cat was keeping warm, Hadley thought. The cardboard and blanket kept it up off the frozen ground. Old as it was, the wool blanket must’ve provided a good amount of insulation and heat. All of that combined with the lush rays of midday sun covering that area of the meadow, and the cat almost looked warm, content.

      That was until Hadley’s phone rang. The gentle chime sound usually felt soothing to her, but in that moment, it was akin to a loud gong going off right next to her ears.

      The cat froze mid-movement. Its eyes widened, and its ears swiveled as her phone continued to ring.

      Cursing the loud noise, Hadley fumbled with the device. She was about to ignore the call when she saw it was Gran calling. Since the woman was kindly watching her shop for her, Hadley couldn’t disregard her call in good conscience.

      “Hey, Gran. What’s up?” Hadley asked quickly, lowering her voice to try to mitigate the damage already done.

      The cat, however, was already backing out of the box slowly, keeping Hadley in its sights the whole time.

      “Hi, honey. I didn’t want to rush you, but that slippery former mayor you and Paul were talking about is here, now.” Gran’s voice was lowered too, and Hadley could picture her calling from the shop’s back office, peering through the blinds to make sure she’d identified him correctly.

      “Guy Whitmore? He’s there?” Hadley used her full voice, out of surprise.

      “Yes, that’s him. I’m sure of it,” Gran confirmed. “He’s buying gifts. I’ve got Kitty detaining him, but I’m not sure how long we can last. If you want to ask him those questions you’ve been trying to ask him, I think you’d better get back here quick.”

      The cat was all the way out of the box at that point, and the look of pure fear in its eyes as it stared at Hadley told her this one wasn’t going to be easy to catch. If she had to choose between two slippery subjects, she was going to have to go with Guy Whitmore today. She would come by tomorrow with backup to see about catching the cat.

      “Okay, I’m leaving now. Be there in a few.” She hung up and stuffed her phone into her pocket.

      She was about to turn toward her car to leave when the cat took its chance and scurried away. The thing was, the creature wasn’t scurrying well at all. It hobbled, one of its front legs held up so as not to put pressure on it. Hadley must not have noticed the hurt foot while it was moving slowly, backing out of the box. But now that it was moving more quickly, it was obviously hurt.

      The cat slipped into a nearby clump of bushes. Hadley’s heart ached for the poor thing even more now. A healthy cat, she could’ve left behind for another day or two. But this was different.

      Grabbing her phone again, Hadley texted Gran.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let Guy go. Something came up here. I’m going to be a bit longer.

      

      

      

      

      

      With that, she put her phone away, shook her head, and walked toward the trees after the injured cat.
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      Hadley swore softly under her breath as the fifth branch in a row slapped her in the face. Most cats she knew would find a place to hide if they were hurt. Not this tenacious creature. Hadley followed the flashes of dark brown and tan fur as the cat hobbled through the underbrush.

      She stopped a few times, wondering if she was doing more harm than good by forcing the poor thing to walk more on its injured leg. But each time she considered heading back, letting the creature be, she imagined it trying to escape from predators with that injury, and she couldn’t see that ending well for the cat. There was also another storm on the horizon, pushing her forward.

      Hadley’s breath billowed out in an almost constant cloud in front of her as she ducked and maneuvered her way through the forest. The Cascade River rushed along nearby, adding at least a little sound cover for her feet crashing through the frozen underbrush and cracking sticks.

      Taking a moment, she checked both her watch and her relative location. She didn't want to follow this cat for hours and knew it wouldn’t be helpful for anyone if she got completely lost in the woods.

      It was only twelve thirty, so she wasn't absurdly late just yet, and was surprised to find she must've looped back around because the new house was just through some brush to her right. She was just about even with the master bedroom balcony. Turning her attention back to the cat, she almost choked in surprise as she noticed it sitting in front of her. It had its front paw held up as if asking for help. It was almost as if it was admitting defeat.

      You win. I can see you're not going to stop following me. Let's get this over with.

      “Or maybe all I had to do was stop chasing you for a second and you would’ve stopped,” Hadley scoffed, wondering if she could’ve avoided tromping through the woods.

      She crouched down and cooed to the creature. She wished she had thought to grab some wet food from Luke's house or even some canned tuna from Kitty's traps.

      “Hey, there,” Hadley said sweetly. “It's okay. I'm here to help you.” She reached a hand forward, slowly.

      She rubbed her fingers together as if she had something pinched there, like a cat treat, even though she didn't. It was a trick she used with her own cats. This cat fell for it just as easily. Its pink nose sniffed, and it strained its neck forward. Hadley moved her hand quickly around its head and to the back of its neck.

      The cat whipped its head around, but Hadley was faster. She grabbed on to the scruff of his neck and hoisted it up. Supporting the cat's body she held it close against her. It was freezing, and she was all the more glad that she'd persevered and was getting it out of the woods, both literally and figuratively.

      But before she could take three steps forward, Hadley tripped on a branch. She held the cat tight as she pitched forward. In the process, her phone slid from her pocket and hit the frozen ground with a thud.

      Heart hammering, Hadley caught herself and regained her balance. She glanced down at the cat. Its eyes were wide and a bit wild, and its back claws were definitely digging into her arm, but besides a little on edge, it seemed fine. Now Hadley had to find her phone. She glanced around the fluffy bundle in her arms and tried to locate the thing.

      Finally, she caught sight of her teal case a few feet back. Hadley squatted vertically instead of leaning over so as not to further disturb her rescue. Once she found her phone, she moved to stand.

      But she found she couldn't move. She could barely breathe. Because she saw exactly what had tripped her. It wasn’t a branch at all, but sticking up out of the ground was very clearly a human skull.

      Instead of screaming, which would’ve done nothing but scare the cat and gain her a dozen new scratches, Hadley stood. She made a few mental notes as she stepped back: Directly under the largest cedar tree in that area. North of the bedroom balcony. Between two salal bushes.

      After noting those things, she repeated them in her mind as she walked back to her car. On her way through the cat trap confusion, Hadley squatted down and picked up the box the cat had been sleeping in earlier. She wasn’t sure if the cat would even stay inside during the drive, but without one of her cat carriers with her, it would have to do.

      I really should keep one in my trunk with all the stray cats I come across, Hadley thought as she opened her car and settled the hurt feline into the passenger seat. She belted the box in place so it wouldn’t slide around. It turned out that she hadn’t needed to, because the cat scrambled out of the box the moment she started her car. It hid in the foot space behind the passenger seat.

      Once she was on the road, she called her brother.

      “Hey,” he answered, sounding as if answering the phone was only one of a handful of things he was doing.

      “You sound busy.” Hadley reached the end of Luke’s road and turned onto the highway that would take her back into town.

      “Never too busy for my favorite sister.” Papers rustled in the background. “Whatcha need?”

      “Well, this is kind of awkward to say, but you’re going to need to head out to Luke’s property at some point. I just stumbled on a skull in the woods behind his new house.” Now that she had minutes and miles in between her and the skeletal surprise, she was feeling a lot calmer about the whole ordeal.

      A loud noise, like something being knocked over, came from the other end of the line. Paul coughed. “What? A skull?” He sputtered out the questions. “I’ll head out there right now.”

      Hadley described to him the location and explained why she wouldn’t be there to meet with him.

      “I’m not sure you need to rush, though,” she said. “The skull’s owner has been dead a good while by the looks of it.” She let one last shiver skitter down her spine as she pulled into the Stoneybrook Veterinary Clinic.
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      Hadley walked into Pretty Jam Good an hour later. Gran and Kitty rushed toward her.

      “What happened?” Gran asked, taking her hands and leading her over to a chair, proving she must look as tired as she felt.

      Hadley opened her mouth to speak, but Kitty interrupted her.

      “We heard you found the mystery cat, and it’s leg was hurt,” Kitty said, all the words rushing out so quickly, they seemed like one. Her eyes sparkled with excitement.

      Nodding, Hadley said, “Yes, but the minute I caught him I—”

      “You tripped on a skull sticking out from the ground behind Luke’s new house,” Gran said, cutting her off.

      Hadley frowned and nodded. It wasn’t like she was surprised that the news had already spread through her small town—she had been in the vet clinic for an hour which was more than enough time for the town rumor mill to make multiple cycles. Her sour expression was because everyone already knowing all the details was really taking the wind out of her storytelling sails.

      She opened her mouth again to tell them the skull was near a full skeleton but took in a quick breath before speaking.

      That time was just enough for Kitty to jump up and down and say, “We know about the skeletons! They found a whole graveyard with headstones and everything.”

      Hadley balked. She hadn’t heard that. “Wait. What?” A lot more had happened while she’d been in the clinic than she’d expected.

      Kitty visibly buzzed with excitement, the ends of her frizzy hair almost seemed to be vibrating. “Paul called Red Fenton, and he confirmed that there might be an old Fenton family burial ground back there from before the town had an official cemetery. Don’t worry, your boyfriend isn’t a murderer who stashes bodies in the woods behind his house.” A loud cackle peeled out of Kitty.

      Hadley had the urge to back away. “I … I didn’t think Luke was a murderer.” She shook her head. “Wait. Paul called Red instead of Luke?”

      Gran nodded. “He knew Luke was out of town, and the bones were obviously too old for Luke to know anything about. He found the remains of a headstone and, though he couldn’t read it any longer, thought Red might know if there’d been talk of a family burial ground by the tenant house.”

      “So Luke doesn’t know?” Hadley asked.

      Both women shook their heads.

      “Not that we know of,” Gran said.

      Relief flushed through Hadley. Hearing there were dead family members in his backyard might not be the most relaxing thing to learn, especially when he was still dealing with his work this week. She would wait until he was in a better place to explain everything.

      Unless Paul decided to give him a call, Hadley didn’t have to worry about anyone filling in Luke before her. Luke’s dad, Red Fenton, had always been a “Phone? Why can’t I just talk to you next time I see you?” kind of person. Hadley highly suspected he wouldn’t know what to do with a cell phone given he could barely work the landline in their house. Annie, Luke’s mom was much more tech savvy, but the woman was adamant her children call her instead of the other way around. And Luke’s sister, Jolee, spent most winter evenings up in Cascade Ridge at their YMCA.

      “So tell us about the verdict with the cat,” Gran said, eagerly trying to change the subject. “Is it going to be okay?”

      Hadley dipped her head from side to side. “He’s got a broken leg. Danielle gave him some pain meds, and he looked comfortable when I left. She’s doing X-rays and will call when she has a plan.”

      “So he’s not feral, then?” Gran asked, leaning back against the half wall. She did a quick check behind her as a group of chatting tourists walked by on Main Street, but they didn’t come inside. Gran turned her attention back to Hadley.

      “He’s definitely not. In fact, Danielle recognized him right away. He’s somewhat of a legend in the Grande County animal shelter world. He was surrendered to the shelter when his owner died of old age last year. Apparently since then he’s escaped from all three Cascade Ridge shelters and, most recently, our Stoneybrook clinic. How he got all the way out to Luke’s property, she’s not sure, but she’s glad to have him back.”

      A pair of customers filed into the jam shop. Gran went over to greet them, but Kitty stayed with Hadley. She was about to open up, to tell Kitty how her sharing about her house had helped, but her phone rang.

      Hadley held up a finger as she pulled the device out of her purse. It was Luke.

      “I’d better take this. It’s Luke.” Hadley pointed at the phone.

      Kitty waved and joined Gran while Hadley made her way back to the office for some privacy. She pulled in a deep breath in preparation.

      “Hey,” she said when she answered.

      “Boy, is it good to hear your voice.” Luke sighed. “It’s been quite the day.” He let those last three words stretch out like they were each their own sentence.

      “I’m sorry,” Hadley said tentatively. Maybe he had heard about the skeletons after all.

      “This stuff with the house is the last thing I need right now.” He sounded tired.

      Okay, so he had heard.

      “I was going to tell you about it. I just didn’t want to stress you out even more.” Hadley sank into her office chair, a little relieved she didn’t have to be the one to break it to him.

      “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were already involved. I was trying to deal with it from here, but I think I’m going to need your help after all.”

      Hadley frowned. He didn’t know she was the one who found the skull?

      Luke continued. “I tried talking to her on the phone, but she refused, saying this wasn’t something that could be decided with a conversation. I had to see it.”

      Her? See what? Hadley had no idea what skeletons had to do with talking on the phone, so she decided to listen before jumping to more conclusions.

      “I offered to video chat with her so I could see them, but she shot that idea down as well, saying the cameras wouldn’t do the cabinets justice.” Luke groaned. “And I normally would’ve sent Vern to handle it, but apparently he and the whole crew are deathly ill or something. I couldn’t tell from my very brief conversation with him.”

      “Bad chili,” Hadley said absentmindedly. Her mind raced to keep up. So this wasn’t about the skull she’d found. This was about … cabinets?

      “Anyway, if you wouldn’t mind stopping by the studio and picking one of the two options she’s set aside, I would be so grateful,” Luke said. “I know you try to limit your interactions with her, given that her husband is your brother’s boss, and it could easily get weird, but I’m desperate, Had.”

      Everything clicked in that moment. Courtney, Sheriff McKay’s wife, had recently opened a second design studio in Stoneybrook. Her business up in Cascade Ridge ran so well after twenty years, she decided to open a second location.

      “Uh, sure. Yeah, I can do that.” Hadley checked her watch. “I can swing by right after we close. She stays open late, right?”

      “Said she’d be there until six tonight,” Luke confirmed. “I owe you so much. I also really have to go. Sorry to beg for a favor and run, but I’ll call you tonight. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Hadley smiled and hung up the call.

      She exhaled, unsure which was going to be the more onerous task: dealing with the sheriff’s wife or telling Luke the truth about what she’d found in his backyard once he finally had a minute.
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      Hadley sent Gran and Kitty home early with a handful of jam jars each in thanks for covering for her while she took care of the cat. She closed up her shop a few hours later and headed down to the other end of Main Street.

      Normally, it wasn’t odd for her to head this way after work. She and Suze often met for coffee, or she might walk all the way to the end of the street and meet Luke for dinner and drinks at Seven Stones.

      But that day, her destination sat in the middle of those two options. And it didn’t bring nearly the excitement.

      Courtney McKay was a nice woman … mostly. She was a very talented designer. But like her husband, who was thickheaded and stubborn, Courtney had a way of bending clients to her will instead of the other way around. Granted, everyone Hadley knew who’d worked with her said they appreciated her strong-arming them into whatever choice because it looked so good, but it was the principle of the thing for Hadley.

      CM Designs had taken over the lease of the building after the town’s stockbroker, Steve Cobb, had died. Steve’s death and the investigation into who had murdered him was still fresh in Hadley’s mind as she approached the familiar building.

      But any thoughts of Steve’s old office were blown away as Hadley set foot in the space. It looked completely different. Hadley guessed she shouldn’t be so surprised since it was literally the woman’s job to decorate. Courtney had somehow managed to make the small building look spacious and elegant.

      Earth tones set the base for the room, but pops of color and design gave the space depth and complexity. And as much as Hadley loved her mismatched, acquired-over-the-years home decorations, she could definitely see the appeal in hiring someone like Courtney. The place even smelled great, like cinnamon and fresh laundry.

      Courtney was a curvy blonde woman, a good twenty years Hadley’s senior, but you wouldn’t necessarily know it by glancing at her. Between her designer outfit, cute haircut, and dewy face, she looked like she would fit right in with Hadley and the other thirtysomethings in town.

      She flashed a bright smile at Hadley as she entered. “Hi, there. What can I help you with?” As Hadley walked forward, Courtney’s eyes narrowed for a moment in recognition. “You’re Paul’s sister, aren’t you?”

      Hadley smiled and nodded. “And Luke’s girlfriend. He asked me to come by and make a decision about the cabinets?” She let her voice rise in question at the end, making sure she’d gotten the directions right from their quick phone call.

      Courtney clapped her hands together. “Yes, I’m so glad you could come. Like I told Luke, these have to be seen in person to be appreciated.”

      She walked over to her desk to pick up the samples, but amazing or not, they didn’t catch Hadley’s attention as much as what hung on the wall behind the desk.

      It was Suze’s painting of the Cascade Mountain Range, complete with orange-tinted sunset. The same one Guy Whitmore had been holding on Friday night when he left Suze’s studio.

      Courtney paused, holding the cabinet samples futilely in front of her for a moment after she realized Hadley’s attention was elsewhere. She followed Hadley’s gaze.

      “Beautiful, huh?” Courtney said, her face lighting up even more than it had when she’d talked about the cabinets, which was saying something.

      Hadley nodded emphatically. “Suze is my best friend, so I’m biased, but that was one of my favorite pieces I’ve ever seen her create.”

      Courtney swatted a hand at Hadley. “No way. She’s your best friend? That is so Stoneybrook.”

      Hadley wasn’t sure what that meant, but after the day she had, she really didn’t have the energy to dig any further … on that issue. There was something she was very eager to dig into further.

      “You must’ve gotten to the art show early on Friday. By the time I arrived at five after eight, this piece was already gone.” Hadley stared at the painting instead of Courtney.

      Technically, nothing she was saying was a lie: she was just leaving out a big detail—a Guy Whitmore-sized one.

      Courtney didn’t catch on because she said, “Oh, I actually had to work late that night. A friend bought it for me as a gift.”

      Hadley held her reactions at bay even though she was screaming inside. Guy had bought her the painting.

      "Nice gift,” Hadley scoffed.

      At this, Courtney’s face went pink. “A very good friend.”

      Having heard stories about how close Sheriff McKay and Guy were, Hadley knew that could easily explain Courtney and Guy being very close too. And if Courtney was working late, it was possible that Guy had come straight here to drop it off, which would explain why Guy had been down this way that Friday night. He didn’t have the painting when Hadley saw him return to the art show.

      It all clicked. That’s why Romy had seen him out her restaurant’s window. He’d been dropping off the piece of art here, with Courtney, not snooping around the café.

      The back of Hadley’s neck went cold. But then why had he lied to Paul about dropping it off at his car? If he had an alibi, why would he make something else up?

      Either he wasn’t here for very long, and he knew admitting that would put him closer to the scene of the crime or he didn’t want anyone to know he’d been here at all.

      Hadley must’ve been tired because her conscience didn’t even try to hold her back from saying, “So did Guy just drop this off on Friday night, or did he stay for a while?”

      Courtney’s happy, pink, dewy face paled. She looked like she might throw up. “Wh-what?” she stammered.

      "Either he lied about his alibi because he knew if you told the deputies that he left right at nine on Friday night it would put him exactly at the scene of the shooting, or he lied because he didn’t want the sheriff’s department, specifically your husband, to know he was here.” Hadley spoke quickly.

      She didn’t even need to see Courtney’s face to know which of the options was the truth.

      “You won’t say anything, will you?” Courtney’s normally bubbly voice became thin and strangled.

      Hadley finally met her eyes. “Someone saw him down this way that night, so the deputies are going to look into him as a suspect. If I don’t tell them he was with you, they’re going to think he killed Trenton Shoemaker.”

      Courtney squeezed her eyes shut tight. “I didn’t want to do it like this.”

      “Take it from someone who’s been on the other side. He deserves to know.” Hadley set her shoulders.

      She’d had her fair share of disagreements with the sheriff over the years, but no one deserved to be lied to like this. She had absolutely no tolerance for cheaters.

      Courtney looked down, but she nodded.

      “And Luke will go with the cabinets on your right,” Hadley said as she turned on her heel and left the studio.

      The sickened feeling that followed her down Main Street only increased when she passed under the green-and-white awning of the coffee shop. Because if Guy Whitmore was innocent, then who had killed Trenton Shoemaker?
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      Inside the coffee shop, Hadley caught sight of Suze sitting by herself in their usual window seat, tapping away on her phone. Hadley stopped—contemplating if she had enough energy to go inside after the long day—when her phone pinged with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Saw you closed up the shop. You still in town? Want a coffee? I need a friend date.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley smiled and pulled open the coffee shop door. She felt bad for the rush of cold wind she let inside with her and closed the door quickly behind her. Suze set her phone on the table in front of her and looked up, probably to see who’d let in all the cold air. Her face brightened.

      “That was fast,” Suze said through a laugh.

      “I was walking by.” Hadley pointed outside.

      Suze motioned for her to sit, but Hadley shook her head.

      “I’ve got to order a coffee first, because once I sit, I’m not getting back up.” The day of running around and chasing a cat through the forest was really catching up to her.

      Her friend dipped her head in understanding and Hadley went off to order a latte. Max was working again, but it was much busier, so she didn’t really have time to chat. She was glad to see him sticking around. Chatting with him about how much he liked it here had done wonders to calm her worried mind, she realized.

      “Finally,” Hadley said in a huff once she sat across from her friend, a latte in hand. She closed her eyes as she took a fortifying sip.

      “Long day,” Suze said. It wasn’t a question.

      It was as if she knew—which, in this town, was usually a definite possibility. Today Hadley doubted anyone but her knew about the secret she’d just uncovered. And it would have to stay that way for now. She wasn’t going to be the one to out Courtney’s affair.

      “A long day after a long week.” Hadley nodded.

      “Right. You saved a cat’s life today.” Suze picked up her own coffee and took a sip.

      Hadley exhaled a laugh. She’d almost forgotten about that. “Right.”

      “Wait. What else happened since then?” Suze leaned forward and whispered, “Something to do with the case?”

      Hadley screwed up her face. “Yes, but I can’t tell. I promise, I would if I could. But what I can say is that Guy Whitmore definitely had an alibi for Friday night when he wasn’t at your art show.”

      “Okay.” Suze’s eyebrows arched with interest. “And with Noah out of the picture, that only leaves Elizabeth Whitmore and …” Suze’s gaze flicked over to Max.

      Hadley nodded somberly. It wasn’t lost on her that she was supposed to be clearing Max’s name, and yet, so far, she’d only succeeded in clearing everyone but him.

      Careful with her voice level since Max was only just a couple of yards away at the counter, she said, “Though the kid hasn’t run yet, so I think that’s something.”

      “So it really could be Elizabeth, then,” Suze said in partial disbelief. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised by people anymore, but I really thought she was different.”

      Having liked the former mayor’s former wife at first too, Hadley agreed. “At this point, I feel like I should just make a list of everyone I think it’s not and go from there.” She chuckled. “That seems more accurate based on all the cases we’ve seen.”

      Suze laughed. “We’re like backward lie detectors.”

      “I think Paul would definitely agree.” Hadley raised her coffee mug in cheers toward her friend.

      Suze clinked her coffee against Hadley’s and shook her head. “Tell me about it. That poor man. I can’t tell if the times we’ve helped him solve cases balances out all the times we get in the way.”

      Hadley agreed. She smiled, knowing that probably wouldn’t change anything about how they acted, but at least they were aware of their meddling.

      “So how was the weekend?” Suze asked. “I’m sorry I never got out to Luke’s house to look around like you asked.”

      Hadley waved a hand. “No problem. I know how convincing Kitty and Gran can be. You didn’t stand a chance once they decided they wanted that key.”

      “What did you want me to look for, anyway?” Suze watched her friend carefully, knowing it might not be easy to talk about.

      Taking a moment to make sure she still felt the same as she had the other day, Hadley said, “I was freaking out.” She glanced around to make sure the town’s bigger gossipers weren’t around when she added, “I wasn’t in love with the house, and I overanalyzed it, thinking I wasn’t ready to take the next step with Luke. I thought I might be having cold feet about moving in together because I wasn’t actually ready to be serious with anyone again after my divorce.”

      Suze leaned in, holding her attention on Hadley but remaining quiet so she knew she was listening.

      “Which is crazy,” Hadley continued, “because he hasn’t even asked me to move in with him yet.”

      “Sorry.” Suze cringed. “I had a lot to do with putting that thought in your head.”

      “It’s okay. I had a great weekend with Luke and realized I really do love where our relationship is going wherever that is. Kitty also helped clear things up for me.”

      Suze arched an eyebrow. “Kitty?”

      Hadley giggled. “Yeah, she hands out a few pearls of wisdom every once in a while if you listen closely enough.”

      Suze drank down the rest of her coffee and intertwined her fingers. “Tell me more.”

      “She talked about her house—which I’ve always thought was perfect—and how it wasn’t the same without her husband. It made me realize that maybe I was tying in too many feelings with the house and that right now, without having lived in it with Luke, it’s just that. A house.”

      “Smart.” Suze dipped her head in approval. “Good advice from a woman I watched order a cup of coffee and a tea, then dumped them into the same cup.” Suze shivered.

      “Who knows, maybe in a few years we’ll all be doing it,” Hadley said with a wry smile.

      Just talking with her friend over coffee had automatically made her day better. She already felt lighter. But just as quickly as the good feeling came, it was squashed to the ground. Wendy walked out of the back room of the coffee shop. Her eyes locked onto Hadley like a hunter sighting its prey. She set the bag of coffee beans she was carrying on the counter and hustled over to Hadley and Suze’s table.

      “Any news?” Wendy asked, lowering her voice to a whisper and glancing around at the rest of her patrons.

      Hadley suddenly felt awful for taking the time to enjoy coffee with Suze. People’s lives and houses were on the line here. They didn’t have the luxury of pushing thoughts of the case to the backs of their minds.

      “Some,” Hadley said, dragging the word out. If she couldn’t even tell Suze about Courtney McKay and Guy Whitmore, she definitely wasn’t going to divulge that secret to Wendy. “But nothing I can share right now.”

      Wendy frowned. “Not even a hint?”

      Discomfort washed through Hadley like a wave of nausea. She was too tired to have this conversation. And as much as she felt for Wendy, she didn’t trust herself to keep other people’s secrets when pushed in her state. She began to think up reasons to leave, to get herself out of the uncomfortable situation. Her coffee mug only had a sip remaining, and Suze had finished hers. She wished they’d left minutes ago and could’ve avoided this conversation.

      Just as Hadley was thinking up an excuse to leave, Suze pointed out the window. Hadley followed Suze’s gesture and found Gran and Kitty walking by.

      “Sorry, Wendy,” Suze said. “Hadley’s got a dinner reservation with these two, and I’ve promised Paul I’d bring him dinner at the station since he’s been working late.”

      But just as Wendy opened her mouth to speak, Hadley swigged the rest of her coffee and said, “See you soon!”

      She and Suze dropped off their dishes at the bussing station and then headed outside to catch the older women. It turned out they were a lot easier to find than Hadley expected because they ran right into them as they were exiting the coffee shop.

      “Oh!” Kitty exclaimed, her bony fingers grasping on to Hadley’s arms to steady herself.

      “We were just coming inside to—” Gran started, only to be interrupted by Suzanne.

      “To get Hadley for your dinner reservations at Seven Stones.” Suze gave them both a wide-eyed stare as she shooed them back out onto the street.

      Gran blinked, looking to Kitty and then Hadley. “Right. Dinner.”

      Kitty, needing very little prompting, announced. “Dinner sounds much better than coffee. Good idea, girls. Which way is Seven Stones?”

      Hadley, Gran, Suze, and even a local passing by on the street, pointed down toward the northern end of Main Street. They all laughed and started walking in that direction.

      Gran hooked her arm through Hadley’s, leaning close. “Did we have a dinner date that I forgot? Please tell me I’m not losing my memory.”

      Hating that she’d made Gran doubt herself, Hadley grimaced. “Oh no. It wasn’t your fault at all. Suze was just getting me out of a bit of a sticky situation back there. You two really don’t have to do dinner with us if you had other plans.”

      “Nope,” Kitty announced over her shoulder from where she walked in front of Hadley. “Once you mention dinner to me, you can’t take that back. You’re committed now, girl.”

      Hadley and Gran smiled at each other.

      “We’re not intruding on your dinner plans, though, are we?” Gran asked, proving she was unwaveringly considerate.

      Suze shook her head. “I’ve got to pick something up to take to Paul, so I can’t stay. You two can keep Hadley company. She needs some fun.”

      Unable to argue, Hadley said, “It actually sounds like just what I need.”

      And it was. Just as chatting with Suze over coffee had made her feel better, laughing and telling stories with Gran and Kitty helped lift the fatigue of the day off her shoulders.

      In fact, they were having so much fun, that when Hadley’s phone rang after they’d put in their dessert order, she almost considered not checking it. But she must’ve gotten some of Gran’s considerate nature because she felt bad ignoring the person on the other end of the line.

      When she saw it was Dr. Murphey, she was even more thankful she hadn’t ignored the call.

      “Everything okay?” she answered, plugging her other ear so she could hear in the loud restaurant.

      Dr. Murphey exhaled. “Not great.”

      “Is the leg broken?” Hadley asked.

      Gran and Kitty watched her for any clues as she listened.

      “If it wasn’t before, it definitely is now. I got an emergency surgery right before I was going to do his X-ray and in the meantime, he tried to escape from his crate and either re-injured the leg or made it far worse.” Dr. Murphey sounded just as tired as Hadley had felt earlier.

      “He’s going to need surgery tonight. Unfortunately, I can’t take him ‘cause I’m watching my niece tonight, and I have to go pick her up. But if you want to meet my night tech, she’ll pass him off to you.”

      Hadley nodded, standing and then sitting when she realized she couldn’t leave without paying. “Sure. Yes, I can take him. Where?”

      “I’ve called ahead. They’ll take you at the emergency clinic up in Cascade Ridge. They owe me a favor, so they’re not charging, but it would really help me out if you would take him.” There were voices in the background on Danielle’s end of the call. “I’ve got to go. Let me know if you have any problems.”

      And with that, she hung up. Before Hadley even set down her phone, Kitty was holding up a finger to call their waiter over.

      “We’re going to need that dessert we ordered to go,” Kitty said, a sparkle in her eye.
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      Gran and Kitty bustled after Hadley, keeping in step with her down Main Street, clutching a chocolate cake and a cheesecake in their to-go containers.

      “You two really don’t have to come with,” Hadley said over her shoulder, not wanting to waste a minute to chat while an animal was in pain.

      “Of course we’re coming with.” Kitty snorted. “One of my cat traps caught this little guy. I feel responsible.”

      “And I’m coming for moral support,” Gran chimed in.

      Too tired to argue, Hadley nodded and kept walking. They reached her car within minutes and headed to the clinic. Only a few minutes later, and they had a howling cat in the back, heading up to Cascade Ridge.

      The three women rushed the cat inside the clinic. A vet tech met them just inside; she was holding a clipboard, jotting down notes on a paper.

      “Dr. Murphey called and gave us a heads-up. We’ll take the cat back.” The tech glanced up from her paperwork. “What’s the cat’s name? I didn’t catch it from Danielle.”

      “Kevin,” Kitty blurted out before Hadley or Gran had a chance to say anything.

      The tech nodded. Writing it down before she took the cat carrier from Hadley. “Just wait here. We’ll keep you updated as soon as we know more.”

      They took a seat in the waiting room. “Kevin?” Hadley said to Kitty as they settled. “You know that’s the name of Paul’s fellow deputy, right?”

      Kitty shrugged. “I knew a cat named Boots and a woman named Boots once. Not at the same time, mind you, but I can’t help it if the little guy looked like a Kevin.” She held out her hand toward the door they’d taken Kevin through as if there was no way she could change it now.

      Like most conversations with Kitty, Hadley found it best to laugh and let it go. The mention of Deputy Keven brought Paul to mind. Suze had brought him dinner so he could work late. She decided to check in and see how he was doing.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’d dinner go over?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley typed in a text to Suze.

      Suze answered right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        I think it was only thing that saved him from hitting his head against the wall. Repeatedly.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley grimaced.

      
        
          
            
              
        Case not going well?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        They’re out of leads. He’s looking a little desperate. I’m sticking around so I can say positive things every once in a while. I’m worried about these deputies.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hang in there.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley slid her phone into her pocket after sending the last text to Suze. She suddenly had the urge to walk around, to do something. Plus, she’d had consumed way too many glasses of water with dinner and she needed a bathroom.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said, scanning the room for signage about the restroom.

      The signs directed her to a back hallway shared between the few storefronts in the Ridge Court strip mall. Florescent lights hummed above her in the too-bright bathroom, but other than that, she was the only one there. After she was done and had washed her hands, she splashed a little water on her face.

      Pushing her way back out into the hall, Hadley tried to remember which door she’d come from. It was then that she noticed each entrance on the left side of the hall had the name of the business on it in vinyl lettering. She stopped when she read Rose Court Boutique.

      Elizabeth’s store.

      She’d been so focused on cat-Kevin and getting him into the urgent care facility that she forgot this was the same complex Elizabeth’s store was in. She peered down to read one door farther and realized her store was actually right next door to the animal urgent care facility.

      Taking a few steps forward, she pushed on the handle of the urgent care door. It was unlocked and swung in easily. But she closed it and stepped back into the hall instead of going inside. Then she walked toward the boutique’s door and tried its handle.

      It opened just as easily. Hadley stumbled forward a step, expecting it to be locked.

      She peered down the empty hallway in both directions. There didn’t appear to be any security cameras. A custodial cart was parked across the hall. The nighttime cleaners must be emptying garbage and such.

      Hadley stood there, chewing on her lip for a moment. Suze’s texts about how desperate for clues Paul and Kevin were clung to her thoughts. This was her chance to help her brother find something, anything.

      Was it still breaking and entering if the door was unlocked? After her own house had been broken into earlier that year, Hadley had vowed to never make anyone else experience the awful, exposed fear she’d felt after having her house invaded. But this wasn’t a house, and she wouldn’t touch anything if she could help it.

      Hadley’s fingers wiggled as she worked through what to do. Finally settling, Hadley pulled her phone out of her pocket. She texted Gran, hoping the woman had her phone on her—half the time she left the thing at home.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cover for me. Next door snooping. Back in a few.

      

      

      

      

      

      She couldn’t risk meeting anyone in the hallway, so standing there waiting for Gran’s reply wasn’t an option. Hadley needed to get inside Rose Court Boutique.

      Closing her eyes, she willed whatever room she was about to enter to be empty. She pressed down on the handle and pushed it silently inward. Stepping into the space, Hadley’s heart rate ratcheted up when she noticed the light was on. The room was a storage space that seemed to double as an office.

      No one was inside. That meant Hadley was in the clear … for now.

      And all Hadley needed was one thing. She needed to find that rose-gold paint. She needed to answer the nagging question sitting at the front of her mind. If Elizabeth lied about not having any rose-gold paint left, Hadley decided that was the only answer she needed.

      Studying the door on the other side of the room, Hadley guessed it led out into the store. She breathed another sigh of relief seeing that the door was closed. But her state of alertness didn’t lessen. Someone was likely on the other side of that door, and they could walk through it at any second.

      Getting to work, Hadley raced over to the shelves lining the back wall. They held mostly plastic storage boxes full of clothing, but some—toward the bottom shelves—were less organized and contained a hodgepodge of different items. None of these collections seemed to contain anything large enough to be a can of paint. The very bottom shelf was home to larger items, too big or unwieldy to fit into the containers.

      Again, none of those things was a can of paint. Frustrated, Hadley studied the rest of the room. There was a tall cabinet close to the door leading into the boutique. The risk of being here tingled the tips of Hadley’s fingers. Two tiers of clothing racks hung along the entirety of the wall to her right, so she was able to rule out that part of the room.

      Her heart pounded in her chest. It was the tall cabinet or bust.

      Tiptoeing over to the other side of the room, Hadley kept her eyes locked on the door just to her right. Reaching out to open the cabinet door, Hadley’s fingers shook with adrenaline.

      Trembling or not, she hooked the tips of her fingers into the grooved door handle and pulled. The cabinet door moved toward her, but the wood rubbed against the edge of the other door in the process, emitting a groaning sound that stopped Hadley’s heart.

      She froze, the cabinet swung the rest of the way open as she let go.

      And waited.

      Hadley strained to hear footsteps or any other sign the cleaner had heard that sound and was on their way back there. But as the seconds ticked by, no one came. Her limited time here was front and center in her mind, though, and Hadley got to work searching the cabinet.

      Papers, folios, and office supplies filled this space. Hadley’s heart dropped. Her attention caught on a safe at the bottom of the cabinet. She knelt to test the door, but before her fingers made contact with the metal dial, a different door clicked open.

      Hadley’s breath caught in her throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Hadley crouched lower. Her focus glued to the door to her right.

      But that door wasn’t moving.

      So the sound she’d heard hadn’t been the door leading into the boutique. Hadley turned her attention to the other wall and watched as the entrance she’d come through minutes before swung open. Kneeling as she was, Hadley could only see the top quarter of the door. This was perfect in a way because she was hidden behind Elizabeth’s desk, not directly in the line of sight of whoever was walking through the door.

      The bad part was that she also couldn’t see who’d just entered.

      Hadley wrinkled her forehead as she tried to control her rapid breathing. She left the cabinet door open. Closing it now would give her away for sure. Crouched as she was, Hadley scooted closer to Elizabeth’s desk, a few feet in front of her.

      Footsteps rang through the room. They seemed too slow and careful to be the cleaners. Hadley tucked herself beneath Elizabeth’s desk as quietly as she could. She curled in on herself, but it was still a tight fit.

      The steps grew closer. Hadley had the instinct to squeeze her eyes shut as if she were a child playing peekaboo. Unfortunately, even if she couldn’t see the person, they would definitely be able to see her.

      So Hadley kept her eyes open, and she watched anxiously as a pair of pointed, leather high-heeled boots stepped directly between Hadley and the open cabinet. That didn’t seem like footwear a cleaner would wear. Gran had the same pair and constantly complained how much they pinched at her toes. Elizabeth would have fancy shoes like Gran. The women were both into high-end fashion. This realization send a wash of coldness over Hadley’s body. She was about to scream, to run, to do anything but stay in that spot, when—

      The boots clicked as the person wearing them tiptoed a few steps beyond the desk. It was then Hadley recognized that the person was hugging the wall, crouching low.

      “Hadley?” The whispered word floated through the room as the boots pivoted around. “Are you in here?”

      It was Gran! Relief flooded through Hadley, and she let out the breath she’d been holding. They had been Gran’s shoes all along.

      “I’m right here,” Hadley said quietly, poking her head out from under the desk.

      Gran glanced down and let out a little yip. “Oh, goodness.” She placed a hand over her heart.

      “How’d you know I was in here?” Hadley asked, unable to remember whether or not she’d told Gran and Kitty about Elizabeth owning Rose Court Boutique.

      Smiling, Gran said, “I didn’t. But I checked the bookshop to the left of the clinic and that door was locked, so I figured you’d be in this one.”

      Hadley nodded. Then she pointed to the door behind them. “I think a cleaner is in there. We need to be very quiet.”

      Gran gave Hadley a silent thumbs-up. She held her hand out as a gesture to help her out from under the desk. Hadley, however, knew it might not be that easy.

      “Hold on. Let me unfold myself a bit first.” She began to unwind out of the pretzel she’d gotten into in order to stay hidden. In the process, she kicked the plastic garbage can sitting next to Elizabeth’s desk. It moved a few inches, scraping against the linoleum.

      Hadley and Gran froze.

      Still, there was no sound from the other room. Hadley got herself the rest of the way out from under the desk and stood.

      “What are you looking for in here?” Gran whispered as Hadley dusted herself off.

      Hadley picked up the trash can so she could set it back where it belonged, but instead she found herself staring down at the floor.

      “That,” she said, pointing to the rose-gold paint stain near Elizabeth’s desk.

      On the cream-colored linoleum was the evidence of a paint spill—a rose-gold one, at that. It was evident that Elizabeth had tried to clean it up, but the paint hadn’t all come up along the edges of the spill where it had already dried. Elizabeth had placed the garbage can to cover it. Hadley crouched back down to the space under the desk where she’d just been hiding, and located a few more rose-gold splatters underneath that Elizabeth hadn’t seen or hadn’t bothered to clean.

      Gran crouched beside Hadley. “The same paint you saw on the victim’s shoes?”

      Hadley nodded. Proof Trenton had been here, possibly even the same night he died. Had Elizabeth followed him down into Stoneybrook?

      That was a question for Paul to answer, she decided, pulling out her phone. Hadley snapped a dozen pictures of the paint from different angles.

      “Is Kitty covering for us?” Hadley asked while she worked.

      “I told her to make something up if the vet tech came back. Just to warn you, I think it’s going to have to do with us both having upset stomachs and needing to spend a lot of time in the restroom.” Gran chuckled.

      Hadley didn’t care. She’d just found the proof she needed. Elizabeth was lying. She had to be their murderer. Photos safely in her phone, Hadley stood. She closed the closet door behind them and signaled to Gran that they needed to leave.

      But just as they moved to leave, the handle on the door leading to the back hallway jiggled. The cleaner wouldn’t test the handle like that, so it had to be someone else bent on snooping.

      Great, first Gran had come to find her, and now Kitty?

      Hadley knew she shouldn’t be surprised that this was turning into some weird game of sardines-style hide-and-seek, but it still made her want to snort with laughter. She turned to Gran, whose face had paled at the motion.

      “Looks like Kitty couldn’t handle being left out,” Hadley whispered to Gran.

      Gran relaxed, and Hadley folded her arms over her chest and let a smirk pull across her lips as the door pushed the rest of the way open.

      But it wasn’t Kitty who entered the room.

      Elizabeth backed in, holding a large box. She fumbled with it as it caught on the doorjamb but finally made it through. Then she turned around and dropped the box onto the floor.

      Her wide eyes met Hadley’s as she let out a scream.
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      Elizabeth stumbled back, clutching the door. Her single scream quickly morphed into an exclamation of surprise rather than fear.

      “Hadley? What are you doing here?” she asked.

      Mouth hanging open, Hadley couldn’t seem to think of anything to say other than the truth. She’d been too caught off guard, assuming it was going to be Kitty who walked through that door.

      Luckily, Gran wasn’t as unprepared. She stepped forward. “I’m so sorry. We were next door at the vet clinic with our cat. He hurt his leg. I went to use the bathroom, but I went through the wrong door and got lost.” She pointed to Hadley. “My granddaughter came to find me.”

      Hadley took just a moment to appreciate Gran’s genius before nodding in agreement. “We’re so sorry to intrude. We’ll get out of your hair.” Hadley wrapped her arm around Gran’s shoulders and led her forward.

      “Oh.” Elizabeth’s face was a mask of confusion. At first, she stood there wide-eyed, but her surprise soon hardened into a narrow-eyed suspicion. She glanced behind Hadley and Gran to where they’d been standing by her desk.

      It was in that moment that Hadley realized she’d never put the trash can back after taking the pictures. Her stomach dropped.

      “Your cat is sick?” Elizabeth asked in a too-calm voice that gave Hadley shivers up the backs of her arms.

      “Well, we found him. So he’s not technically ours, but we’re taking care of him until we find someone to adopt him,” Gran said conversationally. She was obviously under the impression that her lie had done the trick and they were out of danger. “You wouldn’t be interested in an escape-focused cat?”

      “Maybe.” The way Elizabeth’s mouth twitched as she forced it into a smile told Hadley a different story.

      Elizabeth’s eyes flicked over the room and then back at Hadley. It was as if Hadley could read her thoughts. The woman had talked at length about how she and her friend Grace, the editor of the local paper, had followed Hadley and Suze’s amateur sleuthing from afar. She knew Hadley had the tendency to stick her nose into cases her brother was working on. Elizabeth’s face froze as she put the pieces together.

      The phone call about the rose-gold paint color had to be the final click, however, because Elizabeth’s attention suddenly locked onto her desk. From where she stood, she couldn’t see the trash can, but she knew what it was covering.

      Hadley needed to get Gran out of there. She walked forward with a purpose, hoping Elizabeth would move the box that was blocking their exit.

      “Well, good luck with the cat.” Elizabeth watched them as they scurried closer, then she slid the box out of their way with her foot.

      Hadley smiled and rushed Gran past her, but she didn’t miss the look of seething anger etched deep into Elizabeth’s expression. It was the look of someone who’d just been caught in a crime.

      As Hadley and Gran walked back to the vet clinic to rejoin Kitty, she hoped they would be done with Kevin’s leg soon. She didn’t want to stay this close to Elizabeth for long. The simmering hate disguised under her false smile was the only thing Hadley could picture as they sat in the waiting room next door.
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      As it turned out, Elizabeth’s veiled rage wasn’t the worst look Hadley would be on the receiving end of that week. The next morning, her brother showed up at her doorstep.

      Even though cat-Kevin had to stay overnight, they had waited until he was out of surgery and officially waking up before leaving him. As a result, they hadn’t gotten back from the emergency vet clinic until almost midnight. Hadley was still feeling the effects of less sleep than she’d wanted. She almost couldn’t compute her brother’s presence at her front door.

      All too quickly, however, she realized he was not happy with her. Between his icy stare and his arms folded in front of his chest, she almost didn’t want to invite him inside.

       “Hey. Good morning?” Hadley said, but it was more of a question than a greeting.

      Paul grumbled something and pushed past his sister, walking into the house. Hadley closed the front door and reluctantly followed him. When she caught up with him in the kitchen, he was helping himself to coffee from the pot she’d just finished making. She let him pour, knowing him having caffeine in his hands could only improve his mood.

      “Everything okay?” she asked once he’d taken his first sip.

      “You tell me.” His reply was curt, and he shook his head. “Or maybe I should go talk to Elizabeth Whitmore.”

      Hadley wrinkled her nose. Oh no. Had Elizabeth called the police to report her for breaking and entering?

      Technically the door had been unlocked, so it was more like opening and entering. She wondered what the legal differences were there and hoped they were enough to keep her out of trouble.

      “Paul, I’m so sorry. I was just there, and the door wasn’t locked. I wanted to see if I could find the rose-gold paint.” She rushed over to grab her phone off the kitchen counter. “And I did! She tried to hide it under a garbage can, but I got pictures.”

      Hadley opened the pictures she’d taken last night, flicked through them as she pointed the phone at Paul.

      He sighed. “Had, I can’t use those. You obtained them illegally, and they don’t show anything other than that she had rose-gold paint at some point, which we already knew because it’s outside and inside her business.”

      Hadley picked at her nails nervously. “Right. But it has to be her. She’s just really good at hiding it. There has to be a way for us to find proof she did this to Trenton.”

      “Yes, but that way is not breaking into her business with our grandmother.” The emphasis he put on the word grandmother gave Hadley pause. There it was. That’s what he was so upset about.

      “So you didn’t hear any of this from Elizabeth because she reported us?” Hadley ventured a guess.

      Paul shook his head. “Gran called me this morning to tell me all about your adventures in sleuthing last night. She wanted to know if she could ‘ride along’ with me when I brought Elizabeth into the station.” His voice was flat as he used finger quotes around the phrase Gran must’ve used.

      Hadley had a list of excuses—including, “She followed me!”—at the ready to use in her defense. But she kept her mouth shut. Paul was right to be upset with her.

      Hadley clearly remembered the scrape she’d gotten into when she’d been alone with a murderer on a secluded river trail. Scrape was a very literal way to describe the situation because she’d left the encounter with bruises and cuts galore. She could’ve easily died in that instance.

      Cornering a murderer was always dangerous. If Elizabeth had truly shot Trenton for not agreeing to publish a story containing false claims against her ex-husband, she could’ve easily pulled a gun on Hadley and Gran last night. Hadley’s shoulders lowered as the weight of this realization sank into her.

       “You’re right. I’m so sorry.” Hadley swallowed, trying to look her brother in the eye, trying to grasp at some semblance of forgiveness from him.

      But there was none there to be had. “Just stay out of this, okay?” he said before finishing the cup of coffee.

      Paul set the mug in the sink and then turned to leave. After he drove away, Hadley spent the whole day feeling progressively worse. She and Paul rarely fought. In fact, she could count the few times they’d had a huge argument, on one hand. She wasn’t sure what it was like with other twins, but she’d always felt a connection with Paul, something she called a twinsation.

      Her twinsation feeling let her know when he was hurt or in trouble. And even though he often made fun of Hadley’s made-up word, Paul had felt it too over the years.

      When Paul was upset with her, Hadley felt that too. It was as if he followed her around all day, glaring at her through that deep scowl.

      Gran was off that day. She and Kitty were heading to do some shopping over the mountains. So at least Hadley didn’t have to try to stop them from chattering about the case. The only bright spot to her day was that she got a call from the urgent care vet clinic saying Kevin was doing well.

      By the time she closed down the shop that afternoon, Hadley had made a decision. She would tell Wendy she couldn’t help with this case anymore. She had to hope the circumstantial evidence they had on Max wouldn’t be enough to convict him, but she couldn’t put herself or her loved ones at risk anymore, especially not when Paul had warned her so explicitly to stay away.

      And if Paul couldn’t find a way to pin this on Elizabeth, it looked like Hadley was going to have to get used to the fact that Trenton’s murderer might go free.
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      That night, Hadley had dinner alone and pulled out a favorite book to try to keep her mind off the case and her brother’s anger toward her.

      Having been divorced for years, Hadley was used to living alone. Normally she didn’t mind having dinner by herself. But whereas it usually felt peaceful and quiet, tonight it felt isolating, like she was being secluded as punishment. She hated that Paul was mad at her and longed for Luke to be home.

      She texted Luke after dinner.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wish you were here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley knew from their quick chat earlier in the day that he had a client dinner that night and wouldn’t be available until later, but she felt better letting him know she was thinking of him.

      So when her phone rang around nine, she assumed it was Luke. Wendy’s name flashed across the screen instead, catching Hadley off guard. She paused for a moment, remembering what she’d decided earlier about staying out of this case. She didn’t want to have to break the news to Wendy over the phone, but if the woman was calling to check in about her progress, she was going to have to come clean.

      “Hi, Wendy,” Hadley answered, steeling her resolve.

      “Had, I’m freaking out.” Wendy’s words were rushed, scared even.

      Hadley gripped the phone tighter. “What’s going on? Are you safe?”

      “I’m safe, yes. But I’ve just been looking through the mail …”

      Any urgency left Hadley in that moment. The mail? “Okay,” Hadley said, urging her to continue.

      “I get so much mail at the coffee shop that I just rip it open. Bill, it goes in my pay pile. Junk, it goes in the recycling. You know the drill. I barely read them and definitely don’t read the envelopes.” Wendy spit out the explanation, but Hadley still couldn’t tell where she was going.

      “Yeah …”

      “Well, I didn’t realize this particular letter was for Max until I opened it. I feel bad. It’s, like, a federal crime, opening someone else’s mail. Isn’t it?” Wendy’s breathing sounded ragged.

      Hadley tried to focus but was having a difficult time given the disjointed story she was getting from Wendy. “It’s okay. What did the letter say?”

      “It was from his family. Had, he has a family.” Wendy dragged out the last word. “He told me he was in foster care until he aged out. He didn’t have a family. It was the whole reason I was helping him with the bail.”

      Concern furrowed Hadley’s eyebrows as she listened. “He got a letter from his family?”

      “Yeah.” The word shook as if Wendy was barely holding it together, barely holding back tears. “It was a paycheck from his last job, and they wanted to make sure he got it, and I just don’t know what to do.”

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath as her thoughts tried to line themselves up into something more comprehendible. “His old job? Why would it have taken this long? It’s been months since he moved to Stoneybrook.” The most Hadley had ever heard of was a sixty-day pay period, other than that local musician who got paid quarterly for her royalties. Three months or more definitely didn’t seem standard.

      “I don’t know,” Wendy said.

      Hadley could picture the woman’s nose turning red as she worked herself up. Her heart went out to Wendy.

      “I’ll come to you and help you figure it out. You’re at the coffee shop?” Hadley asked.

      “Thanks, Hadley. I’ll leave it unlocked for you.” And with that, Wendy hung up.

      Unlocked. Right. It was almost nine, meaning the coffee shop had been closed for a good hour at that point. And even though a night in with a book usually sounded like the perfect evening to Hadley, she’d been feeling lonely. This would be a good distraction for her.

      Plus, Wendy was someone who loved to help others, and Hadley hated for people to suffer just because they were generous. She would be happy to help her get to the bottom of this.

      On the drive into town, Hadley thought through the letter Max had gotten from his family. She agreed with Wendy; it felt like a betrayal that he would accept her generosity when he had a family who might’ve offered him the same. But you never knew, Hadley realized. Some people really weren’t close with their families. It was possible that Max felt as if he was a foster child even if it wasn’t technically true. She was sure they could get to the bottom of this if they did a little more digging. Still, she drove a little too fast down Main Street in her anticipation, telling herself it was okay because all the shops were closed and there weren’t any pedestrians.

      She screeched to a halt in front of the coffee shop. The green-and-white awning looked almost black-and-white in the pitch black of the winter night. Hadley exited her car and immediately regretting rushing out of the house without a jacket. She supposed she would be inside soon but still raced to the coffee shop door while rubbing her arms to keep warm.

      Hadley rushed inside, reveling in the coffee-scented heat of the café. She didn’t see Wendy anywhere, but at this time of night it wasn’t odd for her to be holed up in the back room going over an order or cleaning up after a long day.

      Hadley locked the door behind her so no one else would accidentally stumble inside. Then she went to search for Wendy.

      A few steps inside, Hadley stopped at the register. She caught sight of a pile of mail, the top letter open. The nosy Stoneybrookian in her reached out and plucked the letter off the counter. It was what Wendy had called her there to discuss after all. Hadley scanned the letter.

      
        
        Max,

        Knew you were waiting for this. We couldn’t remember if you gave us your new address, so we’re just sending this to your new place of work.

        Love,

        Mom and Dad

      

      

      Hadley shrugged. That didn’t seem too weird. Honestly, “Mom and Dad” could be a pair of foster parents Max had at one point in his life. It didn’t necessarily mean the guy had lied about not having a family. They couldn’t be very close if they didn’t even have Max’s address. She flipped the letter to the back and glanced at the paycheck Max had been waiting on.

      If Hadley had been drinking a coffee, it would’ve splattered all over the check. As it was, she sucked in a surprised breath as her eyes followed zero after zero after zero on the “amount” line. This was a lot more than a paycheck; it was more than a whole year’s salary.

      The amount of the check was so shocking, Hadley only looked at the company name at the top as an afterthought. But when she did, what she read there made her veins turn to ice.

      Best Power Company

      Lewis had mentioned that the company Trenton had been writing an article about was a power company. And from the size of the check Hadley held in her hands, she was pretty sure Max was the employee they’d paid to keep quiet.
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      The coffeehouse spun around her as Hadley clutched the check tighter. Suddenly she knew, without question, who Trenton’s inside man had been in the power company. And she was holding in her hands the reason Max had backed out as Trenton’s source at the last moment.

      It was also probably the reason Max hadn’t run. He’d been waiting for this money to arrive. It hadn’t been Wendy’s kindness or his love for Stoneybrook at all.

      Max had them all fooled as to why he was standing over Trenton’s body holding that gun. It had been him all along.

      Hadley’s heartbeat pulsed higher in that moment as she realized Wendy had called her here, and yet the woman was nowhere to be seen. She was about to call Paul and ask him to come meet her at the coffeehouse when the door from the back room swung open.

      A scream clawed at Hadley’s throat. Max walked through and stopped when he spotted her.

      He groaned and pulled something from his pocket. The silver of the pistol glinted in the one light still shining above the register in the mostly dark café.

      “Great. I just got one taken care of. Now there’s another one of you. How is it that you nosy, small-town people always seem to multiply?” He shook his head and pointed the gun at her. “Come on. Back here.” He motioned to the back room with his gun.

      Hadley’s whole body went cold. Had he just said he’d “taken care of” Wendy? In that moment, someone called out for help from the back room. In a weird act of defiance, her fingers tightened around her phone.

      “Leave that here,” he said, his impatience rising as his tone dropped.

      She wasn’t sure if her body’s inability to move was due more to self-preservation or the fear of what awaited her in that back room. But when Max leveled the gun at her head, Hadley felt a different instinct kick in and left her phone on the counter before following where he pointed.

      The relief that engulfed her at seeing Wendy tied to a chair in the back room felt almost wrong. Her being tied up wasn’t good either, but it was so much better than the fears running through Hadley’s mind after hearing her call out for help.

      Wendy’s eyes widened as she noticed Hadley. The woman looked like she might cry. She glanced at Max as if for permission to speak. “I’m so sorry, Hadley. I didn’t know.” She let the words out quickly and the pressed her lips together.

      Hadley wished she could run over to Wendy and give her a hug, but she was so happy to see Wendy alive, and she didn’t want to put either of their lives more at risk.

      “Okay, you sit …” Max scanned the room.

      Wendy was tied to her swiveling office chair, but there wasn’t much else in the way of sitting back in the kitchen area.

      Max frowned. “This’ll have to do.” He pulled a stool from over in the corner of the room. “Sit on this.”

      Hadley did as he said, teetering on top for a moment before he started tying her legs to the stool.

      “I still don’t understand.” Wendy just about wailed the statement as she watched him work on Hadley’s binds.

      Swallowing, Hadley realized she finally did understand. “Trenton was writing a piece that was going to take down the power company he used to work for in the city,” she explained. “And Max was going to help him. He was the one who was going to supply the evidence, the documents that would take them down.” Hadley watched him to see if he would correct her on any of it. He didn’t even look up from what he was doing.

      “But that was before they got to him,” she said, continuing to put the pieces together. “He must’ve realized that being the informant would’ve gotten him nothing, but taking their bribe money, that would set him up for a while.”

      Max cleared his throat.

      “Trenton was furious with you, wasn’t he?” Hadley asked. “I’m guessing he came here to beg you to reconsider.”

      “Psh. Beg?” Max shook his head. “No. He threatened me. Told me he was going to run the piece anyway, that he didn’t need my documents. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      Hadley cocked an eyebrow. “Because then you wouldn’t have gotten paid. What were they waiting for? Whey did it take you so long to get the money?” she asked out of curiosity.

      “They were in the process of selling the company and didn’t want an article ruining their chances.” His voice lowered into a more defensive register. “They wanted to make sure I stayed quiet until the sale went through. And it all would’ve worked out just fine if Trenton had just accepted it was over. But he had to come here, waving his gun in my face.”

      Speaking of faces, Max’s was turning a shade of reddish-purple in his anger. He tightened the rope around her legs until her skin pulsed with pain.

      Hadley swallowed, realizing that provoking a murderer into a fit of emotions was not the greatest idea. She took a breath and tried to calm her tone as she said, “There are ways out of this, Max. You don’t have to hurt us too.”

      He snorted. “I’m not going to hurt you. But I can’t have you following me either. So you two are going to spend the night here. I’m getting far away from this place now that I have my money. I just need a head start.”

      But before he could finish tying the knot trapping Hadley’s legs against the stool, the sound of shattering glass rang through the building. Max growled, throwing the rope into a quick knot before stalking over to the door leading out to the café. He kicked open the swinging door. The gun was in his hand as he walked through.

      Hadley kicked her legs as hard as she could to free them from the ropes. Tight as they’d been, Max hadn’t been able to secure them well before he’d left, so the knot came undone and they quickly fell away. She ran toward the other room. Sounds of a scuffle—chairs scraping across the wood floor and things crashing up against walls—spilled out from the coffeehouse.

      But right as she reached the door and pushed through, the sharp bite of a gunshot rang through the air.

      Hadley paused for just a moment on the other side, partly because the shocking sound of a gun had the tendency to stop someone in their tracks but also in part because she didn’t see anyone when she first rushed into the room. A grunt and the sounds of shoes scuffling on concrete pulled her attention outside.

      On the sidewalk outside, Paul was wrestling Max to the ground. The gun Max had been holding was in the middle of the street. Eyes frantically searching her brother, she looked for signs of blood. A shot had gone off.

      But then she checked her twinsation and felt nothing out of the ordinary. The last time her brother had been shot, it had seemed like a kick to the gut for Hadley.

      No blood.

      No terrible feeling.

      Paul got Max on his stomach and straddled him. He clasped handcuffs onto Max’s wrists, radioed for backup, and then looked up at Hadley. He smiled and nodded, his heavy breathing settling.

      She sighed and almost sank to the ground right then and there. But then she remembered Wendy, still tied up inside. Hadley ran back into the coffeehouse.
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      The next morning, Luke and Hadley peered down at the place in the woods where the police had recently dug up the bones of his long-dead family members.

      “Right there?” Luke cringed.

      “Yep.” Hadley cleared her throat in an attempt to cover the shiver that had danced up her spine at the reminder of the finding the first skeleton.

      “So, like, in the morning, when I step out here to look out at the beautiful landscape, I’ll be looking at my family cemetery?”

      “Former.” Hadley held up a finger.

      When Hadley had called Luke last night after everything that happened at the coffeehouse with Max and Wendy, he’d driven home right away. He and Noah were close to working out the issue with their customer, and Noah promised he would finish it out—he said he owed Luke that much.

      Now that Luke was back in town, however, meant that it would only be a matter of milliseconds before someone told him about the skeletons in his backyard. Hadley hadn’t been able to wait any longer to break the news. She’d taken him out there first thing the next morning.

      Luke hugged Hadley tight to him, resting his chin on the top of her head. “Damn, this totally ruins my plan,” he mumbled almost more to himself than to her.

      “Which was?” Hadley pulled away and looked into his eyes.

      Wetting his lips first, Luke said, “Well, I was planning on asking you to move in here with me. I thought it might be romantic, but it’s feeling closer to the beginning of a horror story now that there are a bunch of skeletons involved.” He waved a hand toward the woods.

      Warmth spread through Hadley’s chest and out to the tips of her fingers. She’d spent the last couple of weeks fretting about how she would feel if Luke asked her to move in with him. And now that it was here—kind of—she couldn’t be happier.

      “Does that mean you’re not going to ask me now?” she asked, smirking up at him.

      Luke groaned. “Would you still want to?”

      “I could live here,” Hadley said slowly, but even she didn’t sound convinced of that to her own ears.

      “Yeah, but now I don’t know if I want to.” Luke stared down at the recently excavated burial ground.

      “You know …” Hadley chewed on the side of her cheek as she thought. “You could always move in with me. If you wanted.” She glanced up at him.

      A huge smile moved across Luke’s face, wrinkling in the corners of his blue eyes. “Yeah?”

      Hadley nodded. And just like that, she knew right away that it fit. Living in her house with Luke—making it their house—felt perfect in a way it never had when she thought of moving in here. Luke loved her house, after all. They’d almost gotten into a bidding war over it when it had come up for sale, but Luke had let her have it. Him moving into the house he’d originally wanted with her seemed like the best outcome for everyone.

      Luke pulled Hadley into a long kiss. “I accept,” was all he said when he stepped back.

      Taking Luke’s hand, Hadley led him off the balcony and down into the house. It was much louder inside, given Vern and his team were currently installing the kitchen cabinets Hadley had chosen at Courtney’s the other day.

      “What are you going to do with this place, then?” Hadley asked Luke.

      “Sell it.” Luke shrugged and then nodded hello to Vern. “I mean, good ole Vern here talked me into enough upgrades that I think it would be easy enough to put on the market.”

      “As long as the buyers don’t mind that there used to be skeletons buried out back.” Hadley pointed out.

      Luke dipped his head. “Fair point. Though I have a feeling it won’t be as creepy to people who aren’t related to them. We should ask Deborah,” he added, mentioning the town’s realtor as they walked out through the front door and into the bright, cold November day.

      “Also, you could argue that most places on Earth ‘used to’ have skeletons buried there. They might’ve been animal skeletons, but …” Hadley petered out, feeling like she was grasping at straws.

      Luke chuckled and pulled her closer to him as they walked to the car. “Nice effort, but you don’t have to sugarcoat it. Speaking of sugar. Want to get coffee and breakfast cookies? I’m beat from that drive last night.” He ran a hand over his face.

      Hadley nodded. “Yes, please.”

      When they arrived at Cascade River Coffee, the shattered front window had been covered with a sheet of plywood, but the coffeehouse was open. Hadley brightened to see Paul standing at the counter. Wendy was behind the register as if nothing had ever happened, proving “the show must go on.” Hadley knew no one would’ve blamed her for staying closed after what had happened last night, but it wasn’t like Wendy.

      When Hadley and Luke walked up to the counter, Wendy rushed over to hug Hadley one more time. Well, squeeze was closer to what it was, but Hadley didn’t really mind. Wendy beamed up at her and then over to Paul.

      “I knew the James twins would come to my rescue.” Wendy gestured for them to sit saying, “I know what you want.” She bustled back behind the counter to start on their lattes.

      Hadley, Paul, and Luke made their way over to a table. Bright sun streamed through the frosty window next to their table, covering Hadley in warm rays and making everything feel right.

      “She has Suze to thank just as much as either of us,” Hadley said, looking at Paul. “Did you tell her Suze was the one who called you last night?”

      Paul smiled, nodding.

      Suze had been working late, as usual. She’d seen Hadley’s car speed down Main Street and had watched Hadley rush inside the coffeehouse. Intrigued, Suze had jogged down to see what was up, but when she got there, she couldn’t get inside because Hadley had locked the door behind her. Suze got a weird feeling and called Paul just in case. He’d told her to go back to the studio and lock her door until he knew everything was safe.

      It was a good thing he had too. Once he’d seen Hadley’s phone on the counter, he got the same weird feeling Suze had. He broke the window to get inside—alerting Max to his presence—and Max’s gun had gone off during their struggle. Suze could’ve very well been in the line of fire if she’d been standing near the scene.

      “Even better news,” Paul said, his smile brightening. “Max helped us get the truth out of Elizabeth.”

      Hadley narrowed her eyes in question. “Wait, but I thought she …?”

      “Max explained that Trenton showed up on the deck ranting about how he’d lost all patience with people. He said he had a woman who had brought him out here for a second time to try to push false evidence on him, and yet Max had real evidence he wouldn’t share with him.” Paul puffed out his cheeks. “Sounds like Trenton snapped. Told Max he’d noticed him the week before when he’d been here to question Wendy but didn’t want to act rashly. He was a planner, liked to think things through, but Elizabeth had tried his last nerve and he made an emotional decision to come confront Max, anyway.”

      Shaking her head, Hadley said, “A decision that led to him getting killed.” They sat in silence for a moment after that. When Hadley spoke up again, she asked, “So Elizabeth really did try to bribe him?”

      “Yep. Once we had Max’s statement about what Trenton told him, she confessed. She said she invited him to her business the second time, mentioning that she had a tip, but knowing he might not come if he knew it was her. She met him at her boutique this time since he knew her house. When he realized who it was, Trenton got pretty upset and backed into one of her shelves. Her paint can spilled on the floor, and he’d stormed out of there before she realized it was on his shoes and he’d tracked it through her back room.”

      Wendy approached the table carrying a tray of lattes. She looked like she might stay to chat, but Gran and Kitty entered the coffeehouse at that moment. Wendy jogged over to take their orders.

      “Are you able to charge Elizabeth with anything since she didn’t actually succeed in bribing Trenton?” Luke asked before taking his first sip.

      Paul shook his head. “We’ve warned her that if we even get a whiff of her trying to continue that behavior, she’ll definitely be looking at a charge.” Paul gulped down a fair bit of his coffee before adding, “But honestly, I doubt the sheriff is really concerned with keeping Guy safe from Elizabeth anymore.” His expression dropped, and he looked toward Hadley.

      Courtney must’ve come clean to McKay about her affair with Guy. Hadley nodded in understanding, and she squeezed Luke’s hand under the table to let him know she’d fill him in later, because Gran and Kitty were approaching their table.

      Hadley stood, moving to grab an extra chair for Kitty and offering hers to Gran.

      “Oh, no thanks.” Gran waved away the offer. “We actually can’t stay. We’ve got places to be.”

      Kitty grinned. “And Kevins to adopt.”

      Paul frowned, confused.

      “Cat-Kevin,” Hadley explained to her brother. “Not your partner, but the mystery cat on Luke’s property.” Then she turned her attention toward Kitty. “You’re adopting him?”

      Kitty clasped her hands together. “I had to. Any cat that good at escaping sounds like too much fun to pass up. You know how I love a good challenge. I have until that leg of his heals to win him over and convince him to stay with me.” She laughed.

      Even though the woman was a lot to handle, Hadley was sad thinking about Kitty going back to Oregon. Gran had seemed really happy to have her friend in town for the visit.

      Paul looked at Luke. “Yeah, speaking of your property, I hope you’re okay with us moving those skeletons off without your consent. Your dad had an extra couple plots in the local cemetery, so we relocated them there.”

      Luke nodded. “Totally fine. And if anyone knows of a person who might want to buy the new house, let me know. Turns out, the skeletons bug me a lot more than I expected. Plus, I got a better offer.” He smiled over at Hadley.

      Paul and Gran traded smirks, but their reactions were cut short by Kitty raising her hand.

      “Me. I want to!” she said.

      Everyone at the table blinked at the older woman.

      “I want to buy Luke’s house,” she repeated. “Don’t look so shocked. You Stoneybrookians give me the best darn week of my recent life and expect me not to move here?” she scoffed. “Plus, Kevin already loves Luke’s property, and I need a place big enough that my grandkids can come visit with their families. They’re just on the other side of the mountains in Pine Crest, and while I had a heckuva time getting them down to Oregon to visit, they’ll have no excuse now.” Kitty snapped her fingers and pointed at Gran. “Remind me to call my realtor after we pick up Kevin. She’s going to jump for joy. She’s been begging me to sell that house on the coast for years.”

      Gran laughed. “Sounds like we’ve got a lot to do today. We’d better get to it.” She waved over her shoulder as she led Kitty out of the coffee shop.

      “Why do I always feel like a hurricane just passed over us when she leaves?” Luke asked, sounding like he was going to need another coffee.

      Paul and Hadley laughed.

      Hadley placed a hand over Luke’s. “You’re not alone, but it sounds like that hurricane wants to buy your house.” She smiled.

      He nodded, equally stunned.

      “So … moving in together?” Paul cocked an eyebrow. “Congrats.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together, feeling like her smile was too wide.

      “When’s that going to happen?” Paul asked.

      Luke shrugged. “I could start today.”

      Hadley laughed. “Hold on. We’ve got Thanksgiving next week and Holiday Fest the weekend after. My place is filled to the brim with decorations. You can start packing, but if you let me get through the bazaar next weekend before you start bringing stuff over, I’ll have a much clearer mind and home.”

      “Right. Holiday Fest is next weekend.” Luke exhaled. “Man, you spend a couple weeks in the city and forget about quite possibly the best part of winter.”

      Hadley and Paul shared a look of excitement. Holiday Fest was an annual bazaar, and aside from the actual winter holidays themselves, it was one of their favorite activities of the season. Once Thanksgiving was over the town would transform into a winter wonderland, welcoming tourists and locals alike to check off their holiday gift lists.

      “Okay, after Thanksgiving and Holiday Fest,” Luke agreed. He grinned. “Just as long as I can be officially moved in by Christmas.”

      That was going to be a bit of a pinch, but Hadley knew they’d make it work. She and Luke always did … eventually.
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        Don’t want it to be over just yet?

        Click here for a free short story about Hadley and the gang at this year’s Holiday Fest bazaar.

      

      

    

  







            RECIPES

          

        

      

    

    




      MICKIE’S SPICED COFFEE BLOSSOMS

      Makes 2 dozen

      Ingredients:

      
        	½ cup unsalted butter, room temperature

        	¼ cup brown sugar, packed

        	¼ cup sugar

        	1 egg

        	1 ½ teaspoons instant coffee powder

        	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

        	1 ¼ cups all-purpose flour

        	¼ teaspoon baking soda

        	¼ teaspoon salt

        	2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

        	24 chocolate kisses, frozen

      

      
        	First, check your instant coffee. If it comes in larger granules instead of a powder, Mickie recommends that you grind it into a powder using a mortar and pestle. This will make it easier to incorporate into the dough.

        	Beat butter, brown sugar, and sugar until light and fluffy. Beat in egg, instant coffee powder, and vanilla.

        	In another bowl, whisk together flour, baking soda, salt, and cinnamon.

        	Gradually add the dry mixture into the wet mixture and mix until a dough forms.

        	Cover the bowl and refrigerate until the dough is firm, about 30 minutes.

        	While the dough chills, preheat the oven to 350 degrees.

        	Once dough is chilled, shape into twenty-four 1-inch balls and place them at least 1 inch apart on an ungreased baking sheet or sheets.

        	Bake until bottoms of the cookies are lightly brown, about 10 minutes.

        	Immediately press chocolate kisses into the tops of each cookie. Mickie recommends freezing your kisses so they won’t be melty during this pressing process.

        	Let the cookies cool on a rack or enjoy right out of the oven. If you don’t have kisses handy, these are also delightful without the chocolate.

      

      

  




MICKIE’S CINNAMON PECAN BISCOTTI

      Makes about 2 dozen

      Ingredients:

      
        	2 cups finely chopped, toasted pecans

        	1 cup sugar

        	1 teaspoon cinnamon

        	½ cup unsalted butter, room temperature

        	2 teaspoons vanilla extract

        	1 ½ teaspoons baking powder

        	2 eggs

        	2 cups all purpose flour

      

      

      
        	Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Line two large baking sheets with parchment paper and set aside.

        	Beat butter, sugar, cinnamon, vanilla, and baking powder until the mixture is light and fluffy. Beat in eggs until just incorporated.

        	Slowly mix in the flour until it’s smooth.

        	Add the pecans. Dough will be sticky. That’s okay.

        	Divide the dough into two logs, one on each of the baking sheets you lined earlier. You want the logs to be fairly rectangular, about 9 inches by 3 inches.

        	Bake logs for 25 minutes.

        	Remove them from the oven and lower the temperature to 325 degrees. Let the biscotti cool while the oven temperature lowers, about ten minutes.

        	When the biscotti logs are cool enough to touch, cut with a serrated knife on the diagonal. You want your slices to be about ½ inch thick.

        	Place slices back on parchment-lined sheets, spreading them out evenly. Bake slices for another 25 minutes. You’ll know they’re done when they dry out and become golden. (They might be a little moist in the center still, but should dry out the rest of the way as they cool.)

        	Transfer to a rack to cool. Mickie likes them best just like this, but you could dip the ends in melted chocolate and add more pecans on top if you want.

        	Dip them in coffee or enjoy on their own!
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      Hadley James looked out from behind her jam booth at Stoneybrook’s Saturday farmers market.

      As usual, customers wandered through the booths and tables tucked away inside during the colder months when snow blanketed the valley. Handmade soaps, freshly baked treats, beautifully crafted items, and locally grown produce were staples each Saturday.

      But today, there was something else present in the market.

      Unrest.

      On a normal weekend, the market was a postcard for cozy small-town life. Neighbor greeted neighbor, friends embraced even though they’d seen each other the day before, and vendors chatted with customers as if they hadn’t just met.

      After the foot of snow they’d gotten the night before, one would expect Wendy from Cascade River Coffee to bustle through with hot tea, coffee, or cocoa for the vendors. The knitting club or the quilting society might bring around blankets for those closest to the front doors. Mickie from Bake and Flake might even cut up warm scones to give everyone a little treat.

      But the faces Hadley looked out on were not rosy cheeked or smiling. No one was sipping warm drinks or making small talk. Their expressions were drawn with worry, their heads dipped in conspiratorial whispers with their neighbors.

      Even the customers could tell something was wrong. They skirted warily through the booths, wondering what had happened—if, that is, they hadn’t already seen the large piece of plywood covering the front window of Valley Wildflowers on Main Street.

      The town of Stoneybrook had been the victim of a series of vandalisms.

      It had started with the rocks in front of the local brew pub, Seven Stones. The stack of seven rocks at the entrance to the local restaurant had been knocked over early last week, a feat considering the ones toward the bottom were rather large.

      “Teenagers,” the locals had said.

      They rolled their eyes as they worked with Romy and Benny, the owners of Seven Stones, to stack the rocks once more.

      Stoneybrook had dealt with this before. The teenagers from the rival city to the north, Cascade Ridge, often came down looking for mischief, especially after they’d lost a football game or soccer tournament.

      A couple of days later, there was almost a whole dumpster worth of garbage dumped on the deck of Wendy’s coffee house. Cascade River Coffee had to close that day while the locals worked to collect the garbage and scrub Wendy’s deck clean.

      Sheriff McKay told everyone not to worry. It was either silly teenagers who’d probably gotten it out of their system now, or were they sure it wasn’t wildlife? The messes could’ve been created by bears wandering into town.

      But then Hadley had arrived to work a few mornings later to broken glass everywhere, one of her front windows shattered. Definitely not bears since nothing else inside her shop had been touched. The town had helped her clean up and install new glass, but the feeling of her safe jam shop having been vandalized still made her itch with anger and worry.

      Now Leo’s window had paid the same price.

      Unrest wound around Hadley, making her antsy.

      “There has to be something we can do,” she said during a break between customers. She glanced at her boyfriend, Luke, who sat next to her at her jam booth. “Can you set up cameras on Main Street?” she asked, knowing if anyone could coordinate such a thing it was her tech-savvy significant other.

      Luke ran a hand over his face, blinking at her as if he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. “What?” His voice was rough and groggy even though it was closing in on noon.

      Wrinkling her nose, Hadley immediately felt awful. Luke didn’t need anything else on his plate right now. His grandmother had fallen and broke both her hip and arm. They’d moved her into his parents' farmhouse and were taking turns giving her round-the-clock care while still keeping their family farm running. Even Hadley barely saw the man, and she lived with him.

      Hadley put a hand on Luke’s arm. “Sorry, never mind. I just wish I could do something to help stop these attacks.”

      Because as much as Sheriff McKay tried to downplay them, that’s what they were, attacks.

      “I would help, but I’ve got to head back for another shift with Granny Fay.” Luke sat up a little straighter, opening his eyes wide as if that might force them to stay that way.

      “I could come with,” Hadley offered.

      She’d visited earlier in the week and always loved spending time with Fay.

      Luke sighed. “Jo said Granny was exhausted this morning.” He glanced across the market at the multi-table booth sporting a Fenton Farms banner.

      Luke’s sister, Jolee, stood behind the locally grown produce, making a sale. She’d sent Luke over to sit with Hadley a few minutes earlier for a break since he looked so beat.

      “I think it’s better if it’s just me today, but thank you.” Luke squeezed Hadley’s hand.

      Turning toward the table to her left, Hadley looked to her best friend, Suzanne. Suze’s art table and Hadley’s jam table always sat together. Paul, Hadley’s twin brother, sat next to Suze. He frequented Saturday markets much more ever since he and Suze had started dating.

      “Did you hear if Leo lost any inventory?” Hadley asked her brother. As one of the local deputy sheriffs, Paul had responded to the call last night.

      He shook his head. “I’m stopping there after the market. He was going through everything this morning to make sure.”

      Hadley waited for him to say something more, like, “Why don’t you come with and help?” but nothing else came.

      “I could—” she started.

      “No,” Paul interrupted her. “McKay’s coming down this afternoon, and if we want him to take these vandalisms seriously, I can’t have my sister running around the scene of the crime.”

      Frowning, Hadley took issue with his “running around” comment. She’d been a big help on some of his cases over the years. But she let it go, knowing it was more about Paul’s discomfort around the ornery sheriff than his feelings toward her.

      Moving on to Suze, Hadley opened her mouth, hoping her friend would be up for lunch or even a snowy walk by the river.

      “Can’t,” Suze said before Hadley could even speak. “I’m going to Victoria’s.”

      “Oh, right.” Hadley’s shoulders slumped.

      Suzanne was currently working on a portrait of Stoneybrook's newest resident, a billionaire named Victoria VanFranken. Suze hadn’t been able to talk of much else over the last few days. While Suzanne was known around Stoneybrook for her gorgeous landscape paintings, she took on commission jobs and online design work to pay the bills in between bigger sales.

      Luke shook his head. “Remind me again what you’re doing there? I’ve been so focused on Fay’s recovery, I must’ve missed it.”

      Suze pushed back her shoulders and a smile spread across her face. Hadley knew she loved telling the story—mostly because she’d heard Suze tell it at least twenty times over the last week.

      “Victoria and her sister wandered into my studio their first day in town,” Suze explained.

      “While the movers were doing all the work,” Paul interrupted, having heard the story already.

      “Yes,” Suze chuckled. “Victoria mentioned how she just had to get away while the movers were sweating and grunting.” She said that part in her snottiest tone. “Anyway, she loved my art and has always wanted a portrait done. Her sister mentioned she should get it done for her fortieth birthday,” Suze explained, then she muttered, “which is next week.”

      “Are you afraid you might not finish?” Hadley asked, surprised by the change in her friend’s tone.

      Last time she’d talked with Suze about her work with Victoria, she’d made excellent progress with the preliminary sketching. She’d also been buzzing with excitement, unable to stop chattering about Victoria’s butler, and the maid, and her fantastic chef. Suze had spent twenty minutes just describing the lavish decorations in the mansion. Now she sounded jaded and a little annoyed.

      Suze snorted. “The woman can’t decide. She’s made me redo my sketch five times. She kept changing her mind about the pose she wanted to be doing in the painting. I’ve never yelled at a client before, but we got in a huge argument, and I said something terrible, like, if she didn’t make up her mind I was going to pick a position for her and make sure she couldn’t move from it.” Suze cringed, knowing that hadn’t been her finest moment.

      Hadley gaped. Suze was so easygoing and got along with everyone. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard Suze raise her voice at anyone, let alone yell.

      “So did she settle on a pose finally?” Paul asked.

      Suze shrugged. “I guess I’ll find out today.” She crossed two fingers and held them up.

      “You haven’t even started painting yet?” Luke cringed. Then, seeing Suze’s glare, he added, “Can you ask one of her staff to talk her into sticking with the position you have now?”

      “She listens to the people who work for her even less than she listened to me. She listens to her sister, Charlotte, who lives with her. She’s away for the weekend, though, so I’m out of luck there.” Suze narrowed her eyes as if an idea had come to her. “Actually, Had, if you’re looking for something to do, you could come with me. You can be my voice of reason.”

      Hadley placed a hand on her chest. “Me?”

      Suze nodded. “Yes, you’re great at convincing people to do things.”

      “She has a point,” Luke said.

      Hadley had never thought that about herself. She asked, “How so?”

      “You got me to change my mind about cats.” Luke sent her a sidelong glance. “Now, look at me. I’m a full cat dad.” He swiped his hands over his work jacket and a puff of cat hair fell to the floor.

      Paul pointed a finger at his twin sister. “You’re the reason I went into the academy and became a deputy. Remember I didn’t think I could do it, but you kept insisting I was perfect for the job. Now look at me.” He smiled.

      Hadley wet her lips as the evidence sunk in. Now that she considered it, she supposed it was one of the things that made her a particularly good sleuth as well.

      “Of course I’ll go with you.” Hadley nodded resolutely.

      Suze grinned. “Perfect.”

      Hadley sighed. But as happy as she was to have something to do with her afternoon to take her mind off the vandalisms in town, she couldn’t help but feel an odd sense of dread about visiting the large mansion on the hill.
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        * * *

      

      After the market was over, the women headed toward the old Rosewood mansion. They took Suze’s car because it was the most fun on the winding back roads up the hill.

      “So what’s the latest pose you have sketched out?” Hadley asked as Suze drove.

      Suze pursed her lips. “Lying back on a chaise lounge in the sunroom. I also have one of her standing in the formal living room. There’s also one of her sitting on the couch, looking out the window. And three more where she is in various poses sitting around the large dining table.” Suze laughed. “Basically, at this point, I think I’ve sketched her in every pose imaginable, so I think I’ll be able to reuse one of those if she has changed her mind.”

      As they rounded the last bend in the winding forest road, the vast mansion came into view. It was set up on a small foothill overlooking a wide, calm section of the Cascade River. The stark white trim around each window accented the red brick exterior. It matched the blanket of pristine snow covering the yard and accented the forest-green color of the five garage doors. Yes, five.

      Hadley had forgotten how huge the place was. It curved around the circular driveway, creating a building that was much longer than it was tall—and it was plenty tall. Hadley remembered there being definite “wings” of the house when she’d visited back in elementary school for Ryan Rosewood’s tenth birthday party.

      To the right of the mansion, a few smaller cottages, much closer to the size of Hadley and Suze’s homes, marked the staff housing.

      “It’s almost as if the snow here is different,” Suze whispered. “Like it knows there’s a higher standard.”

      Hadley agreed. “My driveway gets all mucky within hours,” she said, feeling bad that they were marring the pristine snow in front of the garage with muddy tire tracks.

      Suze parked, and the women got out. They each pulled in a deep breath as they gazed up at the large house. Then they laughed at their similar reaction.

      “Here we go,” Suze said, walking forward.

      Hadley followed behind. The entryway they stepped into had ceilings vaulted even higher than those in Hadley’s house. A large chandelier hung from the eves, shedding light on the front porch.

      Suze rang the doorbell and waited.

      And waited.

      Hadley rubbed her hands up and down the length of her arms. She cupped her gloved hands and blew warm air into them.

      “Didn’t you say she has a bunch of people working here?” Hadley asked as they waited.

      Suze frowned. “Yeah. Every other time I’ve been here, there have been people bustling about.” Craning her neck to peer into the front window, Suze tapped her foot on the ornate welcome mat.

      “Maybe she’s not home?” Hadley ventured.

      “She said she’d be here. Maybe she’s waiting for me in the sunroom.” Suze huffed and pivoted on her heel, turning to walk around the house.

      Again, Hadley followed.

      It took them a few minutes to get around the side of the enormous building, especially navigating through the snow in the yard. Around back, a gorgeous, snow-covered garden came into view. A brick patio with a hot tub and pool came off the house into the garden. Next to that was a room with windows instead of walls. The sunroom.

      Ornate couches sat in the space, dotted with large, exotic-looking plants. And on a lavish purple velvet settee, Hadley caught sight of someone sitting inside. She could only see the back of the woman’s head, but her blonde hair appeared to be twisted in a fancy chignon.

      “Oh, there she is.” Hadley pointed. “That’s her, right?”

      Suze’s frown softened. “Yep,” she said and continued forward. “It looks like I didn’t need you, since that’s the same position we agreed upon yesterday. Phew.” Suze faked swiping her forehead of sweat even though it was below freezing outside.

      Trying the handle of the door leading in from the porch to the sunroom, Suze found it open. She pushed inside and called out a greeting.

      Hadley stepped inside after her, closing the door, and reveling in the warmth. The room was beautiful. It was filled with leafy green plants that looked like they just soaked up the light. A huge painting of a greyhound took up the only wall not made of windows.

      “I’m so glad to see you sitting there, Victoria,” Suze said as she set down her purse by the door and sent a wink toward Hadley while she shrugged out of her jacket. “I think it’s the winning position.”

      A gorgeous Siamese cat slunk through the room, stealing Hadley’s attention from the décor and Suze’s conversation with Victoria. Hadley held her hand out to the cat who stopped moving away when it saw her show interest. It changed direction, moving to rub up against the leg of the art easel Suze had left set up.

      “Hello there,” Hadley whispered, trying not to interrupt Suze and Victoria. She bent forward, petting the sleek cat, who purred and jumped up to rub its head against her hand.

      Suze was still talking, yammering on. “This is my friend, Hadley. I have to admit that I brought her as backup in case I needed to convin—” Suze’s voice cut out.

      It was in that same moment that Hadley noticed the cat’s fur was wet where she was petting it along its side. She pulled her hand back.

      Blood covered her fingers.

      She was about to check the cat for wounds when Suze let out a scream.
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      Hadley stood up in a flash, turning to face Suze. Her friend’s complexion was as white as the snow outside.

      Suze stared at where Victoria lay on the chaise lounge. Taking a step closer, Hadley gasped. Victoria’s eyes were open, unseeing. Blood covered the front of her white blouse.

      She hadn’t been posing. She was dead.

      Hadley froze for just a moment. When she came back to her senses, she rifled through her purse for her phone. Hands shaking, she called 911.

      “Yes, there’s been a murder at the old Rosewood mansion in Stoneybrook. We need help, right away.” Hadley guided a shaking Suze to the other side of the room, away from the body.

      Suze wrapped her arms around herself, tears streaking down her face. Hadley paced away from her while she talked to the operator so she could hear over Suze’s sniffling sobs.

      It was just as she’d answered the operator’s last question that she walked past the easel and portrait.

      “Okay, thank you.” Hadley ended the call and slid her phone into her pocket.

      “They’re coming?” Suze croaked out from the other side of the room.

      “Suze,” Hadley said, her voice sounding foreign, like someone else’s. She pulled her gaze from the canvas and stared at her friend.

      Suze looked up, the tone of Hadley’s voice draining any color left from her features.

      “I thought you said you had only finished the sketch of Victoria’s portrait.” Hadley stared at the canvas in front of her.

      Suze ran over. She gasped when she noticed what Hadley was staring at.

      The painting was complete.

      It showed Victoria lying back on the chaise lounge in the sunroom just as Suze had described it. It was painted in vibrant colors and beautiful detail.

      Complete with a knife sticking out of Victoria’s chest.
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      Paul narrowed his eyes at the painting. “Do you see something written on the handle of the knife here?” He leaned closer to the canvas.

      Hadley copied him, peering at the only part of the painting that differed from the current picture in front of her. The knife, while painted into the portrait, was missing from Victoria’s chest. The killer must’ve taken the weapon with them. Which meant the only clues they had to go on were those in the painting.

      Hadley examined the painted knife. Sure enough, there were designs running up the length of the handle.

      “Not writing, it’s a picture.” And just as she said it, Hadley wished she could swallow the words back into her mouth.

      “Are those birds? Or … mountains?” Paul winced, and his eyes met his sister’s.

      The only person they knew who painted things like mountains and flowers on the handles of her knives was standing across the room, giving her statement to Paul’s partner, Deputy Kevin Daniels.

      Suze.

      Before they could say anything more, a man ran into the room via the back door of the sunroom. His eyes went right to where the local doctor and paramedics were examining Victoria’s body.

      “Excuse me. I demand to know what is going on here!” His face flushed with a half-dozen emotions at once. After flicking through what looked like surprise, disbelief, horror, fear, and anger, he settled on accusatory. And he trained that emotion on Suzanne.

      “How could you have done this?” He stalked forward, pointing a finger at Suze, who’d stepped behind Kevin.

      And even though Kevin wasn’t as big as Paul, he still did an admirable job acting as a wall to protect her.

      “I heard you last night,” the man said to Suze, continuing to glare at her.

      He looked to be in his sixties, and though he wore a casual sweater and slacks, he held himself as if he were wearing a tuxedo.

      “You threatened her,” he continued. “You told her that if she changed her mind, you were going to make sure she never moved again.” His cheeks flushed as he glanced at Victoria one more time. “Well, it looks like you managed that.” Turning his attention to Kevin, he added, “Arrest this woman. She killed my employer.”

      Employer.

      Hadley narrowed her eyes at the man. Was he the chef, the driver, or the butler?

      “I didn’t do it,” Suze cried out, tears edging around her words and making them wobble.

      The man sniffed. “A likely story. She left in a huff after her painting session yesterday and now Mrs. VanFranken is dead.”

      As the man’s exclamations escalated, Paul tensed where he stood next to Hadley. He shifted his weight as if he might rush over to Suze. Kevin sent him a warning look, telling him to stay put.

      “Excuse me. Who are you?” Kevin asked, seeing his partner needed him to take control of this situation.

      The older man sniffed. “I’m Montgomery Bart, Mrs. VanFranken’s butler.” He stood up straighter, pushing back his shoulders and lifting his chin as if saying his title aloud had reminded him to be more poised.

      “And where have you been? Why didn’t you notice your employer was dead until now?” Kevin asked, training the butler with an interrogative stare.

      Montgomery blinked for a moment, but shook his head. “I don’t work on Saturdays.” When he noticed the doubtful look wash over the deputy’s features, he spat out, “This isn’t Downton Abbey. We may live on the property, but we get time off. I don’t work Friday evenings or Saturdays.”

      “Does everyone have Saturdays off?” Hadley asked, stepping forward. When everyone in the room looked at her, she froze and said, “Well, when Suze and I arrived, no one answered the door. That’s why we came around back.”

      The butler cleared his throat. “Not usually. The chef always takes weekends off. The driver is out of town because of a death in his family. The maid should’ve been here to answer the door, but we’ve been on the lookout for a new person to fill that position.” He glanced at his shoes, and Hadley got the distinct impression he was working hard not to meet anyone’s eyes in that moment.

      She narrowed hers.

      Suze cocked her head to one side. “There was a maid here yesterday when I was working.” Suze snapped her fingers. “Lydia, I think it was. She was nice, and very helpful.”

      Montgomery reached for the neckline of his sweater, his fingers searching for something like a tie to mess with, but coming up empty as he wasn’t in his usual uniform. “Yes, Lydia was let go last night.” His eyes flicked over to the dead body.

      “I’m going to need you to answer more questions,” Kevin said. “Let’s go in another room so we can give the doctor room to work.”

      The butler showed Kevin down a hallway, but not before Kevin sent one last glance at Paul. It was a furrowed brow, a get it together kind of look. Paul was the senior deputy, so he should be taking the lead on this case. But Kevin could obviously see Paul was more likely to clock the butler than question him after the way he’d shouted accusations at Suze.

      She couldn’t blame Kevin for worrying. Paul was ashen, and he kept swallowing as if trying to get rid of an unpleasant taste in his mouth. Finally, he blinked, snapping out of the trance.

      “Let me get your statements,” Paul said, leading Hadley and Suze over to the corner farthest away from the body. “Okay, so what happened?” he asked after clearing his throat and readying his notepad, jumping into deputy mode.

      Hadley and Suze explained again how they’d come around back when no one answered the front door, and how they’d found Victoria lying there. Paul wrote everything down as they spoke, staying silent until he was sure they’d finished with their account.

      “We were with Suze all day at the market,” Hadley said. “And I was here with her when we discovered Victoria. So I’m not sure what the butler thinks he heard last night, but Suze is not a suspect in this.” She tried to push the picture of the knife in the painting out of her mind.

      But just as she said that, Dr. Hall called Paul over to where they were inspecting the body. He held up a finger and walked over, bending his head down to speak with the short doctor. His face clouded over even more as he listened to what she whispered. Then he walked back over to Suze and Hadley.

      “Suze, when I had to cancel our dinner plans last night, what did you end up doing?” Paul asked slowly, as if each word was difficult to get out.

      “I went home,” she said, her face growing even paler.

      He nodded. “Did you talk to Hazel at all?” Paul asked, mentioning Suze’s neighbor. They were close, and Suze frequently went over there to check on the women when she got home for the night.

      “No,” Suze said. “She’s been spending a lot of time over at Hal’s. I don’t think she’s been home in the last few days.”

      Paul clenched his jaw and swallowed. Hazel and Suze’s homes were the only two houses on their wooded backstreet. If Hazel Smith hadn’t seen Suze, they were out of luck.

      Hadley frowned. “So Victoria was killed last night?”

      Paul gave a quick nod, discomfort evident through the tight muscles in his neck.

      Suze’s eyes grew wide. “So that’s why …”

      Paul and Hadley craned their necks toward her, needing to hear the rest of that sentence.

      Suze caught their looks and her cheeks reddened. “Oh, well, Victoria texted me after I got home and said she wanted me to come back, that she was having second thoughts about this latest pose. I texted her back, but never got a reply, so I stayed home.”

      Paul watched Suze. “What did you text back?”

      Suze wrinkled her nose. “I think I said something like, ‘Seriously?’”

      Hadley closed her eyes. So now the police would find a frustrated text from Suze on Victoria’s phone, and a finished painting with one of Suze’s knives in the victim. That added to the threat the butler had overheard and Suze’s lack of an alibi, and things were officially looking bleak for her best friend.

      “I know it looks bad.” Suze’s eyes darted between Paul and Hadley. “But you guys have to believe me. I didn’t do anything. When I didn’t hear back from Victoria, I figured she’d realized how silly she was being, and I stayed home.” Suze curled her fingers into her palms as if she was worried she might grab at Paul’s hand in desperation if she didn’t.

      Paul sighed. “We know you didn’t do this, Suze. But McKay doesn’t know and love you like we do, and he’s going to look at things a lot differently.”

      Hadley nodded. “And because so many of the clues point toward you, we’re going to need to present other suspects that make just as much sense.”

      Suze glanced back at the painting, chewing on her lip. “You could start with her fingers.”

      Paul and Hadley focused on Victoria’s hands in the painting, then turned back to Suze.

      She craned her neck forward, waiting for them to catch on. When they didn’t, she said, “I’m terrible at fingers. I avoid hands if I can help it. In my sketch, I had her hands hidden, not folded on her lap like that.”

      Paul shook his head. “That’s not enough.

      “Okay.” Suze tapped her foot. “What about how the painting is dry? It’s oil paint. That takes days to dry. How could I have done it last night?”

      “McKay might say you worked on it at your studio and brought it in.” Paul put his hands up in a defensive pose as Suze leveled him with a scowl.

      “There were no tire tracks in the snow,” Hadley said. “So the painting had to be here before the snow started around midnight.”

      Suze’s eyes widened. “And what about the maid that was working here yesterday, but is gone today?”

      “Yes, we’ll look into that.” Paul jotted down a note on his pad.

      “Or the butler,” Hadley whispered. “Isn’t it always the butler in mystery novels? Montgomery seemed pretty quick to point a finger at Suze.”

      Paul went off in the direction Kevin and the butler had disappeared.

      Hadley put a hand on Suze’s arm. “Don’t worry, we’ll sort this out.” She squeezed tight.

      Suze chewed on her bottom lip, looking like she was about to cry. “The thing is, no matter how many people here could’ve killed her, there aren’t many who could’ve finished that painting.” Her gaze wandered over to the portrait. “And that sure looks like one of my knives sticking out of her chest.” Her large brown eyes grew even more watery.

      “We know you didn’t do this,” Hadley reiterated.

      “Yeah, but someone’s obviously bent on framing me for it.” Suze peered at the finished painting.

      A shiver wound up Hadley’s spine. Suze was right. Whoever had killed Victoria wanted Suze to take the fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Once Paul released them to go, Hadley drove Suze home. She didn’t often get to drive her friend’s sporty little car but held back around corners, since both she and Suze were pretty shaken after the events of the day.

      Pulling into Suze’s driveway, Hadley turned off the car and sat there in silence, waiting for her friend to make the first move.

      “Want me to stay with you tonight?” Hadley asked.

      Even though it was still fairly early, it was already dark. Winter nights in Stoneybrook grew dark around five o’clock each evening, making it feel later than it was.

      “Paul will probably come to stay with me,” Suze said with less confidence than usual.

      As much as Paul would worry about Suze and wanted to be there for her, he knew the best way to help her in this situation was to find who had done this to Victoria. Which meant he was most likely going to spend a late night at the sheriff’s office.

      “That’s it. I’m staying,” Hadley said, grabbing her purse and opening the car door.

      Suze glanced at her dark house and then over to Hadley. “Okay, if you don’t think Luke will mind.”

      At that statement, Hadley stopped and looked at Suze.

      “Luke,” they said at the same time.

      “He doesn’t know yet.” Hadley reached into her purse and pulled out her phone, following Suze to the house. It was too cold out to dally for too long in the snow.

      “Hey,” Luke’s warm voice greeted Hadley on the other end of the line.

      “Hi,” she said, realizing how much icier hers sounded.

      “What’s wrong?” Luke must’ve picked up on the difference as well. “Another vandalism?” His tone deepened into a growl as he got worked up. “How are they getting away with—”

      “It’s not the vandals, Luke,” Hadley cut him off. “Victoria VanFranken is dead.”

      There was only silence for a beat. “Are you and Suze okay?”

      Hadley glanced at Suze as she unlocked the door and they stepped inside. “We’re fine, but we’ve spent the last couple of hours answering questions for Paul at the crime scene.”

      There was a voice in the background and Luke said, “That new billionaire who just moved to town is dead.” His voice was muffled.

      It was then that Hadley remembered he was at his parents’ house taking care of Granny Fay.

      “Crime scene? So it was murder?” Luke asked, louder this time, talking to her.

      Hadley’s mind flashed back to the dead woman’s white blouse, soaked in blood. She felt light-headed. “Yes, she was stabbed.”

      “Do they have any suspects?”

      Hadley swallowed. “Yeah … Suze.”

      Luke didn’t even hesitate. “Jolee just got here, so I’ll leave right now. I’m bringing pizza. Sit tight.”

      Hadley’s chest warmed at his thoughtfulness. “That would be wonderful. We’re starving.”

      At the word starving, Suze’s head shot up from where she’d been perusing her fridge and coming up empty-handed.

      Hadley mouthed the word “pizza” and her friend looked like she might collapse from the relief.

      “See you soon.” Luke hung up.

      “He’ll be here in a few,” Hadley explained as she stepped farther into the small kitchen.

      The house used to be Suze’s grandmother Sylvie’s before she’d passed away and left the place to Suze. She’d been slowly redecorating. Slowly because—as Hadley was well aware—it was not cheap and, therefore, needed to be taken one room at a time. But also, as outdated as much of the décor was, Suze was reluctant to change too much about the house. She’d once confided to Hadley that it almost felt like she was erasing her grandmother’s memory.

      And so, while she’d changed out flooring and window treatments and paint color in most of the house at that point, the kitchen remained very close to how it had been when Sylvie had lived there, raising Suze. There were still the same floral tiles along the backsplash behind the stove and sink. The countertops were the same white linoleum, and the yellowed cabinets showed the decades that had passed since their installation.

      But the kitchen had been where Suze and Sylvie had spent so much time together. It was where so many wonderful memories lived for Suze. It was the one room she couldn’t seem to alter.

      Hadley joined Suze in front of the refrigerator.

      “Want something to drink?” Suze asked, already reaching for a bottle of wine she had chilling in the fridge.

      Even though it was cold outside, a glass of crisp rosé sounded lovely to Hadley. “Yes, please.”

      While Suze poured their drinks, Hadley studied the pictures on the fridge. She touched a handwritten wedding invitation. Hazel Smith and Halverson Walters were tying the knot in a couple of weeks, and the entire town was abuzz with excitement about the event. In addition to designing their invitations, Suze was Hazel’s maid of honor.

      “How’s everything going with Hazel and Hal?” Hadley asked.

      She was involved in the wedding too, but on a much smaller scale. She had teamed up with Mickie, the local baker, to make jammy thumbprint cookies for the reception since they were Hazel and Hal’s collective favorite dessert.

      Suze smiled in a relaxed way that reminded Hadley it had been a few hours since she’d seen her friend’s signature warm grin.

      “Good. Hazel is pretty laid back about it all, which is surprising considering she’s not laid back about, like, anything else.” Suze laughed. “But I think it’s because your grandma and Kitty have it so well under control.”

      Gran and her best friend, Kitty, who had just moved to town, were a dynamic duo, to be sure. And when they volunteered to plan Hazel and Hal’s wedding, Hadley was sure it was going to be a hit. With Gran’s classic elegance and Kitty’s wild creativity, the event would be beautiful and interesting.

      “I can’t believe we’re only two weeks away.” Hadley shook her head.

      It had been a brief engagement to begin with, but it felt like it was just yesterday that the town discovered the new couple were an item at the local holiday bazaar.

      “Hazel says she’s too old to wait, and she wants to be with him now.” Suze lifted her glass of wine toward Hadley.

      Hadley picked up hers and clinked it against Suze’s. “And it seems like they’ll live in Hal’s place?” Hadley conjectured from what Suze had said earlier.

      “Yeah, his place is beautiful.”

      Hadley knew all about it. Hal lived right next door to her parents' house, where she and Paul had grown up. He had a small farm on the riverbank and kept goats, dogs, and even a couple of alpacas.

      “What’s Hazel going to do with her house?” Hadley asked.

      Suze shrugged. “I don’t know if she’s thought that far ahead just yet. I hope she keeps it.” She crossed her fingers. “I don’t want to get new neighbors.” She pouted playfully.

      But then, as if the faked response had been too close to the real emotions she’d been experiencing so recently, Suze’s face crumpled into a worried grimace once more.

      “I can’t believe I’m a suspect in a murder,” she wailed, and her body slumped.

      Hadley wrapped an arm around her friend’s shoulders and rested her head on Suze’s. “We’ll get to the bottom of it. I promise.” She tugged her friend closer, reveling in the security of being in Suze’s cozy house.

      As much as Hadley wanted to push all thoughts of Victoria’s murder out of her mind, something caught her eye that brought it right to the forefront again.

      “Suze, you mentioned that the knife in the painting looked like one of yours.” Hadley looked at Suze’s knife block as she talked, studying the set of steak knives Suze had painted with sunflowers and daisies. “I thought the same thing.”

      Suze followed her gaze. “Yeah, I just put that mountain set up for sale in the gallery a couple weeks ago.”

      Hadley remembered seeing it, loving the way Suze had captured the snowy peaks of each mountain on such a small surface.

      “So someone could’ve taken it from the gallery?” Hadley asked, wondering if the local vandalisms had taken a turn into something more serious.

      Suze followed her trail of thought. “None of my doors or windows were broken, though. And the vandals didn’t take a single jar of jam from you or a flower from Leo when they broke your windows,” she said, thinking aloud.

      Hadley saw her point.

      As if the subject was giving her the chills, Suze rubbed her hands up and down her arms, and then froze. “Yesterday was the first Friday of the month,” she said.

      Of course. The local artists held an art show the first Friday of every month.

      “I didn’t attend because I didn’t know how late I would be working with Victoria that evening,” Suze explained. “But I gave Kristin the key and told her they could use the gallery.”

      Other than the artist co-op down the street, Suze’s gallery was the only other place to house the art show during the cold winter months. They opened both, letting buyers walk from one to the other in a small-scale art-walk experience. They hoped to create a real art walk along the river pathway during the warmer months.

      “So that means a lot of people had access to the gallery.” Hadley tapped her fingers on Suze’s kitchen island.

      Suze’s head shot back. “Kristin can be a little absentminded, but I think she—or the half-dozen other artists there—would notice if someone walked off with one of my pieces,” she scoffed.

      Hadley pressed her lips together. “But did you check that Kristin locked all the doors? Remember when she got upset that someone stole her purse while she was up in Cascade Ridge for a doctor’s appointment a few months ago.”

      “But she hadn’t even locked her car.” Suze’s face scrunched in discomfort. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “We should let Paul know, so he can …” Hadley stopped. What could he do? It wasn’t like there were security cameras at Suze’s gallery—or anywhere else in Stoneybrook, for that matter.

      “Question the people who were at the show last night?” Suze suggested with a shrug.

      Hadley nodded. Suze texted Paul. They waited until Suze’s phone buzzed with a response. She showed Hadley the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        On my way over.

      

      

      

      

      

      The knowledge that both Luke and Paul were on their way should’ve made Hadley feel better, but somehow it only made the reality of the situation sink in all the more.

      Whoever had killed Victoria had planned it out. They would’ve had to know when the staff would be out of the house and when they could take the knife from Suze’s gallery. Hadley had a terrible feeling this wasn’t where the killer’s plans ended.

      Outside the house, freezing wind whipped through the valley, and the already cold winter night turned positively chilling.
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      Paul arrived only a few minutes before Luke and the pizzas. They sat around Suze’s table and went over the evidence as they ate.

      “This isn’t good.” Suze grimaced at the untouched slice of pizza on the plate in front of her. “The case, not the pizza,” she amended, taking a small bite to show Luke she appreciated the food.

      On his way over, Paul had stopped by the gallery to check the doors. He confirmed they were all locked. He’d also looked through the window to find that the largest knife of her painted mountain set was missing.

      “It’s so creepy that they locked the door after them.” Suze shivered.

      “Not creepier than someone framing you for Victoria’s murder,” Luke said around a mouthful of pizza.

      Hadley and Paul shot him simultaneous glares.

      “That’s just the thing, though,” Suze said, exasperation coating her words. “I would have to be the dumbest criminal around to use a unique, personalized item for sale in my gallery to kill someone and then paint a picture pointing to it.”

      Hadley nodded, but she noticed that Paul didn’t.

      “You don’t think so?” Hadley asked.

      “It’s something a very dumb criminal might do,” Paul said, “but it’s also something a very smart criminal might do. If they knew they would already be one of the primary suspects in a murder, it would be a good argument for why they shouldn’t be considered.”

      Suze’s face crumpled in hurt.

      “Not saying you did this; I’m just saying that McKay will not see that as a reason to discount you as a suspect, which worries me.” Paul wrapped an arm around Suze’s shoulders and squeezed her tight to him.

      “Okay,” said Luke, pointing his half slice of pizza toward Paul. “Let’s go through the evidence against Suze. Say we’re McKay and we like the easiest outcome. What’s he going to gravitate toward?”

      Hadley eyed him.

      “So we know where to focus our efforts to debunk what he’s thinking,” Luke clarified.

      Paul kissed the top of Suze’s head. “Luke’s right. The sooner we can get in front of this, the better.”

      “Okay,” Suze said, pulling out her phone. “So we know Victoria was alive last night at seven seventeen when she texted me. I texted her back at seven thirty-two and she never responded.”

      Paul pulled the sticky notepad Suze kept on her kitchen table for grocery lists toward him and began jotting down notes.

      “The butler heard you ‘threaten’ Victoria about choosing a new position for the portrait before you left.” Hadley used finger quotes around the word threaten since she doubted anyone could ever feel threatened by her best friend. The woman wouldn’t hurt a bug.

      “And there’s no one who can confirm your alibi that you were here all night.” Paul tapped the pen on the notepad. “This is all my fault,” he said, his shoulders slumping forward. “If I hadn’t canceled dinner with you, you’d have an alibi for the time of death and we wouldn’t be worrying about any of this.”

      Suze placed a hand on his arm. “Stop. It’s not your fault that you got called to help with Leo’s window. Plus, we couldn’t have known something like this was going to happen.”

      “She’s right.” Hadley pushed her shoulders back as realization hit her. “If the killer planned to pin this on Suze, how could they know Suze was going to be alone?”

      “Unless they knew Suze and Paul had plans and broke Leo’s window to force him to cancel,” Luke blurted, like he was thinking faster than he could talk.

      Hadley and Suze gasped.

      “The vandal could also be the murderer?” Hadley thought about the idea for a moment. “Suze, did you tell anyone you were supposed to have dinner with Paul last night?”

      Swallowing as she thought, Suze’s eyes narrowed. Then her expression fell. “The only person I told was Victoria.”

      “Could someone have overheard you talking?” Paul asked. “That’s a big house and a fair amount of staff.”

      “I don’t think so.” Suze picked at her pizza. “The sunroom’s so removed from the rest of the house. There’s that long hallway that leads to it, but I could see all the way down it from where I was set up to paint. Those old wooden floors are so creaky that anytime Lydia or Montgomery came near, we heard them well before they showed up.”

      Hadley frowned. “The other confusing thing is the fact that only an artist, and a good one at that, could’ve painted that portrait,” she added.

      “What about the knife?” Luke asked. “Can you get fingerprints off it?”

      Paul explained, “The cause of death was stab wounds, but while the portrait showed the knife sticking out of Victoria’s chest, it wasn’t anywhere near her.”

      “Who wants to bet the murder weapon winds up somewhere that also points to Suzanne?” Luke asked incredulously.

      Suze covered her face with her hands and Paul gritted his teeth.

      “Okay, so who are our other suspects?” Luke asked, obviously feeling bad about his previous question. “The butler, I’m guessing.”

      Massaging her forehead, Suze said, “I don’t know. He seemed grumpy each time I interacted with him, but that doesn’t mean he’s a killer.”

      “Montgomery told Kevin he has Friday nights and Saturdays off. He had dinner at Seven Stones, left around eight, and went home, straight to his cottage.” Paul rubbed a hand over his face. “So he had the opportunity.”

      “The maid who was fired last night seems suspicious too,” Hadley offered.

      Suze nodded emphatically. “Yes, she was working there when I was sketching on Friday during the day. So whatever caused Victoria to fire her had to have happened after I left around six.”

      “We’re working on finding her. Montgomery didn’t know where she would’ve gone. He didn’t even know she’d been fired until this morning when Lydia texted him saying she had enjoyed working with him. He said she didn’t offer any details, and he didn’t ask.”

      “Maybe she killed Victoria and fled.” Hadley narrowed her eyes as she thought.

      “And Victoria’s sister is in Seattle?” Suze asked Paul. “I heard her leaving when I was just finishing up my work yesterday.”

      “Yes, her best friend’s baby shower was today,” Paul said. “She doesn’t like to drive in the snow, so she wanted to leave before it hit the pass. She left last night and stayed in a hotel in Seattle. We’ve confirmed her alibi with the hotel concierge and the guests at the shower. She’s on her way back now. I don’t envy her that drive home.”

      “What about the chef?” Luke asked.

      “Her name was Trish. She was nice,” Suze said, but her face turned cold. “At least I thought she was. She had just served Victoria dinner and was heading home when I was leaving for the day,” Suze said. “But she lives in one of those cottages on the property and could’ve walked back over later.”

      Paul nodded. “She wasn’t there when we went looking for her. Montgomery said it isn’t unusual for her to take off for the entire weekend since Victoria did juice fasts most weekends and had Trish make those ahead of time. We’re on the lookout for her too.”

      Hadley picked at her piece of pizza, losing her appetite more and more as they went on. “Okay, so what about the chauffeur?”

      “And gardener,” Suze reminded her. “They’re the same person.”

      “He was gone. In Florida for a family member’s funeral. He left for Seattle on Tuesday and hasn’t been back since.” At this, Paul stood and paced through the kitchen.

      Luke ran a hand through his hair. “Was there anyone who worked for her with enough artistic ability to finish that painting?”

      Suze snorted. “The first day I met Victoria she went on at length about how no one she knew had any artistic talent and how amazing she thought I was. Unless one of her staff members is hiding something, I don’t think it’s one of them.”

      Everyone sighed. Defeat hung heavy in the room.

      “I know she hasn’t been here for long,” Hadley said with a snap of her fingers, “but is it possible you aren’t the first artist she spoke to in town?” Hadley hated the thought that anyone in Stoneybrook could’ve been responsible for this but knew it was always a possibility.

      “Even if they did, the artists were all at the art show. I’m the only artist in town who didn’t attend.” Suze slumped forward.

      “Maybe someone from Cascade Ridge, then?” Luke suggested.

      But before anyone could respond to that, Paul’s phone rang. He held up a finger and stepped out of the room.

      Luke, Hadley, and Suze sat the kitchen, not wanting to listen in on his conversation, but also not sure what else to say.

      “Okay, thank you very much. I’ll make a note of that.”

      When he returned to the room, Paul looked dead tired, like whatever he’d just learned had doubled the weight on his already overloaded shoulders.

      “Montgomery just called Kevin to report a painting is missing from the house.” Paul frowned. “A painting of Denali from Victoria’s time up in Alaska when she and her husband first got married.”

      “Oh, no.” Suze groaned.

      “What?” they all asked in unison.

      “I spent fifteen minutes raving to Victoria about that painting. This is going to look even worse now.” Suze let her head fall forward into her palms as if it was too heavy, as if this was all too much.

      Hadley, however, found a spark of possibility in that tidbit. “Did anyone hear you talking about the painting?” she asked.

      “Just Victoria,” Suze said.

      “Or so you thought,” said Luke.

      That was now two things that only Victoria should’ve known, used against Suze.

      It was obvious there were secrets hiding in the wings of the mansion. Hadley just had to figure out what they were and how they’d gotten Victoria VanFranken killed.
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      After the phone call about the missing painting, Paul headed back to the station to work on the case with Kevin. Luke went back to feed the cats their dinner, and Hadley turned on Suze’s favorite show to cheer her up.

      I Love Lucy had been Suze’s grandma’s favorite growing up, and they’d watched the complete series many times over the years. Putting that show on in the background was a surefire way to calm her best friend. They sat on the couch, each snuggled under their own blanket.

      “You okay?” Hadley asked, glancing over at Suze while the credits rolled at the end of an episode. “Need anything?”

      “Thanks. Having you here is enough.” Suze puffed out her cheeks and exhaled, showing that even though she was putting on a brave face, it was still getting to her.

      “Well, I think I’m going to get some more wine,” Hadley said with a wink as she got off the couch.

      She plucked Suze’s empty glass from the table, and Suze nodded that she also would take some more.

      “And maybe some popcorn?” Hadley asked over her shoulder.

      Suze laughed. “You know I can never say no to popcorn.”

      It was one of their friendship traditions. Anytime they were watching a movie, they had to have a sufficient amount of popcorn to tide them over. Which meant that Hadley knew where the popcorn maker and kernels were in Suze’s pantry.

      She reentered the room carrying the two wineglasses and balancing the bowl of popcorn between her elbows. Suze grabbed at the bowl, seeing its precarious position. But even as they clinked glasses again and started another episode, Hadley detected more than a hint of dismay in her friend.

      “Hey, we don’t have to watch this if you’re too upset.” Hadley grabbed the remote between them and paused the episode.

      It was the one where Lucy made too much bread, and Hadley knew it was one of Suze’s favorites. But she hadn’t even smiled in anticipation as the episode unfolded. This was bad.

      Suze sighed. “Sorry, I’m okay. Can I ask you something? Without seeming bossy?” she added at the end.

      “I think it’s possible you’re the least bossy person I’ve ever met, Suzanne Till.” Hadley chuckled.

      Suze angled her head to one side in concession. “Fair point. It’s just … I’d like you to stay out of this investigation.” Suze’s big brown eyes flashed up to meet Hadley’s. “I know Paul will talk through the clues with you, and I’m okay with that, but I don’t want you to get involved any more than you have to. I have a terrible feeling about this. And if the person who killed Victoria is willing to go to such lengths to frame me, there’s no telling what they’ll do to silence anyone who’s sticking their nose in the investigation.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together as she listened. “Okay. I promise.”

      “Plus,” Suze said, “it sounds like Paul has this under control. I know he won’t let this person get away with what they’ve done.”

      Hadley had total confidence in her brother’s ability, which made it even easier to step away.

      “The two of us are going to be busy leading up to the wedding anyway,” Hadley said, hoping a reminder of something good on the horizon would cheer up her friend.

      Suze smiled, but it was forced.

      “Right?” Hadley asked, leaning in a little closer to her friend.

      “Right.” Suze blinked. “I just want the day to be perfect for Hazel and Hal, and I really hope all of this stuff happening with me doesn’t affect that.”

      “It won’t, I promise.” Hadley grabbed a handful of popcorn and restarted the show. But even as they laughed through the episode, Hadley’s conscience scolded her for making promises she couldn’t keep.

      From the way Suze’s attention kept drifting off during her favorite show, Hadley was sure she worried about the same thing.
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      The next morning, Hadley let out a happy sigh as she parked next to Luke’s truck in their driveway.

      While Suze’s guest bed was comfortable, Hadley had to admit that she missed having cats sleeping on her legs, next to her pillow, and pinning her down with blankets on all sides. Not to mention, Luke. She missed Luke so much it was crazy.

      So when she walked into the living room and found him surrounded by cats on the couch, she couldn’t help but beam.

      “Hey,” he said, glancing up.

      He motioned to Marmalade, their orange feline stretched out, asleep on his lap, to explain why he wasn’t getting up to greet her. They had a strict rule that if a cat was on a lap, you didn’t have to get up. Sweet Pea, the calico, was curled up on the other end of the couch with their black-and-white cat, Ansel. Barnaby, their youngest and biggest cat, perched on the back of the couch right behind Luke.

      Given that Barnaby liked to ride around on Luke’s shoulders like a long purring scarf, Hadley supposed this was the next best thing in his mind.

      Hadley snuggled in between Luke and the other two cats on the couch. Ansel blinked his green eyes up at her as if saying, “Welcome home.”

      Luke reached over and squeezed her hand. “How’s Suze?”

      “Okay, I guess. Paul’s interviewing people who were at the gallery Friday night to see if he can get any leads there, and then he’s going to stay with her tonight. I just feel awful for her. Not only is she dealing with the trauma of seeing a murder scene, but now she’s got to worry about being accused of that very gruesome murder.” Hadley shivered.

      “It all feels so helpless. Is there anything more we could do?” Luke asked.

      The glimmer of sleuthing sparkled in his eye. Luke had often helped Hadley in the cases she’d helped Paul solve over the years. In fact, it was one way they grew close again after years of hurt, anger, and misunderstandings.

      But Suze’s words rang in Hadley’s memory.

      “Suze doesn’t want us getting involved.” Hadley cut the air with her hand. “She’s scared that this killer might go after us if we poke around into this case.”

      “I can’t blame her for worrying, and selfishly, I’d be happy to keep you out of it.” Luke’s fingers wrapped tighter around her hand, sending warm shivers up her arm. “Plus, she’s got the best possible person working on the case for her. Paul will figure out what to do.”

      Paul would. If there was anything Hadley knew, it was that he would never let anything happen to Suze.

      The reminder settled her worries, and she sank back even farther into the couch. Her attention strayed to the television. A football game played in the background. And while she wasn’t one to watch sports, she’d grown up in a home where Sunday football was a ritual, and the familiar sounds of whistles and commentators felt comforting.

      “I was thinking of making some soup or maybe even a lasagna for lunch,” Hadley said as she looked out the large picture windows in the living room.

      Outside, snow covered the yard, and through the trees the mountain range looked majestic with its craggy, icy peaks. She craved something warm and comforting. She also needed something complicated that would take up her time and mental energy so she wouldn’t be tempted to think more about Suze’s case.

      “That sounds perfect. Can I help?” Luke looked up.

      Hadley held up a hand. “You stay put. I’ve got to look up some recipes first.”

      She stood from the couch and puttered over to the kitchen, pulling up a few of her favorite recipe sites on her phone. Deciding on lasagna, Hadley started water boiling for the noodles, then got out her large glass pan.

      While she waited, she leaned her elbows on the kitchen counter and opened a new internet window. Eyes flicking up to make sure Luke was still focused on the football game, she typed in Victoria VanFranken into the search engine, and hit enter.

      The first thing that came up was a feature about her in an online article about Seattle style. There were pictures of the house she and Darrell used to live in on Millionaire’s Row on Capitol Hill.

      Next, there was Darrell’s obituary. He’d been a handful of years older than Hadley and had died of a heart attack. The obituary talked about how stunned and saddened his friends and family were, but from his “survived by” list, the man didn’t seem to have any family but Victoria.

      That was odd. The next few links only mentioned Victoria in passing. Hadley scrolled farther down the small screen.

      “You want me to put something in this water?” Luke asked from behind Hadley.

      She jumped, whirling around to see him pointing at the large pot of water she’d started boiling for the lasagna noodles. It was roiling away, sending plumes of steam up into the kitchen. From the fogged state of the window behind the sink, Hadley guessed it had been boiling for a while.

      “Oh, thanks. I was—” She pointed to her phone.

      “Looking up Victoria VanFranken.” Luke sent her a pointed look as she scrambled with the noodles.

      She wanted to tell him he was wrong but didn’t see the point. He’d already guessed why she’d gotten so distracted.

      “Doing a little research isn’t going against what Suze wanted,” Hadley said defensively.

      Luke smiled. “Okay. As long as you keep it to research.” He was just about to turn away when he held up a finger and said, “And that your research doesn’t evolve into doing physical sleuthing into this case.”

      Hadley couldn’t blame the guy. She was pretty sure she’d used the “it’s just research” defense more than once when getting caught snooping around about a murder.

      “Don’t worry. Paul has this under control. You said he’s questioning people from the gallery today, and maybe he’s already found the maid and the chef as well. He’ll have this figured out before you know it.” Luke leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

      Hadley sure hoped Luke was right.
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      The fact that Hadley cleaned her entire house on Sunday and opened up the shop early on Monday morning had nothing to do with the promise she’d made to Suze to stay out of the investigation.

      Okay, she was cracking under the pressure to keep her distance from the case. And the sidelong glances from Luke every five seconds weren’t helping either.

      Each time she thought about doing some more digging into the case, she put her mind to a different task. Which meant that by the time Gran showed up at nine o’clock that Monday, Hadley had already packed all the orders for shipping and had made two batches of jam with samples to take to Mickie for tasting that afternoon.

      “My, my. You’re a busy bee this morning.” Gran raised a gray eyebrow as she hung up her coat and eyed the shop.

      Hadley didn’t even bother faking a smile. Her grandmother would know the difference.

      “I’m stressed.” She exhaled.

      “About Suze.” Gran nodded.

      “Because you think she killed that billionaire?” Kitty, Gran’s best friend asked as she slipped inside behind Gran.

      Kitty and Gran came as somewhat of a package deal ever since Kitty had sold her house and moved up to Stoneybrook a few weeks ago. Hadley didn’t blame them, knowing how she and Suze often seemed inseparable to others. But every once in a while, she missed having chats with just her grandmother.

      There was hope, however. Gran and Kitty were still excited about their newfound proximity. Hadley was sure things would settle down once Kitty had been there a while.

      Hadley rolled her eyes at Kitty, knowing she could be as blunt back to the woman since she was like a second grandmother to her. “Absolutely not. Have you met Suze?”

      Kitty laughed a heartily and swatted a hand toward Hadley. “I’m just joshing with you, Had. You know that.”

      Gran shot a warning look at her friend. “This is not the time to joke, Kitty. Suze might be in big trouble if they can’t find more viable suspects and soon.” Gran’s forehead wrinkled, and she watched her words hit Hadley.

      Gran was an astute judge of character, and she’d helped Hadley out on a few cases, so she knew the lingo. She also counted Suze as family, even before Suze and Paul had gotten together.

      “Paul’s got it handled,” Hadley said pointedly, so her grandmother would know that she wasn’t getting involved in this one.

      Gran eyed her. “I’m sure he does. That man would scale seven mountains in order to keep Suzanne safe.”

      Kitty adopted a thoughtful expression. “Seven mountains reminds me of Seven Stones. Anyone else craving mac and cheese?” She rubbed her stomach.

      Hadley and Gran laughed.

      “It’s nine in the morning,” Gran said through a chuckle and plucked Kitty’s coat from her hands, hanging it up next to hers.

      Kitty scoffed, “Okay, I suppose I can wait until lunch.”

      Hadley eyed the woman’s small, bony frame. She could get away with eating something like that for breakfast.

      “We’ve got work to do,” Kitty said, her eyes lighting up.

      “Right. The wedding.” Hadley was glad to move on to happier subjects.

      Gran didn’t look happy, however. “Today we are going through guest lists and creating seating charts.”

      Hadley cocked her head in question. “They’re letting you two handle that?”

      Seating charts were a must for Stoneybrook weddings. With such a close community, one might think that it wouldn’t matter where anyone sat. Everyone would know everyone else at the table regardless of where they took a seat. But it was because of this familiarity that seating charts were so important.

      After decades of living in the same small town, certain families couldn’t be seated near other families because of a fight their ancestors had decades earlier. Certain individuals wouldn’t get along with other individuals—sometimes the reason was well-known; other times Hadley wondered if the people involved even knew why they were so mad anymore. And unless you wanted your wedding reception to end up being some sort of World War III scenario, you had to plan the seating carefully.

      “Hal said they didn’t have time to do the regular rigmarole, so we were to have at it. Because we’re both fairly new to town, they’re going to plead ignorance on our part,” Kitty explained.

      Hadley nodded in understanding. With such a short engagement, Hal was right. They didn’t have that kind of time.

      “Well, good luck to the two of you. I can handle the shop today if you want to go work somewhere else.” She eyed Kitty. “Those big booths at Seven Stones are great for spreading out in, and you could have a meal while you work.”

      Temptation glimmered in Kitty’s eyes, but Gran said, “Nonsense, dear. We’re here to help you. It looks like you’ve got a stop to make at the post office anyway.” Gran motioned to the dolly stacked with boxes by the back door. “Why don’t you go take care of that?”

      Hadley gave in. “Okay. Thanks.”

      But when she got back from the post office, she would send them away. Normally, they were fantastic for sales, often talking customers into twice the jars they’d come in to buy.

      The wedding planning had put a bit of a wrench in things. Recently, with all of their charts and the constant friendly squabbles they got into over the details, they were doing a whole lot more getting in the way and scaring off customers.

      Gran and Kitty both worked in the jam shop for free—well, except for the jars of jam Hadley shoved at them, and sometimes stuffed in their purses, as payment—so she couldn’t complain.

      Plus, it gave her the freedom to leave and run errands around town or take a coffee break with Suze if she needed to.

      Maneuvering the dolly out the door, Hadley headed down Main Street and toward the post office to mail them. Her online sales had been skyrocketing lately, and she loved to think of her humble homemade jams going off to every part of the country.

      The good feeling Hadley had gotten thinking about her online sales was wiped away as she approached the white-and-yellow awning of Suze’s art gallery. Stark yellow police tape sectioned off the front door and two sheriff’s cruisers were parked in front of the building.

      Suze stood outside, tears streaming down her face.
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      “What’s going on?” Hadley rushed over to her friend.

      Suze enveloped her in a tight hug. Desperation was clear in the way her fingers tightened onto Hadley’s winter jacket.

      “No one they questioned from Friday night remembers seeing the knife, so they think I took it before the art show even started,” Suze sobbed, making her words muddled and hard to understand.

      Hadley stepped back but kept a hand on Suze’s arm for support. “Kristin didn’t think it was odd it was missing?”

      “She said it was only a half hour or so into the show when she noticed it was missing. She couldn’t remember if it was there before. Neither could anyone else.” More tears streamed down Suze’s face. “But it was. I know it was here, Hadley.”

      Hadley squeezed Suze’s arm. “I know that. Paul does too.” She looked inside to find her brother.

      Like Hadley’s storefront, Suze’s gallery had large windows lining the street, so you could see right into her studio area on one side and into her gallery on the other. They stood right outside the studio space, but Hadley could see across into the gallery where the knife set hung on the wall, painted with mountains. The largest carving knife, was missing, just as Paul had confirmed last night.

      Speaking of her brother, she couldn’t see him anywhere, but McKay and Kevin stood near the knife display, heads together as they talked. Krista, a tech who worked for the sheriff’s department, was examining Suze’s painting area right next to them. She analyzed the blank canvas Suze had sitting on the easel, awaiting her next project. Hadley expected her to move on; it was a blank canvas after all. But Krista knelt, peering at the back.

      Normally the canvas only covered one side, leaving the back open, but this canvas was different. The backside was covered as well with the same stark white material. Hadley narrowed her eyes just as Krista ran her hand along the back. Toward the bottom, her hand stopped, fingers searching for something as they moved to the right and the left.

      Suze gasped as Krista ripped a large hole in the back of the canvas.

      From where she stood, Hadley couldn’t see what Krista was looking at. But she heard her yell out, “Sheriff, you’re going to want to come see this.”

      Hadley’s stomach churned as Krista grabbed an evidence bag. McKay and Deputy Daniels arrived just as she pulled a knife from the compartment in the back of the canvas. It was bloody, and there were mountains painted along the length of the handle.

      Krista dropped it into the bag. McKay took the evidence bag from her and studied it before his gaze flicked to Hadley and Suze standing just on the other side of the glass. His already ruddy cheeks turned a darker shade of red. He leaned forward, locking eyes with Suze, like he was going to walk right through the window to get to her.

      But Hadley was too interested in Krista. After handing over the evidence bag, she’d kept investigating the canvas. And she was peeling the white, untouched canvas away, revealing a completed painting beneath it.

      It was a mountain, and Hadley could only assume it was Denali. The painting Montgomery had reported missing. The one Suze had raved about with Victoria.

      Suze wobbled where she stood. Hadley wrapped an arm around her friend to steady her. But even though she opened her mouth, she couldn’t think of a single comforting thing to say.

      It didn’t matter that Suze was innocent. The murder weapon had been taken from her studio and planted right back there, along with the stolen painting.

      Sheriff McKay turned from the Denali painting to look at Suze from inside and shook his head. He pulled out his handcuffs and walked toward the front door.

      Paul raced out from the back part of the studio after McKay, following him outside. “Sheriff—I …” He opened his hands as if there might be something that could save him clasped in his palms, but they were empty.

      The two of them stopped in front of Suze and Hadley.

      McKay let out a low growl in his throat. “Sheriff, nothing. Get out of here, James.” He waved a dismissive hand toward Paul and then turned to Suze.

      “But, sir. You can’t do this. Shouldn’t you wait for an arrest warrant?” Paul asked. Hadley noticed he’d pushed back his shoulders, so he stood at his full, intimidating height.

      McKay, however, wasn’t easily intimidated. “I’ve got the murder weapon right here.” He turned his red face on Suzanne, one of his eyes twitching as he narrowed them at her. “Trying to hide it in plain sight, huh?”

      “She didn’t do this.” Paul took a step forward. “It’s a setup. How can you not see that?”

      McKay swung his body around, facing Paul. “That’s it, James. You’re off the case. I should’ve done this at the beginning, but I thought you could conduct yourself in an orderly manner. I don’t want you having anything to do with the VanFranken murder investigation.”

      Paul took a step back. His eyes flashed to Suze, an apology written in them, as if he’d just convicted her of murder. “Sir, you can’t mean—”

      “I can, and you’re lucky I’m only removing you from the case and not putting you on leave.” McKay stuck a bulbous finger in Paul’s face. “If you keep pushing, that’s right where you’ll be.”

      Paul blinked rapidly, like he couldn’t believe this was happening, as if he were trying to wake up from a nightmare. He took another step back.

      McKay grabbed on to Suze’s arm, pulling her away from Hadley. He wrenched Suze’s arm behind her back, clicking the cuff on to one wrist before doing the same to the other.

      Shock froze Hadley on the spot, making it feel like ice had covered her shoes, freezing her to the sidewalk.

      “Suze, don’t say anything until you see a lawyer. I’ll go get Ike right now,” Paul called after her.

      McKay whirled on Paul like an angry, late-middle-aged tornado. “James, you’re out for the rest of the day. Go get yourself together, and if you can’t change your attitude when you come back to work tomorrow, I’ll put you on administrative leave. Miss Till, you’re under arrest for the murder of Victoria VanFranken. Anything you say can and will …” His voice trailed off as he led Suze away and into the gallery.

      Suze looked over her shoulder but went with the sheriff into the gallery. Hadley stood outside with her brother. In that moment, her larger-than-life twin seemed to deflate. He looked helpless.

      Hadley understood. Standing up to the sheriff had gotten him here, so getting more upset would not help. He knew Suze was innocent, so it shouldn’t matter if she told McKay the truth in questioning, but McKay was known to take the easiest possible route to any arrest, and that didn’t bode well for Suze.

      Hadley didn’t realize she’d wrapped her arm through her brother’s until she looked down and was squeezing him close to her, holding him back.

      “I’m so sorry, Paul,” she whispered.

      Her brother was ashen, and for the first time in a long while was speechless.

      “Come with me.” She pulled him down the street toward the jam shop. As they walked past the dolly of unmailed packages she’d left on her way to the post office, she grabbed it with her free hand and pulled it after them as they walked.

      They entered the jam shop through the front door, making Gran and Kitty jump up thinking there was a customer. But when they caught sight of Hadley and Paul, they raced forward. Hadley gave Gran a pointed look that told her Paul was in trouble, but she was sure the downcast way he appeared and his defeated posture had told her as much already.

      “Darling, what’s happened?” Gran’s comforting voice met them as she walked them into the kitchen portion of the space. She pulled off his jacket and placed it on the counter.

      Paul sank onto the edge of a stool Hadley had tucked around her stainless steel worktable. He cradled his head in his hands while Gran and Kitty rubbed his back, cooing comforting nothings to him.

      Hadley grimaced as she shrugged out of her own winter jacket and folded it over her arm. She met Paul’s gaze as he looked up. He nodded, giving her permission to tell.

      “McKay just arrested Suzanne and kicked him off the VanFranken murder case,” she explained.

      “I’m compromised. And I was going to do everything in my power to prove she didn’t do this. Which is why he was right to remove me. I’m not in my right mind when it comes to Suze being a suspect in this case.”

      Kitty patted Paul on the arm. “Kevin will find the truth.” Hadley knew the woman was partial to the other deputy, but it was mostly because her cat was also named Kevin.

      Hadley, however, wasn’t sure about Paul’s partner. She couldn’t get the picture of him and McKay standing close and conferring out of her mind.

      “They have a suspect. They won’t be looking at anyone else,” Paul said through a snort.

      Hadley had worried about the same thing.

      At that moment, a group of customers walked into the jam shop. Gran and Kitty locked on to them and were bustling over within seconds to help. Paul pulled Hadley back into the jam kitchen office.

      “We need to call Ike right away, and Had …” He locked eyes with his sister. “You have to make sure Suze is cleared. Now that I can’t protect her, you have to be the one.” Paul’s eyes pleaded with her just as intensely as his words.

      He was right. She may have promised her best friend she’d stay off this case, but now she had no choice. She had to get Suze out of jail.
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      Paul turned away from Hadley and paced in the jam kitchen office.

      He hunched forward as he peered down at his phone. Finding what he must’ve been looking for, he pressed a couple of buttons and held the phone in front of him. He met Hadley’s worried gaze with one of his own as the dial tone rang out over the speakerphone.

      “Howdy,” came a voice from the other end of the call.

      Hadley closed her eyes in defeat. Ike Fires was the town of Stoneybrook’s only lawyer. How the man had passed the bar exam, Hadley had no idea.

      “Ike, it’s Paul James. I need your help. Suzanne Till is in trouble, and we need you to represent her.” Paul sped through the information as if every second was important.

      “You know, I heard some commotion about her and that billionaire the other day.” Ike tsked a few times, not demonstrating an ounce of Paul’s urgency.

      Hadley rolled her eyes. The man was a goof. Sure, he’d represented her in her divorce years ago—and had done a passable job at that—but this was a murder trial. How was he going to help Suze? She wanted to wave her hands and tell Paul to hang up, to call a better lawyer, one from Cascade Ridge or even Seattle.

      The small jam kitchen office felt like it was closing in on her and she needed to get some fresh air. She realized she was still holding her jacket and hooked it on to the back of the door while she thought about what to do.

      “Good ol’ M and M has her, then?” Ike asked, using one of the less-flattering nicknames for the Grande County sheriff—since the man was about as tall as he was wide like the candy-coated chocolates.

      Paul confirmed that McKay had arrested Suze, and Hadley let herself relax. Of course. That was why Paul was getting Ike.

      Ike Fires and Mark McKay had grown up together in Cascade Ridge. Their hate for one another was as dependable as the seasons in the Cascade Valley. If anyone knew how to get under McKay’s skin, to make him mess up, it was Ike.

      “Should I come down to the station?” Ike asked. “I’m free now.”

      Paul’s face flashed red as he must’ve remembered McKay telling him to take the rest of the day off. “Uh, no. I’m—could you come to Hadley’s jam shop? I can meet you there.”

      “Okie dokie. See ya soon.” Ike whistled a little trill and then hung up.

      Paul’s chest lifted and then fell in a huge sigh as he put his phone in his pocket. “I’ll wait here for him.”

      “Okay, what can I do?” Hadley asked. It was stuffy inside her small office, but Gran and Kitty were still helping customers out in the shop, and she didn’t want to discuss this in front of just anyone, so she stayed put. “Did anything come up in your questioning yesterday that I need to know?”

      Paul’s hopeful expression fell flat. “No one at the art show noticed anyone from the mansion come into Suze’s gallery Friday night.” He held up a hand when Hadley frowned. “That’s not to say they didn’t, but no one noticed them.”

      “But the killer must’ve snuck in early to grab the knife,” Hadley said even though she knew Paul knew that already.

      “Right.” Paul nodded. “Montgomery was in town, having dinner and he left just before eight. His receipt from Seven Stones proves this.”

      “But eight is when the art market opens.” Hadley’s eyes sparkled. “So he could’ve swung by the gallery and swiped the knife before heading back up to the mansion.” She snapped her fingers as something else came to her. “And if he was in regular clothes instead of his butler’s tuxedo, maybe he wouldn’t be as recognizable.”

      “Good. Yes, I think he’s our only viable suspect.” Paul combed his fingers through his dark beard like he did whenever he was thinking.

      “Only viable one?” Hadley asked. “What about the maid and the chef?”

      Grimacing, Paul shook his head. “I got ahold of the chef, Trish, yesterday. She said Lydia came running to her when she was fired and asked her to drive her into town since she didn’t have a car. Trish drove Lydia to the River’s Bend Bed-and-Breakfast, but Lydia was so distraught that Trish was worried about her, so she got a room as well and stayed there Friday night to stay close.”

      “So she wasn’t yards away from the crime scene in her cottage.” The statement was downcast, quiet, as Hadley realized yet another suspect—two, actually—had just slipped through their fingers.

      “The maid, Lydia, was visiting her boyfriend yesterday, but was going to come in for questioning today.” Paul checked his watch. “She should be there now, actually.”

      “And has Nicole confirmed Lydia and Trish were both at the bed-and-breakfast that night?” Hadley asked, mentioning the bed-and-breakfast owner.

      Paul nodded.

      “Okay.” Hadley set her shoulders, trying to stay positive. “But we still don’t know why Lydia was fired, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “Then we’ll start there.” Hadley placed her hand on the knob of the office door. “All the rooms in the B and B are on the first floor. What if they checked in for an alibi and then snuck out?”

      Paul considered that, squinting one eye as he thought it through.

      “I’m going to see if I can’t find out why Victoria fired Lydia. We need to know if she had a motive or not.” Hadley pulled the door open but stopped. “What about Kevin? Will he let you know anything?”

      Her brother and the other local deputy had been partners for years. They got along well and had an intense mutual respect that came with having each other’s back through so many cases.

      “No,” Paul said. “And I couldn’t ask that of him. He’s got his sights set on being sheriff someday, so there’s no way he’ll do anything to go against McKay if he can help it. He’s also a pretty staunch rule follower, like me … usually.” Paul winced.

      He was right. This was going to be more difficult without the department’s resources.

      “Okay, I’ll let you know what I find.” She slipped into her winter jacket.

      “Thank you.” Paul pulled her into a tight hug that felt a little more crushing than usual.

      She smiled up and at him. “We’ll figure this out.”

      Hadley slipped out the back door while Gran and Kitty were occupied with the customers, not wanting to waste any more time.
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      It was windy that day. Hadley pulled her collar up while she paced in front of the town hall building, waiting for Lydia to emerge.

      She wasn’t sure what her plan would be once she saw the former maid, but she knew she needed to find out why she’d been fired. Hadley kicked at the snow while she went through plan after plan in her mind, throwing each out as she realized how bad they were.

      Her fingers had officially gone numb, and she hadn’t been able to feel her toes for a good ten minutes when she heard her name being carried on the icy wind.

      Glancing up, she saw Mickie hanging out of the front door of Bake and Flake a short distance away. Mickie waved her over with big, sweeping arm motions.

      Hadley checked back toward the town hall steps, her feet staying frozen in place. Literally and figuratively, Hadley thought with a snort. She winced as the snort made her frozen nose ache.

      “You’re going to freeze out there,” Mickie called, cupping her hands around her mouth.

      Mickie was right. She wouldn’t be able to help anyone if she caught a cold or frostbite. Hadley jogged over to the bakery. Its windows looked out at the town hall building after all. She could wait inside and still watch for Lydia.

      Mickie’s bakery smelled divine, as usual. Buttery, yeasty, doughy, sugary scents enveloped her, cocooning her in warmth.

      “Hi,” Mickie said. Her eyes sparkled with questions as she looked Hadley up and down. “Whatcha doin’ out there in the cold, lady?”

      Hadley laughed and gestured to the town hall. “Uh, waiting for a woman to walk out of that building so I can get to the bottom of who killed her boss and convince McKay to let Suze go.” Her face pulled into a grimace as she realized how crazy that sounded.

      “Omigosh, so it’s true? They arrested Suzanne?” Mickie pulled Hadley toward the table closest to the window where they could see the steps, gesturing for her to sit.

      “They did.” Hadley took off her coat and hung it on the chair before sitting. She put on a brave face even though the words arrested and Suzanne being used in the same sentence made her want to cry.

      She could’ve—cried, that is—since the bakery was closed at the moment and they were the only two inside. Mickie was open early each morning and then again after dinner for a few hours to cover the times in the day when the locals needed something sweet.

      Mickie furrowed her eyebrows at Hadley. “Let me get you something to eat.” She turned and bustled around in the kitchen for a moment, returning with tea and a warm scone.

      “Thank you,” Hadley said, stuffing a bite of scone in her mouth so she wouldn’t cry at her friend’s kindness. She kept one eye on the steps of the town hall building as she ate.

      “So what are you going to say to this maid when she walks out of there?” Mickie lifted her chin, motioning to the stairs they were watching.

      “I was hoping small-town charm might work in my favor, added to the fact that she was just questioned in connection to a murder, and she might want to talk to a friendly person.” It sounded dumb now that Hadley said it aloud. But she didn’t have time to think of anything better, because a woman walked out of the town hall building at that moment.

      Hadley stood, sucking in a quick breath before looking to Mickie.

      “Wish me luck,” Hadley said, grabbing her jacket and slipping her arms back into the sleeves.

      “Luck?” Mickie scoffed. “I’m coming with you.” When Hadley looked at her in surprise, Mickie added, “What’s more small town than one friendly face? Two.” She jogged over to the coat hanger behind her counter and grabbed her own winter jacket.
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        * * *

      

      Mickie locked the door and they headed in the direction of the town hall building.

      “Well, Kevin let her go, so that must mean something,” Mickie said as they walked.

      “Yeah, it means they already have someone in custody for the murder, and they’re not looking into anyone else as closely as they should.” Hadley sent Mickie a pointed look.

      Hadley grew mad just thinking about it. How could Kevin? After all, Kitty had named her cat after him. Okay, so technically she had chosen the name separately from Deputy Kevin, but Cat Kevin still deserved a better legacy than that.

      As they approached the woman who’d been Victoria’s maid, Hadley’s brain snapped into sleuthing mode. She needed an in with this woman, a reason to talk to her that wasn’t, “Oh, hey. I’ve been waiting for you because I’m hoping you’re a murderer so my friend can go free.”

      Luckily, as they got closer, Hadley noticed the former maid was crying. She glanced at Mickie to make sure she saw it as well. Mickie winked back. She knew just what to do.

      “And that’s when I told him, Jason, there’s no way I’m going to give you my mother’s secret recipe,” Mickie said.

      Hadley followed along. “He has to know that’s your bread and butter.”

      But Hadley stopped, making a show of watching the woman as she strode by them, keeping her face down so they might not notice her tears.

      “Excuse me, miss?” Hadley sidestepped on the sidewalk so she was a few feet closer to the woman. “Are you okay?”

      The maid started and did a double take before accepting that Hadley was talking to her. She sniffed.

      “I’m—it’s—" She looked like she was about to tell them everything was okay, but she couldn’t seem to lie. She broke down into a fresh round of sobs. “Nooo,” she wailed.

      Hadley put a gentle hand on the maid’s arm, and Mickie came up on the other side of the woman.

      “Oh, honey. I own the bakery right here.” Mickie pointed to the Bake and Flake building. “Hadley and I were just on a little walk, but would you like to come in for a cup of tea and a scone, on the house?”

      The maid looked up. Her expression cycled between disbelief and wariness, then it settled on fear. She took a step back. “Why would you do that? Why are you being so nice?”

      Hadley and Mickie both stayed still, not wanting to spook her any more than she already was with any fast movements.

      “Oh, sorry,” Hadley said. “You aren’t from here, so that was probably super weird.” She stepped forward, holding out her hand. “I’m Hadley and this is Mickie. I’m sorry if we were too forward. We’re just used to helping everyone around here.” She rolled her eyes. “Small town and all.” Then, even though she wanted to do the opposite, Hadley took a step back. “We’ll leave you alone.”

      Mickie took a step back with Hadley. And they were just about to turn around and walk away from her when the former maid let out a little sound.

      Hadley tipped her head to one side. “Sorry?”

      The maid shuffled her feet in the snow. “Actually, I haven’t eaten anything all day.”

      Mickie smiled. “Of course. Come with us.”

      They bustled her into the bakery. If it didn’t smell so sweet and look so comforting inside, Hadley almost would’ve felt like they were leading her into a trap.

      A few moments later, one of Mickie’s ham and cheese scones, a croissant, and two muffins sat on a plate in front of the young woman.

      “There you go,” Hadley said, setting down a steaming mug of tea. “That should warm you up. Let us know if there’s anything else you need. And as for why you were crying, we’re here if you’d like to talk about it or we don’t have to. Whatever would make you feel best.” She stepped back, like a scientist who just mixed a bunch of chemicals and was waiting to see what kind of reaction they’ll get.

      “Thank you,” Lydia said, a new tear falling down her cheek. “That’s so nice of you. This place is so nice. I wish I could’ve stayed.” She sniffed.

      “Why can’t you?” Mickie asked, sitting next to her.

      “I was fired.” Lydia looked between Hadley and Mickie with her large brown eyes and blinked. “I’m Lydia. I worked for Victoria VanFranken.”

      Hadley and Mickie sucked in fake gasps in unison.

      “Oh, I heard something about that. So sad,” Hadley said.

      “And so they’ve let go all the staff since she died?” Mickie asked.

      Hadley wanted to sing. That was a brilliant question. She needed to involve Mickie in cases more often. She was proving to be great at this sleuthing business.

      At Mickie’s question, Lydia shook her head. “No. I got fired before Miss VanFranken died.” As if this was an enormous weight off her shoulder, Lydia let out a new wail, and it took her another minute to compose herself.

      “But you seem so lovely.” Hadley was sure there was no way this was going to work, but she didn’t have another option. “What could you have done wrong?”

      Lydia’s eyes wandered around the snowy landscape outside for a moment. Hadley held her breath. She felt the answer coming. Any second.

      But then it was as if the woman shut down. She swiped at her eyes and shook her head.

      “She was right to fire me. I messed up. I deserved to go. But she didn’t deserve to die.” Sobs rolled out of the woman now.

      Hadley and Mickie eyed each other, confused.

      Lydia’s attention caught on something in the parking lot of the town hall building. It was a shiny black Mercedes, something they didn’t see in the valley unless they ventured up to the fancier neighborhoods of Cascade Ridge.

      Lydia grabbed her purse and swiped the back of her hand across her nose. “I’m so sorry. I’ve got to go. Thank you so much for your kindness.”

      With that, she ran out the door and toward the car.

      Once she was far enough away, Hadley smacked her hand down on the nearest table in defeat.
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      Hadley didn’t have the heart to break the news to Paul that she’d let Lydia slip through her fingers without finding any answers, so she decided to keep working. If Lydia wouldn’t talk, maybe someone up at the mansion would. Paul had mentioned Victoria’s sister was on her way back. Maybe she would answer some questions.

      
        
          
            
              
        Following a lead up at the mansion.

      

      

      

      

      

      She sent the text off to her brother, then headed to the scene of the crime.

      As she tromped through the snow up the front steps, Hadley felt her nerves as palpably as if they were as real as the knitted sweater she wore. Would anyone be home?

      Just as with her questioning of Lydia, Hadley had only scraps of a poorly thought-out plan. She should’ve brought a basket of jams with as a way to show how sorry the town was for the loss.

      Without anything of the sort, she would just have to rely on her charm. Great, she thought with a snort.

      This time, when she rang the doorbell at the large ornate front door, she heard footsteps from within and the door opened moments later. Montgomery, the butler, stood on the other side, looking just as unamused as he had the last time she saw him. Unlike last time, however, he was wearing his full tuxedo.

      Hadley wondered why he was still working when his boss was dead. But she didn’t have a chance to ponder that any further because he said, “Hello. How can I help you?” He lifted his chin as he talked.

      In that moment, Hadley thought her luck had won out. He didn’t remember her. She could pretend to be someone there writing a story on Victoria’s death or—

      “Wait.” He narrowed his eyes at her and lifted his chin even more. “You’re …”

      She stopped her inward celebration.

      It figured.

      “Yes,” she admitted through an exhale. Then she held up a hand to stop whatever was about to come out of his mouth next. “Hear me out. I know you overheard Suzanne threatening your boss, but she isn’t that kind of person. Suze could never and would never hurt anyone.”

      His eyebrows rose, and his lips pulled into a bit of a smile. Both actions gave Hadley hope. All that hope was dashed out into the snow as he slammed the door shut in her face.

      Okay. So much for that idea.

      Hadley turned on her heel and headed back to her car. But before she stepped off the pathway and onto the large snow-covered driveway, she heard a sound.

      It was a sound she was accustomed to hearing, being the caretaker of four felines: a meow.

      But this particular meow sent a shiver down to her bones. It was the low, long, yowl of a cat who is in danger or hurt. Hadley hurriedly scanned the front yard, looking for signs of a cat in need of help.

      She was studying an interesting-looking stick when it flicked, moving fluidly like a tail. Without thinking, Hadley raced forward to the bush. Hiding inside was the Siamese cat she’d seen the other day, the one who’d had Victoria’s blood on it.

      Hadley’s mind flicked through the worst-case scenarios. What if the blood on the cat hadn’t been Victoria’s? What if the cat was hurt, too, but had gone days without attention because everyone was too focused on the murder scene?

      Carefully reaching forward, she ran her hand along the cat’s side, where the blood had been before. The cat’s soft, cream-colored fur was clean, if not freezing cold. It had been brushed, possibly even bathed since she’d seen it last.

      The cat, seeing its cries for help had been answered, stood from its crouched hiding position under the rhododendron and rubbed its body up against Hadley’s calf.

      It looked fine. In fact, it was purring.

      “How’d you get outside?” she asked the creature.

      Sure, her cats accompanied her in the garden on sunny days, pouncing after butterflies in the sunshine, but mostly they were indoor. Having seen the difference between the barn cats Luke’s family kept on the farm, Hadley was almost certain this specific feline wasn’t an outdoor kitty.

      Even if it was, this weather was no place for a cat when the only option for shelter was a bush in the front garden.

      Hadley reached to pick it up. But even though the cat had been rubbing up against her leg a moment before, he bolted away from her, slinking into the bushes under a large window.

      Hadley glanced at the glass. Between the glare of the sun and the reflection of the snow in the large panes, she couldn’t see a thing inside. She hoped the ornery butler wasn’t watching her right now.

      She followed, chasing as the cat scurried under another bush and then around the side of the house. She’d just pounced, scooping the cat up into her arms when the unmistakable sound of a window cracking open sounded behind her.

      “Richard?”

      Hadley couldn’t see through the screen on the window, but she turned back toward the source of the voice.

      “Richard! You found Richard!” The voice streamed out of the open window in a joyous release.

      As Hadley navigated her way through the snow and back to the window, she caught sight of the person behind the screen, being at an angle now that she could see through the fine mesh.

      The woman was about her age, blonde, and had bright blue eyes. Those eyes lit up even more as Hadley stopped in front of the open window. The cat in her arms strained and stretched toward the window.

      “He didn’t seem like an outside kitty,” Hadley explained. “I thought he could’ve slipped out without anyone noticing and didn’t want him to freeze.”

      At this, the woman’s smiling face turned from the cat to Hadley. Her cheerful expression darkened into a scowl. Hadley worried for a moment that she was angry with her.

      But then the woman sneered and said, “I don’t think he slipped out at all. Montgomery probably threw him out on purpose. He’s always hated him.”

      Hadley’s head shot back in surprise. The butler was grumpy, no question, but she didn’t expect anyone to be hateful enough to put an innocent animal out to its death. This wasn’t just some prank. The cat could’ve very well died if she hadn’t found him.

      Hadley’s horror must’ve shown on her face because the woman in the window said, “He’s awful.”

      Hadley blinked and held the cat tighter to her. “That’s terrible.” She eyed the window and said, “Can you disconnect the screen? I can hand him to you through the window if you do.”

      The woman spent two seconds studying the screen before saying, “You know, for a girl who used to sneak out of her window as a teenager, I sure have forgotten how to do this. Or maybe it’s this darn fancy house. Everything’s so different.” She rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you come around to the front door?”

      Hadley cringed. “Yeah … I tried that already. Montgomery turned me away.”

      The woman straightened and appraised Hadley as if she was seeing her in a whole different light. Hadley readied herself to be turned away again.

      But the woman said, “He did, did he? Well, I live here too—until my sister’s will is read, at least—so let’s see him turn away my guest.” She motioned toward the front door as she closed the window.

      Careful not to slip as she clutched the cold cat, Hadley made her way through the snowy yard.

      So I’ve been talking to Victoria’s sister. Interesting, she mused as she walked.

      Hadley’s interest turned to worry. She was best friends with the woman who had been arrested for Victoria’s murder. Once this woman found out, it was possible she would react much like Montgomery had, if not worse.

      She held her finger tentatively over the doorbell for a moment, but before she rang the bell, the large door swung open and Hadley stood face-to-face with the woman from the window.

      “Come in,” she said. “I’m Charlotte, by the way.”

      Hadley stepped inside, her attention catching on the large entryway and the beautiful sitting room to her left. “Hadley,” she said as she handed over the cat.

      Charlotte pulled him to her, hugging him tight.

      “This place is amazing,” Hadley shook her head, taking in the large entryway. She’d been in the sunroom, but the front of the house was even more grand.

      Charlotte snorted. “An amazing waste of space, if you ask me, but nobody ever does.” She laughed. “Come in. My wing is much cozier.”

      She padded through the long hallway back toward the side of the grand house closest to the side yard where she’d been talking to Hadley moments before.

      Charlotte took a left off the main hallway and into a living room. It was as if walking through the hallway transported them into a different house, or maybe merely a different sense of style. Always having preferred comfort over style, Hadley appreciated the overstuffed couches and chairs, littered with soft blankets in the living area of Charlotte’s wing.

      “This is much more my style.” Hadley laughed, running her fingers over unique throw pillows that looked like succulent plants.

      Charlotte looked back at her, then snuggled close to Richard and covered his head with kisses.

      “My poor baby. You’re so cold. Let me get you a blanket, little guy,” she cooed to him as he purred.

      Reaching for a blanket on the nearby couch, Charlotte wrapped Richard up in the soft-looking throw until he resembled a burrito more than a cat. He blinked contentedly, purring louder. Hadley couldn’t help but smile at the comical sight.

      “He’s a beautiful cat.” Hadley gestured to the Siamese.

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said, scratching under his chin. “Can you believe he’s a rescue?”

      Hadley’s eyes went wide. She could’ve sworn he’d been an expensive purchase from a breeder. Or maybe this fancy house is causing me to make all sorts of assumptions, she thought as she looked at Charlotte.

      “Yeah, he was the runt of a litter I went to look at in a humane society in the city. He was curled up, all the way in the corner. I think other people missed him. But look at him now.” She beamed at the gorgeous cat.

      Hadley considered Barnaby, how he’d been a scraggly little kitten with a cold when Luke had taken him in. And now he was a handsome tabby who looked more fitting in a jungle than a living room. In fact, all of her cats were gorgeous in her eyes.

      “I have four, all rescues too. In one way or another,” she added.

      “Four?” Charlotte’s eyes went wide. “Oh, I’d love that many, but I barely convinced my sister to let me bring Richard.” At the mention of her sister, her posture sank.

      Hadley frowned. “I’m so very sorry for your loss. It’s awful.”

      “It still doesn’t feel real, you know?” Charlotte said. “She was my big sister, always there for me.” Charlotte swiped at her eyes. “I can’t believe she’s gone. I keep expecting her to walk around that corner, ready to tell me why my plans won’t work out or poke holes in my logic.”

      Being a sister, Hadley knew the mention of criticism just came with the territory. Paul could tell Hadley things no one else could, and somehow it was easier to hear from him.

      Pushing aside the memory of Montgomery kicking her out when he remembered her connection with Suzanne, Hadley decided to make a plea. “Charlotte, I’m so sorry to bring this up but my best friend, Suzanne, is the artist your sister hired for her portrait.”

      Charlotte’s eyes lit up in recognition.

      Before she could say anything, Hadley added, “She’s been arrested for your sister’s murder, but I know she didn’t do it and I need to find proof.”

      Charlotte watched Hadley for a split second. Anger flashed across her features. Hadley took a step back. That was it; she’d ruined everything.

      But Charlotte surprised her by stepping forward. Her fingers clasped on to Hadley’s arm.

      “Don’t leave. I agree with you. I don’t think your friend did this at all.” She looked around the room. “Someone in this house is responsible.”
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      Hadley almost sank to the floor in relief. “You think it was someone here too?” she asked excitedly, realizing halfway through her question—when Charlotte winced—that she needed to keep her voice down.

      Charlotte motioned for Hadley to follow. She walked into what looked like a bedroom and closed the door behind them.

      “I don’t have proof, but it has to be.” Charlotte held Richard close.

      “Who do you think it is?” Hadley asked.

      Charlotte motioned toward the front of the house where they’d just come from. “Montgomery. I’m almost certain.”

      “Montgomery?” Hadley wondered why she sounded so surprised. She’d questioned the surly butler and his motive as well. “Are you worried about your safety? He still lives here and is trying to get rid of your cat.”

      Charlotte scratched under Richard’s chin as she said, “As terrifying as it is to think about living around a killer, I’m not certain my life is in danger. You see, I think Monty killed Victoria for revenge.”

      “Revenge?” Hadley felt like she was just repeating everything Charlotte said in question form.

      “He thinks Victoria killed her late husband, Darrell.” Charlotte plopped down on the king-sized bed in the room, patting the duvet next to her.

      Hadley sat enthralled as Charlotte continued the story.

      “All of this money was Darrell’s. Victoria didn’t earn a cent. She and I grew up poor. And Montgomery has been looking after Darrell and his family for decades. Darrell was like a son to Montgomery, especially after Darrell’s parents died when he’d just turned nineteen and he inherited the entire family fortune.” Charlotte clicked her tongue. “For many years, it was just Darrell and Montgomery.”

      Hadley remembered reading Darrell’s obituary and noting the lack of family left behind, other than Victoria. “Until your sister came along,” Hadley said.

      Charlotte pointed at Hadley. “Bingo. And when Darrell died of a heart attack when he was only thirty-seven, four years after he and Victoria tied the knot, Montgomery blamed Victoria.”

      Richard must’ve warmed up because he wriggled free from the blanket and Charlotte’s arms. The cat slunk off under a chair in the corner of the room.

      “But if Darrell died a couple years ago, why would Montgomery kill her now?” Hadley wondered aloud.

      Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the thing that makes the least sense to me.”

      Hadley tapped her fingers on her lips as she thought. “But if he’s not a painter, how could he have finished the painting?”

      Charlotte exhaled. “I’ve been wondering that myself. Montgomery has always been a very outspoken critic of the art my sister purchased. It’s possible he’s got some hidden talents. He’s always been a very private person. Plus, we all live, like, miles apart around here. He could snore and I’d never find out.”

      “But we could find out, right?” Hadley asked, probing to see if Charlotte might prove to be her inside link to the mansion.

      Charlotte scratched at her temple, looking equally out of suggestions. Before either of them could come up with anything, Hadley’s phone buzzed in her pocket. It was a text from Paul.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emergency. Come to the jam kitchen immediately.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley’s heartbeat pulsed in her ears as she stared down at her phone. Why was Paul still at the jam kitchen? Had his meeting with Ike gone poorly?

      “I’m so sorry, but I have to go.” She sent an apologetic look toward Charlotte as she stood. “I-it’s an emergency.”

      Charlotte’s face creased with worry. “Go, go. I’ll be fine.”

      Pausing for a moment, Hadley wondered if Charlotte would be. “Be careful and take care of yourself. I’ll come back as soon as I can to chat again.”

      Hadley turned to leave, her worries now switching to making sure Paul was okay.
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        * * *

      

      Hadley burst into the jam kitchen after driving way too fast through the back roads of Stoneybrook. She’d tried calling Paul on the way, but he hadn’t answered. This only intensified her worry.

      Now inside, she glanced around. Her breath caught in her throat as Paul stood up from where he must’ve been crouching behind one of the stainless steel worktops in the kitchen.

      His hands were covered in red.

      At first, she thought it might be blood, but then she noticed there were little seeds in the liquid and recognized it as jam.

      “You called me down here for spilled strawberry jam?” She tore off her jacket, threw her purse on the floor by her office, and stormed over to him.

      It was only then that she noticed there was a person in the retail portion of the shop. The woman was kneeling to get a better look at the jars on one of the bottom shelves, and Hadley hadn’t seen her right away.

      Paul widened his eyes at Hadley and motioned for her to get down to his level, where he was cleaning up the jam.

      “That’s Victoria’s chef,” he whispered. “I wanted to question her, but it could get me fired if the wrong person walked by the window and saw me talking to her. I was trying to keep her from leaving. Then you called and I got so flustered that I knocked over this jar.” He shook his hands, and clumps of the red substance fell to the floor to join the rest.

      Hadley poked her head over the half wall that separated the jam kitchen from the retail shop. “That’s the chef?” she asked, any frustration she’d felt upon her arrival replaced by curiosity. Nodding to Paul, Hadley said, “Good call. Thanks for texting.”

      She left him to clean up the rest of the spilled jam and glass, and tried to look nonchalant as she approached the customer.

      The woman looked to be just a little older than Hadley. She had dark hair that was on the longer side, like Hadley’s. But that’s where the similarities ended. Whereas Hadley wore jeans, boots, and her favorite oversized knit sweater, this woman looked like she’d just walked out of a fancy Seattle boutique. She had on sleek black leggings—that may or may not be some sort of leather—a black turtleneck sticking out of a beautiful asymmetrical wool coat Hadley was almost sure she’d seen in a shop window when she and Luke were last in Seattle.

      She stood from where she’d been kneeling, a jar of grapefruit jam in her hand.

      “Hello. I’m Hadley. This is my shop. My brother mentioned you might have some questions for me.” She put on her best customer service smile to cover for the fact that Paul hadn’t said anything of the sort.

      The woman held out her hand. “I’m Trish Henry. I run the kitchen up at the Rosewood Manor.”

      She had an accent that didn’t seem to come from a location as much as a wealthy lifestyle. Her words were smooth, one elongated into the next as if she had all the time in the world.

      “Well, I used to,” Trish added with a sigh. “But I’m looking for work now that …” She cringed. “I’m sure you guys have heard all about it. Small towns, and all.”

      “It’s wonderful to meet you,” Hadley said, but then let her false smile fall away. “Though, I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      Trish adopted the same sad expression as Hadley. “Isn’t it awful?”

      Hadley nodded.

      “Anyway,” Trish continued, holding up the jar of grapefruit jam, “I’ve got an interview with a family up in Cascade Ridge who needs a chef, but the husband can’t have, like, any unnatural foods.” Trish clicked her tongue. “They’re expecting me to do a breakfast, lunch, and dinner menu for them and I was thinking of using your jam for the breakfast course.” She narrowed her eyes at the ingredients. “Are there really only three ingredients in this? Honey, grapefruit, and lemon juice?”

      “Yep,” Hadley said. “Just those three.”

      Trish moved her narrowed gaze from the ingredients list to Hadley. “Are you sure? I cannot mess this up and feed this guy something filled with artificial sugar.”

      Bristling at the accusation, Hadley contained her frustration before answering, “Positive. I canned everything here myself.”

      Trish appraised her for a moment as if she might be lying. Finally, she waved a hand at her. “Sorry, I guess I’m just worried about trusting anyone from this town after what that artist did to Victoria.”

      Behind Hadley, broken glass clattered, making both her and Trish jump. Hadley whipped around to see Paul slamming the contents of the broken jar into the trash. He clenched his jaw in anger.

      Hadley turned back to Trish and laughed. “Sorry about that. Clumsy brothers.” She guided the woman over to the register, motioning to the jar of jam she held in her hands. “Is that all, or were you looking for anything else?”

      Trish studied the jar and then set it on the counter in front of Hadley. “Just this for today.” She pulled out her wallet.

      Hadley took out a gift bag and wrapped the jar in paper before setting it in the bag. “You know,” she said, conversationally, “speaking of that artist, I’ve heard they’re moving away from her as a suspect.” She leaned forward and whispered, “You know how small towns talk.”

      Hadley laughed and hoped Trish wouldn’t see Suze’s signature on the mural along the wall of the jam shop behind her and figure out they were friends. She pulled out some tissue paper and fluffed it about before stuffing it in the bag as a distraction.

      Trish raised her well-manicured brows. “I hadn’t heard that. Do you know who they are considering now?”

      Hadley kept the warning bells brought forth by Trish’s question from showing up in her expression. Was she asking because she had something to hide? It sure seemed like all the people at the house were quick to believe this was Suze. Or were they just glad the sheriff was looking at someone other than them?

      Hadley glanced over at Paul, hoping she wouldn’t get in trouble for this, and then she said, “Well, I’ve heard rumblings that the butler, Montgomery, had something big against Victoria and he snapped.”

      Hadley rang up the jam jar and tapped her fingers on the register, acting as if the transaction was moving slowly to buy herself more time.

      “But you were there, in the thick of it; you would know better than me if that is feasible or not.” Hadley watched Trish.

      The chef’s chin jutted backward, but it wasn’t in disbelief. It was more of the way someone looks when they hear their name called early for an appointment: a little taken aback, but not surprised.

      “Montgomery,” Trish said as if she were testing out the idea. “I mean, he definitely hated Victoria. We all saw it. And I suppose that if he was going to do it, now would be the time.”

      Hadley stopped fluffing the tissue paper and looked at Trish. “Why?”

      Trish’s red lips curled up into a smile. “Because Victoria was about to fire the man.”
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      “Fire him?” Hadley didn’t want to scare Trish away with too intense of a reaction, so she tempered her shock. She gripped the handle of the bag of jam in hopes the woman wouldn’t think of leaving the shop just yet.

      Trish swallowed, her eyes growing wide, as if she’d just processed what she said and wished she could take it back. “Uh, yes, Montgomery was worried she would fire him when she got married,” she answered quickly as if she wanted to move on to another topic.

      “Married?” Hadley couldn’t help but glance over at Paul at this news. Had he known this?

      His quick shrug told her he had.

      “Yes,” Trish said. Her demeanor had returned to its smooth state. “She and Porter have been engaged for a few months now, and I’d heard talk that they were going to try to hold the wedding at the property this summer.”

      “Interesting. And Porter wouldn’t let her keep Montgomery?” Hadley asked.

      “Every time he came over, he would go on and on about how didn’t understand why she needed a butler. A maid, a driver, even a chef, he got. But a butler seemed so outdated to him. Add that to the fact Victoria had never wanted Montgomery around, and I don’t think it was going to be a difficult decision.” Trish snorted. Then, as if she realized how un-posh that had been, she lifted her chin and said, “I think she was looking forward to having the excuse to fire Montgomery. She’d seemed uncomfortable with him ever since Darrell, her husband, passed away.”

      Hadley thought through what she’d learned from Charlotte about Montgomery suspecting Victoria of killing Darrell. If that were the case, Victoria would definitely be uncomfortable around the butler.

      “Why hadn't Victoria fired him before, if they didn’t get along?” Hadley asked.

      “I think it was out of respect for Darrell.” Trish shrugged. “Either that, or there was some clause written in Darrell’s will that made it so she couldn’t fire the man right away.” Trish laughed.

      With that, the chef grabbed the bag from Hadley. She turned on her heel and left, waving over her shoulder as she headed out into the snowy street.

      Hadley looked toward Paul. “Fiancé? Pau-ul.” She dragged his name out into a complaint in the way only siblings can.

      He held up his hands. “The guy was in Seattle at a fundraiser his company threw for a charity. Not only do we have security footage of him there until eleven that night, he gave a speech in front of everyone at nine, right around the time of death. He couldn’t have made it up here in time and isn’t a suspect. I didn’t think it was important for you to know.” He ran one of his hands through his already unkempt dark hair.

      Hadley took in the sight of her normally controlled brother. It was understandable that McKay arresting Suze would bother him. Heck, she felt it too. But Hadley had hoped the dire situation would kick Paul into the intensely focused version of himself he became when working through a tough case.

      “That’s interesting about Montgomery,” Paul said as Hadley walked over to where he stood in the jam kitchen.

      “You think that’s interesting? Just wait for what I found out from Charlotte, Victoria’s sister, when I was just up at the mansion. She’s convinced it was Montgomery too.”

      “If she has more concrete proof that Victoria was planning to fire Montgomery, we might be able to use that to prove motive,” Paul said, his eyes lighting up for the first time since McKay had handcuffed Suze.

      “Charlotte has a different theory.” Excitement built in Hadley’s chest as she relayed what she’d learned from Charlotte. “She’s convinced that Montgomery blames Victoria for her husband’s death. Apparently Montgomery had been Darrell’s butler since the guy was a kid, and they were close, especially after Darrell’s parents died.”

      “Real Bruce Wayne stuff there.” Paul puffed out his cheeks.

      “Exactly.”

      “But…?” Paul asked, sensing Hadley’s level of excitement waning.

      “But Montgomery isn’t an artist.”

      Paul nodded sadly. “Right. So even if he killed Victoria, how did he finish Suze’s painting?”

      Hadley cringed, hating the way her brother’s shoulders slumped in defeat at that reminder. “Charlotte mentioned that Montgomery has always been a snooty art critic, so she said it’s not out of the question that he might be hiding a secret artistic talent. Not all artists paint for a living.”

      Paul lifted his chin. “Okay, that’s good. Or he could’ve worked with someone who can paint.”

      “True,” Hadley said. “Charlotte said I can come back, so I can look into it more.”

      “An inside invitation,” Paul said. “That’s great. How’d you come across that?”

      Hadley smiled. “We’re both cat ladies.” She shrugged.

      Paul laughed for the first time all day.

      “How’d it go with Ike?” Hadley asked.

      “Fine,” Paul said, then added, “I mean, he’s Ike, so it was crazy. When he got here, Kitty and Gran were still around, and I think he was even a little scattered for Kitty.”

      This did nothing to ease Hadley’s worries.

      “But,” Paul said, holding up a hand, “he already got on the phone and arranged for her to stay here in the holding cell until her arraignment instead of having to go up to the county jail, so that’s something.”

      The phrases holding cell, arraignment, and county jail made Hadley’s mouth go dry.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay.” Paul put a hand on Hadley’s shoulder.

      She nodded. It would. She had to solve this case, not just for her best friend, but for her brother too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was after three when Hadley closed the jam shop for the day. And even though Paul said he was going home, she noticed he’d walked in the direction of the sheriff’s office instead. She wondered if McKay would even let him in the building. He had told him to take the rest of the day off. And, honestly, she wasn’t sure it would be a good idea for him to go inside. It would kill him to see Suze like that in a holding cell.

      As much as that holding cell also freaked Hadley out, she was glad her friend was there and not in the county jail up in Cascade Ridge. She’d have to remember to thank Ike for that.

      She was no more able to stay away than Paul, as it turned out. Once she closed up, she made a stop at Cascade River Coffee for a latte and a grilled cheese sandwich, Suze’s favorite. She also stopped by her car and grabbed the two blankets she kept in the back for emergencies, thinking Suze might appreciate little comforts tonight in a wholly uncomfortable situation.

      Stoneybrook was still covered in snow, though it had been shoveled off the roads and sidewalks. Hadley reminisced about how she and Suze took a coffee break each day or met at Seven Stones for dinner. Ever since they were little, they’d walked arm in arm, the physical connection such a perfect metaphor for the emotional support they provided each other.

      Suze had held Hadley steady when she’d gone through her divorce. Now it was Hadley’s turn to be the rock her best friend needed.

      Balancing the coffee and sandwich while she carried the blankets under her arm, Hadley opened the front door to the town hall building and headed for the sheriff’s office. Sharon, the receptionist, stood and bustled around her desk when she saw it was Hadley.

      “What an awful day,” she said, pulling Hadley into a tight, motherly hug.

      Her arms full, Hadley merely stood there, letting the hug happen while focusing on not spilling any of Suze’s latte. When Sharon pulled away, Hadley tried to smile but found—now that she was standing in the office so close to where Suze was being held—she didn’t have the strength.

      “Oh, good. You brought her some provisions.” Sharon eyed the food and blankets Hadley carried. “I warned Kevin he needed to be nice to her or I would be calling his mother.”

      Kevin hadn’t grown up in Stoneybrook, and Hadley had never once heard him mention his mother, so she wasn’t sure how Sharon knew her well enough to talk to her. But if anyone could pull that kind of power, it was Sharon, so Hadley didn’t question it too much.

      She patted the woman on the arm. “Thank you. Is he back there?”

      Sharon nodded and motioned to the offices.

      Hadley had walked into that office a hundred times, maybe more. She usually had a glint in her eye if she had any theories about a case Paul was working on, and maybe a coffee in hand for her brother. But today, even with the coffee in one hand, Hadley felt like a criminal entering the office. She was the best friend of the suspect. Would they see her as an enemy, trying to thwart the rule of law?

      Hadley swallowed her fears and walked forward.

      Paul was at his desk. So they hadn’t banned him altogether. He shuffled through papers, probably writing up the reports she knew he put off. That meant he was just trying to stick around to see if anything happened with Suze.

      But instead of walking up to his desk as she normally would, Hadley veered left until she stood in front of Deputy Daniels’s desk. She chanced a glimpse over her shoulder at her brother. He, in turn, was trying—and failing—to act like he wasn’t interested in her presence there. But he was leaning his ear toward her in an obvious attempt to hear what they would say.

      Kevin looked up at her and pulled in a deep breath, like he was preparing himself to be punched.

      He was in his late twenties, so a little younger than Paul and Hadley. He’d started out the skinny, red-headed kid from Cascade Ridge who hung on every word Paul said, learning about the ins and outs of the small town he’d been assigned to instead of his home city, like he’d wanted.

      In the years since he’d started, Kevin had grown up. He’d filled out from workouts with Paul and their biweekly runs by the river. And he’d even enjoyed life in Stoneybrook, opting to get an apartment instead of commuting from Cascade Ridge each day as he’d done at the beginning.

      Today, the younger deputy looked tired, run down, like he’d been put through an emotional rock tumbler.

      “Hey, Kev,” Hadley said, using a nickname in hopes it would remind him they were friends, sort of.

      He smiled in the same way Hadley had felt all day. It was the fake kind that you muster up the energy to create because showing people how you actually felt seemed even more exhausting.

      “Hi, Had.” His gaze landed on the coffee and sandwich in her hands. He closed his eyes for just a second before running a hand over his tired face. “Sure, take it back. Jerry’s back there, and he’ll need to stay, but …”

      Hadley didn’t care about Jerry. All she needed was to see Suze.

      “Thank you,” Hadley said, pushing past the urge to hug Kevin.

      Heading down the hall to where the only two holding cells in the town were kept, Hadley waved to Jerry, one of the deputies stationed up in Cascade Ridge. Because the sheriff’s office wasn’t manned at all hours, he had probably been called down to watch Suze overnight. And from the scowl on his face, he wasn’t thrilled about it.

      Hadley had a lot more respect for Ike if he’d been able to get this done.

      “Kevin said I could bring her food.” Hadley held up the coffee cup and wrapped sandwich. “Should’ve thought to bring something for you too,” she said with a lighthearted laugh.

      Jerry looked up from the magazine he was reading and nodded like he couldn't care less. But Hadley’s focus moved from Jerry to Suze. Her heart broke at the sight of her best friend behind bars.

      This couldn’t be real. Her sweet, kind, creative friend. She couldn’t have expected something like this happening. Ever. And yet here she was, standing on the other side of the holding cell while Suze sat on a bench seat in the corner of a literal cage.

      Suze lifted her head as if the weight of the day had left her with no energy to sit upright. But once she locked eyes with Hadley, who held the food forward, a hint of life returned to her normally sparkling brown eyes.

      “Hey,” Suze said, getting up off the bench and padding over to stand opposite Hadley.

      Her usually bouncy curls were flat as if the events of the day had crushed them along with her spirit. She gripped the bars in front of her as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “Have I told you that you’re the best friend in the world?” Suze asked in a wobbly whisper that betrayed how hard she was working to not break down into sobs.

      “Not lately, but …” Hadley joked. She passed the drink and food through the bars. She looked at Jerry, catching his attention before shaking out both blankets, waiting for his approval before she passed those through the bars as well. “Thought you could use one as a pillow,” Hadley said.

      Suze took a long sip of the coffee, closing her eyes as she did so.

      “She acts like we didn’t already give her a cup.” Jerry motioned to a small paper cup still sitting on the bench Suze had just vacated.

      Suze widened her eyes at Hadley, but she didn’t have to say anything. They’d both tried the drip coffee from the old machine in the break room at Paul’s work before. It couldn’t even be considered a distant cousin to what Wendy could do with some espresso shots, milk, and syrup.

      Setting the coffee on the floor next to her, Suze unwrapped the grilled cheese sandwich and started eating.

      “Tell me everything that’s happened,” Suze said in between bites. Then, realizing what she’d said, she eyed Jerry and added, “with Hazel and Hal’s wedding.”

      Hadley understood the code but had to think a moment about what to say. “Well”—she pulled in a long inhale as she did so—“there's been a change of plans. You know how Hazel asked Benny from Seven Stones to cater the wedding?” When Suze nodded, she said, “And how she specifically asked Benny’s sister not to get involved?”

      Gran and Kitty had booked Seven Stones to cater the wedding, but Benny didn’t have a sister. Suze nodded, showing she understood what Hadley was really saying.

      “It turns out that Benny needed help after all.” Hadley jerked her head back toward where Paul’s desk was out in the office. “And so his sister is going to step in. She’s not a professional or anything, but she’s done something similar in the past.”

      Suze swallowed. The hesitation on her face showed Hadley she understood what she was telling her. Now that Paul had been formally kicked off the case, Hadley had to help.

      Even though Suze had asked her to stay away, circumstances had changed.

      Chewing a large bite of the sandwich, Suze nodded. She didn’t look happy about it, but she had to understand what Hadley and Paul realized: the James twins were her only hope of getting out of this without heading to trial for murder.
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      Hadley left Suze reluctantly after an hour. They’d chatted a little more in code—Hadley trying to let her know she had made some good headway with the case already by describing how she befriended a reluctant vendor for the wedding—but it had started to get weird, and she had a feeling Jerry was catching on.

      Eventually, Kevin had come in to ask Suze a few more questions and he’d asked Hadley to leave. So she’d pulled herself away and left her best friend behind.

      Paul was still sitting at his desk, his head in his hands, his dark hair a complete mess. Hadley walked over to him and wrapped her arms around his big shoulders, squeezing him in as tight of a hug as she could muster. Their mother used to hug them like that when they would sit at the dining room table doing their homework in high school.

      Paul reached up and patted one of Hadley’s hands with his. His large body rose and fell in a sigh that felt like, for the most part, fatigue and defeat.

      “Come on, big guy. You’re going to have dinner with me and Luke tonight.” She stepped back, pulling at his arm.

      At first, he glanced toward the hallway leading to the holding cell. His reluctance to leave etched in the lines along his forehead. But then he softened. Kevin was here and would be taking turns with Jerry. He would look out for Suze.

      Plus, they needed to go plan their next move.

      The cold night air stung Hadley’s lungs as they left the sheriff’s office. The salt left on the sidewalk crunched under their boots. But Hadley couldn’t help but feel like no amount of salt was going to help them with the slippery situation they’d found themselves in this time.

      To distract herself from that terrible, unstable feeling, she pulled out her phone and texted Luke to give him a heads-up about bringing her brother home for dinner.

      
        
          
            
              
        On my way home. Bringing Paul with me. Hope that’s okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley sent the message just as they reached her car.

      As if he were waiting to hear from her, Luke texted right back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Of course. See you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Want me to pick something up on my way?

      

      

      

      

      

      She wrote back after climbing in her car and turning on the engine to get things warm. Her brother had a large appetite, and she wasn’t sure the amount of food they had in their fridge would suffice.

      Luke wrote back right away, again.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re good. Already started heating up the lasagna. There’s plenty for Mr. Bunyan.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley snorted out a laugh. She’d forgotten about the lasagna.

      Paul looked over from where he’d slumped into the passenger seat, and she angled the phone toward him so he could read Luke’s reply.

      “Haven’t been called that in a while.” Paul exhaled once, with about as much of a chuckle as anyone could expect from him after the day he’d had.

      And even though she usually hated the nickname—as Paul’s twin, she’d been dubbed with the nickname of the fictional lumberjack’s sidekick, Babe—she welcomed it tonight if it helped wipe the frown off her brother’s face.

      The James twins buckled their seat belts and tugged on them the way their father had always done, “to make sure it stuck.” They gave each other an appraising side eye, realizing they were doing the same thing, then broke into genuine smiles.

      She reached out and gripped Paul’s hand as tight as she could.

      “Suze will be okay. We’ll find out who did this. I promise.” She let go and focused on backing out of the parking space so she wouldn’t be tempted to cry.

      Paul cleared his throat. “I know. Well, I hope.” He puffed out his cheeks. “As part of law enforcement, I’ve always seen what I do as good, as part of the solution. But seeing how easily it can be twisted to hurt innocent people, that’s …” He trailed off.

      Hadley knew what he meant, though. It seemed crazy that McKay couldn’t see what a setup this was. She had hope, however, that her newfound connection with Charlotte would help her get to the bottom of who had put that bull's-eye on her friend’s back.

      When they pulled into the driveway a few minutes later, Hadley immediately felt better. Not only did she love her house, but knowing Luke and the cats were inside waiting for her made everything seem so complete.

      Marmalade and Barnaby greeted Hadley and Paul as they walked in the door. The two youngest cats had always seemed more doglike in some of their behaviors. Marmalade even played fetch with Hadley’s hair ties.

      Hadley eyed her brother as he knelt down to remove his shoes and greet the cats. Her tense shoulders relaxed a millimeter or two when Paul scooped them up, a cat tucked under each arm, just like he usually did. She knew how wonderful animals were for relieving stress and taking away tension. And if she couldn’t convince him and Suze to get their own cats—yet—she was willing to share her own.

      The aroma of cheese and garlicky tomato sauce danced in the air, pulling them forward.

      Ansel was curled into a black-and-white furry ball on the back of the couch. He opened one eye as they entered the living room but didn’t move a whisker other than that. Sweet Pea, the calico, sat in the kitchen with Luke, watching his every move as if he might slip up and drop something for her to eat.

      “Hey,” Luke said, looking up from the oven. He pulled out a tray of the lasagna they’d made yesterday. He set it on a trivet before reaching over to close the oven door.

      Hadley planted a kiss on his cheek, still warm from the open oven. “Perfect timing,” she whispered.

      He gestured to the table. “I poured some wine already, so why don’t you two sit and start drinking, and I’ll plate this up.”

      Paul put the two purring cats down and followed direction, never needing to be told twice to get ready to eat. Hadley, however, paused for a moment, appreciating everything she had. If this weekend had taught her anything it was that this could all be taken away in an instant.

      They took their seats, but she and Paul couldn’t seem to take their attention off the spot Suze usually occupied across from Hadley.

      They hadn’t taken more than a few bites of dinner before Luke broke the silence.

      “Okay, so what’s the plan?” He put down his fork and glanced between the twins. “You two look awful, and we’ve got to figure out how to get Suze out of there.”

      “I can’t anymore. I got kicked off the case.” Paul set down his fork too.

      “Yeah,” Luke said. “Had told me. So what? Had can help you do the legwork, and you two can keep your investigation going. McKay doesn’t have to know.”

      Hadley didn’t miss the fact that Luke had left himself out of that. Granny Fay must still need too much help for him to commit to the investigation.

      “I’m so sorry, I forgot to ask about Granny Fay. How’s she doing, Luke?” Hadley, the only one still holding her fork, set it down too.

      Luke exhaled. “It’s been tough, honestly, but she’s tough too. I have faith in her.” As if to show her how okay he was, he picked up his fork and started eating again. After swallowing a bite, he pointed the utensil at her and said, “Back to Suze. What leads do you have?”

      “I talked to Victoria’s sister today, and she thinks it was Montgomery, the butler,” Hadley said. “Charlotte said that Montgomery has hated Victoria from the start, but even more so because he’s convinced she killed his boss, Darrell. He’d been his butler since Darrell was a little boy. They were all each other had after Darrell’s parents died.”

      Luke took a drink of wine. “Like Batman.”

      “That’s what I said.” Paul picked up his glass and clinked it with Luke’s.

      “Men and Batman,” Hadley said with a shake of her head.

      “I looked into Darrell, by the way,” Paul said. He picked up his fork again too and took another—much more Paul-sized—bite of lasagna. “Darrell VanFranken died of a heart attack at thirty-seven just a couple years ago. Everyone was shocked that such a healthy man in his prime would suffer from a heart attack.” Paul raised a dark eyebrow.

      That matched with what Hadley had read in her research, and Charlotte’s theory about Montgomery believing Darrell had been killed.

      “My uncle who’s healthy as a horse had one when he was in his thirties.” Luke shrugged. “Sometimes it’s just genetics.”

      “And sometimes a wife kills her husband, and then years later his butler kills her and my best friend is put in jail for the murder,” Hadley said with a lot more snark than she meant.

      Paul held up a hand to calm her. “And if Victoria was going to fire him when she married this new guy—”

      “Porter,” Hadley interrupted.

      “Right. Then Montgomery had to do it now, while he still had the chance, while he was still working at the mansion.” Paul took another bite of lasagna.

      “That makes sense.” Luke nodded. “So why can’t you get Kevin to go arrest him? Sounds like he had motive and opportunity.”

      Hadley and Paul glanced at each other.

      “Other than the fact that they have a slew of physical evidence pointing to Suze and not any pointing elsewhere?” Paul asked, defeat coating his question.

      Trying to keep things positive, Hadley added, “Montgomery was in town around the time the art show started. He had the opportunity to slip in and steal the knife.”

      Luke rolled that information around in his brain for a bit before saying, “But no one Paul questioned yesterday noticed him?”

      Hadley sighed. “No, but he wasn’t in his butler’s uniform, so they may not have recognized him. You’ve seen how crowded First Friday art shows are.”

      Luke clicked his tongue in disappointment. “I’m so sorry I can’t be more helpful with this, you guys.”

      She covered his hand with hers. “We understand and Suze understands. You’ve got to help your family.”

      Paul’s shoulders slumped forward. “I’m not much more help. Kevin let me hang out today to get my paperwork done, but he told me I shouldn’t be around when McKay comes by tomorrow. Which means, I guess I’ll man the jam shop with the grannies,” he said, his voice dipping at the end of the statement. “Man, is this what it feels like when I ask you to stay out of cases, Had?”

      Hadley chuckled. “You’re looking out for my safety,” she said seriously. “And you’re looking out for Suze’s now by following McKay’s orders, frustrating as they may be.”

      At the mention of Suze, a heaviness fell over the room.

      “Because if we make any mistakes here,” Hadley continued, “Suze is the one who’s going to pay the price.”
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      The next morning, Hadley went in to the jam kitchen early. She had a batch of jam to make, but she also wanted to pick up a few jars to take up to the mansion once the grannies got there.

      Her discussion about evidence with Luke and Paul last night at dinner reminded Hadley that if they had any hope of proving this wasn’t Suze, they needed to find physical evidence pointing to someone else. Right now, her best guess was Montgomery, which meant she needed to do some digging about his artistic interests. If he was as interested in art as Charlotte thought, then he could be harboring a love of painting.

      Added to his impending firing and the death of his longtime boss, Darrell, Hadley hoped that might be enough for Kevin to look into him as a serious suspect. If nothing else, she was hoping to get him to slip up and admit he’d visited Suze’s gallery Friday night.

      She’d planned it all out, and had a small basket of jam ready to go, by the time Gran and Kitty showed up around nine. They bustled in, chattering about wedding plans and planting kisses on Hadley’s cheek. Then they shooed her out the door once she told them about her plan to visit the mansion.

      Her little hatchback trucked up the back roads, still covered in crunchy snow. While the snow in town had been shoveled and plowed aside to make traveling easier, the old Rosewood mansion was still covered in a pristine coating. She parked in front of the intimidating building and got out of the car.

      Hadley’s breath billowed around her as she let out a big exhale and approached the large front door. After knocking, she curled her fingers into a fist as she waited. The butler stood on the other side of the large front door as it swung open. He wore his usual livery and a scowl. Hadley prepared to flinch, sure the door was about to slam shut in her face once more. She gripped the small basket of jam tighter.

      This had been a mistake. If he was Victoria’s killer, he wouldn’t invite her inside. The murderer needed Suze to take the fall and had already proven they would stop at nothing to make sure that happened.

      Montgomery didn’t close the door. He didn’t step aside to invite her in either, but stood there, staring at her. Expectation leaked from his expression as he raised his eyebrows.

      Hadley inhaled, realizing he was waiting for her to say something, anything.

      “Hi—hello, Montgomery,” she stammered, figuring she wouldn’t even get as far as a greeting. The basket in her hands creaked as her hold on it tightened. She pushed it forward. “I brought you jam.”

      Montgomery’s scowl only deepened.

      “It’s apology jam,” she continued. “I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot.”

      He cleared his throat but stayed put.

      Hadley’s shoulders sank. “Look, Montgomery, I’m sort of friends with Charlotte now. And I’ll probably be coming around more. I don’t want things to be weird between us.” Or for you to slam the door in my face each time I show up, she added to herself.

      The butler narrowed his eyes and took the proffered basket, but held it out in front of his body as if it might blow up at any moment. He stepped aside, letting Hadley enter. She shivered in the warmth as Montgomery closed the door behind her.

      “So … you’re still here.” Hadley leaned back on her heels, feeling the awkward intensity hanging between them. It was hard to pretend he hadn’t been accusatory and angry toward Suze on Saturday.

      “Where should I be?” he asked.

      Hadley shrugged. “I was talking to Trish, and she said she’s looking for work now that Victoria’s …” Hadley swallowed instead of saying the word. She cringed, hoping Montgomery got the hint. “I figured everyone who worked here would do the same.”

      Montgomery bristled. “I’ve served the VanFranken family for most of my life. I will not abandon my post until someone tells me to.”

      Hadley pressed her lips together. She’d touched a nerve there. Glancing around the foyer, she noted the large paintings hanging on the walls.

      “Did Victoria pick these out, or did you have any say in the décor?” she asked.

      He exhaled, and Hadley caught just a hint of an eye roll. “Mrs. VanFranken loved art, but had no taste in it.” He gave Hadley a pointed look.

      He means Suze, she thought, and it was her turn to bristle.

      “Most of the pieces here were purchased by the former Mr. and Mrs. VanFranken. Darrell always said he could’ve cared less about art, so when his parents passed, he let me choose any purchases.” Montgomery pushed his shoulders back with pride.

      Inside, Hadley celebrated. His ego had led him into giving her the perfect opening.

      “Then you must’ve seen the art show in town last Friday, right?” Hadley asked innocently.

      Montgomery waited a beat before saying, “I did, in fact,” proving he was catching onto where she was going with this line of questioning. “Though, I didn’t stay long. As I said, I have much different taste than the artists in this valley.” The emphasis he put on the word different made it sound a lot like better.

      Hadley wanted to cheer. He had been there. He had the opportunity to take the knife. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t stayed long.

      “Are you an artist yourself? Or just an appreciator?” she asked, hoping to hammer in the last nail. Kevin would have to listen to her now.

      “Hadley?” Charlotte said, walking into the foyer. Her expression turned from confusion to excitement. “It’s great to see you.” She looked between Hadley and Montgomery in question as if the tension between them was palpable.

      “Hi, Charlotte,” Hadley said, wishing the woman had waited just a tad longer to walk into the room. She’d been so close. “Montgomery here was just telling me about his love of art,” she said, trying to pick back up where they’d left off.

      “Montgomery has some errands to run, actually,” Charlotte said, placing a hand on her hip.

      The butler nodded. “Of course, Miss Lanning. I didn’t forget. I was on my way out when I heard the doorbell.” He glanced down at the basket of jams and said, “Thank you for these, Miss …?”

      “James,” Hadley answered before the butler walked away.

      Charlotte looked at Montgomery and said, “Don’t forget to get everything on that list. Okay?”

      He patted his pocket. “I promise, Miss Lanning.” And with that he left the room.

      Once he was gone, Charlotte turned to Hadley. “Yay, I’m so glad you came.” Before Hadley could say anything in return, she added, “Montgomery is going to town to grab some groceries since Trish isn’t coming back.” She said this part rather loud, but then quieter, she added, “I made the list long so he’ll be gone for a while.” She gestured for Hadley to follow her down the hall where they could talk.

      “Why would he do that for you?” Hadley asked. “In fact, why is he still here?”

      Charlotte stepped into a room with a window facing the front of the building. A car drove down the hill toward town. She turned around to face Hadley, anticipation evident in her tight posture.

      “I’m guessing he’s waiting here for the same reason I am. We have no idea what’s in Victoria’s will, and we want to see if she’s left us anything,” Charlotte said, walking past Hadley to pick up a jacket lying on the back of the couch.

      “But why would he continue to wait on you?” Hadley asked, noticing that Charlotte had only answered one of her two questions.

      The woman was buzzing with nervous energy. “If I’m the one who inherits the money, I’m sure he’s trying to be nice to me so I’ll hire him.” She looked over her shoulder. “Now come on, we can’t waste any time.” Charlotte left the room, heading down the hall.

      “Come on where?” Hadley asked, following her.

      Charlotte clasped her fingers into nervous fists. When she unclenched them, Hadley caught sight of a key in one of her hands. “I sent Montgomery to town so we could look through his cottage for clues.”

      Hadley almost came to a stop. Now she understood Charlotte’s nervous energy.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Hadley asked, catching up to the other woman.

      Fear showed in Charlotte’s blue eyes. “No. In fact, the more I think about it, the more it’s scaring me. But I have to find out if he’s the one who did this to Victoria.” She stopped, locking eyes with Hadley. The pain behind them was so intense that Hadley almost felt tears prick at the corners of her own eyes.

      And even though Hadley might’ve been on the verge of getting Montgomery to admit he was an artist, Charlotte was right. Physical evidence was the only thing that was going to help move suspicion from Suze to another suspect.

      Apprehension fluttered in Hadley’s chest, but she said, “Okay.”

      Charlotte started walking again, as if she might chicken out if they stayed put too long. Hadley followed behind.

      “How’d you get that key?” Hadley whispered even though they were alone in the large house.

      Charlotte cringed. “Victoria kept a set of keys to all the cottages up in her room. I found the one marked for Montgomery’s place.”

      They walked through the house, down a long hallway that spit them out in the sunroom. Hadley swallowed the bad taste that climbed into her throat at the act of stepping foot in that room again. And even though the couch had been removed, and the area cleaned, she still felt like someone had dropped a snowball down the back of her shirt. Charlotte seemed equally disturbed by the room, and they slipped out the back door.

      Hadley had only been inside a short time, so the freezing temperatures outside didn’t hit her as much as they seemed to with Charlotte, who coughed and rubbed her hands up and down her arms despite the coat she’d thrown on before they left. She motioned to the small cabins lined up toward the back edge of the property.

      Charlotte didn’t waste any time when they arrived at the doorstep of the first cottage. She used shaky fingers to shove the key into the lock and turned until they heard a click. Instead of the sound bringing Hadley hope, it felt more like the click of a loaded gun being cocked.

      As if she felt the same, Charlotte turned back, her blue eyes scanning around the yard to make sure they were still alone, before pushing inside.

      Montgomery’s cabin was just as Hadley expected it would be inside. It looked as if everything had its place, and if anything got out of order, he would remedy that as swiftly as possible.

      Hadley let the door swing shut behind them. “What are we looking for, exactly?” she asked in a whisper.

      She knew Montgomery had left—she’d seen him drive off—but she still didn’t enjoy being in someone else's home and felt as if she should make as little impact as possible.

      Charlotte scanned the space. “To be honest, I’m not sure. Painting supplies? The knife?” She turned around and grimaced at Hadley.

      Hadley adopted the same expression. “That won’t be here,” she said carefully.

      Charlotte wrinkled her nose. “Why? Did they find it?” Her eyes went wide.

      Hadley sighed. “At Suze’s studio.” She waited for Charlotte to gasp, to question whether or not she still believed Suze was innocent.

      Charlotte stood there for a second, stunned. She blinked a few times, then caught Hadley’s eyes with her unsteady ones.

      “I didn’t spend much time with Suze,” she said, slowly. “Is she really stupid?”

      A cough burst out of Hadley in surprise. “What? No!” She winced at her exclamation, remembering they were trespassing in someone else’s home. “She’s not stupid,” Hadley whispered.

      “So she isn’t ignorant enough to hide the knife in her own studio?” Charlotte asked.

      Hadley shook her head.

      Charlotte shrugged. “Then that just seems like more evidence someone is framing your friend.”

      Through all the dread sitting heavily on her shoulders at the moment, Charlotte’s words gave Hadley hope. She still believed her.

      “Come on. There has to be something here,” Charlotte said, her expression narrowed in determination.

      They started sweeping through the cottage.

      “Will you keep the mansion?” Hadley asked as they walked through the sparse living room and into the kitchen. “If Victoria did leave it to you?”

      Charlotte snorted. “No way. Victoria had very different ideas about what a person needs than I do.”

      Hadley could see that by just the way they decorated.

      “We didn’t grow up with a lot,” Charlotte explained as she covered her hands with her sleeves and opened drawers in the small kitchen. “Our mom named us after queens and always said we were destined for great things. Victoria always took that to mean wealth.” Charlotte turned to Hadley and shrugged. “I like living more simply and want to make the world a better place.”

      “So why live in this huge house?” Hadley asked, hoping it wasn’t a rude question.

      Finding nothing in the kitchen, they moved down the hall toward the two rooms.

      “Even though we were so different, Victoria and I were close. Our mom died when we were teenagers,” Charlotte said. “When Victoria married Darrell, she asked me to move in. And it wasn’t like I was married, so I did. It wouldn’t have been forever.”

      The bathroom only held a few immaculate personal hygiene items, so they moved on to the bedroom.

      “So you'd sell the house if she left it to you?” Hadley asked as they entered, using her elbow to turn on the light.

      Charlotte nodded. “I’d buy a small place of my own, put a little away for savings, and then donate the rest to the humane society where I adopted Richard.” She smiled, but as much as she seemed to try, couldn’t look convincingly happy about it.

      Hadley understood. It had to be bittersweet.

      “And Montgomery will be rotting away in prison for what he did to my sister,” Charlotte said as Hadley opened the closet.

      Hadley thought Charlotte was just continuing on with the fantasy of what life could be like.

      But then she said, “This is it.”

      Heart stopping, Hadley spun to face Charlotte. She stood frozen in front of Montgomery’s wooden dresser, staring down at small dish sitting on top.

      “What is it?” Hadley raced over to where she stood.

      There were only two things on the dresser. An old flip-style cell phone and a small catchall dish. In the dish were two cufflinks and a ring. They were both gold and shone with diamonds.

      “These are Darrell’s cuff links, and this was the ring he gave my sister when he proposed.” Charlotte’s voice shook.

      “Are you sure?” Hadley leaned in closer, wondering how unique those things could be.

      “Positive,” Charlotte said. “Victoria flaunted that ring enough that I would know it in my sleep. And these cuff links were a major source of strife between Victoria and Montgomery a couple years ago when Darrell’s will was read.”

      Hadley raised her eyebrows. “Okay, and Montgomery has them in his house. Which means ...?”

      “Which means, this is evidence he went into my sister’s bedroom. She kept these in a locked drawer in her dresser, and only she had the key. She wore it on a necklace that she never took off.” Charlotte swallowed. “Hadley, the only way he could’ve gotten that key was if my sister was dead.”
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      Hadley and Charlotte didn’t linger in the sunroom when they got back to the main house. They walked directly to Charlotte’s wing before stopping, looking over their shoulders until they were sure they were alone.

      “Are you sure this is enough evidence?” Hadley asked. She placed a hand on her sweaty forehead. Despite their recent walk through the snowy yard, she felt flustered and flushed.

      Charlotte shook out her hands, showing her nerves. “I think so. I hope so?” She said the last part as a question. “Should I just call up Deputy Daniels and tell him what I found?”

      “He’d know we were snooping in Montgomery’s house,” Hadley said.

      “Right. What if I tell him the pieces are missing from her drawer and then point him in Montgomery’s direction when he asks where they could be?” Charlotte suggested.

      “That might work.” Hadley paused for a moment. “But how would you know they’re missing if the drawer is always locked and there’s only one key?”

      Charlotte’s eyes lit up. “I have the key.” She gestured back to where her room was. “They brought it to me on Sunday after they …” She cut out.

      Holding up a hand, Hadley stopped her from forcing herself to continue. She knew Charlotte meant after the medical examiner had processed Victoria’s body.

      “I think that will work,” Hadley said, trying to distract Charlotte with more positive things.

      Charlotte fumbled with her phone for a moment before she dialed a number and then pressed a button. She held the phone between them, using the speakerphone. Hadley’s heart was in her throat as it rang, knowing Kevin might dismiss this since they already had all the physical evidence they would need to convict Suze.

      “Deputy Daniels,” Kevin answered, sounding more tired than Hadley had heard him sound in a while.

      “Yes, Deputy. This is Charlotte Lanning, Victoria VanFranken’s sister. Something of hers is missing. Can you come up to the house, or should I come to the station to talk to you about it?”

      Kevin paused and cleared his throat. Hadley pictured him running a hand through his hair and glancing around the office. She closed her eyes and willed him to take Charlotte seriously.

      “Uh, I can come up there,” he said finally. “I’ll be there in—wait, what? Another one?” Kevin’s voice cut out, became muffled, like he’d pulled the phone away from his mouth to talk to someone else. “Get Paul to check that out, would you? I’ve got to go up to the VanFranken place.”

      Another one, he’d said. And he was giving it to Paul. Another vandalism? Her stomach sank.

      “Thank you. See you soon.” Charlotte hung up the call.

      Hadley’s mind raced. As much as she wanted to stick around, Kevin would be wary if she were involved in this clue. She also itched to check downtown to see if there had been another vandalization. Her gut told her they were somehow connected to Victoria’s murder.

      “I think maybe it’s better if I’m not here when Kevin shows up,” Hadley said.

      Charlotte placed her phone on the side table next to her couch. “I can see that.” Charlotte put a hand on Hadley’s arm. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to get your friend out of this. Don’t worry.”

      Between her worry for Suze and the fear that there might’ve been another vandalism, Hadley’s stomach clenched tight.

      “Thank you. I’ll check back later and see how it went.” Hadley paused on her way out the door. “Be careful, Charlotte. Montgomery may have killed Victoria for revenge, but he could try to silence you if he finds out you’re onto him.”

      “I will.” Charlotte’s expression tightened with worry.

      They exchanged numbers this time, and Hadley got into her car, hoping to get out of there before Kevin made his way up the long driveway.

      Once she pulled onto Main Street, she scanned downtown Stoneybrook for activity. It was mid-morning, an odd time for the vandals to hit. They’d always struck at night before.

      Relief flushed through her as she passed by the jam shop and saw it was unharmed. The vandals had never hit the same place twice, but she wouldn’t put anything past them at that point.

      That was when she noticed the crowd gathering around Suze’s gallery.

      All the relief vanished.

      She pulled into the closest parking spot, scanning the storefront in her rearview mirror as she turned off the car. She couldn’t see anything wrong with the front of the building. As Hadley got out of the car, she noticed the group had disappeared into the alley between Suze’s gallery and the neighboring building. Following them, Hadley stepped over the piled snow at the edge of the sidewalk and walked into the alleyway.

      The group stood facing the backside of Suze’s gallery, so they all looked to Hadley as she approached. The grimaces and cringes told her whatever they were looking at wasn’t good.

      Paul was already there, his jaw clenched so tight the muscles in his cheeks were clearly visible. Hadley walked forward, turning to face the building. Red spray paint dripped down the back of the gallery, seeping into the brick and marring the door.

      Killer

      Hadley’s stomach flipped. She bent forward, partly in defeat and partly because the sight made her almost sick to her stomach.

      Locals were already lugging buckets of water and rushing over with various scrubbing devices or steel wool in their hands. Jack Strand, Suze’s landlord, came from the direction of the hardware store with a special can of solvent that he sprayed onto the paint, saying, “This should give us our best shot at getting it out of the brick.”

      If we can get it all out, Hadley thought morosely as Paul approached her.

      “Who called it in?” Hadley asked.

      Paul motioned toward Jack. “People didn’t see it first thing this morning since it was back here. But he came to work on that broken sink for Suze and noticed it then. I’m going to question the surrounding businesses to check if anyone saw anything suspicious.” With that, he pulled out his notepad and turned back toward Main Street.

      Once Paul was gone, Hadley grabbed a brush sticking out of one of the water buckets and got to work scrubbing at the red letters alongside the other locals.

      As she worked, she hoped Paul would find something to help them catch these vandals. The crimes were escalating. And while the others had been cosmetic, this seemed personal. Did Cascade Ridge teenagers even pay enough attention to Stoneybrook that they would know about Suze’s arrest?

      The fact that Paul being called away for Leo’s window had left Suze without an alibi couldn’t just be a coincidence. Could it? Now this? It was like the killer was mocking them.

      “So this is what karma feels like,” mumbled Jack Strand from where he worked next to her.

      “Sorry?” Hadley stepped closer to the man.

      Jack had been renting the gallery to Suze for five years. He was a good landlord and had always been fair to Suze on pricing, even when Dirk Croft, the man who owned a lot of the other buildings downtown liked to hike his rent periodically to “reflect the changing market” even though nothing in Stoneybrook had changed much in decades.

      Jack glanced over at her. “Oh, sorry. I was just saying this must be some form of karma.” When Hadley frowned, he added, “I got into some trouble as a teenager. Didn’t respect other people’s property either. I guess I can’t get too mad at the kids for doing this.”

      “Around here?” Hadley stopped scrubbing. She wouldn’t expect something like that from Jack. His father had built many of the buildings and houses in Stoneybrook.

      Jack’s eyes cut right and then left before landing on Hadley. “Up at the old Rosewood place, actually. Me and a few buddies almost burnt the place to the ground messing around up there before the Rosewoods moved in.” He grimaced as if hearing himself say it aloud had made him wish he hadn’t said it.

      “I didn’t know that happened.” Hadley blinked, scrubbing as they talked.

      “Our families kept things under wraps. My dad had to since he was running the build site. He told the Rosewoods and made us clean up any signs from the fire.” Jack grimaced as if reliving his father’s anger.

      Hadley stared, caught off guard by this story.

      Jack gave her a sidelong glance. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. I know it was bad. No one was hurt. We snuck in between when they’d finished the house and the Rosewoods moved in, so there wasn’t anyone living there yet.” He held up a hand. “I promise we learned our lessons and are all upstanding members of society now.” He laughed, then leaned closer to her. “Some of us are even in charge of the law now,” he said, cocking an eyebrow.

      “McKay?” Hadley whispered, eyes widening.

      Sheriff Mark McKay was around the same age as Jack, but she’d never thought of the two as friends.

      Jack winked at her and focused on scrubbing for a second. “We grew up together in Cascade Ridge. Mark, Ike, and I were inseparable back then.” He squinted. “And so were our bad ideas. In fact, I’m not sure which of us had the idea to break into the Rosewood mansion.”

      Mark McKay and Ike Fires had been the other two teens who almost burned down the Rosewood mansion? Hadley couldn’t believe it.

      “But Ike and the sheriff hate each other,” Hadley said in disbelief.

      Jack used the back of his hand to swipe off a drop of water that had flicked onto his cheek from the scrub brush. “Now, but the three of us used to be thick as thieves.” Jack chuckled. “Or more like thick as trespassers.”

      Maybe that was why the sheriff and lawyer got under one another’s skin so easily. They hadn’t always hated each other. Surprising as it was, the information that felt most shocking to Hadley was that they’d gotten away with trespassing and were now the sheriff, a lawyer, and a prominent landlord in town.

      Trying not to regard him with too much judgment, Hadley asked, “So you think it’s Cascade Ridge teenagers?” This didn’t feel like regular old teenage rivalries. These vandalisms were too connected to Victoria’s murder to be coincidental. “Did you stay up to date with what happened in Stoneybrook when you were a teenager?” she added.

      Jack squinted as he tried to remember. “I only did because my dad worked down here so much. But other than that, no.” He shook his head.

      Someone called Jack over, and he held a hand up in a goodbye to Hadley. But that was okay with her. She was still reeling at the information he’d just dropped on her. Her mind whirred with the possibilities, wondering if there was a way to use the knowledge to help Suze.

      Just as Hadley decided there wasn’t, she spotted Nicole a few feet away, helping with the cleanup. She was the owner of the  bed-and-breakfast where Lydia and Trish were staying.

      Hadley considered sidling up to Nicole and asking her about the two former VanFranken employees, wondering if she could shed any light on their alibis. She pressed her lips into a thin line. Neither Lydia nor Trish seemed to be serious suspects anymore, so maybe it wasn’t worth it.

      Because even though Hadley and Nicole had grown up together, they had never hit it off as friends. Added to that, things had become awkward between the two women ever since Hadley and Luke had started dating. Apparently, Nicole had asked Luke out just before he and Hadley had gotten together, but he’d told her he wasn’t dating for a while—a little hard to back up now that he was doing just that.

      Before Hadley made a decision, Paul came whirling around the corner of the building, anger blazing behind his eyes. He scratched at the back of his neck while he searched the crowd for Hadley.

      He’d found something.
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      “Hey,” she said, stepping away from the group to meet her brother. “So … anyone see anything helpful?”

      Paul shook his head. “Not so far.”

      “Then what’d you find out?” Hadley studied his face. When he lifted an eyebrow at her, she laughed. “I know when you’ve got information stewing in that brain of yours.”

      He locked eyes with her. “I just talked to Ike. Suze’s arraignment is happening in a couple hours at the county courthouse.”

      The words felt like a punch in the gut. “Oh,” was all Hadley could muster. She dropped the scrub brush she’d been holding. It splattered watery red paint on the snowy alleyway behind the gallery.

      “Exactly my thoughts,” Paul said. “And as much as I’m sure it would only add fuel to McKay’s fury against me, I can’t let her go through that alone. I’m going to go.”

      “Me too.” Hadley nodded.

      Paul’s chest rose and sank in a long breath. “Thanks for helping here.” His eyes moved across the building, and she was sure he was seeing red both literally and figuratively.

      “It’s awful,” Hadley said. “I’m almost glad Suze is still in that cell, so she doesn’t have to see this.”

      “Let’s keep cleaning.” Paul stepped forward. “If Suze gets out on bail today, I don’t want a trace of this left.”

      Hadley grabbed the brush she’d dropped, kicking at the snow to cover the red splatters. They looked too close to blood for comfort. Her stomach churned once more at the reminder of what had happened to Victoria.

      And if Hadley were being truthful with herself, it wasn’t just Suze’s freedom pushing her to solve this case. Someone who committed such a heinous crime couldn’t be stable. They had to pay for what they did so they wouldn’t ever hurt anyone else.
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        * * *

      

      Hadley’s arms felt like they were about to fall off by the time they got the last bits of red paint from the backside of Suze’s gallery. Well, technically, she could still see bits of red here and there where it had sunk into the porous brick, but they’d gotten most of it. Suze wouldn’t be able to read the word even though it felt burned into Hadley’s memory.

      The locals had dispersed, and Paul was running the hose over the snow that had been stained red from their cleaning efforts. But once he’d put that away, the James twins prepared to make the solemn drive up to Cascade Ridge to the Grande County Courthouse.

      Hadley offered to drive, knowing her brother was beyond distracted, and it would be the safest option. Before she started driving, she sent Luke a text to let him know where she was going. Hadley assured him he didn’t need to come, knowing he was still on a Granny Fay shift. He sent her a text right back that said,

      
        
          
            
              
        Crossing all my fingers for Suze. Keep me updated.

      

      

      

      

      

      “So …” Hadley said, putting her phone away and pulling out onto Main Street. She took the first right, the road that would take them toward the valley highway. “I haven’t told you my good news yet.” Hadley waggled her eyebrows at her brother.

      He smiled, but the gesture only lasted one or two seconds before his face fell back into its tight-with-worry standard these days. “What’s that?”

      “Charlotte and I snooped around in Montgomery’s cottage this morning.”

      Paul turned to her in surprise.

      Hadley kept her eyes on the road and wrapped her fingers around the steering wheel. “We found cuff links and a ring. Both very expensive items of Victoria’s. Montgomery stole them from Victoria. Charlotte said she kept them in a locked drawer in her dresser, and she kept the key on her at all times.”

      She took the left off the highway and started the winding climb up to Cascade Ridge. She glanced over at her brother, who hadn’t responded yet. He furrowed his forehead as he contemplated the information, but he definitely didn’t seem as excited as Hadley felt.

      She pursed her lips to one side. “Charlotte was going to talk to Kevin about it. He’ll listen to her. He has to.”

      When she glanced over at her brother, Paul didn’t seem like he even registered what she was saying. And she soon saw why. She crested the hill into Cascade Ridge. The large courthouse sat on the first big hill in the city, just past the hospital.

      Hadley swallowed and felt her own heart rip in two at the thought of her best friend.

      At least we’ll be here for her, she thought as they parked and headed inside.

      Paul had experienced an arraignment before, but this was Hadley’s first. She hoped it would be her last.

      The proceedings went by in a blur.

      Ike was on fire. Thankfully, not starting any, Hadley thought with a snort, remembering the secret Jack had divulged to her about the fire at the mansion.

      After announcing Suze’s not-guilty plea, Ike made the case for her to be released on bail because she was a lifetime Stoneybrook resident. Judge Hawthorne looked skeptical at first, but Ike had said he was so sure Suze wasn’t a flight risk that he would personally post her bail. After that, things wrapped up quickly.

      McKay’s face had grown redder as things went on, and by the time Judge Hawthorne slammed her gavel to signal their dismissal, he was nearing magenta.

      Hadley and Paul met Suze and Ike in the hallway outside, pulling her in for long hugs. Just as Hadley let go, McKay stormed into the hall, his angry eyes locked on Ike.

      “Bail will keep her out of county jail, but it won’t keep her out of prison.” McKay pointed a stubby finger toward his old friend.

      Ike raised his eyebrows, unfazed. “We’ll see, Markie, won’t we?”

      McKay spluttered something unintelligible and whirled away.

      Suze blinked, looking like she might break into tears again. Ike put a hand on her arm.

      “Do you mind if I bring Suze back in a bit?” he asked Paul. “I want to talk through some of our strategy for the trial. If that old goat has his way, it’ll be upon us faster than we think.” Ike glared in the direction McKay had exited. “He’s touchy on a good day, but with all of this stuff with the missus …” Ike shook his head.

      Hadley shared a look with Paul. They knew all about the McKays divorce. In fact, Hadley had been the one to uncover Mrs. McKay’s affair in the first place.

      “Sure,” Paul said. “Whatever you need, Ike.”

      “You’ve already done so much,” Hadley said. “We can’t thank you enough.”

      He cleared his throat in obvious discomfort. “Don’t thank me too much just yet. Suzanne and I have a lot of work to do. McKay may be insufferable, but the man’s not wrong. Getting her out on bail only buys us so much time, and we need to use it wisely.”

      Agreeing, Hadley and Paul said their goodbyes to Suze and went back to the car. Once they were inside, Hadley turned to her brother.

      “We need to get serious about this vandal,” she said.

      Paul nodded, proving he was on the same page. “I was thinking cameras,” he said, scratching his beard. “McKay probably won’t reimburse me for them. He still thinks it’s the work of ‘punk kids we wouldn’t prosecute even if we caught them,’ but we’ve got to figure out who is doing this and how it’s connected to what happened to Victoria.”

      “We’re in the perfect place,” Hadley said, gesturing to the bustling city surrounding them.

      There wasn’t a single store in Stoneybrook that sold that kind of technology, so they would’ve had to make the trip to Cascade Ridge anyway. She pulled out of the courthouse parking lot and headed into the shopping center of the larger city.

      “Let’s try this place first.” Paul motioned to a tech store in a strip mall coming up to their right.

      Hadley complied, and in a few moments they were surrounded by all sorts of cameras, pods that sat in your home and talked to you when you asked them things, and doorbells that captured video of whoever rang them.

      And while Hadley had seen all of this around—she was in a relationship with a man who’d started a tech company after all—she’d never found anything like that level of security necessary in Stoneybrook.

      Until now.

      Speaking of Luke, Hadley texted him while she and Paul wandered the aisles of the store.

      
        
          
            
              
        Suze got bail!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s great. Just got done with my shift with Granny. Should I come up there or are you bringing her home now?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ike wants to meet with her for a bit to start building their case, so she won’t be back for a while. If you’ve got work to do at the farm, I would say stay there and do that. Paul and I are buying cameras to catch the vandals. Any suggestions?

      

      

      

      

      

      Luke started typing away, and a few seconds later a long list of specifications showed up on her screen. She held it toward Paul, finding that easier than trying to read it all out.

      Paul nodded. “Okay, so Luke thinks we should get a handful of motion-detecting trail cameras that’ll send video straight to my phone,” Paul read from the text thread.

      Hadley kept her eye out for the security camera section of the store. They grabbed several of the ones Luke mentioned, officially “ready to catch some funny business” as the guy behind the counter said with a whistle while he rang up their purchases.

      Paul seemed a little happier when they returned to the car. He narrowed his eyes as he scanned the strip mall where they’d parked.

      “Okay, let’s get out of this place,” he said with a sneer. “I want to catch whoever’s doing this, once and for all.”

      Hadley drove home, her fingers gripping a little too tight on her steering wheel as her anticipation grew.

      “Park on Main Street, by the jam kitchen,” Paul said, pointing her forward. “I can set these up now so we can use them tonight.”

      Hadley followed his directions, but as they drove past the town hall building, something caught her eye.

      “Wait. What’s happening there?” She pulled over and pointed to the steps leading into the building.

      Paul followed her gesture.

      Trish, Victoria’s chef, was yelling and waving her hands at Kevin, who looked like he wished he could crawl into a hole and never come out. The calm, collected, and cool version of Trish that Hadley had experienced in the jam shop was nowhere to be seen as this version of the woman argued with Stoneybrook’s other deputy sheriff. Kevin continued to gesture toward the front door, obviously asking the woman to come inside so they could talk. She stormed through the door and he followed behind.

      “What was that all about?” Hadley asked, looking to Paul.

      She immediately she felt awful for asking. Of course Paul wouldn’t know; he’d been kicked off the case.

      But where Hadley had expected frustration and sadness to occupy her brother’s expression again, a twinkle of something sparkled in his eye.

      “Earlier today Kevin sent me a text saying the toxicology report was supposed to come back today. He sent another one right after telling me he had meant for that text to go to McKay and not me, but maybe he was giving us a hint that something else was in the works.”

      “So Victoria might have been poisoned?” Hadley asked, confused.

      “Or drugged, more like it, since no one’s going to stab a person who’s already dead from poison,” Paul explained. “And if that’s the case, the first person Kevin would want to talk to is the person who prepared all Victoria’s meals.” He pointed to the steps as an explanation of what they’d just seen.

      “I wonder what Trish will have to say about it.” Hadley pulled her car back onto Main Street and headed for the jam shop.

      Paul raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. But I sure hope the answer to that question helps Suze. She needs all the good news she can get.”
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      Hadley eyed the bag of surveillance equipment that sat at Paul’s feet as she pulled into a parking spot. “So now we just set these cameras up around town?”

      Paul stared out the passenger window. Then, as if only just registering what she’d asked, he said, “You know, I don’t need help, if you want to …”

      Hadley didn’t need Paul to finish. She knew he was itching to look into Trish’s alibi now that they’d seen Kevin bringing her in for questioning.

      “Split up.” Hadley tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as her mind formed a plan. “You work on the cameras; I’ll go see what I can find out from Nicole.”

      “She’ll be more likely to talk while Trish is gone,” Paul pointed out.

      Hadley sure hoped so. Trish checking into the bed-and-breakfast when she had her own cottage up at the mansion was suspect enough, but adding that to the possibility that Trish could’ve put something into Victoria’s food or drink, and Hadley felt hopeful for the first time in a while.

      Suze didn’t have a lot of time, though, so they needed to figure this out fast. Going to the source and asking Nicole was her best chance at a straight answer.

      So after Paul got out of her car, Hadley drove toward the southern end of the valley. But as the houses lined up in rows gave way to larger fields and plots of land, Suze’s worry about Hadley getting involved in this case in the first place came to mind.

      Then Hadley remembered Luke’s text about being free. As she drove by the rolling fields of Luke’s family farmland, she made a split-second decision and took the next right turn into Fenton Farms.

      Even though Hadley was sure Suze understood why she had to get involved now, she also didn't need to take any unnecessary risks either. Which meant a quick stop to pick up Luke. After his text earlier, she was sure he’d jump at the chance to help with Suze’s case.

      The knowledge that Nicole had a crush on Luke and was much more likely to open up to him didn’t hurt either.

      Parking next to the main barn, Hadley got out and shielded her eyes from the bright sun reflecting off the snowy landscape.

      The person who stepped out of the barn to greet her, however, was not Luke. His mom, Annie, swiped the back of her hand across her forehead, then waved as she recognized Hadley.

      “What a lovely surprise.” Annie walked forward and gripped Hadley into a tight hug. She pulled back, her cheeks red from the cold air. “I’m sorry, I smell like hay. I was just rearranging the loft.”

      Hadley shook her head. “I don’t mind one bit, you know that.”

      Luke often came home smelling like hay, soil, and sometimes even motor oil when he was repairing one of their large machines.

      “It’s so good to see you.” Annie put a hand on each of Hadley’s arms and squeezed. “What can I do for you?”

      “Looking for your youngest,” she said, scanning the nearby fields, looking for the broken fences he mentioned. “I’m wondering if I can steal him away to do some investigating.”

      Annie held a hand to shield her eyes from the sun as she joined Hadley in her search. “I’m sure he’ll be up for that. He was telling me how hard it’s been for you, and how much he wishes he could do more to help.” She paused in her search of the fields to meet Hadley’s eyes. “I feel responsible because we’ve been leaning on him and Jolee so much with Fay, but I’m not sure how we would’ve managed without him.”

      Hadley cringed. “Are you sure you can spare him right now?”

      Annie waved a hand at Hadley. “Oh, absolutely. He’s just working on a few repairs. They’re not time sensitive at all.”

      “As long as you’re sure,” Hadley said, and they returned to scanning the property.

      “Ah, there he is,” Annie said, pointing at Luke’s truck parked in the distance at the edge of one of the fields. “Well, let us know if there’s anything we can do to help Suzanne.”

      Hadley told her she would and then headed out into the field to find Luke. She went on foot, knowing her little hatchback wouldn’t be as good at traversing the uneven, snow-covered terrain as Luke’s truck was. She followed the fence line and within minutes approached where he was working.

      A lighter piece of wood joined the weathered, gray fencing already in place. Luke hammered it into place as Hadley walked up. His back was to her, and he had stripped down to his T-shirt despite the freezing temperatures. Hadley's heart fluttered, unable to believe she was so lucky to be with a man who was not only her best friend, but who she found hotter than the water baths she used to seal her jam jars.

      As if he could sense her—or had heard her feet crunching across the snow—Luke turned around. The smile that took over his face as he recognized it was her, confirmed Hadley wasn’t the only one in their relationship who was smitten.

      “Hey. What are you doing here?” Luke set the hammer on the open tailgate of his truck and walked toward her. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      She leaned up to kiss him, putting a hand on his solid chest to steady herself.

      “Can I steal you for a bit?” she asked. When he furrowed his brow in question, she explained, “I’m going to do some digging over at the B and B, and I thought you might want to join since you’re off Fay-duty at the moment. Plus, just trying to be safe and take a buddy when possible,” she added.

      Understanding dawned behind Luke’s questioning gaze. “Ah, sure. I can always support you being safe.” He shot her a sidelong glance.

      “And I was hoping you might be the one to talk to Nicole since she’s a lot friendlier to you than she has been to me ever since we got together,” Hadley admitted. Her cheeks heated a little.

      Luke laughed and grabbed his flannel work shirt from the fence railing to his right. “If it means I can help Suze, I’m in.”

      Hadley linked her arm through his and leaned over to kiss him again before he broke away to move around his tools and shut the tailgate. They climbed into the truck, waving to Annie as they drove past the barn and headed to the bed-and-breakfast down the road.

      “How is Suze?” Luke asked once they were on the main road.

      The weight on Hadley’s chest increased as she pictured her friend’s ashen face during the arraignment.

      “Rough.” Hadley tried to smile but found it took too much effort. She didn’t need to pretend everything was okay in front of Luke. “But we learned something new.”

      Luke glanced over, interest piqued.

      “Kevin was leading Trish into the town hall building when Paul and I were on our way back into town,” Hadley said. “Kevin accidentally sent Paul a text earlier about the toxicology report coming in today. He said it was meant for McKay but …” Hadley stopped, gauging Luke's reaction out of the corner of her eye.

      His eyebrows arched. “So there might’ve been something in Victoria’s system? And if Kevin’s bringing in her chef, he’s either considering her as a suspect or hoping she might’ve noticed anyone tampering with Victoria’s food or drink. That’s amazing!” He shook his head. “Sorry, not amazing. It’s awful. Just, it’s nice to hear they’re still looking into people who aren’t Suze.”

      Hadley agreed. “Trish is still at the sheriff’s office, so I’m hoping her absence gives us the perfect opportunity to question Nicole. We need to figure out if she saw Trish or Lydia once they checked into the bed-and-breakfast Friday night, or if they could’ve left.”

      “Okay.” Luke looked like he was making mental notes as he pulled into the parking lot for the bed-and-breakfast.

      Hadley unbuckled her seat belt and moved to get out of the truck. Luke’s hand landed on her knee, stopping her.

      “I think it might be best if I go in alone,” he said, jerking his head toward the white farmhouse sitting on the bank of the river.

      He wasn’t wrong. Showing up together, flaunting their newly moved-in-together bliss was the worst thing they could do to get Nicole to open up. If Nicole was charmed by Luke, that was all going to go out the window if Hadley was there, reminding her of his unavailability.

      Hadley gave him a quick salute. “True. I’ll stay here. Good luck.”

      He squeezed her knee and then got out of the truck. Hadley hummed to herself while she waited, taking in the snowy beauty of the landscape.

      Movement at the bed-and-breakfast’s front door caught her attention. Oh no, did Luke strike out that quickly? she thought with a groan. But it wasn’t Luke who walked down the steps.

      It was Lydia, Victoria’s former maid.

      Instinctively, Hadley ducked, curling her body into the footwell in front of her, thankful she’d already unbuckled herself. The crunching of tires on gravel came seconds later, sounding close. Hadley turned around, tucking her legs so she was facing the seat and could rest her head on the glove box.

      Was Trish returning from her time at the sheriff’s office? Was Lydia walking out to meet her?

      Lydia’s footsteps crunched on the icy gravel. It sounded like she was just outside the truck. Hadley couldn’t risk poking her head up to check. Lydia might see her. Instead, Hadley fished her phone out of her purse and clicked on the camera function. She slid the phone up toward the window, just until the top inch of her phone and the camera had cleared the door.

      Trees appeared on Hadley’s display. She tilted the phone forward until a car appeared. It was the same black Mercedes that had picked up Lydia by the town hall building the other day. It came to a stop about two car-lengths away from Luke’s truck.

      So it was Trish who picked her up the other day, Hadley realized.

      The two women were close, it seemed, which made Trish’s claim that she stayed at the bed-and-breakfast to keep Lydia company less suspicious. Coworkers often formed close bonds. That didn’t make them murderers.

      But the person who climbed out of the car a moment later wasn’t Trish. It was a man. He appeared to be in his forties—a good twenty years older than the young maid—with dark hair and piercing eyes. He wore a fitted sweater and slacks, a look Hadley saw so often when she and Luke visited Seattle. Paul had mentioned Lydia was with her boyfriend the other day.

      Stretching, he left the driver’s door open and the car running as he stepped toward the trunk of the car.

      He was only a few yards away. Hadley had to be careful to keep the phone steady and as low as possible so it wouldn’t catch his attention. She adjusted the phone, pivoting as she moved to the side to see better. Lydia came to a stop next to the man.

      “Hey,” Lydia said, glancing back at the bed-and-breakfast before leaning forward to give him a kiss.

      Hadley was about to lower her phone, feeling odd spying on the couple now that she knew it was just Lydia’s boyfriend. But as Lydia stepped away from the man and walked toward the passenger side of the car, he reached down and slapped her butt.

      Lydia squealed and said, “Porter!” through a laugh.

      Hadley dropped her phone, scrambling to catch it before it clattered against the door and made a bunch of noise. Her fingers closed over it just before it did, and she breathed out in relief.

      Porter? Like, Victoria’s fiancé? It was an unusual enough name that it couldn't be a coincidence.

      And just like that, Hadley had a pretty good guess why Victoria had fired her maid.
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      The sound of tires on gravel surrounded Hadley again as Lydia and Porter left in the Mercedes. Hadley opened her camera app again and pointed it through the window once more, less worried about being inconspicuous now that they were driving away. She snapped a photo once she saw the back of the Mercedes on her screen.

      Using her fingers to zoom in on the photo, she got a clear enough shot of the license. She could give that to Paul to run and make sure her guess was correct about that being the same Porter who’d been engaged to Victoria.

      The driver’s side door opened, and Hadley jumped, letting out a cry of alarm.

      Luke, frowning at first, noticed Hadley and his face broke into a smile. “I doubt Nicole could see you from all the way inside. You didn’t need to hide.” He chuckled as he climbed in.

      Hadley took the hand Luke held out to her to help her crawl out of the footwell and back into her seat. She was buzzing with excitement. “I was hiding because I just saw Lydia, Victoria’s former maid, kissing a man she called Porter.” Hadley widened her eyes.

      Luke scratched at his jaw while he thought. He hadn’t been living and breathing this case, like her.

      “Victoria’s fiancé,” she told him, unable to wait.

      “I thought the fiancé had an alibi,” Luke said.

      “He does. But if he and Lydia planned it together, she could’ve been the one to kill Victoria.” Hadley looked back toward the bed-and-breakfast. “Did Nicole give you any information? Did she see either Lydia or Trish after they checked in Friday night?”

      “She didn’t see them or hear a peep from their rooms,” Luke said, his mouth tipping up into a half smile. “That means they could’ve snuck out, right?”

      “It’s not out of the question.” Hadley tapped her freezing fingers on her knees. The truck cab was only growing colder the longer they sat there.

      Luke must’ve noticed the temperature too, because he started the truck, and warm air flowed from the vents.

      “So if Lydia snuck out after checking in …” Hadley thought aloud as Luke pulled out of the parking lot. “She still would’ve needed a car. Maybe it was Lydia and Trish after all.”

      “Or it was a three-person job,” Luke offered.

      Hadley nodded but stopped. “This still doesn’t make sense. If Porter was with Victoria for the money, why would he kill her before they were married?” A light went on in Hadley’s brain. “What if he’d recently found out he wouldn’t be getting any of the money? It could’ve been a crime of passion, or anger.”

      Luke cocked an eyebrow at her. “Could be. I asked Nicole if she noticed whether the car the two women came in moved at all or was missing part of the evening, and she said she didn’t notice one way or the other.”

      Chewing on her lip for a moment, Hadley said, “Okay. Based on what we know, Porter’s motive is lacking, and his alibi is the most solid. So even though he was cheating on Victoria, he might not be involved. This could be the work of two disgruntled employees getting even with a controlling boss,” Hadley reasoned. “I need to find out more about Porter.”

      Luke pulled onto the farm road. “Do you want me to come with and help you do that?” he asked. “I’ve got one more fence to mend, but it’s not urgent.” He brought the truck to a stop in front of the barn where Hadley’s hatchback was parked.

      Hadley leaned over and kissed him. “You’re fine. You’ve already helped a ton. I’ve got to head into the jam kitchen, anyway. I’ll just research on my phone and fill you in when I see you later tonight at home.” She propped open the truck door.

      Despite the cold outside, the reminder that they shared a home sent a wave of warmth through Hadley’s chest. She still felt like she had to pinch herself to prove it was all real. Luke smiled, proving he felt the same.

      “Okay, good luck,” Luke said, putting the truck into reverse.

      Hadley shut the door behind her as Luke backed away, driving into the field where he’d been when she found him. Texting Paul the picture of the license, she asked him to find out who the car was registered to. Then she drove back into town, stewing over what she’d learned. The most frustrating part of it all was that she had no idea how much of this Kevin knew and what he didn’t.

      For instance, did he know that Lydia and Porter were in a relationship? Barring it was the same Porter, it could be a huge clue. Lydia had looked over her shoulder at the bed-and-breakfast like she wanted to make sure no one saw them kiss.

      It was possible Kevin hadn’t even bothered to look into Lydia anymore once they’d arrested Suze. Had he followed up with Nicole, or asked if she’d seen the women at all after they’d checked in?

      Hadley’s troubled thoughts followed her all the way back to the jam kitchen.

      And even though those thoughts felt like a veritable dark cloud following her around, the world seemed a little brighter when she entered Pretty Jam Good. The place smelled like a lovely mixture of sugary preserves and the fresh cut wood her father had used to build the beautiful raw-edge shelves that lined her retail shop.

      She loved her shop. And even though she hadn’t given it her full attention these past few days, she knew helping her best friend was a worthy cause. After all, Pretty Jam Good wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for the support and encouragement Suze had given her over the years.

      Gran and Kitty were sitting at one of the tables in the jam kitchen. A large board covered in sticky notes was laid flat on the surface. Hadley hung up her jacket and came over to them, surveying their work.

      “You two almost look done here,” she said, impressed.

      Gran nodded proudly, and Kitty folded her arms in front of her with attitude.

      “Don’t tell us it isn’t possible to create a Stoneybrook seating chart in a matter of days,” Kitty said, punctuating the comment with a haughty sniff.

      Hadley laughed. She glanced over the tables and the sticky notes with names.

      “Except Adele Stevens.” She pointed to the third table from the front of the room. “She can’t sit near Frannie because Adele misheard her fretting about the configuration of the booths at the Christmas market and is now convinced Frannie was walking around muttering about booze. She lectured the woman for half an hour about alcoholism, and I can’t imagine what she’ll do if she’s sitting next to Frannie when the woman tries to take a sip of wine with dinner.”

      Hadley, along with the rest of Stoneybrook, wished Adele would use the hearing aids Dr. Hall had gotten for her. But the woman was about as moveable as a mountain range, and just as stubborn. Once she’d “heard” something, she stuck to it.

      Kitty’s nose wrinkled, and Gran consulted a long list of handwritten notes.

      “Oh goodness, you're right, dear.” Gran plucked Adele’s sticky note off the chart and clicked her tongue.

      “Here.” Hadley held her hand out for the sticky. “If you put Louise next to Frannie”—she swapped Louise’s sticky with Adele’s—“and put Adele here with Gretta, that should solve your problem.”

      Gretta Gaines, one of the local school bus drivers, had one of the louder voices of anyone in the valley. If Adele was going to hear anyone clearly, it was Gretta.

      Gran grinned, beaming up at Hadley. “Wonderful, dear. Thank you. Is there anything we can do for you in return?”

      “Do for me?” Hadley snorted in surprise. “You two do enough around here. I’m going to be indebted to you for my whole life because of all the help you give me here.” She settled onto one of the stools around the table, feeling the fatigue and weight of the day envelop her.

      Kitty scoffed, “We love helping you. Plus, it’s not like we’re allowed to help Paul with his job, so you’re the only one.”

      Hadley rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I hear you about the not being able to help Paul part.”

      “The investigation not going well?” Gran put a supportive hand on Hadley’s arm.

      Hadley shook her head. “I’ve found out some things that could be clues, but I’m not sure how they connect. Usually, I just dump everything I’ve found out in front of Paul, and we sift through it together, deciding what fits and what doesn’t. I can’t do that with Kevin.” Hadley paused. “Can I?”

      Kevin was a nice guy and Paul’s friend. Maybe she should just go tell him what she knew. Paul’s comment about Kevin’s aspirations to run for sheriff someday stopped Hadley’s thoughts in that direction. Paul was right. If Kevin wanted to be sheriff, he wouldn’t do anything that might risk his chances.

      “No,” Hadley answered her own question. “I just don’t know how else I can figure out if he knows everything I know. Like, did he check if Nicole saw Trish or Lydia after they checked in that night? The rooms at the River’s Bend would be easy to sneak out of if someone needed to. Or does he know Lydia is romantically involved with Victoria’s fiancé?”

      At this, Kitty’s eyes sparkled. “What if you weren’t the one to tell him?”

      “What about Sharon?” Gran snapped her fingers as she mentioned the sheriff’s office receptionist. “She can’t help but put in her two cents when they’re working on a big case.”

      Hadley frowned. “Kevin’s bound to ask Sharon where she got her information. If he knows this all came from us, he might not trust it.”

      “Then we launder it. Like money.” Kitty rubbed her hands together.

      Hadley and Gran turned to look at the woman, stunned.

      “What do you know about laundering money?” Hadley asked.

      But Kitty simply laughed and said, “We filter the information through the rest of the town.” When Hadley and Gran stared at her, still confused, she said, “If we know Kevin will talk to Sharon and listen to what she says, we have to find a person Sharon talks to and, to be safe, one more person in the chain.”

      “Why so many?” Gran asked.

      Kitty pressed her lips together in a self-satisfied smirk; she was glad Gran had asked that. “Because people around here will admit that they heard something from someone else, but they’re not going to go through a whole long list of people. It’ll make them sound like gossips.”

      Hadley and Gran thought on that for a moment, and Hadley had to admit, it sounded like it might work.

      “Okay, but we should divide and conquer. Kevin’s going to get wary if Sharon heard all of this from one person.” Hadley scratched at her cheek.

      Gran nodded. “Someone tells her about Trish and Lydia’s flimsy alibis, and someone else tells her about Porter and Lydia dating.”

      “Who are two people she talks to all the time?” Kitty asked, working backward.

      Hadley squinted one eye as she thought. Gran made a similar face.

      “She cannot live without coffee, so she chats with Wendy for a few minutes while she’s picking up her coffee in the morning on the way into work,” Hadley offered.

      “Whenever I’ve gone to visit Paul in the afternoon, she’s got a tray of sweets out on her desk from Mickie’s bakery,” Gran said.

      Hadley snapped her fingers. “You’re right. She makes a trip there every afternoon when Mickie opens again.”

      Kitty circled her hands in front of her, telling them to keep going. “Okay, and who do those people trust when it comes to information?”

      Gran and Hadley looked to each other as they realized the same thing at the same time.

      “Hazel Smith,” they said in unison.
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      Hadley walked to the grocery store at the end of Main Street after closing the jam shop that day. She moved quickly, knowing she needed to catch Hazel before she closed the pharmacy in a few minutes and left for the day.

      As she walked, a text came back from Paul.

      
        
          
            
              
        Car’s registered to Porter Clark.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Victoria’s fiancé?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah. Why?

      

      

      

      

      

      Knowing that was a longer conversation than she wanted to have over text, Hadley would call him and explain once she was done with her current mission.

      The town’s pharmacy, where Hazel worked, was housed inside Henley Grocer. Hadley still felt weird going inside since her ex-husband’s family owned the place. But a girl had to buy groceries, and in a small town there weren't many other options, so she had to live with her discomfort. Hadley walked into the store with her head down, focused on her mission.

      Her stomach dropped when she saw the line for the pharmacy window was three people long. Checking her watch, Hadley tapped her foot realizing she should’ve gone to the restroom before she left her shop if she was going to have to wait. She skirted around the line, to the front, and gave Sam, the local high school principal, an apologetic grimace before ducking in front of him.

      “Sorry, I’m not cutting,” Hadley told Sam, then turned to Hazel. “I just have some … wedding stuff to discuss with you. I wanted to let you know not to leave, but I have to run to the restroom.”

      “Sure thing, Hadley.” Hazel turned her attention back to Sam, whose face relaxed from the frown it had been folded into when he’d thought she was trying to jump ahead in line.

      Free, Hadley went to the restroom. The grocery bathrooms had been converted from male and female to gender neutral about five years prior, making Hadley proud of her small town’s inclusive spirit. Having still been a part of the Henley family at that point, Hadley’s father had helped remodel the bathrooms, putting in tall cedar stall doors that gave more privacy.

      So it wasn’t until she’d sat down on the toilet that she noticed another person was in the stall next to her. All she could see was their black-and-white Converse All Stars in the space between the floor and the stall.

      But it was the red paint splattered on the white rubber toe that caught her attention most of all.

      Hadley’s mind flashed back to snow stained with the same red color after they’d cleaned the horrible graffiti off Suze’s gallery. Someone who’d helped with the clean up could have gotten a splash on their shoe. But this wasn’t diluted at all. This was the splotch one would get if they were the artist, and some dripped from the can.

      Assessing the shoe, it appeared to be roughly the same as her size eight. So unless it was a man with much smaller-than-average feet, she was looking at the shoes of a woman or a teenager.

      She flushed and stepped out of the stall, knowing it would be weird for her to wait in there. But she didn’t want to miss seeing this person when they came out.

      Why were they still in there? Hadley couldn’t hear a single sound coming from the stall. Other than the presence of their feet, she wouldn’t have been able to tell anyone was in there.

      She washed her hands, singing "Happy Birthday" twice in her head. By the time she was done, her hands were red from the combination of scrubbing and hot water. There was still no flushing or movement in the second stall.

      Hadley studied herself in the mirror and focused on her hair. It wasn't uncommon for a woman to stay in the bathroom for an extra couple of minutes to freshen up.

      But as she used her wet fingers to smooth down some flyaways, her optimism about her plan faded. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stay in the bathroom without seeming like a creeper waiting for this person to leave the stall—especially because that was exactly what she was doing.

      She fluffed her hair, then flattened it back down. The person’s feet moved, but the motion wasn’t followed by any sounds of toilets flushing or anything else to signal they were even close to leaving.

      The main restroom door opened, making Hadley jump in surprise.

      “There you are,” Hazel Smith said, sticking her head in. “You needed to talk?”

      Hadley glanced back at the shoes in the other stall. Without knowing the identity of the person, she wasn’t going to spill her plan to Hazel where they could hear. She was torn, knowing if she left, she’d miss the identity of this person who might’ve been one of the vandals who spray painted Suze’s gallery.

      “I have an appointment with Hal and Pastor Ivy,” Hazel said, checking her watch, “so it’ll have to be quick. We’re doing our premarital counseling sessions this week.” The woman beamed, her face glowing with excitement.

      Hadley pressed her lips together as she debated. Suze’s case had to be her priority over the vandalisms. The faster she got Hazel on board with Kitty’s gossip-laundering plan, the sooner she could make sure the information she’d learned would reach Kevin.

      Making a decision, Hadley followed Hazel out of the restroom and into the grocery store. But she pulled Hazel to a stop next to an endcap display of sparkling water and turned her body toward the restroom door. Maybe she could still talk to Hazel and keep an eye out for the Converse-wearing potential vandal.

      But just as she was about to spill everything, Tara, Hadley’s ex-sister-in-law, came around the corner with a cart full of sparkling water and began restocking the endcap display right next to them. She eyed Hadley and snapped the gum she was chewing.

      Never having been particularly close with Hadley when they were in-laws, Tara had turned downright nasty to Hadley once she and Tyler had split up. Hadley couldn’t trust her and wouldn’t divulge her plan to Hazel within earshot of Tara.

      With a sigh, Hadley motioned for Hazel to follow her outside. She stopped her on the sidewalk just in front of the grocery store, keeping her eye on the front doors.

      Hadley met Hazel’s confusion-filled face, at last in a place where she could fill her in on their predicament. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Paul’s off Suze’s case,” Hadley said, keeping a peripheral eye on the footwear of anyone leaving the grocery store.

      Hazel’s wrinkled forehead softened. Of course she’d heard. The woman knew everything worth knowing around here.

      “Well, I’ve found out some interesting clues, and I need Kevin to hear them without knowing he’s hearing them from me.” Hadley widened her eyes with meaningful intensity.

      Hazel’s eyes mimicked Hadley’s as she caught the meaning. “Tell me what to do,” Hazel said.

      So Hadley gave her the details she needed Wendy to tell Sharon tomorrow morning about how Nicole hadn’t heard a sound from Trish and Lydia’s rooms after they checked in, as well as the things she needed Mickie to spill to Sharon about Lydia and Porter in the afternoon.

      “Anything for our Suzie Q,” Hazel said, using the nickname she’d given Suze when she was just a little girl. The woman checked her watch. “I have to go. I’ll fill you in on how it goes.”

      Hadley thanked her and turned her attention back to the red-paint-splattered shoe. She hadn’t noticed anyone with those shoes leave while she and Hazel had talked, which meant they were still inside. She reentered the grocery store, heading straight for the bathroom.

      But when she entered the restroom, both stalls were open and empty.

      Hadley turned around and walked through the entire store, focusing on each customer’s feet, causing many people to scurry away from her or study their own shoes, wondering what she was staring at.

      Nothing.

      How could she lose them? They must’ve just left before she went back into the restroom and had slipped out the front door while she was in there. Frustration leaked out of Hadley in a groan, but it stopped abruptly, turning to worry as if it were a leaky pipe freezing in the cold.

      She ran back to the restroom, pushing her way into the stall that had most recently been occupied. Scanning the walls, she didn’t notice anything particularly interesting, just the stained wood.

      Then she closed the stall door and gasped.

      Scrawled with a Sharpie on the beautiful wood her father had sanded and cut was the phrase, “Stoneybrook Sucks.”
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      Hadley paced up and down the chip aisle, bucking up the courage to report the bathroom stall vandalism. Reporting would mean talking to her ex-in-laws, something she usually avoided at all costs, so she needed a moment.

      On her third time past the tortilla chips, she spotted someone who made all thoughts of vandals fly right out of her mind. Lydia walked by, toward the produce section, balancing a handbasket on one arm. Emboldened by Paul’s confirmation that it was the same Porter, Hadley followed Lydia. That discovery paired with her recent frustration about the vandalism in the bathroom and Hadley's normal calm demeanor was gone.

      When she got within a couple of feet from the woman, Hadley reached out to tap her on the shoulder. But Lydia turned around before she could, eyes wide in surprise as she saw how close Hadley was.

      “Oh, hi,” Lydia sputtered, taking a step back.

      “Hi,” Hadley said.

      She hated a cheater at the best of times, but right now her best friend was being framed for a murder she didn't commit, and Hadley had lost all sense of propriety.

      “Look, I know why Victoria fired you. I saw you with Porter.” Hadley felt nothing like herself. She wasn’t the kind of person who cornered people in the grocery store.

      But Suze was in trouble. She had to do everything in her power to help. Right? The thought made her realize maybe Paul wasn’t the only one handling this situation poorly.

      Lydia looked down at the basket in her hands. “I feel just awful.”

      The former maid’s obvious shame softened Hadley’s hardened heart, a little.

      “How did she find out?” Hadley asked.

      Lydia looked up, meeting Hadley’s gaze. She glanced over her shoulder before saying, “That’s the creepy part. I’m not sure.”

      Hadley frowned. “What?”

      Lydia pushed her dark bangs out of her face as if they were making her too hot. “There’s a lot about that house I could never explain, but this … this is the worst.”

      Hadley stepped closer. “What’s the worst?”

      Lydia looked over her shoulder again and then pulled out her phone. She swiped at the screen a few times before turning it toward Hadley. “This is how I was fired,” she said. “Victoria sent me this text on Friday evening.”

      The text read:

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re fired. Pack and get out of here tonight. I don’t want to see your face again.

      

      

      

      

      

      Under the text was a picture of Lydia and Porter kissing. It was undoubtedly taken in the mansion from the dark wood-paneled walls and expensive art in the background.

      “I don't understand,” Hadley said. “You got caught. What’s confusing about that?”

      Lydia pointed at the picture. “There is no way Victoria should have this picture. Unless she was standing in the hall with us, there would be nowhere for her to hide. Why didn’t we see her take this?”

      Hadley peered closer at the picture. She had only spent a small amount of time in the house, so she wouldn’t have recognized that. She shrugged. “So what’s the explanation?”

      Lydia’s face went pale, almost green. “Something’s not right with that house. There were noises. Things that shouldn’t have happened.”

      Having grown up in Stoneybrook, Hadley had heard all the stories about each potentially haunted house. The mansion had always been on that list, but everyone had chalked it up to the fact that it was such a large, drafty place. Big houses always felt a little haunted, right? Plus, no one had even died in that house … until now.

      “So you think a ghost took this?” Hadley said through a chuckle.

      Lydia winced, proving she hadn’t been counting it out.

      Knowing it wouldn’t be nice to roll her eyes, Hadley shook her head. “I think it’s more believable that Victoria has hidden cameras.” Hadley perked up at her own suggestion. A hidden camera might’ve caught the actual killer. “Did you show this to Deputy Daniels?” she asked.

      Lydia swallowed. “I didn’t tell him I thought a ghost took it, but I showed him the photo.”

      “So he wouldn’t know to look for hidden cameras,” Hadley processed aloud. She snapped her fingers as she made a decision. She pointed at Lydia. “You feel bad about your affair with Victoria’s fiancé. I can tell.”

      Lydia’s chin trembled. “We didn’t mean for it to happen. I promise, we were going to tell her soon. But then all of this happened. The other weird thing is that this kiss happened more than a week ago, when Porter was visiting. Why would Victoria wait to fire me?”

      Hadley had no answer for that either, but she had a feeling this picture was important, and if she was going to follow the clues it held, she needed her own copy.

      “Well, if you want to make it right, I think this picture could help me find who did this to Victoria.” Hadley gestured to the phone.

      “You don’t think it was that artist?” Lydia asked.

      “I know it wasn’t,” Hadley said firmly. “Which means the killer is still out there. But if you send me that picture, I might be able to find them.”

      Lydia reluctantly pushed the phone to Hadley, who took it and entered her number, sending herself the picture of Lydia and Porter.

      “Thank you.” Hadley gave the phone back. “You’ve been very helpful.”

      Lydia blinked at her like a poor doe caught in a truck’s headlights.

      But Hadley didn’t have time to stick around and console her. She wanted to go up to the mansion and investigate this right away. Her phone still in her hand, Hadley was about to call Charlotte to see if she could come visit.

      But the screen turned on, signaling she was getting another phone call instead. It was Paul.

      “Hey,” she answered.

      “Can you come to Suze’s house?” Paul asked.

      Hadley stood up straighter, on alert. Suze must be back from her meeting with Ike. Was Paul calling her because they had good news to share or bad?

      “I’ll be right there.” Hadley jogged toward her car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is everything okay?” Hadley asked Paul while she jogged down Main Street, back to where her car was parked at the jam kitchen. She readjusted the phone when it slipped, jostled by her quick movements.

      There was a rustling sound on the other end of the call, like Paul was walking too, and then his voice came through low and quiet when he spoke again. “No. She’s not doing well. This is a Code Pastel. Come prepared.”

      Hadley gulped. “Roger that.” She ended the call.

      Suze was the most bubbly and carefree person Hadley knew. But the woman hadn’t had an easy life. Her mom had died of a heart attack before Suze turned three, and her father had never been in the picture, so she’d gone to live with her grandma. And even though Sylvie raised Suze well and gave her everything she could, Suze admitted that never knowing her mother or father got to her sometimes.

      So, contrary to what many people believed, Suze’s life was not all beauty and peace and painting.

      Usually Suze surprised Hadley with how positive she was through it all. But there had been a few times in her life that she’d spiraled into a depressed state.

      Growing up, Hadley had taken to describing her best friend as different types of paint. Watercolors were Suze’s natural state. They went with the flow, filled in the spaces, were more concentrated on some areas of life than others, and took their time. Oil paints were Suze when she was excited. They globbed together, were hard to control, and were vibrant and loud. Acrylic paints represented Suze when she was mad. When she was angry, she was quick to make judgments just like quick-drying acrylic paints.

      Depressed Suze was something Hadley had only seen that handful of times in her life. Hadley had dubbed these phases Code Pastel. Pastel paints of any type were colors Suze never used if she could help it. She hated them, arguing that they looked like washed-out versions of their true selves. Pastel paints were so unlike normal Suze. But when Suze got depressed, she seemed exactly as she’d described pastels, like a washed-out version of herself.

      If she was walking into a Code Pastel, Hadley was going to need reinforcements. She called in an order of macaroni and cheese at Seven Stones, then went by Wendy’s while she waited for the food and picked up two iced chai teas. Even though it was still freezing out, iced chai was Suze’s favorite refreshing drink, and Hadley hoped it would perk her up.

      So when she showed up at Suze’s a half hour later, Paul met her at the front door, worry creasing his forehead. He glanced at the provisions in her arms but still didn’t smile.

      “I’ve got to work on the surveillance stuff tonight, or I would stay.” He raked a hand through his dark hair. “I didn’t want to leave her alone.”

      Hadley waved him off. “Go. I’ve got this.” Hadley squeezed her brother’s arm.

      He turned to leave, but she stopped him. “Oh, Paul. I was in Henley Grocery today, and I saw a person wearing Converse All Stars in the bathroom stall next to me. They had red paint splattered on the front rubber part. I tried to wait around to see who it was, but I had other pressing matters to attend to.”

      Paul narrowed his eyes, obviously latching on to the red paint detail.

      “I went back to check after and they were gone,” Hadley continued. “They vandalized the stall, though.”

      Paul closed his eyes. “Okay, thanks. I’ll go check it out. Converse, you said?”

      She nodded. “Classic black-and-white high tops.”

      Paul sighed and then waved goodbye. Hadley headed inside to see her friend.

      “Hello,” she called out.

      “In here,” Suze’s voice drifted out from the kitchen.

      Hadley’s heart sank. Paul had warned her about the Code Pastel, but the sad tone of Suze’s voice still caught Hadley off guard.

      She stepped into the kitchen warily, like someone walking into a haunted house. Suze leaned on the kitchen island, her head resting in her hands. She looked up when Hadley entered, her eyes rimmed with red. Hadley rushed over, putting down the food and drinks before pulling her friend into a big, tight hug.

      Suze’s shoulders shook, but it didn’t seem like she was crying. Maybe she’s all cried out, Hadley thought.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Hadley said as she pulled back to look at her friend’s face.

      Suze grimaced. “Is it?”

      “You’re out of that cell, at least.” Hadley tried to look on the bright side.

      “For now,” Suze said, sniffling. “But Ike said McKay’s pushing to hold the trial as soon as possible. It might be as close as next week.”

      “Next week?” Hadley asked, surprise elevating the volume of her voice.

      Suze reached for a napkin and blew her nose.

      Hadley looked at the food and drinks she’d brought over, sitting on the counter. She’d been so silly. Suze’s favorite food and drink was great, but what she really needed right now was to hear about the progress they’d made with the case.

      “Look, we’re getting close, Suze. I promise. I just learned something that could be our shot at figuring out who killed Victoria,” Hadley said, hoping that would cheer her up.

      “What is it?” Suze leaned forward.

      “I just confronted Lydia in the store,” Hadley said, cringing at the memory. But the awkward encounter was past her now, and it had helped her get this information.

      “She and Porter, Victoria’s fiancé, were having an affair.”

      Suze gasped. “So that’s why Lydia was fired.”

      Hadley pulled out her phone. “Yes. Only …  how Victoria fired her has me scratching my head and it has Lydia convinced the mansion is haunted.”

      Suze tilted her head to one side.

      Hadley pulled up the photo and turned the phone toward Suze so she could see.

      “Lydia said this particular day, when Porter was visiting and they snuck a kiss, was last week. Why would Victoria sit on this information?” Hadley paused and looked at Suze.

      “So she thinks ghosts are involved?” Suze scratched at her forehead.

      “No, the ghosts came up because she says this picture would’ve been impossible to get without Victoria—or anyone else, for that matter—standing right there in the hallway with them, and they were alone.”

      Suze narrowed her eyes and moved closer to the screen. “Oh, she’s right. I mean, right about that being in a hallway, but probably not about the ghosts. Though, this does make it seem like that creepy little girl in the painting took this.” When Hadley tilted her head in question, Suze added, “The angle of this photo could’ve only been achieved if it were taken directly across the hallway from them. The painting on that part of the wall is of a pale little girl who looks possessed. I always walked by that one quickly because it freaked me out. I know it wasn’t her or ghosts, but it’s just odd.”

      Hadley agreed. “What seems more likely to me is that Victoria has hidden cameras throughout the house. Maybe she doesn’t check the feed all the time, and it took her a while to go through the footage before she found Porter and Lydia kissing.”

      Suze stood up straight. “And if she has hidden cameras, maybe one of them caught the person who killed her.”

      The excitement and lightness in her voice made Hadley sure this was the most hope Suze had experienced in days.

      Suze took a step back. “Well, you have to go. You have to check out the mansion and see if you can find anything.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip for a moment. “I can’t leave you alone.”

      “You have to.” Suze shook her head, her brown curls bouncing with the motion. “There’s no way I can go near the mansion right now. Ike made it very clear that would be in violation of my bail agreement.”

      “Which is why I shouldn’t go,” Hadley said.

      “Seriously, don’t worry about me. You’re doing so much work to help me. I can hang out by myself for one night.” She eyed the container of macaroni and cheese, then the iced chai. “I’ll just eat my mac and cheese, drink my chai, and watch I Love Lucy.”

      And even though she didn’t say it, the phrase “while I still can” seemed to hang at the end of Suze’s sentence.

      “Okay.” Hadley gave in, seeing Suze wasn’t going to relent. “But maybe take a picture of yourself every five minutes in a place where it’s very easy to see you’re in your house in case you need an alibi,” Hadley suggested.

      Suze pressed her lips forward. “You know, that’s not a terrible idea.” Her shoulders slumped. “It’s crazy though. I know I didn’t do this, and yet so many people are convinced I did. I feel like I’m insane, like, did I?” Suze’s brown eyes creased with worry as they met Hadley’s.

      She put a hand on Suze’s arm. “I’m so sorry. It feels surreal for me to watch this happening; I can’t imagine what you’re going through. Just know, you’ve got me on your side, and I will do everything in my power to prove your innocence.”

      Suze lunged forward to hug Hadley. “I know you will, and I’m so lucky.” When she stepped back, her eyes were watering. “You’re going to make me break into tears for the seventy-fifth time today.”

      Hadley chuckled and took a drink of her iced chai, pushing the second one closer to Suze, who closed her eyes and pulled her own long sip.

      “Thank you, again.” Suze gestured to the food. “Now go figure out what’s happening in that mansion.” She pushed Hadley toward the door, knowing it would be hard for her to leave.

      Hadley complied, heading out into the wintry cold. The sun was setting closer to the mountains. The roads would become icier as the temperature dropped.

      But as Hadley climbed into her car and headed for the mansion, the difficult driving conditions weren’t what had her stomach in knots. What had her truly worried was that, for the first time, she wondered if doing everything in her power would be enough to save her best friend.
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      Hadley called Luke while she drove up to the mansion. She missed him, sure, but she also knew if she was alone with her thoughts after seeing Suze so sad, she would spend the entire drive crying.

      His voice calmed her as she braved the icy roads. Fingers wrapped tightly around the steering wheel, Hadley explained her encounter with Lydia, the photo, the possibility of hidden cameras in the mansion, and Suze’s insistence that she leave to investigate.

      Her car slid onto the shoulder as she took a corner. “This snow is losing its charm,” Hadley said

      Luke chuckled.“I’m sorry, I think you might have the wrong number. This can’t be Hadley James. She loves snow almost as much as her cats,” Luke said.

      Hadley corrected with the steering wheel so she wouldn’t go skidding into the other side, then pressed on the gas to get her up the hill.

      And even though she let out a laugh at Luke’s joke, he’d hit something a little too close to the truth. She usually loved the snow. This case was turning both her and Paul into frazzled versions of themselves.

      “You don’t think it’s bad I left Suze, do you?” she asked Luke in the silence that followed.

      “She wanted you to go. You said she practically shoved you out the door,” Luke reminded her. “Plus, what you find out this evening might break the case wide open for her.”

      Hadley hoped that was what she was on her way to do. “And Paul is on the vandals, so if there’s any link there, hopefully we’ll figure that out tonight too.”

      “Okay, so if Victoria had a surveillance system set up, it could be recording all the time, and she would have to go through the footage, which is why it took her a week to figure out that Lydia and Porter were kissing in the hallway,” Luke summarized what Hadley had explained to him at the beginning of their conversation. “You said the picture doesn’t look like a fish-eye lens, so tiny pen cameras are out. That means you’re looking for lenses either the size of your phone’s camera or larger. You can also check behind paintings or along the molding for wires.”

      “Okay. And maybe it’ll give us a glimpse of who the killer was, if not a full view of the crime, depending on where the cameras are positioned.” She couldn’t tamp down the hope that rose inside her throat in anticipation. “And with Lydia being so cooperative, it seems like Montgomery is our best bet for who that is. He had motive, and opportunity. Plus, he admitted to going to Suze’s studio for the art show that night. He’s the only one, so far, who we can place at the scene of the stolen knife.”

      “That anyone noticed,” Luke said.

      Hadley gripped the steering wheel tight as she pulled into the mansion’s circular driveway. The slush and snow had been chopped up so much from the law enforcement and medical teams driving up here, and the tracks tried to force her compact car into directions she didn’t want to go.

      “What do you mean, that anyone noticed?” Hadley asked once she’d gotten the car headed in a straight line and could focus on what Luke had said.

      “Montgomery was the only person from the mansion that locals noticed at the art show Friday night. He might not have been the only one there,” Luke clarified.

      “Sure,” Hadley said, though she wasn’t sure how much she believed that.

      Outsiders stuck out in Stoneybrook, and the residents of the mansion were new enough that they would be easy to spot.

      “Okay, well, I’m here,” Hadley said, parking her car. “Thanks for keeping me company.”

      “Thanks for calling. Be safe, okay?” Luke paused, and there was a muffled sound in the background. “Granny Fay says hello, I was just saying goodbye to her before I head home.”

      Hadley smiled. “Tell her hi, and I’ll stop by soon, okay?”

      Luke relayed the message, then chuckled. “She says she doesn’t want to see your face until you figure out how to get Suze out of this mess.”

      Hadley agreed. “Okay. See you at home later?”

      “See you then,” he said, his voice dropping into a velvety register.

      Hanging up the phone, Hadley got out of her car and headed to the front door. She had texted Charlotte before she left Suze’s house to let her know she was coming but hadn’t heard back from her yet. Charlotte struck her as the kind of person who didn’t check her phone religiously, however, so she didn’t worry.

      Hadley strode up to the grand front door and set her shoulders back in preparation for another meeting with the ornery butler. This time, her hands shook as she reached forward to ring the doorbell. Each suspect she scratched off the list only brought her closer to the likelihood that Montgomery was the killer.

      She wondered if he knew about the hidden cameras. Her face flushed with heat. What if he’d already erased them, knowing they’d caught him in the crime?

      The large door to swung open. Montgomery stood on the other side, scowling as always. He immediately moved to close the door in her face, just like the first time she’d tried to visit.

      Hadley held up a hand. “I’m here at Charlotte’s request,” she said, sure Charlotte would be okay with her invoking her name.

      Montgomery stopped the door halfway, but just when Hadley was starting to feel triumphant and hopeful, he said, “Miss Lanning is not here right now, so that’s not possible” and then slammed the door the rest of the way closed.

      Hadley gritted her teeth and stormed back to her car. Just as she climbed inside and slumped into the driver’s seat, a text came through from Charlotte.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, so sorry, but I’m out of town for a few days. My friend had some complications with her pregnancy and had to go into the hospital. I should be back by the weekend.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frustration buzzed through Hadley. This couldn't wait until the weekend. She needed to check for cameras now. Even if she located them, it could take hours, days even, to look through any footage, if Victoria’s delay with Lydia and Porter’s secret was any indication.

      Another possibility had teased at the back of Hadley’s mind. What if the delay in Victoria’s firing of Lydia wasn’t because she was searching through video footage but because someone sent her the picture. Hadley pulled it up on her phone. It wasn’t grainy like video footage tended to be when you paused it. That could mean the killer waited to give the photo to Victoria until that night. Why? Maybe as a way to add Lydia to the possible suspects. Or so the house would be empty?

      Hadley glanced at the mansion. She had to get inside.

      Her fingers gripped her phone, wondering if she could text Charlotte and ask her to tell Montgomery to let her inside. But every interaction she’d had with the butler told her that wouldn’t work.

      The memory of the sunroom door being unlocked the day she and Suze had come and discovered Victoria gave her a flicker of hope. Maybe leaving doors unlocked—that one in particular—was something of a normal occurrence around here. And if Montgomery wouldn’t let her inside, she needed to find another way.

      Watching the windows for movement, Hadley got out of her car and crept around the front of the mansion toward Charlotte’s wing. She ducked low to make sure Montgomery wouldn’t see her. She scanned the side of the house once she reached the first corner, looking for anything that had been left open.

      The windows were all closed, not a surprise since it was still below freezing outside. That was okay. The sunroom was the perfect place to enter because it was made up of so many windows she would be able to see if anyone was in the room. If it was unoccupied, she could enter and move through the house unnoticed—well, that's what Hadley hoped.

      Moving forward, she stuck close to the building and crept along. Her fingers and toes ached from the cold, reminding her that sneaking took a lot longer than simply walking around to the back.

      Finally, the sunroom was in her sights, and it looked empty as well. The lights glowing in the setting sun made it easy to see straight into the windowed room.

      This was going to work. Hadley stepped forward, using her sleeve to cover her hand as she turned the doorknob.

      But before she could pull it open, someone behind her cleared their throat.

      Hadley turned around to see Kevin, standing behind her, arms crossed, expression colder than the snow remaining in the surrounding garden. His olive-colored deputy’s uniform made him stand out even more in the white background.

      “Kevin,” Hadley said, her voice squeaking with surprise.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, his tone deathly serious.

      Hadley pointed to the house. “Just—uh, heading inside.” She looked down at her sleeve-covered hand and shook it out so it was back to normal.

      Kevin sighed. “Come with me.”

      Sure that it was no use arguing, Hadley followed him around the house to his car. He opened up the rear door and gestured for her to get into the back seat of his SUV.

      Hadley raised her eyebrows. “You’re arresting me? Kevin, I—”

      He gestured again, glancing back at the mansion. “I’m freezing, and I don’t want to stand out here in the cold, but I need to talk to you. We can either do that here, or I can take you down to the office, if you’d rather.”

      Hadley scrambled into the back of his cruiser.

      Kevin walked around to the front of the car and got into the driver’s seat. He started the engine but kept it in park. Hot air flowed from the vents, and Hadley just about melted with gratefulness.

      Kevin ran a hand over his face and turned in his seat to face her. “What were you thinking, Hadley?” His voice was thin, worn. “Montgomery saw you sitting in your car, and he was worried you weren’t going to leave, so he called me. Then I find you trying to break in?”

      Hadley opened her mouth, but nothing came out right away. She thought through her options. She could lie to him and make up a fake reason she was there, or she could take this opportunity to spill all the things she’d learned. She hadn’t touched base with Hazel, Mickie, and Wendy, so she wasn’t sure if he’d gotten her laundered information via Sharon yet.

      “You want the truth?” She locked eyes with him.

      Kevin opened his hands. “Please.”

      “Well, at first I thought maybe the killer was Lydia, the maid Victoria fired the night she was killed. I saw Lydia kissing Victoria’s fiancé, Porter, and assumed they’d worked together to kill her.” Hadley spoke fast, knowing she only had one chance to get all of this out.

      Exasperation leaked from Kevin’s slumping shoulders.

      Hadley held up a finger, telling him to hold on. “But then I realized Porter would’ve been stupid to kill Victoria before they were married because he wouldn’t get any money. Lydia is remorseful about the affair, so she doesn’t seem like the killer either.” Hadley wet her lips and pulled out her phone. “Then Lydia showed me this picture.” Hadley held the phone toward Kevin.

      He took it and studied the screen. “Yeah, I’ve seen it. So?”

      “That was the picture Victoria sent when she fired Lydia. The only two problems with it are that it happened last week, so why did Victoria wait to fire the maid? And second, this was taken in a hallway where Lydia and Porter would’ve been able to see anyone else standing there with them. I came here today to see if there are hidden cameras around the house in the hope that they would show that Suze isn’t the killer. Because she’s not, Kevin. You have to know that.” Hadley added that last part stonily, letting disappointment coat her words and her icy glare.

      Kevin swallowed and handed the phone back to her. But instead of saying “I know” like she wished he would, he said, “There’s too much physical evidence pointing directly at her and none at anyone else.”

      “So you just stop looking into other suspects? Stop following any other leads?” Hadley dipped her chin, realizing she’d raised her voice.

      “Hey, I haven’t stopped,” Kevin said, his eyes flashing up to meet hers. “I brought in the chef.” He gave her a pointed look, obviously knowing she would’ve heard about that.

      “Okay, so you have to believe me that there are cameras in the walls in that house. You need to get in there and find out what they’ve captured. I promise you, that’s how you’ll find the real killer.”

      Kevin shook his head. “I watched Krista sweep the walls in the sunroom and the hallway for electronic devices and bugs. There was nothing. I’m sorry, Hadley.”

      Hadley’s throat tightened, making it hard to breathe. No cameras? Disbelief swirled around her in pulses and waves.

      “So are you going to arrest me?” she croaked out the question after a moment.

      “No.” Kevin’s voice sounded rough as well. He got out, letting her out of the cruiser.

      Hadley stumbled toward her car. Her only lead had just been ripped out from under her.

      She sat in her car, deflated. The headlights of Kevin’s cruiser shone in through her back window, making her blink in discomfort now that the sun had set. With no other clues to follow, she supposed she could go back to Suze’s house, but the thought of returning empty handed felt like—

      Red and blue lights joined the white headlights behind her. Hadley only had a chance to glance in her rearview mirror before Kevin’s cruiser peeled away, heading down the driveway toward town.

      Hadley’s icy fingers fumbled with her keys. She started her car and sped after him.
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      Kevin’s cruiser sped through the back roads of Stoneybrook. Hadley kept up as well as she could, but the snow and ice on the unplowed roads sent her hatchback skidding to the side a few too many times, forcing her to slow down.

      That was fine. She could see his lights flashing in the darkness.

      He turned toward downtown, and anticipation flushed through Hadley. She searched for something wrong, but couldn't see flames or billowing smoke when she drove onto Main Street behind Kevin, so that was a good sign.

      Then, like she was in one of those driving games with obstacles, there were teenagers darting into Main Street. She jammed on her brakes as one jumped in front of her car. He stood there, stunned for a split second, staring at her, his chest heaving from running. Another teenager came up behind him, pushing him out of the road and down an alleyway.

      Hadley’s heart pounded, and she pulled her car into the nearest spot, getting out just as Kevin ran by in pursuit of the teenagers. Across the road, Paul hauled one of them over to join two others already sitting on the curb. One was crying.

      They were just stupid kids, like everyone thought. Hadley didn’t recognize any of them, which meant they were from Cascade Ridge, again, just as everyone suspected they would be. Teenagers, not coordinated murderers who’d been trying to distract the town while they murdered a billionaire.

      The last sliver of hope Hadley had been holding on to disappeared, leaving her feeling empty. She wouldn’t be able to get into the mansion to check for cameras until the weekend—which might very well be too late for Suze—and now they had proof the two crimes were not connected.

      As if she needed another disappointment to add to the list, Paul caught sight of her from across the street. His already scowling expression turned downright livid as he recognized her.

      She was supposed to be with Suze.

      But speaking of Suze, Hadley’s eyes flashed to the building Paul had seated the teenagers in front of. It was Suze’s gallery. She almost didn’t recognize it. The yellow-and-white striped fabric of her awning hung in ripped shreds. Only the skeletal remains of the awning’s structure were intact.

      Hadley crossed the street and walked forward. She touched the ragged edges of fabric as she walked under what was left of the awning.

      Kevin came down the street with the two teens he’d been chasing, his head bent close to his shoulder as he talked on his radio. He told the teens to sit next to the rest of the group gathered on the sidewalk and moved to stand next to Paul.

      “There was one more, but I lost them,” Paul said, glaring at the ones seated on the curb in front of him. “Don’t worry. We’ll find out who they are, and they’ll pay for this right along with you,” Paul growled the statement and leaned in close. “You’d better answer the questions I’m about to ask you, or I’ll make sure you do time instead of community service hours.”

      There were three boys and one girl in the group. Not one of them looked like they were out of high school. Hadley scrutinized their shoes but didn’t notice anyone with Converse high tops or any red paint splotches on the toe. That could’ve been the one to get away.

      “Why?” Paul asked, his voice dropping into an even deeper register.

      One of the teens sniffed and said, “You deserve it. Stoneybrook High is always going on about how they’re the better town and we got sick of it.”

      Hadley remembered the rivalry between the two high schools being fierce even when she’d been a teen. It must’ve only grown worse in the decade and a half since. But still, none of that excused them from destroying and defacing property.

      “So you trash six businesses? Including this one, twice?” Paul asked, using the same deep voice.

      The kids all looked at each other. “Whoa, man. This is only the first time we’ve hit his place.”

      Paul looked up, locking eyes with Hadley in confusion.

      A different teen added, “Yeah, and we’ve only hit three places, not six.”

      Paul’s eyes grew fiery as he barked out a humorless laugh. “Sure. I’m going to believe you weren’t the ones who spray painted the back of this building last night.”

      They held up their hands. “Swear,” one of them said. “We were all home last night. You can ask our parents.”

      Hadley wanted to shake her head at that last statement. Their parents. They looked young, so much younger than Hadley had felt she looked in high school.

      She didn’t have time to spend wondering what had gone wrong in their lives so far that they felt the need to destroy property, because if they weren’t the ones to spray paint Suze’s building last night, then who was?

      Of course, this was the word of teenagers who were in trouble, so who knew if they were telling the truth. But the lack of the Converse sneakers with the red paint in their group only strengthened their claim. Then there was the fact that spray paint on the gallery had been the only one of its kind. The other vandalisms were broken windows, dumped trash, and now a ripped awning. Not spray paint.

      Paul loomed over them. “Describe each business you hit.”

      The teens talked about kicking over the rocks in front of Seven Stones and of dumping Wendy’s trash all over the deck of her café. They didn’t mention anything about the bathroom stall at the grocery store.

      “We accidentally broke one of the windows. It was like, a jam shop or something,” the girl explained.

      Paul glanced up at Hadley. Yep, that had been hers.

      “Accidentally? What about the flower shop? Was that window a mistake as well?”

      The kids looked at one another. “We didn’t do anything to a flower shop.”

      Paul and Kevin shared a look. Hadley caught a gasp in her throat, not wanting to bring more attention to herself. Maybe she hadn’t been wrong about the vandalisms being connected to Victoria—it just hadn’t been all of them.

      “Last Friday night,” Paul said, staying focused on the teens.

      The kids shook their heads again.

      “We were at a wrestling tournament Friday and Saturday. We were over on the other side of the mountains,” one of the boys blurted.

      The others elbowed him. “Dude, now he knows we’re on the wrestling team,” one of the others said.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I would’ve found out. In fact, you’re about to tell us everything about yourselves, so we can contact your parents and look at your options.” He motioned for them to get up. “Come on, we’re heading down to the sheriff’s office, all of us.”

      The way Paul shot an angry glare at Hadley after saying that made her wonder for a second if he was going to charge her with something too. But then he turned and led the group of teenagers down the street toward the town hall building. Hadley gulped, hating that her brother was mad at her.

      She looked up at the awning, pulling a large piece of shredded fabric down and bunching it up in her arms.

      “Don’t worry about that tonight,” Kevin said, walking up next to her. “We’ll get a cleanup crew to take care of it in the morning.”

      Hadley met the deputy’s eyes. “Kevin, I know you don’t want to hear from me about the case, but Victoria’s killer had to be the person to break Leo’s window, to deface the bathroom stall, and to spray paint Suze’s building. I don’t know why they did the other two, but breaking Leo’s window was planned. Someone in that mansion knows things Suze only told Victoria. They heard Suze talk about dinner plans with Paul, so they made sure he would be called away, forcing him to cancel their plans, leaving Suze without an alibi.”

      Kevin didn’t say anything for a few long moments. Finally he said, “Okay, Hadley. We’ll look into it, but not tonight. There’ll be plenty of time tomorrow.” He climbed into his cruiser, parked haphazardly across a couple of spots and drove down to meet Paul at the office.

      Hadley hoped he was right. She turned to her car, leaving the ripped awning behind. Once inside, she found her phone and composed a text to her brother.

      After rewriting it a dozen times, she settled on,

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry. I had to check something out at the mansion. I’m heading back to Suze now.

      

      

      

      

      

      She figured he wouldn’t text back right away, busy with the vandalizing teenagers, but when she still hadn’t heard anything by the time she reached Suze’s house, she knew he was avoiding her.

      Hadley hated the fact that she was dreading going inside. First, she would have to face Suze’s disappointment that she’d been unable to get into the mansion or find any evidence of hidden cameras. And then she was going to have to break the news about the gallery’s awning.

      She stood on Suze’s porch and closed her eyes for a moment before knocking.

      The way Suze pulled her inside—excitement quickening her steps while she waited to hear what Hadley found—and the flash of disappointment behind her brown eyes when Hadley told her she hadn’t gotten inside, were stabs to Hadley’s heart. But she relayed the events that had transpired since she left anyway, knowing Suze had a right to the information, disappointing as it may be.

      “Spray paint and a ripped awning?” Suze leaned against her kitchen counter.

      “The spray paint is all gone now,” Hadley said. “But we’ll have to fix the awning tomorrow.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal, it’s just …” Suze shivered.

      Hadley knew the feeling. It was awful thinking of the place that held so much of your joy and possibility defaced in such a senseless way.

      “So this person with the shoes splattered with red paint wasn’t in the group Paul caught tonight?” Suze asked, catching up after Hadley’s long story.

      “Nope. And I’m doubting it’s the teen who got away either. I think it’s more likely that the person in the stall next to me could’ve been the murderer. The kids didn’t mention anything about writing 'Stoneybrook Sucks' on the bathroom door at Henley Grocery.” Now it was Hadley’s turn to shiver.

      “And you couldn’t tell the person’s gender?” Suze asked.

      Hadley shook her head. “Converse high tops are popular with kids and adults alike, and with the stalls being open to anyone …”

      Suze nodded. “Well, at least Paul caught some of the vandals,” Suze said, but her statement fell flat. Compared to a murderer who was also vandalizing the town, a few teenagers didn’t seem like much of a threat anymore.

      At a dead end with the case and tired beyond belief, Hadley and Suze collapsed on the couch for a couple of hours watching more I Love Lucy. Hadley had just texted Luke telling him she was probably going to stay over with Suze again when she got a message from her brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        On my way to Suze’s now. You can go home.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley groaned. That meant he wanted her to be gone by the time he arrived. He didn’t even want to see her.

      Catching Hadley’s discomfort, Suze peered at her phone. She wrinkled her nose. “Sorry, Had. It’s my fault. I’ll tell him that.” She patted her friend’s arm.

      “Thanks.” Hadley stretched. “Okay, well, I’d better head home, then. I’m going into town to work on your awning in the morning. Text me once you decide if you’re going to come in at all, and we can meet up.”

      “I will. Thank you, for everything. Even if it got you in trouble,” Suze said. “I’m honestly not sure whether I’ll go to the studio tomorrow. I have a few digital orders to work on, but what good are those if I’m going to prison?”

      The sentence hung in the air like a chill that cut to the bone.

      “You do what you want about the orders, but you’re not going to prison. I’m going to make sure of it.” Hadley hugged her friend and then left before they both started crying.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Hadley woke early to help with Suze’s awning before she had to open the jam kitchen. By the time she got there, Jack and a few other locals had already pulled down the ragged pieces of fabric and were unscrewing the frame from the brick.

      She jogged over to help them, grabbing one side of the metal frame as they lowered it to the ground.

      Jack smiled in thanks. “Easier to get the new fabric up when this in on the ground,” he explained, gesturing to the metal contraption. “It’s fairly simple to replace,” he said, laying out the new yellow-and-white weatherproof fabric.

      Hadley grabbed an edge and helped position it over the frame, holding tight as the others stretched it across.

      As she stood there, she caught sight of her reflection in the gallery window. Her almost total lack of sleep last night showed in her disheveled appearance and the dark circles ringing her eyes. Even curled up in bed, cozy with Luke and the cats, she had barely slept a wink, the case ran through her mind on repeat.

      And every time she went through the clues, Hadley came to the same conclusion. She needed to get back inside the mansion. She didn’t care what Kevin said; she had to check for cameras.

      But could she wait until Charlotte came back from her trip to the city? With the way McKay was pushing for a quick trial, Hadley wasn’t sure how much Ike could do to hold him off. Plus, she was sure the man had already used up a lot of favors getting Suze out on bail.

      Thoughts of McKay and Ike reminded her of the story Jack had told her about the three of them breaking into the mansion when they were teenagers.

      Hadley was desperate. If Montgomery wouldn’t let her through the front door, and she couldn’t sneak in through the back, she might have to resort to breaking in the same way Jack, Ike, and McKay had so many decades ago.

      She waited until she and Jack were away from the rest of the group, unsure of how many people he’d told about his teenage mistake. Her chance came once the fabric was secured, and they were lifting the frame so it could be screwed back to the building. A few locals stood on ladders, holding the frame in place while Hadley went through reattaching the screws.

      When she was bolting on the side Jack was holding, she asked, “Hey, Jack. That story you told me about when you and the guys broke into the Rosewood mansion ...” Hadley kept her voice low, waiting to finish the sentence until she could gauge his reaction.

      Jack raised his eyebrows, but other than that, he kept his focus on holding up the awning while she worked.

      “How did you get inside?” Hadley focused on tightening the screw before glancing his way.

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to know?” he asked, and they both glanced down as Kevin walked up to the group.
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      Hadley started on the next screw, her heart hammering at the deputy’s closeness and Jack’s suspicion. Desperation clawed at her throat in hot waves. She couldn’t give up now.

      “It’s to help Suze,” Hadley whispered as Kevin moved on, though not far enough away that Jack couldn’t call him over if he wanted. Hadley sent a pleading look at Jack. “If I can get inside, I think I can prove it’s not her.”

      Relief spilled over Hadley as Jack nodded.

      “I’ve never, for a second, thought it was,” Jack said, clearing his throat. “Okay …”

      Hadley must’ve lived in Stoneybrook for too long, because at that noise, she leaned closer to him, knowing something secret was coming next.

      “My dad was one of the main builders of the mansion.” Jack’s eyes flitted around at the other locals helping, making sure they couldn’t hear. “He was showing me the blueprints one day—the man was always trying to convince me to follow in his footsteps.” Jack’s mouth tugged up into a reminiscent smile.

      Hadley got to work on the next screw, knowing that people were waiting for her to finish so they could let go.

      Jack snapped out of his nostalgia. “Anyway, there was one blueprint in there that I wasn’t supposed to see. He hid it away real quick, trying to pretend like it hadn’t happened. But I snuck down into his office that night to look.” Jack wet his lips and said, “It was a secret tunnel, something like a panic room except it was just a secret way for them to get out of there unseen. Rich people,” he said with a shrug.

      “And that’s how you got inside?” Hadley asked, moving on to the last screw.

      Jack nodded. “It’s part of the reason we got off so light. The sheriff's department kept it pretty quiet. They didn't want anyone else taking advantage of it. In fact, I think only McKay, Ike, and I know where it is at this point.”

      Hadley narrowed her eyes. “Not the new owners?”

      “Not unless they have the blueprints or the Rosewoods left a book full of the house’s secrets to pass on to the next owners.” Jack snorted.

      Hadley understood his doubt. The Rosewood family had infamously gone bankrupt thanks to Mr. Rosewood’s gambling addiction. They moved out of that vast mansion in less than a week, and no one had heard from them again. The bank took the house and it had sat empty until Victoria moved in. Definitely not circumstances where someone would leave instructions for the next family.

      “So you think the tunnel is still there?” she asked.

      Benny from Seven Stones had arrived and was helping with screwing the other side, so Hadley was fine to stay put by Jack for a moment longer.

      “Oh, it’s there. I just don’t know if it’ll be locked or not.” He gave her a poignant look. “If you take the left turn before the driveway, it looks like a service road and is blocked by a large metal gate. You’ll probably have to park outside of it and walk in, but the family has a key. The road leads down to the river, so it looks like it’s just for boat launches or water sports, but if you find the footpath up the hill that begins in between two birch trees and head due north for about two hundred feet, you’ll come upon a big rhododendron. If you crawl through the branches, you’ll see the tunnel directly behind it.” Jack’s blue eyes sparkled, rimmed with crow’s feet.

      Hadley grabbed the older man’s hand and squeezed tight. “Thank you so much, Jack.”

      “Good luck.” He gave her a quick salute.

      And with that, they climbed off their ladders. Hadley handed him back his tool and went down to the hardware store to buy one of her own. She was just hoping the news of her buying a lock cutter wouldn’t reach her brother until she had a chance to get out of downtown.
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        * * *

      

      Hadley watched the roadway, searching for the access road Jack had mentioned. The pillars marking the large circular driveway loomed ahead, marking where she would turn to head up to the mansion on a usual visit.

      She couldn’t see anything like Jack had described and was getting worried he’d been wrong about the whole thing when she suddenly saw a dirt road appear to her left.

      The turn off was hidden behind a large pine tree, so it wasn’t even something a person would notice unless they were specifically looking for it.

      She turned her hatchback onto the snowy road, noting that there were tracks in the crunchy snow that had fallen early Saturday morning.

      Driving down until she came to the river, Hadley parked next to a kayak launch spot and got out. The bolt cutters she’d bought were huge and heavy, but if there was a lock or some kind of wire fencing, she wanted to be able to get through. She scanned the hillside behind her car, knowing the mansion was just over the crest of the wooded hill.

      It was hard to see through the covering of snow, but she finally found the two birch trees Jack had described. Walking up between them, she held out her phone and brought up the compass app. She’d never had cause to use that app before and was glad to have it at the moment, noticing how she tended to veer off course and might’ve missed the rhododendron.

      Though the woody plants that bore Washington’s State flower were everywhere in the valley, this was the only one on the section of hillside in front of her. It was a perfect plant to pick, Hadley realized, because they didn’t lose their leaves in the winter months like so many other plants in the area.

      Hadley could barely discern the outline of a small cave in the hillside through the mess of branches and leaves. She wouldn’t have looked twice unless she’d known what she was looking for.

      Crossing her fingers, Hadley now switched her phone from its compass to the flashlight. She crawled into the cave, dragging the bolt cutters along behind her.

      The cave was carved into the dirt hillside, but there were cement supports along the walls and above her in the ceiling. Still, she felt a little too much like a miner who had no idea whether the entire structure could go at any minute.

      A few more yards and the small space was making it hard to breathe, especially when her heartbeat increased with each foot she crawled forward.

      She wasn’t sure how much longer she could go when she spotted a door in front of her, just a couple of yards away. It was a metal gate, like a fancier version of what someone might have leading into their front yard. She could see right through into the rest of the tunnel, which seemed to go on for much longer under the house.

      The gate was shut, and Hadley’s eyes landed on a padlock. She pulled the bolt cutters forward, but noticed the lock was hanging askew. Reaching down, it swung open in her hand. The lock swiveled easily away from the hook, making it a cinch to slip out of the bar and open the gate.

      So much for the bolt cutter, she thought, leaving it behind.

      Her good fortune seemed like a green light and she crawled through. But Hadley stopped a few feet beyond the gate. A chill wound down her spine.

      Was this how the killer snuck into the house? Why was it unlocked now? Was it because someone had just recently used it to get inside or because they were still planning to? There wasn’t another car down the hill, so Hadley’s mind leaned toward the latter.

      The possibility of someone coming behind her bothered her enough that she turned back to click the lock shut, just in case. Before she did, she pulled the bolt cutters through to her side of the tunnel. Then she turned back toward the mansion.

      No matter how much fear rose inside her hot throat, Hadley pushed on. This was for Suze, and Hadley was going to get one shot at this, one last chance to find the camera that had captured Porter and Lydia kissing and clear her friend’s name.

      The tunnel went on for another thirty feet or so, but to Hadley it felt like miles. She didn’t know where she was under the house, and it felt like the weight of it could come crashing down on her at any moment.

      Her skin prickled with cold and fear, but then her light settled on a set of stairs. It was more of a ladder, pushed into the dirt wall, but she was ready to get out of the tunnel and didn’t care one bit how that happened.

      There were only five steps before she found a wooden door. A quick inspection of it with the light showed a spring-loaded lock sticking into the corner, but only the backside of the mechanism, no latch. It was clear this door was more for escaping the house than entering it.

      She stuck her phone under her chin to keep the light steady as she grabbed at the springs, pulling the mechanism to the left. It unlatched from the wall and the door moved toward her. Hadley had to pry it open the rest of the way. The springs must’ve been there to help it shut behind a person if they were trying to escape.

      Using her elbow and then body weight, she opened the door. The room on the other side was pitch dark. Her phone’s flashlight beam bounced off shelves of dark, shiny oblong shapes.

      A wine cellar.

      At least she didn’t have to worry about tumbling out into the middle of the kitchen. It took a moment to figure out how to maneuver herself so she could slip inside without the door snapping shut on her.

      Once she was through, the door closed with a quiet snick. From this side, the secret door sat completely flush with the wall. She could see a small cutout in the trim where an almost imperceptible latch was hidden.

      Hadley had to give it to Jack’s dad. This was a pretty slick design. She wasn’t sure what kind of life someone lived in order to need a getaway tunnel, but maybe it was more of that Batman stuff Luke and Paul loved so much. Or it could’ve had more to do with Mr. Rosewood’s gambling problem.

      She walked up toward a staircase leading out of the wine cellar and took the wooden steps carefully, guessing correctly that they creaked loudly when stepped on in the wrong place.

      At the top of the stairs there was a door. Hadley wrinkled her nose while considering her options. She couldn't just come charging out of the cellar into the hallway without knowing where Montgomery was. He could be in his cabin or just as easily inside the mansion.

      Turning off her flashlight and crouching down low, she moved so her eyes were level with the gap under the door. It was about an inch tall, and she could see a small, horizontal section of the floor.

      First, she listened for any signs of movement. Next, she squinted and peered out into a hallway. Hearing nothing and seeing nothing, she was about to enter the hallway when movement caught her eye. Four black furry feet came into view.

      Richard.

      Hadley eyed the doorknob. If it was just Richard, she could go out there. But what if he wasn't alone? She knew from experience that her cats tended to gravitate to where the people were in the house, so Richard’s presence in the hallway could mean there was someone nearby.

      She decided to wait and watch him for a little longer. Knowing she only had one shot at this, she had to make it worthwhile. And right now, that meant Hadley needed to have patience.

      Richard stopped to groom his back foot and tail for a few seconds. Hadley’s legs cramped up from being in a weird squat, so she quietly lowered her knees onto the next step down.

      When Richard began rolling around on his back, little paws batting at dust motes floating in the air, Hadley decided it was safe to come out.

      She didn’t want to send Richard skittering down the hall in fear, causing Montgomery to come investigate what had spooked him—if the butler even cared whether the cat was scared, given that he’d tried to kill the poor guy. Cocking her head to the side, she closed her right eye so she could still see under the door with her left, then reached up with her right hand to turn the handle.

      The knob let out a metallic click. Richard spun from his back and onto his feet in one smooth movement. Hadley held her breath. But the cat stayed put. She put a slight amount of pressure on the door, pushing it forward.

      Richard scampered away a few feet, his eyes large and tail puffed out.

      Hadley swore under her breath and held still. When she tried opening the door a few more inches, Richard dove under a large armoire in the hallway to hide. Hadley shrugged. That worked for her. As long as he wasn’t scampering through the house.

      “Sorry, buddy,” she whispered to him from under the door.

      He blinked his large eyes back at her, crouched and ready under the furniture. But just as Hadley was about to stand up and enter the hallway, Richard turned around and scooted even farther under the armoire, disappearing completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Hadley blinked, sure her eyes were playing tricks on her. It was an optical illusion, a consequence of peeking through the small gap for too long. Richard couldn’t have disappeared; he’d just tucked himself so far back that she couldn’t see him any longer.

      She stood and opened the door, gritting her teeth as the hinges creaked about halfway. Once the opening was big enough, Hadley slipped into the hallway and closed the door quietly behind her.

      Assessing her surroundings, she noticed she was in the long hallway leading to the sunroom. Well, luck was on her side there. This was almost exactly where the picture had been taken. The small painting of the boat that had been visible behind Lydia and Porter in the picture of them kissing was a few feet away to her left.

      And Lydia hadn’t been lying. It was just a long hallway. She and Porter would have noticed someone else standing here. The closest thing for anyone to hide behind was the armoire Richard was hiding under at the moment, but even that was too far down the hallway to have produced the picture.

      Suze had said the photo would’ve had to be taken directly across the hall from the boat painting, so exactly where the creepy painting of the little girl and her equally possessed-looking dog hung. The thing was huge, about four feet tall, taking up most of the wall.

      Hadley shivered. No wonder people thought this house was haunted when they had stuff like that hanging around.

      Frowning, Hadley crept down the hall until she was standing in between the two paintings. Suze was right; it was as if the little girl in the painting had taken the picture.

      Recalling the list of things Luke told her to look for, she stepped closer to the painting and examined the canvas. But even after putting her face right next to the painting and studying each inch closely, she couldn’t see signs of any lenses or wires. Looking up warily at the little girl’s eyes, she ran the tips of her fingers over them, but there weren’t any holes to be found.

      Maybe there were wires behind the painting, like Luke said. She tried to lift it off the wall, but it wouldn’t budge, not an inch. It was either bolted or glued in place. That was odd. Hadley turned around and plucked the boat painting off the nail it hung on. So that one could be moved, just not the creepy girl.

      That explains why it’s still here, Hadley thought with a chuckle. No one can move it.

      A scraping sound to her right made Hadley jump. Her hand flew to her chest as if her heart might beat itself free. But she was still all alone.

      It had probably been Richard … who was still nowhere to be found. Maybe he’d gotten himself wedged between the wall and the back of the armoire. Not only was she worried about the little guy, but if he had gotten stuck and started to panic, he could create enough of a racket that Montgomery might hear.

      She tiptoed over to the large wooden structure, pulled out her phone, and crouched down. But when she rested her head on the floor next to the armoire and she shined her light underneath, there was only darkness.

      The two-inch-high wooden molding that ran along the wall was missing in the section directly behind the armoire. And beyond that, there appeared to be an opening.

      A small space, a secret hallway, behind the wall.

      Hadley knelt, putting her phone away. She ran her fingers along the back edge of the armoire, searching for a place where it might pull away from the wall. But it was so closely butted up, there was no space behind the piece; it was almost as if it were glued to the wall like the painting.

      Careful to be quiet, she tried pulling and shoving the piece, but it wouldn’t budge. Next, she pulled open the doors. She held her breath, half expecting a bunch of winter jackets she would have to walk through to find the secret passageway. But this wasn’t the entrance to Narnia. The armoire was full of shelves stacked with crisp white linens.

      Hadley chewed on her lip as she processed this. It could just be a building oversight, a small gap leading into the tiny space behind the wall, only big enough for a cat to fit. She glanced down the hall at the painting of the little girl. Then again, Richard hadn’t taken that picture of Lydia and Porter, so there had to be something there.

      But as she was about to give up, she noticed that the shelves were inserted into the piece, not a part of the frame. There were two pieces of wood along the sides and top and bottom.

      Narrowing her eyes, Hadley gripped the shelf nearest to her and pulled.

      Nothing happened. She moved her hands to the left and tugged the side. Still nothing. Then she pushed.

      The shelves slid back.

      It took work to press them, though, and Hadley was reminded of the spring-loaded door leading to the secret passageway. She had to lean her weight into the shelves to move them farther back and stepped up into the armoire in the space created.

      The shelves slid all the way through the armoire and past the wall into a recess in the hidden passageway. She kept pushing until the shelf unit was flush with the wall. That was when she heard a click. The resistance she’d been pushing against vanished.

      Carefully, Hadley removed her hands, hoping the contraption wouldn’t cut loose and catapult her back into the hallway.

      And speaking of hallways, Hadley was standing in another one. It was only a couple of feet wide, dark, and dusty beyond belief, but it was a passageway.

      Taking a moment to step back through the armoire, she closed the doors behind her. She tried to silence the worry screaming in the back of her mind that if anyone in this house knew about secret passageways, it had to be the butler. Butlers always knew the most intimate details about a house, right? But she couldn’t turn back now, so instead she turned on her flashlight and followed the passageway to the left.

      She jumped at movement by her feet, bracing a hand on the wall to steady herself, but it was just Richard. He blinked up at her in the spotlight and trotted ahead.

      Hadley stepped forward to follow him for a few feet, but stopped. The wall on her left had a section that differed from the rest. Instead of wood, it was canvas. She dragged her fingers along the stiff fabric, noting it was much thicker than that of a regular painting.

      But there were three flaps of canvas attached to the back. Lifting one, she found a small peep hole cut into the canvas at just about eye level. She closed one eye and looked through one of them. Sure enough, she could see straight into the hallway. And the one in the middle gave her a perfect view of the boat picture. So that’s why she hadn’t seen any holes. The canvas flaps made them blend in with the rest of the painting.

      Turning off her flashlight for a moment, Hadley lined up her camera with the middle hole. When she opened her camera app, it was the exact picture Lydia had gotten from Victoria, minus the kissing couple, of course.

      So Kevin had been right. There had been no hidden cameras in the walls. This had been the work of a phone like hers.

      The problem was, Hadley remembered Montgomery’s flip phone, sitting on his dresser.

      Her phone could get a clear picture, but that was because new smart phone cameras had great quality and precision. She remembered the blurry, small pictures she used to get on her old flip phone, like Montgomery’s. That phone had not taken the picture Victoria had of Lydia and Porter.

      Hadley turned her flashlight back on and walked forward, the dusty air itching at her nose. But she didn't dare sneeze, knowing if there was anyone in the house, they would likely hear her through the wall.

      This thought led to another realization. This was how someone knew so many things Suze had said in front of Victoria only. Someone had been in here listening. They knew she was going to have dinner with Paul that night, and they would need to fake a vandalism to pull him away. They knew Suze loved the mountain painting, so that’s what they hid the knife inside.

      A damp coldness settled on the back of Hadley’s neck. This wasn’t just someone listening, it was Victoria’s killer.

      Hadley ran her hand along the wall, continuing forward until she came upon a small room. This room had another section of canvas instead of wood along the wall. It had to be five feet tall as well as wide.

      She walked forward, noticing six flaps on this painting, each covering a hole, just like the last one. Hadley lifted one and leaned forward to peer through. She looked into the sunroom. This must be that garish picture of the greyhound she’d noticed when she and Suze had first walked inside last Saturday.

      Turning around, she used her phone’s flashlight to inspect the rest of the small room. Hadley jumped as the light hit a large shape on the far wall. But her hammering heart calmed as she recognized that it was only an easel set up in the corner of the small room, complete with a canvas propped and ready to go. There was a stool and an armchair along the wall behind the canvas as well. A camping lantern hung on a nail in the wall. Hadley walked over, clicking on the lantern, and turning off her flashlight.

      She found herself staring at a sketch of Victoria in the sunroom, lying back on the chaise lounge.

      Hadley would’ve bet the total cost of the mansion that it was Suze’s sketch. So the killer had been in here the whole time, painting their own version of the portrait, and had switched it with Suze’s after they’d killed Victoria.

      After crawling through a secret passageway to find a secret room hidden in the walls, Hadley guessed this probably wasn’t the only secret room like this in the mansion. But if this was the largest, it would’ve been a great option to use as a secret painting studio.

      Which could be why the portrait needed to be in the sunroom, and why Victoria had changed her mind on the pose and setting so many times before choosing this one.

      That would mean the killer was someone Victoria listened to. From what Suze had said, that list was short, if not nonexistent. The killer had to have enough sway with Victoria to plant the seed of doubt in her mind needed to get her to keep changing it around.

      That was when Richard jumped onto the dusty armchair. He curled up in a cat bed. Next to the cat bed was a fluffy white blanket and a pillow in the shape of a succulent, just like Hadley had seen in Charlotte’s part of the house.

      Charlotte, who was the only person Victoria listened to.

      Hadley couldn’t breathe. Charlotte had killed her sister and had planned everything to a T.

      The secret room swayed. She put a hand on the armchair to steady herself. Still clutching her phone, Hadley was about to call Paul when she remembered Charlotte’s text. She was out of town and wouldn’t be back until the weekend.

      Hadley’s shoulders relaxed. They had time. She needed to get Kevin and McKay in here to gather all the evidence before Charlotte came back so they could arrest her.

      No longer worried about Montgomery being around or hearing her, she called Paul. He didn't pick up. Right. He was mad at her for leaving Suze alone last night. Hadley debated whether she should leave him a message or call Kevin, who wasn't holding a grudge against her.

      Her finger hovered over the button to end the call as Paul’s voice-mail message clicked on and began to play muffled in the background. This was her brother. Even if he was mad at her, he would help her.

      “Paul, it’s Hadley. Charlotte is the killer. She killed Victoria. I found a secret passageway in the mansion. Come here as soon as you can.” Hadley’s fingers shook as she ended the call.

      While she waited, she could at least get some pictures to send to Paul if he didn’t believe her. She’d only snapped a few before the sound of a door opening caught Hadley’s attention. She crept over to the greyhound painting, lifted one of the flaps, and peered through a hole.

      Charlotte walked into the sunroom from outside.

      Icy cold tremors flitted up and down Hadley’s body as she froze. And even though she knew the room was hidden, she felt like Charlotte was looking directly at her.

      Hadley stayed still, fearing any movement would alert Charlotte to her presence. Charlotte walked out of the sunroom, down the hallway.

      Hadley held her breath and reasoned through her panic. Charlotte would have no way of knowing she was in here. She was probably walking right past the closed armoire and down to her wing of the house. Once she was out of earshot, Hadley could sneak out and go back down the tunnel to her car.

      The next couple of minutes passed by slowly as Hadley listened. Each time she was about to move, she heard a creak or a click that stopped her. She gripped her phone tighter and texted Paul.

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s here. I’m going to try to get outside. Hurry!

      

      

      

      

      

      After hitting send, Hadley wondered if running was a bad idea. What if Charlotte caught her? This secret room might be the safest place for her to stay until Paul got here.

      Where is he? She pulled up her text to see if he was writing her back. Nothing. She tried calling him again, but it went to voicemail. She hung up.

      A scraping sound came from the passageway, making Hadley freeze. Her heart jumped into her throat.

      “Hi, Hadley,” Charlotte said, stepping into the small room. “I see you found my secret.” In her hand, she held a long kitchen knife.
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      Hadley zeroed in on the knife. Charlotte hadn’t gone to her wing, she’d gone to the kitchen.

      While her phone screen was still lit up, Hadley hit the redial button, and then held her phone at her side, the screen facing away from Charlotte. She was counting on it going to voicemail this time. If she could get Charlotte to confess, Paul would have everything he needed.

      “I learned the hard way that you have to be deathly quiet in here.” Charlotte smirked. “Of course, the few times I made noise everyone thought it was a ghost.” She let out a haunting laugh.

      Hadley opened her mouth to respond, but she realized she didn’t know what to say. This time, it wasn’t surprise that left her speechless, now it was fear.

      Charlotte tsked and stepped forward. “But that’s okay. I’ll make sure you don’t make anymore noise and no one will find you. The reading of the will is tomorrow, and then I’ll put this place up for sale.”

      “They’ll find me, you know, eventually.” Hadley swallowed the metallic taste that made her want to throw up.

      Charlotte shrugged. “Sure, but I’ll be long gone at that point. After I get my money, it won’t matter what happens with this place, with you. I’ll be out of here.”

      “I thought you didn’t know what your sister had left you in her will, if anything.”

      “Of course I knew,” Charlotte said. “She left me everything. And I was willing to wait for it, but then she agreed to marry Porter.” Charlotte spit out his name like it was poison. “So I had to do something before she tied the knot with that tool. He wanted her to cut me off, just like Darrell,” Charlotte said with a sigh. “I knew people would get suspicious if another one of her husbands died so young, so …”

      Hadley sputtered. “You killed Darrell too?”

      “Yep,” Charlotte said as if she were answering any old question instead of admitting to double homicide. “Porter would’ve been fun to take out too, but it turns out that I hated my sister more, and once I thought about it, I couldn’t stop. With her out of the picture, it would all be mine.”

      Hadley’s heart hammered in her chest, and she wondered if she could break through the greyhound painting, since Charlotte blocked the exit into the hallway.

      “But didn’t you take the photograph?” Hadley asked, hoping this was all getting recorded on Paul’s voicemail. “Of Porter and Lydia.” She pointed to the passageway behind Charlotte. When the woman smirked, Hadley said, “If you knew he was cheating on her and that Victoria would call off the wedding, why kill her?”

      “If it wasn’t him, it would’ve been another one,” Charlotte said. “Plus, she never supported my art.” Charlotte gestured to Suze’s sketch on the easel. “I’d been offering to paint her portrait for years, but she would just laugh and act like I was joking, saying she wanted a ‘real’ artist to paint her.” Charlotte scowled. “So when we met Suzanne, and Victoria started gushing about what a great artist she was, I jokingly mentioned her getting a portrait done. I didn’t think she would do it.”

      Hadley wet her parched lips. There was a broken piece of wood on the floor to her right. Maybe she could use that to stab her way through the canvas.

      “Victoria scheduled the portrait, and then everything fell into place. I knew I could pin it on Suze. Then when I overheard Montgomery and Trish planning to drug Victoria so Monty could take the VanFranken heirlooms from her room, I knew it was too good to be true. There’s another great hiding spot next to the pantry in the kitchen,” she added, seeing Hadley’s confusion. “Victoria never even saw it coming. So I finished my painting, took care of Suze’s alibi, and stashed the knife I swiped from her studio in the stolen painting. You small-town folks are just too easy. No one even locked Suze’s back door after the art show that night.” Charlotte snorted.

      “But you were in Seattle. You had an alibi.” Hadley shook her head.

      Her lips curled into a self-satisfied smile. “Oh, I went to Seattle, I just arrived a little later. I told the deputies I’d stopped for a late dinner, so that’s why it took me longer to get to the city. I didn’t leave town this time, though. I worried you might be getting close, so I followed you. And once I knew you’d found out about the tunnel—I figured you’d find this place too.” Her eyes flicked down to the dirt stains on her jeans. “Thanks for locking me out, by the way,” she said through a sneer.

      So that’s why Charlotte had to come through the sunroom. Hadley thanked her past self for locking the gate behind her in the secret tunnel. If she hadn’t, she probably wouldn’t have heard Charlotte come home.

      Not that she was in a much better position because she had. She eyed the kitchen knife.

      Reminded of her need to escape, Hadley calculated how quickly she could lunge to grab the wood and stab it through the painting. “I guess you planned out every little detail, didn’t you?” she asked to buy herself a little more time.

      Charlotte’s eyes narrowed. “Except for you. I figured Paul would get kicked off the case, but I didn’t count on you snooping around. Easy enough to solve, though. Monty and Trish may not have killed Victoria, but they had reason to hide what they were doing that night, so it was perfect. I just turned you toward Montgomery and let you go. You were so easy to fool.” She laughed and pointed to Richard. “All I had to do was let Richard out the window so you would find him, tell you he was a rescue—which he definitely isn’t—and how I would donate most of the money I got from the will to the fake rescue. You were eating out of my palm.”

      “So Montgomery didn’t put him out there. You did?” Fuming inside, Hadley wondered how Charlotte had found out about her love of cats.

      “Suze blabbed about you, incessantly.” Charlotte rolled her eyes. “My best friend, Hadley, has four rescue cats. I’m thinking of getting one.” She used an annoyingly high voice to mimic Suze.

      Hadley acted like she was just shifting her weight as she scooted an inch to her right. She needed to act now, before Charlotte came any closer.

      Her phone was still clutched in her right hand. She would need to either drop it in order to grab the stick or slip it into her pocket without Charlotte noticing. If she even could get away, she would want the phone to call Paul or Kevin.

      In an attempt to distract Charlotte, she pointed to Richard, sleeping in his cat bed with her left hand.

      “So how’d you find this place? Was it Richard?” Hadley asked.

      At the same time, she pulled the phone behind her with her right, sliding it into her back pocket. She hoped beyond hope the message had either timed out and had been sent or was still recording. Even if it had, Paul would still be about ten minutes away. The anticipation of what came next pricked through her body like needles.

      Charlotte confirmed she’d found out about the secret room in the same way as Hadley. “I couldn’t find him one day, so I was walking around the house calling him. I heard him meowing and found this place. Pretty clever, huh? After that, I started searching through the rest of the house and found that nifty tunnel so no one saw me come back to the house after I left on Friday.” She beamed with pride. “But this place is my favorite. I can hear everything from in here. I knew everyone’s secrets.”

      Hadley was just about to jump for the stick, when something moved behind Charlotte. A lamp crashed down on her head, shattering into a dozen large chunks of broken pottery. Charlotte crumpled into a heap.

      Montgomery stepped out from behind the wall. “And I just heard everything you said.” He sneered down at her for a second before looking up at Hadley. “Are you okay?” He held out a hand.

      Hadley blinked to reorient herself out of flight mode and into safety. Well, maybe not safety yet. Charlotte might be unconscious, but she could wake up at any moment.

      Wanting nothing more than to get out of this stuffy, claustrophobic prison, Hadley moved toward Montgomery. But before she took two steps, Hadley stopped and turned around. She knelt to pick up Richard, bed and all, cradling him in her arms. His owner might be a psychotic murderer, but that wasn’t his fault.

      Monty rolled his eyes at the sight. So maybe he really didn’t like the cat. But Hadley couldn’t nitpick the likes and dislikes of the man who’d just saved her life.

      She led the way back through the small passageway, Montgomery’s footsteps behind her. But it wasn’t until they were out in the fresh air of the hallway and had the armoire doors shut tight that she staggered back and leaned her weight into the doors. The motion took care of two things: keeping the doors shut and giving her knees a break since they felt on the verge of collapse.

      Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, and she put Richard on the floor. He skittered off, but she was sure they’d find him later.

      It was Paul.

      “Paul, I’m—”

      “I know. I got your first message. I’m on my way and so is Kevin. Are you safe?”

      “Send an ambulance,” she said, hands shaking.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, voice tense.

      “I’m fine. Montgomery saved me,” she said. “But he hit her over the head, and we’ve got her trapped. I left you another message, Paul. It’s her whole confession.”

      “Okay, stay put. We’ll be right there.” The sound of an engine revving filled the background.

      She hung up and looked at Montgomery. “Thank you. I—I don’t think I could’ve made it out of there without you.” A shiver settled over her skin at the realization.”

      Montgomery nodded solemnly.

      Hadley put a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry for what she did to Darrell.”

      He met her gaze, his blue watery eyes flinching at the name. Swallowing, he said, “At least I know what happened to him now.”

      It felt like hours, but Hadley’s watch confirmed it was only eight minutes before Paul arrived. Moments later Kevin’s cruiser skidded into the driveway. They jogged up to the front door, guns drawn.

      “Where is she?” Paul asked, stepping inside. Kevin flanked him.

      Montgomery, who’d stayed to guard the armoire, stepped aside and opened it, revealing the secret passageway. “In here, to the left. I hit her with a lamp.”

      Paul went first. Hadley’s heart was in her throat as Kevin ducked in after him. She was sure it would be a tight fit with her giant, Paul Bunyan-sized brother in the secret room.

      But she wasn’t expecting them to come back so soon.

      “Did she escape?” Hadley asked through a gasp. There had been a passage to the right; she hadn’t checked if it led anywhere, but Charlotte said she’d explored all over. “The passage continues to the right.” Hadley braced herself to run. “Do you think she used it to escape?”

      Paul and Kevin shook their heads. Paul held up a hand.

      “No, it’s … she didn’t escape. She must’ve fallen on the knife she was holding when she collapsed. She’s dead.”

      Montgomery turned ghostly pale. He hadn’t just knocked her out.

      The breath Hadley had been holding whooshed out of her lungs. While the butler stood there in shock, Hadley only felt relief. Charlotte should’ve served time for what she did to Darrell and Victoria, and almost Suze and Hadley, but at least she couldn’t hurt anyone else.

      “Thank you, for saving her.” Paul slapped a hand on Montgomery’s back, pulling him into a tight hug. “Now, about you and Trish drugging Victoria to break into her jewelry box like Charlotte mentioned in her confession …” Paul eyed him.

      Montgomery opened his mouth, but Paul held up a hand.

      “Charlotte hated you and had reason to lie about that, right?” Paul asked, shooting Montgomery a sidelong glance.

      Montgomery blinked, then nodded. “Yes. I’m sure Trish would agree with that.” He cleared his throat.

      Hadley shared in his disbelief. Paul must’ve been really grateful to the man to let that slide.

      “Come with me and I’ll take your statement,” Kevin said, motioning for Montgomery to follow him into the next room.

      Once they were alone, Paul walked toward Hadley. She didn’t know what to expect from him. He could’ve yelled at her for coming here alone, or one of the many other things she’d done wrong in the past few days, but he pulled her into a big bear hug.

      “I’m so sorry we fought,” he said.

      Tears pricked at Hadley’s eyes, and an uncomfortable knot in her throat made it impossible to speak. Instead, she just shook her head. The stress of almost dying and the release of knowing who killed Victoria, knowing Suze was going to be off the hook; it was all too much. Tears slid down her face and blurred her vision.

      Finally, Paul stepped back, and Hadley swiped at her tear-stained cheeks.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry,” Hadley said through a sniffle. “I didn’t handle any of this well, and I put myself in danger.”

      “No,” Paul said. “It was your persistence that helped us find the truth.” Then his serious face morphed into a smirk. “I should’ve known you’d be the right person to get Suze out of a jam.”

      Hadley snorted out a laugh and socked her brother in the arm. “I just survived one near-death experience. Don’t subject me to another with your terrible puns.”

      Paul laughed, and the tightness that had wedged itself between the James twins over the last week released.
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      A COUPLE OF WEEKS LATER …

      Hazel and Hal leaned forward and kissed while the Stoneybrookians cheered.

      Even though Hadley knew this was their day—and couldn’t have been happier for them—she couldn’t help but watch Suze.

      Her best friend shone. She wore a bouncy yellow dress that looked like it could melt all the snow in the valley and bring on spring with one twirl of its skirt. Continuing with the spring theme, she wore flowers in her hair, pinned to complement her curls. Most of all, she looked so carefree it was hard to believe she’d almost been on trial for murder.

      Suze caught Hadley’s eye and grinned. She blew a kiss to Paul, sitting next to Hadley. The twins bumped shoulders, and then everyone stood as Hazel and Hal walked down the aisle, hand in hand, officially married. Suze and Hal’s nephew followed, the only two other members of the small wedding party.

      The vaulted ceilings of the church rang with cheers and then with music as Thea Clark played the piano and Adele Stephens, of all people, sang a beautiful rendition of "Young At Heart" for the recessional.

      Once they were gone, Paul squeezed Hadley’s arm. “I’m going to find Suze. See you down at Seven Stones?”

      She nodded and turned to Luke. He looked incredibly handsome. His blond hair was smoothed back and he wore a fitted navy blue suit that made him look every bit the big tech business owner he was. He wrapped an arm around Hadley’s shoulders.

      “Everyone, you may now proceed down to the restaurant for the reception,” said Adele, returning the microphone to the stand.

      Hadley and Luke followed the group of people as they flowed out of the church and onto the chilly streets of downtown Stoneybrook. New snow had fallen just last night and it seemed magical and perfect, like everything was starting fresh, starting anew.

      Knowing the ceremony was going to be short, everyone had just kept their coats with them. They wrapped themselves back into them as they walked down the street.

      In addition to the fresh dusting of snow, downtown looked beautiful. Judge Hawthorne had sentenced the Cascade Ridge teenagers to community service hours, and Paul was making sure they cleaned and fixed everything possible downtown while their time remained.

      Hadley cuddled closer to Luke as they walked. Everything felt like it was back to normal.

      “So you finally got your greatest wish,” Luke said as they walked.

      She blinked over at him, wondering how Hazel and Hal getting married was even close to her greatest wish.

      “Suze and Paul are cat owners now.” Luke winked at her.

      “Ah,” Hadley said. “That. Yes, it is pretty great, isn’t it?”

      Montgomery was looking after the house and the rest of the VanFranken fortune, but really didn’t prefer cats and wasn’t willing to take on the feline. Trish had gotten that job up in Cascade Ridge, but the husband was allergic to cats as well as processed foods, so she couldn’t take Richard either. Lydia had offered to take him, but Porter refused. And from the awkward fight that had followed in the sheriff’s station, Hadley guessed the two wouldn’t be lasting very long as a couple.

      Suze had shocked Hadley when she’d offered to take Richard.

      “He’s an artist’s cat,” she’d said with a smile. “A few times when I was working, he’d come sit by me, and I swear he enjoyed watching me paint.”

      Hadley didn’t doubt it, knowing her own cats surprised her with their intelligence and emotions.

      “But his owner tried to put you in prison.” Hadley had narrowed her eyes to make sure Suze understood the gravity of the decision she was making.

      “Yeah, but Richard didn’t.” Suze shrugged. “If anything, he’s the only reason I’m not in prison. Well, and you, of course,” she’d finished, giving Hadley a hug.

      The warmth that Hadley had felt in that moment only intensified now as Luke hugged her closer. Seven Stones sat ahead, filling up with wedding guests. As much as Hadley loved the snow, she couldn’t wait to get inside and immerse herself in the warmth of her small town and the wonderful people who lived here.

      She had to give it to Gran and Kitty. The entire day was perfect. They’d gotten the seating chart just right, and Benny’s food was delicious. The jammy thumbprint cookies Hadley and Mickie had worked on together were a tremendous hit in lieu of a traditional cake. Even Granny Fay made a quick appearance, almost able to walk without the help of her cane.

      The Stoneybrookians ate, drank, laughed, and danced into the evening. When people started to bundle up and head for home, Hadley and Luke left too, excited to get back to their cozy little riverside cottage full of cats. The only thing that wasn’t perfect was that Hadley couldn’t find Suze or Paul to say goodbye.

      But then, as she and Luke walked through the snow to the truck, Hadley spotted Paul and Suze walking down by the river. They were unmistakable; her mountain of a brother walking hand in hand with petite Suze. Bits of her poofy yellow dress peeked out the bottom of her big winter coat.

      Hadley smiled at the sight, but it morphed into a gasp as Paul turned to Suze and got down on one knee. Suze leaned forward, kissing Paul. He stood, picking her up and twirling her around.

      Luke squeezed Hadley’s hand, and they turned back toward the truck, letting the happy couple have their special, private moment.

      “Okay, I take it back,” Luke said once they’d walked a few yards.

      Hadley looked over at him. “What?”

      “Now you’re getting your greatest wish. You and Suze are going to be sisters.”

      And Hadley grinned. The man wasn’t wrong.
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      THUMBPRINT COOKIES

      Makes about 2 dozen

      

      Ingredients

      
        	2 cups all-purpose flour

        	1 cup almond flour or almond meal (if you like a more rugged texture)

        	½ teaspoon sea salt

        	1 cup (2 sticks) room temperature unsalted butter

        	½ cup granulated sugar

        	2 teaspoons vanilla extract

        	½ cup your favorite jam (Hadley recommends something locally made, if you can find it)

      

      

      
        	Preheat oven to 350 degrees Fahrenheit and line two baking sheets with parchment paper.

        	In a medium bowl, mix together the flours and salt.

        	In a standing mixer, cream together the butter, sugar, and vanilla until light and fluffy. Gradually add the flour and mix until just combined.

        	Scoop rounded tablespoons of the dough, roll them into balls, and place them about an inch apart on the prepared baking sheets. Use the back of a 1 teaspoon measuring spoon to press gently onto the cookies and make an indentation in the middle. Spoon about ½ teaspoon of jam into each indentation.

        	Bake for 15 minutes or until the bottoms are lightly browned. Let the cookies cool on the baking sheet for a few minutes before transferring them to a wire rack to cool completely. The jam will be very hot so, as tempting as it may be, don’t try to sneak one before they’re cooled or you will definitely burn your mouth.

        	Enjoy!

      

      

  




GRAPEFRUIT HONEY JAM

      From Shae Irving 

      Makes about 3 pints

      Ingredients

      
        	3 pounds organic pink or red grapefruit

        	3 1/2 cups wildflower honey

        	The juice of one lemon

      

      Wash the grapefruits, slice them in half, and place them in a large stock pot. Add enough water to cover the fruit by a couple of inches and then simmer, uncovered, until the grapefruit halves are very soft. This usually takes about an hour and a half. (I test them with a wooden skewer. They’re done when it’s easy to pierce them all the way through.) Add more hot water if needed during the simmering process.

      Drain the grapefruit halves and set them aside until you can handle them without burning your hands. Then place a cutting board inside a roasting pan. Cut the grapefruit into chunks, removing the big seeds as you work. Don’t worry about any tiny seeds. After what comes next, you’ll never notice them.

      Put the grapefruit chunks into a food processor and process until finely chopped. For this recipe, I think it’s best to chop them quite fine, though you don’t want to turn them into an indistinct mush.

      Transfer the chopped grapefruit to your jam pot and add the honey and lemon juice. (Don’t scrimp on the quality of your honey. You will taste it, so it needs to be great.) I found it helpful to warm the honey first. Slowly bring the mixture to a gentle boil, then simmer and stir frequently until the jam thickens. There’s really no need to do a fancy test for the set with this one. You’ll see distinct clear tracking (slow to fill) across the bottom of the pan when it’s done and it will already be mounding up on a spoon. (I forgot to write down how long this took. My best guess is 20-25 minutes.)

      Ladle or pour the jam into clean, hot jars, leaving 1/4″ headspace. Bubble your jars with a wooden chopstick or other tool of choice. Wipe rims, apply lids, and process 15 minutes in a hot-water bath, adjusting time for your altitude if necessary.
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      Hadley James hurried toward the large timber-frame restaurant at the end of Main Street. She checked her watch and quickened her pace; she was already ten minutes late.

      Her friends would understand her tardiness—she’d warned them she was running behind—but Hadley hurried all the same, eager to relax and put this long week behind her.

      Looking down, she realized she’d left without a jacket in her rush to leave. Luckily, it was spring and the weather was finally warming up in the Cascade Valley, so she didn’t bother turning back for one.

      Seven Stones came into view, and Hadley breathed a sigh of relief. It was an action that she had often repeated as she approached the restaurant. The popular local brew pub was where she met friends at the end of a long day to decompress or have Sunday brunch with her boyfriend to top off a relaxing weekend.

      A Friday night dinner with Luke, Suze, and Paul sounded like just what she needed, especially after her hectic week.

      Last week, when she’d first discovered the leak behind the sink in the commercial kitchen of her business, Pretty Jam Good, she had no idea how much of a headache it would become. Even when her landlord inspected the leak and found extensive water damage and mold, she couldn’t have imagined it would force her to shut down her kitchen and shop for the foreseeable future.

      Without her normal jam production or the sales from her retail shop, she was going to have to rely on sales from the local Saturday farmers market and her online store alone. Knowing she’d have to close the shop and kitchen once renovations began, Hadley had spent the last few days making as much jam as she could in preparation. She’d spent the afternoon boxing everything up and covering her kitchen equipment to keep it safe and clean.

      The contractors were set to start the demolition of the wall and flooring near the leak tomorrow morning. Hadley would have to work out of her Jam Van—the vehicle she’d purchased to transport large orders—for the next few weeks, if the estimate the contractor gave her landlord was correct. The more she thought about it, the worse her head hurt.

      But Hadley let all of that stress wash off her as she pulled the large wooden door open and walked into the restaurant. Garlic, butter, and the charred scent of grilled foods greeted her even before the hostess did, putting a smile on her face for the first time that day.

      “Hey,” Rachel Ramsey, a local high school student, said as she waved to Hadley from behind her hostess stand. “They’re by the windows.”

      Thanking Rachel, Hadley hurried past and entered the full dining room. Even though it was warming up outside, she was glad they’d gotten a table inside, especially with her lack of a jacket. Sitting next to the wall of windows was almost as good as being seated outside on the deck. From there, she could still see the Cascade River as it wound through the valley.

      She spotted Paul first. His large shoulders and shock of dark hair were hard to miss. Even though he was her twin brother, their dark hair and blue eyes were two of the only physical qualities they shared. Seated next to him was Suzanne, Hadley’s best friend and Paul’s fiancée. And across from Suze was Luke. His back was to Hadley. She took a moment to admire him. His blond hair was still slightly wet, meaning he’d probably taken a quick shower between his work on his family’s farm and dinner. He wore a short-sleeve shirt, showing off his muscular arms and giving Hadley yet another reason to be glad for the warmer weather.

      Paul and Suze looked up, their eyes alight as they noticed her. Luke must’ve noticed the change in their expressions because he turned to watch her approach. She would never tire of the way his entire face pulled into a smile whenever his gaze met hers.

      Luke stood, wrapping an arm around her and giving her a quick kiss before pulling out her chair.

      “Sorry I’m late.” She exhaled as she sank into the seat.

      Luke placed a hand on hers to calm her. “Get everything you needed?”

      Hadley nodded. “Yep, the jam is out of there, waiting in the van.”

      Suze beamed, a strange reaction to Hadley’s news. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m not happy about the fact that you’re getting kicked out of your shop. I’m just feeling smug that, for once, I’m not the late one.”

      Everyone at the table chuckled at this. Suze was rarely on time, trending at least fifteen minutes late to most events, thirty if she was in the middle of a painting. As an artist, she’d been able to set her own hours, which definitely suited her and her slightly scattered tendencies.

      “Glad I could help.” Hadley smirked playfully at her best friend.

      She reached forward and grabbed the beer waiting for her. Luke had ordered her favorite in anticipation of her arrival, which she definitely appreciated as she took a refreshing drink.

      It was Friday evening, time to relax. She could worry about sales and production woes later. She scanned the menu, her eyes catching on so many favorites she wasn’t sure how she would choose.

      Seven Stones was known for their amazing menu that matched their award-winning beers. Romy Kincaid was the brains behind the bar and on-site brewing operation, while her husband, Benny, created mouthwatering menus of gourmet foods. And even though there were some of the regular pub staples, such as fries and burgers, Benny threw in things like rosemary chicken and sweet-potato soufflé, showing off his French culinary training.

      While Hadley usually ordered her favorite sandwich, a BLT, she was in the mood for something different. Decision made, she set down the menu. When the server came over, she asked for the rosemary chicken. Her friends eyed her, but she just shrugged. She deserved the more lavish meal after today.

      Once they’d all ordered, Hadley and Luke settled back. But Paul and Suze leaned forward, excitement leaking from their taut postures.

      “Everything okay?” Hadley asked, focusing on her brother first. As well as she knew Suze, Paul and Hadley had a special twin bond, and she could read him better than anyone.

      Her brother rubbed his left arm. He had something to share but was nervous about it. Paul glanced down at his arm, stopping once he noticed the tell.

      His cheeks tinted red. “Everything’s great.” He placed a hand over Suze’s and squeezed. “Well, it’s going to be.”

      Suze tucked a curl behind her ear. “You know how the distillery was booked solid the rest of this year and next for weddings?”

      “Yeah,” Hadley said. “Which is why you were going to have the wedding in the park instead.”

      After months of being engaged, Paul and Suze had finally set a date for the following summer. It gave them more than a year to get ready, which Hadley appreciated as Suze’s maid of honor.

      “Well, Christine called this morning. She had a cancellation.” Suze grinned.

      Hadley gasped. “That’s amazing. I know how much you had your heart set on having the wedding there.”

      The distillery sat at the southernmost end of the valley. Mountains towered over tranquil meadows, and small streams and ponds broke off from the mighty Cascade River. Hadley thought it was the perfect place for a wedding, and from the number of events Christine booked each year, she wasn’t alone in that opinion.

      “Wait …” Hadley narrowed her eyes. “That’s good news. Why were you nervous to tell us that?”

      Suze fidgeted with her silverware. Paul cleared his throat.

      “It’s in three weeks,” Suze blurted out.

      Hadley inhaled sharply. Luke snorted out a laugh, then clamped his mouth shut, like he wished he could take it back.

      “We said yes.” Paul held up a hand to temper the reactions at the table. “We know it’s going to be tight, but we think we can get it done. Suze has a painting to finish for a commission job, and then she can take time away from the studio next week. And with the trial happening on Monday, McKay told me I’m good to take some time off as well. We can use the week to make appointments and get everything set up.”

      His mention of the trial hit Hadley like a slap in the face. That was right. Nathan Brimhall’s trial would begin in a few days. She really had been in her own stress bubble over the last few days, because she’d completely forgotten about the biggest thing to happen in the Cascade Valley in decades. On Monday morning, a local man would go on trial to be held accountable for an elaborate insurance fraud scheme he pulled on the people of Grande County.

      While it wasn’t unusual for Seven Stones to be packed on a Friday night, Hadley looked around with fresh eyes and realized there were many people she didn’t recognize. Journalists, news reporters, and a sizable number of bystanders had flocked to the valley to follow the trial.

      Even though he had scammed people all across the Pacific Northwest, the Grande County Sheriff’s Department had caught Nathan in his hometown of Cascade Ridge. Paul worked more exclusively in Stoneybrook than the larger sister city to the north. He hadn’t led that case, so he was just assisting with the collection of data and statements the department had to get ready for the trial.

      Sheriff Mark McKay had actually been the one to catch the criminal. It was a good thing he had. McKay’s popularity had been waning in the face of the upcoming election that fall, especially now that he had the competition of a new rival in town. Grayson Chambers was polling above Sheriff McKay for the upcoming primary election, and everyone knew McKay was sweating.

      Hadley caught sight of Grayson sitting in the bar, happy to see him embracing Stoneybrook instead of intensifying the divide between the two towns like the current sheriff did. Grayson had been in law enforcement in Seattle for years but was hoping to settle in Cascade Ridge since it was where he’d grown up.

      She, for one, looked forward to a new sheriff in Grande County. They needed a change, and she knew Paul didn’t want the job. It also didn’t help that the James twins still hadn’t forgiven McKay for almost putting Suze on trial a few months ago for a murder she didn’t commit.

      Luke shook his head. “Speaking of the trial, a lot of people are worried that Nathan’s going to get off with an easy sentence. Some people are wondering if we’ve got a Bernie Madoff situation on our hands, and that his victims won’t get back the money they’re owed.”

      “Those are just rumors,” Paul scoffed. “I don’t know where they’re hearing that.”

      “Careful, I see a few of those victims here,” Suze said, tipping her head toward the Newtons a few tables over.

      A few of Stoneybrook’s small businesses had unfortunately fallen prey to Nathan’s insurance scam. Some of them were out tens of thousands of dollars. Newton’s Appliance Repair was one of them.

      “Well, it’ll be good when it’s behind the valley,” Hadley said, taking another sip of her beer. “And I’m glad you’ll get to take some time off next week.”

      Paul took his job seriously and often worked overtime without extra pay. So Hadley was happy to see him taking a much needed break.

      “As for the wedding,” Hadley said, setting her glass down, “if you two are up for putting it together that quickly, I’m happy to help. I can’t open my jam shop until they finish those repairs, and other than selling at the market and keeping up with my online orders, I’m going to have a lot of free time.”

      Suze beamed. “See? It’s meant to be. And I know it’s last minute, but I think it’s going to be so fun. I have the cake tasting scheduled with Mickie and a consult with Leo about the flowers.”

      “Who are you getting to take your pictures?” Hadley asked.

      Wrinkling her nose, Suze said, “I have no idea.”

      A professional photographer was one thing they didn’t have in Stoneybrook.

      “I’m sure there’s someone up in Cascade Ridge. We can look into it next week.” Paul took Suze’s hand and kissed it.

      When the food came, the four of them focused on eating. Hadley immediately knew she’d made the right decision to get the rosemary chicken. It included pears and a sauce that Hadley wanted to bathe in, it was so creamy and delicious. She’d taken three bites before she even looked up from the plate.

      “How is the chicken?” Suze eyed her meal enviously. “It always sounds too fancy to order on a regular night out, but now that I see it, I think it would hit the spot.”

      Paul nodded, sending his own longing stare toward Hadley’s plate.

      “I know,” Hadley said. “But it’s so tasty. Try it.”

      Suze groaned around a mouthful and slapped Paul’s arm. “We should see if Benny will do rosemary chicken for our rehearsal dinner.”

      Hadley was in the middle of giving everyone else at the table bites—followed by them raving about how good it was—when the restaurant grew silent. It was like someone hit a mute button on the whole place. Hadley turned to see what created such a silence.

      Nathan Brimhall walked through the bar and took a seat at the end. Hadley recognized him well enough from the photographs in the local papers, even though she’d never encountered him when he’d been in town, thank goodness. It was a shame that he’d been pocketing all of their monthly premiums instead of paying it to In-sure Co., the large conglomerate he claimed to be an independent consultant for, even though they’d never heard of him nor any of his clients.

      “How is he here?” Hadley asked, leaning in close. The rest of the dining room erupted into similar whispers as people gossiped about the man about to go on trial. “I thought he was in custody until his trial.”

      Suze snorted. “You really were focused on that leak in the jam kitchen over the last few days. You didn’t hear that he got bail?”

      Surprised, Hadley checked with Paul, who dipped his head in concession.

      “With all the rumors circulating around the valley about how the evidence isn’t airtight and he could walk free, it surprised us when Judge Hawthorne set bail. And even more that he met bail.” Paul shrugged. “It’s his funeral if he wants to walk around in Stoneybrook like nothing happened. I just don’t want to get stuck with all the paperwork if he gets himself killed.”

      And even though spring sunshine was streaming through the window, a chill wound up Hadley’s spine. From the way the locals glared at the man, she couldn’t help but wonder if Paul’s prediction was about to come true.

      Would someone try to take justice into their own hands?
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      All eyes were on Nathan Brimhall as he sat at the end of the bar in Seven Stones. Some people examined him with interest, most with disgust, but a few individuals appraised the man with an almost predatory stare.

      Those looks made the hairs on Hadley’s arms stand up in warning.

      Nathan was an unassuming man. In his early twenties, he had the air of someone who’d just graduated from college and thought he knew everything. The man was neither tall nor particularly short. He wore jeans and a button up, nothing too fancy or too casual either. He had brown hair and what seemed to Hadley to be a genuine smile. If she hadn’t known better, she probably would’ve trusted the man too. She had so much sympathy for the people he’d scammed, and the livelihoods he might’ve ruined with his greed.

      Hadley shivered, thinking about the ice storm that had blown the lid off his lie. Instead of actually working under the In-sure Co. umbrella, Nathan had been pocketing all of his clients' monthly premiums. He’d been able to pay out when there had been a claim here and there. But a major storm hit the valley, and the claims had been too numerous and too expensive for him to cover. He’d panicked and gone silent in the wake of people’s phone calls and emails.

      When they’d finally become fed up with talking to his full answering machine, a few clients had called In-sure Co. directly, shocked to find there was no record of them as clients and that they would be on their own with covering the repairs. They’d paid all of their premium money for nothing and would also have to pay for damages out of pocket. It was a colossal hit to their small businesses, driving some into bankruptcy.

      Anger and loathing marred the faces of each local patron. Even if they hadn’t fallen for Nathan’s scam, they knew someone who had. Hadley knew for sure that the Newtons and the Mortons had become caught up in his lies and had extensive damage from trees that had fallen onto their businesses and burst pipes from the sudden freeze.

      But it was a man sitting by himself who stood suddenly. He knocked against a table and spilled a drink before storming over to the bar where Nathan was ordering.

      “What do you think you’re doing here, scum?” The man pointed a finger at Nathan as if it were the barrel of a gun.

      Nathan remained calm. He blinked at the man. “Eating dinner, like the rest of you.” He studied the community board next to him on the wall, eyeing a flyer for a missing cat named Lionel.

      The man, who grew redder by the second, snarled, “You’re nothing like the rest of us. People around here have dignity; they have morals. You don’t have any of that.” The man spat a little on that last word, causing Nathan to flinch for the first time.

      “That’s Bob Barrow,” Paul whispered, leaning close. “He owns the Barbecue Pit up in Cascade Ridge.” Paul sat up straight, studying the interaction in case he needed to get involved.

      Suze put down her fork, recognition flitting across her features. “He’s the one who helped the sheriff’s department catch Nathan. Right?”

      Paul nodded. “He was the one who first brought it to McKay’s attention.”

      “And it appears his policing of this guy isn’t over.” Luke motioned to the intensifying altercation between Nathan and Bob.

      The Barbecue Pit owner was less than a foot away from Nathan, yelling and gesturing right in his face. Romy stood behind the bar, discomfort clear in the stiffness in her posture. She was obviously uncomfortable with the interaction taking place in her restaurant.

      “Bob, come on. Leave it for the trial,” Paul called across the room. He was about to stand up when Grayson Chambers beat him to it.

      “Paul’s right,” Grayson said, sending Bob a warning look.

      Bob turned on Grayson. “And what if the judge doesn’t convict? What then?” He spat out the question. “And even if they do convict, how are we all going to get back the money he swindled out of us?” Bob was practically purple at that point.

      Nathan sat at the bar, smiling cooly as if he were unaffected by the rant. He regarded Paul and Grayson before training his eyes back on Bob. Seeing the man would not let him be, Nathan sighed. “I guess I’ll take my meal to go,” he said to Romy.

      Romy nodded but didn’t move until Bob went back to his seat.

      During the fifteen minutes it took for Nathan’s order to come out and for him to finish his drink, the whole restaurant seemed to hold its breath. And even though there was an audible exhale when he left, anger still sparked in the air like static electricity.

      “I’m going to see if I can catch Romy or Benny and make an appointment about catering,” Suze said. She placed her napkin on the table before standing.

      She headed over to the bar but returned immediately with a frown on her face.

      “What’s up?” Hadley asked.

      “Both Romy and Benny left. George said they both raced out of here, saying they’d be right back.” Suze curled her upper lip. “I guess I’ll have to catch them later.”

      Luke wasn’t listening to Suze, however. He was monitoring Bob Barrow as the man finished his beer, left money on the table, and charged out of the restaurant after Nathan. Luke turned to Paul. “Do you guys have a security detail on Nathan?”

      Paul snorted. “If he wanted protection, he could’ve stayed in jail. We normally protect witnesses and victims, not criminals.”

      Hadley swallowed, noticing that a few other people followed Bob out the door, including Grayson. She relaxed knowing he would make sure nothing got out of hand.

      She went back to her dinner, but the intense encounter left a bitter taste in her mouth for the rest of her meal.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Hadley couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned, accidentally kicking the cats laying at the foot of her bed one too many times and feeling awful about disturbing them. Luke was fast asleep. His rhythmic breathing and warm presence usually had such a calming effect on her.

      But tonight it wasn’t enough.

      Knowing her jam kitchen was about to be torn apart, balance sheets and numbers swirled through her head. She calculated how long the jam she’d made over the past week would last and how much of a hit she would take if the repairs lasted longer than two weeks. She could always apply for a cottage food permit so she could make jam out of her home kitchen if she became desperate. The application would take more than a month to go through, however, and it would mean she’d have to add a disclaimer to her jam labels, informing customers she’d made the jam in her home kitchen. The thought made her stomach hurt.

      Hadley finally peeled herself out of bed around four in the morning, trying not to further disrupt the cats, and headed out to the kitchen. She might as well do something useful with her time if she wasn’t going to sleep. Working on new jam recipes usually calmed her mind. She checked in her freezer, perusing the fruit she had saved over the last six months, but nothing sparked her interest. Closing the freezer door, Hadley stared out the kitchen window.

      An orange glow painted the sky as the sun rose. Hadley went out onto the porch to watch the sunrise. She caught a whiff of smoke as she leaned against the deck railing. It was then that she realized the orange glow was too far north to be the rising sun. She squinted in the darkness, barely able to make out a cloud of smoke undulating in the dark sky.

      Worry gripped her chest. The valley often had issues with wildfires during the summer months. And even though it was only spring, it had been unseasonably dry for the past few weeks. Even a minor spark could start a raging fire, putting them all at risk. Flaring her nostrils at the smoky scent riding on the morning breeze, she contemplated calling someone.

      It was early enough that people might not have spotted the fire yet. If they caught it at the right time, they could prevent it from spreading into something huge.

      Grabbing her phone from where she charged it in the kitchen, Hadley texted her brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        You up?

      

      

      

      

      

      If he responded, she would tell him. If not, if he was still sleeping, she would call to report it.

      A bubble with three dots immediately appeared, signaling that he was writing back. She relaxed. He was already awake.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Why are you up?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Couldn’t sleep. Then I caught sight of what looks like a forest fire a little north of my place. Should I call Jim?

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a break in time. Paul didn’t respond for a second. He was probably calling the local fire chief himself.

      Finally, he texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        No need. We know about it. It’s not a forest fire, though.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley studied her phone with interest, waiting for more.

      
        
          
            
              
        Actually, since you’re up, I could really use your help.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now Hadley was interested and surprised.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. With what?

      

      

      

      

      

      Another pause.

      
        
          
            
              
        I think I just saw Lionel, but I’ve got my hands full and can’t look for him.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley sucked in a breath. Lionel, a large black-and-white cat, had been missing for the better part of a week. His owner, Frank, was distraught without him but was far too old to search for the cat alone, so the town had pulled together to help. The only problem was that no one had seen a single sign of the cat in days. If Paul really had seen Lionel, it might be their only hope of bringing him home safely.

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay, I can help.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley texted back, wondering what Paul had his hands full with this early.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re out on Highway 20, by the old campground turnoff. Come as soon as you can. You can’t miss us.

      

      

      

      

      

      She dressed as quickly and quietly as she could, slipping out the front door after leaving a note on the kitchen counter for Luke that she’d be back soon. At least she hoped she would. Questions flooded her mind as she started her car and began the drive.

      What was happening on the highway? What did it have to do with the missing cat? And if the orange glow wasn’t a forest fire, what was it?

      Her grip tightened on the steering wheel as she pulled onto the highway and started toward the old campground. A golden tint washed over the valley as the sun rose and the sky became lighter. But as she drove closer to the campground, a smoky haze hung in the air, making it feel like she was retreating back into the night.

      She took a deep breath and pushed on her accelerator pedal as she approached the location Paul had given her.

      Hadley gasped as she realized why Paul said it would be hard to miss them. The smoke had dissipated, but it was clear what had been on fire.

      A sedan sat parked on the shoulder. The car was blackened and burned to a crisp.
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      Hadley’s stomach dropped as she studied the charred remains of the car on the side of the road. A group of firefighters and deputies moved around the wreckage, calling out orders.

      Pulling her car off on the shoulder, she parked. Paul walked toward her as she exited her vehicle, a grim expression on his face. The sun had risen higher at that point in the morning, so she could see the burnt car in detail now. The smell radiating off it was wretched, a mix of electrical fire, chemicals, gasoline, and burnt rubber.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said, opening his arms and pulling his sister into a tight hug.

      “Anytime. What happened here?” Hadley motioned to the blackened skeleton of the car in front of her.

      “We’re not sure. The fire department just got the flames under control. We’re waiting for it to cool down enough to investigate. They found evidence of lighter fluid, so someone set it on fire on purpose. The fire scorched the license plate beyond recognition, but we’re working on the VIN.” He pushed up the sleeves of his jacket. “Lionel ran off that way. At least, I’m pretty sure it was him.” Paul gestured to the expansive meadow stretching out on the other side of the road. “When I pulled up to the scene, I almost hit him. He ran into the road, but disappeared after that. I wanted to go after him, but had to stick around here to help.”

      Hadley nodded. “I brought some food with me, just in case.” She patted her jacket pocket, where she’d shoved a couple of cans of wet cat food. She didn’t know many cats who would turn away canned food, especially Lionel, who was used to being pampered by Frank and had been on his own in the woods for days.

      Paul turned as someone from the scene behind him called his name. “I’ll be right there,” he called.

      “You go deal with that.” Hadley shooed her brother toward the burnt car with a grimace. “I can handle Lionel.”

      Paul shot Hadley a grateful smile before turning back to the burned-out vehicle. Hadley crossed the road and started her search. The sunlight was bright enough now that she could see across the meadow. She monitored the field as she walked. The spring growth wasn’t too tall yet, and she was confident she’d be able to see a black-and-white cat in the meadow if it was hiding in there.

      Seeing nothing, she headed into the forest. Once the forest enveloped her, it was a little darker as if the haze of night lasted longer in the woods. Switching on her phone’s flashlight, she swept it over the area, watching for the reflection of feline eyes staring back at her. She made kissing noises in the hope that the sound would help lure him to her. The smell of the charred car was slowly replaced by the earthy smell of dewy soil and pine needles.

      “Lionel,” she called into the trees. Her voice echoed around her in the quiet morning. Any sounds of the people on the highway faded away along with the smell of the fire.

      She scanned each new patch of forest as she walked forward, searching for signs of a feline. This would’ve been much easier just a couple of months ago, Hadley realized as her shoe caught on a low bush. Being spring, the forest was teeming with new growth, giving the cat so many lush places to hide.

      After an hour of looking, Hadley cracked open the can of wet food. She stood completely still as she did so, hoping the sound of the lid peeling away from the can would reverberate through the forest. Her own cats came running whenever they heard it, and she hoped Lionel would recognize it.

      But minutes later, Hadley was still alone.

      She wrinkled her nose in frustration—and because the wet food smelled like fish—as she continued to walk. It was another thirty minutes before she gave up the search. On her way back to the road, she set the open can of food at the base of a large pine tree, remembering its location so she could return later.

      Just as she turned to leave, Hadley spotted something on the forest floor. She leaned down, inspecting the small item. It was one of those root beer barrel hard candies in a wrapper with a blue-and-yellow badge. Wrinkling her nose, she picked it up and stuffed it in her pocket on her walk back to her car. She wasn’t sure how it had gotten out here in the forest.

      Crossing the highway, Hadley jogged toward the deputies surrounding the burnt car. She stood back, waiting for Paul. He was in conversation with Kevin, the other Stoneybrook deputy.

      Hadley crammed her hands into her pockets, realizing that the atmosphere among the crew had changed.

      From the way the deputies and firefighters' postures slumped, it was clear that they’d answered at least some of the questions that had been hanging in the air along with the smoke when she’d arrived.

      The air had become charged somehow. People whispered, glanced over their shoulders, and their frowns were markedly more downturned than they had been when Hadley first arrived.

      That was when she noticed the crime scene tape a Cascade Ridge deputy was putting up around the perimeter.

      Kevin caught sight of her and gestured in her direction as he spoke to Paul. Her brother turned and approached, fatigue affecting his posture and tired eyes. He focused on her empty arms.

      “No Lionel?” he asked, his tone dipping down in a way that suggested this was just one more disappointment to add to a list he was accumulating.

      She slumped her shoulders forward. “I think there’s too much commotion. The noise must’ve pushed him into hiding.” Hadley hated to deliver such mediocre news, especially when her brother seemed as tired as he did. “But I’d be happy to come back later today or even tomorrow to search. And, of course, you can call me if you see any more signs of him.”

      Paul sighed, his shoulders rising and falling with the action. “Sounds good.”

      Hadley peered around him at the crime scene tape. “Did you find out whose car it is?” She wondered if it was someone she knew, and that’s why they were taking it so seriously.

      “Not yet …” Even though Hadley could tell there was more he needed to say, Paul rubbed a hand over his face. He hesitated as if he wasn’t sure how to word the next part. He put a hand on her arm. “There are human remains in the trunk.”

      Hadley gasped. “What?” She immediately felt sick to her stomach.

      The sight of the blackened car had been eerie enough, but knowing there had been a person in there was awful. She placed her hands on her knees, her body needing a pause after hearing that news.

      Paul swallowed. “I’m sorry. There’s no easy way to say it.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll let you get back to the scene.” Hadley tried to give her best supportive smile, but the scene before them was so bleak she was sure it looked forced. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” Paul waved before he turned around.

      Hadley headed to her car. She closed her eyes for a few seconds before starting the engine, wishing she would’ve just slept through the night. It was closing in on six in the morning, but she still had hours before she needed to be ready for the Saturday market.

      Normally, she would’ve had the option to go to the jam kitchen and get a batch or two made before the market, but even that was out of the question now.

      It was probably for the best, though. After what she’d just seen, maybe burying herself in work wasn’t the best idea.

      As she drove, a tiredness settled over her, and she felt the intense need for comfort. Hadley needed to be in her cozy house with Luke and their cats.

      The place was still quiet and dark when she got home. Her note sat on the counter where she’d left it, unread since Luke hadn’t left the bed. She wasn’t surprised that she’d been able to leave and return without waking him. He was a heavy sleeper since he worked a manual labor job that took its toll on his muscles all day long—not to mention that he also ran a successful tech business in the city, remotely, on top of everything else.

      All four of the cats were still on the bed when she crept into the bedroom. Staying on top of the sheets, Hadley slid her legs through the maze of cats, careful not to disturb any of them. Then she scooted close to Luke, wrapping her arms around his warm body. He stretched and turned to face her, pulling her close in his half-asleep state. Pressed up close to her partner’s chest, warmth enveloped Hadley, and she let the chill from the crime scene wash away.

      Her heavy eyelids fluttered closed and sleep blanketed her. But even as comfortable as she was, Hadley couldn’t deny the pit of worry that sat in her stomach as she drifted back to sleep.

      How did a car in a remote location burn to the ground? The answer was … it didn’t. Someone had trapped that person in the trunk and had burned it on purpose.

      The most pressing question was, what was the identity of the body in the trunk?
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      Luke dragged a hand over his face as he sat up in bed later that morning. “There was a body in the trunk?”

      Hadley had meant to wait until he had a cup of coffee in his hands to tell him where she’d been that morning. As it turned out, she couldn’t wait. The story had spilled out of her immediately after his alarm had gone off and he’d blinked his eyes open.

      “They still don’t know who it was.” Hadley hugged her cat, Ansel, closer as he snuggled into her lap.

      “Yikes. That’s a pretty awful way to go.” He shook his head and stretched. “I’m sorry you couldn’t sleep,” Luke said, the concern already present on his expression only deepened as he studied her.

      “Oh, don’t worry about it.” She waved a hand at him, not wanting to burden him with her restlessness. He had a big week coming up as his family prepared the farm and started spring planting.

      “That’s good that Paul saw Lionel, though.” Luke yawned. “I worried he might be gone for good.”

      “Yes, I just wish I’d been able to find him.” Hadley reluctantly got out of bed. “We should get ready to go.”

      The Saturday farmers market would open in a couple of hours, and they still had to go set up. Luke nodded, and they started on their morning routines. It wasn’t until they were pulling out of the driveway that Hadley remembered today was the first outside market of the year.

      Stoneybrook’s yearlong farmers market was almost as big of a draw to tourists as the town itself, with its picturesque mountain valley setting and quaint striped awnings above each business lining Main Street. During the colder months, the market moved inside, but the locals and tourists alike seemed to prefer when it was held outside at the riverside park next to the town hall.

      Normally, Hadley loved the first outside market of the year. Today, the change held none of the excitement it usually did for her, and a glum feeling sat in its place. Luke must’ve noticed her sad mood, because he tried to make conversation as they drove.

      “I heard the Kincaids are doing a picnic theme for the Seven Stones booth,” Luke said.

      The local brew pub had never taken part in the Saturday market, so today was an exciting milestone for all locals. The people of Stoneybrook were excited for more food options at the market, having relied on Mickie’s Bake and Flake stand and the sandwiches Wendy sold weekly from the Cascade River Coffee stand.

      Hadley nodded. “And Romy said they’re offering a menu of their three most popular burgers: the bacon burger, the mushroom burger, and their veggie burger. Maybe we can grab one for lunch.”

      While Luke often helped at his family’s farm stand, selling the produce they grew, he was off the hook today. Both his mother and father were going to the ceremonial first outdoor market of the season. Along with his older sister Jolee, they would have the Fenton Farms booth covered.

      Luke held Hadley’s hand while he drove, squeezing tight. She was glad she would have him all to herself today.

      “Still nothing from Paul?” Luke asked, eyeing Hadley’s phone clutched in her free hand.

      She clicked the side button on the phone, waking it up so she could see the screen and any notifications that might be waiting for her. It was blank. “Nothing yet.” She pursed her lips. “I’m sure Paul has his hands full, and I wouldn’t be his first call, unless it was news about Lionel.”

      Agreeing, Luke’s shoulders dropped. He obviously held as much tension as she did about the unknown body in the car. The car fire hadn’t been an accident, and whoever had set it was on the loose, possibly even in Stoneybrook.

      After that, Luke and Hadley lost themselves in their market setup, stopping by the jam kitchen and switching vehicles. While Luke’s truck could’ve held the tables, pop-up sunshade, and boxes of jam, Hadley had already packed it all into her affectionately named Jam Van since she’d been kicked out of her kitchen. So they drove the van the handful of blocks down to Fenton Park, named after Luke’s family who’d helped found the town of Stoneybrook.

      Hadley studied Luke as they pulled the market supplies out of the van and transported them over the grassy field to her designated market spot. They made an excellent team, almost not needing to communicate as they unloaded, set up, and readied the booth for customers.

      When they’d arrived, the quilting society booth had been the only one set up, but by the time Pretty Jam Good’s booth was ready for the market, most of the other vendors had shown up and were ready to sell their wares. Romy and Benny beamed as they set out their tables with red-and-white gingham coverings, condiments, and their menu board. The smell of grilling filled the park.

      But to Hadley, it was too close of a reminder to the burning car from that morning. The charcoal smell held none of the good feelings it usually did.

      Suze scurried over about twenty minutes before the market was set to open. Her curled hair poofed out like it had a mind of its own, and she only wore one arm of her jacket as she carried a box of her art prints.

      “Sorry I’m so late,” she said, setting the box down on the table next to Hadley’s. “I guess this is what I get for being smug about you being late last night.” Suze snorted out a wry laugh. “Thank you.” She gestured to the booth.

      Luke had set up Suze’s table for her, knowing there were plenty of days where Suze cleared up after the market for Hadley.

      “Paul was supposed to be my alarm this morning, but I woke up late to a note on the counter that they had called him out to investigate something on the highway.” Suze pushed her curls off her forehead and closed her eyes, taking a deliberate breath to calm down.

      Despite her friend’s flustered state, Hadley had to smile. She and Paul had the whole always leave a note lesson drilled into them as children by their parents.

      “No worries,” Hadley said, placing a calming hand on Suze’s arm. “We’ll help you set up.”

      Suze wriggled her one arm out of the jacket she’d brought, setting it on the back of a chair. “Thanks.”

      Within minutes, they had Suze’s art booth ready for the market. She’d brought a few larger prints, but sold more of her postcard-sized art on market days. It was why she and the other local artists had started First Friday art shows, to attract customers who might invest more in a larger piece.

      Sitting back, Hadley, Luke, and Suze sighed with relief just as the first customers began pouring into the market. Most of the vendors had spent the majority of the set-up time gossiping at different booths, which meant they had to rush back to their booths as customers approached. Even the shoppers leaned in close as they whispered and eyed the others in the market, trying to locate the people who had the most intel.

      In Stoneybrook, the locals performed a constant balancing act when it came to gossip. On one hand, they needed to know how to find people who had less information than they did, so they had the pleasure of filling that person in on what they knew. On the other hand, they knew there were likely people who had more information than them, so they searched for those people in order to learn the newest gossip.

      Hadley could see the ritual beginning as locals scanned the booths in search of either. As usual, their attention fell on Hadley and Suze. The connection the women had with Paul made them people of interest even though they were always careful what they shared with others, at Paul’s warning.

      “Sorry you had a stressful morning,” Hadley said to Suze, turning away from the interested townspeople.

      Suze waved a hand at Hadley but checked her phone with a flinch of disappointment. “What I’m most worried about is the fact that Paul hasn’t answered my text asking if everything’s okay. Do you know anything about what happened out on the highway?”

      Hadley grimaced and glanced over at Luke. “Unfortunately, I do.”

      Suze leaned forward.

      “I couldn’t sleep, and so I was in the kitchen when I noticed the glow of a fire in the forest north of our house,” Hadley explained. “I texted Paul, but he was already at the scene. He asked me to come out because he’d almost hit a cat. He’s pretty sure it was Lionel. But when I got there”—Hadley swallowed, feeling sick to her stomach at the reminder of the crime scene—“there was a car on the side of the road that someone burned to a crisp.”

      Suze gasped.

      “That’s not even the worst of it.” Hadley wrinkled her nose. “There was a body in the trunk. Paul’s probably not answering because he’s investigating a homicide.”

      As if immediately connecting what she’d just heard to the gossiping she’d noticed among the townspeople, Suze scanned the market. “Do they know who it was?” she asked, turning back to Hadley and Luke.

      Hadley shook her head. “He said they were analyzing the VIN on the car, and if they can’t find anything from that, I’m sure they can use dental records.”

      Suze’s complexion paled. “That’s terrible.” She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “I just thought everyone was gossiping about the upcoming trial. I didn’t realize all of this was going on too.” Groaning, Suze squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “You said it was a homicide?”

      Hadley wrinkled her nose. “That’s what Paul thought. There was lighter-fluid residue, so the fire must’ve been set on purpose.”

      Suze let her head fall back in disappointment. “I hope McKay still lets him take time off for our wedding appointments.” She winced. “I’m sorry. That’s an awful, selfish thing to think. Of course, the murder investigation has to take precedence over our wedding planning.”

      The fact that the body had been found just outside of Stoneybrook rather than Cascade Ridge meant it likely wasn’t good news for Paul, but Hadley didn’t want to ruin her friend’s already stressful day any more. A group of customers saved her from responding. Over the next few hours, the three of them focused on the market.

      As the day went on with no news of the car fire victim, Hadley wondered how long it took to match dental records. Had Paul found out the identity of the body in the trunk? Her opportunity to ask her brother came when he and Kevin walked through the market about half an hour before it was set to close for the day.

      But he didn’t stop by the booth.

      The deputies scanned the outdoor farmers market, their attention settling on Mary and Will Newton, who were shopping at the Fenton Farms stand. Paul headed in that direction, while Kevin walked to the Morton’s oil and vinegar booth across the park.

      “Excuse me.” Paul’s deep voice carried across the park even though it was obvious he was trying to be quiet. “Mary, Will, can you come to the office with me to answer a few questions?”

      “What’s this about?” Will asked, placing himself in front of Mary.

      “I’ll tell you once we get away from the crowd.” Paul eyed the locals, who were watching his every move.

      The Newtons paled but followed Paul. As he walked away with that couple, Kevin followed with the Mortons, sporting just as serious of an expression as his partner.

      Hadley gasped as she did a double take between the Newtons and the Mortons.

      “I think I know who the body in the car was,” she said as a chill wound its way down her spine.
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      Suze blinked as she took in Hadley’s statement. Confusion marred her usually happy features. She looked from the Newtons to the Mortons and then back to Hadley.

      “Who do you think it was?” Suze asked.

      But the answer seemed to click a lot faster in Luke’s brain. “Nathan Brimhall,” he said around an exhale.

      “Nathan?” Suze asked, surprise coating the name.

      “Why else would Kevin and Paul be questioning the two local businesses we know Nathan scammed?” Hadley gestured to the retreating people.

      From the murmurs that filled the park, Hadley was sure she and Luke weren’t the only ones who’d put the clues together.

      Suze nodded. “That makes sense. Plus, you heard what Paul said last night about Nathan getting bail. It was more for his safety than anyone else’s that he should’ve stayed in custody until his trial. Maybe someone wasn’t willing to bet that the court would rule in their favor.”

      Hadley agreed. “But how could he think the kind Newtons or quiet Mortons had anything to do with it?” Hadley asked. “He should look into someone like Bob Barrow with how angry he got last night.” Eyes widening, Hadley added, “And Bob left the restaurant right after Nathan last night, as if he was following him.”

      “Maybe Paul’s just covering alibis first for anyone Nathan scammed,” Suze suggested.

      “I don’t know. People can surprise you.” Luke ran a hand through his hair.

      “You can say that again,” a loud voice came from behind them.

      They jumped, turning around to find three older women approaching.

      Hadley’s grandmother stood next to her best friend, Kitty. The woman wasn’t a native Stoneybrookian, but she’d inserted herself into the town as much as any local since she’d moved there earlier that year. And standing next to Kitty was a recent addition to the group Hadley and her friends referred to as the grannies. Luke’s grandmother, Fay, had become inseparable with Gran and Kitty ever since they’d helped her in the final stages of her recovery after a hip replacement surgery that winter.

      “We hear someone burned that guy who ‘burned’ a bunch of businesses in the valley,” Kitty said as the grannies came closer. Luke offered his grandmother a chair behind Hadley’s jam booth, and she settled into it with a smile.

      Hadley cringed at Kitty’s crass wording but couldn’t argue with the sentiment. It was hard to feel sorry for the man who had ruined so many lives. “We’re only speculating,” Hadley said, hoping to quell the rumors.

      “Capitol punishment isn’t justice for fraud,” Gran said.

      “Agreed,” Hadley said. “And I’m sure Paul and Kevin will get to the bottom of who did that to Nathan. If it was Nathan in that car,” she added.

      Gran tsked. “If it was, the killer has robbed Nathan’s victims of any sort of closure, by taking this into their own hands.”

      “Unless they’re also happy he’s dead too.” Kitty snorted, glancing around at the group as they stared back in surprise at her bluntness. “What? Everyone was thinking it. I might as well say it.”

      Fay frowned, confused. “This whole insurance scam thing was news to me this morning.”

      Gran put a hand on her shoulder. “It all happened right around when you were recovering from your surgery. You were understandably preoccupied.”

      “So what are we talking about here? How much did his victims lose?” Fay asked, furrowing her brow. “A couple thousand dollars or more?”

      Biting back a smile, Hadley inwardly celebrated at how well Fay was fitting in with this group and embracing their crime-solving ways. “Tens of thousands,” she answered.

      Gran jumped in, saying, “The Newtons' entire building flooded when the pipes froze and then burst. Mary mentioned that redoing all the subflooring, drywall, electrical, and floors was going to cost as much as a new car.” Gran grimaced.

      “And the Mortons lost all of that stock when that tree crashed through their shop,” Suze said. “Not to mention having to rebuild that section of the building.”

      The ice had coated the trees in the valley, making their branches heavy and deadly. When wind blew through Stoneybrook the next day, icy branches cracked off and fell everywhere, creating devastating damage. The Mortons had been some of the unlucky few who’d had a whole tree fall through their shop on the southern end of Main Street, down by the river. It had crashed through the building and took out a wall of their expensive flavored olive oils and vinegars.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say their repairs were even more substantial than the Newtons' were.” Hadley shrugged.

      Fay pursed her lips. “And they weren’t the only ones who were out that much money? It sounds like the majority of the victims of his scam were up in Cascade Ridge.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Being exposed on the ridge like they are, Cascade Ridge got hit even harder with the ice and the wind.” Hadley thought about her closed jam shop.

      She’d spent so much time being frustrated with the leak and how it was forcing her to shut down, but she was suddenly grateful that it wasn’t something even worse and that she had renter’s insurance to cover it.

      Fay checked her watch and changed the subject. “It’s almost packing-up time. If we want to grab a burger, we’d better do it now.” She stood and followed Kitty and Hadley’s grandmother over to the Seven Stones booth.

      After the grannies left, Hadley and Suze packed up their supplies, seeing there were no more customers entering the market. With Luke’s help, they were ready to leave right when the clock hit two, the official end-time of each Saturday market.

      Paul waited at the Jam Van as they crested the hill, pulling the wagons of market supplies with them. Suze walked ahead, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. By the time Hadley and Luke reached them, Suze was asking, “Is it true? Was the body in the car Nathan Brimhall?”

      Paul cleared his throat but nodded. “We got confirmation a few hours ago.”

      “You don’t think the Newtons or Mortons could’ve done something as brutal as that, do you?” Hadley rested her hand on the wagon handle.

      Paul pressed his lips into a thin line. “I don’t rule anything out until we have the facts,” he said. “You should know that by now.” He shifted his weight in discomfort. “But the Newtons and the Mortons have solid alibis, so they’re off the hook.”

      “You think someone else in the valley did this?” Luke asked, his expression full of disbelief. “That’s a terrible way to die. I understand that the money they lost put people's businesses and livelihoods at stake, but murder?”

      “I agree. It’s extreme, but unfortunately not the first time it would’ve happened.” Paul exhaled through his nose. “The only consolation is that he didn’t burn to death. The medical examiner confirmed that the cause of death was a gunshot wound to the head. He was dead before the fire started.”

      “They could tell that through all the burns?” Suze asked, her face folded up in disgust.

      “It was actually fairly obvious. So the fire must’ve been to get rid of the evidence. Although, the smart thing would’ve been to bury the body. Everyone would’ve thought Nathan skipped bail and ran.” Paul shrugged. “I have a feeling the killer wanted him to be found.”

      “To act as a warning to anyone else entertaining the idea of trying to scam anyone in this valley,” Hadley said quietly as she stared off in the distance.

      The group nodded somberly for a moment.

      “Anyway, I came to tell you that this has thrown a flaming wrench into our plans next week.” Paul grimaced as he placed a gentle hand on Suze’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry, but McKay is making us work overtime until we solve this case. There was so much press surrounding the trial already that this is going to blow up as soon as it hits the news, which is any moment now.”

      Hadley studied her brother. His whole body was tense. Something was up, something worse than what he’d just told Suze.

      Suze must not have caught onto it, because she nodded. “I figured as much would happen once I learned about the car.”

      “I can help with the wedding prep,” Hadley said, stepping forward. “I have nothing else to do with the shop being closed. And Luke’s working long hours all week to do spring planting, so I know he won’t miss me.”

      Luke’s shoulders sagged as if he were tired just thinking about the work ahead of him.

      Suze smiled through her disappointment. “Thank you. That would be great.” Her gaze settled on Paul, and she sent him a sad, longing look.

      Hadley’s heart hurt for her friend, but she was sure Suze was used to Paul’s job impeding their personal life. This wasn’t anything new.

      “Okay,” Suze said. “I’d better go finish that painting I’m working on, so I can take time off next week.” She waved as she walked toward her studio on Main Street.

      Paul moved to leave, but Hadley reached out and grabbed his arm.

      “Hey,” she whispered so Suze wouldn’t hear. He turned back toward her and Luke. “That’s not all, is it? There’s something you’re not telling her.” Hadley let go of his arm.

      Gritting his teeth, Paul nodded.

      Hadley’s heart sank. “It’s bad?”

      “Worse.” He barked out a wry laugh.

      Luke scratched at his neck. “Worse than a charred body in a trunk?”

      Hadley elbowed him but kept her focus on her brother.

      “McKay’s been furious ever since he saw those polling numbers. He was momentarily happy leading up to the trial, because he thought it would make him look good and improve his popularity. But Nathan’s murder has thrown him back into a tailspin. He came at me just a few minutes ago, threatening my job unless I find out who did this, and soon.”

      Backing away, Hadley said, “Like, he’d fire you?”

      Paul ran a hand over his face. “No, but he’s been trying to find someone to do an educational exchange with a sheriff’s department over in Eastern Washington. No one has volunteered so far, so he’s going to have to force someone. He made it pretty clear that person is going to be me, if I don’t solve this case before the primary in two weeks.”

      An icy feeling settled in Hadley’s chest. Eastern Washington?

      “How long would the exchange last?” Luke asked.

      Paul puffed out his cheeks. “Probably five years, at least.”

      Hadley’s vision blurred. If McKay transferred Paul, it wouldn’t just mean she’d lose her twin brother living down the street, but her best friend would have to move too.
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      Hadley pushed back her shoulders as she digested the terrible news her brother had shared. “Then we have to solve this case. There’s no way I’m letting you two move away.”

      Paul looked like he was too tired to argue. “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

      It didn’t escape Hadley that he didn’t include her in that sentence.

      “Nathan’s phone records should be in by now, which means I need to get back to work.” Paul glanced at his watch, said his goodbyes, and headed back to the town hall where the sheriff’s office was located.

      Once her brother was out of earshot, Hadley groaned. She turned to Luke. “This is bad.”

      Luke clenched his jaw and agreed. “But it sounds like Paul’s got it under control.”

      Helplessness settled over Hadley. She needed to act. Things were crumbling around her and she felt stuck. Disappearing into her jam kitchen, her usual place of solace, was out of the question. She couldn’t help with Paul’s case, or he might get in more trouble with McKay than he already was. She hadn’t even been able to find Lionel.

      That was it.

      She turned to Luke. “I need to do something. I was thinking of going back to the field to search for Lionel again. Do you mind?” Hadley asked. “I’m not sure what plans you had for tonight.”

      Luke pulled her close and kissed her. “No plans. Go ahead. Or I could keep you company.” He threaded his fingers through hers.

      Hadley immediately relaxed. “That would be nice. Going there by myself sounds a little creepy after learning the identity of the body.”

      After dropping the Jam Van back at the shop, they drove out to the crime scene off the highway. Luke parked a ways back from where the burnt car had been, the scorch marks on the shoulder leaving enough detail for them to know where to avoid.

      With one last peek at the place where the car had burned, Hadley led Luke into the forest, scanning the meadow as they walked along the tree line. There was no sign of Lionel. She worried he might not even be around anymore. He could’ve traveled miles at that point.

      Once they were even with the large pine tree she’d left the can of cat food near, she ducked through the low-hanging branches and walked into the forest. Luke followed behind. Their shoes crunched on the sticks and fallen branches littering the forest floor.

      Excitement fluttered in Hadley’s chest as the can came into view. It was empty, licked clean. She pointed and looked back at Luke, her eyes shining.

      “Any number of wild animals could’ve eaten it,” Luke said, scanning the area like there might be one stalking them at that very moment.

      “Then how do you explain this?” She knelt and picked up a tuft of long, black hair from the ground a few feet away.

      None of their four cats were of the long-haired variety, but she’d seen the Fentons' fluffy barn cats leave behind clumps of hair like this when they were shedding during the warmer months.

      Luke peered closer. “Okay, so maybe Lionel was here.”

      They circled out from the wet-food can, searching the area for any other signs of the cat. And while they found another few clumps of shedded fur, there wasn’t any sign of the actual cat. Settling on a log a few yards away from the can, Hadley and Luke waited, hoping if they stayed still they might spot the animal.

      “Maybe we should recruit the grannies to come catch him,” Luke said with a chuckle. “Kitty’s traps worked well last time.”

      Hadley rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of her. Gran and Kitty had offered to help catch a cat with a hurt leg living on Luke’s old property last winter, since both Luke and Hadley had been in Seattle. Hadley had returned to a yard full of cardboard boxes, blankets, and even a few laundry baskets set out as “traps.”

      “Please do not say a word to Kitty about this. I don’t want our grandmothers traipsing around the woods carrying laundry baskets.” Hadley laughed at the mental image.

      The grannies had insisted on working long hours in the jam shop that week so Hadley could focus on making jam, so they hadn’t joined in on the Lionel search yet. Hadley wasn’t even sure they knew about Lionel being missing, as busy as they’d been. The consolation was that they had weeks off, now that her shop was closed.

      “Her methods may have been crazy, but I seem to remember that they worked.” Luke ran his shoulder playfully into Hadley’s.

      He wasn’t wrong. Technically, Hadley had found the cat in one of the boxes Kitty and Gran had set out.

      “Okay, I think we should call it a day.” Hadley rose and set out the other can of food she’d brought with her. “We can come back and look for Lionel tomorrow.” Her lack of sleep last night was finally catching up with her.

      “Agreed.” Luke wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “How about I make you dinner and you can fall asleep on the couch while we watch a movie?”

      She smiled. “That sounds perfect.”

      They walked back to the truck. But even though the warmth of being with Luke made things better, the charred pavement on the side of the road still made her shiver. A missing cat was one thing, but a murderer on the loose was something that couldn’t be put off for another day, especially when it meant she might lose Suze and Paul.
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      Hadley and Luke stopped by to look for Lionel again on Sunday, to no avail. They even brought another can of food and cat treats to entice the creature, but Lionel didn’t respond to any of those sounds or smells.

      Their only sliver of hope came from the fact that the cat food from yesterday was gone.

      On Monday morning, it felt so odd to Hadley not to leave for the jam kitchen. She puttered around her kitchen, trying to think of new recipes. Even though she wouldn’t be able to sell jam made in her home kitchen, she could still experiment with new ideas for seasonal flavors. But the two batches she tried that morning were total busts. The first hadn’t set right, and the second had been way too sour. Hadley hadn’t made those kinds of mistakes for years.

      Given her jammy failings that morning, her inability to locate Lionel, and the cloud hanging over the valley after Nathan’s murder, Monday should’ve been a depressing day. But Hadley kept a smile on her face because she and Suze were going cake tasting that afternoon. And while Hadley had tasted most of the confections Mickie made over at the Bake and Flake, she was always up for an excuse to try multiple cakes in one day.

      She also had something else up her sleeve—a surprise for Suze. To get the ball rolling on her surprise, Hadley went into town early. She needed to pick up another round of her allergy medicine from the pharmacy anyway.

      “Hello, Hadley.” Hazel Walters—formerly Smith—beamed out from behind the pharmacy window. “What can I help you with today?”

      “Just picking up my prescription.” Hadley leaned in close as she got an idea. “Also, are you free any evening this week?”

      If this had been a year earlier, Hadley wouldn’t have worried so much, knowing Hazel’s homebody tendencies well since she’d lived next to Suze for decades. But that winter, Hazel and Halverson Walters, owner of Hal’s Food N Stuff, had gotten married.

      Hazel tipped her head to one side. “I’m busy tonight. Monday nights are date nights for Hal and me.” Her cheeks blushed a rosy pink at the mention of her new husband. “Tuesday we have bingo, and Wednesday the quilting society meets. So either Thursday or Friday. Why?”

      Hadley chewed on her lip as she thought. “I’m helping Suze with wedding stuff this week, and we need to go dress shopping.”

      Hazel had been like a mother to Suze. Hadley knew she would want the woman there for the special occasion. Hadley also knew that Suze had always had her heart set on a dress from a cute boutique on the other side of the mountains called The Tulle Box. In fact, Hadley had once, mistakenly, thought Suze had bought a wedding dress, but it was just a birthday surprise for her.

      “Oh!” Hazel gasped as she handed over Hadley’s prescription. “I’d love to. I’m done here at three on Thursday.”

      Hadley waved as she turned to leave. With that taken care of, she headed to Mickie’s bakery. On the way, she texted her mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Plans Thursday? Hazel and I are going to take Suze dress shopping at The Tulle Box. Want to come?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley sent the message, knowing her mother wouldn’t see it or reply until later in the afternoon. She was a history teacher at Stoneybrook High School and didn’t check her cell phone until the students left for the day. But she was also like a second mother to Suze and, along with Hazel, would be the other person Suze would definitely want to be there.

      Slipping her phone back into her purse, Hadley approached the Bake and Flake building, reveling in the sweet and buttery smells that radiated from the open front door. She stepped inside, noticing she’d beat Suze there.

      “Hey,” Mickie called, poking her head out from the back kitchen. “I’ve got you two set up back here. I’ll come out and close the door once Suze gets here.”

      Mickie closed the bakery for a handful of hours in the middle of most days, finding people wanted baked items during the morning and evening hours specifically. Being the middle of the day, she was technically closed and didn’t want tourists wandering in through the open door if she could help it.

      “No need. I closed the door and locked it behind me,” Suze said, rushing in behind Hadley. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Hadley smiled at her friend. “It’s your wedding cake tasting. You can be as late as you want.”

      Suze pulled her shoulders up tight by her ears. “This is so exciting. I know Paul and I have been together for less than two years, but I’ve been dreaming about this forever.”

      Hadley smiled, but as happy as she tried to appear for her friend, she couldn’t help the uncomfortable tightening in her lungs as she remembered Paul’s news from Saturday. The thought that he and Suze might have to move away made her want to cry.

      Suze was in good spirits, making Hadley wonder if she even knew. Paul wouldn’t lie to Suze, but would he keep the devastating news from her until it was a more realistic threat?

      They scooted onto stools around the large table in the middle of Mickie’s kitchen, where she’d set out the samples.

      “Well, we’ve got the works here.” Mickie flourished her hand over the assortment of cake squares. “I think we should start light and move on to the darker, more bitter options.”

      Hadley didn’t need to be told twice. Maybe cake was just what she needed to get her mind off everything.

      “First, we have plain vanilla.” Mickie pushed a small plate toward them. It held a cream-colored cake with white frosting.

      Suze and Hadley clinked their forks together in a cheers motion before digging in. The cake was soft, moist, and so delicious.

      “The word plain doesn’t deserve to be anywhere near that cake.” Suze covered her mouth with one hand while using her other to point her fork accusingly at the now empty plate.

      “Agreed,” Hadley said around her own mouthful of cake.

      Mickie beamed and said, “We can add any sort of jam in between the layers of the vanilla to make it pop.” At this, Mickie motioned to Hadley, knowing she would be the one to supply said jam. “Or we can add chocolate ganache.”

      Suze nodded, cataloging her options. “Gotcha. What’s next?” She wiggled her fingers as she inspected another square of cream-colored cake sitting on the next small plate.

      In that fashion, Suze and Hadley tried a lavender cake with lemon frosting, a lemon cake with buttercream frosting, a coffee-flavored cake with Swiss meringue frosting, and an orange cake with chocolate buttercream before moving on to the darker selection of cakes. In that line, they started with a German chocolate cake, knowing it was Paul’s favorite. Then they moved on to dark-chocolate raspberry, and finally a double-dark chocolate.

      Suze put a hand on her stomach. “I’m glad I skipped lunch for this. That’s a lot of cake, even if they’re all small pieces.”

      Hadley shared in her friend’s sentiment, setting down her fork. “So what are you leaning toward?”

      Suze tapped her fingers on the table. “They’re all so good. I don’t know.” She pulled a pouty face as if choosing was the biggest hardship.

      “I can also do different flavors for the different tiers, if you can’t decide on one,” Mickie added, seeing Suze’s indecision.

      Suze’s eyes widened. “Okay, then one tier is definitely going to be German chocolate,” she said with a nod. “That’s Paul’s favorite.” She paused, raking her teeth across her bottom lip as she thought. “I think we should definitely do another tier of the dark-chocolate raspberry, and what about if we do lemon for the last tier?”

      “Sounds perfect.” Mickie scratched down some notes on the pad in front of her. “Any thoughts on design?”

      Suze leaned forward. “I was wondering if there’s any way you can make a white canvas, like maybe out of fondant or frosting, and then make it look a painting?” Suze studied Mickie’s reaction. “Either watercolor or oil paint would be fine with me.”

      But if Suzanne was expecting to meet resistance, she didn't. Mickie’s smile only widened. “I can definitely do that.” She jotted down some more notes. “I already have a few ideas.”

      “That was easy.” Hadley checked her watch. It had only taken a half hour to decide on the full vision of the wedding cake. “What do we do now?”

      “Eat the rest of the samples.” Mickie stabbed a fork into one of the leftover pieces.

      Hadley picked up her fork again, ready to dig in to the extra cake.

      “Sorry Paul couldn’t make it, but at least you still got a James twin to come with.” Mickie elbowed Hadley playfully.

      Suze smiled, but her nose twitched.

      Hadley held her breath. The small break in Suze’s happy demeanor made her wonder if Paul actually had told Suze about the potential move.

      But then Suze said, “This case is a doozie. He really needed a break too.”

      Hadley exhaled. No such luck.

      Cocking her head, Mickie said, “Sorry, I’ve been so focused on getting these cake samples ready for you and making three-dozen cupcakes for Johnny Miller’s birthday party, I didn’t hear what happened. A car caught on fire, right? Was there an accident?” Mickie asked.

      That was right. Mickie hadn’t been at the market on Saturday since she’d had that big cupcake order due the next day.

      Hadley widened her eyes. “The car was burnt, but it was no accident. They found Nathan Brimhall’s body in the trunk.”

      Mickie gasped. “The insurance-fraud guy? That’s awful. Do they have any leads on who did it?”

      In such a small town, Suze and Hadley were careful who they talked to about cases Paul was working on, aware of how quickly it could spread and become distorted. But Mickie was practically family. She was Hadley’s ex’s youngest aunt, and even though Hadley and Tyler weren’t married anymore, she and Mickie had stayed close.

      Suze sighed. “I don’t think so. The last I heard, they were eliminating people based on their alibis. I think the hardest thing is that they’re not sure where he went after he left Seven Stones around seven thirty on Friday night.”

      “Friday night?” Mickie sat up straight. “I saw him.”
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      Studying the ceiling of her bakery while she recalled the details, Mickie said, “I saw Nathan walk past my shop around seven, heading away from Seven Stones. That must’ve been when he left.”

      Hadley nodded for her to continue.

      “He was on the phone, talking loudly. I was technically closed, so all the lights in the bakery were off, but I’d come back to do one last frosting test for the cupcake design. Anyway, I had all the windows open because the fresh breeze felt so nice, and that was the first warm day we’d had in so long. After the winter we had, it felt wonderful.” Mickie must’ve realized they didn’t care about why, because she got on with her story. “I got the impression he was on his way to meet someone, someone angry.” Mickie grimaced. “Well, I couldn’t tell if they were angry. I couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but he kept saying, ‘Calm down. I’ll be right there. It’ll be fine. I’m on my way.’ It sounded like he was trying to talk them off a ledge.” Mickie shrugged.

      Hadley pulled a that’s interesting face at Suze, who returned the expression.

      “Then, before he could leave, Romy and Benny walked up to him. They pulled him down the alley, so I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it didn’t seem good. Their postures were all tight, and Romy was pointing at Nathan a lot. I couldn’t see where they went after that, but I was finally figuring out my frosting conundrum with those cupcakes and didn’t have time to take a break.” She met Suze’s eyes, then Hadley’s. “I have to tell Paul, don’t I?”

      “Yeah,” Hadley said. “I think this information could really help his investigation.”

      She and Suze stood as Mickie did. They helped her lock up and parted ways outside the bakery. It was a perfect sunny afternoon, but it felt like a cloud had just covered the valley.

      Suze frowned as she turned to Hadley. “So Bob Barrow wasn’t the only one who raced out of the restaurant after Nathan that night.” She crossed her arms. “Remember when I went to find Romy and Benny to make a catering appointment?”

      Hadley inhaled. “The staff said they’d both left in a hurry.”

      Suze’s posture tensed. “Do you think they could’ve had something to do with Nathan’s death?”

      Hadley swallowed. Even if they didn’t, the popular restaurant owners might have been some of the last people to see Nathan Brimhall alive.
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      “We have to go to Seven Stones,” Suze said, clasping her fingers around Hadley’s arm in a gesture of desperation as they stood on the sidewalk in front of Mickie’s bakery.

      Groaning, Hadley said, “I’m so full of cake. I don’t want lunch. I can’t eat any more.” She placed a hand on her full stomach, wondering how her friend could still think about food.

      Suze chuckled. “We’re not going there to eat,” she said slowly so Hadley might catch her meaning.

      The people of Stoneybrook were out enjoying the spring sunshine, packing the streets as they walked along Main Street. Blue skies blanketed the Cascade Valley, only interrupted here and there by a puff of white cloud. And even though there was still a bit of a chill in the wind flowing through Stoneybrook, spring had definitely arrived.

      “I want to talk to Romy and Benny about setting up my catering information appointment, remember?” Suze said, tightening her grip on Hadley’s arm to accentuate her point.

      “Oh.” Hadley pulled her arm away from her friend’s grasp. “Gotcha.” She nodded, showing her she understood. They were going to see what information they could get out of the owners of the brew pub about why they followed Nathan Brimhall on the night someone killed him. “What are we waiting for?” She turned toward the restaurant, shooting Suze a playful smile as her exasperated friend caught up.

      “I’m surprised I had to be the one to mention questioning them,” Suze said under her breath as she fell in step with Hadley. She gave her a sidelong glance. “Usually you’re the one with the nosy, sleuthing tendencies.”

      Hadley tucked her hair behind her ear. “Yeah, sorry. I’ve just been distracted lately.”

      “This leak in your kitchen is really stressing you out, isn’t it?” Suze asked, linking her arm through Hadley’s as they walked.

      Clearing her throat, Hadley said, “Yeah. It’s just the unknown. Plus, I tried to use my time wisely this morning and do some experimenting with recipes, and I can’t seem to make a new recipe to save my life.” She avoided the topic of Paul’s news and how it had floored her. If he hadn’t shared it with Suze, she didn’t want to be the one to do so.

      “You’ve kept the same schedule for years,” Suze said. “It’s your routine. Don’t be too harsh on yourself if it’s taking you time to recalibrate now that these repairs have thrown you out of it.”

      Hadley relaxed at her friend’s statement. It was so lovely having people in her life who understood her so completely, who knew her story so deeply. The reminder made the idea of living without Suze in the same town even more devastating.

      “You’re right. I’ll figure it out. And I’ll be back in my kitchen before I know it.” Hadley smiled as they approached Seven Stones. “But for now, let’s focus on finding out why Romy and Benny followed Nathan the other night.”

      The women entered, unhooking their arms and pushing their shoulders back. There had to be a good reason the two restaurant owners wanted to talk to Nathan Brimhall. The Kincaids were cornerstones of the Stoneybrook community. They might not have been born there, like so many others, but when they moved to town after their wedding a decade earlier, talking of their dream to open a pub that could be the heart of the town, they’d fit right in. And their dream pub had become a reality, quickly becoming the preferred meeting place for Stoneybrookians.

      Romy and Benny Kincaid bought the uniforms for each of Stoneybrook High’s major sports teams each year. They set aside meals each week for families who were struggling financially. They even started the Deputies Dinner, an annual event they’d created to thank Paul and Kevin for their hard work, keeping the community safe. The two of them probably knew someone Nathan had hurt and could’ve gone after him to give him a piece of their minds, like so many others had felt the cathartic need to do.

      Lola Mills, a woman just a few years older than Hadley and Suzanne, stood behind the hostess stand as they entered the restaurant. The high schoolers couldn’t work during the day, as they were busy in school, so she took the early shift while her kids were at school for some extra money.

      “Hi, ladies.” Lola beamed at them. “A table for lunch?” She grabbed two menus from the opening at the back of the stand.

      Suze held up a hand. “Actually, we’re stuffed. We just came from the Bake and Flake and are full of cake.”

      Lola’s face lit up. “Tell me about it. Mickie made the cupcakes for Johnny’s birthday on Sunday. I ate three all by myself.”

      Hadley laughed. “She’s a cake genius, for sure. Are Romy and Benny around? We actually just need to talk to them about catering for this one’s big day.” Hadley elbowed Suze.

      Lola clapped her hands together. “Oh, right. I heard Paul popped the question. Sure, I think they’re both in the bar right now. Go on back.”

      The women thanked the hostess and walked toward the large bar along the back wall of the restaurant. Just as Lola had guessed, Romy and Benny were bent over a notepad, chatting animatedly. This was a usual sight. The couple made a great team, both in their marriage and in their business. They often matched the beers Romy brewed each month to the special dishes Benny cooked up, creating a fresh sheet of seasonal offerings that was to die for.

      They looked up as Hadley and Suze approached. But the smiles Hadley expected to see on their faces, the ones that were always present after they’d been planning something particularly fun, weren’t there. Instead, their expressions were creased with worry and their mouths tipped down. Hadley stumbled the last few steps, startled by this change. Suze’s posture tightened as she stood next to Hadley, showing she had also been surprised by the sour attitudes of the Seven Stones owners.

      “Hi,” Suze said, walking right up to the bar. “I hope this isn’t a bad time, but I was wondering if I could make an appointment to talk to you two about catering my wedding. There’s been a change of plans. We’re going to need to move it up to a couple weeks from now.” Suze’s voice was too loud, as it often got when she was nervous. “I meant to ask you the other night when we were here … was that Friday, Hadley?” She turned to Hadley for confirmation even though Hadley knew it was all an act.

      Hadley nodded.

      “Yes, Friday night. We were here, and I went to ask you, but you had both left. That’s what your staff said.” Suze giggled uncomfortably.

      Romy and Benny glanced at each other and understanding dawned on their faces.

      “Oh, sorry,” Benny said with a laugh. “We had an issue with the brewing equipment downstairs.”

      Romy rolled her eyes. “Yes, it can be pretty temperamental sometimes, and I needed Benny’s help to get a hose working correctly in my mash tank.”

      Hadley’s stomach dropped with dread. She pressed her lips together so she wouldn’t react to the obvious lie. They hadn’t been in the restaurant's basement where Romy had her brewing setup. They’d left the restaurant all together, following Nathan Brimhall to Mickie’s bakery where they’d pulled him into an alley. Next to her, Suze kicked at Hadley’s foot as if she might have missed the blatant lie.

      “Oh, no worries.” Suze waved a hand at the lying restaurateurs. “Christine had a cancellation at the distillery, so we’re going to jump on it.” Suze gave them the date. “I know it’s last minute, but if that day still works for you, can we make an appointment later this week to meet about a menu?”

      They checked their calendar, and then Benny said, “We’d love to.” He pulled out a datebook from behind the bar, flipping a few pages until he settled on this week. “How does Wednesday sound?”

      Suze smiled. “Perfect. We’re thinking a buffet set up outside would be best since the weather should be nice.”

      They settled the rest of the details and set up an appointment before the regular dinner rush for Suze and Hadley to try out some options. The entire time, Hadley’s mind whirred with questions and worries.

      Why had Romy and Benny lied about where they’d gone on Friday night?

      Of course, there was one very obvious reason for them to lie: they didn’t want anyone to know they followed Nathan that night because they might’ve been the ones to kill him.

      A chill wound around Hadley’s skin, making her feel like she was back in the long winter they’d just experienced in the valley. Suddenly she blurted out, “Rosemary chicken.”

      Benny, Romy, and Suze stood there in silent confusion.

      Hadley pointed at Suze. “I had the rosemary chicken on Friday. Suze said she was interested in that dish.”

      “Oh, yes,” Suze said. “For the rehearsal dinner, maybe?”

      Benny jotted down a note. “Sounds good. I’ll make sure I include that in the samples I make.”

      “Friday was pretty crazy for you guys, then,” Hadley said, bringing the conversation back to the night in question. She wasn’t ready to move past this. Their lie had gotten under her skin, and she had to do a little more digging before she left. “With your brewery equipment acting up right after that scene with Nathan Brimhall in the bar.” Hadley puffed out her cheeks. “That’s a lot of stuff to handle in one night.”

      “Right. It was a little crazy,” Romy said.

      Was it Hadley’s imagination or had Romy’s eye twitched?

      “I feel so awful for all the victims of his that won’t get any closure now that he’s dead,” Suze said, catching where Hadley was going with this.

      Benny clenched his jaw tight before saying, “In a way, this kind of is closure, right?” He shrugged.

      Hadley was speechless. The animosity behind his statement made it clear that he’d hated the man. Which meant Benny hadn’t just been one of the last people to see Nathan alive. He was happy the man was dead.
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      The beautiful wood interior of Seven Stones usually calmed Hadley, but after the chilling thing Benny said about Nathan’s death, it spun around her, making her dizzy.

      It seemed Suze was experiencing a similar level of discomfort because she turned to leave. “Perfect. We’ll see you on Wednesday, then,” Suze said, grabbing Hadley’s arm and dragging her out of the restaurant.

      Once they were outside, they both took a deep breath as if they were surfacing from under the water. They waited until they were on the sidewalk, away from Seven Stones, to turn toward each other.

      “Okay, that was awful.” Suze paced.

      Hadley groaned. “Tell me about it. They totally lied, right?”

      “Completely. And Benny seemed happy Nathan was dead.”

      “He did,” Hadley said. “Which means?”

      “Which means …” Suze started walking toward the end of Main Street.

      “Which means we need to let Paul know they might be suspects in Nathan’s murder,” Hadley said, following.

      Suze shook her head. “Paul already knows since Mickie went to talk to him. We have to help him by doing some more digging. You know, when we were in there I was thinking about what a great opportunity we have with this wedding-planning stuff.”

      Hadley eyed her friend as they strolled down the sidewalk.

      “We had two meetings about my wedding plans today and learned a lot of information from both of them. We have a good reason to visit businesses, either locally or up in Cascade Ridge.” Suze motioned to the north, toward the larger city where most of Nathan’s victims lived. “Maybe we can use this to our advantage.”

      Hadley pressed her lips into a thin line. “Suze, I don’t think Paul wants us getting involved in this.” McKay’s threat sat like a lump in Hadley’s throat.

      Before Hadley could say anything more, Suze stopped walking and turned to Hadley, looking her square in the eyes. “Had, we have to help. I don’t want to worry you, but if Paul doesn’t solve this case by the primary election next week, McKay’s going to transfer him.”

      Relief washed over Hadley. “Oh, thank goodness.”

      Suze balked. “He might transfer him over to the other side of the mountains,” Suze said. “This isn’t good.”

      “Sorry. I’m not relieved about that,” Hadley clarified. “I just wasn’t sure if Paul had told you, and I hated keeping a secret from you.”

      “Oh gosh.” Suze chuckled. “I thought you were happy to get rid of us.”

      Hadley stepped closer to her friend. “Absolutely not. It would kill me if you two moved away.”

      The wonderful support Suze had given her through their decades of friendship flashed through Hadley’s mind. But it wasn’t just the past that made the potential move so life changing, it was the future. Hadley had pictured the two of them having kids together, and watching their kids grow up friends, just as they had. Losing Paul and Suze would leave a hole in Hadley’s heart and in her life.

      “That’s why we have to help Paul,” Suze said, seeming to share in Hadley’s worries. “Even if he doesn’t know how to ask, he’s going to need all the assistance he can get if he’s going to solve this case by next Tuesday. With our help, he might even wrap up the case in time to come to some of our wedding appointments.”

      Chewing on her lip as they continued to walk, Hadley said, “You know, it’s not a terrible idea. We can find out information while planning your wedding.”

      Suze scoffed, “I know. It’s a great idea. And I think we should start by figuring out why Romy and Benny are lying about what they did that night,” Suze said.

      Hadley agreed, but as much as she was excited to get involved in the case she had previously stayed out of, she couldn’t help but worry what they would uncover about the people in her small town.

      “We could ask other business owners if they saw anything,” Suze suggested.

      Hadley scanned the street. Other than Mickie, none of the other shops in that part of town were open that late. Simone’s juice shop would’ve been, but she’d been out of town most of the winter helping her sister with her young son during her sister’s cancer treatment, and she wasn’t set to return until May.

      “No one down this way is open that time of night.” Hadley kicked at a clump of moss growing on the sidewalk.

      Suze sighed. “True. And all the cameras are down.”

      There had been a time in the winter when they’d had issues with vandalism, and Paul had set up security cameras. But Hadley knew Paul had removed them once he’d caught the vandals and Stoneybrook settled back into its regular peaceful state.

      “We might have to wait until the appointment on Wednesday to dig more into that specifically.” Hadley hated to admit it, especially because she knew Suze was still hoping Paul would solve the case by then and could join her.

      “What’s going to wait until Wednesday?” someone asked from behind them.

      Hadley and Suze jumped, spinning around to find Kitty. She must’ve sidled right up behind them without them noticing. Behind her were Gran and Fay.

      They each clutched a coffee from Wendy’s shop, but Gran and Fay stood at a much more polite distance.

      Polite wasn’t a word in Kitty’s vocabulary. “Oh, I see. You’re just plotting fun outings within hearing distance from us but not inviting us?” She snorted.

      Hadley couldn’t help but laugh. “Everything is within hearing distance when you sneak up on people and listen in on their private conversations, Kitty. And I promise, we’re not planning fun outings.”

      As exasperating as Kitty could be sometimes, Hadley’s heart warmed as she laid eyes on some of her favorite people. She hadn’t realized it, but she was still reeling from their encounter with Romy and Benny, and seeing friendly faces helped.

      But what Kitty said next helped even more.

      “Fine.” Kitty sniffed. “If you won’t share your secrets, we won’t feel bad keeping what we just learned about that burnt man to ourselves.”

      Gran tsked but didn’t argue with Kitty. Fay closed her mouth as if she’d been ready to spill it all and had to recalibrate.

      “What did you just learn?” Suze asked, stepping closer to Kitty.

      The woman stepped back. “You first.”

      Hadley and Suze checked up and down the street to make sure no one was within hearing distance this time and then explained how Romy and Benny had just lied to them.

      Gran expression lit up as she divulged their secret. “Well, we were just talking to Felicia. You know her grandson, Peter, is the new receptionist up at the sheriff’s office in Cascade Ridge.”

      Hadley and Suze said they hadn’t heard that.

      “Anyway.” Gran waved a hand as if that detail wasn’t the important piece. “He said Nathan called at least ten times on Friday morning, worried about his life. He said he was getting threats and wanted a security detail,” Gran explained.

      “Peter, of course, explained that he could’ve stayed in jail until his trial if he’d wanted security.” Kitty picked up the story.

      “One threat was from Bob Barrow, the man that owns that barbecue restaurant up in Cascade Ridge.” Fay’s eyes sparkled with the news.

      “The one who yelled at the dead man in Seven Stones the night he was killed,” Kitty said with a gasp, acting as if she was just as surprised even though she already knew the story.

      “Oh,” Suze said, tapping a finger on her chin as she considered that.

      “That’s not even the most interesting part,” Gran said, stepping aside as a group of locals walked by them on the sidewalk.

      The women smiled and waved but kept their mouths closed until they were sure the locals were out of earshot.

      Gran held up her coffee. “Paul and Kevin were at Wendy’s getting alarmingly large coffees when we were there.” Gran shook her head. “That boy definitely needs more sleep, not the quadruple shot of whatever it was he ordered.” She waved a hand as if convincing herself she needed to get past that.

      “From the way they were talking, it sounds like someone saw a figure get into Nathan’s car and drive off around eight thirty Friday night,” Kitty said, taking over the story. “The person didn’t appear to be Nathan, but the witness couldn’t tell for sure since they had a hood pulled over their head.”

      “Paul told you that?” Hadley asked in surprise.

      The devilish grin on Kitty’s face told her all she needed to know. Kitty must’ve snuck up behind Paul just as she’d eavesdropped on Hadley and Suze’s conversation.

      “Just one person?” Suze asked. “So maybe not Romy and Benny.” Hope filled the statement.

      “Or just one of them moved the car while the other stayed with the body,” Hadley said, hating that the Kincaids' lie made them suspects.

      “Nathan’s scam didn’t affect Romy and Benny, though, right?” Fay asked.

      “No,” Hadley said, then pressed her lips together. “It didn’t.” Fay was right to bring that up. Without that, they didn’t have an obvious motive.

      “That’s good, though.” Kitty cocked her head. “We don’t want the Kincaids to be involved in this, right?”

      “Right,” Suze and Hadley said together.

      “If they weren’t, though, why did they lie to us?” Suze asked.

      “That’s what we’ve got to find out,” Hadley said.

      And they needed to figure it out fast, if Paul and Suze had any hope of staying in Stoneybrook.
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      The next morning, Hadley and Suze met for coffee before heading over to Valley Wildflowers. Rich scents of freshly ground coffee momentarily revitalized Hadley, but she wasn’t sure if they could touch the deep sense of fatigue she carried around after yet another fitful night of sleep. Along with her business woes, now she had to worry about the possibility of Suze and Paul being forced to leave town.

      Wendy, the owner of Cascade River Coffee, eyed the two women suspiciously as they waited for their lattes.

      “You two working on this case?” she asked as naturally as if she were inquiring about the weather.

      “Why? You got any information for us?” Suze asked with a chuckle.

      Wendy grinned. “I wish.” She shivered. “I hate the thought that someone like that is walking around our valley.”

      The woman had a right to be worried. A dead body had been found on the deck of her coffeehouse last year. Wendy had been dragged into the investigation and threatened by the killer. Hadley figured she would stay out of any other cases in the near future.

      “It is unsettling,” Hadley said. “Especially since it could be someone from Stoneybrook who did it.”

      Wendy paused for a second as she poured the steamed milk. “You think so?”

      Suze took a step toward the counter. “You didn’t hear about how he was run out of Seven Stones the night he was killed?”

      Wendy pursed her lips. “I mean, I heard that, but I didn’t figure it was one of our own.” She snorted, knowing better than most that the people you least expect can be criminals. “Well, I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, then.” She handed over their lattes and wished them luck with their appointment at Leo’s.

      It was an overcast day, a sad change from the bright blue skies and warm temperatures they’d been experiencing in the valley for the past few days. It felt like the whole town was hunkering down in the wake of what had happened to Nathan.

      Hadley and Suze crossed the street and headed for Valley Wildflowers. If there was a more aromatic place than Wendy’s coffee shop, it was Leo’s flower shop. The moment they stepped inside, the freshest, most calming perfume surrounded them. The earthy undertones of moss and dirt sat at the bottom of the scent, like they might in a pot. In the middle of the palette was the green scent of freshly cut stems. And then, topping it all off, were the beautiful fragrant scents of lavender, lilies, and rose.

      The place didn’t just smell great, it was a sight to behold. To the left was where Leo displayed the greenery he carried. And even though they were all technically green, the different shades and textures made each leaf variety appear just as diverse as the flowers were from each other. In the center of the space were the loose flowers. Along the right wall were all of Leo’s floral refrigerators. They held premade bouquets and arrangements.

      “Hello?” Suze called, not seeing Leo behind the counter.

      “Coming,” he called from the back room.

      Suze and Hadley made their way over to the register and waited for just a second before Leo came out of the back room holding a binder and a notepad. A piece of moss clung to the shoulder of the gray fleece vest he wore over a light-pink, button-up shirt. He caught sight of it out of the corner of his eye and swatted it off his shoulder.

      He was in his fifties but was one of those men who’d gone gray early. Because of this, Hadley always classified him in the same age category as her parents even though he was younger than them by at least ten years.

      Suze and Hadley followed Leo as he led them to a small, round table covered in floral tape and a stack of those green foam floral arrangement blocks. Leo pushed the mess to one side and set a notepad down on the table, smiling at them as they all took their seats.

      “So we’re moving up the date since the last time we talked.” Leo studied her as if to make sure he’d heard correctly.

      Suze dipped her chin. “Christine had an opening, and we’re going to take advantage of it. Does that date work for you?”

      “Sure does, but it means we’ve got to get a move on.” Leo opened the binder. Plastic sheet protectors held photographs of floral arrangements, some obviously taken by Leo of pieces he’d created in the past, and others were clipped from magazine pages as inspiration. “Do you have anything in mind?”

      Opening her hands, Suze said, “Nothing comes to mind.”

      Leo put on a pair of reading glasses and peered down at the notepad. “Okay, let’s start with the dresses. What color are your bridesmaids wearing?”

      Pressing her lips together, Suze frowned. “I haven’t really thought about that yet.” Her shoulders sagged forward, and for the first time since Suze had told Hadley about the rushed wedding date, she looked like she doubted it would all get done in time. “I haven’t even thought about my dress.”

      At that, Hadley sat forward excitedly. “Oh, I have. We’re going shopping on Thursday after Hazel gets off work. Mom’s coming too.”

      “Really?” Suze exhaled as if letting go of that worry.

      “We’re going to The Tulle Box, like you’ve always wanted.” Hadley nodded.

      Suze beamed, then pushed back her shoulders as her confidence returned. “It’s just going to be Hadley up there with me. Is there a color you’d like to wear?” she asked.

      Hadley tipped her head to one side. “I mean, I like most colors. I definitely don’t look as good in yellow as you do, but other than that …”

      Leo pulled a small pair of reading glasses out of his vest pocket and settled them on the tip of his nose. “You’ve already met with Mickie, correct?”

      “Yes,” said Suze.

      “What design are you going for with the cake?”

      “Oh!” Suze’s eyes lit up. “She’s doing a bunch of different colors to make it seem like a painting.” The joy evident in Suze’s expression made Hadley so happy for her friend.

      Leo commented on how beautiful that would be, before scratching down something on his notepad. A smile curled across his lips. “What about a wildflower wedding?” he asked with all the excitement of a schoolboy. He flipped through his binder and found a page near the back. Turning the binder toward them, he said, “I’ve always loved this idea, but I’ve never had a bride willing to go along.”

      The picture showed gorgeous arrangements with purples, reds, blues, oranges, yellows, and greens. They looked as if someone had gone up into the local mountain range and gathered an armful of flowers from a meadow, sticking them into a vase.

      “Centerpieces will feature a variety of local flowers, all shapes, and sizes. We can even dress it all with ferns.” Leo peered at them above his reading glasses.

      Suze’s shoulders rose in delight. “It’s beautiful. I think it’ll complement the cake really nicely.” She turned to Hadley. “You could even wear that floral print dress you got a couple of years ago. The one you wore to your parents’ anniversary party.”

      Hadley perked up. “Oh, that would be pretty.”

      “It’s settled, then.” Leo beamed. “And we discussed fifteen tables. Is that still correct?” he asked.

      Suze nodded. The two of them hammered out the rest of the details. Before Hadley knew it, Leo set down his pen on the notepad filled with plans for the wedding.

      “Okay. That’s all settled. Sorry Paul is otherwise engaged at the moment.” Leo frowned from Suze to Hadley.

      They both agreed, and while Suze seemed to be in a bit of a happy trance after talking about her flowers, Hadley didn’t miss their opportunity to turn the conversation toward the murder.

      “It’s just awful,” she said. “We heard McKay’s prime suspects are all from Stoneybrook.”

      They’d heard no such thing, of course, but it sounded petty enough to be an accurate statement about the ornery sheriff. Leo didn’t even flinch at the suggestion.

      “Sounds like the old goat,” Leo said, even though they had to be around the same age.

      Suze jumped in, seeing where Hadley was going with this. “You haven’t heard of anything that might lead him to suspect it was someone in Stoneybrook who shot Nathan? Have you?”

      Leo sat back in surprise at the same moment Suze realized her mistake.

      “Shot? I thought he was killed in that fire. Though, I suppose the former is a much better way to go, if there is one.” Leo shook his head, but then he stopped. “Actually, now that you mention he was shot …”

      Any guilt Suze was feeling about spilling that detail about the murder seemed to wash away as she waited for Leo to go on.

      “I heard a gunshot on Friday night. Around eight.” He squinted at the wall as he tried to remember. “I thought nothing of it when it happened. You know Clint is always out there on his shooting range. It was a little odd that he was shooting so late, and that he only used one shot, but he’d also been showing me some crazy night-vision goggle contraption he’d just gotten last week, so I figured it was him.”

      Clint’s place was almost directly across the river from Leo’s house on this side of the water, so Hadley was sure Leo heard everything that went on at "the compound," as Clint liked to call it.

      What if it was him? Hadley wondered to herself. But just as she wondered it, she knew the answer.

      Clint Risko was the town prepper. Technically, he didn’t even live within Stoneybrook limits, calling a small cabin on the other side of the river home for the past decade. Clint was completely off the grid. He barely talked to the locals in Stoneybrook. She couldn’t see him falling for Nathan’s scam any more than she could see him taking part in the town’s yearly River Run. Still, she made a note to tell Paul about him.

      “If it didn’t come from Clint’s place, where do you think the gunshot came from?” Suze asked.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say the river trail, but you know how sounds reverberate though this valley.” Leo stood. “You should ask Clint, though. He’d probably have a much better idea about a location. He might even know what kind of gun it was based on the sound.” Leo let out an amused snort.

      Hadley was glad there was someone who seemed to appreciate the eccentric man. Most Stoneybrookians steered clear of him and wrote him off as a nutjob.

      The bell on the front door of the flower shop dinged and Leo glanced up. “Speaking of the man.”

      Hadley whipped around, expecting Clint Risko to be standing in the shop. But it was Paul. Suze squealed and raced over to give him a hug. He wore his green khaki deputy uniform and a smile on his face despite the tiredness Hadley could see behind his eyes.

      “Talking about me, huh?” he said through a chuckle as he squeezed Suze tight. “What type of flowers are we getting?”

      “Wildflowers.” Suze beamed up at him, then showed him the picture Leo had in his binder. “It’s going to be wonderful.”

      He studied the picture. “Beautiful. Though they can’t possibly come close to your beauty.” He tipped her chin up and leaned down to plant a kiss on her lips.

      Hadley and Leo looked away, wanting to give them privacy.

      “I had a short break in my schedule and knew you would be here for the meeting, so I thought I’d swing by,” Paul explained.

      “You could count it as work,” Hadley called to her brother over a bouquet of roses on a display. “Leo was just telling us he heard a gunshot down by the river on Friday night around eight.” She peered around the display to catch his facial expression.

      Paul checked with Leo to see if that was true. When Leo nodded, Paul asked, “And how did Leo know the victim died of a gunshot?” This question was a little lower in tone, almost scolding.

      Suze’s cheeks turned pink. “Someone must’ve let it slip,” she said innocently, then hugged Paul again as if that would make him forget.

      “I thought it was Clint at first. You know how he’s always out doing target practice on his land. Over the water it sounds like he’s right next to me half the time.” Leo closed the binder and stacked his notepad on top of it.

      “A few other people have mentioned hearing a shot. You’re right. Between Clint and the teenagers who like to shoot holes in all the road signs, I rarely think too much about hearing a shot go off in the valley.” Paul ran a hand along his bearded chin. “I’ll talk to Clint. Thanks, Leo.” Leaning down, he kissed Suze one more time. “I should be home for dinner tonight. We’re at a bit of a standstill, unless this gunshot clue turns into something.”

      Suze and Hadley wished him good luck, and he headed out. They stayed just a moment more to thank Leo one more time before walking out onto Main Street. Low clouds had moved in over the valley, and Hadley was glad she’d remembered her jacket today.

      “What do you feel like doing next?” Suze asked, turning to Hadley.

      Chewing on her lip, Hadley stared longingly across the street at her jam shop for a moment. The paper on the windows made it so she couldn’t see how the repairs were going inside. It was torturous to be so close and not be allowed to go inside. Paul’s admission that they’d hit a wall in the case made her even more upset. They couldn’t afford any setbacks if Paul was going to solve this case by Tuesday’s primary election.

      An idea sparked in her mind. “We could drive up to Cascade Ridge and use our wedding-planning disguise to see what information we can learn about the case.”

      Suze nodded. “I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll drive.”

      “Okay, but on the way out of town, can we make a pit stop in the forest? Seeing Paul reminded me I still haven’t made any headway on finding Lionel.”

      After saying they could, Suze led the way to her car. Hadley realized that even though she, Luke, Suze, and Paul hadn’t technically been pulled into Nathan’s insurance scam, the whole mess might still affect them if they couldn’t find out who killed him.
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      Suze pulled off the road in the same place Hadley had early Saturday morning when Paul had first asked her to come out to the scene. As Suze got out of the car, she stared at the place where the car had burned for a few seconds before turning away.

      Tromping into the woods, Hadley showed Suze where she’d been leaving the cans of cat food. The one she left last was empty. Hadley scolded herself for not thinking about bringing another one with her. She reminded herself to come back with a refill as soon as she could.

      Suze was checking in bushes and underbrush when Hadley noticed a piece of trash on the ground. It was another root beer barrel candy wrapper. This time, it was empty. She felt in the pocket of her jacket, finding the one she’d picked up the first morning out here. When she knelt to pick up the empty wrapper, Hadley noticed it was chewed up, punctured in multiple places and crumpled in others.

      “What’s that?” Suze came closer to see.

      Hadley held the wrapper and the intact candy toward her. “I found this candy around here when I was looking for the cat Saturday morning. I just found this empty wrapper, but it seems like someone chewed it.”

      “Ew,” Suze said, wrinkling her nose.

      “Something is more like it. It must have sharp teeth to make these marks.” Hadley showed her the small puncture holes along the edge of the wrapper.

      Marmalade, her orange cat, loved chewing on plastic. The few times Hadley or Luke had accidentally left out a grocery bag, it ended up with bite marks much like the wrapper Hadley held in her hand.

      “I think it was likely a cat who chewed this,” Hadley said, crinkling the wrapper between her fingers. “But the cat didn’t bring the candy into the forest.”

      Suze inhaled sharply. “I think I just saw something.” She pointed over to a large rhododendron to their left.

      Hadley caught a glimpse of black fur. “Lionel?”

      They tiptoed as quickly as they dared, careful not to make too much noise to scare off the animal. But when they searched around the rhododendron, there wasn’t a cat anywhere.

      “Where did he go?” Suze asked. “He was right here a moment ago.”

      Hadley scanned the surrounding forest. “Frank didn’t warn us that Lionel was some kind of magician cat.”

      There wasn’t a sign of him anywhere.

      After looking for another few minutes, they went back to the car. Hadley texted Luke, letting him know where they were headed. She knew he’d be busy on the farm all day, but still liked the idea that someone knew where they were going even if it was just to ask a few questions.

      
        
          
            
              
        Be safe.

      

      

      

      

      

      Luke texted back. She smiled and replied that they would.

      “Should we go to a bakery first?” Suze asked. “That seems like an easy place to start. We can just ask general questions about their prices and then move into the real reason we’re there, seeing if they have any information about Nathan or anyone who might’ve wanted him dead.”

      “I’ll research bakeries while you drive.” Hadley buckled her seat belt and then opened a browser on her phone. “There’s one that says they specialize in wedding cakes or cupcakes,” Hadley explained.

      “Perfect,” Suze said and followed the directions Hadley gave.

      They arrived at Sweet Tooth a few minutes later. Inside, they found two people working in the front of the store, and from the sounds emanating from the kitchen, there were likely more workers in the back. The scent of sugary cakes baking in the oven greeted them, as did a smiling woman with brown hair pulled up into a messy bun.

      “Hello, how can I help make your day sweeter?” she asked, saying the obviously canned line with no hint of sarcasm or clue that she realized how fake it sounded.

      Hadley tried to match her smile but thought better of it, knowing it wasn’t real. “We’re hoping to talk to someone about a wedding cake consultation.”

      The woman, she wore a name tag that said her name was Molly, beamed. “Actually, we could meet with you right now, if you have time. Gil is free.” She gestured to a middle-aged man with rosy-red cheeks and a matching green apron.

      Gil gestured to a table with photograph albums sitting in the middle. Hadley and Suze took seats around it.

      “So … when’s the big day?” Gil asked, folding his hands on top of the table as he waited.

      “In less than three weeks.” Suze beamed.

      Gil coughed. “Three weeks? That definitely doesn’t leave you much time. Why the rush?”

      Suze paled. “Oh, our venue had a cancellation, so it was three weeks or wait, like, two years.”

      “Okay,” he said. His tone rose in a way that made it feel like it definitely wasn’t okay. “Let’s talk flavors. Do you know what you want, or would you like to do a tasting?” Gil pulled out a tablet and started tapping on the screen.

      As much as she wanted to, Hadley didn’t feel right taking free samples of this bakery’s cake if they had no intention of using them for the wedding.

      “I know exactly what I want,” Suze said, proving she felt the same as Hadley—Suze normally wouldn’t turn away free samples. Gil pushed his shoulders back, ready. “I want the bottom layer to be German chocolate cake, the middle to be chocolate raspberry, and the top tier to be lemon. This goes against what you would normally put as frosting on a German chocolate cake, but could I have all three tiers done in a fondant or buttercream frosting base and then the outside decorated like a painting? I’m an artist.”

      Hadley loved to see how happy Suze obviously was about the wedding cake Mickie was going to make for her. But when she turned her attention to Gil, she noticed he wasn’t tapping away on the tablet like she expected. In fact, his face was pulled into an unhappy grimace.

      “Um, I’m sorry, but we don’t do different flavors. It’s pretty standard practice with wedding cakes. You can choose one flavor. Did you have one of those you liked the best?” Gil asked.

      Suze’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Oh, I-um ...” The statement obviously flustered her, knowing Mickie was happily doing three different flavors for her. “We could just go with chocolate.”

      Gil nodded. “Excellent choice.” He tapped it into his tablet. “And you want three tiers. Got it.” He looked back at Suze with another frown. “Now, as for the decoration you mentioned, I have no clue what you mean when you say you want it to look like a painting. Unless you have a picture of what you’d like, you could flip through some of our past cakes for inspiration.” He opened one of the photo albums toward her.

      Suze’s smile faltered again, but Hadley saw her recover it as her gaze settled on the three pictures on the first page. “This one with the flowers is nice.” She pointed to the second picture.

      “It’s beautiful.” Gil tapped a few more things into the tablet. “Okay, so with that size, flavor, and decoration, you’re looking at …” Gil rattled off an amount that had to be three times what Mickie was charging Suze.

      Hadley coughed, and Suze wobbled like she might pass out. It took Hadley a moment to remember that they wouldn’t actually be purchasing this cake.

      “Is there a way I can think about it and get back to you?” Suze asked. Her cheeks reddened. “Sorry, that’s a big part of our budget.”

      Seeing her opportunity, Hadley said, “We’re from Stoneybrook” as if that would explain to him why they were so surprised by pretty much every part of this process.

      It seemed to work, because Gil made his mouth into an O shape.

      Suze let out a sigh and rested her chin on her palm. “I know I’ve got to plan this wedding, but everything is so stressful lately with that man being found dead in our town, and everyone’s worried the killer is still on the loose. It’s a lot to deal with.”

      Gil crossed his arms. “Right, I heard about that. So awful.”

      Hadley and Suze nodded. They waited for Gil to say something more, but he didn’t.

      “Did you know him?” Suze asked, seeing he needed more prodding.

      Gil scoffed, “No. Thank goodness. I mean, he definitely scammed people I know. Kendra, a few stores down, had some water damage she had to cover on her own, but no one in this complex was hit nearly as bad as Jackie’s flower shop over on Hendricks Road. Her roof fell in.”

      “That’s awful. And she had to pay for it out of pocket?” Hadley asked.

      Gil lifted his nose higher in the air in confirmation. “Jackie was furious. I’ve never seen her so mad.”

      “Do you know of anyone else who was affected?” Suze asked carefully.

      “You should talk to Jacques. He took pictures of all the damage for insurance before he realized some of them didn’t really have any.” Gil steepled his fingers and not so subtly checked his watch. It seemed as if his patience with their questions was waning.

      Hadley wrinkled her brow. “Jacques? What’s his last name?”

      Gil laughed. “He just goes by Jacques. Don’t worry. That will be enough to find him.”

      “He’s a photographer?” Suze asked, hope in her voice.

      “Please tell me you don’t still need one of those.” Gil wrinkled his nose. “I’m sorry, but there’s no way you’re going to get in with Jacques. He’s booked up at least a year in advance.” He reached into the pocket of his green apron and pulled out a card. “Think about that cake, and you let me know if you want to go ahead. We need fifty percent deposit upon ordering and full payment upon delivery.” He gave Suze a stern appraisal before turning his attention back to his tablet. “And make sure you act quickly; you’re already working against the clock.” At that, Gil stood, and the women realized their time in Sweet Tooth was over.

      Seeing that Suze might say something snotty back to Gil, Hadley grabbed her arm and steered her toward the door. They left, Suze clutching Gil’s card. They got into Suze’s car and sat in silence for a few seconds. Then they broke out into laughter.

      “I’m so glad I have Mickie,” Suze said, swiping at happy tears.

      “So glad.” Hadley chuckled. “That place was awful. And ridiculously expensive!”

      Suze puffed out her cheeks in a dramatic exhale. “Tell me about it. But at least we know we need to go talk to this flower-shop owner next.”

      “Right. And then visit Jacques to see if he can point us toward anyone else who had extensive damage,” Hadley said.

      “But only for that reason. Definitely not to hire him for my wedding.” Suze snorted.

      “Well,” Hadley said with a chuckle. “If he’s half as snotty as Gil, you don’t want him.”

      They laughed as they drove to the flower shop on Hendricks Road. A roof was an enormous cost. It could’ve easily been enough to make this Jackie woman mad enough to kill.
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      The floral shop on Hendricks Road was easy to find since they’d been to the building before. It used to be Bloom when a man named Charlie ran it, but he’d passed away and it had changed owners. Now it was called Cascade Ridge Flowers.

      The place definitely held more of a fake, perfumed scent in the air than Leo’s shop had that morning. There was a middle-aged woman behind the counter when they entered. Her blonde hair was slicked back into the most controlled ponytail Hadley had ever encountered, but she wore a big smile and greeted them like they were long-lost friends.

      “I’m so glad you came in today,” she said, making Hadley falter. She peeked over at Suze, watching for signs that she might know the flower-shop woman. But Suze’s face was pulled into the same unsure smile that Hadley’s was. She didn’t know this woman either.

      If this delightful woman was Jackie, Hadley couldn’t imagine her getting as mad as Gil had described about the roof damage.

      As they approached the counter, Hadley read that the woman’s name was Kate. So this wasn’t the possibly murderous owner.

      Kate beamed at them. “What can I help you with today?”

      “I’m pricing out different places for flowers for my wedding.” Suze shrugged. “Is the owner around?”

      “Jackie’s off on vacation, but I can help you.” Kate clapped her hands together. She raced over to a table next to the back wall of the shop, sitting down.

      Disappointment washed over Hadley. Jackie was on vacation?

      Kate laughed and waved them over. “You can follow me.” She snorted like we were being silly. “Sorry, I’m just giddy to have company. With Jackie away, it’s so much lonelier than I imagined, and I’m dying to talk to people.”

      They followed and sat down, warily. This woman was definitely much friendlier than Gil had been, and someone who was chatty would be a big improvement over Sweet Tooth. But now Kate’s overt friendliness was making Hadley suspicious. Was she this nice to every customer, or was she hiding something?

      Kate reached across the table. “Okay, first of all, where are you getting married?”

      “The distillery down in Stoneybrook.” Suze bit the side of her cheek, a nervous habit of hers.

      Hadley had a feeling that these questions about the wedding were highlighting all the work Suze still had to do. Gil hadn’t helped with his judgy looks and quips, and she could see her friend’s anxiety ramping up.

      “That’s where we’re from,” Hadley said, jumping in to take over some of the conversation. “Stoneybrook.”

      Kate gasped. “So you two must’ve heard about the man that was supposed to go on trial this week, and someone from your town killed him.”

      Suze scoffed, “They don’t know it was someone from our town. It could’ve just as easily been someone from yours.”

      Kate squinted one eye and cleared her throat in a clear, sure, whatever you say expression. “That whole insurance scam was crazy.” She snorted. “My boss, Jackie, totally got suckered by him.” She rolled her eyes.

      Hadley sat forward. “She was one of his victims?” Hadley feigned ignorance even though she already knew this information.

      “Big time. The roof of this place collapsed in that storm. She was out so much money.” Kate elongated the word "so" to the point that Hadley’s eyebrows rose.

      “Was she going to be part of the trial?” Suze asked.

      Kate shook her head. “Oh no. She was convinced he was going to get off with a rinky-dink sentence and would get away with paying hardly anything. She doesn’t really trust the courts or the local sheriff’s department.”

      Hadley’s mind whirred with excitement and questions. If this Jackie woman had felt the trial wouldn’t bring justice, maybe she’d taken it into her own hands.

      Kate pulled out her phone. “That’s why she left on vacation with her hubby. She said she didn’t even want to be around when the trial happened.” Turning her phone toward them, she showed them a picture of a tanned, toned woman and man on a yacht surrounded by turquoise-blue water.

      Suze cleared her throat. “How long has she been gone?”

      She was obviously thinking along the same lines as Hadley, wondering if Jackie had killed Nathan and split.

      “A week, so far,” Kate said, then put a hand next to her mouth as if she were about to tell them a secret. “The lady’s loaded. She and her husband have, like, five houses. The roof wasn’t a huge hardship for them to fix. Unlike some other business owners around here.”

      A week, which meant she’d left town last Tuesday, days before Nathan had been killed. Okay, so Jackie was out as a suspect.

      But Hadley felt there was still room to dig a little more. “Do you know anyone else who was affected by the scam?”

      “Yeah, but the others I know didn’t have any damage from the storm, so they just switched to a different insurance company once they found out. Not a big deal.” Kate shrugged. Then she slapped her hand onto her forehead. “Omigosh, look at me. I’m so starved for conversation that I’ve totally got us off track. Okay, flowers. Here are some weddings we’ve done in the past. Do you have a style in mind?”

      Suze pretended to want only red roses and baby’s breath so they could get a quick quote and be out of there. They’d gotten all the information they were going to get out of Kate.

      Except one thing.

      “What do you know about Jacques?” Suze asked, knowing that was where they were headed next.

      Kate placed both palms flat on the table. “Don’t tell me you got Jacques as your photographer,” she said, aghast.

      Hadley and Suze glanced at each other.

      “Well, not exactly. I’m still looking for a photographer, and my wedding’s in less than three weeks, so I need to find someone soon. I heard he’s the best up here.” Suze picked at her nail self-consciously.

      “Oh,” Kate said, her smile dropping. “He really is amazing. Everyone wants to work with him.”

      Hadley noticed she didn’t openly mock Suze for her quick timeline, like Gil had, but it seemed clear from her nonverbal cues that Jacques would not be an option at this short notice.

      Suze opened her palm. “Is the guy really handsome or something? Why is everyone mesmerized by him?”

      Hadley could see where she was going with that question. Maybe everyone was blinded by his good looks.

      Kate snorted. “Jacques? He’s got to be in his seventies. No. He’s just magical.”

      “Okay,” Suze said with a chuckle. “Do you have any idea where we can find him? The last person would only tell us we would know him when we found him.” She wrinkled her nose for a split second at the memory of Gil.

      “Yeah, he’s over in the strip mall next to the Barbecue Pit,” Kate said flatly, like it was common knowledge.

      “Thank you.” Hadley pushed back her chair.

      “I’ll be in touch once I make my decision.” Suze smiled and held out her hand toward Kate.

      Kate shook it with the same enthusiasm she’d displayed throughout the conversation. “I’m really so glad you two came in. It was great to chat with you.” She followed them all the way to the front door, waving as she held it open.

      Once Hadley and Suze were outside, and a good hundred feet away from the building, Suze said, “Jacques next, then?”

      “Yes,” Hadley said. “The fact that he’s located right by the Barbecue Pit means we can stop there for lunch and see if we can’t get any information about Bob Barrow and his whereabouts the night of the murder.”

      “Let’s do it.” Suze started the car and headed toward their new destination.

      Besides the Barbecue Pit restaurant and Photos by Jacques, the strip mall held a wild-bird-feed store, an orthopedic shoe store, Grayson Chambers’ campaign office, and a twenty-four-hour gym. It was the oddest combination of shops.

      “Maybe we should stop by Grayson’s office and make a donation to his campaign,” Suze joked as she parked.

      Hadley laughed, and they got out of the car. “Yeah, too bad the actual election isn’t sooner. Then you guys wouldn’t even have to worry about McKay’s threat to move Paul.”

      “I know,” Suze said, allowing herself a moment to pout.

      Photos by Jacques took up the smallest space, half the size of the compact shoe store. Hadley and Suze stared at the storefront as they stood outside Suze’s car. Then their attention turned to the barbecue restaurant.

      “It’s just about lunchtime,” Hadley said, glancing at her watch for the exact time. “We could eat and snoop first, or get the meeting with Jacques out of the way first.” Hadley shrugged, showing Suze she didn’t mind either way.

      “I feel like I’m too intrigued by Jacques to go any longer without meeting him. Do you mind waiting a little longer to eat?” Suze asked.

      “Not at all.” Hadley flourished her hands toward the photographer’s storefront in a lead the way gesture.

      The walls were painted a calming gray-blue. The place smelled like a field of lavender. Soft harp music played from speakers Hadley couldn’t locate. Dozens of large prints of what Hadley could only assume to be Jacques's photographs hung on each wall, showing off his work.

      And it was amazing. Jaw-dropping amazing.

      He had everything from wedding photos to senior photos to pictures of people’s pets. There was a stunning shot of a green-eyed, long-haired cat stalking through tall grass toward the camera that made Hadley catch her breath. She’d never thought of getting professional photographs done of her cats before, but now it was all she could think about.

      Until Jacques walked into the room. The way he stopped, gasped, and splayed a hand over his heart, Hadley wondered if they’d taken him by surprise. Was he closed? Hadley hadn’t seen a sign on the door.

      But then he said, “Am I dreaming, or did two gorgeous creatures just stumble into my life?”

      Suze and Hadley blinked at each other and then turned their attention back to Jacques, who was scurrying their way. The man was definitely in his seventies, like Kate had said. His pure-white hair was long enough to be slicked back off his face. The ends were curled into small ringlets at the base of his neck. But it was his long beard that won out as the most interesting part of him. It was the same stark-white color as his hair, and the front portion was curled into a half-dozen ringlets.

      He wore a shiny brocade suit the color of eggplant, and around his neck was a paisley-printed ascot. He looked like a character from an Agatha Christie novel. His feet seemed to float across the floor, his matching purple oxfords not even making a sound.

      Jacques's hands were in Suze’s hair the moment he reached them. “Curls are my favorite hairstyle to photograph. They’re so playful, and yours are particularly sassy.” He didn’t have an accent that Hadley could place, but he dragged out his words so they seemed to be made of silk. “And this face.” He turned toward Hadley. “The symmetry, the skin.” He brought his fingers to his lips in a chef’s kiss.

      Hadley’s cheeks heated with embarrassment at being spoken about like that. The redness creeping into Suze’s face showed she was feeling the same. But they couldn’t help smiling.

      “What can I do for you ladies?” he asked, taking a theatrical step back.

      Suze cleared her throat. “I-uh, I’m Suzanne, and this is my best friend and soon-to-be sister-in-law, Hadley. I’m getting married in a few weeks and I still need to hire a photographer. Some locals recommended you.”

      Hadley kept her surprise stuffed inside. They’d come to ask to see photographs of the storm damage. Suze had gone way off script by bringing up her wedding.

      Jacques pressed his hands flat together as he smiled. “That’s so kind of them to recommend me. What day are we thinking of?” he asked.

      Suze told him, cringing at the closeness of the date.

      He pulled out a small datebook from his suit-jacket pocket, flipped a few pages, and said, “I’m free! It was meant to be.”

      “Wait …” Suze’s mouth hung open for a second as she grappled with what to say next. “Everyone said you were booked out for the next year. I’m planning this so last minute. How is it possible you have an opening? And your place here is so fancy. You only have one name. How can I afford you?”

      Jacques glanced around the room uncomfortably. He adjusted his ascot as he cleared his throat.

      Hadley pressed her lips together in a tight line. Her good feelings about him fell flat. This guy was hiding something, and she was going to find out the truth.
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      “Here, come sit down.” Jacques motioned to a wooden desk in the corner.

      Hadley could tell that he was stalling, buying time. But why? What reason did this photographer have to lie?

      Hundreds of scenarios whirled through Hadley’s mind. Was he somehow involved in Nathan’s scam? Did he know about their connection to Paul?

      Suze and Hadley each took a seat in a chair positioned across from Jacques on the other side of the desk. He placed a pair of reading glasses on his nose but fumbled with them nervously, so it took a few tries to get them to stay put.

      Hadley could sense Suze stiffen next to her. She was catching onto the red flags about this man as well.

      “Okay, I’m going to ask you a few rapid-fire questions to get a sense of what you want for the day. Just answer, don’t think too hard.” Jacques peered at Suze over the rims of his glasses.

      She nodded.

      “What is the wedding venue like?” he asked first.

      Suze described the distillery, its picturesque setting, the large pine trees closer to town and the cottonwood trees closer to the water.

      Jacques typed away on the screen. “Time of day?”

      “Two.”

      “Price point.”

      Suze grimaced but only for a second because Jacques clicked his tongue at her as a reminder that she wasn’t supposed to hesitate. She blurted out a price. Jacques typed it in, not hesitating.

      “Extras? Do you want an album, video, etc?” He circled a hand in front of him.

      Suze smiled for the first time since they’d sat down. “All the above.”

      Jacques typed a few more things onto the screen, asked a couple more questions, and then nodded. “Okay, I can do that.”

      Suze coughed. “Yes?”

      Jacques took off his reading glasses. “Yes.”

      This guy seemed too good to be true. Maybe Hadley’s suspicious side was just on high alert since the valley was still reeling from the scam Nathan had pulled. But she couldn’t let her friend get her hopes up if this was all fake. Were the pictures on the wall even his?

      “I don’t understand,” Hadley said, channeling her twin’s commanding law enforcement tone as best as she could. “It all seems too good to be true, and I need to know what the catch is.”

      Hadley expected Jacques to get angry or even irritated that she’d called him out. But he simply held up a hand.

      Clearing his throat, he said, “I’m seventy-six years old.” His voice was completely different. Gone was the silky smooth quality to his words. He sounded like anyone else from the valley. “My name is Jack Weaver.” He chuckled at the surprise that must’ve been clear on both their faces.

      Hadley was about to accuse him of being a con man just as she’d feared, but she stopped herself. Why would a con man give himself up so easily?

      “I’ve been in photography most of my life,” Jack explained. “I could retire, but I still love doing it. So now I only take clients I want to. I say I’m booked up solid for anyone else. But I have a good feeling about you, Suzanne.” He smiled. “I get a very artistic energy from you, and I think we’d have fun working together. If I hadn’t liked you, I wouldn’t have had that day free.” He pulled out his calendar and turned it toward them. “My schedule is mostly open. I don’t do a lot of shoots anymore. I own this space and don’t have many other bills, so the few jobs I take for fun now help pay those expenses.”

      Suze’s mouth twitched, hovering somewhere between a smile and a frown. “Then why are you lying about who you are?”

      He chuckled. “Do you know how people posed for me when I started out as Jack Weaver?” He stood and made himself as stiff as a mummy. “Like this.” Loosening up his body, he said, “But do you want to know how they pose for Jacques?” He made a series of fluid poses. “Like this. Jacques can tell them they’re gorgeous creatures and elicit the most beautiful, confident poses. Once I started playing the part, my photographs started coming out how I’d always dreamed they could.”

      Hadley liked this guy and his candid nature, but something still bugged her about him.

      “And you just tell your secret to anyone who asks?” Hadley asked. “You gave in pretty easily.”

      “Noticed that, did you?” He grinned. “I could tell there was something about you two. I knew right away that you were observant. I got the feeling you’d find out sooner rather than later, so I came right out with the truth.” He ran a hand over his curled beard. “So what do you say?”

      Suze inhaled and looked at Hadley.

      Jacques—or Jack—waved his hands and said, “How about this? You go home and talk it over with your fiancé and get back to me. I’ll hold your date until tomorrow at four. Sound good?” He slid Suze a card with his information on it.

      She smiled. “Okay. That sounds great. Thank you.” She stood and Hadley followed.

      They said goodbye to Jacques and walked out the door in a trancelike state, surprise following them like a cloud all the way to the restaurant.

      “We forgot to ask about the ice storm pictures,” Hadley mumbled as they approached the front doors of the Barbecue Pit.

      “Maybe we should’ve eaten first,” Suze said. “But it’s too late now. I’m too hungry to think straight.”

      The interior of Bob Barrow’s restaurant was decorated in what appeared to be flame-treated wood. It was dark, but the sweet, smoky smells swirling through the place pulled Hadley and Suze farther inside.

      Although there was a hostess stand, there was a sign on it that said Open Seating, so they sat themselves at a booth in the corner, grabbing a few menus as they passed a stack. The menu was full of things with "brisket" and "smoked" and "slow roasted" in the title, but Suze and Hadley settled on some simple roast beef sandwiches, hoping they’d be faster than other options.

      After sitting there for a few minutes, they peered around the edge of their booth. There didn’t seem to be anyone working.

      “At first I thought there might not be a hostess because it’s lunchtime, but maybe they’re short staffed.” Hadley sent Suze a pointed look.

      Suze cocked an eyebrow, knowing that could be a sign of financial hardship. And as much as neither of them would wish that on another business owner, it would’ve increased Bob’s motive to hurt Nathan.

      A server bustled over to them after a few more minutes. “Hello, sorry about the wait. What can I get you?” She pasted on a smile and swiped the back of one hand across her forehead. A huge red mark marred the inside of her forearm.

      “Are you okay?” Hadley asked, grimacing at the burn scar.

      The server examined her arm as if she’d forgotten the scar was there. “Yeah, I burned myself starting the big barbecue the other morning. It’s all healed up, I promise.”

      “Ouch. When did that happen?” Hadley asked, hoping that wasn’t too obviously a prying question.

      The server snorted. “Saturday. I don’t know how to start the smoker and the big barbecue pit. Bob’s the fire expert.” She shook her head. “But I shouldn’t complain. He wasn’t feeling well.”

      Hadley and Suze stayed focused on the server, but each of them was buzzing with this news. Not only had Bob called out on Saturday morning, the morning the burning car had been discovered in Stoneybrook, but this woman had called Bob a fire expert.

      “What can I get you two?” The server pulled out a notepad.

      Suze referred to the menu again. “We’re both going to have the roast beef sandwich.”

      The server’s smile fell. “Oh, I’m sorry. We’re all out of the rolls for that sandwich.”

      Suze wet her lips. “Okay. No problem. What about the beef brisket?”

      “I think we have that.” The server squinted one eye, pausing for a moment before jotting down the order. “I’ll check in the back to make sure.”

      Before she left, Hadley said, “I’ll take that too, if you have it.” She figured she would stick with something easy since it seemed like they were not only short staffed, but also short on ingredients.

      Holding up a finger, the server disappeared around the corner and into the kitchen. She returned a moment later. “Yes, we’ve got the beef brisket.”

      Suze’s tone softened as she said, “That seems stressful. Are you the only one here running things?”

      Letting out a bark of laughter, the server said, “Sure feels like it sometimes. Anyway, sorry to vent.” The server backed up a few steps. “I’ll get your order put in.” She tapped the pen against her ordering pad and walked away.

      Unsure where the kitchen was in relation to where they sat, Hadley didn’t want to chance their conversation being overheard. She brought out her phone and typed a message to Suze.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bob’s the fire expert!?!? Did you hear that?

      

      

      

      

      

      Suze leaned closer to Hadley, wondering what she was up to until her phone pinged with the message notification. She pulled her’s out too, read the message, and answered back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I know! And he called in sick on Saturday morning. He was not sick when we saw him Friday night.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley nodded. She put her phone away.

      When their food came, they focused on that while debriefing their interesting meeting with Jacques. The brisket was delicious. They were full by the time the server came back with the check.

      They paid their bill, but when the server returned with their receipts, Hadley sucked in a quick breath as she focused on the tray the server had dropped off.

      Suze turned around. “What?”

      Hadley’s eyes went wide, and she looked from Suze to the tray that held their receipt and two root beer barrel candies, the very same kind they’d found in the woods while searching for Lionel. Suze gasped. Hadley’s finger shook as she signed the receipt. They practically ran as they got up and left the restaurant.

      “What if the candies and wrapper we found in the woods weren’t from teenagers?” Hadley pulled the one from her jacket pocket and showed it to Suze.

      “What if it was from the killer after he’d set the car on fire and needed to flee the scene?” Suze’s voice rose in pitch as she finished her question. “If Bob gives those away at his restaurant, he must like them. What if he carries some around with him?”

      “We need to call Paul,” Hadley said as they rushed to Suze’s car.

      Inside, Suze started driving while Hadley called her brother. He didn’t pick up.

      “Strange,” she said as she studied her phone. “He’s not answering.”

      Suze frowned but continued to drive. They talked through the scenarios that could’ve led to Bob being the murderer in the time it took them to get back home.

      Downtown Stoneybrook was hopping. Upon closer examination, they realized it was so crowded because most of the locals seemed to be out mingling on Main Street. People were huddled in groups and shop owners stood outside their storefronts.

      Hadley knew the signs of gossip from a mile away. Something was up.

      They parked in the alley behind Suze’s art studio and gallery, then jogged around to the sidewalk in front, approaching the first group of locals they could find. Post-Office Pete and a few other residents circled together.

      “What’s going on?” Hadley asked.

      She recognized the glow that came over their faces as they realized they would get to share the gossip with someone who didn’t know what had happened.

      Pete stepped forward. “Paul and Kevin blocked off the riverside trail, down by the parking lot behind the town hall building. Sandra and Dan were walking the trail today when they noticed blood spatter. They think it might be where that Nathan guy was shot before he was put in the trunk of that car and burned.”

      Hadley and Suze looked toward the town hall and the movement behind the building. The trail was blocked off by crime scene tape.

      And as much as the people of Stoneybrook got things wrong or exaggerated details, Hadley had a feeling they were right on about this piece of gossip.

      While she and Suze had been out of town, the deputies had discovered the scene of Nathan Brimhall’s murder. And little did Paul know, but his sister and fiancée might’ve found the evidence that pointed to Bob Barrow being the person who’d pulled the trigger.
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      Hadley and Suze left the group of locals and walked down Main Street. After spending so much time in Cascade Ridge, being back in Stoneybrook felt like taking a deep, cleansing breath. But hearing Paul may have finally gotten a break in this case made anticipation build up inside Hadley as if she were holding a breath she couldn’t exhale.

      “What should we do?” Suze asked as they wandered down the sidewalk. “I mean, Paul’s not answering his phone, but we need to let him know what we learned about Bob up in Cascade Ridge.” Suze pursed her lips.

      Hadley waved to Louise as they passed by the open front door of the yarn store. Once they were past, she said, “I guess we’ll have to wait until he’s free later to tell him our theory.”

      “Or …” Suze’s eyes sparkled with an idea. “We could pretend we never heard the news about the trail being marked off and go for a stroll. If we just so happened to come to the place where Paul is working, he might come chat with us.”

      Hadley laughed. “This is why we’re friends. Coffee for the walk?”

      Suze turned on her heel to change their direction. “Definitely.”

      Ten minutes later, they had warm lattes clutched in their hands as they walked down to the riverside path. They started right behind Cascade River Coffee, so it would seem like they’d just been out for one of their usual walks by the time they reached Paul and the crime scene closer to the town hall.

      Between the crunch of the dirt on the pathway under their shoes and the calming sound of the rushing river, Hadley felt herself release all the stress from the last few days. Well, most of it, anyway. Suze seemed to do the same because her shoulders settled and she smiled.

      “So how are you really feeling about wedding stuff?” Hadley asked, fiddling with the sleeve on her coffee. “I feel like Gil’s criticism about timing got to you a little more than you might’ve expected.”

      Suze squinted. “Yeah, it might’ve. At first. But now that I’ve met Jacques, I’m feeling a lot better. Is it crazy that I really do trust him?”

      “No.” Hadley laughed. “He’s pretty hard to dislike. But I would still probably have Paul check into him and make sure he’s legitimate.”

      “Of course.” Suze waved a hand at Hadley. “Sometimes, I’ve gotta take advantage of the fact that my significant other is in law enforcement, right?”

      They chuckled and sipped at their drinks.

      “How are you doing with the whole jam dilemma?” Suze asked, turning the concerned-friend gaze on Hadley this time.

      Hadley shrugged. “I’ll just feel better once I can get back in the kitchen and make more stock. This business means so much to me and I can’t let it fail.”

      “And you won’t,” Suze said, shooting her friend an encouraging smile as they walked. “I know you’ll do whatever it takes to keep Pretty Jam Good going strong.”

      “Thanks.” Hadley took another sip of her latte, loving the way the warm liquid traveled down to her stomach, making her feel cozy even on the overcast day.

      They came up to a part of the trail that was blocked off with yellow police tape. A few deputies, as well as Paul, stood about twenty feet on the other side of the tape. The women stopped at the edge, waiting to see if Paul would catch sight of them.

      He did, and a moment later, he jogged over to them.

      “Hey, fancy seeing you two here.” Paul’s tone was teasing.

      Hadley relaxed a little. If her brother was in a playful mood, that meant things must be going well for the case.

      “What?” Suze scoffed. “We were just taking a walk down by the water with our afternoon coffees like we always do.” She sipped at her coffee and grinned up at Paul.

      Paul chuckled and leaned over the yellow tape to kiss Suze.

      “I think I found our photographer today,” she said, bouncing on the balls of her feet with excitement.

      Paul’s face lit up. “That’s great. In town?”

      Suze shook her head. “Up in Cascade Ridge.” She studied him to make sure there wasn’t a hint of suspicion at why they’d been up there, but nothing came. “But I’ll tell you all about it later. You’re busy.”

      “Oh,” Hadley chimed in. “We were at the Barbecue Pit today for lunch, and—”

      “You were?” Paul interrupted, his eyes narrowing at his sister.

      “It’s right next to the photographer’s office space.” Suze came to her rescue. “We were starving by the time we left and it was right there.”

      Paul tilted his head as if he didn’t quite believe that but made a go on motion with his hand.

      “Not only did we find out that Bob Barrow didn’t show up for work on Saturday morning, but he had a bunch of these in his restaurant.” Hadley pulled out the root beer candy from her pocket.

      “So?” Paul asked.

      “I found this one in the woods when I was searching for Lionel the morning of the car fire,” Hadley explained.

      Suze nodded. “We saw another empty wrapper out there today too.”

      Paul ran a hand thoughtfully across his jawline. “That is the direction I would go if I was trying to cut through the woods back to town.” He refocused his attention on Hadley and Suze. “Okay. Is that all?” he asked.

      Frustration welled up in Hadley. “Is that all?” She snorted. “That’s a lot. It could put Bob at the scene of the fire and show that he’s been too sick to go into work since because he was up the night before killing Nathan and burning the evidence.”

      Paul let out a chuckle. “Does it, now?” Seeing the anger growing on both Hadley’s face and Suzanne’s, Paul held up a hand. “The candy doesn’t prove much. Anyone who ate at his restaurant could’ve left it. Those are widely available. Bob is certainly not off our suspect list … there’s just someone who we’re a little more interested in right now.”

      Hadley and Suze leaned forward.

      “We caught Nathan’s girlfriend trying to break into his place early this morning.” He ran his hand over the back of his neck.

      “Girlfriend?” Suze asked.

      Paul cocked an eyebrow. “She claimed she’d left something inside, but it’s suspicious. She could’ve asked a deputy to let her in when we questioned her the first time. Added to how she didn’t report him missing on Saturday, she’s giving Bob a run for his money as our top suspect.”

      Suze gasped. “Maybe whatever she was after inside was worth killing Nathan over.”

      Paul shook his head. “I don’t know. We met with her today and she seems clueless. Not an evil mastermind at all. We couldn’t get anything out of her. Could be because she’s hiding the truth, but it could also be because she really did just leave something inside, like she claimed. She doesn’t have an alibi for Friday night either. Said she was home alone.” He shrugged just as Kevin called his name. “Okay, I’ve gotta go.” He grabbed Suze’s coffee, took a long drink, placed a kiss on her cheek, and then ran back to the crime scene.

      Hadley and Suze stood there in shock for a moment.

      “This is big,” Suze breathed out the sentence. “If the girlfriend did it, this whole thing could be over. We won’t have to move, and Paul could come to the tasting at Seven Stones tomorrow.”

      “While he’s checking into the stuff we told him about Bob, maybe we could investigate the girlfriend. She might slip and give us a different story than she gave Paul. Then we’d have proof she’s lying. Or, if she is innocent, she might shed light on who Nathan was on the phone with that night.” Hadley rubbed her hands together. “I think this might call for another trip up to Cascade Ridge.”

      Suze held up a finger. “Yes, but not without some information first.” She turned on her heel and headed back the way they’d come on the riverside path.

      Hadley followed but pulled out her phone. Twenty feet later, Suze took a hard left onto a small footpath branching off the main trail. It led up through a small copse of trees toward the town hall and downtown Stoneybrook.

      “Where are we going?” Hadley asked as she tapped on her phone screen, squinting at the small text.

      “To see Sharon.” Suze shot her a mischievous grin. “I bet I can get the name of the girlfriend out of her, and then we can look her up and find out where to find her.”

      “Already found her.” Hadley held her phone toward Suze.

      Suzanne froze in the middle of the trail. “What? How?”

      “Pulled up Nathan on Facebook and found a picture of them. He’d tagged her, so I clicked through to her profile.” Hadley shrugged.

      Pointing at her friend, Suze covered the distance between them. “Okay. I can see why you’re still the superior sleuth out of the two of us.”

      Hadley snorted and waved. “It’s not a competition. We’re definitely better together.”

      They huddled around her phone, scanning the page for Carrie Bell. Her place of work was listed as the Hare and Bottle, a fancy small-plate restaurant up in Cascade Ridge known for their signature cocktails and rotating seasonal menu.

      “Looks like we have dinner plans.” Suze rubbed her hands together.

      “Two meals in one day in Cascade Ridge?” Hadley couldn’t remember the last time she spent so much time up in the city to the north. “I’ll drive this time. In the meantime, we need to call and make sure they aren’t one of those reservation-only places.”
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        * * *

      

      Hadley had been right to suggest calling first. Hare and Bottle had been a reservation-only restaurant. Luckily, they’d had a cancellation and would have a table open for Hadley and Suze at seven thirty. Hadley checked with Luke to see if he wanted to join them, but he was going to work late on the farm and take advantage of the last bits of daylight.

      It was staying lighter each day as they moved into spring, so the sun was just setting by the time they drove back up the hill to Cascade Ridge.

      “Man, I feel old.” Suze groaned as she stared out the window. “I’ve been eating dinner at, like, five thirty lately.” She laughed. “This is late for me.”

      Hadley chuckled. “Me too. I should’ve had a snack.”

      “Okay, so Bob is our best suspect at the moment.” Suze held out a finger as she recapped. “But we also have Romy and Benny to consider.” She flicked out a second finger with a cringe.

      Hadley shared in her friend’s hesitation. If they hadn’t lied to her face, she wouldn’t have believed they were involved.

      “And now the girlfriend.” Suze held out a third finger. “Paul mentioned her alibi was unsubstantiated because she was home alone.”

      “It’s suspicious that she didn’t report Nathan missing. Even if she didn’t know he was missing at first, she would’ve heard the buzz around town and should’ve contacted the police. The fact that she didn’t makes me wary of her,” Hadley reasoned aloud.

      “It’s all very suspect,” Suze said, “not the least of which that she tried breaking into his place.”

      “Right.” Hadley tightened her fingers on the steering wheel. She drove a little faster, eager to get to their destination and see what they could find out.

      The restaurant was small, sandwiched in between a coffee shop and a vitamin store along one of the quainter sections of Old Town. It had always been Hadley’s favorite part of Cascade Ridge because the buildings had more character, and she preferred the oak-lined street to the large parking lots situated around strip malls in the newer sections of the city. There was a large picture window taking up the majority of the front wall, giving passersby a direct view inside the dark, candlelit restaurant. Hadley thought it almost seemed like getting a peek inside a painting or a movie set. The restaurant was clean with thoughtful decorating touches, like the outside world couldn’t affect its ability to deliver a trendy eating experience.

      When they opened the door, the smell of spices and something caramelizing in a sauté pan swirled around them, beckoning them to step inside. A server came over and showed them to their table once they informed her of their reservation.

      Once they were seated, they furtively glanced around the place, looking for any signs of Carrie. Hadley’s feet shuffled anxiously under the table. What if there was only one server working each night? Had they chosen a day when Carrie wasn’t even there? Worry filled her as she pretended to read the menu.

      And then Carrie walked into the small dining room, balancing two plates. She looked just like her pictures on social media—a woman in her early twenties with brown hair pulled back into a tight ponytail—though there was definitely a tiredness to her Hadley hadn’t noticed in her pictures.

      Hadley wondered if that tiredness was a sign of grief from losing her boyfriend. A chill crept over Hadley’s spine as she realized it could also be from the intense guilt that came with being the one to kill him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hare and Bottle was a busy place. The server who’d seated them covered the bar, staying mostly in that area and creating different cocktails to order. Carrie was in charge of the dozen tables, it seemed, because she set down the plates she’d carried out at one table before heading over to where Hadley and Suze sat.

      She swiped her hands over the apron tied around her waist as she greeted them. “Welcome to Hare and Bottle. I’m Carrie. I’ll be your server tonight. Can I get you started with anything to drink?”

      Hadley’s neck heated with embarrassment. She’d only been pretending to scan the menu, so she had no idea what she wanted. From the way Suze cleared her throat, eyes flashing over the menu in her hands, she seemed to be in the same predicament.

      “Everything looks so good. I haven’t quite decided yet,” Hadley said to Carrie.

      She was about to turn on her small-town charm, about to launch into a monologue like, We’re visiting from Stoneybrook, so we’re out of our comfort zone. What dish do you suggest? That should get her chatting, and that was always the first step.

      But before Suze or Hadley could say anything more, Carrie smiled sweetly and said, “Take your time. I’ll come back in a few.”

      She was gone before either of them could even drop their jaws in surprise.

      “I guess we should actually look at the menu now,” Suze said with a cringe.

      Carrie was extremely efficient. She spun around the small dining room, taking orders, picking up plates, delivering food and drinks. All of that work didn’t appear to rush or fluster her. She made it seem effortless, like she wasn’t even breaking a sweat. The unfortunate part of this efficiency was that she spent no more time at any one table than strictly necessary.

      This was a big difference from the establishments Hadley and Suze were used to in Stoneybrook. Wendy always chatted with her customers, asking them about their day and inquiring into their plans as she made their coffees, even if she had a long line. Even in the large dining room of Seven Stones, the staff often stayed to chat after checking in on their guests, or Benny would come out from the kitchen to catch up with locals in between rushes.

      Hadley and Suze used their time alone to decide on a few small plates to start. Carrie bustled over the moment they set down their menus. She took their order, jotting it down quickly before turning to leave.

      But the two Stoneybrook women were persistent.

      Hadley held up her hand as Carrie bustled past them a few minutes later. “Sorry to bug you, but …” Hadley could see her words catch Carrie as if they’d created an invisible net.

      The young woman took two steps back to their table.

      Hadley smiled. “I forgot to ask, but my grandmother was here last week, and she seems to have misplaced her glasses. She wanted me to check if she left them here. They’re red. You can’t miss them.”

      The scenario couldn’t have been further from the truth—not only did Gran not wear glasses, but she was meticulously organized and wouldn’t leave behind a penny without meaning to—but Hadley needed something to open a conversation with this woman.

      “She came in last Friday night.” Hadley studied Carrie’s reaction. “Were you working that night?”

      Carrie’s smile fell. “I wasn’t. I’m sorry. I can check our lost and found for you, though.” She took a tentative step away from the table, wanting to leave but waiting to see if there was more.

      “A Friday night free?” Suze asked excitedly. “Did you do anything fun?”

      Suze hadn’t lived next to Hazel Smith—now Walters—her whole life without picking up a few information-extracting tips from the town’s biggest gossip.

      Carrie’s cheeks reddened. “Nope, just stayed in.”

      “With a special someone?” Hadley asked, hating herself for sounding like the nosy old ladies in Stoneybrook.

      “Just me,” Carrie said, her eyes flitting around the restaurant as she looked for a lifeline to save her from the conversation. “I should get back to work.” She waved her order booklet in the air as she backed away.

      Suze and Hadley slumped forward, resting their elbows on the table in defeat as she left.

      “She’s a hard nut to crack,” Hadley muttered under her breath.

      “Tell me about it,” Suze agreed. “No wonder Paul couldn’t get any information out of her.”

      Resigned to the fact that they wouldn’t get Carrie to talk, they chatted about wedding details while they waited for their food to arrive. When it did, it was as if Carrie anticipated their nosy moves. She kept moving, never giving them the opportunity to corner her like they had before.

      Hadley kept an eye on her nevertheless. About halfway into their meal, Carrie pulled her phone out of her apron and glanced at the screen. Her expression hardened, and she looked over her shoulder before disappearing into the back hallway.

      Suze saw the interchange as well, widening her eyes in question at Hadley.

      “If I don’t come back in five minutes, come find me,” Hadley said, moving to follow Carrie down the dark hallway in the back of the restaurant.

      Carrie’s voice spilled out of the small room at the end of the hall. The door was propped open slightly, and  it held a sign that said Staff Only. A break room?

      “They won’t come talk to you,” Carrie said, her voice muffled like she was talking low. “I promise. They don’t even know about you.”

      Hadley moved closer, making sure to proceed slowly and quietly.

      “Leanne covered for me. Don’t worry,” Carrie continued to calm the person on the other end of the call. “I know I made a mistake going to his place. I thought I could get away with it. I promise I won’t take any more unnecessary risks.”

      Her voice grew quieter as if she were pacing and turned away from the door. Hadley crept closer, hoping to catch more. Who was she speaking to? It sounded like the person on the other end of the line had heard Carrie had been visited by the police and was worried they would get questioned too.

      And while hundreds of questions swarmed in Hadley’s mind at what Carrie had said, there was one thing that was not in question any longer: Carrie was hiding something, and it seemed she had an accomplice keeping her secrets too.

      Taking another step, Hadley thought she heard Carrie again. She flattened herself against the wall and moved her ear closer to the gap in the door.

      Suddenly the door swung all the way open, and Carrie came whipping out of the room. She ran straight into Hadley.

      “Oh no! I’m so sorry.” Hadley’s back slammed against the wall as she used it to catch her balance.

      Carrie’s eyes flashed with surprise and then narrowed with suspicion.

      “Sorry,” Hadley said, seeing she was going to have to come up with an explanation, and fast, “I was just looking for that lost and found you mentioned. Were you able to check for my grandmother’s glasses?”

      “I checked.” Carrie blinked, her expression softening. “I forgot to tell you earlier. No glasses.”

      Hadley waved a hand. “No problem. Thank you for checking. Well, I think I’ll use the bathroom while I’m back here.” She laughed awkwardly and pointed to the restroom door right across the hall from where she was plastered to the wall.

      Carrie pointed out toward the dining room, signaling she was going back to work.

      As soon as Carrie started walking, Hadley raced forward, flinging open the bathroom door and locking herself inside. She closed her eyes. That was so awful, and it was too much of a close call for her liking. She needed to be more careful.

      But she also couldn’t wait to pay the bill and leave so she could share what she’d overheard with Suze. Because Carrie was definitely hiding something, and now all they had to do was figure out what it had to do with Nathan’s murder.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Suze and Hadley hurried out of the restaurant and climbed into Hadley’s car.

      Once the doors slammed shut behind them and they were alone, Suze turned to her. “Okay, what happened while you were gone? You looked like you had ants in your pants.”

      Hadley chuckled before describing what she’d overheard when she’d followed Carrie.

      Suze’s eyes widened more with each sentence. And when Hadley got to the part about Carrie running into her as she left the break room, Suze leaned back and gasped.

      “What did you do?” Suze covered her mouth with her hand.

      “I pretended to be looking for the lost and found. She bought it and said she hadn’t found the glasses.” Hadley sighed as if she’d narrowly escaped the situation yet again.

      “Right, because they don’t even exist.” Suze pointed at Hadley. “You’re lucky you think quickly on your feet,” she said, slapping at Hadley’s arm. “That conversation makes it sound much more likely that she really had something to do with Nathan’s murder.”

      Hadley nodded. “Even if she didn’t, she’s hiding something big. And whatever it is, she’s not alone. There was definitely someone else on the line who was worried about getting pulled into the lie.”

      “If that person isn’t already involved.” Suze ran her fingers absentmindedly through her curls. “I’m sure Paul’s thought about the possibility of there being more than one person involved in this murder plot, but we need to let him know about this.”

      Hadley agreed. “Right now.” She started the engine and began driving back to Stoneybrook.

      When they reached town, she didn’t stop at her house or Suze’s but went straight for the town hall building where the sheriff’s offices were located. Sharon, the receptionist, would be gone for the night, but Paul would be working late.

      Bright light spilled into the main hallway from the frosted glass doorway, proving they’d been right. Suze opened the door, peeking her head in first.

      “Hello ... fiancée and sister incoming,” she warned as they walked inside.

      “Back here.” Paul’s deep voice carried around the wall that separated the reception area from the desks and workspaces of the employees.

      When they rounded the wall, they found Paul and Kevin sitting at their desks. Both men had their legs kicked up, heels resting on stacks of folders on their respective desks. They tossed a small red ball back and forth as they chatted.

      Hadley had seen this happen before. Especially late in the evening, when everyone else left to go home for the night, Paul and Kevin would toss that ball around while they worked through scenarios that fit the facts they had about the case. She was excited to give them something else to add to their list of clues.

      “What’s up?” Paul asked, leaning up to kiss Suze as she walked by him and pulled up a seat behind him.

      “Oh, Hadley and I were just having dinner up in Cascade Ridge, and we learned something you might find interesting.” Suze inspected her nails, playing coy as if she might not let him in on the secret they knew.

      Hadley smiled and took the open chair across from Paul. “Guess who was our server?”

      Paul’s smile fell, settling into a glare. “Who?” he asked, with the air of a man who knew perfectly well whoever it was, there was no chance it was a coincidence.

      “Carrie Bell,” Hadley said, looking away at that exact moment so she wouldn’t have to meet the scowl she knew he would give her.

      “And how do you two know who Carrie Bell is?” Paul’s tone was flat.

      Kevin, who’d been throwing the ball up and catching it since the women arrived, held it still so he could watch the confrontation.

      Suze shrugged. “Who hasn’t checked out Nathan’s Facebook page this week to see what people are saying about his death? It’s a way to deal with the terrible thing that happened in our town.”

      “Right, and almost all of his recent pictures have Carrie in them. It wasn’t hard to figure out.” Hadley shrugged.

      Paul bowed his head and sighed. Kevin scratched at his nose, and Hadley was sure he was hiding a smile.

      “And you just happened to go to the restaurant she works at, for dinner, when you never drive up to Cascade Ridge to eat?” Paul’s attention moved from Hadley to Suze.

      “Such a crazy coincidence, huh?” Hadley smiled.

      “Yeah, and wait until you hear what Hadley overheard.” Suze sat forward.

      A groan built in Paul’s throat. He took his feet off the desk and sat forward like he had to prepare himself for the news.

      “I was just minding my business, heading to the restroom when I overheard her on the phone with someone,” Hadley said.

      Kevin let out a snort of disbelief, but went back to throwing the red ball when everyone looked his way.

      “She was reassuring whoever was on the other end of the call that they wouldn’t be questioned, that they didn’t even know to connect her with them. We’re thinking they in this case is you two since you questioned her today. Then she talked about how she knew it was a mistake to break into Nathan’s place and that she wouldn’t do anything else reckless.” Hadley pursed her lips, shooting a pointed look at her brother, one Suze mimicked.

      Paul kicked his feet off the desk, intrigued, but he wasn’t as excited as Hadley had hoped about the new information.

      “Then she said Leanne had covered for them,” Suze added, noticing Hadley had forgotten that part.

      Hadley nodded in thanks to her friend, but at that piece of information, Paul turned toward Kevin, who sat up straight.

      “Wait. Who’s Leanne?” Hadley asked, following suit.

      Paul picked up his hat. He and Kevin stood. “Leanne Lyle is the owner of the Hare and Bottle.”

      “Her boss.” Suze’s fingers curled into excited fists as everything connected.

      Hadley and Suze followed the deputies as they raced out the door.
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      Hadley and Suze jogged behind Paul and Kevin as they ran out to Paul’s truck. Paul opened his driver’s side door and stopped once he saw they weren’t alone.

      “Where do you two think you’re going?” Paul asked, amusement coating his words.

      “Coming with.” Suze stepped around him, moving to climb into the back seat of the truck.

      Paul put an arm out to block her. “Uh-uh. No way. You are staying right here.”

      Suze pushed her lips forward into a pout. “But it was our tip that helped you—”

      “And we thank you for the information,” Paul said, placing a kiss on her cheek. “But, I’m sorry, we can’t take you with.”

      With that, he climbed into the truck, turned it on, and backed out of the parking spot. Kevin waved from the passenger window.

      Hadley snapped her fingers. “Darn. Are you sure you want to marry that man? I mean, I have to be around him. He’s my brother, but …”

      The smile that followed lit up Suze’s entire face. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

      Hadley wrapped an arm through her friend’s and they headed back toward her car.

      “Something else to consider”—Suze sent Hadley a sidelong glance—“is that I’d bet if we wanted to meet with anyone about getting catering information from the Hare and Bottle, it would be the owner, right?”

      Hadley chewed on her lip to stop from grinning too big. “Ah, very true.”

      “And we have some time tomorrow morning for a meeting,” Suze added.

      “We do.” Hadley started her car and drove to Suze’s house to drop her off.

      She looked longingly at her jam kitchen as they drove past, hoping the contractors were making good headway on the work and that she could get back in there as soon as could be.

      After saying good night to Suze, Hadley drove home. Luke was fast asleep on the couch, a baseball game on in the background. Last spring, during planting season, she remembered him being wiped out at the end of each day, but this was the first year they’d lived together through the busy time on the farm.

      All four cats lay on him. Marmalade stretched out on his legs, her orange body almost as long as the man’s shin. Ansel and Sweet Pea had curled up together on his chest, and Barnaby was tucked into the corner of the couch, perched on his shoulder.

      Hadley would’ve normally felt the need to cover him with a blanket, but who needed one of those when you were blanketed in cats. She walked by, heading for the kitchen. A mug of tea and a book sounded like a great way to wind down from the day.

      But as she passed by the couch, Luke’s hand reached out and grabbed on to hers. She stopped herself from crying out in alarm, looking down at him. One of his closed eyes cracked open and he smiled.

      “Hey, how was dinner?” His voice was gravelly. She could picture him and his father yelling directions at one another across a considerable field all day while at least one large piece of equipment ran noisily in the background.

      “Very informative.” She knelt down and planted a kiss on his lips.

      It was then he noticed how many cats were stacked on top of him, because he went to sit up and couldn’t move. Giving up, he threw his head back in laughter. The motion scared Barnaby away, and Hadley helped by lifting Ansel and Sweet Pea off Luke’s chest, setting them on the chair nearby. They settled in together on the blanket draped across the seat, looking just as comfortable as before. Marmalade was the hardest to convince to leave. She snagged her claws into Luke’s jeans and held on for dear life.

      But finally Hadley was able to pry her from Luke and he could stand up. He wrapped her in a warm hug.

      “Thank you for saving me just then.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      “No worries. I know you probably had a much longer day than I did.”

      Luke yawned and followed Hadley into the kitchen, leaning his forearms on the counter as she moved to start the water boiling for some tea.

      “So tell me all about this informative dinner you had.” His gaze followed her as she prepared two mugs of tea.

      She filled him in on everything they learned throughout the day. She started with their trip to the bakery, which had led to the florist, and then a meeting with the enigmatic Jacques. Finally, she described what they’d learned during their lunch and dinner outings.

      “That’s definitely more than I did today,” Luke said, scratching at his forearm. “You two were busy.”

      Once the tea had steeped, Hadley and Luke sat on the couch in their cozy living room.

      “But now Paul is questioning the boss, Leanne, to see if he can figure out what Carrie meant by her covering for them.” Hadley shrugged. “So I guess it’s time for me to relax.”

      Luke held out his arm, making space for her to scoot closer to him. She smiled, cuddled up to him, and sighed as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. Leaning her head on him, she couldn’t help but feel at ease.

      “I’m sorry. The last week has been stressful for you. I know having the jam kitchen closed hasn’t been easy to deal with,” Luke said, planting a kiss on the top of her head.

      Hadley tucked her feet up under the blanket on the couch. “To be honest, none of it seems that bad right now.”

      They looked outside at the comforting silhouettes of dark trees and the outlines of the mountain range in the purple-and-blue night sky.
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      The next morning, Suze texted Hadley.

      
        
          
            
              
        Meet for coffee in twenty? Then we can make a plan about Cascade Ridge?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley sent back a thumbs-up and got ready. Luke had left hours ago, just as the sun had risen. It was all part of the "farm lifestyle" he’d explained each time she lamented how he had to wake up while most people were still tucked into their warm beds.

      She fed the cats and headed out the door, but not before grabbing an extra can of cat food. They should stop by the woods on their way up to Cascade Ridge to search for Lionel again.

      It was brighter today, and warmer by about ten degrees. Hadley brought her jacket, setting it on her passenger seat in the car, but realized that she probably wouldn’t find a use for it today. Downtown Stoneybrook shone in the spring sunlight. The freestanding brick buildings with their striped awnings always looked best in the sunshine—though a snow-covered Main Street also had a pretty magical feel to it.

      Hadley pulled into a spot in front of Cascade River Coffee. She glanced  down the street at the black-and-white awning hanging above the entrance to Seven Stones. She chewed on her lip. Now that it seemed like Carrie and Leanne were more involved in Nathan’s death than they’d first realized, Hadley wondered why the owners of the local restaurant had lied about where they’d gone that day.

      She supposed they’d be able to find out tonight. It was Wednesday, the day they were going to taste test the menu Benny had come up with for the rehearsal dinner and the wedding reception. Unless Paul solved the case before then and could go in her place. As much as she wanted to taste all the different offerings, Hadley knew Suze would rather Paul be there with her instead of working on the case. She would’ve preferred that too, because it would’ve meant they no longer had the threat of a transfer hanging over their heads. Unfortunately, he wasn’t and they did.

      Hadley’s mood automatically lifted as she entered the coffeehouse and took in the familiar sounds and smells of her favorite coffee place in Stoneybrook. Suze was already in line, so Hadley went and joined her.

      “Morning,” Suze said through a yawn.

      Hadley followed suit. “Looks like we both need some caffeine,” Hadley said with a smile.

      “I can help with that,” Wendy said as the customer in front of them walked away with their drink. “What can I get you two?”

      Suze’s eyes sparkled. “I think I’ll have a lavender latte. That sounds like a perfectly springy drink for a beautiful day like today.” She scrunched her shoulders up.

      “I’m going to be boring and go with a vanilla latte,” Hadley said. As much as she loved trying new things, sometimes she just wanted to stick with what she knew best.

      “And I’m buying.” The deep voice came from behind them. “Would you add a black coffee to that order, please, Wendy?”

      Suze spun around and smiled. “Hi, stranger.”

      “To what do we owe this visit?” Hadley asked her brother as he handed Wendy money.

      “And the coffees?” Suze added.

      “I had to thank you somehow for giving me the tip that helped me figure out Carrie Bell is not actually Carrie Bell,” he said, motioning with a jerk of his head for them to join him away from the line and listening ears.

      Hadley and Suze gasped in unison. That was not what they’d expected when they were dissecting the meaning of Carrie’s phone conversation. They stepped toward the windows facing the river, seeing there were no customers sitting in that area.

      “Tell us everything,” Suze said, leaning in close.

      Paul scratched at his beard. “Well, we caught Leanne as she was closing the restaurant for the night. Luckily, Carrie had already done her closing chores and had gone home, or else I don’t think we would’ve gotten as much information out of her.”

      Hadley thought through that as she listened. So Leanne had been there at the same time they had. She must’ve either been in the kitchen, or she was the woman behind the bar. Hadley inwardly kicked herself for not talking to her while they were there.

      Paul continued his story. “Leanne was wary about talking with us at first, but once I told her that her name was used in the context it had been, by one of our suspects in Nathan’s murder, she spilled everything.”

      Wendy interrupted them, calling out their drink orders as she pushed the finished coffees toward them on the counter. They grabbed their drinks, thanked Wendy, and went outside via the coffee shop’s back deck. Out of habit, Hadley led them down the stairs toward the river pathway. This way, they wouldn’t have to worry about being overheard as Paul divulged the rest of what he’d learned.

      Once they’d walked a ways down the path, and Paul was sure they were out of earshot of the customers sitting on the deck, he picked up his story again.

      “Leanne is best friends with Carrie’s mom, so she’s known Carrie since she was a baby. Which, she claims, is the only reason she went along with any of this,” Paul explained.

      Hadley felt anticipation rise in her as the need to know what Paul was talking about grew undeniable. They walked farther down the riverside pathway.

      “Carrie’s real name is actually Samantha. Samantha Marriage.” Paul paused and glanced their direction.

      Understanding dawned on Hadley because the last name Marriage wasn’t an easy one to forget. “Like Austin Marriage?” she asked, to make sure she was on the right track.

      Paul nodded.

      Suze was tracking too. “You mean the guy who fled the country after he realized his company was going under after the storm, leaving his wife to deal with the bills?”

      “Not just bills.” Paul kicked at a rock on the pathway. “She had to file for bankruptcy and shut down their construction company. I think she’s got a job now, but it was a shock to her.”

      “I thought her name was Gina.” Hadley crossed her arms, remembering reading about her husband fleeing to Mexico as soon as he realized the extent of the financial damages.

      “It is. Her daughter, Samantha, just recently moved back to help Gina once her dad left.” Paul took a long swallow from his coffee cup.

      “But why is Samantha going by Carrie?” Suze asked.

      “I think the bigger question is why was she dating the man who caused her family to go bankrupt in the first place?” Hadley snorted.

      The answer to that question seemed to hit Suze and Hadley at the same time because they both stopped walking.

      Paul smiled. “Even though Samantha hadn’t ever met Nathan, she didn’t want to take a chance that he’d recognize her name, so she changed it to Carrie Bell. And then she made sure she accidentally ran into Nathan one day, flirting with him and positioning herself as his girlfriend.”

      Hadley sucked in a sharp breath as the reason for the deception became clear. “So she could get close enough to kill him and get the revenge she felt her family deserved.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      The mighty Cascade River rushed past Hadley, Paul, and Suze as they stood in the middle of the riverside walking path. There wasn’t anyone around, so they didn’t have to worry about blocking the path. Besides, Hadley doubted she could move after what she’d just learned.

      “And just like that, Samantha moves into the prime suspect spot,” Suze said with a snort.

      Paul nodded. “Leanne swore Samantha was only doing it to get close to him so she could steal back some of the money Nathan took from her family. She wanted her mom to be able to start over, but I wonder if the rumors about Nathan getting away with a low sentence got to Samantha and she panicked.”

      Suze tsked. “She probably worried he would take off like her father did.”

      “She could’ve been the person Nathan was talking to that night on the phone.” Hadley sipped at her latte. “She could’ve lured him down to the river to shoot him.”

      Paul started walking again, going slowly until he saw the women followed. “Because the call was made from a burner phone, she might’ve tossed it already. We won’t be sure until we get a warrant to search Samantha’s belongings.”

      “So Leanne agreed to give her a job and call her Carrie at work?” Suze asked, bringing them back to the Hare and Bottle’s involvement.

      Paul nodded. “She said she would’ve never suspected Samantha of hurting Nathan, which is why she didn’t come to us right away when Nathan’s death was announced. But once I pointed out to her that Samantha doesn’t have an alibi, and that she was caught trying to break into Nathan’s place, Leanne mentioned how shook up Samantha was when she came into work the next day.”

      “It all seems to fit.” Hadley shook her head. The possibility that this could solve the case made her relax for the first time in almost a week. Maybe Paul’s job would be safe after all.

      “So does this mean you can make it to the Seven Stones tasting this evening?” Suze asked, hands clapping together in her excitement.

      Paul wrinkled his nose. “I don’t want to promise anything, but I’ll try. I’m waiting on a search warrant from Judge Hawthorne, and then I’ll be able to look through Samantha’s stuff. It all depends on when that comes through.” He watched Suze, an apology written in his features.

      Suze smiled, but it was forced. “Oh, that’s okay. Just keep me updated.”

      “Will do.” He leaned forward and planted a kiss on Suze’s cheek. “See you two later.” He waved the hand that wasn’t holding his coffee and jogged back up the pathway toward where they’d come.

      Hadley shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Well, at least our meeting with Romy and Benny will be less awkward now that we know it probably wasn’t them who killed Nathan Brimhall.”

      Suze winced. “Will it?”

      Hadley glanced at her friend in question.

      “Now it’s more confusing that they would lie if it wasn’t to save themselves from scrutiny,” Suze pointed out.

      Hadley agreed. She wished they had thought to ask Paul if he’d had time to question the Seven Stones' owners yet. She supposed they would just have to wait until their meeting that afternoon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seven Stones was practically deserted that afternoon when Hadley and Suze stepped inside for their two o’clock meeting. Suze’s smile wasn’t as bright as it should’ve been for a woman planning her special day. Paul had texted an hour earlier letting Suze know that he’d just gotten the warrant from the judge, so he wouldn’t be able to make it.

      Because of this, Hadley vowed to make the tasting as fun as possible. She’d even called Romy ahead of time and asked if she could make up some miniature cocktails to go with each different food sample. Suze loved miniature things, and Hadley hoped the novelty would be a fun surprise, enough to take her mind off her disappointments.

      It had taken all of Hadley’s self-discipline not to question Romy on the phone about what they’d really been doing Friday night. In the end, she knew that type of interrogation would always be better in person. She just had to find the perfect opening.

      Used to seeing most of the dining room and bar full, this sleepy time of the day felt odd in the large restaurant. Just like when they’d gone to lunch at the Barbecue Pit the other day, there was no hostess at the stand when they entered Seven Stones. They’d just walked on through, knowing it would still be an hour before Rachel started her nightly shift.

      Romy waved them over to the bar, smiling big as they took a seat. “Paul still caught up in the case?” she asked, her smile tipping upside down as she noticed the wrong James twin accompanied Suze.

      Suze slowly inhaled. “Yep.”

      Hadley patted her friend on the back. “Romy has a surprise for you, though.” Hadley winked at the bartender, letting her know now was the time to unveil the plan.

      Romy set six shot glasses in front of Suze and then the same number in front of Hadley.

      “Shots?” Suze asked, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t do well with one shot, let alone a whole line of them.” She shook her head and almost looked like she wanted to push the glasses away from her. “I thought we established how old we were in the car last night when we were talking about our late-dinner plans?” she asked Hadley rhetorically.

      Hadley chuckled. “I hope you think better of me than that. I know you don’t do shots. These are …” She left the last part hanging, letting Romy fill her in on what was in store.

      “The vessels are for you to drink the miniature cocktails I’m going to make you to go with each of your courses in this tasting.” Romy beamed.

      While still brewing regularly, Romy had recently made some of her own syrups and mixers for cocktails, and she’d even featured one or two of the creations on the menu.

      A grin peeled across Suze’s face. “That’s so cute!”

      Hadley’s heart warmed, feeling happy she’d made the right decision.

      “And, as I see Benny approaching with the first course, I’m going to get to work on your first cocktail.” She turned toward her syrupy concoctions, mixing small amounts to make their tiny drinks.

      “Course one is side dishes,” Benny announced as he came up to the bar carrying two plates.

      Each plate had a sample of different items separated into portions. He set them down in front of Suze and Hadley, then rotated them so their plates matched.

      “Okay,” Benny said, standing tall with pride as he presented the tasting menu. “I know you’ve tried some of these before, but who doesn’t want a reminder just to make sure?” he asked. “So starting from the twelve o’clock spot, going clockwise, you have the classic macaroni and cheese, a spicy three-bean salad, butter-braised local veggies, sweet potato-and-carrot-layered chiffon, and smashed potatoes. You can choose one for your rehearsal dinner and another for your reception dinner. We’ll also include a large house salad as a second side with each meal.”

      Hadley and Suze clinked forks and got started with the tasting. Hadley hadn’t ever seen the smashed potatoes on the menu.

      “Something new I’m trying out,” Benny said, seeing her take her first bite of the potatoes.

      “Those are so good.” Hadley covered her mouth as she crunched down on the crispy, yet still soft potatoes.

      “And here are your first two cocktails,” Romy said, pouring two clear drinks into the first couple of shot glasses, garnishing one with a lime and the other with a sprig of mint. “This one is my twist on a classic gin and tonic, and the other is a mint-and-blackberry mojito.”

      Smiling, the women ate, drank, and discussed their favorites. A few minutes later, their plates weren’t the only things that were clear. There were two clear winners.

      “The braised veggies have to be the side for the rehearsal dinner,” Suze said. “And I like the smashed potatoes the best for the reception.”

      Benny nodded. “Great choice.” He picked up their plates. “I’ll be right back with the main courses.”

      After he’d gone, they turned their attention back to Romy.

      “Those were both amazing,” Suze said. “But I think I have to say the blackberry mojito was my favorite.”

      Romy laughed. “Oh, good. It’s mine too. But wait until you taste what I have coming next.” She rubbed her hands together. “We can take your top two, if you’d like, and offer a choice of those during the reception along with beer and wine.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” Suze sipped the last of her tiny gin and tonic.

      It felt so odd to be acting normally around Romy and Benny when their lie still hung between them. But Hadley’s mouth watered at the smells coming from the kitchen. It was only a few more minutes before Benny came out with two more plates.

      “Okay, starting from the top.” He situated the plates so they had the same thing in the twelve o’clock spot once more. “We’re starting out with lemon-and-fennel grilled salmon. Next is the requested rosemary chicken. I’ve also included a cauliflower example of the rosemary chicken if you want to include that as a vegetarian option. After that, we have onion-and-leek-braised steak, and an apricot-compote pork chop.”

      It all looked delicious. Romy set two more cocktails in front of them. “This is a raspberry fizz, and this one here is a Hemingway’s Haircut.” When Suze and Hadley wrinkled their foreheads in question, Romy added, “It’s really fruity and has rum. It basically transports you to the Florida Keys.”

      They ate and drank, chatting about the flavors and what Suze was leaning toward whenever their mouths weren’t full.

      “Well, I thought I’d already decided on the rosemary chicken for the rehearsal dinner, but the cauliflower option sealed the deal. As for the reception, I think let’s do a choice between the steak and fish.” Suze set down her napkin as Benny nodded and took their plates. Once he was gone, Suze looked at Romy. “And I love the haircut drink.” She laughed at its silly name.

      They sped through the dessert course, selecting only the flourless chocolate torte for the rehearsal dinner since they would have cake at the reception. As the tasting finished up, it wasn’t that Hadley had forgotten about asking Romy and Benny more about their whereabouts on Friday night, but Suze had seemed so happy, like she’d been able to forget the case for a few minutes, Hadley didn’t want to take that away from her.

      When Suze went to the bathroom, Hadley saw her chance. She sipped the last of her Port Old Fashioned and eyed Romy.

      “Sorry Paul couldn’t be here. I know he really wanted to be. He’s just swamped with this case.” Hadley placed the empty shot glass on the counter.

      “I’m sorry he couldn’t be here either.” Romy smiled, but there was a wariness hiding behind her cheerful expression. “I’m sure he’ll wrap up the case soon.”

      Hadley sighed dramatically. “Not with all these people lying to him.” She shook her head. “I mean, he finds out the truth eventually, but man, it sure sets him back every time someone does. I mean, there’s this one he’s just found out about and”—Hadley puffed out her cheeks—“it’s a doozy.”

      Romy wrung out a bar towel with her nervous hands, and she cleared her throat a few too many times in a row.

      “I mean, lying during an active murder investigation is definitely grounds for arrest.” Hadley wet her lips as she watched Romy.

      The bartender’s eyes flicked around the room as if looking for an escape. She wiped the same spot on the counter for the fifth time and swallowed.

      “I don’t get what these people are so intent on hiding,” Hadley said, trying to take advantage of Romy’s obviously anxious state.

      Romy blushed, looked away, and ran her fingers along the edges of her shirt collar.

      Someone cleared their throat behind Hadley. She wheeled around to see Paul standing there. He was in his deputy uniform and held his hands behind his back.

      “Okay, okay! It was us.” The statement burst out of Romy. “I’m so sorry. We lied.” The words came pouring out of Romy like an open faucet. “Please don’t arrest us, Paul; we didn’t know what we were getting into.”
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      Hadley gasped in surprise at Romy’s outburst. She’d known Romy was lying, of course, but the way she’d just come out and confessed to … well, wait. What was  Romy confessing to? Murder? Hadley gulped.

      Paul looked just as confused. He brought his hand forward to reveal a bouquet of wildflowers he’d hidden behind him. “What?” he asked as he walked to the bar.

      “Lied about what?” Hadley asked. Doubt swam through her worried thoughts.

      Romy sniffled. The bartender was usually quite stoic. She rarely showed much emotion, but it was obvious by the way the confession shot out of her that this lie had been weighing on her mind.

      “We knew Nathan,” Romy finally said. “We followed him out of here Friday night.”

      “Paul?” Suze said, coming back from the restroom.

      He smiled and held out the flowers to her. “I wanted to surprise you. I thought I might be too late, but”—he frowned as he looked from Hadley to Romy—“it sounds like Romy has something she needs to tell me.”

      “We both do.”

      Hadley turned to see Benny standing there wiping his hands on his apron, surprise coating his features. Romy opened her hands in an I had to do it gesture toward Benny. To Hadley’s surprise, the man didn’t look angry. In fact, his shoulders lowered, and he joined his wife behind the bar as Suze slowly reclaimed her seat next to Hadley.

      “We’re sorry we lied,” Benny said. “We got scared.”

      Romy flinched at the word "scared." “It’s why we went after him. We were worried.” She swallowed as if the next part left a particularly unpleasant taste in her mouth. “Nathan bought into our business earlier this year.”

      Hadley’s eyes went wide. Romy and Benny were in business with the cheater?

      “He said he loved our food and Romy’s beer and that he wanted to support us,” Benny explained. “He bought ten percent of our business.” The chef rubbed his fingers into his temple as if he couldn’t believe it now.

      “That night—Friday night—was the first night we’d seen him since the arrest.” Romy wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “We’d felt sick for days about the thought that the money he’d invested in our business was stolen from the people of this valley. We had to know.”

      “So we followed him and cornered him.” Benny picked at something on the sleeve of his white chef’s coat.

      Hadley and Suze sat equally still and straight as they listened.

      “What did he say?” Suze asked when neither of them continued the story.

      Hadley noticed Romy’s fingers clenched into tight fists.

      “He assured us it was his own money,” Romy said, her grip loosening and her hands falling open. “But there’s no way I believe him. Of course, some of the money he gave us was the same he stole from local folks.”

      “And then we got all nervous about the possibility that we could become implicated in the upcoming trial.” Benny paced behind the bar. “What if they closed us down to reclaim the money?”

      Hadley’s pulse, which had been steadily rising, hammered in her temples. Had Romy and Benny become so paranoid that they did whatever they needed to do to keep the trial from happening? She was glad Paul was there with them. He was standing stoically, listening to all of this with intense focus.

      “So you—” Suze asked, her voice breaking, keeping her from asking what she feared.

      Benny stopped pacing and looked at her. Romy’s eyes went wide. They sucked in a breath at the same time as they understood what Suze was asking.

      “No!” Romy shuffled backward a couple of steps.

      Benny cut the air with his hands. “We would never hurt him.”

      “We came back, and later that night we did research on whether we were going to be in any legal trouble.” Romy’s jaw jutted forward in surprise as she understood. “You thought we …?” She shook her head, unable to finish the sentence.

      Hadley cringed. “Can you blame us?”

      “Yeah, you lied right to our faces.” Suze raised an eyebrow.

      “You knew?” Romy asked.

      Hadley and Suze nodded.

      “Mickie saw the two of you talking to Nathan outside the bakery, then pulling him into an alley,” Hadley said.

      Benny closed his eyes as if he was just realizing how that must have looked. “Wait.” His eyes flashed open. “I thought the time of death was early Saturday morning. Why would we be suspects for following him Friday night?”

      Suze pressed her lips together as if contemplating the risk and reward of telling them that tidbit about the case.

      Paul didn’t need to contemplate it. “Nathan was shot, down by the river trail and moved to the car after,” he explained. “Based on eyewitnesses who remember seeing his car parked downtown, and when it was moved, the medical examiner thinks the time of death is between eight and nine Friday night.”

      “That means—” Romy paused, taking a deep breath.

      Benny swallowed. “When we first caught up with Nathan, he was on the phone. He said something about meeting the person on the river trail behind the town hall building before he hung up. When we left him, he was walking down in that direction.” Benny’s complexion paled.

      “Bob Barrow passed us as we walked back to the restaurant. We thought nothing of it because we thought Nathan was killed hours later.” Romy placed her hands on the bar as if to steady herself.

      “We thought Bob was heading to his car, like he’d parked in the lot next to the town hall building, but what if he went down to the river instead?” Benny’s expression paled.

      Paul cleared his throat. “Do you remember the exact time you passed Bob on the street?” he asked, taking out his notebook so he could jot down each detail of their statement.

      “Not exactly, but we got back to the restaurant around seven fifty, so it must’ve been five to ten minutes before that.” Beads of sweat clung to Benny’s forehead. “Here, let me make you a plate of food, Paul. I have some left over from the tasting. While you eat, we can go over everything in detail.”

      Once Paul had eaten, he’d asked every question twice, and had Romy and Benny split up so he could make sure they weren’t coordinating their stories.

      Half an hour later, Paul closed his notebook and stood. “Thank you. I’ll let you know if I have questions.”

      Benny stood, too, but wobbled on unsteady legs. It looked like he needed to take a nap before what was bound to be a busy dinner service in a couple of hours.

      Hadley and Suze followed behind Paul as he walked out of Seven Stones.

      “Are they going to be okay?” Suze asked once they were outside. “You’re not going to have to arrest them for lying, are you? Because how can they cater our wedding if they’re in jail?”

      Paul smiled down at her. “I told them we wouldn’t press charges, especially since their statements helped us place Bob even closer to the scene of the crime.”

      “Good.” Suze nodded, appeased.

      The day was sunny, bright, and brilliant. A perfect spring day. All except the metaphorical clouds hanging over the valley, surrounding this case. They walked down Main Street until they reached Hadley’s shop. It was their usual hangout location, and they stopped without thinking.

      But the paper covering the windows while the renovations were completed caused Hadley to freeze as she reached for the door handle. Everything came crashing back to her. Of course, they couldn’t go inside.

      “We can go to my shop,” Suze said, waving them on as she continued to walk the short distance to her studio.

      She unlocked the door, and they entered. Suze’s space acted as her painting studio on one side and a small gallery on the other. Unless she was working on a difficult piece, or was under a time crunch, she usually kept the door open while she worked so customers could come in and see her process as well as perusing pieces for sale.

      Today, Suze locked the door behind them and motioned for Paul and Hadley to sit in her studio. She kept a paint-splattered couch in that room, and the James twins plopped down on it like it was the first break they’d had all day.

      “So our information about Bob is seeming more important now, isn’t it?” Hadley asked Paul rhetorically, still a little sour that he hadn’t taken their clues more seriously.

      Paul squinted one eye.

      “It’s still not enough?” Suze asked, throwing her hands up in exasperation. She settled on the stool next to her easel.

      “I mean, yes. It is important.” Paul shrugged. “I just don’t want you to get too set on him. The recent evidence we’ve uncovered is pointing toward Carrie—well, Samantha.”

      Hadley’s eyes went wide. “You found proof?”

      “Not exactly. But when we went to search the house she shares with her mother, she was gone. Her mom hasn’t seen her since we questioned Leanne. Some of her clothes are missing as well as a backpack and toiletries.” Paul sat back, closing his eyes for a moment.

      “She fled?” Suze asked.

      Paul nodded, still not opening his eyes.

      “Just like her father.” Hadley clicked her tongue in disappointment.

      Paul finally cracked open his eyes, looking like he wished he could go to sleep. “Leanne said she hasn’t seen her either, and she swears she didn’t tip her off, but until we can find her, we’re kind of at a standstill.”

      Hadley blinked as she took in this information. She wondered if McKay would count that as a case solved.

      “So that’s that, I guess,” she muttered, having a hard time believing this saga might finally be over.

      As much as she wanted the case to be closed, something about it didn’t feel right. It was then that Romy and Benny’s recent lie came to mind.

      “But remember that Romy and Benny weren’t actually guilty, even though they seemed like it for a hot second because of their actions. What if Samantha’s just scared and didn’t know what else to do?”

      “Always a possibility,” Paul said. “Which is why I’m on my way to question Bob Barrow again right now.” He stood and planted a kiss on Suze’s cheek before walking out the door.

      “What do we do now?” Suze asked, glancing at the time. She jumped as if her watch had shocked her. “It’s almost four. I need to give Jacques an answer!”

      Hadley sat forward. “Did you have time to talk to Paul about him?”

      Suze wrinkled her nose. “Not yet. He’s been so busy, I didn’t want to ask him to look into the guy too. But he seemed excited.”

      “I think you should go for it,” Hadley said. “His pictures are beautiful, and enough people in the city recommended him, I don’t think he’s running a scam or anything.”

      Suze’s eyes sparkled. “Great. That’s what I was hoping you’d say. Want to drive up to Cascade Ridge with me and sign the contract?”

      Hadley smiled. “Of course.”
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      The spring sunshine streamed through Suze’s car windows as they drove to Cascade Ridge. At this rate, Hadley and Suze would be able to drive the curving road in their sleep. They’d driven it enough over the past few days.

      Hadley stared out the window as Suze drove. She passed a grocery store, and Hadley watched the people walking out with their carts full of essentials. It was so odd to see people going about their business without stopping to chat or smile and wave like they did in Stoneybrook. The stark difference made Hadley even more grateful that she lived in a tight-knit small town.

      But then something even more interesting caught her eye.

      Hadley gasped, her hand coming up as she pointed at the grocery store. “Stop. We have to go in there.”

      Suze drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, glancing at the clock on the dashboard. “I don’t think we have time, Had. Sorry. We can stop on our way back.”

      “No, it’s Carrie.” Hadley could barely get the words out. Her brain felt frozen as it tried to catch up with what it had just seen. “Samantha—pretend Carrie,” she sputtered out. “She just walked into that grocery store.”

      Suze slammed on her brakes and took the next turn into the parking lot. She found a parking spot and turned off the car.

      Torn between wanting to rush inside and knowing her friend might miss her window with Jacques, Hadley said, “I can go in and follow her. I’ll call Paul. You should go sign that contract.”

      “I’m not leaving you alone.” Suze unbuckled her seat belt. “I’ll let him know I’m going to be late.” She pulled out the card he’d given her with his number on it. “If he’s the right photographer, it’ll work out.”

      They got out and weaved their way through the parked cars. Hadley texted Paul while Suze called Jacques.

      She must’ve gotten the photographer’s voice mail because she said, “Hi. This is Suzanne Till. I’m so sorry, but something came up, and I’m not going to make it before the four o’clock deadline to sign the contract. I’ll come in as soon as I can today, but I wanted to let you know I am interested, and I would love to work with you. If this isn’t enough to hold my spot, I understand. Thank you.” She hung up and sighed.

      Hadley gave her a thumbs-up for encouragement as they entered the grocery store. They surveyed the space. It was three times the size of Henley Grocery in Stoneybrook. The stark-white floors reflected the bright fluorescent lights hanging in rows above. A floral department to their right made the entrance to the store smell pleasant, and the steady beep of checkout scanners laid a soundtrack for the store.

      “Should we split up?” Suze asked.

      Hadley’s nose wrinkled as she remembered the burnt car. She didn’t want to mess with anyone violent enough to burn someone inside a vehicle, even if he’d already been dead.

      She shook her head. “Let’s stick together.” She willed Paul to get there soon and motioned toward the produce department directly in front of them. It would be easy to sweep through that space to see if Samantha was there.

      As they walked, Hadley had to remind herself not to crouch and tiptoe. They were allowed to be shopping and didn’t have to sneak around.

      “Why is she here?” Suze whispered as they finished searching the produce section and moved on to the regular aisles. “Isn’t she supposed to be on the lam? Running from the law?”

      Hadley wrinkled her nose as they walked along the back edge of the aisles, peering down each one as they passed. “Maybe she’s grabbing supplies before she goes into hiding,” Hadley guessed. “Or she could be grabbing hair dye to change her appearance.”

      Suze’s eyes lit up as she read the green signs hanging above the aisles with descriptions of the items each one held. She pointed to the hair care sign a few aisles down. Hadley nodded, and they kept walking, pausing at the shampoo and hair dye.

      The aisle was empty.

      The next aisle was full of baking supplies. Hadley stopped. The same young woman who’d served them at the Hare and Bottle stood just at the entrance, searching through the racks of spices. Suze plowed into the back of Hadley and made an oohhff sound. Hadley grabbed Suze’s arm and led her quickly down the previous aisle just as Samantha looked up from the paprika she was inspecting.

      They stopped by a section of hairbrushes and bobby pins. Hadley and Suze watched the end of the aisle, holding their breath as they waited to see if Samantha would follow them, if she’d recognized them. The seconds ticked by, and it seemed like they were in the clear when Samantha walked past the entrance to the hair care aisle.

      She hadn’t noticed them. Suze exhaled. Hadley wanted to laugh.

      Much more carefully this time, they followed Samantha as she walked toward the produce section, a grocery basket hanging on one arm. Her basket held fresh cheese, pasta shells, and a few different spices. Suze seemed to notice the ingredients as well because she looked at Hadley with about a million questions written in her confused expression. Why would a murderer on the run be shopping for ingredients?

      Samantha walked at a leisurely pace through the produce section, picking out garlic and a few peppers. Hadley and Suze followed, staying at least twenty feet behind her. When she stopped, they stopped and pretended to need whatever item they were next to. Hadley hoped no one noticed how they weren’t carrying any baskets, or how they hadn’t picked up any of the things they’d stopped to look at. Hadley didn’t want to chance picking out food. If Samantha ran, having a basket of unpaid items would only cost them precious seconds before they could go after her.

      Speaking of going after her, Hadley checked her phone. Paul hadn’t texted back yet. He was in Cascade Ridge, but he’d been coming to question Bob Barrow, so he probably had his hands full at the moment. She tried to use her intuitive twin connection with him to will him to check his phone.

      In the meantime, Samantha finished grabbing what she needed from the produce section. She moved toward the front of the store.

      Hadley shot Suze a concerned glance. Was Samantha heading for the checkout counters? Was she finished? Should Hadley call Kevin instead? They couldn’t lose her.

      She and Suze rounded the corner of the first aisle, fast walking toward the checkout section. The speed with which they moved meant they ran straight into Samantha Marriage.

      Hadley gasped and staggered backward, holding out an arm to stop Suze, who skidded to a stop. She clung to Hadley’s arm. Fear trailed over Hadley’s body as Samantha scowled directly at them.

      “Why are you following me?” she asked, her voice icy. Then her narrowed eyes opened as recognition settled in. “I served you at the restaurant last night.” She gasped. “What is this?”

      Shoving her shoulders back and channeling her twin brother, she said, “We’re the ones who have questions to ask, Carrie,” she said, trying to match the woman’s tone. “Or should we say, Samantha?” Hadley cocked an eyebrow at the woman.

      Samantha’s complexion paled, and she swallowed but remained silent.

      “A deputy sheriff is on his way right now to question you, so there’s no use running.” Suze seemed to take Hadley’s lead because she folded her arms in front of her as if she cornered criminals all the time.

      Anger flashed across Samantha’s face, but then she let her head fall forward, cradling her forehead with her right palm. “I’m not running, I promise. Not anymore.” Her pleading gaze met Hadley’s and then Suze’s. “I thought about it, but I couldn’t do that to my mom.”

      Hadley swallowed. Were they about to get a murderer to confess and hand herself over? She willed Paul to be on his way, but she didn’t want to take her eyes off Samantha, not even for the second it would take to check her phone.

      “I’m glad you decided not to run,” Suze said softly, taking a step closer to Samantha. “It’ll all go so much easier if you just cooperate with law enforcement.”

      Samantha took a step back. “What will go easier?”

      Suze swallowed. “Well … I mean, they’re going to have to arrest you. I thought you knew that when you stuck around.”

      “Arrest me?” Samantha coughed in surprise. Her cheeks reddened. “Look, I know having a fake ID is frowned upon, but they’re not actually going to arrest me for that, are they?”

      Suze scoffed, “I think they’ll be a little more concerned with the mur—”

      Hadley latched on to Suze’s arm, stopping her from finishing that sentence. She studied Samantha’s reaction. The woman was guilty but possibly not about what they thought. Hadley quickly rearranged the thoughts in her head. Samantha could be acting—the possibility of that made Hadley glad she’d texted Paul—but what if she wasn’t the killer?

      A customer stopped her basket alongside them, looking at the endcap display of smoothies and fruit juices they blocked. Apologizing, they moved into the aisle, scooting close to the shelves so they weren’t in anyone’s way.

      “Samantha, you have to know people think you had something to do with Nathan Brimhall’s murder.” Hadley kept her eyes locked on the woman.

      She shook her head. “Of course I didn’t.”

      Suze snorted. “Gosh, what could’ve led us to believe that?” she asked, sarcasm dripping from her words. “You only changed your name and tricked him into being your boyfriend so you could get revenge for him ruining your family. That doesn’t seem like a motive for murder at all.” She finished the act with a dramatic eye roll.

      Samantha’s gaze flicked down to the basket in her hands and then back to Hadley, as if she knew appealing to Suze was a lost cause. “I wanted to get some of the money he stole back.” Her voice was softer now. “I wouldn’t have hurt him.”

      Suze placed a hand on her hip, but Hadley held up a hand and asked a question instead. “Why didn’t you report him missing, then? And what were you doing on Friday night?”

      “I was with my mom at our house all night.” Samantha’s shoulders slumped forward. “I didn’t report him missing because I didn’t even know he was missing until they’d found him.” She swallowed as if she were trying not to throw up. “And I didn’t come forward to the police because I figured that they’d learn I’d been lying to get revenge and paint me as their prime suspect.” At this, she glared at Suze.

      Hadley cleared her throat, keeping Samantha focused.

      “I didn’t hurt Nathan. He didn’t ruin my family. My dad did that. It snowballed so quickly I didn’t have a chance to think through what I was doing. I hadn’t realized he was even my age until I ran into him around town and he started flirting with me. When he asked my name, I panicked and said it was Carrie. In our first conversation, he bragged about having a lot of money, so I thought I could get close and take some of it back. I know he had a stash of money in his place. I just couldn’t ever find it while he was there. That’s why I went back after he was found dead.” She wrinkled her nose. “It sounds so stupid now. I may have lied, but I didn’t kill Nathan.” Samantha’s eyes pleaded with Hadley and Suze, but then her gaze caught on something behind them.

      “She’s right. She didn’t do it,” Paul said.

      Hadley and Suze jumped as he stepped up to them.

      “I just came from her mom’s house, and while she may be a liar, she didn’t kill him.” Paul leveled the young woman with a disappointed glare. “And to prove it, she’s going to tell us everything she learned while pretending to be his girlfriend.”
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      Figuring the grocery store wasn’t the greatest place to interview a suspect, Paul drove back to Stoneybrook with Samantha. Hadley and Suze wanted to follow, but they had a sneaking suspicion Paul wouldn’t allow that. Plus, they needed to check in with Jacques and see if he’d held Suze’s wedding date.

      They drove to Photographs by Jacques, eyeing the Barbecue Pit as they walked by. With Romy, Benny, and Samantha out of the way, Bob was their only suspect left.

      Other than any of the other dozen people in the valley who Nathan wronged, Hadley thought with a huff, feeling the weight of everything that would happen if they couldn’t solve the case settle on her shoulders again.

      Jacques's front door was propped open, and Hadley caught Suze taking a fortifying deep breath before they walked through it. Hadley sent a quick hope out to the universe that Jacques would still take her even though they didn’t make it within the time he’d allotted.

      Just like yesterday, soft music played in the background. But this time, Jacques sat behind his desk. He wore white linen pants and a flowing Hawaiian print, button-up shirt that made him look like a rich old man on a tropical cruise. He spotted them, and a smile broke out over his face, crinkling the edges of his blue eyes.

      “You’re back. I knew you would be.” He opened his arms and stood, gesturing for them to sit in the chairs across from his desk.

      Suze rushed forward. “I’m so sorry we didn’t make it in time. Something kind of life or death came up and—” Suze waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter. I called and left a message, but I wanted to see if you still had the day open.” Suze’s fingers curled into fists in anticipation as she waited for his answer. “Please tell me you got my message.”

      Jacques glanced at an old flip phone sitting on the desk. “I did, and you’re just fine. Let’s do this!”

      They spent the next few minutes getting the contract signed. Finally, Jacques sat back, placing his hands on his desk. “Now, what was this life-or-death happening that came up today?” he asked, blue eyes sparkling.

      Hadley looked at Suze. There was something about this man that made her trust him. And, Hadley realized, his proximity to Bob’s restaurant might make him the perfect person to question about Bob’s habits and character. But just as she was about to spill everything, Jacques pulled open one of his desk drawers and took out a candy. The plastic wrapper crinkled, sounding like the electric shock Hadley felt in her bones as she recognized the blue, red, and yellow logo on the outside of the root beer flavored candy.

      Kicking Suze, Hadley kept her focus on Jacques. “Oh, we had a flat tire on our way here,” Hadley blurted out before Suze could mention the real reason. “It was pretty scary, but maybe not necessarily life or death.” Hadley laughed and hoped it sounded relaxed.

      Suze swallowed, but from the way she was staring at the candy in his hand, she understood Hadley’s fear.

      Jacques had taken pictures of the damage to help people with the insurance claims, but maybe he was more deeply involved in the scandal and was looking to get revenge. “Those can be terrifying,” he said, referring to their fake tire blowout. “Would you like one?” He motioned to the candy he was just popping into his mouth, the one Hadley and Suze were both staring at. He opened his drawer again. “I keep a small stash of them here.” He nodded toward the front door. “Bob hands those out at the Barbecue Pit, and I have a little collection going.” Jacques laughed.

      Hadley cleared the worry and fear from her throat so they wouldn’t impede her words when she asked, “Do you eat there often?”

      Jacques tipped his head from one side to the other. “I try to keep it to about once a week, but sometimes it’s tough. That barbecue of his starts smelling pretty darn good around lunchtime each day, and it’s tough to resist.” He motioned in a circle. “All of us around here end up falling into his trap.” Jacques chuckled.

      His wording made Hadley’s lungs tighten with worry. “Do you know Bob well?”

      “I do,” he said. “Mostly just from being neighbors, but he’s a good man.”

      Suze pressed her lips together. “Really? Because we saw him almost attack a man in Stoneybrook last weekend.” Hadley recognized she left off the part about the man being found dead early the next morning.

      “Attack?” Jacques puffed out his beard-covered cheeks. “I mean, the man is passionate, for sure, and he’s had a tough go of it lately. He really took a hit during the storm and ensuing damages.”

      “He was one of Nathan Brimhall’s victims?” Suze asked, feigning ignorance, but watching Jacques's reaction closely.

      Jacques’s frown deepened. “One of the many.”

      “The scam didn’t affect you, did it?” Hadley asked, leaning forward. “I heard you helped take pictures of the wreckage.”

      Placing a hand over his chest, Jacques said, “Thank goodness, no. Just trying to help my neighbors as much as possible.”

      Suze and Hadley relaxed a little. That took Jacques out of the motive category. It was possible the man just had the candies in a drawer.

      “If the two of you haven’t eaten anything for dinner, stop over at the Barbecue Pit. I highly recommend the chicken.” Jacques smiled. “And I look forward to your big day, Suzanne. I will call and schedule a consultation appointment next week when I can meet your husband-to-be.” He stood and held out a hand.

      Suze shook it and said she was looking forward to it too.

      Once they were outside, Suze said, “He might be watching us. It would be rude of us not to follow his recommendation.” She shot Hadley a sidelong smirk.

      Hadley agreed. “We definitely need to check out the chicken. We didn’t try any of that the other day.”

      They entered the barbecue joint for the second time that week. This time, there was a hostess standing at the front entrance. “Welcome. Dinner for two?”

      Hadley and Suze nodded, then followed the woman back to a table.

      “Actually,” Suze said, stopping as they passed by the bar. “Would you mind if we sat here?”

      The hostess shook her head. “Not at all. Go ahead.” She waited for them to pick their seats and then placed menus in front of them.

      Once she left, Suze leaned closer to Hadley. “At Seven Stones, the bar is always the place where you hear the most information. I’m hoping it’s the same case here.”

      Hadley nodded in agreement. It was a good idea, one that had her wondering if she was going to have to relinquish her title as best sleuth between the two of them.

      A few moments later, a woman came through the doors from the kitchen and walked behind the bar. “Hello, what can I get for you?” she asked.

      Hadley thanked her lucky stars it wasn’t the same server they’d had yesterday. She might wonder why they were back so soon, and Hadley wanted to act like this was her first time in.

      “Jacques recommended we come here. Can you just give us what he normally gets?” Hadley asked, glancing at the confusing menu. “He mentioned something about chicken.”

      The bartender smiled. “Ah, the barbecue chicken wings. Sure. Two plates?”

      The women confirmed the order, and she tapped their order into the computer next to her. As she did that, Grayson Chambers came in and settled onto a seat toward the other end of the bar. He waved at Hadley and Suze. Suze slid out of her seat like she was about to go talk to him, maybe letting him know he had their support in the upcoming election, but he pulled out a laptop and seemed to be bent on getting work done, so she stayed put.

      “Jacques was right about everyone in the complex coming here.” Suze appraised the restaurant goers and noticed a couple of guys who looked like they’d just come from the gym next door having a post-workout meal.

      Hadley kept her eye out for any signs of Bob as they waited. But they still had seen no sign of the man by the time their food came.

      The food was delicious but messy. Hadley was about to ask the bartender for another napkin when she saw the woman chewing on her lip in frustration. “Jerry, can you come here for a minute?” She gestured to a server, who walked over and glanced at the clipboard she held.

      “What’s up?” Jerry asked.

      “You did the last restock, right?” she asked.

      Jerry nodded. “Last week.”

      The bartender mumbled something as she looked at the sheet. “I’m missing two containers of lighter fluid. Bob just asked me to order more, and I told him we just got some. He said, 'Well, we’re out.'” She made her voice low, like she was mimicking his voice.

      Suze coughed next to Hadley. They eyed each other. Missing lighter fluid? Paul had said the firefighters found lighter fluid residue on the burnt car.

      The women finished eating as quickly as possible and messaged Paul when they got back in the car.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bob’s restaurant is missing two containers of lighter fluid, FYI!

      

      

      

      

      

      Paul replied right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ok, I’ll look into it. I’ve got everything under control. Don’t think about the case.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley showed the text to Suze. He had less than a week to solve the case before the primary. Hadley wasn’t sure how her brother could be so calm when his future depended on him solving it, and fast.
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      The next day, Hadley and Suze didn’t have any wedding appointments except dress shopping that evening with Hazel and Hadley’s mom. Suze spent the day working on organizing her studio, and Hadley tried a few new jam recipes.

      It was as if the case was a dark cloud following her around, because none of her recipes came out right again. She’d been meaning to go search for Lionel, but time slipped away, and before she knew it, it was time to leave for Suze’s dress shopping. Hadley tried to push past her frustrating day. Her friend would hopefully only shop for a wedding dress once after all. It was a special day, one that Nathan Brimhall’s death shouldn’t mar.

      Once Hadley picked up Suze, they swung by to get Hazel and Hadley’s mom. Then the four of them left for the trip over the mountains. Suze found the perfect dress. The enormous smile she’d worn, along with the dress, had stayed put on her lips the trip home, and felt like it had rubbed off on Hadley because she couldn’t stop grinning either.

      Until she dropped Suze off at her house last at the end of the night.

      Suze’s robin's-egg-blue Mini Cooper sat in the driveway, where they’d left it. But now there was something scratched into the paint along the side of the car.

      YOU’RE NEXT

      Hadley pulled Suze away, back toward her car. They got inside and locked the doors, not wanting to enter the house.

      With shaking fingers, Hadley called her brother. “You need to come to Suze’s now.”

      “Did you find a dress?” he asked, his voice cheery as if he thought she was being fake dramatic.

      “Yes, but we also came home to Suze’s car vandalized in her driveway. I think the killer knows we’re onto them.” Hadley’s stomach churned as she studied the chilling words chipped into the car’s paint.

      Paul’s tone immediately dipped into his serious-cop register. “I’m on my way.”

      After she hung up, she called Luke.

      “Hey, how’d dress shopping go?” he asked sleepily.

      She cleared her throat, feeling the fear threaten to wobble her voice. “Fine, it’s just … can you come to Suze’s? I need you.” Great. She could keep it together just fine around her brother, but the moment she heard Luke’s voice, she fell apart.

      She could almost picture him sitting up as he said, “Of course. Is everything okay?”

      Hadley felt tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. “Fine. We’re just a little scared. Someone scratched You’re Next into the paint on Suze’s car while we were gone, and we think it might be Nathan’s killer.”

      “I’m on my way.” There was shuffling in the background as she guessed he shoved on his boots. “You want me to stay on the phone while I drive?”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Paul’s on his way too. We’re waiting in my locked car.”

      After she hung up, she willed the guys to get there as quickly as they could.

      Once they arrived, there was a good half an hour of the men fretting over the women, documenting what had been done to Suze’s car, and making sure the house was clear before they all collapsed on Suze’s couch.

      “I can’t believe this,” Paul said, anger evident in his strained voice.

      “I’m taking tomorrow off,” Luke said, cutting the air with his hands. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.” He wrapped an arm around Hadley’s shoulders.

      “I can’t take the day off,” Paul said, “but I think you should come to work with me.”

      Normally, Hadley and Suze would’ve been stubborn and insisted on their ability to take care of themselves. But after what happened to Suze’s car, Hadley loved the feeling of Luke’s protective arm around her. She wasn’t complaining. From the way Suze snuggled closer to Paul, she would not fight it either.

      “I feel bad we haven’t had the chance to search for Lionel.” Hadley covered her face with her hands. After the scare they’d had with the case tonight, she felt like sticking to safer mysteries, like finding missing cats. “Maybe we should take time to do that tomorrow.” She looked at Luke.

      He nodded. “We can do that.”

      “Let me know when you’re going,” Suze said. “I can come help. As long as you’ll let me.” She punched playfully at Paul.

      He hunched his shoulders in discomfort but let them drop. “If you stay with Luke and Hadley, then yes. I suppose that will be okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Hadley and Luke slept in the next morning, reveling in the lazy morning with cups of coffee and the cats. They played with the cats and even let them wander around in the midmorning sunny garden for an hour.

      Then around lunchtime, they set out to find Lionel. On the way out to the highway, they swung by the town hall building to pick up Suze. She ran out, like a kid being picked up from school early.

      “Thank you. I was so bored in there,” Suze said through an exhale as she buckled herself into Hadley’s back seat. “But … it wasn’t completely a waste.” She waggled her eyebrows at Hadley in the rearview mirror.

      “What?” Luke asked.

      “I learned a bunch of new stuff about the case while Paul had me chained to his desk.” She chuckled to show she wasn’t really feeling like a prisoner.

      Hadley bit at her cheek nervously as she drove. “Are you sure you still want to stay involved in this, Suze? After what happened to your car, it seems like it would be smart to just let it go. Let Paul and Kevin and the rest of the Grande County Sheriff’s Department take care of it.”

      Suze snorted. “Oh, no. I love my car, and that means I’m going to figure out who did this and make them pay.”

      “Okay,” Luke said. “Hit us with what you’ve got.”

      Suze leaned forward so she was in between the two front seats, or as close as her seat belt would let her get. “Apparently, Samantha was very helpful yesterday. Her mom met her at the station and guilted her into being totally open, saying running and hiding were traits of her father's.” Suze waved her hand in the air in a that’s not the important part gesture. “Anyway, Samantha told Paul she thought it was possible Nathan had a partner in his scam.”

      Hadley and Luke listened as Suze explained more.

      “Samantha said Nathan kept telling her she shouldn’t worry about the trial. He kept hinting that he had a guy on the inside. Samantha wasn’t able to find out who it was.”

      “So that person could be who he was on the phone with the night he died?” Hadley asked as she drove to the scene of the car fire.

      Suze nodded. “Exactly. And it’s possible that person was backing out of their deal, or having doubts. Remember Mickie said that it sounded like Nathan was trying to calm someone down when he stopped in front of her bakery?”

      “Nathan called the sheriff’s department complaining of getting threatening phone calls. It could’ve been Bob who called him. Bob could’ve been the one to call him and lure him down to the river,” Hadley reasoned.

      Luke squinted in disbelief. “Do you really see a man like Bob knowing how to get a burner phone? He called Nathan with his own phone to threaten him and got in a fight with the man in public.”

      Hadley pulled off on the side of the road, behind the scorched pavement. They sat in the quiet car as each of them thought through the implications of this information.

      “The other thing to consider is who you saw yesterday,” Luke said. “Something you did yesterday triggered the killer to come after Suze’s car and give her a warning.”

      Hadley and Suze blinked, having considered this.

      “We saw Samantha at the grocery store, then went to see Jacques, and then to the Barbecue Pit.” Suze placed a hand to her chest as the reality of what he suggested sank in.

      “What was Samantha’s alibi again?” Luke asked.

      “She was with her mom,” Suze said.

      Luke frowned. “Who might lie for her to keep her out of jail. I would say we don’t count her out as a suspect just because she’s being helpful now. What about this Jacques character?”

      Hadley and Suze both gasped out the word "No" at the same time. Luke’s head jutted back in surprise.

      “It couldn’t be Jacques. He’s too wonderful,” Suze whined, shaking her head.

      Wincing at what she was about to suggest, Hadley said, “But he had the root beer candies in his desk.”

      “Anyone who eats at Bob’s restaurant could have those,” Suze countered. “And he wasn’t affected by Nathan’s scam at all. What’s his motive?”

      Luke held up a hand. “Or so he says. Just maybe don’t count him out, is all I’m saying.”

      They got out of the car.

      “We were also at the Barbecue Pit for the second time that week yesterday.” Hadley led the way across the highway and into the woods. “We didn’t see Bob there, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t see us. The business could have surveillance cameras.”

      “That’s possible,” Suze said, “but that still means he’d been using a different phone to call Nathan at certain times and then his personal phone to threaten him.”

      They reached the place in the woods where Hadley had left the cans of cat food. The can she’d left was empty again. But unlike the last few she’d found empty, this one was mangled. The thin aluminum can was folded in on itself, and large holes punctured the sides and bottom. Hadley held it up, a grimace marring her features.

      “This doesn’t look like the work of a cat,” she said, scanning the surrounding area for more evidence of the beast who must’ve done the damage to the can.

      “And that doesn’t bode well for Lionel.” Suze cringed.

      There was an abundance of wildlife in the valley that would be dangerous for an indoor cat. Hadley hoped Lionel was safe.

      She pulled out a new can of cat food and cracked it open. The sound echoed through the forest. They listened and waited but didn’t see any evidence of Lionel. Hadley felt around in her pocket for a crinkly cat toy she’d brought with her. As she brought it out, the root beer candy fell out as well. She knelt to pick it up, Her fingers had just closed around it when she got an idea.

      “If we’re assuming the killer dropped the candies as they cut back through the woods toward town, what would cause the candies to fall out of a pocket?” she asked, checking with Suze then Luke. “If they were taking something out,” she answered for them, showing them again how the candy had come out when she’d pulled out the cat toy.

      Luke’s eyes grew wide.

      “And what would the killer have to take out of their pocket in the woods?” Hadley asked.

      “The murder weapon,” Suze said, her tone high pitched with excitement.

      “Or a phone,” Luke added.

      “Well, a phone wouldn’t help us since they probably wouldn’t leave that behind. But the murder weapon would if they were stashing it. Let’s look.” They scanned the area for a place a killer might’ve hidden a weapon.

      As they inspected the bushes, around tree trunks, in nooks created by branches, they called for Lionel. Hadley crinkled the cat toy. If he liked plastic half as much as her cats did—as was clear from his teeth marks on the plastic wrapper—this would call him to her. Luke shook a little mouse with a bell on it, and Suze made kissing noises as she called his name.

      Twenty minutes later, they’d yet to find any sign of what the killer might’ve taken out of their pocket, or Lionel.

      Hadley closed her eyes, letting her head fall back. In the silence, she heard something. Was that a faint meow? She peeled her eyes open, looking up.

      In the  tree above her was a large, black-and-white cat. It clung to a branch for dear life.
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      “Lionel!” Hadley’s hands came up to cover her mouth at the same time she gasped in surprise. She moved one step to her right so she could get a better view through the branches of the large pine tree. “You’re okay.”

      Luke and Suze rushed over to where she stood, peering up to see the cat pacing back and forth on a branch about thirty feet up in the air.

      “I don’t think he can get down.” Luke took a step back as they watched Lionel lean down as if he might jump to a lower branch, but then thought better of it and paced again.

      “Maybe whatever munched that can scared him up there, and he doesn’t know how to come back down.” Suze’s voice dipped with sympathy for the poor, scared cat.

      He was used to living with an elderly man. This was completely out of his comfort zone.

      “We’ll come get you, buddy. Don’t you worry.” Hadley studied the trunk for an easy way to climb up. She reached up for a branch and tried to pull herself up. Letting out an ooohff, she dropped back down, scowling at her burning palms. “That was a lot easier when we were kids.” She laughed.

      Luke stepped forward. “Here, let me.” He reached up, grabbing hold of one of the thicker branches.

      Hadley was about to protest. They’d all grown up together, and when they were younger, she and Suze had definitely been the more adept tree climbers of the foursome. But things had obviously changed. Luke hoisted himself up with what seemed to be very little effort. Before they knew it, he was just underneath the branch Lionel occupied.

      “Luke is kinda buff,” Suze said, elbowing Hadley.

      Hadley’s cheeks grew hot. “He really is.”

      “You know I can hear everything you’re saying,” Luke called down from the tree. “I’m not that far away.”

      “We’re just impressed,” Suze said.

      “And enjoying the view,” Hadley added with a smile.

      Luke chuckled but focused on the cat in need. “Here, buddy,” he called to Lionel, holding out his hand.

      The large black-and-white cat crept forward, sniffing Luke’s outstretched fingers warily, as if they might do to him what that unknown animal had done to the cat food tin. Then Luke wiggled his fingers—which, as all cat owners know, works some sort of universal come here magical spell on cats—and Lionel walked forward.

      “Good boy,” Luke cooed, observing the cat.

      When Lionel was far enough forward, Luke made his move. He reached out and grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck. Then in one fluid movement, he had the cat cradled in his arms, pressed up to his chest. Lionel’s eyes were wide, but he relaxed into Luke. He must’ve been up there for a while because he appeared tired and stressed. All the fight had left him.

      Luke maneuvered down the tree, careful now that he only had one arm free.

      “Will you take him?” Luke asked when he got low enough.

      Hadley stood on her tiptoes and reached up, taking the cat from Luke so he could swing down the rest of the way to the ground.

      “We found you!” Hadley cheered, holding Lionel close. The cat purred up a storm and booped his head into Hadley’s chin as if to say thank you.

      But as Hadley cheered, and Suze came over to join in on the celebration, Hadley noticed Luke hadn’t climbed out of the tree yet. She worried he was stuck until she saw him moving to get a closer look at something in the next tree over. Her heart started racing as Luke peered closely at the trunk about ten feet up. He climbed off the tree he was in, went right over to the next tree, and pulled himself up into that one.

      “What is it?” Hadley asked.

      Luke’s eyes grew wide as he pulled out his phone and balanced on a low branch before snapping a picture right where the branch met the trunk. When he climbed down, he showed Hadley and Suze the picture he’d just taken.

      “We need to call Paul,” Luke said as he turned the picture of the gun stashed in the crook of the tree back toward himself. “I think we just found the murder weapon.”
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        * * *

      

      It only took Paul about ten minutes to arrive along with Kevin and a few other personnel from the sheriff’s office. Luke showed him where the gun was stashed, but as much as Hadley wanted to stick around, they needed to get Lionel back to Frank. The cat was getting squirmy, and the can of wet cat food Hadley had used to keep him settled in her arms was gone.

      They wrangled Lionel into the car, and she held him tight while Luke drove. Suze stayed behind, so they still had a link to what was happening on the scene.

      Frank’s home was a little cottage just off the highway a few miles down the road. They turned right at the mailbox, painted like a river trout, and Hadley’s hatchback bumped down the long dirt driveway.

      Luke tsked as he hit the third pothole. “Things have gotten bad around this place.”

      “What do you mean?” Hadley asked, petting Lionel so he wouldn’t try to scramble out of her arms as they hit the bumps.

      Luke frowned. “I used to come out here once a week when we were in high school to help Frank with stuff around the house.” He shook his head. “That was after he broke his arm climbing up on the roof. Remember that?”

      Hadley remembered when Frank had fallen, but she hadn’t been aware Luke came to help him. She and Luke hadn’t been close during high school because of a misunderstanding. She’d believed Luke didn’t want to be friends anymore, but he’d been holding her at arm’s length because he was in love with her and couldn’t handle that she was with his best friend, Tyler. So they’d lost touch in high school, and he’d moved to Seattle right after graduation. Hadley felt those lost years like a hole in her gut, but she knew there was no sense in pining about that time. She was glad they were together now. The reminder of those lost years with Luke made her think about the possibility of losing time with Paul and Suze in the near future. She hoped the gun would bring closure to the case.

      “I should’ve checked back in with Frank once I moved back to the valley.” Luke’s tone was tight with discomfort as they passed by a broken fence, still concerned about the state of Frank’s property.

      Placing a gentle hand on his arm, Hadley said, “Hey, don’t blame yourself.” But she could see he wasn’t letting it go as they parked and got out of the car. Hadley wrapped Lionel tight in her arms, so he couldn’t scratch and squeeze his way free, setting off a whole new search.

      Luke pressed the doorbell, but no sound rang through the house. He clenched his jaw, looking at Hadley as if to say, See? Luke rapped on the door three times. There was movement behind the door, but it sounded like someone stumbling around instead of walking. A loud curse rang out, and Luke leaned closer to hear.

      “Frank, are you okay?” he asked.

      The door swung open. “Fine. Fine,” Frank grumbled. He used one hand to hold on to the door to steady himself, and the other rubbed at his foot. “The light bulb went out in the hallway, and I can’t see where I’m going. Stubbed my dang toe for the fourth time this week.”

      It was then that Frank looked up and saw who was standing on his doorstep—and what they held.

      His eyes lit up. “Lionel!” He tottered forward, scooping the cat into his arms.

      Hadley welcomed the break as the cat had been clawing the inside of her arm since they’d gotten in the car. “He got himself stuck in a tree in the woods a few miles north of here.”

      Frank circled a hand as he backed up, inviting them inside. The front foyer was almost pitch black once the door was closed. Hadley could feel Luke tense next to her.

      “What happened with the light, Frank?” Luke asked as he looked up, inspecting the old light sconce sitting above the doorframe.

      “Oh, the bulb burned out a while ago. Just haven’t gotten around to changing it.” Frank kissed Lionel’s head and whispered sweet nothings to the cat.

      “Do you have any bulbs?” Luke glanced around the small cottage as if he had a few guesses where they were kept.

      Frank nodded, waving a hand at a tall cabinet in the small kitchen. “Same place as they’ve always been.”

      Luke rolled up his sleeves and disappeared into the kitchen. The sink was piled high with dishes. “Your dishwasher not working either?” Luke turned back toward Frank as he opened the cabinet and peered inside.

      “It’s been on the fritz for a month. I’ve just been hand washing.”

      Luke pushed up the sleeves of his flannel shirt. “Your tools still in the same place?”

      Frank said they were and then invited Hadley to sit in the living room with him. She followed, sinking into one of his worn, but comfortable, chairs. He had a fire going in the small stove in the corner. Hadley noticed his stack of wood was getting low. She would let Luke know, and he could help the man replenish it. Even though it was getting warmer, nights in the valley could still be extremely cold, especially in a little place like this where the primary source of heat was the stove.

      A plethora of northwest bird identification books sat splayed open on Frank’s coffee table.

      “You doing some bird watching lately?” Hadley asked, gesturing to the books.

      Frank tipped his head to one side. “More like solving a mystery.”

      Hadley raised her eyebrows with interest.

      “Heard a bird call I’d never experienced before, the other morning.” He made a quick, two-tone whistle. “I’ve been trying to identify it ever since."

      Hadley laughed. It sounded exactly like the Twitter notification sound. “I think it’s a blue cartoon bird,” she said with a chuckle.

      Frank wrinkled his forehead in confusion. She didn’t see a computer or smart phone around, so he was probably unaware of what Twitter was.

      “I think you heard someone’s phone notification,” she explained. Then she glanced outside at the acres of land surrounding Frank’s small cabin. “Were you in town when you heard it?”

      He shook his head. “Sitting right out there like I always do when I’m drinking my morning coffee and reading the paper.” He pointed to the modest back deck that looked out over a small meadow leading into the forest. An old rocking chair sat in one corner. “Saturday morning, I think. It was right before I called in that car fire.”

      “You were the one to report that fire?” Hadley sat forward.

      “Yep. Heard the weird bird in the forest and then saw the flames.” He smiled in a self-satisfied way. “It’s a good thing some people around here are early risers.”

      “That’s pretty early, Frank.” Hadley blinked.

      “Every day. Four o’clock on the dot. Can’t break it after working for the post office for three decades.”

      Hadley forgot Frank used to be the postman around town before Pete took over. “So you heard a Twitter notification in the woods just before you noticed the fire …” She tapped her fingers on her leg as she thought.

      The woods outside Frank’s place were the same stretch they’d been searching in for Lionel. They were the same woods the killer would’ve had to walk through in order to get back to town. It seemed like too much of a coincidence.

      Luke walked in. “Any more light bulbs out?”

      Frank shook his head.

      “I’m going to look at the dishwasher, but I might have to come back later with parts.” He checked in with Hadley to make sure she was okay waiting. She nodded.

      “Can I get you a glass of juice?” Frank’s eyes lit up like he’d just remembered he had something to share.

      “Sure.” Hadley moved to stand. “But I can get it, Frank.”

      He grumbled, “Nonsense. I’m the host.” He set Lionel down and walked into the other room.

      Hadley tapped at her phone while he was in the other room.

      She texted Suze.

      
        
          
            
              
        Any news on the gun? Is it the murder weapon?

      

      

      

      

      

      She set her phone down as Frank came back with the glass of juice. She thanked him and took the glass carefully, feeling her phone buzz next to her on the couch.

      Trying to take a sip and glance nonchalantly at her phone, Hadley read the text from Suze.

      
        
          
            
              
        Definitely the gun that was used to kill Nathan. And guess who it belongs to?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hadley gritted her teeth in frustration. Was Suze really going to make her guess? Just as she was about to get annoyed with Suze, another text came through. Hadley couldn’t hide her reaction from Frank. She gasped, and he looked over in question.

      But she couldn’t stop staring at the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Herbert DeCrona. His wife Jackie owns the flower shop we visited in Cascade Ridge the other day.
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      The grandfather clock in the corner of Frank’s living room ticked loudly in the silence. It seemed to pulse in Hadley’s ears, along with her rising heartbeat.

      She stared at the text where Suze had named the owner of the gun. “But they’re on vacation,” Hadley said aloud. Kate had said her boss had been on vacation for a week.

      Luke walked back inside at that moment, and Hadley stood.

      “I’m so sorry, Frank, but we have to get going.” She widened her eyes at Luke so he would know it was serious.

      Frank seemed like he could not care less as he stroked Lionel. He had everything he needed once more. The big cat took up the man’s entire lap and looked happier than Hadley had ever seen him.

      “Thank you so much for finding Lionel,” Frank said, smiling up at them gratefully.

      “We’re glad we could help.” Luke waved at the man, and then added, “I’m going to have to get some parts for your dishwasher. I’ll stop by this weekend to fix it and get those potholes in your driveway filled.”

      Frank put up a hand in his own wave.

      Outside, Hadley grabbed Luke’s arm and clutched tight.

      “They figured out who owned the gun?” Luke asked.

      She nodded. “The husband of the woman who owns the flower shop in Cascade Ridge. Suze and I visited the other day and heard all about how the roof had to be replaced. We didn’t think of her anymore because she was on vacation and had been for days before Nathan was killed, but …”

      They got into Hadley’s car, Luke in the driver’s seat as he saw she was busy pulling up something on her phone. She typed in Jackie DeCrona and looked for any social media accounts. The woman had an Instagram account.

      Hadley clicked on the link, and it opened to the tiles of pictures. She scrolled down to see pictures of turquoise water and white sand. Clicking on the first photo, one of Jackie and a man, who had to be Herbert, on a beach, she read the caption: Herbie and me in Hawaii for some much needed R and R.

      “Huh,” Hadley said, showing Luke the picture. “She really is on vacation.” She shook her head. “How …?” It made no sense.

      Suddenly her phone rang. It was Suze.

      “Are you checking her Instagram too?” Suze asked.

      “Yeah. Confusing.” Hadley heard road noise in the background. “Where are you?”

      “Heading up to the DeCronas' house in Cascade Ridge to see if there are any signs of a break-in. The killer might’ve left fingerprints behind.” Suze sounded excited. “This being forced to stay in Paul’s sight is actually turning out to be a good thing.”

      Hadley heard her brother grumble something.

      “You did too force me. But I’m happy to tag along now that we’re seeing some action.” She laughed. “Had and Luke should probably join us, don’t you think?” Suze asked.

      More grumbling from Paul.

      “He says absolutely. I’ll text you the address.” Suze made a kiss noise into the phone before hanging up. A few seconds later, Hadley got a text with the address. She put it into her maps app and directed Luke where to go as he headed up to Cascade Ridge.

      As he drove, Hadley continued to scroll through Jackie’s Instagram. She checked the date each was posted. It just didn’t make sense. Until she scrolled down much further and stopped. She sucked in a breath.

      “What?” Luke asked, keeping his eyes on the road.

      She moved the phone closer to her face just to be sure, then clicked back to the first picture she’d looked at. “I think she might be faking it.”

      “How?” Luke asked.

      Hadley was tempted to show him but didn’t want to distract him while he was driving.

      “The pictures she just posted this week are almost identical to the ones she took on a Hawaii vacation about two years ago. The only difference is her bathing suit and maybe Herbert’s sunglasses. I wonder if she could be pretending to post new pictures because she never really left town.”

      Luke lifted his eyebrows. “That would be a great way to fake an alibi.”

      By the time they pulled up to the DeCrona household twenty minutes later, Hadley had herself convinced that’s what Jackie, the mastermind murderer, had done. The DeCrona house wasn’t hard to spot since Paul’s truck and Kevin’s cruiser were already parked there. A few neighbors were standing on their porches, peering out to see what was going on.

      Hadley and Luke got out of the car, Hadley rushing over to where Paul and Kevin stood talking to Grayson Chambers.

      Paul nodded a hello at her and jabbed a thumb toward Grayson. “He lives next door. Said they’ve been gone for …” Paul regarded Grayson.

      “Ten days,” Grayson said.

      Hadley hated to sound stupid and sleuthy in front of the possible new sheriff, but she couldn’t hold in what she knew. “I think maybe they’re only pretending to be gone,” she said, holding her phone out to show the pictures. “See this shot of them in Hawaii last week?” Everyone around nodded. “Well, it’s almost identical to this same one from two years ago.” Hadley looked around the circle. “I think it’s possible they’re reusing old photographs and posting them as new ones to make it appear like they’re gone when they really aren’t.”

      “I haven’t seen or heard anything odd,” Grayson said, squinting as he seemed to contemplate something. “Nothing that would suggest a break-in or the DeCronas coming back early from their trip.”

      Paul sighed. “I’d love to get a team in there to fingerprint, all the same.”

      Grayson held up a hand. “Let me call Judge Hawthorne. She owes me a favor.” He pulled out his phone and stepped away from the group.

      Paul, Hadley, Luke, and Suze shared an impressed nod. Kevin sniffed, obviously a little annoyed. Hadley was sure it was because Kevin had his sights set on becoming sheriff one day. McKay was getting up toward retirement years, but if Grayson got elected, he was a lot younger and could hold the job a lot longer, messing with Kevin’s plans. As much as Hadley felt for Paul’s partner, she also hated McKay and knew the county needed someone who wasn’t so crotchety and corrupt.

      While they waited, a two-toned whistle rang through the street. Hadley stiffened. Frank had heard that same sound in the woods the morning of the car fire. Kevin pulled out his phone and glanced at the screen. Hadley’s posture deflated. So many people had the app installed on their phones that it wouldn’t be an effective way to single out the killer.

      Grayson rejoined the group. “We’ve got it. A deputy is bringing it over right now.”

      Paul shook Grayson’s hand, landing a hefty slap on his back in thanks. “That’s amazing. Thank you.”

      When the warrant arrived, Paul and Kevin went to start on the fingerprinting.

      “Does Paul always bring his family on cases?” Grayson asked through a chuckle.

      Suze shook her head. “Someone threatened me by keying my car yesterday, and he doesn’t want to leave me alone. Hadley, too, since she’s been sleuthing with me. We must’ve upset the killer.”

      Surprise wrote itself across Grayson’s face. Hadley cringed, hoping this wouldn’t make Paul look bad in front of his possible future boss.

      “We just stumbled upon a few interesting tidbits while we were doing wedding planning and knew we had to share them with Paul.” Hadley waved a dismissive hand in an it was nothing gesture. She definitely didn’t want Grayson knowing their propensity for getting involved in Paul’s cases.

      “Small towns,” he said. “You can learn a lot by just paying attention to the right people.”

      Paul and Kevin came out of the house a few minutes later.

      “They’re finishing up here,” Paul said, “which means we can get a move on it. It’ll be a bit before we get any results back from the lab.”

      “We can run their credit cards while we wait,” Kevin said.

      “And call the hotel and ask for their room,” Paul suggested to Kevin.

      Grayson cleared his throat. “Well, I should probably get back to my microwave dinner.” He chuckled. “I guess I miss being part of investigations more than I thought.”

      “Hopefully you’ll be back at it soon if the election goes the right way.” Suze crossed her fingers.

      “Right.” Grayson crossed his and waved goodbye as he went to his house.

      The group met back at the sheriff’s office in Stoneybrook. Paul and Kevin went together so they could check into the credit cards and call the DeCronas in Hawaii. Luke, Hadley, and Suze stopped on the way back to grab coffees and sandwiches for everyone from Wendy’s café for dinner. The sheriff’s office was empty, everyone having gone home for the night. Before long, the five of them were sitting around the conference table, eating and chatting.

      “The DeCronas' hotel confirmed that they checked in ten days ago,” Kevin summarized. “The pictures must look the same because they go to the same place each time they visit. Their credit cards are also full of charges from Hawaii. I left a message on Herbert’s phone asking him to call me back, that it was about their house, but I haven’t heard anything back from him yet.”

      “So they’re probably not faking the trip,” Suze said, sounding deflated as it sounded likely there was one more suspect off the list.

      “Probably not.” Paul placed his hand over hers and squeezed tight.

      “Okay, so we’ve got Bob Barrow,” Hadley recapped in between bites. “He threatened Nathan in Seven Stones and left right when he did.”

      Kevin nodded. “He claims he walked around town to cool off, then drove back to Cascade Ridge right away, but doesn’t have anyone who saw him, so he could’ve easily followed Nathan down to the river trail.”

      “And we have eyewitnesses that say he was walking in the direction of the trail around the time of the murder.” Paul stood and scrawled Bob’s name on the board, writing Motive and Opportunity next to it.

      “Don’t forget that two containers of lighter fluid are missing from his restaurant,” Suze said.

      “Or how he called in ‘sick’ the following morning,” Hadley pointed out, and Paul added the word Means next to Bob’s name.

      “Do we think there’s any validity to what Samantha told us about Nathan saying he had someone on the inside?” Suze asked. “What if he was working with someone who is in the department?”

      Kevin and Paul frowned at each other.

      “McKay’s history is definitely not squeaky clean,” Kevin said. “But he’s the one who brought Nathan in.”

      “Could’ve been the best way to erase suspicion that they were working together,” Luke said.

      Paul shook his head. “McKay was with three deputies that evening at a stakeout for a drug deal. There’s no way he’s the killer. I can’t speak to whether he could’ve taken a bribe from Nathan to tamper with evidence.” He shuffled his feet as if he was worried his boss would find out he was speaking ill of him.

      Seeing his discomfort, Luke changed the subject. “Someone obviously broke into the DeCronas' house and stole Herbert’s gun. Maybe we should start there,” Luke suggested.

      Paul sighed. “There aren’t any more of Nathan’s victims in that neighborhood. Beyond that, it could’ve been any number of people he scammed who live in the valley.”

      “We can’t forget that the killer has to have access to Bob’s root beer candies too,” Suze pointed out. Then she shook her head. “That could also be anyone in the valley. This is impossible.” Her body slumped in her chair as if her only option was to give up.

      Paul’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and studied the screen. His gaze flicked to Kevin. “Grayson just texted that he remembered seeing Bob Barrow over at the DeCronas' a few weeks ago. They’re friends. Bob could’ve taken advantage of the fact that they’re out of town and taken Herbert’s gun.”

      “Or they all worked together,” Kevin suggested.

      Paul grabbed his keys. “I think we need to pay Bob another visit.”

      Kevin nodded and moved to the door.

      Paul turned to Luke, Hadley, and Suze. “You three stay here. I’ll lock the door on my out. Keep thinking through clues if you can.”

      “We will.” Suze kissed him when he leaned down on his way past. “Stay safe.”
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      Now that Paul and Kevin were gone, Hadley took over the whiteboard duties. She stood, grabbing one of the dry-erase markers.

      “Let’s try looking at this a different way.” She erased what Paul had written and started drawing circles. In the first one, she wrote Scam, then Seven Stones, then Barbecue Pit, and finally DeCrona Gun. “Let’s go through everyone who was connected to these things.”

      After half an hour, they had a large cluster of names in each circle. Hadley tapped the marker on her open palm as she studied the board. A two-toned bird whistle came from the desks outside of the conference room.

      Hadley froze.

      It was the same Twitter notification sound Frank had heard in the woods.

      “What?” Suze asked. “You’ve gone all pale, like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Hadley swallowed. “That sound. When Luke and I were at Frank’s, he mentioned hearing it in the woods the morning the car was set on fire. He thought it was a bird, but I’m pretty sure it was a cell phone.”

      “The murderer would’ve had to cut through the woods behind Frank’s house to get back to town.” Luke ran his palm along his jawline as he thought.

      Suze peeked her head out of the conference room. “Kevin left his phone on his desk. They left in such a hurry, he must’ve forgotten it.”

      Hadley’s heartbeat quickened. Luke sat up straight. Suze’s eyes grew wide as what she’d said sank in.

      “Kevin?” they all whispered at the same time.

      “Samantha said Nathan had an inside man in the sheriff’s department.” Suze grimaced as she connected the dots.

      “But he’s Kevin,” Hadley said. “He’s the most by-the-book officer we know.”

      Luke agreed. “It couldn’t be him. Plus, a lot of people have the Twitter app.”

      Suze and Hadley gawked at him.

      “You have Twitter?” Suze asked through a smirk.

      He shrugged. “It’s great for sports scores and trades.” His cheeks reddened in embarrassment.

      “I heard Kevin’s phone make the sound earlier at the DeCronas',” Hadley said.

      As if it had a mind of its own and had heard Hadley mention it, Kevin’s phone rang at that moment. The three of them looked at each other. Suze left the conference room and came back with Kevin’s cell phone in her hand. She set it on the table just as it stopped ringing.

      “Luke brings up a good point,” Hadley said, pulling her attention away from Kevin’s phone. “So many people have the app.” She tapped the marker on the table. “I just can’t get past this whole connection with the sheriff’s department. Nathan could’ve been bluffing, but Samantha said she felt sure that he wasn’t worried about a long sentence?” Hadley motioned to Suze, who’d been the one to hear that information.

      Suze nodded. “She was adamant that he thought he was going to get an easy sentence.”

      “Kevin couldn’t have helped with that,” Luke said. “He and Paul weren’t working on Nathan’s case, so they wouldn’t have had access to the evidence—if the way he was planning on doing that was tampering with the evidence.”

      That made Hadley feel better.

      “McKay did, though,” Suze pointed out.

      Sighing, Hadley said, “But don’t you feel like the man learned his lesson from all of that stuff with Mayor Whitmore? He’s been really straight since then.”

      “Besides arresting me for a murder I didn’t commit,” Suze said through a snort.

      “Right,” Hadley conceded, “but if he was worried about reelection, it wouldn’t help him let Nathan go free with a light sentence. He was going to have to hope Nathan got the book thrown at him and that he would have to pay back the money he stole.”

      “Good thinking.” Luke snapped his fingers together. “So who else in the department could’ve had enough power to help Nathan out?”

      Hadley studied the board. She almost choked as she sucked in a surprised breath.

      “What?” Suze stood next to her.

      Pointing at the board, she said, “What if it’s not someone who has power yet, but is expecting to very soon?”

      Luke sat forward. “Grayson?”

      Hadley moved toward the board. “Remember, he was at Seven Stones that night. He left right after Bob. At the time, I thought it was so he could keep an eye on Bob, make sure he didn’t do anything stupid, but maybe he was going after Nathan himself.”

      Suze nodded. “And his campaign office is in the same complex as the Barbecue Pit. Remember Jacques had all of those candies in his drawer because he said he ate there for lunch all the time?”

      Hadley did. “He said the smell of the barbecue is too tempting for people around the area. We even saw Grayson eating there on one of our trips in. He could’ve stolen the lighter fluid to use on the fire.”

      Kevin’s phone beeped from where it sat on the conference room table. Suze leaned forward to look at the screen.

      “This is Herbert DeCrona,” Suze read aloud. “I got your message, but I’m on vacation. We won’t be back until early next week. If there’s something you need in our house, my neighbor Grayson Chambers has been looking after our plants and has a key. He can help you.” Suze read the last couple of lines quickly and without a break. She gasped for breath at the end.

      Luke laughed. “And he has a key to the DeCronas' house.” Luke pointed to the last circle. “He also could’ve stolen the gun while they were out of town. It’s got to be him.”

      Hadley scratched at the side of her nose. “But why would he kill Nathan? What’s his motive?”

      “I say we let Paul figure that out once he takes Grayson in for questioning,” Suze said, tapping on her phone screen.

      “I can’t let that happen.” Grayson Chambers stepped into the conference room, pointing a gun straight at the group.

      Suze dropped her phone. Luke stood, pushing Hadley and Suze behind him.

      “Hey, man. Watch it.” Luke held up his hands.

      “How’d you get in here?” Hadley asked.

      He patted his pocket where a set of keys jangled. “I’ve got friends around here.”

      “Not for very much longer once they find out what you did to Nathan,” Suze said with a snort.

      Grayson sneered. “Did to Nathan? I didn’t do anything. That stupid man did this all to himself. He couldn’t keep his mouth shut about his sentence, and while everyone else was worried he might walk free, I started to wonder if the weasel was going to flip on me.”

      “You were part of the insurance scam?” Hadley asked.

      “I guess you could say I was since Nathan was funding my run for sheriff. I was going to look the other way as long as he paid me off, but then stupid, bumbling McKay had to go and arrest Nathan.” Grayson tsked. “I would’ve gotten away with it too, if only I’d been able to go back for that gun. I stashed it there, ready to return it once everything died down, but every time I tried, you were there walking around in the forest.” He motioned the gun toward Hadley.

      Luke moved slightly to stay in front of her, his jaw tightening in anger.

      Thank you, Lionel, Hadley thought. But she couldn’t be too thankful at the moment. This didn’t look good for them.

      “Once I realized you had found the gun, I knew I had to come here and appeal to your better senses.” Grayson smiled a fake politician’s grin. “You’re smart people, after all. I just had to get rid of Paul and Kevin with that fake clue about Bob.” He sniffed out a laugh. “I almost thought I was off the hook there. You guys weren’t even close … until you were.” His expression darkened.

      Luke cleared his throat. “So what’s your plan here, Grayson? You can’t kill all of us.” His attention moved to the gun clutched in Grayson’s hands. “I’m guessing that’s your own personal gun, not someone else’s this time.”

      Grayson laughed. “Good eye, Fenton.” He shook his head. “I’m not going to kill you, as long as you agree with my conditions. But I needed a little insurance in case you don’t take my offer.”

      “Offer?” Suze asked from behind Luke.

      “I’m a shoo-in for sheriff in the upcoming election. I’ll have enough power to give you whatever you want.” He cleared his throat. “More specifically, whatever Paul wants. Word around the department is that McKay’s threatening to transfer him, and this isn’t the first time. If you help me get elected, all of those worries go away. I can give him a raise. Money under the table to keep quiet. Whatever he needs, it’s his.”

      The sound of a gun being cocked rang through the office, and Grayson’s smug expression dropped into a frown.

      “Paul already has everything he needs.” Paul stepped behind Grayson. “Now, drop your weapon.”

      Another gun cocked, and Kevin moved to stand next to Paul.

      Grayson’s jaw tightened, and he slowly lowered the gun to the floor. Luke tensed, moving Hadley and Suze back a few steps as he did so.

      “Kick it away,” Paul said.

      Once Grayson did, Paul and Kevin rushed forward, handcuffing the man and reading him his rights.

      Suze smirked. “Sorry, Grayson. I forgot to mention that I already texted Paul that we thought you were the murderer and he agreed. That’s what you get for keying my car,” she said sweetly.

      Grayson sneered at her as Kevin and Paul took him away, calling for backup on their radios. Hadley, Suze, and Luke slumped against the wall. Hadley’s fingers linked with Luke’s as they all melted to the floor.

      They were safe. Finally.
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      TWO WEEKS LATER …

      A single, happy tear streamed down Hadley’s cheek as Hazel walked Suze down the aisle toward Paul.

      It had been a week full of being so happy she could cry. Just yesterday, before the rehearsal dinner, Hadley had gotten the keys back to her jam shop. The leak was fixed as were her wall and subflooring. It was “better than new” her landlord had said as he’d walked her through the sparkling kitchen with a brand new sink. She was going to have to work overtime to catch up with her jam production, but it was worth it.

      That could all wait until Monday. Today, she was focused on witnessing two of the people she loved most declare their love for each other.

      The week couldn’t possibly get better. Hadley sniffed, hoping her makeup wasn’t running, but was glad Jacques had already done all the formal pictures before the ceremony.

      Speaking of Jacques, he was crouched behind the altar, taking pictures of Suze’s approach from different angles. He’d been right about his ability to make people pose. Even Paul had gotten into the show of it all, and she was sure the pictures were going to be stunning.

      Her brother stood proud and tall in a navy suit that looked perfectly tailored to him. She thought she caught a whisper of a tear in the corner of his eye too.

      Luke stood behind him in a matching suit. His blond hair was slicked back in a way that reminded her of how he dressed when he visited his company in Seattle. He caught her eye and winked, sending her a handsome smile.

      They stood before a wood altar Hadley and Paul’s father had carved for the occasion. It had been positioned so it was facing the very end of the Cascade Valley. Peaceful ponds reflected the magnificent snowcapped mountains just beyond them. Birds chirped in the spring sunshine.

      The day couldn’t have been more beautiful. It was as if all the stars had aligned to bring Paul and Suze the day they deserved.

      Hadley turned her attention to Suze as she and Hazel stopped in front of the altar. Suze had picked a knee-length wedding dress that was so perfect for her, Hadley almost couldn’t bear it. It had lace along the hem and a sweetheart neckline along the top, extending into small cap sleeves that made Suze’s shoulders appear delicate. Her curls were pinned haphazardly in a way that made her look like she’d been out in a meadow picking flowers all day and just happened to wander into a wedding.

      Hazel turned to Suze and kissed her cheek. She squeezed her hands, blew a kiss to Paul, and then turned to sit down. The guests followed suit, and the sound of someone blowing their nose echoed through the rows of chairs.

      “Sorry,” Kitty called out in a way-too-loud voice.

      Laughs tittered through the crowd.

      Pastor Ivy nodded and started reading her prepared speech. “There are many kinds of love. There’s the love of your family ...”

      Hadley located her mom and dad, holding hands in the front row. Next to them sat Gran, Kitty, and Fay.

      “There’s the love that forms between great friends,” Pastor Ivy continued.

      At this, Hadley caught Suze’s eye. They beamed at each other.

      “There’s love at first sight, people who fall into each other’s lives just at the right time, or those who wait until their time.”

      Hadley blew a discreet kiss to Luke, knowing how long he’d waited for her.

      “The kind we’re here to celebrate today is the love that spans decades, that grows. It starts out as friendship and is built upon shared experiences. But then one day, it grows into something surprising—sometimes even for the two people in question.” At this, the crowd laughed. “I remember watching the James twins run amok in this town.” Pastor Ivy smiled up at Paul and then shot Hadley a similar grin. “The only thing more constant than their togetherness was the knowledge that a little curly-headed Suzanne would bop around with them.” With a smile over her shoulder at Luke, she added, “And often, a little toe-headed Mr. Fenton. And while I love all types of love, as a local, it’s always so fun to see this kind. The kind that has grown over a lifetime, that grew stronger than we ever imagined—or hoped. Because, and I know I’m not alone, I can tell you this town definitely hoped.”

      At that line, the audience clapped in agreement.

      Her speech done, Pastor Ivy moved on with the ceremony. Paul and Suze recited their vows, kissed, and were finally introduced as husband and wife. The crowd cheered so loud, Hadley was sure the people of Cascade Ridge heard it all the way up the valley.

      Luke settled next to Hadley with a plate full of food after they’d gone through the buffet line. Seven Stones’ food and drinks were a hit. They spent the next hour eating and laughing and smiling as the crowd clinked their glasses for a kiss. Each time, Paul and Suze were more than happy to oblige.

      Then it was time for Mickie’s cake. It turned out gorgeous. She’d created a Monet-inspired floral pattern. The buttercream frosting came out looking exactly like oil paint as it cascaded around the three-tiered cake.

      Hadley even went back for a second slice. She heard Grayson’s name mentioned in a few conversations as she made her way back to her seat. Talk of Nathan and Grayson had mostly died down in the weeks that had followed Grayson’s arrest, but it had picked up as of late because of Grayson’s trial coming up. It wasn’t nearly as much buzz as that which had surrounded Nathan’s trial. Grayson’s, for one, held none of the rumors about him getting off with a slightly lighter sentence.

      Grayson was the one who had paid Nathan’s bail. He’d sent the cash to a bondsman, so it wouldn’t be tied to him, but he needed Nathan to be out of custody in order to kill him. If Grayson was convicted in a few days, the bail money would be placed in a fund from which the victims of the scam could apply for settlements. They’d also recovered a large sum of cash from Nathan’s apartment with the help of Samantha—the very stash she’d been trying to find when she’d attempted to break in. In the end, she’d been happy to share it with the other victims, having learned her lesson about trying to steal it back for herself.

      Lionel was also doing well. Luke had gone over to Frank's twice to help around the house. He’d already fixed the dishwasher, the potholes, and had chopped enough wood to keep Frank warm for months.

      The wedding guests partied outside until it became too dark, then moved into the large barn, where there was dancing and more celebrating to be had. And then it came time for Suze and Paul to leave at the end of the night.

      Suze hugged Hadley so tight, kissing her on the cheek. “Thank you for being my best friend.”

      Hadley teared up again. “Not just your best friend, anymore,” she said.

      They laughed together and said, “Sisters,” before squeezing each other into one more hug.

      And even though Hadley was going to say goodbye for the weekend Paul and Suze were taking away as a short honeymoon, she no longer had to worry about them moving to the other side of the state. McKay had been happy enough that Paul had solved the case, but he was thrilled that it had also meant his rival was out of the running, and headed for prison, if the trial went as planned.

      As the newlyweds ran through a line of sparklers, Suze let out an excited yelp. At the end of the line, waiting to take them to the airport for their honeymoon, was her Mini Cooper all cleaned up, with new paint. She covered her mouth with her hands before climbing inside.

      After they drove away, the Stoneybrookians went back to the reception area to help clean up. Just as with everything else, they worked together, everyone pitching in. It was just what small towns did, and Hadley couldn’t have been more grateful to live in one.

      Luke threaded his fingers through Hadley’s once it was time to leave.

      “Ever think you might want to do all of this again?” Luke asked her as they walked out to his truck.

      Hadley wet her lips as she glanced over at Luke. While she’d been married once, Luke hadn’t, and she knew it was something he hoped for in his future. A smile spread across her face as she watched him nervously glance down at his shoes.

      “If it was with the right guy, I think so,” she said.

      Luke’s gaze flicked up to meet hers. He stopped walking, his blue eyes bright. Then he bent forward like he was going to get down on one knee right there in the parking lot.

      Hadley laughed. “Not now,” she said. “Someday.”

      Luke chuckled and stood up straight. “I know. I was just kidding. I don’t even have the ring on me right now.”

      “Right now?” Hadley’s lips parted in surprise.

      Luke winked and kept walking toward the truck.

      “You said 'right now,' like you have a ring already?” Hadley jogged after him, cursing the heels she’d worn for the wedding. “Luke Fenton, answer me,” she called after him.

      But Luke just grinned in that wonderful, familiar, handsome way of his, stopping just in front of her. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into a long kiss.

      “You’ll find out … someday,” he said.
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      ROSEMARY CHICKEN

      Recipe credit: Chef Aaron Crisp, former owner of Ruby’s on Bainbridge Island, WA

      

      INGREDIENTS

      4 oz of fresh, local butter

      2 7-oz boneless chicken breasts

      4 oz minced onion

      1 tsp garlic

      4 sprigs fresh rosemary

      2 tsp balsamic vinegar

      ½ Bosc pear

      2 oz Marsala

      2 oz concentrated apple juice

      Salt and pepper to taste

      

      INSTRUCTIONS

      1. Heat an 8” sauté pan to medium heat. Add 2 oz of butter.

      2. Sear the chicken breasts smooth sides down first, then turn over and sear bottom sides.

      3. Add onion, garlic, 10 slices of pear, and rosemary sprigs. Sauté until garlic browns.

      4. Deglaze pan with marsala and reduce.

      5. Add apple juice and vinegar and reduce.

      6. Place pear slices in a fan on top of chicken breasts and put on plates.

      7. Finish the sauce by quickly reducing any excess liquid, and whisk in 2 oz of butter to tighten it up.

      8. Season with salt and pepper to taste, and remove the rosemary sprigs.

      9. Chef recommends serving with a side of polenta and sautéed green beans a la Provençal.

      

  




CRISPY SMASHED POTATOES

      INGREDIENTS

      2 pounds small red or yellow potatoes (Golf-ball sized works best, but a little bigger than that is fine too.)

      Fine sea salt, to taste

      4 tablespoons olive oil, divided

      Freshly ground black pepper, to taste

      Crushed red pepper flakes (optional)

      

      INSTRUCTIONS

      1. To prepare the potatoes, scrub them clean if dirty and rinse under running water. Remove and discard any nubby sprouting areas. Place the potatoes in a large Dutch oven or soup pot.

      2. Fill the pot with water until the potatoes are submerged and covered by 1 inch of additional water. Generously salt the water. Bring the mixture to a boil over medium-high heat and continue cooking until the potatoes are very easily pierced through by a fork. (Smaller potatoes are done around 20 minutes, and medium around 25 minutes.)

      3. While the potatoes cook, preheat the oven to 450 degrees Fahrenheit and line a rimmed baking sheet with parchment paper.

      4. When the potatoes are done boiling, drain them in a large colander and let them cool for about 5 minutes, until they can be handled safely.

      5. Evenly distribute the potatoes over the prepared baking sheet, and use the bottom of a glass jar to smash each potato to a height of about ½ inch. (Thinner potatoes are more crispy.)

      6. Drizzle olive oil generously over the smashed potatoes. Season with salt and pepper. Add crushed red pepper flakes too if you like a little heat.

      7. Bake until the potatoes are nice and golden on the edges, about 25 to 30 minutes.

      8. Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Return to Stoneybrook for the next mystery in the series, A PATCHWORK CASE!
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        Get your copy today!

      

        

      
        This case has Stoneybrook on pins and needles …

      

        

      
        The pink-and-white awning of Stoneybrook’s newest shop, Patchwork Quilts, has locals seeing red. Regardless of the warm welcome the town gave her, Mabel Bailey seems bent on sewing the seeds of competition with Frannie’s Quilt Stop. Slashing prices is one thing, but stealing quilt designs is a crafting faux pas.

      

        

      
        When Hadley finds Mabel dead in her quilt shop, the townspeople have to face the terrible truth that one of their own might have taken her out. Or was she running from someone in her past? Honestly, the Stoneybrook rumor mill is out of control, and Hadley’s having a hard time figuring out the truth.

      

        

      
        With Paul out of town, and Kevin preoccupied with his campaign for sheriff, Hadley might be the only one who can solve this case. But is even Hadley unprepared for the dark reasoning behind Mabel’s death? Because it’s about to get even worse than it seams.

      

        

      
        Recipes included: Meyer lemon marmalade and bergamot-honey syrup.

      

        

      
        Get your copy today!

      

      

      Join Eryn Scott’s mailing list to learn about new releases and sales!
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