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      Hadley James grinned as her grandmother completed a sale at the jam shop register.

      “Oh sure! Give me two more of those,” the customer said, grabbing more money from her wallet. “I’ll take some of those pickled snap peas you raved about too.”

      Gran added the items to the woman’s bag and nodded. “You’ll be glad. Leaving here with just one jar is the quickest road to regret, in my opinion.”

      The customer laughed and paid. “Thank you for saving me, Millie. It was great to meet you.” She smiled at Gran, then turned to Hadley before exiting the shop. “You hold on to this saleswoman. She’s golden.”

      “The very best,” Hadley agreed, waving at the happy customer.

      Gran always said it was one of her favorite pastimes to brag about her grandchildren, and her enthusiasm showed. It was precisely the reason Hadley had hired her to work in the new retail side of her jam kitchen. The word hired remained relative, as Gran refused to let Hadley pay her in anything but jars of jam.

      At the stovetop, Hadley pulled an elastic band out from her pocket and put her hair into a messy bun. She leaned forward over the boiling hot water bath. Her eyelids fluttered closed as she let the steam waft over her face. Being the middle of summer, the kitchen was a sauna even with the back and front doors propped open to create a cross breeze. The steam only added to the sweat gathering on her face. She figured it was moot at that point.

      Gran shook her head as she pushed through the swinging half door that separated the kitchen from the retail area. “The juice that customer was sipping on was the seventh of its kind I’ve seen today.”

      “I know.” Hadley blinked. “I thought the juice craze had hit its peak a couple days ago, but I was clearly wrong.”

      “I’ll never understand these fads.” Gran tsked.

      “Yeah, but it’s nice to see a new business in town doing so well.”

      Hadley had yet to try anything from Power Juice. In fact, she hadn’t even stepped foot in the new shop down the street. They kept running out of supplies and had to close early most days before Hadley could get away from her own shop.

      “I try not to jump on bandwagons, if I can help it.” Gran raised a gray eyebrow.

      Hadley returned the gesture with her dark brown one. She put a hand on her hip as Gran settled onto a stool across from her and pulled out a laptop.

      Gran scoffed, “Well, except this one. Technology isn’t a fad, I suppose. I’m just late to netting the web, or is it webbing the net?”

      Pressing her lips together to hide a smile at her grandmother’s sweetness, Hadley nodded. “Good for you, Gran.”

      “Not all good, I’m afraid,” she said, putting on her readers and peering at the screen. “I think I got a virus the other day after downloading a knitting pattern.” She leaned back. “I should’ve known a free lace-shawl pattern was too good to be true. This thing’s been slow as molasses ever since.”

      “I could see if Suze will look at it. She’s good with computers since she’s on them so much.”

      Hadley’s best friend, besides being an amazing artist specializing in landscape watercolors, made most of her income off digital design jobs she got through her website.

      Gran’s fingers click-clacked across the keys in a slow and measured way. “Oh, thank you, dear. That’s sweet of you to offer, but … I think I may have …” A trumpeting sound came from the computer’s speakers. “It worked! My CPU Knight has come to my rescue. Look!” Gran pointed at the screen.

      “CPU Knight?” Hadley walked over and peered at the laptop.

      The cursor moved around on its own, clicking this and opening that. A virus scan began in the background as the mouse clicked open some files, deleting a few nefarious-looking downloads.

      Gran didn’t look away from the screen. “CPU is a fancy way of saying computer, dear. Don’t worry, I didn’t know either.”

      Hadley cleared her throat, but thought better about telling her grandmother that wasn’t what she’d been asking.

      Luckily, the older woman continued her explanation. “I found a flyer for the company on the community board hanging in the coffee shop. It said something like, ‘Not tech confident? We’ll do the work for you!’”

      “You mean someone else is doing this?”

      “Yep.” Gran beamed. “All I had to do was download one thing, then I just type my problem into the request field, press this Help button, wait for them to send me a quote for how much it will cost, and if I accept, the little fanfare trumpet sound tells me they’re taking care of it for me.”

      “Smart.” Hadley nodded, impressed.

      Stoneybrook was known for many things, but technology wasn’t one of them. In a town with so many people uncomfortable with computers, a business like this would be a gold mine. She checked the jars in the bath, noticing they were coming to the end of their time.

      “Just like new!” Gran flourished her hand in front of the screen. “Of course, this is a laptop your father handed down to me when he got his new one, so I don’t know how it behaved brand new, but it sure seems great now.” She grinned, absorbed.

      Seeing Gran was lost in the screen, Hadley focused on her jam. Just as she removed the jars from the boiling water bath with her canning tongs, her friend Luke Fenton walked in through the front door. He sported a summer tan—something unavoidable for a farmer. It made his sandy locks appear even lighter than usual and his blue eyes even sharper. Instead of his normal flannel button up and jeans, however, the man wore a T-shirt and shorts.

      At the sight of him, her body relaxed and tensed simultaneously. It was an odd sensation, and one she’d experienced much more since the two of them had gotten closer over the last few months. The relaxing part came from the fact that she’d known him her whole life and had counted him one of her best friends for most of that time. The tense part came from a conversation they’d had a few months back. Luke had told her about the feelings he’d had for her in high school. He hadn’t divulged if he still felt that way, nor had they revisited the conversation since.

      “Don’t you look casual.” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

      His mouth tipped up into its signature half grin. “I just finished three hours in a hot barn, working on that bucket-of-bolts tractor again. My shirt was soaked, and I was covered in dirt and grease. I ended up jumping in the river before showering.” He hooked his thumbs into his pockets. “You couldn’t pay me to put on jeans and a button up right now.”

      Hadley narrowed her eyes, trying to avoid picturing him peeling off a sweaty shirt. His eyes caught hers, as if he could read her mind. An electric spark—the kind that had been happening all too often lately—passed between them.

      “You’re not doing much better than me,” Luke said, swiping sweat from her forehead with his thumb.

      She shivered at his touch. “Uh—no, I was just standing over the steam.” Hadley laughed, eyeing Gran.

      As much as she wanted to talk to Luke about her feelings, and to ask him about his, this was not the time. In fact, that was why they’d gone so long without having the talk. Living in a small town meant there was never much privacy.

      Even though Gran appeared to be caught up in her web surfing, Hadley didn’t miss the sly glance she shot their way when Luke had reached forward and touched her.

      “You know,” Gran said, proving Hadley had been right about her split attention, “it is rather hot out there. Seems like it’s the perfect time to try out those refreshing juices everyone’s carrying around. I’d be happy to watch the shop while you do.”

      Hadley suppressed a wry laugh, seeing right through Gran’s act.

      “Yeah,” Luke said. “I haven’t tried any of it yet, but everyone and their mom has one out there.” He jabbed a thumb back at the pedestrian-filled sidewalks behind him on Main Street.

      They all paused, watching the foot traffic. He was right. Just about everyone held a clear cup filled with vibrant juice and topped with a colorful straw.

      At that moment, Luke’s mother, Annie, walked by holding a cup of her own.

      Luke’s head jerked back. “Actually, make that everyone and my mom.”

      The three of them burst out laughing.

      “That’s it. If Annie’s on the bandwagon too, I think we have to try this stuff, Luke.” Hadley untied her apron and put in on the hook behind her. She was glad she’d picked her trusty teal sundress today. Not only was it breezy and comfortable, but it also had pockets. She shoved some cash into one of them.

      “Agreed.” Luke nodded. “Plus, it doesn’t hurt that Simone, the owner, is getting most of her produce from our farm.”

      Hadley threw her hands up. “It’s official. We have to support her.” She eyed another round of people walking by, sipping on their different-colored juice concoctions. “Not that she needs more. She’s gotta be rolling in the dough.”

      “Can we get you something, Millie?” Luke turned to Hadley’s grandma.

      “Oh, like I told Hadley earlier, I’m trying out one new experience at a time. But thanks for the offer.” She turned back to her laptop.

      “We’ll be back in a few, Gran,” Hadley called over her shoulder.

      Stepping out onto Main Street felt akin to how Luke must have felt jumping into the river. The breeze rushing down the sidewalk was like heaven compared to the stuffy kitchen full of boiling pots and bubbling preserves.

      Hadley closed her eyes, letting out a relieved “ahhhh.”

      Luke’s hand settled on her lower back. “You know, I can talk to Tim about installing central air in your place,” he said. “It wouldn’t take me long at all.”

      This wasn’t the first time he’d mentioned talking with her landlord about putting in a different system that would keep the place cooler. It was, however, the first time she considered taking him up on it.

      “Let’s see how we feel after this life-changing juice.” She sent him a playful wink, hoping he knew she appreciated the offer.

      They threaded their way through the tourists and a few locals. “If we can get any.” Luke craned his neck to see the three blocks down where the new juice bar had opened. “The few times I’ve been by, there’s a line down the street or it’s closed because she’s run out of stock.”

      Hadley had experienced the same thing. She frowned at the building with the orange-and-white awning as they approached. It was dark.

      “Uh oh, looks like we’re out of luck.” She stopped short, sighing and contemplating making her own detour into the river to cool off now that the fresh juice wasn’t an option.

      Luke walked up to the door. “There’s a note saying she’s run out to grab more supplies. If you don’t mind waiting, it sounds like she’ll be right back.” He glanced back at Hadley. When she shrugged, he peered around the side of the building, into the alley. “Maybe she’s already ba—” His voice cut out.

      “Already what?” Hadley laughed, thinking he’d swallowed a bug or something, causing his voice to cut out. She walked over to make sure he wasn’t choking on whatever it was.

      Luke’s tan face went pale. Wide eyed, he looked from Hadley, back to the alley. He’d been right; Simone was back. And she stood over an unconscious woman.

      The woman on the ground was thin and pale with long, stringy black hair. She wore black jeans and a large, plain black T-shirt. An interesting choice for such a hot day.

      That could be why she passed out, Hadley thought. No. She’s not just unconscious, Hadley realized as she noticed the red marks encircling the young woman’s neck and her lifeless eyes.

      She was dead.

      Hadley gasped.

      Simone whirled around. “I swear I just found her like this.” Her voice wobbled, bouncing off the brick alleyway in broken, erratic echoes.

      Luke and Hadley stepped forward tentatively.

      Simone’s eyes were rimmed in white. “I’ve never seen her before in my life.”

      Hadley hadn’t either.

      She looked toward Luke. He shook his head to imply he also didn’t recognize her.

      As Luke called the police, only two things about the scene were clear: The woman must’ve been from out of town. And she’d made someone mad enough to kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      As per usual, the booths buzzed with gossip at the Saturday farmers market the following morning.

      Simone was the topic that weekend.

      Having moved there only a month prior, the wary townies still saw her as an outsider. The initiation period was what the ladies of the quilting society liked to call the first five years someone lived in Stoneybrook. They raised it to seven if the person lived over fifteen minutes outside of town.

      There was no telling how many years it would take to erase being found standing over a dead body.

      Unsettled as she remained, Hadley welcomed the market and its quiet sameness. The sun was already intense, and she said a silent thank you to her pop-up covering. It provided shade in the summer just as effectively as it kept off the rain in the fall and spring. Even so, those without coverage didn’t appear to be sweating yet. The market took place in the park next to the river, so the wind kicking up off the rushing water was still delightfully cool.

      Hadley sighed and looked toward the other side of her covering to the second table. While Hadley sold her Pretty Jam Good products each week, her best friend, Suze, brought all sizes of art to sell.

      The hulking frame sitting in the camp chair behind the table of watercolor paintings wasn’t Suze, though. It was Paul, Hadley’s twin brother and a local deputy sheriff. After finding the dead woman yesterday, his presence was comforting.

      “So no one recognized her? Not a single person?” Hadley asked, taking advantage of a rare occasion when they were both free of customers.

      Paul remained silent. His dark sunglasses and crossed arms made him appear menacing and might’ve even deterred someone from approaching, let alone talking to him. But Hadley’s brother was a big softie; his rough and tough exterior was just that.

      “I heard you couldn’t find a wallet, phone, or even purse on her anywhere,” she tried again.

      Paul raised his sunglasses and peered over at her. “Sorry, Had. Did you say something? I think I dozed off there for a second.”

      Snorting, Hadley nodded. “Yeah, I asked you a question. Did you get any sleep last night?”

      His large chest lifted and lowered in a sigh. “Not much.”

      Paul had been at the scene as soon as Luke had called and had worked into the night.

      “I asked if you’d had any luck identifying her yet,” Hadley repeated.

      “Nope. We ran her fingerprints, but there was no record of her in any system. We even checked all the missing persons databases for this area and everything surrounding. Nothing.” He ran a hand over his face and down his beard.

      Hadley didn’t have time to ask any other questions because Suze walked up. She came to a stop, standing on wobbly legs between the James twins. Her face was pale, her curly brown hair even more disheveled than normal, and she had the distinct appearance of someone who was about to throw up.

      “How’d it go?” Paul asked.

      He didn’t even wait for her to answer before getting up from the chair and pulling her into a hug. Paul gave great hugs. His giant hulk of a body engulfed you, and he always squeezed the right amount. Hadley had always thought it must’ve been what it felt like to be hugged by a bear—just one that wasn’t bent on killing you. The fact that Suze still looked ill after Paul let her go spoke of her condition.

      “Awful.” She shook her head, and a shiver convulsed through her. “But it’s done, and I hope it will help.”

      At Paul’s request, Suze had worked most of the morning to create a sketch of the young woman from the crime scene photos they’d taken yesterday. With no other identification, they would have to rely on posting a picture to see if anyone recognized her. The only pictures they had, however, were the post-mortem kind, and they weren’t about to paste those all over town or the internet.

      “Thanks for watching the booth.” Suze smiled up at him. “Hadley could’ve done it.” She shot Hadley a wink. They covered each other’s booths all the time.

      “I know. But you were doing me a terrible favor. I had to do something in return.” He mussed his dark hair. “Though I may have fallen asleep a few times, so I’m not sure how much I helped.”

      Suze put a hand on his chest and leaned her body into his. “I’m sure you were great. Now go get some coffee, or better yet, take a nap.”

      He let out a wry laugh. “I wish. I’ll be working on uploading the portrait you made to see if we get any hits, so it’ll have to be just the coffee.”

      Hadley’s gaze traveled over to the newest addition to the market, Simone’s Power Juice stand. “How do you even proceed in a case like this?” she asked.

      “Keep looking for clues,” Paul said. “Hope someone is searching for her and can give us information. Keep questioning people.” He shook his head as if he could hear how futile it all sounded.

      Hadley’s attention still hadn’t left the juice bar owner. Sure, Simone had sworn she’d never seen the woman before, but how much did they know about the newest resident of Stoneybrook?

      “Are you sure she had nothing to do with it?” Hadley asked, noticing her brother had followed her line of sight.

      “No. We never are until a case is closed. But she has a pretty solid alibi.”

      Both Hadley and Suze looked toward Paul expectantly.

      “She ran out of stock again, so instead of closing early like she’d been doing, she put a note on the door and ran out to Fenton Farms to grab replenishments. We have customers who saw her close up and drive away, and Jolee Fenton corroborated her story, saying she left only fifteen minutes before you and Luke found her in the alley.”

      It was a well-known fact that the drive from downtown to Fenton Farms took fifteen minutes, twelve if you sped. So even if she’d been pressing hard on her accelerator, Simone would’ve been hard pressed to strangle the stranger in the remaining few minutes.

      But if Hadley’s life had taught her anything, it was to never rule anything out.

      “Anyway”—Paul stretched his shoulders back—“I should get to work.”

      He leaned down and kissed Suze. Hadley smiled. Seeing her best friends happy was one thing, but seeing them find happiness together was something altogether wonderful. She glanced toward the end of the farmers market booths, to the Fenton Farms tables.

      Luke stood behind a stack of corn. He must’ve been already looking their way because when she met his gaze, he held a hand up in a wave. She waved back, wishing the gesture didn’t come with a side of rolling uncertainty in her gut.

      A big part of her wanted to throw caution to the wind and tell him how she felt. She’d almost done just that so many months before when he’d come clean about his feelings for her when they were younger.

      But as the gap between that conversation and now grew, the space only gave her doubts more room to flourish.

      He’d never actually said he still had feelings for her. Sure, he’d mentioned about how their relationship was strong enough to withstand their past issues and misunderstandings, but he could’ve been referring to friendship just as easily as something more.

      Plus, Hadley had already experienced a small-town love gone wrong. Her recent divorce sat fresh in her memory. She wasn’t about to go down that path again lightly. Luke had only recently become a part of her life again. Was she willing to risk his friendship if things didn’t work out?

      Just thinking about it made her shoulders tense with worry.

      In an effort to calm herself down, she pulled her attention from the Fenton’s booth and scanned the rest of the market. The weekly event was a yearlong staple in Stoneybrook. It was also one of Hadley’s favorite parts of her hometown.

      The grass appeared almost Technicolor green in the glimmering midmorning sun. Swallows swooped around the booths, skimming right next to people as they flew inches above the ground. The rushing sound of the Cascade River tumbled through the beech trees along the edge of the park.

      The tightness in her body melted away at the comfort of the peaceful market.

      Her focus returned to her own booth. Blinking, she realized Paul had left. She wasn’t sure how long ago that had been. Suze sat in her chair, staring out at the trees bending, leaves fluttering as a few strong gusts of wind whipped through the valley.

      They’d both been zoned out, but for very different reasons. While Hadley was concerned with her love life, Suze was obviously still thinking about the poor Jane Doe who’d been strangled outside the juice stand. The thought put her own woes into perspective. Her “He loves me... he loves me not” worries seemed downright silly in the face of a real tragedy.

      Hadley turned her body to face her friend. “How you doing, Suzie Q?” she asked, using the nickname Suze’s neighbor always called her.

      Another bout of shivers wracked Suze’s body for a moment, but then she turned blinking to face Hadley. “Oh, fine. I can’t help but let my mind run. You know?”

      Hadley did.

      “Like, if Paul and Kevin stayed up late checking all those missing persons databases and came up empty-handed, it means either the people who loved her have no idea she’s even missing yet, or…” Suze gulped. “Or there’s no one who loves her, no one who cares she’s gone.”

      “Yeah.” Hadley nodded somberly. “I can’t put my finger on which option is more heartbreaking.”

      Suze swallowed.

      Willing her downturned lips into a smile, Hadley leaned forward and put a hand on Suzanne’s arm.

      “You did your part to help. That’s huge. I’m so sorry you saw those pictures, but having the portrait out there could very well be the thing that gets Paul the answers he needs to solve the case and bring whoever did that to her to justice.”

      Suze gave her a half-hearted smile back. “I know. You’re right. I have to leave it in the hands of the sheriff’s department now.”

      Luckily, a new wave of customers came through at that moment, providing a wonderful distraction from their worries. But from the way silence crept back into the tent, sitting heavy and foreboding during any lull, Hadley suspected Suze was letting it go just about as well as she was.

      Someone in town had to know the young woman. The question was, were they the reason she was dead?
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      After the market closed that afternoon, Suze and Hadley loaded their leftover supplies into Hadley’s Jam Van.

      As they finished, Luke approached, hands shoved into his pockets. He looked like he was sixteen again, waiting for Hadley on the steps outside the high school commons. He was back in his regular worn jeans, work boots, and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

      “Hey.” Hadley smiled up at him, sliding the van door closed.

      He nodded to Suze and then met Hadley’s gaze. “Wanna take a walk?”

      Before Hadley could respond, Suze said, “Sure she does. I’ll come get my stuff later.” Blowing Hadley a kiss, she started walking back to her art studio.

      Both of their businesses were an easy walk from the park when they weren’t laden with all the setup materials needed for market day.

      Hadley almost laughed at her friend’s conspicuousness.

      Suze had heard all about Hadley’s confusing feelings for Luke. If anyone understood, it was Suze. She’d experienced the same conflict as she’d contemplated dating Paul last year. Still, she maintained that Paul made her the happiest she’d ever been, and she’d hate to see Hadley pass up her chance to experience the same.

      Turning from Suze’s retreating form, Hadley faced Luke. “I’d love to.” She smiled to cover up her racing mind.

      Luke gestured toward the river path. The rushing of the water settled Hadley’s nerves.

      “How’s the king of cats?” she asked.

      A few months ago, Luke had adopted one of his parents’ barn cats. From the sickly little kitten he’d been, Barnaby had grown into a sleek dark tabby who looked like he belonged in a jungle rather than Luke’s house. He was gorgeous and still growing. Hadley had dubbed him the king of cats the last time she’d seen him. She was sure her cat, Ansel, wouldn’t mind the title—he was more of a king of couches. And her youngest cat, Marmalade, was too busy holding the reigning title of queen of scratches and sneak attacks.

      “King Barnaby is good.” Luke’s mouth split into a grin.

      It was one of Hadley’s favorite things, to get him talking about his cat. She loved watching his face light up every time he or someone else mentioned the feline.

      “Remember how he used to jump onto my shoulders and perch there while I walked around the house?” Luke asked.

      Hadley laughed. The local vet had asked him if he’d adopted a kitten or a parrot the first time he’d brought Barnaby in for an appointment.

      “Well, I thought it was something he’d grow out of, but he hasn’t. He still jumps onto my shoulders every morning; he’s just a lot bigger now. Instead of perching like he used to, he stretches out like I’m wearing a cat scarf.”

      “That’s too adorable.” Hadley shook her head.

      “How about your two?” he asked.

      “The greatest.” She smiled over at him as they met up with the walking path and turned to walk along the river toward the community center. “Marmalade’s become obsessed with hair elastics.” Hadley pulled one out of her pocket. “She steals them and swats them around the kitchen floor like they’re little hockey pucks.”

      Luke laughed. “Sounds cute but maybe also annoying if she keeps taking them from you.”

      “Nah, I always use these plain black ones, so I ordered a big bundle of them. Now I don’t have to worry about running out. I will have to move my fridge and stove eventually, though. I think they’re piling up under there.”

      Their shoes crunched on the pea gravel as they walked. Hadley shoved her hands in her jeans pockets when the need to thread her arm through his became too intense. She’d always been able to walk with him like that, no problem. But it felt too close, too intimate, and she worried the sensation would lure her into a comfortable-enough scenario that she might blurt out her feelings.

      “The juice bar must be good for Fenton Farms' business.” She struck up the conversation again.

      “Yeah.” Luke dipped his chin in agreement. “Not as good as having Millie as an employee is for you, I bet.” He grinned, mentioning Hadley’s grandma.

      Hadley’s eyes widened. “Right? That woman has secret powers. I think she could sell me one of my own jars of jam if she put her mind to it.”

      Luke chuckled as they rounded the bend, and the community center came into view.

      They waved at a few locals out walking too. Seeing a family full of tourists on bikes heading their way, Hadley stepped off the path. Without thinking, she reached out and grabbed Luke’s hand to pull him with her.

      The spark between them was nothing compared to the thrill she felt when he squeezed her hand tight in his and stepped next to her. To the family riding by, it probably seemed like Luke was only getting close to Hadley to give them adequate space. But from the way he wrapped an arm around her waist, she could tell his closeness was more than simple trail etiquette.

      She looked into his blue eyes, her heart hammering. Was he going to kiss her? Should she kiss him?

      Luke leaned closer. “Had, I—”

      But Luke's words cut out, and his face darkened, his eyes locking on something behind her. Hadley craned her neck around, trying to see what had caught his attention. From where they were, they could just see the corner of the community center parking lot closest to the river trail. An older blue sedan was parked there and would’ve been hidden from view if they weren’t standing where they were. Its windows were cracked, but other than that, she couldn’t see anything of interest.

      “What?” she asked, almost stumbling when he abruptly stepped away from her.

      Without answering her, Luke cut through the low brush toward the parked car. Hadley followed, muttering a complaint under her breath.

      When she caught up to him, Luke said, “This spot isn’t visible from the rest of the parking lot or the community center. You have to know it’s here. Tyler and I used to park our cars here if we banged them up, so we had time to do repairs before our parents saw them and freaked.”

      At the mention of her ex-husband, and Luke’s ex-best friend, Hadley’s shoulders stiffened. She almost turned back, but his answer only created more questions.

      “So … are you worried someone stole your secret parking spot?”

      Luke shook his head. “Only locals know about this spot.” He pointed. “That’s not a local’s car.”

      Hadley snorted out a laugh. “Last time I checked, that wasn’t a crime.”

      Luke ignored her, walking over to the vehicle and peering inside the window.

      “I’m all for town unity,” Hadley continued, “but keeping people who aren’t from here from parking in certain spots seems a little—”

      She was about to say overkill, but the word died in her throat as Luke picked up a broken piece of concrete from a parking block and smashed through one window.

      Hadley gasped and ran forward. “Luke! What do you think you’re—”

      She reached the car as he pulled a limp, furry white-orange-and-black body from the front seat.

      Hand covering her mouth, Hadley could only gawk as Luke ran a hand over the cat’s coat. It blinked, but its mouth was open, making it look like it was crying out in silent pain.

      “It’s still alive,” Hadley cried out, frantic. She pulled out her phone from her back pocket. “I’m calling Dr. Murphey.”

      Concern corrugated Luke’s features as he checked the cat’s gums and peered into its eyes. Just as Hadley pressed the call button followed by speakerphone, Luke took off toward the river. Hadley followed, holding her phone in front of her as she waited for the veterinarian to answer.

      The cat’s body hung limp in his arms as he ran with it clutched to his chest.

      “Hi, Hadley.” Danielle Murphey’s voice was chipper, conversational. “How are my two fav—”

      Hadley cut her off. “Can you meet us at the clinic? We need to bring a cat in to see you. We found it in a hot car. It doesn’t look good.” Hadley panted as she ran through the brush and tried to relay the information.

      “Where are you?” the vet asked.

      “Behind the community center. In the back lot, down by the river.”

      “I’m actually right near you. It’ll be easier for me to come to you so stay put. Did you get it out of the car? Break a window if you have to.” Dr. Murphey’s voice was almost drowned out as Hadley approached the rushing river.

      “Already did that. We’ve got the cat out. It’s breathing, and we’re getting it some water.”

      “Try to use lukewarm water if you can. And it might not drink. I’ll be right there.”

      The line went dead.

      Luke skidded down the embankment, his boots slipping on the large river rocks at the bottom. He plunged boot-first into the rushing water and bent to scoop cool water into his palm.

      “Luke,” Hadley said, stopping him as she rushed after him. “Dr. Murphey says not to use cold water. Is there anyway you can temper it?” She eyed the river water, knowing it was icy cold even in the summer.

      He nodded. When she reached him, he handed the cat to her to hold, then pulled his button-up shirt off his body, leaving him only in a white T-shirt. Dunking the flannel into the water, he wrung it out before taking the cat from Hadley and wrapping it in the damp shirt.

      Tears crowded Hadley’s eyes as the cat blinked its open. She knelt down to help, scooping up water and holding it in front of the cat while Luke supported its head, which lolled from side to side without help.

      “Just drink a little, Sweet Pea,” she pleaded with the cat after glancing down at the name on the tag on its collar. Hadley pushed the water closer to its still open mouth before remembering Dr. Murphey said it might not drink.

      The liquid splashed inside its mouth, and the cat licked and gnashed its teeth. It sneezed as droplets clung to its nose.

      Luke held small amounts of water in his palm so they warmed then washed them over its fur until they heard boots crunching on the pebble pathway. Dr. Murphey appeared, a bag in one hand and a determined scowl on her face as she jumped down the embankment and skidded to a stop next to them.

      If Hadley hadn’t been so worried, she would’ve wondered if their local vet moonlighted as some sort of vigilante animal-crime fighter on nights and weekends.

      She opened the bag and began ordering Hadley around, as if she were assisting her in surgery. While the doctor wiped something that looked a lot like rubbing alcohol onto the pads of the cat’s feet, Hadley grabbed a plastic tourniquet band and razor from the bag when the doctor requested them. Dr. Murphey told Luke to make sure the wet shirt was under the cat’s armpits as she wrapped one of the cat’s arms, shaved a small section, and inserted a catheter.

      “Was she in that car back there?” Dr. Murphey asked, while hooking up a bag of fluids to the catheter.

      “Yes,” Hadley said.

      Luke’s expression remained grim.

      “Well, at least it’s been in the shade, and it’s about ten degrees cooler down here by the river than up on Main Street.” The doctor asked Luke to hold the bag of fluids higher than the cat. For the first time, she glanced up and met Luke and Hadley’s eyes. Swiping her dark hair out of her face, she smiled. “I think the two of you just saved this little one’s life. Will you walk up with me, so I can drive her back to the clinic?”

      They got up from the edge of the river and climbed up to the trail, careful not to jostle the recovering feline. Dr. Murphey held the cat; Luke kept the bag of fluids raised, and Hadley followed with the doctor's bag of supplies.

      As they walked, she glared at the car that now sported a broken window. With her free hand, she called Paul.

      “What’s up?” her brother answered.

      “I know you’re busy, but if you get a second, there’s a car you need to come check out in the community center parking lot, in the hidden spot by the river. We just pulled a cat out of it that was almost dead from heatstroke. I need you to find out who it belongs to, so you can put them in jail for the foreseeable future.”
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      Hadley wasn’t well versed in animal-abuse laws, so she couldn’t be sure if the person responsible would even go to jail. Still, she hoped whatever punishment they received would be severe.

      She hugged her arms around herself as Dr. Murphey drove away.

      Luke sighed and laid an arm over her shoulders, pulling her tight to him.

      “How long do you think the poor thing was in there?” she asked.

      Jaw tightening, he shook his head. “Long enough that she was in such bad shape.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I thought she was a goner when I first pulled her out.”

      Hadley patted his hand where it rested on her shoulder. “But she wasn’t. Thanks to you.”

      He smiled. “And you.”

      “Psh,” she said. “I thought you were being weird and nosy. I would’ve just left the car alone, not even given it a second glance.” The events leading up to the breaking of the window felt fuzzy, and she wrinkled her nose as she tried to remember how it had all started. “What made you interested in the car in the first place?”

      Luke stared at the blue sedan, just visible through the trees from where they stood at the entrance to the parking lot. It was an old Honda Civic, and it appeared the owner took care of it about as well as they took care of their pet.

      “Tyler and I only used that spot when we were up to no good, when we had something to hide. The rest of the lot is practically empty, so for them to park in that exact spot …” He shrugged. “I figured they were up to no good.”

      Hadley exhaled, feeling her heartbeat return to normal. She leaned into Luke as the adrenaline wore off. But there was no time to rest because she spotted Paul approaching. He had his tablet at his side. She knew he had the ability to search the license plate number and find out who was the registered owner.

      She wanted to laugh in triumph. This terrible potential cat killer was about to get their comeuppance. Paul would make sure of it.

      “Okay, where’d this creep park?” Paul asked, his face set in a grimace.
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      Hadley and Luke stood a few yards back as Paul paced around the car, inspecting this and jotting down notes about that.

      Phone buzzing with a text, Hadley pulled her attention away from her brother’s work. The message was from Suze.

      I heard there was some commotion down by the river. You okay?

      Boy did information move fast in Stoneybrook. Hadley typed out a response.

      Yeah, Luke and I found a cat someone left in a hot car. Everyone’s okay, though.

      She hoped supplying Suze with the facts would help tamp down the sensational speculations that no doubt already circulated up and down Main Street. But just as she hit send, she noticed a group of locals walking toward them from the community center. Their bustling forms and loud whispers were a dead giveaway: the quilting society. They must’ve just finished packing up after the market and had come to check out the scene.

      Just as Hadley thought the town couldn’t get any nosier, she caught sight of the knitting club walking up from the river path. They picked through the underbrush, taking a rough pathway farther out of the way from the straight shot Hadley and Luke had taken.

      The whole thing reminded Hadley of watching her two cats approach the random fly who accidentally found its way into her house.

      “Incoming,” Luke muttered under his breath, as if Hadley hadn’t spotted the approaching groups.

      Hadley pasted on a smile as the quilters reached them first. Hazel Smith, the unofficial leader of the group stepped forward.

      “Is everything okay?” She peered around Luke and Hadley to get a look at Paul and the car. “We noticed you standing here and wanted to make sure you didn’t need any help.”

      Hadley guessed they hadn’t just happened to see them standing there. They'd definitely found out something interesting happened by the river and had come down to investigate. It was a common Stoneybrook practice, however, to ask questions one already knew the answer, to maintain the pretenses they weren’t all gossips.

      “We’re fine.” Luke shot the women his signature wide grin.

      Hadley wasn’t alone in her appreciation of the man’s charm and good looks. The local women, even those who were old enough to be his mother, were smitten with Luke, as was made clear when they tittered and beamed at him.

      He gave the same charming smile and answer to the question when the knitters arrived.

      They may have loved Luke, but they would not be satisfied with charm alone for much longer. “There was a cat in the car. It had heatstroke, but Luke saved her,” Hadley explained.

      Louise Stanton gasped. The knitting shop owner, and the town’s self-appointed cat adoption coordinator, loved the animals more than anyone Hadley had ever met.

      “Dr. Murphey brought it to the clinic, and it was doing much better when she left,” Hadley added, seeing the worry evident on Louise’s face, on all the women’s faces.

      When they leaned forward with interest, she gave them more details, Luke adding commentary here and there as needed. While she explained what happened, more locals arrived, standing near Hadley and Luke or edging closer to Paul and the car.

      As it turned out, the quilters and knitters may have different skill sets when it came to crafts, but they were equally interested in relaying information, so Hadley only had to tell the story once. They took care of the rest.

      Paul was on the phone when Hadley turned her attention back to him. There was a tightness, an energy to his posture, and Hadley wasn’t sure if it was good or bad. He hung up the call and approached the group a few minutes later. His gaze stayed steady on Hadley and Luke.

      “Luke, can you run over to the sheriff’s office and get some crime scene tape from Kevin, please?” he asked, leaning in close. “He’ll be expecting you.”

      Nodding, Luke took off at a jog, his boots squelching in their still damp state.

      Hadley’s heart raced along with her mind. Crime scene tape? When did this turn into a crime scene? No one had died …

      Her eyes flew to meet her brother’s.

      No.

      It couldn’t be. The cat had been doing so well.

      “Did Dr. Murphey call you or something? The cat seemed like she would pull through.” Her face flushed with worry.

      Paul’s face was a mask free of emotion or answers, though. He surveyed the group. “Excuse me, everyone. I need you to step back from the car. This is now an active crime scene.”

      Murmurs turned into whispers which turned into exclamations.

      “Crime scene?”

      “Omigosh.”

      “What happened?”

      “Was it the cat?”

      “Is everything okay, Paul?”

      “What did you say?”

      To be fair, that last question was from Adele Stevens, who could barely hear at the best of times.

      He put his hands up in that calming way law enforcement must learn at the academies. “The cat is fine, as far as I’m aware. Please return to what you were doing. We will release any pertinent information if it becomes important for you to know.”

      Hadley had always thought Paul deserved a raise for doing his job in a small town as tightly knit as Stoneybrook. Convincing the locals they didn’t need the case information, or containing said information if it got loose in the rumor mill, must be like half his job. The fact that she was about to be one of the same nosy townies, was not lost on her.

      But she was his twin. She was different than the others.

      Once they left, she turned to him. “So, if it’s not the cat, why’d you turn it into a crime scene. Did you find the registered owner?”

      Proving their twin bond made her different from the rest, Paul’s face softened. He nodded.

      “Good. Is this because you’re expecting me to go beat them up once you tell me?” Hadley chuckled at her joke; she was one of the least likely people around to resort to violence. “Okay, maybe no beating them up, but they should pay.”

      Paul cleared his throat. “They already did, Had. The registered owner of the car is the Jane Doe we found strangled yesterday.”

      The back of Hadley’s neck went cold.

      “Her name is Laney Powell.” Paul turned the screen of his tablet toward her, showing her the driver’s license picture.

      It was the same woman for sure. She had the same pale, almost translucent skin and dark stringy hair. Hadley gulped as she realized the only thing missing from the picture were the angry red marks marring her throat.

      “Not only did you and Luke save her cat, but you just helped my investigation tremendously by finding this car. Now that we have her name, we can search for her family and notify them, not to mention investigating leads from her friends, work, and home life for suspects. I owe you two.” Paul exhaled, his large shoulders settling for the first real time since yesterday.

      “Luke. You owe Luke. Not me. He did it all.” Hadley shook her head.

      “What did I do?” Luke asked as he approached. Panting, he held the crime scene tape toward Paul. “Kevin said he’s starting the search online, but he’ll be over to help you with the scene in a few.”

      Paul waved the yellow tape. “This is a great start. Thank you.”

      Luke smirked. “Welcome. But really, what were you saying about me? Something good, I hope.”

      Hadley wanted to roll her eyes at the man, but his suspicion and quick thinking had earned him a little gloating time today.

      Dipping his head forward in concession, Paul said, “I said that I owe you, not only for saving the cat, but because you found this car.”

      “It’s the victim’s … from yesterday,” Hadley added.

      Luke’s posture stiffened.

      Before he could comment, Paul’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. “Hey. You find anything?” He paused.

      Hadley guessed it must be Kevin on the other line. Paul's fellow deputy might not have been as formidable in size and brute strength, but he was resourceful and sharp. She felt lucky each day that Paul had such a dependable guy by his side.

      “Okay. Thanks. Send Bobby my way, and you and Krista go take care of that, then.” Paul hung up. His eyebrows arched with interest. Kevin had found something during his search.

      “What?” Hadley stepped forward.

      Paul rubbed the back of his hand along his bearded chin. “According to her listed address, she’d lived here in Stoneybrook for the past year.”

      Luke scoffed, “No way. We know everyone who lives here. Simone moved in last month, and the town practically came to a complete halt while we figured out who she was. No way someone could live here without us knowing.”

      “Kevin and Krista will ask around, since she was a local.” Paul shrugged.

      Whereas Luke’s reaction had been denial, Hadley’s was more along the line of back-of-the-arms goose bumps.

      How well did she actually know her town?

      And was the killer still among them?
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      The next day, Hadley went into the jam kitchen. Normally, she only worked on Sundays when she was behind on orders, or when she tried out new recipes. But today, she wanted to be downtown, near the action, in case anything happened with the investigation.

      The deputies had spent most of Saturday evening walking around with Laney’s photograph.

      Not one person recognized the young woman.

      They weren’t giving up, though, and committed to spend today hitting the rest of town. Hadley wanted to be as close to Main Street as possible if any developments came to light.

      Also, she had to admit it was nice to be in the kitchen alone. She wasn’t used to customers being around all day. Having the retail space had been great—for her wallet, especially—but it also meant her canning was interrupted to greet customers, answer questions, or make sales if Gran wasn’t working. The fact her shop was closed on Sundays meant she could go back to her roots and focus on the jam.

      Today she worked on a new recipe. She’d flash frozen a large stock of rhubarb from Luke in the spring and still hadn’t figured out what to do with it. Wanting to try something new, something daring, she thought through her options. She’d done the strawberry rhubarb standard. And while that was one of her favorite combinations, she had an itch to step outside the norm.

      Biting her lip, she searched her ingredient shelves for anything to jump out at her. The lemons were a must in all of her jams, so she grabbed some of those. Behind one of the larger lemons, she noticed a knobby piece of ginger.

      Hadley’s eyebrow quirked up. Just maybe …

      She grabbed the ginger root and began planning the recipe in her head.

      The next few hours flew by in a relaxing routine. Hadley chopped, squeezed, grated, boiled, and checked the setting of the pectin. She took the time to smell the aromatic ginger root, enjoying its anti-nausea medicinal effects.

      Ever since she and Luke had stumbled upon Simone standing over Laney’s body, her stomach had rumbled with a low worry. Popping a tiny piece of the ginger into her mouth to chew, the discomfort abated. Her subconscious must’ve known it was just what she needed when she picked it.

      As the concoction cooked, she fell in love with the combination of rhubarb and ginger, thanking her upset tummy for pointing her in that direction. It took her a few tries to perfect the ratio, but she was thrilled with it when she got it right. She wrote down her exact measurements so she could recreate the recipe later.

      Just as she set the first batch of jars into the boiling water bath, a knock at the front door made her jump. Working on a new recipe had put her into a focus bubble, as her mom liked to call it, when she was in the zone. She’d forgotten she was supposed to be keeping an eye out for any news about the murder investigation.

      The person knocking on her door was Hazel Smith, so it seemed the gossip was coming to her. If Hazel didn’t have the local news before everyone else, she took it as a personal affront and doubled down her nosiness efforts, determined to win the next round.

      Checking that her jars were stable in their bath, Hadley wiped her hands on her apron and jogged over to the door. She flipped the lock, stepping back to let the older woman inside.

      “Hey, Hazel. It’s good to see you. What’s up?”

      Besides being a quilter, the town’s biggest gossip, and working at the local pharmacy counter, she was also Suze’s next-door neighbor. Since Suze’s grandmother, who’d raised her, had passed away, Hazel had been like a second mother to her. It was this reason Hadley kept a special place in her heart for the woman and overlooked the worst of her meddling.

      “Wanted to make sure you heard the news,” Hazel said, her coifed gray and brown hair bouncing as she wafted past Hadley.

      “News?” Hadley asked. “About that woman who was killed?”

      Hazel’s eyes widened, and she nodded.

      “Did they find someone who knows her?”

      “They’re calling a special town meeting tonight at five in the high school gym. They want the whole town to come if they can.”

      That explains the change in venue, Hadley thought. Town meetings took place at the community center, but those only held fifty people on busy nights. Only the high school would be big enough to house everyone in town.

      “Do you know what the meeting’s about?” Hadley asked, realizing Hazel never answered her question about whether or not they found anyone who recognized the victim.

      By the way Hazel pressed her red lips into a thin line and huffed, Hadley realized she’d asked the wrong question. Hazel didn’t know anything other than there'd be a meeting, and by pointing that out, Hadley’d hit on her sore spot.

      “We’ll just have to wait and find out.” Hazel lifted her chin and waved a goodbye. “See you there, dear.”

      Before Hadley could say goodbye, the woman had disappeared out the door and down the street.

      Hadley made her way over to her purse and pulled out her phone.

      Wanna be my date to this town meeting? She typed the message and sent it to Suze.

      Suze responded right away. Of course. Paul has to get there early to set up. I can’t tell if we should bring popcorn or pillows.

      Hadley chuckled. They’d had a long-standing joke that their town meetings were never the quirky, entertaining kind portrayed in the show Gilmore Girls. Stoneybrook town meetings just put everyone to sleep.

      Well, the meetings used to be a little more interesting when Edith Butler had been around. The former knitting shop owner had been ornery and opinionated. Each month she would bring a handful of letters she’d written grieving one policy or person in each one. But ever since a local nemesis had poisoned the outspoken woman, the meetings had gone back to total snoozefests. And after Edith’s fate, Hadley suspected no one seemed willing to take her place.

      Pillowcases full of popcorn? Hadley wrote in response, smiling.

      This is why we’re friends. I’ll call when I’m on my way.

      Or I could drive, you know …

      Right! I keep forgetting. Okay, you call me when you leave, then. ;)

      Will do.

      Hadley had gone the last couple of years without a car. But between her online sales and the retail space, was able to afford a modest little hatchback. It was old—she’d bought it from Thea Clark when the librarian had upgraded to an electric car—but at least she didn’t have to ask for rides anywhere over ten miles outside of downtown anymore. And she still used her bike in the summer, or on spring days when the sun shone just right.

      Hadley walked over to the stovetop and turned off the burner under her canning bath. The timing would be perfect. This would give her enough time to get these jars out of the water, let them cool while she cleaned up the kitchen, and then get home to clean herself up before she picked up Suze for the meeting.

      Before she knew it, she pulled up in front of Suze’s house and parked. She could’ve honked her horn, but she’d always considered that a little rude. Plus Hazel might not have left for the town meeting yet, and she didn’t want the woman to spread rumors about Hadley being too lazy to come greet her friend.

      Hadley walked up to Suze’s little cottage. She’d done quite a few updates to the interior in the last few years: refinishing the old wood floors, changing out the old curtains, and stripping all the wallpaper from the house, replacing the floral patterns with muted gray tones that made her many paintings pop. From the outside, however, it still looked like the same little blue cottage from when they were growing up, when Suze’s grandma owned it.

      Suze leaned into the small window next to the front door and waved before Hadley could even raise a hand to knock. She waved back, and the front door opened.

      “Just a second. I lost one of my shoes.”

      Hadley chuckled. Her friend was a brilliant artist, but she had the tendency to be a little scattered. A lost shoe was an almost daily occurrence. It was a good thing she did most of her work on her own schedule—whether it was her graphic design projects or the beautiful pieces of art she created—or she would’ve been fired from her job a long time ago. She was notoriously fifteen minutes late, at least.

      Heading for the couch, Hadley was about to sit down when Suze stumbled into the room, slipping the missing sandal on to her foot.

      “Okay, ready.” Suze smiled, straightening as she swiped a loose curl out of her face. Her expression momentarily fell. “Wait, were you serious about the popcorn?” She hooked a thumb back at the kitchen. “I can throw some in the popper real quick before we leave.”

      “I think we’re fine.” Hadley chuckled, threading her arm through Suze’s and leading her out the door.

      “So this meeting has to be about the case, right?” Suze asked, once they buckled in and headed in the direction of the high school.

      “Wait ... you don’t know?” Hadley sent her a sideways glance. “I figured Paul would’ve told you about it.”

      “Yeah, if we’d seen each other in the last twenty-four hours. He’s been busy going through the entire town with that photograph.” Suze sighed. “Not that I’m complaining. A woman is dead, and he’s trying to do his job.”

      “I get it. I had to remind myself that my problems are nothing compared to poor Laney Powell.”

      “What problems?” Suze asked, her tone dropping in concern. “Oh, is this about your walk with Luke yesterday? Did something happen other than the whole cat debacle?”

      Hadley pressed her lips together as she took the turn into the high school parking lot. “I mean, no. Nothing happened. I guess that’s part of the problem. We keep having these almost  moments, which make me doubt everything. I feel like I’m eleven all over again, staring over the edge of Dari’s Rock, and I can’t seem to get up the courage to jump.”

      Dari’s Rock was a large boulder that sat on a bend of the Cascade River overlooking a deep, calm blue pool. It was a rite of passage to make the thirty-foot leap into the water below. As locals went, if you hadn’t done it by the summer before middle school, you weren’t invited on any of the other adventures.

      “But you eventually did … jump, when you were eleven.” Suze placed a hand on Hadley’s arm as she put the car into park.

      She nodded. “This time I have no idea what’s below me, though. I keep thinking Luke is there, but the fact that I can’t be sure keeps stopping me.”

      “Understandable. You’ve got to decide if the reward is worth the risk.”

      At this, Hadley shot a sly look at her friend. “Like you did with Paul.”

      Suze grinned.

      “And it was worth it?”

      Her friend’s face lit up. “More than I imagined.”

      Thea Clark pulled up next to them, waving from her new car. She’d told Hadley that she loved still being able to see her old car, and that she was so glad it had gone to a good home. Hadley hadn’t realized that would mean seeing the woman parking next to her practically everywhere she went.

      “We’d better get in there,” Hadley said.

      They joined Thea and walked into the gym, ready or not for whatever would come from this town meeting.
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      The entire town had to be there.

      Scents of sports equipment, lacquered wood, and sweat permeated the air as Hadley and Suze walked into the gym. It didn’t hold as much nostalgia as one would think, as it was a newly built high school. The one Hadley, Paul, Suze, and Luke had gone to was now housing their local middle schoolers.

      The new Stoneybrook High bleachers sat close to fifteen hundred people. Their rival to the north, Cascade Ridge, was a much larger city, and they wanted to make sure there was enough space for fans of both schools to cheer on their basketball and volleyball teams.

      With Simone moving to town, the total population of Stoneybrook was officially 1,176, which meant the gym was almost packed.

      Hadley stifled a laugh at the sight of adults perched uncomfortably on the wooden bleachers. Louise Stanton had brought her own cushion to sit on and was in the middle of a new knitting project.

      “Hi, girls,” a low voice greeted them.

      Suze and Hadley both turned to see who it was.

      “Coach,” Hadley said with a smile. She walked forward to pull the retired football coach into a tight hug. Suze did the same.

      While neither of the girls had played football, Paul, Luke, and Tyler had been on the team. Coach Wilson had also taught their physical education classes. Even though he was long retired, Hadley still counted him as one of her favorite teachers because of his calm temper and penchant for giving great advice.

      “Seeing you in a gym again, even if it is new, seems like nothing’s changed,” Suze said, looking around.

      “Likewise.” Coach nodded to the two of them standing there. “Heard this case is a doozy.” He puffed out his cheeks for effect.

      “Yeah.” Hadley sucked in a breath through clenched teeth.

      Coach waved. “That brother of yours never met something too big for him to tackle on the field, and I’m sure he’s the same off the field. He’ll figure this out. Well, I’d better go find my seat. It’s wonderful to see the two of you.”

      “You too.” Hadley grinned at the old man. He’d always led his team with quiet support, respect, and trust. She was glad to see he hadn’t changed in his retirement.

      Turning away from Coach, she waved to her parents and Gran then headed in their direction. She and Suze settled onto the hard wooden seats. After about thirty seconds, Hadley wished she’d thought to bring her own pillow like Louise.

      “Paul’s kind of a genius to not let anyone in on the topic of the meeting,” Hadley whispered to Suze. “I bet you most of these people came just to find out what this is all about, rather than out of a sense of obligation.”

      “Yeah. It’ll be eerily quiet downtown tomorrow, though. If we’re all here, hearing the information at the same time, they’ll have nothing to pass along.”

      Hadley snorted. “Are you kidding? They’ll just rehash everything and make a million speculations. This will last them for days.”

      The women laughed but quieted down as Paul approached a projector someone had rolled into the center of the gym. He took out a microphone, tapping on the top until the sound echoed through the space. Conversations halted, and Paul cleared his throat into the microphone.

      “Good evening. Thank you for coming. We’ve called you all here tonight because we need your help.”

      Whispers flitted through the bleachers, but when Paul narrowed his eyes just the slightest bit, they ceased.

      “As I’m sure all of you are aware, a woman was killed in Stoneybrook two days ago.” He nodded to Kevin, who jogged over and turned on the projector.

      A drivers license picture of Laney Powell next to the portrait Suze had created flashed up onto the stark white wall of the gym, next to the scoreboard.

      “We’re calling on our town to give us any information you have on this woman, Laney Powell.” Paul’s gaze pierced through the crowd as he scanned the faces of the Stoneybrookians. It was as if he were trying to read each person’s thoughts.

      “Nothing is too small, so please don’t hesitate to tell us whatever you can. If you simply recognize her, even that’s helpful,” he continued.

      “That means they have nothing,” someone whispered behind Hadley.

      She and Suze turned to glare at Jeff Henley, her ex’s cousin. Jeff had never been her favorite, even when she’d been on good terms with the family. He sneered back at them, so they returned their attention to Paul.

      “This,” Paul said, gesturing to Kevin to change the projection, “is her last known address.” He gave it a moment to sink in. “Yeah, that means she lived here, in Stoneybrook, folks. For an entire year.”

      Ever since he’d put up the address, the murmurs running through the crowd grew louder. Finally, someone shouted out, “Hey, that’s the apartment next to mine!”

      With his booming voice, Hal called out, “River’s Edge is Owen’s apartment complex. Did you ask him?”

      The whole town turned to find the landlord in the crowd. He stood down near the front row, raising a hand.

      “They did. I told them the same thing I’ll tell you. I had no idea who she was. The girl paid her rent on time and didn’t make a peep.” He shrugged.

      “He’s right. She barely made a sound,” the person who must’ve been her neighbor called out. “I didn’t know I had a neighbor for the first few months, until I heard a door shut and asked Owen if he’d rented the space.”

      The group whispered again. From the tone, it sounded like most people believed the local property owner. Owen had managed the River’s Edge apartments for as long as Hadley could remember. He’d always been odd, but that didn’t make someone a killer.

      “Well, what about the new juice bar owner?” someone else called out. “Wasn’t the girl found at her shop?”

      Hadley located Simone on the opposite side of the gym. Her tanned shoulders were hard set. Unlike Owen, she hadn’t known these people for most of her life, and obviously didn’t feel comfortable enough addressing the whole group.

      Jolee Fenton stood up and spoke for her. “She was at the farm buying more produce from me because you yokels keep cleaning her out of juice. Not that I’m complaining.” Jolee held up her hands and smiled.

      Laughter peeled through the crowd.

      “She wouldn’t have had time to get back,” Jolee finished. “You all know how long it takes to get from Fenton Farms back to downtown.”

      She sat down next to Luke, who caught Hadley’s eye and winked at her from across the gym.

      Nods followed Jolee’s statement. Simone’s posture lost some of its rigidity. Hadley felt for the woman; being talked about as if she wasn’t there had to be uncomfortable.

      “I don’t know. She owns that fancy sports car,” Hazel Smith called out. “She could’ve broken the twelve-minute record if she tried.”

      “The record you set, Hazel,” countered Louise Stanton.

      A few low “oohs” drifted through the gym.

      Hazel lifted her chin. “I’m sorry you’re jealous of my car, Louise. I’m sure that little shoe box of yours couldn’t get over thirty-five if you tried.”

      As another round of gasps and jeers filled the space, Hadley almost expected Paul to stop them, but he was observing the group with the same intensity as before.

      This is on purpose, she realized. He wants them to fight it out.

      “Everyone knows Cassie Lee beat Hazel’s record last winter, anyway,” Buck Jones, a local high school senior yelled. “Eleven minutes.”

      The younger group of Stoneybrook citizens sat in the back corner. The lot of them cheered as Cassie stood and took a bow. Hadley didn’t doubt this news, having ridden in the teenager’s flashy convertible.

      “Last I heard, she only got that time because she slid on a patch of ice for the last minute,” Hazel retorted with a playful smirk.

      Jokes aside, Hadley had to admit the discussion brought up a good point. She had seen Simone’s sleek sports car speeding through the valley over the past month.

      Technically, if she’d sped, Simone could’ve gotten back to the shop with a few minutes to spare before Luke and Hadley shown up. She would’ve had to work fast, and Simone hadn’t been sweating or breathing hard. But the woman was extremely fit. Between her juice stand and the triathlons she apparently competed in, she might’ve done it all without breaking a sweat.

      Watching her brother, Hadley realized he knew this too. He wasn’t taking Simone off any list just yet. In fact, if Hadley knew her twin, she bet Simone was his prime suspect, and half the reason he’d orchestrated this town meeting was for this very situation.

      Simone’s face was red, but she remained quiet. Hadley chipped at her blue nail polish as she thought. It was a bad habit she’d been trying to stop, but it was always the worst when she was thinking hard, solving a puzzle.

      Finally, the crowd quieted down. Paul cleared his throat again, bringing the microphone back up to his mouth.

      “I find it incredibly difficult to believe that not one person in this town recognizes this woman,” he said, frustration edging his tone.

      “She could’ve been angoraphobic,” Jeff yelled out from behind Hadley.

      Laughter broke out again.

      “What?” he said. “It’s the thing where they’re afraid of people.”

      “Only people wearing rabbit fur?” Thea Clark asked with a chuckle.

      “That’s agoraphobic, Jeff,” Barry said. The local beekeeper’s voice was calm and smooth like honey as usual.

      “She did get a lot of packages,” the neighbor chimed in. “They could’ve been food and everything else she might need.”

      Paul exhaled. “Okay. Thank you for coming. You know where to find me or Kevin if you think of something.”

      The large room erupted into noise, and people stood, commented on how sore their backsides were after sitting on these bleachers for any length of time, and made their way down to the gym floor.

      Hadley stayed put, waiting for the majority of the people to dissipate and motioned to her family to do the same. Gran was spry and spunky, but the woman had just gotten a new hip last year, and she didn’t want her to chance hurting it.

      “Maybe we should’ve brought popcorn,” Suze said, leaning in close. “That was entertaining.”

      “Right? Paul needs to take over for Hal from now on. He sure knows how to rile them up. I just hope he learned whatever he needed to from that.”

      “Ah, I figured something was up when he didn’t stop them. People yelling across rooms at each other is literally one of his least favorite things.” Suze chuckled.

      Hadley agreed. Her brother loved polite discourse almost as much as he loved order.

      Finally, the bleachers emptied enough that it was safe to leave. Hadley helped Gran down, hugging her and her parents before they left. They went up to Paul on their way out the door, patting him on the back. Suze and Hadley followed.

      Paul’s serious expression broke into a soft smile as he noticed Suzanne walking toward him. Hadley’s heart ached at the sweetness of it. He pulled Suze into a kiss.

      “Okay, you two. We just witnessed a half hour of anecdotal proof that the people in this town are way too interested in other people’s business. Do you really want to give them more to discuss?”

      They pulled apart, smiling.

      “Did you get anything out of all that?” she asked her brother, making sure there wasn’t anyone within earshot.

      “Not as much as I hoped, but yeah.” He dipped his chin thoughtfully. “Which is helpful since when we went to her apartment this afternoon, someone had been there before us. They’d smashed her computer.”

      “So they’re hiding something.”

      Paul touched the tip of his nose. But by the way he glanced over his shoulder at the same time, she knew he wouldn’t say anything more than that in this location.

      “I can take this one home, Had. If you wanna take off.” Paul put an arm around Suzanne’s shoulders.

      Suze winked at her and Hadley waved. “Sure. I’ve got a hot date with my television and some tea.”

      “Wild and crazy Sunday night,” Suze said through a chuckle. “See you tomorrow? Coffee?”

      “Sounds great.”

      She headed toward the gym entrance, but as she walked, she couldn’t help but stare at the picture of Laney Powell that Paul had put back up on the projector. A chill ran through her body. The woman had lived in Stoneybrook for an entire year, and not a single person recognized her.

      Either someone was lying, or Stoneybrook was hiding a juicy secret.
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      The sun was just beginning to dip closer to the mountains as Hadley stepped out into the high school parking lot. The place had cleared considerably, but pockets of people remained.

      And while some chatted loudly, others huddled close together, talking in whispers.

      “Had, over here.”

      She perked up at the sound of her nickname and scanned the lot. Luke stood over to her left, talking with Danielle Murphey. Hadley joined them.

      “Dr. Murphey was telling me that Sweet Pea is doing much better.” Luke shoved his hands into his jeans pockets.

      Hadley looked toward the veterinarian. “That’s great news.”

      The fact that the cat had been Laney’s had helped extinguish the fire of indignation Hadley had been carrying around in her chest at the thought someone would’ve left Sweet Pea in that hot car for so long. Laney hadn’t planned on what happened to her. She couldn’t have known Sweet Pea would be stuck in the car.

      “Her name really fits, too,” Dr. Murphey said. “She’s a complete sweetheart.”

      The news made a warmth surge through Hadley, which was a welcome change from the chill she’d experienced after seeing Laney’s picture in the gym. But the uncertainty crossing the vet’s features quickly quelled the good feeling.

      “What?” Hadley asked.

      “Well, I was just telling Luke that I’m not equipped to keep her for much longer. We have a few borders coming in toward the middle of the week and being such a small clinic …” She trailed off, looking expectantly between Luke and Hadley.

      Understanding flowed through Hadley. “Oh, I mean—sure—one of us could certainly … did you talk to Louise?”

      Danielle shook her head. “Not yet. I wanted to give you and Luke first rights of refusal before I talked to her.”

      Hadley met Luke’s gaze, and they shrugged at one another.

      “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it. I’m sure I could take her. That is, unless Barnaby needs a friend?” She pointed at Luke.

      Running his hand along the light brown stubble on his jaw, Luke exhaled. “I don’t know. Last time I brought him in to see Danielle, she had to keep him separate from the other cats because he kept bullying them through the cages.”

      “He was not impressed with the other cats,” Danielle confirmed. “Sweet Pea’s been through enough, so wherever she went would need to be relatively stress free.”

      “Of course.” Hadley nodded emphatically. “I’d be happy to take her. I can always talk to Louise if it doesn’t seem like a good fit.”

      The vet smiled. “Perfect. She’s ready to go anytime you want to come get her.”

      Thinking of her big plans tonight, Hadley shrugged. “Does now work?”

      “Sure! I’ll meet you down at the clinic.”

      Hadley turned to Luke. “Wanna come with?”

      The grin that spread across his face made her stomach flip a little, in the best kind of way. Instead of answering her, he craned his neck as he searched for someone across the parking lot, then cupped his hands around his mouth.

      “Hey, Jo,” he yelled at his sister. When she looked over from where she was talking with a small group, he added, “Had’s gonna give me a ride home, so you can take the truck.”

      Jolee gave her brother a thumbs-up, and Luke started toward Hadley’s new-to-her car.

      “How you liking this?” he asked, patting the roof of the hatchback.

      “Well, I don’t get wet when it rains, and it doesn’t guzzle gas, so … it’s already great compared with my bicycle and the Jam Van.” She shrugged.

      Luke laughed. “Good point.”

      They climbed in, and Hadley headed the car in the direction of the vet clinic.

      “Could you believe what happened back there?” Luke asked, jabbing a thumb back toward the high school.

      “The part where no one’s seen the woman in an entire year or the part where our town is full of nut bars?” She stayed deadpan as she kept her eyes the road.

      Laughing, Luke said, “Both?”

      Hadley exhaled. “Someone has to be lying, right?”

      “I don’t know, Hads. I mean, we’ve lived here our whole lives, and neither of us recognized her. What’s saying anyone else in town would’ve been different from us. Plus, as insufferable as Jeff is, he has a point. Agoraphobia is a real thing. She could’ve been a recluse.”

      “Online stores are selling fresh food now, so I guess you’re right. She could’ve gotten everything delivered, easily.” The possibility opened up as Hadley thought about what Luke was saying. “Then what was she doing near the juice bar? That place is always packed. It would be an agoraphobic’s worst nightmare.”

      Luke tipped his head to the side. “True. Maybe she heard the hype about the juice and just had to try it out.” He cringed. “Sorry, too soon.”

      Hadley snorted. “You’re awful.”

      “Seriously, if she’d ended up at any other business, we might be able to say it’s a coincidence. No one knows Simone yet. I have no idea what kind of person she is,” Luke said.

      “She supports your family farm.” Hadley eyed him.

      He smiled. “Okay, yes. That’s good. But isn’t it weird that the girl that no one’s seen for a year dies next to this new person’s shop, right after she moves here? What if Simone knew her?”

      “From the way Paul watched her tonight, I’d bet he’s taking her very seriously as a suspect.” She pulled into the vet clinic parking lot next to Dr. Murphey’s car.

      Hadley and Luke followed the veterinarian inside. The clinic smelled like disinfectant, but there was a hint of ammonia. It was dark and quiet inside. Dr. Murphey led them to a back room with a couple of crates inside. Each crate was fitted with a food and water bowl, a cozy blanket, and a litter box.

      Sweet Pea peeked out from behind the metal bars of the crate closest to the door. She meowed when she saw the people enter.

      “Hi, girl.” Dr. Murphey knelt down next to the cage and opened it. “Luke, would you hand me the carrier behind you?”

      Luke passed her the plastic carrier.

      “You can borrow this, Hadley. Bring it back whenever you have time. It’s a little busted up because it’s our loaner. It’s missing one of the side connectors, but it shouldn’t be a problem for how far you’re going.”

      Hadley nodded.

      After transferring the cozy blanket into the bottom of the carrier, Dr. Murphey coaxed the cat inside. “Hadley will take you so you have a cozy house stay in while we figure out where you get to live,” the vet told the cat in honeyed tones.

      Sweet Pea meowed and peered at Hadley through the holes in the plastic crate, as if she understood what the veterinarian was saying.

      “Do you need any food?” Dr. Murphey asked, standing up and handing over the crate. “She’s been on the same stuff you use.”

      “I’m good, then.” Hadley held up a hand to stop her from grabbing any more. “I have plenty at home.”

      The vet clasped her hands together in front of her. “Okay, keep an eye on her energy. If she seems sluggish, vomits, or seems to be breathing hard, let me know. Like I said, she should be just fine from this point on, but you can never be too safe.”

      “Gotcha.” Hadley almost felt like giving her a salute, but kept both hands clutched on to the carrier.

      Leading them out of the clinic, Dr. Murphey locked up, and they parted ways in the parking lot.

      “I can drop you off on my way home …” Hadley suggested, looking to Luke as he settled the crate into the back seat of her car.

      He scoffed, “And miss seeing you introduce her to the others? Not a chance.”

      Smiling, Hadley climbed into the driver’s seat. “Okay, but I don’t think it will be as entertaining as you expect.” She waited for him to buckle in before starting the car and pulling out of the lot. “My plan is to keep her in the laundry room for a day or so until the others acclimate to her scent. Then I’ll try letting her roam free. That’s what I did with Marmalade, and it seemed to work great.”

      Actually, how it worked was that Ansel—her black-and-white older cat—had been furious about the addition of the little orange kitten, even after days of separation. Marmalade was a bundle of energy and sassy as all get out, so she hadn’t taken no as an answer. Once out of the laundry room, she’d strode right up to Ansel and smacked him in the face—just once. Surprised, Ansel stopped hissing, and they’d been best friends ever since.

      “That’s okay. I’ll take notes in case I ever get crazy enough to introduce another cat to Barnaby,” Luke said with a snort.

      Hadley eyed him. “You would really want more than one cat?”

      He laughed. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      “Of course I’m surprised. Earlier this year I didn’t even think you liked cats.”

      “I didn’t either. People change.” He lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “Two cats wouldn’t be bad. I sometimes wonder if the Barn man is a little lonely.”

      Picturing her own two curled up together sleeping on her bed, a warmth spread through Hadley’s chest. “Two is pretty great.”

      “Hopefully three is just as great.” He gestured to Sweet Pea in the back seat.

      Hadley chewed her lip. “Yeah. I’m sure it will be.” She pulled into her driveway.

      “Well, we’re about to find out.”

      They took one final deep breath and then got out of the car. But as Luke pulled the carrier out of the back seat, the corner caught on the car door. The two pieces of the plastic carrier disconnected, and the bottom fell on the ground. Still standing in the broken carrier, now on the ground, Sweet Pea blinked up at Luke.

      Hadley’s heart jumped in her throat. The cat’s body tensed as if to bolt, but Luke moved like lightning and scooped her up before she could make a move.

      “Got her.” He clutched the cat to his chest and bent to grab the blanket too. “Dr. Murphey wasn’t joking about that crate being in bad condition. It just flew apart.”

      Hadley, still holding her hand over her heart after the scare, exhaled in relief. She led the way to the house, unlocking it and pushing open the door.

      “You know where the laundry room is, right?”

      Luke nodded. Hadley trailed after him as he walked through her living room and past the kitchen.

      As they usually did whenever she got home, Hadley’s cats trotted out from her bedroom where they’d been sleeping. They peered at the bundle in Luke’s arms.

      And Sweet Pea noticed them too.

      Before Luke could even make it through the kitchen, Sweet Pea launched herself out of his arms in a surprise leap. Luke fumbled but couldn’t catch her in time. The cat landed on all fours on the kitchen floor. Luke and Hadley watched in horror as she booked it straight for the other two cats.

      Ansel took a few steps back, but Marmalade arched up and stood her ground. The fur on her tail poofed out slightly.

      Oh no, oh no, oh no. Hadley started toward them, arm stretched out to grab Sweet Pea, but the new cat reached Marmalade before Hadley could grab her.

      Sweet Pea rubbed against Marmalade, purring up a storm. Marmalade flinched for a second but decided she liked it and rubbed her face against Sweet Pea in return. As if this was all the sign he needed, Ansel stepped forward and joined in on the greeting.

      Hadley’s mouth pulled into a wide smile as she took in the spectacle. It was as if they were all long-lost friends, reunited at last. Shrugging, Hadley looked back at Luke.

      “Okay, I’m guessing that’s not normally how it goes,” he said.

      “Nope. But I’m pretty sure we can leave her out.”

      “I hope it’s this easy when we introduce them to Barnaby one day.” He caught her gaze with his.

      Hadley’s heart skipped. Was he suggesting bringing Barnaby over for some cat companionship, or was he implying something else? Something more?

      Regardless, it wasn’t what was important right now. There was a killer in Stoneybrook, and Laney might not be their only intended victim.
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      Once she pushed aside her doubts about Luke, Hadley enjoyed the rest of that evening. Luke stayed to watch a movie, but they ended up watching the cats instead. To say the felines were fast friends would have been an understatement. Sweet Pea was like the piece they’d been missing.

      By the end of the movie, the three cats were curled up together on the couch, with Sweet Pea in the middle. She was the visual transition between the two: from Marmalade’s orange fur to Ansel’s black and white, Sweet Pea was the perfect blend of white, black, and orange calico.

      When it was time to take Luke back home, he and Hadley snuck out the door, not wanting to disturb the new feline friends.

      “Pretty sure that’s the cutest thing in the entire world,” Luke said with a chuckle once they were in the car on the way to his house. “I’m almost mad about how adorable they are.”

      Hadley laughed. “Don’t you feel bad for me that I will live with that now?”

      “You poor thing,” he said, deadpan.

      They laughed again.

      “So … how’s work going? When do you have to go to Seattle next?” Hadley asked, keeping an eye on the now dark road.

      Luke’s plant-focused tech company was headquartered in the large city to the south. He’d lived there for a decade while he got it off the ground, but after a series of bad relationships, he’d come home.

      He was still working on convincing his old-school farmer father to utilize the high-tech equipment he manufactured. But Red Fenton was a taste the soil to see if it’s moist enough kind of farmer, and he didn’t know what to make of Luke’s digital watering timers or CO2 greenhouse monitors. And while Luke could oversee the business remotely at this point, he would make a trip every quarter or so to check in.

      Luke inhaled. “I’ll head down in a few weeks. We just got a new client, and I’ll want to be there when we deliver the first order to them in person. I like to show them how to use everything and answer questions.”

      Hadley was constantly impressed with what he’d done with his life. He’d gone from the laid-back class clown to a tech mogul.

      “I’m still in awe every day about what you’ve created,” she said. Heat crept up her neck as she felt his eyes on her.

      It was silent for a moment. She licked her lips.

      “Thanks, Had. That means a lot coming from you.”

      She chanced a quick glance over at him in the dark car.

      “I’m in awe of you too,” he said.

      Scoffing, Hadley brushed off the compliment. “Psh. I make jam and sometimes pickle stuff.”

      His hand settled on her arm, gentle but insistent. “Hey, don’t downplay your business. You created something from scratch. You dug yourself out of the hole your divorce put you in, financially and emotionally.”

      Hadley pulled off the valley highway and onto Luke’s dirt road. She exhaled. She had. There’d been a time after the divorce when she hadn’t been sure about anything, about whether or not she would make it through. Thinking about it now felt silly. Of course she had. Her friends and family had a huge part in that.

      She parked outside his house and turned toward him, finally.

      “I guess you’re right. It’s just hard to compare myself to your giant company.”

      “Then don’t. We’re both doing what we love.” His blue eyes caught the light of the moon, and she recognized the deep sincerity behind them, what she’d learned to expect from Luke.

      “Right.” She nodded.

      The car was too dark, too quiet, too close. Hadley felt herself leaning toward him. She still held the same doubts. She didn’t want to lose Luke when she’d only just gotten him back in her life. But darn was he handsome, and kind, and supportive.

      “Thanks. I had a great evening,” he said, breaking her train of worried thoughts.

      Then he leaned forward, planting a kiss on her cheek. The brush of his lips against her skin made a shiver rush up her spine.

      As he pulled away, she whispered, “Yeah, me too.”

      She knew the response didn’t really make sense, but she couldn’t think straight. Luke smiled and got out of the car.

      “See you around, Had. Thanks for the ride.”

      Hadley watched him disappear into his house, her fingers tracing the place on her cheek where he’d kissed. When he turned off his porch light, she snapped out of her trance and started driving home. It was a good thing she had a few minutes to think—she was going to need it.
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      The next day, Hadley woke up early and went into the kitchen. Between her work on Sunday and the early start, she was done with any jam work by the time Gran had arrived to open the retail shop at nine. So when Suze came by around eleven that morning, asking if Hadley wanted coffee, Gran waved her away, saying, “Take a break dear. You’ve been a jam machine.”

      It wasn’t until they were outside and walking toward Cascade River Coffee that Suze divulged her real plan.

      “I’d also love to grab something for Paul and Kevin, if you don’t mind helping me carry everything over.” She shot Hadley a pleading smile.

      Hadley chuckled. “Sure. Why’d you wait until out here to tell me that?”

      “Well”—Suze tipped her head to one side—“I figured Millie would want to be involved if we went to the sheriff’s office. Yesterday at the town meeting, she leaned over and whispered to me she couldn’t wait to do some sleuthing on this new case.”

      Hadley’s grandmother had usually taken the stance of “I’ll stay back and watch the shop while you go help Paul solve the case.” But that had been before she’d gotten a copy of an Agatha Christie book from the Friends of the Library sale last month. Since then, she’d been raring to jump into a case just like Mrs. Marple.

      “It’s not that I don’t want her to be involved,” Suze said, holding up a hand, “It’s just a much more tech-heavy case than we’ve ever had, and I don’t think it’s in her wheelhouse.”

      “You never know.” Hadley tsked. “Dad gave her his old laptop, and the woman is webbing and netting all over the place.” She chuckled. “But I get it. Sometimes I want to protect her too.”

      Arriving at the café they ordered four lattes and a few pastries to go. The deputies often got so involved in a case that they forgot to stop and eat. They left a few minutes later, each carrying two coffees and a bakery bag full of goodies as they headed toward the sheriff's office in the town hall.

      Sharon, the receptionist, smiled a hello at them before waving them back. Hadley and Suze skirted around the large front desk and walked toward Paul’s.

      But it wasn’t Paul they found there.

      A young man, probably in his twenties, sat where Deputy James usually did. Case files and stacks of paper had been pushed aside to make room for a formidable laptop. The young man’s eyes tracked across the screen as if it held the secret to life. His dark slightly greasy hair flopped into his face as he worked. His focus bounced all over the screen while his fingers flew across the keyboard.

      Paul stood behind him, next to Kevin. The two deputies stared at the young man in front of the computer, jaws set firm. Suze and Hadley sidled up to them. They handed over the coffees and pastries, receiving grateful smiles in return.

      “Who’s that?” Suze asked, gesturing to the young man still clicking away at the computer.

      Paul leaned in and whispered, “Some kid McKay uses when he needs help with cases that involve computers. Laney’s laptop had been smashed when we searched her apartment, but this kid thinks he can recover the hard drive.”

      “His name’s Michael,” Kevin added quietly to the women. “McKay dropped him off this morning, but I can’t tell if he’s doing anything helpful. He’s just clacking away at that keyboard.”

      They waited in silence as Michael continued to do just that, clack away at the keyboard at what seemed like the speed of light. Actually, the speed seemed to accelerate until it stopped altogether. Michael turned around.

      A huge smile split his pale face. “I got it.”

      Paul set down his coffee and stepped forward, peering at the computer screen.

      It was then that Hadley noticed a small rectangle hooked up to the laptop. Like Gran, she was no computer expert, but if she had to guess she would’ve said it was an external hard drive.

      Michael looked from Paul to Kevin, then back at the screen. “She was blackmailing people. Three, to be exact.”

      “Blackmail?” Kevin crossed his arms over his chest. “How do you know?”

      “This folder here titled ‘Blackmail’ kinda tipped me off,” Michael scoffed.

      Turning red, Kevin stepped back. “Right. Good.”

      “Well? What does it say?” Paul asked. “Who was she blackmailing?”

      Michael glanced at Hadley and Suze.

      “They’re fine.” Paul waved a hand to dismiss his silent worries.

      Nodding, Michael turned back to the computer screen. He clicked a few things. “The first person I found was a Mr. Hansen.”

      Hadley and Suze inhaled simultaneously. Owen Hansen was the landlord of River’s Edge apartments where Laney lived.

      Michael stopped and shot a discomfited look back at the women before Paul nodded for him to continue.

      “Uh … since there are ladies present, all I’ll say is that your victim somehow found out that he had a taste for less-than-wholesome searches on the internet.” Michael grimaced. “We’re talking borderline illegal stuff.”

      “And since he was her landlord. He could’ve gotten into the apartment and ruined the computer.” Paul ran a hand across his beard as he thought.

      “Who else?” Kevin asked.

      “Well, the next one is a little confusing. I wasn’t sure it was real at first. She has it in a file labeled Hunk De Muscles.” Michael turned to them, nose wrinkled.

      But the four Stoneybrook citizens weren’t confused in the least. They knew that name well.

      “It’s real,” Kevin said dryly.

      “He’s a local.” Paul sighed. “His real name’s Fred. Went off to do the strongman circuit for a while and changed his whole persona, even legally changed his name to Hunk DeMuscles. He won the title of World’s Buffest Man two years in a row and is going for his third. He owns the gym here in the downtown: Hunk’s.”

      “Apparently, he’s been juicing.” Michael shrugged.

      Paul dipped his head. “Yeah, the whole town’s gone crazy over the stuff. It doesn’t surprise me that a health nut like him would’ve too. You think he was at the juice bar when our vic was killed?”

      “No, not drinking juice. Juicing, like steroids.” Michael cocked an eyebrow.

      Understanding washed across Hadley, the same mirrored in Paul’s widened eyes.

      “Ooh …” Paul said.

      If the competition found out he took steroids, they’d likely kick him out of this year’s running, not to mention potentially taking away his past trophies, Hadley pondered.

      “And who’s the last one?” Kevin asked. “You said there were three.”

      Michael nodded. “The last one is a person named Simone Grahame.”

      Hadley shivered as a chill skittered up the backs of her arms. Simone. The very woman who’d been standing over Laney’s body when they found her.

      “What’d she have on her?” Paul asked, doing a much better job at covering his surprise than Hadley.

      “She was having an affair,” Michael answered.

      Paul shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like enough to kill someone over.”

      Michael set his thin lips into a grim line. “It does when that person is the very married mayor of Cascade Ridge.”
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      Later that day, Hadley flipped the sign in the front window of Pretty Jam Good from open to closed. She didn’t lock the front door, however.

      Twirling her thumbs around each other, she paced by the glass doors, peering out at Main Street. Watching.

      The back door of the kitchen opened with a jingle of the bells hanging on the handle. Luke walked in and came toward her.

      “I wasn’t sure if you would lock those,” he said, pointing to the front doors.

      She shook her head.

      “Heard anything yet?” he asked.

      Another shake.

      The two of them paced in silence for another moment. It wasn’t long until the back door opened yet again. Luke and Hadley froze, eyes locked on the exit. At the sight of Suze, their taut shoulders relaxed.

      She cringed. “I’m guessing by your puzzled expressions that you two don’t know why he asked us here either.”

      “You’d be correct.” Luke ran a hand through his hair.

      Suze walked over and slumped onto one of the stools around Hadley’s workstation just as more bells jingled. Another door opened, but this time it was the front door. It was Paul. Hadley knew she’d left that one unlocked for a reason. It must’ve been their twin connection; sometimes it almost felt like they shared a mind.

      Hadley held herself from rushing forward, hoping Paul had called them here to tell them he’d caught the killer.

      “So?” she asked. The expectancy in her tone was reflected in everyone’s faces.

      Paul reached back and rubbed his neck. Hadley’s hope deflated. Paul only did that when he was frustrated. That meant he hadn’t gotten a confession out of any of the suspects.

      “Hunk and Owen admitted to being blackmailed, but not to killing Laney. They recognized her but were afraid their secrets would get out if they did,” Paul explained. “Both of them received an envelope containing a USB drive. On the drive, there was a video of Laney explaining what she had on them and that she wanted money each month to buy her silence. And they both have alibis.”

      “What about Simone?” Luke asked.

      Paul sighed. “She’s maintaining that she’s never seen Laney and was not being blackmailed.”

      “But she was having an affair.” Hadley raised an eyebrow.

      “Right.”

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip as she thought. “So what if Laney was there dropping off the blackmail envelope, and she got caught?”

      “I considered that,” Paul said. “But Simone didn’t have enough time to watch the video before strangling Laney, so she wouldn’t know she was being blackmailed. Neither she nor Mayor Whitmore would’ve known about the blackmail ahead of that to make it a motive for murder.”

      Suze’s face had been wrinkled in question while Hadley and Paul went back and forth. Paul turned to Suze. “What’s got you making that face?”

      “It seems like a terrible idea to show your face to the people who you’re blackmailing,” she said.

      “It does,” Paul agreed.

      Luke cleared his throat, stepping forward. “Not if you never expected them to see you anywhere other than the video. If this lady was a true agoraphobic, maybe she used that to her advantage. Showing your face on a video would show your targets you were serious and real, but you wouldn’t have to worry about them seeing you around town because you never leave.”

      “Except to go drop off the blackmail packets,” Hadley added. “Which also seems counterintuitive for an agoraphobic.”

      Paul scratched the side of his nose. “Yeah, money is a good motivator, though. And she asked for a lot of it each month. That would make people do things they wouldn’t normally do.”

      “True.” Suze nodded. “So everyone has an alibi.” She exhaled.

      “Yeah. Owen said he was fixing the faucet in one of his apartments. It was in Coach Wilson’s apartment, actually. Coach confirmed Owen was there at that time. Hunk closed the gym early because his employee called in sick, and he had a session with his trainer he didn’t want to cancel. The trainer corroborated.” Paul sat on one of the stools. The way his body slumped forward told Hadley he’d probably been running on empty all day and was finally getting a much needed break.

      “Is it possible that Laney was killed at another time and placed outside of Simone’s juice bar?” Luke asked.

      “Good thought.” Paul tipped his head to the side. “The medical examiner up in Cascade Ridge came back with the time of death, and it matches up with just about the time you two found Simone standing over Laney’s body, so if someone strangled her and placed her there, it would’ve had to be very close to that time.”

      “So why’d you ask us to meet you here?” Hadley asked. It wasn’t as if she was mad about her brother asking for her to help with a case, she just wasn’t sure how any of them might help after hearing that all three of the suspects were accounted for during the time of the murder.

      Paul’s blue eyes turned icy. “I need your help to figure out who’s lying. Someone is, has to be. And they’ve already lied to us about knowing Laney, so we need to find who’s just a liar and who’s both a liar and a murderer.”

      “Sure, but how can we help?” Luke leaned on the table in front of him.

      “Ask around town if you can. See if anyone else can support their alibi or the opposite. Also …” At this, Paul stopped and studied his fingernails.

      If he’d been wearing nail polish, Hadley was sure he would’ve started chipping it off like she had a tendency to do when she thought hard.

      “Also?” Suze asked, the way the word came out sounded as if circular hand motions should accompany it.

      Paul met their eyes one by one. “I hoped maybe you could do a little undercover work. You don’t have to say yes.”

      Hadley put a hand on her hip. “How are we supposed to go undercover in Stoneybrook? Unlike Laney, everyone here knows us, and they know we’re close with you. We have just about as much of a chance of finding out secrets as you do.”

      “True, but you’re still bound to do better than me,” he said. “Plus, we’re desperate. We have so few clues, and McKay’s breathing down our necks, especially with Mayor Whitmore involved.”

      “How undercover are we talking here?” Luke asked.

      “I thought you could each pick one suspect and spend a little more time with them; see what you can dig up. Luke, it makes sense for you to sign up for Hunk’s latest body-building class.”

      Luke scoffed, “It does?” He frowned down at his biceps and flexed his pecs, then he returned his attention to Paul.

      Paul laughed. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that these two aren’t as into fitness as you are, so it would be more suspicious if they randomly signed up for a class like this.”

      “Hey,” Suze and Hadley said at the same time.

      But Paul was nothing if not truthful. Suze’s idea of a workout was painting large canvases. Hadley considered herself active, but she definitely wasn’t getting as much biking in since purchasing her new car. Even with his focus on technology, Luke’s time spent on his family farm each day kept him fit. That plus his background in football meant the guy was fairly buff.

      Luke winked at Suze. “I’m sure it’s more about Paul not wanting you hanging around the town’s hunky body builder.”

      Suze laughed. “Thanks for trying to save him, Luke.”

      Paul put his hands up in surrender. “You’re the only one I could think of to fake interest in an apartment at Owen’s building, Suze. I swear there was more to my decision.”

      “Why her?” Hadley asked.

      “Everyone knows you just bought your house last year, Had. And Leo remodeled the place right before he sold it to you. Luke’s in the middle of building, sure, but the town knows he’s living in the old tenant house in the meantime. There would be no reason for either of you to be researching an apartment you could rent for a month or two. But Suze could plan to do some major renovations to her house. It would make sense for her to check prices, so she wouldn’t have to live among the construction.”

      “So my house needs major renovations now?” Suze cocked an eyebrow, leveling Paul with a withering glare.

      He covered his face with his hands, shaking it back and forth. “No, I didn’t mean that.” When his hands fell away, he wore a grimace that turned up into a smirk when he caught Suze’s playful grin.

      She stepped forward, placing a hand on his chest before rising up on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on his cheek. “I’m just messing with you. I’ll help in whatever way I can.”

      Paul exhaled, relief evident in his features. He turned to Hadley. “That means …”

      “That I have to get really interested in juice.” Hadley wrinkled her nose. “My undercover job is the most boring by far.”

      Paul leveled her with a serious stare. “Yours was the person found standing over the body, and right now she’s our main suspect. Plus, we’re also looking for someone with medium to small hands, according to the medical examiner. The only one of our three suspects who fits that is Simone.”
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      Despite Paul’s pep talk, Hadley remained unexcited by her undercover mission. As someone who’d found many a body, she didn’t buy into the stereotype that people who find bodies should be prime suspects.

      Which was why, as she stood in line for a juice the next day before the jam shop opened, she tapped her toe. Drinking juice wasn’t going to help the case at all.

      The customer in front of her stepped aside, having ordered, and Hadley glanced up at the menu. Her mouth parted in awe. There had to be twenty different flavors. She should’ve spent her time in line deciding what she wanted rather than internally whining about drawing the short stick with her suspect.

      Speaking of … Hadley let her eyes move down from the menu and she saw the smiling face of Simone. Her brown hair was short, making her look almost like Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday. She had tanned, taut skin, and from her fit frame, appeared as if she subsisted off juice alone.

      “What can I get you? Hadley, right?” Simone smiled, her teeth big, white, and flashy.

      Hadley nodded, wondering how Simone knew her name. Was it because she was also a business owner on Main Street? Because she was the twin sister of the deputy leading a murder investigation in which she was a prime suspect? Or because she’d been the one to find her standing over the body?

      Remembering she needed to order, Hadley asked, “Um … what’s your favorite?”

      Just then, her attention caught on a local walking away from the counter, sipping an orange juice. The woman’s skin was approaching a shade Hadley previously thought to be designated solely for Oompa Loompas.

      Hadley’s eyes widened. She gulped.

      “That’s the Beta-Carrot-King,” Simone whispered, leaning in close. “Your skin won’t turn that color unless you have two of those a day for a whole week like she has, but it’s okay if you want to steer clear of that one.” Leaning back and speaking at full volume, Simone said, “For first timers, I usually recommend Green Machine or the Citrus Lemon. They’re mild flavorwise.”

      Hadley tapped her fingers on the counter. “Can I have a small of each?”

      Simone beamed. “Sure can.”

      After paying, Hadley stepped aside. She couldn’t help but watch Simone with wary concern. Was it just her or was the juice bar owner acting too nice? Maybe Hadley was officially living up to her Stoneybrook roots and sensing her general distrust of anyone new to town.

      Simone looked over her shoulder at Hadley as she got the cups ready for the next order.

      Or maybe I’m not paranoid, and there really is something weird about her.

      Hadley hated to admit it, but the weirdest thing about Simone was how upbeat she was. It wasn’t as if Hadley had anything against happy people, but the woman had only found a person strangled right outside days earlier. Though the discovery hadn’t negatively affected the town’s obsession for the juices, if the line wrapping outside the door and down the block was any indication.

      The phone rang, and Simone picked it up. “Power Juice.” Her smile faded, and her eyes cut over to Hadley. “I can’t talk right now. No.” She looked away, but her shoulders remained taut. “Seriously. I’ll call you later. Bye.” Hanging up, Simone greeted the next customer, but she glanced at Hadley once or twice more in the moments that followed.

      That was odd.

      Maybe Paul had been right. Maybe there was more to Simone as a suspect than Hadley first thought.

      “Here you go,” Simone said, handing Hadley two juices. “The cups are compostable, and we have reusable straws. If you put them in that bin behind you, we sanitize them for free.” She directed Hadley to a cup of colorful straws.

      “That’s really cool,” Hadley said. “Thank you.”

      She stuck a straw into each of her drinks and moved out of the way so other customers had room. Sliding onto one of the stools near the entrance, Hadley made sure she had a good view of the owner, still unsure of how this might help. Simone may have found the body, but multiple people had seen her heading out to Fenton Farms.

      Frustrated, she put the citrus and lemon juice up to her lips and took her first sip. In that moment, she forgot every single worry. The only thing left was flavor—fresh, juicy, nutrient-packed flavor. Her eyes widened as if she were acting in a bad eighties gum commercial, and she’d just folded a piece into her mouth.

      She blinked, feeling more awake after that sip than she did after a whole cup of coffee. Without hesitation, she tried the Green Machine. It was just as good. It was different, with a much more earthy flavor, but still refreshing.

      Hadley saw, without a doubt, why Power Juice was so popular.

      Sipping happily, Hadley sat back and observed as the line moved, and customers rotated in and out of the building. Her watch reminded her she only had twenty more minutes before she needed to open her own shop. She fervently wished Suze was up at this time of the morning, wanting to swing by her friend’s studio and share this amazing taste sensation with someone. But Suze was more of an afternoon, late-into-the-night worker. Gran might not be into fads, but Hadley guessed she’d make an exception for something this good.

      About to slide off the stool and head toward Pretty Jam Good, Hadley froze. Mayor Guy Whitmore from Cascade Ridge strode into the shop.

      The man Hadley wasn’t supposed to know was having an affair with Simone.

      He was even more fit and tanned than when she’d seen him last summer at the county fair. He was like an older leathery version of a Ken doll. And from the white teeth he flashed around, Hadley was sure he’d never sipped on a Beta-Carrot-King juice in his life.

      She stayed put, not about to miss whatever was about to happen next.

      Cutting alongside the line, the mayor sidled around to Simone’s register. He posed with a flashy smile while he waited for her to notice him. She did, a moment later, looking up after entering a customer’s order into her computer.

      Upon recognizing him, Simone’s face clouded over, and her body stiffened just like it had when she’d been on the phone minutes earlier. She frowned and leaned close to him.

      “I told you not to come,” she said in a way that should’ve been a whisper, but she had to project the words to be heard over the noise coming from the juicing machines.

      So he had been the one on the other end of the phone call, Hadley thought, sipping on her juice as she watched.

      Simone pointed back toward her register, saying she needed to get back to work.

      The mayor—either unused to reading signs from people who didn’t want him around or unable to comprehend anyone not wanting his company—didn’t get the hint. He smirked and whispered something in her ear. Hadley’s gaze caught on a white envelope that he pulled out of his khaki slacks and slid toward her on the counter. It buckled slightly in the middle, as if the item it contained was thicker than an average letter.

      As if the item inside was a USB drive. Maybe even one containing pictures of them together.

      Hadley coughed as she breathed in juice, having gasped at the same time she sipped. Unfortunately, the sound brought attention to her. Both Simone and Guy looked her way, along with a few other locals. But unlike the locals’ faces, which were filled with concern, Simone and Guy’s were taut with suspicion.

      By the time Hadley glanced back at their hands, she’d lost track of the envelope.

      Simone shot a glare at the mayor. He leaned in to whisper one last thing before heading out the front door. His steely eyes lingered on Hadley as he passed by.

      And just like that, Hadley knew that even if Simone had a fairly airtight alibi, it didn’t account for the other person affected by those blackmail photos. Simone’s gaze stayed on her, and Hadley decided it was time to leave. She slurped down the rest of the green juice, tossed one straw into the return bin, and took the rest to go.

      Leaving proved to be a little difficult, as the line had only lengthened as the morning progressed. Once Hadley squeezed through the crowd, she smoothed down her ponytail and headed down Main Street.

      Before she could get three steps away from the juice bar, a hand reached out and grabbed her wrist.

      Gasping, Hadley’s attention shot over to her right. Mayor Whitmore stood just around the corner of the building. Tightening his grip around her wrist, he pulled her closer to her. The juice in her other hand sloshed with the awkward movement.

      “Miss James.” He grinned, and instead of looking pearly white, this time, the only adjective she could come up with was sharp. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you or your brother.”

      Hadley tugged her arm down, freeing it from his grasp. “It’s been a while since you’ve had reason to make the trip down from Cascade Ridge,” she responded tightly.

      She wanted to add something like, “What are you doing here now?” But the memory of his grip tight around her wrist was too fresh in her mind. The memory of the red marks around Laney’s neck made her suppress a shiver. She glanced down at his hands. They were pretty average sized.

      “I don’t know if you’re aware,” he said, as if there were just neighbors catching up next to the mailboxes, “but I’m keeping my eye out for my next sheriff.”

      Even though the sheriff was an elected position, Hadley wasn’t naïve enough to think the mayor didn’t have pull if he was corrupt enough to use it.

      He continued, saying, “McKay’s not going to be around forever, you know, and Paul would certainly be someone I would consider, that is, if he proved himself to be as loyal as McKay … to the people of Grande County.” Guy smirked in the same way a snake would if it could smile.

      Hadley clenched her teeth together, holding in the worst of her inner dialogue. It was well known in the valley that the mayor, as well as a few other influencers from Cascade Ridge, had Sheriff McKay in their back pocket.

      Is he threatening me? Hadley thought with a trilling alarm in the back of her mind. He’d seen her notice the envelope in his hand.

      It could be a threat to not say anything. A “stay quiet, and I’ll reward your brother” understanding. It could just as easily be the mayor keeping up with his reputation for being slimier than a batch of pickled okra gone wrong. The few times she’d interacted with him over his last four years in office, she’d had yet to leave without having the intense need to wash her hand and lock all the doors behind her.

      Taking a slow step back, Hadley nodded. “Sounds good. See you around.”

      In a single move, she spun around and jogged back toward her jam shop. She hoped he wouldn’t follow her but didn’t have the strength to look behind her.

      Gran’s smiling face warmed her to her bones as she stepped foot inside the jam shop.

      “Morning, dear.” The older woman ran a feather duster over the jars of jam on display in the front window. She paused, watching Hadley in that way that always made her feel certain Gran could read her thoughts. “Is everything okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “No ghost.” Hadley shook her head, her voice small. But possibly a murderer, she added in her thoughts, hoping for good Gran really couldn’t read them.

      And even though the front doors had to remain unlocked during business hours, Hadley locked the back kitchen doors behind her for the rest of the day.
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      A loud thump startled Hadley just after closing time that day. She looked toward the back door of the jam kitchen.

      Suze stood outside, rubbing her face and glowering at the glass door.

      Eyes wide, Hadley rushed over. “Omigosh! I’m so sorry. I forgot that I locked this earlier,” she explained as she opened it and let her friend inside.

      Rubbing at her face still, Suze said, “I can’t remember the last time you locked that thing while you were here. That’ll teach me to walk in here like I own the place,” she said with a groan.

      “I’m sorry. Do you need some ice?”

      “No, thanks. My pride’s bruised more than anything.” She glanced around the dark retail portion of the shop. “At least you weren’t open when it happened.”

      Gran had closed up and left for home ten minutes prior, so Suze was right, she’d been lucky.

      “So what’s up?” Hadley asked.

      “Uh ... nothing. Just came to check in on my friend. Is there something wrong with that?” She rubbed her arm and focused on anything but Hadley.

      Pressing her lips together to hide a smile, Hadley said, “Nope, nothing at all, but you’ve got I need help with something written all over your face.” Hadley looked her up and down. “And your body language tells me that something isn’t going to be pleasant.”

      Suze plopped down onto one of the stools, so Hadley pulled up one next to her.

      “Spill, lady,” Hadley said.

      Clearing her throat first, Suze said, “I was wondering if you had any expertise you wanted to lend in the area of fake apartment acquisitions.” Then she wrinkled her nose. “Or, you know, maybe just moral support.”

      Hadley narrowed her eyes. “What happened? Did your sleuthing take a creepy turn too?”

      “Too?” Suze’s lips parted as she pointed at the back door. “You locked the back door because you were scared, didn’t you?”

      “Yep.”

      “What happened to you?” Suze leaned forward.

      Hadley laughed at her friend’s distracted nature. “You tell me yours first.”

      “Owen was super creeptastic.” She shivered. “He kept trying to show me different features of the bedroom and put his hand on my shoulder or back thirteen times. I mean, it was an empty bedroom, not even staged. How many ‘features’ are there to point out?”

      Cringing as she listened, Hadley said, “I can think of maybe two, tops.”

      “Right? And I got so flustered by him being gross that I ran out of there, saying you texted, and it was an emergency. I didn’t even get to ask questions. I will definitely have to go back, but I cannot go alone. Will you come with? Also, if anyone asks, you had a minor jam explosion earlier today, okay?”

      “Gotcha. And, of course, I’ll go with you.”

      “Thanks. So what was wrong with Simone? Was she super handsy too?” Suze asked with a grin.

      Hadley didn’t feel like smiling when she remembered Guy jumping out and grabbing her. Her hand encircled her wrist. The redness hadn’t faded through the day, and she wondered if it would bruise.

      Noticing Hadley’s hesitation, Suze glanced down at her wrist. Her smile faded. “Omigosh, she was handsy.” Suze grabbed at Hadley’s hand, examining the mark. “I mean, I guess I’m not surprised. The woman’s strong. I heard she’s competed in the Ironman multiple times.”

      “It wasn’t her.”

      Hadley paused, and Suze looked up, her frown deepening.

      “Mayor Whitmore showed up, and I don’t know for sure what was inside, but he was trying to hand her an envelope holding something substantial, like a USB drive. They caught me watching, and I didn’t see what he did with it. When I was leaving, he ambushed me and told me to mind my business, and if I did, he might have ways of making Paul sheriff someday.” Hadley squinted. “And maybe he alluded to offing McKay in order to do so …? I’m not sure. It’s all a little fuzzy.”

      “Okay, talking about rigging elections and getting rid of current public servants? That sounds like a murderer. Did Paul check into his alibi too?”

      Hadley shrugged, starting to clean up from making jam earlier. “I’m sure he did. Whitmore had as much, if not more, to lose from that blackmail being leaked. I can’t stop wondering if they worked together.”

      “Which would mean her alibi means nothing.” Suze’s eyes widened. She helped with the cleanup, returning dry ingredients to the shelves along the back wall.

      “If the mayor doesn’t have one too. They’re not stupid; he could have covered himself just as well as she did.”

      “True, but you said he might’ve had the envelope with the blackmail today? At the juice bar? That doesn’t sound like a criminal mastermind to me,” Suze said.

      “Well, they aren’t aware we know about the envelopes, are they? For all they know, they could be the only two Laney was blackmailing.”

      “All right. That makes sense.” Suze watched Hadley’s expression for a moment. “So what’s your plan?”

      Smiling at the way her friend could read her and knew she’d just come up with an idea, Hadley said, “We need to see if that envelope is at the juice bar. If it is the blackmail file, that would be enough to prove to McKay that the two of them killed Laney to keep their secret.”

      “Right.” Suze nodded, but the gesture seemed to lose steam as she thought through what she’d agreed to. “Wait ... so we’re going to break into the juice bar?”

      “Not like breaking and entering break in, but …” Hadley chewed her lip. “It’ll be more of a have a look around kind of thing, when they’re not there, so they won’t know about it.”

      “So breaking and entering,” Suze said flatly.

      Hadley sighed. “For a good cause. To catch a murderer.”

      “A possible murderer. And, honestly, possible seems loose for those two.” Suze shook her head. “Unless Laney warned them she was coming to drop off the blackmail package, or she hung around while they opened it, I’m not sure how either of them would know. And both scenarios sound out of the question for someone who was an agoraphobic.”

      “I’ll give you that, but I saw what I saw, Suze. And the man threatened me. They have a motive to keep this thing between them hidden.” She raised an eyebrow. “Come on. We’ll just look.”

      Suze rolled her eyes. “Okay, but only if you come with me this evening for the appointment I rescheduled with Owen to view this apartment I ‘need.’” She used finger quotes around the last word.

      “Yes, great!” Hadley tapped her fingers on her lip. “Now, how do we get inside to the juice bar?”

      She didn’t want to literally break and enter, so it would have to be a little sneakier than that. Snapping her fingers, she pointed at Suze.

      “Do you think they’ve changed the locks since Ernie ran the antique shop out of that building a few years ago? Half of downtown has a spare since he used to lock himself out so much.”

      “Yeah,” Suze said. “I heard Deborah telling the same thing to Simone when she was showing her the property. Simone said she would be sure to change the locks. Plus, Ernie didn’t have the shop a few years ago. It was a decade ago.”

      Hadley sighed then sized up her best friend. “You’re pretty small. I wonder if I could shove you through one of those windows in the back of the building.”

      “Hey, I didn’t agree to shoving.”

      “You’re right. I don’t think we can make any real decisions until we do some reconnaissance; figure out the building’s weaknesses.”

      Suze groaned. “What are you now, part of a secret spy sisterhood?”

      Now that they’d cleaned up, Hadley took off her apron. They were about to head out when the back door jingled open. Hadley stiffened for a moment, forgetting she’d unlocked it for Suze earlier. Any sense of worry left her in an exhale when she noticed it was Luke walking through the back entrance of the shop.

      Actually, walking wasn’t quite the word. It was a lot more like limping.

      “What happened to you?” Hadley asked.

      He groaned. “Hunk DeMuscles.” Stretching out his arms, Luke grimaced.

      Hadley and Suze hid their smiles.

      “Oh no, bad workout?” Feeling her grin breaking through, Hadley raised a hand to cover it.

      “I don’t even remember Coach Wilson working us this hard during football drills. Serves me right for thinking I was still in decent shape. According to Hunk, I’m a wimpy noodle boy who couldn’t possibly lift a Jeep,” Luke said in his best, deep Hunk impression. “He didn’t even care when I told him I had no reason to lift a Jeep. After that, he said I was making excuses and added leg day on to the arm day I’d already done.”

      “Gosh, maybe I got off easy with Owen,” Suze said with a snort. “At least I didn’t get hurt during my sleuthing.”

      Luke’s face, already twisted in discomfort, distorted further. He turned toward Hadley. “You’re hurt?”

      Covering her arm defensively, Hadley scoffed, “What? Oh, it’s nothing.”

      His eyes locked on to her wrist. All muscle pain apparently forgotten, Luke covered the space between them in two strides. He took her hand in his, gently inspecting the mark.

      “Simone did this to you?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      Shaking her head, she repeated the details she’d told Suze minutes before.

      For as bright light blue as his irises normally were—crinkled into a laugh or shining with a joke—Luke’s eyes clouded over considerably upon hearing her story. His face tightened. “I wonder how Cascade Ridge will function without a mayor … because I’m going to—”

      “You’re not going to do anything to him,” Hadley said, interrupting his rant. “Besides possibly help us break into the juice bar tonight to see if we can find the blackmail and prove it was Simone and Guy working together.”

      Still upset, Luke huffed. Then he settled onto a stool next to Hadley, slowly. As his anger ebbed, his muscle soreness seemed to return.

      “Yes, help us,” Suze pleaded. “Hadley’s only idea had to do with shoving me through a back window.”

      “Of the juice bar? That’s how you get in, though.” Luke blinked. When the women stared at him in confusion, he added, “I used to break in all the time when Ernie owned it.”

      Hadley raised an eyebrow at him, so he raised a hand in defense.

      “Ernie asked me to. He was always locking himself out of the place and that back window never locks properly. Simone probably changed the locks when she moved in, but I bet you she doesn’t know about the window.”

      “Oh.” The word was small as it left Hadley.

      Luke cringed. “I’m not in any shape to hoist myself up or through the window in my current state.” His gaze swiveled between the two women. “But I’ll give one of you a boost.”

      “And we’re back to me crawling through a window,” Suze muttered.

      Hadley rolled her eyes. “Or I can do it, if you’re so averse, even though I’m helping you out …” She mumbled the last part.

      “Fine,” Suze said around an exhale. “I’ll help you break in. Please don’t make me talk to Owen alone.”

      “Wait ... you’re helping Suze with hers?” Luke looked slightly crestfallen.

      “You have to be kidding me.” Hadley let her head fall back in exhaustion. “You can’t go by yourself either? The only curls I’ve been doing lately are bringing Mickie’s scones up to my mouth. I haven’t even ridden my bike in a month.”

      “It’s not Hunk I need your help with.” Luke rubbed the back of his neck and became very interested in his feet for a moment. “It’s ... well, did you know Jenny Thomas works there?”

      “Jenny, like two years behind us in school Jenny?” Suze asked.

      Luke nodded then gulped. “She won’t leave me alone. Followed me around for almost every workout. Kept cleaning the machine right next to the one I was on. She stares at me like she’s hungry.” He shivered.

      Hadley chuckled. “And what am I’m going to do about it?”

      “If she sees you there with me, she’ll back off.” He shrugged.

      Because she’ll assume we’re together, Hadley realized, and a tingle danced up her spine. She had to admit, she didn’t hate the idea of pretending to be with Luke for someone else’s sake. If she didn’t have the guts to make a move in real life, maybe this was as good as she would get.

      “If she’s so interested, you could use that to get some information out of her,” Hadley said instead.

      Luke shook his head. “She was the reason he had to close down the gym because she called in sick, and he didn’t want to cancel his session with his trainer. She wasn’t anywhere near the gym on Friday.”

      “Okay.” Hadley bit her lip. “I’ll go with you.”

      Luke’s face split into a grin. “Thanks, Had. Now, since you’re helping both of us, how can we help you?”

      Hadley put her hands on her hips. “Well, Suze and I have an appointment with Owen in a few, but let’s meet here at ten tonight, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Go break the law from there,” Suze clarified.

      But Hadley didn’t let Suze’s pessimism stop her from planning. She had a feeling about Simone and Guy. And she hoped they would find the information they needed to prove her correct tonight.
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      After saying their see you laters to a limping Luke, the women left the jam kitchen and walked down to the river.

      River’s Edge apartments sat along the banks of the Cascade River toward the far end of town. The fact that Laney had driven into town the other day reminded Hadley what a long walk it was, but she didn’t mind. The rushing sound of the river wrapped around her and made her feel whole for the first time that day.

      They walked in silence for a while, letting their shoes crunch along the pathway and listening to the birds sing various songs from the cover of the surrounding trees.

      “How’s the cat doing?” Suze asked after a few minutes.

      Hadley smiled. “She’s great. Like the third wheel the other two never realized they needed. And it’s not only her coloring that’s the perfect mix of the two. She’s older than Marmalade, but she’s younger than Ansel, so she’s right in between them. She and Ansel have become napping buddies, and she and Marmalade play together. Ansel’s grateful because Marmalade has stopped sneak attacking him in the morning when he’s getting down off the bed.”

      “What do you think you’ll do about her? It sounds like you’d keep her if you could.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it. I want to wait for sure until we find out whether Laney had any family who might want her. You know, I don’t want to get my hopes up.” Hadley shrugged one shoulder. “I thought having three cats would be too many, but it feels right.”

      Suze nodded. “That’s great.” She was silent for a moment before asking, “Anything else feeling right?”

      Hadley caught Suze watching her out of the corner of her eye. She laughed.

      “You’re incorrigible,” Hadley said.

      “I’m sorry.” Suze winced and turned her attention down to her feet. “I don’t mean to push things with you and Luke, but you can talk to me if you need to.”

      “Thanks,” Hadley said. “He came over the other night, after the town meeting. It felt so natural and nice. But then I got to worrying about how that might be because we’re good friends. We’ve been friends our whole lives. Trying to change things now might be disastrous.”

      “But the fact that it might not be is driving you mad.”

      “Yup.” Hadley groaned.

      “I hear you, sister.” Suze tipped an imaginary drink toward Hadley.

      And as much as Hadley loved having someone who understood what she was going through, wholeheartedly, she hoped her story turned out as happy as Suze’s had. The defeatist part of her worried that kind of ending only happened a small fraction of the time, and maybe Suze and Paul had been lucky.

      River’s Edge apartments slowly came into view as they continued to walk. The cedar-shake siding and green trim made the building blend in with the surrounding trees. That, plus it was set back from the end of Main Street on a private road, so no one went there unless they lived there—or were lost.

      It would be a great place to hide out in plain sight.

      They hiked up the small incline to the bottom rightmost apartment, where a wooden plaque above apartment 1A announced that it was where the manager lived. Suze knocked on the door and then threaded her arm through Hadley’s as she stood back to wait.

      Footsteps thumped, announcing the man’s approach moments before the front door opened and revealed Owen Hansen.

      “Miss Till, glad to have you back. And with company!”

      He was in his sixties, and while age had stooped his posture and widened his waistline, the man was still bulky and formidable. And his hands looked strong enough to strangle a waif like Laney, Hadley thought. Though, as Paul mentioned, Owen’s hands seemed too big to be considered medium or average sized.

      “This one ran away earlier.” Owen laughed, gesturing toward Suzanne with his large hands. “Wondered if she was coming back.”

      Suze elbowed Hadley in the side.

      She jumped. “Oh, uh—yeah. Sorry, that was my fault. I had a jam emergency and needed her help. We’re all good now.”

      “These things happen, I’m told.” He chuckled in a raspy way that sounded more cough than laugh. “Come in for a minute while I find the key to that apartment you want to see.”

      He stepped back but left the door open and disappeared into the apartment. Suze and Hadley glanced at each other before stepping forward warily. The place was tidy and didn’t smell particularly bad, but there was an odd feeling sitting heavy in the space.

      Knowing his internet history had been worthy of blackmail sent a shiver up Hadley’s spine.

      He came out from the kitchen holding a key. “Here we are. Let’s go up and see it.”

      Suze cleared her throat, and from the tightness behind the gesture, Hadley could tell she was feeing just as uncomfortable. It was a good thing they were in this together.

      As they exited Owen’s apartment and made their way up the stairs to the second floor of units, Hadley spotted Coach Wilson pull up in his truck. Her breath caught in her throat. It had been his apartment Owen had allegedly been working in during Laney’s murder. Hadley sent an apologetic grimace toward Suze.

      “I’ll meet you two up there. It looks like the coach could use a hand with those groceries.” She stopped, slowly turning back the way she’d come, but not before catching the pale wide-eyed and worried expression on her friend’s face.

      Hadley nodded in encouragement. Suze would be fine; she would be right back. Right after she got some information out of the high school football coach.

      Hadley jogged the rest of the way down the stairs, arriving at the truck as the coach wrestled the last few bags from his truck bed.

      “Hey, Coach,” Hadley called out in greeting. “Let me help you with some of those.” She held out her arms.

      The coach’s face, having been twisted in frustration, softened. “Oh, thank you, Miss James.” He handed over a few of the bags. “Living on the second floor means I hate taking two trips, so I end up loading myself up with too many bags trying to make it in one.” He laughed.

      “I’m the same way,” Hadley said. “And I don’t even have to go up stairs like you do.”

      He gestured for her to follow him. She’d always appreciated the way Coach Wilson defied macho football-coach stereotypes. He’d even let girls try out and play for the team, much to the frustration of the Cascade Ridge football coaches. Letting Hadley help him carry groceries without pause was yet another example of the man’s open-mindedness.

      “You here visiting someone?” he asked, pausing outside his door so he could fish his keys out of his pocket.

      “Not really. Suze is touring an apartment, and I’m here for moral support. She’s gotta do some work on her house and needs to stay somewhere during the reno. You like it here?”

      Coach chuckled. “Can’t complain.” He led the way into his place.

      Unlike Owen’s apartment, the coach’s felt warm and inviting. He had an amazing view of the river and a great patio. She knew his kids were all grown and off living on their own, and his wife had passed a few years ago, so it was just him. Football memorabilia was everywhere, from the walls to the shelves and even on the back of the cozy sofa.

      Hadley set the bags on the counter where he’d set his and tugged her shoulders up in the comfort of it all.

      The coach’s kind face—his dark skin wrinkled after so many summers and falls spent on the field with his team—turned to Hadley. “I was sorry to hear about you and Tyler not working out. He was a great quarterback, but not so great at commitment.” Coach’s deep-brown eyes caught hers.

      Speechless for a moment, Hadley opened her mouth but closed it again. She hadn’t told many people about the reason for her divorce, so there was no way Coach should know Tyler hadn’t been faithful to her.

      Except that it seemed he did.

      She dipped her head once in agreement.

      “Not like that Fenton kid, my best wide receiver to this day.” Coach winked. “That guy would do whatever it took to be where Tyler needed him to catch that ball. Seemed to defy physics sometimes.” He shook his head in reminiscence, before locking eyes with Hadley again. “That’s the kind of person who will always be there for you, no matter what. Cut off his own leg if you needed one, especially for you, Hadley.”

      She swallowed, picking at something nonexistent on her nail. “I—uh—Luke’s a good friend.” She pulled her lips up into a smile.

      Coach narrowed one eye at her. “I’ve never been one to mince words, Miss James. So I’m going to come out and say it. That boy’s loved you forever, since the two of you were little rascals running up and down the banks of that river out there.” He pointed out his window at the white-capped water rushing by. “And I’m not one to lecture about moving on. Goodness knows I’m content living here on my own with my memories of my Grace. But you and Luke have something special. I’d hate to see you miss out on that because you’re scared of what might go wrong. We can’t live our lives only preparing for the worst.”

      Hadley’s face wrinkled in discomfort. The man had somehow hit on everything she’d been feeling. “Except, I’ve lived through the aftermath of everything going wrong, and it wasn’t pleasant,” she said quietly.

      “But you lived through it.” He raised an eyebrow. “And I would argue that it’s made you even stronger than you were before. Who’s to say you couldn’t make it through that again if things don’t work out?”

      Hadley exhaled a small laugh. The man had a point, and it seemed his advice was still just as good in retirement. “True.” Her eyes met his, and she nodded to show him she heard him, loud and clear.

      His friendly eyes crinkled around the edges. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Well, thank you for the assist with those groceries.”

      “Anytime. I should get back to Suze. She was having a hard time deciding, which is why I came with her, and here I’ve abandoned her.” Hadley watched the older man for a moment, making a plan to get any last information. “How’s the maintenance here? I know that’s one thing Suze hates dealing with, so she would need a place where the management is quick about getting back about problems.”

      The coach scratched his chin. “I just had a leaky faucet, reported it in the morning, and Owen was in here that afternoon fixing it.”

      “Was this on Friday?” Hadley asked, knowing immediately that she’d gone too far. She inwardly grimaced, figuring this would make the coach shut down.

      His face tightened for a moment. “Yeah … it was Friday. Why?”

      “Oh, Owen was talking about that with Suze, and I figured it must’ve been the same faucet, unless a lot of them break around here.” She laughed uncomfortably.

      But luckily her explanation worked for Coach because he smiled in return. “He’s pretty handy too. Only needed one trip to the hardware store to fix it. Usually takes me three visits to get the right parts.”

      Hadley froze. Trip to the hardware store? That meant Owen had left the apartment during his alibi. And the hardware store was just minutes away from the juice bar downtown. Knowing her thoughts would be written all over her face in a few seconds, if they weren’t already, Hadley nodded. “Even three times is great. Whenever I’m doing a project, I feel like I should move in to the hardware store. Well, I’d better get going. It was great to see you, Coach.”

      He held his hand up in a wave as she left. Outside, she scanned the line of apartment doors. All closed. Frustrated with herself that she hadn’t figured out which one Owen was showing Suze, she pulled out her phone and called her friend.

      “Hey,” Suze answered in a muffled whisper. “Where are you?” Her tone was tight, worried.

      Hadley realized that, with the new information she’d just learned from Coach Wilson, she could’ve left Suze with the strangler.

      “I’m coming, but I don’t know which apartment you guys are in.”

      “2C,” Suze whispered.

      “Coming.” Hadley hung up then spotted the apartment to her right.

      They’d left the door unlocked, so she headed inside. Suze was standing behind a stool situated next to the tall kitchen counter, holding on to the chair as if it were a shield. Owen was pointing out the view through the sliding glass door leading out onto a patio similar to Coach Wilson’s.

      Hadley strode forward. “Hey, sorry, I got held up a little.”

      Suze’s posture relaxed when she saw Hadley. She cut her eyes over toward Owen.

      All Hadley could focus on were his hands.

      “Uh, so sorry, Owen, but there’s been another jam emergency. I have to take her and run.” Hadley grabbed at Suze’s arm, pulling her away.

      “Okay, let me know what you decide, Suzanne,” Owen called after them, but they were already at the apartment door.

      “Another jam emergency?” Suze said. “That’s the last time we can use that excuse.”

      Hadley agreed. “I didn’t know what else to say. I had to get you out of there. Owen’s alibi isn’t airtight. He left to go to the hardware store.”

      Suze sucked in a sharp breath. “We need to talk to Paul.”
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      After stopping by to give the latest intel to Paul, Suze and Hadley split up. Hadley needed to go home and check on the cats before their juice bar reconnaissance later, and Suze was forcing Paul to take a break and have dinner.

      Hadley made herself something to eat, and after she and the cats finished dinner, they all curled up on the couch with an episode of a baking show.

      When the sun set and darkness covered the valley, Hadley had a tough time peeling herself from her comfortable home to meet Luke and Suze at the jam shop. But her curiosity about the envelope she saw earlier gave her the motivation to get moving.

      The alley behind the jam shop was quiet and deserted as Hadley pulled her hatchback into its normal space next to the Jam Van. She got out of the car and leaned up against the back door to the kitchen, not wanting to go inside or turn on any lights lest they bring attention to their presence downtown so late.

      “Don’t freak out.” A voice came from the darkness.

      Hadley jumped, swallowing a squeal. Her now adjusted eyes caught movement to her left. Luke pulled off a black beanie, and his wheat-colored locks bounced bright in the moonlight. Besides the beanie, he wore a black long-sleeve shirt and black athletic pants.

      “You didn’t see me when you pulled up, and I was standing there trying to think of a way not to scare you.” He chuckled, his voice somehow deeper in the dark alley.

      Hadley swallowed, Coach’s words from earlier still ringing in her ears. That boy’s loved you forever.

      “No worries.” She looked down at her jeans and dark zip-up hoodie. “I didn’t even think about wearing black. You’re smart. You blend in.”

      “Your hair is dark, though.” He reached forward, tucking a piece behind her ear. “Mine stands out too much in the dark.”

      Her heartbeat quickened. Her eyes flashed up to meet his. “Luke—”

      His name was cut off by Suze’s sporty baby-blue mini pulling into the alley next to Hadley’s car. Her headlights illuminated Hadley and Luke as if they were in a spotlight. Hadley ducked her head and stepped away from Luke.

      Suze’s expression was both suspicious and gleeful as she stepped out of the car. “Hey, you two …” Her voice rose a little with each word.

      “Hi,” Hadley blurted, brushing nothing off the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “You ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” Suze patted the laptop case she held at her side, in case they encountered the USB. She was also wearing all black, and Hadley wondered how she’d missed the memo about tonight’s attire.

      Luke came up to stand next to Hadley, pulling his hat on to cover his hair again. “Let’s do this.” He smiled too.

      Hadley didn’t. All she could think about was how Luke smelled like fresh air and sandalwood, and how he was standing so very close to her.

      Led by Hadley—who may or may not have been running from her feelings for Luke—the three scurried through the alley that ran behind the buildings along Main Street. The shops were all deserted at this time of night, but you never knew when someone would work late. Coming up to the backside of the juice bar, the trio crouched low and let their breathing settle.

      “Okay, so Suze will stay out here on watch. Luke, you’ll get me inside, and then I’ll let you in from the back door. You sure she doesn’t have a security system setup?” Hadley chewed on her bottom lip and glanced at the back door of Power Juice.

      Luke nodded. “The only local person who might be able to install anything like that is me, and I haven’t. So”—he shrugged—“we’re good.”

      “Okay, here we go.” She stood up and approached the back window.

      Luke clasped his hands together, making a step for her. When she stepped into it, he brought her up to the height of the window.

      “That’s good,” she whispered down at him as she came eye level with the window. “Stop right there.”

      While he held her steady, she situated her fingers underneath the sash of the window and pulled up.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      She looked down. “Luke, this isn’t working. Are you sure no one had this fixed in the decade you were out of town?”

      “Just try harder,” was his muffled reply.

      Hadley leaned into the building, trying to take some weight off him as she remembered his sore muscles from his training session with Hunk. Going at the window from a different direction, she used an underhanded push this time.

      Nothing.

      “You really have to yank on it. A quick movement should jostle it enough,” Luke directed from below.

      “You wanna come up here and give it a try?” Hadley asked, exasperated.

      “Think you can hold me up?” There was a smirk in his tone, and she took it as a rhetorical question.

      Focusing back on the window, she held one hand under to pull at the same time as the other was positioned to push from the top. Hadley took in a deep breath and, on the exhale, put as much possible energy into the burst of movement.

      The window budged. She exhaled in relief.

      “That worked.”

      Using the small opening as leverage, she shimmied the window open the whole way.

      “Any idea what will be on the other side of this?” she asked Luke as she peered inside.

      “It used to be an old desk when Ernie owned the place. I could never tell if he used it as a desk or was trying to sell it. It could be anything now. I’m sending you up.” He pushed her higher.

      She shimmied her body forward as he lifted, and soon the upper half of her was sticking inside the juice bar. Her eyes were already adjusted to the dark, but she took a moment to look around and get her bearings. It seemed the place was still an office because there was a desk below her.

      Unfortunately, it was covered with stacks of paper. She groaned. There was no way she’d be able to get down without making a huge mess.

      Her best bet was to get far enough forward, so she could step onto the chair instead of the desk. It would take some upper body strength she wasn’t sure she possessed. She pushed herself forward until she felt her feet leave Luke’s grasp, and her body teetered half in and half out the window.

      “Got it, Had?” Luke called, just above a whisper.

      “Uh … I think so,” she called back. “It might take me a minute.”

      Slowly sliding forward, Hadley wiggled and moved until her hands were positioned on the edge of the desk. She scooted papers away so she could grip better. Then she bent her knees and pushed with her hands until she’d pulled her feet all the way inside, standing on the windowsill. Hadley was suddenly glad no one could see her at that moment. Basically she was doing an awkward downward-dog pose, hands on the desk, feet on the window above.

      And she didn’t know where to go from here.

      With a sigh, she realized the only thing to do was to lower her feet, one at a time, as carefully as possible onto the paper-covered desk below. She peered under and lowered her left foot. She set it in between two of the larger stacks of paper, setting it on top of a bill or something. Then she brought down her other foot.

      Now that it had more weight on it, her left foot slid a few inches, shoving a stack of papers behind it into the wall.

      She sucked in a breath and froze. After it stayed put for a second she continued bringing the other foot down. It was planted firmly on another shorter stack of papers.

      Now to get off the desk.

      A whimper died in Hadley’s throat. She lowered her butt so it wasn’t up in the air and waited for her center of gravity to catch up. But before she made any other plans, both her feet slid forward, the papers beneath them rocketing ahead and her butt slamming down onto the papered desktop.

      Papers crinkled as they flitted to the ground all over the small office space.

      “Had, you good?” came Luke’s voice from through the open window.

      “Peachy,” she said through gritted teeth as she climbed off the desk. More papers shuffled and fluttered onto the floor, but it didn’t much matter at that point.

      Tiptoeing over to the back door, Hadley threw the lock and opened it. Luke stepped inside, and she shut it behind him.

      “Her desk is covered with papers, and I made a mess on my way in,” Hadley whispered, pointing over to the scattered bills and spreadsheets littering the floor.

      Luke pointed a small pen flashlight at the desk. “Ah, she’s a piler. Let’s just hope she’s not one of those disorganized people who know where everything is even though it looks like chaos,” he said with a smile.

      Pulling out her own flashlight, she scanned the papers before putting them back into piles on top of the desk. Bill, bill, advertisement, bill, invoice, invoice, ad, and so it went until they’d placed all the papers back and closed the window.

      “I don’t see any envelopes in the drawers or in any of these stacks,” Luke said, lifting a stack of packing slips.

      “He gave it to her up front, by the register,” Hadley whispered. “Let’s check up there.”

      Clicking off their flashlights, they left the safety of the back office and moved up front to the open juice bar space. The large windows made Hadley feel like they were on display, even though they hadn’t turned on a light, and she knew downtown was likely empty at this point. Just to be safe, she crouched low as they searched through the stacks of papers near the register. Luckily, up here the moonlight coming through the windows was enough to guide them.

      “Nothing here either,” Luke whispered, looking into the cubbies under the register. “You’re sure it was a white envelope?”

      “Yes, and it wouldn’t lay flat. It had something substantial inside, more than just paper.” Frustration stole any remaining energy behind her words.

      It wasn’t here.

      They searched a few other places, but it was getting late, and things started to feel futile.

      “Sorry,” she said, shaking her head.

      Luke came up next to her. “Hey, it’s okay. You acted on a gut feeling. That’s not bad. Maybe she brought it home, or maybe Guy never left it. He could’ve put it back in his pocket. You said you lost track of it, right?”

      “Right.” Hadley huffed out a sigh.

      “So if they have it, we’ll find it. Or Paul will. It’ll work itself out.” The corner of his mouth tipped up into a smile, and he took her hand in his. His spicy, outdoorsy Luke smell overpowered the scent of fruits and veggies in the best way.

      Immediately, she relaxed. He was right, always was. Hadley’s lips parted. She wanted to say so much to him. The moonlight streaming in through the juice bar windows lit up his face in the most flattering way. She wanted to kiss him and—for the first time since he’d come back from Seattle—she didn’t care about their past, only their future.

      She leaned closer to him.

      “Tu-whit tu-whoo.” The low owl-like call came from the back alley.

      Hadley froze.

      Her eyes widened. “That’s Suze’s warning call. We need to go.”

      She grabbed Luke’s hand, and they raced for the back of the building.
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      Breath ragged, Hadley and Luke burst from the juice bar. Suze glanced up from where she was sitting on an empty fruit crate.

      “Oh, good. What’s going on in there? Did you guys find anything?” Suze peered around them as if they might have something hidden behind their backs.

      Hadley panted. “What?” It was all she could get out.

      “I got bored. I wanted to check on you.” Suze picked at a fingernail.

      Adrenaline leaked out of Hadley so quickly she felt like a balloon deflating. Luke relaxed next to her. He chuckled, able to see the humor in any situation. Hadley wasn’t quite there.

      “We didn’t find anything. And I doubt looking any longer will change that. We might as well go.” She walked back to the door and locked it from the inside then pushed it closed.

      After making sure it was locked and the window all the way shut, they trudged back toward the jam kitchen.

      “Sorry nothing came from that,” Suze whispered. “But we knew it probably wasn’t them anyway, right?”

      Hadley shook her head. “I don’t know. I have a bad feeling I can’t let go of when it comes to the two of them.”

      “Yeah.” Suze sighed. “Between Owen being at the hardware store before the time Simone found Laney and his fingerprints being all over the laptop they found destroyed in her apartment, it’s seeming more like he’s the one.”

      Hadley and Luke stopped short, just before the jam kitchen.

      “What?” Luke said. “Owen was the one who destroyed her computer?”

      “Since when?” Hadley asked.

      Suze took another few steps but slowly turned around. Even in the scant moonlight, they could see her cringe. “Um … did I forget to mention that?” She sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Paul got the results when we were having dinner tonight.”

      Hadley coughed in surprise then turned to Luke, who appeared equally stunned.

      “That would’ve been good information to have before we broke into Simone’s shop.” Luke’s voice was even, measured, as if he were working hard to keep calm.

      “I’m sorry.” Suze smacked her palm to her forehead. “I was going to tell you guys, but then I got all hyped up about breaking in and totally forgot.” She looked toward Hadley. “Do you think knowing would’ve really stopped you from following the lead about Simone and Guy tonight?”

      Hadley pursed her lips. “You have a point.”

      “See?” Suze turned and kept walking. “And now you know there’s nothing there to be suspicious about.”

      “Except what could’ve been in that envelope,” Hadley said.

      “And how the mayor hurt and threatened Hadley,” Luke added as they approached the rear of the jam kitchen and their cars.

      Suze dipped her head to one side as she stood next to her car. “Okay. Besides those things. But at least you don’t have to endure any more sessions with Hunk,” she said to Luke.

      His eyes narrowed. “Paul finding Owen’s prints doesn’t mean he’s the killer. He sounds more like a guy fumbling his way around trying to keep a secret. I mean, most people know just smashing a laptop screen won’t destroy the information on the hard drive. Owen’s not necessarily a mastermind.”

      Hadley nodded. “Paul always says the only time you rule out suspects is when you find the actual killer. I think we should continue to investigate Hunk, Simone, and Guy.”

      Suze sighed. “Fine. As long as it doesn’t mean any more breaking and entering, though. This was too nerve racking.” She rubbed her hands up and down her arms.

      “No more breaking and entering.” Hadley agreed.

      “But we’re still on for tomorrow, right?” Luke placed a hand on Hadley’s elbow for a split second before pulling it away.

      She swallowed. “Sure.”

      “Be careful, you two.” Suze opened her car door and climbed inside. “I want to hear how it goes.” She maintained eye contact with Hadley for a moment longer, eyeing her meaningfully.

      Hadley wasn’t sure what Suze thought might happen at the gym, but she smiled and waved anyway as Suze turned on her car. The alley went quiet and dark once she drove away.

      Luke took off his beanie again, and his sandy hair stuck up in odd positions. Hadley’s fingers curled together as she thought about running them through it, and her thoughts returned to when he’d gotten close earlier, tucking her hair back and, again, inside the juice bar.

      It was time they talked. Coach was right. There was something between them.

      She met Luke’s familiar blue eyes. “Luke,” she started.

      “So you ready to be my girlfriend?” he asked with a grin.

      Her heart jumped into hyperspeed. All the things she wanted to say, had been getting ready to say, caught in her throat. She made a strangled noise.

      Then again, maybe she didn’t have to start the conversation. It seemed like Luke was diving right in.

      “Now?” The question croaked from her dry throat.

      Luke chuckled. “Tomorrow. At the gym. Remember? You’re supposed to be my girlfriend to make Jenny back off.” His voice lost some of his power as he went on. “Is that still okay with you?”

      The concern behind the question made whatever worry inside Hadley melt away. Right. They were pretending.

      “Oh, right! Ha! Of course.” She swatted at him, sure she was acting like a lunatic.

      Truth was, Hadley didn’t know how to be Luke’s girlfriend. She knew how to be his best friend, how to play truth or dare, and how to beat him at bike races. She knew how to despise him and fight with him. But act like she was in love with him … in public? That was new.

      Stop acting like a teenager, Hadley, she scolded herself. You’re a grown woman. You’ll figure it out.

      “I don’t mean anything intense,” Luke said, as if reading her mind. “Act like normal.” His mouth tipped up on one side. “But maybe touch me a little more.”

      Hadley nodded then cleared her throat. “Can do.” She gave him a little salute.

      “Well,” he said, taking a step back and jabbing his thumb behind him. “I parked around the corner, so I’m going to head home. You good?”

      “Great.” She smiled.

      “K. See you tomorrow, Had.”

      “See you tomorrow,” she repeated. At the gym, she added inside her head. And then slumped toward her car. Tomorrow was going to be a long day.
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      Luke had signed up for a lunchtime session with Hunk. Hadley wore yoga pants, sneakers, and a loose T-shirt to work. She brought a change of clothes, though, after seeing how sore Luke was after his first session. Hadley assumed soreness came with sweat, and probably a lot of it.

      She and Gran were busy all morning. So when they had a minute to breathe just before lunch, Hadley grabbed her gym bag from the car. Gran was sitting in front of her laptop when she returned.

      “Everything okay?” Hadley asked, noticing her grandmother’s deepening frown.

      Gran only grumbled. She clicked a few other buttons on her keyboard.

      Hadley walked over, glancing over her grandma’s shoulder. Spammy ads filled the  screen. In front of it all Gran had a CPU Knight window open, but no matter how many times she pressed the red Help button, nothing happened. Unlike the last time, there was no happy trumpet.

      “My knight’s run off into the sunset, it seems. I’m doing the same thing as always, but no one’s answering.” Gran shook her head.

      Hadley considered offering Luke’s help. He’d built his own tech-based business from the ground up, after all. Normally, Hadley would’ve had no qualms about asking for his help. But right now, unsure about her feelings, Hadley didn’t want to take advantage of him in any way.

      A customer walked into the store behind them. Gran shut the laptop so she could greet them, but not before she pointed at the clock.

      “You’d better get going, dear. You ready?” she asked.

      “As I’m ever going to be.” Hadley exhaled extra long, pushing out any worries about the work or Luke along with it.

      This was about figuring out if Hunk lied about his alibi or not. That was the most important consideration. She took off her apron and grabbed the workout bag, waving to Gran on her way out the back door.

      Hunk’s gym was down toward the south end of Main Street, across from Fenton Park. People often ran laps around the park and then entered the gym, red faced and sweaty from the effort.

      Halfway there, Hadley’s phone buzzed with a text. It was from Paul.

      So Owen’s most likely the one who tried to destroy Laney’s computer. I’m not convinced it’s him, though. You got anything new?

      So Suze hadn’t spilled about what they’d been doing last night.

      Hadley typed back: On my way to the gym with Luke right now. I’ll see if I can dig up anything.

      Stuffing her phone back in her bag, Hadley pushed open the glass front door and stepped inside. The smell of rubber mats and sweat mixed with disinfectant made her nose twitch. Luke stood inside, leaning stiffly away from the front desk. Jenny leaned toward him on the other side of the counter.

      When he noticed Hadley, his eyes went wide with relief. Jenny’s did the opposite, narrowing in frustration.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Luke said, walking forward. “You made it.” He winked at her in the same go with it way he used to when they would get in trouble as kids, and he had to talk their way out of it.

      Except this was not like when they were kids because when Luke reached her, he wrapped an arm around her shoulder and planted a kiss on her cheek.

      Feeling her stiffen, he pulled her in closer and whispered, “It’s way worse than I thought. She already asked me out and touched me like seventeen times. We’re going to have to up our game.”

      Hadley bit her lip as he stepped back, catching her gaze with his. His blue eyes held onto hers, as if he were worried she might run away. But in those blue eyes, she found the answer.

      This was Luke.

      They’d been pretending, playing games, and making up contests since they could walk. This was no different.

      Hadley’s lips curled up into a smile. “Then we’d better get started.”

      Luke’s face split into an equally large grin. He grabbed her hand and pulled her over toward the desk.

      “Jenny, you know Hadley, right?” he asked.

      Jenny, a gym bunny if there ever was one, cleared her toned throat and nodded—even her throat was muscular, Hadley noticed. She might be tanned and probably had a six-pack hiding under her Hunk’s tank top, but Hadley had Luke. Jenny flipped her highlighted hair and made a big show of pulling out a clipboard from below the computer. She wore what seemed like twenty colorful hair elastics on her right wrist and made a show of snapping them impatiently after she handed over the clipboard.

      “You need to fill these out. Your first session is—”

      “On me,” Luke interrupted. “Put it on my bill, please.”

      Jenny typed something into the computer in lieu of an answer while Hadley filled out the forms.

      “I didn’t realize the two of you were together,” Jenny said as Hadley finished the paperwork and slid it back toward her.

      Luke gazed lovingly at Hadley.

      “It’s pretty new,” she said.

      “But a long time coming,” he added. His body language, expression, tone, all of it felt so far from acting. “Ready?” He gestured over to the weight room.

      “Yep.” She wrapped her arm through his and leaned in close as they walked away from Jenny. When they rounded the corner, she stopped him and pretended to rip a thread from the collar of his T-shirt. “You know the whole town is going to think we’re dating now, don’t you?” she said so only he could hear it.

      Luke caught her hands as she brought them away from his collar, and he wrapped them around his neck. He stepped closer until his lips were right by her ear.

      “I think I can handle that,” he said.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath and followed when he led her into the weight room. At that point, she wondered how she’d remain standing, let alone work out.

      She didn’t have time to wonder any longer because Hunk came out of the men’s locker room wearing a muscle tee and a drill-sergeant scowl.

      “Okay,” he growled. “Let’s get you two into shape.”

      Hadley gulped and threaded her fingers through Luke’s.
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      Luke hadn’t been overreacting the other day.

      At all.

      Hunk was a weight-wielding terror and an equal opportunity one at that. He didn’t care about Hadley being a woman; it only made him yell louder about how she had strong legs that could take more, more, more.

      More squats.

      More burpees.

      More push-ups.

      To make matters worse, Hunk’s answers to their “innocent” questions about his own training sessions only solidified his alibi. His trainer came Mondays, Thursdays, and Fridays. Rain or shine.

      Laney had been killed on a Friday.

      He did outdoor workouts as much as possible on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays, so when he had sessions with his trainer, they stayed indoors.

      So he wouldn’t have been anywhere near the juice shop on that afternoon.

      And—most significant of all—he was earning enough from the gym these days and hardly relied on his money from his sponsors anymore. The blackmail would’ve been most damaging to him if it meant he would lose out on his income. While his steroid use would definitely lose him his sponsors, it wouldn’t affect locals coming to his gym.

      The more questions Hadley and Luke asked, the more reps Hunk made them do. Hadley stretched out her back, knowing she would be sore tomorrow. Her legs and arms already felt wobbly with overuse.

      The workout wasn’t all bad, though, Hadley thought. A spike of heat ran up her neck as she stepped out of the shower in the women’s locker room and wrapped herself in a towel.

      She and Luke had joked and laughed and talked the whole time. To Hunk’s continued frustration, along with asking questions, she and Luke had danced to the workout music, made fake wagers on the number of reps they could do, and took exponentially more breaks than Hunk allotted because they were laughing too hard to continue.

      Checking the time, she realized she needed to be back at the shop. She dressed in her clean jeans and T-shirt, stuffing her sweaty workout clothes into her bag. Braiding her hair so she wouldn’t have to dry it, she headed out into the foyer. Luke waited for her, hair damp and freshly showered as well.

      Her gaze cut to Jenny who had her arms crossed in a way that spoke of defeat and a disgruntled frown on her face.

      It had ultimately been their playful banter that had made the woman back off. Toward the beginning of their workout, Jenny still hung around Luke, washing off perfectly clean machines and shooting him flirty looks. But Hadley and Luke’s laughter, the way they brought up old inside jokes and memories, had finally scared her away.

      Which Hadley supposed made sense. Public displays of affection aside, the kind of relationship she wanted with someone was based on a friendship. A best friendship.

      It’s what had gone wrong with Tyler, she supposed.

      But this wasn’t real, she reminded herself when Luke took her hand and made a show of saying, “Bye, Jenny,” reminding her they had only been pretending for her sake.

      When they walked through the gym doors and out onto the street, the act would be over. They’d go back to just being friends.

      The last hour had felt so right, so easy. Pretending to be his girlfriend hadn’t been difficult in the least. In fact, the hardest thing was going to be stopping. She squeezed his hand tighter, not ready to let go as they approached the front door.

      But then something on the community bulletin board next to the door took up her full attention. Hadley pulled Luke over to the flyer hanging near the center. The one missing all but one of the small tearaway tabs along the bottom. Hadley remembered seeing the same flyer on Simone’s desk last night in the juice bar, when she’d spilled the papers and had to reorganize them.

      CPU Knight.

      The tech help service Gran had used and had been talking about just that morning. The very one that wasn’t working anymore … now that Laney was gone.

      “What is it?” Luke peered at the flyer, not privy to Hadley’s inner revelations.

      Jenny stood there snapping at the hair elastics around her wrist. Hadley didn’t need her listening in on their conversation. She pulled Luke outside onto the street so they could talk.

      “CPU Knight,” she said, turning to him as the gym doors closed behind them. “I think that’s how Laney was getting the blackmail.”

      Luke paused. “Okay … don’t you think Paul would already know that?” His voice was flat.

      “Maybe.” She checked both left and right to make sure no cars were coming and then pulled Luke with her across Main Street. “But then why hasn’t he mentioned it before?”

      Now on the other side of the street, Hadley glanced down at their hands, still entwined. Her cheeks went hot, and she dropped his hand, pulling hers back.

      “I’m going to go talk to him … you can come if you want.” Hadley cleared her throat, trying to disguise the odd tone to her voice.

      Luke held out a hand in a “lead the way” gesture. They walked toward the town hall and pushed their way inside the large, wooden double doors. The sheriff’s office was toward the front of the building, so they didn’t have far to go. And even less so until they found Paul. He stood next to Sharon, leaning on her reception desk as they chatted.

      Sharon raised her eyebrows as she caught sight of Luke and Hadley.

      Paul turned to see who it was. “Hey,” he said, his face breaking into a smile.

      Hadley waved at Sharon but pulled Paul over to his desk, making him sit down. Luke followed.

      “I think Laney used a company called CPU Knight to gain access to people’s private files. That’s how she got the blackmail,” Hadley explained.

      Paul was silent for a moment as he listened.

      Taking this as a sign that he didn’t quite believe her, she continued. “It’s geared toward people who need someone else to show them how to do things with their computers. Gran just used it last week, but now it’s not working. I saw it in action. CPU Knight took over her computer remotely. Whatever software they have the customer download gives them access to the person’s desktop. I think it was Laney; that’s why no one can get it to work anymore because she’s gone.”

      Rubbing the back of his hand along his beard, Paul nodded. “That would make sense. Even after going through all her digital accounts, we couldn’t find how she made money, besides the blackmail. I’ll have McKay do some digging into this company, and see if there’s a connection. If it’s how she gained access to the blackmail information, it makes sense she’d hide her connection with it.”

      Hadley hoped she was right. This might lead them to more clues, something that might solidify their argument against either Owen or Simone and Guy. Which reminded her …

      “Also, we’re pretty sure Hunk’s not a viable suspect,” Hadley said, turning to Luke to see if he agreed.

      Luke dipped his head. “We just came from there. It sounds like he was in a training session that whole afternoon, at the gym. I don’t think he had the opportunity.”

      Paul cleared his throat. “Okay, well thanks for gathering intel for me.”

      Smiling awkwardly, Hadley waved goodbye. She pushed her way out into the fresh summer air, hiking her workout bag higher on her shoulder. Pretending she and Luke were together had been all fun and games during their workout, but there were bound to be consequences. She hadn’t stopped to think about how much people would talk, wonder, assume.

      Even standing on the steps of the town hall, Hadley could feel the locals passing by staring.

      “Looks like Jenny’s been talking.”

      Hadley jumped, not having heard Luke come up beside her. She looked from him to a whispering group of older women over by the park.

      “I was just joking earlier when I mentioned the gossip mill.” Hadley groaned, spying a local couple turn away, trying to hide the fact they’d been staring. “I didn’t think Jenny would actually spread it that quickly. Now our gym ‘relationship’ will be all over town in less than half an hour.”

      She turned to Luke, hoping his signature calmness might rub off on her, that he might talk her down. But he didn’t seem calm. In fact, he looked just as intense.

      Great, even Luke is freaking out. This is bad.

      “Luke,” she said, resisting the urge to snap her fingers in front of his face and get him to snap out of whatever panicked thoughts raced through his head.  She let her workout bag drop to the ground in defeat. “What are we going to do? The whole town assumes we’re together.”

      “You’re right. They do.” Luke’s face softened before he took a step toward her.

      He wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her in for a long kiss that made all her thoughts and worries disappear.

      When the kiss ended, he grinned. “If everyone already thinks we’re together, we might as well try it out, right?” His blue eyes sparkled as they took in her reaction.

      “Luke, I—”

      He held up a finger, pressing it to her lips. “Please say the end to that sentence is, ‘feel the same way you do’ because I don’t know if my heart can handle anything else.”

      Hadley tipped her head to one side and smiled, wrapping her arms around his neck. He smelled like soap. “And how do you feel? Just so I know if I’m the same,” she said.

      “I feel like I’ve been waiting to hold you in my arms since I can remember.” He slid them around her waist. “That I’ve been waiting to kiss you my entire life, and once I did, I knew I’d never be able to go back.” He kissed her again. “Oh, and today at the gym wasn’t an act for me. It was the most honest I’ve been in a long time.”

      Hearing him confirm that he felt the same way she did made Hadley’s heart soar. She was, yet again, surprised by how easy it was to be with Luke. She needn’t worried. Just like everything else with the two of them, it was natural.

      “Oh, good,” she said, kissing his jaw and his neck. “Then you feel the same as I do.”

      Luke laughed, the sound rumbling through Hadley, pressed up against his chest. He glanced over toward the park and raised an eyebrow.

      “We’ve attracted some attention, it seems.”

      Hadley didn’t even turn to see. She leaned in to kiss Luke again. “Good. Let them talk.”
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      Hadley hadn’t even reached the jam kitchen before her phone rang. It was Suze.

      “Hey.” She couldn’t keep the smile from taking over her face as she answered the call.

      “Omigosh! Is it true?” she asked amid a squeal.

      “What?” Hadley asked playfully.

      “You. Luke. Kissing. Three different people ran into my studio to tell me. Please tell me this isn’t a joke.” Suze gasped. “Oh no. I’m just now remembering him inviting you to the gym to scare off Jenny. The kissing was all pretend, wasn’t it?”

      Suze was rambling. Hadley should tell her right away, but she was enjoying this too much.

      “Yes, we were pretending to be together so Jenny would leave Luke alone at the gym,” Hadley said, slow and measured. “At first. But …”

      At that word, Suze inhaled a sharp breath.

      “But?”

      “Yeah.” Hadley bit her lip as she smiled. “It seems neither of us had to pretend for Jenny’s sake, and neither of us wanted to go back to how it was after we left the gym.”

      Suze squealed again. “I’m so happy for you!”

      “Thanks. I have to admit, I’m pretty happy too. I think you were right about it being worth the risk. Well, you and Coach Wilson.”

      “Coach Wilson knew before me?”

      “I think he knew before me, honestly.” Hadley shook her head.

      “Okay, well, I’m coming over tonight, and you’re going to dish everything.”

      Hadley sucked in a breath through her teeth. “I can’t tonight. Luke’s coming over. He’s making me dinner.”

      Suze laughed. “Of course he is.”

      “But how does lunch sound tomorrow? I’ll grab sandwiches from the coffee shop, and I’ll tell you everything from today as well as tonight’s dinner.”

      “Deal.”

      They hung up as Hadley arrived at the back door of Pretty Jam Good. She took a quick detour to put her workout bag in her car. The jam kitchen door had barely closed behind her when someone came hurtling toward her, enveloping her in a tight embrace.

      Hadley recognized the perfectly coifed white hair and warm hug of her grandmother. She chuckled.

      “You’re one of the locals now, Gran. If you know the gossip within the first five minutes after it happens, you’re officially a Stoneybrookian.”

      Gran pulled away, looking Hadley in the eyes. “Watching the two of you love each other from afar was cutting me to the core, my dear. I’m so glad you finally figured it out.”

      Hadley sighed. “Sounds like I was the only one left in the valley unsure about my feelings for Luke.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Gran nodded. “The jam jars knew it before you, darling.”

      A few customers walked in, stealing their attention. Hadley helped Gran with the sale, knowing she would not get any jam made today with how occupied her thoughts were.

      Throughout the rest of the afternoon, Hadley thanked her lucky stars for the constant flow of summer tourists. Their presence kept the locals at bay, serving as the perfect excuse of why she could dish with them. She even slipped out of Pretty Jam Good five minutes before closing, upon Gran’s urging. The town gossips would descend once the sign in the front window turned.

      So she pulled into her driveway a few minutes earlier than usual. Which was yet another reason it surprised her to see Luke’s truck parked there, and him sitting on the hanging swing on her porch.

      She grabbed her workout bag, knowing it would be a disaster if left in her hot car any longer. Then she rounded the corner of the house, concern written in the furrows on her forehead.

      “Everything okay?” she asked Luke, worried he’d changed his mind and was waiting to break the news to her.

      Her gaze caught on the bag of produce at his feet. When she looked back at his face, he was grinning.

      “Everything’s great. I got excited about our date, and I got here a little early. Sorry.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      Hadley’s heart swelled. She dropped her gym bag and walked over to him, kissing him again, wondering why she’d wasted so much of her life not kissing Luke Fenton.

      “So what are you making?” she asked, peering down at the bag of fresh produce, no doubt from his family farm.

      “It’s a surprise.” He winked and gestured for her to lead the way inside.

      A loud yowl echoed off the tall ceilings as they stepped inside.

      All the perfect peaceful energy drained from Hadley’s body. She froze, heart hammering out a symphony of worry. Another meow, filled with desperation and woe, pealed through the space. Luke frowned and walked in before her.

      Heart in her throat, Hadley followed Luke into her living room. Over by the fireplace, Sweat Pea crouched next to the flue damper. Her collar was caught on the lever. Her golden eyes rolled in her head, watching them, begging for help. Ansel and Marmalade paced nearby, looking helpless and worried.

      Luke raced forward, slowing when he neared Sweet Pea so he wouldn’t scare her and cause her to bolt. Hadley held her hand to her chest as Luke gently picked up the cat and slid the collar from the lever.

      Sweet Pea relaxed into his arms, purring. She blinked up at him lovingly. He whispered to her, running his hand over her back and body to make sure she wasn’t hurt. He smiled, nodding. Hadley rushed over, gathering the cat into her arms as Luke handed her over.

      “She seems fine, but I think”—he reached over and unbuckled her collar—“we should take this off for good.”

      Tears threatened the corners of Hadley’s eyes, mostly because of how close that had been. Had Sweet Pea not stayed still, crouching in one spot, she could’ve strangled herself.

      “I didn’t even think to check if it was a breakaway collar.” Hadley inwardly scolded herself for assuming.

      “What’s a breakaway collar?” Luke asked. He laughed. “I don’t even have a collar on Barnaby. I’m still learning about being a cat dad.”

      Hadley almost melted at the sweetness of his statement. “That’s okay. Breakaway collars have a safety clasp that breaks apart if they put any intense pressure on it, that way a cat can’t strangle itself. Most collars for sale these days have to be.”

      Luke inspected the thing. “It seems to be handmade now that I get a better look.” He reached out to grab her free hand. “Don’t blame yourself, you didn’t realize. This is Laney’s fault.”

      Hadley huffed. “And just when I’d forgiven her for leaving Sweet Pea in that hot car, since it was out of her control. This”—she pointed to the collar—“was definitely within her control.”

      “Yeah.” Luke placed the collar on the kitchen counter and then picked up Ansel and Marmalade, one in each arm. “I bet you guys are pretty freaked out too.”

      “I wonder how long she was like that.” Hadley chewed on her lip and checked the cat’s neck. “Do you think I should take her in, just in case?”

      Luke shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt. And maybe it’ll give you some peace of mind.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded and pulled out her phone, dialing Dr. Murphey. She scratched Sweet Pea’s ears while the phone rang.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Danielle. It’s Hadley. I’m sorry to bother you. I know it’s—”she checked the clock on her wall—“close to your closing time, but Sweet Pea got her collar stuck on the fireplace, and I want to make sure she’s okay. Can I bring her in super quick?”

      “That should be fine.” The doctor’s words came out in a slow staccato, as if she were paging though a daily appointment schedule. “If you can get here in the next fifteen, that would be great.”

      “Gotcha. I’ll leave right now.” Hadley hung up. “She’ll check her out,” she told Luke, in case he hadn’t caught that from her end of the conversation.

      The knowledge she would see the vet made her shoulders relax. That was what she loved about Dr. Murphey. She never made Hadley feel silly for checking with her about any odd thing with her cats. As a fairly new cat owner, she was still building up her confidence to deal with the eccentricities of feline pets.

      “Why don’t I hang here?” Luke suggested. “I can get started on dinner and have it mostly ready by the time you two return. And that way I can keep these guys company.” He set down Ansel and Marmalade.

      The two other cats watched Sweet Pea, still concerned it seemed.

      Hadley nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.” She walked over to him and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      She grabbed her keys and set Sweet Pea down as she fished out one of her cat carriers from the hall closet. The calico was so sweet and simply peered at her from inside the crate, even after the traumatic afternoon she’d endured.

      Hadley and Sweet Pea were heading down Main Street a few minutes later. And even though she was focused on getting the cat to the vet in time, Hadley couldn’t help but let her attention stray to the juice bar as she drove by. She’d been doing the same thing ever since she and Luke had stumbled upon Laney’s body in the alley that day. She had an eerie feeling whenever she looked at the building.

      A feeling made even worse when she noticed Simone and Guy standing in the alley.

      Craning her neck, she slowed down, catching only a glimpse. But it was enough. They were arguing. Guy grabbed at papers in Simone’s hand, but she pulled them away.

      A coldness crept from the back of her neck, down her spine. Her fingers tightened on the wheel as the urge to stop the car washed over her. She wanted to get a closer look, to go investigate.

      Sweet Pea meowed at that very moment, as if reminding Hadley of her presence in the car.

      She couldn’t stop.

      Dr. Murphey was waiting for them. Investigating would mean leaving Sweet Pea in the car, something Hadley wouldn’t dare do with her, especially after what she’d gone through.

      With one last glance toward Power Juice and the alley next to it, Hadley drove toward the clinic. Danielle was waiting by the front desk when Hadley walked inside.

      “Hey,” the vet said, greeting Hadley and Sweet Pea with a broad smile. “So we got into a tight spot, it sounds?”

      Hadley followed her into an exam room. While Dr. Murphey extracted Sweet Pea from the crate and examined her, Hadley explained the scene she’d walked in on this evening.

      Dr. Murphey clicked her tongue and shook her head. “I should’ve checked that collar too, Had. I’m so sorry. We were dealing with so many other things with this poor girl that it wasn’t even on my radar.” She ran her fingers down the cat’s throat. “Luckily, she seems fine. You should keep an eye out for soreness in the area, but it sounds like she had good instincts and didn’t struggle.”

      Hadley sighed in relief. “That’s great. You don’t have any breakaway collars here, do you?”

      The doctor nodded. “Out front. And if you can wait for a few minutes, we can even get a new engraved name tag made for it.”

      Chewing on her lip, Hadley thought for a moment. “I do … have a few minutes. Would it be okay if I ran down the street and ran an errand real quick while you guys made that up?”

      Dr. Murphey waved her hand toward Hadley. “Sure. Absolutely.”

      “And Sweet Pea will be fine here for a few?”

      “She’ll be great. I’ll give her the run of this exam room if she wants it.”

      Hadley backed out of the room. “Thanks! I’ll be right back.”

      Once outside the exam room, Hadley told the receptionist she’d be right back, then she jogged outside. Her jog turned to a run as she headed for the juice bar.
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      All the shops downtown were either closed already or on the way there, so there wasn’t much foot traffic to compete with as Hadley ran down the sidewalk. Actually, the hardest part was how sore she was from the workout with Hunk earlier. It was catching up with her, and her limbs felt achy and stiff.

      A few blocks away from Power Juice, she slowed, not wanting to bring too much attention to herself.

      She opted for the whole “passerby” routine, walking by the shop at a leisurely pace, looking around—like one does when they’re in no hurry. Peering inside the juice bar, she saw the lights were off and the shop empty. She slowed even more as she approached the alley where she’d seen Simone and Guy.

      But it was empty. They were gone.

      Just in case, Hadley walked down the alley and peeked around the back of the building. Also, no Simone or Guy.

      “Darn,” she said under her breath.

      The fight had appeared heated. She kicked at a rock and turned back down the alley, heading toward the vet clinic. The rock settled a few yards in front of her, bringing her attention down to the broken uneven concrete in the old alley. Over to her right, just near the building, she saw the ripped corner of a piece of paper laying on the ground.

      Eyes widening, Hadley rushed forward and picked up the piece. It wasn’t just any paper, but the thick, glossy kind used for printing pictures. And while one side was simply white, the other held the bottom few inches of the corner of a printed picture.

      It was a dark picture or had been printed in black and white because there wasn’t any color in the part Hadley held in her hand. Still, she made out the shape of either a car bumper, a windowsill, or … a piece of furniture. She rotated the piece every which way, trying to recognize it.

      Hadley’s mind flashed back to watching Guy grab at the papers in Simone’s hand while they stood in this exact spot a few minutes before. Could those have been pictures in Simone’s grasp? And could Guy have torn one in his attempt to snatch them from her?

      A thrilling chill raced through Hadley’s veins. This might very well be the corner to one of the blackmail pictures Laney had on Simone and the mayor. Hadley didn’t need to find that envelope with the USB in it, after all. Paul had Laney’s hard drive. If this piece of a photograph matched the pictures she had on file, that would be proof Mayor Whitmore and Simone knew about the blackmail and had stolen the file Laney was there delivering.

      Checking her watch, Hadley realized she needed to get back to pick up Sweet Pea and the new collar. She shoved the picture corner into her pocket and jogged stiff legged back to the veterinarian. Her muscles were yelling at her to stop by the time she reached the front doors of the clinic.

      Dr. Murphey came out of the exam room with Sweet Pea in her carrier just as Hadley walked up to the receptionist.

      “Perfect timing. I put her new breakaway collar on too. I picked the same color she had last time,” Dr. Murphey said, pointing to the purple collar. “It looked good with her coloring. I kept it loose, so cinch it a little tighter after a few days. Kennedy will ring you up, but call if you want me to look at her again.”

      Hadley thanked the vet and paid for the check up, collar, and name tag. As much as she was eager to get home to Luke and dinner, she knew she had to make one stop first. Parking at the town hall, she texted Paul.

      You still at work?

      He texted right back. Always. I’ve decided to move in.

      Coming in, she typed, then pulled Sweet Pea’s carrier from the front seat and carried the cat inside with her.

      Sharon was gone for the day, and it was just Paul and Kevin sitting around a table in the middle of their conference room. Files were spread across the entire surface, so she couldn’t see even a square inch of the wood underneath. Paul ran a hand over his face.

      “You brought me a cat?” he asked dryly.

      “No,” she scoffed. “I brought you a clue.”

      Fishing the corner out of her pocket, she laid it on the papers in front of her brother.

      “I saw Mayor Whitmore and Simone fighting in the alley by the juice shop. She had something, papers she wasn’t giving to him. When I walked by a little later, I found this in the same spot.”

      “How much later?” Paul’s jaw tightened, a muscle tremor running along the trimmed edge of his beard.

      “Huh?” she asked innocently.

      “Hadley …” His tone was low, a warning.

      Kevin excused himself, saying something about needing to make a call but seeming every bit like someone who didn’t want to get caught in a twin squabble.

      Hadley squinted up at the ceiling. “At least five minutes later.” Meeting his gaze again, she pointed to the picture. “If you can match this to any of the blackmail pictures on Laney’s hard drive, this would be proof that one or both of them intercepted the blackmail she was dropping off, which would put them exactly at the scene of the crime, at the time of the crime, with really good motive to commit the crime.”

      Nodding slowly, Paul said, “This is good, Had. Thank you.”

      “Any news on the CPU Knight front?”

      “From what we can tell, from what hasn’t been scrubbed clean, it looks like it was most likely Laney’s business. McKay’s working on getting a list of all the people who purchased the program, so we can double-check that against our suspect list. There might be others out there we don’t know about.”

      “Gran will be one of them.”

      Paul chuckled. “Let’s hope she doesn’t have any skeletons in her closet.”

      “Are you kidding?” Hadley spat out a laugh. “All Gran has in her closet are perfectly pressed slacks and blouses that are twenty years old, but look like new. She’s squeaky clean to the core.”

      Paul nodded in concession.

      “Speaking of squeaky clean …” Hadley started, “and someone who’s not. What’s happening with Owen? Coach told us he left to go to the hardware store, so he could’ve been around the juice bar at the same time as Laney. Why haven’t you arrested him yet?”

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” Paul said through a sigh. “I mean, someone did a thorough job at wiping certain things from Laney’s digital life. A person who’s so adept at covering tracks wouldn’t think breaking the screen on a laptop and smashing it up would do anything to ruin the information inside.”

      “Agreed. Owen doesn’t seem like a technological criminal mastermind.”

      Paul exhaled. “Yeah. It could’ve been two different people. Someone who knows what they’re doing got to that computer before Owen smashed it.”

      “Which might mean that Owen is just an internet pervert trying to cover his tracks, rather than a murderer,” Hadley said.

      “The fact that I’m not sure is what’s holding me back.”

      Hadley dipped her head. “Makes sense. And maybe something will come from this.” She motioned to the photograph piece. “I don’t know how techie Mayor Whitmore is, but he definitely has the money to hire someone to do things for him.”

      Kevin walked back into the room holding two mugs of black coffee.

      “I should get going,” Hadley said, checking her watch. “I’ve gotta get back for dinner.”

      “With Luke?” Paul asked with a wink.

      Hadley rolled her eyes. “This town …”

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Have fun, Had.” Paul grinned up at her. “I’m happy for you two.”

      She picked up Sweet Pea’s carrier, and they headed for the car. A few minutes later, they pulled into Hadley’s driveway. Now that Sweet Pea was confirmed sound, and she’d gotten that piece of evidence handed over to Paul, she was ready to relax. A smile curled over her lips at the thought of Luke inside.

      “She’s all good, you two,” Hadley assured the other two cats as they greeted Sweet Pea. They acted as if she’d been gone for an entire year instead of less than an hour.

      It was the sweetest greeting she’d ever witnessed.

      But it was nothing compared to the greeting Luke gave Hadley, as if he’d been waiting for her his whole life. His welcome kiss made her legs feel even more useless than they had after Hunk’s workout.

      He wore one of her aprons, but the pink fabric did nothing to take away from his manly charms. The sleeves of his flannel were rolled up, revealing tanned and toned forearms. There was a tiny fleck of tomato sauce on his rough cheek. She used her thumb to wipe it off.

      It was odd to get to touch Luke whenever she wanted, to give into her impulse to kiss him. The sensation made her realize how long she’d wanted this.

      “Tomato sauce?” She peered into the kitchen. “What are you making?”

      “Manicotti, of course.”

      Hadley couldn’t tell if she wanted to laugh or cry. Manicotti had been her favorite dish growing up.

      He’d remembered.

      Taking her hand, he led her into the kitchen where he poured them each a glass of red wine.

      “I’m hoping it’s still your favorite.”

      She nodded. While she hadn’t had the dish in a while, she still loved it.

      “It’s just got a little longer in the oven,” he said, taking a sip of the wine. “I’m putting a little Fenton flair on the recipe.”

      Hadley cocked an eyebrow in question. A quick inventory of the stovetop told her there wasn’t just red sauce, but pesto and a white sauce as well.

      “There’s a little Italian place in Seattle that makes lasagna with a layer of each sauce. It’s my favorite dish in the whole city, so I thought I’d incorporate it into this. It’ll be like an Italian flag of manicotti.” He grinned.

      “This new foodie version of you is really proving to be a plus for me.” She moved closer and wrapped her arms around him.

      He laughed. “Yeah, it’s a good thing you didn’t date me ten years ago. That Luke would’ve made you ramen noodles, or mac n’ cheese if he was feeling fancy.”

      She fiddled with her wineglass. “I’m sorry we got our signals so crossed back then, Luke.”

      Kissing the top of her head, he sighed. “Me too. But maybe this is just the path we needed to take to make it work.”

      “That’s a nice way to think about it.” She hoped he was right. She definitely wanted this to work between them.

      As they sat down to eat, Hadley knew for sure one thing Luke had been right about: the manicotti was delicious. He’d drizzled each piece with a mixture of the three sauces, and the result was to die for.  The fact that everything except the pasta was local to their valley made her proud of their sustainable little slice of heaven. They chatted about the case, and Hadley filled Luke in on the newest clue she’d found while taking Sweet Pea to the vet.

      As they wound down on the couch, she felt the whirlwind of the day settle around her. Not only had it been a big day with the case, but also she couldn’t believe it was just a few hours ago that Luke had kissed her on the steps of the town hall. It felt like they’d already been together for years, instead of mere hours.

      But maybe that was what it was like when you’d known someone your whole life and had been in love with them—one way or another—the whole time. They didn’t have to go through any of the getting to know each other phase.

      Proving what a long day it had been, Luke was asleep on the couch an hour later.  He had his arms crossed in front of him. It was how he’d always fallen asleep when they’d taken naps in the sunshine by the river after a morning of playing, as kids.

      Hadley loved that he’d never grown out of that sleeping position.  Marmalade had curled into the crook of his arm, her little pink nose almost touching Luke’s. Sweet Pea was stretched out, asleep on Luke’s lap. The pile of them looked so peaceful, Hadley didn’t have the heart to wake them.

      She smoothed down Ansel’s black-and-white fur. He was settled on her stomach, staring at her lovingly, just as he’d done since she took over taking care of him. His body rumbled with a low purr, and his green eyes blinked closed.

      Hadley sighed as she watched the sun set behind the gorgeous mountains outside her back windows.

      But even though her little world seemed to be coming together, Laney’s killer was still out there. An unsettled feeling rested on her shoulders, and an unease filled her stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Hadley’s jam shop was hopping. The weather was lovely: sun shining, a cool breeze wafting off the river, and a beautiful turquoise sky topping it all off—literally.

      It was also a day Gran didn’t normally work, so Hadley ran the whole day to take care of the influx of customers.

      By the time she turned the sign in the front door, she was beat. She settled onto one of the stools around her worktables and let her forehead rest on the cool metal of the countertop. The jingling of the bell on the front door told her she’d forgotten to lock it after turning the sign.

      She debated calling out to the customer to tell them she had closed but figured one more sale couldn’t hurt. Sliding from the stool, she turned to face the customer, but was instead met by the sight of her twin.

      “Hey,” she said, relieved. “Hold on. Let me lock this before we get anyone else walking in.” She walked past him and clicked the lock into place.

      “Luke not here yet?” Paul asked.

      “Luke?” Hadley shook her head.

      “He asked me to meet him here. Said it was urgent.”

      Hadley blinked, looking around the shop as if he might’ve slipped in without her noticing. “No, I haven’t seen him all day.” He had sent her a few cute thinking of you texts throughout the day but that didn’t shed any light on why he would ask Paul to meet him here.

      Luckily, Luke chose that moment to walk through the back door of the jam kitchen. Hadley felt better at the sight of him—that was, until she looked more closely at his expression. Something was up.

      “Everything okay?” she asked, stepping forward.

      “Yeah.” His eyes, narrowed in concern before they flicked to her and softened. “Sorry, I’m still trying to figure out what I just saw.” He rubbed his fingers over his face.

      “Where?” Paul asked.

      “At the gym.”

      “You went back?” Hadley rubbed her sore arms. She’d barely been able to get out of bed this morning, let alone go work out again.

      Luke nodded. “I remember him telling us about his trainer coming on Thursdays, and I figured it was the last possible way for us to get any confirmation on his alibi.”

      “We already talked with the trainer,” Paul said, frowning.

      Pulling up a stool, Luke sat deliberately as if his whole body ached. After three days of workouts with Hunk, it probably did.

      “I’m not so sure you did.” Luke sighed as Hadley and Paul pulled out stools and sat as well. “So I wasted time after my workout. I cooled down on the treadmill, took a long shower, even shaved, so I could overlap with the time the trainer showed up. I really thought I would miss him, but he showed up right before I was going to give in and head home.”

      Hadley leaned her elbows on the counter, interested in the story, but also tired from her day.

      “I made small talk with him in the locker room, asked if he was there for a personal training session with Hunk too. I’d just gotten through mine, blah, blah. So the guy says he’s there for a session, but he’s the trainer. I acted surprised and asked if they had a competition coming up. He said the big one is in less than a month, so they needed to get back at it.” Luke slowed down, pairing the last three words with widened eyes.

      “Back at it?” Paul tipped his head to one side.

      “Like after the break they took Tuesday and Wednesday?” Hadley guessed.

      Luke said, “No such luck. I asked what he meant, and he said he’d just gotten back from a week on the East Coast.”

      Hadley exhaled. Paul’s jaw clenched tight.

      “Hunk gave us a fake trainer name?” he asked.

      Luke held up a hand. “Hold on, it gets even better. So I grab my stuff and head out to the reception desk. I’m in the middle of asking Jenny if Hunk has more than one trainer, when I spot something in Hunk’s office behind her. He has one of those wire trashcans and inside sat a USB drive that had been crunched. Who destroys a USB like that? You could just erase the files. There’s no need to crush it.”

      “Wait, what did Jenny say about the trainer?” Hadley’s mind worked overtime.

      “Oh, right. She said he only has one trainer and was adamant that he would never mess up his program by adding in someone else’s philosophy, etcetera.” Luke circled his hand in front of him.

      “If his trainer was out of town, who was he working out with last Friday?” Hadley murmured, almost to herself.

      “Exactly.” Luke touched the tip of his nose. “And is the destroyed USB the one he received from Laney when she started blackmailing him, or could it be the one he found her leaving for Simone that day?”

      “Or is it just a random USB?” Paul added.

      Hadley and Luke looked over at him.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Sorry to burst your bubble, kids, but it’s much more plausible that it’s nothing.” Paul stood. “I will investigate the fact that he lied about his alibi. Thank you for getting that information. I’ve gotta get back, but we’ll talk soon.”

      “Did you find a match to that corner in any of the blackmail photographs?” Hadley asked before he reached the door.

      Paul shook his head. “Nope. It’s not the same color scheme. I’d say whatever pictures they had were just random pictures. Plus, we got confirmation that Guy was where he said he was that afternoon.”

      “Which was?” Luke asked, not having heard yet.

      “All the way up in Cascade Ridge at his office. They have him on camera.” Paul shrugged. “Sorry, guys. I think the mayor and Simone seem pretty innocent at this point.” With that, Paul left.

      “He’s in a great mood.” Luke let out a low whistle once the back door closed behind Paul.

      Hadley exhaled. “He’s frustrated, and I don’t think he’s been sleeping.”

      “I know he doesn’t believe it’s anything, but I have a weird feeling about that USB, Had.” Luke’s blue eyes locked on hers.

      Knowing something about gut feelings, Hadley nodded. “What’s your feeling telling you?”

      “Well, one reason we thought Hunk was off the hook was that we learned he was making more from his gym than his sponsorships. Because the blackmail wouldn’t have hurt him financially, at least not as much as we first assumed, it took away most his motive.”

      “Right.”

      “But that destroyed USB shows me that Hunk has a lot of rage associated with the blackmail. What if his motive to get rid of Laney wasn’t about money as much as it was about power?”

      Hadley considered it for a moment.

      “Hunk’s all about his image. He’s also all about being the toughest and biggest in the room at all times,” Luke added.

      “That’s true.”

      Hunk had spent their whole session yesterday showing them how much stronger he was and boasting that he had the most successful business downtown.

      “And if he’s got an anger problem, he’s likely to fly off the handle and do something rash, especially if it threatened his image.”

      “Still”—Hadley tapped the toe of her sneaker on the jam kitchen floor—“if he were the killer, why didn’t he erase his files? It’s the same problem I have with thinking Owen did this. They scrub everything but the files incriminating them?”

      “What if the killer wasn’t the one who erased the files? What if Laney was just paranoid and got rid of anything that linked her with CPU Knight?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “Right.” Luke nodded and smiled.

      Hadley narrowed her eyes. It was his mischievous I’ve got a plan smile. “What’s going on here?” She motioned to his lips.

      He wet them, stalling for time. “I may have overheard Hunk ranting to his trainer about someone who’d ‘made a big mistake crossing him’ and how he was going to ‘make that punk pay tonight.’”

      Hadley bit the inside of her cheek as she listened. “And what are you going to do about it?”

      “I want to follow him.” Luke’s eyes gleamed. “Paul told us to dig around for more information, right?”

      “Yeah, he said dig, not get yourself killed.” Hadley rubbed the heel of her hand across her forehead. “Say you follow him and he is a strangling murderer. You’re strong, Luke, but you can’t single-handedly take down a world-class body builder with a steroidal rage problem.”

      “I don’t know. The bigger they are, the harder they fall.” He cleared his throat. “I won’t have to unless something terrible goes down. And if it does, you saw the man try to run yesterday. I can get away from that hulking mass.” Seeing Hadley was not convinced, Luke added, “Look, I just want to tail the guy, see what he’s up to. It’s probably nothing, but if it is, I might save a life tonight.”

      Hadley chuckled. “Well, when you put it that way, Captain America …” She grinned over at him. “Okay, but two conditions. One, you keep Paul on speed dial, just in case anything happens.”

      “Done.” Luke dipped his head.

      “And two ... I’m coming with you.”
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      They drove Hadley’s small hatchback because it was less conspicuous than Luke’s big truck. Hunk lived a few blocks behind the gym, on Maple, and by waiting at the end of Main Street, Hadley and Luke could see if Hunk or his truck left either location.

      Hadley yawned. It was almost eleven, and they still hadn’t seen any movement.

      “Maybe he was showing off in front of his trainer,” she suggested.

      Luke sighed but continued to watch the street.

      “We’ve already been here for an hour, and the only thing that’s changed is my patience.” She began picking at the nail polish on her left hand.

      Luke’s hand closed over hers, stopping the nervous habit. “You know. There are a few things we could do in a dark car to pass the time.” He leaned over and kissed her.

      She leaned closer, liking this plan a lot more than his last one.

      But then his lips were gone.

      “Hey,” he said, moving his head to the left. “There he is.”

      Luke pointed to headlights shining out from Hunk’s driveway. By the time Hadley looked, the truck drove away. Turning on her car, Luke kept the headlights off as he began to follow Hunk.

      “I feel like you’re going to need headlights at some point,” Hadley said, watching Luke peer out at the dark streets. “This is a little crazy.”

      Hunk turned right up ahead and Luke nodded, clicking on the hatchback’s headlights. He took the same right turn onto River Road.

      They glanced around.

      He was gone.

      “Where’d the truck go?” Hadley whispered. “Also, why am I whispering?”

      Luke chuckled. “I don’t know the answer to either of your questions. Didn’t he just turn?”

      Glimpsing headlights to their left, she pointed. “There he is. He’s on the road up to the old warehouse.”

      As Luke followed, Hadley leaned forward in anticipation. Luke stayed far enough back that Hunk wouldn’t see their headlights. There were no streetlights on the road, and it was too dangerous to drive with no guide. Luckily, there was only one place to go on this road, so they wouldn’t lose him.

      “Hey, take this road coming up to your right,” Hadley said, pointing to an even smaller dirt road, hidden by overgrown underbrush.

      “That’s a road?”

      She nodded. “Trust me. It leads around to the back.”

      Luke turned the car onto the road. Hadley held the door as the little hatchback bumped its way along the uneven path, pushing foliage out of its way as it went.

      The warehouse came into view.

      “We should still park out here in the trees, to be safe,” she said.

      Luke nodded and turned off the headlights, putting the car in park. As they got out, the earlier warmth of the day was nowhere to be found. Hadley shivered, but she wasn’t sure if it was more from the cold wind winding its way through the dark trees or the eerie sensation that they were being watched.

      “Do you think he can see us from here?” Luke asked, obviously having the same feeling as Hadley.

      “I don’t know. I guess we’d better hurry,” she whispered as they scurried up to the back of the warehouse.

      All the doors and windows had been removed long ago, so it was a concrete shell of a building at that point. Hunk had left his truck headlights on and kicked rocks out front when they peeked through an opening. Slipping inside, they crouched behind a wall.

      Hunk kicked at more rocks, the sound of them hitting the concrete echoed off the walls, making Hadley flinch each time. Her thighs also began to burn from crouching after a few minutes. She shot a worried look at Luke, who grimaced and repositioned his feet. It seemed as if his muscles felt just as sore.

      About to suggest they give it five more minutes, the sound of tires crunching on gravel met her ears. A second set of headlights flooded the interior of the building.

      “Wasn’t sure you would show.” Hunk’s voice rang through the place, making it sound as if he were standing right next to Hadley, a feeling that made her shiver again.

      There was a nervous chuckle. “I wasn’t sure I would either. But you made it clear in your message you’d find me if I didn’t. So here I am.”

      She recognized that guy’s voice. From where she wasn’t sure. Hadley hugged closer to the wall, making sure she wasn’t visible.

      “I know what you were doing at my gym the other day,” Hunk said. And even with the way he dragged out certain words for emphasis, Hadley still found his statement wordy and difficult to follow.

      “Yeah, I was doing what you hired me to do,” said the other guy.

      Hadley leaned forward, trying to see around her side of the wall, but she could only see their shoes: Hunks boots and a pair of sneakers on the other guy.

      “If that’s all you were doing, why was Vinnie from Ridge Fitness doing the same workout today that I did when you were there?” Hunk asked.

      “Uh … because he owns a gym, and all your guys’ workouts are the same?” offered the other guy in a sarcastic tone Hadley felt was brave, considering the large angry man he addressed.

      That was it, Hadley needed to determine who this was. She rose to a standing position behind the wall, then peeked out, hoping to see more than shoes.

      “You getting smart with me, kid?” Hunk asked as the two men came into view for Hadley.

      She inhaled quickly. She had recognized the voice.

      The young man standing across from Hunk was Michael, the twentysomething McKay had brought on to help recover the files on Laney’s computer.

      He raised his hands and took a step back, fear showing in his shifty eyes. “Look, man, you hired me to fix a computer. That’s what I did.”

      “Why should I believe you?” Hunk cracked his knuckles.

      Leaning back behind the wall, Hadley glanced over at Luke who was standing now too and turning back from his side, obviously having peeked at the same time she had. He tipped his chin up in a silent question: You recognize him? Hadley nodded, then turned back to listen.

      “I work on computers,” Michael said with a chuckle. “Do I look like I go to the gym? I’ve never even set foot in Ridge Fitness. I didn’t tell anyone about your workout. I swear, man.”

      After a few tense moments, Hunk sighed. “Okay. You’d better be telling me the truth. If I find out you were lying, I know how to find you.”

      Hadley thought she heard Michael gulp. “Got it. I promise.”

      Just then, there was a low howl in the distance. Goose bumps rose on Hadley’s arms. It must’ve had the same effect on the men because Hunk said, “Remember, I’m watching you,” and a car door slammed shut. His truck rumbled to life.

      Another car door closed, and that engine started too. After a few moments, the headlights disappeared down the road. The darkness felt positively inky without the light from the cars, and Hadley felt extra aware of every scrape and crack sounding around them.

      Luke grabbed her hand, and her shoulders relaxed.

      “Let’s go,” he whispered, even though Hadley was sure they were alone now.

      She pulled out her phone and lit their way with her flashlight, feeling better once she could see their immediate surroundings.

      Back inside the car, Luke locked the doors, and they both let out sighs.

      “So Hunk was simply worried about someone stealing his workouts?” Luke said the words as if he still couldn’t believe that’s what they’d witnessed.

      Hadley nodded. “Intense lengths just to keep a silly workout secret.”

      “And he didn’t hurt the kid.” Luke’s shoulders relaxed before his eyes flashed up to meet hers, seeming to remember that she’d recognized him. “Who was he?”

      “He lives up in Cascade Ridge. Some tech genius McKay uses to help him on cases.”

      At the words “tech genius” Luke cocked his eyebrow in disbelief.

      Hadley ignored him and said, “He seems like a good guy. Must go around helping a lot of people with computer problems.”

      “Which means Hunk’s super paranoid.” Luke rubbed his hands over his face, suddenly looking tired.

      “I guess.” Hadley shrugged, glad no one had been hurt but disappointed they hadn’t gotten more concrete proof on Hunk tonight.

      Luke started the car, turned on the headlights, and pulled the car forward until he emerged from the woods and could turn around.

      “The fact that he’s super paranoid and prone to fits of rage mean he’s still a suspect, right?” Hadley asked as they bumped down the dirt road.

      “Right,” Luke said.

      “So Simone and Guy are out, unless Guy hired someone to off Laney … before he even knew they would be blackmailed,” Hadley said, summarizing aloud. “And Owen had both means and opportunity, but his motive’s weak, in my opinion.”

      Luke nodded in agreement.

      “He did try to destroy her computer, though, so maybe I’m being too easy on him. Hunk had means, opportunity, and a short fuse that might cause him to overreact, like tonight. Poor Michael shook in his sneakers, all because Hunk had a hunch.”

      Chuckling, Luke repeated, “Hunk had a hunch.”

      But Hadley didn’t feel like laughing. “But both Hunk and Owen have too big of hands, don’t you think? Or it could be someone completely different, that we don’t even know about.” The whole case felt overwhelming and unsolvable.

      Luke pulled the car into Hadley’s driveway. He turned it off, and they sat there in silence for a second. “Sorry, Had. This is frustrating. We’ll get to the bottom of it, but not tonight. I’m beat, and you’ve been overworking yourself as well. Let’s sleep on it and reconvene in the morning.”

      Hadley peeled herself out of the car. Luke walked her to her front door. The thought of her bed and the three cats cuddled up with her made her feel better.

      Wrapping his arms around her, Luke pulled her into a tight hug and kissed her forehead.

      “Sleep well,” he said. “Call me in the morning.”

      But when he pulled away, she reached out and grabbed his arm, fingers trembling.

      Luke turned back toward her. “What?” He searched her face in the moonlight.

      She opened her mouth but couldn’t seem to say anything, so she pointed a shaking finger at her front door.

      It was open.
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      It was as if a bucket of ice had been dumped directly into her veins. Besides not being able to talk, Hadley was paralyzed.

      Luke wasn’t. He pushed her back, off the porch, then ran to his truck, coming back with the baseball bat he carried inside the cab. The very bat he’d used to save her life last year.

      “Do you want to stay here or walk behind me?” he asked quietly.

      “With you.” She reached out and grabbed his hand, not wanting to be alone.

      Inside, Luke turned on the foyer lights and the interior came into view. The place appeared normal, from there. Hadley scanned each surface frantically as they walked forward, her ears strained to hear anything out of the ordinary. She longed to call out for the cats but wasn’t sure if they were alone yet and didn’t want to lead the criminal right to them.

      As they rounded the corner into her kitchen, she thought of the other night, breaking into the juice bar. Hadley wondered if this was some cruel form of karma. It felt awful knowing someone uninvited had been in her space, and she vowed to never break and enter again.

      The terrible feeling began to loosen its hold on her lungs as they searched around the kitchen, the living room, and then into her bedroom. There was nothing out of place, nothing missing. She let go of Luke’s hand and began to break off, searching around the guest bedroom and laundry room herself. Nothing was different.

      Hadley stood in the living room, blinking. That was when she realized the cats hadn’t come out to greet her like they usually did. Her heart stopped.

      “Ansel. Marmalade. Sweet Pea.” She clicked her tongue after calling their names, like she did in the morning when she would feed them.

      Her shoulders relaxed when she heard the bell jingling on Marmalade’s collar—as a tiny kitten, she had the tendency to race around underfoot, and it was safer knowing where she was at all times. Marmalade galloped into the room first, ears back and fur on end. Ansel trotted in after her, but his fur was just as puffy and his mannerisms just as irritated. Hadley agreed. If she’d had fur, she was sure it would be up, hackles raised. She waited for Sweet Pea to come around the corner from her bedroom after the other two.

      Hadley’s heart rate increased as she scanned the room for the calico. “Sweet Pea,” she called again and clicked her tongue.

      Luke’s face darkened with understanding, and he walked around the room, calling the cat’s name and looking under furniture.

      The feeling of nausea intensified in Hadley as she and Luke searched the house. Sweet Pea was nowhere to be found. Tears gathered in Hadley’s eyes as she shook her head.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      She was only vaguely aware of Luke pulling out his phone and calling someone.

      “Paul, hey. We need you out at Hadley’s place right now. There’s been a break-in. No, she’s okay, but someone took Sweet Pea.” Luke put a hand on her shoulder as he hung up. “Your brother’s on his way.”

      He led her over to the couch and made her sit. Ansel and Marmalade were instantly next to her, purring and rubbing up against her. It was as if they knew she was upset, and why.

      Luke brought her a glass of water and sat with her, rubbing her back until Paul’s big clompy boots sounded in the hallway.

      She looked up into his familiar face and … broke into tears.

      “Had, I’m so sorry.” Paul pulled her into a hug and then handed her back over to Luke. “I’m going to have a look around and see if I can find anything to go on here.”

      Paul focused on the front door first, fingerprinting the area. Then he went through the whole house, taking notes and looking for anything Hadley and Luke might’ve missed in their surprise.

      From the way Hadley was zoned out, worries consuming her thoughts, it could’ve been two minutes or two days later that Paul sat down across from her in the living room.

      “They must’ve picked the lock. There’s no sign of forced entry anywhere, and they didn’t leave a single fingerprint behind,” he said.

      Hadley didn’t keep a key outside like many people because of Paul’s warnings about how easy those are for criminals to find most of the time. She’d also gotten the locks changed when she’d moved in last year, knowing Leo had lived there for decades, and people gave out keys and lost track of them over the years.

      “Do people in Stoneybrook know how to pick locks?” she asked, swiping at her misty eyes.

      “This proves at least one person does.” Paul shrugged.

      Hadley nodded.

      “Well, at least we know it wasn’t Hunk,” Luke said.

      Paul cleared his throat. “And how do you know that?” he asked in a warning tone.

      Luke’s face pulled into a grimace. “We may have followed him tonight.” He turned to Hadley.

      Together they explained to Paul what they’d seen up at the old warehouse.

      “You two are lucky they didn’t see you.” Paul sighed. “Though I’m not worried about him being the killer, I wouldn’t put it past him to do more than threaten a person for spying on him.”

      “Wait. What?” Luke asked through a cough, as if he’d sucked in air too quickly in his surprise.

      “You don’t think he’s the killer anymore?” Hadley asked, concerned since she and Luke had just concluded he was their best suspect.

      Paul shook his head. “We checked into the lie he told about his trainer. But it wasn’t a lie, well … not to us, at least. He tried out a different trainer last week while his usual one was off on a trip to the East Coast. It didn’t work out, so he didn’t want his old one to find out. Apparently, the two trainers are very competitive with each other, so Hunk wanted it to stay a secret. That’s why Jenny told Luke that he only had one trainer. She was worried the original one might overhear from inside the locker room. So technically, his alibi was his trainer, just not the one you met, Luke.”

      Luke looked too tired to fully take in the information.

      “So what do we do now?” Hadley asked, yawning.

      “Though we can’t be sure this is tied to our murder case, I have a hunch it might since they took Sweet Pea and not any of your other cats. I’ll check through alibis of our suspects for tonight.”

      Closing her eyes for a moment, Hadley murmured a thank you.

      Ansel was purring on her lap, but Marmalade had gone off into the kitchen. She was batting something around, something colorful. Hadley peered over at her.

      “Whatcha got there, girl?” she asked.

      The cat paused in her game, then picked it up with her teeth and brought it over. She vaulted onto the couch, dropping the thing she was carrying and batting it about on the cushion.

      It was a bright pink hair elastic.

      “That’s cute,” Paul said with a smile. “Does she always carry them around like that in her mouth?”

      Hadley nodded first then shook her head. She took the pink band from Marmalade’s paw. The hair elastic wasn’t a surprise. The moment Marmalade got her paws on a loose one lately, she brought it to the kitchen and flung it around until it slid under the stove or refrigerator.

      The problem was, Hadley only bought black hair elastics as a rule. Her long hair was almost black as it was, and she preferred ones that blended in.

      She hadn’t owned a pink hair tie since she was a little girl

      “This isn’t mine,” she croaked out the words, looking from the band to Paul to Luke to Marmalade.

      The cat tipped her head, her eyes wide. She thought this was all part of the game, and leaped for the band in Hadley’s hand. In other circumstances, Hadley would’ve laughed at her cat’s antics, but she felt too punched in the gut to give in to the feeling now.

      “Could a friend have left it here?” Paul asked. “Suze?” But even as he asked the question, he shook his head.

      Suze was adamant she couldn’t use regular hair ties on her unruly curls. She’d broken many a hair accessory back when they were younger. Then one day when they were down by the river playing, she’d found a river-smoothed piece of curvy wood and had stuck it into her hair like a chopstick to hold it up. It held all day, and she’d been wearing her “hair sticks” ever since.

      So it wasn’t Suze’s. In fact, Hadley couldn’t think of a single person who used bright colorful hair elastics like this one.

      Paul grabbed it with his gloved hand, sliding it into an evidence bag he pulled from his kit.

      She sucked in a breath.

      “I know whose it might be.” She gulped. “Jenny from Hunk’s gym wore a bunch of these on her wrist the other day when I was there. She had one of every color, it seemed.” Hadley wrinkled her forehead. “But it’s gotta be someone else. Jenny’s not even involved in this case at all.”

      “Jenny Thomas?” Paul asked, his voice low and serious.

      Hadley nodded. Luke sat up, looking awake now.

      “There’s some hair wrapped on this. Maybe we can get a DNA sample from it,” Paul said. “It just so happens that when McKay ran the records for CPU Knight, Jenny Thomas’s name came up on the list of people who’d purchased the program. She’d just bought it a week prior to Laney’s death. From what Owen and Hunk told us, it took a few weeks after they purchased for the blackmailing to start, so maybe she hadn’t been blackmailed, yet.”

      Luke leaned forward. “She could’ve figured out what happened to Hunk and realized it would happen to her too. Maybe Jenny silenced Laney before she even threatened her.”

      A chill wound through the room.

      Hadley shivered. “Which means Jenny Thomas must be hiding a really big skeleton in her closet.”
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      Paul promised they’d get moving on the DNA evidence first thing in the morning. “We’ll find Sweet Pea, Had,” he told her with a small smile. Then he waved to Luke and headed out to his truck.

      An hour prior, Hadley hadn’t wanted to stay in her house any longer than she needed to. But once Luke agreed to stay with her, she realized moving the cats to another house would only add to the trauma. She was also glad Luke wasn’t going to be driving anywhere tonight, seeing how he’d fallen asleep three times while Paul did his fingerprinting work.

      After double-checking all the locks around the house, Hadley and Luke settled onto her bed, laying on top of the soft duvet. She felt dusty still from their time sneaking around the warehouse and didn’t want to get her clean sheets all dirty. She was also too tired to think of changing, so this would have to do until she could convince herself to get up.

      “I think I have some basketball shorts and an old T-shirt of Paul’s that might fit you,” Hadley mumbled into Luke’s shirt as she laid her head on his chest.

      He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her closer. “Sounds good,” he said.

      The cats jumped onto the bed and settled at the foot like usual. Hadley snuggled closer to Luke, breathing in his sandalwood and fresh air scent.

      All four of them were asleep within a few minutes.
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      Hadley woke still dressed in her dusty clothes, sitting on top of an empty bed. Even the cats were gone. She panicked for a moment before she heard a cabinet shut in the kitchen and remembered Luke was here with her. Relaxing back into her pillow, she stretched and checked the clock.

      It was nine thirty.

      Sucking in a breath, Hadley sat up. She was late for opening the shop. She stumbled into the kitchen, rubbing her tired eyes.

      “I’ve gotta go,” she mumbled, searching around for her purse.

      Luke, at the stove in front of a skillet, glanced over his shoulder. “I already called your grandma and told her you wouldn’t be in today.”

      Hadley stopped then leaned on the kitchen counter. She hadn’t realized how much she needed a break until Luke said that. In fact, she was so relieved, she felt herself tearing up all over again.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and walked over to the stove. Wrapping her arms around his middle, she leaned into him.

      “Millie says to take care of yourself. She’ll look after the shop for today.” He kissed her forehead and turned off the burner. “You hungry?”

      “Famished.”

      He pointed to the kitchen table where he’d set two plates. She poured herself a cup of coffee and then settled behind one of the plates while he dished her up the scramble he’d been working on.

      Luke sat down, digging in to his own plateful. “Paul called too,” he said after swallowing his first bite. “He said the judge granted them a warrant to search Jenny Thomas’s home and work. He’ll contact us when they find Sweet Pea.”

      Hadley smiled, noticing how he’d said when they find her. She loved how positive and supportive he was. She needed that more than ever today. While she already knew how special Sweet Pea was, losing her made Hadley feel as if there was a piece of her heart missing.

      In addition to needing the day off to rest after last night, Hadley was also grateful she wasn’t downtown today. The townspeople meant well, but she didn’t feel like answering the same questions all day long.

      After breakfast—and after Luke caught Hadley checking her phone for the ninth time to see if Paul had called yet—they went out into the yard to enjoy the beautiful summer day. Hadley puttered around, pruning and weeding. She kicked her shoes off and sunk her toes into the green grass. Luke worked on the sprinkler system she’d bought a few months back but hadn’t had the time yet to install. The cats came out too, sunning themselves on the porch and chasing the occasional butterfly.

      Hadley lost herself in the sunshine and the work. Luke had the sprinklers working and hooked up to an app on Hadley’s phone. And Hadley had weeded all but one of her flowerbeds in a couple of hours. But the case was never far from her mind, so when Luke’s phone rang, she froze.

      “It’s work,” he said, frowning at the screen. “Hey, what’s up?” he asked.

      She was about to go back to her gardening when she saw his face fall and his hand move up to pinch the bridge of his nose.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Luke sighed. “Okay, get the team together. I want an update ten minutes ago.”

      Ending the call, Luke let his head fall back. His shoulders tensed with worry.

      “What happened?” She dropped her shovel and went to him.

      Luke wet his lips. “The software update we just pushed out has a major glitch. It’s not good.” He glanced back down at his phone.

      “Is it something they can handle, or are you going to go out there?” Hadley put a hand on his arm.

      “I can’t leave you in the middle of the search for Sweet Pea and Laney’s killer. Not after someone broke into your place.” He cut the air with his hand.

      Hadley cocked a hip. “You most certainly can and will.” She poked him in the chest. “They need you, and you’ll feel better if you can be there to supervise, put out fires, whatever else you do to fix a glitch.” She cringed, realizing she knew very little about what he did.

      He ran a hand over his face, but by the time it dropped away, he nodded. “Okay, you’re right.” He held her shoulders and leaned in to kiss her. “Thanks for understanding. I’ll call to check in.”

      She swatted him away. “Drive safely. Hopefully next time I talk to you, you’ll be glitch free.”

      He chuckled and turned away, jogging around to the front of her house.

      The rest of the day flew by without any news from Paul or Luke. So she woke with a start when her phone rang with a call twenty minutes before her alarm went off on Saturday morning.

      “Hello?” she answered groggily.

      “Can you stop by and see me before you head to the market this morning?” Paul asked, his voice an odd mixture of too awake and absolutely fatigued.

      “Sure.” Hadley sat up in bed. “Did you find something?”

      Paul was silent for a moment. “We got the results back on the hair sample. It was Jenny’s hair elastic.”

      Hadley sucked in a breath.

      But Paul added, “The only reason we know it was a match is because she agreed to a DNA swab, which, to me, doesn’t seem like something a guilty person would do. Still, I’m about to leave with a team to search her house. We’re just waiting on the warrant to come through. I’ll know more by the time you stop by in an hour or so.”

      “Okay, see you soon.” Hadley hung up.

      There was no way she was going back to sleep. She got up and busied herself with making a big omelet and puttering around the house making sure all of her doors and windows were double locked.

      “Not that it helped last time,” she mumbled to herself with a grimace as she locked her front door and turned toward her car.

      The pit in her stomach only intensified as she drove into town and parked. When she walked into the sheriff’s office, Sharon stood up from her reception desk and bustled out toward Hadley, pulling her into a hug.

      “I heard about Sweet Pea. I’m so sorry. Paul’s still working on finding her.”

      Hadley’s hope fell as she pulled away. “You mean, they didn’t find anything at Jenny’s house?”

      Sharon shook her head. “He’s in there questioning her right now.” She motioned to the conference room. “Why don’t you go wait for your brother at his desk,” Sharon suggested. “He should be done soon.”

      “Thanks.” Hadley sighed and started over to the desk.

      “And Hadley, make sure you stay hydrated, dear. You know it’s easy to forget when you’re worried about other things.” Sharon winked.

      Hadley smiled at the woman over her shoulder. She walked forward, weaving through old oak desks situated on the worn beige carpet. The place had about as much color variation as the inside of a box of Cheerios. But she didn’t go to Paul’s desk, instead making her way to the cooler, slowly pouring herself a cup of water.

      Sharon had chosen the position for the cooler on purpose, finding the place in the office that was best for hearing what was going on in all areas.

      “I told you, I have nothing to hide,” Jenny said, her voice slightly muffled, but still audible in the spot Hadley stood. “I couldn’t break into a house or an apartment any better than I can break into a computer or its files. We just had computer issues at work, and we hired a guy to come fix them because I’m helpless when it comes to that stuff. If I was some mastermind, why would Hunk hire someone else?”

      That’s why Hunk hired Michael, Hadley thought, remembering him saying Hunk had hired him to fix an issue. She sipped on her water.

      “But you use a computer for a good portion of your job, don’t you?” Paul asked.

      “Sure, and I’m good at the program we use, but not if something breaks. It’s why I purchased CPU Knight for my home computer. I wish I was better, but I honestly couldn’t begin to tell you how to do any of the things you think I did.”

      “Then how do you account for your hair tie showing up at Hadley’s house the night she was robbed?”

      There was a long pause. “I swear, I’ve never been there. I thought I proved that when I agreed to the DNA test. Why would I do that if I was guilty?”

      Another pause followed, but this silence wasn’t broken by talking, but rather Paul emerging from the conference room. His expression was taut with frustration. When his gaze landed on Hadley, his frown softened but only for a second. He glanced at the water cooler and narrowed his eyes.

      “Hydrated?” he asked, walking past her toward his desk.

      Hadley’s neck grew hot, and she dropped her gaze to the floor as she followed him. “Sorry, I’m just worried about Sweet Pea.”

      Paul slumped into his chair. “I know. We searched her house and found nothing. Nothing suspicious on her computer, and not so much as a mouse’s skeleton in any of her closets. Also, no Sweet Pea.” He sighed.

      Hadley paced in front of the desk. “But she could’ve erased her computer files after breaking into my place.”

      “Very true, and we’ll look into that further if we need to.” He caught Hadley’s gaze with his. “She’s been very cooperative. Not at all like she’s hiding something.”

      “What’d she say about her alibi?” Hadley asked.

      “She said she was at home, sick,” Paul explained. “But she has no one who can confirm that. Kevin is at the gym right now looking through her reception desk area. I should head over there to help.”

      Opening her mouth, Hadley was just about to ask if Michael might search her computer, when Paul’s phone rang.

      “Hey, Kev. What’s up?” Paul asked. He listened for a moment, his eyebrows lifting. “Okay. Get it here as soon as you can.”

      Hadley recognized her brother’s expression. They’d found something.

      Hanging up, Paul’s eyes shone with excitement. “Kevin found the envelope with the blackmail meant for Simone under a pile of papers on Jenny’s desk.” He stood then stalked back toward the conference room.

      Hadley sunk into his now empty chair. A few minutes later, Kevin walked into the office. He nodded to Hadley but went directly to the conference room. Once the door shut behind him, Hadley scurried over to the water cooler, pouring herself another drink. She wasn’t sure why she kept up the ruse, but it seemed odd to just stand there and listen without the water.

      “So you really have no idea how this envelope ended up on your desk?” Paul asked.

      “Really. I’ve never seen that before in my life.” She sighed. “Look, someone is obviously trying to set me up. I just wish you believed me.”

      “Jenny, we’re trying, but there are a few facts stacked against you here. If you could tell us anything to prove you were home all day last Friday, or …” Paul paused.

      “I wish I could too. I was home. I have no idea where the cat is or why someone would take it from Hadley’s house.” She sounded like she might burst into tears.

      Either the woman was a fantastic liar, or she was right, someone set her up. Regardless, they were no closer to finding Sweet Pea, and every hour they didn’t find her made Hadley anxious that they wouldn’t.

      Hadley drank the rest of the water and moved back toward Paul’s desk, but she couldn’t sit. Her hope slowly deflated.

      Minutes later, Paul walked out of the conference room, flanking Jenny. She shot a forlorn look over at Hadley before walking out toward the front of the offices. Paul followed her, coming back a minute later. The expression he wore confirmed Hadley wasn’t the only one who thought it would be hard to prove this was Jenny.

      “I’m sorry.” Paul settled into his chair and moved a stack of file folders to the right and then back where they were. “She could be lying, but if it’s not Jenny, we have to figure out who could’ve had a motive or means to try setting her up.”

      At that moment, Suze showed up with a tray of coffees. “Had, we’ve got to go set up for the market,” she said, passing one to Hadley, Paul, and then Kevin. “I can set up for you if you need me to.”

      “That’s okay.” She shook her head. “I’ll come.”

      It didn’t matter. They were back at square zero.
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      Hadley hoped the farmers market would cheer her up, but the case hitting a brick wall made her feel like all hope was lost.

      Luke was still gone too, which only made her more forlorn. Hadley missed seeing him behind the Fenton Farms booth, not realizing what a comfort it had been over the last year since he’d moved back, seeing him there every Saturday.

      She, Gran, and Suze sat in the shade of their pop up. After the initial rush of crowds after the market opened, there was a lull. In this relative silence, Hadley explained the Jenny conundrum to Suze and Gran, who had stopped by to help.

      “As much as it stinks, you’re right; she doesn’t seem guilty of anything but being set up.” Suze picked at a piece of dried paint on her shoe.

      Gran nodded. “And Paul’s sure it’s not this Muscles McGee guy?” she asked.

      Hadley suppressed a chuckle, and she could see Suze do the same.

      “Hunk DeMuscles, Gran,” Hadley corrected, realizing it wasn’t much better. “And yes, he’s pretty sure.”

      “What about the mayor?” Gran said. “I thought you had a very compelling argument why he and the juice lady were viable suspects.”

      “I think Paul’s right. They wouldn’t have known about the blackmail and wouldn’t have a motive to hurt Laney, nor would they have known who she was or what she looked like. Owen and Hunk only knew because she’d been in the blackmail video. There’s no way Simone could’ve watched the video and then killed Laney in the time frame she had, and they accounted for Guy up in Cascade Ridge.”

      “So you’re not only catless, but officially suspectless too.” Gran shook her head.

      “Yeah.” Hadley felt her shoulders droop forward.

      “Remind me again why Paul’s not arresting Owen,” Suze said.

      Hadley shrugged. “It’s all too convenient. Those three names are left behind, but they wipe everything else? It’s like Jenny. They’re being set up for a reason, to distract us. All the clues we really needed were erased.”

      A few customers approached the booth, and Hadley helped them with the sale. After they left, she turned to her grandmother and her friend.

      “How are you even supposed to solve a case when someone got rid of all the important stuff?”

      Suze groaned. “It sounds impossible, doesn’t it?”

      “I hear you,” Gran said. “I assumed I was becoming computer savvy, but without CPU Knight I’m still to slogging through that virus.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip. She hadn’t told Gran anything about the connection between Laney and CPU Knight, not wanting to worry her.

      “Maybe they’re on vacation,” Hadley said instead, adding, “But I know of someone who’s a tech genius who might help you in the meantime.”

      Gran perked up.

      “Is it Luke?” Suze asked.

      Hadley shook her head. “He’s off in Seattle putting out a fire with his company. I don’t want to bug him. The guy I’m talking about is named Michael. He’s a tech kid McKay gets to do freelance work for the department every once in a while. He was the one who recovered Laney’s files from the smashed laptop. I wonder if he would help Gran for a small fee.”

      “It’s worth a shot,” Suze said. “Do you know how to get ahold of him?”

      Hadley sighed. “No.” She tapped her fingers on her lip. “But I know someone who might.”
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      Hours later, Hadley stood in front of Sharon’s desk at Paul’s office. The receptionist smiled her usual warm greeting.

      “He’s out getting lunch,” Sharon said. “I made them leave. Told ‘em I’d quit right here, today, if the two of them didn’t take a proper break and get some food in them. They’ve been working nonstop for almost a week.”

      Hadley appreciated the way Sharon used her indispensability in the office as leverage to keep the deputies balanced.

      “Actually, I don’t need Paul. Gran’s having some computer problems, and I was wondering if you could give me the number of that guy, Michael, who McKay had in here the other day.”

      Sharon nodded. “Oh, sure, honey.” She clicked a few things on the computer and pulled out a sticky note. “Here you go.” She scrawled something on the note and handed it over.

      They thanked her and headed out to Hadley’s car. She dialed the number as they sat in the parking lot.

      “Hello?” a man answered.

      “Hi, Michael?”

      “Yes?”

      “A friend recommended you, said you might help with a computer problem I’m having.”

      “Okay … who?”

      She considered saying Hunk, but after what she and Luke had witnessed Thursday night, figured it might be best not bring him up.

      “Mark McKay,” Hadley blurted out. She cringed at the idea of calling the ornery sheriff a friend, but it was better than Hunk. “He said you’re the best.”

      “That’s very kind of him. What’s your problem? I’ll see if I can help.”

      “My grandma got a virus on her computer. Is that something you might be able to help with?”

      “Absolutely. I have an opening in my schedule today. I know it’s last minute …”

      “That’s fine,” Hadley said, cutting him off. A distraction would be nice.

      “Are you in Cascade Ridge?”

      “Stoneybrook, actually. We can come up north, if that’s easier.” Hadley tried not to sound too eager.

      “Okay, meet me at the Coffee Stop in thirty. I’m here, wearing a red baseball cap.”

      “Thank you. We’ll see you there.”

      Hadley hung up the call and nodded to Gran. Starting up the car, she headed for Cascade Ridge.

      And maybe while he’s helping Gran, I can ask him if there’s any way to recover the files that were wiped from Laney’s computer, she thought to herself as she drove.

      As much as they seemed to be at a dead end with this case, she couldn’t give up on Sweet Pea. Laney deserved justice too. Blackmailer or not, she hadn’t deserved to die.

      Gran and Hadley chatted about their plans for the jam shop as they drove and pulled up in front of Coffee Stop about twenty minutes later. Cradling her laptop, Gran got out of the car and followed Hadley into Coffee Stop.

      It was one of those large chain stores that made Hadley cringe and wish she didn’t have to support them. But she also hated loitering in their business without making a purchase, so she and Gran both got tea and then scanned the place in search of Michael.

      Hadley spotted him near the back corner, red baseball hat pulled low on his forehead as he focused on his computer.

      “Hey,” she said, stepping up to his table. Gran sidled up next to her, holding her laptop to her side.

      Michael glanced up. “Are you my appointment?” he asked, then his eyes narrowed. “Don’t I know you?”

      Nodding, Hadley said, “I was at the Stoneybrook sheriff’s office when you were there helping with that last case. It’s how I thought of you when my grandma said she needed help with her computer.”

      “Well, thanks for the business,” he said with a smile. “What seems to be the problem?” He gestured for them to sit.

      “I was downloading a recipe for honey biscuits one minute and the next this little arrow guy is moving like he’s stuck in honey himself.” Gran opened the lid to her laptop and pointed to the cursor, demonstrating how slowly it moved.

      Hadley heard the barista call their names, so she went to collect their drinks. By the time she returned to the table, Michael had the laptop in front of him and did that superfast typing and scrolling trick again. She could barely keep up with his hands.

      “I like your style,” he said, glancing up at Gran while he kept typing. “This is a classic machine.”

      Gran raised her chin. “Thank you. I don’t need anything fancy. I just want it to work.”

      Michael nodded, returning his focus to the screen. He did a few more things, the only sound between them the clicking of keys and the women sipping at their teas as they waited.

      “Oookay,” he said, clicking one more thing before swiveling the computer back toward Gran. “I’ve got it all fixed for you. But”—he pulled the computer slightly out of her reach, shooting her a poignant look—“I’m going to give you a quick lesson on a few things to watch out for as you’re downloading files. I will also show you how to run the antivirus software you already have on the machine.”

      Gran opened her mouth, as if to protest.

      Michael held up a finger. “Believe me, it’ll save you some time coming back and forth to me.” He shot Gran a sweet smile.

      Whether it was his logic or his dimpled grin, Gran gave in and let him show her the tips. He had her go to some sites she’d been downloading from and showed her how the actual download buttons can become hidden by other, more nefarious ones in an effort to trick people. And then he took her through a virus scan, step by step, waiting as she wrote each one on the notepad she’d brought with her.

      As the scan was running, Hadley took the opportunity to do a little digging about the case. Someone breaking in and taking Sweet Pea had to be connected to Laney’s murder, and Hadley knew the sooner they solved one, the other mystery would follow.

      “Michael, Gran was telling me she accidentally erased some files from her computer. Is there any way to recover something that’s been deleted?” Hadley sipped at her tea innocently.

      He turned to Gran. “Well, things will live in this trash bin here on your desktop, so if you haven’t deleted items, they’ll go here first and you can restore them.” He showed her.

      “But what if I erased that too?” Gran asked, playing along.

      “There are ways to recover them from the hard drive, but that would only be used in an extreme case.” He shrugged. “Unless someone knows what they’re doing, most things are not gone.”

      Hadley leaned forward, dropping her charade. “Then you think there’s a way you can see what files were erased from Laney’s computer? Whatever’s gone from it has to be the piece we’ve been missing.”

      Michael’s body tensed. “Wait, we? Are you a cop?”

      “No,” Hadley whispered, sitting back. “Just trying to help.” She gave him a wan smile. “I have a tendency to get too involved in local cases.”

      He hefted out a long sigh. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you with that. I checked that hard drive and whoever got to it before me must’ve really known what they were doing.”

      Chewing on her lip, Hadley’s thoughts felt blocked. “That’s just the thing. The person who got to the computer before you was a person who knows very little about them. He thought breaking the screen would ensure no one could find what was on it.” She met Michael’s gaze. “That doesn’t seem like a tech genius, right?”

      “It really doesn’t,” he agreed.

      “And the other suspects have to get help when things go wrong with their computers. They don’t sound like people who would know how to wipe a hard drive.”

      Michael shook his head. “They don’t.”

      If the mayor had known about her blackmail, maybe he could’ve hired someone, but the file had been sitting on Jenny’s desk at the gym. He and Simone had never even known she had proof of their affair. Plus, they both had alibis for the time of Laney’s murder.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Hadley said. She picked at her cup of tea as her mind worked around for any other solution.

      Michael and Gran nodded. Finally, the computer in front of Michael trilled out a fanfare bugle sound, snapping everyone out of their thoughts.

      “So sorry,” he said, folding his laptop closed. “That’s reminding me I have another appointment in a few minutes.” He looked at Gran. “You should be good for now, but call if you run into any other problems.”

      Gran stood with him. “How much do I owe you?” She pulled out her wallet.

      Michael checked his watch and put up a hand to stop her. “This one’s on the house.” He flashed her the dimpled smile again and waved goodbye.

      “Such a nice boy.” Gran clicked a few buttons. “I’m sad not everyone uses their powers for good like he does.”

      Gran was right. These tech geniuses seemed to have powers compared to normal folks. And the person who’d killed Laney and taken Sweet Pea was definitely a powerful genius—and an evil one.

      A shiver wound down her spine as they went back to her car. The weight of the case felt like it sat right on Hadley’s shoulders. Maybe this was one case they’d never figure out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Hadley had every intention of moping around her house. But Suze showed up at ten with determination written across her face.

      “Get dressed. I’m taking you to brunch.” She walked past Hadley and plopped down on her couch.

      Hadley groaned. “Suze, I—”

      “Nope.” Suze held up a hand to stop her. “No negotiations. You need to get out of the house and get your mind off Sweet Pea and this case. Plus, you love brunch at Seven Stones almost as much as you like Luke.”

      Smiling, Hadley shook her head. Her best friend knew her all too well.

      “Okay, I’ll be just a minute,” she said, dragging herself into the bedroom.

      Once she’d dressed, they drove to Seven Stones. The timber-frame building sat on the banks of the Cascade River as it wound its way through downtown. Even before entering the building, the delectable scents of grilled meat and seasoned veggies wafted out to greet them. The familiar smells served to perk Hadley up, if only a little.

      Suze told the hostess they wanted to sit on the deck, knowing the sounds of the rushing river were as healing to people who’d grown up on its banks as some medicines. Hadley closed her eyes after settling into the chair. She pulled in a long breath of the crisp valley air and pretended the white-water rapids were washing over her, washing away her worries.

      “So nothing new with the case?” Suze asked when Hadley opened her eyes again.

      She chuckled. “I thought you wanted to bring me here to get my mind off the case.”

      Suze’s cheeks reddened. “Right. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Hadley sighed. “I’m having a hard time holding myself back from knocking on every door in Stoneybrook and demanding to search their homes for Sweet Pea, so I get it. It also feels awful that Laney’s killer might get away with what they did.”

      “Totally.” Suze agreed.

      The waiter came over, and the women ordered brunch. Suze stuck with her usual, the French dip. Hadley, usually partial to their BLT or burger, decided to try something more breakfast-like and went with the eggs Benedict.

      “You and Luke still good?” Suze asked, taking a sip of her water.

      Hadley nodded, then her nose wrinkled. “But being in a relationship again is reminding me about the negatives that come with caring for someone so much.”

      “Like?”

      “With Luke gone to Seattle. I miss him.” Hadley shrugged.

      Suze chuckled. “That’s normal.”

      “I know, but I spent so much of my relationship with Tyler missing him when he was in Seattle, and he was off with some other woman.”

      Suze set down her water and fixed Hadley with a serious stare. “Had, I get that you have baggage from Tyler, but this is Luke. He’s nothing like him.”

      Hadley frowned. “Oh gosh. I know that. I wasn’t saying I’m worried about him cheating on me like Ty did. I guess I’m just mad that there are any similarities between our relationship and my old one.”

      “Well, let’s hope that’s the one and only.” Suze lifted her glass, waiting until Hadley did the same. They clinked water glasses.

      They spent the rest of the time laughing and chatting. Being outside, by the water, renewed Hadley … somewhat. When Suze dropped Hadley at home after brunch, she slipped back into her pajamas. Ansel and Marmalade did their best to comfort her, but she still couldn’t keep her mind off the little calico who’d fit so perfectly into their lives.

      Luke called around lunchtime interrupting Hadley as she sat on the porch clutching Sweet Pea’s old collar and staring off at the mountains.

      “Hey,” she said, picking up the phone.

      “I’m guessing by your tone that Sweet Pea’s still missing.” He sighed. There was white noise in the background.

      “You guessed right. Unfortunately. Where are you?”

      “Driving home. What a weekend.” He let out a long exhale.

      “You guys fix everything?”

      “Eventually, yes, but it could’ve been way worse. I’m lucky I caught it in time.”

      “What happened?” Hadley folded her legs up under her in the Adirondack chair.

      “One line of code was off, and it had a pretty big domino effect. We were able to fix it quickly once we located the problem.”

      “Whoa. Good thing you’ve got mostly tech superheroes working for you.”

      Luke laughed. “That’s one way to look at it.”

      “It’s what Gran says about people who know a lot about technology. She thinks they have super powers. But as we’ve learned this week, not all of them use those powers for good.”

      “Very true. Well, I’m almost home,” Luke said, his voice softening at the word home. “I can’t wait to see you.”

      Butterflies fluttered in Hadley’s chest at the thought. “Me too.” She smiled. “Drive safely, and I’ll see you soon.”

      “Will do.”

      They hung up, and Hadley went back to turning the collar around in her hands almost as if it were a rosary and she were praying for Sweet Pea’s return. On about her fifth or sixth rotation, Hadley stopped. Her fingers pushed down on the fabric of the collar.

      There was a bump in one area. Knowing now the collar was handmade, she’d assumed it was the seam. But as she inspected it, she realized it extended much farther on one side than the other. Hadley wasn’t one to make sewing judgments. Her seams were often bulky and uneven too, but this seemed like more than just amateur sewing skills.

      Tipping her head, Hadley rubbed the collar in between her fingers. The bump moved slightly.

      There was definitely something in there.

      Padding into the kitchen, she rummaged around in her catch-all kitchen drawer until she found the smallest pair of scissors she owned. Her heartbeat rose as she used shaky fingers to snip the purple thread holding the collar together in a circle.

      Ansel and Marmalade, having followed her inside, watched on with interest as if there might be a treat inside.

      Snipping the last stitch, she tugged the fabric apart and almost jumped back as something dropped out onto her kitchen countertop. Hadley peered closely at the small, metal object.

      It was a tiny USB.

      Holding her breath, Hadley grabbed it and raced over to her laptop. It took her four tries to get it inserted into the slot on the side of her machine due to her trembling fingers.

      But once it slid in, the small icon appeared on her list of devices.

      Laney’s JIC

      “JIC?” Hadley wondered aloud.

      She typed the three letters into the search bar on her computer. The first result was from Urban Dictionary.

      JIC - a common acronym for “just in case.”

      Hadley’s pulse beat in her eardrums. Was this the missing information? Had Laney made a secret backup knowing someone was after her?

      Clicking on the drive, Hadley waited as it opened to a list of files.

      O.H.

      H.D.

      S.G and G.W.

      CPU Knight

      She clicked on the first file. O.H. stood for Owen Hansen. They were her blackmail subjects’ initials. Hadley’s heart fell. This wasn’t anything new. It was the same information they already had.

      Just to be sure, she went through the files. Owen’s file had multiple screenshots labeled: things like, Search History and then the date. Hadley had no interest in learning more about what things the apartment landlord had been looking for on the internet.

      She moved on to Hunk’s folder, finding it full of digital receipts for products Hadley assumed involved steroids. There was also an email between him and someone with the email handle Juicedup. A quick perusal of the message told her whoever Juicedup was, they were the one supplying Hunk with the more hardcore substances.

      Simone’s folder included a few dark pictures Hadley didn’t feel the need to click larger. The thumbnail versions gave her enough of an idea about the content.

      Each file also contained a video. Hadley clicked on the one for Mayor Whitmore. Laney’s pale face filled Hadley’s screen. She inhaled sharply, the eeriness of seeing Laney alive, talking, took her breath away. The young woman’s dark hair hung in a stringy curtain, slightly covering her face.

      “Mayor Guy Whitmore,” she said in the video. Her voice was croaky and weak as if she rarely used it. “On this drive, you’ll find copies of pictures I have of you and a woman named Simone Grahame. A woman who is definitely not your wife, Mayor. I’ve also included a link to a bank account in which I expect you to transfer five hundred dollars per month, to be paid by the first of the month, or else I will release this information to the community and your wife.”

      Hadley clicked out of the video and stared at the screen for a moment. Once her vision refocused on the content again, she caught the time stamp on the video file. Heart racing, she clicked on the video for Simone and read the time stamp. She clicked back to the mayor’s video just to be sure.

      The video for Mayor Whitmore had been created a full two days before Simone’s. Pulling out her phone, Hadley dialed Paul.

      “Hey,” he answered.

      “We were wrong about Mayor Whitmore. I think he knew about the blackmail days before Simone was set to receive hers.”

      Paul sighed. “Yeah, but Had, we have the man on camera during the time Laney was killed.”

      “What if he hired someone? He had to know she’d blackmail Simone too, so what if he had someone watch Simone and wait for Laney to show up? Then he hired them to take care of her so he wouldn’t have to pay.”

      “I’ll check into it. This is an election year, so I guess we can’t rule anything out, no matter how mobster movie it sounds. Hiring hit men in Grande County…” he muttered, and Hadley could picture him shaking his head. “How do you know this?”

      Hadley explained how she’d found the secret USB hidden in the collar. “But it’s all the same stuff you guys found on her computer. I’ll come by and drop it off. Sorry, I just needed to know what was on it, see if it could lead me to Sweet Pea.”

      “Okay, get it here as soon as you can, Had.” Paul hung up.

      As she put down her phone, her gut told her something wasn’t right, and it wasn’t just the fact her brother was mad at her. If the mayor really had sent out a hit on Laney, why would the hit man have broken into Hadley’s house and stolen her cat?

      Blinking, she glanced from the USB drive stuck into the side of her computer to the destroyed collar on her kitchen counter.

      “The person wasn’t after Sweet Pea, they knew Laney had files hidden in Sweet Pea’s collar,” Hadley whispered to herself. “But why wouldn’t they have only taken the collar? Why did they take Sweet Pea too?”

      Her most recent theory about Mayor Whitmore unraveled before her. How would the mayor know about Sweet Pea’s collar?

      No, this had to be someone who knew Laney well, who knew about her cat.

      A friend of the girl with no friends, Hadley mused with an inward groan.

      Defeated, she rested her chin in her palms and kept searching through the rest of the files. There had to be something here. But nothing else jumped out at her. She even searched through the CPU Knight files, even though she already knew that was how Laney had procured the illicit information on her clients.

      Inside the CPU Knight folder were a bunch of coded software files. There was a sound byte labeled Fanfare, and Hadley clicked on it. A happy ye olde tournament-style bugle trumpeted out from Hadley’s speakers.

      Her spine straightened. She recognized the sound and not just from last week, when it had trilled out of Gran’s laptop after she’d used CPU Knight.

      Michael’s laptop had made the same sound yesterday.

      It was then she realized this USB drive did contain information Laney’s computer hadn’t. The link between Laney and CPU Knight. They’d only found out she was the creator when Paul had checked into the correlation between Laney’s death and CPU Knight going offline. The information hadn’t been on her computer.

      Because it had been deleted.

      She thought back to Michael’s quick fingers flying across the laptop keyboard, the cursor racing across the screen so fast she got dizzy and turned away.

      Clicking on the sound file, she searched through the information listed under properties but couldn’t find an author. Frantically, she opened all the files in the CPU Knight folder, clicking on their properties until she stopped.

      There on the logo of the knight inside a computer screen, she saw it.

      Created by Laney Powell and Michael Kearns.

      Her fingers shook so badly she could barely lift her phone.

      “Paul,” she said into the phone before he even had a chance to say hello. “It’s Michael. Michael killed Laney.”

      “Wait, slow down, Had. What’d you find?”

      “He was a coauthor of CPU Knight with her. He’s the one who erased the hard drive. He must’ve done it when he recovered the files.”

      “I’m putting in a call to McKay. Hold tight. Actually, no. Bring that USB to the office right now.”

      “On my way,” she said, closing her laptop.

      Hadley glanced down at her pajamas. She dashed into her bedroom to change.

      When she was in the middle of pulling up her jeans she heard the sliding glass door open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      Frozen, Hadley listened from her bedroom. The back of her neck went cold. The creaky floorboard next to her couch groaned out a warning.

      Luke had said he was almost home, or maybe Paul had decided to come to her instead. But then she remembered that both of them hadn’t entered her house quietly like … ever. They were two of the clompiest, loudest people she knew.

      On the other hand, Michael had broken into her house once before to get the USB. She should’ve known he’d try again when he realized he had the wrong collar.

      Scanning her bedroom for anything that might help, her heart sunk as she realized she’d left her phone in the other room, next to her computer. She pulled her jeans up the rest of the way, tiptoed over to her bed, and grabbed the big steel flashlight she kept under her bed frame in case she had to investigate any worrisome bumps in the night.

      Her heart hammered so intensely she thought it might explode. Taking one last gulp of air to calm her pulse, she walked out into the hallway that led to her living room.

      Michael stood next to her kitchen counter, inspecting the remains of the collar Hadley had disassembled to extract the USB. He looked around the room, as if searching for the device, when his gaze landed on her. Even now that she knew what he’d done, who he really was, Hadley couldn’t help but think how little he seemed to fit the description of a murderer.

      Between his boyish charm and his kindness toward Gran—not to mention the help he gave the local sheriff—he just didn’t seem capable. All except his medium-sized hands, perfectly fitting the medical examiner’s description.

      “So you know,” he said, the phrase encapsulated in a sigh.

      Hadley swallowed, then nodded. So much for her last shred of hope that he wasn’t the killer.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt her.” He stepped forward.

      Hadley raised the flashlight in warning. “Don’t come closer.”

      His face fell. “I promise. It was an accident.”

      “You should’ve told someone. Innocent people don’t usually go to the lengths you have to cover up accidents,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him. “What did you do with Sweet Pea?”

      Michael put up in hands in a “hold on” gesture. “Sweet Pea was my cat. Laney was looking after her for me because my apartment stopped allowing animals.”

      “Which is why you stole the cat and not just the collar,” Hadley mumbled to herself as it clicked.

      “I have a record. The sheriff would’ve locked me up. He warned me that any slipup would mean I get locked up.” Michael’s voice rose into a pleading register.

      McKay must’ve made a trade with the kid, help him whenever he needed tech help on a case, and he wouldn’t send him to prison. The sheriff just hadn’t realized the latest case had been Michael’s fault.

      “So you framed innocent people?”

      “They weren’t innocent. You saw what was on their computers.”

      “Jenny was innocent. You left the evidence on her desk and planted her hair elastic at my house after you broke in.”

      Michael looked down for a moment, confirming Hadley hit a chord.

      “Also, how dare you judge others when you were stealing their information.”

      “The blackmail was all Laney. I just learned about it. I really wanted CPU Knight to work. It was my business idea. Laney moved up here and needed a job. I knew she was good with computers from when we were kids. She helped me design it. Everything was going well until I saw the blackmail files on her computer one day when she thought I wasn’t paying attention.” He shook his head. “I used our software against her and when I got home, I realized what she was planning with Simone. I was working for Hunk’s that day, and I saw her across the street at the juice bar, so I went to stop her.” Tears pooled in the corners of his eyes.

      Hadley listened, wondering why stopping Laney had to mean strangling her.

      “She went crazy, came at me and started to punch me. I had to get her to stop, so I pinned her up against the building”—he gulped back a sob—“by her neck because I couldn’t grab her hands. I was just trying to hold her back. I swear I wasn’t trying to kill her.”

      “And you fled back to Hunk’s, where you hid the evidence on Jenny’s desk.” The case Hadley’d spent the last week agonizing over finally all came into place. She sighed.

      Michael’s face darkened as he watched her. “If you tell anyone, I can make your life awful. I’ll sell your identity online. I’ll ruin your credit. I don’t want to, but I will.” He straightened his posture, pushing back his slight shoulders.

      “She already has told someone,” Paul’s deep voice preceded him around the corner. He stepped into the living room, glancing over at Hadley to make sure she was okay.

      Hadley blinked. She hadn’t even heard him come in. Glancing down at his feet, she noticed he was only wearing socks. She would have to take back her earlier thought about her loud brother. He was stealthier than she realized.

      At that moment, the front door opened. “Honey, I’m home,” Luke announced as he tromped into the house.

      Hadley shook her head, and she might’ve laughed if she wasn’t standing near a killer. Unfortunately, Michael took the slight distraction of Luke’s loud arrival to bolt out the still open sliding glass door.

      Paul ran after him, still in his stocking feet. And Luke entered the living room just to see them both as they disappeared around the side of the porch. He shot a confused look at Hadley then bolted back the way he’d come. Hadley followed him.

      Thankfully Luke was wearing shoes, and he was fast. Hadley watched from the driveway as Luke intercepted Michael as he fled Paul. Just as Coach Wilson had mentioned, Luke was right where he needed to be, almost to the point where it seemed like intuition. Luke’s defensive moves slowed Michael up enough for Paul to catch up with him and do what he did best: tackling.

      While Tyler had been the star quarterback and Luke the best wide receiver in the county, Paul’s bulk made him an aggressive offensive lineman.

      Hadley grimaced as she heard the wind leave Michael’s body as her brother bowled into him and knocked him over.

      Paul must’ve knocked more than the air out of Michael because he didn’t even try to fight when the handcuffs clicked around his wrists. Seeing that Paul had it under control, Luke came over to Hadley, wrapping her in a tight hug. He kissed her forehead as Paul put Michael into the back of the cruiser.

      Hadley peeled herself away from Luke for a moment, dashing back to the porch. She came back after a few moments with Paul’s boots in her hands. She jogged over and handed the shoes to her grateful brother, who cringed like he might’ve stepped on something pointy during his surprise pursuit.

      As Paul pulled away in the cruiser, Hadley carefully made her way back to Luke. Having been in the process of changing when Michael showed up, she didn’t have any shoes on either. She gestured into the house with a tip of her head.

      “We should follow him. I have the evidence he needs on my computer.”

      Luke nodded. “As long as you fill me in about what the heck happened on the way.” He still looked shocked.

      “Deal.” Hadley pulled the USB drive from her laptop and slid on some shoes.
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      Paul relaxed when he saw Hadley and Luke show up at the office. McKay paced in the conference room, yelling at Michael who sat there in tears. She handed over the USB drive, and Paul clicked it into his computer.

      “This should be enough to put him away,” Paul muttered.

      Hadley nodded. That was all he could ask for, she guessed. Then she turned to Paul. “By the way, how’d you know he was at my house?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t. But when I told McKay your suspicions, he went by his apartment. Michael wasn’t there, and I got a feeling.”

      “Twintuition,” Hadley said with a smile, leaning into her brother. “Told you it’s a thing.”

      Paul wrapped an arm around her but ruined the sweet moment by mussing her hair.

      “Hey,” she said, holding her hands up to shield herself.

      She laughed despite her momentary frustration, realizing her hair must’ve looked a mess beforehand too. She hadn’t done anything to it that morning other than throw it into a sloppy bun.

      Kevin walked into the office, and Hadley forgot about anything but what was in his arms.

      Sweet Pea blinked back at her, burritoed into a blanket.

      Hadley raced forward. “Is she okay?” she asked, scanning what she could see of the cat’s body with worried eyes.

      “She’s fine,” Kevin said. “Was a little freaked out having the run of the back of my patrol car, so she got nervous, and I wrapped her up. She was howling like a wild animal at one point.”

      As if to illustrate his point, Sweet Pea let out the low moan.

      Something clicked in Hadley’s memory at the sound. When she and Luke had been hiding out in the old warehouse that night, spying on Hunk’s meeting with Michael, there had been a similar howl. She’d thought it had come from the forest, but it must’ve actually been Sweet Pea in Michael’s car. He must have come straight to the meeting from breaking into Hadley’s house.

      Goose bumps rose on her arms as she realized how close she’d been the whole time. She was just glad everything had worked out okay.

      Kevin handed over the cat. Sweet Pea purred and rubbed her head against Hadley’s chin.

      “I missed you too, girl.”
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      Hadley closed her eyes and breathed in the smell of the farmers market the following Saturday. Lush grass, Leo’s fresh-flower booth, and the bitter scent of Wendy’s coffee mingled together to make one of Hadley’s favorite smells in the entire world.

      She opened her eyes to gaze out upon the Stoneybrook market from behind her table. This was her favorite time of the morning, the minutes before the market opened, when everyone was set up and waiting for the customers. There was an expectant hush that fell over the booths. But this Saturday, she felt especially grateful that her peaceful town was back to its usual quiet ways.

      With Michael headed to trial for his crimes, and the secrets tucked back away where they belonged, Stoneybrook felt more and more settled.

      Even Simone was being treated with much more local kindness, after being dragged through the investigation. Most of the town had no idea she’d been involved with the mayor of Cascade Ridge, of course—as that would’ve drastically changed their feelings—but it wasn’t Hadley’s place to share.

      Plus, Simone had apparently broken it off with him in the alley that day, when she’d learned he had already been paying off multiple blackmailers for his other affairs. That had turned out to be the pictures they’d been fighting over. While they’d been dark and of a delicate nature, they certainly hadn’t included Simone.

      Hunk had even cleaned up his act, dropping out of this year’s body building competition to focus completely on the gym and, as he so eloquently put it, “toning the noodle boys and girls of Stoneybrook.”

      Suze let out a snort of laughter in the booth next to Hadley, stealing her from her thoughts. Paul was whispering something in Suze’s ear, no doubt an adorable inside joke. The two of them were ridiculously sweet.

      “Okay, you two.” Hadley crossed her arms in front of her. “I’m getting a toothache over here, so I’m going to do a walkthrough before the market opens.”

      Suze swiped at her eyes, which had been watering with happy tears. She nodded.

      Paul tipped his head to one side. “Is walkthrough what we’re calling you going over to see Luke now?” He shot his twin a grin.

      Hadley only laughed. She couldn’t argue. “Maybe take a break from kissing to sell some jam if you could.”

      Suze and Paul gave her a serious salute as she left. They were back to giggling and whispering a few moments later.

      Sighing, Hadley walked through the park, loving the way her feet sank into the cool grass. She waved to Josie behind her pottery stand, reminding herself to ask if she was willing to make the participation mugs for the annual Cascade River Run again this fall. But before she could walk over to her booth, an arm wrapped around her waist, making her stop and smile.

      “How is it you’re more gorgeous every time I see you?” Luke’s words slipped into her ear like a soft blanket around her shoulders.

      Hadley smirked and turned to stare into his cornflower-blue eyes. “The same way you become more handsome each time I turn away.”

      Luke pulled her closer and kissed her. Besides their kiss on the front steps of the town hall, it was the first time they’d kissed in public. Hadley might’ve felt all eyes on her if she hadn’t been so focused on the man next to her. As it was, she only cared about him.

      She threaded her fingers through his, and they walked over to Josie to say hello. As Luke joked around with the potter, Hadley realized something. She’d always thought her ex, Tyler, had been Stoneybrook’s golden boy. The man was the high school quarterback and prom king. He was tall, dark, and handsome. Every girl wanted to date him. But he’d left at the first sign of trouble and had cheated on Hadley the first chance he’d gotten.

      Luke Fenton, however, was Stoneybrook through and through. Hadley mused on Coach Wilson’s words about the man. That’s the kind of person who will always be there for you, no matter what. Luke’s handsome face lit up from a story Josie was telling him. Yep, he was a different species from Tyler altogether. True blue.

      She hooked her arm through his. They chatted with Josie for a few more minutes before moving on. As they walked, the Stoneybrookians pretended not to stare and hid their whispered comments behind raised hands or turned heads. Still, Hadley knew they would be the subject of local gossip for a while. She didn’t care. She hoped the people around her were so interested in their new relationship because of how long it had taken them to realize their feelings and how happy they made each other.

      By the smiles and sly winks they shot her and Luke as they walked by, Hadley was sure she was right.

      Passing by the Fenton Farms booth, Luke’s sister, Jolee, interrupted Hadley’s produce shopping by running over to give her a big hug.

      “It’s about time, you two.” Jolee punched her brother on the shoulder.

      Hadley laughed as Luke reached over and returned the playful punch. That’s when she caught Annie Fenton watching them from behind the booth. Annie smiled and opened her arms, so Hadley walked over and pulled Luke’s mom into a long hug.

      “I’m so happy you finally figured it out,” Annie whispered into Hadley’s ear.

      Hadley pulled away, feeling her eyes getting a little misty. “Sorry it took us so long,” she said, repeating Jolee’s sentiment.

      Annie shook her head, tucking a strand of hair behind Hadley’s ear. “Nonsense. The best things are worth the wait. I’m so happy. I always wanted it to be you.”

      A tear slid down Hadley’s cheek. She swiped it away before grabbing Annie’s hand with hers.

      “Okay, what’s going on over here?” Luke asked, wrapping an arm around his mother’s shoulders and pulling her into a hug. “Are we crying?”

      Hadley and Annie laughed.

      “Absolutely not,” Hadley scoffed.

      “I was about to thank Hadley for being the one thing that could get you to move back here.” Annie cocked an eyebrow at her son.

      Luke tsked. “See? It’s this kind of gushing attention that made us hide our relationship in the first place.”

      “Hide it? For how long?” Jolee asked, standing next to her brother.

      “Seven months. We’ve been dating almost the whole time I’ve been back home.” Luke kept his expression deadpan.

      Annie and Jolee blinked as they looked between Luke and Hadley.

      “Really?” Annie asked, the whispered word half gasped.

      “Nope.” Luke smirked. “But would you blame us?” He shook his head as he scanned the obviously gossiping crowd seated behind each booth.

      They waved goodbye to Luke’s mom and sister, continuing down the other side of the market. Simone’s juice stand came up on their right.

      “You know, I never got to try any of this juice.” He rubbed his hand across his stubbly chin.

      “That’s right.” Hadley pulled him forward. “It’s time to remedy that. If we go now, before the market opens, we can beat the lines.”

      Simone smiled as they approached. Just before they reached her stand, she put out a sign that read, Sorry, all out of supplies.

      Luke stopped in his tracks, placing a hand over his heart. “You’re kidding.” His eyes were wide with disbelief.

      Laughing, Simone nodded. “Of course, I’m kidding.”

      Pressing his lips together for a moment, Luke frowned.

      “I think Simone will fit in fine around here,” Hadley said with a chuckle.

      They ordered two juices. Hadley chose the Green Machine again, while Luke ordered the Beta-Carrot-King. Simone shot a knowing wink at Hadley, who reminded herself not to let him have more than one a week, just in case.

      They sipped and walked the rest of the way through the market, coming to Hadley’s booth a few minutes after the first few customers trickled through. In fact, as they walked up, Paul was talking to a couple looking at Hadley’s jams.

      “And here’s my talented sister right now.” He gestured toward her. “Had, they were wondering what inspired you to make this ginger-rhubarb jam.”

      Hadley smiled a hello and then tipped one shoulder up. “Honestly, I thought of it on the fly one morning.” That Sunday, almost two weeks ago felt like a different lifetime. She’d been worried about the recent murder and hadn’t been sure of her feelings for Luke.

      Speaking of the man, he walked over and put an arm around her shoulders. “Hadley is a jam genius. She had to start selling her jams online because customers were so distraught that they didn’t buy more when they were in the valley.” He winked at the couple. “Don’t make the same mistake.”

      The man nodded and grabbed another two jars. Hadley had to feign an itch on her nose to cover her grin. Luke would give Gran a run for her money as a jam salesperson.

      Once the customers paid and left, Suze grabbed Paul’s hand and pulled him away from the booth. “K, now it’s our turn. Maybe take a break from kissing and try to sell some art, if you can.” Suze winked back at Hadley.

      She laughed and gave her a salute.

      Before they were even five feet away, Luke pulled Hadley closer. “In order to take a break, we have to start, right?” he said between kisses.

      “Right.” Hadley wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned into him.

      Just then, a customer walked by with a cat on a leash.

      Hadley gasped. “Omigosh, that’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Now that’s a bonafide cat lady.” Luke gave the woman leading the cat a nod of approval.

      “Oh, is that what I have to do? I thought owning three would’ve already gotten me into the club.” Hadley sent him a sidelong glance.

      “Three cats is a lot.” He nodded, his blue eyes sparkling.

      “Too much?” she asked.

      “Maybe not enough.” Luke grinned. “I’m thinking four sounds just about perfect.”

      “You know what?” Hadley said, laying her head on his shoulder, “I was thinking the same thing.”
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        Both of the following recipes are created by Marisa McClellan, creator of Food in Jars.
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      Gingery Rhubarb Jam

      Makes 5 (half-pint/250 ml) jars

      3 pounds/1.4 kg rhubarb (look for red stalks rather than green)

      3 cups/600 g granulated sugar

      4 tablespoons powered pectin

      2 tablespoons freshly grated ginger

      1 tablespoon bottled lemon juice

      Prepare a boiling water bath canner and 5 half-pint/250 ml jars.

      Trim rhubarb stalks and cut them into inch-sized segments. Place them in a wide, non-reactive pot.

      Whisk the pectin powder into the sugar and add it to the fruit. Add the ginger and lemon juice and stir to combine. Let the contents of pot sit for 10 to 15 minutes, until the sugar begins to dissolve.

      When you’re ready to cook, place the pot over high heat and bring its contents to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium-high and cook, and cook, stirring regularly, until the rhubarb breaks down, the fruit has thickened, and the total volume in the pot has reduced by about one-third. This should take between 22 and 30 minutes, depending on the water content in the rhubarb.

      Remove jam from heat and funnel it into the prepared jars, leaving about 1/2 inch head space. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings, and process in a boiling water bath canner for 10 minutes.

      When the time is up, remove the jars and set them on a folded kitchen towel to cool. When the jars have cooled enough that you can comfortably handle them, check the seals. Sealed jars can be stored at room temperature for up to a year. Any unsealed jars should be refrigerated and used promptly.
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      Quick Pickled Snap Peas

      Makes 1 quart

      1 pound sugar snap peas

      1 1/2 cups rice wine vinegar

      1 tablespoon honey

      1 teaspoon sea salt

      3 thin slices fresh ginger

      1 scallion

      1 sprig fresh mint

      In a small saucepan, combine the vinegar, honey and sea salt. Heat until the honey and salt are entirely dissolved.

      Wash the sugar snap peas well. Using a knife, trim both ends and remove the tough string that runs along the back of the peas. Cut the scallion into 2 or 3 segments, so that they fit the jar. Stand them up in a clean quart jar, along with the sprig of mint.

      Pack the prepared sugar snaps into the jar. If they don’t all fit, set the aside. You may be able to sneak them in once the pickling liquid is poured.

      Pour the hot vinegar over the sugar snaps. Gently tap the jar on the counter to release any air bubbles. If you had any remaining peas, try and pack them into the jar at this time.

      Place a lid on the jar and let the jar rest until it has cooled to room temperature. Refrigerate. Let these pickles sit in the vinegar at least 24 hours before eating. They will keep up to a week in the refrigerator.
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        Visit Marisa’s blog and website, Food in Jars, for tons of recipes, tips, product reviews, and links to her books.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The next Stoneybrook Mystery is coming later this year, but until then … have you read Eryn’s other cozy mystery series?
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      These books feature literature enthusiasts, a Boston Terrier, and—well, a few bodies. Follow Pepper and her university friends as they solve mysteries on and off campus.
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        Start the series today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Eryn Scott

          

        

      

    

    
      Mystery:

      The Pepper Brooks Cozy Mystery Series

      The Stoneybrook Mysteries

      Women’s fiction:

      The Beauty of Perhaps

      Settling Up

      The What’s in a Name Series

      In Her Way

      Romantic comedy:

      Meet Me in the Middle

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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      Eryn Scott lives in the Pacific Northwest with her husband and their quirky animals. She loves classic literature, musicals, knitting, and hiking. She writes cozy mysteries and women’s fiction.

      Join her mailing list to learn about new releases and sales!

      
        
        www.erynwrites.com

        erynwrites@gmail.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
6

¢
I
6

I :
 SOVIRONE Mgty

’ o
o






images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
WHAT DO
YOU MEAN
YOU HAVENT
READ THE
PEPPER
BROOKS
MYSTERIES
YET?






images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
PEPPER BROOKS COZY ~_
 MYSTERES ﬁ’






