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      Hadley James flipped the sign on the jam kitchen door to Closed and pulled her wool sweater tight around her shoulders. The wind threatened to bite through her layers, proving fall had settled over the valley—if one needed more evidence than the blanket of oranges, yellows, and reds covering the foothills. The low clouds dimmed what little sun there was, adding a layer of haze to the air.

      Instead of hopping on her bike and pedaling home, however, Hadley turned onto Main Street. She had one more stop to make that afternoon. As she walked, the wind ruffled the pages of the newspaper in Mr. Jacobson’s lap where he sat on a bench a few yards in front of her. Even though the temperature made her wish she’d brought a jacket, it was the headline of his Cascade Ridge Chronicle that turned her blood to ice.

      It sat in huge block letters along the top of the page.

      MISSING TEEN FOUND DEAD

      A shiver wound around Hadley, one that had nothing to do with the dropping mercury. The county had been abuzz about the eighteen-year-old boy who’d gone missing last week in the larger city twenty minutes north. It appeared things hadn’t ended well.

      “A real shame,” Mr. Jacobson said, startling Hadley.

      She glanced over at him, realizing she’d stopped walking to stare at his paper.

      She raised her hand to her chest. “It’s just awful,” she said, moving to sit next to the octogenarian. “Have they caught the person responsible?”

      The old man shook his head. “Article says McKay’s got his deputies on it. As of now it sounds like it’s connected to a drug ring. Just glad we don’t have to worry about things like that down here.”

      Hadley sighed. She knew their small town wasn’t perfect, but it was nice to know they didn’t have kids disappearing and showing back up dead.

      “Paul heard anything about the case?” Mr. Jacobson asked, referring to her twin brother, a local deputy sheriff.

      “If it happened up north, no. McKay rarely lets him get involved in much outside of Stoneybrook.”

      “Another shame, if you ask me. That brother of yours should run the whole county.”

      Placing her hand over Mr. Jacobson’s, Hadley smiled. “He’d love you for saying that, but I think he’s content down here.”

      Sheriff Mark McKay—or M&M as the locals called him—had always been as ornery as he was wide. Hadley guessed some of his sourness might have to do with being in charge of the whole of Grande County. She was glad her brother didn’t have to deal with that stress.

      “We’re happy having him.” Mr Jacobson nodded as Hadley stood.

      She waved and moved in her previous direction up the street, reminded of her current errand. Her twin brother was the reason she was out in the biting wind in the first place. Their birthday was only a week away, and she still hadn’t gotten him a present.

      To be fair, she normally didn’t put something so important off until this late, but she knew exactly what she was going to get him and exactly where to get it.

      In years past, Paul’s gift had required much more time and thought, but this year was a breeze. For twins who were so close, there had been a few occasions when one or the other had grossly misread hints the other had dropped about gifts, resulting in awkwardness all around. To avoid any more instances of someone going way bigger—or way smaller—with their gift than the other, they’d devised a theme system to keep them on the same page. Last year’s theme had been transportation—Paul gave Hadley her pink bike, complete with a basket, while she’d given him new seat covers for his truck. This year, the theme was sweets—they tried to balance the years, positioning a simpler theme in between two more extravagant ones.

      This being one of those small years, Hadley had planned to pick up a box of Paul’s favorite chocolates from the local candy shop. A pink sign touting candy and fudge hung just under a blue-and-white awning at the end of Main Street, across from Hadley’s preferred coffee shop. The awnings were a Stoneybrook staple, and each business had its own color to match with the white stripes. Bright colors ran the whole length of downtown.

      Hadley had always wondered if the decorations might look tacky elsewhere, even dated. But matched with the smart brick buildings, and the gorgeous hanging baskets the local floral society kept going year-round, the awnings only added to the cute, quaint atmosphere of the small town.

      A bell jangled, signaling Hadley’s arrival as she pushed her way inside and out of the blustery weather. Along with the warm air of the shop, the sweet smells of chocolate, caramel, and taffy curled around her, beckoning her forward.

      “Good afternoon,” called a voice from the back kitchen.

      Even though the words were a greeting, the morose tone with which he delivered them made Hadley’s shoulders sag in sadness.

      Dennis Larson, Hadley thought, his name akin to a groan. A wave of guilt washed over her for thinking of him in such a negative manner.

      It wasn’t Dennis’s fault he was so depressing—necessarily—but the man seemed more miserable than any person she’d ever met. A perpetual frown sat on his pinched face, and his shoulders hunched so much that his posture almost looked like the top of a question mark. For someone who owned such a bright, happy shop, Dennis was in a constant state of gloom.

      Hadley forced a smile when he walked out from the candy kitchen.

      “Hi there, Dennis.” She clenched her teeth tight in an effort to keep her grin in place since seeing the man’s miserable expression made her feel like frowning.

      “Hadley.” He dipped his head forward. “What can I do for you today?”

      She unclenched her teeth. “Oh, I hoped I could get some of your caramel and marshmallow chocolates for Paul, but I’m not in a hurry; I can wait until Miranda gets here.” Hadley checked her watch. It was just a few minutes to three.

      While tourists often entered the shop during the day, Stoneybrook natives waited until the afternoon when the high school let out. That’s when Miranda, a local senior, took over the front of the house, so Dennis could go make candy for the last few hours of the day. The young woman, as sweet as the candy she sold, offered a lovely contrast to Dennis’s sullen attitude. Most of the town concurred he was better behind the scenes.

      At Hadley’s mention of Miranda, Dennis’s face fell. A minute ago, she would’ve sworn no person could look sadder, but he managed the feat. The sight made her want to wail.

      “Miranda’s not coming,” he said in a clipped, almost angry way.

      Hadley blinked. “You didn’t fire her, did you?” Her hand flew up to cover her mouth. She hadn’t meant to be so crassly candid.

      But Dennis didn’t seem offended. Instead, he placed his hand on the counter, calming down. After a moment, he shook his head.

      “Did she quit?” Hadley asked, quieter this time.

      “She was supposed to be here an hour ago.” His gray eyes flashed up to meet hers. “She has early release on Fridays, but still hasn’t shown.”

      “And you called her?” Hadley took a step forward, worry pushing her toward him.

      “I called six times. She’s not answering.” The brief bout of anger she’d witnessed ran its course, and Dennis settled back into his normal mode of deep depression. The bell rang behind Hadley, but being too focused on what Dennis had just told her, she didn’t acknowledge the new customer.

      “Huh,” she said. “That doesn’t sound like her. Did you tell Paul?”

      “Tell me what?” Paul asked.

      Hadley whirled around to see her twin brother standing just inside the sweet shop front door.

      “Miranda didn’t show for work today,” Hadley said, pushing her dark hair out of her face—the only physical features the two of them shared.

      If the locals hadn’t known the James kids since they were born, most of them wouldn’t believe the two were related, let alone twins. Her brother dwarfed her, standing a foot taller than her respectable five foot five. His height, matched with his dark, full beard, had led to their high school friends nicknaming him Paul Bunyan, after the mythical lumberjack. As his best friend, always by his side, Hadley had earned the less flattering moniker Babe, after the blue ox.

      To this day, she reached a new level of irritation each time someone compared her to the blue bovine.

      Paul cleared his throat and stepped forward. “Miranda is actually what brought me in here.” Hadley’s brother looked away from Dennis and back at her. “Wait, why are you here?”

      Hadley’s face flushed with heat. “Uh ...”

      He cocked an eyebrow at her. “You wouldn’t have left my present until the last minute, would you?”

      She sputtered. “Certainly—I definitely … yeah.” At the admission, her gaze dropped to the floor.

      She knew a week wasn’t last minute for most people, but she and Paul were planners and usually had their gifts picked out for weeks, if not months, before the day.

      Paul’s loud laugh pulled it back. “You’re too easy to tease, Had. I haven’t gotten yours yet, either. Sweets year is a cinch.”

      Hadley smiled, relieved for a moment. Until she remembered what Paul had said just a few moments ago.

      “Wait, you’re here because of Miranda?” She stepped forward, clutching at her brother’s wrist. “Is she okay?”

      The signs of laughter left Paul’s features. He shook his head then returned his attention to Dennis. Hadley followed, finding Dennis frowning down at his hands as he stood behind the counter.

      “Mr. Miller, Miranda’s mom called in this morning. She’s missing.”

      Hadley’s heart raced in her chest, making her dizzy. Missing? Not the high schooler who helped everyone satisfy their sweet tooth with an equally delightful smile.

      “Since when?” Hadley asked. A pit formed in her stomach as her mind went to the story of the missing teen from Cascade Ridge.

      “Apparently last night. She stayed at a friend’s house, but when her mom got a call from the school asking why Miranda was absent, we found out from the friend she never actually spent the night. They'd lied to cover their true plans.”

      “Whoa,” was all Hadley could manage at the news.

      Paul took a step forward, reaching for the notepad in his back pocket. “You haven’t heard from her today, have you?”

      Dennis picked at something on the spotless countertop near the register. “Nope. I’ve tried calling her, but she hasn’t answered.”

      The man’s statement was as brief as it was dismal.

      Paul scratched a hand across his beard, a gesture that meant something frustrated him. “And when was the last time you saw her?” Paul prodded further.

      “She closed for me last night,” Dennis said.

      Paul’s eyebrows lifted with interest. “What time was that?”

      Hadley almost scoffed. The whole town knew the candy shop closed at seven on weeknights and five on weekends. She cleared her throat as she realized Paul was doing his job as a deputy.

      “We locked up at seven and were out of here by eight.” Dennis ran a finger along the edge of the glass display case.

      “And did she talk about her plans for the rest of the night?” Paul asked, scratching down notes in his pad.

      “Not a word.”

      Paul waited until Dennis nodded before asking, “Did she seem okay? Anything seem to be bothering her?”

      The older man paused, but shrugged. “I don’t think so. She seemed normal.”

      Paul closed his notepad. “Call me if you hear anything.” The pointed look he shot Dennis before leaving could've melted chocolate.

      Hadley followed her brother out the door, glancing back at the frustratingly frigid candy shop owner.

      Paul stopped outside the shop, holding his notebook like he was about to throw it into the street.

      “Hey, everything’s going to be okay.” Hadley placed a hand on her brother’s arm.

      He ran a hand over his jaw. “It’s not, Had. A girl is missing, and as of right now, that man was the last person to see her.”
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      A chill skittered down Hadley’s spine as she remembered the headline she’d read earlier about the teen from Cascade Ridge. She had a terrible feeling she’d been wrong to think Stoneybrook was immune to such serious problems.

      She paced in front of the candy shop as she tried to come up with a plan. They had to find Miranda.

      Facing her brother, she asked, “Have you talked to Kelsey yet?”

      Miranda Walters and Kelsey Morrow had been inseparable for as long as Hadley could remember. She’d babysat the missing girl when she was younger, and watching little Kelsey often meant watching Miranda too. Now the girls themselves were seniors in high school, and their whole lives were before them.

      “Kelsey wasn’t the person Miranda was supposed to stay with last night.” Paul shook his head.

      “What?”

      “Miranda’s mom said they got in some sort of fight and haven’t talked to each other in months.”

      Hadley sighed. Keeping up with town goings-on was hard enough without trying to follow the trials of teenage fights and romances. To be honest, Hadley hadn’t been staying current on regular town business either. She’d been busy selling her house and moving into a new one, over the last few months. And with her parents moving her grandmother in with them from Oregon, she knew it wasn’t about to get any less hectic.

      “So if it wasn’t Kelsey, who was she supposed to stay with?” Hadley asked.

      “Cassandra Lee.” Paul cocked an eyebrow.

      Hadley’s lips parted in surprise. “The Lees?”

      Paul nodded.

      The Lees were one of Stoneybrook’s more infamous families. They were part of the small population of people who moved from Cascade Ridge down to Stoneybrook. And while a few others had done the same to get away from the big city, the Lees had a different motive; they were rich up north and wanted to be even richer down in the valley.

      To the Lees, money was all about power, and no one abused it more than their only daughter.

      “Hanging with that mean girl doesn’t sound like Miranda at all.” Hadley furrowed her brow. “We need to talk to Kelsey.”

      Paul rubbed the back of his neck. “I agree, but I’m afraid it might have to be more of a you situation instead of we. I’ve got to talk to the Lees as soon as I can. Timing is tight with missing persons cases like this. Our window of opportunity for finding her …” He trailed off, clearing his throat instead.

      But the word alive rang in Hadley’s thoughts regardless.

      “Gotcha. I’ll go talk with Kelsey and give you a call if I find out anything.”

      Hadley waved to her brother as he climbed into his truck and it rumbled to life. Once he’d pulled out onto Main Street, she walked the rest of the way down to the Seven Stones restaurant where Kelsey worked as a hostess evenings and weekends.

      The large restaurant sat at one end of Main Street, tucked up right next to the rushing Cascade River. From that point, the river pulled away from downtown little by little, so by the time one reached the other end of downtown—where Fenton Park and the town hall building sat—a line of trees hid the river from sight.

      Seven large rocks balanced on top of one another in an artistic cairn next to the entrance, acting as all the signage the business needed. There was a diner a block from downtown, a farm-to-table restaurant that only opened for dinner, and finally, a breakfast-only joint, but Seven Stones’ full-service bar and off-site microbrewery made it the most popular destination in town.

      Since it was the middle of the afternoon, the place was quiet when Hadley pulled open the large wooden doors. There were a few people hanging out at the large oak bar and one or two tables of late lunchers just finishing up. A sign stood next to the hostess podium, telling guests to seat themselves. Sounds of dinner prep spilled out from the kitchen, which took up a large portion of the middle of the inside space. At a booth in the back corner, a teenage girl sat rolling silverware. Every few seconds, she dabbed at the corners of her eyes with the back of one hand.

      Kelsey.

      She looked up and sniffled as Hadley approached.

      “Oh, hi. Sorry, Had. You can sit wherever. I’m just getting some of my side work done.” Kelsey glanced back down as if trying to hide her puffy, red eyes.

      “How about this seat? Is it taken?” Hadley asked, scooting into the booth next to her.

      Kelsey watched Hadley as she moved to make room.

      “I wanted to check and see how you’re doing,” Hadley said tentatively, holding the girl’s gaze with her own, eschewing normal pretenses and assuming Kelsey had already heard about Miranda.

      Kelsey nodded, but her face crumpled around a sob. Hadley put her arm around her like she used to do a decade ago as her babysitter.

      “I’m so worried about her.” The high schooler gulped in air between words as if she were drowning in her tears. “And mostly I’m just furious because I’m too scared to be mad at her, like I have every right to be.”

      Hadley swallowed, patting Kelsey’s shoulder as she took it all in. She tried to follow the myriad of emotions and marveled at how anyone ever made it through their teenage years in one piece.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn't know you two had a falling out,” she said.

      This made Kelsey break into a new fit of sobs. “It’s been just about a month now. Ever since she started dating Jaxon.”

      “Jaxon?” Hadley wrinkled her nose. She didn’t know of any young men by that name in Stoneybrook.

      “Jaxon Bayne. He’s from Cascade Ridge. Cassie set them up.” Kelsey rolled her eyes.

      “How long have Miranda and Cassie been hanging out?”

      “Since the beginning of summer.” Kelsey used a spare napkin from the stack next to her to wipe her running nose. “Miranda knew I didn’t like Cassie, but Jaxon’s the reason we stopped talking.”

      Intrigued, Hadley leaned in. “Why’s that?”

      “He’s awful. Sure, he’s hot and has loads of money, even more than Cassie’s family, but the guy is bad news, Hadley. If Miranda’s missing, he’s got to be the reason.”

      Hadley chipped at the clear polish on her thumbnail. She’d painted them clear because the half-gone polish was becoming a sort of tell to the people around her when she was overthinking or stressing about something. And they were right. Whenever she thought hard, the action was like second nature.

      This was no exception.

      Her mind reeled at the information. She’d never been wild as a teenager, but the practice of lying to parents about staying with a friend while sneaking off with the boyfriend was just about the oldest tale in the book of teenage hijinks.

      Heartbeat rising, Hadley asked, “He’s bad news how?”

      Kelsey’s face tightened, going pale. Even though it had been close to ten years since her babysitting days, Hadley recognized the signs as clearly as she used to when the little girl had done something she didn’t want Hadley to know about.

      “You promise not to tell?” Kelsey asked.

      Hadley shook her head. “I can’t promise that, Kels. I don’t want to scare you, but Miranda could be in danger, and if she is, secrets will not help her. You don’t have to tell me, but you need to let someone know: the police, her mom, your parents. Someone.”

      Nodding as she seemed to think it over, Kelsey sighed. “He was into drugs. Tried giving some to Miranda, and when I gave her a hard time about it, she told me I was being a baby.”

      A picture of what could’ve happened began to form in Hadley’s mind as she took in the information.

      “Thanks for telling me.” Hadley patted the girl’s shoulder before pulling away. “Paul’s working on the case, and he’s going to do his best to find her. I promise.” She turned to face Kelsey.

      Tears streamed down the teen’s face again, but this time they were silent. “Thanks. Please, tell him to get her back, so I can tell her what a jerk I think she is for getting involved with any of them.” Kelsey’s mouth quirked up into a small smile, but her watery eyes negated any hint of amusement.

      “I will.” Hadley grabbed Kelsey’s hand and gave it a squeeze before standing to leave.

      This time, as the fall air wound around her, Hadley appreciated its cool crispness. As she’d listened to Kelsey and seen her tears, it had gotten to her. She needed a dose of cold air to rein in her own tears. Hadley usually found it almost impossible to keep herself from crying when watching someone else break down.

      She walked back into town, blinking away the remnants of excess moisture while sending a thank you up to the heavens she was no longer a teenager. While she felt for Kelsey and knew it must be so terrible to be so worried about her best friend, the amount of drama surrounding the whole frenemies situation sounded exhausting.

      She definitely hadn’t escaped the petty fights based on rumors and misunderstandings of teenage years either. Heck, up until this year, she had still been harboring ill feelings toward Luke Fenton for things he’d said about her during high school. But, now at thirty—thirty-one next week—she found it silly to dwell on trivial things like that. Plus, she and Luke were figuring out how to move forward and had even started a friendship—of sorts—again.

      As much as she liked to think of high school as not being too far in her past, Hadley had to admit she had outgrown that hotheaded, emotional time in her life. And after listening to Kelsey, she was glad she had. She had a lovely home, two adorable cats, the greatest family, and a super-supportive best friend.

      Speaking of …

      Hadley spotted Suzanne in the window of Cascade River Coffee as she walked past. She detoured inside, reveling in the buttery, roasted aroma of the beans as the scent overwhelmed her in the most delicious way. Waving to Suze, Hadley noticed her friend wasn’t alone. The local distillery owner, Christine, sat across from her.

      “Hey!” Hadley greeted, plopping down next to Suze, whose face was frozen into a smile.

      “Hadley, hey. What are you doing here?” Suze shifted to get a better look at her friend.

      “Passing by.” She shrugged. Her attention moved to Christine.

      The woman cleared her throat as an awkward smile stretched across her face.

      Hadley tried to fill the silence. “Did you guys hear—”

      “Actually, Had. I was just leaving.” Christine stood, glancing at Suzanne.

      Christine’s coffee mug was almost full. She must’ve noticed the same, because she grabbed it and downed the rest in a few gulps, coughing a little as if she’d just taken a shot of her famous local gin.

      Discomfort crawled up Hadley’s neck. It was obvious she had interrupted something … something secret. Heat settled in her cheeks, and she put out a hand to stop Christine.

      “Don’t leave on my account. I can’t stay; I was just going to order something to go.” Hadley shoved out the lie and—before Christine or Suze could reply—turned on her heel to head toward the front counter.

      Wendy, the owner of the café, beamed as Hadley approached. “You wanna pick up your birthday drink a bit early this year?”

      It was a tradition Hadley loved about her small town. Almost every business offered some kind of special treat for locals on their birthdays. Whether it was a free coffee, a special cupcake, or a mini jar of clover honey, the people in Stoneybrook had a way of making the day exceptional.

      The reminder of her birthday served to perk up her spirits and she nodded. “Why not.” The wind would surely be biting cold on her bike ride home, and a hot drink sounded like just what she needed before embarking.

      After ordering, Hadley turned around and saw Christine was gone. Suze sat alone at the table, her brow furrowed as she gazed into her mug. The awkwardness in the air, and the look on Suze’s face made a tightness return to Hadley’s shoulders, reminding her their friendship may not be so perfect after all.

      Best friends didn’t keep huge secrets from each other, after all. At least, Suze and Hadley hadn’t ever before.

      And yet, that summer Hadley had discovered her best friend and her twin brother were seeing each other, behind her back. Well, maybe behind her back wasn’t the right way to put it. That phrase made it sound like the relationship needed to be a secret, as if Hadley would’ve disapproved. In fact, the only thing she was upset with was that they felt they couldn’t tell her. She’d been rooting for them to get together forever.

      As if she felt Hadley’s gaze, Suze looked up. Her face morphed into a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Hadley contemplated walking over, hating how she even had to think about it. Normally, she wouldn’t even consider not plopping down across from her friend and dishing about her day. But something had been off about her meeting with Christine, and Hadley was already tired of being lied to by the people who were supposed to be closest to her.

      “Here’s that latte, Had,” Wendy said, interrupting Hadley’s internal debate.

      She turned to find Wendy holding out a to-go cup. Taking it, she clutched the warm sides gratefully. “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. Happy early birthday.” A group of new customers captured Wendy’s attention, so she waved goodbye.

      Coffee in hand, Hadley walked over to Suze’s table, but she didn’t sit.

      “You hear about Miranda?” Suze asked, concern covering the pensive expression she’d been sporting before.

      “Yes, it's awful. I was just talking with Kelsey actually. She thinks she might’ve gotten caught up with the wrong crowd. She’s really worried.”

      “I bet.” Suze exhaled. “They’re so close.”

      “Were,” Hadley corrected. “Apparently they’ve been fighting lately.”

      A silence that settled over the two friends, expanded between them.

      It made Hadley want to scream.

      Instead, she said, “Well, I’d better go. Still gotta pick up Paul’s present.” She’d been so caught up in the news about Miranda earlier, she’d completely forgotten about getting his gift.

      Suze smiled. “Right. Sweets year. You getting him chocolate caramels from Dennis?”

      “None other than,” Hadley answered sweetly. But her thoughts were dissecting Suze’s question.

      Did I mention that to her or did Paul? Hadley wondered. It wasn’t odd for Suze to know everything about Hadley and Paul; they’d all been thick as thieves since they were little. It was probably for that reason Hadley hadn’t noticed some of the signs of their relationship right away.

      Feeling the silence expand all over again, Hadley waved and said her goodbyes. She exited the building and crossed the street to the candy shop, happy to be free of their awkward conversation.

      I guess I was wrong when I thought I was past any best-friend drama. She shook her head as she entered the sweet shop for the second time in as many hours.
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      Dennis stood behind the register, and the man actually didn’t look his normal brand of miserable. Which was odd considering the person on the other side of the counter from him.

      Brenda Walters, Miranda’s mother, stood with her back to Hadley, who stepped quietly inside, wondering if she should come back at another time.

      Dennis’s face was wrinkled into a sympathetic frown; he was alert, focused in a way Hadley had never experienced in the last couple decades.

      “Miranda is the best employee I’ve ever had,” Dennis was telling Brenda. He shook his head. “I’ll do anything to cooperate with the police, but I assure you I know nothing about what could’ve happened to her. She doesn’t exactly talk to me about her friends.”

      A wry laugh shot out of Brenda. “Yeah, apparently she doesn’t tell me much either. I didn’t even know about this boy she was supposedly dating.”

      Dennis’s hand settled over the woman’s. “I’m so sorry, Brenda. They’ll find her. I’m sure they will.” His gaze lifted as he caught sight of Hadley.

      Sniffling Brenda turned around to see who Dennis had seen.

      “Oh, Hadley. Hello.” Brenda’s eyes filled with moisture and she blinked rapidly.

      “Hi, Brenda. I’m so sorry to hear. It’s just awful.” Hadley took a step forward.

      Brenda swallowed, obviously too choked up to speak.

      “I know my brother is doing everything in his power to find her,” Hadley added, seeing the woman needed a little more time.

      “Thank you, dear.” Brenda nodded, swiping at her misty eyes.

      “I thought you might be back for these,” Dennis said, holding out two boxes tied with blue metallic ribbon.

      “Thanks.” Hadley walked forward, pulling out her wallet. “I completely spaced earlier.”

      Dennis raised a hand and waved it back and forth. “Don’t you worry about paying me. You let your brother know if he brings Miranda back, these boxes are just the beginning of free candies for the rest of his life.”

      Mouth open, Hadley looked to Brenda for confirmation as to whether or not this was real.

      Brenda ran a hand over the back of her neck. “I’d better get home in case Miranda tries calling our landline or comes home.” The woman’s voice quavered as she spoke her hopes out loud.

      Waving goodbye, Hadley turned back to the candy shop owner. “Dennis, you know I can’t acce—”

      He pushed the boxes toward her. “You can and you will.” He leaned closer. “I’ve heard about you helping Paul on some of his cases. I know you two will bring Miranda home, so it’s really just a premature thank you.”

      His mouth pulled into a smile. It looked so foreign—so abnormal on his face—Hadley just stood there, stunned and clinging on to the boxes of chocolates.

      “Well … thanks?” She smiled in return, or maybe it was more of a grimace.

      Little did Dennis know Paul seemed to be less and less inclined to accept her help, especially since the crimes had become seriously dangerous over the past year. And while she knew she would do anything she could to help find the missing young woman, she dreaded asking Paul for permission to do so.

      After another round of thank yous, Hadley left the shop and walked down the street to her own piece of the downtown business puzzle. The lavender-and-white awning sat atop her Pretty Jam Good Canning Headquarters sign. She knew if she went inside, she would only get sucked into checking her online orders or rearranging one of her many ingredient racks—she tended to try new organizational schemes when she had a lot on her mind—so she bypassed the kitchen, ducking into the side alleyway between her shop and the building next door.

      Finding her bike leaning where she’d left it that morning, Hadley placed the chocolate boxes into the basket. She plopped her helmet on her head, then expertly swung her leg over at the same time as kicking off.

      With a quick check of her watch, Hadley realized her talk with Kelsey and detour to the coffee shop had eaten up more of her time than she’d thought. Instead of turning left onto Barberry Road like she normally would’ve when going home, she stayed on Main Street, heading for her parents’ house.

      She’d been right about the chilly air. It bit right through her sweater, reminding her it was past time to fish out her winter coats from her moving boxes. To keep her mind off how cold she was, Hadley focused on the lovely feeling of riding through her childhood neighborhood. Sure, neighborhood was a stretch since there was only one house every acre or so, but the large oaks bending over her and the evergreens standing tall in the distance brought her a small bit of peace, and her shoulders relaxed. Seeing the big rock the locals had painted up to look like a mama bear protecting a smaller baby bear rock, Hadley took a left toward the river.

      And while she’d spent the majority of the last three days there, it still felt odd driving the same roads after staying away for the better part of the year. Being decidedly not rich, her parents had put their house up for a month-by-month lease while they were away. The renters had left last week and Hadley wanted to make sure the place was perfect for them when they came back.

      Even though the tenants had kept the place clean and seemed extremely considerate, she and Paul had still steamed all of the rugs, washed all of the linens, and set up the guest bedroom for their grandma.

      But Hadley was surprised to find Paul’s truck in their parents’ driveway when she pulled up, her bike tires crunching to a stop in front of the little green house. Hope swelled in her chest. Had they found Miranda? Was he off for the night, ready to celebrate their family coming back together? She hurriedly leaned her bike against the porch and covered the chocolates with a scarf so Paul wouldn’t catch a glimpse. After setting her helmet on the railing, she headed inside.

      “Moooo,” she called, cupping her hands around her mouth as she entered.

      Unsure when it had started, her family’s tradition of lowing like a cow to alert others to their presence had been a great help during particularly difficult games of hide-and-seek—or a method of taunting those who would never find you, if you were Cousin Marty. It was like the James family’s own wacky version of Marco Polo.

      A dejected “mooooo” drifted in from the kitchen, so she followed the sound.

      Paul sat at the table in the breakfast nook, scribbling furiously on a yellow notepad, a scowl contorting his face. Her hopes they’d found Miranda dissolved.

      “Whatcha doin’ here?” she asked tentatively.

      Paul glanced up. “Just finished questioning Cassie. Figured I’d drop by to greet Mom, Dad, and Gran before I go back to the station.”

      Hadley grimaced as she took in his tense mood. “Questioning Cassie went that poorly?”

      At first, he only grunted in response, but after a second, he sighed. “She confirmed Miranda was supposed to stay over, but said the boyfriend came and got her and claimed not to know anything beyond that.”

      Sitting down across from him, Hadley chewed on her lip. “Kelsey mentioned the boyfriend too. His name is Jaxon Bayne and he’s from Cascade Ridge. According to Kels, he’s some teenage drug dealer—bad news.”

      Paul raised an eyebrow and scribbled a note down on the pad. “A bad-news boyfriend is always a good suspect.”

      Hadley bit her lip.

      “But?” her brother asked, reading her hesitation.

      She exhaled. “I was hoping we would find something to set Miranda’s disappearance apart from the missing teenager from Cascade Ridge.”

      “And the druggie boyfriend tie-in only solidifies it.” Paul’s shoulders sagged.

      Hadley scuffed her sneakers against the polished wood of her parents’ kitchen floor while she breathed through the tightness in her chest. When she finally met Paul’s gaze, his eyes were narrowed, focused.

      “We’ll find her, Had. We’ve got to.”

      She nodded, emotion clogging her throat for a moment. “Do you still think Dennis had something to do with her disappearance?”

      Paul ran a hand over his face. “If you’re right about the boyfriend, it’s much more likely he or someone much more unsavory was the last to see Miranda.”

      Relief spread through her chest. As depressing as she found the candy shop owner, she hated to think someone in town could’ve done such a horrible thing. Something Paul had said stuck in her brain, however.

      “Wait—” Her eyebrows rose. “Did you just say we? As in we will find her?” Hadley pointed to Paul and then back at herself.

      “As in you are allowed to investigate. Yes. With a missing persons case, we’ll need as many people helping as we can possibly get. And as much as I still don’t like you putting yourself in harm’s way, I need you.”

      Biting her lip to hide the smile that wanted to pull across her face, Hadley dipped her head in agreement. It wasn’t as if she thought she’d missed her calling and should’ve gone into police work rather than making jam. She loved her business and wouldn’t change a thing about it. But she and Paul had always done everything together; they rarely made decisions without talking to the other first.

      Which was why his and Suzanne’s secret from her hurt all the more. Her gaze flicked over at him as he went back to his notes. Had she done something to make them think she wouldn’t be happy if they got together?

      Going back through her mind, she listed the clues she’d found that had led her to believe they were involved in the first place. The lying, the avoidance, and the painted chopstick—one of Suze’s signature artsy creations always sticking out of her curly mass of hair, holding it up in messy buns—she’d found in Paul’s truck glove box. In the few months since she’d discovered one of her friend’s signature hair accessories, Hadley had often wondered if she’d blown it out of proportion, made it into something it wasn’t. But as much as she tried to convince herself nothing was going on, that her two best friends would never lie to her about something this important, her gut told her she was right.

      She picked a last bit of clear polish off her thumbnail.

      Maybe now was the time to come out and just ask Paul. Technically they hadn’t lied outright to her yet, seeing how she’d only asked leading questions, thinly veiled conversation openers.

      But as Hadley opened her mouth to ask her twin bother the question, the sound of car doors slamming shut rang through the quiet house. A wide smile cut across Paul’s previously stern face.

      Their parents were finally home.
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      Hadley’s heart practically burst as she opened the front door to her parents’ house to see their familiar black Subaru parked in the driveway. She raced forward, Paul’s footsteps ringing on the old wooden front porch right behind hers.

      “Welcome back,” she said as her family spilled out of the car.

      After giving her dad a quick kiss on the cheek, she made her way around to the passenger side of the car. Her mom’s dark hair had more gray streaking through it than last time Hadley had seen her so many months ago, to the point it looked shades lighter. But her tired eyes lit up when they landed on Hadley.

      “Hi, honey. It’s so good to see you!” After making sure Gran was okay, she turned to meet Hadley in a tight hug.

      Hadley breathed in her mother’s lavender-and-laundry smell, sinking into her embrace.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” her mom said.

      “Me too.”

      Hadley and Paul had offered to come down and help with Gran’s house many times, but their parents had been adamant each time that they were only a week or so from coming home. That deadline had come and gone so many times, Hadley was beginning to wonder if she shouldn’t just show up unannounced.

      Pulling away, Hadley moved toward her grandmother. “Gran, how are you?”

      The slender woman was wearing smart, navy-blue slacks so crisp and clean they still had the crease running up the front and a soft, cream-colored waterfall sweater showed off a perfectly pressed polka-dot blouse underneath. Her white hair was gathered into a graceful chignon. Her blue eyes—the same that she’d passed to her son and he’d passed on to his children—were fierce and fiery.

      She wrapped Hadley into a tight hug. “Better now that I’m here.”

      The wispy scent of her signature perfume, Chanel No. 5, teased the air around her. Hadley stepped back, taking in her grandma.

      “How are you?” she asked. Gran’s rosy cheeks looked fuller than when she’d seen her at Grandpa’s funeral.

      Gran smiled. “Footloose and fancy free. Officially. Handed over the keys yesterday.”

      Hadley chuckled. “Glad to hear the sale finally went through. Sure took you guys a while to sell a house on the beach.” She winked playfully at her mother.

      “It needed a lot of work,” Hadley’s mother, Lauren, said, her eyes widening for effect.

      “I didn’t help things at all, tumbling down the stairs,” Gran added, placing a hand over the hip she’d broken and had replaced.

      While Hadley’s parents had originally gone to visit in hopes of cheering Gran up and keeping her company, they’d eventually come to the realization the house was too much for her to take care of on her own. Gran had agreed and accepted their invitation to move in with them, so they began the process of fixing up the house for sale. A few weeks into their renovations, Gran had taken a spill and broken her hip, pushing out their time line as they got her through surgery and the physical therapy that followed.

      Gran grabbed Lauren’s hand and squeezed tight. “I just don’t know what I’d do without your mom and dad.” She looked from her daughter-in-law over to her son.

      Hadley’s mother smiled warmly back. “We were glad to be able to help.”

      “Anything for you, Mom,” Steven, Hadley’s dad, said as he and Paul rounded the car after having taken the luggage inside.

      “Gran, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” Paul stepped forward and then enveloped her into a big hug.

      “Paul, you get away from me with that prickly beard.” Gran screeched, but her tone was playful.

      Instead of letting go, he kissed her on the cheek and hugged her tighter.

      Any bite to her statement was softened as she laughed and swatted at him. Stepping back, Paul wrapped an arm around his mom.

      Lauren beamed at her children. “Shall we get dinner started?” she asked.

      Paul’s smile faded. “Actually, I can’t stay.”

      “Does this have to do with Miranda?” Lauren asked. “I was talking with Josie on our way up and she said everyone’s devastated. I was hoping we’d arrive to good news and she would’ve shown up by now.”

      Sighing, Paul ran a hand over his beard. “No such luck, unfortunately.”

      “That’s just awful,” Gran said, wrapping her arms around herself. “Well, you get going, dear.” She patted Paul’s arm. “I’m here now, so I’ll get to see you plenty after you find that poor girl.”

      Paul smiled sadly, then waved and headed to his truck.

      The rest of the family went inside, crowding around the kitchen island.

      Lauren pulled in a deep breath. “Gosh, it’s good to be home.”

      “I don’t know, Mom. That salty sea air must’ve been good for you. All three of you look great.” Hadley leaned her elbows on the counter.

      Lauren’s face adopted a wistful expression. She glanced at Gran and Steven. “It was lovely, but a lot of work. Stoneybrook is definitely more our pace. Plus, we’ve been going on for weeks about how much Gran is going to love it here.” Her brown eyes sparkled.

      “Absolutely.” Hadley nodded. “There’s a quilting society and a knitting club. If you’re up to it, you could come to the farmers market tomorrow. They all have booths.”

      Gran lifted her chin. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I also want to see your jam business. I’ve heard it’s taken off.”

      “It really has.” Hadley smiled. Her weekly market sales kept her going, but it was her online sales that had been on the rise lately. She was almost contemplating buying another car now that her bank account had a little more padding.

      After her then-husband Tyler had spent down all of their savings on an affair, she’d felt like she might never dig herself out of the financial hole her divorce had left her in. But she was beginning to see the light.

      Not keen on getting in a conversation about her divorce, however, Hadley changed the subject. “You three sit down. You’ve had a long drive. Let me start dinner,” she said, pulling up her sleeves to wash her hands in the sink.
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      Hours later, Hadley left with a stomach full of dinner and a Tupperware container full of food to take to Paul at the station.

      Despite the terrible weight sitting heavy on her shoulders at the thought that Miranda was out there somewhere, Hadley had to admit having her parents back made almost everything seem better. The sun was already hiding far behind the jagged mountain peaks as she jogged down the front steps. She felt warm and happy in a way she hadn’t in a good while.

      After clicking on the chinstrap to her helmet and moving the chocolates in her basket to make room for Paul’s dinner, she got her bike ready for the ride back into town. Before embarking, she turned on her headlight, which cut through the darkness like a hot knife through cold jam.

      The valley had yet to have its first big freeze, so bugs still chirped and clicked in the fields alongside the road as Hadley’s tires crunched through the packed pebbles. Birds sang long, lazy songs, and the air smelled of the first hints of woodsmoke. But it all began to fall away, leaving only quiet once she turned onto the smooth pavement of Fir Street. The wind rustled the oak leaves, yellow from the cold, and her tires hummed. She could’ve almost closed her eyes, it was so peaceful.

      It was a good thing she didn’t, though. The roar of an engine, and the blindingly bright shock of high-beam headlights stunned her as a car came screeching around the corner of Fir and Main Street, cutting her off.

      Her bike wobbled as her hands jerked in surprise. The ditch to her right loomed, and she was about to get better acquainted with the ground before she leaned to the left and pulled the bike back on course. Heart racing from the scare, Hadley squinted against the bright lights.

      The glossy, white paint of the convertible shimmered as it zoomed past Hadley, and the silver Mercedes emblem glinted in the light from her bike. There was only one person in the valley who drove such an extravagant car.

      Cassie Lee.

      Hadley normally wasn’t one to pay attention to the types of cars the local teenagers drove—which tended to change often due to breakdowns and accidents—but everyone knew Cassie’s car. Not many eighteen-year-olds in the lower valley drove sports cars. Her vehicle’s flashy appearance, added to the reckless way she screeched through the Stoneybrook streets, made it difficult to miss the girl.

      Her heart rate finally slowed down from the surprise, and she began to breathe normally. Still, Hadley didn’t feel completely settled until she reached the steady streetlights of the downtown portion of Main Street.

      Seeing Cassie reminded Hadley of how she’d been so tight-lipped for Paul when he’d gone to visit earlier. The recent scare on her life still fresh in her mind, Hadley contemplated Cassie’s involvement in Miranda’s disappearance. Did Cassie seem like a person who could be responsible for hurting another? From what Hadley had heard around town, the teen definitely had the mean-girl, queen-bee act down, a role requiring a shocking lack of humanity or empathy.

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip as she thought. Cassie was a grade-A snob and could very well be declining to say much as an excuse to throw around her family’s influence.

      Or…

      A shiver skittered up and down Hadley’s spine as her bike tires whirred along the sidewalks around the town hall building. It was possible the girl was lying to hide something more sinister.
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      The next morning, Hadley bundled herself into her favorite quilted down jacket and trundled out to the Jam Van.

      After dropping off dinner for Paul the night before—and dramatically complaining to him that her nice sisterly gesture had almost cost her her life—she’d decided to drop her bike off at the jam kitchen and drive the van home in lieu of braving the dark streets on her bicycle again. Even though she’d brought the near miss up to Paul in a lighthearted storytelling way, she had to admit the event had made her a little skeptical about her small town’s safety.

      Tiny, cold raindrops stung her face as she walked up the path toward the driveway and added another thing to the list of reasons she was happy she’d decided to drive the van home last night. Climbing inside, Hadley shot one last longing glance at her cozy house. Ansel, her black-and-white cat, sat in the front window, watching her leave. She couldn’t see Marmalade, her orange kitten, but knew the spunky girl was most likely sitting under the sill, attacking the older cat’s tail. Ansel looked down and swatted at something below the window, proving her conjecture.

      Hadley sighed, wishing she could stay home and snuggle up on the couch with her cats, a book, and a cup of steaming tea and wait out the gloomy weather. But today was Saturday, Stoneybrook’s weekly farmers market, and she had jam to sell.

      Pulling the door shut behind her, she sank into the seat and sucked in a deep breath, sitting in the new car smell the delivery van still held. She swiped at her tired eyes and wondered if her brother had gotten any sleep last night. When she’d left him with his dinner, he and Kevin had appeared ready to pull an all-nighter. They’d just gotten the files from Cascade Ridge on the teen who’d gone missing last week, and they were combing through for any similarities.

      A shiver trickled down Hadley’s back as she started up the van. Blinking one last time at the gray, cloudy sky, she pulled out of her driveway and turned toward town.

      After parking in the alley behind her jam kitchen, she hopped out and began loading the boxes of jam she’d set aside to take to the market. While she worked, her phone buzzed. Her forehead wrinkled in concern when she pulled it out and read over the message from Suze.

      Hey, nothing big to carry today, so I’m gonna drive myself. I’ll meet you there.

      A pit formed in Hadley’s stomach. She sent back a thumbs-up because she didn’t trust her words—even typed—to not convey the disappointment she experienced at Suze’s announcement. They always rode to the market together in the Jam Van, ever since Hadley got it earlier that year. Sure, it was only truly necessary for Suze when she needed to transport a piece of art too large to fit in her powder-blue Mini Cooper, but it had become a sort of comfortable ritual Suze had taken her up on even when she’d only had a box of small prints she could easily fit under one arm.

      Drops of rain gathered on her phone screen as Hadley stood in the alley. Maybe Suze was running late. The woman was known for her scattered sense of time, usually arriving anywhere she went at least fifteen minutes behind schedule. Hadley’s aching heart relaxed a bit.

      That’s probably it. She doesn’t want me to have to wait for her. Giving a decisive nod, she pushed the worries and doubts away and loaded the last box into the van.

      Her phone beeped again.

      Text me when you get here and I’ll come help you with the tables and the canopy.

      Oh, so Suze was already at the market. The stabbing ache of doubt hit Hadley full force once more. Suze never got to the market early. What was going on? Slamming the van door vented most of her frustration, but she couldn’t help the river of scenarios rushing at her as quick and forceful as the great Cascade River which flowed through their small town.

      Maybe she was meeting Paul for breakfast, and was already down at that end of town, so she didn’t want to come all the way back here?

      The thought would support the fact that Suze and Paul didn’t know Hadley knew about their secret and were still trying to hide the relationship from her. Hadley chewed on her lip. The only problem with that scenario was the town hall and Fenton Park end of town was only a few blocks away, so it wouldn’t have taken Suze more than two minutes to drive back.

      Which means maybe Suze just doesn’t want to hang out with me as much anymore…

      Hadley hated the tight sensation in her chest as the idea swirled through her mind. She and Suzanne were adults, grown women. This kind of friendship drama didn’t have a place in a thirty-year-old’s life.

      But as she locked up and headed around to the driver’s side, concern only wormed its way deeper into her heart. She almost considered not texting Suze when she pulled into her usual spot in the parking lot, proving the anxiety had latched on and made a quick home in her.

      “Don’t be silly, Hadley,” she told herself, texting Suze after all.

      Her shoulders tensed when she saw Suze cresting the small hill between the market and the parking lot a few moments after she sent the message. She focused on pulling open the van’s door and setting out the wagons they used to cart their supplies back and forth.

      “Hey.” Suze stopped next to Hadley, grabbing the other end of the foldable cart and clicking it into place.

      When it was open, the two women stood eye to eye. Suze pushed a damp curl out of her face and said, “Nothing like a drenched market day to make everyone glad it’s the last outdoor one of the season.”

      Blinking, Hadley nodded to cover up that she’d completely forgotten it was the last Saturday before they moved the whole operation into the community center for the fall and winter. It always happened right around her birthday, so she shouldn’t have been surprised.

      I guess I’ve been more preoccupied than I thought, Hadley realized.

      “Yeah, no one likes soggy market buys,” she said with a smile, trying to act normal since the reason she’d been preoccupied was this secret Paul and Suze had been keeping from her. And even though she tried to act normally, she knew her voice was too tight, her smile too forced. There was no way her friend would fall for it.

      Suze wrinkled her nose. “Soggy art is the worst.” She hopped into the van and began handing out boxes and tables for Hadley to load into the wagons.

      Hadley tried to lose herself in the physical work, but couldn’t help wondering if Suze had completely missed her act or if she just didn’t care. Before she could dwell too much on it, however, they were packed and ready.

      As if to prove the town council had made the right call in making this the last outdoor market, the raindrops increased in size and ferocity, forcing Suze and Hadley to jog the rest of the way. It’d been far too long since they’d had to set up the pop-up, though, and their cold, wet fingers fumbled with the straps and stakes.

      Finally, their cover was up and secured. Hadley grabbed their chairs, opened them, and they both collapsed in a wet heap into them. Their relieved exhales turned into laughter, and things quickly seemed to click back into their normal dynamic.

      “T-minus half an hour,” Suze said, checking her watch. “We’d better get started unpacking.”

      Hadley nodded, standing and moving toward the wagon before she froze. “Wait.” She turned back toward Suze. “Since when do you wear a watch?”

      She’d been trying to get her friend to wear some sort of timekeeping device for years—or to simply use the clock on her phone, even though she seemed to forget that half the time—before resigning to never expect her earlier than fifteen minutes late.

      If Suze hadn’t just been caught in a bitter deluge of rain and wasn’t already sporting a pale complexion, Hadley was quite sure her face would’ve lost all its color. As it was, Suze’s gaze flicked back and forth between her wrist and her friend a few times before she answered.

      “Since now. Isn’t it great?” She laughed too loud and grabbed her table from the wagon, pretending to be wholly engrossed in the simple setup.

      Narrowing her eyes at her friend for a second, Hadley decided—bad timing or not—she had to figure out what was going on.

      “You sure everything’s okay?” she asked Suze, glancing down at her shoes for a second. “You’ve been acting different lately.”

      When she looked back up, her friend’s face was a mask of smiles and lies. Suze waved a hand toward Hadley. “Dude, I got a watch. It’s not the end of the world. You’ve been bugging me to get one for years.”

      Hadley chewed on her lip. “It’s not just the watch, Suze. You’ve been—”

      “Really, Had,” Suze said, interrupting her. “I don’t know what to tell you. Nothing’s going on.” Suze began pulling her art out of a plastic tub where it had been safe from the rain until their tent was up.

      Hadley could count on one hand the times she and Suze had gotten in fights in the almost three decades they’d been friends. She turned her focus onto her own table and wares to cover the pain she was sure was evident on her face. They set up in silence and were both ready to sell just in time, each setting the last piece in place on their respective tables as the first groups of shoppers huddled under umbrellas and entered the park.

      After about an hour—and quite a few sales, considering the weather—Hadley saw her parents heading toward her. They were sharing a large polka-dot umbrella and practically beamed as they hurried over to the cover of Hadley and Suze’s large canopy. Hadley waved and was just about to ask if Gran had decided not to come after all when her father closed their umbrella and she noticed her grandmother standing right behind them.

      Gran wore a stylish, lime-green rain jacket and she held her own, smaller umbrella made from clear plastic.

      “That’s an interesting umbrella, Gran,” Hadley said, studying it as her grandma ducked under the tent and collapsed the contraption.

      “I spent close to an hour on these curls. I’m not about to hide them under one of those dark caves.” Gran hurried over and kissed Hadley on the cheek, bringing with her a waft of perfume. “Suzanne, it’s wonderful to see you again,” she said, stepping over to kiss Suze in the same manner.

      “I think your curls rock, Millie,” Suze said, pulling back to admire the way her gray hair was styled in bouncy curls just skimming the top of her shoulders.

      Gran patted her hair. “Why, thank you, Suze. I found a particularly lovely gal on YouTube who shows just how to do it, if you want her name.”

      Suze pressed her lips together and looked back at Hadley, a smile playing at the corners of her eyes.

      Hadley mouthed, YouTube? at Suze and their eyes widened in surprise. Her grandmother’s confession about watching videos online matched with her calling Suze by her nickname instead of the formal Suzanne she normally insisted on using; it caught Hadley off guard.

      Suze greeted Hadley’s parents, and they were chatting about the weather when Hazel Smith bustled over, a plastic bag rustling at her side.

      “Lauren. Steven. So good to have you home,” Hazel said as she pulled each of them in for hugs. “

      “Hazel, this is my mother, Amelia,” Steven said.

      Gran cleared her throat. “Call me Millie, actually.” She stuck out her hand to shake Hazel’s.

      Hadley’s eyebrows shot up, but she quickly hid her surprise as Gran glanced over with a wink.

      “Whatcha got there, Hazel?” Suze asked, pointing to the bag.

      “Oh, I made these up this morning. I know everyone in Stoneybrook is doing what they can, but I figured we get out-of-towners during the market and…” She shrugged and pulled out a pin with a picture of Miranda. The words Missing and Any information helps were printed above and below Miranda’s sweet face.

      Hazel handed a pin to each person in the tent.

      “That’s so thoughtful of you,” Lauren said, pinning hers to her jacket.

      Hadley was about to express a similar thanks, but stopped short. Cassie and the other Lees walked by, sporting incredibly expensive-looking umbrellas, leading a group of people Hadley didn’t recognize, but who appeared to be in a similar tax bracket, if not higher.

      She remembered Cassie’s dangerous driving last night and the doubts it had brought up in her mind about whether or not the teenager could’ve actually had something to do with Miranda’s disappearance. Cassie broke off to check out Josie’s pottery, another teenage girl by her side, as the adults kept walking toward the Fenton Farms booth toward the end of the market.

      Hadley grabbed her rain jacket and pulled it on, flipping up the hood before turning back. “Can you guys watch my booth? I’ve gotta talk to someone.”

      She didn’t even wait for an answer, since she and Suze covered each other’s stands all the time. Rain splattered against her hood and she pulled it tighter as she walked over to the pottery booth. Paul couldn’t get Cassie to talk, but maybe Hadley could.

      For Miranda’s sake, she had to try.
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      Hadley pulled off her hood as she scooted underneath the cover of Josie’s booth, knowing hoods always affected the amount she was able to hear. She gave the potter a silent wave and then sidled up to Cassie and her friend.

      Cassie’s expertly highlighted blond locks cascaded out from a beanie that looked too soft to be anything but cashmere. Thinking of the time Gran said she’d just spent on her own curls, Hadley wondered how long it took Cassie to get her hair so perfect. She had to assume Cassie’s hairdresser was worth the small fortune she probably charged.

      And if good hair was an indicator of wealth in this instance, Cassie’s guest was also upper class. The girl appeared to be of similar age, wore an almost identical beanie, and her golden locks—though shorter than Cassie’s—also peeked out from beneath it in a perfectly straightened asymmetrical bob.

      An out-of-town friend who is just as rich as she is, if not more, Hadley pondered the ways in which she might use this to her advantage. Then she remembered how Cassie had nearly run her off the road last night. Wild driving may have been standard for the teen, but almost hitting a person was taking it to another level, as if she’d been showing off. Maybe I don’t have to question her at all, Hadley realized.

      Her memory latched on to a time when she was seventeen. Her high-school boyfriend—now ex-husband—Tyler, had been tasked with entertaining his Seattle cousins for a week while their parents renovated their bathrooms. Tyler had been ecstatic, eager to show his cousins the local hot spots: Dari’s Rock, Jefferson Island, climbing up to Swift Peak at night.

      It hadn’t taken more than two hours into the cousin’s visit for Tyler to realize the activities he’d grown up loving failed to have the same effect on his cousins. In fact, they seemed downright bored. Hadley remembered tagging along for the adventures and seeing the switch in Tyler when he decided he needed to step up his game if he wanted to impress them. He’d quickly brought up just about every town legend and scary story Stoneybrook had lingering in its darkest corners. Only then did the visitors seem interested. Hadley had bowed out of those adventures, telling Tyler he was on his own if he wanted to anger the ghost of Old Lady Birdie Wills.

      Cassie Lee flipped over a mug. Hadley hoped the need to seem dangerous and exciting wasn’t exclusive to teenage boys. If she was right about Cassie’s driving last night, it would seem it wasn’t.

      “Hi there, Josie,” Hadley said in her best casual, singsong voice.

      “Quite the weather we’re having, huh?” Josie shook her head.

      “I’m actually glad this weather showed up,” Hadley said. “We needed a bit of excitement around here.”

      When Josie gave Hadley a confused glance, Hadley sent her a quick wink.

      “Mmm hmm.” Josie leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms back. “A little too much excitement, if you ask me. I was planning on taking a walk down to the river later, but … I suppose I could take a nap instead.”

      Hadley bit her lip to hide her smile as she felt the girls’ attention turn to them. “A nap’s always a good thing. I might take one after this too.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the visiting girl shoot Cassie a look.

      “Omigosh, Cass. This just proves my point. We have to get you out of here.” The girl lowered her voice, but not enough.

      Hadley had overheard Cassie complaining about living in Stoneybrook too many times to count since her family had moved there earlier that year, but apparently she didn’t want to seem weak in front of her friend.

      “Pssh,” Cassie said. “I told you, Cascade Ridge is only twenty minutes away. Plus, those two are old, they don’t know what really goes on in this town. Look at this travel mug. I bet I could put Baileys in here and bring it to school and the teachers would all think I was just drinking coffee.” She let out a practiced giggle.

      The other girl rolled her eyes. “You’re full of it. What do you have, like six people in your high school? Of course the teachers will notice. I bet no one sneezes without this whole town noticing.”

      Cassie swiveled to face the girl, her perfectly plucked eyebrows raised. “Oh yeah? I wasn’t going to tell you this, because I didn’t want to scare you, but …” She looked over at Hadley, who pretended to be extremely interested in a vase. “My friend just went missing the other night, and I think I was the last person to talk to her before she was taken. No one knows what happened to her.”

      Hadley couldn’t help spinning around at the news. She worried she’d also let out a loud gasp, but it turned out to be the visitor who’d made the noise. The girl grabbed Cassie’s arm, her eyes wide.

      “No way. That’s so scary.”

      “It was crazy. I set her and my friend Jax up a few months ago …”

      The rain picked up outside the tent, and it hammered loudly on the tarp overhead, making it hard for Hadley to hear. She took a step to her left, picking up a plate and inspecting it as a way to get closer. It didn’t seem to be enough, though, because Hadley still couldn’t hear.

      Josie cleared her throat, and Hadley’s gaze jumped up to meet the potter’s. Josie shook her head and gestured behind Hadley where Cassie and her friend had walked to another booth. No wonder she couldn’t hear them!

      If she’d had any time to feel embarrassed, Hadley was sure her cheeks would’ve grown hot and red at the silliness, but she was on a mission. Flipping on her hood once more, she waved to Josie and followed after the teens.

      The large umbrella they held between the two of them served as a sort of cover for Hadley—at least they couldn’t see her following them—but it was also blocking the conversation they were having about Miranda.

      Just when she was about to resort to something stupid like pretending to trip and run into the girls, Cassie elbowed her companion then motion over to the right. Following their line of sight, she realized they were pointing to the large Fenton Farms produce booth, and more importantly, Luke Fenton.

      It wasn’t as if girls thinking Luke handsome was anything new. Between his farm-boy upbringing and hours spent in the fields, he was reminiscent of a young Robert Redford. Hadley had known him since they both were just learning to tie their shoes, and she’d seen girl after girl fall for his laid-back attitude and good looks more times than she could count at that point. But girls so young finding a man a dozen—maybe even a baker’s dozen—years their senior, was a bit surprising.

      Regardless of what Hadley thought about the age difference, the teenagers changed their course. Hadley darted to the right. As carefully as she could in the wet conditions, she snuck between the quilting society’s booth and Barry’s honey stand until she could run up behind the farm booth and sidle up to Luke.

      The Fenton Farms stand was too big to be contained under a cover, and it didn’t matter if the produce got wet, so Luke and his sister Jolee were simply outfitted with rain jackets. Luke was maddeningly wearing neither a hat nor a hood and didn’t seem any worse for wear.

      “Don’t be obvious about it, but Miss Lee and her little, rich friend are headed straight for you like two moths to a bonfire. Don’t ask me why since you’re so much older than them, but Cassie knows something about Miranda. She won’t tell Paul, and I need you. Follow my lead.”

      Luke peered over at her, and the corner of his lip pulled up into a smirk. “Hads, did you just say you need me?”

      Groaning, Hadley elbowed him as the girls approached. “Focus, Fenton. Follow my lead.” She opened her mouth, ready to jump into her plan.

      But Luke beat her to it.

      “Cassie Lee, my friend Hadley here tells me you might have some information about our missing Miranda,” Luke said before Hadley had even uttered a syllable.

      Her head snapped to the right and she glared at him, but he was too busy shooting a thousand-watt grin at the teenage girls. Despite the cold and the damp, Hadley felt her cheeks heat up at the thought of being caught eavesdropping. She prepared herself for Cassie to recognize her from the pottery tent and send a glare her way that could freeze magma.

      Cassie barely glanced in her direction, though. She did seem mildly surprised at Luke’s statement, but it didn’t matter because her friend spoke up before she could.

      “She knows everything, she was just telling me all about how she was the one who set Miranda up with Jaxon, and so she was the one Miranda called Thursday night when she and Jax got in a fight, but when she called back later to see where she should pick her up, Miranda didn’t answer and—” Visitor Girl jabbed Cassie in the ribs. “Tell them what you thought.”

      Cassie shrugged. “I figured she and Jax had made up and were making out somewhere, so I wasn’t worried. I didn’t find out she never came home until the next morning at school.”

      Hadley leaned forward while she listened. She didn’t realize how far until she began to feel off balance and put a hand out to steady herself, knocking over a squash. Luke caught the gourd midair as if he’d almost expected it to happen. The teens watched him with slightly parted lips.

      “Show off,” Hadley mumbled so only Luke could hear her, hopefully.

      “Cassie, have you told any of this to Paul or Kevin yet?” Luke asked, ignoring Hadley.

      Cassie rolled her eyes. “Ugh. That mountain-man deputy came over and tried to intimidate me with his muscles yesterday.” She shrugged. “I told him most of that.”

      Hadley gritted her teeth and curled her fingers into fists. That was her brother Cassie was talking about. Luke put his hand over one of Hadley’s fists and squeezed tight.

      “No matter what you think about the deputies, Cassie, you need to tell them what you know. Every hour is important in a case like this.” Luke leveled the girl with a stare so serious, Hadley was sure she’d never seen him so somber.

      “Omigosh, of course she’ll tell the police everything. I’ll go with her and make sure she does,” Visitor Girl said, eyes wide with intrigue as she locked arms with Cassie. As they walked away, she said, “You were right, Cass. This place is way less boring than I thought.”

      You have no idea, Hadley thought with a snort.
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      Hadley and Luke watched the girls leave, disappearing into the crowd of farmers market goers. It took Hadley a few seconds longer than she wanted to admit to realize Luke was still holding her hand. She looked down at it. He did too.

      “Sorry,” he said, pulling away. After the smooth show he’d just put on, it was odd to see him even the slightest bit flustered.

      She swatted at him. “Don’t apologize. That was brilliant.” A smile as wide as the Cascade Range spread across her face. “You got the information I needed.” She put up a finger. “Which reminds me.” Pulling out her phone, Hadley texted her brother, letting him know he should expect Cassie and some helpful information later today.

      She didn’t realize the rain had let up until she noticed her screen wasn’t covered in droplets. When she looked up from the phone, Luke was staring at her in a way that told her he thought he knew exactly what she was thinking.

      Hand on her hip, she cocked her head to one side. “What?”

      “Why are you avoiding your booth?” he asked, holding her gaze with his blue eyes.

      She stuttered. “What? I—this—I’m helping Paul.”

      Luke crossed his arms.

      Hadley inhaled. “Suze is being weird again. She didn’t want to ride with me—got here early, even—and she’s wearing a watch.” As the words left her, she realized she needed to be easier on the local teenagers; she sure wasn’t acting any better than them with all of this petty drama.

      One of Luke’s favorite things in life was to mess with Hadley. But to his credit, after hearing her list, he didn’t make her feel stupid.

      His forehead wrinkled in worry. “I thought they were back to normal.”

      “They were, for a bit. But as of yesterday, it’s worse than ever.” Hadley’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

      Luke was the only other person who knew about Suze and Paul, having figured it out around the same time as Hadley. The man had figured it out solely from their odd behavior, whereas it had taken Hadley finding something of Suze’s in Paul’s car to realize the same truth. Annoying as she’d found it at first, their shared secret was actually making her feel closer to Luke for the first time since high school.

      It didn’t hurt that he’d stood up for her with her ex-husband, and his ex-best friend Tyler, earlier that summer. She was starting to wonder if maybe she’d gotten the guy all wrong.

      Before Luke could say anything further about Suze and Paul, an influx of customers crowded around the farm stand.

      Moving to pick at her polish before realizing it was all gone, Hadley curled her fingers into fists. “Thanks for your help there, Fenton. I’d better get back to my booth. See you around.” She held up a hand in goodbye.

      Luke winked at her. “Good luck.”

      On her way past Josie’s booth, the potter called Hadley over. “Hey, Hazel Smith was just telling me Miranda got in an argument the night she went missing. You hear about that?”

      Hadley stopped and nodded. “Just now.” Boy, that got around fast, she thought, but supposed she should never be surprised by the level of nosiness her small town could achieve. “I’ll make sure Paul looks into it.” She waved at Josie.

      “If he doesn’t know already, I guess,” Josie called after her with a chuckle.

      Suze was sitting back with her feet kicked up on an empty box when Hadley reached their tent. Hadley’s parents were nowhere to be seen, but Gran was standing behind the jam booth. An awestruck Suze folded her arms over her chest as Gran completed the sale. Intrigued, Hadley stepped forward.

      “Oh, and here she is now.” Gran’s face lit up when she caught sight of Hadley. “This is my lovely granddaughter.”

      Hadley smiled and held her hand out to greet the customer as Gran slipped their purchases into a bag.

      Gran clasped her hand around the customer’s as she reached for the bag. “Let us know what you think of the apple rosemary jam. It’s a new flavor, but one we’re very excited about.”

      After assuring Gran that she would, the customer walked off.

      Suze waited until the woman was out of earshot and then stood, clapping slowly. “Mills, that was magic.”

      “Yeah, we need to restock thanks to you.” Hadley eyed the empty table and bent to pull the box of stock out from underneath, but Gran stopped her.

      “Hadley, honey.” Gran’s eyes sparkled as she put a hand on Hadley’s arm. “I’m afraid there’s nothing under there.”

      “What?” Hadley sputtered, glancing down at the empty box to verify.

      “She sold everything,” Suze said, a delighted laugh lengthening each word.

      “Everything?” Hadley turned to face Gran.

      Gran took a quick bow. “Everything.”

      Now, it wasn’t as if selling out of stock was something unheard of for Hadley. It was a goal she worked for each market, but one usually only achievable even on the most crowded summer weekends in Stoneybrook. Selling out during a wet, soggy, rainy afternoon was something she’d never thought possible.

      Until Gran.

      Hadley stared at her grandmother, wide-eyed. “You’re magical. What did you do?”

      Gran tucked a stray hair behind her ear and then waved dismissively. “Pshh. Nothing, really. I just did what I love best, talking up my wonderful granddaughter.”

      Overwhelmed with emotion, Hadley pulled Gran into a hug. “Thank you.”

      Suze checked her new watch. “You’ve still got a few hours until the end of the market if you want to run back to the kitchen and grab more stock.”

      “I can’t, actually.” Hadley blinked. “That was the last of what I had. Between the last few Saturdays and my online sales, I was almost wiped out. I actually packed more than I usually would because I didn’t want to leave just a few jars sitting on the shelves all lonely. I planned on going in tomorrow and making some more.”

      Grinning still, Gran patted Hadley on the arm. “Make sure you make more of the apple rosemary, dear. I thought a pair of customers was going to fight over the last jar.”

      “I can’t thank you enough, Gran.” Hadley shook her head.

      “Nonsense. You’re helping Paul with his case. That’s the important work. I’m happy to help cover while you do that.”

      Hadley sucked in a breath. How did Gran know? But when she looked over, Gran just gave her a wink and went to pick up her umbrella.

      “Now, I’m off to figure out if I want to join the knitting group or the quilting society.” She blew a kiss to Hadley and Suze.

      “Or both,” Suze said.

      Gran touched the tip of her nose and then walked out into the market.

      Suze let out a low whistle. “She sure is something.”

      “Tell me about it.” Hadley chuckled. “After Mom and Dad said they didn’t want her living on her own, I was worried her health had taken a turn for the worse, that she would be even worse than the sad, sickly woman we saw at Grandpa’s funeral. But she looks even spunkier in the fresh mountain air.”

      Pulling her feet off the box they’d been resting on, Suze leaned forward. “Yeah, she seems great. Why is it she had to sell her place?”

      “Well …” Hadley chewed on her lip. “Her house was right on the ocean and it got a serious amount of weather, so it really was a handful, but I also know she was lonely and wanted to be near all of us.” Hadley snapped her fingers. “Shoot. That reminds me, I wanted to invite her to Seven Stones.”

      It was common place for the vendors to pack up on Saturdays and head straight to the local pub and grill to debrief and—on chilly days like today—warm up with a pint and a bowl of their famous chili.

      The smile slipped off Suze’s face. “Oh, I can’t go out today. I’ve got some work to do. Sorry.” She cringed in exaggerated apology.

      “Sure—no, that’s—fine,” Hadley stammered. “No worries.”

      But even as she sank into her chair and Suze helped back-to-back customers, she couldn’t help but wonder what work Suze had to do and why she was being so tight-lipped. Sure, they didn’t go to Seven Stones every Saturday after the market, but a cancelation of a visit to the local pub usually warranted more explanation than, “I’ve got some work to do.”

      Or maybe Hadley was just being extra sensitive because neither Suze nor Paul had given even the slightest hint of letting her in on their secret. Either way, she was lost in a way she hadn’t been in a long while.

      

      After the market, Hadley pulled everything wet from the van and set it out in the alley behind the jam kitchen to dry out. The rain hadn’t returned and wasn’t forecasted to until Sunday evening, so she knew she would be safe leaving it out overnight. She had to come back in the morning to whip up more jam anyway, or she’d have nothing to sell if more orders came through next week.

      Hadley hopped on her bike and turned toward home instead of going to Seven Stones after all. She wasn’t pouting about Suze being unavailable—there were plenty of people she could’ve joined—but had actually decided a night in sounded like just the thing she needed on a chilly fall day like this.

      The wind was cold, but the humidity from the rain that morning helped things feel a bit weightier instead of the usual thin fall air that bit right through all manner of clothing. Hadley was approaching the second full month of living in her new house, and she couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.

      Her bike tires crunched on the gravel as she turned down the road she and a handful of other Stoneybrook citizens shared. But just as Cassie had scared her last night coming around the corner too fast, now Hadley appeared to be the one startling others. A Siamese cat sat on the side of the road, directly in her path. Its body stiffened at the sight of an impending collision, but it didn’t move.

      Hadley, however, pushed through her surprise and swerved to the left, narrowly missing the cat, who remained frozen in place.

      She skidded to a halt, dropping a foot down onto the ground before her brakes had slowed the bike completely. Turning around, Hadley walked her bike a few feet closer to the animal, then engaged the kickstand and left it behind.

      “Hey, you,” she cooed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to give you a fright. I probably shouldn’t have taken the corner so fast, but you probably should find a different place to rest than in the road.”

      The cat turned its head to regard her, its golden eyes tracking her as she walked around to stand in front of it. Its large body was splayed out in true lounging fashion, just like Ansel and Marmalade often did—though they chose to get comfortable on her duvet, not in the middle of the street.

      “Whatcha doin’ here?” Hadley asked, reaching her hand forward.

      The cat let out a low growl. Hadley pulled her hand back and the sound ceased.

      “Are you hurt?” Her forehead wrinkled in concern, and she tried to get a better look at the cat’s expansive beige body.

      It seems just fine, she thought as she scanned the cat. It was actually a stunning creature, now that she got a better look. Its fur, though a little dirty, was a beautiful biscotti-like beige with white paws and dark-brown legs. It had the same dark color on its ears and concentrated around its eyes, but white surrounded its mouth, running down the cat’s neck, disappearing into the light-beige fur.

      Hadley squatted down, wondering if a lower profile might make her less intimidating to the creature. She’d never seen a cat sit so staunchly in the middle of a road before and was beginning to worry it was seriously injured.

      “I just want to help,” she said sweetly, reaching out again.

      A growl peeled from the cat, getting louder the closer Hadley’s hand got.

      If it’s hurt, I need to get it to the vet, she rationalized, her fingers curling slightly at the thought of being scratched or bitten.

      It was almost laughable how the pitch and volume of the cat’s protest coincided with her hand’s proximity. By the time her hand was within inches of the cat, its mouth was open, expelling its protestations at full volume. Hadley pushed forward, unable to leave an injured animal in the road, even if it did have a terrible attitude.

      And just when her hand was about to make contact, the cat jumped up and bounded away. It stopped a few yards out of reach, looked back at her, and sneezed as if in distaste, then slunk into the bushes on the side of the road.

      Sitting back on her heels, Hadley couldn’t help but laugh. “You weren’t injured at all,” she said aloud after seeing the cat move with the fluid ease of her healthy felines. “But who do you belong to?” she wondered as she climbed back onto her bike and rode the rest of the way home.

      It was a welcome difference to greet her own pets when she opened the front door and set her keys on the entry table. Instead of hisses and growls, she got purrs and head butts from her two.

      “A quiet night in with the two of you is just what I need.” Hadley smiled, patting Ansel and Marmalade before heading into her room to change out of her market clothes and into some soft sweatpants and her favorite sweater.

      Deciding it was time for a fall color polish, she picked out a fun eggplant shade and spent a few minutes painting it on her now bare nails. Once her nails were dry, she settled onto the couch with a mug of tea and a blanket and pulled out her laptop. She couldn’t get the road cat out of her thoughts. Even though it didn’t seem to be injured, she wondered who it belonged to and why it had been there.

      She logged onto her neighborhood’s page on social media and typed up a post:

      Hey fellow Marigold Laners,

      Anyone know anything about the beige Siamese-looking cat I found in the middle of the road? I almost hit him with my bike and when I tried to see if he was okay, he ran off. Thanks!

      Before sending the message, she took a moment to look up Siamese cats online, just to make sure she was right. They had similar coloring, but all of them had brown all across their faces. Typing in Siamese cat with white on face and paws. Pictures of snowshoe Siamese cats came up, confirming the exact breed of the road cat. But Hadley was sure none of her neighbors would mind the distinction and sent her message as it was.

      Next, she texted her brother.

      Find out anything from the boyfriend?

      She was desperately hoping Cassie had indeed gone in and had finally been honest about the fight Miranda seemed to have gotten into with her boyfriend. In Hadley’s mind, it only cemented him as a suspect.

      A response from Paul came through right away.

      Yeah, but don’t get too excited. He was up front about the fight. Told us they made up and he dropped her off in the same place he always did for Cassie to come get her. We’re still checking into it.

      “Darn,” she said aloud, making the cats sleeping at her feet jump.

      Hadley sipped her tea, stopping herself when she felt the urge to pick at the new polish, instead wrapping her hands tighter around the warm mug.

      So Miranda had gone missing sometime between the time Jaxon had dropped her off and Cassie had called to see where she was. The information wound through Hadley’s mind, and she could tell right away something was off. Going with her gut, she texted Paul.

      Something doesn’t feel right about all of this. I think either Jaxon or Cassie has to be lying to us.

      Paul’s response sent a chill down her back.

      Or both of them are.
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      The next morning, Hadley checked in with Paul first thing to see if they’d made any more headway. When he sent her back a thumbs-down emoji, she chewed on her lip for a moment before opening her email. All seven of her neighbors had replied to her question about the Siamese cat.

      This is why I love living in such a small town, she mused as she scrolled through their responses. They care about a stray cat just as much as I do.

      Unfortunately, no one seemed to know any more about the cat than they did about where Miranda had gone. And while they all mentioned seeing the cat in various places along their road, no one had been able to get near the cat either, citing its grumpy attitude and menacing growls.

      Hadley ran a hand through her hair and sighed. Her own two cats had followed her from the bedroom and were perched next to her on the couch. She glanced outside, catching a glimpse of the mountain range out her window. The higher peaks were already dusted with snow, and it was only a matter of a couple months before Stoneybrook would be as well.

      “I’ll touch base with Louise today,” Hadley told her cats. “If I can’t be helpful in finding Miranda, maybe I can help solve a feline mystery.”

      They purred and blinked lazily in response.

      It was especially difficult to pull herself from the soft comforts of her cats and couch, but Hadley finally managed to pull on jeans, a sweater, and an extra puffy vest before heading out into town to spend the morning at the jam kitchen.

      She rode extra slowly down Marigold Lane, searching as she went for any sign of the Siamese. Unsure what she would’ve even done if she had seen him, disappointment tugged down the corners of her mouth as she turned onto Main Street.

      Pulling her bike up next to the knitting shop, Hadley hopped off and poked her head inside the quiet of Main Street Skeins.

      Louise Stanton, the new owner, looked up as the bell on the front door rang out.

      “Morning, Hadley. I met your lovely grandmother yesterday.”

      Beaming, Hadley nodded. “She’s quite the accomplished knitter, unlike me.” Heat crept into her cheeks as she remembered her failed attempt at knitting a pair of socks for her mother a few months ago.

      Louise laughed. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Everyone makes mistakes on their first few projects. People like your grandmother get so good at it because they stick with it; they don’t give up after one lumpy sock.”

      Hadley smiled. “True. I guess my persistence is all used up in the kitchen, though.”

      “Quite right.” Louise’s eyes lit up. “I bought some of your new apple rosemary jam yesterday, and I think I need to buy five more jars.”

      “I’d better get canning, then. Gran sold all of my stock.” Hadley paused. “Hey, I did want to ask you something. It’s about a cat.”

      The older woman leaned forward. “Ansel?”

      Hadley gulped. Ansel had belonged to Edith, the previous owner of the knitting store, before she was killed by a jealous rival from her past. Louise had always wanted Ansel and didn’t seem to have let go of it yet.

      “No,” Hadley said firmly. “It’s a stray I’ve seen on Marigold Lane. Are you still helping out with that kind of thing?”

      Because it was such a small town, Stoneybrook didn’t have its own animal shelter, but they did have Louise. The woman often took in any strays, got them appointments with the local veterinarian, and then used her connections around town to find homes for the animals.

      Louise nodded. “Is the cat hurt?”

      “I don’t think so.” Hadley wrinkled her forehead. “It wouldn’t let me get close enough to check, but it didn’t move like there was anything wrong. Mostly I’m just worried about the upcoming winter.”

      Louise waved a hand dismissively. “They can usually survive, but I’m sure it would be much more comfortable inside. On Marigold, you say? I can go look for it later today and ask around.” Louise jotted down a note when Hadley confirmed the street.

      “Thank you. I’ll let you know if I see it again.” Hadley waved as she left.

      From the knitting shop, her kitchen was only a few blocks down the road. Once inside, she quickly settled into her routine, plugging in some earbuds and listening to her favorite workout mix to keep her motivated. It was because of the music she didn’t hear someone enter through the back door of the jam kitchen, creep up behind her, and reach out.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, making her jump and fling berries across the room.

      “Gran!” Hadley scolded as she whirled around.

      She wiped a bit of berry off her cheek, grateful she hadn’t been to the boiling phase yet or the flying berries would’ve been much more painful.

      Gran grimaced. “Oh, dear. I’m sorry. I didn’t even see those things in your ears; they’re so small. I thought you were just absorbed in your work and that’s why you didn’t answer me when I called out.”

      Hadley picked up a paper towel and went to wipe up the berry bits that had landed yards away on the floor. “No worries. What’s up?” She swiped her hair out of her face, wishing she’d pulled it into a tighter bun before starting her work.

      “I thought I would come by and see if I could help you out.” Gran took in the shelves of stock in the kitchen.

      Pride fluttered in Hadley’s chest as she looked at her space, seeing it through her grandmother’s eyes. She knew she was going to love having Gran close by, but never dreamed she would want to help her so much with the jam business.

      “Of course! The more the merrier.” She bustled over to one of her drawers and pulled out an extra apron, then set aside her music, knowing she would have company.

      While Gran may not have been the one to teach Hadley how to make jam—that had been her mother’s mom, Granny Viv—she was skilled in the kitchen. Before Hadley knew it, they’d whipped out a full day’s supply of jam in half the time it took when she worked alone.

      She beamed at the lines of sparkling, ready-to-sell jars and then pulled Gran into a hug. “You’re a miracle worker.”

      “It’s me who’s so impressed by you. Look at this life you’ve made for yourself,” Gran said. Her piercing blue eyes caught Hadley’s in the way only a grandparent could, conveying so much joy and pride it seemed almost impossible.

      The look brought tears to Hadley’s eyes, and she swiped at them before Gran could see them. Gran hadn’t added, since the divorce to her statement, but it hung in the air between them.

      “I’m just so glad to see you happy again.” Gran reached out and squeezed Hadley’s hand. “Your mother said Tyler was back in town for a bit a few months ago.”

      Pulling in a deep breath, Hadley nodded.

      “How’d that go?”

      Hadley exhaled. “About as well as you would expect. Gran … people in town don’t exactly know why Ty and I called it quits.”

      Her grandmother’s face softened as understanding dawned on her. “I see, dear.”

      Growing up and living in a small town was wonderful in many ways, but when Hadley’s husband—the man she’d been with since high school—had cheated on her, she’d kept the reason for their split to herself. In a place where everyone seemed to know everyone else’s secrets, it made her feel like she had a small bit of control over an otherwise helpless-feeling situation.

      “I honestly don’t know when I’ll be ready to talk. At first it was mostly about simply not needing people in my business. Now … I don’t know. The thought of them pitying me seems so much worse than them thinking I’m fickle or mean.” She let one shoulder rise and fall.

      Gran settled on the stool next to Hadley and rubbed her back. “You don’t need to justify your decision to me. It was your marriage, it’s your divorce, and no one else gets to tell you how to feel about it or how to deal with it.”

      “Thanks, Gran.” She puffed out her cheeks in an exhale, the weight lifting off her chest. “I appreciate your help. It’s so fun having you in town.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I’m just sorry you had to leave your house behind. I know you loved it there.”

      Gran’s face twitched into a sad smile. “I loved when it was full of children and laughter and life. I loved sharing it with your grandfather. But when he passed, the house was a shell of what it used to be. I’m so much happier here. I’ve done my years staring out at the ocean. Now I’m ready to gaze up at mountains.” She gave Hadley a reassuring wink.

      “Well, I’m an expert at that.” Hadley chuckled, taking off her apron before putting away the last clean pot. “You’ve helped me so much today. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      The old woman stood and shook her head, but Hadley couldn’t help but notice how she winced slightly as she did so. Her right hand moved to press onto her hip protectively. Guilt swept through Hadley. Her grandmother had had a hip replacement only months earlier and here she was, on her feet, helping make jam for hours. Hadley wanted to kick herself.

      “Is your hip bothering you?” She stepped forward to offer a steadying hand.

      Gran swatted her away. “I’m just fine, young lady.” She shot her a sly grin. “I was almost done with my physical therapy when we left; I think the cold mountain air is reminding me I didn’t quite graduate.”

      “Can I do anything?”

      Squinting one eye as she stretched to her left, Gran said, “Now that you mention it, your mother said she had the doctors transfer my records over to the hospital up in Cascade Ridge. I should probably check in with them and see if I can start my physical therapy again.”

      Hadley grabbed her keys. “I can take you up there today if you have time.”

      “I think that would be lovely.” Gran dipped her chin.

      They headed out to the Jam Van, neither of them having a different option—Hadley’s mother had dropped off Gran, and Hadley’s only other choice was her bike. She couldn’t help but linger on the Missing sign with Miranda’s picture on it that she’d hung in every shop window. If Jaxon, her boyfriend, was to be believed, the Cascade Ridge General Hospital parking lot was the last place Miranda was seen on Thursday night.

      It wasn’t as if she expected to find her still hanging out there, but who knew—maybe Hadley could dig up a few other answers while she waited for Gran.
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      As the Jam Van wound up the highway to Cascade Ridge, Hadley and Gran settled into pleasant conversation.

      “I’ve always wanted to live in a small town,” Gran said, glancing back at the shrinking buildings behind them. “Stoneybrook reminds me a lot of the little place just south of us along the coast.”

      “Yeah? Was it the one with the quirky little restaurants right on the beach you took us to that one summer? What was it called?”

      “Pebble Cove.” A smile creased the edges of Gran’s eyes.

      Hadley snapped her fingers. “That’s it. I think it might’ve even been smaller than Stoneybrook, if I remember correctly.”

      Gran laughed. “You might be right. Your grandfather just loved going there for breakfast. We’d stuff ourselves and then walk around the boutiques until we felt like humans again.”

      “Suze and I do that sometimes on Saturdays after the market,” Hadley said. She was sure her face pulled tight with discomfort at the reminder of how things had been different between them lately, but luckily the hospital came into view that moment, stealing Gran’s attention away.

      The medical building complex was on the outskirts of the town, sitting along a mostly undeveloped, wooded hillside. It was still a farther drive to get there from Stoneybrook than Cascade Ridge, but it helped that people from the south end of the valley didn’t have to get caught up in the crowded boulevards and traffic of the larger city.

      “Oh! This is new.” Gran gasped, taking in the large comprehensive complex.

      “Yeah?” Hadley asked, her forehead wrinkling. Had it really been that long since Gran had visited? “They built it about fifteen years ago. You’ve been up since then.”

      “I guess I haven’t strayed up north in my recent visits.” Gran shook her head, blinking. “When your mother mentioned the hospital, I was still picturing the old one.” Gran motioned to the road winding off to the left that led to the old, boarded-up building.

      “Yeah, that place was falling apart.” Hadley clicked her blinker on and got into the right turn lane. She couldn’t help herself as she pulled into the large, mostly empty parking lot, and scanned the place as if Miranda might just be standing there, waiting. She wasn’t, and silly as it was, it made the situation seem all the more impossible.

      They parked and went inside. It was even colder up there in the slightly higher elevation. And even though Hadley had finally dug her winter coats out from her moving boxes, her face and hands were just about frozen by the time they hurried inside the clinic, next to the larger emergency and surgery wings.

      A receptionist with a smile as wide as the Cascade River checked them in and let Gran know that they’d received her files, and one of the local doctors would check in with her soon. With some clicking and a scrutinizing look at her computer screen, the nurse reported she might have  an opening in twenty minutes if they didn’t mind waiting. She gave Gran a small stack of paperwork for new patients.

      Hadley and Gran had a just settled into the uncomfortable waiting room chairs when a disturbance back by the reception desk caught their attention. The pleasant woman they’d just been talking with was now wearing a frown in place of her friendly smile. She scowled up at a middle-aged woman.

      “You don’t understand,” the woman told the nurse in a measured way that made Hadley sure she was clenching her teeth together. “I need to see him now.” Her voice rose in volume at the addition of each new word.

      And that’s when Hadley recognized her. Brenda Walters. Miranda’s mother.

      “Ma’am, I’m very sorry, but you are not allowed to see him after last time.” The receptionist was obviously trying to keep her voice down, but her need for her words to be forceful made them much louder than a whisper.

      A nurse stepped up behind the receptionist. This woman wore a flat, humorless expression as comfortably as she wore her light-purple scrubs.

      “Are you trying to test us today?” she asked, so loudly it was obvious she wasn’t worried one bit about confrontation.

      Brenda leaned forward. “You don’t understand. My daughter is missing and I’m in so much pain. If I could—”

      “Look, lady. I’m going to give you five seconds to get out of my face or I will be calling security. And they won’t be as nice to you as they were last time.”

      Hadley realized she’d been staring rudely at the scene. The others occupying the waiting room seemed to be as well, though. Even a few nurses had stopped along the hallway to watch.

      Brenda moved as if she might swipe the papers, clipboards, and pens right off the countertop in front of her, but the no-nonsense nurse held up a finger.

      “Don’t you even think about it. If you want to argue, go over to the ER and talk with them.” She wagged the finger back and forth in Brenda’s direction.

      Hadley chewed on her lip, her forehead wrinkling in concern as she wondered what had happened last time.

      Brenda hunched down, sneered at the nurse, and then spun out of the waiting room. Hadley turned to look at Gran who shook her head sadly and went back to filling out her forms. Being new to town, Gran didn’t recognize Brenda, wouldn’t have registered the conversation as anything but a reason to feel sorry for the poor woman. But Hadley couldn’t brush it off so easily.

      Last time, the words were on repeat in her mind as if the nurse had yelled them, and they were still echoing throughout the cavernous waiting room.

      She organized the information as best she could. Brenda was at a clinic; she’d said she was in pain; she wasn’t allowed to see the doctor anymore. Did they think she was making it up? Could it be possible Brenda was mentally unstable? Enough to hurt her daughter?

      Hadley just couldn’t imagine Brenda having anything to do with the reason her daughter had gone missing. For having lived in Stoneybrook as long as Hadley had been alive, Brenda stayed low on the town’s gossip radar. Back when Hadley babysat Kelsey, she remembered Miranda often showing up, saying her mother was off at work. Brenda had been holding down two jobs back then, one working at home as a medical transcriptionist and the other as a waitress up in Cascade Ridge. She’d always been a hard worker, completely committed to giving her daughter the best life she could. The long days inherent with working two jobs wasn’t a new story for a single parent like Brenda, but it was an admirable one.

      People changed, though.

      Brenda no longer worked at the restaurant. Maybe something had happened. Maybe they’d let her go. It certainly would support Hadley’s conjecture about her being mentally unwell.

      But she couldn’t think much more on her speculations because her grandmother finished her paperwork and brought it up to the receptionist.

      “Dr. Kennedy will see you now, Mrs. James,” the nurse said, loudly enough that Hadley stood to join her grandmother as they led her back to the exam room.

      Other than the way Gran’s hand sometimes drifted subconsciously to her hip—making Hadley wonder if she was possibly in more pain than she let on—no one would be able to guess the woman was a recent recipient of a new hip. Still, she took her time climbing up onto the exam table, accepting Hadley’s help when she offered it. Hadley could imagine the fear of falling again would be in the front of Gran’s mind for a while still.

      With Gran perched on the exam table and Hadley sitting in one of the chairs, the two James women took in the sparsely decorated exam room. There were a few nicely framed photographs of the Cascade Mountain Range, but not much beyond that. Hadley pulled out her phone, checking social media for any mentions of Miranda, scouring her pages to see if there were any clues as to where she’d gone.

      The door opened just as Hadley finished scrolling through Miranda’s Instagram account, which—besides giving her a glimpse Miranda’s new boyfriend—had been just as fruitless as all of the others.

      Dr. Kennedy, as his name tag assured Hadley, stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

      “Good afternoon,” he said, sliding a laptop onto the counter and settling onto the stool by the built-in desk. Flipping through Gran’s paperwork, he nodded. “And how’s that new hip treating you, Amelia?”

      “Just great,” Gran said. “I wanted to see if I could restart my physical therapy up here because I moved right at the end of my treatment down in Oregon.”

      Noticing Gran had left out any mention of pain, Hadley looked down at her feet. She didn’t want to speak up and embarrass her grandmother. The woman was in great shape and didn’t need someone coddling her. Still, Hadley couldn’t help but worry a little.

      Kennedy clicked his tongue. “Good for you for taking the time to finish that out. A lot of people would’ve called it good, but would’ve regretted it later when they didn't have the range of movement they used to. And”—he glanced up from his charts—“how long have you been experiencing pain in the hip?” he asked.

      Gran blinked. Hadley bit back a smile. He was good.

      “Well, I had a long car ride Friday, moving up here and all. Ever since then, it’s been a bit achy.” Her hand moved to the hip again.

      Hadley sighed in relief.

      “Sitting for long periods of time can do that for sure. You might also feel a bit of a difference with the colder air, at first. I’m going to prescribe you something to help just in case it gets to a place where you can’t manage it. It’s a small amount, but you let me know if you need more.” He watched her, waiting until Gran confirmed to click the button on his laptop. “And I’ve put in the request to continue PT with our therapists.”

      Gran and Hadley thanked the doctor, who pointed them in the direction of the physical therapy wing. After filling out the necessary paperwork with them, Gran set up her first appointment for the following week.

      Smiling wider than she had before, Gran took in a long breath when they stepped out into the parking lot. “I’m famished. Any place you know of where we could get something to eat?” Gran winked.

      “Absolutely. What do you feel like?” Hadley asked as they reached the Jam Van.

      “Something sweet.”

      Hadley grinned. “I know just the place.”

      Mickie’s bakery would have the perfect treat for an afternoon with her grandmother. It was also directly across the street from Dennis’s sweet shop, and Hadley wanted to ask Mickie if she’d noticed anything odd last week before Miranda had gone missing. Seeing Brenda Walters in such a state today had given Hadley a bad feeling, one that only seemed to sink farther into her bones.
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      If Gran questioned why Hadley didn’t turn toward Cascade Ridge, instead turning the Jam Van back toward Stoneybrook, she didn’t let it show.

      Hadley couldn’t stand the number of chains present in the larger city and always preferred to support her small town if she could, even if it meant waiting twenty minutes longer to eat.

      Before long, they pulled into a parking spot toward the south end of Stoneybrook’s Main Street. The lime-green-and-white awning hung over the perfectly painted sign that read, Bake and Flake. When Hadley and Gran entered, the warm smell of baked bread wrapped around them, warming Hadley’s bones like no blanket ever could. The front half of the store was a maze of five small tables with mismatched chairs, and the back half was where the doughy magic happened.

      Mickie, one of Hadley’s favorite people ever, stood behind a large stainless-steel table set back behind the glass display case full of golden-brown creations that looked soft, crusty, and amazing. She glanced up from the dough she was kneading and shot Hadley her signature wide smile.

      “Is this the famous Gran, finally?” she asked, wiping off her hands and heading over to the sink to wash up.

      Mickie had been out of the country during Hadley and Tyler’s wedding, so she’d missed meeting a good portion of Hadley’s relatives, Gran included.

      “The one and only,” Hadley said.

      “Mickie,” the baker said, holding out her hand to shake once it was clean.

      “Nice to meet you,” Gran said. “I hear you make the best bread in town. If the smell in here is any indication, I think I’d have to agree.”

      Mickie bowed slightly. “I try my best.” She turned to Hadley. “How you doing, Had?”

      “Can’t complain,” she answered. Then, noticing the pin with Marissa’s picture stuck to Mickie’s collar, she added, “Given the circumstances.”

      Mickie nodded. Even though the woman wasn’t technically family anymore—being Hadley’s ex-husband’s aunt—she and Hadley had always had a strong bond, one that had only been strengthened by the divorce.

      “What can I get you two today?” she asked.

      Hadley ordered a few of her favorites, including a loaf of sourdough for the week, and Gran pointed out a few treats to add to the box. As Mickie readied their baked goods, Hadley and Gran stepped over to the register.

      Mickie was a brilliant baker and one of the more organized people Hadley had ever met. Her baking area was spotless save for the projects she was currently working on, but the woman definitely had one area of weakness: the way she took orders.

      The woman wrote her orders on three-by-five note cards and then clipped them to a piece of string she ran across the back wall in the same order in which she needed to get them ready. Her various notes were scrawled across the note card in her scratchy handwriting. And each time the front door or an oven door opened, the line of note cards swayed, fluttered, and swung.

      Skeptical as Hadley was about her method, Mickie had only ever been late on one order—it had fallen and slipped underneath one of the stoves, but she’d found it a couple of hours before it was due for pickup, so she’d had it almost ready by the time the customer had arrived.

      It had been a while since the last time Hadley was in the bakery, so she scanned the order note cards, squinting slightly to read. She’d always had fun trying to place the orders with different upcoming celebrations.

      Thea ordered a dozen donuts. I bet her grandkids are coming to visit for a weekend. Oh, and Barry’s ordered his usual two-dozen dinner rolls. That order wasn’t about celebrations, seeing how Barry—a widower—froze the rolls and heated one up with his dinner each night. He always said he was a decent enough cook, but a disastrous baker.

      As Hadley’s gaze landed on the third note card in from the right, her breath caught in her throat. Suze’s name was scribbled on the top of the card. The word cake was barely legible underneath. In fact … did it say wedding cake?

      Mickie glanced up from the register and let out a quick yip when she noticed where Hadley was looking. “Oh! Um … did you know I made biscotti?” she asked, pointing to a jar of the hard, chocolate-dipped desserts next to her.

      Frowning, Hadley said, “Yeah … you’ve been making biscotti for years.” She tried again to read the note card hanging in the back.

      “Not this kind.” Mickie opened the jar, used tongs to grab out a biscuit, then put it in the box along with their other purchases. “I’ll throw one in for free so you can try the new flavor.” Mickie took a step to the right, effectively blocking Hadley’s view of the orders. “Heard anything more from Paul about Miranda?” she asked as Gran wandered off to grab a table.

      Hadley shook her head, still reeling from what she might have seen on the order card. But Mickie bringing up Paul reminded Hadley she needed to let her brother know about the scene she and Gran had been privy to at the hospital that morning.

      “I heard Cassie’s in hot water.” Mickie plopped the box of goodies on the counter.

      A wave of sugary dough wafted up to meet Hadley, almost stealing her attention enough that she didn’t quite register what Mickie had said at first.

      “What do you mean?” She shook her head.

      Hadley recognized the glint in Mickie’s eye, the same one she saw whenever a Stoneybrook citizen realized they had new information to share.

      “She lied to the police the first time.”

      Shoulders sagging slightly, Hadley waved a hand at Mickie. “Oh. Yeah. I thought everyone knew what a hard time Paul had getting her to talk at first.”

      “No,” Mickie said. “This wasn’t just being tight-lipped. She told Paul she didn’t go out at all after Miranda’s boyfriend picked her up at eleven, but the neighbors say they definitely saw headlights driving away from the Lee house after midnight. You know those fancy white-blue ones only luxury cars like hers have.”

      “Could it have been her parents?” Hadley asked, knowing the Lees had more than one luxury vehicle.

      Mickie shook her head. “Her parents were off seeing a show in Seattle. They stayed the night in a hotel, didn’t even get back until midday. Cassie was home alone.”

      “Huh.” Hadley handed over money to pay for their purchases when the total showed up on the register. “That is odd.” She wondered if this meant anything else Cassie had told Paul was a lie as well. “What about you?” she asked Mickie. “You see anything odd last week?” Hadley gestured behind her toward the sweet shop.

      Mickie sighed. “No, but I keep wracking my brain, trying to think of something, anything. I close up too early in the day and usually just see Miranda coming into work as I’m leaving.”

      “Right,” Hadley said, absentmindedly picking at her nails. She noticed and grabbed the box off the counter to give her hands something to do. “Thanks, Mick.”

      “Anytime.” Mickie waved, staying suspiciously still—in fact, just in the right spot so Hadley couldn’t see the order note card.

      Hadley tucked the bakery box under one arm. Focusing on her grandmother, who was sitting a few feet away at a little bistro table, she realized the woman was touching her new hip.

      “You doing okay, Gran?”

      The woman looked down and pulled her hand away as if she’d just realized it was burning hot. “Oh, I’m just fine.”

      But Hadley couldn’t help but worry. Her grandmother had been out and about all day. There was a distinct sag to her shoulders.

      “Let me take you home. I can make us some tea while we eat some of these treats.”

      Gran nodded, then hooked her arm through Hadley’s as they walked back to the Jam Van.

      

      After a nice time visiting with Gran and her parents, Hadley drove back into town to drop off the van and grab her bike. Sure, the days were getting colder, but it seemed extravagant to drive the big van around when she didn’t need to. She would save those days for the times when the snow was too thick for it to be safe riding her bike.

      Parking the van and checking that the kitchen was fully secured for the night, she swung her leg over the bike and pedaled out onto Main Street. Unlike other towns, where Sundays were sleepy days filled with few obligations, Stoneybrook was a tourist town year-round and was especially busy on cloudless, blue-sky days like today.

      Shoppers crowded the quaint sidewalks, and cars lined Main Street, filling up almost all of the available parking spots. While Hadley had worked that morning with Gran, it was only because she was desperately low on supplies. Sunday was normally her day off, since she only used her space as a kitchen, not a retail space.

      It would take a hefty renovation to turn the front section of her kitchen into a place suitable to sell her jams, but it was something she’d always planned on doing; she just lacked the capital to do so. Almost. She happily mused that once she had her storefront, she would have to change around her schedule to accommodate working both Saturday and Sunday each weekend.

      Her bike tires whirred as she sped down the road. Even the fall chill remaining in the air wasn’t enough to keep Hadley from tipping her head back to soak in some of the warm rays. As Main Street curved closer to the river, Hadley spotted something light-colored in the middle of the road. It appeared Hadley wasn’t the only one who was enjoying gathering some Vitamin D. Road cat was lying in the middle of Main Street, its tail flicking with annoyance as it spotted Hadley biking toward it.

      Similar to yesterday, it didn’t move the closer she got.

      Hadley pulled her bike off to the side of the road a few yards away from the cat and stepped off her bike. The cat’s brown ears swiveled in her direction, but it didn’t even turn to look at her.

      “Hey … you need to quit hanging out in the middle of the road. It’s dangerous.”

      The cat yawned.

      “I know the road is warm with all of this sun we’re getting today, but I’m sure you could find a safer place to sunbathe.”

      A deep breath lifted and lowered the cat’s rib cage.

      Engaging her kickstand, Hadley wondered if she could catch the beast sun-drunk and sleepy enough it might allow her to pick it up this time.

      “Marigold Lane is one thing. It’s a fairly quiet street. But you’re on Main Street now.”

      She was about to step closer to the animal when the sound of an engine humming in acceleration came around the curve. Her gaze flashed up just in time to see Cassandra Lee’s flashy convertible zoom around the corner, straight at the road cat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Hadley’s heart leaped into her throat as she looked from the fast-moving convertible to the cat lying in the road. The cat flicked its tail, but simply stared down the car as if willing it to swerve around, just like Hadley had done with her bike.

      But Cassie didn’t seem to see anything … not even the lines on the road as she veered over the yellow.

      If Hadley didn’t do something, Cassie was going to hit the road cat.

      She waved her arms at the oncoming car, hoping to catch Cassie’s attention, but either the girl couldn’t see out of her giant, dark-tinted sunglasses or she wasn’t looking up.

      For a stupid split second, Hadley thought about jumping in front of the car in an attempt to grab the cat before the car could reach it. Luckily, her rational brain rejected the idea instantly. Silly as it had been, it gave her a different idea.

      Popping the kickstand of her bike up with her heel, she pulled the bike back, ducked slightly to line up the tires, and then pushed it into the road. It was a gamble. Seeing the bike head straight at it had not deterred the cat either of the times since she met it.

      Hadley cringed, wanting so badly to close her eyes but needing to see her plan through.

      The skinny tires whirled around once, twice, three times as the bike coasted straight for the cat. The creature stared back in defiance, flicking between the car and the bike. Hadley yelled something incoherent, unsure whether she was hoping to scare the cat or Cassie, or both.

      Her heart was in her throat, along with the remnants of her mangled yell. The bike slowed without a rider to pump the pedals. But just before the bike crashed into the cat, the feline scurried off to the ditch on the other side of the road.

      Blood pulsed in Hadley’s ears, sounding deafeningly loud until it was replaced by the screech of tires and the crash of metal upon metal. Her hands instinctively reached up to cover her eyes. Before she could even peel them away, she knew what removing them would reveal.

      Her bike had flown a good five yards away, and the back tire wobbled unnaturally as it spun.

      Convertible stopped, Cassie flipped up her sunglasses. Her mouth opened three times as her angry gaze flicked between Hadley and the bike. The fourth time, a string of swears flew out.

      Stunned by the teen’s foul language, Hadley just stood there as Cassie got out, rounded the front of the car, and continued to yell.

      “What were you thinking?” Cassie combed her fingers roughly through her blond hair, looking back at the dent in her front left fender.

      “You didn’t see the cat.” Hadley shrugged, not about to let some stuck-up teenager boss her around. “I tried to warn you, but you weren’t paying attention.”

      Blinking, Cassie studied Hadley’s expression. “What cat?”

      Hadley dipped her chin. “Exactly. It finally ran off, over there.” She pointed over at the shrubs along the other side of the road.

      Cassie’s gaze followed Hadley’s gesture. It was then Hadley noticed how puffy and red her eyes were. She looked like she’d been crying.

      Was that why she wasn’t paying attention to where she was driving? Hadley wondered.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked, more diplomatically.

      Before Hadley could prepare herself, Cassie crumpled into a sobbing mess at her feet in the middle of the road.

      “Nothing’s okay,” the girl wailed. “My friend is missing and it’s all my fault. And I just yelled at the person who tried to stop me from killing a cat.” She sniffled and looked up at Hadley. “I’m sorry.”

      In the months since the Lees had moved to Stoneybrook from Cascade Ridge, Hadley had never seen the young woman look anything less than the picture of icy beauty.

      But all of her cracks were showing at once.

      Hadley couldn’t help but latch on to Cassie’s statement. “Why is Miranda missing your fault?” she asked, bending down next to the crying girl.

      Cassie’s long eyelashes were sticking together, coated with tears and too much mascara. She looked at Hadley through them as a few more tears dripped down her cheeks then she sniffed.

      Hadley hadn’t forgotten what Mickie had told her about Cassie’s neighbors seeing her leave the house so late when she’d sworn to Paul she’d stayed in all night.

      Instead of answering, Cassie began to wail even louder, her body wracked with sobs. Hadley glanced around the empty road and wondered if she should try to move Cassie’s car out of the way. This end of Main Street wasn’t too busy, though. Deciding it would be fine, she did go move her mangled bike out of the other lane and clicked on Cassie’s emergency flashers. Her phone beeped, and she saw a text from her brother come through.

      Heard anything new about Miranda?

      Hadley cringed. If Paul was asking her, it meant they were running out of leads. She sent back a sad-face emoji before returning to the still-weeping teen, feeling bad for leaving her alone.

      But Hadley stopped short as she rounded the car. The girl was no longer alone.

      The road cat sat merely inches from the whimpering Cassie. Its pink nose twitched, and it stretched its neck forward toward the person who’d almost flattened it.

      Cassie had stopped crying and stared at the cat instead. “Are you the one I almost hit?” she cooed.

      To Hadley’s amazement, the cat meowed in response, a purr rumbling in its throat. It reminded her of the almost conversational chats she often had with her cats.

      “I’m so sorry.” Cassie held her hand out. The road cat blinked lovingly at her and even rubbed its head against Cassie’s fingers.

      Hadley suppressed a grin. “It hasn’t let anyone get close, but seems absolutely smitten with you.”

      As if to prove her point, the road cat glared at Hadley, a small growl rumbling in its throat. She put her hands up and took a step back.

      “Okay, okay. Sorry,” she said with a laugh.

      Cassie wrapped an arm around the cat and pulled it into her lap. Hadley hadn’t ever seen a cat take to one person so intensely and be so sour toward everyone else.

      “So you don’t belong to anyone?” Cassie asked the cat.

      “Not that anyone local knows of,” Hadley answered.

      This time, Cassie directed her question at Hadley. “Do you think I could keep him … her?”

      Shrugging, Hadley said, “I don’t see why not. Louise was going to ask around for me, but if it’s truly a stray, yeah. You’d be doing it a favor giving it a warm home before the temperature drops.”

      Cassie stood, giving one decisive nod. The cat hung in her arms as if it had been carried around by her all its life. “No more roads for you, Bailey. You’re going to be an inside cat from now on.”

      Hadley’s eyebrows rose. “Bailey?”

      “Yeah.” Cassie put a hand on one hip. “Its fur looks like Bailey’s Irish Cream. And it works whether it’s a girl or a boy.”

      Not wanting to ask how Cassie, a minor, would know anything about the liquor, Hadley focused on the next steps.

      “The local veterinarian will be able to tell you the gender, as well as figure out if it has any medical issues you’ll want to take care of before bringing it into your house.” Hadley could just picture the cat jumping onto a pristine, white couch in the Lee household that probably cost more than all of Hadley’s furniture combined.

      Cassie snapped her fingers, then pointed at Hadley. “You can help me! You’re a total crazy cat lady. I have no idea what to do or buy, but people are always talking about how you have a ton of cats.”

      Hadley frowned. She didn’t know in which universe two cats qualified as a ton—and she also didn’t appreciate the word crazy being tacked on to the term cat lady—but she also saw an opportunity. Her frown morphed into a smile.

      “On one condition. You have to tell me what you were talking about earlier. Why are you the reason for Miranda’s disappearance?” Her hand moved to her hip as if by its own free will.

      The teenager’s gaze dropped to the cat in her arms. She scrunched her fingers into the tea-with-cream colored fur, but conceded. “Okay.”

      “Let’s get your car out of the road first.” Hadley moved toward her bike, grimacing when she saw the warped shape of the back wheel.

      Cassie waved her over. “Put your bike in the back seat. There’s no way you’re going to be able to ride it now. I’ll drive.”

      Hadley gulped, remembering all of the times she’d seen Cassie speeding through town.

      “I’ll drive slower. I promise,” the girl added, rolling her eyes a bit, as if she were arguing with her mother.

      Pulling in a fortifying breath, Hadley agreed and climbed in to the passenger seat. She pulled out her phone and texted Paul a second time.

      Actually, I might have just stumbled onto a lead. More to come. Fingers crossed.

      She didn’t get a response from Paul, but figured her brother was operating in a perfect storm of fatigue, frustration, and faltering hope, so she didn’t blame him if he wasn’t encouraged by her text.

      Cassie tried to hand the cat over to Hadley, but it began growling again. The teen chewed on her bottom lip, holding the feline in between them indecisively. The closer she pulled it toward herself, the quieter the cat became. The more she moved it in Hadley’s direction, the louder, just like the other day when Hadley had tried to reach out for it while it was sitting in the middle of her road.

      “Hmmm …” Cassie huffed. “I can’t very well drive and  hold on to you, Bailey.”

      A lightbulb of an idea illuminated Hadley’s thoughts, solving two problems at once. “I could always drive. That would free you up to hold Bailey.” She held her breath as Cassie considered the idea. She held up a hand as if to swear in a court of law. “I’m fully insured.”

      Cassie narrowed her eyes for an instant, then opened the driver’s side door. “Okay. The car’s already banged up.”

      Choosing to ignore the insinuation she might do any damage to the car—especially any more than the speedy teen could’ve done racing around town—Hadley got out of the car and swapped with Cassie. After a quick safety check of mirrors and seat positioning, they were buckled and on their way to the vet’s clinic.

      Air whooshed past Hadley, causing her hair to sweep back out of her face luckily, since she wasn’t sure how she would’ve been able to see if her long, dark locks had been directed forward. She glanced over at Cassie.

      “So …” she said cautiously. “Ready to talk about Miranda?” Hadley kept her eyes on the road, but kept tabs on the teen in her peripheral vision. She’d apparently already lied to Paul, and Hadley wasn’t going to put it past her to lie again.

      Cassie hugged Bailey tighter to her body.

      “Why did you say you were the reason she was gone?” Hadley asked.

      A sigh escaped the teenager. “I introduced her to Jaxon.”

      Hadley waited for more, but quickly realized this conversation was going to take a lot of prodding. “And you think Jaxon is the reason she’s missing?”

      Cassie nodded.

      “Why’s that?” Hadley gripped the steering wheel as she rounded the last bend before they were back downtown.

      “Jaxon and I were friends when I lived up in Cascade Ridge. He was always kind of wild, but a nice enough guy. Since I moved here, he’s changed. He has a huge party each summer and still wanted me to come, even though I’d moved down here. I brought Miranda with me and introduced them, but that was before I realized how much Jaxon had changed in the months since I’d moved away.”

      “In what way?” Hadley asked, remembering how Kelsey had mentioned the guy being bad news.

      Cassie wet her lips. “He’d gotten into drugs.” She swung to face Hadley. “I never would’ve introduced him to Miranda if I’d known.”

      Hadley pulled into the vet’s clinic and parked the car. She turned to look at Cassie, a pit forming in her stomach as she thought about the teen who had been killed just last week, about his connections to a local drug ring.

      “Is that why they fought? Did Miranda find out he was into drugs and threaten to break up with him?” Hadley imagined a teenager in a drug-induced rage, overreacting to his girlfriend trying to leave him. It was definitely the best motive she’d come across yet, especially if she’d threatened to tell the police about his extracurricular activities.

      Cassie gulped. “No, the reason they got in a fight that night was because Jaxon accused her of using him for drugs.”

      Breath caught in Hadley’s throat. “Wait … what?”

      Cassie met Hadley’s wild eyes and nodded. “Miranda was buying drugs from Jaxon.”
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      Cassie’s statement about Miranda buying drugs punched Hadley in the gut. It couldn’t possibly be true.

      She shook her head. “Sweet, kind Miranda? She would never—”

      Holding up a hand, Cassie said, “I wouldn’t have believed it either if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, but you’ve got to trust me.”

      Says the girl who’s lied multiple times to the police, Hadley thought incredulously.

      As much as she wished it wasn’t true, she could see a pain behind Cassie’s eyes she’d never noticed before. She couldn’t read the teenager like she could Paul or Suze or even Luke, but there was something about the earnestness in her voice and the way the whole thing made her tear up all over again, that increased her doubt that Cassie was fabricating this.

      Still, she wasn’t ruling it out.

      “Why did you keep this to yourself?” Hadley asked, the words wrapped in frustration as she sat back in to the plush leather seats of Cassie’s convertible.

      Cassie raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, completing a perfect caricature of an exhausted teenager. “Seriously? It’s drugs. I’m not going to get my friends in trouble.” Her clipped tone sounded like the Cassie Hadley had gotten to know over the past year again, highlighting the change in the way she’d been conversing up until that point.

      “Your friends are already in trouble, Cassie. Major trouble. Miranda most of all.” Hadley stopped herself before she said something mean. She inhaled slowly. “Every hour we don’t find Miranda is an hour it’s more likely that we won’t.”

      Cassie’s shoulders sagged. “I know. It’s why I was crying in the car, why I didn’t see Bailey.” The cat purred in her lap, either none the wiser or fast to forgive. “I knew I’d made a mistake, but I didn’t know how to fix it. I thought she would show up, like she was just playing a game.”

      Between the way she’d collapsed into a crying heap minutes ago and the way her voice shook now, Hadley finally began to see Cassie for the seventeen-year-old she was, not the adult she constantly pretended to be. Hadley softened slightly.

      “If I call my brother, will you tell him the truth, finally?” she asked.

      Cassie frowned. “That big mountain-man sheriff is your brother?” She scanned Hadley up and down.

      “Twin, actually.” Hadley wasn’t used to people not knowing she and Paul were related, though she couldn’t quite blame Cassie. “He’s a great listener and a good deputy. If anyone can find Miranda, it’s Paul.”

      After a moment of hesitation, Cassie agreed. “Sure. I’ll talk with him. You sure he’s not going to throw me in jail for lying?”

      “He’s not nearly as scary as he looks, I promise.” She pulled out her phone and dialed Paul’s number. He picked up on the fourth ring, right when Hadley was about to hang up.

      “Hey.” His voice was sharp, blunt. The cacophony of voices in the background made it almost impossible to hear him.

      “I’m with Cassie Lee right now, and she has something she’d like to talk with you about. Can I bring her by the station in about half an hour?”

      Paul cleared his throat. “Cassie’s the lead you texted me about?” He exhaled. “Uh … I’ll come to you. I’m at Wendy’s grabbing a quad-shot Americano so I don’t fall asleep. Where are you?” The sound of people chatting in the background ebbed slightly, but she still had to strain to hear him.

      “We’re at the vet,” she said, narrowing her eyes as she realized there were none of the regular sounds of steaming milk or banging spent grounds into the compost bin.

      It was possible Paul had stepped outside to take her call, but then why were the voices just as loud? Was he lying to her about where he was?

      “Gotcha. I’ll be there in fifteen,” he said quickly.

      Biting her bottom lip, Hadley pressed the screen even though she knew he’d already hung up. She felt awful for doubting her brother. Even if he wasn’t being honest with her, it was most likely because of the case, not because he was with Suzanne. But the possibly it was another lie made her heart sink.

      “You okay?” Cassie’s voice broke through the mental fog that had descended onto Hadley during the phone call.

      She blinked. “Yeah … fine.” Forcing a smile, she took the keys out of the ignition and said, “Ready to go inside?”

      Cassie cocked her head to the side and shot Hadley a skeptical look that made her feel sorry for Cassie’s parents, and her teachers.

      “That’s a lie,” Cassie said flatly. “Look I’ve had enough friend drama in my life to recognize it from a mile away.” She gestured to Hadley’s face. “That is the face of someone who’s just been lied to and knows it.”

      Surprised at how right she’d gotten it, Hadley sat speechless for a moment. “He’s been off lately, different. He’s my best friend and we usually tell each other everything, but … let’s just say it’s not the case anymore. I’m trying to give him a break, since I know he’s working so hard on this case, but I can’t shake the feeling something else might be going on,” she said, not about to spill to Cassie about her suspicion Paul and Suze were getting together behind her back.

      The girl nodded, regardless of the lack of facts. “Drama’s the worst,” she said, finally. “Can I give you some advice?”

      Hadley didn’t answer. Cassie must’ve taken her silence as a yes.

      “You seem smart, good at reading people.” She shrugged. “I’d listen to your gut. If you think something’s going on, it probably is.”

      Hadley thought back to seeing the order for Suze in Mickie’s bakery. She could’ve sworn it had been for a German chocolate cake. A cake in Paul’s favorite flavor that she’d kept from Hadley. Was her gut right on that one too?

      Without another word, Cassie scooped Bailey out of her lap and got out of the car, looking back at Hadley to see if she was coming.

      

      Hadley sat in a white-and-cream examination room, unsure if the strong ammonia smell was from cleaning supplies or cat pee.

      The vet, Danielle Murphy, was able to identify Bailey as a male and confirm Cassie really was the only person he would tolerate. Hadley didn’t envy Dr. Murphy the scratches and bites she gained during the examination, but also felt vindicated it wasn’t just her the cat hated.

      “He sure found his person.” Dr. Murphy chuckled as Bailey cozied up to Cassie after the exam was finished. “Now, Cassie, he’s got a lot of fleas, worms, and a bad cut on his back leg that’s infected.”

      Hadley turned her attention to the teen’s face, waiting for her to back away in disgust from the mangy feline. But Cassie only hugged Bailey tighter. Hadley decided right then how greatly she’d misjudged the girl.

      She didn’t have time to think on that fact because there was a knock on the exam room door and Paul walked in.

      Dr. Murphy looked up. “I’ll go get some things together for Bailey while you three chat.” Hadley had warned both the doctor and the receptionist about Paul coming by, and they’d assured her it would be fine for them to use an exam room for a few minutes.

      Hadley was tempted to follow Dr. Murphy’s lead and leave the exam room as well, to give Paul and Cassie privacy, but the teen had lied too many times, and she wanted to make sure her story was the same as it had been earlier.

      Paul perched on the small barstool the doctor used during her appointments. He pulled out his notepad and clicked his pen before looking directly at Cassie.

      “I hear you’re finally ready to tell us the truth.” He leveled her with a stare even more serious than his tone.

      Cassie swallowed then nodded.

      “Start from the beginning,” he said and readied his pen over the paper.

      Her gaze flicking over to Hadley’s for a moment, Cassie looked nervous, as if she might bolt or clam up. Hadley gave her an encouraging smile.

      “From the beginning,” Cassie said, lifting her chin confidently. “Well, Miranda was spending the night at my place. My parents were in Seattle for the night, so they let me have a friend over to keep me company while they were gone. Anyway, she’s spent the night tons of times, and almost every time her boyfriend will drive over and pick her up, then he’ll drop her off later.”

      Cassie looked over at Paul, pausing.

      “Her mom doesn’t know about Jaxon, Miranda’s boyfriend, so she couldn’t see him any time other than when she was with me.”

      “So her job was to keep you company and she would leave?” Paul asked, cuing into the same thing Hadley had found interesting.

      She would’ve thought Miranda was a better, more thoughtful friend than that. Then again, she would’ve also thought Miranda was too smart to get caught up in drugs.

      Cassie waved a hand at them. “It was fine. I didn’t mind. Well, I didn’t mind at first, when I thought she really liked Jaxon. But then, I found out …” Cassie looked down at her hands, twisting  away in front of her. She glanced at Hadley again before continuing. “I found out Jaxon was selling drugs, and Miranda was buying them from him.”

      “Do you know what kinds of drugs?” Paul asked.

      Cassie shook her head. “No. And that’s the thing. Miranda never seemed high or messed up or anything other than her usual self. I don’t know what she was buying from Jaxon, but it must not have been too bad.”

      Paul’s eyes narrowed in a way Hadley recognized as his going through a list face. She was sure he was making a mental list of drugs without obvious side effects.

      “Usually, if they stayed somewhere local, Jaxon would drop her off at my house later in the night. Sometimes he would take her back to his place up in Cascade Ridge. When he did that, she would call me, and I would come get her if I wasn’t already with them at a party or something.”

      “And where did you meet to pick her up?” Paul scratched down notes, not even looking up as he asked the question.

      “The hospital parking lot, on the side closest to the road,” Cassie answered.

      Paul nodded. “How did you know when to pick her up?”

      “She would text me. But we only did it that way once or twice … when they wanted to go to some parties with Cascade Ridge people I wasn’t interesting in going to.”

      “Why not?”

      Hadley picked at the purple polish on her nails; Cassie’s nervous energy permeated the room.

      “They were full of dealers. People were messed up.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t fun. I don’t do that stuff.”

      “But Miranda did?”

      Cassie sighed. “I guess. She always wanted to go.”

      “Is that where they went on Thursday night? To one of those parties?”

      “No.” Cassie’s perfect skin turned slightly pink. “Thursday night, she told me Jaxon wanted to go—park.” She cleared her throat.

      Paul looked up, understanding showing in his raised eyebrows. “Park up in Cascade Ridge?”

      “I don’t know. I guess so.” Cassie opened her hands. “It was just after midnight when I got a call from her. She said they’d gotten in a fight and he’d dropped her off.”

      “At the hospital parking lot?”

      Cassie shook her head, tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

      “Where, Cassie?” Paul leaned forward.

      “She said—” Cassie's wobbly statement was cut short by a sniffle. “She said she’d gotten out on the side of the road. I asked her where, but she didn’t know. She didn’t know Cascade Ridge well. She told me to meet her at the hospital. She saw a sign and thought she could find her way there.” The teen barely held it together until the end of the statement, then a whole new round of tears streamed down her face.

      “And so you left to go look for her.” Paul put down his pen and held Cassie’s gaze with his.

      Which is why her neighbors saw headlights leaving down her road at that point in the night. Hadley put the pieces together in her head, sure Paul was doing the same.

      “But she never showed at the hospital parking lot.” When Paul spoke, it wasn’t a question. He knew something.

      Cassie’s face was red and blotchy, and she broke into a sob. Hadley felt so bad for the girl. She walked over and put an arm around her shoulders, holding her tightly, hoping to provide even a little comfort.

      “We saw your car drive by on the security cameras from the hospital parking lot,” Paul said. “Can you verify when you left to drive back home?”

      Gulping for air, Cassie said, “I think it was three? I drove around Cascade Ridge for a while after, and I didn’t make it back home until four.”

      Hadley’s heart broke. If Cassie was telling the truth, it must’ve been a terrifying night for her. Her worry for Miranda must’ve been eating her up inside.

      Unless it’s all an act, Hadley thought. She hated to admit it, but she still wasn’t sure when it came to Cassie Lee.
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      Cramped in the small veterinarian exam room, Cassie’s sobbing felt all the more intense. Paul appeared much less affected by Cassie’s emotional state than Hadley was. He readjusted his position on the veterinarian’s stool and jotted down a few notes and went on with his questioning. “Did you speak to Jaxon anymore that night?”

      “No.” Cassie reached out for a tissue and blew her nose. “I tried calling him, but he wouldn’t pick up.”

      The door leading to the back of the clinic opened and Dr. Murphy peeked inside. “Would you mind if I borrowed Cassie for a moment to show her how to administer some of the medication I’m prescribing?” she asked Paul.

      He shook his head, holding out a hand in a gesture that Cassie could follow her with Bailey in tow. Once they were gone and the door clicked shut, Hadley turned to face her brother.

      “Jaxon lying about dropping her off isn’t news to you, is it?” she asked, having caught the way his eyes lit up when Cassie confirmed the information.

      Paul cleared his throat. “No. He didn’t show up on any security footage from the hospital parking lot cameras, but Cassie did.”

      Hadley’s stomach sank. “Can you bring him in?”

      “Already did. We questioned him, and he admitted he lied because he thought he would get in trouble for leaving her on the side of the road. But we’re not sure what we can trust out of him anymore. After holding him for forty-eight hours, his bigwig lawyer made us let him go when we couldn’t find anything more on the kid.”

      “Sheriff McKay can’t pull any strings to get him back?” Hadley asked, certain there was a malicious reason Jaxon had lied about his night with Miranda.

      “Can’t or won’t.” Paul rubbed a hand over his face. “Jaxon’s family is loaded, and a big deal up in Cascade Ridge. When his dad found out about us questioning the kid, he threatened to sink M&M’s next run for sheriff. McKay folded pretty fast after that. Won’t let us so much as drive near their neighborhood.”

      Hadley slapped her hand down on her leg in frustration. She’d been growing to appreciate the ornery sheriff a little more ever since he’d started treating her brother like the quality deputy she knew he was. But hearing this shoved him right back down to the low opinion she’d cultivated over his last two terms in office.

      “Hey,” she said. “I took Gran up to the hospital today.”

      Paul’s back straightened. Concern wrinkled his forehead.

      Hadley put up a hand. “She’s fine, just wanted to make an appointment to finish out her PT for the new hip.”

      Relaxing slightly, Paul kept focused on where she was going with this.

      “We saw Brenda Walters there.” Hadley bit her lip, pausing before describing the whole scene she and Gran had witnessed in the waiting room.

      “Brenda?” Paul frowned. “She’s never seemed mentally unstable to me.”

      Hadley agreed and was about to ask her brother if he knew of another reason they might turn her away, when the door opened again and Cassie and Dr. Murphy walked back into the exam room.

      “Okay,” Dr. Murphy said, moving to scratch Bailey’s ears in a goodbye, but thinking better of it and pulling her hand back. “Nancy will work out payment and your next appointment up front before you leave, but let me know if you have any questions about being a cat owner.” She winked at Cassie.

      Cassie smiled. “I’m sure I will, but Hadley’s got experience and time, so she can show me the ropes.”

      Paul let out a quick laugh, covering it as a cough when Hadley scowled in his direction.

      “Great. Feel free to use the room for a bit longer if you need. My next appointment isn’t for twenty minutes.” The doctor waved and backed out of the room, tucking Bailey’s chart folder under one arm.

      Once she was seated in one of the chairs along the wall, Cassie looked up at the James twins. Hadley swore she could hear the teen gulp with worry, though her tears had dried.

      “Am I okay to go home now?” she asked, the haughty, used-to-being-waited-on voice returning in full force.

      Paul dipped his head in confirmation.

      “Wait, I have one more question,” Hadley said. She narrowed her eyes at Cassie, ignoring the puzzled look Paul was surely giving her. “When you didn’t find Miranda waiting for you in the parking lot of the hospital, why didn’t you just go home? Why did you drive around for another hour?”

      Cassie’s face softened for a moment, as if Hadley had caught her off guard, as if she might not know the answer. But understanding lit up her eyes as she looked up. “I guess it’s because of what she said on the phone, about how she didn’t know where she was, but she was going to try to get to the hospital. Miranda doesn’t know Cascade Ridge as well as someone like me, but she’s been there enough times now to recognize what general part of the city she’s in. She would know if she was within the vicinity of the hospital, especially if she said she would try to meet me there.”

      Paul leaned forward, picking up his pen and jotting down a few notes. He nodded excitedly. “That’s true, very true. Narrowing down the area where she could’ve been taken is helpful.”

      Hadley thought back to the drive she’d taken earlier with Gran. “But that area of Cascade Ridge is super woodsy, hardly developed at all. Is it possible she got off the road and fell or hurt herself?”

      Maybe they weren’t dealing with a kidnapping at all, maybe this was a case of someone who lost their way in the woods. Hope swelled in Hadley’s chest.

      Her brother took a few notes in his notebook before turning his attention to Hadley. “It’s worth a try. I’ll get McKay to see about putting together a search party in the area now that we have some idea of where she might’ve been before she went missing.” He stood, shoving the notepad into his back pocket as he strode toward the door leading into the waiting room. “I’ll be in touch.” He looked back just as his hand closed over the door handle. “With both of you.”

      Cassie shivered when it was just the two—or three, including the feline—of them in the room once more. “Not too intense?” She cocked her head to one side.

      Hadley chuckled. “You watch it. That’s my brother you’re talking about. You’d just better hope he doesn’t look too close at my bike in the back of your car. He gave it to me last year, and if he notices that bent back tire, he’s really gonna get intense.”

      Rolling her eyes, Cassie scoffed but it wasn’t backed by her usual attitude. “We can drop it off at whatever backyard shop fixes adult bicycles in this podunk little town on our way to the pet store. You’re still going to help me get what I need.” The last bit wasn’t a question.

      But Hadley didn’t feel like fighting with her, especially since the bicycle repair person she knew did in fact operate out of a backyard shop. She nodded. “Jolee will be able to fix it, I’m sure, but Fenton Farm is all the way on the other end of town. We can go to the pet store first, then we can drop off the bike.”

      And the fact that Jolee is close with Brenda can’t hurt either, Hadley thought, planning a way to tactfully bring up Brenda’s unsuccessful visit to the hospital.

      Cassie perked up. “Fenton Farm. Isn’t that the place where your boyfriend works?”

      A surprised laugh shot out of Hadley at the question. “What? Boyfriend?”

      “That hot farmer guy.” The teenager shrugged. “The one you were whispering with at the market yesterday.”

      Hadley sputtered. “I—we were—I was just—whispering about the case.” She wrinkled her nose. “And please don’t call Luke hot. He’s like twice your age. It’s creepy.”

      Cassie pressed her lips forward. “So I can’t think he’s hot, but you can since you’re just as old?”

      “Yes,” Hadley said, then froze as a grin peeled across Cassie’s face. “Wait. No. I don’t … ugh.” She groaned, standing. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Whatever you say.” Cassie’s voice was sweet and held a singsong lilt she’d not yet heard from the icy socialite.

      

      After a trip to the local pet store—where Cassie put more on her parents’ credit card than Hadley made in two weeks—Cassie drove them out to Fenton Farm. She’d purchased an expensive soft carrying case for Bailey and was—to Hadley’s dismay—able to drive again now that the cat was safely in the carrier instead of clinging to her.

      The white convertible hugged the curves of the country roads, making Hadley grateful she was in a luxury vehicle. At least it was bound to have an expensive airbag system if something truly went awry.

      “Turn here,” Hadley said, pointing to the driveway marked with the hand-painted sign for the family-owned farm. She clutched the door as Cassie took the turn faster than was necessary.

      Hadley winced as she noticed the wake of dirt and rocks they’d kicked up along the private road. It was a good thing they’d had so much rain yesterday so the ground wasn’t completely dry, or they might’ve sent up enough dust to cover the valley.

      Cassie screeched to a halt in one of the dozen parking spaces in front of the main barn. Jolee came walking out of the barn, having no doubt heard them arrive. Luke’s big sister shared his same dirty-blond hair and easy manner.

      “Hey,” Jolee said, shading her eyes with a hand after pulling off one glove. She ducked her head as if she didn’t believe what she was seeing: Hadley riding around with Cassie Lee. “What brings you two out this way in such a hurry?”

      One of the few things people up in Cascade Ridge actually got right when making fun of Stoneybrook was what they’d dubbed valley time. Things didn’t feel as rushed, and therefore, people often worried whenever they noticed someone moving fast.

      Hadley unclipped the seat belt, freeing herself from the flashy deathtrap, and got out of the car on slightly wobbly legs.

      “No rush,” Hadley said a little louder than she needed to, hoping it might get through to Cassie. “Got a bit of a challenge for you, Jo.” She grimaced as she pulled her mangled bike out from the back seat of the convertible.

      To her credit, Jolee seemed to put the busted bike and the small gash in Cassie’s driver’s side front bumper together, and she tempered her response. “Challenge? Had, come on. You gotta give me something harder than a bent bike wheel.” She smiled.

      Jolee had always been a no-nonsense kinda gal, and whereas Luke had excelled in his tech-based inventions, she’d always had a gift for machinery—hence, Hadley bringing her bike here for repair. She knelt next to the bike after Hadley wheeled it over to her.

      “Yeah, this is no problem. I can have you back on the road in a few days.” Jolee stood, smacking dirt off her pants and craning her neck to observe Cassie as the girl finally got out of the car.

      Cassie looked mesmerized, and she checked back to make sure Bailey was secure in his carrier before wandering over to the open barn.

      “Looks like we’ve got a nosy one here.” Jolee chuckled and followed after the teenager.

      Lining up her questions about Brenda, Hadley thought, She’s not the one you need to worry about.
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      Jolee Fenton was as good a sport as a person could be. She gave Cassie the full tour, not so much as blinking whenever the girl wrinkled her nose at a smell or took three times as long to walk anywhere so she could avoid tromping through something gross.

      While Cassie poked around in the Fenton’s large greenhouse—the reason they could grow certain foods year-round—Jolee stayed by the entrance with Hadley. Seeing her chance to talk with the woman alone, Hadley pounced.

      She cleared her throat. “Jo, I need to ask you something.”

      Jolee didn’t give a single indication she’d even heard Hadley.

      After a stretch of silence that made Hadley begin to doubt she’d spoken loud enough, Jolee sighed.

      “I should’ve figured you’d be involved in this.”

      Hadley didn’t take offense. She knew the whole town expected her to be involved in anything Paul was doing and vice versa. Jolee’s statement wasn’t frustrated or exasperated either, just resigned.

      “I don’t know anything about where Miranda might be. Believe me, I’ve wracked my brain for anything that could possibly help.” She shook her head.

      “My question isn’t about Miranda, it’s about Brenda.” Hadley let the statement hang in the air for a moment, hoping to prime her for the harder bit.

      Jolee didn’t say anything.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath, steeling herself for what she was about to say. “Do you know of any reason the hospital would refuse to see Brenda?”

      She looked up at Jolee just in time to see her close her eyes tight.

      “Is she mentally stable?”

      Jolee’s eyes flashed open in anger. “Had, Brenda would never—never—do anything to hurt Miranda. I need you to—”

      Holding up a hand, Hadley interrupted. “I know. I promise you, I know. But I can’t get over the fact that I saw the hospital turn her away, and there’s a possibility it has something to do with why Miranda went missing.”

      Jolee calmed slightly, but she still seemed on edge. “It started when she broke her back working at The Grill. She fell, carrying a full tray of dishes and broke her back.”

      Hadley turned to face Jolee. “I didn’t know that happened.”

      She’d heard Brenda had stopped working at the restaurant, but hadn’t ever discovered why. She’d guessed it had to do with the classes she was taking for her online bachelor’s becoming too much for her to keep up two jobs.

      “It happened in the middle of one of our hardest quarters.” Jolee shook her head. “I honestly don’t know if she would’ve passed if the professors didn’t give her the leeway they did.”

      Jolee and Brenda had met because they’d both been enrolled in an online program through the university over the mountains. And while the majority of their classwork was online, they were required to attend one Saturday of classes on campus each month. Driving together each time, the two women had grown close.

      “Her recovery was hard and she … was in so much pain for so long. She got dependent on the painkillers.” Jolee cleared her throat uncomfortably.

      Abusing painkillers. That would be reason enough for the nurse to turn Brenda away, and why she’d pointed her toward the ER. The event she’d witnessed at the hospital suddenly made sense.

      With this new piece of information, Hadley began to put a few more things together. “And she got addicted to the painkillers after her surgery. Which is why we didn’t see much of her after that.”

      Hadley had assumed Brenda was just extra busy with her job and degree. But now she realized the woman had been laying low on purpose.

      “We got her help, though. Miranda and I took her into a rehab clinic and she’s been clean since then. I promise.” Jolee held up her hand.

      “Except that I saw her trying to see the doctor for more today.” Hadley folded her arms in front of her chest.

      A tidal wave of tired frustration washed over Jolee’s features. She clenched her jaw for a second before saying, “Shoot. I worried this might send her into relapse, but I’ve been checking on her every day, sometimes twice. I thought she was doing okay—considering.”

      Which means the reason Miranda’s missing must have to do with her drug use, not her mother’s, Hadley thought, striking that information from her list of clues. If Brenda had been clean for months, there couldn’t have been a link between her drug use and Miranda’s disappearance.

      “Sorry for bringing up such a touchy subject.” Hadley cringed.

      Jolee inhaled, long and slow. “It’s okay. I know you’re just trying to help. Sometimes digging for the truth is messy.” She checked her watch. “But now that I know, I think I might pop over and check on Bren. Sounds like I took for granted how well she was doing.”

      Hadley nodded. “Sure. We’ll show ourselves out.” She waved as Jolee took off toward her car.

      “I’ll call you when your bike’s ready,” Jolee called over her shoulder.

      Cassie walked over as Jolee left. “Where’s she going?”

      “She had something to take care of.” Hadley tried to be vague without attracting suspicion.

      Clearing her throat, the teen cocked an eyebrow. “You know I could hear almost everything you two said.”

      Hadley’s neck suddenly felt hot.

      “It’s a trick I use with my parents all the time. If I wander off and pretend not to care what they’re doing, they’ll say anything around me.” Cassie winked. “Comes in handy when I get too close to my limit on the credit card.”

      Hadley wasn’t sure if she wanted to scold Cassie for eavesdropping or chuckle at her resourcefulness.

      “She’s wrong, by the way.” Cassie looked after Jolee.

      “About?” Now it was Hadley’s turn to cock an eyebrow in disbelief.

      “Brenda may have gone to rehab, but she was most definitely on drugs.”

      The statement hit Hadley like an industrial-sized bag of sugar. “What?” She sputtered out the word, before regaining some composure.

      “I’ve only met Miranda’s mom a few times, but both times, the woman was completely high.”

      The concern on Cassie’s face made Hadley soften. “How could you tell? I thought you said you didn’t do drugs.”

      “I don’t. But the only time I went to Miranda’s house, I saw her mom taking them.” Cassie frowned.

      “In front of you?”

      Cassie shook her head. “No. I had a headache and went to take an Advil in the bathroom, but it was definitely not Advil in the bottle. Later, I saw Miranda’s mom taking some of the pills from the bottle. She was acting really wired and weird after that.”

      Hadley picked at the purple polish on her nails as the two of them walked back toward the car on the other side of the barn. “If she was keeping them in a different bottle, they must not have been prescribed, then. And if they wouldn’t prescribe her anymore, how did she get them?”

      It seemed as if the lightbulb went off in Cassie’s mind at the same time as it happened in Hadley’s; they gasped simultaneously.

      “Maybe the drugs Miranda was buying from Jaxon weren’t for her, but her mom,” Cassie said.

      “You mentioned how you’d never seen her take anything, or even seem like she was high.”

      Cassie wrinkled her nose. “But why would she want to help her mom buy drugs?”

      Thinking back to when she’d babysat Kelsey Morrow—and Miranda as well since they were always together—Hadley remembered how it often seemed Miranda was the one taking care of her mother, not the other way around. It wasn’t a secret Brenda was a single parent, and Miranda talked about never having known her father. She knew how hard her mom worked, having two jobs, and tried to help out whenever she could.

      “You said she’d mentioned how much pain her mother was in. What if Miranda thought she was helping her by getting the medication for her?” Hadley bit her lip then waved to Red Fenton, Luke and Jolee’s dad, as he drove past on his tractor.

      “She did like to take care of people …” Cassie mused, but she didn’t say anything more, because as they rounded the barn, they found Luke standing by the car, examining Hadley’s busted bike.

      Hearing their footsteps, Luke glanced up. Relief washed the grim expression off his face. “Good, you’re okay.” He let out a deep breath. “Seeing your bike all messed up had me worried.”

      His hand twitched, as if he wanted to reach out and touch her to make sure she wasn’t hurt. But he must’ve thought better of it because he jerked it away, running the hand through his hair instead.

      Cassie didn’t miss the gesture either, and she shot Hadley a coy smile.

      Inwardly rolling her eyes at the teenager, Hadley said, “I’m fine. It was my fault the bike’s messed up.”

      Luke let out a wry laugh. “Right. Like I’m going to believe speed demon here didn’t have a part in it when her bumper’s dented.” He jabbed a thumb in Cassie’s direction, adding a glare for good measure.

      “Luke, it’s—” Hadley started to say, but Cassie interrupted her.

      “He’s right,” Cassie said. “I wasn’t paying attention. Hadley saved me from hurting an animal, sacrificing her bike instead.” She leveled Luke with a look of apology so sincere, Hadley noticed his shoulders automatically drop from their ready-to-argue position.

      Hadley nodded when Luke’s gaze consulted her for confirmation. As if he’d heard them talking about him, Bailey let out a long yowl from his cage in the back seat of Cassie’s car.

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “Another cat, Had?” he asked, a grin adding a teasing tone to his question.

      She narrowed her eyes. “He’s not mine,” she said adding, He won’t even let me near him, to herself in annoyance.

      “Bailey’s mine.” Cassie walked over, lifting the soft carrier out from the back seat to coo and console the cat, even though he looked perfectly comfortable. “Adopting him is the least I can do after almost running over him.”

      Luke closed his eyes for a moment. “Hadley James, don’t tell me you threw yourself in front of a moving car to protect a cat.”

      She waved a hand at him. “Of course I didn’t.” Squinting one eye, she added, “I threw my bike.”

      Luke chuckled, and the laughter crinkled the corners of his eyes as he shook his head. “I don’t even know what to say to you.”

      “Nothing would be nice, for once.” She elbowed him, unable to resist joining in on the laughter.

      Cassie looked between the two of them and a devious smile curled at the corners of her mouth. She winked at Hadley and then pulled out her phone.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry, Hadley, but I just got a text from my parents, and I have to get home. Thank you so much for helping me with Bay.” She gestured to the cat before setting the carrier back in the car and moving toward the driver’s seat. “Luke, do you think you could give Hadley a ride home?” She barely got the question out before she was grinning again.

      Hadley inwardly groaned at the teenager’s blatant setup. There was no way Cassie Lee had ever dropped what she was doing to answer to her parents.

      If he’d caught on to Cassie’s game, Luke didn’t let on. “Sure thing,” he said with a dip of his head.

      Cassie sent them one last wave before she pulled away. Hadley was sure she could see the girl’s devious stare even in her rearview mirror.
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      “Come on. Let’s get you home,” Luke said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and leading her toward his truck.

      Hadley’s heart lightened at the gesture. They used to walk with an arm around the other’s shoulder all the time when they were younger. It took her back to laid-back summer days spent on the banks of the river, seeing who could skip a rock the farthest.

      As she climbed into the truck, however, the avalanche of information she’d just learned came crashing back down on her.

      “Actually, not home. If you don’t mind, I need to talk to Paul. Could you drop me at the station?”

      Luke nodded as the engine rumbled to life. “Things going any better with the two of you? Or with Suze?” he asked, glancing over at her.

      “I think worse.” Hadley closed her eyes and took a deep breath in. The truck smelled sweet, like dried hay. It was a different vehicle than he’d driven when they were teenagers, but the smell was just about the same. “I mean, Paul’s busy with this case, so I get why he’s being distant.” She picked a piece of lint off the seat. “Except earlier he definitely lied to me about where he was. Said he was grabbing coffee, but I could tell he wasn’t.” She shrugged. “The real problem is Suze. I think I saw an order of hers hanging in Mickie’s bakery.”

      Luke tipped his head to one side as he pulled out onto the main road. She knew he was wondering why that was such a crime, but knew she was going to elaborate.

      “I’m pretty sure it said something about a cake, Luke.” She stared him down, searching his face for any hint of recognition.

      He squinted one eye. “You sure? Mick’s handwriting is awful at the best of times.”

      “Yeah, but Mickie also acted all weird, blocking my line of sight so I couldn’t read what was on the order card. Why would she do that unless I wasn’t supposed to know?”

      His lips tugged up into a half smile. “Maybe Mickie is cheating on you, using someone else’s jam.” Luke narrowed his eyes conspiratorially.

      Hadley didn’t even humor him with a laugh. “Be serious. What if they’re planning a birthday party without me? Something romantic, just the two of them?”

      Luke stopped at a stop sign and gave her his attention. “Would that be so horrible?”

      She bit her lip, thinking maybe it would. Hadley and Paul had never not celebrated their birthday together, even when they’d both been away at college. But she knew pettiness wasn’t appealing, and it was probably unrealistic to hold him to that standard.

      “No,” she said in a huff. “But that’s why it’s so suspicious. If they want time alone, why would they be keeping it from me? They wouldn’t have to do all of this sneaking around if they just came out with it.”

      “Some people like the sneaking around part.” Luke raised an eyebrow before turning onto Main Street.

      Hadley waved in thanks as Luke pulled away from the curb outside town hall. She jogged inside, trying to make sense of the disorganized mess of possible clues she had jumbled in her brain.

      Paul was sitting behind his desk, poring over a file while his fingers dug into his temple.

      “Hey,” she said, plopping down in the chair next to his desk.

      He looked up, either startled or sleep deprived—Hadley couldn’t tell.

      “When was the last time you ate something?” she asked, concern replacing the small amount of urgency to tell him about her newest discovery.

      His hand moved from his temple to run down his face. “I don’t even remember.” He gestured toward a plate on his desk Hadley hadn’t noticed until now because it was almost hidden under multiple sheets of paper. The plate held a sandwich with one bite taken out of it. A fly was sitting on top, unmoving as if he were taking a nap or moving in. The mayonnaise visible from the side had an odd glossiness to it, making her certain it had been sitting out for far too long.

      Hadley crossed one leg over the other. “Okay, I’m going to tell you something and then I’m getting you a sandwich and sit here until I watch you eat the whole thing.”

      Paul sighed, but nodded. He pulled out his notepad, clicking open a pen. “Whatcha got?”

      “Remember when Brenda stopped working at The Grill?”

      He squinted. “Yeah? Late last year?”

      “Well, the reason she stopped wasn’t because she quit or they fired her. She fell on the job and broke her back.”

      Paul stared down at his desk for a moment before meeting Hadley’s gaze. “Which is how she got addicted to the pain pills.”

      “Yeah. And, this is speculation still, but I’m pretty sure Miranda wasn’t buying the drugs from Jaxon for herself. I think she might’ve been getting them for her mom.”

      At this, Paul scratched his bearded chin, looking dubious.

      Hadley didn’t even give him space to voice his doubt. “I know, it’s a stretch, but Cassie was adamant she’d never seen Miranda under the influence.”

      Paul pushed back his shoulders before jotting down a few notes onto his notepad. “Okay, it doesn’t open any doors, but it might down the line. Thanks.”

      Placing a hand on Paul’s shoulder, Hadley said, “Okay. What kind of sandwich you want?” She looked at the warm fly condo warily.

      He followed her gaze. “Anything that won’t give me botulism.” With one movement, he picked up the plate and dumped the food in the garbage next to his desk.

      “Will do.” She patted his shoulder and stood to leave.

      Walking down the street, Hadley headed for Wendy’s café, knowing it was a bit of a slim chance any of her popular premade sandwiches would be left at this time of day. Still, she preferred the gamble over going into her ex-in-laws’ grocery store.

      Passing by Mickie’s bakery, Hadley pressed her lips into a disappointed frown as she realized it was after six and she’d been closed for hours at that point. Hadley would have to make a stop by tomorrow to see if she could get a closer glance at the order.

      Luckily, there were a few sandwiches left in the cooler when Hadley entered Cascade River Coffee, and she grabbed a roast beef for Paul and a tuna salad sandwich for herself since she’d had too long of a day to want to think about making dinner. She added a small chai to her order. Feeling like the days were simultaneously lasting forever and going all too fast, Hadley decided caffeine that late in the day was worth the risk. She knew it might keep her up, but hadn’t been sleeping well since Miranda went missing, anyway.

      After paying for her purchases, Hadley stepped aside to wait for her tea. The sound of the steamer screaming through the milk must’ve covered up the jingling sound of the front door opening, because suddenly Hadley looked to her right and jumped in surprise. Thea Clark had sidled up next to her.

      The town librarian must’ve gotten the highest marks in librarian school; the woman was as quiet as falling flakes of snow, more often than not startling Hadley with her silent approaches.

      Her short, curly hair framed her delicate face. Hadley smiled at her in hello, but had to do a double take. The fair-skinned librarian was not only as quiet as snow, but just as pale too.

      “Thea, what’s wrong?” Hadley asked, putting a hand on the woman’s arm to steady her as she wobbled slightly.

      Thea’s mouth opened. “Mir—” The name broke in half. She swallowed and tried again. “I saw the sign.” A shaky finger pointed to the Missing sign in the front window of the café. “When did this happen?”

      “Thursday night.” Hadley clutched the older woman as she swayed. “Where’ve you been?” She didn’t mean the question to sound bratty, but it was inconceivable to her knowing the librarian’s propensity for knowing everyone’s business the moment it happened.

      Blinking, Thea met Hadley’s gaze. “I left Thursday night for the regional Friends of the Library sale over in Pine Crest.” Looking down at her shoes, Thea muttered, “I was so happy because I sold twice the books this year.”

      An ache spread through Hadley’s chest as she realized the woman wouldn’t have heard anything over on the other side of the mountains. This must be quite the shock. Wrapping an arm around the librarian, she led her to the nearest table and helped her sit.

      “I’m sorry you had to find out this way.” Hadley patted Thea’s hand.

      Wendy came over with Hadley’s chai and a steaming mug for Thea. The barista clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Take a sip of this. It’ll help.”

      Thea did as she was told, her hands shaking when she picked the mug up off the saucer. Mid-sip, the woman stopped cold, her eyes flashing up to Hadley and Wendy. “Does this have something to do with the fight she got in Thursday night?”

      Skin prickling, Hadley remembered Josie mentioning Hal telling her someone had mentioned Miranda getting in a fight. Thea must’ve been that person.

      “Then why did I just see Dennis working in the candy shop?” she asked, forehead wrinkling.

      Hadley was glad to see her confusion mirrored on Wendy’s features.

      “Why wouldn’t he be?” she asked.

      “Because if Miranda’s missing, Dennis has to be the one responsible.” Thea’s voice had been shaky with surprise, but at this, her tone became steady and sure. “He and Miranda had a huge fight Thursday night. Phil left a box of books for me behind the bookstore to take with me to the sale. When I was back there picking it up, they were yelling next door.”

      Hadley’s stomach dropped. She’d assumed the fight Josie had been talking about had been with Jaxon. Days had gone by, and they’d all but cleared Dennis from the suspect list.

      “What was the fight about?” Hadley asked quickly, as if she could make up the time they’d lost.

      Thea’s features tightened. “He accused her of stealing.”

      “Candy?” Wendy asked, incredulity dripping off the word.

      “Money.” Thea shook her head, an almost green pallor overtaking her complexion. “He didn’t say how much, but it sounded like a lot. Dennis’s voice was shaking so bad. I’ve never heard him like that. Miranda denied it, was bawling, and telling him he was wrong. I got scared for her, but then she ran down the street, away from him. The last thing he said was that he was going to call the cops on her.”

      Hadley gasped. Dennis had seemed so distraught, had talked about what a great employee Miranda was. He hadn’t mentioned a thing about her stealing from him.

      “Thea, you have to come with me.” Hadley stood. “You have to tell this to Paul.”

      The woman followed her out of the coffee shop and down the street to the sheriff’s station. And even as she clutched Paul’s sandwich next to her own, she knew they’d be going in the fridge to be eaten much later.
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      Paul rapped his fist on the glass of the candy shop door five times. He peered in and waited a few seconds before checking the lock.

      Turning back to Hadley, he said, “He’s not in there.” Paul pulled out his phone and pressed the screen a few times before holding it up to his ear. “Anything?” he asked, no doubt talking to Kevin, who’d gone to Dennis’s house.

      From the way her brother’s jaw tightened, Hadley could tell Kevin had struck out as well.

      “I swear, I just saw him in here,” Thea said, peering in past Paul. “He was opening the register when I walked toward the café.”

      Running a hand over his tired face, Paul took a deep breath. His fingers flew across his phone again. “I need access to Dennis Larson’s bank account information, as fast as you can manage. He and the missing girl were arguing the night she went missing. He didn’t tell anyone about the altercation, and now we can’t find him,” Paul said to whomever was on the other end of the call. If Hadley had to guess, she would’ve said Sheriff McKay. Then he hung up without waiting for an answer.

      Thea stayed out front while Paul and Hadley checked around the back of the building. That door was just as locked as the front. Hadley guessed the pounding her brother gave it was more out of frustration than actual hope Dennis might not have heard them at the front door.

      Hadley put a hand on Paul’s shoulder. “You couldn’t have known. He lied. Thea was the only witness, and she was out of town.”

      Paul’s back raised and lowered as his breathing slowed, but he didn’t turn around.

      His phone rang in his pocket.

      Both he and Hadley stiffened. There was no way McKay could’ve gotten the necessary permissions to look into Dennis’s finances. Right? The twins’ eyes met as Paul answered his phone.

      “James… Yeah. Okay.”

      Hadley studied her brother’s face for any clues, only having it and his end of the conversation to go by.

      His eyebrows pulled together, tight. “And where is she now?”

      The question caused hope to spark in Hadley’s chest. Miranda? Paul’s expression softened and he shook his head.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He was already walking before he’d even hung up the call. Glancing over his shoulder at Hadley on his heels, Paul said, “Brenda Walters was admitted to the ER up in Cascade Ridge for a possible drug overdose. I’ve gotta go up there.”

      Thea straightened as the twins came speeding around the building. She didn’t even ask if they’d had any luck, just continued to wring her hands, in concern, in front of her body.

      “Make sure Thea gets home okay, please.” He turned to Hadley. “I’ll call you if I learn anything more. You do the same.” And with that, Paul jogged across the quiet street toward the parking lot behind the town hall where his truck was parked.

      Hooking her arm through Hadley’s, Thea pulled her close. “I feel so terrible I wasn’t here. If I had been, we could’ve caught Dennis before he fled.”

      There was a hitch in Hadley’s breath as Thea said what the rest of them had been thinking, worrying. Dennis wasn’t anywhere to be found. Lying about his fight with Miranda then running definitely didn’t help him look innocent.

      Leading the local librarian to the jam kitchen, Hadley grabbed her keys to the van. She knew Thea had walked into town, and could easily walk back, but it was beginning to get dark, and she was worried about the way she still seemed unsteady on her feet after learning the news about Miranda.

      Thea didn’t question Hadley’s choice to drive, climbing quietly into the passenger seat and sitting in stunned silence during the few minutes it took Hadley to drive out to her neighborhood.

      “Let me know if you two need anything else.” Thea’s smile looked more like an apology than a comfort when Hadley walked her to the front door of her small cottage next to the rushing river.

      “I will.” She choked out the phrase, waving to Thea. Helplessness wrapped around her, making it difficult to breathe.

      Getting back into the van, Hadley’s instincts took over, and she was turning off Thea’s street before she realized she was even driving.

      I need to pay better attention if I’m going to be on the road, she realized, blinking her eyes as if it might clear her mind of distractions. After the second blink, her gaze caught on the green street sign for Alder.

      Alder. Cassie’s street.

      Maybe she didn’t have to feel so helpless after all.

      Taking the next right, Hadley turned the van toward Cassie’s house. She’d never been there before, but the place was hard to miss, perched on the side of the small foothill overlooking the river. It was huge as well, and the last rays of sunset reflected off the wall of windows along the front of the mansion.

      Cassie’s white convertible sat in the driveway as Hadley pulled the van up their steep driveway. A Mercedes SUV and a black Audi were parked under an expansive carport. Hadley eyed the three-car garage, wondering what was in there if these were the cars designated to the outdoor parking.

      Getting out of the van before she could change her mind, Hadley picked her way up the pathway to the Lee’s front door. When she glanced back at the driveway, Hadley’s van looked like it was part of one of those scenes from Sesame Street. One of these things is not like the others. The song played in her mind until she rang the doorbell and it played an electronic chime. The button Hadley had pushed glowed and changed color.

      “I got it!” Cassie’s voice proceeded footsteps pounding in a quick approach to the front door.

      Hadley saw Cassie’s head poke up into the decorative, cut-glass window at the top of the door. When the teen’s eyes lit up as they landed on Hadley, she realized her mistake.

      The door swung open, practically ripping off its hinges from the force.

      “Did they find—”

      Hadley put up a hand to stop the girl from getting too excited. “No. I’m so sorry. I had a few more questions for you. I didn’t mean to get your hopes up.”

      Cassie’s face fell, but she covered it with a appeasing smile. “Yeah … sure. Come on in.” She stepped back, making room for Hadley to enter the palatial foyer. “Let me show you where I’ve got Bailey.”

      Following as Cassie led the way up a staircase that would’ve put many hotels to shame, Hadley worried about the phrase where I’ve got Bailey. Hopefully Cassie’s parents hadn’t made her seclude the cat to an unused part of the house like a guest bathroom in a wing they never used.

      All of Hadley’s fears were eased as Cassie stopped by a door with a sparkly, pink sign that said, Cassie. She grinned back at Hadley before opening it and going inside. Hadley entered a bedroom  bigger than her living room. The room had an en suite bathroom, a balcony, what she could only assume was a giant walk-in closet since she could only see the entrance from where she stood, and its own sitting area.

      Sprawled on a bright white duvet, just as she’d seen him spread himself out in the middle of the road, was Bailey. A beam of orange-tinted light from the sunset outside bathed his fur as he stretched out even more.

      Chuckling, Hadley said, “Looks like he’s made himself at home.”

      Cassie beamed, walking over to the cat and planting a kiss on his forehead. “He loves it.” She turned to face Hadley. “Would you mind shutting the door behind you?” When Hadley complied, Cassie added, “They think he’s going to ruin all of their expensive pieces.” She rolled her eyes, emphasizing the last word with a snooty tone Hadley might’ve used to mimic her just a few days ago.

      She’d been quite wrong about Cassie.

      Gulping, Hadley walked farther into the room, realizing the same misunderstanding could’ve been the reason she hadn’t seen Dennis as a viable suspect in Miranda’s disappearance.

      “What other questions did you have?” Cassie asked. She plopped onto her bed next to Bailey, scratching the cat’s chin and was rewarded with a loud purr.

      Hadley settled carefully onto a plush, turquoise chair, pulling a golden sequin pillow into her lap. “Did Miranda talk about her work at the candy shop at all?”

      Cassie shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, mostly just about how good a new chocolate whatever or caramel whatsit was and how I had  to try it.”

      “Not ever anything about her boss?”

      Looking down at her bedspread, Cassie’s forehead wrinkled. “She felt bad for him. He always seemed so sad; Depressed Dennis was what she called him.”

      “Did he ever get mad at her?”

      The teen shook her head. “I doubt it. She’d never admit it, but she’s one of the main reasons that place does so well.”

      Unable to argue, and getting nowhere with her questions, Hadley decided to try a more direct tactic. “Did you know Miranda stole from the candy shop?”

      Cassie’s wide eyes flew to meet Hadley’s. She opened her mouth, as if to argue, but froze. “Omigosh … that’s why …”

      “That’s why, what?” Hadley gripped the sparkly pillow tighter, resisting the urge to lean forward.

      Cassie paused. “Uh, it’s just, Miranda was over last week, and she left her phone on my bed when she went to the bathroom. I saw a text come through from Jax. He said something about it not being about money and warned her not to do anything stupid. I pretended not to see the text, and when she came back from the bathroom and checked her phone, she seemed super freaked out. I’d never seen her so anxious, so I guess she could’ve been desperate enough to steal.”

      Hadley bit her lip. She looked down at the almost nonexistent nail polish and chipped off the last few flakes. That had gone quickly. Dennis’s disappearance didn’t look good, but it still didn’t rule out the possibility Jaxon had hurt her and tried to cover it up.

      “What we need to know is why Jaxon thought she might do something stupid in the first place, but he won’t talk to the police.” Hadley sighed, frustration making her want to curl her fingers into fists.

      Cassie perked up. “Want me to call him?”

      “For real?”

      “Sure,” Cassie said with a shrug. “I mean, he still hasn’t returned any of the calls I made to him on Friday after I found out, but … it’s worth a try. If he picks up, I can put him on speaker phone so you can hear too.”

      Glancing outside at the darkening sky, Hadley pressed her lips together. “No, I want to talk to him in person.”
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      Hadley insisted on taking the Jam Van, unable to handle Cassie’s driving during the daylight and knowing it would only get more terrifying at night. Driving aside, her opinion of Cassie had only improved when the girl had insisted on telling her parents the truth about why they were headed to Cascade Ridge so late in the evening on a Sunday night, if they asked.

      Her opinion of Cassie’s parents did not improve when they failed to so much as look up from their television show, let alone inquire where their daughter was going.

      Someone’s daughter is missing out there and you’re not worried about yours? Hadley thought to herself as they waved at her and went back to their episode.

      Determined to take good care of the teen, Hadley followed the directions Cassie gave as they wound through the streets of the city. She wondered what Paul was finding out about Brenda at the hospital. Was she okay? Brenda must’ve felt hopeless about finding her daughter to do such a thing. Hadley’s stomach tightened in worry, and she couldn’t blame the mother; the time since Miranda had gone missing was growing uncomfortably long.

      It had already been seventy-two hours, at least, and they needed to find her.

      “I’m still surprised he texted back. Maybe he just needed time to think. Take a right here,” Cassie said, pointing to an ornate sign denoting the Magnolia Oaks development.

      The word quaint came to mind as Hadley slowed and pulled into the neighborhood. At that point, darkness had crept into the valley, and the van’s headlights became increasingly necessary. Until they came upon the first house—mansion would be a better description, actually—then quaint was replaced with ornate at the same moment dark was replaced with light. Along with the many lights lining footpaths and porches, each home had a grand chandelier sparkling away in its entryway window, as if the impressive illuminations were as much of a part in the neighborhood’s housing agreements as perfect grass.

      Hadley remembered Cassie telling her how Jaxon’s family was even more well off than hers and Paul mentioning how Jaxon’s father was a good friend of the mayor.

      “Pull in here,” Cassie said, pointing to a park in the middle of the neighborhood.

      Hadley didn’t have time to marvel at the idea of having a whole beautiful park designated just for one neighborhood because Cassie’s phone screen lit up the interior of the van. Her thumbs flew across the screen as she composed a text. As soon as she sent it, her nimble fingers turned off the screen and she met Hadley’s gaze.

      “He’ll meet me out by the swing set.”

      The word me made Hadley’s breath catch in her throat. “Cassie, there’s no way I’m letting you go by yourself. Jaxon could be the reason Miranda’s gone. I’m going with you.”

      The teenager didn’t roll her eyes as Haley half expected her to, instead biting her lip and nodding quickly. “Okay, follow my lead, then.”

      They crept out of the van, crispy leaves crunching underfoot as they walked from the sidewalk and onto the grassy expanse leading to a large children’s play structure. Hadley couldn’t quite tell if the air was cooler up on the hill or if the nature of such a clandestine rendezvous was the cause of the extra chill creeping up her spine. The air held the distinct smell of wood smoke, even though Hadley was sure most of the fancy houses surrounding her would be solely outfitted with push-button, gas fireplaces.

      Hadley jumped as she noticed a shadowy figure move out from behind the swing set supports.

      “Who’s she?” Jaxon’s voice was deeper than she would’ve expected for a teenager, more intimidating. She suddenly worried they’d made a terrible mistake meeting him alone.

      “She’s my tutor. My parents won’t let me go anywhere alone since Miranda … so I brought her along. Don’t worry, though. She’s cool.” Cassie’s voice was smooth, holding none of the anxious energy spiking up Hadley’s neck in hot waves.

      Realizing the high schooler was keeping it together better than she was, Hadley shoved her hands in her pockets, hoping to appear marginally more at ease. However, once inside the lining, her fingers closed around her phone—just in case. Jaxon stepped into a beam of light from a nearby streetlight, but Hadley still couldn’t get a good look at his face.

      “I’m glad you messaged, Cass.” Jaxon sniffed.

      Hadley could feel her nose running after a few minutes out in the cold as well.

      Suddenly, the young man lunged forward. Heart in her throat, Hadley watched as he went for Cassie, arms outstretched. About to jump to her rescue, Hadley took one more second to let her eyes adjust in the darkness.

      She was glad she did.

      Instead of harming Cassie, as Hadley feared, Jaxon pulled her into a tight hug. In the moonlight it was hard to see, but Hadley could make out Cassie’s arms wrapping tight around the teenage boy.

      “I’m so sorry. I feel like it’s all my fault.” Jaxon’s words were muffled slightly as he leaned down to give her one last squeeze before stepping back.

      An overwhelming sense of pity came over Hadley. Either the boy was an amazing actor, or he was finally cracking after carrying around the guilt of being the last person to see Miranda. Shining, silvery tears shone in the corners of Cassie’s eyes as she looked up at him.

      “Honestly, Jax, I can’t tell you if it is or not because this is the first you’ve talked to me since Thursday night. You didn’t return my calls, and everyone’s saying you refused to tell them anything.” Hadley wanted to cheer for Cassie and the blunt way she cut right to the point.

      Jaxon’s head dropped. “I know. I’m so sorry. I was pissed after my fight with her. I went to Danny’s and got wasted. I turned off my phone, so I didn’t see anything until I got to school around third period and realized what had happened.” He raked a hand through his hair. “When the police came to talk to me, I got scared, Cass. Asking all of those questions like they thought I’d done something.”

      Scared? Said the teenage drug dealer, Hadley thought incredulously, losing some of her sympathy for the guy.

      “You’ll tell me, though …” Cassie reached out and grabbed on to Jaxon’s arm. “Right?”

      Instead of answering, he glanced over at Hadley. “Without her.”

      “No can do,” Hadley responded, surprising herself after being quiet for so long. “I’m not letting Cassie out of my sight tonight, sorry.”

      “Seriously, Jax,” Cassie scoffed. “She’s fine. She makes jam all day and is a self-proclaimed cat lady. You don’t have to worry about her saying anything to anyone but her seven cats.”

      If Hadley wasn’t sure Cassie was purposefully laying it on thick for Jaxon’s benefit, she would’ve been mildly offended by the statements. But as it was, she nodded in support. Seven cats didn’t sound too terrible.

      “Guilty,” she added, holding up a hand as if she were confirming the statement.

      Jaxon was silent for a moment, but he finally motioned over to a beautifully cut cedar picnic table to their right. Once all three of them were seated, he cleared his throat.

      He placed his hands on the table as if to steady himself before saying, “You should’ve never introduced her to me.” He shook his head, dark hair swinging in front of his equally dark eyes.

      Cassie pulled in a deep breath. “She would’ve found a way to get them with or without you.”

      Jaxon shot a look toward Hadley, but continued. “She told you about our fight, then?”

      “A little. Said you wanted to park and she didn’t, and when you got mad she made you let her out.” Cassie blinked, the nearby streetlights reflecting off the whites of her eyes.

      Jaxon let out a groan. “That’s not what happened, Cass. You’ve gotta believe me. We were parked on the ridge just talking. I hated her buying from me in the first place, but when Casey showed up dead I decided I wasn’t going to sell anymore. She brought out this big wad of cash, begging me not to stop. When I asked her where she’d gotten the money, she wouldn’t tell me. Then she wanted to fool around. I got mad and told her she was just using me for the drugs.”

      He stopped, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She flat-out freaked, started yelling at me, saying she wasn’t like her mom. I didn’t know what to do, so I started to drive, but I didn’t get far before she told me to let her out.”

      Silent tears streamed down Cassie’s face in the moonlight as she listened.

      “I shouldn’t have left.” He smacked the heel of his hand into his temple. “I should’ve gone back to get her.”

      The fact that Jaxon’s story was different from what Miranda had told Cassie on the phone that night gave Hadley a bad feeling, but she decided to let Cassie keep up what she was doing.

      “So you dropped her off between the ridge and the hospital.” Cassie chewed on her bottom lip. When Jaxon cocked an eyebrow in question, she added, “She told me she didn’t know where she was, but she thought it was close to the hospital and would meet me at the normal spot.” Cassie’s voice trembled. “She just never made it.”

      Jaxon nodded. “It’s another reason I didn’t say anything to the police—I heard they were doing search parties in the same area, so I figured they knew as much as I did.”

      Cassie let out a long exhale. “Dang it, Jax. Where is she?”

      They sat in silence for a few moments, listening to the flitting of bat wings and the hooting of owls in the night. A text came through on her phone and she pulled it out to read, the bright light shocking to her now acclimated eyes.

      It was from Paul, and it made her blood run cold.

      Dennis cleared out his savings earlier today.

      Her heart sank. Jaxon was telling the truth. He didn’t have anything to do with Miranda’s disappearance other than leaving her alone in a moment of anger. Clearing her throat, Hadley decided it was time for her to ask a few questions.

      “Did Miranda mention anything that night about fighting with her boss?” she asked, putting her phone away, hoping to gently slip into the conversation without them thinking it was text related.

      “No.” Jaxon took a deep breath.

      “She was upset, though,” Cassie said quickly. “I could tell she’d been crying when she got to my house. We were supposed to stay in. She’d told me earlier she didn’t want to go out, but when she got there she called Jax right away.”

      “Yeah, we weren’t supposed to hang. That’s right,” Jaxon said.

      Hadley ticked through what she knew about Miranda’s night. She’d fought with Dennis, gone straight to Cassie’s, left with Jaxon, fought with him, got out on the side of the road, and went missing. Her mind worked through what, if anything, this told her.

      She was thinking so hard, trying to see what piece she could possibly be missing that she didn’t realize Cassie was staring at her for a good few moments.

      “What?” Hadley said, surprised at the intensity of the stare the teen was leveling at her.

      “That’s the second time you’ve asked me about her fighting with Dennis.” Even in the darkness, Hadley could feel Cassie’s gaze narrow. “What do you know that we don’t?”

      Hadley’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. She wasn’t sure Paul wanted anyone to know about Dennis’s disappearance yet. The thought almost made her laugh after a moment. It was Stoneybrook, most of the town probably already knew. She sighed.

      Before she could say anything, Jaxon stepped forward. “How does your tutor know so much about all of this?” he asked, staring at Hadley as if he was seeing her for the first time.

      Cassie ran her hands up and down her arms and cleared her throat. “Uh…”

      “Because my brother is one of the deputies looking for her,” Hadley said, not feeling the need to hide it any longer.

      Even in the dark, the way Jaxon’s eyebrows shot up wasn’t hard to catch. But before he had a chance to say anything else, Cassie swatted at him. “Stop distracting her, Jax. She was about to tell us something important.”

      Hadley stood there for a second, refocusing on the news she’d gotten from Paul. “Dennis is missing, and he took all of his money out of the bank. It’s possible he’s the one who took Miranda, and now he’s gone.”

      The gasp that spilled out of Cassie at the news wrenched Hadley’s heart, knowing the amount of helplessness she felt in that moment.
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      The next morning, Hadley could barely get out of bed. She and Cassie hadn’t gotten back too late last night, but it didn’t matter; she wouldn’t have slept more than an hour regardless of when she’d gone to bed.

      She’d given Jaxon her number and had asked him to call her if he thought of anything else helpful, but she worried nothing would help at that point. Reality settled over her like a monstrous bag of canning sugar. Miranda was most likely not okay. Dennis had done something to her and then he’d fled with her or … possibly without. Hadley wasn’t sure which option scared her the most.

      Paul and Sheriff McKay had sent Dennis Larson’s description to the state and border authorities, but Paul even admitted it would be like finding a single stone in the entire Cascade River.

      Unless Dennis was sloppy enough to stop somewhere with security cameras or use any of his credit cards, he might slip right by them. His car was still parked at the candy shop, so there was no telling if he’d stolen something or hitched a ride out of town. Paul said he would put out the word for everyone to check their barns and garages for cars and trucks, even tractors. In a small farming town, people had all manner of motor vehicles sitting around which were only used at certain times of the year.

      If Hadley hadn’t sorely needed to go into the kitchen and fill the online orders that had piled up over the weekend, she probably would’ve stayed in bed and wallowed in her sadness. As it was, she arrived at the jam kitchen an hour later than she normally would’ve on a Monday morning. Her regular energy and excitement trampled down by the depression she experienced at the realization they’d all been terribly wrong about Dennis Larson, Miranda Walters most of all.

      Miranda must’ve figured Dennis wouldn’t find out if she took a little money here and there. Or maybe she thought he was too nice of a guy to do anything even if he eventually did.

      Hadley’s stomach churned as she pulled into the alley behind the jam kitchen and turned off the van. Setting her forehead on the steering wheel, she sat there for a quiet moment, listening to the engine tick as it cooled.

      A knock on her window made her jump in surprise. Looking to her left, Hadley’s heart calmed as she looked into the worried eyes of her grandmother. She let herself out of the van as the older woman stepped back to give her space.

      “Gran, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to help,” Gran said, as matter-of-factly as one might say the sky is blue.

      “Help?” Hadley pursed her lips together.

      “Of course, dear.” Gran took her arm and led her over to the front door, motioning for her to unlock the kitchen. “I was sure you’d want to help your brother find the missing girl, and I’m happy to help out with your jam while you do so.”

      Unlocking the door—because it seemed easier than telling Gran the horrible truth about Miranda, how it was becoming less and less likely they would find her—Hadley led the way inside. Finally, setting her purse down on her office desk, she found her words.

      “You haven’t heard, Gran, but the guy we think was responsible went missing himself, taking all of his money with him.” She glanced down at her naked fingernails, all signs of polish completely gone from the stress of the past few days.

      Gran tsked. “Of course I’ve heard. The whole town knew first thing this morning. But that’s why she needs you and Paul more than ever now. You simply can’t give up.”

      Looking up, Hadley met her gran’s intense gaze once more. The fire, the hope she saw, gave her a renewed strength. Just because Dennis may have gotten away didn’t mean they had to give up on Miranda. Now that Hadley had a better idea of where she’d gone missing, thanks to her talk with Jaxon last night, she could go look around for clues. She knew there had been search parties going through the area for days, but also knew one person seeing something no one else noticed could make all the difference.

      Hadley pulled in a deep breath. “Of course you’re right, Gran.” Her fingers fumbled with her purse as she fought to place it on her shoulder. She turned toward the door, but then looked back. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with?”

      Not only had her grandmother’s instincts been spot on, but she was enjoying the woman’s company.

      Gran waved a hand. “I’ll leave the sleuthing to the two of you. I’m having fun with the jam and this colder weather is making my new hip act up a bit.” She shook her head, frustration written on her face.

      “Did you take some of the pain medication the doctor prescribed?” Hadley raised an eyebrow.

      Wrinkling her nose, Gran said, “No. With all of the talk about that poor woman in the hospital, I’ve got myself a bit scared of it, I’m afraid.”

      Hadley couldn’t blame her grandmother for being cautious. Knowing Gran was a smart woman, Hadley trusted she would take care of herself and take the meds if things got bad enough.

      “Okay. Love you. I’ll check back in a little bit.” Hadley waved.

      “What flavors would you like me to make?” Gran asked, holding up a finger to stop Hadley.

      Pulling in a thoughtful breath, Hadley squinted up at the ceiling. “There’s a recipe for my spiced pear chutney in the box on my desk.” Hadley pointed. “And those pears are just about at the perfect ripeness. That would be a fun one for you to try. Other than that, whatever you feel like making works for me.”

      Gran nodded, smiled, and shooed Hadley out the door as she grabbed a clean apron out of a drawer.

      As Hadley walked into the back alley behind the kitchen, she stopped a few steps from the van. It just seemed wrong to think about going anywhere to investigate without her best friend. Odd behavior or not, she and Suze didn’t do anything worth doing without the other right there. Swallowing her doubts, she pulled her phone out of her pocket, clicked on Suze’s number, and listened to it ring.

      “Hey,” Suze said when she answered. Something rustled in the background.

      “Whatcha doing?” Hadley kicked the toe of her shoe onto the concrete.

      “Uh … just—you know—working,” Suze said, then quickly added, “From home. I’m working from home today. I’ve got a … big design job to finish and need my computer here to do it.”

      Hadley’s eyes had been progressively narrowing in suspicion at the choppy nature of Suze’s sentences, but at the last sentence, they flew open in surprise.

      “A big design job? That’s awesome, Suze! Who’s it for?”

      There was a pause on the other end.

      “Um … Oh, it’s for the distillery.” She cleared her throat.

      “The distillery?” Hadley asked. She chewed on her bottom lip for a second as she thought. “Didn’t you just rebrand for Christine last year?”

      “Yeah … but, you know Christine. Fickle as all get out. Already wants something new.” Suze laughed way too loud.

      Hadley’s forehead wrinkled in question. Christine was just about the least fickle person Hadley knew. The woman had worked with Suze for six months before finally deciding on a design.

      There was more rustling in the background. “Had, I better get back at it. Sorry I can’t talk more.”

      Just then, the sound of a car horn made to sound like a cartoon awooga sounded from Suze’s end of the line. Hadley only knew one car that made that sound: Mr. Hite’s old Ford.

      “Are you outside?” Hadley asked, unable to keep accusation from creeping into her tone.

      “Yeah, just getting the mail. Hey, Mr. Hite,” Suze called. “Okay, gotta go. Bye.”

      The line went quiet, and Hadley stared down at her phone for a few seconds. That was weird. But Suze was known to get manic when she had a big project due, so it made sense. And Mr. Hite did live down the road from her …

      Shrugging, Hadley was about to turn toward the van when movement at the end of the alley caught her eye. It was Mr. Hite’s Ford driving down Main Street.

      Hadley’s heart stopped for a split second.

      She had just heard him honk on Suze’s end of the line. Which meant he couldn’t have been farther away than a few blocks down Main Street when it happened. A few blocks down  … like just outside Suze’s studio space. Jogging to the end of the alley, Hadley peeked to her left around the brick building.

      She flattened herself closer to the brick as she saw Suze carrying a long garment bag over one shoulder and heading to her car. The bag was white and had the words The Tulle Box scripted across the width in a bright, robin’s-egg blue.

      Suze glanced in her direction, and Hadley slunk back into the alley, hoping she hadn’t been seen. Looking out once more, Hadley just caught Suze carefully placing the bag in the back seat of her Mini Cooper. She folded back the front seat and climbed into the car, but not before Hadley noticed a piece of white paper whoosh out from her car and land on the street, close to the curb.

      Backing up as if she were on the run from the law, Suze quickly pulled a U-turn and drove down the other direction of the relatively quiet Main Street.

      Hadley watched as the little car disappeared around the corner of Main and Spruce.

      What was that all about? She almost wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it all, but instead she was hit, full force, by the reality. The reality being her best friend had just lied to her, again. Looking around to make sure Suze was gone, Hadley left the alley and jogged down to her friend’s storefront. Stopping near the curb, she bent to pick up the piece of paper that had flown out of the car in the whirlwind of motion.

      It was a credit card receipt from The Tulle Box, and the amount made Hadley gasp. The Tulle Box was a dress shop on the other side of the mountains from Stoneybrook. Other than its cute, punny name, Hadley always remembered it being where she and Suze had gone to buy their senior prom dresses.

      She glanced down at the receipt. No way this was the cost for one dress. Unless …

      The other thing she remembered about The Tulle Box were the gorgeous wedding dresses. And while they were a little more fluffy and elaborate than Hadley had wanted at her wedding, she remembered Suze saying when she got married, it was where she was going to buy her dress. Which would explain the high price on the receipt.

      Sinking to sit on the curb, Hadley shook her head.

      What had started as Hadley finding proof of Suze and Paul being together, alone, in his truck, suddenly morphed into something so much more. First, there’d been Suze and Christine meeting, then acting super awkward when Hadley had shown up. Then, there was the cake order at Mickie’s bakery. A three-tiered German chocolate cake, Paul’s favorite. No one ordered a three-tiered cake for anything other than—

      A wedding.

      She crumpled the dress receipt in her hand and stuffed it into her pocket, unable to look at it any longer. Were Suze and Paul getting married? Without inviting her?

      Maybe Suze is pregnant, and they’re having a secret wedding, Hadley thought with a start. The rational part of her brain took over, reminding her it was the twenty-first century and shotgun weddings weren’t common anymore. She also reminded herself there was no feasible reason why Suze and Paul wouldn’t tell her if they were getting married.

      There’s also no reason why they would keep their relationship from you but they did, didn’t they? The unhelpful, emotional part of her brain chimed back in.

      Tires crunched to a stop on Main Street, and Hadley recognized Luke Fenton’s truck. The passenger-side window rolled down and Luke lifted his sunglasses.

      “Had, what are you doing down there on the curb? You look like you’ve just lost your best friend.” He smiled at his joke.

      Hadley didn’t find it funny. And she wasn’t sure if it was because of Suze, or Paul, or even Miranda, but tears sprang to her eyes, and she began to cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Hadley sniffed, running a tissue under her nose for good measure. The tears had only lasted a few minutes, but they’d been enough to convince Luke to pull over and sit next to her on the sidewalk, proffering tissues and asking what was wrong.

      And while she hadn’t been trying to lure him into listening to her problems, she’d spilled everything.

      “I was calling her to see if she wanted to go help me investigate up in Cascade Ridge because we can’t give up on Miranda, and now I don’t know what to do.” Hadley shook her head, finishing up her rant.

      Luke cleared his throat. “I’ll go with you.” He watched her from the corner of one eye.

      “Really?” she asked.

      He bumped his shoulder into her. “Yeah. Come on. I know Suze and Paul are your normal sleuthing buddies, but I’m observant and I’m fantastic company. I might be able to help.” Luke winked.

      She chuckled and then sniffed once more.

      “Unless, of course, you’ve got a secret wedding to go break up,” he said.

      The way his mouth pulled into his signature half smile made it hard for her to get mad at him for the teasing.

      “You’re not making a case for being fantastic company, Fenton,” she said, swatting at his shoulder.

      Luke put his hands up. “Sorry.” But she could see he was still working hard to suppress a grin.

      “Okay.” After a deep breath, she pushed her shoulders back and peeled herself up off the curb.

      “After you,” he said, opening the truck’s passenger door for her. He climbed in as she buckled up, and they were on their way.

      “So what are we investigating?” Luke asked, keeping his eyes on the road as he navigated the rest of downtown Stoneybrook.

      Hadley cringed. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I just … I don’t know. I thought maybe we could go search around in the woods where Miranda went missing, maybe visit Brenda in the hospital.” She shrugged, hoping Luke wouldn’t think she was silly for being without a concrete plan.

      “Sounds good.” He nodded and turned off Main Street, toward the highway that would take them to Cascade Ridge.

      The man didn’t seem too worried about Hadley’s lack of a plan. He turned on some music and sat back into his worn truck seat, looking completely content with going with the flow. That had always been part of Luke’s charm, though. His laid-back attitude had so often frustrated her as an adult, but she remembered it being one of her favorite attributes when they were growing up. She knew there wasn’t much that would ruffle his feathers, push his anger out of control, or throw him into a deep sadness.

      Chewing on her lip in thought, she realized it also meant she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Luke deliriously happy.

      “So … how’ve you been?” she asked. “Are you glad you moved back home?”

      After living in Seattle for ten years after they graduated, Luke had recently moved back to town, citing a need to distance himself from the rush and a desire to be closer to family.

      Luke smiled. “I am. Things are going well. I finally convinced Dad to use my new line of smart sprinklers next summer, and I’m adding a digital monitoring system to the greenhouses.”

      “That’s impressive.” Hadley nodded in appreciation.

      Luke’s company, GroWorks, combined his too loves: farming and technology. His father, Redford Fenton, was just about the most old-school farmer she’d ever met—she once saw the man taste the dirt to decide whether or not it was ready for seed. Luke getting him to concede to using any of his products was a miracle.

      “And how are the renovations coming on the house?” she asked.

      “Can’t complain,” he said, then laughed. “Actually, I can. I’m going on two weeks now without a kitchen.”

      Hadley chuckled. “Well, it’ll be all the more worth it when it comes together, right?”

      “Right.” Luke took the left turn up the hill. “What about you? How’s your new place?”

      A warmth spread through Hadley’s chest at the thought of her home. It had a moss-covered fence that definitely needed rebuilding, a garden that could use a ton of work, and a leaky faucet in the laundry room, but it also had a perfect view of the Cascades, quick access to the river, and all the privacy she could ever hope for. She loved it more than she ever thought possible.

      “It’s amazing.” She beamed. “The cats have officially claimed the deck. They won’t put more than a paw on the actual ground, but they love that big deck. They run around it as if standing on it somehow makes them king and queen of the whole valley.”

      Luke nodded. “Once the renovations are complete, I’ve been thinking of getting a pet. It just wasn’t an option in my apartment in the city, but I think it’d be nice to have a little company.”

      Hadley raised an eyebrow. “A cat?” she asked hopefully.

      He clicked his tongue. “I think I’m more of a dog person, not to sound like an awful cliché.” Luke shot her a playful grimace.

      “That’s okay.” She waved off his worry. “I maintain people who say they aren’t cat people just haven’t met the right cat. I’m sure the same goes for dogs as well, though.”

      The truck climbed higher into the foothills and Luke cleared his throat. “So where are we going, exactly?”

      “Right, um … just go ahead and park at The Ridge,” Hadley said.

      “The Ridge?” Luke let out a low whistle.

      Even though Stoneybrook teens usually didn’t dare venture into Cascade Ridge territory, the popular make-out spot was well known in the valley.

      Cringing as she realized how it had sounded, she said, “It’s where Miranda and her boyfriend were right before he dropped her off on the side of the road. She went missing somewhere between The Ridge and Grande County General.”

      Luke toned down his grin, but Hadley could still see whispers of it lingering at the corners of his mouth. The idea of the two of them at The Ridge together made her feel flustered in a way she hadn’t for a long time. To combat this, she decided to distract herself with the particulars of the case, and she explained what she knew so far to Luke, aware he wouldn’t be up on all of the clues she was.

      He listened as she told him about Brenda’s drug problem—the whole town knew about her close call at that point—about Jaxon’s drug dealing, and Hadley’s conjectures about why Miranda had resorted to stealing from Dennis’s shop.

      “And you’re sure the boyfriend isn’t hiding something more?” Luke asked, his blue eyes narrowing as he synthesized the information.

      Hadley shook her head. “No. I’m not sure at all, but as of now, I don’t see a motive for him to hurt her.”

      Luke snorted. “No motive? He thought she was using him for drugs? I think you might be wrong, Had.”

      “I don’t know. Sure, I can see him being upset, but this doesn’t fit.” Hadley chewed on her lip for a moment before going on, unsure of how Luke would take the next part. “There’s another suspect who just doesn’t make sense.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Dennis.” Hadley felt simultaneously awful and relieved as the name left her lips. She’d been as convinced as anyone the moment they’d found out he’d left town, but the more she pondered the situation, the less and less it seemed like a sure thing.

      Luke didn’t make fun of her or make her feel like she was being naïve to trust a man because she’d known him her whole life. He simply said, “Why?”

      Luke pulled the truck onto the gravel road leading to The Ridge.

      “Even if it was a large chunk of money, even if he felt completely betrayed by her, I just don’t see it as being grounds for kidnapping or … more.” Hadley swallowed the word murder, unable to think that way just yet.

      They bumped along the primitive road until they reached the lookout point, and Luke parked.

      Sighing, he ran a hand through his hair. “I dunno, Had. I mean, Dennis has always struck me as a deeply depressed individual. Take it from me, that kind of mental space can make bad things seem so much bigger. It’s possible it doesn’t seem bad to someone else, but Dennis could’ve definitely seen the stealing as something more than a simple betrayal.”

      Hadley froze, focused on what Luke said. “Why’d you say take it from me, just then?”

      His tanned cheeks flushed a little. “What?”

      She knew he was pretending not to have heard her correctly, but she pushed on anyway. “You said you understood the kind of mental space he was in, a depressed space. Luke, have you been depressed?”

      Clicking his seat belt free from its holder, she thought he was going to bolt at first. But then he exhaled and dipped his chin in a nod.

      She suppressed a gasp. Even though she’d been thinking about how she hadn’t seen him extremely happy in a long while; the man was so generally goofy, laid-back, always joking, it seemed impossible he was going through something like depression.

      “I’m getting better,” he said quietly after a moment of awkward silence. “I promise. Coming home has made it better.”

      Hadley’s eyebrows knit together with worry as he fidgeted uncomfortably.

      He coughed. “Well, shall we?” He had his door open, and his boots hit the ground before Hadley even had a chance to answer his question.

      They met at the tailgate of the truck before walking in the direction of the road. Hadley watched her shoes as they tromped through millions of crinkly, dried, golden leaves. Despite the many leaves underfoot, the trees surrounding them still had most of their foliage, the color change looking like someone had blown gold dust over the forest. Hadley pulled in a lungful of the crisp, wood smoke-tinged air, smiling a little.

      Luke did the same. “That’s one of the things that’s helped,” he said. When she shot him a questioning glance, he added, “The fresh air. Being someone who grew up outdoors, who spent almost all of my time outside, those ten years stuck in an office behind a desk affected me more than I thought they would.”

      Hadley shoved her hands in her pockets as she listened.

      “You can go outside in Seattle, sure. There are a ton of parks, and you don’t have to drive too far to find hiking, but there’s just something different about the air around here.” He took another deep breath, closing his eyes.

      The sudden urge to hook her arm through his came over Hadley, but she quickly quashed it as they came to where the dirt road they were on met up with a paved main road. Looking both ways, they turned, walking along the right side as it wound up the hill toward the hospital.

      “Are we sure she didn’t walk along the other side?” Luke asked, glancing across the two empty lanes of roadway.

      “No, but Jaxon said he pulled his car over to let her out. If that’s true, she would’ve been on this side of the road. Whether or not she stayed on this side, I don’t know. It was late and dark, so it would’ve been dangerous for her to cross, I would think.” Hadley eyed the other shoulder.

      “I think it would’ve been just as dangerous for her to walk over here, honestly,” Luke said, pointing to their right.

      Hadley’s gaze followed his gesture. Next to them was a long guardrail, curving alongside the road. On the other side of it, a two-hundred-foot drop down into a wooded ravine.
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      A low cloud had settled at the bottom of the ravine, making the place feel eerie as Hadley stared down at it from the road above. She shivered.

      “She wouldn’t have ventured from the roadway, though,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      Miranda had grown up in the valley; she knew as well as anyone not to go wandering off into the woods.

      “Not on purpose,” Luke said, his deep voice sounding all too loud in the quiet of the deserted road.

      Glancing down the long drop once more, Hadley’s stomach sank. Had Miranda fallen in the dark? “But there have been search parties out here for days. If she’d fallen, they would’ve found her”—Hadley gulped—“her body by now.”

      Luke nodded, but she could see in the way he clenched his jaw that he didn’t agree. “They would’ve found something, for sure.”

      Needing to compartmentalize because she couldn’t seem to stop picturing the girl hurt at the bottom of the ravine, she moved on. “Let’s assume the police and their dogs would’ve found some evidence if it had been an accident.” They kept walking up the hill. “We’re looking for clues of a deliberate abduction.”

      “Like Dennis following her all the way up here after their fight and—” Luke stopped short. “You’re right. That’s just not ringing true to me. If he was so mad, why didn’t he take her right away? Why didn’t he chase after her when they finished their fight? She had time to go over Cassie’s, meet Jaxon, and come up here for a while.”

      “Right? It just doesn’t make sense.” She ran her teeth across her bottom lip. “But if Dennis had nothing to do with it, then why did he disappear?”

      Luke ran a hand over his chin as he seemed to ponder the same thing. A whooshing sound in the distance grew louder, and a car came around the bend, speeding past them and kicking up fallen leaves in its wake.

      Hadley’s breath quickened as the incline they were scaling increased. After close to ten minutes of walking, however, they had yet to find a break in the guardrail and the opposite side of the road was just trees and a fifteen-foot-high bank of soil.

      If this was where Miranda had been, there was simply nowhere else she could’ve gone than forward, especially if she thought she was going to meet Cassie at the hospital. Hadley tried to think like a seventeen-year-old girl who’d just fought with her boyfriend. She knew Miranda to be a kind girl, empathetic—maybe even to a fault, she thought, remembering how she was probably buying drugs to help her mother—but also emotional at times.

      There were a few instances when a tourist had gotten upset in the candy shop and had taken it out on Miranda. Hadley had stumbled in after one such occasion, and the girl had been almost inconsolable.

      Even if she were emotional, Hadley thought, she would’ve known to get to the hospital where there were other people and Cassie could meet her. She would’ve been scared out here all alone, in the middle of the night.

      Luke cleared his throat, interrupting her thoughts. “Okay, hear me out. I know you don’t think the boyfriend did it, but what if he didn’t actually drop her off like he claimed to?”

      “But he did.” Hadley shook her head. “Miranda called Cassie right after he did.”

      “Okay, but he doesn’t have an alibi for that time, right? So he could’ve come back for her after driving around all angry for a few minutes.”

      “True.” Hadley conceded. “But Paul and the sheriffs already had to let him go because of a lack of evidence once. If they have any hope of pinning this on him, we need something more than his lie.”

      Luke picked up his pace as if he suddenly realized how quickly they were running out of time.

      Around the next bend, a blue sign for the hospital came into view. A white arrow pointed forward. The hope Hadley’d been holding on to since this morning flitted away. One more curve in the road and they’d be at the hospital, they’d be by cameras and lights, and Miranda would’ve been safe. If something went wrong, it had to have happened before the hospital.

      She stopped, letting out a defeated sigh. “Sorry for dragging you along, Luke. There’s nothing here. I don’t know why I thought we might be able to find something when the sheriff’s department hadn’t been able to.” Her shoulders slumped forward and she turned around. “We can go home now.”

      Luke didn’t say anything, but he did turn to follow her, and he did wrap an arm around her shoulders, just like she’d wanted him to before. She sank into him, and they walked back down the hill toward his truck.

      Birds sang and chirped while the wind rustled through the papery, dry leaves providing a canopy overhead. While the valley had its fair share of evergreens, there were a decent number of maples, oaks, birch, and madronas as well. This road seemed to be primarily oaks and maples, and their golden hues looked almost fake in their vividness. It was almost peaceful walking along the road with Luke.

      Almost.

      Amid her calm exterior, Hadley’s mind was ripping through the clues and time lines and possibilities surrounding Miranda’s disappearance like a frustrated burglar, searching for something, anything, of value in a house.

      She could tell by the way Luke’s eyes would narrow every once in a while, that he was going through a similar search in his brain. And sure, they could’ve talked it out since they were likely thinking through the same things, but there was something wonderful about walking with someone and not needing the clutter of words. It was a privilege, Hadley was sure, only afforded to people who’d known each other for a long time, so long that simply being near each other was enough connection.

      As they crunched their way down the dirt road leading back to The Ridge, Hadley became instantly thankful for the silence, for their ability to listen, watch, and ponder. She was sure if they’d been talking, if they’d been at all distracted with something else, Luke wouldn’t have spotted what he did as he walked around the front of his truck after letting Hadley in to the passenger side.

      He stopped, studying the lookout point. Hadley tapped her finger on her leg impatiently. Sure they’d just wasted time walking up and down a mostly deserted back road so they obviously weren’t in a rush, but this really wasn’t the time for sightseeing either.

      Luke took a step closer to the overhang, and it was then Hadley realized he wasn’t looking out at the mountainous landscape, but down at the grass. She opened her door and poked her head out.

      “What?” she called out, placing a foot on the truck’s running board.

      “Call Paul. Now.” Luke’s voice was as sharp as a brand new knife.

      Heart rate spiking, Hadley slipped her phone out from her pocket and dialed her brother as she ran toward Luke.

      “What am I telling him?” she asked, her words shaky with fear. Reaching Luke she noticed the tire tracks in the dirt at the edge of the cliff. Taking one shaky step forward, she followed Luke’s gaze down the hundreds of feet.

      The back end of a car was just barely visible amid the brush and boulders at the bottom of the cliff. She wasn’t sure if the ringing was from the phone or her mind.

      “Had, what’s up?” Paul’s voice rang through her ears.

      “You need to get everyone you can over to The Ridge, right now. A car’s sitting at the bottom of the cliff.”

      

      The minutes it took for the sheriff’s department to arrive seemed like years to Hadley. She and Luke paced along the edge, trying to get a better look.

      “Should we try to drive down there?” Luke asked, stating—more than once—if they followed the main road down the hill, his truck could handle the off-road well enough to get them close to the wreck.

      As curious as Hadley was to see what was in the car, her stomach curled up like a boxer’s fist each time she thought about who might be in that car.

      “No. We need to wait until they get here,” she said.

      The Cascade Ridge-based officers showed up first, and by the time Paul and Sheriff McKay arrived, they’d already decided on a plan to lower a winch down and pull the car out. A crew drove down to the bottom and would hike over to the site to make sure there weren’t any casualties before they pulled the car up.

      “Tell us when you’re near,” McKay grumbled into a radio, the static before and after he spoke making Hadley’s nerves fray. He swiveled back to face Paul. “Tell me the car was not there when we did our sweeps. If you guys missed—”

      “It wasn’t.” Paul’s voice was deep and sure. “I’ll vouch for it myself. I was out here yesterday and it wasn’t here.”

      Hadley sidled closer to her brother, noticing him squinting at his tablet as he poked at the screen. He was enlarging a picture he’d taken of the license plate, just visible at the bottom of the cliff. He switched to a different application and typed in the plate number.

      When the new application opened, Paul glanced over his shoulder in a gesture that told Hadley she needed to step back. She did, but both she and Luke craned their necks slightly to try to catch a glimpse.

      Paul narrowed his eyes at his screen.

      “Tell me what you’ve got, James,” McKay called out from where he was talking to another deputy.

      “It’s registered to a Zack Pittman. A few parking violations and”—he poked at the screen—“a ticket for running a red light Thursday night, just before midnight.”

      Hadley’s pulse quickened. That was right about the time Miranda went missing.

      Paul poked at the screen while Hadley thought. There were only two red-light cameras in Cascade Ridge: one in the busy uptown district and one right outside the hospital. Hadley held her breath. She wished she could see what Paul was looking at.

      “Sir, you’re going to want to see this.” Paul cleared his throat and stepped toward McKay, leaving Hadley and Luke behind.

      But before Paul could reach the sheriff, a river of static poured from his radio again.

      “We’re here.” The radio cut out, leaving more static.

      Paul paused. Hadley’s breath caught in her throat. Now that Paul had moved, she could clearly see the screen to his tablet. The picture showed the same car sitting at the bottom of the cliff, turning right, into the hospital parking lot.

      “Anyone in the vehicle?” McKay asked, a dreadful mix of eagerness and fear coating his question.

      Everyone went silent, the horrible static the only sound.

      “We have a body.”

      Static.

      Hadley wrapped her arms around her middle, sure she would throw up.

      “White male, twenties, blunt-force trauma to the skull—the back of the head, not the front. There’s no blood in the vehicle. He was dead before he went off the cliff.”

      The breath she’d been holding rushing out of her all at once. Hadley leaned forward and rested her hands on her knees, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

      It wasn’t Miranda.
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      Hadley should’ve been relieved. Miranda’s body wasn’t in the car. There was still hope she was alive.

      It should’ve been a comfort. Instead, Hadley paced through her kitchen the next morning, scattering worried cats each time she moved to a different part of the room.

      The dead man had been driving in that same part of Cascade Ridge right around the time Miranda had gone missing. But if he was the one who’d taken her, why was he dead? If Miranda had somehow defended herself, hitting him over the head and pushing his car off the cliff, wouldn’t she have come back home?

      Hadley chewed on her bottom lip. It was possible the teen was worried about what she’d done, afraid she would be punished for the man’s death even if it was self-defense.

      Something still seemed off about the scenario, though.

      In the red-light photo she’d caught a glimpse of yesterday, the car had been turning right, into the hospital, not going straight. If he’d somehow kidnapped her in the parking lot of the hospital, surely one of the cameras would’ve captured it, but Paul had said there’d been no trace of Miranda anywhere in the footage.

      Hadley suppressed the urge to yell in frustration.

      Now it was Tuesday, the fourth full day since Miranda had gone missing. She didn’t want to look at any stats about missing persons being found after so long. Even without checking, she knew they weren’t good.

      She had the day free to go searching. When she’d taken Gran home from the jam kitchen upon returning to Stoneybrook yesterday, the woman had told Hadley she expected her to pick her up at nine tomorrow so Hadley could resume her efforts. The real problem was that Hadley wasn’t sure where else to search.

      Closing her eyes for a second to focus her thoughts, Hadley reminded herself about what Gran had told her yesterday about not giving up. She hadn’t gone to see Brenda, after all. Maybe Miranda’s mom knew something she didn’t know could be important. It was worth a try at least.

      Grabbing her keys, Hadley headed out the door to go pick up her grandmother.
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      Once Gran was all set in the kitchen a half hour later, Hadley got back into the Jam Van and began driving back up to Cascade Ridge. She didn’t think she’d driven up to the crowded city as many times in her whole life as she had this week.

      As Hadley turned the van onto the old valley highway, her phone began ringing from her purse. She turned on her signal and pulled off onto the shoulder before fishing the phone out of her bag to answer it.

      She recognized the number as Cassie’s.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Hadley said, checking her watch. It was almost ten, right in the middle of Cassie’s school day.

      “Jaxon just called me. He’s completely freaking out, says he needs your brother to put a security detail on him or something.” Cassie’s tone held her usual teenage disregard—at least, on the surface—but Hadley could hear a worry hiding just underneath.

      “Why would Jaxon need a security detail?”

      “Because he says he thinks someone’s going to come after him next. As of yesterday, he’s the only dealer still alive.”

      “As of yesterday?” Hadley’s forehead pinched together until it relaxed in understanding. “The man we found at The Ridge was one of Jaxon’s fellow dealers?”

      “Apparently.” Cassie sounded uninterested, but Hadley knew better. “He won’t leave his house, that’s how paranoid he’s being.”

      “Okay, um … tell Jaxon I’m on my way up to Cascade Ridge right now, and I’ll stop by and talk with him.”

      Cassie scoffed. “You’re not going to come get me?”

      Hadley wanted to scoff right back, but suppressed the gesture. “I can’t wait until you’re out of school, Cassie. I’m already on my way.”

      “No fair.” Cassie groaned, but then added, “Good luck.”

      Hadley said her thanks and hung up, hoping Cassie was at least on a passing period and not calling her in the middle of class.

      After shoving her phone back into her purse, Hadley continued her trip up the hill, trying hard to remember the way to Jaxon’s house. Last time she’d been there with Cassie, it had been dark. Everything seemed so much more confusing in the light of day.

      Finally, she found the same neighborhood. She texted Cassie, hoping she wasn’t disrupting the girl’s time in school too much.

      Here. Can you text Jaxon and let him know to meet me in the park like last time?

      Any hope Cassie was diligently listening to her teachers was crushed when the girl responded right away.

      He doesn’t want to go outside. Go to his house. 3416. It’s blue with white trim, across from the merry-go-round in the park.

      Go to his house? Alone? Hadley gulped at the thought, scanning the line of palatial houses across the street, she settled on a blue one with the numbers 3416 hung over an entryway that would’ve given a castle door a run for its money.

      Luke’s words from yesterday, about how he thought she was wrong to write off Miranda’s boyfriend, snuck into her brain. What if Luke was right and Jaxon was the one who’d taken or hurt Miranda? She could possibly be walking into a trap.

      Or she could get information from Jaxon that might just help her find Miranda.

      The latter option was too tempting to pass up. Grabbing her purse, Hadley exited her van and walked across the street toward the blue-and-white house. Just in case, she reached into her bag and wrapped her fingers around a small bottle. It was a refreshing lavender body spray she used when she needed freshening up after a long day in the jam kitchen. It was the only thing she had on her, not having anything like mace in her possession. Surely the perfumed liquid would buy her a little time if she sprayed it in an attacker’s face. Or it would simply make them smell like a spa.

      Either way, Hadley stuck it in her jacket pocket, pulled in a deep breath, and jogged up the porch steps. Her finger resting firmly on the tiny bottle’s spray top inside her pocket. She knocked on the door, willing her heart rate to slow.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t do much to help her relax when Jaxon threw the door open and pulled her inside. The door lock clicked into place behind her and she tensed.

      “Where’s your brother?” Jaxon’s eyes were wide and rimmed with white as they locked on to Hadley’s.

      She held out her free hand in a calm down gesture. “I’m not going to call him until I hear the facts. He’s busy right now trying to find your girlfriend, if you’ve forgotten.” She didn’t even try to hide the edge to her voice.

      Jaxon’s gaze darted from her to the front windows, and he ushered her farther into the house.

      “Casey was hit in the back of the head and found in the park. And now Zack was hit on the back of the head and found in his car at the bottom of a ravine.” Jaxon’s hand moved up and down over the back of his scalp, mussing his dark hair as it did so. “I’m the only one left.”

      The look he shot Hadley was so full of pleading worry, her tight shoulders relaxed slightly. This wasn’t a teenage mastermind. He was a scared boy who’d gotten involved in something bigger than he realized.

      Hadley sat in the nearest chair, which happened to be one of the stools set around the giant granite kitchen island.

      “Look, I think the person who’s hurting your dealer friends is the same person who has Miranda,” Hadley said. She didn’t know whether or not she thought that, but it also didn’t seem out of the question, and she hoped it might help her, so she went with it. “If you help me find Miranda, we can get this person behind bars so you’ll be safe.”

      Jaxon swallowed, but his head dipped in agreement.

      “Okay,” Hadley said, taking what she could get. “I need you to think of anything you left out the other night when you were talking to Cassie and me. Anything. We’re talking life and death here.”

      Jaxon scanned the ceiling. She hoped beyond hope it was a sign he was thinking. He was silent for a long time, his lips moving as he seemed to be recounting what he’d told them already.

      After a few moments, Hadley became impatient. “You said this Zack person was your friend.”

      “Associate,” Jaxon corrected.

      “Associate,” Hadley repeated. “So you were familiar with his car. Did you pass him on your way past the hospital, when you were driving away from Miranda?”

      “No,” he said. “I know Zack’s car. Everyone does between the loud music he’s always playing and his huge rims. I would’ve known if I passed him.”

      Frustration curled through Hadley’s chest again, making it hard to breathe evenly. There was no way he hadn’t driven by Zack’s car given the red-light photo she’d seen. It was possible he was angry enough that he didn’t notice. She decided to try a different line of questioning.

      “Why would Zack have been at the hospital at that time of night, or the morning as it was, in the first place?”

      Jaxon cleared his throat. “Well, that’s where we pick up customers a lot of the time. I mean, Zack. That’s where he picked up customers. I went to parties, so did Casey. But Zack ran the hospital.”

      Hadley perked up. “And what does that mean? Running the hospital? Would he go inside and find people who were sick?”

      Jaxon shook his head emphatically. “No, he’d wait out in the parking lot for our supplier to text him. The supplier always knew when someone was getting cut off of their prescriptions and might be willing to buy. Zack would approach them in the parking lot and”—Jaxon shrugged—“I’d say he made a sale about half the time. I'd get way better odds at parties, so I stuck with that, but …”

      Mulling over the information, Hadley tried to think about what this meant for Miranda. “Supplier?” she asked. “Who’s that?”

      “I don’t know,” Jaxon said. “None of us do. They always told us where the package would be once we left the money and that was that. We’ve never seen the person, none of us.” Jaxon grimaced. “Well, maybe some of us did, but they didn’t live much longer.”

      Hadley’s heart picked up speed. So the mystery supplier could be the kidnapper and killer. And if they were aware of patients who had been cut off, they probably worked at the hospital. She closed her eyes for a moment. There were hundreds of people who worked for Grande County General, though.

      Unable to find an answer to her question, she focused on something else. “But why would Zack have been there so late? I’m sure there weren’t many patients needing to be snatched up at that time of night.”

      Jaxon puffed out his cheeks in an exhale. “Right. He was probably there grabbing supplies then.”

      “And how did you guys do that?” Hadley leaned forward on her stool.

      “Well, we’d text the number we had that we needed more. The supplier would text back how much it would be. We had to go leave the cash. A day later they would text us which locker our stuff would be in, then we’d go back to pick it up.” The teen shrugged as if it were as simple as starting up a car.

      “Lockers? At the hospital? Isn’t that a little risky with the security cameras?”

      “Not the new hospital, the old one, across the street.”

      Hadley remembered back to when she and Gran had driven up last weekend for her hip, and how Gran had talked about the old hospital to the left and down the hill from the new one. It clicked into place at once, that was why Jaxon hadn’t passed Zack, because Zack hadn’t been turning right into the new hospital in the photo Hadley had seen. He’d been coming from the other direction, up the hill she and Luke had walked the other day, and he’d turned right down the hill to the old hospital.

      And, if Jaxon was right about everyone knowing Zack’s car had his signature rims, Miranda would’ve seen it too as she saw him drive by.

      “Jaxon, do you think Miranda was desperate enough to try to buy from someone else since you refused to sell to her?” Hadley asked quickly.

      Jaxon’s mouth hung open for a second, and Hadley was starting to get impatient when he nodded. “She might’ve. She was in a bad place and she had enough money.”

      Letting go of the lavender spray in her pocket, Hadley stood and pulled her keys out of her purse.

      “Wait, where are you going?” Jaxon stood with her.

      “To figure out who your supplier is. Whoever they are, I think they’ve got Miranda.”
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      Hadley’s hands shook as she drove to Grande County General Hospital. Parking near the emergency room, she glanced across the street at the road leading down to the old hospital.

      She knew Paul would kill her for rushing into a dilapidated old building off limits to the public, so that option was out for now. Still, she pulled out her phone and sent him a message.

      Where are you? she texted. I need to talk. I think I might know something about Miranda.

      When no answer came after a few seconds, Hadley shoved the phone back into her purse and headed inside the new hospital. There was one more person who might have the information she needed about this supplier.

      “I’m here to see Brenda Walters,” she told the front desk clerk upon entering the brightly lit foyer of the hospital.

      The attendant checked his computer screen as he typed in the name. “She’s in Room 366,” he told Hadley.

      After thanking him, she found the elevators and then wound through the maze of hallways until she located the room. Disinfectant permeated the air, creating that smell only hospitals held. Just as she was about to step into the room, a voice stopped her.

      “Excuse me. Can I help you?”

      When Hadley turned back toward the nurse’s station, she saw a tired-looking woman around her age, glancing up from the chart in her hands.

      Hadley gestured over her shoulder. “I’m here to visit Brenda. She’s—I’m from her town.”

      The nurse's eyes narrowed as they took in Hadley. “Unless you’re family, I wouldn’t recommend that. She’s not in a place for visitors.”

      Hadley’s chest tightened with frustration. Was this nurse not going to allow her to see Brenda?

      “Oh, it’s kind of important,” she said lamely, wishing she had a more compelling reason to give the nurse.

      Actually, she had a very compelling reason, but not one she could say aloud. Without knowing who this supplier was, she couldn’t just tell anyone why she was there. She swallowed, smiling awkwardly at the nurse. Heck, this woman could be the supplier for all she knew.

      After a moment, the nurse sighed. “Okay, just wanted to warn you that she’s far from pleasant right now. It’s your funeral if you want to walk into that.” Cocking an eyebrow, the nurse went back to her chart.

      Relief whooshed through Hadley in a long exhale. “Makes you wonder why she checked herself in, if she’s so miserable,” she wondered aloud, turning back toward Brenda’s room.

      The nurse pushed back her shoulders. “She didn’t. A man brought her in, said he found her unconscious and was worried about her.”

      Hadley froze. A man. “What did he look like?” She spun back around to the nurse.

      She shrugged. “Um … tall guy, hunched over, blond hair.”

      “Dennis,” Hadley whispered to herself. “Thanks,” she told the nurse.

      So Dennis was the one who brought Brenda here, Hadley mused, still unsure if that made him more or less likely to be the one who took Miranda.

      Unable to solve that quandary, Hadley turned toward the room, steeling her reserve for what she was about to see. The rhythmic beeping of a heart monitor rang through the otherwise silent room. The woman in question sat, propped up by the electronic hospital bed. Her closed eyelids twitched above dark circles, and her damp hair clung awkwardly to clammy skin.

      Sleeping. Hadley clenched her fingers in frustration. She wasn’t about to wake a sleeping patient. She turned to leave.

      “Don’t act like I can’t hear you stomping around.” Brenda’s voice was so tightly strung, Hadley worried it might snap like an overextended rubber band.

      When Hadley glanced back, Brenda’s eyes were open, and her face was contorted into a scowl.

      “What do you want?” she snapped the question at Hadley.

      “I’m trying to help find Miranda,” Hadley said, fighting to keep any annoyance from her tone. Had Brenda completely given up on her daughter?

      At her daughter’s name, Brenda’s face softened out of the scowl it had been in, but her body language remained tense. As if she were in a room with a wild animal, Hadley slowly moved to sit in the chair near the foot of Brenda’s bed.

      “If I ask you some questions, will you promise to tell me the truth?” Hadley asked, her voice measured.

      Brenda pulled her bedsheets higher over her arms and shivered. Her face darkened. “I have nothing to hide, anymore.”

      Hadley breathed deep. She knew addiction was a disease and that the woman in front of her was probably going through severe withdrawals, so she gathered all of her empathy.

      “So you knew Miranda was getting the drugs for you?” Hadley asked, instead of the more pressing question of How could you? ringing in her brain.

      “Painkillers,” Brenda amended. “And she said it was safe.” Brenda spat out the answer. “She asked me to quit, and I did—for a while. But the pain was so bad still.” The woman’s expression darkened. “Miranda told me she knew how to get some, from a friend. She made me promise I would only take them when I needed to.”

      “And how often was that?”

      Brenda’s gaze snapped up to meet Hadley’s. “Whenever I was in pain.”

      Feeling her heart rate rise, Hadley tried to calm herself. She nodded in an attempt to appease Brenda. After a quick check over one shoulder to make sure no hospital staff were outside the room, Hadley asked, “Did you ever buy the drugs from someone?”

      “Painkillers,” Brenda corrected again. “And no. Other than what Miranda’s been getting me for the past few months, the ones I took were always prescribed.”

      So it’s possible one of the nurses around here is the supplier. He or she could watch for patients who come in to get more meds and are turned away, then tell a dealer like Zack to meet them in the parking lot. Hadley picked at her nails while she thought. She hadn’t repainted them since the purple the other day, knowing any polish would be chipped off immediately until the girl was found.

      “Were you ever approached?” Hadley asked after a moment.

      Brenda paused. “This summer. The first time I got kicked out.” She used air quotes around the last two words and rolled her eyes. “Some kid told me he had what I needed. At first, I thought he was trying to hit on me.” Brenda snorted out a wry laugh. “But then I realized he had to be half my age and that couldn’t be it. When I figured out what he was offering, I told him no right away. I’m not a drug addict,” she almost yelled the last part, ripping the blanket off her arm, apparently done with being cold and back to the hot and sweaty phase.

      Says the woman who’s going through drug withdrawals right in front of me. Hadley rubbed at her aching temples. This line of questioning wasn’t getting her anywhere. She needed to figure out which person in the hospital would not only have access to the drugs, but would know when patients were being cut off. With the emergency room, hospital, pharmacy, and clinic all within the same complex, doctors and nurses were constantly moving from building to building.

      “Do you remember the name of the nurse who kicked you out that first time? Or what they looked like?” Hadley asked, realizing after she asked the question how silly it was; any hospital employee could’ve been the one to tip off Zack.

      Brenda shook her head, sending a sneer toward the hallway where the nurses’ station stood. “The nurses were always different, and they either treated me like a child or a criminal. Dr. Kennedy was the only one who cared.”

      Hadley’s ears perked up at the name. Kennedy was the doctor who’d seen Gran the other day. Broken back, broken hip, they were all broken bones and would be treated by the same physician.

      Brenda continued, adding, “It was fine until one time, he must’ve forgotten to call in my prescription, and when I asked them to contact him, those pharmacists got all nosy and started asking too many questions. They talked with his nurses, not him, and before I knew it, I was getting cut off. After that, they wouldn’t even let me see Kennedy.”

      Remembering the kind way the man had talked to Gran, how he’d complimented her on her toughness and offered the pain medications to help, an idea hit Hadley.

      “How long was Dr. Kennedy prescribing you the pain meds after your back surgery, Brenda?” she asked.

      Brenda’s face pinched with discomfort and she slipped right back into her defensive tone. “A few months, at most.” Her red eyes shifted around the room, looking anywhere but at Hadley.

      So much longer than that, it sounds, Hadley mused. She knew little about spinal fractures, but while she was sure they would be more intensive than almost any other type of break, more than three months on paid meds seemed excessive.

      Kennedy’s smiling face as he wrote up Gran’s prescription was vivid in Hadley’s memory. Her cheeks grew hot as an idea formed in her brain. What if the supplier wasn’t only watching out for people who have become addicted and then getting cut off? What if the supplier was the person getting these people addicted in the first place?

      Her pulse pounded in her ears. Kennedy would have access to the medications and know exactly when to tip Zack off about the patients he knew were about to need a different way to get their fix. Regarding the time Brenda had mentioned, Hadley highly doubted Kennedy had forgotten to call in the prescription at all.

      But what would Kennedy want with Miranda? She was just a teenage girl. She was keeping him in business. Hadley thought back to Zack’s red-light ticket. If the dealers went to the old hospital all the time to pick up supplies, they would be extra careful about not getting caught on camera. Doing so would’ve blown their whole cover.

      Jaxon’s blanched face and swiveling, anxious eyes came back to mind.

      Unless, Zack was worried this time wasn’t going to be like every other time, Hadley thought, with a start. The picture had shown Zack’s car almost halfway through the intersection before his wheels were turning right. What if Zack had gotten the ticket on purpose to point to the old hospital?

      It was possible this hadn’t been just any old supply drop. Zack knew one of his fellow dealers had already died. He must’ve worried he was in trouble too. And if Miranda had followed him, hoping to buy from a different dealer, she could’ve stumbled on a meeting between Zack and the supplier.

      Hadley realized Brenda was glaring at her with a wrinkled brow, making her aware of how long she’d been sitting there, silently conjecturing. Smiling, Hadley stood awkwardly and waved.

      “Uh, okay. Thanks for talking to me, Brenda. I—I’ll see you around. Feel better.” She stumbled out of the hospital room before Brenda could say anything in response.

      The hallway closed in on Hadley, with all of its beeping machines, hurrying hospital staff, and spinning walls. She held on to a railing running along the wall beside her until she could get her balance back.

      She needed to call Paul. Checking her phone, she saw he still hadn’t texted her back.

      “Are you okay?” The nurse who’d been sitting at the station, monitoring the equipment walked around the desk and approached Hadley.

      Hadley swiped at her hot forehead. “Yeah, I—” She cut her sentence short and met the nurse's gaze. “Do you know where I might be able to find Dr. Kennedy?”

      The nurse’s smile faded. “I’m so sorry, hon. You’ve just missed him.”

      “Do you know when he’ll be back tomorrow?” Hadley tried to keep the disappointment from her face.

      “I’m afraid he won’t be back for a few days. He’s taking some time off to celebrate his mom’s ninetieth birthday. Isn't that sweet?”

      Despite the saccharine expression on the nurse’s face, Hadley’s stomach dropped. Taking a few days off? That could not be good.
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      Thanking the nurse, Hadley stumbled down the hall and into an elevator. She tried calling Paul.

      He answered on the second ring. “Had, what’s up?”

      “I think it’s Kennedy. He’s a doctor at Grande County. I think he’s the one who’s been supplying the dealers with painkillers. I think he killed the two victims, and I think he has Miranda.”

      Paul was silent on the other end. “Kennedy?” he asked finally.

      “Yes,” Hadley said as she exited the elevator and walked out of the hospital. She waited until she was in the parking lot to tell Paul all of the details.

      “Okay, I’ll tell McKay and see if they can do a search of his house, and I’ll have him post a detail on Jaxon until we’re sure he’s out of danger. We’re all the way up by the border. We got sent on some wild-goose chase with Dennis’s credit card.”

      Hadley’s breath caught in her throat. “You found Dennis?”

      “No,” Paul grumbled. “Someone sure wanted us to think he was trying to flee the country, though. Look, Had. I’ve gotta go.”

      She hung up the call and stood next to her van in the parking lot, feeling helpless. Kennedy was leaving. Was he bringing Miranda with or leaving her behind? Was he even the actual killer? Goodness knew she’d been wrong before.

      And where was Dennis? The thought seemed like it was only adding to the pile of worries in her mind. She imagined him dropping Brenda off at the ER.

      “And you disappeared hours later,” Hadley said the words aloud, as if Dennis might hear her and tell her what had happened. “What did you find out that made you run back to town and take out all of your money?”

      Paul had confirmed Dennis’s car was still parked at his house, but it was possible he’d driven Brenda’s. Hadley scanned the lot, her attention falling on Brenda’s red Camry with a Garfield license plate rim.

      She knew he’d gone back to Stoneybrook after dropping her off, but he must’ve come back. Furrowing her brow, she went back into the hospital and asked the girl at the front desk to check for his name. Was it possible something happened and he’d checked himself in?

      “I’m sorry. There are no patients by that name,” the woman at the front desk said, shaking her head.

      Hadley’s shoulders slumped forward and she rested her elbows on the counter, defeated. “Okay.” She rubbed at her eyes. “Thanks anywa—” Hadley’s voice cut out as her eyes caught on a black-and-white security photo printed out and taped to the receptionist’s desk. Hadley hadn’t seen it before, but could tell from this angle that it was Dennis.

      “That’s him. That’s the guy I’m looking for.” Hadley narrowed her eyes. “Why is he banned?” she asked, reading the word written along the top of the printout.

      The receptionist glanced down at the picture and her cheeks turned red. “Oh, that’s ... um …” She moved to try to cover it up, but must’ve realized it was futile. “He got in a fight with one of our doctors and isn’t allowed back.”

      Hadley stood up straight. “With Kennedy?” Her pulse was so fast now, she almost felt light-headed.

      There was no need for a verbal confirmation from the woman—the way her eyes widened at his name was enough for Hadley. “But he’s got to be around somewhere,” she mused aloud, thinking of the car parked in the lot.

      The woman leaned forward. “He came back,” she whispered, checking over her shoulder. “We saw him drive up and had security all ready in case he walked inside, but he didn’t.” She pointed out the front door at the traffic light. “He walked that way.”

      Hadley let her gaze follow the woman’s finger. The road to the old hospital. Why would he go there?

      She thanked the woman and left, running her thumbnail over her other nails as she thought. Dennis got in a fight with Kennedy, went home to get all of his money, and then walked over to the old hospital.

      Sure she couldn’t possibly wait around until Paul came back from chasing his false suspect, Hadley got in her van and started it up. At the light, instead of turning left to go back home, Hadley gunned the accelerator and went straight down the hill toward the old hospital. She could at least check to see if Kennedy was there, or if there was any sign of Dennis.

      The road wound two times before the old building came into view. It was boarded up and covered in moss. But other than exuding an eeriness that made Hadley shiver, it showed no signs of life.

      Hadley exhaled in relief. Kennedy wasn’t there. No one was around, in fact. Parking the van, she slipped quietly out and then fished her phone from her pocket. The lavender spray was still in her right pocket, and she patted it just to make sure. Approaching the building, Hadley dialed the newest contact in her phone.

      “Hey,” Jaxon said, still sounding just as high strung as before.

      “First, do not open your door for anyone until I call you back. I think I know who your supplier is, and I’m not sure if he’s out to get you too, but stay inside, whatever you do.”

      An audible gulp came through the line. “Are the police on their way?”

      “They will be soon,” she said. “In the meantime, can you tell me how to get inside the old hospital where you guys pick up your supplies?”

      “Why?” Jaxon’s voice lowered.

      Hadley wrinkled her nose, his hesitation palpable even through the phone. “Uh … so I can let my brother know when they get there.” She hated lying, but guessed it was the only way she was going to get the information out of the kid.

      “He’ll go around back and find the fifth set of windows on the ground floor from the left. The bottom one is unlocked. He’s got to slide it up and climb in. Then he’ll be in a locker room of sorts. That’s where we would get the stuff. The supplier would put it in a different locker each time, and text us the combination an hour before we were set to pick it up.”

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll let him know. Stay inside and stay safe, Jaxon.”

      “You too, Hadley.”

      She hung up and pulled in one steadying, deep breath before following the pathway around the hospital toward the back. It had been built into a hill, so the backside of the building sat much lower than the side facing the parking lot.

      Counting the banks of long windows running up all four stories of the building, she stopped next to the fifth set. Hooking her fingers under the sash, she heaved up.

      The window creaked upward.

      Using a nearby rock for a boost, Hadley wriggled into the opening, landing on the other side with a decidedly ungraceful flop. She grunted and heaved as she righted herself on the bench sitting just below the window. In her effort, her boot slammed into the side of the locker, sending a crashing sound pulsating through the air and almost stopping her heart.

      She just sat there panting for a moment, waiting for anything to happen. When it didn’t, she stood, pushing her hair back out of her face, and took in her surroundings.

      Jaxon had been right. It looked like an old employee locker room, probably for doctors and nurses to change before or after shifts. There was a bank of lockers to her right, benches running down the middle of the room, and a wall of mirrors and sinks to her left. Everything was covered in about two inches of dust and was either chipped, stained, or rotten. The smell of decay was so heavy in the air, Hadley had the urge to swat it away like smoke.

      She scanned the room and her heart sank. It wasn’t as if she were expecting to see one of Miranda’s signature cupcake earrings on the floor or anything—even though it would’ve made things so much easier—but she hadn’t expected the absolute nothing she did find. There were footprints marking the dusty floor, but even those remained solely in front of the lockers. No tracks led out of the room.

      Hadley exhaled. Miranda wasn’t here.

      Heart heavy, she decided to look around a little more before leaving. She tiptoed around the bank of lockers, cringing as she realized she was creating clear tracks and that she’d be stupidly easy to follow.

      No one’s going to follow me, Hadley assured herself.

      She glanced up at the tall windows, thankful for the fall sunshine streaming through them. This whole ordeal would be a lot creepier in the dark.

      The sound came from the wall to her left. Thump, thump, thump.

      Hadley didn’t scream or jump or do anything. She couldn’t even breathe.

      Thump.

      She suddenly realized she’d been very wrong about it being less creepy in the light. All that had been frozen a second before it hit her full force. Her pulse was so loud in her ears she was sure she wouldn’t have been able to hear any more of the thumping. Now she’d found her breath, it came in loud, ragged gasps.

      Swallowing her fears, Hadley slowly followed her dusty footprints back the way she’d come. Instead of turning left, back toward the open window—toward the freedom she so desperately wanted—she went right, her hand clasping over the doorknob.

      She wanted to cry when she pulled the thing open and beheld a pitch-black hallway.

      Thump, thump.

      With shaking fingers, Hadley grabbed her phone out of her pocket and turned on the flashlight function. The beam shook along with her breathing as she stepped out of the safety of the daylight.

      The door snicked shut behind her. A whimper died in her throat.

      Thump. Gathering every molecule of bravery she ever hoped to possess, Hadley walked forward, following the sound. She moved slowly, shedding the light from her flashlight on each inch of hallway as she passed. Her mind helpfully created monsters, flashing eyes, and movement in the darkness beyond her beam.

      Finally, she stopped in front of a door on the left side of the hallway.

      The doorknob rattled from her shaking hand, so she gripped it tighter and pulled it open. Instead of rushing in like cops always did in the movies, Hadley peeked around the door, slowly stepping inside.

      Her heart sank as she scanned the empty utility room.

      About to go back into the hallway, Hadley heard the thumping again. This time, however, the sound was so much louder. Her attention went right to a thick pipe running up the middle of the room. It was backed by a pillar, but it vibrated and clanged.

      Exhaling, Hadley closed her eyes for a moment. It was just an old pipe. These old buildings had big furnaces that made a racket. She remembered the old high school building was the same way. Those pipes had clanged and pinged and made an awful din anytime the furnace was on during the winter months.

      Thump, thump.

      Hadley’s spine stiffened as a cloud of her breath settled in front of her. It was freezing. The building had been deserted for decades. The furnace wouldn’t be on.

      Eyes wide and wild, she searched the room. Was there a lower floor than the one she was on? She couldn’t see a—wait! There! A staircase was just visible in the corner, hiding behind the skeletons of metal racks. She ran over to it, following the stairs as they led down, down, down. Her light bobbed as she took shaky steps on her wobbly, anxious knees.

      She held her breath at the bottom of the stairs, using her flashlight to coat the room in light. In the middle of the furnace room, sat two chairs, and in them, Miranda and Dennis were tied and gagged. Their chairs were secured to the piping running down from the ceiling and to the floor before branching off to the different parts of the giant furnace behind them. Dennis must’ve gotten his rope loose enough he was able to rock back and forth, hitting the back of his chair into the pipe.

      Her heart soared, seeing them blinking back at her. They looked tired and scared, but they were alive.

      As relieved as she felt, Hadley suddenly realized they couldn’t see who she was by the way they were angling their faces down and squinting at the light.

      “It’s me, you guys. It’s Hadley.” She angled the flashlight up shedding light on herself.

      Miranda’s face crumpled into a relieved sob. Her shoulders shook. Hadley glanced over at Dennis, his tense body sagging in the rush of hope.

      Fast as she could, Hadley set her phone on a nearby shelf so she would have her hands free. From that position, it cast a dim light throughout the room but wasn’t shining directly in any of their eyes.

      Dennis gestured to Miranda with his head and Hadley agreed. She ran behind the teenager first, fingers shaking as she undid the gag. Miranda’s sobs became louder when the fabric fell away. As she began to tackle the ropes around her wrists and ankles, she wished she had something more than a bottle of body spray in her pocket.

      “Have you seen anything sharp around here?” she asked Miranda.

      But the girl just gulped at the air in an effort to stop her bawling.

      Hadley moved to Dennis, figuring she could at least get his gag off first.

      “Thank you, Hadley,” he said. His voice hoarse. “When we heard a crash upstairs, we knew right away it didn’t sound like him. Thank you for finding us.”

      She tried his bonds, but they were just as tight.

      “You guys, I need to go find something sharp to cut these ropes. Hold on.” She raced over to the shelf, picking up her phone and angling the light down. Miranda’s eyes widened as she thought about being in the dark again, but Hadley said, “I won’t leave you, I promise. I’ll be right back.”

      As she ran up the stairs into the utility room above, she turned on her phone screen to see if she could call Paul. The words No Service made her heart sink.

      She was on her own.

      After what seemed like an hour searching—but was probably only a minute and a half—Hadley pounded back down the stairs.

      “Anything?” Dennis asked.

      “No. I’m going to try again with my hands. I don’t want to waste time searching. I don’t know how long we ha—”

      The rest of the word died in Hadley’s throat as she heard a door shut somewhere above them.

      From the way both Dennis and Miranda’s faces froze in terror, she knew it was the sound that, in Dennis’s words, definitely did sound like him.
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      Hadley willed the sound to be fake, something her mind had made up like the figures moving in the dark when she’d been in the hallway.

      But when a footstep rang out, she knew it was real. He was coming.

      She looked helplessly down at the two of them for a moment and she considered putting their gags back in hiding, but then she remembered the van parked out front.

      “He’s going to see my van. He knows I’m here,” she said in a strangled tone to no one in particular.

      Suddenly, her body kicked into action. She moved toward Dennis, figuring it was better to free him and have another adult to help her fight off Kennedy.

      Like a mother lifting a car off her child, Hadley’s fingers filled with the renewed strength of adrenaline. She tore at Dennis’s ropes, and was able to untie the bond around his wrists before the door to the supply room above opened with a sickening click.

      Working even faster, she moved on to the rope around his middle. Dennis tried to lean forward to help with his ankles, but couldn’t reach, still tied to the chair back as he was. Her fingers flew across the knot, pulling here, pushing there, tugging. A hot tear spilled down her cheek.

      Footsteps clomped overhead, stopping at the top of the stairs. She was sure she would see the beam of a flashlight if she looked up, but she couldn’t even spare the second to do so.

      “A delivery van?” a voice called down the stairs, sending a chill down Hadley’s spine.

      The knot finally gave, and Dennis leaned forward, grabbing at the ropes around his ankles. He waved Hadley over to Miranda.

      She hadn’t even started on Miranda’s fist knot when Kennedy walked down the stairway and came into view. Out of his white jacket, and wearing jeans and a sweater, the man looked like any father, maybe grandfather. Except for the look on his face that would haunt Hadley for as long as she lived. There was a predatory amusement behind his eyes, and his mouth was pulled into a sickening smile.

      There wasn’t a shred of humor in his voice as he barked out, “Stop moving, all of you.”

      Dennis stopped, sitting back in his chair, and Hadley’s hands froze as she noticed the gun Kennedy had pointed at Dennis—nope, now at her.

      “Step out from behind there.” He motioned with the gun.

      Hadley stood slowly and took a step away from Miranda. She held her hands in front of her body even though he hadn’t asked her to do so, not wanting to give him any reason to shoot. It wasn’t like she had anything more than lavender spray anyway.

      “Dennis, it looks like your number of victims just doubled.” Kennedy tsked. “What a tragedy it will be when they find you’ve shot both of these young women and then yourself.”

      Hadley’s stomach dropped. “I’ve already told the police it was you,” she blurted out.

      Kennedy’s attention whipped over to her. He narrowed his eyes.

      “Your cover is blown. They know about the drugs, about Casey, about Zack, and now they know you have Miranda. I’m surprised you’re here since they’re probably already at your house.” Hadley inched her hands down as she talked.

      Eyes darkening for a moment, Kennedy started to laugh, shooting Dennis and Miranda a can you believe this lady? kinda look. Hadley used the few moments his eyes were off her to reach into her pocket, palm the spray, and pull it out. She squeezed her other hand into a fist so it would just appear like she was angry or scared.

      “Good one.” Kennedy’s gaze returned to Hadley. “I like your spunk. Tell me they’re coming, they’re onto me, so I’ll get flustered and make a mistake.” He shook his head. “No one’s coming, are they? You’re all alone.”

      His even tone wiggled into her psyche and rattled her nerves. She’d told Paul, right? Yes, Paul knew. Then why hadn’t the sheriff’s department been at Kennedy’s house? How was he here? Maybe no one believed Paul. Maybe Paul didn’t believe her.

      Her whole body went cold.

      But before all hope left her, there was a noise above. It wasn’t loud, but it was there. Was someone else here? The thought she might not be alone sparked that hope and it caught fire. Kennedy had caught the noise as well, and as he took a step back to glance up the stairway, Hadley jumped at her chance, literally.

      She launched herself at the man, holding the spray bottle out in front and squirting it right into his eyes.

      Kennedy yelled out in surprise, lowering the gun in the process. She could hear chair legs scraping across the concrete, but couldn’t concentrate on what Dennis was doing. She needed to get the gun.

      But as Hadley reached out to wrestle the gun from his grip, Kennedy elbowed her in the gut, sending her staggering back. She wheezed, clutching at her stomach and was about to try again when she saw an object swing through the air and collide with the side of Kennedy’s skull.

      He sank to the floor, the gun clattering out of his hand.

      Luke Fenton looked down at the man at his feet, lowering a baseball bat as his worried eyes met Hadley’s.

      “Is there a reason it smells like lavender in here?” he asked.

      

      The emergency blanket crinkled around Hadley’s shoulders as Sheriff Mark McKay paced in front of the ambulance.

      “The old hospital, right. See you in a few,” McKay grumbled into the phone.

      Luke, sitting next to her in the back of the ambulance, bumped his knee into hers. Hadley smiled, but focused on McKay as he hung up the call and ambled over.

      “Your brother is almost here. He’ll be happy to see you well.” McKay nodded before mumbling something about paperwork as he waddled away.

      “He’s never been known for his warm and fuzzy demeanor, has he?” Luke chuckled.

      “No.” Hadley breathed the word out, surrounded in a happy sigh. She couldn’t wait to see her brother.

      The two of them watched in silence as the scene in front of them played out, seeming more like some movie, or the end of a TV show they’d been binging instead of something they’d just survived. And even though Kennedy was handcuffed in the back of a cruiser on the other side of the parking lot, Hadley still experienced the odd shiver running over her skin at the thought of how close they’d all come to death.

      She pulled the crinkly blanket tighter. Luke noticed the motion and wrapped an arm around her, making even more noise than before. They both laughed, but Hadley stayed close, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Where’d you find that bat anyway?” Hadley asked, still only chipping away at all of the questions she had about the last few hours.

      “It was in my truck.” Luke shrugged.

      Hadley pulled away so she could look him in the eye. “But I thought you played football.”

      Luke smiled. “I did. Playing one sport doesn’t automatically ban you from another, Had. Plus,” he said, clearing his throat. “That bat wasn’t for playing. I keep one in my house and in my truck, just in case.”

      Hadley set her head back on his shoulder and whispered, “Just in case.”

      Squealing tires made her sit bolt upright. Her brother jumped out of the passenger side of a cruiser before it was fully stopped.

      “Had,” he called, frantically searching the mess of people and cars.

      “Paul.” She meant his name to be louder, but a little too much emotion latched itself on to the word, and it came out in more of a rasp.

      But it was a rasp he heard. Paul’s gaze locked on to his twin sister’s and he jogged over. She stood just in time to be enveloped in one of her brother’s famous bear hugs.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he said, pulling her even tighter. When he let her go, Paul looked over to Luke, holding out his hand. When Luke took it, Paul pulled him into a tight hug too. “Thanks for going after her.”

      Stepping back with all the hugs out of the way, Paul’s dark eyebrows furrowed over his tired eyes. “How’d you know she would be here, though? Tell me everything. McKay was vague on the phone.”

      “Uh, Cassie Lee,” Luke said. “She called the farm asking for me and told me Hadley was about to do something dangerous.”

      “Apparently, you two aren’t the only ones who can tell when I’m lying. When I asked Jaxon Bayne about how to get into the old hospital, he called Cassie and warned her about what he thought I was about to do.” Hadley never would’ve thought she’d owe her life to a teenage drug dealer.

      Paul glanced over at another ambulance, where Miranda and Dennis were getting checked over by paramedics. Kennedy, as a doctor, knew he needed to keep them hydrated at least, but Miranda especially was malnourished after four days without much food.

      “They look okay, considering,” Paul said. “How Dennis got mixed up in this, I can’t understand.”

      Hadley and Luke smiled at one another.

      “We found that out too,” Hadley said. “Dennis explained it all while we waited for the police. It turns out, he’s actually Miranda’s dad. He and Brenda had a bit of a fling when they were just out of college. Brenda, however, was dating some guy in Cascade Ridge whose family had a lot of money. She tried to convince the other guy that the baby was his to get child support, but his family threatened to have a paternity test done. Even with the other guy out of the picture, Brenda figured Dennis wouldn’t take her back, so she decided to raise Miranda on her own.”

      Paul shook his head. “So she knew this whole time and waited until Miranda was missing to tell the poor guy?”

      Luke cleared his throat. “Well, she probably still doesn’t realize she spilled the secret at all. Dennis went over to visit Brenda and he found her completely wasted. He was worried she’d overdosed, so he rushed her up to the emergency room. Apparently, along the way, high Brenda told him everything. They’re going to wait until the drugs are completely out of her system to break the news to her.”

      Hadley took over. “And while Dennis was at the hospital, he overheard some nurses talking in a stairwell. They speculated about Kennedy overprescribing his patients and wondered if he had something to do with the kid who had gone missing. When he confronted Kennedy about it, he said that Kennedy denied it at first, but then whispered in his ear that if Dennis so much as scratched his nose around the police, Miranda was a goner and so was Brenda.”

      Luke nodded. “Then he told Dennis he wanted money in exchange for Miranda. So Dennis drove back to Stoneybrook, emptied his bank account and grabbed all the cash from the store and brought it back to see if they’d take a ransom.”

      Hadley thought back to Thea telling them how frantic the man had been, grabbing all of his money. “Kennedy, of course, didn’t care about the money anymore and saw an opportunity in Dennis.”

      Paul’s face tightened. “How’s that?”

      Hadley dipped her chin. “Well, Miranda said she followed Zack here, hoping to buy from him since Jaxon wouldn’t sell to her, but she’d ended up walking in on Kennedy knocking him over the head hard enough to kill him. She said Kennedy kept Zack’s body around, grumbling about setups and time of death. She thinks he was trying to figure out how to make it look like Zack killed her, but he knew the medical examiners would be able to tell he died before she did.”

      “But when Dennis showed up, he provided Kennedy with another person to pin it all on.” Luke sighed.

      “And that’s why he waited until yesterday to get rid of Zack’s body,” Paul said. “But why did he kill two of his dealers in the first place?”

      Hadley and Luke glanced at each other and shrugged. “That you’re going to have to ask the monster himself.”

      “I’m guessing they somehow found out who he was and he had to get rid of them.” Hadley looked down at her feet. “I’m just glad Miranda’s okay.”

      “Thanks to you two,” Paul said, patting Luke on the shoulder and pulling Hadley into another hug. “Now let’s get the two of you home. I’m sure Suze is worried sick.”

      Peeling off the plastic blanket, Hadley frowned. “How would Suze know? No one in Stoneybrook knows where I went but Cassie.”

      Paul's cheeks turned slightly red and he shook his head. “Right, I meant once we tell her.” His left eye twitched, a definite sign he was lying.

      A weight settled on Hadley’s shoulders as she followed Luke and Paul. She may have solved one mystery, but the other was still very much unsolved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      It took a day for Hadley’s phone to stop ringing constantly, two for people to stop referring to it as a miracle, and by Thursday she still couldn’t make it ten feet down Main Street without having to stop and recount her recent brush with death to someone she was sure had already heard the story twelve times.

      Which was why, by Friday, she decided to stay home and take a much-needed day off to rest and celebrate making it to another birthday. Never in her life had she been so appreciative of turning another year older.

      Gran had talked about that British baking show so much, and Hadley decided it would be the perfect escape. After sleeping in a little extra, she moved to the couch with a blanket, a cup of tea, and a box of Milanos—because thirty-one-year-olds could have dessert for breakfast if they darn well pleased. Within ten minutes, both cats were curled up on her legs, purring away, and she’d officially become hooked on the show.

      By the end of the second episode, she’d already gotten a phone call from her parents, as well as Grandpa Steve. She loved her family’s tradition of calling people up on their birthday and singing to them. While her parents had made a lovely harmony, no one could beat out Grandpa Steve, a member of a handful of barbershop quartets in his heyday.

      When she was nearing the end of the first season, Hadley’s phone beeped with a new message.  She smiled as a picture came through from Cassie. It was of Bailey; his grumpy little cat face filled the screen and she’d put some filter on the picture, making it look like he was wearing a birthday hat. The text followed right after.

      Bay says Happy Birthday, Hadley!

      Before she could respond, another picture came through. It was a selfie of Cassie, Miranda, and Kelsey.

      And so do we!!!

      Hadley sent her thanks, unable to help the huge grin from taking over her face at the sight of the three girls together. In the days since Miranda had been rescued, the three of them had been almost inseparable. Because Miranda’s mom was still recovering, she’d been spending her days in her hospital room and her nights at Cassie’s house. Kelsey had been staying over as well, and she and Cassie had buried whatever issues had previously stood between them, recognizing life was too precious and short to waste with unnecessary drama—at least, that’s what they’d told Hadley.

      While she was sure Miranda would never be quite the same after her scare, the teen seemed to be doing well, with the help of therapy sessions both by herself and with her mother. It didn’t hurt that she’d gained another parent out of the equation. And while she and Dennis had already built quite a steady relationship over the years, they were taking the whole dad-and-daughter thing one step at a time.

      The credits for the end of the season-one finale of the baking show scrolled by hours later, as Hadley shaped her scones and stuck them onto a baking sheet. She hadn’t been able to stand watching the bakers create such beautiful creations without craving the chance to get her hands in some flour.

      She’d just set the timer and was about to start the next season, when there was a knock at her door. Gran stood on the other side.

      “Happy Birthday, love.” She enveloped Hadley in the kind of warm, all-encompassing hug only a grandmother can give.

      Stepping back, Gran held out a small, glittery bag with pink tissue sticking out the top.

      “Thank you, Gran. You didn’t have to.”

      “Of course I didn’t, but I wanted to.” Gran winked and ushered Hadley inside to open the gift.

      Careful not to rip the delicate tissue, Hadley pulled out a soft item wrapped in another sheet of the pink paper. She unfolded it to reveal a gray knit hat with a delicate blue-and-pink, variegated Fair Isle pattern. It looked so soft, something Hadley confirmed immediately by wrapping her fingers around the fuzzy gift.

      “I love it.” She beamed. Sliding out her ponytail holder, Hadley let her hair down, combing her fingers through it for a moment to make it lay flat before she pulled on the beanie and sighed. She leaned forward to give Gran a kiss on the cheek. “You’re a yarn wizard. Believe me. I’ve tried patterns like this and they are not easy.”

      “A lifetime of practice,” Gran said with a wink. She glanced around the kitchen, signs of baking evident. Then she turned to see the television, paused at the start of the next season. “You watched it?” Her blue eyes lit up and she clapped.

      Hadley laughed. “Gran, I’ve moved well beyond watching and have hit the slippery slope toward obsession. Want to stay for an episode? You can help me taste test my scones when they’re done.”

      Gran’s smile faded. “I’m afraid I can’t. I’ve got to help your parents get ready for your birthday dinner tonight, and I’ve confiscated one of their cars. They’ll be needing that back soon.” She gently patted her hair, which Hadley noticed was particularly well coifed, twisted up into a smart chignon.

      “Your hair is lovely,” Hadley said, dipping her head to each side to take in the full effect.

      “Do you like it? Nell just did it for me over at the salon.” Gran twirled slowly.

      “Nell’s a genius with—” But Hadley couldn’t seem to finish her sentence. As Gran made it to the one hundred eighty degree part of her full circle, Hadley caught sight of a colorful, painted chopstick sticking out of Gran’s bun.

      The kind Suze made and used daily to contain her curly locks. The exact kind Suze was always adamant she wouldn’t sell to others because she wanted them to be her signature piece. Every artist has to have a signature style, Suze always said when asked why she refused to market them at her booth. It was also the same accessory of Suze’s that Hadley had found in Paul’s truck months earlier, the stick that had broken the camel’s back, so to speak—if the camel’s back was Hadley’s trust.

      “Is that one of Suze’s chopsticks?” Hadley fought to keep her question level. “Did she give it to you?”

      Gran finished her turn and patted her hair until she located the stick. “Oh, no. I was just holding it for her, to remind myself to get it back to her. She left it at the salon.”

      Hadley’s eyes narrowed. While most of the town shared Hadley’s glowing opinion of Nell’s skills with dye and scissors, Suze refused to get her hair cut in the salon. She’d tried it once when they were younger and had left the place in tears, saying people just didn’t understand curly hair. As a result, Suze cut her own curls, and made Hadley clean up the back portion she couldn’t reach—making her show her where she intended to cut, three times, before she would let her do so.

      But if Suze wasn’t getting her hair cut, then she was there getting it styled. What could Suze possibly need a fancy hairdo for on a Friday? Hadley wondered.

      Gran pulled her away from her thoughts by giving her a goodbye pat on the hand. “I’ll see you in a few hours, dear. Happiest of birthdays.” Gran kissed her fingertips and then gently placed them on Hadley’s cheek, heading out the door without waiting for a response.

      If the timer for her scones hadn’t gone off a few minutes later, Hadley wasn’t sure how long she might’ve stood there, question after question spinning through her mind. As it was, the scones were golden and absolutely delicious with butter and jam spread across their warm, flaky insides. A few bites of one of them stole Hadley’s attention away, and she began washing up the supplies she’d used in her bake.

      She had her hands fully immersed in a soapy mixing bowl when another knock sounded at her front door.

      “Come in,” she called, washing the suds off and wiping her hands on the nearest towel.

      Heavy boots sounded against the hardwood of the foyer.

      “Hey.” She turned around, hands clean and dry.

      Luke’s mouth was pulled into a boyish grin. “A little cold in here?”

      Hadley realized she was still wearing Gran’s present. Instead of slipping it off, however, she tugged it tighter. “It’s from Gran, and it’s beautiful and I don’t care if maybe I’m getting a little overheated.”

      Luke laughed. “Fair enough.” He held a box forward. “Happy Birthday, Had.”

      The silvery paper was exquisite, and the wrapping job was the picture of precision, all sharp folds and tight corners. A purple bow adorned the top and the sound of clinking glass came from the box as he presented it to her.

      “From you?” she asked, surprised by the weight as she took it from him.

      “Yeah. I was going to bring you a bottle of gin too, but the distillery is closed for an event tonight, so I’ll have to give you a rain check on that. Oh, and Jolee’s present is out in your driveway.” He leaned closer, whispering, “It’s your bike—fixed—but Jo’s not as good at wrapping as I am.”

      Smiling, Hadley set the box on the now-cleared countertop and began to unwrap it. Underneath the paper was a plain cardboard box, its blank sides only adding to the ambiguity. Luke nodded in encouragement as she lifted the cardboard lid.

      Inside sat a dozen quart-sized glass jars. They all had bright copper lids that shone up at Hadley like brand new pennies. Pulling one out of its cardboard slot, Hadley sucked in a breath as she noticed they had her berry logo and Pretty Jam Good etched into the sides.

      A tiny ball of warmth spread out from Hadley’s chest.

      “I thought you could use them to sell special reserve blends of your jams, kind of like Christine does with some of her spirits.” Luke ran a hand through his hair.

      “I absolutely love them, Luke. Thank you.” She put the jar down, pulling him into a tight squeeze—and definitely not mentioning their etched portions might make them unfit for canning but would make beautiful water glasses.

      Luke’s arms wrapped around Hadley and she closed her eyes, sinking into him. He smelled of fresh air, and earth, and … well, Luke. He pulled back, meeting her gaze with his. Those blue eyes, that floppy, unruly hair.

      Just as she was moving to study his lips, her phone beeped with a message. Hadley’s jaw clenched tight. If it was Cassie with another picture of Bailey, she was going to—

      Grabbing her phone from the counter, Hadley was relieved to see it wasn’t. It was from Suze. But all relief left her as she read the text.

      Hey. I’m so sorry and I’m the WORST, but I’m not feeling well. Mind if I take a rain check for your bday dinner?

      Hadley’s stomach plummeted.

      Of course not. Feel better, she typed, sending the message before any of her whiny thoughts had a chance to seep into her response.

      “What’s up?” Luke asked, probably noticing the way her complexion had paled.

      “Suze can’t make it for dinner.” Hadley’s shoulders sagged.

      She couldn’t fault her friend for getting sick, after all. Germs didn’t know it was Hadley’s birthday. Suddenly hot, Hadley pulled off Gran’s hat and tossed it onto the back of the couch. She could feel the static messing with her hair and she flattened it back down with her hands, smoothing and—

      Wait. Hair.

      Suze couldn’t be sick. She’d just been at Nell’s salon getting her hair done for some fancy occasion. Hadley’s stomach sank. She knew Suze had been lying to her over the past few months, but this was low, too low.

      “What now?” Luke asked, looking as if he was having a hard time keeping up with Hadley’s mood changes.

      “She’s lying. She’s not sick.” Hadley shook her head, lining up all of the lies in her mind as if they were kids who’d been caught spray painting the playground.

      She went through the evidence with Luke, extending a finger at each new clue.

      First, there had been Suze’s hair chopstick in Paul’s truck.

      Then, the constant lies—Hadley knew the word constant was a tad hyperbolic, but went with her anger—about where they were, had been, and what they were doing.

      There had been that odd meeting between Suze and Christine last week and now the distillery was closed for an event.

      Next, the German chocolate cake. Paul’s favorite flavor ordered from Mickie by Suzanne.

      The wedding dress from The Tulle box had almost clinched it.

      “And now she’s gone and had her hair done.” Hadley spaced out the last two words for effect.

      Luke blinked. “Oh no …?” He cringed, obviously unsure why it was bad.

      “Luke. Cake, dress, hair? There’s only one—”

      She was interrupted again by a beep from her phone. A strangled, wry laugh escaped her lips as she glanced down at the screen.

      Hate to do this, but still swamped with paperwork from the case. Rain check for dinner?

      Hadley laughed again, but in a manic way that made her feel certifiably crazy. She showed Luke the screen.

      “And now Paul’s out too.”

      Luke took in the information, and Hadley waited for him to come to the same conclusion.

      “Which means?” Luke shook his head slowly.

      “Luke! They’re having a secret wedding.” Hadley let her hands rise and fall, unsure how he was missing all of the signs.

      “A what?”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. “A secret wedding. At Christine’s distillery. My two best friends are getting married, and they somehow feel like they can’t tell me.”

      Luke’s mouth opened and closed a few times. He looked utterly lost.

      But that was okay. Hadley wasn’t. She was finally seeing things clearly. She paced.

      “Had, I don’t—”

      She stopped short, snapping her fingers and cutting Luke off. “That’s it. I’m going there. I’m going to show them they should’ve told me, that I’m super supportive, and they were wrong to keep it from me.”

      Hadley searched the room for her purse, pausing only to slip on her Birkenstock clogs.

      “Uh, Had.” Luke’s voice was quiet, but she could hear the suppressed smirk hiding behind his tone.

      “What?” Her eyes snapped up to meet his, expecting him to tell her she was being crazy.

      He pressed his lips together for a moment, then ran his hand along his stubbly jawline. “If we’re going to crash a secret wedding, don’t you think you might want to wear something other than stained sweatpants, a flour-covered T-shirt, and your Birks?”

      Hadley glanced down. Her favorite gray sweatpants were marred with holes and some inexplicable stains. As was her Stoneybrook Fun Run 2015 T-shirt. She chewed on her lip for a moment.

      Shaking her head, she grabbed her keys from the hook near the door. “Nope. This whole thing has me feeling crazy, and if I’m going in crazy, I’m going to commit.” She stomped out the door, Luke following behind.
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      Luke drove, which was definitely a good idea because Hadley couldn’t sit still to save her life. She fussed and fidgeted and huffed the entire ten-minute drive out to the distillery. Now they’d found Miranda, she had spent the time to paint her nails a lovely champagne color yesterday. By the time Luke pulled into the circular gravel driveway of Stoneybrook Spirits, a good half of the champagne polish was history.

      Paul’s truck and Suze’s powder-blue Mini sat parked next to the barn that held all of Christine’s stills and boilers.

      “Ha!” Hadley pointed, vindication washing over her.

      But as her gaze moved down the line of cars, her heart sank. Her parents’ car sat among vehicles representing most of the residents in town.

      Eyes flashing with renewed anger, Hadley looked to Luke. “Do you believe me now?" She pointed to the familiar black Subaru. "My parents are even in on it.”

      Luke swallowed, looking worried for the first time as he glanced at the line of cars. “Had, are you sure you want to …” He drifted off, unable to finish his sentence.

      And Hadley didn’t need him to. She nodded. “I’m very sure.”

      She was also sure that there was a lump of sadness and betrayal sitting right in her throat, and if she wasn’t taking action it might envelop her.

      So she needed to take action.

      Unbuckling, she emerged from the truck like a knight dismounting a steed. She was here to get some answers.

      Her sandals crunched in the gravel, sounding loud enough to trigger an avalanche paired with her stomping. Luke’s large boots tread much more softly behind her, but his pace quickened as she reached the big barn doors to the tasting room.

      Hadley felt like some sort of boxer, about to go into the ring. She paused, cracking her neck and taking a deep—albeit shaky—breath before grasping the wrought-iron handles, one in each hand. She stopped, eyeing the large doors and quickly calculating how much wider they were than her arm span; there was no way she would be able to hold on to them at the same time.

      Luke seemed to read her mind and he stepped up next to her, taking hold of one side so she could focus on the other. He eyed her for a second, as if to ask, You sure about this?

      She nodded, and they pulled the doors wide open.

      Her heart was in her throat, unready for what she would find. What would she say? What could she do? How would it feel if she was ri—

      “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

      If Hadley thought her boots could trigger an avalanche, the din that poured out of those barn doors could’ve left Mount Everest snowless. She blinked, staring in stunned silence as the whole of Stoneybrook gathered inside Christine’s beautiful tasting room.

      A banner—obviously painted by Suze’s talented hand—hung across the exposed beams. There were two beautiful cakes sitting along a long table to the left. One was obviously German chocolate, Paul’s favorite. But right next to it was a beautiful cake with a shiny, white frosting that looked suspiciously like Swiss meringue buttercream, decorated with fresh strawberries. Without cutting into it, she was quite sure the inside would be a soft, lemon sponge cake with fresh strawberries—her favorite.

      There was so much to take in. Hadley didn’t even realize Suze was standing right in front of her. Her curly hair was done up in a beautiful updo, tendrils falling around her face, and she was wearing the most gorgeous purple dress.

      Wait. The smile slid from Suze’s face and her narrowed eyes settled on Luke.

      “Fenton, what happened to getting her to dress up?” Suze asked through clenched teeth.

      Luke shrugged. “Uh … I had bigger problems than that. You might want to go get her ready, in another room.” He widened his eyes for effect and Suze’s followed as she caught on.

      “Sure. This way, birthday girl.” She rushed forward, helping Luke lead Hadley off into Christine’s office area to the right. “You all did great!” Suze called back over her shoulder. “Eat and have fun; we’ll be right back!”

      And with that, the three of them disappeared into the office where Paul was waiting, holding a beautiful teal dress on a hanger and wearing a big smile just about as well as he wore his gray suit.

      “Happy birthday, Had,” Paul said, then looked to Luke. “Was she surprised?”

      Luke laughed. “You have no idea.”

      At that, Hadley finally found her voice. She whirled back on Luke. “You knew? You were in on this?”

      There must’ve been more fire behind her eyes than her words because Luke’s hands shot up and he took a step back. “Not until this morning, I promise.”

      “We know Luke can’t keep secrets, especially not from you, so we had to wait until the last second to tell him.” Suze put a hand on her hip and smirked.

      Now it was Hadley’s turn to whirl toward Suze. “Which means, you two aren’t together?”

      Simultaneously Suze’s face lost all color and Paul’s seemed to gather it all up. They were quite the pair, white-as-a-sheet and red-as-a-tomato.

      “What?” Suze spat out the question like a swig of day-old coffee.

      Paul cleared his throat, then rubbed his left arm with his right hand.

      “Ha! You are!” Hadley pointed at the gesture. Anytime Paul rubbed his arm like that, it was a sure sign he wasn’t ready to tell her something just yet. “You’re just not—ready—to … tell me.” The last bit of the sentence petered out as she began to understand her mistake.

      Paul and Suze glanced at one another.

      Suze chewed on her top lip. “We—uh—yeah,” she said.

      Paul sighed. “How’d you find out? Does everyone know?”

      “No.” Hadley shook her head. “Just Luke and me. I found one of Suze’s hair chopsticks in your truck this summer.”

      “And I found out because you two were super obvious,” Luke added dryly.

      Hadley caught Suze’s gaze with hers. “So it’s true?”

      Suze nodded, then wet her lips. “Wait,” she said. “What did you think you were walking in on, if you hadn’t figured out it was your party?”

      Now it was Hadley’s turn to go red in the face. “Uh …”

      “She thought you two were having a secret wedding, and that there was possibly a secret baby.” Luke blurted. When Hadley shot him a glare, he said, “What? I’m a bad liar.”

      Suze laughed for a moment. “Oh, Had. I’m sorry. We just wanted to see where things would go, give whatever it was time to grow. We’re not getting married, or anything.”

      “Yet,” Paul added with a wink, to which Suze returned with a smile.

      “We felt bad keeping it from you.” Suze swiped at her forehead. “It sounded like such a great plan at first, but now …”

      Paul stepped forward. “Really, we were just thinking of you, Had. We didn’t want to get your hopes up if it wasn’t going to work out.” He wrapped an arm around Suze’s shoulders. “But it would be nice not to have to hide anymore.” He smiled down at her.

      The office seemed to spin around Hadley as everything clicked into place. “So this really was a surprise party all along?”

      Paul and Suze nodded. Voices in the other room grew louder, and it sounded like the party was getting started without them.

      “I wanted to throw a party where we dressed up, like we always talked about when we were little.” Suze fingered the fabric of her gown. “So I got us both party dresses from that place on the other side of the mountain. Do you remember it? The Tulle Box?”

      Hadley swallowed, feeling rather ill. The receipt she’d found had been the price of two dresses, not one. Two party dresses, not one wedding dress. “I remember.”

      “And I know how much you love to follow clues.” Paul cleared his throat. “So I thought we could plant stuff around town to lead you here.”

      Closing her eyes, Hadley inhaled as she saw it all through a different lens.

      “The meeting with Christine was about the venue. And she was awkward on purpose to make me suspicious,” Hadley said, opening her eyes.

      Suze laughed. “Actually, Christine just got nervous and did that on her own. That wasn’t part of my plan.”

      “But Mickie was supposed to act weird about me seeing the order, so I would be curious about it?” Hadley guessed.

      At that, Paul nodded. “The cakes were my present, but I got busy with the case and Suze ordered them for me. We didn’t realize until the next day that the second card had been stuck behind the first one, so it looked like there was only one cake on order.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Mickie really needs a different system.”

      Hadley moved on to the next clue: the dresses and receipt. “Which means you knew I would see you that day on Main Street,” she said, pointing to Suze, who nodded. “And you dropped the receipt on purpose.”

      “I purposefully waved to Mr. Hite so he would honk his horn. The man can’t help it.” Suze touched her hair.

      Hadley pointed at her head. “And you recruited Gran this morning to drop the hint about your hair, so I would know you were getting ready for something big.”

      She smiled. “Yup.”

      “We knew you would figure it out when we canceled, since we’ve never celebrated our birthday apart,” Paul added. “Luke telling you the distillery was closed for an event was meant to be the last clue.”

      Hadley laughed as the absurdity of the last few days ran through her mind. “I got all of those clues, the fact that I’d found Suze’s hair chopstick in your truck first distorted everything I found after that.” She shook her head.

      Suze patted her arm. “I’m so sorry we made you worry. The clues were supposed to be fun. Instead, it sounds as if we practically gave you an anxiety attack.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” Paul’s face wrinkled into a grimace.

      She waved a hand at them. For all of the time she’d spent worrying and ruminating about them hiding a relationship from her, finding out she was wrong felt like a weight lifted off her shoulders.

      Her brother pulled her into a hug. “Happy birthday, Had.”

      “Happy birthday, Paul.” She squeezed him tight. When she pulled back, there was a sinking sensation in her gut. “I left your present at my house, though,” she said, cringing.

      Paul laughed. “Didn’t you see the tower of chocolates out there next to the cakes? Dennis wasn’t kidding when he told you we’d get free truffles for life.”

      “Okay, boys. It’s time for you to skedaddle. I need to help Hadley look less like she just rolled out of bed and more like a birthday queen.” Suze ushered the guys back out into the party, closing the door behind her. “I’m just going to grab Nell, so she can do your hair, and I’ll be right back. Slip into that dress while I’m gone, okay?”

      Hadley smiled. “Okay.”

      Before Suze could leave, Hadley caught her friend’s hand.

      “What?” Suze asked, pausing.

      Hadley could feel the sparkle in her eyes as she asked, “So … you and Paul?” She smiled so big it almost hurt.

      Suze’s face broke into a similar grin. She nodded. “I came to see him one day in the hospital after he got shot back in the spring. I don’t know if it was his pain meds or what, but when I went to hug him, he pulled me in for a kiss. It was months before anything happened again. We were both trying to figure out how we felt. The second time we kissed was on a day he took me up to Dari’s Rock. It’s when I must’ve left my hair chopstick in his truck.”

      Heart radiating warmth and happiness, Hadley listened to her friend as she continued with the story.

      “We’ve tried to hang out a few times, but it’s hard to do in a town this small. And then Paul’s been so busy with case after case. We haven’t had as much time as I thought we would. But …” She glanced up at Hadley.

      “But?” she asked.

      “You bringing it up has felt so freeing, so right. I think I’m going to tell him the town can gossip away. I want to make it official.” Suze’s brown eyes lit up. “Are you okay with that?”

      Snorting, Hadley pulled her friend into a hug. “Okay? You’re basically making all of my sister and best friend dreams come true at once. I couldn’t be happier!” She pulled back and grabbed Suze’s wrist. “Except for one thing. None of that explains why you’re wearing this watch.”

      Cheeks turning a light shade of pink, Suze said, “Oh. Well, Paul got so busy with the case that I had to take over some of his clues, so I got it to keep myself more organized. On track.” She looked down at the timepiece. “After wearing it for a week, I kind of like it. I’m always misplacing my phone, anyway.” She winked at Hadley before slipping out through the door.

      When she was alone again, Hadley pulled on the decadent teal gown, absolutely feeling the part of birthday queen.

      

      When Hadley emerged from Christine’s office twenty minutes later. She still wore her Birkenstocks under her fancy dress, since Luke hadn’t been able to persuade her into other footwear. A flood of friends and family and festivities met her as she entered the distillery for the second time. Her parents were there, as was Gran, looking lovely in a champagne-colored dress. Cassie, Kelsey, and Miranda were all in attendance.

      Hadley smiled when she noticed Miranda and Dennis conferring over the chocolates display, moving a truffle here or a caramel there until they were both nodding proudly.

      She couldn’t quite fathom how, a mere hour before, she’d thought all of this was a secret to keep her out when, in fact, it had turned out to be a celebration for her. Contentment glowed warm in her heart each time a new person came her way or pulled her into a hug.

      And when Paul pulled Suze into a big kiss after the "Happy Birthday" song, Hadley pressed her lips together to hide her smile as everyone else gasped in surprise. She beamed at her best friend’s bliss as she took another bite of her lemon cake, glad that they’d finally found happiness after all these years.

      Someone opened the tasting room doors, letting in the cool mountain air. An orange harvest moon glowed down on them from above the mountains. For a moment, Hadley wondered if she would ever feel ready to love again, after Tyler, after her divorce.

      From across the party, she caught Luke Fenton watching her. His shirtsleeves were rolled like usual, his hands shoved into his jean pockets, and his blond hair was slightly wild. He winked one of his blue eyes at her and something stirred in her heart. Something she hadn’t felt for a long time.
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        Both of the following recipes are created by Marisa McClellan, creator of Food in Jars.
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      Apple Rosemary Jam

      Makes 4 half pints

      

      3 pounds apples

      4 sprigs fresh rosemary

      1 1/2 cups granulated sugar

      1 lemon, zested and juiced

      

      Peel, core, and dice apples. Place in a large, non-reactive pot with 2 tablespoons water and three sprigs rosemary. Cover pan, place over medium heat, and bring to a simmer. Cook until apples are tender and can be mashed with the tines of a fork, about 10-20 minutes.

      

      Prepare a boiling water bath canner and four half-pint jars.

      

      Remove the pot from the heat and pluck out the rosemary leaves and stem.Stir in the sugar, breaking up the apples as you stir. Once the sugar has dissolved into the fruit, give it a taste. If you’re happy with the level of rosemary flavor, set the final sprig of rosemary aside and return the pot to the stove. If you’d like to infuse a little more rosemary essence, drop the remaining sprig into the jam. After tasting, stir in lemon juice.

      

      Stirring regularly, bring fruit to a boil and cook until it bubbles madly and appears to thicken, about 15 to 18 minutes. It’s done when you pull a spatula through the jam and the fruit doesn’t immediately rush into fill the space you’ve cleared.

      

      Remove jam from heat and remove the remaining rosemary sprig, if you used it. Funnel into prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings, and process the jars 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.

      

      Note: The time required to cook apples into sauce can vary greatly depending on the variety of apple you’re working with. Some will soften into sauce in just a few minutes, while others will need far longer to relax. It’s important to use a quick fork test to check for doneness and not simply rely on time elapsed.
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      Spiced Pear Chutney

      Makes 4 half pints

      

      3 pounds pears

      1 1/2 cups golden raisins

      1 1/2 cups light brown sugar

      1 1/4 cups apple cider vinegar

      1 cup chopped yellow onion

      3 garlic cloves, minced

      1 tablespoon freshly grated ginger

      1 tablespoon mustard seeds

      1 tablespoon salt

      1 teaspoon red pepper flakes

      1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

      1/2 teaspoon ground cloves

      

      Prepare a canning pot and 4 half-pint jars.

      

      Peel, core and chop the pears into a small dice.

      

      Combine all ingredients in a large pot, stir to combine, and bring to a vigorous boil. Reduce the heat to medium and cook, stirring often, until the mixture has reduced and developed a thick, spreadable consistency, about an hour.

      

      When the chutney is finished cooking, remove the pot from the stove. Funnel the finished chutney into the prepared jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Wipe the rims, apply the lids and rings, and process in a boiling water bath for 15 minutes.

      

      Makes 8 half pints or 16 quarter pints
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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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Don’t miss the next book in the series:
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      When a contestant of Grande County’s annual baking competition dies after eating a poisoned pie, it’s up to Paul, Hadley, Suze, and Luke to get to the bottom of it.

      Coming Soon!
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