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Dear Reader,

Thank you for picking up Murder Beneath the Surface.

I'm proudly South African, and I've used mostly UK English spelling and style in this book. So if you notice words like “colour,” “realise” or “recognise” instead of their American versions, that's intentional.

I hope Jade and Axel stay with you for a while after you finish reading.

With warmth and gratitude,

Luna Duval
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JADE

Darkness clung to my face like a wet rag, and the air smelled strongly of motor oil. Each bump in the road threw me hard against unyielding metal, and sometime after the last pothole, it hit me—I was in a car boot. This wasn’t quite how I’d imagined my Wednesday unfolding. The rope binding my wrists had started to rub raw, and the sack over my head made every breath feel heavy and coarse. Underneath the fear, though, a small, detached part of me was still observing, taking mental notes. That’s the hazard of making a living writing crime stories—your mind automatically treats even your own kidnapping as fieldwork.

Right, Jade. Focus.

I was still breathing. That counted for something. The boot wasn’t sealed. The engine’s low growl and the crunch of tyres on gravel reached me clearly. My legs were free, which meant either my captors were careless or just inexperienced. I was hoping for the latter. People who tie you up out of mercy usually don’t start by throwing you in a boot.

The car swerved around a curve, and my shoulder slammed into something jagged. I bit back a cry. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. Whoever they were.

A weapon. I needed one.

My fingers crept behind me, searching pockets. Phone—gone, obviously. They’d managed that much. But the back pocket—please, be there.

There it was, the familiar bulk of my multitool.

Thank Emmett for his endless warnings. For two years, he’d shoved that thing into my hand, preaching about awareness and caution, while I smiled politely, convinced he was just being adorably anxious. Now, bound and stuffed in a stranger’s boot, I’d have hugged him and bought him a round without hesitation.

I eased out the smallest blade and set it against the rope. The fibres were heavy-duty, industrial, not something you’d find lying around. That wasn’t reassuring. Each strand resisted like it had a personal grudge.

How had I ended up here?

I wasn’t wealthy—no ransom motive. No known enemies, at least, none I was aware of. I want to think I’d notice if I’d made one. The only people I’d recently annoyed were—

The penny dropped.

Oh, you absolute idiot.

Another pothole. I bounced, and the blade slipped from my fingers, vanishing into the dark. Panic clawed up my throat. I scrambled across the carpeted floor, hands fumbling blindly.

“Come on,” I whispered. “Come on, come on.”

My fingers brushed cold metal—got it—no time to celebrate. The car was slowing.

Just a little more time. That’s all I needed.

But time, apparently, was not on my side.

Two hours earlier:

The bell above the Maple Glade General Store jingled as I stepped inside, my glasses fogging instantly in the warmth. Outside, spring mist had been creeping in from the harbour since dawn.

“Morning, Jade,” Mona called from behind the counter.

“Morning. Big day?”

“Always.” She finished ringing up Mr Pearce’s tobacco and gave me a sideways glance. That look means gossip is coming. “Inspector Ford was in earlier. Looked like he’d been dragged through a hedge. Backwards. Twice.”

“Did he?” I kept my voice flat, eyes on the bread display.

I didn’t react when Axel Ford’s name was mentioned. I made a point of not reacting. That I knew he took his coffee black, no sugar, or that he rubbed the bridge of his nose whenever things went wrong. Which it did, frequently. 

That’s what happens when you’re a writer. You observe. That’s all.

I picked up my usual: fresh loaf, six eggs, and a chunk of local cheddar. Mona tucked them into the brown paper bag I always brought—plastic bags offend me—and I carried it back out into the mist.

I stopped on the step, taking a deep breath. This was exactly what had drawn me here. The town cascaded down the slope toward the water, its brightly painted houses scattered like a handful of colourful sweets. Even beneath an overcast sky, it held a quiet charm. I could never get enough of the view.

I loaded the groceries into Janice’s boot. My Beetle was sixty years old and the colour of a faded marigold. She rumbled to life with her usual grumpy protest. I tuned the radio to the local station, where a man with a rich voice was reading lost-dog notices, and drove off humming.

It was near Harbour Street that I first noticed the blue car.

It had dropped back behind me, out of the store's car park now, and maintained a steady distance in my mirror. This is ridiculous, I told myself. If your job is to invent violent endings, you see threats in parked bicycles.

“Half the town drives this way,” I said aloud to Janice, who offered no argument.

The marina passed on my left, Terry Bradshaw’s fishing boats bobbing at their moorings. The blue car turned with me. My hands tightened on the wheel.

Then it veered off at the next junction and disappeared. My shoulders relaxed. I hadn’t even realised they’d been up by my ears.

The rest of the drive was uneventful. I parked behind my pale-lavender cottage, the only one like it on a street full of flashier houses, and turned off the engine. My tulips were blooming. I sat quietly for a moment, thinking my next novel needed a different kind of detective. Someone nosy and relentless, the sort who can’t let go of a loose thread until it unravels everything. 

Someone, in other words, just like me.

I should’ve paid closer attention to the irony.

I got out, reached for the boot—and the only warning was the crunch of gravel behind me.

Before I could turn, rough fabric dropped over my head. The world went dark and coarse. Hands grabbed my arms. I did what Emmett had drilled into me: make noise.

“Hey! Let go!” I shouted into the sack. “Help! Somebody—”

“Shut it,” a voice hissed in my ear.

My feet left the ground. I kicked, connected solidly, and was rewarded with a satisfying yelp.

“Ow—just get her in the car!”

“This’ll teach you to mind your own business,” panted another voice—younger—as rope bit into my wrists.

The boot lid slammed shut. Darkness swallowed me like water.

Present:

Tyler Briggs and Connor Maddox.

Of course. It had to be them.

Three days earlier, I was returning a long-overdue library book. I had felt guilty about it for two weeks. As I turned a corner, I saw them tagging the newly restored brick wall with crude, looping graffiti. Nora Bellamy had spent half a year raising money to fix that wall. I pulled out my phone before I even knew what I was going to do. 

“I’ve already called Inspector Ford,” I lied, holding the phone like a shield. “And I’m filming this.”

They bolted like startled birds. But I managed to snap two clear photos before they got away, and I marched them straight to the police station, dropping them on Axel’s desk.

He looked at the images, then at me, wearing that familiar expression.

“Jade,” he said, as if praying for patience. “Has it ever occurred to you that confronting vandals might be risky?” 

“They’ve got spray cans, Axel, not machine guns.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “One day,” he said, “you’re going to do this to someone who fights back.”

They were picked up within the hour. Community service, a warning, a night in a cell. That night, it seemed, gave them plenty of time to stew over their humiliation. And to decide that the best way to respond to being photographed by a five-foot-five mystery novelist was to shove her in a boot.

I refocused on the rope.

They were amateurs, bless them. Didn’t search me. Didn’t bind my legs. Didn’t gag me—the sack did fine. And most importantly, they had no idea I had a blade.

That didn’t bring much comfort. The car slowed again, the gravel smoothing beneath us, and I had no clue where we were headed—or what two frightened boys with no plan might do. Fear makes people reckless. I’ve used that line in every book.

The car stopped, the engine turning off. Doors opened and shut. Footsteps crunched toward the boot.

“Remember,” one voice murmured, barely audible. “Just scare her. Make her promise to stay out of it. Then let her go.”

“I know,” said the second—flat local accent. Connor. “Just payback. That’s all.”

The latch clicked.

I gripped the multitool, staying perfectly still, hands behind my back as if still bound. Through the sack, I felt the shift in light as the boot began to rise.

“Wakey, wakey, Miss Reed.” Connor again—trying for menace, but landing somewhere near a nervous schoolboy. “Hope you enjoyed the ride.”

Something in me that should’ve been fear surfaced as fury instead. These two had no idea what they’d just done—not to me, but to themselves. You don’t, even as a joke, put a woman in a boot.

“You two,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt, “are in serious trouble.”

“Ford won’t know,” Tyler said, “if you keep quiet.”

The last strands of rope parted.

Connor reached for the sack. “Now. Let’s talk about being sensible—”

That was all the opening I needed.

The sack came off. Light flooded in. I rose from the boot like a force of nature, blade first.

Connor shrieked, tripped, and landed hard on the gravel. Tyler froze, mouth open, every trace of confidence draining from his face.

“Back. Off.” I didn’t know I could sound like that.

I climbed out, knife ready, heart pounding. They’d brought me to the old boat shed past Bradshaw’s dock. Far enough that no one would hear me scream, close enough that I could walk home if I had to. I took in the layout. Filed it away.

Tyler raised his hands. “We weren’t gonna hurt you. Just scare you. That’s all, I swear.”

“Kidnapping,” I said, edging sideways, blade steady, “is a criminal offence. One that comes with years in prison.”

Connor scrambled up, brushing himself off. “Come on, it was just a laugh.”

“A laugh.” My voice cracked. “You put a sack on my head and locked me in a boot.”

They exchanged a look. I watched the exact moment the joke died in their minds. It’s a specific expression. I’ve written it three times and never quite captured it right.

“Right,” I said before they could regroup. “Here’s what happens. You drive me home. Now. Then you go straight to Inspector Ford and tell him everything.”

“Or?” Connor managed.

“Or I call him right now and say you abducted me at knifepoint and threatened my life.” I tilted the blade into the light. “Your choice.”

It was a bluff. There had been no threats. The only knife was mine. But their faces went pale anyway. Tyler swallowed. “We’ll take you back.”

“You will. And then the station.”

“Yeah. Fine.” Connor wouldn’t look at me. “Could you... Put the knife away? Please?”

I lowered it an inch—no further. “I’ll sit in the back. Any trouble, and I scream loud enough they can hear me in town.”

The drive back was the longest, quietest ten minutes of my life. I sat behind them, blade folded in my palm, watching the backs of their necks and thinking how easily this could have gone differently. When we pulled up behind Janice, her boot still open, my eggs likely baking on the gravel, I made them repeat their promise to go to the station.

I sat down on my front step and breathed.

After a while, a laugh bubbled up—half-hysterical. What a story. No one who knew me would believe it. They’d assume I’d invented it for a book.

Truth, I thought, gathering my warm, sorry eggs, reality is stranger than fiction.

I had no idea then that the quietest town on the coast was starting, ever so faintly, to come undone.
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JADE 

I woke the next morning convinced it had all been a dream.

Then I turned over and felt the sharp ache in my wrists where the rope had cut in. The dream settled into memory. I stayed there a while, watching pale light creep across the ceiling, listening to gulls arguing over scraps by the harbour. I waited for the fear to hit.

It didn’t. That was what struck me as strange. Mostly, I just felt irritated. Annoyed that two reckless boys thought they could stuff Jade Reed into a car boot. Annoyed that my breakfast eggs were ruined. And—though I’m not proud of this—I was quietly annoyed that I’d spent half the night wondering whether they went to Inspector Ford and how he’d take it.

Which was absurd, really. I got up and went to boil the kettle.

My cottage is small but warm, the kind of place that feels like home as soon as you walk in. I painted the kitchen a soft cream and hung Ivy’s pressed flowers in frames along the wall. Pots of lavender sit on the windowsill, filling the air with their scent. I made tea and carried it to the window seat that looks out over the hill and the water. I held the mug between my hands.

The town was stirring. Doug Fenwick pedalled past on his red bike, mailbag bouncing, waving at Mrs Pearce, who was sweeping her doorstep for the third time that week. Smoke curled from the chimney of the Whistling Kettle—Bea was already baking. Soon, the smell of fresh bread would drift up Harbour Street and pull half the village downhill.

It was an ordinary morning in a quiet town where nothing ever happened.

I’d just decided I was steady enough to face breakfast when a heavy fist slammed against my front door, shaking the pictures on the wall.

I knew that knock. I’d heard it twice before, when Inspector Ford showed up to lecture me about my “hobby” of filming local vandals. That knock always sounded annoyed.

I thought about ignoring it. I saw myself in the hall mirror: my dressing gown was crooked, my hair was a mess, and my glasses were smudged. If I was going to get scolded, I figured I might as well be comfortable. I opened the door.

He filled the doorway, tall and as exasperated as ever. His dark blonde hair was messy, his green eyes flat with suppressed anger. In one hand, he held a paper bag from the Whistling Kettle—promising—and a folded sheet of paper in the other—less so.

“Inspector Ford,” I said, leaning on the frame. “You’re up early. Did someone report a rogue geranium?”

“Jade.” He said my name through gritted teeth. “Were you, at any point yesterday afternoon, abducted?”

So the boys had gone to the station after all. Good for them.

“Abducted is a strong word.”

“Is it the right one?”

“It’s a dramatic one.”

He closed his eyes briefly, as if summoning patience. “Tyler Briggs and Connor Maddox came in last night. Both were nearly in tears. They admitted to putting you in a car boot, driving you to the old boat shed, and threatening you.” He opened his eyes and fixed me with them. “They also said you pulled a knife and chased them around like something out of a horror movie.”

“I didn’t chase them. I stood my ground with a multitool while they ran screaming. There’s a difference.”

“Jade.”

“They put a sack over my head, Axel.”

His first name slipped out before I could stop it. It always does around him. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t correct me. I noticed his shoulders relax slightly. To my surprise, I realised he wasn’t just angry—he was worried. Probably had been all night. He’s taking it out on me because that’s how he copes.

“Why didn’t you call me?” he asked, quieter now. Not really a question.

“They took my phone. By the time I got it back, I’d talked them into driving me home and turning themselves in. Seemed handled.” I stepped aside. “Are you coming in to yell at me properly, or shall we do it on the step for the neighbours?”

He stepped inside, ducking under the low lintel and looking as if my cottage offended him. I put the kettle on again. He set the paper bag on the table with two of Bea’s scones, still warm. Traitor. He stood in the middle of my kitchen, somehow making it feel even smaller just by being there.

“You could have been hurt,” he said.

“I wasn’t.”

“You could have been.” He ran a hand through his hair, making it worse. “Do you know what I deal with every day here? A stolen bike. A broken gate. The mayor’s parking tickets. Then you go filming vandals, confronting them, end up stuffed in a car, and suddenly I’m filling out forms I haven’t seen in nine years.”

“Sorry to complicate your paperwork.”

“That’s not—” He stopped, pressing fingers to the bridge of his nose. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

I did. That was the problem with Axel Ford. Beneath the stern exterior, he was someone who lay awake thinking about worst-case scenarios. Now and then, you saw it, and it got under your skin.

I placed a mug of tea in front of him and slid the milk across.

“Sit down,” I said. “You’re looming. It’s hard to feel properly sorry for someone towering over you.”

He sat down, looking a little surprised to be sitting at all. Men like him often are when a small woman tells them what to do. He wrapped both hands around the mug, and we sat quietly for a minute.

“The boys,” I said finally. “What happens to them?”

“That depends on you.” He turned the mug a quarter turn. “Abduction’s serious. If you press charges, they’re looking at more than community service.”

I pictured Connor falling to his knees and saw Tyler’s face turn pale. I remembered the moment their prank went wrong. They were scared. They were stupid, and a little reckless and cruel, just like kids sometimes are. But I didn’t think they were truly dangerous. 

“They were genuinely terrified by the end,” I said. “I doubt they’ll even litter for the rest of their lives.”

“That’s not a no.”

“I don’t want to ruin two lives over a bad afternoon, Axel. But I don’t want them walking away thinking it was nothing, either.”

He watched me over the rim of his mug. For a moment, his expression softened, and it took me a while to realise it was approval, though he hid it quickly.

“I’ll scare them,” he said. “Properly. They’ll regret owning a car.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s not kindness. It’s the right call.” He set the mug down. “You’d make a decent magistrate—if you weren’t so busy doing my job for me.” 

“I don’t do your job. I notice things you’re too busy to see.”

“You interfere.”

“I assist.”

“You,” he said, standing and gathering his paper, “are the most exasperating woman in this town—and that’s saying something, given that Gloria March lives here.”

It was almost a compliment.

At the door, he paused, ducking his head again. He didn’t look back. Instead, he stared at the row of dried flowers on my wall.

“Lock your door,” he said. “Day and night. I mean it.”

“It’s Maple Glade. Nobody locks doors.”

“Lock it anyway.” And then, gruffly, nearly lost beneath the creak of the hinge: “I’d rather not fill in any more forms about you.”

The door closed before I could answer. Maybe that was for the best. I wasn’t sure what I would have said anyway. The kitchen went quiet. His tea was still half full. I kept staring at it, probably longer than anyone ever should.

I was still standing there when the door flew open without a knock. Ivy Baxter came in, full of energy, like a storm. 

“Jade Reed.” She waved a bunch of buttercups, her face full of anger. Her red hair had slipped out of its band and framed her like a blazing sunset. “I just heard from Bea, who heard from Doug, who heard from the boys’ mothers, that you were kidnapped yesterday, and you didn’t think to call me? I found out over tea and scones. I’ve never been so insulted in my life.”

“Good morning, Ivy.”

“Don’t you good-morning me.” She shoved the flowers into my arms. Her version of affection. “A boot. A boot, Jade. You were in a boot, and I heard it from a baker.”

Emmett showed up behind her, filling the doorway just like all the men in his family. Ivy was all boundless energy and noise, but Emmett was calm and steady. A wall you could lean on. His chef’s apron was still tied, so he must have left work in a hurry. He looked me over from head to toe, the same way he checks produce.

“Are you hurt?” Not a question. Emmett doesn’t do questions.

“Not a scratch. Bruised pride. And one wrist.” I held it up. He took it gently, turned it to the light, studied the rope burn, frowned, and said nothing.

“The multitool,” he said.

“Saved my life. More or less. Don’t say I told you so.”

“I would never.” He let go. The corner of his mouth twitched. Emmett’s version of laughter. “I’ll say it with my eyes.”

“He’s been unbearable all morning,” Ivy said as she dropped into a chair and grabbed one of Axel’s scones without asking, which was just like her. “He wouldn’t let me come straight over. Made me wait until a ‘civilised hour.’” She took a bite of the scone, paused, then pointed it at me. “These are from the Kettle. Why do you have Kettle scones? You hate them. You always say Bea puts in too many sultanas.”

My face warmed.

Ivy’s eyes narrowed. Ivy misses nothing. She could find a secret in an empty room.

“Two mugs,” she said slowly, scanning the table. “And scones you didn’t buy.” She set the half-eaten scone down like a lawyer presenting evidence. “Jade Reed. Who’s been in this kitchen this morning?”

“Inspector Ford,” Emmett called from the window. I looked where he was looking. At the end of the drive, Axel Ford stood by his car, hesitating, and glanced back at the cottage with an unreadable look. Then he seemed to realise something, got in, and drove away faster than he should have.

Ivy let out a noise that reminded me of a kettle about to boil over.

“He came about the boys,” I said too quickly. “Officially. To take a statement.”

“He brought you scones.”

“Bea must have forced them on him.”

“Bea doesn’t force scones on people, Jade. She charges four fifty and calls it a bargain.” Ivy clasped her hands to her chest, radiant with the joy of a woman who lives for drama. “He brought you scones. At half eight? On his way to work. Out of his way. To bring you scones and scold you.” She turned to her brother. “Emmett. Are you hearing this?”

“I’m trying not to,” Emmett said.

“It was a statement,” I insisted. “Procedure.”

“It was courtship.”

“It was a warning, you hopeless romantic lunatic. He spent ten minutes lecturing me and said I’m the most exasperating woman in town.”

“And then?”

I hesitated. That was a fatal mistake. Ivy pounced like Sir Gregory on a sunbeam.

“And then,” she crowed, “he said something else, didn’t he. Look at your face. Emmett, look at her face.”

“I’d rather keep looking out the window,” Emmett said drily, but I caught the smile he was hiding.

I gave up. Nobody can stand up to Ivy Baxter. Even the Royal Navy couldn’t.

“He told me to lock my door,” I admitted.

Ivy deflated slightly. “That’s not romantic. That’s just sensible.”

“He said he’d rather not fill in any more forms about me.”

She lit up like a match. “That’s romantic. That’s a man saying he can’t stand the thought of you hurt, wrapped in paperwork, because he’d die before saying it outright. Oh, Jade.” She grabbed my hand. “It’s happening. After two years. I’ve been saying it.”

“You’ve been saying the postman fancies me. Doug Fenwick is sixty and married.

“I have an instinct,” she said with dignity, “for the heart.”

“You have an instinct for gossip.”

“They’re the same organ in me. Now.” She let go of my hand and clapped her hands together. “We’re not just going to sit here and let you be traumatised. We’re going to the Kettle, in broad daylight, so everyone can see you’re alive and completely fine. We’ll drink endless tea, and you’ll tell me everything—about the boot, the boys, the knife, and the scones—in that order. And then,” she pointed, “you’ll tell me what you’re going to do about Inspector Ford, because a man doesn’t bring a woman scones for nothing.”

“I’m not doing anything about Inspector Ford. He’s a colleague.”

“He’s not your colleague. You don’t have colleagues. You have a cat you don’t own and a town that won’t leave you alone.”

Unkind, but true. I don’t own a cat. Gloria March’s enormous Maine Coon, Sir Gregory, has simply claimed my windowsill and visits whenever he pleases. Usually, when I’m trying to write.

“Come on,” Emmett said, finally turning from the window. He offered his arm, quiet and courtly. “Tea. You’ll feel better with company. And I’ll know where you are.”

That was the real reason. I loved him for it. I changed into black tights and a kingfisher-blue tunic. If the town was going to stare at the woman who’d been kidnapped, I wanted to give them something bright to see. The three of us walked down the hill toward the Whistling Kettle, drawn by the smell of fresh baking and the promise of a simple, ordinary morning.

It was a good morning. I want to remember that, before everything that happened later. The mist had lifted. The harbour lay silver below. Ivy chattered nonstop. Emmett walked between me and the road and said nothing. I thought: this is my luck, these two, this town, and an inspector who brings me scones but never says







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
& Book One of
The Maple Glade Mysteries

P






d2d_images/image001.png
T—r oW





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
P ——7cJadeoy~~—+





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.png
p S >

/mwm\





