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  Chapter one

Lina Lalonde woke to the soft murmur of the radio, Lemony Gabe was crooning about Sunday mornings. She stretched an arm across the bed, feeling for Luscious. His side was cool, which meant he’d been up for a while. 
She rubbed her eyes, sat up and slouched against the headboard, yawning.
The delicious scent of coffee drifted through the door, which stood slightly ajar. Luscious was an early riser, usually working through emails before she even stirred. His morning routine was as predictable as her own reluctance to face the day before 8 AM.
She wished it was Sunday as she listened to the song go on about lazy mornings. Unfortunately, it was Thursday, which meant a full day of work ahead.
Lina dragged herself out of bed and padded to the kitchen, where she found Luscious immaculate in a tailored suit, sipping coffee while typing one-handed on his tablet.
“Morning, sleepyhead,” he said, getting up to pour her a cup of coffee.
“Thanks.” She took the mug gratefully, inhaling the rich aroma. “You’re looking very ambassadorial today.”
“I try.” He leaned in to kiss her. “Sleep well?”
“Well enough.”
He hesitated, then added, “I was thinking...”
Lina recognized that tone immediately. She sighed.
“Just hear me out,” he said, holding up his hands. “We should set a date.”
Lina took a long sip of coffee. This conversation again. “Luscious. We’ve been over this.”
“It’s been fourteen months since you said yes,” he reminded her gently. “At some point, we should actually get married.”
“And we will,” Lina assured him. “When things settle down.”
“When has your job ever ‘settled down’?”
“Fair point. But your schedule’s no better. You’ve been to six countries in the past three months.” 
“I could scale back, delegate more,” he offered, not for the first time.
“We could both retire. I could become a professional cupcake taster, and you could be a poet.” Lina smiled at him. “But that’s not happening either. You and I are just not built that way.” She set her coffee down and kissed his cheek. “Things are good, aren’t they? Why rush to change anything?”
Disappointment flickered across Luscious’s face before he covered it with a smile. “Of course. No rush.”
Guilt twisted her stomach. She knew she was stalling, though she couldn’t fully articulate why. She loved Luscious. She wanted a future with him. Yet whenever the topic of finalizing wedding plans came up, she found a dozen reasons to postpone.
“I should get dressed,” she said, retreating to the bathroom. “I want to stop by the bakery before work.”
Ten minutes later, showered and dressed in her usual work attire of slacks and a button-down shirt, Lina emerged to find Luscious placing a small paper bag on the counter.
“For lunch,” he explained. “Your favourite. Turkey and avocado on that sourdough you like.”
Lina smiled, touched by his thoughtfulness. “Thank you.”
“You are coming into the city tonight for dinner, right? Or did you forget?”
“I did not forget.” Lina pretended to be wounded by the accusation. “I’m leaving early, right after the bicycle safety talk at the school. And as long as nothing happens that needs my immediate police presence, I don’t have to work tomorrow.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and said, “I am looking forward to this weekend.”
“Good.” Luscious leaned down to give her a quick kiss then checked his watch. “I need to get going.”
As they walked out together, he paused by the door. “Just think about it, okay? The wedding. Maybe next spring would be nice.”
“I’ll think about it,” Lina promised, though they both knew she’d been ‘thinking about it’ for months.
After Luscious drove off in his expensive car, Lina climbed into her own well-worn sedan. The contrast between their vehicles wasn’t lost on her. His, a symbol of wealth and status; hers, practical and unassuming. Sometimes she wondered if that contrast extended to their compatibility as well.
She pushed the thought aside as she drove to The Bakery Cakery. The shop bell jingled cheerfully as she entered, and the warm scent of fresh pastries enveloped her. Glinda Bakery looked up from behind the counter.
“Morning, Lina!” Glinda called. “The usual? Cinnamon roll with cream cheese icing and coffee with pumpkin spice?”
Lina smiled at Glinda as she nodded. “Sounds perfect, Glinda. You’re the best. Can you add a breakfast roll and coffee for Bomber? And maybe throw in a chocolate croissant too.”
She unbuttoned her jacket while she waited for her order. The bell above the door jingled as Sally-Jane Tractorherder bustled in, waving her hands as she chatted away to herself. Not to herself, Lina amended as she saw the earbud stuck to the side of Sally-Jane’s head.
“Yes, absolutely. We’ll need a lot more lumber. Nikolay Brecht promised to sponsor the Ultimate Fencing League, and I want everything perfect!” Sally-Jane touched the earbud and ended her call. “Oh, good morning! Isn’t it a glorious day?” She cheerfully greeted Lina and Glinda.
Lina returned the verbose woman's exuberant grin. "Morning, Sally-Jane." Lina didn't know how she did it. She knew Sally-Jane was up and at Ronny Cobb’s farm like clockwork every day before the crack of dawn, even in the summer when the sun rose at ungodly hours. Lina shuddered at the thought of such early mornings.
“How’s the Ultimate Fencing league coming along?” Glinda asked Sally-Jane.
Lina quirked an eyebrow. Everyone in town knew about Sally-Jane’s push to start a new sporting event in Carwinder Hole. "Ultimate Fencing? Isn't that an over-excited way of saying fence building? I mean, it usually refers to traditional sword fighting."
"You've got me there, but I needed a catchy name," Sally-Jane laughed. "You should totally join, Lina! It’s going to be so much fun."
"I'll think about it," Lina smiled noncommittally, knowing how pushy Sally-Jane could be. Building fences for fun didn't sound all that appealing, and Lina wasn't interested in doing work for fun.
“Great! Here’s a sign-up sheet and a copy of the rules.” Sally-Jane handed over sheets of paper that had seen better days.
Reluctantly, Lina took them. “Thanks.” She folded them and stuck them in her pocket as the bell jingled again, interrupting their conversation. 
A large man came into the bakery. Lina had seen him around town over the last year, usually in the company of Nikolay Brecht. Word had it that he worked for the Kryztkovian businessman as a bodyguard or personal assistant. No one seemed to know exactly who he was, as he kept to himself and apparently hadn't made any friends in town.
“Morning Rudolph. Your breakfast order will be ready in a minute.” Glinda said, smiling. “I’ll be right back.” She disappeared into the kitchen and came back a moment later with a large box full of takeout containers. She slid it across the counter. “I put it on the tab as usual.”
Rudolph took the slip of paper Glinda set on the counter and signed with a flourish, handing it back to her. Picking up the box, he nodded at the three women and went out.
“That man is eye candy, plain and simple,” Sally-Jane said with a sigh.
Lina didn't disagree. She picked up her order from the counter and headed for the door. "I should get to work. Bomber’s probably famished."
“Don’t forget about the Ultimate Fencing League,” Sally-Jane reminded her. “Maybe Luscious will come out, too? We need more competitors.”
“I said I’ll think about it,” Lina said as she went out.
“I’ll put you down as a maybe!” Sally-Jane called after her. 
Lina drove across town to the police station, waving at a bunch of kids as they crossed the street on their way to school. She had to stop and wait for a bus to unload more kids. She waved at the driver, although she couldn’t see who it was.
The Carwinder Hole Police Department was housed in a modest brick building in serious need of updating. Lina parked in her usual spot and headed inside, stopping to give Officer Bomber Corntipper his breakfast.
“Morning, Bomber. Anything exciting happen overnight?”
“Just Mr. Dipson reporting his garden gnomes rearranged themselves again,” Bomber replied with a straight face. “I told him I’d file a report on mischievous lawn ornaments.”
Lina chuckled. “It’s probably teenagers. There isn’t much for them to do around here to keep them entertained.”
Bomber shook his head, agreeing with her assessment. “Probably. I told him if he got a camera, I’d go over and help him set it up.”
“Anything else I need to know?” Lina asked.
“Nope. Chief Klaus isn’t back from Furnace Hill yet. Says she’ll be back tomorrow after the police chief conference wraps up.” Bomber told her. “So, you are to hold the fort until then.”
“Sure,” Lina replied. Holding down the fort in Carwinder Hole wasn’t exactly an arduous job. Nothing exciting happened in the small town. Well, normally. She couldn’t forget about the murder of Louise Bakery just a few months ago and how she’d almost botched the investigation.
Things had returned to normal though, and the only crime she and her partner, Newton Blake, had investigated since had been a brush fire some kids set while trespassing on Ronny Cobb’s farm a couple of weeks ago.
Her small office was neat but dated, with a desk that had seen better days and a computer that belonged in a museum. She booted up the ancient machine, giving it an affectionate slap on the side when the fan sputtered.
“Come on,” she murmured.
As the computer wheezed to life, Lina’s thoughts drifted to her time at Coalston Edge PD. She’d had cutting-edge equipment, a team of specialists at her disposal, and a clear path to advancement. She also had eighty-hour workweeks, political pressure from above, and an emotional detachment that had been slowly consuming her.
Moving to Carwinder Hole had meant trading resources for quality of life. Most days, she considered it a fair exchange.
Today was shaping up to be just another ordinary day in the small and sleepy town. She’d check the news, take a drive around town, talk to the kids at the school about bicycle safety after lunch and then go home, grab her bag and head for the city and her weekend getaway at a fancy hotel with her fiance. 
She heard the phone ring, but ignored it. If it was important, Bomber would let her know.
"Got a call for you, Detective," Bomber Corntipper knocked on her office door a few minutes later. He passed a note to her.
Lina read it and sighed. Someone had run over a skunk in the intersection, and since the town's works department was too slow getting it removed, couldn't the police do something about it? Sounded like a typical small-town crime scene. Maybe to amuse herself and keep her skills sharp, she should do the whole crime scene routine. 
She could imagine it now, crime tape cordoning off the intersection, a traffic detour, chalking the body, pictures, getting casts of the tire prints. She could probably work the bike safety talk in there, too. The more she thought about it, the more she liked it. She could get the school kids to come down, teach them a bit about how a scene was processed. Assign them roles. Investigator, witness, press. This could actually be a fun project. It would certainly be far more interesting than a dry chat about bike safety in the gym.
She took a sip of her coffee, inhaling the pumpkin spice aroma. It could work. It would be fun. She took another sip of coffee. It would be an awesome community outreach experience. The kids would talk about it for weeks. Maybe years.
She leaned back in her chair, thinking about it. She imagined how the conversation with Chief Klaus would go and grimaced.
It would probably get her fired for wasting police resources. She sighed and reached for her phone to call Wanda Woo at the works department.
Lina drummed her fingers while waiting for Wanda to pick up the phone. After six rings, she heard a click.
"Works Department, Wanda speaking. If it's about the skunk, we know." Wanda sounded frazzled. 
"Hi Wanda, it's Lina. Just checking when you'll get to that roadkill. I've got calls coming in."
"We're short-staffed today. Eddie's out with the flu and Marv's tractor broke down. It's in the shop. He's working on it right now. Give us till noon?"
Lina sighed. "Fine, but people are complaining."
“Of course they are. Don’t forget to send an official email over. Someone at the last town hall meeting made a big stink about not following proper chains of communication last time.” 
“Will do,” Lina said and hung up.
As she turned back to her computer and jiggled the mouse to open her email, it blinked and the screen went dead. She hit the monitor and jiggled all the cables. After a couple of hours, much swearing, unplugging and reconnecting cables, it finally came back to life.
Lina plopped back into her chair and pulled up the equipment request form she'd submitted three months ago. The ancient computer wheezed and sputtered through the task. When she finally opened the file, there it was just, as she remembered: REQUEST DENIED in bold red letters.
"Wonderful," she muttered. "Coalston Edge gets drone surveillance and we can't even get computers from this century." She sighed, closed the request and opened her email.






  
  Chapter two

Armand Cy woke up feeling like a king. Why wouldn’t he? He had everything a man could want. Money, success, respect and company of the female variety whenever he wanted. Well, maybe not respect, exactly. It was more like jealousy. But, that didn’t matter when you owned a shiny red one-of-a-kind sports car that turned heads every time you drove through Carwinder Hole. Or anywhere else, for that matter. Jealousy was just fine with him. 
He adjusted his tie in the mirror, a satisfied smirk tugging at his lips. He couldn’t wait to see his masterpiece parked in the lot this morning, where he knew it would gleam in the autumn sun and remind the town exactly who was on top. He patted his breast pocket, feeling the reassuring weight of his custom pen. He pulled it out, adjusted the cap to make sure everything was working properly, and slipped it carefully back into place.
He had his coffee and prune juice, took care of his few morning rituals, then walked across the street to his dealership. It was handy living so close. He was glad his buddy Nikolay Brecht had loaned him the money to buy the lot and build his new house. Nikolay’s connections in the foreign car market had been a game-changer for Sly Cy’s Auto Sales too, giving him access to markets his competitors couldn’t dream of getting into.
This house was a lot better than the old dump he’d grown up in on the outskirts of Kitchenladle. He’d made sure of that when he’d had it built last year. The only problem he had was that the parking spot for his car at the front of the car lot prevented him from seeing it from his house. 
By the time he arrived at Sly Cy’s Auto Sales, his employees were already buzzing around, washing the cars, aligning the trucks and working on vehicles in the garage. He walked through into the office area for the junior salespeople, and straight out to the showroom where he paused long enough for everyone to take notice.
“Morning,” he called, then looked out the window to admire his baby sitting in the premium parking spot, front and center of the lot. “You ever see a finer piece of engineering? I doubt it!”
“Hey boss,” his assistant salesman, Whitt Skye, called out as he walked by.
Armand ignored him. Whitt was always pestering him with ridiculous questions, like ‘are you sure this is legal,’ and ‘aren’t we supposed to charge tax on this?’
A few employees nodded, their polite smiles not quite reaching their eyes. He didn’t care. He strode to the front of the dealership, where a couple of regulars were sipping coffee. Armand waved them over, delighted to have an audience.
Whitt was still scurrying after him, trying to get his attention. Jumping up so he could see over the heads of the farmers around Armand. Whitt waved his arms. Armand pretended not to see and avoided him, saying to the customers waiting on car repairs, “Check this beauty out!” He gestured grandly at his special car parked in the prime show spot, sunlight bouncing off its sleek curves. “Imported, custom holographic paint job, and under the hood? Pure power. You wouldn’t believe the offers I’ve had on her, but she’s not for sale. This baby’s all mine.”
The men murmured polite admiration and eagerly followed him outside so he could show off his special edition. Armand basked in their awe as the flannel-shirted, denim-jacketed, feedstore-capped men trailed after him, making the appropriate sounds of admiration. But his moment of glory was shattered when he rounded the car to inspect the passenger side, the side facing the road.
“What the—” His voice caught in his throat. Deep scratches marred the paint, jagged and purposeful. Bright yellow spray paint spelled out something crude and practically indecipherable along the side. There was a drawing in the same yellow paint the entire length of the car. Armand froze, staring at the damage in disbelief. His fingers hovered over the ruined surface, as if touching it would confirm the nightmare. The side window had been smashed and there were cubes of safety glass everywhere.
“No. No, no, no!” he shouted, fists clenching. His employees turned toward the commotion, their conversations dying out, as they hurried over. Armand’s chest heaved as he walked up to the car and looked inside, discovering more devastation. The ignition switch had been pulled out, leaving wires exposed like severed veins.
“This isn’t just vandalism,” he growled under his breath. “This is a personal attack.”
He adjusted his pen and walked around the car again.
His mind immediately went to one person. Dianne Gravel. She’d always been dramatic and unpredictable. Their recent breakup had been messy. She’d screamed at him in front of half the town, accusing him of being a liar, a thief and a cheat. He’d laughed it off at the time, but now? She knew his morning routine. Knew he wouldn’t immediately see the damage until he went outside. It could only be her.
“This has to be her handiwork,” he muttered. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” He spun and bumped into Whitt, who was right behind him.
“I tried to call you, but it went straight to voicemail,” Whitt said, scrambling to take a step back.
“You should have run over to my house to get me!” Armand raged.
“You said to never, ever do that when I got hired, or you would kill me,” Whitt reminded him unhelpfully.
Armand ground his teeth, remembering that he had, in fact, threatened Whitt with that very thing during the interview. The memory flashed through his mind.
Whitt sitting nervously across from him, mentioning something about proper documentation and emergency procedures, and then he’d leaned across the desk, jabbing a finger at him: “Listen, kid. I run this place how I want to run it. You get that? And if you ever come to my house for any reason—even if the whole dealership is burning down—I will kill you. Understand?” He’d enjoyed watching the colour drain from Whitt’s face.
Later, Armand had overheard Whitt telling a friend about it at the Wistervale Diner. “The guy literally threatened to kill me during my job interview,“ Whitt had said.
His friend had just laughed. “That’s just something people say, man. Don’t be so dramatic. The cops won’t do anything.”
“You check the security cameras?” Armand asked, pushing the memory aside.
“You cancelled them, remember? We only have dummy cameras,” Whitt said, looking nervously at the crowd around them staring at the car and making rude remarks about the drawing on the side.
Armand scowled. He’d forgotten he’d told everyone that.
“Should we call someone?” one of the younger salesmen asked nervously.
“Damn right, we’ll call someone!” Armand snapped, pulling out his phone. “We’re calling the cops! Why haven’t the cops been called already?”
The dispatcher barely had time to finish his greeting before Armand launched into a tirade. “This is Armand Cy. Someone vandalized my baby. Scratched the paint, spray painted gang signs all over the side, broke a window and tampered with the ignition. It’s a crime scene over here. I need someone down here immediately! I want a full forensics workup!”
Bomber Corntipper’s calm tone only irritated him further. “Yes, Mr. Cy. I’ll notify Detective Lalonde. She’ll be there shortly.”
Armand hung up and turned to his employees, jabbing a finger in their direction. “Nobody touches this car until the cops get here. You hear me? This is evidence now.”
He paced the lot, his anger simmering into a calculated rage. Dianne had gone too far this time. She thought she could humiliate him? Make him look weak? He absently touched his pen, adjusting it slightly in his pocket as he paced.
As he waited for Detective Lalonde, Armand made a mental list of everything he’d say to pin this on Dianne. She’d threatened him, called him every name in the book. He’d make sure Lina knew all of it. And when the dust settled, Dianne Gravel would regret ever crossing him.
“Get me the security footage from the building across the street,” he barked at Whitt, who flinched like he’d been slapped.
“I don’t think they have cameras—”
“Then find someone who does!” Armand’s face turned as red as his ruined car. “Or is that too complicated for your tiny brain?”
Whitt’s shoulders slumped. The memory of his job review six months ago flashed through his mind. Armand looming over the desk, jabbing that same fountain pen at him. “You breathe a word about our pricing methods to anyone, and I’ll kill you myself. Understand?”
Now, watching Armand kick the tire of his beloved car, Whitt wasn’t so sure he’d done the right thing by keeping quiet about it.
“What are you staring at? Move!” Armand shouted, sending Whitt scurrying off. 






  
  Chapter three

Lina leaned back in her chair, rubbing her temples as the caffeine from her pumpkin spice coffee finally kicked in. She glanced at the note from Bomber about the skunk incident and sighed. Small-town police work often felt more like community management than law enforcement. She had just started drafting an official email to Wanda Woo at the works department, as Wanda had requested after promising to get the skunk off the road before lunchtime, when the phone rang again. 
She heard Bomber answer but didn’t pay attention. She had to try and make this email sound friendly. She always got complaints that her emails were too sharp, impersonal and came across as snotty. Lina sighed as she read it over, then added a dozen smiley face emojis for good measure, then deleted a few because she thought too many made her look like a lunatic.
“Detective Lalonde,” Bomber called to her.
“What’s up? Another skunk on the main road?” Lina asked, taking another sip of coffee.
“No, Lina. It’s Armand Cy. He needs you down at the dealership right away. Someone vandalized his car. The sporty one. He says it’s a crime scene and wants the full forensics workup.”
“Full forensic workup? What kind of budget does he think we have here? What happened?”
“Scratched paint, a gang sign painted on the side, and someone tore out the ignition,” Bomber told her.
“Gang signs in Carwinder Hole? Really?” Lina held back a groan. She hated dealing with the obnoxious salesman on a good day, and from the sound of it, this was not a good day. She drained her cup and stood up to stretch. “I’m on my way. And cancel the school thing.”






  
  Chapter four

Lina arrived at Sly Cy’s Auto Sales, where Armand was pacing the lot, his face flushed red. A cluster of curious employees and customers hovered nearby. The sports car sat in the middle of the lot, its sleek red surface marred by deep scratches and bright yellow spray paint spelling out an indecipherable message. Lina instantly recognized the drawing, though. It was not a gang sign, but more a reflection of Armand’s personality. 
Armand stormed over as Lina exited her car. “About time you showed up! Look at this travesty!”
Lina raised an eyebrow, pulling out a small notebook and pen. “Calm down, Mr. Cy. I need to assess the situation first.”
“Calm down?” Armand’s voice pitched higher. “This car is worth more than half the houses in this town put together! This is personal. And I know exactly who did it.”
“Alright, who do you suspect?” Lina asked, jotting down notes while walking around the car, taking in the vandalism.
“Dianne Gravel,” Armand spat, pulling an expensive pen from his pocket and holding it out in front of himself. “My ex-girlfriend. She’s crazy, Detective. Completely unhinged. She did this to punish me because I broke things off.”
Lina suppressed the urge to sigh. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Tell me what happened.”
“What happened? I’ll tell you what happened! I came to work, and my five-hundred-thousand-dollar custom sports car looks like it went through a blender!” He ran his hand through his hair. “Nikolay’s going to have a fit when he sees this. He just helped me insure it through his special connections.”
“Nikolay Brecht?” Lina’s pen paused on her notepad. “The importer?”
Armand backpedalled. “Just a business acquaintance. Nothing special. Look, are you going to arrest Dianne or what?”
Lina kept her expression neutral. “Do you have proof of her involvement?”
“She hates me! She threatened me! Just last week. Said she’d ruin my life. This is her idea of ruining me!” His hands gestured wildly at the car while he continued waving the pen.
Lina sighed. “That’s not evidence, Mr. Cy. That’s gossip.”
Lina crouched by the car to inspect the scratches and spray paint. She touched the paint with a fingertip. Still tacky. The paint hadn’t fully dried yet, and she caught a faint whiff of acetone. Whoever had done this wanted to make a statement but hadn’t been cautious about timing or cleanup.
“What about the ignition switch?” she asked. “Do you know why someone would tamper with it?”
Armand looked flustered for a moment, then waved the pen in her direction. “Probably didn’t want me to go on my trip to Coalston Edge tomorrow night. But the paint? That’s Dianne’s style. She’s vindictive.”
“I’ll need a list of your employees and customers who’ve been on the lot recently—”
“Why? It was Dianne!” Armand insisted.
Lina counted to ten and said, “I’ll need any security footage you have, and I’ll have to speak with Dianne.”
Lina put some gloves on, opened the car door and got in behind the steering wheel, much to Armand’s obvious annoyance. She examined the damage to the ignition switch. It looked like a hack job, and there were some greasy fingerprints on the steering wheel. They looked too big to belong to a woman. She’d lift the prints and send a sample of the grease to the lab. She sniffed it. It didn’t smell like regular petroleum grease. It smelled kind of farmy, which was odd.
She had some old contacts on the police force in Coalston Edge who knew about car gangs. She would give them a call when she got back to the station.
She opened the glove box. Sitting neatly inside and taking up all the available space was a fancy hair clip. She took it with her when she got out of the car.
“Does this belong to Dianne?” Lina asked Armand.
“No. She would never wear anything that nice.” Armand snorted, his pen now tucked back into his pocket.
“Uh,” Whitt began, then went silent as Armand shot him a nasty look.
“What is it, Whitt?” Lina asked, shooting a glare at Armand.
“I think Aurelia Long might know. She makes those.” Whitt said.
Lina had the feeling he’d meant to say something different, but she let it slide for now. She bagged the hair clip. “Now, security footage. I see cameras plastered everywhere. This should be easy to solve.”
Whitt shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot while Armand glowered.
“Mr. Cy? You want the perpetrator punished?” Lina prompted.
“The cameras are...” Armand hesitated, his eyes briefly darting to the nearest camera before looking back at Lina. He fiddled with the fancy pen in his pocket, then dropped his hand to his side. “They’re just dummies. For show. There is no security footage,” he told her, a sour look on his face as he resumed fiddling with his pen. “Absolutely none.”
Lina wanted to laugh, but maintained her professionalism. “Okay, well, I’ve got almost everything I need. Can you put a tarp over that? To preserve the evidence?”
“Aren’t you going to take pictures and dust for prints?” Armand asked.
“I am. I am just going to get my kit from the car. I will do all of that before I go. But, do you have a tarp or drop cloth or something to cover it after I’m done? Just in case. It’s obviously not going anywhere,” Lina said, trying to remain patient.
“Yes, we do,” Whitt said.
Lina nodded and taking the hair clip with her, went back to her car to get the meagre Carwinder Hole Police Force forensics kit. As she rummaged through the worn case with its outdated equipment, her phone rang. The caller ID showed it was Luscious.
“Hey, what’s up?” she answered, balancing the phone between her ear and shoulder.
“Where are you? I thought you would be in the city by now. We have reservations, and you know they don’t like it when we’re late.” Luscious’s normally smooth voice had an edge to it.
Lina closed her eyes briefly. “Our date. I completely forgot. I won’t be able to make it.”
“Again,” Luscious said. “This is the third time this month, Lina.”
“I’m sorry. I’m in the middle of an actual case. Vandalism at Sly Cy’s Auto Sales.” She examined a fingerprint brush with half its bristles missing. Dropping it into the bag, she picked up an ancient digital camera that belonged in a museum. “Budget cuts hit us hard. I’m working with equipment from the last century here. Coalston Edge at least had a proper lab. Here, I’m lucky if I can get prints at all with this junk. I’ll be the rest of the day on this.”
“So that’s a no?”
“I’ll call you when I’m done. We can reschedule.”
Luscious was quiet for a moment. “You know, I really thought things would be different when you moved to Carwinder Hole. That you’d have more time.”
“It’s just a busy period. It’ll calm down.”
“You’ve been saying that for six months.” His voice softened. He sounded resigned when he said, “Call me when you’re done.”
“All right. It might be late, though.” Lina told him.
“Okay,” Luscious said. “I love you.”
Lina smiled. “I love you, too.”
Lina hung up and shoved her phone in her pocket and gathered the pitiful forensic kit and headed back to the vandalized car.
“Let’s get started,” she told Armand, who was fidgeting with his pen again. “Just so you know, our department’s been hit hard by budget cuts. We don’t have the fancy equipment they use on TV crime shows. Processing might take longer than you’d like.”
Armand’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you telling me this won’t be properly investigated?”
“I’m saying we do the best we can with what we’ve got,” Lina replied firmly.
Armand huffed, then glared at her and fiddled with his pen again while she got to work.






  
  Chapter five

Elmer Buckwheat drove his tractor along the main road toward the grain elevator, the wagon behind him loaded with soybeans that needed to be delivered. The early autumn air was crisp, and the rhythmic rumble of the diesel engine provided a comforting backdrop to his thoughts. 
Maggie-Dawn had been quieter than normal at breakfast, picking at her eggs and staring out the window with that distant, haunted look he’d been seeing more often lately. He’d asked if everything was all right, and she’d given him her usual smile and said she was just tired from the long bus routes and taking over more barn chores than usual so he could get the harvest in while the weather held. But something felt off about her excuses and it worried him.
The grain elevator was on the far side of town, which meant driving right past Sly Cy’s Auto Sales. Elmer had been avoiding that route for weeks now, taking the longer back roads instead. But today he was behind schedule, and the main road was the most direct path.
As the dealership came into view, Elmer’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. He could see the crime scene tape fluttering in the morning breeze, and the police cars parked in the lot. And there, still sitting in its prime parking spot, was Armand’s precious sports car.
Even from this distance, the damage was visible. The bright yellow spray paint stood out like a beacon against the red paint, and Elmer could make out the sparkle of glass on the ground from the shattered passenger window. The sleek lines of the car that Armand had been so proud of were now ruined with deep scratches that caught the sunlight.
A slow smile spread across Elmer’s weathered face.
Serves him right, he thought, slowing the tractor to get a better look. Cocky bastard finally got what was coming to him.
He’d heard about the vandalism at the elevator on his first visit that morning. Word traveled fast in a small town, and everyone had their theories about who might have done it. Most people seemed to think it was probably teenagers or maybe one of Armand’s ex-girlfriends getting revenge. The main suspect, according to Armand, was his ex, Dianne Gravel.
Elmer had nodded along with the speculation, making appropriate sounds of shock and disapproval. “That’s a real shame,” he’d said to old Crutchly. “Nobody deserves to have their property destroyed like that.”
But inside, he’d felt nothing but satisfaction. Couldn’t have happened to a better guy, in his opinion.
As he drove past the dealership now, Elmer’s eyes took in every detail of the damage with a craftsman’s appreciation. Whoever had done this hadn’t just lashed out in random anger. They’d been methodical. Purposeful. The scratches were deep enough to reach the metal beneath the paint. The spray paint was crude but effective, turning Armand’s pride and joy into a public humiliation.
Elmer knew how much Armand loved that car. He’d seen the man polish it obsessively, heard him brag about its custom features to anyone who would listen. The way he’d parade it through town like some kind of trophy, always parked in that same prominent spot where everyone could admire it.
The way he’d made that crack about ‘country wives’ hospitality’ at the Harvest Festival, loud enough for half the town to hear, his eyes fixed on Maggie-Dawn as he said it.
Elmer had wanted to punch him then. Had come close to it, actually, until Maggie-Dawn had put her hand on his arm and steered him away, keeping him from making a scene.
But someone had finally made Armand pay for his arrogance. Someone had taken that symbol of his pride and ego and turned it into a joke, a laughingstock. Every person who drove past the dealership now would see exactly what Armand Cy really was underneath all that polish and pretense in bright, yellow paint.
The tractor chugged past the lot, and Elmer caught sight of Detective Lalonde talking to Whitt Skye. She looked serious, professional, like she was treating this vandalism as if it were some kind of federal case.
Waste of taxpayer money, Elmer thought. Should give whoever did it a medal instead of arresting them.
He pressed down on the accelerator slightly, eager to put the dealership behind him. He had beans to deliver and real work to do, unlike some people who spent their days scheming and manipulating and using others for their own gain.
As the crime scene faded in his mirrors, Elmer found himself humming an old country song under his breath. He felt lighter somehow, as if a weight he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying had suddenly lifted from his shoulders.
Justice came in many forms, he reflected. Sometimes it came through the courts, sometimes through the consequences of a person’s own actions. And sometimes it came in the form of yellow spray paint and broken glass, delivered by someone who’d finally had enough.
The grain elevator came into view ahead, and Elmer turned his thoughts to the business of the day. He had soybeans to unload, prices to negotiate, and a farm to run. Real work for honest people.
But as he backed his wagon up to the loading dock, he couldn’t quite suppress the small smile that kept tugging at the corners of his mouth.






  
  Chapter six

After she finished collecting evidence at the car lot, Lina stopped by Gravel’s Apartments, a run-down set of duplexes on the edge of town. Dianne Gravel answered the door in sweatpants and a hoodie, her eyes narrowing when she saw Lina. 
“What does he want now?” she asked, crossing her arms defensively.
“Armand Cy reported that his custom sports car was vandalized, and he claims you’re responsible.” Lina told her.
Dianne snorted. “Of course he does. He blames me for everything.”
“Can you tell me where you were last night between nine and six this morning?” Lina asked.
“I was here. Watching TV and eating leftover pizza. Alone,” Dianne said, her tone biting. “Look, I didn’t touch his stupid car. Did you know he put towels on the seat and made me take off my shoes whenever I got in the stupid thing? He loves that car more than he ever loved me. I’m over him and his ridiculous ego. If you want someone to blame, try Aurelia Long. She’s the one who’s been mad at him lately.”
Lina tilted her head. “What’s Aurelia got to do with this?”
“She owes him money. He’s been hounding her, threatening to ruin her business. Everyone in this town has a reason to hate Armand.”
Lina studied Dianne for a moment, noting the defensive body language and the venom in her voice when she talked about Armand. There was something raw and genuine about her frustration. An exhaustion that felt to Lina, less like guilt and more like someone fed up with being dragged into Armand’s problems.
“Mind if I come in?” Lina asked, nodding her head toward the interior of the apartment.
Dianne hesitated, glancing over her shoulder before stepping aside. “Sure, it’s not like I’ve got anything to hide.”
Lina stepped inside, taking in the small, cluttered, cozy living room. Mismatched furniture crowded the space, and magazines were strewn across a coffee table. A pizza box sat open on the coffee table, next to a chipped mug.
The walls were covered with framed photographs, many featuring Dianne in various glamorous poses. In one corner of the room, an easel stood with a half-finished canvas pinned to it. Lina noticed a bright splatter of red paint. On closer inspection, it was a dragon breathing fire at a dark-haired figure who bore a striking resemblance to Armand Cy.
“You paint?” Lina asked, nodding toward the canvas.
Dianne flushed slightly. “Art therapy. My counsellor suggested it might help me exorcise my demons.” She shrugged. “Cheaper than smashing his actual face in. Or his car.”
“You model?” Lina asked, gesturing to one of the photos on the wall.
Dianne smiled. “Used to. Now I’m just a waitress at the Wistervale diner and look after the apartments my dad left me. Gotta pay the bills somehow.” She paused, her jaw tightening. “Especially after Armand cleaned out my bank account right before we broke up.”
Lina’s eyebrows shot up. “He stole your money?”
“Ten thousand dollars.” Dianne’s hands curled into fists. “Said it was a ‘loan’ he was collecting. I tried to report it, but Detective Thomas Redgrin of Coalston Edge PD just dismissed it as a rant from an upset girlfriend. Told me to work it out with Armand personally.” She rolled her eyes. “Men stick together.”
Lina frowned. “Detective Redgrin? Are you sure?”
“Yeah. I was in Coalston Edge when I discovered that Armand had taken my money. I went straight to the police, but he wasn’t any help.”
Lina was surprised. She knew Thomas quite well actually, and this didn’t sound like the man she knew at all.
Dianne moved to a bookshelf and pulled out a photo album and flipped it open. “Here,” she said, handing it to Lina. “Take a look at these.”
Lina leafed through the pages, seeing dozens of photos of Dianne and Armand together.
Lina spotted a framed photo on a side table of a younger, happier Dianne, smiling on a sandy beach. Beside her stood a sleek, smug-looking Armand, his arm slung casually over her shoulder.
“That was at a photoshoot I was on,” Dianne said, noticing Lina’s gaze. She let out a wistful sigh. “One of the few good memories I have with him.”
Lina nodded, noting the bitterness in her voice. “You two looked happy.”
“Yeah, well, appearances can be deceiving.” Dianne crossed her arms again, leaning against the edge of the sofa. “He’s good at making things look perfect. But underneath? It’s all about control with Armand. I wasn’t his girlfriend. I was an accessory.”
“Yet you stayed with him for a while,” Lina prompted gently as she leaned forward to examine the photo. It showed Dianne and Armand, both bronzed and smiling, on a beautiful beach. Dianne looked radiant, her arm wrapped around Armand’s waist, his wrapped around her shoulders.
“What happened?” Lina asked gently.
Dianne shrugged, her gaze dropping to the floor. “I was young and stupid. And he could be charming when he wanted to be. But then I found out about Maggie-Dawn.”
“Maggie-Dawn Curry?” Lina asked, surprised. “The school bus driver?”
“That’s the one,” Dianne said with a grimace. “She’s my friend, or at least, she was. Armand and I had been together for years when I found out he was seeing her behind my back. I confronted him, and he didn’t even deny it. Just acted like it was my fault for not ‘keeping him entertained.’ Can you believe that?”
Lina frowned, filing away the information. “And Maggie-Dawn? Did you talk to her about it?”
Dianne shook her head, a bitter laugh escaping her lips. “What was the point?” Dianne’s face hardened. “Her and Elmer bought a truck from Armand, and next thing I know, Armand’s always working late and suddenly doesn’t have time for me. I finally ended things with him a few weeks ago, and good riddance.”
Lina leaned forward slightly. “Did you threaten him after the breakup?”
Dianne’s eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. He told you I did? That’s classic Armand. He loves playing the victim. No, Detective, I didn’t threaten him. I will admit that we had a big fight the night we broke up. A real screaming match. Lots of witnesses if you need details. I walked away, and I haven’t looked back.”
“But you admit you’re still angry,” Lina said, watching Dianne’s reaction.
“Of course I’m angry,” Dianne snapped, then caught herself. She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “But that doesn’t mean I’d go after his stupid car. Do you know what it’s like to care about someone, even after they’ve hurt you? I hate what he did, but I could never... I just wouldn’t.”
Dianne walked back to her painting and picked up a brush, absently dabbing more red onto the dragon’s flames. “You know what’s weird though? I saw him the other day meeting with that Kryztkovian guy. You know, Nikolay? They were in the alley between the bank and the dollar store, and it looked tense. Nikolay grabbed Armand’s arm at one point, and Armand looked scared out of his mind.”
Lina’s interest piqued. “Any idea what that was about?”
“No clue. But Armand doesn’t do anything unless there’s money involved.” Dianne put down the brush. “Whatever it was, he wasn’t happy about it.”
Lina regarded her for a long moment before pulling out a small notepad. “You mentioned Aurelia Long. Why do you think she’d be involved?”
Dianne scoffed. “Armand gave her a car loan. She couldn’t get one through a bank for some reason. She owes him money, and he’s been threatening to shut her salon down if she doesn’t pay him back. She’s desperate, and desperate people do desperate things.”
Lina jotted down the note and stood. “Thank you, Dianne. I may need to follow up with you later.”
Dianne nodded curtly. “Do what you need to, Detective. Just don’t let Armand pull you into his games. He’s the real villain here.”
“Thanks,” Lina said, and then almost as an afterthought removed the bagged hair clip from her pocket. “Do you recognize this?” She held the clip up so Dianne could examine it.
Dianne shook her head. “No, but I know Aurelia is making them. Where did you find it?”
“In the glove compartment of Armand’s car,” Lina told her.
Dianne looked annoyed. “Well, it isn’t mine, and it certainly can’t belong to Maggie-Dawn. She has a buzz cut.”
Lina put the hair clip back in her pocket and handed Dianne her card. “If you think of anything else, please call me. Even if it seems small or unimportant.”
Dianne took the card, looking at it for a long moment. “Detective? When you find out who did it, tell them I said thanks. Armand had it coming.”
“That’s not how justice works, Ms. Gravel.”
“Maybe not,” Dianne said, opening the door to show Lina out. “But it’s how karma works.”






  
  Chapter seven

Lina pulled up to Aurelia’s salon, a quaint storefront nestled between the bank and the used bookshop on Main Street. The sign above the door read “Aurelia’s Tresses” in flowing script made to look like flowing hair. Through the large front window, Lina could see a woman with vibrant red hair working on a client. 
The bell above the door chimed as she entered, the scent of hair products and fresh coffee mingling in the air.
Aurelia Long stood behind a styling chair, her hands expertly rolling perm rods into a woman’s hair. She glanced up at Lina’s entrance, her eyebrows raising slightly.
“Be right with you,” Aurelia called out, her voice warm but tinged with curiosity.
Lina nodded and took a seat in the waiting area, observing the salon. The walls were a soothing lavender, and several black and white photographs of classic Hollywood starlets covered one wall. Framed photos of elaborate hairstyles hung on the rest of the walls, and a glass case near the front counter displayed an array of colourful hair accessories, including a stand holding hair clips like the one Lina had found in the glove box.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Lina glanced down to see a text from Luscious:
Are you still coming to the city? I’ve moved our reservation to 8PM tomorrow.
I’ll let you know. Interviewing suspects.
She replied as Aurelia came over, wiping her hands on a towel. Lina put her phone away and stood up.
“How can I help you, Detective Lalonde? Need a hair appointment?”
“Hello, Aurelia. No, I’m not here for an appointment. Do you have a moment to talk?”
Aurelia’s smile faltered and she frowned, but she nodded. “Of course. Just give me a minute.” Aurelia went back to her client and told her she’d be back in a few minutes to put the perm solution on and to help herself to the coffee while she waited. Coming back to where Lina waited, she said, “Let’s go into my office.”
Once inside the small room, Lina produced the bagged hair clip. “Do you recognize this?”
Aurelia’s eyes widened. “Yes, that’s mine. Where did you find it?”
“In Armand Cy’s car,” Lina replied, watching Aurelia’s reaction carefully. “Can you explain how it got there?”
Aurelia’s face flushed slightly as she took a seat behind her desk. “Oh, that. It’s a prototype for a new line I’m developing.” She gestured toward the front of the salon. “I have better versions on display out there. I must have dropped that one when I was at Armand’s car lot last week.”
Lina leaned forward, her interest piqued. “What were you doing at the car lot?”
Aurelia hesitated, her fingers nervously tapping the desk. “I... I went to talk to Armand about my car loan. Things have been tight at the salon lately.”
“I see,” Lina said, keeping her tone neutral. “And did you and Armand come to an agreement?”
Aurelia’s expression darkened. She closed her eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath. “Not exactly. We had an argument. Armand, well, you know, he’s not an easy man to deal with.”
“Yeah,” Lina replied. “Aurelia, where were you last night between nine and six this morning?”
“Here,” Aurelia said quickly. “I was here at the salon. I had a late appointment and then stayed to do some bookkeeping. My apartment’s upstairs. I was there all night until I came down this morning around eight-thirty to open.”
Lina nodded, making a note. “Can anyone confirm that?”
“Why are you asking me this?” Aurelia asked, confused, glancing nervously toward the door as if checking to make sure it was closed.
“Armand Cy’s car was vandalized last night. Quite badly. It looks like it might have been done by someone out for revenge.” Lina told her, watching her response to the information. “Now, can anyone confirm your story?”
Aurelia shook her head. “No. I was alone. But I have security cameras. You’re welcome to check the footage.”
“I appreciate that,” Lina said. She paused, studying Aurelia’s face. There was something off about her. “Is there anything else you think I should know?”
Aurelia’s face paled slightly, but she maintained her composure. Aurelia bit her lip. She repeated, “My last client left around nine-thirty. After that, I was alone.” She sighed, running a hand through her vibrant red hair. “Look, Detective, I know how this might look, but I swear I had nothing to do with whatever happened to Armand’s car. I can’t stand him, but I didn’t go near his car.”
“Dianne Gravel suggested you might have a motive,” Lina pressed gently. “She mentioned something about money owed to Armand?”
“I did say I had a car loan through his dealership,” Aurelia said, her voice tight with strain.
Lina sat back and stared at her for a long moment. “It’s just that my problem with your story is that the hair clip I found was in the glove compartment of Armand’s car. What I would like to know is how on earth it ended up there?”
Aurelia turned scarlet and then green. Lina was worried she might faint or throw up.
Aurelia’s hands trembled before she gripped the edge of her desk to steady herself. She closed her eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath before meeting Lina’s gaze, then dropped her eyes to stare at her hands.
“Okay,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I wasn’t entirely truthful before. I... I was in Armand’s car last week. But it’s not what you think. It wasn’t by choice.”
Lina leaned forward, her expression neutral. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”
Aurelia’s face crumpled, and she buried her head in her hands. “Oh God,” she muttered, her voice muffled. After a moment, she looked up at Lina, her eyes brimming with tears. “It’s not just about the car loan. Armand, he’s blackmailing me. He knows something about me, something that could ruin my business, my whole life.”
“What does he know?” Lina asked gently.
Aurelia took a shaky breath. “Years ago, I had a salon in Kitchenladle. I made a mistake. A big one. I... I set fire to my old salon. It was an accident, I swear. I... I told the insurance company it was faulty wiring, but really, I left a curling iron on, and it ignited a display stand full of hairspray. It was an accident, but I panicked and lied.” She shook her head. “The fire inspector didn’t disagree, the insurance paid out, and I used the money to start over here. But Armand found out somehow. Found out that I lied about how the fire started. He threatened to tell the insurance company, the police... everyone.”
“So, you’ve been paying him off?” Lina asked gently.
Aurelia nodded, wiping her eyes. “He said if I kept quiet and paid him, he’d keep my secret. That’s why I was in his car last week. I was begging him for more time to pay. He... he got handsy, and I panicked. I was wearing the hair clip. I must have lost it when I pushed him away and escaped.” Aurelia frowned, her eyes going distant as she relived the memory. “I can’t be sure, but I think Whitt Skye might have seen something. He came out of the dealership as I ran to my car.”
Lina’s lips pressed into a tight line. That accounted for the feeling she’d had that Whitt changed what he was going to say at the dealership earlier.
“Aurelia, why didn’t you report him for assault?”
“And have him exposing my secret?” Aurelia laughed bitterly.
Lina simply waited for her to continue.
“I couldn’t risk it,” Aurelia continued, her voice trembling. “If the truth about the fire came out, I’d lose everything. My business, my reputation, everything I’ve worked so hard to rebuild. The insurance company would sue me to get the money back. I’d be ruined.” She frowned. “He kept fiddling with that fancy pen of his the whole time. He does it every time we meet. Fiddles with that pen like it’s some kind of power move.”
It was odd and was probably nothing, but he did seem obsessed with the pen, and Lina made a note. Lina leaned back, processing this new information. “I understand your fear, Aurelia, but blackmail is a serious crime. And if Armand assaulted you, that’s another matter entirely.”
Aurelia shook her head vigorously. “You don’t understand. This town, it’s so small. Word gets around. Even if I didn’t go to jail, who would trust me to do their hair after that? I’d be finished.”
“So what happened after you left Armand’s car that day?” Lina pressed.
Aurelia’s shoulders sagged. “I went home and cried. Then, I started looking for ways to get the money. I’ve been working overtime, cutting costs wherever I can. The hair clips are selling, but not well enough to earn real money. Whatever I pay him, it’s never enough. He always wants more.”
“Have you told anyone about this? Friends? Family? Boyfriend?”
Aurelia looked away, then she said, “Rudolph. He knows I argued with Armand.”
“Rudolph?” Lina’s eyebrows rose. “Nikolay Brecht’s bodyguard?”
Aurelia’s cheeks flushed slightly. “We’ve been seeing each other. Not officially. Nobody knows.”
“How did that happen?” Lina asked, genuinely curious.
“He started coming in for haircuts a few months ago. We got talking. He’s...” She smiled. “He’s kind. Not what people think.”
“Does he know about Armand blackmailing you?”
Aurelia shook her head. “No. I couldn’t tell him that.” Her eyes widened suddenly. “You don’t think—”
Lina’s eyes narrowed and she made a note to have a chat with Rudolph. “And last night? You’re sure you were here the whole time? Alone?”
“Yes,” Aurelia insisted. “I swear it. I was doing the books, trying to figure out how to make the next payment. You can check the security footage. But...” She hesitated, then stood up and walked to a filing cabinet in the corner. After rifling through some papers, she pulled out a thick envelope
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