
  
    [image: The Mystery Begins]
  


  
    
      The Mystery Begins

      A Connor and Lilly Mystery

    

    
      
        K. J. Emrick

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: South Coast Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First published in Australia by South Coast Publishing, October 2016.

        Copyright K.J. Emrick (2012-2017)

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and locations portrayed in this book and the names herein are fictitious.  Any similarity to or identification with the locations, names, characters or history of any person, product or entity is entirely coincidental and unintentional.

      - From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      No responsibility or liability is assumed by the Publisher for any injury, damage or financial loss sustained to persons or property from the use of this information, personal or otherwise, either directly or indirectly.  While every effort has been made to ensure reliability and accuracy of the information within, all liability, negligence or otherwise, from any use, misuse or abuse of the operation of any methods, strategies, instructions or ideas contained in the material herein, is the sole responsibility of the reader. Any copyrights not held by publisher are owned by their respective authors.

      All information is generalized, presented for informational purposes only and presented "as is" without warranty or guarantee of any kind.

      All trademarks and brands referred to in this book are for illustrative purposes only, are the property of their respective owners and not affiliated with this publication in any way. Any trademarks are being used without permission, and the publication of the trademark is not authorized by, associated with or sponsored by the trademark owner.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Free Book!!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Book!!

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for the no-spam newsletter and get a FREE mystery book and lots more exclusive content, all for free. Go to K.J.’s website to find out more – kathrineemrick.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a very strong possibility that school had been invented as a method to torture teenagers.  Connor Gless had thought about that ever since entering the tenth grade here at Meadowood High School, and he was pretty sure that his conclusion would stand up to the scientific method, the quadratic equation, and maybe even the theory of general relativity.

      Wow, he thought.  If only he could sound that smart when he was taking a test.

      Another C grade in his chemistry class was not going to go over well with his mom.  Nope.  Not a smidge.  That was a word he had picked up in one of his classes.  Smidge.  It stuck with him even though it had never been on a test and probably never would be.  Still, he liked it.  He’d developed a real knack for picking up obscure words like that.  Maybe he’d use that talent, and become a writer someday.

      Which was a good plan, considering he was never going to become a scientist.  Not if he kept barely sneaking by with his grades.  Which brought his thoughts back around to his latest test grade, which in turn reminded him that his mother was going to pulverize him when she found out.

      “Pulverize,” he muttered as he slammed the door to his locker shut.  “Just a smidge, but she’s gonna pulverize me just the same.”

      The locker door bounced back at him, and he slammed it again.  Just because everything was going wrong today, it bounced back on him again.

      “Having trouble, Cornhole?”

      Connor closed his eyes and wished he could just disappear.  Vanish.  Like his day hadn’t been bad enough, here came his daily dose of insult.  It was three-fifteen, and school was out, and that meant it was time for another visit from the goon squad.

      When he opened his eyes, he was still right there in front of his stupid locker.  So were Carlton Holt, and Seaton Wallace.

      Both of them were taller than him.  Only by like six inches, but in tenth grade that was the difference between a tomato plant and an oak tree.  In this example, Connor was the tomato plant, about to be squashed.  These two had been on his back ever since he’d transferred into school here in Meadowood.  That name “Cornhole” had been Carlton’s idea.  Sort of a twisting up of Connor’s name.  He’d come up with it last year, and Connor was just glad it hadn’t stuck with the other students yet.  Carlton was the main instigator, with his football jock muscles and his Neanderthal IQ.  He had the idea in his head—one of the few ideas up there as near as Connor could tell—that he and Seaton ran this school.  Probably because most kids just backed down whenever he said boo.

      A few years ago Connor had made the mistake of asking Carlton if that blonde hair of his was real or if it was made of scarecrow straw.  Carlton was very proud of his wavy hair and his blue eyes and that cleft in his square jaw that all the girls in their grade swooned over.  Ever since then, Connor had been on Carlton’s “list.”  Whatever.  At the time Connor had made the joke Carlton had been trying to intimidate a couple of younger kids into giving up their lunch money.  Connor wasn’t going to stand by and watch it happen like everyone else was.  The joke was supposed to be a way of getting the younger kids out of there without a fight.

      It had worked.  Carlton forgot all about the other kids as he chased Connor through the halls.  A couple of teachers had stopped him, but Connor had already been long gone.  For a football player, Carlton really didn’t run very fast.

      Of course, you didn’t have to run fast when you knew where your target was going to be every day after school, at exactly three-fifteen.

      Now, Carlton shoved Connor’s locker closed and leaned up against it, smiling a not-friendly smile.  Of course, the traitorous locker door closed this time.

      “Where you off to, Cornhole?” Seaton asked, his grin showing off that missing front tooth.  Seaton followed wherever Carlton went, but in a lot of ways Seaton was even more dangerous.  He looked like he’d been doing three hundred pushups a day since he was six.  Nobody in the tenth grade should be that ripped.  Connor had personally seen him crush two soda cans at the same time against his sloping forehead.  His red hair pretty much advertised his massively bad temper.

      Carlton just liked to intimidate the other kids at school.  Seaton just enjoyed being mean.

      Seaton was blocking him on the left, and Carlton was blocking him on the right.  With nowhere to go, Connor decided his best bet was to back up to the opposite row of lockers, and then make a hasty exit to the corner.

      At least, that was his plan.  Only he kind of ran into Marcella Hayworth at her locker behind him when he tried it, and that was like throwing a red cape down in front of a bull.  Especially since bumping into her meant that he accidentally made her drop the stack of books she’d been carrying.

      “Uh, oops?” he offered.

      She was taller than Connor too—of course—and wider than a mailbox.  Her nickname around school was the Ogre and it had more to do with her temper than her looks.  Even though her mother kept buying her pretty pink or purple dresses to wear, Marcella was not the pretty dress type.

      She was the slamming her fist against her palm type.

      “Watch where you’re going!” she shouted at him, her eyes narrowed and dark.  One of her pigtails had come loose during the day and strands of hair hung loose and wild on just that one side.  She looked feral.  It was the first word that jumped in his head.  It definitely fit.

      Marcella took a step at him even as Connor raised his hands to make peace and he had to take a step back…

      Which put him right into the waiting arms of Carlton and Seaton.  Carlton grabbed hold of his arm in a tight grip.  He was caught.

      “Don’t worry, Marcella,” Carlton said to her, adding one of his winning smiles.  “We’ll make him sorry he bumped into you.”

      Her attitude did a complete flip-flop.  Her scowl became a smile, and she twined her fingers into the loose strands of her hair, and—seriously—she giggled.  “Okay,” she said.  “Thank you, Carlton.”

      Connor stared.  Was there any girl in school that did not have a crush on Carlton?

      “Hear that?” he whispered in Connor’s ear.  “I’m going to make you sorry.”

      With a deep breath, Connor reminded himself of what his mother had taught him, over and over.  It was always better to run from a fight when you could.

      “Hey, dufus,” Carlton said to Seaton.  “Help Marcella pick up her books.”

      Seaton scowled.  “Why do I have to?”

      “Because I’m the one holding Cornhole,” Carlton told him.  “Just do it!”

      Grumbling under his breath, Seaton bent down to pick up books, one at a time.

      Connor smiled.  His mother said it was better to run from a fight.  Unless you couldn’t run.  If you couldn’t run from the fight, she always said, then you needed to do everything you could to end the fight before it started.

      And then run.

      “Hey, look,” Connor nearly shouted.  Everybody in the hallway turned to look at them.  “It’s Mrs. Donahue.  Hi, Mrs. Donahue!”

      Mrs. Donahue was the Meadowood High School principal and the only person in the whole school that could still strike fear in Carlton’s heart.  He immediately let go of Connor’s arm, and turned around with an innocent look on his face, to discover that the only people in the hallway with them were other kids wondering what all the commotion was.

      Connor didn’t wait to explain it was a trick.  He figured Carlton’s brain would chug along to that conclusion any second.  Instead, he took the opportunity to do just what his mother had taught him.  He ran.

      Down the hall and to the stairs at the end he went, just as fast as his new skater shoes could carry him, and then even faster when he heard Carlton and Seaton shouting insults at him as they gave chase.  Where were the teachers?  Connor had half a mind to pull one of the fire alarm levers as he ran past.  That would get someone’s attention.

      Instead, he buzzed around a corner and found a room that was unlocked and slipped inside and closed the door just before he heard the two creeps run by.  He knew he’d have to stay here for a while, just to be sure they had really lost interest in him.

      He knew his mother was only looking out for him, and being overprotective, but this running away thing was really getting tiring.  Literally.

      It suddenly struck him how dark it was.  There was no light in the room.  There were shelves on both sides, and a sink behind him, and he stumbled into something that might have been a broom.  A janitor’s closet.  A dark, small, cramped janitor’s closet.  The shadows were all around him.  He felt it when his heart started to beat faster, and his breathing got quicker and quicker, and the drip drip drip of the water in the sink was too loud because there was nothing and no one here but him and he was trapped in this space with the darkness closing in.

      Trapped.

      In the dark.

      He almost sobbed with relief when the door to the closet opened.  Almost, but he was able to keep it in and keep his cool even though he did step out into the hallway with a lot less grace than he had intended.  There was light out here, and space to breathe.

      It was Lilly standing there, a fist on one hip.  “Carlton and Seaton?” she asked.

      He nodded, making himself take slow and even breaths.  “I was just in a closet.  Who else would it be?”

      Her brown hair was streaked with purple and red today, a look that Connor thought really brought out the jade in her eyes.  Until recently she’d worn a ponytail but that had all changed last week.  Now it was a pixie haircut to frame her pixie face.

      Yeah.  He definitely had the eye for details that a writer would need.  Either that, or he spent a lot of time looking at Lilly.  Maybe a little of both.

      In her ripped jeans and her favorite leather jacket with the studs on the shoulders.  She was a rebel with nothing to prove, with all the confidence in the world.  Connor was glad to have her in his life.  Everybody needed someone like her in their life to lift them up when things got tough.

      Or, in his case, to pull him out of the dark holes before the nightmares set in.

      “How’d you know where to find me?” he asked her.

      She shrugged, and then bumped her shoulder up against his.  “I always know where to find you.”

      He put his arms around her and pulled her into a tight hug.  They’d been dating—sort of—for months now, and it was still awkward for him to do stuff like this in public.    When they were alone, fine, but when people were watching… not so much.  Especially when he was upset.

      Lilly looked back into the closet, and then at Connor.  Nobody else understood what he’d been through.  She doubted that anyone else in the school even knew about what had happened to him as a kid.  She did.  She knew all his secrets.  He knew… well, most of hers.

      “You okay?” she asked him.

      “Yeah,” he snorted, stepping back and waving a hand through the air.  “Just another day of my Carlton and Seaton exercise program.  Running through the halls is good cardio.”

      “I’m not talking about the mouth breathers,” she told him.  “I mean, you know.  In there.  Tight space?  No light?”

      He looked back into the closet, too, and couldn’t quite suppress a shudder.  “I’m fine, Lilly.  Promise.  Come on.  Let’s go.”

      She took his hand.  He smiled, and nodded to the nearest exit.  School was over.  They were on their own time now.

      They walked out into the bright sunshine of mid-afternoon.  Lilly watched as the wind caught at Connor’s sandy blonde hair and ruffled it around his ears.  He was seriously cute, even if it was in the boy-next-door kind of way, and all her friends said so.  His jeans still had her initials on them where she’d “branded” them in ink last week, and his t-shirt was wrinkled like he had a tendency to stuff them in his drawers instead of folding them—which he did.

      “You still coming over to my place tonight?” she asked him, letting the breeze push the hair out of her eyes.

      “Yeah.  Mom needs to talk with your neighbor about something…”

      His words drifted off.  He slowed to a stop on the sidewalk, looking over at a group of kids bunched up under the massive oak tree that spread its branches out over the front lawn.  It provided a shady canopy for the school’s message board—Go, Fight, Win!  Meadowood Mudpuppies!—and the bike racks where a lot of the kids who lived here in town parked their Schwinns and their Treks and their other two-wheelers.

      Lilly tugged on his hand, leaning into it.  He wasn’t budging.  “Uh, hello?  Earth to Connor Gless?  Aren’t we supposed to meet your mom and get a ride back to Misty Hollow?  I do not want to ride that bus if I don’t have to.”  Then her gaze followed his.  “What’s going on over there?”

      “Good question.”  He turned a grin on her.  “Let’s go find out.”

      “But… your mom,” she started to argue, although she was just as curious about the crowd as he was.  Usually it was her that dragged him into situations.  This time, they both gravitated over to see what was up.

      There was a lot of shouting going on, was what.  Most of it from one person in particular.  Jason Smithers was yelling at everyone, throwing his hands in the air and stomping back and forth.  Kids backed away when he got close.  Usually, Jason was one of the quieter kids in school.  Something must have really set him off.

      Connor and Lilly exchanged a glance as they eased forward through the group watching him.  They didn’t need to say a word.

      “Did you see?  Did you?” Jason was yelling at an eighth grader.  Connor was really wondering what had set him off now, because the younger kid was Billy Mason, a friend of his.  Billy might be two years younger than him and Lilly—well, two years younger than Lilly, a year and three quarters for Connor—but the kid was smart as a whip and he never did anything mean to anyone.  Certainly nothing that should have earned him the kind of anger burning in Jason’s eyes.

      Billy was holding fast to the straps of his backpack and moving away from Jason, but now he was up against the other kids in the crowd and they weren’t moving for him.  When Connor started to hear a softly chanted “fight, fight, fight” from more than one person in the group he knew it was time to do something.

      “Hey, Jason,” he said, shouldering through everyone else to step into the wide circle that had been created by the high schoolers around them looking for some action.  Lilly was right there with him.  “What’s the deal?”

      “Stay out of this, Connor,” Jason snapped at him.  “It’s gone, and I know this little weasel here knows something.”

      Connor looked over at Billy, his eyes wide under that black Boston Red Sox baseball cap of his.  He shook his head at Connor, clearly saying that he didn’t know why he was here or what was going on.

      With another look, Lilly and Connor made a plan.  It was something they did.  Not quite telepathy or mind-reading, but the next best thing.  Connor knew he would never find another girl who understood him like she did.  Sometimes, that scared him.  A lot.

      While Connor walked in front of Jason and started asking him questions, Lilly smoothly stepped around behind and pulled Billy away into the crowd.  “Thanks,” he whispered to her, adjusting his cap so the big B was at just the right angle.  “I dunno what got into him.  I thought I was done for!”

      Lilly smiled down at him and just for the fun of it pulled off his hat and set it on his head again backward.  “You’re a tough kid, Billy.  You can handle yourself.”

      A little blush surfaced through his freckles.  “Yeah.  Yeah, I sure can.  Listen, Lilly… I got the new Armadillo Racers game for my birthday.  You should come over and check it out.  It’s pretty sweet.”

      She kept her face carefully neutral.  “Maybe another day?  I’ve got to go check on Connor, and then I’ve got to get home.”

      It wasn’t a yes, but it wasn’t a no.  Billy seemed to take that as a win.  “Sounds good.  So, uh, I’m going to sneak out of here before Jason remembers I’m alive, okay?  See ya!”

      After Billy was walking away, Lilly shook her head.  He’d developed a crush on her years ago, and no matter how many ways she found to gently remind him she wasn’t into dating boys two grades below her—and oh yeah by the way she already had a boyfriend—Billy just wouldn’t give up.

      Behind her, the group of kids was starting to break up.  Apparently Connor had managed to calm Jason down and now there was no show to watch.  Lilly came over to join them, standing close by Connor, hooking a finger into a loop on his jeans.

      Jason’s anger had slipped away.  He was pacing back and forth now, five steps this way, five steps that way, and fisting his hands into his hair.  “What am I going to do?” he kept saying.  “What am I going to do!”

      Lilly raised an eyebrow at Connor, asking the obvious question.

      “Jason lost his bike,” Connor explained.

      “I didn’t lose it, man!” Jason nearly shouted.  “Somebody stole it.  Somebody stole my bike!”

      “Right, sorry,” Connor said.  “That’s what I meant.  It was here this morning when he rode to school, and now it’s gone.”

      “So you decided to pick on Billy?” Lilly demanded.  “What did you think, that he had your bike stuffed into his backpack?”

      “No, it’s not…”  Jason stopped trying to wear a groove into the sidewalk and threw his hands in the air, only to let them drop back to his sides.  “Look, I’m sorry about that, okay?  Of course I don’t think Billy took my bike.  He’s just always hanging around out here under the tree after school, counting his Yu Gi Oh cards or whatever.  I figured he must have seen something.”

      “It’s just a bike,” Lilly started to say, “it’s not worth getting this worked up about…”

      “You don’t understand!”  Now Jason took a step toward them and Connor stepped out in front of Lilly protectively.

      She loved that he wanted to protect her, but she could have beaned him over the head for doing that.  She could take care of her own self.

      “You don’t understand,” Jason repeated.  “My mom had to save up for six months to buy that bicycle.  I loved that thing.  I painted the flames on it myself.”

      “Really?” Connor said.  He’d seen that bike out here every day.  He never guessed those were done by hand.  “That’s some nice artwork, dude.”

      “Thanks.  Mom says I’ve got a knack for painting.  Says I should try becoming an art teacher or something, you know?  Whatever.  Doesn’t matter how good the flames looked now because it’s gone and Mom’s going to be so upset with me.  She’s going to ground me for life.  Worse than that, I don’t know if we’re ever going to be able to afford to get another one!”

      Ah, Lilly thought.  Now that was something she could understand.  At her house, it was just her mom and her.  Mom’s salary from the bookstore in Misty Hollow paid the bills but didn’t leave a whole lot for extras.  If she ever lost her cell phone, or something, how long would it take them to put together the money to replace it?  No wonder Jason was upset.

      “Hey Jason,” she said, speaking before she even really thought it through.  “What if me and Connor help you find your bike?”

      Connor shot her a look.  It was not a hey-that’s-a-great-idea look, either.

      Jason stared at her, then at Connor.  “What are you guys talking about?  The bike was stolen.  You’re not a freaking detective agency, you’re just a couple of kids in my class.  I have to tell Mom.  And the police, and… and… whatever.  You two go play Sherlock Holmes if you want to.  I have to find a ride home.”

      “What is going on here?”  That was Mrs. Darling, the French teacher.  She was practically running out of the door from the school.  Her window faced the oak tree, and Connor figured she must have seen the group of kids dispersing as the action ended.  Well.  Better late than never.

      Jason went back into the school with Mrs. Darling, explaining about his bike, asking if there was maybe a bus that could take him out to his house on the other side of Meadowood.  Connor didn’t really blame him.  Meadowood was a huge town, compared to places like Misty Hollow.  With a bicycle it probably took Jason fifteen minutes to get home.  Walking it would take him an hour, easy.

      “Okay, smart girl,” he said to Lilly, grabbing her hand to swing in his.  “Explain to me how you think we’re going to find a stolen bicycle?”

      “Simple.”  Leaning in quick, she gave him a kiss on his cheek.  “And that’s right, you better call me smart girl.  I wasn’t the one who got a C on Mister O’Guffrey’s Chem test.”

      “How did you…?”  Connor didn’t even bother finishing the sentence.  Of course Lilly knew.  She always knew.  “Fine.  Just don’t tell Mom, okay?  I want to break the news to her.”

      “The news that you’re in danger of failing and being sent back to do the whole tenth grade all over again?”

      “I’m not in danger of failing,” he protested, although he knew that he needed to pick his grades up across the board, or that was exactly where he would be soon enough.  “Whatever.  Tell me about your plan to find Jason’s bike.”

      “Nope.”

      She turned, starting up the sidewalk to where the circle drive at the front of the school turned in from the street.  That’s where Connor’s mother would be waiting for them.  In the parking lot next to where the busses lined up.  She looked back over her shoulder, and winked at Connor.  He stood there with his mouth open, blinking at her, before he ran to catch up.

      Lilly felt a wicked little grin cross her face.  She liked teasing Connor.  It was fun.  Plus, it helped get him out of that shell he still liked to hide behind.  He was one of the bravest and nicest guys she knew, but without a little nudge now and then he would have stayed down in that dark hole of his.  Figuratively speaking, she meant.  His bad childhood was behind him, just like her own was, but sometimes the shadows of his past swept up over his head.

      That’s when Lilly was there to pull him out and into the real world.  Into adventures like this one.

      Connor caught up to her in just a few steps.  He might be shorter than some of the other kids but he was long in the limbs and the fastest runner in school.  When she looked over at him, her smile was the same one that he’d seen just before she jumped off the highest rock at Hart’s Falls into the water below.  There was no other kid around who would have dared do that jump, except Lilly McIntosh.  So yeah, he knew that smile.  She was getting ready for another adventure.

      Thankfully, Connor said to himself, he was going to be there to catch her.  He was the guy who kept her stable, with both feet on the ground.  Even when she wanted to jump.

      They stopped at the corner, and stared into
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