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  About Book Two: Murder At Goldenleaf Apple Farm

The fall harvest season has arrived at Goldenleaf Apple Farm. This year, the orchards are keeping a secret… 
When apple farmer Vernon Reed is found dead, suspicion falls swiftly and heavily on Isaac ‘Izzy’ Lennox: the exuberant young theater enthusiast whose fingerprints are on the murder weapon. The town wants answers. The evidence seems clear.
Laura Evans doesn’t believe it for a second.
Refusing to let her friend’s reputation be destroyed, she digs into Vernon’s secretive final months alongside her sharp-eyed landlady Evelyn Chan and fellow café worker Jasmine Williams. What they uncover is messier than a simple motive: a man with secrets, a business with fractures, and a community that had no reason to doubt.
Goldenleaf’s orchards are still heavy with the season’s harvest. But someone is determined to ensure the truth stays buried, and they're watching Laura’s every move.
In a town where everyone knows everyone, the deadliest secrets hide behind the most trusted faces.
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In Silver Springs, everyone knows your name. And your secrets. In this Green Mountain State town, Laura Evans isn’t just the General Store’s café manager...she’s the town’s unofficial detective. Alongside her observant landlady Evelyn Chan and sharp-witted coworker Jasmine Williams, Laura discovers dangerous secrets hiding beneath the picturesque veneer. But they don’t have to do it alone. They’re members of the Maplewood Crafters Club. 
This seemingly innocent club are also the town’s secret helpers. Over craft projects and potluck dinners, they arrange random acts of kindness...and help solve mysteries.
What makes this series irresistible: a stunning setting, delectable culinary details, quirky characters, and ingenious mysteries with satisfying endings. 
If you love culinary cozies, craft cozies, Ellie Alexander, Agatha Frost, Laura Childs, Maddie Day, Diane Mott Davidson, or Jenn McKinlay…or you enjoy books with close-knit communities, amateur sleuths, found family, personal growth, secret helpers, and food as comfort and connection…you’ll love Silver Springs.
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Characters In Murder At Goldenleaf Apple Farm

Listed in order of appearance.

Laura Evans: the café manager at the General Store. 
Jasmine Williams: another employee at the General Store.
Maggie Brook: the store’s co-owner and Laura’s boss.
Kathleen ‘Kathy’ Quinn: Maggie’s wife and co-owner.
Jesse O’Connor: a café employee.
Eli Carter: the café‘s barista.
Anton Reynolds: the chef at the General Store.
Isaac ‘Izzy’ Lennox: works at Goldenleaf Apple Farm.
Roy Beckett: co-owner of Goldenleaf Apple Farm.
Vernon Reed: co-owner of Goldenleaf Apple Farm.
Noah Vance: works at Goldenleaf Apple Farm.
Detective Sergeant Ramirez: a policewoman.
Ruby Callahan: part-time employee at Goldenleaf Apple Farm and Dulcie’s best friend.
Dulcie Sanderson: Vernon Reed’s partner.
Warren Fisk: owner of Fisk Apple Works.
Evelyn Chan: Laura’s landlady.
Yanni Petros: owns Wanderer Pantry.
Martha Henderson: Evelyn’s friend.
Judith Yoon: Evelyn’s friend.
Christopher O’Reilly: attends the Crafters Club.
Marcela Torres: the town clerk.
Francesca ‘Fran’ Palermo: attends the Crafters Club.
Meredith Perkins: the Mobile Home Park co-owner.
Roxanne Beckett: Roy Beckett’s wife.
Leo Nash: Woodland Watch member.
Melinda Winrow: Woodland Watch committee chair.
Anne Hughes: Woodland Watch member.
Samuel ‘Sam’ Walker: the Goldenrod Roasters owner.
Joyce Adler: the Adult Circulation Librarian.
Kenneth Fraser: Director for Silver Springs Players.
Sharon Winters: Editor of Maplewood Memo.
Nicholas ‘Nicky’ Beckett: Goldenleaf Apple Farm employee and the Beckett’s son.
Clyde Hastings: the Timberline Tavern owner.
Elizabeth ‘Liz’ Andrews: Evelyn’s friend and member of Silver Springs Players.
Casey Jennings: the acting production supervisor at Goldenleaf Apple Farm.
Beverly Ackerman: host of Woolgatherers meeting.
Jay Wilson: the co-owner of Mountainside Stories.
Benjamin ‘Ben’ Ashby: works at the hardware store.
Malcolm Lancaster: lawyer at Lancaster & Porter.
Amelia Griffin: the costume coordinator for Silver Springs Players.
Romy Chase: a costume volunteer for Silver Springs Players.
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      [image: ]Chapter One

If happiness had a scent, it’d be apple trees during harvest. Exiting her car at Goldenleaf Apple Farm, goosebumps prickled Laura Evans’ fair skin as her boots crunched on the leaf-strewn gravel. The countless tree canopies overhead cast dappled shadows across the orchard.
Jasmine Williams, her friend and co-worker, got out of the passenger seat. No one else had arrived yet. The other vehicles must’ve belonged to the staff. The only familiar one was a burnt-orange pickup truck, at least four decades older than all the others.
Weathered wooden buildings sprawled across the farm, and at the center stood the cider house, its cupola crowned with smoke curling from the chimney. The visitors center and the office—a converted farmhouse with green shutters and a wrap-around porch—sat close by.
Near the storage shed, a tall man with cropped hair stood beside a shorter one. Though their voices didn’t carry, the tall man’s rigidity was unmistakable as he crowded the other’s space. He jabbed a finger toward the main building while the short man shook his head and reached for the other’s arm. The taller man jerked away. They both stalked toward the office buildings, disappearing around a corner. Perhaps just a disagreement about harvest schedules? No, that body language spoke of something far more personal and urgent. The furtive way they’d acted…whatever it was, it didn’t sit right. Not at all.
As a distant engine roar grew louder, Jasmine tucked a red-tipped box braid beneath her patterned bandana, her sharp cheekbones prominent under her dark-brown skin. “It sounds like someone’s just around the corner.”
An SUV pulled into the parking lot, stenciled with the Silver Springs General Store logo, and a woman got out—Maggie Brook, one of Laura’s bosses. She had dark-brown, gray-streaked hair in a pixie cut beneath a wide-brimmed sun hat. Her freckly cream-colored skin contrasted with her black sweater and maxi skirt.
From the passenger side emerged a taller, younger woman with olive skin and auburn hair threaded with silver, tossed over her shoulder in a braid. Her ever-present tool belt was slung around her hips. It was Kathleen ‘Kathy’ Quinn, Maggie’s wife and business partner.
“Good morning, you two!” Maggie adjusted her hat’s brim and scanned the parking lot. “We’re the first ones here. Of course we are.”
Laura waved. “I’ve been looking forward to this!”
Jasmine made a muffled noise of agreement as she sipped coffee from her travel mug.
“Morning,” Kathy said, hands stuffed into her cargo pants pockets, hair ruffling in the breeze.
Laura couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across her face. “Isn’t it beautiful here? I still find it hard to believe I’m in a role where we get to enjoy team-building exercises.”
The words came out brighter than intended. Saying them aloud made the old comparison surface before she could stop it. In her previous life, such activities, if they happened at all, meant lectures about ‘dedication’ disguised as professional development. After fifteen years at a prestigious restaurant job in Boston, she’d worked ten-hour shifts, six days a week, only to be passed over for her promised promotion. Silver Springs had been a welcome change of pace. Everyone understood—except her mother. It’d been six weeks since she’d traded Boston’s concrete for Vermont’s green hills, and still, her mother’s most recent phone call made her disappointment clear. Laura had tried to explain, for the hundredth time, about burnout, needing a change, and the opportunity to be part of a community.
But to Bridget Evans, her eldest daughter slipped backward, while her sons moved forward. Danny thrived as the program director at one of New York’s most renowned cultural institutions, and Connor built a flourishing tech career and picture-perfect family in California.
Her mother’s words still stung: “I just don’t understand why you’re wasting all your professional experience, Laura. Danny may be divorced, but at least he’s building something meaningful with his career. And Connor’s providing for his family. What are you doing up there in that little town?”
The memory twisted Laura’s gut, and for a heartbeat, the orchard blurred, her smile fading. What was she doing indeed?
Maggie’s expression gentled. “Trust me, you’ll enjoy it. And if you don’t, blame Kathy—this was her idea.”

      [image: ]Rustic wooden furniture dotted the visitors center, an illustrated apple variety display decorated one wall, and tall windows revealed the farm beyond. The reception counter offered a sampler bowl of red-foil-wrapped candies.
The thundering echo was close now. Outside, through the windows facing the parking lot, an old cruiser motorcycle, hand-painted with green-and-blue swirls across the otherwise black chassis, rumbled in. A compact red hatchback and a white station wagon followed. The rider—clad in leathers—cut the engine and removed their helmet. Two men got out of their cars and joined the first in heading to the visitors center.
“Looks like the cavalry’s arrived,” Maggie said.
Several minutes later, the front door opened to admit three more colleagues. Jesse O’Connor entered first, still pulling off a motorcycle jacket, followed by the two men. The shorter and younger one was Eli Carter, the café’s barista. The other, Anton Reynolds, the chef, outstripped Eli’s pace with his broad frame and long gait. He smiled at the group, squinting at them from beneath bushy eyebrows.
Jesse grinned. “Did I miss anything important?”
“No, for once,” Jasmine replied, her gaze drifting to Jesse’s cruiser outside. “You must be freezing, riding that thing! Aren’t early fall mornings too cold for motorcycles?”
“You can keep asking, but you’ll get the same answer every time,” Jesse said. “Why settle for warmth when I can make an entrance? Cars are for people with no imagination.”
“Keep making excuses, sure, but you’re just jealous we’re comfortable,” Jasmine said, grinning.
Jesse huffed a laugh. “Comfortable and boring.” They looked around at Eli and Anton. “Wow, I arrived before these two again? Shocking.”
Kathy scoffed. “Don’t get smug, kid. Showing up a few seconds earlier doesn’t buy you the right to tarnish their good names.”
Eli rolled his eyes. “You can say whatever you’d like, but we’ll never hear the end of it.”
“You guessed it,” Jesse said.
“Morning, all,” Anton said. The man spoke little and was the only staff member who never engaged in the usual banter. A sensible choice, perhaps.
Jesse’s gaze settled on Laura. “So. Be honest. Are you here for the educational value or the promised breakfast?”
Laura laughed, suppressing a slight wince. No use trying to fool an artist with an eye for detail. Beneath the professional interest in agricultural history was her pastry-loving heart. Still, being in the hospitality industry made one’s priorities clear. “You’ve discovered my weakness! I’ve been excited to try those apple cider donuts.”
The double doors at the back swung open, and a familiar face burst through. Isaac ‘Izzy’ Lennox, a farm employee, theater enthusiast, and friend. Long curls braided back into a bun, golden-brown skin, and a patchwork jacket hanging off his wiry frame: there was no other way to describe the man than a whirlwind. He bounded toward her. “Laura! Always a delight to see you!” As if remembering there were others present, he added, “And everyone else! Welcome!” He rattled off their names, greeting each with his characteristic grin and spirited handshake for all who accepted it.
It was so like Izzy, with his animated gestures and enthusiasm, to turn a simple tour into opening night on Broadway. Just like her brother Danny—the same inability to stand still and need to fill silence with warmth.
Izzy spun around to the other man who’d followed him in. “And this, if you’re not already familiar, is the businessman himself, Roy Beckett!”
Roy, a tall man just shy of sixty, with weathered, ruddy skin and a buzzcut, was far less enthusiastic than Izzy, but that was easy to do. He squared a stack of brochures with the edge of the reception counter.
“Welcome to Goldenleaf Apple Farm! I’m the co-owner. We might as well get started. Please, follow us.”
Heading through the double doors revealed a corridor lined with framed photographs of the farm. One door on the left side opened into an office, where a young man with cropped curls sat staring at a computer. He tapped out a rhythm as if playing an invisible piano before a look from Roy made him straighten.
“Thank you all for coming,” Roy said. “Since he didn’t say so before, this is Izzy Lennox, an employee here.” The young man swept into a half-bow without breaking stride. “Good to have you all! And folks, Roy undersold himself, as usual. You’re looking at the fellow who keeps us, and the orchards, running smoothly.”
Roy shook his head with a smile. “Thank you, Izzy, but I don’t think we need that level of theatricality. It’s only a tour, after all.”

      [image: ]As they walked around the facility, Roy explained the farm’s history. It took all Izzy’s strength not to jump in every few seconds to add anecdotes of his own.
From where Jesse stood next to Laura, they leaned over. “Five bucks Izzy knows every apple tree by name.”
“Ten bucks he invented the naming system, and he’s the only one who remembers any of it,” Jasmine said.
All three grinned.
“This place has been making apple cider for decades. Vernon, my business partner, is the latest in a long line of people just like him,” Roy said. “He was the first to work with someone outside the family.” He allowed himself a smile. “Between us, we turned this orchard into the largest cider operation in the county.” He gestured toward the press and grinder. “This is where it starts.”
A series of shiny filters and buckets lined a bottling station, and a refractometer sat ready to measure the cider’s quality. The air inside was thick—yeasty and sweet, layered with the tang of fresh-pressed juice. Amber light filtered through the high windows. It created a different world, an escape from the ordinary outside.
“This is incredible,” Laura said.
“Isn’t it?” Izzy swept his arms wide. “We even have a new cold-pressing system now to make things faster.” He pointed to a machine in the corner. “Vernon is a hard man to convince, but even he couldn’t deny how well it works!”
Photos along the wall chronicled the farm’s progress over the decades—images of old hand-operated presses, then newer systems, leading to the traditional-meets-modern setup they stood around now. Roy and Vernon had their feet in one era, and Izzy was pulling them into the next.
“Vernon and I’ve always done things a certain way in the past,” Roy offered Izzy a smile that was more polite than inviting. “But Izzy’s suggestions have worked well so far.”
The photos progressed from grainy black-and-white images of the first Reed generations to color ones of a youthful Vernon and Roy. In one, they wore Halloween costumes, in another, they stuck out their tongues, pulling goofy faces. As the years went on, their smiles grew more subdued and serious.
Izzy gestured to a wall of labeled bottles. “My role around here is to make sure we’re ready for anything—new systems, new ideas! This is where we test different cider grades and styles.” His voice was bright. “Roy and Vernon maintain standards, and I handle innovation.”
Roy smiled a little at that. “Vernon and I’ve always been hands-on. We know every inch of this place.” He paused as a senior employee approached him with an apologetic expression. “Excuse me for just a moment.”
Jasmine came to stand beside Laura. “It’s impressive, isn’t it? I knew there’d be equipment involved, but the scale of it...wow.”
“What did you expect? People with wooden mallets and someone turning the press by hand?” Jesse asked as Jasmine snorted.
Laura tried to hide a smirk. “I doubt she did, but she’s right. It’s pretty amazing just how much goes into it.”
Izzy’s voice rose above the mechanical hum as he explained further. “Besides being the steady hand at the helm, Roy’s a shrewd business manager who deals with our numbers.”
Roy reappeared in time to catch the last of Izzy’s declaration, waving off the compliment with an abashed smile before continuing the tour.






  
  Chapter Two

As the group wove its way through Goldenleaf’s winding trails, Laura fell into step beside Jasmine. The farm hummed with sounds—footsteps rustling through mulch, Izzy’s animated voice, a faint mechanical whir, and birdsong. Laura’s head spun with cidermaking. Never too old to learn about something new. 
Izzy spoke again. “I’d say these trees are our bread and butter, for lack of a more appropriate metaphor. Everything revolves around them!”
Jasmine gave an affectionate sigh. “He never changes, does he?”
Laura smiled, and they crested a low rise. Rows of apple trees stretched across the landscape, their branches sagging with ripening fruit. They drew the eye in orderly lines. Along the farm’s perimeter, various tree species displayed leaves in scarlets, greens, and golds—hinting at the approaching peak of Vermont’s fall splendor.
“Dare I be so bold as to say Silver Springs wouldn’t be Silver Springs without our farm, or any apple orchard! We have over two thousand trees,” Izzy said.
The group let out an appreciative murmur.
Roy nodded. “We plant new saplings every year so that the farm keeps growing. We’ll pass three thousand in another decade, if the plan holds.” He scanned the rows with a proprietary gaze. “This isn’t for the impatient.”
“Or the undedicated!” Izzy said. “We’ve got big plans.”
Roy gave a half-hearted sigh. “Someone has to keep this one in check, or he’ll have us outgrowing the state.”
“Only Vermont?” Izzy shot back with a grin. “Why not the East Coast?”
Roy shook his head. “I’m not giving you any more ideas.”
Jesse arched an eyebrow at Izzy, a smile playing at their lips. “Do you ever run out of energy?”
Izzy mirrored their expression. “Apple fritters will slow me down. Briefly.” A short distance later, he stopped beside a tree and patted the trunk. “This one’s even older than Roy and Vernon combined, if you can believe it.”
Roy rolled his eyes, but couldn’t stop the half-hearted smile tugging at his lips. “These are over two centuries old. They’re not used for harvesting anymore, but are still critical for the ecosystem.”
Jasmine drifted toward the nearest trunk, peering at it. “You’ve got some beautiful foliose lichens here!”
Roy glanced over. “You know your plants.”
“Blame it on being around the town’s nature nerds.” She grinned at Roy. “That’s the Woodland Watch for you.”
Gnarled branches like long, twisting memories stretched toward the sky, with just a few small apples clinging to their ancient limbs. The farm’s legacy was there, in the bark that’d seen more than any of them ever would.

      [image: ]At the tour’s end, Roy ushered them into a dining hall off the visitors center. Sunlight spilled through a wide window, bathing a broad-leafed plant in its warmth. A long table ran down the middle, flanked by benches and chairs, each unique in wood grain and color.
“All reclaimed from this farm,” Roy said, catching Laura’s glance.
Eli paused beside the plant, brushing a finger along one leaf. “That Monstera looks happier than mine ever has. How are you pulling that off?”
Roy glanced over, bemused. “I don’t know. One of our staff must’ve taken care of it.”
“You should tell them they’ve perfected their method. I’ve never gotten mine to be this happy.”
Jesse cupped their hands around their mouth like an imaginary megaphone. “Breaking news! The General Store’s resident green thumb admits defeat for the first time ever! Personal growth, everyone.”
Eli groaned, rolling his eyes, but a smile flickered across his face.
Izzy, already pulling out a chair, tilted his head. “Are you the fellow everyone talks about at the community garden?”
Eli scrunched his nose, giving a sheepish smile. “Yeah, that’d be me.”
Izzy made a thoughtful ‘hmm’ sound.
“And now, for a sweet apple cider tasting,” Roy said, clapping his hands once.
Jesse’s eyes gleamed. “Is that breakfast waiting over there?”
A large, four-section countertop bain-marie awaited them on a side table. One tray held French toast casserole glazed with melted butter and boiled cider. Next came bacon, apple cider donuts, and then baked oatmeal studded with raisins and apple chunks. A chafing dish promised apple fritters. Laura’s stomach growled.
Roy allowed himself a small smile. “All in good time. The different apple varieties we use for our sweet ciders create unique flavor profiles that develop throughout the harvest season. Please make yourselves comfortable.”
Chairs and bench seats scraped against the hardwood floor as the group settled.
“Let’s begin,” Roy said, holding a cup of pale golden liquid, “with our Early Season blend. Made from Gala, McIntosh, and Honeycrisp apples harvested in early September.”
“Bright with delicate floral notes! Like drinking fresh autumn air!” Izzy burst out.
Roy had to smile. “Yes, you’ll notice a lighter sweetness and a more pronounced apple character. Nothing added, nothing forced. Just the way it should be.”
Laura took a sip. The sweet cider was crisp, with hints of honey. Roy spoke about cider the way head chefs talked through the specials: the descriptions fixed, the phrasing non-negotiable.
“Perfect for breakfast or an afternoon drink,” Izzy said.
“You might be onto something here. Should use it in a new recipe,” Anton added.
“Now, let’s move to our mid-season blend,” Roy continued. “This one features Jonagold, Empire, and Cortland apples harvested in late September. You’ll notice a fuller body as the natural sugars have had more time to develop. This one’s always been a favorite. Some things need time to reach their potential.”
“This is really layered,” Eli said after taking a sip. “There’s an almost butterscotch note at the end.”
Roy nodded before moving to the third sample. “Our Harvest Blend combines mid-and-late-season varieties—Golden Delicious, Northern Spy, and Ida Red. This creates a more robust profile.”
The amber cider smelled of baked apples and caramel, its complex flavor revealing lingering layers of fruit.
Roy pointed to his last glass, a deep amber liquid. “Our Late Harvest Reserve. From apples picked after the first frost, when the sugars are most concentrated.”
The aroma was reminiscent of apple pie.
“A slow extraction process preserves the rich flavors of these late-season apples, creating our most complex offering,” Roy said. “It’s thicker and more intensely flavored than our other ciders. It represents what this farm is capable of when every element is managed properly.” He set the glass down and aligned it with the others.
Laura sipped, its rich, full-bodied flavor a perfect balance of sweetness and tartness, never cloying.
Jasmine held her glass up toward the window. “The color’s deeper than I would’ve expected.” She took a sip. “There’s a little enzymatic browning in there. You’d usually want to avoid that, but it works—it’s giving it a baked apple note.” She grinned at Laura’s confused look. “What do you expect after four years of food science?”
“That’s true! It’s amazing how little I knew about apple cider until now,” Laura said.
Roy concluded the tasting by explaining their small batch process. “Thank you for coming. I hope you enjoyed the tour. I have a call in ten minutes, but Izzy will join you for breakfast to answer any questions.” After a chorus of compliments and thank-yous, he gave a modest smile. “Thank you all, and enjoy the breakfast.” With that, he left through the side door.
Izzy grinned at the group. “Hungry? I know the sweet cider tasting was a big deal, but you haven’t lived until you’ve tried our apple fritters!”
Everyone descended on the side table, grabbing plates and cutlery. For the fritters, the Goldenleaf Apple Farm staff had laid out topping choices: cinnamon, berries, jam, and boiled cider. Even though she’d worked in the food industry her whole life, the excitement of trying things never ceased. Laura selected a plate, first going for the fabled fritters and a cider donut, then a little of everything else. She settled on a bench seat at the long table. Jasmine claimed the spot to her right, and Izzy took one to her left.
Jesse sat opposite, fritters and fruit already disappearing from their plate, not without a photo first. Eli and Kathy joined them, while Maggie and Anton lingered near the coffee urn, pouring steaming mugs.
“Not for me, thank you,” Izzy said between mouthfuls of oatmeal as Anton offered him a cup of coffee. Despite how he’d talked up the fritters, he hadn’t selected them yet. Perhaps pacing himself.
Jesse grinned. “Who needs caffeine when they’ve got your energy?”
Izzy smiled, though it wasn’t as bright as his usual one. “True.”
“Who makes the food?” Anton asked.
Jasmine paused mid-bite. “Come on, don’t leave us hanging. Is it good?”
The chef nodded, to everyone’s surprise. “Nice to do the eating for once.” For a man who’d just spent another seven of his seemingly hundred-word daily allotment, the endorsement was unmistakable. The group laughed.
“Our staff includes prep cooks who manage breakfast for large groups. I chip in when they let me. I like to think I can cook, but they might say otherwise,” Izzy said, using years of practicing stage whispers to his advantage.
The food was delicious. So that was why the farm had built such a reputation among tourists and locals. Conversation flowed around the table, and even Anton, who let silence speak for him, seemed content. At last, a moment of rest. It wasn’t often she got to just sit and enjoy.
After they’d eaten, Maggie turned to Izzy. “Lovely breakfast, truly. Thanks for having us.”
Izzy beamed. “A pleasure.” He jumped up. “I wish you all the liveliest of days! Alas, the harvest season waits for no one.” Ever the strange yet considerate gentleman, he swept open the dining-room door and waved them back through to the visitors center entrance. He fended off Maggie’s protests about helping with the cleanup.
Maggie had one final announcement to make before the group dispersed. “We couldn’t ask for a better team. Kathy and I mean it. The General Store wouldn’t be what it is today without you all.”
“Even if a few of you are burdened with too many opinions,” Kathy said, eyeing Jesse with a crooked grin.
They shrugged as everyone gave a knowing laugh. “I think you mean endowed.”






  
  Chapter Three

“See you Tuesday,” Kathy said to the group. She reached for the visitors center door when a blur barreled into her. “Easy, kid.” She jumped back and held up her hands. “What’s wrong?” 
The young man, wearing a zippered vest open over a Goldenleaf Apple Farm shirt, would’ve been about Izzy’s age, but he seemed more like a teenager now, eyes wide, hands trembling, face pale. He didn’t speak.
“Is everything okay?” Laura asked.
Jasmine stepped forward. “Take it easy. Whatever it is, we’re here to help.”
The youth’s speech came out in staccato bursts. “I need—I need—”
Izzy put a gentle hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “Noah, look at me. What’s going on?”
He tried to formulate a sentence, but he could only splutter.
Izzy gripped Noah by the shoulders with both hands, shaking him gently. “Come on. What is it?”
The young man forced the words out. “Vernon. In the garage. I think he’s—dead.”
The light drained from Izzy’s eyes. He stepped back, reeling, hands dropping from Noah’s shoulders. Izzy stared into nothing for a split second, then turned on his heel and sprinted out.
Kathy snapped to attention as Eli scrabbled for his phone, dialing emergency services. “Jesse, Anton—find Roy. His office is out back. Once you’ve told him, meet Maggie here and stay put. Noah, Maggie—stay calm and hold the line. Laura, Jasmine, you’re with me. We can’t let Izzy do something he’ll regret. Vernon’s place is next door—left of the lot. The garage runs along the boundary fence.” The older woman took off through the open door, Laura and Jasmine at her heels.
Keeping up with Izzy was a tall order, nigh impossible. He’d disappeared in seconds. It was just as well Kathy knew where he’d headed and had the sense to run at a matchable pace. Chest heaving, Laura skidded to a halt outside what must’ve been Vernon’s garage, and dashed in through the open roller door after Kathy. Jasmine arrived behind her mere seconds later. The garage was dim, and a strange unease crept over her. She found Izzy kneeling next to a crumpled form on the concrete floor.
Laura’s stomach lurched. Vernon Reed lay motionless. The air seemed to vanish from the room, leaving her gasping as a sudden, clammy chill seeped into her skin. Bile rose in the back of her throat, and she had to grip a shelving unit’s rough wood to keep the ground from rushing up to meet her.
This wasn’t supposed to happen in Silver Springs. Not again. Finding Jeremy Blackwood in the General Store Stables should’ve been an isolated incident. The unreality of it happening again made her head spin.
“Oh no,” Jasmine said, her hand moving to cover her mouth.
“I checked. He’s...” Izzy swallowed. “Gone.” Tears pooled in his eyes.
Kathy ushered the three of them back.
Izzy did as she’d asked, moving to a stool before sitting with his head in his hands. “I should’ve checked on him. I should’ve...” His voice cracked, and he didn’t finish.
Laura tried to model calm—easier said than done—and placed what she hoped was a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Please don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault.”
Izzy didn’t look up. “He—” His throat caught again.
Laura kept her hand there, steady, hoping to provide some calm for his trembling form.
Kathy crouched in front of him. “We’re with you, Izzy. You couldn’t have seen it coming—none of us could’ve.”
He sucked in a deep breath and nodded.
Kathy stood. “The police and ambulance should be here soon.”
Laura forced herself to take in the scene. Didn’t have to, didn’t want to, couldn’t—every instinct demanded stepping back and pretending what was seen could be undone. But her eyes moved anyway.
Vernon lay motionless on the floor. A window above the workbench stood open, letting in a faint breeze that carried a trace of machine oil and fallen leaves. Tools hung in tidy rows on the wall, their stillness unnerving. The cluttered workbench held half-repaired antique clocks, delicate gears exposed, and a forgotten cup of tea long gone cold. He must’ve been tinkering with his collection when…it happened.
What looked like a discarded tool caught her eye beneath the bench, just at the edge of the shadow.
Laura’s mind raced—not with conclusions, but with questions. It could’ve been an accident, but it gnawed at her—a sensation she couldn’t shake off. No, stop. Not now. She pressed her palm against her sternum, trying to steady the spiral starting beneath her ribs. Concentrate on trying not to panic, lest the others start too.
Except cataloging the details seemed the only coping mechanism willing to lend a hand.
Sirens broke the stillness, wailing in the distance and growing louder.
Laura exchanged a worried glance with Jasmine. Her friend rubbed the side of her neck behind her ear, where her singular tattoo, a crescent moon, was inked into her skin. A nervous, self-soothing gesture. Laura’s breath hung in the cool air, like everything else: suspended and unclear.
Roy appeared in the doorway. “What the—” His expression shifted from confusion to horror. His hands twitched at his sides, fingers curling and uncurling, as if grasping for something that wasn’t there. “This can’t—who’d—” His voice cracked.

      [image: ]A woman with an athletic build, hair in a no-nonsense bun, and warm olive skin entered the garage. Dark jeans, a leather jacket, and chunky lace-up boots completed the look of someone ready for action. Detective Sergeant Ramirez. Behind her was a senior patrol officer and a younger one with a buzzcut.
From outside came the crunch of additional footsteps on gravel. Through the garage door, paramedics and other patrol officers from the Silver Springs Police Department approached.
Ramirez took in the scene. “I’m going to ask you all to clear the area and wait outside while we do our work.”
Kathy directed the other three out of the building. The younger officer secured the perimeter while the older officer photographed the scene. The group stood outside in silence, their breath forming light clouds in the early fall air. Izzy was silent and shivering. Laura placed a hand on his shoulder.
“What happened? How—” Roy’s mouth opened and closed. “What was he doing in there? Today was supposed to be his day off. He should be hiking!”
No one spoke. They waited.
Ramirez reappeared, her expression focused and professional. Had she always been this calm? Or was it a skill she’d cultivated along the way? “Thank you for waiting. We’ll need to ask you a few questions.” She addressed Roy. “I take it you work here? What space can we use?”
“Yes, I’m the…co-owner. The dining hall in the visitors center,” he said, his voice quiet as he tore his eyes away from the garage entrance. “Next to the parking lot. It’s just for tour groups, not accessible to the public. Should be enough room.”
Ramirez nodded. “Lead us there, please.” She turned to the others. “Follow me.”
The group trailed after Roy and Ramirez, and two officers brought up the rear, leaving the others to their tasks.
Skyward, clouds gathered. A chill crept into her bones. It’d be a brisk September afternoon.






  
  Chapter Four

The room was too warm. Laura entered the visitors center with Jasmine and Izzy, followed by Kathy and the two other police officers. 
Laura’s mind reeled. Vernon. Dead. The words were surreal, disconnected from any meaning. She’d rarely spoken to him, except when he visited the store for deliveries or stock-level discussions. Now he was gone. She shivered despite the cloying warmth. The overhead lights were too harsh for what’d just occurred.
“Where’s the dining hall?” Ramirez asked Roy as she spun around. The group came to a halt.
“Just through that door.” He indicated it with a half-hearted gesture.
Everyone else, who’d been sitting in the chairs around a coffee table in the corner, stood. Maggie’s face was ashen, fingers twisting a silver bracelet she wore on her left wrist. Noah remained separate from the others, back hunched. Anton stared at the police folk, his jaw tight. Eli’s eyes had widened fifteen minutes ago and had stayed that way, still caught in the instant it all went wrong. Jesse didn’t seem to know where to look.
Ramirez’ gaze flicked over the group. “Who’s willing to tell me what just happened?” She paused as Kathy took a step forward. “Go on.”
“Noah found Vernon in the garage.” Kathy’s hands trembled slightly, but she shoved them behind her back. “I had him stay here with Maggie. Izzy, Laura, Jasmine, and I went to the garage and stayed there until you showed
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