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  Introduction


Roxie Caldwell thought retirement meant endless days of peaceful gardening. She was wrong. Her petunias are dying, and her journalistic instincts are screaming. Luckily, an old friend, Sheriff Sandy Stone, has just the thing: a dusty room full of cold cases and a desperate plea for help. 
Roxie’s first mission? A priceless ruby pendant was stolen two decades ago along with a unique diamond bracelet. The bracelet has just mysteriously reappeared on an online auction. What begins as a simple jewel theft quickly unravels into something far more intricate. In Harmony Creek, some secrets are meant to stay buried—especially those tied to the town’s founding families.
As Roxie trades potting soil for police files, she assembles an unconventional team: a gossipy town historian, a meticulous librarian, and a brilliant tech whiz. Together, they discover the pendant isn't just a stolen heirloom; it's a critical clue to a devastating truth that could shake Harmony Creek to its foundations.
But the town’s powerful Mayor Cindy Sterling will stop at nothing to keep the past hidden, escalating her warnings to thinly veiled threats. Can Roxie unearth the layers of deception and expose the long-held lies that protect a dark legacy? Or will Harmony Creek’s carefully constructed façade crumble around her?
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  one
Echoes in the Dust


The petunia was mocking me. I was certain of it. It slumped in its terracotta pot, a pathetic cascade of limp green leaves and a single, tragically drooped purple flower, the horticultural equivalent of a sigh. I poked a finger into the soil. Not too wet, not too dry. It was, according to the three books I’d read and the half-dozen articles I’d cross-referenced online, the perfect level of dampness for a Petunia x atkinsiana in a north-facing patio environment receiving approximately 5.5 hours of direct afternoon sun.
I had a spreadsheet and everything. A color-coded chart tracking watering schedules, fertilizer applications, and sun exposure, complete with a notes column detailing daily observations. ‘Slight wilting observed at 15:00 hours, post-sun. Possible overexposure?’ read yesterday’s entry. I’d followed up by moving the pot six inches to the left, into the partial shade of the porch railing. The petunia had responded by wilting with even more dramatic flair, as if to say, ‘Nice try, lady. You know nothing.’
This was my retirement. This was the peace and quiet I had supposedly earned after thirty-five years of chasing deadlines, cornering sources in smoky bars, and untangling the knotted lies of city officials. My name is Roxanna Caldwell, but everyone just calls me Roxie. For most of my life, that name had been attached to a byline, printed in stark black ink beneath headlines that made people uncomfortable. Now, it was attached to a woman who was losing a battle of wits with a common garden flower.
With a groan, I heaved the bag of premium potting soil onto the wooden bench. The plastic split, a little too eagerly, and a puff of dark, peaty earth exploded into the air, coating my jeans and the front of my white t-shirt. It smelled rich and loamy, the scent of potential and new life. To me, it smelled like failure. I’d bought into the whole retirement fantasy, hook, line, and sinker. I’d envisioned myself as one of those serene women in the magazines, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat and a pristine linen apron, smiling beatifically as I snipped perfect roses with elegant shears. The reality was me, in grubby jeans, sweating under the Harmony Creek sun, systematically killing a plant that was, by all accounts, nearly indestructible.
My problem, I knew, wasn’t a lack of a green thumb. It was an inability to switch off my brain. I wasn’t tending a garden; I was investigating it. The drooping petunia wasn’t a simple case of over-watering; it was a mystery with a victim, and I, the lead detective, was failing to identify the perpetrator. Was it the soil’s pH balance? A fungal infection? A conspiracy of aphids plotting my downfall from the underside of the leaves? I’d found no evidence of pests. The facts just didn’t add up. There was a missing piece, a key witness who refused to talk, and the silence was maddening.
I scooped a trowel-full of soil into a new, slightly larger pot, my movements jerky with frustration. This was my life now: a series of pointless, unsolvable little mysteries. The case of the missing sock from the dryer. The puzzle of the remote control that was on the coffee table one minute and inside the refrigerator the next. The enigma of how I was supposed to fill the endless, yawning hours of the day when all I’d ever known was the frantic, addictive rhythm of the news cycle. The adrenaline rush of a breaking story, the quiet satisfaction of a fact finally clicking into place, the thrill of the chase—all of it was gone, replaced by the deafening hum of absolute, unrelenting boredom.
I patted the soil down around the beleaguered petunia, now transplanted into its new home. It looked even sadder than before. I felt a kinship with it. We were both uprooted, struggling to thrive in a new environment we hadn’t asked for. I sighed, wiping a smear of dirt from my forehead with the back of an equally dirty hand. Maybe I’d take up baking. Or knitting. Or maybe I’d just sit on this porch until I fossilized. It seemed like the path of least resistance.
That’s when the phone rang. Its shrill, electronic warble cut through the quiet afternoon, making me jump. It was the landline, a relic I kept mostly for the sake of nostalgia and for my one technophobic cousin. I hardly ever got calls. I trudged inside, leaving a trail of soil footprints on the clean linoleum of my small kitchen, and snatched the receiver off the wall mount.
‘Hello?’ I said, my voice gruff with disuse.
‘Roxie? It’s Sandy. Sandy Stone. Did I catch you at a bad time?’
The name hit me like a splash of cold water. Sheriff Sandy Stone. We’d known each other for years, our professional paths crossing countless times when I was a reporter and she was a deputy, working her way up the ranks. She was younger than me by a decade, sharp as a tack, and carried the weight of the entire county on her shoulders with a kind of weary competence. We weren’t close friends who had lunch every week, but we had a deep, unspoken respect for one another, the kind forged in the shared trenches of dealing with the town’s less savory elements.
‘Sandy! No, not a bad time at all. Just… communing with nature.’ I glanced back at the porch, where the petunia seemed to be giving up the ghost. ‘I think nature is winning.’
A faint, tired laugh came through the line. ‘Tell me about it. I feel like I’m wrestling a bear made of paperwork and losing badly.’ Her voice was strained, the edges frayed. This wasn’t a social call.
‘What’s going on?’ I asked, my tone shifting instinctively. The old journalistic curiosity, the part of me that could smell a story from a mile away, stirred from its slumber. My posture straightened. My focus sharpened.
She let out a long, heavy sigh that seemed to carry the exhaustion of her entire department. ‘Roxie, I’m in over my head. Way over. Budget cuts, two deputies out on family leave, and a fresh batch of summer-tourist stupid has descended upon us. I swear, if I have to deal with one more complaint about the ‘aggressive squirrels’ at the picnic grounds, I’m going to lose my mind.’
‘Sounds like a Tuesday,’ I said, a small smile touching my lips. I could picture her perfectly: leaning back in her creaky office chair, uniform crisp, but with her hand rubbing the tension from her temples, the brim of her hat sitting on the corner of her cluttered desk.
‘It’s more than that,’ she said, her voice dropping, becoming more serious. ‘It’s the other stuff. The quiet stuff. The stuff that gets pushed to the back burner because I have to deal with a fender bender on Main Street or a noise complaint out by the lake.’
I waited, listening to the hum of the line, the unspoken weight in her words. My heart had started beating a little faster. A low, familiar thrum of anticipation.
‘I have a room, Roxie. In the basement of the Town Hall. It’s not even an office, more of a glorified closet. It’s where the old files go to die.’ She paused. ‘The cold cases. Burglaries, missing persons, unexplained… things. Decades of them. They just sit there, collecting dust. Every time I walk past that door, I feel them. All those stories with no ending. All those questions with no answers. They’re like ghosts, and they’re haunting me.’
I gripped the phone tighter. I knew exactly what she meant. An unsolved story was a wound that never healed. It festered. I had a few of my own from my career, stories that I’d had to abandon, leads that went cold. They still whispered to me in the dead of night.
‘I can’t give them the time they deserve,’ Sandy continued, her voice thick with frustration. ‘I don’t have the manpower, and I sure as hell don’t have the hours in the day. But they need… they need a certain kind of mind. Someone who knows how to look at a pile of old, cold facts and see a pattern. Someone who knows how to talk to people, how to dig, how to not give up. Someone who doesn’t take ‘I don’t know’ for an answer.’
The silence stretched between us, but it was no longer empty. It was filled with the shape of her unasked question. The hum of my boredom had been replaced by a different kind of electricity, a current I recognized. It was the feeling of a key turning in a lock.
‘Sandy,’ I said softly. ‘What are you asking me?’
‘I’m asking for your help, Roxie,’ she said, the words coming out in a rush of relief. ‘I can’t pay you, not officially. The town council would have a fit. But I can give you a key to that room. I can give you access to the files, to our resources—what little there are. I can make you a… a special investigator. Unofficial. Under the table. You’d be a consultant. A volunteer. A ghost hunter.’ She let out a dry little laugh. ‘I need your brain, Roxie. I’m drowning, and you know how to build a life raft out of loose threads and forgotten details.’
I looked around my spotless, quiet kitchen. I saw the gardening books stacked neatly on the counter. I saw the half-finished crossword puzzle on the table. I saw the long, empty afternoon stretching out before me, followed by an equally empty evening, and a tomorrow that promised more of the same. The silence of my retired life suddenly felt less like peace and more like a tomb.
A slow smile spread across my face. It was the first genuine, unforced smile I’d felt in months. The petunia could go to hell. I had a new, much more interesting mystery to solve.
‘When can I start?’ I asked.
The relief in Sandy’s exhale was a sound I could feel through the phone. ‘How about now? Meet me at the Town Hall. The archives room in the basement. I’ve already got one pulled for you. A real ghost. Twenty years cold.’
‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,’ I said, and hung up the phone. For the first time in a long time, I had a deadline. And it felt wonderful.
The Harmony Creek Town Hall was a sturdy, unpretentious brick building that had stood sentinel over the town square for the better part of a century. It smelled of floor wax and old paper, a scent that was as familiar to me as the smell of my own home. Sandy was waiting for me just inside the heavy oak doors, looking exactly as I’d pictured her, except the stress on her face was now mingled with a fragile sort of hope.
‘Roxie. Thanks for coming so fast,’ she said, forgoing a handshake for a quick, firm clasp of my arm. Her grip was strong. ‘I hope I’m not dragging you into a mess.’
‘Sandy, you just saved me from a life of horticultural homicide,’ I replied. ‘Trust me, I owe you.’
She led me past the clerk’s office, with its buzzing fluorescent lights and ringing phones, and down a flight of creaking wooden stairs. The air grew cooler with each step, the scent of wax giving way to a damp, subterranean smell of dust and time. At the bottom of the stairs was a narrow corridor and a single, unmarked wooden door with a heavy-duty brass lock.
Sandy pulled a key from her belt, a long, old-fashioned skeleton key that looked like it belonged in a gothic novel. ‘Here we are,’ she said, her voice dropping to a near-whisper, as if we were entering a church. ‘The land of forgotten things.’
The lock turned with a loud, grating clunk. The door swung inward on protesting hinges, opening into a darkness that seemed to swallow the light from the hallway. Sandy fumbled for a switch just inside the frame. A pair of bare bulbs flickered to life, casting a weak, yellow glow over a room that was less of a closet and more of a crypt.
It was packed floor to ceiling with gray, metal filing cabinets and cardboard bankers boxes stacked in precarious towers. The boxes were labeled in faded marker: ‘Tax Records ’78’, ‘Building Permits ‘82-’85’, ‘Misc. Complaints ‘90’. A fine layer of dust coated every surface, dancing in the air like tiny ghosts disturbed from a long slumber. The air was thick and still, heavy with the weight of all the stories packed away in here. Sandy was right. It felt haunted.
‘It’s a fire hazard, for one thing,’ Sandy muttered, navigating a narrow path between two stacks of boxes. ‘But it’s also… a lot. Every one of these cold cases represents a failure. A promise we couldn’t keep.’
She stopped in front of a battered wooden table that served as the room’s only piece of furniture. On it sat a single, solitary file. It was a standard manila folder, but it looked different from the others, set apart, as if waiting for me. Its tab, written in neat, block letters, read: JAMES, E. – THEFT – 04/21/2004.
‘This is the one I mentioned,’ Sandy said, her voice low. ‘It’s been sitting here for two decades. I was a rookie deputy when it happened. I remember the fuss.’
I ran my fingers over the worn cardboard of the folder. It felt strangely warm to the touch. Twenty years. A lifetime. I’d been deep in my career then, chasing bigger stories in bigger cities. I only vaguely remembered the incident—the James’ were one of the town’s old-money families who had fallen on hard times and left town shortly after the theft. It had been a local curiosity, but it had faded quickly.
‘The James’ Ruby Pendant,’ I said, the name coming back to me. ‘Wasn’t it some kind of priceless family heirloom?’
‘The very same,’ Sandy confirmed. ‘A massive ruby, set in an absurdly ornate gold setting. Passed down through generations. It was stolen from their home one night; the ruby, a diamond bracelet and a silver tea set. No forced entry, no witnesses. The family was in financial trouble, so the initial theory was an insurance scam, but they couldn’t prove it. The James’ packed up and left town less than a year later, and the case went ice cold. No leads, no suspects, no pendant.’
She paused, letting the history hang in the dusty air. Then, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her smartphone, the bright screen a startling slash of modernity in the ancient room. She tapped the screen and slid it across the table toward me.
‘This surfaced two days ago.’
I picked up the phone. On the screen was an auction website. The page was titled ‘Estate Jewelry & Fine Antiques’. And there, in a large, professionally shot photograph, was a diamond bracelet. There was an intricate design like I had never seen before. It was beautiful. It was a one of a kind. I looked up at Sandy and confirmed what I already suspected. This was the diamond bracelet stolen from the James estate twenty years ago. 
My reporter’s brain, dusty but not dead, kicked into high gear. The gears began to turn, grinding past the rust of disuse, finding their old rhythm. My gaze flicked over the screen, absorbing details. The auction house: a small, online-only outfit based two states away. The current bid: already in the five figures. The auction’s end date: less than a week away. The seller: listed only as ‘VintageFinds22’.
‘It just… appeared?’ I asked, my voice sharp with focus. My hand automatically went to my pocket for a notebook that wasn’t there. A phantom limb of my old life.
‘Just like that,’ Sandy confirmed. ‘Popped up on a routine search I have running for high-value stolen items. The description didn’t name it as the James bracelet, of course. It’s listed as an ‘Exquisite Antique Gold and Diamond Bracelet’. But I sent the picture to the original case officer—he’s retired down in Florida now—and he confirmed it. That’s it. No doubt about it.’
‘What about the Ruby, any sign of it?’
'No, but it's the first lead we have had on the Ruby in twenty years.’
I stared at the image of the diamond, glowing on the screen. It wasn’t just an object anymore. It was a lead. A tangible piece of the past that had broken through into the present. After twenty years of silence, this ghost had finally decided to speak. And it was screaming for attention.
I slid the phone back to Sandy and picked up the file folder. I opened it. Inside were a handful of brittle, yellowed pages. A preliminary report, a list of items inventoried at the scene, a short statement from Eleanor James, her signature a shaky scrawl at the bottom. It wasn’t much. A few dry facts, a dead end. But now, it wasn’t the end of the story. It was the beginning.
The dust motes swirled around my head in the dim light. The silence of the room was no longer oppressive. It was expectant. It was the quiet of a library before the book is opened, the hush of a theater before the curtain rises. I could feel the familiar, exhilarating pull of the narrative, the first thread of a story that desperately wanted to be untangled.
‘So,’ I said, looking up at Sandy, a feeling of profound, energizing clarity washing over me. ‘Where do we start?’






  
  two
The First Few Threads


Astory, a real one, isn’t a straight line. It’s a messy, tangled thing. You start with one thread, the most obvious one, and you pull. Sometimes it leads you directly to the knot you’re trying to undo. More often, it just shows you how many other threads are woven into the mess. My first thread wasn't the diamond on a computer screen or the twenty-year-old file folder; it was the hushed, hallowed silence of the Harmony Creek Library. 
The library was my sanctuary long before retirement threatened to make it my permanent residence. It smelled of lemon polish, brittle paper, and the quiet dignity of accumulated knowledge. The air itself seemed to encourage whispering. It was the polar opposite of the dusty, forgotten tomb in the Town Hall basement. Here, history wasn’t left to die; it was curated, preserved, and presented with a reverence that bordered on religious. And its high priestess was Tonya Whitlock.
I found her where I always found her, behind the massive oak circulation desk, a fortress of order in a world of chaos. Tonya was a woman who seemed to be constructed entirely of straight lines and right angles. Her salt-and-pepper hair was cut in a severe, practical bob. Her posture was ramrod straight. Even the crisp, white blouse she wore seemed to have been starched into submission. The only hint of whimsy was a pair of silver reading glasses that hung from a chain around her neck, shaped like tiny, stylized cats.
She looked up as I approached, her expression neutral but her eyes sharp. Tonya didn't miss much. 'Roxie,' she said, her voice as soft and smooth as the felt on the bottom of a chessboard piece. 'I haven't seen you in the non-fiction section for a while. I was beginning to think you’d defected to the romance novels.'
'Tempting, but I’m afraid my days of heaving bosoms and smoldering glances are behind me,' I said, leaning against the counter. 'I’m on a bit of a historical kick. A local history kick, to be specific.'
I watched her face for a reaction. Nothing. She was a professional. 'Anything in particular?' she asked, her fingers resting lightly on her keyboard, ready for action. 'The founding of the town? The great mill fire of ‘32?'
'The James family,' I said, keeping my voice casual. 'I was just thinking about them the other day. They were quite the fixture in town, and then they were just… gone.'
For the first time, I saw a flicker. It wasn't in her eyes, but in the slight, almost imperceptible tightening of her lips. It was there and gone in a heartbeat, but I saw it. It was the tell of a librarian who knew the difference between the story on the page and the one whispered between the stacks.
'Ah, the James,' she said, her gaze shifting to a point just over my left
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