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Samantha Sweet wiped a smear of chocolate from her
face and stared at the racks of autumn colors. Sugar cookies glazed
in shades of red and orange, brownies with chocolate frosting and
tiny fall leaves on them, miniature pecan pies. The Halloween rush
was over, and Thanksgiving was nearly three weeks away. Julio, her
head baker, had taken his annual motorcycle run through Colorado
and Wyoming and returned this morning. Becky’s kids were in school,
and Jen—the girl who never took time off—swore she wouldn’t need a
break until after Christmas.

Sam felt this was the perfect time of year. Cool
weather, brilliant autumn foliage, sunny days in which to relax,
nights where a fire felt really good. She’d just begun to clear the
mixing bowls and baking sheets from the worktable when the back
door eased open and she spotted her daughter.

“I’ve got Ranger and Nellie ready to go,” Kelly said.
“All clean and fresh. Shall I put them in your truck, or would you
rather we find them a kennel to wait in?”

“I’m just about done for the day.” Sam smiled and
carried the utensils to the sink where Julio already had soapy
water waiting. “I’ll meet you outside.”

“Go ahead,” Becky told her. “I’ll get these goodies
out to the display case so Jen will be ready for the after-school
crowd.”

“What about any custom orders?”

“There are two birthday cakes due tomorrow, plus the
book club’s chocolate—whatever you’d planned on.”

“Yeah, gotta give that some thought.” Sam pulled off
her baker’s jacket and picked up her bag. “Hopefully I’ll have some
brilliant inspiration by morning.”

“Hey, if not, I can hold back a tray of these
brownies. Never knew that group to turn down a fabulous brownie.”
Becky winked as she set a plastic cover over the pastries.

Sam called out a goodbye to Jen in the sales room,
then walked out to her truck. There stood Kelly with their black
Lab and border collie on leashes. Sam opened the back door and the
dogs hopped up, one at a time.

“Something the matter?” Sam asked, eyeing the
frown-wrinkles on her daughter’s forehead. “Ana’s okay, isn’t
she?”

“Oh yeah. She’s talked her daddy into taking their
science lesson into the woods today.” Kelly shrugged. “Nah, it’s
just that Riki’s been in a real mood all day. Nothing over there
has gone right.”

Sam glanced toward the back door of Puppy Chic, the
grooming salon where one of Kelly’s close friends had created a
hugely successful business. “Super busy?”

“Not that so much. I dunno. She’s got something else
going on. I’ll just shampoo dogs and keep my head down until it
blows over.” Kelly stepped in and gave Sam a hug. “It will. You
know Riki. She’s usually the picture of good cheer.”

True. Their British transplant friend always seemed
to love life here in Taos, and rarely complained about
anything.

“Okay then. I’ll take these two home and try to get
them not to follow Beau out to the muddy side of the pasture again
right away.”

Kelly laughed and gave each of the dogs a little
tickle on the ears through the truck’s open window. “Talk soon,
Mom.”

Sam drove past the Plaza traffic, heading north from
the center of town, noticing and appreciating the changing leaves.
Soon, they would fade to brown before snow fell and provided a
white vista for the winter months. She steered through the stone
entry to the ranch, down the long driveway toward their log home,
the dogs wriggling with excitement.

Beau’s pickup was in its usual spot and she pulled
her truck in beside his; the dogs ran to the front door the moment
she let them out. When she opened the door, the heavenly scent of
her husband’s special chile con carne drifted out. She took a deep
breath.

The dogs wasted no time in racing to the kitchen,
where Beau stood at the stove, stirring the contents of the large
stew pot, adjusting the temperature a little. Sam turned to hang
her jacket on the wooden coat rack by the front door, noticing the
fire that crackled in the stone fireplace. The last of the
afternoon sun rays gleamed through the south-facing French doors
and shone on the pine floor.

“Getting an early start on winter?” she teased as she
walked into the kitchen and slipped an arm around his waist.

He sent a crooked little smile her way. “Eh, yeah, I
guess. I put the chile on early, the horses are already tended to,
and you have to admit there’s a nip in the air. Supposed to be in
the twenties tonight.”

“It’s as good a reason as any I can think of.” She
stepped over and opened an upper cupboard. “Shall I set the table,
or would you like to relax with a drink before we eat?”

“Either. You choose.”

She pulled out his favorite beer stein and a wine
glass for herself. Beau set the lid on the kettle and poured the
drinks, which they carried to the living room. They stood at the
back doors, clinking their glasses, and enjoying the wide open view
of the ranch. Outside, the two horses grazed near a narrow stream
that cut a gentle path through the property.

The electronic ring from the landline phone startled
them both. No one ever called on that one, and they’d often
discussed dropping the expense of it. Beau walked over to the
cabinet where it sat and glanced at the caller ID.

“It’s showing my hometown area code and prefix,” he
mumbled, reaching for the handset, automatically hitting the
speaker button as he answered.

“Beau, it’s Cecelia,” came a voice through the line.
“I need your help.”

“Cece? What on earth?” He sent a puzzled look toward
Sam.

“It’s about Mark,” she continued, desperation seeping
into her tone. “He’s … he was murdered, Beau. You’re in law
enforcement, and you’re away from this town. I don’t know who else
to turn to.”


Chapter 2

 


 


Sam saw it in his face, the old thrill of a case
calling out to him. For two years now, he’d said he wanted no part
of his old job, that being a rancher was everything to him. But now
his expression told a different story. She slipped upstairs to
change out of her bakery clothing, leaving him to take the call in
private.

“All right, Cecelia,” Beau was saying, his voice
steady as Sam closed their bedroom door. “I’m listening.”

When she returned, ten minutes later, he’d set the
phone down and was back in the kitchen.

“You okay, hon?” Samantha’s voice floated from the
doorway, warm and gentle.

“That was my cousin Cecelia,” Beau muttered, stirring
the pot mechanically, his expression showing that he was processing
something completely unexpected.

Sam moved into the room. “She said something about
Mark being murdered? Who’s Mark?”

“Her husband. Cece is a little younger than me,
couple years, I guess. We all grew up in the same neighborhood in
Creston, Oklahoma. Her dad was my dad’s brother. Up until my family
moved to New Mexico, we attended the same school, went to the same
church, practically did everything together.”

She laid a comforting hand on his shoulder, a silent
nudge to share more. “And Mark? Did you know him too?”

“Yeah. He was in my classes. We weren’t close-close,
if you know what I mean. I had ranch chores every minute I wasn’t
in school, and I think he played football. I didn’t have time to
follow that much.”

“So, they were high school sweethearts,” Sam
mused.

“Uh-huh. Dad and Mama and I, we’d moved away by then,
but we kept up with the rest of the Cardwells, until Daddy
died.”

“Why do you think she called you?”

“Did you hear the part where she mentioned my law
enforcement experience? I think she thinks I’m still sheriff here,
that I can magically look into some database and find answers for
her.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I just reckon she’s scared,
Sam.” Beau’s gaze was distant, focused on something in a distant
past.

“Sounds like she needs you, Beau.” Samantha’s voice
was soft but firm, a gentle prod toward action.

“Thing is,” he sighed, “I haven’t seen Cecelia in
years. We … drifted, after that mess with Uncle Ray’s will. She
never did forgive me for taking sides.”

“Okay, I’ll have to hear that story some day. But
family’s family, Beau. There will always be a connection, and
sometimes, they’re the only ones you’ve got. You should go there,
try to help.”

“I guess you’re right. Can’t let the past get in the
way of doing what’s needed.” A new resolve flickered in Beau’s
eyes, the spark reigniting his sense of purpose. “You’re coming
too. Well, if you want to and can get away.”

Sam’s bakery duties buzzed through her mind. It
wasn’t as if a business owner could just take off on a whim.
Mechanically, she reached into the cupboard for their favorite
chile bowls, while Beau stirred up a quick cornbread mix and put
the muffins into the oven. While the cornbread baked, she made some
calls, catching Jen as she was locking up Sweet’s Sweets for the
night and Becky at home. Both of them assured her they could manage
fine. The next couple of weeks would be slow, and even with the
need for dozens of Thanksgiving pies before the end of the month,
Julio had the recipes down pat.

“Go,” Becky repeated. “You and Beau can use some time
away together, and he’ll have fun reconnecting with his
cousins.”

Sam doubted that fun was on the agenda, but
she let Becky stay with that impression.

When she called Kelly, she was more forthcoming with
the reason for the trip, but even her daughter assured her that
everything at home would be fine. “I can even figure out how to
feed and groom the horses if you need me to come by your place
while you’re gone.”

“Well, at least you’re off the hook for that—Danny’s
here, and I’m sure Beau will give him complete instructions. Plus,
the neighbors always pitch in to help each other, if needed.”

“I’m just a phone call away,” Kelly reminded.

Calls, texts, emails, Zoom … the world had definitely
gotten simpler to manage, in some ways, than when Sam was a young
woman.

She set her phone down when she heard the oven timer.
They dished up bowls of chile and settled at the table set for two,
their little sanctuary amid the brewing storm.

“So, it looks like I can pack tonight, put the extra
food in the freezer, and be ready to leave in the morning,” she
told him.

“Sounds perfect. I’ll get Danny all squared away,
right after dinner. The dogs can stay with him, out in the casita.
Then I’ll call Cecelia back.”

Nellie, the border collie, perked her ears, somehow
knowing Beau was talking about them. Being around Danny Flores
meant extra treats. The guy was known to be a soft touch.

When Beau called his cousin back and told her they
would be on the road, heading in her direction tomorrow, she
sounded teary.

“Beau, I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more to
it than a random act of violence, like the local cops are saying.
Mark was onto something going on at work—the computer chip
manufacturing plant here in Creston. I’m scared, Beau. There’s
always been talk of corruption … I don’t know who to trust.”

Samantha, slicing into a fresh-baked loaf of bread,
looked over her shoulder, her keen eyes reading the tension in
Beau’s face. She placed the knife down gently and sealed the two
halves of the loaf into plastic bags.

“Mark was digging into the company’s dealings, and
you think that got him killed?”

“Yes, I do,” Cecelia’s voice broke, a muffled sob
breaking her composure. “And I don’t know what to do.”

“Okay, Cece,” Beau began, his tone firm yet
comforting. “Keep quiet about your thoughts, locally. I want you to
keep your head down until Sam and I get there. I’ll look into it
then.”

“Thank you, Beau. Thank you!” The relief in Cecelia’s
voice was palpable. “Be safe, Beau. And … I’m sorry, for
everything,”

He ended the call and turned toward Sam. “Guess we’d
better get busy packing.”

“Do you think it’ll raise eyebrows, the sheriff
returning home?”

“We’re just visiting family, comforting my cousin in
her time of need. As far as I know, not many in Creston today will
know that I’ve been in law enforcement all these years. I was just
a kid when we left.”

“True.” Sam finished tidying the kitchen while Beau
called his ranch hand, Danny, and filled him in on the plan.

Upstairs, Sam pulled their travel bags from the
closet, fondly remembering that their last big trip had been their
honeymoon in Ireland. Such a lot had happened in their lives since
then—her foray into the candy business, Kelly’s marriage and the
birth of their granddaughter, and the frightening drama surrounding
the magic boxes. Her eyes were drawn to the dresser top, where the
carved box held her jewelry. Better take that along to Oklahoma,
she decided.

Beau came upstairs. “I took the dogs over to spend
the night with Danny. No sense in getting them worried about us
driving out in the morning. The minute I picked up their food bag
they were completely on board and racing each other to the
casita.”

Sam chuckled, handing him one of the suitcases. He
opened his dresser drawer and pulled out shirts, socks, and
boxers.

“Hm.” He handed Sam an old photograph. “It’s Mark and
Cecelia at some family barbecue. Must have been about the time they
got engaged.”

Mark’s smile was wide, his arm slung easily around
Cecelia’s shoulders. She had big hair, very ’80s, and his dark hair
was collar-length. His brown eyes seemed intense, even in the
casual setting.

Beau set the photo back in the drawer, closing it.
“Mark was always knee-deep in some cause or another, fervent as a
preacher sometimes. I wonder if he was still that way, not keeping
quiet about things he didn’t like at his workplace.”

“That could explain a lot.” Sam turned to the closet,
pulling out one dressy outfit but keeping most of her choices
casual. She couldn’t imagine a town the size of Creston having too
many places where she’d need to go fancy.

Within twenty minutes they’d filled both bags, and
Sam had gathered a couple notebooks and her laptop, which she
tucked into its case.

“I’ll set these by the front door so we can get an
early start,” she said, “then I think I’m up for a hot chocolate.
How about you?”

He nodded as she headed out of the bedroom. When they
met up at the kitchen door a few minutes later, he beamed that
winning smile at her. “I’m glad you’re going with me.”

“Looks like retirement’s on hold, eh, cowboy?”
Samantha’s voice was steady, her support unwavering as she poured
two mugs of steaming cocoa, the rich chocolate aroma wrapping
around them like a comforting blanket.

They stepped out to the back deck, mugs in hand. Beau
gazed out the window, where the vast New Mexico sky stretched
endlessly above, a billion stars visible in the inky black.
Tomorrow they’d trade the tranquility of Taos for the unknown of
Creston, but for now, he’d savor the sweetness of home and hot
cocoa.

Sam studied his face from the corner of her eye.
Taking on a case, especially one outside his old jurisdiction, gave
her a shiver of unease. But she could see the eagerness beneath his
carefully guarded expression.


Chapter 3

 


 


Not surprisingly, neither of them slept deeply and by
five a.m. they were lying beside each other, wide awake. Without a
word, they tossed the covers aside and began dressing. Sam had kept
a box of muffins from the bakery, and they brewed coffee to fill a
thermos. The quick breakfast would keep them going until they put
some miles behind them.

“All right, Sheriff,” Samantha chuckled. “Next stop,
Creston.”

He shot a quick glance in her direction at the use of
his old title. “Next stop, Creston,” he echoed, a dash of
anticipation in his voice.

As they loaded their gear into the truck, the sun
glowed behind Taos Mountain, glazing the New Mexico sky with hues
of orange and red. The road stretched before them, an invitation
for the case they were about to embark on. Sam settled into her
seat, happy to have Beau do the driving this time.

“Enjoy the mountain scenery while you can,” he said
as they pulled onto the highway. “After the first hour, it gets
pretty flat out there.”

“We could stop in Angel Fire for a heartier
breakfast,” she reminded, knowing he was always up for eggs in some
form. “I hear there are a couple of really good places there.”

And there were. Forty minutes from home, they settled
onto chairs at a cute bakery and soon had plates of huevos
rancheros before them.

“Not to belittle your muffins, Sam, but this is more
like what’s it’s gonna take to sustain me for the trip.”

Sam just laughed. She was enjoying the break from her
own cooking as well. The steaming plate of tortillas topped with
beans, eggs, and green chile sauce hit the spot. Thirty minutes
later they were back in the truck, making their way past Eagle Nest
Lake, through the little town of the same name, then into the
curving road of Cimarron Canyon. Beyond the town of Cimarron, the
road did, indeed, straighten out and the scenery became nothing but
open prairie.

“I think I’ll see if I can dig up anything online
that might be helpful,” Sam said, pulling out her phone.

“Good. I’d be interested in seeing what the local
news coverage said about Mark’s death, if they published anything
at all.”

She tapped in some search words and came up with two
mentions of Mark Mitchell in Creston, Oklahoma. One was a standard
obituary, listing Cecelia Cardwell Mitchell as his surviving wife,
no children. The other article was about the murder. Sam read
through it quickly, then gave Beau the highlights.

“It’s disappointingly short,” she said. “Mark’s name
is barely mentioned. The story is mostly focused on a mugging in a
parking garage. The local police chief is quoted as saying it was
an unfortunate incident and there are few leads, but citizens of
Creston can rest assured that the police are doing their utmost to
solve this case.”

“Basically, boosting his own ego and doing precious
little.”

“Right.”

“Pretty much what Cece told me last night.”

“I got the feeling she doesn’t think very highly of
the local cops.” Sam closed her phone app and focused her eyes back
on the road.

Beau gave a sigh. “Pretty much anybody who doesn’t
get the answers they want finds fault with law enforcement. I’ve
been there a few times too, taking the blame for not solving a
crime. So, I’m staying open on that question. We’ll just have to
see what we learn when we get there.”

“But still, I’d go cautiously about what we say until
we get a feel for the players, don’t you think?”

He reached for her hand across the console.
“Absolutely.”

The miles peeled away and just past Clayton, they
crossed the point where New Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma meet. After
that, Sam caught herself dozing until the next gas station stop in
Guymon. The sun was well overhead now and she was pleased to see
they were more than halfway there.

Beau stretched his shoulders as the gas pumped into
the truck, and Sam offered to drive.

“I’m fine,” he assured her. “Unless you really want
to. The thing about the Oklahoma Panhandle, it’s flat and the roads
are straight. Not much of a challenge.”

By the time she went inside and used the restroom, he
was settled back in the driver’s seat and she left it that way.
Truthfully, it was nice not to be in charge, for once. She spent
the next few minutes looking up the business where Mark had worked,
Sterling Microchips. Their website touted what a wonderful company
it was, with photos of smiling employees and the sterile room in
the factory where you could probably eat scrambled eggs right off
the floor (it didn’t actually say that). The whole site was a PR
dream. Other articles played up the generous support of charitable
causes that Sterling Microchips was known for.

“If your cousin suspects someone at the company of
being responsible for Mark’s death, I’m thinking we want to be
cautious about talking to folks at the newspaper,” Sam said. “It
seems they can’t find enough wonderful things to say about the
business.”

“By the way you’re smiling, I assume you’re only half
serious?”

“Maybe half. The other half of me is noticing how
many ads Sterling seems to run in that paper.”

“Everything with a grain of salt, right?” He turned
his attention back to the road.

“So, tell me about Creston and what it was like
growing up there.”

Beau took a deep breath. “Well, in my day, the town
was nothing more than a crossroads. Enid is the nearest city of any
size, and it was an easy enough drive, so it’s where nearly
everyone went for their shopping and entertainment. The area, in
general, is mainly known for wheat production and cattle. Enid is
home to an Air Force base where a lot of pilots do their training.
Creston had grain elevators and a spur of the railroad line so the
wheat could be shipped out. Population was enough to support three
elementary schools and one high school—go Sidewinders!”

“The Creston High Sidewinders? Kind of a mouthful.”
Sam laughed.

“Try that with an Oklahoma accent and you’ve got
it.”

“Hey, I grew up in West Texas. It took some real
practice to lose the accent.”

“Guess I escaped it at a young enough age,” he said
with a grin.

They passed roadside spots called Slapout and May,
and Sam noticed cultivated fields that were still green, even in
early November. “So, what would be the incentive for a big
corporation to open a computer chip manufacturing plant out
here?”

He shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. Guess
we’ll find out more when we get there, which should be in …” He
glanced at the dashboard clock. “… another half hour or so.”

Beau’s phone rang and Sam reached for it.

“Just wanted to let y’all know that I got called away
and won’t be home until a bit after five,” came Cecelia’s voice
over the speaker. “And I forgot to leave a key out.”

“No problem,” Beau assured her. “We have a ways to
drive yet and I’m sure we can entertain ourselves if we get there
first.”

She thanked him for being understanding about the
mix-up and ended the call.

“Actually, I think we’ll end up with at least an hour
to kill,” he told Sam. “I can give you the full town tour, but
that’s going to last all of ten minutes.”

“It’ll be fine. Maybe there’s a park where we can
stretch our legs.”

Beau slowed the truck imperceptibly as they passed
the sign that said Creston was three miles away. Grain elevators
sat on the left side of the road, majestic in groups of three and
four tall white cylinders. Until they came alongside them, the
three-foot-high weeds around the bottom of each didn’t show up
well. But the road leading to the buildings was overgrown and the
gate appeared permanently closed.

A chill skittered down Samantha’s spine as they drove
past the sad remains of what used to be the town’s lifeblood. She
could almost hear the echo of machinery and the bustle of workers
now replaced by an oppressive silence.

“It’s really gone downhill,” Beau muttered, his gaze
tracing the jagged lines of graffiti that marred the once proud
structures. They passed a group of warehouses on the right,
similarly abandoned and decrepit. “I bet these walls could
talk.”

“Let’s hope they don’t,” Samantha replied, staring
toward the rusted metal buildings. The stories held within those
crumbling edifices were likely as dark as their soot-streaked
exteriors.

Beau sped up and they came to a fresh sign with
brightly painted colors: Welcome to Creston!

“That’s better,” Sam commented. “Maybe it’s just that
the economy has shifted from one sector to another.”

“Whoa. I’d say.” Beau was staring to the
north, where a four-story behemoth of pristine concrete and
blue-toned glass practically shouted its newness. He braked and
whipped a quick left turn onto the lane leading to the
building.

“I think we’re seeing how the local economy has
survived,” Sam murmured.

The sign at the security entrance named it: Sterling
Enterprises.
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Back on the main drag, they passed a few more
commercial businesses—a lumber yard, a self-storage complex, a
bowling alley, and a fitness club—each clearly thriving better than
those rusted warehouses on the outskirts.

“All this is new since I left,” Beau commented,
swiveling his head from left to right, taking it all in. “If we
turn left up here, we’ll pass my old school.”

Sure enough, two blocks off the highway and a block
east, sat an elementary school bounded by chain link fencing on
three sides. The paint looked fresh, and the parking lot was full
of cars.

“We attended K through 8 here,” he said. “And the
high school is just a little …” Before he got the whole sentence
out, they were approaching a larger building on the lefthand side.
“Yep. Still here.”

Sam smiled at the scary-looking image of a sidewinder
snake on the side of the building that must be the gym. Go
Sidewinders.

Beau cruised the length of the street, turned right,
crossed the highway, and circled back to a classic small town
square with a park at its center. A two-story, stone town hall held
prominence at one end, and various small businesses ringed the
other sides. Sam couldn’t help but notice that nearly half of them
had windows painted over or boarded up. She suppressed a
shiver.

“It’s probably been this way for twenty years,” Beau
said. “People will drive the fifteen miles into Enid to get to the
big box stores and save a little money. Hard for local small
businesses to survive.”

“I suppose it’s like that everywhere.” She glanced at
the clock. “Since we have an hour to kill before Cecelia gets home,
what do you say we support the local coffee shop? I could do with a
cup.”

Beau’s face lit up. “Gracie’s Café … It’s still
here.”

He eased his truck into a parking spot down the block
and they opened their doors. A crisp breeze dissipated the stuffy
air in the cab. Sam gazed out at Creston’s nearly deserted
sidewalks. “Was it always so … ghosty?” she muttered.

“It’s definitely seen better days,” Beau replied with
a wry grin, stepping onto the curb, jamming his hands into his
pockets as he took in the brick buildings, peeling trim paint, and
weathered signs. His eyes scanned the area, alert to the hum of
secrets hidden beneath the town’s quiet façade. For all of
Creston’s outward peace and quiet, they had to keep in mind the
reason they were here—a murder.

They locked the truck and set off side by side. Sam
wrapped her cardigan tighter around herself, not just for the chill
in the air but for the invisible weight of silence that seemed to
press down from every closed shop window they passed. Whispers of
the past seemed to cling to the bricks and mortar like ivy.

“Here we are. First stop, the local grapevine,” Beau
said, pausing outside Gracie’s Café. “Let’s keep our ears open and
see if there’s local gossip that may give us a clue or two as to
what’s going on around here.”

Pushing through the café door, a bell chimed their
entrance, cutting through the low hum of a half-dozen
conversations. The smell of roasted beans mixed with the sweet tang
of baked goods, a welcome reprieve from the hours on the road.

“Much better,” Samantha sighed, as they approached
the counter. The warmth of the café softened the edge of unease
she’d picked up since arriving in Creston.

“Two coffees, please,” Beau told the barista, a young
woman with a cheery demeanor that seemed out of sync with the
town’s somber atmosphere. “Say, does Gracie still run this
place?”

The young worker laughed. “She’d like to think so.
But no. Grandma’s pretty much homebound these days. Mama brings her
in every couple days, to sit at her favorite table in the corner
and let people fuss over her.”

Beau chuckled. “I tend to forget I’ve been away
almost forty years now.”

“You have? Well, that’s somethin’…” A bell dinged and
the girl turned toward the call from the kitchen of “order up!” She
told Beau she’d have their coffees out to them in a minute.

“Find us a spot?” he suggested to Sam, nodding toward
the scattering of tables.

“Sure thing.” She scanned the room, noting the
mismatched chairs and local art adorning the walls. There was a
charm here that felt authentic, a stubborn spark of life amidst the
area’s decay. She chose a table near the back, close enough to
catch the undercurrent of local gossip that might help them thread
together the story of Cecelia’s husband—and whatever else lay
hidden beneath Creston’s quiet façade.

They settled at a table with a creaky leg, the worn
wood whispering tales of countless previous occupants, and the girl
showed up with two steaming mugs.

“Forgot to ask if you take cream,” she said, setting
them down. “My name’s Janine. Holler if you need anything
else.”

“Well,” Sam began. “I saw the sign about pie … What
kinds do you have?”

Janine stared toward the ceiling, reciting from
memory. “Today it’s coconut cream, banana cream, chocolate, or
blueberry.”

“Ooh, coconut cream,” Sam said.

“Two?” Janine gave a curious glance toward Beau.

“Two forks, one slice,” he answered with a grin.

“And what if I didn’t intend to share?” Sam teased
after Janine walked away.

He gave her a look with his ocean blue eyes, the look
that could get her to agree to anything. She blew him a kiss.

Voices from a nearby table caught their attention.
Sam leaned back, her sleuthing instincts tuned to the conversations
around them. Two old men in trucker caps were hunched over a
checkerboard, their whispers slicing through the air.

“Another one gone,” grumbled the first, his finger
idly pushing a red checker across the board. “Like smoke, Earl.
Just like smoke.”

“Yup,” Earl replied, his voice barely above a murmur.
“And the Millers’ boy saw somethin’ strange near the creek last
week. Lights or somethin’.”

“Aliens?” The first man chuckled, but the laughter
didn’t reach his eyes.

“Harold, don’t be a fool. It’s this town—somethin’
ain’t right.”

Samantha’s eyes met Beau’s. His brow was furrowed,
but Janine stepped up just then with their pie and a carafe to top
up their mugs. The old men’s conversation was lost amidst the clink
of coffee mugs and the subdued chatter around them.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered, nodding subtly
toward the old timers, after Janine walked away.

“Enough to know we’re not chasing shadows,” Beau
replied, taking a cautious sip from his mug.

The men’s conversation turned back to their game,
with one of them crowing about making a triple jump and claiming
victory. They began packing up their checker board and settling
their bill, shuffling toward the door. Two other tables had emptied
since they arrived.

Sam’s attention turned to the pie, which she could
tell was made with freshly grated coconut and real cream. The crust
was homemade, rich and buttery. She felt her eyes roll as the
flavors hit her palate.

“Good pie,” Beau mumbled through a mouthful. “You
should get their recipe.”

“Maybe I will.”

“Excuse me, folks,” came a gentle voice. They looked
up to see a middle-aged woman, apron-clad, her smile warm but lined
with the fatigue of hard years. “Name’s Ellen, Janine’s mama.
Anything else I can get you folks?”

“Nice to meet you,” Beau said, his charm surfacing
effortlessly. “We’re in town visiting family. Cecelia Mitchell is
my cousin.”

“Oh my. Yes, that poor little thing. Such a shock,
what happened to her husband. I don’t think they ever caught the
person who did it.”

Beau nodded somberly. “Cece’s pretty shaken up by it.
And then we just heard something about there being some
disappearances. I’m wondering if there’s some connection?”

Ellen paused, her smile fading slightly as she tucked
a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I wouldn’t know, but it’s a
small town; when someone goes missing, we all feel it.” Her gaze
darted away for a brief moment, then back. “You know … Lucy
Evergreen might be able to tell you more. She’s got her ear to the
ground, that one. Teaches the kids, knows their families, hears
things.”

“Lucy Evergreen?” Samantha echoed, feigning casual
interest. “Would she be willing to talk to us, you think?”

“Can’t say for sure, but she’s a good soul. If
there’s help needed, Lucy’s your gal.” Ellen’s affirmation was
punctuated by the sound of the door chime as another patron left. A
fleeting chill wafted in.

“Thank you, Ellen. We might just look her up,” Beau
said, offering a grateful nod.

“Anytime, hon.” Ellen moved away, already summoning
her customer-service smile for the next table.

“Looks like we’ve got our first lead,” Beau murmured,
locking eyes with his wife.

“We’ll have to find Ms. Evergreen,” Sam agreed, the
pieces of the puzzle urging her onward. “But right now we’d better
be heading toward Cecelia’s place. She’ll be home by now.”

They paid their tab and left a generous tip, then
stepped out of the café, the bell chiming softly behind them. The
crisp November air greeted them as they walked back to the truck.
They exchanged a glance, both wondering about the veil of secrecy
that seemed to shroud this little town.

Behind the wheel again, Beau reached into his pocket
for the slip of paper where he’d written his cousin’s address. “I
don’t remember this street name at all,” he said, “but that’s why
we have a GPS onboard.” He tapped a few buttons and a map came
up.

The cheery voice led them away from the town square,
across a bridge over the creek, and into a development with a
decidedly new feel to it—Waverly Estates, according to the sign
etched into stone at the entrance. These were not tract homes; each
was large and elegant.

“Okay, this was definitely not here in my day,” he
said, his eyes growing wider.

They followed a tree-lined, divided road from which
smaller residential streets branched out. At the fourth one, they
were directed to turn left, and their destination would be straight
ahead. It was a cul-de-sac and what stood straight ahead was—no
other word for it—a mansion.
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