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        Friend or foe? A castle full of secrets, a stubborn detective, and a mystery Maddie can’t ignore!

      

        

      
        When Maddie joins her Gran on a dream trip to London, she expects tea, scones, and sightseeing—not a murder mystery. But trouble seems to follow her, even across the pond.

      

        

      
        The crumbling castle her mom and stepfather own has become a target, and someone is making it very clear that newcomers aren’t welcome. As old rumors resurface and tensions rise, Maddie finds herself knee-deep in secrets, baking up clues as fast as she can piece them together.

      

        

      
        With a grumpy sergeant determined to keep her out of the investigation, she’ll have to work behind the scenes before the killer and the evidence vanish for good. But does the truth lie within the castle walls, the sleepy village nearby, or closer to home than she ever imagined?

      

        

      
        And most importantly… will Big Red, her beloved Maine Coon cat, ever forgive her for leaving him behind in Maple Falls?

      

        

      
        If you love culinary cozy mysteries with castle intrigue, small-town secrets, quirky characters, and a whisk-wielding amateur sleuth, you’ll adore the Maple Lane Mysteries—a delicious blend of mystery, humor, and heart!

      

        

      
        [image: books] Perfect for fans of baking whodunits, castle cozies, and feline detectives!

      

        

      
        5* “I really enjoyed this story. I found it to be well written with plenty of twists. The descriptions of the castle and the happenings there made the setting another character.”

      

        

      
        Other books in The Maple Lane Mysteries

        Book 0.5 Sugar and Sliced - Maple Lane Prequel

        Book 1 Apple Pie and Arsenic

        Book 2 Bagels and Blackmail

        Book 3 Cookies and Chaos

        Book 4 Doughnuts and Disaster

        Book 5 Eclairs and Extortion

        Book 6 Fudge and Frenemies

        Book 7 Gingerbread and Gunshots

        Book 8 Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!

      

      

      
        
        For a bonus epilogue be sure to sign up for my cozy newsletter.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The plane descended at a speed and angle that Madeline Flynn didn’t appreciate in the slightest. Her tactic for coping was a technique adopted as a child and involved tapping her fingers on her thigh with a regularity and intensity she was barely aware of.

      From the next seat, her grandmother patted her hand. “We’re landing soon.”

      “Not soon enough,” Maddie muttered.

      Gran tutted. “For a moment, I forgot what a bad flyer you are.”

      Maddie took a deep breath. She hated this feeling of being out of control, but it wasn’t right to take it out on anyone else. “Am I being a pain?”

      “I think you’re very brave to do something that terrifies you, and you could never be a pain—except when it comes to your sleuthing proclivity.”

      They both laughed at the truth behind the words—Maddie not quite as wholeheartedly. A few weeks ago, she received a disturbing email from her mom and still hadn’t shared the contents with her grandmother. This was unusual in that they discussed almost everything, but appreciating how Gran was driven to distraction with Maddie’s involvement in several crimes over the last year or so, she didn’t want to alarm her. Or, if she was truthful, didn’t want Gran to dissuade her from the trip.

      She’d been thinking of the best way to broach the subject, but it was tricky. If only she knew what her mom meant by “strange occurrences” happening at the castle. Having printed the email, she’d reread it many times but couldn’t pinpoint a reason for Ava’s worry. Was someone simply out to scare her mom, or was there more at work there?

      Perhaps misunderstanding Maddie’s heavy sigh, Gran changed the subject.

      “I wonder how everyone is doing back in Maple Falls. I’m positive Laura and Luke will make sure the bakery runs smoothly while you’re away, so you’ve nothing to worry about there.”

      It was easy to picture her two interns working harmoniously together. Laura was nearly thirty, like Maddie, but Luke was barely out of his teens. They were so different, yet made a great team because of their passion for baking—a passion Maddie shared and encouraged.

      “I’ve no doubts about their abilities, but it does seem harsh to throw them in at the deep end when they’ve been baking such a short time.”

      “It’s important for you to have a much-needed holiday.” Gran smiled serenely. “I’m so glad you took the time to enjoy it with me. Besides, you’ve taught them well, and I suspect that they’ll love the challenge.”

      Maddie grinned. No one gave a pep talk better than Gran. “What about you? Will you miss your friends?”

      “Absolutely, but I won’t let that ruin this trip. Oregon may be thousands of miles away, but I can call them if need-be, and twelve days is not so long.” With an air of satisfaction, Gran leaned back into her business-class seat that her mom had so generously purchased for them. “Staying in a castle will be a wonderful adventure, and hopefully you’ll get to meet my brother and his son.”

      Delighted that Gran would finally get the reunion she’d longed for, Maddie was determined not to stress and feel too guilty for leaving her interns and her boyfriend, Ethan, behind. She would make it up to her team somehow.

      Ethan, a cute and capable sheriff, would join her in a few days, and that meant they would have their first vacation together. The thought of seeing him soon made her smile. Ethan would help her watch out for Ava and find out if there was actually anything to worry about.

      This left one family member who would take a great deal of persuading that Maddie needed to be anywhere else but with him.

      “I wonder how Big Red’s doing?” she murmured.

      Maddie’s Maine coon cat was upset at being forced to stay behind. He’d let the world know his displeasure at Maddie’s desertion and refused to look at her when she got in the cab to leave.

      A hand came across from the aisle. “He’ll be fine, and I’m here too,” Angel pointed out.

      The beautiful blonde, asleep until now, was Maddie’s best friend since their school days. Angeline Broome’s hair salon was two doors away from Maddie’s bakery in the same block of shops. Since they both lived above their shops, she was also a neighbor. It was a perfect situation, and knowing each other so well meant that traveling together was a bonus.

      Maddie smiled. “Gran and I are happy to have you with us, and you know you’re included in all of our plans. How are you feeling about your apprentice running the salon?”

      “You know she’s not.” Angel leaned forward to speak to Gran. “Beth’s learned a great deal, but isn’t ready for that kind of responsibility. Since I plan to go home to a still-thriving business, I hired a woman I trained with. Faye took time off to have children a few years ago and never went back. It was such a relief when I bumped into her at the bar’s karaoke night a few weeks ago. Also, Beth seems very comfortable with her, so I’m feeling pretty positive about things.”

      Gran chuckled. “I guess trying to take a break without any worries is the downside of owning your own business.”

      “The upside is that we’re staying in a castle! It’s going to be amazing!” Angel, always bubbly, had ramped her effusiveness up a notch or two as soon as they left Maple Falls.

      Maddie nodded. “Mom said it needed some work, but the part we’ll be in has already been upgraded. Actually, although it’s called a castle, Blackwell is really a fortified manor house.”

      Angel frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “It doesn’t have a keep or a moat.”

      “I don’t care.” Angel beamed. “Actually, a slightly dilapidated castle is what I’d expect if we didn’t know the owners. At least that’s how they always appear when I see castles on TV or in a magazine.”

      “Having a castle in the family is not something I ever imagined,” Gran mused. “It takes a bit of getting used to.”

      “Since Mom and William intend to hand it over to his brother, Nicholas, not long after we leave, it was now or never if we wanted to stay there,” Maddie agreed.

      Several months ago, her mom wed a wonderful man who recently inherited the castle, although her new husband already owned an estate. After a terrible time a few months back, when his brother stood accused of murder and was subsequently exonerated, William chose to hand over ownership of the castle to Nicholas. Ava and William would move back to the estate where her mom said she’d be more at ease.

      For plain living folk, this was indeed a bizarre turn of events, but nothing in Maddie’s life over the last couple of years had been particularly normal.

      Gran peered out the window. “I can’t recall visiting this particular castle when I lived in England, but I’m sure it will be lovely. And I can’t wait to show you the place I grew up, which on a map doesn’t look too far away.”

      Maddie appreciated that leaving her birthplace must have been hard for the teenager Gran was at the time. Catching up with family, who she’d not seen in decades, made this more than a vacation. It was a reconnection and another look at a life her grandmother once had.

      Hopefully it would be a positive experience, because there had been a major falling out with Gran’s brother who’d made an excuse not to make it to his sister’s seventieth birthday last year.

      The plane suddenly dropped altitude, and Maddie almost lost her lunch. Gran and Angel made sympathetic noises, but Maddie’s train of thought was gone. Her fingers wrapped around the email in her pocket, which had been burning a hole the entire trip. It could have been a shopping list for all she cared about it right then.
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      Several more times they lost altitude, and by the time the plane hit the tarmac with an almighty bump, Maddie wasn’t the only one gripping the armrests.

      Gran sniffed. “Perhaps the pilot is a learner.”

      Angel snorted, while Maddie, wiping damp palms down her jeans, could have kissed the pilot for getting them on the ground in one piece, albeit rather rudely.

      While they waited for the doors to open, Angel brushed her hair and applied fresh lipstick. Even Gran borrowed Angel’s compact and ran a comb through her gray-streaked hair before once more wrapping it into a tidy bun. Exhausted by the long journey and anxiety over flying, Maddie merely retied her long, blonde braid that hung over one shoulder.

      Already her thoughts were back to how to broach the email with Gran. There were so many people close by that the noise made having a deep conversation impossible.

      Customs didn’t take too long, and then they were inside the arrival hall with their suitcases. Maddie scanned the crowd, pointing to a woman who looked very much like herself. “There she is.”

      Ava Blackwell walked majestically through the crowd like a knife through butter. They could never be classified as a rich family, but somehow Maddie’s mom always had an air about her that seemed suited to a more affluent lifestyle. Ironically, she had exactly that with her new husband. People around her took Ava’s quiet dignity at face value and didn’t question that she had a right to go where she chose. That was a wise decision since Ava had a temper with the potential to dampen even Angel’s happy nature.

      Maddie stood in front of her mom, still anxious but aware that some of this was attributable to how her mom would receive her. They’d parted on good terms a few months back, but still there was the fear that things might have regressed. Considering most of their lives had been fraught with misunderstandings and resentment, Maddie worried that fostering the newfound respect and love from so far away might be impossible.

      It was mainly the personal request via email from her mom that persuaded Maddie to agree to the trip. Initially she’d said no when Gran suggested it. Now Maddie hoped to cement a closer relationship during this visit that would stand the test of time and distance.

      “Welcome to London.”

      Ava gave Maddie the warmest smile she’d ever received from her mom. It made her even happier when Ava extended it to include Gran. Surprising Maddie further, Ava hugged her daughter—hard. Gran grinned over Maddie’s shoulder before accepting her turn. This was a big step for Ava, who not only didn’t do displays of affection but, up until recently, seemed to resent her only child.

      “Hello, Mrs. Blackwell. Thanks so much for letting me come.”

      Ava turned. “Angel, we’ve known each other long enough. Please call me Ava, and you’re very welcome. After all, it was in part thanks to you and Maddie’s other friends that my husband is alive.”

      Angel grinned. “I’m so excited to be here. I’ve never been out of the United States before.”

      “Well, you certainly picked a good choice for your first time. Let’s get out of this mob and head home.”

      The word was appropriate, Maddie mused. There were so many people that there appeared to be no unoccupied space. The experience reminded her of when she worked in New York at her friend’s family bakery. Coming from a small town, it had been overwhelming, and Heathrow was definitely that.

      Feeling more like herself now that her feet were on the ground, Maddie refused to let nostalgia for Maple Falls ruin the trip. Plus, she had something more pressing to fret about. The angst in that email and the darkness around Ava’s eyes unsettled Maddie. She would have to fight hard not to come right out with the questions she wanted to ask.

      Despite her protests, Angel took Gran’s bag, and soon they were outside. A sleek limousine immediately pulled up to the curb in front of them.

      “This is for us.” Ava spoke casually as the driver got out and opened the large side door before he hurried to collect their bags.

      “Wow!”

      Angel expressed how Maddie felt, but she was also aware of how well Ava had adapted so quickly to her new lifestyle. Her mom had always carried herself well, but she actually looked the part of a grand lady. It was something that was both odd and strangely natural.

      Maddie slipped into the opulent interior after Gran. The strong smell of expensive leather hinted at being soft and comfortable, but the reality exceeded her expectations. A collective sigh rose up from the weary travelers.

      Ava made sure they were settled before talking to the driver; then she closed the partition. “Unfortunately, William’s brother has the private plane for a few days, so it’s going to be a long drive. It couldn’t be helped, but gives you plenty of time to tell me everything that’s been happening in Maple Falls since we left.”

      Maddie gaped a little. Not at the plane, because she’d never given it a thought. As far as she was aware, her mom hated their hometown with a passion. It would be ironic if the fear of death for herself and her husband while they’d been hiding out there had given Ava a change of heart for Maple Falls.

      “It’s pretty much the same as usual. Big Red hasn’t changed. Maybe he’s a little lazier,” she admitted wryly.

      They all laughed fondly, even Ava. Big Red roamed the town as if he owned it, but he was often found snoozing under the hedge at the back of the bakery. Despite having the temperament of a spoilt child, this was overlooked because he was indisputably loyal to Maddie, her friends, and family. So loyal, he’d been instrumental in thwarting several crimes along with Maddie and her friends.

      “Laura passed her first exam with flying colors,” Maddie added. “She’s managing my bakery while I’m here, with Luke’s assistance.”

      Ava gave her a searching look. “What about your sheriff?”

      Maddie blushed. Ethan seemed on the precipice of popping the question. Not that the others knew this for a fact, but as a couple they couldn’t hide the way they felt about each other, and lately, “When are you getting married?” was asked far too often for her liking.

      Handsome as he was good, Ethan had been her boyfriend for more years than he hadn’t—except for when she worked in New York, which caused a terrible breakup. Finding their way back to each other had cemented Maddie’s desire to stay in Maple Falls, along with realizing the dream of owning her own bakery.

      Ava watched her with interest, and Maddie smiled. “Ethan’s great, and he should be here in a few days. Getting time off at short notice caused a few headaches he had to deal with before he could leave.”

      “It will be great to see him.” Ava’s eyes twinkled. “William’s also looking forward to catching up. The two of them talked a lot about the way things worked over here, and Ethan was interested to see an estate in action.”

      Maddie was pleased that Ethan would be arriving and spending time with her away from their busy careers, but it was a wonderful bonus that he and her stepfather had developed a friendship.

      “He’s intrigued by the differences between large land holding here versus the farms that surround Maple Falls.”

      “I have to say, I’m very curious about that too,” Gran said.

      “He’ll be in his element talking about land.” Ava smiled. “The countryside is beautiful around here. Sometimes I imagine that I’m back in Oregon.”

      Despite a certain amount of wistfulness, Ava’s statement sounded sincere. Yet her mom squirmed a little and clasped her hands tightly in her lap. Maddie was loath to upset the group so soon after they arrived by asking what troubled her. There would be time enough when they got to the castle and found a quiet place to talk.

      Once they were out of the city, they drove for miles through the lush and colorful countryside. The yellow of the rapeseed plants, tall and ready for harvest, made the fields appear filled with sunshine. Cows and sheep meandered together in what looked like peaceful coexistence, while ducks, geese, and chickens wandered among them and occasionally out onto the road.

      From the hustle and bustle of London, this scenery was far more appealing, and several times Maddie was reminded of home, especially when they reached a small village. Small? It made Maple Falls look like a tiny city. With one road through the center, it had a dozen or so shops, which could all grace a chocolate box, as could the cottages situated at either end. Within a couple of minutes, they’d passed through and were once more surrounded by paddocks. On their right, a thick stone wall rose up. The car slowed and turned into a drive where two massive gates stood imperious and closed.

      “We’re here,” Ava said with a small amount of pride as the gates silently opened. “You should all get settled, but perhaps when you’re rested we could have a chat, Maddie?”

      Gran shot them a quick glance. It was natural that she’d be curious, and Maddie saw the smile. The idea of daughter and granddaughter chatting was bound to make her happy when all Gran wanted was for her family to be reunited. Guilt that she didn’t know the full story of why Maddie changed her mind about coming washed over her, and Maddie quickly looked out the window.

      Ava was scared—scared enough to ask for Maddie’s help. Things had been happening that she didn’t like, and she wanted Maddie’s opinion on whether she was imagining things or not. An email with the vague reference and a firm request she keep this to herself arrived two weeks prior to the trip.

      This was both flattering and worrying. Ava rarely sent emails. Plus, she was tough. Whatever the issue, it had to be real for her mom to be troubled by it. If that was the case, Gran was going to be annoyed about being left out of the loop. And Maddie hoped that was the worst thing to come out of this visit.
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      “Electric gates!” Angel’s mouth formed a perfect o.

      “Yes, they’re good for keeping people out but are a darn nuisance if you forget the remote for it. We have one each, including a couple of the staff, but you couldn’t imagine how many times I lose mine. Luckily a spare’s kept in a drawer in the hall.” Ava nodded to the left side. “Once upon a time, a person manned that little shed all day and manually opened the gates for the owner and visitors alike.”

      “You’d have to enjoy reading or have a hobby,” Angel muttered.

      Gran craned her neck. “How long is this drive, dear?”

      “I’ve no idea the actual length, but you can get puffed collecting the mail.”

      Maddie noticed a twinkle in her mom’s eyes. “You don’t actually do that yourself, do you?”

      Ava grinned. “To be honest, I tried a couple of times until I learned that the mail is brought to the house by the butler. I thought it could be my fitness for the day, so imagine my relief, not to mention embarrassment, when I found out the truth.”

      Gran snorted. “I seem to recall that exercise has never been a love of yours.”

      “This is true, but after being a waitress for more years than I care to count, I need to do something.” Ava grinned. “Actually, I’m on the lookout for a hobby.”

      “Surely, running a place like this would take plenty of time and energy,” Angel stated. “These lawns must have hours dedicated just to them.”

      “I’m learning how things work and the schedules the staff adhere to, but to be honest, the castle management is well under control. I don’t see the point in stepping on anyone’s toes since we won’t be here long enough to implement many changes.” Ava nodded out the window. “There it is—Blackwell Castle.”

      “Oh my,” Angel exclaimed at the line of roofs in the distance.

      Gran was also shocked. “I knew it would be grand, but this is on another level.”

      Tall oaks creating a canopy on each side of the drive came to a stop, and Maddie leaned so far that her nose pressed against the window. She felt like a child in a candy shop until finally the castle appeared in all its splendor. It was a wonderful piece of architecture, arms of the building shot off here and there, giving it a fairy-tale quality, showing that with only a percentage visible, the footprint of the castle had to be huge.

      Hands clasped to her cheeks, Maddie caught sight of her expression in the glass and laughed at her impression of the kid from the movie Home Alone. “I can’t believe we’re really staying here.”

      Ava laughed. “That’s pretty much what I said when I saw it for the first time.”

      The castle was even more impressive once they were out of the limousine. It stretched upward with some parts having three floors.

      “Imagine living here all the time. Look at the fountain!” Angel spun around, blonde shoulder-length hair flying around her head like spun gold.

      Looking up to the huge double front doors from where they stood in the middle of the circular driveway was dreamlike to Maddie. Even from here, the hinges and doorknobs looked extra-large and yet oddly not out of place.

      The driver handed their bags to two other men, who’d arrived quietly and now disappeared around the side of the house. Maddie assumed there was another entrance for this sort of thing—otherwise she’d just lost all her clothing.

      “Don’t worry about your bags; the staff will have them in your room by the time you get there,” Ava assured her.

      Maddie grinned at her mom’s mind reading. “Do you have a lot of staff?”

      “Far too many and yet not enough apparently.” Ava shrugged. “To keep a place like this up to scratch requires so many hands. It’s good to be able to provide work for the locals, but the downside is that I feel like I’m never alone.”

      Gran tutted. “That must be hard for you, dear. I know you like your privacy.”

      “When you’ve spent so much time on your own, it certainly takes a bit of getting used to.” Ava gave a small laugh. “First world problems, right? Come on inside, I want to show you to your rooms myself.”

      Above the door was a large crest, something Maddie had seen on William’s cufflinks and stationery. Two lions held swords above their heads, the points of the shining steel touching in the middle.

      A large reception area greeted them, surrounded by massive stairs that wound up graciously in an arc on both sides. The crest was repeated above them. The bottom few steps were wider and the rest tapered slightly as they rose to the next floor. The hallway beneath and beyond was long and wide, with several doors leading off it.

      Maddie held out her arms to encompass everything. “This looks like something out of Gone with the Wind.”

      Ava laughed. “Wrong country, dear.”

      Maddie’s heart somersaulted. Her mom had spent years never praising or truly acknowledging her, and now she was addressing Maddie with a term of endearment. The nervousness she associated with being in the same room loosened its hold further. The way they’d left each other the last time they’d been together had clearly begun the metamorphosis Maddie always wished for.

      They walked up the majestic staircase, which opened up to a hall where rows of portraits hung in orderly lines. Opposite these, the group looked over the railing to the floor below. With this second amazing perspective, Maddie fell in love with the castle. It was a shame that it would be given to William’s brother, but William and Ava seemed happy with the decision.

      Ava waited patiently before heading to the left. “Our rooms are in the other wing, and yours are down here.”

      They walked a long way before she stopped in front of the first door. “Mom, this is your suite.”

      Excitedly, Gran opened the door into a small sitting room. Beyond this was a bedroom. “A whole suite? For me?”

      Angel ran around the rooms like a headless chicken, exclaiming over everything. “The size of this is crazy! Come, look at the bed. It’s a four poster. I love this suite. Oh my, the furniture is Georgian. Sugar, you have to see the bathroom! A clawed bath and gold taps.”

      “Calm down, Angel. There’s plenty more to see, but you might have a heart attack at this rate.” Ava laughed. “Mom, your bags are here already, so you can freshen up and have a nap if you want. A gong will sound at 7:00 p.m. when dinner is served in the main dining room. Girls, come with me.”

      Gran’s case was indeed on a stand in her room, and she winked at them. “I guess I could rest a while. See you at 7:00.”

      Next stop was Angel’s room, where they were forced to endure a similar scenario, and then again when they reached Maddie’s which was back down the corridor opposite Gran’s room.

      Maddie explored her suite more slowly. “Mom, this place is amazing, and the furniture is incredible.”

      Ava grinned. “I never appreciated old things until I came here. This stuff is so well looked after and beautifully made. I confess to being a little in love with every piece.”

      Maddie couldn’t remember a time when Ava was enthusiastic over anything except escaping their hometown of Maple Falls—and lately William. She literally sparkled and seemed younger when she spoke about her new home. England obviously agreed with her. Stifling a yawn, Maddie tried to hide her jet lag, but Ava noticed.

      “You’ll be tired after that flight too. I know because it took me several days to get over it. Since you’re only here for twelve days, I hope it won’t take you so long, but maybe you should take a nap too. We can talk later.”

      “It doesn’t feel right to turn up and go to bed, and I do want to hear all your news, but I am shattered. There was so much to do before I left. Will you wake us if we oversleep?”

      Ava glanced at Angel before nodding. “I won’t need to. You’ll hear the gong, trust me. Now, I’ll leave the two of you to unpack and at least relax. Come to the main dining room when you’re ready.”

      “What was that about?” Angel asked the minute the door closed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your mom clearly has something on her mind. I’m sorry if I was in the way.”

      “We do have a lot to talk about, but I’m sure a few hours won’t hurt.”

      “Well, I know you two need to reconnect, so don’t hold back if you need me to vamoose at any time, Sugar.”

      “You can count on it,” Maddie teased, relieved that her friend was so understanding.

      “I should unpack, otherwise everything will be creased beyond recognition.” Angel went back to her room but was back ten minutes later. “I’ve unpacked, now what?”

      “Aren’t you tired?” Maddie put the last of her clothes in the ornate dresser with a sigh.

      Flopping down on the sofa, Angel put her hands behind her head. “There’ll be time to be tired later. I want to see it all.”

      “I guarantee everything will still be here when we wake up,” Maddie assured her.

      “What if it’s just a dream?”

      “Then anything you see won’t count, will it?” Maddie laughed as she stood by the French doors and took in the sight of the garden below the floor-to-ceiling windows. “I admit that this trip is surreal and a little crazy how it came about so quickly.”

      “Absolutely, but a pretty cool kinda crazy, Sugar. We didn’t have time to fret as much as usual about leaving our businesses in other people’s care.”

      “You’re right, and I do want to explore, but I’m so tired. If I ventured out, you’d be carrying me back.”

      “That’s not happening.” Angel wrinkled her nose. “I guess I could lie down for
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