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Chapter One

 

The Tuesday morning light filtered through The Cozy Purrch's front windows, turning the dark wood floors honey-gold. I wiped down the counter for the third time, not because it needed it, but because my hands needed something to do. A year in Larkspur Valley and I still couldn't quite believe I'd stayed this long in one place.

"You're doing that thing again," Poppy said from her perch near the window, tail wrapped neatly around her paws. The calico's amber eyes tracked my movements with that unnerving intelligence that sometimes made me wonder if she knew more about me than I'd ever told anyone.

"What thing?" I tossed the rag into the small sink behind the counter.

"The nervous cleaning thing. It's Tuesday. Mabel will be here soon, same as every Tuesday, and she'll order the Lavender Dreams tea, same as every Tuesday, and you'll make it perfectly, same as every Tuesday."

"I don't know what you're talking about." But I stopped wiping and checked the pastry case instead. Flo had delivered fresh scones an hour ago: cranberry orange, blueberry lemon, and chocolate chip. The smell alone was enough to make my small café feel like home, or at least what I imagined home should smell like.

"You're a terrible liar," Gus grumbled from his cat bed near the fireplace. The elderly black and white cat cracked one eye open. "For a witch."

"Gus." I shot him a warning look, even though we were alone. Even though no one else could hear him. A year of relative safety hadn't quite erased the instinct to look over my shoulder.

"What? There's nobody here." He yawned, showing teeth that had seen better days. "And my joints hurt. This weather is murder on my arthritis."

"It's sixty-five degrees."

"Exactly. Too cold."

I smiled despite myself. Gus complained about everything: the temperature, the food, the other cats, the customers, the lack of customers. But he'd been the first one to curl up in my lap the day I'd opened the café, and sometimes I caught him watching me with something that looked almost like concern.

Rocky zoomed past, a streak of orange tabby chaos, and launched himself at one of the cat trees in the viewing room. The thud of his landing made me wince. Through the glass wall, I could see three other cats lounging on various perches: a gray and white long-hair grooming himself on a hammock, a sleek black cat watching birds through the window, and a tortoiseshell curled up on the highest platform.

"Does he have to do that?" Millie's voice was barely a whisper. The Siamese was tucked into her favorite hiding spot in the corner of the main café, behind a potted fern on a low bookshelf. Only her blue eyes were visible in the shadows. "It's so loud."

"He's young," I said, keeping my voice gentle. Millie had been with me for eight months, and she still startled at sudden movements. Whatever had happened to her before I'd found her shivering in that cardboard box had left scars I couldn't see. "He doesn't mean any harm."

"Nobody ever does," she murmured, and my chest tightened.

The bell above the door chimed, and I straightened automatically, smile in place, walls up. Then I saw who it was and felt something in me relax by a fraction.

"Good morning, dear." Hazel Blaine shuffled in, her cane tapping against the wooden floor. At seventy-eight, she moved slowly, but her dark eyes were sharp and kind. She wore a cardigan the color of spring lilacs over a floral dress, and her silver hair was pinned back in an old-fashioned style that somehow suited her perfectly.

"Morning, Hazel. The usual?" I was already reaching for the chamomile blend before she nodded.

"Please. And maybe one of those cranberry scones if you haven't sold out already."

I plated the scone and started the tea, watching as Poppy immediately hopped down from her perch and padded over to Hazel. The calico wound between Hazel's legs, purring loudly enough that I could hear it from behind the counter.

"Hello, sweet girl," Hazel murmured, bending carefully to stroke Poppy's head. Her fingers moved gently over the calico's ears, and Poppy leaned into the touch with obvious pleasure. After a long moment, Poppy gave Hazel's hand one more affectionate bump before returning to her window perch.

Hazel settled into her favorite table by the window, and I brought over her order. The chamomile blend was one of my most popular, but I'd made this one special, the way I always did for Hazel. A little extra lavender for calm, a touch of lemon balm for peace. My magic whispered through it without my quite meaning it to, responding to what I sensed she needed.

Hazel wrapped her hands around the cup and smiled. "You're looking thoughtful."

"Just thinking about how much has changed in a year." I set the teacup down carefully.

"Change can be good. You've built something wonderful here."

"I've built a cat café in a mountain town with a population of five thousand. Not exactly what anyone would call ambitious."

"Ambition isn't measured in numbers, dear." She took a sip and sighed contentedly. "It's measured in peace. And you seem more peaceful than when you first arrived."

I wanted to tell her she was wrong. I wanted to tell her I'd never be truly peaceful, that I was always waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the knock on the door in the middle of the night. Instead, I shrugged. "The cats help."

"I'm sure they do." Her eyes crinkled at the corners. "You have a gift with them."

Something in her tone made me look at her more closely, but her expression was serene as she broke off a piece of scone. If she suspected anything about me, she'd never said. And I'd never asked.

The bell chimed again, and Mabel Smalls walked in with the precision of someone who'd been keeping the same schedule for forty years. Eighty-three years old and sharp as the mountain peaks surrounding our town, she wore a navy pantsuit and sensible shoes.

"Tuesday," Poppy announced unnecessarily from her perch.

"Good morning, Mabel." I was already preparing her Lavender Dreams tea.

"Alexis." She nodded approvingly. "Punctual as always."

"Wouldn't have it any other way."

She settled at her usual table, two over from Hazel's, and pulled out a crossword puzzle book. The two women exchanged pleasantries about the weather and the upcoming Founder's Day celebration while I worked. This was my favorite part of the morning, when the café held just a handful of regulars and everything felt manageable, contained.

The next hour brought a steady trickle of customers. Felix Wren, the local artist, ordered a Ginger Spark and spent twenty minutes staring at the mountain view through the window, probably composing a landscape in his mind. Pearl Van brought her book club friends in, all of them cooing over the cats in the viewing room.

"That one's nervous," a quiet voice said from the viewing room. I glanced over to see the sleek black cat, Obsidian, watching Pearl's group intently. He was one of the newer rescues, only been with me three weeks, but he'd already proven himself observant in that unsettling way some cats had.

"Which one?" I asked quietly, knowing none of the customers could hear our conversation.

"The tall woman with the pearl necklace. She keeps looking at the door like she's expecting someone. Or afraid someone will walk in." His tail twitched. "Her heart's beating too fast. I can hear it from here."

I studied the woman he meant. Taller than the others, maybe late fifties, wearing what looked like expensive clothes that didn't quite match Larkspur Valley's casual mountain town aesthetic. Her fingers kept touching her necklace, a nervous gesture that Obsidian was right to notice.

"Probably just not used to cats," I said.

"Maybe." But Obsidian didn't sound convinced. "Or maybe she's got secrets. Humans with secrets always smell different. Sharp, like fear and something bitter."

I wanted to tell him he was being dramatic, but I knew better. Cats could sense things humans worked hard to hide. It was part of what made them such perfect companions for someone like me.

I made drinks, chatted just enough to seem friendly, and deflected every personal question with practiced ease. At exactly 8:15, Sheriff Iris Scott walked through the door.

"Black coffee," she said, not quite making it a question.

"Coming right up." I poured from the French press I'd started at 8:10, knowing her schedule as well as I knew my own. Iris was nothing if not predictable, which I'd learned was both a blessing and a complication. She noticed things. Remembered things. And she had absolutely no patience for anything she perceived as interference in her job.

She was younger than I'd expected when I first met her, probably mid-thirties, with dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail and eyes that catalogued everything. Today she wore her crisp uniform and the kind of expression that said she'd already dealt with three problems before breakfast.

"Busy morning?" I asked, sliding the coffee across the counter.

"Cordelia Kelder's convinced someone's stealing yarn from her shop." Iris took a long sip and sighed. "It's been three balls of yarn over two months. I tried to explain that's not exactly a crime wave, but you know Cordelia."

"She does love to talk."

"That's one way to put it." Iris's lips twitched, almost smiling. Then her radio crackled and her expression shuttered back to professional. "Thanks for the coffee."

She was gone before I could respond, and I found myself oddly disappointed. In another life, maybe we could have been friends. But friends asked questions, and I couldn't afford answers.

"She likes you," Poppy observed.

"She tolerates me."

"Same thing for her."

The morning rush picked up after Iris left. Cordelia Kelder herself came in, still muttering about her yarn theft, and spent fifteen minutes describing her theories while I made her a Rosehip Radiance tea. According to her, it was either teenagers pulling pranks or a rival shop owner trying to sabotage her business. The fact that the rival shop was thirty miles away in Boulder didn't seem to factor into her logic.

"You should tell the sheriff to dust for fingerprints," Cordelia said seriously. "They do that on TV. Fingerprints and DNA."

"For three balls of yarn," I said, keeping my voice carefully neutral.

"Crime is crime, Alexis." She sniffed. "Today it's yarn, tomorrow it could be something worse. That's how these things escalate."

Atticus Monroe came in while Cordelia was still theorizing, and I caught the flicker of amusement in his eyes before he schooled his expression to polite interest. The park ranger was quiet most of the time, content to listen while others talked, which made him one of my favorite customers. He ordered his usual black coffee and claimed a corner table, pulling out a trail map he'd been updating.

"Morning, Atticus," Cordelia called over. "You should talk to Iris about increasing patrols. With all this theft happening."

"I'll mention it," he said diplomatically, though we both knew he wouldn't.

After Cordelia finally left, still convinced of an impending crime wave, I caught Atticus's eye, and he gave me a small smile. "You're patient with her."

"She means well."

"She does. Still exhausting, though." He took a sip of coffee and returned to his map, and I appreciated the comfortable silence that followed.

Jasper came back in around eight forty-five, having forgotten his travel mug on the counter. "Getting forgetful in my old age," he said with a self-deprecating laugh. He was only fifty-three, hardly old, but he'd been running the general store since his early twenties and sometimes moved like someone much older.

"Long hours catching up with you?" I asked, handing him the mug.

"Something like that. Inventory season. Never ends." He paused, then added, "You doing okay? You look tired."

The observation caught me off guard. I'd thought I was hiding it better. "Just didn't sleep well."

"Well, don't work yourself too hard. This place runs because of you." He tipped an imaginary hat and headed out, and I stood there feeling oddly seen in a way that made me want to hide.

Lionel came in at nine, same as always, and my traitorous heart did a small, stupid flutter. He was tall and lanky, with strawberry blonde hair that looked like he'd forgotten to comb it and freckles across his nose that made him look younger than his forty-six years. Today he wore a graphic t-shirt with some superhero I didn't recognize and a smile that was entirely too warm.

"Morning, Alexis." He leaned against the counter with the easy comfort of someone who'd never learned to guard himself. "How's the best coffee in Larkspur Valley?"

"Flattery will get you a normal-sized portion," I said, already preparing his usual Dandelion Root Revival.

"Darn. I was hoping for extra large." His green eyes crinkled at the corners. "Hey, I'm doing a game night at the shop on Friday. Just some tabletop stuff, pretty casual. You should come."

I'd heard this invitation at least a dozen times in various forms. "I'm not really a game person."

"You don't have to play. You could just... hang out. Meet some people." He said it lightly, but I caught the concern underneath. Lionel worried about me, which would have been sweet if it wasn't so dangerous for both of us.

"I'll think about it," I lied, handing him his drink.

"I'll take that as progress." He grinned and dropped a generous tip in the jar. "Same time tomorrow?"

"Wouldn't miss it."

He waved at the cats in the viewing room, and I watched Rocky and even Gus perk up at his attention. Even Millie peeked out from behind her fern. The cats loved him, which should have told me something.

"You should say yes," Poppy said once he was gone.

"To what?"

"Don't play dumb. The game night. The man clearly adores you."

"He's a customer."

"He's a good human," Gus said from his bed. "Even if he does smell like old paper and ink. Not that I care. My opinion wasn't asked."

"I didn't ask," I agreed.

"See? No respect." But he settled back with a satisfied huff.

Flo bustled in around ten-thirty with another box of pastries, because apparently the first delivery hadn't been enough. "I made lemon bars," she announced. "Thought you might want some for the afternoon crowd."

"You didn't have to do that."

"Nonsense. We're neighbors." She set the box down and looked at me with that expression I'd come to recognize: the one that said she thought we were closer than we actually were. "You're coming to Sunday dinner, aren't you? The girls have been asking about you."

Eva and Ella, her granddaughters. Sweet kids who visited the café regularly to draw pictures of the cats. Ella had once told me I "sparkled happiness," which had made me deeply uncomfortable for reasons I couldn't explain to a six-year-old.

"I'm not sure I can make it," I said carefully.

"You said that last time." Flo's smile didn't quite waver, but something in her eyes did. "My door's always open, you know that."

"I know. I appreciate it." I did appreciate it, in theory. In practice, accepting meant letting her in, and I'd learned the hard way that letting people in meant eventually having to explain why you left.

She stayed for another ten minutes, chatting about her family and the diner and Cordelia's yarn conspiracy theory, and I listened and nodded and volunteered exactly nothing about myself. When she finally left, I felt the familiar mix of guilt and relief.

"You could have said yes," Hazel said quietly. She'd been so still at her table that I'd almost forgotten she was there. "Florence means well."

"I know she does."

"But you're not ready." It wasn't a question. Hazel gathered her things slowly, using the table for support as she stood. "That's all right, dear. Take your time. The good ones will wait."

Something in her voice made my throat tight. "Hazel..."

"Hmm?"

I wanted to say so many things. Thank you for being patient. Thank you for not pushing. Thank you for seeing me even when I'm trying to be invisible. Instead, I just said, "You're still coming for dinner tonight, right?"

Her face lit up. "Of course. Seven o'clock?"

"Perfect. I'll make that pasta dish you like."

"The one with the garlic and mushrooms?"

"That's the one."

She smiled, and it reached all the way to her eyes. "I'll bring wine. Something red."

I watched her make her way slowly out of the café, tapping her cane against the sidewalk as she headed toward her flower shop two doors down. We'd fallen into this routine over the past few months: dinner once a week, usually at my place since the stairs to her apartment above the flower shop were steeper than mine. It was the closest thing I had to family in Larkspur Valley, even if I kept most of my walls firmly in place.

"She knows," Poppy said softly.

"Knows what?"

"What you are. What you're running from. Maybe not the details, but she knows."

My hands stilled on the cup I was washing. "That's impossible."

"Is it?" Poppy's tail swished once. "She's never pushed you for answers. Never asked questions. Almost like she's waiting for you to be ready to tell her."

I wanted to argue, but something in me recognized the truth of it. Hazel had always been different. Patient in a way that suggested she understood more than she should.

The rest of the day passed in its usual rhythm. Customers came and went, the cats charmed and entertained, and I made drinks that did exactly what people needed them to do, even if they didn't know they needed it. By six o'clock, I flipped the sign to closed and started my end-of-day routine: wiping down tables, restocking for tomorrow, counting the register.

At six-thirty, I climbed the stairs to my apartment with Poppy, Gus, Rocky, and Millie trailing behind me. The space was modest but cozy: open concept with the kitchen, dining area, and living room flowing together, one bedroom off to the side, and plants scattered throughout. A small door in the living room led to a narrow balcony that overlooked the alley between my building and Hazel's flower shop.

I started dinner preparations, chopping garlic and mushrooms while the cats settled into their various favorite spots. Rocky immediately claimed the sunny patch on the living room floor. Gus arranged himself on the couch with a long-suffering sigh. Millie disappeared into the bedroom. And Poppy stationed herself on the back of the couch near the balcony door, where she could watch both me and the world outside.

At seven o'clock sharp, there was a knock at my door. I opened it to find Hazel holding a bottle of red wine and wearing a different cardigan, this one the color of autumn leaves.

"Right on time," I said, stepping aside to let her in.

"Old habits." She made her way to the small dining table, setting down the wine with a pleased sigh. "Something smells wonderful."

"It's almost ready. Make yourself comfortable."

We fell into easy conversation as I finished cooking, the kind of comfortable silence punctuated by small observations about the day. Hazel told me about a difficult customer at the flower shop who'd wanted roses but insisted they were the wrong shade of red. I told her about Cordelia's yarn theft conspiracy and Iris's exasperation. We carefully avoided anything too deep, too personal, but the warmth was real.

Over pasta and wine, Hazel asked about the café's anniversary coming up next month. "A year already. Time really does fly."

"Sometimes too fast," I said, twirling pasta on my fork. "Sometimes not fast enough."

She gave me one of those looks, the kind that saw straight through my deflections. "You're allowed to be happy here, you know. Whatever you're running from, you're allowed to stop and catch your breath."

My throat tightened. "Hazel..."

"You don't have to tell me." She reached across the table and squeezed my hand briefly. "I just want you to know that you're not as alone as you think you are. And this town, this life you've built, it's worth holding onto."

I blinked back the sudden sting in my eyes. "Thank you."

"Now." She pulled her hand back and picked up her wine glass with a smile. "Tell me about that young man who comes in every morning. The one who owns the comic shop."

"Lionel?" I felt my cheeks warm. "There's nothing to tell."

"Mm-hmm." Her eyes twinkled. "That's what I thought."

"He seems like a good man," Hazel continued, swirling her wine thoughtfully. "Patient. Kind. The type who'd wait for someone who needed time."

"You're reading too much into it."

"Am I?" She took another sip. "I've lived in this town for forty-eight years, dear. Seen a lot of people come and go. Some are just passing through, never really land anywhere. Others are running so hard they don't notice when they've found a place to stop."

My hand stilled on my wine glass. "And which one am I?"

"I think you're someone who's been running so long, you've forgotten what it feels like to stand still." Her voice was gentle, not accusatory. "But you're starting to remember. I see it in the way you talk to the cats, the way you arrange the flowers I bring you. The way you're letting Larkspur Valley become home even if you won't admit it yet."

I wanted to deny it, but something in my throat had closed up. "It's complicated."

"It always is." Hazel reached for another piece of bread, moving with the careful deliberation of someone whose body didn't always cooperate anymore. "I had a friend once. Wonderful woman. She showed up in Larkspur Valley about thirty years ago, middle of winter, with nothing but a suitcase and determination. Wouldn't talk about where she'd come from, what she was leaving behind. Just wanted a fresh start."

"What happened to her?"

"She stayed. Opened a bookshop. Made friends, slowly, on her own terms. Met a man who was patient enough to wait while she figured out she was allowed to be happy." Hazel's eyes were distant, caught in memory. "They had ten good years together before he passed. Heart attack, sudden thing. And she told me once that she'd almost left, right at the beginning. Almost ran before anyone could get close. Said she was glad she'd stayed."

"Is she still here?"

"Passed away five years ago. Cancer." Hazel's expression softened with old grief. "But she lived those thirty years fully. Let herself belong somewhere. That's not nothing."

I turned my wine glass, watching the liquid catch the light. "What if the past catches up? What if staying puts other people at risk?"

"Then you deal with it when it comes. But spending your whole life running from maybes and what-ifs?" She shook her head. "That's not living. That's just surviving. And you deserve better than that."

"I'm not sure I do."

"Well, I am." Her voice was firm. "And I'm old enough and stubborn enough that my opinion counts for something."

That startled a laugh out of me. "You're not that old."

"I'm seventy-eight, dear. That's plenty old." But she was smiling. "Old enough to recognize someone worth knowing when I see them. Old enough to be patient while they figure themselves out. And old enough to tell you that whatever you're afraid of, you're stronger than you think."

"You don't know what I'm afraid of."

"Don't I?" Something flickered in her expression, there and gone too quickly to read. "I may not know the details. But fear has a particular look, and I've seen it in you since the day we met. The kind of fear that comes from experience, not imagination."

My pulse kicked up. "Hazel..."

"You don't have to tell me,” she said quickly. "I'm not asking for your secrets. I'm just saying that whatever they are, they don't make you less deserving of happiness. They don't make you less worthy of connection." She reached across the table again, her hand wrinkled and warm over mine. "And when you're ready to trust someone with the truth, I hope you'll know that you can."

I couldn't speak. Could only nod while something in my chest cracked open just slightly.

"Now," Hazel said briskly, pulling her hand back and picking up her wine glass. "Tell me about this anniversary celebration you're planning. Or not planning, knowing you."

I laughed, grateful for the subject change, and let her steer us toward safer waters. But something had shifted between us. Some acknowledgment that she saw more than I'd realized, understood more than I'd shown. And instead of terrifying me, it felt almost like relief.

We talked for another hour, and for once I let myself relax into it. Let myself imagine, just for a moment, that this could be enough. That I could have this small, simple life without the past catching up.

Hazel left around nine, insisting she could manage the stairs on her own despite my offer to walk her down. "I've been navigating those stairs for twenty years, dear. I think I can manage them one more night."

I watched from my doorway as she made her way carefully down the stairs and out onto Main Street. She waved once before disappearing around the corner toward her shop entrance.

I cleaned up the dinner dishes, changed into comfortable clothes, and settled onto the couch with a book I'd been meaning to read for weeks. The cats arranged themselves around me: Gus on the other end of the couch, Rocky sprawled on the floor, Millie appearing from the bedroom to curl up in the armchair. Poppy remained on the back of the couch by the balcony door, her usual evening post.

By eleven, my eyes were heavy and the words on the page had stopped making sense. I gave up, said goodnight to the cats, and headed to bed. Within minutes of my head hitting the pillow, I was asleep.

I don't know how long I'd been out when something landed on my chest, knocking the wind out of me.

"Wake up!" Rocky's voice was frantic. "Wake up now!"

I jolted awake, disoriented, my heart hammering. Rocky's face was inches from mine, his pupils blown wide. Behind him, I could see the other three cats crowded in my bedroom doorway.

"What? What's wrong?"

"The alley," Poppy said, and her voice had an edge I'd never heard before. "Hazel. Someone was with her. They were arguing."

I was already moving, throwing off the covers, my bare feet hitting the cold floor. "Where is she now?"

"She fell," Gus said quietly. "We saw her fall. The other person ran."

I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and ran, the cats streaming ahead of me. Down the stairs, through the dark café, out onto Main Street. The night air bit through my thin sleep shirt, but I barely felt it.

The alley was narrow, barely wide enough for a delivery truck, and shadowed by the buildings on either side. The single light above the back entrance to the flower shop cast everything in harsh relief.

I saw the shape on the ground before my eyes could fully make sense of it. Too still. Too crumpled.

"Hazel." Her name came out broken.

I dropped to my knees beside her, hands shaking as I reached for her neck, searching for a pulse I already knew I wouldn't find. Her skin was cool, her eyes closed. She looked like she'd fallen, one arm bent at an odd angle, her cane a few feet away. There was blood near her temple where her head had struck the pavement.

"Who?" My voice didn't sound like mine. "Who was she arguing with?"

"Couldn't see clearly," Poppy said, and I could hear the frustration in her voice. "Medium height, medium build. A woman, I think. They were standing close, angry voices."

"Hazel said something," Gus added quietly. "Said, 'You're making a terrible mistake.' Then she fell, and the person ran. Toward the back street, through the alley."

"I tried to see better," Rocky said, and he sounded smaller than I'd ever heard him. "But it was too dark. I'm sorry."

"We were on the balcony," Poppy said, her voice steadier than Rocky's but still shaken. "All four of us. It was late, maybe twenty minutes after you went to bed. We heard voices below. Loud voices."

"I thought it was teenagers at first," Gus added. "We get them sometimes, cutting through the alley. But then I recognized Hazel's voice. She sounded upset."

"The other person was angry," Millie whispered. "Scared angry, not just mad angry. Like cornered animal angry."

"What were they saying?" I asked, even though I knew every detail would matter, even though I wanted to not hear it.

"Couldn't make out most of it," Poppy said. "The words were too muffled, too fast. But Hazel said something like 'you don't understand' and the other person said 'I understand perfectly.' Then Hazel said the thing about the terrible mistake."

"And then she was falling," Rocky's voice cracked. "She was standing and then she wasn't. She hit the ground and the other person just stood there for a second. Just stood there looking at her."

"How long?" My throat was so tight it hurt.

"Three heartbeats," Gus said with the precision of someone who'd counted. "Three heartbeats and then they ran. Fast. Toward the back of the alley where it meets Willow Street."

"Did they take anything? Touch her? Anything else?"

"No," Poppy said. "Just stood there, three heartbeats, then ran. But..." She hesitated.

"What?"

"The person smelled like flowers. Strong flowers, artificial. Like the perfume some humans wear. I could smell it even from the balcony."

My mind catalogued that detail, filed it away. Perfume. A woman, probably. Medium build, medium height, artificial flower scent. It wasn't much. But it was all we had.

My phone was in my hand before I consciously decided to call. My fingers felt numb as I dialed.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"I need..." I swallowed hard, forcing the words out. "I need to report a death. Hazel Blaine. In the alley behind the flower shop on Main Street. I think... it looks like she fell."

But even as I said it, even as the dispatcher's calm voice asked me questions and told me to stay on the line, something in me knew it wasn't that simple. Hazel's words echoed in my head, relayed through my cats: You're making a terrible mistake.

I sat on the cold pavement, one hand hovering over Hazel's still form, and waited for the sirens.

The woman who'd welcomed me to Larkspur Valley was gone.

And the worst part was, I'd never gotten the chance to tell her the truth.


Chapter Two

 

The sirens came faster than I expected. Red and blue lights splashed across the alley walls, turning everything garish and unreal. I stayed where I was, kneeling on the cold pavement beside Hazel, one hand still hovering uselessly over her still form.

The cats had retreated to the shadows near my building's back door. Smart. The last thing I needed was questions about why four cats were loose in the alley in the middle of the night.

Sheriff Iris Scott was the first one through, her ponytail slightly askew like she'd been pulled from sleep. Behind her came a deputy I recognized from the café, a younger man with nervous energy, and finally someone carrying a medical bag.

"Alexis." Iris's voice was professionally neutral, but her eyes were sharp as they took in the scene. "Step back, please."

I moved on autopilot, my legs stiff from kneeling on pavement. The person with the medical bag, a woman with steel-gray hair and steady hands, knelt where I'd been moments before.

"Dr. Temperance Vex," Iris said, though whether it was for my benefit or just filling the silence, I wasn't sure. "County medical examiner."

Dr. Vex worked quickly and efficiently, checking for vital signs we all knew she wouldn't find, examining Hazel's head wound with gentle, practiced movements. I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly aware that I was standing in an alley in the middle of October wearing only a sleep shirt and thin pajama pants.

"Dispatch said you called it in," Iris said, pulling out a small notebook. The deputy, whose name I thought might be Garrick, was already stringing yellow tape across the alley entrance. "What time did you find her?"

I pulled my phone from my pocket with shaking hands. "I called at 11:47. So maybe a minute or two before that?"

"And what brought you down here at that hour?"

This was it. The moment where I had to be careful. "The cats woke me. They were acting strange, agitated. I followed them to the balcony and saw..." I gestured helplessly toward Hazel. "I saw her lying here."

"The balcony." Iris's eyes flicked upward to where my small balcony overlooked the alley. "You saw her from up there?"

"Yes. I came down immediately and called 911."

"Did you see anyone else? Hear anything?"

I shook my head, hating the lie but knowing I had no choice. What could I say? My cats told me someone was arguing with her? My cats witnessed a murder? "Just Hazel. I didn't see anyone else."

"Head trauma consistent with a fall," Dr. Vex said, still examining Hazel. "Looks like she hit the pavement here." She gestured to the spot where blood had pooled. "But I'll know more after the autopsy."

Autopsy. The word made it all feel horribly final.

"When did you last see Mrs. Blaine?" Iris asked, her pen poised over her notebook.

"Tonight. She came over for dinner around seven. Left around nine." My voice sounded distant to my own ears. "She said she could manage the stairs to her apartment on her own."

"So, she lives above the flower shop." Iris made a note. "Was she in good spirits? Any health concerns you knew about?"

"She seemed fine. Happy." The memory of her smile, of her teasing me about Lionel, made my throat tight. "We talked about the café's anniversary coming up. She brought wine."

"Anyone have a problem with her that you know of? Arguments with neighbors, disputes at her shop?"

"No. Everyone loved Hazel." The words came out harder than I meant them to. "She was kind. She welcomed everyone."

Iris studied me for a long moment, and I forced myself to meet her gaze. I had nothing to hide. Except everything.

"Deputy Thorne," Iris said, turning to the younger man. "I want you to check the flower shop entrance, see if there's any sign of forced entry. And walk the alley, look for anything that seems out of place."

"Yes, ma'am." He hurried off, flashlight beam cutting through the darkness.

Dr. Vex stood, her knees cracking softly. "I'll need to transport the body. Given her age and the nature of the fall, this looks straightforward, but I'll run a full tox screen and workup."

"Appreciated." Iris finally looked away from me, giving Dr. Vex a nod. Then she turned back, and something in her expression had shifted. Not quite suspicion but not quite trust either. "Alexis, I'm going to need you to come down to the station tomorrow. Just to give a formal statement."

"Of course."

"And I'll need access to your apartment. To see the angle from your balcony, understand the sightlines."

My heart kicked, but I kept my face neutral. There was nothing incriminating in my apartment. Just plants and cat furniture and a carefully curated life that revealed absolutely nothing. "That's fine. Whenever you need."

Movement in the shadows caught my eye. Poppy had emerged slightly, just enough that I could see her amber eyes reflecting the harsh lights. She looked at me, and I knew what she was thinking. We saw who did this. We can help. But we can't.

"Sheriff?" Deputy Thorne called from the far end of the alley. "I've got something."

We all moved toward him, Dr. Vex staying with Hazel. Thorne was crouched near a dumpster, his flashlight aimed at something on the ground.

"Looks like someone was in a hurry." He stood, holding up an evidence bag. Inside was a button, dark colored, expensive looking. "Found it caught on the corner here. And there are scuff marks, like someone was running."

Iris took the bag, examining it in the light. "Bag it and tag it. And photograph those marks."

"Could just be from someone taking out trash," I said, then immediately regretted it. Iris's eyes cut to me.

"Could be," she agreed. "But right now, I'm collecting everything."

Deputy Thorne continued his methodical sweep of the alley, his flashlight beam moving slowly across the pavement. I watched from where Iris had positioned me, out of the way but still visible. Everything they did, every piece of evidence they collected, felt both desperately important and utterly useless. What good was a button when I knew things they'd never believe?

"Sheriff, there's more scuff marks here," Thorne called from near the back street entrance. "Fresh. Like someone came through fast, turned the corner hard."

Iris moved to examine them, her movements precise and professional. She crouched down, studying the marks without touching them. "Photograph these. And the trajectory. I want to know which direction they were heading."

"Toward Willow Street," Thorne said, already pulling out his camera. "Away from Main."

Away from witnesses. Away from the café. Toward the residential streets where someone could disappear into the night. My stomach twisted. The cats had said the same thing. Toward the back street. Running.

Dr. Vex approached Iris with a small evidence bag. "Found this near the body. Caught in her cardigan." She held it up to the light. A few strands of dark fiber, maybe from clothing. "Could be from her own clothes, or from whoever she was with."

"Bag it," Iris said. "We'll need to compare it to what she was wearing."

I wanted to tell them it wasn't from Hazel's clothes. Hazel had been wearing lilac and autumn leaves, spring colors and fall warmth. Those fibers looked dark, almost black. But how could I know that without revealing I'd been closer than I claimed?

"Alexis
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