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  Introduction


Echoes of Harmony Creek 
A missing boy. A buried past. A journalist who won’t stop digging. 
Roxie Caldwell Mysteries Book 2
Retired journalist Roxie Caldwell thought she’d found peace in her Harmony Creek garden. But the town’s darkest secret, recently unearthed, still haunts her every quiet moment. So when Sheriff Sandy Stone arrives with a dusty cold case file—the 1978 disappearance of a brilliant student named Thomas Tanner—Roxie can’t resist a new puzzle to distract her restless mind.
Thomas Tanner was officially a runaway, a troubled kid who vanished without a trace. But the more Roxie digs, the clearer it becomes that Harmony Creek’s carefully curated history holds more than one skeleton. With her tech-savvy ally Annie White and a reluctant Sheriff Stone by her side, Roxie uncovers a web of academic ambition, forbidden romance, and a chilling conspiracy that reaches into the highest echelons of the town’s founding families.
Mayor Cindy Sterling, desperate to protect her own family's legacy and the town's fragile peace, quickly moves from veiled warnings to open obstruction. As the fifty-year-old mystery unravels, Roxie realizes that someone is still actively guarding these truths. The past isn't just history; it's a dangerous, living threat. Roxie must race against time to unmask a killer before Harmony Creek’s deadly secrets bury her too.
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  one
The Unquiet Retirement


The petunias were mocking me. I was sure of it. They slumped in their planter box, a pathetic collection of pale pinks and purples, their velvety faces turned toward the dirt in what I could only interpret as a gesture of profound disappointment. It was personal. Every other plant in my garden—the stoic, dependable zinnias, the boisterous sunflowers, even the fussy hydrangeas—was thriving in the late summer sun. But the petunias, the supposed easy-A of the gardening world, had taken one look at my retirement plan and decided to stage a protest. 
‘I don’t know what you want from me’, I muttered, plunging my trowel into the rich soil of the raised bed beside them. The earth was cool and damp beneath the sun-baked surface, a satisfying, honest feeling. Or it should have been. These days, nothing felt entirely honest.
I yanked a stubborn strand of crabgrass, the roots tearing with a faint, ripping sound. Three months. It had been three months since Sheriff Sandy Stone and I stood in the Boneyard, the town’s unofficial junkyard, and uncovered a truth that had been rotting at the heart of Harmony Creek for over a century. A truth that recast our founding father from a noble pioneer into a common con artist. A truth that implicated generations of the town’s most powerful families, their fortunes built on a foundation of lies and stolen land.
A truth that now lived, like a parasite, in my head, in Sandy’s, and, most uncomfortably, in Mayor Cindy Sterling’s. The three of us, bound by a secret that could detonate our peaceful little town and turn it into a crater of lawsuits and recriminations. It was the kind of story that, in my former life as a journalist, I would have killed for. Now, living with it was killing me. Slowly.
Retirement was supposed to be about this: sun on my back, dirt under my nails, the simple satisfaction of nurturing life. Instead, my garden had become a metaphor for my mental state. I spent my days pulling up weeds, trying to create order and beauty, only to have the ugly, tangled roots of the secret push their way back to the surface every time I closed my eyes.
I saw it everywhere. At the grocery store last week, I’d found myself behind the youngest Croft descendant in the checkout line. He was buying organic kale and a bottle of wine that cost more than my weekly food budget. He smiled politely as he let me go ahead of him, and all I could think about was the brittle, yellowed deed in the safe at the Sheriff’s department. The deed that proved his family’s entire legacy was a fraud. The smile felt like an insult. Did he know? Of course not. But I did. And that knowledge sat like a stone in my gut.
Every friendly wave from a passing car, every cheerful ‘Morning, Roxie!’ from a neighbor, felt layered with deceit. I was living in a beautiful, meticulously crafted lie, and I was now one of its official keepers. My quiet retirement had become a prison of knowledge. The petunias, in their wilting despair, seemed to be the only honest things in town.
I sighed, wiping a bead of sweat from my temple with the back of a muddy glove. The sun was relentless, beating down on the back of my neck. I should go inside, get some water, maybe tackle the crossword puzzle. Anything to stop thinking. But the weeds were just as relentless, and I had declared a war of attrition. At least here, in the garden, the enemy was visible.
The crunch of gravel in my driveway made me look up, shielding my eyes with my hand. A familiar, mud-splattered county cruiser was pulling to a stop. Sheriff Sandy Stone unfolded herself from the driver’s seat. Even in the oppressive heat, she looked crisp and unruffled in her khaki uniform, her sidearm holstered neatly on her hip. She had a way of moving that was all purpose and no fuss, a stark contrast to my current state of earthy dishevelment.
‘Fighting crime or committing it?’ she called out, her voice dry as dust. ‘From here, it looks like you’re burying a body’.
‘Just the petunias’, I grumbled, pushing myself to my feet. My knees protested with a series of pops and creaks. ‘They know what they did’.
Sandy leaned against the fence that separated my garden from the drive, a small smile playing on her lips. ‘They look like they’ve given up the will to live. What’d you do to them, Roxie? Interrogate them about their shady past?’
‘They refuse to thrive in a town built on a lie’, I said, stripping off my gloves and tossing them into the wheelbarrow. ‘They have principles’.
Her smile faded, replaced by that look of shared understanding that had become our new normal. It was a look of weary camaraderie, the expression of two people holding up opposite ends of a very heavy, very invisible secret. ‘You’re thinking about it again’.
It wasn’t a question. ‘When am I not?’ I walked over to the water spigot by the side of the house and rinsed my hands, the cold water a temporary shock to the system. ‘It’s like a song stuck in my head, only the song is about grand larceny and generational conspiracy. It’s not very catchy’.
‘You need a distraction’, she said, her tone shifting from friendly banter to professional concern. ‘Something else to occupy that hamster wheel you call a brain before you start seeing coded messages in the shape of your cucumbers’.
‘My cucumbers are flourishing, thank you very much. They’re morally flexible’. I turned off the water and dried my hands on my jeans. ‘What kind of distraction? I’ve already alphabetized my spice rack and sorted my book collection by genre, then by author, then by color. I was one step away from cataloging my Tupperware’.
Sandy pushed off the fence and walked toward me. She was holding a thin, beige-colored file, the kind that looked like it had been sitting on a shelf since before computers were invented. It was dog-eared at the corners, and a faint layer of dust clung to its surface.
‘I brought you some light reading’, she said, holding it out. ‘Think of it as a different kind of weed to pull’.
I took the file from her. It felt strangely light, almost empty. The tab on the top had a single name, typed on an old manual typewriter, the letters slightly uneven and faded with age. TANNER, THOMAS.
‘Who’s Thomas Tanner?’ I asked, my reporter’s instincts stirring faintly, a sleepy animal waking from a long hibernation.
‘He was a student at Harmony Creek High’, Sandy explained, her eyes watching me closely. ‘Brilliant kid, by all accounts. Top of his class, debate club captain, full scholarship to some fancy East Coast university. Then one day, in the fall of 1978, he walked out of his house to go to the library and just… vanished. Never seen again’.
I opened the file. The first page was a missing person’s report, the paper brittle and yellowed. A black-and-white photograph was clipped to the corner. It showed a serious-looking young man with thick, dark-rimmed glasses and a mop of shaggy hair that was pure 1970s. He wasn’t smiling. He looked like he was dissecting the camera with his eyes.
‘Vanished?’ I looked up at Sandy. ‘Just like that? No note? No witnesses?’
‘Nothing’, she confirmed. ‘His parents swore he wasn’t the type to run away. The Sheriff at the time—that would be Sheriff Miller, a man whose primary investigative tool was a coffee cup—did a cursory search. The prevailing theory was that he got cold feet about his fancy college, or maybe ran off with a girl. The case went cold in about a week’.
I flipped through the few pages in the file. A couple of witness statements from his parents and a teacher, all attesting to his studious nature. A list of items missing from his room—a few books, a jacket. It was pathetically thin. An entire life reduced to half a dozen sheets of paper.
‘Why bring this to me now?’ I asked, closing the folder. ‘It’s been… my god, almost fifty years’.
‘Because’, Sandy said, her voice dropping a little, ‘I was cleaning out the old archive closet—the one nobody’s touched since the Eisenhower administration—and I found a box of Miller’s old cold cases. This was in it. And I thought of you’.
‘You thought I’d enjoy a fifty-year-old mystery with no leads, no evidence, and no witnesses who are likely still alive?’
‘No’, she said pointedly. ‘I thought you’d enjoy a fifty-year-old mystery with no leads, no evidence, and no explosive connection to a town-destroying land fraud conspiracy’. She tapped the file in my hands. ‘This is just a puzzle, Roxie. A sad, old story about a boy who disappeared. There are no political stakes. No living descendants of the founding families to threaten you at waterfalls. No Mayor breathing down our necks’. She paused. ‘It’s safe’.
The word hung in the air between us. Safe. It was what my retirement was supposed to be. It was the last thing I felt. I looked down at the name on the file. Thomas Tanner. A ghost from a time before the town’s secrets had become my own. It was tempting. A straightforward puzzle, a clean narrative with a beginning, a middle, and a missing end. It was a problem I might actually be able to solve, instead of the one I was currently living with, which had no solution at all.
‘Come on’, Sandy prodded gently. ‘Let’s get some iced tea. You can tell me all about the moral failings of your petunias, and I can walk you through the file. It’ll be like old times’.
I hesitated for a moment longer, then nodded. ‘Fine. But if this kid turns out to be Hezekiah Croft’s secret love child, I’m holding you personally responsible’.
‘Deal’, she said, a genuine smile returning to her face. ‘But I think we’re safe. The timeline’s a little off’.
We walked into the cool quiet of my house, the screen door slapping shut behind us. I left the dusty file on the kitchen table, a silent invitation to a new obsession. For a few minutes, as I filled glasses with ice and poured the tea, it felt normal. Just two friends on a hot afternoon. But as I sat down across from Sandy and pulled the file toward me, I knew it was just another illusion. We weren't just two friends. We were co-conspirators. And there was nothing normal about that.
‘Okay’, I said, taking a long drink of tea and opening the file again. ‘Tell me everything you know about Thomas Tanner’.
Sandy leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her voice low and professional. ‘There’s not much more than what’s in the file. Thomas was seventeen. A senior. Lived with his parents, Walter and Eleanor Tanner, in that little blue house over on Maple Street. The one with the big oak tree in the front yard. The Tanners are long gone, of course. Passed away in the nineties. No other kids. So, no family left to speak of’.
I studied the photograph again. The intensity in his eyes was unnerving. He looked older than seventeen. ‘The report says he was a genius’.
‘By all accounts’, Sandy agreed. ‘Straight A’s. Early acceptance to Princeton. The teachers quoted in here called him ‘a once-in-a-generation mind’. But they also called him a loner. Not many friends. Spent all his time reading. His parents said he was happy, just… intense’.
‘Intense is one word for it’, I murmured, looking at the photo. ‘He looks like he’s about to accuse me of hiding his library books’.
‘The official story, the one Sheriff Miller settled on, was that the pressure got to him’, Sandy continued. ‘Small-town kid, big-time university, maybe he just cracked and decided to start a new life. They found his car, a beat-up Ford Pinto, parked at the bus station a week later. But the ticket clerk didn’t remember seeing anyone who matched his description. The trail just went cold’.
I flipped to the back of the file. The last entry was dated six months after his disappearance. It was a single sentence: Case inactive pending new leads. It was signed by Sheriff Miller. An entire life, a brilliant future, dismissed with a bureaucratic rubber stamp.
‘It feels… lazy’, I said, tapping the page. ‘The investigation. It’s like they didn’t even try’.
‘Miller wasn’t known for his diligence’, Sandy said with a wry twist of her mouth. ‘His philosophy was that most problems in Harmony Creek eventually solved themselves, usually by moving to the next county. He wasn’t wrong, most of the time. But this one…’ She trailed off, looking at the file. ‘This one feels different. A kid like that doesn’t just evaporate’.
A familiar hum started in the back of my mind. It was the low thrum of curiosity, the pull of a loose thread. It was a feeling I hadn’t realized I’d missed so much. For the first time in months, I was looking at a problem that wasn’t a tangled, radioactive mess of civic history. It was just a story without an ending.
‘So what do you want me to do?’ I asked, though I already knew the answer. ‘You want me to start pulling the thread’.
‘I want you to have something to focus on that won’t result in the complete collapse of our local economy’, she said frankly. ‘Poke around. Talk to some of the old-timers who might remember him. See if you can find a new angle. It’s a ghost hunt, Roxie. Nothing more. A way to keep your formidable brain occupied with a puzzle that can’t hurt anyone’.
The phrase ‘ghost hunt’ hung in the air. We were already haunted by one ghost—the ghost of Hezekiah Croft and his original sin. Maybe adding another one to the mix would be a welcome distraction.
‘Alright’, I said, closing the file and sliding it to the side of the table. ‘I’ll look into it. But I’m not making any promises. The trail is fifty years cold, and my primary investigative tool these days is a garden hoe’.
‘I have faith in you’, Sandy said, draining her glass of iced tea. ‘Just try not to get threatened by any nonagenarians in the process’.
‘I’ll do my best’.
We sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the clinking of ice in our glasses and the low hum of the refrigerator. It was a fragile peace, but it was peace nonetheless. Having the file on the table, a concrete problem to be solved, felt like an anchor in the swirling sea of my paranoia. Maybe Sandy was right. Maybe this was exactly what I needed.
Sandy eventually pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘Well, I’d better get back to it. Paperwork is calling my name. And unlike your petunias, it won’t file itself’.
‘Thanks for this, Sandy’, I said, walking her to the door. ‘Really’.
‘Just stay out of trouble’, she said, clapping a hand on my shoulder. ‘And for God’s sake, give those petunias some water. Whatever they did, they don’t deserve to die of thirst’.
I watched from the doorway as she walked back to her cruiser, her boots crunching on the gravel. She was right. This was good. A safe puzzle. An old ghost. No harm, no foul.
But as Sandy started the engine, another car appeared at the end of my quiet street. It was a sleek, black sedan, the kind of vehicle that purred instead of rumbled. It gleamed in the afternoon sun, looking deeply out of place among the modest family cars and pickup trucks of my neighborhood. It moved slowly, almost silently, down the road.
I knew that car. Everyone in Harmony Creek knew that car.
It was Mayor Cindy Sterling’s. It was her official town vehicle, a symbol of her power and her ever-watchful presence.
Sandy saw it too. She had one hand on the door of her cruiser, and she froze, her body going still. The sedan didn’t stop, but it slowed even more as it drew parallel to my house. Through the tinted glass, I could just make out the silhouette of the Mayor in the driver’s seat. She turned her head. I couldn’t see her eyes behind the dark lenses of her sunglasses, but I felt her gaze sweep over us. It lingered for a fraction of a second on Sandy, standing by her official vehicle, then shifted to me, standing in my doorway. A silent, loaded acknowledgment.
Then, the moment was gone. The car accelerated smoothly and continued down the street, disappearing around the corner. It left behind a profound and unnerving silence, broken only by the idling engine of Sandy’s cruiser.
Sandy slowly got into her car, her movements stiff. She looked back at me, and the easy camaraderie of a moment ago was gone, replaced by that familiar, weary tension. Her eyes flickered toward the corner where the Mayor’s car had vanished. It was a silent exchange, but the message was as clear as a gunshot in a library. She’s watching.
She gave me a tight, grim nod, then pulled out of the driveway and headed off in the opposite direction. I stood in the doorway for a long time, the warmth of the afternoon sun suddenly feeling cold on my skin. The Mayor’s slow drive-by wasn’t a coincidence. It was a reminder. A reminder of our shared, unspoken burden. A reminder that even if we were standing on opposite sides of a fragile truce, we were all still tied to the same secret.
My gaze fell to the kitchen table, to the thin, dusty file sitting there. Sandy’s words echoed in my head. A puzzle that can’t hurt anyone. But as the shadow of the Mayor’s presence lingered, I wasn’t so sure. Cindy Sterling had made it clear that she wanted the town’s past to remain buried. Not just one specific part of it. All of it. And I was about to start digging.
I walked back inside, the screen door clicking shut behind me. The house felt too quiet now. I picked up the file. It felt heavier than it had before. Thomas Tanner. A ghost from 1978. I had a feeling that in Harmony Creek, there was no such thing as a safe puzzle.






  
  two
The Archivist and the Anarchist


The Harmony Creek Library smelled of lemon polish, old paper, and enforced silence. It was a scent I’d always associated with the pursuit of truth, a clean, orderly aroma that promised facts filed neatly in their proper place. After the last few months of living with a truth that was messy, chaotic, and smelled faintly of rust and regret, I was hoping the library’s atmosphere might be therapeutic. A kind of informational aromatherapy. 
I ran my hand along the cool, dark wood of the card catalog, a beautiful relic that served no purpose now other than to remind patrons of a more tactile age. The real power in this building, the true gatekeeper, was standing behind the main reference desk. Tonya Whitlock.
Tonya was a woman who seemed to have been grown in a library, cultivated between shelves of nonfiction and watered with the Dewey Decimal System. She was tall and slender, with a posture so perfect it looked painful. Her graying hair was pulled back into a bun so tight it seemed to stretch the skin at her temples, and her glasses hung from a silver chain around her neck, a tool of her trade she could deploy with the speed and precision of a gunslinger. She was sorting returned books onto a cart, her movements economical and silent. Each book was placed with a soft, reverent thud, as if she were laying a tiny body to rest.
I approached the desk, my footsteps echoing slightly on the linoleum floor, a sound that felt like a shout in the hallowed quiet. Tonya looked up, her expression neutral, but her eyes, magnified by her reading glasses, were sharp and assessing. She didn’t smile. Tonya Whitlock didn’t deal in the frivolous currency of smiles; she dealt in facts, fines, and the quiet judgment of overdue notices.
‘Roxie’, she said. Her voice was exactly as I remembered it from my last investigation: low, calm, and utterly devoid of inflection. It was the voice of a person who spent her days whispering ‘shhh’ to the world.
‘Tonya. You’re looking well’, I offered, leaning against the tall counter. ‘The world of literature seems to agree with you’.
‘It’s quiet’, she said, which for Tonya was the highest form of praise. She placed a thick biography of Harry S. Truman onto the cart. ‘What can I help you with? I assume you’re not here for the summer reading program. We’ve just finished Charlotte’s Web’.
‘Tempting, but no. I’m doing a bit of historical research. For a personal project’. The lie felt flimsy, but it was the best I had. ‘I’m looking for information on a former student from the high school. A young man named Thomas Tanner. He would have been a senior around 1978’.
I watched her closely for any reaction. There was nothing. Her face was a placid lake. She simply pushed her glasses up her nose, her fingers moving with practiced efficiency, and turned to the computer behind her. The click of her keyboard was the only sound in the vast, silent room.
‘Tanner, Thomas’, she murmured, her eyes fixed on the screen. ‘Yes. He’s in the system. Disappeared in the fall of 1978. The official record lists him as a runaway’.
‘That’s the official record I’d like to see’, I said. ‘Newspaper clippings, yearbook entries, anything you have from that time’.
Tonya’s fingers paused on the keyboard. For a fraction of a second, she was completely still. Then she gave a slow, deliberate nod. ‘The newspaper archives are on microfiche. The yearbooks are in the local history room. I’ll get you the key’. She moved from behind the desk, her sensible shoes making no sound, and walked toward a heavy oak door marked ‘Local History & Archives. By Appointment Only’.
I followed her into a small, climate-controlled room that smelled even more intensely of old paper. Metal shelves lined the walls, filled with acid-free boxes and leather-bound ledgers. Tonya moved to a large filing cabinet and retrieved a small box of microfiche slides and a thick, heavy book with a stylized griffin and the year ‘1978’ embossed on its dark green cover.
She placed them on a large wooden table under a pool of light from a green-shaded lamp. ‘The microfiche reader is over there. Please be careful with the yearbook. It’s the only copy we have’.
‘I will’, I promised, sitting down and pulling the heavy book toward me. I opened it carefully, the spine cracking in protest. The pages were filled with the faces of hopeful, slightly awkward teenagers, frozen in time with their feathered hair and wide collars. Tonya didn’t leave. She stood by the table, her arms crossed, watching me.
‘Is there something else?’ I asked, looking up at her.
‘The Tanner case is straightforward, Roxie’, she said, her voice a low murmur. ‘It was a sad situation. A boy with a bright future who simply walked away from it all. The town was quite shaken at the time, but there was never any evidence of foul play. He was a troubled young man’.
She was reciting a script. The words were smooth, practiced, the official narrative polished by decades of repetition. It was the same story Sandy had told me, the same conclusion Sheriff Miller had reached in his lazy, one-page report. But hearing it from Tonya, the keeper of the town’s documented history, felt different. It felt like a warning.
I found the senior portraits. Tanner, Thomas. There he was, the same intense, unsmiling boy from the photo in the file. His eyes seemed to bore right through the page. Brilliant but troubled. The label felt too neat, too convenient. I flipped through the rest of the book, looking for him in club photos. Debate Club. There he was, standing in the back row, looking just as serious as he did in his portrait. He was holding a book. Of course he was.
Tonya shifted her weight, the slight movement drawing my attention. I looked up and saw it. It was just a flicker, a momentary disturbance on the calm surface of her composure, but it was there. Her hand, resting on a nearby shelf, was gripping the edge so tightly her knuckles were white. Her eyes, for just a second, darted toward the closed door of the archive room, as if she were expecting someone to burst in.
It was fear. Plain and simple. The quiet, contained fear of a librarian in her natural habitat was as startling as a lion roaring in the checkout line. And it was gone as quickly as it appeared. She noticed me watching her and immediately relaxed her hand, smoothing a nonexistent wrinkle on her gray cardigan.
‘If you need anything else, I’ll be at the desk’, she said, her voice once again a perfect, placid monotone. She turned and walked out of the room, closing the door softly behind her, leaving me alone with the ghosts of 1978.
I sat there for a long moment, the yearbook open in front of me. The fear I saw in Tonya’s eyes had nothing to do with a simple story about a troubled runaway. She was the town’s archivist. She protected its history. But what I saw in her eyes suggested she wasn’t just a protector. She was a guard. A guard standing watch over a story she was terrified might escape.
I spent another hour with the microfiche, scrolling through the local paper from the fall of 1978. The reports were exactly as Sandy described. A few articles about the brilliant local boy who had vanished, followed by speculation about him running away. The story was a flash in the pan, quickly replaced by headlines about the upcoming harvest festival and a contentious zoning dispute over a new gas station. Thomas Tanner’s disappearance was treated as a piece of local gossip, not a tragedy. It was a footnote. A neatly typed, officially sanctioned footnote. And the more I read it, the more I felt like someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to make sure that was all it would ever be.
I left the library with photocopies of the newspaper articles and a photograph of the yearbook page tucked into the Tanner file. The truth wasn’t here, in the realm of organized facts and curated history. The official story was a brick wall. It was time to call in someone who specialized in finding the cracks.
If Tonya Whitlock’s library was the town’s official, curated memory, then Annie White’s home office was its chaotic, uncensored subconscious. It was located in the converted garage of her small bungalow on the edge of town, a place I referred to as the ‘Digital Nerve Center’ and Annie called ‘the Nerd Cave’. I knocked on the side door, which was plastered with faded stickers for obscure bands and defunct software companies.
‘It’s open unless it’s locked!’ a voice shouted from within, muffled by what sounded like aggressively loud electronic music.
I turned the knob and stepped inside, into a different world. The air was cool and smelled of ozone, stale coffee, and the faint, sweet scent of overheated electronics. Wires snaked across the floor and hung from the ceiling in great, tangled loops, like metallic jungle vines. Three large monitors on a massive desk cast an eerie blue glow over everything, illuminating towers of empty energy drink cans that stood like miniature, aluminum skyscrapers. In the center of it all, hunched over a glowing keyboard, was Annie.
Annie White was a whirlwind of nervous energy and pure, uncut genius. She was probably in her late twenties, though her wardrobe of band t-shirts and ripped jeans made her seem younger. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun from which various strands had escaped, and a pair of oversized headphones was clamped over her ears. She didn’t look up as I entered, her fingers flying across the keyboard in a blur of motion. Lines of green code scrolled rapidly down one of the screens.
I closed the door behind me, the latch clicking loudly. ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were hacking into the Pentagon again’.
Annie jumped, yanking the headphones off. The electronic music was replaced by the low hum of computer fans. ‘Jeez, Roxie! Ring a bell, use a smoke signal, something! You can’t just sneak up on a person in the middle of a delicate digital extraction’.
‘I knocked. You were busy orchestrating a robot symphony’, I said, carefully navigating a path through a minefield of discarded pizza boxes and computer parts. ‘And what, exactly, are you delicately extracting?’
‘I am liberating a rare, bootleg recording of a 1992 Belgian techno concert from a heavily encrypted server in Estonia’, she said, her expression deadly serious. ‘It’s for the historical record. You wouldn’t understand. It’s a digital thing’.
‘Right. Because my brain, being a relic of the analog age, is powered by steam and a series of tiny, well-read hamsters’. I finally reached the only other chair in the room, a wobbly stool, and cleared a pile of tech manuals off it. ‘I need your help, Annie’.
‘Let me guess’, she said, swiveling in her high-backed gaming chair to face me. She took a long sip from a can that promised ‘MAXIMUM VOLTAGE’ and eyed the file in my hand. ‘You’ve found a mysterious old letter written in cursive, and you need me to use my futuristic space magic to figure out what it says’.
‘Very funny. Cursive is a lost art, you should try it sometime. It builds character’. I opened the file and laid it on the one clear corner of her desk. ‘This is a cold case. From 1978. A high school student named Thomas Tanner disappeared without a trace’.
Annie leaned forward, her sarcastic smirk fading as she looked at the black-and-white photo of Thomas. ‘1978? Roxie, that’s practically the digital dark ages. The internet was just a bunch of scientists sending the word ‘hello’ to each other. What do you expect me to find? His MySpace page?’
‘I expect you to find anything’, I said patiently. ‘Anything that exists outside of the official record. The story they’re selling is that he was a brilliant but troubled kid who ran away. It feels… too clean. I want to know if there are any digital breadcrumbs, even from that early. Library databases, school district archives that might have been digitized later, anything. You’re the one who told me nothing is ever truly deleted’.
‘The First Commandment of the Internet’, she intoned solemnly, raising a finger. ‘Thou Shalt Not Believe in the Delete Key. Okay, I’m intrigued’. She took the file from me and started flipping through the pages, her eyes scanning the reports with surprising speed. ‘So, Thomas Tanner. Seventeen. Genius. Loner. Disappears into thin air. Car found at the bus station. Sounds like the beginning of a bad TV movie’.
‘It also sounds like a cover story’, I said. ‘I just came from the library. Tonya Whitlock gave me the official tour of the official story, and she looked like she’d seen a ghost’.
Annie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You spooked Tonya? The woman who’s basically a human filing cabinet? Okay, now I’m really intrigued. Getting an emotional reaction out of her is like getting a straight answer from a politician’.
‘Exactly. Something about this case is off. Sandy gave it to me as a ‘safe’ distraction, but after seeing the Mayor do a slow, menacing drive-by of my house yesterday and getting the silent treatment from Tonya, I’m beginning to think there’s no such thing as ‘safe’ in this town’.
Annie stopped reading and looked at me, her usual flippancy gone. ‘The Mayor did a drive-by? Seriously? What is she, the Godfather? Did she leave a horse head in your petunias?’
‘No, but the petunias look like they’re expecting one. They’ve already given up’. I sighed. ‘Look, can you just do a preliminary search? A deep dive. See if there’s anything, literally anything, that doesn’t fit the ‘troubled runaway’ narrative’.
‘A preliminary search’, she scoffed, turning back to her monitors. ‘Roxie, you wound me. I don’t do preliminary. I do a full-spectrum, multi-vector, deep-core data excavation’. Her fingers were already a blur on the keyboard, her eyes darting between the three screens. ‘Give me what you’ve got. Full name, date of birth, parents’ names, address. Every scrap of analog data you have’.
I read the details from the file as she typed. It felt like feeding a hungry machine. With each piece of information, new windows would pop open on her screens, displaying property records, digitized census data, and school enrollment lists from decades ago. It was dizzying to watch. My method of investigation involved coffee, comfortable shoes, and talking to people. Annie’s involved caffeine, a comfortable chair, and talking to the entire digital ghost of the world.
‘Alright, let the great digital séance begin’, she muttered, her face illuminated by the glow of the monitors. ‘Thomas Tanner, we are gathered here today to ask you to speak to us from the great beyond of the pre-dial-up era. Show us a sign’.
I leaned back on my wobbly stool, the familiar hum of a new investigation starting up inside me again. The archivist had given me the official story, a sealed and guarded tomb. Now, the anarchist was going to start digging underneath it. And I had a feeling she was about to find something.
For the next twenty minutes, the only sounds in the room were the furious clicking of Annie’s keyboard and the low, steady hum of the computers. It was like watching a concert pianist perform a symphony of information. She moved with an intuitive grace, her hands dancing between the keyboard and the mouse, her eyes tracking data streams that, to me, looked like utter gibberish. She was in her element, a digital archaeologist sifting through the dust of forgotten data.
I watched, fascinated, as she pulled up the deed to the Tanner house, a grainy scan of a document from 1965. She cross-referenced it with town tax records, her brow furrowed in concentration. She muttered to herself, a running commentary on her own process.
‘Okay, parents are clean. Walter and Eleanor Tanner. No criminal records, not even a parking ticket. Paid their taxes on time. Standard stuff. Okay, let’s look at the school. Harmony Creek High, Class of ‘79… if he’d made it’.
A digitized version of a school ledger appeared on the center screen. There he was: Tanner, Thomas. Student ID 78-014. His grades were listed next to his name. It was a solid, unbroken wall of A’s. Perfect attendance until the day he disappeared.
‘Sandy wasn’t kidding. Kid was a brain’, Annie said, leaning closer to the screen. ‘Okay, this is weird. Let’s check the extracurriculars. The library has digitized the school newspaper archives from that era…’
She brought up a search window and typed his name. The search returned only two results. One was the official announcement of his early acceptance to Princeton. The other was a brief mention of him winning a school-wide debate tournament. That was it.
‘Hold on’, Annie said, her fingers pausing over the keyboard. She sat back in her chair, a strange look on her face. ‘That’s not right’.
‘What’s not right?’ I asked, leaning forward.
‘A kid with this academic record? A ‘once-in-a-generation mind’? He should be all over these archives’, she explained, gesturing at the screen. ‘There should be articles about him winning the science fair, getting scholarships, being named valedictorian. The local paper, the school paper… they love stories about the local genius. It’s feel-good fluff. But there’s nothing. Just these two official mentions. No honor roll announcements, no features, no photos of him accepting an award from the principal. It’s like…’
‘Like he didn’t exist outside of the bare minimum requirements of being a student’, I finished, a cold knot forming in my stomach.
‘Exactly!’ Annie’s voice was sharp with discovery. ‘It’s not that the information is missing. It’s that it isn’t there in the first place. Which is statistically… bizarre’. She started typing again, her movements more frantic now. ‘Let’s try a wider net. Town records. Library check-out history. Anything with his name on it’.
She worked for another five minutes, her silence growing more and more profound. The energy in the room had shifted from playful curiosity to something more serious, more unsettling. Finally, she stopped. She swiveled her chair around to face me, her expression grim.
‘Okay, Roxie’, she said, her voice low. ‘This has officially crossed over from ‘weird’ to ‘creepy’. Thomas Tanner’s entire existence seems to have been… curated. He’s in the official documents: birth certificate, school enrollment, social security registration. The big, hard-to-erase government stuff. But there’s no personal footprint. Nothing. It’s like someone went through the town’s history with a digital eraser’.
I felt a chill despite the warmth of the room. ‘What do you mean, ‘an eraser’?’
‘I mean, it’s too clean’, she insisted, her eyes wide. ‘Think about it. Even in 1978, people left traces. A kid like this, a bookworm, he would have had a library card. There should be a record of it, even in the old paper-to-digital conversions. There isn’t. He was captain of the debate club, but his name only appears on the official team roster. There are no articles celebrating their wins, no photos other than the one in the yearbook. It’s like his presence was deliberately minimized, scrubbed of any personal detail or accolade that would make him stand out’.
She pointed a finger at me, her voice filled with a dawning, horrified realization. ‘This isn’t a kid who ran away, Roxie. This is a kid who was being systematically erased, even before he disappeared. The official story isn’t just a story. It’s a wall. And someone built it, brick by brick, to hide whatever is behind it’.
The Digital Nerve Center was silent again, save for the hum of the machines. The ghost of Thomas Tanner, the boy from the photograph, suddenly felt very real, and very close. Sandy had given me this case as a safe distraction, a simple puzzle. But Annie had just uncovered the first piece, and it wasn’t from a puzzle. It was a shard of glass from a shattered window, and its edges were sharp enough to draw blood. This wasn’t a ghost hunt. It was the first hint of a conspiracy, a systematic cover-up that had been lying dormant for nearly fifty years.
‘So’, I said, my voice quiet but firm, the old journalistic fire igniting in my gut. ‘Let’s get a hammer and start knocking that wall down’.
A slow, wicked grin spread across Annie’s face. ‘Now you’re speaking my language. I’ll bring the digital sledgehammer. This is way more fun than Estonian techno’.






  
  three
A Covenant of Footnotes


The summons arrived not with a bang, but with a ping. It was an email, appearing in my inbox with a subject line so blandly bureaucratic it was practically a sedative: ‘Meeting Request: Founder’s Day Planning Committee’. The sender was Cindy Sterling. My stomach did a slow, unpleasant roll, like a cement mixer starting up after a long winter. Founder’s Day was months away. This had as much to do with planning a picnic as a shark has to do with planning a pool party. 
The body of the email was even colder. ‘Roxie, please join Sheriff Stone and me in my office tomorrow at 10 a.m. to discuss preliminary logistics for the upcoming civic celebrations. Your perspective as a long-time resident would be invaluable. Regards, Mayor Sterling.’
‘Invaluable perspective’. The words were like sterile, plastic pebbles in my mouth. She wasn’t asking. She was commanding. And she was making it clear that this was an official triangulation, roping Sandy in to ensure I couldn’t refuse. I deleted the email with a vicious stab of my finger, but the message lingered, a digital ghost in my machine. I picked up my phone.
‘Let me guess’, Sandy’s voice came through, already weary. ‘You’ve been invited to a party for a picnic that doesn’t exist’.
‘You got one too, I take it. Ten a.m. Her place’.
‘Got it ten minutes ago’, she sighed. The sound of rustling paper came through the line. ‘I’m already getting indigestion. This is about your ‘new hobby’, Roxie. I’d bet my pension on it’.
‘It was your idea for me to have a new hobby’, I reminded her. ‘You handed me the file. You can’t disown it now that its weird aunt has shown up and wants to have a chat’.
‘I didn’t know its weird aunt was the Mayor’, she grumbled. ‘Meet me at the station at nine-thirty. We need to get our stories straight’.
‘What story is there to get straight?’ I asked. ‘I’m a retired journalist with an interest in local history. You’re a sheriff who gave me a cold case file to keep me from alphabetizing my canned goods. It’s all perfectly innocent’.
A beat of silence. ‘Does it feel innocent to you?’
She had me there. Nothing in Harmony Creek felt innocent anymore. ‘Nine-thirty’, I said, and hung up.
The next morning, I walked into the Harmony Creek Sheriff’s Department, a place that smelled of industrial-strength coffee, Lysol, and the faint, metallic tang of anxiety. It was a functional, no-frills space, with scuffed linoleum floors and walls painted a shade of beige that could only be described as ‘municipal exhaustion’. Sandy was waiting in her office, a small, glass-walled box at the back of the main bullpen. She was staring at her computer monitor with the grim focus of a bomb disposal expert, a half-empty mug of coffee steaming at her elbow.
She looked up as I entered, gesturing to the worn visitor’s chair opposite her desk. ‘Coffee?’
‘Is it the stuff you use to strip paint or the stuff you reserve for civilians?’
‘It’s the same stuff’, she said, a corner of her mouth twitching. ‘Just depends on how much you pour’. She pushed the mug toward me. ‘Go on. You look like you could use some tactical-grade caffeine’.
I took a cautious sip. It was thick, bitter, and hot enough to melt lead. It was perfect. ‘So’, I said, setting the mug down. ‘The royal summons. What’s our play?’
Sandy leaned back in her chair, the leather groaning in protest. ‘We walk in there, we listen, and we say as little as possible. We let her lead the conversation. She’s the one who called the meeting. Let’s see what cards she wants to show’.
‘She’s not going to show any cards’, I countered, feeling the coffee jolt through my system. ‘She’s going to talk in circles about civic pride and the importance of our town’s heritage while subtly threatening to have me audited by the IRS if I don’t drop this. We both know how she operates’.
‘And we both know what we’re holding’, Sandy said, her voice dropping to a low, serious register. She didn’t have to say it. The secret. The original sin of Harmony Creek’s founding, locked away in her evidence safe. It was the ultimate trump card, a piece of information so powerful it gave us a strange, terrifying form of leverage over the most powerful person in town. ‘She can’t make any overt moves against you, Roxie. Not without risking us making an overt move of our own. This is a cold war, and we’re all sitting on our own nukes’.
‘That’s a comforting thought’, I said dryly. ‘A three-way mutually assured destruction pact over a fifty-year-old missing person’s case. What could possibly go wrong?’ My own anxiety was a low hum beneath the surface of the gallows humor. We held power over her, yes, but she held power over everything else. My peace, Sandy’s career, the very stability of the town we both, for different reasons, chose to live in. It was a tangled, ugly knot.
‘Look’, Sandy said, leaning forward and steepling her fingers on her desk. ‘The Mayor’s primary goal is, and always has been, stability. She wants to keep the past buried because she’s terrified of what will happen if it gets out. All of it. After her drive-by the other day, she knows you’re digging again. She doesn’t know what you’re digging for, but she knows the shovel is in your hand. This meeting is her trying to gently, or not-so-gently, take that shovel away from you’.
‘And what do I do when she tries?’
‘You smile’, Sandy said, a grim sort of determination in her eyes. ‘You tell her what a fascinating historical exercise it is. You tell her you’ve always been interested in the seventies. You play the part of the harmless retiree with a new hobby. You give her nothing. Don’t mention Annie’s findings. Don’t mention the scrubbed records. Don’t even hint that you think this is anything more than a sad, old story. Let her think it’s a dead end’.
I took another gulp of the coffee. The heat of it was a welcome distraction. ‘And what are you going to be doing while I’m tap-dancing through a minefield of subtext?’
‘I’m going to be sitting there in my uniform, looking official and saying absolutely nothing’, she said. ‘I’m your backup. My presence reminds her that this isn’t just you on your own. It’s a legitimate cold case, under the purview of the Sheriff’s department. It gives you cover’.
It was a solid plan. It was also completely dependent on my ability to lie to a woman who could probably spot a bluff from a mile away, through lead walls. ‘Alright’, I sighed. ‘I’ll be the harmless old lady. You be the strong, silent arm of the law. And she can be the benevolent dictator. It’ll be like a really terrible community theater production’.
‘Break a leg’, Sandy said, glancing at her watch. ‘It’s almost showtime’.
We walked the two blocks to Town Hall in a tense silence. The sun was bright, the air was crisp, and the good people of Harmony Creek were going about their morning, completely oblivious to the high-stakes poker game that was about to take place in the heart of their government. It was a strange, dislocating feeling, to know the secret architecture of the town while everyone else was just admiring the facade.
The Mayor’s office was on the top floor of Town Hall, a corner suite with a commanding view of the town square. Everything about it was designed to project an aura of calm, tasteful power. The walls were lined with books on civic planning and local history—the official, sanitized versions, I was sure. The furniture was dark, polished mahogany, and the air smelled faintly of lemon oil and money. A silver tray with a coffee carafe and three delicate porcelain cups sat on a credenza, a stage prop for the performance of civility that was about to begin.
Mayor Cindy Sterling rose from behind her massive desk as we entered. She was dressed in a tailored navy blue suit, her hair a perfect, immovable helmet of blonde. She looked less like a small-town mayor and more like a CEO about to announce a hostile takeover. The mask of the politician was firmly in place, her smile bright, welcoming, and utterly devoid of warmth.
‘Sheriff. Roxie. Thank you both for coming on such short notice’, she said, her voice the smooth, melodic purr I’d come to associate with carefully worded threats. ‘Please, have a seat. Coffee?’
‘We’re fine, thank you, Mayor’, Sandy said, her voice flat and professional. We sat in the two leather chairs facing the desk, feeling like a pair of errant schoolchildren called to the principal’s office.
The Mayor poured herself a cup, the clink of porcelain on saucer the only sound in the room. She took a slow, deliberate sip, her eyes appraising us over the rim of the cup. ‘I wanted to touch base about the Founder’s Day celebration’, she began, her tone light and conversational. ‘I know it’s some time away, but I believe in proactive planning. It’s the cornerstone of civic stability. We must always be moving forward, building on the strong foundation we have’.
The words hung in the air, each one chosen with surgical precision. Civic stability. Moving forward. Strong foundation. It was a warning shot, disguised as a civics lesson. She was reminding us of the argument she’d made in the Boneyard, the argument that the town’s peace was built on a lie we all now shared. She was setting the terms of the negotiation before the negotiation had even begun.
I kept my face placid, my hands resting calmly in my lap, channeling my inner harmless retiree. I gave a polite, noncommittal nod. Sandy sat as still as a statue beside me, her uniformed presence a silent challenge to the Mayor’s authority.
Mayor Sterling set her cup down, the sound sharp in the quiet room. She folded her hands on the polished surface of her desk, her smile tightening ever so slightly. The pleasantries were over. ‘Speaking of our town’s foundation’, she said, her gaze shifting to fix directly on me. ‘I understand you’ve taken up a new hobby, Roxie. Delving into some of our more… obscure local histories’.
The question was a dart, thrown with a casual flick of the wrist. It was condescending, dismissive, and incredibly pointed. My new hobby. As if I were taking up macramé.
I summoned the most benign smile I could manage. ‘I’ve always been interested in the town’s past’, I said, my voice light. ‘Retirement gives you the time to fall down these little rabbit holes. It’s fascinating stuff. You wouldn’t believe some of the stories you uncover’.
‘Oh, I’m sure’, she said, her eyes narrowing. The smile was gone now, replaced by a look of cool, appraising intensity. ‘But one must be careful with old stories. History is a complex thing. It’s not always as simple as it appears. Some stories, no matter how fascinating, are best left as footnotes’.
There it was. The velvet glove was off, and the iron fist was on the table. Footnotes. The word was an order. Thomas Tanner’s life, his disappearance, was to be a footnote. My investigation was to be a footnote. I was to be a footnote.
‘A footnote?’ I asked, allowing a note of gentle confusion to enter my voice. ‘I’m not sure I follow. I was just looking into the disappearance of a local boy from the seventies. A sad story, but hardly a threat to civic stability, wouldn’t you say?’
The Mayor’s gaze was like ice. ‘Every loose thread, Roxie, has the potential to unravel the entire tapestry. We worked very hard, the three of us, to prevent an earthquake that would have leveled this town. I would hate to see someone’s idle curiosity trigger another one, all for the sake of digging up a story that has been settled for fifty years’.
The threat was no longer veiled. It was laid bare on the polished desk between us. Stop. She wasn’t just warning me off the Tanner case. She was linking it directly to the land fraud, to the foundational secret. She was telling me that I had no idea what I was messing with, and that if I kept pulling at this thread, the entire rotten structure we had all agreed to leave standing would come crashing down on all of our heads.
My heart was pounding, a hard, steady rhythm against my ribs. This was no longer about a cold case. The Mayor had just confirmed it. This was about something current. Something she was actively protecting. My journalistic instincts were screaming. The harmless hobby had just become the most important story in town.
I held her gaze for a long moment, the air in the room crackling with unspoken tension. Sandy hadn’t moved a muscle, but I could feel the coiled energy coming off her. We were in a standoff, the three keepers of the secret, each of us testing the boundaries of our fragile, toxic truce.
Finally, I broke the silence, my voice still light, still playing the part. ‘Well, you’ve certainly given me something to think about, Mayor. Perhaps you’re right. It’s probably just a dead end anyway’. I gave a small, self-deprecating shrug. ‘Just an old woman trying to keep her mind busy’.
A flicker of relief, or perhaps triumph, passed through the Mayor’s eyes. She believed she had won. She had reasserted her dominance. She leaned back in her chair, the mask of the gracious host slipping back into place. ‘Exactly. And we have so many more productive things to focus on. Now, about those fireworks for the Founder’s Day picnic…’
She had dismissed me. The danger, in her mind, was contained. But as she launched into a monologue about pyrotechnics and public safety, I wasn’t listening. I was thinking about Annie’s discovery. The scrubbed records. The systematic erasure of a teenage boy. And now, the Mayor’s barely concealed panic. This wasn’t a footnote. It was a headline. And she had just dared me to write it.
After another ten minutes of excruciatingly pointless talk about catering bids and security perimeters, the Mayor dismissed us with another one of her bloodless smiles
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