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ABOUT THE BOOK


Financial intrigue, juicy personal secrets, and a missing diner? The Closed Case Club is diving in headfirst, and trust me, we've got our hands full with this one!

In the quaint town of Mapleview, Connecticut, my café is the go-to spot for escaping the chilly November air and catching up on all the latest gossip. But just as I'm enjoying a peaceful morning, Carla Sands bursts in with some jaw-dropping news: our beloved local diner and its owner, Emory Draper, have vanished into thin air.

Oh, no, honey, not on my watch! I gather the Closed Case Club, featuring retired detective Jasper Quinn and the rest of our sharp-as-a-tack crew, and we're ready to crack this case wide open. From suspicious bank transactions to shady threatening notes, we dive headfirst into a tangled web of financial drama and personal secrets. We're on a mission to solve this mystery and bring Emory back, and trust me, we won’t stop until we do!
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The doors of my café swung open, signaling the morning rush had begun. The delightful chaos of the breakfast crowd was a welcome scene. It reminded me of why I loved this place so much as each person brought a unique energy to our little corner of Mapleview.

"Morning, Mrs. Carlyle! How's that grandson of yours?" I poured her usual black coffee as she beamed up at me, her eyes crinkling with pride.

She was at one of the coveted window seats. “Growing like a weed, Molly. And smarter than his old granddad, that’s for sure.” She chuckled, her voice warm with affection.

“Glad to hear it. Enjoy your coffee.”

I moved behind the counter to chat with some customers since the familiar routine brought a sense of comfort and purpose. I inhaled the aroma of fresh coffee that mingled with the scent of pastries straight from the oven, creating an inviting atmosphere that seemed to embrace everyone who walked through the door.

Hanna Dalton, my veteran server, weaved through the tables with her usual efficiency, her movements graceful and precise. She balanced trays laden with plates of pancakes and eggs without breaking stride, a testament to her years of experience.

"Table five needs more syrup," she called over her shoulder, her voice cutting through the din of the café. “Can you grab it for me? I’m swamped.”

"Got it.” I picked up a bottle and delivered it. After a year of owning the café, I was getting pretty good at dodging customers and chairs, almost as well as Hanna—but not quite.

My mom, Patty Ray, was sitting near the window, the soft morning light illuminating her silver-streaked chestnut hair. Mom had been up since dawn baking and was now taking a well-deserved break.

Her knitting needles clicked rhythmically as she chatted with Mr. Eastlake about his garden and life in general. Their voices were a smidge above the gentle hum of conversation that filled the room since Mr. Eastlake was rather hard of hearing.

"You know, Quentin's been doing a great job in the kitchen," Mom said loud enough for everyone nearby to hear. "I think he's going to fit right in." I loved how her voice was tinged with pride.

"Did you say Quentin's been fishing in the kitchen?" he asked, cupping his ear with a puzzled look. "I didn't know you were serving seafood now!"

My mom chuckled and patted his hand.

The pass-through between the café and kitchen gave me an easy view of Quentin, who was busy at the grill, flipping pancakes and frying bacon like he'd been born to do it. He glanced up briefly and flashed me a quick smile before returning to his work. The warmth of his gaze lingered even as he focused on the task at hand.

Jasper Quinn, one of my Closed Case Club star members, came in, strolled up to the counter, and settled onto one of the stools. He was one of those men whose presence always commanded attention without demanding it. Streaks of gray were beginning to form around his face that was etched with wisdom from his years of experience as a big-city detective.

"Morning, Jasper," I greeted while wiping down the counter in front of him. This routine was a comforting respite in the midst of the morning rush. "How are your

students treating you?"

Last year, he'd retired from the Boston Police Department after serving twenty-five years. He'd moved to Mapleview to teach criminal justice at the community college.

He chuckled softly as he adjusted his glasses. "It has its challenges, but I enjoy it. This semester’s crop is a good one. Thankfully, I'm only teaching two classes a week, so I have some time to myself. Not sure I could handle much more. The energy of the young can be quite taxing," he added with a wry smile.

"I bet they love your stories." I poured him his usual cup of joe—strong and black—and leaned against the counter for a brief moment, savoring the chance to catch up with him. He had been the first member of the Closed Case Club—a group I helped form to solve the case of the stolen time capsule.

"They seem interested," Jasper admitted. "Had one ask me yesterday if I'd solved any murders." He cocked an eyebrow.

I was intrigued to learn the answer. "And what did you tell them?" He'd probably solved hundreds over the years.

"The truth." He sipped his coffee, his expression inscrutable.

The clinking of cups and the ambient chatter filled any gaps in conversation as I moved back into action mode, ensuring everyone had what they needed without delay or fuss. The rhythm of the morning settled into a comfortable groove. It was just another day at Molly's café that I wouldn't trade for the world.

I should mention that I'm Molly Ray, the owner of Molly's Café in Mapleview, Connecticut. It’s a small town, but one in which people look out for each other. I used to work as a lawyer in New York City until my dad passed last year. Since Mom needed help running the place, I quit my hectic job and moved back home. Without a doubt, it was the best choice I could have made.

The café continued to hum until another member of our club, Carla Sands, rushed in, that is. Her face was pale, and she was holding her handbag with a death grip. Carla was always the picture of composure, a steady presence behind the library desk, so seeing her like this sent my spidey senses through the roof.

"Carla? What's wrong?" I set down the coffee pot and hurried over to her. I guided her to a nearby chair, worried she might collapse if left standing much longer.

Her voice wavered as she spoke. "Emory... The Diner... It's gone. He's gone. Vanished without a trace." She looked up at me with wide, fearful eyes, as if hoping I would tell her it was all a misunderstanding.

A silence fell over the café. It was as if someone had hit pause on a bustling scene. Cups halted in midair, conversations stopped abruptly, and all eyes turned to Carla. The gravity of her words hung in the air, thick and unsettling.

Jasper jumped off the stool and made his way over to us. “Did I hear you right? The Diner is gone?”

“Uh-huh. It just vanished.”

“What do you mean by vanished exactly?” Jasper's voice cut through the quiet, his tone serious.

“Emory is missing." Carla clutched her bag tighter. "And so is The Diner. I went by this morning to bring him some muffins I’d baked last night, but there was nothing there. Only an empty lot where The Diner used to be. No sign of Emory or anyone else."

I exchanged a glance with Jasper, trying to decide which step to take next. As a former lawyer, I understood that every minute counted when it came to finding Emory.

"Okay, let's stay calm." I tried to project a sense of reassurance despite the unease that was churning in my stomach.  

I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. The news of Emory's disappearance and the missing diner had shaken me, but I needed to stay focused. There was work to be done.

"Hanna, Tessa,” I called out, my voice carrying across the café. "Can you two handle things here while Jasper, Carla, and I check something out?”

Hanna, ever the reliable one, gave me a firm nod. "Don't you worry about a thing, Molly. We've got this under control." She turned to Tessa. “How about you take care of the counter, and I'll handle the rest?”

"You got it." Tessa’s youthful energy shone through.

I so appreciated the incredible team I had.

Turning to the customers, many of whom were now whispering amongst themselves, I raised my voice slightly. "Folks, I know this news is unsettling, but I assure you, we're going to get to the bottom of it. In the meantime, please enjoy your meals and know that you're in good hands with Hanna and Tessa."

The murmurs died down and were replaced with nods of understanding and even a few smiles. It never ceased to amaze me how resilient this community was.

Jasper rested his hand on my shoulder. "Molly, we should get going. The sooner we start, the better."

"You're right. Carla, are you okay to come with us?"

She stood. Her hands might be shaking slightly, but her eyes held that determined look I recognized all too well. "Of course. I want to help in any way I can."

I grabbed my coat from the rack near the door. As we stepped out of the café, the crisp morning air hit my face. It was a stark contrast to the cozy warmth inside. Thankfully, the sun was finally peeking through the clouds and cast a soft glow over the quiet streets of Mapleview.

"Lead the way, Carla.” I fell into step beside her. I knew where The Diner was, but Carla seemed to need the control. Jasper followed close behind, his presence a reassuring constant.

As we walked, I tried to figure out how a diner could disappear. It wasn’t on wheels, but rather it was a metal building atop a cement slab. It wasn’t meant to be moved.

And where was Emory in all of this? If there were answers, I was determined to find them.

We reached the place where The Diner used to sit, and it was indeed gone. There was no sign of anyone—no Emory, no employee, and no sheriff. The biting chill that hinted winter had arrived whipped around us as we stood staring at the empty plot. I pulled my coat tighter around me, glancing at Jasper, who methodically scanned the area. Poor Carla. She looked like she was on the verge of tears.

"How could this have happened?" Carla's voice caught, her confusion clear. She hugged her handbag to her chest as if it might explain this surreal moment in time.

I took a deep breath, surveying the scene too. The bare earth stretched out before us, stark and unsettling in its emptiness. Tire tracks marred the ground, cutting deep into the dirt next to where The Diner once stood. All that was left was a concrete slab and debris that dotted the landscape like scattered clues in a puzzle waiting to be solved.

"Let's see if anyone nearby saw anything.” I nodded toward the neighboring stores.

We walked next door to a small hardware store run by Mr. Wilkins. He looked up from behind his counter as we entered.

"Morning, Molly," he greeted me with a warm smile that quickly turned to concern when he noticed Carla's distressed state. "What's going on?"

"Morning, Mr. Wilkins," I said. "We're trying to figure out what happened to Emory's diner. It upped and disappeared overnight." I’d seen The Diner yesterday.

His eyes widened in surprise. “It’s not there?” I shook my head. How could he not have noticed? “Well, that's something you don't hear every day. I don’t know how I missed noticing that.”

Neither did I. “Did you see or hear anything unusual last night?" Jasper asked from behind me.

Mr. Wilkins scratched his chin but eventually shook his head again. "I'm afraid not. Closed up shop around eight and went straight home."

“Thanks.” That was a bust.

We moved down Main Street and spoke with more shop owners—each encounter yielding similar results: polite concern but no useful information.

Back at the plot where Emory's diner once stood proud, we observed the area more closely this time. The emptiness now felt even more pronounced the second time.

"It's like it was lifted right off its foundation," Jasper said as he crouched down near one of the tire tracks.

Carla tugged her coat tighter and then tucked her hands under her armpits. We stared blankly at what remained of Emory’s dream.

"I can't believe no one saw or heard anything," she whispered through chattering teeth.

"We'll figure it out," I assured her, praying my words would instill some sense of hope amidst all this uncertainty.

“We should head back," Jasper said. "We need to speak with Sheriff Jay."

Unless Carla’s work schedule had recently changed, she didn't have to be at work at the library until noon. Talking with the sheriff might upset her though, considering her current state of mind.

“How about we drop Carla off at the café and then chat with Bill Jay?" I turned to Carla. “Is that okay with you? We shouldn't be long. When we return, we'll tell you what he said."

"Okay." She clasped my hands. Mine were chilly, but hers were half frozen. "Thank you."

"Hey, we Closed Case Clubbers have to stay together." I tried to lighten the mood, but Carla didn't even break a smile. Why she was overly distraught, I didn't know, but I planned to find out.

“Ready to see what Sheriff Jay has to say?” Jasper asked.

“You bet, but I’m not holding my breath he’ll know much.”


CHAPTER 2
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Entering the sheriff's office, I noticed the stale smell of old coffee that seemed to permeate every corner. Trying to mask my unease, I forced a smile at the receptionist, Cassandra. "We'd like to speak with the sheriff about a crime."

She barely glanced up from her computer screen, her fingers typing something rapidly. I assumed she was letting Sheriff Jay know he had visitors. After a moment, she waved us toward his door with a dismissive gesture. "The sheriff will see you now."

"Thank you." My tone was polite but tense, reflecting the gravity of the situation.

When we stepped into his office, Sheriff Jay's face hardened when he saw us. His expression could best be described as a mix of annoyance and resignation.

When he motioned to the chairs in front of his desk without saying a word, his silence spoke volumes. The worn, hard wooden chairs and his cluttered desk gave the place a dated, almost neglected feel. A small flag stood proudly on the sheriff's desk, a stark contrast to the wrinkled uniform Sheriff Bill Jay wore as he sat behind it. His posture was slouched and uninviting. Oh, how I wished we had a new sheriff.

"What brings you two here? Wait. Don't tell me you have another mystery to solve?" His gruff voice held an edge of irritation as if our presence alone was an inconvenience to him.

As I settled onto the chair, the wobbly wooden legs creaked under my weight. "Yes, unfortunately we do. We wanted to talk to you about Emory Draper." My voice remained steady despite the knots in my stomach. “Less than an hour ago, we learned that his diner is no longer on the building pad. Not only that, Emory is nowhere to be found.”

Sheriff Jay frowned deeply. "I heard about that too. What did you find out so far?" He leaned forward in his chair.

I couldn't tell if he was genuinely interested in our opinion, or if he was hoping my team and I would solve the case for him.

I chose my words carefully, aware of Jasper's silent support beside me. "The Diner is gone, Sheriff. Vanished into thin air. We talked to a few neighboring businesses, but they didn't know much, which is odd considering how close-knit this community is."

"That's unusual, don't you think, Sheriff?” Jasper asked. “Someone must have seen something, but so far we've come up with nothing. It's as if The Diner and Emory disappeared without a trace." Always observant, Jasper's gaze scanned the room even as he spoke.

The sheriff sighed heavily. I suspected his ego was wounded by our involvement in yet another town mystery. It was as if our presence undermined his authority and competence somehow.

“You aren’t the type to believe that aliens abducted Emory and his diner, are you?” He cocked one eyebrow.

“Hardly. There were tire tracks in the dirt next to the slab, implying humans,” I said.

“Good.” Sheriff Jay rubbed his temples as if we were giving him a headache rather than potential leads. "I know you all fancy yourselves to be detectives, but this is my jurisdiction." He settled back in his chair with an air of finality. "I'll check out the site personally and handle the investigation from here on out." His tone left no room for argument.

I thought it odd for him to say we were amateur detectives when at least one of us was a bonafide police detective from Boston.

"I understand." No, I didn't. Not really. I seriously doubted he'd be able to solve it without our help, though he had solved quite a few crimes before our last case—or rather our first case. From his standpoint, however, we were an unlikely team of amateur sleuths—save for Jasper.

“You sure? Cause the last time you meddled, you amateurs made things worse." His words sounded defensive like his ego had been bruised by our previous success.

Sheesh. We didn't mean to step on any toes, but it seemed we had. And for the record, we didn’t make anything worse. We solved the crime. Though we might have forgotten to tell the sheriff that we found the thief.

Jasper shot me a resigned look as we stood to leave, mirroring my frustration perfectly.

“I get it," I replied calmly despite my thinning patience with this man who was supposed to protect our town effectively yet always seemed to be one step behind us instead of ahead. Emory Draper's sudden disappearance struck a chord within everyone who knew him personally. It left a void that couldn't be filled with empty promises and half-hearted assurances. "We thought you should know what we found, in case it helps with your investigation. That’s all."

"I'll handle it," Sheriff Jay grumbled dismissively while shuffling some papers around aimlessly. He seemed to be trying to appear busy although he achieved little more than creating more of a mess atop the existing clutter. "Just stay outta my way, and I'll get the job done."

Sure, he would. We left without another word, saying a quick goodbye to Cassandra on our way out. Jasper broke the silence once the doors closed firmly behind us, hopefully leaving the negative vibes trapped inside where they belonged. "He's never gonna take us seriously, I'm afraid," he said.

"No, I don't think he will, which means we need to investigate this ourselves. I’m sure you could tell how upset Carla was when she saw what happened.” I quickened my pace as we headed back to my café. I was determined to uncover the truth behind Emory's disappearance and the missing diner.

When we stepped back into the café’s warmth, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee enveloped me once more. It was a stark contrast to the unsettling news we'd received from Sheriff Jay. Carla was still at the corner table, her hands clasped tightly around a mug of tea that had probably long since gone cold.

I stepped behind the counter to fix her a fresh drink. I also added an amazing-smelling cinnamon roll that Mom baked this morning. I then poured two cups of coffee, one for me and one for Jasper.

As I headed over to where Carla sat, I motioned for Jasper to join me. I approached her and pulled out a chair to sit beside her. Jasper did the same.

"Carla, I made you a fresh cup of chamomile tea. It might help calm your nerves." I set the steaming mug in front of her, watching as she slowly released her grip on the cold one. "Try the cinnamon roll too. Mom made them this morning.

"Thank you, Molly." Her voice was barely above a whisper as her gaze fixated on the swirling steam rising from the cup.

Jasper’s expression remained serious yet compassionate. "Carla, we spoke with the sheriff, but he didn't have much information to share. Is there anything you can tell us that might help? Anything at all? Considering how upset you were, I figured you might know Emory better than any of us."

Carla reached for the fresh tea. She took a small sip, letting the warmth seep into her before speaking. “I’m so worried about Emory. When I saw The Diner was gone, I immediately called him, but he didn't answer. That's not like him at all."

I exchanged a glance with Jasper, sensing there was more to the story. "Carla.” I gently placed a hand on her arm. “How well do you know Emory?"

She hesitated, her eyes darting between Jasper and me. I could see the internal struggle playing out on her face. Finally, she took a deep breath. "Emory and I... we've been dating for a few months now, but he asked me not to tell anyone."

I was happy that she’d found someone. Working in a library all day could be lonely, and at sixty, the dating pool in this town was limited. Who was I kidding? There weren’t many eligible men in the thirty-five-year-old range either—not that I was looking.

Jasper ran a finger along the edge of his cup. "Why did he want to keep it a secret?"

Carla's grip tightened on her mug, her knuckles almost turning white. "He said he was worried about my safety. I didn't know what he meant by that, but I assumed it had something to do with his financial troubles. I never pushed him for more information."

A pang of sympathy for Carla surfaced. It was clear she cared deeply for Emory, and the uncertainty of his disappearance was taking a toll on her. "Carla, I promise we'll do everything we can to find Emory and figure out what happened to The Diner. You're not alone in this."

She managed a weak smile, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I know, and for that I am grateful. I want him to be okay, wherever he is."

Jasper and I shared a determined look. This new information added another layer to the mystery.

"I'll contact Benny," Jasper said. "I wouldn't be surprised if he's gathering facts to write an article as we speak."

“I bet you’re right,” I said.

Jasper pulled out his phone to call him.

"Hey, Benny. It's Jasper. Did you hear that Emory Draper's diner disappeared?" His concern was evident. "Emory is in the wind too."

I tried to hear Benny's side of the conversation but couldn’t. There was a pause as Benny responded. "Carla and I are at Molly's café right now. Think you could swing by when you're done asking around?" Another pause, and Jasper nodded, even though Benny couldn't see him. "Great, see you soon."

He hung up and turned to Carla and me. "Benny will stop by shortly. He said he's been at the site taking pictures and gathering information."

Carla's hands were still wrapped around her mug. I placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, offering a reassuring squeeze.

While we waited, I fixed a hot coffee and a roll for Benny for his imminent arrival. If he had been outside for any length of time, he'd appreciate something warm to drink.

True to his word, it wasn't long before the café door swung open and Benny rushed in, his notebook tucked under his arm and a determined glint in his eye.

"Hey, guys," he greeted us as he joined our little group.

"What did you find out?" I slid a fresh cup of coffee his way.

"Thanks. I need this." Benny took several sips, set down his mug, and then flipped open his notebook. “Sadly, I didn’t learn much. The neighbors didn't see or hear anything unusual last night. It was like a magician waved a magic wand, and The Diner disappeared into thin air."

Carla's shoulders slumped, and I could see the disappointment etched on her face.

Benny sipped his drink again. “I noticed some tire tracks near where The Diner used to be. Looks like they belong to a large vehicle, like a truck of some sort."

“We saw them too. I’m guessing that’s how The Diner was moved." Jasper said.

"But why would someone want to steal a whole diner?" I asked.

Benny shrugged, taking another long sip of his coffee. "That's the million-dollar question. I'll keep digging to see if I can find any leads."

I told him that Carla and Emory were dating.

“I see. Then I’ll have to work extra fast,” Benny told her.

“Thank you, Benny. Did you see any sign that Emory had been there?” Carla finally spoke up.

His expression softened as he met Carla's gaze. "I'm sorry, Carla. No one seems to know where he is, but don’t you worry, we’ll find him."

I drank my coffee, the hot brew helping to clear my thoughts. “We should check his house. Not answering his phone doesn't mean he isn't in town."

Carla’s face brightened. “That’s a good idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. And if he's not there, maybe he left a clue as to his whereabouts.”

"Let me tell Hanna and Tessa that I'll be gone for a while.” I pushed back my chair and spoke with my staff.

"Go ahead. We've got it covered," Hanna said.

Fingers crossed that Emory was home and could shed some light on this dilemma.
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Ashort while later, we pulled up to Emory’s small, weathered cottage. The peeling blue paint and overgrown yard sent a chill down my spine. Carla unbuckled her seatbelt beside me and looked as worried as I felt.

"Is this how his place usually looks?" I wanted to get a sense of what we were walking into.

"Yes, why?" I was surprised she didn’t understand my concern.

I hadn’t eaten at his diner since coming home last year, but considering his poor living conditions, his business probably was struggling financially. And yes, she’d mentioned he might be having money problems.

"I needed a baseline.” I didn’t want to voice my suspicions yet.

"Oh." Carla pulled out her phone and called Emory again. She waited a beat and then sighed. “Emory is still not answering." Her eyes were wide with fear. "What if he's ill? Or hurt? I can't bear the thought of something happening to him."

Jasper, ever the reassuring presence, spoke up. "Let's not jump to conclusions, Carla. Maybe he left a window unlocked. If so, I can crawl in and check it out."

"Thank you, but that won't be necessary. I know where he keeps his spare key.” Carla led us to the front door, reached under a potted plant, and retrieved a key. "He told me where the spare was in case I needed to use it in an emergency. I didn't know why he told me that at the time, but now I'm glad he did." Her hands shook so badly it took her a few tries to get the key in the lock.

As we stepped inside, my heart sank even further. The living room was in complete disarray, with cushions strewn about and drawers hanging open, their contents on the floor.

"Oh my god," Carla gasped, her hand flying to her mouth as she took in the chaos. "Who could have done this to Emory's home?"

Jasper moved through the room searching for clues. He checked the windows, no doubt looking for any signs of forced entry. "No signs of a break-in," he observed. "Whoever did this either had a key or was let in by Emory himself."

I didn’t mention that anyone could have looked under the pot for the key and then replaced it when they left. We checked the rest of the rooms, calling out Emory's name, but there was no response. With each passing moment, the knot of fear in my stomach grew tighter.

Surprisingly, his computer was on the table in plain sight. I turned to Carla as an idea formed. “Do you think Emory would mind if we asked Eliza to take a look at his computer for some clues? Maybe she can find out where he might have gone or who might have taken him." Eliza Hargrove, a member of the Gen Z population, was the Club’s techie.

Carla hesitated, her loyalty to Emory warring with her desire to find him. "I don't know, Molly. Going through his personal things... it feels like such an invasion of his privacy. I think we should wait a couple of days, in case he turns up on his own."

I understood her reluctance. The Emory I remembered kept to himself and wouldn’t appreciate us snooping. "Of course. We'll respect his privacy. But if we don't hear from him soon, we may need to consider all of our options."

Jasper emerged from the bedroom, his shoulders tense. "No signs of a struggle or blood," he reported, his voice low and serious. "But his closet is a mess, like someone was looking for something specific, tossing aside anything that wasn't what they were after."

Carla's eyes widened. "Wait, where's his car? If someone took him, wouldn't it still be here in the driveway?"

We all exchanged glances, the significance of her question sinking in. If Emory's car was missing, it could mean he left on his own accord. It was also possible his abductor had driven Emory somewhere. A third option was he was approached somewhere else, and we’d find his car abandoned.

"I'll check out back," Benny volunteered. He headed for the door.

As we waited for him to return, I placed a comforting arm around Carla's shoulders, feeling the tension in her body. "We'll figure this out," I assured her, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "Emory's tough, and he's got all of us looking for him. We won't rest until we find him and bring him home safely."

She managed a weak smile, but there was uncertainty in her eyes. The mystery of Emory's disappearance was deepening by the minute.

Benny returned to say there wasn’t a car in the barn or parked out back.

“We should return to town,” I told them. The last thing we needed was for the person who trashed Emory’s place to return.

The drive back to the café was quiet as each of us seemed to be lost in thought. I was grateful for the silence, as it gave me a chance to process what we'd learned.

As soon as we walked through the café door, I busied myself making drinks for everyone, the routine helping to settle my nerves.

“Here you are.” I set the steaming mugs on the table and took a seat. "We need to come up with a plan. Emory's disappearance and the missing diner seem to be connected somehow." Way to state the obvious, Molly.

Jasper’s eyes remained focused. "Agreed. The sheriff's office isn't going to be of much help, so it's up to us to find out what happened to Emory."

Thank goodness no one mentioned the unthinkable—that Emory was dead.

Benny’s pen was poised over his notepad. "I think we should start by interviewing some of Emory’s acquaintances to see if he ever mentioned anything about leaving town or being threatened."

"He didn't say anything to me, but maybe he didn't want me to worry." Carla’s shoulders slumped. "I know a lot of the older residents, the ones who have been here for decades. They might remember something from the past that could be relevant."

I smiled at her, grateful for her insight. "That would be helpful, Carla. Your knowledge of the town's history could be crucial in solving this mystery."

As we discussed our plan of action, the energy in the room seemed to shift, and the sense of urgency grew with each passing moment. Carla's confession about her relationship with Emory had raised the stakes, and we all knew that time was of the essence.

"Okay, let's divide and conquer." My thoughts were already sprinting to the tasks ahead. "Benny, you start with the interviews. Talk to anyone who might have been in the area around the time The Diner disappeared or knew Emory well. Jasper, if this is bigger than we realize, can you reach out to your contacts at the police department in Boston to see if they have any information that might be useful?"

Boston was a few hours away, but I had no idea what we might be dealing with. Was Emory dealing drugs? Engaged in child trafficking? Was he being blackmailed? Those thoughts shouldn't be entering my mind, but after the terrible things I'd seen in the New York court system, they were hard to erase.

"I'm on it. I'll check in with some of my old sources to see if they've heard anything on the grapevine."

I turned to Carla. "And Carla, if you're up for it, I think we should go through Emory's personal effects in a day or two. There might be something there to give us a clue as to where he might have gone or who might have taken him.”

Carla hesitated for a moment, then squared her shoulders, a determined look in her eye. "You're right. It's not an invasion of privacy if it helps us find him. I'll do whatever it takes to bring him home safely."

“Super, and can you give me the names of his wait staff, assuming you know? I’d like to speak with them.”

“Sure.”

As we finalized our plans, the knowledge that Emory's fate rested in our hands was a huge responsibility.
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It was almost time to close when my phone buzzed. I slipped my cell out of my pocket. It was a text from Carla. She provided the names of two of Emory's employees from The Diner —Tiffany Eldridge and Robert Billows—though I didn’t know why it took her so long to answer. My guess was that she didn’t know their last names and had to do some research.

According to Carla, while Emory did most of the cooking, he’d recently hired a part-time cook, but she didn't know his name or anything about him. If Emory’s business was failing, why would he need more help? Something didn’t track.

I wanted to rush out and find out what they knew about Emory's disappearance, but I had no idea where they lived. That meant it was time to call Eliza—the Club's tech guru to the rescue.

I scrolled through my contacts and tapped on her name. She picked up on the second ring. "Hey Molly, I was wondering when you'd call. Figured you might need my skills for this one." She had a hint of amusement in her voice.

I couldn't help but smile. "You know me too well. Has Benny filled you in on the case?" The two of them seemed quite chummy.

"He has. What do you need?"

"I've got the names of two of Emory's employees—Tiffany Eldridge and Robert Billows. Any chance you can work your magic and find their numbers or addresses?"

"Consider it done. I'll text you back as soon as I have something."

True to her word, my phone pinged with a message from Eliza fifteen minutes later. I read the information she'd sent over and immediately formulated my questions for both of them.

I grabbed my jacket and keys, calling out to Hanna as I headed for the door. "I need to run an errand. Can you ask Mom to lock up if I'm not back by closing?"

Hanna waved me off with a grin. "I've got this. Go do your detective thing."

As I stepped outside into the cold evening air, I hoped that Tiffany and Robert held the key to unraveling the mystery of Emory's disappearance. I plugged the address Eliza had provided for Tiffany into my GPS.

As I navigated the quiet streets of Mapleview, my thoughts wandered to Emory and his missing diner. What could have happened to make them both disappear without a trace? This might be one of the strangest events to have happened in our small town.

Ten minutes later, I parked in front of a tidy house with a well-manicured lawn. Taking a deep breath, I walked up the path and knocked on the front door. After a moment, it swung open to reveal a young woman with long, dark hair and a guarded expression.

"Tiffany Eldridge?" I asked, offering her a friendly smile.

Her eyes narrowed. "Who's asking?"

Cautious. I wondered why.

“My name is Molly Ray. I'm a friend of Emory Draper's, and I was hoping I could ask you a few questions about him and The Diner."

Tiffany hesitated for a moment, then stepped aside to let me in. "I suppose I can spare a few minutes. What do you want to know?"

I thought it odd that she didn't ask me what happened. In fact, Tiffany didn't seem all that broken up about not having a job or a paycheck.


CHAPTER 4
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As soon as I entered Tiffany's living room, she plopped down on the couch, crossed her legs, and looked at me expectantly.

"So, what's this about Emory and The Diner?" Her tone bordered on boredom.

I took a seat across from her and looked her straight in the eye, hoping to engage with her. "The Diner is gone, Tiffany. It disappeared, and so has Emory. I was hoping you might have some insight into what happened."

She shrugged and then picked at a loose thread on her jeans. "I went to work this morning, and The Diner was…as you said, not there. I figured Emory got tired of losing money and gave up. Maybe he moved The Diner to another town or something."

I raised an eyebrow, considering her words. It was an angle I hadn't thought of, but it didn't quite add up. "I don't think that's likely, considering he's been dating someone. Did he say anything to you about leaving town?"

Tiffany shook her head, and a lock of her dark hair dropped over one eye. She didn’t bother to move it. "Nope. Not a word."

My frustration was growing, but I tried to keep my voice even. "Did anything unusual happen recently that might have prompted Emory to leave?"

Her eyes drifted to the ceiling as if searching for an answer. "I don't know. I mean, business has been slow, but that's nothing new. Emory seemed fine last time I saw him."

I sighed, realizing that Tiffany's youth and indifference meant she probably wasn't going to be much help. I stood and zipped up my coat. "Well, thanks for your time, Tiffany. If you think of anything else, please let me know." I handed her one of the café’s business cards.

She took it, tossed it carelessly on the table, and then reached for the remote control. "Sure thing."

As I walked to my car, I sensed I was missing something. But what? Tiffany's lack of concern was odd, but maybe she didn't have the same connection to The Diner and Emory the rest of us did.

I checked out the address Eliza had sent for Robert Billows and set a new GPS pin. As I started the engine, I sent up a silent prayer that he would be more forthcoming than Tiffany had been.

It wasn't as if I could give up. For Carla's sake, and for the sake of our little town, I had to keep digging.

As I pulled up to Robert Billows' apartment complex, it appeared to be a stark contrast to Tiffany's place. The building was older. Some of the siding was missing, and the landscaping could use some attention. I climbed the stairs to his second-floor unit and knocked.

A man I assumed was Robert opened the door. "Yes?"

“Robert Billows?”

“Yes.” His face was etched with worry.

I had the right place. I introduced myself, telling him I was here on behalf of his boss' girlfriend who was beside herself with worry about Emory.

"I'm freaked out too. Do you want to come in?"

He stepped aside, allowing me to enter his small, cluttered living room. “Do you know anything about what happened to Emory or The Diner?”

“I wish. I went to work this morning and saw my place of work was gone! I was in shock.”

I took a seat on the worn couch and pushed aside a stack of magazines next to me. "I know, it's a shock to all of us. I was hoping you might have some insight into what happened."

Robert paced the room, his hands fidgeting. “Not really. Emory gave me a job when no one else would. I was worried when I saw The Diner was gone so I called him, but he didn’t answer. I had to do something so I called the sheriff. I hope he can figure it out.”

I doubted it. Now I knew how the sheriff found out before Carla. If so, why hadn’t he done some investigation? Ugh.

I rested my elbows on my knees, trying to appear non-threatening. "Did Emory ever mention closing up shop or moving The Diner?"

Robert shook his head vehemently. "No, never. In fact, he said he'd never sell it either. Some guy came in asking about buying the place, and Emory turned him down flat."

My interest piqued. "Can you describe the person who wanted to buy the place?"

Robert’s eyes narrowed in thought. "He was a polished guy, maybe around forty. Nice suit, clean-shaven, and he smelled good too. Definitely not from around here."

I jotted down the description in my notebook. "Besides you and Tiffany, did anyone else work at The Diner?" I knew the answer, but I wanted to give Robert a chance to help.

"Yeah, some guy named Thad. He started working for Emory maybe a month ago. He cooks a few times a week, but I don't know how to get in touch with him." Robert's shoulders slumped, the weight of the situation taking its toll.

I stood. "Thank you, Robert. This information is really helpful. If you think of anything else, please let me know." I gave him my card. Instead of tossing it, he pocketed it.

His gaze met mine. "I will. I hope Emory's okay."

“You and me both.”

Once I left Robert's apartment, I tried to digest the new information. A mysterious buyer, a newly hired part-time cook, and a missing diner owner. The pieces weren’t coming together as I’d hoped.

When I returned to the café, it was already closed up for the night so I climbed the outside stairs to my apartment. I sat down at my kitchen table and pulled out my phone to open the app Eliza had installed for our last case.

I quickly typed out a message to the team, sharing what I had learned from Robert. The mysterious buyer seemed like a promising lead, and I hoped Eliza might be able to dig up some information on him. As for Thad, the part-time cook, we needed to track him down and see what he knew.

I hit send on the message and then called Eliza.

She answered on the second ring. "Hey Molly, what's up?"

Since she sounded bright and chirpy, I assumed I hadn't disturbed her. I always worried I was taking up too much of the member’s time.

"I was wondering if you could do me a favor. It's about Emory Draper."

"Of course, anything to help. What do you need?"

I pulled out the rubber bands that held my side buns in place, and the relief was wonderful. "Well, we're trying to figure out what kind of financial trouble Emory might be involved in. I was hoping you could dig around and see if you can find any records that might indicate if he owed money to anyone."

Eliza's voice took on a note of excitement. "Ooh, a financial mystery. I love it. I can definitely look into that. Tax records and business filings are all online these days, so that's a good place to start."

I smiled, grateful for her enthusiasm. "That would be amazing, Eliza. Thank you so much."

"No problem at all. I'll get right on it. And hey, if those don't turn up anything, I've got a few other tricks up my sleeve. I could check court records to see if there are any lawsuits, judgments, or liens against him. I might even dig into his personal finances to see if there are any red flags there."

I raised an eyebrow, impressed by her thoroughness. "Wow, you really know your stuff. That all sounds great. Just be careful not to cross any legal lines, okay?"

Eliza laughed. "Don't worry, I know how to stay on the right side of the law. I'll let you know as soon as I find anything."

"Thanks again, Eliza. You're the best." I should have asked her about Thad and the sophisticated mystery man, but learning about Emory’s financial health took precedence.

As I hung up the phone, a glimmer of hope sped through me. If anyone could uncover the truth about Emory's finances, it was Eliza. Her technical abilities and resourcefulness were invaluable to the club’s success.

I glanced at the clock, realizing it was getting late, and I needed to get some sleep if I was going to be of any use in this investigation. After I showered, I climbed into bed, but my mind refused to stop thinking about the case. Sleuthing might be harder than winning a lawsuit.
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The next morning, I rushed downstairs to start my day. I had completed my task of speaking with two of the three employees at Emory’s diner. Now I had to wait on the information the others would gather. I expected Jasper to show up for his coffee and pastry at his usual time, but he didn’t. Either he had to teach class today or he was contacting his detective friends to see if anything like a disappearing diner had happened anywhere else.

Benny, too, was MIA, but I wasn't surprised. It would take a while to contact Emory's friends. I bet Carla gave him a list of people to contact.

As I was getting into the morning routine, the front door opened and a handsome stranger about my age walked into the café. Wow! In a town like Mapleview, I got to know the faces pretty quickly, and this man was definitely not a local. He had that polished, city look about him—an expensive black Camel Hair coat over a blue suit, perfectly styled hair, and an air of confidence that made him stand out.

As he approached the counter, I found myself straightening my apron and running a hand over my hair, suddenly self-conscious. What was wrong with me? I had a mystery to solve, and here I was, getting flustered over a customer.

"Welcome to Molly's Café." I gave him my best smile. "Table for one?"

He returned my smile, and I swear his teeth actually sparkled. "Yes, please. Somewhere quiet, if you don't mind."

I grabbed a menu and led him to a corner table, away from the hustle and bustle of the morning rush. Once he slipped off his coat, he settled into his seat, and I couldn’t help but notice the way his suit jacket stretched across his broad shoulders. Seriously? Get a grip, Molly.

"Can I start you off with something to drink?" I asked, pen poised over my notepad.

"Just a black coffee, thanks.” He made eye contact. Wow. His were a striking blue, the kind that made you feel like he could see right through you.

I jotted down his order though I certainly could remember an order for one black coffee. "Coming right up. Let me know if you need anything else."

As I walked away, I could feel his gaze on my back. It was unnerving, but also a little thrilling. I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I had more important things to focus on than a handsome stranger.

I poured his coffee and took it to his table, setting it down gently. "Here you go. Anything to eat?"

He glanced up from his menu, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled. "What do you recommend?"

I faltered for a moment, caught off guard by his question, though that wasn’t like me. I worked best under pressure. Ask any of my opposing attorneys.

“Oh, um, well, our pancakes are pretty famous around here. Fluffy, golden, and served with real maple syrup."

He closed his menu decisively. "Sold. I'll have a stack of those, please."

Once more I wrote down his order, trying to ignore the way my heart fluttered when his fingers had brushed against mine as he handed me the menu. "Great choice. I'll have that out for you in a jiffy."

As I walked back to the kitchen to put in his order, I sensed there was something more to this man than met the eye. But I had a missing diner owner to find, meaning I couldn't let myself get distracted by a pair of blue eyes and a charming smile.

And no, I didn’t want to entertain the idea that he was the same man who wanted to buy Emory’s diner and who might have had something to do with my friend’s disappearance.

Once I gave Quentin the order, I glanced over at the man's table. I enjoyed watching him sip his coffee as he scrolled through his phone. Who was he, and what was he doing in Mapleview? I made a mental note to ask around to see if anyone had seen him before. In a town this small, someone was bound to know something.

"Who is that?" My mother had snuck up on me and nearly scared me to death.

"Who is who?"

"Don't be silly, Molly." She placed the tray of cookies on the counter. "I saw you stare at the newcomer. Now there is a man you should go out with."

I chuckled. "I might have been a lawyer, but he doesn't know that. I'm sure he's passing through town.”

Mom sighed. "I could look at him all day."

Now she was the one being silly. "Don't you have something to bake?"

"The next batch is in the oven already. Talk to him and find out where he's from."

"Mother!" I wanted to do that, but it wasn't in my nature to make the first move with a guy. "Ten bucks he's married. I mean how could he not be."

"You won't know unless you ask."

My mother was relentless. "If he returns tomorrow, I might strike up a conversation."

"Fine." She winked and headed back to the kitchen.


CHAPTER 5
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Iwas wiping down the mystery man's table when the bell above the door jingled, signaling a new arrival. I glanced up to see my best friend, Jill Monroe, breeze in, her real estate blazer crisp and her heels clicking against the hardwood floor.

"Molly, you won't believe who I saw leaving your café.” Her eyes were wide with excitement.

I made one last swipe across his table and then motioned her over to the counter where no one was sitting. I stepped behind it and tossed the rag under the counter before resting my elbows on the surface. "Let me guess, tall, dark, and handsome in a Camel Hair black coat?"

"Yes!" Jill clasped her perfectly manicured hands together. "So you did notice him! Who is he? I've never seen him around town before."

I shrugged, reaching for a clean coffee mug. "Your guess is as good as mine. He came in, ordered coffee and pancakes, and left. Didn't say much beyond that."

Jill's eyes narrowed, a mischievous glint appearing. "Did you talk to him? Get his name? His number?"

I laughed, shaking my head as I poured her a cup of coffee. "Jill, you know that's not my style. Besides, I've got bigger things to worry about right now."

Her expression sobered, and she leaned in closer. "Right, the missing diner. How's that going? Any leads?"

I sighed. "Not much yet. Carla's beside herself with worry. She and Emory were dating in secret."

Jill's eyebrows shot up. "Carla and Emory? I had no idea."

"Neither did we until yesterday." I slid a pastry plate towards her. "The whole thing is so strange. A diner doesn't up and leave without a lot of help.”

Jill took a sip of her coffee. "You know, as a real estate agent, I hear things. I'll keep my ears open. Maybe I'll pick up some scuttlebutt that might help."

I smiled, grateful for her support. “Though would be amazing. We can use all the help we can get."

Once she polished off her pastry and drained her coffee, she slid off the stool with a determined air. "I'll let you know if I hear anything. And Molly?"

"Yeah?"

She grinned, pointing a finger at me. "If that mystery man shows up again, you better chat him up. Promise?"

I rolled my eyes and couldn't help the smile tugging at my lips. "Fine, I promise. Now get out of here before I put you to work."

Jill laughed and then blew me a kiss as she headed for the door. "Love you too, bestie. Keep me posted on the case!"

As the door swung shut behind her, I felt a little lighter. With friends like Jill and the Case Closed Club on my side, we'd get to the bottom of this mystery. And who knows? Maybe I'd even find out who the handsome stranger was.

I didn’t have time to dwell on that for long, however, because no sooner had Jill left when the bell above the door chimed again. I glanced up from the counter, expecting to see another regular, but instead, I was greeted by the sight of Dr. Tony Brewer marching toward me with a hurt look.

"Molly," he said, sliding onto the stool Jill had just vacated, "why didn't anyone call me about the case?"

“I sent the information via our app.” His name was included on the list since he was a member of our club. “We only found out about it yesterday, and without any solid leads, I didn't want to call and disturb you."

He raised an eyebrow. "Disturb me? Molly, you know I'm always ready to help. I thought I was part of the team." He pulled out his phone and winced. “Oh. I guess I forgot to check it since I didn’t think we had a case.” He tapped his chest. “That’s on me. So when's the next meeting? I might be able to provide some insight."

I tilted my head. "Oh? How so?"

He grinned and tapped his temple. "I treat a lot of animals, Molly. And you know how people are with their pets. They talk. Maybe some of my clients knew Emory or heard something that could help."

My eyes widened. "Tony, that's brilliant. I hadn't even considered that angle."

He chuckled, waving off the praise. "That's what I'm here for. To think outside the box."

I grabbed a clean mug and poured him a steaming cup of coffee. "On the house.” I slid it towards him. "And let me throw in a cookie."

Tony accepted the mug, his smile growing. "You sure know how to make a guy feel appreciated."

I laughed, reaching for a chocolate chip cookie from the display case. "I should have reached out anyway.”

As I handed him the cookie, I made a mental note to call an emergency meeting of the Closed Case Club. With Tony's veterinary connections and the collective brainpower of the group, we should be able to uncover a lead in Emory's disappearance.

“Are you free tonight?”

“You bet.”

"Great. We need all hands on deck for this one."

He bit into the cookie. "Mmm. Compliments to your mom."

The rest of the afternoon was business as usual until about four when Eliza waltzed in. I waited for Benny to follow, but she was alone. It seemed to me that those two were together quite often.

Eliza slid onto a seat near the window so she could plug in her laptop and then waved me over. That sounded promising.

"Hey, Eliza.” I grabbed a fresh mug from the shelf. "Your usual?"

She glanced up, her fingers already flying across the keyboard. "Yes, please. And maybe one of those blueberry scones if you have any left?"

I chuckled, pouring her a steaming cup of coffee. "I do."

From her intensity, she was in full research mode, and I didn’t want to interrupt her flow.

I set the coffee on the table. “Let me grab that scone.”

When I returned, I placed it down beside her, careful not to disturb the organized chaos of papers and notes scattered across the table. I was about to leave when my curiosity got the best of me. “Find anything interesting?"

Eliza took a sip of her coffee, her eyes never leaving the screen. "I think I might have stumbled onto something. Give me a sec."

I turned to head back to the counter when she called out. "Wait, Molly. You need to see this."

I spun around, my heart rate picking up the urgency in her tone. "What is it?"

She turned the laptop towards me and pointed at a series of numbers and dates. "I was digging through some public financial records, and it looks like Emory took out a loan recently."

My eyes widened as I scanned the information. "How substantial a loan are we talking?"

Eliza leaned back in her chair, her fingers steepled under her chin. “I don’t have access to that kind of information, but get this—the loan was approved only a few weeks before The Diner vanished."

I pulled out the chair across from her and sat down. “It could be connected.”

She shrugged, reaching for her scone. "Hard to say for sure, but it's definitely worth looking into. I found the records through a combination of online databases and some digging at the courthouse."

"Eliza, your skills are amazing.”

She grinned, taking a bite of the pastry. "It's what I do. But this is only the beginning. We need to figure out why Emory needed that money and where it went."

“Totally. By the way, Tony stopped in and asked when our next meeting was. I thought we should meet tonight. Are you free?"

“I am.”

After Eliza left, I checked with all the club members to see if we could meet tonight at 8 PM. Benny, Jasper and Carla responded with a yes.
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As always, I prepared snacks, coffee, and tea for the club members. I couldn't wait to see what everyone had learned.

As the clock struck eight, I flipped the sign on the café door to Closed and turned to face the group gathered around the corner table. The Closed Case Club had assembled, ready to dive into the mystery of Emory's disappearance.

I took a deep breath and began. "Thanks for coming on such short notice.” I slid into my seat at the head of the table. "We need to pool together everything we've learned so far. Eliza, why don’t you start?”

Her eyes were glued to the screen, but then she looked up. "I've mentioned this to Molly already, but I've been digging through public records." Her voice was tight with concentration. "Emory recently took out a loan. I couldn't find any immediate reason why he'd need such an amount, but all of this is pointing towards financial trouble."

I turned to Carla. "Do you know what the money was for?"

Carla hesitated, her fingers toying with the pen in front of her. “No, but Emory seemed...distracted lately. Worried. He would brush it off whenever I asked if everything was wrong, saying it was the usual stresses of running a business. I was certain there was something he wasn't telling me." She shook her head, frustration evident by the set of her mouth. "We never discussed his business in detail though. I was aware his diner wasn't raking in the money, but I never asked how much he owed on it or tried to pry into his finances. Maybe I should have pushed harder, but I wanted to respect his privacy."

"I understand. It's not exactly something you ask when you start dating." I reached across the table and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

"I might be able to shed some light on that." Benny, our journalist extraordinaire, flipped open his notebook, the pages filled with his signature scribbles. He thumbed through a few pages before finding the one he was looking for. "I talked to a bunch of Emory's friends and acquaintances. One thing stood out—a bank teller mentioned seeing Emory several times at the bank recently. She said he seemed stressed and agitated during his visits. Always in a hurry. There was something going on that was weighing on Emory's mind."

I ran my fingers over my tied-up hair to make sure the buns weren't coming undone. "So, we have a missing diner, a secret relationship, and possibly some financial issues. This keeps getting more complicated."

Tony, our veterinarian with a knack for reading people, crossed his arms over his chest. "I've only been on the case for a couple of hours, but I managed to speak to a few people. Two of my clients mentioned seeing a stranger in town recently. Tall, well-dressed. Not from around here."

My mind flashed back to the handsome mystery man who had visited the café earlier. Could he be connected to Emory's disappearance? I mentally shook my head once more, not wanting to consider that. "One of Emory's employees mentioned a good-looking guy who wanted to buy The Diner from Emory, but he turned him down flat."

"That almost implies Emory wasn't about to be foreclosed on then, meaning our GQ man wasn't a loan shark," Jasper threw out.

I needed to find out who was the man who came into my café.

Jasper, did you find out anything?" I asked.


CHAPTER 6
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Jasper had been quiet up to now, listening intently and taking in every piece of information. "I spoke with some of my buddies in Boston PD. The only thing they were working on was some financial scam taking place in the area. I didn't get the details."

I turned to Carla. "Does that sound like something Emory might have been involved in? I mean, if he needed money, perhaps he fell for a get-rich-quick scam." I didn't want her to think I thought Emory was the type to be easily duped. “Scams are highly sophisticated these days, tricking even the most savvy person."

She shook her head. "If he did, he never mentioned anything to me." Carla grabbed her tea. "I guess I didn't know him at all." She looked back at me. "Have I been a fool?"

That was the last thing I wanted her to think. "No. Absolutely not. We don't know what happened to Emory or what he was involved in. Let's not jump to conclusions until we know more."

"You're right." Carla sipped her drink.

“Jasper was telling us what he learned,” I said. "Is there anything else?"

"Yes." He paused to take a bite out of the chocolate chip cookie. "I returned to town and spoke with a couple of local business owners about whether they noticed anything unusual in town. I know Benny asked many of them, but sometimes people remember things later on. Similar to what Tony said, two folks mentioned seeing Emory in the company of men who didn't quite fit in around here. They thought he might've been involved with some shady characters, possibly loan sharks, though that could be a rumor once Emory refused to sell.”

My heart sank at the mention of loan sharks. If Emory had gotten mixed up with the wrong people, it could explain his disappearance. “It’s possible the price was too low to cover what he owed.” I glanced at Carla, who had gone pale. "Carla. What is it?"

"He told me he was worried about something but never went into details. I—" Her voice caught, and she pressed her lips together.

"It's okay, Carla. We know you two were close. We need to figure out what's going on."

She blinked back tears. "I wish he'd told me more. Maybe I could have helped him."

"You're helping now," I assured her. "Every tip we gather brings us one step closer to finding him.” I turned back to the group. "Between the financial issues, a possible scam, and now loan sharks, it's a lot to unpack."

Tony drummed his fingers on the table. “The key seems to be this stranger. Is the well-dressed man connected to any of this?"

I shrugged. “The timing of the mystery man’s appearance and Emory's disappearance seems coincidental. In fact, I saw a man fitting that description at the café today. He definitely wasn't from around here."

I hadn’t wanted him to be involved, but I couldn’t keep his presence a secret anymore.

Eliza looked up at me. "Give me a description, and I'll see if I can find anything on him."

As I described the man to Eliza, I realized it was too vague. I’d met many lawyers who could be described as slick and good-looking. Was this man merely a passing stranger, or was he somehow involved? And if he is involved, what did that mean for Emory's safety?

"That's not much to go on. If you could snap a picture of him, it would help," Eliza said.

“Good idea,” Jasper added. “If we have a photo, I could ask one of my buddies to run facial recognition software on him. However, if he's not a criminal, he won't be in the system."

I would be very disappointed if the handsome man was a crook. I didn't want to think I was attracted to such a person. "Anyone else?"

"Didn't you speak with Emory's employees?" Carla asked. "Tiffany was always a sour one, but Robert seemed close to Emory."

"Yes, I did." I had texted everyone, but I guess Carla hadn't read her messages either.

I repeated what I had learned about Emory's two employees, mostly for Carla's and Tony’s sake. "Tiffany seemed indifferent to the whole disappearing thing. She went to work, saw The Diner was gone, and figured Emory was tired of losing money and gave up. She thought he might have moved The Diner to another town."

Carla's eyes widened. "That doesn't make sense. He would have told me if he was planning something like that."

“Considering your relationship, I agree it's not likely. Even Tiffany admitted that Emory never mentioned anything about leaving."

"What about Robert?" Jasper asked.

He might not have had time to check his texts either. Sheesh. What was the point of using great technology if no one used it?

"Robert was quite upset about losing his job and was worried about Emory. He said Emory gave him a much-needed job when no one else would. Turns out, he was the one who called the sheriff to report The Diner was missing.”

“To throw a wrench in this theory, who’s to say Emory didn’t hire someone to demolish The Diner and remove the debris?” Benny asked. “Emory could be off looking for a construction company to build him a new one.”

“Excellent question. It’s possible, but why wouldn’t he mention that to someone? Like his employees or Carla?” I looked over at her.

Carla's fingers tightened around her tea mug. “He said nothing. I thought we were in love!” Her lower lip trembled.

“There’s no reason to believe you two aren’t.” I didn’t know what else to say. “Would someone tear down a building at night?”

“Probably not,” Jasper said.

She sniffled. “Emory told me about some man wanting to buy The Diner, and the description matched what the others said: polished, in a nice suit, about 40, and clean-shaven."

Tony raised an eyebrow. “It’s possible he’s the same guy you saw at the café, Molly.”

“Yes. It's worth looking into. If he was interested in buying The Diner and Emory refused, foul play could be involved.”

“People don’t usually harm someone for not selling a property though,” Benny said.

“True, but there might be more to it than an unwillingness to sell. I'll see what I can dig up on this mystery man. If he's been in town, there might be a digital trail," Eliza said.

“Thanks,” I said.

“To me, the loan shark angle is still concerning. If Emory was mixed up with the wrong people, it could explain his disappearance,” Jasper said.

"I can't believe Emory would get involved with something like that. He was always so careful." Carla's voice wavered as she spoke.

"Sometimes people make mistakes, especially when they're desperate. But let’s not assume the worst.” I liked to keep a positive attitude.

Tony cleared his throat. "So, what's our next move?"

I thought for a moment. "Eliza, keep digging into those financial records. See if you can find out more about the loan and who issued it. Jasper, reach out to your contacts in Boston and see if they have any more information on any loan shark operations in the area."

Jasper gave a curt nod. "On it."

"Benny, I want you to keep talking to people around town. Someone must have seen something or heard something that could help us."

Benny flipped open his notebook. "I'll keep canvasing the area."

I turned to Tony. "And Tony, keep your ears open at the clinic. As you said, people talk to their vets, and they might let something slip."

Tony grinned. "You got it."

I smiled briefly "All right, everyone. Let's get to work. Can we meet back here tomorrow evening, same time, to share what we've found?”

They all agreed.

As the team dispersed, I caught Carla's eye. "We're going to find him, Carla. I know it."

She managed a small smile. "I hope so, Molly. I really do."

As soon as she gathered her things and headed out the door, my heart ached for her. We had to keep pushing forward, no matter how daunting the task ahead seemed.
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The next morning, my phone buzzed with a call from Tony. I answered, still groggy from the late night spent poring over the clues the club members had gathered.

"Molly, can you meet me at the spot where Emory's diner used to be? I want to check it out myself. I borrowed a search and rescue dog. I figure, if we don’t find anything, the dog might be able to dig up something for us."

"Sure, Tony. I'll be there in twenty." I hung up, curiosity already stirring in my chest. What a great idea to enlist the help of a trained dog.

When I arrived at the empty plot, Tony was already there with a German Shepherd by his side. The area was cordoned off with police tape, and the faint marks on the cement slab indicated where The Diner once stood. Even though I'd seen it before, it still made me ill. If someone had demolished the building, I would have thought there would have been more debris and dust—but what did I know?

"Morning, Tony. Who's this handsome fellow?" I bent down to pet the dog, who wagged his tail in response.

"This is Rosco. He's trained in search and rescue." Tony patted Rosco's head affectionately.

I straightened, eyeing the dog skeptically. "Do you think he can find something? He doesn't have Emory's scent."

Tony shrugged. "I don’t know, but let’s have him look around anyway."

We systematically searched the area while Rosco sniffed every inch of the ground. I scanned for footprints, tire tracks, or any other signs that might indicate how The Diner was removed and where it might have been taken.

As we neared the edge of the lot, Rosco started barking excitedly. Tony and I rushed over to see what he'd found. Stuck under a rock was a small piece of paper. I picked it up. It was a receipt from a hardware store for a large quantity of heavy-duty chains and padlocks.

"The only reason I can think why someone would need so many chains and padlocks would be to move something like a diner.” I turned the receipt over, but nothing was written on the back.

Tony peered over my shoulder. "We should see if Eliza can trace it.”

“Good idea. If someone inadvertently dropped it, I probably shouldn't have touched it. It might have had that person's fingerprints on it."

"Too late now," Tony said. "Besides, if you had been more careful, you would have turned it over to the sheriff right away.”

I chuckled. "I will give it to him nonetheless." In hindsight, I should have brought some plastic baggies for any evidence we found.

I folded the receipt carefully and tucked it into my pocket. We continued the search for another fifteen minutes, but by that time, my ears were nearly frozen. I doubted Rosco was particularly happy either.

As we walked back to our cars, Rosco trotted happily beside us. The receipt was a small clue, but it could be significant. I hoped it would lead us closer to solving this mystery. “Let me call Eliza to see if she’s free to check this out.”

I called her, and she answered right away. Wherever she was, there was quite a lot of chatter in the background.

"Eliza, it's Molly. Tony and I found a receipt for some supplies at The Diner site. Would you be able to work your magic and find out who purchased these items?" I prayed she'd be able to uncover a new lead.

“I can try. Turns out, I'm at the café now with Benny. Hurry back, and we can put our heads together."

"Great. I will be there in a few." I disconnected and turned to Tony. “Our luck, Eliza and Benny are at the café. Let’s head back.”

"I have to return Rosco to his owner, but I'll meet you there."

"Great. And thank you for Rosco. We probably wouldn’t have found the receipt without him." I leaned over and scratched his head. "Good boy."

Tony headed toward his clinic while I drove to the café. I parked, went in, and found Eliza and Benny huddled over her laptop, deep in discussion. They looked up as I entered.

"What did you find?" Benny asked, his journalist's instincts clearly tingling.

I pulled out the receipt and handed it to Eliza. "We found this buried under some rubble.” I explained that Roscoe, the search and rescue dog had been the one to find it. “It's a receipt for a large quantity of heavy-duty chains and padlocks from a hardware store." The name was too faded to read.

Eliza's eyes widened as she scanned the receipt. "Chains and padlocks? For moving The Diner, maybe?”

“That was my thought.”

“Let me see what I can dig up." She got the work.

I turned to Benny. "Any luck on your end?"

He shook his head. "Not yet. But I've got a few more leads to follow up on. I'll let you know if anything pans out."

I appreciated his thoroughness. "Thanks."

"I'm going to compare this with what I've found in the financial records to see if there's a connection,” Eliza said.

As she worked, I poured everyone another cup of coffee. We were going to need the caffeine boost. I prayed we found Emory before it was too late.


CHAPTER 7
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Before Eliza was able to figure anything out about the location of the hardware store, Carla rushed into the café waving several papers.

“Molly, I found these in Emory's house. They're threatening notes, telling him to leave town or else."

Eliza stopped typing and listened while Benny picked up his pen.

“What? Let me see those." I held out my hand for them.

As I examined the notes Carla had found, my stomach soured. The words were ominous, demanding that Emory leave town or face the consequences. Whoever had written these notes was serious.

"Who would send something like this?" My voice sounded tight and strangled.

Carla shook her head, her eyes brimming with tears. "I don't know. Emory never mentioned anything about being threatened."

Eliza studied the notes. "The fact they're typed makes it harder to trace the sender. But look at this watermark." She pointed to a faint design on the paper. "It's from a specific brand of paper. If we can find out who bought this stationery recently, it might lead us to whoever sent these."

I was glad someone was thinking clearly. "Good catch, Eliza. Let's see what we can dig up."

"I can ask around at the local office supply stores to see if anyone remembers selling this type of paper," Benny said.

"Great, Benny," I said. "In the meantime, Eliza, keep trying to track the purchase of these chains and stuff."

“I’m still working on it.” Eliza turned back to her laptop.

I faced Carla and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "We'll figure this out." I know I kept promising her that, but I believed it.

She managed a weak smile, but the fear in her eyes was evident. "What if something happened to him because of these threats?"

“We’re moving as fast as we can.”

“Maybe we should take this to the sheriff,” she said.

“That’s a good idea.” While Sheriff Jay was mostly useless, hopefully, he would step up to the plate for once now that a life was on the line.

Tony arrived and rushed over. "Hey, gang.” He looked down at the papers on the table. "What did I miss?"

"A lot."

I handed him the threatening notes. "What do you make of these? Carla found them at Emory's place.”

Before he decided to become a vet, Tony had studied psychology, because he liked to get into peoples’ heads. Tony's brow furrowed as he read through the notes, his lips moving silently with each word. When he finished, he looked up, his expression grim.

"Whoever wrote these is angry and desperate. The language is aggressive, almost unhinged. It's not merely a simple threat; there's a sense of urgency behind it."

"I thought that too," I said.

He tapped his finger on the notes. "The fact that they're demanding Emory leave town implies it’s either a personal grudge or a business dispute."

"Do you think it could be connected to the loan Emory took out?" Eliza asked.

"It's possible," Tony said. "If Emory borrowed money from the wrong people and couldn't pay it back, they might resort to threats to get what they want."

Carla's face paled at the thought. "You mean like the loan sharks?"

Tony shrugged. “That’s one possibility. It could be a rival business owner who wants to eliminate the competition or someone with a personal vendetta against Emory."

“I doubt The Diner is considered competition, especially since it isn’t doing well,” I said.

“Maybe not.”

“Wait a minute. Eliza, didn't you say the loan was from a bank?" I asked.

"Yes, but that doesn't mean he couldn't have borrowed more money from some unscrupulous people first. When he couldn't pay their outrageous interest rates, maybe he had to borrow enough money to stall them.”

"That's a thought. What about the man who tried to buy The Diner a few weeks ago?" I asked. "Robert said Emory turned him down. Maybe he didn't take the rejection well."

Tony considered this. "It's worth looking into. If he was determined to get his hands on The Diner, he might have resorted to threats when Emory refused to sell."

Eliza looked up from her laptop. "I'll see if I can find any information on this potential buyer."

“Focus on the receipt for now. Let me ask Jill. She's a realtor, and while I doubt there would be a record of the request, people talk."

"Thank you, Molly," Carla said.

"Let's keep digging," I said. "Emory's counting on us."

Once everyone left, I rushed upstairs to call Jill since I didn’t want anyone to overhear my conversation.

I dialed my friend’s number, my fingers trembling slightly. She picked up on the second ring. “Jill?”

"Molly, what's up? You sound upset.”

“I am. I need to talk to you about Emory and The Diner. Do you have a moment?” She might be with a client.

“Sure, what's going on?"

I took a deep breath. "We found out that Emory received some threatening notes, but we don’t know who sent them. It could be that Emory defaulted on a loan and someone wanted their money ASAP. Another possibility is that when a man tried to buy The Diner from him recently and Emory refused, the man became upset.”

"Emory was threatened? How horrible. I'm guessing you think it's related to his disappearance."

"That’s the logical conclusion. Listen, I was wondering if you could check to see if there are any offers to buy his diner?"

Jill paused for a moment. "Well, there would only be an offer if Emory officially listed The Diner for sale. But you know what? I can ask around. Someone might have been inquiring about the property."

"That would be great, Jill. Any information could help at this point."

"Consider it done. I'll let you know if I find out anything."

"Thanks, sweetie. "

"No problem. And hey, be careful, okay? If someone's sending threatening notes, they’re dangerous."

"I will. Thanks again. I'll talk to you soon."

As I hung up, I was hit with a wave of depression. What had he gotten himself into?

My next step was clear. Carla and I had to take these threats to the sheriff. While he might not share information about what he’d learned, I would ask him anyway. Did I expect him to chase down the author of the notes? Not really.

I went back to work and wondered if the mystery man would show up today, or any day for that matter. Most likely he was passing through town, though I couldn't dismiss the fact that he might have been the one to offer to buy Emory's diner. If so, did he write those threatening notes?

Nah. The language wasn't sophisticated, implying the author was someone who was used to strong-arming people. Mr. Camel Hair coat didn't seem to fit the bill.

I called Carla. "Hey, it's Molly. Can you stop by the café after work today? I think we should take those letters to the sheriff."

"Of course. We could use all hands on deck—even if those hands are often lazy." Carla's voice was steady, but I could hear the underlying concern.

"See you then."
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Carla arrived at the café, the letters firmly in her hand.

“Are you ready to do this?" I wanted to make sure this wouldn't stress her further.

"Yes. I need answers."

"Let's go."

We made our way to the sheriff's office, the cool autumn breeze swirling around us. When we entered, Cassandra didn’t seem overly pleased to see us. “You need to see the sheriff again?”

“Yes, please.” Politeness usually worked even on the sourest of souls.

“You know the way.”

Yes, I did. I knocked on the side of the open door.

Sheriff Jay looked up from his desk, his expression one of annoyance. "Molly, Carla, what brings you here?"

As if he didn't know. I stepped forward. "Sheriff, we found some threatening notes at Emory's house. We thought you should see them." My voice remained calm but firm.

Carla handed over the letters, and the sheriff examined them. His jaw tightened as he read them. "These are threatening all right, but there's not much I can do with them until we have a suspect. I'll add them to the file for when we do.”

I expected such inactivity, but that made me want to work even harder to solve this case.

I planted my hands on his desk and leaned forward to meet his gaze. "Have you made any headway in the investigation?"

It was as if I was back in the courtroom interrogating a hostile witness.

The sheriff sighed, running a hand through his graying hair. He waited a beat before responding. Most likely he was trying to decide if he should tell us anything. I didn’t blame him for being cautious. This was an ongoing investigation. Still. Mapleview was a small town and one of their own was missing.

“Some.”

“And what would that be?”

In all honesty, I almost expected him to throw us out. My attitude was a bit abrupt.

“We took a cast of the tire tracks near the site. They belong to a Peterbilt 389 hauling a lowboy trailer. It's a combination known for transporting heavy loads, like a diner."

My eyes widened. "That's a start. Do you have any leads on who might own a truck like that?"

"Not yet, but we're looking into it." The sheriff's tone was curt, and I could tell he wasn't thrilled about sharing the information.

"Sheriff, we're all worried about Emory. If there's anything we can do to help, please let us know." Carla was the gentle one.

The sheriff's expression softened slightly. "I appreciate your concern, but it's best if you leave the investigation to us. If I need anything from you, I'll let you know."

Sure he would. Not. We thanked the sheriff and made our way out of the office. As we walked back to the café, I won’t lie. I was disappointed. The sheriff seemed to have less information than we did.

"What do you think, Carla?" I glanced over at her.

"I think we need to keep digging. Someone out there knows something, and we need to find them." Carla sounded quite determined.

A small smile tugged at my lips. "You're right. We can't give up now. Emory's counting on us."

When we returned to the café, Benny was there. Hopefully, he had information so Carla and I joined him. "Got any news?" I asked.

Benny's eyes lit up. “Yes, but I’m not sure how much it will help. I found the stationery store where the paper for the threatening notes was purchased."

My heart raced. “That’s great. Did the clerk remember the buyer?”

"The owner did. Said he was gruff and scruffy-looking. Paid in cash."

"Had the clerk seen him before?" Carla asked.

Benny shook his head. "No, never. But get this—she said he had a slight accent. Couldn't place it though."

"Hmm. An accent? That could help. Did she say anything else about him?"

"Just that he seemed in a hurry. Bought the stationery and left."

I tapped my chin. "Okay, so we have a description. Gruff, scruffy, with an accent. It's not much, but it's a start."

"It's more than we had before,” Carla said. “Maybe someone else in town has seen him."

"Good thinking, Carla. It’s too late now, but first thing tomorrow morning, we should ask around.”

“Even if someone remembers him, it might not help us find him—not that he’d confess to anything,” Carla said.

Benny pulled out his notebook. “I agree, but I think we should try anyway. I’ll start by making a list of places to check: restaurants, gas stations, anywhere someone might remember seeing him."

I smiled, feeling a glimmer of hope. "Great. It will go a lot faster if we work together. Let's divide and conquer. Benny, you take the east side of town. Carla, you take the west. I'll cover the center. Let’s meet back here at 11 AM.

Slowly but surely, we were getting closer.


CHAPTER 8
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The next morning, I’d probably walked a mile in the cold asking everyone if they’d seen a scruffy man who had an accent. Unfortunately, no one remembered anyone matching this man’s description. I bet if it had been summer, someone would have seen him.

At 11 AM on the dot, Benny came into the café. From his red nose, he had been outside for quite a while too.

“How did it go?” I asked.

“It was a bust.”

That stunk. Carla rushed in, all bundled up.

“Well?”

“Nothing. It’s like the guy is a ghost.”

“I guess it’s back to the drawing board. Thanks anyway.”

I poured both of them coffee and tea on the house. They’d earned it. After we chatted for a bit, both Benny and Carla left for work.

An hour after they’d taken off, the bell above the door jingled, and I glanced up from the counter. My heart skipped a beat as the handsome stranger from yesterday strode in, his tailored suit and confident demeanor setting him apart from the usual Mapleview crowd.

He approached the counter with a charming smile. "Good afternoon. I was hoping I might catch you here."

I returned his smile, trying to ignore the flutter in my stomach. "Well, you're in luck. What can I get for you today?"

I didn't mention that I owned the café. But wait a minute. Why did he want to catch me?

"Just a coffee, please. Black." As I poured his drink, he studied me. "I've been thinking about the disappearance of that diner. It's quite the mystery, isn't it?"

I handed him his coffee. It wasn't surprising that a stranger had heard about it. "It certainly is. The whole town's been talking about it."

As he sipped his drink, his gaze never left mine, which was rather unsettling. "I keep mulling over the idea of a diner disappearing. I find the whole idea fascinating."

I wiped my hands on my apron and chose my words carefully. "It definitely has everyone puzzled. Emory was a fixture in this community."

"Emory? Was he the owner?"

As if he didn't know. "Yes."

"Does he have any idea what happened?”

If this man was aware The Diner was gone, he must have heard that Emory was missing too. "No. He’s in the wind too.”

"Oh, my. That is sad and rather bizarre. I would love to hear more about the town's perspective on this. Would you consider joining me for dinner tonight? We could discuss it further."

My pulse quickened at the slick segue. A dinner invitation from this intriguing stranger? It was tempting, but I had to be cautious. "I appreciate the offer, Mr...?"

"Armond. Drew Armond." He extended his hand, and I shook it. His grip was firm and warm.

"Molly Ray. Sure. How about La Bella's, the Italian place on the other end of Main Street?" I told myself this wasn't a date, but rather a fact-finding mission.

His smile widened. "La Bella's it is. Shall we say 7 o'clock? I’ll make reservations."

"7 o'clock works for me." This might be my chance to uncover some answers, though I’d have to ask Mom to close up again.

"Excellent. I look forward to our conversation, Miss Ray." With a slight bow of his head, he tossed more than enough money on the counter for his unfinished coffee and then left, leaving me with a swirl of emotions.

As I watched him go, questions raced through my mind. Who was this Drew Armond? And what was his interest in Emory's disappearance? I was pretty sure there was more to him than met the eye.

This dinner would be a good opportunity to gather information. All I had to do was play my cards right and keep my wits about me.

With a deep breath, I turned back to my work, my thoughts already spinning with anticipation for the evening ahead.
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Four hours later, I let the staff know that I was going on a date. Of course, they were excited as they'd seen Drew. What woman wouldn't be thrilled? I didn't want to burst their bubble and say I was there to extract information without giving away too much on my part. The fewer the people who knew my agenda the better. I did, however, let the club members know in case anything happened to me.

Since I'd given away most of my suits and dressy outfits when I left the city, I didn’t own much in the way of date clothes. So I called Jill. She was always put together. I paced my living room, my nerves on edge as I waited for my friend to arrive. As the clock ticked, each second brought me closer to my dinner with Drew Armond. I hoped I wasn't walking into something more complicated than a simple dinner invitation. Who was I kidding? I bet he wanted information from me as much as I wanted to learn something from him.

The doorbell rang, and I hurried to answer it. Jill stood on the doorstep, a garment bag draped over her arm and a mischievous grin on her face. "Ready for your big night?"

I stepped aside, allowing her to enter. "I don't know if I'd call it a big night. It's more of a fact-finding mission." If I told myself that enough time, my nerves might calm down.

Jill placed the garment bag over the sofa back and faced me, her hands on her hips. "Molly, you're going out with a gorgeous, mysterious man. It's okay to enjoy yourself a little."

I sighed, running a hand through my hair that I'd let down for a change. Those buns were my shield against male attention.

“What if he's involved in Emory's disappearance? I can't ignore that possibility."

Jill's expression softened. "I understand your concerns, but you can't go into this assuming the worst. If you feel uncomfortable at any point, you can always leave."

I would be driving myself there. “You're right. I guess I'm nervous, that’s all. It's been a while since I've been on a date, even though this isn't a real one."

Jill pointed a finger at me. “You can’t think like that. I brought a few outfits for you to choose from, and I'm going to make sure you look absolutely stunning."

For the next hour, Jill worked her magic. She helped me try on different dresses, each one more elegant than the last. I finally settled on a deep blue number that hugged my curves in all the right places.

As Jill curled my hair and applied a touch of makeup, I was rather excited. Despite my reservations, there was something thrilling about the prospect of a dinner with a handsome stranger.

"There.” Jill stepped back to admire her handiwork. "You look amazing, Molly. Drew won't know what hit him."

I turned to look in the mirror, hardly recognizing the woman staring back at me. The dress, the hair, the makeup—it all came together to create a version of myself I rarely saw.

"Thank you, Jill," I said, my voice soft with gratitude. "I don't know what I'd do without you."

Jill hugged me, careful not to wrinkle the dress. "That's what best friends are for. Now, go out there and get some answers. And if you happen to have a little fun along the way, well, consider it a bonus."

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the evening ahead. I grabbed my purse and headed for the door. I had a mystery to solve, and Drew Armond might just be the key to unlocking it.

Five minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot of La Bella's, my heart racing with anticipation along with some nerves. As I stepped out of my car, I smoothed my dress and took a deep breath, reminding myself why I was there. Would I have liked this to be more? Sure. Who wouldn't?

The restaurant's warm glow welcomed me as I entered, the aroma of garlic and herbs surrounding me like a comforting embrace. I scanned the room, spotting Drew at a corner table. When his eyes met mine, he smiled, and that one action made my stomach flutter.

"Molly, you look stunning.” He stood to greet me and held out my chair.

Even though I appreciated his chivalry, I forced a smile, trying to ignore the way his compliment made me feel. "Thank you, Drew. I hope I haven't kept you waiting."

He sat down. "Not at all. I'm glad you could join me."

As we settled into our seats, a waiter appeared, offering menus and a wine list. We made our selections, and I relaxed into the easy flow of conversation.

"So, tell me about yourself, Molly." Drew focused solely on me. "What brought you to Mapleview?"

I hesitated, not wanting to reveal too much, but I understood that sticking to the truth as much as possible was for the best. "I grew up here. I left for a while, but I came back for family."

From the lift of one eyebrow, he seemed pleased for some reason. "And now you run the café. That must keep you busy."

So he did know I owned the place. How? Maybe it was because the name of the café was Molly’s. I sipped my water. "It has its moments, but I enjoy it. Being part of the community and getting to know everyone is rewarding. What about you?"

Drew leaned back in his chair, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "I'm a businessman, of sorts. I have my fingers in a few different pies, you could say."

I raised an eyebrow. "Oh? What kind of pies?" Being a loan shark?

He tasted his wine. "Real estate, mostly. I have a knack for finding undervalued properties and turning them around."

My heart dropped to my stomach, but I needed to know more before deciding he’d been the one to ask to buy Emory’s property. "Interesting. And what brought you to Mapleview? We're not exactly a hotbed of real estate activity."

His gaze intensified, and my spidey senses went on high alert. "Let's say I'm always on the lookout for new opportunities. When I heard about the missing diner, I couldn't resist the chance to investigate."

He was a fast mover. “Now that the building is gone, what interest would it be to you?”

“I thought the land might be useful.”

That sounded like he might be a developer. “Besides real estate, are you some kind of detective? You said you liked to investigate.”

A glint of amusement filled his eyes. “Oh, no. That was merely a turn of phrase, although I do have a nose for mysteries. This one has certainly caught my attention."

That sounded rather suspicious. Why was he so interested in Emory's diner? “What have you uncovered so far?"

Drew's smile turned enigmatic. "Now, Molly, I can't reveal all my secrets, but I will say that there's more to this story than meets the eye."

Hadn’t I thought the same thing about him?

I sat back and studied him. "You know, I have a bit of a nose for mysteries myself. Maybe we could compare notes."

He laughed, a deep, rich sound that sent a tingle through me. "I like the way you think, Molly. But let's not talk shop all night. Tell me more about you. What do you do when you're not running the café or solving mysteries?"

I hesitated. "Oh, you know, the usual. Spending time with friends, reading, trying to keep my mother from meddling in my love life."

When he grinned, his eyes sparkled with mischief. "And how's that working out for you?"

I couldn't help but laugh. "About as well as you'd expect. She means well, but she's relentless."

As the conversation flowed, I started to relax. I enjoyed the easy banter and the way Drew seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. But in the back of my mind, I was more and more certain he was hiding something.

Our food arrived, and we fell into a comfortable silence as we savored each bite. I had to admit, the evening was turning out to be more pleasant than I'd anticipated.

But as the conversation turned to the town's recent events, I tensed at Drew's questions about The Diner's disappearance. They seemed a little too pointed. Not only that, there was an intensity in his eyes that made me uneasy, like he was trying to pry loose information I wasn't willing to reveal.

"It's quite the mystery, isn't it?" He swirled his wine in a practiced manner. The deep red liquid danced in the glass, catching the candlelight. "A diner vanishing overnight, its owner nowhere to be found. You'd think in a small town like this, someone would have seen or heard something."

I shifted in my seat, my fingers tightening around my glass. His interest seemed more than simple curiosity. But what exactly was he after? And how much did he already know?

"It certainly has everyone talking. I'm sure the authorities are doing everything they can to find out what happened.”

Drew studied me. "And what about you, Molly? You strike me as the type who doesn't sit back and wait for answers."

Had he investigated me? Did he know I had a reputation for being relentless in the pursuit of truth when I practiced law? That would creep me out if I found out he'd looked into my past.

I met his gaze with a challenge. "I care about this community, Drew. If there's something I can do to help, I will."

He smiled, and a glint of admiration filled his eyes. "I have no doubt about that."

As we continued to discuss various topics, I was torn between the desire to uncover more about Drew's interest in the case and the surprising ease of his company. It was a delicate balance, one I wasn't sure I was navigating as well as I'd hoped.

Once we finished eating, I gave him some excuse as to why I needed to get home.

“Thank you for keeping me company. I enjoyed meeting you, Molly Ray.”

I smiled. “You too.” And I meant it—for the most part.

As I pulled away from La Bella's, I wanted to organize my thoughts for the evening. Drew had been charming, engaging, and undeniably handsome, but there was something about him that left me unsettled. Maybe it was the way he seemed to know a little too much about the town's recent events, or the intensity in his eyes when he spoke about the missing diner.

Call me paranoid, but instead of heading straight to the café, I decided to drive to Jill's house. Not only did I need to talk to my bestie, I wanted to be sure I wasn't being followed. I doubted it would be Drew behind the wheel, but rather it would be someone who worked for him.

I glanced in the rearview mirror quite often, half-expecting to see headlights following me. But the road behind me was empty, and the only sound was the hum of my engine as I navigated the familiar streets.

I parked in front of Jill's quaint bungalow. The porch light was a welcoming beacon in the darkness. As I made my way up the path, my heels clicked against the concrete.

Jill answered the door on the second knock, and her eyes widened in surprise. "Molly? What are you doing here? I thought you were on your date. Uh-oh. Did something happen? Come in."

I stepped inside. The warmth of the house was a nice change from the bitterly cold evening. "I was. But I needed to talk to you."

She led me to the living room, where we settled onto the plush sofa. "Spill. How did it go? Did he creep you out or something?"

I sighed, kicked off my shoes, and tucked my legs beneath me. "Not exactly. It was...interesting. Drew's definitely not your average guy."

Jill’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. "In a good way or a bad way?"

"I'm not sure," I admitted. "He's charming, and we had a great conversation but there was something about him that I can't quite put my finger on."

"Like what?"

I twisted my hands in my lap, trying to find the right words. "He seems to know a lot about the town, and he's really interested in the missing diner. Almost too interested."

Jill’s forehead creased. "What do you mean?"

"It's like he's trying to piece together the puzzle, but he already has some of the answers. He asked a lot of questions, but it felt like he was fishing for some inside scoop."

"Maybe he's merely curious. It's not every day a diner disappears into thin air."

I shook my head. "It's more than that. There's an intensity to him, like he’s on a mission. And I couldn't shake the feeling that he knows more than he's letting on."

Jill reached out, squeezing my hand. "Molly, you've always had good instincts. If something feels off, trust your gut."

I was grateful for her support. "I don't know what to do though. Part of me wants to keep digging to find out what he's after, but another part is telling me to be careful. And if he is innocent in all of this, I might be giving up on a good guy."

"You don't have to figure it all out tonight," Jill said gently. "Take some time to process this, and see where things go. But I agree, caution is required.”

The knot in my chest loosened. "Thanks. I don't know what I'd do without you."

We talked for a while longer, the conversation drifting to lighter topics. Even as I laughed and sipped the tea Jill had made, my mind kept returning to Drew and the mystery that seemed to swirl around him.


CHAPTER 9
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The morning rush had started to die down when Benny walked into the café, his notebook tucked under his arm. He caught my attention and then made his way over to the counter. He hopped onto a stool.

"Morning, Molly.” He sounded half asleep. "Got a minute?"

I poured him a cup of coffee and slid it across the counter. "For you, always. What's up?"

He took a sip. “Mmm. So good. I want to go back to the bank to talk to that clerk again to see if she remembers anything else about Emory's recent visits. You free to come with?"

I glanced around the café. Mom and Quentin had the kitchen under control, and Hanna was efficiently handling the remaining customers. "Sure, finish your coffee and I’ll grab my coat."

As I shrugged into it, Benny leaned closer. "So, how did the date with your mystery man go last night?”

I paused, not quite sure how to answer. "It was...interesting. His name's Drew, and he works in real estate. I have to say that he seemed awfully interested in the missing diner, however."

Benny's eyebrows shot up. "Real estate, huh? That's a red flag if I ever saw one."

I had the same thought. "I mean, what are the odds that a real estate guy would show up right after Emory and his diner disappear?"

Benny's eyebrows rose. "You know, this could be an opportunity. If he's involved somehow, he might let something slip."

I had thought of that too. It was equally likely I’d be the one to let something slip. The man did something to me. “I don't know, Benny. I'm not sure I'm cut out for the whole undercover thing."

He grinned, his eyes sparkling with mischief. "Come on, Molly. You're a natural. Just bat those pretty eyes and let him talk. Who knows what he might reveal?"

I rolled my eyes and then smiled. "Fine. But if this goes sideways, I'm blaming you. And who says he’ll ask me out again? For all I know, he learned what he needed to and is on his way back home. Wherever that is.”

We headed out of the café, the bell above the door jingling as we stepped onto the sidewalk. The crisp autumn air nipped at my cheeks, and I pulled my coat tighter around me.

As we walked towards the bank, Benny filled me in on what he'd learned so far. “According to this clerk, Emory was making more frequent visits to the bank in the weeks leading up to his disappearance. The teller said she’d noticed him looking more stressed than usual.”

It wasn't much to go on, but it was a start. And with Drew's sudden appearance and interest in the case, I sensed we were on the verge of uncovering something big. I hoped we were ready for whatever we might find.

Benny and I entered the bank. After waiting our turn to speak to the chatty teller Benny had spoken with, she looked up as we approached. She was a pretty redhead with her hair pulled back into a tight bun.

"Good morning," she said, a polite smile on her face. "How can I help you today?" Her eyes widened. "Oh, it's you, the reporter."

"Yes." Benny placed his notebook on the counter and opened it. "I'd like to ask you a few more questions about Emory Draper. You mentioned he'd been making more frequent visits lately?"

The teller's smile faltered as she looked around. "Yes, that's right. He was coming in more often, and he was always withdrawing large sums of cash." She kept her voice soft.

My heart skipped a beat. "Large sums? How much are we talking about?"

She glanced around once more as if making sure no one else was listening. "Thousands. It was unusual for him."

Benny scribbled in his notebook. "Did he say what the money was for?"

The teller shook her head. “No. But once, I overheard him muttering something about making things right before it was too late."

I exchanged a look with Benny. What could Emory have meant by that? It sure sounded like he was in some kind of trouble.

We thanked the teller and headed back to the café. I hoped she didn’t get into trouble for sharing information like that. Then again, Emory was missing.

I went over the conversation once more but came up empty. "We should call the others, though I imagine a few might be busy.” Carla and Tony worked full-time.

“I’ll text them," Benny said.

I was only behind the counter for fifteen minutes before everyone but Eliza showed up.

After I poured drinks for the club members, I carried them over and set them down. "Enjoy."

"What did you find out?" Jasper asked as I sat down.

Benny relayed what the teller had told us, watching their expressions shift from curiosity to concern.

"Thousands in cash?" Eliza repeated, her eyes wide. "That's not normal for a small-town diner owner."

Carla twisted her hands in her lap. "You don't think he was involved in something illegal, do you?"

"We don't know anything for sure. But this is a significant lead. We need to figure out where that money was going and why,” I said.

Benny twirled his pen across his knuckles. "I'll keep digging. I’d like to find out more about Emory's finances. I'll also try to find more information on those men Emory was seen with. Maybe they're connected to the cash withdrawals.”

“What about the mystery man, Molly? Did he tell you anything?” Tony asked.

I repeated what I mentioned to Benny. "He might be involved or he might not be. In either case, if he asks me out again, I'll go. I'm pretty good at cross-examining a witness. Maybe he'll let something slip."

"Way to take one for the team," Jasper said and then winked.

As the team dispersed to tackle their tasks, I prayed we could figure out what was going on before it was too late.

The rest of the day kept me busy, thank goodness. It wasn’t until later in the evening that Eliza hurried in, her laptop bag slung over her shoulder.

"Molly!" she called out, weaving her way through the tables. "You're not going to believe what I discovered."

I wiped my hands on my apron and met her halfway. "What is it? Did you find something in Emory's financial records?" I know Benny said he’d look into it, but it seemed that he often meant he and Eliza would look int it.

She sat down and flipped open her laptop which was already turned on. "I did. And it's not just the records. I cross-referenced the dates of his bank transactions with the receipt you found from the hardware store."

Eliza spun her laptop around to show me a series of graphs and charts. I squinted at the screen, trying to make sense of the data.

"See these spikes?" Eliza pointed to a few points on the graph. "They correspond almost exactly with the dates on the hardware store receipt."

My eyes widened as the pieces started to fall into place. "So, you're saying someone was buying supplies around the same time Emory was withdrawing all that cash from the bank?"

“Yes. I think Emory moved The Diner himself." Eliza pulled up more data.

I sat back in my chair. My thoughts were scattered. "Why would he do that?"

Eliza shook her head. "That's the million-dollar question. But this is a significant lead."

I was both exhilarated and overwhelmed. "Knowing who moved or destroyed The Diner could point us in the right direction.”

Eliza closed her laptop, a determined look on her face. "I'll keep digging. There might be more clues hidden in the data, but I have to get back. Work calls.” She stood and zipped up her jacket.

“I'll see if I can get any more information out of Drew without him being the wiser. Hopefully, he knows something about Emory's plans."

Assuming he'd tell me.
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The next morning, as the café was filling up with the usual breakfast crowd, Carla burst through the door. Her face was pale, and her eyes were wide with worry. She clutched a wrinkled piece of paper in her hand, holding it close to her chest as if it were a lifeline.

"Molly.” Her voice trembled. "I need to talk to you. Privately."

I wiped my hands on my apron. "Of course. Let's go to the back room."

As we settled in there, away from prying eyes, Carla took a deep breath. She unfolded the paper with shaky hands.

"I found this," she whispered, holding it out to me. "It's from Emory. He wrote it to me before he... before he disappeared."

I tried to decipher the letter. Emory's handwriting looked rushed and almost frantic.

“Can you read all of it?” I couldn't decipher more than a few words.

Carla's eyes brimmed with tears. "He says he's doing something for our future. But he doesn't say what. I hope he doesn’t expect me to go on the run with him. He knows I love my job and this community.”

“There must be another explanation.” I couldn’t think what that would be, however.

I scanned the letter again, trying to read between the lines. "Carla, this could be important. Would it be okay if I shared this with Jasper and the others?"

She hesitated for a moment. "If you think it will help find him, then yes."

Once more I contacted the group. This time only Jasper and Eliza were free to stop by. They arrived after Carla had the chance to drink her tea and calm down.

We gathered around one of the café tables, and Carla placed the letter in front of us.

Jasper's eyes narrowed as he read. "He's being intentionally vague," he murmured. "Like he's trying to protect Carla from something."

Eliza read it with Carla's help. "What could he be involved in that's so dangerous? Is he involved with some loan shark?"

I blew out a breath. "Whatever it is, it's clear he was afraid. Afraid for himself and for Carla."

Eliza pulled out her laptop. “Let me see if I can find any digital breadcrumbs that might give us a clue."

Jasper pushed back his chair. "We need to find out who owns a Peterbilt truck around here."

"The person might have rented it," I said.

"Even better."

Once Jasper left, I caught Carla's eye. She looked lost, what with her slumped shoulders.

"Whatever Emory had gotten himself into, we'll bring him home." I squeezed her hand. “Do you think it would be okay to look at Emory’s computer now? It might have the answers we’re looking for.”

Carla sighed. “Yes. Emory would understand.” Carla turned to Eliza. “How about I drive you there and let you in? I could use your expertise. I’m not that tech savvy.”

Eliza smiled. “That would be great.”

After everyone left, it was business as usual. To be honest, it was nice to get back in the flow of running my café.

It was nearly closing time when Jasper returned, his hands tucked into his pockets and his shoulders hunched against the chill. I was surprised to see him at this hour. He rarely came in this late unless we had a meeting scheduled.

"Hey, Jasper.” I was already reaching for the coffee pot. "What brings you in at this hour?"

He slid onto a stool, his eyes distant. "Something's off, Molly. I can't put my finger on it, but I've got a feeling we're missing a piece of the puzzle."

I poured him a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter. "I know what you mean. Emory took out loans, he was stressed, and then his diner disappeared along with him. What if he didn't run away but was pushed to extreme actions?"

Jasper sipped his coffee, his brow creased in thought. “Do you think he might've moved The Diner to protect it somehow? That's a pretty out there theory, I know.”

“Eliza suggested the same thing.”

We fell silent for a moment. I absently wiped down the counter, trying to make sense of Emory's actions.

"Usually, when something like this happens, it's an inside job," Jasper said finally, his voice low. "But it doesn't add up with what we know about Emory."

I tapped my fingers against the counter. "Right. Carla said that Emory loved this diner. It was his dad's legacy... Plus, there's Carla. Why hide a relationship only to run away from it? She never mentioned they had any problems. In fact, she said they loved each other.”

Jasper's gaze met mine, and I could see the same confusion and frustration reflected back at me. I was convinced we were missing some crucial detail that could make all the pieces fall into place.

"I wish I knew," he said.

"Let's go over everything again.” I reached for my notebook that I had with me at all times. "There has to be a connection somewhere."

As we pored over our notes, the café emptied out around us, the last few customers trickling out into the night. But I barely noticed since I was consumed with this mystery.


CHAPTER 10
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The next morning, the door to the café opened, letting in a blast of cold air. I glanced up from the register to see Eliza hurrying in, her eyes bright with excitement.

"Molly!" She wove her way through the tables to the counter "I found something."

“On Emory’s computer?”

“What? No. Didn’t Carla tell you? It was gone when we got there.”

“Seriously?” I pulled out my phone. “Oh. What do you know. Carla did send a text but I must have been too preoccupied to check it.” I shouldn’t judge the others when the same thing happened to them. “I don’t suppose Carla has any idea who took it?”

“Carla thinks Emory came back. His place was picked up somewhat—at least that’s what Carla said.”

I had to think what that meant. “I hope that’s true, but it might be wishful thinking on her part.” I held up a hand. “But I won’t draw any conclusions yet. You said you found something?”

She plopped her laptop onto the counter and flipped it open. “Yes. The Peterbilt truck is registered to a shell corporation, and I've got an address."

"How did you find it?" Even the sheriff wasn't able to track it down.

“Jasper contacted me with what he found, and that led me to search in some less-public databases."

I dipped my chin. I loved all of her help, but I didn't want her to break the law. "Was it a legal search?'

"More or less." She flashed me a grin.

If I didn't want to find out what she’d learned, I might have called her out on it. "Where is the corporation?"

She turned the screen towards me, pointing at a map. "It's in a business park on the outskirts of town. Looks pretty nondescript."

I studied the image, taking in the unassuming gray building nestled among a sea of identical structures. It was the kind of place that wouldn't warrant a second glance, which made it the perfect front for whoever was behind Emory's disappearance—or rather Emory’s troubles.

Eliza's knee bounced up and down. "We should drive out there and scope out the place!"

As much as I wanted to charge in there and demand answers, we had to be smart about this. "Let's hold off on that for now." I placed a hand on Eliza's arm. "I think our first step should be to investigate this address online. Maybe we can find out about the property and who owns it."

Eliza's shoulders slumped slightly. “I already looked, but we do need a plan. We don't want to spook them."

Together, we huddled over her laptop. She showed me property records and satellite images that she’d found. The more I learned, the more convinced I became that this shell corporation was the key to unraveling the mystery.

"So this is where the trail leads," I murmured, my eyes fixed on the screen. "A faceless corporation hiding behind a maze of paperwork."

Eliza glanced up at me, her expression serious. "Yes. Whoever's behind this has gone to a lot of trouble to cover their tracks."

I jumped ahead to what this could mean. "We're not going to let them get away with it, are we?"

“No, we are not.”

"Let me mull over how we should proceed, and I'll let the team know."

"Great. I've got a podcast to prepare for anyway." Eliza packed up her laptop and headed out.

I felt guilty that I lied to her. I planned to go there alone. If anything happened to Eliza, I'd never forgive myself.

After I let my Mom and the staff know I needed to run an errand, I texted Jasper and explained my plan, though I didn't give him all of the details. I only said that I might have found out who owned the Peterbilt truck that moved The Diner. I'd text him when I learned more.

Despite the chill in the air, I was perspiring by the time I arrived at the site. Nerves did that to me.

The second I pulled into the business park, my heart pounded as I surveyed the nondescript buildings. The address connected to the truck was as plain as the rest. The building had frosted windows and a generic nameplate that revealed nothing about the company inside.

I walked around the outside, trying to look casual while keeping a sharp eye out for any signs of activity. The place was eerily quiet. No employees bustling in and out, no company logos on display.

I pulled out my phone and texted Jasper: "It's too quiet here. Going to see if I can get a peek inside."

My thumb hovered over the send button for a moment before I pressed it. I knew I was about to cross a line, but my gut told me this place held the key to Emory's disappearance.

As I neared the door, a woman in a business suit pushed it open and walked out. Okay, so it wasn’t as empty as I thought. Thank goodness her focus seemed to be on her car and not on me. I seized my chance and slipped inside. I found myself in a sparse lobby with minimalistic decor and a single empty reception desk. I didn’t see anyone, though I bet there were a ton of offices in the back.

My footsteps echoed on the polished floor as I moved further inside, every breath sounding too loud in the silence. I scanned the walls, and my gaze landed on a series of framed construction plans. Curiosity got the better of me, and I snapped a few quick photos with my phone. As I zoomed in on one of the images, my blood ran cold. It was an outline for a new megastore in the exact location of Emory's diner.

“Poor Emory,” I whispered.

"Can I help you?" a startled voice asked from behind me. "This area is for employees only."

I spun around to see a young woman eyeing me suspiciously. "Sorry," I said, forcing a smile. "I must be in the wrong building. Is this Hanson’s meat market.”

“No, and I don’t think there’s anyone here by that name.”

“Whoops. My bad.”

Before she could question me further, I hightailed it out of there, my pulse entering the unsafe zone.

I ran to my car, jumped in, and as soon as I locked the door, I dropped my head back for a moment. Once I caught my breath, I jammed the key into the ignition. I was so not cut out to snoop like that.

I peeled out of the business park with my heart hammering. My hands shook as I fumbled for my phone and nearly dropped it twice before I managed to dial Jasper's number. And yes, I knew I shouldn't be driving and texting, but I had no idea if they—whoever they were—decided I was expendable and were following me.

"Jasper," I blurted as soon as he picked up, "I need your help."

"Molly? What's wrong?" His steady voice calmed me a little.

I took a deep breath, trying to slow my racing heart. "I did something stupid. Really stupid.” My voice shook. That was how upset I was. "Can you meet me at the town records office? Like, right now? I don't think I should be alone."

"I'll be there in ten minutes," Jasper replied without hesitation.

True to his word, Jasper was waiting for me when I pulled into the parking lot. His familiar figure was a welcome sight. As I climbed out of my car, his brow creased. My hands were still trembling.

"Tell me what happened." He gently guided me to a bench near the entrance. The cool metal grounded me, helping to steady my nerves.

I spilled everything from the mysterious shell corporation, my ill-advised decision to sneak into the building, to the construction plans I'd seen on the wall. The words tumbled out in a rush, and I gesticulated wildly as I spoke—a sure sign of nerves. As Jasper listened, his expression grew more serious with each word. His years as a detective were evident in the way he absorbed every detail, his eyes never leaving my face.

"I know it was reckless." I knotted my fingers together, "but I couldn't sit back and do nothing."

When I finished, he sighed. "That was risky, Molly. But you might've uncovered something important."

"I hope so.”

"A national chain coffee shop, though? Seems like an awful lot of trouble for that."

“True.” I stood and motioned toward the clerk’s office. "Should we go in?"

He walked by my side. It was almost as if he thought I might collapse or something.

Inside the records’ office, we made our way to a desk where a bored-looking clerk sat.

"Can I help you?" she drawled, barely looking up from her computer.

"We're looking for recent development plans filed by..." I hesitated, realizing I didn't know the corporation's name.

Jasper stepped in smoothly. "By any new entities in the past month or so, wanting to develop on Main Street."

The clerk raised an eyebrow but then started typing. After a few minutes, she swiveled her monitor towards us. "Here's something. Filed last week by Horizon Enterprises, LLC."

I leaned in, my eyes widening as I recognized the layout. "That's it," I whispered to Jasper. "That's Emory's plot."

Jasper’s expression was grim. "Can we get a copy of this?" he asked the clerk.

"Give me a moment."

The plans showed the new building on Emory's land, but thankfully nothing beyond that.

"It's not much." I was disappointed.

Jasper tapped the paper. "It's a start. We know they want Emory's land, and they're willing to go to extreme lengths to get it."

"You're right. But where does this leave Emory?"

Jasper folded the plans carefully. "We’ll ask him as soon as we find him."

As we walked out of the office, my worries didn’t abate. We had a piece of the puzzle, but without Emory, the victory seemed hollow.

Jasper followed me back to the café. When I stepped inside, I decided to call an impromptu meeting. The team needed to know what we found out. "Why don't I whip up some beverages while you get in touch with the gang?" I suggested.

"Sounds good," Jasper replied.

My heart was in overdrive as I made my way behind the counter. I decided it would be smarter to carry the coffee carafe and mugs separately, allowing everyone to serve themselves. I feared I might spill the hot brew.

"Everyone but Tony is free,” Jasper told me. “He asked that I keep him in the loop about what's happening."

"Perfect." I placed the tray on the table. "Would you mind filling my cup?"

He raised an eyebrow. "Are you all right?"

I eased into the chair. "Not exactly." I extended my hand to show him it was still shaking.

"I see." He grabbed the carafe and poured coffee for both of us.

That initial taste was heavenly. If nobody barged into the café within the next thirty minutes, I might believe I wasn't being pursued.

Fifteen minutes later, the bell above the café door chimed. Carla and Eliza bustled in, their cheeks flushed from the chilly air outside. Carla's eyes were bright with anticipation as she approached our table.

“What did you find, Molly? Jasper said it was big.” She slid onto the seat next to me.

“It was—or so I think.” I wrapped my hands around my warm coffee mug. “But it's... complicated."

I waved to Tessa to come over.

"Yes?"

"How about getting Ms. Carla here a green tea and bring two more mugs, one for Eliza and one for Benny when he arrives.”

My young server smiled. "You got it." She bounded away.

Eliza pulled up a chair, her laptop bag thudding softly against the floor. "Complicated how?" she asked.

"Let's give Benny a minute to show up." I didn't want to repeat my adventure more than once.

The bell chimed and Benny rushed in. He strode over to the table. "Sorry, I had to turn in a story. What did I miss?"

"I was about to tell everyone."

I took a deep breath and recounted my ill-advised adventure at the business park, including the construction plans I'd stumbled upon.

“I can’t believe you went alone,” Eliza said. “I would have gone with you.”

“I know, but I couldn’t chance anything bad happening to you.”

From her frown, she wasn’t pleased, but it was for the best.

“So they want to build a chain coffee shop on Emory's land?" Carla’s voice came out barely above a whisper.

"It looks that way," Jasper confirmed, sliding the printout from the records office across the table.

Benny leaned forward, his eyes scanning the document. "This is big. We can break this story wide open to get the town on our side. They need to know what's happening. If they took—or maybe demolished—Emory's diner, no telling if they'll approach anyone else."

"You're right. It's time to put Mapleview on alert. These people have no idea who they're messing with."

"I can start spreading the word online. We could organize a town meeting to present what we know,” Eliza said.

“That's perfect. We need to rally everyone against this developer. If we can show how much the town opposes it, maybe we can stop them in their tracks."

Carla’s brow creased with worry. "But what about Emory? How does this help us find him?"

"It's all connected, Carla. If we can figure out who's behind this development, we might be able to trace it back to Emory."

"Molly's right,” Jasper said. “This gives us a direction to pursue. We expose their plans, and they might make a mistake that leads us to him.”

As we continued to discuss our strategy, a glimmer of hope surfaced. We had a way to fight back. For the first time since Emory vanished, I dared to believe we might save The Diner and bring him home.


CHAPTER 11
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Iwas looking over the construction plans we'd discovered, my eyes straining to catch every detail, when my phone buzzed. The caller ID flashed an unfamiliar number. Curious, I answered.

"Hello?"

"Molly? It's Drew Armond." His smooth voice caught me off guard.

I straightened and pushed the plans aside. "Drew, hi. This is... unexpected."

"I hope I'm not interrupting anything important," he said, with a hint of amusement.

"No, not at all.” I lied even as I glanced at the scattered papers on the table. "What can I do for you?"

"Well, I was thinking about our delightful conversation the other night," Drew began. "And I have a proposition for you."

My heart skipped a beat. "Oh?"

"There's an exclusive gala tomorrow night, hosted by a corporation I've been working with. I'd love for you to be my plus one."

At the mention of a gala, my thoughts pictured a Cinderella-type ball. Juvenile, sure, but I hadn’t been interested in someone since moving back home. Not that I’m interested in Drew, but he is easy on the eyes. And he’s nice too.

Focus. “Which corporation would that be?" I hope he didn’t wonder why I asked. Normally, it wouldn’t matter.

"Horizon Enterprises. They're new in town, but they're making quite a splash in the business world."

I paused. My heart was pounding so hard I was sure Drew could hear it through the phone. Horizon Enterprises was the same company linked to those construction plans I'd stumbled upon.

This could be our golden opportunity to gather inside information, to finally understand what was happening to our beloved town. Too bad a nagging voice in the back of my mind whispered: what if it was a trap?

"That's very sudden.” I desperately needed time to collect my scattered thoughts. My fingers drummed nervously on the table next to the very plans I'd been poring over moments ago.

"I know, and I apologize for the short notice, but I think you’ll find it... enlightening."

His choice of words caused goosebumps to trip up my arms. Was he trying to tell me something without saying it outright? Or was I reading too much into this? My paranoia must be getting the better of me.

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what could be a pivotal moment. "You know what? Sure, it could be enlightening." I emphasized the word, matching his tone. "I'd love to go. It sounds like an interesting opportunity."

"Excellent!" Drew's voice brightened, and I could almost see his megawatt smile through the phone. "I'll send you the details shortly. Looking forward to seeing you, Molly. How about I pick you up at eight at your café?”

“Great.” Did he learn that I lived above it? Was he researching me? Stop. Overthinking things never helped.

As I hung up, my gut warned me that I'd stepped onto a tightrope with Mapleview's future hanging in the balance. Whatever happened at this gala, I knew nothing would be the same after it.

I stood and headed upstairs to my apartment as I needed a moment to gather my thoughts. Was this a setup? Or was it truly a chance to look behind the curtain and uncover what was going on with Emory's disappearance and the plans for his lot?

The last time I went alone, disaster almost struck. This time I wanted backup.
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I stood in front of my full-length mirror, barely recognizing the woman staring back at me. Jill had worked her magic once more in transforming me from a small-town café owner into someone who could blend seamlessly into a high-society gala.

"Jill, I don't know about this." I smoothed down the silky fabric of the midnight blue gown she'd chosen for me, feeling the cool material glide beneath my fingertips. “It’s like I’m a little girl trying on her mother's clothes."

Jill appeared behind me, her reflection beaming with pride in the mirror as she adjusted the delicate straps on my shoulders. "Nonsense! You look absolutely stunning, Molly. This is exactly what you need to wear to knock them off their feet and show them you mean business." She gave my arm a reassuring squeeze. "Trust me, when you walk into that gala, every head is going to turn. You're going to exude confidence and sophistication—perfect for getting the information we need."

I took a deep breath, trying to see myself through Jill's eyes. The gown’s color made my skin glow. Maybe she was right and I could pull this off.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. "I just need to get through the night without causing any suspicion. Thanks for all your help, Jill."

"That's what best friends are for," she winked, adjusting a stray curl that had escaped my elegant updo. "Now, let's get you downstairs. Jasper's waiting to go over the game plan one last time."

We made our way down to the café, where he was hunched over a table covered in maps and documents. He looked up as we entered, his eyes widening. "Wow, Molly. You clean up nice."

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t stop the small smile that tugged at my lips. "Thanks. Jill gets to take all the credit." I inhaled. “All right, let's focus. What's the plan?"

Jill squeezed my arm. “I’m outta here, but good luck.”

“Thanks.”

She hugged me goodbye and left.

Jasper had spread out a detailed map of the venue. "Okay, so the main ballroom is here," he pointed. “If you get a chance, these side corridors might lead to some interesting places. Just be careful not to get caught snooping."

I leaned in, committing the layout to memory. "Got it. What about exits?"

"There are three main exits here, here, and here," Jasper indicated. "If things go south, head for the closest one. We'll have a car waiting two blocks away, just in case."

He handed me a small, flesh-colored earpiece. "This will let us communicate during the event. If you need an emergency extraction, use the code word blueberry pie. We'll get you out of there ASAP."

I slipped in the earpiece. "Understood. Blueberry pie means get me out."

Jasper's expression grew serious. "Remember, Molly, your safety comes first. If you feel anything is getting out of hand, don't hesitate to use the code word."

"I'll be careful," I assured him, "but I need to find out as much as I can tonight. This might be our only chance to get information on what Horizon Enterprises is really up to."

“Here’s the camera.” He stood and ran his gaze over me. “Attach it in your sash. It will look like a clasp.”

I pinned in on. Knowing Jasper would see what I was seeing helped calm me. “You better get out of here before Drew shows up.”

He smiled. “Good point.”

Jasper grabbed everything and slipped out.

Ten minutes later, Drew showed up at the café, and my heart nearly stopped at how handsome he was in his black tux. I couldn't deny the effect he had on me. I took a deep breath, reminding myself why I was doing this.

His eyes widened and then his gaze lingered a moment longer than necessary. "Molly. I'm speechless. You look absolutely beautiful."

Heat crept up my neck, and I mentally chided myself for the reaction. The man worked for the enemy and probably only said that to put me at ease, hoping I'd tell him what I knew. That wasn't going to happen. I'd learned my lesson about trusting men like Drew Armond a long time ago.

"You look pretty good yourself," I managed to reply, aiming for a casual tone. Though I’d never seen him not look good. It was infuriating how effortlessly attractive he was. Why were the charming, handsome ones often on the wrong side of the law? It seemed cosmically unfair.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Yes." I steeled myself for whatever the night might bring.

As he helped me with my coat, his fingers brushed against my shoulders and sent an involuntary shiver of delight down my spine. He then offered me his arm with a smile that could melt ice.

As soon as we stepped outside, a gust of wind blasted me. “Brr.”

He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, sheltering me from the biting wind as we hurried to his car.

“Your carriage, miss.”

To be honest, I expected his vehicle to be a little more upscale given how well he dressed. I was terrible with identifying the make or model of any car, but this looked to be a good five years old. Not that I could complain. My car was a lot older than that.

When he opened the car door for me, I sent up a silent prayer that Jasper was nearby, watching over me. I was going to need all the help I could get to navigate this treacherous evening.

The drive didn't take more than fifteen minutes, and when he pulled in front of the event space, I thanked the stars that we'd arrive safely. We were at a fancy hotel in Harborville, two towns over from Mapleview.

The valet opened my door and helped me out. Drew stepped next to me and led me up the stairs into the building. Signs indicated the location of the ballroom.

When I stepped inside, my eyes widened at the sheer opulence surrounding us. Crystal chandeliers sparkled overhead, illuminating the sea of elegant gowns and tailored suits. The soft strains of a string quartet floated through the air, mingling with the hum of conversation and the clink of champagne glasses.

As we made our way through the crowd, I scanned the faces around us, searching for anyone I recognized, but no one was familiar to me. Their polished smiles and confident postures marked them as out-of-towners.

"Quite the turnout," I remarked to Drew, trying to keep my voice casual. "Are they all local to Harborville?”

Drew's hand pressed gently against my lower back as he guided me deeper into the room. “Some are. Others are from out of town. They’re investors, developers…you know, people who see the potential here."

His words sent a warning signal straight to my brain, but I forced a smile. "Potential, you say? How interesting."

As we moved through the crowd, Jasper's voice crackled softly in my ear. "Try to get closer to the group near the bar, Molly. They look important."

I casually adjusted the camera pinned to my belt.

I gently tugged on Drew's arm. "Would you mind if we grabbed a drink?"

"Not at all," he smiled and then led me toward the bar.

As we approached, I caught snippets of conversation from a group of men in expensive suits.

"...prime real estate. Once we clear out those old buildings..."

"...resistance from some locals, but nothing we can't handle..."

My pulse soared as I tried to move closer without being obvious. Drew returned with two glasses of champagne and handed me one.

"Cheers.” He clinked his glass against mine. "To new beginnings in Mapleview."

I raised my glass. "To new beginnings," I echoed, taking a small sip.

As the night progressed, I wove through the crowd, picking up bits and pieces of information. Names were dropped, deals were hinted at, and with each passing moment, the pit in my stomach grew deeper.

"You're doing great, Molly," Jasper's voice encouraged in my ear. "Keep it up."

I plastered on a smile as another well-dressed couple approached us. "Drew, darling," the woman cooed, "aren't you going to introduce us to your lovely date?"

Drew's arm snaked around my waist. "Of course. This is Molly Ray. Molly, meet Mr. and Mrs. Jalbert.”

I extended my hand as I searched my mind. Jalbert… why did that name sound familiar?

I extended my hand to Mrs. Jalbert, trying to keep my expression neutral. "It's a pleasure to meet you both."

Mrs. Jalbert's eyes lit up. "Oh, darling, the pleasure is all ours. We're so excited to have new blood involved in this project. Aren't we, Harold?"

Mr. Jalbert nodded enthusiastically. "Absolutely. It's about time we brought some real progress to this quaint little town."

I forced a smile, my heart racing. "Oh, yes. Progress is... important."

"Indeed it is," Mr. Jalbert continued, lowering his voice conspiratorially. "And between us, it's all going smoothly. Now that The Diner plot is about to be ours, nothing will stop the project."

My breath caught in my throat. I struggled to keep my voice steady. "Oh, is that so? I hadn't heard it was finalized. Fascinating."

Mrs. Jalbert giggled, the sound grating on my nerves. "Oh, you must not have been at the last meeting. But it's all coming together beautifully. That old diner will hopefully be the only holdout."

Only holdout? She must be misinformed. No one had mentioned selling. I worked hard to look appropriately interested while panic coursed through my veins. "And the owner? I heard he was... resistant."

Mr. Jalbert waved his hand dismissively. "Oh, he came around eventually. Everyone has their price, my dear."

The casual way he spoke about Emory's livelihood made my blood boil, but I maintained my composure. "Of course. How... pragmatic."

As the conversation continued, Drew's hand on my back became a constant presence, reminding me of his watchful gaze. I excused myself to get another drink, needing a moment to process what I'd learned.

At the bar, I whispered into my hidden microphone, "Jasper, did you get all that?"

His voice crackled in my ear. "Every word, Molly. This is big."

I turned back to rejoin Drew, only to find him deep in conversation with a group of men. As I approached, their voices lowered, and Drew's eyes met mine with an intensity that made me pause.

"Molly." His tone was oddly serious. "I was telling these gentlemen about your... interest in local history."

One of the men, tall and imposing, stepped forward. "Is that so? Tell me, Molly, how much do you know about The Diner's departure?"

I swallowed hard, acutely aware of the tension in the air. "Only what's been speculated in town. But it's all quite mysterious, isn't it?"


CHAPTER 12
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Iheld my breath, hoping the men at the gala wouldn’t press me further on what I knew. Drew extended his hand as a charming smile played across his lips. "Care for a dance, Molly?"

He must have sensed I needed saving—and he’d be right. Dancing with Drew was a lot better than engaging with any of those developers. "I'd be delighted."

As we stepped onto the dance floor, the orchestra struck up a waltz. Drew's hand settled on my waist, and I placed mine on his shoulder. We began to move in time with the music, gliding across the polished floor.

"You're quite an enigma, Molly Ray,” Drew said, his eyes searching mine. "I must admit, your insight into this little town intrigues me."

I kept my expression neutral. "Is that so? Tell me, what are your interests in Mapleview?"

Drew chuckled, spinning me gently. "Oh, you know. Small towns like this have so much... potential. It's a shame to see it go to waste."

"Waste?" I raised an eyebrow. "I wouldn't say Mapleview is going to waste at all."

As we danced, I caught pieces of conversation from nearby couples. Two men in expensive suits were speaking in hushed tones.

"...diner's been relocated. Now we need to clean up the loose ends," one of them said.

My heart skipped a beat. I stumbled slightly, and Drew steadied me.

"Are you all right?" Concern was etched on his face.

I forced a smile. "Just a bit dizzy. Must be all the spinning."

Drew led me off the dance floor and excused himself to get me a glass of water. I took that chance to whisper into my hidden microphone. "Jasper, they're talking about cleaning up loose ends. This is bigger than we thought. I'm going to need an exit strategy soon."

Drew's hand tightened on mine. "Did you say something, Molly?"

Whoops. I shook my head. "Just thinking out loud. This gala is quite overwhelming, isn't it?"

Another man approached and studied me. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn't identify him. Ever since I returned last year, I spent most of my days at the café. I probably should have socialized more to learn who the movers and shakers were.

The man's gaze unsettled me so I pulled my phone from my purse. "Excuse me, Drew. I'm so sorry, I need to take this. It's my mom."

I sensed he didn't believe me, but it was the best excuse I could come up with.

As I made my way through the crowded ballroom, my heart pounded against my ribs. I whispered into my hidden mic, "Jasper, we've got a problem. Blueberry pie. I think they're onto me."

His voice crackled in my ear. "Head to the emergency exit. Now."

I weaved through the sea of glittering gowns and tuxedos, my eyes darting from face to face. Each glance in my direction sent a jolt of panic through me.

A hand grabbed my elbow, and I spun around, ready to bolt. It was a waiter I’d seen earlier.

"This way," he murmured, guiding me toward a hidden service corridor.

I had to decide. Trust this man or run.

Before I could make up my mind, we'd slipped behind a velvet curtain where I heard Drew's voice. "Has anyone seen Molly?"

The waiter pushed open a door, revealing a dimly lit stairwell. "Go. Quickly."

I hiked up my gown and descended the stairs as fast as I could in my heels, but the sound of footsteps above made me freeze.

"Check the service areas," Jasper’s voice commanded in my earpiece.

I kicked off my shoes and continued down, my bare feet silent on the cold concrete. At the bottom, I found myself in a deserted alleyway.

"Jasper," I whispered, "I'm out. Where do I go?"

"Head east. I’ll be there in a moment.”

I slipped on my shoes and ran. Because I hadn't had the chance to grab my coat, I was shivering. As I moved swiftly through the shadows, the cool night air raised goosebumps on my skin.

I rounded the corner, and when I spotted the familiar outline of Jasper's truck, relief washed over me. I quickly climbed in.

"That was too close," I said, sinking into the seat.

“Tell me what set you off.”

My heart raced and my breaths came in short gasps. Within a minute, the adrenaline started to wear off, leaving me shaky and drained. "It was terrifying, Jasper," I ran a hand through my disheveled hair. “Running might not have been the smartest move. What if we tipped our hand? They might know we're onto them now."

Jasper kept his eyes fixed on the road, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly, a testament to how close we'd come to disaster. "We'll figure it out tomorrow, Molly.” His voice came out gruff but reassuring. "Right now, let's focus on getting you home safely. We can strategize once we've both had a chance to catch our breath and clear our heads."

I was grateful for his steady presence. As we drove through the quiet streets of Mapleview, I wondered what new challenges tomorrow would bring. But for now, I was thankful to be heading home, away from the danger I'd narrowly escaped.

Back at the café, I fumbled with my keys since my hands were still shaky. "Thanks for the rescue, Jasper. I owe you one."

He gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Don't mention it. Let's meet at my house tomorrow at 7 AM. The team needs to know what happened. I'll contact everyone."

"Sounds good," I said as exhaustion settled in.

"Try to get some sleep, Molly. You need it," Jasper said.

I let out a rueful chuckle. "Sleep? After tonight? I'm not cut out for this cloak-and-dagger stuff, Jasper."

As Jasper headed back downstairs to his car, I stepped inside, locked the door behind me, and leaned against it. I finally allowed myself to breathe.

[image: ]


The next morning, I woke with a start, surprised I'd managed to sleep at all. As I got ready, I kept checking out the window, half-expecting to see a suspicious car or figure lurking about. But the street was quiet.

I reached for my phone to text Jasper that I was on my way when I realized it was on silent. My stomach dropped when I saw the notifications: several missed calls from Drew.

"Great," I muttered, scrolling through the messages with a growing sense of unease. Drew wanted to return my coat and to make sure I was okay. He sounded genuinely worried, which only made me more conflicted. I was torn between wanting to believe his concern was genuine and remembering the unsettling conversations I'd overheard at the gala.

I debated whether to call him back or send a quick text asking him to drop off my coat at the café. The last thing I needed was to get tangled up in Drew's world again, especially with everything else that was going on in Mapleview. At the thought of seeing him though, butterflies beat in my stomach, and that realization made me even more frustrated with myself.

I decided to err on the side of caution and not respond until I’d spoken to the team.

On my way to Jasper's, I took a roundabout route, checking my rearview mirror more times than I cared to admit. When I finally pulled up to his house, I let down my guard. No one had followed me—or so I wanted to believe.

Once I parked, I trod up to Jasper's front door. Only then did I realize I'd forgotten to bring coffee and pastries for the meeting. That wasn't like me at all. It must be from lack of sleep and not from the fact I was conflicted about my feelings for Drew.

Inside, everyone was already gathered around Jasper's dining room table. Eliza had her laptop open, while Jasper had spread out the photos he must have taken off my camera feed. Carla, Benny, and Tony were chatting.

"Sorry, I'm late." I took the remaining chair. "And sorry about the lack of breakfast. I guess I'm a bit off my game today."

Jasper waved away my apology. "Don't worry about it, Molly. We've got more important things to focus on. I already filled everyone in on what happened last night," Jasper said.

Carla placed a hand over mine. "I would have been so scared."

"I was, though knowing Jasper was outside helped. A lot. Having the camera and the earpiece was a godsend."

He'd purchased both after our last case though I hoped we never had to use them again.

Eliza pulled up the construction plans. "Okay, everyone. Take a look at this."

We all leaned in as she zoomed in on various sections of the blueprints that I'd found on the wall of Horizon Enterprises. My eyes widened as I recognized familiar landmarks... and how they'd be changed.

"Wait." I pointed to a section of the map. "That's where the library stands. They're planning to tear it down?"

"Looks like it,” Jasper said. “And see here? That's where the old park is. They plan to replace it with a parking structure."

I sat back, sick to my stomach. "This is bigger than we thought. It's not only Emory's diner. They're planning to remake the entire town center."

“Yes, and look at the date on this one.” Eliza pulled up another file. "It's been in the works for months."

I stood and paced the length of the dining room. My legal training kicked in as I thought through the implications. "Okay, we need to look at property rights laws. There might be some loopholes we can use to delay their plans."

Jasper's eyes lit up. "That's smart, Molly. If we can stall them, it might give us the time we need to find Emory and figure out how to stop their town takeover plan.”

I made some mental notes of the laws I'd need to review. "I'll start digging into that today. We might be able to⁠—“

"Wait!" Eliza interrupted, her eyes glued to her screen. "Molly, come look at this."

I hurried over and leaned down to see what she'd found. There, in the corner of one of the plans, was a tiny logo. My stomach dropped as I recognized it.

"That's... that's the pin Drew was wearing last night.” My voice was barely above a whisper.

Eliza looked up at me, her face grim. "Your mystery man... he's involved with the corporation planning to redevelop the town."

“Drew told me he worked for Horizon, but I wanted to believe he wasn’t helping them directly.” Clearly, I was in denial.

The room fell silent as we all absorbed this new information. I stared at the tiny logo on the screen, my mind full of doubt. How deep did this conspiracy go?

“Since he’s involved in some capacity, we should secure the café," Jasper said, his voice carrying the weight of his years as a detective.

"Secure? I don't think he'd harm me.” Even as the words left my mouth, my gut told me to listen to Jasper. Or did he think someone else from the gala wanted to silence me?

It only took a second for the realization to hit me like a ton of bricks—the answer might very well be yes. I didn’t want to think that Emory might have met that kind of fate.

"It's better to be safe.” Jasper’s tone brooked no argument. "It doesn't have to be forever. I have a gadget to detect any listening devices. No telling if one of the developers slipped one under a table already.”

"That's scary." The café, my home away from home, was vulnerable. "Fine,” I said, failing to keep the tremor out of my voice.

"I can help install the cameras," Benny offered. "I'm quite handy."

"I'm free to help too,” Tony chimed in.

“Thanks, guys.” I had the best friends anyone could ask for. "How about doing it when the café closes tonight? I don't want my clientele to watch you put them up. It might give them the wrong idea."

"Sure thing.” Benny looked over at Tony. "Let's meet up this afternoon and go over how we're going to do this. We'll need to be strategic about their placement."

"You got it," Tony agreed, already looking like he was formulating a plan.

As I watched my friends discuss the logistics, I had to admit this needed to be done. Whatever was coming our way, at least I knew I wouldn't be facing it alone.


CHAPTER 13
[image: ]


Shortly after 8 PM, I pulled down the café shades to block any prying eyes. I wanted Benny and Tony to be able to move around the café unseen. They scanned every nook and cranny to determine where to place the cameras.

I kept the coffee coming, and the faint scent lingered in the air, a comforting reminder of normalcy in this surreal situation.

Benny held up a tiny camera. "You sure about this, Molly?"

"For now yes, but once this is over, I want the cameras removed." I ran my hand along the smooth counter. "I don't like having them, but Jasper's right. We need to be prepared."

Tony emerged from the back room, a device in his hand beeping softly. "All clear so far. No bugs that I can detect."

"Well, that's something," I muttered, more to myself than anyone else.

Benny climbed on a chair to reach a high corner near the entrance. "This spot's perfect. It’s a wide view of the whole front area."

I watched him work, and a knot formed in my stomach. "Will customers be able to see them?”

"Nah," Benny grinned, stepping down. "These babies are practically invisible unless you know what you're looking for."

Tony moved behind the counter, his eyes narrowed in concentration. "How about here, Molly? This gives a good view of the register area.”

I tried to push away the discomfort. “That works."

As they continued their camera installation, I paced, my footsteps echoing in the empty café. The weight of our situation pressed down on me. How had my cozy place become the center of such intrigue?

"Hey, Molly," Benny called out, breaking me from my thoughts. "Come check this out."

I walked over to where he stood by the new coffee machine. "What is it?"

He pointed to a tiny black dot nestled in the machine's shadow. "See that? That's our new friend. Picks up sound like you wouldn't believe."

"Wow," I whispered, leaning in for a closer look. "It's so small."

Tony joined us, holding up his phone. "And look at this. Crystal clear video feed from all the cameras. Eliza's encryption is rock solid too. No one's getting in or out without us having a record of it.”

I stared at the screen, watching myself and the guys from multiple angles. It was unsettling, seeing my café this way, but it was necessary.

"Well," I said, straightening up. "I guess we're all set then."

Benny placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. "We've got your back, Molly. No one's going to catch us off guard now."

I managed a small smile. "Thanks, guys. I hope we never need any of this."

As they packed up, I took one last look around my transformed café. It might look the same, but I knew things had changed.
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The next morning, I opened the café as usual, but my nerves were on edge. Every time the bell above the door chimed, I jumped a little, wondering if Drew or one of his associates would confront me.

An hour into the morning rush, Eliza walked in with her laptop. She ordered her usual latte and settled into a corner table.

As the crowd thinned out, Eliza caught my eye and waved me over. I wiped my hands on my apron and made my way to her table.

"What've you got?" I slid onto the seat across from her.

Eliza's eyes sparkled with excitement. "Oh, Molly, you won't believe what I've found." She turned her laptop towards me, the screen a maze of interconnected diagrams and data points.

I squinted at the display. "Care to translate?"

"These guys are smart," Eliza said, her voice low. "They've got shell companies scattered all over the place. But they've slipped up before."

I leaned in closer. "How so?"

Eliza zoomed in on a particular section. "See this? It's a failed project from three years ago. They tried to do something similar in a small town in Oregon. It fell through when the locals caught wind of some... let's say, less than legal tactics."

My heart raced. "This could be exactly what we need. Can you dig deeper?"

“You bet.” Eliza grinned and pulled up another window filled with lines of code I couldn't begin to understand. "I'm cross-referencing public records, business registrations, and news articles. There's a pattern here, Molly. These guys have a playbook, and now we know what it looks like."

I drummed my fingers on the table, my mind spinning. "Eliza, you're a genius. This could be the key to stopping them."

She beamed at the compliment. "Thanks, but we're not done yet. I've got a few more leads to chase down. Give me another hour, and I might have something even juicier."

I stood and gave her shoulder a squeeze. "You're amazing. I'll bring you a refill. On the house, of course."

As I returned to the counter, a weight lifted from my shoulders. For the first time since this whole mess started, I had faith we might have a chance to save Mapleview after all.

When the door opened this time, I looked up, and my heart nearly stopped when Drew walked in with my coat draped over his arm. His eyes lit up when he saw me, and a smile spread across his face.

"Molly! I'm so glad you're okay.” He approached the counter with quick, purposeful strides. His eyes, a deep blue that I'd once found so captivating, seemed to be filled with genuine concern. "I was worried sick when you disappeared from the gala. I looked everywhere for you."

I wiped my hands on my apron, buying time to compose myself and to calm the sudden flutter in my chest. The familiar scent of his cologne wafted over me, stirring up memories I'd rather keep buried.

"Drew, hi," I managed, forcing a casual tone. "I'm so sorry about that. It was a little emergency. I didn't mean to worry you."

He laid my coat on the counter. His fingers lingered on the fabric for a moment, as if reluctant to let go of this connection to me.

"What happened? You vanished into thin air. One minute we were talking, and the next... poof."

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the lie I was about to tell. The weight of it sat heavy in my stomach, but I pushed on. "It was my mom," I explained, avoiding his intense gaze. "She called and said she'd fallen. I panicked and rushed out without thinking—as evidenced by the fact I didn’t remember my coat. There was a taxi right there at the curb, so I jumped in without a second thought."

Drew's eyes widened, his hand instinctively reaching out as if to comfort me before he caught himself. "Oh no, is she all right? That must have been terrifying for you both."

"She's fine, thank goodness," I assured him, the lie tasting bitter on my tongue. "Just a bruised hip. You know how it is with older folks." Not that sixty was old. I forced a smile, hating how easily the falsehoods came. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you before I left. I was in such a rush, and I didn't want you to miss the rest of the gala because of me. You seemed to be enjoying yourself."

He reached across the counter and squeezed my hand. "Molly, I would have helped. You shouldn't have had to deal with that alone."

His touch sent a jolt through me, and I pulled my hand back, pretending to adjust my apron. "That's very kind of you. Really, but it all worked out."

Drew leaned against the counter, his eyes searching my face. "Well, I'm glad everything's okay now."

I busied myself with wiping down the already clean counter, avoiding his gaze. "That's sweet of you to worry. It was just bad timing, that's all."

As I looked up at him, doubt gnawed at me. How could this charming, seemingly caring man be involved in something so underhanded? I'd always prided myself on being a good judge of character, but now I wasn't so sure.

"Can I get you a coffee?" I asked, desperate to change the subject.

Drew shook his head. "No, thanks. I can't stay. I wanted to make sure you were okay and to return your coat."

"I appreciate that." I picked up the coat, and the fabric still held a trace of his cologne. I waited for a request for a rain check because of the date I cut short, but he didn't ask. I didn't know whether to be relieved or disappointed.

Sheesh. What was wrong with me? I always was so logical when it came to men. The stress of Emory's disappearance must have gotten to me. “Take care, Molly,” Drew said and then left.

As soon as the door closed, Eliza packed up her gear and came over to the counter. “Don’t tell me that’s your mystery man.”

“Yes. That’s Drew Armond.”

She grinned. “You go, girl. He’s hot.”

I chuckled. “Remember, he’s the enemy.”

She shrugged. “There is that.”

Eliza had been gone less than an hour when the need to do something to solve this case overwhelmed me. I stepped into the back room and called Natalie Prentiss, a good friend from law school. She had a practice not too far from here.

When I briefly explained the circumstances, Natalie sounded excited to help.

“How about I drive up to Mapleview? I can be there in an hour. I’d love to catch up.”

That boosted my day. “I’d love that.”

As I waited for her arrival, I busied myself serving the customers, but my mind wasn’t on the job and that bothered me.

A little more than an hour later, Natalie showed up, her briefcase in hand and a stack of papers tucked under her arm.

"Molly!" she exclaimed, her face breaking into a wide smile. "It's been too long."

I embraced her warmly. "Thanks for coming on such short notice. I can't tell you how much I appreciate this."

We settled at a corner table, and I poured us both a cup of coffee. Natalie spread out her papers, creating a makeshift workstation.

"So, tell me more about this diner and the developers."

I filled her in on the situation, watching as her expression grew more serious with each detail. When I finished, she let out a low whistle.

"Well, we've got our work cut out for us.” Natalie rifled through her papers. "But I think I might have an angle we can work with."

We dove into the research, delving into historical records and maps of Mapleview. Hours ticked by as we searched for any legal grounds to halt the developers' plans.

As the afternoon sun slanted through the café windows, I straightened up, stretching my stiff back. "Natalie, look at this.” I pointed to a yellowed document. "Emory's diner might qualify as a historic site given its age and local significance. That could change everything."

Natalie scanned the page. "You might be onto something there, but remember it’s been moved. That might change things.”

“You’re right.”

“We have a few environmental and historical preservation cases setting precedents. Let's see what Mapleview has," she said.

We redoubled our efforts, digging deeper into the town's history and environmental protections. As we worked, I was beginning to believe we might have a chance to delay these developers and buy ourselves some time after all.

Close to five, Natalie said she had to go. She’d been a tremendous help. “Let’s not wait so long the next time,” I told her.

She hugged me. “You bet. If you need any other advice, call me.”

I smiled. “I will.” 

Hanna was scheduled to work half a day, so McKayla and Tessa worked extra hard to give me the time with my friend. I had briefly filled them in on what was at stake, and they said they were happy to help.

At a few minutes to eight, as I was wiping down the last table, the door opened letting in a blast of cold air.

"We're closing in five—" I started, then broke into a smile when I saw Benny and Jill walk in. "Hey, you two! What brings you here so late?"

Jill grinned, her blonde hair windswept. "Can't a girl visit her best friend without an interrogation?"

"Of course," I laughed, pulling out two mugs. "Coffee?"

"Please.” Benny sat at the counter. "We've had quite the day."

I raised an eyebrow as I poured. "Oh? Do tell."

Jill perched on the stool next to Benny, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "We've been working on something big, Molly."

"Together?" I hadn't realized they even knew each other that well.

Benny wrapped his hands around the steaming mug. "Yes. I recruited Jill for her real estate expertise. We've been crafting a series of articles about the development's impact on Mapleview. We’re not finished, but we will be soon.”

This had potential. “The articles are a good way to warn the town."

"Yes. I've been talking to some local business owners, environmentalists, historians—you name it," Benny said. "The article will show how much our town stands to lose if this development goes through."

Jill leaned forward, her voice passionate. "And I've been adding insights about property values and the unique appeal of small-town living. Molly, you wouldn't believe how many people are worried about this."

"I'm not surprised. I'm personally terrified of what this will do.” I sighed. “You two have been busy bees. Incredible work, guys.”

"We're not done," Benny said. "This is only the beginning of a sustained campaign. We're going to make sure everyone in Mapleview understands what's at stake."

"And beyond," Jill added. "We're hoping to catch the attention of some bigger media outlets too."

I set down the rag I'd been fidgeting with and walked around the counter to hug them both. "I don't know what to say. Thank you doesn't seem enough."

Benny patted my back. "Hey, this is our town too."

"Now, tell us what you've been up to all day. Any news on your end?" Jill asked.


CHAPTER 14
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Itook a deep breath to gather my thoughts before diving into the day's discoveries. The aroma of fresh coffee scented the air, grounding me in the familiar comfort of my café.

"Well, I spent the day with my law school friend, Natalie,” I told Jill and Benny. “She's a whiz at real estate law, and we might have stumbled onto something." I decided to leave out Drew’s visit as it would only worry them.

Benny’s eyes lit up. “What’s that?”

I slipped onto the stool next to Jill and leaned forward so Benny could see me. “We were digging through old town records, and it turns out Emory's diner might qualify as a historic site."

Jill's eyebrows shot up. "Really? That old place?"

"Yep.” A small smile tugged at my lips. "It's been around longer than most people realize. If we can prove its historical significance, it could throw a wrench in the developers' plans."

Benny drummed his fingers on the counter. "That's a great angle. How sure are you about this?"

I sighed. "It's not a slam dunk, but it's promising. The fact The Diner has already been moved is the biggest issue, but Natalie found some precedents we might be able to use. We're going to keep digging to find more evidence to bolster our case."

Jill set down her mug with a determined glint in her eye. "This could be huge, Molly. If we can delay the development, even for a little while..."

"Yes. It buys us time to find Emory and figure out what's going on here."

"We should incorporate this into our articles. The historical angle could resonate with people," he said.

"Absolutely," Jill agreed. "People love a good David versus Goliath story. This could be what we need to rally the town."

I didn’t think it would take much to get people motivated to keep our town from being taken over by corporate greed. "You guys are the best.”

"Back at you," Benny said.

Once Benny and Jill left, the last customer shuffled out. I flipped the sign to Closed and let out a long breath. The day had been a whirlwind of poring over legal briefs and learning about Benny and Jill's work, but now a different kind of tension settled over me.

It was time to inform the sheriff of what was happening to his town. After I closed up the café, I headed upstairs to my apartment. Once I settled on the sofa, I dialed Sheriff Jay's number. Thankfully, my mother had his home number from years ago.

"Sheriff Jay speaking," his raspy voice crackled through the line, sounding as tired as I felt.

"Sheriff, it's Molly Ray. I need to meet with you in private.” I tried to keep my voice steady, but a hint of nervousness crept in.

A pause stretched between us. "Molly? What's this about?" His tone sharpened with curiosity.

"I can't discuss it over the phone. Can you meet me at the library tomorrow at 9 AM?"

He sighed, seeming like a man with too much on his plate. "Can't you stop by the office?"

"No. There might be ears and eyes around."

"I've never known you to be paranoid before. Does this have anything to do with Emory's disappearance?"

What part of not wanting to discuss this over the phone didn't he get? "Are you available at 9 or not?”

Another pause, longer this time. “Sure, sure. I can be at the library at 9 AM, assuming something important doesn’t come up.” The man wouldn’t give me an inch, but I could deal with that as long as he showed up.

After hanging up, I took a deep breath to steel myself and dialed Carla's number. She answered on the second ring.

"Carla, it's Molly. I need a favor." I paced my small living room.

"Of course, dear. What can I do?" Her eagerness helped soothe my frayed nerves.

I explained the plan. As I spoke, Carla's enthusiasm bubbled through the phone, growing with each detail. "Oh, I'd be delighted to help! It'll be like that high school reunion we planned to uncover a thief." Her excitement was contagious, and I almost smiled despite the gravity of the situation.

"It's a little different, but nonetheless as important." Or rather, more so.
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The next morning, I arrived at the library five minutes early. Not wanting to attract unwanted attention, I browsed the shelves, pretending to be engrossed in a book about local history.

At 9:05, I spotted Sheriff Jay walking past the front window. Once inside, he followed Carla to the back room as planned. I waited another minute before making my way there.

Carla met me at the door, her eyes twinkling. "He's inside, dear. Good luck!" She squeezed my arm before hustling away.

I stepped into the room, closing the door behind me. Sheriff Jay sat at a small table, his hat on top.

"All right, Molly. What's this all about?"

I took a seat across from him, folding my hands on my lap. I started with the gala and what I learned.

"Why didn't you tell me this sooner?" He was understandably upset.

"I wanted to give you proof. You are a man of science who doesn't act on speculation." As I'd hoped, his chest puffed out. I knew how to butter him up.

"Tell me what you've learned."

"For starters, there's something about this developer that doesn't sit right with any of us. The community's on edge, and we've stumbled upon some troubling findings."

His eyes narrowed. "I've kept an eye on the new faces in town. If you've got something concrete, show me."

I didn’t want to overstate my case. "We have evidence suggesting there's a bigger play at work here, and it may involve foul play."

Sheriff Jay's eyebrows rose. "That's a serious accusation. What kind of evidence are we talking about?"

I reached into my bag and pulled out a folder and slid it across the table to Sheriff Jay. "First, we've got blueprints of a massive redevelopment plan for Mapleview. It's not only Emory's diner they're after; it's the whole town."

The sheriff's eyes widened as he flipped through the pages. "Where did you get these?"

"At the gala that I was invited to." I didn’t see the point in mentioning I didn’t get the plans from there precisely. "The point is, these plans show Horizon Enterprises plans to gut the heart of our town."

Sheriff Jay's jaw tightened. "This is concerning, but not illegal, Molly."

I expected that response. "You're right, but there's more." I pulled out another document. "This is a transcript of a conversation I overheard at the gala. They mentioned relocating The Diner and cleaning up loose ends. Sheriff, I think Emory might be in danger."

The sheriff's face grew serious. "That's still circumstantial, but it's worth investigating. Anything else?"

"Yes.” I pulled out one last piece of paper. "This is a list of some of the properties they want to acquire. Notice anything strange?"

Sheriff Jay scanned the list, his eyes suddenly widening. "These are all properties owned by people who've been having financial troubles lately."

"Yes, and we think they might be pressuring people to sell, maybe even causing those financial troubles in the first place.” It was a theory, but it made sense.

The sheriff sat back and dragged a hand down his chin. "This is a lot to take in, Molly. If what you're saying is true, we're looking at a coordinated effort to take over the town."

Didn’t I already say that? "That's what we believe, Sheriff. And I’m worried about what they might do to make it happen."

Sheriff Jay nodded slowly. "I'll need to look into it further, but you've given me enough to start a quiet investigation."

A wave of relief washed over me. "Thank you, Sheriff. That's all we're asking."

Sheriff Jay stood, his lips pressed together. I waited a few minutes after he left before finding Carla and telling her how our meeting went.

“At least he’s taking us seriously,” Carla said.

“He wants to help, but I’m not sure he knows how to begin.” I hoped I was wrong.

I drove back to the café, and it wasn’t more than ten minutes later when the mysterious waiter from the gala entered. I studied him. Even though he was dressed in casual clothes, I recognized him instantly.

He approached, and every muscle in my body stiffened. Could he have been sent to harm me? The only consolation was that he’d be on camera.

“Remember me?” he asked.

“You're the one who helped me slip out at the gala. How did you find me?" I was pleased at how steady I kept my voice.

He glanced around before meeting my eyes. "It wasn't hard. This town isn't that big, and everyone knows Molly's Café."

He heard Drew ask where Molly was, but that didn't mean I owned the café. Now wasn't the time to question him on that. Needing to find out what he wanted, I gestured him toward an empty table in the corner. "Let's sit. I’m guessing this isn't a social call."

“No.”

“Let me grab us some coffee. I know, I need some.”

Once I returned to the table, I poured us both a drink. The waiter, who said his name was Michael, pulled out a thick folder from his messenger bag.

"I've seen Horizon’s work before," he said, his voice barely audible. "They'll promise growth and prosperity, but all that follows is devastation."

I was intrigued. "Why are you telling me this?"

Michael's eyes darted around the café before settling back on me. "I can't stand idly by anymore. I want to help stop them."

He opened the folder and spread out photos and documents across the table. I gasped when I saw aerial shots of what looked like thriving small towns, followed by images of the same locations, now desolate and abandoned.

"This was Millbrook.” Michael pointed to one set of before-and-after photos. "They came in promising a revitalization project. Two years later, half the town was unemployed, and most of the local businesses had shut down."

I picked up another document and scanned its contents. "These are internal memos... how did you get these?"

Michael's lips tightened into a thin line. "I've worked for them for years, always telling myself it wasn't as bad as it seemed. But I can't ignore what they are doing anymore."

As he continued to share his experiences, my heart pounded. This was exactly what we needed—concrete evidence of the developers' true intentions. But could we trust Michael?

"Why now?" I studied his face. "Why Mapleview?"

Michael's shoulders slumped. “I don’t know why they picked it, but your town reminds me of where I grew up. I can't watch another community be destroyed."

I tried to process everything he'd told me. "Thank you for sharing this, Michael. It's going to be incredibly helpful, but let me ask you one more question. Why do you think I can help?"

I sipped my drink and studied Michael's face as I waited for his answer. He took a deep breath, his fingers tracing the rim of his coffee mug.

"I've been watching you, Molly. Ever since the gala, I've been keeping an eye on things—and you.”

I raised an eyebrow. "That's not creepy at all."

He chuckled nervously. "I know how it sounds, but I needed to be sure before I approached you."

"Sure of what?" I pressed.

Michael leaned forward, his eyes intense. "That I can trust you. You're not merely another small-town café owner, you're a fighter. I've seen how you've been rallying the town, digging into the developers' plans."

Cold dread rushed through me. If he had noticed, who else had?

"You're resourceful," he went on to say. "And you've got a team behind you. That's rare in these situations. Most people roll over and take it."

I needed to buy time to think. "So you think I can stop them because I'm... what? Stubborn?"

Michael shook his head. "No, because you're smart. And because you care about this town in a way that goes beyond protecting your business. I've seen it in how you interact with your customers, and how you've been gathering information."

If he’d been in here, I would have noticed. Had he been watching through the window or something? "You've been thorough," I said, not sure if I should be impressed or unnerved.

"I had to be. These people are dangerous, and I needed to be certain I was putting my trust in the right person."

I set down my mug, meeting his gaze. "And you think that's me?"

"I do," Michael said. "As I said, you've got the brains, the determination, and the community support. If anyone can stop them, it's you, Molly."

I sat back, processing his words. Part of me was flattered, but another part was terrified. The weight of such responsibility settled on my shoulders like a lead blanket.

"That's a lot of faith to put in someone you barely know," I said quietly.

Michael's expression softened. "Sometimes you just know. And right now, you're Mapleview's best hope." With that, he stood. “Keep this proof. Help me stop them.”

“I will.” Or so I hoped.


CHAPTER 15
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Istared at the documents Michael had left behind, and my mind reeled from the information overload. This was physical proof that Horizon Enterprises wasn't only after Emory's diner; they wanted to devour all of Mapleview. My fingers hovered over my phone, ready to alert the team, when the café door burst open.

Jill rushed in, her cheeks flushed. "Molly! You won't believe what I've uncovered!"

I quickly gathered the papers Michael had left to give her room. "Slow down, Jill. What's going on?"

She plopped down in the chair across from me, her eyes wide with excitement. "I've been digging through public records, and Molly, it's worse than we thought. Horizon's been trying to buy up properties left and right."

I knew about their desire for properties, but not the number. "How many are we talking about?”

"Too many." Jill shook her head. "But here's the kicker. I reached out to the owners who haven't sold yet."

"And?" I prompted.

Jill's lips curved into a sly smile. "I may have planted a few seeds of resistance. I told them about Emory's diner and how we're fighting back. Some of them are interested in joining our cause."

“That’s fantastic.”

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her notes. “Yeah. Old Man Wilkins was ready to sell his hardware store, but when I told him about our plans to resist, he changed his mind. He said, and I quote, Those city slickers can take their fancy plans and shove 'em where the sun don't shine."

I couldn't help but laugh. "That sounds like Wilkins, all right. Who else?"

"Shelly Fordam. She owns that used bookshop on Main Street. She was on the fence, but now she's talking about organizing a town meeting to discuss the developers’ plans."

"This is exactly what we need—a united front against Horizon. If enough property owners refuse to sell..."

"They won't move forward with their plans if everyone stonewalls them,” Jill finished, her eyes sparkling. "At least not without a fight."

I reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “This is what you and Benny talked about—getting the community involved. I think it’s key.”

I didn't mention that Horizon might do something horrible, such as burn down or demolish a building in order to scare people into selling.

“Let me tell you what dropped in my lap today.” I showed Jill Michael’s bombshell.

She studied them. With each page she turned, her jaw dropped lower. Finally, she looked up. "Where did you get these?"

I repeated my escape from the gala. "Michael helped me. At the time, I thought he was a waiter who wanted to help a damsel in distress. I had no idea he was building a case against Horizon."

Her brows pinched. "How did he find you?"

"That's the creepy part." I told her what Michael said about watching and studying me.

“Eww. At least it ended well. We need to show this to the others—or are you thinking of turning everything over to the sheriff?" she asked.

I hadn't thought that far ahead. "I will do that, but not before I make a copy of everything."

"Go to the library. They have copy machines, and Carla won't let anyone steal the information."

This was beyond my pay grade. I wasn’t cut out for subterfuge. Learning who stole a high school time capsule was one thing, but dealing with Horizon could be deadly. "I'm calling Jasper."

"Good idea."

I stood. "Come upstairs with me—for privacy.” I hadn't told her about the cameras and listening devices yet. While Tony had swept the place for bugs, someone could have stuck a device under one of the tables today.

Once in my apartment, I motioned we sit at the table. I then dialed Jasper's number.

I held my breath as the phone rang and rocked back and forth. Jill watched me intently, her eyes wide with anticipation. Finally, Jasper's deep voice came through the speaker.

"Hey, Molly."

"Jasper, we've got a situation. Jill's been digging into the Horizon stuff, and it's worse than we thought. They are trying to buy up properties all over town."

I figured that might have been the case, and Michael’s documents confirmed that, but I didn’t want to minimize Jill’s contribution.

He didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “How bad are we talking?"

I glanced at Jill, who mouthed speaker. I obliged, setting the phone on the table.

“This is Jill. It's bad, Jasper, but I've been talking to the holdouts. Some are ready to join our fight."

Jasper's low whistle crackled through the speaker. "That's something, at least. Good work, Jill."

"There's more," I added. "Remember that waiter who helped me escape the gala?”

“Yes.”

“Well, he showed up at the café today with a stack of documents. Jasper, it's explosive stuff, confirming what Jill found out.”

"What kind of documents?" Jasper's tone sharpened.

"Plans, emails, financial records from Horizon. It's all here. I know we should give it to the sheriff, but..."

“You should, but may I suggest you make copies first," Jasper finished for me.

The man read my mind. “I plan to. What do you think we should do?”

There was a long pause on the other end. I could almost picture Jasper rubbing his chin, his brow creased in thought. “We need to discuss this with the team,” he finally said. “It’s always possible that the sheriff is compromised, though the chances of that are low. Make your copies. Then we'll decide our next move together."

I let out a breath. "Thanks, Jasper. When and where should we meet?"

"My place tonight at eight. I'll contact everyone. And Molly?"

"Yeah?"

"Be careful. If this information is as big as you say, Horizon won't be happy if they find out we have it."

The call ended, leaving Jill and me in silence. She reached across the table, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze.

"We've got this, Molly. We're going to save our town."

“I hope you’re right.”
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I had asked Jill to stop by the café a little before eight. Not only did it make sense to drive together, I needed help with the papers Michael had given me since I had drinks and snacks to carry.

"I want you to be our guest of honor. The team should hear firsthand about what the shop owners are dealing with."

Jill's eyes lit up. "Of course! I'd be honored to brief the Closed Case Club."

As we approached Jasper's house that evening, my arms laden with snacks and drinks, I was a bit nervous. Jill carried the all-important documents.

I knocked, and Jasper ushered us in.

“Let me help you.” He took the carafes of coffee from me.

The living room buzzed with conversation as we entered. Carla and Tony sat on the couch, while Eliza perched on an armchair, her laptop open. Benny sat in the chair.

"Everyone's here." I set down the snacks. "Perfect."

Jasper cleared his throat. "All right, let's get started. Jill, Molly says you have some information for us?"

Jill stepped forward, her posture straightening. "I do. I've been digging into Horizon's property acquisitions. They're not only after Emory's diner—they're trying to buy up half the town."

“That confirms what Molly learned at the gala.” Tony squinted. "How much have they purchased so far?”

"Not many," Jill replied, shaking her head to bring awareness to this situation. "The story Benny put out is helping. We've got a lot of holdouts, but they're worried the same thing will happen to them that happened to Emory. Thankfully, quite a few are ready to join our fight."

As Jill continued her briefing, I spread out the documents Michael had given me on Jasper's coffee table. "And this," I said, gesturing to the papers, "is what our mysterious waiter friend provided. It's all here—plans, emails, and financial records."

Eliza leaned over and checked them out. "This is gold, Molly. With this, we can expose their entire operation."

"True, but we have to be careful. Michael put his neck on the line to get this to us. We don’t want them to figure out who gave the information to us. That leads me to my suggestion. I want to draft a petition for a temporary restraining order against the developers. We can argue it's an immediate threat to our community's well-being and heritage."

Jasper stroked his chin. “The restraining order could buy us some time, but we'll need more than these documents to stop them.”

"I know. We need to collaborate with local environmental groups and historians to get testimonies about the potential impact on our historical sites and ecosystem."

Carla perked up. "I can reach out to the historical society. They've been worried about the old buildings on Main Street for years."

"And I know some folks at the nature preserve. They'll be all over this,” Tony chimed in.

As we continued to plan, hope was in the air. We had a long fight ahead, but with this team—and this town—behind us, Horizon didn't stand a chance.
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By the time Jill and I returned to the café, it was late. "Thanks again for helping," I told her.

"Are you kidding? This was the most excitement I've had in a long time. Don't get me wrong. I love being a mother and a realtor, but this cloak-and-dagger stuff is meaningful.

I hugged her. "Thanks, hun."

"You bet."

I spent the next two days in a whirlwind of activity, burning the candle at both ends. My phone was practically glued to my ear as I reached out to every local environmental group I could find. I discussed the potential devastating impact Horizon's project would have on our town's cherished historical sites and delicate ecosystem. The more they told me, the more determined I was to stop this travesty.

After what felt like endless hours of research and consultation, I finally sat down to draft the temporary restraining order, meticulously crafting each argument. I prayed it would be enough to halt Horizon's plans in their tracks.

Once I was satisfied with the document, I immediately contacted the courthouse to present my case to the judge.

The first available slot was tomorrow at 7:30 AM, which meant asking Mom to open. Again. It would also mean another night of little sleep, but I knew I couldn't afford to be picky. This was our only chance to buy some time. A little fatigue was a small price to pay for protecting our town's future.

The next morning, I clutched my carefully prepared documents and arrived at the courthouse a few minutes early. The morning quiet of the building was broken only by the echo of my footsteps on the polished floor.

The secretary, a kind-faced woman with graying hair, greeted me with a warm smile. "Ms. Ray, the judge will see you now." She led me to a heavy wooden door and knocked softly before ushering me inside.

Judge Harrison, a stern-looking man with piercing green eyes, sat behind an imposing desk. He gestured for me to take a seat.

I took a deep breath, steadying myself. "Your Honor, thank you for seeing me on such short notice."

His expression remained unreadable. "I understand you're here about the Horizon Enterprises development project. Please, state your case."

I straightened my shoulders. "Your Honor, this development threatens the very essence of Mapleview. We need time to assess the full impact. The proposed plans would not only destroy historical landmarks but also potentially harm our local ecosystem."

I presented the documents, pointing out key details. "As you can see, there are serious concerns about the environmental impact and the preservation of our town's heritage. We're seeking a temporary restraining order to halt construction and further land acquisition until a proper review can be conducted."

Judge Harrison listened intently, his brows pinched as he examined the evidence. After what felt like an eternity, he looked up at me.

"Ms. Ray, you've made a strong case. We can't ignore the potential risks to Mapleview's historical and environmental integrity." He then paused. “Therefore, I’m granting a temporary restraining order on the construction and further land acquisition until we can conduct a proper review."

Relief washed over me. "Thank you, Your Honor. This means everything to our community."

We were one step closer to stopping this corporation, but we still needed to find Emory.


CHAPTER 16
[image: ]


Ihad settled back into my routine at the café when the bell above the door chimed, its familiar tinkle breaking the quiet afternoon lull. My eyes widened as Darlene Parish walked in, her shoulders hunched and her gaze darting around nervously like a cornered animal.

I hadn’t seen her since the time capsule incident when she'd lied to me about knowing the thief. The memory still stung, but time had softened the edges of my anger.

"Darlene." I kept my voice neutral as I wiped down the counter, the smooth motion of the cloth against the worn surface a soothing rhythm. "How have you been?"

She approached hesitantly, her fingers twisting the strap of her purse as if it were a lifeline. "I've been... fine, Molly. But I have some news. Important news.” Her voice wavered slightly, betraying her nervousness.

I set down my cloth. The lawyer in me couldn't resist the promise of new information. "Oh? What kind of news?"

Darlene glanced around the café, her eyes flitting from table to table as if checking for eavesdroppers. "It's about Emory. Emma, my daughter... she overheard something at the park."

My heart skipped a beat. "What did she hear?" I tried to keep the eagerness out of my voice, but I failed.

"There were these men talking.” Her words tumbled out. "They mentioned Emory and his diner. And... a warehouse on the edge of town. They said that's where they're keeping the old man's stuff." Her eyes were wide, imploring me to understand the significance.

I inhaled sharply. "Did Emma hear anything else? Any details about the warehouse?" I leaned across the counter.

Darlene shook her head. "Just that it's on the outskirts of town. I'm so sorry, Molly. And about before, about everything. I want to make it right." Her voice, raw with emotion, cracked slightly on the last word.

I studied her face, seeing the genuine remorse in her eyes. Part of me wanted to hold onto my anger, to nurse the hurt she'd caused, but another part recognized the value of the information she'd brought. It was a lead, and I couldn't ignore it.

"Thank you for telling me this, Darlene.” I surprised myself with the gentleness in my tone. "This could be big.”

She blew out a breath. "I hope it helps. And Molly? I can’t say it enough, but I really am sorry for what happened.” The words hung in the air between us, heavy with unspoken regrets.

As Darlene turned to leave, her shoulders slumped. "Wait," I called out.

She paused and then looked back at me. “Yes?”

"Would you like a cup of coffee? On the house. We could... catch up."

A small smile tugged at Darlene's lips as a glimmer of the friendship we once shared sparked to life. "I'd like that, Molly. I'd like that very much."

As I reached for the coffee pot, I hoped this was the first step toward mending our fractured relationship. And more importantly, maybe this tidbit of information was key to unraveling the mystery surrounding Emory and his diner.

Just then, her daughter, Emma, rushed in. “Mom. There you are.”

“Emma, come here, please. Can you tell Ms. Molly what you told me about those men?”

Emma glanced at her mother, then back to me. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "Well, I was with my friends, and these two guys were sitting on a bench nearby. They were talking kinda quiet, but I could still hear them."

“Do you remember what they looked like? Tall, short, chunky, old, young?” I made sure my tone remained encouraging.

She scrunched up her face in concentration. "One had long legs and was skinny. He wore a Yankees baseball cap. The other guy was shorter and had a beard. Oh, and he was wearing a red jacket."

"How old were they?"

She shrugged. "Oldish."

"Old like your dad or old like your granddad?"

Her mouth twisted. "Um. I'd say about my dad's age."

"Great. And what exactly did you hear them say?"

Emma's eyes lit up. "They said something about the old man's stuff being in a warehouse. And then..." She paused, her gaze darting to the side.

"It's okay, Emma. Anything you remember could be helpful," I urged gently.

She took a deep breath. "They mentioned a number. I think it was an address. He said 1542."

My heart raced. This was more than I'd hoped for. "That's fantastic, Emma. Do you remember anything else about the warehouse? Did they say where it was?"

Emma's face scrunched in thought. "They said it was near... near the old train tracks. Yeah, that's it. By the abandoned train tracks on the edge of town."

"Did they say a name? Like Emory? Or Emory Draper?"

Her eyes lit up. "Yes. Draper. They said Draper, but at the time, I didn't know what that meant. That's the guy who owned The Diner, right?”

“Yes.” I reached out and squeezed her hand. "Emma, you've been incredibly helpful. Thank you so much for sharing this."

As Emma beamed at the praise, I caught Darlene's eye. The gratitude in her expression was unmistakable.

As soon as Darlene and Emma left, I headed to the storage room and dialed Jasper's number. My fingers traced the shelf on the storage rack as I waited for him to pick up.

"Hey, Molly.” He answered after three rings.

"Jasper, I've got some news about Emory." I could barely contain my excitement.

"Hold on, let me grab a pen." I heard rustling on the other end. "All right, shoot."

I recounted everything Emma had told me, from the description of the men to the warehouse near the old train tracks. "And get this—she even caught part of what seemed to be an address: 1542."

Jasper let out a low whistle. "Well, I'll be. That's quite the lead, Molly."

"So what do you think? Should we go to Sheriff Jay and ask him to look into it or should we check it out?"

"Now hold your horses," Jasper cautioned. "We can't go rushing in blind. First things first, we need to let the others know. They might have some ideas or resources we haven't thought of."

"You're right. I'll send out a group text to meet at the café after closing."

"Good plan. In the meantime, I'll do some digging on that address. Maybe I can narrow down our search area."

"Thanks, Jasper."

As I hung up, anticipation swirled in my stomach. We were finally making progress. I only hoped that this warehouse didn't have armed security.

I fired off a quick text to the rest of the team: Meeting at the café after closing. Big news about Emory.

The rest of my shift crawled by at a snail's pace. Every time the bell above the door chimed, I half-expected to see Emory to walk in, grinning and explaining it had all been a big misunderstanding. Sadly, it was another customer looking for their caffeine fix.

No sooner had I flipped the sign to Closed than Jasper's familiar silhouette approached. He raised a hand in greeting as he drew closer.

"Any luck with that address?" I asked as I let him in.

Jasper's eyes twinkled. "Oh, I've got more than luck, Molly. I've got a location."

I stared at Jasper, my mouth hanging open. "You found it? Already?"

He chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. "Don't look so surprised, Molly. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve."

Before I could press him for details, Benny and Eliza walked in, followed closely by Carla and then Tony.

"What's this big news?" Benny rubbed his hands together eagerly.

I gestured for everyone to gather around one of the tables. As they settled into their chairs, I recounted my conversation with Darlene and Emma, watching their expressions shift from curiosity to excitement.

"And then," I said, pausing for dramatic effect, "Jasper here managed to track down the actual location."

All eyes turned to Jasper, who leaned back in his chair with a satisfied grin. "It's an old warehouse on the outskirts of town, off Route 7. Used to be a distribution center for a furniture company."

“What's our next move?" Eliza asked as she reached for her laptop bag.

From the way Benny’s eyes sparkled, his reporter’s instinct had kicked in. "We should check it out ourselves before going to the sheriff. You know how Jay Bird is. He'll want solid evidence before he lifts a finger."

"I agree," Jasper said. "A little reconnaissance mission could give us the proof we need."

I hissed in a breath. "It could be dangerous. What if Horizon hired armed guards?”

"That's why we need to be careful," Jasper assured me. "Just a drive-by at first to see what we can observe from a distance."

"I'm in," Benny said immediately. "My camera has a great zoom lens. We could get some clear shots without getting too close."

I looked around at my friends. Part of me wanted to play it safe, to let the proper authorities handle it. But another part, the part that had driven me to become a lawyer in the first place, itched to take action.

"All right," I said finally. "Jasper, Benny, and I will go check it out tomorrow morning. The rest of you, keep your phones on. If we're not back in two hours, call the sheriff."

Carla reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "Be careful, Molly. We don't know what you might be walking into."

I wouldn’t be walking into anything as I planned to stay in the car.

I gave her a reassuring smile. "We will. And with any luck, we'll come back with the evidence we need to find Emory."

As everyone stood to leave, my gut said this could be the break we'd been waiting for. That, or it could be a dangerous misstep. Either way, we were about to find out.
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The next morning, I climbed into Jasper's old Chevy truck, the familiar scent of leather filling my nostrils. Benny slid into the backseat, his camera in hand.

"Ready for some real detective work?" Jasper asked, a glint in his eye as he turned the key.

"You bet." I pretended there wasn't a knot in my stomach.

We drove in companionable silence to the outskirts of Mapleview which gave way to open fields and scattered industrial buildings. As we approached the row of warehouses, Jasper slowed to a crawl.

"Keep your eyes peeled," he murmured.

I scanned the buildings, each one a carbon copy of the other. Corrugated metal siding, small windows set high, heavy sliding doors. Nothing stood out.

"There," Benny whispered from the back. "1542."

My heart leaped into my throat as I spotted the faded numbers above a rusted door. Jasper eased the car past, moving at a snail's pace. Benny's camera clicked rapidly.

"Wait," I hissed suddenly, my hand shooting out to grip Jasper's arm with more force than I intended. A battered pickup truck had materialized seemingly out of nowhere, pulling up to the warehouse with an ominous rumble. A man in well-worn work boots and a faded flannel shirt climbed out, his eyes darting around suspiciously before he yanked open the sliding door with a grunt of effort.

"That could be the guy Emma saw." My heart pounded loudly.

"On it.” Benny’s camera whirred to life with renewed vigor.

As the door slid open wider with a screech of protesting metal, I caught a fleeting glimpse of something inside that made my breath catch. My eyes widened in disbelief. Was that... a curved roof? It sure was. It was the unmistakable shape of the classic diner.

"Did you see—" I started, my voice trembling with excitement and nerves.

“I got it,” Benny said.

"We can't risk getting any closer.” Jasper accelerated slightly. The truck hummed as we pulled away, leaving the warehouse behind. "I think we've got what we need." His words hung in the air, heavy with implication. Whatever was going on in there, I was determined to get to the bottom of it.

Back in town, we huddled around a table at the café, studying Benny's photos. The zoomed-in shots clearly showed the warehouse number and the man entering. And there, visible through the gap in the door, was the unmistakable silhouette of Emory's diner.

"This has to be enough for the sheriff." I gathered copies of Michael's documents. "He can't ignore this."

Jasper's expression was grim. "Don't get your hopes up, Molly. Jay's been dragging his feet on this from the start."

I squared my shoulders, determination flooding through me. "Well, he's about to get a wake-up call. Who's coming with me?"

Benny raised his hand, grinning. "Wouldn't miss it for the world."

Good. I needed Benny. The photos were on his camera.

“Count me in,” Jasper said.

As we marched towards the sheriff's office, I clutched the evidence to my chest like a shield. One way or another, we were going to get answers.


CHAPTER 17
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Itook a deep breath, clutching the file of documents to my chest as we entered the sheriff's office. Once more the scent of stale coffee permeated the room.

After asking to speak with the sheriff, Casandra told us to go back. I was getting the feeling that the sheriff sat in his office all day. Didn't he ever do rounds?

At his door, we didn't need to knock. Sheriff Jay glanced up from his desk, his eyebrows raising slightly at the sight of us. "Well, well. To what do I owe this pleasure?" Yes, his tone was quite sarcastic.

I stepped forward, my heart racing. "Sheriff, we have some information about Emory's diner."

His expression remained impassive, but he leaned back in his chair, gesturing for us to continue. "Have a seat."

"I mentioned I was at the Horizon gala.”

“I remember.” He sounded insulted. Sheesh.

“Anyway, shortly after that, Michael, a waiter who worked the gala, approached me at the café with some...concerning information about the company. He seemed nervous, constantly looking over his shoulder as if he was afraid someone might overhear him or possibly follow him.”

I placed the file on the sheriff’s desk and slid it toward him. Sheriff Jay's eyes narrowed as he flipped through the pages, his weathered fingers tracing the lines of text.

"How do you know this information is correct?" he asked. "And why would a waiter give this to you? Seems awfully convenient, don’t you think?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. "I'm not entirely sure, Sheriff." I wasn't about to go through Michael's logic saying he trusted me. My legal training kicked in as I tried to present a balanced view. "But given everything that's been happening in town, the mysterious disappearance of Emory's diner, and the sudden interest of Horizon Enterprises in our little community, I thought it was worth bringing to your attention. Sometimes, the most unlikely sources can provide crucial information."

Jasper cleared his throat. His presence was reassuring. "There's more, Sheriff. We found The Diner,” he said.

Sheriff Jay's head snapped up, his eyes widening. "You what?" His usual apathy was momentarily forgotten.

"We received a tip about a warehouse at the edge of town that might be holding some of Emory's things," Jasper explained, his voice calm and steady. "We did a drive-by. Nothing more. We didn't want to risk looking inside or compromising any potential evidence."

Benny lifted his camera and swiped through the photos he'd taken. "I managed to get some shots, though," he said with a hint of pride in his voice. "You can see a glimpse of The Diner through the open door. It's not much, but it's definitely Emory's place."

Sheriff Jay squinted at the screen. Benny tapped a few buttons, sending the images to the sheriff's computer with a soft ping.

For once, Sheriff Jay’s usual bored demeanor was replaced by one of concentration. "Hmm. I'll try to get a warrant to search the warehouse," he said. "Might take a day or two, but this is solid grounds for an investigation."

Jasper's expression intensified. "You'd better hurry, Sheriff. If they suspect we're onto them, they might move The Diner again. We can't afford to lose this lead."

"I'll take care of it, don't you worry," Sheriff Jay assured us, his tone more decisive than I'd heard in years.

As we filed out of the office, I exchanged glances with Jasper and Benny. Despite the sheriff's words, I wasn't convinced he'd follow through. But for now, it was out of our hands.
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I slumped in my chair and stirred my coffee absently, watching the dark liquid swirl in a miniature whirlpool. The café hummed with the usual afternoon chatter, but I barely noticed it. I was preoccupied with our current situation. Even the aroma of freshly baked pastries couldn't lift my spirits today.

"Two days, Jill. Two whole days and not a peep from Sheriff Jay," I said, frustration evident in my voice.” We’re losing precious time, and the weight of it is depressing me.”

Jill reached across the table, her touch warm and reassuring. It was a stark contrast to the cold dread creeping up my spine. "Give it time, Molly." Her voice came out soft and full of understanding.

I sighed deeply, pushing my mug away with more force than necessary. The ceramic scraped against the wooden tabletop, drawing a few curious glances from nearby patrons. “Emory might not have time. Every minute we wait is another minute Horizon Enterprises has to cover their tracks. Who knows what evidence they're destroying or what lies they're concocting right now?" The urgency of the situation gnawed at me, making it impossible to relax or think about anything else.

Just then, my phone buzzed, and Carla's name flashed on the screen. I held up the screen to show Jill.

"Hey, Carla. What's up?"

"Molly!" Carla's voice crackled with excitement. "You need to come to the library right away. It's important!"

"What's going on?" I sat up straighter.

"I can't explain over the phone. Just hurry!"

The line went dead, and I stared at my phone, bewildered.

Jill raised an eyebrow. "Everything okay?"

"I'm not sure. Carla wants me at the library ASAP. She sounded... excited?"

"Mind if I tag along?" Jill grabbed her purse and slipped on her jacket before I could answer.

By now, my staff was used to me taking off. I'd have to give them all a bonus when this case was over. We hurried out of the café and down Main Street.

The sun was out, helping to warm the air. I would have suggested driving, but I needed the exercise. With my thoughts jumbled, I more or less power-walked to the library.

"Hey, slow down. I'm in heels," Jill reminded me.

I stopped. "Sorry. This case has me tied up in knots."

"I know."

For the last two blocks, I walked at a normal pace. Had Carla found some crucial piece of information in the town records?

The library loomed before us, its brick facade a familiar sight. We climbed the steps and pushed through the heavy doors.

Carla met us at the circulation desk and grinned. "This way," she whispered, leading us toward the back room.

As we followed her through the stacks, I leaned toward Jill. "What do you think this is about?"

Jill looked puzzled too. “I have no idea.”

Carla paused at the door to the back room, her hand on the knob. She took a deep breath, then swung it open.

I stepped inside, and it took a second for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. And there, sitting at a table surrounded by old newspapers and maps, was Emory.

I froze, my mouth hanging open. "Emory?"

He looked up, a sheepish grin spreading across his face. "Hey there, Molly. Long time no see, huh?"

I stood there, my mind struggling to process the sight before me. Emory was alive, well, and sitting right in front of us. While I was relieved, I had a flurry of questions.

"Emory! Where have you been? We've been worried sick!" I rushed over to him, leaned over, and hugged him. It didn’t matter that we weren’t all that close.

I slipped into the chair next from him. Once Jill sat on his other side, I introduced her. Carla took a seat too.

“Carla told me how you both have been helping. Thank you.” Emory raised his hands apologetically. "I'm sorry, Molly. I didn't mean to cause such a fuss."

“Don’t worry about it. Tell us what happened. Your diner just... vanished!"

Emory's face darkened. "Some guy kept showing up, wanting to buy the place. I refused, but he was persistent. Each time, the offer got higher." He shook his head. "Then last week, I arrived to open up, and... it was gone. Just like that."

"I bet that scared you," Jill said.

"To say the least. That's when I realized these guys meant business." Emory's fist clenched. "I figured it wasn't just one man, but a whole operation."

"You're right about that. Our Closed Case Club has been collecting data to find these people and take them down."

"Carla filled me in. I can't thank you all enough for helping."

"But why did you disappear? Why not fight?"

His eyes flicked to Carla, who stood quietly nearby. "I didn't want Carla getting dragged into this mess. So I laid low and hired a private investigator to dig around."

That was probably what the money was for. "What did you—or rather he—find out?" I asked.

"It's a conglomerate called Horizon Enterprises. They're behind all this." Frustration tinged his voice. "But I can't do a thing about it. It's maddening."

I hesitated. "Emory, someone ransacked your house. Do you know anything about that?" I’d tell him in a minute about what we learned about Horizon.

His eyebrows shot up. "I returned there yesterday and cleaned up a little. Trust me, I was furious." He paused. "All I could think of was that they were after the deed. I came back once to grab some things and my computer, but I didn't spend the time to find out. I worried they might be watching the house."

That was scary. Most likely they were watching our every move too. We had Emory back, but we were still far from solving this puzzle. "We need to find a way to stop these men. They're guilty of theft of a diner, breaking and entering, and probably a host of other things. It’s maddening that don't know who they are."

"I told Emory you spotted The Diner in a warehouse and that the sheriff is going to get a warrant for it,” Carla said.

"He's going to try."

A memory flashed through my mind. "Wait. A man came into the café recently, asking questions. His name is Drew. If I get closer to him, he might let something slip about the people behind the corporation."

Emory looked uncertain. "About that."

I narrowed my eyes at him, a frown tugging at the corners of my mouth. "What about it?”

He crossed his arms over his chest. "The detective I hired... it's Drew Armond."

My jaw dropped open. Drew? The same Drew who'd asked me out to dinner, who'd seemed too slick for his own good? My pulse quickened as a flood of confusion coursed through me.

"So he's... he's one of the good guys?" The words tumbled out before I could stop them.

"Yes. He's been working undercover at Horizon Enterprises. I told him all about the Closed Case Club and how you cracked the time capsule case."

Memories of the gala and Drew's probing questions swirled together. It was like trying to piece together a jigsaw puzzle with half the pieces missing. “Why didn’t he tell me? Was he afraid I’d blow his cover?"

If I were honest, I might have blown it—inadvertently, of course.

“He feels bad about lying to you,” Emory confirmed. "It was my suggestion that you two work together, but I said the call had to be his."

I rested my elbows on the table, struggling with all of this. "Do you think it would be a good idea to join forces now?"

A wry smile played on his lips. "That's up to Drew. But if you ask me, the more allies we have against Horizon, the better."

I recounted the gala to Emory—the luxurious setting, the dance, the overheard conversations, and Jasper listening in on every word through an earpiece. And then there was Michael, who had helped me slip away undetected.

"Michael?" Emory's eyes lit up with recognition. "Ah yes, he's also working undercover, but for the state."

My heart rate spiked. "The State of Connecticut wants to stop Horizon too?"

"They do." Emory leaned forward slightly. "But so far, Horizon hasn't slipped up legally—until now.”

I huffed out a breath and slumped back in my chair. “They are intimidating people into selling their property," I muttered under my breath.

Emory nodded solemnly. "Unfortunately, intimidation isn't easy to prove."

Carla hadn't said much, but she was as invested in finding a way to bring down Horizon Enterprises as any of us were.

I considered our next move. It was as if we were one step away from tumbling into the abyss.


CHAPTER 18
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Ipaced back and forth in my apartment, my phone clutched tightly. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the sound of my footsteps on the hardwood floor. My heart raced as I stared at Drew's number on the screen.

"Come on, Molly," I mumbled to myself. "You've faced down criminals before. This is just a phone call."

But it wasn't any phone call. This was Drew—the man I'd thought was a potential threat, who now turned out to be an ally. With a deep breath, I hit the call button.

The phone rang once, twice, three times. Just as I was about to lose my nerve, Drew's voice came through the speaker.

"Molly? This is unexpected."

I swallowed hard. "Drew, hi. I... I need to talk to you about something important."

There was a pause on the other end. "All right, I'm listening."

"I saw Emory today," I blurted. "He told me... he told me you're working for him. As a private investigator." Darn. Maybe I shouldn’t be having this conversation over the phone. Too late now.

The silence that followed seemed to stretch for an eternity. Finally, Drew spoke, his voice cautious. "I see. And how do you feel about that?"

I let out a shaky laugh. "Honestly? I'm not sure. But I think... I think we might be able to help each other. Can we meet? To talk about all of this?"

"That might be a good idea," Drew replied, his tone warming. "Did you have a place in mind?"

I thought for a moment. "How about the park? Tomorrow at 7 AM by the shelter on the north side? It should be pretty empty then."

"The park at 7 AM," Drew repeated. "Sounds perfect. I'll see you there, Molly."

"Okay." I ended the call.

I collapsed onto my couch, my mind whirling. Tomorrow morning, I'd be meeting with Drew—not as a potential adversary, but as a potential partner in solving this mystery. The thought both thrilled and terrified me.
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I arrived at the park as the first rays of sunlight peeked over the horizon. The air was crisp, and a light mist hung over the dewy grass. I made my way to the secluded spot Drew and I had agreed on, my footsteps crunching softly on the gravel path.

Drew was already there. His Camel Hair coat was pulled tight around him and his hands were buried deep in his pockets. As I approached, he straightened up, his blue eyes darting around before settling on me.

"Morning." I kept my voice low. "Thanks for meeting me."

Drew gave a curt nod, his jaw clenched. "Let's make this quick. We shouldn't be seen together."

Was he expecting someone to jump out from behind the nearby bushes at any moment? That didn't give me a lot of confidence.

Had he forgotten we’d been seen together at dinner and again at the gala? Where was the charming man I'd danced with? And yes, I understood he was on the clock and needed to do his job, but still. A quick apology would have gone a long way. I didn't want to think about whether his attentiveness had been fake or not.

I pulled out a small notebook from my purse, its pages slightly crinkled from frequent use. "I've made a summary of what we've gathered so far. It's not much, but I think it's a good start." My fingers trembled slightly as I flipped through the pages. I was nervous, but not because I expected trouble. Drew did that to me.

"Molly." His voice was tight with an edge of urgency I hadn't heard before. "This is dangerous territory. You and your friends need to back off." His blue eyes, once warm and inviting, now held a determination that sent a shiver down my spine.

I took a deep breath, inhaling the crisp morning air, steeling myself for the conversation ahead. "Drew, I know these people are dangerous, but we want to help. We can keep a low profile." My voice came out steady, my years of courtroom experience kicking in.

He ran a hand through his hair, his fingers leaving messy trails in the dark strands. "It's too risky. If they find out, there could be serious repercussions." The worry lines on his forehead deepened as he spoke.

"We're good at what we do." I took a step closer, close enough to catch a whiff of his familiar cologne. "We gather facts quietly and support from the shadows. You don't need to be in this alone." I hoped my words carried the conviction that resonated in my heart.

A flicker of the man I thought I knew passed across his face, but the tension in his shoulders remained. He glanced around once more, scanning the park with the practiced eye of a detective, before turning back to me.

"Tell me more about your plan,” he said.

The early morning birds chirped around us, which were nature's own little security system alerting us to any approaching footsteps. As I began to speak, I sensed this clandestine meeting in the park was the beginning of something much bigger than either of us had anticipated—or else it was wishful thinking.

I handed him the notebook. Drew's expression shifted as he paged through it, the hard lines of concern lessening somewhat. He took a deep breath and locked his gaze on me.

"I can see you're not going to back down on this." He sounded both resigned as well as impressed.

"No, I'm not. We're in this together, Drew. My team has skills that could be invaluable."

He ran a hand through his hair. "These people we’re after... they're not merely businessmen. They're criminals."

"That may be, but we can't stand by and watch our town be torn apart."

Drew was quiet for a moment, his gaze scanning the park yet again before settling back on me.

"All right," he said, his voice low. "But we do this my way. Understood?"

A surge of relief and excitement raced through me. "Absolutely. What do you need from us?"

If he knew us, he'd realize we might not be the best at following directions.

"First and foremost, discretion," Drew emphasized. "No direct confrontations. If anything feels off, you back off and regroup. Got it?"

"Of course. We'll be careful."

"I mean it, Molly," he pressed. "One wrong move and this whole thing could blow up in our faces."

"We understand the stakes, Drew," I assured him. "We'll follow your lead."

He sighed, and a hint of a smile lifted his lips. "Your team's local knowledge could be valuable. We'll need to set up secure communication channels. No discussing this in public."

"Eliza can help with that," I offered. "She's a whiz with technology."

Drew nodded. "Good. We'll need it. And Molly?"

"Yes?"

His expression softened slightly. "Thank you. For caring about this town so much. Be careful, okay?"

Warmth spread through me at his words. "We will be. And Drew? Thank you for trusting us."

Since the other club members needed to be read in on what was going on, Drew agreed to meet with them. Not wanting to attract attention when we met at Jasper's house, he insisted we arrive one at a time.

"That's smart. I'll call Jasper and set it."

I made the call. My conversation with Jasper was short, though I could tell he wanted to ask more questions about Drew. "Everything will be clear tonight. See you at eight."
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I paced Jasper's living room waiting for Drew and the others to arrive, my eyes darting to the window every few seconds. The ticking of the old grandfather clock in the corner seemed unnaturally loud in the tense silence.

A soft knock at the door made me jump. Jasper moved to answer it, and Drew slipped inside, his eyes scanning the room before settling on me.

"Everything clear?" he asked in a low voice.

He sounded like he was on a stakeout or something. "The others should be here soon,” I assured him.

Over the next half hour, the rest of the team arrived one by one. Eliza, Benny, and Carla, and finally Tony. Each time the door opened, my heart rate spiked.

Once everyone was settled, an awkward silence fell over the room. Drew stood by the fireplace, his posture rigid, while the others sat scattered around Jasper's cozy living room.

I cleared my throat. "Okay, everyone. This is Drew Armond. He's been working undercover investigating Horizon Enterprises."

Benny raised an eyebrow. "The guy from the gala? Plot twist."

Drew's lips twitched in what might have been a smile. "I appreciate you all being here. What we're dealing with is serious." He moved to the center of the room, commanding everyone's attention. "Horizon Enterprises isn't only a development company. They're willing to break laws to get what they want."

Jasper leaned forward in his armchair. "We've dealt with criminals before. What makes these guys different?"

Drew glanced at me before he addressed the group. "They're smart, well-connected, and they don't leave loose ends. The disappearing diner? That's just the tip of the iceberg."

Eliza spoke up from her spot on the couch. "What about their digital footprint? I've been trying to trace their operations, but they're good at covering their tracks."

"That's where your skills come in,” Drew replied. "They're using a complex network of shell companies to hide their activities. If we can unravel that, we might find a weak point."

I watched as my friends absorbed this information, concern written all over their faces. Benny scribbled furiously in his notebook, while Carla twisted her hands nervously in her lap.

"So," I said, breaking the momentary silence. "Where do we start?"

Drew faced me. "We start by pooling our resources. Your local knowledge combined with my inside information should be enough to take them down."

A glint of excitement shone in Jasper's eyes. “Let’s hope they underestimate the Closed Case Club. Tell us what you've got, Drew, so we can start piecing together a plan."

As Drew laid out what he knew about Horizon's key players and operations, I grew more confident. Whatever Horizon had planned for Mapleview, they were about to learn that our little town wasn't going down without a fight.


CHAPTER 19
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Drew called me the next morning to explain he needed to contact someone high up in the State. “What I need is a secure place to make my call. I can't trust anyone right now.”

"You're welcome to come over to my place," I offered. "I live above the café. Jasper has a device that can detect bugs. Would that work for you?" Or didn’t he trust me?

"That sounds good.” Drew sounded relieved. "How about I stop by in an hour?"

"Perfect."

As I hung up, I noticed my palms were slick with sweat, a physical manifestation of the anxiety I couldn't quite place. Perhaps the gravity of the situation was finally sinking in—not only the fate of the town but potentially my own life hanging in the balance.

I immediately dialed Jasper and explained Drew's need for a secure line. "He'll be at my apartment in an hour." I failed to keep the tremor out of my voice. "Can you sweep my apartment to make sure no one's listening in?"

"I'll do my best," Jasper assured me. "I'll be right over."

Despite my promise of privacy, a nagging doubt crept in. What if Horizon had already pegged me as a threat? They could have found a way to bug the place without my knowledge.

Seeking comfort, I hurried to the kitchen to brew a soothing tea. The last thing I wanted was for Drew to arrive and find me in a state of panic.

Knowing Jasper was on his way, I also set about making a pot of his preferred strong, black coffee. True to his word, Jasper arrived promptly, laden with far more equipment than I had anticipated.

"What's all this?" I asked, eyeing the array of gadgets.

"Just being thorough," Jasper replied in his usual matter-of-fact manner. He opened his case and set to work, his movements precise and practiced. I watched, fascinated and at the same time, bewildered by the various devices he employed.

After a meticulous fifteen-minute sweep, Jasper carefully packed away his equipment. "Everything's clean.” His voice carried a reassuring finality.

My shoulders sagged with relief. "That's great. Thank you so much."

Before I could offer Jasper a cup of coffee, a sharp knock at my outside door startled me. I literally jumped, despite expecting Drew's arrival.

Composing myself, I opened the door. "Hi, come in," I greeted, gesturing to Drew. "Jasper says everything is clean."

"Excellent," Drew replied as he scanned the room before extending his hand to Jasper. "Thanks for your help with this."

Without further preamble, Drew turned his attention to the task at hand. "I'll make that call now.” His tone was both businesslike and focused.

I stood nervously in the corner of my living room, my eyes fixed on Drew as he dialed a number. The air in the room was tense as we waited for his contact to pick up. Jasper must have sensed my nervousness because he motioned me to sit on the sofa next to him.

"It's Armond," Drew said, his voice low and serious. "We've got a situation with Horizon Enterprises in Mapleview. It's bigger than just local intimidation."

I couldn't hear the other side of the conversation, but Drew's facial expressions told me volumes. His brow furrowed and then relaxed as he listened.

"Yes, we've got some leads," he continued. "But I need to know what kind of evidence you'll need to take action."

As Drew listened, his gaze met mine briefly. He grabbed a small pad and jotted down notes.

"Financial records indicating fraud, witness testimonies, and tangible links to criminal behavior," Drew repeated, his pen moving quickly across the paper. "Got it. Anything else?"

There was another pause as Drew listened intently.

"Understood," he said finally. "We're leveraging all our resources to get you what's needed. I'll be in touch with updates."

As he hung up, Drew turned to me. "They're interested, Molly, but we need to deliver solid, irrefutable evidence more than what you have. This isn't going to be easy."

"We're up for the challenge. The Closed Case Club has never shied away from anything.” I didn't want to mention this was only our second case.

Drew's lips quirked into a half-smile. "I'm starting to see why Emory had so much faith in you all. Let's get to work.” He looked around. "I'm thinking we should meet here from now on. It would be difficult for Horizon to have eyes or ears here. It's too centrally located."

It would make it easier for me. "There's an inside staircase everyone can use. I doubt anyone in the café would notice."

"Great," Drew said.

"To be sure Horizon can’t spy on us, we should ask Eliza to install some anti-surveillance equipment," Jasper said.

I wasn't thrilled with the idea, but I would sleep better knowing my phone calls and conversations couldn't be intercepted. "How about I ask her? If she can set things up quickly, I'll give everyone a call so we can decide how to proceed."

Drew smiled. "You are quite remarkable, Molly Ray."

My face heated. "Thanks.”
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The next day, a little past noon, the café door chimed and Eliza strode in, looking excited, if the grin on her face was any indication.

"Hey, Molly." She made her way to the counter. "I've got a delivery for you, but it's in my car. Mind if we take this upstairs?"

I was intrigued. "Sure thing. Use the outside staircase, and I'll meet you up there in a minute." I figured it was the jamming equipment.

After instructing Hanna to watch the counter, I headed up to my apartment. Eliza was at the door when I arrived. I opened up, and she rushed in hefting a large, nondescript bag.

"That’s a lot of stuff." I gestured to her gear as I closed the door behind us.

Eliza grinned, setting the bag down with a soft thud. "Privacy isn’t easy to achieve." She unzipped it to reveal an array of sleek, high-tech devices.

I watched, fascinated, as Eliza moved around my apartment with ease. She placed small, inconspicuous boxes at strategic points, occasionally consulting her phone as she worked.

"These are signal jammers," she explained, adjusting one near the window. "They'll make it nearly impossible for anyone to eavesdrop electronically during our meetings."

"That's fantastic." I picked up one of the devices to examine it closer. "How do they work?"

Eliza launched into a technical explanation that went way over my head, but her enthusiasm was contagious. As she finished setting up the last device, she turned to me and grinned.

"I love getting to do this stuff. With these jammers, we could discuss a nuclear launch, and no one would be the wiser."

I laughed, shaking my head. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that. But this is perfect, Eliza. Thank you."

As Eliza packed up her tools, I pulled out my phone. "I'm going to text everyone to meet here tonight at 8. This setup is exactly what we need."

"Good call. We'll be able to strategize without worrying about prying ears."

As she headed for the door, I caught her arm. "Seriously, Eliza. This means a lot. You're amazing."

She smiled. "That's what friends are for, right? See you tonight."

As the door closed behind her, I looked around my now electronically fortified apartment. For the first time since this whole mess started, I believed we had a fighting chance, and tonight, we'd start to turn the tables on Horizon Enterprises.
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The meeting last night had been intense, with everyone throwing out ideas and strategies until we were all mentally exhausted. In the end, we realized that Emory needed to be involved. He was the key to this whole mess, in large part because he’d been the only one to speak with the man from Horizon. That meant we had to contact him—and we couldn’t do it by phone.

We stepped into the bookstore in Crestville, where Carla and Emory had agreed to meet. I inhaled, loving the scent of old paper and leather binding.

The bell's soft chime faded as we made our way to the counter. An elderly woman with silver hair and kind eyes greeted us. "Can I help you find something?"

I cleared my throat. "Yes, we're looking for a book on New England diners."

Her eyes twinkled. "Ah, you'll find those under local history. Just down that aisle and to the left."

My heart skipped a beat as Carla and I meandered through the shelves. There, between rows of dusty tomes, stood Emory. He looked tired, but a small smile played on his lips as we approached.

"Ladies," he said softly, "fancy meeting you here."

I resisted the urge to hug him, and instead opted for a casual nod. "Emory, it's good to see you again."

Carla, however, wasn't as restrained. She embraced him tightly, whispering something I couldn't quite catch.

As they parted, I glanced around, ensuring we were alone. "We need to talk about what's happening in Mapleview."

Emory's face grew serious. "Carla’s told me bits and pieces, but tell me everything."

For the next few minutes, I recounted the events of the past few days, keeping my voice low. Emory focused on every word, his brow creasing as I detailed Horizon's plans.

When I finished, he let out a long sigh. "I never imagined it would go this far. What can I do to help?"

I was glad he asked. "We need your official statement, Emory. Your testimony could be crucial in stopping them."

“Of course, but we need to be careful about how we proceed."

"Agreed," I said. "We have a secure location set up. When can you come back to Mapleview?"

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Molly,” Carla said. “Just because your apartment is secure, who’s to say Horizon doesn’t have someone watching the café?”

“Okay. You’re right.”  I faced Emory. “Can you tell us everything you remember about your interactions with Horizon Enterprises then?" I pulled out my phone. “You don’t mind if I record this, do you?”

“No, of course not. The others need to hear this.” Emory ran a hand through his thinning hair. "It started about six months ago. A man in a fancy suit came by The Diner, saying he represented a company interested in buying me out. I told him no, of course. The diner's been in my family for generations."

"Did he give you a name?" I asked, leaning forward.

"Called himself Mr. Smith," Emory scoffed. "Probably as fake as his smile. After that, things started getting... strange. Equipment would break down more often, health inspectors showed up out of the blue. It was like they were trying to make running The Diner impossible."

These people were ruthless. They seemed willing to do anything to get what they wanted. "Emory, we need any documentation you might have. Bills, inspection reports, anything that shows this pattern of harassment."

He nodded slowly. "I've got most of it stored in a safe place. Didn't want to leave it at home in case they came snooping."

“I bet that’s what they were looking for when they ransacked your house, Emory,” Carla said.

“I’m thinking you’re right.”

He had thought it was the deed to his diner they might have been after. I guess he changed his mind.

“Can you give everything you have to Drew? He’s been in contact with someone at the State Capitol,” I said.

“Sure thing, but there’s more.”

Emory looked through one of the book stacks and then huffed. “Just a kid. I keep thinking they’re following me.”

Poor Emory. “Let’s hope this ends soon and you can get your life back.”

“From your lips to God’s ears.”

“You said there is more.”

Emory nodded.


CHAPTER 20
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"Horizon's not just buying properties," Emory explained, his weathered hands clasping and unclasping nervously. "They're using intimidation, blackmail, and even sabotage to force people out. It's a whole network of underhanded tactics."

Goosebumps prickled along my arms. "I've heard that, but how do you know others are being strong-armed, Emory?" He'd been out of town.

"I overheard things at The Diner. These men thought I was just a harmless old man at first and not the owner.” Emory’s wry smile turned serious with the lines on his face deepening. "But there's something else—or rather someone else. Thad."

"Your part-time cook?" I asked.

"Yes. I caught him red-handed copying documents from my office late one night."

"What?" I gasped, my lawyer instincts immediately kicking in. "Emory, why on earth didn't you fire him or report him to the authorities? That's a crime."

Emory sighed heavily, his shoulders sagging under an invisible weight. "I confronted him, Molly. You should have seen him. He broke down right there in the kitchen. He told me Horizon was blackmailing him. They threatened his sister's small business. Poor guy was scared out of his wits and didn't know what to do."

Carla’s eyes widened with concern. "So what happened next? Did you help him?"

"I told Thad to keep copying documents," Emory replied. "I figured if Horizon wanted information, we'd give them exactly what we wanted them to see. Some real, some...not so real. I wanted to feed them false information to trip them up in their own game."

"That is genius, Emory," I said.

He wiggled his shoulders. "I thought so too."

"That's why you didn't tell Carla anything.”

“Yes.”

“You were playing a dangerous game, Emory. It was risky but clever."

"I know it was risky," Emory admitted. "But I didn't know who to trust. And then, well, things escalated quickly with The Diner's disappearance. I never imagined it would go this far."

"Why didn't you tell me?" Carla looked hurt.

He faced her. "Carla, I couldn't live with myself if anything happened to you. If they threatened Thad's sister, they could do the same to you. No. I decided this was my problem."

Her shoulders sagged. "You were right to assume I would have tried to help."

He hugged her. "You're helping now. I might have caved if I didn't know you were waiting for me."

Carla sniffed and then leaned over and kissed his cheek.

"Do you know where Thad is now? Or his full name?"

"It's Thad Hudson. I have his application, but it's in the office at The Diner."

"That reminds me. We need to warn the sheriff that it could be dangerous if he confronts these men."

"Drew and Jasper might know what to do," Carla said.

"They usually do." This was Drew's show, and I knew when to leave some things to the experts.
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That night, I looked around at my friends gathered in my apartment, their faces full of worry. Carla and I finished relaying our conversation with Emory, and the gravity of what we'd learned settled over the room.

"We need to find Thad Hudson," I said, my voice steady despite the nerves fluttering in my stomach. "With The Diner gone, we've lost our only connection to him and potentially crucial information about Horizon's operations. All we know is that he has a sister who owns a business in a nearby town."

Eliza’s lips pressed together. "I can run a digital trace once we have some basic information. Even a partial address or phone number could give us something to work with."

Drew, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, finally spoke up. "I've got some contacts in neighboring towns. If Thad's laying low somewhere in the area, they might be able to help us track him down."

I met Drew's gaze, appreciating his resourcefulness. "That's great, Drew, but if Horizon suspects we're looking for Thad, it could put him and maybe his sister in danger."

A wry smile played on Drew's lips. "Not my first rodeo, Molly. Remember, I've been trying to take these people down for a while now."

Jasper cleared his throat, shifting our attention to him. "We should also consider the possibility that Thad might be working with Horizon willingly. We can't rule anything out at this point."

"You're right. We need to approach this from all angles. Benny, do you think you could discreetly ask around town? Someone might have seen or heard something about Thad's whereabouts," I said.

Benny gave a thumbs up. "Consider it done. I'll use my reporter contacts to see if anyone's spotted him recently."

"If you think he’s our man, take a photo, and maybe Carla can show the picture to Emory for confirmation."

"Good idea."

I turned to Jasper. "Do you think you could warn the sheriff to back off finding The Diner until we catch these guys?"

"Sure, I'll handle it. I've got a way of talking to Bill that doesn't raise suspicions. He'll listen."

"Thanks.

Jill, who had been listening intently, leaned forward, her blonde hair loose for a change. "I can check recent rental agreements in the area. If Thad decided to change his apartment after The Diner disappeared, he might have left a paper trail."

"That's brilliant, Jill.” I appreciated my friend's quick thinking. "Your real estate connections are invaluable here."

"I'll start making calls first thing tomorrow," Jill promised, a determined glint in her eye.

I looked around at my team. "Good job, everyone. Let's get moving. Finding Thad could be the key to unraveling this whole mystery."

Benny cracked his knuckles, a grin spreading across his face. "I'll hit the streets tomorrow morning. Someone's bound to have seen or heard something about our missing cook."

"Be careful," I cautioned.

"Don't worry, Molly," Benny reassured me. "Subtle is my middle name."

As we began to disperse, Drew caught my eye. There was a lot I wanted to say to him, but it would have to wait until Horizon was out of the way.

"I hope we can find Thad before Horizon realizes what we're up to," I said.

Drew placed a reassuring hand on my arm. "We've got a good team, Molly. And now, we've got a solid lead. We'll find him."

I tried to draw strength from his confidence. I took a deep breath, preparing myself for whatever challenges lay ahead.
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After days of searching, we finally located Thad hiding out in a small, rundown motel on the outskirts of town. The place was the kind of establishment that didn't ask questions and probably rented rooms by the hour.

Drew and I approached his room cautiously, our footsteps muffled by the worn carpet in the hallway. My heart was pounding, unsure of what to expect when we came face to face with our elusive target.

Drew knocked. When Thad opened the door, his eyes widened in panic, darting between Drew and me like a cornered animal. He tried to slam the door shut, but Drew wedged his foot in the doorway. I had to admire his reflexes.

"Wait!" I called out, my voice echoing in the empty hallway. "We're not here to hurt you. We know about Horizon, and we know about your sister."

The door slowly opened. Thad froze, his face drained of color. "How do you know about my sister?"

I held up my hands in a placating gesture, hoping to convey our peaceful intentions. "Emory told us," I reassured him. "I'm Molly Ray from Mapleview. This is Drew. We're investigating Horizon's activities and we need your help." I gestured towards Drew, who gave a small nod of acknowledgment.

Thad hesitated, his eyes searching our faces for any sign of deception. After what felt like an eternity, he slowly opened the door wider. "Come in," he mumbled. The tension could be cut with a dull knife. We stepped into the small, cluttered room.

Once inside, Drew spoke up. "I've been working undercover to gather evidence against Horizon. We know they've been blackmailing you by threatening your sister's business." His words seemed to have an immediate effect on Thad. The man’s shoulders sagged, and then he sank onto the edge of the bed.

"They said they'd ruin her if I didn't cooperate. But I couldn't go through with it. Not when I saw what they were doing." The pain in his voice was evident, and I sympathized.

"Is your sister safe?" I asked. I couldn't imagine how I'd feel if someone was after my mother.

Thad ran a hand through his disheveled hair. "For now. I convinced her to take a vacation out of state. But I don't know how long that will protect her." The worry in his eyes was all too familiar—the same look I'd seen in Emory's eyes when he talked about Carla.

He stood and pulled out a USB drive from under the mattress, holding it up like it was both precious and dangerous. "I've been collecting evidence. Financial records, emails, even recordings of their meetings. It's all here." His hand trembled slightly as he held the small device.

Drew and I exchanged glances, a spark of excitement passing between us. This was exactly what we needed—the key to unlocking Horizon's web of deceit.

"We want to take Horizon down," I told him. "Not just for Mapleview, but for your sister and everyone else they've threatened. Will you help us?" I held my breath, hoping he'd see that we were on his side.

Thad looked at the USB drive in his hand, then back at us. I could almost see the internal struggle playing out on his face. After a moment's hesitation, his jaw set with newfound resolve. "Yes. It's time to make this right. But we need to make sure my sister stays safe."

"We'll do everything we can to protect her," Drew assured him, his voice steady and confident. "In fact, I have some contacts who can keep an eye on her until this is over." I glanced at Drew, grateful for his foresight.

Thad's entire body seemed to relax for the first time since we'd arrived. "Thank you," he said, his voice thick with emotion. He took a deep breath, squaring his shoulders. "So, what's the plan?”

That was a good question.


CHAPTER 21
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Istood behind the counter of my café, mechanically wiping down the already spotless surface. The afternoon sun streamed through the windows, but I barely noticed. My mind was miles away, consumed by thoughts of tonight's meeting.

"Earth to Molly?" A voice cut through my reverie.

I blinked, focusing on Mrs. Hendricks, one of my regulars. She peered at me over her thick-rimmed glasses, concern etched on her face.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," I said, forcing a smile. "Did you need a refill?"

She shook her head. "No, dear. I was saying how strange it is to pass Emory's place and see an empty lot. Are you all right?"

"Yes. I have a lot on my mind. You know how it is."

As I chatted with Mrs. Hendricks, my eyes kept darting to the clock. Time seemed to crawl by with each minute stretching into an eternity.

Finally, closing time arrived, and I ushered out the last few stragglers. I flipped the sign to Closed and rushed upstairs to my apartment. I had barely enough time to tidy up before my doorbell rang.

One by one, they filed in and crammed around my dining room table—all but Drew. He was leaning against the wall, arms crossed.

"Let's get started. We've got a lot to cover," I said in my best attorney voice.

Drew chuckled. "Lead the way, Chief."

I rolled my eyes at him before spreading out a map of Mapleview on the table. "We need to lure Horizons’ executives out into the open."

Jasper leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "And we need to do it in a way that makes them reveal their true intentions."

"Any ideas?" I asked.

"What if we set a trap at The Diner?" Eliza piped up, looking up from her phone. "Or rather, the empty lot where it used to be?"

Drew pushed off from the wall, his expression shifting from amused to intrigued. "That's a good idea, Eliza. We could spread a rumor that Emory is willing to sell the land. Horizon wouldn't be able to resist."

"And Thad could be our inside man. He could tell Horizon he's discovered Emory's whereabouts and has arranged a meeting," I said. "They'd trust him if he's been feeding them information."

As we hashed out the details, a plan began to take shape. It was risky, but it was our best shot at exposing Horizon once and for all.
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The next two days were a whirlwind of anxiety and covert operations. Benny and Tony volunteered to handle the surveillance setup around The Diner's slab, preparing for the Horizon executives’ arrival. I couldn't help but marvel at their dedication and ingenuity.

Under the cover of darkness, they worked tirelessly, illuminated only by the pale moonlight and the eerie red glow of their filtered flashlights. Being the snoopy person that I was, I sat in my car watching to make sure nothing went wrong. I had my cell phone ready to call the sheriff—or Drew.

Eliza, not to be outdone by Benny, procured some high-tech microphones capable of picking up voices from a considerable distance. I had examined the equipment, and a nagging voice in the back of my mind questioned the legality of our actions. Were we crossing a line? I pushed the thought aside, reminding myself that sometimes you had to bend the rules a little to expose the truth. The potential consequences of Horizon's plans for our town far outweighed any ethical qualms I might have. Still, the lawyer in me experienced a twinge of unease as I reassured myself that the end justified the means. We were fighting for Mapleview's future, after all.

That night, sleep eluded me entirely. How could it not? We were on the precipice of something incredibly risky—a gambit that could alter Mapleview forever.

Drew had reached out to Thad, laying out the intricacies of our plan. I could picture Thad wavering, his confidence faltering in the face of what we were asking him to do. But Drew, with his mysterious charm and persuasive prowess, had somehow managed to bring him on board. I found myself both impressed and slightly unnerved by Drew's ability to sway people.

The members of the Closed Case Club, along with Jill, had congregated in my apartment. Eliza, our tech wizard, had transformed my living room into a makeshift surveillance center, complete with a live feed that would allow us to monitor the sting operation as it unfolded. The decision to forego a wire on Thad due to the inherent risks meant we were wholly dependent on the long-range microphones to capture any incriminating dialogue. It was a tenuous lifeline at best.

Drew was out there somewhere, though the specifics of his whereabouts remained frustratingly vague. He'd been insistent that this was his operation, maintaining a tight grip on the details. Part of me was relieved to be on the sidelines. Actively seeking out danger had never been my forte. Still, I couldn't keep the sense of dread at bay.

"I'm not particularly adept at waiting," I announced to the room. My nerves were getting the better of me as the minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness. Everyone's eyes were glued to the screens before us. Suddenly, movement caught my attention. "Is that Thad?" I blurted, leaning forward to get a better look at the approaching vehicle.

As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized the absurdity of my question. I was the only one present who had actually met Thad face-to-face. The others looked at me expectantly, waiting for confirmation. I squinted at the screen, my heart rate quickening as I tried to make out the driver's features in the grainy footage.

"That's Thad," I confirmed, my eyes glued to the screen as I watched him approach the group of Horizon executives. He was glancing nervously right and left, his body language betraying his unease. My stomach churned with anxiety, hoping against hope that he wouldn't falter at this crucial moment.

"Please don't mess this up, Thad," I whispered, the words barely audible even to my ears. My fingers gripped the edge of the table.

We all instinctively moved closer to the screen as Emory appeared with Drew by his side. Despite the gravity of the situation, I enjoyed watching my friend play the role of a lawyer.

"Here we go," Jasper muttered beside me, his voice tense with anticipation.

The executives began their rehearsed spiel, their voices crackling through our speakers. I cringed involuntarily at their thinly veiled threats, my lawyer's instincts bristling at their blatant disregard for ethics and fair play.

Suddenly, Thad's voice cut through the air like a knife. "Oh no!" he exclaimed, his tone laced with panic.

My heart jumped into my throat as I watched papers scatter across the ground, carried by the light breeze. One of the executives lunged forward, his face contorted with anger and fear.

"Grab those!" he shouted, his voice sharp with urgency.

My pulse raced as someone yelled, "Now!"

The next few moments unfolded in a chaotic blur of sirens and flashing lights. Police cars seemed to materialize out of thin air, surrounding the group with military precision. I held my breath, scarcely daring to believe what I was seeing.

"Freeze! You're under arrest!" a booming voice commanded, cutting through the cacophony of noise.

I watched in stunned awe as the state troopers swarmed the area, efficiently handcuffing the now shell-shocked executives. The tables had turned so quickly that it was almost dizzying.

"We did it," Jill breathed beside me. "We actually did it."

I was momentarily at a loss for words, the reality of our success slowly sinking in. "The Closed Case Club strikes again," I finally managed, allowing myself a small, disbelieving laugh. “Though we couldn’t have done it without Drew, Emory, Michael, and Thad, to name a few.”

“We played a big role,” Benny said.

“That we did.”

As the officers methodically read the executives their rights, I was proud of our ragtag group. We had taken on a corporate giant and, against all odds, emerged victorious. More importantly, we had saved Mapleview, preserving the charm and integrity of our beloved town.

Drew sent me a text: Everything went according to plan. Mind if Emory and I stop by to give you all the details?

Yes! I texted. My heart racing with anticipation.

I read the message out loud to everyone, unable to contain my excitement. "This is so exciting. I can't believe we pulled this off!"

"It took a village to do it," Benny said.

"It sure did. And thanks to Jill for all her help too."

"I loved it. Thanks for letting me be involved," she said.

While we waited for Drew and Emory to show up, I busied myself fixing more coffee and tea, my hands shaking a little as I poured. Suddenly, a knock sounded on the inside door. I answered it, revealing Mom with a tray of pastries. The sight of her familiar face and the comforting smell of baked goods made me smile.

"I thought you all might need a pick-me-up," she said.

"Thanks, Mom." I took the tray and carried it over to the table. The pastries looked delicious, golden brown, and still slightly warm.

I was pretty certain Mom was here because she wanted to find out what happened. I’d told her about the sting operation.

"How did it go?" Mom asked. Guessed it.

"Great," I beamed. "Drew and Emory are on their way now to tell us how it went."

Ten minutes later, which felt like an eternity, our two heroes arrived. Carla jumped up and hugged Emory. "I'm so glad you're safe." She clung to him tightly.

Emory patted her back reassuringly. "Drew told me the cops were standing by," he explained. “It made my performance a lot easier.”

"Come sit down and tell us everything," I urged, gesturing towards the chairs. My curiosity was burning. Even though I'd seen it on the feed, I wanted to know the full picture.

I hung on every word as Drew and Emory recounted the events at The Diner's lot. My heart raced as I pictured the scene unfolding.

"You should have seen their faces when I showed up with that recording device," Emory chuckled, his eyes twinkling with mischief. "Those Horizon bigwigs looked like they'd seen a ghost."

A grin spread across Drew’s face. "Emory played it perfectly. He strode in there like he owned the place—which, technically, he did."

"Tell me more about the recordings." I was eager to hear more details.

Emory's expression turned serious. "I had every threat, every underhanded tactic they used against me right there on that little device. They thought they were so clever, but I made sure to get them to state their names and positions before each negotiation. Caught them red-handed."

"And then what happened?" Jill asked.

Drew took over. "That's when I stepped in with the financial records and emails we'd gathered. Between Emory's recordings, Thad’s evidence, and my undercover work, Detective Brennan knew she had an airtight case."

Our collective efforts had come together in an amazing way. "I still can't believe we pulled it off," I said, shaking my head in amazement.

Emory reached over and patted my hand. "We couldn't have done it without you and your friends. This town owes you a debt of gratitude."

“I’m thrilled everything turned out well.” I sucked in a breath. “Who’s going to tell the sheriff what happened?”

Drew smiled. “Not to worry. The state troopers are telling him now.”

“I imagine he won’t be too pleased.” Sheriff Jay was a proud man.

“I imagine not.”

“What about my diner?” Emory asked.

“Check with the sheriff. He probably has the warrant for the warehouse, though I’m not sure who will be around after what happened.”

Emory slapped his thighs and stood. “Then I better go and see about getting my place back. And when I have the grand re-opening, I’ll treat all of you to a good meal.”

We all laughed. “It’s a date.”


CHAPTER 22
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Three weeks had flown by, and I found myself surveying the packed diner with a heart brimming with joy and satisfaction. The establishment was teeming with individuals who had gathered to show their support for Emory. I spotted Robert Billows zipping between tables, serving the well-wishers with newfound enthusiasm. An unfamiliar woman in her fifties had stepped into Tiffany's role, deftly managing the throng.

"The attendance is astounding," I remarked to Jill, who stood next to me, sipping her java.

She grinned. "It's a testament to the community's love."

Emory approached our group, his face glowing. "Has Carla shared the exciting update yet?" We indicated we hadn't heard. He glanced at Carla. "Go ahead, tell them."

She hesitated, a coy grin tugging at her mouth.

"Well, the reason behind Emory's loan was that he intends to demolish his current dwelling and construct a new abode. For us."

Our group erupted in a flurry of thrilled gasps and well-wishes. My vision blurred with tears of happiness.

"Oh, Carla! Emory! That's fantastic news!" I gushed, embracing them both.

As the fervor subsided, a lingering query resurfaced in my mind. I turned to Drew and Emory.

"There's still one thing puzzling me," I admitted. "Emory, how did you know to enlist Drew’s services if he was operating covertly at Horizon?"

"I'll tell them," Drew began, his voice steady. "A few weeks before The Diner disappeared, I approached Emory. I explained that I was a private investigator from Boston, looking into companies like Horizon. It turns out they've been stirring up trouble in other small towns too. I'd been following their trail, and it led me right here to Mapleview."

Carla's eyebrows knitted together, her librarian's skepticism shining through. She turned to Emory. "And you just trusted him?"

Emory shifted uncomfortably, his weathered hands fidgeting with his coffee mug. "Not at first." His gaze darted between us. "But Drew showed me evidence of what Horizon had done elsewhere. It matched with some of the strange things happening around town, so I agreed to help him gather information."

It took me a moment to process it all. My mind was in chaos, trying to connect all the dots that had been scattered throughout this bizarre adventure.

"When The Diner disappeared, I contacted Emory immediately,” Drew said. “I helped him stay hidden while I continued the investigation."

“You knew where Emory was this whole time and didn’t tell us?” Carla said, her face a bit too red.

“No! Emory said he was more comfortable moving around. I was aware he hadn’t been harmed, but we decided it was best if all of you didn’t know.”

Emory wrapped an arm around Carla’s shoulder. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

She smiled. “You already have.”

Aww.

"Drew, I have to ask one more question. Did you know about me when you came into the café the first time?"

Drew blew out a long breath, his eyes meeting mine. "I know where you're going with this, Molly, but it’s not what you think. Emory had briefed me on the Closed Case Club, and I thought you and your team could help. And I was right."

My heart sank a little. So, it had nothing to do with liking me. It was all part of his investigation. My shoulders slumped slightly.

As if sensing my thoughts, Drew gently lifted my chin with his finger. "I can see the wheels moving in that brilliant mind of yours. How about we move to a quieter place to talk?"

Heat raced up my face, and I was acutely aware that everyone was watching us. "It is rather close in here," I managed to say.

Emory, ever the gracious host, motioned to a table with a reserved sign on it. "How about you all take a seat? I owe you a meal after everything you've done."

As the group moved toward the table, I stepped to the side with Drew. My pulse skyrocketed.

"Molly," he began, his voice low and intense. "Did I want to learn what you knew about the town? Yes, but when I got to know you, I realized what an amazing woman you were—or rather are. It stopped being purely business and quickly became personal."

Hope bloomed in my chest. "I felt the same way," I admitted, hardly believing I'd say those words again to any man.

He smiled that devastatingly handsome smile that had first caught my attention. "Then you won't mind if I take a road trip to visit you now and again?"

Without thinking, I wrapped my arms around his neck, savoring the warmth of his body against mine. "I would love that," I whispered.

Drew leaned down to close the distance between us. When his lips met mine, it was like fireworks exploding behind my eyelids. Oh. My. Gosh. This kiss was everything I had imagined and more. As we stood there, lost in our little world, I realized the most unexpected twists in life often led to the most beautiful destinations. 
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EXCERPT- THE CASE OF THE YULETIDE HEIST


I hope you enjoyed the escapades of Molly and the Closed Case Club. If you did, be sure to sign up for my newsletter to keep up with my latest releases and sales. If you only want to receive a notice when a book is released, follow me on Bookbub or Amazon.

Next up is THE CASE OF THE YULETIDE HEIST

A family feud and a stolen priceless manuscript? Ah yes, nothing says holiday cheer quite like a mystery for the Closed Case Club to crack!

When a rare manuscript worth half a million dollars pops up during an estate sale at the run-down Hillcrest Manor, the claws come out among the distant relatives. Just when you think the drama couldn't get any juicier, the priceless manuscript up and vanishes without a trace.

Well, guess who’s on the case? That’s right, me—Molly Ray—and my fierce Closed Case Club. We’re diving headfirst into a tangled web of family secrets, rivalries, and hidden motives. Armed with our unique blend of skills and unyielding determination, we’re on a mission to uncover the truth behind this high-stakes theft. Bring it on!

Here is the first chapter. Enjoy!

The aroma of freshly baked cinnamon rolls and brewing coffee hung thick in the air in my café, a stark contrast to the frost etched on the windows. The bell above the door chimed, and a crisp gust of December air swept in, causing me to glance up from behind the counter.

My friend, Carla Sands burst through the entrance, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes sparkling with excitement. She rushed toward me waving a flyer.

"Molly! You won't believe it!" Carla exclaimed as she wove her way through the morning crowd.

I set down my steaming mug of coffee and leaned on the counter. "What's got you all worked up this morning, Carla?"

She slapped the flyer down in front of me, her finger tapping rapidly on a bolded headline. “I just learned there's an estate sale at Hillcrest Manor. Today only. Charles Hillcrest was a historian like me, and I can only imagine what treasures are hidden there! You have to come with me. It will be so much fun!" Her eyes met mine, practically begging me to say yes.

I picked up the flyer and scanned its contents. The idea of rummaging through old treasures did sound appealing. "An estate sale, huh?” A smile tugged at my lips. "I'd love to go!"

All I knew about the deceased was that he had been a hermit of sorts. He lived in that old manor house all by himself after his wife passed a few years ago. If I had to guess, I’d say he stopped in the café at most twice in the last year. While I didn't know him well, he seemed nice and rather intelligent if I judged him by his reading material. I was sad to hear he’d passed last month.

Tony Brewer, our local veterinarian, looked up from his usual spot at the window, a half-eaten scone on the plate before him.

He pushed his chair back, the legs scraping against the hardwood floor, and came over to the counter. "Did I hear something about an estate sale?"

"You did!" Carla handed him another flyer. "Charles was quite the collector."

He studied the information. "Count me in. My mother used to take me to garage sales all the time. You never know what kind of bargains you can find."

I glanced between Carla and Tony, a grin spreading across my face. "Looks like it's going to be a group outing then. This should be fun!"

In the last few months, I’d spent a lot of time with Carla, Tony, and several others solving crimes that our sheriff felt were beneath him. I, along with Jasper Quinn, a former detective now turned professor, formed the Closed Case Club. Carla, Tony, as well as two others, Benny and Eliza, were club members. I was rather proud of our two for two record. We were quite the force to be reckoned with.

Carla practically bounced on her toes. "Oh, this is perfect! The more, the merrier. We can make a day of it."

"Having lived here my whole life, I should know more about the manor and its owner, but I don't. What can you tell me about it?” Tony asked. “I’ve seen it on the hill, but it looks quite run down.”

“That’s true, but it has such history," Carla began, her eyes lighting up the way they always did when she was about to dive into a local legend. "The Hillcrests have been a prominent family in the state for generations. Charles was one of many Hillcrests who hunted for rare books and antiques."

I listened intently. "I wonder what kind of things we'll find there. Any idea what to expect, Carla?"

Carla leaned in closer. "Well, Charles was known for his extensive collection of rare books. I've heard rumors that he owned some first editions of classic novels and even a few ancient texts.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper.

Ooh. My inner bookworm was practically doing cartwheels. "Really? That sounds incredible."

"Oh, it gets better," Carla continued, her hands gesturing animatedly. "He also had a passion for antique furniture. I remember him mentioning a Victorian writing desk that supposedly belonged to a famous author."

Tony whistled low. "Sounds like this could be quite the treasure trove."

"And that's not all," Carla added, her enthusiasm infectious. "Charles was an avid collector of historical artifacts. I wouldn't be surprised if we found old maps, vintage photographs, and maybe even some Civil War memorabilia."

"This will be exciting. It's like stepping into a time capsule.” Even if I found an item I liked, my tiny apartment was already filled to the brim with law books and photos. I’d be lucky to fit a Christmas tree in there.

"Exactly!" Carla beamed. "And let's not forget about the jewelry. I've heard whispers of a collection of vintage pieces that his wife left behind. Who knows what kind of beautiful, unique items we might find?"

The thought of uncovering hidden treasures and pieces of history was thrilling. It wasn't only about the potential finds; it was about the stories behind them, the lives they had touched, and the secrets they might hold.

"You know," Tony chimed in, rubbing his chin, "with a house that old, there's bound to be some interesting architectural features too: hidden rooms, secret compartments—that sort of thing."

Carla grinned. "Oh, absolutely! The manor itself is a piece of history."

I glanced between my two friends, their excitement mirroring my own. "It sounds like this estate sale is going to be quite the adventure. I can't wait to see what we'll find."

"We should ask Jasper, Benny, and Eliza to see if they have any interest in going, " Tony said. "It's been a while since we've had a case. I miss getting together. "

I smiled. "So do I."

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts. "Let's see if we can get the whole gang together for this. It'll be more fun with everyone."

"Good idea. Start with Eliza. She's always up for a treasure hunt,” Tony said.

I dialed Eliza's number, putting the phone on speaker so Carla and Tony could hear. The line rang twice before Eliza's energetic voice filled the air.

"Hey, Molly! What's up?"

"Hi, Eliza. Listen, there's an estate sale going on right now at Hillcrest Manor. Carla, Tony, and I are all going. Want to join us?"

There was a pause, followed by a sigh. "Oh man, that sounds wonderful. But I can’t. I'm swamped with editing my latest podcast episode. It's a real doozy and I've got a hard deadline."

"No worries." I tried to mask my disappointment. "Maybe next time."

“Totally,”

After hanging up, I glanced at Carla and Tony. "One down. Two to go. Let's try Benny."

I dialed Benny's number next. He picked up on the first ring.

"Molly! Perfect timing. I was just about to stop over and grab some coffee."

"Great, but I might not be here.”

“Oh?”

“Carla, Tony, and I are headed to an estate sale at Hillcrest Manor right now. Interested in joining?"

"Ah, shoot," Benny replied. "I've got a lead on a story I can't skip, but keep me posted. Sounds like it could be interesting."

"Will do," I promised. "Good luck with your story."

As I ended the call, Tony drummed his fingers on the counter. "Jasper's our last hope. Give him a ring."

I dialed Jasper's number. It rang six times before he finally answered, sounding slightly out of breath.

"Molly, hello. Sorry about that, I was in the middle of some research."

"No problem, Jasper.” I explained that the three of us were on our way to the Hillcrest Manor estate sale. “Are you free to join us?”

Jasper let out a low whistle. "Hillcrest Manor? That's quite the event. Unfortunately, I've got a lecture to prepare, but let me know what you find. Could be some fascinating historical pieces there."

"We'll keep you in the loop," I assured him.

As I set my phone down, I looked at Carla and Tony. "Well, looks like it's just us three."

"That's all right. More treasures for us to discover!" Carla exclaimed.

“I’ll drive,” Tony said.

“Great.” My small car would be too cramped for the three of us if we purchased anything.

We headed outside, and the cold December air nipped at my face. “Brr.”

We piled into his sedan. Carla took the passenger seat, while I sat in the back.

“Let me crank up the heat,” Tony said.

We chatted excitedly during the short drive, speculating about what we might find. As we rounded the final corner, Hillcrest Manor came into view, and our conversation died away.

The manor loomed before us, a faded giant against the gray sky. Its once-grand facade was now weathered and cracked, with ivy creeping up the walls. It was as if nature was trying to reclaim its territory. The gardens might have been meticulously manicured at one time, but now they’d grown wild and were unkempt.

"I guess Charles Hillcrest didn't have the money to hire gardeners anymore," I said.

"I heard he'd fallen on hard times," Carla told us.

Tony parked the car in the near-empty lot. “I would have thought half the town would be here,” I said.

“Whoever set this up didn’t do a great job of advertising it,” Carla said.

“Well, we’re here now.” I climbed out and took in the scene. A light breeze rustled through the overgrown shrubs, carrying the musty scent of old wood and damp earth.

I had to crane my neck to look up at the towering structure. “Wow. This place feels like it has many stories to tell."

Carla's eyes were wide with wonder. "Just imagine the history within these walls. The parties, the secrets, and the whispered conversations."

Tony rubbed his hands together, a mischievous glint in his eye. "I can already feel the thrill of discovery. Shall we?"

We made our way up the cracked stone path leading to the front door. Each step seemed to take us further back in time.

As we approached the entrance, a hand-painted sign was propped against a weathered column: "Estate Sale—All Welcome." The peeling paint on the grand double doors added to the air of faded elegance.

"Look at those intricate carvings," Carla marveled, running her fingers lightly over the woodwork. "You don't see craftsmanship like this anymore."

I pushed open one of the heavy doors, and it creaked ominously as if protesting our intrusion. We stepped inside, and I gasped softly.

The foyer was dimly lit. Dust motes danced in the weak sunlight that was filtering through grimy windows. Antique furniture was arranged haphazardly, price tags dangling from ornate lamps and tarnished silver candlesticks.

"It's like stepping into another world," I whispered, afraid to break the hushed atmosphere.

Tony pointed to a faded tapestry hanging on the wall. "Look at that. I bet it's centuries old."

Carla's eyes lit up as she spotted a bookshelf in the corner. "Oh my, those must be Charles's prized books. Let's take a closer look!"

As we ventured deeper into the manor, each room revealed new wonders and mysteries. The air was thick with the scent of old paper and polished wood, a perfume that made my nose tingle. If I had a more vivid imagination, I'd think we were being watched by the ghosts of the past.

As we stepped into what looked to be a library, it was like entering a time capsule. Towering bookshelves lined the walls, their dark wood gleaming softly in the dim light.

"This is incredible," I whispered as I studied the names on the spines of ancient tomes.

Tony sneezed, sending some dust dancing in a shaft of sunlight. "Sorry," he mumbled.

Carla was already lost in her own world, carefully examining each shelf with the reverence of a devoted scholar. Her eyes were wide as she moved from one section to another.

As we explored, a tall, poised woman with sharp features and an air of authority approached us. "Can I help you find anything specific?" Her voice hinted at impatience.

"We're just browsing, thank you," I replied with a smile.

She nodded curtly. "I'm Victoria Hillcrest-Amberly, Charles' eldest daughter. Please, let me know if you need assistance."

As Victoria drifted away, Carla called out from across the room. "Oh my goodness! Come here, quickly!"

Tony and I hurried over. Carla was standing next to an ornate writing desk. Her hand was resting on a small, side panel.

"Look at this." Her voice trembled with excitement. She carefully slid the panel open, revealing a hidden compartment. Inside lay a beautifully bound book, its cover adorned with intricate gold leaf designs.

Carla gently lifted it out and she sucked in a breath. "It's an illuminated manuscript," she breathed. "The Codex Aurelius!"

Tony leaned in for a closer look. "Incredible. This must be worth a fortune."

I peered over Carla's shoulder, admiring the delicate artwork on the pages. "It's beautiful," I murmured. "But what exactly is the Codex Aurelius?"

Before Carla could answer, Victoria appeared at our side, her face pale. "Where did you find that?"

Carla's eyes darted between Victoria and the book, her excitement dampened by the sudden tension.

"I found it in the writing desk. It was just tucked away, waiting to be discovered."

Victoria's lips pressed into a thin line. "That's not for sale," she said, her voice clipped. She reached out and plucked the book from Carla's hands without so much as a please or thank you.

"But—” Carla started, her face falling.

Victoria cut her off with a sharp look. "This isn't part of the estate sale. It's a family heirloom." Without another word, she turned on her heel and stalked off, the Codex Aurelius clutched tightly to her chest.

I blinked, taken aback by Victoria's brusque manner. There was no need for such rudeness, especially to potential buyers at an estate sale. I glanced at Tony and Carla, who looked just as bewildered.

"Well, that was... interesting," Tony muttered, scratching his head.

Carla's shoulders slumped. "I suppose we should have expected some items to be off-limits. Still, it would have been nice to have a moment to examine it more closely."

My gaze drifted back to the writing desk. "I wonder what other secrets this old house might be hiding," I mused.

Tony's eyes lit up. "Only one way to find out," he said with a grin. He began tapping along the edges of the desk, searching for more hidden compartments.

Carla joined in, her earlier disappointment giving way to renewed curiosity. "You know, in my experience, old houses like this have all sorts of nooks and crannies where valuables were tucked away."

As they explored the desk, I was drawn to a nearby bookshelf. My fingers trailed along the spines of leather-bound volumes, pausing on one that seemed slightly out of place. I tugged gently, and to my surprise, the book tilted forward with a soft click.

"Hey, guys," I called out. "I think I found something."

Tony and Carla came over. I kept my hand on the tilted book.

"What did you find, Molly?" Carla asked.

"Watch this." I gently pulled the book toward me, and a soft click echoed through the library once more, and a section of the bookshelf swung open, revealing a hidden alcove behind it.

Tony let out a low whistle. "Now that's something you don't see every day."

THE END
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