
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE FINAL BREW MURDER
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PROLOGUE
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Twelve Years Ago

The rain came down like a judgment.

Eleanor Bennett knew she shouldn't have been walking the river path at midnight, but the journal in her coat pocket had grown too heavy to carry alone. Too heavy with truth. Too heavy with names.

She stopped beneath the old oak tree—the one the townsfolk called the Witness Tree—and pulled the leather-bound book into the light of her trembling flashlight.

If I die tonight, she had written on the final page, look for the cat. He knows.

Behind her, footsteps splashed through mud.

Eleanor turned. The flashlight beam cut through sheets of rain, illuminating a face she trusted. A face she loved.

"No," she whispered. "Please. Not you."

The figure stepped closer. "You should have stopped digging, Ellie. You should have let the dead stay buried."

"I didn't write the truth to bury it again."

A pause. Rain hammered the river. The oak's branches groaned overhead.

"I'm sorry," the figure said. And meant it.

The shove came fast—faster than Eleanor could brace. Her feet slipped on wet stones. The journal flew from her grip as she tumbled backward into the churning water. For one terrible moment, she saw the sky through the rain. Then the current pulled her under.

The figure stood at the water's edge, watching until the river ran dark and still again.

Then they picked up the journal. Flipped through its pages. And threw it after Eleanor into the deep.

Goodbye, Willow Creek, the killer thought, walking away into the storm. Your secrets are safe with me.

But secrets, like rivers, always find a way to rise.
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ACT ONE

Rising Suspicion
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Chapter One
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The Journal

Present Day – October

The Cinnamon Cat Café smelled of fresh coffee, cinnamon, and something else Lila Bennett had learned to recognize over the past six months: hope.

She breathed it in as she unlocked the front door at 6:45 AM, Mr. Whiskers weaving figure eights between her ankles. The big orange tabby had been her aunt's cat first—Eleanor's shadow, Eleanor's confidant. Now he was Lila's. And this café was her inheritance, even if the official paperwork said otherwise.

"You smell something, don't you?" Lila asked, watching the cat pause mid-stride, ears swiveling toward the back room.

Mr. Whiskers meowed—a sharp, insistent sound that Lila had learned meant pay attention.

She followed him past the espresso machine, past the shelf of cat-themed mugs, past the photo of Eleanor that hung near the register. Her aunt smiled in that photograph, gray-streaked hair pulled back, one hand resting on Mr. Whiskers' back. The crazy cat lady who loved too much, the obituary had called her.

Lila hadn't believed it was an accident. Not for a moment.

And she'd been right.

The past two books had uncovered layers of Willow Creek's corruption—the mayor's embezzlement, the library arson, the poisoned pastries that had nearly killed her best friend. But Eleanor's murder had remained unsolved. A shadow at the edge of every victory.

Until now.

Mr. Whiskers stopped at the basement door. He sat. He stared.

"You want to go down there? It's just storage, buddy."

He meowed again. Then he reached out one paw and tapped the door three times.
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