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CHAPTER 1




THE SISTER'S PLEA

The first warm day of spring arrived in Willow Creek like a promise kept. 

Emma Hartley stood at the window of the Moonlight Café, watching the morning sun paint Main Street in shades of gold. After months of grey skies and relentless rain, the sunshine felt like a gift. Tourists were already strolling past, stopping to admire shop windows, snapping photos of the quaint coastal town that looked like something from a postcard.

Behind her, the espresso machine hissed and gurgled. The scent of fresh-baked cinnamon rolls mixed with the rich aroma of coffee. Emma closed her eyes and breathed it in—this was her life now. Not depositions and merger documents and eighty-hour weeks in a Seattle law firm. Just coffee and pastries and the gentle rhythm of a small-town morning.

Four months since the Lighthouse Keeper case. Four months since Robert Whitmore had died in a hospital bed, escaping justice but not judgment. Four months since Emma had nearly been shot in that lighthouse, since she'd exposed a sixty-six-year-old conspiracy that had torn apart one of Willow Creek's most prominent families.

Four months of peace.

Emma turned back to the counter, where Sarah—her part-time employee and a college student home for spring break—was arranging fresh scones in the display case.

"These look perfect," Sarah said, stepping back to admire her work. "You've really mastered your grandmother's recipe."

Emma smiled. Her grandmother Margaret's recipes had been the foundation of the Moonlight Café, both here in Willow Creek and at the original location in Seattle. Margaret had been gone for almost ten years now, but Emma still felt her presence every time she pulled a tray of cinnamon rolls from the oven or brewed coffee using Margaret's exact measurements.

"Is Claire coming in today?" Sarah asked.

"She'll be here around ten. She has a dentist appointment this morning." Emma glanced at the clock—eight-thirty. The morning rush would start any minute. "Can you handle the register while I prep the lunch specials?"

"On it."

The bell above the door chimed. Henry Chen walked in, laptop bag slung over his shoulder, looking like he hadn't slept in days. Emma smiled—Henry was a regular, always first through the door, always ordering the same thing.

"Morning, Henry. The usual?"

"Please. And maybe two of those cinnamon rolls. I've got a deadline and I need all the help I can get."

Emma poured his coffee—black, two sugars—and plated the rolls. "Website design?"

"Nightmare. The client keeps changing their mind about the color scheme. We're on iteration seventeen." Henry paid and settled at his usual corner table, immediately opening his laptop and disappearing into his work.

The door opened again. This time it was Bea Whitmore, dressed in her typical country club attire, her hair freshly styled. Emma tensed slightly—Bea was Robert Whitmore's sister-in-law, and their relationship had been complicated since the Lighthouse Keeper case ended with Robert's arrest and death.

But Bea smiled warmly. "Good morning, Emma. Lovely day, isn't it?"

"Beautiful. Your usual?"

"Yes, please. And maybe I'll splurge on one of those scones. They look divine."

Emma prepared Bea's cappuccino and plated a blueberry scone. Bea paid and settled near the window, pulling out her phone to scroll through what looked like gossip websites.

The morning rush built steadily. Mrs. Patterson arrived, then the Johnsons with their two young daughters, then a group of tourists asking for recommendations on local attractions. Emma moved through the familiar routine—taking orders, making coffee, clearing tables, chatting with customers about the weather and upcoming town events.

This was her life now. And most days, she loved it.

But sometimes—just sometimes—she missed the challenge of investigation. The puzzle-solving. The satisfaction of uncovering truth that had been buried under layers of lies.

Emma shook her head. She was being ridiculous. She'd nearly died investigating the last case. Jake had been terrified, Claire had been furious, and Emma herself had promised to focus on the café and leave detective work to actual detectives.

She didn't need more danger in her life. She needed peace, stability, routine.

The bell chimed again.

A woman in her late forties stood in the doorway, her eyes red-rimmed and tired. She wore jeans and a faded sweater, clutching a worn leather purse like it was the only thing keeping her upright. She looked around the café with the desperate, searching expression Emma had learned to recognize—someone looking for help they weren't sure they'd find.

Their eyes met. The woman took a deep breath and walked to the counter.

"Emma Hartley?"

"That's me. What can I get you?"

"I—" The woman glanced around at the other customers. "Could we talk? Privately? It's important."

Emma's stomach tightened. She knew that tone. That need for privacy. That barely-controlled desperation.

"Sarah, can you handle the counter for a bit?"

"Sure thing."

Emma led the woman to the corner table furthest from other customers. They sat, and Emma waited while the woman gathered herself.

"My name is Linda Prescott," the woman said finally. "I don't know if you've heard of me, but—"

"I remember. Your sister died at the autumn festival. I'm so sorry for your loss."

Linda's eyes filled with tears. "Thank you. But that's actually why I'm here. I need your help, Emma. I need you to investigate my sister's death."

Emma's first instinct was to say no. To explain that she ran a café, not a detective agency. That she'd just finished an exhausting investigation and wasn't ready for another.

But she heard herself say, "Tell me what happened."

Linda pulled a tissue from her purse and dabbed her eyes. "Jennifer died four months ago. October twelfth. She was judging the baking competition at the Willow Creek Autumn Festival. She had a severe nut allergy—everyone knew about it. She was always so careful. Always asked about ingredients. Always checked labels."

Emma nodded, remembering the news coverage. A tragic accident at a community event. A woman who'd loved baking, killed by the very thing she loved.

"During the judging, Jennifer ate a piece of chocolate cake. The cake had almond extract. She went into anaphylactic shock." Linda's voice broke. "She died within minutes. Right there in the competition tent, in front of everyone."

"I remember. It was all over the local news."

"Everyone said it was an accident. A terrible, tragic accident. The baker—Marcus Reed—he claimed he didn't know about Jennifer's allergy. The police investigated. They found no evidence of foul play. The case was closed." Linda leaned forward. "But Emma, I know my sister. She wouldn't have eaten that cake without checking. Not with her allergy. Someone must have told her it was safe. Someone she trusted."

Emma thought about this. "Who would she have trusted about food safety?"

"The baker himself. Other judges. Festival committee members. Anyone in an official capacity." Linda pulled out a photograph from her purse. "This is Jennifer."

The photo showed a woman in her early fifties, standing at what looked like the previous year's festival. She held up a blue ribbon, her face bright with happiness. She had Linda's eyes—warm and kind. But in the photo, those eyes were alive with joy. Now, looking at Linda, Emma saw only grief and determination.

"She looks like she loved baking," Emma said quietly.

"She did. It was her passion. She'd won the festival competition three years running. This year, she was judging instead. She said she wanted to give someone else a chance to win." Linda's voice hardened. "But that's not the only reason I think she was murdered."

"Go on."

Linda pulled out a thick folder from her purse. "Jennifer was an accountant. CPA. Very detail-oriented. Very ethical. She volunteered on the festival committee, helped with the finances. And she discovered something. Something someone wanted to keep hidden."

Emma opened the folder. Inside were spreadsheets, highlighted documents, handwritten notes in neat, precise writing.

"What am I looking at?"

"Embezzlement. Fifty thousand dollars over three years. Money that was supposed to go to local charities—youth programs, food banks, community sports. Jennifer traced it all. Found the discrepancies. Identified the pattern." Linda pointed to a highlighted section. "And she discovered who was responsible."

Emma studied the documents. The numbers were clear—donations allocated but never received by the charities. Money disappearing into festival accounts and then vanishing.

"Who did she think was embezzling?"

"Marcus Reed. The festival treasurer. The same man who made the chocolate cake that killed her." Linda's hands trembled as she held the folder. "Jennifer was going to expose him at the festival committee meeting that night. Eight p.m. She told me she had proof—undeniable proof. She was going to demand an investigation."

"What time did she die?"

"Seven twenty-five. Forty minutes before the meeting was supposed to start."

Emma sat back, processing this. Jennifer discovers embezzlement. Threatens to expose the treasurer. Dies forty minutes before she can present her evidence. The death is ruled accidental.

It was either an incredible coincidence or premeditated murder.

"What did the police say when you showed them this?" Emma asked, gesturing to the financial documents.

"They said they'd investigate the embezzlement separately from Jennifer's death. That there was no evidence the two were connected. That Marcus Reed might be guilty of financial crimes but not murder." Linda's voice rose slightly. "But how can they not be connected? The timing is too perfect. Jennifer dies right before she can expose him. And everyone just accepts that it was an accident?"

Emma could understand Linda's frustration. But she also understood the police perspective. Proving embezzlement was one thing. Proving murder—especially one disguised as an accident—was much harder.

"Has Marcus Reed been charged with embezzlement?"

"He hired lawyers. Expensive ones. From what I understand, there's an ongoing investigation, but nothing has been filed yet. His attorneys are claiming the accounting system was complicated, that there might be innocent explanations for the discrepancies." Linda's jaw tightened. "Meanwhile, my sister is dead and he's walking around free."

The bell above the door chimed. Emma glanced up to see Jake Morrison walk in, still in his police uniform. Their eyes met and he smiled—the warm, slightly crooked smile that always made Emma's heart skip a beat.

Four months of dating. Four months of learning that Jake wasn't just the serious detective she'd first met but also someone who loved terrible action movies and cooked surprisingly good pasta and laughed at Emma's worst jokes.

Four months of something that felt like it might be turning into love.

Jake approached their table. "Emma. I hope I'm not interrupting."

"Jake, this is Linda Prescott. Linda, Detective Sergeant Jake Morrison."

Linda's expression shifted from grief to something like hope. "You're a detective? Then maybe you can help. Emma was just—"

"Linda has asked me to investigate her sister Jennifer's death," Emma said carefully. "From the autumn festival."

Jake's expression changed instantly. The smile disappeared, replaced by professional wariness. "Jennifer Prescott. I remember that case. I wasn't the lead, but I reviewed the reports. It was ruled an accidental death."

"But it wasn't," Linda insisted. "It was murder. And I have proof that—"

"Linda," Jake said gently, "I understand your grief. Losing someone suddenly is incredibly painful. But Jennifer's death was thoroughly investigated. There was no evidence of foul play."

"Because no one looked properly! No one connected her death to the embezzlement she'd discovered. No one questioned why she died forty minutes before she was going to expose Marcus Reed—"

"Linda," Emma interrupted softly, "give us a moment? I need to talk to Jake privately."

Linda looked like she wanted to argue, but she nodded and stood. "I'll just... I'll wait over there."

She moved to a table by the window, clutching her folder like a lifeline.

Jake sat down across from Emma. "Please tell me you're not taking this case."

"She needs help."

"She needs a therapist, not a detective. Emma, we've been here before. Someone thinks their loved one was murdered. You investigate. You almost get yourself killed. I spend weeks terrified you're going to end up dead."

"That was different. This is—"

"This is you getting pulled into another case when you promised you'd focus on the café. On us. On having a normal life for a while."

Emma knew he was right. After the Lighthouse Keeper case, she'd promised to take a break from investigating. To let Jake be the detective while she made coffee and baked pastries.

But looking at Linda's desperate face, remembering that photo of Jennifer so happy and alive, Emma couldn't just say no.

"Look at the financials," Emma said, pushing the folder toward Jake. "Just look. If there's nothing there, I'll tell Linda I can't help. But if there's even a possibility—"

Jake sighed and opened the folder. He scanned the documents, his expression gradually shifting from skeptical to thoughtful.

"This is... substantial," he admitted. "Fifty thousand over three years. Very organized embezzlement. Careful enough to avoid immediate detection but obvious once someone started looking."

"Jennifer was an accountant. She found it."

"And she was going to expose whoever did it at a committee meeting the night she died." Jake looked up. "That's compelling timing. But it's not proof of murder."

"Then help me find proof. Or proof that it really was just an accident."

"Emma—"

"Jake, if this was your sister, would you want someone to just accept 'accident' as an answer? Or would you want someone to dig deeper, make absolutely sure?"

Jake was quiet for a long moment, studying the documents. Then he closed the folder and looked at Emma.

"If you do this—and I'm not saying you should—you need to be careful. Marcus Reed is a corporate attorney with connections throughout the county. He defended David Whitmore in the Lighthouse Keeper case. Remember him?"

"Of course."

"He's smart, well-connected, and has access to the best lawyers money can buy. If you start accusing him of murder—"

"I won't accuse anyone of anything. I'll just ask questions. Review evidence. See if there's something the police missed."

"The police didn't miss anything. It was investigated thoroughly by county detectives. They found no evidence of foul play."

"Then I won't find any either. And Linda will have closure."

Jake didn't look convinced, but he nodded slowly. "Fine. But I want to see everything you find. Every piece of evidence, every interview note, every theory. And Emma—no confronting suspects alone. No dangerous situations without backup. We do this smart or we don't do it at all."

"Deal."

Jake stood. "I need to get back to work. But I'll pull the official case file tonight. Let you review it. Maybe it'll change your mind about this being murder."

After Jake left, Emma returned to Linda's table.

"He thinks I'm crazy," Linda said flatly.

"He thinks you're grieving. There's a difference." Emma sat down. "But he also agreed the financial evidence is compelling. I'm going to look into Jennifer's death. I can't promise I'll find anything. If the police investigation was thorough and found no evidence of murder—"

"You'll find something. I know you will." Linda grabbed Emma's hand. "Thank you. Thank you so much. I know Jennifer was murdered, Emma. I feel it in my bones. Someone killed my sister and made it look like an accident. And I need you to prove it."

Emma hoped she could. But she also hoped Jake was right—that this was just a grieving sister seeing conspiracy where there was only tragedy.

Because if Linda was right, if Jennifer had been murdered, then Emma was about to start investigating someone who'd already killed once.

And might not hesitate to kill again.

The café closed at three on Tuesdays, giving Emma time to focus on other things—inventory, bookkeeping, recipe development. Or, apparently, murder investigations.

Claire arrived at two-thirty, after her dentist appointment, to find Emma surrounded by Linda's documents spread across a corner table.

"Please tell me those aren't what I think they are," Claire said, dropping into a chair.

"If you think they're financial records related to a potential murder, then yes, that's exactly what they are."

"Emma. You promised. After the last case, you promised you'd take a break from investigating."

"I said I'd focus on the café. And I have been. But Linda Prescott needs help. Her sister might have been murdered and—"

"Her sister died in an accident. A tragic accident, but an accident." Claire leaned forward. "Emma, I love you. You're my best friend. But I watched you nearly get shot four months ago. I'm not ready to watch you put yourself in danger again."

Emma understood Claire's fear. She'd felt it herself when David Whitmore had pointed that gun at her in the lighthouse. The cold certainty that she was about to die. The terror followed by relief when Robert had intervened.

But she'd also felt the satisfaction of solving a sixty-six-year-old murder. Of giving Mary Cooper answers about her father. Of bringing truth to light, however painful.

"Look at this," Emma said, pushing the financial documents toward Claire. "Fifty thousand dollars embezzled over three years. Jennifer Prescott discovered it. She was going to expose the treasurer—Marcus Reed—at a committee meeting the night she died. And she died forty minutes before that meeting started."

Claire scanned the documents, her expression gradually shifting. "That's... a lot of money. And the timing is suspicious."

"Right? So either it's an incredible coincidence, or someone killed Jennifer to keep her from exposing the embezzlement."

"Or Marcus Reed is guilty of embezzlement but innocent of murder, and Jennifer's death really was just a terrible accident." Claire looked up. "Emma, you can't go into this assuming it's murder. You have to follow the evidence wherever it leads."

"I know. That's exactly what I intend to do."

Claire sighed. "Then I'm helping. If you're going to investigate potential murder, you're not doing it alone. We're a team, remember?"

Emma smiled. "Team Moonlight Café."

"Team Don't Let Emma Get Killed By Another Crazy Person."

They spent the next hour reviewing Jennifer's financial evidence. The pattern was clear—money allocated to local charities that never received the full amount. Donations that disappeared into festival accounts managed by Marcus Reed.

"This is organized," Claire observed. "Not someone taking a little here and there. This is systematic theft over three years."

"Which means it wasn't impulsive. Someone planned this carefully."

"Marcus Reed is a corporate attorney. He'd know how to hide financial crimes. Make them look legitimate."

Emma made notes. "But why would someone with a successful legal practice need to embezzle fifty thousand dollars? That's not that much money for someone with his career."

"Unless he has debts. Or addictions. Or expensive tastes. Or—" Claire paused. "Or he's not doing it alone. What if someone else is involved? Someone who set up the system and needed Marcus's legal expertise to make it work?"

That was an interesting thought. Emma flipped through the documents again, looking for anything that might indicate a partnership.

"Jennifer's notes mention Patricia Chambers," Emma said, finding a handwritten page. "Festival Committee Chair. Jennifer wrote that Patricia seemed 'very interested' in her findings. And that Patricia asked if Jennifer had told anyone else about the discrepancies."

"That's... concerning. Why would the committee chair care about financial discrepancies unless—"

"Unless she's involved somehow." Emma pulled out her laptop and searched for Patricia Chambers. "Let's see what we can find."

Patricia Chambers had the online presence of every well-connected small-town leader—chairwoman of the festival committee, member of the Junior League, active in the PTA, volunteer at every major charity event. Photos showed her at ribbon-cuttings, fundraisers, gala dinners. She looked exactly like what she was—a pillar of the community.

"She doesn't look like an embezzler," Claire said.

"Neither did Robert Whitmore, and he orchestrated murder and extortion for sixty-six years." Emma clicked through more photos. "Wait. Look at this."

She'd found an article from three years ago. "Chambers Development Faces Financial Difficulties." The story detailed how Richard Chambers' construction company had lost several major contracts and was struggling financially.

"Three years ago," Claire said. "The same time the embezzlement started."

"Patricia's husband's business was in trouble. What if she started embezzling to help him? Used festival funds to keep the business afloat?"

"And brought in Marcus Reed to help hide the paper trail?"

"Maybe. Or maybe Marcus saw an opportunity and started his own embezzlement scheme. We don't know yet."

Emma's phone buzzed. A text from Jake: Got the case file. Coming over at 5 with dinner. We can review together.

Emma smiled and texted back: Perfect. I'll have questions.

His response: I know. You always do.

Jake arrived at five-thirty with Thai food and a thick folder. They settled in Emma's apartment above the café, spreading documents across her kitchen table while eating pad thai and spring rolls.

"The investigation was handled by county detectives," Jake said, opening the case file. "I wasn't involved directly, but I reviewed the reports. Very thorough work. They ruled out foul play based on multiple factors."

He pulled out photos—the festival grounds, the competition tent, the table where the desserts had been displayed.

"Jennifer Prescott collapsed at approximately seven-twenty-five p.m. while judging entry number seven—a three-layer chocolate cake entered by Marcus Reed. She'd taken one bite before experiencing severe allergic reaction. Emergency services were called immediately. They arrived within eight minutes. But it was too late. Anaphylactic shock had already caused cardiac arrest."

Emma studied the photos. The competition tent was large, open-sided, with a long table displaying twelve desserts. Judges would have stood on one side, tasting each entry in order.

"Who else was there?" Emma asked.

"The other two judges—Gregory Han, who owns the bakery on Main Street, and Sharon Miller, who writes the food column for the county paper. Various festival volunteers and committee members were nearby. About fifty festival-goers were in the immediate area when Jennifer collapsed."

"So lots of witnesses."

"To the collapse and death, yes. But not to what happened before." Jake pulled out more documents. "The competition entries were submitted between noon and two p.m. Each baker dropped off their entry, which was then covered and placed on the display table. Marcus Reed submitted his chocolate cake at one-forty-five p.m."

"And then?"

"The cakes sat in the tent, guarded by festival volunteers, until judging began at seven p.m. Festival volunteers were assigned two-hour shifts to make sure no one tampered with the entries."

"Who were the volunteers?"

Jake consulted his notes. "Two to four p.m.: Bea Whitmore and Rachel Thompson. Four to six p.m.: David Preston and Michelle Lee. Six to seven p.m.: Patricia Chambers was present, but not officially on guard duty—she was setting up for the judging as committee chair."

Emma made notes. "So Bea was there. And Patricia was alone with the cakes for an hour before judging?"

"Patricia wasn't alone. Volunteers and committee members were in and out. Several people saw her arranging the desserts, setting up judging materials, making sure everything was ready." Jake pulled out witness statements. "Nothing suspicious was reported. Patricia was just doing her job as committee chair."

"But she had access to the cakes."

"So did everyone else who was there that day. Emma, here's the thing—the medical examiner found a significant amount of almond extract in Jennifer's system. Not just a little cross-contamination. Enough to suggest it was baked into the cake itself, not added later."

Emma frowned. "So Marcus baked it into the cake?"

"That's what the evidence suggests. But Marcus claims he used his grandmother's recipe, which doesn't call for almond extract. He says he has no idea how it got there."

"Could someone have tampered with his ingredients before he baked?"

"His lawyer argued that. Said someone could have switched bottles or contaminated his baking supplies. But there's no evidence of that. And it would require knowing Marcus was going to enter the competition, knowing what he was baking, and having access to his home kitchen."

Emma thought about this. "What about tampering with the cake after he delivered it? Adding almond extract to the frosting or drizzling it on top?"

"Forensics examined the cake. The almond extract was distributed throughout—in the cake layers, not just the frosting. It was baked in, not added later."

"So either Marcus baked it in himself, or someone tampered with his ingredients before he baked."

"Correct. And since there's no evidence of tampering, and Marcus can't explain how the almond extract got into his cake—"

"It looks like he made a terrible mistake." Emma sat back. "But Jake, if he made a mistake, why lie about it? Why not just say 'I grabbed the wrong bottle' or 'I forgot to check my grandmother's recipe'?"

"Because he's a lawyer. He knows admitting fault makes him liable. If he admits putting almond extract in the cake, Jennifer's family could sue him for wrongful death. His career would be over." Jake paused. "Or maybe he really didn't put it in, and someone did tamper with his ingredients. But we can't prove that either way."

Emma reviewed the timeline again. "Tell me about Jennifer's behavior that day. Was there anything unusual?"

Jake consulted the witness statements. "According to everyone who saw her, Jennifer was excited and happy. She arrived at the festival around six p.m., chatted with other committee members, seemed to be looking forward to judging. The other judges said she was in good spirits during the orientation session."

"Did she mention the embezzlement to anyone?"

"Not according to statements. Though Linda Prescott claims Jennifer called her that afternoon and said she'd 'figured it all out' and was going to present her evidence that night."

"At the committee meeting at eight p.m."

"Which Jennifer died before attending." Jake closed the file. "Look, Emma, I know the timing is suspicious. But suspicious isn't proof. Jennifer could have been so focused on the festival and the judging that she let her guard down. Asked about nuts but misheard Marcus's answer. Or Marcus might have said his cake was nut-free but genuinely didn't know about the almond extract."

"Or someone killed her and made it look like an accident."

"That's the theory Linda wants you to prove. But based on this evidence, I don't see how. There's no proof of foul play. No evidence of tampering. No witnesses who saw anything suspicious." Jake took Emma's hand. "I'm not saying don't investigate. I'm saying be prepared for this to be exactly what it looks like—a tragic accident."

Emma appreciated Jake's honesty. He wasn't trying to discourage her from helping Linda. He was trying to manage her expectations.

"I need to talk to people who were there," Emma said. "The other judges. The volunteers. Marcus Reed himself."

"Be careful with Marcus. He's represented by some of the best lawyers in the state. If you accuse him of anything without proof—"

"I won't accuse. I'll just ask questions."

"You always 'just ask questions.' And somehow those questions lead to discovering murder conspiracies and nearly getting shot."

"Only that one time."

"Once is enough." Jake pulled her close. "I can't lose you, Emma. So if you're going to investigate this, promise me you'll be smart about it. No confronting suspects alone. No putting yourself in dangerous situations."

"I promise. We're a team, remember? I investigate, you keep me from doing anything stupid."

"Deal."

They cleaned up the dinner dishes together, moving around Emma's small kitchen with the comfortable rhythm of two people who'd learned each other's patterns. After Jake left—he had an early shift tomorrow—Emma sat alone with the case files, reading through everything again.

Jennifer Prescott had been fifty-two years old. An accountant. A volunteer. Someone who'd loved baking enough to win competitions three years running. Someone who'd discovered embezzlement and decided to do the right thing by exposing it.

And now she was dead.

If it was murder, Emma would prove it. If it was an accident, Linda would have closure.

Either way, Emma was committed now.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: Stop asking questions about Jennifer Prescott. Her death was an accident. Leave it alone.

Emma's hands tightened on the phone. She screenshot the message and immediately sent it to Jake.

His response came within seconds: Don't respond. Don't delete. I'm running a trace. Are you okay?

I'm fine. Locked in for the night.

Good. I'll have patrol drive by periodically. Call me if anything else happens.

Emma stared at the threatening message. Someone was watching. Someone knew she'd taken the case. Someone who didn't want her investigating Jennifer's death.

Which meant there was something to find.

Emma pulled out her notebook and started making a list:

Questions to Answer:


	Who had access to Marcus Reed's kitchen/baking supplies?


	Who knew Jennifer had discovered the embezzlement?


	Who had the most to lose if Jennifer exposed the scheme?


	Who was near the cakes between 2pm and 7pm the day of the festival?


	What exactly did Jennifer discover that made her so confident about exposing the embezzler?





People to Interview:


	Marcus Reed (if his lawyers allow)


	Patricia Chambers (committee chair)


	Bea Whitmore (volunteer that day)


	Gregory Han (fellow judge)


	Sharon Miller (fellow judge)


	Andrew Finch (Youth Services director—charity that should have received funds)





Evidence to Review:


	Jennifer's complete financial records


	Festival committee meeting minutes


	Marcus Reed's background/finances


	Patricia Chambers' background/finances


	Security footage from festival (if it exists)





Emma's phone buzzed again. This time, it was Russell Warren: Heard you're looking into Jennifer Prescott's death. I have information about the festival committee that might interest you. Coffee tomorrow?

Emma smiled. Russell always had information. The town historian seemed to know everything that happened in Willow Creek, past and present.

10am?

Perfect. You're going to want to hear this.

Emma set down her phone and looked at Jennifer's photo again—the laughing woman with the blue ribbon, so proud of her baking, so happy to be part of her community.

If Jennifer had been murdered, Emma would find out who killed her.

And this time, the killer wouldn't escape justice.









