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        A canceled doughnut order. A deadly secret. And Maddie’s best friend in the crosshairs.

      

        

      
        Baker Madeline “Maddie” Flynn has been delivering jelly doughnuts to her best friend Angel’s salon for a year—so when the order is suddenly canceled, Maddie knows something is wrong. But nothing prepares her for the shocking truth: Angel’s abusive ex-husband is back in Maple Falls.

      

        

      
        As if that isn’t enough, Maddie’s boyfriend—the town sheriff—is knee-deep in a string of murders, and every clue seems to circle back to Angel. Someone clearly thinks the sassy Southern hairdresser knows too much, and they’ll stop at nothing to silence her.

      

        

      
        With danger closing in, Maddie refuses to sit on the sidelines. Alongside her feisty Gran, loyal friends, and her mischievous Maine Coon, Big Red, she’ll have to unravel the truth before Angel becomes the killer’s next victim.

      

        

      
        [image: paw prints] The Maple Lane Mysteries are perfect for fans of culinary cozy mysteries, clever amateur sleuths, and small-town charm—served with twists, heart, and a whisker of mischief.

      

        

      
        The Maple Lane Cozy Mysteries

        Sugar and Sliced - Maple Lane Prequel

        Apple Pie and Arsenic

        Bagels and Blackmail

        Cookies and Chaos

        Doughnuts and Disaster

        Eclairs and Extortion

        Fudge and Frenemies

        Gingerbread and Gunshots

        Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!

      

        

      
        5* "I enjoyed the story thoroughly. One of my favourite authors. Realistic situations and unpredictable. Never ceases to satisfy me."

      

        

      
        Join my mailing list and pick up a free recipe book!
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      “I’ll start on the dresser with my china. That way I can be assured it will not only be clean, but safe.”

      To take the sting out of her words, Madeline Flynn’s Grandmother smiled at Luke Chisholm, one of the two interns in the bakery. Gran, Maddie’s not so silent partner, loved a good spring clean, and any efforts to put it off, or pleas to wait until it was actually spring, was not going to stop her.

      In fact, winter was fast approaching the small town of Maple Falls, outside of Portland, Oregon, and there were other things Maddie would rather be doing. As well as running her blossoming bakery, which included training her interns, she was busy planning a cooking class for the would-be bakers in town.

      “I try to be careful, Gran.”

      Luke, small step-ladder in hand, had been ready to help, and now he didn’t know what to do. Maddie grinned at him as she flicked her long, blonde braid over her shoulder and loaded fresh bread into the wicker baskets on shelves by the opening into the kitchen.

      “Of course you do, and since you must have a light touch with your baking to be so good, I’m sure the tea sets are safe in your hands. Besides,” Maddie looked pointedly at Gran, “you are not climbing on anything to dust that top shelf.”

      Gran straightened her pristine white apron, emblazoned with the bakery logo. “Stop acting as though I’m old. Nearly seventy is hardly over the hill these days. Actually, Jed was just saying yesterday at the community center, how seventy is the new sixty.”

      Maddie snorted while Gran raised her eyebrows. Jed Clayton was a good friend of Gran’s, and Maddie was sure the man had a crush on her grandmother, which was disturbingly cute.

      “All I’m saying is don’t tempt fate when you have plenty of nimble younger people to do things for you.”

      Gran sighed, her argument precluded by the chiming of the doorbell.

      A colorfully attired Angel entered, singing, “Good morning, everyone.”

      Her best friend brought the sunshine inside, regardless of what the weather was doing beyond the front door. Dressed in a pink wrap-around smock and jeans, the uniform of her hair salon, her hair piled on top of her head in some elaborate concoction, she always looked immaculate. Maddie couldn’t resist brushing some flour off her apron.

      “I need doughnuts. The morning has been never-ending, and if I’m going to make it to lunch, then you better bring me three of them.”

      Maddie studied her in fond amazement. A woman who looked like a goddess and downed doughnuts like they were crackers while maintaining a figure to die for was very annoying. Or she would be if Angeline Broome wasn’t so darned lovable and the least vain person she had ever met. “I’ll package them up for you.”

      “Only two, please. I’ll eat one right away if you don’t mind?”

      Maddie handed her a strawberry-flavored, frosted doughnut in a napkin and put the other two in a bag then rang up the sale. Angel had already dropped the correct amount on the counter and delicately wiping her mouth, but the doughnut in her hand was barely touched.

      Angel smiled, but for once it didn’t quite reach her eyes, and Maddie knew her friend was troubled.

      “Something’s wrong. Tell me what’s happened.”

      Angel waved the doughnut tragically in the air. “I don’t know where to begin, sugar.”

      “Now I’m really worried.”

      Angel took a deep breath as she gave a quick glance to Gran and Luke. They were all friends in the room and had been through a lot together, so Maddie waited.

      “It’s Brad. He’s coming to town.” With a heavy sigh, Angel slipped her uneaten doughnut into the bag.

      Maddie felt as though she had been punched in the stomach, so Angel must be sick at the prospect. It was no wonder she’d lost her appetite. The usual morning doughnut purchase had been nothing more than a habit.

      “Maple Falls? After all this time? But, why?” she blurted before she could hold it back. Angel never held a grudge, even though her ex had mistreated her, but in Maddie’s eyes he wasn’t worthy of forgiveness.

      “That’s exactly what I asked him when he called. I don’t know how he got my private phone number, and he was downright cagey about all his reasons, but apparently, he wants to make amends.”

      “Wow. Are you going to meet him?” There was so much more Maddie wanted to add, but this wasn’t her decision to make.

      “I am. I don’t particularly want to, but I can’t have Brad coming to the salon. A ranting man would be so bad for business,” Angel half-joked.

      Maddie shook her head. This was no laughing matter.

      “Depending on what frame of mind he’s in, yeah, if he wanted to embarrass you, he would.”

      “Exactly.” Angel nodded. “The fact is, he’s letting me pick the place and time, which isn’t like him at all. At least not how he used to be. As worried as I am, I do feel hopeful that he’s changed as much as he says he has.”

      Maddie knew that Angel was trying to be brave about this. Heck, she had suffered more than most and always decided to put a good spin on things when bad stuff happened. This just happened to be Angel’s worst nightmare come back to haunt her.

      Having escaped her abusive marriage several years ago, she had blossomed into a woman who’d regained enough self-confidence to start her own business, and she had never looked back.

      “When is he coming?” Gran had ceased her cleaning and now joined Maddie at the counter.

      Angel looked pained. “Monday.”

      Maddie gasped. “So soon?”

      Gran gave her a stern look and, appreciating that her worries weren’t going to help the situation, Maddie tried to make up for her outburst.

      “Why don’t we head out to Grandad’s cabin for the weekend and relax? I’ll invite the other Girlz, and we can put some things into place so that one of us is always nearby when you decide on where and when to meet up with Brad if you’d rather not be alone.”

      ‘Girlz’ was the name Gran, and then the town, had adopted for Maddie, Angel, and Suzy because the three of them had been inseparable ever since they met at high school. With Laura, Maddie’s other intern, joining the group and fitting in so well, they were now a band of four.

      “Relax? I’m not sure I can. My stomach’s been in knots since he called, but it’s so thoughtful of you.”

      Luke made a small noise. He stood like a statue atop the step-ladder, his face full of concern for Angel. They often forgot he was around, listening to women’s talk that probably made his ears burn, but Luke rarely gave an opinion.

      Noticing Maddie’s glance, he flushed and went back to removing teapots from the top shelf without a murmur. He wasn’t the only one upset for her friend and Maddie wasn’t about to let the matter go.“Surely it would be better than sitting around stewing on Brad’s arrival?”

      Angel was silent for a moment, then shrugged. “You’re right as usual, and maybe it’s worth a shot. What about Ethan?”

      Ethan Tanner was the sheriff and Maddie’s boyfriend.

      “He’s helping Detective Jones with a case in Destiny that’s proving difficult. Besides, Ethan would most likely prefer anything to being cooped up in a cabin with the four of us, especially if the weather turns. We can have a proper Girlz weekend. Laura’s making a delivery right now, but when she gets back I’ll ask her, and meanwhile, I’ll ring Suzy.”

      “I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Gran encouraged them. “The cabin needs a bit of love now that we don’t get out there much.”

      Wrestling her nibbled doughnut from the bag, Angel took a bite. “It will be wonderful to spend time together with no interruptions. Back in the day, our sleepovers were legendary.”

      Gran laughed. “I do remember you Girlz not wanting to sleep a wink if you could help it. I guess it will be more of the same, but at least out at the cabin you won’t be keeping anyone else awake.”

      Angel put her hand on Gran’s. “Do you want to come? You know we’d love to have you there.”

      “Bless you. As much as I appreciate the offer, I’m sure you don’t want me there cramping your style, and you know I like my sleep. Besides, someone has to feed Big Red and keep him company overnight. He’ll be out of sorts as it is with Maddie leaving him.”

      As if just mentioning his name was a summons, a large Maine coon cat appeared in the doorway. Maddie didn’t usually allow him inside the shop, but he had access to the bakery kitchen, beyond the space where they did the actual cooking and preparation, as well as the apartment upstairs, of course. He waited, a paw extended as though all he needed was one word to enable him to step across the invisible line.

      There were times he was permitted—when the shop was closed, or her particular customers came in and called out for him. Animal lovers enjoyed his sassy company, but Maddie did not want to get in trouble with the health department. It worked out fine since somehow Big Red understood when it was appropriate to bend the rules.

      “Come see Angel,” she called to him.

      The shop was empty of customers right now so it couldn’t hurt, and he would look to her if someone came in. A nod to the door was all he needed to make himself scarce. Incredibly intelligent, Big Red had helped out in a couple of mysteries since they’d moved back to Maple Falls last spring. Some people might think this unbelievable but not Gran, her friends, or anyone who knew him.

      Even the handsome sheriff had been skeptical until he’d seen Big Red in action. Acceptance was vital to Maddie and Ethan’s relationship because the big ball of fur was important to her and she trusted his judgement.

      Not that it was smooth sailing when Ethan and Maddie wanted to get close. Big Red loved to sit between them, and even a small kiss would sometimes get them a look of disapproval.

      She felt flushed at the thought of kissing Ethan, and Angel raised an eyebrow. A southern girl from head to toe, despite having moved here at a young age, Angel was her best friend and too astute to miss any emotion that crossed Maddie’s poor poker face.

      “What's that look for, Sugar?”

      Maddie scrambled to come up with a response. “I’m wondering if rather than stay behind, Big Red might appreciate a trip to the cabin.”

      Gran snorted. “You know he’ll have the wildlife going crazy with his nosiness, which seems to have increased with age. Leave him with me at the cottage. The forest will be safer that way.”

      Maddie sighed. “I guess that’s true. It’s just that he’s become clingy lately and hates me going anywhere without him.”

      Angel gave a genuine laugh—loud for a woman her size. Hearing it inevitably made a person feel happier.

      “Is it any wonder? The things you’ve been involved in recently have been enough to frighten us all. Big Red wants to take care of you because he loves you terribly. Even more than food, and that’s saying something.”

      “Hah! He doesn’t love anything more than food,” Maddie argued.

      “Well, you come a pretty close second,” Angel conceded.

      Big Red growled.

      “Oh, hush, you big baby. You know it’s all true,” Gran told him. “Anyway, I think it’s time for tea.”

      Gran emigrated with her parents as a teenager. She loved her adopted country, but she still had a hankering for her beloved England, which included an addiction to tea. In her book, any excuse was a good one to have a cuppa and perhaps a bite to eat.

      She’d also made it her lifelong quest to search out and purchase any tea sets that made her think of a specific person. She then insisted that this was the set they would use every time they visited.

      Going out to the kitchen with Big Red on her heels, she put the kettle on. This had been sent from England by her brother after the original one she’d brought when she’d emigrated finally died a natural death several years ago. Luke brought her the required cups and saucers.

      Angel called back to her, “Thanks, Gran, but I’ve been away longer than I should have been. I appreciate you all taking the time to chat. You always make me feel better about things. I’m sure meeting with Brad will be fine, and I’m looking forward to spending the weekend with you and the Girlz, Maddie.”

      “You’re usually open Saturdays. What will you do with your clients?” Gran called from the kitchen.

      “I have a couple of easy-going ladies from the retirement community I can leave with Beth since they’re only wash and sets. She’s doing so well that I have no qualms. Besides, I’d already asked them if it would be okay for her to do it instead of me so she has more practice and I’m giving them a discount to sweeten the deal. I’d planned to be doing accounts while she worked, so I’m doubly grateful for the excuse to play hooky.”

      “Brilliant, and I agree, any excuse to put the accounts off is a good one. I’ve been thinking I should make the most of my free weekends since Gran and I made the decision to open on Saturdays this spring when the tourists come back to town.”

      “You’ve certainly been talking about it long enough, and it will be nice to know I’ll have fresh doughnuts six days a week. I might have to cancel my Friday order.”

      With a wiggle of her eyebrows, Angel blew them a kiss and headed back to her salon two doors down. Maddie felt so much better seeing her wolf down the remainder of the doughnut as she went—a sure sign that she was indeed feeling better.
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      Saturday turned out to be a stunning day. The crispness in the air meant they would light a fire in the cabin tonight, but the clear sky heralded beautiful weather. Maddie had packed the night before and left the cooler full of food and drink for the short stay, including a few bottles of wine, in her walk-in chiller.

      Fortunately, the massive cooler was on wheels, which helped. But by the time she had reached her small garage she was breathing heavily. Wrestling it into the rear of Honey, her beloved jeep, she went back to collect her overnight bag and lock up. Big Red followed her down the path and sat gloomily by the vehicle, waiting for her to open the door.

      “Hop in, buddy. You’re staying at Gran's for the night.”

      Big Red gave her a filthy look and climbed on the backseat. He’d watched her pack with his typical sulky expression, and now he was plain cross at her leaving him behind. Lucky he was usually loveable, great company, and a good watch-cat, because sometimes he really was worse than a child.

      Maddie placed her bag into the back of Honey, feeling her usual rush of affection for the old jeep which had been a high-school graduation present from her Grandad. He’d taught her how to maintain the old girl, and she rarely missed a beat.

      The sound of wheels on gravel heralded Angel.

      “Here’s my bag.”

      The ‘bag’ was a trolley case four times the size of Maddie’s bag and bright pink. Even though she’d seen it before, Maddie was shocked.

      “You do know it’s only a weekend stay?”

      Angel raised a delicate eyebrow. “Your point being?”

      Maddie sighed and hefted the bag into the trunk with a grunt. “Why does it look and feel as though you’ve packed for the week?”

      “Sugar, if I were packing for a week, we’d need a bigger car. Hi, Big Red,” she called to him as she got into the passenger seat, with a satisfied smile.

      Maddie shook her head at the memory of a few years ago when her friend came to New York City to visit with three cases, and a frustrated Suzy by her side sporting only a backpack. Clearly, it had been too long since the Girlz,  had been on any trips together. Maddie had clean forgotten Angel did not travel light and she hoped Laura, who she’d never traveled with, wasn’t of the same mindset.

      She drove down to Gran’s cottage which sat at the bottom of Plum Place and only a few hundred yards from the back of the bakery. The other Girlz were waiting on the porch, and they came to meet her. She sighed with relief when she saw that Suzy and Laura both carried overnight bags.

      Gran came out to fetch Big Red, who was still sulking. “Come on, you big baby. I have some treats, then we’ll go for a nice walk around the farm.”

      Maddie smiled. “I’m afraid he’s not impressed with this imposed visit.”

      Gran laughed. “He’ll be fine once you’re gone. He thinks he can guilt you into taking him, just like a child.”

      Big Red gave Gran an imperious look as he jumped out of the car. Sauntering passed her, he went up the stairs to sit in the middle of the doorway, glaring at everyone in turn.

      Gran’s hands which had been about to pick up the hefty feline landed on her hips. “That boy is getting too big for his boots.”

      Maddie shrugged. “I know. He’s spoiled. What can I say?”

      “Hah!” Suzy grinned. “You all mollycoddle him, so he thinks he’s the boss of the whole town.”

      Maddie chose not to point out that Suzy’s Pomeranian, Tosco, could give any animal in Maple falls a run for its money in the spoilt pet stakes.

      “It’s true, but he’s so loveable.” Angel blew Big Red a kiss.

      Gran shook her head when he turned his back on them. “Except when he’s being a brat. Away you go before he decides to follow you.”

      Gran couldn’t be cross for any length of time, and even when she scolded a person, there was a certain fond inflection that couldn’t be missed.

      Still, Big Red found it hard to accept being left behind, so after Laura and Suzy stowed their bags, they kissed Gran, then waved at the ginger ball of attitude who now watched them through slitted eyes.

      Hastily they climbed into Honey and Maddie drove down Plum Place with one eye in the rear mirror. Big Red had been know to follow her for miles and she hoped his sulking would prevent an attempt this time.

      She couldn’t bear it if he went missing again.

      “I do feel guilty for missing yoga this morning.” Angel sighed, as they passed the green opposite the bakery where Noah Jackson held his yoga group every Saturday morning—unless it rained, and then they used his studio a couple of streets away.

      “I do too,” Laura agreed.

      Maddie stayed quiet about that. Having promised, at some stage, to join the group, she had to admit to enjoying her lazy Saturday mornings too much to give them up. Especially when that was all about to change with the plans to open the bakery on Saturdays in the spring.

      “We can get heaps of exercise this weekend if that's what you’re after. We can fish in the lake, hike in the forest, or chop wood for our fire tonight.”

      “Yikes! Count me out. I’ve spent the week running around after children and teachers. All I want is a place to relax, a glass of wine, and my book,” Suzy protested.

      Maddie grinned at the school principal in her rearview mirror. “There’s something for everyone. No pressure to do any one thing. We can think about it and decide once we get there.”

      There were murmurs of agreement, and they chatted until they reached the road east. Angel turned the music up, and they sang their hearts out to the songs they knew, which, thanks to Noah Jackson also being the local DJ and not much older than they were, was a high percentage.

      “Wow! We stink!” Suzy suddenly exclaimed, laughing.

      “Stink? What are you talking about? We’re awesome!” Angel protested.

      “Someone’s delusional.”

      Angel made a rude sound. “Who’s got the snacks?”

      “Maddie!” Laura and Suzy chorused.

      “There’re a few containers at your feet, Angel.” Maddie pointed.

      Angel gasped. “All this time?”

      Maddie shrugged. “Darn lucky you didn’t know, if you ask me. They’ve got to last the weekend.”

      “They will. As long as I’m the only one eating them. OMG! Peanut butter cookies!”

      Angel deliberately ate a cookie without passing the container. Suzy had a fit in the back and actually tugged Angel’s hair. Maddie could see Laura’s face in the rear view mirror, and she wagged a finger at the other two.

      “Stop it. You’re frightening Laura.”

      “Sorry, sugar, have a cookie.” Angel held the container out for Laura but whipped it back before Suzy had a chance to take one.

      “Wait until we stop. I’ll get you back.”

      “Play nice. Suzy, don’t forget you’re a principal,” Maddie added.

      “True, and Angel is certainly behaving like one of my worst students. Detention, I think.”

      Laura smiled uncertainly. “Without treats?”

      The others laughed, and she joined it. Maddie gave Angel a secret grin. Laura was one of them now. It had taken some time for her to get used to their ways, and she was still unsure on occasion.

      They were about to take the turnoff for the road that led down to the lake and the cottages when a car came from seemingly nowhere and cut them off. Being taught by her ex Secret Service grandfather how to drive in all situations, Maddie swung her wheel in the opposite direction and pumped the brakes. Honey came to rest on the opposite side of the road as the other vehicle disappeared up the road toward the lake. They were safe. Still, it shook her up and had the other three squealing.

      “Who the heck was that?” Suzy demanded.

      Maddie shook her head. “No idea, he was going so fast I couldn’t read his license plate.”

      “Why would he be in such a hurry to get to the lake at this time of day?” Laura wondered.

      “Maybe he’s meeting someone to go fishing?” Angel suggested.

      “There’s no excuse for that sort of thing. I hope he doesn’t get a bite,” Suzy proclaimed indignantly.

      Maddie chuckled as she pulled the car around and followed the rough road down to the cottage. “Let’s not let it spoil the trip.”

      The track was rutted and overgrown, but, through the trees, several cabin roofs stood out. It was good to see that the land around the buildings was clear and tidy. It was essential to maintain that clearance as fires anywhere near here could decimate not only the forest but the cabins along with it. That would be tragic, especially as, like Grandad’s, some had seen many generations come and go.

      Finally, they arrived at a large clearing with a cabin at the far edge. Although it had been built with rough-hewn timber, the sides were smoothed from years of weathering. Maddie had so many happy memories of coming here with Grandad—learning how to fish and, more importantly, how to survive in the wild should she need to. Gran wasn’t as fond of the place, preferring her kitchen and probably some well-deserved quiet time at the cottage, which raising another child later in life had made rare.

      She’d always thought that Gran had no idea of the things Grandad taught her, but recently it had come to light that she knew about pretty much everything: the survival techniques, car maintenance, safety tips and tricks, as well as learning to shoot. Maddie had loved every minute of those lessons. Some Gran applauded, others they never spoke about.

      The few times Gran had witnessed something she refused to believe a young girl should know, World War III had nearly erupted, and Grandad wisely began to take Maddie further afield to practice. This cabin had been one such place, and as much as the cottage was home, this was the place where she felt Grandad’s presence the most.

      She coughed as a well of emotion came over her. “Now, remember that no one’s been out here for a while, so the place may need a cleaning,” she warned them.

      “I don’t mind cleaning,” Laura was quick to offer.

      Suzy pretended deafness, and Angel checked her nails. They would help, but the pretense was part of their personas and best to just ignore.

      Maddie used the large brass key to unlock the sturdy door, and it creaked open as she pushed it, a reminder that she needed to put in some time out here for maintenance. Bernie kept the grounds tidy, but he had his taxi business as well as doing landscaping, and now he was grooming the green at the country club as well, so he was too busy to take on any more.

      Angel placed the containers of snacks, or what was left of them, on the kitchen counter.

      The cabin was larger than some of its neighbors. There was a main room, which had a spacious living area with two old couches and a large overstuffed chair, and a small kitchen in one corner with a large dining table and six chairs. Three doors along the back wall led to two bedrooms and the bathroom. One bedroom held a double bed and the other had two sets of bunks. The extra set had been added when Maddie came to live with her grandparents so she could bring along friends if she wanted.

      “Let’s get the bags.” Maddie led them back to Honey.

      “Angel, you can take your own bag.” Suzy hoisted it out of the jeep and eyed the monstrosity with distaste.

      Angel sniffed and dragged the bag behind her. Very slowly. Laura took pity and helped her haul it onto the porch and inside.

      They dumped their bags on the wooden floor and went back to get the rest of the food supplies. Then Maddie showed Laura around. The place was dusty, but nothing was out of place so it would take very little to get it right.

      “I love it! And the view out these windows is amazing.”

      Laura’s delight was infectious. While the bedrooms looked out into the forest, the front of the house had a panoramic view of the snow-capped mountains in the distance. Sparkling like glass, the lake sat a few hundred yards in front of them, and Maddie’s heart filled with joy at the sight she hadn’t seen for so long.

      She stepped out onto the deck, and the Girlz followed. They leaned against the railing, and Maddie took in deep breaths of the fresh air.

      “I should have come out here before now.”

      Angel tutted. “You’ve been so busy with everything. Setting up the bakery and your forays into sleuthing have dug deeply into any spare time.”

      Maddie snorted. “Stop that. I am not a sleuth.”

      “Oh yeah. Tell that to someone who doesn’t know you.” Suzy rolled her eyes.

      “Let’s clean up, then put this stuff away and get on to the fun stuff,” Angel suggested.

      First they decided to share the room with the bunks in it so that they could all be together. Then, after everything was sorted to Maddie’s satisfaction—including chilling the wine and making the beds—she was ready for some fun.“Let’s head down to the lake. Although, it’s probably too cold for a swim.”

      The water came straight from the mountains, and the early winter dusting of snow was getting lower each day.

      “Darn right it’s too cold.” Angel gave an exaggerated shiver.

      “Fishing?”

      Suzy and Angel wrinkled their noses at Maddie.

      “Hike?”

      “Count me out,” Suzy said.

      “How did I make friends with a bunch of townies?” Maddie asked, laughing. They’d been much easier to coerce when they were younger.

      “Actually, I’d quite like a stroll along the lake? With that view, it would be gorgeous and surely not too strenuous. Deputy Jacobs talks about it often. It’s where he brings his puppies for exercise.”

      Laura’s pale skin almost matched her red hair. The others could see she liked the deputy, but Laura wouldn’t admit to anything more than friendship, despite knowing an awful lot about his habits.

      “Come on. It’ll be fun.” Angel pulled on Suzy’s arm, using her powers of persuasion, which weren't inconsiderable.

      Suzy made a face. “Oh, all right.”

      “She likes to play hard to get, but Suzy will have as much fun as the rest of us this weekend—if not more,” Maddie reassured Laura.

      Maddie packed a small backpack with snacks and water, and they all collected light jackets. Suzy and Angel had been here many times and knew the drill, even if it had been several years. Laura was new to this, however, so Maddie took a few minutes to go through the rules of hiking.

      “Stay together, carry your own water, and take a phone. Reception can be patchy here, but it can’t hurt to have it on hand just in case.”

      Laura began to look very unsure. “Ah, I thought this was a casual walk?”

      “That’s no reason to be unprepared,” Maddie used her matter-of-fact voice but failed to mention she also carried a first aid kit and flares in her backpack when hiking. No point in getting her agitated before they’d even begun.

      She led them out, picking up a long, thin branch as a staff on the way. The path was well-worn but overgrown and got worse the closer they got to the lake. Nature was doing its best to reclaim the bush. Few people had time or inclination to come out here, and these paths were now barely used.

      A couple of reasonably large trees had come down due to storms and age, and they had to climb over them to continue. Maddie wasn’t even slightly bothered by this but fully expected that Suzy at least would have a moan about it when they got back to the cabin.
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