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        This one is for my fabulous readers who stuck by me with this leap into cozy mysteries.

      

        

      
        I appreciate this genre is not for those wanting lashings of romance, but I did add a little more this time with you in mind. Hopefully, it will be enough until the next book. [image: winking face]

      

      

      

      Cheryl x
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            Bagels and Blackmail

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A stolen cat. A shocking murder. A baker who won’t stop until justice is served.

      

        

      
        Maddie Flynn thought life in Maple Falls would be simple—running her small-town bakery, spoiling her beloved Maine Coon, Big Red, and spending time with her quirky Gran. But when Big Red is petnapped, Maddie’s world crumbles. And he’s not the only one—other cats and dogs in town have gone missing, too.

      

        

      
        Just when Maddie starts digging into the mystery, a body is discovered behind her bakery. With the police—including her ex, the town sheriff—focused on the murder, the missing pets are forgotten. Maddie knows animals are family, and she refuses to give up the search.

      

        

      
        With a cast of loyal friends, a dash of kitchen magic, and more than a few whisker-twitching clues, Maddie sets out to solve both crimes before the killer—or the thief—strikes again.

      

        

      
        [image: paw prints] Perfect for fans of culinary cozy mysteries, small-town whodunits, and cat mysteries with a sprinkle of humor and heart. If you love amateur sleuths who bake up clues as well as cookies, you’ll devour the Maple Lane Mysteries!

      

        

      
        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!

      

        

      
        Sign up for my new release mailing list and pick up a free recipe book!

      

      

      
        
        “Enjoyed this book, very engaging and hard to put down. Had to finish it all at once, not easy to stop at any spot besides the ending!”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Madeline Flynn picked up her teacup, inhaling the fragrance that made her warm inside in anticipation of that first sip, while she checked her list, making sure everything was ready for tomorrow.

      Moving home to Maple Falls, a small town outside of Portland, Oregon, and opening Maple Lane Bakery with her Gran a few months ago, made her happy beyond words. Fulfillment of her dreams cemented what she’d always known—this was where she truly belonged.

      New York City would get along fine without her. Grateful to have learned her trade from the wonderful family run bakery there, credit was still mainly due to her amazing Gran who started Maddie down this road by sharing her exceptional skills. Skills that had augmented the small farm her grandparents owned and ran, selling cakes and cookies to people who came from near and far for them.

      Standing on the back doorstep of her magnificent kitchen, she flicked her long, blonde braid over a shoulder as she watched Big Red swat lazily at a butterfly in the afternoon sunshine in their small garden. A Maine coon, she’d found outside her college when he was a tiny kitten and having no idea how big a cat of his breed grew, she’d brought him home. No one claimed him, and Maddie was glad about that every day.

      A big eater and even larger than average Maine coon, Maddie adored him. In turn, he offered indifference tempered with affection, depending on his mood. He also ruled the house, something she willingly allowed and to her amusement, so did Gran.

      After eleven years, he was her confidant and side-kick, traipsing around town, with or without her, as far as she would let him and further if he thought he could get away with it.

      His kitten stage lasted far longer than it should have, and even now he was still constantly breaking things because he had no concept his build did not fit into small spaces the way other cats could. He had also refused to sleep anywhere other than her bed at night, which was nice in the winter, but like sleeping with a thermal blanket in the summer.

      He was also a snob. If he liked a person or animal, he could be playful and loving. If not, it was best to keep out of his way. He could fight—he chose not to—but a swipe with a hefty paw, or intentionally walking in front of a person, so they tripped, was his modus operandi, if he was feeling slighted. Or simply annoyed.

      And, he was so darn smart, Maddie would swear he understood every word she uttered. That didn’t mean he chose to listen or heeded them.

      “I’m off home, sweetheart, unless you need me for anything?” Gran came through the curtain that separated the kitchen from the shop, took off her floral apron, and hung it on the hook beside the door. It would be replaced by another as soon as she got inside her cottage which was a gentle walk down the road. Since she didn’t drive, the bakery was situated ideally for Gran to come help out most days.

      At nearly seventy, she was as spry as someone half her age and could have managed full days like she did when Maddie first opened the shop. Busier than she had dared hope to be, and loving having her around, it wasn’t as necessary now that she’d hired her friend Laura.

      This meant that Gran, who worked a few hours most days, got to do the other things, besides baking, that she loved. Like getting together with her friends at the community center. She’d tried to pass on the presidency of the committee when the bakery opened so she could help Maddie, but they wouldn’t hear of it, and now Gran was back into organizing them as much as she ever did.

      “Everything’s done. Why don’t you take tomorrow off? Laura’s doing so well we should be able to manage without you for the whole day occasionally.”

      Gran sniffed at the perceived slight. “Is that so?”

      Maddie drained her cup to hide a smile. “It will be a major struggle, is naturally what I meant.”

      Laura had come through from the shop and overheard. “I know I won’t be anywhere near your ability or speed, Gran, but I’ll do the best I can.”

      Maddie laughed at Laura’s earnestness. “Don’t pay any attention. She’s teasing.”

      “Oh.”

      Laura was often very serious because she couldn’t always read other people’s body language or tone. Fortunately, when she did get the joke, she was able to laugh at herself. This was important because Maddie’s circle of friends had made their teasing and quips into an art. It was hard to turn that off even for a relative newcomer in their midst.

      Even better than being able to handle the ribbing, Laura turned out to be an incredible find as an all-rounder. Not just as a barista—she was the irrefutable queen of the coffee machine—but also the actual baking side of things, which was arguably the most important.

      Together with Gran, they formed a great team. This was despite the initial rocky relationship when Maddie and Laura had been distrustful of each other due to a misunderstanding. That was all water under the bridge, and they were both amazed by the friendship they had discovered.

      Laura had been a troubled person when she arrived in Maple Falls to run for Mayor. Having lost the election, she became rudderless, especially when her high achieving family disowned her because she didn’t have their drive and ambition in politics.

      It was a remarkable twist of fate that brought her to work for Maddie, who was thankful for it and sad in equal measure.

      Thankful to have Laura by her side in the bakery so that Gran didn’t have to work so hard, and sad because it had come about through the death of a friend who ironically won and became Mayor in that very campaign.

      Gran turned at the door. “You’ll get used to me, love,” she said to Laura. Then to Maddie, “I think I will take the day off tomorrow. I promised Jed Clayton I’d help him look for his Labradoodle. I haven’t managed to yet, so now’s a good opportunity. I’d hate for him to think I don’t care about Sissy.”

      Laura tucked a stray red curl back into her bun, which was the easiest way to control the unruly curls. “Gosh, is she still missing? The whole yoga class went in search of her the day Mr. Clayton told us in the park. He’ll be distraught by now. Those two are as inseparable as Maddie and Big Red.”

      He might adopt an aloof manner, but there was nothing wrong with her cat’s hearing. Thinking he was being offered a treat, he pushed past Maddie and waited in front of Laura who had fallen in love with the massive feline—perhaps because they had similar coloring, or it may be more mercenary—and had taken to heart how he expected to be treated and spoken to, as if he were a person.

      Holding out her empty hands, she gave him an apologetic look. “Sorry, I was talking about you, not calling you.”

      He gave her a withering glance and went back outside, his large fluffy tail flicking with indignation.

      Gran snorted as she followed him out. “Pets, even ones with big egos, are better medicine than most pills.” Then added on a serious note, “What worries me is how long it’s been since Jed’s seen Sissy.”

      “I hate to think anything sinister about it, but I’ve heard Sissy isn’t the only animal that’s disappeared lately.” Maddie frowned, as she looked at Big Red who’d resumed his butterfly watching. It would be awful to lose your pet, especially when they were a big part of your life and your family.

      Gran wagged a finger at her. “Now, don’t go looking for trouble. We’ve had enough intrigue around here to last a lifetime.”

      “Absolutely, but it makes you wonder if someone is targeting our animals, doesn’t it?”

      “No, it does not. I’m going home before you start with your suppositions.”

      Maddie couldn’t help but smile at Gran’s back. She had no regrets over her involvement when one of their own had been murdered, and she and the Girlz had helped solve the case. Plus, Maddie knew Gran was proud of her but was also protective. She meant nothing by her stern words.

      Having seen a lot of life, good and bad, and having dealt with it accordingly, Gran prided herself on focusing on the good. There had been little good about that case, apart from catching the murderer. And Laura joining the Girlz.

      The doorbell tinkled out in the shop.

      “I’ll get it.” Maddie went through the curtain where Angeline Broome, aka Angel, was studying the display case. Brightness emanated from her, and it wasn’t just about her clothes, which were all about sunshine and rainbows every day. Her blonde, shoulder-length hair shone and bounced around her face. She walked like a model, with legs high-stepping and elegant.

      No one could guess at the hard life she had endured. Growing up in a trailer park, then marrying the school jock should have had a happier outcome for the southern bell. Unfortunately, her ex turned out to be a big drinker and became abusive.

      Now, Angel was single again, like Maddie, Suzy, and Laura. They were lovingly called the ‘Girlz’ by Gran and her friends because they were together as much as possible and except for Laura, had laughed and suffered with each other since they were children.

      “Good afternoon,” Angel almost sang it.

      Maddie smiled at her best friend, always happy to see her. “Good afternoon to you. Have you finished for the day?”

      “I wish. I’ve got a couple of the blue brigade coming in very soon. I need a pick-me-up to get me through listening to their mean gossip that falls from them like rain in September. What do you recommend?”

      Maddie went to her side of the display case. “Hmmm, no jam doughnuts left. I’m thinking a piece of apple pie might do the trick as a substitute.”

      “Your award-winning pie is the best substitute I can think of. Can I get one of Laura’s cappuccino’s too, please?”

      While Maddie blushed, which was something she couldn’t seem to stop doing when someone praised her work, Laura heard her name and came out of the kitchen.

      “To go?” she asked.

      Angel was still grinning at Maddie’s reaction. “Yes, please.”

      “I’ll have one too, please.” Maddie jumped on the order.

      Angel raised a perfect eyebrow. “Laura’s converted you to coffee? Gran will have a conniption.”

      Maddie laughed. “Not totally, so no need to stage an intervention just yet. I find it helps around this time of day when it gets a bit slow before closing. How could I possibly stop drinking tea when my shop looks the way it does?”

      They studied the old cabinet to the left of the display case. It was full of individual tea sets and teapots, all of which had been lovingly donated by Gran who’d emigrated from England as a child and was an anglophile, through and through. If it was anything to do with the British monarchy, Gran had to have it.

      The bakery offered barista coffee thanks to Laura, but before that was even an option they’d served tea and continued to do so in Gran’s collection of antique China, and what a collection it was. Although, it didn’t include the select pieces she kept at the cottage for friends and family who stopped by.

      “True, and it looks stunning. I try to alternate between tea and coffee during the day; otherwise, I can’t sleep at night.” Maddie picked up her coffee and took a careful sip. “Perfect.”

      “You really shouldn’t have any caffeine after five. I read that somewhere.” Laura added apologetically as she handed Maddie her coffee.

      “I’ve heard that too, but I don’t like to be told what to do. Ever.” Angel winked at them as she left with her coffee and pie.

      Maddie sipped the delicious brew and closed her eyes for a second. “You really are an excellent barista.”

      “Thanks. It’s always good to hear. I hope one day you’ll be able to say something similar about the way I bake.” Laura’s cheeks flushed.

      The one thing they were so alike in, apart from their love of baking, was this inability to take a compliment. Unfortunately, Laura’s issues were more varied than Maddie’s and deeply entrenched. Maddie would love to help her friend get over the belief that her opinion couldn’t be counted.

      “You’ve learned so much already that I have no doubt I’ll be saying it very soon about everything you bake.” She glanced up at the clock. “It’s nearly time to close, why don’t you head home too?”

      Laura smiled. “You know I really enjoyed today, even though we’ve been going non-stop since we opened this morning. Which is fine by me,” she added hastily, “because we have so much fun that it hardly feels like work. Isn’t it great that sales have picked up over the last few weeks?”

      After Maddie’s food had been exonerated of being the source of a poisoning, the bakery began to do a roaring trade. This was an incredible relief for Maddie, Gran, and their fledgling business.

      “It sure is and I’d like to thank you again for the extra hours you’ve been doing. It’s removed some of the pressure from Gran since you’ve taken over the early shifts.”

      “I’m glad for Gran, but I don’t mind at all.” Laura hung up her apron and stood awkwardly at the door. “Without sounding indelicate, do you think she’ll retire anytime soon?”

      “Hah!” Maddie snorted. “Gran has never had an idle day in her life. Still, I’ll be happier if we can get her working fewer hours. Even knowing she’ll be baking at home anyway.”

      “That reminds me, did you get any response from the advertisements for staff you put in the local paper?”

      Maddie gasped. “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe I forgot to tell you. For a change it was an amazing response, and I spoke to all of them last night. The first applicant should be here soon, followed by another two.”

      “Wow. That’s wonderful. Do you want me to stay?”

      “No, thanks. I’ll close once they arrive. Fingers crossed this bunch will be better than we’ve had up until now.”

      Laura clucked her tongue. “I can’t believe anyone would ask for a job at a place like this when they don’t much like other people, and they aren’t interested in learning to bake. Isn’t that bizarre?”

      Maddie nodded. The last few applicants had seen the bakery more as a place to socialize than work. “More than bizarre, it’s a waste of everyone’s time.”

      “Well, good luck, and I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Watching her leave Maddie hoped that she would find another just like Laura. While happy to spend time training someone, she wanted them to have a passion for baking, and also a passion for her customers the way she did.

      It was important to have people not only love her food but come into the shop because they enjoy the English oasis she’d tried to create. She’d seen the benefit of creating an atmosphere when she’d done her own internship. Of course, the emphasis in that family bakery had been on French pastries, but it was still relevant no matter the theme.

      The doorbell took care of her introspection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      A young woman hesitated as she entered, nervously looking around the shop, appearing relieved that she was the only person there, apart from Maddie.

      She straightened her shoulders and strode up to the counter. One eyebrow was pierced and there was a tattoo just above the elbow of her left arm of an elephant. Her jeans and short-sleeved white blouse were tidy enough, and her streaked red/blonde hair looked clean.

      Maddie was already mentally ticking boxes.

      “Hi. I’m Beth. I’m here about the job.”

      Maddie smiled and held her hand out. “I’m Madeline Flynn.”

      The girl hesitated before taking it. The thin hand quivered, proving her entrance had been laced with bravado.

      “Take a seat at the table over there.” Maddie picked up a clipboard with a list on it, went to the front door and flicked the sign in the window to closed, then joined Beth at the table.

      She hadn’t asked a lot of questions when she’d rung to make a time for the interview, because the shop had been busy, so she had little to go on as to whether Beth was a suitable candidate.

      “You said you’ve worked in retail?”

      Beth chewed a chipped nail. “At the mall in Destiny.”

      “What were you selling?”

      “Hair products.”

      Beth’s hair gave the girl some color since she was rather pale and Maddie admired it as she wrote notes. She’d always wanted to be more daring with her own.

      “Did you bring your resume?”

      Beth shook her head, looking down at her hands on the table, then folded her fingers, presumably to hide the chewed nails.

      “I don’t have one. I got that job in Destiny through my mom straight from school. I haven’t worked anywhere else.”

      “And why did you leave?”

      “They were having a revamp of the store, and apparently I don’t fit in looking like this?” She gave a self-deprecating shrug.

      It sounded like Beth would take anything, and that wasn’t what Maddie was after. “As I said in the advert, I need someone reliable to work the register, but they’ll also need to learn how to do basic cooking and over time, cake decorating. Is that something you would be willing to learn?”

      “I guess.”

      Maddie’s hopefulness and patience was waning. It was like pulling teeth and if Beth couldn’t at least try to look enthusiastic at the interview then what would she be like serving in the shop? She had seen and heard as much as she wanted to.

      “I have your details and I’ll let you know by the middle of the week about my decision.”

      “Sure.”

      Maddie saw Beth to the door and watched her walk down the street, head down. If she was the only suitable candidate then Maddie would be tempted to give her a shot, because she felt sorry for the girl. A teenager, out of school and now out of a job only led to more issues. It happened here in Maple Falls, but in New York City it was a big contributor to crime.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Flynn.”

      A teenage boy stood on the other side of her also watching Beth walk away.

      “I’m so sorry, I was lost in thought and didn’t see you. Are you Luke?”

      He gave her a lovely smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She liked that respect even if it made her feel a lot older than her twenty-eight years and she immediately warmed to him. Gran liked to say that a smile could get you where you wanted to go and Luke might be proof of that.

      “Call me Maddie.”

      He took her hand and shook firmly—another tick for the boy.

      “Please come in and take a seat.”

      She quickly flipped to a new page while he sat facing into the room, looking about admiringly.

      “I’ve been in here before, and I love all the British decorations.”

      “Thank you. I’m sorry, there have been so many people through our doors that I can’t say I recognize you. Tell me what you think of the food?”

      “I love it. I wanted to apply for a job when I first heard that you were hiring, but . . . Things happened, and I wasn’t able to.”

      She wasn’t sure what had stopped him, but she wasn’t overly bothered. “Never mind, you’re here now. What sort of work have you done?”

      He winced. “To be honest, nothing I’ve done comes close to this. The thing is, I really want a career in baking. I’ve helped at the harvests for several summers so I’m strong and fit, and I’m happy to start serving, or in any way you need me. I want to learn from the best.”

      Maddie grinned at the flattery. He was stocky and quite muscular, so perhaps he’d have the stamina needed for early mornings and long days baking, as well as lifting bags of flour. Although, she was none of those things and managed perfectly well. Still, another pair of hands was what she needed. He was eager and pleasant, two qualities that ticked more of the boxes she had her mind set on. Maddie’s heart gave a small leap of joy even as she tried to calm herself.

      “I think you could fit in around here, Luke, but I have one more person to see before I decide. I’ll ring you tomorrow, to let you know either way.”

      He studied his hands for a moment, seeming to be more worried than disappointed. Then he gave her a pleading look.

      “Do you mind if I come in tomorrow to find out? I promise not to cause a scene if you don’t choose me.”

      She bit back a laugh, because she remembered how earnest she had been when applying for her first job. The whole experience was fraught with awkwardness and fear of coming off as a complete idiot.

      “That’s no problem at all.”

      Walking him out, Maddie knew that the last applicant had better be special, because Luke was a real contender. Which left her feeling bad about Beth. As a teenager, Maddie had also searched for her place in the world and needed a helping hand. Not everyone got a scholarship, but everyone deserved a chance to do something that made them happy.

      That is, everyone who actually wanted to work.

      The third and final applicant proved to be unwilling to learn how to bake and adamant that they expected to do little else except stand behind the register all day. That wouldn’t work in a small business such as Maple Lane Bakery. It made the job of choosing that much easier.  Luke Chisholm seemed the best fit, although that didn’t stop her wishing she could do something for Beth.

      It was a shame she couldn’t afford to take on two interns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      All the next day Maddie waited for Luke. By closing time, she was worried when he still hadn’t turned up. He’d sounded so eager to take the job and she couldn’t help being sorely disappointed that he’d changed his mind.

      Packaging up the leftovers she donated to the needy Maddie was checking her list for tomorrow when there was a knock at the kitchen door.

      Thinking it was Bernie, the only cab driver in town as well as being employed as the town’s landscaper/gardener to keep it looking neat, came around this time of day to pick up the baked goods, she was surprised to find Luke on the doorstep.

      With his cheeks flushed, Maddie didn’t get the chance to greet him.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come earlier,” he blurted. “I had some urgent stuff to take care of. I’ll never be late again, I promise. That is if you intended to give me the job.”

      The last part sounded like a plea and because she wanted to believe him, Maddie shrugged off the doubt.

      “Well, we didn’t state a time for you to come by, did we? That being said, if I give you the job, you’ll need to be here every day and on time.”

      His eyes widened. “I’ve got it? I mean, yes. I’ll definitely be here whenever you need me.”

      She smiled at his surprise, followed by an endearing eagerness. “In that case, you can have the job. Starting Monday at 7am.”

      He’d taken a step towards her as if he was going to shake her hand, but something held him back.

      “This Monday?” he croaked.

      Maddie frowned. “Is that a problem?”

      He gave her a small smile. “Not at all. I just wasn’t expecting to start so soon.”

      Warning bells were sounding again. “Do you have another job you need to give notice to?”

      “No. It’s all good.” He backed away to the door. “Really. See you on Monday. And thanks. You won’t regret it.”

      He took off as if someone were chasing him, almost running over Bernie in his haste, who was about to enter.

      “Where’s the fire?” He joked as he stepped inside.

      Maddie shook her head. “Teenagers can make a person feel old and out of the loop, can’t they?”

      “Quite frankly, they scare the pants off me. And you’re so over the hill I can imagine you would feel the same way.” He teased. “Was that a friend of yours?”

      She laughed. “Starting Monday, he’s my latest staff member.”

      “Good for you. Looks like things are really coming up roses for the bakery.”

      “As long as they’re edible ones, then yes, it is. The box is right here.”

      Bernie hefted it, one-handed as if it weighed nothing “Much appreciated. Have a great night.” He gave a wave as he headed back to his cab.

      Maddie wiped her hands together as if she was brushing flour from them. She wouldn’t dwell on the oddity of her new employee’s behavior and be thankful that he had accepted the position. She could see he had the desire, and that went a long way in her book.

      Besides, she was hungry. Dinner would consist of leftover quiche and salad, but as usual she’d organize Big Red’s meal first. He’d been strangely absent this afternoon, and he usually waited at the bottom of the stairs to the two-bedroom upstairs apartment, about this time of day for her to finish work.

      She opened a tin of his favorite fish, tapped a spoon on his bowl, then filled it, which should do the trick. Standing in the doorway, she sucked on her pursed lips, making the universal sound calling for cats, dogs, horses, and probably most other animals.

      There was no sign of him and Maddie’s skin prickled a little. She shook her head at her silliness. He was a cat who liked to think he owned this street and the ones around it. He’d survived New York City and could therefore take care of himself in Maple Falls. No doubt he’d be home when he was good and ready.

      By the time she’d eaten, done the dishes and found a recipe for bagels she was thinking of trying, Big Red hadn’t returned. Now she really was worried. Her furry friend never missed a meal and was always inside by this time of night, curled up on her lap no matter where she happened to be sitting.

      She phoned Gran.

      “Is Big Red there by any chance?” she asked, not wanting to project her fears.

      Gran called him a few times while Laura went outside the cottage to do the same, but the answer was ‘no’.

      “That’s okay. I’ll check outside again. It’s a warm night, so he’s probably asleep under his favorite hedge.”

      Having said that for Gran’s benefit, Maddie was hopeful when she opened the back door and went down to the hedge at the bottom of the small garden. He wasn’t there.

      With the long hours she did, Maddie needed sleep, yet she was wide awake with worry. Inside she went upstairs and climbed onto the bed, propping herself up on a couple of pillows, and set her laptop on her knees. Something was eating away at her. Something she didn’t want to think about.

      Opening the local paper’s online newsletter, Maddie got a shock. A body had been found halfway between Maple Falls and the nearest larger town of Destiny down a ravine. Tire tracks indicated that the person’s car had swerved and the body had gone through the windscreen.

      The reason it held her attention would be the same for any local who read the article. Bodies did not turn up very often, and deaths around here were usually from natural causes. In a town like Maple Falls the population, barely eleven thousand, was predominantly older people. However, it could fluctuate with tourists by half again that number when the seasonal festivals occurred.

      Her friend’s murder a few months ago had been the first in many years, as far as she knew, and now this. Was it foul play or just a freak accident? Since there appeared to be no other car involved, perhaps it really was the later. She hoped so.

      Moving on, she searched for anything related to missing pets.

      The result was more shocking than the death. There had been fifteen cases reported in the last three months. The area was wide. From Destiny, south to Maple Falls, and east and west of both.

      Mr. Clayton’s Sissy was one of the first date wise, and the others were mostly dogs with a couple of exceptions—a western meadowlark and a northern spotted owl taken from the sanctuary near Destiny.

      In an article a week ago, a reporter had written a piece stating that all the animals were pedigreed and the birds were on the endangered list.

      Feeling bad for the owners, she couldn’t help being slightly reassured. Big Red was perhaps less of a pedigree cat than he gave the impression of being, although she didn’t know for sure because he’d been a stray. If the person taking them, and that had to be what was happening, only wanted top breeds to sell, then surely it meant there was another reason he was missing.

      She bit her lip. Since she couldn’t do a thing about conjecture, she continued to read the cold hard facts recorded. Three of the dogs and two of the cats had come home. The owners refused to comment, saying only that they were glad it was all over.

      What was over? Had they been prompted to make the same statement by an overzealous reporter? Was it merely something people said when the emotional roller-coaster of losing a pet suddenly stopped? Or was it something more sinister?

      Whatever the reason, it didn’t tell her anything about how the animals arrived home, and she wondered about the not commenting further angle. Were they scared to say anything? And, if those pets came home, would all the others do the same, given time. Or were these cases unrelated?

      After a few hours of this torment, Maddie switched off her laptop and light. It might be Friday night, but she’d been up since 5am and her eyes were gritty with fatigue. She closed them, hoping that Big Red wasn’t hurt or cold. Or about to be another statistic.

      Mostly, she hoped that he would be home in the morning.
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