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			Dedication

			
		
    Penni Justice is a lifelong book lover and storyteller at heart. An Atlanta native, she now lives in the scenic North Georgia mountains with her husband in a certified wildlife sanctuary. Surrounded by nature and inspired by the charm of a nearby tourist town, Penni crafted her debut cozy mystery, Blueprint for Murder. The beauty of mountain living, along with cherished memories of traveling across the country and hearing true-life stories from family and friends, often sparks ideas for her writing.

Her love of books began early, nurtured by frequent trips to libraries in Atlanta, Decatur, and Tucker, Georgia, where her mother introduced her to the magic of reading. She fell in love with fiction after discovering Little Women by Louisa May Alcott. As the church librarian, her mother also provided a treasure trove of young adult fiction and mysteries that further fueled Penni's passion.

An avid reader, Penni devours around 70 fiction books each year, favoring cozy mysteries, historical fiction, and spy thrillers. In May 2023, she earned her second college degree, graduating with honors from Southern New Hampshire University with a B.A. in Creative Writing and English, concentrating in fiction writing. Her coursework included numerous fiction workshops that helped her hone her narrative style and voice.

For the past 24 years, Penni has owned and operated a music entertainment agency, specializing in public relations, artists' booking services, writing, and marketing. 

Alongside her fiction, she is also working on a historical novel set during the 1940s in South Georgia and overseas during World War II.

Penni and her husband are the proud parents of three grown children, a son-in-law, and a daughter-in-law - each inspiring her with their humor, intelligence, and love. They are, in her words, "the absolute joys of my life."
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Prologue
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An eerie fog blanketed the mountain town of Orchard Grove in the early hours, thick and unrelenting, as if the town itself were holding its breath. The air carried an unexpected chill, sharp for the time of year, creeping under doors and through the narrow alleys like a whispered warning. Low-hanging clouds smothered the hills, spilling down into the streets where shadows clung to corners like secrets. 

A woman stepped out of a black SUV. Her hood was up, her face partially obscured, but tension radiated from her in waves. She hesitated at the sidewalk, glancing once over her shoulder, then made her way to the rear entrance of an old brick building.

She didn’t want to be seen.

Her hand was inches from the door when she froze. 

Footsteps. Faint, but steady, echoed down the narrow path behind the building on Main Street.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” a voice whispered.

Another voice, tighter, adamant in reply. “You don’t understand. I had to,” she said, her voice trembling with fear and determination.

Voices rose. A breath. A scuffle of feet. 

Bam.

Silence.

As she fell, her head caught the edge of an ornate metal latch, then struck the cobblestones with a sickening thud. In her final breath, she looked up and heard, “I told you...”

Moments passed. 

The other figure stood still, heart pounding, the silence heavy with the weight of the moment.

“What have I done?”

By morning, someone would uncover what happened, and other lives would unravel. 

But for now, Orchard Grove slept, blissfully unaware that everything had just changed.
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Chapter One
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The fog dissipated, unveiling a breathtaking palette of autumn colors stretching across the Blue Ridge Mountains on an unusually crisp October morning. Piper Landry paused beside the rushing river, drawing in a deep breath as the mist rose to meet the morning sun, casting a golden glow over the landscape. 

On the opposite bank, a lone buck stood motionless, its gaze locked with Piper’s. A deep scar slashed across its back, stark against its tawny coat. In a moment of eerie stillness, it stamped a hoof, then turned and ran toward the hills, vanishing into the trees. The sudden movement startled Piper, leaving a strange ripple of unease in its wake.

Piper dropped her backpack and grabbed her water bottle. Taking in the fresh mountain air, she realized this should become a daily ritual. After glancing at her watch, she threw the bottle in the pack and continued her trek back to the town center. Picking up the pace at the flat terrain of the fairgrounds, she remembered how often this area had flooded recently during torrential rains. Thankfully, not last week. When she reached her street, Piper's cheeks stung from the cold or perhaps from the sense that someone was watching her.

The picturesque town of Orchard Grove, nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains, was recovering from the Apple Festival that ended the previous evening. The festival had drawn a record number of tourists and locals, all eager to take home oversized bags full of delicious, ripened apples from the local orchards. Visitors were eager to sample and purchase apple cider donuts, pies, turnovers, and Piper's favorite fresh apple salsa, which she had always bought at the local apple orchard stores throughout the year. 

During the event, the fairgrounds were lined with rows of canopy tents, where arts and crafts vendors sold everything from homemade candles and hand-painted signs to five-foot, hand-carved wooden black bears - the kind cabin owners loved to place on their porches to greet renters. The town’s favorite restaurants, including the ever-popular barbecue joint, served up sandwiches and fresh kettle corn. Local wineries were out in full force, offering tastings and promoting their scenic venues for weddings and private events.

The first day of the Apple Festival kicked off with a lively parade down Main Street, featuring marching bands, decorated floats from local businesses, and the newly crowned Apple Queen waving from the back of a vintage convertible. After the parade, crowds made their way to the courthouse square, where an antique car show filled the parking lot with polished classics and chrome-detailed beauties that drew car lovers and curious tourists alike.

Just outside town, local orchards offered apple-picking throughout the weekend, while a few of the larger wineries hosted live music, bonfires, and tastings that lingered well into the crisp mountain evenings.

The small town was a charming blend of old brick and wooden buildings, their facades adorned with a stunning array of colorful autumn décor and Halloween displays in the shop windows. The decorations created a vibrant and festive atmosphere, adding a touch of warmth and charm to the town.  

As Piper reached the front door of her store, something caught her eye, so she paused, her eyes scanning the street for any signs of movement. Seeing none but sensing something was off, she stepped inside, immediately enveloped in the warm, comforting aromas of pumpkin spice and apple cider. The scents, a lingering reminder of the apple festival, filled her senses. She went upstairs, feeling the familiar burn in her calves with each step. More so that morning because the Apple Festival had kept her extremely busy. She glanced at her fitness watch and was pleased with the number of steps she had accumulated over the past week. 

Piper's spacious loft sat above her Hometown Antiques and Décor store in a seventy-year-old brick building on Willow Street that housed other shops and restaurants. She smiled and glanced around the room, feeling a warm sense of pride. After all her diligent work, the space was now perfect in her eyes, decorated with her most cherished items. A pleasant contrast to the brick walls and wrought iron elements, with black and white décor. 

Her favorite pieces were the turquoise throw pillows she'd found at a shop down the street and the newly handcrafted Native American pottery she loved to collect. But soon, she would be doing it all again. Last week, she had closed on the purchase of the most prominent old building on the town square, where she planned to expand her business to include a coffee shop and bookstore. The thought of purchasing her bookstore was a dream come true, and the idea of an endless supply of coffee made her grin every time it crossed her mind. The anticipation of this new venture filled her with excitement.

After a shower, she ran her slim fingers through her hair and piled the long, thick locks into a messy bun. She smiled, remembering how her mother used to brag about how her chestnut hair, sprinkled with natural light strands, appeared as if she had just had it professionally highlighted. Piper picked up the phone from the counter and set a reminder to make a salon appointment to get a few inches cut off. 

Nothing in her closet appealed to her. Finally settling on an oversized teal sweater that brought out the flecks of green in her hazel eyes, Piper slipped into a pair of jeans and her well-worn black boots. Her outfit was simple, soft, and just right for a crisp fall morning. She headed next door to her aunt’s bakery, her favorite part of the day.

***
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Aunt Violet’s Bakery was popular with locals and tourists, yet Piper was always the first through the door. It was Monday morning, her favorite day of the week. A fresh start, full of promise. Like clockwork, she showed up before the regulars arrived, before the aroma of blueberry muffins and homemade biscuits could waft out into the street and pull in half the town.

Her aunt worked tirelessly all week but typically let her staff handle the weekend crowd. Still, every detail bore Aunt Violet’s special touch. The new overhang, featuring the adorable blueberry muffin logo and a freshly painted sign in soft robin’s egg blue, perfectly captured her spirit - sweet, cheerful, and refined with just a hint of sass.

Piper reached for the brass door handle, still cool from the morning air, when she felt something brush against her back.

Startled, she turned. “Lucy! You scared me to death! I didn’t see you coming.”

Lucy grinned, her blue eyes bright. “I’m sorry! Good morning! Why so jumpy?”

Piper shrugged. “I don’t know.”

The little shop’s bell gave a cheerful ting as they stepped inside. Sunlight streamed through the large front windows, setting the hardwood floors aglow and casting long golden lines across the space. The aroma of baked goods mingled with freshly brewed coffee in a scent so familiar it tugged at Piper’s heart.

Aunt Violet stood behind the counter near the middle of the room, her pink cotton apron dusted with flour and her silver-streaked hair tucked neatly into a clip. She waved without looking up, busy filling the display cases with freshly baked goods.

The shop was long and narrow, a cozy haven of vintage charm. Antique white cabinets and marble countertops gleamed under the lights, while open shelves painted robin’s egg blue were adorned with clear and milky-white canisters filled with flour, sugar, oats, and chocolate chips. A porcelain milk jug painted with delicate violets sat at the counter like a quiet nod to the owner.

Glass bakery cases sparkled with Aunt Violet’s finest work - rows of lemon bars dusted with powdered sugar, pecan-studded brownies, flaky pastries, and muffins in every flavor imaginable.

Piper made a beeline for the self-serve coffee area and grabbed her favorite mug, the one with the pudgy-faced bluebird that always made her smile. She poured the dark roast and glanced over to see Lucy pouring herself a glass of milk instead of filling her thermal mug with coffee.

“Wait a minute! You’re not drinking coffee this morning?”

Lucy laughed. “I had two cups at home already. But all I could think about was a tall glass of ice-cold milk. Believe me, I’ll be filling up that thermos before I leave. I’m so tired from the Apple Festival and need all the energy I can get.” She took a long gulp and sighed happily. “Wow, that hit the spot. Thanks, Aunt Violet,” she called out.

Piper smiled. Lucy had always referred to her aunt that way. It made everything feel more like family.

With her natural blonde hair tucked into a tight ponytail and her petite frame wrapped in a soft white linen blouse and a turquoise blue skirt, Lucy looked as though she belonged in a storybook. Piper watched her fondly. Lucy had married her high school sweetheart, Greg, and they were raising two adorable kids: five-year-old Adalyn, who loved glitter and daisies, and six-year-old Noah, who could name every construction vehicle on sight. Lucy’s job at the Tourist Center was perfect for her. She was a natural greeter with a heart for people, always organized and ready to juggle a dozen things at once.

Piper often wondered how her best friend managed to do it all with such grace. She admired Lucy deeply and loved her fiercely, like the sister she never had.

The women had initially met at the Tourist Center when Piper and Aunt Violet made their first trip to the area three years ago, hoping to move there one day. Lucy, a local, had even set them up with a real estate agent who eventually helped them negotiate and purchase their buildings, as well as Aunt Violet's house a few blocks over. They had kept in touch even before the move from Atlanta to Orchard Grove. Throughout her life, Piper had never felt truly understood by anyone other than her father, Aunt Violet, and, most of the time, her mother, until she met Lucy. Now she couldn't imagine her life without her.

Aunt Violet finally stepped out from behind the counter, wiping her hands on her apron. 

“Well, look at my girls,” she said with a warm smile. “Come sit down while everything’s still warm.”

She handed Piper a flaky croissant and slid a bowl of blueberry yogurt with granola to Lucy. The three of them sat at the bistro table near the big front window, the sun pooling around them like a soft blanket.

Piper took a bite of her croissant and smiled, reminded yet again how her aunt had always had a gift for baking. As far back as she could remember, Aunt Violet was most at home in a kitchen - hands dusted with flour and humming something old and familiar. She’d even made the wedding cake for Piper’s short-lived marriage: three tiers of white buttercream piped with delicate icing roses and finished with real violets per Piper’s request. It had been the best part of the whole day. The marriage hadn’t lasted, but the memory of that cake and the love behind it still made her smile. 

Piper watched as the light caught her aunt’s face, highlighting her gorgeous features and perfectly styled silver-blond hair. Forever polished, no matter what time of day. At sixty-two, Aunt Violet was the epitome of grace and energy. The petite woman was incredibly fit for her age and, most days, had more energy than Piper and Lucy combined.

Piper's heart was full. Her aunt meant everything to her, and she felt the same way about Lucy. Despite the age difference between Aunt Violet and the other two, they were all extremely close. 

They didn't have much time, as they all needed to get to work, so they quickly caught up on the weekend’s events.

“Aunt Violet, how did your booth do at the festival?” Piper asked between bites.

“Oh, better than expected. I only stayed for a few hours each day. I let the staff do most of the heavy lifting, but we had record sales both at the fairgrounds and here at the shop. When I wasn’t there, I kept the bakery open longer than usual. The apple turnovers were the best sellers for sure, with apple cider cakes a close second. Lucy, I’m glad you talked me into selling cake slices and taking orders for full cakes so customers could pick them up this week. I’ll have to get started on those here in a few minutes.”

Lucy grinned. “Yay, happy to help. I don’t blame you for not wanting to be there the entire day. It’s exhausting having to stay at a booth for that long. I took turns, too, so I only had to be at the Tourist Center tent about four hours each day. Greg was sweet to fill in for me so I could walk around and do a little shopping. I stopped by your booth, Aunt Violet, but you weren’t there. There was a long line of people, so I’m not surprised you had great success. Piper, how were your store sales?”

“Fantastic. Even with the festival being a mile away, we had heavy foot traffic all day long. From what I could tell, the restaurants were packed start to finish, right up until late last night. Honestly, I’m glad it’s over. It’s always so crazy around here when festivals and other events are happening.”

She checked the clock. “I need to hurry. Sam’s delivering the antiques I bought last week. I can’t wait to start refinishing the buffet. I think it’s going to be gorgeous.”

“I’m sure it will be. You do beautiful restoration work. Are you selling it or keeping it for the new store?” Aunt Violet asked.

“I’m keeping it. It’ll be perfect in the coffee area,” she said, craning her neck to glance down the street at the building she’d recently bought. “I just need to finalize the layout before I meet with the contractor. I’ve been thinking about putting the coffee shop to the right as you walk in. Or should I place it at the back of the store, so that customers have to pass through the antiques and home décor before reaching the coffee? Oh, I don’t know. Never mind. We can talk about all that later.”

Aunt Violet raised her brows. “You’re still thinking about living upstairs in that big old building?”

Here we go, Piper thought.

“I wish you’d move in with me,” Aunt Violet continued. “Even though I drive to the bakery most days, it’s only because I need the car handy for my errands. You know it’s a short walk or bike ride. You can have the whole finished basement to yourself. It’s private and quiet. Your own space. I promise I won’t hover.”

"I know. I know. I'll give it more thought, but I love living above the shop. Now all I need to do is walk downstairs to work. It's so convenient and leaves me with many more productive hours in the day. I love where I am and am excited about the new place. Do you remember how much time I used to spend in Atlanta traffic? More than three hours a day. That is way too much. Never again. Life's too short."

“That’s certainly a perk living above your store,” Lucy said, throwing Aunt Violet a look, “but the new building is huge. I’d be scared to stay there alone at night. I think I’m with your aunt on this one.”

“Traitor,” Piper said with a playful glare.

“I’ll admit that living in the new store will take some getting used to,” Piper added, wrapping both hands around her mug. “I still hear every creak and groan like the building’s trying to talk to me. The floors settle at weird hours, and once, I could’ve sworn I heard footsteps above me even though I’m the one on the top floor.”

Aunt Violet raised an eyebrow.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Piper said quickly. “Old buildings just have their... personalities.”

“Or ghosts,” Lucy said with a smirk.

Piper rolled her eyes. “Please don’t start with that.”

Lucy grinned. “You said you looked at some property outside of town, and you’ve always wanted land and room for a big workshop. I can picture you living in a house with acres to roam, a large garden, and a UTV or a four-wheeler to explore the property. Surrounded by nature. You would be living your dream life.” She paused, thinking she had gone too far. 

Piper sighed. “You do make it sound dreamy.”

“It is dreamy. And I know you. You’ll get there eventually.” 

Lucy paused, thinking she had gone too far. “I’ll leave you alone now.”

She stood and checked her phone. “I’ve got to get to the Tourist Center. But lunch later? Where are we going and what time?”

“Why don’t you both come to the shop. I’ll make lunch. Anytime is fine. That way, you can see all the new pieces.”

“That sounds great,” Aunt Violet chimed in, rising with her empty mug. “But don’t y’all try dragging me to lunch every day this week like usual. I do have a bakery to run.”

Lucy laughed. “Okay, how about 11:45?”

“Oh! One more thing,” Piper said, reaching into her tote bag. “I found this earring behind the new place, near the back door. It looks familiar, but I can’t place it. Do either of you recognize it?”

Both women shook their heads.

“Nope,” Aunt Violet said. “But if I hear of someone missing one, we’ll let you know.”

“Me too,” said Lucy, who then leaned down to hug them both. “Piper, can I bring anything?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t even decided what to make yet,” she said with a grin.

“See you soon.”

They finished the last sips of their coffee while they watched Lucy cross the street and enter the Tourist Center.

Neither realized the calm of Orchard Grove was about to be shattered in ways they couldn’t imagine
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Chapter Two
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Back at her shop, Piper opened the door to the dark workroom, with its brick walls and old wooden floors, and flipped the lights on. She sighed because it was already a little crowded, and she knew Sam would be there any minute for the delivery. Her only regret about this room was that it didn't even have a window, so during the summer months, Piper worked on her furniture outside the back entrance, which provided natural light. 

For a moment, she envisioned having enough land to build a workshop - something rustic and spacious, with floor-to-ceiling windows and ample room for every tool she could ever need. She imagined sipping coffee on a porch swing while paint dried under the morning sun. Then she shook her head to get that out of her mind. Dreaming was fine, but first she had to make room for a buffet.

Although Sam's storage barn was just a short drive up the mountain from the town's center, Piper learned about his items by following him on social media. She was always one of the first to send him a message when he posted photos of what he had available for sale. He was an expert collector of antiques, vintage furniture, signs, lamps, and unique items, with most needing a rescue to bring them a new life. He was a friend, always kind enough to hold something until she could inspect it. His barn was piled high with items, and she always enjoyed weaving around the place, seeking hidden treasures. She had often found interesting mid-century modern pieces, such as umbrella stands and side tables, along with rare steamer trunks that held the secrets of voyages long ago.

The right corner of Piper's workroom featured a small kitchen, which had been in place when she purchased the old building. To help brighten the room, Piper added a red retro metal kitchen table on top of a colorful area rug to offset it from the other part of the room. The small kitchen, with its cute retro fridge and a few other appliances, was a cozy spot. But who was she kidding?  Piper only cooked a little and never baked. She had a collection of cookbooks, half of which had never been opened, and a vintage cookie jar that hadn’t seen a cookie since she moved in. It’s not that she didn’t enjoy cooking, exactly, but making a whole casserole to eat alone for four days wasn’t exactly inspiring. 

She accepted her current situation with a shrug, deciding not to think about it now. Her priorities were to make space for the antique furniture delivery.

The delivery truck pulled up just as Piper finished sweeping the back stoop of Hometown Antiques and Décor. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and waved to Sam, the gruff but kind-eyed man who had been hauling treasures to her store since she opened. She noticed that his son, Chris, was in the driver’s seat.

“Morning, Piper,” he called, hopping down from the cab with surprising agility for a man his age. “We’ve got a full load for you. That buffet’s even prettier than I remembered.”

“I can’t wait to see it again,” she said, her breath turning to mist in the chilly morning air. “Come on in when you are ready.”

Piper was stuffing boxes under her worktable when Sam came into the workroom. He ducked under the door frame even though he had an inch or so to spare. With his six-foot-five-inch height, she assumed he may have hit his head quite a few times in the past.

“Are you going to have room for all these new pieces?”

“Sure! I will make room,” she said excitedly.

“If you can stay here and direct us where to put everything, that would be great. I also wanted to let you know that I have been invited to three private estate sales next week. One in Atlanta, one in Blue Ridge, and one in Asheville. If you are looking for any particular pieces for your new store, let me know and I'll be on the lookout.”

“Oh, that would be great. I've been working on the layout and trying to determine what furniture I will need, so I'll let you know. One thing I do know now is that I will need bookshelves. Not the cheap kind, but nice, heavy, and extremely sturdy ones. I certainly don't want bookshelves falling on any customers! I will also need comfy chairs, tables, and so much more. When I complete the entire layout, would you mind sitting down with me and reviewing each area and what I plan to do on the second floor? I think that will help you picture what all I will be needing.”

“Sounds good. That will help. For some reason, I can't yet wrap my head around all the different areas that you will have. I will go ahead and make a note for the bookshelves, chairs, and tables, so I don't forget.” Sam turned and saw his son coming through the door. “Well, there's my helper now.”

Chris appeared in the doorway, gripping one end of the buffet with ease. Sam followed close behind, his face already flushed from exertion.

“Careful,” Piper warned, stepping back as they maneuvered the heavy piece inside. “That buffet is not allowed to die on my watch.”

Chris chuckled. "She’s heavier than she looks. Solid wood and possibly possessed.”

“That’s not funny,” Sam grunted, shifting his grip. 

The two men shuffled through the narrow doorway, pivoting the buffet like they were trying to land a couch on a second-floor apartment balcony. One leg bumped the edge of a stack of crates, which wobbled ominously.

“Whoa!” Piper darted forward just in time to catch the top box of old picture frames. “Let’s try not to turn this into a restoration emergency.”

“Sorry,” Chris said sheepishly, grinning as he set his end down with a soft thud. “I guess this isn’t the most graceful delivery we’ve ever made.”

“You should’ve seen the armoire incident last fall,” Sam muttered. “Nearly took out her lamp and a shelf of glass vases.”

“I remember,” Piper smirked. 

Chris grinned. “At least we didn’t drop anything today. Yet.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Piper warned, pointing toward the next piece. “Let’s see how you do with that folding table.”

Within ten minutes, and two additional close calls involving a precarious stack of milk crates and her electric sander almost falling to the floor, they were done. Chris wiped his brow with the sleeve of his flannel shirt while Sam stretched his back with a groan.

“You need a forklift,” Sam said, only half-joking.

“You need a chiropractor,” Chris muttered, ducking just before his dad could swat him with a pair of work gloves.

“Appreciate it, guys,” Piper called as they left. “Try not to break anything. Like yourselves, I mean.”

Piper headed to the front of the store, flipping the sign on the front door to ‘open’ and switching on the antique lamps around the store. The scent of lemon oil and old books mingled with the lingering hint of pumpkin spice from her morning at the bakery. She walked through the shop, touching the tops of display tables and rearranging a stack of vintage quilts. This place was her sanctuary. Every piece held a story, and she loved imagining where it came from and where it’d go next.

Piper immediately went back to view the antique mahogany sideboard buffet and noticed the intricate inlay detail. The poor old piece was obviously neglected for many years, and the mirror would have to be replaced. Or, she thought, she could remove the mirror since it would soon be featured in the coffee shop. She considered the process of removing the mirror, ensuring it would be done with care and respect for the original design. She loved that it had locking drawers and envisioned keeping the supplies of napkins, stirrers, and other items safely stored, out of sight, where customers couldn't just open them. She gently ran her fingers over the shiny mahogany surface, noticing several nicks, but was confident they could all be smoothed out with her sander.

The next piece, also made of mahogany, was initially referred to as a game table and was often used as an entry table because it folded to be placed flush against a wall. In fact, it was similar to the one she inherited from her mother, which now sat in her loft. That memory made her pause. She remembered when her mother passed it down to her - the two of them polishing it together while her mother shared stories of hosting game nights and neighborhood potlucks. Her mother had insisted that furniture carried energy, stories, and even laughter in the wood. It now had a few minor scratches, worn with time, but Piper treasured it more than most things she owned. That’s what inspired her to breathe life back into forgotten pieces.
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