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The tomato split in Brandy's hand.

Not cracked or bruised, but completely liquefied, its insides dripping between her fingers like spoiled soup. She dropped it with a disgusted yelp, shaking rotten pulp from her palm while the farmer beside her muttered a creative string of profanity.

Rosa Martinez stood amid her market stall surrounded by returned CSA boxes, each one overflowing with produce that looked like it had died weeks ago instead of yesterday. Wilted lettuce drooped over cardboard edges. Strawberries collapsed into fuzzy gray puddles. Carrots bent like rubber props from a horror film about vegetables gone wrong.

"All of them?" Brandy wiped her hand on her jeans, though the smell of decay seemed determined to cling.

"Every single box was delivered yesterday afternoon." Rosa's voice carried the exhausted fury of someone who'd spent the night fielding angry phone calls. "Greenway Share customers across three neighborhoods. They opened their boxes this morning to find this nightmare."

The Maplewood Farmer's Market sprawled across the community center parking lot, normally a cheerful riot of colorful awnings and hand-lettered signs advertising heirloom tomatoes and organic honey. But this morning, tension replaced the usual easy commerce. Vendors clustered in tight groups, voices low and urgent. Customers approached cautiously, sniffing produce with visible suspicion before committing to purchases.

Brandy had only stopped by to pick up fresh herbs for dinner. Peter had mentioned wanting to try that new recipe with basil and goat cheese, something about impressing her with his culinary skills. Instead, she'd walked into what looked like an agricultural crime scene.

"The smell hit customers the moment they opened their doors." Rosa gestured at the boxes with barely contained rage. "Some people are reporting nausea, maybe food poisoning. One woman posted photos of her kids throwing up. The health department's already fielding complaints."

A crowd gathered near the Greenway Share booth at the market's center. Three people stood behind the table, their expressions mixing defensiveness with genuine confusion. Brandy recognized Lena Torres, the cooperative's lead organizer, from various town meetings. Beside her stood a younger man with dirt permanently embedded under his fingernails and an older guy in a delivery company polo.

"We tested everything before packing." Lena's voice carried across the market, strained but insistent. "Our protocol is rigorous. We don't know how this happened."

"Convenient." The voice came from Maren Whitlock, who operated the hydroponic greens stall three rows over. She stood with arms crossed, her expression communicating skepticism refined through years of business competition. "Small farms can't scale quality control. Maybe it's time to admit defeat and let professional operations handle distribution."

Rosa made a sound like an angry cat. "Professional operations like yours, you mean? How's your catering contract with the mayor's office working out?"

Before Maren could respond, someone near the crowd entrance shouted and held up their phone. The screen glowed with a video already racking up views, some local influencer's dramatic rant about food safety and corporate responsibility. The audio carried clearly across morning air.

"This is what happens when amateur farms pretend they can compete with real agriculture. Greenway Share should be shut down immediately. Full refunds, criminal investigation, the works."

The crowd's murmur intensified, voices layering into an ugly collective sound. Brandy edged closer to one of the returned boxes, curiosity overriding any sensible instinct to stay out of other people's disasters.

The produce looked uniformly terrible, but something about the soil clinging to the vegetables caught her attention. Most of it was the rich dark brown typical of Maplewood's agricultural region, but scattered through the decay were orange flecks that seemed wrong somehow. Too bright, too uniform, almost pelletized.

She crouched down, careful not to touch the rotting vegetables directly, and examined the soil more closely. The orange specks definitely weren't natural. They had the manufactured consistency of commercial fertilizer, shaped into tiny uniform spheres rather than irregular mineral deposits.

"You planning to eat that?" Peter's voice carried dry amusement from directly behind her.

Brandy straightened, not bothering to hide her guilty expression. "I'm observing."

"Right." Peter held two paper cups of coffee from Doris's café across the street. He handed one to Brandy, his fingers brushing hers with casual intimacy that still sent pleasant warmth through her chest. "Observing crime scenes before Maeve officially declares them crime scenes. Your favorite hobby."

"Someone needs to pay attention." Brandy accepted the coffee, then pulled a small plastic bag from her jacket pocket. She'd started carrying evidence bags months ago, after the theater investigation taught her that interesting details appeared at inconvenient moments. Using the bag like a makeshift glove, she collected several orange pellets and sealed them carefully.

Peter watched with resigned acceptance. "You're going to call this contamination, aren't you?"

"I'm going to call it suspicious." Brandy pocketed the sample. "Greenway Share uses organic methods. These pellets are commercial grade, probably from a wholesale supplier. They don't belong in a supposedly organic CSA box."

The crowd near the Greenway booth had grown louder, accusations flying with increasing heat. Someone mentioned lawyers. Someone else brought up health code violations. Lena looked close to tears while her colleagues tried to field questions they clearly had no answers for.

Rosa approached, having abandoned her stall to join the confrontation. "The whole town's going to turn on them. Doesn't matter if it was an accident or sabotage. Greenway's reputation is destroyed."

"Maybe that's the point." Brandy studied the crowd, looking for faces that seemed more satisfied than angry. Maren stood at the edge, her expression carefully neutral. Too neutral, like someone working hard not to smile.

Peter followed Brandy's gaze. "You think someone did this deliberately?"

"I think spoilage this uniform across multiple boxes suggests something more organized than random contamination." Brandy pulled out her phone, already pulling up Peter's number. "And I think you should warn whatever contacts you have that this is about to explode into a full investigation."

But before Peter could respond, a woman's shriek cut through market noise. All heads turned toward the parking lot entrance where Detective Maeve Collins had just arrived, her unmarked car pulling to a stop with deliberate authority. She climbed out carrying a clipboard and wearing an expression that suggested her morning coffee hadn't improved her mood.

Maeve's gaze swept the market, taking in the angry crowd, the rotting produce, and inevitably, Brandy standing far too close to evidence with a suspicious bulge in her pocket that definitely looked like collected samples.

Their eyes met across vendor stalls and furious customers. Maeve's expression shifted into something between exasperation and grim acceptance, the look of someone who'd learned that Brandy Broot and mysteries occupied the same space with magnetic inevitability.

Brandy offered a small wave, a coffee cup still warm in her other hand. The evidence bag sat heavy in her pocket, orange pellets waiting to tell their story about contamination and motive and someone's deliberate attempt to destroy a community farm's reputation.

Peter sighed beside her, the sound carrying seven books worth of resigned partnership. "Here we go again."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2

[image: ]




Lena Torres had the exhausted look of someone who'd spent the night trying to understand how their world had collapsed. She sat at a folding table behind the Greenway Share booth, surrounded by clipboards thick with delivery manifests and customer complaint forms. Her hands shook slightly as she sorted through papers, like organizing documentation might somehow reorganize reality.

Brandy approached carefully, coffee finished and evidence safely pocketed. Peter had gone to intercept Maeve, buying time before official questions began and Brandy got relegated to witness status instead of a useful observer. The crowd had thinned slightly, angry customers drifting away to post negative reviews and demand refunds through proper channels.

"I'm Brandy." She stopped at a respectful distance, not wanting to spook anyone already running on defensive instinct. "I volunteer at the market sometimes. Rosa mentioned you've had problems."

"Problems." Lena's laugh carried no humor. "That's diplomatic. We've had a disaster that's probably going to destroy everything we've built over five years."

The younger man beside her looked up from his phone. He had the weathered complexion of someone who spent most days outdoors, dirt permanently staining the creases of his knuckles. "Omar Reyes. I manage our organic certification protocols. And I'm telling you, we followed every single requirement. Temperature logs, handling procedures, everything documented."

"Theo Brennan." The older man in the delivery polo extended a hand automatically, then seemed to think better of social pleasantries given circumstances. "I drive the route. Loaded the boxes myself Tuesday afternoon. They were perfect. Fresh, cold, properly sealed."

Brandy filed names and roles mentally, already building a mental map of who handled produce at which stage. "So between Tuesday afternoon loading and Wednesday morning delivery, something went catastrophically wrong."

"Obviously." Omar's voice carried the brittle edge of someone who'd been answering the same questions all night. "But what? Our cold storage is maintained at thirty-six degrees. Transit time was under four hours. Nothing should have spoiled that fast."

"Unless someone deliberately contaminated the boxes." Brandy kept her tone neutral, watching for reactions.

The three Greenway Share members exchanged glances, the kind of loaded communication that happened between people who'd worked together long enough to develop shorthand.

Lena spoke carefully. "We've considered that possibility. But it seems extreme. Who would sabotage a community farm?"

"Someone who benefits from your failure." Brandy glanced toward Maren's hydroponic stall, where business continued as usual. Several customers clustered around colorful displays of pristine lettuces, their purchases making a pointed statement about where quality supposedly lived. "Competition gets ugly when money's involved."

"Maren's been pushing regional distribution contracts for months." Omar followed Brandy's gaze, his expression darkening. "She keeps telling anyone who'll listen that small farms can't handle professional volume. Now she has evidence to back that claim."

Theo shifted uncomfortably. "We don't have proof Maren did anything. And pointing fingers when we can't explain our own failures makes us look desperate."

"Do you subcontract any part of the process?" Brandy pulled out her phone, opening notes to capture details while they were fresh. "Packing, storage, anything that might introduce vulnerabilities?"

Another loaded glance between the three of them. This time Lena answered, reluctance clear in her voice. "We recently started using a third-party packer to meet increased demand. Just for the last month. BoxRight Logistics handles overflow when we can't manage volume in-house."

"And they pack at their facility?" Brandy's investigative instincts started mapping possibilities. Outside facilities meant outside control, additional handling, more opportunities for contamination or substitution.

"They're supposed to follow our protocols exactly." Omar sounded defensive. "We provided written procedures, temperature requirements, everything. They send daily reports confirming compliance."

"Who verifies the reports?"

Silence stretched between them, answer enough.

Peter reappeared with Maeve in tow. The detective looked distinctly unimpressed, her expression suggesting she'd heard Peter's explanation of Brandy's "helpful observations" and filed them under wishful thinking from an overoptimistic boyfriend.

"Ms. Torres." Maeve's voice carried professional sympathy balanced with obvious skepticism. "I understand you're claiming the contamination was external."

"I'm not claiming anything except we followed protocol." Lena stood, squaring shoulders against exhaustion. "I want to know what happened as much as anyone. More, since my reputation is the one being destroyed."

"Then you won't mind providing full documentation." Maeve pulled out a tablet, already opening forms. "Customer lists, delivery schedules, packing procedures, storage logs. Everything from the past two weeks."

"Of course." Lena gestured at the mountain of paperwork surrounding them. "We document everything. That's part of organic certification requirements."

Brandy caught Maeve's eye, trying to communicate urgent information without interrupting official procedure. The detective's minute headshake suggested Brandy should stay quiet and let professionals work. But Brandy had never been particularly good at following that particular instruction.
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