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      Ridgeway Rescue Mysteries can be read in 1-2 hours. Perfect for when you’re waiting for an appointment or just want a fast read. Don’t miss out on this quick, clean, cozy mystery that will keep you guessing until the end!

      Emma and Molly are on their way to a private island and private beach with Macy, her father, and Colby! Little did they know that it was the perfect location to watch the upcoming lunar eclipse.

      Two social media influencers are on the island, working to get a better viewing of their video posting when one of them turns up dead. Without even entering the scene of the crime, will Emma be able to solve the case before the perpetrator gets away with murder?
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      The brisk breeze left salt on Emma’s lips, and she squinted against the sea spray, holding Molly’s leash just a little bit tighter in her hands. Seagulls flew in and out of the churning water at the back of the ferry as they travelled along at a good clip.

      “I can’t decide if it’s a better view from the back of the Ferry or the front,” Macy said as she came to stand next to Emma.

      Emma smiled at her stepmother. “I had just the same thoughts, but I think it’s fun to do both.”

      “Agreed.” Macy nodded. The older, half-Asian woman’s hair had been pulled back in a bun, but flyaways danced in the wind around her face. 

      Emma’s father, Sheriff Wright, approached them and put an arm around each of them. He wore a Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts, but somehow his posture still gave off the air that he was a police officer. “How are my two favorite women enjoying the day? Emma, you’re going to love the beach house that Macy and I bought a timeshare on. The walls are mostly glass so you get a fantastic view.”

      “I believe it,” Emma said with a wide smile. “And you said there’s a fenced area out back?”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “Yep. That’s why I said it was okay to bring Molly and Gabby.”

      Colby Davidson, one of her father’s deputies, held the leash of the K9 officer, Gabby, as he approached. Although the rest of them were dressed casually and ready for the beach, Colby still wore a polo shirt and his Ridgeway Sheriff’s Office ball cap. When he met eyes with Emma, he smiled. “It looks like we’re almost there.”

      As a group, they all turned toward the front of the ferry and saw the tire covered pylons designed to cushion the ferry’s landing at the dock. The island itself was covered with greenery beyond the sandy beaches. Excitement filled Emma. It was the first real vacation they’d had as a family in at least ten years. She couldn’t wait to get on the beach and let her toes sink into the sand.

      Molly, the Saint Bernard puppy, wagged her tail and lowered her front end in a playful position as soon as Gabby was close enough. The indignant German Shepherd barely looked the puppy’s way before sitting at attention beside her handler’s leg. It didn’t deter Molly from pawing at Gabby’s face. Gabby, who was only four years old, tried to be an adult dog most of the time, but somehow Molly brought the puppy out in her, and it wasn’t long before the two of them were batting at each other playfully. 

      “Since we’re almost there, let’s get back in the cars,” Emma’s father suggested. He and Macy headed for their SUV while Emma and Colby started for her truck. They put both the dogs in the back of the SUV and then Colby took the keys from Emma in order to hop in the driver’s seat.

      For some reason, the driving arrangement made Emma almost feel as though Colby and she were a couple. Maybe it wasn’t true, but she could imagine it well. Her heart fluttered in her chest as she sat in the passenger’s seat and peered over at Colby. Colby removed his ball cap, revealing that his sandy brown hair curled a bit at the ears as it was getting a little long, but the shaggy look would be perfect for the beach. From sheriff’s deputy to surfer boy.

      Emma let out a long, slow breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Colby asked, shooting a glance sideways at her.

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing. I was just thinking how nice it would be to do something like taking a surfing lesson, but I’m not the best swimmer in the world, so it might not be smart.”

      “What do you mean? I’ve seen you swim at the pool before.”

      She nodded. “I’m fine as long as I can feel the bottom of the pool with my feet, and a pool is full of water that doesn’t move around. Being out in the ocean is a totally different experience. In my psychology classes, we studied fears and phobias, so I know it’s all in my head, but sometimes we don’t have control over what we might be afraid of.”

      Colby reached over and took Emma’s hand in his for a light squeeze. “I won’t let anything happen to you out there. Just stick with me. I used to be a lifeguard back before I became your father’s deputy.”

      After Emma’s heart calmed down a bit from the touch of Colby’s hand, she smiled up at him. “Thank you. I’ll try to stick with you.”

      He squeezed her hand once more before reaching to turn on the engine of the SUV. The boat rocked a little as they bumped into the pier and came to a stop at the dock. After another moment’s wait, the front of the ferry pulled down to form a ramp, allowing the eight or so cars on board to exit the ferry single file. On the other side of the road, cars lined up to catch a ride on the ferry back to the mainland. The island off the Outer Banks of North Carolina was a little-known vacation spot, and with only one inn and 2 bed and breakfasts, the number of people visiting the island was strictly limited. Dandier Island had a ferry that only arrived twice a day - at 10 a.m. and 6 p.m. making it secluded and cozy. The drive from one end of the island to the other, north to south, was about seven and half miles and from east to west, it was about four and a half. And because they were visiting the timeshare in late summer, her father had been watching the tropics like a hawk to make sure that we wouldn’t be taken by surprise by any tropical storms.

      They drove down the narrow road that skirted right along miles of beach and beach houses. Colby kept a safe distance from Sheriff Wright as they followed him directly to the police station on the island. Once they parked, Colby turned to Emma. “I’ll leave the air conditioner on here while your father and I step inside. It’s just customary to let the local police know that we’re here and have handguns with us. No reason to upset Gabby and Molly if it will only take a minute.”

      Emma offered him a knowing smile, and Colby hopped out of the SUV with a nod of his head. In the back, Gabby watched her handler through the grate that kept the back of the truck separated from the interior. Molly’s tongue lolled to the side as she watched both Gabby and Colby with interest. Country music played quietly on the radio while the cool air blew across Emma’s arms.

      “Yes I do!” a female voice yelled as the car door slammed next to Emma. 

      For the first time since Colby had left the car, the dogs gazes fixed on something different—the woman who’d yelled. Emma blinked at her. She was model-pretty, tall with blonde hair and a pair of designer sunglasses. Her sundress fanned out behind her like she’d just stepped out of a magazine or catalog. The young girl with her cowered a bit, but spoke in low tones and peered around as though checking to see if they were offending anyone. “Shh. It’s a police station. There’s no reason to yell now.”

      “First, you don’t want me to report the incident. Now, you’re trying to keep me quiet. Exactly what kind of friend are you? Don’t you care that we were followed to this island even though it’s supposed to be private?” Slowly the woman’s voice ticked up in volume again. 

      From the back seat area, Gabby growled. Emma turned back in her seat and talked to the dogs. “It’s all right, girl. Nothing to worry about. Sit.”

      Gabby’s haunches lowered in response, but she didn’t take her eyes off what she perceived to be a danger. Emma worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep the K9 officer from getting upset, but at the same time, her father and Colby came out of the sheriff’s office and returned to the cars. Relief flooded Emma as she watched the two women who weren’t much older than herself as they made their way into the sheriff’s office. 

      Colby leaned forward a bit and peered out the front of the SUV. “Is it just me, or did that woman look a bit familiar?”

      Emma shrugged. “She looked a bit like an actress from one of those blockbuster movies made from the comic books, but with her sunglasses on, I couldn’t say.”

      Colby snapped his fingers. “I think it was her.” He huffed a laugh and shrugged into his seat belt. “They say that some celebrities from New York like to visit this island on occasion. It would be funny if we spotted one, wouldn’t it?”

      “Who knows?” Emma said with a laugh.

      Then the twosome continued down the road, following her father’s SUV to the timeshare house.
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      At the house, they all settled in. Molly bounded around the room, sniffing all of the furniture while Gabby just watched from where she stood beside Colby, still waiting patiently for any command her partner might give her. Emma smiled at it all. She hoped that someday Molly would mature into a well-behaved therapy dog, but until then, she’d relish every moment of the Saint Bernard’s ephemeral puppyhood.

      Colby grabbed the leashes and handed one to Emma. “Let’s take the dogs for a walk while your dad and Macy go grocery shopping.”

      “Okay!” Emma yelled, excitement building in her chest. Molly woofed in response.

      Footprints and paw prints littered the private beach behind them as they took off their shoes and walked in the wet sand waves left behind. Over an hour later, they returned to the house, happy, content, and exhausted. The dogs lay about the floor, tongues lolling.

      Then Emma’s father arrived from the island grocery store with four bags in each hand and a wide smile on his face. “I got a great deal on some steaks, so it won’t be just burgers and dogs I’m grilling for dinner!”

      Emma couldn’t help but laugh at her father’s excitement. “Isn’t it a bit early for dinner? It’s only three o’clock.”

      “Well, we skipped lunch while we were traveling, and sometimes having an early dinner is good for you.” Her father nodded to Colby. Give me a hand, out back?”

      “Yes, sir,” Colby said with a grin as he hopped up from the couch.

      Macy smiled from behind them. “Emma, will you help me shuck the corn?”

      “Of course,” Emma said before the two of them headed for the kitchen. Once they’d finished getting the side dishes ready, Macy and Emma joined the boys out back on the wide expanse of deck. Just down the hill was the beach and beyond that the great blue ocean. The island had a fantastic view, and Emma wondered how many stars they would see at night once the sun had set.

      “Everyone ready to start with some hotdogs?” the Sheriff asked as he set a plate of hotdogs on the table.

      Macy set to work putting each of the dogs into a bun before setting them back on the plate. Colby reached for one and Emma took another. Then Macy stopped them. “Hold on!” she said, “I just realized that I’d forgotten the condiments.”

      When she opened the door to head back inside, both dogs rushed past her and onto the wooden deck. Emma felt a bit of panic rise as Molly sniffed right at the height of the table. Even though Emma had no doubt that Gabby would behave, she feared that the Saint Bernard puppy wouldn’t be so steadfast in refusing temptation. When Molly’s nose got too close to the plate of hotdogs, Emma said her name in a harsh tone, “Molly!”

      The dog blinked and looked up at Emma then she sat on her haunches, wagged her tail and seemed to give Emma a wide smile. With a point of her finger and an admonishing glare, Emma commanded Molly, and the puppy laid down. Tension Emma didn’t even know was in her shoulders relaxed. And right then, Macy returned with the ketchup and mustard. She blinked at the two dogs. “Oh. Should we put them back inside?”

      Emma shook her head. “I think they’ll be fine now. Thanks for the ketchup.”

      She put a plain flat line of ketchup and mustard on her hotdog and then spooned a bit of relish and onion on the sides. When she peered over at Colby’s dog, she couldn’t help but laugh. “Do you really need that much mustard on it?”

      He shrugged and gave her a half smile. “I like it this way.”

      The two of them laughed together, with Emma wondering if he might have accidentally put that much mustard on his dog, but then he took his first bite and seemed satisfied with his concoction. Mustard remained on the corner of his lip. Her fingers itched with the temptation to wipe it for him, but instead, she just chuckled and pointed to the corner of her own mouth. “You’re such a messy eater.”

      He laughed and wiped the mustard into his mouth with his thumb. The wind picked up and blew a nice afternoon breeze in from across the water.

      Just then, a strange buzzing sound caught Emma’s attention. Both of the dogs who’d been sitting quietly jumped to their feet, their dog tags jingling in response to the sudden movement. Then Emma caught sight of the miniature black drone just as it crashed into Colby’s hotdog. “Whoa,” he cried out as he pulled the hotdog from his face.

      “Sorry! So sorry about that!” a feminine voice called out as a woman with curly red hair tied back in a low ponytail raced up the steps of the deck. “The wind picked up a bit, and I lost control.”

      Colby used two fingers and plucked the four propellered black nano drone from his hotdog. It was small enough to fit in the palm of his hand. He shook his head at the visitor. “No problem. I put a bit too much mustard on this dog anyway,” he said with a chuckle and a wink toward Emma.

      Emma’s heart fluttered at his sudden gesture. She bit down on her lip as she watched him throw away the hotdog and then hand the drone back to the rightful owner with a napkin.

      “Thank you,” the woman said, accepting the drone back and wiping it down. “I was trying to get some arial shots of the island for my YouTube channel. I’m Jenna Jones, anyway.”

      Emma lifted a brow. “Oh, I’ve heard of you. Your YouTube channel’s pretty popular.”

      Jenna, who seemed to be a couple years older than Emma, offered a shy smile. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure anyone over the age of fifteen really would have heard of me.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Colby said. “I don’t even watch anything on YouTube, and I’ve heard of you.”

      A pinprick of jealousy stuck into Emma’s heart. Colby was seven years Emma’s senior, and she’d had a crush on him since she was fourteen years old and he first came to work at her father’s office as a Ridgeway deputy. Would he have been more interested in Emma as a woman if she’d been only two or three years younger than him, and pretty, and popular, the way that Jenna was. She let out a slow breath and unclenched her fists. They’d only just met Jenna; why was she feeling this way?

      “You all heard about the lunar eclipse tonight, right? A lot of people are coming to this beach because the moon will be close to the eastern horizon when it comes. Being on one of the most eastern areas of the United States is going to give us a better view than most people have, and because this island has fewer background lights, the sky is going to be gorgeous.” Jenna said as she finished wiping off the drone and scrunching her nose at the mustard as she set the napkin in the trash can.

      “Wow,” Macy said as she stepped up and joined us. “I had no idea that was happening tonight. Right here on the beach?”

      Jenna nodded. “Yep. Well, you all have a lovely lunch. I need to get back to doing my recording.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for a hotdog?” Emma’s father called out. “We have plenty.”

      “Well, if you’re offering,” Jenna said with a small grin. She had an honest face and kind smile and even though Emma wanted to dislike the woman, she found herself getting along well with the social media influencer anyway. Jenna took the offered hotdog and piled on ketchup and relish, not touching the mustard or onions. “I hate mustard”, she said with a laugh.

      Her sense of humor and friendly mannerisms even gained Emma’s parents’ laughter. It really wasn’t much of a wonder why she was a popular YouTuber.

      “There you are!” a slightly familiar female voice called out. “What are you doing, Jenna? Are you trying to smooze yourself in with people to get a better view of the eclipse tonight? Just because you couldn’t get the top floor of the inn to see over the trees doesn’t mean you should try to get access to a private beach.”

      Jenna stiffened and slowly turned around to face her accuser. Emma peered over and recognized the long haired blonde from in front of the police station. After taking a deep breath, Jenna answered, “Why would I need to do that? I can get even higher than the top floor with the secret weapon I have.”

      Emma’s brows lifted knowingly. The drone. So that was why Jenna had been practicing with it up till now.

      The new woman hmphed and crossed her arms over her chest. Another girl about the same age came up behind her, shoving her short brown hair behind her ears. “Stephanie, we shouldn’t be interrupting someone’s barbecue.”

      Stephanie, the blonde, shrugged her shoulders. “If Jenna can be here, why can’t we?”

      Emma frowned. This new girl may have been pretty to look at, but she wasn’t the same sort of friendly, kind personality that Jenna was. But the longer she looked at the girl, she slowly came to realize that the new girl was a famous YouTuber as well. “Stephanie Sterling.”

      A wide smile spread across the blonde’s face. “So, you’ve heard of me?”

      Jenna finished the last bite of her hotdog and then started toward the stairs of the deck. “Thank you for the hotdog, Mr. and Mrs. Wright. I’m sorry to have imposed.”

      “No trouble at all,” Emma’s father said as he leveled a glare at the newcomer.

      The blonde smiled wider as Jenna approached her. “You should just give up now. My video is going to get so many more views than yours. You shouldn’t even bother with recording the eclipse at all.”

      Jenna sighed. “Whatever you say, Stephanie. I’m not in this because of the stupid bet.”

      “Good. You should give up now anyway and declare me the winner. You’ll want to when you see the last video I just posted.” She leaned in closer. “Your secret has been discovered, and you don’t want me to out you to the whole world, would you?”
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      The short haired girl who’d been with Stephanie stayed back to offer an apologetic glance. “I’m sorry for any trouble we’ve caused you.Sometimes Stephanie can be a bit short, especially when it comes to this bet.”

      “What bet are they talking about?” Macy asked.

      The girl looked at Emma as if for some help, but Emma just shrugged. With a sigh the girl continued, “The two of them bet that they would each get more views on their video of the eclipse. The winner gets the Sunshine Lemon Tea account.”

      Emma came up to the girl, offering a hand as Molly came over to sniff her. “I’m Emma, by the way.”

      The girl’s eyes widened as she took Emma’s hand to shake. “Oh! I’m Cora. Sorry! I guess sometimes my manners are no better than Stephanie’s.”

      Emma shook her head. “No worries. So, what was Stephanie talking about? Jenna’s secret?”

      Cora shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Even though we’re friends, I’ve kind of become her personal assistant for the YouTube channel more than anything else. She likes to keep things close to her chest.”

      “Cora! Come on,” Stephanie called out from the bottom of the deck. “I need you to wake me up a half hour before the eclipse starts, no earlier. That way I can be fresh and not tired for my followers.”

      Cora mumbled her goodbyes to Emma and her family and then started after Stephanie, but as she passed Jenna, Jenna grabbed her by the elbow. “After you get her settled in her room, will you come by mine for a minute? I have a question for you.”

      With a shrug, Cora nodded and then took off after Stephanie, leaving Jenna to sigh on the bottom step of the deck. Before leaving, Jenna turned about and offered Emma’s family a smile. “Sorry about all that. If you want to catch the eclipse tonight, it starts at 8:45, right as the sun sets.”

      “Okay! Thank you for letting us know about it and don’t worry about the interruption,” Macy offered as they all waved goodbyes to Jenna.

      Once the three of them were gone, Sheriff Wright shook his head and took the steaks off the grill. “Well that was a bit of adventure. Let’s all eat!”
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      Having such a early dinner might have been good because it took away the chance of getting hungry that evening, but the large amount of food made everyone a bit drowsy. Emma’s father dozed off in his chair while Emma helped Macy clean up after the barbecue. 

      Then Colby came up to them. “Gabby needs to stretch her legs about as much as I do. Want to take Molly and her for a walk?”

      With a smile, Emma wiped her hands on the kitchen towel. “Let’s go.”

      The two of them took the dogs by the leashes and started walking down the wooded street toward the small town on the island which consisted of a small grocery store, only a little bit bigger than a convenience store, a couple of clothing shops, three restaurants, a pizza parlor, and a few other small stores. Emma had fun walking the dogs through town while Colby talked a bit about the last case he’d worked on before coming to the island. 

      Often Colby talked to Emma about his work. Sometimes she was a soundboard for a current case that helped him think about what evidence he had and solve the crimes. Other times she just acted as a person for him to talk to that didn’t tire of hearing about his work. She was there for him, not just because she wanted to be, but because she believed he needed her too. 

      When they passed by a book and toy store, Colby stopped at the window and pointed. “Look at that. Isn’t that one of those drones like Jenna had?”

      Emma nodded as she saw the four propellered mini-drone. “I think it is.”

      “I think I’ll get one. Who knows when that sort of thing might come in handy?” he asked as he opened the door to the store. He called in, “Hello there. Do you mind if we bring in two service dogs?”

      “Not at all!” the clerk said from behind the counter with a wide smile. “Come on in.”

      Colby stepped inside and immediately asked about the drone. A small child pulled at Emma’s sleeve. “Can I pet your dog?”

      Before Emma could even answer, Molly stood, almost at the same height as the child and licked the girl’s cheek. She giggled and that made Molly wag her tail even more fiercely. Emma laughed. “Yes, you can pet her. Her name is Molly, and she’s only just turned one year old now.”

      “Wow! My name is Holly. It rhymes with Molly,” the girl said with another fit of giggles.

      It wasn’t long before Colby and Gabby returned to their side. After saying goodbye to Holly, they continued on their walk through town as the salty breeze blew around them. They headed directly home after making a loop around the town square, walking along the beach as they returned. Emma removed her shoes to allow her toes to sink in the sand again.

      Once back at the house, Colby opened the small package and found that the drone was completely controlled by a phone app. While it downloaded, Emma peered at the small black helicopter and pointed toward a small hole at the front. “So, it has a camera here?”

      “Yes. Apparently, the camera is pretty high quality. They can do that because it sends back data directly to your phone without keeping any memory on the actual drone. Your phone has to save the data,” Colby said with a smile. Then he picked up his phone. “It’s done. Let’s go play with it.”

      Emma couldn’t help but get excited seeing a new side to her crush. He was almost child-like with the new electronic toy. They headed out onto the back deck and flew about the copter a bit. It easily was controlled by the slightest tilt of Colby’s phone while the video it recorded played on the phone. It was pretty disorienting to watch themselves on the video of the drone as it returned to them. As the sun began to set, Colby caught it in the air, he sat it on the table and laughed as it recorded them about as well as a selfie. 

      When Colby wrapped his arm around her and pulled her in closer, Emma thought her heart would burst. Then he called out, “Say cheese.”

      As she did, the camera shutter sound clicked, taking a picture of the two of them that appeared on Colby’s phone. He smiled and said under his breath, “So cute.”

      That made Emma’s heart flutter again. Was he talking about her? She wasn’t sure, and she didn’t have the guts to ask him. But before she could say a word of any kind, the sliding glass door opened behind them. Macy and Emma’s father both stepped out. Macy had a tray of drinks with her. “I made alcohol free watermelon cocktails for everyone! Are we ready to watch this killer beach view of a lunar eclipse?”

      Each of them laughed and gave a small cheer as they took hold of the cocktails and sat in the Adirondack chairs, facing the beach. Although they had an easterly view, which kept them from seeing the sun as it set, the pink hues of the clouds overhead were the same shade as the drinks they held in their hands.

      Molly and Gabby jumped to their feet, their collars jingling in distress as Gabby let out one menacing bark. With a frown, they all turned the same direction as the dogs just as Cora came running through the sand around the corner, out of breath. Tears streaked her face. “Help,” she called out as she drew closer. “You need to help me. It’s Stephanie. She’s... she’s dead.”
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      “Dead?” Sheriff Wright asked as he jumped from his chair and started toward the steps of the deck. “Are you sure? Did you call the island police department?”

      Cora nodded. “The inn staff told me to stay out of her room. I saw her there on the floor in a puddle of blood and screamed. One of the women who work there called 911. I couldn’t think of anything else to do, but I remembered seeing his hat,” she said, pointing at Colby’s ball cap. “And how you all seemed to be police officers, so I ran over here.”

      “We’ll see what we can do, but this isn’t part of our jurisdiction,” the sheriff nodded at Colby and Emma, and then toward Macy. “We’ll be back shortly if you can keep an eye on Gabby and Molly?”

      Macy nodded. “Of course.”

      Colby took hold of the drone off the picnic table and looked around as though he wasn’t sure where to put it. Without a word, Emma took it from him and shoved it into her purse. He gave her an appreciative nod and then followed her father off the steps of the deck. Then they all started the walk along the beach toward the inn.

      The three-story brick Georgian style building stood in front of them, facing the road with the back side facing the beach, where they approached. A small balcony sat on the third floor. Cora led them into the lobby where they ran into Jenna. Jenna’s hair was pulled up in a messy bun and she wore glasses instead of the contacts she had in earlier. She rushed over to Cora and immediately hugged the girl. “I’m so sorry. This is horrible. I can’t believe it.”

      Sobs wracked Cora’s body as her back shook in Jenna’s arms. Tears streamed down Jenna’s face as well as her eyes rimmed with red. Emma’s father stepped away as he saw the sheriff and had a few words with him quietly by the staircase. The women cried, holding each other for a few minutes before Cora finally pulled away. “I need to show the sheriff the scene.”

      “Right,” Jenna said, swiping her cheeks. “Don’t let me get in the way. I don’t feel much like recording the lunar eclipse now, that much is for sure. I’ll wait in my room if you want to come see me after?”

      Cora nodded and them headed up the steps to the third floor with Emma and Colby in tow. Once they reached the top, they found the hallway full of doors, and the one at the end had yellow police tape across it. Colby squeezed Emma’s elbow and then headed toward the police tape and began speaking to the deputy at the scene. 

      Emma turned to Cora. “Talk to me. How did you come to find Stephanie like this?”

      Cora’s eyes filled with tears as she shook her head. “Stephanie tends to stay up pretty late at night and get up early, so she often naps during the day. She wanted me to wake her up at 8:15, and no earlier, for the eclipse. But when I knocked on the door, there was no answer. When I called her on the cell phone, I could hear it ringing inside, but there was still no answer. So, I went downstairs and got the lady who runs the desk to finally come up with me to unlock the door saying it was an emergency.”

      Emma lifted a brow at her. “How was it an emergency?”

      “It wasn’t really an emergency, like I said,” Cora admitted, chewing her lip. “I told her that Stephanie was on epileptic medication and might be having a seizure since it was time for her to take a pill. It’s kind of true, but not really, since Stephanie was on medication when she was younger, but she hasn’t taken it since high school. She still carries it around, just in case, and the possibility that she was having a seizure was real.”

      “It’s fine,” Emma said, patting the woman on the shoulder. “No one is going to worry about that now.”

      After letting out a sob, Cora continued. “So, when the lady opened the door, Stephanie was on the floor. Blood pooled around her... her head. I screamed. The lady pulled me out of the room and called 911. There was so much blood. How could anyone lose that much blood and still be alive. I knew it wasn’t possible. As soon as I saw it, I knew I needed to get help, so I ran to you and your father’s place. I’m sorry if I interrupted your evening.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Emma said. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      Just then, Emma’s father came up the stairs. “The sheriff of the island said that there was an emergency on the other end of the island that he has to run to. He’s allowing me and Colby to enter the investigation to help the deputy here on the scene with the case.”

      Emma nodded and turned back to Cora as the sheriff went to view the scene. “We should stay out of their way.”

      Cora nodded. “Jenna invited me to come down to her room. Do you want to come with me?”

      “Sure,” Emma said. “But before we go down, tell me about the last time you saw Stephanie before you came to get her, and after.”

      “Okay,” Cora said, rubbing her arms. “I left her room at around four o’clock, after she told me that she would lock up her room and wouldn’t let anyone else in except me.”

      Emma frowned. “That seems a bit extreme.”

      “Well,” Cora said with her brow furrowing. “We’ve been having a bit of trouble lately with a person who’s been sending her threatening DMs and pictures of her in private situations. They intensified earlier today when they sent her a picture of her getting off the ferry here at the island. We went to report it to the sheriff’s department, so that we had informed the authorities of the threat if something should happen on the island.”

      “Do you have any idea who was sending the threats, or what this person looks like?” Emma asked.

      Cora shook her head. “We’ve seen glimpses of him enough to know that it’s a man about six feet tall. But he’s always wearing black and a ball cap. It makes it easy to spot him in situations like these, but he keeps his distance and takes pictures with his phone.”

      “Have you told the police about your suspicions? It may be the stalker that did this,” Emma said with a frown.

      “I don’t think he did,” Cora said as she fished through her purse and got her cell phone out. “Stephanie got two DMs from him since I found her here. They don’t seem to behave as if they know that she’s been hurt at all.”

      Cora handed Emma the phone, and Emma read through the DMs. “So, these talk about how the stalker intends to find her and watch the eclipse together with her? This could be true, but it could also be a killer’s way of setting up an alibi, making it seem that he didn’t know, so that if he gets caught, he can point at these and declare his ignorance of the violent act.”

      Cora swallowed hard. “Lordy. I didn’t think of that.”

      “How do you have Stephanie’s phone?” Emma tilted her head as she handed the phone back to the woman.

      “It’s not Stephanie’s phone. It’s mine. I just have access to her social media accounts so that I can post for her and stay active in her DMs to let her know when she has something important that she needs to answer. It’s part of my job as her assistant,” Cora said as she put the phone back into her purse.

      Emma reached for her own phone and then stepped toward the room and texted Colby and her father to let them know where she was going to be. Then she followed Cora down the steps to the second floor. Emma was struck by how similar the hallway looked when she they reached the door at the end of the hall. Emma looked around at the sameness of the hallway. “Is this where Jenna is staying?”

      Cora nodded. “Yes.”
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      Emma couldn’t help but make a note of how strange it was that the hallways were identical, and that Jenna was directly under the room where Stephanie had been staying. She asked Cora, “Have you been down here before?”

      “Only earlier today. Jenna asked me to come down and see her after I finished with seeing Stephanie to her room, but when I did, she had some strange thing taped to the door. A package of some kind. And when I knocked, she just said thanks, took down the package and then said never mind, she didn’t need my help anymore.”

      Emma leaned forward and found a yellow smudge on the door, just below the peep hole. “Small package, you say? Was it right here?”

      Cora nodded. “Yes, and the package was brown with black polka dots on it and was small, like you could easily fit it into your hand.”

      Emma touched the yellow smudge and rubbed the residue between her fingers then she smelled it. It was slightly tart and familiar, but she couldn’t quite place the smell. Regardless, she decided to step back and allow Cora to knock on the door. From inside, they heard a bit of movement, and then Jenna’s voice called out, “Just a minute.”

      After a few moments, the door swung in and Jenna stood in the doorway, in her pajamas. “I was just getting some things situated and announced on YouTube that I wouldn’t be posting the eclipse tonight due to personal reasons. I didn’t tell my followers what was going on with Stephanie, but I didn’t want them waiting up for me, either.”

      “Oh no!” Cora cried out. “I forgot all about the eclipse now.”

      Because the woman seemed like she was ready to break down in tears again, Emma put an arm around her and gave her a side hug. “It’s okay, once people find out about the situation, they’ll all understand why she didn’t post. It will be all right.”

      Cora shook her head. “I don’t know what I’m going to do now. It’s not like I can take over Stephanie’s sites. She has this certain magical quality. Flare. When she turned on the charm, everyone paid attention to her—like Marilyn Monroe. That was her idol, you know?”

      Emma shook her head. “No, I didn’t know that. But it makes sense.”

      After choking down a sob, Cora attempted a smile, but to Emma, she still looked very sad.

      “Come sit down,” Jenna said. “This has been a terrible tragedy, and a huge loss for the social media influencer community. I’ll make some tea.”

      Cora’s brow furrowed as she looked over at the small kitchenette’s counter. “Is that a bottle of Sunshine Lemon Tea?”

      After freezing for half a moment, Jenna turned about with a sad smile. “Yes. Stephanie gave it to me.”

      Another sob bubbled up Cora’s throat. “Even though she often seemed mean, Stephanie was such a generous person. That was her favorite tea—it was why she wanted the account so badly.”

      As Cora started toward the kitchen and the tea that was her target, Jenna shook her head and ushered her back toward the sitting area. “No. No. You sit down and take a moment. This has been a tiring day and too much for one person to handle on their own. I’ll finish making some hot, soothing tea in a jiffy and bring it out to you.”

      Once Cora was seated, Emma took the chair beside her. “It really is probably for the best. You said Stephanie was a generous person?”

      Cora nodded and pulled out her phone. “Yes! See. Her last video was all about her giving back to the community and encouraging others to do the same. She was donating books and things to the local women’s shelter.”

      There on the small screen of the phone, a video of Stephanie looking very much alive and smiling and much like Marilyn Monroe, played. It was a side of her that Emma had not seen before. Then she remembered what Stephanie had said earlier when she’d threatened Jenna. There was something in this video that proved that she knew Jenna’s secret... whatever that might be. As the video finished, Emma asked, “Do you mind if I watch that again?”

      “Oh!” Cora said as she handed Emma the phone and pressed the play button on the screen. “Of course not.”

      The video had Stephanie donating a good number of designer clothes and then a stack of children’s books. The funny part was that she was showing each of the books individually, placing specific emphasis on the titles of one of the books in the collection. “Out and In, a Liar’s Tale.” Emma frowned. What could that mean exactly?

      “Stephanie’s mother was abused by her father for almost two years. Stephanie lived in a shelter for abused women and their children to hide. That’s actually where we met,” Cora said with another sniffle. “She was always giving back to both the women and the children of the shelter. Most influencers with a little bit of fame have a favorite charity that they give to.”

      Emma nodded as Jenna came back into the room with cups of tea. After accepting her tea, Emma met eyes with Jenna. “Do you have a favorite charity, too?”

      Jenna grinned. “Of course. I am constantly giving to organizations to stop bullying and LGBQT organizations. I think we all tend to choose causes that are dear to our hearts based upon our childhoods.”

      “That makes a lot of sense,” Emma said, taking a sip of her tea and mulling over what she’d seen and heard. Things were falling into place, and she was beginning to feel that one of the girls in the room with her were a killer, but there was only one thing left that she needed to check. While the other two were talking, she downloaded the drone’s app on her phone.

      After their cups of tea, Cora and Emma started out of the room. Once Jenna’s door was shut, Emma turned to Cora. “Actually, could you do me a quick favor? Could you stand in front of Jenna’s door like you’re going to knock?”

      Though her brow furrowed, Cora nodded. 

      Emma held the mini drone up against the door just underneath the peep hole. “Was this about where the small package taped to the door was?”

      Cora’s frown deepened. “Yes. What is that?”

      Emma shook her head and looked down at her phone to make sure the drone was recording the scene she wanted. “Just look around a bit and back at the drone, too.”

      “Drone? I thought they were great big things that people fly overhead to record stuff.”

      “They come in all sizes, now.” Emma said. After getting the length of footage she wanted, Emma pulled down the drone and stepped away from the door. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      The wrinkles didn’t leave Cora’s forehead. “What’s going on? What are you doing?”

      “I just need to test my theory. To do that, I need to find Colby and my dad.” Emma said as she started up the stairs to return to the third floor.
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      When they got to the third floor, Emma was happy to find the door to Stephanie’s suite shut. She stepped up to the door, got her smartphone ready, pressed play and knocked, covering the peephole area with the screen of her camera.

      “What are you doing?” Stephanie asked in a whisper.

      The door pulled open after a moment, her father frowning at her from the other side of the yellow police tape. “What’s going on Emma? I swear a second ago I only saw Cora in the hallway.”

      Emma nodded. “You did. I only have one question, Dad. How did the victim die?”

      Tilting his head and scratching his chin, Sheriff Wright looked past Emma toward Cora and then leaned in toward her. “Blunt force trauma to the head. The medical examiner believes he might be able to determine exactly what kind of object once he gets to the morgue and runs tests.”

      Emma shook her head. “No need. I believe I know what the object is. Can you and the arresting officer come downstairs with me. I’ll explain everything.”

      Colby peered over her father’s shoulder. “What’s going on?”

      After lifting up the police tape, the sheriff said, “Get Officer Daniels. Emma’s solved the case.”

      Blinking, Colby disappeared into the room. The sheriff stepped into the hallway. 

      Cora suddenly clung to Emma’s arm and whispered, “What does your dad mean? Did you really solve the murder? How?”

      With a huff, the sheriff shook his head. “That’s what I’d like to know. It’s going to be quite the story if you’ve solved the case without even seeing the crime scene this time. How could you possibly?”

      “Intuition.” Emma nodded. Colby and Officer Daniels both came under the tape and pulled the door shut behind them, but not before Emma saw the one thing that she’d suspected would be there sitting upon the counter just inside the door in a neat row. Five bottles of Sunshine Lemon Tea.

      Back downstairs, the group of them stood in front of Stephanie’s door. Just like before, Emma pushed her phone in front of the peephole, pressed play, and then knocked upon the door.

      As the door swung open, Jenna said, “Cora! What could you possibly need—” and cut herself off as her eyes widened, taking in the number of people in the hallway. “What’s going on?”

      Emma stepped in, crowding Jenna so that Jenna stepped back. “We just have a few questions for you. You don’t mind, do you?”

      Brow furrowed, lips thinning, and head shaking, Jenna said, “Of course, I don’t.”

      Once everyone was inside, Jenna shut the door but leaned against it with her back as though she was already clinging to her only means of escape from the small confines of the suite. Emma turned toward her. “When you looked into the hallway just now, how many people did you see through the peephole?”

      The frown didn’t leave Jenna’s face as she answered, “One.”

      “And yet there were five people standing there,” Emma said. “Because I used the same trick you did.”

      Her frown deepened. “What are you talking about?”

      “Earlier, you had Cora come down to your room and knock on the door. A small square package with polka dots on it sat on the door. It was easy to hide the camera’s eye.”

      Then Jenna crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Emma pulled out the mini drone from her purse. “This was in the package, with the camera pointing out toward the hallway. You asked Cora to come down here simply so you could record her knocking on your door with this. I found mustard on your door, but you hate mustard. It could only have come from the drone that you crashed into Colby’s hotdog earlier.”

      “Wow,” Jenna said, huffing a laugh. “That’s a bit of a stretch. Why on earth would I go to all that trouble?”

      “Because you knew that due to a stalker, Stephanie wouldn’t open her suite door for anyone but Cora. So, you needed to make it look like Cora was the one at the door.” Emma said, lifting up her phone and playing back the video on the screen of Jenna standing in the hallway. “You did that by recording a video like this one and then playing it in front of the peephole. Just like I did when all of us were standing in the hallway.”

      “Neat trick. But you have no proof of that.”

      It was Emma’s turn to huff a laugh. “No chance you’d let us search your phone to look for the video?”

      Jenna’s eyes narrowed beyond her glasses. “Not without a warrant.”

      Cora swallowed. “I thought this whole thing might have been about the stalker who’d been following Stephanie. What made you even suspect Jenna?”

      Emma frowned and turned toward the girl standing by the door. “Her glasses. If she was getting ready to go outside and record her YouTube video, she’d have had her contacts in. But instead she wore her glasses, knowing full well that she’d have to put on a show and cry a great deal once she found out Stephanie had passed.”

      “Wow. That’s a big story you’re telling,” Jenna said, frowning. “Maybe my contacts were just bothering me.”

      Emma swiped through her phone again and pulled up Jenna’s YouTube channel. “If you go through all your videos, you’ll see that not once did you do one in your glasses. Even the one you posted tonight with your apology. I’ve seen most of them before, and I didn’t even know you wore glasses until we met you in the lobby of the bed and breakfast this evening.”

      Jenna swallowed and shook her head. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      Sheriff Wright cleared his throat. “That does sound like a lot of circumstantial evidence, honey. And a neat trick with the drone, but what makes you leap to the possibility that this young woman could commit murder?”

      The tension in Jenna’s shoulders relaxed as she lowered them, and a small smile tugged at the girl’s lip. “At least someone has some sense.”

      Emma lifted a brow. “I watched Stephanie’s latest video, and it was easy to see what her message to you was.”

      The tension returned and the smile slipped from Jenna’s face as her brow furrowed again. “What are you talking about?”

      “You went up to her room,” Emma said, taking a step backward and toward the kitchenette and pulled off a paper towel from the holder. “And played the video in front of her peephole, hoping that she’d open the door for Cora, but you were the only one in the hallway. You confronted her about the video, and when Stephanie pushed you to give in the bet so she could get the Sunshine Lemon Tea account, you grabbed the closest thing to you and smashed her over the head with it.”

      Emma picked up the tea by the cap with the paper towel around her fingers. “With this,” Emma said and then nodded toward her father. “If you have forensics take a look at this bottle, I’m sure they’ll find trace evidence of blood and that it’s the murder weapon.”
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      Tears streamed down Jenna’s face. “I didn’t do it on purpose. I was trying to reason with her first, but she said I was as bad as a stalker and threatened to call the police.”

      Emma frowned. “Police?”

      Jenna’s red rimmed eyes met Emma’s. “It was in the video, you saw it. The book title—Hit and Run.”

      Slowly Emma nodded. That was the title of one of the books that Stephanie had donated. “You were guilty of the crime?”

      “Two years ago I had been drinking a little and drove myself home. I look back on how stupid that was now, but I just didn’t want to leave my car behind and take a cab. It was nearly three a.m. and there was no one on the streets except that one guy. He foolishly wore black. Why couldn’t he have been wearing white? I didn’t mean to hit him. But when I did, I couldn’t stick around and get a DUI. I didn’t want to go to jail. If Stephanie thought I was sleeping just fine, she’d be wrong. I can’t get the guilt out of my head. I’ve been living with it for two long years, trying to figure out how to make up for what I’d done. When I became a social media influencer, I started giving back to the LGBTQ community because I found out that the person I hit was part of that group. I’d hoped I could make up for it somehow. How did Stephanie know?”

      Officer Daniels stepped up to her and started cuffing her, but before he read Jenna her rights, Emma had to tell her. “I’m sorry, Jenna. I don’t think Stephanie knew about that at all. After watching her video, I saw she was going to out you for not being gay.”

      Cora gasped. “That makes sense! Because you give so much to the LGBTQ community, most of your viewers believed you are gay. Much of your following is from the LGBTQ community and if Stephanie outed you, it would probably cut your following in half. I remember her saying something about it now.”

      Jenna’s eyes widened. “I don’t care about that. No. You mean... I killed Stephanie... No.”

      Officer Daniels started to recite Jenna’s Miranda rights as he escorted her away. Cora just stood there, wide eyed with tears streaming down her face. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Emma pulled her into a side hug again and squeezed Cora’s shoulders. “It’s quite a shock. Do you have someone to stay with? Do you want to go back to our house with us? This isn’t a good time to be alone.”

      Cora’s wide eyes fixed on Emma’s as she nodded. “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose.”

      “Of course, she’s sure,” Emma’s father said, setting a hand on her shoulder. “We’d be glad to have you stay with us. Please come and feel safe.”

      The girl swallowed, suddenly looking younger than Emma. “Thank you so much.”
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      Molly jumped all over both Emma and Cora when they returned to the house. Macy stood outside on the back deck, a camera pointed at the moon. When she looked up and saw them, she offered a wide smile and pointed. “Look!”

      The moon was almost entirely covered by the shadow of the earth. Emma blinked at it. “Wow. I thought we were going to miss it. Hasn’t it been hours?”

      Macy nodded. “It’s been a little more than two hours. An eclipse is slower than you’d think. Did you all work everything out okay?”

      Emma’s father nodded. “Yes. Emma figured everything out without even seeing the crime scene.”

      “She was like a regular Sherlock Holmes,” Colby said with a proud smile.

      “And it looks like you brought Cora back with you?” Macy asked.

      Emma nodded. “She’s going to stay with us for the rest of the weekend. She’s had quite a traumatic experience.”

      “Sorry to impose,” Cora said, just as her stomach growled audibly. A blush rose to the girl’s cheeks.

      “Nonsense.” With a frown, Macy nodded and wrapped an arm around the girl. “The more, the merrier. Now let’s see what we can do about that growl. We’ve got plenty of food in the kitchen.”

      “I’ll warm up some burgers and help out,” Emma’s father added as he opened the door for the two women and headed inside with them.

      Emma sighed and stepped to the edge of the deck, watching as the shadow completely covered the moon. The waves lapped against the shore on the beach in front of her and she could just barely see the lights of a ship as one passed on the horizon. Molly leaned against her leg as if knowing that she needed that little bit of comfort.

      “You really are incredible. You know that?” Colby whispered as he came up beside her. 

      The breeze picked up, bringing with it the slightest chill. Gooseflesh rose on Emma’s arms and she shivered. She rubbed her forearms while continuing to look at the sea beyond the beach. Just then, a jacket fell around her shoulders. Colby’s heady scent filled her nostrils as the warmth of his body heat remaining in the cloth seeped into her. With wide eyes, she peered at Colby as she pulled the jacket tighter around her body. He was wearing only a plain white tee-shirt now. She frowned. “I don’t want to take your jacket. You’ll get cold. We should go inside.”

      He shook his head, leaned against the deck railing and peered at the moon. “No. I’m fine. I just want to stay out here a minute more, just me and you. Once Macy and Cora and your Dad come back out, we won’t have a moment to ourselves again, and I want to watch this for a minute with just you.”

      Emma’s heart fluttered, and she swallowed hard. Did Colby really enjoy time alone with her? She leaned her elbows on the railing next to him, and cautiously leaned her shoulder against his. Instead of pulling away, he leaned into her as well. Her heart raced in response. It beat so loud in her chest, she was afraid that Colby would be able to hear it. 

      “It’s really beautiful here,” Emma said, and slowly, she pulled her gaze away from the moon and met Colby’s eyes. 

      “It sure is,” he whispered, but he wasn’t looking at the moon—his gaze was still fixed on her. 

      They were so close to each other. Had they ever been so close? The breeze picked up and tugged at the strands of Emma’s hair. His eyes searched hers and then he leaned in closer. Would he finally kiss her? Would he confirm that he felt the same way about her as she did about him? What was happening? Her mind screamed at her, and it felt as though her heart actually stopped. Her breathing had.

      The sound of the glass door coming open again broke the spell. Colby pulled away quickly and bent down to pet Gabby on the head as Emma’s father said, “I brought enough burgers out for everyone.”

      Colby laughed. “Sounds delicious.”

      Emma blinked hard, looking up at the moon as she started to breathe again. Would Colby have kissed her if her father hadn’t chosen that moment to step out? Her heart raced in response to the question in her mind. She couldn’t hope that. She had to have imagined it. Molly leaned against her leg and whined just low enough that Emma had to look down at her. She pat the puppy on the head as she smiled. “I bet you’re hungry too. Let’s go eat.”

      She peered once more at the moon before turning around. Was it just a sort of magic spell after all? They say that the full moon made people have crazy thoughts. Maybe that was one of the things that had influenced Jenna. Maybe it was what made Emma believe for half a moment that Colby might kiss her. She let out a sigh and then smiled as she came to the picnic table and sat beside Cora. She resigned herself to the fact that if she was right and Colby had tried to kiss her, she didn’t miss out on it forever—he’d try again, right? If it was really just the influence of the moon, then he wouldn’t. Even though the thought of it made her stomach flip, part of her couldn’t wait to find out which it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      P. Creeden is the sweet romance and mystery pen name for USA Today Bestselling Author, Pauline Creeden. Her stories feature down-to-earth characters who often feel like they are undeserving of love for one reason or another and are surprised when love finds them.

      Animals are the supporting characters of many of her stories, because they occupy her daily life on the farm, too. From dogs, cats, and goldfish to horses, chickens, and geckos -- she believes life around pets is so much better, even if they are fictional. P. Creeden married her college sweetheart, who she also met at a horse farm. Together they raise a menagerie of animals and their one son, an avid reader, himself.

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this story, look forward to more books by P. Creeden.

        In 2018, she plans to release more than twelve new books!

        Hear about her newest release, FREE books when they come available, and giveaways hosted by the author—subscribe to her newsletter:

        https://www.subscribepage.com/pcreedenbooks

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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