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      The Country Cottage Inn is known for its hospitality. Leaving can be murder.

      

      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      It’s fall in Cider Cove, and the Country Cottage Inn is playing host to a thriller convention. We’re also hosting a small fall festival that blossoms into an all-out war once my feisty sister and Georgie take over. And that thriller convention? It turns out a killer has decided to thrill us with their presence. Once one of the authors turns up dead on the grounds, I’m more than motivated to hunt down the perpetrator. As if a killer on the loose wasn’t enough, my brother and his wife are about to have their baby. It’s chaos on every front. Fall in Cider Cove is proving to be deadly.

      

      Bizzy Baker runs the Country Cottage Inn, has the ability to pry into the darkest recesses of both the human and animal mind, and has just stumbled upon a body. With the help of her kitten, Fish, a mutt named Sherlock Bones, and an ornery yet dangerously good-looking homicide detective, Bizzy is determined to find the killer.

      

      Cider Cove, Maine is the premier destination for fun and relaxation. But when a body turns up, it’s the premier destination for murder.
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      “A word of warning: don’t get on my bad side. I kill people for a living.” The man standing at the podium says it sternly to the bourgeoning crowd, and a titter of laughter erupts. The late afternoon sun is waning, and the sky is striated with tangerine and purple welts as evening creeps upon us.

      The man in question would be famed thriller author, Forrest Blankenship. He’s tall with dark curly hair, has a leather jacket on, and seems to be in his mid-fifties. In his right hand, he holds a mug full of steaming hot apple cider, and cradled in the crook of his left arm is a bright orange cat with the most commanding green eyes.

      “In all seriousness”—he continues— “welcome to the Thriller Fest. On behalf of all the local authors in attendance, I would like to thank the Country Cottage Inn for hosting the event. I encourage each of you to visit the participating authors and buy lots of books. Please feel free to stop by my table for a signed copy of my new release, Silent Secrets, and if you buy two books, Cornwall here might let you pat him on the head.” The crowd lights up with laughter once again. Cornwall Hunter would be the cool cat in his arms that I’ve been eyeing ever since they arrived. “May you enjoy every written word, and sleep with one eye open.” He holds up the drink in his hand and the crowd goes wild.

      It’s September here in Cider Cove, Maine, and overnight fall has arrived in full splendor. It’s as if someone flipped a switch and gone are the balmy afternoons, replaced with crisp autumn breezes, and the fall foliage has erupted in a riot of color right outside our door.

      The inn is decorated to the hilt with dozens of oversized pots filled with orange and yellow mums and scarecrows, and bales of hay have been strewn about. Pumpkins dot the entry, and we’ve lined the eaves of the enormous two-story structure with orange twinkle lights and thick strands of maple leaf garland.

      “A fall festival.” My mother shakes her head at the jubilation bubbling around us. Mom is petite, has reddish-blonde hair that sits at her shoulders and is forever feathered as an ode to the eighties, and she’s wearing a cozy sweater with a dress shirt underneath with its collar popped up around her ears. My mom’s sense of fashion hit its zenith in that famed decade she owes her tresses to, and her motto has always been if it’s not broke, don’t fix it. “What will you think of next, Bizzy?”

      “Can’t you read the sign?” Georgie Conner asks as she hops up next to her. “It’s called Fall Fun Days.” Her expression sours as she looks my way. “Why do I get the feeling you and I have got different definitions of fun?”

      I frown over at her.

      Georgie Conner is an eighty-something-year-old hippie who happens to live right here on the grounds of the inn along with my husband and me—in separate cottages, of course. Her gray, wiry hair rises over her head like a storm cloud and she’s wearing her favorite wardrobe staple, a bright orange kaftan.

      “This is plenty of fun,” I say without the proper conviction as I look out at the scene before us.

      The Thriller Fest has drawn hundreds of people. And knowing it would draw an ample crowd had me determined to utilize the moment for a little free advertising. I’ve been the manager here at the inn for the better part of the last decade but happened to inherit the place last December.

      The inn is a two-story wonder covered in ivy. It’s surrounded by blue cobblestone pathways that lead all around the facility. The inn boasts over seventy rooms. It’s set on vast acres, and in addition to the inn, there are over thirty cottages I rent out. Georgie lives in one of the cottages, as do my husband and I.

      The inn is pet-friendly, and there’s a pet daycare center on-site for our guests. There’s also a café, whose menu has been newly renovated, and yet the crowning jewel of the inn is the fact it butts up to the cove itself. Just about every room in this palatial manor has a spectacular view of the majestic Atlantic.

      All summer I used that spectacular view to our advantage and hosted every seaside event you could think of on the grounds. And not wanting to lose the momentum, I thought I’d do something to celebrate autumn as well—thus Fall Fun Days at the Country Cottage Inn was born.

      “Where’s the fun?” Georgie asks in a panic as if Fun were a small child she lost at the mall.

      “Fun things are happening here.” The words come out more of a question as I crane my neck past the crowd.

      The inn has a large clearing of land to the right, and I’ve installed a corn maze—constructed mostly of hay bales six feet tall with corn stalks sprinkled about. We’ve got hayrides and a couple of bounce houses for the little ones, and we’ve even installed a dessert and refreshment booth, with a sign that encourages visitors to head to the café to enjoy our fall-themed menu.

      “Look at all those people enjoying the maze and the hayrides,” I point out. “ And we’ve got a thriller book festival underway. What could be funner than that?”

      Georgie yawns in response just as my sister strides up with a menagerie of pets surrounding her, two of which are mine.

      “It’s still boring, sis,” Macy says as she hands me my sweet long-hair black and white tabby named Fish. Macy is older than me by one year and sassier by miles. She’s got short blonde hair cut into a razor-sharp bob, and a razor-sharp sarcastic wit to go along with it. “And you think this is bad? When the book nerds pack up and leave, this place is going to be a real snoozefest.”

      Don’t listen to her, Fish says with a yowl. This is going to be the best fall festival ever. Fish and I have been together for a few years now. I found her as a kitten behind Macy’s soap and candle shop, Lather and Light. You’re not going to have any scary clowns running around with daggers again, are you?

      There might have been a horror festival run amok on the grounds last year. And I vaguely remember scary clowns with daggers. Oh, all right, fine. I remember them clear as day. In fact, they still haunt my nightmares on occasion.

      Oh, never mind, Fish mewls with a sigh. This night is already turning out to be pretty dreamy.

      Sherlock Bones, my red and white freckled mutt, barks. That’s because she’s got her eye on that orange beast that’s arrived.

      Sherlock originally belonged to my husband Jasper, but now that we’ve merged in the matrimonial sense, Sherlock is as much my family as Fish.

      My name is Bizzy Baker Wilder, and I can read minds, not every mind, not every time, but it happens, and believe me, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Yes, I can read the animal mind, too, and sometimes they have better things to say than most humans. And I’m not sure how, but the animals always seem to understand each other. I’m thrilled with that last detail, too.

      Candy, the cute white Samoyed among us, that happens to belong to my sister, lets out a little yip. Sherlock is just upset because Cornwall hissed at us as we passed him by. I’ve met animals like that before. That was just Cornwall’s way of letting us know he likes to be in charge. He’s an alpha male. It’s his way.

      I’m an alpha male. Sherlock barks once again, and both Fish and Candy bray out a genuine laugh.

      “Hear that?” Macy says. “Even our girls find this fall fest laughable.”

      “Why is it laughable?” Mom looks at the two of them as if they each sprouted a second head. “What could be better than this?”

      “Music could be better than this. And there’s none of it here,” Georgie growls as she looks out at the crowded field to our right. “It’s completely dead. There’s more life at the cemetery.”

      “I’ll hook up some speakers and we can blast country music,” I tell her. “Consider it done.”

      “Eh, it’s a start.” Macy shrugs, not convinced with my musical efforts. “But you’ll need boys and booze to round it out.”

      I make a face at my saucy sis. “I’m hosting a family-friendly event, not opening a roadhouse.”

      “That’s it!” Georgie clutches Macy by the arm. “We’ll turn this place into a roadhouse after dark!”

      Macy groans with approval. “I’ll blast it out to all the social media sites and let them know we’re having a singles mingle. That should haul some lookers to the yard.”

      “Have you got a liquor license?” Mom asks.

      “Et tu?” I ask, holding Fish close in the event they feel the need to snatch her away and make her dance a jig. “No to the roadhouse. And a hard no to the singles mingle.”

      Georgie and Macy offer me a dirty look as they scuttle off while whispering amongst themselves, and Candy takes off after them.

      Candy is fiercely loyal to my sister—as my sister is to her as well. Macy was never a pet person until she met Candy. I’d even go as far as saying that Macy is far more loyal to Candy than she is to most humans.

      “Don’t listen to them, Bizzy,” Mom says. “You’ve got a wonderful imagination. And that’s exactly why I’m recruiting you to help me figure out how to save my business. Two Old Broads is still limping along. No matter how much spaghetti we throw at the wall, our sales spikes are temporary and we dip right back into the red. If you don’t come up with something to save us, I’m throwing in the towel after Christmas.”

      “Oh, Mom, no,” I say, pressing a hand to my chest.

      Two Old Broads is the boutique that sits across from my sister’s shop on Main Street. It specializes in something called wonky quilts, a quilt comprised of triangular pieces with unfinished edges. They’re as adorable as they are homey. Mom and Georgie have turned them into everything from jackets to pet bedding.

      “You’re the wonky quilt queens,” I tell her. “I’ve seen those cute autumn prints you have. Bring some by the inn and we’ll open a little booth next to the hayride station. It’s freezing here once the sun crests the evergreens. You’ll sell out in a hot minute.”

      “I’ll take you up on that. But I need something bigger. We need to expand our reach. Think harder.” She squints at me as if willing me to do it.

      “I don’t know… maybe open an online store? That should expand your reach to the entire world.”

      Mom sucks in a quick breath and nearly inhales Fish’s tail.

      “That’s what we’ll do!” She claps her hands hard. “I’ve got to find Brennan and tell him the news.” She cranes her neck into the crowd. Brennan is Mom’s new Scottish boyfriend. Every word that comes out of his mouth is perfectly swoon-worthy thanks to his accent. And the best part about him is he’s completely sane. You would think that might be a feature she’d value in a person, but that hasn’t always been the case. “I bet Brennan will help me figure out how to put it all together. I just knew you’d come to the rescue. And as a reward, I’ll send you our first discount coupon, fifteen percent off!” She dives into the crowd. “You’re brilliant, Bizzy!”

      A tall, lethally handsome man comes my way with dark hair and eyes the color of bottled rain. A dangerous smile flirts on his lips as his lids hood low. That devilish look in his eyes lets me know he’d like to pull me into the bushes and have his sexy way with me. And not one ounce of me would protest the endeavor. Lucky for me, I happen to be married to the guy.

      Jasper Wilder lands a heated kiss to my lips before giving both Fish and Sherlock a quick scratch over the head.

      “What was that about?” he asks, ticking his head in the direction my mother ran off in.

      “My mother thinks I’m brilliant because I told her to open up an online store. And my brilliance has earned me a discount coupon.”

      “Well, I happen to think you’re brilliant and gorgeous. I’ll do you one better than the discount coupon. I’ll buy you as many books as you want.”

      “You are a wise, wise man, Detective.”

      It’s true. Jasper Wilder is not only a sin to look at, but he’s the lead homicide detective down at the Seaview Police Department. And have I mentioned that he loves to feed his wife’s book addiction?

      “You’re on,” I tell him. “That might be one offer you may live to regret.”

      We head toward the row of tables set out around the giant three-tiered fountain that sits in front of the inn. Each elongated table is draped with a black cloth and has stacks and stacks of books on them.

      Forrest Blankenship sits dead in the middle, and to his right is a redheaded woman signing hardbacks as fast as she can. The cover on the book she’s holding shows a couple in a heated embrace while a butcher knife dangles above them. It looks like a killer thriller, all right. And one I plan on getting my hands on.

      To Forrest’s left sits a bald man speaking with one of the patrons, and next to him sit a blonde woman and another man with wavy brown hair, both busy signing books and speaking to the readers who came out today.

      The man with the wavy hair is a real looker. That would explain the fact throngs of women are all clamoring to get his attention at once. A part of me wonders if I should have hired security to protect him from the masses. And, of course, the most dangerous person among the masses would be my sister. It didn’t take long for her to suss out the hottie of the bunch. She can’t help it. Macy’s radar has always been spot-on for that sort of thing.

      “Bizzy!” a female voice calls out just as my best friend, Emmie Granger, pops up holding a tray filled with scrumptious-looking cookies. “You have no idea how much fun I’m having.”

      I quickly snatch a cookie off her platter, and Jasper does the same.

      “Fun? According to my sister and Georgie, you’re going against the grain,” I tell her.

      She makes a face. “Authors are my rock stars.”

      “You know they’re mine, too,” I say as I bite into the soft, chewy wonder in my hand.

      Both Jasper and I moan in unison.

      “What is this slice of heaven?” I ask, inspecting the cookie with brown swirls, drizzled with icing.

      “They’re my cinnamon roll cookies,” she says. “They’re a part of the new fall creations I’m rolling out in the café. The guests can’t get enough of them.”

      “And this is why you’re in charge of my kitchen,” I tell her. “Cinnamon rolls are my favorite, but you already know that. And in a cookie? I think you’re the brilliant one around here.”

      Of course, I’ve known she was brilliant for quite some time. Emmie and I know everything about one another. And yes, she’s in on the fact I can pry into the dark recesses of her mind. But only a handful of people are privy to my supernatural quirk. In fact, I’ve only let her in on that little tidbit this past year. We’ve been best friends since birth. We share the same dark hair, same denim blue eyes, and we even share the same formal moniker, Elizabeth. But in an effort to avoid confusion, we’ve gone through life with the nicknames given to us by our families.

      “I know a few of these guys,” Jasper says, nodding toward the authors. “I can introduce you if you like.”

      “You do?” I marvel. “How do you know them?”

      “Heath Russell and I went to college together.” He motions to the bald man on the end with an easy smile for those lined up to buy his books. “He was in a neighboring frat.” He nods to the blonde at the other end. “And Goldie and I went to high school together. She asked me to prom, and I went with her. I was planning on going stag, but she wouldn’t hear of it.”

      “Smart woman,” I say.

      “Really smart,” he says. “She’s charted all the best-seller lists with her books.” His expression darkens as he looks at the man at the table straight ahead. “And then there’s Forrest.”

      Emmie gasps. “Jasper, you know Forrest Blankenship? Leo and I are addicted to his books.” Leo would be Emmie’s new husband, Leo Granger. Leo not only just so happens to be Jasper’s best friend, but he happens to share my mind-reading quirk as well. “I better find Leo. He won’t want to miss out.”

      “You don’t have to.” Jasper purses his lips as he looks above the crowd. “Guess who’s talking to Forrest Blankenship?”

      Emmie’s mouth falls open. “Well, guess who’s about to cut into the front of the line?”

      “We’re cutting right along with you,” I say. “Even if a couple dozen people will want to murder us for it.”

      It’s finally going to happen, Fish yowls as she sits up straight in my arms. I’m going to meet Cornwall Hunter!

      Sherlock growls, If that cat hisses at me again, I might be moved to murder someone myself.

      Murder.

      A tingle dances up my spine as the word ricochets in my mind.

      Here’s hoping a killer doesn’t liven up this day by way of a corpse.

      It’s happened before.

      And I’ve got a horrible feeling it’s about to happen again.
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      Thriller Fest rages all around us as eager readers line up to procure a signed copy of books by their favorite authors. And as luck would have it, we didn’t have to wait in line at all.

      “Forrest”—Leo Granger holds a hand out to our motley crew—“I’d love for you to meet my beautiful wife Emmie, her friend Bizzy, and her husband Jasper. Everyone, this is Forrest Blankenship. He rode shotgun with me a few years back while doing research for one of his books.”

      “This book right here.” Forrest holds up a copy of Silent Secrets and sheds an easy grin. His dark hair matches his dark eyes, and there’s something equally warm and yet disconcerting about him. “Nice to meet you all.”

      He hasn’t met us all, Fish yodels so loud you’d think she caught her tail in the door.

      Sherlock barks. I want to be introduced, too. I need to show Cornwall who’s really boss around here.

      The orange cat gives a lazy glance this way while perched on top of a stack of three books. He’s furry, has commanding green eyes and a stone-cold expression that gives nothing away. And he certainly isn’t giving away his thoughts.

      Leo chuckles. “And this would be Fish and Sherlock Bones.” He gives each one a scratch over their heads respectively.

      The orange cat gives a half-hearted kiss their way, and Forrest stands and chuckles.

      “And this ornery beast would be Cornwall Hunter, named after the main character from my Deadly Secrets series.” He stands and picks up the orange cutie. “Admittedly, Cornwall is a bit spoiled, as I have no one else to dote on but him.” And that’s exactly how I like it.

      Nice to m-m-eet you, Fish mewls as she bats her lashes his way.

      Is she flirting?

      Sherlock groans. She doesn’t mean it. He barks up at the cat. She’s only glad to meet other animals that are actually nice to her. Who do you think you are hissing at us like you own the place? Fish and I actually do happen to own the place, and we’re as friendly as can be.

      Cornwall growls so loud you’d think he morphed into a bear. I don’t need to be nice or liked. It’s one of the first things Forrest taught me.

      That explains everything, Sherlock says, looking up at Fish. There are no bad pets, only bad owners.

      I make a face at him, even though he’s right.

      “We’re huge fans,” Emmie shouts as if the man were suddenly hard of hearing. “We’ve read everything but your latest book!”

      Forrest lifts a brow. “My latest book has been out for six months. Perhaps you’re not such huge fans,” he teases, and we share a laugh.

      “Oh, we are,” Emmie insists, nearly spilling her platter of cookies. “We’ll take ten copies.”

      “Emmie?” Leo looks worried for his wife and maybe his wallet. These are hardbacks we’re talking about.

      “We can give them as Christmas gifts.” She shakes her head at him as if he were a moron.

      Leo glances my way. A moron, Bizzy? Really?

      I shrug over at him.

      I seem to forget pretty regularly that Leo can read my mind, too.

      “Make it fifteen.” Leo winks at the guy while handing his credit card to the woman working the table with him. “You never know when you’ll need a few spare gifts.” Expect to find a book in your stocking, Bizzy.

      Good to know, I tell him. I’ll be looking forward to it, too.

      Forrest gets right to slashing his autograph across the page of the first book.

      “I’m so glad you’re local,” I tell him. “Who knew we had such a pool of talent in our corner of Maine?”

      The orange cat with the commanding green eyes glares at me as if the question was too personal.

      “We have a talented pool of authors, indeed,” Forrest says. “I live down in Rose Glen, so it was less than a twenty-minute drive for me.”

      “Bizzy owns the inn,” Leo tells him. “And Jasper is the lead homicide detective from the Seaview Sheriff’s Department.”

      Forrest lifts his head a notch and looks at Jasper. “I’ll keep that in mind when hiding the bodies.”

      We share another round of laughter.

      “Kidding,” Forrest insists as he slides the books over to Leo. “Don’t worry. I relegate all of my killing to the written word. Except when I have to do research.” He gives a sly wink.

      Leo laughs. “The killer in your famed Deadly Secrets series always offs his victims in the very same manner.”

      Emmie nods frenetically. “With a gunshot to the heart. Close range.”

      Forrest sheds a dark smile. “Is there any other way to go?”

      Leo lifts a finger. “And the killer always buries the victim in their own backyard.”

      “That’s right.” Forrest chuckles. “Killing and disposing of victims is one of my favorite pastimes. And lucky for me, I get paid to do it, too.”

      We laugh again as Emmie excuses herself to set the cookie tray down on the refreshment table just past the fountain. Leo scoops up his literary loot and pretends to throw his back out as he hobbles away.

      Who said I was pretending? he grouses.

      I’ll let Emmie know you need an ice pack and some TLC, I tell him.

      Forget the ice pack. Tell her to bring cookies.

      “That’s an adorable cat,” I say to Forrest as I carefully reach out to stroke the feisty feline’s back. “Is he a tabby?”

      “British shorthair,” he says. “They tend to have fuller faces, and egos to match.” He gives a friendly wink our way. “Of course, some might insist he gets his ego from his owner.”

      I would insist. Sherlock barks. Didn’t I tell you? A pet is a reflection of its owner. It’s not Cornwall’s fault he thinks he’s better than everyone else. He’s got an attitude of ingratitude is what Georgie likes to say. I bet he enjoys killing as much as his human does. We wouldn’t want to be friends with a couple of murderers anyhow.

      Cornwall belts out a shrill yowl and jumps off the table, nearly landing on Sherlock’s back, missing the pooch by a hair. Sherlock bolts off like lightning, and sure enough, Cornwall is on his tail.

      And not one to miss out on a good chase, Fish uses me as a springboard before taking off after them.

      “My cat!” Forrest shouts as we watch them go.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell him. “Fish and Sherlock know not to leave the property. They won’t let him go either.”

      Forrest bats his hands in the direction the animals darted off in.

      “It’s time for a break anyhow.” He cups his hands around his mouth. “All authors will be taking a twenty-minute breather. Feel free to schmooze and booze with the best of ’em while they’re away from their posts. A stack of pre-signed copies can still be purchased at every table.”

      A soft moan breaks out as the lines begin to disperse all around us.

      “Good going.” A redhead with big blue eyes, a matching blue dress, and prominent nostrils strides up next to him. “I just had the best run of customers I’ve had in years. If they don’t come back, I’ll kill you myself.”

      Forrest shoots her a wry smile. “You heard the woman, Detective. Should I turn up dead, you won’t have to look very far for a suspect.” I’d give up my ghost just to see the woman suffer in prison. “Bizzy, Jasper—this is Orla Thaxton. She fancies herself a romantic killer.” And indeed, she has a killer bod.

      I shoot the man a quick look. I don’t judge people for their thoughts no matter how silly or strange. It’s not their fault I have intel into their gray matter. I’m essentially a supernatural snoop who never really signed up for the job.

      The redhead holds a hand out to Jasper. “Orla Thaxton. I write romantic suspense.” I’ll make sure Forrest, the jackass, is my next victim.

      She shakes Jasper’s hand, then mine.

      “This is my husband Jasper, and I’m Bizzy,” I tell her. “I happen to own the inn.”

      Her eyes light up. “Hey, cute place! My husband and I own the Thrill and Chill Café out in Rose Glen. But the real money comes from the food truck.”

      “You’re welcome to bring the food truck by anytime,” I say, sounding a bit too eager. “We’ll be hosting Fall Fun Days here at the inn for the next few weeks.”

      She winces. “We’re booked for the next week and a half, but I’ll see if I can squeeze it in after that.”

      Forrest curls his lips as he looks to the woman. “Apparently, the restaurant business is far more lucrative than the book business. Orla and her husband just bought a house down in Nantucket.”

      “A house in Nantucket?” Georgie Conner calls out as she materializes next to me. “Sign me up, Toots,” she says to the redhead before us. “Georgie Conner.” She shakes the woman’s hand, and it looks as if she’s accosting the poor thing. “I’ll hold your suitcase, you lead the way to paradise.”

      Orla laughs. “I’d say you have paradise right here. Maine isn’t so bad either.”

      A bald man enters our midst just as he and Jasper explode with a friendly greeting.

      “Well, if it isn’t the famed detective.” The bald man shakes his head as he takes Jasper in. “I guess I’ll have to postpone the killing spree I was about to go on.” He sheds a fanged-riddled smile over at Forrest and it looks more like a threat. “Jasper and I both went to Ward University. We did a little more partying than we did studying, but I think we turned out no worse for wear.”

      “Maybe he did,” Forrest muses. “You’re just a washed-up hack who hasn’t had a book contract in years.”

      A laugh starts and dies in my throat as a strangled tension builds around us.

      Apparently, he wasn’t joking.

      Forrest nods our way. “I’d best find my cat before some crazed fan takes off with him. Cornwall has just as many fans as I have. And that’s a lot.” He lifts a hand as he takes off.

      Orla rolls her eyes. “Ignore him. He likes to drum up controversy. He thinks it keeps him relevant. Speaking of relevant,” she leans my way, “I’ve heard this place has had its fair share of murders. Is that true?”

      “You bet your house in Nantucket it’s true,” Georgie gravels it out. “And Bizzy does all the killing. You know that old saying, I can bring home the bacon and fry it up in a pan? Bizzy likes to sing I can bring home the victim. And believe me, she never lets this big, handsome lug forget he’s a man.” She shakes her wrist with carnal implications.

      Orla laughs. “I like you more by the minute, Bizzy. And I really like you, Georgie. I have a podcast that I air once a week called Thrilled to the Bone. I was going to ask Bizzy if she’d join me, but now I want you both. What do you say, ladies?”

      “You bet your house in Nantucket we’ll be there with slay bells on.” Georgie repeats the sentiment as she nudges the woman in the ribs. “Get it, slay?” She leans in close to the woman. “And Bizzy really does slay. I’d stay on her good side, if you know what I mean. The staff here walks around on a tightrope.”

      Orla cackles again. “Oh, I’m so glad, I can’t wait. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to see about getting me some more of those cinnamon roll cookies. I’d kill just about everyone here to get my hands on one or twelve.” She zips off, and I scowl over at Georgie.

      “Why did you commit to that for?” I ask. “You know I don’t like bringing up the killings that have taken place here. It gives the inn a bad reputation. I’m having a tough time as it is drumming up guests.”

      “That’s because you keep killing ’em,” she says as a matter of fact. “Who’s the tall, hot, and bald man before me”—she asks as she steps his way—“and how fast can you add to my bottle cap collection?”

      I avert my eyes. Some people have notches on their bedposts to commemorate their regrets, Georgie has her male guests leave a bottle cap behind. She’s got an impressive collection, too.

      “Heath Russell.” He shakes her hand, then mine. Heath looks both handsome and put together in a gray suit and pale blue tie. “And contrary to popular opinion, I’ve sold another book within the last few months.”

      “Congratulations,” Jasper says. “I’m glad to hear you’re doing so well. Heath, this is my wife Bizzy and our friend Georgie.”

      “Wife?” Heath looks wildly amused by the concept. “This coming from the man who put the wild in Wilder? Bizzy, surely you have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. Do you have a good legal team on the sidelines?”

      “My brother is an attorney,” I tell him. “And he’s already gotten me out of one marital debacle, so he’s quite experienced.” It’s true. I married Emmie’s brother, Jordy, a few years back. Bad booze, an Elvis impersonator, and Vegas were involved. We never consummated the marriage, and now Jordy works as my groundskeeper. We’re both much happier with that arrangement.

      Heath belts out a laugh. “You better watch your back, Jasper. This one is ready to go at a moment’s notice.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Jasper gives a wistful shake of the head. “How about you?” he asks. “Anyone tie you down just yet?”

      Tie you down? I shoot my husband a look.

      Sorry. He winces. But I don’t want the guy to feel too bad about the fact I’ve already taken the prettiest woman off the market. Have I mentioned you’re brilliant?

      My lips curl with approval his way.

      “Nope.” Heath sighs deeply. “There was someone, but that didn’t work out.” Death usually puts a damper on things pretty quickly.

      Death? I look up at the man and my heart breaks.

      Georgie leans his way. “So what you’re saying is, you’re on the market. I’ve got a bottle of bubbly if you’ve got the directions to my cottage.” She pulls a piece of paper out of her pocket and hands it to him. “And now you’ve got the directions. No excuses. I’ll expect you at nine. If you’re into kinky punishment, show up ten minutes late.”

      “Georgie.” I give a nervous laugh.

      But before Heath can say anything to shoot down Georgie’s hopes of adding another bottle cap to her collection, a blonde siren traipses up in a fitted yellow dress that matches her tresses.

      “Well, cool me down with a fire hose,” she purrs as she pulls Jasper toward her. “If it isn’t the one that left me with my tongue a-wagging.” She shrieks with delight as she does her best to smother my husband with a herculean embrace. “Jasper Wilder! How I’ve missed you.” She pulls away, and it’s only then I note how beautiful this woman is. Okay, fine. This woman makes beautiful women look homely. She’s stunning in an otherworldly way. “Heath, this man right here was almost my husband.”

      Heath shakes his head at Jasper. “I say you escaped a burning building. No offense, Bizzy. I’m sure you have your work cut out trying to tame him.”

      The blonde’s mouth falls open. “Jasper? Is this the wifey?”

      The wifey?

      “Yes.” Jasper pulls back. “Goldie, this is my wife Bizzy and our friend Georgie Conner.”

      “Goldie Blaze. Nice to meet you both,” the blonde says, never taking her eyes off of me. “Jasper and I had a little thing in high school. Just a little weekend fling by way of prom. Last I heard, he was connected at the hip to some nutjob named Camila Ryder.”

      A dark smile curves on my face. Camila Ryder is the nutjob Jasper was seeing just prior to me. They were engaged, but Camila thought cheating on Jasper would be more exciting than actually marrying him. Ironically, it was Leo that she chose to cheat on him with. That put a damper on Leo and Jasper’s relationship for quite some time.

      “I think I like you,” I say to the woman.

      “I know I like you,” Georgie tells her. “How about you and I hunt down some cookies while dishing on that trollop that stole your man?”

      Goldie’s mouth falls open. “She is a trollop, isn’t she? In fact, I think I’ve spotted her here. She was mooning over Rufus Grain.” She sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag as Georgie navigates her off toward the refreshment table.

      “Who’s Rufus Grain?” I ask, looking at Jasper.

      Heath’s chest puffs up. “Rufus Grain is the clown that was seated to my left with the swarm of women all around him. He writes fantasy suspense—emphasis on the fantasy. I guess you could say he knows what his market wants, and he makes sure to give it to them.” And I’ve seen quite a few women throwing themselves at him today as an offering. He frowns toward the fountain, and I follow his gaze as he stops just shy of my sister. Especially that woman. The things she said she’d do to him sent a chill up my spine. Not that I’d mind her doing them to me. But then, I haven’t been with anyone since Jessica.

      Jessica? That must be the dead woman’s name.

      I frown over at Macy myself. It would figure she could give a grown man the chills by way of her seductive promises.

      Someone in the crowd hijacks Heath’s attention. “Excuse me,” he says. “Believe me, I want to reconnect, Jasper, but I see someone I need to have a quick word with. I’ll be back.”

      “Not a problem,” Jasper says as the man darts for the cove as if his life depended on it.

      “I’ve been meaning to get you alone.” Jasper wraps his arms around my waist and a jolt of electricity bounces from him to me. It’s safe to say, he’s still got it. “Someone we know is about to celebrate their one-year anniversary.”

      “Do we like them?” I tease.

      “So much that I wish we could run off with them this weekend, alone to celebrate.”

      “This weekend? Our anniversary isn’t until the end of this month.” A laugh bubbles from me as I give his tie a quick tug.

      “Then we’ll get away every weekend until then.” He tucks a kiss to my neck, and I laugh ten times harder. “We need to do something special to commemorate it.”

      “I’m with you on that.” I wince. “But Huxley and Mackenzie are about to have their baby. And I don’t want to miss meeting my new niece or nephew.”

      Huxley is my aforementioned attorney slash brother. He married the town mayor, a woman who I used to be very good friends with—used to be is the operative phrase. But Mack and I are working on that, or at least I am on my end.

      “I have an idea,” I say. “Let’s sneak as many staycation moments together as we can until then. Let’s grab some of those cinnamon roll cookies and start now.” I take his hand and whisk him off to the refreshment table where we stock up on a handful of Emmie’s delicious new treats. I’m about to steal Jasper away from the crowd when I spot two men going at it near the entrance to the inn.

      “I see it, too,” Jasper whispers. “It’s Forrest and some guy. It looks as if he’s about to come to blows with one of his fans.”

      “That’s no fan,” I tell him. “That’s Rufus Grain, the man Macy was hitting on with things that sent a chill up your friend’s spine.” I shrug up at him. “I overheard his internal musings.”

      Jasper’s brows hike. “If Heath was chilled, then it must have been interesting.”

      “I’d pry it out of her, but a part of me has no interest in knowing how depraved my sister’s mind can be. Maybe we should head over and break things up?”

      We turn back toward the entry to the inn, but Rufus is gone. And just as Forrest is about to dart in the direction of the beach, Goldie Blaze strides up to him and jabs her finger to his chest as she proceeds to tell him a thing or two. They seem to be in the throes of a full-blown argument as she chases him in the direction of the cove.

      A tiny laugh brews in me. “Someone is getting an earful,” I say. “Was she just as spicy the weekend of your fling?”

      Jasper’s lips curl a notch. “She was every bit the hellcat Camila wished she could be.”

      “Boy, you really attract some characters, don’t you?”

      “I married you, didn’t I?”

      “Ha-ha.” I give his ribs a pinch and he bucks into me.

      “All right, easy,” he says. “How about we take a walk by the shore? It could be our very first staycation moment.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      He takes up my hand and kisses it while looking deep into my eyes. “As long as I get to wake up next to you each morning, I don’t care where we are.”

      I bite down over my lip. “I much prefer lying down next to you at night. So many interesting things to do before sunrise.”

      His lids hood low. “You know we can make them happen after sunrise, too. The rules are, there are no rules.”

      “I think that should be the motto for our anniversary. Let’s go see the sunset. If you’re lucky, we’ll break a few rules while we’re at it.”

      We thread our way through the bodies, following the cobbled road that leads to the sand as the cove sprawls out before us. The cove is barren for the most part, with the exception of riotous barking coming from our right.

      “That’s Sherlock,” I pant.

      Jasper and I trek down the way as quickly as we can and find Sherlock, Fish, and Cornwell Hunter circling a pile of clothes lying near the rocky crags that hug the shore.

      But the closer we get, the quicker we realize that’s no pile of clothes.

      It’s a man.

      Jasper runs ahead and drops to his knees, checking the poor man’s pulse.

      He looks up and gives me a stern look. “He didn’t make it.”

      “He didn’t make it?” I ask, bewildered, as I step in close and gasp.

      Forrest won’t have to worry about a crazed fan taking off with Cornwall.

      Forrest Blankenship is dead.
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      A scream drills from me, short and painful.

      I can’t help it. It’s a biological response to something as horrible as a homicide. And according to the red liquid pooling over his chest, this was no natural demise.

      “He’s been shot,” Jasper says it rough as he pulls out his phone and calls it in to the sheriff’s department.

      I quickly rake my eyes over the crime scene. A series of footsteps seem to lead every which way, and unfortunately Sherlock, Fish, and Cornwall have compromised them.

      The metallic glint of a gun lies to the right of the body. I point over to it like a zombie and Jasper nods, acknowledging the fact he sees it.

      Forrest? Cornwall taps his paw over the man’s leg. Wake up. Are you hurt?

      Fish jumps next to the orange cutie. I’m sorry, Cornwall. She rubs her face up against his. Forrest isn’t waking up. I’m afraid he’s gone.

      Gone? The poor cat lets out a horrific howl.

      Sherlock steps over and nuzzles his nose against Cornwall’s fur. Come on, little guy. Fish and I will take you back to our cottage. We’ll wait on the porch for Bizzy to get back and she’ll take care of you until we can figure everything out.

      But Forrest, Cornwall mewls as Fish and Sherlock navigate him away. Forrest! he calls out as the three of them traipse into the murky darkness.

      “Jasper.” I head his way and fold into his arms. “Who do you think did this?”

      “I don’t know,” he pants, his eyes still glued to the poor man. “We did see him arguing with Rufus.”

      “And Goldie,” I point out as I look down at the corpse as the moonlight shines its light over him. “Jasper,” I whisper as a thought comes to me. “Leo mentioned something earlier that a killer in one of Forrest’s series always kills his victims in the very same manner.”

      He nods. “A gunshot to the heart at close range—just the way Forrest Blankenship died.”

      “Jasper?” Leo riots as he runs this way. And behind him is an entire army of sheriff’s deputies.

      Jasper sneaks a quick kiss to my lips. “Take care of the inn. I’ve got this.”

      We part ways, and I make my way back to the crowds gathering around the authors’ tables once again. I can’t help but note the empty seat where Forrest should be. I quickly call the staff at the front desk and fill them in on the tragedy. Unfortunately, we have a protocol to follow once something like this happens. And seeing that something like this happens regularly around here, we’ve been following that protocol a little too often.

      Georgie runs up with the redhead I met earlier, Orla.

      “Hey, what’s all the commotion?” Orla asks as she watches a steady stream of deputies run past us. Her hair is slightly mussed, and I note a slight trail of sand over her arms. “Let me guess, you got a streaker?” She butts her arm to Georgie’s. “You’re right, Gigi. This place is filled with a bunch of prudes.”

      Georgie nods as she looks my way. “I met Orlay O up at the cookie bar and we had a few balls of sugar together.”

      “Nice,” I say, unalarmed. “But we didn’t have a streaker.”

      “I didn’t think so,” Georgie says. “You offed another one, didn’t you, Bizzy? Who did you do in this time? Let’s see… Jasper is suspiciously missing. I always knew you’d turn on your own one day.”

      I frown over at her. “I didn’t kill my husband. Jasper’s not the one lying out on the sand.”

      Orla gasps. “So there is a body?” The touch of a smile curves on her lips. Watching this play out is like a dream come true.

      My lips part as I inspect the woman. “I’m not sure I’m at liberty to say. I’m sure they’ll want to inform his family first.”

      “Him?” Orla bites down on a smile. Oh, just come out and say it. We all know who it is.

      How does she know who it is? She’s not the killer, is she?

      A woman runs up from behind. “Forrest Blankenship has just been murdered!” she shouts at top volume, and a series of screams and gasps go off all around us.

      “Forrest is dead?” Orla pants, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a look of relief on her face. “Excuse me, I’d like to pay my respects to my old friend.” Good riddance is more like it. They say all good things must come to an end. Too bad there was nothing good about Forrest. With the exception of his death, I suppose.

      She takes off, and I watch in horror as she makes her way toward the beach along with the masses.

      Macy trots up. “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” She slaps me on the arm. “Did you have to take the cute one? I was just starting to get somewhere with him. Did you see those eyes?” She groans hard. “I was this close to luring him back to my place.”

      “What are you talking about?” I shake my head at her. “I thought you were interested in Rufus Grain?”

      “Was that his name?” She scratches her chin. “That must be why the girls were chanting Roofie.” She wrinkles her nose. “I told them it was crass to encourage a man to drug their drinks.”

      “Just a little,” I say.

      Mom and her boyfriend Brennan stride up. Brennan is tall, barrel-chested, has dark red hair, and bright green eyes.

      “Say it ain’t so, Bizzy.” Mom looks as if she wants to smack me, too. “Did you whack another one?”

      “Dear heavens”—Brennan gapes at me—“you’re not really running around killing people, are you?”

      “So what if she is?” Georgie gives the poor man the stink eye.

      Brennan’s chest expands as he looks my way. I don’t care what Ree says. It’s time for the two of us to move as far away from the state of Maine as possible. And believe me, we won’t be leaving a forwarding address.

      “I’m not killing anyone,” I assure him.

      Georgie scowls at him. “She’s too humble to admit it.”

      “I wouldn’t be,” Macy says, and Mom scoffs over at her. “What?” my sister balks. “You were the one to instill self-esteem and confidence in us. Now look where it’s got us.”

      Brennan cocks his head to the side. “And she’s married to a homicide detective,” he mutters to himself.

      Candy barks and dances as she runs up. I can’t find Fish or Sherlock anywhere. And I can’t find Cornwall either. They’ve all been killed, haven’t they?

      “Boy, you went dark quickly,” I say, giving her a hug. “They’re at the cottage. Either on the porch or in the back. Why don’t you run over and keep them company? I’m sure Cornwall would love to meet you.”

      She takes off with a bark, and I straighten to find Macy beaming with pride.

      “She’s just as smart as her mama,” she sings. “And her mama is going to track down that hottie before someone else snags him. He may have known the deceased. Someone’s got to help take his mind off the grief.” She takes off while adjusting her bosom.

      Mom gives Brennan a light slap over the cheek. “My goodness, you’re white as a sheet. You’re not going to pass out on me, are you?”

      Georgie snorts his way. “That’s what happened to Bizzy’s last victim.”

      “Oh stop.” Mom waves her off. “Nothing is happening to you, Brennan. In fact, you were just telling me about your aunt who recently celebrated her one-hundredth birthday. You’ve got longevity in your family.”

      “You’ve got an aunt who lived to see one hundred?” Georgie marvels. “What was her secret? Cheap booze and even cheaper men?”

      Mom rolls her eyes. “No. But you’re not far off. Brennan was telling me she drank four Piper Pepper sodas a day for the last forty years. For her one-hundredth birthday, the folks at Piper Pepper sent her a birthday cake and soda up the wazoo.”

      “A free cake and soda up the wazoo?” Georgie howls. “And all I have to do is drink four cans a day and live to one hundred?”

      Mom points a finger at her as quick as drawing a gun. “Don’t you even think about it. I have to stand next to you for eight hours a day in that sweatshop you talked me into opening. Besides, Brennan has agreed to help me start that website. I’ll need you in good shape to help get the word out. We haven’t used our YouTube channel in months and you’re a pro at it.”

      “Website, huh?” Georgie muses. “Just think of all the late-night, sleeping pill-induced purchases we’re going to rack up. We’re gonna knock ’em dead, Preppy.”

      Brennan’s chest doubles in size. Let’s hope she’s being metaphorical. He glances my way. But with this one around, I’m thinking not.

      Great. My mother’s boyfriend not only thinks I’m a killer, but he’s deathly afraid of me. Here’s hoping he doesn’t bundle my mother in bubble wrap and ship her to Alaska before Christmas.

      I spot Heath talking to Goldie over by the fountain, and I can’t help but notice that neither of them looks particularly distressed.

      “Excuse me,” I say, and Mom tugs at my sleeve before I can take off.

      “Don’t forget we still need to nail down the details for Mackenzie’s surprise baby shower.”

      “Mom, she said she’d hunt us down in our sleep if we threw pink and blue boxes at her. And I think she meant it.” I glance to Brennan just as his eyes round out like silver dollars.

      This town is full of killers.

      Mom makes a face. “It will be worth facing certain death. Besides, we’re not doing it for Mackenzie. It’s for the baby. I want to spoil my grandchild, and no one is going to stop me. It’s just going to be a few of us.” Bizzy doesn’t have to know that I’ve already registered Mackenzie for gifts and sent all of my friends on a wild shopping spree. I’ll let that part be a surprise for Bizzy as well as Mackenzie. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “Wonderful,” I say as I make my way toward Heath and Goldie. It’s nice to know that my days are numbered. “Excuse me,” I say as I come upon the two of them.

      Heath looks over with a start. “Bizzy, I suppose you’ve heard the news.” His hair looks glossy in the light as if it were soaking wet, and I note dark droplets of water freckling his pale blue tie.

      “I have. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “You might be the only one.” Goldie shudders while warming her arms with her hands, and I do a double take as I see pebbles of sand dotting the front of her dress. “Please forgive me.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “My head is all over the place. I think I’ll head toward the shore and try to get some closure.” A perfect ending to a perfect day. She takes a deep breath and a faint smile comes to her lips.

      “I’ll go with you,” Heath says, and I walk with them over to the shoreline where the coroner is already taking pictures of the scene of the crime.

      I spot Orla near the glowing caution tape that cordons off the area. And a few feet away from her is Rufus, surrounded by a harem of women—one of them being my sister.

      Heath and Goldie step as close to the scene as they can while I stand back and observe the crowd.

      He’s gone, says a rather androgynous internal voice. It’s all over.

      It’s hard to tell who it’s coming from. And if I’m not standing in front of them, they can sound too ambiguous for me to make out if it’s a woman or a man.

      Peace at last, another voice says. For me.

      The guy had it coming. He must have sensed it.

      A crisp wind picks up. The crash of the waves nearby pounds the shoreline relentlessly.

      It’s about time you paid for your sins. I hope you rot in hell. I’m glad you’re gone. And I’m glad I was there to see you off. This wasn’t murder. It was justice.

      I take a sharp breath as I scan the faces around me.

      That last voice was wrong, of course.

      This wasn’t justice.

      It was murder.
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      “What do you think they meant by justice?” I ask Jasper as I give his tie a quick adjustment just outside of our cottage.

      It’s the very next morning after the carnage, and the air is bitter cold with the faint scent of pines perfuming the vicinity. Jasper hardly got home three hours ago from the station and already he’s on his way back.

      “I don’t know.” He touches his forehead to mine. He’s wearing a dark suit that matches his dark hair and his dark expression. His eyes glow with a slight feral appeal. He’s so handsome it’s almost painful. “I’m not sure how much we should read into it since it was a roaming thought. It could have been anyone, not necessarily the killer. And to be honest, people were in shock. People’s thoughts tend to stray to the abyss when they’re trying to process a trauma.”

      “You’re right. You’d think I’d realize that by now.”

      He frowns slightly as he brushes his finger over my cheek. “What are you doing today?”

      “With that suspicious look you just gave me, you’d think I was having an affair.” I’m only half-teasing.

      “An affair with the killer. Do me a favor and don’t plan any big moves. I’d ask you to leave the case alone, but I’m finally starting to see the light. You do realize even the most innocuous suspect can be dangerous.”

      “Even your prom date?” I tease.

      A guttural laugh builds in his throat. “Especially my prom date.”

      “Fine. I’ll be at the inn. I think my mother is coming by to discuss the ambush baby shower.”

      He winces. “If you go through with it, you might be the one being ambushed.”

      “I agree, but I have no way out. She’s already registered for Mackenzie and had all of her cohorts buy dozens of gifts. If Mackenzie doesn’t divorce my brother over this, it’ll be a miracle.”

      “Do you know if Hux and Mack have everything ready for the baby?”

      “No. I haven’t even been to their condo. Do you realize that we’ve never seen the place that my brother lives with his wife? I think that’s weird. I think they’re weird. But I don’t think the baby is weird, and that’s exactly why I’m helping my mother with her diabolical diaper scheme.”

      “It might get you both killed.”

      I’m not sure if he’s teasing, but I laugh anyway.

      “It’ll be worth it.” I hike up on my tiptoes and plant a wet one on his lips. “What are you doing today?”

      “Hanging out with the boys in forensics. It turned out the gun was registered to the victim.”

      “The gun belonged to Forrest? You don’t think he shot himself, do you?”

      “They’re analyzing the angles. It’s always a possibility, but it’s rare for a man to shoot himself in the heart, let alone at a venue full of his beloved fans. We found scratch marks on his hands. I’ll see if we can get DNA evidence from it. They were fresh. My guess is he struggled for the gun.”

      “I’d venture to guess the same. Let me know what you find out.”

      “I will.” He gives me a kiss that lingers and pulls away achingly slow.

      “When you kiss me like that, it’s all I can do not to drag you back in there.”

      Fish yowls, Oh, for heaven’s sake, don’t do that, Bizzy. It’s bad enough he’s bossing you around, telling you to stay put. You can’t stay put. You’ve got suspects to question.

      Sherlock barks. That’s only because he wants her to be safe.

      Cornwall turns his head as if he were indifferent to the argument.

      Poor thing spent all night pacing the floors. And according to Fish, he’s furious at whoever did this to Forrest. I can’t blame him. Cats might seem aloof, but they can be as fiercely loyal as any dog.

      Jasper frowns as he nods to Fish. “She wants me to leave, doesn’t she?”

      “Only because she’s a big believer in justice.”

      Jasper chuckles. “Don’t worry, Fish. I’ll deliver. And I’ll pick up a box of your Fancy Beast cat food on my way home. I saw that you’re getting low.”

      She mewls and hops over to him, rubbing her face over his ankle with approval.

      Sherlock gives a soft woof. What about me, big guy? All I do is defend and defend and defend you, and where’s my Fancy Beast dinner?

      Fancy Beast is for cats, Fish says as she swipes over at him with her paw. You stay away from my delicious treats.

      Sherlock gives a soft bark right in her face. Your food smells and it’s not as crisp as bacon. I’d be hard-pressed for a meal before I took a lick in that direction.

      Fish yowls and jumps his way, Take that back! I think bacon smells and you smell like bacon, too!

      Sherlock gives a laughing aroo. Humans love bacon, ergo humans love me.

      Ergo? Fish rolls her eyes. I’ve had enough of the freckled oaf for the day, Bizzy. Can’t we lock him in the cottage? Turn on that Kitten Bowl. I’ve seen him go catatonic over it. Get it? Cat-atonic?

      Jasper sighs. “I hear you, Sherlock, and I’ll pick up a treat for you, too. And Cornwall, I won’t leave you out of the fun. Take care of Bizzy.” He dots me with one more kiss before taking off.

      “Come here,” I say, scooping Fish into my arms and dropping a kiss to her furry forehead. “We need to play nice today. We’re a team, remember? Let’s head to the inn. Cornwall, I hope you’ll join us. There’s nothing to do here at the cottage. And at least this way you’ll be with Fish and Sherlock.”

      Cornwall glares at me a moment. Fine. But don’t expect much of me. By nature I’m not in the best of moods, but now that someone has dared to hurt my human, I’m outright foul.

      Sherlock nods. At least he admits it.

      We pass the clearing on the way over, and I look out at the maze, the deflated bounce houses, and the empty hayride station. Sure, it’s early, but contrary to the cheery red sign blowing in the wind that reads Fall Fun Days at the Country Cottage Inn, it doesn’t look like much fun.

      I hate it when Georgie and Macy are right. I’ll have to beat them at their own game and come up with something to jazz things up.

      The double doors that lead to the inn have been festooned with glorious fall leaf wreaths. Pumpkins are scattered about. There are giant pots filled with rust-colored mums, and a scarecrow sits at the entry to greet the guests. Inside, the walls are lined with dark mahogany, the floors are a distressed shade of gray, and an expansive marble reception area sits right up front.

      Standing behind that reception area are two of my trusted employees, Grady Pennington, a dark-haired looker of Irish descent, and Nessa Crosby, a cute brunette who also happens to be related to my bestie. They’re both a couple of years out of college, and thankfully for me, they’ve decided to stay on at the inn.

      “Morning,” I say as both Fish and Cornwall hop up onto the reception counter.

      Sitting on it is a platter full of Emmie’s cinnamon roll cookies, and they beckon to me so I scoop a few up. I take a giant bite and let the cinnamon and sugary glaze work its magic in my mouth. I can’t help but moan.

      Both Grady and Nessa frown over at me.

      “Another day, another victim, Bizzy?” Grady asks with a blatant accusation buried in there.

      Nessa shakes her head as she scoops up Cornwall and cradles him. “Sometimes I think you do it just so you can get your hands on their cute pets.” She looks over at Grady. “Do you really think it’s a coincidence that each murder victim in Cider Cove over the last two years has left behind a furry little cutie?”

      Grady straightens at the thought.

      They’re both wearing their green vests with gold nametags attached. I’ve made a few sparse changes since taking over the inn but left the uniforms alone.

      He nods to Nessa. “I think it’s time you ditch Peanut.”

      “What?” I balk. “Don’t you even think about it, Nessa.” Peanut is an adorable little black and white pug mix that Nessa adopted after his owner was killed. “Besides, Nessa is the second owner,” I say to Grady. “She’s safe.” I think.

      “So you admit it,” a female voice growls from behind, and I turn to find Georgie pointing a crooked finger at me. And ensconcing her like a couple of bawdy bookends are Macy and a quirky brunette known as Juniper Moonbeam.

      Juniper Moonbeam, Juni, is Georgie’s daughter. She shares the same wily blue eyes but with less gray and less wrinkles. Juni was my father’s fourth or fourteenth wife. I have no clue. My mother divorced my father after she caught onto the fact he wasn’t so hot on monogamy. She raised my siblings and me, but Dad has always been a prominent part of our lives. In fact, as of Valentine’s Day, he took on yet another wife—Jasper’s mother. Thankfully, they’re still going strong. Should they ever blow apart, it’s going to get weird.

      “Who cares if she’s a killer?” Macy says, giving each cat and Sherlock Bones a quick scratch before snatching up a handful of cookies. “We have bigger fish to fry. It’s the first meeting of the official Fall Fun Days committee. We’ve got big plans, Bizzy. We’re going to have this place bumping and thumping like the hottest nightclub in all of Maine.”

      “Thank God,” Nessa huffs and I turn her way. “What? Someone had to do it.”

      Grady hikes his hands up as if he were staying out of it. As much as I agree with Nessa, I appreciate my paycheck. I’m just glad Bizzy’s got a sister who knows how to have a good time.

      Good grief.

      “Fine,” I say as I look to the three of them. “Let’s see what you come up with and I’ll give the final approval.”

      Macy shakes her head at Juni. “I don’t trust her.”

      “Me either,” Juni says. “Rumor has it, those cinnamon roll cookies are going fast. Let’s hit the café. I brought my big purse so we can fill up.”

      The two of them take off, and Georgie lingers behind.

      My phone chirps, and Georgie comes behind the counter and examines it with me.

      “It’s a text from Camila.” I make a face at the mention of my husband’s ex. Camila is still obsessed with Jasper—not that I can completely blame her. But what I can blame her for is the fact she connived her way into getting the position as the unit secretary of the homicide division. “A blonde has flown into town on her broomstick,” I read. “And she’s angling to steal our man.” I raise a brow at Georgie. “Our man?”

      Georgie shrugs. “It goes to show she has a modicum of respect for you. But only as far as other women are involved. Go on.”

      “What should we do about her?” I read that last bit of Camila’s text out loud. “I know exactly what to do.” I text right back.

      Lock her in Jasper’s office and let him have his way with her.

      “And by ‘way’, I mean interrogation.” I wink over at Georgie.

      My phone blows up in a series of spastic texts as Camila gets right to letting me know how she feels about shoving him off in another direction—a direction that doesn’t include her. But before I can get into a war of words with her, my mother, brother, and his very pregnant wife step into the inn.

      “Good morning,” Mom chirps. “Brennan offered to mind the shop for me, long enough to escape with these two.”

      “Good morning to you as well,” I say. “Mayor Woods.” I walk around the counter and attempt to give Mackenzie an embrace, but she ducks in an effort to evade it.

      “I’m here for breakfast.” She holds her beach ball of a belly. Mackenzie is beautiful with perennially tan skin, chestnut hair, and a commanding presence. She’s donned a burnt orange dress with a gold scarf and looks seasonably fashionable despite the fact she’s carrying an impressive front load.

      Good grief, what if she’s got more than one baby in there? Mackenzie isn’t maternal in the least. One baby will be challenging enough for her and my brother. Two might be cause for her to blow up the planet.

      Mackenzie is the mayor of Cider Cove. She comes from a long line of political leaders that have shepherded our small town, and now she’s taken the responsibility upon herself.

      I knew I shouldn’t have come here. She scowls at me with the thought. The last thing I need is Bizzy irritating me right into an early labor. Doesn’t she know I have things to do? And why is she smiling? Hasn’t anyone ever told her only idiots smile before noon?

      My smile turns into a grimace. Mackenzie may not realize I can read her mind, but she’s partially to blame for the fact I can do it.

      When we were younger, we were actually friends. Emmie, Mackenzie, and I were just about inseparable. Then when we hit thirteen, Mackenzie saw fit to dunk me in a barrel full of water at a Halloween party. And instead of bobbing for apples, I was bobbing for my next breath.

      Four things came from that day: my not-so-irrational fear of large bodies of water, my completely rational fear of confined spaces, my general distrust of Mackenzie Woods, and my eerie ability to pry into the minds of others. Fun fact: I recently discovered that my very own brother dared her to do the dunking deed way back when. I should have known he had a hand in the treachery. And it just goes to show when these two team up they can be darn-right lethal.

      Regardless, for a long time I knew very little about how or why I could listen in on people’s thoughts, but Leo Granger came into my life a couple years back and let me know that we’re something called transmundane, further classified as telesensual, meaning we can read minds. Apparently, there are an entire slew of supernatural abilities that fall under the telesensual umbrella, like having the ability to see the dead—as in ghosts, having visions, and even time travel. I think I got pretty lucky when it came to supernatural abilities. I’m not so keen on poltergeists, and I like living in the present, thank you very much.

      “Come here.” Huxley offers me an embrace, and I take in the scent of his cologne mixing with his new suit. Hux has black hair and blue eyes and looks every bit as handsome as our father without the compulsory need to entertain an entire gaggle of women despite the fact he’s married. Although, I wouldn’t go as far as saying happily married. “We were just taking Mom to breakfast. Care to join us?”

      “I’ll pass,” I say. “I’ve got to make sure the guests are okay after last night’s debacle.”

      “Suit yourself,” Mom says. “But if you blink, you’ll miss the news with these two. They up and moved to the bluffs last week, and this is the first I’m hearing of it.”

      “You moved?” I muse as I look to my brother.

      “We bought a house.” Mackenzie lifts her chin a notch.

      “Wow, that’s—well, congratulations,” I say. “Jasper and I would have helped you box up your things and lift the heavy loads. I really wish you would have called us.”

      Georgie shakes her head. “They probably hired movers. They make a fortune, so they could spend a fortune.”

      “Not true regarding the movers,” Hux says. Not true regarding the fortune either. “We didn’t take anything with us.”

      Mom juts her head forward. “What do you mean you didn’t take anything with you?”

      Mackenzie sighs. “I wanted to start fresh. I had all new furniture delivered. It’s a beach house. We needed to go beachy.” She pulls out her phone and taps it until the picture of a pristine living room pops up and my mother, Georgie, and I gasp in unison.

      The walls are white, the floors are white, the extra-large sectional is white, and dotted around the room are aqua blue accent pieces. And just past the bay window in the background, the Atlantic Ocean rears its head like a blue siren.

      “It’s beachy, all right,” I say. “Nice view.”

      Mom scoffs. “Mackenzie, you’re going to have to invest in sofa covers. You do realize that my son lives with you—and you’re going to have a baby?”

      Mackenzie drops her phone back into her purse. “I’ve trained Hux well, and Hux is perfectly capable of training the baby. No to the tacky sofa covers. I’ll take my chances.”

      “Same thing you said when you married this guy.” Georgie nudges her head toward Hux. “Have fun with breakfast. Soon you’ll have a permanent guest at the table.”

      “Not my table.” Mack is quick to contest the presence of her child. “Hux and I will line up a top-notch au pair.”

      Hux nods. “After my paternity leave. I’ll be taking care of the baby for the first eight weeks.”

      Mackenzie dots his nose with her finger. “And I’ll be heading right back to work as soon as I give this creature the boot. Fall is the kick-off to Cider Cove’s busiest season. And I’ve got big plans for Halloween. All of Cider Cove is going to participate. We need to become the seasonal it place. We can’t keep letting Bar Harbor, Portland, and Kennebunkport steal our limelight. We need a shtick—a reason to send the tourists flocking our way. I’m determined to put Cider Cove on the map as the haunted hot spot. That’s exactly why I’m considering changing the town’s name to Spider Cove for the month of October.”

      Both Georgie and I moan in unison.

      Sherlock barks and Fish yowls.

      And a handful of guests all turn this way and shudder.

      “People generally don’t like spiders, Mack,” I tell her as gently as I can.

      “People generally don’t like me either, but that hasn’t stopped me from existing.” She snatches up a handful of Emmie’s cookies, and just like that, the platter is depleted. “I’ll meet you both in the café.”

      She takes off, and my mother pulls Huxley in.

      “I’ve got a party I’m hosting for her. We need to pinpoint a time. And I need to make sure your wife stays put for the duration of it. My friends have spent some serious money.”

      Hux looks green around the gills. “Mom, we told you we didn’t need anything for the baby.”

      “Do you have anything at all for the baby?”

      Hux slaps the back of his neck, a maneuver he resorts to when he’s up against a wall.

      “Not quite, but Mackenzie thinks the baby should be a minimalist.”

      Georgie gives a throaty laugh. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

      Mom nods. “The only minimal thing in the equation will be your sanity. We’ll see you two later.”

      They take off, and Georgie pulls me to the side. “So where are we headed off to this afternoon, Biz? I’ve got the day off and a killer burning a hole in my pocket. Am I about to get lucky? Or am I about to get lucky?”

      I purse my lips. “Jasper doesn’t want me questioning anyone without him.”

      Fish mewls as she stands to her feet, Don’t you let him tell you what to do.

      “The feisty feline is right,” Georgie says, and I squint at the woman because Georgie doesn’t share my telesensual abilities. She tosses a piece of bacon to Sherlock from her pocket. “Who’s up at bat, kiddo?”

      “I’ve got four suspects I’m looking at,” I whisper. “Orla Thaxton, the redhead with the food truck and the podcast. Heath Russell, Jasper’s friend from college. Goldie Blaze, the blonde that’s trying to accost Jasper at the moment while simultaneously stealing Camila’s sanity. And Rufus Grain, the looker who Macy is trying to land.”

      “Trying to land?” Georgie chuckles. “Try landed. That girl doesn’t waste any time.”

      “What? She doesn’t even know the guy. She’s going to get herself killed one day.”

      “Easy come, easy go.” She shrugs. “Since he’s still hot off Macy’s press, I say let him cool his jets a moment. Blondie is with the hubs, and Heath might be better with Jasper along for the ride, too. That only leaves us with one suspect, and she happens to be my favorite fun gal, Orlay O.”

      “Orla,” I correct. “And Jasper said—”

      Georgie holds up a finger. “The Thrills and Chills food truck is currently at the Montgomerys’ farm. They’re hosting Fall Y’all Country Days. And wouldn’t you know it? That’s the very place the Fun Days’ committee was about to head to next to scope out the competition. What do you say, Bizzy? Are you coming with us to this carnival of fun? Or are you sitting this one out while a killer runs loose?”

      I’m coming along. Sherlock barks.

      Me, too, Fish shrills.

      Cornwall lifts his head and offers a bored glance our way. What the heck. His shoulders hike up a notch as he acquiesces.

      I tip my head back and examine Georgie through slotted lids.

      Something tells me I’m about to go back on my word to Jasper and have a little fun doing it, too.
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      I only feel mildly terrible about driving over to the Montgomerys’ farm.

      To Georgie’s point, I need to scope out the competition. And the fact that the food truck Orla and her husband own happens to be parked smack in the middle of the melee is simply a happy accident—of sorts.

      I snap a picture of it and send it to Jasper lest my guilty conscience bore a hole right through to my soul. If I’m going to go back on my word, I may as well do so out in the open.

      The Montgomerys’ farm is located not too far from the inn, and they have everything from apple orchards to pumpkin patches. A giant sign is hung over the arched entry that reads Welcome to the Fall Y’all Country Days!

      Swarms of people crowd the grounds as Georgie, Juni, Macy, and I tread our way into the depths of humanity. Of course, I’ve brought Sherlock Bones, Fish, and Cornwall. Georgie is holding Sherlock on a leash, and I’ve got both Fish and Cornwall tucked in a carrier strapped to my chest. It just happens to be a wonky quilt carrier from Two Old Broads, and it’s so comfy it feels like a big pillow lying over me. It’s made up of scraps of the most colorful floral prints, and I get compliments on it wherever I go.

      Macy’s furry Samoyed, Candy, is here, too, and blissfully leading the charge.

      A giant sign up ahead advertises, Southern Comfort playing live! And sure enough, the twang of a guitar and someone crooning into a microphone echoes from a distance. Live giant ducks and geese are wandering the grounds, games are set up throughout the midway, they’ve got twice the number of bounce houses than I do, and they have a true blue corn maze that you can get lost in for days. They’ve even got a mechanical bull whipping every which way in a makeshift corral—and there’s a line around the booth just to ride him. But perhaps the most tantalizing aspect of the festivities is the scent of tangy barbeque wafting through the air, along with the scent of fresh grilled corn and the scent of something sugary and sweet layered in there, too.

      “Food,” Georgie groans the word out like a zombie.

      “F-oood”—Sherlock vocalizes and manages to turn heads of those in the vicinity.

      “Step right up and see the talking dog!” Georgie calls out. “For twenty bucks a pop, we can get him to say anything you want.”

      “Would you stop?” I pull her back a notch. “We’re not here to attract attention to ourselves, or turn a buck.”

      “She’s right,” Macy says, squinting out at the crowd. “We’re here to gather intel, steal their ideas, then head back to that boring B&B and turn a buck there.”

      “It’s an inn,” I mutter.

      Juni begins to sway to the music. She’s donned a short skirt and an even shorter top. She’s paired the look with open-toe sandals while the rest of us are swaddled in jackets.

      “Juni, aren’t you freezing?” I ask.

      “Nah. I broke my internal thermometer about a year ago and keep turning into a furnace every fifteen minutes. I figure it’s easier to walk around half-dressed than doing a strip-tease at regular intervals.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got hot flashes.” Macy nods her way.

      “Power surges,” Georgie says, holding up a finger.

      “I can’t wait until I have hot flashes.” Macy gives a wistful tick of her head. “No more flannels and jeans in the fall. No more pea coats in the winter. I’ll be the girl in the tight red dress that the boys won’t be able to take their eyes off of, and I’ll get all the attention to myself. I’ll be living the dream.”

      I run my eyes up and down her tight red dress and shoot her a look.

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” I tell her. “But you’re already living the dream.”

      Her expression sours. “It’s just like you, Bizzy, to try to burst my bubble.” She glances down, and her head inches back. “Hey, you’re right. All I need now is to sell my shop, retire where it’s warm—and sip margaritas all day long.”

      Candy turns and barks over at her. Don’t forget me.

      “Don’t you worry, Princess.” Macy is quick to pull Candy close and give her a scratch. “There’s no way I’m leaving you behind.” A woman painting butterflies onto a little girl’s cheek snags her attention. “We should do something like that at our fun fest—but better.”

      Juni claps her hands hard. “I’ve got a friend who does tattoos out of the back of his Buick. I bet he’d be excited to come down and participate at our Fall Y’all Country shindig.”

      “Ooh, good idea.” Macy snaps her fingers. “We’ll steal their name, too. I like it much better than that bore fest Bizzy thought up.”

      Georgie leans in. “I’m with her on that.”

      “Hey,” I say, but Macy waves me off.

      “Not now. She pulls out her lipstick and applies it blindly—and flawlessly might I add. “I’m heading over to make out with someone from the band. Juni, you’d better text Jordy and tell him to hook up some electrical and build a stage. We’re going to need a bigger boat.” She and Candy dart off before I can stop them.

      “We are not going to need a bigger boat,” I say. “I didn’t come here to steal from the Montgomerys. They’re my friends.”

      My phone bleats, and I pull it out. It’s a text from Jasper.

      Are you trying to steal my suspect?

      Georgie squints down at it before bucking with laughter. “I think the universe is onto you, Bizzy.”

      Juni smacks her mother on the arm. “And I’m onto that.” She points over to a booth where they’re giving out giant pink and blue hippos the size of my car as prizes. “I’ve got to win me one, Mama.”

      “Those are darling,” I say.

      Fish sits up straight and yowls, And where are you going to put that beast? It was bad enough when you brought Sherlock home. I’m afraid I’m going to have to put my paw down this time.

      Cornwall sits up a notch as he inspects the carnage himself. I’m afraid I’m going to have to put my paw down, too, and I don’t technically live with you. A beast like that should be put in a cage.

      Sherlock barks and dances. I say go ahead and give it a shot, Bizzy. And if you win it, you can give it to Hux and Mackenzie.

      “Hey, that’s a great idea,” I say, and Juni turns my way.

      “I’ve got ’em coming and going,” she says. “Now let’s get over there and win us a couple of bears.”

      I’m about to agree to it when the crowd to my left parts, and just past them I spot a mustard yellow food truck with a rowdy redhead working the bullhorn—the exact rowdy redhead I was hoping to see here today.

      “I’ll catch up with you, Juni,” I tell her. “I see my mark.”

      “I’d better go with her,” Georgie says, linking her arm to mine. “I’m starting a steady diet of four Piper Peppers a day, and I’ve only had one for breakfast so far. I bet they’ve got more than a few in that fancy food truck.”

      I shake my head at her. “Georgie, if you keep that up, you’re going to turn into a frozen pillar of sugar.”

      “That’s how the boys like me, Biz. Frosty and sticky sweet.”

      I know better than to argue with her.

      We split ways with Juni, and my phone bleats again.

      It’s him again, isn’t it? Fish says with a sharp meow. Don’t respond, Bizzy. You’re a free woman. I see Orla now. And how about that? She’s looking right at you.

      Cornwall lands his paws outside of my wonky quilt carrier to inspect this for himself. Oh, it’s just her.

      “You know her?” I whisper even though I don’t have to at this point.

      Forrest ranted about her a few times. He said she was a real go-getter. She sued her high school while she was a student—acted as her own attorney and everything. I don’t know what came of it or why she did it. His orange ear twitches as if he were trying to shoo a fly. Forrest said something about her marrying a famous country star. She was the other woman in a scandalous affair. She and Forrest weren’t very fond of one another. In fact, the last time she was visiting, she used the words I hate you.

      My mouth falls open.

      My phone bleats again, and I glance at it. Jasper again.

      All right. You win. I tracked down the food truck. It seems my detective skills are best utilized tracking down my wife these days. On my way. Save some cider for me. Get ready to have a little anniversary fun. Remember, the rules are, there are no rules.

      A tiny laugh bubbles in me. That’s one rule I can get behind. I hit send and walk blindly into a body.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry!” I say, jumping backward to see a friendly brunette about my age with a warm smile and laughing eyes. “Melissa!” It’s Melissa Montgomery, one-half owner of the very farm my feet are planted on. Melissa and I have been friends forever.

      “Well, if it isn’t Bizzy Baker Wilder.” She laughs. “Out scoping the competition, are we?”

      “Oh no.” I shake my head furtively. “I was just—food truck,” I say, pointing past her because evidently I’ve spent all of my coherent words today. I’d feel terrible if Melissa thought I was truly here to swipe all of her good ideas. I would never do that.

      She laughs all that much harder. “I’m off to man a game of cornhole. Make yourself at home, Bizzy. You’re always welcome here. Just don’t burn anything down.” She gives a hard wink.

      Last month, Georgie and Macy had a bit of a flammable mishap during the big end-of-summer bash that was held in the barn, right here on the grounds. The night ended sooner than expected when the barn burned to cinder. It was horrible. I felt horrible for bringing Georgie and Macy to begin with. And I can promise Melissa not a single hair on this place will be singed from our visit. I hope.

      She darts off just as Orla waves us over.

      “If it isn’t Georgie Porgie pudding and pie—and her little dog, too!” Orla’s crimson locks are up in a couple of pigtails. She’s wearing a red checkered blouse tied off at the waist and holey jeans to complete her adorable country bumpkin’ look. “Can I give him a treat?”

      “You sure can,” Georgie answers for me.

      We watch as Orla grabs a bagel off the counter. Next to it is a small sign that reads our credit card machine is broken today! Sorry, cash only.

      Orla tosses the bagel to Sherlock, and he catches it midair.

      Both Fish and Cornwall mewl at the sight. I’m thinking they were more impressed by the aerial feat than they were begging for a bagel of their own.

      “Gee whiz,” Orla marvels as she steps my way. “Is that you, my sweet little cornball?” She wastes no time plucking him right out of my carrier. “Aww.” She rubs his face against her cheek. “And to think I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Would you stop? Cornwall does his best to deflect her efforts, but she proves tenacious. She even peppers him with kisses. Oh, for goodness’ sake. He sighs. The nice thing about Forrest was that he cared very little to jostle me around in the name of affection.

      Orla holds him out. “I bet Forrest never showed you a single ounce of affection,” she says in her best baby voice.

      If she licks me, I’m going to leave a permanent mark, he says, extending his needle-sharp claws.

      “Easy, kid,” Georgie says as she rubs Cornwall’s belly. “You play nice and I’ll go fishing in the walk-in refrigerator at the Country Cottage Café. I hear they’ve got lobster on the menu now.”

      Orla sucks in a quick breath as she looks at me. “Is that you, Bizzy? I hardly recognize you in broad daylight. But then, last night was pretty awful. As soon as I got home, I had my husband pour me a martini, and I went straight to bed, hoping to forget the entire fiasco.” It was champagne, and Clifford and I celebrated until two in the morning before we both passed out, but there are some details best left to ourselves.

      “It’s me.” I force a smile to come and go after hearing her curious thoughts. “We were just checking out the fair.”

      “The competition,” Georgie corrects. “We’re stealing the band, the hippos, and the tattoo artist they don’t have. You want to run with the cool kids, Toots? I’ll let you charge the staff full price for lunches as long as you give it to me for free.”

      Orla’s entire body shakes when she laughs, and Cornwall vibrates up and down right along with her. “It’s a lucrative offer, but I’m afraid I’ll have to pass. I have a standing contract with the Montgomerys. I’m afraid I’m cemented right here through Christmas.”

      “That is a good gig,” I tell her. “And I’m not here to steal. I’m just here to question”—my lips close in an effort to keep from outing myself—“whether or not I should try to win that giant stuffed hippo for my sister-in-law. She’s having a baby.”

      “Oh, you should do it.” Orla honks out a laugh. “I have a sister-in-law I can’t stand, and I’m forever giving her all sorts of obnoxious gifts. The more garish it is, the more I love it for her. She spreads so much misery all year round, I figure on Christmas and her birthday, I can give a little of it back.”

      “I might try my hand at winning the thing.” I laugh. “The look on her face would be priceless.”

      Georgie sniffs the air as something warm and sweet wafts on by.

      “What am I missing out on?” she drags the words out as if she were hypnotized.

      “That’s a glazed donut grilled cheese sandwich made with Gouda.” Orla points to the service window as an entire box of the sweet yet savory treats is passed to a mom with five hungry kids surrounding her.

      “Glazed donut sandwiches.” Georgie moans and drools at the sight. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to serve Piper Pepper, would you?”

      “What else would you wash it down with?” Orla laughs. “Hey, Cliffy”—she howls at the handsome gentleman with busy brows working the window. “Drum up a couple of heart attacks on a choke hole. And throw in a couple of Piper Peppers, too.”

      “Coming right up,” he shouts back, ducking back inside the yellow wagon.

      Orla shrugs my way. “We’ve got shorthand for all the food here.”

      Wonderful.

      I can’t wait to take a bite out of my heart attack on a choke hole.

      Orla looks my way. “So when should we get together and do the podcast? We can do it over the phone. I record the whole thing and edit it before it goes live. I can’t wait to tell my listeners all about your haunted hotel.”

      “It’s not haunted,” I’m quick to tell her.

      “Then you’ve got a serial killer loose on the grounds,” she insists.

      “No, not that.” A half-hearted chuckle strums from me. “We’ve just had a bit of misfortune, that’s all.”

      “The misfortune mansion.” She nods. “I think that’s what I’ll title the episode.”

      I wince just as Fish mewls, This is going from bad to worse, Bizzy. Jasper is right. We should let him handle the investigations from here on out. If you keep poking around, we might lose all business at the inn.

      She’s not wrong.

      “Orla”—I lean in— “can I ask how you and Forrest knew each other?”

      Her shoulders hike a notch. “The writing community in our neck of Maine is pretty small. Even smaller when you splice it down to the thriller genre. He was a good writer. Paranoid, but he could be a good guy when he wanted.” Ironically, he never wanted to be one, she thinks to herself as she coos right at Cornwall. “Anyway, I can’t believe someone offed him like that.” A shot to the heart. It was almost poetic.

      “Come get your food, Orla!” the man shouts from the service counter, and she giggles to herself as if it was the cutest thing.

      “You should see the way that man talks to me in the bedroom. Food, music, and cheap thrills are his three passions.” She winks as she disappears for a second before returning with a bag for Georgie and me, along with our drinks.

      “Ooh, thank you,” I say, taking it from her before she drops Cornwall. I take a sip of the Piper Pepper and moan. “It’s been a long time.”

      “It’s going to be longer,” Georgie says as she snatches the cup right out of my hands. “Sorry, kid, but I’m short my quota today, and every free drink counts when you’re living on a budget.”

      “Fine by me,” I say, pulling out our glazed grilled cheese wonders and handing one to Georgie. “Oh, Orla,” I moan. “These look amazing.”

      Georgie takes a bite so big she’s finished half her sandwich. “Mnabada,” she moans through a bite.

      “What’s that?” Orla asks.

      “We’re stealing this,” Georgie shouts. “We’re going to make a fortune, Bizzy. And its name is Choke a Donut Down Your Heart.”

      Orla chuckles. “You’re close. And I’ll let you have this idea free of charge. Just stay away from my famed deep-fried apple pie and ice cream. That’s a deep-fried sin with a cherry on top.”

      “So why’d you do it?” Georgie narrows her eyes on the woman.

      And here we go, Fish says, sinking into the carrier until she’s no longer visible.

      Sherlock barks. Bizzy, you should know better than to give Georgie a steady diet of caffeine and sugar. She’s going to have every killer in Maine after you before sunset.

      He’s not wrong.

      I’m about to interject just as Orla scoffs at her.

      “Shoot Forrest?” She slaps her knee as if the idea was hilarious. “I didn’t kill that man, but oh, how I wish I did. I would have done it the exact same way, too.” And how I relished looking into his lifeless eyes once he hit the ground.

      A confession!

      My adrenaline kicks in, and suddenly I have the urge to call Jasper, but he’s probably well on his way here.

      “So if not you, who did it, Red?” Georgie continues to prod the woman. And I’m not complaining about it. I’m too gobsmacked to add anything of value to the conversation.

      “That’s easy.” Orla takes a breath. “I think it was Heath Russell.”

      Heath? Cornwall spikes up in her arms. Come to think of it, Forrest didn’t care much for him either.

      I get the feeling Forrest didn’t care for anybody, and nobody cared for him either. With the exception of his adoring fans, of course.

      “Heath Russell?” I parrot. That’s Jasper’s friend. Why would Heath kill anyone that night knowing that his old pal the homicide detective was prowling the grounds? That he essentially owns the grounds. It doesn’t make sense.

      She nods. “Heath and Forrest used to be the best of friends. And then something happened. If one were going to attend a writing retreat, then the other would make an excuse not to show up and vice versa. Whatever it was, it was bad. I saw them almost come to blows about six months ago at a convention just like the one you hosted yesterday. I was about to call the cops myself, but they both took off their separate ways. Last night was the first time I’ve seen them in the same airspace. To be honest, my mind went straight to Heath when I heard there was a murder. And that’s before I knew it was Forrest who was the victim.”

      She bites down over her lip. I threw in that last part for good measure. But the rest is the truth. Heath and Forrest despised one another.

      Georgie gasps. “Sounds to me as if good old Heath has got a deadly little secret. We got to find out what they were fighting over.”

      Orla shakes her head. “Beats me. All I know is that Forrest and Heath used to pal around. Mostly before Forrest’s wife passed about a year ago. Forrest hasn’t been the same since. I guess that sort of trauma can really take its toll on a person.”

      Fish mewls, That explains a lot. Of course Forrest was crabby. He just suffered a great loss.

      Cornwall yodels, It was true. Forrest was quite shaken up for days. I thought that would be the end of him, too.

      “Well, that’s certainly understandable.” I sigh. “The tension between them still seems strange.”

      Georgie nods. “I smell a secret lingering in the air, loud and proud as Limburger cheese.” She blinks over at me. “We should consider making these with Limburger.”

      “No,” both Orla and I say in unison.

      Orla gives a nervous laugh. So Georgie thinks she can smell a stinky secret, huh? Well, the old girl is right. Not only is she a hoot, she’s too smart for her britches. Heath might have a secret, but I can promise these ladies it’s nowhere near as dangerous as mine.

      My lips part, but Orla hands Cornwall to me before I can say anything.

      “Come back for free refills of Piper Pepper anytime you want, Georgie. You, too, Bizzy. I’d better get back to drawing in the crowds. I like to help out when I can.” She puts the bullhorn to her lips and gets right back to work.

      A warm, strong arm wraps itself around my waist, and I turn to take in Jasper’s spiced cologne.

      “Whoever this stranger is, I’m taking him home, Georgie,” I tell her. “Do me a favor and don’t tell my husband.”

      “I never do, Toots.” She winks up at him. “Come on, kids. Let’s win one large obnoxious hippo.” She takes off, and I spin into Jasper Wilder’s arms. “Win me a hippo and see where that gets you.”

      His brows pinch in the middle. “That sounds like a threat.”

      “One I’m willing to make good on.”

      “It’s a deal.” Jasper and I take the cats and Sherlock down to the midway and Jasper shells out over forty bucks before he scores a large hot pink very obnoxious, yet very adorable hippo. “You might need a Kevlar vest when you hand this over to Mackenzie.”

      “I’ll have you with me,” I say.

      “I’m not that brave.”

      “Very funny.” I give his ribs a pinch. “I think we should name her Sally,” I say as I inspect the goofy cutie with a toothy grin.

      “Sally is about to make a splash in your brother’s life and he doesn’t even know it.”

      “He’ll love her. He has an unnatural attraction to maneaters.”

      Riotous laughter breaks out to our left, and we crane our necks past the giant hippo to see a gray-haired woman in a lime green kaftan riding the mechanical bull.

      “Oh my word, that’s Georgie!” We trot that way, waddling with the hippo between us, and watch in horror as Georgie hangs on for dear life and keeps hitching her thumb in the air for the bull to go faster.

      That mechanical menace whirls and twirls so fast a part flies from it, and the bull stops cold as steam emits from the back of it. Georgie catapults right off the back, right out of the booth, and lands smack in a gathering of ducks.

      A horrific scream comes from the crowd—and from me—but in a moment of triumph, Georgie trots off on the back of a goose, no worse for wear.

      The crowd goes wild with laughter as Georgie rides toward the apple orchard on the back of her knight with shiny webbed feet.

      I sigh at the sight. “As long as the Montgomerys don’t sue us, I’ll consider it a win.”

      “So what did you learn from our suspect?” Jasper says as he holds me close, or at least as close as our new friend the hot pink hippo will allow.

      “Let’s head back home and I’ll fill you in on everything over a cup of hot apple cider—and maybe a few of Emmie’s cinnamon roll cookies.”

      And Fancy Beast, Fish mewls with a smile. I’m not above negotiating myself.

      Neither am I, Cornwall mewls. You never know what you might get out of me in exchange for my very own can of Fancy Beast. It’s what Forrest always fed me.

      And I’d like bacon. Sherlock gives a soft woof. Oodles and oodles of bacon.

      “They’re playing hardball.” I give Jasper a quick peck.

      “They’ve learned from the best.”

      He gives a peck right back and lingers.

      Jasper and I are about to play hardball with the killer.

      And our track record tells me we’re going to win.
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      Jasper and I decided to pick up takeout from Wok n’ Roll and even stopped by the local bakery and picked up a box of apple cider donuts.

      “I feel like I’m cheating on Emmie,” I say as Jasper and I pull into the long driveway that leads to the inn. Since I drove out with Macy, I was able to drive back with Jasper, and every moment with my handsome hubby felt like a date.

      The parking lot at the inn is swarming with cars, and people, and more cars.

      “What in the heck?” My mouth falls open in disbelief.

      “Looks like Fall Fun Days at the Inn is really bringing in the crowd.”

      The sound of music and boisterous laughter vibrates through the windows.

      “A rowdy crowd,” I say as Jasper pulls into the driveway in front of our cottage.

      We both jump out, as do Fish, Cornwall, and Sherlock.

      The music is thumping, shrill screams go off intermittently, although they sound far more joyous than they do terrified, and the thick scent of barbeque permeates the air.

      Jasper lets out a hard groan. “Do barbeque ribs go with Chinese? Never mind, I don’t care. I’m an equal opportunity eater. My stomach is clawing at me for both.”

      “Mine, too,” I say with a touch of defeat. “Let’s head to the clearing and see what’s going on.”

      Fish runs up ahead, and I can hear her laughing. You’re going to blow a gasket, Bizzy!

      Cornwall belts out a loud meow. Forrest lived for places like this. He said he liked to let the monster in him loose now and again.

      Wonderful.

      Sherlock tracks back this way and barks. Hurry up! He jumps into the air. Where there’s barbeque, there’s good eats falling to the floor. I don’t want to miss a morsel.

      Jasper and I speed over to the clearing, only to find the cheery red sign I had installed replaced with a large black banner that reads Fall Y’all Country Cottage Days.

      “Oh no,” I moan as I look out at the field that was barren this afternoon save for the maze.

      There’s a makeshift stage toward the back of the clearing with a giant sign above the stage that reads welcome our brand new band—Southern Comfort.

      Swarms of bodies have infiltrated the field, and they each have a red Solo cup in hand with who knows what inside. People are laughing, dancing, and having an all-around good time. The maze has a line at least two dozen people deep to get into it, and the hayride receptacle is brimming as well.

      The booth where we were selling cinnamon roll cookies and hot apple cider now has a barbeque sitting next to it while one of the chefs from the kitchen grills his heart out, much to the approval of the hungry herd before him.

      “What’s going on?” Jasper glares at the menace before us.

      “I don’t know,” I say as the cats and Sherlock run off into the pasture. “But look at that.” I point over to the left where at least a dozen brick fire pits are dotted around the area with folding chairs surrounding them as people enjoy themselves in the company of their friends while watching the band. “Jasper, Southern Comfort is the same band that was at the Montgomerys’ farm when we left. And that new sign? We’ve stolen their name. Why do I get the feeling the Montgomerys are going to be very unhappy with us?”

      “Just you.” He winks over at me, and I swat him. “Here comes Jordy. I’m sure he can explain everything. Or in the least try.”

      Jordy Crosby is my aforementioned husband of less than a day, Emmie’s brother, and groundskeeper extraordinaire.

      “Having fun yet?” he asks with an edge to his voice as if he’s having anything but. Jordy has dark hair and blue eyes and is a playboy through and through. I’m surprised my sister hasn’t attacked him yet. She’s certainly had her eye on him a time or two. So has Jasper’s ex, Camila.

      “What’s happening?” I ask. “And how did it happen so quickly? Why did it happen?”

      Macy trots up. “Not without me,” she sings, still in her scorching hot red dress.

      Jordy hitches his thumb in her direction. “You’re going to love this.” He frowns her way, assuring me I won’t.

      “We did it!” Macy pumps a fist into the air. “I threw a little money at the band. Stopped by the print shop on my way over, too.” She motions to the new sign. “And I had Jordy pull out a spare barbeque and a few fire pits from storage.”

      “What about the stage?” Jasper asks.

      Jordy shakes his head. “The band whipped that out faster than I could pull out my toolbox.

      “Oh”—Macy snaps her fingers—“before I forget, Georgie is wasted off Piper Pepper. You should see her body slamming on the dance floor. I hope she doesn’t break a hip—and by that, I mean someone else’s hip. Jordy helped Mom set up a kiosk near the hayride, and their wonky quilts are selling out faster than you can say silver-haired sucker. Oh, and Juni is still working on getting her tattoo artist friend to show up. But we all know how flighty Juni can be. We can’t expect much from her.”

      “Macy”—I growl out her name—“are you insane? I can’t afford a band.”

      The wonky quilt kiosk is the only thing I approve of in the situation.

      “Sure you can. Your credit card went through just fine. We’re all paid up until the end of the month.” She leans in. “We gave them double what the Montgomerys were offering. They were happy to hop on over.”

      “My credit card?”

      She scoffs. “It’s your inn, Bizzy. I’m just a simple working girl. I could never afford all this. But don’t worry, the band will practically pay itself off.”

      Jordy shakes his head. “The food is being blown out at cost, and we’re not charging an entry fee. You’re not making a dime, Bizzy.”

      A horrific wheezing sound comes from me as I reach to wrap my hands around my sister’s neck.

      But before I can get the pleasure, Jasper navigates me to the hard left.

      “Hold off on the homicide. Leo and Emmie are seated around a fire pit, and look, they’ve got a few seats open,” he says. “Let’s crash their party.”

      Leo has a thick leather jacket over his tan deputy uniform, and Emmie looks cozy wrapped in a red and black plaid jacket, jeans, and long suede boots. The sun is just starting to go down, and the fires glow brighter by the minute.

      “You are a genius, Bizzy Baker Wilder! This is the best party ever.” Emmie springs out of her seat and offers me a strangulating hug before looking down at the pink box in my hand. “Did you stop by a bakery?” She sucks in a quick breath as she looks right at me. “I can’t believe you’re cheating on me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “It was Jasper’s fault, mostly.”

      “I’ll take one for the team.” He winks.

      “We picked up takeout,” I say, handing everyone a small takeout box and a fork as we take a seat. “And the bakery was next door.” I land the box of donuts on a small aluminum table set out before them, right next to Emmie’s scrumptious cinnamon roll cookies.

      “Don’t worry,” Leo says. “Jasper is a cop. He’s got donuts in his blood. As do I.” He pats his belly.

      “They’re apple cider cake donuts,” I say to Emmie. “Just like the ones you made last year. And I really miss them.”

      “Then I’ll add them to the menu,” she says as we pull out paper plates and quickly load up on all the delicious offerings from Wok n’ Roll.

      Fish, Cornwall, and Sherlock Bones run this way, and on their tails are Cinnamon and Gatsby, Emmie and Leo’s dogs. Cinnamon is an aptly named labradoodle with curly fur the color her name suggests, and Gatsby is a gorgeous golden retriever.

      We found ribs! Sherlock barks.

      And bacon. Gatsby joins in, just as elated by the prospect of salted meat.

      Cinnamon woofs. And more ribs.

      “They got their paws on some delicious ribs,” I translate for the non-telesensual among us.

      Leo moans as he gives Gatsby a hearty scratch on the head. “And how did you accomplish this meaty feat?”

      Fish mewls as she hops my way, They stole it off the back of the grill and ran like the dickens.

      Cornwall yodels, That woman, Georgie, was there and she practically orchestrated the entire heist.

      “I’m not surprised to hear it,” I say before relaying the info to Emmie and Jasper.

      Fish nods. That was after Georgie tossed a chicken thigh to both Cornwall and me.

      “Chicken?” The word comes out curt. “Fish, you know the rules. No eating chicken on the bone. You could choke to death. I’m shocked Georgie gave it to you.”

      Fish hops into my lap and pats me over the chest with her paw. You’re being silly. I’m perfectly fi—fi—faaaah! She flops out of my lap and lands on the ground, twitching and gagging.

      “Oh my goodness, she’s choking!” I howl. And just as I’m about to scoop her up and perform the Heimlich maneuver on her, she springs to her feet and laughs herself silly. “You little sneak!” I shout with relief. “That was not funny.”

      Cornwall casts those glowing green eyes my way. Georgie instructed her to do it if you gave her any flak for eating chicken off the bone. She also wanted us to tell you that she supervised the entire event.

      “That makes me feel a million times better.” Each word drips with sarcasm. “Cornwall, do you think you’re ready to talk about the case? If there’s anything you know at all that can help bring Forrest’s killer to justice, we could really use your help,” I tell him as the dogs run lazily around our small circle.

      Fire away. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. I want to apprehend the killer just as much as you do. And more.

      I believe him, too.

      I look over at Jasper. “He’s willing to help. He says he’ll answer any question you can think of.”

      Jasper sighs as he looks pensively at Cornwall. In a lot of ways, it’s the sign of a man who realizes he’s about to interrogate a cat.

      “Cornwall,” Jasper starts. “I think it’s fair to say you might have been the closest to Forrest. Did he have a falling-out with anyone lately?”

      Cornwall gives a slight growl. Forrest used to say he never met an argument he didn’t like. He seemed to like to engage in a ruckus with just about everyone. Everyone but me, that is.

      “Lucky you,” I say as I let Jasper and Emmie know what he just said. “Anyone specific?” I ask the orange cutie as he warms his back to the flames.

      Let’s see, there was that argument with Orla I told you about earlier, in which she said she hated him. Then there was Heath—they did like to get into it. But I hadn’t seen Heath in quite some time. There’s Rufus—he said something to Forrest the other night. He said the words, I have my suspicions. And then he said, I’d watch my back if I were you. And then there’s Goldie. He groans as if he’s had enough of her.

      I’ve had enough of her, too, and I’ve spent less than twenty minutes tops with the blonde bombshell.

      Leo translates, and we think on everything he’s said.

      “I wonder why Orla hated Forrest?” I turn to Jasper. “It’s like I was telling you in the car, she suggested that Heath might have a secret, but that she could promise us that it was nowhere near as dangerous as hers.”

      “Wow,” Emmie says, moving on to the donuts. “So who did she point the finger at?”

      “Heath Russell,” I say. “Jasper’s college buddy.”

      Leo nods. “I knew him, too. Great guy.”

      “Says you.” I nod over at him. “Orla seems to think Heath had it out for Forrest enough to kill him.”

      “Sounds like we get to talk to Heath.” Emmie passes the donut box my way, and I snatch one up.

      Leo gives a long blink. “All right, Jasper. These girls are determined to join us. How are we going to make this work?”

      “I’ll find a way.” Jasper snaps up a cinnamon roll cookie off the platter next to him. “Keep your schedules open.”

      Leo reaches over and rubs Emmie’s back. “How about we grab some cider and finish the evening with a hayride? We’ll leave the cats in charge of the menagerie.”

      Cornwall glowers at us. I don’t care much what the dogs are up to.

      Me either, Fish says as she jumps off my lap and rubs up against Cornwall’s body. Oh, fine. I’ll babysit the trio of terror. You kids go off and have fun. I’ll make sure they keep out of trouble.

      Jasper, Leo, Emmie, and I head over and pick up some hot apple cider before trekking over and hopping onto a flatbed lined with bales of hay as a tractor hauls us along the periphery of the clearing.

      I snuggle up in Jasper’s arms as we watch the scenery drift by. In the distance, the inn looks like a magical dollhouse with its orange twinkle lights strung across the eaves. The brilliant autumn leaves and crisp breeze lets us know there’s no turning back. Summer is over, and it will only get colder from here. Just like there’s no turning back for whoever killed Forrest Blankenship.

      I reach up and give the dark scruff on Jasper’s cheeks a quick scratch.

      “I hope we’ll get to talk to Heath tomorrow.”

      He chuckles through a frown. “You can’t stop thinking about it.”

      “And you can?”

      He shakes his head as he strengthens his hold on me. “That’s why we’re such a good fit.”

      “Happy almost anniversary.” I bite down on a smile as I take in those mesmerizing pale eyes of his. “I love you like crazy.”

      “I’m pretty crazy about you, too.” He takes a playful bite out of my neck. “How about when this roll in the hay comes to an end, we steal one of these blankets and take a private roll in the hay?”

      “You know it’s not really stealing, considering the fact we’ve already paid for the blanket.”

      He quirks a brow. “And we paid for the hay. It’s our duty to test it out for our guests.”

      A laugh bubbles from me. “You know I’ll do anything to make sure my guests are comfortable.”

      The hayride comes to an end, and Jasper steals a blanket, steals me away toward the back of the clearing where there are mounds of straw just waiting to be tested.

      And just like that, Jasper and I get our roll in the hay.

      The rules are, there are no rules.

      Except when it comes to a first-degree felony murder conviction.

      There are plenty of rules regarding a homicide.

      And Jasper and I are going to work together to make sure the killer understands each and every one of them.
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      The next afternoon Jasper sent a text to let me know he was finally able to contact Heath Russell, and great news, he’s agreed to dinner.

      Heath requested we join him at a place out in Butter Bay called the Grand Dining Hall. It’s a replica of the RMS Titanic’s first-class dining room, complete with full menus from the ill-fated trip and dancing to a band similar to the one those poor souls listened to on the way down.

      As soon I mentioned it to Georgie, she hopped into action—the hopping was literal and most likely sponsored by the two Piper Peppers she had already imbibed at that point. Soon Juni, my mother, her boyfriend, and Macy were all clamoring to join us—as well as Emmie and Leo, who we had already invited. And miraculously, I was able to book us a table for ten.

      Heath is either going to love the chaos or he’ll never want to see Jasper again.

      Butter Bay is a twenty-minute scenic drive along the coast, and we get to watch the sun dip behind the evergreens and the angry Atlantic churning out whitecaps with each violent wave.

      We all arrive at the Grand Dining Hall at once and take in the sheer opulence of the interior as the hostess quickly seats us. The restaurant is two levels, antique white and gilded walls with Roman columns, and sparkling low-hanging chandeliers. There’s a spacious clearing on the ground level, most of which is eaten up by a lively dance floor.

      The waitstaff is all dressed in black servicemen uniforms with brass buttons, and there’s a five-piece ensemble playing calming music. And in the middle of the dance floor stands a tall glass curio roped off with a two-foot circumference all around it. Inside, a bright light shines down over a precious bauble set on navy velvet. I’ll have to check that out later.

      “This place is ritzy, ritzy, ritzy,” Georgie says rather frenetically as we make our way to the table. She’s already up three Piper Pepper’s today.

      “It’s snazzy,” Juni says, adjusting her red sequin dress—which strangely resembles a one-piece bathing suit I once had.

      “It’s full of hot men.” Macy clutches at her neck as she ogles her selections for the night.

      “It’s full of dancing,” Mom says, wiggling her shoulders.

      “It’s full of something,” Brennan says mostly to himself through a pained smile. He looks dapper tonight in his suit. His crimson tie is the exact shade of his hair, and his face is plenty ruddy, too. It’s full of morbidity. When Ree let me know that her daughter had invited us to dinner, I should have figured that death would factor into it somehow.

      Emmie gasps as she clutches onto me. “Look at the ice sculpture.” She points to the east wall, and sure enough, there’s a giant iceberg illuminated from the inside, a brilliant glacial blue. “We’ll have to take pictures with it later.”

      “You might want to take a few pictures on the grand stairwell, too,” a deep voice says from behind, and we turn to see Heath Russell looking dapper in a suit. A broad smile takes over his face as he nods to the entire lot of us. “Jasper, Leo.” He quickly shakes their hands. Jasper, Leo, and Brennan have all donned suits as well, and outside of Juni, the rest of us women have all donned some version of a little black dress. Macy said we looked as if we were here for a meeting of our coven.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Jasper pats Heath over the back and quickly makes the introductions as we all take our seats at a round table next to the dance floor.

      “Wonderful to meet you all,” Heath says, and before he can add another word, Georgie runs up and shakes his hand like an overeager fan. She’s shaking it so hard you’d think she was pumping him for water.

      “Georgie Conner. Pleased to meet you.” Her speech is pressured and quick. “Did we meet the other night? You’re not the killer, are you? I’ve got a killer instinct, and my killer instinct says you’re not a killer. You’re a lover, not a fighter. If you’re lonely, cowboy, I’ve got a stall where you can feed on hay all night long. I’ve got candles and a cache of broken glass if you’re into the kinky stuff. You’re not into the kinky stuff—”

      “Okay,” I say, prying Georgie’s herculean grip off of him. “Georgie is on the Piper Pepper diet. It’s a new thing that I’m sure will be a fad in no time. If you live to your one-hundredth birthday, they’ll send you a cake—and hopefully a sedative.”

      “I see,” he muses. “Do many make it that long on the diet?”

      “Just one so far,” I say. “The rest fell into a sugar coma and never recovered.”

      He belts out a jovial laugh. “Jasper, Leo, you did well for yourselves. An abundance of friends and family is a true blessing.” One I missed out on. A bitter expression takes over his face. “I hope you don’t mind my choice for the night. I’m doing research for a new book.”

      A round of oohs circles the table with Macy’s being the most prominent.

      I’ve never dated a bald man before. What was the holdup? This guy is h-o-t. Did Bizzy say he was single? She glances down at his hand. I don’t see a ring on his finger. That means he’s fair game. I knew I should have worn red. I’m about as appealing as Bizzy tonight.

      Gee, thanks. I shoot her a look, but she’s too taken by the guest of honor to notice.

      “What’s your new book about?” Macy doesn’t waste any time in letting him know she’s interested.

      “Murder.” He winks her way.

      Brennan clears his throat. I should have figured. Ree’s entire clan seems to have a fascination with the subject. I wouldn’t be surprised if they started popping one another off for sport. Here’s hoping Ree survives the upcoming massacre.

      I make a face at him, too. Poor Brennan. I think he’s in over his head.

      You think? Leo chuckles my way.

      “Murder on the Titanic to be exact,” Heath tells my overeager sister. She is gorgeous. I wonder if she’s single? Wait, didn’t I see her the night of the book signing hanging around Rufus? His expression sours. Well, she’s here now. Maybe that didn’t work out. Not that I’m ready to move on. Not sure I’ll ever be.

      Oh, how very sad.

      “Murder on the Titanic?” Jasper asks. “A fictionalized account, I’m assuming.”

      “Exactly that,” Heath assures him. “Most of my novels are based on a historical setting in England. Royal Albert Hall, and Hyde Park, places the reader would be familiar with, but I transport them back about a hundred years. That series does very well for me.”

      He’s wealthy? Macy’s brows hike a notch. I could see the two of us traveling to England for research. Her fingers twitch when she says the word research.

      Juni grunts, “I can’t read old books. It gives me the heebie-jeebies knowing all the people in it are dead.”

      We all take a moment to inspect her.

      “I like old books,” Georgie says, picking up the water in front of her and toasting Heath. “I like ’em young, thick and thin, muscular and sinewy, with hair and without.” She winks over at him. “You’re in luck, mister. I’ve got an opening in my dance card, and if you play a straight game, I might just give it to you. And you, and you, and you,” she adds, pointing to all the men seated among us.

      A collective chuckle works its way around the table.

      “Thank you.” Heath nods to her with that joyful smile that Georgie seems to have embedded on his face. “I will most certainly take you up on it.”

      “Do you write contemporary works?” Leo asks. “Or have those storied frat boy days turned you off to the endeavor?” Jasper was the driving force behind those stories. He sheds a wicked grin my way.

      Funny, I tell him.

      “I’m working on a contemporary series, too. It’s not as popular, but it doesn’t have nearly as many books in the series.” He glances my way. “In fact, I was researching the Country Cottage Inn thinking I might use it as a setting if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” Jasper says, clearly flattered.

      I give a half-hearted smile. The poor inn is going to live in infamy regardless if this man puts it in a book, and I think everyone at this table knows it.

      Heath winces. “I hadn’t realized what a dark history the inn has. The murder rate is through the roof.” He curls his lips over at Jasper. “I guess it’s a good thing a homicide detective lives on the grounds.”

      “And a sheriff’s deputy,” Emmie says, taking Leo’s hand.

      Georgie snorts. “They ain't got nothing on this one.” She points my way. “She knows how to tag ’em and bag ’em and fry ’em up in a pan.”

      This again? I shake my head over at her in hopes she’ll stop.

      Macy stretches a smile at the man. “My sister is modest. If you really want insight into a criminal mind, you should interview her. She’s a homicidal hobbyist.”

      “I’ll say,” Brennan mutters, and Mom gives him a playful tweak of his ribs.

      “Back to you,” Macy insists as she nods to Heath. “What made you choose the Titanic?”

      “I took a cruise about a year ago. Just a seven-day leaf-peeper trip that went up to Nova Scotia. They have a maritime museum there with a large collection of Titanic memorabilia. The survivors of the disaster were brought to New York, but the dead were taken to Halifax. They have a fascinating history up there. It certainly got my wheels churning. This restaurant has been on my list of places to visit for some time now as well. Not only is the dining room a decent replica of the first-class dining hall, but the dishes are replicas. See that glass curio over there?” He points to the middle of the dance floor at that glass case that stands at least six feet tall with the spotlight shining over velvet. “That’s a gold nugget they found among the wreckage. It was once a pendant on somebody’s necklace. They named it the Silent Witness. The nugget is the size of a quarter and belonged to one of the ship’s wealthier passengers. It’s a miracle it’s sitting here at all. It’s priceless.” He pauses as we all crane our necks that way. “If you’re interested, we can all partake in the fated last meal of the first-class passengers. It’s one of the menu options. You’re all my guests tonight, so feel free to order whatever you like.” He sheds an easy grin, and there’s a warmth in his eyes that lets us know he means it.

      “No way,” Jasper says. “I called you. You’re my guest. Leo is picking up the tab tonight.”

      Raucous laughter breaks out among us.

      The waitress comes by and, per Heath’s request, offers us each a menu replica from that last night aboard the jinxed ship.

      “Ten courses,” my mother balks. “Good thing I came hungry.”

      “I’ll say,” I muse as I peruse the selections.

      First course: hors d’oeuvres, oysters. Second course: cream of barley soup. Third course: poached salmon with mousseline sauce and cucumbers. Fourth course: a choice between filet mignons Lili or chicken Lyonnaise, both with marrow farci (stuffed vegetables). Fifth course: lamb with mint sauce, roast duckling with applesauce, sirloin of beef with chateau potatoes, green peas, creamed carrots, boiled rice, parmentier & boiled new potatoes. Sixth course: Punch Romaine (sparkling white wine and orange juice). Seventh course: roast squab and cross. Eighth course: cold asparagus vinaigrette. Ninth course: pâ·té de foie gras with celery. Tenth course: Waldorf pudding, or peaches in chartreuse jelly, or chocolate and vanilla éclairs, and/or French ice cream.

      “The first-class passengers certainly ate well that night,” Jasper muses.

      “It was their last meal.” I sigh.

      “That’s right,” Georgie says. “And I wonder whose last meal it will be tonight?” Her left eye pops wide open as she inspects us all.

      Heath lifts his chin. “I think the Irishman among us looks a little pale.”

      He’s not wrong.

      “Scottish,” Brennan corrects. “It was the Irish who built the Titanic.”

      A warm laugh circulates among us at the odd fact.

      We put in our orders, and soon enough the courses roll out one by one.

      It’s a grand affair, a lavish one, too. And in a way it feels as we’ve all gotten together to celebrate my upcoming anniversary.

      Jasper glances my way. I know what you’re thinking. But tonight’s meal doesn’t count as an anniversary dinner. The Titanic holds no bearings on our marriage. The only cursed marriage around here would be Leo and Emmie’s. He takes a moment to shoot Leo a sarcastic grin.

      It’s funny because it’s true—sort of. Emmie opted to wear a wedding dress that was cursed and well, a pox was placed on the big day. Their honeymoon didn’t fare so well either.

      Leo glares over at Jasper as if he were about to curse him with his right hook.

      Soon, we’ve all had dinner, dessert, and far too much wine. Mom and Brennan excuse themselves and hit the dance floor. Juni does the same and grabs the cutest waiter she can find. Oddly enough, he goes along with it.

      Jasper gives a slight nod to his old buddy. “Heath, I hope you don’t mind if we talk a little about the Blankenship case.”

      “Now we’re getting to the nitty-gritty,” Georgie says, thrusting her hand into the air. “A round of Piper Pepper for everyone at the table. He’s buying.” She hitches her thumb to Leo, but there’s not a member of the waitstaff around.

      “Why don’t you go to the bar, Georgie?” I whisper. “Tell them to bill it to the table and have as many Piper Peppers as you want.”

      Macy tips her ear my way. Sounds like Bizzy has a death wish for Old Gray.

      Georgie trots off, howling like a werewolf before I can stop her.

      Macy is probably right. Georgie’s quest for free cake is most likely going to land her in an early grave.

      On the bright side, Leo says, maybe the people at Piper Pepper will send over a casket in the shape of a Piper Pepper bottle.

      “Not funny,” I mouth the words at him.

      “Jasper, I don’t mind you asking me a single question.” Heath takes a breath. “I was there. I’d think you weren’t doing your job if you didn’t speak to me.” I’m expecting a full interrogation, too, but I’m not giving an inch without him dragging it out of me. If anything, I’ll get a kick out of watching my old friend do his thing. “Fire away.”

      “Did you see anything strange at the inn that night? Anything at all that may have made you think twice?” Jasper asks. “Any overzealous fans, maybe?”

      Heath pushes back into his seat. “I heard Orla Thaxton getting snippy with him. She’s a little eccentric, and energetic to boot, so I didn’t think much of it. I think I heard Forrest say something to the effect that her number was up. He couldn’t be a party to it.” I’ll leave out the part where he said if you keep my secret, I’ll keep yours. I know Orla didn’t believe him. Nobody should believe a word Forrest had to say.

      Leo purses his lips as he looks my way. Interesting.

      Interesting, indeed. I nod back.

      Heath blows out a breath. “Then there’s Goldie.” A wry smile plays on his lips as he looks to Jasper. “You really took her to prom, huh?”

      Jasper shrugs. “We had a good time.”

      “How good?” I ask without meaning to. “Never mind.” We’ll talk later.

      Heath chuckles. “I don’t know if you realize this, Jasper, but Goldie actually dated Forrest for a short time.”

      “She did?” Emmie’s mouth falls open. “Sorry.” She wrinkles her nose. “But it sounds as if you’re getting to the good part.”

      “Go on,” Macy says. “I’m fascinated by any insight you might have to offer the case.”

      Any insight he might have to offer the case? My sister is in top form.

      “They dated briefly after Forrest’s wife passed away.”

      “I heard something about that,” Leo says. “When did she pass away?”

      “About a year ago,” Heath says. And that’s all I’m going to say about that. “But, regarding Goldie, things got ugly. I heard Goldie and Orla arguing about it at a signing last month. Apparently, Forrest threatened Goldie or something to the effect. There were whispers of plagiarism. I’m not really sure what the details were. I try to stay out of drama, and for some reason, drama always seems to seep its way into the author world. And Goldie is a brilliant author. Her books sell like hotcakes. I got the feeling Forrest accused her of lifting something of his. Maybe that’s what went wrong between the two of them. But all I know is, Goldie’s sales were robust before she ever got involved with Forrest.”

      Jasper nods. “Sounds as if you’re siding with her on that one.”

      “I am,” Heath says. “Let’s see, what else. Ah yes, Rufus.” His gaze darts to Macy when he says it. “He thinks he’s a hotshot. He gets the lion’s share of attention from the ladies. He was good friends with Forrest and Jessica.”

      “That was Forrest’s wife’s name?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says the word in an elongated hiss. “That was her name.”

      Jasper taps his fingers to the table. “Anything else concerning Rufus?”

      “Forrest and Rufus were having a blatant argument that night.”

      “They almost came to blows,” Jasper says. “I saw it myself.”

      “So what are your thoughts?” Leo says. “If you had to guess which one of the three had the biggest motive?”

      He winces. “I’m not going to point the finger at anyone. Orla was afraid of something. Goldie was furious, and well, Rufus—I have no idea what his problem was with Forrest. They had been friends in the past.”

      “Along with Forrest’s wife,” I say. “Heath, what do you know about her?”

      His expression darkens. “She’s dead. She’s not a part of this story.” The table grows quiet. “My apologies,” he says. “But what I meant was, I’d hate for anyone to get their attention diverted from the killer.” He shifts his attention back to Jasper. “Talk to Goldie. She might have some insight.” He looks over at my sister and his countenance brightens. “May I have this dance?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she says, jumping out of her seat and into his arms as they melt into the crowd of bodies swaying before us.

      “What did Goldie have to say?” I ask Jasper.

      “We ate donuts and talked about prom.” He frowns. “Before I got a chance to talk about Forrest, Camila practically chased the woman out of my office with a broom.”

      “Probably the same broom she flew to work on,” Emmie quips.

      Leo’s chest bounces with a laugh. “I don’t doubt it for a minute. How about we hit the dance floor, Mrs. Granger?”

      “Let’s do it. I need to work off this meal. All ten courses.” She shudders as he helps her out of her seat.

      “I know exactly how you can work it off,” he says. And it doesn’t involve the dance floor.

      I make a face as they trot off.

      “He had a crude thought, didn’t he?” Jasper asks as he lifts me out of my chair by way of my hand.

      “You didn’t need to be a mind reader to know that. But I won’t hold it against him.”

      “He’s a guy.” Jasper pulls me close to him and I marvel at how his eyes reflect the silver of his tie like moonbeams. “I’m a guy, too.” He waggles his brows.

      “So I’ve noticed.”

      He pulls back. “Let’s hit that dance floor and see if I can sweep you off your feet.”

      We do just that and hold one another close as the moody music plays.

      Brennan and my mother are dancing cheek to cheek, as are Leo and Emmie. Macy and Heath look as if they’re getting cozy. Juni and a man dressed in a white suit with a captain’s hat over his head are schmoozing to the beat.

      I glance over to the bar, but I don’t see a single kaftan-loving granny.

      “Uh oh,” I say as I give a quick look around. “I think I lost Georgie.”

      “She’s probably in the restroom,” he points out. “She’s been hitting that soda pretty hard.”

      “I can’t argue with th—”

      “Incoming!” someone shouts, and the room lights up with screams as the lights begin to flicker.

      “Georgie!” I scream as she swings this way while holding onto a chandelier.

      “I’ve got you!” Jasper shouts as he darts off with his arms open as if he were expecting a football to land in them.

      “Right here!” Leo shouts up at her, fanning his arms as he readies to catch her as well. “Let go!”

      The entire room lights up with screams as bodies part like the Red Sea over the dance floor.

      Brennan springs into action. “Down here, lassie!”

      Georgie kicks him in the face as she passes all three of the men and crashes right into that glass tower housing the precious gold nugget. The horrific sound of breaking glass lights up the room as Georgie lands facedown smack in the middle of it.

      A stunted silence takes over for less than a second, and I run her way in horror.

      “Georgie!” I squat down next to her, my shoes slipping on broken glass. “Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay.”

      “She’s not okay,” Mom howls as she lands next to me and a crowd quickly gathers around us, mostly the waitstaff. “She probably broke her neck.”

      “Mama!” Juni howls as she barrels this way. “It’s just like you to steal the spotlight just when I’m getting it on with the captain of this sinking ship. Now get up before you embarrass yourself.”

      “Before?” my mother muses.

      Georgie lifts her head as her mouth lands open and something gold sits on her tongue.

      “The Silent Witness!” one of the waiters shouts. “Quick, spit it out!”

      Georgie nods as she closes her mouth and swallows hard. “Oops,” she says. “I’m sorry. I’ve downed seven Piper Peppers today alone. Swallowing is all I’m good at these days.”

      A hearty gasp circles the room as Jasper and Leo help Georgie to her feet. Thankfully, she’s only suffered a few minor abrasions on her forearms. But regardless of the fact, the staff of the Grand Dining Hall has called the police.

      It takes an hour for Jasper and Leo to vouch for Georgie and promise on a stack of Bibles that they will personally return the Silent Witness once it makes its next appearance. And then we’re all promptly kicked off the premises.

      Mom swats Georgie as we head out into the parking lot. “Did you have to go and swallow one of the most prized treasures that was recovered from the Titanic?”

      Macy shakes her head. “And to think that poor nugget already thought it had seen the worst of it.”

      “Yeah,” Leo says. “It’s gone from one dark hole to another.”

      “Eww.” Emmie buries her face in his chest.

      “Buy her a bag of tacos on the way home,” Heath suggests. “The sooner that nugget is retrieved, the better.” He looks to Jasper. “You might want to look into having it professionally cleaned before returning it.”

      “We’ll be seeking professional help, all right.” Jasper tries to laugh, but he can’t because he’s serious.

      We say goodnight and head back to Cider Cove, one gold nugget richer—and a bag of tacos to boot.

      Here’s hoping our next suspect, Goldie Blaze, can provide us with a few nuggets herself. And if I’m smart, I’ll make sure Georgie sits that one out.

      Something tells me there aren’t enough smart people in the world to make sure that doesn’t happen.
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      You gave her my litter box? Fish yowls as I cradle both her and Cornwall in the wonky carrier strapped to my chest. I’m also juggling a platter of Emmie’s cinnamon roll cookies in my arms. I’ve already plucked three off the plate and eaten them myself because carbs can make anything better.

      “I gave her your old litter box. She left me no choice,” I say as I give Sherlock’s leash a slight tug. “Slow down, big guy. I don’t have my running shoes on.”

      And it’s harder to stuff my face full of cookies that way.

      I can’t help it, Bizzy. Georgie needs me more than ever. Once I hopped up on her back and she said I scared the sh—

      “I get it.” I laugh. “And I’m sure she’ll appreciate any scare tactics you have to offer.”

      Cornwall taps his paw over my chest. I’ve been known to scare a human or two myself. Let me at her. I’ll have her filling twelve litter boxes, and anxious to dig her own grave.

      “If she fills twelve litter boxes, she won’t have to dig her own grave. Someone else will do it for her. You know, under that tough exterior, you’re a sweetheart Cornwall.”

      He grunts, Don’t blow my cover.

      It’s the next morning, and we’re headed down Main Street to pay a visit to the nugget queen herself in hopes the Silent Witness has lived to tell—or keep quiet about—yet another atrocity.

      Downtown Cider Cove is fully festooned for fall, with its maple leaf garland and white twinkle lights strung from lamppost to lamppost. And fall wreaths hang on each door of the shops and businesses. The Country Cottage Inn is technically located on Main Street as well, but we’re the last stop on the road and our entry feels like a street of its own. But we share the same blue cobblestone walkways and rows of maples and evergreens that line the paths. Just past all the shops there’s a small park in town square, and a large white gazebo sits prominently in the middle of it. Cider Cove is cozy year-round, but add the crisp breezes of fall and the citrine-colored foliage and you have magic.

      We come upon my mother and Georgie’s shop, Two Old Broads, with its double red doors and bevy of colorful wonky quilts styled neatly in the bay window.

      We step inside and are immediately engulfed with the warmth of both the air and the décor this place has to offer. Mostly they specialize in wonky quilts in their every iteration, but they also have candles, scarves, trinkets, and some of Georgie’s mosaic art pieces.

      Since Mom and Georgie are about as different as night and day, they’ve spliced the store down the middle with the right side bearing a sign that reads Ree’s Priceless Picks! And every quilt, candle, and scarf is neatly in its place.

      To the left a sign made out of Georgie’s precious sea glass reads Georgie’s Junk! Get it while it’s hot! The merchandise on that side of the store has a bit of a ransacked appeal, just the way Georgie likes it.

      A smattering of customers is busy poking about, and both Fish and Cornwall stand straight up to take in the sight.

      Come on, Cornwall. Fish readies herself to leap from the carrier. We’re allowed to roam free here. Let’s see if Georgie has a litter box here, too.

      “Ooh, I didn’t even think of that,” I say.

      Both Cornwall and Fish hop out of the wonky carrier, and I promptly pull it off and unleash Sherlock so he can roam free, too.

      “Hello, Bizzy,” a rather stern, deep voice emanates from the back of the store that houses the registers and I look over to see Huxley. He looks sharp in a suit as if he was on his way to work, but seeing that he has my mother’s laptop open before him, I doubt he’s getting away from this place so easily.

      “Hello, all,” I call out to Juni, Georgie, and my mother as well. “I come bearing cookies,” I say, handing the platter to my mother.

      “With cookies, you’re welcome anytime.” Mom quickly takes the plastic wrapping off.

      Hux grunts. “You didn’t drop any jewelry in them, did you?” he asks, snapping one up. “Because I’m not as generous as Georgie. Finders keepers.”

      “Lucky you,” I tell him. “Because I wouldn’t want it back.”

      Juni is working the register, bagging up a couple of quilts for a customer, while Georgie and my mother stand on either side of my brother like a couple of vultures looking to swoop in for the kill.

      The three of them reciprocate with a wave.

      “How’s it going, Georgie?” I ask as I make my way over. “Do you need another litter box?”

      Hux chuckles as he looks to my mother. “You do realize you don’t need to fill me in on every detail when I ask how your night went.”

      Mom shakes her head. “Believe me, there are some details I wish I wasn’t privy to myself. And to answer your question, Bizzy, I’ve got a litter box here for her. I would have brought my cats, but oddly enough, they don’t like to share their litter box with humans.” She gives Georgie the stink eye.

      Mom has a pair of cute fuzzy gray kitties named Mistletoe and Holly. And I’d much rather have them here taking command of the litter box than Georgie.

      Juni snickers as she comes this way. “I’ve got news for you, Ree. Mama doesn’t like to share her litter box with people either.”

      Mom groans like she might be sick. “Georgie, if this isn’t your first rodeo with a litter box, I don’t want to know about it.”

      “Pfft.” Georgie dusts off her bright orange kaftan. “How else does one live out of a van for sixteen years?”

      “Georgie.” I gasp. “You were homeless for sixteen years?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Someone needs to have her ears cleaned out. I had a home with Marvin.” She sighs dreamily. “I gave Marvin the best sixteen years of my life.”

      Hux frowns down at the laptop as he continues to tap away at the keyboard. “I’m guessing Marvin was the name of the van.”

      She hitches a thumb his way. “Someone in the family got all the smarts. Now where are my fellow felines?” She scoops up Fish and Cornwall in a single bound. “It’s time for you cool cats to give me a little advice. I need all your tips and kitty box tricks. Lay ’em on me, I’m all ears.”

      Don’t flick the litter everywhere when you’re done. Bizzy can get a little testy, Fish mewls.

      Cornwall twitches his whiskers. Once you’re through, run to the furthest end of the house and take a nice, long nap.

      Georgie winks my way. That’s okay, Bizzy. You can fill me in on their litter box lingo later. For now, I’m content knowing I’m in good company.

      “Let’s get you kids a treat,” she says, pulling a few pieces of kitty kibble from her left pocket and letting the cats eat it right out of the palm of her hand.

      What about me, Georgie? Sherlock barks. I’ll give you some advice. You don’t need no stinkin’ litter box. All you have to do is run out on the front lawn and Jasper will pick it up next week.

      He’s not wrong.

      She produces a handful of bacon from her pocket, and Sherlock’s tail wags so violently I’m positive it’s either going to sail across the room or he’ll go airborne like a helicopter.

      Hux looks over at her. “What had you swinging from the chandelier, anyway?”

      Georgie ticks her head to the side. “It was just a case of me being me.”

      “The most dangerous case of all,” Mom says without missing a beat. “And to answer your question, Huxley, she was high off Piper Pepper. That’s exactly why I’ve dubbed the store a Piper Pepper-free zone. You can get high on your own time, Georgie.”

      “I’m headed straight for the inn for my lunch break,” Georgie tells her. “A few Piper Peppers with a plate of these cookies, and I’ll be ready to tackle the world.”

      “Or swallow it,” Hux adds.

      “Well, Georgie”—I sigh as I walk around the counter—“when you finally rid yourself of one gold nugget, let me know. The Grand Dining Hall has already called twice. They’re suddenly very interested in how regular you might be. They suggested you add a little extra fiber to your diet, like a hearty bowl of oatmeal or an informational pamphlet about the Titanic.”

      “Which reminds me”—Juni holds up a finger—“how did the tacos work out last night?”

      “I’ve got a stomach of steel.” Georgie pats her belly as she says it.

      “Of gold,” my mother corrects. `

      Hux chuckles as he shakes his head. “Despite the fact you nearly pulled the roof down, and managed to commit the jewel heist of the century, that sounds like an interesting place. I’d love to take Mackenzie there before the baby is born.”

      “The food was amazing,” I say. “And had you been there last night, you would have seen a rare treasure that survived the tragedy.”

      “That’s right,” Mom says. “Right up until another tragedy befell it.” She blows out a breath. “That was a disastrous dining experience.”

      “In that sense”—Hux glances back at her—“you had the total Titanic experience.”

      “Yeah, but we lived to tell about it.” She squints at the screen.

      “What are you up to?” I ask, craning my neck to get a better look.

      Hux flicks the screen. “Mom called and asked if I’d help build a website.”

      “Hux, you know how to build websites from scratch?” Here’s hoping he can help with mine. It could use a little sprucing.

      “Not really. I contacted the gal that made one for the firm and she’s going to do all the heavy lifting, but she wanted Mom to give her some graphics and narrow down a color scheme.”

      Mom nods. “And Brennan found a place online where we can order some extra gift items for wholesale so we can beef up our catalog. It’s all going to be crop shipped, which means the wholesalers pick it fresh and ship it to our customers and we don’t have to store it.”

      “It’s called drop shipping,” Hux corrects quietly. “It’s a great way to have a business and not have to deal with the grunt work. You should do very well with that. It’s the stuff in your shop you’re trying to sell that might give you a headache. You’ll have to wrap those up and take them to the post office yourself.”

      “I’ll have Georgie do that,” Mom says.

      “Why me?” Georgie growls, her voice thick with a comical level of suspicion. “Because I’m an easy target for you to boss around?”

      “Because you like to flirt with the guy that works the counter,” Mom points out.

      Georgie shrugs. “It’s true. Hank’s been my secret crush for years. One of these days, I’m going to snag him for myself and settle down. Maybe we’ll fire up Marvin and lose ourselves for another sixteen years.”

      “Don’t give me hope,” Mom teases. “How fast can we get this thing running, Hux? I still need to take pictures of the quilts I’m setting aside for the endeavor.”

      “I’ll model ’em for you,” Georgie is quick to volunteer.

      “Ooh, ooh!” Juni raises her hand as high as it can go and then some. “Me, too. I’ll be sure to show lots of leg. Expect those quilts to move fast. A lot of men will be looking for gifts for their wives.”

      “I’ll show more than a little leg.” Georgie is ready to one-up her daughter. “I’ll show cleavage.”

      “We’re trying to draw customers to our site,” Mom says. “Not drive them away. Besides, we can’t have you exposed to the navel.”

      Georgie makes a face. “Is that where the girls are hanging out these days, Preppy? It’s not a wonder Brennan went fishing with a few buddies.” She gives a hard wink to my mother. “Rumor has it, there are plenty of perky fish in the sea.”

      “You’re a riot.” Mom waves her in closer. “Take a look at some of these options we have. We can really get creative with our stock.”

      I take a look myself, and there’s everything from coasters to tins of pricey yet delicious looking cookies.

      Georgie groans hard. “I know what we can sell. Two words: cheddar cheese straws.”

      Mom rolls her eyes. “That’s three words.”

      Fish and Cornwall hop up onto the counter and yowl in unison.

      I vote for cheese straws, Fish mewls.

      Cornwall mewls right back, See if they come in tuna flavor. Forrest always served me cheese with a cube of fresh ahi.

      Sherlock barks. I’ll take both. I’m not picky like some people.

      We’re not people, Cornwall corrects with a lash of his tail. We’re smarter.

      I won’t contest him on that one.

      “Hey?” I straighten. “The inn should have a website where we sell specialty merchandise. And I bet I can sell tins of Emmie’s cookies and make a fortune.”

      Mom balks, “You just stole our idea.”

      “No, I didn’t.” My voice hikes to a squeak. My phone buzzes in my hand, and I gasp once I read it. “It’s Melissa Montgomery. She wants to know why I swiped her band from under her. She’s threatening to sue. This is terrible.”

      Georgie nudges my mother. “Looks like a light day for karma. She was quick.”

      “I’ll take care of it for you,” Hux says as he glances past my shoulder. “Well, if it isn’t my beautiful wife.”

      I turn around, and sure enough, Mackenzie is there waddling her way over in a dark green shift that drapes over her swollen belly. Her hair is pulled back into a French twist and her face is impeccably made up.

      Hux cuts her off at the pass and pulls her in for a quick kiss and an embrace.

      “I’m here to buy you a push present,” she says, picking up a wonky quilt off the display table indiscriminately.

      “Mack, don’t women traditionally get the push presents since they’re the ones doing the pushing?” I ask.

      “Not in this case,” she says. “Besides, Hux will need something to keep him warm at night. He’ll be sleeping out on the sofa along with the baby.”

      Hux frowns. “The baby will be in a bassinet.”

      Mackenzie grimaces. “The baby is a minimalist. It won’t need a bassinet. It can sleep right on your belly. It slept in mine for nine months and counting. You don’t see me complaining.” She pulls a tight smile our way. “We’re hosting an open house next Thursday at noon, and you’re all welcome to come and see our new place.”

      Fish yowls my way from the counter, I’m going with you. Spraying her home would be a dream, Bizzy. Don’t deny me.

      Sherlock barks. You better take me. I’ll keep Fish in line. I heard Ree say they have an immaculate beach house.

      Cornwall mewls, I’ll come along and keep them both in line.

      I nod his way because I have a feeling I’ll need him to do just that.

      “We’ll be there!” Mom shouts a touch too loud. “You don’t know how much we’re looking forward to it.” An open house is perfect! I’ll have everyone bring their gifts directly to the house, and Mackenzie can’t say no. She’s the one throwing the party! This couldn’t be more brilliant. I can’t see a single thing that can go wrong with this.

      I can.

      I’m about to pipe up when a mad rush of men and women storms the store and runs this way. Almost all of them have their phones poised to their faces, and a few have cameras pointed at us.

      “Georgie Conner?” one of them shouts, and Georgie steps around the counter.

      “That’s me.” Georgie pulls her shoulders back with pride.

      And all at once a mob of hungry reporters asks her a million questions regarding that Titanic treasure she happens to be housing.

      I quickly collect my menagerie as Hux does his best to fend off Georgie’s newfound paparazzi.

      The pets and I head back out into the crisp autumn breeze, and my phone bleats again. This time it’s not Melissa Montgomery threatening legal action. It’s Jasper letting me know we’ve got a date tonight at a place called the Traffic Stop, and our guest for the evening is Goldie Blaze.

      Here’s hoping she sets a blaze with her mouth and sheds a white-hot spotlight on whoever killed Forrest Blankenship—even if it means exposing herself.
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      The Traffic Stop is a bar in Seaview that was opened up by a couple of deputies a few years back. And it’s been a favorite haunt for the sheriff’s department ever since.

      Thankfully, they have a full-service menu that features more than their fair share of scrumptious burgers because I’m starved to death.

      Most of my day was spent begging for Melissa Montgomery’s forgiveness. Once I explained the entire ridiculous situation to her, she laughed and let me know she has a sister who would have probably done the same thing. I assured Melissa that I’d send Southern Comfort back to her place, and she said she’d appreciate it because they were hard to book to begin with and have a large fan base that’s been resulting in a night income for the orchard. And since I couldn’t get ahold of the band on my own, I told Jordy to relay their message as soon as they showed up, which should be right about now.

      Jasper, Georgie, and I step into the dimly lit establishment with its raucous music and lively laughter. The scent of fresh grilled burgers permeates the air and makes my stomach growl twice as hard. And in homage to both cops and traffic lights, the walls are cluttered with both legal paraphernalia and photos of cars being pulled over while a deputy writes them a ticket. It’s both hysterical and unnerving at the very same time. Not sure I would have gone with the theme myself, but judging by the fact they’ve got a packed house and a bustling dance floor, I’d say the theme works just fine.

      We’re about to ask for a table when the door opens behind us and the knife-sharp breeze lets in the wicked witch of Seaview herself, Camila Ryder.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she pants as she steps our way. “We haven’t been seated yet.”

      “We?” I ask, slightly terrified of the implications.

      Camila is pretty in her own right—chestnut hair with lots of body, and a body with lots of body, too. Everything is in its place, and then some. She’s donned a dark coat, which she quickly peels off to reveal a cobalt blue dress that hugs her as if Camila saved it from certain death by way of the clearance rack. Not only does Camila work down at the sheriff’s station—directly in front of Jasper’s office—but she’s branched out her career tentacles as of late. She has her own YouTube channel called Gossip Gal where she dishes the dirt on other people’s business, and she recently started up a dating service called Dating and Mating. Yes, it’s short and sweet and to the coital point.

      “Yes, we,” Camila snips my way. “We need to join forces in sisterly solidarity if we’re going to combat evil together.” She takes a moment to inspect Georgie from head to foot. “What’s she doing here?”

      “She’s with us,” Jasper says sternly.

      Georgie has donned a brown kaftan in honor of her upcoming trip to the toilet. And believe me, I wasn’t laughing at her potty humor.

      Jasper insisted that Georgie join us in the event things take a turn for an iceberg and Georgie accidentally forgets all about her litter box and sends that golden nugget down to the sea once again with a flush. Although to be truthful, we don’t really have a solid plan of action for the interim either. It’s safe to say we’re all flying by the seat of our pants.

      “Camila, you should leave,” Jasper says it like a warning. “Bizzy and I are meeting up with Goldie. We don’t need any interference from you. She has the power to crack this case open, and I don’t need any distractions.”

      A prideful smile ignites over her face. “Hear that, Bizzy? Jasper finds me distracting. I take that as a compliment.”

      I give a quick blink. “It wasn’t. Besides, I don’t need to join forces with anyone to handle Goldie. She and Jasper went to one dance together. And it was pure happenstance that she ended up at my inn for the author signing. She writes thrillers for a living. It’s not like she stalked Jasper until she hunted him down.” Unlike some people.

      Georgie shakes her head. “I think your hubby’s ex is onto something.” She turns my way. “I say we keep her around. If Goldie Locks makes a play for your man, we’ll sic the Raging Ryder on her. She’ll get all the blame, and you’ll get all the Jasper Wilder glory.

      The door whistles open with an arctic breeze once again, and this time a golden-haired beauty enters our midst in a clinging cobalt dress that looks identical to the one Camila is wearing. Boy, am I ever glad I opted for a red sweater and jeans. I may not have on an accouterment that shows off my every curve, but at least I don’t look as if I’m a part of the Desperately Seeking Jasper Wilder Blue Dress Brigade.

      I happen to have Jasper Wilder.

      Goldie attaches herself to Jasper by way of a strong embrace that would make any barnacle jealous of her suctioning abilities, and the way her arms are swimming up and down his back like a pair of slithering serpents lets me know that Camila might be onto something with this Goldie Blaze defensive she’s running.

      The hostess quickly seats us, letting Jasper and Goldie get a citation by one of the waitstaff dressed like roving sheriff’s deputies for indecent public behavior, and we land at a table next to the bar. We quickly put in our orders—with Georgie demanding an entire pitcher of Piper Pepper, seeing that she’s down all four sodas to meet her requirements. And with that, the waitress takes off to make all of our grilled cheeseburger dreams come true.

      “They say the higher the hair the closer to God,” Goldie quips and purses her cherry red lips toward Jasper. “Or in our case, the closer to vodka the closer to reenacting prom night.” She shrieks with laughter, and I shoot Jasper a questioning look.

      Nothing happened. He offers a pained smile my way. Not that I can remember, anyhow.

      Wonderful.

      If things did happen, that would make Georgie the only woman at the table who hasn’t slept with my husband.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Biz. And I’m starting to feel left out.” She flicks a finger to Jasper. “Since you’ve doled out the feel-good vibes all the way around, why don’t you complete the circle of love and plant one on me, hot lips.” She closes her eyes and puckers up, and Jasper picks up her hand and kisses the back of it.

      “That’ll have to do, Georgie.” Jasper winks. “These lips belong to one woman now.”

      Goldie sighs. “And what a lucky woman she is. You’ve got yourself a great starter wife, Jasper.” She saws out a laugh as I look at her in horror.

      Told you she was after our man. Camila lifts a brow right at me.

      I’ve never confessed to Camila that I can read minds, but for the brief time she was dating Leo, he did exactly that. While Camila was engaged to Jasper, she cheated on him with his best friend. That put a huge damper on Jasper and Leo’s friendship, and of course, Camila lost both men in the process. Thankfully, Leo came back to his senses and dumped her. Or at least that’s the happy ending I choose to believe.

      “Jasper was once engaged to me.” Camila offers up the nonsensical fact to Goldie as if it actually means something.

      The blonde crimps her lips as she takes in Camila.

      “I can see why he moved on. I’ve always thought you were too much of a hurricane for him. That’s a compliment. Men usually go for the meek doormats to kick off their matrimonial careers, pump out a few kids, then move on to much more spicier endeavors. They can’t help themselves. It’s the law of nature or something.”

      Georgie nudges me. “Sounds like somebody’s father—and his daughter, too.”

      Okay, so Georgie is right, but that doesn’t mean Goldie’s ridiculous theory is correct all of the time. Jasper and I are an exception to every ridiculous rule.

      Jasper narrows his silver eyes over at the bubbly blonde.

      “Bizzy isn’t my starter wife, Goldie.”

      “Oh?” She presses a hand to her chest. “I didn’t realize you were married before.”

      “I wasn’t.” Jasper chuckles this time.

      What’s so funny?

      “Bizzy and I are lifers,” he assures everyone at this table. “I don’t plan on leaving her.”

      Goldie sucks in a quick breath. “Please don’t tell me she’s terminal.” She casts a glance my way. I hope whatever she’s got isn’t catching.

      “I’m healthy,” I assure her. “And my marriage is bulletproof. Believe me, others have tried to infiltrate the fort and failed.” I glance over to Camila without meaning to. “But nonetheless, Jasper and I have survived every attempt.”

      Camila shoots me a dark look. “Jasper and I are family. We’ll always be family. I like to think of you as a rebound that he put a ring on and nothing more.”

      My mouth falls open. “What happened to sisterly solidarity to combat the forces of evil?”

      A tiny smirk plays on her lips. “I have my own interests to look out for as well.” She turns to Goldie, and her expression hardens. “Just to be clear, should Bizzy kick the bucket, the line starts here.” She points to herself. “If you want a shot with my man, you’ll have to wait your turn. And just so you know, I’m the picture of health.”

      “So am I.” The words sail from me with an incredulous air, but neither of the women seems to be paying attention.

      “I’ve got an idea, Biz”—Georgie whispers through the side of her mouth—“I say we break a glass over Jasper’s head for even thinking of having a line, and then we shank these two ninnies with the shards out in the parking lot.”

      I take a calming breath, although I’m not entirely ruling out Georgie’s plan.

      The food is delivered, and we dive right in.

      As much as I want to defend my legal union with my husband, I’ve got far more primal needs that have taken over.

      “This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted,” Georgie says. “And I’ve tasted a few priceless treasures, so that’s saying a lot.”

      “It is good,” Goldie muses. “But this place has nothing on Thrills and Chills.”

      I moan as I swallow down a bite. “You’re right. I had one of their glazed donut grilled cheese sandwiches, and it was a food fantasy come true.”

      “And you didn’t bring one home for me?” Jasper teases.

      Camila cuts a glance my way. “I made sure every one of Jasper’s fantasies came true.” Now that I know you’re slacking, I’ll keep an eye out for any divorce attorneys stepping into his office.

      I frown over at her. “Trust me, Camila, I’m not slacking in the fantasy department. I wouldn’t waste your prime childbearing years pining away and waiting around for Jasper to ditch me. It’s not worth throwing away your future.”

      “Hear that, Jasper?” Camila’s shoulders pull back as she looks his way. “Bizzy says you’re a waste of time.”

      His expression darkens a notch. “That’s not what she said, but she’s right.” He cocks his head as if wondering if he’s just insulted himself. “Let’s change the subject. Goldie, you mentioned you enjoy eating at Thrills and Chills. Do you know Orla Thaxton well? I need to do a deep dive into my suspects. Forrest’s killer is still out there.”

      “Orla is a suspect?” Goldie’s voice hikes in amusement. This is perfect. “Of course, she is. I don’t see why not. I’ve long suspected she was keeping some deep, dark secret, and that Forrest was privy to it.”

      Jasper looks my way. That’s essentially what Heath thought.

      I give a secretive nod. Not only that, but Forrest said that should anything happen to him, Orla would have done the deadly deed. She did confess—albeit in her mind—that she saw the body hit the ground and relished the sight of it.

      Something that flitted through Heath’s mind last night comes back to me.

      “So what you’re saying is that Orla has a secret,” I say to Goldie. “Do you think Forrest had a secret as well?”

      Last night, Heath decided to leave out the fact he overheard Forrest telling Orla, you keep my secret and I’ll keep yours.

      Goldie glances to the ceiling. “I don’t know if he did. Come to think of it, I don’t know what Orla’s secret is either, but I’m not surprised she has one. I’ve always found her a little creepy. She got that husband of hers by way of stealing him from under his first wife.” She shoots a cool look to Camila. “I may be interested in the party before me, but I would never stoop so low to steal someone else’s husband.” She takes a deep breath. “But Orla isn’t me. She woke up one day and decided she wanted that washed-up country crooner, and by goodness, that’s exactly what she did.” A spiteful laugh bubbles from her. “Orla was a curse to his career. Rumor has it, he lost all his bookings. Turns out, nobody wanted to pay good money to listen to a cheat sing for his dinner.”

      “Is that why they opened the restaurants?” Jasper asks.

      “That’s exactly why.” Goldie plucks the cherry out of her cocktail, twists the stem into a heart-shaped knot, and wags it before Jasper. “I’ve still got it.”

      Camila huffs, “All knotted up and nowhere to release the tension. So what kind of secret do you think this Orla person has? I bet she’s cheating on the washed-up country singer now that his piggy bank is drying up. Some women are only in it for the money.” She nods to Jasper. “On your salary you can rest assured there’s not a woman at this table who thinks you’re a ticket to Easy Street.”

      “Gee, thanks.” He looks my way, and I shrug.

      When Camila Ryder is right, she’s right.

      Goldie shakes her head. “Nah. Orla’s husband’s country catcall days might have ridden off into the sunset, but they hit a goldmine with those restaurants. I know for a fact they’re more lucrative than all of her novels put together.”

      “I guess the restaurants are doing well,” Jasper says. “They’ve got that food truck, too.”

      “It must be doing really well,” Goldie counters. “Orla told me they just bought a beach house out on the bluffs to the tune of two million dollars.” Come to think of it, I should snag myself a country singer.

      My jaw unhinges, falling right through the table and into middle earth.

      Mackenzie and Huxley just bought a beach house on the bluffs. How I hope they didn’t crawl into a massive amount of debt.

      My poor brother had no idea what he was getting into when he married Mack. Not only does she have champagne taste and a beer budget, but she’s got a baby due any day and not a maternal bone in her body. Three husbands wouldn’t be enough to handle Mackenzie Woods and her selfish needs.

      Camila shrugs. “That might sound like a lot of money to you and me, but her husband probably came into the marriage with money.” Much like Jasper did with you, Bizzy. Now it makes sense why he’s tethered himself to you and that haunted inn.

      “Ha.” I laugh right at her. Camila wishes. Jasper and I were married months before I took possession of the inn.

      “Nope, he didn’t come in with money,” Goldie says, stirring her vodka tonic with her finger. “His ex took him of all he was worth. Orla told me she was the one who qualified for the business loan when it came time to getting their first restaurant. They went from dire straits to the top of a mountain made of cash. It’s suspicious if you ask me.” Orla is a lying snake. She’s probably lying about the beach house and the fact her restaurant is raking it in. Although they do have a killer menu.

      Jasper nods. I’ll make a note to dig around and see what Orla’s secret might be. Let’s move on to Goldie.

      I clear my throat as I look to the buxom blonde. “Goldie, what was your history with Forrest? Were you good friends?”

      “I don’t do friendships with men I’m attracted to,” she says without missing a beat. I should have dug my claws deep into Jasper the night he was mine. Then we would be sitting here as a couple, drilling Bizzy about her pitiful love life.

      Camila shifts in her seat. No friendships with the men she’s after? I see the blonde barracuda and I have something in common.

      Figures.

      “You and Forrest dated?” Jasper asks even though he knows full well that’s what Heath let us know last night. He also filled us in on the fact there were whispers of plagiarism when it came to Goldie’s literary masterpieces.

      Goldie nods. “You bet your rock-hard bottom we did.” And how I miss that rock-hard bottom. Why in the world did he bring his wife? We could have been reminiscing about better days gone by without all of these other women cluttering up the table.

      “Hear that?” Georgie tips her head my way. “Blondie here is onto the fact your man has a rock-hard derrière. She sounds like someone who’s done a little squeezing in the produce section, if you know what I mean.”

      I sigh as I lull my head back toward the produce squeezer. “Were you dating Forrest at the time of his death?”

      “Oh, no.” Goldie shakes her head in staunch denial. “We were over just under a year ago. He was accusing me of swiping notes from his office.” She averts her eyes. “Can you believe it? The man was paranoid. I made several mistakes with that one. First, I never should have agreed to go out with him so soon after the passing of his wife. It had only been a few weeks, but Forrest said he was in need of some comforting, and far be it from me to leave a man to his lonely devices. Second, I never should have let him see my work in progress. That novel remains unfinished to this day because he sicced his attorneys on me since he saw a few indiscriminate similarities to my book and the outline he had for his new novel. As if I would actually snoop into his office when I spent the night. I hardly knew where the bathroom was in that palatial mansion he bought to house his ego. I didn’t swipe anything. And then, of course, he did a little more digging”—she says the word digging in air quotes—“and found that a few of my newer novels that had been recently published were also close in theme to his own books. The guy was a whack-a-doodle. I cut and ran, but at that point the damage was done. He began spouting off to whoever would listen. He even mentioned it on that interview he did with Orla on that Thrilled to the Bone podcast of hers.” She squints and shakes her fist. “Ooh, it just infuriated me something terrible. The man was out to ruin me, and ruin me he did. I still get emails from his irate fans suggesting that I lifted from his genius. As if.” She snorts. “I’ve got an active imagination. I certainly don’t need to swipe anything from anyone.”

      Georgie nods. “You tell ’em, Toots. Why don’t you and I cast a line at the bar and do a little trolling for good, decent men looking for a couple of women with active imaginations? We’re a hot commodity, you know.”

      “Great idea. Take Camila instead,” I tell Georgie, but neither of them budges. It was worth a try. “Goldie, if I were you, I’d be furious with Forrest. I assume writing a novel is a painstaking labor of love. What did you do about the bullying he was imposing on you?”

      “What could I do?” She shrugs. “The damage was done. And as cold as it sounds, I’m glad Forrest isn’t around to propagate any more of his devious delusions. I’ve managed to let the anger I felt toward him go fairly easily. I mean, the man was grieving his wife. Believe me, that’s one lesson learned on my part.”

      “What did his wife pass from?” I ask, trying to recollect if anyone had mentioned it.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. It was something drawn-out and terminal from what I understand. They must have gone through a terrible time before she succumbed to it. Anyway, Heath and Rufus would know more about that. They were both friends of the couple.”

      “Heath was friends with Forrest and his wife?” I ask.

      She nods. “Oh, yes. Heath is the glue that holds the local thriller community together. He knows everyone. And then there’s Rufus…” She frowns. “Rufus and Forrest were pretty great friends, but something got between them. Rufus and Forrest were such close friends they actually teamed up to write a novel together once.”

      “That does sound as if they were close,” I say, looking at Jasper.

      His lips twitch. I know just who we’re going to speak to next.

      I bite down on a smile because he said the word we. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was trying to ensure his every fantasy came true.

      And they will. I nod his way.

      Georgie leans in. “So what’s this Rufus guy look like, anyway?”

      “That’s what I want to know,” Camila chimes in before glancing at Jasper and mouthing the word sorry.

      “He’s tall, dark, and handsome to a fault.” Goldie whips out her phone, and both Camila and Georgie are moaning and drooling.

      “Geez,” Camila growls. “I thought Jasper Wilder broke the mold.”

      “Hey.” Jasper straightens.

      “Hey, yourself,” I tell him. “Besides, I still think they broke the mold with you.”

      His lips curve with wicked intent.

      Camila looks up at Goldie. “So who do you think offed him? Jasper’s got a corpse on his hands, and he needs to ante up a killer if he wants to keep that government-issued weapon strapped to his waist.”

      Goldie gives a dreamy sigh. “Must you make him sound so delicious?”

      I happen to agree, but then again, I can comfort myself with the fact I’ll be the only one taking a delicious bite out of Jasper at the end of the night.

      Goldie wobbles her head to the right and left. “I really think either Rufus knows who did it or he did the deed himself. But then, Rufus is the type of guy who has everything going for himself. I can’t see him committing murder and throwing it all away. Whatever beef he had with Forrest couldn’t be worth it.”

      “I agree with you on that last point,” Jasper says. “Thanks for sharing everything you know with me.”

      A throaty laugh comes from her. “There’s no way I’m letting you off with a thank you. I’m taking you for a spin on the dance floor just like the good old days.” She yanks him out of his seat and they disappear into the swell of bodies.

      “Not without me!” Camila roars and leaps over three tables to join them.

      “Well, don’t just sit there,” Georgie says, sucking down the last of that jug of Piper Pepper. “Go on and get your man.” Her hand flops over her stomach. “My stomach is rumbling like a trumpet. I’m not sure those baked beans were such a good idea. The band leader living in my belly just announced a blowout performance is set to take place and a few toots have already escaped as a part of the rehearsal.”

      “Georgie! You mean it’s time?”

      As horrible as it sounds, I think I have an inkling of the anticipation my brother will feel once Mackenzie announces the fact she’s about to have the baby.

      And even though Georgie’s about to evict something far less desirable, it’s precious cargo in its own right nonetheless.

      “I think so,” she says, holding her midsection. “What are we going to do? I don’t have my litter box with me.”

      “We’ll drive home!”

      “There’s no time,” she riots. “The toots are too close together. It’s happening now. There’s no turning back.”

      I crane my neck for Jasper, but despite the fact he’s nowhere to be seen, do I really want to involve him in this nightmare? I doubt this tootin’ disaster aligns with any of his fantasies.

      “Come on,” I say, dumping my plate upside down, snapping up both it and a fork, and leading Georgie to the restroom. “Take this and do your business on it.” I shove the plate and fork her way. “And use the fork to look for any buried treasure.” A woman exiting a stall goes slack-jawed at the sight as she leaves in a huff.

      “What do I do if I strike gold?”

      “We’ll cross that nugget when we come to it.”

      She snaps her fingers. “I know what I’ll do. I’ll put it in my shoe.”

      Georgie gets to work, and lo and behold she strikes gold indeed and emerges from her stall victorious holding a shoe.

      “Don’t worry, Biz. I threw the plate and fork in the tiny trashcan they have conveniently bolted to the stall. And the best part? I’ve got what we’ve been looking for right here.” She wags her shoe toward me and I scream. “Fine, I’ll give it a rinse.”

      I plug the sink by way of the handle, lest anything drift off to the Atlantic despite our best efforts, and then I let it drain once the water runs clear.

      We head back out and find Jasper wandering nearby with a frantic look on his face.

      “I thought you were kidnapped,” he pants.

      “Boy, you went dark quickly,” I say.

      He looks over at Georgie. “Do I want to know why you’re holding your shoe?”

      “It’s full of a dead man’s treasure,” she tells him.

      “You struck gold?” he asks, more than a little relieved.

      “And then some.” She gives a cheeky wink.

      We head straight to the Grand Dining Hall one gold nugget richer, then once Georgie makes her second deposit for the night, we head back to Cider Cove, one gold nugget poorer but thrilled the entire Titanic disaster is behind us.

      We might be down some gold, but we’re up a few clues. Goldie Blaze had a motive to commit murder—but she also has another suspect for us to question.
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      The Fall Y’all Country Cottage Days festival is thumping and bumping by the time we get back to the inn, with intermittent catcalls breaking loose over the crooning of the band.

      “Wait a minute,” I say to Georgie and Jasper as I tip my ear toward the clearing. “That music sounds an awful lot like the band I told Jordy to send packing back to the Montgomerys’ farm.”

      Georgie gets out of the car, her left shoe squeaking with every step. “Those boys aren’t leaving, Bizzy. Look at this place. The Montgomerys’ farm is a room full of preschoolers. That band wants to hang out with the boozy frat boys and sleazy sorority sisters.”

      “Are you likening the Country Cottage Inn to a frat house?” I ask.

      “If the wet shoe fits,” she says just as Sherlock, Fish, and Cornwall fly out of the doggie door on the side of the house and run this way.

      “Hey, cuties,” I say, bending over and scooping up both Fish and Cornwall. “Where’s the fire?” I fed them dinner before we left, so I’m assuming their bellies aren’t rumbling.

      Everyone out there is having such a good time, Fish yowls. We were just about to head to the party. You should join us, Bizzy.

      Bad news. Sherlock sniffs around Georgie’s feet. I think she stepped in it. We should really have Jasper picking up around the yard a little more often.

      Cornwall twitches an ear toward Fish. Is there a reason Sherlock isn’t litter trained by now?

      Fish mewls, I wish I could say he’s defective, but I’ve seen enough canines to know they’re all equally obnoxious when it comes to depositing wherever they feel like it. They flaunt it as if they’re proud.

      Sherlock sniffs. I don’t deposit wherever I feel like it. Jasper trained me to leave it on the lawn for him. My personal preference was in his shoe, but he put a stop to that early on.

      “What’s going on?” Jasper asks as he gives Sherlock a quick scratch.

      “Sherlock was just saying that he and Georgie have something in common when it comes to leaving a deposit inside a shoe,” I tell him.

      Georgie sighs. “I knew I liked you, kiddo,” she says before plucking some bacon out of her pocket and landing it in front of the perky pooch. “Now let’s party hearty. I’m feeling a lot more comfortable than I was a few hours ago. Word on the street is, Juni finally got that tattoo artist to show up and I’ve got a pale rump I’m looking to decorate. I’m thinking a gold nugget to commemorate my time on the Titanic.”

      I’d correct her and tell her she wasn’t actually on the disastrous cruise, but then again, her connection to that ill-fated vessel was just as disastrous.

      “Jasper, that’s Southern Comfort playing,” I tell him. “I promised Melissa Montgomery I’d send them back to her place. Let’s go find out what went wrong.”

      He nods. “After that nugget we just dealt with, the night can only go up from here.”

      Jasper takes Fish and I hold Cornwall as we head toward the fairgrounds with Sherlock and Georgie.

      The music grows louder, the chatter and laughter more boisterous with every step. And I cringe as I see the Fall Y’all Country Cottage Days sign flapping in the wind. Here’s hoping Melissa Montgomery isn’t privy to that yet.

      Isn’t this fun, Bizzy? Fish mewls as she climbs up higher onto Jasper’s chest.

      “It looks fun, all right,” I say. “At least someone is having a good time.”

      Cornwall yowls, Why don’t you see about opening a raw fish station? Forrest loved to eat his sushi. It was the one dish that he didn’t mind sharing with me.

      “Cornwall is requesting sushi.”

      “Ooh.” Jasper sucks in a quick breath between his teeth. “I’m with you on that one, Cornwall. I’ll see what we can do about that.”

      Cornwall nods to Jasper. I thought you looked like the sensible one.

      “I’m plenty sensible,” I tell him.

      Sensible enough to know raw fish isn’t going to happen at my fall festival. I think I’ll take Jasper and Cornwall out for sushi tomorrow night and quell their need to have an aquarium in their tummies.

      Throngs of people cover the clearing. The line for the hayrides comes all the way back here, and the barbeque is not only smoking up the air with its mouthwatering scents, but there’s a line snaking around the refreshment booth to get to it as well.

      Emmie waves from the booth as she and Leo work quickly to help the hungry customers. She has rows and rows of her cookies lined up like soldiers in plastic treat bags as people snatch them up at record pace.

      I can’t blame them. I plan on snatching up a few myself.

      I’m about to lead us in that direction when Jordy crops up wearing a flannel and jeans. His baseball cap sits backward on his head and makes him look every bit the mischievous playboy he is.

      “Jordy, I thought you were going to get rid of the band,” I say.

      “Sorry, Biz. I tried,” he says, giving Cornwall a quick scratch between the fuzzy orange ears. “But Macy intercepted. She’s paying them a bonus to stay on. One of the guys from the band said she didn’t need to do that because their fan base liked the club-like atmosphere here at the inn much better. They’ve been keeping the tattoo artists Juni hauled in pretty busy.”

      “Tattoo artists?” Jasper asks. “As in two?”

      Jordy nods. “Try half a dozen.”

      “Come on, Jasper.” Georgie links arms with his. “We’d better hop in line if we’re going to get matching tats to commemorate the passing of my nugget.”

      “You laid a golden egg?” Jordy asks with a laugh caught in his throat.

      “You bet your cutie patootie, I did. And it only took a pitcher of Piper Pepper to make the magic happen.”

      Sherlock barks and jumps. I wish you would have waited for me, Georgie. I could have dropped a few nuggets right next to you.

      “Congratulations,” Jordy tells her. “You should get a can of Piper Pepper tattooed on your bottom.”

      She shoots him with her finger. “Good thing I have two cheeks to work with. I’ll get a nugget on one and a can on the other.”

      “And you won’t be able to sit for a week,” I tell her. “That’s a lot of needlework. Remember what happened the last time you tried to get a tattoo?”

      “Nope,” she says. “And I don’t want to know. I like all of the life experiences I relive to come at me like it was the very first time. Are you in, Wilder?”

      “Sorry, Georgie,” he says. “You’re on your own with this one.”

      She frowns over at me. “You trained him well, kid. You trained him well.”

      She takes off toward a line of men and women sitting on lawn chairs as they glide a needle over the arms, legs, and rumps of various victims.

      “Jasper, do I need a license to etch people up like a coloring book?”

      “I would think so. Good thing you’ve got legal counsel at your fingertips and he doesn’t require a retainer.”

      “Are you kidding? Hux is married to Mayor Woods. Not only is he blood, but no thanks to Mack, he’ll require the sanguine liquid before he dispenses a word of advice. Have I mentioned that they bought a beach house on the bluffs?”

      He grimaces. “That will set them back. On second thought, you might want to consider ending Fall Y’all Days a little earlier in the season.”

      “Don’t you dare,” a female voice spikes, and I turn to see Macy striding up with a ten-gallon hat, a short dress, jean jacket, and tall brown cowboy boots. “I just got off the phone with Camila. She says she’ll send her clients from her Dating and Mating site over starting tomorrow night. We’re not shutting down anything.”

      “I’m sorry, Macy,” I tell her. “But we’re not running a brothel.” Been there, done that two months ago when the inn accidentally played host to those dicey services. “This is the last night of the fair. At this point, it’s costing me money and friends.”

      She shrugs. “I’m charging forty bucks a pop, and there are over two hundred people already committed to coming. Fine, I’ll split the take with you—thirty, seventy.”

      Jasper purses his lips. “Make it fifty-fifty and you’ve got a deal.”

      “Jasper?” I laugh.

      He rocks back on his heels. “It sounds like easy money.”

      “It is,” Macy reassures us. “Now go on and enjoy yourself. Jasper, buy your bride a candy apple. Maybe she’ll loosen up and shake what our mama gave her.”

      “We have candy apples?” I ask as my toes screw themselves into the ground. It’s clear I’m not going anywhere until I get my hands on one of those sweet treats.

      “That’s right,” she beams with pride. “And we’ve got churros and smoked turkey legs, too. I went back to the Montgomerys’ farm and mined their vendors for all they were worth.”

      “That’s just great,” I tell her. “I’ll be sure to redirect the pending lawsuit your way.”

      She waves me off. “Ignore her when she gets testy like this, Jasper. She’s just used to getting her way because she’s the youngest. Now excuse me while I go make sure the mixologist knows where to set up shop. I plucked this one out of the hottest nightclub in downtown Seaview. If you get a call from a man named Bruno, just hang up. I hear they’re more interested in busting kneecaps than they are negotiating.” She takes off, and I look up at Jasper.

      “Don’t look at me,” he says. “I like my kneecaps right where they are.”

      “You’re hilarious. Buy me a candy apple and put me in a good mood again.”

      Sherlock leads the way, and Jasper does just that.

      It turns out, Emmie and Leo are the ones pushing the candy apples, and those rolled fruity confections are sights to behold. They’ve coated Granny Smiths with both black caramel and red—both of which are rolled in peanuts, M&M’s, candy corn, or whatever else you’d like.

      “How did the investigation go?” Leo chuckles as he asks the question.

      Both he and Emmie step away from the booth a moment and let the rest of the staff take over.

      “Let’s just say things came out okay in the end. We stopped by the Grand Dining Hall on the way home, and Georgie gave them back their treasure. She promised not to come back and visit, and they offered to drop any legal action they might have been looking into,” I tell them as I attempt to bite down on my black caramel candied apple, extra peanuts, and just a smidge of candy corn. The first bite is bliss, and I close my eyes a moment as an explosion of flavors hits me all at once. “Wow, Em. Is that a layer of chocolate in there?”

      “Yup,” she says, holding up her matching candied apple to mine. “I coated each apple in white chocolate before dipping it in caramel.”

      “It’s genius,” Jasper says. “It tastes as if I just pulled a handful of candy right out of a plastic pumpkin on Halloween night.”

      Leo nods. “And then you took a bite out of a juicy sweet apple.” He looks my way. “You’re making a killing off these, by the way. They’re selling for ten bucks a pop.”

      “Ten?” I give Cornwall a hard squeeze without meaning to. “I think we’ve just added a staple to the menu.”

      “So what happened with Goldie?” Leo looks at Jasper. “You seem to have come away unscathed.”

      “He was mobbed,” I correct. “Camila showed up to stand her ground as Jasper’s number one stalker.”

      Jasper nods. “And oddly, they teamed up toward the end of the night. We had a threesome out on the dance floor.”

      I give him the stink eye for even suggesting it.

      “And I escaped my captors as soon as I could,” he adds. “Goldie has a grip like a vise, and Camila dug her nails into my coat.”

      I see her holes where her claws were, Fish mewls. He’s not kidding.

      Cornwall meows, And Goldie has been known to leave a mark or two herself. Forrest said she was a woman who knew how to get wild.

      I translate for Emmie and Jasper.

      “Cornwall”—Jasper asks as he inspects the orange cat with glowing green eyes—“did Forrest ever mention his wife around you?”

      Jessica? Cornwall’s whiskers twitch. Not particularly. He did say once to his friend Rufus that she was the greatest love of his life. Rufus got angry hearing it and knocked over the coffee table before storming off.

      Leo translates this time, and the odd statement stuns us all.

      “Why would Rufus get upset over that?” Emmie asks before taking another bite out of her apple.

      Sherlock barks. Maybe Forrest’s wife was the love of Rufus’ life as well?

      I let Emmie and Jasper know, and Jasper shakes his head.

      “Now that would be a plot twist,” Jasper says while setting Fish down on the ground and pulling out his phone. “Maybe it’s time to dig into Jessica Blankenship.” He bounces his thumb over the screen. “Not much here.”

      I lean over and peer at his screen. “She has an Insta Pictures account. Maybe click on that and see if it offers any clues?”

      He clicks over, and we’re treated to a sea of pictures that feature food in every iteration, along with a handful of a blonde woman with a cheery smile and warm brown eyes.

      “That must be her,” Emmie says. “Look, there’s a picture of her with another woman. Click on that, and if we’re lucky she tagged her.”

      Jasper clicks it, and there’s no tag to the other woman’s account, but the caption reads my favorite sister, my only sister. Love you! Davidson girls forever.

      “Davidson,” I say. “I bet that was her maiden name. Type in Julie Davidson and see if her sister pops up.”

      “Will do.” Jasper types it in, but none of the Julie Davidsons that populate the screen are the right one. “I’ll do my best to track her down tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good,” I say. “And if that doesn’t work, we can always ask Rufus if he knows how to contact her.”

      A howl goes off in the distance, and Sherlock’s pointed ears stand at attention.

      Emmie gives Sherlock a pat. “Don’t worry, Mr. Bones. There are no werewolves out tonight. That’s just some poor victim sitting underneath one of those questionable tattoo needles.”

      Another howl goes off, ten times louder than the last, and Sherlock barks up a storm.

      The victim sitting underneath one of those questionable tattoo needles is Georgie! And she’s crying out for help. He races ahead, and Fish bolts after him.

      “It’s Georgie!” I call out as I drop my apple right into Cornwall’s fur as I speed on after them. “Oops, sorry!” I say, pulling the sticky treat off of his fur and pulling out more than a few orange cat hairs in the process. It’s hard to run and juggle a cat and a candy apple.

      Finders keepers, Cornwall says, giving the apple a lick. As a rule, whatever food Forrest dropped to the ground became mine. I think this counts as well.

      “Chocolate isn’t good for you,” I chide with a laugh.

      Now, now, Bizzy, white chocolate isn’t really chocolate, he purrs, licking away. You’re smart enough to know that.

      “Must you know everything?” I tease just as we land in front of the makeshift tattoo parlor on the grounds.

      Leo and Jasper jog over and shake their heads at the sight.

      “This doesn’t look sanitary,” Leo says.

      Jasper moans. “I’d hate to see someone lose a limb due to gangrene, and then gain the inn by way of a lawsuit.”

      They might have an easier time running it, Cornwall points out, and I scoff at the orange cutie.

      “There she is.” Emmie points down the way just as another unearthly howl erupts from the woman with a kaftan rumpled over her back.

      Thankfully, her rear is pointed toward the woods, affording her a modicum of privacy. And most likely sparing me a series of lawsuits.

      “Georgie!” I run over until I come upon a hairy-looking man with a beard that’s braided at the base and dangles clear down to his chest. “Do you want him to stop?”

      “Stop?” the man grouses. “Ma’am, I haven’t even started.”

      “This has happened to her before,” I tell him. “How about you move on to the next person in line?” I help Georgie up before she can protest. “And I’ll buy us both a candy apple to finish out the night. I sort of gave mine to Cornwall.”

      “Have it your way, Bizzy,” she says. “But only if you promise to hit the dance floor afterward. I’ve got a pitcher of Piper Pepper in me I still need to work out of my system if I ever plan on sleeping again.”

      “In that case, let’s ditch the apples for tonight and go show these people how to boogie the night away.”

      Jasper moans. “Does this involve me?”

      “Yes.” I laugh. “It most certainly involves you.”

      “And you,” Emmie says as she grabs Leo by the hand. “You dance for me now, I’ll dance for you later.”

      Jasper waggles his brows my way. “I want the same deal.”

      Georgie nods. “Emmie has always been the better negotiator of the two.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “But I’ve always gone along with her schemes.”

      We hit the dance floor, and I scoop up Fish so she doesn’t get trampled as Cornwall, Fish, and I begin to sway to the music. Sherlock barks and jumps beside us as Georgie, Jasper, Leo, Emmie, and I dance the night away.

      We work all of the sugar out of our systems, and for a brief moment in time, I forget all about the fact that Forrest Blankenship’s killer is roaming free out there.

      I have a feeling they won’t be roaming free for much longer. Rufus Grain just might know a thing or two that can lead to an arrest.

      Here’s hoping he’s willing to tell us just what that might be.
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      Having fun?

      It’s a text from Melissa Montgomery and a picture of me at my very own Fall Y’all festival—every inch of it a knockoff of her own fall fun fair.

      “Kill me now.” I sigh. Whoever sent this picture to Melissa undoubtedly took a few others that most likely included that sign Macy all but swiped.

      I text back. I can explain everything. I’m so sorry. We’ll get together soon. Some explanations and apologies need to be done in person.

      Not that she’ll buy mine. I’m afraid Macy’s little fun scheme has cost me a friendship.

      Neither Jasper nor I was able to track down anything on Jessica Blankenship’s sister, but we were able to track down Rufus Grain pretty easily.

      Rufus is having a book signing out on Whaler’s Wharf at a bookstore called A Portal to Another Realm. The bookstore specializes in science fiction and fantasy, and since Rufus writes fantasy thrillers, I can see how it’s a perfect fit for him.

      Since the signing was running from six to eight, Jasper and I enjoyed corndogs at the vendor next door until we saw the line dwindling at the entry to the bookstore. Mobs of women can be seen surrounding the table where Rufus is sitting, and the only proof I have that he’s there is the fact his blond head bobs up every now and again. Once Macy heard that Jasper and I were headed to question Rufus, she put on a little red dress and hopped in the back of our car. And, of course, once Georgie got wind of an out-of-this world bookstore, she hopped in right next to her—but not before collecting a few furry friends first.

      “I’m going in, Bizzy,” Georgie says as she cinches a wonky quilt tote bag to her shoulder, and both Fish and Cornwall peer their tiny furry heads out.

      Sherlock stayed back at the cottage with Candy, Macy’s cute pooch, and I left on the Animal Planet for them. They seemed more than content with that.

      Fish sticks her nose into the air and takes in a few quick sniffs of the briny air. Ah! Sweet perfume! Why does the wharf always smell better than the cove, Bizzy?

      Cornwall twitches his nose back and forth as he juts his head out. It smells like dying sea life out here. You’re right, Fish. This is the perfume of the gods. Look! Fish are jumping out of the buckets that line the pier. I have the sudden urge to run wild. Care to join me?

      You don’t have to ask me twice, Fish mewls back.

      “Neither of you is going anywhere,” I say to the two inquisitive cats. “Those fish belong to the fishermen who caught them.”

      Fish clucks her tiny pink tongue. But you know fish is my favorite. It was my first word.

      It’s true. I asked her what her name was and she kept saying fish over and over again.

      “Okay,” I say to Georgie. “Go ahead and get these two cuties in the store, but don’t let them out of your sight. They’re being hypnotized by the scent of fish carcasses. Oh, and steer clear of the author in question. He belongs to me.”

      “Pfft.” Macy doesn’t mind sharing her thoughts on the subject.

      I’m a mind reader. I can attest that those were the sum total of her thoughts on the subject.

      She gives me the stink eye. “I didn’t eschew the first night of the Dating and Mating Fall Extravaganza at the inn just to watch you steal my man, Bizzy.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

      Jasper nods to my sister. “As soon as we’re through, you can have Rufus Grain all to yourself.”

      “As if I’m going to stand by and watch my sister flirt shamelessly with him until she seduces all the clues out of him.” She sucks in a quick breath. “Why don’t you let me do that? I’ll grill him for you. That way I’ll get to have the spotlight on me, and you’ll get your answers.”

      “I don’t know.” I glance to Jasper, and he shakes his head. “Don’t worry, Macy. We’ll be quick. Besides, I think Georgie mentioned a few days ago that you know Rufus Grain intimately from the night of the murder.”

      “Not true. We got close to liftoff, but he did something no other man has asked me to do before so I backed out,” she says.

      Jasper sighs. Is it bad that I want to know the details on this one?

      “What did he do?” I ask. She’ll either answer or she won’t.

      “He wanted me to sign an NDA.”

      “A nondisclosure agreement?” Jasper asks, nonplused.

      “No wonder you didn’t sleep with him,” I balk.

      “That had nothing to do with me not sleeping with him. It was the fact he wanted me to write down my name. I prefer to keep my one-night stands anonymous.”

      “Your name?” I balk twice as hard as I just did. “That’s where you draw the line?”

      She waves me off. “Who cares. That’s all in the past. I’m about second chances. I’m willing to see if he’ll forgo a little legal paperwork in an effort to get a little of this.” She gives her hips a wiggle. But then, there’s Heath. He was a pretty good kisser. A smarmy smile takes over her face.

      She kissed Heath? When? The night of the Titanic dinner disaster?

      Georgie grabs ahold of my sister. “Come on, Toots. Much like the victim, the line just up and died. I say we beat the detectives at their own game. Let’s solve this case and land ourselves a good-looking man. Dibs on the hottie with the book in his hand.”

      “Georgie, that’s my man.” Macy frowns at her. “Why don’t you trot over to the senior section and find someone age-appropriate? Maybe someone with whiskers and a tail?”

      “You do know what I like.” Georgie gravels out a laugh. “Honey, at my stage in life, they’re all age-appropriate.”

      The two of them duck inside, and Jasper and I head in on their heels.

      The inside of the bookstore is painted a bright cheery shade of yellow, and there are tables full of books in the middle of the store and bookshelves just behind that. Fall leaves are strung along the counters, shelves, and tables, and there are tiny pumpkins perched on every free surface, giving it a cozy autumn appeal.

      To the right sit the registers, and just past that there’s a small café that’s still pumping out coffee that smells intoxicating to the masses in line. I’m tempted to join them.

      And next to the table where our suspect is situated is a six-foot tower of hardbacks constructed in a pyramid shape, but in truth it looks more like a Christmas tree. Each book has an identical cover that reads Death of the Underworld King by Rufus Grain.

      Rufus stands as both Macy and Georgie accost him.

      He has that Hollywood handsome look about him, a little on the plastic side but charismatic to a fault. He has light eyes similar to Jasper’s, so in that respect I can see how women can lose their minds over him—my sister included.

      Both Macy and Georgie are talking at once, but his eyes snag on that tote bag.

      “Well, if it isn’t Cornwall Hunter,” he says with a laugh, gently plucking the cat out of the bag. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” He looks up at Georgie. “Have you taken him in?”

      “I’ve taken him in,” I say, offering a slight wave. “I’m Bizzy Baker Wilder. I own the inn that held the signing the other night.”

      “Ah yes.” A laugh rumbles from him as he gives Cornwall a hearty pat. “Well, I’m thrilled you came by. You’ve made my night with this little guy.”

      Way to go, Bizzy. Macy glares at me momentarily. I was supposed to make his night. I knew we should have left the cats at home. Everyone knows that children and pets will always upstage you. Note to self: never travel with Huxley once Mack spits out their spawn. Although, Candy is the exception to the rule. She actually attracts men my way and has never upstaged me once. That’s what makes us such a spectacular team. She gets me.

      “And I’m Macy Baker, the manager of the inn.” Macy sheds a contrived grin his way to go along with her contrived title.

      Jasper quirks a brow. An imaginary promotion?

      I give a tiny nod.

      “It’s true,” she sneers my way. “I’m the on-site activities director. The Fall Y’all Days is specifically my doing.”

      I glance to Jasper. “Let’s get that in writing.”

      “We met the night of the murder.” She gives a solemn nod.

      “That’s right.” His expression darkens, and he looks mildly confused as he struggles to place her. The NDA chick? I’ve never had a woman turn me down before. And to think I’d never see her again. I might just have to make her mine for the heck of it. I can’t remember the last time I needed to pursue a woman. This might be fun.

      Cornwall looks my way. He’s plotting to capture his prey. I’ve seen this look in Forrest’s eyes before.

      I’ve seen it myself, Fish mewls as she stands up straight in that tote bag Georgie is holding. In fact, whenever Jasper gets that look in his eyes, I know it won’t be long before the entire cottage is thumping. It’s so hard to get a decent nap in when that happens.

      Forrest would toss me a handful of catnip before he disappeared for the night, Cornwall says. How I miss those catnip-laden days.

      Fish belts out a yowl, All the more reason to catch the killer!

      “Look at the little guy.” Rufus reaches over and gives Fish a pat as well. “Go ahead and pull him out. I’m a sucker for a cute furry face. I’ll let you in on a little secret.” He leans in toward Georgie. “A woman is twice as attractive to me if she’s an animal lover.”

      “Lucky for me”—Macy says—“this little girl is all mine.”

      She plucks Fish out of the bag by the skin on the back of her neck and Fish gives a purring laugh as she rides through the air.

      It looks like an act of cruelty, but Fish rather enjoys it. I won’t pick her up that way, but if she asks nicely, Sherlock will do the job and trot her around the cottage until she giggles like a schoolgirl.

      Rufus offers my sister a dreamy sigh, a sure sign her wicked ways are working.

      “So what brings you all out this way?” he asks as he gives Cornwall a friendly jostle.

      “We’re big fans!” Georgie shouts.

      While at the very same time Macy blurts, “We’re investigating!”

      This is going swimmingly. Jasper cuts a glance my way. If we were swimming alongside the Titanic.

      There weren’t enough lifeboats in that situation, and I have a feeling we don’t have enough either. This leg of the investigation is officially sunk.

      Jasper’s chest widens, and I know exactly what that means.

      “Rufus”—Jasper extends his hand—“Detective Jasper Wilder.”

      I hate it when he tells the truth.

      “Detective?” Rufus’ brows hike. “Please tell me you’re investigating Forrest Blankenship’s murder. The guy wasn’t perfect, but he didn’t deserve a shot to the heart like that.”

      I study him a moment, searching, listening, begging for an internal thought, just one, but it never comes.

      Interesting.

      “I am.” Macy nods, and lies once again, in a frantic bid to steal his attention. “I’m the assistant on the case, and we were wondering if you had any leads.”

      Macy is going for the coital jugular, and no lie, big or little, will be left out of the equation if she thinks it’ll help her beat that NDA agreement.

      A part of me is cheering her on.

      Fish mewls as she looks my way, Isn’t he suspicious of her in the least? If she keeps this up, he’ll be itching to have her arrested by the night’s end.

      With Macy and Georgie working in tandem, the odds of someone ending up in handcuffs have gone up exponentially—for everyone but the killer, of course.

      Georgie picks up a book and buries her nose in it. On second thought, she might not be such a liability after all.

      “Any leads?” Rufus walks over to our side of the table with Cornwall tucked contently in his arms. “Who are you looking at?” Whoever it is, I’m certain it’s the wrong person. A dark smile glides up his lips.

      My lips crimp.

      Wrong person? Why would that be? Because he’s the right person?

      It takes a lot of hubris to assume we wouldn’t catch him. And yet, here we are. Surprise!

      “I’ve spoken to a few people,” Jasper says. “I’m just looking for your account of that night. What you thought about Forrest and if you knew of any trouble he was having.”

      “Easy enough.” He looks to Cornwall. “I showed up at the inn, and the first person to brighten my night was this guy right here. I came over to say hello to Cornwall, and before I knew it, the signing was rolling along.” He looks my way. “Nice facility. The cove is amazing.”

      “Thank you.” I give a little shrug. “We enjoyed having the signing. I’m sorry it was cut short.”

      “I’m sorry Forrest’s life was cut short.” He cocks his head when he says it. “I don’t know that I saw anything out of the ordinary. I won’t lie, it wasn’t the exception to have people upset with Forrest. He could be a difficult character to get along with.”

      Speak for yourself. Cornwall meows. Forrest and I got along well enough. He said he wished more humans would take a cue from me. Napping and keeping quiet were his favorite traits of mine.

      I bet they were. Cats are the easiest of all to cohabitate with. Sorry, Sherlock.

      “It’s not the first I’ve heard of that.” Jasper gives a quiet laugh that disarms him. Good strategy. “What was your relationship with him like?”

      “Good, for a long time,” he says it quickly, and I believe him. “But things took a turn about a year or so ago. He was acting differently. Had some trouble with his wife. Forrest is the kind of guy who had everything going his way for so long that he didn’t know what to do when things went south. A part of me thinks that I should have been there for him more.” He scratches the back of his neck and shrugs. “We met about six years ago at a writers’ retreat. We hit it off pretty well. We’d meet up for coffee about twice a month with a couple other authors. Heath Russell, he was at the signing that night. He’s one of the authors in our group as well. Heath’s a good guy.” Despite his inherent flaws. His chest bucks with a silent laugh as he gives a wistful shake of the head.

      “I know Heath well,” Jasper offers. “I went to school with him, Ward University.”

      “I’m a Dexter man.” Rufus laughs. “Your archrival.”

      “I’m a Dexter girl!” Macy is quick to tell him.

      So am I, but I’ll let her wave the flag for our alma mater tonight.

      Georgie gasps as she lifts her head from the book. “You didn’t!” she grouses at Rufus, and he chuckles at her.

      “Chapter twelve, I’m assuming?” He nods. “I sure did.”

      Georgie grunts as she dips her nose right back in the book.

      “Rufus”—Macy pulls her shoulders back, exposing the goods—“who do you think killed your friend? The sooner we can get the killer behind bars, the sooner we can be alone.” Her lips morph into a fishhook before she realizes what she’s said and she shakes her head. “I mean, the sooner we’ll have justice.”

      He gives a half-hearted frown her way. I like how she thinks.

      “Let’s see”— he nods to Jasper—“have you talked to Goldie Blaze?”

      “He did one better,” Georgie says without lifting her eyes off the page in front of her. “He took her to prom.”

      “Really?” Rufus chuckles. “She’s kidding, right?”

      Jasper’s shoulders hike a notch. “It was a long time ago. And I did speak with Goldie.”

      “Forrest and Goldie, they dated.” Rufus gives a disconcerting nod. “Forrest actually thought she lifted his stuff. The guy knew nothing about women.” And considering the fact he’s a pro, that’s saying a lot. “Goldie told me she was fit to kill when she found out Forrest went on Orla Thaxton’s podcast.”

      “When did she say that?” I ask.

      “Right around the time that it happened, about two months ago,” he says. “Then there’s Heath. He was good friends with Forrest up until about a year and a half ago. A switch flipped and the two never got along after that. Not entirely sure what happened there. And then there’s Orla Thaxton.” He shoots a look out the window behind me. “Do you know much about Orla?” he asks the whole lot of us in general.

      “I know she’s a good time waiting to happen,” Georgie says, hardly budging from the book at hand. “Orlay O and I go way back to her food truck as of last week.”

      Rufus bounces with a laugh. “Yes, well, Orla is entertaining if nothing else. She’s got those restaurants.” He snaps his fingers as if trying to recall the name.

      “Thrills and Chills,” I offer. “I was at the food truck with Georgie, and we had a grilled cheese sandwich featuring a glazed donut. It was pretty spectacular.”

      “The food is spectacular,” he agrees. “They’re making money hand over fist. And she still finds time to write on the side. She’s pretty remarkable. Orla was a part of the writing circle that met twice a month. But she and Forrest seemed to have a falling-out.”

      “Any idea what that was about?” Macy wiggles her shoulders a little as she asks as if teasing him with what’s to come.

      But she’s asking all the right questions. By Georgie, I think she’s catching on to the investigative end of things. I might have to work extra hard to crack the case before she does.

      “I think I might.” Rufus shifts on his feet. “The day Forrest was killed, I overheard Orla and him going at it. The fact they were arguing wasn’t all that much of an anomaly, so I didn’t think too much of it at the time. But as I was walking by, I heard Orla say, ‘You’ll regret the day you threatened me.’” Forrest said right back, ‘And you’ll regret the day you threatened me—get ready for prison.’ But what’s the point of bringing that up?

      A breath hitches in my throat. There are plenty of reasons to bring that up.

      He takes a breath. “I don’t know what threats he might have made toward her, but if I had to guess, it might have had something to do with her career. I mean, that was his MO with Goldie.”

      Macy leans in. “Do you think he was extorting them?” If he was, the guy was a waste of skin to begin with. Women have to work twice as hard as men to succeed in just about everything. And the thriller genre is no different. That’s exactly why so many women take up a man’s name as a pseudonym just to make inroads in the publishing business.

      She’s not wrong.

      “I don’t think so.” Rufus inches back, and he gives a long blink. “I mean, his books sold well. He wasn’t a mid-lister by any means. He had a large and loyal fan base. I don’t think he needed to shake down a few fellow authors who aren’t doing nearly as well. It was probably something more nefarious going on.”

      Fish mewls, He doesn’t sound like a nice man.

      But he was, Cornwall growls. At least to me.

      “Curious,” Jasper says, and I can tell he’s making a mental note of it. “What do you know about Jessica Blankenship.”

      “Jessica.” He sighs mournfully as he says her name. “Beautiful woman. Smart.” But not smart enough to ditch Forrest. “She used to come to a few of our coffee shop meetups. She was a housewife and was just starting to dabble in penning cozy mysteries. She wanted to learn the craft. We collectively took her under our wing. She was a joy to have around. And then—she got sick.” His eyes widen as if the shock was still fresh. “They stopped coming. She had some sort of infection that was taking over her leg, got into her bone. Forrest took her to a clinic up north to get some new immunotherapy or something of that nature. She got worse instead of better. The antibiotics wouldn’t work. The infection wouldn’t stop. Forrest let us know she got pneumonia on top of it all, and then the next message we got from him was three days later. Jessica had died.” He swallows hard. “It was hard to believe. I still don’t believe it, in fact. I can’t wrap my head around it. Death is something I write about, not something that happens. But then, I haven’t been exposed to much death in my life, so I suppose I have no frame of reference for it.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I tell him. “Rufus, by chance would you know what Jessica’s maiden name was?”

      “I do know.” His face brightens a notch. “It was the surname she used for the nom de plume she was going to use for the books she was working on, Jessica Cherry.”

      “Cherry.” A swell of relief hits me as if I’ve just received the last piece of the puzzle. “Thank you.”

      “No!” Georgie riots before slamming the book in her hand so hard it sounds like a clap of thunder.

      “RAWR!” Cornwall screams at the top of his tiny lungs as his hair stands on end, turning him into an instant ball of cheddar. He jumps a foot in the air, and it’s then we see Georgie has slammed his tail in the book she’s holding.

      Georgie drops the literary tome like a hot potato, and Cornwall flies twice as high before zipping past us and diving into that tower of books. The hardback set up on top like a Christmas star begins on a hard wobble.

      Oh, what the heck. Fish springs off of Macy’s chest as if she were a diving board. This is going to be fun! She zips right into that display of precariously stacked hardbacks, and the entire tower crumbles to the ground with a riotous noise.

      The cats yowl and scream as they bolt right out of the mess. Cornwall leaps onto the nearest table, knocking down paperback and hardbacks alike, with Fish on his tail, making twice the mess in her wake.

      Customers scream and panic.

      I scream and panic.

      Georgie whacks Rufus over the head with the book in her hands.

      Macy does her best to stuff her number into his pocket.

      And Jasper does his best to haul us all out of there before we’re fined for destruction of property. He gives a sharp whistle once we’re at the door and both cats run right into my arms.

      We make a break for it, laughing and running all the way down the pier.

      “I should feel terrible,” I say.

      “Nothing was broken,” Jasper says. “I made sure of it as I gave the place one last look.”

      “We didn’t yield much,” I say as we pile back into the car.

      “I’ll get a date out of it,” Macy muses as she checks her face in the review mirror.

      “I got a fresh stack of nightmares waiting for me, thanks to that book,” Georgie growls. “It should come with a warning label.” She pulls Fish and Cornwall over her ears as she does her best to tune the world out.

      If only it were that easy.

      “Men should come with a warning label.” Macy puckers and blows herself a kiss.

      “You should come with a warning label, Detective Baker,” I tell her.

      “Killers should come with a warning label,” Jasper says as he gets us onto the road and on our way back to Cider Cove.

      “Speed it up, would you?” Macy asks as she gives his seat a jiggle. “It’s dating and mating season back at the inn, and I want to get there before all the good ones are taken.”

      “I’ve got a good one.” I sigh as I look over at my handsome husband.

      And Rufus gave us the lead on Forrest’s wife that we’ve been looking for.

      Here’s hoping that info will be the cherry on top that will finish off this case for good.

      Something has to crack soon, or whoever killed Forrest Blankenship might just walk free forever.
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      It’s nearly eleven in the morning the very next day, and the grounds at the inn are bustling with families who have come out to enjoy the hayrides, the maze, and the cove in general.

      I’m front and center inside the inn at the registration counter, and I’ve just finished checking out a couple of guests and polished off a few of Emmie’s cinnamon roll cookies as a reward.

      Emmie is nice enough to keep a platter right here at the desk. And the best part? Unlimited refills.

      Grady and Nessa have been canoodling in the corner with every free chance they get. I’d say something, but if Jasper and I worked together, I’d probably do the same. And if our boss called us out on it, we’d probably make a sport of seeing how much we could get away with.

      Fish mewls my way, They’re licking one another again. Bizzy, you should pay attention. They’re the only humans I’ve ever seen who have gotten it right.

      Sherlock gives a soft woof. It’s true. And the way Grady keeps sniffing her neck, you’d think she was made of bacon.

      “Wonderful,” I say, opening up my laptop. I’m about to deep dive into Jessica Cherry’s life—short life as it were. I know Jasper is headed to Seaview to do the very same thing.

      Cornwall hops next to me. Forrest wasn’t a licker. He said Goldie was too wild to tame. A woman like that needed ten men to keep her happy.

      I frown at my screen. “No wonder she wants another bite out of Jasper. He’s the equivalent of ten men. It all makes sense now.”

      “Do you often talk about me like this when I’m not around?” a deep voice strums from above, and I suck in a quick breath as I look up to see my handsome hubby.

      “Jasper!” I hurry around the counter and wrap my arms around him. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve decided to take a field day instead.” His brows waggle. “I figured if you were going to spend a chunk of time investigating Jessica Cherry—and I was going to do the same—I thought we could do it together.” We’re good at doing lots of things together.

      “Ooh.” A laugh bubbles from me. “That we are.”

      Fish groans. Here they go again. I don’t suppose they’ll take any tips from Grady and Nessa.

      Sherlock vocalizes, Jasper is pretty set in his ways. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks—that goes for humans, too.

      Jasper glances their way. “What’s going on?”

      “Grady and Nessa have impressed them with their licking skills. Fish thinks we should take notes, but Sherlock says you can’t teach an old human new tricks.”

      He gives a slow blink. “I take it I’m the old human in this equation.”

      “Yeah, but on the bright side, I’ve always been pretty good at training old dogs. I can give it the old college try. I did go to Dexter. So I’m coming from a place of educational superiority.”

      “Oh.” He tips his head back and laughs. “Is it college rivalry day?” he teases. “Because I can dish it, honey.”

      “Honey?” I laugh at the moniker. My phone bleats, and I dig it out of my vest pocket. “It’s my mother.” I gasp as I read her text. “Oh no, it’s Thursday and it’s almost noon,” I say, taking off my vest in haste.

      “I’m afraid to ask what that might mean. Please tell me no artifacts from the Titanic will be harmed at any point this afternoon.”

      “No, but we might prefer a sinking ship to where we’re headed next. Good thing you took a field day today. Because we are about to have a whole other field day.”

      I ask Grady and Nessa to man the fort, then I scoop up the cats and Sherlock and head to the cottage to do a quick change—and grab a hot pink hippo named Sally.

      We’re going to have a field day, all right.

      Mackenzie Woods is going to be fit to kill when she sees my mother throwing her an impromptu baby shower.

      Let’s hope this afternoon doesn’t end in murder.

      Here’s hoping my mother survives.

      Here’s hoping we all survive.
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        * * *

      

      The ritzy neighborhood my brother and Mackenzie purchased their bluff-top home in is called the Golden Circle. Not only are the homes set in clusters of cul-de-sacs, but it’s a gated community that is commonly known to the rest of the town as The Gates. Original, I know. The joke goes, the reason they call it the Golden Circle is because you need to pony up a stack of gold bars to purchase a home here. 

      “Wow,” Jasper says, ducking his head a notch toward the windshield in an effort to get a good look around. 

      “Wow, indeed,” I muse.

      The homes are monstrous two-story wonders with white picket fences and sprawling emerald lawns. 

      “I’m not easily impressed,” he says. “But I am definitely impressed.” 

      I’m not impressed, Cornwall mewls. 

      Woof. Sherlock barks from the backseat as he sits snuggly between Cornwall and Fish. Behind them, squished in the trunk, is the hot pink face of a hippo giving a silly smile this way.

      The only thing that impresses you is food, Fish says.

      Cornwall sighs. I suppose we have something in common after all. 

      I’m impressed, Fish chirps while hiking up on her hind legs and peering out the window. Look at all the giant litter boxes in front of all the houses. They’re ten times the size of ours. I plan on using Uncle Huxley’s litter box right away. 

      Sherlock groans. I keep telling you, they’re not litter boxes, they’re planter beds. And if you squat and dig in Mackenzie’s begonias, she’ll snuff out all nine of your lives—and plant you. 

      He’s not wrong, but I’m not about to correct him. If the cats need to relieve themselves, far be it from me to stop them. Hux wouldn’t mind. But if Mack finds out, she just might plant us all. 

      “Our marriage has a unique connection to this place,” Jasper says, pointing out at the mini-mansions laid out neat as chess pieces. 

      “It does?” I ask, stymied, as I take in the opulence. 

      “Yes. When I was thinking of moving to Cider Cove, I looked into this tract of homes. And once I found out they would set me back a few million, I hightailed it to the Country Cottage Inn and met you and Fish. You were both cute, so it was a hard choice deciding who I should ask out first, but you were flashing the green light pretty hard. I thought I’d put you out of your misery.” 

      Fish brays out a laugh so I don’t have to. 

      “It’s nice to see you have a lively imagination. You were so ornery when we met, it’s a wonder I didn’t tell you there wasn’t any room at the inn.” It had crossed my mind. “But those lightning bright eyes got to me. I was toast from the get-go. Plus, you saved me from drowning. I had to repay you somehow.”

      “I knew the second I pulled you close in the water, I was holding my future wife.” He reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze. 

      Sherlock snorts. And once we got settled, Jasper said he didn’t want anything to do with that crazy woman and her cat. 

      I suck in a quick breath and swat the man I pledged my life to while translating for the ingrate. 

      “Sherlock Bones.” Jasper chuckles. “That was supposed to be our little secret.”

      Fish yowls, One best kept to yourself and forgotten. 

      “Words of wisdom,” I say as Jasper pulls up to a stately home just as my mother, Georgie, and Juni are tying blue and pink balloons to the picket fence. Macy is off to the side, scrolling through her phone, keeping her hands clean of the pink and blue carnage. A smart move on her part.

      We hop out with our furry friends and one hot pink hippo threatening to eat Jasper alive.

      “Oh thank goodness, you’re here,” Mom says. “The party can start. And look”—she points past me—“all of my friends are showing up just in time.” I’d take a dig at the younger generation and their insistence to be fashionably late, but my girls seem to be exempt from the misnomers of their peers. But I can always count on my peers to come through for me. And by the looks of this parade of cars, it looks as if all of them showed with baby bells on. These old bats owe me after I shelled out a hundred bucks a pop for each of their grandchildren. Turnabout is fair play. I don’t care how much Mackenzie protests. These women owed me a couple thousand dollars’ worth of gifts for my future grandchild. Lord only knows how long I’ll have to wait for Macy or Bizzy to reproduce. As far as I know, Bizzy isn’t even trying. She seems far too content with children of the four-legged variety. Maybe if I told her she was genetically predestined to have a litter of kittens she’d hop to it. It seems I’d have better luck getting a grandkid out of her if she were a nun.

      Lovely.

      I frown up at Jasper as if this was all his fault. It’s not, of course. My mother is right. We’re not even trying. But in our defense, we’re doing a heck of a lot of practicing.

      Less than thirty seconds pass as all of Mom’s friends congregate and we storm the bluff-side castle like an angry mob who was just cleverly blackmailed into showing up after buying pricey baby gifts.

      The house is immaculate and looks exactly like an extra-large museum showcase. It’s a white-out with nary another shade to join in on the fun. The white sectional is almost hard to see juxtaposed to the white walls and white wood flooring, the white carpeting thrown over that. Giant white pillar candles are set out over every free surface, and the flickering flames add an elegant appeal. There’s a rustic old-fashioned wooden broom hanging above the fireplace, painted white lest it be disqualified for the prime position.

      The only speck of contrast are the tiny throw pillows with blue coral printed on them, and sitting on the gargantuan coffee table there’s a long wooden box, white, with a sea of white roses bunched in it.

      A handful of polished guests are milling around, all of them looking this way and clutching their necks as if they were about to be robbed by this gift-wielding granny brigade.

      No sooner do we step into Mackenzie’s white, bright living room than Jasper leans in.

      “I forgot to mention,” he whispers warm in my ear. “I found a contact number for Jillian Cherry—Jessica’s sister.”

      “Did you call?” I practically scoff at him for withholding vital information.

      He nods. “She didn’t pick up, but I left a message.”

      Huxley and Mackenzie materialize in front of us with equally stunned and horrified faces. I can’t blame them. Each granny bustling her way into the room is holding one gift bigger than the last.

      “What the hell is this?” Mackenzie shouts while waddling in, wearing a smart navy dress and holding her enormous belly

      “SURPRISE!” we shout in one loud unified voice.

      Huxley huffs out a nervous laugh. He’s dressed in a dark suit, white dress shirt, no tie. His version of casual wear.

      “It’s a surprise baby shower!” Mom calls out as if it were the best news ever.

      “Mom?” Hux cocks his head, unsure of what direction this might take next. I’m not sure if I should take the restraining order out on my mother, or on Mackenzie. Mack is going to chase me out of this pricey architectural wonder with a baseball bat for simply being related to the woman.

      “This can’t be happening,” Mackenzie seethes. Her lips are pulled so far back she could kiss both of her ears at once. “Make them leave.”

      “You don’t worry about a thing.” Mom waves her off. “We’ll make ourselves at home.” She points to the aforementioned witches around her. “Just set the gifts wherever you find a free space.”

      Mackenzie sucks in a breath strong enough to land Sally the baby-hungry hippo in one of her lungs.

      “Great place, kiddos,” Georgie says, shaking her head as she inspects the spacious, white wonder. “So when should we come over to help you paint? I can do a nice mosaic in the nursery. What are we thinking? Circus theme? I had a circus theme with Juni here, and look how she turned out.”

      Hux and Mackenzie cast their eyes on Juniper Moonbeam with her fishnet stockings and hot pink dress constructed of wet suit fabric.

      Mackenzie’s cheeks turn pink at the sight, then quickly purple.

      “Out,” Mackenzie shouts, but it’s no use. Mom and her friends have already burrowed into the house and planted a pastel rainbow of gifts every which way you look.

      Macy crimps her lips. “Don’t look at me. I just came for the food.” Her attention is quickly diverted to the spread out on the dining room table. “Ooh, canapés.” She trots off without bothering to bear the brunt of Mackenzie’s wrath.

      “And really, Bizzy?” Mackenzie howls. “Have pets will travel? This is a pet-free zone!”

      Georgie leans my way and whispers, “Much like it will soon be a baby-free zone.”

      And a Huxley-free zone soon thereafter, Jasper adds.

      I can’t disagree with him.

      Fish gives a sharp meow in Mackenzie’s direction. Watch it, missy. I’ll forgo the planter beds and go for the bed you curl up in at night.

      I’ll join you, Cornwall mewls. I could use a good nap.

      Uncle Huxley! Sherlock Bones runs a happy circle around my brother, oblivious to Mackenzie’s slight. I smell bacon. Please tell me you’ve got bacon.

      “Don’t worry, buddy. I’ve got bacon.” Hux gives Sherlock a hearty scratch, and I can’t help but shed a tiny smile at my brother’s intuitiveness. Unfortunately, bacon is all I might have at the end of the day if I don’t make this nightmare go away.

      “A circus theme?” Mackenzie seizes as if Georgie just offered to perform an exorcism on her unborn child. No, wait. That’s not right. Mackenzie will probably hire out to have that done anyway once the poor thing begins to cry. “We don’t need a circus theme in the nursery for two reasons. One: there isn’t a nursery. The baby is sleeping on the couch with Huxley. And two: you brought the circus with you!”

      Juni clucks her tongue. “She’s figured it out, Mama. The secret is out of the bag.” She lolls her head my way. “I didn’t have a circus theme in my nursery. Mama and I moved in with the circus. You don’t perform aerial feats the way I do unless you were professionally trained at a young age.” She looks to Hux. “Now what kind of eats do you have? Once I load up on carbs and cheese, I can use your chandelier as a trapeze and show off some of my moves.” She walks past the two of them on her quest for cubed cheddar.

      Hux purses his lips. “It seems the chandelier thing runs in the family.” He nods to Georgie. “Speaking of which, I heard things came out okay in the end.”

      “That’s right,” I say. “The Titanic treasure has been returned to its rightful place.” Mostly.

      Mackenzie’s shoulders draw up to her ears. “Don’t you change the subject.” She glowers at the man she vowed to spend a lifetime with before turning her ire on Jasper. “What the hell is that pink blob you’re holding, and why is it in my house?”

      “This is Sally,” I tell her. “And she’s come to move in with you.”

      Mackenzie’s eyes bulge like a pair of baby rattles. “You take that atrocity home, Bizzy Baker.”

      “Bizzy Baker Wilder,” I correct. “And I can’t take it home. It’s not mine, it’s yours—or more to the point, my nephew’s or niece’s.”

      “Nope.” Hux looks as if he’s ready to shank Sally with a broken baby bottle himself. “My son isn’t playing with a bright pink hippo. And that thing is going to give my kid nightmares no matter what gender it is. I’ll have to sue you both for bringing it into the house.” Knowing Mack, she’ll make me wander around the house again, burning sage just to rid the place of the demons and perhaps lice that thing might be housing.

      Again? He’s burned sage for her?

      And did he say son? A part of me wonders if Hux just gave away the gender of his child. And the other part of me doesn’t care what either of them says about this hot pink blob. It’s a gift. They can donate it on their own time.

      “Sally stays.” It comes from me curt. “And I’m positive you didn’t buy a one-bedroom house. You’re giving one of those bedrooms to my niece or nephew.”

      If I were a betting woman, I’d say it was a boy and Hux is in on it. Knowing Mack, she doesn’t want to know there’s a baby swimming in her belly, let alone what gender it is.

      “She’s right,” Jasper says. “The baby needs its own space. And the sofa?” He shakes his head at the two of them. “I don’t know a lot about babies, but I know enough to realize they don’t sleep on the couch.”

      Hux huffs over at Jasper, “But Mackenzie—”

      “Hux, grow a pair,” I tell him. “Mackenzie, stop being so selfish. You’re having a baby, not a houseplant. And babies need stuff. Lots and lots of stuff. My mother just wanted to do something special for the two of you—like shower you with gifts. If you really hate everything, feel free to box it up and donate it. But this shower means a lot to Mom.” And those witches that owe her. “Can’t you just go along with it for one afternoon?”

      Mackenzie inhales a never-ending breath.

      Oh, this doesn’t look good, Fish says.

      Run for cover! Cornwall shouts as he dives straight for the dining room.

      Sherlock barks. Wait for me! He races that way and knocks down one of my mother’s cohorts in baby shower crime, and then one by one, like a set of mature dominos, every one of my mother’s so-called witches topples to the ground as Sherlock races past them.

      Fish and Cornwall zip around the giant room as if it were a racetrack.

      Food goes flying. Coffee goes spilling, and the gifts are in the air, quite literally. White sofas are compromised. White floors are smeared with wine and tomato sauce alike. And all of Mackenzie’s snooty friends look as if they’re going to get eaten by the pink blob at any moment. And if things keep progressing, they just might.

      But perhaps the most priceless reactions of all belong to my brother and his stubborn bride.

      Hux and Mackenzie look as if they’re about to go on a mass murder spree.

      Jasper’s phone bleats in his pocket, and he tosses Sally over to Hux.

      “I need to take this,” he says, stepping out of the house, and thereby leaving me defenseless.

      Mackenzie takes a half step toward me and the words something wicked this way comes enters my mind.

      “You did this!” she riots.

      “I didn’t do any of this,” I riot right back.

      “Eh.” Georgie shrugs. “Those are your cats relieving themselves in her roses.”

      “What?” both Mackenzie and I shout in unison as we turn in the direction of that bed of roses sitting on the coffee table. And sure enough, Fish and Cornwall are each squatting at either end of it.

      “Incoming!” someone shouts just as Juni sails across the room on a lantern-shaped ceiling fixture and everyone in the vicinity ducks and covers.

      “Get out!” Mackenzie howls as if the roof were on fire. And honestly, she might have preferred a few flames to this hysteria.

      Mom grimaces. “Maybe we should unwrap our own gifts,” she shouts to her cohorts. “That should help speed things along.”

      Macy appears next to me. “If she’s trying to speed along the impending massacre, she’s right. This is why I didn’t waste money on a gift.”

      Wrapping paper flies through the room like pastel confetti, and Mackenzie wheezes as if her lungs were suddenly restricting her airflow. She flies across the room, snaps the broom off the wall above the fireplace, and begins swatting every living soul in the house.

      “Out!” she cries over and over again as if it were her favorite song. She swings her broom in Juni’s direction, letting the bristles run through a line of her pillar candles, and the broom goes up in flames in a whoosh. Before we know it, Mack is chasing out her guests with flames on a stick, and we all run for the safety of the front lawn—Fish, Cornwall, Sherlock, and Hux included.

      Jasper steps our way with a mild look of concern. “Hard to believe the fun is over so quickly.”

      Hux groans as he jogs past us. “I’d better put out the fire.”

      “Fire?” Jasper glances to the house before stepping in close. “Speaking of fires, that was Jillian Cherry on the phone. Jessica may not be dead. She might be missing.”

      A giant hot pink hippo sails out the front door of my brother’s new house with its back in flames and lands near our feet.

      Mackenzie’s sanity has gone missing, and Jessica Blankenship might be missing, too.
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      The last bits of September are upon us. I’ve determined that this weekend it will be curtains for the Fall Y’all Country Cottage Days—and this Sunday also happens to be my one-year anniversary to Jasper. I let all of the authors that were here that fateful day of the thriller fest know that they were welcome back this Saturday, and every single one of them said they’d be happy to come.

      After that disaster of a baby shower yesterday, Jasper went straight to Seaview to do as much digging as he could on Jessica Blankenship. When he got home last night, he said he ordered her phone records, which will include her text messages. We should have those at some point today.

      After helping out at the registration counter at the inn, I took a plate full of Emmie’s fresh baked cinnamon roll cookies and came back to my cottage. I put on a pot of coffee and made a crackling fire, and promptly curled up with my laptop, hoping I could find out something about Jessica myself.

      No sooner do my fingers hit the keyboard than the front door opens and in walks Jasper along with a crisp breeze.

      “Hey, handsome,” I say. My mood brightens at the sight of him.

      Sherlock runs over with a happy bark and his tail wagging.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Jasper winks my way as he gives Sherlock a quick pat before taking off his coat. “I got the phone records sent to me about an hour ago.”

      “What did they say?” I straighten, and both cats unfurl themselves from the hearth and head this way. Their tails and ears are pointed to the ceiling. They’re just as anxious for news as well.

      What did you discover? Cornwall asks, rubbing his head against Jasper’s leg.

      “Come here.” Jasper picks him up and lands next to me on the sofa. He offers me a generous kiss before pulling his own laptop out of his briefcase. “I wanted to go over the results of the phone records with my partner.”

      “Did they give you a partner down at the station?”

      “No, I gave myself one.” His lips find mine once again.

      Oh, come on, Fish yowls as she and Cornwall settle on either side of Jasper and me.

      They can’t help it. Sherlock moans. Georgie says they’ve got the hots for each other.

      I’m going to get hot, Cornwall says. With anger, if I don’t find out what happened to Jessica soon.

      “The natives are getting restless,” I say. “Let’s do this.”

      Jasper opens the file, and I scoot in close.

      “Let’s check the dates,” Jasper says. “Forrest let Jessica’s family know that she passed away in November of last year. November thirteenth to be exact.”

      He scrolls down to the last outgoing phone call and it’s listed as November seventh.

      “That looks about right,” I say.

      “According to her sister, they last spoke in October right before Halloween. They exchanged texts after that.”

      “Can we see them?”

      “We can,” he says, clicking over to another file. “They gave me everything for the last two years. Let’s start at last October.” He scrolls down, and we see multiple messages to different numbers, mostly banal messages.

      “For someone who was battling an illness, there’s no mention of it,” I say.

      “That’s strange, but not unheard of. Maybe she wanted to keep things light and positive? Let’s move to November.”

      We click over to the next month.

      “Bingo,” Jasper says.

      Bingo? Fish leans in. Don’t just gawk at the screen. Tell us what it says.

      “I’ll read them,” I offer. “Here’s the same text copied to several numbers. It says, not doing well. Cut my leg on a rusted bedframe last week. Bad gash never healed. Not feeling good. Heading to the ER. The next text reads, bad bone infection. On bedrest. A week later. Forrest is taking me to Connecticut for immunotherapy. So weak. And that’s it.”

      “That’s it?” Cornwall touches his paw to Jasper’s screen as if demanding more.

      “That’s it,” he says. “Jessica’s sister, Jillian, said that Forrest sent them a few texts after that keeping the family updated. Three to be exact. The last one letting them know she had passed away. He said he had her cremated and held a small service for her. But her family grew suspicious. Jillian asked for a record of the cremation just to put her heart at ease. She told Forrest she wanted it for closure because it felt surreal. I guess he told her off and stopped speaking to her and the rest of the family.”

      “That sounds ugly,” I say. “Maybe we should go back to the phone records.”

      Jasper pulls up September’s record, then October’s as we study it with intense scrutiny.

      “Look at this number.” I point to the screen. “The one ending in five, nine, eight, three. It’s pretty consistent. Whoever this was, she spoke to them frequently.”

      “Let’s see if she texted them as well.” He pulls up the text file.

      “Jasper, there’s not a single text to this number.”

      “Maybe it was business-related? It could have been anything outside of a social call.”

      “Let’s find out.” I pull out my phone and dial the number, but a series of beeps go off and let us know the number is no longer connected.

      “Interesting.” Jasper makes a note of it on his phone. “I’ll trace it and see where it gets us. You never know. There might be a connection to that number and Forrest’s murder.”

      Sherlock barks. Let’s go over the suspects. How about I get a brand new bone if I solve the case?

      I giggle as I translate.

      “You’re on,” Jasper says.

      What about me? Fish caws. How about an entire bed of catnip if I crack the case first?

      “She wants catnip if she cracks it first,” I say to Jasper. “You’re on, too, Fish.”

      I’ll solve the case, Cornwall growls as if it were a threat. Perhaps Forrest wasn’t perfect, but he was good to me. I’ll make sure his killer gets a little justice by way of the claw. His nails spike from his paws.

      Fish bounces next to me. First up is that Oral woman.

      Cornwall nods. She has a secret. We’ve already determined that.

      Sherlock gives a soft woof. And I bet it has something to do with that grilled cheese on a donut you keep raving about, Bizzy.

      I let Jasper know their thoughts. “Hey?” I inch back. “Maybe Orla’s secret has something to do with her Thrills and Chills diners?”

      He stares straight ahead and I can practically see a light bulb go off over his head.

      “Goldie mentioned that Orla and her husband bought a pricey beach house. She said the money didn’t come from her husband because his ex took him for all he was worth.”

      “She makes money as an author. And their restaurants make money. I mean, they could have scraped up enough and taken out a loan for the rest. That’s the way most people do it.”

      He nods. “You’re right. So the secret is still out there. Who’s next?”

      Sherlock barks at Jasper. What about your buddy, Heath?

      “Heath Russell,” I say. “I really like him. But he didn’t care for Forrest. They had a beef about something and he didn’t exactly tell us what.”

      Jasper makes another note on his phone. “I’ll come right out and ask him.”

      “He’ll be at the signing this Saturday,” I say. “What about your hot prom date, Goldie?”

      Jasper frowns. “She certainly has a strong motive.”

      Cornwall mewls, And she was the last person I saw Forrest with.

      “Cornwall just pointed out that Goldie was the last person who saw Forrest alive—not counting the killer. Unless she is the killer.”

      I bet she’s the killer! Fish yowls. I choose Goldie as my killer. If she did the deed, I get a bed of catnip.

      She’s not your killer. Sherlock moans. You’re not dead yet.

      You know what I meant. She lashes at him with her tail.

      Sherlock nips at her. I choose Orla. She’s got a secret, and whatever it is, it’s a big one. Everyone knows the only way two people can keep a secret is if one of them were dead. Hey, that’s a good one!

      Fish pretends to faint. He’s stealing from Shakespeare now, Bizzy. It’s officially time to rehome him. We don’t suffer thieves in this cottage.

      And what about Rufus? Cornwall twitches his orange furry face toward Jasper and me. I heard him tell Forrest that very night that he had better watch his back.

      I relay the threat to Jasper. “And it was just minutes before Forrest disappeared to the cove. And wait a minute—Cornwall, you mentioned that Forrest once said to Rufus that Jessica was the greatest love of his life and that Rufus got angry and knocked over a coffee table before storming out.”

      Cornwall mewls, That’s exactly how it happened.

      Jasper makes a note. “Okay, I’ll prod at Rufus again. It sounds as if Rufus was pretty emotionally involved with Jessica to knock over a coffee table.”

      “Are you thinking she had an affair with him?”

      “It could have been an emotional affair,” he says. “We should ask around to see if anyone noticed something. I’ll ask Heath.”

      “There are still so many questions,” I say. “All of our suspects will be here at the inn this Saturday. We can ask all of the hard questions then.”

      “Good idea. That will give me two days to mine these records. I’ll go through the rest of her text messages as well.”

      Goldie did it! Fish yowls.

      It was Orla! Sherlock barks. Anyone with half a brain can see that.

      A thought comes to me. “Forrest did say if anything happened to him, Orla would be responsible.” I look to Jasper. “I think I’m leaning toward Orla at the moment, too.”

      Traitor! Fish swats me with her tail. I’ll prove you wrong. Just you wait and see.

      “I wouldn’t mind being wrong just as long as the killer is caught.”

      “They will be,” Jasper says. “We’ll have a lot more answers on Saturday. And hopefully a killer, too.”
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      The Fall Y’all Country Cottage Days are numbered—and that number would be two. As in today and tomorrow.

      I’ve never been so relieved about anything in my life. As much as I’ve enjoyed making the townspeople happy, it’s been miserable knowing that I’ve just about ruined my friendship with the Montgomerys. As soon as this fiasco is over, I’m going to head over to the Montgomerys’ farm with the biggest basket of Emmie’s cinnamon roll cookies, and maybe every other sweet treat I can clear out of the Country Cottage Café.

      It’s Saturday evening, and the fall festival at the inn is spinning out of control, which seems to be par for the course.

      Camila and her Dating and Mating clientele have been infiltrating the clearing nightly. Jordy had a bright idea and thought we should put neon wristbands on them—after they ponied up the cash to participate in the giant dating debacle. And each night we’ve changed the color of the band so no one sneaks in under the radar. That way the singles looking to mingle won’t hit on any of the regular folks who showed up to have a good time with their families or plus ones.

      And the book signing is going swimmingly, too. I asked Jordy to set up the book signing near the maze this time. We’ve moved them away from the front of the inn where they were last situated—away from the awful memories of that fated night.

      No sense in having a crowd congregating at the front of the inn, too. This way Jordy and I can keep an eye on everybody as they do their thing.

      Southern Comfort is belting out one country cover song after another, and judging by those bodies on the makeshift dance floor, they appreciate it, too.

      Fish, Cornwall, and Sherlock have joined forces with Candy, Gatsby, and Cinnamon, and they’re running around the refreshment booth as Emmie and Leo reward them with treats intermittently. They know what side their cinnamon roll cookies are buttered on. The music is thumping. The smoky barbeque is lighting up my senses. According to the oversized sign hanging next to the mini food court, it’s pulled pork sandwich night.

      My mouth waters just thinking about it.

      Jasper received a court order this afternoon, so he can finally strong-arm Tele Communications Network, the provider for the dead line that Jessica called multiple times, into giving him information on who it may have belonged to. He seems to think it’s too important of a detail to leave alone, and I happen to agree with him. He’s back at the cottage taking care of that now. I’m just thrilled he didn’t have to drive all the way to Seaview to do it. He says it shouldn’t take too long. He’s determined to make our anniversary weekend special.

      “Bizzy Baker.” A blonde hurricane rushes this way in a tight red dress, matching heels and lipstick. My sister is clearly not afraid to suffer for fashion. This crisp fall night is far more conducive to my thick flannel and jeans.

      “It’s Bizzy Baker Wilder,” I tell her, not that it’s any use. “What’s going on?”

      Macy looks frantic, and in her wake Junie and Georgie are struggling to keep up—Juni with her short skirt and heels, and Georgie in one of her wonky quilt dresses.

      “What is this, you’re ending this charade tomorrow business?” Macy growls as she says it.

      “I wanna know, too.” Juni shakes a fist at me. “These fairground tattoos are all the rage. And I’m getting a thirty percent cut.”

      Georgie needles her gaze my way. “And the way your mother and I are selling out of wonky quilts we’ll have this entire nation walking around in comfort and wonky style if given the time.” She leans in. “By the way, I’ve got a little surprise cooking for your mama. Let’s just say I’ve added a goodie or two to our website. The lettuce should start rolling in good and plenty.”

      Juni clucks her tongue. “How many times do I have to tell you, it’s cheddar, Mama?”

      “It’s cold, hard cash.” Macy scowls over at me. “And it’s exactly what I’m going to be missing out on.”

      “Me, too!” Camila Ryder runs up bundled in a plaid coat. At least she knows enough not to get pneumonia and still manages to look like a fashion plate. “Do you know how much money I’m making? A lot.” The fury in her greedy eyes can’t be denied.

      “And I’m getting fifty percent of a lot.” Macy’s fury is just as greedy.

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” I tell them. “Maybe my nonexistent cut is making me pull the cord. Did you ever think of that?”

      “Let’s go.” Camila grabs Macy by the wrist. “If Bizzy is going to cut us off, we’ll have to negotiate with the enemy.”

      “Melissa Montgomery?” Macy shrieks as if Melissa held the keys to the gates of Hell.

      “That’s right,” Camila says. “Bizzy’s left us no choice.”

      Macy seethes my way. “We’re going to sue!” she shrieks as they disappear into the crowd.

      Sue?

      “I should sue you!” I shout back.

      “Georgie? Juni?” My mother’s voice rises above the noise of the crowd and the music, and we turn to find both her and Brennan heading this way from the entry.

      It should probably be noted that they’re both sensibly bundled in dark wool coats with matching checkered scarves, and as glad as I am that they won’t be catching their deaths, I’m not sure how I feel about the overall Bobbsey Twins’ appeal.

      Okay, fine. It’s adorable.

      Mom gives a hard blink at the two aforementioned women. “If you’re both here, who’s manning the booth? We could be missing out on hundreds of dollars’ worth of sales.” I knew I shouldn’t have run late. I had a feeling Georgie’s incompetence would run rampant and we’d somehow lose the best sales we’ve had since last holiday season. If only it were Christmas every day of the year. Hey? Now that the mayor is my daughter-in-law, I bet I could persuade her into pulling off a yearlong holiday celebration. We could change the name of the town to Christmas Cove, and I could die a very rich woman. That is, if Georgie doesn’t manage to kill me first. But then again, Mackenzie isn’t speaking to me just yet, so that Christmas miracle will have to wait.

      “Don’t get your Calvin Kleins in a twist, Preppy.” Georgie shakes her head at my mother.

      Brennan gives a wry smile. And here we go. I can feel the excuse coming. My guess is, whatever is about to spout out of Georgie’s mouth will put Ree in a bad mood. Good thing we got a little frisky before we left. Lord knows what will transpire tonight now that we’re in the Grim Reaper’s territory. He nods my way, and my mouth falls open.

      I’m the Grim Reaper?

      Georgie takes a step toward my mother. “I’ve got our booth manning itself. It’s on autopilot. I set it and forget it, and now we’re free to enjoy the rest of our night.”

      Mom’s eyes narrow with suspicion—as they should.

      “What do you mean you set it and forget it?” She turns her head slightly and gives Georgie a sideways stink eye.

      “I set a jar out in front of the booth and made sure all the quilts were priced at a hundred dollars. I figure if we were going to employ the honor system we might as well earn a few extra honest bucks.”

      “The honor system?” my mother shouts. “Are you nuts? So help me heaven if we haven’t been picked clean. I sent over six boxes of inventory this afternoon. We could have been robbed of thousands of dollars by now.”

      “You mean made thousands of dollars by now,” Georgie says it with a wink and a nod.

      Mom growls.

      Brennan gives a nervous chuckle.

      He ticks his head to the side as my mother hauls him off. And the night starts off with a bang. Here’s hoping it doesn’t end with one, too.

      I’m hoping the very same thing, Brennan.

      They take off, and Juni’s expression darkens as she looks my way.

      “I’m in the middle of a tat, Bizzy. And if I make Bruno mad, he may charge me double to finish it.”

      “Ooh, let’s see your ink.” Georgie claps her hands in anticipation.

      Juni lifts her sweater and exposes us to a crude outline of something scrawled across her torso.

      “What is it?” I ask, turning my head slightly in an effort to make it out.

      Whatever it is, it looks far too big and painful to be worth it.

      “It’s a cat.” Juni points to it. “It’s supposed to be walking away from you, but looking back to make sure you’re still watching.”

      Georgie nods. “Tats are always better when they have a meaningful story to go along with them.”

      “This is its face.” Juni points to the outline of a cat’s head and pointed ears. “This is its tail. And my belly button is going to be it’s a—”

      “Ah! I get it,” I tell her. “You’d better get back to the makeshift tattoo parlor. Bruno has his work cut out for him because this show is over in less than forty-eight hours.”

      “If I end up with anything less than a masterpiece, I’m going to sue, Bizzy.” She stalks off, and I shake my head after her.

      “That seems to be the theme of the night,” I say. “How about you, Georgie? Want to hop on the sue Bizzy bandwagon?”

      “Nah. I don’t have to hop on. I’m driving it. I’ve already got Hux drawing up some legal documents so I can shake you down in court. Some people fight their battles with guns and knives, but I let the legal eagles cut my enemies to pieces.”

      “Georgie, since when am I your enemy?” I don’t bother reminding her I let her live in one of my premium cottages, rent-free.

      “Ever since you cut out the premium beef bacon from the café. You and I both know that was the good stuff.”

      “Georgie, all bacon is the good stuff.”

      She smacks her hand over her forehead. “You’re right, Toots. I’d better find that shyster brother of yours. He’s looking to get his hands on your inn and using me as a pawn to do it.” She takes off, and I make a face.

      If this night keeps going in this trajectory, I might be moved to sue myself.

      Sherlock bounds this way, and along with him are Fish and Cornwall.

      What’s happening to Georgie? Sherlock jumps and barks in a wild panic. She was mumbling something about someone takin’ her bacon!

      “Don’t worry.” I give him a quick pat. “Your bacon is safe, and so is hers.”

      It’s mine I should be worried about.

      Fish mewls and practically jumps into my arms, Emmie baked a few sugarless biscuits for us. I vote we sell them at the inn.

      “Ooh, great idea. That might be something my mother can sell on her website, too. You’re just chock-full of good ideas.” I reward her with a kiss.

      Cornwall gives a sharp meow. Here comes Orla.

      I turn that way, and sure enough, the spirited redhead is about to pass me by.

      “Hey, Bizzy!” She gives a quick wave. “Just taking a quick break. The fans are out in droves tonight. I can’t thank you enough for letting us come back.”

      “I’m glad you all agreed to come back. You deserve a good night.” Unless you’re the killer.

      “I’d better hurry. I thought I’d head down to stock up on some of those cinnamon roll cookies and get some hot cider to sip.” She takes off before I can offer to do it for her.

      I’m about to follow her when I spot Heath coming down this way as well.

      “Hello,” I say just as I scoop up Cornwall into my arms.

      “Hey, Bizzy.” He chuckles. “Looks as if you’ve got your hands full there.”

      “Believe me, I’d rather have my hands full of fur than any mishap taking place at the inn. How’s the signing going?”

      “It couldn’t be better. We’re all taking a quick break. But the sales are through the roof.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      Cornwall growls, Ask him something about Jessica. My patience is growing short. I want Forrest’s killer behind bars.

      Now that would put a nice neat bow on my anniversary.

      “Heath, can I ask you a quick question? Had you heard any rumors about Jessica’s death? Did you think it was suspicious? Jasper spoke to her sister and she said Forrest refused to let her see a copy of the death certificate. I guess she’s holding out hope her sister is still alive.”

      He closes his eyes a moment. “That’s understandable.” She’s not. That much I can be sure of. “I’ll talk to Jasper and see if I can help. I’ll find him before I take off tonight.”

      “That would be wonderful,” I say as he takes off for the refreshment booth himself. That’s too bad about Jessica—that is, if he’s right.

      Incoming, Fish says just as I spot Goldie heading in this direction.

      Sherlock sighs. For a woman who wants to win Jasper’s heart, she never seems to pay me any attention.

      That’s because she’s not nearly as smart as Bizzy, Fish yowls. Once Bizzy decided she wanted Jasper for herself, she knew she had to pretend to like you or else it was all bets off.

      A laugh bubbles from me. “Sherlock Bones, I love you, and you know that. Fish, you’re too silly for your own good. Don’t goad him like that.”

      Goldie comes in hot and cranes her neck past me. “Is Jasper here?” Her blonde hair sits on her head like a nest and she’s wearing an orange twill coat.

      Cornwall makes a sound that could double as tittering. She certainly knows what she wants. Now to find out if she wanted to kill Forrest.

      Goldie did it! Fish screeches. Arrest her! Call Jasper and tell him that we’ve got the killer cornered!

      Sherlock gives a soft woof. You have no proof.

      And you have no proof Orla did it, she says back.

      “Jasper’s on his way,” I tell her. “How’s the signing going for you?” I’m willing to overlook her obsession with Jasper for one night, considering it’s most likely the last time I’ll see her. I hope.

      “Super well.” She presses a hand to her chest. “If I didn’t have to give almost half my income to Uncle Sam, I’d be a rich woman.”

      “You and me both.” I laugh and stop short as a thought comes to me.

      “Are you okay?” she asks. “You look as if you just saw a ghost. You’re not seeing Forrest Blankenship, are you?”

      The question seems oddly genuine.

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” Although it does have to do with Forrest.

      “Well, good.” She holds herself for a moment. “He caused so much trouble the first time on this planet, I’d hate to see what he was capable of his second go-around.” That nutcase probably went to his grave thinking that I swiped his work. So what if I took a little inspiration from it? And now that he’s dead, I think I’ll take a little more from that cache of bright ideas as well. Nobody is going to know but me. And I’ll be laughing all the way to the bank. I guess I owe the person who offed him. After all, they’ve just made me a very rich woman. “Tell Jasper to swing by my table when he gets done.”

      “You bet,” I say as we part ways. “I’m sorry to say it, Fish, but I think Sherlock might be right. Goldie’s not our girl. It’s Orla.”

      Cornwall perks up in my arms. Are you certain?

      Drats. Fish goes straight into sulking mode. Okay, fine. You don’t have to buy me an entire bed of catnip. I’ll settle for a sprig.

      Sherlock hops and skips. I’m right! I knew I was right. I’m going to get a bag of bones and a pile of bacon that I can belly flop into.

      That’s not what you asked for, Fish mewls. You’re such a goof, you didn’t ask for anything.

      That’s what I’m asking for now! Sherlock barks.

      A redheaded woman passes me by, the exact redhead I suspect of doing something deadly right here on these very grounds.

      “Orla!” I call out as I jog over her way as quickly as I can. By the time I catch up to her, she’s already got her keys out. “Are you leaving?” I pant, my lungs burning with the icy breeze.

      “I was just running out to my car to pick up a few more copies of my books. I’ve nearly sold out if you can believe it. I haven’t had a book signing this successful in years.”

      “Well, I’m happy for you.” It comes out lackluster.

      Cornwall yowls and lunges at her, and I nearly drop Fish as I pull him back.

      “Whoa.” A dull laugh thumps through me.

      But Orla doesn’t laugh. “That little bugger likes me about as much as Forrest did.”

      “Why do you think he didn’t like you?”

      Sherlock barks. Bizzy Baker Wilder! You know better than to question the killer without Jasper. Stay back and let Jasper take care of things. How many ankles am I going to have to bite to keep you safe?

      I don’t mind scratching out the eyes of the killer, Fish says rather coolly.

      There’s scratching out of the eyes involved? Cornwall looks more than mildly interested in this new development.

      Orla rolls the very eyes that were threatened. “I was friends with his wife, Jessica. We all were. And something didn’t sit right with me the way she suddenly fell ill and was gone just like that.” She gives a quick glance over her shoulder. “Not many people know this, but they were separated for about eight months before she died.”

      “They were separated?”

      Fish, Cornwall, and Sherlock all gasp in unison.

      She nods. “Forrest had a few screws loose. He was paranoid about everything. I think it took its toll on their relationship. I think she was looking forward to earning a few bucks so she could get away from him. They were still living in the same house, but she was close to getting her own condo.”

      Another piece of the puzzle falls into place. “So that’s the secret you had over him. You suspected that he did something sinister to Jessica.” I blow out a breath. “And I know the secret he had over you, too, Orla.”

      Fish and Sherlock groan at the very same time. For two creatures who can’t seem to get along, they sure are in tune to one another.

      “You do?” She takes a half step back.

      I nod. “That day at the Montgomerys’ farm, you threw Heath under the bus as the person who may have killed Forrest. But you watched Forrest die that night, didn’t you? Heath and his hatred for Forrest was merely a convenience for you.” I leave out the part about the fact she said she relished looking into his lifeless eyes as he hit the ground, because it was a thought on her part. “Your restaurants, Thrills and Chills, they’re an all-cash business, aren’t they? You bought a beach house out on the bluffs to the tune of two million dollars—all cash. And none of that cash was ever reported on your income taxes, was it? That was the secret Forrest had. He was threatening to report you to the IRS, wasn’t he?”

      Her face flushes until it shares the same hue as her hair.

      “Yes,” she hisses. “Please, Bizzy. Don’t make waves for me. I’ve talked my husband into speaking with a lawyer to help us out of this mess. I can’t go to prison.” She wrings her hands. “I’m not made to last in a place like that.”

      “I’m not telling the IRS anything. I’m telling the sheriff’s department about the fact you killed Forrest.”

      She stops cold. Her eyes narrow over mine before an enormous laugh bellows from her.

      “You think I pulled the trigger?” She slaps her thigh. “Oh hon, how I wish I did. Sadly, I did see him on the ground. Didn’t notice he was shot, though. I went back to the signing to try to find you and see if you could get him some medical help. I thought the old coot was having a heart attack or something.”

      “What? Why didn’t you mention any of this before?”

      “You had a medic en route before I ever found you that night. And once I found out he was dead, I thought it might only complicate things. Not only that, but the killer may have thought I saw them. I like to write about murder, not participate in it.” The last thing I need is some psycho after me. “Do me a favor and don’t tell anyone what I just told you. I’ll speak to the detective myself. I’d hate for the killer to get wind of the fact I was hot on their heels at the scene of the crime.” She holds up a cup I didn’t notice she had. “Great hot apple cider. But then again, I’d expect nothing less from a place called Cider Cove.” She winks. “I’d better get those books.” She trots off, and a huge sigh expels from me.

      What are you doing, Bizzy? Sherlock bounces up and down next to me like a ball. You’re letting the killer get away.

      Fish groans. What happened to staying back and letting Jasper take care of things? She mimics him a bit when she parrots his words.

      “I’m not so sure she did it.”

      I turn to head back toward the melee and nearly knock right into a body.

      “Bizzy?” Rufus Grain sheds an easy smile. His hair is slicked back, and he’s wearing a thick white scarf with his dark coat, making him look more dashing than he already is. “I almost walked right through you. Sorry about that. I was just heading back to my table. We’ve got a lively crowd here tonight.”

      “We do,” I say, but my mind is far from the inn this evening. “Rufus, you knew Forrest well. Why was he so paranoid? It seems to be a common theme among those that knew him.”

      “That’s because he had reason to be. His wife was having an affair.” He winces. I can’t believe I just outed Jessica that way.

      Fish, Cornwall, and Sherlock are right back to gasping.

      “An affair? With you?” I blurt that last question out without meaning to.

      “Nope, not me.” His brows hike a notch. I wanted to, though. Not that I would admit it. And that’s exactly why I could have wrung his neck. I knew Forrest hurt her. I’d bet my life on it. Wish I could have been there to see the killer pump one into his heart. That’s where he deserved the bullet. They knew exactly what they were doing. “I’d better get going. I’ve got plenty more books to sell.” And a blonde to track down. “Hey, Cornwall.” He gives the tangerine cutie a quick scratch. “You’re looking sharp, my man. Sure miss having you around. You ever want to collaborate on a book, just let me know. I bet we could pen one heck of a killer thriller.” He takes off with a mock salute.

      “Bizzy,” a deep voice booms from behind. I turn to see Jasper heading this way, and I’m in his arms before I know it. “The phone number”—he pants—“it belonged to a burner phone.”

      I nod. “That makes sense, considering Jessica Blankenship was having an affair.”

      “An affair?” He blinks back.

      “Yes. And I know exactly with whom.” I give both Fish and Cornwell a light squeeze. “We’re going to talk to him right now. Do you have your gun?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “Because we’re about to have a word with the killer.”
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      I quickly fill Jasper in on everything that Fish, Cornwall, Sherlock, and I have just gleaned.

      “Geez.” Jasper closes his eyes a moment. “This is not what I was hoping would happen. Not that I want anyone to be the killer, but to have to arrest my friend—this is going to be a tough one.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The fall festival is still whirling and twirling all around us. There’s a line snaking around the maze just to get into it. The hayrides are getting backlogged as well, and those pulled pork sandwiches are calling my name.

      Jasper and I are about to head toward the area where the book signing is taking place when Huxley and Mackenzie step in front of us.

      Mackenzie’s body looks twice the size it was the other day, and it has me wondering how many miniature Bakers she’s housing in there. Even though Mack decided against taking my brother’s name—at all—Hux told me that the baby would have his surname.

      “Well, well”—Mackenzie seethes as she stares me down—“if it isn’t the purveyor of my grief. You single-handedly destroyed my house. Expect a bill from my cleaning service.” She hisses at Fish when she says it, and Fish hisses right back.

      Cornwall twitches his ear. I rather like her.

      Figures.

      Huxley shakes his head. “Don’t worry about it, Biz. I’ve got it all under control. In fact, we’ve already had the place detailed this afternoon. I brought Mackenzie down here tonight while the house airs out.” And because the doctor said it would help move things along. Mack may not be anxious to see our baby, but I sure as heck am.

      “Well, I’m glad to hear things worked out,” I say.

      “Things worked out?” Mack all but shrieks. “We’ll see how well things work out when you’re ready to shoot a whale through your blowhole. In fact, I already have the perfect gift for your little detective in waiting—a flaming hot pink hippo named Sally.” She takes off toward the refreshment stand, and Hux mouths the word sorry as he follows along.

      “Aww,” I say as I look up at Jasper. “Hear that? We’re going to have a little detective in waiting.”

      “Can’t wait to meet them.” He sheds a grin that makes me want to pull him back to the cottage and get started on that mini rendition right away.

      “You keep giving me that sexy smile and you’re going to meet them sooner than later.”

      A laugh bounces from him. “You say when. My sexy smile and I will be right there.”

      “Now that’s what I like to see,” a deep voice says, and we look up to see the very man we were about to seek out. “A couple truly in love.”

      Sherlock howls, Oh, thank goodness. For once, you’ve got Jasper here to protect you. It’s about time you listened to me.

      She is not listening to you, Fish protests. Jasper happened to be with her.

      Cornwall growls, And the killer happened to step into our midst.

      “Heath,” I say his name just below a whisper, and it nearly takes the breath out of me when I see him.

      He looks so unassuming, Cornwall says.

      So very innocent, Fish adds.

      Sherlock yodels, He almost slipped through our fingers.

      I’m sure he would have wanted it that way, too.

      “Heath”—Jasper pulls a tight smile, something far more morose—“I’m sorry, but if you don’t mind, Bizzy and I would like to have a word with you.”

      “I don’t mind at all.” His jovial demeanor evaporates like smoke. “What’s going on? You went from laughing to morose in one fell swoop. I must really be a mood killer,” he teases.

      But neither Jasper nor I laugh.

      Jasper leads us a few feet closer to the exit before stepping in front of his good friend.

      “Heath.” His name depresses from Jasper with an unmistakable note of disappointment. “About a year ago, were you in the possession of a burner phone?”

      Heath inches back as if he were caught off guard.

      “A what?” He takes a moment to examine Jasper and me in a whole new light. “A burner ph—” His eyes close tight before he can finish his sentence. The phone.

      “I’ll take that as an admission,” Jasper says.

      I lean in his way. “Heath, that night at dinner, when I asked about Jessica Blankenship, you said she was dead—that she wasn’t a part of this story. That wasn’t true. She is very much a part of this story, isn’t she? She’s a part of your story. She’s the woman who you were with last—Jessica.”

      His face bleaches out.

      “Were you having an affair with Jessica Blankenship?” I ask point-blank.

      Heath takes a moment to look at Cornwall and sighs. “Yes. Jessica and I were—we were having an affair. But it’s not what you think. Jessica and Forrest were separated. And we did nothing inappropriate while they were still together. Jessica wanted to get away from him. I offered to help, but she was insistent on doing it on her own. She said she had depended too much on a man to begin with. She was about to move out, and then out of the blue she got sick. Or so he said.”

      Jasper’s head twitches. “You didn’t believe him either, I take it?”

      Heath shakes his head. “The guy killed her. I’d bet my life on it.”

      I clear my throat. “Heath, the night of the murder, when I saw you standing next to the fountain, your hair was wet, and you had water droplets on your tie.” I figure the best place to start is at the beginning.

      “I just came back from the restroom. I slicked my hair back after I washed my hands. I must have dripped. It’s not a crime.”

      “No. But you weren’t only styling your hair, you were washing the sand off yourself. Goldie and Orla had sand on them. You didn’t. Yet all three of you had just been to the beach. You were out on the cove with Forrest.”

      He gives a solemn nod. “You’re right, Bizzy. I was washing the sand off of me. And I was out on the cove with Forrest.” His eyes lock over mine, and I can’t tell whether or not there’s a threat buried in them.

      Did he just confess? Fish yowls so loud it pierces the tension.

      Sherlock barks. Not yet. Give him a chance. Cornwall, be on alert. They could signal us to attack at any moment.

      Jasper blows out a hard breath. “You killed Forrest, didn’t you?”

      “No.” Heath offers a mournful smile. “I didn’t. I followed Forrest and Goldie out to the cove. As soon as Goldie headed back in the direction of the book signing, Forrest headed for the shoreline and I followed him. I confronted him about Jessica. I’d been wanting to do it for some time, and seeing him there that night—well, it was too hard to resist. I accused him of killing her. He said he knew that Jessica and I were together. We fought. He pulled out a gun. And that with her gone, he could die happy I would never have her. He said it was a matter of time before he was arrested. But that he was going to write the last chapter of his story. Forrest Blankenship shot himself right through the heart. I never so much as touched the gun.”

      He shot himself? Cornwall belts out a howl of both anger and grief.

      “That’s the truth.” Heath nods to Jasper. “Before he did it, Forrest said it was him or me. He said killing me would be too easy. He much preferred me doing time for his death. Forrest said that it would be his dead body over my word. That his death had the power to ruin me in ways that wiping me from the planet couldn’t do.” He sighs deeply. “And then he said it was time for him to be with Jessica.”

      A stunned silence crops up around us as we try to absorb everything Heath just told us.

      “Why not come to me the night it happened?” Jasper pleads. “This mess would have been so much easier to clean up from the get-go.”

      “I was in shock.” He sighs. “I was relieved it was over, and yet I knew it wouldn’t be fully over until the two of us had this conversation right here.” He gives the back of his neck a scratch. “I suppose this is the part where you arrest me. Ironic, since it was Forrest who should have been arrested a long time ago.”

      “You waited a year,” I say to him. “Heath, you were looking to administer justice yourself, weren’t you?”

      “I had thought about it. But I knew like with all things, if you gave Forrest enough rope, he’d hang himself.”

      Or shoot himself, Cornwall growls. The plot twist was that Forrest wanted to pin the blame on Heath.

      Plot twist, indeed.

      “All right.” Jasper takes a look around. “I’m going to need you to come down to Seaview with me. I’m not going to cuff you. I’m not going to lie. You’ll need an attorney. Things could get ugly before they get better. But if he pulled a gun and the two of you struggled, then even if you did fire the gun, it would have been self-defense. I think you’re going to be okay.”

      “Jessica won’t,” he whispers mostly to himself.

      “Where do you think she is?” I ask.

      “Despite the fact he was a decorated author”—Heath purses his lips— “Forrest didn’t have a big imagination. He was a one-hit wonder when it came to both killing and burying his victims.”

      A breath hitches in my throat as I recall what Leo said the day we met Forrest. “He shot them in the heart and buried them in their own backyards.” I look to Jasper. “Forrest mentioned he lives in Rose Glen.”

      “He did,” Heath says.

      Jasper gets the sheriff’s department on the line. “It looks as if we’re going to take a field trip to Forrest Blankenship’s house.”
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      A couple of sheriff’s cruisers showed up. Thankfully, not enough to cause a scene. Jasper and Heath took off with the deputies who arrived as they headed out to Forrest’s home out in Rose Glen.

      Jasper said they’d dispatch the cadaver dogs to the place. I suspect he won’t be home until tomorrow.

      By the time Fish, Cornwall, Sherlock, and I walked back toward the area where the book signing was taking place, Orla had already packed up and left. I spot Jordy and ask him to box up the remainder of Heath’s books and let him know exactly why.

      I’m not sure what’s going to become of Orla and her IRS misgivings, but at the end of the day I’d rather let the IRS figure it out on their own.

      The twinkle lights strung above the clearing are the only thing affording us light this evening. The maze, the hayrides, and the music are still going full steam ahead, and the crowd has grown so much it’s nearly shoulder-to-shoulder in some parts. The dance floor is teeming with men and women with hot pink wristbands. Macy wasn’t kidding when she said they were hauling in some serious cash. Going into business with Camila might be an option if the inn ever slips into the red.

      “I can’t believe it,” Jordy says as he plucks Fish out of my arms. “You solved another case,” he says it right to the fuzzy feline. “I bet you helped.” He gives Cornwall a pinch over his forehead.

      Sherlock gives a melodic aroo. I had a little something to do with it.

      Did not. Fish swipes at him. You didn’t even guess that Heath could have been responsible.

      Neither did you! Sherlock barks back.

      Goodness, Cornwall mewls. Is it always World War III around here?

      “Always,” I mutter.

      “All right.” Jordy pulls something from his pocket and tosses it to Sherlock. “A jerky treat for you, buddy. I know you played your part.”

      “Did you just pull a dog treat from your pocket? It looks like someone is taking a cue from Georgie.”

      “It’s beef jerky,” he corrects. “My go-to snack for when my boss runs me ragged.”

      A laugh gets caught in my throat. “Great news for you. After tomorrow, you’ll have your nights back.”

      “And I am looking forward to it.”

      The hayride comes to a stop behind us, and an entire gaggle of people stream off of it—two of which are laughing hysterically, Georgie and Juni. They’re both wearing wonky quilt dresses with an orange maple leaf print against a white background. I see a few pumpkins in there, too, and about a dozen other fun autumn prints. I’m pretty sure Georgie started the night that way, but Juni looks as if she did a wardrobe change.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask as they stumble this way, and on their heels is my mother looking mad enough to spit wonky quilts.

      “I’ll ask the same thing,” she says as she digs her fists into her hips. “Georgie, you’ve been MIA this entire night. Brennan and I have sold almost all of our wonky inventory. Or at least the stuff you didn’t give away. I say it’s your turn to man the fort while Brennan and I sneak off for a few laughs.” I might even let him have that roll in the hay he’s been begging for.

      Eww.

      Sometimes my gift can morph into a curse, and this would be one of those times.

      “Cool it, Preppy,” Georgie says. She plucks at the wonky quilt dress she has on. “Juniper Moonbeam and I were doing a little advertising.”

      Juni nods. “We were showing the guests how easy it is to moon a crowd in one of these.” She hikes her wonky quilt dress to her hips, and I hold out a hand to stop the atrocity before it occurs.

      “We get it,” I say.

      Another reason to shut down this circus. I’m going to get sued twelve ways to Sunday—and eleven of them will be thanks to Georgie.

      “All right, Preppy. It’s time for the surprise I’ve been brewing for you. I’ve got a product that will launch our website to the moon and beyond. Get ready to have killer sales without the aid of the body hunter you gave birth to.”

      “Am I the body hunter?” I balk.

      Jordy inches back. “Do you have to ask?”

      “Let me guess.” Mom looks less than amused. “You want to feature that Passion Potion that landed half of the cove in the hospital with the hives.”

      “Nope. But not a bad idea, Prep. Put it on the list.”

      Mom leans in. “Riding crops? Spiked collars? Leather bustier?”

      “Ooh”—Juni claps her hands—“how about a leather bustier with spikes?”

      “No,” my mother flatlines. “And no to whatever surprise you’ve got cooking, Georgie. This is a clean family-friendly website that I’m hoping will make us two very rich women.”

      “Have it your way, Prep School, but I think our baskets o’ biscuits for patrons’ furry friends would have been a great hit.”

      Mom sucks in a breath. “Hey! I think I actually like that.”

      Fish yowls, I told you to jump on it, Bizzy. Now you’ll be a thief for stealing their idea.

      “If you don’t mind, that’s one idea I’m willing to borrow,” I tell them.

      “Go right ahead. I think we owe you.” Mom offers me a pat over the back. “If there’s a bright spot to the madness, we can’t seem to keep the wonky quilts in stock.”

      “And Bizzy found the killer.” Jordy sheds a sarcastic grin my way.

      “There was no killer,” I say as I quickly fill them in on it.

      “What?” a voice squeaks from behind as Macy tiptoes her way over. “Did I just hear you say Jasper hauled off Heath? Aw, come on. I had finally settled on him.”

      “Settled?” I ask, amused. “Macy, that man is a catch.”

      Juni nods. “Toss ’em my way. I’ll catch ’em.”

      “And I’ll moon ’em.” Georgie lifts the lip of her dress and flashes a bare leg our way.

      “You’re quite the team,” Mom muses before her attention is snagged. “Oh good, here comes Huxley. I need to tell him that we’re going to upload every autumn and holiday print known to man to our new website.”

      “Don’t forget Halloween prints.” Georgie wags a crooked finger at her. “Witches, and ghosts, and zombies, oh my! We’re gonna have ’em all, Toots.”

      Macy shrugs. “I’m partial to vampires.”

      “But what about those werewolves?” Georgie gravels it out. “Hubba hubba.”

      “What about ghosts?” Juni claps her hands together. “We should head down to the cemetery at midnight and call all of the spirits out of their graves. That’ll put Cider Cove on the map.”

      “You mean Spider Cove,” Mackenzie says as she waddles this way with my brother in tow. “And nobody is waking the dead around here,” she snips. “It’s bad enough we have Bizzy filling the graveyard faster than they can dig a hole in the ground.”

      “Huxley”—Mom practically accosts him—“we need to upload as much wonky merchandise as possible asap. We’re sitting on a goldmine with these wonky quilts—at least we are at this time of year.”

      “I’m all yours until the baby gets here,” he says.

      “How are you feeling, Mack?” I ask her.

      “Well enough, considering the fact you haven’t sent anyone to the morgue for the night. But not too well, considering there’s still a killer on the loose.”

      Jordy leans in. “Bizzy solved the case.” He spills the details, and Mackenzie tilts her head back a notch.

      “And nobody thinks it’s suspicious that Bizzy finds the body and brings the killer to justice?” She glares at me. “You chose your husband well, I see.”

      “I’ve always been one to engage in forward-thinking.” No use in fighting the stigma of my affliction at this point.

      Mom gives me the once-over. “How about you do a little forward-thinking and give my soon-to-be grandchild a little cousin?”

      Fish squawks, What am I? Chopped kitty liver?

      Sherlock nips at her tail. If you were chopped kitty liver, I would have eaten you by now.

      “Aw, come here.” Mom plucks Fish out of my arms and kisses her on the nose. “You’ll always be my first granddaughter.” She gives Sherlock a pat. “And you’re my official first grandson.”

      “Hear that?” Mackenzie smacks Hux on the arm. “Your mother is going to favor Bizzy’s fleabags over your child.”

      Who is she calling a fleabag? Fish twitches her face my way as if she were truly baffled.

      Take me back to her place, Bizzy, Sherlock growls. I have the sudden urge to relieve myself and it’s a pile of good stuff.

      Fish chortles with approval.

      It’s always nice to see them getting along even if it is uniting against a common enemy.

      “I don’t know, Mack.” Hux shakes his head. “I’d apologize to them. The next time they visit they just might leave you a present.”

      “As if the last one wasn’t enough,” she grunts. “I lost a perfectly good box of wooden roses—which I paid a mint for.” She gives a curt nod my way. “Your pets are ill-mannered. Expect a bill.” That’ll make her think twice before bringing those furballs to my beach house.

      It certainly will. I won’t think twice to bring them.

      Bizzy? Fish yowls. Why is Mayor Woods relieving herself right here, out in the open?

      Cornwall growls twice as hard as before, Someone please get this woman a litter box. And she thinks we’re ill-mannered?

      She’s so big she probably ate the litter box, Sherlock quips, and the three of them give their own rendition of laughter.

      I glance down and note a steady stream emitting from between Mackenzie’s legs.

      “Oh my word.” I press my hand to my chest. “Mackenzie, you’re leaking!”

      Hux groans. “Not again. We were just on the way to the bathroom.”

      “I’m not going to the bathroom,” she shrieks. “I think my water just broke.”

      Huxley howls. Sherlock howls along with him. And well, Georgie isn’t one to miss out when it comes to yodeling at the moon.

      Juni and Mom engage in a shrill cry of fear as if the baby that were about to emerge from Mackenzie’s uterus were about to slash us all to pieces with its knife-sharp claws.

      Macy gives Hux a good rattle. “Why the hell are you honking like a goose? You’re about to have a baby!”

      “I’m about to have a baby!” Mackenzie riots as if the thought enraged her.

      I’m sure it does on some level.

      “I’ll drive you to the hospital,” I offer in a panic. “It’s clear Hux is in no condition to drive.”

      “What about me?” Mackenzie scoffs. “Does nobody care about my condition?”

      “I do,” I say, setting Cornwall down before looking to Sherlock and Fish. “You three head straight back to the cottage. I might be home late.”

      “Find Candy first!” Macy bellows. “Tell her Mama will bring her a treat if she endures one night at the cottage of consternation.”

      “Cottage of consternation?” I lift my brows her way.

      “The truth hurts.” Macy nods as she threads her arm through Mackenzie’s. “Let’s get a move on. We’ll meet you at your car, Biz.”

      Mackenzie belts out a howl that rivals my brother’s.

      And good grief, why is he still howling?

      “Pain!” Mackenzie’s eyes bulge like crimson tennis balls. “Georgie,” she hisses. “Go fetch me something from your witchy apothecary to take the edge off.”

      “Whoa.” Hux breaks from his trance enough to lift a hand to his wife. “We’re having a natural drug-free birth, remember?”

      “You’re having a natural drug-free birth. I’m getting the good stuff from the white witch and then from the anesthesiologist once we get to the hospital.” She lurches forward and grips her belly. “It’s coming!”

      “NO!” every last one of us shouts in unison, and Fish, Cornwall, and Sherlock take off as if a bear were looking to make a snack out of them.

      By some miracle, we manage to waddle Mackenzie over to my car and I speed Mack, Hux, and Macy to the hospital with my mother, Juni, and Georgie right on our tail.

      The entire lot of us ends up in the labor and delivery unit, in a suite that happens to be larger than the cottage of consternation.

      Mackenzie changes into a gown, and an entire infantry of nurses hooks her up to tubes and probes while she threatens everyone in the room with scalping in our sleep if someone doesn’t give her something to numb her mind and her body. The nurses zip out the door as if they didn’t want anything to do with Mack or her not-so-vague threats of partial decapitation. Apparently, scalping wasn’t good enough.

      “And you”—she points hard at my poor brother—“you keep that lightning rod in your pants away from my power station from here on out.” Her head snaps back and she lets out a wild cry of agony.

      “Lightning rod?” Macy sticks her finger down her throat and gags.

      “Eh.” Georgie shrugs. “At least she got the power station part right. A woman’s nether regions make the world go round.”

      “And that power station has the tougher job of the two,” I tell her. “But the lightning rod is still needed to populate the planet.”

      Mackenzie claws her way up onto her elbows and growls our way, “Hippie, where are my drugs?”

      Georgie snaps her fingers and winks. “I’ve got a pill in my purse that will let you watch this entire nightmare unfold from the ceiling.”

      “Give it to her and die,” Mom threatens.

      Georgie pats her sides. “It turns out, I’m gonna live. I forgot my purse.”

      “You’re all going to die,” Mackenzie riots as she lets out a shrill scream. “Because I’m going to kill each one of you!”

      “Huxley?” I look to my brother who looks wide-eyed and ashen. “Aren’t you supposed to be breathing with her or something?”

      “Good idea.” Hux starts breathing in and out wildly until he passes out cold.

      “Nurse!” Mom cries as she runs for assistance.

      Mackenzie grunts, “And while you’re at it, find me a drug dealer!”

      I zip toward the bed and take up Mackenzie’s hand.

      “We’re going to breathe together,” I say as I look to the monitor next to her and watch as the needle begins to spike again. “You’re having another one. In through the nose, out through the mouth.” I go through the motions along with her, and it goes on well past midnight.

      “I have to push!” Mackenzie shouts at the top of her lungs, and soon that army of nurses is back. Spotlights emerge from the ceiling as the room morphs into an operating theater.

      Huxley comes to just in time to see his child emerge into the world.

      The doctor holds the tiny infant up, and Huxley shouts, “It’s a boy!”

      “A boy!” we all cheer in unison.

      The baby is spanked, weighed, bathed, and placed right into Mackenzie Woods’ arms.

      “Oh.” She yelps a little as tears come to her eyes.

      “Our son.” Huxley smiles through tears of his own.

      “We actually made this perfect being?” Mackenzie can’t take her eyes off of my beautiful nephew with his shock of dark hair and wide curious eyes. He’s so perfect, my heart aches just to look at him.

      “Can I hold him?” Mom twitches her fingers as she cries out the words. Personally, I’m shocked she didn’t ask while Hux was cutting the cord.

      Huxley takes the baby from Mackenzie and carefully places him in my mother’s arms.

      “He’s a peanut,” Juni says, wiggling her finger his way.

      Macy sniffs. “He’s a living doll. I can’t wait to spoil him.”

      Georgie coos right at him, “And I’m going to teach you to comb the cove for sea glass. I’ll let your daddy teach you how to troll for chicks.”

      “With a face like this?” My mother smiles sweetly at him. “He won’t have to troll.”

      “Okay, give him back.” Mackenzie holds her arms out. The urgency in her voice is enough to let me know this little peanut has thawed the ice queen’s heart. Who knows? Mackenzie Woods just might be the mother of the year after all.

      Macy calls our father, and soon he’s FaceTiming with his new grandson all the way from the Caribbean.

      Another hour passes, and Jasper joins us and congratulates the new parents, along with the new grandmother who is glowing like a Christmas star.

      “Jordy told me where you were.” He lands a kiss to my cheek. “And Brennan is on his way, too,” he assures my mother. “He was closing out the booth for you.”

      “That man is made of gold,” Mom says. “Much like my new grandson.”

      Jasper tightens his arms around me. “He’s perfect.”

      “He is perfect, indeed.” I reach up and give Jasper’s facial scruff a light scratch. “How did it go at the house?”

      He gives a solemn nod. “She was there. Buried in the garden,” he whispers. “Jessica’s family will have closure, and so will Heath.”

      “I hope so.”

      Georgie claps her hands. “All right, what are we gonna call the little guy? Bill? Bob? Sue?”

      Hux and Mackenzie exchange a knowing nod.

      “We had one name picked out whether it was a boy or a girl,” Hux says. “His name is Mackenzie.”

      The room falls silent as we look to the two of them.

      “Mackenzie?” Macy jerks her ear their way as if she couldn’t have possibly heard them right.

      “Yes.” Mackenzie gives us all a sharp look for even thinking of judging her. “It’s a gender-neutral name. And why not? No one in this room would have blinked if we said we were naming him Huxley. I’m all about breaking gender norms. What better way to propel that than gifting my name to Huxley’s son?” Her lips invert as she looks to the baby, and her mouth twitches as she fights back tears. “My son, too.”

      “She’s right,” I say. “Mackenzie is just as good a name as Huxley. And I think it’s perfect.”

      I also think it’s ironic, considering she wanted very little to do with this baby for the last nine months. But judging by that loving look on her face, all that is about to change. And if not, it’s been a nice five minutes.

      We all take turns holding him one last time for the night, and the air leaves my lungs as I take in Jasper cradling this fragile little being. Tears come to my eyes, and I memorize my big, strong husband with a sweet baby in his arms. I want this with him. I want to put our baby in his arms.

      We say goodnight to Hux and Mack, and soon Jasper and I are back home, curled up by a crackling fire, sipping hot cocoa and noshing on a platter of cinnamon roll cookies.

      So she really had a baby? Fish mewls. Not a tarantula or a viper?

      “A real human child,” I tell her.

      Cornwall mewls, Do you think she’ll eat her young?

      “I certainly hope she won’t eat her young,” I cock a brow at Jasper.

      Nobody is going to hurt my new nephew. Sherlock barks.

      He’s not your nephew, Fish corrects. He’s your cousin. And he’s going to hurt you. Babies love to pull on ears and tails. Good thing I can get away quickly. But he’ll be able to catch you. She purrs at the thought.

      No sooner do I translate the conversation to Jasper than a knock erupts on the door.

      “It’s one in the morning,” Jasper says as we head over.

      “It’s probably a straggler from the fall festival.”

      Jasper opens the door to reveal Goldie and Rufus.

      “Sorry to bother you,” Goldie says. “The groundskeeper let us know where to find you. We were just packing up to leave and we heard the news. Is it true? Did Heath kill Forrest?”

      “Not exactly,” Jasper tells them what we’ve gleaned. “And just a few hours ago we found Jessica’s body. In Forrest’s planter bed.”

      “I knew he was a monster,” Rufus seethes. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help her.”

      Fish, Sherlock, and Cornwall make an appearance.

      “Hey there, big guy.” Rufus bends over and picks up Cornwall. “What’s going to become of this handsome fellow?”

      “There’s no one to claim him,” I say. “I don’t mind him staying with me one bit.”

      Rufus offers a pained smile to the orange furball. “I’d love to take him, Bizzy. I think he belongs on the book circuit. He’s a natural. And if I had a dime for every woman who said she missed Cornwall tonight, I could stack my money to the moon.”

      “What do you say, Cornwall?” I ask, rubbing his back.

      Cornwall lets out a loud, sharp meow of approval.

      We say our goodnights and I kiss Cornwall goodbye. I promise to bring Fish and Sherlock to his next local signing, and we wave as they take off into the night.

      Goldie looks up at Jasper. “Come here, you big lug.” She pulls him in and smacks a kiss just shy of his lips. “If you ever find yourself single, you give me a ring.” She winks my way. “Kidding!” Not. Is it bad I’m rooting for the divorce?

      She takes off, and I shut the door behind her.

      “I can’t believe her. She was blatantly flirting with you—kissing you.”

      “You’re the only woman I want to kiss.” He sweeps me off my feet and lands me in his arms. “Happy anniversary, Bizzy.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Baby Mack was born on our anniversary!”

      He nods. “And that should double my chances that I’ll never forget this day.”

      “You would not forget.” I give his check a playful pinch.

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t. But I think you did. First one out the gate. Your track record is off to a lousy start.”

      “Jasper!” I laugh. “I would have remembered in the morning. I think.” I cover my face with my hands. “It’s been a long day.”

      “And it’s going to be an even longer night.” Jasper lands his lips to mine and starts in on a mind-melting kiss.

      One year down, forever to go. I’m the luckiest girl in the world.

      September is just about behind us, and Halloween is around the corner.

      Mackenzie is determined to put Spider Cove on the map as the haunted hot spot for the frightening month of October.

      Here’s hoping not a haunted thing goes wrong.

      And yet, I’m already frightened that it will.

      

      ***Thank you for reading!

      Need more Cider Cove? Head back right now —>  Happy Howl-o-ween Horror (Country Cottage Mysteries 20)
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      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds—not every mind, not every time but most of the time and believe me when I say it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      It’s October in Cider Cove, and Mayor Woods has decided to change the name of our cozy little town to Spider Cove for the entire month. But when a body turns up at the zombie walk, things take a turn for the deadly. Add in an ex-boyfriend of mine who is making Jasper insane with jealousy, along with an eerie cult obsessed with werewolves and you have a hairy, scary, month of terror ahead. Then there’s the horrific incident that takes place on Halloween night. Oh, it’s terrible—worse than anything I could have imagined. I don’t know if Cider Cove will ever be the same again.

      The Country Cottage Inn is known for its hospitality. Leaving can be murder.

      Don’t miss out! Grab yours here —> Happy Howl-o-ween Horror (Country Cottage Mysteries 20)

      

      Guess what? There’s a whole new series coming up soon that features Hattie Holiday and her cat Cricket! Head over to Brambleberry Bay and check out Hattie’s story! Coming early 2022 (Official release date will be moved up! Official cover coming soon too!)

      Grab it now and have it delivered on release day! -> Brambleberry Bay Murder Club
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      A mind reader. Talking pets. An arrogant homicide detective. A murder club. And a corpse.

      

      Welcome to the club. Getting in was easy. Getting out can be murder.

      Living in Brambleberry Bay is proving to be a real killer.

      

      *A Cozy Mystery by New York Times, USA TODAY, Wall Street Journal Bestseller Addison Moore*

      Includes Recipe!

      My name is Hattie Holiday, and I can read minds. Sure people have all kinds of rouge thoughts running around up there, but I’m far more interested in using my special abilities to talk to my cat, Cricket, and whatever other furry creature I happen to come upon.

      Recently, I’ve lost my job at the public library but lucky for me a position opened up at the local country club, as an events coordinator, and I happened to secure the position. And since my love for books follows me wherever I go, not only will I have extravagant affairs to supervise but I’ve already snagged a few people to start a book club with.

      Sure the country club is pretentious and smells of old and new money, but I knew that going in. What I didn’t bargain for was finding a body right out the gate. And that book club I’ve just started up? Let’s just say the book club is out and the murder club is in. What I didn’t see coming were the secrets, and the deception, and the killer twist of a lifetime.

      Living in Brambleberry Bay can be a real killer.

      Grab it now and have it delivered on release day! -> Brambleberry Bay Murder Club
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        Country Cottage Café

        Cinnamon Roll Cookies

      

      

      Hello, Bizzy Baker Wilder here! It’s fall in Cider Cove, and things have been chilly to say the least. But fall happens to be my favorite time of year because there’s nothing better than snuggling up next to the fire with a cup of coffee and one—or a dozen—of Emmie’s delicious cinnamon roll cookies. Enjoy!

      

      Ingredients

      2 ¼ cups all-purpose flour

      ¾ cup unsalted butter (softened)

      ½ cup sugar

      1 large egg

      ½ teaspoon baking powder

      ¼ teaspoon salt

      2 teaspoons vanilla extract

      

      Filling

      3 tablespoons butter (softened)

      ¼ cup granulated sugar

      2 tablespoons ground cinnamon

      Directions

      Mix in a small bowl to combine.

      

      Icing

      *Once cookies are just about done baking, you can start on the icing!

      1 cup powdered sugar

      3 tablespoons milk

      1 teaspoon vanilla extract

      Directions

      Add milk and vanilla to the powdered sugar, being careful not to make it too watery. If it’s too thick, add more milk as needed.

      

      Directions

      Preheat oven to 350°.

      In a medium bowl, whisk flour, baking powder, and salt.

      In another bowl (large bowl with a hand mixer or in a stand mixer) beat the butter and sugar together at high speed for three minutes. Slowly add in egg and vanilla and mix for about two minutes.

      Combine dry ingredients to the batter and mix on medium until incorporated. The dough should be soft. If the dough is too sticky, add in an extra tablespoon of flour at a time until it firms up.

      Roll out dough into two rectangles (about ¼ inch thick) then sprinkle the filling over both rectangles evenly.

      Roll each rectangle into a log and cover with plastic wrap, refrigerating for two hours or up to two days.

      Cut the logs into ½ inch slices. Lay flat on a cookie sheet and bake for 10 minutes or until golden brown.

      Once the cookies cool, drizzle with vanilla icing.
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        For up to the minute pre-order and new release alerts

      

        

      
        *Be sure to subscribe to Addison’s mailing list for sneak peeks and updates on all upcoming releases!
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        AddisonMoore.com
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      Thank YOU, the reader, for joining us on this adventure to Cider Cove. We hope you’re enjoying the Country Cottage Mysteries as much as we are. Don’t miss Happy Howl-o-ween Horror coming up next. It’s Halloween in Cider Cove!

      Thank you so much from the bottom of our hearts for taking this journey with us. We cannot wait to take you back to Cider Cove!

      Special thank you to the following people for taking care of this book—Kaila Eileen Turingan-Ramos, Jodie Tarleton, Margaret Lapointe, Amy Barber, and Lisa Markson. And a very big shout out to Lou Harper of Cover Affairs for designing the world’s best covers.

      A heartfelt thank you to Paige Maroney Smith for being so amazing in every single way.

      And last, but never least, thank you to Him who sits on the throne. Worthy is the Lamb! Glory and honor and power are yours. We owe you everything, Jesus.
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      Addison Moore is a New York Times, USA TODAY, and Wall Street Journal bestselling author. Her work has been featured in Cosmopolitan Magazine. Previously she worked as a therapist on a locked psychiatric unit for nearly a decade. She resides on the West Coast with her husband, four wonderful children, and two dogs where she eats too much chocolate and stays up way too late. When she's not writing, she's reading. Addison’s Celestra Series has been optioned for film by 20th Century Fox.

      

      Bellamy Bloom is a USA TODAY bestselling author who writes cozy mysteries filled with humor, intrigue and a touch of the supernatural. When she's not writing up a murderous storm she's snuggled by the fire with her two precious pooches, chewing down her to-be-read pile and drinking copious amounts of coffee.

      

      For up to the minute pre-order and new release alerts:

      *Be sure to subscribe to Addison and Bellamy’s mailing list for sneak peeks and updates on all upcoming releases!

      
        
        ✦Follow Addison on Bookbub

        ✦Follow Bellamy on Bookbub

      

        

      
        ✦Follow Addison on Amazon

        ✦Follow Bellamy on Amazon

      

        

      
        *Want to chat about the books? Hop over to Addison’s Reader Corner on Facebook!

      

        

      
        Or click over to Addison’s WEBSITE

        Or click over to Bellamy’s WEBSITE

        Feel free to visit Addison on Instagram.
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