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            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      

      A bake-off for senior citizens is being held at the inn, and baker Lottie Lemon has arrived as one of the judges. But when someone turns up dead, accompanied by a mysterious riddle, both Lottie and I are determined to find the killer. But as the riddles grow more sinister, and other threats begin to manifest, it’s clear someone has a bone to pick with both Lottie and me. Our very lives are in danger, proving that this case might just be too big for the both of us.

      

      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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      My name is Bizzy Baker and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but it happens, and believe me when I say, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Like now for instance.

      I’d give anything for a killer to show up and hunt me down.

      I frown over at my sister and shake my head. Macy Baker is my older, sassier sister. She’s pretty, with a blonde bob, lake blue eyes, and a tongue sharper than any double-edged sword. Her superpower is sarcasm and she’s not afraid to use and abuse it—apparently, not even in the recesses of her mind.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” I say. Macy doesn’t have a clue that I have the ability to pry into her mostly perverted mind.

      Macy and Georgie Conner, a wonderfully wacky older woman that I’ve adopted as my own family, sit with me at the reception counter of the Country Cottage Inn this afternoon. I’m the manager here, and the inn has been my baby for the better half of the last decade. It’s the middle of a bright and sunny May day, and in just a few short hours the inn is playing host to Cider Cove’s senior bake-off, where a dozen teams of senior citizens will do their best to outwit, outlast, and out bake one another in an effort to take home the coveted gold plated mixing bowl as a trophy.

      And not only are we playing host to the senior shenanigans, but the sandy shores of the cove in the back of the inn will be filled to the brim with tourists and townies this weekend for the big annual Lobster Festival. I’ll need to keep a steady stream of coffee in me if I plan to survive the next several days.

      My other co-workers, Nessa and Grady, a couple of recent college grads, have taken over the reception duties for the regular guests of the inn, while Georgie, Macy, and I welcome the seniors and their entourages as they plod their way in.

      Georgie elbows me in the ribs. “Dibs on the round one with bulging eyes.” She does her best to utter the words through clenched teeth while nodding to her right.

      Macy and I glance in that direction and, true to Georgie’s description, the specimen she has in mind is as round as he is tall, and his eyes look as if they’re about to have a major medical issue ensue once they fall to his feet.

      Macy grunts, “At least he’s got the bald thing going for him.”

      Georgie lets out a whoop of approval. “You got that right, sister. There’s nothing like running your bare feet over a shiny bald head.”

      My mouth opens and not a single word comes out.

      Truthfully, I’m not sure there’s a decent rebuttal.

      Macy moans, “Would you look at that?” She elbows me in the ribs from the other side as I look straight ahead. And sure enough, a tall man with dark hair and piercing green eyes steps up to the counter.

      I clear my throat. “Welcome to the Country Cottage Inn. Are you here to sign in as a guest?”

      Macy checks me with her arm like a linebacker about to steal the green-eyed ball before running to score a touchdown.

      “Please say you’re here for the senior bake-off,” she pants with an air of desperation that I’ve yet to see in my older, lusty-riddled sister. “I’ve volunteered my services to assist today—and, dear God up in heaven, I suddenly realize why. And here I thought fate dealt me yet another cruel hand.”

      I look over at my spellbound sibling. “You do realize you’re saying all those things out loud.”

      The man gives a soft chuckle as a warm smile takes over his features.

      “Actually, I am here for the senior bake-off.” He’s about to say something else when another tall, dark-haired man with the bluest eyes in existence steps up next to him, and a wheezing sound expels from my unsuspecting sister as if she were punched in the gut.

      “Holy hotties,” Macy bleats. “Can I take you guys on a tour of the facility? We can end it at my place with pizza and all the beer I can get you to drink.”

      Before either of them can respond, a caramel-haired blonde bounds her way into our midst. She’s holding two sweet, fluffy Himalayan cats with silver-blue eyes and long creamy yellow fur that takes over their whole bodies, and my own feline, Fish, perks to life at the sight of them—as does Sherlock Bones, my fiancé’s adorable white and red freckled mixed breed.

      “Never mind.” The woman looks to the two men beside her. “I’ve decided I should probably check in before I barge into their kitchen,” she says as the blue-eyed man takes one of the cats from her. She glances down at my nametag and smiles. “Oh, hey! You’re Bizzy! I’m Lottie Lemon—the baker from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery? I was invited to judge the baking competition today.”

      “Oh my goodness, yes!” I straighten with enthusiasm. “I’m excited to finally meet you after all those email exchanges. I have your room ready, and those for your guests as well.”

      “Thank you so much. And how rude of me not to make any introductions.” She nods to the dark-haired man with the dimpled smile and verdant green eyes. “This is my boyfriend, Noah Fox. He’s a homicide detective at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department back in Vermont.”

      Macy pulls her shoulders back. Okay. So one option is off the table. That leaves the Greek god with the blue bedroom eyes that looks as if he’s going to teach me a lesson I will very much enjoy.

      Lottie butts her arm up to the man on the other side of her—the blue-eyed Greek god per my sister.

      “And this is my husband, Everett Baxter. He’s a judge down in Ashford County.”

      Georgie lets out a whoop. “Now we’re having a good time!”

      What in the…? A husband and a boyfriend?

      An older version of Lottie wiggles her way to the front, along with a teenage girl with long black hair and deep blue eyes herself.

      The older woman scoffs at Georgie. “I’ve been telling her for the last solid year she’s got a party happening like nobody’s business. But Little Miss Uptight doesn’t want to get her reputation tarnished with the good people of Honey Hollow.”

      Lottie gives the woman a look that says stop or die before she clears her throat.

      “I have a business to uphold. I’m not too concerned about my reputation.” That’s already been dragged through the mud ten times over. “Bizzy, this is Carlotta, my biological mother, and that’s Evie on the end, the daughter I share with Everett.”

      Evie walks like a zombie toward the counter, landing right in front of Grady Pennington, our very own Irish deity per just about every young woman in Maine who has attested to this fact. He has dark hair, a milky white smile, and muscles for days. And according to those stars in Evie’s eyes and that white noise going off in her mind—a sure sign of far too much excitement—she’s already under his Irish spell.

      “Wait a minute.” Macy steps forward with that no-nonsense tone in her voice. “Let me get this straight.” She’s looking right at Lottie, and I’m guessing this conversation will take a dark turn sooner than later. “You mean to tell me, you’re married to this guy?” She points to Everett. “And you’re dating him?” She swings her accusing finger over to Noah.

      Lottie gives a quick nod while pulling the cat in her arms closer to her as if she might need protection from my stupefied sister, and she just might.

      A horrible groan expels from Macy as she continues to bore a hole through poor Lottie with that twisted gaze of hers.

      “Master”—Macy moans—“teach me thy ways.”

      We all share a warm laugh, and soon enough Grady is off to help Evie and the rest of them with their bags.

      Noah leans in toward Lottie. “I’ll go make sure everything gets where it needs to be.”

      Everett looks over at him. “Put Lemon’s bags in my room.”

      Noah scoffs. “You wish.” He kisses Lottie on the cheek before taking off.

      Everett does the same to Lottie’s other cheek, and, I’ll admit, it stirs strange feelings to witness the event. “I better make sure Evie doesn’t put the moves on that poor kid.”

      Lottie gives a quick nod. “And let the kid know she’s only fifteen.”

      Everett takes off and Macy cranes her neck after him while some strange noise emits from her, mimicking the sound of an injured seal.

      “Would you stop?” I don’t hesitate to swat her. “That’s Lottie’s husband.”

      “But she’s got a boyfriend.” She shoots Lottie a look. “Who is unfairly hot as well. And by the way, what kind of a spell are you casting? And where exactly in Vermont are you from?”

      “Honey Hollow,” Lottie says it with a laugh. “And don’t worry, your reaction is perfectly normal.”

      “Hey?” Macy leans in hard. “Do all the men look like that down in Honey Hollow? I’m suddenly interested in vacationing there—or moving.”

      Carlotta snorts. “Sorry, sis. My little Lot Lot here has scooped up all the prime beef real estate for herself. She’s greedy that way.”

      Lottie shakes her head at my sister. “Don’t listen to Carlotta. Noah has a brother and they practically look like twins.”

      “I’ll take him!” Macy slaps her hand down over the counter so hard and fast, I’m shocked it’s still attached at the wrist.

      A hearty laugh expels from Lottie. “Well, you’re all welcome to come to Honey Hollow anytime. My mother owns a B&B.” She gives a quick look around. “Her place is much smaller. But there would be plenty of room for you all. That is, if you don’t mind a ghost or two.” She gives a little wink. If only I were kidding. Good thing they’re friendly ghosts. And speaking of which. She gives another sweep to the vicinity. Thankfully, I don’t see a single creature of the dearly departed variety. I’ll take that as a sign that today’s senior bake-off will conclude without a single homicide thrown into the mix.

      My mouth falls open at her odd thoughts.

      Fish jumps onto the counter and nuzzles her head against my shoulder. What is it, Bizzy? I recognize that look on your face, and it’s not good. Do you see a killer in our midst?

      My God, I hope not.

      Fish is a long-haired black and white tabby I found outside of my sister’s candle and soap shop, Lather and Light, almost a year ago.

      Along with reading human minds, I can read the minds of animals as well, and they usually have nicer things to say.

      Macy peers past Lottie’s shoulder. “Oh, look!” she says it with feigned excitement. “Noah needs help with his bags. Duty calls. And if I’m lucky, I’ll be calling his brother soon, too.” She zips off, and I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks.

      “Sorry about that,” I say. “My sister is of the spicy variety. She can be a bit difficult to contain on occasion.”

      Lottie tips her head to the side. “Believe me, I understand. I have a couple of spicy sisters myself.”

      Carlotta slaps her hand over Lottie’s shoulder. “Don’t forget me, Lot. I’m one spicy hot mama you couldn’t get rid of if you tried.”

      “You said it, not me.” Lottie offers her a tight smile.

      Georgie claps up a storm. “And you’re a good-lookin’ hot mama to boot. How are you in the kitchen?”

      Carlotta glances to the ceiling. “Depends if I’ve got a man in there with me or not.”

      “Ha!” Georgie dances an odd little jig. “Tell me you’ll be a part of my team, Goldie. I need a winner like you to pull off the W. The key ingredient all bakers must bow down to this afternoon is maple syrup. And I’ve got enough to roll around in it once I’m through. I’m baking maple monkey bread for the big senior send-off.”

      “Bake-off,” I correct for the hundredth time today. Send-off sounds a bit ominous, and the last thing I need or want is a hint of anything ominous—especially considering the fact we’ve had our fair share of homicides around the inn for the last few months.

      Carlotta juts her head forward. “Of course, I’ll be on your team. You wanna win, don’t cha?”

      Georgie hoots and hollers her way around the counter, and Carlotta hoots and hollers her way right back as they link arms and head for the ballroom.

      A laugh stifles in my throat. “Oh, good Lord, I’m sorry, Lottie.”

      “Don’t be.” She’s quick to shake her head. “I’m the one who should apologize in advance for any and everything Carlotta is about to do, break, and perhaps even steal.” She gives a little shrug. “She came back into my life recently. I was actually raised by the Lemon family, and my mother—the other one, Miranda Lemon—is the one that owns the B&B. And I meant what I said. You’re all welcome, anytime you like. You really didn’t have to give us all free rooms for our stay.”

      I’m quick to wave her off. “You’re a judge. Cider Cove is footing the bill.” I give the fluffball in her arms a quick pat on the head. “My, aren’t you a looker.”

      “Oh”—Lottie positions the sweet cat my way—“this is Pancake. His brother Waffles is out there somewhere with Everett. You mentioned the inn was pet-friendly and I couldn’t leave my babies for long, so I just had to bring them.”

      “No problem. I can have a couple of litter boxes and pet beds brought up to your room. And I’ll make sure housekeeping cleans the litter boxes out each morning.”

      “Wow, thank you. Now that’s hospitality. I may never leave.”

      Pancake purrs and meows up at her. Thank goodness. After Carlotta threatened to lock Waffles and me in the van for the duration of our stay, I thought we were done for. A bed and a litter box sound like heaven.

      Fish yowls. Great news, big boy, she says in an odd, little flirtatious way, and I’m starting to wonder if she’s got a crush on the cutie pie. Bizzy can hear your thoughts, and she can understand you, too.

      Sherlock Bones lets out a hearty bark. That she can. And she has an all-access pass to the kitchen. Be extra nice to her.

      What’s this? The precious cat tips his head my way and I give a covert nod in his direction. Oh, do tell, my sweet Lottie. I’d love to communicate with the girl. I have thoughts on the shenanigans she’s forever dabbling in, and I’d like an extra helping of my Fancy Beast cat food now and again. My brother tends to steal bites off my plate when I’m not looking.

      Lottie gives Pancake a kiss on the top of the head. “Pancake hissed at Carlotta all the way over. Apparently, she didn’t realize she was sitting on his tail, and, well, let’s just say it was an interesting drive. Thankfully, Everett rented a passenger van so we all seemingly had enough room. Suffice it to say, we’re more than grateful to be at the inn. The weather is so warm here in Maine. I’m glad I brought my bikini. And I hope I didn’t scare you with my surplus of men. It’s actually not as weird as it sounds. But it’s a long story and I don’t want to bore you with it.” She glances in the direction of the Country Cottage Café to the left. “Oh hey, would you mind if I baked up a little something for those that are coming to view the bake-off? I can only go so many hours without getting my hands dirty—or doughy as it were—in the kitchen. I’m thinking maple white chocolate chunk cookies in keeping with the yummy maple theme.”

      “They sound delicious, and I don’t mind at all. In fact, I’ll take you to the kitchen myself.”

      Noah comes back down and Lottie hands Pancake to him, prompting Fish to follow them along.

      I’ll see you later, Bizzy! I’ve got two men to entertain!

      Something tells me Fish will be heavily occupied the entire time Lottie is with us—and frighteningly enough, I have a feeling the same goes for Macy.

      Sherlock barks after her. Get back here! What about me?

      I give the poor pooch a quick scratch. I just love the way he adores Fish, even if they don’t always get along.

      Lottie offers me a pleasant smile as she heads my way, and just like that, the smile glides off her face as her gaze wanders to something behind me.

      Oh no. Is that? Couldn’t be.

      “Lottie, is something wrong?” I follow her gaze and don’t see a thing but a potted banana leaf plant that was recently put in to give the place a faux tropical feel.

      “No,” she squeaks a little too loud. “Nothing at all.” I’ll just pretend I didn’t see a woman walk right through that wall, or at least the ghost of a woman. Bizzy would never believe me. Heck, I don’t want to believe it myself.

      I glance back at the wall behind me, and there’s not a soul around—at least not one that I can see.
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      The Country Cottage Inn is a stately building with a stone façade covered with leafy ivy and blue shutters that dress all the windows, and the rear faces the steely blue Atlantic.

      The inn itself is set on a large acreage with over three dozen individual cottages that we rent and lease. There’s a pet daycare center off the side of the building called Critter Corner, and the Country Cottage Café located off the back overlooks the white sandy cove. My best friend, Emmie Crosby, is in charge of the kitchen in the café, because even though my surname is Baker, I’m more prone to char things than I am able to produce anything edible in that sacred space.

      But I’m nowhere near the kitchen at the moment. I’m standing in the heart of the ballroom that sits at the other end of the inn. The ballroom is a cavernous space with heavy paisley carpeting and heavy crystal chandeliers that skip in rows across the ceiling. Today, the entire front of the ballroom has been transformed into a dozen micro kitchens, complete with tall electric ovens and large tables that have been set out for use as work surfaces. A series of service sinks have been set out along the back wall and the jury-rigged plumbing has me more than a little nervous.

      Jordy Crosby heads my way. He’s my bestie’s brother and works here as the maintenance manager. Jordy is a dark-haired looker with icy blue eyes. He’s Maine’s favorite playboy. I should know, I found myself accidentally married to him once. It’s a long story that involves cheap liquor, an Elvis impersonator, and a drive-thru wedding chapel. The entire matrimonial blunder was untangled by my own brother, a family practice lawyer who was not amused that I had chosen to test his resilience in his newly chosen field.

      Jordy shakes his head. “I’d advise that the next time Mayor Woods asks to use our facility for something that takes more electricity to run than the space station, you politely decline. I’ll keep an eye on the circuits so they don’t blow.”

      “Don’t scare me, Jordy.”

      “Believe it or not, I’m trying to comfort you.” He takes off and is quickly lost in the bustling crowd.

      Most of the seniors who are competing are already at their stations. There’s a huge pink glittery sign hung up at the front of the room that reads Welcome to Cider Cove’s Official Senior Bake-Off! Good luck, contestants—may the best baker sin!

      Yes. It says sin. An error I should have caught earlier but didn’t. Although I’m not entirely to blame. I didn’t order the sign or put it up. The senior center who helps put on the event was responsible for the unholy blunder.

      Speaking of unholy blunders, both Georgie and Carlotta have become awfully fast friends. There are three team members maximum, per the rules. Up until this morning, Georgie thought Gwyneth Wilder would be one of her teammates—that’s my boyfriend Jasper’s mother—but she said she came down with a horrible headache. She said she’d stop in later to taste the goods.

      Gwyneth has been living here at the inn since last fall. What was supposed to be a few weeks turned into a rather permanent stay. And the third lady that makes up Georgie’s sinful team is my mother, Ree Baker, the forever preppy circa 1982 with her feathered strawberry blonde locks. I’m not sure how Georgie did it, but she’s coerced both Carlotta and my mother into wearing matching bright yellow kaftans, Georgie’s go-to choice accouterment.

      “Bizzy!” a friendly voice chirps from behind and I see Lottie smiling ear-to-ear along with Emmie, and they’re both holding a tray of amazing looking sweet treats. “This is fantastic. I can’t believe you got all this equipment in here. And the bakers are all off to a great start.”

      Emmie nods. “What I can’t believe is how great those maple white chocolate chunk cookies you baked are.” Emmie and I share the same long, dark, wavy hair and same icy blue eyes.

      “Lottie, Emmie is my best friend. I’m glad she was able to show up and bake with you.”

      Lottie’s eyes grow in size. “She’s a phenomenal baker. And she mentioned you’ve been friends since preschool. That’s the same for my best friend Keelie and me. From what I hear, you both have just about everything in common.” She gives Emmie a puzzled look. “Didn’t you mention you even had the same names?”

      Emmie laughs. “That’s right. We’re both named Elizabeth, but we’ve always gone by our nicknames. Otherwise, it would have been confusing because we were always together.” Emmie nods to Lottie’s platter. “What are you waiting for, Biz? You need to stuff one of those magical treats into your mouth. And then take one of mine, too. We thought it’d be fun to go around offering everyone some sugary sustenance.”

      “Good idea.” I take a bite out of one of Lottie’s cookies and moan with every fiber of my being. “Dear God! Are these even legal? And wow, the white chocolate chips go so well with the maple syrup.” I pick up one of the square bar cookies from Emmie’s platter and indulge in a sugary bit with just the right amount of pecan and maple.

      Emmie nods. “Maple pecan shortbread. You’re welcome.”

      “Oh, Emmie, these are to die for. Neither of you plays fair.”

      Lottie grimaces when I say the words to die for and her gaze drifts to the front of the room.

      There she is again. She shudders. It’s so rare I see people—well, people who have long since passed. I think a part of me prefers the usual spirits, those covered with fur that just so happen to be cute and cuddly. Lottie sighs. I’d better tell Noah and Everett that a homicide is imminent. She glances my way. I’d like to tell Bizzy, but it’s not exactly the kind of thing you plan for, let alone say.

      Oh, wow, something is very, very wrong with Lottie. And yet, she looks so normal. A thousand thoughts sail through me at once. I’ll have to tell someone, something. I should have known something was off with the poor thing when she showed up with both a boyfriend and a husband.

      Lottie’s daughter, Evie, crops up holding a platter laden with both Lottie’s cookies and Emmie’s.

      “Guess what?” Her blue eyes sparkle with glee as she beams toward Lottie. Evie’s long, dark mane cascades past her shoulders in thick waves. Her face looks as if it should be gracing magazines the world over, and I’m sure it will soon enough. “Grady Pennington and I are passing out cookies together. It’s practically a date. Don’t wait up for me!” She giggles as she drifts into the crowd.

      “What?” Lottie squawks. “It’s not a date,” she shouts after her.

      Emmie laughs. “Don’t worry, Lottie. I’ll trail after her. You just worry about judging the event.” Emmie takes off in pursuit of the perky teen, and just as I’m about to say something to Lottie about those odd thoughts she’s having—regarding a homicide of all things and…a ghost—a familiar couple strides past us.

      “Oh, wait!” I call after them, causing them to turn our way, both with pleasant smiles on their faces. “Celine, Trevor! It’s so great to see you here. I’m sorry I couldn’t say hello sooner, but this is perfect timing. Lottie, this is Celine and Trevor Harrison. Celine and Trevor, this is baker Lottie Lemon who I’m betting might have used a Harrison baking mold a time or two.”

      Lottie’s mouth falls open. “Oh my goodness! Celine and Trevor Harrison? From the Harrison baking supplies empire? Yes! I own just about every mold you’ve made.” She’s quick to shake both their hands. “I’m a huge fan. What a pleasure to meet you.”

      Celine laughs. “Thank you, Lottie. I’m afraid I have very little to do with the empire as you so generously put it. I’m in charge of seasonal products. Trevor and I just married last fall.” Celine is a tall, fit, blonde, with her hair cut short in a blunt bob and an easy smile with a slight overbite.

      Trevor is tall and handsome by conventional standards. A capful of dark hair covers his head and his nose is slightly crooked as if he’s been in a fistfight or two.

      He nods to Lottie. “I’m glad to hear you’re enthusiastic about the products. Before you leave, if you give us the name of your bakery, we’ll have our newest line shipped straight to your shop.”

      “Wow, thank you!” Lottie’s entire face lights up as if it were Christmas morning.

      I lean in. “Celine is also a judge, Lottie. And the Harrisons’ company is a major sponsor.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Lottie still looks spellbound by their presence.

      Celine perks up as a woman with dark kinky curls and wide brown eyes is about to pass us by and she quickly pulls her into our small circle.

      “Bizzy, Lottie, you must meet our dear friend, Melina Cabot.”

      Melina’s lips swim as if the thought made her sick. Oh, Celine. I’m no friend of Trevor’s, and you know it.

      The woman nods our way. “Pleasure to meet you both. I run the Hot Cross Buns Bakery in Rose Glen.”

      “Ooh!” I perk up. “My mother is addicted to your signature hot cross buns. She buys a couple dozen for just about every holiday and special occasion.”

      She gives a warm laugh. “Just for that, I’ll have a few dozen boxes sent to the inn. You’re the owner, right?”

      “Oh no.” I shake my head at the thought. “It’s actually owned by a wealthy earl in England. I’m simply his right-hand gal.”

      Melina gives a few steady blinks. “I’ve read all about you. It’s safe to say you’ve achieved superhero status around these parts, solving all those grisly homicides. You’ve really made the sheriff’s department feel inept.”

      Lottie’s lips part as she looks my way. Bizzy has been solving homicides? Maybe we have more in common than I thought. Maybe it’s Bizzy I should warn about the impending homicide afoot?

      My eyes widen in horror.

      Melina waves it off. “Anyway. I’ll be around through the weekend. I’m always up for a good Lobster Festival. How about the two of you?” She openly glares at Trevor.

      Celine nods. “Oh, yes. I’ve yet to miss a Lobster Festival and I’m not breaking with tradition. We’ll both be there.” Her expression sours at the woman. Oh, get over yourself, Melina. When is enough going to be enough with you? Life doesn’t always deal us the cards we want. If I have to live with it, you do, too.

      Trevor leans in. “It’s nice seeing you again, Melina.”

      Her eyes narrow on his. The nerve. I hope you rot in hell.

      She stalks off and a strangled tension rises in the air in her wake.

      A tall man with smooth skin and a soft smile steps up, and Trevor is quick to offer him a firm embrace.

      “Everyone”—Trevor holds his hand out to the man—“this is Julian Morgan, my good friend from college. He’s been an asset down at the company.” Trevor’s expression hardens a moment as he examines the man. Unfortunate that I’ll have to fire him. The sooner, the better. Word gets around about what he’s been doing, and I’ll have every employee joining the ranks. Nobody steals from me, Jules. Not even you.

      Steals?

      Julian nods as if he heard me. “Lovely meeting you all. I think I’ll go check out the competitors’ tables before things get underway.” He glances back at Trevor, a dead look in his pale blue eyes. “You can sit with me. I have a couple seats reserved right behind the judging panel.” I know what you’re thinking. You’re not getting rid of me. I don’t go down without a fight. Nobody is putting my name on blast without the full story.

      He takes off, and I don’t quite know what to make of his strange thoughts. Maybe he didn’t steal whatever Trevor is convinced he took? I suppose there are always two sides to every pancake.

      Trevor nods as he wraps an arm around Celine’s waist. “It was lovely meeting you both.”  Two good-looking girls. I’ll have to make sure to get both of their numbers before we’re through.

      A choking sound emits from me as we watch them take off into the crowd.

      “How do you like that?” I say, unable to contain my budding fury. What a creep. Unless, of course, he wanted our numbers for business purposes.

      I shake it off.

      Of course, that’s what he wanted them for.

      Lottie nods my way. “I really liked them. And I have to say, I’m super impressed with everything about this bake-off, Bizzy.”

      Before I can even begin to figure out how to broach the subject of her odd ghostly thoughts, a tall, handsome man with eyes the color of quicksilver enters our midst. And lucky for me, this one happens to be mine.

      “Lottie, this is Detective Jasper Wilder, my fiancé.” A grin erupts from me because I just can’t get over the fact it’s real.

      “You’re engaged!” Lottie and Jasper shake hands. “It’s so nice to meet you. Congratulations on the upcoming nuptials. So when’s the big day?”

      Jasper lifts a brow my way. “Bizzy and I are thinking fall.”

      “And we’re going to nail down a day soon,” I say.

      Lottie coos, “Well, I guess you don’t have to worry about a venue. This place is amazing.”

      “It is,” I agree as Jasper wraps an arm around me. “We have a gazebo out by the bluff where we’ll have the ceremony—and, of course, Georgie has volunteered to do the honors.”

      Jasper chuckles. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      The lights flicker and everyone quickly takes their places, with both Lottie and Celine heading to the table earmarked for the judging panel.

      Mayor Mackenzie Woods stands at the front of the room and welcomes everyone to the venue. Her dark hair is swept back into a bun and she’s donned a light pink suit that glows against her deeply tanned skin.

      Mack and I were best friends as kids, right through high school. But I quickly grew weary of her the day she shoved me into a whiskey barrel and tried to drown me. And after that, I not only grew afraid of both large bodies of water and cloistered spaces, but I seemed to pick up the odd ability to pry into other people’s minds.

      I can’t read every mind. Some are simply closed off. And I usually only pick up on those nearby unless someone is unusually excited about something or agitated. And if I can’t see the person whose thoughts I’m reading, it can be difficult to tell if it’s a female or male because it tends to come in monotone unless they’re in front of me.

      It turns out, this gift, or curse as it were, qualifies me as something called transmundane, further classified as telesensual. I learned all about it a few months back from Jasper’s old friend, Leo, who also happens to share my strange gift.

      Mayor Woods concludes with a quick countdown, and soon the baking competition commences. Not a half hour drifts by before the judges are up and mingling with the competitors—and the competition does look stiff. These women, and a handful of men, are all zipping around, collecting ingredients from the shelves brought in and stocked with everything you’d need to bake just about anything.

      All my life I’ve wanted to bake with the expert ease of Emmie, but I’m more or less a hazard in the kitchen. Which is exactly why I have my hands tucked behind my back as I approach Georgie’s table.

      “How’s it going, ladies?” A laugh gets caught in my throat at the sight.

      Mom, Georgie, and Carlotta look like refugees from the nearest commune in their matching sunny-colored kaftans. Georgie’s own daughter, Juniper Moonbeam, could have qualified to bake with the seniors herself, but she’s currently on a cruise with her new boyfriend Spike, a security guard from a pawn shop in Edison.

      Mom grunts. “Remind me to say no next year,” she growls while mixing eggs into what looks like a chocolate mixture of some kind. “Do you hear that, Georgie? It’s a hard no. You’ll have to find some other old fool to take my place.”

      Carlotta shakes her head. “It’s a hard yes from me, sister,” she says, pouring copious amounts of maple syrup into a mixing bowl. I’m shocked she’s not measuring it, but I don’t say a word. Besides, can you ever have too much maple syrup? “Lot Lot!” she shouts and Lottie appears next to me. “Come on. What do I do next? Is it ready to go in the oven?”

      Lottie peers into the bowl. “Carlotta, all you have is maple syrup in there.”

      “We’re keeping it simple.” Carlotta gives a cheesy wink.

      Georgie hops over with a chef’s hat hanging precariously over her gray wiry locks.

      “Lookin’ good, sister! Bring that over and we’ll add it to the dry ingredients. After we’re done here, I’ll treat both of you ladies to a nightcap at my place.”

      Mom groans, “Word to the wise, Carlotta. Don’t drink anything that comes from a funny vase. Come to find out it’s called a bong. And whatever she has lurking inside it is most likely illegal.”

      “Ooh!” Carlotta does an odd little hop. “I’m in like sin. Let the good times roll. I’m all for funny vases.” She gives a thumbs-up to Georgie. “You’ve got a friend in me.”

      Before I can apologize to Lottie, the sound of voices escalating from behind garners my attention.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I thread my way through the crowd gathered near the judges’ table.

      I find Celine Harrison locked in an argument with a shorter brunette.

      A woman with a pink silk scarf and pretty cinnamon-colored hair bumps into me.

      “Sorry!” She turns my way, and I can see my own reflection in her oversized sunglasses.

      “Hey?” I grip her by the wrist before she can leave. “You wouldn’t happen to know what’s going on, do you?”

      Her bottom lip quivers as she glances back. “I’m sorry. I’m here for the Lobster Festival. I just…I just thought this would be fun.” She darts off into the crowd before I can ask another question.

      Trevor does his best to intervene with the bickering women, and the shorter woman gives him a shove.

      “You are a liar!” she bellows at him. “Do you hear that?” she shouts into the crowd, and I spot Lottie ushering Everett and Noah this way. Jordy and Jasper just stepped onto the scene themselves. “This man is a fraud! He’s no more married to this woman than I’m a sea turtle. Trevor Harrison is my husband. I’m Anna Harrison, the one and only Mrs. Harrison on record!”

      Celine looks as if you could blow her over with a feather.

      “Oh goodness.” I push my way forward. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” I say to the woman. “My name is Bizzy Baker and I run the inn. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to step outside. The contestants need their peace.”

      “I’ll give them their peace,” the woman grunts as she looks back at Trevor. “But you won’t get any peace. Not from me.” She takes off and Jordy follows her out.

      Jasper comes over with those silver eyes sharpened over mine.

      “Bizzy, are you okay?”

      I just love how Jasper’s concern is always first for me.

      “I’m fine,” I assure him. “Maybe you can make sure that woman leaves the building?”

      “You bet.” He takes off, and I head over to Celine and Trevor.

      “How are you doing?” I ask, picking up a platter of Lottie’s soft and chewy maple white chocolate chunk cookies. “Here, take one,” I say, prodding Trevor and he quickly scoops up a fistful.

      Celine shakes her head. “I don’t think I’m all right. In fact, right now, I’m questioning who I am.” She looks over at Trevor with fury in her eyes. “I guess we have a lot to talk about.”

      Trevor lifts a hand. “And we’ll do just that. Right after the bake-off.”

      “Trevor,” she barks. It’s clear Celine is at the end of her rope. I doubt she cares too much about a silly baking competition anymore.

      “Celine.” He glowers over at her and she lifts her chin. That’s my girl. A tiny smile curls on his lips. Now to figure out a way out of this mess. I’ve got excuses to come up with, and the clock is ticking.

      Soon enough, the competition is back on track and the entire ballroom is alive with the scent of fresh baked cookies, breads, and pies.

      Lottie heads my way, the exact person I’ve been meaning to speak with.

      “Bizzy”—she shakes her head with a look of worry in her eyes—“there’s something I have to tell you.” How do I put this? I’ve never actually told anyone that I’m supersensual. It’s not like the world understands what it means to be transmundane.

      I gasp. “Did you say transmundane?”

      Lottie clamps her hand over her mouth a moment in horror before letting her fingers slide.

      “Wait a minute.” She leans in. “Did you just read my thoughts?”

      A loud bang emits from the left, followed by gasps and screams, and we look over to find Trevor Harrison flailing, one hand gripping his throat, the other holding Lottie’s cookies. He trips, knocking the entire judges’ table over on its side.

      A crowd quickly gathers with their wild cries of distress just as Trevor falls to the floor, a fistful of Lottie’s cookies spilling over his chest. His eyes stare vacantly up at the ceiling, and Jasper quickly kneels to his side and places his fingers over the man’s neck.

      Jasper looks my way and shakes his head.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      Trevor won’t have to worry about coming up with any excuses.

      Trevor Harrison is dead.
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      “He’s dead!” Celine Harrison screams as she falls over his body.

      Jasper carefully pulls her off and both Emmie and Celine’s friend, Melina, help her to a seat.

      Lottie covers her mouth. “Oh, Bizzy. I feel terrible.”

      Everett swoops to her side. “Lemon? Did you?” He tips his head to the side and Lottie nods as if anticipating the rest of his question.

      Yes, I found another body. But in this case I guess we all found the body. But it was my cookie he was eating last. And how I hate that the culinary coincidence keeps repeating itself, homicide after homicide.

      Noah pops up. “Everett, why don’t you help secure the exits until the sheriff’s department can get here. Lottie, are you okay?” He bears his eyes sternly into hers, and I get the feeling he, too, is communicating with her on another level as well. She nods and he gives her a simple kiss before taking off.

      “Lottie, we have to talk,” I say, taking her by the hand.

      A deputy hops up on a chair and it just so happens to be Deputy Leo Granger, Jasper’s old friend—the exact one who shares my strange gift of prying into other people’s minds.

      “Everyone, listen up!” he calls out over the humming crowd. “We’re going to ask you all to please give us some space. And do not leave the ballroom until someone from the sheriff’s department has cleared you. It’s simply routine. Deputies will be arriving momentarily.” He hops down, and I take him up by the hand as well and lead the three of us straight out of the ballroom via the nearest exit, outright defying the very words he just uttered.

      “Bizzy, I have to get back there.” He tries to break my hold on him, but I pull us into a corner in the foyer by force.

      “Leo!” I hiss. “Lottie is transmundane.”

      “Oh my God.” Lottie yanks her hand from my grasp as if she were pulling it from a fire. “What exactly is going on here?” She takes a full step back, the look of worry rife on her face. I bet Carlotta ratted me out, trying to show off to her new friend. Good Lord. She’s going to get the entire lot of us arrested—or worse.

      “No.” I shake my head furtively, half-afraid she’ll bolt. “Nobody outed you. I’m transmundane, too. And so is Leo. We’re actually telesensuals. And I don’t think that’s your classification. I believe you mentioned, sensuous something or other?”

      A choking sound evicts from her. Lottie looks from Leo to me, her mind buzzing with a thousand lightning quick thoughts not even I can keep track of.

      “Oh my God.” She staggers back. “I mean, I knew there were others out there. Heck, I’ve been to a convention or two, but I didn’t realize.” She points my way. “Bizzy?”

      I give a slight nod. “It’s true.”

      Something just shy of a groan expels from her, and she quickly offers me a warm embrace. She pulls back with tears in her eyes.

      “I had no idea.” She winces. “Can you really read my thoughts?”

      “Yes,” I say. “But I promise I wasn’t trying to pry.”

      Leo blows out a slow breath. “I’d better get back in there. Lottie, you’re a supersensual?”

      She nods over at him. “I can see the dead. And when I do, it almost always means something ominous for someone around me. Most of the time, I see pets that have passed on, coming back to help solve the murder of their previous owner, but sometimes I see people, too—and this afternoon I saw the ghost of a woman.”

      “I heard you thinking about her.” I cringe. “And to be honest, I was worried for you in an entirely different way. Is the woman still here?”

      She glances back at the entrance to the ballroom. “I don’t know. I’ll have to get back in there and see if I can find her. But don’t you worry. She’ll show up. And she won’t be leaving until the case is solved.” She looks to Leo and me.

      Leo leans in. “Lottie, can you communicate with the dead?”

      She gives a cautious nod. “In the beginning I couldn’t even hear them. But as my powers grew, they garnered the ability to speak, move things in the material world, and lastly, my powers have gifted them the holy grail—food. As in they can eat. Oh, and not only could I hear them, but if you hold my hand, you can hear them, too. I act as a sort of conduit.”

      “Wow,” both Leo and I say in unison.

      Leo gives a wistful shake of the head. “I’d better get back in there before I lose my job. I’ll be in touch.” Leo heads off just as Sherlock and Fish hop over.

      Bizzy! Fish lets out an ear-piercing meow. Is it really happening again?

      “I think so,” I whisper, quickly scooping her up as an entire barrage of sheriff’s deputies and firemen stream their way into the ballroom.

      “Lottie”—I lean her way—“there’s something I have to tell you about my gift.”

      Sherlock lets out a quick bark, and Lottie gives him a hearty scratch behind the ears.

      Lottie gives a soft smile his way. “I think I’ve fallen in love with both of your fur babies, Bizzy. If you ever come to Honey Hollow, you’ll have to bring them, too. I can tell you love them as much as I love my sweet cats.”

      “I’m glad you love them, because while you’re with me, not only can you talk to them, but they can talk right back.”

      “What?” she hisses with a hopeful look on her face. “You mean…?”

      “Yes—I can read their minds, too. We’ll get together with Pancake and Waffles when everything settles down, and I’ll help the three of you communicate.”

      Tears swell in her eyes. “Bizzy.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “You may never get rid of me.”

      A tiny laugh bubbles from me. “In an odd way, I feel as if I’ve gained another sister. Now let’s get in there and see if we can figure out what happened.”

      “Good idea.”

      We’re about to head back in when that redhead with the scarf I bumped into earlier speeds this way.

      “What’s going on?” She’s taken off her sunglasses and her eyes are wide with surprise. “Anna’s out front and she looks as if she’s about to bolt.”

      I suck in a quick breath, and before I can answer, Jasper exits the ballroom.

      “Jasper.” I run right over. “Was Trevor murdered?”

      His chest expands as he gives a quick look around. “I don’t know. But the medical team just took a look at him. They think he might have been poisoned.”

      I turn and offer Lottie an ominous nod. The redhead catches my eye once again and I turn back to Jasper.

      “That woman who caused the ruckus is out front. The one who claims she was Trevor’s wife? Do you think she might have something to do with this?”

      “I’d better have a word with her.” He takes off and Sherlock follows dutifully along—and the redhead is right on his heels.

      “Come on, Lottie,” I say. “Let’s see if we can get to the bottom of this.”

      “I’ll try my best to hunt down that ghost.”

      “And I’ll try my best to hunt down the killer’s thoughts.”

      We head back into the ballroom where the scent of fresh baked treats permeates the air. The sheriff’s department is busy quizzing the crowd, and I spot Celine up front near the area where Trevor Harrison lies lifeless on the floor.

      Celine is huddled with her friend, Melina Cabot, one of the other judges in the competition.

      I speed on over and try my best to hone in on Celine’s thoughts, but it seems as if she’s drawing a blank at the moment—not uncommon with grief.

      “Celine,” I say as I come upon her. “Can I get you anything? A glass of water?”

      “No.” She waves the idea off. “I’m going to be fine.” She turns and glares at the man she was so affectionate with just a little while ago. “He’s gone.” That was easier than I thought. I’m not sure I’ve ever wished anyone dead before, but I certainly got my wish, now didn’t I? Humiliating me like that, in front of the world. My God, once my mother gets wind of it, I’ll never hear the end of it.

      Melina pats her friend on the shoulder. “I guess it was just meant to be.”

      I blink back at her odd statement.

      She gives a nervous laugh. “I’d like to think each one of us has a predetermined time to go and this was his. Sometimes people simply die.” She shrugs over at Celine.

      “It wasn’t his time,” Celine says it incredulously. “Believe me, he was in perfect health. That man got what was coming to him.” She glares at something or someone at the back of the room before Lottie’s boyfriend, Noah, comes up.

      “Detective Noah Fox.” He flashes his badge her way and offers a warm dimpled smile. “Detective Wilder asked me to temporarily aid in the investigation until he can step back into the room. Would you mind if I asked you a couple of questions?”

      “Not at all.” Celine shudders as she follows him over a few feet.

      “Poor thing,” I say, looking at the woman.

      Melina sighs. “I don’t know about that. I’m betting Celine suddenly became a very wealthy woman.”

      “Not if that other woman proves to be his legal wife,” I say.

      A dull laugh pumps from her. “Trevor was a weasel through and through. And I’m not afraid to say it out loud.” But what I won’t say out loud is that the old rat got exactly what I was hoping for. She glances over at his body and a dark smile curves on her lips. “It was nice meeting you, Bizzy.”

      She starts to take off, and I block her path without thinking.

      “Um—the Lobster Festival,” I say a touch too loud. “Do you think we can put in an order of your hot cross buns for this weekend?” Something tells me I’ll be anxious to pick up on some more of her less than savory thoughts. Something is not right with this woman. She has one serious beef with Trevor—or had one serious beef—and I want to know why.

      “Not a problem.” She shakes her head as if she couldn’t believe I asked. “I’ll give you a call in the morning and we can shore up the details.” She takes off and is intercepted by a deputy before she can leave the room.

      I turn just as Georgie and Carlotta come upon me.

      “Bizzy!” Georgie gives me a quick shake.

      “Don’t worry, ladies. We’ve got everything under control,” I say, doing my best to calm them, but both Georgie and Carlotta wave me off.

      “We’re not worried about that.” Georgie looks as if she’s about to leap out of her skin with excitement. “We did it!” she squeals and garners the stares of a small circle of deputies. “We really pulled it off!”

      “Would you keep it down.” I lift my finger to my lips in the event my words aren’t processing. Who knows what funny little vases she has hidden in that kaftan of hers. “They’re going to think you’re confessing.”

      Carlotta huffs, “We were too busy creating perfection to off some two-timing louse.”

      Georgie waves her hands over her head. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Our sticky maple monkey bread turned out perfect!” She kisses the tips of her fingers for effect.

      “Oh good God.” I manage to squeeze a smile out for the two of them. “Do me a favor. Take your monkey bread to the café where you can both enjoy it in peace. And maybe take Sherlock and Fish along with you.”

      Georgie snaps her fingers in my face. “Now you’re thinking! We’ll save you a bite. Bring Lottie and Emmie with you! Ten bucks says they’ll try to shake us down for the recipe!”

      Carlotta honks out a laugh. “My Lot Lot couldn’t pry it from my cold dead hands.”

      This time, half the eyes in the ballroom look their way and I catch Lottie’s horrified face as she mouths I’m sorry over to me.

      I lift a hand as if to reassure her it’s fine. As much as Lottie and I have in common, it seems Georgie might have found her soul sister as well.

      I give a quick glance around the room and spot the man that I met earlier in the afternoon, Trevor’s friend—Julian something. Julian Morgan, I think.

      With measured steps, I make my way in his direction. He has his hands in his pockets and he’s staring over at poor Trevor, who’s lying there in the open for all to see while the coroner steps up to document the scene.

      “Julian,” I say softly as I come upon him. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      He startles a moment, and he has a hard time dragging his eyes from the deceased.

      “No, I’m fine.” Better than fine, actually. He lets out a heavy breath. And I can breathe easy from here on out. He nods my way. “It was nice meeting you, Bizzy.”

      “You’ll have to give your information to one of the deputies before they clear you. Just in case there was foul play.” I lean in as if expecting to hear a confession.

      You say foul play. I say fair play. He blinks a short-lived smile. “Will do.”

      He takes off into the crowd and a chill rides through me.

      Everything’s set in motion. An inner voice goes off from somewhere in the room, but I can’t get a bead on exactly where it came from or who said it. The voices all sound monotone when I’m not looking right at the person.

      Goodbye, Trevor. Another voice rings out. I would say it was nice knowing you, but I think we both know it’s a lie.

      The room begins to clear out, and I head back to the foyer to make sure the reception counter is still staffed by either Nessa or Grady, but they’ve both stepped away at the moment.

      A blue sheet of paper catches my attention as it sits over my keyboard, no bigger than the size of my hand, and I snatch it up.

      They have been known to fill up divorce courts.

      Men often say you can’t live with them. You can’t live without them.

      Any woman could become one.

      Any one of them could be a killer.
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      Cider Cove is a jewel in the spring. The briny air is warm and holds the scent of the evergreens that line either side of the white sandy cove.

      The Lobster Festival isn’t for another day, leaving the tourists and guests of the inn free to enjoy another pristine day of sun and sand. But it’s the Atlantic that steals the show with its great navy expanse. I can’t take my eyes off the unknowable ocean, wide with secrets.

      It seems everyone is out on the sand this afternoon. Lottie’s daughter, Evie, is out on the sand playing a spontaneous game of volleyball with a group of local teenagers—mostly boys—and Sherlock is right there giving chase to the ball right alongside of them.

      I head over to the outdoor patio where a handful of friendly faces greet me. Noah, Everett, Lottie, Jasper, and I have all congregated just outside of the Country Cottage Café on the expansive patio overlooking the Atlantic. I made sure to provide a breakfast spread for the ages of pancakes, French toast, eggs, bacon, sausages, biscuits and gravy, and there’s plenty of hot coffee and fresh squeezed blood orange juice, my personal favorite.

      “Evie sure makes friends quickly,” I chirp as I set down a pitcher of fresh brewed coffee.

      Everett frowns over at the sight. “She’s not wearing any clothes. Of course, she’s making friends—the wrong friends.”

      Lottie gives his hand a pat. “She’s wearing a two-piece with a cover up.”

      Everett grunts at the thought, “If the cover up is made of mesh, I don’t see the point.”

      Noah expands a dimpled grin my way. “You’ll have to excuse Everett. This is two decades of womanizing coming home to roost for him.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” I tease as I scoot the platter of Danishes his way. “Maybe these will help.”

      Lottie belts out a laugh. “He’ll get used to it. Or die trying.”

      Jasper pulls out his phone and wags it my way. “Speaking of death, the coroner is working on Trevor Harrison right now. I should hear back in a couple of days as to whether he died of natural causes or not.”

      “Oh, he didn’t.” Lottie shakes her head. “A ghost never comes back from the other side if they don’t have to. This was murder.”

      Noah winces at her. “Does Jasper know?”

      I lean in. “I let him know last night.” Lottie and I agreed to spill one another’s secrets to our own plus ones, or in Lottie’s case, plus two.

      Jasper’s chest expands with his next breath. “And for that reason alone, that note Bizzy found on her desk makes a little more sense.”

      Noah leans in. “What note?”

      Jasper took the note in as evidence yesterday, but in all the chaos I forgot to mention it to Lottie.

      “Yes, what note?” Lottie echoes as she leans in.

      Jasper holds his phone out and Lottie’s hazel eyes do their best to read Jasper’s screen.

      Jasper glances to his phone while he reads the note out loud. “They have been known to fill up divorce courts. Men often say you can’t live with them. You can’t live without them. Any woman could become one. Any one of them could be a killer.”

      “A riddle.” Noah’s head ticks to the side. “Do you think the killer left that?”

      Everett’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “And you wonder why you haven’t solved a single homicide since you’ve been in Honey Hollow.”

      Lottie shakes her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It looks like the killer is trying to play a game with us.”

      “With me,” Jasper says as he puts his phone back into his pocket. “I’m the homicide detective. I’ll take care of this one.” Jasper’s lips curve at the tips as he looks my way. “I’m sorry, Bizzy. I just don’t want to see either of you women putting yourself in harm’s way.”

      Noah nods. “Something I’ve been trying to drill home for a long time.” He looks to the woman who refers to him as her boyfriend. “Lottie, he’s right. This is his investigation. He’s in charge. I’m sure the Seaview Sheriff’s Department’s track record is much better than mine.” He glares over at Everett a moment.

      Lottie shoots Everett a look before glancing to Jasper. “Noah is a great detective. And so am I,” she says boldly. “And from the little research I did last night, Bizzy is a pretty exceptional detective as well. And no disrespect to you, Detective Wilder, but I think that note was meant for someone else. It was left on Bizzy’s desk.”

      I bite down on a smile as I look to Jasper. “She’s got you there. Besides, I think it’s pretty easy to crack.”

      Lottie glances skyward. “They have been known to fill up divorce courts? Men often say you can’t live with them. You can’t live without them.”

      I nod. “Any woman could become one. Any one of them could be a killer.”

      Lottie takes a slow breath as she considers this. “A woman?”

      “An ex-wife,” I counter.

      Jasper shoots a glance my way. “Trevor had two.”

      Everett shakes his head. “Maybe. But they were his current wives—in a roundabout way.”

      Noah lifts his drink. “Not anymore.”

      Jasper drums his fingers over the table. “I’d better get going. I want to take another look at the ballroom before I leave.” He lands a kiss to my lips and my insides squeeze tight. Every kiss with Jasper feels like the very first one. “I’ll see you tonight.” He nods to everyone at the table and Noah rises with him.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like another look at the ballroom myself.” Noah offers Lottie a quick kiss to the lips and it looks intimate. I can’t help but note that Everett doesn’t look all that thrilled with it.

      Take a shot while you have it, Fox. Everett remains stone-faced. Your little joyride with Lemon won’t last forever. She’ll work you out of her system soon enough.

      Noah and Jasper disappear back inside and Everett leans in, looking from Lottie to me as if he were about to issue his verdict. He looks to be every bit the judge he is, and I’d hate to be at the receiving end of his courtroom.

      “You both have that same look in your eyes.” He nods amicably. “A thirst for justice. And I get it. I share your desire. But that note tells me someone isn’t looking to play a game. They want to bait you. Don’t fall for it. You’re both smarter than that.” He leans back a moment, his eyes lingering on Lottie’s. “I need to check in with the courthouse, make sure it’s still standing. How about we get some sun in a few hours?”

      Lottie purrs as she leans his way like a kitten on a hot tin roof, “Sounds like a plan.”

      “I’ll have a cabana ready for you,” I volunteer. “Jordy is bringing them out today for the big weekend. I hope you both like lobster. We’ll have clams, oysters, and the best clam chowder you’ve ever had, too.”

      Everett pats his stomach. “Bizzy, we may never leave.” He offers Lottie a kiss on the cheek before taking off.

      I shoot Lottie a look without meaning to.

      She gives a little laugh. “I may not read minds, but I know what you’re thinking. I know it’s odd. I was dating Noah—and then well, the wife he forgot to mention strolled back into town. And I dated Everett while Noah cleaned up his mess. I guess I fell in love with them both somewhere along the way. Anyway, after Noah’s divorce, Everett decided he was going to back off and let Noah and me see where things went. And then last Christmas, Everett’s trust fund was about to go south unless he had a spouse, so I volunteered to help him out—as a friend.”

      “Wow, you should really have a road map handy when you’re trying to explain all that. Complicated sounds like too simple of a word to describe it.” I shrug over at her. “But you’re going to end up with just one, right?”

      She takes a deep breath as if it pained her to think about it. And when you’re in love with two different men, I suppose it does.

      “That’s what I’m aiming for. I really am, Bizzy. The horrible thing is, I can easily envision myself having a wonderful life with either of them. And the thought of breaking one of their hearts is almost too much to bear.”

      “It sounds as if you’ve dated Noah far more than you have Everett. Is that telling of your true feelings?”

      “Oh”—she’s quick to brush off the idea—“Everett has just insisted that Noah and I finish what we started.”

      “Sort of like working Noah out of your system?” I don’t dare tell her those were Everett’s thoughts, not mine.

      She twitches her lips. “Maybe that’s what Everett is thinking.” She sighs deeply. “It seems that just about everything goes wrong for Noah and me. Sometimes I wonder if it would just be easier with Everett. We had a great time when we were together.” Her tongue presses to the side of her lips and her mind quickly flits to white noise, a sign of things going from mild to wild. “Anyway, I need to narrow it down, and I need to do it fast. It’s not fair to either one of them—no matter how patient Everett can be. You know, they used to be stepbrothers a long time ago, and on top of that, Noah stole Everett’s girlfriend. It was a big mess. They’ve never fully recovered from it, but as of late they can at least stand to be in the same room. Of course, both Noah and Everett have crazy exes who never seem to give us any rest. Evie’s biological mother is one of them. But she’s more or less out of the picture. Noah’s ex, however, is a clinger like nobody’s business.”

      “I feel you,” I say. “Jasper’s ex is a woman by the name of Camila Ryder. She cheated on him with Leo, thus causing the big riff in their friendship. And she somehow found out Leo could read minds. Then she found out I could do it, too, and well—let’s just say the threats were never-ending.”

      “Is she out of your lives for good now?”

      “She’s the secretary down at the homicide division. She sees Jasper for eight straight hours each and every day. I’m not sure that qualifies as being out of our lives. Camila pretty much has that stalker thing on lock. But Jasper and I are so in love, I’m not even sure he knows she’s in the room anymore.”

      “I envy you.”

      “My sister envies you.”

      We both share a laugh on Macy’s behalf, but Lottie stops abruptly as the chair beside me gives a quick jiggle.

      “Bizzy, quick”—Lottie twitches her fingers my way—“give me your hand.”

      No sooner do I set my hand out than she takes it up with hers.

      “The ghost is here. She’s sitting right next to you.”

      A little yelp comes from me as I inch my seat in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, she won’t bite,” Lottie assures. “She’s a sweet older woman with short red hair and a warm smile.” Lottie tips her head at the empty chair. “What’s your name?”

      “Trevor knew me as Mrs. Burns,” an unearthly voice declares. She sounds older, and something about her tone comes from a place of knowing. “But you ladies can call me Delora.”

      Everything in me screams run, and yet I’m oddly fascinated by the ethereal exchange.

      “Hello, Delora.” Lottie nods to the empty space. “May I ask how you knew Trevor?”

      I take a moment to marvel at how natural this all seems for Lottie. I guess if I could pick a transmundane gift, it would be the one fate opted to give me. I draw the line at dead people.

      “I was his third grade teacher,” Delora answers, sounding every bit natural as if she were sitting right here beside me, and well, I guess that’s exactly where her dearly departed spirit has landed. “He was a mischievous child. Always pulling on some poor girl’s pigtails. A clear sign he was interested in them. People were much more primitive in expressing themselves back then. I understand the world is changing, but I can’t say it’s getting any better. Trevor is dead. And someone has killed him. Who do you think could have done such a thing?”

      I clear my throat. “We’re thinking it was one of his wives. Apparently, he had two of them.”

      Delora chortles. “That doesn’t surprise me one bit. I just knew he was destined to be a wily fella. Now, who do we see about arresting those wayward women?”

      Lottie shakes her head. “We can’t just arrest them. Bizzy and I will talk to each of them and hopefully get to the bottom of this in no time.”

      Delora huffs, “What about the sheriff’s department? Don’t they care to catch a killer or two?”

      I bite down on a smile. “We’re actually pretty good. Lottie and I have caught a few killers ourselves.”

      Lottie’s smile expands my way. “Something tells me we can beat the sheriff’s department to the guilty-party punch. Not that we’re trying to.” She gives an innocent shrug. “It just seems to work out that way more often than not.”

      “Have it your way,” Delora says while the chair she’s presumably seated in scoots back a good foot all on its own and a chill rides up my spine at the sight. “I’m headed to the kitchen. I was always one to watch my calories while I was living. A lot of good that did me. I went and died anyhow. But word on the golden streets is, those who visit you, Lottie Lemon, are fortunate enough to enjoy a sandwich, a pie, or an entire sheet cake at their leisure.”

      Lottie belts out a short-lived laugh. “You mean, the supernatural word has gotten out?”

      “Oh dear, yes.” Delora sounds as if her voice is growing small. Lottie tracks her with her gaze, and it lets me know she’s about to enter the café—right through the sunroom window. “You wouldn’t believe how many people are hoping for a Honey Hollow homicide to land them back on the mother planet. Those who have returned to paradise rave about your baked goods, my dear. Your cookies are delicious. I may have sampled a few at the bake-off. And Bizzy? The Country Cottage Café has the most amazing shortbread. Is it selfish of me to hope this case goes unsolved? You girls just don’t know how wonderful you have it.” And with that, her voice is altogether gone.

      My hand presses over my chest. “I think we were just guilted into not solving this case.”

      Lottie laughs at the thought. “They all say that. But when it’s time to go, not one of them protests. As soon as the killer is apprehended, they just up and disappear. But I’ve seen other spirits, too, that aren’t necessarily related to a homicide. The ghosts at my mother’s B&B are wonderful. It’s an adorable young couple, their adopted daughter, and the ghost of a cute black cat who finally lost his ninth life.”

      Georgie and Carlotta step out of the café, each holding their very own furry creature in their arms and Fish striding alongside them.

      “Speaking of cute cats—who hopefully have plenty of lives to spare,” I say as Georgie and Carlotta plunk down in the seats beside us.

      “All right, let’s have it.” Carlotta leans my way. “Georgie here says you can read my mind.” What am I saying? Huh? Huh?

      “Georgie.” I make wild eyes at the wily old woman in the hot pink kaftan. Oddly enough, Carlotta has donned one in a bright blue and they look as if they belong to some neon-colored cult.

      “Don’t you Georgie me. Carlotta told me what Lottie is capable of.”

      Carlotta slaps her fingers to the table. “Hey, I’m capable, too. Just not as capable as she is.”

      Georgie wags a finger. “Watch it, sister. When Bizzy isn’t reading brains, she’s eating them.”

      Carlotta quickly inverts her lips.

      “Good grief,” I groan. “She’s teasing. The only one capable of eating brain cells around here is Georgie with her loose lips. Georgie, please try to keep the people you tell about my questionable gift to a minimum.”

      “Ditto,” Lottie says it sharply to the woman who is essentially her look-alike.

      “Never mind that, Lot Lot. Let’s get to the mind reading nitty gritty. Word on the transmundane street is, this girl can get deep into the thoughts of these hairy, scary furballs that do nothing but eat and shed—not to mention the fun they have in their litter boxes.” She gives the cat in her arms a slight rattle, and Lottie is quick to take him from her.

      Fish leaps onto my lap. Those boys are so excited. I can’t decide which one I like more, the one with the wicked silver eyes or the one with the gloriously long tail.

      I lean down to my sweet cat’s ear. “Fish, they’re practically identical.”

      Then, in that case, I’ll just have to take both of them.

      A laugh bounces from me as I look to the fuzzy beasts before us.

      “Which one is Pancake and which is Waffles?” I ask, examining them for a trace of a difference, but I can’t seem to find one.

      “This is Pancake,” Lottie says, holding up the cat in her arms, and he lets out a clear meow.

      Please do tell Lottie we appreciate all she does for us.

      Waffles perks to life and lets out a hearty yowl himself. And we’re officially putting in a request for an extra helping at dinner. My brother is a thief.

      The furry cutie to his right belts out a meow in protest. You are the thief, and apparently, you’re quite the little liar, too.

      A laugh bubbles from me as I quickly translate the conversation.

      Lottie’s mouth rounds out as she looks to the creamy balls of fluff.

      “I love you boys so much!” She peppers them both with an alarming number of kisses. “And, of course, I’ll give you an extra helping at dinner. But you’ll have to share. The vet says we’re about to tip the scales. Hey? Can you see the ghosts that drop once in a while?”

      Pancake tips his head her way. Now and again we can sense them.

      Waffles yodels. Only because Carlotta insists on plying them with whiskey. And for the love of all things four-legged and furry, please tell her we’ve chosen not to imbibe. We each lost one of our nine lives the last time we lapped up that brown drudge. How is she still living?

      Pancake growls. Wait. Carlotta’s not a ghost, is she?

      I grimace before spilling it all out there, and Carlotta suddenly remembers she’s got a dentist appointment and bullets out of her chair.

      “Dentist appointment?” Georgie lands Waffles in Lottie’s lap before she bolts for Carlotta. “I’ve lived here for half a decade, and I’ve yet to see one of those money-grubbing tooth yankers. Is he cute?”

      They disappear and Lottie blows out an exasperated breath.

      “I’m sorry.” Lottie kisses each of her boys one more time before looking my way. “Thank you, Bizzy. Anytime you want to help these cuties communicate, I’ll appreciate it. Now”—her hazel eyes sharpen over mine—“it looks to me, we have two suspects. Which do we question first?”

      “Celine Harrison said she’s never missed a Lobster Festival and she wasn’t about to break with tradition.”

      She sucks in a quick breath. “Do you really think she’d show just a couple days after her husband died?”

      “I don’t see why not. She was furious at him.”

      Lottie pulls Pancake and Waffles close. “But was she furious enough to kill?”

      “That is what we’re about to find out.”
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      The Lobster Festival is an all-out hit as evidenced by the fact the entire Eastern Seaboard has descended upon the cove. From what I’m hearing, you might as well park in Bangor and walk. Every parking spot is taken, and double parking is no longer frowned upon.

      The salty air is hot and humid. The music from the live band is so ungodly loud the sand is vibrating under my feet, and there’s a man wandering around with a yellow boa constrictor draped over his shoulders, which just adds to the carnival appeal.

      It’s wall-to-wall bodies—and only a handful of them are cordially dressed. The rest of the crowd, Lottie Lemon included, is clad in bathing suits, some with cover ups, most without. There are at least a dozen beach balls springing through the air at any given time, but it’s the scent of the boil taking place at the far end of the cove that has my senses sitting at attention. Just about every seafood vendor in all of Maine has sprouted a tent and is busy shucking their mouth-watering wares. And that’s exactly where Lottie, Everett, Noah, Jasper, and I are headed—toward the Holy Land, food.

      “So what did the coroner say?” I give Jasper’s hand a quick squeeze as we thread our way through the sea of bodies. He just got back from Seaview and his hair is slicked back, still damp from the shower he just took, and that dark shirt he’s donned makes his eyes glow like silver flames. With Everett and Noah in our entourage, the women at the Lobster Festival have been gasping in our direction nonstop. We might just have an unsafe level of exceptionally potent testosterone in one concentrated space. In fact, I know we do.

      Sherlock skirts by, chasing a poodle with pink fur and a sparkly tutu.

      Fish thankfully isn’t here. She asked if she could stay with her boyfriends today. She says she’s taking a page out of Lottie’s polyamorous playbook. And since it was fine by Lottie, it was fine by me.

      Jasper pauses, and so do the rest of us.

      He glances around at our small circle.

      “It’s not official,” he says, “but it looks as if Trevor died of anaphylactic shock.”

      “What?” I shake my head. “You mean it was an allergy?”

      He gives a simple nod. “Looks like Trevor was highly allergic to bees.”

      “Bees?” Lottie scoffs. “I didn’t see any bees in the ballroom.”

      Everett leans in. “Maybe he was stung before he came in?”

      “No way,” Lottie insists. “Trevor Harrison was murdered. If he had an anaphylactic response to bee venom, it was very much administered.”

      “I think you might be right.” Jasper takes a breath.

      Noah doesn’t look convinced. “You do? So I’m guessing the coroner didn’t find any indication of a sting?”

      Jasper shakes his head. “Not a mark.”

      The picture is starting to come in clear.

      “The killer administered it,” I say. “Like a poison.”

      Jasper flashes those silver eyes my way. “Like a poison. Forensics says the killer might have used royal jelly, a substance secreted by honeybees to feed larvae and queens. The last thing he was eating was one of your cookies, Lottie. It looks as if that might have been the mode of transportation.”

      I blink back at the thought. “Could a person allergic to bees have a fatal reaction to royal jelly?”

      He nods. “They can if the allergy is severe enough.”

      “Well, look who’s here,” a bright and cheery voice calls from behind and we turn to find Jasper’s sister, Ella, her husband, Marcus, and their adorable brand new baby.

      “Willow!” I beam as I pick up the tiny tot’s hand and coo her way. Willow was born just over a month and a half ago with her mother’s dark hair, serious silver-gray eyes, and dimples that dig in deep on either side of her cheeks with or without a smile.

      Ella hands the baby to Jasper and he gladly takes his niece.

      Lottie moans, “She is adorable! How old is she?”

      “Seven weeks.” Ella presses her hand into the small of her back. She’s bounced right back into shape, but I’ll admit she looks a bit exhausted. From what she’s shared with us, baby Willow isn’t exactly fond of sleep—or blinking for that matter.

      “Seven short weeks,” Jasper muses as he drops a kiss to his precious niece’s forehead before handing her back to her mother. “And yet, I can’t imagine how we lived in a world without her.”

      Ella and Marcus share a laugh.

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Ella gives us a wave. “We’re taking our lobster to go and heading home. We’ll see you two later.”

      They take off and Macy crops up in our small circle and every one of us grows tensely silent. She’s donned a tiny pink bikini top that consists of microscopic, strategically placed triangular squares and dental floss. Thankfully, she’s wearing a pair of shorts—ultra short—more of a belt, really, but a far cry from the bottoms that most likely belong to that bikini top.

      “So Noah.” She comes shy of winking while cradling the fruity, and I’m sure leaded, concoction in her hands. “If a horrible accident were to befall you, do you think your hot brother, Alex, would come rushing to your side?” She manufactures a quick grin. “Asking for a friend.”

      I groan at the quasi-threat just issued by my sibling.

      “Noah, feel free to pull your weapon whenever you need to. My sister could use a good tasing, or something a little more—”

      Lottie pulls me to the left before I can finish my sentence.

      “Carlotta, Georgie, situation at nine o’clock.”

      And just like that, Lottie and I are twirling through the crowd until we come upon two yellow kaftan wearing lunatics who are doing their best to sling a lobster back into the ocean.

      A couple of strong men with determined looks on their angry faces shuffle over and I practically toss myself between them and the yellow-bellied lobster emancipators.

      “I got this!” I shout. “I’m the manager at the inn and these are my—victims.” I was going to say employees, but something more akin to the truth just blurted out of me.

      The men walk away, muttering an entire slew of salty sayings as Lottie and I descend upon the senior set.

      I pluck the lobster out of Georgie’s hand. “What in the world are you thinking?”

      She grabs it right back. “We’re shedding light on the inhumane treatment of crustaceans. I just heard they’re going to boil these little guys alive!”

      “My God, Georgie, these are already cooked!”

      Carlotta clucks her tongue my way. “It’s the principle that counts.” She ticks her head at Georgie. “But since the deed is already done, I say we get some butter. We can upcycle the claws and turn them into earrings.”

      Georgie examines the poor creature in her hand. “You know what? I think we can sell them for fifteen bucks a pop!” She sluffs forward, kicking up sand in her wake. “And to think we were going to bare our breasts for the cause.”

      Carlotta gives a wistful shake of the head. “Nobody said we were taking that off the table. We’ll see you girls later.”

      Georgie glowers at the two of us for a moment. “Try to stay out of trouble, would you?”

      “Us?” Lottie swallows down a laugh.

      “Don’t bother getting worked up over it,” I say as we watch them thread back into the crowd. “I have a feeling, we can’t win with them.”

      Lottie shudders. “All we can do is wait for them to get arrested and hope we can find a good bail bondsmen.”

      I spot a familiar dark-haired woman walking with a tall blonde who looks decidedly out of place—if for no other reason than the fact she’s simply here. She’s donned a white dress that flashes like lightning when she moves and I’m a bit shocked she doesn’t mind that she’s causing a minute scene.

      “Lottie, look,” I all but whisper.

      “I see her. Wow.” Lottie expels a breath. “I can’t believe she showed. I mean, her husband just died. But it looks like you were right. Celine Harrison didn’t want to break tradition.”

      “And it looks like Melina is by her side. According to the thoughts she was having the day of the bake-off, she wasn’t too sorry to see Trevor go.”

      “Maybe we should talk to her? I mean, sure, one of his ex-wives seems like a logical answer as far as the killer goes, but maybe Everett is right. Maybe the killer was trying to bait us to head in the wrong direction.” She gasps. “Bizzy, I see Delora!”

      “Delora? As in the woman who currently is shy of one corporeal frame? Where is she?”

      “She’s…” her voice trails off. “Oh, wow. It looks as if she’s got an arm slung around both Celine’s and Melina’s shoulders. She’s waving our way. Now she’s pointing at something down on the ground, somewhere to my right.” Lottie glances that way, and I follow her gaze.

      “I don’t see anything,” I say.

      “Oh, it’s right there.” She points over to a patch in the sand that seems to be forming tiny little impressions all on its own.

      “Sand crabs?” I ask.

      “You mean you don’t see it?”

      “See what?”

      “Bizzy,” she pants my name as if she were about to pass out.

      “Lottie, what is it?”

      “It’s a pig.” Her shoulders hike an inch. “A big, pink and brown spotted pot-bellied pig with a pink snout and a rather friendly looking smile.” She looks my way. “I think we’d better get back to the boys. I think there’s trouble afoot.”

      That’s it.

      Without hesitating, I take Lottie by the hand and whip us through the crowd. I could walk this cove in my sleep, but Lottie could easily melt into the crowd, never to be seen again, and I have a feeling time is of the essence. And just as I’m about to lead us toward the food lines, a man inadvertently blocks our path with a tray in his hands, holding what could very well be the world’s biggest lobster.

      “Would you look at the size of that—”

      Bizzy, this is no time to inject innuendoes into a crusty situation. It’s him! It’s that guy from the ballroom! The best friend.

      My eyes drift north, and sure enough I’m staring into the face of, “Julian Morgan,” I say it out loud without quite meaning to.

      He squints over at me a moment. “Ah, yes, the killer bake-off.” He sheds his signature soft smile, his dark hair hidden under a baseball cap.

      Lottie gasps. Did he just make light of the fact his so-called best friend was murdered?

      I give a slight nod. “Yes, that’s where I know you from. I manage the inn. It’s sort of a job requirement for me to memorize the guests that come through it. That’s quite a lobster.” I pause a moment. “Um, and I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “What loss?” he looks truly baffled. “Ah, right, Trevor.” He grimaces a moment. “The guy was a walking time bomb. All the stress of running a million-dollar company—I guess it got to him. Happens.” He shrugs. “I’ll see you ladies around.”

      “Enjoy the food,” I shout as he quickly dissolves into the sea of bodies.

      Lottie leans in. “It’s as if he didn’t even care that his best friend was slaughtered.”

      “I’d care if my best friend was slaughtered.” I crane my neck into the crowd on the hunt for Emmie. “And if I didn’t care, I’d probably end up on the suspect list.” A thought runs through my mind. “The afternoon of the bake-off, Julian said something about being put on blast by Trevor—for stealing, I think. Of course, it was all in his mind. And that he wasn’t going down without a fight. Something was definitely up between those two. I bet you Celine would know.”

      “Or we could ask his other wife, Anna.”

      “But Celine is right here in front of us.”

      “So is Anna.”

      “What?” I follow Lottie’s gaze, and the dark-haired woman is standing by the booth, selling grilled corn on the cob, and she just so happens to be nodding over at a redhead with glasses. An unexpected prickling rides down my spine.

      “She’s here, too. How odd. I guess neither of the ex-Mrs. Harrisons could resist a good Lobster Festival.” I get the draw to the savory treat, but if Jasper died, I couldn’t bear leaving his side at the morgue until they ripped him away from me. I certainly don’t think I’d be pondering hot buttered corn.

      “Who’s the girl?” Lottie asks.

      “I saw her at the bake-off. She’s here for the festival.”

      We watch as they part ways and, try as we might, Lottie and I end up losing both Mrs. Harrisons.

      Instead, we come upon Macy and Noah who look to be at a standoff near the condiments.

      “Down, Macy,” I say. “You may not hurt Noah in hopes of meeting his brother.”

      Noah takes a deep breath. “Macy, how about you head over to Honey Hollow any time you want? I can practically guarantee you a date with the big guy on night one. And I don’t want to scare you off, but my brother is rather loose with his morals.”

      Lottie scoffs. “I’ll say. He’s easy.” Lottie wraps her arms around Noah and they look every bit like the couple they are.

      “Easy, huh?” Macy is instantly starry-eyed by the prospect of men with loose morals. “Why do I get the feeling I’ve been living in the wrong state all my life?”

      “Because you’re easy?” I tease. “Sorry, but you walked into that one.”

      A strange warbling sound comes from Lottie, and she all but throws Noah at my sister.

      “Noah”—Lottie says his name in a panic—“Macy needs your help getting back to the inn. She’s blitzed out of her mind, and I need to help Bizzy get the cookies out of the oven!”

      Lottie takes me by the hand, and this time I’m flying behind her like a kite in flight.

      “Where are we going?” I shout.

      The sound of the crowd is quickly replaced with the roar of the wind as we sail down toward the row of evergreens that lines the edge of the cove.

      “We’re following the pig!” Lottie shouts back.

      “The pig?” That’s right. Lottie saw a non-existent pig. And it suddenly occurs to me this entire scenario is far too gone for my mostly normal mind to comprehend.

      Soon the woods surround us, and the only sound we hear is our own frantic panting.

      A wild snort comes from the right and we head that way.

      Both Lottie and I gasp at the very same time.

      Sprawled over the ground with a gunshot wound through her heart, one of Lottie’s maple white chocolate chunk cookies clutched in her hand, is Celine Harrison.

      “Lottie!”

      “Bizzy!” a couple of deep voices roar, followed by thunderous footsteps as Everett, Noah, and Jasper arrive on the scene.

      The five of us all steal a moment to take in the horror that lies before us.

      “Celine is no longer on the suspect list,” I say.

      Celine Harrison is dead.
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      People hold it. Some people nurture it. Some people loathe it. Some people find the ability to let it go. No one ever really forgets.

      I found another one. Another odd riddle was staring me in the face as soon as I got to the reception counter. Both Nessa and Grady swear they didn’t see anyone leave it. The note simply appeared out of the blue as if a ghost had left it. And considering the fact there very much is a ghost at the inn—two apparently—it doesn’t sit well with me.

      Jasper and I stare at the blue paper, no bigger than a playing card, an inordinate amount of time just as Lottie, Everett, and Noah rush down the stairs and head this way. There’s a faint intricate pattern on the back of the tiny paper that weaves back and forth like a lattice. And what looks to be the letter H sitting right in the middle of it.

      Sherlock lets out a sharp bark. No offense to your new friends, but trouble seems to follow them wherever they go. And I hate to break it to you, but I think the older woman stole Georgie. Not to mention, I’ve hardly seen Fish since those fuzzballs came to visit. I say kick the entire lot of them out on their ear.

      I shake my head over at him with a slight smile. Although, he might be right about Georgie stealing Carlotta.

      It’s almost evening, and we are all just about to head out for that traditional Maine seafood dinner Jasper and I keep promising them. After last night’s grisly find, none of us were able to enjoy the crustacean feast awaiting us in the cove. Instead, we were locked in sheriff’s department procedures for most of the night.

      Earlier today, Lottie, Noah, and Everett enjoyed a sunny day out on the beach along with Evie. I haven’t seen Carlotta or Georgie since last night and, honestly, that worries me almost as much as this creepy note.

      “It’s another love letter from the killer,” I say.

      Jasper ticks his head. “We can’t be sure the killer sent this.” He pulls out a plastic bag to secure the evidence.

      Maybe Jasper can’t be sure, but once I found the powder blue paper floating over my desk, I didn’t dare touch it in the event it had the killer’s prints on it.

      “It’s from the killer.” I nod to Lottie. “Jasper just has to keep his options open. It’s what they pay him to do. He’s programmed to give everything the benefit of the doubt.”

      He shoots me an amused look, and I offer him an apologetic shrug right back.

      “But, you’re probably right,” he concedes. “I’ll take this into forensics and see what they can find.”

      Noah nods. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to tag along.”

      “You bet.” Jasper looks my way. “I’m not sure when we’ll be back. Maybe you can take Lottie, Evie, and Everett out for dinner? Noah and I will try to catch up.”

      Evie speeds down the stairs with Pancake, Waffles, and Fish snuggled in her arms. Fish just so happens to be sandwiched between the two blond handsome kitties. Judging by that content look on her face, those half-closed eyes, and that blatant smile, I’m guessing she’s in her happy place.

      Fish bleats out a saucy meow. Look at me, Bizzy! Snuggled between two handsome men just like Lottie. We must insist that Lottie moves to Cider Cove. Or maybe she could leave the boys here with me? I’ll take extra good care of them. I purrromise.

      A tiny laugh rides up my throat.

      Evie shakes her head at her father. “No way, I’m not going to dinner. I’m staying right here.” Her long dark hair is perfectly coiled in waves and her makeup looks freshly applied. She really is a stunning girl. She looks more like twenty-five than fifteen. Lottie and Everett are going to have their hands full just trying to keep the boys at bay. “Grady and I are going to the movies.”

      I wince. I’ve already made it crystal clear to Grady he’s not to have one inappropriate thought about her, and believe me, I’d know about it.

      Everett gives her a stern look. “No dates.”

      She averts her eyes. “Cool it, Dad. We’re watching it in the grand room, and all the other guests at the inn are welcome to join us—even a party pooper like you,” she snips it out like a threat. Don’t ever think about it, old man.

      “As long as you stick around the inn, I’m fine with it.” Everett nods my way. “Dinner sounds great, Bizzy.”

      Jasper gives me a quick kiss. “Don’t get into any trouble.” He frowns a moment. “Call if you need me. I’ll have my phone on.” He glances to Everett. “I’d keep an extra eye on those two if I were you.”

      Evie takes off, as do Jasper and Noah. I give Nessa a few brief instructions before doing a quick change and meeting up with Everett and Lottie at the front of the inn.

      It’s a beautiful night with a lush velvet sky, stars glittering like crushed diamonds and the lazy eye of the moon sitting at a crescent.

      “Bizzy Baker!” Georgie and Carlotta hurry this way in matching neon green kaftans, and it’s an alarming sight for many reasons. The first one being that it looks as if they’re testing their sanity with those day-glow accouterments. And the second one being they’re testing the sanity of everyone else, too.

      Lottie sighs. “I’m still not sure how I feel about their need to twin.”

      I nod in agreement. “At least they’re getting along. Maybe a little too well.”

      Georgie wags a crooked finger in the air.

      “I’ve got a bead on the killer.” She cranes her neck past us. “Where are Detective One and Detective Two when you need them?”

      “If you mean Jasper and Noah, they’re off to the forensics lab,” I say.

      “Ooh.” Georgie wiggles her shoulders. “I bet that’s a real turn-on for you girls.”

      It sort of is. Lottie winks my way.

      Carlotta swats her on the arm. “Not to worry. We’ve got Mr. Sexy with us. He’ll make sure the killer doesn’t strike thrice.”

      Georgie sways his way. “Don’t feel shy about frisking me for weapons, big boy. I’ve been known to pack heat.”

      “Georgie, really?” I’m shocked to hear it.

      “They don’t call me Hot Flash Fanny for nothing.”

      A groan comes from me. “Never mind your hot flashes. Tell us about the killer. What did you learn?”

      “Anna Hayes, the killer ex-wife, works at a place called the Whiskey Hop. A cheap dive bar in Edison. And lucky for us, it’s mud-wrestling night. Who’s up for a round in the ring?”

      “Not me,” I’m quick to make the point clear. “That brings a whole new meaning to dirty underwear, and I’m not up for a mud mask either.”

      “Me either,” Lottie says as we all pile into their passenger van.

      Everett starts up the engine. “So where are we off to, ladies?”

      I look to Lottie. “Whiskey Hop sounds like a good option to me.”

      Lottie sheds a sly smile. “It’s as if you read my mind.”
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      The Whiskey Hop, much like its name suggests, is indeed hopping. It’s so loud and rowdy inside you’d think they just announced free drinks for everyone—for the next solid year. There are dark floors and dark walls, and the combination gives it a cloistered appeal.

      There are just as many women as there are men here tonight, and each one of them is at the edge of their seat as they lean collectively toward a stage that protrudes into the room. And situated in the middle of it is an overgrown blowup swimming pool filled with sticky mud as a couple of women wallow in it while attempting to wrestle one another. Both women are covered from head to toe with the brown-gray muck, their hair is slicked back and glossed with it, and only the whites of their eyes remain pristine.

      “No way,” Everett says, looking at Lottie. “This is where I draw the line, Lemon.”

      Lottie’s mouth falls open. “Now, I didn’t say a single word.”

      “You don’t have to,” he says. “I’m a judge. I can read minds, too.”

      Georgie purrs over the loud rock music and catcalls from the crowd. “Try to take a guess what I’m thinking, hot stuff.” But before he utters a single word—most likely a safe word to Lottie, signaling the end of their trip to the great state of Maine—I spot someone I know as she tries to walk on by.

      “Macy?” I pluck my sister out of the crowd and gawk at her.

      “What?” She wrangles herself loose from my stronghold. “It’s ladies’ night. Drinks are half off and the men grope me for free.”

      “I’m not even going to ask,” I say.

      Lottie pulls me to the side. “There she is.” She points to the back of the room, and sure enough Anna Hayes stands there managing a group of girls lined up to head into the wrestling ring.

      I suck in a quick breath and yank my sister back. “Macy, keep Mr. Sexy company while Lottie and I do a little investigating. There might be cash in it for you if you promise not to sit in his lap.”

      “Who needs cash? I’ll take this one on for free.” She heads over and threads her arm through Everett’s. “Why, Judge Baxter, I have the perfect seat for you.”

      Carlotta leans in. “Don’t worry, Lot Lot.” She snaps up both Lottie’s purse and mine. “I’ll distract him any way I know how.”

      Georgie snaps her fingers. “We’ll take off our tops if we have to.”

      They zip away and Lottie leans in.

      “Why do I get the feeling they’re just dying to do that?”

      I shrug. “Because you’re pretty good at reading minds yourself.”

      “Maybe, but I’m excellent at seeing ghosts, and right now I see two of them. Delora is back and she’s got the pig with her.” Lottie takes up my hand. “Delora! Who is this adorable pudgy piglet?” She bends over and gives a quick scratch to seemingly thin air.

      A disembodied chortle drifts through the air. “This fabulous little pork-bellied lady is Stella. Apparently, Celine Harrison had quite the love affair with the little darling.”

      A snort filters through the air. “Right up until her father butchered me in time for the holidays.”

      Both Lottie and I wince at the thought.

      Stella gives a wild squeal. “Dear Bizzy, my stay at the inn has been nothing but a fantastic feast so far. Don’t be afraid to leave a few extra cakes and cookies out for me. I especially like the pecan shortbread and the white chocolate chunk maple cookies as well.”

      “Duly noted,” I say.

      Lottie leans in. “If it’s all right with Bizzy, I’ll bake you a fresh batch when we get back tonight.” She looks my way. “I do my best thinking in the kitchen.”

      “Not a problem,” I say. “I’ll be right there, thinking with you.” I nod to the back. “How do we do this?”

      “Follow my lead.”

      I do just that, and in less than five minutes we’ve both donned sparkling pink one-pieces and are at the front of the line, face to face with Anna Hayes herself.

      She’s a touch shorter than me, dark hair cut just above her neck, and a permanent scowl set in place that hasn’t left her face since we walked through the door.

      She blinks to life once she spots me. “Hey! You look familiar.” She leans in and squints. Does she work at the distillery down the street? The bank?

      “The inn.” I nod, and her mouth widens. “I manage the Country Cottage Inn over in Cider Cove.”

      “That’s right.” She glances to the ceiling. “No offense, but I won’t be setting foot anywhere near that place again. I think the rumors are true. It’s cursed.” Her expression darkens as she narrows her gaze over at me. Wait a minute. What is she doing here? Didn’t those rumors also include the fact there was some member of the staff running around, pretending to solve crimes?

      “Cursed?” I force a laugh. “Everyone thinks so. Even my guests from out of town.” I point over to Lottie. “That’s why I’m entertaining her as far away from Cider Cove as possible. It’s been a dark week at the inn.”

      “I’ll say.” She all but snarls. “You know, I was married to the guy who bit the big one. His wife was—”

      A shrill bell goes off overhead, and a couple of muddy girls slop their way past us.

      Anna pulls both Lottie and me forward. “We’ll continue the conversation once you girls get out of the ring!” she shouts over the cheering crowd as she shoves us over the rim of the blowup pool and my feet sink into the cool and slimy mud until we’re just about knee-deep in it. That sinking feeling I get when I’m about to be immersed in anything comes upon me and I try to will it away.

      This isn’t water. This isn’t water.

      Maybe if I keep saying it, I’ll start to believe it.

      “Lottie?” My voice is shrill as she stumbles in next to me. “Now what?”

      The crowd goes wild with raucous screams at the sight of us.

      My guess is we’re new blood.

      She gives a little shrug. “When in Rome take a mud bath?”

      A hard groan comes from me.

      “All right,” I lean in and whisper. “But let me take you down quick so we can get out of this mess and continue that conversation.”

      A dark laugh sputters from her. “You want to take me down?”

      “What’s the matter? Afraid of getting beat by a telesensual?”

      Another huskier laugh belts from her. “I think the suspersensuals are going to take this one.”

      Lottie and I join hands and start in on a somewhat tense struggle, and the crowd begins to boo and hiss.

      “Lottie, get into the mud,” I whisper. “We need to get this over with before Anna takes a break or leaves the country.”

      “You get in the mud, Bizzy. I finally managed to tame my hair in all this humidity.”

      “So you won’t go down because you’re having a good hair day? I just had my eyelash extensions done. Lashes trump hair.”

      “Ha!” she belts it out while struggling to sink me into the mire. “In what universe?” Her eyes grow wild as she glances at something behind me. “Oh no! Stella, no!”

      And just like that, both Lottie and I are knocked down into the muck. And I swear on all that is holy, I felt that supernatural beast as sure as if she were alive and in the flesh.

      “Lottie!” I shout as I struggle to regain my footing. No matter how hard I try to stand, the mud does its best to suction me toward the bottom.

      “Bizzy!” she shouts as she’s seemingly knocked backward and submerged. And just like that, the weight of a Volvo lands on my back and my face smacks right into the slimy mess.

      I cork right back up with my hair in my face, my lids glued shut, much to the delight of the crowd roaring with laughter.

      Lottie grabs ahold of my hand while I do my best to wipe my face, and soon we’re slipping and sliding back into the sludge. Lottie and I pull and tug, and yes, even inadvertently submerge one another to my horror, while attempting to help one another out of this mess. In our efforts to escape this quicksand, we get low-down and dirty, both of us nearly sliding right out of those skimpy one-piece bathing suits we voluntarily crammed ourselves into.

      “Bizzy?” an all too familiar voice booms from the audience and I look up to see three horrified men standing at the foot of the stage—Jasper, Noah, and Everett.

      “Lottie?” Noah looks equal parts confused and aroused. And judging by that white noise going off in his mind, he’s just that.

      Everett dips his chin a notch, giving him a daring appeal that I’m sure has my sister ready to pounce—if not every other woman in the room.

      “Lemon,” he says it sharply and Lottie lifts her chin at the mention of her surname.

      It’s a disaster of muddy proportions, and finally, mercifully, the bell rings and the new girls who traipse on in help roll us right out of that blowup pool full of toil and trouble.

      Lottie and I stagger to Anna who leads us right out the back door. We end up in the alley where a hose is attached to the side of the building and we take turns bathing ourselves in front of a rapt audience comprised of random men amassed at the edge of the road.

      “Good Lord.” I shiver as Anna comes at me with a towel. “Thank you,” I say as she does the same for Lottie.

      “It’s the least I can do.” There’s an edge to her tone. Not only did they knock the crowd dead, but I bet they’re interested in my connection to the dead—namely Trevor. It is an oddity. Everything about Trevor and me was an oddity.

      Lottie wraps an arm around me as we shiver together, and I can hear Stella snorting up a storm.

      “I want to know if she killed my Celine!” the pouty pig shouts it out in a series of oinks and snorts.

      “Or my darling Trevor,” Delora says with much more calm in her ghostly voice. “Even if he was a lying little cheat, I still adore him.”

      Lottie looks my way and shrugs. At least she’s honest.

      I give a little nod.

      “Anna?” I lean in. “Who do you think would slaughter both Trevor and Celine so heartlessly?”

      She hitches a brow. “You think it’s the same person?” Of course, it is. They were both equally loathed by me and just about everybody else.

      Lottie and I exchange a quick glance.

      “I have no idea,” I say and it’s a genuine response at the moment.

      “All those years.” She shakes her head, her expression darkening as she fixes her gaze onto some unknowable place. “He just left me in Bangor—said he had business to tend to. Eventually, he just stopped calling and coming home altogether. And that woman?” She gives an incredulous huff. “She was just as bad as he was. I had called her a few months ago, but she wouldn’t hold a conversation with me. She said I was senile and hung up the phone. I moved to Edison a few months back. Got a job at this place until something else shows up. You know, half the Harrison baking fortune is rightfully mine. Trevor and I never divorced.”

      Someone shouts for her from inside.

      “We’d better get in.” She herds both Lottie and me back into the warmth of the club.

      “Anna?” Lottie calls out as the woman starts to head back toward the ring. “How did you know Trevor would be at the inn that afternoon?”

      Her lips knot up. “A friend of mine came by to let me know. Hailey was actually looking into the Lobster Festival. She’s one of those fanatics that never misses a year. Anyway, she was there first and stumbled on the bake-off. She recognized his name as a sponsor and gave me a call. I raced right over. Oh, my blood was boiling.” I was fit to kill. I wanted revenge. And witnessing his death was the cherry on the cake. It made my year, my life. I’ll celebrate that day as a holiday from here on out. Cake and ice cream, the whole nine yards.

      “Wow,” I mutter and Anna lifts her brows. “Wow‚ um, these bathing suits are sopping wet.”

      Lottie feigns a look of surprise. “Did you say Hailey? Hailey Sawyer, right? She works with my best friend, Keelie, down in Seaview.” How’d I do?

      I tip my head.

      We shall see.

      Anna grimaces. “No, I don’t think it’s Sawyer. I think it’s Rosemond.” She scratches her chin as she squints at the ceiling. “No, it’s Ross.” She snaps her fingers and shouts it with assurance. “And she works at that theme restaurant in Whaler’s Cove. That cheesy pirate place. She plays the part of a merry little wench.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Oh”—I perk to life—“Pirate’s Cove?”

      She winks my way. “That’s the one.”

      Someone calls for her again and she heads that way.

      “Thanks for the entertainment!” she shouts as she heads back into the bar.

      Lottie takes a breath. “It looks as if we’re going to get a traditional seafood dinner yet.”

      I wrinkle my nose at her. “I wouldn’t call what you’re about to experience at Pirate’s Cove as a seafood dinner—more like dinner theater you might just regret.”

      She chuckles as she slings her arm over my shoulder. “I think we’ll manage to squeeze a good time out of it. I haven’t had a dull moment with you yet.”

      “Or a sane one.”

      We share a laugh before we get dressed and head back out into the bar, only to find the entire place on their feet, screaming with glee at the top of their lungs.

      Lottie and I look into the ring to see what’s stolen everyone’s attention, and to our horror we see two vaguely familiar women in mud-covered kaftans knocking each other around as if they were pros.

      “Bizzy!” Georgie shouts as she spots me, her body in motion as she does an inglorious belly flop and slaps the mud hard. “Help! I’ve fallen and I can’t get up!”

      Carlotta surges from the mud, gasping for air. “I’m gonna die a dirty, dirty girl!”

      “Oh Lord.” Lottie muscles her way through the crowd and I follow along until we’re upon Jasper, Noah, and Everett.

      “Jasper!” I shout up over the noise. “I think they’re in trouble!”

      Lottie nods to Everett and Noah and soon the three of them hop on the stage, offering a hand to the flailing women.

      Georgie—or at least I think it’s Georgie, they both look interchangeable at this point—grabs ahold of Jasper, and in one svelte move she accidently pulls him into the muck.

      A groan comes from me just witnessing the sight.

      Carlotta’s torso leaps from the mud and she grabs both Noah and Everett by the hands, sucking them down into the slimy pit at the very same time.

      Lottie looks my way, and I shake my head.

      “Let’s do it,” I say.

      Lottie and I jump onto the stage and into the pit. I make sure I glide right into the lap of the man with the silver flecked eyes and we share a muddy kiss that I will never forget.

      Both Noah and Everett look to be genuinely trying to kill one another, and Lottie risks her life and her good, albeit wet, hair as she slithers in between them.

      Someone lets out a sharp whistle and the entire lot of us freezes and looks to find Macy pointing her phone our way.

      “Say social media!” she shouts while snapping a picture.

      It takes us a good half hour to roll our way out of the sticky soup. We hose ourselves off, laughing and making memories with our new friends.

      I don’t think we’ll forget this or them anytime soon.

      I’m betting on never.

      And something tells me our trip to Pirate’s Cove will be just as colorful.

      Let’s hope we don’t add to the body count.
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      “I bet all of Vermont is loaded with tramps,” Macy opines as we watch both Everett and Noah doting over Lottie as the three of them lounge near the shoreline.

      Lottie has on an adorable pink-checkered two-piece with a ruffled bottom and a large white brimmed hat. It’s the middle of the afternoon and the sun is high overhead and hot as a skillet. The ocean looks calm and a cerulean shade of blue, bringing the tourists out of the cove in droves. Evie has found an entire slew of new friends and they’re playing volleyball at the west end of the cove.

      I wrinkle my nose over at my sassy sister. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not trying to insult Lottie with the word tramp?”

      Macy moans as she takes a sip of her smoothie. “It’s because I envy her. I aspire to be her. I’ve spent my entire life refining my tramp-like ways. Where did I go wrong, Bizzy? Where? What does she have that I haven’t got?”

      “Noah and Everett.”

      “I hate it when you make sense. Do you think there’s still time for Lottie to give me a few pointers before she leaves the inn?”

      “She’s not giving you lessons. She didn’t do anything special or perverted—in case your mind went there—to get the attention of those two men. It all just sort of happened.”

      Macy sighs. “And that’s exactly why I can never forgive our mother for not moving us to Vermont when we were kids. If she had, I could have cycled my way through both Noah and Everett in time for Lottie to have at ’em. The universe does not play fair, Bizzy. I’m in love with another woman’s life.”

      “If it helps, I’m in love with her bathing suit,” I say. “I’m going to have to ask where she got it. I’ll pick one up in every color if I can.”

      Jasper and I are delinquent in some serious beach time.

      Macy grunts, “That’s the difference between you and me. You’re focused on the clothes she’s wearing, and I’m focused on the clothes those men aren’t wearing. My God, have you seen Noah’s six pack?”

      Georgie pops up from behind. “Have you seen Mr. Sexy’s eight pack?”

      Carlotta shuffles up, and sure enough the Bobbsey Twins are at it again. Today’s color of choice is a pastel yellow that makes them both look like escapees from the nearest hospital—the psych ward to be exact.

      Fish runs over, and I scoop her up and give her tiny head a kiss.

      Is it time? Is it time? Her voice grows anxious even in her mind and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Fish can’t wait to get into Lottie’s room,” I say. “And you will,” I whisper to my sweet cat. “Once she’s through with the beach, I’m sure she won’t mind taking you back there.”

      I’d better spend some time with Sherlock. He’s brooding at the reception counter. He said he doubts I care for him anymore. Men. She traipses off and I can’t help but feel a touch sorry for the poor pooch. I’ll have to stop by the café and pick up a little extra bacon to rock a smile back into his world.

      “Wait.” Macy shields her eyes with her hand. “Mr. Sexy has an eight pack? How is he even human? And how many laws does a girl have to break to end up in his courtroom?”

      Carlotta belts out a hearty chuckle. “Every woman in Vermont has asked herself the very same question.”

      Georgie gives a wistful shake of the head. “It’s easy to see why they call him Mr. Sexy.”

      “It is,” Carlotta agrees. “But it’s not just the obvious. His first name is Essex.”

      “Essex?” Macy hisses it out in what sounds like a fit of ecstasy. “My God, the man just gets better and better. I can’t wait to call him by his proper name. It’s perfect for him.”

      Carlotta shakes her head. “No can do. Only women he’s taken to sexy town are allowed to use it. To the rest of us, he’s simply Everett. Except for Lot, of course, she still calls him Everett even after they’ve done the deed. She’s a creature of habit that way.”

      Macy moans as she stares in their direction. “And do I ever like her habits. Carlotta? What do you think the odds of me snapping up Noah’s brother are?”

      “Considering he’s a womanizer who dates everything with a skirt, I’d say you were in the running.”

      “Well then,” my sister purrs. “It sounds like it’s time for a shiny new skirt.”

      Fish speeds back, running like a miniature cheetah with a determined look in her eyes.

      Bizzy, quick! Someone is at your cottage, and I think they’re tacking up a note onto the door.

      “A note on my door?” I spike up.

      Macy squints over at me. “What note?”

      I shake my head. I don’t have time to explain anything to my sister, nor think of any creative half-truths to cover the fact I just read my cat’s mind.

      “I think the killer might be at my cottage.” I jump out of my seat just as Lottie, Noah, and Everett head this way, but I can’t risk losing the killer. I run right past the three of them with Carlotta, Georgie, and Macy on my heels, and sure enough I spot a dark figure bolting from my front yard and into a car parked behind the bushes.

      “Macy, quick.” I snatch the purse off my sister’s shoulder. “I need the keys to your car.” I fish them out and sprint for her sedan.

      “I’ll stay behind and make sure Mr. Sexy stays safe!” she shouts after me.

      The car with the dark figure speeds off just as I jump behind the driver’s seat, with Georgie and Carlotta falling into the seats behind me.

      I speed off just as Jasper jumps into the road from out of nowhere, fanning his arms for me to stop, but I don’t have a second to waste. Instead, I circle around him, not daring to glance in the rearview mirror as I speed off the property.

      “They made a right!” Carlotta shouts from the back.

      “Shotgun!” Georgie shouts as she spontaneously flips herself into the passenger’s seat in the front, landing on her head, her rear plastered to the windshield of the car.

      Fun fact: Georgie’s underwear is the same shade as her kaftan. And now I’m left to wonder if she’s got a pair to match every dress. Then again, there are some questions I never want the answers to.

      “Georgie, are you all right?” I shout as I gun it down the road in an effort to catch up with whoever left that note.

      “Don’t worry about me!” She does a workaround with her seat belt and actually manages to buckle herself upside down with her full moon rising. It’s an off-putting sight that I’m sure can land me a ticket or twelve. Not to mention what it’s doing to poor Georgie’s back.

      I spot a Jeep on the incline up ahead. It’s dark in color and there’s some kind of a green triangle on the back. A sticker, maybe.

      They turn right before taking a blind corner and disappearing out of sight.

      We crest the hill and to my horror there’s a fork in the road.

      “Which way did they go?” I shout as I try to decide which way to spin the steering wheel. “Right or left? Right or left!”

      Carlotta shouts, “Right!”

      And Georgie counters, “Left!”

      Without putting much thought or logic into my next move, I decide to listen to Georgie, who is momentarily visually impaired. Traffic is at a stall and I don’t have the time to hit the brakes, so I pull us off the road and we go over every bump and pit until our wheels give way from beneath us and we come to a sudden stop as we fall into a ditch.

      “Georgie? Carlotta? Please tell me you’re alive,” I say, almost too afraid to look their way.

      Georgie contorts herself until she’s sitting upright. “Two cheeseburgers, a side of onion rings, and a Neapolitan shake for me!”

      Carlotta barks out a laugh. “She’s still got an appetite. I think she’s right as rain.” Carlotta leans in. “Can you throw in a shake for me, too?”

      A brisk knock erupts on the driver’s side window and it’s Jasper with a stern look on his face. I take it he’s not too amused at the fact I almost sideswiped him on my way to catch a killer.

      I roll down the window and bat my lashes up at him. “Two cheeseburgers, a side of onion rings, and two Neapolitan shakes?”

      “Bizzy, are you all right?” He leans in. “Carlotta? Georgie? Do you need me to call for help?”

      Georgie unhitches her seat belt. “Not unless help comes in the way of that shake.”

      We get out of the car and Jasper pulls me close.

      “Bizzy.” He dots a kiss to my lips. “It’s my job to get the killer. Please don’t put yourself in that position again.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I give a tiny shrug. “Fish said they left a note on my door. Jasper, that could have been the killer.”

      He pulls his phone out.  “Noah just sent this.”

      It’s a picture of a blue note tacked to my door, and I suck in a breath as I read it.

      A Bizzy-body such as yourself shouldn’t stick your nose in other people’s lives. Perhaps you should read a book like The Maltese Falcon?

      Or perhaps “The Adventure of Silver Blaze”, the short story of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time? However, required reading for a snoop like you might just be Murder on the Orient Express.

      My eyes meet up with Jasper’s. “This is from the killer.”

      He gives a slight nod. “And they are pleased that you’re feeding into their games. Leave this to me, Bizzy. I will make all of this go away.”

      My mouth opens to say something, but I can’t promise Jasper I’ll stay away from the case. If anything, these notes have coiled me around the killer’s little finger just the way they intended.

      I have a feeling the killer won’t be penning me love letters for long.

      Not if I have my way.

      But tonight we have reservations at Pirate’s Cove, where hopefully a merry little wench named Hailey Ross will have a few answers for me.
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      Pirate’s Cove is nestled at the water’s edge of Whaler’s Cove. I’ve heard about this place—heck, I’ve gleefully recommended it to tourists who have small children. I know for a fact it touts itself as being fun for the whole family. But I’ve yet to set foot through their swashbuckling doors—until now.

      Lottie, Noah, Everett, Jasper, and I all arrive in our regular attire while Carlotta, Georgie, Evie, and Macy all turned up the volume on their inner wenches.

      But only Lottie and I are apprised of the true nature of our visit at this themed restaurant ready and willing to rouse our inner pirates.

      The entire restaurant looks as if it’s situated on the deck of an old, weathered pirate’s ship and it only adds to the yesteryear charm.

      A young woman dressed as a wench seats us, almost immediately, toward the front where there’s a stage set up to look like a ship’s hull overlooking the Caribbean.

      She does a double take, then a triple take, and if there’s such a thing as a quadruple take, she’s doing that, too, in the direction of Noah, Everett, and Jasper.

      My God. What UFO dropped off these gorgeous creatures? I’ll have to find out what mother planet they’re from.

      She twists a glossy red smile at the three of them.

      “What parts do you fine pirates hail from?”

      I sense a faint country twang in there somewhere.

      “My girlfriend and these fine folks all hail from Vermont.” Noah nods as he sweeps a finger over Lottie and the rest of the Honey Hollow crew.

      Jasper wraps an arm around me. “And we’re from Cider Cove.”

      Her expression darkens. At least the blue-eyed god is still available.

      Everett pulls a page from Jasper’s playbook and wraps an arm around Lottie’s shoulder and the young girl looks morbidly confused.

      Is that girl dating both of those hotties? That can’t be right. There’s not a girl on the planet who’s that lucky. She passes out the menus before taking off.

      Lottie gasps and I look her way.

      Bizzy, our suspect is here and she just spotted us! It’s Hailey Ross, I’m sure of it. She ticks her head toward the left. She just stepped into the bar. I suggest we head over before her shift ends and she bolts.

      She’s probably right.

      Lottie and I excuse ourselves to the little girls’ room and Evie decides to join us.

      Shoot.

      Evie can’t see us grilling Hailey or she’ll put two and two detectives together and we’ll get busted—most likely right in front of the suspect.

      Lottie’s eyes bulge as Evie scoots her way out of her seat.

      “Carlotta”—Lottie gives her biological mother a stern look—“knowing your overactive bladder, you’d better come to.”

      Georgie grunts as if we had forced her hand to head to the loo as well. “If there’s a party in the ladies’ room, this old wench isn’t missing out.”

      Macy bounces into Lottie’s seat, sandwiching herself between Noah and Everett.

      “Don’t worry, girls.” A wide grin takes over her face. “I’ll make sure no one tries to steal your men while you’re away.”

      I pull Georgie to the side. “Divert the teen, would you?”

      Her mouth rounds out. You’re in hot pursuit of the killer, aren’t you?

      I give a covert nod her way.

      Don’t you worry your cute patootie. I’ve got the teenybopper covered.

      “Come on, kid.” Georgie slings an arm over Evie’s shoulder. “First, we’re going to check out all the cute pirates below deck. I happen to know there’s a hole in the men’s dressing room.”

      “Really?” Evie suddenly has a spring in her step. “Finally some action.”

      They take off to the right and Carlotta takes off after them.

      “I get first dibs on the hole!” Carlotta shouts. “I need to vet it just in case we’ve got a fleshy situation on our hands!”

      “That’s not what I meant,” I call after Georgie, but it’s too late. “Sorry,” I whisper to Lottie as we speed for the bar. “I promise, Georgie means no harm.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she says as we enter the darkened room that reeks of fries and fresh off the tap beer. “Evie would have made her way down there eventually. She’s got a heightened sense of awareness when it comes to good-looking boys and men. Everett and I are just hoping she limits her curiosity to looking.”

      “Speaking of looking, there she is.”

      We spot Hailey in an off-the-shoulder dingy white dress, and her red hair is combed back into a small ponytail. She looks a little miffed at the customer she’s speaking with, and she hardly jumps out of the way before he tries to grab her by the bottom.

      Gross.

      “Oh, look!” Lottie startles as she grabs my hand. “Delora and Stella are here, too.”

      “Evening, ladies,” the disembodied voice of an older woman trills. “This is quite the place. I’ve always had a hankering for pirates.”

      A snort infiltrates the air. “And pirates have always had a hankering for me.” I can tell that was Stella from the warbling tone of her voice. “They serve pigskin here. I might just knock over a barrel or two as retribution.”

      Delora laughs. “Let’s eat them out of their shipwreck stew.”

      Stella snorts again. “I do have my eye on Captain Jack’s rhubarb pie. How about we head to the kitchen?”

      “It’s right through this wall,” Delora says.

      “Whoa.” I hold up a hand. “What about the case? You’re here to help, remember?”

      Delora chortles. “We’ll be back!”

      Lottie makes a face. “They just zipped through the wall. But don’t worry. They’ll help in their own time. They’re pretty much compelled to.”

      I spot Hailey and straighten.

      “Here she comes,” I whisper.

      Hailey is about to stalk on by when she spots us and takes a step back.

      Her eyes lock with mine. “Hey? You’re the girl from the inn.”

      “Yes!” I say, feigning surprise. “Are you a guest?”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m actually a local here. I was there the day of the horrible misfortune.” She makes a face as if she were about to be sick. “But I recognize you. I don’t forget a face.” She looks to Lottie and nods. “Hailey Ross.”

      “Lottie Lemon.” She attempts to shake the woman’s hand, but they’re both currently occupied with plates and trays. “It’s nice to meet you.” Lottie cranes her neck past her. “I think I saw that man trying to grope you. I’m sorry you have to put up with that.”

      “Career hazard”—Hailey glances to the ceiling—“if you can call this a career.” She eyes me a moment. I wonder what she wants? Why do I get the feeling she tracked me down?

      I shake my head as if responding to her. “We were just making a bar run,” I say. “We’re here with family and friends. Lottie’s from out of town, and her daughter insisted on coming to see the attraction.”

      “That’s right,” Lottie says. “She heard there were hot pirates here.” She says hot pirates with air quotes.

      “Oh, I see.” Hailey nods. Believable, I suppose. “It’s been a steady stream of teenagers all summer. I hope you enjoy the show. It’s always a little different every night.” In fact, I’ll find out where they’re seated and make sure they really enjoy it.

      My eyes enlarge as she momentarily derails me from the task at hand.

      “Hailey?” I lean in. “Since you’re here, can I ask if you happened to see anything odd that day at the inn?”

      She shifts from side to side. “No arrest yet, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      She sighs as she squints over my shoulder. “Let’s see. I think there was that big double wife reveal. That was kind of odd.”

      “I so agree,” I say. “Did you know either of the wives?”

      Her mouth opens then closes. I probably shouldn’t deny anything. I don’t see the point.

      “One of the wives is an acquaintance of mine,” she whispers it like a secret. “We used to be neighbors in Bangor.” She angles my way. “She worked at some paper—in charge of word searches and crosswords, things like that.”

      Lottie glances at me. Like riddles?

      Hailey almost drops a glass off her tray. “I’d better set this down. Enjoy the show. It starts soon!” She takes off, and Lottie and I get back to our seats just in time to put in our orders. The entire table asks for the turkey leg special with a side of Captain Jack’s stew—with the exception of Evie who orders chicken sand dollars from the kiddie menu. Nonetheless, a round of pirate’s punch is served to the entire table.

      Jasper bears those searing gray eyes into mine. You found a suspect, didn’t you?

      My lips invert, giving me away all on their own.

      Bizzy. He cinches his cheek with a touch of disappointment, and I can’t help but note how alarmingly handsome he looks doing it.

      The lights flicker as a shock of blue spotlights falls over the stage.

      “Ahoy, maties! Avast!” a deep voice rumbles from the speakers overhead. “We hope you’re enjoying your voyage along exotic waters. A landlubber me is, and I’ve yet to take a step on a dingy ship. But ye be brave. I hear there be pirates in these here parts.” He belts out a maniacal laugh as his voice fades to nothing. “Arrrgh!” he shouts loud as thunder. “It appears they’ve arrived. You’re on your own.”

      The lights flash and the music kicks on as a group of a half dozen men appear on stage, breaking out in song. Soon enough, a bevy of wenches joins them and there’s a sword fight threatening to break out.

      The head pirate steps forward. “Any of you maties out there willing to duel for a beauty?”

      The spotlights spin around in a dizzying display before landing square over our table.

      I look to Lottie.

      Here it is. Hailey’s insurance that we’d enjoy the show. Why do I get the feeling this is going to fall along the lines of revenge?

      Evie bounces in her seat. “Pick my dad! Pick my dad! He and my uncle Noah have been battling it out for my mom!” She practically shoves the three of them on stage.

      “What’s this?” The pirate laughs with amusement. “Two maties battling it out for this redheaded beauty?”

      Lottie’s hair is more of a caramel-color, but with all the amber lights pouring over her, it does look a peculiar shade of crimson.

      Lottie does her best to deny it, but before you can say shiver me the heck out of here, she’s tied up to a post and a bandana placed over her mouth to keep her quiet.

      Noah and Everett are outfitted with swords, and judging by that sly look in Everett’s eye, I’m suddenly thinking this may not be the best idea.

      Noah and Everett start in on a seemingly innocent clash of blades. That is, until it starts to get a little too animated.

      Bizzy? Lottie makes eye contact with me. We need to stop them. They’re going to maim each other, or worse.

      She might be right. But I’m sure those swords are dull—or at least I would hope so.

      Everett slashes at Noah’s chest and a long tear appears in Noah’s dress shirt much to the delight of the crowd.

      Bizzy! She practically shouts my way. Ask Jasper to intervene. Tell him to pull out his badge, or better yet, fire a few shots into the air!

      I nod her way and I do just that.

      Jasper hops up on stage in an effort to defuse the dueling duo and I hop up right after him and do my best to untie Lottie.

      The pirates come out in droves, and soon I’m tied to Lottie’s back with my very own bandana gagging my mouth.

      Jasper, Noah, and Everett are challenged to a sword fight with an entire gang of rogue pirates—one of which tosses a sword to Jasper.

      Good Lord.

      Bizzy! Lottie snatches up my fingers from behind. Delora and Stella are here! They think we’re in real trouble!

      Why do I get the feeling this doesn’t end well?

      Stella is coming for us! Lottie panics. And Delora is determined to stop the pirates.

      What could Stella possibly do?

      I glance to Jasper and catch his eye just as something knocks me off my feet. Lottie and I bounce hard over what feels like the back of a four hundred pound show hog, and soon we’re airborne, at least six feet off the ground as the crowd lets out a collective gasp. And on the way down, I spot Jasper, Everett, and Noah abandoning their weaponry as they dive our way with their arms open wide.

      I land in a tangle of Noah’s and Everett’s arms and Lottie makes a safe landing in Jasper’s. And as if it were a well-orchestrated move, the men toss us past one another as we land in our rightful places. The audience gives a riotous applause and we turn to find the pirates all herded into one big ball of beards and torn clothing with their hands tied to one another, forming a large circle of confusion.

      It looks as if Delora didn’t waste any time.

      A couple of extra pirates enter the scene and Carlotta and Georgie rush the stage latching onto the rogue men. Not to be outdone, Macy and Evie race on over and grab a pirate to call their own. Macy quickly lands a kiss over a brawny looking seafaring scoundrel, and just as Evie is about to do the same, both Everett and Lottie do their best to pull her away.

      A riot of laughter ensues. The lights flicker on and off again and the entire lot of us is asked to take our seats and remain seated until the end of the show—or face expulsion.

      Great.

      Soon the entire show is over and the room begins to drain.

      Hailey walks in with an entire crew of waitresses and waiters as they work to clear the tables.

      I nudge Lottie in the ribs and we quickly break away from our crew.

      “Goodnight,” I call out casually and Hailey looks this way before breaking out into a fit of laughter.

      “That was some show you put on. I’ve seen it get pretty wild up there, but that one took the cake. Good job, girls.”

      Lottie shudders. “Thank you… I think.”

      I snap my fingers. “I just remembered something. I saw you the night of the Lobster Festival.”

      She nods. “That’s what I was doing in Cider Cove to begin with. I was scouting parking for the big event the day that Trevor died.”

      “You knew him?” I lift a brow.

      Lottie shifts. It sure sounds as if she did.

      Her lips twitch. “Not well, only what I heard from Anna.” She gives a few quick blinks. “Between you and me, Anna hated him.” Nothing truer than that. What I don’t need to volunteer is the fact I hated him, too.

      “Anna hated him,” Lottie repeats. “Did she mention anyone else who might have been angry with him?”

      She tips her head back. “There was that Melina woman. A friend of the other wife’s. Anna mentioned something once about how upset she was over something Trevor did to her.” She waves it off. “A shady business move, I think. Come to think of it, there was mention of a restraining order.”

      “A restraining order?” This new revelation stumps me.

      She ticks her head. “That’s what she said. I don’t know the details. I suppose you could ask Melina. She’s got some bakery around here somewhere.”

      Lottie gives me the side-eye. Hot Cross Buns in Rose Glen. I remember that from the day of the bake-off.

      “Thank you, Hailey. I hope you still managed to have a good time at the Lobster Festival.”

      “Oh, I did. In fact, I ran into Anna there, too. I told her not to think about that horrible thing that happened to her ex. Well, I guess he wasn’t her ex, now was he? Anyway, she was still stewing with anger. I told her it wasn’t healthy. She had to let it go. She was fuming over the fact Celine stole her man. I guess that old adage is true. You lose him how you got him.”

      Jasper stumbles into the room, looking around wild-eyed and doesn’t relax until he spots me.

      “Nice seeing you, ladies.” Hailey ducks into the back as Lottie and I make our way to the exit.

      “Bizzy Baker”—Jasper pulls me into his arms—“you’re really good at keeping me on my toes.”

      A small laugh trembles from me. “How about you come over to my cottage and I’ll try to find another way to keep you on your toes?”

      “Does it involve a sword fight and bandana gag?”

      “It can.”

      “I think I know a shortcut home.”

      Jasper drives like a man on a mission all the way to Cider Cove, and as much as I’d like to think about Melina and that restraining order, thoughts of the duel that’s about to ensue between Jasper and me wins out.

      How can it not? That man is about to shiver my timbers.
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      The Hot Cross Buns Bakery out in Rose Glen is located on a maple-lined street, thick with tourists drinking down the fresh spring sunshine.

      Lottie and I discussed those eerie riddles all the way over. The men are off golfing today and Lottie and I have decided to zero in on yet another suspect.

      “I sent Georgie and Carlotta to the library to check out those books mentioned in the last note.”

      “Good thinking,” she says. “The Maltese Falcon, The Orient Express—and what was the short story?”

      “‘Silver Blaze.’”

      “That’s the one.” She snaps her fingers. “Evie said she’d check them out herself and dive deep into the plot lines. She can’t help but get involved somehow. Her thirst for justice rivals my own.”

      “Her father is a prominent judge,” I point out.

      “That’s true.” Lottie sighs. “And his prominent libido seems to have been passed down to her as well. She’s a bit boy crazy.”

      I bite down on my lip because I’ve noticed myself, but don’t dare say that out loud.

      “It’s okay,” she says. “I know you’re thinking it. Besides, I was sort of boy crazy myself at that age. And was I ever a lousy boyfriend picker back in the day. That’s probably why I’m so slow to narrow my suitors down to one.”

      “Well, you have two great choices. Lucky for you, there is no wrong answer to this question.” I pull up to the store. “And we’re officially here.”

      “Good,” Lottie says. “I can’t wait to find out why she had a restraining order out against Trevor. It was probably an old one, considering they were in the same room at the bake-off.”

      “You’re right. This is an old grievance we’re dealing with. I wonder what he did to her?”

      We score a spot right in front of the bakery, and Lottie sucks in a quick breath.

      “Would you look at that,” she muses. “Delora and Stella just walked right through the window.”

      “Ooh,” I say. “That’s a good sign, right?”

      “It’s a sign of a suspect.” She shrugs. “Let’s follow them in.”

      “Sounds like a plan. But I suggest we use the door.”

      Inside, Hot Cross Buns holds the scents of vanilla and warm sugar. The walls are painted a blush shade of pink and there are a handful of customers all waiting to be served. We take a number and mill around the bakery shelves as Lottie inspects them all with the scrutiny only another baker can bring. There are rows and rows of sugar cookies, cupcakes, napoleons, cream puffs, Danishes, fresh donuts, round cakes in every flavor, fruit pies, chocolate pies, and enough chocolate fudge brownies to make all of my chocolate wishes come true.

      Lottie spikes upright after nearly pressing her nose to the glass.

      “We’ll have to buy something,” she whispers.

      I nod. “It would be rude not to. What are you thinking?”

      “How about we pick up a couple of blueberry pies to take back for the crew?”

      “That sounds perfect. And how about we throw in a couple of slices of blueberry cheesecake to nosh on while we’re here?”

      “Sounds like a solid plan to me.” She jolts at the sight of something in the direction of the kitchen. “Delora and Stella are here.” She takes up my hand. “Did you find anything out?” she says to seemingly thin air. That quasi-psychotic act alone makes me thrilled that I ended up with something akin to a mental disorder than a full-blown schizophrenic superpower.

      “I did.” The older woman sounds as if she’s hushing her voice. “Melina here isn’t just a baker. She has awards lining her wall that indicate she was the top culinary inventor, three different years in a row.”

      Lottie’s eyes widen with surprise. “That’s a very huge deal.”

      Stella snorts. “Her cupcakes are so very delicious. She had at least a dozen decorated to look like the cutest little piglets, and I just gobbled them right up. Reminded me of my own little piglets. I’ve always said they were so adorable I could have eaten them right up, and today I did just that.”

      Bizzy and I share a laugh.

      “I’m glad they were delicious,” I say. “I have a plan. Lottie and I will ask all the tough questions, and once we’re through, the two of you can follow her back and see how she reacts.”

      “Good idea.” Stella lets out an entire series of snorts. “I best case those bakery shelves—just to make sure the goods are nice and fresh.”

      Lottie shakes her head. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.” She sighs. “But it’s too late.” She looks to my right, where I assume Delora is standing. “Maybe you should keep an eye on her, lest the donuts go flying.”

      “Pigs,” Delora grunts. “Can’t live with them—but then, I’m not alive, am I?” She laughs. “A little disembodied humor.”

      Our number is called and we order the blueberry pies to go and the blueberry cheesecake and coffee for here, but it’s not Melina who’s helping us. In fact, I don’t see her at all.

      Lottie goes to pay the woman, and I hand her a bill to even things out.

      She smiles at the girl handing us our treats. “I’m a baker myself. I’d love to meet the owner.”

      “Oh”—the girl glances back—“go ahead and take a seat. As soon as she’s available, she’ll come right out. She loves to chat with customers.”

      Bizzy and I find a table near the window and don’t waste any time in digging right in to those cheesecakes.

      A hard moan comes from me. “So creamy.”

      “So lush,” Lottie counters. “And the blueberries are fresh.”

      A light laugh comes from above and we find Melina wearing a warm smile. Her large, dark eyes are bright and her dark curls are pulled back into a tight bun.

      “I’m Melina Cabot, the owner.” She winces my way. “Bizzy?”

      “That’s me,” I say brightly. “You remember Lottie Lemon. She was a fellow judge right along with you. She’s leaving at the end of the week, and while I was giving her a tour of the town, we stumbled across your bakery.”

      Lottie nods. “And we bought it out.” She points to the pies. “But my God, this cheesecake is amazing. I don’t know what you’re doing, but please keep doing it. You wouldn’t happen to deliver to Vermont, would you?”

      Melina belts out a laugh.

      I point to the chair. “If you have a minute, please join us.”

      “You bet.” She falls into the seat across from me. “It feels like heaven to get off my feet.”

      Lottie leans in. “Don’t I know it. We’ll have to exchange notes of shoes. I’ve tried every shoe under the sun and still haven’t found a pair that I’d swear by.”

      “You and me both,” Melina grunts. “But if you do, drop me a line.” She looks my way. “Any news on what happened to Trevor?” The hint of a smile glints on her lips. Now that the old bastard is dead, I get to sit back and watch the show.

      My mouth contorts as I try to process it.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I mean, yes,” I wince. “I heard he was poisoned.”

      “What?” There’s a mix of genuine surprise and a touch of glee in her voice. “With what? Do you know?” She leans in as if I’m about to dispense the best bit of gossip.

      I shrug. “Something to do with bees.”

      She gasps. “He must have been allergic.” Her brows dart together. “I guess the killer knew that. That’s not exactly common knowledge about someone. I bet it was someone close who did it to him.” She averts her eyes. “Anna?” She shakes her head. “She’s too easy. Why go all the way to Cider Cove to have that confrontation? She could have done him in anywhere at any time.”

      Lottie lifts her fork. “The inn afforded a lot of people to witness the event. Maybe she wanted to humiliate him? Plus, there were a lot of potential suspects. It does take the spotlight off the killer.”

      “I guess Anna could have done it.” But that’s not who I’d like to shine the so-called spotlight on.

      Geez. Melina Cabot looks guiltier by the second.

      She glances out the window. “He had a very big fight with one of his good friends recently. Not many people know about it. I bet the sheriff is clueless.”

      “Who was it?” I ask. The question comes out with a pressured need to know, but I have a feeling I know the exact friend she’s about to try to pin the blame on.

      “A man by the name of Julian Morgan.”

      “Julian?” Lottie tips her head my way. “Didn’t you introduce me to him that afternoon?” How are my acting skills?

      I give the hint of a nod. “Actually, Trevor introduced us.” I look to Melina. “Trevor mentioned he was his best friend. What do you think went wrong?”

      I know for a fact Trevor mentioned that he was stealing—at least he was thinking it.

      Melina nods as if she read my mind.

      “He was stealing,” she says.

      “Stealing money?” I ask, still unclear on what exactly Julian does for the Harrisons’ company.

      “No, not money.” Melina sharpens her eyes over mine. “Molds,” she practically mouths the word.

      “Molds?” Lottie’s voice hikes. “You mean, he was stealing the baking molds that rocketed the Harrison brand to the stratosphere?”

      Melina nods. “And he resells them on eBay, undercutting the company by twenty percent. He’s making a killing. And that’s exactly why Trevor wanted to kill him.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Did Trevor threaten to kill him?”

      “No, but it’s been a known fact for months that Julian was backing up a van to the facility and draining it of its assets, literally. Celine told me about it.”

      “Celine?” both Lottie and I say in unison.

      A measured smile appears on her lips.

      Melina looks as if she’s eating this all up.

      “That’s right. Celine and I were friends a long time ago. Of course, once she married Trevor, that all changed.” Her gaze shifts out the window.

      “Melina,” I say her name softly. “What happened between you and Trevor?”

      She blinks back. “You don’t know?” A harsh breath expels from her. “How would you?” Her entire demeanor hardens. “I used to work as a baking consultant for Trevor way back when he first started his company. And as an innovator myself, I was enthused to share some of my own creations with him. I foolishly thought he’d love the idea and I’d secure a future buyer. I could just see myself in his catalogs, featured on his online store, and the road shows he could take my products on—I thought I’d be a millionaire by now.”

      A tiny groan escapes from Lottie. “What went wrong?”

      Melina’s chest bucks as she gets that faraway look in her eyes once again.

      “What didn’t go wrong? I made the mistake of not only showing Trevor my adorable yet state-of-the-art molds, but when he asked what made them so durable and nonstick, I laid out all of my best secrets. The next thing I knew, he had a patent on them and I was left with egg on my face.” Melina looks as if she could kill the man right now. “Cheesy baking reference, I know. But it about sums it up.”

      Lottie shakes her head. “I’m so sorry. Did you try to take him to court? I mean, there was proof. You said you had prototypes or something.”

      “I could have, but I didn’t have the money to fight him. Instead, I took what little money I had and opened this place. I figured karma would catch up with him at some point. And it sure did.” Nothing wrong with a little retribution. She blinks a smile my way, and my heart stops cold.

      Retribution? That sounds an awful lot like a confession. That restraining order comes to mind.

      “Melina, Celine mentioned something about you taking a restraining order out on Trevor? Did he threaten you?”

      She looks momentarily confused. “Oh, you must have heard her wrong. Trevor took that restraining order out on me. It was a part of his campaign to torment me after I told anyone who would listen that he stole my idea. Yet again, he was the big man in power. I had less money and clout to fight him on anything.”

      Lottie looks incensed for her. As a fellow baker, I’m sure she feels she can relate on some level—although how, I’m not entirely sure.

      “You must have been fuming.” Lottie’s voice shakes.

      Melina nods. “I was fit to kill.” She ticks her head to the side as if coming to. “But I’m sure once the sheriff’s investigation ramps up, they’ll be looking at Julian. He’s the—”

      The entire left side of the bakery jolts and half the customers run out screaming.

      Melina jumps out of her seat. “Was that an earthquake?”

      A customer parrots the word, screaming earthquake at the top of her lungs all the way down the street just as the bakery shelves do another wild jump.

      Melina takes off and Lottie leans in. “It’s Stella! She’s gone hog wild!”

      The refrigerated shelves buck as the sweet treats inside quickly get decimated, flying every which way and ultimately disappearing into seemingly thin air.

      “We’d better get out of here before she takes apart the entire place,” I say.

      Lottie glances back that way. “Delora is waving me off. She’s going to do her best to calm Stella down and stick around for clues once we’re gone.”

      Lottie and I scoop up the pies and race out the door.

      “Where to next?” I shout as we jump back into my car.

      “Seeing that I’m leaving on Sunday and we don’t have a minute to waste, I say we find Julian Morgan and we find him today.”

      “Sounds good to me. It’s still early. How about we drop these pies off at the inn and we’ll head straight over to Harrison Bakery headquarters afterwards? I happen to know exactly where their warehouse is in Edison.”

      Unfortunately, nothing good ever happens in Edison.

      And I have a feeling this next excursion will prove to be no different.
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      True to the plan, we swung by the inn and I put the blueberry pies in my refrigerator. Just as we were leaving for part two of our super-sleuthing afternoon, both Macy and Evie jumped into the car in an effort to join our latest adventure.

      The Harrison Bakery headquarters just so happens to have a working factory in the back where employees test out their fantastic molds and other baking gadgets while baking up a storm. There are dozens of workstations and dozens upon dozens of bakers whipping out various treats while the products they’re testing are prominently displayed on a table before them.

      It looks like a dream job. One that even I might be interested in if I didn’t have the inn to run—and if I wasn’t such a hurricane in the kitchen.

      Evie looked the place up on her phone and determined they give two factory tours each weekday. We already missed the morning tour, but we’re almost on the button for the one that takes place this afternoon.

      We park out back and follow the signs right into an oversized warehouse that’s light and bright and holds the scent of warm vanilla sugar cookies fresh from the oven.

      “Wow.” Evie takes a few steps into the facility. “Mom, you’re going to need a facility like this one day when you start mass producing your baked goods and selling them online.”

      Lottie’s chest bounces with a dry laugh. “I don’t have time to brush my hair most days. I don’t know how I’ll ever get to that level.”

      Evie slings her arm around Lottie’s shoulder. “That’s what you got me for. Once I graduate from college, I’ll run the internet end of your baking empire. I’d better start poking around to see what secrets I can steal.” She heads to the exact area where one of the employees is herding a group of tourists.

      Macy’s upper lip twitches. “I’ll keep an eye on the kid. But as soon as I find me a hot baker, I’m making out with him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please do everyone in this facility a favor and press your lips to a cookie instead. Lottie and I are off to hunt down a suspect.”

      “Suspect, huh?” Macy ticks her head to the side. “If he’s cute, give me a buzz. I’ll have my ringer on.” She takes off toward Evie and I shrug over at Lottie.

      “What can I say? Macy is a special spicy breed.”

      “That’s okay. I’ve been called a special breed myself, mostly from Carlotta. Speaking of which, she and Georgie said they’re planning a surprise for us all tonight.”

      The thought makes me moan with a touch of agony. “Sounds more like they’re plotting something. We’ll bring the pies.”

      “We should probably bring mace.”

      “Touché.”

      Lottie and I head to the back wall of the facility where we ask one of the factory workers where we might find Julian and they direct us through a door that leads us to a series of offices.

      “Ooh!” Lottie pokes me in the ribs. “There he is.” She ticks her head toward a room marked staff lounge. “Follow my lead.” Lottie strides right into the spacious room with a small round table in the center of it, a refrigerator, and a couple of sofas. It looks homey in an ironic sterile sort of way, and there are a handful of people milling about.

      Lottie charges deeper into the room.

      “Evie?” she shouts as she cranes her neck in every direction.

      Julian turns our way, clad in a blue and white checkered dress shirt and a pair of chinos to go along with it. He holds a certain charm with his shock of dark hair, and the laugh lines around his eyes seem to be permanently embedded.

      “Can I help you, ladies?” He offers a warm smile.

      Lottie presses a hand to her chest. “My daughter must have wandered off. She’s fifteen and far too curious for her own good. We’re a part of the tour. I think she was looking for the restroom and made a wrong turn.”

      I recognize them. He lifts a brow. Where do I know these girls from?

      “I’m sure she’ll turn up soon.” He offers a nod of concern. “I’ll alert the security guards to keep an eye out for her.”

      “No need,” she says. “She’s most likely with her aunt Macy.”

      I look to Lottie. “Macy is unpredictable and prone to get herself into trouble. We should probably check under the table.”

      Julian belts out a laugh. “Wait a minute. I think I know where I’ve seen you two. Was it at the Country Cottage Inn?” He looks pained as he says it.

      “Hey!” I lift a finger. “That’s right. We were introduced the day of the senior bake-off. I’m Bizzy. I run the inn. It’s sort of my job to keep track of all the faces and names. This is my friend, Lottie. She’s visiting from out of town. I think Trevor introduced you to her as well that day.”

      Lottie nods. “I run a bakery in Vermont, and I’m obsessed with your baking molds.”

      “Who isn’t?” he teases. “How about I show you some of the upcoming molds ready to hit the shelves next fall?’

      “Yes!” Lottie nearly leaps out of her skin with excitement. Something tells me she’s not acting.

      “Next fall?” I ask as we follow behind him. “Wow, you’re really on top of things.”

      “We have to be. We actually produce the molds over a year ahead of time, but I just so happen to have all the fall line laid out for the photographers. They come in and dress ’em up so the end users can’t resist but order one or twelve.” He gives a quick wink toward Lottie as he holds the door open to the room next door.

      It’s brightly lit inside, looking more like an elongated boardroom with a long table and dozens of chairs lining it on either side. Running down the center of the table are cake molds and cupcake molds in the shapes of leaves, pumpkins, ghosts, and everything you would need to have the perfect fall dessert.

      Lottie trots over to one that looks like a dilapidated mansion.

      “Tell me this is a haunted house,” she coos. “I’m in love. I’ll give you all the money in my purse right now if you let me take this home.”

      Julian belts out a hearty laugh.

      “I’ll let you take it home for free under one condition.”

      Lottie sucks in a breath. “Anything.”

      “Tell two friends how wonderful it is.”

      Lottie sheds a husky laugh. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll bake up a haunted house and put it up on my social media sites, giving all the credit to your fabulous new mold. My daughter is actually in charge of my social media. Trust me when I say it’s a very good thing to let my teenager run it.”

      Julian chuckles. “Nothing like a teen tech when you’re in a technological pinch. Enjoy the mold.”

      I clear my throat. “Can I ask how morale has been around here? You know, since the double tragedy? I can assume the entire company is grieving.”

      Not everyone. His smile stretches tight. “We’re doing fine. It’s tough. Trevor was one of my oldest friends, and that’s exactly why I’ve stepped up to the plate and taken over.” He glances to the molds. I’ll make sure sales pick up on both fronts.

      “That’s very kind of you.” I say. “So the Harrisons didn’t have any kids?”

      “No.” His brows furrow. “Which is surprising, considering the rate in which he collected wives.” He shakes his head. “That was a wild afternoon. You think you know someone and then something like that comes to light.”

      “But you were his oldest friend,” I say. “Surely you must have known Anna.”

      “Nope. Trevor and I reconnected a few years back. There was a lot of history that went by without me. But he did great for himself. And I’m thankful he gave me a job.” Piddly pay, but I took care of that nicely. “I’m working things out with the attorneys here. I’ll have to take out new loans in my name, but I don’t see that as a problem. These are unusual circumstances.”

      My lips twitch just hearing it. Nobody hires someone and expects them to steal, certainly not a good friend. I bet Trevor would die all over again if he knew Julian were in charge of things now.

      Lottie cocks her head to the side. Bizzy, he’s basically inheriting the place. I bet he planned this. He has all of his takeover ducks in a row.

      I nod in agreement before catching his gaze.

      “So what do you think happened?” I ask. “I mean, they were both killed pretty brutally. I bet there are tons of rumors swirling here.”

      “Oh, there are.” He folds his arms across his enormous chest. “I’ve heard everything from a mob loan gone wrong to an angry baker who couldn’t get her money back on one of those molds. But I think the most plausible is Anna Hayes. She came out of nowhere. I did some digging, and sure enough she’s still his wife. The attorneys said I might have to buy her out. Of course, I haven’t made any offers as of yet. I suspect she’ll be arrested soon. Who else could it be?”

      Lottie leans in. “Did Trevor or Celine have any enemies or people who were angry with them that you know about?”

      He glances at the long row of autumn themed molds. Nobody is tracing any of this back to me. So what if I took a few molds here and there? There’s nothing to prove. And if that’s true, why am I sweating the fact the sheriff’s department might be the next one wanting a tour of the facility?

      He blows out a breath. “Trevor was a hard man to get along with most of the time. He was competitive. That kind of a nature doesn’t always bring out the best in people.” I should know. I’m pretty damn competitive myself, and look where it’s got me?

      “Have you talked to Anna?” I ask. “You know, since the incident?”

      He winces. “Like I said, I didn’t know her. But I ran into her at the Lobster Festival. Odd, don’t you think? I thought I’d clear my head and grab some dinner. I suppose she might have been thinking the same thing. Celine was there, too, of course. It was the night she was killed.”

      Lottie’s eyes enlarge. “Did you talk to either one of them that night?”

      “I spoke with both,” he confesses. “Anna first. I introduced myself and she said that Trevor had mentioned me. I felt both humbled and honored to hear it. And then, of course, Celine.” He tips his chin back. “She wasn’t in the mood to chat.” Not with me anyway. She knew. And that’s exactly why I’m not mourning her either.

      Lottie gasps as she looks to the left and takes up my hand—most likely a sign that Delora and Stella are here.

      “I have news, girls.” Delora’s voice comes in clear as if she were right here in the room with us, and I suppose she is. “Once you left and the fire department abandoned the bakery, poor Stella really did a number. And she has a tummy ache because of it.”

      Lottie motions for Delora to speed things along.

      “I was just about to say—Melina made a phone call once you left. She said you were right. They just stopped by my bakery. I’ll get the word out.”

      Lottie and I exchange a panicked look.

      A woman wearing an apron comes into the room and lets Julian know there’s an important call waiting for him at his desk.

      “We’d better go,” I say.

      Lottie quickly snatches the haunted house mold right off the table.

      “My daughter will love this. Thank you so much,” she says as we shuffle our way back to the warehouse.

      Macy speeds over, looking decidedly miffed. “This entire place is run by women.”

      I make a face at her. “And to think some people call that progress.”

      Lottie squeezes my hand while looking over her shoulder. “He’s about to head into his office,” she says. “I wish there was some way to distract him.”

      Macy angles her head that way. “Tall, dark, and handsome? Let’s see what I can do.” She zips down the hall like a hurricane, and before I know it, she’s pinned him to a wall—with her lips.

      “Run!” Lottie says as she snatches Evie from one of the nearby displays.

      “Macy!” I shout as I zip off after her. “Are you insane?” I pluck her off the poor man whom I suddenly feel sorry for even if he might be a killer.

      Macy pulls back with a wicked grin on her face. “Sorry. Case of mistaken identity.”

      “Wait!” he calls after her. “I didn’t get your number!”

      I yank her back to the warehouse with me. “You’re certifiable.”

      “You’re welcome. Do you have enough info to nail him to a wall?”

      I glance back as he steps into his office.

      “No, but he might just get enough info to nail me.”
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      The plan tonight was dinner at the café while sitting out on the patio that overlooks the cove.

      The reality is a herd of protesters out in front of the inn, thirty seniors deep, with both Georgie and Carlotta standing on the fountain outside with bullhorns as they lead the charge—chanting seniors matter, seniors matter!

      “There must be a hundred people here,” I shout to Lottie as we speed our way to the front of the mob.

      Adding an air of authenticity to their meaningful chant, each person here has more salt than pepper in their collective locks. And those signs they’re brandishing?

      Evie bursts out with laughter. “Look at that!” She points to a hot pink banner that reads generic angry sign.

      “The others are no better,” I say.

      I’m too old to care!

      We want Christmas year-round!

      I hate people!

      This is one ticked-off grandma!

      This sign is heavy!

      I was told there would be free coffee!

      My first protest!

      I love baby seals!

      I don’t know why we’re angry!

      I’m actually pretty happy!

      “Oh Lord,” I moan as Lottie and I muscle our way through the crowd and the gray sea slowly parts for us. “Georgie!” I shout, trying to get her attention.

      Of course, Lottie goes for the more direct approach.

      She yanks Carlotta off the fountain by way of a violent tug to her angry red kaftan.

      “What the heck is going on?” Lottie shrills.

      “Don’t worry, Lot. Georgie and I did you girls a favor.”

      “Did you call the news?” I ask. “Because I don’t think the inn has had enough bad press this month.”

      Carlotta snaps her fingers and pulls out her phone. “I knew we forgot something.”

      “Stop.” Lottie covers the screen with her hand. “She was being sarcastic. Now speak quickly. What’s happening here? None of this makes sense.”

      “It was all Georgie’s idea.” Carlotta waves her hands at the madness.

      “Not a shocker.” I shoot the gray-haired, kaftan-loving, one-woman riot a look.

      Carlotta nods. “We invited everyone who was at the bake-off back to demand a do-over.”

      Mayor Mackenzie Woods jumps in front of us as if the crowd just vomited her out. Her dark hair looks windblown, and she’s staggering on a pair of sky-high stilettos.

      “What’s happening, Bizzy?” she snips. “I was in the middle of a hot date with Leo. This had better be good.”

      “With Leo?” I ask, amused. “I thought the two of you were on the outs.” A few months back Emmie latched onto him and they started an on-again, off-again affair of their own.

      She glowers over at me. “Well, tonight we were on the ins. Speaking of inns, what’s the ruckus about?”

      Georgie hops down and lands the bullhorn over the side of Mack’s head. “We want our bake-off, missy.”

      Mackenzie slaps her hands over her ears.

      “Fine,” she shouts. “If the senior center is finally willing to host it, we can do it this Saturday.”

      The crowd breaks out into cheers and Mackenzie does a disappearing act.

      Emmie runs over with two platters brimming with yummy goodness.

      “Free maple pecan shortbread and chewy maple white chocolate chunk cookies!” She looks to Lottie. “I may have borrowed your recipe.”

      Soon the crowd is in another uproar entirely as a hundred seniors engage in what looks like a zombie walk as they congregate around Emmie and her fresh baked cookies.

      “Good thinking, Em!” I shout over the moans of delight. Sometimes, the only way to get a crowd to settle down is with a fresh baked treat.

      Lottie pulls me close. “Oh my God, both Hailey and Anna are here.”

      “What?” I turn to look into the crowd as Georgie leans my way.

      “That’s right, Biz.” Georgie wrings her hands with delight. “We had to come up with something to get the suspects back to the scene of the crime. We called everyone on the list.”

      “On what list?” I’m almost afraid to ask.

      “The one the sheriff’s department took the day of the bake-off.”

      “Georgie, that was private information. How did you get it? Did Jasper give it to you?” I highly doubt it.

      Her orange lips twist side to side. “I may have told that hot-to-trot secretary of his I’d help her score a date with the big guy.”

      “You gave Jasper away to Camila?” My voice hikes to the sky, and my blood pressure does, too.

      Lottie leans in. “Camila Camila?”

      I nod. “Yup. His horrible ex.”

      Carlotta swats Lottie. “Never mind how we got here. Two suspects at six o’clock. Sorry we couldn’t get ’em all to come. It was awfully short notice. Sometimes genius operates that way.”

      “So do some felonies,” I say with a dead look in my eyes.

      “Come on.” Lottie pulls me through the crowd. “Ooh, I see a spray of bright pink stars. That means one of our friendly ghosts is nearby.” She grunts. “Never mind. It was Stella and she just blinked in and out. She still looks pretty sick from raiding Melina’s bakery.”

      “I didn’t think the dead could overeat.”

      “Neither did I. There’s something not to look forward to once we hit the other side.”

      Anna heads left and Hailey heads right and we veer toward Hailey since she hasn’t gotten lost in a sea of bodies just yet.

      “Hey! Nice to see you again,” I say as we come upon her. “Make sure you get a cookie.”

      “Or two!” Lottie’s voice matches my cheery tone.

      Georgie and Carlotta pop out of the crowd with their bullhorns, and judging by those looks on their determined faces, there’s no stopping what happens next.

      “We did it, sister!” Georgie holds up a hand and Hailey high-fives her—with her left hand. Maybe she’s left-handed? Her other hand clutches tight to her purse—most likely a wise move around these surprisingly aggressive parts.

      “Freedom for seniors!” Carlotta knocks her hip into Hailey’s.

      Thankfully, Hailey laughs and doesn’t threaten to sue.

      “I’m all for senior rights,” she says. “Good job, girls. You’ll have to come back to Pirate’s Cove. The cast really misses you.”

      She surveys the crowd. And where did Anna go? No wonder Trevor left her. He probably lost her in a crowd.

      “Are you here with Anna?” I say, glancing in the direction she took off in.

      “It depends.” She says it in a mocking tone. “Should I be cavorting with a presumed killer?”

      Carlotta sucks in a breath. “You think she did it?”

      Hailey shrugs. “Everyone thinks she did it. That’s not a fun position to be in. As soon as we heard about the protest, we thought it might be good to come back—for closure. She said she needed a minute. She wanted to pay Trevor a quick tribute of sorts. I suppose old feelings die hard. It’s not healthy dragging around all that rage.”

      Georgie waves her off. “Let’s get real. Sometimes rage is the best medicine.”

      “Or a silent killer,” Hailey counters. She looks my way. “Do you know if the sheriff’s department ever looked into Melina?”

      I shake my head. “I wouldn’t know. But she sure had a lot to be angry about.”

      Hailey nods. “It seems Trevor made sure every woman he came across was angry.”

      Georgie steps in. “Wait a minute. Maybe the killer was after the wife all along? Don’t forget. We ended up with two dead bodies.”

      Hailey nods. “That’s true. I don’t know much about her. Well, other than the fact she swiped Trevor from Anna.” She gives a hard blink. “You really do lose them the way you got them.”

      Carlotta squints over at her. “I think you have it backwards. Celine didn’t lose him.”

      Hailey thinks about it. “Shoot, you’re right. It had a nice ring to it anyway. Excuse me, I’d better snatch up a cookie before they’re all gone.”

      She takes off and Georgie snaps her fingers and does an odd little dance.

      “You’re welcome,” she sings. “Bring on the suspects, girl.” She claps her hands and I yank one of her arms down.

      “Georgie, we can’t dance a jig and shout the word suspects in a crowd of people who were all present the day of the first murder. The killer already knows I’m after them.”

      Carlotta snatches Lottie close to her. “It’s best we leave, Lot Lot. I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.”

      I spot Jasper, Noah, and Everett headed this way, each with a touch of sun on their faces, and coincidentally each of their faces looks a touch angry as well.

      “You said it, Carlotta,” I say without taking my eyes off them.

      A sharp bark comes from deep within the crowd, and soon enough Sherlock bounds over.

      Bizzy! The exuberant pup bounds back and forth with agitation. You’d better come quick. There’s another one of those notes on your door.

      I look to Lottie in a panic. “There’s another note on my door.”

      We barrel past the crowd. I spot Anna walking our way, and she just so happens to be coming from the direction of my cottage.

      “Anna?” My voice hikes.

      Easy, Bizzy. Lottie scolds. We don’t want to spook her.

      Anna juts her chin out. There’s a general cold feel about her as her eyes meet with mine.

      “Well, if it isn’t the wrestling duo.” She glances behind us. “And the rest of your wrestling clan is coming up quick. Warning to you, girls. Those men look angry. I’ve dealt with an angry man or two in my life.” She gives a wink my way. “It wasn’t pretty. Hold your ground, girls.” She slips by us and Sherlock barks up a storm as he takes off ahead of us for my cottage.

      The thick scent of Jasper’s cologne engulfs me before he indulges me with his warm embrace.

      “Bizzy”—he dots a kiss to my cheek—“what’s going on?”

      “Georgie bribed Camila into giving her a list of everyone who was at the bake-off.” I take a moment to frown at him. “I think we’re about to have a do-over at the senior center.”

      He blinks back. “Georgie bribed Camila?”

      Lottie leans in. “You’re not dating Camila, are you?”

      Jasper looks petrified by the thought. “No,” he flatlines. “But that explains the theater tickets for two on my desk this afternoon. They’re in her name.”

      Lottie looks momentarily confused. “Exactly how did your ex think this bribe was going to work?”

      Jasper sighs. “Easy. Camila doesn’t deal in logic.”

      Lottie nods. “Sounds like a couple of people I know.” She sandwiches herself between Noah and Everett as if to prove her point.

      “Lemon”—Everett lowers his chin a notch—“Evie says you took a tour of the Harrisons’ factory this afternoon.”

      Lottie opens her mouth and looks my way. Help?

      “Macy has a crush on some guy who works there,” I offer. “Macy attacked him with her mouth as soon as we got there. It got ugly.”

      Lottie bites down over her lip. “But I got a mold out of it. And as soon as I get the chance, I’ll bake a cake and break it in.”

      “Lottie.” Noah rubs his eyes. “You were questioning Julian Morgan, weren’t you?”

      “Only a little.” She shrinks when she says it. “Right after we questioned Melina Cabot.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “Sorry, Bizzy!” She winces my way. “I don’t have it in me to keep a single thing from these men.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I say, batting my lashes at Jasper. “It’s getting dark. Let’s get to that note before it disappears with the wind.”

      We speed on over and both Jasper and Noah step up to my porch with flashlights.

      I follow close behind and gasp when I see it.

      “Two notes,” the words sting from my lips.

      The first powder blue note is smeared with what looks like blood. It reads What do Henry the VIII and Trevor Harrison have in common? They were both gluttons to the very end.

      The second note sits just below that, both adhered with what feels like double sticky tape.

      What has four arms, four legs, four eyes, and two inquisitive brains?

      A Bizzy-body and a bumbling baker.

      One will bake you cookies. The other will check you in.

      Spoiler alert: both will meet a rather tragic end.
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      Jasper had forensics dust my door for prints.

      Noah suggested we have the entire inn set up with a state-of-the-art surveillance system, and both Jasper and I agreed. So Noah and Everett got on the horn while the sheriff’s department scoured the grounds, searched my cottage for any signs of entry, and shooed the remainder of the protesters away.

      It took hours for a rudimentary surveillance system to be set up, and Noah said he’d work with Jasper on getting a better system into play over the next few weeks, but that we were good for now.

      By the time everything died down, it was after ten at night. Lottie said she’d keep Fish in her room with Pancake and Waffles and I thanked her for it.

      Jasper said there was no way I was sleeping in my cottage tonight and maybe not until the killer gets caught. As much as I love my own bed, I know he’s right.

      Plus, that means a sleepover is in order, and for all the months Jasper and I have been engaged, we haven’t had a single one of those. I’m more than a little excited.

      Jasper waited in my cottage as I threw a bag together and we landed at his place in record time—and not just because he lives in the cottage next door.

      Sherlock whimpers. It’s not fair the two of you get a sleepover and Fish isn’t here to have one with me. I’ll be glad when those cats go back to wherever it is they came from. They can’t leave quick enough for me.

      I reach up and scratch the scruff on Jasper’s cheek. “Sherlock misses Fish.”

      He lifts a brow. “I guess I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know that.” A soft laugh bounces through his chest as he dots a kiss to my lips. Then on a dime his expression grows serious. “Bizzy, please do me a favor. Don’t put yourself in any more danger than you’re already in. No more suspects.”

      “I’m not,” I protest. “Besides, I’m right here, safe with you.” I snuggle into his arms.

      “But you weren’t necessarily safe today,” he points out with a twinge of caution in his voice as if he were treading on eggshells. “You might have even met up with the killer. They’re onto you, Bizzy. And Lottie, too. I can’t be with you at all hours, and believe me, I wish I could.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter, I promise.” I slip my hand under his shirt and warm it over his skin.

      A wicked grin begins to percolate over his lips. “Why do I think you’re trying to change the subject?”

      “Because you know me so well?”

      “And because you know me so well, you know I’m going to insist you steer clear of my investigation from here on out. I’ve got this one, Bizzy. I’m very close to tracking down the killer. There’s no reason for you to feel you have to put the puzzle together yourself.”

      “Fine.” I shrug as if it were no big deal. “I’ll just do some light reading in my spare time.”

      His left brow hooks into his forehead. “Let me guess. The Maltese Falcon, ‘The Adventures of Silver Blaze’, and Murder on the Orient Express?”

      “You got a problem with that, Detective?”

      “Not unless they land you in the private library inside a suspect’s house.” He gives my arm a playful jostle. “Manage the inn.”

      “Is that the detective version of stay in your lane?”

      “Would you stay in your lane if I told you to?”

      “What do you think?”

      He blows out a breath. “I think I better keep my mouth shut if I want to keep you from bolting out that door and back to your place.”

      “Ah-ha!” I point a finger up at him playfully. “So it was you leaving those notes on my door in an effort to have me stay the night. Clever. It worked so well I may never leave. Rumor has it, we’re getting married. When was that again?”

      “Pick a date. Say tomorrow. I won’t mind.”

      “I think we settled on fall.” I wrinkle my nose. “How does September sound? End of the month when the leaves start to change colors and the air is crisp?”

      Jasper tips his head to the side. There’s a tenderness in those silver eyes of his that melts me.

      “September?” He touches a finger to my cheek. “That sounds like the perfect month to start our family.”

      “Our family,” I coo. “As in you, me, and Junior?”

      “Only if and when you’re ready.”

      I bite down over my lip as I examine this gorgeous man who’s about to be my husband.

      “I’m ready. In September, I mean. Wait, that’s not right. I mean, if it happens in September I won’t mind. But most likely it won’t, because even if it did I wouldn’t know until October, or maybe even later because—”

      Jasper lands a careful kiss over my lips, and I’m happily silenced.

      He pulls back and examines my features as if he were drinking them down.

      “You’re going to be my wife, the mother of my children. I want to be everything you need me to be and more.” There’s a pained look in his eyes. He’s conflicted and I don’t know why.

      “But?”

      “You’re everything to me, Bizzy. You’re the reason I go to bed and wake up with a smile. You’re the reason I never want to leave Cider Cove. You get me through each day, anxious to rush home just to share a meal with you. I live to make you happy, but I don’t know how to keep you safe. I live for you, Bizzy. I would die for you. But if something happens to you, I will never forgive myself for not being able to protect you. I love you.”

      Tears well up in my eyes, and I blink them back.

      “I love you, too,” I whisper. And yet, I have no words to comfort him. I don’t even know how to begin. “I don’t know how to help you with keeping me safe, but I have an idea on how to put a smile on your face.” I pull him up and dance him over to the bedroom. “I’m ready for bed.”

      “Is the day finally catching up with you?”

      “Who said anything about being exhausted? I have more energy now than I did this morning. I’ll have to figure out a way to burn it off.”

      “I have a few ideas on how I can help you with that.”

      We say goodnight to Sherlock and shut the door behind us.

      The world ceases to exist, and it’s just Jasper with those heavily lidded eyes and that dangerous smile.

      I may not be safe, but I am one lucky, lucky girl.
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      It’s another scorching afternoon and we’re inching closer to the weekend.

      The winters in Maine can be brutal, but seeing that we’re nearing triple digits this afternoon, it’s proving that spring can be tough, too.

      The entire lot of us is seated outside the Country Cottage Café, finishing up a lunch of fish and chips made extra crispy and delicious by the kitchen. Each of us has a fruity drink in hand and we’re watching the waves lap the shore while Evie plays fetch with Sherlock. Fish is nestled in Georgie’s lap, and Lottie holds Pancake while Noah holds Waffles.

      My saucy sister—being the insatiable vixen she is—has nestled herself between Noah and Everett and takes turns swooning at the two of them regardless of the fact she doesn’t have a chance at either of them.

      “What should we do today?” Macy bats her lashes at Everett.

      “I think”—Everett takes a breath that expands his chest to impossible lengths—“we should deep dive into those riddles.”

      Carlotta harrumphs. “I think we should hit the funerals. I read in the paper they’re about to dunk those bodies in the ground in tandem. Funerals are a hotbed of perps. Every homicide detective and judge worth their salt knows this.” She squints over at the only homicide detective and judge seated at the table.

      Jasper is at work today in Seaview, and he made me promise I wouldn’t do anything that might put my safety in jeopardy while he was away. A part of me wonders if funerals fall under that umbrella. As long as it’s not my own, I don’t see the problem.

      Emmie swings by with a platter of fresh baked maple pecan shortbread cookies.

      “How’s it going?” She offers a bright and cheery smile. If there’s one thing I can count on, it’s my bestie trying to brighten the day.

      Georgie grunts, “There’s a funeral in a few hours that might have a spread of good eats at the after party. I don’t own any black kaftans unless you count the one with cute little puppies printed all over it.” She snaps her fingers. “I’ve got a purple number with pink sequins! That little ditty could pull anyone out of a forever funk.”

      Carlotta sits up. “You got one for me? I’m all for cheering up a moping crowd.”

      “I always buy in pairs, sweetie.” She gives a sly wink. “Shall we change?”

      “No,” I say, nodding to Emmie before she shudders and takes off. “We’re not crashing a funeral.”

      Carlotta slaps her hand over the table. “Why not? That’s where I get my best makeup tips.”

      “Ooh!” Georgie points her way. “I knew you were holding back on me. We need to get to the funeral home and see if we can chat with the makeup artist. I’m always up for a good makeover. I just have to know what gives the dead that rosy glow.”

      “It’s called embalming,” I flatline. “And you could get the same tips from a makeup artist at the mall.”

      Carlotta shakes her head. “But the mortuary beautician does hair, too. It’s a two-in-one, and I’m all for a deal.”

      “A deadly deal,” Lottie smarts.

      Carlotta postures herself. “Well, what do you propose we do? It’s not like we’re about to storm Trevor’s house and blast our way into the family’s safe looking for clues.”

      Lottie and I exchange a look.

      Pancake rears his furry head before letting out a tiny mewl. I’ll bet my next bowl of Fancy Beast that’s what they do.

      Fish yowls. I can’t bet against you.

      Waffles growls. Everett and Noah will never allow it.

      “I won’t allow it,” Noah says without missing a beat.

      Everett takes a breath. “And as much as I don’t like to agree with this guy, I agree with this guy.”

      Macy gurgles out a dark laugh. “Lottie, how do you contain yourself? These men are ceaseless entertainment.” She leans in. “And please tell me you’re entertaining yourself with the both of them.”

      Carlotta barks out a laugh. “Lot Lot’s motto is waste not want not.”

      Georgie squints over at the two men in question. “You ever get bored with the baker, you know where to find me.”

      “All right,” I say, dropping a kiss to Fish’s forehead. “I think I know what our next move needs to be.”

      Everett offers me a stern look and he looks shockingly handsome in a slightly demented sort of way.

      “It’s time to discuss those notes?” He lifts a brow, and I hold back the urge to giggle. Poor Noah, Everett really doesn’t fight fair.

      Georgie sniffs the air. “I was hoping you’d say a day trip to the mall.”

      “Actually…” I look to Lottie and tick my head to the side. This is one of those moments I wish she had the ability to read minds as well.

      She gives a slight nod as if she knew exactly what I was thinking.

      The Harrison residence? She cocks her head my way.

      I give a hint of a nod. “You know, speaking of the mall, why don’t we head out that way? I hear they’re having a huge sale in every single store.”

      Lottie perks up. “Ooh. And I do love to try on miles and miles of clothes.” If that doesn’t scare Noah and Everett, nothing will.

      “And we can go to the home decorating department,” I say. “I hear they’re having a huge sale, too. I need to buy new curtains for the inn. Of course, I’ll have to look at all the patterns first, though.”

      “Oh, and towels.” Lottie gives a frenetic nod. “I can just lose myself for hours and hours looking at towels.”

      Noah sighs as he glances over to Everett and the two of them share a nod.

      “We’re onto you.” Noah strums his fingers over the table. “Look, you can’t just barge into the Harrisons’ house.”

      “He’s right.” Carlotta leans our way. “They’ve probably got five of those fancy alarms that automatically make chili appear in the local firehouse.”

      My lips part, but I don’t quite know what to say to that. She’s probably right about the alarms. And maybe the chili, too.

      Georgie snorts. “I haven’t met a single home security system that can stand up against my wire cutters.”

      Everett moans as he tips his head back, and I think he may have fainted momentarily.

      “Nobody is cutting any wires.” He offers a disparaging look to Lottie and me. “I’ll go with you. I’ve been trained to disable an alarm by the crème de la crème of criminals.”

      Noah looks ready to spit nails. “I know what you’re up to, Baxter. You’re putting your professional life on the line just to play to Lottie’s good graces.”

      Everett glances to the side with a level of bored disinterest, which only seems to suck my sister deeper into the Baxter black hole of disarming charms.

      Everett leans back and glares at Noah. “Have you met her?”

      Noah gives a long blink. “I’ll keep watch out front. You girls have less than ten minutes to scout the place. The office is the heart of the home for a man. The bedroom closet for a woman—top shelves to be exact.”

      Everett looks to Lottie. “Evie has a thumb drive sitting next to her laptop upstairs. You can swipe files if you need to.”

      Macy slices a finger through the air. “And if anyone asks, this conversation never happened.”

      Waffles belts out a sharp meow in Fish’s direction. If they go to prison, I say we stick together.

      Fish gurgles. Jasper will take us all in. Right after he sends this rogue group of thugs up the river.

      I don’t dare translate, mostly because they might be right.

      But hopefully Jasper won’t find out.

      At least not today.

      And just like that, we’re off to the Harrisons’ estate.
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      As luck or fate or some twisted sense of humor dispensed by the universe would have it, the home right next door to the Harrisons’ mansion is hosting an estate sale, and it just so happens to be crawling with people.

      The Harrisons live in Eubanks, about a twenty-minute drive up north from Cider Cove, and for the entire drive over, both Carlotta and Georgie regaled us with stories of their wild and often wacky youth. The more I’m with them, the more convinced I am they were separated at birth.

      Everett instructs us to mill around the estate sale for a few minutes, and we happily do as we’re told. Dozens of tables set out on an expansive lawn, and he suggests we make ourselves seen in the event we need witnesses to prove that we mistakenly wandered over into the Harrisons’ estate. In all fairness, these are not your average tract homes. These are sprawling universes that look as if each one stretches out forever. So it might be a flimsy excuse if we’re caught, but if the judge deems it plausible, I’m all for it.

      Right now, Everett is next door disarming any security systems that might still be in play. And not to be outdone, Noah chose to head off to the Harrisons’ as well. He said he’d scout the place and find out where the downstairs office is in an effort to save us time.

      Lottie and I head to the tables laden with trinkets of every shape and size sparkling over them.

      Carlotta, Georgie, and Macy are busy perusing the tables themselves. We couldn’t stop them from tagging along, but now that there’s genuine shopping involved, I don’t feel so bad. This is just as good as the mall, if not better.

      “Georgie,” I hiss as I come upon the troublesome trio. “You three girls stay here.”

      Macy scoffs as she picks up a crystal bowl. “You can bet your jailbird hiney I’m staying here. Have you seen these prices? I’ll have my Christmas shopping done in an hour.”

      Georgie and Carlotta exchange a wily look.

      “All right, you two,” I say. “I recognize that wicked gleam in your eyes. What gives? And before you say you’re joining us, let me tell you, it’s a hard no. Those bright purple kaftans, equipped with enough pink sequins to signal the space station, do not an inconspicuous outfit make. You sealed your fate by donning a reflective device.”

      Carlotta and Georgie exchange a sly glance before pulling off their kaftans like a well-choreographed move.

      “Oh my God.” Lottie’s hands slap over her chest as if she’s just been shot.

      Both Georgie and Carlotta glow like flashlights with nothing on but a pair of matching nude bras and granny panties.

      “You’re going to get arrested for public indecency,” I snip.

      Macy smirks. “Something tells me they’ll get less time than you and that new friend of yours.”

      Noah and Everett speed over, and Noah’s eyes bulge with horror at the nude review before him.

      “What the hell is going on?” he hisses.

      “Never mind,” I say. “We’ll drop them off at the local psych ward on the way home. That should buy them seventy-two hours of together time they’ll never forget.”

      The muscles in Everett’s jaw pop, and Macy lets out a wild gasp in response.

      He leans in. “It’s all set. The alarm is taken care of. They can blame it on a chipmunk.”

      Noah nods. “There’s a set of French doors that lead into the office that I left ajar. You’re welcome.” He twitches his brows. “There’s no fence separating these two properties. Walk to the table at the top of the lawn and make a sharp right. The office is the first door in the back of the house. You have ten minutes. If you can return in half the time, I have a nice surprise for the both of you.”

      Lottie’s mouth rounds out. “What is it, Noah?”

      He dips his chin her way. “Your freedom—because the sheriff’s department won’t be here in time to arrest you.”

      I shrug over at her. “It looks as if we need to hurry.”

      Lottie and I take off like a lightning bolt, and before we know it, we’re standing inside the Harrisons’ office surrounded by mahogany paneling and bookshelves that line two walls. A stately desk stands prominent to the left, and on it sits a silver five-by-seven frame that holds a picture of Trevor and Celine holding one another at the beach. Just behind that there’s an old wooden filing cabinet that looks as if it’s seen better years.

      Lottie gasps as she looks my way. “We don’t have gloves!”

      “I don’t think it matters. Jasper mentioned the sheriff’s department already shook the place down for clues. That probably includes prints.”

      The door bursts open and in stumble a couple of naked looking grannies.

      “You are a terrifying sight,” I scold without meaning to—oh heck, I meant it. “Would you please leave?”

      Carlotta sniffs the air. “House breath.”

      “What?” Lottie looks stymied, and yet fit to kill at the very same time.

      “Every house has it.” Georgie waves us off as she zips over to the filing cabinet and helps herself. “I lived in a shack that smelled like an onion. You can’t get rid of the smell once it permeates the walls. It’s like an uninvited guest. It just lingers and lingers.”

      Lottie gives a hard glance to Carlotta. “I’m familiar with the concept.”

      Lottie and I get right to work opening Trevor’s old wooden desk, but find nothing with the exception of a few errant pens, a highlighter, a pack of unused staples, and a knot of paperclips.

      “He’s not very exciting.” Carlotta plucks the books off the bookshelf as fast as she can.

      Lottie groans, “Would you stop making a mess?”

      “I’m looking for the secret door,” Carlotta says as she pushes ahead with her literary apocalypse.

      “Woo-wee,” Georgie yelps. “Our man Trevor might have been boring, but he had a hankering for sizzling girls. He’s got an entire collection of Hot Mama magazines that date back to the sixties. I bet these are worth some serious money. Wish I had my kaftan, so I could sneak a few out of here.”

      Carlotta turns her way. “Put ’em in your underwear! Just remember if we get caught, you’re blind and I don’t speak English,” she belts it out as she flings a book across the room, knocking the picture of Trevor and Celine right off the desk. The glass shatters, and the four of us stop breathing for a moment.

      “Good Lord.” Lottie crouches down and does her best to pick it up. “Now look what you’ve done.” She shakes the glass off into the trash and the picture of Trevor and Celine drifts to the floor.

      “I got it,” I say as I catch it and hand it back to Lottie.

      “Look at this,” she says. “There’s another picture behind it.”

      I glance over, and there it is. It looks heavily faded. A sepia toned photo of a young woman sitting on a boulder, smiling in the sunshine. Her long hair crawls down to the middle of her back, her eyes are squinted in the light, and her bottom lip veers ever so slightly to the left.

      “Looks old,” I whisper. “It almost looks like one of those pictures that comes with the frame.”

      She whips her phone out and takes a photo of it, and I do the same.

      Lottie pulls it out and turns it over. “It says ’69. Bar Harbor.”

      I peer over her shoulder and see it’s written in faded pencil.

      “Do you think this is a younger version of Anna?” I ask, leaning in to get a better look.

      “I don’t know.” Lottie quickly puts the picture back and replaces the one of Trevor and Celine over it.

      “We’d better get going,” I say, frustrated that our covert inspection didn’t yield much more than a couple of underdressed grannies. “We’re not exactly invited guests.”

      Georgie heads this way. “Judging by these girly magazines, Trevor would be honored to have us.” She wags a fistful of old glossy rags in our faces before shoving them into her parachute panties.

      “I’m betting you’re right,” I say. “And really? Must you steal?”

      “He’s dead, Bizzy. He’s practically begging me to free those nude cuties into the wild. I’ll put ’em up on eBay and we can split the profits.”

      “Don’t forget me, sister.” Carlotta heads over to the filing cabinet, and Georgie helps her stuff her panties full of spicy spoils herself.

      “I’d better clean up this mess,” I say as I get right to work putting the books back onto the shelves, and Lottie is right there with me, replacing each dusty hardback where it belongs. Almost all of the books are lined with cloth on the cover with gold embossing on the spines. These are collectors’ editions, old books in general, and as I place the last hardback onto the shelf, one of the titles on the shelf above catches my eye.

      “The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes.” A dull laugh pumps from me as I pull the book down and open the front flap. Written by A. Conan Doyle. I peruse the listing of short stories, and sure enough there it is, “The Adventures of Silver Blaze”.

      “Look at this.” Lottie pulls down a pale blue hardback with worn edges. “Murder on the Orient Express.”

      “How much do you want to bet we’ll find The Maltese Falcon?”

      Carlotta waddles over. “Right there.” She points to the top shelf and Lottie plucks it down.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I clutch the book to my chest and head for the door.

      In less than ten seconds, the four of us are back at the estate sale, each proudly brandishing our stolen loot as we meet back up with Everett and Noah.

      Macy helps Georgie and Carlotta slip into something more uncomfortable before we jump into the passenger van and head back to Cider Cove.

      It’s been clear since the beginning that Trevor Harrison had a history of hiding things, and now I wonder exactly what else Trevor might have been keeping from the world.

      And whatever it was, I bet it killed him.
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      After that impromptu book club we just had at the Harrisons’, Lottie and I congregate back in my cottage to defuse from the afternoon.

      I know, I know. Jasper wouldn’t be all that thrilled that we were here, but we needed someplace private and Carlotta is taking a nap in their room. Noah drove down to the Seaview Sheriff’s Department to see if there were any updates on the case. And Everett is out on the cove with Evie, and most likely Macy, too, by default. For now, it’s just Lottie and me—and Fish, Sherlock, Pancake, and Waffles.

      I pull out a blueberry pie and two forks before plunking them down at the small round table in my makeshift dining room.

      “Can you believe Carlotta and Georgie?” I laugh as I fall into my seat.

      “The naked nanas?” She shakes her head with a laugh of her own. “I’m glad they’re getting along, but together they might just be too strong of a force.”

      “Agree. It’s probably a blessing they’re separated by a whole state.”

      “But promise you’ll still come out and visit Honey Hollow. And bring Jasper, Georgie, Macy, and anyone else you want. We have more than enough room for you all.”

      “I can’t wait to stay at the haunted B&B.” My shoulders bob with excitement. “Honey Hollow sounds amazing.”

      “It is. But Cider Cove is pretty magical, too.”

      Fish meows as she hops onto the couch and nestles between Pancake and Waffles.

      I’ll be tagging along for sure. She begins to purr while whipping both Pancake and Waffles with her tail.

      “Fish says she’s coming, too,” I say.

      Pancake taps his paw over her and lets out a soft roar. I touched her. She’s mine.

      Waffles hisses. Hands off, brother. This pretty little thing is mine.

      A laugh jumps from my throat as I quickly relay it all to Lottie.

      “Oh, boys.” She shakes her head. “I guess they have a love triangle of their own to deal with.”

      Sherlock barks. Nobody takes my Fish anywhere without me.

      I let Lottie in on the fact, and she calls the pouting pooch over before offering him a pat on the head.

      “Noah has a dog named Toby, and I think the two of you will get along just great.”

      I indulge in another bite of Melina Cabot’s blueberry pie and moan.

      “Is it bad that I can wolf this whole thing down in ten minutes?”

      “Same.” Lottie nods. “But I think I know how we can pace ourselves. Let’s go over the suspects.”

      “Ooh! Good idea. Where to begin? How about with the victims? Trevor and Celine seemed nice enough. That is, until we unleashed a few dirty tidbits, mostly about Trevor.”

      “Which makes sense why he was killed first. But her?” Lottie shakes her head. “Maybe it was Julian? Now that Celine doesn’t stand in the way, it’s a much clearer path for him to strong arm his way to owning the company.”

      I nod. “And he was stealing. One of Trevor’s last thoughts was about confronting Julian. He sounded really angry, too. I bet he was going to throw the book at his old friend.”

      “And then there’s Melina.” Lottie wags a forkful of blueberry pie my way. “She was pretty steamed about the fact Trevor stole her idea. What a worm. I’d be fit to kill, too, if that were me.” She spikes her fork into the blueberry pie. “Of course, I wouldn’t actually do it. Everett would probably help me take the guy to the cleaners. Noah would have him arrested. Carlotta would utilize her mob ties to break the guy’s kneecaps. But he would ultimately survive.”

      “And live to fear you,” I say. “But Melina didn’t have those options. She might have known about his bee allergy. And she is a baker. She’s not afraid to mix ingredients. Jasper said they think it was royal jelly that was used. That’s essentially a cream that can be spread onto anything.”

      Lottie nods. “Even one of my maple white chocolate chunk cookies.”

      “Yesterday, while we were at Hot Cross Buns, Melina mentioned that maybe Anna could have killed Trevor. And her very next thought was—but that’s not who I’d like to shine the so-called spotlight on.”

      “Wow.” Lottie leans back in her seat, dazed. “It’s almost as if she’s trying to control the investigation. And remember what Delora said she heard after we left the bakery? She said Melina called someone and said, ‘You were right. They just stopped by my bakery. I’ll get the word out.’”

      I blow out a breath. “That means more than one person is onto us. And Julian must have got the same call while we were there.”

      “So strange.” She shakes her head. “I’ve never seen a case like this.”

      “That leaves Anna next on the suspect list,” I say. “After Trevor died and we spoke with her at the Whiskey Hop, her thoughts were pretty telling. She said she was fit to kill, and that witnessing his death was the cherry on the cake. That it made her year, her life. And that she would be celebrating that day as a holiday from here on out—cake and ice cream, the whole nine yards.”

      Lottie moans through another bite. “She’s the easy suspect, isn’t she? I bet Jasper is almost ready to arrest her.”

      “If he had the evidence, I bet he would in a hot minute.”

      “I guess we’ve squeezed the suspects. Now let’s squeeze those riddles.” Lottie’s eyes grow large as she snatches up my hand and I can guess what that means.

      “Let’s!” a disembodied voice trills from my left and Lottie’s gaze rises in that direction.

      “Delora!” Lottie perks up before her attention drifts to the left. “Stella!”

      Fish growls as if her tail was on fire and the hair along her spine rises.

      Sherlock lets out a few wild barks, and Stella snorts right at him.

      Lottie leans in. “I wonder why Pancake and Waffles aren’t reacting?”

      Pancake lets out a tiny mewl. Because we’re used to it.

      “He says they’re used to it.” I quickly relay and Lottie’s mouth falls open.

      “Well I’m glad to hear it,” she says. “Especially since I can’t seem to stop the ghosts from coming.”

      Waffles stretches his front paws, alternately pushing them into the sofa as if he were giving the cushion a massage. We don’t mind. In fact, we can sense them. And when you’re holding us, we can hear them, too.

      I translate and Lottie leans their way.

      “And you really don’t mind?” she asks.

      Why would we mind? Pancake purrs the words out. They’re friendly for the most part. And not one of them has been interested in eating our food.

      Waffles nods and meows. They much prefer your cakes and cookies. I wouldn’t mind a bite myself once in a while.

      Ooh. Pancake gurgles. Make mine with tuna, please.

      I fill Lottie in on the tuna topic and Stella snorts.

      I’ll take a bite of that blueberry pie if you don’t mind. And soon enough, half the pie outright disappears.

      “And there’s that,” I say. “Let’s get to those riddles.” I pull out my phone. “First up. They have been known to fill up divorce courts. Men often say you can’t live with them. You can’t live without them. Any woman could become one. Any one of them could be a killer.”

      Lottie nods. “I think we were right on the meaning of this one. Definitely an ex-wife.”

      “But he didn’t have an ex-wife,” Delora points out.

      “True,” I say. “But it does say they have been known to fill up divorce courts. I think that’s where the caveat lies. The key is, I think this is referring to a scorned woman. And I think that’s who might be leaving these notes, too.”

      Lottie nods. “Or at least the person leaving these notes wants to point us to a woman. And they could be right. Or not.”

      “Next up, note number two. People hold it. Some people nurture it. Some people loathe it. Some people find the ability to let it go. No one ever really forgets.”

      Stella snorts. “Sounds like a miserable experience.”

      “Hmm”—Delora’s voice grows in my direction as if she were leaning in—“sounds confusing and angry.”

      Lottie and I look at one another.

      “A grudge!” we say at the very same time.

      I point her way with my fork. “I knew I liked you.” We each take another bite of pie as a reward. “Third up—”

      A knock erupts on the door, and I answer it to find both Everett and Evie. Everett has on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, the most relaxed I’ve seen him since he’s been here, and Evie has on a white mesh cover up over a hot pink string bikini. Poor Everett must have had a heart attack when she took it off at the beach. Evie really is a stunner. These next few years won’t be easy for him.

      “Come in!” I extend a hand as they step inside. “I’ll get some plates. Lottie and I were just digging into some pie.”

      They get settled at the table with us, and I dish them both a slice of the happy mess Stella’s made. Okay, fine, Lottie and I may have contributed.

      Everett glances at Lottie with a mischievous look in his eyes—one I’ve seen Jasper give me on many an occasion.

      He leans her way. “Why do I get the feeling the two of you were discussing the case?”

      Evie grunts, “That’s because they’re strong, independent women. They don’t need to wait for a man to solve the case for them.”

      Everett offers his daughter a wry look. “You do realize Noah’s partner down at the Ashford Sherriff’s Department is a woman.”

      “Yeah, so?” Evie looks mildly disgusted by the thought. “Mom’s the one that puts together all the pieces to the puzzle. She’s like a homicide solving savant or something.” She glances my way. “I hear you’re pretty good, too. I guess the killer’s days are numbered.”

      “That they are,” I say, pulling my phone forward once again. “In fact, we were just about to try to untangle the third note. Maybe the two of you can help? It says a Bizzy-body such as yourself shouldn’t stick your nose in other people’s lives. Perhaps you should read a book like The Maltese Falcon. Or perhaps “The Adventures of Silver Blaze”, the short story of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time? However, required reading for a snoop like you might just be Murder on the Orient Express.”

      Everett pulls out his phone. “I watched The Maltese Falcon on TV, and I read The Orient Express. No idea about the other one. I’ll see what I can find.”

      “Not to worry”—Evie covers his phone with her hand—“Carlotta and Georgie took me to the local library. I’ve been doing a little light reading. Silver Blaze was the name of some rich guy’s horse. He hired Sherlock Holmes to get him back. Spoiler alert: it turns out, the dog didn’t bark in the night because the thief wasn’t a stranger.”

      I look to Lottie. “Not a stranger?”

      She nods. “All of the suspects knew Trevor. I’m not sure about Celine.”

      “But it’s almost as if there’s a code, a message in there somewhere.”

      Everett tips his head to the side. “How about The Maltese Falcon?”

      Evie sniffs. “It was just a decoy. The guy who was looking for it was given a decoy.”

      “A decoy?” I shake my head, trying to put it together.

      Lottie takes a breath. “Not a stranger, and a decoy. What about The Orient Express?”

      “Easy.” Everett’s lips twitch. “Another spoiler alert: they all did it.”

      “They all did it?” I try to figure out how this might factor in.

      Evie slaps her hand over the table. “There’s more than one killer!”

      “Or”—Everett tips his head to the side—“it’s another diversion.”

      Lottie lifts a finger and fills them in on what Melina said after we left. She leaves Delora out of the equation because Evie doesn’t know about Lottie’s transmundane status yet. I can only imagine how that conversation will go.

      Everett’s eyes harden upon hearing about Melina’s game of telephone.

      “They’re talking,” he says. “And why are your suspects talking?”

      Evie sucks in a quick breath. “Oh my God, they all did it!”

      I bite down on my lip. “Maybe. Or maybe the killer is hoping to send us in the wrong direction entirely.”

      I make a face as I look at a picture of the next riddle. “What has four arms, four legs, four eyes, and two inquisitive brains? A Bizzy-body and a bumbling baker. One will bake you cookies. The other will check you in. Spoiler alert.” I pause and give a quick wink to Evie. “Both will meet a rather tragic end.”

      Evie glowers a moment. “I hate that the killer knows who you are. You’re both in danger.” She blinks back tears as she looks to Lottie. “Nothing can happen to you.” Her voice breaks.

      “And nothing will.” Lottie wraps her arms around her daughter.

      I flip to a picture of the next note on my phone, anxious to change the morbid subject of our impending doom. “What do Henry the VIII and Trevor Harrison have in common? They were both gluttons to the very end.”

      Everett shakes his head at that one. “He was notorious for feasting on women and food.”

      Lottie lifts a brow. “He died from an old leg wound, or was it diabetes? Or both?”

      Evie smirks. “I bet the killer was talking about Trevor’s many wives. He was a modern day Henry the Pig.”

      I nod in agreement. “I bet that’s it.”

      Once we finish up the pie, Lottie, Everett, and Evie take off just as Noah and Jasper pull in. Noah waves my way as he catches up to Lottie.

      “Detective Wilder,” I chirp as he heads in my direction. “How’s my handsome future husband?” I ask as I pull him close by the tie, a mischievous look brewing in my eyes. “Did you put away the bad guys?”

      “No,” he flatlines. “It turns out, not all people who break and enter into a crime scene are bad. They’re just badly misinformed that what they were doing was a good idea.”

      “Noah told you?” I gag at what might come next.

      “Noah didn’t have to tell me. I had the security camera running on my laptop in the event the killer felt the need to head to the estate. Imagine my surprise when I saw Judge Baxter with a pair of wire cutters about to ruin my viewing pleasure. I wasn’t too thrilled to see Noah stepping up next to him either. It took some loose threats, but I eventually got the story from the guy.”

      I bite down on my lower lip, a shameless smile curling on my lips.

      “Are you going to arrest me?”

      “I should arrest all of you.”

      “Orange isn’t a good look on me. Do you deal in bribes?” I ask, pulling him into my cottage.

      “It depends on what you’ve got to offer.”

      I shut the door behind us and lock it.

      It’s time to turn Jasper’s frown upside down and start working on my get out of jail free card.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      The Cider Cove Senior Center is located inland, about six miles from the Country Cottage Inn, but that didn’t stop either Emmie or Lottie from showing up with platters and platters of their delicious treats—maple pecan shortbread made by Emmie and maple white chocolate chunk cookies from Lottie.

      I watched them bake up a storm this morning in the kitchen of the Country Cottage Café and was warned by both of them to steer clear of the battlefield. Apparently, word of my penchant to burn things to cinder has gotten around.

      Emmie and Lottie set down their platters and give an approving nod to the venue.

      “It’s small.” Emmie shrugs. “But it’ll work.”

      Lottie nods. “And it looks like they fixed the banner. It no longer says may the best baker sin.”

      “Yeah.” I squint over at it. “Now it reads may the best baker swim.”

      Emmie wrinkles her nose. “It could have been worse. That’s better than bite the big one. You don’t think we’ll have any trouble today, do you?”

      “God, I hope not.” I lean in. “But I asked Jasper to swing by just in case.”

      Lottie gives a quick look around. “And I asked Everett to bring Evie by in a bit. Noah said he’s coming, too.”

      “Good.” Emmie shudders. “Because all of these killings have got me jumping out of my skin.” She stops short as she eyes someone near the door. “I can’t believe he’s talking to her again.” Emmie’s eyes narrow in on someone and I follow her gaze. It’s Leo talking to Mayor Woods. “I thought we were on-again.”

      “Mackenzie thinks you’re off-again,” I say. “And as evidenced by the fact she’s touching her hair and batting her lashes up at him, it’s clear she thinks she and Leo are on-again, too.”

      Emmie snaps up a handful of cookies from Lottie’s platter.

      “I’m headed to the game room to pout.” She takes off as Leo and Mackenzie stride this way.

      Mack sneers in the direction Emmie took off in. Run, Emmie, Run. Eat your cookies and heart out. This tall, dark, and handsome gun-wielding man is all mine.

      I lift a brow in Leo’s direction. I know darn well he heard the Mayor’s commentary, too.

      “Leo, Mayor Woods.” I can’t help but frown at the two of them.

      “Everything looks great.” Mackenzie takes a moment to glower at me. “Don’t ruin things by whipping up another dead body. You and your new friend here aren’t exactly a couple of horseshoes.” She gives a tug at the lapel of her powder pink blazer. “I’d better make the formal announcements and get this baking buffoonery underway.” She takes off, and I turn to Leo without bothering to hide my disdain.

      “What gives? A few months of toying with my best friend and you’re back with the beast? I guess the saying is true. A dog really does return to his vomit.”

      Leo closes his eyes a moment. “Not true. Mackenzie is making her intentions known. She’s angling. I’m not biting.” He cranes his neck past me. “I’ll find Emmie in a second and see if I can make things right.” He glances to Lottie. “So, how are you liking Cider Cove?”

      “I love it,” she says. “But, unfortunately, all good things must come to an end. We’re leaving tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. It’s rare to come across another of our kind.”

      I make a face. “Our kind? You make us sound like aliens.”

      His cheek flickers. “We’re probably as close as it gets.”

      Lottie laughs. “The two of you should come to the transmundane conventions. I’ve been and they’re great. Next time one comes up, I’ll let you know.”

      “That would be great,” I say. “I’m still learning all about this transmundane thing. It’s still a bit much to wrap my head around.”

      “Ooh!” Lottie squeals. “Speaking of which, two rather friendly ghosts just popped into the room.” She squints past me. “And they’re headed straight for the delicious treats.”

      Leo gives a slight bow. “And I’m headed straight for a delicious treat named Emmie Crosby.”

      I scowl over at him. “Call my bestie a delicious treat one more time and I’ll deliver a delicious treat to your eye by way of my fist.”

      “Don’t make me arrest you, Bizzy.” Leo holds up his hands as he steps away.  “Stay safe, girls.” He takes off just as Everett and Evie make their way over.

      “Mom!” Evie looks shocked as she latches onto Lottie. “Carlotta says the odds of you finding another body today have tripled. Is that true?”

      Everett lets out a breath. “She might have mentioned the senior center was located next door to heaven. And they’ve already loaded one of the residents onto a gurney out front.”

      Evie shakes her head. “That doesn’t count. The guy was sitting up and breathing into an oxygen mask. I want to see a full-blown corpse. I missed the last two because I was on the beach having fun with boys.” She says boys like the four-letter word it can sometimes be.

      Carlotta pops up. “Stick around, kid. It won’t be long now. Hop onto the Mama Drama Express and you’ll have a whole trail of bodies leading back to haunted Honey Hollow in no time.” She pats Lottie on the back. “We need your expertise at the table.”

      “No can do.” Lottie holds up her hands. “I’m a judge. It’s against the rules for me to aid a contestant, especially when that contestant abandoned me at a firehouse nearly twenty some odd years ago. Kidding.” She bumps her hip to Carlotta’s. “That firehouse side trip worked out in spades for the both of us.”

      “Amen to that, Lottie Dottie.” Carlotta gives one of Lottie’s curls a tug. “Anyway, we don’t need your expertise on the dish we’re baking. Georgie and I can’t decide between red wine or white.”

      Lottie cocks her head to the side. “Is that in the recipe?”

      “Nope. But it’s in the footnotes of Georgie’s great-grandma’s recipe for maple monkey bread under holiday survival guide. It says pair baking with red or white wine.”

      Everett gives a slight nod her way. “Sounds like a winning recipe. Can’t wait to sample it.”

      Evie links arms with Carlotta. “I’ll sample the wine and let you know what I think.”

      They speed off and Everett speeds off in their wake.

      I hike up on my tiptoes and spot Georgie knocking back wine straight from the bottle, and next to her my mother is doing the very same thing.

      “Something tells me it’s going to be a very long day, Lottie.”

      We head for the exit and bump into a man with his arms filled to the brim with boxes of Harrison baking molds.

      “Julian,” Lottie says as she peers over at one of the boxes. “Oh, the spring floral wreath is my favorite!” She bounces on her feet. “What are you doing with all these molds?”

      “I thought since the last bake-off went off the rails, and each of the seniors seemed so determined to win, I’d off-load a little extra inventory and give each contestant a mold as a prize.”

      “What a great idea.” His generosity shocks me. And then it hits me. “Was this a surplus from the factory?”

      He narrows his eyes to the ceiling. “You could say that.” Nobody needs to know it came from my garage. Now that it doesn’t make sense to steal from myself, I might as well look like a hero for giving away the inventory. “If you’ll excuse me, ladies.” He takes off.

      Lottie glances my way. “Those were from his private reserve, weren’t they?”

      “You guessed it.”

      Before we hit the door, we come upon a familiar friendly face, Hailey Ross, with her hair neatly curled, her lips a glossy shade of tangerine.

      “Hello, girls!” she calls out, hugging a pink box from a bakery with a Hot Cross Buns sticker across the front. “I just ran into one of the judges out front and she asked me to bring these in. “She opens the lid, revealing the most decadent miniature éclairs I ever did see. The thick chocolate coating has a satin finish, and I can see the vanilla cream filling bursting out the sides. “They’re bite-sized and meant to be devoured. Go ahead. I won’t say a word.”

      Lottie and I don’t need to be told twice. We dive straight in and each devours one just as she suggested.

      Lottie moans while closing her eyes. “So very good! I’ll have to compliment the baker.”

      Hailey shrugs. “She was right behind me. I think she spotted Anna and they’re having a chat.” She gives a little wink as she takes off.

      Lottie dips her elbow into my ribs. “You hear that? I bet that’s the culprit who’s been playing telephone. Let’s get out there and bust ’em.”

      We make our way out the side door and into the parking lot, but all we see is Melina struggling with a few pink boxes.

      “Hey there!” she chirps. “I hope you don’t mind. I saw you brought cookies to the last bake-off, Lottie, and I thought it would be a great way to advertise my bakery.”

      “Not at all.” Lottie straightens her boxes for her before they topple to the ground. “Want me to help you carry these in?”

      “Oh no, I’ve got them. I think they should see me carrying them. At least that way they might attribute them to me. It’s a shot in the dark, but I’d love to see a spike in sales. Especially after I had that misfortune of losing one of my bakery shelves. Can you believe it?” She turns to Lottie. “It just up and exploded all on its own. Luckily, insurance is covering it.”

      She starts to take off, and I step in front of her.

      “Did you hear?” I force a smile. “They’re ready to make an arrest in Trevor’s and Celine’s murder.”

      “What?” She stumbles backward, nearly toppling the boxes once again. “Well, who did it?” This is unexpected. She shoots a quick glance back to the parking lot.

      “We don’t know,” Lottie offers. “But it seems an arrest is imminent.”

      “Wow.” She gives a little laugh. “I’m floored they were able to figure it out so quickly. I’d better set these boxes down and tell Anna.” She says that last part mostly to herself as she speeds past us.

      Lottie practically jumps in my face. “Well? What was she thinking? Did she confess?”

      “No, actually, the only thing she said was that this was unexpected.”

      “It is, considering it isn’t true.” She gives a cheeky wink. “Nice work, sister.” The smile melts right off her face. “Ooh, here comes Anna. Let’s see if it works on her.”

      “Well, if it isn’t the wrestling world’s rising stars.” She belts out a laugh. She’s got on a pair of oversized sunglasses and a white pantsuit that gives her a youthful appeal. And if I’m not mistaken, she looks carefree and ready to have a good time.

      “You look amazing, Anna,” I tell her and I mean it, too.

      Yeah. Lottie manufactures a smile her way. The death of her husband really puts a spring in her step.

      I nod. “We just got word they’re about to make an arrest in the deaths of Trevor and Celine.”

      Anna’s pink lips contort. “You don’t say! Poor killer won’t get away with murder after all.” She belts out a laugh. “Speaking of crimes, I think I forgot to lock my car. It gives me the willies to think someone was gunning for Trevor and his wife. Sometimes, in the night, I’ll think what if they got the wrong wife and come after me?” She plucks out a set of keys from her purse and a dark gray Jeep sitting across from us chirps to life. “There,” she says, dropping the keys back into her bag just as her purse begins to tumble to the ground.

      “Oh, here.” Lottie catches the bag before it falls, and a pale blue notepad peers out of it.

      “What is this?” Lottie says, plucking it out and wagging it in the older woman’s face.

      Anna inches back and snatches it away from Lottie.

      “This?” She makes a face at the pale blue block. “It’s from the Whiskey Hop.”

      “The Whiskey Hop?” I flatline. “You mean the bar you work at?”

      “Yup.” She holds the notepad my way. “It even has the initials of the bar at the top.” She points to the W and the H stamped faintly on it. “Anyway, it’s from the office. If you girls want it, you can go ahead and have it.” She lands it in Lottie’s hand. “A little commemoration of your trip.”

      “Yes,” Lottie says it with ease. “That would be great.” Bizzy? Is she in the least admitting her guilt internally? She doesn’t look one bit nervous.

      I shake my head. “Anna, don’t you think it’s strange that you have this very notepad in your possession—and you’re good at writing riddles?”

      She inches back and takes off her sunglasses while squinting at the two of us.

      “I’m good at what?” I bet these girls had one too many of those champagne brunch drinks they try to pass off as nutritious because the booze is masked with orange juice.

      “Puzzles? Riddles?” I nod. “You know, the kind you used to write for the paper when you lived in Bangor?”

      She looks morbidly confused, and there’s nothing going on in her mind at the moment.

      Anna leans in a notch. “Where did you get that?”

      “Hailey told us.” I don’t mind at all sharing where we got it.

      She huffs as she cinches her purse over her shoulder.

      “Listen, girls. Hailey is starting to lose her mind if she told you that. I worked the recipe section at the Eastern Sun, but that was over thirty years ago. I was the resident baker. I’m the reason Trevor got into the baking business to begin with.” She glowers over at the senior center. “This was my world, not his. In fact, I’d better get in there before I miss the show. Excuse me.” She strides past us like a woman on a mission.

      “Lottie, that was strange.”

      “I agree. And look at her car. Didn’t you say there was a green triangular sticker on the back? I don’t see one.”

      We take a few steps deeper into the lot, and sure enough the bumper of the Jeep is pristine. I’m about to turn back to the senior center when another car with a green triangular sticker catches my eye.

      “Look at that,” I say as I speed on over. “Oh my God,” I say it under my breath. “Cars for You? That’s where I recognized the sticker from. It’s a rental company I refer people to on occasion.”

      “Bizzy, whoever left those notes rented a Jeep that looks just like Anna’s to do it.”

      “And they took the notepad from the bar to pin it on her. Anna is our Maltese Falcon. She’s the decoy.”

      Lottie nods. “I bet Anna gave the killer the notepad just as easily as she gave it to me just now.”

      “The dog in the night didn’t bark because she knew her.” I pull out my phone and my fingers fly across the screen.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, leaning in until her chin is on my shoulder.

      “I’m looking to see if there’s any record of who worked the quiz section at that paper thirty years ago.”

      And sure enough, a name we almost recognize pops up on the screen.

      I look to Lottie and nod.

      It looks as if we might just have our killer.
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      Lottie and I head back into the senior center in a mild panic. The place is swarming with bodies, but there’s only one body in particular we’re interested in, and at the moment, we’re seeing everyone else in the room instead.

      “Bizzy Baker!” Georgie plucks me out of the crowd and lands me at the workstation where she, Carlotta, and my mother are dusting the surface with ingredients.

      “We’ve had an accident.” Mom coughs as she does her best to fan away the flour floating in the air. My mother looks sleek in a pink button-down blouse with the collar popped up around her ears. “I spilled an entire bag of flour. What do we do now?”

      Lottie steps in. “You can still use it. Don’t worry about cleanup until the event is over. And remember to have fun.”

      Mom gives a solid blink. “Have you met these two?” She hitches her thumb toward Georgie and Carlotta. “It’s like trying to have fun in an active minefield. This is a certified war zone.”

      Georgie snickers. “That’s right, Toots.” She slings an arm around my mother’s shoulders. “We’re here to keep you on your toes.”

      Carlotta chuckles at my mother. “Which war are we talking about, Toots?” She gives a wistful shake of the head. “They don’t make wars like they used to.”

      Georgie nods. “I remember when smoking two packs a day was good for you.”

      Carlotta slaps her hands together. “I remember when a nickel was made out of nickel.”

      Georgie shakes her head. “Remember when all we wanted to do was get older and grow up?”

      Carlotta scoffs. “What the hell were we thinking?”

      Lottie glances my way. I say we back away slowly.

      I nod, and soon Lottie and I are mixing with the crowd once again.

      Lottie pulls me in hard by the arm. “There she is.” She points over to the dessert table in the corner. “Let’s do this.”

      We stride on over, and I can’t help but hold my breath as I examine her.

      She does look vaguely like an older woman in that picture.

      “Hello, girls.” Hailey brandishes a knowing grin. Here we go again with Silly One and Silly Two. “These treats are just amazing.” She nods to Lottie. “I understand you’re the one who baked these cookies?”

      Lottie blows out a steady breath. “I did. And I understand the killer used one of my cookies to lace it with royal jelly.”

      Hailey’s eyebrows shoot up. “Really? What a clever killer indeed.” She sheds another smile and her bottom lip veers to the left, just like in that picture sitting on Trevor’s desk.

      The dessert table behind her jumps as if it were possessed and Lottie takes up my hand, which assures me I’m not that far off the supernatural mark.

      “They’re here,” she whispers.

      A mild look of worry darts across Hailey’s face. “Who’s here?” My God, is she talking about the sheriff’s department?

      “Get on with it!” Delora’s voice comes in clear. “Wait a minute. If you catch the killer, Stella and I will be whisked off to paradise.”

      A wild snort erupts. “We need to get eating, sister. Lottie and Emmie don’t deliver to the other side.”

      Lottie’s mouth falls open as her eyes track to the table in front of us, and sure enough the cookies begin to disappear in a hurry.

      “I’ve got to go.” Hailey tries to step away, but Lottie and I block her path.

      “Where are you off to so quickly?” I ask.

      The older woman studies me with a look of disdain. “Melina needs my help getting more of those treats out of her car. Would you both like another?” She eyes something under the table, and I follow her gaze to see a pink box tucked to the side.

      “No,” Lottie says. “I want to know the real reason you came by the senior bake-off that day. You live nearby. The Lobster Festival wasn’t until that weekend.”

      Her mouth falls open. “I—was confused. It wasn’t far from my home, you’re right. And I didn’t want to miss the Lobster Festival.”

      “That’s not true, is it?” I shake my head at the older woman who has suddenly taken on a feeble quality. “You told Anna about the bake-off because you needed her there, didn’t you?”

      Hailey gags as she glances for the exit.

      I pull out my phone and show her that sepia picture from our break-in the other day.

      “This is you, isn’t it?”

      An audible gasp comes her. “Where did you find that?”

      “In your husband’s office,” I say. “It was on his desk, tucked behind a picture of his current wife. But then, I guess you were all his current wives. Isn’t that true?”

      A croaking sound comes from her as she looks from Lottie to me.

      “So you’re not as bumbling as I thought you were.” She frowns at the thought. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

      Lottie shakes her head. “You knew Trevor was allergic to bees. I bet if we do a little digging, we’ll find some royal jelly in your purse, or your car, your home. Perhaps a receipt for some on one of your credit cards?”

      She gasps again, this time holding tight to her purse, proving Lottie’s theory more or less correct.

      I lean her way. “Hailey, your real name is Hailey Harrison. You didn’t meet Anna because you were neighbors in Bangor. You met her while you were both working for the Eastern Sun.”

      Lottie steps in. “Anna was the resident baker. You were in charge of the puzzles. And that’s why those riddles you left were so very well-crafted. You’ve had years of practice.”

      She gives a blink of a smile. “They were good. They were better than you both.”

      “No.” I shake my head as a laugh trembles in my throat. “We were able to untangle your web of deceit. The answer to the first riddle was ex-wives, but you were never really an ex, were you?”

      Lottie nods. “The answer to the second—the thing some people nurture? It’s a grudge. And that’s what you had against Trevor.”

      I hold up a finger. “The third riddle stumped us the longest.”

      Hailey averts her eyes. “A literary conundrum between the likes of you two, who would’ve thought?”

      Lottie huffs, “We figured it out. The Maltese Falcon was a decoy—much like Anna. The reference to ‘The Adventures of Silver Blaze’? Trevor knew who you were. I’m betting Anna did, too. Nothing to bark about. And that brings us to Murder on the Orient Express. You wanted us to believe there was more than one person involved. I don’t believe that’s true. You see, I think that was just another diversion. But I’ll let the sheriff’s department tease that one out. But it was you Melina called that afternoon we visited to confirm that Lottie and I visited—just the way you warned her we would. You were warning quite a few people, weren’t you?”

      An eerie grin stretches over her face. “Just the obvious suspects.”

      My stomach does an odd revolution, but I choose to ignore it.

      I lean in. “We won’t even quantify the fourth riddle. Lottie and I aren’t as bumbling as you might think. But the fifth riddle regarding Henry the VIII? That’s where all of your rage shined. You were angry with Trevor, and you’ve been angry with him for quite some time. Amassing wives like he was collecting Halloween candy must have made your blood boil every time you thought of him. And that old adage you mentioned to us—twice? It was a significant clue, wasn’t it?”

      Lottie nods. “You lose him how you got him. And you lost him to Anna. And you waited, you plotted, you befriended her years later, and then you expertly pinned her with the crime. You took the notepads from the Whiskey Hop where Anna works, and you rented a Jeep that looks just like hers to deliver those twisted notes.”

      Her chin lifts a notch as if we had struck her.

      “So I did.” There’s a faraway look in her eyes as she shakes her head. “You don’t know what it was like. I never had many friends, and Anna and I—we got along. I invited her to my home.” A pained cry comes from her as her cheeks redden with rage. “She was my only friend. Imagine how you would feel to find your best friend together with your husband? I saw them kissing in my own bedroom! I threatened to kill them both then and there, and I should have done it. But Trevor moved out, he and Anna started a life of their own, and the next thing I knew they were telling everyone they were married.” She waves it off. “They got hitched in Mexico on what they dubbed a honeymoon cruise. I was shocked, hurt. But I cradled my anger. It was the only thing I had left. I was determined to make them pay. Years went by, and Anna and Trevor didn’t last. I could have told him that. She was a little tart who didn’t deserve my husband. And then recently, I fell on hard times. I lost one job after another until the only employment I could find was working at that stupid Pirate’s Cove where people scream all night long. Word of layoffs began to circulate and I got scared. I had chewed through my savings. I’m already living month to month. A few weeks back I went to see Trevor. Half that company of his is rightfully mine. It has to be.” She shakes her head as if she were baffled. “He never divorced me. He was too cheap to do it.”

      Lottie lets out a sorrowful sigh. “And when he wouldn’t give you a dime, you came up with another way to make him pay.”

      “Exactly.” I close my eyes a moment and my stomach erupts with fire, but I choose to ignore my pending hunger pains—or just plain old pains. “And that’s why you needed Celine out of the picture, too.”

      Hailey’s eyes flash with fire. “I was willing to take anyone out of my way, and I still am.” Her lips flicker with a smile. “You see, those éclairs the two of you indulged in? They were made especially for you—not by Melina, by me.” A weak laugh bumps from her. “Of course, they’ll trace the ingredients back to Anna. I’ve arranged for that, too. It’s best she takes the fall. I’m afraid the body count will go up soon enough.” She offers a playful shrug. “If you’ll excuse me, girls, I’d better get going.”

      Lottie looks my way, clutching at her stomach. “Oh my God.”

      Hailey bolts for the exit, and Lottie and I don’t hesitate to bolt right after her.

      She makes a move for her car, and Lottie grabs ahold of Hailey by the back of her cardigan.

      Hailey struggles with her purse while hunting for her keys, but her purse jumps into the sky a good six feet, leaving all of her belongings to rain down on the ground.

      “The keys!” I shout.

      Lottie dives down and slaps her hand over them. “Good work, Delora!”

      A laugh puffs from Hailey. “That’s okay. I’ve got something better.”

      We look over to find a gun shaking in her hands, the barrel firmly pointed in our direction.

      “Now give me the keys, Lottie.” Hailey’s voice shakes. “Before those handsome men you’re stringing along come to miss you forever.”

      Lottie glances my way and I nod.

      “Fine.” Lottie rises slowly, holding out the keys by the tips of her fingers. She leans in to hand them to Hailey, and in one swift move she flicks the gun right out of her hands.

      Hailey turns to make a run for it just as a wild stabbing pain shoots through my stomach and I fall to the ground.

      “Grab her!” I shout as Lottie lands right next to me, clutching her own stomach.

      Hailey snatches up her keys as a dark laugh strums from her.

      “Look at the two of you.” She gives Lottie a swift kick in the thigh. “Soon you’ll be twitching, vomiting, and stewing in your own juices. It’s what the two of you deserve for trying to foil a perfect plan that was years in the making. I had put my time in. I was ready to sit back and watch everything unfold. But truth be told, I had my fun with the two of you as well. Who knew I’d come upon not one, but two bumbling sleuths? Have fun on the other side, girls. What’s that saying? Oh, yes—until we meet again,” she trills as she bends over to pick up the gun and the weapon goes flying.

      Lottie reaches for my hand and grips it with the strength of an ox. Bizzy, I can’t. I’m in too much pain to stop her.

      “I’ve got this, girls.” Delora’s voice comes in clear.

      A wild snort evicts from Stella and Hailey flies backward, landing between Lottie and me.

      Lottie lands a hand over the woman’s chest and tries her hardest to hold her down while Hailey quickly wraps her hands around Lottie’s neck.

      “Stop!” I summon the strength to pull her off, and the woman elbows me hard in the stomach, causing a burst of hellfire to rip through me.

      Hailey wraps her hands around my throat now just as the sound of trampling hooves barrels this way.

      Lottie stretches over and grabs my hand and we inadvertently cage Hailey in with our arms.

      A spray of stars emits from my right, and I look up to find a woman with short gray hair, dressed in what looks to be a tweed blazer and slacks with her foot over Hailey’s back.

      “Dear Lottie,” the woman says and I gasp because I recognize that voice. “I do believe Bizzy can see me.”

      A snort comes from my left. I turn to find an animal the size of a suitcase standing there and I scream.

      “Yup!” Lottie says. “I believe she can see you both.”

      Hailey bucks as she struggles to stand.

      Stella snorts. “Make room for me, Delora, because here I come.” The wily piglet goes airborne and lands square over Hailey’s back, knocking the wind right out of her.

      And in a blaze of celestial glory, a sprinkling of pink and lavender miniature stars, both Delora and Stella float to the sky, their ghostly frames growing all the more invisible by the second.

      “Goodbye, girls!” Delora gives a wave of her fingers. “Until we meet again.”

      Stella snorts. “Bring cookies!”

      And just like that, they’re gone forever.

      “Freeze!” a deep voice roars from behind, and soon Jasper has Hailey bound in handcuffs.

      Both Everett and Noah descend upon the scene as well.

      Noah tries to pull Lottie up, and she lets out a horrid groan.

      Jasper hands Hailey off to Deputy Leo Granger before trying to pull me into his arms, but I cry out in pain, unable to move an inch.

      “I think we need to get an ambulance here quick,” I whisper. “Lottie and I have both been poisoned.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Laxatives.

      That’s what Hailey laced the éclairs with. An unprecedented amount. Apparently, the brand she used was tasteless and odorless, easily mixed with custard.

      Hailey was out to make this so-called attempt on our lives look like a homicide gone wrong. She was feeding Anna into our hands one clue at a time. But what Hailey didn’t realize is that we would soon figure out all of the clues pointed right back to her.

      They pumped both Lottie’s stomach and mine just to be on the safe side. Jasper had the éclairs tested within an hour of finding them, and the results came in as Lottie and I were convalescing in the emergency room.

      But that’s all over with now. Hailey has been arrested and formally charged. Anna isn’t quite off the hook. Jasper will be investigating if she had any involvement in the killings or if she knew about them. But as it stands, it doesn’t look as if she did.

      It’s the very next day, and the inn is bustling with tourists anxious to hit the cove as the temperatures continue to soar.

      Lottie and her crew won’t be leaving for another few hours, so I’ve asked them all to join us for a traditional Maine meal right out on the patio outside of the Country Cottage Café.

      Emmie graciously created a scrumptious feast that consists of lobster rolls on toasted garlic bread, corn chowder, baked beans, and clam chowder served in warm sourdough bread bowls.

      Of course, Lottie and I are taking it slow, but we’re not forfeiting our meals either.

      And for dessert we’re having a wild blueberry pie with berries Emmie picked herself. She may have mentioned that Leo helped with the endeavor, and I didn’t say a word.

      We also have a huge platter of Emmie’s maple pecan shortbread and Lottie’s maple white chocolate chunk cookies left over from yesterday. I’ll be boxing up the leftover cookies for their long car ride back to Vermont.

      Evie wags the cookie in her hand over at Everett and Lottie.  “I’m thinking it’s time for an in-ground tramp.”

      Carlotta gasps. “Hear that, Lot Lot? The kid’s plotting your demise.”

      Everett tips his head to the side. “Reword that, please.”

      Evie glances to the sky with the exasperation only a teenager can provide. “It’s time for an in-ground trampoline. It’s summer. My friends are going to want to come over—after we spend time on the boat, of course.”

      Jasper nods. “Everett, I didn’t know you had a boat.”

      “I don’t.” Everett looks to Evie. “But I’ve been asked quite a few times to get my hands on one.”

      “For the record, I asked nicely.” Evie sheds a saccharin smile.

      Carlotta gives a wistful shake of the head. “A boat sounds fun, Judge Baxter. And don’t you worry. I’ll be right there with her, letting the wind whip through my hair as we cruise Honey Lake.”

      “It does sound like fun,” I say.

      Macy leans in close to Everett. “I do look good in a bikini. But, of course, you already know that,” she says, posturing her bikini-clad self his way. She turns to Noah. “Speaking of which, when would be a good time to start texting your brother pictures of myself in a two-piece?”

      Lottie belts out a laugh. “Do one better and show up this summer.”

      “Yes,” Noah agrees. “We’d love to see you all.”

      “I guess we can swing it,” I say, shrugging to Jasper.

      He nods. “I’ve got some vacation time coming up in July.”

      Georgie whoops and Carlotta joins in on the endeavor.

      Sherlock barks and Fish mewls along with Pancake and Waffles.

      Lottie gives a playful shrug my way. “It looks as if we have everyone’s approval.”

      “Honey Hollow, here we come,” I say as I take up Jasper’s hand and he kisses the back of it.

      The first of many vacations with my future wife. A sly smile glides up one cheek.

      For some reason, this trip to Honey Hollow feels as if it’ll be the beginning of everything.

      Soon, lunch is over and Lottie and her friends are shuttling luggage into the back of their passenger van.

      Everett and Noah thank me and say their goodbyes. Jasper is out there with Grady, helping them out with their bags, and Evie is following Grady closer than his shadow. I bet he’ll miss the attention. Evie really is a sweetheart.

      Lottie and Carlotta head to the reception desk, each with a ball of creamy white fluff in their arms.

      “Is it really that time?” I moan, walking around the counter and offering Lottie a heartfelt hug.

      Georgie holds out her arms. “Come to Mama,” she shouts as Carlotta gives her what looks like more of a hostile tackle than it does an innocent embrace. “You be a good girl now.”

      Waffles lets out a wild yowl.

      Can’t breathe!

      Carlota pulls back. “I don’t need to be a mind reader to know what he’s thinking.” She gives the cute cat a quick smooch to the nose.

      Sherlock barks. All right. I’ll admit it, I’m going to miss the fuzzballs.

      Lottie gives Sherlock a scratch on the head. “Hey, tall, bark, and handsome. I’m going to miss you something fierce. Be sure to visit.”

      Fish meows. I’m coming, too! I can’t wait to see my strong, husky, gorgeous blond boyfriends once again. I don’t know how I’ll survive another whole month until I see them.

      Sherlock moans. I don’t know how I’ll survive another whole month of listening to how you won’t survive.

      A smile expands over my face. “July can’t get here soon enough.”

      We share a warm laugh as Lottie leans in. “Call me, text me, email, stalk me anytime you want. Like it or not, you’ve made a friend for life.”

      “Ditto. Ooh”—a thought comes to me—“what do you think happened to allow me to see those dearly departed spirits before they disappeared?”

      Lottie shakes her head. “The only thing I can think of is that we were holding hands and touching the killer at the same time.”

      Carlotta slaps her hand. “I bet that’s a new power, Lot. All you gotta do is hold someone’s hand and touch a killer. If that someone sees a ghost, you know you’ve nabbed your man or woman.”

      Lottie shakes her head. “I don’t think so. I think it’s because Bizzy is transmundane. If anything, I think Bizzy’s powers are growing.”

      Georgie shudders. “Growing? As in she’ll start seeing ghosts? Don’t sign up for that one, Biz. Keep it to the mental snooping, would you? That’s about as much as I can handle.”

      “Me too,” I say as we walk Lottie and Carlotta out to the van.

      They load up and drive down the road, honking as we wave and shout our goodbyes.

      Macy groans, “I can’t believe they’re really gone. And I have to wait an entire month to meet my future husband.”

      “Macy”—I bump my hip to hers—“according to Lottie, Alex is a womanizer.”

      “So? I’m a manizer. It’s an equal playing field. Trust me, we’re a match made in Honey Hollow heaven.”

      I moan at the thought. “Sounds more like a match made in a place called syphilis. I’d say steer clear.”

      She makes a face at Jasper and me. “Spoken like an engaged woman, Bizzy.”

      “Watch out, Biz.” Georgie gives a hearty wink. “We’re already plotting your bachelorette party in August.”

      “Ohh”—Macy looks my way—“but first, Killer Books is about to have their first birthday on Main Street, and they’re throwing a murder mystery party to celebrate.”

      “Killer Books?” Jasper hikes a brow as he directs the question my way.

      “It’s a bookstore that changed hands a year ago,” I tell him. “And it just so happens to be right next door to Lather and Light.”

      Macy nods. “And you better believe I’m going to have a sidewalk sale that evening, right up until the fun begins. There’s no way I’m missing a killer party.”

      Georgie whoops. “You know I’m going. You can’t keep a good murder down. I hope I get to slaughter someone.”

      Jasper’s chest expands as he pulls me into his arms. “I think I’d better be there, just in case.”

      “Me too,” I say. “I’ll see if they need any refreshments or treats and pass the word along to the café.”

      Sherlock and Fish run down the cobbled road as they give chase to one another. Georgie and Macy head back to the inn while Jasper lands a tender kiss to my lips.

      He gives a slight moan. “Is it wrong that I’m glad to have you all to myself once again?”

      “Is it wrong that I can’t wait to steal you away out of town in a month? I think we’re addicted to one another. But it’s a healthy obsession we’re nurturing.” I give the scruff on his cheek a quick scratch. “Mostly.”

      “How about we duck into my place? I’ve got another healthy obsession I’d like to nurture with you.”

      I waste no time speeding him in that direction.

      Jasper gives my hand a squeeze. “Can you believe the bookshop wants to host a murder mystery party after all this town has been through?”

      “A murder mystery,” I repeat as we head into his place and shut the door behind us. “I don’t see a single thing that can go wrong.”

      

      *Thank you for reading! Need more Cider Cove? Pick up A Killer Tail (Country Cottage Mysteries 7), and read it next!
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Country Cottage Café

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pecan Maple Shortbread Cookies

      

      

      

      Hello! It’s me, Bizzy Baker! I hope all is well with you. Emmie baked up a delectable delight for our guests at the senior bake-off competition and she’s giving you the recipe. If you’re in the mood for shortbread perfection, you won’t want to miss this one!

      

      Ingredients

      

      1 cup unsalted butter (brought to room temperature)

      ½ cup sugar

      1 ¾ cup flour

      ¼ cup pecans, chopped (minced if you prefer) and lightly toasted

      1 teaspoon vanilla extract

      Pinch of salt

      ½ teaspoon almond extract

      1 tablespoon maple syrup

      

      Instructions

      

      In a large mixing bowl, or an electric mixer (Emmie swears by the mixer!) place butter, sugar, vanilla, almond extract, and maple syrup. Slowly add flour, pecans, and salt. Mix until dough pulls away from sides of bowl.

      

      Wrap dough tightly in plastic and refrigerate for up to an hour before rolling it out to ½ inch thickness and cut into triangles (about 3 inches at the base). Prick surface of cookie with fork tines.

      

      Bake for 20 minutes at 325°

      Enjoy!

    

  










            Lottie Lemon’s

          

          

      

    

    






Maple White Chocolate Chunk Cookies

        

      

    

    
      It’s me, Bizzy, again! Lottie Lemon was kind enough to leave the recipe to her out of this world soft, and chunky cookies. These are insane and were a huge hit among everyone in Cider Cove. I hope you enjoy them as much as we did. Everett and Noah couldn’t seem to get enough of them—and they couldn’t seem to get enough of Lottie either. Lottie is a lucky girl and an amazing baker. I can’t wait until we head to Honey Hollow in just a few weeks to visit! Enjoy the cookies!

      

      Ingredients

      

      ½ cup shortening

      1 cup light brown sugar

      ½ cup maple syrup

      1 egg

      1 teaspoon vanilla extract

      ½ teaspoon almond extract

      1 ½ cup flour

      2 teaspoons baking powder

      ½ teaspoon salt

      1 cup white chocolate chips

      

      Instructions

      

      Preheat oven to 375°

      

      In a large mixing bowl cream shortening, brown sugar, maple syrup, egg, vanilla extract, and almond extract. Add flour, baking powder, and salt, mix well. Stir in white chocolate chips.

      

      Place walnut-sized balls onto a greased cookie sheet.

      Bake for 10-15 minutes

      

      Enjoy! These go fast!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview: Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies
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        A baker who sees the dead. One too many suitors.

        And a killer. Living in Honey Hollow can be murder.

      

      

      

      A Love your books with humor, sass and murder? You’ll devour the Murder in the Mix Series! HILARIOUS cozy mystery from New York Times bestselling author Addison Moore.

      

      My name is Lottie Lemon and I see dead people. Okay, so I rarely see dead people, mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, aka dead pets.

      

      And for some reason those sweet, fluffy albeit paranormal cuties always seem to act as a not-so-great harbinger of deadly things to come for their previous owner. So when I saw that sweet orange tabby twirling around my landlord’s ankles, I figured Merilee was in for trouble. Personally, I was hoping for a skinned knee—what I got was a top spot in an open homicide investigation. Throw in a hot judge and an ornery detective that oozes testosterone and that pretty much sums up my life right about now. Have I mentioned how cute that detective is?

      

      Lottie Lemon has a bakery to tend to, a budding romance with perhaps one too many suitors and she has the supernatural ability to see dead pets—which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in the occasional ghost of the human variety, a string of murders and her insatiable thirst for justice and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.

      

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.

      *Click to keep reading—> Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) Enjoy!
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      I see dead people.

      Okay, so I don’t see dead people—at least not on the regular—I see dead pets. Yes, pets. At first, I had no idea what these hologram-like beasts were up to until after an unfortunate run of something akin to trial and error that I concluded each dead pet was some sort of a harbinger for its previous owner, a very, very bad omen if you will. Sometimes I see them floating around willy-nilly in a crowd and it’s hard to decipher exactly who the bad luck is coming for. But on occasion, I see them attached firmly to the side of whomever the incoming disaster is set to strike. I’m not sure why this is my lot in life. In fact, my lot in life hasn’t been so stellar in general. My birth mother thought it was a brilliant idea to leave me on the floor of a firehouse, and that’s where a brave and thankfully curious firefighter spotted me, swaddled up and squirming. It just so happens that I was adopted by that sweet man, Joseph Lemon, and his wife, Miranda, and gifted a book-loving big sister, Lainey, currently Honey Hollow’s lead librarian, as well as a feisty and shenanigan-prone younger sister, Meg, who is also known as Madge the Badge on the Las Vegas female wrestling circuit. And being that Las Vegas and all of its glittery wrestling venues are a good distance from Honey Hollow, Vermont, we don’t see her very often.

      But back to that strange gift of mine, or curse as it more often than not feels—I have zero clue where it came from or why, or even the major significance of it. A part of me has always believed that something alarmingly supernatural occurred around the time of my birth, and that’s exactly why my birth mama decided she so desperately needed to offload a seven-pound chunk of bad luck.

      The very first time I put the furry-dearly-departed and outright chaos together was when I was seven and I saw the flicker of a barely-there turtle swimming next to Otis Fisher’s ear. Later that day, Otis fell from a tree and broke his arm. At the time, I wasn’t too sorry about it either. That boy had a mad hankering for pulling on my pigtails. And as fate would have it, the boy who lived to tease me, one day admitted to having a mad crush on yours truly. And post that amorous admission we dated on and off for about three years. If I thought that boy was annoying in elementary school, he outdid himself in high school. In fact, Otis—or Bear as he’s affectionately known around these parts for having once chased off a black bear before it could invade and devour an entire herd of innocent tourists who were on a leaf peeping tour—is one of the reasons I left Honey Hollow to begin with. No sooner did my high school diploma cool off than I hightailed it to New York—Columbia University to be exact—where I’ve had the displeasure to ogle other people’s dead pets.

      I’m quick to push what I’ve affectionately dubbed the New York Disaster out of my mind as I take a step outside of my apartment. It’s a duplex, actually, and my landlords, the Simonson sisters, live upstairs. They’re the primary reason I’m headed out on this unforgivably crisp September morning wearing my Sunday best, even though it’s smack in the middle of the week, Wednesday. Usually, I’d be happily snug in my favorite jeans, sporting my comfiest sweatshirt with my hair in a ponytail, and on my way to the Honey Pot Diner where I’m currently employed as the chief baker, not that there’s anyone baking underneath me but, hey, I like the title. Instead, I’m stuffed in a pencil skirt, two sizes too small, and a blouse that looks as if I swiped it off a mannequin at Goodwill, partially because I did. Okay, so I don’t own many Sunday clothes per se, but only because the local church is all about casual attire. They’re far more concerned with keeping your soul free from the flames than they are about your accruements, but I digress. I’m not headed to work or any holy house in the great state of Vermont. I’m headed to court—small claims court to be exact—all the way over in Ashford County.

      Just as I’m about to head to my beat-up old hatchback, I spot both the aforementioned Simonson sisters at the foot of the driveway squabbling amongst themselves about who knows what—most likely me. It is me they’re hauling to court after all, and over something completely ridiculous.

      It just so happens that last summer at the county fair my blueberry buckle pie won the coveted blue ribbon in its division, and it seemed as if all of Ashford County were thrilled for me, at least all of the townsfolk here in Honey Hollow. But the Simonson sisters were decidedly not enthused in the least. Sometime between the taste test and the judging, someone edited my entry to read Simple Simonson Pie and crossed out the all-important part about the blueberry buckle. Regretfully, a riot of laughter ensued, mostly from the fine, and, might I add, intuitive folk here in Honey Hollow, but I swear on all that is holy that good time only lasted about three thrilling minutes before I made the correction. Although, to hear Mora Anne and Merilee tell it, the aftermath not only bruised their egos and reputation but managed to cause a retail apocalypse down at the shop they own and run. It turns out, The Busy Bee Craft Shop was short on patrons and dollar bills alike and had a difficult time paying its rent last month, so the only logical solution they could come up with was to sue me for every last red cent.

      Both sisters are dressed head to toe in long velvet coats with ruffled shirts peeking out from underneath like a couple of throwbacks from some long-forgotten steampunk era. It’s eerie the way they choose to dress alike each and every day despite the fact they’ve been on the planet for twenty-six long years—and twenty-seven respectively. I know this because I happen to be the exact same age as Merilee. We’ve all grown up together, but the way they treat me you’d think they were my bitter and scorned elders.

      Merilee snarls as if she were rabid. “Well, look who’s here? If it isn’t Honey Hollow’s favorite jester who will soon be performing live in court.” Those narrow slits she calls eyes light up like cauldrons. The sisters have always held a witchy appeal to me, what with their long, dark, stringy hair and bony, long fingers. The fact they look as if they suck on lemons day and night doesn’t exactly help their plight. “Are you ready to have your bank account turned inside out?”

      I scoff at the thought. If they think this is the day they hit a financial jackpot, they’d better think again. Working shifts at the Honey Pot Diner doesn’t afford me much of a bank account. The only thing in my savings at the moment is enough to cover my rent and Pancake’s Fancy Beast cat food. I’ve had Pancake now for over a year, and he officially qualifies as the greatest love of my life.

      I glance over to the living room window where he’s currently monitoring the situation while licking his paw. Pancake is a butter yellow Himalayan with a rusty-tipped tail and dart of a line running between his eyes. He is a precious little angel now that he’s no longer using my leather ottoman as a scratching post and chewing down all the cables and cords he could get his hungry little paws on. The entire apartment has been cat-proofed, and Pancake hasn’t forgiven me yet.

      An icy breeze picks up and the row of liquid ambers and maples that lines the street shed the first smattering of red and gold fall leaves. I steal a moment to take in the glory of nature on full display around the two wicked witches determined to make my life a living hell. Our little corner of Vermont has a habit of turning into a golden and ruby wonderland this time of year, so much so that the leaf peeping keeps the tourists coming in strong right up until winter.

      Speaking of tourist traps, the Honey Hollow Apple Festival is coming up later this month, and I’ve been asked to supply the pies for the occasion. After my shift was over at the Honey Pot last night, I baked two dozen personal-sized caramel apple pies—cutie pies as I like to call them—and I need to deliver them straight to the orchard this afternoon because the owners requested a sample for their employees. My guess is they want to be sure my baking skills are up to snuff before they live to regret the decision come the day of the festival. But I guarantee they’ll far from regret it. In fact, the only thing they might regret is not ordering enough to keep up with demand. It took me weeks to perfect the right combination of caramel and spices, and I even threw in a handful of crushed walnuts into each tiny pie to give it a little crunch. But it’s that buttery caramel that steals the limelight from those golden delicious apples. It’s so smooth and creamy, my best friend Keelie and I spent an hour last night licking the bowls clean ourselves.

      I can’t help but sigh over at the two beady-eyed siblings who relish my financial undoing. “I won’t be having my bank account turned in any direction this morning because there isn’t a judge on this planet who would side with—” I’m about to lay into the Simonson sisters with every colorful word in my lexicon when something akin to a flame flickers around Merilee’s ankle. For a brief and fleeting moment, I think it’s simply a stray leaf, but suddenly that flicker materializes into the clear outline of a long-lost, dearly departed orange tabby that I’m guessing once belonged to one of the shrews before me.

      “Ha!” Mora Anne scoffs as she takes a step in close. “She can’t finish the sentence because she knows she’s guilty. Just admit it and whip out your checkbook. Save us all the trouble of driving to Ashford. We’re meeting with Darlene Grand this afternoon to secure a booth for the festival. We don’t have a lot of time to dilly-dally with you over a handful of change. Hand it over right now and we can all get on with our day.”

      I take a moment to scowl at the surly sisters. Since when is three thousand eight hundred dollars a handful of change? And if it’s so darn piddly, why bother to sue me to begin with?

      The ghostly cat twirls around Merilee’s left foot before pausing to look up at me, and I would bet my life that feisty feline just smiled. The pets I see are never skeletal or gruesomely decomposing but clear as vellum versions of themselves in their plush and fluffy prime. On the rare occasion, I do see a once-upon-a-person, but neither the pets nor the people breathe a single word to me. I’m guessing the lack of vocal cords has something to do with it. And, believe you me, I am more than grateful.

      I’ve only confided my strange gift to one person, and she wasn’t family at that. Nell Sawyer is my best friend’s grandmother, and she might as well be mine. She’s been that kind to me. If my mother knew about my morbid third eye, she would tie me to a stake and light the flames just trying to usher the dark side out of me. And, well, considering the fact my mother has a way of spreading an errant word around town—you would think she were aspiring to be the biggest gossip Honey Hollow has ever seen—I’m not too sorry I’ve never broached the subject with her. But Nell seemed as understanding as she was intrigued, not one ounce of judgment spilled over from that woman. I’m not sure why I told Nell and not my sisters, or Keelie, Nell’s granddaughter and my BFF, but something about Nell’s sweet round face has the power to pull even the darkest secret from my soul.

      “What’s the matter?” Merilee chides with a bony hand set over an equally bony hip. “Cat got your tongue?”

      I glance down at the curious cute little kitty. “Yes, as a matter of fact, it does. I’m guessing luck is on my side today.” And not yours, I want to say. “I’ll see you ladies in court.” I bite down a smile as I give one last look to the tiny poltergeist licking its ghostly paws.

      Who knows? Maybe Merilee will trip on the courthouse stairs—and if she does, I hope to see it.

      Aw heck, maybe she’ll skin a knee.

      *Click to keep reading—> Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) Enjoy!
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      Love Janet Evanovich? You’ll have a blast with Meow for Murder.

      Pick it up NOW! —> An Awful Cat-titude
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      A highly inaccurate psychic. A grumpy writer. And a corpse. Welcome to Starry Falls. Running from the mob can be murder.

      

      Confession. I’m no psychic. But I can sort of see the future—albeit not accurately. And you better believe, I’ve never let that little detail stop me from prognosticating my way into a pickle. So when I ticked off the mob, the feds, and my wily ex, I decided to take my Uncle Vinny’s advice and start over with a new name and new hair color while relying on my old shtick—getting my psychic wires crossed and putting myself in danger.

      

      A laugh out loud cozy mystery by New York Times Bestseller Addison Moore and her partner in cozy crime, USA TODAY Bestseller Bellamy Bloom.

      Order NOW! —> An Awful Cat-titude

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Look for A Killer Tail (Country Cottage Mysteries 7) coming up next!

      

      Thank you for reading Felines and Fatalities (Country Cottage Mysteries 6) . If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at your point of purchase. Even a sentence or two makes a difference to an author. Thank you so very much in advance! Your effort is very much appreciated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Addison Moore

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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!

        Or click over to the WEBSITE

        AddisonMoore.com

      

        

      
        ✦Follow Addison on Amazon for the latest updates!

      

        

      
        ✦Follow Addison on Bookbub!

        ✦Like on Facebook

      

        

      
        *Want to chat about the books? Hop over to Addison’s Reader Corner on Facebook!
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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. The next book, A Killer Tail (Country Cottage Mysteries 7), involves a bookstore that specializes in mysteries and a murder mystery party. If you’re a fan of either, you will not want to miss out on this one. Thank you so much from the bottom of our hearts for taking this roller coaster ride with us. We cannot wait to take you back to Cider Cove!
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