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      "We're never gonna have enough pastries to get us through the weekend," I said to my cousin Raeann, eyeing the four measly boxes of my goodies left in Brew4U's freezer. “I just made ten boxes day before yesterday.”

      I pulled one from the stack and slid it onto the black faux-marble counter of the coffee shop to thaw.

      “Take a break,” she said when I stretched to work the kinks out of my aching back. “Sit for a minute. You’ve been going all day.”

      I plopped down on a plastic bin of her herbal coffee blends and sighed in relief. It had been a long day, and my dogs were barkin’. Wednesdays were usually slow as molasses, but today had been an exception. When I’d volunteered to fill in for Angel, Raeann’s assistant manager, little had I known we’d be swamped all day due to early arrivals for our Fourth of July celebration.

      I kicked a shoe off and stretched my foot. “If it’s like this today, how’s it going to be this weekend?”

      Rae reached around me for the case of hazelnut creamers. Unlike me, she was still fresh as a daisy. The woman never seemed to tire, and she always looked amazing. Well, almost always. "I’ve been thinkin’ about that, too. We've torn through everything this week. People are already settin’ up their booths for the festival and don't feel like makin’ breakfast before they leave the house."

      I sighed and tucked a frizzy curl that had escaped my ponytail behind my ear. "I know, and tourists are already pouring in, too. That’s why I made two extra cases of pastries and croissants. Just the extra would usually get us through two or three days, so I thought for sure I'd baked plenty to account for the fair."

      Raeann laughed and bumped me with her hip on her way past me. "Silly Noelle. There you go thinkin’ again. Besides, weren't you wantin’ to make some patriotic-lookin’ cupcakes anyway?"

      "Yeah," I replied, rubbing my face. "But I wasn’t gonna do that ‘til tomorrow night so they’d be fresh for the weekend. I'm not even sure we have enough here to get us through tomorrow, and it’s only Wednesday."

      She plucked a towel out of the small red bucket of sanitizer and wrung it out. "We’ll be fine until then. If we run out, they’ll live. You and Hunter’ve had dinner out with Shelby planned for a week and a half. You're not canceling just to bake turnovers and scones."

      Even though I knew she was right, I didn't like leaving money on the table, and I didn't want to get in the habit of running out of stock. Folks came to Brew primarily for the coffee, but my pastries were a close second. Still, I hadn’t seen my little sister in two months, and we’d missed her birthday.

      I shrugged as I pulled some of her Mocha Loca blend from under the counter and refilled the rubber-sealed glass jar. "I don't necessarily have to cancel. I can always stay up a little bit later. I’ll suck it up and get it done tonight.”

      “Well, you’re a night owl anyway,” she replied as she wiped the espresso machine down. “Bakin’ at midnight’s kinda your jam.”

      That much was true. I did my best thinking at night when everything was quiet. The serenity that came with the rhythmic mixing and kneading allowed my magic to seep into the doughs and mixes, giving them that little extra something that took my baking from amazing to extraordinary. It was a great way to clear my head, too, so losing a bit of shuteye was totally worth the clarity.

      Raeann tossed the rag back in the bucket, then leaned a hip against the counter. "So, this will be the third anniversary of when Hank Doolittle keeled over his coleslaw. And it’s when you met Hunter."

      Usually, the thought of having somebody drop dead right in front of you would be terrible, but that man had taken way too long to leave this earth. As the sheriff, he’d been a menace to society and a stone around the neck of every citizen of Keyhole Lake. Well, except for those who were as crooked as he was. He’d robbed everybody by doubling or tripling property taxes and had shaken down businesses to the point that they could barely stay afloat.

      Once he’d dropped dead with a little help from a woman he’d treated like dirt, we’d managed to take out the group of goons, thugs, and crooked politicians who’d helped him rob and bully everyone in the town for so long. Plus, I’d caught myself a whale of a good guy in the process.

      I smiled. "Now that was a good day. I doubt anything can top it."

      She raised a brow at me. "I talked to Martha Jane from the ladies’ auxiliary yesterday. She said the hotels are booked, and we have twice as many folks registering for the competitions as we usually do. If what she’s saying is right, this is gonna be our biggest Fourth of July yet. Honestly, I sometimes wonder if they don't keep pilin’ in from everywhere and beyond in the hopes that somethin’ that exciting will happen again."

      I laughed. “For our sake, let's hope they don’t get their wish. I just want a nice, calm festival."

      Hunter, who was the sheriff in addition to being my boyfriend, had been working with the city council for months. They'd organized a ton of fundraisers, and so had the ladies' auxiliary and every other civic organization in town so that we could have fireworks that would rival even Atlanta’s. Donations were critical for all of that. Our annual celebration went back to Keyhole Lake’s founding, and with the exception of the carnival, it had always been free.

      We were a small Southern town with a lot of folks who were rich in many things, but money wasn’t one of them. At its core, the festival’s a community event, and everybody should be able to participate no matter how poor they are.

      "Have you talked to Bobbie Sue?" Raeann asked. "Last time I talked to her, she said she was gonna be overloaded with stuff for the potluck. She's gonna need extra tables."

      Bobbie Sue and Earl, my godparents and the owners of Bobbie Sue’s BBQ, put out a big spread every year at their restaurant and didn’t charge a cent. She and Earl provided the meat, beans, and slaw, and everybody else filled in the blanks with everything from peach pie to creamed greens.

      “Holy cow!” I exclaimed. “She already has four tables, and they’re the long ones. Still, if she needs ‘em, I’ll tote the ones from my shop up. They’re stained with paint, but it’s nothin’ a tablecloth won’t cover.”

      Lavonne, the third girl working with us, smiled as she came around the counter from the dining room. "I was thinking about making one of those Jell-O rings with pineapple in it. Betsy down at the bingo place told me it's really good if you whip some Cool Whip into it." She wrinkled her nose. "She said you could add mayonnaise and ham instead, but that just sounds gross to me."

      "Yeah, that’s nasty, and I’ve lived here all my life," I said, sticking my tongue out in disgust. “Especially once it sits in the heat half the day.”

      Her full lips curved into a smile. “I think I’ll stick with the fruit. I’ve learned there are some things that we wouldn’t even have eaten in my time, and food was often scarce.”

      That made me laugh because she didn’t look like she was kidding, and that spoke volumes. Not only was Levana not from Keyhole, she wasn't even from this time.

      Raeann shuddered. "I realize mayonnaise is one of the staples of life, but I’m with you two. Especially when it's gonna be a hundred degrees outside. Maybe just stick with the sweet instead of veering to the savory."

      "When's Shelby to arrive?" Levana asked. "It's been so long since she's been in, and I worry about her. Sometimes I wish she would have never met that angel, but I suppose if she hadn't, I wouldn't be standing here."

      She was right, though that whole situation had been a hot mess. To make a long story short, Shelby had gotten stuck in the same snow globe that had been Levana’s prison for over two centuries. It had taken a true Christmas miracle complete with an honest-to-God angel to get them out, but my little sister had ended up with a small mark on her shoulder that had led her to a dangerous destiny.

      I glanced up at the clock on the wall and was surprised to see how late it was. "Any minute now, actually. She said she’d be here around three."

      As if we’d summoned her, my little sister strolled through the door. I grinned when I saw she wasn't alone. "Kira! Shelby didn't mention you were coming, but I sure am glad you did."

      The petite blonde angel—not the same one who had marked Shelby—smiled. "Yeah, she talked me into it, and since I’m in a holding pattern until another soul pops up for me to catch, I decided to take her up on it."

      Raeann drew her brows together. "How's that going for you?"

      Kira lifted a slender shoulder. "I'm getting closer, but it's becoming more difficult. In the beginning, the dumber lower-level ones were easy pickings, but the handful of higher-level ones that have managed to evade me are better at hiding. According to the ledger, there are only ten or twelve left that Mama let loose when she ran off, but it’s a struggle."

      I wasn't a hugger, but the wide array of emotions ranging from sadness to guilt to anger that crossed her face made me want to scoop her up. Kira's family were soul keepers – they guarded the gates to The Valley of Lost Souls, which is sort of what some people would call purgatory and hell depending on the level to which they were sentenced based on their misdeeds during life. Kira's mama had fallen in love with a con man's soul and had opened the gate to let him out.

      What had happened after that is kind of fuzzy, but somehow the gate had been left open and way more souls than just his had managed to escape before the gargoyles who guarded it managed to get it closed again.

      Technically, Kira’s mom had told her what she was going to do, but the young angel hadn’t thought she was serious. Still, the higher-ups had taken the sins of the mother out on the daughter. They'd stripped her of her social position and locked her out of her hometown, Celestial City. To get her life back, she had to catch every last one of the souls. Even then, it wasn’t a guarantee. I’d never met her mother, but just thinking about the woman’s carelessness made me seethe.

      "Well, I'm glad you came," Raeann said. "Help yourself to whatever you want, and I hope you have a great time."

      Kira climbed onto a stool at the counter, and I caught a glimpse of the diamond-forged dagger on her hip when her oversized pink tank top slid up. “Thanks. It’s great to take a break. I’ve been stressing, and this is a good distraction.”

      "Speaking of breaks, it's almost closing time," Shelby said. "Do y'all need me help?"

      Raeann motioned with her chin toward the overflowing trashcans. "I hate to put you to work, but if you'd take that out for us, we can get the rest of the stuff caught up. We're running low on everything out here, and if things go like they did yesterday, people are gonna make a mad rush soon because they know we’ll be closing."

      "Sure thing," Kira said, heading toward them. "I'm planning to eat my weight in pastries while I'm here, so I might as well earn my keep.”

      She lifted a finger and started to use magic to levitate the bags from the cans. Before she could, Shelby managed to push her hands down, motioning to the customers scattered around in small groups at the tables. "We're not in the Gate. Humans, remember?"

      Kira grinned sheepishly. "Oh yeah, sorry about that. I’m not in the human world often, so sometimes I forget."

      Shelby wrinkled her nose. “You can make them lighter, but we still have to look like we’re carrying them. It’s a pain in the butt, but we don’t have a choice if we don’t want a bunch of freaked-out folks and the Witches Council on our tails.”

      I shook my head and smiled as they plucked the bags from the two overflowing cans and headed out the back door with them. "It sure is good to have her home," I told Rae and Levana. "I know she's her own woman now and has important things to do, but in my eyes, she’ll always be a kid. I worry about her constantly."

      Raeann dried her hands on a dish towel and squeezed my arm. "Me too, especially considering what she does. I wish we could just zip back in time and—"

      Before she could finish the sentence, Shelby's voice sounded in my head, tinged with urgency. "Call Hunter. There's a woman’s body out here, and I'm pretty sure she didn't get dead by herself."

      I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath before hustling toward the back door as quickly as I could without drawing anybody's attention. Shelby must have transmitted to Levana and Raeann too, or maybe they just picked up the change in my vibe because they dropped what they were doing and followed me.

      "Where?" I asked the girls as soon as I was outside. I glanced up and down the alley but didn't see anything.

      "In the dumpster," Kira replied. "We checked to make sure, and she's definitely dead."

      I pulled in a deep breath before I looked in. I wasn't sure what I was going to find, so I wanted to be prepared for something brutal. Levana nudged me out of the way with her elbow. Though I'd seen my share of bodies and then some, my experience didn't hold a candle to hers. Life in her time had been much harder, so between lack of medical care and unbridled murder, she’d seen things.

      Though her mouth was pinched in chagrin, she squared her shoulders and lifted the plastic lid. I steeled myself and looked with her. Sure enough, a blonde woman in jean shorts and a yellow tank top lay sprawled on her back as if somebody had thought no more of her than of the garbage bags beneath her. She looked like she was in her mid-thirties or so, though it was hard to tell because of her ashen skin and blue-tinged lips. A beauty mark just above the right corner of her mouth stood out in stark contrast to her waxy complexion.

      "Here we go again," I muttered, pulling my phone out to call Hunter. It looked like yet another Fourth of July was going to be marked by murder, and this time, not in a good way.
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      "I can just go get him," Shelby said when Hunter didn’t answer either the text or my follow-up call. "Seeing as how this is, you know, kind of important, we don't have any time to waste."

      Before I could stop her, she snapped her fingers and disappeared. Ten seconds later, she reappeared with Hunter, who promptly rushed as far away from the crime scene as he could before tossing his cookies in the bushes.

      I scowled at my sister. "You know he hates doing that. It would've only taken ten minutes to get there and back if that. It's not like his office is twenty miles away."

      Kira huffed out a breath and shook her head. "I really don't understand why anybody would want to travel by car or by foot when they can be somewhere instantly."

      "Right?" Shelby agreed, her forehead knitted. "I love driving my bug, but you have to admit teleporting is a lot faster and easier. And cheaper when you're living on a budget."

      Hunter approached us, still a little bit green when he glowered at Shelby. "Because not all of us were raised doing it. I don't want to say it's unnatural, but it is for me. I’d say welcome home but I’m not feeling particularly lovey-dovey toward you right now."

      Levana waved a hand. "I agree it was a teensy bit rude but save it for later. There's a body in the dumpster."

      Hunter blinked a couple of times as if trying to catch up, then cleared his throat and moved toward the container. I suppressed a smile due to the situation when he cut his eyes at Shelby a couple of times on his way. Even though all the witches in his life could teleport, he'd never developed a taste for it. To be fair, I wasn't a fan either, but it did come in handy.

      Careful not to touch anything, all of us gathered around and took a closer look at the woman. Unlike some of the other bodies I’d seen, she looked peaceful, almost like she was sleeping. Other than her color, of course.

      "I don't see any marks on her," I said.

      Hunter walked around the dumpster so he could see as much of her as he could. "I don't either, but we won't know for sure until we get her out. I'll have to call Jim. His mom's entering her quilts in the competition, so he took the week off to help her get ready."

      Jim Sanders was our medical examiner, and he also worked for the FBI in Atlanta. Considering Keyhole Lake was a tiny town, being the ME didn't take up much of his time unless, of course, there was a murder. Mostly, people died of old age or boredom.

      Hunter pulled his cell phone from his pocket and made the call. It only rang once before Jim answered.

      While Hunter explained the situation, I took a closer look at the body. "What’s that sticking out of her pocket?"

      Shelby scooted closer to me to get a better look. "Paper of some sort, but shouldn’t we leave the body alone until Jim gets here?"

      “We don’t have to touch the body," Kira said.

      Before anybody could stop her, she said a couple of words, and the slip of paper disappeared from the woman's pocket and appeared in Kira’s hand. I started to protest, but the horse was already out of the barn. We might as well see what it said. “Only touch the corners,” I admonished. “We’ve already messed with the scene but let’s try to preserve as much evidence as we can.”

      Kira did as I said, and we gathered around her so we could read over her shoulder. It turned out to be a piece of old-fashioned stationery — the kind with a pastel background and a picture of a little farmhouse at the top.

      My dearest Heather, I hope you love Keyhole Lake as much as I did. It has a way of getting under your skin and into your heart. I wish you nothing but happiness. Love, Mabel Pruitt.

      "Does anybody know who that is?" Kira asked, and we all shook our heads.

      "Never heard of her," I said. "I know a few Pruitts, but no Mabel."

      "Same," Raeann replied. "Maybe it's a relative, though."

      Hunter, who'd finished on the phone and rejoined us, motioned toward the slip of paper, his expression dark. "And where, pray tell, did you find that?"

      "Oh," Kira said, apparently having no clue about human police procedure, "it was sticking out of her pocket. We wanted to know what it said."

      Hunter pulled in a deep breath and closed his eyes. I hoped he wasn't praying for patience because we didn't need that kind of lesson from the universe when we had a murder to solve. "So, you just reached in and disrupted my crime scene to get it?"

      Poor Kira gazed at him, bemused. "Of course I didn't touch her. I magicked it out. Do you want me to put it back?"

      Hunter pulled in a deep breath and blew it out slightly, nodding. "If you can get it back in exactly the way it was. We need to take pictures of the crime scene, and if you all saw it with no problem, it'll show up in the pictures. The placement or something might be important later."

      Kira shrugged. "Whatever you say, but that's kinda weird. I don’t know why you can’t just say you found it."

      She carefully folded the paper back up, then it disappeared and reappeared exactly where we’d found it.

      "Thank you," Hunter said, sighing. "I know you're not familiar with the way things work in the human world, but in the future, know that sometimes we have to do things by the book."

      "What book?" she asked, thoroughly confused.

      I smiled and shook my head. "It's usually just a turn of phrase meaning we have to do things according to rules, but in this instance, he's referring to the police manuals in particular. There are certain procedures he has to follow, and preserving a crime scene exactly as you found it until they can snap pictures and collect evidence is a pretty big deal."

      "Aw, I see,” she replied, nodding. “I'll keep that in mind for next time."

      Hunter huffed. "Hopefully there won't be a next time.”

      "There's always next time," she replied, matter of fact.

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. Though she wasn't wrong, it never hurt to hope. "Since we know the first name of the victim and the full name of the person who wrote the note, I think I'll go down and talk to Coralee. Maybe she can shed some light on things.”

      Coralee owned the Clip N Curl, the local beauty shop and gossip hub of Keyhole Lake. Between her, the regulars who hung around, and the ghost of the former owner, Belle, they knew pretty much everybody in town. If anybody knew anything about Mabel Pruitt, they would.

      "Kira and I are going to the farm,” Shelby said. “She wants to go riding, and there's nothin’ we can do here. If you need me, you know how to reach me.”

      "Levana and I have to go back to work," Raeann tossed over her shoulder as she pivoted toward the back door of Brew. "Let me know what Coralee has to say, and I’ll see what I can pick up here."

      In any other town, this might have been an odd conversation considering citizens didn't typically get involved in murder investigations. Keyhole Lake wasn't a typical town, though, and there had been several times when I’d gathered key information at the beauty shop. Even though Hank had been dead for three years and Hunter had cleaned up the police force, trust was hard to earn back. Many folks still carried a healthy distrust of Keyhole’s authority figures, but they were willing to talk to me.

      Hunter had given up trying to run that end of things by the book, so he’d finally just deputized me so anything I found would be admissible. Or at least anything I found in non-magical, legal ways.

      He leaned down and gave me a quick kiss. "Good luck, and if Coralee knows who either one of these women is, let me know. I'll get Peggy Sue on it too. Hopefully, we can find some sort of record for Mabel Pruitt. It sounds like she was pretty attached to the town, so maybe she has property here. If we get really lucky, there’ll be a Heather associated with her."

      I stepped back from the dumpster and turned to go back into Brew right as the ambulance turned into the alley. "Good luck," I said as we all dispersed.

      Even though Coralee's place was only a couple short blocks down, I went ahead and took my truck so it wouldn't be in Jim's way. sighed with relief when the AC went cold almost immediately, blowing freezing air out the vents. By the time I got to Coralee's, I was almost shivering since my shirt had gotten damp with sweat in just the few minutes we’d been outside. Early July in southern Georgia was miserable, but in my book, it beat the tar out of getting two feet of snow six months of the year.

      The bell above Coralee’s shop door tinkled as I pushed it open. Marge, the woman who owned the local hardware store, sat under the dryer with pink curlers in her hair as Coralee's scissors flew around Ms. Simmons's head, snipping a bit of damp silver hair here and there as she fluffed and measured with her fingers.

      The little old lady had been coming to the shop ever since Belle had owned it and was a fixture in Keyhole Lake. She looked small and sweet, and she could be. She was also sharp as a tack and came from a generation where women ruled the world from behind lace fans and iron-fisted laws meant to keep them “where they belonged.”

      Men had always thought they ran things, but all the oppression really did was make women the mistresses of ingenuity and shrewdness. Anybody dumb enough to underestimate a woman of Ms. Simmons’ age deserved what they got. Like all our matrons, she knew everything that went on in the town.

      "Hey, sweetie!" Coralee exclaimed with a welcoming smile around the bobby pins in her mouth. "I didn't expect to see you today. If you're wantin’ a last-minute trim for the festival, I can squeeze you in right after I'm done with Lucy here."

      I shook my head. "Nah, I just popped in because I have a question, and it’s right up your all’s alley. We have two mystery women, and I’m hopin’ you ladies can shed some light on them."

      I explained what had happened. It wasn't like everybody in town wasn't going to know about it in the next ten minutes anyway. News traveled fast, especially when it was a murder-level scandal that was supposed to be a secret. Of course, all the facts would probably be wrong by the time it made the rounds, but everybody would know somebody was found in a dumpster behind Raeann's place.

      "Hmm," Coralee said, furrowing her brow. "I know some Pruitts, but I don't think I know a Mabel."

      Belle, who'd been hovering behind her, shook her head. "I've never heard of a Mabel Pruitt. I know that whole family, and there's not a Mabel among them. Hasn't been for at least the last three generations."

      The ghostly woman would know, because she'd owned the shop for forty years before she died two decades ago.

      "What about you Ms. Simmons?" I asked the elder woman.

      She shook her head, and I smiled when I saw two small streaks of color in her silver hair—one red and one blue. The woman was a firecracker who’d run out of cares to give years ago.

      "I'm afraid I can't help you, sugar,” she said, taking the hand mirror from Coralee as my friend spun her chair around. “I went to school with a couple of ‘em, but there weren't any Mabels."

      Since Ms. Simmons was a couple years older than Moses and had devoted a lifetime to knowing every bit of gossip in town since she'd been old enough to hear it, that didn't bode well for the investigation.

      "Maybe that was her married name,” Alysse, Coralee’s nail tech, said from her perch in an empty barber’s chair. "What about just Mabel? Maybe Pruitt was her married or maiden name, so you might not recognize her by that. Or maybe some Pruitt gentleman moved away before he met and married Mabel. She got his last name but not his connection to the town."

      Coralee sighed as she pulled her hair dryer from its little hook on her table. “I've known at least half a dozen Mabels in my time, and Belle and Ms. Simmons here have probably known twice times that many. It used to be a common name, but we can think on it. I can’t think offhand if any of the men moved away or not. We’ll dig around. If we come up with anything, we’ll let you know.”

      A plate of brownies sat on top of her mini fridge, and my stomach grumbled. "Are those brownies for the public, or are they from your private stash?"

      Coralee typically kept “special" brownies for herself. Supposedly it was for back pain, but I'd long suspected they might serve double duty to keep her from using those scissors for evil sometimes.

      She grinned. "Those are for the public. You know I keep the good ones in the back.”

      "Good," I replied, plucking one from the plate, "because I'm starving. I helped Raeann all day today, and I'm kinda yucked out on my own pastries."

      Belle’s expression turned stern as she stuck her translucent fists on her ample hips. "Then you should get some real food instead of junk. The day’s about over, though. Take a couple for both you and Hunter for after dinner."

      Both she and my Aunt Addy still acted like I was twelve sometimes. A grown woman outta be able to eat brownies anytime she wants to without taking any guff. “Fine, but right now, I'm going to go over to the shop since there's nothing else I can do to help Hunter out. I'm trying to get a few small pieces made up before the tourists roll in. Last year, I ran out of things to sell, so I don't want to leave money on the table since I’m only doin’ it Friday."

      I made my way out the front door, and as I took the few steps to my own shop next door to hers, disappointment sat heavily on my shoulders. I'd hoped for a quick resolution, but if nobody in that shop had ever heard of Mabel Pruitt, chances were good this investigation was gonna be a long one.
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      "Hey, Noelle!" Erol, my ghostly sort of business partner said when I walked in the door. I say sort of because he had owned my building before his untimely death, and he made sure everything in the place from style choices to my end product was up to par. The latter, we rarely argued over. The former, not so much. Considering my idea of fashion was finding the most sarcastic T-shirt I could find in the mornings and his was made up almost entirely of designer labels, it wasn't like we were gonna agree on that part anytime soon.

      "Hey Erol," I replied, tossing my purse onto the glass-topped counter. "How's everything here?"

      If he hadn't heard about the murder yet, I wanted to let him in on it easily. He was one of the most sensitive people I knew, even if he did have a temper that ran as hot as mine. He took death in general about as well as anybody else did, but murders tended to hit him a little harder considering he was a victim himself. That is, of course, unless the person deserved it. Like me, he was all about karma, and every once in a while, well, if that's what karma deemed justice then so be it.

      He grinned at me and waggled his brows before I could bring it up. "Guess who's coming to the Fourth of July party with me?"

      I looked at him in surprise. "No, you didn't! Are you serious? You finally worked up the nerve to ask him?"

      He waved his hand breezily. "It was a piece of cake. I just asked if he wanted to come, and he said yes."

      A few months ago, Erol had met a really nice ghost named Jose, and they'd hit it off. I was glad because even though my friend had gotten better about socializing, he still tended to be an introvert and a homebody to the point that I worried about him sometimes. Since meeting Jose, though, he’d been out and about doing things and going places at least a few times a week.

      "He's in Spain visiting family right now, but he'll be back Saturday morning in time for the parade. He's been to all of these big cities and exotic places, but he's never been to a small-town fair."

      I pulled a box of Goldfish crackers off the shelf and shook out a few for Sammie and Norm, our two pet mice. They ran up the ramp I’d built for them and snapped them up, their bright black eyes shining as they listened to our conversation.

      "And have you prepared him for the melee?" I asked only half kidding. Going to see the Eiffel Tower in Paris as a couple is one thing. Hanging out at a local county fair where everybody knows you and your secrets along with everybody else's is an entirely different matter even if you’re a ghost.

      Erol creased his brow and looked a little concerned. "You think it's too early?" He began to pace midair, raking his fingers through his hair. "I knew it was too early. I should just back out and maybe ask him to the fall fair.”

      "Hey!" I barked to get his attention. He was a bit high-strung, and it was best to cut him off before he could get too far inside his own head. "Calm down, for Pete’s sake. I was just kidding—he's gonna have a blast, and so are you. It's the opposite of being too early. You should've asked him forever ago."

      “Yeah, maybe, but Belle wasn’t exactly awesome last time he was here.”

      I dusted my hands off. “You two worked that out though.”

      He paused and floated for a second, then huffed out a sigh.

      "Forget all that," I said, still a little annoyed at the elder ghost. Though she’d apologized, she’d intentionally spilled some embarrassing beans on Erol about how he’d joined our community. "I need your help with something."

      That wasn't strictly true, but it was a great way to take his mind off things. As predicted, he stopped pacing and turned to me. "With what? Is everything okay?"

      I rocked my hand. "Yes and no. I mean, the family’s fine, but something else really bad happened just a little bit ago."

      Erol swept closer so that he was hovering in front of me, and Sammie and Norm turned their attention to me, too. "But?"

      The mice mimicked his expression, and the same question was apparent on their furry little faces. I smiled despite the situation when Sammie’s whiskers twitched.

      "Shelby and Kira made it in, and when they went to take the trash out up at Brew, they found …” I hated to be a drama queen, but there really wasn't any good way to tell him aside from just blurting it out. "It was a body. A younger blonde woman. Nobody recognized her, but we know her first name’s Heather. We found a note in her pocket with her name on it."

      Sammy raised a furry little brow and chattered something toward Erol before turning her gaze back to me. They'd worked out some kind of communication system that I had yet to figure out. Usually, the mice could get their point across to me with a combination of gestures and expressions, but sometimes it took a second. Erol, on the other hand, was more in tune with them since he spent a lot more time with them.

      He pressed his lips together and nodded at her. "Good point." He turned to me. "How do you know it was her note? Just because she had it in her pocket doesn’t mean it’s a surefire thing you can assume it was written to her. You don’t know for sure she’s Heather."

      I sighed and gave myself a mental forehead slap. He was right — just because she'd been carrying the note didn't mean it belonged to her. Maybe she'd found it somewhere or bought a car and found it in the console. Shoot, maybe somebody had used it as a bookmark in a library book. Now I felt even further behind than I already had.

      Erol must've since the low-level anxiety attack I was having because he reached out to put his hand on my arm. Thankfully, he managed to stop himself just in time. Ghostly touches aren't exactly pleasant for human beings, but since he’d been a touchy-feely person in life, sometimes he forgets himself. "But take a breath. I think it’s a safe place to start, especially if you don't have any other information on her. Jim's in town, so it won't take long to figure out who she is, right?"

      Norm nodded his little head and held up his paws, pointing to the pads of each.

      Erol nodded. "Exactly. You should be able to get her identity from her fingerprints."

      I chewed on my lip, thinking. "I'm not sure how long that takes, and there's no guarantee she's ever had her prints taken for anything. For now, we’re gonna work the Heather angle."

      "It's as good a place as any considering you’ve got nothing else."

      Sammie nodded and twitched her whiskers before chattering a little, and Erol nodded. “I agree. Why else would she be carrying it? Enough murder talk. You can't do anything right now, so you might as well focus on making some money."

      He was right, and Hunter would consider all the possibilities rather than just take the note at face value. Since that was his job, I turned back to the project at hand, and Erol floated along beside me as I went to the back room where the magic happened, figuratively and literally. Just like with baking, when I buried myself in a project, the soothing rhythm of sanding and painting drew forth my gift and added a little extra to all my creations.

      I scratched my head as I looked around the room at all the bits and pieces I'd collected over the past year or so. "I think I should make some clocks from those old saw blades and round gas station signs I picked up," I said. "I have plenty of kits, and they’re easy to make."

      He floated along, peering at the stuff on my shelves. “Yeah, and maybe turn those old carriage-house lanterns into sconces.”

      I’d built a nice little upcycling business by taking old stuff and turning it into new pieces for people to enjoy. The process appealed to me on a few levels. I loved that I was keeping things out of landfills, and I also hated to see anything old chucked into the garbage. It hurt my heart and felt like we were throwing away pieces of history.

      A lot of my business was online, but I did get some walk-ins. I'd decided when I first started doing this that I wasn't going to keep nine-to-five hours. I'd worked all the time when my little sister had been at home, and I'd missed so much of life that I was determined not to do that again if I could help it.

      Thankfully, I'd collected a couple nice chunks of money from solving cases, and when Hank Doolittle had died, Anna Mae had generously refunded the excess from the bloated property taxes he’d collected.  My overhead was low since I rescued most of my material from yard sales and junk piles, so the big-ticket items such as bedroom sets and other unique pieces of furniture I built paid the bills with quite a bit left over for savings.

      Erol floated around the room, peering into boxes of this and that. He paused in front of the furniture pieces I kept in one corner of the room, rubbing his chin. I could practically see the wheels turning. "You could turn this old desk into a gorgeous vanity. It’s solid oak. And the two smaller trunks would make fabulous nightstands or end tables if you flipped them on end and put a couple shelves in them. You should keep the hardware. It would lend a nice rustic feel, plus you’d be using all the pieces of the trunk. No waste.”

      I paused to try to see his vision. The trunks were leather and brass, and the desk was beaten and scarred, but not so much that I couldn’t bring it back. Besides, a few dings and blemishes gave it character. “Yeah. You may be on to something there. The trunks’ll need legs. I’ll see what I have that’ll work. For now, I’ll throw together the smaller stuff that I can haul down and put in my booth.”

      Anna Mae and I had gone in on a shared booth at the fair. She had Baby Faye to look after, and I didn’t want to spend every minute working instead of enjoying the fair, so we’d agreed to take turns watching one booth instead of getting separate ones for Reimagined and her second-hand shop, Things Remembered.

      I gathered up the round saw blades, signs, and a couple pieces of wood I’d gathered from the sawmill. Sometimes Sampson, the owner, cut me cross-sections from parts of the trees that couldn’t be used for timber, and they were great for everything from clocks to small tables. I’d already sealed these and drilled the holes, so they were ready for assembly.

      I toted everything to my worktable where I'd already organized the clock kits. I also grabbed some sandpaper and a pint of clear topcoat. I loved to leave the patina look, but I also wanted to knock off any loose debris and seal the pieces so they wouldn't continue to rust.

      It didn’t take long to make the clocks since all I really had to do was sand them off a little, install the kits, and clear-coat the surfaces. I worked on the wood slices while the lacquer on the metal pieces dried, then finished those up, too. An hour later, I had fifteen clocks ready to go. They always sold well even when I priced them a little high, so I had faith I’d make a little cash over the weekend.

      “Not that I don’t enjoy your company,” Erol said as he examined the finishes on each clock, “but you gotta be starvin’. I know how you are about skippin’ breakfast, and I’m sure Hunter’s learned at least something about the dead girl.”

      My stomach grumbled on cue. “You’re right about the food, but I’m pretty sure Hunter woulda texted or called if he had anything I could help with. I’m heading up to Bobbie Sue’s. I’ll grab a sandwich and maybe take Justin to the carnival to see Serena.”

      Just as I finished cleaning up, my phone dinged with Hunter’s notification sound. I wiped my hands on my blue apron then fished my phone out of my pocket and read my message.

      Erol waited a few seconds, then his curiosity got the better of him.  “Does he have anything?”

      I wobbled my hand back and forth after I read the message. "Sort of, though I'm not sure how much it's gonna help find who killed her until we know who she is."

      He floated over and read the text over my shoulder, his eyebrows popping up as he did. "Atropine?”

      I pulled in a deep breath and blew it back out, puffing my cheeks. I’d heard the term somewhere but couldn’t for the life of me remember where. "I guess so. I didn't expect Jim to have the tests back this quickly, but he must’ve worked his magic. Weird that they came back with a specific poison so fast, though."

      Cheri Lynn popped in right then, glaring. “Did I just hear you say this woman was poisoned using atropine?”

      “Yeahhhh,” I replied, wondering what had her knickers so twisted.

      “Copycat!” She looked furious.

      I sighed and rubbed a hand over my face. “You’re gonna have to back up and gimme some clues here because I have no idea what you’re talkin’ about.”

      “Don’t you remember what atropine is?” She jammed her fists on her slim hips and looked at me like I was a moron.

      I could almost feel the pieces click together in my brain, and when they did, I remembered where I’d heard the term and why Cheri Lynn was ready to spit nails. “Belladonna. That’s how you killed Hank.”

      “Darn tootin’ it is,” she snapped, then paled. “What if this girl was really nice, and the person who killed her remembered how quick my pie killed Hank?”

      You have to understand that Hank was a one-off. She did the world a favor when she took him out, and to be fair, had she gotten to him a day or two sooner, she’d still be alive. It’s not that we condone usually murder but offin’ Hank had been more of a community service. I didn’t get a chance to reply to that before Erol started connecting some dots.

      He paced back and forth midair, rubbing his chin as his silvery form shimmered. "Cheri Lynn, you can’t blame this on yourself. It was widely known around here that belladonna is poisonous way before you baked your pie, an act that I, for one, admire you for. But y’all know what this means, right?"

      I glanced up at him as I dumped some turpentine into a metal paint can and dropped my brushes in before they dried, still keeping an eye on Cheri Lynn. "No, what?"

      "That means she was killed here. Atropine is fast-actin’, so it's not like she could've driven here on her own if she was poisoned somewhere else. We have a murderer in town."

      I held up a hand. “Not necessarily. Maybe she had it in something she brought with her. Maybe her spouse or her spouse’s lover or somebody she works with put it in juice she brought with her or something. Is it possible somebody fed it to her slowly over a few days and it just built up and killed her once she was here?"

      Erol shook his head. "That doesn't feel right to me. I realize I’m goin’ on a gut feeling, but I’ll bet she was hit with one big dose while she was here. Think about it—nobody around here knows her. That means she's a stranger in town. If she somehow accidentally ate it, she'd have been found in her hotel room or woulda dropped dead in the street or keeled over at the festival. And don’t forget—she didn't get in that dumpster by herself. "

      “Agreed,” Cheri Lynn added. “Belladonna doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t build up in your system or anything. You either get a little sick, a lot sick, or you drop dead, but if you live, your body processes it out pretty fast.”

      Okay, so nix the slow poisoning thing. What Erol was saying slowly sank into my board. "She was here with her murderer."

      He nodded. "Yep, though I don’t suppose they had to be together. Maybe somebody followed her here, so let's hope they can't resist the draw of Bobbie Sue's barbecue and some free fireworks. If they’re not from around here and they leave, I’m not sure we’ll ever catch them."

      I rubbed my hand over my face. "We still don’t have any idea who she is or where she came from. With this many strangers in town, there's no way we can sort through them all to figure out who she was here with before the fair’s over. That means we gotta do it the old-fashioned way and just work it from the beginning. We’re gonna have to figure out who she was first, then connect her to whoever decided to take her out."

      Erol rolled his eyes. "It sounds so gangster when you say took her out." He made quotation marks in the air with his fingers around the phrase. " What do you think this is? A professional hit?"

      I lifted a shoulder as I gingerly picked up one of the saw blades and carried it to the shelf. "How should I know? We have no idea who she is, so for all we know, somebody did pay to get her out of the way. Maybe she’s a mob boss’s daughter. Or maybe a very young boss herself. It could happen."

      “Now you’re just bein’ ridiculous,” Cheri Lynn said. “What’re the odds that somebody involved with the mob just happened to make it all the way to our backwoods little town just to get hit and tossed in a dumpster?”

      My stomach grumbled again. "I don’t know. Somebody killed her, though, and my story’s as plausible as any.”

      “It’s really not,” Erol said as he examined the clocks. “In fact, it’s the most implausible thing I can think of. Not impossible, but highly unlikely. We have a lake. They woulda just put her in there with some concrete shoes.”

      I returned his eyeroll. “Now who’s being ridiculous? I’m gonna head out. My belly thinks my throat’s been cut, and I’m sorta cravin’ a candy apple." I stretched my back and rolled my head on my shoulders. “Maybe somebody at Bobbie Sue’s has seen her. She had to eat somewhere, and they’ve been runnin’ some of the best specials in town.”

      A little worry line appeared between his eyes. “Just be careful. I’m sure the murderer has no intention of gettin’ caught, and like you said, with so many people around, they might be feelin’ extra confident. If they hear you askin’ questions, they might decide it’s worth the risk to snuff you out, too.”

      I gave him a dry smile. “Now who sounds like a gangster?”

      He huffed and shook his head. “I’m serious, Noelle. Don’t go runnin’ off half-cocked and bein’ obvious.”

      The concern on his face warmed my heart. I was lucky to have so many people both alive and dead who cared about me. “I know. Besides, if they hear me askin’ questions, they might decide to run if they haven’t already. I promise, I’ll be careful.”

      “I highly doubt that,” he replied, “but I’ll pretend you will.”
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      Even though it wouldn’t be dark for a couple more hours, the lights on the Ferris Wheel twinkled in the distance. My shop was only a few blocks from the carnival, and the unique, fried-food scents of savory sausages and corndogs blended with the sweetness of cotton candy and elephant ears drifted toward me on the breeze. It’d been in full swing for a few nights now, and Serena, a good friend of ours that I'd met a while back, had texted to say she was in town.

      Though she made her living as a carnival psychic, she was one of the very few real deals. Sure, she jazzed it up a little bit for theatrical effect, but she was one of the most powerful witches I’d ever met.

      She and her son Billy had inherited a farm and a decent lump of money in a series of unlikely events, but she still did the carnival circuit part time. She said she missed the excitement, plus it added a little to the coffers. Since Justin had become good friends with Billy, I decided to pick him up if he was at Bobbie Sue’s and take him with me. Five minutes later, I pulled into the restaurant’s lot. If the lack of parking space was any indication, the place was hopping.

      I spun my key fob on its ring after I climbed out of my truck and headed toward the door, hurrying a little as the luscious scent of grilled and smoked meat filled my nostrils. Once inside, I wasn't shocked to see the waiting area filled with people sipping drinks and chatting like tourists and small-town folk are prone to do. I didn’t recognize a single face, but they were all smiling.

      I'd worked at Bobbie Sue's full time up until a couple of years ago when I'd opened up my shop. Even still, I'd fill in if she needed me just like I did for Raeann. Sarah, a blonde girl hustling toward the waitress station, and I had started working there at almost the same time, so we went way back.

      I made my way toward her and smiled when she glanced up at me while she was filling red plastic diner cups with Coke.

      "Busy night, I see," I said as I plucked a to-go cup from the stack sitting beside the soda machine.

      She huffed. "It's been insane all week. Not that I'm complaining because I’ve made a boatload of money, but I haven't even had a chance to go to the bathroom since I got here. My eyeballs are starting to float. I haven't had a chance to call and check on the kids since I got here. I know Skeet’s good with ‘em, but I also know he does his best to keep me from worrying. Unless they burned down his house or were bleeding out, I doubt he'd call me.”

      Her brown eyes lit up when she talked about Skeeter, and it made my heart smile to see that. She'd had a rough shake in life, but ever since they’d started dating, you could just feel the shift in her. Don't get me wrong — she'd always been perky and easy-going, but she'd always been missing that extra little pep in her step. My friend, with his quick smile, dirty John Deere hat, and heart the size of Texas, had finally given her that, and I was pleased as punch about it.

      I held my hand out for her order pad as she put the full cups on a tray. "Don’t pick that up. I’ll get it, and you go take a break. Where do these go, and what are tonight's specials?"

      She blew out a breath of relief. "Table three, and Bobbie Sue decided to stick with the all-you-can-eat ribs special. You're an angel, by the way. I'll be right back."

      I waved her off. "Take your time. Sit down for a few minutes and grab yourself something to eat if you need to."

      She grinned and squeezed my arm. "You're a doll. I swear, I’ll name my next two kids after you."

      I laughed. "You must really have to pee."

      As she rushed toward the ladies' room, I scooped up the tray and headed toward the table. A young couple was doing their best to wrangle two small children, a boy and a girl, but the kids looked like they were about ten seconds from a meltdown. I plucked two packs of crayons and two coloring sheets from the shelf at the back of the podium on the way and slid them in front of the kids. They stopped squirming and turned their attention to the new project.

      "Thank you," the woman said, breathing a sigh of relief. "They're generally really good, but we had to wait twenty minutes, and they’ve been up and running all day. Our luck’s about to run out."

      "No problem," I replied, smiling. "If you need more paper, just let me know, but we’ll do our best to get your food out quickly. My name’s Noelle. I'll be standing in for Sarah for a few minutes. Tonight's special is all-you-can-eat ribs for $14.99."

      Her husband arched his brow and grinned. "Challenge accepted! That's what I'll have with fries and slaw."

      His wife grinned and nudged him with her shoulder but put up two fingers indicating she'd have the same. "And these two monsters will do the kid's chicken leg basket with fries."

      I scribbled down the order on the notepad so Sarah would see what they had, then hustled to the computer to ring it in.

      When I’d finished, an elderly woman caught my eye from a couple tables away, then smiled and motioned to her empty glass. Smiling back, I grabbed the pitcher and filled her up then did a circuit with it. After that, I bussed a couple of tables so a new round of folks could fill their bellies.

      “Hey, girl,” Kristen, the girl who rented the apartment above my barn, bumped me with her hip as she moved around me in the server station. "What are you doing here? I thought you retired from the apron."

      I flapped a hand and winked at her as I wiped the counter. "I tried to quit but just can't stay away from the glitz and glamour. Seriously though, Sarah needed to run to the little girls' room, so I stepped in for a minute. If you want, I'll do the same for you when she gets back."

      She squeezed my arm. “That’d be amazing! We haven't stopped since like two o'clock this afternoon. The money’s great, but geez."

      I spent the next half-hour giving the girls a few minutes to themselves, and though I'd enjoyed stepping in for a few minutes, I was glad I no longer did it full time. Before I'd come into a little bit of money and opened Reimagined, I'd spent most of my time working two jobs. I'd worked with Raeann at the coffee shop back when she’d first opened it up, then I'd worked nights and weekends at Bobbie Sue's.

      My Aunt Addy died when Shelby was just a young teenager, and I’d barely been an adult myself. Thankfully, my aunt had been too stubborn to cross over. Still, even though I'd still had her moral support and guidance, that hadn't done anything for the financial situation. She and Uncle Calvin had never been rich, so what little bit of life insurance she’d left had mostly been eaten up by Hank Doolittle's ridiculously high property taxes. That meant I’d had to work two jobs just to keep the wolves at bay and raise my little sister. I was glad I no longer had to do it.

      Before I left, I gathered them both in the server station. “I know y’all are busy, but I’m sure you’ve heard by now that we found a body over behind Rae’s. I don’t have much to go on, but she was blonde, probably in her early twenties, and we think her name might have been Heather. She had a beauty mark by the left corner of her mouth. Does that ring any bells?”

      Sarah shook her head. “Not for me, but I’ve taken a couple days off this week to take the kids to fair stuff.”

      Kristen scrunched her forehead and thought for a second. “A girl matchin’ that description has been in for lunch a few times, but she was never alone. Twice, she was with an older lady—a different one each time. The third time, she was with a girl about her own age who was wearing a yellow outfit that reminded me of something from Fried Green Tomatoes.”

      Excitement coursed through my veins, but I tried to push it down. It might turn out to be nothing. Shoot, even though Kristen had seen somebody that might have been Heather, it still wasn’t much to go on with so many strangers in town. “Would you recognize the other women if you saw them?”

      She grimaced. “I’m not sure. Maybe? There’ve been a zillion people through here this week. I only remember your girl because of the beauty mark. You don’t see a lot of women who decide to rock ‘em rather than have ‘em removed anymore, and it gave her sort of a glamorous air.”

      I sighed, wishing for the first time that Bobbie Sue would step up her technology and get some security cameras inside. She wouldn’t, though, because she said she didn’t want people to feel like bugs under a microscope. Usually going through her credit card receipts would have been an option, but since it was so busy, that would take forever.

      “Okay. If you happen to see any of them again, will you give me a call?”

      She nodded as an annoyed man snapped his fingers from the table closest to the door. “Can we get some refills over here when you’re done standing around gossiping?”

      Kristen raised her brows in annoyance but then just closed her eyes and pulled in a deep breath. Now wasn’t the time to pick a battle, and she knew it. Instead, she pasted a smile on her face and grabbed the tea pitcher. “Duty calls, Sugar,” she said as she headed toward the table. “If I see anything, I’ll snap a pic and shoot you a text.”

      “Thanks.” Once I'd turned the reins back over to the girls, I poured myself a tea to go and went to the kitchen where Justin stood beside Earl pulling pork and tossing it into a big silver pan. The smell of the juicy, smoked meat made my mouth water.

      "You wanna go to the carnival, brat?" I asked, waving a hand at the two bus tubs full of dirty dishes. Plates and red baskets floated to the dishwasher rack and settled into place before the conveyor caught it and pulled it through. I figured it was the least I could do.

      Justin shook his head, and a hank of red hair fell over his forehead. He swiped it back with a freckled forearm. "I don't think I should. It’s slammed here, and they need my help."

      Earl shot him a stern look as he yanked another whole quarter of steaming meat from a pan, his huge arms bulging. "Baloney. You go have a good time. You’ve helped every night this week, and you haven't had a chance to go to the carnival.”

      Justin started to protest, but Earl huffed. “What? You think your old man can’t handle it? We managed this place for years before you came into the picture, and I think I can keep it goin’ for one night on our own."

      Though his words sounded harsh, humor glinted in Earl’s dark eyes. He was a hulk of a man with fists the size of hams, as they say, and the Marine Corp bulldog tattooed on his arm looked friendlier than he did when he scowled.

      A mixture of doubt and excitement crossed Justin's face. "Are you sure? I can stay if you need me."

      Bobbie Sue, who was making up a batch of coleslaw, glanced over him. "You heard your pa. Git on outta here."

      She pulled off her mayonnaise-coated glove, then reached into her back pocket and pulled out some cash. "Here. This is your payday for the week. Don't spend it all in one place."

      Justin rushed around the table and pulled the money out of her fingers before she could change her mind.

      "Thanks!" He kissed her on the cheek. "I'll see you in a few hours. I should be back in time to help you close up."

      Bobbie Sue sighed and shook her head, then looked at me. "You goin’ back to the farm after the carnival?"

      I nodded as I dipped some pulled pork off the pile and piled it onto a hamburger bun. "Yeah, unless Hunter gets some kind of news on this murder and has to go to something else."

      Her eyebrows about shot off the top of her forehead. "Murder? You never mentioned no murder. I’ve been stuck right here in his kitchen all day, elbow-deep in coleslaw or dishes. You better spill your guts right now, little girl."

      I cringed a little inside because I'd forgotten to text her. Holding out on next-level gossip like that was close to a mortal sin in her book, so I rushed to explain what had happened while Justin went to the back and changed his clothes.

      A few wisps of her gray-streaked red hair had escaped the blue bandana on her head, so she tucked them back in. She worried her lip with her teeth for a minute.

      "Carla Pruitt was a good friend of mine in high school. Still is, in fact. I used to spend time at her house for stayovers all the time, so I met most of her family. I don't remember any Mable in her generation or in the ones before it, but there are a bunch of ‘em. I can reach out to her and see if she knows this person."

      "Seriously?" I asked around a mouthful of pulled-pork sandwich, excited to maybe be finding a lead. "If Carla knows her, that’d shave a lot of time off this investigation."

      Bobbie finished mixing the slaw then shucked her gloves off and pulled her phone from her pocket. "Gimme two seconds. She’s runnin’ the Quick Stop up the road now, but I think she's off tonight."

      She tapped out a quick message, and sure enough, her phone chimed with a reply just a few seconds later. She glanced at her phone and shook her head. "No such luck. Carla says there's no Mabel in her family. She’s with her mom, so she asked her, too. There’s not one in her generation or the one before, either. Not either by blood or by marriage. Sorry, kiddo."

      I pressed my lips together, disappointed. "Thanks for tryin’. At least now we know the woman probably wasn't local.”

      She lifted a thin shoulder. "It don't necessarily mean that. It just means she’s not related to the Keyhole Pruitts. The woman could've moved here from somewhere else."

      She had a point. The name was fairly common in the South. "Maybe Peggy Sue’ll come up with something. She's probably diggin’ through the records as we speak."

      Bobbie glanced up at the clock on the wall. "I doubt she's diggin’ through records now. It's almost seven. Speaking of, you two need to get your butts over to the carnival."

      I glanced up at Justin, who'd stood patiently while Bobbie Sue and I were talking. "Guess who I heard from today."

      "Who?" he asked, slinging his backpack over his shoulder.

      "Serena. She and Billy are in with the carnival this week."

      Surprise swept across his freckled face. "And you're just now telling me?"

      "I told you, she just called today,” I said as he dashed toward the batwing doors. “I don't think I'm running too far behind."

      "You shoulda told me as soon as you heard from her. I coulda gone earlier and hung out with him," he tossed over his shoulder.

      Bobbie Sue smiled at me. "Thanks for takin’ him. He's meetin’ up with some friends and goin’ tomorrow, but you remember how it is being a kid. He's been wantin’ to go since it opened up Monday night, and I just hate to send him over there by himself. That's how boys get in trouble at that age."

      She wasn't wrong, but Justin was a good kid. Of course, Raeann and I had been too, and so had Shelby. That didn't mean we hadn't gotten into our share of mischief. Bobbie Sue had been overprotective since the day they'd adopted Justin, but despite Earl's attempts at reeling her in, she still worried.

      I nodded. "I figured he was ready to go, and when Serena reached out, I knew he'd skin me alive if he found out I went to visit without him. Plus, Hunter's busy and Shelby and Kira are waiting until Emma and Cody get here tomorrow to go. That means I'm all alone, and things get boring when you don't have anybody to talk to."

      Bobbie Sue rolled her eyes. "Girl, don't pull that on me. You'll talk to a stump if you think it’ll talk back."

      "Not at the carnival. People are there with their families or friends, and nobody's really standing still. Besides, why depend on the company of strangers when I can just swing by and scoop him up?" I popped the last of my sandwich into my mouth.

      Justin poked his head back into the kitchen. "What are you waitin’ for? Let's get over there before they get busy so I can spend some time with Billy."

      I held up a hand and took a swig of tea to wash down my food. "Geez, coming."

      "I'll check around and see if anybody's heard of this Mabel woman," Bobbie Sue called after me.

      I threw up my hand in acknowledgment as I followed Justin out of the restaurant. Maybe if I spread the word to enough people, somebody would be able to point us in the right direction.
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      Since it was still daylight, the carnival wasn't packed yet. We followed the signs for the psychic, and I was happy to see that she still had her closed sign on the post outside her tent. Her voice drifted from inside, so I knew she was there.

      "Knock knock," I called, tapping on the canvas door.

      "I’m not open yet, sugar, but if you come back in an hour or so, I'll be happy to do a readin’ for you," she called back.

      I smiled at Justin and held my finger up to my lips. "But I really need your help right now. Somebody poked me in my third eye, and I'm pretty sure my aura is melting."

      The canvas flap whipped open, and Serena poked her head out. She hadn't put on her stage makeup yet, but she was wearing her signature Bohemian dress, complete with bells tied to the little cloth strings at the bottom.

      "Girl, I'll poke you in your third eye if you don't get in here and give me a hug," she said, opening the flap further. "I haven't seen y’all in forever, and I was afraid you were gonna wait ‘til I was too busy for us to have a proper sit-down."

      Billy, a dark-headed boy the same age as Justin, rushed around his mom and punched Justin on the shoulder. Serena pulled a twenty from the bodice of her peasant blouse and handed it to her son. "You two go have fun."

      They didn't need to hear it twice before they dashed off toward the games. The last time they'd gotten together, Billy had taught Justin a lot of the carny tricks, so I didn't have to worry about him getting conned out of his weekly pay. I stepped inside, and Serena let the flap fall closed behind me.

      The interior smelled of bergamot and lemon, and a crystal ball sat on a table draped with black velvet. It was a prop, but she said it added ambiance and effect. The tent was dimly lit, and it wasn't stifling hot like I'd expected it to be. In fact, it felt like there was an air conditioner, but I didn't see any sign of one. "Is it magically cool in here, or is it just because it's shady?"

      Serena huffed, blowing a kinky clump of dark hair off her face as she took a seat at a little café table away from her work area. "Oh, it's definitely magical. These things get so hot they’ll cook you from the inside out without it. I honestly don't know how everybody else deals with it."

      Serena waved a hand and several lanterns sitting around the tent came on. She braced her elbow on the table and dropped her chin into her hand. "So, what's been going on in the adventurous life of Noelle Flynn? I miss your face. Texts and calls just aren’t the same."

      "Same old same old," I replied. "I miss you too. We did have some excitement this mornin’. Not the good kind, though."

      She nodded as she pulled a brightly colored eyeshadow pallet from a travel caddy. "I heard about that. Any leads?"

      I shook my head and sat down across from her. "Not even one. We did find a note in her pocket that read —"

      She held up a finger, cutting me off. "Don't tell me. I don't want to know what it said, but if there's any way you can actually bring me the note, maybe I can get something off it. I'd rather cold-read it though. Sometimes too much information is a bad thing. It clogs up my third eye."

      I gave myself a mental forehead slap for not having thought of that on my own. "I'm sure Hunter's done with it by now. I'll pop up and get it if you think you can get anything off of it."

      She shrugged. "You know how it works. Maybe, maybe not, but it won't hurt to try."

      I sighed. "Considering we have literally nothing, I'm grateful that you're even willing to try."

      “Of course I am!” She made a shooing gesture with her hand. "Go get it now while I put my makeup on. We've only got about another half hour or so before the hordes descend. Once that happens, I won’t be able to focus enough to give it my best shot."

      In the interest of saving time, I decided it would be quickest to teleport up. Hunter had a small utility closet in his office, and I focused on it, then snapped my fingers. A couple of seconds later, the smell of dust and paper filled my nose. When I opened my eyes, I was happy to see I'd made it to exactly where I wanted to be. I'd gotten good at teleporting, but I still always worried a little every time I did it.

      I listened for a second to ensure the office was either empty or Hunter was the only one in it. Randomly stepping out of a closet would be tough to explain, and there weren’t any logical excuses that would fly. I had to smother a laugh at the mental image of me popping out and yelling “boo” to the oh-so-uptight mayor.

      “Noelle? I sure hope that’s you,” Hunter said, his tone a little cautious. I assumed since he was asking, he was alone. “Otherwise, I have an infestation of rats on laughing gas, and I don’t have time for all that.”

      “It’s me,” I replied, smiling as I pushed the door open and stepped out. “No need to call the exterminator.”

      He looked skyward and sighed, then gave me a crooked smile. “It’s a good thing you’re cute. May I assume you’re not teleporting into my closet to borrow some paperclips?”

      I returned his smile and dipped my head in agreement. “Yeah, you may assume that. Serena’s in town, and she offered to do a reading on the note. I told her y’all are probably finished with it by now, but she’s only got a little bit before her tent gets busy.”

      He pressed his lips together, then reached into his drawer and pulled out a manila file. It was painfully thin. “Yeah, we’re finished with it, not that we got much of anything. No fingerprints on it other than hers. There were some smudges, but Jim said his tech couldn’t do anything with them because there’s not enough to work with.”

      I took the note, which was encased in a plastic bag, from him. “It’s weird, right? I mean, nobody knew her or this Mabel person, but whatever she was up to was worth killing her for? The note was all love and sunshine, but whatever she was doin’ here got her killed.”

      He held up a finger. “We don’t know that. Maybe she came here to get away from something, and her enemies found her.”

      I paused to chew on that for a second. “That makes more sense than any other possibility, I suppose. How long will it take for Jim to get an identity from the print?”

      “Yeah, about that,” he said, rubbing his temples. He looked exhausted, and we’d only just started the investigation. “Jim expedited my request, so we’ve already got the results. She’s not in any system.”

      Because of course. That would have been way too easy. “So now what?”

      “Now we go to the fair. I’ve got my deputies scouring the local hotels with her picture, though I hated to use the one we took at the crime scene. It’s the only one we have though. There’s nothing else to do tonight, and my brain’s fried. I need to step away, and I’m starving.”

      “Excellent,” I replied, my lips curling into an evil grin as I held out my hand. “How ‘bout some fair food?”

      He smacked his lips. “Fried food on sticks. I’m in.”

      I held out a hand. “Want a ride?” I knew he’d turn teleporting down, but I always liked to see his appalled expression.

      He scoffed. “No thank you. Once in a day is more than enough. I’ll drive. Where’s your truck?”

      “I left it at Bobbie Sue’s. I’d go with you, but I don’t have any time to waste. Serena needs this now, so I’ll meet you there.” I gave him a quick peck on the cheek, then snapped my fingers and disappeared.
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      “Did you get it?” Serena didn’t even give me a chance to step from behind her dressing curtain before she pounced on me.

      “I did. I can tell you he pulled some prints off it that don’t match our girl, but she’s not in the system. There were smudges that he couldn’t identify too, so we didn’t get much. I didn’t tell you that she died by—”

      She held up a beringed hand to cut me off. “Don’t tell me. I want to know as little as possible.”

      I handed her the baggy, and she started to unzip it but stopped and glanced at me. “Is it okay if I take it out of the bag?”

      “I don’t see why not,” I replied, lifting a shoulder. “Hunter’s team is done with it, so go for it. It didn’t tell them squat, so maybe it’ll be more talkative to you.”

      She pulled the note from the bag, then closed her eyes without even reading the note. The moment dragged out so long I started to get restless, but I didn’t want to interrupt her. Finally, she opened her eyes and grabbed her sketch pad and a pencil.

      The suspense was killing me, so I moved behind her so I could see what she was drawing. The beginnings of a woman’s face began to take shape as her hand flew over the paper, and in just a few moments, Heather’s face appeared. As soon as she finished it, she began another face.

      Even when she was rushing, she was good. “What did you see?”

      She held up a finger. “Gimme a minute. I don’t want to lose these images.”

      Once she finished the drawing of the faces, she ripped it off the pad and started to draw again on a fresh page. Rather than interrupt her a second time, I did my best to wait patiently. This time, it was a house. Turrets appeared on either side, and several smaller staggered roofs came next. Finally, she added in clapboard siding, two stories worth of windows, and a sweeping covered front porch.

      “There,” she exclaimed, ripping that page off and handing it to me too. “The house is a dark country blue, and the shutters are scarlet. That sounds a little spooky, but I got peaceful vibes from the vision. I think it must be a family home or something because the woman who was with her had a heart full of happiness. She felt … content.”

      “What woman?” I asked, studying the picture.

      Serena pointed toward the second face she’d drawn. She was older with a round face, smiling eyes, and hair piled high on her head in a bun. Her full lips curved upward a little bit in good humor. “That woman. Heather—that’s the younger one—called her Ms. Mabel. Does any of this mean anything to you?”

      I studied both pictures but then shook my head. The younger woman was obviously Heather, though she looked a bit younger than she did now. “Not a thing except you confirmed that the note belonged to the murder victim, so her name really is Heather. Did you get the feeling the house was from around here?”

      She shook her head, still staring at the picture. “I didn’t really get any sense of location other than the house in the background. It did shift for a second to a movie theater and some sort of campground or something, but there weren’t any identifiers. It was more like happy memories of time spent together. This vision was more about emotion. The two women had a deep connection, but I didn’t get the impression they were related.”

      She furrowed her brow as if she was trying to piece something together. “It was more like a mentor situation, I think.”

      “What were they talking about?” Maybe there was a hint in the vision that would help in some way.

      Serena lifted a shoulder. “The voices were muted most of the time like I was hearing them through a pillow. My visions aren’t always that clear. I did pick out the names and the word theater, though they could have been talking about anything from acting to going to a movie. Sorry.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Don’t be sorry. You’ve given me way more than I had before. I can take the drawings to Peggy Sue and Coralee tomorrow. Even if they don’t recognize the faces, the house might ring a bell. Those two know more about people and properties around here than anybody I know.”

      She hummed in agreement. “If you know a realtor, you might want to show it to them, too. You never know. They’re always scouting places, so maybe you’ll get lucky.”

      Women’s voices drifted in from outside, one telling the other to talk to the psychic to see if she’d made the right call on agreeing to marry her boyfriend. I shook my head but smiled. “How many times in a night do you get asked that question? It has to get boring.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You have no idea. Almost as often as I get asked to connect with Grandma Sadie about her jewelry. Those are easy though. The ones that get me are when somebody truly heartbroken asks me to contact a loved one so they can tell them goodbye. I’m not the best medium at times.”

      I couldn’t even imagine how something like that would affect her, especially considering she was also an empath. “So, what do you do if you can’t reach them?”

      Her lips curled into a sad smile. “I lie.”

      I nodded. I’d do the same thing. Chasing the dead is an exercise in futility, as well I knew. After Addy died, I’d been bereft. I’d tried to contact her a dozen times because I felt like I hadn’t said enough. In the same vein, Addy had made the decision to stay with us. We were unfinished business to her, and for some reason, she’d been given the choice.

      Once she’d come back, though, she’d explained her experience. Upon dying, she hadn’t had any sense of what she was leaving behind. All she could see was the giant light in front of her. Her loved ones who had already passed stood at the entrance to welcome her, but then an angel had appeared, waved her hand, and lifted the veil that death had placed between her and us. The angel had given her a choice, and she’d chosen us.

      It'd taken me a long time to riddle that out, but the conclusion I’d come to was that life was for the living. The dead didn’t mourn, and it was best to leave them to their afterlife. That didn’t mean that the living were always good at that, though. Sometimes the death of a loved one would haunt them, and they couldn’t resist trying to reach out just to get that closure. If it took a white lie to give them that peace, then it was worth it to me. And apparently to Serena.

      The women’s voices became clearer, and a knock sounded on the flap. “Excuse me! When are you going to be open?”

      Serena tossed me a wry smile. “That’s my cue. If there’s anything else I can do to help, you know where to find me.”

      “Will do,” I replied, heading for the entrance. “Where are you two staying? You know you’re welcome at the farm. You should come out. We have the pool, and the wine cabinet is full.”

      She nodded. “That sounds good, actually. We’ve been staying in the camper for the last few weeks, and I sure do miss a full-sized shower and a private room. Billy snores like a chainsaw, and I’m sure he misses his room too.”

      I pulled the flap open. “Then gimme a call when you’re closing up shop. I’ll pick you up. If it’s okay, I’ll just take Billy with me if we leave before then.”

      “She nodded as she placed her purple-and-gold turban on her head. The two girls waiting for Serena were practically vibrating with excitement when I poked my head out, and they rushed forward as soon as my friend announced in her best “psychic” voice that Madame Serena was ready to peer into their futures.

      Smiling, I strode toward the main thoroughfare in search of two boys who were likely looking for mischief.
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      I caught up with Justin and Billy at the Ferris Wheel.

      “You ridin’ with us?” he asked, eyebrow raised.

      I scoffed. “I’d rather have hot pokers driven into my eyes.”

      “That’s harsh,” Billy replied, blinking.

      “No, having the bolts on the bucket break, then plunging a hundred feet and into a bloody pancake is harsh,” I pointed out. “At least hot pokers would be quick.”

      Billy pushed Justin’s shoulder, and they darted toward the opening in the aluminum fence. “Alrighty then, crazy lady. You stay here and watch us have all the fun.”

      While they put their lives in the hands of a sketchy-looking dude named Booger according to the grungy nametag on his shirt, I strolled over to a booth exhibiting glossy candy apples and bags of cotton candy.

      “Those look amazing,” I said to the cashier, motioning toward the apples.

      “Nuts or no nuts?” the thin blond woman asked in a bored voice.

      “Neither,” I replied, staring longingly at my favorite candied treat. I’d grab a couple to take home before we left, but I didn’t feel like dealing with the melty, sticky red mess the heat would turn the candy into. “I’ll take a stick of cotton candy.”

      She grabbed a long paper cone and expertly spun it around inside the cotton candy tub, then handed me the colorful puff of spun sugar.

      “That’ll be eight bucks,” she said, snapping her gum as she held out her hand.

      I raised my brows at the exorbitant sum, but the price was worth it. As I was stuffing the change back into my crossbody bag, something shiny glittered from the packed dirt at my feet. Bending down, I nudged it with my finger, flipping it over to reveal a rectangular silver plate. When I scooped it up, several charms came with it, and I realized it was a bracelet.

      Blowing the red clay dust off it, I turned the plate over in my hand and squinted. The front didn’t have a name but instead had a string of three galloping unicorns engraved on it. When I flipped it over, I was glad to see script. Maybe this would make it easy to return. To my Peapod. Follow your dreams. Love, Nana.”

      I sighed. Objects needing to be returned—or delivered—to their proper owners had a way of just turning up in my life. Whether this was one of them or whether it was a simple case of a broken clasp resulting in a loss was easy enough to determine. I held the circular fastener up so I could see it and confirmed what I’d already inspected. Both sides of the clasp were intact. This was another magical object trying to find its way home.

      I stuffed it into my pocket and turned back toward the rides. I’d learned not to sweat it when I found something. It would present itself when the time was right, but I was curious who it was looking for. Neither the nickname nor the inspiring words were unusual, but whoever it was would turn up eventually.

      “Hey, Noelle!” Justin called, running toward me with Billy close behind. “How about the Scrambler? It doesn’t leave the ground, so surely you’ll ride it.”

      I laughed because it was one of my favorites. “You know I will, but you have to sit on the outside. I’ll squish you if you don’t!”

      Billy, who’d grown to the point of being almost my size, snorted. “Maybe a year ago, but you might wanna give that another think. I thought you didn’t want to be a human pancake. It’s your call though. I don’t mind being the unsquished one.”

      “Or maybe I’ll be the one getting squished by a beautiful redhead,” a deep voice rumbled from behind me. Hunter had finally arrived.

      “Then c’mon,” I replied, grinning as I led the way to the fast-moving ride. “I’ll be happy to squish such a handsome guy.”

      As the sun sank low on the horizon, the fair had filled with people, but we miraculously lucked out and caught a short line at the ride. The boys got their own bucket and Hunter and I got ours. Rather than try to hold myself off him with the bar, I sank into him as the ride whirled us around, laughing as the wind whipped my hair and Hunter slung his arm around me.

      We spent another hour or so enjoying the fair, but then Billy shook his head. “I’ve had enough. It’s great to do all this stuff with friends, but I get sick of it. Is it okay if I go to the farm with y’all? We’ve been with the caravan for a few weeks now, and I’m over of it. I love the travel, but sometimes I just want my own bed.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “I was a little surprised to hear y’all were back on the circuit anyway. I’m pickin’ your mom up later.”

      I didn’t want to push, but he and his mom had inherited a farm and enough money to keep them living well for the rest of their lives. I wasn’t sure why they were with the carnival again, so I asked.

      He lifted a shoulder. “We don’t have to, but Ma misses doing readings. Even though she has her own little shop in town that keeps her busy, I think she misses the travel and the kinship of our old life. Sometimes we join them for a few weeks just for fun.”

      That was insightful for a pre-teen, but then again, he wasn’t your typical kid. Serena had told me a while back that he was starting to show signs of having her gift, and she wasn’t sure whether that was a blessing or a curse. Being different was hard sometimes, and getting glimpses of the potential future wasn’t always as fortunate as people imagined it would be.

      As if the universe had heard my musings and disagreed, Billy stopped mid-sentence and grabbed my arm, yanking me toward him and away from the edge of the path. We’d just walked under the high-flying swings, and no sooner had I moved over than the remains of somebody’s lunch landed with a splat in front of us exactly where I’d have been walking.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, looking anywhere but at the puddle of what had almost been my latest fashion accessory.

      “No problem,” he replied, scowling. “I saw Kevin puttin’ the fence up this afternoon and told him he needed to move it out more to keep people from under the swings, but he blew me off ‘cuz he thinks I’m just a kid. Maybe I’ll put a frog in his bed next time I get a chance.”

      Making a concentrated effort not to look back, I swallowed and nodded. “Put in two. That was gross. And thanks again, by the way.”

      He grinned. “Sure thing. Ma worries about me havin’ the sight, but I don’t know what the big deal is. Look what a mess you’d be in if I didn’t have it. Besides, it only works sometimes. I just get occasional flashes.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, but I got why Serena worried about him. Being magical was awesome, but it wasn’t always easy.

      “Before you go doin’ anything like that, make sure you don’t get caught,” Hunter replied, reaching out the ruffle his hair. “Most people frown upon frogs in their beds, and the revenge might be bad.”

      I started to pass what Serena had told me on to Hunter, but I didn’t get a chance. Before I could say anything, screaming erupted from somewhere in front of us. Glancing at Hunter, I followed it, wondering what fresh hell we were in for now.

      A crowd of thirty or so people shuffled around the House of Mirrors muttering to each other and glancing toward the clown-covered front of it.

      “What’s going on?” I asked two middle-aged women.

      The first, a blonde with big blue eyes and the beginnings of a sunburn spread across her cheeks, cast me a quick glance before turning her attention back to the structure. “There was a real ghost! He was hovering right there!” She pointed toward the entry doors.

      I blinked. “A ghost? Are you sure?”

      Keyhole Lake had a healthy ghost population, but they all followed the rules. None of them would ever show themselves in broad daylight to one stranger, let alone a whole crowd.

      Her friend nodded, her dark ponytail bobbing. “A hundred percent. You could see through him, but he was plenty visible. He was an older man wearing a dark suit, and he was trying to speak. It was sorta like watching TV with the volume off. He looked frantic, honestly.” She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself, but excitement flushed her face under her tan.

      My gaze slid quickly around the area in search of our wayward spirit, but there was no sign of him.

      Trouble, a good friend of ours who happened to be a ghost, popped in beside me, and I did my best not to look at her, let alone say anything.

      “Addy and Belle are gonna be pissed,” she said, drawing the last word out for effect.

      She wasn’t wrong. As the self-appointed queen bees, the two matrons didn’t have a lot rules, but keeping Keyhole Lake’s post-life population hush-hush was one they didn’t budge on. Their biggest nightmare was having the town swarmed with news vans and ghost hunters.

      I stepped away from the crowd and headed toward a gap between two of the trailers, careful not to step on the fat black electrical cord.

      “C’mon,” I muttered, and Trouble, along with Hunter and the boys, followed. Once I was sure nobody would see me talking to what seemed to be thin air, I turned to her. “Now, what did you see? Were those women right?”

      She nodded, tucking a lock of her long blonde hair behind her ear and smoothing her yellow sundress. As usual, she was barefoot. “Yeah, she hit it pretty much on the nose. Angus and I were in the funhouse when we heard the screamin’. We rushed out, and there this guy was, hoverin’ pretty as you please right over the little duck pond over there. The moms freaked out, and I can’t say as I blame ‘em. The man looked deranged. Angus went after him.”

      Angus was her boyfriend and a man I’d known and loved my whole life even though his position in Keyhole Lake’s society had been less than sunshine and roses when he’d been alive. Since he’d reconnected with Trouble, the love of his life, he’d cleaned up his act. He’d let himself go in life, happy to be the town professional drinker, but then we’d found out why. He’d been mourning Trouble. It had taken a lifetime and part of an afterlife for them to find each other again, but they had. Now he was usually clean-cut and snazzy. Not so much now.

      Like the rest of us, he was dressed for a day at the fair, but his ball cap was askew, and he was missing a flip-flop. When he spoke, his voice was raspy as if he were out of breath. That wasn’t technically possible for ghosts—the whole dead thing kinda negated the need for air—but it was a habit most of them held on to. “He’s gone. I couldn’t catch him.”

      “You look like you’ve been through the wringer,” Hunter said, concern lacing his tone. “Did he attack you?”

      Angus shook his head and straightened his hat. “No, I didn’t get that close to the feller. He saw me and took off. I followed him to the edge of the park before I lost him.”

      “Did you hear what he was sayin’ when we came out?” Trouble asked. “I couldn’t pick out a single word over the crowd screamin’.”

      “I don’t think he was actually sayin’ anything,” Angus replied. “Or well, I reckon he was tryin’ to, but no sound was comin’ out.”

      Trouble frowned and started to say something when Addy popped in looking fit to be tied. I had no idea how she’d heard about the incident so fast, but she’d been like that in life too. You didn’t get much past her. “I heard some ignoramus went and made a scene, showin’ himself to the whole crowd. Tell me I heard wrong.”

      Trouble chewed her lip and looked at her feet. “No, you didn’t hear wrong, but I don’t think he meant to cause a scene. He looked pretty stressed.”

      Addy crossed her arms, scowling. “Not nearly as stressed as he’s gonna be once I get ahold of him! You can’t just go showin’ yourself to the livin’, pretty as you please. Before you know it, city slickers’ll be pourin’ in lookin’ for proof of an afterlife, throwin’ their trash all over and bein’ disrespectful. We have rules for a reason.”

      Cheri Lynn popped in beside me. “I don’t think he’s a local. I didn’t recognize him, and I was with Lily Marie. She didn’t either.”

      Lily Marie was the deceased wife of the only funeral home director in town. In fact, her family had owned the business for three generations. It was her home base when she wasn’t out and about doing all the fun stuff she’d missed out on when she’d been chained to the family business.

      The thing was, a lifetime of keeping the books at the place was a hard habit to break. If somebody kicked the bucket in Keyhole Lake, you could bet your bottom dollar she knew about it right down to the cause of death and the color of their fine washables. If she said this guy hadn’t died here, then he hadn’t.

      “Unless he ain’t been found yet,” Addy said, rubbing her chin in thought.

      “Maybe that’s what he was tryin’ to say,” Trouble added, floating a little closer to Addy. “Maybe he got stuck in a barn or ran his car off a bridge and into the river. Or over a hill. Maybe he doesn’t know he’s dead and is tryin’ to get help.”

      Any of those scenarios could be right. He wouldn’t be the first ghost who’d shown up wondering why nobody would talk to him. I sighed. We already had one mystery on our hands—the last thing I wanted was to deal with a second. Guilt washed over me for thinking about how somebody else being dead would inconvenience me.

      “Phooey,” Addy huffed. “If he was confused, he wouldn’t have run from Angus. Whoever he is, he needs to act like he’s got some sense. There’s plenty of us around that he ain’t gotta go showin’ himself to the livin’, shootin’ his mouth off and scarin’ people.”

      Cheri Lynn crossed her tanned arms, scowling. “Maybe it’s that cut and dried for you, but death wasn’t that easy for the rest of us. That man looked scared to death, bless his heart, and here you are, rattlin’ on about how awful he was bein’. Shame on you! We need to find the poor soul and help him.”

      Addy had the grace to look abashed. “I suppose you’re right. I’m not sure where we’re gonna look though. Look at Erol. He hid from us for almost two years. If this feller don’t wanna be found, he ain’t gonna be.”

      “I don’t think that’s it,” Trouble said. “I mean, he appeared in broad daylight right here in front of everybody, and he was obviously tryin’ to tell us somethin’. Those aren’t exactly the actions of a man tryin’ to stay under the radar.”

      Hunter took my hand and tugged me toward the midway. “You guys figure out who the dead guy is, and Noelle and I will do our best to identify our girl. Hopefully you’ll have better luck than we have so far. Until then, I want a candy apple, and I’d like to hear what Serena had to say about the note.”

      As I took his hand, I thought about the conversation Raeann and I had that morning about folks hoping for something as exciting as the Hank debacle. A public ghostly appearance fit that bill for sure. I don’t think Heather’s death was comparable to Hanks's, but if morbid excitement was their thing, it was stackin’ up to be the Fourth of July in Keyhole Lake they’d hoped for.
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      We spent the next hour or so at the fair, then gathered the boys up and headed to the farm. As much as I loved the sights and sounds of the carnival, you could only ride the rides and do so many laps of the midway with carnies trying to shake you down until it got old. Serena had knocked off early so she could come with us.

      “Can we go riding in the morning?” Billy asked as we pulled up to the farm.

      “Sure,” I replied, gathering my purse as Hunter pulled in behind us, “but I gotta be down at Raeanne’s first thing. She’s out of almost everything, and I’m gonna be up half the night bakin’.”

      “Do you need some company?” Serena asked. “If not, I understand. I’m way behind on my shows, so I’ll gladly curl up on your couch and watch TV. I’m just glad to have some space, and I can tell you right now, I’m gonna stand under your shower until I run the water heater cold.”

      I laughed as Hunter caught up to us. “That’s fine, and whatever you want to do will work. Mi casa es su casa.”

      “Then a hot shower it is. Right after I eat some of that pizza, that is. I hope you know, I’m expectin’ it to be gold, the way y’all have talked it up.”

      “Oh, it is,” Hunter said. “Fair warning though—don’t be shy. If you don’t jump in when the getting’s good, you’ll starve.”

      She cast him a disbelieving glance. “Sugar, I live with a growin’ boy. If you think I’m afraid to throw an elbow over the last piece, you got another think comin’.”

      I turned to the boys as we climbed the porch steps. “You two need to feed in the morning before you go. We all have places to be.”

      “That’s fine,” Justin said, taking the pizzas from Hunter. “When we’re done, we’ll ride out to the cabin for a while then come back up and swim in the pool.”

      I smiled as the boys rushed toward the porch. “I’d kill to have half their energy.”

      Hunter nodded then reached over and pulled me against him. “I’d kill to have a quarter of it. Is it just me, or is it getting harder and harder to stay up past nine o’clock?”

      I laughed and bumped him with my elbow, careful not to jostle the pizzas. “Do I need to trade you in on a younger model?”

      He arched a brow as we climbed the steps. “I don’t know. Am I not keepin’ up? If not, I can always up my game.”

      I gave him a cocky smile and squeezed his hand. “I was just kiddin’. I’m tired too, and you’re more than enough for me to handle. Now, let’s get inside and get these boys fed. They’re hopped up on cotton candy and Coke, but that’ll wear off soon enough.”

      “And when it does, they’ll be out like lights,” Serena added. “Then I might sit on that porch of yours with a glass of wine and stare out over the pool for a while rather than watch TV. Recharge my batteries while you’re bakin’ instead of watchin’ TV. It was a long day.”

      The boys yanked open the screen door but before they could get inside, Max, our talking donkey, rushed out followed by Arlo, a Golden Retriever we’d adopted, nearly knocking the kids over. Arlo and Max had become best friends right off the bat, and now you never saw one without the other.

      Arlo jumped up and put his paws on Justin’s shoulders, tail wagging as he nearly bowled him over. Before Justin could protest, Arlo covered his face in sloppy doggy kisses. I grabbed the pizza boxes before they ended up smashed on the floor.

      “Down, boy,” Justin exclaimed, grinning. Arlo did as he was told, but only so he could check out the new arrival. As far as we could tell, the big lug had never met a stranger—only a fresh source of pets and treats. Unfortunately, one of his favorite treats happened to be my shoes.

      “Who are you, big guy?” Billy asked as he turned his head sideways to avoid getting French-kissed by our newest family member.

      “That,” Max said in a mildly disgusted voice, “Is Arlo. Despite the deplorable manners he’s exhibiting right now, he’s typically a very good fellow. Arlo—stop embarrassing yourself.”

      Rather than show even the slightest hint of remorse, Arlo did a circle and licked Max on the muzzle. Mind you, had anybody else had the audacity to do that, our grouchy old donkey would have butted them into next week. Since it was Arlo, though, Max just turned his head out of the way with a look of aggravation and told him to knock it off. There wasn’t much conviction in his tone, though.

      The last year had been hard on Max. On both of us, really. When Shelby had gone away to college, our hearts had been broken. Then Matt, one of our dear friends who’d lived in the apartment above my garage for a couple of years, had moved in with Anna Mae and had taken his German Shepard with him. Max and Wiz had been two peas in a pod, so in a matter of no time, we’d been swept away by change and our house had gone from full to empty.

      It had been horrible for me, but at least I had my job and plenty of moral support. Max, on the other hand, had his world turned upside-down without any recourse. He’d moped around the house like his world was ending, and no matter what I’d done, I hadn’t been able to drag him out of it. That’s when Gabi, our roommate, had told us about a dog who needed a home. For Max, it had been best friends at first sight, which was so far out of character for him that I’d barely been able to believe it.

      Anyhow, that brings us back to why Max wasn’t all that peeved about having dog slobber on his nose. It probably didn’t hurt that I’d brought Justin, one of his favorite people, and pizza home with me.

      Max shouldered past his buddy and turned toward me while Arlo welcomed Serena. Though he spoke to me, his eyes never left the pizza boxes Justin held.  “Are you going to stand there all night, or are you going to bring that in and serve it before it gets cold? I’m starving. And I could use a drink.”

      When he said that, he didn’t mean his water bowl was empty. No, because he wasn’t your run-of-the-mill talking donkey. He could swill high-dollar scotch like a Highlander, and his dietary preferences definitely ran more toward pizza than cracked corn, though he wouldn’t turn his nose up at that, either.

      Billy got Arlo’s attention and scratched his ears, earning another lick before we went into the house. “Did they have pizza back in your time, Max?”

      He was referring to the sixteenth century, which is when Max, or Maximillian Beauregard Lancaster III, had lived as a lesser noble human before running afoul of an Irish witch with a temper as fiery as her hair. When she’d caught him sampling the pleasures of another woman, she’d turned him into an ass, which she insisted better suited his true self. Honestly, I could see it, but he’d grown a lot since then.

      Max let out a disgusted humph and he went through to screen door. “They did not, which is yet another example of the barbarism of that era. Now, let’s get down to business and eat while the cheese is still melted. And we’re not eating outside. It’s still too hot.”

      He was right about that. Even though the sun had set, the air was still thick and sticky. I followed the kids inside, then went straight to the kitchen and dropped the pizza boxes on the table.

      “Where’s Gabi?” Hunter asked as I shooed the boys off to wash their hands. “We haven’t seen her in a couple days.”

      “Right here,” our roommate replied, popping around the corner in her blue-plaid pajamas, her dark hair piled into a messy knot. “Will and I had a long day because the Wilsons had a breech calf, then the Mayfields had a new foal that wasn’t wantin’ to nurse. We got everything set straight, but I’m whipped. And my truck is making a weird noise. Another one, I mean.”

      Gabi drove a beat-up old Ford that rivaled my old truck, Bessy. The beast was dependable for something with over two hundred thousand miles, but that wasn’t saying much.

      “You need to trade that thing in,” Hunter said. “It’s gonna go for good and leave you sitting alongside the road sometime in the not-too-distant future.”

      She lifted a careless shoulder as she pulled a slice of pepperoni from one of the boxes. “Maybe so, but she’s mine free and clear, and we’ve been through a lot together. Skeet’s grabbin’ a ride out with Anna Mae in the mornin’ and pickin’ her up. I have a full day of lessons and training, so it’s no big deal.”

      I tossed paper plates on the table in front of each chair and reached into the fridge for the tea jug as Hunter dropped ice into plastic cups for us all. “So, you’re not working with Will tomorrow?”

      She shook her head. Will was our local vet and Cody’s uncle as well as Gabi’s boyfriend. “Nah, he has an appointment with the tax man most of the morning, then he’ll just be doin’ standard appointment stuff. If he has an emergency, I can stop what I’m doing and go help. My riding lessons are all in the morning. I’m training horses in the afternoon.”

      The sliding doors that led to the patio and pool slid open and Shelby and Kira strolled in wrapped in towels still wet from the pool.

      “Don’t drip on the floors!” I exclaimed. “You know how slick the wood gets, and with my luck, it’ll be me that breaks my neck.”

      Kira’s face flushed, and she flicked a hand, instantly drying them both. “Sorry about that.”

      Shelby waved a dismissive hand as she headed straight for the pizza and snagged a slice. “Don’t mind Noe. She’s startin’ to sound like Aunt Addy in her old age.” She bumped me with her elbow, grinning to let me know she was playing.

      I wiggled my fingers and turned the slice of pizza she’d snagged cold, then grinned back. “Call me old again, and I’ll shrivel you up like a prune.”

      “Hey! Rude!” She waved a hand over her slice and the cheese became glossy and gooey again. “Don’t destroy Duck’s masterpiece even in jest!”

      I smiled at Kira. She was still getting used to the chaos that was a constant in our house. Even though she said her aunts reminded her a lot of Addy, at least sometimes, she was still an angel and an only child. Her life was vastly different than ours, and I knew we took some getting used to. By no means was she a timid wallflower, but our family dynamic was a lot for anybody to absorb.

      “Don’t stand back and wait,” I told her as the boys thundered into the room and plopped down at the table. “If you do, you’ll starve. When it comes to Duck’s pizza, we wait for each other like hogs at a trough.”

      It took her a couple seconds to catch on to what I meant, but then her face lit up with understanding and she didn’t waste another second wading into the mix and claiming her own spot.

      “Did you learn anything else about the girl we found?” Kira asked after we were all settled.

      Hunter shook his head and swallowed his bite before answering. “Nada on my end. Serena here did a reading on the note, but she didn’t get much aside from a physical description of an older woman and a house. Well, and she verified that our girl is definitely Heather. By the way,” he added, glancing at Serena, “thank you for doing that. It’s the only info we have to go on at the moment.”

      “My pleasure,” she replied around a bite of meat lover’s.

      I tore up a piece of pizza and put it into Max’s bowl. “If we can find the house or figure out who Mabel is now that we have a picture, maybe we can learn more.”

      Max lipped a piece into his mouth, then glanced pointedly at his ‘rocks’ bowl. “And my scotch?”

      “After dinner,” I replied. “Not that I have to tell you to eat your food first, but we’ll all have a drink on the back patio when we’re done. I could use a glass of wine, too.”

      I also felt a little bad. I hadn’t been spending as much time at the farm as I usually did with the fair in town and Raeann being shorthanded. I actually missed the old codger. A nightcap with him would be nice.

      “Fine, then give me another piece. And make sure there’s none of that disgusting pineapple on it. That’s barbaric,” he muttered, doing his best to sound gruff. I knew him well enough to pick up the hint of pleasure in his eyes, though.

      “Perfect,” I replied. “More for me.”

      Kira shook her head, smiling. “You’re all weird, but I’m starting to like it. What does that say about me?”

      Shelby took a drink of tea and grinned. “It means you’re as crazy as I guessed you were the first time we met.”

      My ears popped as Addy appeared, looking a little worried until she saw Shelby. Her face lit up. “Sugar, you’re a sight for sore eyes. I’m sorry I haven’t been to visit in a while, but things here have been a little crazy. Glad to see you too, Kira. How are your aunts?”

      “Good,” Kira replied, her lips curving into a smile. “They’ve almost got the headcount from the Valley of Souls complete. It looks like almost all the souls are accounted for other than a handful.”

      I noticed she left out that part about them being the worst ones and wondered if she was just being private or if she was intentionally playing down the seriousness of it to keep my aunt from worrying. My gut said it was the latter.

      “Excellent!” Addy replied with the same motherly pride she reserved for all her ducklings, as she called us. “You’ll have your wings back and will be partyin’ it up in Celestial City in no time!”

      Serena knew all about the escaped souls Kira’s been trapped into recapturing, and she looked thoughtful. “Have you considered bringing a medium in to help? Maybe they’d be able to help sense them. I’d think that would stand out, at least as long as they hadn’t evicted the donor soul from the body yet. Two souls in one spot would be the medium equivalent of having double vision.”

      Kira refilled her glass from the pitcher on the table. “I hadn’t, actually. That’s not a bad idea. There are a few good ones in Abaddon’s Gate, and for some reason, most of the souls haven’t ventured far from there. Maybe it would help to bring a few in to help keep an eye out.”

      “Addy, is everything okay?” Hunter asked, reaching for another slice, “You looked less than pleased when you popped in. Is everything okay?”

      She sighed. “No, it’s not. That ghastly man has shown up twice more—once in Bobbie Sue’s and again at the fair—and made awful scenes both times. Max Wheeler spotted him the first time, and Belle saw him the second. The minute they tried to approach him, he turned tail and ran. I reckon he’s goin’ to the quiet place ‘cuz we sure can’t find him. Makes sense if he’s a fresh ghost. That’d explain why he’s actin’ so weird, too.”

      The quiet place is how Addy describes where she goes when she’s not on our plane. When she first came back, she’d disappear, and we wouldn’t see her for hours or even days. Now she pretty much stayed on this side, but she did go there just to get some peace and quiet sometimes. She said it was like being nowhere, which was a hard concept for me to wrap my head around.

      Kira cleared her throat. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, but I assume a ghost’s making a nuisance of himself. If you need a soul caught, I brought my trap with me. I’ll be glad to help.”

      Gabi tilted her head at her after she washed a bite down with her tea. “Could you even let him back out once you catch him?”

      “I think so,” Kira said, shrugging as she reached for another slice. “I let mine out on the other side of the gate once I catch them. I don’t see why I couldn’t do it anywhere I want.”

      I pressed my lips together, unsure whether I was willing to risk it when she wasn’t a hundred percent sure. “Does it hurt, and is there any way you can find out for sure? I’d hate to trap him forever or cause him any pain.”

      Kira put down her pizza and pulled out her phone. “I actually asked one of my lower-level souls what it felt like, and he said it was sorta like getting sucked up in a vacuum cleaner—weird but not painful. As far as being able to let them out anywhere, I can find out for sure. Gimme a second.”

      While she tapped out a text, I returned my attention to Addy. “Maybe Belle and Max aren’t the best ones to try to catch him. They don’t exactly look harmless. Maybe have them summon Cheri Lynn or Trouble. They’re much less intimidating.”

      She thought about that for a second, her form shimmering. “I can see that. We’ll change tactics if that’s what it takes to get him calmed down enough to tell us what his problem is.”

      I picked up my now-cold slice of Hawaiian pizza. “Fair enough then. I’m gonna finish supper, then I have to start baking. Raeann is almost out of stuff to sell, and I don’t see it slowin’ down while the festival’s goin’ on.”

      “Can we go swimming?” Billy asked, popping the last bite of crust into his mouth. “It’s been forever since I’ve been in a pool.”

      Since it was still hot and sticky out, I didn’t see why not, but I didn’t like the idea of them swimming alone.

      “We’ll go back in with you,” Shelby said, catching my eye to let me know she’d watch over them. I didn’t know whether she’d picked up my hesitance through our link or just because she knew me so well.  “I’ve missed it too.”

      It sure was good to have my little sister home.

      “We can keep you company while we have our after-dinner digestifs,” Max added, eyeing the liquor cabinet. “And then perhaps we can play some chess.”

      Max had a giant chess set on the porch. It was his favorite game, so we’d had it made just for his so he could nudge the pieces around.

      Billy furrowed his brow in confusion. “What’s a digestif?”

      “It means he’s tired of waiting for his scotch,” Justin replied, grinning.

      I sighed as I stood and gathered up the dirty plates and empty pizza boxes. At least I was a night owl, so I could afford to spend some time with the fam and Max, but I was already dreading the sound of my alarm clock at six the next morning.
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      An hour later, I pulled the boys from the pool because Shelby and Kira were exhausted. Gabi went to bed, and Hunter settled in the living room to watch TV. Max talked Serena and me into letting the boys stay up to play chess with him on the porch and even talked Serena into a game, so I headed to the kitchen to get to work.

      While I kneaded the doughs and whipped the batters, I let my magic take over. The rhythm and repetitiveness of the process soothed me, and my mind roamed over the events of the day as my magic wove its way into my pastries. It wasn’t uncommon for my subconscious to pick out details that my conscious brain missed while I was in the zone, so I let my mind roam.

      A few hours later, I slid the last batch of blueberry turnovers into the oven, then turned to the mound of bowls and bakeware in the sink. I usually did dishes by hand because, like baking, it was a repetitive task that gave my mind time to work on other problems, but I was stick-a-fork-in-me done. I poured myself a glass of wine and sank into a chair, then flicked a hand toward the sink and set the sponge to scrubbing.

      Shelby shuffled into the kitchen in a pair of gray sweat shorts and a baggy Pikachu tee shirt, yawning. “Hey, sister. You all finished up? It’s almost two in the morning. Don’t you have to be at Rae’s by like six?”

      I nodded and took a sip of wine. “Yep. The last batch is in the oven. I figured the dishes could wash themselves while I have a nightcap.”

      “You shoulda asked for help.” She poured a glass of milk and swiped a couple of fresh chocolate chip cookies from a tray, then took the chair beside me. It was then that I noticed the dark smudges under her eyes.

      “You know how it is,” I replied. “There’s not much to help with. Are you okay? You could pack for a weekend getaway in those bags under your eyes.”

      She raised a tired brow at me and sighed. “Yeah, I suppose I’m okay in general. It’s just … I’ve been thinking about something, and I’d like your advice. But you have to promise not to freak out.”

      I huffed. “I never freak out. What’s on your mind?”

      She gave me the side-eye. “You always freak out when it comes to me, but this is important.” She fidgeted with the fringe on the red-checked linen place mat in front of her, carefully pressing them all out straight. “I’m considering dropping out of school.”

      Maybe she’d been right about me because my first inclination was to freak out. She’d worked so hard to get where she was, and she’d always wanted to be a veterinarian. I clamped my lips shut because it was her future, and she’d matured enough that I knew this was a decision she’d weigh carefully before deciding one way or the other. Hence the bags under her eyes, I supposed.

      She held up a hand, and her mouth curved into a small half-smile. “See? You wanted to freak out but thank you for controlling yourself. It’s just that I’m worn to the bone tryin’ to keep up with both my human college classes and my magical training sessions, and that’s not even considering the missions the Academy sends me on. I’ve been burnin’ the candle at both ends for so long the flames are about to meet in the middle.”

      I swirled my wine, watching as the tendrils of red liquid slid slowly back down the inside of the glass. “And have you talked to Lilith?”

      Lilith played dual roles in Shelby’s life. She was her biology professor in the human world. In the magic world, she was Shelby’s magical mentor and the leader at the Celestial Academy, a covert organization that apparently saved the world on a regular basis from forces of evil nobody else even knew existed. I realize it sounds like some sort of fictional epic fantasy movie, but it’s true.

      Shelby hadn’t been given much of a choice in the matter. When she’d been seventeen, she’d gotten herself into a mess that had taken a miracle worked by a legit angel to get her out of. In the process, the angel had marked her. That was the same incident that had brought Levana into our lives, but that had been the only good thing to come from it. Well, that and the teensy fact that we’d all gained a huge magical boost that had helped us save our own bacon along with the rest of humanity.

      At the time, we’d had no clue what the mark meant, but when she started college, she’d been swept into a whole different magical world. Technically, she’d sort of been given the option to opt out. The problem was that she had such a massive sense of responsibility that she couldn’t just walk away when something horrible was happening.

      I commended Lilith for training her and doing everything in her power to give her the tools she needed to win and survive, but I also condemned her a little for dragging my little sister into a dangerous life and stealing her opportunity to be a simple college kid.

      She dunked a cookie into her milk. “I did. She’s cryptic about it. She says it’s hard to keep a foot in both worlds but that I can if I really want to. The problem is that wanting to do it doesn’t seem to be enough. I’m barely passing my classes, and to be honest, I’m not retaining much of what I’m learning because I’m basically coasting until I have to cram for an exam.”

      I reached over and squeezed her right hand. “I wish I could magically tell you what the answer is, but you know how I feel. I want you safe and sound and happy, and I think being a vet is the path to that.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, I held up my hand. “I also know you’re in an impossible situation where you don’t feel like it’s right to choose to live for yourself. I get that. I also get that on some level, you get a lot of satisfaction from working with the Academy. I wish I could choose for you, Shel, but I can’t. What I can do is support you no matter what you choose.”

      She sighed. “That’s what everybody keeps telling me.”

      I drained my wine glass and tipped the bottle to refill it. This wasn’t a one-glass conversation. “What if you drop back to part-time at school? It doesn’t have to be all or nothing.”

      She lifted a shoulder and fiddled with the placemat again. “I suppose I could, but I’ll lose my scholarships if I drop below twelve hours. Plus, the vet program is already eight years going full time. I’ll be ninety by the time I graduate if I drop down.”

      My heart went out to her, and I cursed Fate for giving Shelby a gift that was also a curse. I tried to lighten the mood without minimizing her dilemma. “Don’t be dramatic. Even if it takes ‘til you’re thirty, that’s still only a little older than me. Plus, it’ll give you a backup plan in case you ever decide to leave the Academy.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to do that,” she said, and the hopelessness in her voice made me want to cry. And punch someone.

      I bit all that back and kept my tone and expression calm, though, because that’s what she needed from me. “Even if you stay, you’ll at least have the option to work with Will when you can, and that would make you happy. For what it’s worth, that’s my two cents. Drop back to part-time. If you lose your scholarship, we’ll find a way to make it work. We always do. At least try it for a semester. If it still isn’t working, reassess.”

      She popped the last bite of her cookie into her mouth and drained her glass. I was glad to see that at least some of the weight on her shoulders seemed to have lifted.

      “Thanks, Noe. I knew you’d know what to do.” After dropping her glass into the dishwasher, she gave me a hug from behind and a kiss on the cheek. “Love you.”

      “Love you too. Now get some rest. You’re here on vacation, so there shouldn’t be any more sleepless nights.”

      As the dishes finished washing themselves, I stretched in my chair and yawned. I hadn’t managed to figure out anything that would help with the murder, but at least I’d helped take some stress off Shelby and had made enough pastries to keep Raeann in baked goods through at least the weekend no matter how busy she got. I was taking my wins where I could.
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      Hunter’s phone woke me up bright and early the next morning, which was a good thing considering I’d forgotten to set my alarm. Anna Mae was meeting me here at seven to go to the estate sale, and I had to run the mountain of baked goods down to Rae’s before she did. Thankfully, the boys had agreed to feed the horses and clean the stalls, so at least that was one thing I didn’t have to worry about. They were young, but I knew they’d do it right.

      My half-dead brain tuned into Hunter’s side of the conversation. “No, leave it ‘til I get there. I want to see it for myself before you move it.”

      He sat up and slid his legs over the side of the bed as he listened for a few more seconds, then told whoever it was that he’d be there in twenty minutes.

      “Who was that?” I asked, hoping the case had broken wide open.

      “JT,” he replied. “Bucky and Bob Hardman found a red SUV in the lake out by the dock. The driver’s door was open, and the keys were in the ignition, but that’s all they could really see. Bucky jumped overboard to make sure there wasn’t anybody in it, then called JT directly since they’re buddies.”

      I leaned up on my elbow. “So, there wasn’t anybody in it? Was there a purse or anything obvious?”

      He shook his head as he scratched the back of his neck and stretched. “It was too deep for them to do more than check for a body. They’ve held off on doing more than that until I get there.”

      While he showered, I went down and made us both a cup of coffee.

      “Thanks,” he said when he clomped down the stairs. He eyeballed the dozen stacks of pastry boxes on the table. “Do you need help with those?”

      I shook my head as I stood on my tippy toes to give him a kiss. “Nah, I’ve got it. Besides, I’m gonna grab a quick shower before I go, and it’s probably a bad idea to leave them in the truck while I do that. It’s already hot enough to melt the white off rice. I doubt the glazed turnovers would stand a chance.”

      After he left, Max ambled in, Arlo hot on his heels. Based on the sawdust on his paws, they’d been in the barn.

      “Hey, boy,” I said, leaning down to scratch Arlo’s ears. He ran his tongue up my face in a sloppy kiss, and I did my best not to cringe and turn my face away. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but I wasn’t too keen on getting dog slobber in my eye, either.

      “Is Shelby hanging out here today?” Max asked, trying to sound casual but not doing a great job of keeping the hope from his voice. He missed her as much as I did.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied, filling first his water bowl then Arlo’s. He was willing to share most everything with his buddy but drew the line at drinking backwash. I had no idea how he’d trained the dog to drink out of his own bowl, but that was between them. “You can ask her. I know Emma and Cody are coming down today, so they might be hangin’ out here at least long enough to wait on them. I gotta run, though.”

      After the fastest shower in history, I had the truck loaded up and was pulling out of the driveway fifteen minutes later, mixed-berry muffin in hand. The sight of the horses grazing in the pasture, tales swishing lazily as they munched, made me smile. On a whim, I pulled over and hopped out, calling to Missy, my paint mare. She jerked her head up, turned in my direction, and trotted over to me.

      “Good mornin’, beautiful,” I said, rubbing both sides of her face. She nuzzled my hand, probably because it smelled like the muffin. I laughed and reached back into the truck to retrieve my half-eaten breakfast. “Is this what you want?”

      She bobbled her head, then plucked the chunk of muffin I held out of my hand. She chewed it a minute, then stuck her neck out and curled her lips, probably because of the gooey feeling. It must not have been too horrible, though, because she nudged my arm for another piece.

      “That’s enough,” I told her, laughing. “Have a relaxing day. We’ll go to the cabin this weekend.”

      I hadn’t been riding in almost a week, and I missed it. Honestly, though, I felt bad going out too much when it was this hot. I figured if I didn’t want to be working in it, my horse probably didn’t want to be hauling my fluffy butt around, either.

      After giving her a final pat and wiping most of the stickiness and horse slobber off my hands with the wipes I kept in my truck, I headed out. Since it was so early, it only took me ten minutes to get to Brew. I pulled around to the back, wishing I could magic all the boxes into the building like I had from the house to the truck. It was too risky, though. The last thing I needed was for a bunch of tourists—or locals for that matter—to see pastry boxes floating into the store by themselves.

      Combine that with the ghost sightings, and Addy’s worst nightmare would come true. It wasn’t worth it if for no other reason than to skip being murdered by my own aunt. Yeah, she was a ghost, but if I brought the outside world crashing down on Keyhole, I had no doubt she’d find a way to throttle me.

      Thankfully, the shop wasn’t busy yet, so Angel and Raeann were able to help.

      “Jeez, do you think you made enough?” my cousin asked when she finished her third trip.

      “Better too much than not enough,” Angel said. “I don’t want to deal with uncaffeinated and hungry people today.”

      She had a point. Locals got a little annoyed when their favorite goody was out of stock but understood that I was only one person. Tourists tended to be entitled about it.

      “Have you had any luck figurin’ out who that poor dead girl is?” Angel asked as I made myself a Mocha Loca, one of Raeann’s special blends that was rich in both caffeine and Rae’s special brand of magic that gave it an extra boost of energy as well as flavor.

      “They found a car in the lake right off the dock this morning,” I replied. “The front door was open, and the keys were in it, but that’s all we know. They waited for Hunter to get there before they went any further. I imagine he’ll call in Jim before he does much more than drag it out of the water.” I pulled the pictures from my bag and handed them to Raeann.

      Angel pulled in a deep breath. “I know her—the younger one, I mean. She was in here a couple times. I ‘specially remember because she tipped big both times. Large mocha, double shot with a couple ice cubes to cool it down. I remember because I thought the beauty mark made her look glamorous even though she was dressed casual.”

      I whipped my gaze to her so fast that I sloshed milk onto the counter. “Say what? Was she with anybody?”

      She wiped the milk up. “Yeah. She was with an older woman the first time and Susie Johnson the second. I overheard them talkin’ about a house, but I didn’t hear much more than that.”

      Excitement coursed through me. “You didn’t see the other woman, though?”

      Gabi shook her head. “No, but Susie’s a good egg. I’m sure she’ll tell you everything she knows if you ask.”

      “You’re probably right.” I replied, taking a big drink of my coffee before starting the process over to make one for Anna Mae. Like Heather had, I always popped a couple ice cubes into my morning go juice. I was an instant-gratification girl when it came to my coffee, and I’d only had the one small, relatively weak cup I’d made at the house. The thought that she’d never do that again made me sad.

      I fished my phone out of my pocket to text Hunter. “Do you remember when she was in?”

      She nodded. “Sunday around noon, then first thing Monday morning. Like around eight.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t hear anything else? How did she seem? Happy? Annoyed?” At this point, anything might help, especially if it led us to the house.

      Susie wasn’t exactly the easiest person to like. She was friendly as could be, but she was also a lot. She tended to be loud and way overdid the whole Southern thing when she was dealing with out-of-towners. I supposed she thought it gave her that extra small-town flair.

      She also went out of her way to throw in extra y’alls, bless-your-hearts, and sugars, which she pronounced as “sugah,” and exaggerated her accent. It was her thing, and she dropped the charade when she was around locals, so if she thought that sold her houses, far be it from me to knock her methods.

      “Nope. Honestly, I was too busy tryin’ not to laugh at the big ole floppy hat she was wearin’. It was Pepto pink, but I guess it matched her dress and shoes.” She shuddered. “I have no idea why that girl feels the need to be gaudy. It nearly blinded me, and I can’t imagine that girl—Heather—was too impressed.”

      “What makes you say that?” Rae asked. “Was she snippy or somethin’?”

      Angel shook her head. “Not at all. She seemed happy enough, or at least she didn’t seem annoyed. She smiled and told me how good your cranberry-orange muffins were. She even took some to go.” She pinched her lips together and pushed them to the side in thought. “She just seemed a little stressed, or like somethin’ was off with her and she was tryin’ not to show it.”

      I shrugged and glanced at my watch. “I’ll see what Susie has to say.”

      I didn’t have time to go see her before I had to meet up with Anna Mae, but we’d likely be back by noon. If Hunter didn’t get to it by then, I’d go see her.

      I snapped the lid onto Anna Mae’s coffee. “Thanks a ton, Angel. Unless the car turns up somethin’, this is the first real lead we’ve had.”

      Right on cue, my cell dinged with Hunter’s notification tone. I put the coffees on the faux-marble counter and pulled my phone out.

      Raeann looked over my shoulder. “Well, that’s not good.”

      “What’d he say?” Angel asked, craning her neck trying to look over my other.

      “He’ll check with Susie as soon as he can. They got the car out of the lake, but it didn’t have any plates or registration. They’re gonna have to run the VIN. It’s an extra step, so it’ll take longer.”

      Raeann furrowed her brow. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      I shrugged. “It sorta does if the killer knew she wasn’t from around here. Maybe whoever killed her wanted to slow down the investigation long enough to get out of town.”

      “Or maybe they have some connection to it,” Angel said, her tone a little conspiratorial. “You know, like maybe it was a boyfriend or somethin’, and he met her here. Maybe he doesn’t know they can trace it by VIN.”

      I cast her a skeptical look. “Everybody knows that.”

      “Not everybody watches crime shows,” Angel pointed out. “For that matter, even if they do, how often does something like that happen? They almost always have the tag.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but it sounded like a stupid move on the killer’s part, though I supposed they did go the extra step to drive it into the lake even if they did a half-ass job of it. Killers didn’t have to be smart, which usually worked in our favor. With as little information as we had, screwups might be the only thing that helped us catch the murderer.

      “You’re assuming too much though,” Raeann said. “It might not even be her car. Granted, the odds are good that it is, but there’s no guarantee.”

      I glared at her. “Don’t bring that kinda juju down on us. Of course it’s hers.”

      She grinned. “Just sayin’. Don’t count your chickens before they hatch. You might be the one bringin’ the bad juju.”

      “Either way,” I replied, scowling at her, “I’m gonna be late meetin’ Anna Mae if I don’t get out of here, so I’ll see y’all later.”

      “Keep us posted,” Rae said.

      I nodded as I headed out the door, moderately annoyed that we’d even brought bad juju into the conversation. As bad as I hated to admit it, she was right. We needed the break, though, so I was trusting the universe to give it to us.
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      Anna Mae was waiting on the porch talking to Gabi when I got back to the farm.

      “Mornin’ ladies,” I said, feeling a little bad that I hadn’t brought Gabi a coffee as I handed Anna Mae hers.

      “Mornin’,” they both replied.

      “You ready to go?” Anna Mae asked. “Matt’s keepin’ Faye right now, but she’s at that age where everything either goes in her mouth or into poor Wiz’s, and that kid can crawl faster than most people can run. She’s pulling herself up on the furniture too, so nothin’s safe if it’s not four feet off the ground.”

      Gabi smiled. “Give her a bit and it won’t be safe there, either. My cousin’s kid was a climber. She couldn’t find him anywhere one day when he was like two or three and was about to lose her mind. The doors were locked, so he couldn’t have gotten out. She found him sittin’ cross-legged on top the fridge, snickering at her.”

      Anna Mae’s expression was horrified. “No way.”

      “Yes way,” Gabi replied, nodding. “Her washer was beside the fridge. There was a basket of clothes in front of the washer and a stack of towels on top of it. He used them like a ladder, and up he went.”

      “Maybe I should go home,” Anna Mae said, her face even paler than her platinum hair.

      I rolled my eyes and took her by the arm, tugging her toward the truck. “C’mon. Matt’s got her, and besides, she’s not stable enough to do that yet. Hunter already got the trailer hooked up last night, and we’re both short on inventory. We have to go.”

      “I suppose,” she replied, though she didn’t sound convinced.

      She was a worrywart by nature anyway, so the best thing to do was distract her. “Do you mind driving? I’m sorta beat.” Plus, that’d keep her mind busy, and I’d get her chatting.

      We climbed into the truck and waved at Gabi as we pulled out.

      “Is there anything in particular you’re looking for today?” I asked.

      She shook her head as she carefully swung the rig wide enough to miss the corner of the fence. “Nah. I guess I’ll know it when I see it. I’m a little low on kitchen stuff and kid’s clothes. Since it’s an estate sale, surely we’ll find some iron skillets or somethin’.”

      We spent the rest of the half-hour trip talking about the murder and how much the baby was growing, and before we knew it, we were pulling into the driveway of a large Victorian house. The place looked like it had seen better days, but it was still gorgeous. The weathered blue paint on the outside was peeling a little, and one of the gray shutters on the second floor was a little loose. The top had a widow’s walk, and I would have sworn I saw a bit of movement. That wasn’t particularly surprising, but it did make me curious. It wasn't like we didn't have a healthy ghost population, but not everybody participated in our post-living community.

      Even though there was still twenty minutes before the sale was supposed to start, the acre or so of the front yard that had been roped off for parking was already half full.

      “Wow,” Anna Mae said as she swung the truck wide and pulled into a spot designated for trailers. “I didn't expect there to be this many people here. The flyer listed a lot of cool things, but it's mostly furniture and odds and ends that most people wouldn't be interested in. The house and property are for sale, but surely there aren’t this many people interested in it.”

      I shrugged as I reached for my bottle of water. “There are a lot of people in town for the fair. Maybe they saw one of the announcements and decided to come check it out since nothing's really open until noon.”

      “I guess,” she replied as she pulled her fringed denim purse from the backseat. “Let’s hope they won’t be biddin’ stuff up. I have overhead and a slim profit margin on the smaller stuff.”

      “Here’s hopin’ they’re just looky-loos then.” That happened a lot, and I didn’t see many trucks or SUVs—a sign folks weren’t there to buy either a lot of small stuff or any big items. That boded well for both of us. Or for me, anyway.

      We trudged across the grassy lot toward the house. The way the flyer had explained it, they’d be auctioning off the inside items in there and then moving to the barn to do the vehicles and outside pieces, which I assumed meant farm equipment and such. I hoped they’d change their mind and do most of that inside after taking a break to let folks get a look at the outside stuff.

      Some of my best pieces came from barn finds, but it was a million degrees outside with eighty percent humidity. Tendrils of hair that had come loose from my ponytail were already sticking to the back of my neck, and it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet, so an auction in a stuffy barn at noon or later would be miserable.

      Anna Mae matched my sigh of relief when we stepped inside. Thankfully, the AC was working overtime because it was almost too cool in there. With estate sales, it was always a tossup. If the house had stood empty for a while, the owners often kept the power off. That was never a wise move because it made the house a breeding ground for mold and mildew, but not everybody thought about that. Or maybe they just didn’t care enough to pay an extra light bill.

      “Look at that, Noe,” Anna Mae said in a low voice, motioning toward a gorgeous oak entrance table sitting against the wall in the foyer.

      “Yeah, it’s amazing,” I whispered, examining it closer but doing my best to not seem too interested. The carving on the legs, drawers, and edges was too intricate and varied to be machine-made, and when I pulled a drawer open, my suspicions were confirmed. The drawer itself was made of pine, and the dovetails that connected the face to the sides were just a tad imperfect. I was a little surprised when the scent of cedar wafted toward me.

      I closed the drawer, pinching my lips together and shaking my head in faux disappointment. The piece was homemade, but I didn’t want to advertise that to people who wouldn’t know, and I’d prefer them to think I found something less than ideal. If so, they might skip it and we’d pick it up for a deal. I shared the details with her under my breath.

      She was having trouble keeping her eyes off the piece. “I think I might grab it for myself. It’s gorgeous.”

      I arched a brow at her. “And where would you put it? You already have an entry table. A super nice one.”

      “Oh, that old thing?” she asked, flapping a hand, “I’ve had that for years.”

      “Yeah,” I said, smiling. “At least three.” Anna Mae had a pathological need to redecorate at least one room a year.

      She huffed. “Fine. It’s not that old, but I like this one better. I can always give mine to Kristen. It’s small enough that she’d have room for it, and her apartment’s sparse considering how long she’s been living there. It’s been almost two years. That girl takes minimalist living to an all-new level.”

      “Holy cow,” I said, doing the math in my head. “It has been that long, hasn’t it?”

      It seemed like everything moved so quickly, and keeping up with it all was tough.

      “Yep. So let me get the number for that piece so we can move on into other rooms. The way they’ve arranged these pieces is great. I love it when they have everything all staged because it makes it so much easier to see how it’ll look.”

      An unladylike snort came from over my shoulder, and I glanced behind me. I hadn’t even felt somebody getting into my space, which was unusual for me. When I saw a shimmering matronly woman wearing a housedress and slippers hovering there, I was a little relieved, at least until she opened her mouth.

      “It’s not staged,” she grumbled, putting the last word in air quotes. “It’s how I arranged it, and now here strangers are, pokin’ through my place, pretty as you please, wearin’ shoes on my hardwoods like they didn’t have any raisin’ at all.”

      I tamped down a surge of guilt and the ingrained urge to go back to the door and kick my shoes off. Addy was the same way—she had a fit if folks wore shoes in the house, and all of us had learned the hard way to take them off at the door. Since Anna Mae’s cheeks were pink, too, I knew she’d heard. I glanced around to see if anybody else saw her other than us. The foyer had emptied as folks rushed to get a full preview before the auction started, so we were safe.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, careful to keep my voice low. “I know it must be weird for you. Did I see you on the widow’s walk earlier?”

      “Yes. I was watching everybody stompin’ down my grass, and weird doesn’t even come close to what I’m feeling,” she replied, sighing. Her gray hair was braided and hung over her shoulder. “I woke up a few weeks ago and found myself dead. Course, it took me a day or two to figure it out, but I suppose I musta gone in my sleep since I’m still in my night clothes. Probably kicked it when I fell asleep watchin’ Jeopardy since I’m wearin' my slippers.”

      She’d wandered off course a bit, so I did my best to steer her back. “So, this was your place?”

      Her wrinkled face turned down in defeat. “I guess was is the right word now, though I lived in this old house for over eighty years. I was born and raised here, then my husband Edward and I lived here. We wanted to fill it with children, but that wasn’t in the Good Lord’s plan. We had a good life, though, but he passed ten years ago when his ticker gave out right over there in the dinin’ room.”

      “So, who owns it now?” I asked. We needed to make our way toward the kitchen since Anna Mae needed inventory, but I wanted to hear her story.

      She shrugged a thin shoulder. “I reckon my sister’s great grandkids. They’re all that’s left of the family. I didn’t know them that well other than by name since they all moved to California twenty years ago when my sister died. Shoot, I don’t even know if I’d recognize ‘em if I passed ‘em on the street. I’m Caroline, by the way.”

      “I’m Noelle, and this is Anna Mae.”

      Anna Mae dipped her head. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Caroline paused as a young man and woman came through the front door with one of our local auctioneers. “That must be them. She has her grand-mammy’s eyes, and he has the Smithfield chin.”

      “Let’s move into the kitchen,” I said, directing my words in Anna Mae’s direction so I didn’t look like a complete loon. Since the siblings weren’t making some sort of deal about a ghost hovering in the foyer, I assumed we were the only ones who could see Caroline. “Not to be indelicate but, well, Anna Mae needs some stuff for her store.”

      Caroline’s gaze whipped toward her. “What sorta store? My great-granny’s iron skillets are in there, and I don’t want ‘em goin’ to just anybody.”

      “I run a second-hand store,” Anna Mae explained as we finally stepped into the cheerful yellow kitchen. “Most of the people who come in are hurtin’ and can’t afford to buy brand-new stuff, at least if they’re not there for the vintage items I carry. You can rest assured I’ll make sure whoever gets them will both need and value them.”

      Blue-checked curtains waved in the breeze, and an abundance of farm animal decorations made the room feel homey.

      I glanced over my shoulder once more at the brother and sister. They appeared to be friendly enough, but they couldn't have looked less invested in the place had it been their first time there. For all I knew, it might've been.

      The woman wandered over and picked up a picture in which a tall, dark-haired man in a military uniform stood with his arm draped around a much-younger Caroline. There was no personal affection in the woman's expression even though she smiled at it in a way that made me think she was a bit of a romantic.

      "Did you ever meet them even once?" I asked Caroline. I directed the question toward Anna Mae, but it was clear who I was talking to.

      Caroline didn't take her gaze off the young woman, and her expression was soft. "No, but she reminds me so much of Marie that I could almost cry. I wish I'd have known them. Maybe then, all the keepsakes in this house would mean something to somebody rather than being scattered to the four winds to strangers."

      We wandered around the kitchen, and Caroline hovered with us, pointing out different things that held value to her.

      She motioned to the iron skillets. "I don't know you two, but I sense you have good souls. Those iron skillets have decades of seasoning on them. Not even an egg will stick, and that square one is the best cornbread skillet you’ll ever find. I know you said your customers are poor folk who need a helpin’ hand, but would one of you two please take the set and keep them together? Maybe pass them on to your children since I didn't have any."

      Her tone was so wistful that I vowed to buy them even though I had several already. "Of course we will. A good seasoned iron skillet always comes in handy."

      Satisfaction and pleasure crossed her face. "I think you'll find that big, deep one is perfect for makin’ fried chicken. I even have just the recipe for it."

      She pointed toward a little scarred wooden box on the counter. "That box holds gold. There are probably hundreds of recipes in there that I either perfected myself or inherited from the women in my family. My grandmother fed our family while my grandpa was away at war by sellin’ baked goods. She had to make do with what she had, so some of those recipes are for poor-man’s pies and cakes and the like."

      I tilted my head. "Do you have any good dessert recipes in there?"

      Her face lit up with pride. "I sure do. For starters, my pecan pie recipe won me first place in every pie contest I ever entered." Her expression shifted as if she were about to reveal classified information, and she moved in closer even though we were the only ones who could hear her. "The secret's a healthy pinch of salt and a tablespoon of molasses. Shoot, the recipe for Granny’s hot milk cake alone is worth whatever you’ll pay for it."

      She pressed her lips together and heaved a big, sad sigh. That box held way more than recipes—it held her family’s history. Cooking was one of the best ways Southern women showed love, and those recipes were her family’s heritage and legacy. Generations of her womenfolk had used them and added to the box, passing down little pieces of themselves along with it.

      Seeing it go to a stranger who wouldn’t appreciate that history—or worse yet, seeing it tossed on the trash heap—would break her heart, and mine too, for that matter. I vowed then and there to grab it. It would likely go for nothing, and besides, I’d found some of my best recipes just that way.

      We made our way quickly through the rest of the rooms. As I’d figured, the pieces were beautiful, but they were already in such good shape that they didn’t need refurbished. A few were perfect for Anna Mae, though.

      My friend paused again at the entry table as we made our way into the front parlor where the auction would be held. "There’s just no way around it. I gotta have that."

      Carolyn smiled, and the smooth skin of her silvery cheek seemed to glow. "Daddy made that for Mama and gave it to her as a wedding gift. I'm glad to know it's going to somebody who will love it."

      I tried to put myself in her place and imagine people wandering through the farm as I floated helplessly around watching them paw through every material thing I held dear. It made me glad there were so many women in our family. Surely at least one of us would have kids who appreciated our heritage and carried on our line.

      The auction started, and Anna Mae picked up the entry table. She ended up paying more for it than she'd wanted to, but she got it along with a few other pieces. As I’d figured, I picked up the iron skillets and the recipe box for a little bit of nothing.

      Unlike most auctions, they sold almost everything individually rather than in lots, which took a ton of time even though they probably made more money.

      I glanced at my phone to see what time it was because it felt like we’d been there forever. "It's almost noon already. I wish they'd wrap it up in here so we can go to the barn. I wish we'd gotten here early enough to look through it. There might not even be anything out there I'm interested in, and we still have a murder to solve."

      Anna Mae glanced at me. "You have a victim to identify first."

      I waved a hand. "Yeah, but I don't think that'll take very long now that we know she talked to Betsy. She'll be able to tell us who Heather was, and she might even shed some light on who Mabel Pruitt was."

      Caroline looked at me as if I'd sprouted a second head. "Mabel Pruitt? How do you not know who she is? She’s only one of the finest actresses of the ‘60s. I went and saw her rendition of Fiddler on the Roof. She played Tzeitl, and the woman has the voice of an angel. When she moved here and took over the local theater in Eagle Gap for a few years, I was tickled pink. Of course, by then, she wasn't acting anymore. She was directing and casting, but that woman has a gift."

      "You mean you know her?" I asked, my voice a little louder than I'd intended. A few people turned around a look at me, but I didn't care. Since Caroline was hovering on the opposite side of me than Anna Mae was standing, it probably looked like I was talking to thin air. We'd finally gotten a lead, though, so if folks I didn't even know thought I had a bat or two in my belfry, that was fine with me.

      Caroline nodded. "Well, I don't know her personally, but most anybody my age who loved theater can tell you all about her."

      "You know where she lives now?" Anna Mae asked.

      "I'm afraid not,” our new ghostly friend replied, shaking her head.

      “Last I heard, she was up in North Carolina or somewhere. Why? What does she have to do with the murder?"

      I explained the situation. "So, you see, we really need to track her down so we can ask her some questions if she's still alive."

      Caroline bobbed in place and rubbed her silvery chin. "Maybe start with the deed to her house. Surely she's kept her address updated there. I know it's over in Keyhole Lake somewhere."

      Anna Mae lifted a thin shoulder as the auctioneer dropped the gavel on the final sofa. "That should be easy enough to find if it's the same house Heather was talking to Betsy about."

      "Yeah," I said. "But Peggy Sue surely went through all of our records. If there's a deed with Mabel’s name on it, she'd have found it."

      "You might need to look under her legal name," Caroline said, floating along beside us. "If you're searching for Mabel Pruitt, that there's the problem. Her real name was Barbara something. Mabel was her stage name." She chewed on her lip and thought for a second. "I think her last name was Fox, but I'm not sure about that. It feels right, though."

      “You have no idea how helpful you’ve been,” I replied.

      She offered me a smile tinged with sadness. “Just take care of those skillets and enjoy the recipes. That’s the sum of my legacy, and I’m glad it’s going to I believe will appreciate it.”

      I felt bad for her. She wasn't sure what she was going to do now that her life was over and strangers would be living in a house devoid of any of the things that brought her comfort. I'd introduce her to Addy, so hopefully she'd be able to start the next chapter of her afterlife in something other than her house slippers and nightgown.
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      Two hours later, Anna Mae and I were back at the farm. We'd both picked up a few things from the barn, but nothing to write home about. As it turned out, Caroline and her husband hadn't been big on hoarding items. What they couldn't fix, they'd thrown away. Still, the few things we’d gotten, including two pairs of barn doors and an old crib Caroline said her daddy had made, were good, so it hadn't been a wasted day.

      "Have you heard back from Hunter yet?" Anna Mae asked as we sipped tea on the porch.

      As soon as Caroline had told me Mabel’s real name, I'd text it to him. Other than telling me he'd check it out, I hadn't heard a word.

      "No, but he's probably been busy. I need to call and see if he got in touch with Susie or not. If he hasn't, that's one thing I can take off his plate."

      Max stood up from the shady spot in front of the porch and shook off the dust. "It still surprises me how much effort you people put into finding a killer just to lock them up in a place where they get three free meals and a temperature-regulated place to sleep for the rest of their lives. Sometimes they don’t even get a life sentence. In my time, we just strung them up or lopped off their heads and were done with it."

      I quirked a brow. "Yeah, and how many of those people do you think were innocent? You know, like all the witches who were burned?"

      He shrugged his fuzzy shoulder. "I suppose you're right, but I'm still not convinced the modern justice system is an improvement."

      I wasn’t sure what was up with him. Since we'd gotten home, he'd made several surly comments. Though he was usually a little grouchy, I wasn't sure what had him in such a mood today. His next statement answered that for me.

      "Back in my day, family and true friends always had your back. Nobody just left you behind to fend for yourself. We all took care of each other."

      Anna Mae huffed out a sarcastic breath. "Yeah, I suppose that's why all the historical records show that everybody in a town showed up for a hangin’ and turned it into a festive event. What's under your skin today? You’ve been prickly as a cactus, and it’s gettin’ annoying."

      Based on the pointed comment about friends and family and the fact that Shelby and crew were nowhere to be seen, I knew exactly what was the matter. "You know you could have gone with the kids. They only went to the lake, so it's not like it would've been a long walk."

      He scowled at me, his whiskers twitching in irritation. "It's hot. And they didn't go straight to the lake. They said they were gonna ride the back twenty first. You know how many of those hitchhiker burrs there are back there? Also, it's uphill halfway and downhill the other. Do I look like a donkey who goes out for a hike in hundred-degree weather?"

      I smothered a laugh. He definitely did not look like the hiking kinda donkey no matter what the temperature, but I didn’t want to make him feel worse. Hurt feelings were already at the root of his current bad mood. "You want me to text Shelby and ask if they've made it to the lake yet? I won't tell her it’s you wantin’ to know, but if they have, you could head over there now."

      He paused for a moment, his fuzzy lips pressed together. He had a ton of pride, but he also missed the kids something fierce. That finally won out, and he nodded. "But don't tell her I asked. I'll just wander over and say I was out for a stroll."

      "Of course," I replied, solemn. It wouldn't do to let him know I was cracking up inside because Shelby knew him as well as I did. He strolled about as often as he hiked if it was farther than to the barn and back, but it was his yarn to spin. I fired off a text to Shel, and she responded back just a few seconds later.

      "She said they’re at the lake,” I told Max, “and she asked if you were coming. They’ve been waiting on you."

      That last part wasn't strictly true, but sometimes a little white lie to make somebody feel better was okay. Besides, I knew she'd want him to come.

      He waggled his long ears back and forth, and I could almost feel his mood lift. "They didn't take a cooler or anything with them, so they’re likely thirsty. Hungry, too. If you’d care to throw some snacks and libations into my pack, I'll take it with me."

      That was such a rare occurrence that I almost swallowed my gum. He had a pack that he could carry on his back that strapped around his middle, but he usually grumbled and complained any time we asked him to use it. Despite all appearances, he was quick to inform us that he was not a pack animal.

      "Okay. Gimme a few minutes to pack it, and you'll be good to go."

      Ten minutes later, Max was on his way, Anna Mae had given in to her moderate paranoia about the baby being with Matt, and I was on my way to talk to Betsy. After Hunter had texted to say she wasn’t at home or in her office, I'd asked Addy, Belle, and the rest of the ghostly side of the family to track her down. In no time at all, they'd found her at the Cheshire Cat having lunch.

      That was okay with me since I was starving. Two birds, one stone, then hopefully I’d to be able to come back home and float in the pool. The festivities were great, but I didn't want to go look at things by myself when I'd already promised the girls and Cody that we'd all go on Saturday. I loved walking through and seeing all the contests and awesome crafts made by people from all over, but it wasn't really something you wanted to look at twice.

      Even though the truck’s AC had turned me into a popsicle on the way there, I was already sweating again just walking from the truck to the parking lot, and it was so humid I felt like I was breathing underwater. The dim atmosphere inside the Cat was refreshing after the bright sunlight. I smiled when I pushed through the door, not bothering to stop and let my eyes adjust. I'd been going there since I was old enough to walk, and probably even before. I knew the place well enough that I could've walked through with a blindfold.

      Susie was sitting at the bar sipping on an iced tea and munching wings and fries. Since she was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt rather than an over-the-top outfit only true northerners would mistake for Southern dress, I assumed she was off duty.

      "Hey," I said, sliding onto the stool next to her. "Long time no see. How's the real estate biz?"

      She glanced over at me and smiled. "Hey, Noelle. It's paying the bills. Not much more than that, but what more can I ask for, right? How's the up-cycling business?"

      "Can't complain," I replied, nodding at Monty when he held up a big red cup. I didn't need to tell him what I wanted in it since my order never changed unless it was beer-thirty. "It goes in fits and starts, but I have some stuff made up for the fair that I think’ll sell pretty well."

      She sighed and brushed her blonde bangs back. "Yeah, that's kind of a downside of real estate. I don't really have anything tangible that I can sell on a small scale." Her lips curved into a wry smile. "It's not like I can set up a table and sell houses two for twenty."

      "No, I suppose not." I slipped the paper off my straw and poked it into the glass of tea Monty’d put in front of me. "Still, the payout's a lot more than twenty bucks when you do make a sale, and you don’t have to mess around with running a booth instead of having fun."

      "Sure enough," she replied, picking up a buffalo drumette and dunking it into her ranch dressing. "I assume you're here to talk to me on Hunter's behalf. He left me a voicemail earlier, but when I called him back, he didn't answer. I figured he's busy with that murder."

      I nodded. "Yeah. Though it's good to see you, I do have a couple questions if you wouldn't mind."

      "Sure," she replied. "Shoot. Surely you're not looking to sell the farm. Did Hunter decide to sell his house?"

      I shook my head. "No, his friend’s gonna rent it, but he had to go up north to stay with his mom. She passed, so he's staying long enough to help his sister put her affairs in order, then he's comin' back for good. But what we need to talk to you about actually involves the murder."

      Betsy peeled her eyes away from the home improvement show playing on the TV mounted on the wall in front of us. "What’s that have to do with me?"

      I had to be careful what I said because we only had the info we’d gotten from a ghost and a psychic. Not exactly admissible. "We had some problems identifying her, then a couple guys found her car—or the car we assume is hers anyway—in the lake. The problem is, there wasn't any registration or identification in it. Hunter's doin’ a VIN check through the DMV, but you know how they are."

      She huffed out a knowing breath. "Boy do I ever. You’d think they'd make an exception for cops, though."

      "I agree. Anyway, Angel saw the murdered girl with you at Brew, and I was hoping you might be able to fill us in about why she’s in town and who she’s with, if anybody."

      "Me?" Her tone was surprised, and it didn't sound fake. "When? This week has been a little crazy with all the looky-loos in town romanced with the idea of country livin’, though I’ll likely never hear from any of them again."

      Though Hunter tried to keep the details of any murder under wraps, it didn't usually work that way. Either it had this time—which I highly doubted—or Betsy hadn't been paying attention to local gossip.

      "Earlier this week,” I replied. “Mid- to late twenties with a beauty mark over her mouth?"

      Her eyes went wide, and she blinked a couple of times. " Oh God. Are you talking about Heather Lancaster? Is that who was murdered?"

      I lifted a shoulder. "I don’t know. You tell me. Was that her name? Where was she from, and what was she doing here? Angel said she overheard you guys talking about a house but didn’t get any details."

      I decided not to tell her about the note Heather had been holding. Since she hadn't even heard the description of the girl, I assumed she hadn't heard about that either.

      She swirled a piece of celery in her ranch dressing, looking a little shell-shocked. "Well, I guess that explains why she hasn't called me back. Yeah. She inherited a house from her mentor who passed away a few weeks ago, and Heather came down to claim the place. I can save you some time and tell you she was driving a red SUV. If that’s what you found in the lake, the odds of finding a random one that belongs to somebody else are pretty slim.” She shook her head. “The poor thing hadn’t even known she was in the will, let alone that she'd inherited a house and thirty acres.”

      “Wow,” I said, taken aback. “That’s a nice little gift even from a relative, but if you’re not expecting it from a friend, I imagine it’d be a shocker for sure. Is it nice?”

      She nodded. “It’s better than my place, and I’ve remodeled. I've been managing the property for Ms. Mabel for years. I inherited the account from my mom. I guess Mabel was some sort of actress or singer or something. She lived here for a couple of years but got bored and moved back to the city. Since then, she only came down here once in a while for some quiet time. We made sure the place stayed in good shape. You know, like making sure the grounds were kept, the roof was good, and all the bills were paid."

      I took a long drink of tea, relishing the sweet deliciousness of it. "Where were they from?"

      “Charlotte. North Carolina, that is. From what I can gather, Heather met Ms. Mabel way back when she was still giving acting lessons, then Heather helped her manage a little theater she bought, and then when Mabel got too old to run it, Heather helped take care of her, though from what I can tell, the old bird stayed sharp as a tack and never stopped movin’. I think she just decided to retire and enjoy herself. Heather’s honestly devastated over losing her."

      Monty slid my regular burger and fries in front of me, and I squirted a puddle of ketchup onto the red-and-white checkered paper liner. “Did anybody come down here with Heather?" I asked.

      "Yeah," Betsy replied, crinkling her nose in distaste. “An older lady named Edna. I guess she was Mabel’s sister and the executor of the will."

      I didn’t know jack about how things like that worked since everything had just automatically transferred to me when Addy had passed. I wasn't sure why the executor of the will would've had to be there, so I asked.

      "Well," she replied, “they don't technically have to be. This woman tried to come across like she's worried about the house, but that's not the feeling I got."

      Since Betsy made her living reading people, I had to at least give her the benefit of the doubt. "What makes you say that?"

      Betsy shrugged. "It wasn't just one thing. A couple of times when Heather would get teary about Mabel's passing, Edna would do this little sarcastic eye-roll thing real quick before she could jump in and try to out-sad Heather. It was quick, but I caught it. Then there were the couple times when we actually went to look at the property. She pretended to be all happy for Heather, but you could just see her slappin’ dollar amounts on everything in the place.”

      “She sounds like a real doll,” I said. Some people.

      Betsy huffed and gave what I was sure was a dead-on imitation of Edna’s snarky eye roll. “Her whole attitude was a little huffy both times. She never came right out and said it, and Heather might not have picked up on it because she seems kind of naïve, but it was obvious the old bat’s pissed that Heather got the place and she didn't. Or else somethin’ else is seriously stuck in her craw, but that was the vibe I got."

      I thought about that for a second. If that wasn't motive for murder, I didn't know what was, especially if she was the next one in line. "I’m not sure how wills work, but I assume there are contingencies in it to cover the bases. Like, what if something happened to Heather before she owned it? Or can the original owner control who gets the property if Heather doesn’t want it? If so, who was second in line?"

      One side of Betsy’s mouth curved into a sarcastic smile. "Funny you should ask. That would be none other than Miss Edna herself. Well, that’s if Mabel outlived Heather, but since Heather lived long enough to claim the property, I’m not sure how the legalities’ll work out now. There are still a few papers like the deed transfer that need signing before the house is legally hers. I had to do some legwork on that one because of taxes and whatnot, then there’s the inspection Mabel required to be done before we handed over the reins. She left money in trust for us to make any repairs, then anything left over would go to Heather, which she’d have to sign for. I guess she wanted to make sure the place is safe."

      I chewed on that for a second. Poisoning was more often a woman's choice of murder weapon than a man's, though it wasn't a hard-and-fast rule. This woman was bitter about Heather getting property she thought should have been hers, and they were in a strange town full of tourists, and the women weren’t local, either. That probably made murder a little more tempting because of the likelihood of getting away with it.

      The thought no sooner crossed through my head than another much scarier one followed. There was only one flaw in the whole “strangers in a strange land” plan—Betsy was around to tell the tale.

      My heart jumped into my throat. "Is this woman still in town?"

      Betsy nodded. "She is. The three of us are supposed to go do a final walkthrough of the property and finalize all the paperwork this afternoon. Heather was gonna call with an exact time, and I was gettin’ annoyed because I haven’t heard from her.” She sighed. “I guess now I know why."

      That surprised me a little.  "I assumed you were off work since you’re wearing shorts and a T-shirt."

      She flapped a hand and rolled her eyes. "Phht. This was the last time I was ever gonna see those people. I wasn't sellin’ anything, so I didn't figure I needed to go to all the effort when it's hotter than the gates of Hades outside. Besides, I'm kinda thinking about changing that anyway. Mama always insisted on it, but then again, back then, that’s kinda how a woman dressed. Now it just feels pretentious and over the top. I mean, it doesn't hurt to exaggerate the accent a little and throw in a mention of biscuits and gravy and grits once in a while. The Southern lifestyle is, after all, a big selling point for the whole small-town slice of Americana folks are lookin’ for. The pantsuits and dresses are a little too much, though."

      Since I didn't disagree with her but also thought a woman should be able to run her business the way she saw fit, I didn't agree or disagree.

      "Has Edna called you?" I asked.

      I was worried about Betsy because she was a loose end. The only one, in fact.

      Betsy popped her last fry in her mouth. "Actually, she did. She texted earlier to say she'd be at the meeting, but as far as I'm concerned, there is no meeting if Heather doesn't call to confirm a time. Mabel always paid annually for the base property management and also had a side fund set up in trust for us if something big happened. That’s in addition to the bigger pot she left to do major stuff like rewiring for Heather. She just renewed her contract last month, so I reckon now that Heather’s gone, we’ll keep doin’ our thing until the lawyers hash it out."

      “That’s good, at least.”  Times were tough, and every drop in the bucket counted. "Do you have any idea where they're staying?"

      She nodded. "They’re stayin’ out at the Hilton. I know because Heather mentioned how pricey it was. She was all about getting right into the house, but Edna was all about luxury."

      Betsy's phone dinged, and she picked it up and then glanced at me. "Well guess who this is."

      She unlocked her phone and read the message. "She says Heather decided to go home early, but she still wants to meet and pick up the keys to the house."

      I chewed my lip. "I don't think it's a good idea for you to go to that meeting."

      She opened the wet nap on her tray and wiped the buffalo sauce from her hands. "Why not?"

      I sighed. "Because you're the only person who knows they were here. Or at least I assume you are?"

      She nodded, and the color drained from her face as she realized what I was implying. "You don't think the old battle ax would try to kill me, do you?"

      I shrugged. "If she killed Heather for the property, why wouldn't she knock you off, too?"

      She rubbed her chin. "It's kind of an idiotic plan on her part, but I can see the logic behind it even if it’s flawed. Still, I think I should go to the meeting. You and Hunter go too. Maybe hide somewhere, and if she tries anything, then you’ve got he."

      I knew Hunter would never be down for using her for bait, but it couldn't hurt to follow her and pick Edna up as soon as she showed up. Before any interaction between her and Betsy, of course. "Set the meeting for an hour from now. That'll give me time to get ahold of Hunter and make the arrangements."

      The look she gave me was a little sideways as she grinned. "You really think two Southern girls like us can't take one old lady from the north? What on earth would your Aunt Addy say?"

      Since my aunt was currently hovering over Betsy's shoulder with her arms crossed, eyebrows all scrunched together, and wearing her you better not even think about it glare, I knew exactly what she'd think. I couldn't exactly tell Betsy that though, so I just smiled. "She’d tell me not to go messing up a police investigation, probably. I don't know what kind of evidence Hunter needs, so it's best if he's there. If it comes down to it, I don't want it to be our word against hers."

      She waved a hand, then reached for her wallet. "Fine. I guess I see your point, but if that old bat tries to poison me, I'd much rather punch her in the mouth before she gets hauled off to jail."

      I arched a brow. “If she tries to poison you and you don't know anything about it, you'll probably just be dead."

      She laughed. "Point taken. We'll do it your way."

      While she messaged Edna back, I called Hunter and told him what was going down. You’d have thought I’d told him the house was on fire as quickly as he called. Apparently, he was afraid I was gonna run off and do exactly as Betsy had suggested.

      "Don't you dare run off without me,” he said before I even had a chance to say hello. “You wait for me, or I'll wring your neck when we get home. You know, assuming some crazy old lady doesn't kill you before then."

      I grinned. "Don't worry. I was just telling Betsy the exact same thing. We’ll wait for you."

      Aunt Addy, still hovering behind Betsy, gave a sharp nod and a high-pitched humph, satisfied I'd behave myself before she disappeared. Betsy opened her mouth and closed her eyes like she was popping her ears. "Do you ever get the weird feeling like there's a pressure change or something? It happens all the time to me here, especially when I’m showin’ an old house, but weirdly, when I go on vacation, it hardly ever does."

      I smiled and tried to look a little confused. "No, I don't think that happens to me. I wouldn't worry about it, though. Probably just allergies messing with your inner ear."

      I felt a little bad gaslighting her, but I looked at it just like I looked at her decision to wear those crazy pantsuits. It wasn't of any my business, and if there was a ghost in town that wanted her to know about them, it was up to them to tell her. After all, the fewer people's business I stuck my nose into, the easier my life was.
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      Betsy paid her bill and left, promising to wait for my call before she met up with Edna. I was almost finished with mine when Hunter strode in, pausing to let his eyes adjust. His large frame blocked half the light that streamed around him.

      “Hey, handsome!” I said when he got to me. I washed down a bite of burger with a drink of tea before I gave him a quick welcome kiss. “What’s a nice boy like you doin’ in a place like this?”

      Monty, who was wiping down the bar where Betsy had eaten, cast me a sideways grin. “Probably lookin’ for trouble in the form of an ornery redhead. We all tried to warn him when he first started gazin’ at you all calf-eyed, but he wouldn’t listen to sense.”

      “You hush,” I said, flapping a hand at him, then made an open-handed circle in front of me. “It’s not like all this isn’t at least partly your fault.”

      Uncle Cal had brought me in here every week for lunch, and Monty was more like an uncle than just the dude who ran the local sports bar.

      Rather than reply, he glanced at Hunter. “I assume you’re on duty, so Coke? And do you want a burger or wings?”

      “As much as I’d like a beer, you assume right. A cold Coke will hit the spot. As far as food, I’ll have the wings.”

      “Hot garlic?” Monty asked as if Hunter ever ordered anything different.

      “You got it.” Hunter settled in beside me and stole a fry from my basket.

      “I don’t know if you’re a brave man or a stupid one,” I said, grinning as I swatted his hand.

      “Maybe a little of both,” he replied, dragging the fry through my puddle of ketchup and popping it into his piehole. “I know I’m taking my life in my hands, but I’m hungry enough that I’m willing to risk it. So, what else did you find out from Betsy?”

      I smacked his fingers as he dove for another fry. “Enough that between her and Caroline, we’ve got a good lead to chase down. We need to talk to Edna before she hightails it out of town, and that meeting with Betsy’s probably the best time to catch her.”

      I gave him the long-version rundown of our conversation along with what Caroline had told us, and he picked up his phone.

      “Who’re you callin’?” I asked as Monty set Hunter’s wings in front of him.

      “JT,” he replied, separating his wings so they’d cool faster. “I’m gonna have him go to the Hilton. Hopefully, she’s still there and he can make sure she sits tight until I can eat my burger. I’m starving, but I don’t want her anywhere near Betsy. And I don’t want her changing her mind and bolting, either.”

      “I’m sure she can wait the twenty minutes it’ll take for you to scarf something down.” He had a bad habit of getting so wrapped up in his work that he’d forget to eat—something I’d never be able to claim.

      While he powered through his wings, I called Betsy to let her know Hunter was going to handle things. I also messaged Coralee to see what she knew now that we had a name to go with the body. A backup plan was always good, and with her connections, she’d probably be able to give us a play-by-play of everywhere the poor girl had been.

      If Edna turned out to be innocent of everything other than a wicked case of sour grapes, that info would be mighty handy.

      Fifteen minutes later, Hunter’d finished his lunch, and we were on our way to the hotel.

      “Wow,” I said as we pulled into the packed lot. “I can’t believe how full this place is. They’re lucky if they have half this much on a normal day.”

      “Yeah,” he replied as he pulled into a parking spot that had miraculously opened up just as we needed one. “Just like almost every other business, the hotels benefit from the fairs. They’re good for the community.”

      JT waited in a cruiser parked in a front spot designated for law enforcement and climbed out as we approached.

      “Hey,” Hunter said once we were close enough. “Any movement?”

      JT, a tall drink of water with dark hair and blue eyes, pulled off his mirrored aviators and shook his head. “I ran her name through the DMV and came back with a Cotillion-white late-model Caddy registered to her. It’s parked right over there, so unless she left some other way, she should be in there.” He handed us a sheet of paper from his passenger seat. “And this is a copy of her license. Thought the pic might come in handy.”

      “Thanks, man,” Hunter said, studying it for a second before tapping the top of the cruiser with his knuckles. “Can you keep watch in case she leaves through a side entrance before we find her room?”

      “Sure thing,” JT replied with a sharp nod. “Let me know if you need anything else. I’ll be right here.”

      We made our way into the cool lobby, our shoes squeaking on the gold-flecked sand-colored marble. The reception area was elegant but in a muted way. A chandelier gave off a warm glow that gleamed on the brass accents placed tastefully around the room. A few faux-mahogany tables surrounded by comfy-looking chairs were scattered around, and a small fountain with water flowing down offset concrete disks took center stage.

      I recognized the dishwater-blonde woman manning the desk as Willow Barnes. We’d run in different circles, but we’d gone to high school together. She was nice enough.

      “Hey, Willow,” I said, smiling as we approached. “How ya been? Is your granny still quilting?”

      “Hey, Noelle!” she replied, giving me a smile that went all the way to her brown eyes. “I’m good, and yeah, Nanna’s still at it, though she’s gettin’ some arthritis in her fingers that slows her down a little. I was sorry to hear about Addy. She was a good soul. What can I do for you?”

      “We’re lookin’ for this woman.” I handed her the picture JT’d just given us without giving her anything else, then motioned to Hunter. “You remember Hunter from the Halloween shindig?”

      “Sure do. Good to see you again, Sheriff.” Willow examined it for a brief second and nodded before tapping on her keyboard for a few seconds. “Edna Brown. She’s in 428. I feel like Karma’s gonna get me, but I hope you’re here to haul her away. That woman’s a monstrous pain in my backside. Rude and demanding. Not like Heather, the girl here with her, at all.”

      “You know Heather?” I asked, my heart rate jumping a little.

      She flapped a hand and gave me that slow nod that I knew accompanied juicy gossip. She looked around to make sure nobody overheard, then lowered her voice. “I do. She’s sweet as pie. I hate to speak ill of guest, but that Edna she’s with … woo-ee! She’s somethin’ else. The way that woman talks to Heather is shameful. I’d tell her to sit and spin if it was me. No way I’d put up with that.” She shook her head, sending her bob swinging, and pressed her lips together. “Hm-mm. No ma’am.”

      Interesting. “What sorta stuff does she say to her?” I asked.

      “All sorts of things, but mostly she’s just snippy and impatient all the way around. She keeps sayin’ she’s fed up with this backwoods dung heap and wants to go home. Heather was at least smart enough to get her own room, but I get the feeling she’s in a bit of a financial bind.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      She lifted a shoulder. “Nothin’ in particular, but the day she got here, she asked where the Walmart is and if I could recommend an affordable but good place to eat. Those aren’t usually questions folks ask if they’re high-rollin’ it. I sent her to the diner and to Bobbie Sue’s.”

      “So, she didn’t get along with Edna?” Hunter asked.

      Willow, who’d never been on the dull side of the crayon box, tilted her head and studied him for a few seconds. I could practically see the gears turning, then her face paled underneath her tan. “You’re talkin’ in the past tense. Is Heather the girl y’all found in the dumpster behind Raeann’s place?”

      I glanced at Hunter. He hadn’t officially released Heather’s name yet, but now that a handful of folks knew, the secret would be out in no time.

      “She is. We want to find who killed her as quickly as possible, especially considering she was from out of town and the window might be closing.”

      Willow dropped her gaze and took a second to compose herself. Finding out a woman you’d been interacting with and had come to like was a tough thing. “Then there’s somethin’ else you should probably know. Early yesterday mornin’, Edna came traipsin’ through here pretty as you please trackin’ mud all over the foyer and complainin’ that the back doors were locked. Like we’d leave ‘em open through the night.”

      “Mud?” Hunter asked. “Somehow that doesn’t suit the picture of her I have in my mind.”

      She raised her brows and nodded. “That’s why I figured you needed to know. I was surprised too, especially since it was so early, but when I asked if she needed anything, she just said she’d gone for a walk because the noise from the AC kept her awake. It rained overnight, so I figured she took the shortcut through the grass around the short side of the buildin’ instead of walkin’ around the long way usin’ the sidewalk. You can get out the back way, but you can’t get back in.”

      Hunter rubbed his chin, scraping the stubble there. “You don’t by chance have any security cameras back there, do you?”

      Willow sighed. “We do, but they shorted out day before yesterday. Somebody’s comin’ to fix them today.”

      Of course, because catching Edna dragging a poisoned Heather out the back door on camera would have been too easy.

      “What time was this?” I asked. Raeann was usually at the shop by five-thirty to get everything set up, and she parked back there. It would have been risky for somebody to stop to dump a body, but maybe they’d assumed the car was there from the night before.

      She bit her lip, thinking. “Quarter to six, maybe? I wasn’t on the clock yet, but I came in a little early because I was out of coffee at the house and wanted time to get caffeinated.”

      That would track. Rae’s car might not have been there yet, so the alley would have been deserted—a perfect place to dump a body. How would she have gotten back to the hotel, though? That was a question we’d have to ask.

      “Do you know if Heather and Edna have separate cars?” I asked.

      Willow nodded. “Heather came down the day before Edna did. They registered two different cars.” She clacked on her keyboard for a minute. “Heather checked in with a red Kia Sportage, and Edna has a silver Camry.

      “Thanks for the info,” I told Willow. “Can we go up to talk to her?”

      She waved a hand toward the elevator. “Fourth floor, then hang a left. I hope you’re arrestin’ her because now she both annoys me and makes me ragey because she might have killed Heather.” She gave us a wink and an ornery smile. “Let her complain about your accommodations for a while.”

      We followed her directions, and Hunter knocked on the door. When nobody answered, he knocked again, this time a little harder. “Hunter Woods, Keyhole Lake Sheriff’s Office. We need to speak with you.”

      A few seconds later, an older, heavy-set woman jerked the door open, scowling. “No need to pound the door down. What do you want?”

      I arched a brow. She was livin’ up to my expectations already. “We need to ask you about Heather Lancaster.”

      “What about her?” She narrowed her eyes and her plump cheeks flushed. “I met that little nitwit down here to make sure that part of my sister’s will was executed, then she up and left before the paperwork was even finished. I tried to get her to have that tacky real estate agent sell the place and send her the check, but noooo. She just had to come see it, rattling on about the sentiment of it all. She had three solid offers without even putting it on the market.”

      A man in his undershirt poked his head out of the next room down, and Hunter shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Do you mind if we come in so we can discuss this privately?”

      She hesitated. “I don’t know why that’s necessary. I told you Heather left early yesterday morning.”

      Hunter pulled himself up to his full height and did that thing where he made himself seem bigger somehow. “It’s necessary because I say it is. Either that, or we can finish this talk at my office.”

      She huffed but reluctantly pulled the door open. “Fine, but make it quick. I have to meet with that real estate agent to discuss what to do next.”

      “What do you mean, what to do next?” I asked, stepping into the opulent room. “If Heather’s gone, there’s not much you can do, is there?”

      “I only have thirty days to execute this will according to my sister’s orders or I lose my part,” she snapped. “It’s already been three weeks, and if that little piece of theater trash isn’t here to finish out this end of it, I’m not staying around either.”

      “So, what happens to the place if Heather doesn’t get the paperwork signed over in that time? Say, like in this instance? You brought her down to do it, but she left,” Hunter asked.

      I noted he was going along with her story that Heather had left, and I wondered if he was just giving her enough rope to hang herself.

      “It goes back into the estate,” she replied. “Which would just be one more hassle for me because we already signed the deed. We were just waiting for the red tape to clear so she could sign off on it in the will in front of a notary—another of my sister’s weird stipulations. Inconsiderate twit. I’m not coming back down here again.”

      Getting useful information from this woman was like pulling teeth. I was already imagining how fun it would be to pull a few of hers out with a twist of magic. “So, what happens once it goes back into the estate? I mean, who gets it?”

      “And what does the rest of the estate consist of?” Hunter tacked on.

      She slowed down and narrowed her eyes, glancing back and forth between us. “Once it goes back into the estate, it’s part of the final inheritance.”

      We waited for a few seconds to give her time to go into greater detail, but she didn’t.

      I huffed out an impatient breath. “Okay, let’s try it this way. How much is the rest of the estate worth, and who gets it?”

      For a minute, I didn’t think she was going to answer, and when she did, it was reluctant. “The rest of the estate is just a piddly sum of money and some sentimental keepsakes. It goes to me.”

      “How piddly?” I asked.

      “A hundred grand,” she spat, lip curled in disgust. “My sister was rolling in it, and all she left me—her dear sister—was a handful of dollars and some worthless junk. She donated more to the local pet shelter and that stupid theater of hers than she left me. That was it—all that money, and she divided the vast majority of it between three charity cases rather than to family.”

      A hundred grand was hardly a handful of dollars. Though I had a general idea of property values around here, I wanted a solid number on the house. “And how much was real estate worth?”

      This time, she clamped her mouth shut. “I don’t see where that’s any of your business. Any of this, for that matter.”

      Hunter’s eyes narrowed, and I knew when he spoke that he was at the end of his rope with this woman. “Answer the question, or I’ll just call my clerk of courts and have her look it up. If you make us work for it, I’m not going to be as accommodating as I have been so far.”

      “Fine,” Edna replied, crossing her arms and looking away. “I still don’t see what business it is of yours, though. The house and property are worth about half a million, and my sister left four million in trust for Heather, accessible once she took possession of the house. It was all part and parcel.”

      I blinked a few times. That was a lot of zeros, and the smell of sour grapes was suddenly almost overpowering.

      Hunter cleared his throat. “And how did you feel about that?”

      Edna’s gaze snapped to him, full of fire. “How do you think I felt about that? She was my sister, but when she kicked the bucket, she left me a pittance and made me executor of the will so that I had to hand it all out.”

      The way she described losing her sister spoke volumes. If I lost Shelby, I’d be inconsolable. I’d never backhandedly talk about her kicking the bucket. I had a flash of clarity and bit back a smile at Mabel’s last act.

      If my guess was right, making Edna executor of her will while giving Heather two big chunks tied together killed two birds with one stone. Mabel made sure her protégé got everything she’d been willed while giving her sister one last middle finger.

      I asked just to make sure I was on the right track. “And how did you and Mabel get along?”

      Edna scowled at me. “Her name was Barbara. Mabel was her stage name, though why she picked it remains beyond me. We got along just fine. She did her stupid little plays and made an ungodly amount for playing around, and I scrape by running the family business.”

      That answered my question, though probably not in the way Edna had meant it to.

      “Which is …?” Hunter asked, rolling his finger to hurry her along about the family business.

      “A string of Italian delis,” she replied a bit too primly.

      My BS detector was screaming. “And how many are in this string?”

      She looked at her shoes and muttered, “Three. But I was expanding and making the existing stores bigger so my profits would increase. My parents had the silly notion that keeping them small made them cozy and welcoming”—she put that part in air quotes and scrunched her nose—"and that a loyal base was better than volume. I would have corrected that had flighty sister left me what was rightfully mine.”

      “Rightfully yours?” Hunter raised a brow and cocked a hip. “It seems to me it was rightfully hers to do with as she pleased, and now with Heather gone, it’s all ended up with the one person she went out of her way to leave out of the windfall.”

      Edna’s face went red. “I’m highly offended, Sheriff, and I don’t appreciate the implications. Besides, it’s still Heather’s until the thirty days are up.”

      “Where’d you go yesterday morning?” Hunter asked.

      She snapped her mouth shut and blinked at the hard right the conversation took. “I went down to that diner for breakfast, then came back here and did paperwork. There are several other loose ends I still have to tie up, and even though the little twit left for whatever reason, this room was paid for.”

      The diner opened at five, so that fit the window, barely, if she was there right at opening, inhaled her food, and left. It didn’t clear her, but it didn’t do anything to seal our case against her, either. “You came back with muddy shoes.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “How did you know that?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Hunter replied. “Why were they muddy?”

      She glanced back and forth between the two of us. “Why does it matter?” Neither of us replied, so she continued when we left the hole in the conversation. “I had to park around back because all the front spots were taken. This Neanderthal hotel doesn’t offer cards that open the back door, so I had to traipse around to the front. Now, either tell me what’s going on or leave. Whether Heather’s here or not, I only have a few days left to get all this wrapped up if I want my money.”

      “Well, luckily for you, Heather’s time ran out a little early, since she’s dead and all,” I said, hands on hips. None of the so-called evidence we had held water, so it was time to shake things up and watch her reaction. “Of course, you know that, since you’re the one who killed her. We found her where you put her, just like the trash you said she was.”

      The color drained from Edna’s face, and she sank into the mauve vanity chair behind her. “Dead? No, that can’t be right.”

      I sent out feelers to see if she was lying, but I couldn’t pick up an ounce of insincerity. She’d had no idea Heather was dead.

      “It most certainly is,” Hunter replied, reaching for her. “You’re under arrest.”

      I whipped my gaze toward him, wondering what he was doing.  Despite Edna’s obvious dislike of Heather—and her anger at her sister—the shock on her face was genuine, and she wasn’t faking it. This woman wasn’t our murderer, so what had he seen that I hadn’t?
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      Hunter wasn’t about to be swayed from arresting her despite me going so far as to use our telepathic link to tell him privately that I didn’t think she was guilty. Since he was typically wide open when it came to my logic or even my gut feelings, I wondered what was rolling around in that brain of his.

      After we got her down to the courthouse and booked her, we went up to his office.

      I plopped into the metal chair across from his desk. “Now are you going to tell me why you just arrested a salty, entitled, rude woman for a murder she didn’t commit?”

      “The short answer?” He took a seat in his office chair and ran a hand through his hair. “I was following my own gut. Though it’s excellent, I realize it’s not usually on par with yours, but the long answer is that I wanted to see who she calls to bail her out. She obviously has her own interests at heart, so I figured this was the easiest way to see if our murderer might be somebody else with a vested interest.”

      I cast him a sly glance and wiggled my brows. “Sneaky. I like it. I never even thought beyond the innocent part, but that’s a solid plan. Let’s sit back and watch things unfold. I asked JT to go through Heather’s room after we left the hotel, but he didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. We’ll send in Jim’s team, but I doubt we’ll find anything.”

      Peggy Sue pecked on the doorframe. “Hey, Noelle!” she said, her watery blue eyes lighting up. “How you doin’ sweetie?”

      I smiled. “Not bad, Peggy Sue. Just waitin’ to see what’s gonna happen with Edna.”

      She smoothed her mousy brown hair back into her bun. “That’s actually what I came back here for. Well, I coulda called, but I had to go back to get some records anyway, so I figured I’d just stop on my way. Edna called Jimbo Sweeney. He’s workin’ up her bail now.”

      Jimbo was a local lawyer, and I’d gone to school with him though he’d been a couple grades ahead of me. He was one of the straightest shooters I knew. If that’s who she called, then we wasted our time hauling Edna in.

      Hunter shook his head. “Tell him not to bother. I’m releasing her. We found out what we wanted to know.”

      Since Edna had turned out to be a dead end, I decided to stop by to see Coralee. Her reply to my text about the property had been vague—just a simple “Gimme a couple hours.” Since I had no idea what that meant beyond the obvious, I figured I’d just pop in.

      “Hey!” she said, a huge smile spreading across her face when I walked in. Marge, who owned the hardware store with her husband, sat at the second barber chair. She slammed a spiral notebook stuffed it into a drawer, then stood so she could push it shut behind her.

      I narrowed my eyes because I recognized their betting book. The old hens around town liked to place bets on everything from when somebody’s baby would be born to what color Ms. Elliot, the eccentric old cat lady who lived beside Coralee, would paint her house next. She tended to do it every year and had covered most of the rainbow a few times.

      The only reason Marge would try to be sneaky about having it out was if I was the one they were wagering on. “What are you up to? Don’t think I didn’t see what you just shoved in that drawer.”

      She patted her graying brown hair and looked at her feet. “We’re not up to nothin’.”

      I crossed my arms. “Yeah, and I’m Cleopatra.”

      I shifted my gaze to Coralee, who was suddenly busy wiping down her station. Belle, on the other hand, just shot me a belligerent look. “We were bettin’ on a few things, but if you must know, missy, we had to change our over-and-unders on your wedding again. We’ve had to do that three times now, and to be honest, it’s gettin’ annoying. Pick a date already.”

      I sighed. Raeann and I had just survived a brutal summer chock-full of weddings, one of which even involved a murder and another that involved the mother of the bride throwing cake at the groom’s mom during a tasting. Neither of us had an irresistible urge to jump back into planning another one, even if it was for ourselves.

      “We’ll pick a date when we’re good and ready, and not a moment before,” I replied, scowling and crossing my arms. “If you’re bettin’ on that, I hope you went at least a few months out.”

      Addy appeared just then, her gaze bouncing between all of us. “Did you gooses let her catch you with the book? I done told you you’re wastin’ your time. That girl ain’t never done anything to somebody else’s schedule, and it doesn’t seem like she’s fixin’ to start now. And by the way, put me down for next Tuesday for Charlene Dixon to deliver that baby. I just saw her, and she’s about to pop.”

      Marge drew her brows together. “I just saw her yesterday, and that baby’s not gonna make an appearance for another two weeks, at least.”

      Addy shoved her hands on her hips and motioned with her chin toward the drawer where Marge had stuffed the notebook. “I have no problem takin’ your money. Put me down for Tuesday, and since you’re so sure, why don’t we make it forty just between me and you?”

      “You’re on, but you better be prepared to pay up,” Marge replied. The way she said it made me think she had a crew of knee-breakers at the ready just in case. These women were serious when it came to their wagers.

      At first, I’d wondered how that worked with the ghosts. They obviously had no need for money, but they apparently kept a pot. If any of the ghosts won, their money went in there, and if they lost, their money came out. I’d had to seed Addy at first, but she was good enough at picking her winners that she’d been able to go shopping with Coralee to buy Shelby and me something for Christmas.

      “You want in?” Marge asked me as she pulled out the book and flipped through it to record Addy’s bet.

      “I’m good,” I replied, cocking a brow. They obviously didn’t see the irony in asking me to place a bet on somebody else when I’d just complained about them doing it to me. Besides, I’d just seen Charlene day before yesterday. If anything, Addy was going too far out, but I wasn’t about to tell them that. If she was the closest, she’d win, and my birthday was coming up. In this case, I didn’t need to bet—a win for her was a win for me.

      Marge licked the tip of the pencil and wrote Addy’s bet in, then slid the book back into the drawer. “Now, let’s get back to the real reason you’re here.”

      “Let’s,” I replied dryly. They were incorrigible but I loved them.

      “So, Barbara Fox, aka Mabel Pruitt,” Coralee said, folding the rag she’d been using to wipe away nonexistent dirt from her stand. “I don’t remember much about her, but once you told me what house she’d owned, I put some pieces together. She wasn’t from around here, but she usually showed up a few times a year. I did some checkin’ around, and I guess she had a few dustups with one of her neighbors over her parties.”

      “Not only that,” Belle said, drawing a ghostly finger over the top of a picture of Marilyn Monroe and frowning at Coralee as she blew imaginary dust off, “but I put some feelers out, and Marvin Post, the gentleman who lived on the property decades ago back before he died, hangs out there sometimes. He’s miffed because Evelyn doesn’t farm it, but he still misses it. That is, when he’s not travelin’ with his wife. They didn’t get to do much with their retirement when they were livin’, but they’ve been havin’ a high old time since she died back in ’83.”

      I waited impatiently for her to get to the point. I was glad this man and his wife were living it up in their afterlife, but I had no idea what that had to do with the murder.

      “And?” I asked when she started to go on about their travels.

      Belle glowered at me. “Don’t go gettin’ all high and mighty with me, young lady. I was gettin’ to it. He was out there the other day because he was curious about who the new neighbor was gonna be, and he says Evelyn went over and gave Heather what-for, tellin’ her she wasn’t gonna be toleratin’ any loud parties or a ton of traffic.”

      I cocked a brow. “And how did Heather take that?”

      She shrugged. “Bout as well as you’d expect, I reckon. Marvin said she was real friendly to Evelyn in the beginning, going out of her way to try to be neighborly, but Evelyn wasn’t havin’ any of it. Finally, Heather told her where she could go and threw her off the property.”

      “How did I never hear of this woman? Either Evelyn or Mabel?” I asked, taking a minute to digest that information. I prided myself on having a decent finger on the pulse of our community, but Mabel had somehow slipped right under the radar.

      Marge flapped a hand. “Don’t feel bad. I didn’t know about Mabel either. She wasn’t here too often, and from what we’ve managed to piece together, she kept a low profile when she did come. Keyhole’s small, but nobody knows everybody.”

      Belle snorted. “Speak for yourself. If me and Coralee don’t know ‘em, we know someone who does.”

      That felt true sometimes, but I was taking that one with a grain of salt. I did have to admit their network was solid enough that they could track info down on most anybody if you gave them a few days, but sometimes they had to reach for it.

      “So, what else do we know about Evelyn?” It seemed like a stretch that a neighbor would kill Heather over the parties her predecessor had, but at this point, I was grasping for straws.

      “She’s always walkin’ around like she’s got a stick up her butt,” Coralee replied, sitting down in her barber chair and crossing one slender leg over the other. She brushed a hair off the knee of her acid-washed jeans. “She’s not a people fan and prefers to stay to herself and tend her gardens. She makes her livin’ sellin’ flowers to local shops.”

      Marge nodded like Coralee was speakin’ the gospel. “She was miffed she’d forgotten about the fair when she scheduled her appointment to get her hair dyed.”

      I tilted my head. “When was that?”

      “Day before yesterday,” Coralee replied, then curled her nose. “I don’t know why she goes with that horrible brunette color. She doesn’t have the complexion for it, but she won’t listen to me.”

      I smiled at her disgust. “Does she grow herbs, by chance?”

      “Indeed she does,” Marge replied slowly, and I saw the second she came to the same conclusion I had. “She prides herself on her herb garden. In fact, her basil won first place at the Farmers’ Association exhibit last year.”

      I pulled out my phone to text Raeann, quickly asking if she knew Evelyn. Herbs were my cousin’s thing, and if Evelyn was growing belladonna, there was a good chance Rae would know. If not Evelyn, then she might have some other sources. At this point, I’d take anything.
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      Rather than respond to my text, Raeann called me. "Why do you want to know about Evelyn?"

      "Just a heads up,” I said, “I’m at Coralee’s and you’re on speaker. I just found out she grows flowers and herbs for a living, so I figured you might know who she is."

      She scoffed. "Oh, I know who she is, all right. She's miserable. The last time we were there, Mom tried to give her some tips about how to make her pathetic rosemary grow a little better, and Evelyn got her knickers in a twist and threw us off the property."

      "That doesn’t surprise me," Coralee said, leaning close to my phone and raising her voice about two decibels. I could just see poor Rae pulling her phone back to protect her eardrum. "I know she's got a mean streak, but do you think she's capable of poisonin’ somebody?"

      Rae was quiet for a minute. "I can definitely see her gettin’ hotheaded and knockin’ someone off, but I'm trying to remember if I saw any belladonna while we were out there. I suppose she might've had some tucked away in a back corner somewhere. She also knows where Cheri Lynn's grandma had her garden, so it's not outside the realm of possibility that if she wanted to poison somebody, she could have gone there and snagged some."

      Cheri Lynn appeared right beside me, and I jumped. She shot me an apologetic glance. She was usually good about announcing herself before she just popped in. "I heard my name. Is there something I can help with?"

      She worried her plump lip, and I was afraid she was still blaming herself a little. I wasn't sure telling her the murderer possibly got the poison from her family stash would help.

      Coralee, on the other hand, didn't know Cheri Lynn was having some mixed feelings, so she charged ahead. "We’re wonderin’ if Evelyn might have gotten into Tryphena’s garden and stolen some of her belladonna."

      Cheri Lynn took the question better than I expected. She shook her head. "Not unless she can get through wards cast by one of the most powerful witches I know. I couldn't physically destroy the plants since I can't touch anything, but I did ask Beth to go out and lock the place down.” She looked at her feet and her cheeks pinked. “I was gonna have her destroy them, but then I figured they might come in handy again at some point."

      I smiled. “It’s good to be prepared, I suppose.”

      Beth was Raeann's mother and my aunt, and Cheri Lynn was right. Aunt Beth had regained her powers once we’d managed to disable the witches who'd cursed her, so she was back to her former glory, and that was sayin’ something. If she’d warded the place, no human would ever find it.

      Even if Evelyn knew where it was, she wouldn’t have been able to get in. For that matter, very few actual witches would be able to. Since this woman wasn't even magical, there was no way she’d pulled it off.

      "Are you goin’ out to talk to her?" Raeann asked, and all eyes swung toward me. I hadn’t thought about it yet, but I had to.

      "I don't really see where I have a choice. Belle said somebody saw them arguin’ the other day, and the woman has access to, or at least knowledge of, what belladonna could do. Right now, she looks like a pretty good suspect."

      "Come pick me up before you go,” my cousin replied. “I'll be able to sense the plant without her permission. That's turning into a handy little trick, and it’s probably a good idea for you to have a witness."

      “And backup,” Belle added. “Not that I don’t think you can take care of yourself, but if she’s already killed one person, there’s no sayin’ what she might do.”

      Both Raeann and I had gotten a power boost when Shelby had gotten her angel mark. We weren’t quite sure why that had happened, but the skills had helped us out on so many occasions now that we were just grateful we had them.

      "I'm goin’, too," Cheri Lynn said. "Just in case Raeann can't sense it, I can float around and check for myself since this woman can’t see me. I can also look for anything else that might be suspicious."

      "I'll pick you up in ten minutes, Raeann." I turned to Cheri Lynn. “Do you wanna ride along with us, or are you just gonna pop out on your own?"

      She tilted her head and fiddled with her dark braid for a second, thinking. She loved to ride along with us just for socialization, but this was different. “I’ll go now. That way, I'll have a chance to look around before you get there. If I see anything, you can either call Hunter in or at least have some extra questions for her."

      "Then we have a plan," Raeann said. “I'll see you in a few.”

      I started to leave, but pulled a five from my pocket and shoved it toward Marge. “Put me down for yellow on Ms. Elliot’s house. And she’ll do it in October. No way she’ll convince her nephew to do it in this heat.”

      Coralee scoffed at my hypocrisy, but whatever. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.

      Rather than just run off willy-nilly to check out a clue, which annoys the crap out of Hunter, I took time on the way to Rae’s to give him a quick call and bring him up to speed.

      "Are you sure you're okay going out there by yourself?" he asked. "It sounds like something I should probably go along, but I'm stuck dealing with the police on her end right now. They're sending special investigators down because of the amount of money we’re talking about. If I leave now, I'll never make it back in time, and I have a feeling they're going to bog me down for at least a couple hours once they get here. I’m sure they’ll also tie my hands and insist on going with me to any interviews."

      I sighed. Folks around here didn't tend to respond well to out-of-towners, and considering Evelyn didn't even play well with the locals, I couldn't imagine dragging city slickers to her place would get us anywhere. I’d jokingly told Hunter a year or so back that he should just deputize me. Rather than laugh it off, he’d done it. That meant if I had to do anything official without him, everything would be all tied up in a nice, neat, legal bow.

      “No, I don’t think draggin’ strangers in suits to Evelyn’s place would work,” I replied. “You sit tight and deal with that mess, and I’ll take care of this.”

      I pulled into my regular parking space behind Raeann's, leaving the truck running. In this weather, it only took a few seconds to turn the car into a convection oven after you shut it off.

      "Don't go by yourself," he said, "but I do think it's a good idea if you head out there now before those guys get here."

      "Yeah, Raeann's going with me. If there's any belladonna there, hopefully, her magical herb sniffer will pick it out. Also, Cheri Lynn's already popped out there to take a look around. She's pretty upset about the whole belladonna thing—she's afraid she gave the killer the idea."

      Hunter scoffed. "That's crazy talk. Tell her people who wanna kill somebody will find a way to do it. Even if the killer thought belladonna was a good idea based on what Cheri Lynn did, she’d have found another way if she hadn’t heard about it."

      "Yeah,” I replied, texting Raeann to let her know I was there. “And who's to even say the killer knew about Hank? If you Google fast-acting poisons, atropine is one of the first that pops up. Then it tells you where it comes from, so it’s not like it’s hard information to find."

      “I’m not gonna lie and pretend it doesn’t alarm me just a little that you know how helpful Google can be when planning a murder,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “Should I be worried?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied with some sass. “Should you be? It never hurts to stay on your toes.”

      He laughed. “Noted. Now, fetch Raeann and get your butts out there before we have to drag a whole team of suits with us.”

      Just then, Raeann popped out the back door and rushed toward the truck, and somebody hollered for Hunter in the background at the same time.

      "We’re leaving now,” I told him. “I’ll let you know what we find out.”
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      The drive to Evelyn’s only took twenty minutes or so, and something occurred to me on the way.

      As I turned off the main road and onto a dirt one, I brought it up to Raeann. “I wonder why Susie didn’t mention the argument?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe she wasn’t there for it, or maybe she just didn’t think to bring it up.”

      “Maybe,” I said, gripping the steering wheel a bit when my tires ran into a rut, “but it seems like it would have seemed important since we were talkin’ about her gettin’ murdered.”

      She took a long pull from her water bottle, slopping some down her chin when I hit a pothole. “Is it possible this Marvin guy made it up?”

      I pressed my lips together for a second as I tried to pick my way through the path in front of me in a way that didn’t rattle our teeth. “I don’t think Belle would have presented it as fact if that was a possibility, and we both know the woman’s a human lie detector.”

      “Fair enough.” She pulled out her phone. “I have her number since I cater her open houses and office get-togethers, so we don’t need to wonder.”

      She hit dial, then put her phone on speaker.

      “Hey Suz,” Rae said when our favorite realtor answered. “Quick question.”

      “Hey, back,” Susie replied. “Shoot, but I only have a second.”

      I cringed when her voice blasted through my speakers at the same high decibel I’d been playing Green Day at earlier.

      After I turned the volume down, Rae explained the situation to Susie, careful to keep it vague about the witness rather than saying the ghost of the dude next door saw the kerfuffle.

      “That must have happened when they first got here,” she said. “She took a drive out to look around the place because I was out of town showing a house in Atlanta. Heather did say the one neighbor wasn’t friendly, but I didn’t realize that had happened.”

      “What do you know about Evelyn?” I asked as we rolled past the house that must have belonged to Mabel. Serena had gotten her drawing spot on, right down to the turrets.

      “Next to nothin’ except the yard crew complains about her sometimes. They say she fusses at them if they don’t trim around the fenceposts that divide the property.”

      “Have you ever spoken to her yourself?” Raeann asked.

      “Nope,” she replied. “I wish I could be of more help, but I’m showin’ a house, and the couple just pulled into the drive. If I can help you with anything else, let me know.”

      “Will do, and thanks for taking my call.” Raeann disconnected and pivoted in her seat so that she was facing me. “So that’s a dead end. I guess we’ll just have to see what Evelyn has to say for herself.”

      The temperature in the truck dropped and my ears popped like they did whenever a ghost popped in. Sure enough, an excited Cheri Lynn appeared between Rae and me. Even though I jumped sideways toward the door, part of her ectoplasmic butt slipped through my arm anyway. I cringed as the feeling of ice cubes passing through my flesh gave me total-body goosebumps.

      I yelped, and she winced. “My bad. I just had to tell you that there’s not much reason to talk to her. It’s not like she’s gonna just up and tell you she killed that poor girl, especially when she has a little patch of belladonna stashed way back in the corner of her garden with her ornamentals.”

      I pulled onto the rutted pathway that served as a driveway and picked my way around the worst of the potholes as best I could. We wound around a curve, and I pulled up in front of a farmhouse similar to mine—two stories, white paint, wraparound porch.

      The main difference was that the house itself looked a little worse for wear. Oddly, though the paint was peeling and the steps looked a little rickety, the landscaping was incredible. Bursts of colorful flowers bloomed in the boxes out front, the grass was trimmed to perfection, and several areas around the porch were mulched and full of multi-colored, unusual petunias. Gorgeous rose bushes with flowers in colors I’d never seen before grew on either side of the porch and at both corners of the house. The woman did have a knack for them.

      I left enough room between us and a faded old black Chevy pickup that we had plenty of room to get out.

      “Guess she hasn’t figured out how to grow decent rosemary yet,” Raeann muttered. She wasn’t wrong. The bunch growing on either side of the steps were the only scraggly plants in the whole yard.

      Since Cheri Lynn was practically vibrating with excitement, I figured I’d better calm her down before we got out. “Well, that helps a ton, but now we gotta convince her to show it to us. We can’t just get a warrant because somebody saw them arguing, especially considering the witness doesn’t happen to be alive.”

      Her face fell with disappointment. “I thought we had her, but I guess you’re right.” A little hope seeped back into her expression. “Maybe you can ask her to show you her prize roses instead. The belladonna isn’t far from them.”

      I shrugged at Raeann. It wasn't the best plan, and I sure didn't have anything better.

      "It’s a solid idea,” she said. “She had rare varieties when me and Mama were out here. Whatever it takes to get us into the backyard, right?"

      I shifted the truck into park and climbed out. As we made our way to the front porch, the screen door opened and a thin woman wearing bib overalls and a big straw hat stepped outside.

      "Can I help you with somethin’?" She squinted her faded brown eyes, causing crow's feet to feather outward from each eye.

      "I hope so. I'm Noelle Flynn, and this is —"

      "I know who she is," Evelyn said, frowning as she turned her crabby gaze to Rae. "You're Beth Flynn's girl. Last time you were out here, that know-it-all mama yours tried to tell me how to grow my rosemary."

      "Somebody needs to," Raeann muttered under her breath.

      Evelyn’s eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head. "What was that?"

      "She said she was just trying to help, but she didn’t mean to offend you," I said before Rae could get us tossed off the property before we'd even made it to the porch.

      Evelyn scoffed. "If I need help, I'll ask for it. Now, I'll ask again. What do you want? I need to get back there and tend my roses. Got a big delivery for tomorrow, and I ain’t got time to stand out here jawin’."

      "Actually,” I said, “we’re here about your roses. Well, and your other flowers. We cater a lot of business brunches and whatnot, and we figured we'd like to do floral centerpieces as an add-on charge. We were told you're the lady to talk to about flowers around here."

      Raeann looked at me like I'd grown a second head, and I shot her a brief glare while the woman wasn't looking.

      "Would you prefer I tell her you're here for advice on growing herbs? We gotta get back in that garden," I asked her through her link.

      She returned my glare, obviously not caring if the woman saw or not. "If you do that, I'll curse your hair to stay frizzy for a month."

      Ouch. Since my hair was already hard enough to manage on a good day, the last thing I needed was that kind of curse. The last time she'd done it, I'd looked like a pencil troll on a three-day bender no matter what I'd done.

      At the mention of her roses, Evelyn’s expression became a little less hostile, though the suspicion remained. "Why not just go to the flower shop?"

      She sorta had me there, but I'd already committed to the story. "She can't always work us in last minute, and that's how we get a lot of our requests."

      That sounded weak even to me, so I figured I'd better tighten it up a little. "Plus, I was wondering if you sold any rosebushes. I need a couple for out at the farm, but I don't want just any plain old flower. Do you have anything exotic?"

      Based on the way her yard looked, I was banking on her gardening being her passion as well as her profession. Everybody had one, and I was hoping her flowers were hers.

      Apparently, I’d hit the nail on the head. The cranky look didn't entirely leave her face, but it did fade a little. "I suppose I can show you some. Follow me."

      She led us around the side of the house and through a whitewashed gate that had seen better days. “I don’t do arrangements. If you get ‘em from me, you’ll have to do that yourself.”

      “Understood,” I replied.

      If her front yard was gorgeous, her backyard was breathtaking. At least two dozen different types of roses bloomed in clusters and on trestles, and pots overflowed with waterfalls of a wide variety of other plants and flowers. It lacked a little in the organization category, but it made up for that in sheer beauty.

      She paused here and there to show off one flower or another. Many were types I was familiar with but in color variants I’d never seen. She had petunias that were so dark purple they looked almost black, and they had white-ish flecks on the leaves that looked like dew.

      “I love these,” I said. “Do you have any for sale?”

      “I do,” she said, inclining her head. “But lemme give you the whole tour before you decide.”

      We spent the next fifteen minutes wandering around while she described every flower we encountered. Cheri Lynn became more and more impatient, waving her hands toward the back corner every time I glanced her direction.

      “You might be interested in this rose,” Evelyn said, arching a brow as her gaze turned speculative.  The flower in question was gorgeous. I couldn’t decide if it was yellow with red stripes or vice versa, and the shades ranged from blood red to a deep burgundy. They’d look amazing at the corner of the porch.

      I reached out and touched a velvety petal, then leaned down to breathe in its light fragrance. “You’re right, but what makes you think this one in particular would interest me?”

      Her lips curved into a dry half-smile. “They’re called Hocus Pocus roses. With all the rumors attached to your family, it seems fittin’.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I did what I always did when somebody mentioned what the townsfolk had been whispering about us for decades—I gave her a tolerant smile. “Then I guess I’m glad you’ve heard those rumors because they’re perfect.”

      “Let’s go to the greenhouse, then. I have the small bushes I’m sellin’ in there.”

      “Wait,” Raeann said, motioning toward where Cheri Lynn was trying to draw us. “What’s back there? I thought I saw a lavender rose. Can we see those?”

      Evelyn shrugged. “I suppose. It’ll have to be quick. I gotta take some flowers to Petals and Posies for a weddin’ this weekend. I’ve managed to avoid that dang fair traffic all week, and now I gotta go through it anyway. Money’s good, though. C’mon.”

      She led us around the greenhouse, and sure enough, there were several more types of roses back there, including the lavender one Raeann had mentioned. “I don’t have any of these rooted and started, so I can’t sell you any. That’s why I didn’t bring you back here. I can do cuttings of ‘em though, if you want them for any of your brunches. If you’re any good with flowers, you could use those to root your own bush, too.”

      “I’m not that good at keepin’ greenery alive, let alone coaxing it to start,” I replied, my tone distracted as Cheri Lynn hovered over the belladonna, her arms crossed and satisfaction scrawled across her face. “I appreciate you showing them to us.”

      “Well then, let’s go to the greenhouse so you can get your bush. I have a couple others that you admired along the way, too, if you’re interested.”

      As we headed toward the large structure in the back, I figured now was as good a time as any to ask about Heather. Raeann beat me to it.

      “So, I guess you’re getting a new neighbor,” she said, trailing along behind me.

      Evelyn didn’t stop walking but did answer. “Yeah, I reckon I am whether I want to or not.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?” I asked as she opened the door. “The house isn’t that close to yours. And doesn’t it belong to out-of-towners that don’t come here much?”

      “And just how do you know so much about it?” she asked, suspicion returning to her weathered face as she stood back and let us lead the way into the greenhouse.

      “Oh,” Raeann said, pausing to admire a starter rose bush that boasted blooms that started yellow in the center and changed to red toward the tips. “They stopped in at the shop. The girl said she’d inherited the place. What type of rose is this?”

      Pride lit her features, almost covering the disgust. “That’s a Ketchup and Mustard. I had a little trouble gettin’ those to grow in the beginning, but they finally took off. Just required some adjustment to the acidity in the dirt.”

      “I’ll take one,” my cousin replied.

      “Me too,” I added. “Have you met the new owner?”

      She scoffed and curled her nose. “Oh, I met her all right. I let her know in no uncertain terms that this is a peaceful holler. There ain’t gonna be a bunch of traffic flyin’ up the road, and I ain’t gonna put up with a bunch of loud parties like I had to deal with when that hoity-toity actress owned it.”

      Raeann arched a brow. “And how did she take that?”

      Evelyn drew her thin frame up to her full height, self-righteousness seeming to add a couple of inches. “She didn’t like it, but it don’t matter much to me what she thought. I said what I said, and I meant it. She told me to leave, and I did.”

      Her expression was thunderous, and I decided it was time to change the subject. Short of asking her flat-out if she’d killed her, there wasn’t much more to say.

      “Is that the only time you talked to her?” Rae asked. “I mean, that wasn’t exactly the best way to start a relationship with a new neighbor. She mentioned somethin’ about how nice one of her neighbors was, so I thought maybe you mended fences.”

      That was utter crap, but Evelyn didn’t know that.

      The older woman huffed as she pulled a two-wheeled wheelbarrow from a corner and started loading Ketchup-and-Mustard and Hocus Pocus bushes into it. “I’m sure she wasn’t talkin’ about me. Probably that goody-two-shoes on the other side of her.”

      Since there wasn’t much else to say, we picked a few more flowers from the greenhouse including some of those purple petunias and headed back around front. Evelyn insisted on pushing the wheelbarrow even though it looked almost as heavy as she did. Once we had them loaded and paid her an eye-popping sum, we thanked her and climbed back into the truck.

      “Well,” Raeann said as we headed down the driveway, “she didn’t make any bones about their conversation being less than pleasant.”

      “No, she didn’t,” I admitted, “but she does have the belladonna.”

      “That’s pretty thin, Noe,” she replied, holding onto the ceiling handle as I hit an especially rough patch of ruts. “It’s not like belladonna is particularly uncommon. We need more than just that.”

      I pressed my lips together because she was right. “Then we’re just out of luck. She’s our best lead, but I don’t see any way we can prove she did it.”

      Cheri Lynn popped into the back seat and popped her gum. “Holy moly. For a witch who prides herself on bein’ a walkin’ lie detector, you sure messed this one up. She said she hasn’t been to town all week, but I saw her goin’ into the ClipNCurl day before yesterday.”

      I nearly smacked myself in the forehead for missing that. For the first time since we’d found Heather, we finally had a thread to pick at. I started to turn around and call her on it but decided against it. I’d talk to Hunter first and see what he wanted to do, but at least I wasn’t going to him empty handed.
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      I slowed as we passed Mabel’s house. Party lights hung draped across the porch, and four groups of two rocking chairs and a small table each sat at intervals along it. She’d installed bamboo drop-down blinds so that guests wouldn’t have to deal with the sun in their eyes, and a large area off to the right of the house was paved to allow for plenty of parking. Though none of it was obnoxious, it was obvious she’d used it as a vacation getaway rather than a home.

      “It’d make a great B&B,” Raeann said. “It almost looks like one already. I wonder what it’s like inside.”

      “Me too. I bet it’s gorgeous. I picture lots of funky pottery and those spendy crocheted throws draped across linen furniture. I bet the bedrooms are all homey-luxurious too.”

      Rae nodded as her imagination ran wild. “And the kitchen probably has all that cool expensive stuff you find in the Pottery Barn or the Home Goods section at Target. Like, the stoneware canisters with wooden lids, the plates that aren’t perfectly round, and the wooden cuttin’ boards with the wrought-iron handles. Probably linen napkins in those cute little holders, too.”

      We were picturing pretty much the same décor, and my curiosity was about to kill me. Though I was tempted to snoop, I kept going rather than pull into the drive.

      When we were coming up to the next place, a little old lady who must have been the “nice neighbor” waved to us from the yard where she was unloading mulch from a wheelbarrow. “Well, that’s some luck. Do you think we should stop and talk to her?”

      “Why not?” Rae replied. “Maybe she saw something. We don’t know if she talked to Heather. If she did, maybe Heather mentioned something that might either shore up our suspicion of Evelyn or point us in a new direction. It can’t hurt.”

      I rolled to a stop, and the woman hustled over to us, pulling off her green gardening gloves. She smoothed a faded cornflower-blue day dress with little white flowers on it as she approached us.

      “Hello, dears,” she said, shading sharp blue eyes that matched her dress. “Is there something I can help you with? We don’t get many folks passin’ by since it’s a dead end.”

      She was right in more ways than one so far, but I didn’t say that out loud.

      Raeann smiled. “We’re just out here checking out the house Heather inherited.”

      She smiled as pulled her mail from the box beside my truck and shut the door. “Oh, yes, what a delightful girl.”

      “So, you’ve met her?” I asked.

      “What’s that dear?” she said, holding a hand to her ear. “I can’t hardly hear you over your truck.”

      I leaned over the console and raised my voice, repeating the question.

      The woman nodded solemnly. “Yes, though it was a while back. I read about Mabel’s passing. What a shame.”

      I wondered if she’d overheard Heather’s argument with Evelyn. If there was one thing little old ladies who lived in the country were good at, it was keeping tabs on the neighbors. “Did you speak to her in the last few days?”

      She tilted her head in a way that reminded me of a bird. “You kids look familiar to me, but I’m afraid I can’t place you.”

      “I’m Noelle Flynn,” I said.

      Her face lit in recognition. “Of course. Addy raised you. I should have recognized that red hair.” She turned to Raeann. “And you’re Beth’s girl. You own the coffee shop.”

      Raeann smiled. “That’s me. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “Well, you haven’t yet, officially,” she replied with good humor. “I’m Nellie Knox. I’ve lived on this property all my life, and my daddy before me, and his daddy before him. In fact, we used to own most of this holler. My great-great granddaddy got it from a land grant. It was his legacy to us. It killed Granddaddy when he had to split it up back in the depression, but what can you do? Why don’t you girls come up to the house if you’d like to talk more? I just made some lemonade, and it’s hot as blue blazes out here.”

      Not being one to look a gift horse in the mouth, especially when it was offering me fresh lemonade, I smiled and nodded. “That sounds great.”

      We pulled into her drive. Unlike Evelyn’s place, Nellie’s house sat right off the road. A large pen sat off to the side under the shade of a giant maple tree, and I smiled when I saw a few miniature goats playing in it, taking turns shoving each other off the tops of the dog-house-style shelters in there.

      “C’mon in,” Nellie said, motioning toward the porch as she mopped her forehead with a yellow hankie embroidered with pink flowers then stuffed it back into her sleeve. “This heat’s about to bake me in my own skin. I swear, it gets worse every year.”

      Her house was the same cheerful Buttercup shade as her hankie, and gray gingham curtains lined the windows. I was hoping Ms. Nellie had AC. Not all of these old houses did, but I couldn’t imagine she’d have her windows and door shut if she didn’t. Some older folks tended to be cold year-round, but since she'd already said the heat was miserable, I doubted she was one of those.

      I didn’t have to wonder long—before we even crossed the threshold, the blessedly cool air smacked me in the face.

      Miss Nellie hustled around us, leading us into a large country kitchen. It was pretty much what you'd expect just from how she looked. Everything was neat as a pin even though the cabinets and countertops were dated. The yellow linoleum on the floor screamed 1970s, but it was clean as a whistle. The old-fashioned aluminum milk can that I assumed served as a cookie jar wasn't one of those fake knockoffs that you get at the store, either. I'd have bet my bottom dollar it was original and had, at some point, had milk in it.

      It was pretty much what you'd expect just from how she looked. Everything was neat as a pin even though the cabinets and countertops were dated. The yellow linoleum on the floor screamed 1970s, but it was clean as a whistle. The old-fashioned aluminum milk can that I assumed served as a cookie jar wasn't one of those fake knockoffs that you get at the store, either. I'd have bet my bottom dollar it was original and had, at some point, had milk in it.

      She motioned toward the table. “You girls have a seat while I pour us some lemonade. Are you hungry? I can make us a sandwich if you'd like.”

      My stomach rumbled at the thought of food, but I hated to put her out. “We're good but thank you Ms. Nellie. We were wondering if you could tell us more about Heather.”

      “There really isn't much to tell, dear,” she said, pulling three Mason jars from the cabinet. “I met her a couple of years ago. I spoke to that nice young real estate lady a couple weeks ago, and she told me Mabel had passed. She wasn't sure what was going to happen to the place at that point, but I was happy when I saw Heather driving up the road a few days ago.”

      “Did you get a chance to talk to her?” Raeann asked as she took a seat beside me.

      “I tried, but when I walked over, she was talking to that horrid Evelyn. In fact, they didn't seem to be getting along at all.” She pushed her lips together in that superior way little old ladies do when they're about to say something not so nice about somebody else. “Not that it surprises me. That woman would argue with a post, and she's meaner than a mountain lion with a thorn in its paw.”

      Since I'd just experienced the woman myself, I figured she had her description down. “What were they arguing about?”

      She lifted a rounded shoulder as she sat glasses of lemonade in front of Raeann and me, then took a seat beside us with her own.

      “I hate to gossip,” she said in the same hushed tone every little old lady in town used right before they did, “but it sounded like Evelyn was threatening her. I know she and Mabel didn't get along. They butted heads just about every time Mabel came down, but that woman was a tornado in a bottle. She could take up for herself, but poor Heather looked really upset, bless her heart. I didn't want to get in the middle of that, so I just turned around and came home.”

      Raeann’s stomach rumbled, and Ms. Nellie gave her a motherly frown before her face lit up with mischief. “I knew you girls looked hungry. If you don't want a sandwich, I have something else you’ll probably like.”

      She stood and shuffled around the table and opened up her breadbox. When she pulled out a to-go box from Raeann’s my mouth watered. The only thing that went in those pastry boxes were my goodies, and I sorely hoped there was a blueberry turnover or a bear claw in there.

      Sadly, when she opened the lid, there wasn’t. There was, however, an orange-cranberry muffin, and that was good enough for me.

      “So, you’ve been to my shop,” Raeann said as she pulled out a blueberry muffin for herself.

      “I sure have. I grabbed these when I was in there the other day,” she said, setting the box in front of us. “I'm glad you girls showed up because it would have been a shame for those to go stale.”

      I didn't bother to tell her that part of my magic kept the pastries fresh much longer than normal ones. I just smiled and bit into the top, thankful it was still crunchy.

      Raeann peeled the paper down on hers with a thankful smile. “Thank you, both for the muffin and for the business. Next time you’re in town, stop by and we’ll replenish your supply. Is there anything else you can tell us about Heather? Can you think of anybody else that wanted that property?”

      Ms. Nellie blinked. “Why on earth would that matter?” She drew her brows together. “Is there something else going on here?”

      I sighed and swallowed my mouthful of muffin before I responded. “Actually, there is. I'm sorry to tell you this because it seems like you liked her, but Heather was murdered yesterday, or sometime the night before.”

      Nellie's hand fluttered to her throat, and she sank back down into her chair. “That's just terrible. Who'd want to hurt such a wonderful young lady?”

      “That's what we're trying to find out,” Raeann replied, scraping a few escaped crumbs off the table and into her hand. “We're not having much luck so far though, so if there's anything at all you can think of that might help, we'd appreciate it.”

      Nellie fiddled with the strand of pearls around her neck. “I'll bet good money it was that old goat down the road. She was madder than a wet hen when I saw them arguing, and I've seen her get violent before. I’m telling you, that woman is evil. What time did the poor dear die?”

      “We’re not sure,” Raeann replied, “but we figure it was before daylight yesterday morning or sometime overnight.”

      Nellie nodded her head, her gaze solemn. “Yep. Evelyn did it. I saw her leaving out yesterday morning in that rattletrap of a truck around five. Who goes anywhere that time of day if they don’t have to be to a job?”

      I glanced at Raeann because it looked like our luck was about to change. Evelyn may have had a hair appointment, but it hadn’t been at five in the morning. “Can you tell us about the argument? Was it just one time, or does she have a history of bein’ that way?”

      “Oh,” she replied, her eyes wide, “she has a history of it. Back when her husband was alive, they used to stand out in the front yard yellin’ and cussin’ at each other. It was shameful. And not too long ago, we were at a gardeners’ association meeting. Sarah Ann Keller told her she needed to add more fertilizer to her hibiscus plants, and she about lost her mind. They started yelling at each other and calling each other names like they were back in high school.”

      I knew Sarah Ann Keller, and she could test the patience of a saint. She and Addy had gone at it on more than one occasion, and she never failed to point out how short my shorts were just about every time I saw her. It was another black mark on Evelyn, but not much of one.

      Nellie didn’t have much more to add after she finished her story, so we polished off our lemonade and muffins then made our excuses. We did, after all, still have a murder to solve, and we were burning daylight.
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      We were almost back to town when Addy popped into the truck. “We have a situation,” she said, and I didn't like the tone.

      “Now what?” I asked, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.

      Usually, she would have gotten onto me for being snippy. Since she didn't, I was much more concerned than I had been before I asked. When she remained silent, I repeated my question.

      She pulled in a deep breath and blew it back out through pursed lips. “You know that ghost that's been running around town making a spectacle of himself?”

      Rae turned around in her seat. “Yeah,” she said, drawing the word out. “What about him?”

      “Well, he showed himself again at the carnival. Me and the girls were down visitin’ with Serena for a bit before she had to open her booth. Right outside, we heard a bunch of people screaming. Sure enough, the old fool was hovering there like a jackass, flapping his jaws without a word coming out of them.”

      “And?” I knew there was something much worse coming because even though that was bad, she wouldn't call it a situation.

      She sighed. “Before you get all mad, she was just trying to help.”

      I tossed her another frustrated glance in the mirror. “Just spit it out. Who was trying to help, and what did she do?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it, then repeated the action before she finally started talking. “Kira was right there with us, and before any of us could stop her, she pulled that little cube off her belt, tossed it under the ghost, and trapped him. It threw off a bunch of blue light, and humans saw it.”

      I growled. The Witches Council was going to lose their minds and I could only imagine what would happen if that poor man ended up being stuck in there forever. Or, worse yet, if Kira could only release him in the Valley of Lost Souls. Calling this a situation was the understatement of the year.

      I ran a hand over my face. “I love that girl, but how on earth are we going to explain that? I assume all the people who'd been screaming were still staying in there?”

      She held her hands out. “Yes, but before your knickers go getting all twisted, Serena was quick on her feet. She started clapping and whistling and told the crowd to give the carnival’s new magician a big round of applause.”

      I bounced my head from side to side. “In the scheme of things, that could have gone a lot worse. Did they buy it?”

      Addy nodded. “Oddly, they did. Maybe it was just because they were at the carnival and expected a certain amount of magic, but that girl got a round of applause that would have made a rock star proud.”

      “So where are they now?” Raeann asked, “and does Kira know if she can get him back out or not?”

      My aunt lifted a translucent shoulder. “I'm not sure about that last part, but they're at the farm. They teleported there. When I left to come tell you, poor Kira was white as a ghost, and Cody was tossing his cookies in the rose bushes.”

      It was at these moments that I wished I was able to teleport the entire truck. I'd have to do my best with what I had, though, so I mashed the gas pedal to the floor. The Council didn’t typically waste any time jumping on something like this, and I wanted to be there when they showed up. I wasn’t even sure if they had any jurisdiction over Kira or not, but I wasn’t willing to risk it.

      Thankfully, we weren't far from home, and it was mostly backroads. We pulled up in front of the house seven minutes later, and both of us were out of the truck almost before the engine had died.

      “Calm down,” Max said, standing up from his giant dog bed on the porch and lumbering toward us. “It won't do any good to rush in there like mad women. The poor girl’s upset enough without you adding to it. Stop for a second and take a deep breath or two.”

      He was right, so I forced myself to do as he said and so did Raeann. Once I felt sufficiently in control of myself, I took one more lungful and pulled the screen door open. “Ready?” I asked Rae, and she nodded.

      Shelby, Kira, Cody, and Emma were in the living room, and there was no sign of anybody from the council—not even Emma’s mom, Camille. Everybody but Kira was joking around, but the poor little angel—literally—stood by the window, white as the sheer lace curtains behind her. She looked like she wanted to cry.

      As soon as she saw me, she jumped to her feet. “I'm so sorry! I did it without thinking, and I'll understand if you tell me I can't ever come back here.”

      That was enough to break my heart, and the last of my irritation fizzled away. She'd already lost her wings and her home, and there was no way I was gonna close my home to her too. That just wasn't how we did things.

      I put my hands on her shoulders and pointedly looked into her eyes, though she was hesitant to meet my gaze. “You didn't mean any harm, and this old house and everybody in it will always be here for you. Now, let's get to the subject at hand. Can you get him out?”

      “I'm like ninety-nine percent positive I can.” Her voice shook a little, and I marveled at the fact that an angel with powers beyond anything I could ever compete with—at least when she was at full strength—was standing in my living room scared. “I talked to my aunts, and they just said to use the same spell I do when I'm releasing the souls back into purgatory.”

      I brushed my hands together and headed toward the couch. Her little Rubik's Cube-sized soul catcher sat on the coffee table, and it gave a little wobble.

      “Whoa!” Raeann said, stepping closer so she could bend down and peer at it. “Can he get out?”

      Kira smiled. “If he manages it, I'll be amazed. I've had 4th-level demons in there, and it held them. If one angry little ghost of a man can escape, it's better I find out with him and get the box tuned up before I go seriously hunting again.”

      I returned her smile. “Agreed. Maybe we need a plan for what we do once you let him out.”

      Addy’d followed us in, and she’d brought the cavalry. Cheri Lynn, Trouble, Angus, Erol, and Belle hovered on the opposite side of the coffee table staring at the box. Lily Marie from the funeral home was even there.

      Cheri Lynn cracked her fingers. “Kira, you let him out, and we'll capture him. Then we're going to figure out what his problem is.”

      Kira glanced back and forth between the ghosts. “Can you guys do that? I know you can't touch anything on this side, but you can touch each other?”

      Erol nodded as he reached out and poked Cheri Lynn. “That's how they dragged me out when they caught me hidden in my shop. I figure with all of us here, he's not going anywhere before we can figure out what's going on. The man's obviously in some kind of distress, and we're going to help him.”

      I stood behind the couch and motioned for the kids to do the same so Kira and the ghosts would have plenty of room to work. “Alrighty then. Let's get this show on the road.”

      Kira glanced at me, chewing on her lip. “Are you sure it's a good idea to do this in the house? Maybe we should take it to the porch.”

      I appraised all the valuable-to-me knickknacks and pictures in the room and nodded. I should have thought of it myself.

      Kira scooped the cube from the coffee table and strode toward the front door with all of us following. Once we were all outside and the ghosts were in position, she rolled her head on her shoulders and glanced at her helpers. “Are you guys ready?”

      They all nodded.

      “Let's do this,” Trouble said, hovering a couple of feet from the box with her arms out like she was guarding it and her feet braced shoulder-width apart.

      Kira muttered some words, and pink magic crackled between her fingertips before she focused it on the cube. It levitated off the wicker table, and the runes on it began to glow. “Here he comes.”

      The box opened with a whoosh, and a swirl of mist transformed into the translucent spirit of a balding, rotund, middle-aged man. His panicked gaze darted around, but before he could dash off, he had more hands on him than a basket full of chicken wings at a Superbowl party.

      He struggled, and again, you could tell he was trying as hard as to speak, but no words were coming out.

      “Oh, for Pete's sake,” Addy snapped when she took an elbow to the chin, “calm down, or I'm gonna start throwin’ elbows back.”

      The poor man stopped struggling, but he was shaking like a leaf. I wasn't sure if ghosts could explode, but his ectoplasm was vibrating like a bowl full of jelly, and he looked like an image on TV that was about to go out.

      “There,” Trouble said, her tone soothing. “Just calm down. Nobody here wants to hurt you. In fact, we want to help you.”

      “Hopefully before you bring every ghost hunter in the hemisphere down on us,” Belle growled, earning her a glare from Cheri Lynn.

      I held out my hands in a gesture of peace. “Nobody's here to hurt you. We just need to make sure you're not putting everybody in town at risk, and you obviously seem upset. It seems like you have something to communicate but haven't figured out how to use your words yet.”

      Shelby stepped forward, careful to keep her distance so as not to scare him worse. “Take a couple of deep breaths. There's no need to panic, and we can't help you if you can't communicate with us.”

      She followed that up with the standard yoga motion to take a breath. “Breathe in.” When he did so, she nodded encouragingly, smiled, then made the breath out motion along with the instruction. “Now breathe out.”

      Addy mumbled something about new-age mumbo jumbo, and I shot her a glare. Even though ghosts didn’t technically need to breathe, it was a soothing action we’d done our whole lives. The man's image stabilized, and he repeated the process.

      Trouble floated around in front of him just enough that he could see her. “First things first since you seem super confused. There's no soft way to say this, so I'll just spit it out. Do you know you're dead?”

      He closed his eyes and swallowed, then he nodded.

      “OK,” she said, keeping her voice gentle. “Then on to the next the problem—vocalizing. I had the same issue when I first figured it out, so maybe I can help. You need to stop focusing on whatever’s got you upset and just start talking like you would to anybody else. Can you do that?”

      She turned to me. “Being a ghost is sort of like drivin’ a car. There are a lot of movin’ parts, and in the beginning, it can be hard to get them all together. Once you practice for a while, though, it comes naturally.”

      Angus, who'd been holding the man's shoulder, let go of him and moved around to stand with Trouble. “Let's start with something easy. What's your name?”

      The guy took a couple more deep breaths, closed his eyes, and answered. “Albert Periwinkle.” His voice cracked a little and cut out the middle part of his last name, but we understood him.

      Lily Marie floated around to stand beside me. “I recognize you. You died day before yesterday while you were out in the garden. Your neighbor found you.”

      He scratched his head right where his bald spot met his hairline, still looking a little confused. “That might be right. The last thing I remember is waterin’ my tomatoes. The dogs were in the house because it was too hot for them to be outside.” Some of the former panic returned to his aura. “You gotta go help them!”

      “We will,” Emma said from beside Shelby, her tone comforting. “If they let you go, are you gonna stay here? We can't help you if you leave, and if you keep showing yourself around town, I'm afraid we'll have to put you back in the box.”

      He nodded. “I'll stay. I was just so scared when I woke up dead. I was in my house, and my poor little dogs, Ella and Roxie, were cryin’ and lickin’ their empty bowls. They don't have any food or water.” His frantic gaze swept all of us. “You have to go help them. Please!”

      Since every single one of us other than possibly Belle and Lily are animal lovers, I was sure we all shared his anxiety.

      “Of course they will,” Max said, waggling his furry ears in agitation. “They’ll go right now.”

      I smiled despite the situation. No matter how hard he tried to come off as a grumpy old man who didn't care about anything, he always slipped up and let that big ole heart shine through.

      The ghost, however, had apparently never encountered a talking donkey. “Did he just …”

      “Yeah, he did,” Cheri Lynn replied. “There’s a lot you’re gonna learn about the world you thought you lived in, but for now, let’s focus on rescuing your dogs.”

      “Where do you live?” Cody asked.

      Albert rattled off an address. His voice still crackled a little, but it was getting stronger. He swooped toward me. “You’re goin’ now, right? Can I go with you to make sure you find the place?” He scrunched his head, perplexed. “Can ghosts even ride in cars?”

      Cheri Lynn grimaced. “We can, but it takes a little practice. Otherwise, the car just pulls off without ya. Maybe if I go along, I can hold you in.”

      Since I was still holding my keys, I headed toward the truck. “Let’s go. Depending on how long their bowls have been empty, they could be in serious trouble.”

      Every single person there, human and ghost alike, insisted on going along. Since there was only room in my truck for one other person and the two ghosts, Shelby decided to take her car too. The other ghosts knew how to travel together. Since Lily knew where he lived, she volunteered to be the post-living shuttle, so to speak.

      We made what would have been a twenty-minute trip in fourteen, and I sent thanks out into the universe for safe travels and to Ford for my heavy-duty suspension. Cheri Lynn had managed to anchor Albert into the truck even though she’d had a couple hairy moments when we thought she’d lost him.

      I slid to a stop in his gravel driveway, and he was out of the truck and had floated through the walls of the house before I even shut it off. When I got to the front door, it was locked.

      “Hey!” I hollered through the door. “Not all of us can float through walls. I need a key.” Nearly everybody kept one around in a not-so-hidden place, and I was hoping he did the same.

      Albert didn't waste any time answering. “Under the mat. Hurry!”

      I looked down at my feet and smiled when I saw it. Written around a paw print were the words All dogs welcome. Humans by invite only. I lifted it and picked up the key. As soon as I stepped through the door, two little Yorkies bound toward me, excited but looking a little weak.

      Albert gazed lovingly at them. “I'm glad I filled the bowl up right before I went outside. It only went empty yesterday, which is when I started panickin’.”

      I bent down and gave them each a quick ear scratching in greeting. “Where's their water bowl?”

      “In here,” Addy called before Albert could answer.

      I followed her voice into the kitchen. An aluminum double bowl sat in a corner beside the fridge, and i picked it up and filled both sides with water. As soon as I set it back on the floor, the two little dogs dove at it, tails wagging as they lapped it up.

      “I can't thank you enough,” Albert said, wringing his hands and swiping a tear away with his knuckle. “Those little dogs or my world, and it woulda broke my heart for them to die that way.”

      Shelby’s Bug had required a slower pace than my truck, so by the time she, Cody, Kira, and Emma rushed through the door, the dogs had drunk their fill.

      “Aww,” my little sister exclaimed.

      As she and the others dropped to their knees, the energetic fur balls rushed toward them, their entire bodies wagging.

      “The one with the pink bow is Ella, and the one with the yellow one is Roxie,” Albert said, floating closer. The dogs quirked their heads sideways at his voice, then turned to him and barked excitedly.

      “They can see me,” Albert said in awe. “Why now when they couldn't before?”

      “Probably because you were so worked up,” Belle replied.

      “Yeah,” Angus added, “this whole ghost thing takes some practice.”

      “So, what now?” Kira asked. “What's going to happen to them?”

      “I never even thought about anything beyond getting them food and water,” Albert said, wringing his hands. “You’re right, though. Who's gonna take them? I need them to go to a good home where I know they’ll be loved.”

      I bent down to love on the dogs, too. “We'll figure that out, but for now, I'll take ‘em back to the farm.”

      I gathered up their food and belongings and stuffed it all in a bag while the kids left ahead of me with Ella and Roxie.

      Before Albert got back in the truck with me, Belle and Addy stopped him.

      “We get why you've been acting the fool around town now, but no more,” Belle said.

      Addy drew her brows down in that stern motherly way she did when she was giving what she called a teachable moment. That was her way of saying she wasn’t going to be putting up with any more shenanigans. “We’ll help you adapt to bein’ dead, but you can't go showing yourself to humans outside of our circle. That's a recipe for disaster.”

      Albert nodded. “I get it. I was just so worried that I didn't even think of the consequences. I'm sure from the response I got that I freaked people out, which was the opposite of my intention.” He looked at me with gratitude. “Thank you, both for comin’ out here and for givin’ my girls a place to stay ‘til you can find ‘em a forever home.”

      I smiled as Raeann and I climbed into the truck. “Of course. In the scheme of things, this was the best type of fire to put out.”

      I didn't tell him, but I knew those two little dogs wouldn't be going far. If they didn't stay at the farm, Aunt Beth would take them, or Anna Mae would scoop ‘em up. It was nice for once to have a happy ending.

      I dropped Raeann off at Brew so she could get her car. When I got back to the farm, Max’s muzzle was all out of joint, and Arlo turned his head away when I tried to pet him.

      “What’s wrong with you two?” I asked as I made my way to the house.

      Max gave me a donkey scowl. “Doubly rude that you should even have to ask. Nobody even asked if Arlo or I wanted to go. Did it ever occur to you that maybe having somebody along who could talk to them would help?”

      I crumpled my face in apology because he was right. “I'm sorry guys. I guess I was just in such a hurry to get there that I didn't think.”

      “That's right,” Max grumbled. “You didn't think. That's your problem half the time.”

      Arlo whined and bumped him with his head. Max turned to him and huffed. “Fine, but you're being too nice. We'll never teach her to be considerate if we let her off the hook so easy.”

      Arlo bounced around him and licked my hand, And I bent down to scratch his ears. “Thanks for forgiving me, and I really am sorry.”

      The kids had Roxie and Ella in the living room throwing their toys for them, so I headed to the kitchen to pour myself a glass of wine. It had been a long day and I didn't feel like we'd accomplished anything regarding Heather’s murder.

      I sank into a kitchen chair and sighed as I took a sip of my Merlot. Tomorrow was another day I supposed, and at least the day hadn't been a total wash. We'd saved two dogs and fixed the problem with Albert showing up everywhere. Sometimes you had to take your wins where you could get them.
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      Since Anna Mae and I had made plans to meet at her shop, I had to get up early the next morning. The plan was to load her stuff then mine and take it down to the fairgrounds. I quietly took my clothes to the bathroom and got ready with as little noise as possible.

      I stopped by the bed on my way out. Hunter looked so peaceful. The fine lines beginning to form at the corners of his eyes and on his forehead were absent, and the worry lines between his eyes were gone. Before I left the room, I brushed a dark chunk of hair off his face then gave him a light kiss on his forehead. He planned to go talk to Evelyn first thing, so I figured he'd need all the rest he could get.

      I headed down to the kitchen to make myself a cup of coffee to go, careful to avoid the steps I knew squeaked. Five minutes later, I was out the door.

      Though it was still dark when I pulled into the alley behind Anna Mae’s shop, she was already there, bright eyed and bushy tailed. That surprised me because we were two very cranky peas in a pod when it came to mornings.

      “Holy cow,” I said as I took the last drink of my coffee. “How long have you been up?”

      “Long enough that I’ve had time to drink my double latte.” She handed me a tall cup from brew4U as she tucked a basket of crystals into a box of carefully folded sundresses. “I figured you'd need this. That coffee machine you have is great, but it just doesn't give you the wake-up jolt your quad-shot Mocha Loca does.”

      “Bless you,” I replied, taking the cup from her. I took a tentative sip and cringed. How coffee could feel twenty degrees colder than the humid air around me was one of the universe’s great mysteries.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “When I bought it an hour ago, I knew it would be cold by the time you got here, but I also know you can take care of that.”

      She was right. I wrapped my hands around the cup and focused on warming it up, careful not to make it too hot. I wanted to drink it right now, not wait for it to cool down again.

      “Please, don't apologize,” I said, taking a big drink of the manna from heaven. “You have no idea how grateful I am. It's probably a good thing I can't just summon coffee out of thin air because I'd be shakin’ like an off-balance washin’ machine all the time.”

      She laughed and motioned toward a small stack of boxes. “Get your backside over here. The faster we get my stuff loaded, the quicker we can get over to your place and get yours.”

      “Let me get a little of this down first,” I said, plopping down into the office chair behind her desk. “It’s been a humdinger of a couple days, and my brain needs to finish processing everything from yesterday before I can even start to move on to today.”

      We took a few minutes to finish our coffees, and I told her about the situation with the dogs.

      Her face lit up. “I've always wanted a Yorkie, but Hank always claimed he was allergic. Of course, I didn’t want to have innocent animals around him anyway, but there's no reason why I can't have ‘em now. If those little doll babies need a home, I'm your girl. I'll have to be careful with them around Faye, but I'm sure we can all get along.”

      The air chilled, and I knew we had a ghost in-coming. I smiled when Albert appeared, then introduced him to Anna Mae.

      “Pleasure to meet you ma'am,” he said, then turned to me. “I wasn't eavesdroppin’, but I don’t know what proper ghost etiquette is. I hope I’m not bein’ rude, but I wanted to pop in and tell you where the dogs’ shot records are. Their papers are in a manila envelope in my kitchen drawer beside the fridge. Will’s done all their doctorin’ since they were pups, so if you have any more questions, you can ask him.”

      “I'm really sorry for what you went through,” Anna Mae said. “That had to have been terrible for you and those poor little dears. Bless your heart, I'm glad you got it all sorted before anything happened to them.”

      Albert dipped his head. “Me too. And beggin’ your pardon, but I couldn't help but overhear what you were just talking about. Ella and Roxie are great with kids. You won't have any problem with ‘em, and they're pretty durable. If they get tired of puttin’ up with it, they'll just go off on their own to a hidey-hole and take a nap.”

      Anna Mae practically glowed with excitement. “Then I give you my word they'll never know a moment of unhappiness as long as they're with me. Their lives will be filled with treats and lovin’s.”

      Albert’s eyes filled with tears. “You have no idea how happy that makes me. Ella likes to have her belly rubbed, and Roxie can get a little standoffish sometimes if she needs a nap or if things get too noisy. She’ll go off on her own, but don’t take it personal—she’s just not a people person. Oh, and they’re a little spoiled. They like a bedtime snack, so if they start beggin’, that’s why. They love those crunchy gravy biscuits in a box, and it keeps their teeth clean. Lexi’ll eat all hers right down to the last crumb, but Roxie tends to leave a mess. Tell her to clean it up, and she will.”

      The poor guy seemed like he was trying to get everything out at once, and I smiled. “I’m sure you’ll be able to help out if anything comes up.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll be stickin’ around. My beautiful Stella’s waitin’ for me on the other side, but I just couldn’t go until I knew Roxie and Lexi were taken care of.  Thank you both for everything. Now I can go on in peace.”

      My heart melted because I knew what was coming. “We’ll take good care of them—I promise. Go see Stella.”

      His expression turned blissful as a golden glow surrounded him, and a beam of light shone down from above. He turned toward it and waved a hand, his expression blissful. Before he moved toward whoever was there, he turned back to us. “Thank you both again. I promise, they’re good dogs.”

      As he walked into the golden light, it faded away until the space where it had been seemed much darker than it had before.

      Anna Mae turned to me, her expression awed. “Is that the first time you've ever seen that? It was the most beautiful thing I've ever witnessed.”

      I shook my head, smiling. “It's not my first time, but the shine never wears off.”

      “I can't think of a better way to start the day,” she replied, then slapped me on the knee. “Now get off your butt and let's get movin’.”

      It only took us an hour to get everything loaded between her place and mine, so we made it to the fairgrounds before it was too miserably hot. Thankfully, they'd decided to host the craft fair in one of the three air-conditioned buildings they had rather than outside.

      It had taken some serious back and forth to convince the committee to do it because they wanted the whole thing to have an ‘outdoorsy feeling of community’. That was all well and good until the skies opened up or folks started falling over from heat stroke. Those of us who had done it last year when we’d had both happen had threatened a coup. Since the humidity was already hovering at eighty percent, I was glad we'd held our ground.

      By the time Anna Mae and I had everything set up the way we wanted it, people were already starting to trickle in. We’d split the booth rental with Peggy Sue, who was a big crocheter. Since she had to work on Fridays and we just wanted to make a few bucks today then have the weekend off to enjoy the rest of the fair, it was perfect.

      Two hours later, I was wrapping up a set of wall sconces I'd made from a couple of old lanterns when my phone dinged with an incoming text from Hunter. I handed over the sconces and thanked my customers before I pulled my phone from my pocket.

      Once I read the text, I kinda wished I'd missed it because I didn't know whether to laugh or feel sorry for him. He and JT had gone out to Evelyn's, and she'd given him an earful when he asked her to clear up the discrepancy between what she'd told us and what Coralee had said.

      She’d told him in no uncertain terms how rude it was to talk to a woman about dying her hair. She made it clear it wasn't anybody's business what she did, and that she'd be telling Coralee exactly what she thought of her lack of discretion the next time she saw her.

      I laughed at the image of the two women facing off and hoped I was there when it happened. I’d bring popcorn for that one. Then the implications hit me, and I sighed so loud Anna Mae heard me.

      “What's wrong sugar? First you giggled like you were plotting something wicked, then you sounded like somebody just told you the fair ran out of candy apples.”

      I pinched my lips together as I collapsed one empty box and stuck in in another. “Nothing so tragic as that, but not only did we just lose our only lead, Hunter about got his head taken off, and Coralee has a cussin’ coming to her the next time Evelyn's in town.”

      I explained the situation, and she just shook her head. “To be fair, I'd be a little put out in her situation, too. What goes on between a woman and her hairdresser is sacred, though I can't blame Coralee this time since she thought maybe she was helping catch a murderer.”

      I giggled again at the thought of Evelyn confronting Coralee. “I'd love to be there when that showdown happens, though. Evelyn's a mean old bird, but Coralee’s downright scary when she wants to be.”

      Anna Mae raised a brow and rubbed her chin, thinking. “I'll bet you five bucks Evelyn flies off the handle, then ends up apologizin’.”

      I thought about that for a second. “I'll take that bet. I think it'll end up at a standoff. They'll both go their separate ways, and Evelyn’ll up again when she can't stand the gray regrowth anymore. Then both of ‘em will just pretend it never happened.”

      Anna Mae held out her hand. “You're on, but you do realize that doesn’t clear her of the murder, right? She could have brought the body down before her appointment and dumped it.”

      She was right. “I’m sure Hunter will keep digging. For now, though, we have nothing to tie her to it other than the argument. He said she denied being out that early.”

      “Keep digging,” she replied. “I bet you find something. Either her or Ms. Nellie have to be lyin’, and I’m bettin’ it’s not Nellie.”

      We both did a solid business for the rest of the afternoon and had nearly sold out by the time four o’clock rolled around.

      “Let's say we give it another hour, then head out,” I said. “Maybe we can stop by Fancy’s for a beer and some wings before you have to go home.”

      I didn't really expect her to take me up on it because she'd been away from the baby except for an hour or so when Matt had stopped by with her and the two of them had walked around to see what everybody else was selling. She surprised me, though.

      “That sounds like a great idea. We hardly ever go out anymore, and I really miss all you ladies. Let's call and see who all can go with us. Is Camille in town?”

      I thought back to the night before. No way was the council going to let that slide, but Camille would probably step in to deal with it. She had a way of looking out for us like that. If it weren’t for her, Shelby would have had her powers stripped years ago before we even had a chance to figure out why her magic was wonky.

      “My guess is yes,” I told her, then explained why as I pulled couple more clocks from a box and hung them in the empty spots on the peg board behind us. “But I know she’s been workin’ herself to the bone, so she’ll likely give Kira a talkin’ to then go with us.”

      Anna Mae scrunched her forehead. “Does the council even have jurisdiction over Kira since she’s not technically a witch?”

      “I wondered that, too,” I replied. “It doesn’t seem like they would, but her situation is unique. I’m not sure how they’ll deal with it or who she ultimately answers to.”

      “Regardless, I hope she doesn’t get in trouble for helpin’ an old man.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and tapped out a message. “I’m textin’ Camille right now and telling her to clear her calendar and to get her butt over here tonight. She works way too much.”

      I smiled at how Anna Mae worried about all of us. She was a little older than the rest of us, and she had a natural maternal instinct that she shared with any creature she deemed worthy. Before she’d gotten pregnant, we’d hung out all the time. Now, it seemed like I hardly ever saw her. I understood because she was busy enough for two people, but I was glad she was going to Fancy’s, and I hoped she could drag Camille away from her work, too. After the few days I’d had, a night out with the girls sounded like heaven.
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      Rather than go home to shower and change, Anna Mae and I decided we’d go just the way we were. Fancy’s was, after all, a dive bar. Camille and Raeann were coming, but Bobbie Sue was slammed at the restaurant and Levana was having a date night with Rory, her husband of like three hundred years. That relationship survived over two centuries inside a snow globe, so I wasn’t questioning the tools they used to keep things fresh.

      We were the first to get there, but I wasn’t waiting for the rest of them. Anna Mae and I went in and ordered the first bucket of beer, then sat back on our high-top stools at our regular table, our backs against the rough-cut lumber walls so we could people watch.

      Since it was seven o’clock on a Friday night, the place was starting to fill up. The last of the folks who just stopped by for an after-work beer or two trickled out, and those celebrating the weekend flowed in. It was an even more interesting mix than usual since we had tourist in town.

      A couple on the other side of middle age trickled in, but you could tell from the look of them that they weren’t local. She was wearing nice mom jeans, and his Levi’s were so new they still had the crease down the fronts of the legs. What really set them apart were the matching red plaid shirts with pearl buttons.

      Anna Mae grinned and motioned to them with the bottom of her beer bottle.  “If they’re lookin’ to immerse themselves in small-town Southern livin’, they’re about to get a whole lot more bang for their buck than they’re expectin’.”

      It wasn’t long before Camille and Coralee trickled in, and we’d just ordered our wings when Coralee burst out laughing and pointed toward the bar.

      “I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Ricky Lee Scott bellowed, his words already slurring.

      I blinked a couple of times, unsure if I was seeing things right. The lumberjack of a man wore a Jack Daniels tee-shirt, a pair of worn cowboy boots, and …

      “Is he in his tighty whiteys?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Yup,” Coralee replied, taking a long pull from her beer as she watched the train wreck unfold. “I saw him down at the fair a little bit ago. He had a Solo cup of beer in each hand, and it was obvious they weren’t his first round. Twenty bucks says Marybeth comes out from behind the bar and drags him out by the ear. Or hair.”

      “You’re on,” Camille said, digging into her purse without looking away. “He’ll back down and either put on some pants or leave on his own before she has a chance to get her hands on him.”

      “You’ll go put some britches on, or I’m tossin’ you out on your ear myself,” Marybeth, the owner, barked back, leaning forward onto the bar as her dark eyes glittered with a danger any sober person and ninety-nine percent of drunk ones would have had the brains to fear. “Ain’t nobody wants to see all that!”

      The city-slicker couple sat at their high-top table with their gazes glued to the scene in front of them. Their expressions flickered between horrified and fascinated.

      “I ain’t breakin’ no rules, so I’m gonna sit right here and finish my beer.” He motioned to the white No Shoes, No Shirt, No Service sign posted above the bar, then looked around at his audience and winked at the tourist couple.

      She leaned back and crossed her tattooed arms, and her eyes narrowed. “Is this how you really wanna meet Jesus, Ricky Lee?”

      “If that boy’s got any smarts at all, he’ll finish that beer in one go and hightail it out of here,” Coralee said.

      Anna Mae drained her beer then snorted. “I’ve known Ricky Lee since grade school. If brains were gasoline, he wouldn’t have enough to get a pissant’s go-cart twice around a Fruit Loop.”

      Camille had been taking a drink of her beer, and she choked as it came shooting out her nose.

      “What?” Anna Mae said, her blue eyes lit with humor. “The man’s sittin’ there in cowboy boots and skivvies givin’ Marybeth lip. Does he look like brain surgeon material to you?”

      “I suppose not,” Camille replied, her eyes watering from her carbonated nasal flush.

      Somebody walked in front of me, and I shifted in my seat to see around them. I wasn’t missing a second of that showdown. When the person stepped to the side to block my vision again, I glanced up, annoyed. My irritation ramped up to the nth degree when I realized it was Olivia, the woman who’d been the bane of my existence since grade school.

      “Move,” I snapped. “For once, there’s something way more interesting to me than watching that three-legged hamster in your brain fly off its wheel.”

      “Believe me, this isn’t the way I want to spend my time either, but the Chamber of Commerce nominated your stupid junk business and Brew4U as businesses of the year in your categories. Since I’m the head of the committee, it’s my responsibility to notify the nominees, and since I’m here and so are you—”

      “Seriously, move,” I replied, peering around her again as Marybeth came out from behind the bar. It was the moment of truth. Would Ricky’s flight response do its job and sense the danger, or had his go-cart already run out of gas? It was go-time.

      Just when I thought he was gonna prove that some people have no survival instinct at all, he bolted for the door, laughing like a maniacal leprechaun.

      Camille crowed and held her hand out toward Coralee. “That’ll be twenty bucks, ma’am.”

      Coralee cackled as she dug into her wallet and fished out a bill. “Best twenty bucks I’ve lost in a long time. Either way, I won just gettin’ to see that.”

      As the tension drained and folks around me turned their attention from the bar and back to their own conversations, I registered Olivia’s words.

      ‘Wait,” I said even though she’d started to walk away. “Did you say Business of the Year?”

      She curled her lip and flipped a chunk of over-processed brunette hair over her shoulder. “Best Furniture Store and Best Coffee Shop. Not the top prize.”

      I felt like I’d won the lottery and lost ten pounds all at once. “So, you’re saying our stores are the best in Keyhole?”

      “Oh, stuff it,” she snapped. “I most certainly do not say that. I have no idea why anybody would think your weird, dumpster-diving crap is better than Keller’s They carry the latest fashions by the most reputable brands.”

      I grinned, thoroughly enjoying this. “And yet here you stand, telling me my store’s beat them out.”

      Her complexion was so red I was worried she was going to pop a vessel as she thrust some paperwork at me, grinding her teeth as she gave me the instructions. “Both of you fill these out and get them back to the chamber office by next Friday.”

      With that, she turned on her orange stiletto heel and stomped back toward a table where the Ditzy Duo, one of the monikers we’d given her two besties, waited for her.

      Coralee nudged me with her elbow. “Look at you, gettin’ your birthday and Christmas all at once. I bet that killed her.”

      “Yeah,” Anna Mae added, grinning, “and boy am I glad I chose to come out. I can’t think of a better way to kick off the weekend.”
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      “You look like death warmed over.” My sister gave me a wide berth as she shuffled into the kitchen in her Pokémon pajama shorts and tank top the next morning.

      I squinted at her over my coffee cup as gnomes on crack busted rocks inside my head. The four of us had finished off five buckets of beer the night before to celebrate being out together again as well as our nominations, and my Advil hadn’t kicked in yet. Raeann made the best hangover tea blend ever, but I didn’t realize I was out until I’d gone to get it this morning.

      “I’m dying,” I muttered. “Just leave me to do it in peace.”

      “Stop whining,” she replied, smiling as Kira came in. “It’s a self-inflicted wound, so suck it up, Buttercup.”

      “Are you okay?” Kira asked, concern etched across her face.

      “No, she isn’t,” Max replied, his tone a little self-righteous. “I believe the modern vernacular is play stupid games, win stupid prizes. Well, she’s suffering through her prize.”

      “Yeah,” I snapped as much as I could without raising my voice or moving my head, “because you’ve never gotten sideways drunk in your life.”

      “That’s different,” he replied, smug. “I know my limitations.”

      “And what are they?” I asked, understanding exactly why he’d been turned into an ass. “When you hit the bottom of the scotch bottle?”

      “That’s enough, you two,” Shelby said, then turned to Kira. “She was out with the girls last night for the first time in forever and enjoyed herself a bit too much.”

      Understanding crossed Kira’s face. She touched my head for a second, and nearly all the pain disappeared, leaving only a dull ache that a big glass of OJ would cure. “You’re an angel,” I said, sighing in relief.

      One side of her mouth curled into a smile at the term. “I know. Hence the wings, such that they are.”

      Sympathy washed over me for her unfair predicament. “You’ll have your normal ones back in no time.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. Adam intervened, or else I wouldn’t have them at all. In the end, it’s up to the elders. I’ve accepted it, mostly. I’ve realized the important thing is that I get the rest of the souls back where they belong before anybody else dies.”

      “Surely that level of growth will help sway them,” I replied. “I’m not so sure I’d be that understanding. I mean, obviously that needs done, but they shouldn’t have punished you for your mom’s actions.”

      “It is what it is.” She pulled a cup from the cabinet and popped a coffee pod in the maker. “I’m just grateful you all let me come here. It’s a nice break from the constant stress I’ve been under. Between the souls and helping with some tricky situations with the academy, I needed the downtime.”

      Shelby glanced at her and gave her the smallest of headshakes, indicating she didn’t want the conversation to continue down that particular path.

      “What sticky situations?” I asked, worry coursing through me. “And how sticky?”

      Shelby held out her palm. “Don’t get all worked up. Nothing horrible. Same evil beings, different day. It’s just a constant grind.”

      Before I could say anything else, Addy popped in. “Have you seen Albert? We’ve been lookin’ for him everywhere and can’t find him. Trouble’s been worried, so we’re all gonna go down to the lake to keep an eye on things. We thought we’d invite him.”

      “I have,” I replied, getting up to pour myself a glass of OJ. “But he won’t be goin’ to the lake. He crossed over this mornin’ after he learned Anna Mae was takin’ the dogs. He gave her a few more tips, then went into the light.”

      Addy’s face softened. “I’m glad for him. He would have been a fun addition just because he was a little uptight, but if it was his time, it was.”

      “Speakin’ of that,” I said, “When are you gonna go talk to Caroline? I hate the thought of her rattlin’ around in that empty house all alone.”

      I’d filled her in on the situation the day before, and she was usually on top of that stuff.

      She nodded. “I went last night. She was havin’ a tough time, so me and Belle showed her how to change clothes and invited her to come with us today. She doesn’t quite have the travelin’ thing down yet, so Belle’s gonna go get her here in a bit.”

      “Good,” I replied, glancing at her recipe box sitting on my counter. “She’s a good egg, I think.”

      Addy grinned. “She’s an ornery old hen just like we are. She’s gonna fit in just fine.”

      “What are your plans for today?” Shelby asked, taking a seat beside me with her fresh cup of coffee. “Cody and Emma’ll be here shortly, and we’re goin’ to the lake for a while, too. It’s too hot to wander around the carnival, but we do wanna watch the parade this afternoon. Wanna meet up somewhere?"

      "Sure," I replied, smiling. It was so good to see my little sister sit at the table again. “Raeann and I are gonna watch it from Brew. She’s setting up with a big awning, and we’re giving out water.”

      “We’ll be there around three to avoid the traffic, then. Also, we never did get to go to dinner, so why don’t we have a barbecue here Monday instead? Grill, hang by the pool? We’re not leaving until Tuesday.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I said. “I’ll let everybody know.”

      Thirty minutes later, I was showered and headed out toward Raeann’s. Traffic was already a hot mess, so by the time I got there, I was ready for another coffee. I moved the cones Raeann had placed to save our parking spots, then hustled inside.

      “Hey, you!” Angel said, bumping me with her hip when I dipped around her to make my coffee. She finished frothing the milk for a latte, then handed it across the counter to a smiling, sunburned customer.

      “Hey, yourself,” I replied. “Busy today.”

      “Yeah. It’s a good thing you made the extra pastries. Those cupcakes are a hit. So, any updates on the murder?”

      I shook my head. “We thought we had it worked out, but we can’t prove it. Evelyn Kelly has belladonna, and she fought with Heather, but that’s all just circumstantial. Edna didn’t do it. There’s nothing clearing her, but my gut’s givin’ me a hard no. There’s not really anybody else that would have gained from it.”

      Before we could discuss it further, the place filled up, and I didn’t have time to think about it further.
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      By the time the shop slowed down, it was almost two o’clock. I hadn’t had time to sit or even eat, though I did snag a muffin halfway through the morning. Still, if I was going to make it through the parade, a real meal was in order.

      I pulled out my phone and texted Hunter to see if he wanted to grab a burger since, as usual, he’d probably skipped lunch. This case was eating him alive, and having the big-city cops breathing down his neck wasn’t helping. He’d spent the last couple days pouring over the backgrounds and alibis of practically everybody Heather had ever known, and he was exhausted.

      Rather than wait for him to respond, I decided to head over to his office. When I stepped into the blazing heat, Skeeter was there with Rory, Levana’s husband, putting up the awning.

      “You’re not leavin’, are you?” Skeeter asked, taking off his grungy Ford cap and mopping the sweat off his forehead with a bandana.

      “Nah,” I replied, “or at least not for good. I’m just gonna go grab Hunter and get a bite to eat before everything starts. We’re meetin’ up with the girls here at three to watch the parade.”

      He grinned and slapped his hat back on his head. “Okay then. Me and Sarah are gonna watch it over at Bobbie Sue’s. Maybe we’ll see y’all later.”

      Shelby’s idea to have a barbecue popped into my head. “Hey, why don’t you two bring the kids out to the farm Monday? We’re gonna throw some burgers and dogs on the grill and just chill. Maybe do some fireworks since that’s the actual fourth of July.” I turned to Rory. “You and Levana, too.”

      They both said they’d talk to their women, so I headed toward the courthouse. Despite the heat, the streets were packed with window shoppers and people claiming spots by setting up lawn chairs along the parade route. The air was festive, and all the positive energy was contagious. By the time I climbed the steps and pushed into the entryway to the courthouse, my heart was lighter.

      Since the county building was closed, I punched in the code and slipped through the side door reserved cops. As always, a sense of austerity seeped from the oak-paneled walls of the grand foyer, and I cringed when the squeaking of my flip-flops on the elegant marble floors broke the silence. I always felt the same need to be quiet here as I did at the library, at least until I made it to the rear hallways where the fluorescent lights and stark white walls broke the vibe.

      It was weird to walk in without seeing Peggy Sue sitting at her desk, but it was Saturday. She was no doubt at the craft fair showing off her jellies and jams.

      The door to Hunter’s office stood wide open, but I paused to make sure he was alone before I just walked in. I didn’t want to contribute to the hassle the investigative team was already giving him by breaking some unknown protocol just by being there.

      “All clear?” I whispered when I didn’t see anybody but him.

      He nodded, then dropped his head into his hands and rubbed his eyes with the base of his palms. “All clear. They just left because we’ve tracked down every possible lead. I’m starting to think we’re not going to be able to close it.”

      “What about Evelyn?” I asked. “Just because she was having her hair colored doesn’t mean she didn’t dump Heather before she came to it.”

      He shook his head. “Even if she did, we have no evidence to tie her to the scene.”

      The file lay open on his desk, and I reached for it. Maybe something would pop out at me that he’d missed since I had fresh eyes.

      I held up a short list of some sort that had been tucked in right behind the top pages describing Heather and the crime scene. “What’s this?”

      He glanced up to see what I was talking about. “It’s the itemized list of what we found in the SUV, not that it holds anything useful.”

      “What about fingerprints?” I asked as I flipped through the rest of the folder. There was a ton of info on people in her life, but none of it added anything to the investigation.

      “We found several in the SUV, but it was a rental. None of them belonged to anyone related to the victim, but there were a couple sets we couldn't identify, including one that matches the ones on the note. I suppose they might help if we get a suspect, though.”

      I flipped back to the list and skimmed down it but didn’t see a single useful thing until I got to the very bottom. I sucked in a breath as the puzzle pieces fell into place. There were still a bunch missing, but I was sure I’d finally figured out who killed Heather and why. I shook my head in disbelief. The wylie old hen. “I know who did it.”

      Rather than lean forward, Hunter came out from behind his desk like his tail feathers were on fire. “Who? What do you see?”

      I pointed to the last item on the list—a yellow hankie embroidered with pink flowers. “Nellie Knox. And I think I know why. Do you have this handy?”

      He turned and took a couple steps to a locked filing cabinet and pulled his work keys from his pocket. “Yeah,” he said, handing me a baggie with the hankie in it, “but why?”

      I grinned when I saw it. It was exactly what I expected. “We need to call Susie.”

      Confusion crossed his face. “The real estate lady? Why?”

      “Because,” I said, pulling my phone from my pocket. “Edna said they had three offers on the property, and we need to know who. If I’m right, we have our motive, and that hankie gives us a suspect.”

      I didn’t waste time texting, and luckily, Susie picked up after a couple rings. There was a ton of background noise including screaming, so I assumed she was out enjoying the festivities. “Hey, woman. I figured you’d be out enjoyin’ the day and gettin’ ready for the parade. What can I do for you? Speak up though—I’m at the carnival.”

      I put her on speaker and raised my voice. “I just have a quick question. Edna told us Heather had three offers on the property. Can you tell us who?”

      “I guess so. Why? Is that old biddy tryin’ to sell it off before the poor girl is even cold?”

      “No,” I replied. “We’re just following a hunch.”

      “Okayyy,” she said, drawing the word out, “but I don’t know how much good it’ll do you. It was just two development companies and Nellie Knox, that sweet old lady who owns the adjoining property. The companies hit me up pretty regular when a property like that opens up, but I was a little surprised Ms. Nellie wanted it. Far be it from me to turn down a potential commission though.”

      I grinned as my hunch was confirmed. “Thanks, Suz. You’ve been a huge help.”

      She laughed. “I don’t know how, but If this is what breaks the case wide open, you better dish when you get a chance!”

      “Pinky swear,” I replied. “Just not now.”

      I signed off, then turned to Hunter. “She killed her because she wants all the property her granddaddy got in a land grant back in one piece. I don’t know why, but I guess if she pinned it on Evelyn, she’d get her piece too, plus, they can’t stand each other.”

      Hunter sat back down in his chair. “You got all that from a single hankie?”

      I shrugged. “It’s distinctive. Not many people carry them at all anymore, and pink on yellow is an old-fashioned combination.”

      “But how did she get home after she drove Heather’s car into the lake?”

      I had to admit, I was stumped there, too. Nellie was healthy, but that was a five-mile hike. I glanced at my watch. We weren’t meeting the girls for another half hour, and we still had an hour and a half before everything kicked off. “I guess the best thing to do is ask her. If we leave now, we can get out there, wrap up this murder, and be back in time for the parade.”
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      “Noelle!” Ms. Nellie said when she answered the door. She was dressed in a pretty green dress and a matching lacy sun hat. “What a pleasant surprise.” She turned her gaze to Hunter. “And who’s this nice young man?”

      I couldn’t believe she’d snowed me so completely. I hadn’t even used my internal lie detector when we’d visited, but it was on now and dialed to high. “This is Sheriff Hunter Woods. We know what you did, Ms. Nellie.”

      Her hand fluttered to her throat and her gaze slid away. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      My BS meter pinged into the red zone. I glanced over her shoulder to the box of muffins still sitting out and thought back to my conversation with Angel. Heather had bought a box of them to go. “Ms. Nellie, there’s no reason to keep pretending. I’m sure you know we’ll find poor Heather’s prints if we dust that pastry box, and your hankie and fingerprints were in her car.”

      Hunter glanced at me. I was bluffing about the fingerprints until—or if—we got a positive match, but she didn’t know that.

      He shook his head. “My only question is why? What makes this so this land so important that you’re willing to kill for it?”

      She finally gave up the ruse, and her expression turned to a sneer. “I went over after she argued with Evelyn. She was so fresh-faced and excited to tell me she was going to turn it into one of those silly bed-and-breakfasts. She was going to add a couple private cabins and a stable and asked if she could use the back part of my property as part of the trail ride.”

      “So, you killed her,” I said, shocked at how such a seemingly sweet little old lady had tricked me. “You didn’t want your privacy disrupted, but that wasn’t all. You wanted to get rid of Evelyn, too. Was it just because you don’t like her or did you want her land, too?”

      Her expression turned smug. “Why does it have to be either/or? She’s a horrible person, and that land was mine.”

      “No,” Hunter snapped. “It wasn’t.”

      “It should have been,” she snapped. “When granddaddy sold off that property, he had no right. His daddy put in his will that the property was never to be sold piecemeal. Then when Heather came over here spoutin’ rainbow bubbles and unicorn glitter, I was done.”

      “How did you get her back here?” Hunter asked. “Was it planned, or did she just show up?”

      Ahh. Premeditated versus second-degree murder. Clever of him.

      She pulled her bag from a peg by the door, then pulled on a pair of white gloves. “I invited her over to discuss the details. I knew Evelyn was going to town to get her hair done just like she does every Wednesday, so it was a perfect chance to set her up.”

      I motioned toward the bag in her hand. “Going somewhere?”

      She rolled her eyes. “For all the extra education available, you young people can be so dense. I assume you’re arresting me, so I’ll need my bag.”

      By the time we got back to town, she’d told us the whole story, and it was shockingly detailed. She’d planned it down to her ride home.

      First, she’d snuck some belladonna from Evelyn’s just by reaching through the fence, then she’d made the roots and the berries into a tea. She wasn’t leaving anything to chance. Heather had come over, drank the tea, and died. Nellie had loaded her back into her SUV then taken her to town. Getting home was easy. She’d told a neighbor the night before that her car was going into the shop, and he’d offered to bring her home.

      “So she was in there overnight, then.” I said, sadness washing over me.

      Nellie sighed. “I’ve thought about this over and over since it happened. I regret what I did.”

      “Well,” I replied. “It’s a bit late now. You’ll have plenty of time to reflect in prison.”

      As expected, we were back in town just in time to walk to Brew and meet the girls. For once, a murderer hadn’t managed to wreck my entire weekend.
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      After the parade, we headed over to Bobbie Sue’s to get a bite to eat. As always, the pot-luck tables groaned under the weight of what seemed like a hundred dishes that ranged from baked beans to Levana’s green Jell-O and pineapple dessert. Thankfully, she’d opted to go with Cool Whip rather than mayo.

      The only open table was the one where my life—all of our lives—had changed forever. The memory of Hank dropping face-first into his coleslaw while I stood over him watching was so vivid that I could almost hear the splat.

      “Is this okay?” Hunter asked, concern creasing his brow.

      I took a deep breath and set my tea and sunglasses on the table to reserve it while we got our food. “It’s just fine. Nothing but good has ever happened here as far as I’m concerned.”

      Anna Mae and Matt popped around the corner, and she put her shades on the table in front of the very seat she’d been occupying when the whole thing had gone down. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      The kids joined us just as we sat down to eat, and a few minutes later, we were busy stuffing our faces and talking about Ms. Nellie. I smiled as Erol flitted around introducing Jose to everyone, and Addy and Belle were doing the same with Caroline. Everybody I loved was having a great time.

      “Excuse me,” a young woman said from beside me.

      I glanced up and recognized her. “Yes? You were here the other night with your husband and kids, right? I brought them crayons.”

      She nodded, and her sunburned face pinked as she shifted her weight from one red flip-flop to the other. “That’s right.” She cleared her throat. “Look, I know this is going to sound bananas, but something is pushing me to talk to you. I swear, I’m not a weirdo stalker or anything, but I’ve seen you a couple times since then and fought the urge. Now I just … can’t. I can’t explain it.”

      My pocket warmed, and I realized what was going on. “No worries. Things like this happen to me a lot, and you’re not bonkers.” I pulled the bracelet from my pocket and held it out to her. “Is this yours?”

      Her hands shook as she reached out and let me drape it across her hand. She turned it over and ran her fingers over the words I’d memorized—To my Peapod. Follow your dreams. Love Nana.

      “Where did you get this?” Her voice trembled.

      I gave her an encouraging smile. “Like I said, this happens to me a lot. I’d say I found it, but I don’t believe that’s quite the case. I believe it found me so that I could get it to you. I assume you recognize it.”

      She nodded as a single tear ran down her cheek. “My nana gave it to me when I graduated high school, but I lost it. She passed last summer, and I’ve been lost without her. I’ve wished a million times I could talk to her because I’ve been offered the job of my dreams, but it’ll mean uprootin’ and leavin’ everything and everybody we know. My husband says we should go for it, but I just don’t know.”

      Anna Mae reached up and touched her arm, then gave her a heartfelt smile. “Then it looks like she’s granting your wish, or the universe or whatever is. You can’t be afraid to follow your dreams if change is the only thing holdin’ you back. Trust me—your family and friends will still be there, and you’ll meet new people along the way.”

      The young woman swiped a knuckle under her eye and smiled through eyes shimmering with tears.

      “Thank you!” she said, then bent down and hugged me then Anna Mae. “I don’t know what happened here, but I’m glad it did. Y’all enjoy the fireworks.”

      “That never gets old,” Hunter said as she walked away. “I’ve only gotten to witness it once, but it’s an amazing gift.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “I’m not sure where it comes from, but it always makes me happy, too.”

      Kira tilted her head at me. “I know exactly where it comes from, but I have no idea how you got that type of magic.”

      “What do you mean?” Shelby asked.

      Kira bit her lip, her forehead scrunched in thought. “Did it only start happening after Shelby got her mark and you all took part in the miracle?”

      Shelby and I glanced at each other, but she just raised a shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      Kira smiled and shook her head. “I’d love to meet this angel, Melody. You’re literally delivering a blessing. That’s not something any other magical being can do—it’s specific to us, though I’ve never seen it manifest quite like that. They usually come with directions, and we drop the object off where the rightful person finds it.”

      Anna Mae raised her brows and grinned at me. “Well, I’ve always said you’re an angel. I just didn’t realize I was stating a fact.”

      Kira shrugged. “The universe does what it wants, and apparently, it’s chosen you for this task. It’s a huge honor for any angel.”

      I thought about that for a second as I looked around at the people who made me so happy every single day. “Well, I suppose I’m grateful they chose me.  I’m happy to do it.”

      We continued to eat and laugh, but I couldn’t get the new revelation out of my head. Every person at that table was a blessing to me, and if the universe wanted me to deliver even a slice of that joy to somebody else, then I was the one who was truly blessed.
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