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      Every time my best friend Hazel and I try to transition out of cleaning other people's homes and into anything else, we end up cleaning up a crime scene in our sleepy hometown of Cooper's Cove, Maine.

      Our latest job sounds perfect—preparing the inside of an old lighthouse for the town's Festival of Lights. Before we can scrub the place spic and span, we're face-to-face with a mummified murder victim in the lighthouse's basement!

      When a local paranormal investigation group jumps at the chance to connect with the dearly departed, a member of their team goes missing, leaving no shortages of suspects. Adding insult to injury, all clues suggest that her disappearance is tied to the mummy. Go figure.

      As the clock strikes down to the festival's opening day, Hazel and I dust off our sleuthing skills and race against her law enforcement brother in a mad dash to see who can solve the mysteries first.

      Can we find the person—or persons—behind these crimes before it's lights out for us?
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      Hey there reader friend,

      Thank you so much for being here. 2020 was the goat rodeo to end all goat rodeos. During the worldwide pandemic, my family sold our house, moved three states away into a hotel eight hours away from our former home, spent seven weeks in an Airbnb, moved back into the hotel (and even acquired the same room), and finally settled into our new permanent residence. And we did it all with three dogs in tow!

      Have you ever had a pet go missing? One of our dogs is a runner, and the idea of her being lost in a new place was terrifying to be sure. Fortunately, all three of the dogs were super well-behaved during every phase of the move, and they stayed with us wherever we went. If we had plans to go out, someone stayed behind with the dogs. (It was me. I stayed behind with the dogs. As someone who suffers from social anxiety, it's hardly a complaint.)

      The single time one of the dogs did manage to slip out of her collar—and yes, it was the runner, she came right back when called. We were in a new town and knew few people in this area. Although I had joined a few social media groups, we only knew a handful of people in the entire county in our new state.

      So you can imagine how scared the characters in this book are when a couple of pets go missing! It's only one scene in the book, but it was probably the most challenging to write due to my emotions getting in the way.

      The Cooper's Cove Lost and Found Pets page in the characters' social media network was inspired by the Facebook group of a similar name in my new hometown. It's excellent when neighbors can work together for the common good, especially when pets are involved. In addition to social media groups that help reunite pets with their owners, there are also apps for your smartphone. If you aren't sure which one is best, you can ask your local veterinarian.

      And speaking of pets, if you'd like to see mine, then you can do that right here: www.beckymuth.com/dogs.

      Be sure to follow @authorbeckymuth on most social media networks to keep up-to-date about what's next. If you have a pet, I'd love to hear all about it! You can email me at author@beckymuth.com.

      Happy reading,

      Becky / R. A. Muth
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      Cleaning out the town's abandoned lighthouse sounded like the chance of a lifetime for Bubbles and Troubles, the cleaning service I co-owned with my best friend, Hazel. The job had to be more satisfying than cleaning people's homes. The structure was so old that it might not even have a toilet in need of scrubbing. The opportunity was a win-win.

      Once we were inside the structure for the first time, I found myself questioning our better judgment. As I looked around the dust-covered time capsule, I asked, "Where's the dead body?"

      Hazel scoffed, "What do you mean, where's the dead body?"

      "When we got into the cleaning business, you promised me that cleaning other people's toilets was a temporary thing. So, when the chance came along to try estate cleaning, we took it and found Christine Livingston's squeaky-clean skeleton in her attic. Then we tried running a second-hand shop where I still had to scrub a toilet and, lo and behold, another body turned up, but this time out behind the shop in a dumpster full of deadly dust bunnies, of all places, and those things all happened before the shop burned to the ground." The more I talked, the higher my anxiety rose, and the faster the words spilled from my lips. "If history is doomed to repeat itself, then a corpse should turn up at any moment."

      "Tori, calm down. You're overreacting."

      "Really? Because they say the third time's the charm, and if ever someone needed a place for someone to hide a body, this abandoned lighthouse seems perfect."

      Unlike lighthouses that rose into the air to project a safety signal to nearby watercraft, the one at Mermaid Reef was a spacious, two-story structure with a tower atop the roof. Beneath the tower's copper dome, a Fresnel-style lantern stood dormant.

      "If Marci Livingston thought this abandoned lighthouse on her aunt's property held a body, do you think she'd have hired us to clean it out? Especially after what happened to her aunt?"

      "Yeah, actually, I do. Who better than someone with first-hand experience?"

      Hazel shook her head and sighed. I let the subject drop.

      Aside from the cobwebs and grime, the room gave the impression that whoever had maintained the lighthouse had disappeared in the middle of an ordinary day. A caffeine-stained mug rested next to a yellowed newspaper on the table. I scanned the headline, and the icy chill creeping along my spine as the words sunk in had nothing to do with the nor'easter forecasted to hit over the weekend.

      "Wow! This newspaper is so old. It has an article about the creature! Listen to this. ‘Is Beach Plum Bay Creature Responsible for Missing Person?’"

      Hazel came to my side and stared at the periodical with me. "Thirty years ago. It isn’t so old. Shame the area with the name is too faded and smudged to read. I can make out something." She peered closer, "Profession? Professor? Something."

      I skimmed the rest of the front page. "This reads like Mayor Goldman's state of the town addresses."

      "Droning on and on like a swarm of honeybees?" she asked before doing a quick impersonation of the man.

      I laughed. "Pretty much."

      "Did your mom ever threaten you with the creature?"

      "Only every day of my childhood and into our early high school years. 'Go to sleep, or the creature will get you. The creature comes for little girls who don't do their homework. Don't stay out after ten o'clock, or the creature will get you. If you don't eat your vegetables, then we'll feed you to the creature.'"

      "The thought of whatever was living in the bay was so much worse than the monster under my bed."

      "Or the one in my closet. Wonder if anyone ever found the missing woman?"

      "Hello?" a male voice called. Hazel and I turned to see a muscular, masculine silhouette blocking the open doorway. Before we could reply, he continued, "I'm Hank, the handyman from Honeybee Falls. Is there a Marci Livingston here?"

      "She's working in the visitor's center this morning."

      "Where are our manners?" Hazel offered her hand to Hank, who accepted it with a gentle shake. She clasped his hand with both of hers before she finally released it, gazed into his eyes, and introduced, "I'm Hazel, and this is Tori."

      "It's nice to meet you both."

      I waved and started to reply, but a sandy yellow dog with floppy ears lumbered into the lighthouse and made a half-woof, half-sneeze noise.

      "Aw, who's your friend?" Hazel cooed. "Aren't you the cutest doggy-woggy? And your ears! They are the most wicked adorable ears ever!"

      "This is my helper, Thor."

      “What kind of dog is he?” Hazel asked.

      “Thor is a Heinz-57 dog.” The handyman paused a beat and added, “In other words, he’s a mutt. The vet thinks he has some beagle and Plott hound in his bloodline, and who knows what else. Only a DNA test would tell for certain."

      "They make DNA tests for dogs?" I stifled a laugh.

      "Yep. I'm not worried about it, though."

      Hazel continued petting and cooing over the animal. "Does the doggy-woggy have a hammer like the real Thor?"

      Hank guffawed. "Of course. They're all buried in my backyard. Burying hammers is how he got his name, actually. I took him in as a stray after he'd been hanging around my house and nobody claimed him. Later on the same afternoon, my hammer went missing. Turns out this guy buried it in the backyard."

      "He's cute," I admitted at last, but inwardly, I hoped Hank's pet was a normal animal, unlike my stray cat, who revealed himself to be Rune, the dashing Irishman who quickly won my heart. Now that he was a bona fide human, my relationship with Rune was as stable as the stone foundation beneath the lighthouse.

      A crash behind a potbelly stove against the far wall captured our attention, and we all looked toward it.

      "What is it?" I squeaked.

      Hazel jumped toward me and clutched my arm.

      Thor started baying.

      "Aw, Thor. Knock it off, dude."

      "What do you think it is?" Hazel looked from Hank to me.

      I stared at my bestie. "How should I know? Wildlife isn't exactly my thing, girlfriend."

      "Do you ladies mind if I take a look?" Without waiting for us to reply, Hank made his way across the room. When the handyman approached the stove, something brown and furry climbed the wall and escaped through an empty pane of glass in the nearest window. "Nothing but an otter."

      "An otter?" Hazel stepped closer to me.

      "Looks like it. A nice set of energy-efficient, double-pane windows will be the perfect deterrent. It's a good thing replacing the windows is at the top of my list. You said Marci is at the Visitor's Center?"

      "She is. I can show you where it is. Tori, do you mind getting started here? I'll be right back."

      "Come on, Thor," Hank called and beckoned to his furry partner.

      Thor loped over to me and rolled onto his back for a belly rub. "Aw, what a sweet boy you are! I don't mind if he stays here if you don't."

      "Are you sure?" Hank asked.

      "Positive. Thor is a complete sweetheart," I assured him. Then, kneeling and using one hand to rub the dog's belly, I added, "Aren't you, boy? Yes, you are. You are the sweetest sweetheart ever."

      "I can see he's in good hands," Hank said as he and Hazel walked toward the door.

      Hazel agreed, "Oh, yeah. Tori is a big-time animal person. She has this cat..."

      My friend's words died out as they grew farther away from the building, and I got to work. Thor stuck by my side for the first few minutes but soon curled into a ball near the door. The idea of cleaning otter droppings from behind the stove grossed me out. Grosser still was the thought of working around them.

      The broom stood propped in the doorway. I went to retrieve it, but I was halfway across the room when the floor gave way. One second I was on my feet, and the next, I was lying at the bottom of a rotten staircase.

      Light filtered in through the gaping hole above me. As the shock of falling through the dilapidated floorboards subsided, I performed a mental checklist, gingerly moving my legs and arms to ensure nothing broke during my fall. When I was sure I was okay, I stood and pulled my phone from my pocket. “Thank God, the screen survived. Too bad there’s not enough of a cell signal to call for help.”

      A series of woofs drew my gaze upward, where Thor peered at me from atop the hole.

      "Hey, Thor! Find Hank and Hazel, please! Tell them little Tori fell in the well!"

      Thor bayed as if he understood and moved out of sight. It would be something if he did go and find help like Lassie. The collie from the classic television series of the same name was one of my favorite animal celebrities. I giggled, amused at my brilliant comment. The more I thought about it, the funnier it was, and the more I laughed. For a moment, I wondered if I hit my head on the way down.

      Unable to see much of the surroundings, I opened the camera app on my phone and snapped photos in random directions to record as many of the things around me as possible. The flash was blinding, but the thumbnail-sized previews looked promising. I heard voices in the distance and returned my phone to my pocket. Without the phone’s camera flash, my vision adjusted to the dark within seconds, and something across the room caught my attention. Filled with terror, I jumped toward the opening above me. Without doubling in height or magically obtaining spring-loaded legs, I remained stuck until help arrived.

      The voices grew louder, and I began to shout, "Hazel! Hank! Thor! Someone! Help! Come help me right now!"

      Thor's barking preceded his appearance overhead. Much to my surprise, Hazel and Hank, joined by Rune, appeared shortly after.

      "What have ye gone and done to yerself, lass?" Rune asked. In any other situation, his lilting Irish brogue would serve as a balm to my most frazzled nerves. It did not affect my current situation.

      "You have to get me out of here! Right now! I can't spend another minute down here with this thing!"

      "With what thing?" Hazel asked. "Is it a big creepy spider?"

      "No!" I looked over my shoulder at the mummified corpse and gulped a wave of nausea. Looking back up, I added, "It's a dead body! I told you we'd find one! Can you please get me out of here now?"
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      Handyman Hank lived up to his nickname. The strapping man who reminded me of the animated character Gaston in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast fetched a ladder from his truck. Physical appearance was where the resemblance ended. Once Hank returned, he held the ladder in place while I climbed out of the subterranean area. Questions ran through my mind like a dog chasing its tail. Do you know the identity of the corpse? How did they come to be beneath the lighthouse? Did someone leave them there on purpose? Was the person alive when they were left there, or had they already met their demise? And why did the basement seem so much more spacious than the first floor of the structure?

      “It looks like this rug hid the door to the stairway. What was it like? An old cellar? Are you sure you’re okay to come out on your own? You know, I suppose I’ll have to increase my estimate if Miss Livingston wants me to fix this, too. Do you know if she’s still at the museum? After you climb out of this hole, I should go back to discuss this with her. Would you mind watching Thor again? He seems to really love you!” Hank’s voice should have been a welcome distraction, but it only served to heighten my anxiety. The questions running through my brain were ones I could control. Hank kept right on yammering.

      Sweat from my palms made for a slick grip on the ladder, and I clung to the rungs for dear life. The last thing I wanted to do was fall back into the hole with whomever the dead person was. In a weird way, blocking out Hank’s voice as he droned on helped me focus on the task at hand, and a couple of minutes later, I was back on solid footing.

      “Thanks for the use of your ladder. It was pretty handy, you having one on your truck.”

      “Oh, no problem.”

      “I suppose it’s why they call you Handyman Hank!” I gave an awkward laugh, but no one else in the lighthouse joined me. Well, I thought it was funny.

      Rune took my hand and led me away from the hole to a chair in the corner. He pulled a handkerchief from the back pocket of his jeans and dusted the seat before ordering, “Sit, lass. The medic will be here soon to check you over.”

      “The medic? Why? I’m fine,” I protested.

      Hazel snorted. “Better for them to check you over and find nothing now than to have some residual pain happen later when they’re not around.”

      “Fine,” I dragged the words into extra syllables. "You know, I kind of expected to see an actual mermaid under there. Why can't they be part of our world?" I laughed at my reference to the song from the popular Disney film.

      By this point, Thor was the only one paying attention to me. The dog padded over and leaned against my leg. His chocolate-brown eyes gazed at me. “Sorry, boy. I don’t have any treats. You’ll have to settle for a scratch behind the ears.”

      The dog gave a soft woof and thumped his tail against the floor. I took it as a yes and followed through. Sirens wailed in the distance and reminded me of recent tragedies. I would never have guessed those events would have had such a ripple effect on so many others, but it happened right here in our tiny hometown of Cooper’s Cove, Maine.

      “Gavin is on his way, too,” Hazel informed us.

      “Of course he is. At least this time, he can’t accuse me of killing anyone. Whoever the mummy is looks like they’ve been there since before we were born.”

      “Do ye think it may be this professor guy?” Rune asked and pointed at the newspaper.

      "What professor guy?" I asked.

      “The one from the article. It’s possible. No one ever found him, and the bottom part of the article which is still legible said the person hadn't returned.”

      “Well, well, well,” Gavin’s booming voice echoed off the thick stone walls to announce his arrival. “Another dead body, and look who found it.”

      “Today is not the day, Gavin.”

      Gavin ruffled my hair, much to my annoyance. “Yeah. I know. Couldn’t resist with your track record and all.”

      The man was not only the town police officer, but he was also Hazel’s brother. Gavin went from being a childhood bully to a public servant with an inferiority complex. Marci had tamed him a bit since they started dating, but the woman had her work cut out for her. What she saw in him, I’d never understood, especially when I lucked out with a gentleman like Rune.

      A team of medical experts filed in after Gavin. One of them, a baby-faced female, pointed at him and barked, “Officer Rjasko, please step away from my patient. You can question her once I’ve finished my examination.”

      I liked her at once. The woman’s take-charge attitude allowed her to look me over for signs of a concussion or anything else I may have suffered due to the fall.

      At last, she stood back and rubbed her hand over her chin. “You look okay to me, but if you experience dizziness, nausea, shortness of breath, or anything else out of the ordinary, go straight to the ER. Got it?”

      “Yes. Thank you so much.” I lowered my voice and added, “And thanks for dealing with Officer Bossy Pants.”

      “Ha! I attend county-wide team-building projects with him. Do you mind if I borrow the nickname?”

      “Go for it,” I agreed. The medic and I grinned at each other, but my feelings of joy soon faded altogether as a man covered head to toe in a hazmat suit descended the ladder and disappeared into the hole.

      Over the following hour, various officials, from volunteer firefighters to the mayor, were in and out of the lighthouse. When it became too crowded for the medical examiner to enter the building, Gavin declared it a crime scene and ushered out any non-essential people.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Queen Victoria?” he inquired when I stood to join the others outside. “You discovered the body, which makes you an essential person.”

      “Gavin, you know I’m not going anywhere.”

      “That’s right. You’re going to sit right in this chair.” The look on his face said he meant business.

      “Okay, then. What do you want to know?”
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      A blast of warm air greeted Hazel, Rune, Hank, and me as we entered Mocha Joe’s. The coffee shop was like a second home to me, and its owners, Ivy and her husband Joe, like a set of second parents. As my parents left Cooper’s Cove a couple of weeks before, Dad to his native Ireland and Mom to her new home in Georgia, I felt closer than ever to the coffee shop owners.

      “Don’t we have to wait to be seated?” Hank asked and pointed at a sign near the register, which stated the request.

      Hazel scoffed. “Nope. Anytime we wait, Ivy waves us on to our usual booth as if the sign wasn’t even there.”

      “’Tis one of the perks of these lasses being the most frequent customers. They drink coffee like Irishmen drink whiskey.”

      Both men chuckled at Rune’s joke, which failed to elicit any humor from Hazel or me. When she and I slid into the booth to take the window seats, Rune took the seat next to me, leaving the empty space beside Hazel open for Hank.

      Ivy arrived with her order pad in one hand and a pen printed with coffee beans in the other. “Well, this is a surprise. I thought you’d all be hard at work over at Mermaid Reef. What did you do, discover another corpse?”

      Hazel smirked. “She knows you so well, Tori.”

      “Oh, stop. It’s not my fault that I’m a magnet for the departed.”

      “Girl, I was joking! Let me get you some coffee, and you can tell me all about it. Do you all want your usual? And you,” Ivy addressed Hank. “I don’t know you yet. How do you take your coffee?”

      “Just black, ma’am.”

      “No cream, sugar, whipped cream, cinnamon, almond milk, blueberry syrup, nutmeg, vanilla sugar, coconut milk, or any of the other fancy stuff?”

      Hank’s eyes widened. “People put all those things in their coffee?”

      “Not all at once,” Hazel assured him.

      Rune put his arm around me. “Not unless yer my dear heart.”

      Ivy and the rest of the table had a good chuckle at my expense. Their amusement was contagious, and soon I joined their laughter.

      “Yes, I'm the Frou-Frou Coffee Queen.” I raised my arm, held my hand straight up, fingers together, and perfected a wave worthy of royalty. Okay, so it was more deserving of a high school homecoming queen than a Buckingham Palace resident.

      “Got it, and a plate of beach plum donut holes. I’ll be right back. Don’t you talk about the murder without me!”

      “Was the unfortunate lass murdered?”

      I lifted my shoulders and let them fall. “I didn’t think to ask.”

      “Morbid humor looks good on you, girlfriend.”

      I playfully stuck out my tongue. “Well, you know how the old saying goes. The third corpse is the charm.”

      “Wouldn’t this be four?” Hazel replied to my snarky comment.

      Hank held his hands up, palms out. “Whoa, wait. I’d heard about someone dying over here in Cooper’s Cove, but I thought Ferndale was the murder capital of Beach Plum Bay.”

      “Ferndale is a regular Cabot Cove,” I agreed.

      “Where’s Cabot Cove, lass?”

      “The town in Murder, She Wrote,” I reminded and watched with wry amusement as recognition flashed across his face. "Remember, with Jessica Fletcher?"

      “Ye mean the auld lass who ferrets out baddies everywhere she goes? I hope ye’d not turn into her. Cooper’s Cove would run out of bodies!”

      Hazel giggled. “We’d have to invite unsuspecting people from the surrounding area to come and visit.”

      “Um, maybe I should head back to Honeybee Falls before I lose my head or something.”

      “Or something.” Hazel echoed. When Hank blanched, she added, “But you’re probably safe.”

      A crash sounded at the other end of the cafe, followed by an angry outburst from Joe.

      Ivy returned to the booth, set our drinks and food before us, and pulled a chair to the open end of the table. She settled into the chair and gave a dismissive wave in the direction of the chaos. “It’s Joe’s turn to deal with it.”

      “Do you mean the literal mess or the barista? I thought she was working out better than the other guy?” I asked before taking a sip of my latte. The familiar flavor eased my anxiety as well as any pharmaceutical remedy.

      “Hmph. Sutton doesn’t flub the orders anywhere near as bad as the last guy did, but she is clumsy as one of those puffins up at Eastern Egg Rock.”

      Students attending Cooper’s Cove Elementary School visited the island sanctuary every year to learn about Audubon Project Puffin. Of all the school field trips I ever went on, the one to Eastern Egg Rock was my most favorite. The memory of a circus of puffins belly-flopping into the sea came to mind, and I took a sip of my coffee to keep from smiling.

      “Hello, Miss Ivy. Did you call me?” Sutton asked after rushing to Ivy’s side.

      The cafe owner sighed. “No, I did not call you. Please get back to work. Did you clean up the mess?”

      “Mr. Joe called me a walking disaster and said he would do it himself.”

      “Then go fill the napkin holders.”

      “Okay! Let me know if you need anything else, Miss Ivy!”

      As I watched Sutton bounce away, part of me envied her high level of energy. However, if being more energetic meant having less common sense, I’d stay sloth-like with my coffee and beach plum donuts.

      “The new lass is a bit thick, isn't she?”

      Hank tilted his head and stared at Rune. “Thick? Like plus-sized? What makes you call her thick? She didn’t look big to me.”

      This time I didn’t try to hide my grin. “Rune means thick-headed.”

      “An apt description, but enough about my new barista. Tell me all about how you found the corpse of Mr. Benefield.”

      “Mr. Benefield?” Hazel asked.

      “Wait a second. There’s a Mr. Benefield?”

      “Of course. Didn’t you know? He went missing thirty years ago. The papers said the creature of Beach Plum Bay got him, but the gossip mill told a different tale."

      "What did they say?" I leaned forward, eager to hear her response.

      "They said Mrs. Benefield did it, but the police could never prove whether it was true or not.”

      From behind the cafe owner, a chunky black ball of fur yapped away, almost drowning out its owner, who stated, “Ivy Coyle, I had nothing to do with my husband’s disappearance, and you know it as well as I do!”
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      “I never said you had anything to do with your husband’s disappearance,” Ivy defended herself. “But when everyone else in town fueled the gossip mill saying you did, you never bothered to defend yourself."

      Hazel popped a donut hole into her mouth as she watched the exchange.

      Mrs. Benefield patted her short, steel-hued curls. “As I told Chief Rjasko back then, and like I’d tell his son today if he asked me, I have the right to remain silent.”

      “You remain silent? I wouldn't believe it if I heard it with my own two ears!” Ivy stared the other woman down.

      “Come on, Puff Daddy. We don’t have to take this kind of abuse from her. We’ll start driving over to Fort James Harbor for our morning coffee.” Mrs. Benefield turned on her heel and stormed away. Everyone at our table watched in silence until the bells jingled over the door to confirm her departure.

      “Wow. It looks like you hit a nerve, Ivy,” Hazel said.

      “So be it. Lord knows the woman has been on my last nerve a time or two, the way she has always dragged her yappy little dogs in here. She brings them right past the No Dogs sign in the front window like it's not even there.”

      “That’s the most agitated I’ve ever seen her get. When we were kids, Tori always went to Mrs. Benefield’s house first because she gave out full-sized candy bars.”

      Although I didn’t say it aloud, Mrs. Benefield still gave me full-sized candy bars at Halloween—a perk of living next door to the town's most eccentric resident. Mrs. Benefield was the type of neighbor who, despite her nosiness, was there when you needed her. After my husband died, Mrs. Benefield helped me navigate my first couple of days as a widow until Mom arrived to take over. And afterward, she brought me single-servings of comfort foods like lobster mac-n-cheese and triple chocolate brownies drizzled with caramel.

      “You know, I’ve never wondered about there being a Mr. Benefield. For as long as I can remember, it has been Mrs. Benefield and some yappy little Pomeranian.” Before Puff Daddy, the pommy-mommy had a fawn-hued companion named Faline. And when I was a kid, Mrs. Benefield had Marshmallow, a snowy white Pomeranian. Wherever my neighbor went, a noisy ball of fur pranced alongside her swollen ankles. “So, Mr. Benefield randomly turned up missing, Ivy?”

      “He certainly did, and do you think his wife reported it? She did not. When Professor Benefield missed enough classes, the college reported it.”

      Hazel practically choked on the last bite of her donut hole. When she regained her composure, she asked, “Mrs. Benefield’s husband was a professor? Of what?”

      “Irish folklore and magical ethnology.”

      When I heard Ivy’s reply, it was my turn to regain composure. Irish fairy magic was why Rune spent a couple of centuries trapped in the form of a black cat. Lucky for him, my having red hair and a seashell-shaped birthmark was the key to breaking the curse.

      Before I could overthink the situation any further, Joe called Ivy to help with a rush of customers.

      “Speaking of the college, the last class for the day must’ve let out. I’ll send Sutton over with more drinks. Hopefully, she doesn’t drown you with them.”

      “Do ye think the professor knew yer auld wan, lass?” Rune asked once it was only the four of us at the table again.

      Hank asked, “Does your dad work at the college, too?”

      “No. Dad's more of an, ah,” I paused. How do you explain to someone that your dad is a leprechaun? I couldn’t and finished, “um, an entrepreneur.”

      “Then why would this Benefield guy know your dad?”

      “Because, lad, her auld man is a wee-” Rune began.

      But I raised my voice and interrupted, “A wee bit Irish. Dad's a wee bit Irish because he’s from Ireland. It’s why he’s Irish. More than a wee bit, actually, Rune. Right? More like full-blooded Irish. What else could he be?” I followed the question with a staccato burst of laughter, but the sound was mechanical and fake.

      “Does your dad visit often?” Hank pried.

      “Not as often as I'd like," I answered truthfully. "Dad was here recently for the Beach Plum Bay Days festival. Mom was, too. They’re not together, but they’re still on great terms, so it was fun spending time with them both at the same time.”

      Hazel stared at me across the table, and I shrugged. No, I don’t know why I’m spilling my life story to this total stranger. It seems to be something I do when I get nervous, I mentally replied to her unspoken question. Only the people closest to me knew about the quirky folklore part of my ancestry, and I had no intention of revealing it to a complete stranger.

      “Makes sense.” Hank took a sip from the mug in front of him. “This is some delicious coffee.”

      “Now ye see why the lasses spend all their time here.”

      I wrinkled my nose at Rune. “Not all of our time, but the donut holes are delicious.”

      A tray of drinks propelled toward us, followed by Sutton, who struggled to maintain balance.

      Hank’s arm shot out in a flash, and he lifted the tray with his palm, the drinks standing to attention like soldiers under a general’s command. “Whoa, there. Are you okay?”

      “Sorry. I’m new at this job.” The barista came to a stop at the edge of the table.

      Hazel claimed one of the cups on the tray. “You must be Sutton.”

      “Whoa. Are you a psychic or something? No, wait. Ha! It’s on my shirt.” Sutton gave a quick look around before she leaned over and lowered her voice. “So, do you think whoever the mummy was is still hanging around?”

      “Pardon?” I asked, unsure of what she was asking. Hazel choked on a sip of coffee on the other side of the table while the men beside us remained quiet.

      “You know. Like, the ghost of the woman's husband or whoever it was. Do you think it’s still there?”

      “I hadn’t given it much thought.” A glance at Hazel told me she hadn’t given it much thought, either. Working in the lighthouse would be creepy enough knowing a mummy was once tucked beneath the structure. But if it was haunted? Before I could weird myself out any further, I braved, “Why do you ask?”

      Sutton fished a business card from the back pocket of her jeans and held it out to me. “Because of this.”

      “Cuckoo Para So,” I read. Something was cuckoo about Sutton, and it had nothing to do with her skills—or lack of—as a barista.

      The college student snort-laughed so hard that I covered the top of my coffee cup with my hand lest her phlegm came flying towards the table. “A lot of people get the name wrong. It’s CoCoParaSo. You know, for Cooper’s Cove Paranormal Society.”

      No, I didn’t know, and from the looks of my booth companions, they didn’t know, either. “What does CoCoParaSo have to do with the lighthouse?”

      “The Cooper’s Cove Paranormal Society would like to investigate the area beneath the lighthouse. Mermaid Reef was always on our bucket list of places to explore, but we’ve never had a point of contact. Well, not until today. So, will you help us?”

      “Will we help you with what, exactly?” I asked, wanting to make sure I understood where the barista was going with her side of the conversation.

      Sutton hopped from one foot to the other with excitement. “Will you help us secure permission to do a paranormal investigation at the lighthouse?”
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      “Sure. I can get permission from Marci, but only if we can join your investigation,” Hazel bargained.

      “The more, the merrier! I’ll have to run it by Sparky, but I don’t see why he would mind.”

      “Who’s Sparky?” I asked.

      “Oh, he founded the group.” A gong rang throughout the coffee shop, and Sutton gulped. “Oops. When the gong sounds, Mr. Joe wants me to get back to work. You have my card. Text me!”

      I watched the barista leave. Despite Sutton's lithe figure, the barista moved away from the table with all the grace of a ballet-dancing octopus, her arms and legs bumping into whatever or whomever she passed. When my attention returned to my booth-mates, I found Hazel staring at me. “Do you want to call her, or should I?”

      Hazel urged, “You do it. She’s your neighbor.”

      “Fine,” I dragged the word out.

      Hank held his hands out, palms toward us. “Wait a minute. What’s going on here?”

      “The lasses are going to yammer with Mrs. Benefield about her man.”

      “How did you know?”

      Rune gave a half-shrug. “Ye develop an ear for it. I’d be useless as a chocolate teapot if I couldn’t understand my dear one.”

      I squeezed Rune’s hand under the table and wondered what good deed I must have done in a past life to luck out in this one. As much as I would have loved to sit and revel in his compliments, we had bigger priorities. I turned back to Hazel and offered, “I’ll call Mrs. Benefield if you can get Marci to agree to the paranormal investigation.”

      Rune frowned. “Do ye think ye should, lass?”

      “The seance helped us figure out who killed Marci’s aunt,” I reminded him.

      “Aye, lass. I was with ye if ye recall.”

      “Yes, I remember.” It was easier to agree with Rune than to explain to Hank about how Rune once existed in the form of a black cat. Speaking of cats, I had a different one waiting at home. “And I also remember about someone going home to feed Mercutio.”

      “So, you two take care of the kitty, and we’ll—”

      “Yep, go talk to Marci,” I finished Hazel’s sentence. “Afterward, come by—”

      “Your house, and we can order pizza from Tony’s.” Hazel guessed what I was going to say.

      “Let me guess Sven is—”

      Before I could reveal what I had guessed, Hazel sighed. “Mhmm. He’s out of town again.”

      I couldn’t recall the last time I had seen Sven, but Hazel claimed her marriage was fine, so I didn’t pry.

      Before Hazel or I could say anything else, Hank asked Rune, “Are they always like this?”

      “Ye mean the way the lasses finish each other’s sentences?”

      “Yeah. It’s like they share a brain.”

      “So long as the lasses cannot read ours, mate.”

      The men laughed at Rune’s joke, and I gave him a sidelong glance. “We’re right here, you know.”

      “Aye, I know, lass.”

      Hazel nudged our new friend in the forearm with her elbow. “All right, Handyman Hank. Let’s go talk to Marci.”

      “You think you can convince her to let paranormal investigators tour the lighthouse?” Hank’s voice held a note of skepticism.

      “Absolutely! The sooner we can get the team in there, the better. It will give residents of Cooper’s Cove answers to their questions so we can get back to work.”

      “You’re right, Hazel. Come on, Rune. Let’s go to talk to your favorite neighbor.” I punctuated the suggestion with an exaggerated wink.

      “As ye wish, lass.”

      Every time Rune used the phrase, I tingled a little. Mrs. Benefield might not be anyone’s favorite neighbor, but she was undoubtedly Rune’s biggest fan—aside from me, of course.

      Upon leaving the coffee shop, I tried—and failed—to avoid looking at the burned-out building across the street. Seeing the remains of the Treasure Trove, the former business Hazel and I owned, was a punch in the gut. On the last night of the Beach Plum Bay Days festival, our high school nemesis, Dusky Robertson, set fire to it. The woman went to such lengths to cover her secrets, but in the end, they all came to light at the expense of two people’s lives. Would Mrs. Benefield share a similar fate? I couldn’t imagine my elderly neighbor killing anyone. Then again, nobody imagined ditzy Dusky would commit crimes of passion, either.

      “Are ye all right?”

      Rune’s voice pulled my attention to the present. “I’m good. Trying to stay positive.”

      I laced my fingers through his own as we continued on our way. Some time ago, Gavin added all of my unpaid parking tickets and had a boot placed on my car. I had since paid them off, but not before I learned to enjoy walking through our cozy little town.

      “Oh, no! Cindy’s Chocolate Shop shut down?”

      “No! What kind of rubbish is this?” Rune grouched. “Now, I’ll have to find somewhere else to get yer gift for Saint Valentine.”

      “You know the holiday isn't until February, right?”

      “Aye, lass. I know.”

      “Are you skipping Christmas or something?”

      “No, my heart. Yer holiday gift is wrapped and ready for ye to open it on Yuletide morn.”

      For about the billionth time, I wondered how I was blessed enough to find someone as awesome as Rune. Before my late husband passed away, the only way gifts appeared under the tree for me was if I bought, wrapped, and put them there myself. Rune's next words burst my bubble, however.

      “Gavin helped me with it. Ye’ll never guess what it is.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” Changing the subject, I admitted, “You know, I feel a bit guilty for never thinking to ask if there was ever a Mr. Benefield. It does explain a few things, though.”

      “Aye? Tell me, lass.”

      “Like why she was so kind to me after Duffy died.” Rune bristled beside me, so I rushed on, “And it's why she treats her animals so well. They're like the children the Benefields never had.”

      “Mayhaps, lass. Ye treated me well even before ye knew about the curse.”

      What Rune said was true. When I met him, I only knew him as the stray cat we found in the Livingston mansion's attic. How could I know about his proper form or about how a jealous fairy woman had cursed him?

      “It’s easy to treat you well, Rune.”

      “Go on, lass.” A blush crept into his cheeks, and I gave myself a mental pat on the back. My ability to flirt was paltry on a good day, so I savored the moments like this. “Do ye know what ye’ll ask her?”

      “Do I know what I’ll ask Mrs. Benefield? I hadn’t given it much thought. Do you have any suggestions?”

      “I’m flummoxed, dear heart, but I’ll be at yer side unless ye tell me otherwise.”

      By this point, we had reached the edge of my driveway. I released Rune’s hand and walked a little ahead as we crossed the dooryard so I could unlock the door.

      Mercutio waited for us in the center of the kitchen table. Colorful sticky notes, a couple of pens, and Rune’s empty coffee mug lay scattered across the floor.

      “This is how you know the earth isn’t flat,” I griped as I picked up the items. “If it were, cats would have knocked everything off of it by now.”

      “Ye make the same joke every day,” Rune pointed out.

      “Except it’s not a joke if it’s true. Can you feed Mercutio? I want to put my hair up.”

      Without waiting for an answer, I went to my room long enough to pull my red curls into a messy bun. When I returned, Mrs. Benefield sat at the kitchen table with Puff Daddy at her heels. Mercutio was nowhere to be seen, which likely meant he was hiding under the sofa.

      “Sit, lass. I’m brewing coffee for us. Yer neighbor has asked for our help.”

      “Sure. What’s up?” I took the seat across from Mrs. Benefield and pretended to have no idea why she was here.

      “Tori, I know you and Hazel have a knack for solving a mystery.”

      “Oh, well, I don’t think—”

      “Now isn’t time to be humble. You’re good at what you do, and I need your help.”

      “Well, sure, Mrs. Benefield. What is it?”

      “You know I couldn't have killed my husband. Now help me prove it to this town.”
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      From behind Mrs. Benefield, Rune gave me a thumbs-up. Fortune was definitely in our favor if Mrs. Benefield came here to talk over the very topic we planned to discuss with her.

      My dad, who happens to be an honest-to-goodness leprechaun, would tell you that people make their own luck. Regardless of how it happened, I was glad luck was on our side in this situation.

      “Whatever we can do to help.” Before I could say anything else, the Disney song “You’ve Got a Friend in Me” rang out from my phone, indicating an incoming text from Hazel. I skimmed it and said, “Rune, Hazel says we’re on for tonight. Marci said having a paranormal investigation team will answer the town’s questions.”

      “A paranormal investigation team?” Mrs. Benefield sat up, and Puff Daddy gave a series of yips before settling at her heels again.

      “One of the baristas at Mocha Joe’s asked if Marci would be willing to let some of the members of her team do a full investigation.”

      “Do you think they could contact Bryant, like the time you contacted Christine Livingston?”

      I gulped and wracked my brain for a response. “I, ah, I’m not sure. The paranormal investigation isn’t the same as a seance.”

      “Mrs. Benefield, Tori had firsthand knowledge of the auld Livingston lass, which helped her make the connection. But she did not know ye even had a fear céile.”

      “Who is Cecilia, and why would people fear her?”

      Rune looked at me with an expression of confusion and asked, “Who is Cecilia?”

      “What does fear céile mean?” I countered, hoping my question would serve as a reminder that not everyone spoke his native Irish.

      He set a mug of coffee in front of each of us. “It means husband.”

      “Oh, but you did meet Bryant, Tori,” my neighbor insisted, ignoring mine and Rune's side conversation.

      “I did? When?”

      “On your first Halloween. Your mother dressed you as a four-leaf clover and took you all over town. Everyone thought you were the cutest little thing. Those red curls stood out against the kelly-green felt. There’s a Polaroid of you somewhere in my attic, in a box with who knows how many others. I took Polaroids of everything back in those days.”

      When Mrs. Benefield paused for breath, I broke in, “So Mr. Benefield was home when you took the photo of me?”

      “Oh, yes. Bryant is the one who put the candy in your plastic orange pumpkin. You couldn’t say ‘trick-or-treat,’ but your mother held you in front of her face and said it for you. She used a squeaky, baby voice to pretend you were talking.”

      A few weeks ago, I would have questioned the validity of her memory, as nothing about growing up in the care of my mother resembled the loving situation Mrs. Benefield described. I spent way more time at Hazel’s house than I did mine, which left my mother free to date my many stepfathers. During her most recent visit to Cooper’s Cove from her new home in Georgia, my relationship with Mom had a transformation. We weren’t friends, exactly, but we were closer than we had ever been in our lives.

      Mrs. Benefield took a sip of her coffee, sent a bright smile in Rune’s direction, and continued, “The point remains. You did meet him.”

      “I’m sorry. It was such a long time ago, and I was so young.”

      “But perhaps if ye had something important to yer fear céile, it could help.”

      I stared at Rune. Was he serious? Before I could ask Mrs. Benefield, the older woman bounced in her seat, which caused Puff Daddy to react with a new series of high-pitched yips. Poor Mercutio. He might never forgive us for letting a dog invade his territory.

      “What a wonderful idea, Rune! I knew I could count on you. If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times, Tori. You’re blessed with a good man. I’ll go home right now to look for the perfect thing and will call you when I’ve found it.”

      Rune escorted our guest to the porch. He waited for her to cross the dooryard before coming back into the kitchen.

      I gave a dramatic sigh and rolled my eyes. “Thanks, Rune.”

      “Yer welcome, my heart.” He picked up the mug Mrs. Benefield had used and walked it to the sink, where he washed it by hand.

      The irritation I felt after Rune volunteered me to contact Mrs. Benefield's presumed-dead husband had waned a bit as I watched my hunky Irishman at work. How many men chose to wash dishes by hand? I owned one-half of Bubbles and Troubles, mine and Hazel’s housekeeping business, and I avoided housework until it had to be done. If I could afford it, I’d have hired someone else to clean my house. Thankfully, I had Rune.

      He turned to me and offered, “A Saint Patrick ha'penny for your thoughts, lass.”

      “Nothing. It’s fine.”

      “And Google tells me it’s anything but fine when you use the phrase.” When I didn’t respond right away, he ventured, “Is it about Mrs. Benefield?”

      “Truth be told, yes, it is.”

      “Did ye not want to be neighborly?”

      “I want to help our neighbor, but I have no magical powers, Rune! I can’t speak to the dead even if the mummy under the lighthouse was Bryant Benefield. What if the local rumor mill is wrong and Mrs. Benefield’s husband is still alive?”

      “Do ye truly believe the man could be alive after all this time?”

      “No,” the response left my mouth before I had time to mull it over. “It would be nice, though.”

      “Would it? If I disappeared for donkey’s years only to return later, how would you feel?”

      “Ugh, you’re right. The situation might be worse if Bryant Benefield were still alive. The only way we’ll know for sure is to find out what happened to him.”

      “That’s my dear heart.” Rune kissed me on top of the head. He refilled my coffee before settling into the chair across from me. “How would ye like me to help?”

      “You’ve got a friend in me,” my phone sang out, indicating another text from Hazel. I held it out so Rune could read the message before typing my response.

      

      
        
        H: Ready to go ghost hunting? Sutton has everything we need.

        Me: Ready as we'll ever be!

        H: Awesome! Meet us at Mermaid Reef at dusk.

      

      

      

      “We're meeting them at the lighthouse at dusk. It sounds like Hazel and her future sister-in-law are having a great time making plans.” In my head, I added, making plans without me.

      As if reading my mind, Rune cautioned, “Ye know yer ould flower likes you the best.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Rune and I had discussed this topic on more than one occasion. I didn’t begrudge Marci for wanting to be friends with Hazel. If our respective roles reversed, I’d hope to gain her friendship, too. Aside from the rare times during which Hazel spent with her husband, she and I had always been as close as conjoined twins. Although it was a total cliche, I gave yet another dramatic sigh, my breath exhaling with enough force to blow a stray curl across my forehead.

      “Would comfort food help ye, lass?”

      At the mention of food, I perked up. “Well, maybe if it was Chinese food. We have to do our part to support small businesses, right?” Besides, the time spent waiting for the delivery and then eating the food would take at least a couple of hours.

      A loud purring preceded the appearance of Mercutio. I gave the cat a quick scratch between the ears. “Sorry, little guy. You can’t eat human food, or I’d give you a bit of lobster from my lo mein.”

      “Ye spoil him,” Rune pointed out.

      “You don’t mind when I spoil you.”

      “Aye, but I’m no longer a cat.” Rune held his hands in the air like paws and playfully batted at nothing.
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      Rune and I spent the rest of the afternoon researching Bryant Benefield. Because he disappeared in the early years of online information, our searches yielded little more than the scant details we already knew.

      “This is so weird. I wish social media had existed back then.”

      “Aye. Then ye’d know the whole of the man's life story.”

      “Right? As it is, we know Bryant Benefield taught Irish folklore and magical ethnology at Cooper’s Cove Community College. Besides those two things and a couple of educational papers he published, there’s no mention of where he was from, how long he lived in Cooper’s Cove or anything about his family. Was Mrs. Benefield his first wife? Did they have any kids? I’ve never seen kids at her house, but when you consider how infrequently my mom and I see each other, not seeing children isn't a reason to assume there aren't any.” Frustrated, I closed my laptop and looked past Rune, who stood at the counter with his back toward me, out the window. “The sun’s going down. We should head for the lighthouse. What are you doing over there?”

      When he turned, I saw he held a travel mug in each hand. “Ye need coffee, so I made us each a latte.”

      “Thank you! I forgot about Mocha Joe’s winter hours.” Starting the day after the Beach Plum Bay Days Festival's final day until the Cooper’s Cove Spring Fling, Ivy and Joe opened the shop an hour later and closed for the day a couple of hours after lunch.

      A loud meow drew my attention downward. “And what do you need before we leave? Can you see the bottom of your food bowl? Is there some cat hair floating in your water dish? Let’s go see what it is.”

      I followed Mercutio into the guest bathroom, where I topped off his food, refreshed his water, and double-checked to see if the litter box was clean. “I’m glad you’re not a dog like Thor, who needs to go outside to do his business.” After giving the cat a final scratch behind the ears, I returned to the kitchen, where Rune held my favorite piece of outerwear.

      “Do ye need yer parka?” Rune asked, dropping the R the same way someone from Cooper’s Cove might say the word. He was the only person I knew who spoke like a New Englander while using an Irish accent.

      “Sure, thanks. I’ll probably leave it in the car, though. The weather isn’t so bad now, but the temperature will drop once night falls.”

      “Ye’ll not wear it on the walk across town?”

      “I thought we’d take the Bug,” I offered. “This way, we can grab dinner afterward.”

      “As ye wish.”

      Once in the car, I watched Rune fold himself into the passenger seat, his knees coming almost to his chest.

      “I’ll have to make sure my next vehicle accommodates tall people.”

      “As long as I’m with ye, it is no concern of mine.”

      It might have been selfish to delight in Rune’s dependence on me for rides around town. Someday he might choose to get a driver’s license, but right now, there was no way for him to prove his identity to anyone. And who would believe he had spent a couple of centuries trapped inside the form of a cat, anyway?

      Upon our arrival at Mermaid Reef, I pulled the Bug into the empty spot beside Hazel's van and killed the engine.

      “Are you ready, lass?” Rune asked when I made no move to exit the vehicle.

      “Kind of.”

      “What concerns ye?”

      “I’m not looking forward to being Marci and Hazel’s third wheel.”

      “Chin up, lass. Ye’ve got me.”

      “Thanks, Rune. Having you with me means a lot. We should probably get inside,” I suggested, although I’d rather be anywhere else. Any misgivings I might have had gave way once I stepped foot inside the lighthouse.

      Hazel rushed over and grabbed me in a warm embrace. “Thank goodness you’re here. She is driving me nuts,” my best friend hissed through clenched teeth.

      “Marci is?” I whispered back.

      “Shh. I’ll fill you in later.” Hazel pulled back and linked her arm through mine. “Come on, Rune. The three of us are going to have a wicked fun time.”

      “Oh, my glitter! Wicked fun is right!” Sutton said as she crossed the room to join us. The barista’s hair sprouted from either side of her head in a pair of matching messy buns. While my lone messy bun gave justice to the hairstyle’s name, Sutton’s looked as if she had them arranged by a professional stylist.

      The last thing I needed was to compare myself to this young, beautiful woman. She might have better hair, but could she break the curse to free an Irishman from his feline constraints? No, she could not. I stood a little taller and gave what I hoped was a friendly smile. “Hello, Sutton. What do you need us to do?”

      “First, I’d like to introduce you to Sparky,” Sutton spoke about the founder of CoCoParaSo as if he were an A-list celebrity straight off the red carpet. She led us to a skinny kid with oily black hair and horn-rimmed glasses. “Sparky, these are Hazel and Tori, the women who discovered Bryant Benefield.”

      “Tori discovered him,” Hazel corrected the barista.

      Everyone turned their attention on me, and I stammered, “Uh, well, not on purpose. I fell through the floor, and there Mr. Benefield was. Assuming he is the identity of the mummy."

      “Gavin confirmed it earlier. Not intentionally, of course, but a sister has her ways.” Hazel and Gavin had a sibling rivalry dating back to their early childhood and was bound to continue well into the future.

      “Well, it’s good to have it confirmed, although I do feel somewhat bad for Mrs. Benefield.” I had firsthand knowledge of what it was like to bury a spouse and wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy—or my nosy neighbor, for that matter. “At least she has Puff Daddy, so she’s not completely alone.”

      “Uh, whatever. So, I’m going to pair you two with Sutton and Sparky. They have all the equipment, and you need to do whatever they say. Understood?”

      “Sure thing,” I replied for both of us as Hazel nodded. Rune stood by but made no indication whether he agreed.

      Sutton handed out headband lamps and instructed us on how to wear them. “Now, don’t put them on too tight, or you might cut off circulation to your brain. Ask me how I know.” The barista laughed at her joke, the giggle soon turning into a snort-filled guffaw. When no one else joined in, she added, “Sorry—every time I tell the joke, it’s funnier than the time before. You probably need to hear it a few more times. Ready to go? Come on!”

      Without waiting for a response, Sutton led us to the center of the room. A ladder descended into the basement, its top rungs exposed over the edge of the opening. Memories of my fall came rushing back along with images of Mrs. Benefield’s mummified husband.

      Rune’s hand pressed against my lower back, and he asked, “Are ye all right, my heart?”

      “Yeah. I’m okay,” I said, although the tone in my voice belied my false confidence.

      “If ye’ve changed your mind—”

      “Nope. I’m good.” I forced a smile. “Let’s get this show on the road!”
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      Sweat coated my palms as I descended the ladder after Rune. When my feet touched the ground, my breath exhaled in a loud whoosh, and it was only then when I realized I had held my breath during my descent. Before Rune could ask, I grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “I’m good.” He squeezed my hand in return as Hazel reached the bottom rung.

      Since the time I was first in the lighthouse's basement, someone had cleared a path through the debris. A pair of barrels served as the base for a makeshift table, and the thick plank lying on top of them served as a makeshift counter for various electronic devices.

      “Wow. It is wicked spooky down here. Tori, your pictures didn’t do it justice. Instead of the Festival of Lights, Marci should be hosting ghost tours. She’d have to get the stairs fixed, of course.”

      The area was much as I had remembered it aside from a heavier scent of mold. It wasn’t a great mystery that all of the recent activity must have kicked up an overabundance of spores. Or how a few of them found their way into my sinus cavities. Before I knew it, a trio of sneezes erupted from deep within me and sounded louder in the subterranean space.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” Sutton asked, having followed behind Hazel.

      “I think—achoo!—I think so. Wow. I haven’t sneezed this much in a long time.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure.” The woman held out a couple of different electronic devices. “This is an electromagnetic field detector—which is also called an EMF detector, and it locates areas with higher-than-usual amounts of radiation. We use this because the paranormal have been known to disturb the magnetic energy in a room. You’ll watch the levels on this.”

      “For me?” Hazel squealed and accepted the device.

      Sutton turned to Rune. “You’ll be in charge of this. It’s an infrared thermometer and will tell us if we hit a cold spot.” She handed the device over and pointed out which indicator he should watch.

      The barista linked her arm through mine. “And you’re going to help me work the ghost box. They told me you have experience with talking to those who live beyond the veil.”

      “Beyond the what?” My head spun in a way that had nothing to do with my earlier fall.

      “You know. Beyond the veil between this life and the next one.”

      “The dead,” Hazel offered.

      “Yeah, thanks. I figured it out,” I replied in a snarkier-than-intended tone, still salty about my friend's newfound closeness with Marci. Although their newfound friendship was something I talked about with Rune--and less often with Hazel, apparently my lack of confidence wasn’t finished rearing its ugly head. Resolving to deal with my issues later, I asked Sutton, “So, what do I need to do?”

      “Talk to Bryant Benefield.”

      “Talk to him,” I repeated. “How?”

      “The way you’d talk to anyone else. Ask the spirit things like, is he here, does he have a message for us, or does he know what happened to him?”

      It sounded so simple. Almost too simple. But I was already in the basement of the lighthouse. What did I have to lose?

      “Okay. I’ll do it.”

      “Great! Sparky assigned us to Tunnel B, so we’ll go this way.”

      Only then did I notice three openings, each labeled with a piece of paper marked with a different letter of the alphabet. I felt like a game show contestant faced with choosing which door contained a fabulous grand prize. As I stepped into the tunnel with Sutton, I hoped it wouldn't be a departing gift.

      “Remember to turn on your headlamps and look toward the ground now and then so you won’t trip over anything,” Sutton cautioned us before turning on the LED lantern strapped to her forehead and turning to look back at us. “I’ll take the lead, and Sparky will bring up the rear. Does anyone need help?”

      I used my forearm to block the blinding beam of light. “I’m good here, thanks.”

      Only when Hazel and Rune agreed did Sutton turn around. The light from four headlamps lit the tunnel with the power of a cloudy day, and our footsteps echoed against the thick stone walls. It felt like we were on the set of a Hollywood film. At any moment, a rugged adventurer wearing a leather jacket and a wide-brimmed fedora might jump out, ready to defend us from creatures with his trusty whip.

      Something ran across the top of my shoe, and I simultaneously yelped and looked down, the light on my forehead traveling in a wide arc until it glowed against the damp earth beneath our feet. I paused, the sound of my heartbeat drumming in my ears, but for all of my searching, I couldn’t locate whatever had touched me.

      “What is it, lass?” Rune asked from behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders.

      Rune having my back was better than fantasizing about fictional adventurers any day. “Something ran across my foot.”

      “You didn’t think it was Bryant Benefield, did you?” Sutton asked from her place ahead of us. Although I couldn’t see the barista’s face, I could hear the smile in her tone of voice. Without waiting for me to respond, she added, “It was probably a rat.”

      I turned and found Rune’s free hand with my own. As our fingers connected, he offered, “Or the Beach Plum Bay monster.”

      “Rune! It’s a creature, not a monster.”

      “Aw, lass. It’s jes a story no matter what ye call it. Ye know it's not real, don't ye?”

      “Yes, Rune. Thanks for explaining,” I said, not feeling a bit thankful.

      “Of course, my heart.”

      The sincerity in his voice made me feel guilty, and I squeezed his hand before releasing it.

      “Tori, can you start talking to Bryant Benefield now?”

      Still clueless about how all of this worked, I said, “Uh, okay. Hey, Mr. Benefield. I'm your wife's neighbor. Did you know? She has this little dog, Puff Daddy, who goes everywhere with her.” When I realized everyone was staring at me, I stopped. “What?”

      “We don't do it like that, hon.” Sutton gave me a pitying smile. “Ask him, like, are you here, can you hear us, why are you here, do you know what happened to you, and those kinds of things. And call him by his actual name. None of this ‘mister’ stuff. Got it? Now come along.”

      Sutton turned and continued on her way.

      From behind me, Hazel encouraged, “You’ve got this, Tori.”

      I gulped and followed Sutton. “Hello? Bryant Benefield? Are you here? Can you hear us?”

      As we moved forward, an icy chill crept into the tunnel. I rubbed my palms against my arms to get rid of the goosebumps, but they only became more pronounced.

      “My detector thingy is going crazy,” Hazel informed us.

      Rune added, “And the temperature is dropping, lasses.”

      “Dude, I can see my breath,” Sparky added from the back of the group.

      Sutton urged, “Keep talking to him, Tori. This is happening!”

      “Do you know why you’re here with us? Do you know what happened to you?” The sound of static crackled loud enough to drown out my second question. Before I could ask again, a gust of wind swept through the cavernous tunnel.

      “What’s happening?” Hazel yelled over the din.

      “Is it yer neighbor’s céile fir, lass?”

      The blaring white noise, the questions from my companions, and the pressure to coerce a spirit to talk to us piled on me until I was overwhelmed from it all. With people stopped both in front of and behind me, I was trapped for the moment. The only way to escape was to look elsewhere, so I tilted my head back and followed the light up. Row after row of barnacles lined the rocky ceiling. The lighthouse, being situated on Mermaid Reef, was naturally close to the bay, but where did this tunnel lead? Would it dump us into the frigid waters? Would we fall into the clutches of whatever creature was rumored to live there? Speaking of frigid things, my feet were freezing. I looked at the ground in time to see briny water pooling around my sneakers.

      “The tide’s coming in!” I alerted everyone. “We have to go! Now!”
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      “Oh, no! What happened?” Marci exclaimed. “I rushed over as soon as I got the text from Hazel.”

      Jealousy started to rear its ugly head, but Marci owned the lighthouse, I reminded myself. If someone else were the owner, then Hazel would have called them. I had nothing to worry about where my friendship with my best friend was concerned.

      I shivered in place while Sutton explained. Rune left to retrieve my parka from the Bug and returned with Mayor Goldman and two other men on his heels. I pushed my arms into the sleeves of my parka and wrapped it tight around me. Much to my delight, Rune stood behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. His embrace warmed me to the tips of my freezing cold toes.

      “Mayor Goldman, what are you doing here? And why are these men with you?” Marci put her hands on her hips, and the corners of her mouth turned down.

      “Hello to you too, Marci," the mayor returned the greeting with a borderline unfriendly tone. "I heard about the tunnels beneath the lighthouse and how at least one of them has standing water.”

      “This just happened. I know news travels fast, but this is a new record for Cooper’s Cove!” Marci looked at me, one hand on her hip, but my teeth still chattered. The best I could offer was a sympathetic half-shrug.

      Mayor Goldman held his round belly in his hands and chortled until tears slipped from the corners of his eyes. When he calmed enough to form complete sentences, he said, “Oh, Marci. You have brought a special something to our town. You often remind me of your aunt when she was a younger woman, but I digress.”

      “Is this going to take long?” Marci now crossed her arms over her chest and tapped the toe of her left stiletto on the hardwood floor. I missed whatever it was the mayor said, but I guessed it disagreed with Marci by her expression. She turned on her heel to face us. “You might as well go on to the museum and wait for me. I had set out refreshments and everything for when this little adventure was over, but now, well, you see what’s happening. Might as well help yourselves.”

      Only a few paranormal investigation team members remained in the lighthouse, and they were busy packing their equipment.

      “We can wait for you at the lighthouse. Come on, Tori."

      Waiting in the museum with the promise of refreshments? She didn't have to ask me twice. “I’m right behind you.”

      Rune kept his arms around my waist, tugged me back to him, and lowered his mouth to my ear. “Lass, do ye mind if I stay here?”

      I turned to face him. “Uh, sure Rune, if you want.”

      “I thought ye might like to spend a bit of time with yer ould flower.”

      I stood on my toes and stretched to kiss his cheek. “You are the best. Thank you.” Without waiting for his reply, I turned and fast-walked across the lighthouse to where Hazel waited.

      A light fog swirled around our feet as we walked to the museum. My wet shoes made a squelching noise with each step. When I was a little girl, Mom warned me how going around with wet feet would cause me to catch a cold. The old wives’ tale never held true, which I was always quick to point out to her. At the moment, though, the frigid precursor to a nor’easter was piercing my outerwear. It caused me to wonder if there was something to Mom’s advice, and I made a mental note to take some Vitamin C to ward off any impending sniffles, runny nose, sneezing, or any other icky symptoms.

      Inside the museum, the temperature was like a sauna compared to the weather outside. Although I didn’t see any snow, the air was most certainly cold enough. As Marci described, a small card table in the lobby held assorted refreshments. Where I had hoped to see pastries and warm beverages sat energy bars and an open cooler of water bottles floating in ice water.

      “Tori? Is everything okay?”

      “Yep.”

      “Not what you were expecting?”

      I snorted. “Let me guess. Marci’s still on her health kick?”

      “She is, but you’d never guess it to look at my brother.”

      “Is he going to the gym with her?” I asked out of curiosity. With my thighs, I didn’t have the right to judge anyone’s lifestyle.

      Hazel reached for a power bar, but at the last second, she drew her hand back. “Please, don’t tell anyone else. Gavin goes to the gym with Marci, and then he drives over to the House of Chowder for lobster rolls.”

      “No way!” Hunger gnawed at the inside of my stomach, and I considered trying one of the energy bars.

      “And then to the food truck in the parking lot of Pirate Pete’s Pawn Shop.”

      The idea of a healthy snack forgotten for the nonce, Hazel now held my undivided attention. “What kind of food truck?”

      “Dessert tacos.”

      “Dessert. Tacos? Girlfriend! You’ve been holding out on me!”

      Hazel laughed. “They only opened last week, and we’ve been busy preparing for this new job venture. The last chore we want is to go back to scrubbing toilets.”

      “You’re right. I don’t even like scrubbing the bathrooms in my house.” Since the Treasure Trove burned down, Hazel and I needed a new source of income. Although I needed it more than she did. For Hazel, our small business was more of a hobby, but I relied on the income to pay my monthly bills. Returning Bubbles and Troubles to its original purpose meant cleaning other people’s homes, including their disgusting bathrooms. When I caught Hazel staring at me, I asked, “What?”

      “You’re thinking about dessert tacos, aren’t you?”

      “Well, I am now.”

      “Let’s make tomorrow a girls’ day.”

      “Oh, a girls' day sounds lovely!” a female voice replied. We turned from the refreshment table to see Mrs. Benefield standing in the entryway, a bulky cardboard box grasped in her sausage-like arms. “I don’t mind joining you at all, as long as you don’t mind if Puff Daddy comes along.”

      “It’s Hazel’s van,” I offered, not wanting to take responsibility for accepting my neighbor’s self-invitation to come along with us.

      Hazel shot me a look before covering the expression with a smile. If Mrs. Benefield noticed, she didn’t react. After a long pause, Hazel agreed, “Sure, it’s cool. The more, the merrier.”

      “Wonderful! Well, here are Bryant’s things. It would make me feel better if you girls went through them before the college took possession.” Mrs. Benefield pushed the box into my arms.

      The item was more bulky than heavy, and I had less trouble with it than my neighbor. “The college takes possession?” I echoed.

      “Oh, yes. Now there’s some resolution about Bryant’s whereabouts, the trustees' board wants all of his research materials. The topic of my late husband’s thesis was the creature, you know.”

      “I didn’t know,” I admitted. The importance of the box's potential information made it heavier, and I shifted its weight in my arms. Not wanting to assume incorrectly, I clarified, “The creature in Beach Plum Bay? I thought it was a myth.”

      “Oh, dear girl. Didn't you know? All myths grow from a nugget of truth. The bigger the myth, the more true it is.”

      “Seriously?” Hazel took the box from me and placed it on a nearby chair.

      “Of course! Fairy rings, unicorns, red-capped merrows, selkies, leprechauns, and all other sorts of creatures walk among us. You believe me, don’t you, Victoria?”

      My breath caught in my throat, and for a moment, time moved at a snail’s pace. Did she know about Rune’s curse and the truth about my dad and, well, everything else?
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      “Victoria?” Mrs. Benefield repeated.

      “Huh? Oh, sure! I believe you.” I nodded for emphasis.

      Mrs. Benefield patted my arm. “There’s a good lass. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Puff Daddy is waiting in the car. If I don’t get out there soon, he’ll activate the anti-theft warning system. All we need is for the mayor to put Puff Daddy's antics in his state of the town address. Then everyone will know, and we can’t have Gavin finding out we’re investigating what happened now, can we?”

      We’re investigating, I repeated in my head. Five minutes ago, I would have defined “we” as Hazel and me.

      Hazel pumped one fist into the air. “Cool! So, I’ll pick you and Tori up tomorrow morning, and we can have dessert tacos for brunch.”

      “Dessert tacos sounds lovely, dear, and so much less stressful than the silly coffee place on Main Street. Do take care!” Mrs. Benefield raised her hand, wiggled her fingers, and shuffled out of the museum.

      “What happened?”

      Hazel laughed. “What do you mean, ‘what happened?’ Your neighbor is our new sidekick.”

      “Since when does she call me lass?”

      “Maybe her infatuation with Rune made her start talking like him.”

      “Yeah. Whatever.” My mouth suddenly felt dry. I grabbed a bottle of water, uncapped it, and took a long swig.

      “Who could have guessed that anything like this existed beneath the lighthouse?” Hazel asked, changing the subject.

      “I sure didn’t. Some teenagers a couple of years ahead of us in high school always partied on the lighthouse grounds. If they knew about the tunnels, then everyone in high school would have known.”

      Neither of us said it, but I knew she shared my thoughts. Gavin was the ringleader at those parties. Not only did he lead his band of loyal followers into mischief at every turn, but he was also quick to brag about it. It was as if teenage Gavin got some thrill out of challenging authority. The things he did in high school were no doubt why he was so vigilant about the activity of the present-day Cooper’s Cove teenagers. He knew firsthand the trouble they could get into if left unsupervised. Gavin wasn’t a horrible person—but I’d never have made the compliment out loud, especially to him.

      As if our mere thoughts summoned him, Gavin burst through the door with Rune on his heels. The police officer took one look at the refreshment table and groaned.

      “When Marci said there would be refreshments, I thought she meant it would be something delicious and not more of this junk.”

      “Gavin, these snacks are hardly junk.” I grabbed a protein bar and read from the ingredients. “Roasted bean paste, soy protein, free-range egg whites, organic desiccated coconut, freeze-dried beets, hydrolyzed—”

      “Please, Queen Victoria, stop,” Gavin begged, using the nickname he had bestowed upon me during our childhood. “If you keep reading, I’m going to hurl.”

      “Way to be overly dramatic.” I dropped the bar back onto the table and turned my attention to Rune. “Would you like a bottle of water?”

      “Yer lass has no coffee?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “How unfortunate.” Rune’s shoulders slumped. In the months since his transformation from cat to human, his coffee addiction grew to rival mine.

      Gavin grimaced. “You’re better off without the caffeine anyway. Too much of it is bad for you, and it’ll stunt your growth. Take a look at Queen Victoria over here if you don’t believe me.”

      I resisted sticking out my tongue in a childish display of defiance and opted for the slightly more mature move of rolling my eyes instead. “Rune is well over six feet tall and an adult. I’m pretty sure caffeine won’t affect his height more than those protein bars will, well, never mind,”

      I cut myself off before making a snide remark about his less-than-athletic physique. Such comments were wicked rude, even toward Gavin, and besides, I had no room to judge anyone else’s eating habits. After all, I did have plans to visit a dessert taco truck for brunch.

      “Are ye still wanting to order dinner, lass?”

      “Yes, Rune. I’m famished. Hazel, would you like to join us?”

      “I’d love to, but I have plans. Sven's coming back from a trip, and we're having a late dinner.” She paused before lowering her voice and adding, "And dessert."

      “Are you going to feel like going out to brunch tomorrow after a late night with Sven?” I asked, the corners of my mouth lifting into a grin.

      Hazel gave a saucy wink. “I promise I will. Tomorrow morning, I’ll be a lot more than famished.”

      “Ew. Gross,” Gavin said with an exaggerated shudder. “Those details are not something I want to know about my little sister.”

      Gavin’s expression evoked a rare touch of sympathy, and I changed the subject. “Did the paranormal investigators get their stuff packed and out of the lighthouse?”

      “They did. No idea what Marci was thinking, letting those nitwits drag their equipment through there. Spanky and the barista were going out for Chinese food after this," Hazel explained.

      “Spanky?” Rune raised an eyebrow. “Like the wee rascally lad?”

      “I think my brother meant Sparky."

      Gavin grumbled, “Whatever. Chinese food sounds delicious.”

      “What are you and Marci doing for dinner tonight?” I asked our friendly neighborhood policeman. Gavin mumbled something, and I asked, “What did you say?”

      “Tripe burgers wrapped in cabbage, kale chips, and wheatgrass smoothies.”

      Rune grimaced. “Yer right, bro. Chinese food does sound delicious.”
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      Rune put the box from Mrs. Benefield in the Bug's trunk before folding himself into the passenger seat. “Why would Mrs. Benefield drag this heavy thing clear across the town?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Old people are odd ducks. Maybe because we weren’t home.” Even as I said the words, I winced. Rune would always be welcome to share my home—in the guest room. My late husband soured me on the idea of permanent relationships, and besides, while we assumed Rune’s curse was broken once and for all, we had no way to confirm it.

      The drive from Mermaid Reef to the restaurant took a few minutes at best. We didn’t mention the box again through dinner but instead discussed the events at the lighthouse.

      “The paranormal investigation was a complete bust.”

      “Aye, lass. I’d agree with ye there.” Rune used his chopsticks to lift a generous portion of chicken fried rice into his mouth. How did he use chopsticks so well? The last time I tried to eat chicken fried rice with chopsticks, I got rice in my hair, on the table, on the floor, in my shirt, and, well, everywhere else. It wasn't like digging into a burger and fries from the Cooper's Cove Cafe.

      “There's Sparky, but where’s Sutton?” I waved to the paranormal investigator. When he looked away, I pitched my hand into the air and waved more frantically.

      When others started looking from Sparky to me, he loped across the restaurant to our table. When he got there, he tilted his head and mumbled, “Hey.”

      “Hey, yourself. Where’s Sutton?” I got straight to the point.

      Sparky lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “Went back for her keys. I got tired of waiting and was hungry.”

      “So, where’s Sutton?” I repeated.

      “Probably home, mad because I didn’t wait for her. Must go. Monsters of Maine has a new episode tonight.” Sparky turned and left without so much as a goodbye.

      “The lad is an odd duck,” Rune observed, quoting my description of Mrs. Benefield.

      Between bites of my food, I agreed, “He’s an odd something.”
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      After we finished dinner, Rune and I dropped the box of Bryant Benefield's stuff at my house before I drove him across town to Gavin's. Our neighborhood police officer bought the home where he and Hazel grew up. I knew the route so well that I could walk there blindfolded.

      Gavin had since given the home a much-needed makeover. Modern blue vinyl siding replaced the outdated white aluminum, and he added black shutters to every window. Marci's arrival in his life brought more changes, like flower boxes, birdhouses, and various plastic lawn ornaments.

      I pulled the Bug to the curb and shifted into park, letting the engine idle. "Well, have a good night."

      "Aye, ye too, lass." Rune leaned over and kissed me on the cheek as if we were high school sweethearts instead of grown adults. "Are ye sure ye'll be all right by yerself?"

      "I'm sure. Mrs. Benefield is right next door if I need anything," I assured him. Simultaneously, a voice in my head added, as long as she's wearing her hearing aids. Or if she isn't blaring her television over the sound of Puff Daddy's incessant yapping. Rune didn't look convinced, so I added, "It will be fine. I'll keep my phone at my side at all times."

      At last, Rune sighed. "All right. Let me know when ye get home."

      I watched him walk to the door, for the view as much as the peace of mind over his safely inside Gavin's house and waited until he waved from the living room window before driving away.

      Instead of driving back through town, I decided to take the section of highway circling around Cooper's Cove. It wasn't any quicker, but I could make a detour to grab a chocolate fudge milkshake from the Dairy King.

      As the Bug crested a hill, I saw the very top of the neon sign over the castle-shaped structure. Within a few seconds, the anthropomorphic ice cream cone with its cheery face and askew crown would come into view.

      But before I arrived at the Dairy King, I spotted Hazel's van outside of the Breezy Acres Motel. Why would she be there? She should be out with Sven unless they were at the motel together. A million thoughts raced through my mind, and, thanks to my many hours of binging Crime TV, each was more dreadful than the last.

      By the time my imagination found the point of no return, I was speeding across the oncoming lane of traffic and into the motel's gravel parking lot before skidding to a stop beside Hazel's van. I stared at the window, the shades on the other side drawn to prevent anyone from seeing inside the room. Then another idea struck me. If Sven was inside the room with her, then I couldn't very well barge into the room to ensure Hazel's well-being. I pulled my phone from the pocket of my jeans and sent a text.

      
        
        Me: Are you home?

        Hazel: Nope. Out with Sven, remember?

        Me: Somewhere fun?

        Hazel: Petite Italie

        Me: Wow. And you drove your van?

        Hazel: Of course!

        Me: Then why is it parked outside of the Breezy Acres Motel?

        Hazel: It is not. Chef Bruno is serving steak tartare right now.

        Me: Are you sure?

        Hazel: Yes!

        Me: Would you bet your van on it? Because I'm parked next to it as I type this.

      

      

      Hazel's face peeked out from between the curtains, and I raised my hand to wiggle my fingers in a friendly wave. She mouthed something, and while I couldn't make out the words, I'm pretty sure they included a few grown-ups-only ones.

      I exited the van and walked to the hotel. The door to the room containing Hazel swung open as I lifted my hand to know, and she pulled me inside.

      "What are you doing here, Tori?"

      "I could ask you the same thing. Since when do you stay in a dive like this?"

      "Not what are you doing here at the motel. In this part of town. You never, ever drive on this side of town." Hazel pulled her hair into a makeshift ponytail. Without a scrunchie to hold it in place, the moment she moved her hands, it fell in soft waves around her shoulders.

      The duvets covering the unmade beds looked clean enough, so I helped myself to a seat on one of them. "I wanted a chocolate milkshake from Dairy King, so I took the highway around town to get there."

      "A milkshake does sound good."

      My stomach growled in response, but I ignored it to interrogate my bestie, "So, why are you here, Hazel? Where's Sven? How come you're not at your house?"

      "He's in Norway."

      "Did he have a family emergency or something?"

      "Oh, it was 'or something' all right." Tears as big as raindrops ran along Hazel's cheeks as she gave me all the gory details leading up to her failed marriage. Long story short, Sven returned to his native country to pursue a relationship with his childhood sweetheart, but not before allegedly embezzling millions of dollars into offshore accounts. The Feds were still investigating him. In the meantime, they had seized everything except whatever personal belongings Hazel could fit into a couple of suitcases and a carry-on, all of which sat near the hotel room door.

      "When did this happen?" I asked when she finished her sad tale.

      "Right after we discovered who killed Christine Livingston. Sven said I could come with him, or I could stay here. When I said I'd rather stay, he served me with divorce papers."

      I seethed, "He what? So you've been divorced for half a year?"

      "About that long, yes."

      "Why didn't you tell me?"

      "I was going to tell you after we found Christine Livingston's murderer, but then you and Rune were getting to know each other. I couldn't distract you from a new relationship after everything you'd been through."

      "Yes, you could have, Hazel."

      "After all the times I must have rubbed my happy marriage in your face," she added air quotes to the last two words and sighed. "The only thing to do, the only right thing to do was to pretend Sven was still around."

      "Which explains where he's been all this time. Can I go to Norway and kick him in the shins for you?"

      Hazel gave a short, dry laugh. "I wish, but no. The last thing I need is for my best friend to be arrested by Interpol."

      "If I were an author, I would kill him in a book for you," I promised.

      Through her sniffles, Hazel hiccuped. "I know you would, my sister-from-another-Mister. You're my best friend." The last word came out as a wail.

      The sight of Hazel's tear-streaked, blotchy face told me the situation required something more than Dairy King's thick-and-creamy milkshakes. "Pack it in, girlfriend. You're coming to stay with me."

      "Wh-what do you mean?"

      "I have an empty guest room, and you'd be more comfortable there than here." And I wouldn't have to worry about you appearing on an episode of Crime TV, I thought. This side of town wasn't the friendliest, but now was not the time to remind Hazel of it. Actual murders having taken place in Cooper's Cove's safer areas wasn't lost on me, but I didn't have time to overthink it. "Plus, if we hurry, we can grab milkshakes on the way back to my house."
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      The following morning, because the lighthouse was closed until a team could inspect the tunnels, I was free to sleep somewhat later than usual, which was good as Hazel and I had talked until well after midnight.

      An Irish folk song rang out from my phone and I grinned in anticipation of the waiting text message. When the words appeared on my phone, I prided myself on understanding the bit of Irish Gaelic without resorting to using the translation app.

      
        
        Rune: Maidin mhaith lass

        Tori: Good morning yourself, handsome!

      

      

      Using as few details as possible, I explained Hazel's situation and let him know my best friend was now also my roommate. He didn't ask many questions but wished me well on our brunch plans before signing off.

      I lounged in bed wearing yesterday’s leggings and a slouchy t-shirt. Hunger gnawed at my insides. While I was tempted to venture out and find a snack, I didn't want to ruin my appetite for my brunch date with Hazel and Mrs. Benefield. As if my thoughts could summon the woman, a rapping noise followed by a high-pitched bark echoed through the house. Although we hadn't decided on a time, I didn't expect my neighbor to appear on my doorstep this early.

      "Thank God for yoga pants," I praised as I leaped out of bed. Still sore from my fall through the lighthouse floor, my muscles protested as I swapped my makeshift pajama shirt for something more suitable for the general public—or at least something that wouldn't find me on the People of Cooper's Cove website.

      Unlike community websites with images posted to boost morale and instill a feeling of camaraderie, the People of Cooper's Cove site shamed residents and visitors for not following popular trends. The site popped up shortly after the end of the Careless Whispers gossip blog, which died along with its owner, Mandy Leigh. She succumbed to poison during the Beach Plum Bay Days festival by the same person who tried to poison me as well. For about the millionth time since it happened, I thanked my lucky shamrocks for not sharing her fate.

      I threw my hair into a messy bun and dashed through the house to open the kitchen door for my neighbor.

      “I see you haven’t had time to go through Bryant’s things."

      The tone accompanying Mrs. Benefield’s words, whether real or a figment of my overactive imagination, filled me with guilt. The truth was that I would have had time if I hadn't been busy rescuing my best friend from bed bugs or whatever other horrible fate awaited her at the Breezy Acres Motel.

      She went on, “I expect you would have gone through them with Hazel here all night to assist you.”

      I slid my feet into a pair of canvas sneakers while scrambling to think of a reply. Fortunately, Hazel emerged from the guest room in time to save me from having to respond.

      "We would have, except I had a personal crisis and needed Tori's help."

      "Perhaps you'll have more energy after we've eaten something. Come on, Puff Daddy. We’re calling shotgun!”

      The tiny ball of black fur waddled alongside his owner, and I bit my lip to keep from laughing at the image they made.

      Once in the van, I relaxed in one of the van’s second-row captain’s chairs while Mrs. Benefield kept a running monologue about the landmarks we passed on the way to the pawn shop’s parking area. The old lady gave first-hand accounts of things long before our time, things that were now little more than town lore. By the time we arrived at our destination, I felt as if I’d been taught a history lesson about Cooper's Cove by the town gossip—which was an apt description, no offense to my neighbor.

      “The Rolling Scones. Now serving dessert tacos.” I read aloud, taking in the logo of a long, bright red tongue to scoop a smiling scone into its equally crimson mouth. “Cute. Did we beat Gavin here?”

      “He’s probably come and gone. My brother has small windows of opportunities to cheat on his girlfriend’s diet.”

      “Wow. Marci has him on a tight leash, doesn’t she?”

      Mrs. Benefield waggled her finger at Hazel and me. “There is nothing wrong with keeping your man on a tight leash, girls. If I had kept a tighter one on my Bryant, then he might not have spent all these years in the tunnel, waiting for you to find him.”

      Before I could ask my neighbor to clarify her actions, she jumped out of the van with the energy of a much larger woman with Puff Daddy on her heels. Hazel and I watched her stake a spot at the back of the line of people waiting to order something from the food truck.

      “What the…”

      “…heck?”

      “Did she just—”

      “—admit to killing her husband?”

      We were still staring at my neighbor through the front windshield of the van when I surmised, “On second thought, I don't think what she said didn't sound much like a confession.”

      “You don’t think she confessed, or you hope she didn’t confess?”

      “A little of both, Hazel. She’s a bit odd, but Mrs. Benefield has been a pretty good neighbor, as far as neighbors go. And now she's your neighbor, too!"

      Hazel rolled her eyes at my cheerful reminder. Another vehicle pulled into the lot and stopped beside the van, and she tugged my sleeve. “Come on. Let’s get in line before it gets too long.”

      Twenty minutes later, the three of us returned to the van. Last night’s chill from the pending nor’easter clung stubbornly to the air, and my body was stiff from the cold as I crawled back into the rear passenger seat. As I slid the door closed, Hazel blasted the heat, much to my relief.

      “Neither of you wanted to sit at the table, right?” Hazel pointed at an empty picnic table near the pawnshop. “There’s plenty of room for everyone, even you, Puff Daddy. You sure are a cute puppy. I might have to get a dog like you to keep me company.”

      I thought you were spending all your time with Marci, I wanted to ask, but if the comment sounded like petty jealousy in my head, then I could only imagine how much worse it would sound if I said it aloud. I removed the now-empty coffee cup Hazel provided before the drive out here from the cup holder and added it to the pile of empties on the very back seat of the van. Before placing the new cup from the food truck into its place, I took a grateful sip of the piping-hot latte within.

      The moment the liquid met my taste buds, I regretted it. Instead of the salted caramel mocha-flavored drink I had ordered, this sorry excuse for coffee tasted the way cigarette ashes smelled. There wasn’t a hint of caramel or mocha.

      Eager to get the taste out of my mouth, I pulled the dessert taco from the wrapper labeled as a Merry Mystery Mix-Up. Baking spices filled the air around the confection, and I bit into it. The rubbery texture and syrupy-sweet flavor of the outer shell blended as I chewed to create a nauseating combination which could only be one thing. It was right out of childhood holiday nightmares. It was fruitcake-flavored. Who makes fruitcake-flavored dessert tacos? With hope for a better-tasting filling, I took a second bite, and my queasiness turned to outright regret.
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      “Thank you for allowing me to tag along. This food is tasty. The outer crust is butter pecan,” Mrs. Benefield paused to take another nibble. “And the middle is caramel meringue.”

      “Yum! What flavor combination did you get, Tori? Mine has a sugar cookie shell, and it’s filled with blueberry cheesecake!”

      Feeling like a Peanuts character who received nothing but rocks on Halloween, I replied, “I got fruitcake.”

      “Interesting. What’s the filling for it?” my neighbor asked.

      I took a closer look, and my stomach flip-flopped. “By the way it looks and tastes, my guess is sour cream over pasta, and um, maybe raisins or cherries? I’m not sure.”

      “How fortunate! Yours is the dessert taco with Christmas pudding. You know, my mother used to make a delicious Christmas pudding, but from the looks of what you’ve got there, I’d guess they used a different recipe.”

      Really, lady? I kept the snarkiness to myself.

      As Mrs. Benefield rambled on about the way holidays were when she was a child, I dropped the disappointing dessert back into the bag and let my mind drift to thoughts of a holiday season with Rune. My hunky Irishman had never spoken much of the holiday traditions of his youth. I didn’t know much about him at all beyond that he was a bit of a flirt. After all, a jealous female cursed him to live for a few hundred years as a cat, even if she was a fairy lass.

      “Ready to go, Tori? Or did you want to try a different dessert?” Hazel looked over her shoulder at me.

      The line of customers waiting to buy something from the food truck had doubled since we returned to the van. No way I was standing out in the cold a second time. “I’m good, thanks.”

      On the ride back, I took in the scenery as Mrs. Benefield maintained a monologue of gossip. I knew I should be listening in case my neighbor said anything to incriminate her in the death of her husband. The scene out the window was too compelling. I didn’t travel in this direction often and disliked driving in the winter when snow and black ice made the roads a hazard. Cooler temperatures brightened the late morning sky above the calm waters of Beach Plum Bay until it was hard to find the horizon. Within the following weeks, chunks of ice would form along the shore as snow blanketed the ground. I couldn’t wait to share all of this with Rune.

      And I might have the chance sooner than later. My phone vibrated inside the pocket of my yoga pants to alert me of an incoming text. When I pulled it free, Rune's face smiled from the screen. I swiped the pad of my thumb across it to open the message.

      

      
        
        Rune: Trouble at the lighthouse.

        Me: You're in trouble? Are you okay?

        Rune: Get here.

        Me: What’s wrong?

        Me: Rune?

        Me: Rune! Why aren’t you responding?

      

      

      

      Worst-case scenarios ran through my mind as I waited for Rune to respond to my texts--everything from perhaps he twisted an ankle to maybe the creature had trapped him in one of the tunnels. Of course, my thoughts weren't logical. But when someone you cared about was in trouble, logic flew out the window. My phone vibrated in my hand, and I tapped the screen to resume communications.

      

      
        
        Rune: I’m here.

        Me: Where? At the lighthouse?

        Rune: Aye. C’mere to me, lass.

        Me: On our way.

      

      

      

      What now? I sighed heavier than intended, the force of the exhale puffing my cheeks and forcing my lips apart. His use of proper capitalization and punctuation in texts made me feel a little better, but not much.

      “Everything okay?”

      I met Hazel’s glance in the rear-view mirror. “Yep. Rune asked us to meet him at the lighthouse when we get back.” I intentionally left out any mention of trouble. Now we'd have to find a way to unload Mrs. Benefield and Puff Daddy.

      “Oh, you should take me straight home so you can go help the poor dear.”

      How wicked awesome was this turn of events? It was as if she’d read my mind. Before either Hazel or I could agree with my neighbor, or I could overthink if she’d actually read my mind, a loud rumble followed by a noxious smell filled the van.

      Mrs. Benefield looked at the little dog in her lap and scolded, “Oh, Puff Daddy! Does someone need walkies? Maybe you should have resisted the dessert taco.”

      There was no way the amount of odor filling the van came out of one little dog. It had to be his owner!

      Maybe we all should have avoided dessert tacos, I thought. The flavor of fruitcake and Christmas pudding lingered on my taste buds.

      My elderly neighbor continued blaming the poor Pomeranian for her digestive issues, and Hazel broke all speed limits to get us back to Cooper’s Cove in record time. Having a sibling on the police force had its perks. Perks I had never enjoyed, even when Gavin displayed an interest in pursuing something beyond our amicable frenemy-ship.

      Hazel stomped on the van’s brake pedal with such force when we reached Mrs. Benefield’s home, the vehicle's tires squealed against the pavement. She offered, “Do you need any help getting out?”

      “No, thank you, dear. Come on, Puff Daddy.”

      The older woman slid from the passenger seat and landed on her feet, the little dog never leaving her arms. “Did you want to ride shotgun, Tori?”

      “No, thanks. I’m pretty comfortable where I am.”

      “Suit yourself,” Mrs. Benefield said before shutting the van’s passenger-side door and shuffling along the walkway to her home. Halfway there, Puff Daddy jumped to the ground and barked at the end of his leash.

      “The little thing wants to go for his walkies,” Hazel said as she steered the van back toward Main Street.

      “Someone needs to be taking walkies to the nearest restroom. If I’d eaten any more than what I had, I’d be in the same situation.”

      “Did yours taste all right? After the one time with the coffee, well, I always worry a little.”

      I knew she meant the time someone tried to poison me with a cup of coffee. It happened a day or so before the Treasure Trove burned to the ground. “No, nothing like poison. The flavors were totally gross.”

      “Maybe Rune can make us some mocha-flavored ones.” Hazel lowered the van’s windows and drove through town at the posted speed limit. “Are you sure you don’t want to ride shotgun?”

      “Yep. I’m good. You can keep the noxious smell in the front seat with you.”

      Hazel made a face in the rearview mirror before asking, “So hey, did Rune say why he needed us to meet him there?”

      “No, he said there’s trouble but didn't elaborate.”

      “I wonder what he meant.”

      As Hazel followed the road leading to the lighthouse, it became clear that we did not have to wait long. Blue-and-red lights flashing through the trees preceded the appearance of Gavin’s patrol car. Hazel pulled the van alongside it, and I hopped out before she had time to park properly.

      “Rune? Rune! Where are you?” I called as I ran past Gavin and Hank toward the open doorway.

      Rune stepped from the lighthouse and I grabbed him in a hug. “Oh, my gosh! I saw Gavin’s car, and I thought, well, I didn’t know what to think. Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      “I’m all right, lass.” He kissed the top of my head.

      “Then what’s going on? What’s the trouble?” I asked, pulling away to look him square in the eye.

      From behind me, Gavin said, “The trouble is you’re one of the last people to have seen Sutton.”

      “The barista?” I asked and turned to face the police officer. “What about her?”

      “She’s gone missing, and you and my sister were two of the last people to see her.”
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      “What do you mean we were the last people to see her?” Hazel asked. “Tori and I were at the museum when she was still here with everyone else.”

      “Yeah, and when Rune and I saw Sparky at the restaurant last night, he said Sutton went back for her keys. He waited, but his hunger won out over chivalry, apparently.”

      Gavin stared at me. “Sparky told you this last night, at the Chinese restaurant?”

      “Yes, he did. Right, Rune?”

      “Aye, bro. I heard it for me self.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Rune. This information is a big help.” Gavin said. Of course, he’d give the other male present all the credit.

      Beside him, Marci looked toward the lighthouse. “I hope she’s not in there. We don't have confirmation for the structural integrity of the building or the tunnels beneath it."

      “Weren’t the engineers confirming those details today?” Hazel asked.

      “They tried, but before sending any humans from the search team to explore, they sent a drone.” Gavin shuddered.

      I prodded, “Sounds like the drone plan didn’t work out too well. What happened?”

      “The light on the drone wasn’t bright enough, and without a map, they had no idea where to send it.”

      “We could try again if there’s a lass in need of our help.”

      “Rune’s right. We could help,” I agreed. "We've all been down there once. Technically, I've been twice and—"

      Gavin cut me off. “No, Queen Victoria. You cannot help, and neither can you, Rune. Nobody except the search team can go back in there, and they’re on hold until the engineers finish doing their part. The most helpful thing you can do now is go home.”

      “But if she’s there—” I began.

      Gavin cut me off a second time with a sharp, “I said no!” He peered over my shoulder and groaned. “What now? I don’t need this today!”

      I turned in time to see a familiar van creeping over the hill. “Wow! This incident made the Channel Seven news? They’ve visited Cooper’s Cove more this year than they have in the past ten years.”

      “If you and my sister would stop finding dead bodies, maybe they wouldn’t have a reason to keep visiting.”

      “Listen here, Gavin—” I began, but this time it wasn’t our friendly neighborhood police officer who silenced me.

      “Please, Tori,” Marci put a hand on my arm. “Can we all meet somewhere else to talk about this later? The fewer people who hang around, the quicker the news crew will leave, and the quicker all of this will die down.”

      Although I doubted her suggestion, I tugged Rune’s hand and took a step toward Hazel’s van. “Come on. Let’s go.”
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      Back at my house, Hazel took a seat at the kitchen table. Rune began making coffee while I pulled a handful of takeout menus from a drawer beside my mostly empty refrigerator.

      “Aren’t ye full from yer dessert tacos, lass?”

      “No. I only had one bite.”

      “Were they rancid?”

      The memory of the flavors sent a wave of nausea through me, and I swallowed hard.

      “Let’s say it wasn’t to her liking,” Hazel replied on my behalf.

      “Mhmm,” I managed before taking the seat across from her and fanning the menus out on the table between us. “Are you in the mood for anything specific?”

      “Have you tried the new place? The one out by the highway?”

      “They closed.”

      Hazel groaned. “Seriously? At the rate businesses are shutting down, is it even worth reopening the Treasure Trove?”

      “If it keeps us from going back to actual housekeeping, then yes.”

      “Hey, this one looks good,” she offered and held up a brochure advertising a Greek menu.

      “Nope. You can throw that one out.”

      “Don’t tell me they’re closed.”

      “They’re open, but now it’s an ice cream shop.”

      “How long have you had this menu?” Hazel laughed.

      “Some of them have been there since—” I caught myself, not wanting to mention my ex-husband in front of Rune. Not that he minded, but it made me feel awkward. When I realized Hazel was waiting for me to finish my sentence, I added, “since forever. I should go through them at some point.”

      Hazel helped me weed out the outdated menus, and in the process, we chose Cooper’s Cove Cafe. Once everyone knew what they wanted, I placed the order on my phone.

      “Let’s go through this box while we wait. I’m curious as a cat to know what’s inside.” I stood and led the way into the living room.

      “Ye mean like Mercutio?” Rune gestured to the box from my neighbor.

      The sight of Mercutio curled atop Bryant Benefield’s belongings elicited a chuckle from the rest of us. The poor thing hissed in protest when Rune lifted him and moved him to the recliner.

      “Sorry, mate,” Rune patted the cat’s head and returned his attention to the box’s contents.

      Hazel and I slid the box to the coffee table before sitting on the couch, me in the middle with her and Rune on either side. These were my two most favorite people in the world.

      I pulled the first item from the box, a leather journal. A quick flip through the pages revealed faded blue ink.

      “What’s it say?” Hazel asked.

      “I have no idea. Everything is in some foreign language, but it might as well be a secret code for all I know of foreign languages.”

      “Except high school Spanish.”

      I smirked at Hazel. “Right.”

      “What do ye mean?”

      “Senor Rodriguez picked on Tori for her obsession with the word wicked. He’d add it to whatever she had to dictate,” Hazel was all too happy to reply. Lowering her voice, she mimicked, “Senorita Victoria, como se dice este es un gato malvado en ingles?”

      My best friend’s imitation of our old Spanish teacher was so spot-on, it transported me right back to Cooper’s Cove High School.

      Rune nudged his shoulder against mine. “What did yer auld lass say, lass?”

      “She asked me, ‘how do you say this is a wicked cat in English.”

      Rune frowned at Hazel. “Me mate Mercutio is hardly wicked.”

      “Sorry, Rune. It’s one of the only phrases I recall from high school. If I ever called Mercutio wicked, it would be in a good way, like wicked cool or wicked awesome,” she explained.

      “Ye women are wicked confusing.” Rune took the book from me and flipped through its pages. “Lasses, this book is written in Gaeilge.”

      “In what now?” I asked. Despite spending nearly every day with Rune for several months, I still had trouble understanding some of the words rolling off his tongue in that delicious Irish accent.

      Rune chuckled. “It means in Irish. Someone wrote this in Irish.”

      “So, you can translate it?”

      “I won't know until I take a closer look.”

      A knock at the door signaled the arrival of dinner. I took the journal from Rune and placed it back in the box. “Come on. Let’s eat the greasy food in the kitchen and get back to this stuff afterward."
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      Although my paltry brunch left me ravenous, taking enjoyment in my lunch was a challenge. Delicious scents wafting from the plate held no interest. I picked at the cheese melting over the fat, greasy patty, and the fries remained untouched. Too much was running through my mind for me to enjoy one of my favorite meals, and the realization squashed my appetite.

      “What’s wrong, Tori?”

      “What do you mean, ‘what’s wrong?’” I stared at Hazel.

      Before she could reply, Rune cleared his throat. “Yer not tearing into yer food. Something on yer mind, lass?”

      “Something on my mind? You mean, like coming face-to-face with a mummy? Or a barista missing from our favorite coffee shop?”

      “It’ll all work out, girlfriend. Doesn’t it always?” I nodded in response to Hazel’s optimistic reassurance, but she saw through the facade. “You don’t believe me.”

      I took another sip of the coffee. “You’re right, except I don’t share your positivity at the moment. Maybe it was discovering Christine Livingston’s corpse or helping send our friend Thom’s mother to prison. It could have been discovering a dead dance instructor in our dumpster, or having our business burn down, not to mention coming face-to-face with a mummy, and—” Before I could add Sutton to the list, Hazel interrupted me.

      “Okay! I get it. This hasn’t been a banner year for Cooper’s Cove.”

      “You can say that again, and I’m not sure if I’m ready to find another person I know, well, you know.”

      Rune put a hand on my shoulder. “No one wants the coffee lass to expire. Ye must remain positive, my dear heart.”

      I stood and walked across the kitchen to snatch a magnetic notepad from the side of the fridge. Then I grabbed a pen from the junk drawer before returning to my seat. When I realized Hazel was staring at me, I asked, “What?”

      “You’re making a list.” She giggled.

      “So? Why is making lists so funny?”

      “All through school, you were the least organized person ever, and now here you are, making lists. Before we know it, you’ll be buying a yearly planner, markers, stickers, and that special tape with the funny name to decorate it.”

      There was no way I would admit to my oldest and dearest friend how I’d already joined a list-making group on social media, or that I’d priced out specialty planners at an online stationery store—along with the markers, stickers, and Washi tape. Instead, I focused on the task at hand and started writing inside the border of dancing pink flamingos.

      

      
        
        Sutton

        We last saw her at the lighthouse.

        Sparky said she went back for her keys.

        Sparky quit waiting and went to Chinese restaurant.

        Sutton never showed up for work the following day.

      

      

      

      I read the list aloud before summarizing, “What else do we know?”

      “About Sutton? What we already know is pretty much it.”

      Hazel was right. It felt like something was staring us in the face, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I mentally ran through the list a few more times, absentmindedly devouring my fries as I thought. “We need to talk to Sparky.”

      “Why, lass?”

      “Because he was the last person to see her.” I grabbed my burger and took a huge bite, glad it hadn’t gone stone cold.

      “Shouldn’t ye wait and let Gavin do his job? It’s not very fair to me lad that ye two interfere."

      Hazel and I traded expressions of disbelief before simultaneously staring at Rune.

      “Are you kidding me?” I asked.

      Hazel added, “There’s no possible way you are serious, Rune.”

      “If Gavin knew how to do his job, we wouldn’t be able to solve crimes faster than he does.” Okay, maybe my comment was a little mean, but the words were already out of my mouth. Even if I could take them back, Hazel was nodding in agreement.

      “Yeah! And besides, doesn’t it behoove the community to get criminals off the street sooner than later?”

      “You make an excellent point, Hazel.”

      “Thank you, Tori.”

      We fist-bumped before turning to Rune again.

      “Ye have my apologies. I’ll no interfere again. It’s jes, when Gavin told me of his—”

      “Look, Rune,” Hazel interrupted him. “I’m not sure what kind of bro code you have with my brother, but Tori and I provide a legitimate service. We may have started our business by cleaning people’s homes, but cleaning up crime in Cooper’s Cove is a much higher priority.”

      “Yer absolutely correct, lass.”

      “I know,” came Hazel’s smug reply.

      I swallowed the last bite of my burger and crumpled the wrapper. “Let’s finish going through Bryant Benefield’s belongings. Be sure to wash your hands. All we need is to damage a priceless artifact.”

      When we settled again in the living room, I thumbed through the journal before handing it to Rune. “So, can you translate this?”

      “Not enough to make sense of it, lass. Schoolin’ wasn’t ever me first love.” Before I could reply, he added, “But mayhaps yer auld man could.”

      “There’s a thought.” I hadn’t heard from my dad since he left town on the heels of the Beach Plum Bay Days Festival, and I had no reason to expect to hear from him. The man spent my whole life on a whole other continent. Mom kept him a secret. As much as I wanted to have an idyllic relationship with him, it was hard to bond with someone who wasn’t there. “Maybe if he ever returns to Cooper’s Cove, we can ask him.”

      Rune gave me a reassuring smile. "Yer auld man will return someday, when the time is right."

      Unfortunately, he was right. As much as I'd love to see my dad sooner than later, no amount of wishing, charms, or luck would make him appear at will.

      Hazel thrust her hand into the box and pulled out a smaller box. Unlike the larger cardboard container, this one was wooden. Gold leaf highlighted a triangle of interlocking petal shapes carved into the lid.

      “Do ye recall what that is, lass?”

      Over the past several months, Rune tried to give me lessons on all things Irish. Some bits of information stuck more than others. Fortunately, this was one of them. “The trinity knot, right?”

      “Aye, ye are correct.” Rune’s smile sent a little tingle through me.

      Hazel said, “We have an Irish journal. There's an Irish symbol on this box. What was Bryant Benefield doing with all this, anyway?”

      “Maybe whatever’s in the box will show us. Open it up,” I urged and leaned to peek at the contents as Hazel opened the lid. The contents left me underwhelmed. “It’s a stick.”

      The lid swung the rest of the way open, and Hazel asked, “Huh. Why would anyone keep an old gray stick in a box as lovely as this one?”

      Rune yelled, “Shut the box! Shut it now!”

      “Rune, what’s wrong with you?” I asked. “Calm down. It’s only an old stick.”

      “It’s not jes an auld stick! It’s a silver bough! Shut the box, lass! Do as I say, for the love of the Trinity.”

      “Geesh, fine.” Hazel swung the lid back the other way and fastened the clasp. “There. It’s shut. See?”

      Rune put one hand on his chest, and sweat broke out on his forehead. “Please, lass. Put the box aside. We don’t need to be opening it again.”

      Hazel set the box on the end table beside the couch and looked at me, one eyebrow raised. I lifted my shoulders to my ears and shook my head. Rune’s behavior was as much of a mystery to me as it was to her.

      Facing Rune, I asked, “Okay, so, what’s the silver bough? And why is it so important that it stays away from you?”
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      “The silver bough has magical powers, lasses. If I touched it, it would take me away from ye.”

      Although I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer, I asked, “Where would you go?”

      “Back to the fairy island where I’d live under the thumb of the gingernut.”

      Dread surged through me. Any mention of the gingernut wasn’t good news.

      Hazel looked from me to Rune and back to me again. “Okay, someone please remind me. What’s a gingernut?”

      “She’s the deranged woman who put the curse on Rune.” Even though I was glad to have previously shared Rune’s secret with Hazel, my voice held a hard edge. If I ever came into contact with the nutty nixie, I’d squash her like a bug if it meant keeping my man safe. My man? I thought. Ugh. Way to be possessive.

      Rune’s hand on my shoulder let me know he sensed my agitation. Willing myself to relax, I took a couple of deep, calming breaths. “Why would this be in the box of Bryant Benefield’s research materials? How much did he tell his wife? Should we go over there and talk to her?”

      “We can put her on the list of people to talk to under Sparky.”

      I retrieved my list from the kitchen and updated it.

      

      
        
        Sutton

        We last saw her at the lighthouse.

        Sparky said she went back for her keys.

        Sparky quit waiting and went to Chinese restaurant.

        Sutton never clocked in for work the following day.

      

      

      

      
        
        PEOPLE TO QUESTION

        1. Sparky

        2. Mrs. Benefield

        3. Ivy and Joe???

      

      

      

      “Okay, who else?” I asked after reading the new line items.

      “Do ye honestly think yer friends at Mocha Joe’s are suspects, lass?”

      “No! But they were some of the last people to see Sutton before she went missing. They might know something they don’t know that they know.”

      “Eh?” Rune wrinkled his nose.

      Hazel jumped in to explain, “Sometimes people see or hear things and don’t realize it until later. So, even if my brother has interrogated half the town, we might be able to help them remember something—especially if they’re more relaxed and their guard is down. Make sense?”

      “Aye, it does. Ye lasses are like the ones in the Crime TV programs.”

      Hazel and I beamed at the compliment.

      “Thanks, Rune.” I put my hand on his arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. “What a wicked awesome thing for you to say.”

      “Who’s ready to see what else is in the box?” Hazel began rummaging through its contents.

      I bounced in my seat. “Me!”

      Rune did not appear to share my enthusiasm.

      “What’s wrong, Rune? You’re very quiet.” I nudged my shoulder against him as I spoke.

      “I have no intention of returning to the Emerald Isle.”

      “Fine by me.” Being afraid to fly, I also had no desire to cross the Atlantic. “We can live out the rest of our days here in Cooper’s Cove.”

      “Ye do not understand, lass.” Rune took my hand. “If I return there, the fairy magic will reduce me to ash.”

      “What?” Hazel looked up from the box. “That’s crazy!”

      “I’m not daff in me head, Hazel!”

      “She doesn’t mean crazy like insane. She means crazy as in it’s difficult to imagine. You understand, don’t you?”

      “Aye. It’s all right, lass.” Rune might have conceded, but his pouty expression gave away his true feelings. Mercutio sauntered over to rub against Rune’s leg and filled the room with his purring when Rune scooped him into his arms and held him as one would a small child.

      With Rune calmed by the presence of his feline friend, I turned my attention back to Hazel. “Okay, girlfriend. What else is in the box?”

      The next few things Hazel retrieved, much to my relief, held less interest. Research for a thesis paper about the creature in Beach Plum Bay, receipts to an office supply store which had closed when Hazel and I were in high school, and a handful of loose change.

      “Can I see those?” At my request, Hazel handed over the pages of research. As I skimmed the typewritten notes, no new information stood out to me. “Rats. These pages read like the articles in the Cooper’s Cove Courier."

      "You mean they're nothing but gossip?"

      I snorted. "Yes. I don't know why the new owners couldn't have left the format alone. Rebranding is one thing. Slander is another."

      "I think you mean libel."

      "Potato, po-tah-toe," I muttered.

      "No, really. Slander is an oral statement while libel is a written one."

      "Seriously? The paper defames half the town and you're going to nitpick my grammar?"

      "Sorry. Let's see what else is in the box," Hazel suggested as she retrieved a series of index cards held together by a rubber band from the box. The rubber disintegrated as soon as she touched it. “Glad I was holding onto these, or they’d have gone everywhere.” She flicked a bit of residue from the front of the top card and read aloud.

      

      
        
        CONCLUSION - Card #1

        Our team observed the creature displaying behavior much like that of a whale that slaps its tail upon the water. No less than three unique tail patterns suggest the presence of multiple creatures, not one.

      

      

      

      “Multiple creatures? Eep!” I squealed. “That’s a little terrifying considering how much time we spent on the pebble beach.”

      “But it’s exciting, too! Imagine, after all this time, solving the mystery behind whatever is out there.” Hazel agreed before moving on to the next card.

      

      
        
        CONCLUSION - Card #2

        After several excursions to the point where the Beach Plum Bay meets the Atlantic Ocean, it is my conclusion that the speed at which the creatures travel and their shyness in the presence of humankind suggest the creature is nothing more than a Minke whale.

      

      

      

      “Really? All this time, it was merely a dumb whale?” Hazel finished reading the card and groaned.

      I lifted the last few papers from the box and studied the drawings of whale tail patterns. “Or a whole pod of them.”

      “Why would anyone care if yer creature was jes a bunch of whales?”

      “Probably because the stories about the creature have brought tons of tourism into the town,” I explained to Rune.

      Hazel added, “And tourists spend the almighty dollar.”

      “So, if Bryant Benefield had proof the creature was fake, would someone have cared enough to kill him?” I started to trace one of the drawings with my fingertip but quickly pulled back. We had no idea how old these papers were or if they were evidence of a crime. “Someone who stood to lose a lot of money?”

      Hazel peered at me. “What are you thinking, Tori?”

      “We know everything he knew.” The weight of my words settled around my shoulders like a wet blanket. Despite the heat blasting from the vents throughout the room, an icy chill ran along my spine. “And if someone killed him for what he knew…” I trailed off.

      “Oh, my gosh. We could be next! What do we do?”

      “I know someone who can help,” I offered.

      “Aye, lass. I’ll ring Gavin straight away.”

      “What? No! Why would you call Gavin?” I felt my nose wrinkle and my upper lip curl as I stared at Rune.

      Rune’s eyebrows lifted as he stared right back at me. “I'm flummoxed, lass. Why wouldn’t I ring me mate? Ye said ye’ve got a target on yer back. Who else would ye ask for help?”

      Before I could reply, a knock at the kitchen door drew our attention away from the matter at hand.
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      I dropped the sketches of whale tails back into the box and stood.

      “Where do ye think yer going?”

      “I’m going to answer the door.”

      Rune stood and gently pushed my shoulders until I returned to my seat. “Lass, ye haven't a baldy notion of who is out there.”

      You don’t, either, is what I wanted to say. Instead, I watched Rune walk out of the room, and soon a familiar baritone joined his voice.

      “Who’s here?” Hazel asked.

      “Like you don’t know,” I teased.

      Hazel's cheeks flushed, but she didn't say a word.

      A loud woof preceded the appearance of Thor, who led Rune and Hank into the room.

      "Hi, Hazel," the handsome handyman said with a shy smile. "And, uh, Tori."

      "Hi there, Hank. What brings you here?"

      "I wanted to let you know we found the barista's keys back at the lighthouse."

      With a tinge of envy, I asked, "You were at the lighthouse? Gavin told us nobody was allowed in until the engineers finished making sure it was safe."

      "Marci asked me to come back and help the engineers."

      "Where were the keys?" Hazel asked. "Did it give any clue to where she is?"

      "The keys were under the potbelly stove. The barista had a glow-in-the-dark disco ball keyring. One of the engineers saw it when he was climbing out of the tunnel. Otherwise, those things might still be lost."

      As Hank spoke, Thor scampered over to the recliner as Mercutio raced up the back of it and plastered himself against the wall. The dog lowered his shoulders to the floor and panted while his wagging tail threatened to clear my coffee table of its contents.

      "Whoa, someone needs to keep their tail in check." I patted the dog on the rump in an attempt to get him to sit. "Come on, buster. It's time to calm down."

      "He likes to play with cats," Hank explained unapologetically, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

      I forced a short laugh. "Mercutio isn't fond of dogs, though."

      Seriously? Is Hank going to let his dog sit there and destroy my house? Okay. Maybe his dog wouldn't cause actual damage to my home, but his wagging tail could prove lethal to anything fragile in the box.

      Thor woofed thrice more at my Mercutio, who arched his back and hissed in response, his claws digging deeper into the top of the recliner. It was a frenemy-ship in the making.

      Hazel's eyes met mine, and I knew at once that she sensed my anxiety rising. She clapped once and, in a voice that would make a Catholic school nun green with envy, ordered, "Thor! Sit. Now."

      The dog stood, pranced to Hazel's side, and sat at her feet.

      Hank whistled through his teeth. "How'd you get him to listen to you?"

      "I made a request, and he responded."

      At hearing Hazel's clipped response, I began to wonder if I should play matchmaker between her and Hank. When the handyman helped himself to the empty seat beside her, though, she didn't inch away. Maybe my instincts weren't too far off, after all.

      "What have you got here?" Hank lifted a page of notes from the top of the pile and held it to the light. "These are some cool drawings."

      I gently took the page from him and returned it, face-up to the table. "This belonged to my neighbor's husband, who was a professor at the university. She asked us to go through it and weed out anything personal before she donates it all to the college."

      "Neat! Do you all do things like this often?"

      "Things like what?" I asked, still thinking about ways to set him up with my broken-hearted best friend. Before Rune came into my life, I would never have considered playing matchmaker, but the opportunity was knocking. All I planned to do was help Hazel open the door to her heart.

      "Like, go through your neighbor's stuff?"

      Hank's reply drew me from my thoughts, and I explained, "Yes, in fact, we do. It's part of the estate cleaning branch of our business." I didn't point out how we found our only estate cleaning client stuffed into a trunk and reduced to a squeaky-clean skeleton.

      "How many branches does your business have?" Hank asked.

      Rune jumped in, "Enough to fill an oak tree, lad. These lasses have wicked mad skills."

      Every time he said my oft-overused favorite word, it endeared me to him a little more—and I already found him pretty endearing. I patted Rune's knee and explained, "After my late husband passed, Hazel had the idea for us to open a housekeeping business."

      "Except we had no idea how gross people's houses were," Hazel added.

      I shuddered. "Like the woman with all the little boys."

      "Ugh, yeah. So, now we look for other ways for the business to turn a profit. Estate cleaning, running a thrift store—"

      Hank finished, "Cleaning out an old lighthouse."

      "Exactly." Instead of biting his head off for interrupting her, Hazel granted the handyman a small smile.

      "We should get this cleaned up. Hank, can you help Rune make coffee?" I asked and gave Rune's knee another pat.

      The look Rune gave me echoed his thoughts as clear as if he'd said them aloud. I needn't help to make yer coffee, my dear heart.

      Although the men were out of earshot, Hazel lowered her voice and hissed, "What are you doing? Rune doesn't need his help."

      "I know," I kept my voice equally low and snapped up the paper I'd taken from Hank. Turning it over, I revealed what was on the back of it. "But look."

      "Oh," Hazel dragged the word into extra syllables.

      I laid the paper on the table between us. We stared at the pencil-drawn map of the tunnels beneath the lighthouse. Some of the lines had faded with age, but most were still visible enough to be of use.

      "Tori, we should give this to the engineers."

      "We should," I agreed with reluctance. Although handing over the map wasn't my first choice of reactions, I admitted, "It's the right thing to do."

      "It is, but not until we do a little exploring of our own," Hazel suggested.

      We were so engrossed in our plan that we both jumped a little at hearing Hank exclaim, "Hey! You found a map of the tunnels!"
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      Ugh. So much for keeping the map a secret. I watched as Hank returned to his seat beside Hazel. We had only met the handyman this week. Who knew how well Marci looked into his background before hiring him? After all, she hired Hazel and me on a whim on the same day we discovered her aunt's squeaky-clean skeleton. Thor curled at the man's feet. He couldn't be too bad if the dog liked him, right?

      I was so deep into my thoughts, I missed the first part of Hazel and Hank's conversation. Ugh! Nothing was going as planned.

      "Exploring the lighthouse sounds like a great idea, but we have to wait until they're having dinner. Marci's taking my brother to the new vegan restaurant. He's going to hate it," Hazel punctuated her words with an evil little grin.

      Hank commiserated, "Poor guy. I'm more of a meat and potatoes man myself."

      "I bet your wife enjoys cooking all kinds of things for you," I mentioned on Hazel's behalf.

      "Nope. It's only me and Thor, the best bachelors in Honeybee Falls."

      "We don't get over there too much. Usually, we're heading to Fort James Harbor for blueberry whoopie pies, or the bakery in Cricket Creek, or the other place on Puffin Island," Hazel trailed off.

      Hank laughed. "Am I sensing a theme?"

      "Aye, ye are. In the entire time since I've known these lasses, nary a one has set foot in a kitchen for anything but coffee."

      Although it wasn't as though Rune had revealed a big secret, he made it sound like we had no culinary skills at all. Aside from making coffee, as he so helpfully pointed out. It wasn't our fault if Rune's abilities exceeded both of ours combined. Mercutio jumped into my lap, the way he did whenever anxiety rose inside me. The cat nudged his head against my chin until I got the hint and stroked my hands along his sides. His purr grew louder with each minute until I tuned out the human chatter. Although I would have loved to spend the rest of the evening with my cat, it was time to circle back to more important issues.

      "Let's kill time by talking to some of the people on our list," I suggested.

      Hazel amended, "You mean eliminate suspects? Great idea! Let's take the van!"

      "A van? Like the Mystery Machine?" Hank asked.

      Hazel giggled like a middle-school girl whose crush had stopped by her locker to chat between classes. "You could say that."

      "The sooner we leave, the more ground we can cover," I said. Hazel had plenty of time to flirt later. Most of the town thought she was still married to Sven, for goodness' sake. "Make sure we take the map and journal with us in case we go straight to the lighthouse."

      Hazel put the items in her tote and pushed a remote start on the van.

      I put Mercutio on the floor and promised him extra portions of his favorite salmon-flavored treats if he played nice with Thor before making my way to the van.

      The ride was quick, and Hazel had her choice of parking along the empty street. She pulled the van to the curb in front of Mocha Joe's, and I jumped out before she killed the engine.

      "She must really need coffee," I heard Hank say as I rushed into the building.

      Truth be told, I couldn't stand to look at the shell of our former business. It was a blight upon Main Street, and the paperwork required to rebuild was taking forever.

      Inside the coffee shop, the heat was a welcome change from the cold wind that had kicked up in the time since lunch. Even more welcoming, however, was the aroma of freshly-made donuts filled with beach plum jam.

      Ivy announced, "The last batch of the day. Have a seat, and I'll bring them over."

      The burger I had for lunch did little to make up for that putrid dessert taco that cheated me out of much-needed breakfast calories. Hunger gnawed at my insides. The need for sustenance explained my irritability. In fact, I probably bordered on being outright hangry--hungry enough to be angry. I led my friends and Hank to our usual booth. We had barely slid into the bench seats on either side of the table when Joe appeared with four steaming mugs of coffee.

      "Coconut latte for Tori, caramel for Rune, blueberry vanilla for Hazel, and I went ahead and made you what you ordered this morning," the coffee shop owner said while he placed each mug in front of its respective person. "Ivy will bring your food over soon."

      Should I make healthier choices given the size of my thighs? Probably. Was I going to wash down my jam-filled donuts with a sugary coconut latte anyway? Well, duh.

      When Ivy finally delivered our food to the booth, she grabbed a nearby chair and sank into it. "I am right out straight," she said with a loud exhale. "Sutton might be a klutz, but she's a darned helpful one. I didn't realize how much she did around here until she disappeared. I hope she's okay. Joe and I added to the reward."

      "There's a reward?" Hazel's ears practically pointed toward the older woman, and I knew she shared my thoughts. Reward money could be the key to rebuilding our former second-hand store.

      Ivy raised an eyebrow, and a knowing smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. "Your brother didn't tell you? Oh, yeah. I forgot Gavin never tells you two anything."

      "What do you know from Gavin, Ivy? We want to find Sutton, too," I urged. With a sidelong glance directed at my bestie, I added, "And not because of the reward money."

      "Gavin said the police questioned her family and friends. Nobody expected her to go missing, and nobody found any notes to indicate she went missing on purpose." Ivy shook her head. "The last person to go missing around here was Bryant Benefield, and if you found him, then I'm sure you could find anyone."
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      We spent a few minutes discussing Sutton's last day of work at Mocha Joe's before she went missing. I started to wonder if Ivy could tell us anything we didn't already know. Then she said something that caused my ears to perk like Mercutio's did whenever I opened a can of his favorite flavor of cat food.

      "Gavin took the missing person report, but they don't have any real leads."

      "Don't they have to wait twenty-four to forty-eight hours to take the report?" Hank asked.

      Hazel gave a dismissive wave. "Gavin says the waiting thing is a rumor. The police can take a missing person's report at any time."

      "Yes, the police can take a report at any time, but they can't start an investigation until a certain amount of time has passed," I corrected.

      My best friend snorted. "Someone watches a lot of Crime TV."

      Yes, someone does. And someone is us! We watch tons of shows on the Crime TV channel, Hazel, is what I wanted to say. I instead swallowed the bite of donut in my mouth and asked Ivy, "Who reported her missing?"

      "Oh, I didn't think to ask. Usually, it's someone's parents or significant other. She never mentioned if she was seeing anyone. If she did mention it, I wouldn't have noticed. I'm ashamed to say I spent most of my time bossing her around."

      Before anyone at our table could offer words of encouragement, Joe called Ivy back to work, and she rose with a sigh.

      "You let us know if you hear from her, okay?" Ivy urged and leaned over to give me a one-armed hug.

      I returned the gesture and promised, "Of course."

      The group made quick work of finishing our coffee and the plate of donuts.

      Hank licked the last of the sugar from his fingertips and asked, "Where to now?"

      I stood and put the mugs on the empty plate but knew from experience to leave them on the table. Joe and Ivy had a system, and they didn't like when anyone interfered with it. "We need to talk to Sparky."

      "Let's go." Hazel jingled her keys.

      We made our goodbyes and, as soon as the cafe door shut behind us, we heard the tell-tale click of the lock engaging from the other side. Ivy flipped the sign so it read CLOSED. Holiday lights twinkled around the perimeter of the display windows along Main Street.

      "This is so pretty." Hazel gestured. "It looks like a scene out of the old movie you like. What's it called? It's a Wonderful Life?"

      "Not to me," I said with a shudder. "It feels like one out of Gremlins."

      "The wee creatures on the wings of planes?" Rune grabbed my hand and squeezed it in what I hoped was a gesture of reassurance.

      Maybe introducing my Irishman to the Twilight Zone wasn't such a great idea. "No, not those gremlins. There's a movie about—"

      "A whole movie about them, lass?" He put a hand to his forehead. "Ye'll not show me or I'll sleep nary a wink. Have ye seen it, Hank?"

      "Gremlins? Oh, yeah! It's a killer Christmas movie—no pun intended. It's almost as good as Die Hard."

      Before I could say anything about Die Hard not being a true holiday film, Hazel squealed in agreement. "I've always said the same thing!"

      Their discussion continued as Hazel climbed into the driver's seat while Hank rode shotgun. Rune and I took the captain's chairs in the van's second row. It was almost like a double-date. You know, if we weren't searching for a killer and more people knew about Hazel's divorce.

      As Hazel pulled the van away from the curb, Rune asked, "Do ye lasses know where this Sparky lad lives?"

      "I'm searching now," I said without glancing away from my phone. Sparky's social media profile appeared on my screen within a few seconds, complete with his address and telephone number. I texted it to Hazel.

      The van heated to a comfortable temperature as my best friend put the information into her navigational app and waited for her phone's artificial intelligence to compile the directions.

      Hank chuckled. "The memes are right. Women on a mission can do better research than the F.B.I."

      Technically, the meme referred to a jealous woman, but I risked sounding petty if I corrected him. If Hazel had any interest in Hank, it was only right for me to welcome him into our circle of friends as quickly and effortlessly as she accepted Rune's presence in my life.

      Rune leaned toward me as much as the seat belt would allow. "A Saint Patrick's ha-penny for yer thoughts, lass."

      I couldn't very well share my thoughts about Hazel when she was right there in the van with us. "Hmm? Oh. I was making a mental list for later."

      "Ye lasses and yer lists." Rune winked at me and left me to my thoughts.

      For the rest of the drive, I stared out the window and tuned out the flirty banter taking place in the van's front seats. The more time we spent following the route leading inland, the more I was reminded why I avoided venturing out this way.

      Our town's coastal cottages and quaint small businesses gave way to run-down, abandoned strip malls broken up by the occasional mobile home park of neglected trailers or clusters of ramshackle single-family homes. It made me feel better about my yard, where the grass never grew past ankle height, and the only decoration was the walkway leading through the dooryard.

      Vultures perched atop a water tower cast long shadows over the painted-on message welcoming us to Flintport. The monotone voice from the navigational app on Hazel's phone warned that we would arrive at our destination in half a mile.

      "Do we know what we're going to say once we get there?" I asked.

      Hazel slowed the van's speed to obey the limit posted on a highway sign. "I thought we would play it by ear and let him take the lead. It's always worked in the past."

      "Sounds good to me. Hank and Rune, can you stay in the van? I think too many people might make it seem like we're ganging up on him."

      The guys agreed as Hazel slowed the van to a stop beside an older sedan in the driveway of the two-story home. We exited the vehicle and left the guys inside as planned.

      When I caught up with Hazel where she waited beside the van's driver's side door, the home's front door opened, causing us both to take a startled step back.

      The front door opened, and the sound of the creaking of hinges in dire need of oiling was straight out of a horror movie.

      A scratching female voice demanded, "Who's there?"
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      A tall, lanky woman stepped through the doorway. One gnarled hand swiped a strand of dishwater blonde hair from in front of her face and tucked it behind her ear, and the other held a wood-framed screen door open. She peered in our general direction through glasses with lenses as thick as glass pop bottles and demanded, "Who are you? What do you want?"

      "Hi! So sorry to knock on your door out of nowhere like this. We're looking for Sparky. Is he here by chance?" Hazel said with the enthusiastic over-friendliness of a high school cheerleader. I would not have been surprised if she had folded her hands under her chin and batted her eyelashes.

      "No idea why my son is suddenly so popular with the ladies, but you won't find him here." Sparky's mom shook her head for emphasis. The motion sent her glasses sliding down her nose, and she used a misshapen knuckle to push them back into place. As if knowing what our next question was, the woman added, "Spurrier is at work right now, and they're doing inventory, so I don't expect him home until after midnight."

      "Oh, bummer. Where does Spar-erm-Spurrier work?" Hazel asked in her sweetest voice.

      "There is no way I am telling you where my son works."

      Undeterred, Hazel changed tactics. "Can you pass on a message?"

      "I'd rather not. Now, please leave before I have you arrested for trespassing." The woman pointed a bony finger at a faded No Trespassing sign nailed to a nearby tree before she turned on her heel and went back into the home. If her departure didn't signal the end of our conversation, the sharp smack of the screen door slamming back into its frame did.

      "How are we supposed to find out where Sparky works?" Hazel gave a loud sigh and turned to make her way back to the van without waiting for a reply.

      As I turned to follow her, a flash of red caught my attention from across the yard. A clothesline held a row of laundry, and in the middle of the blue jeans and other dark-colored clothing was a bright red t-shirt with a familiar logo.

      I hopped into the van and slid the door closed before announcing, "I know where Sparky works."

      "How? Did you use your psychic powers?" Hazel wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue.

      I returned the gesture and replied, "Something like that. Do you want to guess where?"

      "No. Tell me already," Hazel urged.

      I gave a dramatic pause before replying, "Kitty City!"

      "Oh, so you've seen him there before," Hank wrongly assumed. "Like, when you were buying stuff for your cat?"

      As if I would have any other reason to go to a store called Kitty City, I said in my head. Aloud, I confessed, "Actually, no. I saw an employee t-shirt hanging on the clothesline attached to the side of the house."

      "Brilliant, lass!" Before I could absorb the warm, glowing feeling Rune's comment left me with, he added, "Mercutio is low on his favorite treats. We can't have our wee lad going without them."

      "No, we can't have him going without those," I dryly replied and patted his knee.

      Hazel backed out of the driveway and sped off in the direction of the pet store. "Did you know his actual name is Spurrier, Tori?"

      "I had no idea. Maybe it's the guy's mother's maiden name. Some families have similar naming traditions."

      "My actual name is Henry," Hank offered. "My mother didn't want people to call me 'Little Henry,' so she called me Hank, after her favorite country music singer."

      "How sweet!" Hazel gushed. She set the dial on the van's radio, and soon country music blared through the speakers.

      We couldn't get to Kitty City soon enough to suit me. When we finally did arrive, I motioned for the guys to go on ahead and waited until they entered the store to ask, "Since when do you listen to country music, girlfriend?"

      "I was only trying to be friendly."

      "Okay, but he never said he likes it. He was talking about his mom's favorite country singer."

      Hazel's shoulders slumped. She repeated, "I was only trying to be friendly, Tori."

      "Well, don't try too hard. Let Hank chase you. I can tell he likes you by the way he looks at you and the things he says. Besides, you're worth it."

      "You think so?" She brightened a little.

      "I know so. Our first husbands were idiots. Here's to doing better the second time around. Now, let's get in here. We need to get those treats so our poor cat doesn't whittle away to nothing."

      The overhead lights inside the store hummed with the telltale buzz of fluorescent bulbs in need of replacement. Hazel grabbed a plastic shopping basket and looped one arm through the handles.

      "What are you doing? You don't have pets."

      "I know. I'm getting a few pressies for my neph-meow." She grabbed a toy from the display near the front door and tossed it into the basket.

      "What did you pick out for him? Let me see it." I grabbed the toy and read from the description on the packaging, "More potent than catnip? Is this stuff even legal?"

      Hazel snatched it from my hand and dropped it back into the basket. "It's medicinal."

      "Medicinal catnip. Now I've heard everything."

      Rune rounded the corner with a fishing pole in one hand and Hank on his heels. "Lass, look what I found for Mercutio!"

      "Why would our cat need a fishing pole?"

      Hank offered, "There's a feather on the other end. It will help him practice agility."

      "Have ye been, lass? There's nothing like it. In my youth, I'd fish until I was completely knackered. It would be nice to try it here in the colonies."

      Hank's expression reminded me of the Wow emoji. "In your youth? Colonies? Remind me about how old you are again?

      "His village in Ireland didn't have much in the way of technology." I took the fishing pole from Rune and stuffed it in the basket. "Right, Rune?"

      A smile twitched at the corners of Rune's mouth. "Aye. Me auld man and auld wan's house didn't even have WiFi or the Google."

      "Oh, okay. One weekend when you're not busy, we should go fishing. I have a secret spot over in Honeybee Falls. You wouldn't believe the rainbow trout."

      Rune clapped his hand on Hank's shoulder. "Sounds like a grand idea."

      "If you boys have finished arranging a playdate, we should look for Sparky." As I spoke, our target rounded the corner. I couldn't read the emotion on his face. Was it fear? Guilt? Without wasting another second, I waved. "Hey, Sparky!"

      Sparky walked over to us and hissed, "What are you doing here? I have a job to do. Leave before you get me in trouble."

      "Getting pressies for my neph-meow! Why would we get you in trouble?" Hazel plucked the fishing pole from my basket and waved it around. The brightly colored feather danced in the air, and I could see why it would appeal to cats.

      "Because of Sutton. It's like I told your cop friend, when I left her back at the lighthouse was the last time I saw her."

      My grip tightened on the basket. "So you left Sutton all alone?"

      "No! Some other guy was there, too." Sparky pulled at the collar of his shirt, and his left eyelid began to jerk noticeably.

      "There wasn't any other guy at the lighthouse during the paranormal investigation."

      "He got there right at the end. It was after you two went to the visitor's center." An announcement over the store's loudspeakers paged Sparky to the litter department. Before we could ask him anything else, he leaned forward and pointed at us. "I have nothing else to say about Sutton. We weren't even really dating. Your cop friend already grilled me, and then some woman from Channel 7 News tried to talk to me. I don't need this level of drama in my life. Leave the store before I call your cop friend. I'm sure he'd love to learn about how you were snooping around in his investigation."

      We watched Sparky turn and disappear between two aisles of pet products.

      Rune took the basket from me. "Ye and yer lass go to the van. I'll pay for this and meet ye there."

      "He's right, girlfriend. Let's go." Hazel tugged my sleeve. She pulled a few wadded dollar bills from her jeans pocket and thrust them toward Rune. "Here's for the pressies for my neph-meow."

      "Away with ye. I've got this."

      Hazel and I made our way to the van while the men stood in line for someone to ring their purchases.

      "Where are we going now?" I asked once I had fastened my safety belt.

      Hazel grinned over her shoulder. "We're going to college!"
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      Once the guys had piled into the van with us, Hazel raced across town. When the only stoplight in Cooper's Cove turned yellow, she pressed her foot against the gas pedal to clear it before the light switched to red.

      "You've got a bit of a lead foot, eh?" Hank asked and white-knuckled the grab handle above his head.

      My bestie grinned shamelessly and explained, "It helps to have a brother on the force."

      It's never helped me, I thought. The image of the Bug's glove box overflowing with traffic tickets came to mind. Instead of dwelling on the past, I pushed the thought away. If not for Gavin, Hazel and I would have been victims of a deranged cat woman. Our friendly town patrolman had even cut back on the suggestive comments toward me since Marci moved to town and declared them a couple. Another thought entered my mind. Maybe I should give him a break.

      At the same time, Hazel stomped her foot on the brake pedal and turned the wheel. She slid the van into a parking spot near the front door of the college with the skill of a driver in the Monaco Grand Prix. While poor Hank's face was as white as a sheet, Rune looked like a kid who had finished his first roller coaster ride. I half expected him to ask Hazel if she could do it again.

      "Remind me again why we're here?" Hank asked.

      Hazel replied, "We're going to ask Professor Newton if she knew Bryant Benefield. She's the oldest reigning teacher at the college, and she taught marketing when Tori and I took business classes."

      "Yeah," I agreed. "If anyone knew him, Professor Newton would."

      "You two sit here. We'll go inside. If anyone asks why we're there, we'll tell them we want to talk to Professor Newton about taking a refresher class for our small business licenses. Come on, Tori."

      As we approached the double glass doors serving as the college's main entrance, I said, "It's good I know all the requirements to renew our licenses is to fill out a form and pay a fee at the courthouse. Otherwise, I'd have thought you were serious."

      "Ha! Who wants to sit in a boring classroom all day? Besides, the two most handsome guys in town are waiting for us in the van."

      Inside the building, a directory on the wall confirmed the location of Professor Newton's classroom hadn't moved since our last visit. In fact, except for a fresh coat of polish on the tiled floor, the building looked exactly the same as the last time Hazel and I were here. It had the same bland beige walls, the same fake ficus trees, and even the same brown bulletin boards overflowing with flyers.

      An electric blue paper caught my eye and I slowed to read the heading. It was an advertisement for CoCoParaSo, the paranormal society, with a message for interested parties to contact Sparky. I tore one of the tabs from the bottom of the paper and stuffed the phone number into my pocket, and then fast-walked ahead to catch up with Hazel.

      "Well, darn," she said when we found the correct classroom. A note was on the door which she read aloud, "Class canceled due to illness. Complete this week's assignment in your syllabus. Blah, blah blah. Yadda, yadda, yadda. This was a total bust."

      "Maybe not," I replied and explained how I had grabbed Sparky's phone number.

      Hazel raised her fist in the air and I bumped her knuckles with mine. "Teamwork makes the dream work! Hmm. I wonder if she left her classroom unlocked."

      The squeaky wheels of a mop bucket preceded the appearance of a crotchety janitor who rounded the corner in time to catch Hazel trying the doorknob. "What you kids doing here? Don't make me call Professor Newton and tell her you was snooping around."

      "We had a question about our assignment," I blurted.

      The man gripped his mop with one hand and pointed at us with the other. "Now you know very well she tells her students to email her, especially when she's been out all week with the flu. Go on, before I have to call campus security."

      If anyone had an ego bigger than Gavin's, it was the campus security guy. Although I'd never met him in person, the stories I'd overheard from college kids at Mocha Joe's were enough for me to know that I didn't want to meet the guy—in person or otherwise.

      Hazel tugged my sleeve. "See, Tori? I told you we should have emailed her."

      "You totally did. My bad. Thanks, sir!" I linked my arm through Hazel's and we made our way back to the van as quick as our legs would carry us.

      By the time I dropped into my seat inside the van, I panted as if I had run a half-marathon.

      "Are ye all right, my dear heart? Yer heart is beating out yer chest."

      "I'll be. Okay." I wheezed. "Old scary man. Threatened us."

      "Who was he? I will tear him to pieces with me bare hands!"

      Hazel giggled. Either she was oblivious to Hank's wow-emoji-face or she chose to ignore it. "The janitor told us to leave or he'd call campus security, so we left. Who's hungry?"

      "Hazel, lass, how can ye think of food at a time like this, when me poor dear heart is beside herself with fear?"

      I took a few deep breaths and exhaled slowly in an attempt to force my heart back to some semblance of a normal rate. "I'm okay. Really. Where did you have in mind? Something like the Cooper's Cove Cafe?"

      "Or how about the Blue Bear Brewery?" she suggested.

      Hank nodded with enthusiasm. "I've heard the place has amazing food."

      "It does," I agreed. "Asher and Thom, the owners, are good friends."

      Hazel added, "It was a relief when they didn't hold it against us after Asher's mom went to prison. And we still get the small business owner's discount!"

      "Then, by all means, let's go. It'll be my treat."

      Hazel put the van into gear and was soon back on the road.

      Rune was quiet in the seat beside me. I lowered my voice and asked, "Are you okay?"

      He put his hand on my cheek and whispered, "Aye, lass. I am jes glad that ye are all right."

      "Tori, do you mind if we stop at your house since it's on the way? I want to change into a nicer shirt."

      "Sure. No prob."

      A few minutes later, when she pulled the van into my driveway, I looked across the dooryard to see the kitchen door sitting wide open.

      "Why is the door open?" Hazel asked.

      Hank pondered, "Are you sure you closed it when we left?"

      "Of course we closed it. We have to or the cat—oh no!" I started to open the door but Hazel shrieked.

      "Stop! Call it a cop's sister's intuition, but I have a bad feeling about this."

      "Where's Thor?" Hank grabbed his door handle. "I've got to find out if he's okay!"

      Hazel pulled his arm back and ordered, "Nobody leaves the van until my brother gets here. I'm calling him right now."
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      The scream of a police siren preceded Gavin's arrival. In the few minutes that it took him to arrive, my emotions volleyed between fear and fuming, and beneath it all ran a layer of concern for poor Mercutio. We excited the van and started toward the house.

      "Please, wait for the police. We don't know who or what might still be inside."

      Gavin pulled the patrol car into the drive at an angle that prevented anyone from moving the vehicles already parked in my driveway. As if we'd try to escape. I paced along the front of the Bug, but it did nothing to quell my anxiety.

      "Everyone stay here," Gavin cautioned, one hand on the holster resting against his hip. When I took a step toward the house, he added, "This means you, too, Queen Victoria. I need to make sure nobody's in your house."

      Without the sarcastic sneer behind it, Gavin's childhood nickname for me held an almost brotherly tone. Before I could reply, he disappeared inside my house, and I prayed Mercutio and Thor were the only things waiting for him.

      Mrs. Benefield rounded the corner with an equally out of breath Puff Daddy. She took one look at the police car and she yelled over the sound of her little dog's yapping, "Tori! Are you okay? What happened? Is Rune there with you?"

      "I'm here, lass. Are ye all right? Do ye need a seat in the van to catch yer breath?"

      "Thank you, Rune, dear. I'll be fine. What happened here?" she asked again. "When we saw the police car fly past, we hurried to learn its destination."

      Of course you did, I replied in my head. Aloud, I said, "Hey, Mrs. Benefield. Did you see anyone here while we were gone?"

      My neighbor made a tsk-tsk sound and shook her head. "What? No! Puff Daddy and I were out for walkies. Why do you ask?"

      I explained, "When we got here, the door was wide open."

      "Oh, no! Tori, are Bryant's things okay? Did you go inside yet?"

      "We didn't. Gavin went inside first in case anyone was still there."

      As if saying his name aloud summoned his presence, the policeman appeared in the doorway. Although this was the second time in as many days as it had happened, I chalked it up to coincidence. Gavin was the last person who I'd accuse of having mindreading capabilities. He said a couple of things into the radio attached to his shoulder before moving across the porch and into the yard. "Tori, someone's ransacked your house."

      "They what?" My knees turned to jelly and I forced myself to stay upright. "How bad is it?"

      "It's bad," he admitted. "Stay out here. The Crime Scene Unit will be here soon along with someone from the Victim Crisis Team."

      I challenged, "Why is someone from the Victim Crisis Team coming here?"

      "They can walk you through what to do in case you need to file an insurance claim, or anything else. You do have insurance, right?"

      "Yes, I do. But what do you mean by what to do in case I need to file an insurance claim?" I put air quotes around the last few words. "If nobody else is in there, then I'll go into my house. And where's my cat?"

      "Was there a dog inside?" Hank asked before giving a detailed explanation of Thor's appearance.

      "Yeah, our pets are missing. Can you please let people know about them?"

      "Do I look like an animal control officer?" Gavin tapped his badge. "This says Cooper's Cove Police Department, in case you forgot."

      "Don't be mean, big brother," Hazel lightly punched his upper arm.

      "Listen, I have a job to do, and it doesn't include finding missing pets." He turned to me and sighed. "Did you contact the animal shelter?"

      "I was waiting. Maybe when things calm down they'll come home on their own."

      "Okay, maybe. If you really want a way to get the news out to a lot of people in a short time, post some photos of them on social media."

      "I will, Gavin, thanks. Not sure why I didn't think of it." The urge to roll my eyes was strong, but somehow, I resisted.

      "Listen, Tori. I know I give you a hard time, but you've been through a lot this week. You found yet another corpse. Someone from your favorite coffee shop has gone missing. Now, someone has broken into your home, and your cat is gone."

      Speaking my mind was an urge I couldn't resist. "Yeah, and I'm sure we'll solve at least one if not both of those crimes."

      "Alleged crimes, and no, you won't! When are you going to quit playing Nancy Drew and let the police do their job?"

      I pulled my phone from the pocket of my yoga pants. "Sorry. I'm busy making a lost cat post on social media."

      "And while I'm thinking about it, you shouldn't stay here alone until we find out who's behind all of this."

      "I won't be alone, though because Hazel—"

      "Will stay here!" Hazel offered. "If my neph-meow comes back, we'll be here to let him inside. Plus, I got him some pressies from Kitty City!"

      Gavin scratched his head. "Your what? Wait. Never mind. I give up."

      "Young man? Did you see a box of my husband's things inside? I gave them to Tori for safekeeping. They're the last things I have of him since she and your sister discovered his body under the lighthouse." Puff Daddy looked at me and growled low in his throat.

      "Mrs. Benefield, I didn't see the box or its contents before, so I'd have no way of knowing," Gavin explained to my neighbor.

      "And besides, we took inventory of everything. We have photos saved in the cloud. If anything's missing, we'll share it with Gavin at once."

      Mrs. Benefield did not appear encouraged by the news.

      Everything went by in a blur while Hazel, Rune, Hank, and I waited in the van for the Crime Scene Unit to finish taking photographs. Gavin convinced Mrs. Benefield to go home, thank goodness.

      Gavin returned to ask a few questions about what kind of security I had in place. Whoever broke into my house smashed the doorknob.

      "I have an extra one in my truck if you'd like me to replace it," Hank offered.

      Hazel gushed, "Really? Awesome! The name Handyman Hank sure does suit you."

      When we were finally allowed inside my home, nothing anyone said could have prepared me for what to expect. Whoever caused this mess left the box lying on its side on the sofa, its contents scattered across every available flat surface in the living room, from the top of the entertainment center to the floor.

      Hazel did a quick sweep of the house and confirmed that if whoever did this went beyond the living room, then they left no signs of it. The news made me feel slightly better.

      "Chin up, lass. We'll help ye right the mess in no time."

      I tried to smile, but not even Rune's brogue could pull me out of my funk this time. Mercutio was missing. So was Thor. What if whoever did this pet-napped them? I was so deep into my thoughts, I missed whatever Hazel had said.

      "Sorry, what?"

      "I said it's good we kept the map and journal with us," she repeated.

      "Oh, yeah! I don't even want to think about what would have happened, I mean, on top of everything else, and then, the uh," I trailed off so I could try to swallow the emotion swelling inside me.

      Hazel dropped a handful of papers into the box and walked over to envelop me in a hug. Feeling her arms squeeze around me broke the dam and the flood of tears spilled over my lashes to run down my cheeks. It was times like this that I was glad I didn't wear cosmetics.

      "Do you feel better?" she asked when my sobs subsided.

      "I kind of do, yeah."

      "Okay, then repeat after me," Hazel held me at arms' length. "I believe something good will happen."

      "Seriously?" I could feel my nose wrinkle.

      "Yes."

      "I don't wanna."

      Behind Hazel, Rune and Hank looked very out of their element.

      "Do it!" Hazel cried.

      "Fine! I believe something good will happen! I said it. Are you happy?"

      "Yes. Now get back to work." Hazel let go of me and I couldn't help but laugh. No matter how big the cloud of gloom hanging over me, I could count on Hazel to raise my spirits.

      A few minutes after we resumed cleaning, a noise came from the kitchen. I asked, "Did you all hear that?"

      "Hear what, lass?"

      Hank straightened the papers in his hands and put them on the coffee table. "I heard it, too. Do you think it could be them?"

      "There's only one way to find out!" Hank and I raced to the kitchen where I flung the door open.
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      We ran to the door, and I fully expected to find our missing pets on the other side. Instead, it was only this week's newspaper delivery. I grabbed it from the porch and tossed it onto the kitchen table on my way back to the living room, leaving it to Hank to shut the door.

      Before I could fully exit the kitchen, he called me back. "Hey, Tori? I posted this picture of Thor and Mercutio on the Cooper's Cove Lost and Found Pets page, but I couldn't get a copy of it to you."

      I peered at Hank's phone. The image displayed Mercutio standing atop the chair, his back arched and fur standing on end, while Thor's front feet in the chair and squatted position made it appear as though the dog was ready to leap at any moment.

      But instead of Hank's friendly gesture encouraging me, it filled me with a sense of dread. What if Thor chased Mercutio from the house? What if Mercutio ran into traffic? What if he never came home again?

      "Tori! Hank! We found something!" Hazel's cry drew us back to the living room. "Did Gavin or anyone mention seeing this?"

      Hank rubbed his chin. "It looks like some kind of a note or card."

      I bit back the urge to utter, Duh, and instead said, "Drop it, Hazel."

      "What do you mean, drop it?" She moved as if to open the envelope. "I only found it a few seconds ago."

      "Gavin needs to see this. Put it back where you found it, and everyone, please come into the kitchen to wait for him." I waited until Hazel dropped the note onto the end table and everyone had moved into the adjacent room before joining them. We sat around my kitchen table as Hazel contacted her brother.

      "What now?" she asked after pressing the red X on her screen to end the call.

      "We wait," I reminded her, perplexed at why I had suddenly stepped into the role of the responsible one in our friendship. She never acted like this before. Oh, wait. She was never like this before she met Hank.

      Rune stood and announced, "I'll make coffee for us all."

      "Thanks, Rune." I hoped my voice held the appropriate amount of gratitude because I was too exhausted to smile. As Ivy would have said, I was right out straight.

      We sipped our coffee in silence until Gavin arrived. A scuffle on the porch preceded the door opening to reveal Gavin and our pets.

      "Queen Victoria, I think this belongs to you." Gavin held my cat by the scruff of the neck at arm's length and sneezed.

      "Wow, thanks! Where were they?" Hank asked.

      Gavin sneezed again. "They were on the porch, waiting for someone to open the door."

      "Seriously?" I blinked, incredulous.

      "No, not seriously. Someone saw the pictures on social media and called the animal shelter. Aren't you glad you took my suggestion?"

      "Yes, I am. Thank you so much, Gavin." I took Mercutio from him as Thor bounded across the room to Hank. "Oh, you sneaky boy! Where were you all this time? We were so worried! You are in big trouble, mister."

      I hugged the cat tightly despite his meowing in Rune's direction. Only when I knew the door was closed did I set him on the floor. Rune gave the cat a scratch behind the ears and put one of the new treats atop the already overflowing food in his bowl.

      Gavin sneezed a couple of more times and, not waiting for anyone to bless him, grumbled, "You people and your wicked obsession with pets. I don't get it. Anyway, show me this note. Not all of you! Only the person who found it."

      "I found it." Hazel stood.

      "Who else was in the room?"

      Rune also stood. "I was there, mate."

      Hazel and Rune led Gavin into the living room, leaving Hank and me to look after our newly returned pets.

      After several minutes, in an attempt to break the awkward silence, I cleared my throat. "Look, I'm sorry if I was grouchy earlier. I'm a little overprotective of the cat."

      "No, you weren't, and even if you were, you have no reason to apologize. Thor's escaped his leash a few times, but he always comes back to me. It's why I put my coat out on the porch."

      "You did?" His kindness was so touching, I could barely get the words out. And here I was, ready to rant at him over a silly photo on social media. "Thanks. I guess we can update the social media pics now."

      Taking care of the task via our phones took a mere few minutes. I scrolled through updates on local pages and groups to look for any news about Sutton that Gavin hadn't shared. Much to my dismay, there wasn't. Through the window, I saw the sun had dipped low in the sky.

      Rune returned and took his seat. "Tori, lass. They need to speak with ye."

      "Uh, okay," I said and went into the adjacent room where Gavin and Hazel waited.

      "Sit." Gavin pointed to the empty spot beside Hazel on the sofa. When I had, he continued, "Look at Hazel's phone. Typically, I wouldn't allow anyone to photograph evidence at a crime scene. The chief says you two are a special case, given the number of murders you've solved."

      I looked at Hazel's phone, and it took a minute for me to realize what I was seeing. The screen displayed a pair of photos, the first showing a postcard from the recent Beach Plum Bay Days festival and the other revealing the reverse with a message written in shaky handwriting.

      

      
        
        STOP LOOKING FOR HER.

      

      

      

      "What the heck? Who would write this? By her, do they mean Sutton?" I hit Gavin with my barrage of questions until he threw his hands into the air, palms facing me as if he could use them to deflect my words.

      "Calm down. I would say that whoever broke into your house did this. Any idea who it could be?"

      "Probably someone with a Beach Plum Bay Days postcard. Our supply burned along with everything else in the Treasure Trove."

      Gavin was staring at Hazel, and I noticed she only had eyes for Hank in the next room. He nudged his sister on the shoulder. "Go get me a plastic bag so I can use it to take this new bit of evidence to the station."

      "Okay. B-R-B!" She stood and practically skipped away.

      Gavin put his hands on his knees and leaned toward me. "What's going on with my sister? Why is she all over this construction worker? Where's Sven?"

      I mimicked his earlier move but put my palms on either side of my face. "Calm down. Your sister has those answers. Any reason why you can't ask her yourself?"

      "Because I told her it was none of her business about my relationship with Marci. When you all are with her, she acts normal. When it's Hazel and me, though, she freezes me out. What gives?"

      Over Gavin's shoulder, I watched Rune help Hazel find a clear sandwich bag. Time was short, so I lowered my voice and confided, "Apparently, she's been going through a lot. It's been going on for a while. I can't tell you everything because it's not my place, but she is staying here for now, and she's okay."

      "You two aren't bickering, are you?" Hazel said, phrasing it more as a statement than a question.

      I crossed my fingers behind my back and fibbed, "I was giving him advice on surviving Marci's tofurkey dinner."

      "Marci's serving tofurkey?" Hazel wrinkled her nose and held the bag open so Gavin could deposit the notecard inside.

      "Yep. But Tori said I should carry beef jerky in my pockets so I'll have something substantial to tide me over. I hope she doesn't invite the handyman and his dog. Marci won't suspect a thing."

      Before Hazel could respond, Gavin's phone rang. He looked at the display and groaned. "Don't you know that to summon Marci, you only have to say her name three times?"
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      Gavin accepted the call and greeted his significant other in a sweet tone while at the same time snatching the bag from his sister.

      "Fine, Marci. If you meet me at my place, then I can change into something nicer for our date. Yes. Of course, hon." Our police officer friend continued to speak into the phone and ignore us as he strode from the house, the door shutting behind him. We soon heard the sound of his car driving away.

      "Do you think whoever wrote the note wants us to stop looking for the barista?" Hank rubbed his five o'clock shadow with one hand. The more time I spent with him, the easier it was to understand what Hazel saw in him.

      "Maybe, but I have no intention of stopping." When nobody replied, I added, "What if Sutton is hurt?"

      Hazel spoke up, "I agree with Tori. Sutton might need us."

      "Should we talk to the professor first, lasses?"

      "Gavin spends his free time patrolling Mermaid Reef for Marci. If we don't go now, when he's out on a date with her, then who knows when we'll have another chance," Hazel explained. "We have to go now."

      Upon hearing the word "go," Thor thumped his talk against the floor and gave a soft woof from his spot under the kitchen table.

      Mercutio rubbed his forehead against my ankle. I picked him up and held him against my chest. "Sorry, sweetheart. You have to stay home again. And do a better job of guarding the house this time, okay?"

      The cat meowed, jumped out of my arms, and sauntered over to his food dish. Rune dropped another treat atop the heaping pile of cat food. Usually, I would have cautioned him about Mercutio's diet, but a gal with a donut addiction had no room judging anyone else's eating choices—not even her cat's.

      Hazel and I finished straightening the mess in the living room. When we finished, she said, "Nothing seems to be missing. Should we let Mrs. Benefield know?"

      "I'll visit the auld dear," Rune volunteered from the doorway.

      "If nobody minds if Thor stays here, I'll join you."

      Before I had time to protest, Hazel gushed, "Oh, we'd love it if Thor stayed here. Nobody minds at all, and he has my neph-meow's seal of approval."

      I looked to where Hazel gestured to see Thor sleeping in the recliner with Mercutio curled against his side. If one cat could turn into a handsome human, why couldn't other cats be friends with dogs? The world was a strange place, and I was in no position to judge.

      "Sure. Sounds good," I agreed.

      As soon as they were gone, Hazel turned to me, "Okay, girlfriend. We need to figure out who all had those postcards. It's easier to sleuth without the guys getting in the way."

      "Oh, Hazel! I knew you were in there somewhere!" I gave her a quick hug and laughed as she squirmed away.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "You've been so doe-eyed over Hank."

      "Um, have you seen him? He's a hot piece of real estate in the singles department."

      "So you're interested in him?"

      "I'm not interested in anyone in that way, but I wouldn't say no to a free meal. He seems nice enough, and Rune likes him. Of course, we'll have to do a thorough background check before I spend any time alone with him."

      I let out a big sigh of relief. "Okay, cool. So back to the postcards. They were at the museum, right?"

      "The Cooper's Cove Museum and Visitor's Center and the town hall had them for sure."

      "And some of the businesses along Main Street, and I think some of the bigger sponsors, like the college, had them, too."

      As we talked, I updated the list using the app on my phone.

      

      
        
        PEOPLE TO QUESTION

        1. Sparky

        2. Mrs. Benefield

        3. Ivy and Joe

      

      

      

      
        
        WHO HAD POSTCARDS

        1. Museum & Visitor's Center

        2. Town Hall

        3. Main Street businesses

        4. The college

      

      

      

      "Oof. We'd planned to question Mrs. Benefield." I drew a line through Sparky's name, confident we had learned everything we could from him. "Do we cross her off the list or keep her on there?"

      "I'm okay with crossing her off the list. What would be her motive?"

      "Her motive for killing her husband or kidnapping Sutton?"

      "Either? Both? I'm not sure. Hmm. On second thought, we can leave her there for now."

      "Sounds good." After closing the app, I slid the phone into my pocket. As per usual, I sent a silent prayer of gratitude for whoever had the foresight to add pockets to yoga pants.

      Hazel peered out the window of the kitchen door. "Should we head next door to see what's going on with the guys? They've been over there for a while."

      "Nah." I looked around the living room. Although Hazel and I had worked to return it to its state of pre-break-in normalcy, something felt off. On the end table was an empty space where there should have been a wooden box with a Celtic design outlined in gold leaf. Rune's fear of being turned to ash filled me with a sense of dread. "Where's the box?"

      "What do you mean, 'where's the box?' It's right there." Hazel pointed to the cardboard container.

      "Not the cardboard box. The wooden one with the silver bough."

      "I haven't seen it since we got back."

      "Don't you remember what Rune said? If it falls into the wrong hands…" I trailed off, unable to finish the sentence, as if voicing the risk would make it come true. Was it superstitious of me? Sure, but when you considered that my significant other used to be a cat, I wasn't taking any chances.

      Hazel snapped while drawing a "Z" in the air with her hand. "It's what we planned to discuss with Mrs. Benefield."

      With everything we had learned in the past few days, I suddenly wondered how well I knew my elderly neighbor. I never would have guessed her husband had an artifact with the potential to end Rune's life. Of course, if Rune had never been cursed by fairy magic, his natural life would have ended over a century ago.

      I gulped what remained of my coffee and put the empty mug in the sink. "Let's go see what's keeping them. Maybe we can talk to Mrs. Benefield while we're there."
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      Once the sun dipped below the horizon, the temperature could fall by half. The damp atmosphere in the caverns beneath the lighthouse would add to the chill. Hazel and I agreed to change into warmer clothes for the evening and met back in the kitchen.

      "You're still wearing yoga pants," she pointed out while aiming an index finger at my legs.

      I snorted. "Duh. But these yoga pants are fleece-lined."

      "Who needs fleece-lined yoga pants?"

      "People who like to stretch and meditate outdoors during winter." When Hazel didn't immediately respond, I confessed, "It's me. I need them. They're so stinking comfortable. It's like wearing pajamas out in public without the risk of having my photo posted on the People of Cooper's Cove website."

      "You mean having your photo posted there again?" Hazel taunted. "Have you forgotten your Halloween displays already?"

      "The pic was of my yard, not me, and I'm still not sure what was wrong with it."

      Hazel belly laughed. "Seriously? Girl, your yard had more inflatables than lawn."

      "Rune likes them," I defended, even though I secretly agreed with the rest of the town who thought his enthusiastic display for Halloween was a bit over the top. One could only imagine what he had planned for decorating the house with Christmas lights.

      Before I could urge my friend to drop the subject and get a move on, Rune and Hank returned with a plate covered over with aluminum foil.

      "Do ye lasses fancy a snickergobble?"

      "A what?" Laughter bubbled inside me, but I somehow managed not to giggle. Rune's ability to mangle the English language was as amusing as it was confusing.

      "He means snickerdoodle," Hank corrected.

      "I said what I meant, mate."

      Hank held the plate out. He pulled the foil back to reveal a heaping mound of the cinnamon-sugar dusted cookies. "These cookies are really good. You've got a regular Pioneer Woman over there."

      Hazel declined, but I eagerly accepted one of the proffered treats. Each bite rewarded my taste buds with a burst of brown sugar, vanilla, and cinnamon, the flavors melding together to create a sensation that shouldn't have been legal.

      "I'd wager that our lass Mrs. Benefield uses the cooker to make these snickergobbles better than the lass on the telly."

      "You mean snickerdoodles?" Hazel asked as I worked on eating a second cookie.

      "Nae, lass. Snickergobble. Ye don't doodle the snickers. Ye gobble them, like this." Rune took another cookie from the plate and devoured it in two bites.

      I took the plate from Hank, covered the cookies back over with the foil, and set it in the microwave. "Let's enjoy the snickerdoodles after we find the missing barista and finish solving the mystery of who killed Bryant Benefield. We'll leave them in here so Thor and Mercutio don't get any ideas."

      A gentle woof drew my attention to the living room. I looked through the open doorway to see the animals in their same places. The only difference was an occasional twitch in one of Thor's back legs. He must be chasing something in his dreams. I hoped he wasn't chasing a cat.

      "Did Mrs. Benefield say anything useful while you were there?" Hazel asked Rune and Hank. Her shoulder slumped when they answered in the negative. "Well, bummer."

      "She did mention a reward, though."

      Hazel perked up. "Are you serious? A reward isn't why we're doing this, but reward money always comes in handy."

      "Does it, though?" I asked. Before anyone had a chance to argue the point, I continued, "We got reward money for finding Christine Livingston's killer, and look where it got us."

      "Um, yeah. We got to open our own business," Hazel countered.

      "Our own business which burned to the ground."

      "Aw, lass. Yer shop did not burn all the way to the ground. Some of it still stands."

      "Thanks," I said to Rune, but in my head, I added, the optimism is not helpful, dude.

      Rune moved closer to the microwave. "Anything for me lass. Do ye think Mrs. Benefield would share her cookie recipe?"

      "You could always goggle it, you wicked Gobble monster." I gave his stomach a light jab.

      Rune giggled at how I mimicked the way he used to mangle the pronunciation of Google. "Tori, my heart, I hardly ever say goggle anymore."

      "But it's cute when you do."

      Rune wrapped his arm around my waist, pulled me into a hug, and placed a light kiss on my forehead. "Yer cute, lass."

      "Should we give you two some privacy?" Hazel asked.

      Hank gave an awkward laugh. "What did the old lady put in those cookies, exactly?"

      I took a step back and fanned my face. Our new friend made an excellent point. What had Mrs. Benefield put in those cookies? "We should probably get going before Gavin returns to Mermaid Reef and slams our window of opportunity to go explore the lighthouse."

      Hazel tossed her keys to Hank. "Can you please start the van and get the heat going?"

      "Sure. Not a problem. Come on, Rune."

      Rune blew me a kiss on his way out the door, and I felt the reaction right down to my toes. Oh, boy. As I watched Rune disappear through the door, my mind wandered a little.

      "Tori? Tori!"

      I realized Hazel was saying my name and turned to her. "Hmm?"

      "You pick now to get a crush on a guy who fell for you at first sight? We have too much on our plates for you to be this distracted."

      "I agree, and I have no idea what happened. Whatever awkwardness there is between Rune and me on the relationship front is my current comfort level. Maybe after the holidays, and, uh, stuff."

      "After you know he won't return to Ireland and transform into a pile of dust?"

      My best friend's words were like a knife twisting through my heart. The effect was enough to sober me from whatever cookie delirium I had suffered. "Exactly. Let's get this over with so we can get back here."
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      I exited behind Hazel and turned to double-check to ensure I had locked the door and engaged the deadbolt. Through the window, I could see the animals were still in place. They were probably exhausted after their little adventure.

      When I turned away from the door, Hazel was halfway back to the van. An electronic yellow glow drew my attention to the tall grass along the side of the porch. After descending the stairs, instead of walking toward the driveway, I circled around to investigate. Having no reason to spend time in this section of the dooryard, I hadn't noticed the weeds had grown to waist height. Note to self, have someone teach Rune how to use the weed whacker.

      Closer inspection revealed a phone, and I bent to retrieve it. My fingers were almost on it when I saw a new notification appear on the lock screen.

      
        
        SPARKY: Y U no @ lighthouse?

        SPARKY: cops asking 4 U

        SPARKY: where R U???

        SPARKY: fine i'm sorry k?

        SPARKY: hello?

        SPARKY: not funny!!!!!! answer me!!!!!!!!

      

      

      Pulling my hand back, I stood to find Hazel and the guys approaching me.

      "What are you doing? There's another postcard under the wiper on the van," Hazel said.

      I pointed to the phone. "We need to call Gavin. I'm pretty sure this is Sutton's phone. There are a bunch of texts from Sparky."

      "Where are my gloves?" Hazel searched her pockets. "We should have time to go through it before he gets here."

      I grabbed Hazel's arm and jerked her away before she could grab the missing woman's cellphone. "No! Hazel, I'm as ready as you are to one-up your brother and solve yet another crime before he does. Isn't solving Mr. Benefield's murder enough? We can let him have the missing person's case."

      "What's wrong with you?" she challenged.

      Yes. What is wrong with me? Since when did I become the voice of reason? I silently agreed with her. In all my years of knowing Hazel and Gavin, I never once tried to mediate their sibling rivalries. Then again, we never had an alleged killer stalking us before—unless you counted the one who attempted to poison me during the Beach Plum Bay Days festival.

      "You're right. Forget I said anything." I bent to pick up the phone but stopped when someone shouted my name. The last person I expected to see upon resuming a standing position was my neighbor. "Mrs. Benefield?"

      "I came outside to walk Puff Daddy and overheard you all talking. You all go on to the lighthouse. I'll call Gavin."

      Hazel grinned and bounced on her heels. "Wow! Thank you so much! You won't mind calling him for us? Awesome! Right, Tori?"

      "Well, yeah. I guess."

      "What do you mean, you guess? This way Gavin still finds out about the phone, which is what you wanted, but we still get to search the lighthouse as we originally planned."

      Ignoring the pit of doubt forming inside me, I straightened my shoulders and agreed, "It's a win-win. If Gavin is here, then there's less chance of him seeing us there."

      "Exactly! Now come on." Hazel strode in the direction of the van. Before entering the vehicle, she waved. "Thanks again, Mrs. Benefield!"

      The four of us piled into the van once again, and as Hazel drove away, I looked back in time to see Mrs. Benefield put her cellphone to her ear. Puff Daddy strained at his leash, eager to chase after the van.

      A few minutes later, Hazel parked the van on the far end of the museum's parking lot. She explained, "The only way people will see the van over near these pine trees is if they park directly in front of the museum. We could be parked here all night and nobody would know."

      Mrs. Benefield will know, but I dismissed the thought as soon as it entered my mind. "Great. Let's go find Sutton so we can get back home in time for dinner." As if on cue, my stomach gave a loud grumble and we all laughed.

      We walked in a single-file line to the lighthouse, staying close to both each other and the tree line.

      When we were only a few feet away, though, a beam of light flashed across the window seconds before a figure filled the doorway.

      Before anyone had time to ask who it was, Hazel called, "Sparky? Is that you? Why are you here when you said you had to work all evening?"

      "I'm innocent, and you can't prove I did anything!" he replied before turning to run back into the lighthouse.

      By the time we caught up with him, some of us more out of breath than others, he was halfway down the ladder.

      Hank said what we were all thinking. "We have to go after him."

      The thought of looking into the hole is more intimidating than climbing back into it, I told myself and tried to put on a brave face. Apparently, I wasn't fooling anyone.

      Rune put a hand on my shoulder. "Lass, ye do not have to do this if ye do not want to do it."

      "It's okay. I'll be fine," I assured him.

      "Thank you, Rune, but we need all hands on deck, especially if we're the only ones here to look for Sutton."

      Rune didn't look convinced, so I put on my brightest smile and stood on the top rungs of the ladder. With more confidence than I felt, I straightened my shoulders and said, "Watch this. I'm so okay, I'll even go first."

      "As ye wish, lass," Rune said and watched me make my way into the area beneath the lighthouse.

      "Where'd he go?" Hank asked once we were all four at the bottom of the ladder. "Shh. Listen. Does anyone hear anything?"

      Except for the occasional sound of dripping water, I didn't hear anything and said so. "There are only two ways he could have gone. Should we pair off?"

      "Ooh, good plan! I'll pick Hank, which leaves you with Rune," Hazel doled out partnerships the way a team captain would choose sides for a high school gym class event.

      If I didn't know better, I'd think that she and Hank were preparing to board the Tunnel of Love ride at the Beach Plum Bay Days festival. Did the seriousness of the situation really escape her? Or was this some kind of new coping mechanism?

      Then again, as Hazel had paired me off with Rune, I couldn't really complain now, could I? I laced the fingers of one of my hands through one of his and gave a quick tug. "Come on. Let's go find our missing barista."
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      "Make sure only one person uses their phone for light at a time. This way we can double our resources," Hazel suggested before she and Hank disappeared into one of the tunnels.

      Rune led the way to the other tunnel, his hand still holding onto mine. Or was my hand still holding onto his? I checked to ensure I wasn't holding him in a death grip. Finding the mummified corpse of my neighbor's husband was creepy in broad daylight. Exploring the same area after dark was downright spine-chilling.

      "Are ye all right, lass?"

      "I am. Are you okay?"

      "Aye."

      We walked on in silence, Rune holding his phone out so the flashlight app served as a beacon through the now pitch-black atmosphere. The distant echo of crashing waves traveled to our location. The sound added an extra chill to the air, whether real or imagined, and a shiver ran the length of my spine.

      Please don't let it storm, I thought as I kept following Rune.

      I was so focused on looking ahead that I tripped over something on the ground and fell into Rune's back. He spun and caught me in his arms. "Ye gave me a fright, lass. What happened?"

      "I'm not sure. One minute I was walking, and the next, I was falling for you. Erm, into you." Thank heavens the darkness hid my reddened face. It wasn't like me to be so obvious about my feelings. Even if I was, this was neither the time nor the place to delve into them.

      The light from Rune's phone swept past our feet, and I saw a weird shape along the ground. "Wait. Shine your light over there again."

      When he did, I stooped and ran my hand over the molded surface of the damp earthen floor. Something was under there. I used my fingertips to dig and soon unearthed a leather strap. With a bit of effort, I pulled the remainder of the strap free along with a muddy leather satchel attached to it. A trail of red clay mud dripped like blood toward my wrists. Ew. Gross.

      “Ye’ve found treasure, lass.”

      “I’ve found something. Move the light closer so we can see what’s inside.”

      The beam of light from Rune's phone lit the inside of the container. I expected the damp earth would have ruined the satchel’s contents, but the inside was dry aside from a faint whiff of mildew. A large statuette-like item rested in the bottom.

      "Here. Let me, lass," Rune offered before thrusting his hand into the satchel.

      Before it could get very far, I grabbed it and pulled it out. "Oh, no you don't!"

      "What? Lass, let me—"

      "No! What if something in there will throw you back to your time, send you across the Atlantic, or, or," I paused, unable to say turn you to dust aloud as if speaking the words would make them true.

      "Or what, my dear heart?"

      "Or something worse." I didn't wait for Rune to respond but plunged my arm into the bag to my elbow. Something smooth and cool met my fingertips. When I pulled the object free, Rune directed the light from his phone to it for a closer look and gasped. A quick glimpse revealed it to be some kind of stone with a crude face surrounded by symbols etched into the surface. Beads of sweat broke out on my forehead. I avoided looking directly at whatever this was in case it had Medusa-like properties. "What is it? Some kind of statuette?"

      "This can't be."

      "What can't be, Rune? And what is it?" I repeated.

      "It's the Ring of Kerry banshee."

      A faint breeze brought the scent of sea air to the cavern. Although I knew we should keep moving, I wanted to know more about whatever this was in my hands. "The what?"

      "The Ring of Kerry banshee is made from Connemara marble taken deep from beneath the Emerald Isle. The Benefield lad must've left it here."

      “But why would Bryant Benefield leave these here? It seems like the satchel would have been closer to his body. This makes no sense at all.”

      "It does if his lass is a banshee."

      "Mrs. Benefield a banshee? There's no way. She's as normal as me and, well, huh," I stopped myself. I was about to say me and you, except Rune was anything but normal.

      "There's a legend about the 'shee which tells of it bringing bad luck to anyone who carries it. We should be getting this marble statuette back to Mrs. Benefield as soon as we can."

      Really? Bad luck? Despite the skeptical thoughts in my head, I knew Rune wasn't lying. As the daughter of a leprechaun, I shouldn't doubt the existence of luck, but now was not the time to debate it with my handsome Irish fellow.

      Before I could muse further on the topic of luck, either aloud or in my head, a faint echo found its way to the section of the cavern where we stood. "Wait! Do you hear that noise? Could it be Sutton? Which direction is the voice coming from?"

      "Whist, lass. Let me hear."

      We heard a loud cracking noise overhead followed by a chorus of whispers. The latter could only mean one thing—bats! Instinct took over and my arms flew over my head. There was no way I would give a bat the chance to tangle itself in my hair.

      Rune pulled me back seconds before the space where we had been only a minute before filled with a pile of small boulders and other natural debris from the tunnel's ceiling. By the time the rocks quit falling, I was relieved to find Rune and I were both okay. The tunnel behind us was now completely blocked, however.
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      Do not think of Shelob from Lord of the Rings, I cautioned myself two hours later, even as the memory of the giant spider from my favorite fantasy book popped into my head. The fictional arachnid was large enough to capture human-sized prey in her webs. Common sense dictated that spiders of such an exaggerated size were a myth, but to the daughter of a leprechaun standing beside a man who lived under a fairy's curse for a couple of hundred years, myths were a part of daily life. In situations like this, it was a little nerve-wracking.

      Inside the tunnel, moisture clung to giant spider webs drooping from the ceiling like beaded lace across the bodice of a bridal gown. If we soon didn't make our way out of this cavern, I'd never be a bride again. Or even a bridesmaid, if things worked out between Hank and Hazel. Was it silly to let myself daydream about happy endings? Absolutely, but it was better than panicking over the spiders.

      "A Saint Patrick ha'penny for your thoughts, lass."

      What other thoughts could I have? Since the stones fell and blocked our path to return to the lighthouse, we agreed to stay put. The voice hadn't echoed through the tunnels since we last heard it, leading me to believe it must have been coming through one of the other areas. At least our artifact was safe, but it was very little comfort considering our current circumstances.

      "I hate spiders," I admitted at last. "And I'm cold."

      Rune's arms wrapped around me. "I'll keep ye safe and warm."

      I laid my head on his chest. Any other time, this would feel like a scene from a Hallmark movie. The water rising around our calves and the rocks blocking our exit from the tunnel, however, likened it to a Hollywood blockbuster film starring a bunch of overpaid A-listers.

      Whether it was from sensing the anxiety or feeling the goose pimples through my shirt's thin sleeves—why hadn't I thought to grab my parka?—Rune rubbed his palms along my forearms.

      "Yer teeth are chattering, lass."

      "I k-k-know. I hope the others f-f-find us s-s-soon."

      Rune gave me a friendly squeeze and held me close. "Let me tell ye a story. Do ye know Fionn mac Cumhaill?"

      "Finn Mc-who?"

      "Fionn mac Cumhaill," he repeated, dragging the words out as if slowing them would make it easier for me to understand. Upon seeing my blank expression, he sighed. "Ye have no clue, do ye, lass?"

      "Nope. Will you tell me about him?" I put my head on Rune's chest and listened as his lilting brogue filled the chamber.

      After he finished telling me about the Irishman who accidentally gained all of the world's knowledge by cooking a magical fish, he went on to tell other stories. One was about a king with a harp with magical properties. Another tale explained how a woman came to turn her step-children into swans. Then the last one told about a demigod who held all of his power in his middle finger.

      "So, the lad would hold his finger like this," Rune began to demonstrate with one hand, but I was quick to thread my fingers through his. "What is it, lass?"

      I laughed and explained, "Showing someone your middle finger has a very different connotation in the United States. You might want to avoid showing someone your middle finger unless you're trying to start a fight."

      "Ack! Thank ye for telling me."

      The water crept past my knees, and, despite Rune's attempts to distract me from our predicament, a sense of dread filled me as quickly as water filled the cavern.

      "Rune, in case we never get out of here, I need to tell you something." Putting a label on what Rune and I were as a couple—and where I wanted our relationship to go—was long overdue. I gazed at him and gulped the lump of nervousness lodged in my throat.

      "What is it, lass?" He traced my jawline with the pad of his thumb.

      Whether it was from his touch or the freezing temperature of the water, or maybe a little bit of both, my knees went weak. I held onto him to avoid passing out and drowning in the salty brine.

      "Life has changed since I met you."

      "Aye. Mine has, too."

      "It has?"

      "Of course. I'm not stuck living in the body of a cat." A twinkle of mirth crinkled the corners of his eyes.

      "And thank heavens you're not." All of a sudden, confessing my heart's desire felt about as easy as climbing Cadillac Mountain in Acadia National Park. I should know. Hazel and I tried it the summer after graduation from high school when we were younger, in better physical shape, and more ambitious. We instead took selfies with the mountain in the background and spent the rest of the weekend shopping in nearby Puffin Island.

      "What is it, lass?" he repeated with more urgency. The water hugged the middle of my thighs.

      "Rune, I wanted to tell you something. I..." I paused and took a breath.

      "Aye, lass?"

      "I. Um." Why was my tongue all tied in knots? I had said those three little words to him so many times in my head. Saying them aloud should have been as easy as making a fluffernutter panini. Except I hadn't told them to anyone since before my late husband passed. Back when he and I were still romantic with each other. "It's um, I, ah, well."

      "Shh, lass." Rune's hand stroked over the back of my head, his fingers running through my hair.

      Oh, wow. This moment would be so romantic under different circumstances. A slight breeze brushed against my cheek, and I relaxed a little. At least we'd breathe fresh air until the water rose above our heads. Rune's hand rested on my shoulder. I had never been more emotionally in sync with anyone, not even my late husband. I wonder what he's thinking?

      Rune let out a whoop. "Do ye hear it?"

      "Hear what?" I stepped back. The movement caused the water to slosh over the elastic waistband of my yoga pants. The stretchy fabric clung to my skin like a diver's wetsuit.

      "Whist, lass. Listen."

      A tink-tink-tink of metal on rock echoed in the cavern.

      "Rune? Tori?" a voice echoed through the debris. "Are you in there?"

      "Yes! We're here!" I called back. "Help!"

      "Stay put. We're working on getting you out as fast as we can!" the voice called back. "Stay where you are!"
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      "We have to stay here. There's nowhere to go except deeper into the tunnel. Who knows where it dumps out, or if we'd find another dead end?" As I spoke the last few words, my teeth began to chatter. I'd have paced if not for the lack of light and the steadily rising water.

      Rune's silence did not make me feel any better. I may as well have been alone. Oh, no! Sutton is probably all alone in one of these tunnels.

      One of the rescuers from the other side, their voice louder than before, offered reassurance, "Stay calm! We're almost there!"

      "Hank, lad, is it truly ye?" Rune called back.

      "Yep! Half the town came out when they heard you were stuck." A rock from the other side moved to reveal Hank's friendly visage. His smile soon disappeared as he got a closer look at our situation. "The rocks must be holding the water back! It's only ankle-deep over here. Let me get a better hammer out of my truck. I'll be right back!"

      "Hank, no! Wait!" I called, but it was no use. The echo of his work boots sloshing in the water faded until the only sound was the rushing water from deeper in the cave. Was this how Bryant Benefield felt before meeting his demise? I prayed Sutton was faring better than we were, wherever she was.

      Rune put his hand on my shoulder. "Lass, ye mustn't worry yerself. Everything will be fine."

      "How can you know everything will be fine?" While I wished with all my heart that my cat-turned-Irish hottie could predict the future, I knew Rune only meant to calm me.

      Even as the thought formed in my brain, I heard him say, "Calm yerself."

      Before I could warn him about how telling a woman to calm down was the least effective way of achieving the goal, Hank returned. Through the opening, we could see him wave a more massive hammer.

      "See? This is Nicola."

      "You name your hammers?" The idea of someone naming a hammer was so ridiculous. I had to take a few deep breaths to keep from laughing. "Why would you give your hammer a name?"

      "The name fits the personality," Hank explained as he went to work.

      "Did ye name it after a real lass, then?"

      "You bet I did. Nicola was a gal I met while getting my business degree. We were both taking the same online class."

      "What kind of class?" I asked, unable to squelch my curiosity.

      "The history of Ancient Greece. I thought I'd be learning more about commerce and less about the geography of small towns like Phthiotis. Every day, I thank my lucky stars we didn't pursue a relationship after passing the final."

      "She was pretty bad, huh?" I had only dated my late husband before we married and only Rune in the past few months. The lack of dating in my personal history always made me more curious about others' experiences. Besides, it distracted me from the rising waters and the pain in my biceps from holding the leather satchel above my head.

      "Nicola was a lot worse than 'pretty bad,' and I should know." Hank went on to regale us with stories of the many dating mishaps. Some were amusing, while others were more like something we'd see laid out in a mystery program on the True Crime channel.

      Suddenly, the rocks fell away enough to allow the water to toward Hank with a loud whoosh, the sound reverberating against the damp walls. With the threat of danger was out of the way, I slung the satchel's long handle over my shoulder as if it was an haute couture designer accessory and not some mud-encrusted relic from long ago.

      When the final echoes had waned into nothing, Hank said, "They'll be hearing those sounds in a few decades."

      "What are ye on about, lad? Did ye record this with yer fancy telephone?"

      "Nope. There's a theory about subterranean stones like the walls in these caverns. Some think the stones have the power to record impressions of emotional energy. At some future point, the stones replay those impressions," Hank explained as he worked to clear a path for us.

      "Do ye think I'm an eejit to believe such a wild tale?"

      I suppressed a giggle. "He's right, Rune. After things calm down, remind me to show you the history program about the stone tapes."

      By the time I finished recounting what I had recalled about one of the stories from the documentary, Hank had cleared the debris enough for us to pass through without injury. We soon had all gathered in the basement area where I had found Mr. Benefield, and I did everything I could to avoid looking at the spot. Even though the EMTs had long since taken his corpse away, the memory of the man's mummified gaze bore into me as if he was still sitting in the shadows.

      "Are ye all right, my heart?" Rune put his arm around my waist and gave a quick squeeze.

      "As well as can be expected." Eager to draw attention from my well-being, I asked, "Did anyone find Sutton?"

      "No. The whole rescue mission was a wash. No pun intended," Hazel added as she took in the state of mine and Rune's soaked outerwear.

      Heavy footsteps preceded the appearance of Gavin's face at the top of the ladder. "Get out of there. Right now."

      Hazel let slip what sounded like one of Rune's pseudo swear words. Between his ability to mangle the English language and my lack of Irish, my lack of ability to comprehend his words was something I had come to accept.

      In a show of gentlemanly manners, Hank and Rune stepped back to let Hazel and me climb the ladder first. The metal rungs were so cold, it was a wonder my damp palms didn't stick to them. Once, in middle school, someone dared Gavin to touch his tongue to the flagpole in front of the courthouse. Every emergency vehicle in town showed up. Looking back on the incident, I wondered if the parade of lights and sirens along Main Street was what inspired him to pursue a career in law enforcement. I should ask him.

      But when I got to the top of the ladder and scrambled onto the lighthouse floor, Gavin didn't lend a helping hand as I struggled to get to my feet. Maybe now wasn't the best time.
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      From Gavin's deep shade of red-bordering-on-purple, I expected him to unleash all of his pent-up anger. This wasn't anything like the other times when he had caught Hazel and me nosing around a crime scene.

      Unlike the past incidents which left him mildly annoyed, Gavin now looked ready to scream at us in front of everyone here. The group included half the town, judging by the size of the crowd. Inside the lighthouse was standing room only, and a glimpse through the window revealed countless others scattered across the lawn.

      But when the police officer opened his mouth, all we heard was a series of shrill barks I had recognized as Puff Daddy. It was all I could do to contain my laughter. Gavin's dumbfounded look only added to the hilarity. Before I could burst into peals of mirth, a loud voice carried over the heads of the onlookers.

      "Get your mutt out of here! Move aside. Yes, you! I said move!"

      Like Moses commanding the Red Sea, the crowd parted to allow Mayor Goldman to pass through. He stopped when he got to us, the same baby-faced EMT whom I had met before close on his heels.

      "Do you want me to arrest them, Mayor? Because I will, even if it's for their safety," Gavin offered. "Seeing as how someone broke into one of their homes and left evidence of a crime on their property."

      "Oh, so you heard from Mrs. Benefield about the phone we found? Awesome!" I exclaimed.

      Gavin's frown deepened, but before he could say another word, the mayor lifted one hand above his head and snapped his fingers. "I can't believe I had to drive over here from the Blue Bear Brewery for this. There's no reason to arrest anyone unless the property owner makes a report."

      "And Marci wouldn't report us," Hazel spoke up. "Tori and I are independent contractors hired to do work on this property, which means we have permission to be here."

      "Oh, for crying out loud, little sister. Next, you'll tell us how you hired Rune and Hank to work as consultants, and their roles give them permission to work here, too."

      "As a matter of fact, your girlfriend hired Hank, and you know that Rune works with us," I informed my archnemesis. "Stop trying to find excuses to arrest us when we're perfectly innocent, okay?"

      "Perfectly innocent, Queen Victoria? I don't think so."

      "Our only reason for exploring was to see if we could find a missing person."

      The mayor scoffed. "A missing person in the tunnels? Preposterous! The only people who have been in those tunnels as of late are standing before me right now." He pointed his index finger at each of us as he spoke.

      "As a member of law enforcement who is here legally and in an official capacity, my previous offer stands," Gavin reminded.

      The EMT elbowed her way to us and smirked at the police officer. "Knock it off, Officer Bossy Pants. These folks could be suffering from hypothermia. If you don't mind, I'd like to do my job." Turning to the mayor, she put her hand on her hip. "And do you think you could clear everyone out of here? Now that the victims are all accounted for, aside from the previously missing person, the search party can return to their daily lives. Besides, I'm pretty sure I saw a news van pulling into the parking lot."

      His curiosity piqued, Mayor Goldman's head snapped toward the door. "A news van? Pardon me while I see if I can help them." Even as he spoke the last few words, he turned and made a beeline for the door which led to the parking area.

      "Now the cop is out of the way, who needs to be checked out?" the EMT asked as she gave us a cursory glance. When none of us replied, she sighed. "No one? Even though whoever called dispatch said someone was trapped underwater for an extended period of time?"

      I assured her, "They probably called for Rune and me, but we're fine. I'm not sure who called you, or what they said, but we weren't in the water for very long. It rose slowly and never went much past our waists. Right, Rune?"

      Rune put his hand on my lower back. "Aye, lass. We are all right."

      "Are you sure? Depending on the temperature of the water, you could be experiencing hypothermia," she repeated, stressing the final word.

      I insisted, "Honestly, I feel fine. My house is five minutes away. All I need is a hot shower to take off the chill and some warm pajamas."

      "Okay, but if either of you start to feel confused or disoriented, promise that you'll seek medical attention at once." The EMT withdrew a clipboard from her medical bag. "I'll need you to sign these AMAs and we're done."

      I thanked her and gratefully signed the Against Medical Advice waiver even as the EMT made a last-ditch effort to try and convince Rune and me to visit the local emergency room.

      Several minutes later, we exited the lighthouse, I scanned the crowd for Hazel and Hank, but didn't see them. Closer to the museum, Mayor Goldman chatted amicably with the Channel Seven news crew. I turned to suggest to Rune that we avoid the anchor person if we wanted to get home, but Ivy stepped in front of us.

      "Come on, kids. I've got hot coffee and warm blankets at the cafe. Hazel's meeting you there with dry clothes. We've got a lot to talk about."

      Exhaustion started to set in, and I didn't have the energy to argue with her. Hot coffee sounded every bit as nice as a hot shower, truth be told.

      About halfway between us and the news crew stood Mrs. Benefield and Puff Daddy. The pint-sized pooch strained his leash as he struggled to lunge at the mayor.

      "It's good the dog doesn't weigh more, or it might eat the poor guy alive," Joe said.

      "The critter is so small, you can hardly call it a dog. It's like something you'd sweep out from underneath your sofa," Ivy observed.

      Rune perked up. "Like a dust bunny, ye mean?"

      Goose pimples raised on my arms beneath my clothes. "C-c-can we discuss this at the c-c-cafe?" Until I spoke, I hadn't realized my teeth were chattering.

      Ivy put her arm around me. "Yes, absolutely. Hazel and Hank are already on their way there. I told her I'd bring you and Rune along, but first I think we need to stop by your house so you can get into dry clothes."
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      Ivy had warm coffee waiting for us in her vehicle, and I murmured my thanks between sips. She kept her silence as she drove across town.

      Upon getting to my house, Rune was already out of the van and unlocking the front door when I offered, "We could walk over to the coffee shop when we're finished if you want."

      "Tori! No! After what you two have been through? I could never forgive myself. You go do whatever you have to do, and I'll keep the heat on for you."

      "You're staying out here?" I swilled the final dregs of my coffee and returned the now-empty cup to its holder.

      "Go on. What you do or don't do in your house is your own business."

      "Thanks, Ivy. It means a lot." I left the van and hurried across the dooryard, taking care not to slip on the damp leaves.

      Even though I had no intentions of rushing into a physical relationship with Rune, no matter how handsome and charming he was, I wished more people minded their own business the way my favorite coffee shop owner did. Walking through town was one of my favorite pastimes. Since Rune came into my life, I was more aware of the side-eyed glances and whispers from neighborhood busybodies.

      "Tori? Tori! I'm so glad you're home!"

      What a coincidence. Here was the head busybody herself. I waved without slowing my stride. "Hello, Mrs. Benefield."

      "Tori, I need to tell you—"

      "Sorry," I cut her off. "Not to be rude, but I need to get inside and out of these clothes before I catch..." I trailed off, not wanting to say the words "my death" aloud. When I realized she waited for me to continue my sentence, I amended, "I don't want to catch a cold. Give Puff Daddy some pets from me!"

      Inside the house, I was in such a hurry to enjoy the warmth of a hot shower, I almost ran into Rune, who stood like a statue in the entrance between the kitchen and living room.

      "Whoa. What's up?" I peeked around him to see Mercutio on the table with the silver bough. The box that previously held the mystical item was upside-down on the floor. Ambient light glinted on the gold-leafed design displayed upon the lid. Stepping around Rune, I snatched the silver bough away from the cat, grabbed the box, and put the piece of wood inside. "Where did you get this, silly Mercutio? We need to find a safer place for it. Rune, there are some sweats in the hall closet. You're welcome to them. I'm going to change for now and will grab a shower later."

      Without another word to Rune, I gave Thor a gentle pat on the head and went to my bedroom where I shut the door and drew the curtains. Once I was sure no one was spying on me, I stepped into the walk-in closet and shut the door before opening a small wall safe. I tucked the box inside, shut the door, and reset the code. It was only then when I realized my hands were shaking, and it wasn't due to being dressed in damp, cold clothing.

      Was someone in my home while the rest of us were at the lighthouse? Or had the cat gotten lucky by finding the silver bough? As I mulled over these and other questions, I pulled my warmest pair of flannel-lined yoga pants and a sweatshirt from the closet. Once I had changed into an outfit of clothes guaranteed to prevent me from freezing, I returned to the living room.

      Rune was standing in the same spot where I'd left him before, except now his cold, wet clothes were replaced with the ones I had suggested he wear.

      "Did ye put the bough in a safe place, lass?"

      "I did, and I'm not telling anyone where it is."

      Rune's shoulders sagged from what I hoped was relief rather than disappointment.

      "Come on. We've made everyone wait long enough." I linked my arm through his and led him to the door, stopping only to top off Mercutio's food bowl.

      It was a quiet ride to the coffee shop. If Ivy noticed a shift in our moods, she didn't pry, and I was grateful for it. Between solving an ages-old murder and finding the missing barista, our cozy clique's agenda was full. We didn't have the time—and I didn't have the desire—to add my personal drama into the mix.

      Ivy pulled her vehicle along the curb and killed the engine. "Rune, go on inside. I want to talk to Tori alone for a minute."

      "Aye, lass. Thank ye for the ride."

      We watched Rune disappear inside the cafe. Once the door closed behind him, Ivy turned in her seat to face me. "Are you all right?"

      "No, but I will be," I admitted. "Everyone's inside?"

      "They are. We had better join them so Joe can fix you a warm latte."

      As much as I had lamented missing out on a hot shower, drinking a warm, caffeinated beverage ran a close second. "Sounds awesome. Ivy?"

      "Yeah, hon?"

      "I'm sorry we couldn't find Sutton."

      "Girl, what made you all decide to go searching underneath the lighthouse?"

      From her tone, I half expected to hear Ivy threaten to call my mother. I realized her long pause meant she expected me to answer. "It's how things lined up."

      "By things you mean clues? You can't go solving one murder after another without someone figuring out what you and your mystery friends have planned."

      "Maybe. I feel like the two things are linked. Mr. Benefield taught at the college. Sutton was a student there. Since I'm the one who discovered his mummified corpse, I feel a bit responsible for finding her."

      "You're one of the good ones, Tori. Joe told me to stay out of it, he said Gavin would find Sutton and that would be the end of it. Truth be told, my money is on you girls finding her first."

      "Wow. I'm not sure what to say." And it was true. I didn't know how to respond to her confidence in mine and Hazel's sleuthing skills over those of Hazel's brother, who was an actual police officer.

      Ivy patted my arm. "You don't have to say a thing. Let's get inside."
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      Inside the coffee shop, I claimed the empty seat beside Rune. Hazel and Hank sat across the table from us, and Joe was soon at my side with a piping hot latte. The scent of the steam revealed it was coconut flavored, my favorite.

      "Thanks, Joe. I appreciate this," I acknowledged before taking the first sip. The warm liquid was bliss after the time spent partially submerged in the frigid waters beneath the lighthouse.

      Joe patted me on the shoulder. "Sandwiches will be out shortly."

      "Sandwiches?" I echoed as he walked away.

      Hank explained, "When he found out all we'd been through, Joe insisted on making fluffernutter paninis."

      "Are you serious? I haven't had one of those in forever." My mouth watered with the memory of the grilled concoctions Hazel and I had often enjoyed as teenagers.

      "Lass, what is yer fluffernutter? Can ye explain it to me?"

      I gave Rune my full attention. "Do you remember when we had paninis with turkey salad, arugula, and cranberry sauce?"

      "Aye. Go on."

      "And you remember when we had the peanut butter s'mores?"

      "Aye. They were right tasty, lass."

      "Imagine having those s'mores but grilled in a panini."

      A look of rapture crossed Rune's features. "It sounds heavenly."

      Watching Rune experience things I took for granted in my day-to-day life gave me a new appreciation for them, but it couldn't distract me from the still-missing barista.

      Joe returned with the sandwiches. He set the platter between the four of us before pulling an extra chair to the end of the table. The coffee shop owner sank into the chair and wiped the sweat from his forehead with a red checkered dish towel.

      The four of us dove into the sandwiches as Joe looked on with an encouraging smile. He waited until we'd each had one before saying, "Ivy said you think Sutton's disappearance might be linked to Bryant's murder. Tell me what you know so far."

      We filled him in with everything we had learned since our first day of working at the lighthouse. Had it only been a few days? It felt like so much longer. When one of us paused to bite into a sandwich, another would continue with the next sequence of events. By the time we finished, the platter was empty and our bellies were full of marshmallow fluff and chocolatey goodness.

      Joe rubbed his chin. "You know, the mayor and Bryant Benefield were best friends until a woman came between them."

      "Whoa! Tell me it's not who I'm thinking about." I took a sip of coffee. Maybe Mrs. Benefield wasn't the third person in this decades-old love triangle.

      The coffee shop owner confirmed, "Yep. It was your neighbor."

      "Joe Coyle, why didn't you ever tell me any of this?" Ivy asked, having returned in time to hear her husband's revelation.

      "You never asked." Joe shrugged. "And I don't gossip. If I didn't think it could help the girls, I wouldn't be sharing it now.

      Hazel and I shared a look across the table. Although I couldn't speak for my bestie, I always felt a little spark of joy when Joe and Ivy called us "the girls." It was a reminder that no matter what happened, Mocha Joe's would always be a kind of second home for us.

      "Did everyone in town know about both men being interested in Mrs. Benefield? What happened? I need soap opera level details." Hazel put her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands.

      Joe frowned, and I feared he might not share details if he thought it was hearsay. I rushed to add, "Not to gossip, of course. It's easier to plan our next move if we have all the details."

      "The mayor and Mrs. Benefield were quite an item in high school. They were homecoming king and queen, voted the school's cutest couple, and all the other stuff."

      "I still say we were cuter." Ivy squeezed her husband's shoulder.

      A blush crossed Joe's fingers and he continued, "Well, right after graduation, the mayor went off to college. By the time he came back for Thanksgiving, Bryant had moved here from Ireland and stolen his gal. She gave the mayor his letter sweater back, and she and Bryant had a Christmas wedding in the square."

      I resisted a dreamy sigh. Who didn't love a story about a gal having her heart stolen by an Irish fellow?

      "Some kids interrupted the reception with reports of seeing the creature. This really piqued Bryant's interest, and he decided it must be related to the Loch Ness Monster or something. It wasn't long after when the mayor took a job at City Hall. He was director of tourism for Cooper's Cove until they elected him to be the mayor."

      "Wait, what? The mayor was in charge of tourism?" The wheels in my head began turning. "Why does this sound important?"

      "Before the lighthouse closed, the mayor led groups on creature-watching tours. Christine Livingston wouldn't let him step foot on the property around her home. This left the tour groups having to settle for the limited vantage from the reef itself," Ivy explained.

      Joe snorted. "I'm shocked the old biddy gave them access to Mermaid Reef at all."

      She went on as if her husband hadn't said a word, "I imagine the limited vantage worked in his favor. If nobody knew what the creature was, then it remained a mystery to be solved."

      Ivy's tone held a wistfulness, but something she said was like pieces of a puzzle coming together in my mind.

      "I think we know who killed Bryant Benefield," I announced.

      Hazel added, "And I think we know why, too!"

      "Does anyone have any idea where the mayor could be right now? Is it possible he could still be with the reporters at the lighthouse?" I asked.

      Joe waved his hand. "They were at the lighthouse more than an hour ago. He could be anywhere."

      "We should split up," Hank suggested. "Rune and I can go back to the lighthouse."

      "He frequents local restaurants for dinner. Joe and I can drive through town and see if we spot his car outside any of them," Ivy offered.

      "Good thinking. You might want to start with the Blue Bear Brewery." I looked across the table at Hazel. "We'll go to City Hall and see if he's in his office."

      "Let's do this," she replied. We fist-bumped over the empty sandwich platter. As her knuckles brushed mine, I prayed my theory was wrong.

      But I had a sinking feeling that we may come face-to-face with our friendly neighborhood murderer.
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      "Do you think the mayor could be in his office?" Hazel asked after we were seat belted into the van and she started the engine.

      "It's as good a place as any to look. What do we have to lose?"

      "Our lives."

      I started to protest, but earlier attempts to interrogate suspects proved more dangerous than we had anticipated. As much as I hated to admit it, even if it was only to myself, my best friend was right. "If this is the case, we should have some kind of a plan."

      Although City Hall was a stone's throw from Mocha Joe's, the wind chill had caused a significant drop in temperature during the short time since we had arrived at the cafe. What we gained in warmth, however, we sacrificed in time. By the time Hazel pulled into one of the many empty parking spots in front of the town's chief municipal building, we were no closer to a plan of action.

      Hazel gave a deep sigh as she shifted the van in park and killed the engine.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "We're still no closer to a plan."

      "Get out of my head. Does this mean you don't have any ideas, either?"

      "Not really, no."

      "Should we play it by ear?"

      "I'd like to say no because we know how well not having a plan worked out in the past."

      A sinking feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I chewed the inside of my cheek as I mulled over the alternatives. At last, I had to admit, “Unfortunately, we don't have any other choice."

      "Come on. We've done enough procrastinating. The sooner we get inside, the sooner we can get back out here. If we're lucky, the mayor won't even be there."

      "If he's not here, then it means one of our friends is in danger."

      "All the better for us to confirm whether he's in his office or somewhere else."

      "Yeah. Okay. Let's do this."

      Hazel and I made a brisk exit from the van and across the sidewalk before entering City Hall through the main set of doors.

      The mayor’s voice echoed from deeper within the building, and Hazel put a finger to her lips. I nodded and put my hand out to prevent the door from slamming lest it prematurely announce our presence.

      We crept along the edge of the hall like law enforcement preparing to raid a roomful of mobsters.

      The mayor’s voice grew louder as we drew closer to the door of his office.

      Hazel turned to me and, in a loud whisper said, "He's recording his town hall message for this week."

      I raised my hand and gave Hazel a thumbs-up to show her I understood.

      "This has been your weekly town hall roundup!" the mayor said in a cheery tone.

      Hazel motioned me forward and stepped into his doorway. "Hello, Mayor! Can we have a few minutes of your time?"

      "Oh, Hazel and Tori. What are you doing here?" The mayor looked at his laptop. "Pardon me while I turn off this equipment."

      "We'd like to talk to you about Bryant Benefield," I blurted.

      The mayor’s head snapped up. His laptop forgotten, he stepped in front of the desk and asked, "What about him?"

      Hazel prodded, "You two used to be friends. What happened?"

      "He stole the only woman I've ever loved, if you truly want to know what happened. Now if you excuse me, I have an appointment."

      "At this hour? It wouldn't be an appointment about the creature, would it?" I put air quotes around the word creature as I said it.

      This got his attention. "What about the creature? Did you see it?"

      "It's kind of hard to see something if it doesn't exist, isn't it, Mayor?" Hazel punctuated her words with a smug grin.

      "It very well does so exist! I've seen it for myself, terrifying lobstermen out in the bay in the wee hours of the morning!"

      "Funny you should claim to have seen the creature. Bryant's journals proved otherwise," I said. Even as the words left my mouth, I hoped my voice sounded more confident than I felt.

      The mayor’s pointed stare bore into me. "Those journals should no longer exist."

      "Wow. How would you know they no longer exist unless you're the person who took them from Tori's house?" Hazel asked.

      "You can't prove anything," the mayor hissed.

      "It doesn't matter who took them. Hazel. You and I made digital copies of everything and have a copy in cloud storage," I confessed. "If anything happens to us, we've left instructions with several people as to where they can find the evidence."

      The mayor stammered.

      "Why would you need to lie about the creature, anyway?" Hazel, curious as a cat, went on without waiting for him to find his next words.

      At last, the mayor shouted, "Use your head! If people knew the creature in the bay wasn't real, then there would be fewer tourists. Fewer tourists would mean less revenue for the town. Do you know how much those city slickers spend in a backwater town like Cooper's Cove? It's unreal!"

      "There are other things to bring people into town. The Beach Plum Bay Days Festival draws a major crowd," I argued.

      "Do you seriously think a single event can sustain this town for twelve full months?" As he spoke, the mayor’s face turned a reddish-purple, and little balls of spit formed on his lower lip. "The festival happens once a year. It's listed as medium-sized on event websites. After your Nancy Drew act this last time, reviews are down across the board."

      Hazel offered, "We could plan other things. So what if people know that the creature isn't real? It's not really a big deal, is it?"

      "We could plan other things," the mayor repeated in a nasally-sounding whine. In his normal voice, he continued, "It is a big deal. Haven't you heard a word I've said? You two are a prime example of why women should not be leaders. If you had only minded your own business, and stayed home like good little housewives, then you wouldn't be in the situation you're in now."

      "Wow, Mayor. Maybe we should be on our way if those are your true feelings." I took a step backward toward the door.

      The mayor, despite his short, squat frame, was quicker. He grabbed a sword-shaped letter opener from atop his desk with one hand and grabbed Hazel with the other. In his haste, he knocked a stack of postcards from the top of his desk. A quick glance revealed they were a match for the ones we'd received.

      But I had no time to ask the mayor about them. The tip of the letter opener's blade rested dangerously close to my best friend's throat.
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      Keep him talking, I thought. It was a classic superhero ploy. Keep the villain distracted by talking until he confesses.

      "Whoa, Mayor Goldman! Why are you doing this?"

      "Did you seriously think you could confess about knowing the truth about the creature and then walk out of here? Tori, you're smarter than this, or at least, I thought you were."

      "Please, let Hazel go!" I showed my palms as a sign of surrender. "We don't want anyone to get hurt. You can trust us not to say anything to anyone."

      "It's too late for me to trust anyone. I've killed once to protect this town's secret, and I won't hesitate to do it again." His hand tightened its grip on the letter opener. Light bounced off the sharp edge of the blade.

      Before tonight, if anyone told me how someone would hold my bestie hostage with a letter opener, I would have cackled hysterically. It sounds preposterous, right? But here we were in the exact situation in the mayor’s office.

      A pop echoed from the hall, and something whizzed past me.

      "What the—?" the mayor started to ask before another pop, and a hiss occurred, but this time, the mayor let out a shrill scream and dropped the letter opener.

      Hazel remained frozen in place until I screamed, "Hazel! Run!"

      A second later, Hazel had wrestled from the mayor's grasp, less restrictive now, and rushed past me. She cried, "Hank! What are you doing here?"

      I spun on my heel to see Hank standing in the doorway, nail gun in hand. Power tools were out of my realm of knowledge, but the handyman using that nail gun to save Hazel gave me a new respect for them.

      Rune pushed past him from his place in the hall to enter the room and grab me in a tight embrace.

      "Lass, when we saw ye on the television, I thought I would never see ye alive again," he murmured against my ear.

      Pulling away, I held him at arm's length. "What do you mean, on the television?"

      "In the mayor's town hall video. Ye two walked in on the tail end. Everyone in town has seen it by now, and if they don't, they can watch a replay on the Goggle."

      "They'll do no such thing!" The mayor lunged toward the camera, but his shoe stayed glued to the floor. When he bent to untie the laces, Hank cleared his throat.

      "Mayor, I wouldn't try anything if I were you," the handyman warned. "Stay put, because I imagine Gavin will want to talk to you."

      "You bet I will." Gavin strode in from the hall.

      I looked at Rune. "Is the whole town here?"

      "Jes yer heroes, lass."

      "You're the only hero I need," I whispered. Even as the words left my mouth, I realized the absurdity of them. When a deranged dance mom attacked Hazel and me, Rune stood by while my mother saved us.

      And now? Well, the important fact was that we were safe. Besides, Rune once risked all of his nine lives to keep Hazel and me from being taken out by a crazed cat lady. A single heroic act was enough for one lifetime, wasn't it?

      "Good work, Hank," Gavin was saying.

      I giggled and, once I started, I couldn't stop.

      Gavin glowered in my direction. "What's your problem, Queen Victoria? You think my sister's life being in jeopardy is funny?"

      "No, it's just that," I stopped to giggle. "Hank really n-n-n," a snort-laugh cut me off. "He really nailed down the suspect for you, Gavin." By this time, a mixture of relief and hilarity at my pun had me in stitches.

      "Hey, Rune, your woman's hysterical. Get her some coffee or something."

      Hazel agreed, "Coffee sounds good right now."

      Gavin kicked the letter opener aside, pulled out his cuffs, and used them to restrain the mayor. As our friendly neighborhood policeman read Mayor Goldman his rights, the rest of us were so silent, you could have heard a pin drop.

      This created the perfect conditions for me to hear a dull thud followed by a light whimpering from somewhere nearby. I asked, "What was that?"

      "What was what?" Hazel asked.

      "It was like something hit a wall and cried."

      "...cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you," Gavin was saying when his sister shushed him.

      "Shh! Gavin! Tori heard something."

      "For crying out loud, Witch Hazel. Will you let me do my job?"

      The thud happened again, louder this time, and the mayor urged, "We should all leave now. Please, take me in for questioning. I'm ready to go." He struggled to move, but his foot was still nailed to the floor.

      Another thud sounded, but a low moaning accompanied this one.

      Everyone began talking at once, and Gavin put his hand out like a traffic cop preventing a crash at an intersection. "Stop! Do you hear it?"

      I snorted. "Do we hear the noise I asked about half a minute ago?"

      "Tori, it's not a noise. I believe it was a thud followed by a whimper, as if someone hit a wall and hurt themselves."

      "Wow, Gavin. That is some wicked mansplaining."

      "Help. Is someone there? Please! I need someone to help me!" the voice pleaded. Each word was a bit louder and more robust than the last.

      Gavin, Hank, and Rune went into action, searching the office for the source of the noise. Rune removed a massive painting of the lighthouse to reveal a locked cabinet built into the wall.

      "Hank, do ye think ye could take care of this?"

      The handyman ran one palm over his stubbled jaw, the move eliciting a daydreamy gaze from my best friend. The direness of the situation couldn't deny it. My bestie was one smitten kitten.

      At last, he replied, "I probably have a tool in the truck we could use to cut through it."

      "Oh, for crying out loud," I said and grabbed a marble statuette from the desk. What if whoever was there didn't have time for Hank to go rummage through his toolbox? What if the tool was a hammer Thor had buried in his backyard? "Back up, boys. This is a woman's work."

      Two heavy smashes against the padlock later and the marble statuette had blown the hinge off the door jamb. The metal, still held together by the padlock, landed in pieces on the floor. I returned the statuette to the desk, its mottled pattern exterior now marred with a couple of deep gouges.

      "Now you've ruined my award, my plans, and, and, well, you've ruined everything!" the mayor cried.
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      "Oh my goodness!" Hazel said with a gasp. "Is that who I think it is?"

      "Yep," I confirmed. Returning my attention to the closet-like area before me, I offered a hand. "Come on, Sutton. Can you stand?"

      There on the floor sat Sutton. A piece of silver duct tape stuck to one side of her face, holding the corner of her mouth closed.

      The barista burst into tears as she took my hand. I helped her to her feet before peeling the tape away from her skin.

      From behind me, I heard Gavin talking on the radio clipped to his shoulder, but for once, I wasn't interested in eavesdropping.

      "Have you been here the whole time?" I asked.

      Sutton shuddered. "Yes, since the night we were at the lighthouse, I went back for my keys, and the mayor showed up. He asked me if he could interview me for a Town Hall segment. When we got here, he offered me something to drink. The next thing I knew, I was in the closet, all foggy-headed and tied up."

      "Not another word!" Gavin bellowed. When I spun in place to face him, I saw his index finger pointed at me. If Gavin had been pointing a gun, the weapon's laser from the red dot sight would have landed somewhere around my collar bone.

      "What? I can't ask Sutton if she's okay?" I challenged the police officer.

      Gavin huffed. "No, Tori, you can't. This is a job for the police and the EMTs. If you want something to do, go to the coffee shop to let Ivy and Joe know their missing employee is okay."

      "Fine," I dragged the word into extra syllables. Turning back to Sutton, I gave her a quick pat on the shoulder. "I'm so glad you're okay. The whole town formed search parties. We explored the tunnels under the lighthouse, and—"

      "I said go!" Gavin's words cut me off.

      I gave the barista a quick smile. "We can talk later."

      Rune took my elbow and ushered me from the room while ignoring my protests that I could walk out of the mayor’s office without help from anyone. As insightful as he was handsome, he knew that without his gentle assistance, I'd hang out until Gavin had me arrested for interfering with a crime scene.

      Once in the hall, I stopped. "Wait. I want to send a quick text to Ivy."

      

      
        
        Me: Found Sutton. She's okay.

        Ivy: KK! Where was she? Give me the TL;DR version.

        Me: Mayor's office.

        Ivy: FWIW I never trusted him.

        He's held office way too long IMHO.

        CMON back here.

        Coffee's hot N donuts fresh.

      

      

      

      I read through the cafe owner's last few texts before relaying, "Okay, I told her we found Sutton, and she asked me what happened. I gave her the 'too-long-didn't-read' version."

      "I love the TL;DR version," Hazel said with a grin.

      I continued, "Ivy wants us to stop by the cafe. She said the coffee's hot and the donuts are fresh. I don't know about the rest of you, but I could use a donut after all this excitement." My hips didn't need the donuts, but I never counted celebratory calories.

      

      
        
        Me: We'll head over there soon.

        Ivy: KK. CU L8R.

      

      

      

      I slid the phone back into my pocket.

      Hazel and Hank fell in line behind us, and the four of us exited the municipal building in silence. A loud series of woofs soon broke the stillness of the night.

      "Hey, it's Thor!" Hazel squealed and pointed at Hank's truck.

      Rune squeezed my hand. "Ye didn't think we'd neglect the critters, did ye? Mercutio's bowl was full when we left yer house."

      "You are the best," I said and laced my fingers with his.

      A reporter and her cameraman walked toward us on the sidewalk. The reporter's tailored pantsuit was out of context with everyday Cooper's Cove fashions.

      "Hi! I'm wondering if you could help me with something," she asked. As soon as I heard the woman's voice, I recognized her as Starla Stone, the news anchor from Channel 7 in Ferndale, and gave her my brightest smile.

      I agreed, "Sure! What's up?"

      "Is it true that someone found the missing young woman?"

      News sure did travel fast in Cooper's Cove. "Yes, we found her."

      "You all found her? Wonderful! Do you have time to answer a few questions?" The woman waved her cameraman closer.

      "Sure! What did you want to ask?" I linked arms with Hazel and faced the camera.

      Rune stepped aside and beckoned for Hank to follow. "We'll meet ye lasses there," he called.

      Hazel and I spent the next fifteen minutes answering questions in the chilly northeastern air. By the time Starla Stone finished interrogating us, we were more than ready for hot coffee and fresh donuts.

      Inside Hazel's van, the temperature rose. I stuck my hands out and wiggled my fingers in front of the blast of hot air coming through the vents.

      "So, what are your plans for tomorrow?" Hazel asked.

      "Probably going through the rest of Bryant Benefield's things so they can go off to the college. There's no way we can have the lighthouse ready in time for the Festival of Lights." I paused, and when Hazel didn't answer, I continued, "I know she's your future sister-in-law, even if it's not yet official, but Marci isn't my favorite person. I love how she wants to do things for the town, but there are some traditions she should leave as-is."

      "Like the Festival of Lights."

      "Yes."

      "I agree."

      "You do?" I turned in my seat to look at Hazel as she started the short drive to the coffee shop.

      "Mhmm. I asked Gavin to talk to her. Since the lighthouse is no longer an option, we can use the town square as we have in years' past."

      "Thanks, Hazel. If you weren't already my best friend, you totally would be now."

      "How touching," she said and we both laughed. "I can run the idea past Marci tomorrow morning. So, do you think I should ask Hank to be my date to the festival?"

      "Yes, absolutely!"

      "Do you think people will say it's too soon? As far as most of them know, I'm still with Sven."

      "It's none of their business, and there's nobody in this town who has any right to judge anyone else."

      "Thanks, Tori. I'll have to explain to Gavin and our parents sooner than later, but I'm ready to come clean about my marriage—or lack of one." Hazel parallel parked the van into a space in front of the cafe and we went in to join the others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 36

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hazel and I settled into our usual booth with Hank and Rune.

      "Are ye all right, lass?" Rune asked me, his voice low.

      "Yes. Rune, I have to ask you something. Why didn't you and Hank stay with us for the interview?"

      "Because it was your time to shine, lass. Yer a true heroine, like the lasses in yer books."

      The warmth in my cheeks confirmed that I was indeed blushing at his praise.

      Joe was setting a plate of donuts in the middle of the table when the bells on the cafe's front door jingled. Sutton walked in followed by Gavin.

      "She wouldn't go to the hospital without stopping here first," Gavin complained.

      Ivy came around the counter and enveloped the barista in a gentle embrace. After a minute, she held the younger woman at arms' length. "Sutton, I didn't know if we'd ever see you again. Are you okay?"

      "I could be a lot worse," she admitted.

      Ivy asked, "So it wasn't that Sparky kid, after all?"

      "No, it sure wasn't," Sutton confirmed. "The mayor had planned to kill me and make it look like I'd been attacked by the Creature of Beach Plum Bay."

      Behind the counter, Joe's face turned red. He fumed, "Never did like Mayor Goldman. The only time he ever did anything for the town, it was shady and underhanded and gave him some kind of a financial kickback."

      "Really? But his ideas always seemed to make the town better," Hazel said, playing devil's advocate. "When we had our small business, he was one of the first people to drop by and show his support."

      Our small business was open for less than a week before someone burned it to the ground, I wanted to remind my best friend. Now was neither the time nor the place. I instead looked at Sutton and said, "Thank God you were able to get the tape off your mouth so you could call out to us, but why aren't you at the hospital?"

      "I couldn't go until I thanked you in person. Not just for finding my phone. Tori, if you and Hazel hadn't confronted the mayor in his office, I could be, uh, d-d—" she stuttered in a failed attempt to finish the thought.

      I lifted one hand and said as soothingly as possible, "Shh. You don't have to say it. Hazel and I were in a similar situation once or twice. We're all lucky to be here."

      Gavin cleared his throat. "We have to get you to the hospital. If my boss finds out that I brought you here first, it's back to reading meters and giving out parking tickets."

      "Nobody wants that." I stared Gavin down. Earlier in the year, as a result of my unpaid parking tickets, he had the city place a metal boot on one of the Bug's tires. The fines had since been paid, but I grew to enjoy walking all over town during my time without the use of a vehicle.

      Gavin had no sooner left to take Sutton to the emergency room when Marci strode into the cafe. As usual, she was a little overdressed for the social climate in Cooper's Cove. The heels of her stilettos clickity-clacked against the floor.

      Ignoring everyone else, Marci looked at Hazel and said, "I need you and Tori to run haunted lighthouse tours. It's my new idea. Maybe one of these guys," as she said it, she gestured toward Hank and Rune, "could dress like a mummy and hang out in the tunnels to scare the guests."

      "No," I replied.

      Marci's head swiveled in my direction. "What?"

      "We won't turn Bryant Benefield's death into a money-making scheme," I informed her. "It goes against our business practices."

      "She's right, Marci. It's one thing to purport a fake creature to lure tourists to spend money up and down Main Street, but using someone's actual death is plain old wrong."

      "Well, I have to figure something out. Thanks to someone finding a body, we'll never be able to use the lighthouse for the Festival of Lights."

      "The whole reason someone found a body is because you hired us to clean out the contents of the lighthouse," I reminded her, taking care to match my tone to hers.

      Joe crossed the cafe to join us. "I'm not sure why the Festival of Lights isn't in the town square again. That always worked before, and it's easier for me to take my coffee cart to the square than it is to haul it all the way to Mermaid Reef and back."

      "Fine. Put the word out." Marci turned on her heel and clickety-clacked her way out of the building.

      "What's her problem?" I asked.

      Hazel shrugged. "She wanted to start a new tradition. Gavin's cheating on her diet. We found Sutton a few minutes before Gavin went off shift meaning he's working overtime on their date night. Take your pick."

      Under the table, I found Rune's hand and laced our fingers together. Thank you for not working in emergency services, I thought without an ounce of shame at my selfishness. "Her stopping by here saved you from having a conversation about changing venues."

      "Thank goodness for small favors," Hazel said and wiped the back of her hand across her forehead with a dramatic flair.

      After chatting with Ivy and Joe for a bit longer, we finally said goodnight and headed home for dinner, one preferably more substantial than donuts.

      Hank gave Rune a ride to Gavin's on his way back to Honeybee Falls, and Hazel and I went straight back to my house.

      "When I get inside, I'm going to take a long, hot shower. After I feed the cat, of course."

      "And talk to your neighbor."

      A glance out the window revealed Mrs. Benefield shuffling across the patch of lawn between our driveways. In one hand, she held a platter of some kind while the other grasped Puff Daddy's leash. The little dog alternately hopped and yapped alongside her.

      "Tori, I need to talk to you, but after the night you girls have had, I won't keep you."

      "Sure. Come inside where it's warm."

      Hazel went inside first and disappeared into the guest room. She returned as Mrs. Benefield and I took our seats around my kitchen table.

      "These brownies are my way of apologizing."

      "Apologizing for what?" I had no idea what she meant, but fortunately, she did not make us wait for a reply.

      "When I put the serum in the cookie Rune ate, well, it was wrong for me to do it and I'm sorry. I wasn't sorry then, but I am now."

      "You gave him a what now? What kind of serum?"

      My neighbor gave a dismissive wave. "It wasn't anything harmful. There's a place called Magickal Beans. Maybe you've heard of it? They're located in Mulberry Mountain, Georgia."

      "I have literally never heard of them. Have you, Hazel?"

      Hazel shook her head. "Nope."

      "Oh. Well, Rune reminds me so much of my Bryant. I merely wanted you and Rune to have what Bryant and I had. I thought if I could make him fall in love with you, then you would have the happily ever after ending that was stolen from us."

      "But Rune and I do love each other. We'll probably pursue it someday, but right now, we're happy with the way things are."

      "I suppose I can live with that," Mrs. Benefield conceded. She handed me the photo from that long-ago Halloween before addressing her dog, "Come on, Puff Daddy. Our work here is done."

      I was the cutest four-leaf clover ever, if I say so myself.
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      Two weeks later, Rune and I stood hand-in-hand at the entrance to the Festival of Lights. Although pulling off the event meant a shift in the schedule and help from everyone in town, it all came together in the end.

      And our adventure wrapped up quite nicely, too. Hazel told her parents and Gavin about Sven. Rune and I finished sorting through Bryant Benefield's research and Mrs. Benefield gave us the go-ahead to donate the entire lot, including the statuette, to the college. We didn't tell her about the silver bough, and she didn't ask.

      Instead of accepting the reward money, I donated the check to the local animal shelter. If Mercutio, Thor, or any other pet went missing again, I wanted to know that resources would be available to help find them.

      Towering poles set around the perimeter of the square displayed white lights. The strands criss-crossed overhead to form a ginormous canopy. We took our time walking through the path through the various displays and vendor booths.

      "Mmm. They're selling candy floss." I used my elbow to give Rune's side a gentle nudge. Since hearing Rune call it by that adorable name some time ago, I'd never call it cotton candy again. "Let's go get some."

      "No," he said and kept walking, his firm grip on my hand forcing me to walk alongside him.

      "What do you mean, 'no'? I want candy floss." I heard the whine in my voice and didn't care. "Come on, Rune. You never tell me no about anything. Let's go back and get some while it's fresh."

      "No, lass," he said with a sigh.

      "But why?"

      He kept moving without so much as a hint of a reply until we got to the middle of the square. Once there, he stopped and turned to face me.

      "Lass, I've an early gift for ye."

      "A gift?"

      "Aye." He pulled a ring box from his pocket.

      Oh, no. I'm not ready for this, I thought, hoping my face didn't betray my true feelings. "Uh, what is it?"

      "Ye'll have to open it."

      He slid the box into my hand, the velvet as rough as sandpaper against my shaky fingers.

      After taking a deep breath to steel my nerves, I opened the lid expecting to see a princess-cut diamond solitaire surrounded by tiny emeralds—which is what I had Hazel promise she would suggest should any potential fiancé ask for suggestions. Much to my relief, I saw a gold ring designed with two hands clasping a heart. A crown on top of the heart held a tiny emerald chip.

      "Does it agree with ye, lass?"

      It took me a second to regain hold on my emotions, but, at last, I replied, "Oh, Rune. It's exquisite. I've never seen anything like it."

      "Have ye never seen a fede ring?"

      "A what kind of ring, now?"

      "Fede. Ye may hear it called a Claddagh ring in these modern times. The ring is to symbolize a promise."

      "A promise," I repeated before adding, "I love it."

      "I love ye, lass. It's something I held off saying while my fate was undetermined, but whether I remain here for another second or a full century, I want to be by yer side for whatever happens, if ye'll have me."

      "Oh, Rune. There's no one else I want to be with. Of course, I'll have you, if you'll have me."

      By way of an answer, my hunky Irishman pointed above our heads. I looked up to see mistletoe hanging above us. Taking advantage of my tilting my head up, Rune brushed a chaste kiss across my lips.

      When we broke apart, I noticed Mrs. Benefield standing in the background with Puff Daddy yapping away at her side. She gave me two thumbs up before turning and disappearing into the crowd of festival-goers.

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Tori, Hazel, and Rune will return in The Bath Bombed Zombie.

      

        

      
        In the meantime, check out all of R. A.’s books at: https://beckymuth.com/books.

      

        

      
        And remember to sign up for R. A.’s newsletter so that you hear about all the new releases, special promos, and other cool stuff (including lots and lots of pet pics).

      

        

      
        You can do that at:

        https://beckymuth.com/newsletter
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