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You’re invited!


Hi there, reader!
I’d like to formally invite you to join my awesome community of readers. We love to chat about cozy mysteries, cooking, and pets.
It’s super fun because I get to share chapters from yet-to-be-released books, fun recipes, pictures, and do giveaways with the people who enjoy my stories the most.
So whether you’re a new reader or you’ve been enjoying my stories for a while, you can catch up with other like-minded readers, and get lots of cool content by either…
Signing up for my mailing list.
Joining our awesome reader group.
I look forward to getting to know you better.
Let’s get into the story!
Yours,
Rosie




One


I WAS a woman with a particular set of skills. Skills that could get a man killed without anyone knowing it had happened. Or the kind that could help me disappear entirely or fix problems that local law enforcement were too afraid to touch.
With such a vast skill set, it often amazed me that I managed to wind up in situations where those abilities were of zero use.
For instance, standing in the Gossip Party Store, picking out a costume for Halloween, surrounded by spooky plastic skeletons and paper bats. The party store had decided to go all out this year, and there were costumes of every variety. Kids shrieked and ran through the aisles, and one of them bumped past me.
“Hey, watch it, kid,” I said.
The child turned and bore a pair of plastic vampire fangs with a hiss.
“Charming,” I said. “You make fantastic demon spawn. Just watch where you’re going, would you?”
“You’re that lady,” the kid said, removing the vampire fangs with gusto and flicking spit everywhere. “The lady who helped Auntie Caroline get her money back.”
“That’s right,” I said, flashing a smile. “Always happy to help an auntie in need.”
“Are you an occifer?” she asked, blinking big blue eyes up at me. Kids and questions. The two enemies of successful spy work. That and the Russians.
“Nope,” I said. “I’m just a… helper.”
“Borrrinnnggg!” The kid left me with her poignant assessment before sticking the teeth back into her mouth and racing off.
“Remind me why you had two of those things?” I directed that at Lauren, who had a third child on the way but was in the early stages of her pregnancy.
“Oooh.” Lauren Harris, the chef at the Gossip Inn, held up a set of bunny ears and a pair of lace tights, ignoring my question. “What about this? You could be a bunny rabbit.”
“I would rather cook and eat a brace of rabbits than wear that.”
“Charlie!”
“I would never do that. That’s the point,” I said, lifting the lacy material and rubbing it between my fingertips. “You’re kidding me with this, right? Lace?”
“That’s what pretty young women like you wear to Halloween parties,” Lauren said, twirling a finger through her red pigtail. “And you know Detective Goode might attend.”
I glared at her. Lauren and I had become fast friends after the years I’d spent working as an assistant in my grandmother’s inn, and that meant she knew everything about me. Including the fact that I’d had one failed date with the town detective, and we hadn’t talked since. The man was insufferable. He was handsome, intelligent, and he didn’t put up with my tendency to interfere. Dangerous territory.
“I am not going as a bunny rabbit.”
“What about a vampire?” Lauren asked. “It will suit you. You can look pretty and terrible at the same time.”
“So, pretty terrible.” I walked with her down the aisle, dodging past a plastic jack-o’-lantern basket. “What are you going as?”
“I can’t go,” Lauren sighed. “I was going to, but I’m taking the kids trick-or-treating that night. We’re going as a family. So, after I’m done catering, I’ll be leaving.”
“Boo.”
“Aw, come on, Charlie, it’s not that bad.”
“You and Georgina are my only friends,” I said.
And Georgina was my grandmother. Retired spy grandmother, specifically. Lauren knew that we were ex-spies and was sworn to secrecy, but I couldn’t call my grandmother anything other than Georgina in public.
“You’d make more friends,” Lauren said, “if you attended more parties like this one. Y’all are gonna have a blast. I’m making a special eyeball soup.”
“That sounds… interesting.”
“It doesn’t have real eyeballs. It’s a Jell-O dessert with—” Lauren stopped dead and clasped her hands together. “It’s perfect!”
I followed her line of sight, frowning. “Uh, you don’t think that’s a little on the nose?”
Lauren brought down the plastic package containing the costume, complete with a fake gun. The print across the front read INTERNATIONAL SPY COSTUME in bold, goofy print.
“Perfect,” Lauren repeated, holding it up to me.
“Ironic,” I said.
“And that’s why it’s perfect. Nobody will get it except for you and Georgina.”
I laughed and took the costume from her. “It doesn’t have any lace, so that’s a bonus. I’ll take it.”
“Yes,” Lauren said with a grin. “Now, let’s get out of here because I can feel a hot flash coming on and I’ve got to use the ladies’ room again.”
“I’ll pay,” I said. “You go on ahead.”
“You’re the best, Charlie.”
“Thanks for your help!” I called, as she skedaddled off, waddling like she was about to burst.
I joined the queue, draping the costume in its crinkly packet over one arm, considering the party ahead. It was one of the few things I had to look forward to in Gossip. Business was going great, sure, and there were plenty of mysteries to solve and people to help, but it was still a small town. It was vastly different from the life I’d lived before.
And I’d started wondering if this was the kind of life that I could be happy with. Halloween parties and embezzlement cases? It was so peaceful.
“You’re insane.” The voice came from two people who were farther ahead in the slow-moving queue. The man who’d spoken was vaguely familiar. Good-looking, stocky, slicked back blond hair. “I ain’t doing that.”
“Then what the heck you come back for?” The person who answered was heavy-set with thick brows and a bad attitude. Dale Screenton. He had a bad reputation around town. In fact, I’d had several people approach me about him, asking that I prove he’d poisoned their crops or been meddling in their business.
He was a “businessman”—which was another term for scammer in Gossip—who bought and sold and traded in whatever he could get his hands on.
Why’s blondie so familiar? And what’s he doing with Screenton, of all people?
I kept my gaze on the cash registers near the front and ignored the pair, all while eavesdropping on their conversation.
“I don’t want to cause trouble, Dale. And you want nothin’ but trouble. I’m telling you, it’s not a good idea.”
“You wouldn’t know a good idea if it hit you in the face and called you Martha.”
The men glared at each other and a few of the other customers in the line shifted their weight from one foot to the other or glanced around in discomfort.
“We’ll talk about this some other time,” the familiar guy said.
“We’ll talk about it now.” Dale glared at him.
Whatever was going on, it didn’t need to spill over into the party store. I couldn’t help being interested. The minute I got to Gamma’s party at the inn tonight, I’d talk to her about this. She had an entire database in her underground armory. If anyone would know who this guy was, it was her.
“This is a business opportunity you won’t want to pass up.”
The line moved, and the two headed off to the nearest checkout counter, taking their argument with them, but I watched regardless. There was some tension there, and a part of me wanted it to spill over so I could be the one to pick up the pieces.
You’re losing it. Looking for trouble? Maybe Detective Goode was right about me.
I dismissed the thought as the cashier summoned me over to pay for my ironic Halloween costume. Gossip was peaceful. It was probably better that it stayed that way.




Two


“YOU DON’T WANT PEACE, do you, Charlotte?” My grandmother had opted for a witch costume this evening, the pointed hat perched crooked atop her head. “That’s the costume you decided on for the evening’s festivities?” Her British accent was more pronounced when she was flustered or aggravated, and this evening she seemed to be both. The handsome dentist was in attendance at the Gossip Inn
The place had been decked out with Halloween decorations that only added to the spooky atmosphere in an inn that had hidden nooks and rooms.
“What’s wrong with my costume?” I asked, toting my fake gun. The real one was strapped to my thigh. I’d modified my costume pants so that I could rip a section free and remove the gun if it was needed. Granted, there hadn’t been a reason for lethal force in our town in years.
“You’re a spy,” Gamma said.
I faux-twirled a pretend mustache above my lip. “I believe the costume is an international spy, mademoiselle.”
“Don’t you think it’s a little on the nose, Charlotte? I mean, really.”
I shrugged. “Lauren picked it out. Besides, we’ve got to live a little, am I right? I spent too long wearing dresses with ugly cats on them. Not that real life cats can ever be ugly.” I said the last part loudly so that Cocoa Puff, the inn’s cat, wouldn’t get offended from where he was perched on the grand staircase.
“Oh well,” Gamma said, “it’s too late to turn back now. Let’s join the party, shall we? People are starting to whisper.”
I followed my grandmother from the hall into the dining area, and nostalgia struck me. I’d spent over a year working in the inn, delivering food to tables and talking to the guests. It was strange to not be a part of the staff tonight. And even though I loved my new life of being the town’s only “fixer” I did miss living here. Living here, working here, the shenanigans we got up to, and the cats in the Kitten Foster Center as well.
“Ah, there he is,” Gamma said, waving to her dentist, who had dressed up like Frankenstein’s monster. “You won’t follow me over.”
“Roger that.”
Gamma gave me a long-suffering look.
“What?” I shrugged. “I’m in character.”
And off she went, leaving me thoroughly alone. Though, was a person ever truly alone when you lived in a small, rumor-filled town literally named Gossip? Not really. The dining area was decorated in oranges and blacks, with the tables pushed against the walls to allow the guests of the inn and the party to mingle and dance.
I made a stop by the table of canapes and loaded up my plate, tucking my fake gun away in an equally fake hip holster.
“Careful, Smith, you’ll take someone’s eye out with that thing.” Aaron Goode, the handsome detective who was my enemy, gave me an enigmatic look. He swept his fingers through his dark hair, a half-smile lifting the corner of his lips. “Long time.”
“What are you supposed to be?” I asked him, ignoring the traitorous butterflies in my stomach. “A pain in the rear-end?”
“Tonight,” he said, gesturing to his uniform, “I’m a deputy of a small town sheriff’s department.”
“Instead of a regular old detective?”
“Exactly.”
“Forgive me,” I said, “but it’s not exactly inspired.” I faked a yawn and loaded another lemon meringue mini-pie onto my paper plate.
“And your businesswoman suit is?”
“I’m a spy,” I said hotly, just as the music switched from one stereo to the other.
Across the room, Gamma shot me a dagger-eyed stare that threatened to melt my insides. She was a master at those types of looks, and I gave her a sheepish grin.
“A spy,” Goode said. “That’s what this is meant to be?”
“Correct. What did you think I was? A businesswoman with a gun?”
“The world’s a scary place,” Goode said.
“Even more so with you in it.” Truthfully, Goode hadn’t seen half of what the world could offer. He was a small town cop, an important job, but he hadn’t fought off arms dealers or rogue spies or—
“When are we going to do something about this, Smith?” he asked, using my fake name, not that he knew it. My real name was Mission, and I missed it. Missed being a spy, even though I’d willingly given it up.
“About what?”
“This tension between us,” Goode continued, his cologne filling my nostrils and clouding my judgment.
I spotted the eyeball soup Lauren had mentioned and dished some into a bowl with an unattractive plop. “The only tension between us,” I said, “is the headache developing between my eyes the longer this conversation continues.”
Goode gave me a smirk that put a dent in my steely exterior. Unfortunately, I wasn’t a master of those evil-eyed looks like my grandmother. “I’ve been thinking about you.”
“Well, don’t. The more you think about me, the more my head hurts.” It didn’t have to make sense. I’d been through enough with men, and I didn’t need another conquest or failed relationship. And our date had been a darn nightmare.
“Sorry,” a female vampire said softly, “do you mind if I grab some eyeball soup?” The vampire was gorgeous, young, and a platinum blonde beauty that had most of the men in the room staring. She was accompanied by a much older, balding man whose left eye twitched intermittently, the other shielded by a white half-mask.
“Sure,” I said. “Be my guest. Can’t eat all the eyeballs myself.”
The man guffawed. “You’ve got a sense of humor for, uh, a…”
“International spy,” I said.
“Armed businesswoman,” Goode said, at the exact same moment.
“Are you still here?” I shot over my shoulder.
“Apparently,” he replied.
“Wait a second, I know you. Charlotte!” The man smiled and clicked his fingers, removing his mask. “Colby Jones.”
“Mr. Jones, how are you?” I’d helped him with a problem on his ranch a year back. “And this must be your daughter, April. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“Ditto,” April said, shaking my hand with the tips of her fingers. “Dad told me you help people.”
Detective Goode, who had fixed opinions about my work, snorted.
“Ignore him,” I said. “He’s got a terrible sinus condition. Continuously produces mucus. You should hear him during spring.”
Goode gaped at me.
“How long have you been in town?” I asked April.
“Actually, I got back from Minnesota about a month ago,” April said. “Dad and I were staying at the house, but we’ve relocated to the inn.”
“Oh, you’re staying here?” I asked, glancing up at Colby.
“Sure are,” he said. “Ranch is getting a good old-fashioned revamp, so we’re up on the second floor for the next week or two.”
“That’s great. Kind of like a vacation,” I said.
A third creature of the night joined us, this one with dark circles under his eyes and a stuffed crow perched on his shoulder. “Jell-O?” He pointed to the eyeball soup.
“It’s divine,” April said, then flapped a hand in my direction. “Where are my manners? Miss Smith, this is Edgar, our new friend. He’s also staying in the inn.”
“First floor,” Edgar said, extending a hand.
“Wait a second.” We shook on it. “Your name is Edgar, and you decided to dress up as Edgar Allen Poe?”
“He’s also a poet,” April added in excitedly. “In real life.”
“A little on the nose,” Edgar said, “but that’s what makes it fun.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” I replied. “Nice to meet you. And it’s nice to know you’ll be at the inn. I’m staying the night too.” I’d finally grown accustomed to this town and talking to people. Now that I was a fixer, I found it easier. Living in Gossip was a trial by fire for the common introvert. These people would bring you casseroles, bless your heart, and force you into social situations no matter what you wanted.
“Oh! This is my song!” April said, setting down her eyeball soup, as something new and hip pounded through the speakers. “Come on, Eddy, let’s dance!”
“I believe they call it a hoedown,” he said, as she dragged him off onto the dance floor.
“No.” That came from both Aaron and me. We exchanged a glance fraught with irritation and a little longing.
“I worry about her,” Colby said, brushing a hand over his bald pate. “She’s too enthusiastic for her age. Too trusting. She’s only twenty, you know. So much to learn.” And with that truth nugget, he drifted off, keeping a concerned, twitching eye on his daughter.
“Well? What do you say, Smith?” Goode asked. “Want to dance?” He extended a palm, that smug expression on his handsome face.
I handed him my eyeball soup, which jiggled attractively in its glass bowl, a few of the irises turning to stare up at him. “Hold this. I need to go see a bowl about a bladder.”
“Lovely as always, Smith,” he shouted after me.
I gave him a faux salute before exiting the dining room.




Three


GAMMA HAD KEPT my room preserved since I’d left the inn, and it was nostalgic to pop back in and use the attached bathroom. I’d needed the moment to clear my head, particularly since that irritating detective decided to make an appearance at the party.
My grandmother preferred to keep law enforcement in plain view, where she could attach microphones or button cameras to them to track their movements, so it made sense that she’d invited him.
It was annoying.
I smiled at the floral bedspread that I despised, and checked my reflection in the mirror, rearranging my short blonde hair and then checking the back of the mirror for bugs. My grandmother had left the mirror clean, possibly because she knew I would look there.
I sighed and exited the bedroom, making my way down the hall.
The hum of music from downstairs drew me back toward the party, but the sound of a conversation nearby stopped me.
Call it nosiness or habit, but there was something about the tone of the voices that sent a thrill down my spine.
My gaze flicked toward the door to my left, and I stepped off the runner rug.
“—don’t know if we should.” A woman talking. Vaguely familiar.
“Nobody will ever find out.”
“But I made a promise, Eddy. I made a promise, and I can’t break it. Our friendship… I would never replace it with anything, but you’re asking me for something that I can’t give you.”
Eddy? So I’d stumbled upon a private conversation between Edgar and April.
“But you can. I’m not asking for much. You know that.”
“You’re making this difficult for me,” April said, a waspish quality entering her voice. “I don’t like being pressed like this.”
“I know, April, I know.”
“Then why do you insist on pressuring me?” April snapped.
My eyebrows climbed. This was the soft-spoken woman I’d met downstairs. I’d been in my line of work long enough to know that you couldn’t take people at face value, and that first impressions meant nothing. The change in attitude was interesting.
“This is important.”
“Listen, you… Listen, I barely know you. We’ve been hanging out for a week,” April said. “Do you think I’m going to put everything on the line for you? You stay out of my way and let me do what I have to do. Got it?”
“You can trust me. You can tell me the truth about… everything.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Come on, April. I know who you really are.”
“No,” she said, “you don’t. And you never will.”
“April, wait!”
“For what? For you to annoy me even more? There’s a party downstairs.” Footsteps.
I headed off down the hall with light feet and let myself into one of the guest bathrooms, holding the door open a crack.
April emerged, pretty in her costume. She stopped and glared back at Eddy. “Don’t follow me. I’m going for a walk in the gardens.”
“April, I—”
But she rushed off downstairs before he could complete the thought.
Edgar glared after her, trembling from head-to-toe, his fists clenched at his sides, and the stuffed crow on his shoulder wobbling. Finally, he released a breath, shook his head, and descended the stairs.
What on earth was that about? There was something strange going on at the Gossip Inn and it had nothing to do with the eyeball soup.
I let myself out of the bathroom and made my way back down to the party. Gamma was still embroiled in conversation with her dentist paramour, so I waited patiently for her, leaning casually against the breakfront.
Gamma spotted me and excused herself. “Charlotte, what possessed you to lean against my furniture?”
“Sorry,” I said, straightening. “But I just heard something interesting that I thought you might like to know.” Briefly, I told her what I’d overheard.
Gamma clicked her tongue and let out a sigh. “Oh, Charlotte, you simply can’t help yourself, can you? Edgar and April have been embroiled in an illicit affair for quite some time now. Of course, I’m the only one who knows about it given the cameras in the halls.”
“And not in the bedrooms, I hope.”
Gamma gave me a withering look. “You know I’m all for personal privacy and the sanctity of the individual. How could you even ask me such a thing?”
“I’ve watched you pistol-whip a man.”
“I’ll concede the point,” Gamma said. “Regardless, try not to eavesdrop on people’s conversations. Not everything at this inn is a matter of national security.”
I grumbled under my breath, but gave her a nod. Gamma was always “on the ball” as she liked to say, and that meant she would know if there was anything to worry about at the inn. Anything going on that needed extra attention. I couldn’t help worrying about what I’d heard.
That hadn’t sounded like a lover’s spat. That had sounded almost… businesslike.
My gaze locked onto Edgar, who’d rejoined the party and was at the buffet table, glaring into his bowl of eyeball soup with intensity. April’s father, Colby, drifted past him and asked a question, then looked around, his brow pinched with concern.
There was an interesting dynamic between the three of them. Edgar and April, friends but fighting, the father overly concerned and protective over a daughter he hadn’t seen in years.
Gamma drifted past me, shaking her head. “Try to enjoy the party, will you? You’re disturbing the guests with your creepy stares.”
“I’m a spy, remember?” I patted my costume. “I’m supposed to be dark and mysterious.”
“You’re going to give me a migraine.” And off she went, floating toward the bar manned by a mixologist this evening. Always graceful and in control.
I should’ve been enjoying the party. So why was I stressed about what might happen next?




Four


I’D WOKEN up to a dark figure at the end of my bed more times than I liked to remember. But at this point, I was used to it. The awareness that someone was in my room in the dead of the night brought me to consciousness, but I didn’t immediately open my eyes. Instead, I cracked my eyelids just enough to note the person standing over me.
The toy gun was on my nightstand, my real one was under my pillow, but I’d have to be lightning fast if I wanted to get it out in time to defend myself.
My pulse quickened, but I kept my breathing steady.
Three.
The figure didn’t move.
Two.
Finally, they inched toward me, reaching out.
One.
I slipped my hand underneath my pillow and drew my handgun, pointing it at my attacker. But the silhouette moved too fast. The gun was knocked from my hand, sending a ripple of shock through my center.
There was only one person who could disarm me like that, and it was—
“For heaven’s sake, Charlotte,” Gamma’s whisper penetrated the darkness. “I was trying to wake you peacefully.”
“Then maybe standing over my bed in silence wasn’t the way to go? You know I have an aversion to that. The last time it was…” Brian. My ex. My insides turned at the memory. He was long gone. Long gone and I was happier for it.
Gamma clicked on my bedside light and handed me my gun. Cocoa Puff lay at the foot of my bed, brown and adorable. He gave a tiny meow and cracked an eye, unfazed by our late night interaction. Cocoa Puff had seen it all in this place. Snowy, the white cat who roamed the inn and hung out with the groundskeeper’s dog, Charlie, was absent this evening.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Death and destruction,” Gamma said. “Wars. Unhappiness. Pestilence.”
“I never knew you to be negative, Georgina.”
“There’s a dead body in the forest.”
I arched an eyebrow. “You’re sure.”
Gamma saw my eyebrow and raised me two.
“All right,” I said. “Give me a minute to get out of bed.”
“You have thirty seconds,” Gamma said. “I’ll meet you out in the hall.” And then she swept out of the room to wait for me.
I’d been raised by my grandmother, so when she said “thirty seconds” I knew that she meant it. I leaped out of bed, slipped on a pair of shoes, grabbed my gun, and stepped into the darkened hall to meet her.
“What do we know so far?” I murmured.
Gamma had her gun out. She handed me a tote bag, and I took it, testing the weight in one hand before slinging it over my shoulder.
“Male victim,” she said. “Not staying in the inn. Not an attendee of the party last night. We’ll talk when we get to the crime scene.”
“Roger that.”
We moved through the Gossip Inn like shadows, past the decorative nooks containing trinkets, and the false walls that led into hidden rooms, through the foyer, toward the kitchen, moonlight streaming through the window beside the back door.
The backyard was well-lit thanks to the full moon, casting a sheen over the top of the greenhouse where Lauren got fresh vegetables for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for the guests. Charlie and Quinton were tucked away in their shed nearby—newly built for their comfort—with the lights off.
Gamma and I started across the yard, and I followed her lead, stepping lightly and keeping to the shadows underneath the trees. The sounds beneath the canopy were muted, and the trees grew thicker, closer together, increasing the sense of claustrophobia. Gamma clicked on a small flashlight.
Finally, the distant sound of running water filtered through the night, and Gamma gestured for me to follow her to the left. The trees opened out into a small clearing, and there he was.
The body.
“No blood,” I said.
Gamma nodded. “Gloves, hairnets and then phone,” she said.
I removed two pairs of latex gloves from a box inside the tote bag, and we snapped them on. We slipped on hair nets, and then I handed Gamma her phone. She gave me the flashlight in turn, and I illuminated the scene while she snapped pictures of the deceased man.
I sucked in a breath.
“What?” Gamma asked.
“I know this guy,” I said. “I saw him at the party store earlier today. He was arguing with Screenton.”
Gamma snapped more photos.
I walked the tote over to a nearby tree and nestled it between the roots, then walked over to join her. The ground was hard-packed and dry—we were far enough away from the stream that we didn’t have to walk through mud. On one hand, that was a good thing. When the police processed this scene, they would have no evidence we’d been here. On the other, we didn’t have any footprints from the killer either.
Gamma crouched beside the corpse, her knees giving two loud pops. She scanned the body. “Blue lips.”
“Poison?”
“Looks like it,” Gamma said. “Either way, it’s not an accident.”
“Even if it was, what reason would this guy have to be out here in the middle of the night. And how did you know he was here?”
“I got a perimeter alert about a half an hour ago. Saw lights moving in the forest. By the time I got here, I found him.”
“Did you get a perimeter alert afterward?” I asked.
Gamma looked at me over the deceased’s body and shook her head.
Suddenly, I was grateful for the gun. “Right,” I said. “So a resident of the inn or an attacker biding their time before leaving. Unless there’s a gap in your defenses?”
Gamma looked personally offended by the comment.
“So, we need to find out who he is,” I said. “Process the scene.”
“And call the cops.”
I tried not to react to that, but it was difficult. Selfishly, I wanted to keep this crime scene to myself. Of course, that could never happen. The coroner needed to fetch the body, but just thinking about how Detective Goode would act about this…
Insufferable.
I could already tell.
“Get your mind out of lalaland, Charlotte,” Gamma hissed. “We have a serious problem here. A dead man in the forest. How long has it been since that happened?”
“A year or two? Give or take a couple of months.”
“Precisely,” Gamma said. “Believe it or not, I’ve been enjoying my peace.” She rose and backed away from the body, tilting her head as she studied it. “And the way he’s been murdered gives me pause.”
“In the dark, in the middle of the night, right outside the inn where you’re hiding,” I said, putting two and two together.
“That,” she said, “and the puncture wound on the neck indicates the deployment of some kind of injectable. This wasn’t an oral poisoning. This man was darted or syringed. See if you can find a canister or any discarded items that might give us a clue.”
I set to work, a knot of worry forming in the pit of my belly. Gamma was right. This was a professionally done murder. Could it be targeted? Could it be that the person who’d done it had wanted to send my grandmother a message?




Five


“HERE,” I said, pointing to an empty vial underneath a tree. It had taken me fifteen minutes to find it while my grandmother carefully cataloged every inch of the victim’s body. She’d turned his arms over so that she could examine his fingertips, checked his stomach for puncture wounds, even gone so far as to lift his eyelids.
It was the dude I’d seen in the party store, all right. The one who’d been arguing with Screenton. Blond and stocky, and, at the time, with an air of vitality. Poor guy.
“Don’t touch it,” Gamma said, sweeping toward me with sure steps. “The tote, Charlotte, the tote.”
I fetched it for her and Gamma retrieved a small silver device from within. She tapped a button on its side and a sharp, razor-thin needle emerged. “New material,” she said, a hint of a smile at the corners of her lips. “Hard as diamond, and it can extend if necessary to access tight spots. Takes samples too.”
“Looks like an acupuncture needle,” I said.
“Sure, if acupuncture needles cost hundreds of thousands of dollars in R&D, Charlotte.”
I watched as Gamma inserted the needle into the side of the glass vial. An orange light flashed on the side of the silver device. “It’s trying to analyze what’s left in the vile. It’s determining whether it can take a sample or not.” The orange light blinked three times. “Ah. It’s found enough of the substance. Now we give it time. Goodness me, these gloves are making me perspire.”
Gamma hardly ever complained. Was she nervous? She had to be.
My grandmother was usually cold as ice, but she had enemies in the worst circles in the world. Arms dealers, drug dealers, crime bosses, spies, foreign countries with an interest in the United States… people who had access to the worst types of weapons imaginable. Radioactive devices, bio-weaponry and worse. There were some things I preferred not to think about, but my grandmother was good at absorbing that pressure.
I considered placing my hand on her back for support, but Gamma wasn’t a touchy-feely type of woman, and I was wearing latex gloves. She’d only get irritated at me for contaminating the scene.
The button flashed green, and my grandmother let out the tiniest of sighs. “There,” she whispered. “We’ve got a sample. I’ll have to have Rochelle at the lab analyze it.”
“Rochelle?”
“She’s new. I’ve decided to outsource to someone else,” Gamma said, rising from where she’d been crouched. Carefully, she tucked the device into a plastic baggie which she placed in the tote. “All right, I’m not entirely sure that we’ll find anything else out here. We have our victim, and I’ve got pictures to analyze as well. Goodness, he is familiar though, isn’t he?”
“Yeah. I told you. He was in the party store.”
“I’m sure I’ve seen him somewhere before, but where? You said he was with Screenton?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Arguing with him. You don’t think—”
“That Dale Screenton has grown a brain and suddenly has access to deadly poisons likely sanctioned by an enemy spy agency? Probably not.”
“You’re assuming this is a foreign poison,” I said. “We don’t know that yet.”
“True. True. Still, I have my doubts. Just the way the attack was committed.”
“The first thing we need to find out is who this guy is, who his enemies were, and why he was on the inn grounds in the first place. Oh,” I said, trying to click my fingers and failing in the latex gloves, “and why you didn’t get an alert for the killer leaving. That could mean it was a guest. But a guest who had access to—?”
“The first thing we need to do is call Detective Goode,” my grandmother said, effectively deflating me.
“Seriously?”
“Here,” Gamma said, backing away from the body and snapping off the gloves. She discarded them into a receptacle in the tote bag. “You take this to the underground bunker and stow them away, I’ll call 911. Come back once you’ve dropped everything off.”
I grunted under my breath. I didn’t want to do any of that. “I’d much prefer it if we went back to the bunker together and started analyzing the evidence.”
“You can’t always have what you want, Charlotte. Now, off you trot.”
I should’ve been grateful that she hadn’t made me call 911 and wait for Aaron. That would’ve been awkward as heck.
I trudged out of the forest and toward the gravel pathway that wound around the back of the inn toward the basement doors decorated in glow-in-the dark mushrooms. I slipped the key from around my neck—I still had my copy—and unlocked the doors. The night was quiet, and I paused, listening hard for any sign of an interloper.
Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck, and I trusted that feeling. I scanned the darkness, crouching low to make myself a smaller target.
Nothing moved. Not a breath of wind or the crunch of a leaf. Even the crickets were quiet.
And then, almost as if by magic, the sounds rushed back in. Usually, the wilderness went silent like that when there was a predator nearby. Whatever had been watching from the dark had moved on.
I hurried into the basement, leaving the doors open as I moved through the collection of covered furniture and junk and past the ‘Shroom Shed where Lauren got her mushrooms for delicious meals. I reached the hidden door to the armory, waved a hand over the panel, and a pneumatic hiss sounded followed by a click. A door popped out of the wall, and I entered the space.
“Welcome, Charlotte. Remove your shoes.” The cool voice of the new AI assistant annoyed me.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’m not staying long.” I dropped off the tote next to my grandmother's desk then slipped back out of the armory, moving through the darkness underneath the inn with a hand on my gun.
I emerged to find everything normal. Lights flashed from the front of the inn—blue and red—and I rolled my eyes heavenward. “Great. He’s already here. Of course, he’s already here.” I locked the basement doors and trudged around the corner, dropping my gun into one of the bushes along the way.
Detective Goode stood in front of the inn with my grandmother.
I made a show of scraping my hands over my eyes and yawning as I approached. “Georgina?” I asked. “Georgina, what’s going on?”
My grandmother turned toward me. “Oh, Charlotte, you’re awake. Nothing to worry about. Just a matter for the police.”
“For the police?”
Detective Goode watched our exchange with a high degree of cynicism. Before he could say anything the inn doors opened, and a few guests emerged, also scrubbing their faces and frowning. “What’s going on?” Mr. Jones asked.
“Is everything OK?” April hugged herself.
Edgar yawned and tried to shift closer to her, but she stepped away from him.
“Everyone, return to your rooms,” Aaron said, pointedly, making eye contact with me. “This is a police matter. You will be questioned shortly.”
I didn’t like the dismissal, and I had to work to keep my face blank. Baring my teeth at the detective would give the game away.




Six


COCOA PUFF PERCHED in my lap, purring away as I stroked his chocolate brown fur. I could always count on this cat for comfort. My dearest Sunlight, who was a ginger fur ball with an attitude, was at my apartment in town and had likely torn up the back of my recliner in protest at having to sleep alone tonight. I often brought Sunlight to visit the other kitties, though there were strict rules about cats entering the kitten foster center at the inn.
“Well, here we are again,” I muttered, stroking Cocoa. “What do you think?”
Cocoa meowed, tilting his head.
Back when I’d first arrived in Gossip, I would’ve been mortified at talking to a cat like it was a person. It was fair to say that times had changed, as had I.
A brisk knock rattled the bedroom door, and I opened it to find Aaron wearing his lanyard with identification. His hair stood up at the front where he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly.
“Rough night?” I asked.
“Want to step out into the hall so we can talk?” Goode asked.
“Nah. You can step into my office.” I gestured to the room, then sat back on the bed, cross-legged, adjusting Cocoa. The cat didn’t jump off my lap and make a run for it, and I was grateful. I needed the moral support if I was going to resist the urge to throttle this man.
Goode’s lip quirked upward into a sneer which he quickly hid. Finally, he stepped into the room and stood across from me. “I assume you know what’s going on.”
“You assume incorrectly,” I said. “I know only what I saw, and that was you talking to my grandmother.”
“I don’t buy that for a second.”
“Doesn’t matter what you buy. It matters what you can prove,” I replied. “So, enlighten me. What’s going on? Why have you blessed us with your presence sans the Halloween costume? Not that what you’re wearing is much different from earlier in the evening.”
“You have a gift, Smith.”
I waited for him to let me in on what that was.
“A gift for annoying the ever-loving heck out of me,” he said.
“I’ll be sure to put that on my resume.”
“As if you have one,” Aaron snapped.
“Petty. So petty.” I stroked Cocoa. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on in this life? Or should I wait until we’re both worm food?”
Aaron’s nostrils flared. “A man has been killed.”
“Oh.” I let my face fall. “Oh. That’s terrible.”
Goode considered me. “I’ll be sure to put your application in to the Academy Awards.”
“That’s not how that works,” I said. “But, seriously, that’s terrible. What happened? Who was it? Did you catch the guy who did it? Is Georgina OK?”
“A man was killed. Bryce Briggs. No. Yes.”
“Informative,” I said.
“I answered your questions,” Goode said, “now you’ll answer mine.”
I nodded, making a mental note of the name. Bryce Briggs? That was definitely familiar. But where had I heard it before? Was Bryce a Gossiper? But then why—?
“Where were you between the hours of midnight and two in the morning?”
A timeline for the murder? Where was he getting that information from? Surely, the coroner couldn’t have given a time of death already. That was way too quick. Unless this was an assumption he’d made after talking to other witnesses, which made sense.
“In bed.”
“Why did you come down the side of the inn rather than through the front doors when we arrived?” Aaron asked.
“When who arrived?”
“When the squad cars arrived,” he snapped. “Don’t play dumb with me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Ask better questions.”
“Smith.”
“I went down to the kitchen to grab a midnight snack,” I said. “I saw the lights flashing through the windows and dipped out of the side of the inn.”
“A midnight snack at three in the morning?”
“Fine, a 3:00 a.m. snack. Happy?”
“You didn’t hear anything suspicious?” Aaron asked.
“When? I was in the kitchen so no,” I said.
“You didn’t hear the sirens?”
Whoops. “No. I had my earphones in.”
“Where are these earphones?”
“I dropped them into my pocket on the way out of the kitchen door,” I said, “then put them right there when I got back to bed.” I pointed to where I usually kept my wireless earphones.
“Why were you wearing earphones?”
“How is this relevant?” I asked. “What has this got to do with—?”
“If you were wearing earphones for most of the night, you wouldn’t have heard anything.”
“Then you’re right on the money,” I said, “because I like to sleep with earphones in. I play soft music to help wash away the pain of all our interactions.”
Aaron gritted his teeth.
“Come on. That was a good one.”
He ignored my comment. “You were wearing your earphones all night tonight?”
“From the minute I got into bed, yeah, around nine.”
“Nine.” He noted that on his pad. “So you didn’t hear anything?”
“Nope.” Except all of this was, of course, a lie. I would never sleep with earphones in. If I did, I would be under constant threat of attack as an ex-spy. Or rather, I would be under threat of not hearing the imminent attack. But Aaron didn’t need to know that and never would.
Aaron made several notes, and I waited patiently for him to finish.
“Is that all?” I asked, with a sweet smile. “I’m tired.”
“Tired after finding out that a man has been murdered on the premises? That’s an interesting reaction to dire information.”
“Oh, no, sorry, I meant I’m tired of being in your presence.”
Aaron slapped his notepad closed, breathing heavily, and tension banded between us. I allowed myself a smile as the detective marched from the room. Just because I had to endure his presence didn’t mean I had to be nice about it.
“I’ll be in touch if I need any information from you, Smith.”
“Sure.” I nodded. “Good luck with your investigation.”
“Is that a threat?” he asked. “Because I’ll tell you, I am not interested in anyone interfering. Least of all you.”
“So, the last time when I helped you and you thanked me, that meant… nothing.”
Aaron took a breath and studied me. “No. I didn’t say that. I’m saying that this time, I’d appreciate you keeping clear of this.”
“I will.”
He turned to go.
“Unless someone asks me to fix this problem.” Me and my big mouth.
Aaron spun around on the spot and approached the bed, his presence overwhelming. He glared down at me. “You realize the only reason I don’t want you involved is because I don’t need you getting hurt, Smith.”
“That so, Goode?”
“That’s so. Stay safe. I’ll be watching out for you.”
“I don’t need you to,” I said. “I’m good on my own.”
But Aaron had already started walking out again. The door shut behind him with a snap, and I grunted under my breath. That man would be the death of me. Or something worse.
And as cute as it was that he wanted to protect me, he had no idea what Gamma and I were capable of. Neither did whoever had killed Bryce Briggs.




Seven


The following morning…
I HADN’T EXPECTED to hang around the day after the Halloween party, but given the circumstances, I needed to be here. I didn’t have another case, apart from one that involved desk work I could do anywhere, and Gamma needed my help.
So, bright and early, I entered the armory underneath the inn and shut the door behind me.
My grandmother was already seated at her station with its touchscreen desk. She tapped away impatiently, her posture as immaculate as it always was, already dressed for the day. I wasn’t sure she’d gotten any sleep after last night.
“Coffee,” I said, putting down a cup for her before taking a sip of my own. “Lauren said it’s Columbian.”
“Don’t say Columbian,” Gamma replied, without looking up from her work. “I’m nearly certain that it’s one of the drug lords who’s come after me.”
“You’re not afraid,” I said.
“Of course, I’m not afraid. But it is most inconvenient if they’ve found me. It might mean leaving Gossip and the inn. Indefinitely.”
“No.” I couldn’t fathom it. As much as I struggled with how peaceful things were here, I couldn’t imagine this town without my grandmother. “You can’t be serious.”
“Oh, but I am. If they’ve found me, I cannot risk the people in this community. It’s out of the question. Good heavens, Charlotte, you know that.”
I took a sip of my coffee to keep from answering.
“If one of them knows, how long before another finds out? How long before they try to reach those closest to me. Of course, you would be fine, but Lauren? Her husband? Her children? The cats?”
I didn’t like the direction this conversation was headed. “Did you find anything out about this Bryce Briggs?”
Gamma nodded and summoned me over. She tapped on the screen and it projected an image onto the wall above the desk. Bryce Briggs, the victim, posing for a mugshot. Though, posing might not have been the correct word.
“Bryce Briggs,” Gamma said. “I thought he was familiar. Born and raised in Gossip, left when he was in high school, came back about two months ago, according to my records and the grapevine. Mug shot from petty theft.”
The grapevine included all of Gamma’s connections in Gossip.
“I’ve scanned footage from surveillance cameras around town,” Gamma said, flipping through images. “But it’s going to take some time to go through them in full. I’m sure there’s more to this murder than an argument with Screenton.”
“What else do we know about him?”
Gamma scanned the file, running a finger down the length of her nose and tapping the end of it. “According to several women who went to school with Mr. Briggs, he was quite the lothario. Several girlfriends at once, that kind of thing.”
“Not exactly worth poisoning a man for.”
“Unless he was having multiple affairs,” Gamma said. “Though that wouldn’t explain how he got onto the premises or why.”
“Anything from your exterior cameras?”
Gamma shook her head, summoning up several camera angles on the wall and flicking through them with taps left and right. “No.”
“Then how—?”
“Someone took out camera five,” Gamma said. “And I didn’t get an alert on my phone. The notification was muted.”
“Did you mute the notifications?”
Gamma met my gaze, her blue eyes sharp. “No.”
“That’s… unfortunate.”
“The plot thickens. Whoever committed this crime knew what they were doing.”
“You’re saying they took down the camera, hacked your phone, and then murdered Bryce Briggs, Gossip High playboy, for what? To send a message?” I shook my head. “Doesn’t add up. Are you sure you didn’t mute your notifications?”
Gamma pursed her lips at me.
“I’m just saying,” I said, “that people butt-dial each other all the time. It’s plausible that you could have muted notifications on your app. Or even on your phone. How did you receive the notice that something was going on in the forest? On your phone?”
“No, it was directly on my laptop,” Gamma said. “I was working upstairs when it happened.”
“There you have it. It’s not necessarily a hack job.”
“I’ve deleted all my data and crushed the phone, regardless.” Gamma produced a new phone from her pocket and tapped away on it. “I’ve forwarded you my new contact details.”
“Crime scene photos?”
“Really, Charlotte, do you think I’m that out of touch? I’ve already forwarded them to the database.” Gamma pulled them up with a touch of the pad.
I grimaced. I’d seen plenty in my time as a spy and afterward, but I didn’t enjoy looking at crime scene photos.
“The way he’s positioned…” Gamma shook her head. “It doesn’t look like he tried defending himself.”
“Taken by surprise. Might have been a projectile. The lab results?”
“I’ve only just sent them off. Rochelle is hard at work. I should hear back soon, but we’ll see,” Gamma said with a sigh. “There are a few avenues we can take, but the most important is to find people who have been in close contact with our victim.”
“And who are spies,” I said.
“The problem with that, Charlotte,” Gamma said, rolling back in her chair and standing, “is that most spies don’t dress up as spies for Halloween.”
“Touche.” I frowned as my grandmother walked toward the exit. “Then you’re suggesting we investigate the regular folk of Gossip.”
“Regular folk can be spies. You know that as well as I do. There were two alerts on my laptop. One when the victim entered the property, another when the killer followed them. Motion sensor alerts. None of them leaving. Something odd is going on here.”
“Can I see the alerts?” I asked.
Gamma beckoned for me to follow her and we headed out of the armory, the door hissing shut behind us. We emerged into the morning sun and entered the inn through the Kitten Foster Center. We were instantly greeted by happy meows and fluffy tails.
The older kittens played out in the common area, while Jessa-May manned the incubators. She waved at us as we moved through the room, occasionally stopping to stroke the kittens.
“I can’t lose this, Charlotte,” Gamma said, almost under her breath.
I had the urge to reach out and squeeze her hand. “You won’t. I won’t let that happen.”
The tension in her shoulders eased, and I followed my grandmother through the ornate wooden door that led into the inn, past the kitchen where Lauren hummed and worked on prepping things for breakfast, and up to the third floor.
Gamma’s room was across from mine. She laid a hand on the doorknob then froze, casting out a palm.
I tensed behind her, reaching for my gun and checking up and down the hallway. I nodded.
Gamma opened the door slowly, then murmured under her breath. My grandmother wasn’t the type to curse, but I wouldn’t blame her if she did.
Her bedroom, so immaculately kept, so tidy, had been trashed, her bed ripped open with a knife, her clothing shredded.
“The laptop,” she said. “It’s gone.” And then she calmly removed a remote control from the pocket of her neat capris pants and hit a button on it.
“What are you—?”
“Detonated the hard drives. This has to have happened in the last half an hour. The killer is still here, hiding in plain sight.”
And with this many hiding places in the inn, they could be anywhere.
“Call the police, Charlotte. They’ll need to see this.”
“Why? You expect them to help?”
“Insurance claim,” Gamma said.
She was so calm in the face of this chaos, but my heart beat a mile a minute. Someone was threatening my grandmother, and they were going to pay for it. In blood.




Eight


I SAT in the inn’s library, notepad in my lap, my pen tapping against its side, adrenaline thrumming through my every capillary. Not only was my grandmother being threatened, but Detective Goode was in the building, and that didn’t help my frustration one bit.
Cocoa Puff meowed at me, and Snowy, who had appeared during the first half an hour of my pacing in the quaint library with its velvet green armchairs, yawned and stretched and arched her back.
“Almost done,” I said.
They’d been bugging me for attention on and off, and I didn’t mind it, but it didn’t help the thinking process. The inn was quiet, partly because it was morning, and partly because people were tired after last night’s “festivities.”
I scribbled a note down on my page.
Victim

Bryce Briggs. Born in Gossip. Apparently, a bit of a lover boy in high school. Returned to town two months ago. No information on where he came from yet.

Evidence

Killed in the forest near the inn between the hours of midnight and two in the morning.

Surveillance around the inn indicated that two individuals crossed the boundaries. No camera footage however.

Whoever committed the crime didn’t leave again.

Laptop stolen from Georgina’s room with evidence on it.

Phone potentially hacked?

Murder weapon was poison. Not sure which poison yet.

Murderer was experienced and had access to high-quality materials.

Suspects

Dale Screenton—Low life scammer who lives in Gossip and was seen arguing with the victim the day of the murder in the local party store. Has lived in Gossip all his life, but doesn’t necessarily eliminate him as a cupcake.

“Cupcake” was my code word for spy since I would have to assume that my notes might be read. If Gamma was being watched and followed, it was only a matter of time until I became the next victim on the list.
And as for lists, my evidence and suspect list was sparse.
I snapped my notepad closed and stowed it in my purse, then patted my lap for Snowy. She jumped onto it and I petted her, enjoying her purrs and calming presence.
The door to the library opened, and two individuals entered.
“—should be fine,” Detective Goode said, his back to me as he held the door open for someone else.
I ducked out of my chair and crawled behind it before he could spot me. I grabbed my purse and held it close, making myself small and calm. The best thing to do in tense situations was relax the muscles. Tension caused quick movements. Relaxation did not.
“You’re sure no one will overhear us?” The soft voice was from April Jones, the beauty I’d met last night.
A treacherous pang of jealousy started up in my chest, and I rolled my eyes at myself. What did I care who Aaron decided to date? Not that this was a date. If it was a date and I was hiding behind a chair… Well, that would make this incredibly awkward.
“I’m sure.” Goode shut the library door.
Snowy, the little traitor, meowed at Goode or April for attention.
“Oh, what a cute kitty cat.”
“Huh.” Goode sounded suspicious.
“So, you wanted to talk to me about what happened to Bryce.”
“That’s correct.”
My ears perked up.
“I told you, officer, I didn’t really spend much time with Bryce. I didn’t even know him that well.”
“Ma’am, I have it on good authority that you two were friends,” Goode said.
Yesssss. Give me all of your information, Goode. Give me your information without even knowing it.
“I mean, we dated back in high school but that doesn’t mean anything. That was years ago. Bryce left town, and so did I.”
“Yet you both came back at around the same time.”
“I wasn’t aware of that,” April said. “I came back to help my daddy with his ranch, that’s all. I have a business degree, you see, and that kind of thing comes in handy around a ranch.”
“I’m sure it does.” I spied Goode’s feet moving across the carpeting from beneath the armchair. He stopped and sat down, lifting both pants legs and exposing black socks decorated with cute orange cats.
I placed a hand over my mouth to keep from giggling. Goode wore ugly cat socks? By choice?
“I didn’t see Bryce that night, officer. I told you, I was up in my room on the second floor. I had no reason to go anywhere. Besides, I was tired after the Halloween party.”
“And there’s no one who can confirm your alibi?”
“I mean, Edgar saw me go to bed.”
“Edgar, who lives on the first floor?” Goode asked.
“That’s right. He likes to walk me up to my room to make sure I’m safe. He’s such a gentleman.” The last part came out breathy.
And that breathiness reminded me of how snappy she’d been with Edgar last night. In fact, she’d been downright determined to avoid him. She’d
gone to walk in the gardens! And she was new to town. Or new back in town.
Was it possible that April was actually a spy? One who had been trained when she was allegedly getting a business degree?
She’d switched up her attitude quick last night. And I didn’t see why she would go from telling Edgar to leave her alone to suddenly wanting him to walk her to her bedroom for safety.
“I’ll have to corroborate that with Edgar,” Detective Goode said, at last.
“You haven’t already?” April asked.
Good didn’t reply but the scratching of his pen on the notepad filled the silence.
“And you said you were upstairs this morning? You didn’t leave your room at all?”
“No, sir.”
April was suspicious. A person of interest because she’d known Bryce, and that significantly added to my suspect list. If April had known him, and April’s father was overprotective, and Edgar had been in love with her, well, I had just added three suspects.
Three suspects who don’t seem like spies at all.
But as my grandmother had mentioned, spies weren’t meant to seem like spies. They were meant to be innocuous.
“Is there anything else, Detective?” April asked after the lengthy silence.
“I think that will be all,” he said. “But I will be back to talk with you again.”
“Sure. I’ll be here. Not like I can leave until you figure out what happened.”
The pair exited the room, and the door clicked closed a second later. I let out a sigh and rose from behind the armchair, only to come face-to-face with a shocked Detective Goode.
“Hi,” I said. “I was just taking a nap.”
“Seriously?” Goode asked, pointing the end of his ballpoint at me and clicking it furiously. “What did I say about interfering, Smith?”
I shrugged. “Can’t blame a girl for wanting a siesta.”
“It’s eight in the morning.”
“Ah, just in time for breakfast then. See ya!” I hurried past him, but Goode caught my arm, sending sparks of electricity up it. “Hey, what’s the big—?”
“Watch your back, Charlie.”
The use of my nickname snapped my attention to his face.
His gaze was deep and dark and surprisingly earnest. “I don’t like this. It doesn’t add up. Promise me, you’ll be careful.”
I opened my mouth, but no words came out.
Thankfully, Snowy chose that moment to start clawing the armchair between us in a bid for attention.
Goode released my arm, and I stepped back, holding the spot where he’d touched me. “Worry about yourself,” I said, and then strode from the library.




Nine


I HAD to get back to my apartment and check on Sunlight, but before I did, I needed sustenance. And nobody made sustenance like Lauren Harris. She dished up a delicious slice of black forest cake—this week’s specialty at the inn—and poured me a cup of coffee, then sat me down at the worn kitchen table.
“Thanks, Laur.”
“You look stressed, Charlie,” Lauren said, her accent twanging delightfully. Gosh, I loved this woman like a sister, particularly when she made me cake. “And Georgina’s been running herself ragged all morning, talking to the police, on the phone, marching in and out of the inn. I’ve never seen anything like it. What’s going on?”
“If I told you, I’d have to… you know.”
“Pay my therapy bills?” Lauren asked.
“Pretty much,” I said. “Just don’t ask, don’t tell. You know the deal.”
Lauren nodded, but wrinkles creased her brow. “Another dead body.” She shivered. “I told you this inn was cursed. Why, just this morning I was sure I heard a ghost outside the kitchen door.”
“And was there a ghost?”
Lauren had an unfortunate obsession with the supernatural. At one point, she’d been convinced that the inn was haunted—that had been a homeless man hiding in the walls—and another time she’d thought there was a werewolf. Just Charlie, the friendly border collie owned by an ex-convict.
Turned out, the truth was sometimes stranger than fiction.
“No,” Lauren said, after a beat. “It wasn’t a ghost. It was one of the guests.”
I froze. “Which guest?”
“Uh, that pretty one with the blonde hair.”
“April Jones?” I asked, a forkful of cake halfway to my mouth. “You saw April out there?”
“Yeah. Now, why are you looking at me like that?” Lauren asked, rubbing the spot over her heart. “You’re giving me heartburn.”
“I believe that’s the baby,” I said. “What time did you see April out there?”
“Oh, had to be around six in the morning, just after I got into work.”
Gotcha. So, April had lied to Detective Goode. She had told him she’d been up in her room all morning, meanwhile she’d been outside the kitchen door. What could she possibly have been doing out in the backyard?
“Where was she?”
“Who? April?”
I nodded, chewing on the moist piece of cake, my eyelids fluttering. It was too good.
“She was near the greenhouse, sort of pacing up and down and talking on her phone. Loud.”
“Loud enough for you to make out what she was saying?” I asked.
“Not all of it. She was complaining a lot. Talking about how things hadn’t worked out how she wanted. Something about making him pay.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know,” Lauren said, her cheeks pinking. “I’m not the gossiping type.”
I sniffed.
“Fine. But I’m not the eavesdropping type. Not unless there’s a threat to our security.”
“I think April might be just that,” I murmured.
Lauren’s eyes widened, and I quickly reached out and patted the back of her hand. “Don’t worry. You did good.”
Now that I knew she was up to something, I’d investigate her. Find out exactly why April had returned to Gossip, and how she was involved with the victim. I’d get to the bottom of this. If April was a spy, or an agent for the enemy, I would dispatch her before she became a real problem.
Gamma entered the kitchen with a huff, and Lauren patted the chair nearest to her.
My grandmother lowered herself into it and placed her phone primly on the table.
“Cake, Georgina? Some coffee?”
“That would be heavenly, Lauren, dear, thank you.” My grandmother never quit, but there was a tension lingering in the air over her head, and I didn’t like it.
“News?” I asked.
Gamma reached into her pocket and removed two flesh-colored patches that were smaller than the tip of my fingernail. She placed them on the table, then added two tiny flesh-colored beads.
“That bad?”
Gamma nodded.
I took the tiny patch and pasted it onto the front of my throat, watching my grandmother do the same. Then I inserted the bead into my ear. “Testing,” I murmured.
“Loud and clear,” Gamma replied. I heard it in my ear as if she was right beside me rather than across from me.
I tapped my microphone to deactivate it. “Have you been in contact with Grandpa?” The codename for Special Agent in Charge Grant, who had helped both Gamma and I retire, and who we reported to when there were serious issues.
“I’m not sure it’s time to call Grandpa yet,” Gamma said. “And we can’t be sure that Grandpa would like to hear from us.”
“He would love to hear from us,” I replied. “Especially when we have serious news.”
“Serious news that distant relatives might hear and disseminate.”
Fair point. “I doubt there are any relatives hanging around with Grandpa.”
“Doubt doesn’t equal certainty.”
Lauren placed a plate in front of my grandmother, but Georgina didn’t set to work on the slice of cake. She took a slow sip of coffee. “I’m going to have to wait to hear back from my friend about the perfume I sent her.”
Perfume equaled poison.
“She’s been very quiet for the last few hours. I’m worried she might have fallen ill,” Gamma said. “There’s a terrible bug going around.”
“That’s terrible news,” I said. “I’m sure it’s nothing serious. I doubt she caught that bug so quickly. It’s only been around for a few days. Maybe she’s in an area where there’s low cell reception.”
Gamma gave a frustrated murmur before taking a bite of cake. She was seeing the worst-case scenario, which was the sign of a good spy. She knew that if things went south, it would happen fast, and there wouldn’t be much we could do other than run and hide.
And Lauren was now compromised too. The pressure had to be immense.
“Well, I’m sure everything will work out,” Lauren said, with a sunny smile, dancing a hand over her belly. She was just starting to show, and Gamma pressed her plate away from herself.
“Sugar will help,” I said.
“I can’t eat at a time like this, Charlotte. I can only act.” And with that, she pushed up from the table and marched toward the kitchen door.
I knew better than to follow her. Gamma needed to move, and I understood that since I was usually the one making rash decisions between the two of us. Now, it was my turn to be the calm one who analyzed the facts.
Hopefully, I could rise to the occasion.
Lauren smiled at me as she sat down with a slice of cake, humming under her breath.
If I didn’t, everyone we cared for would die.




Ten


I DROVE my grandmother’s Mini Cooper back to my apartment. Funny, but I still thought of the Mini as hers, even though she’d gifted it to me and bought herself a Hyundai. I loved the sea-green Mini with its racing stripes, especially since it drew waves as I drove through town. It was nice to be liked by the folks in Gossip now that I had settled in.
Being liked wasn’t on my list of expectations when I’d first arrived, but it was a good feeling. A surprising one.
Gossip’s main street was fully decked out for Halloween, even though trick-or-treating had already come and gone. Soon enough, the town council and their events planning committee would take down the Halloween decor and put up paper turkeys, pumpkins, pilgrim hats and another sign that read “Happy Thanksgiving”.
They liked to string banners over the street between the wrought iron lamp posts.
I drove past the brick-faced buildings with windows that let in light and provided glimpses of the cute stores, the bookshops, antique stores, and coffee shops, all filled with customers who were regulars and greeted each other like old friends.
My apartment was on Haywire Street, in a small three-story building with ten apartments in all. It wasn’t a bad place to live, and the rent was, thankfully, affordable.
I parked in my spot out front then let myself into the building and ran up to the third floor, the last door on the right.
Sunlight greeted me with the gusto only an orange cat could possess. Meowing, tail-shaking, an insistent purr, and several hops and jumps.
“I know, I know,” I said. “I was gone way longer than intended. Did Mrs. Shickster feed you?” I checked his bowl. “I see she did. And you ate all of it except two pieces.”
More meowing and happy anger. Sunlight didn’t like it when I left him alone, even if it was for a night, and I had to admit I didn’t like leaving him alone either.
I checked my mail while Sunlight purred at chin scratches provided with expertise. Once I was sure that he was satisfied, I switched on my TV and put the sound on full blast.
I walked to the windows in my small apartment and checked they were still locked, and then I proceeded to move through the small living room with its old sofas, its bookshelf, and round coffee table, and the potted plant I kept forgetting to water.
I started with the plant.
No bugs. No microphones. No cameras. I moved through every inch of the space, climbing onto things, checking the skirtings, the ceiling for pinholes that might contain bugs, the light fitting, everything.
The living room was clear. I worked through to the open-plan kitchen next. That took longer, but it was empty too. Then the tiny hall. The bathroom. My bedroom.
All clear. Not a single bug.
Not that it meant anything. Just because there weren’t any bugs now didn’t mean that the murderer wasn’t watching or listening. There were other ways they could reach me.
I opened my bedside table, removed the false bottom in the top drawer, and extracted my burner phone. I walked through to the living room, Sunlight watching me with the haughty disinterest that came with being a cat bored by idiot human behavior, and dialed Special Agent in Charge Grant.
He answered on the second ring. “Granddaughter?”
“Hi, Grandpa. Did you miss me?”
I could picture Grant sweating and going red on the other end of the call. “Depends on why you’re calling. Hope it’s not to tell me you need more money.”
“I might,” I said. “But I’m actually feeling sick, Grandpa. Because a poor man was killed at the inn last night.”
“That’s bad news.”
“Yes. Thankfully, I didn’t know him. He was a stranger. I think that whoever did it was probably from out of town.” Code for a possible spy in our midst or a dangerous entity.
“That so?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But enough about that. I’m curious about how things are going there. Are all the cousins behaving?”
“Relatively,” he said. “I’ve got one particular niece who reminds me a lot of you. She needs extra help, and all my money and attention has been going toward her.”
Another spy-in-hiding like me, a woman, who he had to protect. “I’m sorry to burden you like this when you have other family members to worry about, Grandpa, but I think I might need your help.”
“I understand, granddaughter. And I will call you back in a few days. Just tell me when it’s Christmastime.”
“Of course. Love you, bye!” I hung up before Grant had to say “love you” back. He hated doing that, and I’d spare him today.
Christmastime was our code word for when the brown hit the fan. Basically, when it was time for Grant to throw caution to the wind and come in to save us. Gamma wouldn’t approve of the fact that I’d called him, but it was necessary. I needed to know that we had a backup plan in place.
If we couldn’t figure out who had done this, then we’d need safety. Safety for Gamma, for me, for Lauren and her family, for the cats.
Sunlight meowed at me impetuously, and I switched off the TV just as several loud thuds hit my door.
“Sorry, Mrs. Shickster,” I called. “I turned it down.”
More thudding.
I frowned, walking to the door. I peered through the peephole, but there was no one out there.
“What the…?” I placed my hand on my waistband and opened the door carefully.
Edgar, the poet from the inn, lay on the floor. Mrs. Shickster was crouched over him, fanning his face. My elderly neighbor was pale as she glanced up at me. “I’m not sure what’s wrong with him! I let him in and we made it all the way up the stairs and then he just collapsed! I’m sorry, I—”
“He collapsed?” I bent and pressed my fingers to his throat.
He was alive. Alive and breathing. But there was a tiny puncture wound in his neck.
“Darn,” I muttered. “That’s not good. Mrs. Shickster, you’d better call 911.”
“What are you g-going to do?” she asked.
“911, Mrs. Shickster. Quick.”
She hurried off to her apartment across the hall and disappeared inside.
Carefully, I shifted Edgar into a more comfortable position then examined the wound more carefully. It didn’t look like there was any poison on the skin.
“They want to know his height and weight,” Mrs. Shickster called from her doorway.
“About six foot one, hundred and eighty pounds,” I shouted.
Mrs. Shickster relayed the information in a panic, while I carefully picked up Sunlight and walked him into my bedroom. I placed him on the bed. “I’ll be right back. It’s important.”
Sunlight gave me an indignant meow and licked his leg instead of following me.
I brought out my burner phone, shot Gamma a text with the details of what had happened, then walked back into my apartment and threw the phone in the sink. I switched on the electric kettle, tapping my fingernails on either side of it on the counter waiting for it to boil, then finally poured the steaming water over the phone.
Finally, once it had cooled and the sounds of the ambulance sirens approached, I dropped the phone on the floor and shattered it with my heel.




Eleven


EDGAR GROANED in the hospital bed and opened his eyes, peering around at the calm space he’d been placed in. The cubicle curtains around his bed were drawn, and he blinked rapidly, touching a hand to the drip attached to his arm.
I watched him, taking in how he interacted with everything. He didn’t seem too afraid, but he might’ve been groggy.
I stroked a finger over the microphone against my throat, then rose from the super uncomfortable hospital chair.
Edgar started, kicking his legs at the sight of me.
“Sorry,” I murmured, “I didn’t mean to scare you.” The cubicle was dark, and I switched on Edgar’s bedside lamp.
Edgar was pale, lips tinged ever-so-slightly blue. But he was alive.
How?
How had he survived when Bryce had died? Had the killer given him a lower dose, or was this the type of poison that acted slowly? The ambulance had arrived in minutes, whereas Bryce had been out in the forest for a while.
“W-What happened?” Edgar asked.
I patted the air to indicate that he should keep his voice down. I wasn’t strictly allowed to be in here, and sneaking in had been a chore. “You were attacked,” I said. “The doctors think someone tried to poison you.”
“P-Poison?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“That’s exactly what I intend on finding out,” I said. “What’s going on, Edgar? Why did you come to see me at my apartment?”
“I wanted to talk to you about…” Edgar worked his mouth. “Can I get some water?”
“Sure.” I poured him a glass out of the jug beside his bed.
Edgar regarded the water with suspicion, and I didn’t blame him for it. He took a sip, finally, and then glugged back the rest of the aqua like his life depended on it.
“Why did you come to see me?” I asked.
“I heard,” Edgar said, wiping his mouth with the back of his shaking hand, “that you’re the type of person who can help people fix their problems. That’s what April said.”
“You heard correctly.” I grasped the railing around his bed. “What, uh, what kind of problem did you need me to fix?”
“I’ve been having an issue with… Well, I—”
“Go on.”
“April.”
“What about her?”
Edgar hesitated, fiddling with the empty glass. I took it from him and placed it on the bedside table, studying his behavior. He was exceptionally nervous.
“I—I’m in love with April,” he said. “And I’m very concerned about her wellbeing. She puts herself in dangerous situations.”
“Are you an April an item?” I asked.
“What does that matter?”
“No offense, Edgar, but I’d prefer not to work for a stalker,” I said. “If April doesn’t want you involved in her life then—”
“No, no, it’s nothing like that.” Edgar touched his fingers to his neck, right over the puncture wound. “April doesn’t have feelings for me like that. She’s interested in someone else. Or she was. But I think—”
“Give it to me straight,” I said impatiently. I didn’t have time to mess around with platitudes or niceties. I needed answers before I got kicked out of the darn hospital.
“April has run afoul of some bad people,” Edgar said. “Some very bad people. I think they’re the same ones who killed Bryce Briggs.”
“What do you know about that?”
“I know that… that Bryce and April argued before he passed away.”
“They did?” I asked.
“I heard them,” Edgar said. “I happened to be up on the second floor two nights before the Halloween party, when I heard people arguing loudly.”
“Did you hear what they were arguing about?”
“Something to do with business and things not being safe,” Edgar said. “April told Bryce to be careful, and he said he had it all under control.”
“And this happened at the inn?” I asked, finding this difficult to believe.
“Sure,” Edgar laughed. “Unless I dreamed it. I have an active imagination, but it’s not that active. I saw them together.”
I nodded. “And you think whoever Bryce had dealings with was aware of April’s presence?”
“Yeah. Please, Miss Smith, you have to help me. I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happens to her. And now, they’ve tried to do something to me too. It’s too dangerous out there for her. She’s a sweet young woman who needs protection.”
This man was hiding something.
He had been poisoned, so he likely wasn’t the murderer, but he had a secret that he wasn’t telling me.
“Did you have business dealings with April?” I asked.
“What? N-No.”
“No business dealings whatsoever?” I asked.
“None.”
“And do you know what business Bryce and April were getting into?”
Edgar paled. “No.”
“If you know something, you need to tell me. I can’t help you or April if you don’t.”
Edgar traced his lips with the tip of his tongue, glancing around at the curtains nervously, as if they had ears. There were patients on the other side of them, but I doubted they had anything to do with the murder or the inn. Then again, one couldn’t be too careful.
“What’s your number, Mr.…?”
“Mr. Pole.” He gave it to me hurriedly. “Does this mean you’ll take my case?”
“I’ll be in touch,” I said.
And then I emerged from the curtains and exited the ward. The walk through the hospital was brief. I waited patiently in the parking lot.
Five minutes later, an SUV with blacked-out windows pulled up and the passenger side door opened to admit me. I got inside, tapping my throat to deactivate my microphone, and put on my seatbelt.
Gamma waited until we were out of the parking lot before stopping again and producing a scanner. She ran it over my body, and it blipped twice, once for my microphone and once for the bud in my ear.
“Clean,” she said.
I nodded. “Good. What do you think?”
“He’s hiding something.”
“The business has to be something high risk. Moonshine isn’t a thing anymore, right?”
Gamma laughed drily. “Drugs are.”
“Huh.” April Jones and Bryce dealing drugs? Both of them had come back to town recently and were dating or they were in business together or both. It was convoluted, and I wanted a clear path forward.
Gamma drove me back toward my apartment. “Did you sweep your apartment for listening devices?”
“Does a bear—?”
“Charlotte!”
“Sorry,” I murmured. “I’m annoyed. First Bryce is poisoned on the inn’s grounds, and now this. Another man poisoned, this one right outside my apartment door. What is the enemy trying to prove? That they can reach us anywhere?”
“Precisely,” Gamma said. “They’re trying to make us uneasy. Destabilize us. Throw us off their scent.”
“Then why kill Bryce?” I asked.
“That’s what we have to figure out. I doubt it was a case of mistaken identity. He was very clearly followed onto the premises. Whoever did this has been watching for a while,” Gamma said. “Watching and waiting to take their chance.”
I checked the coast was clear before opening the car door.
“Charlotte,” Gamma said.
I glanced back at her.
“Do be careful, will you?”




Twelve


THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I gave Sunlight oodles of attention so that he wouldn’t fuss at me for leaving him alone again. He purred and rubbed his kitty face against the side of mine while I drank coffee that I’d tested for poison with a kit Gamma had given me a few months ago. It always paid to have one in the house when you had mortal enemies across the globe.
“I’m not going to be too long,” I said, “and I’m not going to stay the night, but I have to work away from home today, Sunlight.”
I received an indignant meow in response.
“I understand,” I said, “but it is what it is. There are lives to be saved.” And if I didn’t handle this, Grant and the rest of the NSIB would sweep in and neutralize the threat before taking us away. Away from Gossip and the people we had grown to love.
I sighed, finished my coffee, and headed for the door, catching a glimpse of my reflection in the black TV screen.
“You don’t want peace, Charlotte.” Gamma’s words rang in my head. Was that true? Did I not want peace? Or was it boredom I wanted to avoid? The fear of being useless when I had been a tool for the majority of my adult life.
I checked my phone for text messages and found one from Edgar.
   They were talking about a new product that would put the big pharma out of business. A cure-all pill.   


I raised my eyebrows. So, he’d finally spilled some details. I tapped my throat. “Come in Big G,” I said. “Are you reading me?”
“Loud and clear.”
“Our second victim claims that Pretty Bird and Vic One were bringing a new cure-all pill to market. Or so they believed. My assumption is that’s what Scammer was talking to Vic One about earlier in the week.”
“Copy.”
I left it at that. Whether the pill worked or not wasn’t the issue here. It was that someone might have believed that they were a problem. Or Screenton had grown opportunistic and wanted to get rid of his business partner.
But that didn’t fit with the narrative that this was a foreign spy threat.
And the method of the delivery of the poison pointed toward it being a professional job. Someone from a big pharmaceutical company? If that was the case, then this “miracle pill” might have been an actual cure for something.
I didn’t buy it.
Whenever Dale Screenton was involved, there was always a catch.
I left Sunlight with food, water, and a cat tree to scratch then headed out of the building and into the Mini Cooper. I’d left it here last night, opting to ride in the back of the ambulance instead, with the lie that I was Edgar’s sister.
The Gossip Inn was as lovely as always, the gates thrown wide open, the rendezvous tree out front, the bench beneath it littered with leaves in oranges and golds. I parked on the gravel driveway and hopped out, keen to have an in-person conversation with Gamma, and with April, who clearly had a lot of stake in whatever was going on at the inn.
Shouts from the front yard drew my gaze.
Two people stared at each other, standing on the neatly trimmed lawn. April and her father, Colby.
“You can’t tell me what to do!” April screeched, pointing at him. “I’m grown now, Daddy! You can’t tell me where I can go and who I can talk to.”
“I don’t even know who you are anymore,” Colby growled back. “I thought you were my daughter, but you’re a stranger. You went away and came back, and I don’t recognize you.”
“I’ve done nothing wrong. I help you with the ranch, and I—”
“You’re not allowed to leave the inn’s grounds,” Colby said, drawing his hand through the air.
“What?” April’s jaw dropped.
I wasn’t the only one watching the argument unfold. A few other guests had filtered out onto the lawn under the pretense of enjoying the day, when really, they were as curious as I was.
“You are not allowed to leave,” Colby repeated. “I forbid it.”
“You can’t tell me what to do. I’m a grown woman,” April said. “I’ll go where I want, when I want.”
“I’m trying to protect you! There’s a murderer on the loose. For heaven’s sake, look over there. The whole one side of the inn is off-limits.” He gestured to the police line that had been put up. “And you were the one who decided to go off and make friends with… with him.”
“Him? Bryce? You’re talking about Bryce?” April trembled with rage. “How could you even mention him after what you’ve done?”
“Everything I’ve done has been for your protection.”
“I don’t care,” April said. “Bryce was a good man, and you’re acting like he’s evil or something.”
“Evil is as evil does.”
“That doesn’t even mean anything. He was a good man.”
“He was a criminal! He might as well have been.” Colby took deep breaths, but it did nothing to calm him.
My gaze wandered to the police lines and the section they had cordoned off. I doubted it would be there for much longer—the scene processing had to be close to finished. But April openly talking about Bryce like this put questions in my mind.
“You always do this,” April hissed. “It’s the whole reason I left in the first place. I’m not some harmless little girl who needs you to protect her anymore. I’m done! I’m leaving.” She turned to go.
Her father caught her arm. “April! You’re not going anywhere.”
I took a step forward to help, but April had already wrenched her arm free. “Let go of me.” And then she marched off.
“April! April Jones, you get back here right now.” But Colby’s words made no difference. His cheeks colored, and he glared around at the crowd of people watching. “Enjoying the show?”
I left him to continue his rampage and entered the inn.
April was a risk taker.
Colby was determined to protect his daughter. Could it be that Colby might have wanted Bryce out of the way? Didn’t fit the spy theory we’d established, but I was starting to wonder which, if any, of the puzzle pieces actually fit together neatly.
I found Gamma in the kitchen, trying to enjoy a coffee but looking pale and thin. “Charlotte. There you are. Any news?”
I filled her in on the fresh gossip, and Gamma listened with a blank expression. “An interesting theory that doesn’t gel with what we already have.”
“I know,” I said. “But something strange is going on here. The personal relationships between these people keep coming up. They have to be relevant.”
“There’s one problem with your theory,” Gamma said. “Mr. Jones was at the inn yesterday when Edgar was attacked. I was having a lovely conversation with him about the evening’s dinner menu when it happened.”
“And April?”
“I’m uncertain where she was,” Gamma said. “But I doubt she was in the inn. Mr. Jones kept glancing around like he was worried about what might happen to her. His eye was twitching.”
I nodded. So April could’ve been the one who attacked Edgar. It wasn’t quite right, but I had to talk to her and see if I could figure out the truth.




Thirteen


I TRACKED down my suspect to the salon on Ale Street and found her red-eyed, with her fingers on the table, ranting while the nail tech listened to her.
“And he just doesn’t get it,” she said. “We had something special. Something that people don’t understand. He was the guy for me, you know. The type of guy who stood up for what was right in the world. And he loved animals.”
I pretended to browse the laminate menu at the front counter while listening in on the conversation. I’d only ever gotten a pedicure once in my life, and it hadn’t ended well. I tended to kick when I got ticklish—an involuntary reflex—and I’d nearly dislocated the woman’s jaw. Not a fun day.
“So, you must be really sad that he’s not around anymore, honey,” the nail technician said, while she filed and shaped April’s nails.
“I can’t believe he’s gone. We tried to keep our relationship private for as long as possible, and the day after I tell my father, this happens.”
“You don’t think…?”
“I don’t know,” April said. “But I’m not going to let him control me. I need to grieve. I need to find a way to continue life without my Brycey Bear.”
“How long were you two dating?”
“We met online in Kingdom of Matlantia,” April said. “That’s an online game. It’s like a second life. He was a Knife Philosopher Paladin, and I was a Rogue Assassin Archer. The two of us weren’t meant to fall in love. We were from different parts of Matlantia, but our connection was just two strong.”
“That’s… wild,” the tech said, raising tinted eyebrows.
“Right? It was so romantic,” April continued. “And it wasn’t until we decided to start chatting IRL, that means in real life for non-gamer noobs, that I realized it was Bryce. As in, Bryce from high school! My ex. It was like it was meant to be and—”
“Can I help you, miss?” The lady at the counter tapped manicured nails on the menu. “Anything catching your eye?”
“Sure, I’ll take a classic manicure.” I needed to hear more. The positive here was that I didn’t have ticklish hands, so I wasn’t likely to punch the nail technician in the face.
I sat down at the table beside April’s and smiled at the woman who took a place across from me.
“So, a classic manicure,” she said.
“Yeah, that’s the one.” And then I tuned into what April was chattering about.
“—had an idea that would put those big wig drug manufacturers out of business. A pill that will cure everything! He even had a contact for it.”
“Wow, that’s—”
“So, what color are we doing for you today?” My friendly technician asked, as she set to work on my cuticles.
“Huh? I dunno. You pick.”
“Well, I happen to love bright colors so—”
“That’s fine,” I said, waving the hand she wasn’t working on. The lady shrugged her broad shoulders beneath her salon smock.
“—Dale Screenton of all people. I was so angry. I mean, how could he possibly think that Screenton would be a good contact? And when I brought it up, poor Brycey realized he’d made a mistake.”
“Oh, girl. Then what did he do?”
“I told him that he had to go back to Screenton and tell him that the business idea wasn’t happening. Or like, to chase him off so that we could work on the idea together. In private. But it feels like everywhere I turned, people wanted to cut in or try to get a slice of the pie.”
“Like who?”
“Everyone. Even new friends that I made at the inn. I’m staying up at the Gossip Inn.”
“Oh? I heard that place was bad news.”
I stiffened.
“Clearly it is,” April said. “I mean, my Brycey Bear is dead.”
And you don’t seem that unhappy about it. This whole speech to the nail technician felt forced. Or maybe that was because I didn’t spend enough time hanging out in places like this.
“I heard it was haunted,” April’s nail tech said. “I heard that people die there because the place is cursed. Y’all should have just stayed at Jessie Belle-Blue’s place. She’s got a guesthouse and a cattery.”
“Did she say what I just think she said?” Gamma’s voice spoke in my ear.
Darn. I’d forgotten to turn off the microphone. And the one thing that could push my grandmother over the edge was an argument with Jessie Belle-Blue, the pashmina-wearing witch of Gossip.
“Respond. Come in.”
I’d have to handle this.
“Jessie Belle-Blue’s guesthouse?” April asked. “Maybe I’ll talk to my idiot father about moving us over there.”
“I wouldn’t,” I said.
Both nail techs and April turned to me.
“Sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t help overhearing. You mentioned moving to Belle-Blue’s guesthouse, and I wouldn’t advise it.”
“Why not?”
“It’s unsanitary.” This was so wrong of me, but I had to stop this train before it left the station. “Unsanitary and Belle-Blue has a habit of, uh, snooping in people’s rooms.” Which, of course, was nothing compared to having cameras in almost every room in the inn—apart from the bedrooms.
“Really?” April gave me a scandalized look, and then recognition flashed across her face. “Wait, you’re Charlotte, right? We met the other night.”
“That’s right,” I said, extricating my hand from the nail tech’s grasp to shake April’s. “Nice to see you again. Crazy what happened at the inn, right?” I returned the hand to the nail tech, who snipped at my cuticles with a ferocity that seemed inadvisable.
“Crazy? That was my boyfriend.”
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “That’s terrible. How are you holding up?”
“Fine, I guess,” April replied. “It’s just difficult because I miss him, and now I have to deal with my father being mean and impossible.”
I gave a sympathetic nod. “That sounds tough. I hope they catch whoever did this. I heard they think it’s someone staying at the inn.”
April swallowed audibly. “Really?”
“Yeah. That’s what I heard, but who knows. I just wish I hadn’t been wearing my earphones that night, then I might have heard something.”
“I did hear something,” April said.
“No way.”
“Yeah, I heard some banging downstairs,” she said. “But I didn’t know what it was. It was around ten at night, right after the party.”
“Wow, that’s crazy.”
April exhaled. “A part of me wonders if this happened because of me. I was meant to meet with my darling that night, but I fell asleep. I was too tired to go out and see him.”
There was a reason he might have been at the inn, but then who had been following him? And why?
Cameras.
Could it be that one of the guests at the inn had left the party and hadn’t come back until much later that night? There had to be a clue.
That or it was as simple as it having been Screenton. Or the dad.
I had to talk to Gamma about this.
“Come in, Ugly Sweater,” Gamma’s voice said.
I cough-whispered, “No comms.”
“Understood. I need you to return to the nest. Now. I’ve got the perfume analysis back.”
I rose from the table, and the nail technician gasped as the glitter nail polish she’d put on three of my fingers smudged.
“Sorry,” I said. “I just remembered I have a previous appointment.” I grabbed my wallet out of my purse and threw money down on the counter then ran out of the salon.




Fourteen


GAMMA LOADED the information up on the screen with a dour expression turning her lips down at the corners. “This is not ideal.”
In Gamma language, that meant things were about to go very, very wrong. “What do you have?”
I sat on a swivel stool in the underground armory and spun from side-to-side like a nervous child.
“Stop it, would you? You’re giving me the fear,” Gamma said.
I stopped spinning and focused on the screen. My grandmother tapped her way through the report, reading it with interest. The atmosphere in the armory was tense, the mannequins that held our special armor, one set for her, one for me, and the shelves of weaponry, brought me comfort. Whatever happened, at least we were prepared.
Sure, this armory and most of its contents were spectacularly illegal, but at least we were safe if everything went crazy.
“It’s new,” Gamma said.
“The poison?”
“Correct. New. Some type of…” More taps and sweeps of her fingers. “Some type of mash up between cyanide and tetrodotoxin. Chemically unique. This should be an impossibility.”
“And that means…”
“It was manufactured,” Gamma said, her shoulders sinking. “It’s as we feared, Charlotte. This was not a simple murder. This was definitely committed by a spy.”
“How strong is this poison?” I asked.
“One of the strongest in the world,” Gamma said.
“But Edgar didn’t die. Cyanide can take up to thirty minutes to a couple of hours to kill a man.”
“No, no, whatever this is, it’s fast acting,” Gamma said.
“Then Edgar didn’t get a dose of it,” I said. “His attacker hit him with something else. Darn it. I should’ve tried to get a sample.”
“Not your fault,” my grandmother said. “How could you have known it would be a different substance? The point is, Charlotte, we do know now. This is a foreign entity trying to threaten or find us.”
“But why not kill us outright?”
“They want something,” Gamma said. “Most likely information. Information about the NSIB or our government. Or to torture me for my past transgressions against them.”
I folded my arms and let the gravity of the situation sink in.
Gamma dismissed the report and placed a palm over her face as she took it in as well.
“Something occurred to me while I was getting my nails done,” I said.
Gamma’s head snapped up and her gaze fixed on the three smudged nails. “You and I have vastly different opinions about what constitutes getting one’s nails done.”
I waved it away. “I’ll fix them later. But I thought about the alerts you received on the laptop. You said that there were two alerts, and no camera footage for that section of the inn. Where was that section?”
“Facing the adjacent road that continues out of Gossip,” Gamma said.
“All right.”
“I’m having the cameras repaired this evening. Toastie’s coming.”
I didn’t bother asking about the contact and why he was called Toastie. “If two people entered and none left, then that means that either there’s an external killer hiding on the inn’s grounds, or we have a guest who left before the murderer and came back through that way.”
“Interesting.”
“April mentioned that she heard a commotion at ten at night,” I said. “I’m not sure how far we can trust her, but it’s worth checking out who left the inn. So far, we have Screenton, April, Edgar, and Colby as suspects.”
Gamma nodded. “I’ll check the cameras, but I noticed something. There was a section of time where the cameras blacked out, likely just as the murderer tampered with my system. This was just before the single camera went out.”
“Wait, so there was a full black out and you didn’t know?”
“Zero alerts,” Gamma said. “Zero.”
This was bad. This was seriously bad.
“What time did the blackout happen?” I asked.
“Half an hour before midnight and the two perimeter alerts went off. The black out lasted for about three minutes.”
“That’s a long time. That’s enough time for a guest to return.”
Gamma nodded, pulling up the footage she had of the front of the inn. She scrolled toward 10:00 p.m. and—
“There,” I said, pointing.
The front door opened, and Colby Jones emerged, shuffling a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, wearing his phantom of the opera mask. He headed off down the front path and disappeared from sight.
“You don’t have an alert for the front gate?” I asked.
“Only cameras.” Gamma forwarded the footage. “An alert would drive me crazy.”
“Huh.”
Ten minutes later, Edgar emerged from the inn, on his phone and shaking his head at something. He walked down the steps and started talking as he walked toward the exit. He disappeared as well.
“Two suspects out,” I said. “But did they come back?”
Gamma and I spent the next half an hour trawling through the footage, looking for any evidence that the two men might have returned. There was none, but the blackout of three minutes put question marks in my mind.
It could be that both men had returned during that three minute black out period. Or it could be that one of them had, and the other had been the murderer. It seemed, increasingly, like April was innocent, even if her behavior was suspicious.
But what about Screenton?
“I’m going to talk to Mr. Jones and ascertain an alibi, and then I’ll go see Screenton,” I said. “I’ll have to talk to Edgar again as well. Poisoned or not, I need more evidence that proves these people were near the crime scene.”
“Yes. I’ll do what I can to narrow down who might have created this poison. There will be a trail,” Gamma said. “And I rather enjoy following trails.”
I was glad that she had those resources, but I wanted to do the “boots on the ground” work and find who’d caused this problem. It was obvious that this was an enemy spy, but the clues weren’t adding up.
The claims about big pharmaceutical companies, the miracle pill, Screenton, and the love triangle between Edgar, April, and Bryce? Why even bother if you were a spy with a target? Even a foreign entity set on extracting information from Gamma would capture her and torture her rather than killing a random man first.
“Georgina,” I said.
“Hmmm?” She looked up from her holographic notes. “What is it?”
“I’m going to need to use it.”
“Absolutely not.”
“It warrants it, Georgina,” I said. “It’s necessary.” I didn’t care that it was cheating. “These are desperate times.”
My grandmother pressed her lips together. “It’s too forceful. We’re the good guys.”
“Sometimes you gotta fight fire with fire,” I said.
“I assume you haven’t forgotten what happened the last time we used it.”
I squared my shoulders. “I want it, Georgina.”
My grandmother clicked her tongue. “Such a bossy child,” she said, then rose from her seat and walked to the silver rectangular podium that held her most prized equipment. “I only have one dose. You’ll have to use it wisely.”
“I’ve got a target in mind.”
My grandmother swiped a finger over a depression on the side of the podium, and the top lifted with a pneumatic hiss, exposing the vial of blue liquid within.




Fifteen


THERE WAS nothing quite like carrying half a million dollars worth of high-tech spy equipment in your pocket. My palms were slick with sweat as I made my way up to the second floor of the inn, careful where I stepped. If this vial fell out of my pocket and shattered, that would be a lot of money down the drain. Or down the carpet.
I reached the second floor of the inn and walked up to Mr. Jones room. He was in the Mint Room, which had a supremely peaceful vibe, and was one of my favorites.
I knocked on the door and waited, slipping my hand into my pocket to retrieve the syringe.
At the sounds of the approaching footsteps, a sense of cold calmness swept over me. A readiness that I associated with my time abroad in dangerous situations.
Three. Two. One. I released the breath.
The door opened, and Mr. Jones frowned at me from inside. “Oh, hello, Charlotte, I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Mr. Jones,” I said, “how are you today?” I glanced back down the hall. It was clear, but this would be easier if I could get an invitation into his room.
“I’m… Well, this isn’t the best time,” he said.
Darn. “Do you mind if we talk for a second? In private? I met with your daughter today and she—”
“My daughter and I can discuss our issues without an audience or interference,” he said.
I smiled at him. “Mr. Jones, isn’t it a little late for that now?”
“Huh?”
“There’s someone behind you,” I said, flicking my eyes into the room.
Jones frowned and looked back over his shoulder, and I took that moment to step toward him, bring the syringe up and stick it in his neck. I injected the contents rapidly, and he let out a yelp.
Quickly, I swept his foot out from underneath him and sent him onto the floor, then entered the room and kicked the door shut.
Jones opened his mouth to scream, but I withdrew my gun and pointed it at him. “Quiet.”
“It was you!” Jones hissed. “It was you who—”
“Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong,” I said. “And you’re going to talk when I tell you to, do you understand?”
Jones nodded, his lips firmly closed.
“I’ve injected you with a high-quality truth serum. It will take a minute to take effect. When it does, you will tell me the answers I want to know,” I said. “And when the serum wears off in a half an hour, you will have no recollection of this conversation. Nod if you understand.”
He nodded.
“As for why I’m doing this?” I speared him with a gaze. “Because I want to make sure justice is served. Get up and sit in that armchair.” There were two armchairs and a chaise lounge in the Mint Room.
Mr. Jones scrambled up and went over to one of them then lowered himself into it, wide-eyed. A haziness came over his expression—a sign that the serum had set in.
I only had one shot at this. I had to ensure that Mr. Jones gave me an alibi and as much information about his whereabouts on the night of the murder as possible.
“Mr. Jones, you can answer my questions verbally from now on,” I said. “Do you understand?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you murder Bryce Briggs?”
“No, ma’am. I didn’t.”
“Why did you leave the Gossip Inn at ten o’clock on the evening of the Halloween party?” I asked.
“Because I wanted to find Bryce and threaten him to stay away from my daughter,” Mr. Jones answered mechanically. “I wanted to scare him a little.”
“Did you succeed in doing that?” I asked.
“No. I didn’t get to see him.”
“Why is that?”
“Because when I arrived at his home in the trailer park, he was in the middle of a physical fight with another man,” Mr. Jones said. “He was hollering and carrying on while he punched the guy in the stomach.”
“Who was he fighting with?” I asked.
“It was Dale Screenton.”
“What did you do when you saw them fighting?” I asked. “Did you intervene?”
“No, ma’am. I didn’t intervene. I left them to it. Figured I’d come back later, so I went to the Hungry Steer instead and had me a good dinner and a couple of beers. Then I came back to the inn.”
“You walked home?” I asked.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And what time did you arrive back at the inn?”
“Must’ve been just past midnight,” he said.
“Which entrance did you use?” I asked.
A hazy frown creased his brow. “The only entrance there is. The one at the front.”
“Did you see anything suspicious on your way home?”
“No, ma’am.”
“No men or people in the darkness?” I asked.
“No, ma’am. It was a long walk, and I was drunk.”
I took a breath, studying him with interest. He wasn’t the murderer. That was one suspect eliminated. What I would give to have vials upon vials of this truth serum. But Gamma only ever had one at a time, and they took ages to replace, mostly because she got them as a favor from a good friend and if she asked for too many, the source would get spooked.
“Your daughter, April,” I said. “Do you know where she was on the night of Bryce’s murder?”
“She told me she was asleep,” he replied.
“Do you think she’s lying?”
“Yes. I think she was awake because I saw the light on under her door.”
This was what was called hearsay, but it helped me regardless. He wasn’t the murderer. And she was meant to meet up with Bryce. But she couldn’t have been the person to leave the inn’s grounds and come in again, triggering the alert.
“What do you know about Edgar Pole?” I asked.
“He’s a nice enough boy. He’s a poet. We met him when we moved to the Gossip Inn. He has family out here that he’s visiting, but I don’t like that he’s been spending so much time with my April.”
“What was April doing in Minnesota?” I asked.
“Studying business,” he said. “She’s going to help me on the ranch.”
“Did you tamper with the cameras along the perimeter fence?”
“No.”
It was in keeping with what I’d been told by both of them. And that left me with two major suspects. Edgar Pole, who had left the premises but had been attacked, and Screenton, who I had yet to talk to, and who was next on my list.
Again, I wished that I had more of this truth serum. I’d cleared one man, but it would be more difficult with the others, and there was still a slim chance that April had slipped through the cracks and somehow committed the crime.
“Thank you, Mr. Jones. I appreciate your cooperation. The next little while, you will stay in this chair, do you understand? Stay in the chair until the effects wear off.” And at that point, he’d have no memory of the interrogation.
“Yes, ma’am.”
I tucked my weapon away, collected the discarded syringe, and exited the room.




Sixteen


DALE SCREENTON WORKED at the antique store on Billet Street. The building was sandwiched between a butchery and a florist’s, both establishments that were well-respected in Gossip. The antique store, however, had a crack in the front window and the displays within were covered in a fine layer of dust. That was mostly because the owner, Mirabelle, had failing eyesight and allowed her daughter to run everything for her.
I entered the dimly lit interior and blocked a sneeze with my finger.
Dale stood behind the counter, fiddling on his phone. He didn’t so much as glance up when the bell over the door tinkled.
Suited me just fine.
I preferred to observe before I questioned, so I moved between the antiques, admiring tables and old lamps, and chairs that looked as if they hadn’t seen the light of day since the turn of the century. There were price tags that made the eyes water. I was pretty sure Gamma would have a field day here.
I lifted my finger to tap my throat, but stopped when the bell over the door tinkled and Aaron Goode entered the store.
Darn. Just what I didn’t need.
I slinked between the furnishings and displays, reaching the back of the store so I could watch what ensued.
Was Aaron here to shop? Didn’t seem like he was the type of guy who enjoyed a good antique whether teapot or end table. But then, never judge a book by its cover, right? The most likely answer to my question, though, was that Aaron had come to talk to a suspect.
He had to be on to Screenton. Goode was a good cop—the kind who did his homework and followed the rules, and that was exactly why things would never have worked between us. He wanted peace. I wanted… the opposite of that.
Is that really what you want? You’re happy that everyone is in danger?
I turned the corner, shaking my head at myself, and ran straight into Goode. His arms came up, and he caught me before I could topple. “Whoa, there. Easy—” Goode stopped dead. “Smith? What are you doing…?” Realization dawned. “Seriously?”
“That should be your catch phrase,” I murmured. “Seriously?” I couldn’t help teasing him.
“Shut up.”
“You shut up,” I whispered. “I was here first.”
“I’m here on police business.”
“Yeah, well, I’m here on….”
He waited for me to explain.
I cleared my throat gently. “Antique business.”
“Antique business. You’re here on antique business,” he said. “You expect me to buy that?”
“Remember that conversation we had about what you can buy and what you can prove, and the difference between those two concepts? Yeah, I’m gonna need you to refer back to—”
“You need to leave,” he breathed, grabbing hold of my upper arm and sending a spike of excitement and anxiety into my chest. “Now. I’m in the middle of something.”
“You can’t tell me to leave. I’m not here to talk to you,” I said. “Or anyone. I’m shopping.”
“Shopping,” he said. “What are you shopping for?”
I reached over and picked up a tiny porcelain statuette of a cat. “This.”
“You’re shopping for an ugly cat statuette.”
“Big words from a man who wears ugly cat socks,” I replied.
“That costs a thousand dollars,” Aaron said.
We both stared at the price tag. He was right. I slowly put it back on the shelf and we let out a collective sigh when it safely landed back in its place. The store had a strict “you break it, you buy it” policy.
“Maybe we move away from the glassware,” I said.
“Yeah, maybe you should. Out the door.”
“Ooh. Burn,” I said. “You get that from a 90s TV show?”
“Same place you got your sense of humor.”
I stuck my tongue out at the man. Actually stuck my tongue out. What on earth had gotten into me? Instead of waiting to find out, I walked away before I attacked Goode and wound up breaking something expensive.
Like his arm.
I stopped near the front of the store, thoroughly annoyed by the fact that the detective was here. He had officially foiled my plan to talk to Screenton and press him for information. I couldn’t do that with Goode around, and I’d bet that cat statuette that he’d be keeping a close eye on me after this. Not that it mattered. I’d move in the shadows as usual.
Annoying. Why was this man both handsome and annoying?
Aaron strode past me, pointing two fingers toward his eyes and then back at me again.
I pulled a face at him.
He walked up to the front counter and stopped in front of it. I feigned interest in a set of old books in the book bin. They were reprints of the classics, and their spines were worn with age, their pages yellow.
Dale didn’t immediately look up when Aaron stopped in front of the counter. The detective cleared his throat.
“Just a second,” Screenton said, scrolling idly on his phone. “Busy with something here.”
Goode waited patiently.
See, in this instance, I would have grabbed the front of Screenton’s jacket, jerked him forward, and made him look at me.
Finally, Dale looked up and spotted the detective. He went pale. “I don’t want no trouble,” Screenton said.
Off to a raring start. See, this was the difference between Goode and me. When people saw the cops, they started acting strange. When they saw me, they saw a harmless blonde girl with an attitude problem who wore too much mascara and carried cat fur on her clothes. Sunlight liked to nap on my t-shirts.
“Mr. Screenton, my name is Detective Goode with the Gossip—”
“I know who you are,” Screenton said. “And I didn’t do nothing.”
“I thank you for your honesty,” Goode said, slowly. “But I’m not accusing you of anything. I just wanted to talk.”
“About what? About Bryce?”
“Yeah, actually, now that you mention that. Did you know him well?”
“Nope.”
“Really,” Detective Goode said. “You didn’t know him?”
“Nope.”
“Not even a little.”
“Nope.”
“So, you didn’t have a conversation with him about a miracle drug in the party store the other day?”
“Don’t know what you’re talking about. And if you’re thinking that I did something, you’re wrong. And I am going to need to talk to my lawyer now.”
“Uh, you’re not under arrest,” Goode said. “You’re not being detained.”
“Uh huh. You think I don’t know how this works?” Screenton asked. “I’ve seen all them cop shows. I know what kinda tricky stuff y’all get up to. Tryna trick people into saying things that ain’t true. I seen it.”
“I’m sure you have, but that’s not what’s going on here.”
I covered my mouth to keep from laughing. I couldn’t help it. Poor Goode. He didn’t have the permission to whap this guy over the head, tie him up, and question him.
“Look, like I said, don’t want no trouble.”
“If you could just answer a few of my questions, it would be really helpful. Look, son, we’re trying to solve a murder here.” Goode was taking the fatherly route. A bold move since Screenton had more gray hair than he did.
“I’m good.” And then Screenton picked up his phone again. It slipped out of his hands and fell to the floor on the other side of the counter.
Aaron bent to grab it for him, and in that moment, Dale took his shot. He vaulted over the counter and made a run for it.
Goode straightened with the phone in hand. “What the—?”
“Son? Really? Look, son?”
Goode gave me a look of peak frustration before sprinting out of the door after his suspect.




Seventeen


I JOGGED out of the antique store and into the street, following the trail of destruction that Screenton had left in his wake. Things knocked over, including people who were gathering themselves and muttering.
I caught a glimpse of Aaron darting around the corner and chased after him.
After moving out of the Gossip Inn, I’d managed to get my exercise regimen under control, and I paced myself as I ran around the corner, taking steady breaths. It helped that I wasn’t eating five cupcakes a day anymore.
Goode was gaining on his target, vaulting over trash cans and benches, yelling at him to stop. I followed them through the streets all the way on to Main Street, where the town council members were out decorating for Thanksgiving.
Debbie and Jane, two members of Gamma’s grapevine who were always at verbal war with each other, stood in the middle of the street, unaware of their approaching doom.
They held festive bunting and appeared to be arguing over who was going to hang it.
Debbie tugged left, Jane tugged right, and Screenton ran right through the middle.
The bunting snapped tight, and Screenton let out a scream as he tipped forward and collided with the street.
Aaron was on him in a second, lifting him from the ground and lecturing him about having run off. I arrived just in time to overhear Goode telling Jane and Debbie that he didn’t need them to tie up the suspect in bunting.
“Are you sure?” Jane asked, her blue eyeshadow catching the light. She lifted her bunting with eagerness. “Because Paul taught me how to tie one of those fisherman’s knots.”
“And I can hogtie a man, if necessary,” Debbie added.
“Debbie! Where on earth did you learn that?”
“You know I grew up on a ranch,” Debbie replied haughtily. “My daddy taught me how to hogtie before I could walk.”
“That doesn’t sound like the truth. That’s just—Oh, Charlotte! How are you, dear? I haven’t seen you in weeks. Still fixing everybody’s problems?” Jane asked.
I smiled at her. “I try.”
“Well, pity you weren’t here a couple of minutes ago when this idiot decided to run right through the Thanksgiving decorations,” Debbie said. “Darn near gave me a heart attack.”
“We all know it’ll take more than that to take her down.” Jane winked.
Aaron and Screenton were off to one side, both red faced, Screenton bleeding from a nasty cut on his chin. The detective looked as if he was in the middle of a lecture, but Dale wasn’t running anymore. If only I could get in close and find out what they were talking about.
“Absolute lunatic if you ask me,” Debbie said. “Always knew that boy was up to no good.”
Jane murmured her agreement.
“You know, Charlotte, he’s always coming up with one hare-brained scheme or the other. This week it’s a miracle pill, the week before that it was some pesticide that’s non-toxic. He’s a snake oil salesman, except he’s not very good at it.”
Another noise from Jane in the affirmative.
It was a longshot, but these two were part of the grapevine. They might know something. “Any idea where he might’ve been on Halloween?”
“Ooh, like that movie with the guy in the mask?” Jane asked.
“No,” Debbie said, the more practical one between the two of them. “I think she wants to know if he was near the inn. That’s where Bryce Briggs died.”
Jane paled, her fingers moving to her lips. She’d colored the nails a similar shade to her eyelids. Electric blue. “That’s horrifying.”
“I heard he was causing trouble at Billy’s Bar,” Debbie said. “They party late into the night there, the degenerates.”
“Hmm.” I’d have to make a couple of calls and see if that was true. Or what time he left if he was there. It was entirely possible that Screenton was the murderer.
That, or I was missing something.
I watched as Aaron sat Dale down on the sidewalk and a police car and an ambulance pulled up. I wasn’t sure if Goode was onto something with Screenton or if this was his last resort, but I was no closer to figuring out who had committed the crime, and it frustrated me.




Eighteen


The following morning…
SUNLIGHT CURLED against me on the sofa while I worked on my laptop, going over case files for the second case I’d been working on recently. It had taken a back seat after everything that had happened at the Gossip Inn, but it was my hope that working on it would help clear my head.
I’d struggled to sleep last night, and the minute I’d dropped off, nightmares had attacked.
Images of the Gossip Inn, derelict, the windows broken, the doors standing open, and the interior rotting and covered in a layer of dust.
I wasn’t one of those “dream guru” people, but the implication was pretty obvious.
Figure it out or lose everything.
I stroked Sunlight absently, and my ginger kitty purred and squished his little face with his paws, curling in on himself. “You’re very distracting when you’re this cute.”
“Come in, Ugly Sweater.” My grandmother’s voice snapped through the earbud.
I tapped the microphone on my throat. “This is Ugly Sweater. What do you need, Big G? Is all well at the nest?”
“That’s an interesting question,” Gamma said. “Law enforcement is here. I suggest you make your way over with haste. Big G, out.”
“Copy.”
I sighed and set my laptop aside. “I have to go, Sunlight.”
Sunlight meowed at me. He was a very attached cat, possibly because he was used to having more than one cat around. It might be time to get him a friend.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’ll ask Mrs. Shickster to check in on you, all right?’
Another meow.
I bent and kissed his furry face, then made my preparations to leave. Pistol in place, the house firmly locked up, tripwire in the bedroom, bedroom door closed. I wasn’t super concerned that Sunlight would set off the tripwire—he was a smart cat—but it was better to be safe than sorry. Besides, there was always the chance that Mrs. Shickster was in a nosy mood and decided to snoop in my bedroom.
I locked the bedroom door and headed out.
The town was quiet because it was a Sunday, and the streets were perfectly decorated for Thanksgiving. Debbie and Jane had done a great job. I parked outside the Gossip Inn beside two squad cars.
I emerged from the Mini in time to witness Detective Goode exiting the inn, accompanying Mr. Jones, who was in cuffs.
My jaw dropped, but I corrected my expression right away.
Was he out of his mind?
He’d arrested Mr. Jones? The father? Sure, Goode didn’t have access to truth serum to prove whether Jones was innocent or not, but he was innocent. Meaning there couldn’t be that much evidence to prove he was the one who’d done it.
Goode fed the suspect into the back of one of the cars then stopped to talk to the officers who’d accompanied him. I’d seen enough cops in action to know they enjoyed standing around talking about what had happened after the fact.
I strode over to Goode and tapped him on the shoulder.
He turned, and his triumphant smile turned into a scowl. “Smith.”
“Goode.”
“What do you want?”
“I need to talk to you for a second,” I said. “Over there.” I pointed to the inn’s porch with its porch swing and cute potted plants hanging from the eaves.
Goode considered me, but finally, he nodded.
I stood beside the porch swing rather than sitting down, ensuring that we were far enough away from the other officers that we were out of earshot.
“It wasn’t him,” I said.
“Don’t start with me,” Goode growled.
Sue me, but that growl was attractive. “I’m not trying to start anything. I’m being honest with you. I know it wasn’t him.”
“Doesn’t matter what you know, right? It matters what you can prove. That was the gist of it, I believe,” Goode said.
I took a deep breath and released it slowly, praying for patience. “You cannot possibly have evidence proving that Mr. Jones was the one who did this.”
“Jones doesn’t have a solid alibi for the night of the murder. He admitted that he wanted to teach the victim a lesson, the camera footage Georgina provided showed him leaving, and Mr. Jones worked on a ranch.”
Georgina wouldn’t have given him the information about her alerts because that would expose the type of technology she was working with. And how much of it she had. “I—”
Goode lifted a hand. “Smith, he used cyanide traps to deal with coyotes. The poison that killed the victim was cyanide.”
Darn. Darn it all. How was it that all the clues had fallen into place, but they were all wrong? And now, an innocent man was going to prison because I couldn’t prove who’d done it.
“Not only that,” Goode continued, “but he was a loose cannon. He attacked anyone who got close to his daughter. We strongly suspect he was the one who attempted to take Edgar Pole’s life.”
“What about the miracle pill?” I asked. “The business deal? The fact that Edgar left. What about Dale Screenton?”
“Cyanide trap.” Goode shook his head. “Did you hear that part? None of these people would have had access to the poison that was used except for Mr. Jones.”
But I knew that wasn’t right. Because one of these people wasn’t what he thought. One of them was a foreign operative, and Mr. Jones’ arrest had played right into their hands.
Unless you’re wrong.
“What’s the matter, Smith? Are you angry that I solved the case? That things will go back to normal? You won’t have a reason to cause trouble.”
“That’s—”
“Look,” he said, “it’s over. You can relax. If that’s possible.” And then Goode strode back toward the squad cars without a backward glance.
He was wrong. This was far from over.




Nineteen


I’D ADDED “NOT LETTING Mr. Jones serve time for a crime he didn’t commit” to the list of reasons why I had to find the evil spy who had killed Bryce. To prove that Mr. Jones was innocent, I’d need physical evidence and perhaps a confession from the real murderer.
No easy task.
But I had two avenues of investigation.
Dale Screenton, who hadn’t provided an alibi, refused to talk, and ran when confronted.
And Edgar Pole, who had left the inn grounds and may or may not have been poisoned. Could it have been an act? If so, Mr. Pole deserved an award.
I didn’t want Gamma to stress about this, but it was too late for that. She’d spent all morning in the armory after the arrest, even though it was a Sunday, trying to figure this out on her own. Any request to help or for her to relax was met with a blank stare. Gamma was in full spy mode.
“Georgina,” I said, standing just inside the door to the armory. “What is that?”
My grandmother ignored me, tapping away on her touch screen.
“Gamma!”
The name snapped her to the present. “How many times have I told you, Charlotte, you have to maintain—”
“What is that?” I pointed to the packed suitcase beside her desk.
“Well, what does it look like?” Gamma asked.
“It looks like you’re about to run,” I said. “What about the cats? What about Lauren and her family?”
“What do you think I’m working on?” Gamma gestured to the screen. “I’ve had my contacts issue them with passports and an escape package that will be delivered to them the minute I leave. The cats…” Gamma hung her head, looking defeated for the first time in her life.
“What? What is it?”
“The cats will go to Jessie Belle-Blue.”
“No! No!”
“Cocoa and Snowy will come with me, but the rest will have to go to Belle-Blue.”
“You can’t do that, Georgina.”
She slapped her hand down on the table. “I’ll do what I have to do. The wrong man has been arrested, I don’t have any more truth serum, and if they’ve found me, they’ll find me again.”
“This could be someone working alone. It might not be what you think. You can’t jump to conclusions.”
“If I want to protect those closest to me, I have to do exactly that.” Georgina turned her attention back to the screens. “Now, I have to get back to work. There isn’t much time left before they make their next move. They’re free to act as they wish now that the police have made an arrest and there’s less attention on the inn. If we can’t find and interrogate the spy within the next twenty-four hours…”
“A day?”
“A day. A day and we leave. All of us. You included. I’ve already prepared your package, Charlotte.”
“But…”
My grandmother frowned at me. “Isn’t this what you wanted? You’re bored in Gossip.”
“That’s not fair,” I said. “I—”
“You wanted things to be more interesting. For once, look on the bright side of things. If we have to leave, you’ll be getting what you want.”
But this wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to be in Gossip and have interesting things happen. Not things that would ruin our entire lives.
“I…”
Gamma gave me a soft smile, a consolatory one, before returning to her work, and I stood there, my hand moving to my gun even though there was nothing to use it on.
Focus on the facts.
Edgar Pole and Dale Screenton.
I needed alibis for both of them, and fast. Twenty-four hours, and Gamma would trigger events that we couldn’t return from. We would disappear from Gossip, perhaps even the United States, for good.
    
BILLY’S BAR was closed on a Sunday, which presented a problem, but Billy himself lived in the apartment right above it, so I took the metal grated steps along the side of the building and banged on his door.
“Eh?” That came from inside. “Who’s that?”
“It’s Charlotte Smith. Open the door.”
The latch clacked, and Billy opened the door a crack, peering at me through the gap, the chain still in place. “What you want?”
“To talk. Now.”
“Eh. About what?”
“About Dale Screenton,” I said.
“Ain’t got nothing to say about that.” And then Billy, to his detriment, slammed the door shut and walked off without locking it.
I banged on it one more time and waited. “Suit yourself,” I muttered, and then I took a step back, angled my shoulder toward the door, and rammed into it.
The door slapped open, the chain snapping off, and I strode into Billy’s front hall.
“What the—?” Billy, overweight, with luscious black chest hair that poked out from the top of his stained t-shirt, was flabbergasted. “You crazy?”
I withdrew my gun and aimed at him. “Crazy enough.”
Billy trembled and lifted his hands slowly. “W-What do you w-want?”
“Dale Screenton,” I said, “was he at the bar on Halloween?”
Billy scrunched up his nose, thinking back. “Yeah. He was there. He came to the Halloween party we was holding.”
“What time did he leave?”
“What do I look like, his keeper?”
I strode over to him and pressed the gun to his forehead. Billy went cross-eyed looking at it. “You look like a man who’d better remember.”
Billy whimpered.
This might be a little extreme.
“Well?” I was desperate. Obviously, I wasn’t going to shoot Billy, but I had to get this information.
“I—I went to bed early. But Leticia might know.”
“Call her. Now.”
Billy fumbled his phone out of his pocket and slipped twice dialing her number. Finally, he lifted the phone to his ear. “She’s not answering.”
“Give it time.”
“She—Leticia? Leticia! Leticia, hi,” Billy squeaked then cleared his throat. “Nah, just comin’ down with something.”
I circled my free hand, urging him to hurry it up.
“Leticia, honey, did you see ol’ Dale at the bar for the Halloween party? Yeah? Yeah, about what time would you say he left? One in the morning? You sure about that? Right, right. Because you had to have Jerry kick him out? Thanks, Leticia. Yeah. See you tomorrow.” He hung up.
I lifted the gun and tucked it away. “I appreciate the cooperation. Tell anyone about this, and I’ll be back. Got it?”
He nodded rapidly.
I strode toward the exit.
“H-Hey!” Billy called.
I turned back and looked at him.
“W-What about my door?”
“Right,” I said. “Get it repaired and send me the bill. I’ll pay for it.”
Billy swallowed, nodding.
“And, uh, next time I ask you for something, just answer the first time, all right?” And then I hurried down the steps toward the street. Dale was clear. That left two people.
April, who had been in the inn at the time of the murder.
Edgar, who was a victim.




Twenty


THE THUNDERSTORM STARTED on the drive back to the Gossip Inn. Water pelted down on the windshield, forcing me to take corners slowly. I still drove quicker than I should have. I was done playing by the rules, and I had less than a day to make sure nothing about our lives changed.
Not the inn, the cats, the people, the town, or the lack of excitement. I’d been wrong to think that I needed more out of Gossip. I had taken the good times for granted, and I wouldn’t do that again.
“Come in, Big G. I’m en route to the nest.”
“Ug—?” Gamma’s voice came in and cut out.
“Come in, Big G. Are you reading me?”
Static.
My stomach flipped. Something had gone wrong. Why would our comms be scrambled?
I hit the accelerator, skidding around the corner and nearly losing control. I entered the inn’s grounds, my heart pounding, dark clouds rolling above the steepled roof and the spire that contained the attic. The lights were out. And the camera above the inn’s front door wasn’t on.
I parked the Mini and leaped out, leaving the door open. Rain splattered down the back of my shirt, sending a shiver down my spine.
The porch was empty, the swing still moving as if someone had been there moments before my arrival.
I pressed my hands to the front doors and creaked them open. The foyer was silent, the chandelier unlit, the kitchen quiet. It was like I’d stepped into a nightmare.
The urge to call out to Gamma or Lauren was intense. Instead, I reached up and tapped the microphone seated against my throat. The comms were scrambled, and if they cleared, I couldn’t trust that the enemy wasn’t listening in.
Quietly, I moved to the grand staircase and started up it, keeping to the sides, and moving over the squeaky steps.
The enemy might’ve cut the power, but I had the advantage. I knew this inn and its secrets like the back of my hand. I shifted the gun from my left hand to my right and clicked off the safety. My first stop was April’s room. The door was ajar. She wasn’t inside.
I descended the stairs carefully, moving to the first-floor rooms.
The only guests at the inn at the moment were April, her father, who was in jail, and Edgar. His room was locked, but I forced it open in the same way that I’d done at Billy’s place. There was no one inside, and the place was immaculately kept.
I moved through it, turning things over and searching for what I needed. Anything that might prove that—
The vials were hidden underneath the bed, under the loose floorboard that Gamma had planned on fixing, but had never gotten around to.
There were three of them. Three vials of poison.
I grabbed a Kleenex from the bedside table and removed them from their hiding place with care, then pocketed them. The first part of the operation was complete. Edgar was the enemy.
He’d clearly faked his own poisoning, used a different substance, to throw us off the scent.
But why murder Bryce in the first place? And where was April?
I moved out of the room and into the Kitten Foster Center. Jessa-May crouched in the incubator room, trembling, her hands covering her ears. She spotted me, and I pressed a finger to my lips, showing her my gun.
Jessa didn’t ask questions, but pointed out the back door.
“How many?” I murmured.
“It was one guy,” she said. “Edgar. He took April with him. He had a gun.”
I nodded. “Stay here. Call the police in about ten minutes. Got it?”
“He told me not to,” she hissed. “He said he would kill April if I—”
“Ten minutes. Call 911.”
Jessa-May’s baby blue eyes sparkled with tears, but she nodded.
And I moved to the back door. Thankfully, all the kittens were fine, completely unaware of the danger and playing with each other or waddling over to their litter boxes to do the deed. I stopped beside the back door, listening.
Nothing but the patter of rain.
Either Edgar had taken April out into the forest or he’d been waylaid by my grandmother. Gamma would never allow him to hurt one of her guests, and she was a pro. He didn’t stand a chance.
But a kernel of doubt sat in my chest. Edgar was also a professional.
A messy one.
Whatever he was up to, he wouldn’t get away with it. I cleared my mind, focusing on the task at hand. Save April, arrest Edgar, procure a confession, plant the poison on him.
I exited the back door of the inn and shut it behind me.
The winding gravel trail that ran past the basement doors was empty.
But those doors were thrown wide open.
I scanned the surroundings as I stalked toward them, crouching to check the darkness beneath the inn. There was no sound or movement, but that wasn’t a guarantee of anything. Edgar could very well be down there with April, biding his time. Or he could have Gamma.
Footsteps started in the basement, and I readied myself, aiming my sight at the basement entrance.
Gamma emerged from the belly of the inn, fully kitted out in her armor and utility belt, and holding a Sig Sauer. “Well?” she asked primly. “Were you going to help me catch this cretin or not?”
“Which way did he go?”
“Out into the forest,” she replied.
“The basement doors?”
“He tried and failed to gain entry to the armory. I had to wait for the armory’s backup power generator to kick in before I could come out,” she said. “The last I saw on cams was him heading out from in front of the basement and toward the crime scene.”
Gamma started off toward the forest without waiting for me.




Twenty-One


“EDGAR POLE,” Gamma said, as we approached the tree line, the rain pounding down and the occasional flash of lightning punctuating the gray sky, “died a month ago.”
“When did you find out?”
“Moments before the power tripped. Our spy covered his tracks effectively. He’d managed to quash any and all news of the guy’s passing, but I had my friends look into it. Dark web hackers. I had them put up a bounty for any information on all the suspects.”
I blinked. “That’s further than I thought you’d go.”
“Did you think you were the only one who was concerned, Charlotte? Did you think I would pack my suitcase needlessly?”
I shook my head. “I thought you were distraught.”
“Let’s hold off on any judgments about my temperament until we have him. I don’t know his real name, only that he’s not Edgar Pole. He’s a stand-in.”
The trees grew closer together around us. The canopy blocked out most of the rain, but the muted din of droplets hitting the leaves set the tone. We walked quietly, and Gamma pointed to tracks in the grass. Flattened blades that helped us track them.
Why had Edgar taken April?
If he was here to get rid of Gamma, then why kidnap April? Surely, it couldn’t be to do with the miracle pill or anything other than our presence at the inn.
“Where’s Lauren?” I murmured.
“She’d already gone home after breakfast.”
I let out a breath of relief, but kept it as quiet as possible.
A gentle whimpering came from nearby followed by a man’s low growl of irritation. Gamma and I separated, circling through the trees, keeping back and silent. The source of the noise came from a clearing ahead. I kept to the west, Gamma to the east, and we watched in silence.
Edgar Pole, or the man who had taken his identity, stood in the clearing, towering over April. Her mouth had been gagged with tape, and her wrists and ankles were secured.
“I want answers,” Edgar said. “I’m going to remove the tape, and you’re going to tell me what I need to know. If you don’t, I will kill you and your family.”
Another whimper from April.
“Do you understand?” Gone was the soft-spoken poet, replaced by this eagle-eyed man with a sneer, his voice like drawn steel.
April nodded hastily.
Edgar bent and ripped the tape free. April cried out.
“Quietly,” he said. “Quietly.”
I didn’t move a muscle, the gun in my hand, ready for whatever happened next. Gamma would give the signal if I needed to move in.
“What do you want f-from me?” April whispered. “I thought we were friends.”
Edgar considered her without expression. “I want to know why you came here instead of running.”
“R-Running?”
“I know who you are,” Edgar said. “I came all this way to find you.”
“W-Who are you?”
“I’m Vasilov’s enforcer,” he said. “And you are Delta Mission, the great-niece of the infamous Georgina Mission. You’re here to hide out at her inn. You thought I wouldn’t catch you? You thought that I wouldn’t fulfill my mission and bring you back to Vasilov, but you were wrong. I have gotten rid of your bodyguard, and I will get rid of your great-aunt too. But first, you will tell me the location of the weapons.”
April’s jaw dropped. “L-Look, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Playing it that way, huh? It won’t work for you. Vasilov has paid me richly to find you.”
Vasilov? Vasilov. It rang a bell.
I frowned out from behind the tree and caught Gamma actually face-palming. What was that about?
“I-I don’t know anything. My name is April,” she whispered. “I was studying in Minnesota. I—”
“Your name is Delta Mission,” he grunted. “And you have assumed this guise to escape my notice. I’ve spent many months tracking you down. Did you think you could run forever?”
“I-I—”
“Tell me where the weapons are,” Edgar said, removing a gun from inside his jacket. He clicked off the safety.
“Please, Edgar! Please!”
“Tell me now. I didn’t go through hell to find you, poison myself, under penalty of death to come away empty-handed. Tell me or die.”
Across the clearing, Gamma gave me the signal.
I aimed my gun at a tree to Edgar’s left and fired a shot.
He jumped, spinning toward me, and Gamma took that moment to emerge from between the trees, her weapon aimed at him. Edgar’s gaze was fixed on me, his gun came up, confusion flashing on his face.
“What are you—?”
Gamma cocked her weapon back and whacked him on the back of the head. She pinched two fingers against a pressure point in his neck and he tumbled like a sack of potatoes.
I emerged from between the trees and removed the poison vials from my pocket. I placed them in Edgar’s pocket at the same time as Gamma turned toward April.
“Hello, dear,” she said. “This man is crazy. We’re not quite sure what he was thinking, but it’s probably best that you tell the police that he’s a madman.”
“A m-madman,” April said.
Gamma reached into a pocket on her utility belt and produced a tiny syringe. “Are you feeling all right? A little overwhelmed?”
“Y-Yes,” she said.
“I’ve got something that will calm you down.” Gamma gestured for me to cut April’s bindings, which I did, and then rolled up her sleeve. “This won’t hurt even a little. It’s just a shot of Vitamin B-12.” And then she injected April in the upper arm.
“The doctor gave me one of these shots once to—” April cut off as her eyelashes fluttered and she passed out.
Gamma removed the needle from her arm and placed it back in a receptacle on her utility belt. She removed a swab of cotton and cleaned the needle prick.
“What was that?”
“She won’t remember anything that happened in the last hour when she wakes up,” Gamma said, clearing her throat. “Right, Charlotte. I think you should do the honors.”
“Of?”
“911.”
I almost groaned, but then I met my grandmother’s gaze. “Delta Mission?”
Gamma licked her lips, glancing off to one side.
“Georgina?”
“We’ll talk about it another time. Call the police, Charlotte. The sooner this fool is in custody, the sooner we can get back to normal life at the inn.” She poked Edgar in the back.
The man had got the wrong woman. He’d mixed up April with this Delta Mission woman, and wound up here. What were the chances?
Regardless, the crime was solved. Now, we just had to hope that this Vasilov guy didn’t know where we were.
I sighed as Gamma left for the inn and removed my phone from my pocket to make the call.




Twenty-Two


One week later…
“THERE ARE MORE OF US,” I said. “And you didn’t tell me.” I’d given Gamma space over the past week to get her affairs in order. After the events in the forest, I’d figured it would be better for her to collect her thoughts and for me to lie low.
Goode was still annoyed with me. But then, when wasn’t he annoyed with me? I was just lucky that Billy had kept his mouth shut and hadn’t outed me for my unconventional method of information retrieval.
And Special Agent in Charge Grant had needed time to hunt down Vasilov, capture him, and ensure that news of our whereabouts didn’t make it out. Apparently, Edgar, his enforcer, hadn’t reported back to him about being in Gossip for fear that we would overhear his communications.
Turned out being paranoid extended to our Russian spy counterparts. Good luck for us because our cover wasn’t compromised.
Edgar had managed to hack Gamma’s cameras, scramble our comms, and cut the power, but he’d made a fatal mistake. Tracking down the wrong woman.
The NSIB had taken him from Aaron Goode before he’d had a chance to be fully questioned, and we had it on good authority that Edgar had gotten mixed up because this Delta woman had been in Minnesota and friends with April.
“Georgina?” I tapped my fingernails on the side of my coffee cup impatiently.
Gamma sat at the kitchen table and didn’t say anything. She stirred her spoon through her tea then clinked it on the side of the fine china cup. “Delta is my great-niece. She is the daughter of my niece. My sister’s child.”
“You had a sister? I had an aunt?” I was incredulous.
“We were estranged. I didn’t see that it was relevant to bring up something that you would not have the benefit of experiencing.”
“I…OK. I would have liked to—”
“Charlotte,” Gamma said. “I would never keep something from you maliciously, but it was better that you didn’t know. With the line of work we’re in, loose ends tend to get tied up, if you catch my meaning.”
I nodded. “Sure.”
“I was aware that Delta had joined the NSIB, but I didn’t know that she was in danger. I’m sure that was intentional on Grant’s part. He wouldn’t want me to get involved. Not that we could if we tried. Who knows where the girl is at this point.”
“Did she join after I left?”
“It seems that way, yes,” Gamma said.
“So I have a…”
“First cousin once removed,” Gamma said. “And my niece is… Well, the last I heard she’s living in the Bahamas with a billionaire husband.”
“Sounds like I chose the wrong life path.”
Gamma laughed softly. “Oh, Charlotte. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
“I understand why you didn’t. I’m just glad that this is over. They haven’t found us. We can keep living in Gossip. We don’t have to relocate and run underground and—”
“So you do want peace, after all.” Gamma took a sip of tea from her cup and smiled at me over the rim.
“I guess you could say I’m getting used to this style of life.” I’d had enough spy craft to last me a good couple of years at least.
But the fact that someone had found us, even if it was by a freak accident, was scary enough as it was. I looked around the kitchen with its sparkling clean counters, its green walls, and the clock ticking above the kitchen door, and smiled at Cocoa Puff and Snowy lying just outside the doorway.
Leaving this place would never be an option for me. I would do whatever it took to stay in Gossip with my friends and family.
“Gamma,” I said. “We can’t give it up.”
“Charlotte?” For once, she didn’t correct me for using her pet name.
“Gossip. The inn. The cats. We can’t give this up,” I said. “I won’t. No matter what.”
Gamma’s blue eyes lit up. She extended a hand across the table and took mine, her gaze focused. She squeezed my fingers.
“No matter what.”
Will Aaron and Charlie ever get together? Find out what’s going to happen next at the Gossip Inn in CARROT CAKE JAILBREAK! Click here to get it!
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