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            Chapter One

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      "Do you have any idea what's going on here?"

      She leans in conspiratorially.

      "I heard someone on the ride passed out," she says. "Andrew and I were already here ready to take our romantic ride. We were hoping the operator would stop us right up there at the top so we could feel like we were kissing amongst the stars."

      She sighs.

      And bringing it back again. "What happened?" I ask.

      "Someone called someone else and said they saw the person behind them slump down and were worried."

      "Behind them?" Owen says. I look up at him. "Didn't Ann say it was the person in front of them?"

      I look back at Julie. "Does anyone know who called?" I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      "No one can nail that down. But someone got in touch with the operator, and he's trying to figure out who it could be."

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see the wheel bring a bucket to a stop and several people streaming out. It starts up again and another comes by. More festival-goers get off and scurry across the platform to the exit ramp. It seems like the call was a hoax until the next bucket slides to a stop in front of us.

      "Oh, shit," I whisper.

      "Is that…" Owen asks.

      I nod. I'd know that red face and the terrible gold corduroy pants he's worn three times already anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Earlier that week…

      

      

      “Dear lord. My ass looks like the before picture for an article about squats,” Skylar moans.

      I roll my eyes at her, and for the thousandth time, I run my cleaning rag over the glass of the antique mirror she’s using to scrutinize herself.

      “Well, if you let Seb and me put the mirror on the wall, you won’t be able to see your ass in it anymore, and then you can tell yourself it looks like whatever you want it to.”

      She makes a face at me but steps aside, flopping down onto one of the chairs I moved out of place to clean the mirror.

      “Maybe you won’t notice as much when you put on the rest of your costume,” Sebastian says as he takes his place on the other side of the mirror.

      “This is my costume.”

      My eyes scan the sparkly, silver leotard Skylar is wearing over her iridescent tights. “I thought you wanted to dress up as a fairy for Halloween. That looks a little sparse,” I say. “We live in Georgia, not the Sahara.”

      “I’ve been warned against cultural appropriation,” she explains.

      That’s a conversation I feel blessed not to have been a part of, so I’m just going to slip right on past it and move forward.

      “So, what’s the alternative?” I ask.

      “I’m a dime.”

      “You’re a… dime?”

      “Yeah. Isn’t it cute? I mean, it’s not completely finished yet. Elsie Rae is going to put the little face on it in vinyl. She ordered a roll of the super shiny stuff and everything.”

      I nod at Sebastian to tell him I’m ready, and together we lift the mirror.

      “Just make sure you’re careful when you climb up into the heat press.”

      The mirror feels much heavier now than it did this morning. Then again, right now, I'm lifting it up over my head to hang it on a nail sticking out of the wall. Earlier, all I did was push it across the carpet after taking it out of the closet.

      “Explain to me why we’re putting this monstrosity on the wall,” Seb says. “You’ve always hated it. I thought that’s why you took it down and stashed it in the closet as soon as you inherited this place.”

      There’s a touch-and-go moment where our ability to control the mirror could go either way, but we regain control and settle it into place. “I don’t hate it,” I reply.

      “You said it makes you feel like if you look at it too long, Bloody Mary’s going to show up behind you,” Skylar points out.

      “Exactly. That's what makes it perfect for the Halloween season.” I step back and let out a gust of breath, fluttering my dark hairs that refuse to stay in place as part of my bun. “It really is god-awful, isn’t it?”

      “But it’s authentic,” Seb says, trying to comfort me and find a bright side to the situation.

      “That’s one word for it. Gran told me it was here when she was a little girl, and her mother told her it was old, even then. I'm hoping it gives the place some extra charm.”

      “I thought the place was pretty charming already,” Skylar offers.

      I walk over to the floral print couch and fluff the throw pillows.

      “Avery...” Skylar sounds exasperated. “I swear those pillows have been through enough. They are as fluffy as they are ever going to be.”

      “Everything has to be perfect,” I tell her. “With this whole Vidalia Isle Harvest Festival thing happening, more tourists are coming this summer than any other year. It’s great for business, but that means in the next couple of days, all of the rooms will be full, and I want to make sure the B&B is…”

      “Perfect!” Seb and Skylar say together.

      “Yeah…” I reply, and the word comes out in the form of a sigh.

      “Why don’t we just go ahead and stop using that word?” Sebastian says, coming to wrap an arm around my shoulders. “Nothing is perfect, and that is just fine.”

      “You know I usually love when you start channeling Mr. Rogers, but in this situation, things really do have to be as close to perfect as possible.”

      “Everyone loves this place. It's already perfect,” Skylar tells me, tossing her arms out to her sides in an effort to reference the entirety of the antebellum house. It was my grandmother's attempt at converting her childhood home into a bed-and-breakfast.

      “You mean everyone will love this place by the time I'm done with it. It used to be perfect, but that was when my grandparents were still running it. This place was everything to my grandmother. It was in her blood, right next to her biscuit recipe and the bourbon. I can’t run it like she did. The linens never smell quite as good. Guests don’t sit around in the den, roasting marshmallows and listening to Gramps’ stories before bed. And I can’t bake a biscuit like hers to save my life.”

      “That’s because she signed a pact with the devil to make them as delicious as they were under the one condition that she would never utter a word of the recipe to a living soul. Everyone knows that,” Skylar says.

      “That’s entirely possible,” I relent.

      “And I’d be severely concerned if a bunch of your guests started sitting around the den listening to your gramps tell stories at night. He died two years before your gran did. Besides, you haven’t lit that fireplace or had marshmallows to toast since the Christmas before last,” Seb adds.

      “Now, whose fault is that?” Skylar asks.

      Seb's eyes slice sideways to glare at her. “The marshmallow was on fire, Skylar. Fire. I can hardly be blamed for what happened.”

      “You flailed and flung it across the room like a little gooey Molotov cocktail, and it lit the curtains on fire.”

      “They were ugly curtains anyway,” I say. “The point is that I’ve been trying to live up to the legacy they left ever since I inherited Hometown Bed And Breakfast. This season could be my chance to really gain some traction. Autumn in Vidalia Isle is always a draw, and with the festival going all through September this year…” I let out a sigh and shake my head slowly. “It could be a game changer.”

      Sebastian and Skylar exchange a glance, and I immediately know they are up to something. As my two best friends ever since I started spending my summers here as a teenager with my grandparents, these two are easier to read than a Dr. Seuss greeting card. I grab one of the chairs and wriggle it back across the cream-colored rug. I set it in place, and then I go back for the other one. When I figure there’s little more I can do for the parlor, I head for the kitchen. My friends trail after me.

      “Speaking of the festival,” Seb says.

      I part the lacy curtains that hang near the sink. I want to let in more of the early-afternoon sunlight. “What about the festival?” I ask.

      “As you might know, it’s getting its official kickoff tonight. We really want you to come with us.”

      Opening the dishwasher, I lean down to unload the freshly washed breakfast aftermath. “There’s no way I can take that much time away,” I tell him.

      “But it’s a ball, Avery. A ball. People are getting dressed up, and there’ll be dancing.” Sebastian smiles. “It’ll be amazing.”

      “Then I’ll look forward to hearing all about it tomorrow,” I tell him. “Tonight, I have to be here.”

      “You’ve been cleaning and polishing and rearranging for days,” Skylar argues. “You deserve a break. Besides, you already said your new guests aren’t scheduled to get here until the day after tomorrow.”

      “As far as I know,” I say.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Remember that blogger I was telling you about?”

      “The Rude Man Sleepeth?” Sebastian clarifies with a question.

      His fingers wiggle over the fruit bowl. He plucks a grape from the vine and sucks it between his lips with a distinct pop.

      “That is still not the name of the blog,” I tell him.

      “It should be. For a man’s whose entire job is to drive around, sleep, and eat breakfast, he is super mean.”

      “Much more goes into reviewing bed-and-breakfasts than that,” I argue.

      “What?”

      The last plate clatters into place, making noise as it collides with the rest of the dishes already in the cabinet.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. The point is there have been some rumors that he’s traveling through this area and has mentioned he’ll be reviewing a new up-and-coming bed-and-breakfast next week.”

      “You aren’t a new bed-and-breakfast. You’re a really old bed-and-breakfast.”

      “But I’m new to him. He’s never come to Vidalia Isle before. If he came here and gave Hometown Bed And Breakfast a good review, it could be huge for business. A feature from him could mean enough reservations to increase our rates and maybe even stay open during the week all year, rather than just during peak season. I might even be able to hire a team of staff members who can handle everything around here. Then, I could put more of myself into my own stuff.”

      “That’s even more reason to come with us tonight,” Sebastian says. “Most of the village and a ton of tourists are going to be there tonight. The tickets for the event sold out weeks ago.”

      “See? Can’t go.”

      “You’d only have to think that if your two best friends hadn't come into this situation dead-set on not taking no for an answer. What if we told you we'd already gotten you a ticket?” Skylar proposes.

      “You bought me a ticket weeks ago, and you didn’t think to mention it to me until today?”

      “We’ve mentioned it. Not that we’d gotten you a ticket… but we did mention the ball. We knew that if you had too much time to think about it, you’d talk yourself out of it. But if we just kind of sprung it on you, we could get you to agree. You don't have time to come up with an excuse to back out now.”

      “Well played, I must say. But even if I wasn't already busy doing all the work around the B and B, I cannot justify taking that much time away from my responsibilities here, and I’m also just not feeling very social.”

      “That wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain ex of yours, would it?” Sebastian asks.

      I walked myself right into that one.

      “Chad is a non-entity in my life. He ceased getting to have anything to do with my decisions and future plans when we broke up six months ago.”

      “Let’s be honest. He didn’t really have a whole lot to do with those even when you were together.”

      “Besides,” I say, gliding past the comment, “I don’t think a ball is really his scene.”

      “Are you kidding? He’ll do anything to try to get your attention again. If he thinks you’re going to be somewhere, he’s going to be there, too.”

      “All the more reason to not go.”

      “It’ll be fine. It’s a masquerade.”

      “So?”

      “Masq-uerade," Seb emphasizes. "Everybody is going to be wearing masks. He won’t be able to recognize you.”

      “We dated for years. I don’t think a mask is going to totally obscure my identity.”

      “If he doesn’t have anything to do with your decisions, why would it matter? He’s been trying to reclaim you ever since you broke up with him. He thinks he’ll still have a spot, sitting beside you on the front porch, sipping lemonade, and watching the world go by.”

      “Thanks for that extremely flattering visual of my life.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I just mean he has some unfinished business with you.”

      What an awkward, drawn-out way of saying it. This tells me Sebastian is trying hard to say it with some tact.

      “Unfinished business? Is that your way of saying we broke up because I wouldn’t put out?”

      “I was actually trying really hard not to say that.”

      “What I think Sebastian is getting at is that Chad feels slighted. You so wisely chose not to have Chad be your first, and yet everyone in the village was taking bets on when you’d announce the engagement. His desperation for you to take him back stems from feeling like he didn’t fulfill his manly destiny.”

      I scoff. “Because that’s so much better. He wants to get back with me, not because he loves me or thinks we have a future together, but because I wasn’t his conquest.”

      Skylar thinks about that for a second. “It sounded better in my head," she says.

      My eyes roll back so hard, I nearly knock myself off balance, so I let the momentum carry me to the pantry so I can gather ingredients for cinnamon rolls.

      “The point is that Chad is in the past. No more hanging out. No recounts. He’s done. You broke up with him because you know there’s no future for the two of you, and you want to live your life. So, start living it," Skylar presses. "Go to the ball. Look gorgeous and drum up some business. Do something completely revolutionary and unexpected and have fun.”

      My hands go through the motions of making cinnamon roll dough. It's so natural that I don't even have to think about it anymore. Gran taught me to make dough the day before I need it so that the flavors have time to develop. Nearly every afternoon finds me right where I am, readying the dough for the rolls to be made the next morning. Even when there aren't any guest reservations for the night, it would feel wrong not to make the dough.

      “I appreciate you two thinking about me, and I love you for it, but being ready for the guests is really what I need to focus my attention on right now.”

      “Alright,” Sebastian says. “I guess the renaissance of Hometown Bed And Breakfast means you’re going to need a new brochure.” He draws his phone from his pocket and snaps a picture of me. “Oh, that’s a good one!"

      Skylar leans over his shoulder to peek at the picture, and she nods.

      “It’s definitely a keeper.”

      He turns the phone, confronting me with an image of my hair hanging in scraggly strands around my face. What little makeup I put on this morning is now streaked across my shiny nose, and the look on my face is several shades away from awake and hospitable.

      Wow.

      Dropping the dough onto the counter, I stomp out of the kitchen and toward the front stairs.

      “Where are you going?” Seb asks.

      “To my bedroom to put on a fucking dress.”

      “Gown,” he calls as his footsteps start after me. “You need a gown.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “Do you always travel with a mask in your backpack, or is this just for the ball?”

      Seb runs his fingers over the dramatic peacock feathers. They are curving up from one corner of the black satin mask he just produced from his bag.

      “Just for tonight,” he says. “I got this from a friend who says it brought him a lot of luck at Mardi Gras this year.”

      “A resounding endorsement.”

      The closest thing I own to a gown is a cocktail dress, but it will have to do. With only a few hours until the ball, and all the plucking, shaving, curling, and buffing I need to do to make myself look nothing like that picture, there is no time to hunt for something else to wear. While my hair is having a Medusa moment in these bright pink curlers, I finish kneading the cinnamon roll dough and stash it in the refrigerator for future use.

      I want to put the finishing touches on one of the guest rooms, but Seb and Skylar catch me before I can detour, funneling me back into my room. It’s been a long time since I remember having this much fun, and the excitement starts to build up until I’m wiggling to the music pouring from Seb’s phone and polishing my toes. It’s my distinct belief that even if no one sees them, a woman is never at her best unless her toenails are painted. A sweep of red never fails to make me feel sexier.

      The afternoon flies past, and finally, it’s time to leave for the converted barn at the edge of Vidalia Isle. That's where the Tea Party Committee is hosting the ball. Skylar and Seb joined in the fun already. They had changed into the formal wear that they managed to stash in my room without me noticing, proving just how deep their scheming truly went. With Skylar and I on each of his arms, Seb escorts us through the front door and down the wide curved stairs, leading us up to the veranda. Even on its first day, September has laced the air with the scent of leaves, and yesterday’s heavy rain ushers in a cool note that creates a pleasant shiver along my skin.

      We are at the bottom of the stairs when an unexpected wash of headlights surprises us. With a few exceptions, laws prohibit private vehicles in Vidalia Isle, which means whoever is currently barreling down the dirt-and-gravel driveway toward us either lives on the island or has found a way to work the system.

      “Who the hell is…”

      Seb doesn’t have the chance to finish his question. The car skids to a stop in front of the bed-and-breakfast, its tire catching a deep puddle and sending a spray of cold, muddy water in our direction. Seb and Sky manage to scurry out of the way, but I receive the full brunt of the wave. It splashes the front of my dress and dribbles down into my cleavage. My shoes feel like little swamps on my feet, and the sludgy water glides down my legs. At least Seb insisted on protecting the mask by keeping it tucked away until we arrive at the ball. Otherwise, the murky water would have damaged that, too.

      My two best friends immediately swoop into action.

      “Bring her inside,” Seb commands. “Get her cleaned up. I’ll deal with the guest.”

      “Who is it?” I ask as Skylar’s hand closes around my wrist. “No one is supposed to be here tonight.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” he insists. “I’ve helped you check guests in before. It’s fine. Go get cleaned up.”

      Skylar pulls me up the steps and back into the house as the car door opens. Down below, I hear Seb enthusiastically greet the mystery guest. Sky peels me out of the ruined cocktail dress and tosses me into the clawfoot tub. I'm sitting in the bathtub of my master bathroom, trying to rinse the puddle off my legs, when all of a sudden, my phone jingles from on top of the counter.

      “A text message? What’s it say?” I ask.

      She picks up my phone and opens the text. “Don’t wash off your makeup," Skylar reads. "I’ll be upstairs in a minute.”

      I sigh. “If I’d ever gotten a text like that from Chad, the conversation earlier would have gone in an entirely different way.”

      “Glad he didn’t send one then,” she says, typing something into my phone.

      “What did you say to him?” I ask.

      “Okay. I’m naked.”

      “Good job. Why doesn’t he want me to take my makeup off? My dress is ruined. It’s not like I’m going anywhere tonight.”

      “I don’t know.”

      I’m feeling awkward sitting in my bathrobe on the edge of my bed. Finally, Seb sweeps in a few minutes later.

      “He’s gorgeous,” he says.

      “Who?” I ask.

      “Your new guest. Like… wow.”

      “Did you get him checked in?”

      “Yes. I put him in the room that's unreserved until the end of the week. He didn’t really have an end point in mind for his visit, so I figure if he’s still here, you can play some guest Tetris and figure it out.”

      “Who is he?” I ask.

      Seb’s face goes blank. “What?”

      “The new guest. Who is he? His name?”

      His mouth opens, and he blinks a few times before closing it again. “Um...”

      “You don’t remember his name?”

      “He said it. I know he did.”

      “But you were too distracted by his dreaminess to retain it?”

      “Yeah,” he says with a smile.

      “I can’t believe you did that! How am I supposed to welcome him without knowing his name? That could be the blogger. The blogger. He makes it a habit of just showing up at some places to throw owners off their game so he can get a true perspective for his review.”

      Seb's smile melts. “I’m sorry, Avery. It was all kind of…” His tongue sticks out, and he waves his hands around above his head in an interpretive dance, trying to show me his reaction to the unexpected guest. “But… silver lining… you don’t have to actually welcome him tonight. He said he was going to be spending the evening out and about, and he might not be back for breakfast.”

      “Why would he show up and check-in, just to disappear? Is he testing me?”

      “Don’t know, but at least that means you don’t have to worry about him being here by himself tonight.”

      “By himself? He wouldn’t be by himself. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Of course you are. There’s a ball waiting.”

      “And a dress covered in mud balled up in the corner of my bathroom.”

      As if waiting for my cue, a dramatic knock comes from my bedroom door.

      “I thought you said he was going away,” I hiss, pulling my bathrobe together and curling my legs up in a ball under me. “This is not the first impression I want to give to my guests. Especially not a guest who may very well be the most influential and potentially destructive force in my industry.”

      “I don’t know. That could be a pretty good impression to go with,” Seb says, “but that’s not your guest.”

      He sweeps over to the door and opens it with a flourish.

      “Did someone call for a fairy godmother?” Mr. Pellegrino asks. The tall, slender man enters the room like he’s searching for his spotlight, and he swings a garment bag over his shoulder. Another younger man follows him in with a glossy box in his hands.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” Seb says, shutting the door behind them. “As you can see, it’s a touch of an emergency.”

      “I’m always prepared for a good makeover,” he says. He gestures at the other man. “This is my assistant, Leo. He’s new to the island.”

      My eyes narrow slightly as I point to him, my mind sifting through the records of previous guests for his familiar face.

      “Didn’t you stay here for a couple of nights a few months ago?” I ask.

      Leo nods. “Sure did. This spring. I came for the Vidalia Onion Festival and decided to plant my roots in Vidalia Isle.”

      “It might have something to do with a certain young man who just so happens to share my fabulous sense of style Mr. Pellegrino says with a knowing smile as he hangs the garment bag over my bathroom door. He starts to unzip it, distracting me ever so slightly from the rest of the conversation.

      “Shawn is a nice perk,” Leo admits. “But I also just fell in love with the village. It sounds crazy since I’ve always loved the city, but I feel so at home in the Isle.” He shrugs, the look in his eyes slightly misty. “Maybe I was just always meant to be Southern.”

      Mr. Pellegrino shoots him a pitying look.

      “Oh, no. You are not Southern. You are a transplant. We will accept you and love you, and we will teach you the proper ways of life, but you’re not going to be Southern. A hound could bring her pups into the oven and you wouldn’t start calling them biscuits, baby.”

      “We could make you honorary,” Skylar offers. “Like the stuff they serve in restaurants in other parts of the country. Call you Southern-style.”

      “Southern-style Sweet Leo?” Sebastian asks.

      “Just when I thought my dream of being a burlesque dancer had run dry, you give me the perfect name, and it comes back to life,” Leo says.

      “Alright, all of you! Get out,” Mr. Pellegrino says, shooing them away. “I have magic to do here, and you aren’t helping.”

      They scurry out of the room, undoubtedly to raid the kitchen in search of the pitcher of actual sweet tea I keep tucked in the back corner of the refrigerator. After they leave, Mr. Pellegrino finally pulls a gown out of the garment bag. It’s a confection of dark purple satin, and black crystals in the form of abstract peacock feathers run along the back of the skirt, as well as the small train. It kicks my little cocktail dress’s ass.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I murmur.

      “Of course, it is,” he says. “I’d offer nothing less for a ball. Now, off with your robe. Silkies are in the box.”

      I reach into the box beside me that Leo left on the mattress, and I pull out a delicate set of purple lingerie that ends up being an exact match to the satin of the gown.

      “Are you going tonight?” I ask as the panties settle into place. They hover over my hips under the robe.

      “I’ll make an appearance,” he says. “To tell you the truth, I’d rather do a lap around the ballroom, go home, put on my favorite socks, and eat a big bowl of chili. It’s my first-day-of-September tradition.”

      I smile. “Fall is a good time for traditions.”

      The gown fits me so well it's as though Mr. Pellegrino crafted it specifically for my body. He laces the dress from the back, and it creates the perfect silhouette. Then, he adds the finishing touch of crystal-embellished heels. It’s exquisite. I could take a simple stroll around the grounds of the bed-and-breakfast while wearing this dress, and it would still be the fanciest I have ever felt. Sebastian takes my hand, beaming at me as I walk down the steps.

      “He’s good,” he says, looking me up and down. “You’ve got to admit it. He’s good.”

      The ball is already in full swing by the time we get to the barn. Elaborate masks and elegant gowns create a transcendent atmosphere that's unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Music streams down from a live orchestra playing on a platform stage that is built up along one side of the barn. Tables overflowing with food and drinks fill the other side.

      Mr. Pellegrino and Leo arrive shortly after we do, and Leo immediately crosses over to the food. The treats were most likely crafted by Shawn, who is known throughout the village for his catering. I plan on eating a decidedly unladylike amount of food once I make my way over to the tables. But it’s not the spread of finger foods that appeals to him. For Leo, the most appealing part is the tall man with neat braids that are pulled back and tied at the base of his neck. He is dressed in a sleek, black suit, accented by a vibrant blue pocket square and shoes to match.

      Shawn reaches his hands out for Leo, and the genuinely delighted smile that crosses his face warms my heart. I don’t know what that feels like. My relationship with Chad spanned my late teenage years and into my adulthood. There were times when I was almost convinced that he would be my future, but never once did seeing him cross a room to me warrant that kind of smile.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice someone else enter the barn, and I turn to look at who it is. In that instant, everything else disappears. I’m transfixed. Towering over the people around him, this man fills out his custom-tailored suit with a body that could have been carved out of the quarry at the back of the island. The man in the red mask is unfamiliar and mysterious. Most importantly, he’s alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      It’s the first time, in as long as I can remember, that I can walk into a room without fanfare. A few eyes turn to me, but it’s out of curiosity about another guest arriving rather than a desperate need to flock to me. No one rushes to me with their hands outstretched, begging to touch me before my security can stop them.

      I don’t even have my security with me. This doesn’t happen often, and I’m relishing the feeling of being unrecognized. It took some serious convincing to get my parents on board with me going outside without the security team tagging along. I had to emphasize several times that I wasn’t planning to run off to some war-torn land where I may be kidnapped. I also had to assure them that I wasn't heading for a local red-light district where I might get myself caught up in another scandal. It was just Vidalia Isle, the quiet little island they’ve talked about all my life. When they agreed to let me go alone, I slipped out of the house before they had the chance to change their minds.

      I’ve been on the island for less than an hour, and I'm already questioning my decision to come to the ball. Not that galas like this are unfamiliar to me. That might actually be why my mind automatically decided I needed to come, compelling me to buy a ticket a few weeks ago back when I first started planning this visit. If there is a ball to attend, I am going to attend it. But I completely overlooked the fact that I needed to book a room to stay in while on the island. Priorities, apparently.

      Truth be told, I’ve never made a reservation at a hotel. That’s one of those things that is always done for me. Even when I’m traveling on my own, I show up at my destination with a room already waiting for me. It’s not that I think there’s some magic to it, but not having that be part of my responsibilities means that it didn’t occur to me to do it before leaving for Vidalia Isle. Fortunately, Hometown Bed And Breakfast had one room left. Considering it is the main reason I came here to the island, it’s convenient to not have to roam around looking for somewhere to stay.

      I’m questioning my initial decision to willingly subject myself to a ball that isn't required of me, but then I see her. She’s several yards away, separated from me by the other guests sweeping around the room. Her dark purple gown hugs the curves of her body, revealing just enough of her smooth cleavage and the curvature of her graceful neck to make my mouth water. Her dark hair is coiled up and away from her shoulders, while peacock feathers and shimmering ribbons twist around her silky strands of hair. She turns away, revealing the ends of all the ribbons that are trailing down her bare back. They reach all the way down to the tightly corseted bodice situated above her deeply dipped waist. A second later, she glances back over her shoulder at me. Her mask conceals most of her face, but her full red lips glisten as she touches them briefly with the tip of her tongue.

      As I start to take a step toward her, someone bumps into me, and I turn to look at whomever it is. A man holding two flutes of champagne looks at me apologetically from behind a mask covering half his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I was concentrating so hard on not dropping these things that I didn’t even see you there.”

      “No worries,” I say.

      He focuses his eyes back on the glasses and continues across the room. When I look back toward the mysterious woman, it appears that she is already gone. My eyes scan the crowd in search of her. The music gets more spirited, drawing guests onto the dance floor and making it harder to search for her. But that’s not going to stop me. Skirting the edge of the space where couples are dancing in a variety of different styles, I plunge deeper into the space. I’m thankful for the mask that covers my face as I weave through the crowd.

      Even when I’m a few inches away from other people, no one seems to recognize me. It’s a relief to not have to contend with that tonight, especially now that my intentions are set on the woman in the purple dress. I have no delusions of it lasting very long. It’s only a matter of time before the people either start recognizing me, or the news of my visit trickles its way to the island, and they scope me out. Until that happens, I’ll ride the wave of anonymity.

      Ducking and weaving through the crowd, I search relentlessly for her ruby-colored smile. When I finally see it through a gap in the dancers, the woman is alone. Her fingertips trail aimlessly along the edge of a white pumpkin in the center of a table. She stares down at the pumpkin for a while, but it's as if she can feel me looking at her because her eyes lift up and meet mine. Her lips curve in a slight smile, and I nod as I begin to smile, too.

      An older woman in a fluffy pink dress rushes up to the woman I cannot take my eyes off of; the human embodiment of a puff of cotton candy takes hold of both of her hands, spinning her around and grinning at her. The music and voices around me are too loud to hear what Cotton Candy is saying to her, but the young woman smiles at her fondly. A hand clamps down on my shoulder, forcing me to turn around and away from the woman I never want to stop looking at.

      “How are you enjoying the ball?”

      The man grins at me like we’re old friends, but I know I’ve never seen him before.

      “It’s… lovely,” I respond cautiously.

      There have been many times where I’ve encountered people for what I thought was the first time, only to find out later I’d met them before. It’s a side effect of my role, but that doesn’t make it any less awkward. This could be the moment when my anonymity in Vidalia Isle ends, and it would be best to keep it as low-key as possible, which means not admitting to the fact that I don't know who he is.

      While some people take well to the fact that I see hundreds of faces on a regular basis and some are bound to slip through the cracks of my memory, other people aren’t as understanding. A few times before, I have found myself getting swept up into an epic temper tantrum of slighted feelings.

      “Yeah,” the man says with a contented sigh. He looks around at the decorations hung up around the barn. "The ladies outdid themselves, didn’t they?” His eyes spin as far around the room as they can without requiring him to physically turn, and then they drop back to my face. “Are you enjoying your visit to Vidalia Isle?” he asks me.

      I try to look over my shoulder without the man noticing. I don’t want to lose track of the woman again, but if there’s a chance of him recognizing me, I don’t want to create a scene. The last thing I need is him thinking I’m being rude.

      “From what I’ve seen so far, I like it,” I tell him. “But it’s only my first day.”

      “I thought so. You’ve got that tourist look about you.”

      Perfect. He doesn’t know who I am. He’s just part of the welcome wagon.

      “Yep, that’s me.” I pat him on the shoulder. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to keep looking around. Maybe grab a drink.”

      He nods and starts to say something, but before he gets his mouth open, I turn and slip between people in the direction of the last place I spotted the young woman. Yet again, she has disappeared. This is starting to feel like a hunt, and I’m determined to find my treasure.

      Finally, I see her through the crowd. Her sweet red lips are no longer smiling. Instead, they are drawn down at the corners in a tense frown. One arm is behind her, and when a large man wearing a vibrant yellow, feathered mask steps out of the way, I see it’s because someone has hold of her.

      The man has a tight grip on her wrist and seems to be trying to pull her to him. His mouth is moving, but the sounds of the ball absorb his words, so I can’t tell what he’s saying to her. He doesn’t relent when she snaps back at him, and a protective instinct rushes up inside me. I force my way across the floor toward them. She’s managed to pull her arm free of him by the time I get close, but the other man isn’t giving up.

      Putting myself in between them, I face the man, squaring my chest to him and blocking his way to her. She steps behind me, seemingly relieved to be out of his line of vision. I don’t understand why she’s alone. I thought she was standing with other people when I first saw her, but now she’s on her own.

      Not wanting to make her any more uncomfortable than she obviously already is, I resist the urge to pick the man up, throw him over my shoulder, and toss him out the door. Instead, I lean closer to him.

      “Leave,” I say in a low tone, just loud enough for him to hear the seriousness in my voice, but not so loud that others will notice.

      He doesn’t resist, but rather tries to look around me in hopes of seeing the woman. I glare at him like I mean business, and it causes him to immediately back away. I wait until he slinks out of sight before turning back around to her. She isn’t right behind me, but thankfully, I don’t have to go on a long search for her this time. I find her a few steps away, standing by the edge of a refreshment table.

      One of her hands rests on the edge of the table as if to stabilize herself, while the other hand lifts a glass to her lips. She turns around and lowers the glass without taking a sip. Her eyes meet mine, and heat smolders between us. My body wants hers. I’ve never heard her voice. I don’t know her name. But it doesn’t matter. The draw I feel to her is an intense, primal craving that I need to fulfill.

      Her fingers relent easily as I take the glass from them. Not taking my eyes off her, I bring the glass to my lips and let some of the effervescent champagne glide across my tongue. I dip my fingers into the glass and withdraw one of the plump red pomegranate seeds dancing in the bubbles.

      Her lips part as I bring it closer to her mouth, letting me slip the seed onto her tongue. Setting the glass on a waiter’s tray as he passes, I offer her my hand. Her long, slender fingers are cool and soft as they rest on my palm so I can guide her to the dance floor.

      We melt into the midst of dozens of others dancing, and although we’re surrounded by people, my focus is totally on her. I rest her hand on my shoulder and let my fingertips glide down her arm, continuing down her body and along the sides of her ribs. My hand comes to rest on the small of her back, and I draw her closer to me so that the front of her body just grazes mine.

      My other hand takes hers, and I guide us in a dance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I don't know how I got here, but I'm not arguing with it. Even if I wanted to, I don't think I have it in me to pull away. From the moment the man in the red mask stepped into the room, he was all I could think about. He has transfixed me, and I can't help but be drawn to him. Without a word, he has me captivated, and I'm fully under his spell.

      This is exactly where I want to be. His strong hands hold me close to him with the same confidence and strength that sent Chad retreating like a scared little boy, and I feel safe and unguarded even though I don’t know who he is.

      My mind has already given up trying to identify him, but then his fingertips touch my lips, and the sweetness of the pomegranate seed bursts like a sinful promise on my tongue. It doesn’t matter who he is. His mask shrouds him in mystery, entangling me in a way where I can’t bring myself to step away. The music that has been drifting through the space no longer seems like its own entity. Instead, the melodies respond to the man holding me in his arms, the movements of his body creating the notes as he glides me effortlessly across the floor.

      My heart pounds in response to his hand holding mine, and his touch on my back is beyond exhilarating. His fingertips slide up just far enough to slip over the back of my dress and brush my skin. It sends a shiver along my body, and my belly tightens. I’ve never felt my body respond this way, and his touch is intoxicating.

      His head lowers very slowly, and suddenly, his lips settle on the side of my neck. I lose myself in the sultry music, the sway of his body, and the touch of his kiss melding into sheer, visceral pleasure. There’s only one neglected sense, but he soon completes the immersion, dipping the tip of his tongue between my lips. He does so just far enough to sweep the tip of his tongue over my top lip, like he’s sampling my taste.

      He closes the space between us even more, and he catches my bottom lip in his teeth, scraping them over the delicate skin just enough for the sensation to draw me out of a velvety fog. His hand slides up and along my spine. From there, it passes between my bare shoulder blades and ultimately rests on the back of my neck. Cupping it firmly, he tilts my head back to kiss the front of my throat, followed by a soft peck on the tender underside of my chin, bringing his mouth back to my lips. His mouth hovers just close enough for his breath to slip between my lips, so it feels like I’m drawing it into mine with every breath I take.

      I’m aware of the people around us. Most of Vidalia Isle is here on the dance floor with us, but I don’t care. I’m too hungry for more of the sweet champagne taste of his mouth, as well as the shivery, uncontrollable rush of this need for him, to care if people are watching us. I’ll hide behind my mask and soak in the indulgence of pretending I’m someone else, if only for the evening.

      The man’s mouth hovers at a distance just far enough away from kissing me—for a torturous second, I think he'll step closer, but that's right before he steps back. One of his hands lets go of my neck, but the other stays entwined with mine so he can guide me with him through the other guests and toward the back door of the barn. The crowd thins the farther back we go, becoming only a few scattered people behind the building.

      The couples are lost in each other, letting us move past them without them taking any notice, and we disappear into the shadows of the building. As we rush toward an enclosed gazebo, the man turns and sweeps me up against him. The movement takes me off my feet as he spins us, and in the same motion of him lowering me to my feet, his mouth catches mine.

      Our lips press against each other', my tongue reaching toward his, and they tangle hungrily. We’re seeking something, but the kiss is not enough. He pulls his mouth away from mine, and we continue toward the gazebo. My mind is spinning, my thoughts too fast and fractured to follow them. How many drinks did I sip my way through?

      They were deceptive. All the dizzying alcohol had dressed up in its own costume of playful bubbles and delicious approachability. From the frothy blue cocktail, to the creamy something-or-other that tasted like pumpkin pie dissolved in bourbon, and the sexy, elegant drink with pomegranate seeds like the one he rested onto my tongue…I had a lot to drink.

      The gazebo creates a barrier between us and the party. It gives us just enough of an illusion of privacy that the thought of protesting doesn’t cross my mind when he guides me down onto one of the benches lining the inside of the gazebo walls. He kneels down in front of me and kisses me again as his hands push my skirt up to my hips, exposing my thighs to the cool of the air.

      It’s still warm enough that I’m comfortable, but the slight dip in temperature creates another layer of sensation that feels primal and intense, like it has broken free from somewhere held tight within me. All I know is that this feeling won’t relent, and I’ve never felt this way with Chad.

      His fingers run up my thighs possessively until he finds my panties. I know he can feel how wet they are, and his growl confirms it. Without hesitation, his fingers pull the damp cloth aside, and I cry out as his fingers start to circle my center. I arch my back, and my thighs open that much further as he plunders my mouth with his tongue.

      I’m already teetering on the edge, but he doesn’t let me topple over yet. Instead, he pushes back and takes me by my hands, pulling me to my feet. Pushing me back against the wall, he crushes his mouth over mine again. His hand sweeps down over my hip and grabs the back of my thigh so he can lift it to his side. My knee bends at his hip, and I hook my leg around his. The pressure of his cock nudges against my throbbing pussy, and I bite down into his bottom lip, digging my fingers into his thick head of hair.

      I’m still riding the incredible high of what I just experienced when nearby laughter makes his mouth quickly pull away from where it was just playing languidly against mine. Our heads snap toward the voices.

      “I love this gazebo,” a woman giggles. “It’s adorable. So old-timey with the twinkling lights and ivy.”

      “Have you ever been in there?” a man asks in a voice that says he’s thinking about anything but benches lining the walls.

      Footsteps on the gravel surrounding the gazebo spur me into action. Scrambling away from the masked man who is decidedly not a stranger any longer, I adjust my gown as reality starts sinking in faster than anything.

      The people coming toward us might be tourists who will never show their faces in Vidalia Isle again, but they may also be inhabitants of the village who will likely notice. If so, I'll never be able to make eye contact with them again. I take one last look at my companion and run back toward the barn.

      “Where the hell did you go?”

      Sebastian’s voice startles me as I slip back in through the door. The lights seem brighter against my eyes now that they had adjusted to the darkness, and the music and voices seem much louder. Everything is more vibrant and real now that all the cloudiness is gone from my mind.

      “I stepped outside for some fresh air,” I tell him. “Where did you go?”

      “Sky and I went to dance, remember? You said you didn’t want to, but Skylar has been practicing for weeks, and I couldn’t let her down. We came back for you, but you disappeared.”

      “Yeah… I ran into Chad.”

      His face falls, and I take it as an opportunity to pull him away from the door. I don’t want to be standing there when the masked man comes back inside.

      “Chad?” Seb asks. “He’s actually here? I hadn’t seen him, so I thought he wised up and stayed away.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Just more of the same. Life is empty without me. His world is a bleak and miserable place. I complete him, and there’s a piece missing that will never be filled by anyone else.” My eyes flicker to the door and back to Seb. “Can we go?”

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod with perhaps a tad too much enthusiasm.

      “Yep. Fine. I just feel like I’ve had my fill of the ball. It was great, really. I just need to get back to the bed-and-breakfast.”

      “I’m still really sorry about that whole not-knowing-his-name thing,” Seb says regretfully.

      “It’s fine.”

      I really don’t have any room to talk on the whole don’t-know-his-name front anymore.

      “Well, Skylar is trying to manipulate sweet Miss Betty into giving up her pumpkin pie recipe so she can steal it for Thanksgiving this year, so she’s probably still over near the refreshment table.”

      “I didn’t know she was close enough to pinch a recipe from her.”

      “She’s not,” Sebastian says. “But according to her, since her cousin, Carla, is dating Joel, whose brother, Andrew, is married to Miss Betty’s niece, Julie, they are practically family, so she should be allowed.”

      I’m still working on connecting the dots when we finally make it to the tables. Miss Betty isn’t around, but Skylar seems to have transferred her attention to Julie.

      “She hasn’t mentioned it? Not even once? Over knitting or Thanksgiving dinner or anything?” Skylar asks.

      “I’m sorry,” Julie says. “Aunt Betty is very protective of her pumpkin pie recipe.

      “But she has to have—”

      “Skylar!” Seb calls out in an overly cheerful voice. “Time to go.”

      “I’m just—”

      “Now, Skylar.”

      “Tell Miss Betty I’ll see her at the next family reunion,” Skylar says before making her way around the side of the table to us. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “It’s just time to go,” Seb says, looping his arm through hers.

      “Knitting or Thanksgiving Dinner?” I ask.

      “It’s what they do, Avery.” She looks at Seb. “Why are we leaving so fast?”

      “Avery is tired and wants to get back to the B&B to check on her new guest.”

      Skylar eyes me up and down. “Avery met someone.”

      We stop in our tracks.

      “What?” Seb asks.

      “Why would you say that?” I ask. I’m hoping my voice sounds scandalized and convincing, but it comes out leaning more toward Minnie Mouse.

      “Am I wrong?” she asks.

      “Alright, we’re just going to keep on moving,” Seb says. “That woman who keeps trying to start a society page in the newspaper is listening, and I just saw her take out her pen.”

      Oh, dear lord. Seb always said it was going to happen and now it is. My love life is going to be front-page news.

      We scurry out of the barn and notice a line of wagons lined up in front to offer hayrides back into the village. The night is beautiful, and usually, I wouldn’t mind the stroll back to Hometown Bed And Breakfast, but tonight, I want to minimize the time spent with my two best friends. I need some time to think through the events of this evening before I have to tell them about it.

      Fortunately, two couples climb into the nearest hayride with us, so Sebastian and Skylar can’t continue the conversation. Sitting in between the two of them, I can feel them staring at me as if they hope we’ll spontaneously develop the ability to communicate with our minds. When we get to the bed-and-breakfast without the telepathy setting in, I say goodnight and run into the house as fast as my spiked heels will let me.

      The house is quiet. My last guest checked out yesterday so I could have extra time to prepare for future guests, but with the arrival of the mystery guest, I’m not as alone as I initially prepared to be. Standing at the bottom of the stairs, I have a quick debate with myself. A gown and peacock feathers in my hair isn’t exactly the way I want the blogger to encounter me for the first time. At the same time, not being greeted by the owner on the night of arrival sounds like something he’d want to splash all over a review.

      I could go check the information Sebastian put into the computer when he checked him in, but it really wouldn’t do me much good. The Traveler’s True GPS, besides having a terrible name, is written anonymously. I wouldn’t recognize his name, even if I did see it, but it seems too convenient for this man to show up unexpectedly, not to mention immediately after the rumors began to swirl about GPS traveling through this area. This guest has to be him, which means I have to do everything I can to impress him.

      Taking off my mask and smoothing my dress, I make my way to the door of the room the new guest is using. There’s no Do Not Disturb sign hanging on the knob, so I knock. After a few seconds without any response, I knock a little harder. There’s still no response, and I glance down to see that there isn't any light shining from the gap under the door. It’s not an exact science, but a lifetime of helping my grandparents run this place has taught me a few tricks, and one of them is that people hate being in the dark in unfamiliar places. Even sweet little bed-and-breakfasts. They’ll do anything they can to sneak a little extra light into the room, even if they are sleeping.

      It's always one thing or another. The bathroom door stays open. A lamp stays lit. Some even occasionally bring along their own nightlight — anything it takes to not force them to be in total darkness in the unfamiliar space. If there is absolutely no light coming from a room, it is most likely because no one is there.

      I guess he was serious when he said he’d be out for the night. I’m not sure what to think of that. He’s supposed to be here reviewing Hometown Bed And Breakfast. Why would he swing in long enough to drop his stuff, only to disappear out into Vidalia Isle? Some of his reviews include suggestions for what to do in the area, usually as an alternative to spending extra time in the inns he considers so abysmal, but he didn’t even have a chance to look around my B&B. He couldn’t possibly already think so low of it that he’s searching for how to get out of it. But, it's either that, or I’m just the unlucky one who caught him in a bad mood.

      Giving up, I head upstairs to my room and reluctantly take off the gown, feeling like the clock has struck midnight. At least I get to keep both shoes.

      I climb into bed after a hot shower with the masked man on my mind. The feeling of his body near mine, and against mine hasn’t faded, but the passionate heat and lingering drinks that took away my ability to think clearly have. I fall asleep wondering who the man was… and if I really want to know. Maybe he should just remain the stranger with the mask.
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      Whoever said things always look clearer in the morning never put on a peacock mask and almost had sex with a nameless, faceless stranger in a gazebo the night before.

      Whatever the statistics behind what happened last night are, my alarm goes off with my eyes wide open and my mind still not settled on what I think about the whole thing. Fortunately, I have too many other things to think about this morning to put too much thought into last night, so I don’t feel bad compartmentalizing it.

      I'm more than happy to let myself go through the motions of my usual morning. The bed-and-breakfast is like its own living being by this point. It's been the backdrop of most of my memories throughout my life, even when I didn't live in Vidalia Isle, and despite my somewhat reluctant relationship with it, it's in the mornings when I feel most connected. This is when both of us are a little creaky and reluctant.

      The building has the excuse of being more than a century old. I'm just a girl who wants to be a morning person but finds it hard to peel myself from my warm, cozy bed before the sun has even had the decency to show its face. But despite the creaking walls, chilly hallways, and pipes that occasionally greet the morning by being far more verbal than plumbing should ever be, we start each day together. Especially when the bed-and-breakfast is empty, or the guests don't get up as early as I do... This is when I feel most connected to my grandmother.

      She loved this place so much, and even after being gone for two years, bits of her are still present throughout the space. Like I do every morning, I head downstairs into the kitchen to make breakfast. This morning, I take out the dough that I placed in the refrigerator to chill, right after Sebastian and Skylar convinced me to go to the ball and drop it onto my marble island.

      The feeling of dough beneath my hands wakes me up. By the time I've spread it with the thick cinnamon and sugar paste, and am starting to roll it, I'm feeling like myself again. It's a good thing because I haven't even gotten a chance to finish the roll before the door to the kitchen swings open. Most of the time, guests aren't allowed in the kitchen.

      It's not that I have anything to hide from them. I take pride in every inch of Hometown Bed And Breakfast being immaculate and welcoming. When it comes to the kitchen, I like having it separated so I have some peace and quiet, and it gives me a feeling of not being judged every minute of the day. If I'm being completely honest, I also just don't want to be accessible all the time.

      Sometimes, being able to dip through the kitchen door and lose myself in a batch of cinnamon rolls or skillets of bacon is all that stands between me and saying words my grandmother never would have let me get away with. Most of the time, I end up saying them anyway, but at least the frustrating guest who inspired them doesn't hear it.

      And this is precisely why.

      The face in front of me doesn't belong to Sebastian or Skylar, and it's not attached to a body holding a suitcase, so I can only imagine it's my unexpected new guest. The one who showed up without making a reservation, the one who will likely make my life much more difficult if he doesn't leave Vidalia Isle before we are packed to the rafters by the end of the week.

      Damn. He is dreamy.

      But that doesn't change the fact that he's also the man who skidded his ridiculous car into my driveway and splashed me with muddy water last night. I didn't even get an apology from him for ruining my dress. Of course, it would be a little hard for him to apologize when he disappeared before I even got a chance to meet him. He's looking around the kitchen with the kind of scrutinizing eyes that can only belong to a bitter, self-important blogger. A bitter, self-important blogger whose opinion means everything to me, and whom I'd kill to impress, to be more specific.

      I hate myself right now.

      “I thought this was a bed-and-breakfast,” he says with a distinct note of distaste in his voice.

      Finishing the roll, I reach for my knife.

      “It is,” I tell him. “Welcome to Hometown Bed And Breakfast. You must be my newest guest.”

      “Considering there are enough tourists swarming the island to fill out every other inn, I guess I really must be.”

      My ability to keep the smile stretched across my lips is a testament to years of watching my grandmother gracefully, and with the utmost tact, manage even the cushiest and most unpleasant people who walked through the door. She was much better at it than I am.

      “Well, welcome to Vidalia Isle. I'm Avery.”

      He narrows his eyes at the hand I stretch out to him, and I glance down, brushing it against my apron as I notice my palm is covered with flour.

      “You aren't the person who checked me in last night,” he points out.

      “No, that was Sebastian.”

      “Is he one of your employees?”

      “He's my best friend. I don't have any employees. Hometown Bed And Breakfast is, and has always been, owned and fully operated by my family.”

      “Your family?” he asks, his eyes sliding back and forth like he's looking for someone else to pop up.

      “Just me now,” I tell him. “I've been running it since my grandparents died. Still holds true, though. Owned and operated by... me.”

      I need to stop talking. There's no reason for me to be babbling on as much as I am. Every word I say, I can see my comments splashed out in Courier New font against the pretentious parchment background of his blog. Clamping my teeth together into yet another grin, I slide the roll close to the edge of the counter where notches in the marble act as a guide to show me where I should mark out each roll.

      “I suppose, after a while, kitchen islands like that start to show some wear and tear. Have you thought about getting those kinks fixed? They’re probably a haven for germs and bacteria.”

      My hand tightens around the handle of the knife, and I have the compulsion to cover my cinnamon rolls, so they don't hear him talking about germs and bacteria around them.

      “They aren't kinks in the marble,” I explain carefully. “I had those made in the island so I can mark out where to cut the cinnamon rolls each morning. They're kind of my specialty.” My smile doesn't change the stoic expression on his face.

      “If they're your specialty, shouldn't you know where to cut them?”

      “Being able to mark them makes it easier to create consistent results.”

      Feeling the need to demonstrate, I use the tip of the blade to press a slight indentation at regular intervals along the tightly spiraled roll of dough.

      “I guess easier is what most people are after these days,” he says. “It rarely produces good results, but that's just my opinion. I've never been in the..." He pauses like he's searching for the right word, and a mocking smile comes to his mouth. "…hospitality business. Maybe it's just something I don't understand.”

      This man is as arrogant and difficult as I expected him to be, but his short brown hair and sexy hazel eyes surprise me. I didn't expect him to be this young. Whether it's because I thought somebody as widely traveled would be older, or I just don't want to think a person could thoroughly pickle themselves in so much bitterness and bile in only a few decades of life, I thought he'd be older. The fact that he’s probably only a few years older than me, and gorgeous on top of it all, only makes him more annoying.

      I put the knife down and reach into the narrow drawer under the marble surface of the island, my fingers searching for the spool of floss I always keep there. Pulling out several inches, I wrap it around my fingers.

      “Doing things efficiently and in ways that streamline the process isn't necessarily a bad thing. Making things needlessly complicated doesn't necessarily equate to better results.”

      I'm keeping my voice as chipper as possible, but I have a feeling it's tightening up. The floss slips under the front of the roll, and I cross the ends to quickly slice through the dough.

      “Are you using dental floss on something you intend for your guests to eat for breakfast?”

      It's not used, but if you give me ten seconds, I'll be happy to make sure my teeth are squeaky clean before continuing.

      “This is a special container I keep in the kitchen and only use for cooking. The floss cuts through the dough without the pressure of a knife, which means the individual slices maintain their integrity.”

      "Now, that's a relief. I, for one, can't stand the thought of aligning myself with dishonest cinnamon rolls. All breakfast pastries must be fully vetted before I can, in good conscience, share a table with them," the man says with his eyebrows raised.

      Drawing every ounce of strength I can from my grandmother, I let out a breath and continue cutting the slices from the dough. It's time to change directions with this conversation.

      "Breakfast is usually served between seven and nine," I tell him.

      The message carries that leading tone meant to tell him he's intruding on my space, and he needs to back the hell off and let me finish making him his delightful morning meal before things go downhill.

      "That's a wide range of times," he says.

      "Guests wake up at different times, and I like to be accommodating. I don't want anyone to feel rushed when staying here. It should feel like being welcomed into my home. That's why the name doesn't have 'inn' or 'bed-and-breakfast' in it.”

      "Yes, I noticed the play on words. Hometown Bed And Breakfast. Cute."

      "It's not really a play on words." I close my eyes and calm myself before I keep going along that path. "Can I make you some coffee? You are more than welcome to go relax in the parlor, and I'll bring it to you when it's ready."

      "I've already seen the parlor. I'll take my coffee with cream and sugar."

      "Coming right up."

      Depositing the last cinnamon roll into the baking dish, I slip it into the preheated oven and move over to the coffee machine to wake it up. My usual routine is to make the cinnamon rolls or whatever other bread I'll be serving for breakfast and then brew a cup of coffee to enjoy during the last silent moments of the day.

      That's been blown to hell this morning. I snatch the bag of coffee from the refrigerator and measure the grounds out into the compartment at the top of the machine.

      "You use pre-ground coffee?" he asks.

      He doesn't actually expect any confirmation. It's a question asked purely for the sake of pointing out he notices the richly colored grounds are tumbling out of a silver foil bag rather than coming from a complicated grinder that takes up counter space. I should have expected that.

      He's mentioned on no fewer than four occasions that he has far more respect for innkeepers who put the effort into selecting their own beans and grinding them, even going so far as to award gold stars to those who create custom blends. But they are totally arbitrary and don't even involve adhesive or a display chart, so he's really missing out on the full star-awarding potential.

      "I get them from a specialty roaster in the village," I tell him.

      Part of me wants to throw in the word 'custom' or 'proprietary' somewhere, but the closest thing to the grounds being custom for me is the label Daniel splats onto the bag when I order it for pickup. Now probably isn't the time to start lying.

      I don't know how long he's going to be staying here, and the last thing I need is to tangle myself up with contradictory statements and end up being labeled in my review as not having a full grasp of all my faculties.

      "That's nice," he says, humoring me.

      "Speaking of the village," I say, hoping to detour the conversation and maybe start an actual rapport, "did you have a good time last night?"

      "Last night?" he asks.

      The machine finishes brewing, and I take two mugs from the hooks beneath one of the cabinets. I look at him strangely as I take the carafe from the machine and pour some of the dark brew into each mug.

      "When Seb checked you in, he said you told him you were leaving for the evening and might not be back until this morning."

      He grins, and I get the distinct impression I don't want to know what's going through his mind.

      "Well, the night did get off to kind of a rough start," he says.

      I'm shocked. He's actually going to apologize for soaking me with the puddle.

      "Oh?"

      "I ended up being late, and there was some awkwardness."

      Of course not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      She doesn’t recognize me.

      I know exactly who Avery is. All the years have defined the lines of her face, deepened her intensely dark eyes, and brought out the softness of her lips, but she’s still there. I can still see her. Yet, when she looks at me, she doesn’t remember. Even my teasing hasn’t triggered the memories. It’s funny in a way. I came to Vidalia Isle hoping to skate by without people recognizing me, but it didn’t cross my mind when I showed up here Avery wouldn’t immediately know who I was.

      It’s alright. I’m having fun teasing her, just like I always have. She’s too easy to rustle, and it’s hilarious to watch her try to keep herself contained when it’s obvious by the look in those eyes that she is two seconds and one more comment about her cinnamon rolls from throttling me. Something about her eyes caught me when she looked at me as I came through the kitchen door this morning.

      It wasn’t the shock or hint of displeasure. I know she probably doesn’t like having people in the kitchen, but frankly… I don’t care. No. It was something else, and I can’t quite figure it out. Maybe it’s just a memory I can’t get all the way into my mind.

      She slides one of the mugs of coffee toward me, and then she heads over to the refrigerator and takes out a container of cream. Pouring it into a small pitcher, she places it beside me, along with a sugar bowl. I stare at it for a few seconds, and then I look at her.

      “I guess I did say I’d take my coffee with cream and sugar. It’s easy to take that literally.”

      Color creeps up Avery’s neck as I reach for the cream and let a thick ribbon drizzle down into the dark brew.

      “Now you can have it exactly the way you like it,” she says.

      She’s trying so hard to be pleasant that her voice is starting to sound physically painful. I’ll have to let her off the hook. Soon. That comment is just too good for me to pass up.

      “Is that an offer?”

      The color finds her face, and her lips roll in, tightening against her teeth. Her hands clench on the counter, and I’m just waiting for her to burst so I can finally laugh, but she doesn’t. Instead, she spins on her heels and stalks over to the oven. Flicking the switch with far more force than she needed to, Avery peers through the glass door at the cinnamon rolls.

      A delicious, spicy smell fills the air and my stomach tightens, reminding me of last night and the woman pressed up against me in the gazebo. Her skin was silky and smooth and smelled like an amazing combination of cinnamon and arousal. She was a nice welcome to Vidalia Isle, but I didn’t even get a chance to find out her name. She rushed off as soon as she thought we might get caught and I couldn’t find her for the rest of the night.

      Not that I need to rush off and sweep her off her feet for our happily-ever-after. I’ve never felt instant need and passion that intense before, but that’s all it was. Explosive, primal, and temporary. The last thing I need right now is another woman trying to stake her claim on me and make my life more complicated. The dozens of messages on my phone right now, all from the same woman, are a testament to that.

      Avery didn’t take the bait. She is trying far too hard to impress me. It’s taking some of the fun out of the teasing, but before I can remind of her who I am, the kitchen door swings open again.

      “My date woke me up this morning asking for some hot, sweet cinnamon buns… And I thought I’d come get him some breakfast, too.”

      The man who checked me in last night walks into the room, catches sight of me, pivots, and leaves without pausing. Avery straightens up from where she was leaning over at the oven; one hip cocked as she stares at the door. Her eyes slide over to me.

      “He didn’t even have a date last night,” she tells me.

      Taking oven mitts from where they hang beside the oven, she pulls the pan of pastries out of the oven and slips it onto a cooling rack already set up on the counter. She shakes the mitts off her hands and uses metal tongs to dislodge the first roll, setting it on a plate. Dishing two more out, she holds the plate out to her side. As if on cue, the door opens again, and a woman scurries in.

      She takes the plate from Avery’s hand, grabs a bowl from the refrigerator, and leaves without a word. As she disappears into the next room, I remember her from last night. She was the older lady in the pink get-up who whisked Avery away after the man who gave me a lift to Hometown Bed And Breakfast hit a puddle and soaked her. Turns out his offer for a ride was just a friendly gesture and nothing in any sort of professional capacity. The local law against most vehicles in the village meant his hurry to get down the driveway wasn’t out of efficiency, but more so stemming from the worry he had about the fact that he was probably going to get caught.

      And to be fair, he did get caught promptly upon leaving the driveway. I noticed the sheriff giving him a stern talking-to beside the car, which was suspiciously angled in the wrong direction down the road. It probably didn’t unfold this way, but I like to imagine the sheriff making him push the car back to wherever it’s allowed to be kept. I should apologize to her, but Avery won't stand still long enough for me to say something. She grabs a spoon from a drawer behind her and holds it up.

      “They’re going to need a spoon for the cream cheese icing,” she says. “If I don’t bring it to them, they’ll try dipping them like tortilla chips again, and I’d really rather that not happen to the whole bowl this morning.” She takes a few steps toward the door, then stops, cringing.

      “Not that it happens a lot on any other morning,” she says, the spoon swinging like a wand to accentuate the words. “And when it does, I always make new cream cheese icing. I don’t serve it to… You’re welcome to go explore the building, and maybe go look around the grounds. It’s really beautiful at this time in the morning. If you have any questions or need anything for the…”

      She stops herself from finishing the sentence and hurries out of the kitchen. There is something seriously strange happening here. Either that, or Avery just grew up to be a lot more unhinged than I expected. I take my coffee over to the counter and look down into the partial pan of cinnamon rolls.

      They smell amazing, but I’m not the DIY breakfast type. I’ve never plucked my own pastry out of the pan, and my first morning at an inn, as quaint as this place is, doesn’t strike me as the best time to start. Besides, they took all the icing, and that’s the best part.

      A door leads out of the kitchen to the back yard, and I step out into the crisp morning. Getting up early is a matter of muscle memory for me. Ever since I was a child, my life has been regimented by traditions, schedules, and rituals, and that’s included rarely getting a chance to sleep past sunrise.

      The result is an internal clock that sees absolutely no problem with snapping my eyes open frightfully early, no matter how late I go to bed. I try to fight it but shoving my head under the pillow and telling myself to go back to sleep rarely does any good. Some days are worse than others, and last night, I managed maybe three hours before waking up. I squeezed in another hour of lying in bed and staring at the ceiling, but I can only do that for so long. The sun is just coming up, which means I have a lot of day left ahead of me.

      I don’t know why she made it, but I decide to take Avery’s suggestion and roam the grounds a bit. Visiting the bed-and-breakfast is why I came to Vidalia Isle in the first place, so I might as well make the most of it.

      Taking a long swig of the coffee, I walk across the veranda and lean against the edge to look out over the lawn. Positioned on the edge of Vidalia Isle, Hometown Bed And Breakfast sits on idyllic land that stretches far into the distance behind the building. From this vantage point, it looks like there’s nothing else on the island but this inn. Gold-and-red tints adorn the tree leaves as autumn paints them into a backdrop almost too beautiful to be believable or realistic.

      I walk around to the steps leading down into the grass and walk out into the new sunlight. I'm being strangely lured toward a hammock draped between two huge trees a few yards away when, all of a sudden, my phone buzzes in my back pocket. I immediately wish I'd left it in my room. There really isn't any reason for me to have it on my person while I'm in Vidalia Isle, but slipping it into place is as much a part of my routine of getting ready for the day as putting on my shoes.

      Taking it out, I give a quick glance at the screen so I can decide whether to answer. The name on my phone's screen doesn't necessarily inspire enthusiasm for the conversation to be had, but I'm still compelled to pick up.

      “Hello, Mother,” I say. “How are you this morning?”

      “Owen, where are you?”

      “I'm in Vidalia Isle, just like I told you. I got here yesterday.”

      “When you said that's where you were going, I didn't think you were serious.”

      “Why not? When was the last time I told you I was going somewhere and ended up somewhere else? Is there a reason I shouldn't be here?”

      “Yes. You should be at home fulfilling your responsibilities.”

      “I have no official duties in the next several weeks.”

      “You know that's not what I'm talking about. You have personal responsibilities,” she says in that way of hers that means someone is close enough to hear her and she'd rather not spell it out for them to spread around.

      "You see, Mother, it's precisely this type of conversation that made me want to come all the way out here for some time to myself in the first place."

      "You can't run away from this, Owen."

      "Maybe not, but I can avoid it. You know how I feel about this topic."

      "And you know how your father and I feel about it. We aren't going to change our minds."

      "Then it looks like we're at an impasse."

      "Why are you being so difficult about this? It's not like you're the only one who has ever had expectations placed on you."

      "No, I'm not. But all those other people weren't me. I'm not trying to be difficult. Those people all made the choice to go along with what was expected of them. That's fine. But it shouldn't mean I have to. I just want to be able to make my choices, too."

      "Sometimes, it doesn't work that way."

      I get to the hammock and negotiate my way into it. "We'll see. Thanks for calling, Mom. There are some things I need to take care of. Talk to you soon."

      She's trying to get my attention as I hang up the phone, but I have no interest in continuing the conversation. It's the same one we've had a dozen times already, so it's not like I'm missing anything. She isn’t going to be able to change my mind. Whether I can change hers or not is yet to be seen, but I haven’t given up yet. My phone buzzes again, this time telling me I have a new text.

      The name attached to it isn’t a surprise. Add it to the pile of unread messages. I’ll think of some clear but effectively diplomatic way to answer them all in one fell swoop at some point in the near future, but for now, I have much more important things to do. Like figuring out how to get from sitting on the hammock to lying down without dumping myself out onto the grass.

      Tucking the phone away, I grip the side of the hammock and adjust my hips. The seemingly innocuous fabric gives an ominous shake, and I go still in a panic, hoping it stops wiggling around soon. When it finally settles, I swing my leg up toward the folded hammock. It misses and lands on the other side. The other leg follows in tandem, and I end up facing the opposite direction.

      Taking a different approach, I swing my leg over again and lie back, forcing the hammock open so I’m lying down with my legs on either side. Progress. Setting my coffee cup down on the ground next to me, I grab a hold of the hammock with each hand, I push it open and bring my legs together in one motion. The result is the image of me lying with all the looseness and ease of a popsicle stick, with my arms and legs straight and stiff, and my head unmoving.

      “Yep. This is the life,” I murmur to myself.

      After a few seconds of feeling steady, I cautiously reach for my cup and then move my hips side to side, nudging the hammock into a slight swing.

      “Now we’re talking.”

      I risk turning my head to glance back at the inn, catching a flash of movement in one window that looks as though it's a face, watching me. Okay, so I've been caught getting into the hammock. Now, I’m already contemplating how to get out.
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      I bite my lip against the laugh that tries to come up watching the blogger. It’s just now occurring to me that I still don’t know the man’s name because he didn’t bother to introduce himself. He is too aggravating for me to admit that his battle with the hammock was cute. Too aggravating, but also a serious professional conflict of interest.

      “What are you watching?” Skylar asks me.

      She’s made her way through most of the bowl of cream cheese icing meant to coat the entire batch of cinnamon rolls, and Seb’s face is flat on the table when I sit down with them.

      “Mr. GPS Blogger’s inability to get into a hammock.”

      Seb’s face lifts up to stare at me.

      “Mr. GPS Blogger?” Skylar asks. She swallows and reaches for the spoon to add another glob of icing to the remaining piece of roll in her hand. “If we were going to come up with a nickname for him, I really thought we’d get more creative than that. Like ‘Has Ego, Will Travel.’ Or ‘Perpetually Traveling Solo.’”

      “Those aren’t really nicknames for him so much as they are renaming his blog,” Seb points out, recovering from his embarrassment enough to start in on his pastry.

      “It’s not a nickname,” I say, tearing off a piece of the roll left on the plate. Despite my babbling disclaimer earlier, I dip it into the bowl to scrape up some of the icing. “It’s what he goes by on his blog.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He writes his blogs anonymously. The blog itself is called The Traveler’s True GPS, and when he signs his blogs, he just puts GPS. I guess he thinks of himself as the all-knowing guide to anyone traveling around.”

      “Well, that’s just all kinds of gross,” Seb says, his mouth full of cinnamon and sugar.

      “Yeah, and it gets better. I’ve told you how rough he can be in his reviews. What I didn’t tell you is how shady he can be. He signs his name GPS on the blogs because he doesn’t want anyone to know who he is. You can’t exactly reserve a room anywhere these days without having an ID, so he can’t totally fly under the radar. So, he stays at places but then doesn’t review them for months.

      Skylar starts eyeing my cinnamon roll so I snatch it from the plate before she can creep up and continue on with my story. “He rarely actually makes a reservation, so his name is linked to the place for as short a time as possible, and that way, he can catch people off guard and bash them even further for any little imperfection. He’s careful about the things he says so it’s not easy to link him to his reviews, and he’s been known to lift experiences from other guests who were staying there at the time to concoct what he says about the place.”

      “What do you mean?” Skylar asks.

      “Most of the places he reviews are small, like Hometown Bed And Breakfast, so the number of people staying at them at any given time usually isn’t more than ten. Sometimes, it’s only one or two. But it all depends on when he shows up."

      I take a bite out of my cinnamon roll. Man, I get better with these every day. "Anyway," I continue, "if he was to detail every little thing that happens to him while he’s there, it would be easier for the owners to narrow down his identity and eventually out him. So, he watches what’s going on around him, finds issues, and kind of pieces them together into a patchwork quilt of shame.”

      “Wow. ‘Patchwork Quilt of Shame,’” Seb says. “That sounds like next month’s book club selection.”

      “It also sounds like he still hasn’t been burned, and he’s traipsing around, bashing businesses and ruining lives.”

      “And this is the man you wanted to come stay here so badly, you willed it to happen?”

      “Yes,” I say, matter-of-factly. “If I could manage to be the one to get a good review from him, it would be amazing.”

      “Is this about improving your business, or about fulfilling your lifelong dream of being a unicorn?” Skylar asks.

      “Maybe a little bit of both.” I notice Seb staring into the distance, his fingers drumming on the table. “What is it, Seb?”

      “This GPS guy,” he says. “He looks familiar.”

      “You checked him in last night,” I point out.

      “No. I know that. I mean, like...” He brushes his hand through the air like he’s pushing something away. “Like, he's distantly familiar. It’s like I’ve seen him before, but I can’t figure out where.”

      My throat feels like it’s squeezing and ready to close.

      “It wasn’t here, was it? Maybe he’s already been here, and I’m already on my way to a bad review.”

      He shakes his head. “No. Not here. Somewhere else.”

      He goes back to staring into the distance, and Skylar shakes her head. “Alright. Enough of all that. Let’s talk about what really matters.” Her eyes zip over to me, and mischief plays on her lips. I know exactly what she’s thinking.

      “Let’s not,” I say, starting to stand.

      She takes me by the wrist and yanks me back down into my seat. “Come on, Avery. We already know you met someone last night. We just want all the dirty details.”

      My sigh is one of acceptance of my fate rather than wistfulness.

      “I had a very heavy make-out session with a stranger. That may have involved some below the panties play,” I tell them. They gasp. “Outside.” Another gasp. “In the gazebo.”

      Their sheer delight is a bit extra considering we are grown adults, but since it’s a conversation most people have while still hoping to get rid of their acne before prom, I’ll give them a pass.

      “We’re so proud of you!” Seb gushes. “That’s the closest you’ve ever come to losing your virginity!”

      And he took it too far.

      “Let’s not,” I say, closing my eyes and waving them away. “You can just stop that right there. Look. It was fun. And it may or may not have been alcohol-fueled, but that’s it. He was a sexy guy in a mask, and I didn’t even find out his name. It ends there.”

      “Seriously?” Seb asks. “Just like that?”

      “Yes. Just like that. It was a one-time thing and nothing more. It wasn’t love at first sight, and I’m not interested in hunting him down to finish what we started. That is frankly too much drama for me to deal with right now. What happens at the ball stays at the ball, and I’m perfectly fine with that.”

      “And it doesn’t have anything to do with the hunky man who happens to be your only guest, does it?” Skylar asks.

      “The hunky blogger whose name I still don’t know and who is shady as hell? No. It doesn’t have anything to do with him.” I flatten my hands on the table and push myself up. “And now that we’ve gotten that over with, I’m going to the kitchen.” I take a few steps, then turn back to them. “He’s not hunky.”

      Skylar checks her phone. “It’s not dough time yet.”

      “No, but it’s apple time.”

      They fall into step behind me and follow like puppies to the kitchen.

      “You’re making apples today?” Seb asks.

      “Some sample ones,” I tell him. “The Harvest Festival is coming up fast, and I want to make sure they’re perfect. It has taken me years, and about three hundred Vidalia Isle festivals, to finally get the committee to let me have a table of my own rather than asking me to piggyback. This might be my best shot at getting my company off the ground.”

      I reach into the refrigerator for the cream and butter.

      “It’s going to be amazing,” he says. “The Harvest Festival is going to be huge, and nothing says harvest like caramel apples. People are going to flip over them.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on. But to make sure, I’m going to make some samples so the guests checking in before the festival can try them. Hopefully, it will build some excitement, and their reactions will help me decide which flavors to bring to the festival.”

      “That is the most scientific analysis that has ever gone into caramel apples,” Seb says.

      I walk over to the counter and read my recipe for caramel apples. Even though I know the steps by heart, I never try to make anything without referring to the recipe. The rest of the ingredients for the apples join the butter and cream, and I start to heat a pot on the stove.

      “Caramel apples?”

      The voice makes my skin tingle and my face cringe at the same time. It’s a feeling I don’t enjoy. Skylar and Sebastian exchange glances and start for the kitchen door.

      “We’re just going to go,” Seb says, putting a tremendous amount of effort into not making eye contact with the Blogger-Who-Has-Not-Been-Named.

      “Hey, Cinnamon Buns.”

      “Hey, Sexy… Haaaa… Hammock. Sexy Hammock. Shit. I’m leaving.”

      Seb pushes past him, pulling Skylar along with him, leaving us alone.

      “What’s with the caramel apples?” he asks.

      Is this a test? Is it going to show up in my review? Will he spin this to make it look like I don’t care enough about my bed-and-breakfast because I also make caramel apples?

      “It’s something I love making,” I tell him.

      “Because owning a bed-and-breakfast on a tiny island isn’t cozy enough? You have to also make homemade caramel apples?”

      “Gourmet caramel apples,” I tell him, like that makes some sort of difference.

      “A tad big to leave on pillows, don’t you think?”

      I can do this. I can do this. Live a life that would make Mr. Rogers proud of me. Make good choices. Sticks and stones can break my bones, and I want to poke one into the eye of this blogger.

      The kitchen door bursts open and Sebastian stalks inside with a look of determination.

      “Owen!” he shouts triumphantly, slamming his palm down on the island. “Owen. Your name is Owen.” He points sharply in his face. “Ha! You didn’t think I’d remember, but I did. I did. Owen. Ha!"

      He gives one final smack to the island and strides back out of the kitchen, but I am no longer paying attention to him. My jaw twitches as I walk around the island toward the man whose face looks familiar. Now I know why.

      “Owen?” I seethe. “Owen? You have got to be kidding me.”

      “Hi, Avery.”

      I whip around in response to the sound of the door opening again. More people have wandered in and out of this room today than any other day since I’ve owned Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      “I got it, Seb. I’ll take it from here.”

      The new, red face glaring back at me is not Sebastian, and it is also not amused.

      “Is this how you generally greet new guests?” the man asks. “Or is there an add-on to the reservation process I somehow missed that would have granted me a welcome?”

      Heat burns across my face.

      “I am so sorry, sir,” I say. “Of course, this is not how I usually check my guests in. Please. Come with me, and I’ll get you settled in.”

      He reluctantly follows my gesture toward the door, and I head behind him. Before I leave, I pause to point at Owen.

      “You stay here. We need to talk.”

      The man with the red face turns out to be Edwin Mercer, a reservation I’ve had jotted down in my books for the last three weeks. I throw every smile, platitude, and excuse at him I possibly can as I rush through the check-in process and show him to his room. The expression on his face hasn’t changed when I close the door and make my way back toward the kitchen.

      Fucking GPS always sending me turning straight into a brick wall.
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      “I thought I told you to stay in the kitchen,” Avery snaps as she walks out onto the veranda.

      “Now, is that really what you wanted? Because I got the distinct feeling you don’t like having people hanging around in your kitchen with you,” I say.

      “And yet, it didn’t stop you from coming in there. Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

      She spins on her heel and stomps back into the inn. Letting out an exasperated sigh, I swallow the last of my cold coffee and follow her. She’s standing at the stove, apparently having an intense conversation with one of the burners.

      “I don’t think you can apply your visitor ban to the stove, Avery,” I say. “It’s kind of an important element of the whole kitchen thing.”

      She shoots a glare at me, and I notice the pot handle in her hand.

      “I’m not talking to the stove. I’m talking to the pot.”

      “Of course. How silly of me.”

      “I left the damn thing on the hot burner while I was dealing with the mess you caused, and it burned. At least I hadn’t put any of the butter in yet.”

      “The mess I caused?” I ask. “What did I do?”

      “You just let me keep jumping through hoops trying to impress you because I thought you were…” She stops and waves a hand like she’s trying to brush the words out of the air.

      “Because you thought I was what?”

      She sets a fresh pot on the burner and turns to the island to cut sticks of butter into chunks.

      “Nothing. No one.”

      “It certainly seems like something. Who is it that you thought I was?”

      She tosses the handful of butter chunks into the heated pot. A wooden spoon spins the butter around on the hot surface for a few seconds before she steps back up to the island to measure white sugar.

      “A blogger,” she finally says.

      “A blogger? That narrows it down. I mean, there’s only a few of those in the world, right?”

      Avery rolls her eyes as she pours the sugar into the pot and stirs it into the melted butter.

      “He’s a travel blogger. The whole point of his blog is to review small inns and bed-and-breakfasts, and he’s known to be pretty brutal when he feels like it. His reviews can make or break a place. Break more often than not, unfortunately. And he always does it under the radar, so nobody knows his real identity.”

      “And you were determined to be one of the ‘makes’?”

      “That’s the general idea.” I grin.

      “So, you thought I showed up here as some undercover vigilante traveling the countryside to save wearied travelers from the horrors of wrinkled bedsheets and dusty knick-knacks?”

      She scoffs and fills the measuring cup with brown sugar this time. “Yes, because that’s all that goes into running a bed-and-breakfast.” She pours the brown sugar into the pot and stirs it into the butter.

      “I thought you said you were making caramel apples,”

      “That is what I’m doing,” she says.

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      Avery rests her hands on the lip of the stove and hangs her head with a heavy sigh.

      “I make caramel apples all the time,” she says slowly. “It is my thing. It has been for years. I know how to do it.”

      “Then why are you making butterscotch?”

      She lifts her head to narrow her eyes at me. “Excuse me?”

      “Butterscotch,” I repeat. “Caramel is butter, white sugar, and cream. As soon as brown sugar gets into the mix, you’ve switched over to butterscotch.”

      “Are you seriously telling me how to make caramel apples?”

      “No, I’m telling you how to make butterscotch apples, but what I’m seeing right now tells me you already know how to do that.”

      She grabs a container of cream off the island and pours it into the butter and sugar. It bubbles up with a violence that seems the perfect visual for what’s happening inside her. She stirs it down and adds vanilla and corn syrup.

      “Oh, damn it all to hell,” she mutters. “I forgot to prepare the apples.”

      “You might not believe me about the whole butterscotch thing, but I think you need apples in order to make caramel apples.”

      “Get out of my kitchen.” She walks over to a tiered metal basket hanging from the ceiling and takes out several apples. Setting them on the counter, she grabs another handful, then pulls out a sheet tray. “I said, get out of my kitchen.”

      She’s angry, but I can’t help but laugh. I’ve always enjoyed getting Avery flustered. Her cheeks flush, and her dark eyes brighten just a hint, enough to make her undeniably adorable, if insufferably difficult.

      “You know, you are just like you were when we were kids.”

      She yanks far too much wax paper off a roll attached to the underside of the island and then tears it again so she can place it on the sheet tray.

      “You know what? Yeah. Let’s talk about that whole situation. What are you even doing here, Owen?”

      “Why, Avery, I’m hurt,” I say, pressing my hand to the center of my chest. “After all this time, I’d think you’d be happy for our reunion.”

      She grabs a handful of skewers from another drawer and starts stabbing them into the tops of the apples.

      “It’s been, what, fifteen years since the last time we saw each other? I didn’t even recognize you.”

      “As is evidenced by you throwing yourself at my feet trying to impress me.”

      “I didn’t throw myself at your feet,” she says bitterly. “And no matter what I did, it wasn’t for you.”

      “Right. The blogger.”

      She gives me a questioning look. “What’s that tone supposed to mean?”

      “I just don’t understand what someone could put into a blog about little places like this. Are they really all that different? I mean, it’s not like they’re luxurious accommodations or anything. Don’t people come here for the rustic nature of it?”

      “You are just like you were when we were children. Just as spoiled and arrogant.”

      “Okay, that might have been a little narrow-minded.”

      “Perhaps,” she snaps. “But you haven’t answered my question. What are you doing here? Since all bed-and-breakfasts are the same, don’t you think you could have found one closer to home to stay in? Have you ever even been to Vidalia Isle?”

      “No, but my parents talk about it all the time, so I thought I’d come and see what it was all about. Apparently, they used to come here before I was born to stay with your grandparents. I’m sorry to hear about them, by the way.”

      She nods. “Thanks.” She picks up one of the apples and rolls it through the molten caramel in the pot. “I don’t remember your parents, but I remember you. At least, I remember arguing with you for most of the week we spent together.”

      “I remember that, too. But I also remember playing,” I say.

      She pauses, and her eyes lift to me. There’s a flicker of something in them, like a sort of heat that tells me it isn’t the games of hide-and-seek or awkward makeshift baseball we played that are running through her mind.

      “Well, it seems like we still have the arguing part down, so… thanks for the memories.”

      “Alright. I think we got off to kind of a bad start.”

      “Really?” she asks, swirling her third apple and placing it on the wax paper sheet. “What time period are you referencing, exactly? Today, or last night when you splashed half a thunderstorm on me and ruined my dress?”

      I cringe slightly. “Okay, that was my driver. But I am sorry it happened and that I didn’t tell you who I was when we first saw each other. Why don’t I make it up to you? Let me take you to lunch.”

      I look for the smile that always comes when I extend an invitation like that to a woman. Instead, Avery swirls another apple and plops it next to the others.

      “No. I'm good.”

      Wait… What?

      “Excuse me?”

      She looks up at me, expressionless. “I said no,” she says simply.

      No? What the fuck does that mean?

      “Come on. I’m going to take you to lunch. You can choose somewhere in the village. Some cute little Vidalia Isle restaurant. We can catch up.”

      Avery shakes her head as she finishes the last two apples. “As appealing as your condescension sounds, I have too much to do. But thanks.”

      What is happening here? No woman has ever turned me down. And the first one who does is… Avery?

      “Too much to do?” I ask as she rinses her hands and wipes them on a kitchen towel. “Have a full day of ironing sheets and dusting unused furniture ahead of you?”

      She draws in a breath and lets it out slowly. “My sheets are perfectly ironed, except for the ones you slept on, thank you very much. I am going into the village. There’s some shopping I have to do.”

      “Shopping?” I ask incredulously, following her out of the kitchen. “That’s your busy afternoon? What, you need a new cocktail dress?”

      “Well, yes, actually,” she says as she snatches her keys from the narrow drawer of a small table beside the front door. “I do need a new cocktail dress. But that’s not what I’m shopping for.

      “You keep your keys in a table anyone can get into?” I ask.

      Avery lifts her keys up, dangling them from one finger beside her face. “It’s none of your concern where I keep anything. You go right ahead and stick things in wherever you want…”

      Her voice trails off as her fingers wrap around the keys, and her eyes close against the realization of what she just said. Color splashes across her cheeks, and she turns sharply away from me. I follow her out onto the front porch and watch her stick her key into the door's lock.

      “Is it your usual habit to lock your guests in when you leave?” I ask. “How do you think Mr. Blogger is going to feel about not being able to get out?”

      She lets out an exasperated sigh and unlocks the door again.

      “Mr. Mercer,” she snaps. “His name is Mr. Mercer, alright? Don’t let him hear you talking about him as though he's the blogger. I already made a terrible first impression. The last thing I need right now is for him to figure out I’ve burned him and turn my review into his swan song.”

      “You go to the dark place really fast,” I say as we head down the steps and onto the driveway. “So, what’s the big important thing you’re shopping for?”

      “Sprinkles.”

      “Sprinkles.”

      “Yes. For the caramel apples. And I really don’t need assistance.”

      “Not assisting. Just accompanying.”

      “I don’t need that, either. I know my way around.”

      “Then you can show me. I might be hanging around here for a while.”

      “I’m busy, Owen.”

      “Picking out sprinkles?” I ask, pausing to look at her. She rolls her eyes and speeds up. “What?” I scoff. “That’s what you said you were going to do.”

      She keeps walking away, so I jog to catch up with her, even though everything in my mind tells me not to. I don’t chase women. I’ve never had to. No woman has ever tried to ignore me like this, and the fact that it’s Avery is even more baffling. She’s not exactly the sophisticated, polished woman I’m accustomed to falling for, so this entire situation is perplexing me to the fullest extent.

      With barely any makeup and her thick hair doing its best to fully escape the coiled bun at the back of her head, she is nothing like the dates that usually drape themselves around my arm for events, or when I’m out enjoying myself when I’m able to get away from home. And yet I somehow cannot stop myself from following her.

      “I’m trying new flavors of the apples so I can choose the best ones to bring to the Harvest Festival,” she says without looking over at me when I catch up. “I’ll dip them in chocolate and then roll them in toppings. Not that any of that matters to you. I don’t know why I’m telling you.”

      “And you’ve never done sprinkles before?” I ask.

      “Not autumn sprinkles,” she says.

      I withhold a laugh. “Is there a difference?”

      “Yes. Regular sprinkles are just sugar. Autumn sprinkles have chocolate, too.”

      “Of course they do.” We’ve finally made it to the end of the driveway, and as we start making our way toward the main part of the village, I realize that I’ve never thought much about the word ‘picturesque’ before, but now I understand that it was designed just for somewhere like this. “This place is like a Thanksgiving card. What was it like growing up here?”

      “I didn’t,” Avery says. She continues on at a pace that would shame pre-dawn mall walkers, but she doesn’t elaborate from there.

      “You didn’t?”

      “No. I spent the summers here with my grandparents when I was younger. Then, when my grandfather started getting weaker and needed more help, I decided to come back. I was twenty, and the whole college thing hadn’t really been for me, so I moved to Vidalia Isle and started helping with Hometown Bed And Breakfast while taking care of my grandparents.”

      “Do you miss your parents?”

      “Not particularly. We didn’t have the closest relationship. Not that they’re bad people. They always made sure I had everything I needed, and we got along fine and everything. Having a child just wasn’t something they planned, and when I did come along, it didn’t change their lifestyle.”

      I nod, but stay silent, because it feels like she has more to tell me about the situation.

      "School and babysitters managed most of my supervision during the year, and then during the summer I came here so they could keep traveling. It worked out well. My grandparents were amazing, and now that I’m here, I can’t really imagine being anywhere else.” Her eyes slide over to me, then back to the road ahead of us. “And I have no idea why I told you any of that, either.”

      “Because we’re friends,” I say.

      “No, we’re not.”

      “We used to be.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I was ten years old, Owen.” She stops in front of a tiny store with scrolled wooden accents that make it look like a gingerbread house. “Okay, I’m here. Why don’t you go explore the village?”

      “You said you were going to show me around.”

      “No, you said I was going to show you around. I’m here to buy sprinkles.”

      I give an over-dramatic sigh. “Then I guess I’ll just buy sprinkles with you. Maybe I can choose some and we’ll team up on a few flavors.”

      Avery grabs my arm and spins us around so that we're facing the main street. She points in one direction.

      “This is Main Street. It’s the heart of the village. Keep going that way, and you’ll find the donut shop, a bakery, Suzy’s Café, Tom’s Bar, The Pizza Shop, Mr. Pellegrino’s Palace Elegance, and a couple other places.” She shifts to face the direction we came from. “And if you go that way, you’ve got the old library, the old courthouse, the post office, the police station, and the Lambchop’s Butcher Shop.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      “Maybe you can grab a box lunch on the way by and go to Tennessee Williams Cinema in the Park. It’s right on the edge of the main village. Only a little bit past the grounds of Hometown Bed And Breakfast.”

      “What are they showing?” I ask.

      “Probably nothing. They’ve already been through the big hits this season. It’s an all drag queen revue, so the options can be limited. But the amphitheater is a nice place to sit and relax in good weather.”

      “Why Tennessee Williams?”

      Why not?” she says, “I recommend the potato salad.”

      “What?”

      “The potato salad. In the box lunch. It’s the best.”

      She dips into the store, closing the door before I can follow her. Maybe I’ll take her advice and do a little exploring on my own. In all the stories my parents have told me about coming here, they’ve never mentioned the businesses Avery mentioned. The exception is the cinema.

      They made comments about seeing shows with them, but I always assumed there was an indoor element involved. Finding out more about the island might not be a bad thing, considering what I said to Avery was true. I have no idea how long I’m going to stay here and knowing the village might make my stay more comfortable.

      A group of women walk out of the bakery Avery just pointed out to me. Their arms are linked, and they flip their hair as they start down the sidewalk, looking for all the world like they just bounced out of a commercial for shampoo or some sort of exotic feminine product.

      I can only imagine their next stop is somewhere they can laugh as they eat their intricate salads. One slips a shiny black curl behind her ear and glances at me as she walks past, the smile on her lips changing into one meant especially for me.

      Another reason to spend some more time roaming through the lovely village of Vidalia Isle.

      Somewhere here, among these little businesses and perfect homes, is the mystery woman from the masked ball. The sexy and mysterious woman who disappeared without me knowing who she was. But maybe with a little investigating, I can figure out who she is.

      Right now, though, I still find myself wanting to pick out sprinkles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Owen wasn’t waiting for me when I left the shop with my toppings haul, and I haven’t caught sight of him on the walk back to the bed-and-breakfast. It’s late enough in the day now that Mr. Mercer should be up and scrutinizing every corner of Hometown Bed And Breakfast, so I take a moment to stretch my lips into a smile before opening the door.

      It’s all wasted on an empty foyer and equally empty parlor. The building seems quiet, and I’m just contemplating opening the windows to let in the fresh air when I hear something in the back. I pause, and the sound appears once again. It’s coming from the kitchen.

      I seriously need a lock. Maybe one of those eye-scanner things that won’t let anyone else inside.

      Tucking my keys back in their drawer, I head for the kitchen. With any luck, it’s Sebastian and Skylar digging through the refrigerator for a mid-morning snack. One of the benefits of living in such a small community is not having to take their lunch at their desk. Instead, they can leave work and make the journey to the bed-and-breakfast to scavenge when they’re hungry. It works out well for them.

      But it isn’t Seb and Skylar at the island when I open the door.

      “Hello, Mr. Mercer.”

      He looks up at me as he pops a piece of apple into his mouth. A piece of what appears to be at least the fourth apple he has cut up. The stick-impaled core of the eaten apples lay to the side, and he’s standing there, eyeing the rest.

      “Wow,” Owen says from behind me, making me jump.

      “These are delicious,” Mr. Mercer says, reaching for another apple and the knife he took from the nearby block. “The presentation would have been more effective if they were put in a place more accessible to guests, and perhaps wrapped, but they are a pleasant departure from conventional afternoon snacks. A touch plain, though.”

      He cuts a large chunk off the apple and shoves it into his mouth, the expression on his face contemplative as he chews. “The addition of a topping would make them even more appealing.”

      My hand tightens around the handle of my bag, and I grit my teeth to keep the smile in place.

      “Thank you for the suggestions,” I force out.

      He finishes the apple and takes hold of another one. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just bring this one with me. I’m going to sit on the veranda and read for a while.”

      Owen leans toward me as Mr. Mercer walks through the back door. “Want me to help you make more butterscotch?”

      And so sets the stage for the next two days.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you seriously ironing sheets? Is that what I’m seeing right now?”

      I look up at Owen and roll my eyes before reaching for a can of spray starch and giving the sheet draped across my ironing board a blast. The hot iron sliding across it sends the sweet smell of the starch into the air, and I breathe it in. It’s a smell I’ll always connect to this room, the tiny space off the laundry room where my grandmother always did her ironing.

      “Apparently, Mr. GPS is very particular about his linens and has made not-so-subtle complaints the last two mornings about the state of his sheets. Even though I already ironed them. Twice.”

      “Keep going like this and he might end up sleeping on a piece of plywood,” Owen says, picking up the can of starch. “I didn’t even know this stuff still existed. Maybe you can give me some pleats in my pants next.”

      “I won’t be doing anything in your pants.” My hand squeezes the handle of the iron. Shit. “What are you doing in here, anyway?”

      “I’m thinking about going into the village for another box lunch. You were right. That potato salad is amazing. I don’t know what it is, but there’s something different about it. You should come.”

      “I’m busy, Owen.”

      “The sheets are sufficiently flat. Come on. You order the cherry cupcake, I’ll order the pineapple, and we’ll mix and match.”

      “It’s more than the sheets. I have to start getting tomorrow’s breakfast ready, the parlor needs dusting, I have vacuuming to do, and I’m up to my eyeballs in paperwork. And after all that, I have to work on apples for the festival.”

      “Haven’t you made enough? The entire house smells like butter and sugar,” he says.

      “I keep making them, and Mr. Mercer keeps eating them. I might have to padlock the kitchen door. On the other hand, when he’s scarfing them down is the only time he’s actually pleasant, so that might not be the best course of action. He actually demanded an on-the-fly, gluten-free breakfast, but then he ate two pastries. This was followed by him taking a shower and saying the special exfoliating soap I get handmade in the village is too abrasive, and the body wash is too slimy.”

      “Maybe you should take that as a clue from the universe.”

      “A clue from the universe?” I ask. “Suggesting what, exactly?”

      “That you are working yourself up too much about all this. Nothing is going to please the man.”

      “All this is my career, Owen. It’s more than that. It’s my responsibility. It’s my legacy from my grandmother. It’s my future. Maybe nothing will please him, but I have to try. Apparently, you don’t understand that.”

      “I don’t understand why you put yourself through this every day,” he says dismissively.

      “And by put myself through this, do you mean work hard to keep my business afloat and get another one off the ground? I think that’s fairly self-explanatory.”

      I take the sheet off the ironing board, pick up the rest of the set, and head toward Mr. Mercer’s room. The door is standing open, revealing a pathologically meticulous room and a bare bed awaiting fresh sheets.

      “You haven’t come to strip my bed and replace the sheets,” Owen points out.

      My cheeks burn at the mention of his bed, and I scold myself. This is Owen. Frustrating, arrogant, disconnected from reality. Yep, that's Owen. That is not where my mind should be going when I think of him.

      “You aren’t going to be writing a review of the bed-and-breakfast that could influence the entire future of my business,” I point out.

      I set the stack of sheets down on the bench at the end of the bed and choose the fitted one.

      “Maybe I am,” he says with the little cocky smile I’m sure people have told him is charismatic.

      Standing at the edge of the bed, I look up at him. “Are you?”

      He shakes his head and runs his fingers back through his thick brown hair. The laughter in his eyes makes the green of the hazel sparkle. This is definitely not the twelve-year-old boy who played with me in the mansion my grandparents brought me to, hiding in shadowy corners and sneaking into closed rooms to explore.

      “No.”

      Shaking the fitted sheet, I drape it over the bed and tuck it under the nearest corner of the mattress. Owen is unmoved by the expectant look I give him.

      “Are you going to help me?” I ask.

      He pushes away from the doorframe and walks up to the bed. “I’m not really into the whole making beds thing.”

      “Of course, you’re not.”

      He watches me pull the next corner into place and walk around to the third. “So… no cupcakes, then?”

      When I don’t respond, he reaches for the corner of the sheet and tucks it into place. I turn toward the stacks of sheets. Owen and I reach for the flat sheet at the same time, our hands touching, and my chest brushing across his. A shiver rolls down me, but footsteps running into the room stop me from thinking about it any further.

      “Oh… Um…”

      Owen and I step apart and turn toward Seb where he stands at the door, papers clutched in his hand and his eyes focused firmly on the ceiling.

      “I guess I’ll be getting that box lunch by myself,” Owen says, walking toward the door. He looks at Seb, who continues to avoid his gaze. “Cinnamon Bun,” he says in greeting.

      “Peppermint Stick,” Seb greets back.

      He waits until the front door closes, then rushes toward me.

      “What’s up?” I ask. “Help me with this.”

      “The bed can wait,” he says, then points at the sheets. “Actually… where are the dirty sheets?”

      I look at him strangely. “There are no dirty sheets. These are freshly laundered and ironed.”

      “So, you’re not changing the bed because it was… recently utilized?”

      His voice tells me exactly what he’s thinking, and I cringe, shaking my head at him.

      “No. First, this is Mr. Mercer’s room. Second… no.”

      “Good to hear. Maybe.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “How well do you know Owen?”

      “Why do I feel like that’s a question that was asked purely for the dramatic suspense of it?”

      “Can you take a break?”

      “Just let me finish this.”

      I make the bed as quickly as the heightened anxiety of Seb pacing around in the bedroom allows me, smooth the blanket, and turn to him. Without a word, he turns on his heel and stalks out of the room. I follow him to the parlor, where he flings himself onto the couch. Taking the corner beside him, I prepare myself for whatever ridiculousness is about to come out of his mouth.

      Turns out, I’m not ready.

      “Okay. Here we go. How well do you know Owen?”

      “Alright, I’ll play. Not well. We met when my grandparents brought me to visit some of their friends.”

      “What friends?”

      “I don’t really know. We stayed in some massive resort on an island, and when they spent time with their friends, I stayed in a different wing with the nanny. That’s where I met Owen. He was a couple years older than me, and we spent the week I was there together. Most of it was spent at each other’s throat. Pretty similar to now.”

      “Why was he there?”

      I shrug. “Don’t know. Never asked. I’m assuming either his family was staying at the same resort or they worked there.”

      “Did they ever call him anything other than Owen?”

      “Like Peppermint Stick?”

      “Not exactly. Like Amadeus,” he says.

      My head tilts so hard to the side it hurts my neck. “What are you going on about, Seb?”

      “I was reading my favorite celeblog today…”

      “That’s still not a word,” I say.

      “It is a word,” he argues.

      “It is not a word.”

      “It is a word. Celeb... Blog... Celeblog. It’s a word.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Anyway,” he says insistently, “I was reading it, and there was an article about Vidalia Isle.”

      This perks me up. Seb has my full attention. “Vidalia Isle? What could possibly be happening around here that would justify writing about?

      “The Prince Amadeus of Calidonia. Apparently, someone thinks they spotted him at the ball.”

      “Can we backtrack just a little? I think I missed a bridge somewhere.”

      “Remember how I said Owen looks familiar?” Seb asks.

      “Yes. But as you just pointed out, his name is also Owen.”

      “His birth name, maybe, but not his royal name.”

      “Still not following.”

      “In Calidonia, the royal family uses official names when performing their royal duties. The name is given to them when they are two weeks old as part of a ceremony officially introducing them to the people of the nation.”

      I stare back at him.

      “You seem to know a lot about a rather obscure country.”

      “It’s hard to miss when the gorgeous prince of said obscure country hits the headlines in your favorite celeblog every few months.”

      “It’s still not a word.”

      “Avery,” Seb says firmly. “Owen is Prince Amadeus.” He unfolds the papers in his hand and holds them out. “Look.”

      They are printouts from his computer. Screenshots of the article he read, to be more specific. The first is an image of Vidalia Isle, a wide shot of the village that shows off the changing foliage and the bay surrounding it. The second is a formal shot of the prince in full royal regalia. It definitely looks like a polished-up version of Owen. The front door opens, and Owen comes back in, balancing a stack of twine-wrapped white boxes. Seb and I look over at him, and he notices us.

      “Hey,” he says. “I brought back some options, just in case you changed your mind.”

      Seb stands up and starts for the door. “I have to get back to the shop. Skylar’s going to think I died. I’m supposed to be in the stock room finding pumpkin fragrance oil right now.”

      He glances at Owen as he walks past.

      “Cinnamon Bun,” Owen says.

      “Turkish Delight.”

      Well, that one’s uncomfortable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Owen grins and shakes his head as he comes into the parlor, holding the boxes out toward me.

      “Interested?”

      “Who the hell are you?” I ask.

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I thought we already established all this,” he says, some of the friendliness dropping from his voice. “Who is it you think I am now?”

      Picking up the papers Seb left, I push them toward him. “Maybe I should call you Amadeus.”

      He glances at the papers, then tosses them to the coffee table. “I’d really rather you not,” he says. He walks out of the room, leaving me open-mouthed. After a second, I stomp after him.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      Owen walks into the kitchen and sets the boxes on the counter. “What?” he asks. “I’ve never been the biggest fan of that name, but especially when people who know my real name use it. You never called me that when we were kids.”

      “Maybe because I didn’t know I was supposed to. You were just the boy who was at the same resort…” My fingertips press against the pain suddenly throbbing in my temples. “Which was actually a freaking palace. Holy shit.”

      “That was actually the summer house on my parents’ private island,” he says casually.

      My distaste for him is steadily growing. “Oh, right. Just the summer palace owned by your parents, the king and queen.”

      “You seriously didn’t know?” Owen asks.

      “No, I didn’t know. My grandparents just told me we were visiting their friends. They failed to mention they were royalty. Don’t you think that’s something I’d mention?”

      “Not really. I just thought it wasn’t that big of a deal.”

      I scoff.

      “Look,” he continues. “I didn’t get much of a chance to spend time with other kids when I was younger. My parents did their best to keep me pretty well-contained. By the time you came, I was a master of ducking my handler, so I could do what I wanted. When you were there, what I wanted was to hang out with you.”

      My mind is reeling. I snap at him. “Well, at least now I know why you are so used to getting everything you want.”

      “What’s so wrong with that?” he asks.

      “It’s not real, Owen. That’s not life.”

      “That’s funny,” he says sarcastically. “Because I think this is my life. Seems to me that makes it real.”

      “Please get out of my kitchen, Owen. This room isn’t open to guests.”

      “Stop being like that, Avery.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. I know you’re probably used to everyone falling at your feet and doing everything you command of them, but not me.”

      I stalk out of the kitchen, and he follows me.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      “Out.”

      My mind is so overwhelmed with fractured thoughts and confusing emotions that I barely recognize how far I’ve walked until I’m standing at Seb’s door. Lifting the iridescent pink pineapple ornament in the corner of the porch, I peel the small key off the bottom.

      That key opens the small box attached to the bottom of a bird feeder in a tree, which provides another key to a lockbox hidden under a bush. That's the key that lets me unlock the front door. When the keys are all back in their places, I let myself in the house. The figure just feet away makes me gasp, my hand pressing to my heart.

      “Son of a bitch!” I shout.

      Seb is standing in the middle of the living room, his arms opened wide and a sympathetic look on his face.

      “Need a hug?” he asks.

      “I might need a new best friend. What are you doing here?”

      He glances around, his arms still in place. “It’s my house.”

      “You said you were going back to work,” I say.

      “I thought you might need to talk, so I took the afternoon off.”

      “You let me go through all that to unlock a door you were standing behind?”

      “I couldn’t be hug-ready if I had to open the door for you.”

      Seeing him standing there, his arms still open, makes sudden emotion swell up in my throat. I step into Seb’s hug and let him sway me for a few seconds.

      “Come on, let’s go to the kitchen. You can help me.”

      I’ve been stashing caramel apples in Sebastian’s house for the last few days to protect them from GPS, and the small room is reaching capacity. Caramel and chocolate-coated apples rolled in a variety of toppings and wrapped in glistening cellophane cover virtually all surfaces. They are seriously tucked into every nook, cranny, and cabinet.

      “So, is it him?” Seb asks as I start a batch of caramel.

      “Yes,” I say. “So, for those keeping track, my current guest roster is a bitter travel blogger who has it out for my bed-and-breakfast but also has a moderate caramel apple addiction to take the edge off, a very nice lady named Ann who brought two outfits and a bag full of books, a man I haven’t seen since check-in, and… oh yeah, a prince.”

      “I mean, you have a good range there. That’s something.”

      “Yeah.” I press my hands to the counter and sag my head with a deep sigh. “I feel like an idiot.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Avery. You have a really nice library, too. Miss Ann just looks smart because her books weigh about a million pounds all together.”

      “Not about her,” I say. “About Owen. I confronted him, and he acted like I should have known all along. Like it’s just no big thing.”

      “Is it a big thing?” Seb asks.

      “That he’s a prince?” I ask incredulously.

      “I mean, yeah, it’s a big deal because he’s the bad-boy prince whose naughty reputation I’ve been reading about for years, but other than that…”

      “Other than that?” I shake my head and start shoving sticks into the apples spread out in front of me. “He was my first crush, Seb. I was only ten, and he was the older boy who drove me crazy by teasing me. The next summer when I went back, he wasn’t there.”

      “He would have been thirteen, which means he probably went to boarding school,” Seb says.

      “Well, I never saw him again. He’s always been that crush. That idealized first boy who caught my attention. Since I’d never met his parents and didn’t know anything about him, there’s always been a part of me that wanted to think of him as being like me. Maybe his parents didn’t have much to do with him, either, and the resort was his refuge from the upheaval of the rest of his life.”

      “He was your touch-point. He made you feel normal.”

      I nod. “And now I find out he had absolutely no idea what it was like because his parents weren’t distant. They were the king and freaking queen. He always got a little bit of a pass for being obnoxious and pushy, but I thought it was because he might be going through the same things as me. But, no. My folk hero is a literal prince not-charming.”

      “I think he’s still pretty damn charming,” Seb says. “Which brings me to my next question. How are you not throwing yourself at him?”

      “Did you not hear anything I just said?” I ask.

      “You’re upset because you didn’t know he was a prince, but that just happened. He’s been sleeping under your roof for four days now. He’s gorgeous, and he obviously wants your attention.”

      “If you are so familiar with how gorgeous he is, how did you not immediately recognize him?” I ask.

      “The pictures that have been splashed all over the celeblog—it’s a word, so don’t start with me. Anyway, those pictures have not exactly been the most flattering. But that’s not the point. You’re deflecting. This man has been doing everything he can to be in your orbit. What’s stopping you?”

      “He might be nice to look at, but the appeal stops there. Owen is domineering, aggravating, and very obviously used to getting everything he wants without having to put any effort into it. He doesn’t know what real work is and has never had to care about anything other than himself. I don’t have the time or patience for anyone like that in my life. You know how much I believe in hard work and pushing for what I want in life.”

      “What if that’s him?” Seb asks.

      “It’s not him.”

      “You haven’t given him a chance, Avery. Besides, Prince Amadeus has been going out of his way to get your attention. That doesn’t seem like someone who just wants what he wants.”

      “Please, Seb. Owen. His name is Owen. And if you bow to him one more time, you’re banned.”

      “Still deflecting.”

      “Him trying to get my attention is exactly him just wanting what he wants,” I say. “He’s just toying with me. The only reason he’s been trying is that I’m not giving into him. He’s not legitimately interested in me. He’s just trying to get what he wants from me. Besides, he’s only on the island for a short time before he goes home. Why waste my time on him?”

      “Alright,” Seb says, eyeing me like he knows something I don’t. “I’ll let it go.”

      “Thank you. Now, help me dip some apples. I only have a couple more days before the festival, and I want to be ready.”
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        * * *

      

      It takes longer than I expect to finish the batch of apples, and by the time I start back to Hometown Bed And Breakfast, the sun is already making its way down. Not for the first time in my career running the bed-and-breakfast, I’m glad dinner is not my responsibility for my guests. I’ll stuff them full of pastries, fruit, and eggs in the morning, but after that, I’m turning them loose on the rest of the village, and one of the other people can feed them for the rest of the day.

      There are lights glowing in two of the rooms at the back of the building, but the rest is dark. It seems most of my guests are still out enjoying all that Vidalia Isle has to offer. Fall is my favorite time on the island, and this year, there’s even more to draw in the tourists. Businesses are booming, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this is just the start of transforming the harvest into the most popular tourist season for the village.

      Stepping into the house, I tuck my keys away in the drawer. I don’t know why I bother bringing them with me most of the time. They start up my car only a handful of times each year, and that’s only in the dead of winter. There’s rarely the need for me to venture back into the storage buildings or the two small cottages tucked away on the grounds. It’s mostly force of habit from the few months immediately after my grandmother died, when the business ground to a halt and every time I left the building I locked the door behind me.

      Clinging to that may not be the healthiest routine of mine. I’m sure someone would say bringing them with me even when they aren’t needed is sending that energy out into the universe, and that I’m going to attract the lack of business or some similar type of mumbo-jumbo. I’d like to think the universe is too busy with other, more important things, like war and famine and preventing that tear in the time-space continuum everybody keeps hearing about, to worry if I have my keys with me on any given day.

      I take a step through the foyer and feel someone’s eyes on me. The feeling sweeps down the back of my neck and along my spine, making me turn sharply toward the parlor. For the second time today, an unexpected figure makes my heart jump into my throat. Someone is standing in the darkened room.

      It startles me, but something about it also draws me in. We take a step toward each other, and he becomes more visible in the light from the foyer. It shines on his red mask, and my stomach tightens.

      “It’s you,” I murmur.

      He lifts a finger to his lips to quiet me as he comes closer. In one swift movement, I’m in his arms, my chest crushed against his and his mouth devouring mine. There’s no pretense. No delicate seduction. He’s already had his first taste of me, and now he wants more. My body springs to life, and I’m more than happy to give him what he’s after. His strong hands tighten around me, and he lifts me enough to guide me back against the wall.

      Pressing me there, he kisses me harder, his tongue glazing over my bottom lip and touching my tongue with his. I wrap my arms around his neck eagerly and rise up on my toes to press harder into his kiss, letting my body seek his. His hips push forward, and I lift one leg, mimicking the position he held me in when we were back against the gazebo. I let the hard bulge at the front of his pants grind against me. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m aware that one of my guests could come into the foyer at any second and catch us, but I don’t care in the moment.

      The masked man kisses me until I’m breathless, and then he lifts me into his arms and starts toward my bedroom. It occurs to me through my foggy thoughts that the door opens immediately, meaning I must have forgotten to lock it. I never forget to lock my bedroom when I’m not in it but, much like the possibility of getting caught, I don’t care.

      The man tosses me onto my bed and leans down over me. Clothes fall away under desperate, hungry hands, but he keeps his mask firmly in place. His mouth is hot as it closes over my nipple, and his hand doesn’t hesitate to travel along my body and dip between my thigh. My body is already wet, waiting for his touch, and he plunges two fingers deep into me, pulling a cry from my chest.

      His cock settles on my leg, heavy and hard as it drips slick fluid onto my skin. Wrapping my hand around it, I pump at the same rhythm his fingers thrust hard into me. We’re both almost frantic with need for release, and just as my climax coils through my body, he rolls onto his back and slams his hard shaft into me. Taking my virginity. Lights dance in front of my eyes as he fills me, pushing me into my orgasm and drawing his name from my lips.

      Wait…

      Did I just scream… Owen?

      Everything has gone still as I reach up to move the man’s mask out of the way. Owen’s dancing hazel eyes grin up at me just before I snap awake.

      Heat radiates off my skin, and my sheets are tangled around my legs. The pounding of my heart sends ripples through my body, shivering on my skin. I look over at the clock on my nightstand, confirming it is an ungodly hour of the morning, sometime after the hour of drunk men stumbling home from the bar and before the sky wakes up. It doesn’t matter. That dream was enough to prevent me from going back to sleep tonight. Or maybe ever.

      Now I just have to convince my body to feel the same way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      The hammock and I have come to an agreement. At the very least, we’re in negotiations. I wriggle into place, sitting in the center and tossing myself back so I’m lying in it. The flimsy fabric of this thing is ridiculous.

      The first thing I’m doing when I get back home is ordering Avery a real hammock made of sturdy rope. One like that might be more temperamental and toss you out on your ass faster if you look at it funny, but at least there’s more of a chance of getting onto it.

      As if just thinking about heading back reached out through some cosmic connection I sincerely hope isn’t in place all the time, my phone rings. Fishing it out of my pocket, I glance at the screen just for confirmation before I answer. Like it could be anyone else.

      “Hello, Mother.”

      “Are you still in Vidalia Isle?” she asks, like she’s inquiring if I’m still serving time on a chain gang.

      “For someone who always talks about how much you loved this place, you sure are critical of it.”

      “I do love it,” she defends, “but not when it’s playing host to my son who is doing everything he can to avoid his responsibilities.”

      “You’re talking about me like I’m a kid who didn’t feed his dog again.”

      “You didn’t feed your dog when you were young. That’s why he’s now my dog.”

      “Better off that way,” I say. “Snippy little thing never liked me. He’s much better as a pampered lap dog.”

      “We aren’t talking about the dog,” she says.

      “And we also aren’t talking about a child. I’m a grown man.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m concerned. You are well beyond the age when you should be married and thinking about your future, but you don’t even have any prospects.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true,” I say. “There are plenty of women who would be happy to consider themselves prospects.”

      She doesn’t return my laugh. “Owen, we’re serious about this. You can’t continue performing your royal duties unmarried for much longer, and that means you can’t take the throne when your time comes.”

      “Dad is healthier and stronger than everyone in the palace combined. Unless you’re planning on knocking him off sometime in the near future and then turning yourself in out of your desperate guilt, I don’t think I really need to be contemplating my ascent to the throne right this second.”

      My mother shudders on the other end. “Don’t say things like that. It’s more than just your age you need to be thinking about. Your carefree attitude and less-than-dignified behavior on some of your recent escapades have started to affect your reputation. We are still trying to gloss over some of those tabloid features.”

      “The last time I ended up in a tabloid was last year,” I point out. “That doesn’t exactly qualify as recent.”

      There’s tussling on the other end, and my mother’s voice drifts into the distance.

      “Owen, this is your father.”

      “Thank you for telling me. I never would have recognized your voice. Speaking of which, if you drop it down an octave or two, the dramatic reveal will have more of an impact.”

      “Your mother is very upset.” He glides right past the joke without acknowledging it, but I know that’s only because if he gave himself even a second to think about it, he’d laugh and ruin his serious royal father routine.  My brown hair and affinity for popcorn with garlic butter come from my mother. The sense of humor is right from Dad.

      “I didn’t mean to upset her,” I tell him. “She just keeps pushing the issue.”

      “And she’s going to. Both of us are. Son, you know I’ve tried to distract her and keep her attention on other things, but there’s nothing I can do anymore. There are expectations, and the time has come for you to live up to them. We can’t ignore the laws of our country.”

      “I mean, you can. You are King.”

      “And as King, I’m held to an even higher regard. I have to honor our traditions and ways, and that means making sure my only child continues them. According to the law, you have to be married within the year, or you forfeit your eventual claim to the throne. Your wild days have to come to an end. It’s time to get yourself together and settle down. Your future depends on it.”

      The message sits heavy in my chest. “Understood,” I say.

      “Good. You really must do what I say, Owen. Do you know why?”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” his voice drops low, “I am your father.”

      It’s not quite James Earl Jones territory, but it cracks the tension and brings a grin to my face.

      “There it is.”

      “Have fun in Vidalia Isle, then come home.”

      I hang up with a sick feeling in my stomach. This is exactly what I came to the island to escape. The expectation for me to marry by the age of thirty isn’t new. It’s been drilled into me since the time I was old enough to even understand what marriage was. But I’ve never put much thought into it. I wouldn’t let myself think that far into the future. That’s always what it felt like… Far.

      Until last year, when it came right up in my face. Now they want me to not only come to terms with the reality of needing to get married within the next year if I want to ever take over the rule of Calidonia but also that my parents think they’ve already chosen my wife for me.

      The conversation has totally taken the fun out of my daily swing in the hammock. My days in Vidalia Isle are feeling more numbered, so I’m determined to enjoy my time here as much as possible. I brace myself and roll, depositing myself out of the hammock, ready to head back inside. Avery hasn’t spoken to me since yesterday when we had the showdown over my identity, and I’ve had enough of the silent treatment.

      As much as I don’t want to admit it, she’s still getting to me. The backdoor leading into the kitchen is locked, so I have to walk all the way around to the front of the bed-and-breakfast to get back in. As I come around the side of the building, I notice someone standing on the porch, leaning down so close to one of the railings it almost looks like he’s passed out and conveniently landed with his forehead flat on the white-painted wood.

      “Do you need some help?” I ask, stepping up onto the veranda.

      He snaps up sharply, and I see it’s the red-faced man Avery refers to as GPS. I still think it’s possible she was so wrapped up in the idea of the blogger showing up at Hometown Bed And Breakfast and giving her a review she projected it onto this guest, but I have to admit the small notebook in one of his hands, and the picture he snaps with his phone don’t bode well for my theory.

      “Not as much as this bed-and-breakfast does.”

      He says it like it’s offensive Hometown Bed And Breakfast would think of itself under that title.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      He looks around conspiratorially. “I guess I can speak freely. It’s not like the owner is here. I don’t think I’ve seen her more than twice since I checked in.”

      “Her name is Avery,” I tell him, the defensive edge in my voice evident enough to bring his eyes away from whatever he’s scribbling on his notebook.

      “I’m more concerned about her business.”

      “Oh, really?” I ask. “And why is that? As far as I can see, Avery is doing just fine for herself.”

      The shade of his face brightens, and he shoves his notebook into his pocket like he thinks I’ll forget he was holding it and not figure out who he is.

      “Because I’m staying here. As a fellow guest, doesn’t it bother you?”

      “Not really,” I tell him without a hint of humor. “But I have a fairly high tolerance.”

      It takes a few seconds for what I said to sink in, and he lets out a huff. “You may not be concerned about woefully insufficient amenities, faded paint on the porch, a repetitive and derivative breakfast each meal, and a total lack of customer service, but I am accustomed to better.”

      Did he just say derivative breakfast?

      He stalks past me, and I watch him disappear into the backyard before I start down the driveway. I’m halfway to the village when I notice a woman coming toward me. Her face is buried in the book she’s holding, and I have to swerve to avoid running into her. A rock in the path doesn’t extend her the same courtesy.

      I’d been able to walk around it, but she was so invested in her reading she steps directly on it and stumbles. She manages to stay on her feet even as everything in her arms goes flying around her and scatters on the ground. I go back to help her, tucking a wide assortment of snacks into the canvas bag that’s sagging in the dirt and then reaching for the book. As I hand it back to her, I catch the title.

      “The Stranger Beside Me?” I ask.

      It doesn’t fit with the cropped, fading blonde hair and wire-rimmed glasses that look back at me, but she smiles broadly. I met her over breakfast this morning but can’t remember her name.

      “Are you a fan of Ann Rule?” she asks enthusiastically.

      “Can’t say that I’ve read anything of hers,” I tell her, handing her the last few objects from the ground and helping her up.

      “Oh, you should. She’s so insightful. Of course, I might be a little biased considering we share a name, but her insight into the mind of killers is…” She lets out a sigh just a tad too close to exhilarated. “Incredible.”

      “Maybe I’ll try one of her books sometime.”

      She bats her eyelashes at me. “Any time you want to borrow one of her books, come on by my room. You’re more than welcome to anything.”

      Well, that’s uncomfortable.

      “Thank you for the offer. Have a nice day, Ann.”

      She blinks at me a few times.

      That has to be her name, right? She said she shares her name with that writer.

      Could her name seriously be Rule?

      The silence stretches for another few seconds, becoming increasingly awkward until she finally smiles again and waves before heading toward Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      I make it to the village and roam around for a while, simultaneously enjoying taking in my surroundings and looking for Avery. Without having experienced the island at any other time of the year, I can’t say with certainty this is the best time, but what I’ve seen from the fall here so far, it’s hard to imagine any other season being better. Far from a tropical oasis, Vidalia Isle is a cozy small town that happens to be floating around, surrounded by the bay.

      The trees that line the edges of the island and sneak in throughout the houses and other buildings almost glow in shades of red, orange, and yellow, making them decorations on their own. Along the main street of the village, autumnal leaves and arrangements festoon old-fashioned light posts, and curved glass storefronts boast pumpkins and hay bales.

      As if the decorations going up gave the climate a hint, the temperature has dropped over the last few days, creating cool, crisp days, and nights chilly enough to warrant a comforter rather than just a blanket. I was even compelled to buy a cup of apple cider to sip as I stroll along the sidewalk. I don’t know if I’ve ever purposely purchased apple cider in my life.

      It’s impossible to go anywhere in the village without hearing people chattering excitedly about the upcoming festival, which is exactly what Avery’s talking about when I hear her voice. Looking around, I notice her going into the little shop that looks like a gingerbread house, the one where she bought the sprinkles. Crossing the street in a village that doesn’t allow cars is much simpler than in the big cities I’ve visited, and I jog across, wanting to take the chance to clear the air with Avery.

      As I reach for it, the door to the shop swings open, smacking me in the gut with the heavy metal handle. Reacting to being startled by the impact and also trying not to stumble back into the women crossing behind me results in a strange bucking movement that sends my apple cider flying.

      Directly onto Avery.

      Her gasp quickly turns to something very close to a growl as her frustration grows. She brushes at her shirt, but droplets slip down into her neckline.

      “Avery, I am so sorry,” I say.

      Her eyes narrow at me, and she takes a step away as I take a step toward her. “Owen, do you always have to be in the way?” she snaps.

      “Wait. In the way? I wasn’t in your way. You’re the one that flung the door open without looking. I only apologized because it’s the decent thing to do.”

      She scoffs. “I don’t usually take the time to check around outside before I open a door.”

      “Maybe you should,” I tell her. “Then you wouldn’t open doors into people.”

      She looks down at the cider dribbling off her and sighs. “This is the second time you’ve managed to soak me.”

      “At least it was apple cider and not iced tea. That would have been a lot more unpleasant.”

      There isn’t even the hint of laughter in her eyes, and I relent.

      “Look, I’m sorry you got splashed again. Let me buy you some dry clothes so you aren’t cold.”

      Her expression shifts as dramatically and darkly as if I’d recommended she just strip off the wet clothes and spend the rest of her afternoon in the bright pink bra I can see through her cream-colored shirt.

      “You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Throwing your money around and showing off. Well, I don’t need your money, and I’m not impressed. I’ll be fine. Now, please, let me out of the shop so I can continue my day.”

      Her anger is shocking. The tension between us has been palpable since the first day I arrived here, but it has wound up inside her, tighter and tighter, until she is like a walking time bomb.

      “I’m not showing anything off. It’s chilly out here. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable,” I tell her.

      “You are so unrealistic,” she says.

      I’m still trying to wrap my head around her outburst when she pushes past me and stalks down the sidewalk, Skylar slinking out behind her.
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      "Should I not mention what just happened, or are you going to explain it to me?" Skylar asks as we push through the door into the coffee shop.

      Betsy behind the counter makes eye contact with me and goes to work putting together our usual order. Not having to stand in line means I can go to my favorite spot and slump down into the seat, dropping my forehead to the table.

      "It was as bad as I think it was, wasn't it?" I ask.

      "It wasn't good," she says. "The man offered to buy you dry clothes because he spilled some cider on you, which by the way, was completely your fault, and you went all Rambina on him."

      "Rambina?" I ask, peeling my forehead off the table so I can give her the full effect of my confused expression.

      "Yes. The feminine of Rambo."

      "I don't think it actually is, and does there really need to be a feminine of Rambo?"

      "There does because if you decided to start roaming around shirtless with a strip of fabric wrapped around your head being all sweaty and violent, I'd be forced to host an intervention." She straightens in her seat and brushes her hair back over her shoulder. "That and I might not accurately remember the movie."

      I make a confirming sound and rest my forehead to the table again but lift it almost instantly.

      "Wait. What do you mean it was completely my fault?" I ask.

      "It was completely your fault," she reaffirms. "You're the one who shoved the door open like you were about to start kicking ass and taking names. He was just standing there."

      "Are you defending him?" I ask.

      "Is there a reason I shouldn't be? This loops us right back to your little temper-tantrum out there. Is there some reasoning behind your inordinate reactions to Owen?"

      "No," I say. "I mean, yes. But... no."

      "Well, I'm so glad we cleared that up."

      I sit up straighter, but I still feel like something is pressing down on my shoulders. "Did Sebastian tell you the big revelation?"

      "Of course he did," she says. "I'm kind of hurt you didn't call me."

      "I was planning on talking to you about it today," I tell her.

      Skylar looks at me expectantly. "So?"

      "So, what?" I ask.

      "Exactly. So, what? I'm failing to see the connection between Owen being a literal prince and you going all…"

      "Don't call me Rambina again," I cut her off.

      "Postal on him. There. Am I allowed to say that still?"

      "I don't think anyone has ever been allowed to say that," I sigh. "It doesn't make sense, and I know it doesn't make sense. But when I get near him it just feels like…" I give a sharp wiggle and shake my hands to the sides like an angry cat getting out of the water. "He just gets under my skin."

      "Why?" Skylar asks.

      "He is so condescending and totally negates how hard I work to keep Hometown Bed And Breakfast running and try to get my apples off the ground. But then he brings back a stack of box lunches because he couldn't decide which to get and wants to share. He can be such an arrogant ass and just push all my buttons. But then he has a long talk with the hammock because he can't figure out how to use it and it's…"

      "Adorable?"

      "Aggravating." I sag a little further. "But, yes. He was my first crush, Sky. You remember what that's like."

      "The Resin Boyfriend," she says with a knowing nod. "The guy you preserve in your mind in a pristine, perfect form and by which all other guys are consciously or subconsciously compared."

      "Exactly. After that week in the palace—" I almost gag on the word as it tries to come out of my mouth. I still can't believe I thought it was a resort. Where the hell did I think the room keys, ice buckets, and other guests were? "Owen stayed in my mind. We fought a lot of the time we were together, but he was like the miniature version of the bad boy with the heart of gold. I turned him into a fabled heroic figure who represented all that was good and noble about having a kind of messed up childhood and knowing the value of hard work and independence."

      "You Prince-and-the-Paupered him. Literally," she says.

      "I what?"

      "You Prince-and-the-Paupered him. You remember that story. The prince meets the peasant boy who conveniently looks exactly like him and they both bitch about their lives, so they decide to switch places. Essentially, it’s The Parent Trap just without the unrealistic custody arrangement and unhealthy attempts at reuniting a bad marriage. Anyway, the whole point is people see them a certain way because of who they think they are and treat them likewise. You thought you were meeting the pauper when you were actually meeting the prince. Same person, just a different title."

      "What title?"

      My coffee shows up in front of me, but the voice attached to the hand holding it doesn't belong to Betsy. I look up at Chad and roll my eyes.

      "Son of a bitch," I mutter.

      "Well, that was a pleasant greeting," he says. "You've developed such charm since we broke up."

      "That's the point, Chad. We broke up. So, why are you here, and what are you doing with my coffee?"

      "I want to talk to you," he says. "You didn't even give me a chance at the ball."

      "Grabbing me when I try to get away from you isn't the way to get a chance to talk to me," I point out.

      "Who was that goon you sent after me?" my ex asks.

      "Goon?" I ask, unable to hold back a mirthless laugh. "When did you become a Prohibition-era gangster?"

      "That's something you might have wanted to mention to her," Skylar interjects. "It might have made you more interesting."

      "Thank you, Sky," I say in my 'this-is-already-uncomfortable-enough-I-appreciate-you-but-please-shut-up' voice.

      "Yes. Thank you, Sky," Chad hisses in a much less pleasant tone. "I really don't need you sticking your nose in."

      "At least that would mean I got to stick something in," she snaps back.

      "OK, that's enough of that. You," I say, pointing at Skylar, "uncalled for. And you"—I turn to point at Chad—"just unwanted. There's nothing left for us to talk about. Our relationship didn't work out. It's not the end of the world, but this is the end of you trying to bring it back."

      "I'm not going to accept that, Avery," Chad says.

      "You don't really have a choice. I've moved on. It's time for you to do the same."

      "You've moved on?" he asks, unable to conceal the seething note from his voice. "With that masked idiot from the ball?"

      "No, Chad, I've moved on with myself. I'm focusing on my businesses right now and don't need anything to distract me or take away from the time I have to devote to them," I tell him with a sigh.

      "Your businesses? Since when do you give a damn about that bed-and-breakfast? You've said yourself you never wanted to run it and don't think you're cut out for it."

      "What I want is none of your business anymore."

      "Excuse me," an embarrassed voice says from behind Chad.

      He steps out of the way and Betsy approaches the table. She holds a brown paper shopping bag out to me. A flourish stamped in peacock-blue ink near the handle tells me it’s from a little clothing boutique a block down.

      "A gentleman just brought this in and asked me to give it to you," she says.

      "What gentleman?" I ask.

      "What did he look like?" Skylar asks, her tone curious and excited.

      "Tall. Handsome." She lets out a sigh. "Hazel eyes."

      Yep.

      "Owen," Skylar and I murmur at the same time.

      "Who is Owen?" Chad asks in disgust. "Are you going to tell me you renamed your business and it's buying you gifts now?"

      I reach into the bag and pull out a soft pale blue sweater. "He's a guest," I tell Chad. "And someone I've known for many years. He spilled a drink on me earlier."

      He scoffs. "Convenient."

      "Are you finished?" I ask. "I came here to have coffee with Skylar and talk through some business things."

      "Of course," he says bitterly. "Your precious business. That's so much more important than the promises you make to people."

      "I never promised you anything, Chad," I say.

      "You did. You know you did. Just remember, Avery, businesses fail. You never know when things could go wrong, and when that happens, who is going to be there for you?"

      He backs away from the table for a few steps, his icy eyes burning into mine, then turns and leaves the shop.

      "Holy creepy ex, Batman," Skylar says.

      I shake my head and take a sip of my now-lukewarm coffee.

      "He's harmless," I tell her. "Everyone had just built up our relationship so much; it got into his head. You know he's always been an overachiever. It drives him crazy he's not the one in control of this."

      "Just be careful," she warns.

      "Be careful about what? Did something happen?"

      I hear Owen's voice before I see him coming toward us carrying a new drink, his expression concerned. The showdown with Chad has left me shaking, but the protective look in Owen's eyes calms me.

      "Just my ex-boyfriend," I tell him. "It's fine."

      "You don't look like it's fine," he says. "What did he say?" His eyes flash between me and Skylar.

      "That her business might fail. It was vaguely threatening," Skylar says.

      "He threatened you?" Owen asks angrily. "Do you need me to talk to him?"

      An unexpected shiver rolls through me. "He was just annoying me. Really. I can handle Chad," I say, trying to keep my face neutral.

      "Let me know if you change your mind," he says. He glances at the bag still sitting in my lap. "Do you like the sweater?"

      "Oh," I look down at it. "Yes, It's beautiful. Thank you. You really didn't have to do that."

      Or make someone else bring it over to me.

      "I don't want you to be cold. Besides, I know you will look amazing in that color." His eyes slowly slide over to Skylar, who is openly staring at him. "You look busy. I'm going to go check out the library. My parents suggested I see it, and there's a tour this afternoon." He walks away from the table, then turns back. "I'm sorry I didn't bring the sweater over to the table. It seemed like a good idea to avoid holding it and a drink at the same time. Just track record speaking."

      I smile and watch him leave. Skylar looks like Kermit the Frog sipping a cup of tea when I look back at her.

      "Mmmm-hmmmm," she says through a teasing smile.

      "What?" I ask, taking a sip of my coffee to cover up my own smile.

      "Nothing," she says.

      "Okay. Enough of the significant looks. Let's just talk about the festival. I've narrowed down the options for the new labels. Help me choose." I reach for my phone right as it buzzes with an alert. "That was weird."

      "Are your pictures calling you?"

      I look at the screen and feel my heart sink. "GPS posted a new blog," I tell her. "It's a review of a bed-and-breakfast in Virginia."

      "He's posting about another place while staying at yours? It's like he's cheating on your bed-and-breakfast."

      "It's his method. He'll review one place while staying somewhere else so that he can keep people guessing." My eyes scan over the review, and my stomach sinks again. "Ugh. Either this place is the worst he's ever been to, or simply staying at Hometown Bed And Breakfast has put him in such a bad mood he's thrashing every place he hasn't reviewed yet."

      "That bad?" Skylar asks. "What's he saying?"

      "It's pretty long, but I'll give you the greatest hits. It looks like a shoebox tossed into the middle of a field. The sheets are like cat tongues. The decorations made him feel like he was staying in an English garden sachet tucked in an old lady's underwear drawer. Breakfast made him feel like he was preparing to walk the Green Mile."

      Skylar blinks. "Old... lady's... underwear drawer."

      "That's what it says," I confirm.

      "I don't even know what any of that is supposed to mean, and it is savage," Skylar whispers, her hand pressed to her heart. Any second now she's going to get the vapors.

      "Yeah. I'm pretty certain he's just being a human for Halloween. He's some other sort of slithery creature." I think about this and shake my head. "No. Never mind. That's being too mean to slithery creatures."

      "You never know. Hometown Bed And Breakfast could be what changes him." I tilt my head at her, and she takes another sip of her coffee. "Show me those label pictures. Yay, labels!"

      "Your enthusiasm is touching." I pull up the pictures of the labels I designed for my caramel apples. "This one is the closest to the label I've already been using. Which, of course, means I like it. But does that mean I shouldn't use it?"

      "You shouldn't use it because you like it?" she asks.

      "No, I mean, I shouldn't use it because it's like the other one and I like that one."

      Skylar nods slowly. "Right." She points at the second picture. "What about that one?"

      "I think it's cute without being cloying. It has kind of a retro vibe but isn't old-fashioned. And it's very seasonal, which is perfect for the festival."

      "Have you asked Owen his opinion?" she asks without looking up from my phone.

      "You're just going to slip that into the conversation, huh?"

      She shrugs innocently. "I'm just pointing out all the words you used to describe the new labels just happen to also be appropriate for him. He's cute. He's sweet without being cloying."

      "I didn't say the label was sweet," I point out.

      "Well, his cuteness gives him extra points. You two have known each other since you were kids, and that's pretty retro."

      "And he's seasonal?" I ask.

      "Yes. You said it yourself. He's only going to be here for a short time. Seasonal."

      I nod and point at the pictures again. "Let's just concentrate on the labels, okay? I just want to push past Chad and worrying about the blog and everything, and just focus on the festival."

      "Sure." She leans closer and examines the images, then swipes her finger across the screen to see the next two. "These look exactly the same."

      "Different colors."

      "Ah." She stares at them in silence for a few more seconds, then leans slowly toward me. Her eyes don't move from the screen. "He really is sweet, you know."

      "Skylar…"

      "The man brought you a sweater because he was afraid you were cold. And because he thought you would be beautiful in it. And, and I simply cannot emphasize this enough, he threatened Chad for you. He's a knight in shining armor!" she gushes.

      "I've never heard a prince be demoted to a knight as a compliment, but consider it noted," I tell her.

      She goes back to trying to figure out the differences among the label options, but I'm not thinking about stickers and cellophane. My mind is with the protective look in Owen's eyes and the feeling of warmth it sent through me, taking away the chill from Chad's words.
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      “Stop rearranging the apples. Stop rearranging the apples. Stop rearranging the apples.” Sebastian smacks my hand. “Stop it. They look perfect. You need to calm down.”

      He glances down the midway toward the other tables set up with vendors, and I take the opportunity to twist the peanut-covered caramel apple around slightly to better display the label.

      “They really did an amazing job,” he says, glancing back at me. “This place looks amazing.”

      He's right. Festivals in Vidalia Isle are set up along the beloved Boardwalk that leads along the bay and down to the village green. Vidalia Isle residents wasted no time when it came time for fall decorations to go up. It’s only the first week of September and already the entire area is decorated in every manner of autumnal glory imaginable. Hay bales displaying pumpkins in every shade of orange, white, green, and dusty blue line the slats of the boardwalk, taking away the last lingering reminders of summer afternoons spent around the tiny ice cream shop and crawling down the rocks for a dip in the bay.

      Further down, tall corn stalks make a fun maze. The plan is to leave the stalks up even after the festival to give families plenty of opportunities to run through the maze before it gets converted into a haunted attraction for adrenaline-starved teenagers and adults looking for a date opportunity, with virtually guaranteed cuddle opportunities, closer to Halloween. I might take a swing through it if I work myself up to being able to tolerate people in masks jumping out at me and the potential for my love of corn on the cob to be ruined.

      “No one is even come by to look at the apples,” I say.

      “That'll probably get taken care of when the festival opens,” Seb points out. “You just need to take a breath, Avery. Remember, this is supposed to be fun. It's a fall festival, and you're finally fulfilling your dream of having your very own table. No sharing your space with the Doo-Wops acapella group or the Honey Bee Awareness Association for you.”

      I nod.

      “The Doo-Wops weren't too bad. They did that medley of all the hits of the 70s and one of the 80s that were pretty entertaining. I had some problems with the honey bees.”

      “You know for that whole next year, everybody who bought jars of honey from Alfredo said it had a really nice caramel taste to it,” Sebastian says.

      “Well, at least somebody got to taste it. Nobody would get anywhere near my apples. A bunch of hopped-up bees with really sticky feet will ruin a caramel apple display every time,” I say.

      “I still say it wasn't your fault Vidalia Isle never hosted another outdoor Mother's Day brunch. Besides, that was your inspiration for putting the nice crinkly cellophane around your apples. So, silver linings.”

      “That's true. Where is Skylar? She was going to go by Hometown Bed And Breakfast and make sure your breakfast was set out for everybody and then meet us here. I haven't seen her.”

      “I'm sure she'll be here soon,” he assures me. “I just talked to her last night, and she said she couldn't wait for us to see the outfit she put together for today.”

      “Well, I'm looking forward to that. Lord only knows what Skylar considers festival gear,” I say.

      As if us talking about her conjured her into being, Skylar appears at the end of the midway and rushes toward us. 'Rushes' being a relative term. The tall orange high heels she's wearing make it a touch challenging to achieve a speed much beyond scurrying, but at least they're the same shade as the vibrant bandage dress that leaves exactly nothing to the imagination. She grins as she makes it to the side of the table.

      “This looks fantastic,” she says.

      I walk around the side of the table to hug her. “Good morning. The jack-o-lantern face is a nice touch.”

      She looks down as she runs her hands along the sides of her rib cage and down her waist on to her hips. The movement slightly stretches the black triangles positioned directly over her nipples and the jagged smile that stretches from hip bone to hip bone.

      “Thank you! You don't think it's too much?”

      “Absolutely not,” I tell her. “What's a fall festival without at least one cocktail dress?”

      “That's what I thought,” she says with an excited grin. “Oh, breakfast went really well. I wanted to tell you that. That creepy woman with all the books drank like four glasses of orange juice that she said was the best she ever had. That other guy said nothing, which is no surprise since I haven't heard him speak a word since he checked in.”

      “What about...”

      She cuts me off before I can even finish the question. “Owen?” she asks with a knowing tease in her voice.

      “I was going to ask about Mr. Mercer,” I tell her.

      She sticks her bottom lip out. There are many things Skylar is good at, and one of them is managing to look beautiful while pouting. It's astonishing to me she hasn't scooped up some exorbitantly wealthy man who thinks she's adorable when she pouts and is willing to do anything it takes to make her smile again. I suppose there's still a chance.

      “Your blogger extraordinaire is fine,” she tells me, distinctly less pleased to be talking about GPS than Owen. “And he said he was planning on checking out the festival later today.”

      “Perfect,” I say. “I'm sure that will lighten him right up.”

      “I apologized for you not being there, and he said he's gotten pretty used to it. And now that I think that through, maybe it isn't as fine as my initial evaluation,” she tells me.

      “Know what, that's not fine. That's definitely not fine,” I say, my voice creeping higher.

      “Yes, it is,” Sebastian says. “It’s because you're not there right now. You are here on this beautiful day at the first annual Vidalia Isle Harvest Festival, ready to wow the masses with your kick-ass caramel apples.”

      “Some of them even have chocolate sprinkles,” I point out.

      “See?” he says with an encouraging grin as he rubs my arms. “Some of them even have chocolate sprinkles. They're bound to be successful.”

      “Thank you,” I say. I look at Skylar. “Thank you for handling breakfast this morning.”

      “Of course,” she says. “I know how much you want this, and I'll be there for you any way I can.”

      “It looks like she'll need it,” Sebastian says. “The festival just opened, and I already see people eyeing the apples. Man your battle stations, ladies.”

      Turns out he was right, and for the next few hours while slinging apples, I was talking up the many events I could make all the more festive with an assortment of customized caramel apples. Not that I've ever done anything like that, but when a heavily pregnant woman asks if I could make itty-bitty apples decorated with blue sprinkles for her upcoming baby shower, I assure her I could absolutely make itty-bitty apples decorated with blue sprinkles for that upcoming baby shower.

      By the time the flow of festival-goers slows down, I'm hot and thirsty. Strands of hair have wiggled their way out of my ponytail, and I shake my entire inky-dark mane down so I can sweep it back up off my neck. I've just managed to wrangle it up onto my head when I notice a cup appear on the corner of the table. One finger touches it, pushing it slowly toward me across the coppery tablecloth. I follow the finger up and see Owen looking at me with a soft smile.

      "I figure if I'm not holding it, the chances of spilling it are greatly diminished," he says. Sebastian lets out a slight yip behind me, and Owen's eyes lift over my head to him. "Cinnamon Buns," he greets.

      "Strawberry Eclair," Seb says from over my shoulder.

      I turn my head to look at him. "What does that even mean?" I murmur.

      He shakes his head and rests it against the back of mine for a second. "I don't know anymore," he says.

      Picking up the cup, I take a long sip of sweet tea. It's not exactly the fall beverage I was anticipating, but it's cold and soothing against my throat, making me glad for the lack of spice and heat.

      "Thank you for the drink," I say. "It's exactly what I needed."

      "Absolutely," Owen says.

      "Are you having fun at the festival?" I ask.

      "I just got here. Not sure what to do first." His eyes sweep over the festival, then come back to me. "Do you want to come check it out with me?"

      And my mind just went blank. Absolutely nothing. It's all gone.

      "Of course she would," Skylar says.

      "Oh, um. I can't. The table has been really busy, and people keep wanting to talk to the person who made the apples."

      There are so many words and of all of them, those are the ones I go with. Fantastic.

      "Then I'll talk to them," Seb offers. I shoot him a look, and he narrows his eyes back. "What? I dipped, flipped, carameled, and sprinkled quite a few of these bad boys, thank you very much."

      "Just for a little bit," Owen says.

      Skylar gently pushes me toward him.

      "You deserve a break," she tells me. "Seb and I've got this. We'll hold down the fort. You go and have a good time."

      I smile awkwardly at Owen as we fall into step heading down the boardwalk.

      You've got good friends," he says.

      I nod. "Yeah. They're amazing. I don't know what I'd do without them."

      "How long have you known them?" Owen asks.

      "Since I was pretty young," I tell him. "I met Skylar first. We'd play together in the summers when I came to stay with my grandparents. Then when we got a little older, we met Sebastian. I looked forward to getting back here and seeing them all year."

      His eyes slide to me, and I notice a mischievous look form on his face.

      "Hmmmm…" he says.

      "What?" I ask suspiciously. "What is that look?"

      "I know what we should do first."

      He starts walking backward.

      "Where are you going?" I ask.

      "Come with me," he says. "Finish your drink."

      "Because that inspires so much confidence in me."

      "Come on," he insists.

      I take the last swig of tea and toss the cup into a nearby trash can disguised in a tower of hay bales. That's dedication to details. When I step up beside him, Owen turns around and continues forward, leading me toward the green where rides, games, and other attractions scattered in the grass make up the traditional festival atmosphere.

      "Are you going to fill me in on the plan?" I ask.

      "Just be patient," he says. A few steps later, he looks at me. "Do you trust me?"

      "That's debatable.”

      He laughs and gestures at where he's led me. "The Fun House," he says. "Like your place... only fun."

      "That probably sounded a lot better when it was still in your head, didn't it?" I ask.

      "It did," he affirms, then fishes around in his pocket, pulling out a handful of red tickets. "I've got tickets."

      "You came prepared." I follow him to the podium set up outside the entrance to the Fun House.

      Owen tears off a few of the tickets and hands them to the teenager perched behind the podium.

      "Can't go to a festival and not be ready…"

      "For the fun?"

      "Exactly." He gestures toward the entrance with a dramatic sweep of his arm. "After you."

      "How chivalrous," I say.

      He shrugs. "It's in the job description."

      He flashes me a sexy smile and follows me inside. At first, there is very little fun to the Fun House. The door leads to the bottom of a set of metal steps running to one side along a wall covered in black tarp. Splashes of neon green and pink paint on the tarp glow in the blacklight coming from some unseen source.

      "Looks like an alien murder scene in here," I say.

      "Your mind is such a lovely, happy place," Owen says. "Makes me feel safe."

      I laugh as we continue up the stairs to a level filled with what look like punching bags dangling from the ceiling.

      "I don't know if this is encouraging getting out aggression or a warped way to force exercise on people," I say, weaving around one bag and promptly getting bounced in the side of the head with another. "Where's the door?"

      Owen fights his way past a few of the punching bags, and I lose sight of him. "This way," he calls. "Just follow the sound of my voice."

      Each of us trying to get through independently means a lot of bags swinging around, hitting each other and us, and making the way through the room even more disorienting. Finally, I find the door and Owen waiting for me. It leads us to something that reminds me of a cement mixer painted in black and white stripes. It looks like we're walking through an analog portal to the next dimension.

      "This looks treacherous," I say, pausing at the mouth of the churning tunnel. "Remind me to tell Skylar not to try the Fun House. Nothing sadder at Halloween time than a splattered jack o' lantern."

      "It's okay," Owen says, stepping up beside me. "We don't have to go through it."

      "What do you mean?" I ask.

      He gestures at it, and I can't help but notice his chest is distinctly puffed out as he evaluates the tunnel gallantly. "If you're scared or worried you're going to fall. We can just go back through the other way," he says.

      I roll my eyes and run headlong into the tunnel. Moving as fast as I can, I get out the other side and turn back to face Owen. He stares at me in surprise, then looks at the tunnel with a distinctly higher degree of uncertainty.

      "Come on, Prince Charming. You're not going to make the damsel in distress rescue you, are you?" I tease playfully.

      He stretches his neck to either side in preparation, braces himself, and runs into the spinning tunnel. The center portion catches his feet, and he stumbles slightly. There's a brief moment when I'm concerned I'll have a Lost Sock tumble dryer situation before he regains control. He throws himself out and lands beside me.

      "Nothing but nailing it," he says.

      "Yeah, that was smooth," I tell him. "How do we get out of here?"

      "Aren't you having fun?" he asks. I laugh, and he grins at me. "There's another staircase. Let's find out what's up at the top."

      His eyes sparkle as he eases past me and starts up the stairs. They’re even tighter than the first, but they lack the splatters. It seems whoever designed the Fun House gave up on the psychosis theme partway through. We reach the top of the stairs and find another attendant perched on a stool, staring down at his phone as he flips through social media.

      "Lie flat on your back, cross your arms over your chest, enjoy the slide," he mutters in monotone without lifting his eyes.

      "Winning points for your future career," Owen says, stepping up to the slide. He glances back at me. "See you at the bottom, Damsel."

      Like a good listener, he sits down and crosses his arms over his chest mummy-style before slinging himself backward. The movement rockets him down the enclosed inflatable slide, and he's out of sight in an instant. All I hear is his delighted cheer as he slides, then a soft thud.

      "Are you okay?" the attendant calls down the slide.

      My eyes lock on his blue-striped hair, and the one hoop earring threaded precariously close to the edge of his lobe.

      "What would happen if he wasn't okay?" I ask.

      A bloodshot gaze replaces the earlobe. He pats the walkie-talkie on his hip seriously.

      "Your turn!" Owen's voice comes up to me, muffled by the inflatable tube.

      I sit at the entrance of the slide and toss myself backward the way Owen had, not thinking about the second instruction and leaving my arms by my sides. A few feet later, my body skids to a stop.
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      The top of the slide several inches above me is solid red, but a panel of thick clear plastic creates a window in the wall beside me. Owen's face pops into it, his hands pressed against the plastic on either side like he's staring into an aquarium.

      "What are you doing?" he says.

      "Nothing, apparently," I say. "I stopped sliding."

      "Your arms aren’t crossed," he points out.

      I slap my hands to my shoulders but don't move.

      "It didn't help," I say.

      "Having your arms crossed isn't magic."

      I start bouncing, trying to propel myself down the slide.

      "Ma'am, please don't do that. I don't know if the slide can take it," the sullen teenager drawls from above me.

      My head snaps back to look at him.

      "Did you just call me fat?" I look sharply at Owen. "I think he just called me fat."

      "He didn't call you fat," Owen reassures me. I bounce again, gaining another couple of feet, but my apparent inability to operate an inflatable slide properly keeps me stuck in the tube. "Hold on. Give me just a minute."

      He disappears from the window.

      "Where are you going? Give you a minute for what?" I shout after him.

      In the recesses of the Fun House, I hear heavy footsteps and some muffled profanity I can only imagine is Owen running up the stairs and getting nearly taken out by the spinning tunnel. His footsteps hit the landing.

      "You have to wait until she's out of there," the attendant says.

      Owen doesn't respond, and I get a nervous feeling in my chest.

      "What are you doing?" I call up.

      "Rescuing the damsel," Owen says.

      The sound of his body slipping down the plastic material makes me shift out of the way, but not enough to stop him from colliding with me. Strong arms scoop me up, and I find my face buried against the side of his neck as we shoot down the slide. I dislodge from him just in time to hit the blue mat at the bottom, and we land in a tangled heap.

      Owen's body crushes down on mine, his mouth close enough to my lips to feel his breath on them. His slow exhale slipping between them ends our laughter. My breath deepens, but his weight pressing down on me stops my lungs from expanding enough.

      "Your arms weren't crossed," I whisper.

      "Extenuating circumstances."

      The tip of his nose brushes mine, but as he dips his head slightly closer, the attendant comes rushing around the side of the temporary building. His walkie-talkie crackles as he frantically speaks into it and Owen and I scramble to our feet.

      "Just stay down," the attendant commands. "Help is on the way."

      "We really don't need any help," I say. "We're fine."

      "That's what the pad is for," Owen points out. "No need to call in the cavalry."

      We rush away from the Fun House before he can tackle us and force us to wait for official festival emergency services to arrive.

      "My turn next," I say. "You picked that, and I'm going to choose…" I let the word trail off as I look around. A grin curves my lips when I see it. "That."

      Taking off before Owen can answer, I head directly for the Wild Mouse roller coaster. Time slips away, and even though I know I should be back at the table with Seb and Skylar, the draw toward Owen is getting stronger. The curiosity between us keeps growing—every moment I want to know what's coming next, and I can't find an instant to pull away from him.

      An hour later, we're strolling along the edge of the green eating pieces of the enormous cotton candy cone I'm carrying, when Owen takes hold of my elbow.

      "My turn," he says. He gives a slight nod to the side, and I see a sign.

      "The Hall of Mirrors?" I ask incredulously. "I just brought us through what looked like the sex dungeon of a former high school cheerleader with a daddy complex who turned goth for attention and bought all her supplies at a Halloween store, and you're going to follow that up with the Hall of Mirrors?"

      "The Haunted House ride-through was kind of amazing," Owen agrees. "I'm fairly certain someone was hiding at the end of the track pulling that little mine cart thing we were in by a rope. But this"—he guides me toward the black curtains hanging beside the sign—"this is a classic carnival attraction."

      We push through the curtains and into the almost uncomfortably bright space. Created from a trailer hidden behind a huge picture backdrop and a small stage set up for live bands tonight, the Hall of Mirrors is vibrantly lit and crammed full of mirrors in various heights and shapes.

      "See? Empty. No one wants to stuff themselves with carnival food and then be confronted with thirty-seven reflections of themselves," I say.

      "Says the woman whose caramel apples should have their own wing at rehab centers."

      "Awwww," I say. "Thank you."

      "It's not a compliment. Just pointing out reality. Your apples thaw the cold, frozen heart of that blogger jerk," Owen says.

      He steps in front of one of the mirrors and suddenly looks like he's made of putty and people are playing tug-of-war with him.

      "You talked to GPS?" I ask.

      "Not voluntarily."

      "What did he say?" I ask nervously.

      Owen shakes his head. "No. None of that. We're not here to think about Hometown Bed And Breakfast or Road Map."

      "GPS," I correct.

      "No. Consumer access to GPS technology was a very cool technological breakthrough, and he doesn't deserve it."

      "Fair enough," I say.

      "Right. So, we're here to have fun. Not think about any of that shit. Just cotton candy and terrible rides and mirrors unsuitable for those with mental instabilities."

      I smile and step in front of one of the mirrors. The rippled shape is like an old wavy playground slide and makes me look like I'm being put through a pasta roller. Moving to the side, I watch my head expand while the rest of my body almost disappears. Behind me, Owen laughs at whatever the warped mirror is showing him, and I step in front of the next.

      "Ugh," I say, twisting side to side to look at myself from as many angles as possible. "Maybe I should buddy up with Skylar for my Halloween costume this year. If she's a dime, I could be a half-dollar."

      Owen steps up beside me and glances in the mirror.

      "Worth every cent," he says. The back of his hand pops against my ass in a playful spank, but the sensation that rolls through me is anything but silly. My gasp brings his gaze back into the mirror, and our eyes meet.

      "Oh," I murmur.

      "I'm sorry," he says. "That was... I shouldn't have…"

      I shake my head.

      "It's fine," I tell him softly.

      Owen steps up behind me and touches my hand. There's barely any pressure behind his fingertips, but the touch guides me to turn around. One step brings him to within inches of me, and another presses me back against the mirror. The tip of his nose touches mine again. Our breath is heavy between us, and the electricity buzzing around us could spark a fire. His lips ease toward me.

      This is it.

      The last instant before I'll know what it's like to kiss Owen, to know what he tastes like with cotton candy on his lips and an afternoon of laughter on his tongue. I wish I could crystallize it. There's no way to know what's going to happen with that kiss, and if I could save this moment, I'd be able to savor the thrill of anticipation and desire dancing along my skin and the burn of his eyes into mine before they slowly close.

      Our mouths meet, and I melt into him.

      Nope. Forget the crystallizing. This is so much better than the anticipation.

      Owen tastes sweet and warm. My fingers dig into his hair, and his hands slide around my waist as his arms wrap firmly around me. Our bodies crush together as our mouths move hungrily across each other. Far too soon, obnoxious voices and loud footsteps on the three metal steps leading up into the trailer pull us apart.

      "I hate teenagers," Owen mutters into my hair.

      Laughing, I nod. "They do have fantastic timing," I say.

      "Come on."

      He takes my hand and leads me out of the other end of the trailer where a doorway cut into the metal features the same black curtains as the entrance. Owen doesn't let go when we get back outside. Our fingers link loosely between us as we walk and he starts to pull me closer, but I notice a sudden strange look on his face.

      "What's wrong?" I ask.

      He points across the green toward another cluster of attractions. "It looks like something's going on over at the Ferris wheel," he says.

      Following his gesture, I notice a crowd forming at the base of the glittering ride. The sun is setting, and the colorful lights around the wheel shine down on far too many people to be the line for a twirl in one of the large white buckets.

      "Do you think everything's okay?" I ask.

      "Let's go find out."

      We hurry toward the crowd, and I see Ann from Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      "What's going on?" I ask.

      Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. I can't help but notice her lips twitching like she's trying not to let herself smile.

      "I'm not sure," she says. "The story is someone is up on the Ferris wheel, and they aren't moving."

      "Aren't moving?" Owen asks.

      Ann nods. "Apparently someone on the ride called someone in the crowd because they saw the person in the bucket in front of them slump down. It's been spreading through the festival."

      Owen and I look at each other, and he immediately begins pushing his way through the crowd, forming enough of a path for me to follow behind him. My heart pounds in my chest, and a sick feeling rolls through my stomach.

      Could it be Sebastian or Skylar? Maybe all the apples sold out, and they decided to celebrate. I told Seb not to eat the ones with green ribbon because they have sesame seeds on them, and he is allergic to sesame seeds.

      We make our way to the front of the crowd and step up to the gate. I notice a few people looking at Owen and wonder if any of them recognize him. As soon as that thought goes through my mind, a woman with smooth skin the color of espresso with just a splash of cream looks up at him. She's gripping a tall, thin man who is in all cream beside her with one hand, and the other lifts to point at Owen.

      "You're that guy," she says. "I've seen you in magazines."

      "Owen," he says, extending his hand to her.

      She shakes her head. "No, that's not what they…" she gasps. "You're the prince."

      "I am. It's nice to meet you."

      "It's nice to meet you! I'm Julie. This is my husband, Andrew. I can't believe you're here in Vidalia Isle. What brings you out to this neck of the bay?"

      Owen glances over at me. "Visiting my old friend," he tells her.

      I lean forward enough to look at her. "Hi," I say.

      "You're Avery, right?" Julie asks. "You run Hometown Bed And Breakfast."

      I nod. "Yes." The realization hits me. "Your wedding guests stayed with me. I remember."

      "It's nice to see you again."

      "You, too." The exchange feels strange in the context, and I bring the conversation back to the situation at hand. "Do you have any idea what's going on here?"

      She leans in conspiratorially.

      "I heard someone on the ride passed out," she says. "Andrew and I were already here ready to take our romantic ride. We were hoping the operator would stop us right up there at the top so we could feel like we were kissing amongst the stars."

      She sighs.

      And bringing it back again. "What happened?" I ask.

      "Someone called someone else and said they saw the person behind them slump down and were worried."

      "Behind them?" Owen says. I look up at him. "Didn't Ann say it was the person in front of them?"

      I look back at Julie. "Does anyone know who called?" I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      "No one can nail that down. But someone got in touch with the operator, and he's trying to figure out who it could be."

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see the wheel bring a bucket to a stop and several people streaming out. It starts up again and another comes by. More festival-goers get off and scurry across the platform to the exit ramp. It seems like the call was a hoax until the next bucket slides to a stop in front of us.

      "Oh, shit," I whisper.

      "Is that…" Owen asks.

      I nod. I'd know that red face and the terrible gold corduroy pants he's worn three times already anywhere.

      "Mr. Mercer," I tell him.

      There's no mistaking it—the man slumped on the bench in the bucket is GPS, and my attention quickly goes to what he's gripping in the hand rested on one thigh. I'd know that anywhere, too.

      One of my caramel apples.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      A woman rushes forward out of the crowd and climbs into the bucket with Mr. Mercer. It’s like watching a movie as she presses her fingertips to the side of his neck, then leans in so her ear is close to his nose and mouth. Her head shaking isn’t an optimistic sign.

      “He’s dead,” she says.

      A gasp ripples through the crowd around us, and Avery’s hand tightens around mine.

      “Do you see what he’s holding?” she mutters loud enough for me to hear her but hoping no one else around us will notice.

      “A caramel apple,” I say, looking down at her.

      “Do you think it has anything to do with…”

      “Killing him?” I ask. “No. He’s eaten his weight of those apples in the last week, so you know he’s not allergic to them.”

      “There are a couple bites taken out of it. Maybe he choked,” she says.

      “Look at the way he’s sitting. He’s not exactly perky, but choking isn’t a graceful death. If he’d taken himself out with a bite of that apple, he wouldn’t still be holding it,” I reassure her.

      I’m trying to comfort Avery, but it seems the idea of a death at a Halloween-time festival is too much for the crowd to ignore. Whispers have already started, and the occasional gasp tells me the story is getting more exciting as it heads toward the back of the gathering of people around the Ferris wheel. There’s no telling what it’s going to be by the time it spreads out beyond the village green and to the rest of the people at the festival.

      “Everyone please, just stay calm,” the doctor says, holding her hands out over the crowd like she’s delivering a sermon. “There’s nothing to get worked up about.”

      “He’s dead!” a voice shouts from behind me.

      “It’s not very encouraging that our doctor doesn’t think a man dying is something to get worked up about,” someone else says.

      We’re rapidly sliding toward a mob situation, but the doctor stays calm and maintains her control. “Of course, a death is significant,” she says. “But there are no signs of trauma, and his position indicates to me, at least in my initial evaluation of him, that death occurred quickly. He didn’t even put down the caramel apple he was eating.”

      “Oh, good gracious. She mentioned my apple,” Avery says, cringing.

      “What do you think happened to him?” someone asks.

      “I obviously can’t say for sure until I’ve had the opportunity to perform a full examination and an autopsy,” the doctor says carefully.

      “Your personal opinion?”

      The voice suddenly beside me sounds familiar, and I look over to see Ann, my fellow Guest House guest, pressing close to the crowd-control barrier around the edge of the ride. She’s staring up at the doctor with wide, anticipation-filled eyes.

      “Without any further information than what I have right here, I’d go with heart attack,” the doctor says. “The suddenness of the death combined with his physical condition and statistical health risks are classic indicators of that type of event.”

      I lean toward Avery. “That’s calling someone fat,” I point out.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with the Curse of Vidalia Isle?”

      Avery gasps. “Julie!”

      The woman shrugs. “It seemed like a good moment,” she says.

      As is to be expected, the calm control of the crowd goes straight to hell. The word curse travels through the gathering faster than Tic-Tacs on prom night, and soon everyone is in what can only appropriately be referred to as a tizzy.

      “Please, everyone,” the doctor says, but the rest of the sentence is silenced by two people rushing up on the ride platform with her.

      Andrew and I jump over the barrier and onto the ramp, grabbing hold of the two teenage boys before they can get to the bucket.

      “Enough of that,” I say to the squirming redhead I’ve got by the back of his plaid flannel shirt.

      “We just want a selfie with him,” the other boy whines from Andrew’s grip.

      “What is wrong with you?” Andrew asks.

      He’s holding the boy with one arm twisted behind his back in a grip that speaks to a combat past.

      “Has anyone called the Sheriff?” the doctor asks.

      “He should be at the table with the Doo-Wops,” Andrew says. “He’s pretty adamant about not letting any more street battles break out between them and the barbershop quartet during events like this.”

      “Somebody go find him,” the doctor says. “He needs to get over here and get this under control.” She looks at Andrew and me. “Bring them out into the green and set them loose. As much as I’d like to hand them over to the deputies, stupidity still isn’t a crime in Vidalia Isle.”

      Knowing they’re not going to be able to wriggle their way away from us, the two teenagers let us lead them down the exit ramp and away from the ride. We release them onto the green, and they run away with only the socially required look back over their shoulders to glare at the oppressive adults. Avery is still standing exactly where I left her when I get back, staring at Mr. Mercer’s body. The doctor has positioned herself between the crowd and the corpse, trying to conceal it as much as possible, but she doesn’t have the girth to fully block the somewhat-sprawling pose of his sizable frame.

      The crowd splits to let the sheriff and two deputies run through to get to the wheel. Moving the barrier out of the way, they rush up onto the platform. I notice something balled up under the sheriff’s arm and he pulls it out, flapping it like a sheet so it settles over the body. Once it’s in place, I can see it’s one of the festival banners that had been stretched across the boardwalk at the entrance to the festivities.

      “Classy,” I murmur.

      “Alright, everybody,” the Sheriff says firmly. “We’ll take it from here. Everybody go on your way.”

      “What about the curse, Sheriff?” a voice calls.

      I look over at Julie, who has her face in her hand. This is the second mention of The Curse, which dispels my hope she had just made it up so she had something to contribute to the crowd shouting experience.

      “There’s no curse,” he responds. “Dr. Molly has already stated she believes this to be a death from natural causes, and there’s no reason to think anything else. It’s an unfortunate moment for the festival, but that’s as far as it goes. Now, everyone go on. Enjoy the rest of the activities. Get something to eat. The band will be playing soon. We need to clear the area for the coroner to come.”

      Those sentences don’t sit properly together. Please proceed to the funnel cake station, so there’s room for the hearse. Thanks.

      Even with the doctor saying Mr. Mercer’s death was the result of a heart attack, the reaction of the crowd is stirring up an uncomfortable energy.

      “We should go,” I say to Avery, gently pulling her wrist.

      She resists for a second, then lets me guide her away from the barrier and through the gradually dispersing crowd. We’re almost to the middle of the village green when Sebastian and Skylar come running toward us. Seb gathers Avery in his arms for a tight hug, then hands her over to Skylar.

      “Are you alright?” he asks. “We heard someone died on the Ferris wheel.”

      She nods. “It was GPS—shit. Mr. Mercer. He’s dead,” Avery tells them.

      Skylar gasps and covers her mouth with one hand, her eyes wide and fearful.

      “We sold him a caramel apple like an hour ago,” she says through her hand.

      “He’s holding it,” Avery says, her voice cracking. “Remember when I said I had to make the apples at Seb’s house because no one could pry them out of Mercer’s cold, dead hands? Well, Dr. Molly is over there, trying to prove me wrong.”

      Skylar shudders. “And I recommended the peanut one,” she whispers.

      I have no idea what significance that has, but she seems deeply disturbed by the idea.

      “Let’s go,” Sebastian says. “I don’t know about you three, but I’m not exactly feeling like hanging around here anymore for a corn dog and a dance around the green. Those fiddles sound a hell of a lot creepier tonight.”

      The band has climbed up into the spotlights of the stage beside the Hall of Mirrors, and the strains of them warming up their instruments float through the evening air toward us. With only a few people straggling up to listen to them, the effect is eerie.

      Avery is still quiet when we make it back to Hometown Bed And Breakfast. The building is quiet, and it seems like the rest of the guests are still out. She drops down onto the couch in the parlor and leans forward to rest her head in her hands.

      “I was thinking awful thoughts about a man who is dead,” she says.

      “He doesn’t know that,” Skylar says, rubbing her back.

      A knock on the front door makes her jump, and Seb holds out a hand toward her like he’s trying to send the force to keep her in place.

      “It’s fine,” he says. “It’s for me.”

      He opens the front door, and two men come in. Their sides are pressed together as they inch their way into the parlor, unsure of Avery’s reaction to them being there.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” the taller of the two, a man with long braids I vaguely remember seeing before, says. “Leo and I were going to meet up with Seb for dinner at the festival, but since that whole… thing happened, he said we could come here.”

      “Of course, I don’t mind,” Avery says. “Come on in. We’re just in here wallowing. Owen, this is Leo and Shawn. Leo and Shawn, Owen.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say.

      Avery’s head suddenly falls back, and she lets out a groan. “I’m going to have to go pack up his room and figure out what to do with his stuff,” she moans.

      “You contact a next-of-kin to do that,” Leo offers. Avery lifts her head to look at him, and he nods. “Up in New York I used to live in a shoebox with three other people. We’re talking loafers here, not even thigh-high-boot-sized box.

      “Anyway, one of them was about nine hundred years old when the rest of us moved in. To be honest, I’m not even 100-percent positive she knew we were living there. Sometimes she would pick up a broom and start whacking the ceiling and walls. She might have thought we were rats.”

      “Moving on,” Shawn says supportively, touching Leo’s back.

      “Right. So, she died. Nothing bad happened to her or anything, she just ate a bowl of cabbage soup one night, wrapped up in this ugly brown crocheted blanket she loved, and sat down to watch old black-and-white reruns, and never got back up. We called the police, they came and got her, blanket and all, and told us to contact her next-of-kin.

      It took a bit, but eventually we found her granddaughter, and she came to get her stuff and deal with all her final arrangements and stuff. We ended up having to leave the apartment, which sucked because we had just gotten all that extra space.”

      Avery stares at Leo for a few seconds, waiting to see if he has anything else to say. When he doesn’t continue, she nods and goes back to resting her face in her hands.

      “That was very helpful, Leo. Thank you,” she says.

      “Where are you going to find his next-of-kin?” Seb asks.

      “I have no idea,” she says. “I don’t know anything about him or where to even start looking for a family.”

      “You’re not going to do it tonight,” I tell her. “You’ve had a long day, and you’re just going to relax. Are you hungry? I’m going to order some pizzas.” I scan the rest of the faces in the room. “Anybody? Toppings?”

      I gather everyone’s input and walk out of the parlor to call the pizza shop in the village. Something draws me through the house and down the hall to what had been Mr. Mercer’s room. Like the others, it’s closed. I know it’s locked but try the knob anyway. It’s strange to think what was going through his head the last time he touched that knob and closed the door, heading for the festival without any idea he would never come back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      I've ordered the pizzas and changed into different clothes when I hear voices in the hallway. I walk toward them and see Shawn and Leo walking slowly along, admiring the pictures hanging on the wall.

      "I like the color," Leo says. " I think it brightens up the space a little bit."

      "It's too bright," Shawn argues. "I've never been a big fan of yellow anything, anywhere in a house other than a kitchen. I’d probably choose dark blue with a gray stripe."

      Leo reaches up and runs his hand along the wallpaper, nodding as if he can visualize what Shawn was describing. They both smile at me as I walk past and head back toward the parlor. Avery has a glass of water clutched in one hand but doesn't seem to have taken any sips out of it. Sebastian and Skylar sit close on either side of her like they are trying to hold her up. Mr. Mercer's death is hitting her hard, and I hate to see the strained look on her face.

      “Better watch out,” I tell her as I come into the room. “Seems like Shawn and Leo might be your competition sometime soon.”

      I grin at the two men as they follow me in.

      “What do you mean?” Avery asks.

      “I caught them talking wallpaper in the back hallway,” I tell her.

      “We were just talking about colors,” Leo says.

      “Are you planning on opening a bed-and-breakfast?” Avery asks.

      He shrugs and looks at Shawn. “It's something we've talked about,” he says. “There aren't any concrete plans in the works or anything. It's just that now that Leo has made the permanent move to Vidalia Isle from New York, we both feel like we should be putting down stakes and having our own life here. We both came here to help our best friends. That's something we have in common.”

      Shawn laughs.

      “That's true. Now it's time to kind of figure out our own place on the island.”

      “I love working with Mr. Pellegrino at his gown boutique and designing costumes, but I feel like there has to be something else, you know?” Leo says. “Anyway, like we said, it's not like there any concrete plans. Just ideas and dreams.”

      Avery gives a small smile and nods. “I know how those are,” she says.

      She looks down at her glass of water, and I know she's thinking about the caramel apple clutched in Mr. Mercer's hand and the dreams that went into making it.

      There's a knock at the front door.

      “Wow, that was fast,” I say.

      I open the door, but it's not the pizza delivery man standing on the front veranda. Instead, several young women dressed in black and wearing a really extraordinary amount of black eyeliner clustered together in the circle of light from porch lamps.

      “Is this where he was staying?” one of them asks.

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “The man who died on the Ferris wheel tonight. Everyone's saying he was a guest at one of the bed-and-breakfasts. Is this the one?”

      Avery and Sebastian appear beside me.

      “What's going on?” Avery asks.

      “We want to visit where the man who died was staying and see if we can channel his energy,” another of the young women says.

      “You've got to be kidding me,” Avery says.

      “A human being has left this Earth,” another of the women says. “We need to seek out the last vestiges of his energy and commit them to the spirit world.”

      “Are you planning on hopping a flight to the spirit world and are concerned about TSA regulations?” Sebastian asks, swirling one hand in front of the woman's face. “Because that's a whole lot of undeclared liquid you're trying to smuggle up in your eye area.”

      The woman shoots him a disgusted look and turns her eyes back to Avery.

      “Do you have no respect for where he took some of his last breaths?” she asks with an air of shock and dismay, as if she can't possibly imagine how we haven't thrown together a candlelight vigil already.

      “He took his last breaths at the Village Green,” Avery points out. “Why don't you go back there?”

      “We want to prostrate ourselves where he slept,” a fourth woman declares.

      “All right, that's enough of that,” I say. “You ladies have a good night.”

      We step back into the foyer and close the door.

      “You'll see,” one of their voices comes through the door. “It's all happening again.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” Avery asks. “What is happening again?”

      “Don't worry about it,” I tell her. “They're just hopped up on funnel cake and black nail polish. Just relax. This is all going to blow over.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Sebastian appears at the front door clutching a cup of coffee just as a man with an armful of complicated camera equipment scurries down the steps and heads back up the driveway. A tractor rigged with a hayride wagon is stopped several yards away. It's one of the few workarounds for the vehicle restrictions on Vidalia Isle, and it seems a few intrepid inhabitants have set up rides up to Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      “Seriously?” Avery says when she notices the man and the wagon. “This is getting completely ridiculous.”

      The pumpkin-spice smell wafting out of her coffee cup draws me in, but I don't reach for her the way I want to. She's been tense and on edge since the festival and it hasn't seemed like the right time to keep exploring what we discovered in that kiss in the Hall of Mirrors.

      “It's still new,” I tell her. “People don't know how to process it. If I'm not mistaken, there aren't a whole lot of unexpected deaths in Vidalia Isle. And the whole Halloween aspect of it is appealing.”

      “Appealing?” she asks. “Forgive me if I don't know what's so appealing about someone dying on a Ferris wheel.”

      “A Ferris wheel at a Harvest Festival not long before Halloween,” I point out. “People get wrapped up in stuff like this. You can't let it bother you.”

      “Well, it does bother me. It bothers me that people are showing up at all times of day and night trying to take pictures or find out more about him. It bothers me that half the tourists who were here fled the island because a stranger dying in our midst took the zip right out of their vacation.

      “And it bothers me that they were followed by a wave of new tourists flocking here out of purely macabre fascination because a stranger died in our midst. I haven't been able to find any next-of-kin for Mr. Mercer, and it really creeps me out to be having to do this in the first place. I didn't even have to do it for my grandparents when they died. I was the only kin. So now one of my rooms is full of a dead guy's stuff, and I have to just wait around and figure out what to do with it. And then you have all the people running around talking about this curse, and I just can't deal. I can't even imagine what it's going to be like on actual Halloween.”

      “By then the medical examiner will have performed the autopsy and confirmed it was a heart attack, so all this can just die down,” I tell her. She looks at me with a withering expression. “I'm sorry. That wasn't the best choice of words. The point is, it's going to be over soon. You won't have to deal with any of this anymore. You just have to get through a little while longer. Until then, why don't you let me take your mind off this.”

      Her eyes narrow slightly. “What do you mean?”

      “I had an idea. Vidalia Isle is a mess right now. So, why don't we get out of Vidalia Isle?”

      “Where are we going to go?” she asks with a dismissive, almost hopeless note in her voice.

      “To the Summer Palace,” I tell her. “You know it's not far from here. There's a skeleton staff there all year, so it's prepared anytime we want to visit. We can go over there for a few days, relax, and wait for all this to blow over. How does that sound?”

      She looks like she's getting ready to resist, but a paper airplane crafted out of black construction paper soars up onto the veranda and lands at her feet. I catch a figure running across the grass and disappearing into the tree line as she leans down to scoop it up. She looks at it, then shows me. The unfolded note has a skull and crossbones pasted into the middle and a word from the newspaper glued beneath it.

      Cursed.

      “I'm going to go pack,” she says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I have everything I need packed, and I go to Avery's bedroom. Sebastian is perched at the end of her bed, holding the paper airplane note.

      “I didn't realize people actually do this,” he says. “I mean, who sits around cutting words out of newspapers and turning them into threatening paper airplanes? That has to be against some sort of airspace law or something.”

      “It's just a hoax,” I say. “Some kid trying to get a rise out of Avery.” Sebastian looks up at me. "Cinnamon Buns," I say.

      “Pecan Pie,” he replies.

      “It definitely got a rise out of me,” Avery says. “I don't care if it was just some kid. All this talk and people dying and me sending the bad juju at him is just really creeping me out.”

      “Who said you sent the bad juju at him?” I ask.

      “Me,” she admits. “I'm the one that said about myself. But it doesn't make it any less true. I did. The whole time he's been here, I've been doing nothing but talking about how difficult he is and being scared to death about what he was going to say in his review. Then he winds up dead.”

      “You are not the only one who thinks about him like that,” I reassure her.

      “Exactly. That's a whole lot of negativity being put out into the universe about a person. Maybe it all balled up into some sort of celestial hitman and came for him. It was my negative thoughts that pushed it over the edge."

      “You didn't cause this. We're going to go and relax for a few days, and it's all going to seem so much better when you get back. Okay?”

      “Yeah. Shawn and Leo should be here soon. They're going to watch Hometown Bed And Breakfast for me while I'm gone. Sebastian and Skylar are too busy at work to be able to be here all day. I need someone who can keep curious onlookers out of Mr. Mercer's room. Did I tell you I went out for less than an hour yesterday to buy some groceries and came back to find someone who had snuck in and was trying to pick the lock while carrying an armful of candles and other items I'd really rather not think about?”

      “I promise they're going to take amazing care of the bed-and-breakfast,” Sebastian tells her. “And Skylar and I will come by just to check on it. Everything's going to be fine. You just go and enjoy your little stroll down memory lane with Prince Profiterole. Then when you get back, we'll start talking Christmas caramel apples. I'm thinking snowflake-shaped sprinkles and rum in the caramel.”

      “That sounds amazing,” Avery says.

      "Good. Are you just about ready? Our ride is waiting for us," I say.

      "Ride?" she asks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I thought Owen mentioning our ride waiting for us was in reference to the hay wagon sitting outside Hometown Bed And Breakfast when we left. I assumed we would be taking the ferry to the mainland before taking another boat to their island. I wasn't expecting to go to the boardwalk and get on a private boat. “This is Captain Jacks. He is the captain for our family boats.”

      My eyes slide with uncertainty to Owen. He grins at me and hands down his own luggage before turning and taking my bags out of my hands to tosses over to the somewhat spindly man on the deck of the boat below.

      “Captain Jacks will bring us over to the island and bring us back here when we're ready to return to Vidalia Isle,” he says.

      His confidence is reassuring, but I'm still not completely sure as Owen helps me down off the marina and onto the deck of what looks like a floating luxury house.

      A few moments later, we pull away from the marina and head out into the water. It doesn't take long for the memories of the last time I took this trip with my grandmother to wash over me. We had skipped a summer one year, and I remember being excited to go back the following summer. Even though I hadn't seen Owen the last two times we visited and had never asked about him, I always held out a glimmer of hope that he and his family would be visiting there at the same time again.

      Owen looks over at me when I laugh. “What is it?” he asks.

      “Just thinking how ridiculous I am to have thought the palace was a resort. Why did I think my grandparents were visiting their friends at a resort on a non-tropical island? It never even occurred to me to question that there was no check-in desk or other guests running around.”

      “You were young,” he says. “Children can convince themselves of a lot of things.”

      “What did you convince yourself of?” I ask.

      “That the entire world was for my amusement and I'd always be able to get exactly what I wanted without having to try,” he tells me.

      “Isn't that the truth?” I ask.

      He shakes his head brushes my hair away from my face. “You tell me,” he says.

      The rest of the journey to the island takes a little more than two hours, and I spend most of it sitting on a lounge chair, trying to will myself to rest. I haven't been able to sleep much over the last few nights, and it's caught up with me. The more I try to relax, though, the more I hear Owen's voice in my mind.

      You tell me.

      The words send a chill down my spine and make my palms feel sweaty. That kiss in the Hall of Mirrors was intense, and I haven't been able to get it out of my mind, yet Owen has barely gotten near me since we got back from the festival. I don't know if he’s just giving me my space to process everything that's been going on, or if he's been wrapped up in that moment and finding himself regretting every second. Now my brain feels unbalanced, and the sloshing of the boat in the water isn't helping.

      Finally, the island comes into view on the horizon. Like Vidalia Isle, this mass of land would be a total disappointment to anyone hoping to sling up a hammock between two palm trees and take in some tropical breezes. There are beaches, but most are rocky or comprised primarily of grass-covered dunes.

      The trees are oaks, maples, and magnolias, with plenty of pine and gum thrown in for a good mix. Vidalia Isle feels like someone carved a little town out of the Virginia valley, sprinkled it with a bit of low country, and set it to float in the bay. Owen's island is much the same, except smaller, and instead of a village, there's a sprawling compound with the palace as its crown jewel.

      I have to remind myself this is only the vacation house of the royal family, as the boat slides into its place at the dock. It's sprawling and magnificent in the type of way that just calling it magnificent feels like an insult. The stone steps leading up the hill away from the dock are appropriately sweeping, and as soon as I see them, I feel like I'm ten years old again. But then Owen takes my hand to help me out of the boat, and the touch of his skin reminds me I'm not a little girl and he's not the twelve-year-old boy who ended up being my first crush.

      "Thank you for the ride, Captain," Owen says.

      "No problem," he replies. "You need some help with your luggage?"

      "That's alright. I can handle it if you want to just swing it on over to me."

      Captain Jacks does as he's asked, flinging the bags up toward Owen, who catches them one by one and sets them on the wood of the dock so he can reach for the next. When he has all of them, he gives him a wave.

      "You have a good time," the captain says. He grins and waves at me, then offers Owen a stiff salute. We wave for a few seconds, then turn toward the sweeping stairs.

      "That reminds me," I say, taking my phone out of my pocket and dialing. "Sebastian? We made it to the island. Is everything okay there?"

      "Shawn and Leo are settled in and, so far, nothing of note has happened," he tells me.

      "I guess that's a good thing," I say.

      "Stop worrying about it. They can handle the bed-and-breakfast. You only have one new reservation, and I went over how to get them checked in and everything."

      "And you went over remembering the new guest's name when they check in?" I ask.

      There's silence on the other end of the line, which means Seb is probably sticking his tongue out at me.

      "Just go. Run through the palace in a gown. Stare at the moon from the tower. Sing with a Jamaican crab. I'll see you when you get back," he says.

      I hang up as we reach the top of the steps, and I see the palace in its full glory for the first time after so many years. A man I don't recognize comes through the door and rushes toward us urgently.

      "Your Highness," he says, reaching for the bags Owen is holding. "You should have let me know you had arrived. You shouldn't be carrying those yourself."

      Owen deftly swings the bags to the side to stop the older man from getting to them.

      "I've got them, Miles. You don't have to be so formal. My parents aren't here," he says.

      The man visibly relaxes but is still stiff enough to make me stand up a little straighter. "Thank you," he says.

      "Avery, I don't know if you remember Miles. He's my right-hand man around here now that I've graduated from a nanny. Miles, this is Avery. She used to come here with her grandparents," Owen says, placing his hand on my back.

      "Of course. I remember. It's been such a long time. I'm sorry to hear about your grandparents," Miles says.

      "Thank you. I miss them every day."

      Now that I've looked at him for a few moments, his features look more familiar, and I realize he is one of the men who was always present when we visited. I never thought much about his role, but thinking back now, I remember him seeming to drift in and out of the rooms, checking on things.

      "If you're ready," Miles says, "dinner is waiting for you."

      We walk into the palace, and even though I've seen it before, the breath catches in my throat. It’s even more stunningly beautiful than I remember, and knowing it is a private home rather than a resort gives it more significance.

      "I'll bring the luggage up, and we'll freshen up," Owen tells Miles.

      "Very well. I'll tell Angela."

      He makes a movement somewhere between a nod and a full bow, like a compromise between his formality and Owen's request for him to relax, and then he heads further back into the building.

      "This is incredible," I say as we make our way toward a grand staircase that rivals the stone stairs outside.

      "You've seen it before," Owen says with a laugh.

      "When I thought it was a hotel," I point out. "Now all I can think about is you growing up here and how amazing that must have been. Did you ride your bike up and down the hallways? Or try to sled down the front steps? How many ponies did you have?"

      I'm grinning, but he doesn't look anywhere near as amused.

      "I didn't grow up here," he says. "Most of my time, when I was a young child was spent in Calidonia. My nanny would have wrapped me in a sheet and propped me up in the closet so I couldn't cause any more trouble if I tried to bike down the hallways. We always summered here, so there weren't a lot of sleds sitting around. No ponies, either."

      By the time he's finished taking all the fun out of my visions of his youth, we've gotten to the landing, and he's leading me to another staircase. It isn't as impressive as the first, but still far more elaborate than any other stairs I climb on a regular basis.

      "Your nanny?" I ask.

      It's not the first time I've heard him reference being cared for by a nanny, and I'm intrigued to hear more about it.

      "The King and Queen are very busy," he says. "Reigning over a country brings with it a long to-do list every day. Spending time with your son doesn't show up on that list terribly often."

      "I'm sorry," I say quietly.

      He leads us down a hall to a set of doors that look like they should lead into the sanctuary of a large abbey. Made of thick, dark wood, they have metal straps at regular intervals down their entire length and come to a peak at the top.

      "It's fine," Owen says, adjusting the bags so he can grab both hammered metal handles on the doors. "I was used to it."

      "You shouldn't have had to be used to that," I tell him.

      "It's part of being royal," he says, pausing with his hands on the handles so he can turn to me. "Your life doesn't belong to you. It belongs to everyone in your country first. It's not like my parents never spent time with me. When they weren't fulfilling official duties or hosting dignitaries, I got to see them a lot more. That was when I was younger, though. At thirteen it was off to the boarding school until I was eighteen. Only seeing them for holidays and the most important official events kind of put a chink in the bonding."

      "I know how that feels," I say.

      He nods. "I know. But anyway. I don't really want to talk about them right now. I very rarely get a chance to be here without it being for some sort of fussy gala or official trip with royal families from other countries. And you've never been here as an adult who doesn't think you can order room service and need a key card to get into your room. So, I say we get ready for dinner."

      My black jeans and cream sweater seemed like a good sailing outfit when I put it on, but now the way he said that is making me question myself.

      "Get ready?" I ask.

      "Yes." He pushes the doors open, and I gasp. "Here, we dress for dinner."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      The room beyond the double wooden doors is nothing short of breathtaking. Set at the back of the main palace building, away from the curious eyes of anyone at the front, the bedroom is built into the curve of a tower and encased nearly completely in glass. Heavy dark blue and gold velvet curtains hang from the windows and pull back to provide a clear view of the grounds beyond.

      The sun is setting outside, but the room glows with illumination from modernized sconces positioned along the walls. While they look like they once held torches, the ornate stone holders are fitted with curved light bulbs that give the impression of flame but offer far more stable and reliable light. One side of the room features a collection of furniture in the same dark blue and gold, and out of the corner of my eye, I notice a fireplace set against one of the few solid segments of wall.

      But that's not what has my attention. My eyes are locked on the massive four-poster bed set on a round platform at the far end of the room. There's something draped across the cream-and-gold comforter, and it's so beautiful I almost don't want to approach it for fear of making it dissolve away if I get too close.

      “Go ahead,” Owen says.

      I glance up at him and then follow his encouraging nod across the polished marble floor to the bed. The gown is an unexpected shade of blush pink and studded with crystals that shimmer in the glow of the lamps. My hand shakes when I reach out to touch it.

      “This is amazing,” I whisper, unsure if I can even get my voice loud enough for him to hear me.

      “Do you like it?” he asks.

      Holding the gown to my chest, I turn to nod at him.

      “It's gorgeous,” I say. “How did you…”

      “I started thinking about asking you to come here yesterday,” he admits. “There's no dressmaker on staff here, but the one from Calidonia was able to get that here on time. She sent me pictures of probably thirty dresses. As soon as I saw that one, I knew it was yours.” He points to a smaller door to one side. “My dressing room is right through there. I'll get ready and meet you at the top of the steps.”

      He disappears into the next room, and I make a delighted sound as I twirl around. I'm so busy admiring how the dress looks held up against me; I almost forget to put it on. Finally, I come to my senses and rest the gown back on the bed so I can undress. The fabric is ethereal against my skin as it drifts down over my head and settles around my body. Rushing to where Owen put down my bags, I grab the one with my hair supplies and makeup and perch on the cushioned bench in front of a large vanity.

      I could spend hours sitting right here, but my heart pounding in my chest and the nervous fluttering in my belly urges me to go faster so I can get to Owen. When I'm ready, I stand and take a last look into the mirror. A memory floods me and the smile on my lips gets bigger.

      A pair of shoes, perfectly matched to the gown, sit waiting for me on the floor at the end of the bed and I step into them, the final touch. I'm breathless as I step out of the bedroom and walk toward the top of the staircase. Owen stands with his back to me, and I see he's changed into a sleek black suit.

      He turns toward me, and I see the Royal Insignia on his chest, and my heart skips. His hand reaches out to me, and I rest my fingertips on to it. His other arm crossed behind his back, Owen bows to kiss my hand.

      “You look incredible,” he says in a soft voice like he wants the words to belong just to me.

      “So do you,” I tell him. “I thought you said you didn't want any of the formality.”

      “Not from Miles,” he says. “But you deserve it.”

      Holding my hand draped over his own, Owen leads me down the stairs. I glance over at him.

      “This color,” I say, running my other hand along the side of my skirt. “It's the same one from the dress I wore the last night I saw you. There was a party, I know, but I was only allowed to be at a little bit of it before I had to go back to the room. You came in and danced with me.”

      “I remember.”

      We get to the dining room, and he settles me into the last chair on one long end of the expansive table. He sits at the head of the table, keeping him closer than if he had sat across from me, and people carrying platters of food begin appearing. Angela, the white-haired cook I remember bringing me cookies on my visits when I was a child, apologizes for the meal being so simple and promises snacks if we're hungry later in the evening.

      I can't fathom what she imagines a not-simple meal to be as I take in the silver trays of roast chicken and beef, bowls of mashed potatoes and buttered carrots, and several different accompaniments I can't even identify. A younger woman steps forward to service, but Owen holds up his hand.

      “No, thank you, Valerie. I can take it from here,” he says.

      “Thank you,” I say to them as they stream back into the kitchen. “That's a skeleton staff?” I ask, leaning closer to Owen.

      “It is for my parents,” he says. “Now, what can I serve you?”

      I look over all the serving vessels again and let out a sigh. “All of it,” I say with a smile.

      Owen grins back at me as he reaches for the utensils resting on the edge of the chicken platter.

      “That's my girl,” he says.

      My heart pounds.

      My girl.

      After dinner, Owen takes my hand again and leads me through the palace to the ballroom. There's no live orchestra this time, but the cool emptiness is much more appealing tonight. He touches a flat panel set into the wall and music rises up through the space.

      “Royals of the future,” he says with a smile, and then sweeps me into the middle of the floor.

      My body curls easily into his as he takes me into his arms to dance. There's something familiar about the way he holds me, about the way our bodies are aligned with one another, but I remind myself we've danced before. Even at twelve years old, Owen was self-assured and smooth when he wanted to be, and my ten-year-old mind could barely stand the attention. 

      I left the next morning go back to Vidalia Isle without even getting a chance to say goodbye to him. It was the perfect tragic, heartwarming end, but I am much more enjoying the continuation of the story.

      “So, tell me,” I say as we sway in the center of the dance floor. “Why would a vacation house need a ballroom? I thought the whole point of taking a vacation would be to get away from things like this.”

      Owen turns me and brings me in even closer. His head shakes back and forth slowly.

      “The royal family doesn't get a real vacation,” he says like he's letting me in on a deep secret. “Coming here is just a chance to get away from Calidonia and the responsibilities there. But in many ways, it's just another opportunity to entertain important guests and throw parties.”

      “You make it sound like your parents don't like anyone,” I tell him.

      “Oh, it's not that.” He swings me out to the side, so he holds me at arm's length for a moment, then flicks his wrist to spin me back into him. “I'm sure a lot of them are genuinely friends of theirs. I know your grandparents were. Just, not all of them. We don't know if they can tell the difference sometimes. Unfortunately, there’s a lot of living up to expectations and fulfilling duties when the eyes of an entire country are on you. A lot of relationships form because of those expectations.”

      “So not always the royals of the future?” I tease.

      “I suppose there are just some traditions that are hard to break,” he says.

      I tilt my head to the side and smile at him. “Your accent is stronger here,” I say. “It was barely noticeable in Vidalia Isle, but I can hear it better here.”

      Owen nods.

      “Force of habit,” he says. “I get here or home and a switch flips in my mind. Does it bother you?”

      I shake my head. “Not at all.”

      “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      I don't know how long we've danced before Owen turns off the music and leads me back upstairs. He stops outside the huge doors and kisses my hand again.

      “Are you leaving?” I ask.

      “Just going down the hall,” he says. “To the guest room.”

      “You sleep in your room,” I tell him. “I'll take the guest room.”

      “No,” he says. “I want you in here.”

      He takes both my hands in his and dips his head to brush a soft kiss across my lips.

      "Goodnight," I murmur.

      "Goodnight," he says.

      I'm still floating the next morning when I wake up to a tray sitting on the nightstand. Breakfast looks so perfect it could have been crafted out of resin, but the sparkling cut-crystal vase in the corner of the tray is empty. I contemplate it as I eat my way through a stack of pancakes drizzled with warm syrup and fresh fruit. Two pieces of expertly crisped bacon are gone and being nibbled through my teeth when I notice the folded white note tucked under the edge of the plate.

      Jeans and closed shoes.

      Meet me outside.

      -O

      I smile for literally no reason. The note is short, terse, and could have been written to anyone on the planet, and yet here I sit in my polka-dot nightgown, munching bacon, grinning like he wrote me a sonnet. I finish eating and rush to the bathroom to take a shower. Usually I'd just toss my hair up into a ponytail or squiggle it around into a bun, but the allure of an elite-brand hair dryer is too much to resist. I discovered it in my search for towels and brought it with me into the bathroom.

      Now I can't in good conscience just leave it unused. The blast dries my hair in a fraction of the time of my old model at home, and the instant I flip it back and see it bounce on my shoulders like a shampoo commercial, I'm ruined for other hair dryers for life.

      The jeans and white t-shirt I pull on are a decided downgrade from the gown last night, and I slip on the blue sweater Owen bought me. It's still jeans and a sweater, but the shade brings out something in my eyes I didn't expect, and I wonder if it's the color, or just knowing he had chosen it for me.

      I expect Owen to be waiting for me right outside the front door of the palace, but I don't see him. Swinging the empty bud vase between my fingers, I roam along the walkway that leads along the building. Halfway around, I find Miles.

      "Good morning, Miles," I say.

      He stands up from where he appeared to be clipping the grass along the side of the walkway.

      "Good morning, Miss Carlisle," he says, folding the tiny scissors into his fingers to conceal them.

      "Avery," I tell him. "I don't think you need to be that detailed. Owen really means it when he says he wants you to relax."

      He gives me a hint of a smile. "Thank you, Miss... Avery." He tucks the scissors into his pocket.

      "Do you know where he is?” I ask. “I haven't seen him this morning."

      "The last I saw of him was when he left for his walk after breakfast," Miles tells me.

      "Walk?" I ask. "Owen takes walks?"

      "Every morning," he confirms. "Has since he was old enough to toddle out on his own."

      "You mean since he was old enough to duck his nanny and run," I say.

      Miles straightens, and I know he's not going to give an answer that would suggest Owen did anything wrong, but his smile is knowing.

      "Have a nice day, Avery," he says.

      I smile at him. "You, too, Miles."

      The walkway guides me around the front section of the palace and through a breezeway to the back. Owen waits for me just beyond.

      "Good morning," he says.

      I hold up the bud vase.

      "I found this on my breakfast tray," I tell him. "It's empty."

      "I know," he says.

      "Do you frequently leave girls empty flower vases on their breakfast trays?" I ask.

      "No," he tells me.

      "So, you leave flowers on other girls trays, and I just get the vase?" I tease.

      He steps up close to me and puts his hands on my hips, guiding me forward a step. "There are no flowers. No vases. No breakfast trays," he tells me. I wiggle the vase back and forth again, and he smiles. "Come with me."

      He leads me across the grounds and onto another walkway that flows along a slightly rolling lawn until we reach high, thick hedges. They look like solid green walls with a narrow passage for us to walk through. I step through and turn a sharp corner that brings me into the midst of a world of color.

      "I want you to choose your own," Owen says.

      Roses bloom all around me, the bright, brilliant labyrinth hidden from view by the tall hedges, making it even more spectacular.

      "I've never seen so many roses in September," I tell him.

      "These varieties bloom three seasons of the year," he says. "They take little rests in between, but they'll keep getting blooms until the frost comes." He sees me looking at him and smiles. "One thing my mother and I did together a lot when I was younger was visit all her roses. She taught me their names, and I used to sit with her while she made arrangements for the house."

      "They have names?" I ask.

      He nods. Taking my hand, he gently rests it on the velvety petals of a delicately pink bloom close to us.

      "This is the Lady of the Lake," he says. We move a step, and he guides my fingers along a brighter pink curve. "This is the Mayflower. And this," our touch grazes across sunny yellow petals, "the Poet's Wife."

      We move along the labyrinth, lost in the roses. When we've wound our way back to the entrance, I touch the first rose again and shake my head.

      "I can't pick any of them," I tell him. "They're too beautiful to disturb."

      He takes out his phone.

      "Then I'll take a picture of them for you." He snaps a shot of the perfect bloom and then reaches for my hand. "I have another surprise for you," he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I let Owen take the vase from my hand and gently place it on the walkway before leading me further into the grounds. Finally, he gestures in front of us, and I know why his note asked me to wear jeans.

      "You said you didn't have ponies," I accuse, hurrying to the fence so I can stroke the glistening chestnut coat of the gorgeous animal standing there.

      "I didn't," he says. "And I still don't. These are horses. Different animals."

      "What's the difference?" I ask.

      "Horses are bigger."

      I scoff. "You are extremely precise.”

      "Well," he asks. "What would you have thought of me if I had told you I grew up with a stable of ten horses?"

      "Exactly the same thing I've thought of you since I realized who you are."

      "That I'm spoiled?" he asks.

      I continue running my hand along the horse, marveling at its strength and beauty. "Yes," I tell him. "But I'm getting used to it."

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see him grin and reach for the latch on the gate.

      "Do you want to ride him?" Owen asks.

      "I can?"

      "Of course. That's why I brought you out here. Besides, he's taking to you, and that's saying a lot. This is Zephyr. He's strong, but he's stubborn, defiant, and really likes getting what he wants, when he wants it."

      My eyes slide over to him. "I wonder where he learned that," I say, then rest my face against the horse's cheek. "We know, don't we Zephyr?"

      We walk into the corral, and I notice two other horses.

      "That one is Maelstrom," Owen says, nodding toward a huge, black animal. "And the little pale one is Coffee."

      "Coffee?" I ask.

      He nods as he fits Zephyr with his saddle. "Because she looks like cream and is as sweet as sugar."

      My knees get weak, and my belly tightens. I never would have thought the explanation behind a horse's name could wake my body up and heighten cravings he had already stirred up.

      "Are you riding Maelstrom?" I ask.

      He shakes his head. "Absolutely not. Coffee all the way. If you're taking Zephyr, at least one of us needs to have some level of cooperation," he tells me.

      "That's encouraging."

      "You'll do fine."

      A few minutes later, we are both astride our horses and heading toward the mouth of a trail leading into the woods at the edge of the grounds. Owen watches Zephyr, but the exquisite chestnut horse doesn't give me a second of trouble as we move along the path.

      "It's such a shame you only got to enjoy this place in the summer when you were younger," I say. "I mean, I'm sure your regular old palace is nice and all." Owen laughs. "But this island is…"

      "Magic," he says.

      "Yes."

      We ride along slowly, the horses ambling at a pace that allows them to nibble the patches of grass along the path and occasionally nip the heads off wildflowers who haven't figured out it's fall. They bring us through a narrow brook and wade across it. The sound of the water trickling by is so peaceful I want to stop in the middle and listen to it, but Zephyr is having none of it. He has his eyes on a meadow in the distance.

      "Thank you for bringing me here," I say as we climb up the other bank. "It's exactly what I needed."

      "You're welcome. It seemed like things were really getting to you. I thought this would give you a chance to get away from it and not have to think about it so much," he says.

      I let out a long breath. It doesn't feel so much like a sigh as letting out a breath that the tension has kept trapped deep in my lungs for the last few days.

      "It really was getting to me," I confirm. "There's been a lot kind of coming at me from different angles recently, and I guess Mr. Mercer dropping dead was just the cherry on top."

      "What's been going on?" he asks.

      I wish this wasn't the direction the conversation was going. Complaining about life away from the magic bubble of the summer island doesn't exactly add to the romance. But he's looking at me expectantly, and there's nowhere to go from here since I'm the one who brought it up.

      "We don't really need to get into all that," I tell him.

      "Tell me," he says.

      "My ex, Chad, has been aggravating me for months."

      "Well, his name is Chad. That should have been your first clue."

      I laugh and nod. "That's probably true."

      "What has he been doing?" Owen asks.

      "Nothing serious or anything. Just lots of calls and texts and random visits. He hates that we're not a couple or that he doesn't get to have the grand romantic gesture to get us back together. Of course, he hasn't really tried anything grand or romantic."

      "Would that change anything?"

      The tightness in Owen's voice makes my heart flutter.

      "No," I tell him matter-of-factly. "No amount of boomboxes held over his head, sitting on dining room tables, or public musical numbers would make me ever want anything to do with him again." He looks at me strangely, and I shrug. "I like 80s movies," I explain.

      "Makes sense. Was it a really bad breakup?" he asks.

      "No. That's the thing. There wasn't even really enough of a relationship to have a bad breakup; if that makes sense. He and I started dating when we were teenagers. We'd only see each other during the summer when I came to Vidalia Isle, so most of the time it was long distance.

      "That kept it at that place where it was still exciting to go see him, and we missed each other. As time went by, I realized I wasn't falling any further for him and that the relationship was just at a standstill. It was an accessory in my life. It didn't matter so much to me that it was there, and it definitely didn't matter if it wasn't."

      "How did you two stay together for so long then?" he asks.

      "Chad went to college. That wasn't for me. I stayed home and worked for a while, but then my grandparents needed me, so I came to Vidalia Isle. He and I always had the big talks about how glorious our life together would be if we were just in the same town together, but he had graduate school. And then law school. We would take breaks and see other people, but we always managed to float back together because it was just…"

      "Expected of you?"

      I nod. "Yeah. When he finally graduated, I told myself things would straighten out. This was what we needed. It would just take being together in the same space for a while, and we would get into the rhythm of being together. It only took a few weeks of living here for me to realize that was not the case. Being apart was the only thing that actually kept us together."

      I laugh. "I felt nothing when I broke up with him, even though he tried as hard as he could to guilt me into staying with him. He even had his mother come talk to me and show me pictures of the wedding plans she had made."

      "Wedding plans?" he asks.

      "Apparently she started planning our wedding within a few months of us dating and had been piecing it together since. The wedding dress she had picked out for me and the horrible bouquets she had designed were supposed to win me over," I tell him.

      "Was she planning your wedding, or her own?" he asks.

      "Good question. But anyway, he's been continuing his campaign to get me back, and it's progressively getting more... determined. Then there's the bed-and-breakfast."

      "What about the bed-and-breakfast?"

      "Hometown Bed And Breakfast meant everything to my grandparents, and they always talked about me taking it over when I grew up, but I never caught that enthusiasm. I know it just sounds like I'm complaining and being unbelievably ungrateful. I mean, they ensured I have a place to live and a steady business without having to go through the hard part of building it. But it wasn't ever my dream to be an innkeeper. I love the place, and there are times when it's amazing. It just feels like there's got to be more out there."

      "Like caramel apples?" Owen asks.

      "It sounds funny, but, yes. Don't ask me why, I have no idea, but having my own little caramel apple business just makes me happy. I want to grow it and turn it into something amazing."

      "That doesn't sound funny," he says. "You have a business already, and that's great, but there's nothing wrong with wanting something of your own. I can understand that."

      I give a short laugh. "Right, because running a bed-and-breakfast on a tiny island while moonlighting making caramel apples has so much in common with being a prince."

      "It does. People fawn on me and do what I say just because of who I am, because of who my parents are. Being a prince means life has been handed to me and, like you so delicately pointed out, I haven't had to work hard to accomplish my position. But it also means I belong to other people.

      They get a say in everything I do or don't do and try to have a say in what I think and feel. I'm obligated to them and to my duties, so I fulfill them, but there are times when the need for something that is just me is so strong it makes me feel seconds away from exploding," he says. "That's why I've been in Vidalia Isle for so long."

      We walk out into the meadow and pull the horses to a stop. "A week?" I ask.

      Owen nods as he swings off the saddle and walks around to the side of my horse. "The plan was only to stay for a couple of nights, just for a breather. I wanted to not be a prince for a little bit and just relax."

      "What happened?" I ask.

      He takes my hand, and I secure one foot in the stirrup, so I can swing the other leg over. His hands grasp my hips firmly, and he lifts me away from the horse and into his arms.

      "You," he says.

      "Me?" I ask as I slide down his body and land on my feet.

      My hands come to rest on his chest, but my eyes don't leave his.

      "I didn't want to have to act like Prince Amadeus and worry about what people thought of me, but that didn't change the way I saw things. I still wanted the perks. But you didn't care. You didn't know who I was and didn't treat me like you did. Even when you found out, it didn't change anything. You weren't about to take my shit."

      We laugh, and he pulls me a little closer. "And I can't get enough of you for it. Leaving Vidalia Isle would have meant walking away from you, and I wasn't willing to do that again."

      "Again?" I ask.

      "You don't think I missed you when we were kids?" he asks.

      I shake my head. "It didn't seem like it would have mattered to you."

      "We were too young for me to really know why, but that week I got to spend with you stuck with me. Every day I got in trouble for sneaking away from my nanny to be with you, and I didn't care. I didn't know I wouldn't see you again."

      "Why didn't you ever get in touch with me?" I ask.

      "I don't know," he says. "I guess the same reasons you never got in touch with me."

      "Because you thought it was a hotel and I was just the overlooked child of a member of the staff or another guest?" I ask.

      He laughs. "Because I kept an image of you in my mind all these years and didn't know if I wanted to break that image."

      "And did you?" I ask.

      "Yes," he says. I gasp, but he pulls me in tighter, his arms wrapping around my waist as he laughs. "Yes, you are different than what I had in my head. You are just as fun to tease and get ruffled up as you were, maybe even more. But you are fiery and stubborn, forceful and headstrong, aggravating beyond possible comprehension... and beautiful. Sexy, funny, and playful. You are not what I expected when I came here. And I am so glad for that."

      Owen ducks his head down, and our mouths meet. It is gentle at first, then something between us ignites. His hands take hold of my ass and lift me up, so I’m straddling his hips. One hand leaves me long enough to take a blanket from the pack on his horse's side before grabbing me again. He carries me further into the meadow, and we drop to the ground.

      The blanket is barely spread across the grass when we tumble onto it, kicking shoes off and pulling away at clothes. I don't care what my hands are doing except for revealing his soft, warm skin beneath the fabric I toss away. His weight presses me down into the ground, and I feel the full, thick length of him slide up my inner thigh. This might be my first time, but I know what I want. Nothing has ever felt so right as being here with him.

      The touch of his cock against my tender skin makes my body shiver, and in seconds, I'm dripping with the need for him. One strong hand runs down my side, then glides over my belly to dip between my legs. His fingertips brush my throbbing clit, making my back arch and a cry burst from my lips.

      Owen kisses his way down my neck and onto one breast, swirling his tongue around my nipple as he continues to play between my thighs, making my skin tingle and sweat begin to bead on my chest. When he pulls away, I feel cold and almost desperate for more of his attention.

      Then he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a condom, and my mind spins. Knowing he had it tucked into his pocket, and that he not only thought about this moment when he got dressed this morning makes the anticipation unbearable.

      He can't roll the condom into place fast enough. The moment it's in place, I let my thighs fall open to welcome him in. Owen presses on my knees to push them up, opening me even further and rises up over me. His eyes lock down on mine as he slowly lets his engorged erection slide between my folds in shallow, gentle thrusts.

      One hard thrust of his hips buries him deep. Owen's mouth catches my cry as I feel a pinch of pain, and I wrap my arms around him, wanting every bit of his skin touching mine. It's more powerful, more intense than my dream, but this is no dream. This is Owen, slamming deeper and deeper inside me, claiming me with every stroke.

      Feeling my need for even more of him, Owen pulls up on his knees and lifts my hips, so they rest on his thighs. The position plunges him into me at an angle that intensifies the sensations, creating waves of pleasure that roll through me until every inch of my body tingles. Nothing else exists around us. It is only our bodies in a transcendent space we create with every breath.

      We crash into each other, both coming so hard that our bodies shake, sweat letting our skin glide over each other and falling in droplets onto each other's tongues. Owen collapses down beside me and rolls onto his back. Our hands meet, linking beside each other as our legs tangle, and the soft breeze starts to cool our skin. I know eventually I should probably tell him this was my first time, but for now, there's nothing but the fresh grass and blue sky and him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      We've been at the summer palace for two weeks now, and I know eventually we're going to have to go back to Vidalia Isle. We can't just hide away here forever and let other people take over the rest of our lives. No matter how appealing that thought is. I slept in the guest room that first night and have been sharing my bed with Avery since. That's where she is now, resting on her belly with one knee bent beside her, so her beautiful naked body is on full display.

      The sheet that was covering her is now over one thigh, and her hair is spread like a pool of ink across the white linens. I've been sleeping later in the mornings than I have in a long time, the deep relaxation and contentment that comes from having her here with me lulling me into deeper rest.

      Of course, she doesn't let me get away with that. It delights her when she wakes up early and can tease me about being a lazy royal. Yesterday, I woke up to her having made the bed around me, so I was lying in the middle of the mattress with the sheets and comforter tucked tightly around me.

      I'm not planning on giving her that satisfaction today; it’s my turn to surprise her. Ever since she confessed our first time together was her first time ever, I’ve been thinking of creative ways to draw out her pleasure each time we get tangled up in the sheets again. This morning my eyes popped open before the sun had even fully lit up the horizon, and I slipped out of bed. I'm ready to whip that bit of sheet away from her and wake her with one of the ice cubes I have in the glass in my hand.

      But that delightful distraction is not to be.

      My fingers dip down into the glass and take hold of one of the cubes, but before I can get it out and touch it to her skin, my phone rings. It's somewhere in the pile of clothes discarded on the floor last night, and I want to ignore it. It rings several more times before voicemail picks up.

      Half a second later, Avery's phone starts ringing. She tossed it onto the vanity last night after turning off the sound of the ringer, which means its vibrations are causing it to skitter across the polished surface like a nervous bug. It rings a few times and then goes silent an instant before mine starts ringing again. Avery lets out a delicate groan and pushes herself up.

      The tips of her breasts brush against the mattress, and her hair tumbles around her sleepy face. I have to fight with every ounce of self-control I have not to jump on the bed and bury my mouth between her thighs. The constant repeat of the ringing and buzzing stop me.

      “What's going on?” she asks. “Who's calling?”

      “I don't know,” I tell her, searching through the clothes for my phone.

      By the time I find it, we’re on the next-person-ringing step of the rotation, so I stand and wait for hers to stop dancing on the vanity and mine to start ringing again. As soon as it does, my face twists in confusion.

      “Who is it?” Avery asks, sitting up and pulling the sheet up over her lap.

      I click the button to answer the call. “Cinnamon Buns, do you know what time it is?” I say.

      “I swear to all that is holy, Candy Corn, don't ever put me through that again. I thought you two were dead,” Sebastian's voice comes from the other end of the line.

      “Because we didn't answer the phone?” I ask.

      “Is that Sebastian?” Avery asks. “What's wrong? Why is he calling this early?”

      “I don't know,” I tell her. “I'm trying to find out.”

      “You two haven't heard?” Seb asks incredulously.

      “Haven't heard what?” I ask.

      Avery grabs her sheet and scrambles to the end of the bed to get closer. She leans toward the phone, so I put it on speaker.

      “Sebastian, what's wrong?” Avery asks. “What's going on? Is Skylar okay? Shawn and Leo?”

      “All those people are fine,” he says. “You, on the other hand, might not be.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” she asks.

      “The results came back from your blogger's autopsy. He didn't die of a heart attack. At least, not one his body did on purpose.”

      “What?” I ask. “What are you talking about?”

      “He was poisoned,” Sebastian says. “And now the police are calling it a suspicious death. I think that's a fairly foregone conclusion at this point. People don't usually spontaneously die of poisoning.”

      Avery's hand claps over her mouth. "I told you," she hisses as she pulls it away slightly, then shoves it back in place.

      “Did she just say 'I told you',” Sebastian asks. “Like I told you I was going to get caught? Did that bitch kill the GPS and not tell me?"

      “I did not kill him,” Avery clarifies.

      “Oh, good. Love you,” Seb says, his voice falling from dog-whistle territory back to sweet.

      “Uh-huh. You just accused me of murder.”

      “I'm not the only one,” he tells her.

      "Wait; what? Who else is saying Avery murdered that guy?" I ask.

      “Kind of everybody,” Seb says. “Well, not everybody. But a-lot-of-body.”

      "Why would they say that?" Avery says.

      "Well, you have been stressed out about his review of Hometown Bed And Breakfast since before he even got to Vidalia Isle," Seb points out.

      "The only people who knew who he was are you, Skylar, and Owen," she says. "Remember, no one else knew who he was or what he was doing in Vidalia Isle."

      “True,” he continues, “but it's not like it was a secret that he was one of the most genuinely unpleasant people any of us have ever encountered. Everybody on the island knew he was staying in your bed-and-breakfast.”

      “So, having an unpleasant person utilizing your business is now a believable motive for murder?” Avery asks. “People better seriously hope no one ever walks out of a DMV and drops dead.”

      “There's also that tiny detail you haven't mentioned yet," Seb says.

      "What's that?" I ask.

      "The caramel apple."

      "Oh, shit, my apple," Avery says, flopping over forward to rest her head to her knees. "He was holding that fucking peanut apple. People think I poisoned the man with a caramel apple. That is going to put a serious dent in my custom orders."

      "Seventy-five percent of the people who went to that festival bought apples from Avery. I know I told at least twenty people to get one," I say.

      Avery lifts her head. "Aww, that's sweet. Thank you," she says weakly.

      I stroke her cheek with my thumb. "Of course," I say.

      "That's all well and good," Seb continues, "but no one else dropped dead in the middle of the festival after eating one of them. There were a few bites taken out of the one Mr. Mercer was holding."

      "Didn't someone test the apple?" I ask.

      Avery tips over to bury her head against my shoulder when I sit beside her and wrap an arm around her shoulders.

      "Apparently Vidalia Isle has some learning to do when it comes to murder investigations. They sent the EMTs for the body, and someone tossed the apple. By the time they figured it out, the trash had already been dumped."

      "Perfect," I mutter.

      "I wasn't even at the table when he bought the apple," Avery says. "Remember? I was already with you. When we met up with Sebastian and Skylar, they said he had come and bought the apple from them. How could I possibly be the one to poison him if I didn't even know he was coming to buy an apple?"

      "You put it aside for him," Seb says.

      "What?" I ask.

      "The caramel apple," he explains. "Didn't you?"

      "No," Avery says. "Why would you say that?"

      "After you left, Skylar noticed a couple of apples sitting under the table with a note that said GPS. She figured you knew he'd want one since he essentially lived off them for a few days there, so you set aside his favorite flavors to make sure they'd be there for him. You know, to earn some extra points."

      Avery lifts her head and looks at me with widened eyes, her head shaking.

      "I didn't do that," she says. "All the apples I brought with me were on the table, right from the very beginning. None of them were put aside, and I definitely didn't write a note. Besides, why would I risk the reputation of my apples? There are literally dozens of ways to get poisoned that aren’t food-related."

      "Wait, Seb, you said a couple apples."

      "Yeah," he confirms. "The peanut one he asked for and another one with sprinkles. Skylar wanted to give him the one with sprinkles because she said it looked special and she figured you did that on purpose, but he very firmly asked for a peanut one."

      Avery's eyes narrow and her eyebrows knit together.

      "Looked special?" she asks. Her face suddenly opens up, and she leans closer to the phone. "Seb, the apple with sprinkles. What kind of sprinkles did it have?"

      "White," he answers. "It wasn't like any of the other ones you made."

      "That's because I didn't make it," she says. "All the apples I made for the festival were made with autumn sprinkles. The ones with the orange and brown."

      I nod. "The brown ones are chocolate," I say. "She told me that."

      "That's right," she says. "There weren't any with white sprinkles. I didn't make that apple."

      "What happened to it?" I ask.

      "I don't know," Sebastian answers.

      "What do you mean you don't know?" she asks.

      "After we sold out of apples, Skylar and I decided we deserved a reward. I put the money box in my backpack, but we didn't think to do anything with the apple. We hadn't sold it because we thought you had specifically put it aside for him. When we got back, it was gone."

      "I've got to get back there," Avery says. "There has to be some way we can clear all this up."

      "No, Avery, you can't come back to Vidalia Isle," Sebastian insists.

      "Why not?" she asks.

      She's already off the bed and bouncing around, trying to pull her skinny jeans on over her hips. Still topless and with her hair now wild around her head, she stops with her hand on her hip and looks like she just wandered out of an 80s hard rock video.

      "I told you," Sebastian says. "It's being considered a suspicious death, and you are grade-A suspicious right now. Jumping ship and heading off on your fairytale adventure didn't improve matters."

      "You're the one who encouraged me to come," Avery argues.

      "That's before I knew they were going to be accusing you of murder," Seb points out. "The truth is, the police want to bring you in, and they're going to as soon as you step foot in Vidalia Isle again.

      Avery shakes against me, her body trembling as she tries to let the information sink in.

      "What am I going to do?" she finally asks in a small, high voice.

      "Don't worry," I tell her. "You're safe."

      "I'm wanted for questioning on suspicion of killing somebody," she says.

      "Yeah, if all slasher rules apply here, you'd be the one whose safety we should be more concerned about, Lemon Drop." Seb pointed out.

      "Slasher rules do not apply," Avery tells him fiercely.

      "No, what I mean is you're safe here," I tell her. "This island is owned by the King and Queen of Calidonia and has been annexed as a part of the nation. Technically, you are in a different country right now. And we don't extradite."

      "So, as long as you stay on that island, they can't get to you," Seb says.

      She pulls herself in tighter, wrapping her arms around her knees.

      "Then I guess that means I'll be hanging out for a while."

      "Just hang on, honey," he says. "Everything is going to be fine. They're going to figure it all out, and you'll be home before you know it."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      "Oh, fuck that," I say, stomping into the dining room.

      Owen glances up at me from the tablet sitting on the table beside him and smiles. "Good morning, my delicate tea rose," he says.

      "Seb just called me," I say, pacing angrily back and forth beside the table.

      Platters of breakfast foods lined up in front of Owen call to me, but I'm too worked up to pause and eat.

      "What's going on?" he asks.

      "They canceled Halloween,” I tell him.

      “Who canceled Halloween?”

      “Vidalia Isle. Mayor Prescott and the Sheriff just had a press conference announcing it to the entirety of the village that all further Halloween or Halloween-adjacent activities are henceforth canceled because of safety concerns stemming up from not being able to find a potential killer.”

      My blood is boiling, but tears are also stinging in my eyes. I don't know if I should focus more energy on my fury or my heartache. They're both pretty intense, and I'm struggling to decide which one warrants more attention right now. I figure if I just keep on pacing, one of them will eventually override the other and I'll know how to react.

      “That escalated quickly,” Owen says. “He just told you they were even considering you a person of interest yesterday.”

      “I know. Apparently because of the higher volume of tourists and the unbelievable amount of attention this particular incident has caused, there are people who are worried that celebrating Halloween in any way would just glorify the situation and make it look like Vidalia Isle is being disrespectful of a death. Evidently a few women's groups have risen up a ‘someone think of the children’ war cry, and a few others have started talking about the possibility of a copycat.”

      “Did they say anything else about other information they might have or other people they’re looking at?” Owen asks. “Anything at all?”

      “Nothing,” I say, flopping down into the chair beside him. “They've got their sights laser-focused right on me and aren't even considering that there might be another explanation.” The call of the bacon gets too much for me, and I reach for a crispy piece. “You know, this is what I've always said about myself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know how there's always one creepy neighbor in your area or that one big, scary house nobody wants to get anywhere near unless it's some sort of strange initiation or bizarre sex game or something?” I ask.

      “Not particularly,” he says. “I can't really remember having anyone anything like that near me when I was growing up. Or now, come to think of it.”

      “Yeah, me neither. And you know why?” I point at myself. “Because it's me. I'm the creepy neighbor nobody wants to get anywhere near. Hometown Bed And Breakfast is that big scary house. That's why they all want to blame me for this.”

      Owen pours me a cup of coffee and slides it toward me with one hand as he reaches for a pitcher of cream with the other. The smell of cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg rising up from the custom-created pumpkin spice creamer Angela crafted just for me makes my heart hurt even more.

      “You might be taking this a little too far,” he says. “I haven't noticed anybody having any problem getting anywhere near you. Besides, Hometown Bed And Breakfast is a bed-and-breakfast. People are there all the time.”

      I sigh and take a deep sip of the coffee.

      “You're right,” I say. “Everybody knows Eloise Jamerson is the creepy old neighbor nobody wants to get anywhere near. But, honestly, that's only because of what happened two summers ago. She swears it was an experiential art installation. Refuses to understand that one person's scathing commentary on social justice and the imbalance of the prison system is another person's astonishingly inappropriate Fourth of July display.”

      “Good,” he says. “I'm glad we got that straight.”

      "But, then why me?" I ask. "Why am I the one they are focused in on so intently?"

      "You're the only one who had anything out for him in Vidalia Isle," Owen points out. "And even if they don't know that, he died holding a caramel apple you made, and he was poisoned."

      "Not a caramel apple I made. That's the thing. Someone else did this and just wants it to look like me. And if the police aren't going to do something about it, I'm going to have to." I stand up and head away from the table. After a few steps, I walk back and snatch another piece of bacon from the platter and grab my coffee. "I'm going to need my strength."

      "What are you talking about?" Owen asks as I stomp away toward the stairs.

      I'm several steps up when he catches up with me. "This isn't just a bad review," I say. "This is my reputation and quite possibly my life. That man is dead because someone killed him. Either I figure out what really happened and save my own ass, or I lose everything."

      I continue up the stairs toward the bedroom, and Owen chases after me.

      "No," he says.

      Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I don't hesitate. "I don't believe I asked for your permission."

      "That's not what I mean. I mean, no, that's not the only option."

      This makes me pause on the landing. "What do you mean?"

      "It's not either you figure it out, or you lose everything. We are going to figure this out," he says.

      "Really?" I ask, my heart lifting.

      "Do you think I'd let you go off chasing some murderer by yourself?" he asks. "You can't even use an inflatable slide."

      Letting out an exasperated growl, I start up the stairs again, listening to Owen laugh as he chases after me again.

      "My inability to slide has no correlation to my ability to solve a murder," I say. I'm glad he's walking behind me, so he doesn't see the look I'm giving myself.

      "Do you have a lot of experience with that?" he asks.

      I climb the second flight of stairs and head into the bedroom. "Not in real life, but if Jessica Fletcher could figure out that woman at the hotel killed her husband by attaching nitrogen to his lamp and slowly suffocating him, I can unravel this one."

      "Is she that woman who owns the yarn shop? Has all the weird little octopi dangling around in the front window?" Owen asks.

      I strip off my yoga pants and t-shirt and replace them with a pair of leggings and a black sweater dress.

      "No." I walk over to the vanity to clip my hair up off my neck. A thought hits me, and I spin back around to face Owen. "That's it," I say. "I can't believe I didn't realize it."

      "I don't think Mr. Mercer died from nitrogen poisoning," Owen says. "He was right out in the open."

      He flaps his hand around to indicate all the non-nitrogen filled air.

      "Not the nitrogen," I say, crossing to the bed and bouncing onto the mattress. "This." I pull a site up on my phone and turn it to face Owen.

      "The Traveler's True GPS?" he asks. "As in, the reason people think you gave Mr. Mercer the big thumbs down?"

      "Yes, and also the reason she would," I say.

      I point to the picture of Hannah Aberdeen grinning in the corner of the blog post.

      "She looks pretty happy," Owen says.

      "That's because that picture was taken before Mercer posted his review of her bed-and-breakfast. It showed up the day you threw your apple cider at me."

      "You mean the day you smashed the door into me because you were unhappy with the sprinkle selection," Owen corrects.

      I shove the phone into his hands. "Look at this," I say. "Read the kinds of things he said about her bed-and-breakfast. This was a few weeks ago, but her place isn't too far from Vidalia Isle. She could have read the review and taken a couple of days to get out here, plan the murder, and take him out."

      Owen nods as he hands the phone back to me.

      "That's a good theory. I mean, he is pretty brutal there, and I can see people wanting to wipe him out for saying things like that about the business they work so hard for, but there's a bit of a flaw in your theory."

      "What's that?" I ask.

      "No one knew who he was. You said it yourself. He was the shadowy figure that lurked at the doors of bed-and-breakfasts all over the country."

      "I don't think I actually said that."

      "Maybe not with those words, but that's why you were so nervous, wasn't it? And why you thought I was him when I first got to Hometown Bed And Breakfast. You didn't know what to expect because he purposely stayed anonymous. So, how would this Hannah woman know to come to Vidalia Isle to get her retribution?" he asks.

      "The same way I knew he was coming. There were rumors all over the place of where he was traveling."

      "That doesn't change that he was anonymous. There aren't pictures of him splashed all over the internet. Well, I mean, now there are, but there weren't any then unless you added him to your website."

      "If I figured out who he was, she might have, too," I say.

      "So, what do you want to do? Call her up and ask if she whacked anybody with an apple recently? See if she pulled an Evil Queen?" Owen asks.

      "Of course, not," I say. "That would be ridiculous."

      "Good. Now that we've…"

      "I think we need to go talk to her."

      "Are you serious?" he asks, sounding dumbfounded.

      "Why not?" I ask.

      "Do you remember you are wanted by the police?"

      "Yes, but only in Vidalia Isle."

      "I know I'm not from around here, but I'm fairly certain murder is illegal everywhere," he says.

      "It's not all that high-profile yet. A few other news stations have gotten it, but Seb says he hasn't seen a picture of me or anything. As long as I stay out of Vidalia Isle, I'll be fine."

      "Well, now I'm definitely going with you."

      He takes out his phone, and I tilt my head at him.

      "What are you doing?" I ask.

      "Calling Calidonia," he says.

      "You're tattling on me to your mother?" I ask.

      "Not exactly."

      "Then what are you doing?"

      "Do you have a plan for getting to Willow Springs?" he asks.

      My mouth opens to reply before I realize there aren't any words to come out of it. It closes, and I shake my head. "Nope," I say. "I hadn't thought it all the way through."

      "Well, the bay is a touch chilly this time of year, and I don't think you packed a scuba suit, so swimming to Virginia is probably not the most viable option," he teases.

      "You are very mean. Has anyone ever told you that?" I ask.

      "You." Owen leans down and kisses me. "And while I may be mean, I also happen to have a plane at my disposal."

      "A... plane?" I stammer.

      "Yes. I usually don't use it when not on official duty, but this seems like time to break the rules a little bit," he says.

      The next morning we are on a private plane heading to Virginia and the tiny town of Willow Springs, where I hope to suss out a murderer and confirm my cinnamon rolls are the best. Maybe not in that order.

      Probably should be in that order.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      “It isn’t cuter than mine, right? You don't think it's cuter than mine?”

      “No,” Owen reassures me. “It's not cuter than yours. Nothing is cuter than yours.”

      He takes me by my wrist and curls me into him, leaning down for a kiss. The depth and slight roll in his voice tells me he probably isn't talking about the bed-and-breakfast the way I am.

      “We are here on a mission,” I tell him when I pull away from the kiss, but I'm tempted to go in for one more before we take our luggage out of the trunk of the rental car.

      “Does it include a climb of Everest?” he asks. “We're going to be here one night. Maybe two. What could you possibly need with three suitcases? It looks like you brought everything you had on the island with you.”

      “I've never confronted a potential murderer before, okay? I don't know the proper protocol. The best way we're going to be able to get in close enough to Hannah to find out anything is if we blend in with the rest of her guests. What does that mean? Are guests who come to Willow Springs, Virginia, jeans people? Or do they prefer khaki? Are there going to be any hands-on activities that may require outdoor clothing? Could there be a cotillion?”

      Owen eyes my bags suspiciously. “Which one of these has your dinner gown and shoes in it?” he asks.

      I hold up the one I'm carrying. “This one, obviously. Speaking of which, we should probably get into the room as soon as we can. Gowns don't tend to like to be folded.”

      Much like Hometown Bed And Breakfast, this bed-and-breakfast was opened in a converted private home. The architecture is far more contemporary, with a layout more spread out than vertical, but the blue shutters against the white wood are welcoming, and late-blooming flowers add pops of color to the landscaping. They remind me of the rose garden Owen brought me through on my first morning on the summer island. I don't think any flowers will ever look as beautiful as those did.

      “Stop it,” Owen says under his breath as he leans sideways toward me.

      “Stop what?” I ask in the same low, hissing tone.

      “You're comparing yourself,” he says. “I can see it in your eyes. We are not here to see if her bed-and-breakfast is better than yours, though, if we were going to start doing rankings, yours would already have some points on hers.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      We step up onto the small front porch and approach the blue door.

      “Are you going to go in?” Owen asks.

      “I don't know,” I say. “I've never been on this side of a bed-and-breakfast before. It feels strange.”

      “Well, what do you like your guests to do when they arrive?”

      “Not splash me with water and ruin my cocktail dress?” I tease.

      He makes a playful growling sound and nips the end of my nose. “You're never going to let that go, are you?”

      I pretend to be thinking, turning my head to an angle, and making a hmmmmmm sound.

      “Nope,” I tell him with a shaking my head. “Probably not.”

      He smacks me on the ass, and I giggle as I reach up to knock on the door.

      “You like when people knock?” he asks.

      I shrug. “I don't know. Just trying something.”

      “Just trying to get our dear friend Hannah to answer the door so you can see if she's carrying around a syringe full of poison,” he says.

      Before I have a chance to respond, the door opens, and Hannah smiles out at us.

      “Hi there,” she says. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” Owen says. “We were actually wondering if you have any vacancies.”

      “How long do you think you’re staying?” she asks.

      Her eyes move up and down Owen, and all the sweet-as-pie persona in the world can't cover up the desire in them.

      “We'll be with you for a night or two,” I tell her, possibly putting a little more emphasis on the 'we' than I need to.

      “Well, it just so happens I have a room available.” Her eyes sweep over him again before coming back to me. “Two, actually.”

      “One will be just fine, thank you,” Owen tells her with a charming smile.

      “Very well,” Hannah says. “Come on in, and we'll get you settled.”

      I look around as she leads us through the foyer to a small office. “Your place is lovely,” I comment.

      “Thank you,” she says cheerfully. “Now, this is my office where I do all the checking in and checking out and paperwork, and all that boring stuff. But I'm always available for my guests. Anytime you might need anything, you just come on and talk to me.”

      “We will,” Owen says.

      I notice a picture on the corner of her desk and point to it. “Is this today?” I ask.

      In the picture, Hannah is wearing the same pink dress with tiny red flowers that she's wearing right now, but she's standing at a vintage white stove, stirring what might be a pot of oatmeal as she grins at the camera. Tiny interchangeable plaques set into the bottom of the picture frame spell out today's date.

      “Yes, it is,” she tells me. “I want my guests to feel like friends or family just coming over for a visit, and I want them to know that I'm dedicated to taking care of them throughout their stay. So, every morning, I put a picture of myself making breakfast right in that frame."

      She looks beyond me for a moment, and then she looks back into my eyes. "In the afternoon, when I start the desserts, I serve with coffee each night in the parlor, I post a picture of that too. Guests can come in here first thing in the morning and check the menu, and know that even before they were awake, I was thinking about them and getting them started for a beautiful day.”

      “How nice,” I say.

      “Who takes the pictures?” Owen asks. “Do you have someone else working here with you?”

      “Just a sweet lady who comes in here once a week for a deep clean and a gentleman who tends the lawn. I take the pictures myself with a timed camera app on my phone. I might look sweet and sheltered, but I'm up on my technology.”

      Her sudden, wider smile brightens up the office, and Owen and I exchange glances.

      “This is a really unique way to communicate with your guests,” I tell her. “It's also kind of like a scrapbook of your bed-and-breakfast. Do you keep the pictures from day to day?”

      If Hannah's eyes light up any more it's going to look like she used incandescent bulbs as cotton swabs.

      “I do!” she gushes. “When I'm done displaying them, I tuck them away in a file, then at the end of each month I add them to an album. With all the menus and little notes from my guests, it's a record of the seasons and everything I've put into this place.”

      Guilt is starting to creep up the back of my neck and twisting my stomach, but I can't let myself get distracted.

      WWJFD. What Would Jessica Fletcher Do? I might need to look into some more relevant entertainment options. But that's later. For right now, I'll be taking my cue from all the murder that she wrote.

      “I'd love to look through them,” I say.

      “The ones from the last few months are displayed in the parlor,” Hannah tells me. “I leave them out on the coffee table for people to flip through.”

      “Do you have any of the pictures from this month?” I ask. I try to assume as innocent an expression as I can. “This is just my very favorite time of year, and I'd love to see how it inspires your meals and desserts.”

      “Absolutely,” she says.

      She reaches into a drawer in her desk and pulls out a manila folder. Out of another drawer, she takes an old-fashioned guest registration card and slides it toward Owen. He accepts it and picks up a pen to start filling out the tiny lines.

      “Thank you,” I tell her, taking the folder from her hand. “I'll just be over in the parlor, looking through these.”

      Owen glances over his shoulder at me. “I'll meet you in there,” he tells me.

      I leave the office as quickly as would seem dignified and make my way into the parlor. It's positioned at a slight diagonal from the open door of the office, so Hannah can't see me when I sit in one of the overstuffed green corduroy chairs and lean to spread the pictures out on the table.

      The feeling of the corduroy fabric sends a chill down my spine as I remember the horrible gold pants Mr. Mercer wore three times during his visit and will wear for all eternity if popular-media ghost rules prove true.

      I'm still scouring the pictures a few minutes later when Owen makes his way into the room.

      “Good to see you made it out of there,” I tell him. “Even if she isn't a murderer, she was looking at you like she wouldn't mind turning you into a late-night snack.” I glance back at the pictures. “What do you think of these?”

      “I think they're weird as hell, but that doesn't prove anything. She explained it well enough. I'm not sure how many of her guests actually notice the picture changes every day and how much she's deluding herself, but we have to admit it's a pretty nice touch.”

      “It is,” I agree.

      “Did you look at the pictures from the day Mercer died?” he asks.

      “They were the first ones I looked at.”

      “And?”

      “They're there,” I say. I sift through the pictures and pull out the ones from the day before, the day of, and the day after the murder. “Look, right here. The date is written in the corner of each of the pictures. It's like that on all of them. Here's the whole week leading up to Mr. Mercer dying, and here is Hannah in her kitchen the morning he died.”

      “And here she is that evening,” Owen says, pointing out another picture. “There's no way she'd be able to get all the way to Vidalia Isle after making breakfast, kill Mr. Mercer, then get back here in time to make cupcakes. There just isn't enough time.”

      I look closer at the pictures. “You can even see her date book. It shows up in a few of the pictures. I guess she likes to write down ideas for what she's going to make for breakfast or her evening desserts and keeps it open while she's making them. It's sitting right there with the date and her plans.”

      “Are you enjoying the pictures?” Hannah asks as she comes in the room.

      An idea strikes me as she settles a tray of tea and cookies on the table, gently moving the pictures out of the way.

      “They’re wonderful,” I tell her. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course,” she says.

      She hands each of us a napkin, then pours peppermint tea into two bone china cups. I pull up a picture of Mr. Mercer I surreptitiously took while he was at Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      “This is a friend of mine. He stayed here a little while back. It was his recommendation that actually inspired us to come here. Do you recognize him?”

      Hannah tucks her hand behind mine to support the phone as she leans a little closer to examine the screen. After a few seconds, she shakes her head.

      “I can't say for sure,” she says. “You say he was here just recently?”

      “Yes,” I tell her. “In the last couple of months. Maybe July or August.”

      “Everything from the first day in July through the middle of October tends to be my busy season. It's slow this week for some reason, but I was at absolute capacity and turning people away for the last few months. I want to say he looks familiar, but as much as it embarrasses me to say, I don't definitely remember.”

      She sounds genuinely regretful for not immediately recognizing the picture, which means she feels bad for not knowing who Mr. Mercer is. Or was.

      “Thank you for the tea,” I tell her.

      She nods. “You take your time. When you're ready, I'll bring you up to your room.”

      She walks out of the parlor, and I look at Owen, who is struggling with everything in him not to laugh, his mouth perched at the edge of the teacup, but his hands shaking with the restrained laughter so hard he can't seem to get a sip in.

      “Fine,” I say. “So, you were right. Hannah isn't the Vidalia Isle Prowler.”

      “The Vidalia Isle Prowler?” he asks.

      “Just a name I came up with. All the killers get names.”

      “But we don't know if he actually prowls,” Owen says. “From what I saw, he pretty much got in and got out and did what he needed to do.”

      We finish our tea and each grab a cookie before going off to find Hannah. We pick up our luggage from where we left in the office and bring it up to the room she indicates for us. After a few seconds of friendly innkeeper banter, Hannah reminds us to relax and enjoy ourselves, promises brownies at nine, and disappears behind the closed door.

      “Well, this is a total waste,” I lament and toss myself onto the bed.

      Suddenly Owen is hovering over me, a mischievous look on his face. “I wouldn't say a total waste,” he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      Before she can complain any more about Hannah not being a stone-cold killer, I lock her lips with mine, and she sinks down into the bed. I can feel her relax as I move to her neck, making my way to the middle of her chest as slowly as I feel like. I had hungered for her for hours on the way here and then sitting in that parlor, and now I was going to get my taste of her.

      I reach up and slowly pull the straps of her sundress down, my lips moving with the neckline until I’m buried between her soft breasts. I swirl one nipple with my tongue before moving to the other and repeating the motion, enjoying the sensation of feeling them harden under my touch. I blow a gentle breath on one of them, and I can hear her breath catch.

      She reaches for the bottom of my shirt, but I place my hands on hers, and she locks eyes with me. I shake my head as I grin and place her arms down at her sides. She smiles back at me and lays her head back again, her silky black hair spilling out over the old-fashioned comforter.

      I kneel in front of her now, my knees on the floor as her legs open to give me access to her core. I pull her by her waist to the edge of the bed, draping her long, smooth legs over my shoulders. I pull the dress up, exposing the lacy white panties underneath, and a growl escapes my chest.

      My mouth waters at the thought of tasting her, and I pull the undergarments down as Avery lifts her ass in the air to help me get them off faster. I toss them to the side of the room and sit back to take in her glory.

      I turn my head and kiss her thigh, moving slowly down to her core. Her hands reach for my hair and grab handfuls as I sweep my tongue along the lips of her sweet pussy. I trace the opening, savoring the heat and the taste of her before unfolding my tongue fully to lift up through her folds.

      A sound of pleasure greets me as I swirl my tongue through her center, finally resting on her clit. I gently nudge it, until I feel her start to writhe below me, and I pull her legs around my head, so they cross.

      One hand leaves her thigh and rises up from below, the middle finger finding her opening as I lavish her clit with attention. I plunge my finger inside her, and I feel her gasp, and her grip on my hair tightens, and her thigh muscles tense up.

      I increase the speed of my tongue as I begin to lightly brush the top of her wall with the pad of my finger and then begin to draw it out slowly. I push it back in and repeat the motion as I sweep her with my tongue, and I can feel her body beginning to vibrate as a powerful orgasm begins to build up inside her.

      One hand leaves my hair and grasps at my shirt near the collar and pulls at me, and I increase the intensity of my tongue. Soon, I hear her begin to moan, and she shoves her own hand over her mouth to stop the sound from being too loud. This only encourages me, and I begin to rapidly move inside her while I swirl her clit with my tongue.

      In just moments, Avery tenses up completely, her hand barely holding in a scream as she bucks up toward me, then shakes violently as the orgasm rolls through her. I hold her there, my hand under her ass and my mouth clamped over her, gently sucking on her, as she rides the wave completely and then collapses back onto the bed, spent.

      The next day we’re back in the summer palace, and Avery is back to trying to come up with her next move. She’s been in the library for hours, and when I bring her a cup of coffee, she’s standing in a slice of afternoon sunlight, bent over something spread across the table.

      “What’s all this?” I ask.

      The names beside stick figure drawings scattered over two large, taped-together pieces of paper look familiar, but the pattern means nothing, as do the haphazard lines drawn from them to a blob in the center.

      “My visual aid,” she says. “I’ve been trying to get it all straight in my head, but it’s too confusing. While you were on the phone, I found that room we used to hang out in. Remember the corner with all the art supplies?”

      “Yeah,” I tell her. “My parents keep that room stocked so when their friends come to visit with kids, there’s something for them to do while the adults are adulting.”

      “Good thing, because I raided it for the paper and markers,” she says.

      “Ever the resourceful one.”

      She takes the coffee from me and sucks it down. “I’m never going to get used to decaf,” she says, cringing.

      “It’s better for you,” I tell her. “Especially when you’re guzzling down three or four cups a day.”

      “I’m drinking that much because my brain can’t figure out where the caffeine is. The taste is just enough to trick it a little, but this whole ‘no caffeine at the summer palace’ thing is not my favorite feature.”

      “At least it’s pumpkin spice,” I point out.

      “Yeah, in celebration of the Halloween that will never be. Speaking of which, did you find out anything?”

      “Both Ellery Harris and Ron Benito are confirmed as having been in their bed-and-breakfasts the whole week of the murder,” I tell her.

      “Great,” she says.

      She picks up a red marker and makes big ‘X’ marks under the stick figures with those names.

      “Again, what is all this?” I ask.

      “It’s a map of all the bed-and-breakfasts Mercer reviewed over the last year and their proximity to Vidalia Isle,” she explains. “That’s the blob.”

      “And all the ‘X’ marks?” I ask.

      “Those are the ones with verified alibis for the time when he was killed.”

      “Looks like you’re making good progress eliminating them,” I tell her.

      “Well, now that word has gotten out about Mr. Mercer being GPS, innkeepers are crawling out of the woodwork to clear their names. It’s become a social media phenomenon. Hashtag ‘I didn’t break the GPS’.”

      “That’s pretty harsh.”

      “Right up there with hashtag ‘GPS is recalculating’,” she says.

      “Damn.”

      “Yeah. But at least it means I can trim some of the names off the suspect lists. These people”—she clicks the end of the marker against a few of the stick figures—“posted pictures of themselves at events or activities that mean they couldn’t have been in Vidalia Isle. These”—she clicks again—“didn’t post any pictures but explained where they were and got comments from guests that confirm it.”

      “What about these?” I ask, indicating figures out at the edge of the paper.

      “They haven’t given an alibi, but they live really far away from Vidalia Isle. It’s possible they could have flown in, but chances are the rumors about where he was traveling are pretty centralized. There’s no reason for owners out near California or in Oregon to be talking about him traveling around Georgia and Virginia, so most likely they wouldn’t know.”

      “But there’s no guarantee,” I say.

      “Exactly, which is why I’m keeping my eye on them and trying to get some comment out of them.”

      “I’m sure the police are looking into all the possible leads, including other bed-and-breakfast owners who have been burned by the reviews.”

      “I don’t trust that much,” she says. “According to Sebastian and Skylar, they are still gunning for me and haven’t even talked about any other possible leads.”

      “Maybe you should go talk to them,” I suggest. “Just sit down with them and clear things up.”

      She looks at me incredulously. “I’m not going to go let myself get arrested,” she says. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Which is exactly why it would be fine,” I tell her, reaching out to rub her back. “You know you didn’t poison anybody, that you had nothing to do with him dying. So, you have nothing to be afraid of. You just go in, tell them you didn’t do it, and it will be done.”

      Her expression is unmoved. “Yes, because that always works out just like that. No one has ever gotten anything wrong in a murder case ever.”

      “The police at least need to know about the apples and the note,” I insist. “That’s evidence, and you can’t just hide it.”

      “You have a really high opinion of me, don’t you?” she asks sarcastically. “You think I’d just flagrantly obstruct justice by not telling them about the apples? Of course, they know.”

      “You called them?”

      Her eyes dart away from me and back to her diagram. “Sebastian left an anonymous letter taped to the front door of the police department,” she tells me in a slightly mumbled tone.

      “An anonymous letter?” I ask in disbelief.

      Avery groans and rolls her eyes back in my direction.

      “They figured out who he was by lunch that day. He’s not exactly subtle,” she tells me. “They already brought him in for questioning. He told them everything he knew about the apples I made, the apples they found, and the note.”

      “What did the police say?”

      “They all but told him he was an accessory to the murder and not to think about leaving Vidalia Isle anytime soon,” she says.

      “Well, that’s unfortunate,” I agree.

      “So now you understand why I can’t just go back and invite them out to tea and a chat. For some reason, the Sheriff and his posse have it out for me, and I’m not terribly keen on sitting around in the Vidalia Isle jail while they sift through the facts to figure out the truth. Not only does that sound really uncomfortable, but what if they don’t figure it out? Even if they do, what’s it going to do to my business? How many people are going to want to stay at a bed-and-breakfast owned by someone accused of murdering someone who stayed there?”

      “I don’t know about murdering someone who stayed there, but I’ve heard the Lizzie Borden house isn’t hurting for people wanting to stay there,” I offer.

      “That is not helpful.” She looks at her diagram, then back at me. “You know about Lizzie Borden?”

      “I’m a prince, not an alien,” I point out. “She’s a bit of a name. We actually studied her in school.”

      “Why would you study Lizzie Borden?” Avery asks.

      “It was a psychology class, and we were studying how people see others and how that can make it more difficult to suspect someone of doing something horrible. People accused Lizzie of murdering her step-mother and her father because she was a lonely spinster woman stuck in their oppressive household. The same people then acquitted her of the crime because they saw her as the quiet Sunday school teacher who couldn’t possibly be capable of something like that.”

      “I’m not sure I’m loving the use of the word ‘spinster,’ but I’m following you. So, you’re saying the people of Vidalia Isle see me as capable of murder because I am alone running the business after my grandparents died, and that made me bitter and hateful?” she asks.

      “Actually, I was just drawing a link between the whole staying in a bed-and-breakfast a murderer lived in situation. I don’t think there are many people in the village who honestly believe you killed him. They know you better than that. They just want to cling to an explanation because that will mean they don’t have to be afraid of some nameless killer. It also doesn’t help that we’re so close to Halloween. This time of year stirs up the spooky in people,” I tell her.

      “Which, again, is why I need to be able to do this. People can have their spooky all they want. I need to figure out the truth. If that doesn’t happen, I’ll try it your way and hand myself over to the posse so they can take over. Just give me that time.”

      Her eyes are pleading, and even though I know it is against my better judgment, I nod.

      “Fine,” I tell her. “Two weeks. You can have two more weeks, but if you still haven’t made any progress, we’re going back to Vidalia Isle and doing this the right way,” I tell her.

      She smiles at me. “I like it when you’re so forceful,” she purrs.

      “Oh, really?” I ask.

      She nods, and I scoop her off her feet, tossing her over my shoulder so I can carry her upstairs into the bedroom for some distraction.
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      “Please tell me you have some good news for me,” I say as I answer the phone when Sebastian calls the next day.

      “I think that depends on what you consider good news,” he says.

      “Anything that starts with that sort of disclaimer isn't it,” I tell him. “What is it? What's going on?”

      “A couple things, really. How do you want me to arrange them? In order of interest? In order of brevity? In order of potential badness?”

      This just keeps getting better.

      “Hit me with your brevity,” I say.

      “The police came by with a search warrant and need to be able to get into the room Mr. Mercer was staying in, but they can't. In the interest of brevity, I'll combine this with the news that we had to turn away a potential new customer because all the rooms are full, since his stuff is still in that room.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh.

      “What's wrong?” Owen asks.

      I'm already on the floor digging around in my purse.

      “The police want to go through Mercer's room, but they can't get in. Also, somebody else wanted to come and stay at Hometown Bed And Breakfast but wasn't able to because that room is still full of Mercer's stuff and can't be rented. The man is dead, and he's still ruining my business.” I cringe. “Maybe I should be a little bit more careful about throwing phrases like that around.”

      “Maybe a little,” Owen says. “Why can't they get into the room?”

      “It's locked,” I say.

      “Shouldn't he have the key with him if he locked his door, before he left the festival?”

      “Yeah, Sebastian, shouldn't he have the key with him if he locked his door, before he left for the festival?”

      Owen laughs and continues getting dressed.

      “Apparently he didn't,” Sebastian says. “According to Leo, who was there when the police went to the bed-and-breakfast, they told him nobody could find the key to the room. They searched his pockets, but there was no key. Just his small, leather, GPS embossed notebook with notes about his blog posts and a pen.”

      I relay the message to Owen.

      “That's really strange,” he says. “Why don't you just tell them to use your keys out of the drawer in the foyer?”

      I pick up the key ring from my duffel bag and hold it up for him to see. “Because I have them,” I say.

      “Why do you have your keys?” he asks with a distinct hint of frustration.

      “I always have my keys,” I tell him. “You know that. You're the one who made fun of me for taking them out of the drawer and attempting to lock Mr. Mercer into the bed-and-breakfast.”

      “But why did you bring them with you to come here?”

      “Force of habit. I always grab them out of the drawer when I'm leaving,” I say.

      “Does that mean there aren't any other keys sitting around?” Sebastian asks.

      “No. There are only two for each room. One goes to the guests, and I keep one. I guess you're just going to have to tell the police to break in.”

      “Will do,” he says. “Next up, the police have officially cleared all the bed-and-breakfast owners who had their places ravaged by the GPS blog over the last year, and are quickly on their way to eliminating all the ones who got particularly bad reviews or have closed down their businesses in the last three years. So far, everyone has been able to prove there was no way they were in Vidalia Isle anytime leading up to Mr. Mercer dying, or any time after.”

      “Perfect,” I grumble.

      “And before you ask, they've also cleared the owners of the other bed-and-breakfasts in Vidalia Isle.”

      “Why would they do that? He's never been there before or reviewed any of the other bed-and-breakfast on the island,” I point out.

      “Exactly. He's never been to the village, and on his very first trip he chooses Hometown Bed And Breakfast rather than any of the other ones. You have to admit there's a lot of potential there for frustrated, jealous competitors.”

      “I don't think so. The other places all do incredible business all year. Hometown Bed And Breakfast has the lowest ongoing occupancy of any of them. It's not like they were hurting for a review to increase business. But what that does mean is that I'm essentially back to the drawing board trying to figure out who might have it out for Mr. Mercer and also have the ability to kill him,” I say.

      “And frame you,” Sebastian adds. “Don't forget that.”

      “I highly doubt I'm going to, but thank you. Alright. What's next?”

      “To wrap up our study on brevity, the third and final piece of news I bring to you. You got another threatening note.”

      “Another threatening note?” I ask. “You're going to need to roll that one back and make it a little less brief.”

      “What do you mean a threatening note?” Owen demands. “What kind of threatening note are you talking about?”

      “Before we left, somebody came by and threw a paper airplane at me. It was just some stupid teenager,” I tell him.

      “What did it say?” he asks.

      “Put me on speaker,” Sebastian tells me. “I want to make sure you tell him the truth.”

      “I'm going to tell him the truth,” I snap but follow his instructions.

      “It was just a black piece of paper that said curse on it,” I say to Owen.

      “And?” Sebastian pushes.

      “And?” Owen follows his lead.

      “And a skull and crossbones. But it was cut out of a magazine or something. It was obviously some sort of sick joke.”

      “A sick joke is something somebody does once to see if they'll get a rise out of you,” Owen says. “Sebastian just said you got another one.”

      “What does this one say?” I ask.

      “You brought the curse back to Vidalia Isle. Accept it,” Sebastian says.

      “That's pleasant,” I say. “It also mentioned that curse again. What is it talking about?”

      “I've been asking around about that,” Sebastian tells me. “It turns out, as much as the people around Vidalia Isle want everyone to think this is the first murder to ever happen on the island, that's not true. Fifty years ago, there was supposedly another very strange death that occurred right before Halloween. The next year, there was another one. Two years later, there were two more. People started calling it a curse.”

      “Did the murders have anything to do with each other?” Owen asks. “Was there any link between them or a reason anybody should think they could have actually been a part of something bigger?”

      “I don't know,” Seb says. “That's about as much as I've been able to get out of anybody.”

      “Did you see who left the note?” I ask.

      “No,” he says. “Shawn found it.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “In the hammock.”

      I draw in a sharp breath and look at Owen. “In the hammock,” I say. “In the hammock, Owen. That's a message to you as much as it is to me. This is getting seriously creepy.”

      “Which means you need to go to the police,” he says. “You need to talk to them.”

      “No,” I refuse, shaking my head. “You gave me your word. Two weeks to try to figure this out on my own before I have to hand myself over.”

      “The police already have the note,” Sebastian says. “Shawn slipped it into one of those cute little Halloween-themed sandwich bags you had in the kitchen and brought it right over to them.”

      “See?” I say. “They already have it. What good would it do for me to go talk to them about it? Anything they're going to want to know is already right there.”

      “What do they say about the note?” Owen asks.

      “The same thing Avery did,” he answers. “They don't buy into the whole curse thing and think it's just some local teenagers trying to get attention or create some sort of hubbub. Having all these tourists and excitement going on around the island has to be a bit of a thrill for them. That and teenagers are just mean as shit."

      “Listen to the man, Owen,” Avery says. “He knows what he's talking about. The Sheriff and his deputies are going to take something like that seriously. They're doing their jobs and gathering as much evidence and information as they can, but frankly, this is on my head. What they're doing isn't enough until it's over. I know the situation better than anybody. It's not like they're going to slap a star on my chest, give me some spurs, and let me join the posse."

      Avery looks up and continues on with the story. "If I went back there and let them take me in, any good I could possibly do would be over. They listened to what I had to say, but they're not going to understand it the way I do. I wouldn't be a part of the investigation. I would just be a suspect they were interrogating. Look at it this way. The police are always overburdened, and they have time taken away from their families because of having to devote themselves to these investigations, right?”

      “I suppose,” Owen says suspiciously.

      “Then I'm doing them a service. They're putting all the time and energy they can into their own leads. So, let me investigate on the down-low. With any luck, they'll figure it out soon, and everything can go back to normal.”

      “What is it that you want to do next?” Owen asks.

      “We need to go back to Vidalia Isle,” I say.

      “Yay!” Sebastian cheers.

      “Wait, didn't we just establish you can't go to Vidalia Isle?” Owen asks.

      “I can't go back to Vidalia Isle and let the police catch me,” I clarify. “But all the information that we need is there. We're not going to be doing any good out on this island.” Taking both of Owen’s hands in mine, I pull them to me and kiss his knuckles before pressing them to my chest. “It's beautiful here, and I am so grateful to you for bringing me out here and protecting me from all this. It's exactly what I needed to get my mind straight, but this is what I need to do now.”

      Owen stares at me for a few intense seconds, and I expect him to argue, but he lets out a deep breath.

      “I'll start making some phone calls,” he says. “But I swear, the second it looks like something's going wrong, I'm going to pick you up myself and deliver you to the Sheriff. If this note isn't some sort of joke and there's someone out there who's threatening you, I'd much rather you be sitting around in a cage where I'll know you're safe until that person isn't a threat anymore, than to know you're in danger.”

      “Understood,” I say.

      He kisses me before taking his phone and walking out of the room.

      “Did I just hear the sound of a kiss?” Sebastian asks. “Is that what that was?”

      “Thank you for calling, Sebastian. I'll see you soon.”

      “Has there been kissing going on?”

      “Don't tell anybody I'm coming. I'll let you know as soon as we figure things out.”

      “But I want to know about the kissing. How much kissing has there been? When did the kissing start?”

      “See you soon. Bye.”

      I hang up and start throwing together a bag. Heading back to Vidalia Isle might not be the smartest decision I've ever made. To be honest, hiding out on the island in Owen’s summer palace was probably the first ‘not the smartest decision I've ever made’, but there's no turning back now. Everybody else seems to think this is all just a Halloween prank, but I feel like my future is in the balance. I need to get to the bottom of it before my time runs out. Literally and possibly figuratively.

      And if it brings out more of this sexy protective side in Owen, a little bit of danger might just be worth it.
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      “Are you just about ready to go?” I ask Avery later that evening.

      We just finished eating dinner, and I catch her brushing her teeth while dancing to the rhythm of the toothbrush in her mouth in the cute little way she always does. It's one of the things about her that makes me keep falling for her, but also make me worry more about her safety than I've ever worried about anyone or anything else.

      I understand what she's going through. I mean, I've never been accused of murder, but I've seen my fair share of accusations and unfair rumors. She hates feeling like the whole world is staring at her and defining who she is rather than letting her define herself. That's the thing about people no one tells you when you're growing up.

      Every little child has been told a thousand times to be themselves, but they're never warned that even if they try to do that, everyone around them will likely decide that they are someone else, and that's all that will matter. You can be compacted into a completely different person without any control.

      Avery isn't going to settle for that. She's not just going to sit around and expect everything to fall into place the way it should. I admire her for it. I also think she's being incredibly reckless and just a little bit stupid, but those words, I think, would be less effective whispered into her ear. It's not like anything I say will actually make a difference. Like I said, this woman is stubborn and aggravating as hell.

      She'll do what she thinks she needs to do regardless of what anybody else around her says or does. I could make sure she gets caught in the legal process surrounding her, but I would risk her never speaking to me again. Or I could go along with her, protect her, and make sure she gets out of this safely. Despite my best efforts, I can't get enough of her, so my choice is made for me.

      “Ready to go?” she asks me through a mouthful of toothpaste. She spits and stares at me. “I'm packed and everything, but I didn't hear the plane. I didn't think we'd be heading out until tomorrow.”

      “You don't have a whole lot of experience with clandestine missions, do you?” I asked.

      “Not particularly,” she says.

      “Well, the first thing you should know about them is being clandestine, and putting yourself out in the bright sunlight, don't go well together. If we're going to sneak you back into Vidalia Isle without anyone noticing, we need the cover of darkness.”

      “How very super-villainous of you.”

      “I thought we didn't want to be villains,” I say, winking at her.

      We head back into the bedroom where she changes out of her pajamas. That's been her routine recently. This whole situation seems to be choking away at her energy, and by the time we finish dinner, she wants to climb into pajamas and curl up with a book or binge watch a show.

      A couple hours of that gives her enough of a recharge, meaning those pajamas are always on the floor come morning. This time, though, they're folded up and put on the bed after she changes into black jeans and a black sweater.

      “Enough darkness?” she asks.

      “Perfect,” I tell her. “Come on. Let's go.”

      She follows me out of the palace, and I lead her down the stone steps that bring us down to the marina. She pauses before her feet hit the dock.

      “What's going on?” she asks.

      “You didn't hear the plane because I didn't have it come,” I explain. “We're going for subtlety here, Avery. I don't know about you, but I don't have any personal experience tying somebody to a bungee line and carefully lowering them down into the middle of a village without anyone noticing. It might be a good skill to add to my resume later, but now is probably not the wisest time to get started.”

      “So, this is our next best option? Won’t they see us coming from miles away?” she questions as she eyes the boat, then turns back to me. “Do you really think this is a good idea?”

      “Of course, it is,” Owen says. “This isn’t the same boat we came here on, obviously, but it is still registered to my family and therefore counts as international waters. We have her registered as a cruise ship in the Bahamas, the Cayman Islands, and Alaska. Nobody can touch you as long as you're on her decks. You could conga, naked, ten feet from the shore screaming 'I did it, I did it,' and they wouldn't be able to do anything about it. I don't personally recommend that… sunburn purposes and all.”

      “As liberating as that image may be, I don't think it works that way,” she tells me.

      I step up behind her and put my hand on her back. “Nobody thinks anything of boats gliding back and forth in the bay. We’ll stay in the cabin, and when there's a chance, we'll get off and sneak up onto land. Unless you have a better suggestion,” I say.

      “Nope,” she says, her lips pressed together and her head shaking slowly. “This is, officially, the best plan for the circumstances. Captain Jacks, take me away.”

      He clicks his heels together and gives a sharp salute. “Come aboard,” he says. Avery takes her bag and climbs onto the boat. “And don't worry,” he tells me in a hushed tone. “As far as anyone else is concerned, I am spending this lovely evening fishing.”

      “Thanks,” I tell him. “I’ll make sure my parents know it was my idea if they ever find out.”

      "What's that?" Avery asks, pointing to something under his arm.

      Captain Jacks strides over to the flagpole and attaches the hook to the bundle he's holding. "For the occasion," he says.

      The flag reaches the top and unfurls, revealing my country’s flag.

      The trip is fairly uneventful until the last half hour, but by the time the boat glides up to an old dock in a shadowy back portion of the island, Avery seems eager to talk to Sebastian, Skylar, and me about something she figured out.

      We disembark into a small grotto. It's a part of the island I haven't seen, and I glance around curiously. We're standing on a small beach that forms a half-circle directly into the rock. To one side is a hill that leads up onto a cliff, and to the other is a small cave where the water washes in and forms a pool.

      "What is this place?" I ask.

      "It used to be a really popular spot," Avery explains in a hushed voice. "Until the bodies washed up onshore."

      "The bodies?" I ask.

      "See that building over there?" Avery points to the top of the hill and a sagging mansion overlooking the cliff. "That used to be a popular summer resort in the 1920's. One summer, a ship sank a bit offshore. A huge wave picked up the wreckage and smashed it into the rocks out there." She indicates the large boulders sitting in the surf.

      "It was during a terrible storm, and the tide dragged the broken boat back out into the waves. The water around Vidalia Isle is up for a bit of a debate. Where the ferry crosses is considered a bay and there are little inlets and even a lagoon. Out here, though, is the ocean. It may be called something else, but anyone who has been out here in a storm knows that's the sea."

      "What were you saying about bodies?" I encourage.

      "By the next day, the storm had calmed down, and everybody thought the worst had passed. The police had closed off the beach because of some pieces of wood and metal still scattered in the sand, so some young people were sitting at the edge of the cliff looking down here at the grotto, waiting for permission to go down. That's when they noticed the body parts. As the tide came in, bodies were strewn across the beach and lying on the rocks. Some were whole; some were just arms and legs. There was even a head wedged between two rocks with a piece of wood stabbed through it. Miss Ester Miller, the owner of the resort, was so distraught by the whole event she shuttered it without taking anything with her and disappeared that day. This beach has been empty ever since," Avery finishes with a solemn sweep of her gaze across the sand, lit up blue in the moonlight.

      "Holy shit," I say, letting the story sink in. "Were they the people from the ship that crashed?"

      "They were mannequins," she says simply.

      My face falls. "What?" I ask flatly.

      Avery shrugs.

      "Turns out the ship had been carrying a cargo of mannequins for a dress boutique. When it started taking on water, the crew hopped in their lifeboats and headed onward to land. The crates of mannequins fell out into the water and managed to escape being thrown onto shore, but eventually cracked open so the next day they washed up."

      "What about the resort?" I ask, looking back up toward the silhouette of the house against the night sky.

      "Turns out it wasn't horror at the loss of life that drove Miss Ester into her abandoning the resort and everything in it," she tells me. "It was the bordello in the attic, the gambling pit in the basement, and the rum-running tunnels snaking around under it."

      "Well, damn, Vidalia Isle," I say. I have to admit; I'm impressed by Miss Ester. "Wait. Then why is this beach still empty?"

      "Because it's hard as shit to get to," she says.

      Figures are coming toward us along a path that leads from the cliff overhead.

      "I hate when you tell that story," Sebastian says. "You always put the creepy parts first."

      "At least it's the perfect night for it," Skylar adds.

      They get to the beach and rush forward to gather Avery in a hug.

      "Are you alright?" Seb asks.

      "I'm fine," she tells them. "Shaken up, of course, but holding on. Owen has been taking good care of me."

      My belly jumps at the thought of all the ways I've been taking care of her.

      "I'm sure he has been," Skylar says, eyeing me up and down as if she knows exactly what thoughts are going through my mind.

      "Okay, listen," Avery says. "I think I might have figured something out while we were on our way here."

      "Should we go somewhere else to talk?" Sebastian asks.

      "This is as good a place as any," Skylar says. "Nobody comes down here except teenagers in the summer trying to impress each other with their flagrant disregard for teen pregnancy statistics."

      "Because it's hard as shit to get to," I say.

      Avery points to me and nods.

      "What is it you figured out?" Seb asks.

      "I'm not completely positive," she says. "But it's something to go on. We were hiding in the cabin, and it's a long trip, so we perused the book collection on board."

      "Your boat has a book collection?" Skylar asks.

      "It does. A pretty eclectic one, too. I tried to get into a few of them but just couldn't get my mind straight. Then I picked one up and saw this."

      She reaches into her bag and pulls out the large hardcover book I saw her slip into it on the boat. The words on the front of the dust jacket stand out to me.

      "Ann Rule," I say. It hits me, and I snap my fingers, then point at the name. "The woman staying at Hometown Bed And Breakfast."

      "Exactly," Avery says. "Ann. She showed up with all those books and spends all her time reading them. I got a look at some of them when I was getting her sheets. "They're all true crime books."

      "She has that exact book," I tell them. "She showed it to me when I ran into her on the way to the village. Ann Rule is her favorite writer because they have the same name."

      "Maybe for other reasons too," Avery says. "Ann Rule has gotten up close and personal with murderers on more than one occasion. She was friends with Ted Bundy and actually tipped off the police about him because she recognized the description of the car he used as one she had seen parked at his house."

      "Are you saying you think Ann could have been the one to kill Mercer?" Seb asks incredulously.

      "I know it sounds crazy, but think about it... She's obsessed with true crime and would absolutely know how to frame someone. She's been staying at Hometown Bed And Breakfast, so she knows about the caramel apples and would easily be able to copy them, especially while I was away from the house making my stock for the festival. And, Owen, remember what she said when we were at the Ferris wheel, right before they found Mr. Mercer?"

      "She said someone called someone else and said the person in front of him saw him slump down," I say.

      "Exactly, but then when we got up to the front and talked to Julie, she said everyone was saying it was the person behind him who said it," Avery continues.

      "Is that significant?" Seb asks. "It could have just been a mistake."

      "It could have been," Avery agrees. "Or it could have been a slip-up. Think about it. Supposedly nobody knew what bucket he was in, so no one would think anything of it to say the person behind him. But when the buckets started coming around, the one he was in put him at a position that the person behind him wouldn't have been able to see him anymore. Only the person in front of him could. The bucket behind him was empty."

      "So, you're saying she knew which bucket he was in because she wanted to watch his body be discovered and so she knew there was no one behind him?" I ask. "But why would she spread the wrong rumor on purpose?"

      "She might not have. You know how that goes. Someone heard the ride operator say something about a person slumping, that person calls another person and adds a little flavor, and it spreads. But when it was time to spread to us, she inserted the right information rather than the wrong without thinking about it."

      Seb and Skylar exchange glances.

      "Shawn and Leo have said that she's been spending a lot of time away from the house since all this happened. She even extended her stay by another two weeks, but hasn't been there most of the time," Skylar says.

      "See?" Avery's voice rises.

      "But why?" I ask. "What would make her want to come here? She's a fan of true crime, but not necessarily harvest festivals."

      "The Curse. Seb, you said you couldn't find out a ton of information, right?"

      "Right," he says with a nod.

      "How about if they were ever solved or what happened to the killer or killers? Or maybe why nobody likes to talk about the murders?"

      "I mean, there are plenty of reasons why people wouldn't want to talk about murders," Skylar says.

      "Enough that people who have been here their whole lives don't know about them?" Avery asks. "That's strange. With a community as small as Vidalia Isle, a string of mysterious murders is something that kind of stands out in the bigger scheme of things."

      "Which would be exactly why it would appeal to Ann," I realize. "She'd be drawn to what looks like a sweet little town on the surface but that's hiding a bloody history. Do you think we might have a Misery on our hands?"

      "I mean, I, for one, wouldn't go straight to miserable," Seb offers. "Sad. On edge. Unnerved, perhaps, but I haven't quite reached miserable."

      "No," Avery says. "Misery. The book by Stephen King. This woman is completely wrapped up in a writer, and she wants him to write a book, so she holds him hostage and does all sorts of horrible things to him to force him to write it."

      "And you remember the name of the woman, right?" I ask.

      Avery gasps, and she covers her mouth with her hands. She pulls them away briefly.

      "Oh, shit." She covers her mouth again for a second, then moves her hands again. "Annie."
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      “Well, that was eye-opening,” Owen says, his back pressed against the wall of the library.

      “So, it definitely isn't Ann,” I say, feeling both defeated and confused. "I feel terrible now."

      "You had no way of knowing," Skylar tries to comfort me. "And you didn't do anything."

      "I accused the woman of murdering someone to get attention from a true crime writer because she's been spending most of her time away from the bed-and-breakfast," I point out.

      "Yes, but you didn't know that she has been spending all that time away from the bed-and-breakfast because she's been having rendezvous," she says.

      "Get it, Ann," Seb murmurs, pulling his mouth slightly away from his phone. He tilts his face back against it like someone on the other end has said something. He makes a few affirmative sounds, then thanks the person and hangs up. "Yep, Tom up at the bar says they come in just about every evening, and he saw them right before they left for the festival. It was only a little bit before Mercer's body was found, so there's no way she could have gotten all the way through the village, down the boardwalk, hidden poison apples, and skittered off to play the innocent bystander in that amount of time."

      "Nope," I say. "She was just a genuine innocent bystander. I just can't believe it. Eloise Mirman." I shake my head. "You know, I heard she put up a Halloween display that rivaled her Fourth of July one, but the Tea Party Committee made her take it down."

      "Well, at least we know what's really keeping Ann in Vidalia Isle," Owen says. "Hopefully the whole murder and mayhem thing doesn't put a damper on it for them."

      Seb suddenly crouches slightly, like a cat that's heard something in the distance.

      "Everybody quiet," he says. "Did you hear that?"

      "Hear what?" I ask, assuming his crouching position with him.

      "Footsteps," he says. "It sounds like they're coming back."

      "I didn't hear anything."

      The unfamiliar voice makes me turn, and I scream at the unexpected figure standing beside me. It screams back at me. Seb and Skylar jump on us, covering our mouths to muffle the screams until we calm down.

      "Julie!" I hiss when my heart wriggles its way out of my throat and back into my chest where it belongs. "What are you doing here?"

      "What am I doing here?" she asks incredulously. "What are you doing here? I work in the library. Well, I mean, I’m not here to work tonight, " she shrugs and swings her head slightly. "But I am the official ‘Special Events and Public Outreach Coordinator’.”

      "It's a wonderful title,” I say. “But why does it bring you out here tonight?” I've lowered my voice down to a whisper again and have resumed my slight crouch against the wall of the building. Julie dips down slightly, her expression uncertain.

      “There's a baby shower being hosted in the back room of the courthouse tomorrow,” she explains as she gestures toward the building next door. “And I wanted to come by and make sure everything was ready before the decorations are delivered in the morning. What are you doing here?”

      “Admiring the beauty of literature,” Sebastian says.

      Julie glances over at him. “By hiding behind the building?” she asks. She leans closer to me and points at my chest. “And you aren't even supposed to be on the island. The police are looking for you and your friends here told them you'd left.”

      I let out a sigh. “I did leave,” I tell her. “But not because I did anything wrong. Owen took me on a little getaway because I was getting stressed out after Mr. Mercer died. We left days before they found out he was murdered. But, Julie, I didn't have anything to do with it. You have to believe me.”

      Julie nodded. “Okay,” she says.

      “Okay?”

      “I believe you,” she says. “If you really did it and you had the opportunity to be off somewhere with a little chunk of pocket change like him, why would you come back here? You know the police are after you and will arrest you for obstruction of justice as soon as they lay eyes on you. The only reason for you to come back here is because you didn't do anything wrong. Besides, I was standing right there with you at Ferris wheel when he spun his way to glory. You looked just as shocked as everybody else.”

      “Did she just call me pocket change?” Owen mutters under his breath.

      I pat his thigh. “Just go with it.” I raise my voice higher. “Thank you,” I tell her. “You're right; there's no reason for me to be back here except that I didn't do anything wrong. I came back to Vidalia Isle to figure out the truth. My suspect just proved herself innocent, though.”

      “Suspect?” Julie asks.

      “A woman who's staying at my bed-and-breakfast.”

      “Ann Vonnegut?”

      “You know her?” I asked, surprised.

      “I don't really know her, but she and Eloise have been coming to the library just about every day doing research. They left something here earlier and asked me if they can come by and get it. I knew I was coming up here again to look at stuff next door, so I left it right inside and wanted to make sure I locked the door before I left.”

      “Are they gone?”

      “They were walking away when I got here. Why are you hiding back here?”

      “We were following her, and she dipped between the buildings, which we thought was suspicious, but it was just because Eloise was meeting her on the other street, and we got into a little bit of a tangle trying to stay out of sight.”

      “What are they researching?” Owen asks.

      “They are very fascinated by the unsolved murders,” Julie tells him.

      “You mean the curse,” Skylar says.

      Julie nods.

      “So, they are unsolved,” I say. “Have they figured out what happened?”

      “Not as far as I can tell,” she says. “Of course, I haven't done as much research as some people have. I like to keep myself out of things where people end up dying. Just a personal preference. But the theater teacher at the school had me look up a few things for a script she's writing for the high school theater department.”

      “A script?” I ask. “For what?”

      “Mrs. Copper is less than pleased about the city's stance on canceling Halloween and all the festivities. She thinks it's a bunch of superstition and that everybody is getting too worked up about something, which is just going to make it worse. So, she's decided to put on a performance. I haven't gotten all the details from her, but I know the murders have something to do with it.”

      “Julie, do you think you could let us into the courthouse? Just for a little while so I can do a little research for myself? I can't come here during the day. Someone might see me.”

      “Yes,” she says. “But only if you promise to tell me what you find.”

      An hour later, I make a final note on the pad of paper Julie snitched for me from the main office. We’re all gathered up in what was once a courtroom. Rather than being torn down, the historical society put up shelves and started storing records of the history of Vidalia Isle. Volumes containing census records, birth and death certificates, land deeds, and more intermingle with yearbooks, scrapbooks, almanacs, and tome after tome of newspapers. All of which have been donated over the years when a company either went out of business or somebody died and their house was being cleaned out. The other courtroom was converted to a sort of community rec center for town activities that can’t be held outdoors.

      Anything someone would ever need to know about Vidalia Isle could be found in this courtroom. That includes information about the curse.

      “I can't believe after so long they still don't have any idea what happened,” I say. “Four people were murdered right here in Vidalia Isle, and they never got justice.”

      “Four deaths are tragic,” Owen says, “but I don't understand why it's called a curse. It happened fifty years ago and hasn't ever since.”

      “There are people who believe it has,” I say. “A couple of these articles are from just a few years ago, and people remember the original murders. They haven't gotten over them, and any time something bad happens on the island, their mind goes right back to it. There's been a couple of people who've gone missing or deaths that were ruled accidents, but some people think it's all related.”

      “Do you believe that?” Owen asks.

      “No,” I say, "but somebody does. Maybe those notes are coming from somebody who really does think this is all part of the same mess.”

      “Or they're from somebody who knows you're trying to zero in on the actual murderer, and they want to keep you quiet,” Owen says.

      “You gave me two weeks, Bud,” I tell him. “You're not going to talk me out of it now.”

      “Far be it for me it to try to protect you,” he says, leaning down to kiss my forehead.

      Seb squeals with delight and then tries to hide it behind a book of census records.

      “Alright,” Skylar says, “what's next?”

      “I want to look through Mercer's room at Hometown Bed And Breakfast. The police have already dug through it, but maybe there's something in there they missed because they don't know what they're looking for.”

      “I know exactly what they're looking for,” Sebastian says. “You. And they go by that place a dozen times a day. Shawn and Leo have started leaving out a plate of cookies for them like Santa.”

      “I don't know how much I like the idea of them baking cookies for people who think I'm a murderer.”

      “You'll like it even less if you go to the bed-and-breakfast and they snatch you up while you're there.”

      “So, what am I supposed to do?” I ask.

      “Let Owen bring you back to his island,” Sebastian says. “You're safe there, and they can't get to you.”

      “You seriously want me to just go back there and sit around waiting for something to happen?”

      “No. I want you to go back there and keep thinking. Keep trying to figure it out. Go through your notes. Come up with some more theories. Skylar and I will stay here and be your proxies. Tell us what you want us to do, and we'll do it for you. The police can't do anything to us.”

      Owen wraps his arm affectionately around Sebastian' shoulders. “I always knew I liked you, Cinnamon Buns,” he says.

      “Right back at you, Scooby Snacks.”
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      I'm still not pleased with my best friend and my... well... what is Owen? Is he my boyfriend? Was he my friend who's a boy when we were kids, and now he's my actual boyfriend? Is he too old to be my boyfriend? Would he panic if he heard me calling him my boyfriend?

      All this is far too much for my already overworked brain to sort through. I slip that whole conversation into a filing cabinet in the back corner of my mind and go back to thinking about how they mutinied against me. I'm not happy about being loaded back onto Owen’s potentially-international-waters boat and hurried back to the island. There's more I could have done in Vidalia Isle.

      The one good thing about it is that it has given me plenty of time with my new diagram. Now that the other bed-and-breakfast owners are clear, I don't need my stick figure representations anymore. At least not of the other owners. Now the stick figures represent my new suspects.

      I've grown out of just two pieces of paper taped together, and my more expansive three-piece combination is spread on the floor so I can walk around it and get a view from all angles. In the three days since we left Vidalia Isle, the paper has become a clutter of notes, lines, doodles, and more than a few question marks.

      Owen walks into the room, and I gesture for him to come over. He hands me a glass of tea and a sandwich.

      "Thank you," I say, chomping into the tuna salad that has become my recent favorite lunch. "This is so good."

      Owen kisses me and laughs. "It's just tuna. Angela taught me to make it when I was a teenager because I never stopped eating, and she couldn't always be in the kitchen cooking for me."

      "I know, but it's delicious. I've never liked tuna, but I could eat these all day."

      "Well, if I'm the one manning the kitchen, it's your only option. I can make tuna salad sandwiches, bowls of cereal, and takeout orders. Unfortunately, the island is not yet equipped with a strip mall of restaurants, so we're limited to the first two. But I think we ran out of milk. So, tuna it is."

      "It was nice of you to give Angela, Miles, and everybody some time off," I tell him. "I'm sure they appreciate being able to relax a bit."

      "I know it made you uncomfortable to have them around," he says.

      "It didn't make me uncomfortable to have them around. I just didn't like them feeling like they had to do everything for me," I explain. "But anyway, I will cook some real food for dinner tonight. Sound good?"

      "If you can pry yourself away from your diagram for long enough," he says. "It looks like you're making some new... squiggles."

      "That's what I wanted to show you. Look," I point down at the paper and the blue line I've just added. "When Seb and Skylar went into Mercer's room, there wasn't much."

      "Right," he says, nodding along, "just a ton of hyper-organized notes."

      "Yes, except there was one thing out of place. They said they saw some little scraps of paper in the bottom of the trash can. They didn't seem to coordinate with anything else in the room."

      "Right. It reminded Seb of the cutout pieces on the threatening notes to you."

      "But that wouldn't make any sense, because those notes came after he was dead," I say. "So, he couldn't have made them, unless he was planning some really elaborate suicide, American Beauty-style, which I highly doubt. That would still require him to have help, anyway."

      "Which means…" Owen starts but doesn't seem to know where to go with the rest of the sentence. He stops, but I notice his eyes go to the window and his eyebrows knit together. There's a strange sound outside, but I don't pay much attention to it.

      "I'm not sure what it means," I admit, taking another bite of my sandwich and swig of tea. "But it has to mean something."

      Owen walks over to the window and looks out, moving one heavy curtain aside so he can lean and see more of the area around this section of the palace. His head tilts up, and his expression becomes confused.

      "Avery, is there any reason we have helicopters coming to the island?" he asks.

      "Uh no. Skylar and Sebastian are coming to bring me some stuff I asked for. But as far as I know they are borrowing a boat," I tell him.

      "Yeah. Well there are two of them just kind of hovering around out over the water like enormous dragonflies getting ready to mate," he says.

      "Oh, no," his voice falls.

      "What? What's wrong? They didn't send like a helicopter brigade after me, did they? Is that a thing? Do they have helicopter cops?"

      "I really have no idea. If they do, they probably don't routinely send them after somebody who hasn't even been formally charged with a crime. But that's not what's going on."

      "Who is it then?" I ask.

      "My parents."

      My stomach drops so fast I worry it's going to split in two so it can make its way down my legs.

      "Your... parents?" I ask. "Like the King and Queen?"

      "Those would be them," Owen says.

      "Of course, you have a helicopter pad," I say.

      "Where else would we land the helicopter?"

      "Do you have any idea how ridiculous you sound when you say things like that?" I ask.

      He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me in against him. His mouth settles over mine, and the touch of his tongue ignites my body. I'm ready to let him bend me over the desk when a realization shocks me away from him.

      "What is it?" he asks. "What's wrong?"

      "They're going to come in here," I say.

      He laughs. "Yeah, that was probably the intention," he says. "If they're in the helicopter that means they were visiting somewhere fairly close by and probably decided to stop by for a visit."

      "They know you're here?" I ask.

      "I mentioned it. What's wrong?"

      "Do you see what I'm wearing?" I hiss. "This is the King and Queen we're talking about, and I'm about to meet them in a sweat suit and socks."

      "They aren't going to care. You aren't being presented to them."

      I don't know if that makes me feel better or not, but I don't have much of a chance to think about it. My diagram is only partially folded up out of the way a few moments later when I can hear their footsteps coming down the hallway. There's far too many of them to only be the royals, so I know they've scooped up my wayward friends along the way.

      When they appear at the door to the library, Seb is standing behind the King, his eyes locked on the back of his head and his mouth hanging partially open. He likely walked the entire way from the kitchen like that.

      "Hello, Mother," Owen says, crossing the library to her and kissing her cheek. "Nice surprise. Hi, Dad."

      "It does look like it's a surprise," the Queen says, looking around the library.

      Her eyes don't stop on me, but the way they sweep over me is searing enough. That's when it occurs to me; I'm standing here holding a partial tuna sandwich and glass of tea.

      So classy.

      "I told you I was here," Owen says. "Isn't that why you came?"

      Seb is still standing behind the King, and I walk around Owen to grab him by the wrist and yank him away. Skylar follows, and I lead them to the far corner of the room.

      "Do you know who that is?" Seb whispers. "It's them."

      "Yes. Owen's parents."

      "Oh," he says. "Right." He looks over at them and then back to me. "What are they doing here?"

      I shake my head. "No idea. Owen didn't even know they were coming."

      "Avery," Owen calls, gesturing for me to go back over to them.

      Oh, dear lord. I am being presented.

      "I don't know if you'll recognize Avery," he says.

      A smile comes to the Queen's lips like they have a mind of their own and she only lets it stay there for a second before fighting herself back into her formal, emotionless state.

      "You look like your grandmother," she tells me. "She's in your eyes."

      "It's nice to see you again, Avery," the King says, sounding distinctly more jovial. "You probably don't remember us."

      Not knowing what to say, I shake my head. "No," I admit. "But it's nice to meet you now."

      He grins, and Owen tucks me close against him, kissing the side of my head.

      "We aren't going to be staying," the Queen says. "I notice Angela and Miles aren't here."

      "I gave them some time off," Owen tells them.

      "Then I suppose we should plan on lunch elsewhere," she comments.

      "There's tuna," I tell her, holding up what's left of my sandwich.

      "Owen's been in the kitchen, I see," she says with a softer look toward her son.

      "Maybe I'll have some," the King says.

      They walk away toward the kitchen, and Owen turns a strained smile to me. "That was awkward," he says. "Anyway, let's get back to the topic at hand."

      "Right," Sebastian says, pulling a satchel around from his back to his stomach and digging through it. "I brought pictures. Lots and lots of pictures." He hands them out toward me. "I must really love you because I went back to the rides at the festival for you, and it was creepy as hell."

      I start flipping through the pictures as I head back toward my rolled-up diagram.

      "The rides are still there?" Owen asks.

      "It's there," I tell him, flopping down onto the floor because I figure the royal couple have already seen my lack of elegance, so there's no point in fronting now. "It's just closed."

      "Why did they leave it? I'd think people would want that Ferris wheel out of sight as soon as possible," he says.

      "Yeah, it's that whole 'as possible' thing. The Ferris wheel is technically still a crime scene, and the police haven't released it yet. Of course, you can't just have a big wheel sitting out in the green by itself, so the committee just left the rest of the rides sitting there."

      "The company that supplied them didn't want them back?" Owen asks.

      "It's based in Vidalia Isle. One of the many things funded by the committee formed from the oldest and wealthiest families on the island. The police told them they aren't to move anything," Skylar clarifies. "Until this case is wrapped up, everything is suspicious."

      “What is this?” I ask, pointing at a picture of Mr. Mercer Seb had gotten from someone’s cell phone.

      “That would be a body,” Seb says, shuddering slightly.

      “No, I know that. This. What is this on the body?”

      My fingertip taps over the image of the corpse’s hand. There’s something on it. It’s at a distance and not terribly clear, but it looks like a sketch of some kind in green ink. I flip through some of the other pictures people had taken of the festival and Seb had collected for me. I notice the same thing on several other people and show them to Seb and Skylar.

      “Those are hand stamps,” Skylar tells me. “They were putting them on everybody who went into the beer garden.”

      “Awww,” I say toward Owen. “We missed the beer garden. Why did they put one on him, though? He’s obviously old enough to drink.”

      “They were giving out samples, so once you’d gone in, they’d stamp you so you couldn’t go back through again,” she explains.

      “That makes sense.”

      I look at the stamp on Mr. Mercer again, and a slightly sad feeling settles over me. He never would have struck me as someone who would go into a beer garden, yet there was the stamp of proof. I wonder what else I don’t know about him and if any of it might have changed the image of him in my mind. Now I’ll never know.

      “Owen, we’re leaving, son.”

      The King’s voice breaks me out of my moment of melancholy, and I look toward the door where the royal company has taken their place again.

      “It was good to see you,” Owen says. “We’ll come by soon.”

      The sound of him saying we makes my heart soar, but it’s shot down in a second by the sour look on his mother’s face.

      “Yes,” she says. “Just remember, Owen. You have responsibilities and obligations at home. Keep that in mind.”

      He stiffens and doesn’t say another word as they walk out of the room.

      “What did that mean?” I ask when he comes back toward us.

      He forces a smile and shakes his head. “Nothing,” he says. “Don’t worry about it. Just my mother being my mother.”

      Owen sits down with us and starts sifting through the pictures, but I can’t just brush the words way. They don’t sit well with me, and by the look on Owen’s face when he first turned around, he didn’t want to hear them, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I have stared so much at these pictures over the last two days all the images are starting to blur together. Sebastian and Skylar had to go back to Vidalia Isle so as not to create any suspicion, but I have pages of notes both of them scribbled lined up along the top edge of my diagram. I'm sitting on a section of the library rug that probably has a permanent indentation of my ass by now, trying to make sense out of the inconsistencies I've noticed.

      My head swims, and I press my fingertips into my eyelids to try to relieve some of the pressure. I've barely been sleeping, and all the energy and thought I’ve poured into trying to unravel this mystery has started to take its toll on me. My body feels exhausted, my stomach sensitive as the stress starts to chip away at me. The exorbitant number of tuna sandwiches I've consumed probably hasn't helped.

      “Anything?” Owen asks from behind the desk where he's sitting, going through his own papers.

      “I'm still going with Brandon,” I say.

      “The quiet guy staying at the bed-and-breakfast, right?” Owen asks.

      “Him,” I say nodding. “He struck all of us as a little odd from the time he checked in, but that's not the important part. It's the trash can. The little pieces of paper in Mercer's trash can didn't make any sense. It just wasn't in his character to have little bits of disorganized trash in the bottom of the can. But it would be just like a withdrawn, kind-of-shady guy who doesn't talk to people.”

      “You're working with some serious stereotypes here,” he says.

      “I know, and usually I’d give myself some sort of lecture about it, but that's not all I'm going on. Look at this picture. This is the trash can sitting in the room where Mercer was staying, and this is the one in Brandon's room. I don't know how Sebastian got in to take that picture, and I'm not going to ask any questions. What matters is the color.”

      “They still don't look any different to me,” Owen says.

      He sounds slightly frustrated, but to his credit, this is probably the fifth time I've gone over this theory with him, and in none of the other times has he noticed the different shade of trash can.

      “I know you don't, and the lighting of the picture is pretty bad, so it's hard to tell. But trust me, they're different. It's not a dramatic difference or anything, just subtle. The one in Mercer's room is brown, and the one in Brandon's room is dark bronze. If I'm right and if I’m seeing what I think I'm seeing, that means the trash cans were swapped at some point; probably when the police were using their search warrant to go through the entire bed-and-breakfast. Shawn said they took as much out of the rooms as they could so they could scour every inch of them. They very easily could have taken out the trash cans and put them in the hallway, then accidentally swapped them when they put them back in. That would mean those little scraps of paper belong to Brandon, not Mercer.”

      “Which means Brandon could be the one who left you those notes,” Owen says.

      "Right. Now it's just figuring out why he would want to kill Mr. Mercer. Is this another situation where someone who knows how to do their research found out about the curse and went to Vidalia Isle looking to bring it alive again? He could have planned on leaving those notes all along, and Mr. Mercer was just the collateral damage that gave him reason to do it," I suggest.

      "Or he could have had an issue with Mercer and killed him, then heard about the curse and decided to throw more heat your way with the notes," Owen says.

      "Framing me would be convenient either way," I say. "Speaking of which, no one Seb or Skylar talked to remembers seeing the extra apples at my table, much less who put them there."

      "What I want to know is why the killer would have taken the other apple. He left them there with the note so Mercer would get one and eat it, and it would be traced back to you. So why take the other one? Wouldn't that just be another smoking gun, so to speak?"

      "A smoking apple? I have no idea. Maybe he was worried someone else would eat it. Seb is having Shawn and Leo keep an eye on him and see if they can catch him making any more notes or doing anything else suspicious. I'm going to keep going through the pictures of the festival. I'm hoping someone caught him slipping the apples under the table or taking the other one away." I sigh and lower the picture I'm holding so I can look at him. "But what about you? How is all your princely stuff coming over there?"

      He grins.

      "My princely stuff is coming just fine, thank you. Unfortunately, in order to finish it up, I'm going to have to leave for a little bit," he tells me.

      "You have to leave?"

      I hate the idea of him leaving me alone in the palace for any length of time, even if it does mean I could probably sneak out one of the bikes I saw in the garden shed and fulfill my vision of riding it through the hallways.

      "Not for long," he promises. "I just have to handle a couple of things." He glances at his phone. "I should actually get ready. The boat will be here in fifteen minutes."

      "Tell Captain Jacks I say hi," I tell him as I fall into step beside him to head upstairs.

      “I will,” Owen laughs.

      We get to the bedroom, and he changes clothes. Nerves flicker through me when he takes out his overnight bag and adds folded clothes. He only packs undershirts, boxers, socks, and pajamas, which tells me the boat is outfitted with more appropriate clothing for his activities. At least now I understand what his mother meant when she talked about his responsibilities and obligations.

      "I've asked Miles to be on call for you. His cottage is on the grounds, so he can get to you quickly if you need him," he tells me.

      "I don't want to bother him. I'll just make sure I have a pocket full of breadcrumbs with me so they can lead me back to the bedroom and the library if I go exploring."

      "That's my girl," he says, leaning down to kiss me.

      I'll never get tired of hearing him say that. We walk down to the marina together, and my stomach feels heavier with every step. The island suddenly feels enormous and daunting, knowing there won't be the comfort and reassurance of Owen being there with me. It is beautiful here, and the palace is definitely a nice option for a hideout when on the run from the law, but every day I realize more that it's Owen that makes me feel safe and protected, not the place.

      Owen takes me in his arms and holds me close, his mouth playing across mine until the boat slides up beside us. Our foreheads touch, and he lets out a breath.

      "Don't stay gone too long," I say.

      "Just one night," he promises. "I'll be back in the morning to make you decaf coffee and a new bowl of tuna salad."

      I laugh and kiss him one more time. "Bye," I say.

      "Bye."

      The boat is small in the distance when I stop waving and head back inside.

      "Hello," I shout into the quiet, cavernous building. The echo rattles back to me through the hallways, sounding like a horde of ghosts coming for me.

      Add that to my never-fucking-do-that-again list.

      The hours tick by, and I continue to scour the pictures. When my brain has reached full saturation, and I can't look at an image of cotton candy or trash cans or caramel apples for a single second more, I head for the shelves of books. Skipping anything having to do with true crime or mystery, I select one of the dusty old classics that my high school language arts teacher forced us to read under the guise of it being formative and influential.

      At the time, it was just boring and filled with words I didn't understand and couldn't care to. But now I'm an adult. Maybe things will look different, and I'll be able to figure out what a few more of those words mean.

      I'm exhausted, and without Owen here to make my evening any more interesting, I heed the call of the bedroom. After a long, hot shower, the sheets feel cool and smooth against my skin as I snuggle down into them to read. Just as the teacher promised all those years ago, the story grabs me and sucks me in, and I'm somewhere between disgusted at the vision of inequality and sexism of the book and impressed at just how scandalous it actually is, when sleep takes over.

      The promise of Owen getting back soon makes me bouncing out of bed into the cold, lonely room more palatable. I take another shower and spend some indulgent time with my favorite hair dryer, making sure I look my best even if I feel somewhat like only three-quarters of me is awake. When all this is over, I'm lining my bedroom in blackout curtains, abolishing all forms of electronic devices capable of alarms, and sleeping until I feel like me again.

      The sound of footsteps echoing through the front hall of the palace when I'm nearly into the landing perks me up. I rush the rest of the way, but when I reach the middle of the staircase and look down, I stop.

      It's not Owen.

      “Good morning,” I say to the blonde woman standing at the foot of the steps and smiling up at me.

      There's nothing friendly in that smile. It's as cold as the blue in her eyes and as carefully crafted as the French manicure on her long nails. Those nails stand out against the dark blue fabric of her pencil skirt where they rest over her hips.

      “You must be Avery,” she says.

      “I am,” I say, making my way slowly down the rest of the steps toward her.

      “Let's get a cup of coffee. We need to talk.”

      Without waiting for my response, she turns on one pristine navy heel and strides toward the kitchen. When I get into the room with her, she's looking around, dumbfounded.

      “The coffee is in that cabinet,” I tell her, pointing overhead.

      “Where is Angela?” she asks.

      “Owen and I gave her some time off. I feel like I'm missing something here. Who are you, exactly?”

      She turns that glacial smile toward me again.

      “My name is Isabel. I'm Owen's fiancée.”

      Decaf is not going to cut it today. This is going to warrant some fucking caffeine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      The sound of voices coming from parlor is disconcerting as I come back into the palace. Avery is supposed to be here alone; unless she called Miles to keep her company. But the other voice I hear is definitely not Miles. It's slow and controlled, slow like it's speaking to a child, and I immediately recognize it. Anger coils through me as I drop my bag and stalk toward the room, stopping just outside out of morbid curiosity to see how far she'll go. Telling my parents about this would be enough to get her out of my life for good.

      “The King and Queen were just here a few days ago,” Avery says. “I spoke with them.”

      “Why do you think I came?” Isabel asks in the condescending tone. “The King and Queen sent me to handle this little situation.”

      “What situation?” Avery asks.

      “They came here, expecting to find Owen alone. What else would they think about a bachelor trip? That's what this is, of course. One last solo adventure before he has a travel partner for life, so to speak. So, you can imagine how surprised they were to get here and see that he wasn't alone and that there was some woman here with him.”

      “I'm not some woman,” Avery fires back. “Owen and I have known each other since we were children.”

      Isabel lets out a merciless, mocking laugh.

      “Trust me,” she says. “I know the whole story. You may be charming, and the whole idea of the two of you being childhood sweethearts and him coming to sweep a commoner off her feet is adorable, but don't fool yourself. You will never be good enough for him. We've been together for two years, and we'll be married before his next birthday.”

      I can't listen anymore. “That's enough, Isabel,” I say firmly as I stomp into the room.

      “Well, hello, Owen. Isn't this an unexpected surprise,” she says shamelessly.

      I expect Avery to jump up from the sofa and run into my arms. Instead, her eyes turn to me, filled with tears.

      “Avery,” I say.

      “Why don't you join in the conversation, Owen,” Isabel says. “I was just telling your friend, here, about our future together.”

      “We have no future together,” I growl through my teeth at her.

      Avery gets to her feet, and I move toward her, but she holds up a hand to stop me.

      “No,” she says. “Don't say anything. I don't want to hear another lie come out of your mouth.”

      “Avery, you have to listen to me.”

      “I don't,” she says. “And I'm not going to. I get it. She's from a royal family. She understands all this and doesn't think you're ridiculous. She comes from your world. I can never compete with that.”

      “You don't have to compete with that,” I tell her.

      “You're right. I don't. Isabel is like you, Owen. She's what you were always supposed to have.”

      “You are what I was always supposed to have,” I insist, reaching for her hand. “I never stopped thinking about you.”

      Avery pulls her hand away from me. “How long have you known Isabelle?” she asks.

      “My whole life,” I tell her honestly. “Her father is King of an ally to Calidonia.”

      “And is it a tradition in your country that in order to ascend the throne, you have to be married by a certain age that you happen to be coming up on in less than a year?”

      I feel my throat closing and my stomach tightening. “Yes, but that's just a tradition. It doesn't mean anything.”

      “And have your parents betrothed you to Isabel?”

      “There was never an official betrothal,” I argue.

      Avery's eyes close as she fights to keep control. “Have your parents spoken to her parents to make an agreement for the two of you to get married?”

      “Yes,” Isabel says. She lets out a fake giggle. “Sorry, darling. I guess I'm just already so excited to be talking as a unit.”

      Avery nods. “That's all I need to know.” She starts out of the room, and I step in front of her to block her way.

      “I'm sorry I didn't tell you about the expectation of my parents, but you have to understand.”

      “I do understand, Owen. I don't want to hear anything else. There is nothing you can say to me right now that’s going to make me want to be in the same room with you. Not now. Maybe not ever. I am done with all this. I'm done with the games and the silliness. I'm done with the fairytale. It's time for me to go home and do what I've always done. Figure it out myself.”

      “If you'll just listen to me,” I start, but she holds up her hands to stop me.

      “Stop talking, Owen. You just need to stop. With everything else that's going on, I frankly just can't deal with this. I'm going to call Sebastian and Skylar and have them figure out a way to come get me, and I'm going back to Vidalia Isle. Get out of my way.”

      I reluctantly step out of the way and let her pass. Isabel is laughing when my eyes fall on her, but the sound dies in her throat when I take two long steps to close the space between us so she can see the fire in my gaze.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I seethe through gritted teeth.

      “You can stop with the big bad wolf act,” Isabel responds icily. “You're not impressing me.”

      I take a step back from her. “Get out,” I say. “I don't care how you got here or if you have to swim back where you came from but get off my island. I need to go outside and get some fresh air.”

      I walk back through the palace and out into the bright morning sunlight before she can say anything else. The anger I feel toward her is unlike anything I've ever experienced, and I need to clear my head. Without even thinking about it, my feet bring me into the labyrinth.

      The roses are starting to fade, but I barely notice as I weave through the passages, muscle memory taking me along the correct path of the maze without having to think about it. I go through it again and again until I feel like I have my anger under control, then head back inside to talk to Avery.

      She isn't in the bedroom, and nearly everything she brought with her is gone. I run down the stairs and into the library. Her diagram and all the pictures are no longer spread across the floor. Feeling more anxious, I head into the kitchen. The anger punches me in the chest again when I see Isabel standing at the counter, trying to figure out how to use the coffee maker.

      “It's nice of you to give Angela time off and all, and I guess you don't really need her when you have a commoner here with you, but don't think you're going to be doing that with our staff.”

      “Isabel,” I say as calmly as I can.

      “I suppose you could hire a backup staff and they could work in rotation, but you can't expect me to go for days without help.”

      She laughs as if it's the most hilarious thing she's ever said, and I take another step toward her.

      “Isabel,” I say again. My voice finally catches her attention. “I told you to leave.”

      “Why should I leave? Don't you think we should be spending time together before the wedding?”

      “There isn't going to be a wedding. We've been over this before. You and I are not engaged. We've never been engaged, and we're never going to be engaged.”

      “Don't be so silly, Owen,” she says with a dismissive flip of her hair.

      “I need you to listen to me very carefully, Isabel. I want to make sure this is extremely clear. I don't love you. I don't even like you. Regardless of any tradition or arrangement or anything someone else might have told you, I have absolutely no intention of marrying you within the next year, or in the next lifetime. Arrangements our parents made don't obligate me to anything, and I have already told them I'm not interested in marrying you and I don't plan to. That's final. Now, where is Avery?”

      “She left,” Isabel says. “She looked like a pack mule carrying all those bags out with her.”

      “Where did she go?” I ask.

      “You heard her. She said she was going back to Vidalia Isle.”

      “How?”

      Isabel shrugs, and I run out of the kitchen, not wanting to waste any more time on her. Bursting out of the front of the palace, I wrench my phone from my pocket and dial Avery. It rings several times then goes to voicemail. I hang up and immediately try again. Another three calls go the same way as I run through the grounds looking for her.

      She isn't at the marina or at the helicopter landing pad. My sixth call goes straight to voicemail, and I know she's turned off her phone. Wherever she is, she has no interest in talking to me. That's not good enough. I can't just stay here and not know what happened to her. Storming back into the palace, I run toward my bedroom.

      My duffle bag could contain literally any assortment of my clothing when I get back down to the foyer. I blindly shoved handfuls of clothes into it until it was full then ran back downstairs. Scooping up the overnight bag I'd dropped when I came inside, I take out my phone and call for the helicopter. It's not in the proximity to come right now, and there's no way to land a plane on the island. My only chance is to call Captain Jacks and hope he has had enough to give the boat a once over and refuel it.

      “You could just spend the night with me,” Isabel says, walking down the steps onto the dock with a slow, slinky gait. “My private transportation is coming back for me in the morning, and I’m sure I could find space to bring you home.”

      “I'm not staying with you, Isabel. Not tonight and not any night. And I'm not going home.”

      She gives a mocking laugh. “You're seriously going after her?” Her demeanor suddenly changes. The cold, bitter exterior melts away, and she comes close, her eyes wide. She runs her fingertips down my chest. “Don't you see how perfect we are together?” she asks in a kitten-like voice. “I'm the best you'll ever be able to have. Marry me, and you get to keep your royal status. You'll also get to rule one day and enjoy the benefits of combining our kingdoms.”

      “None of that matters,” I tell her, stepping away from her touch.

      “Well, what about the other perks you can enjoy? I won't be a jealous wife, Owen. As long as I have the title and all the legal commitment, you can do whatever you want. We both can. Doesn't that intrigue you?”

      “The idea of marrying you and sleeping around with whoever I want isn't sexy,” I tell her. “It sounds like hell.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      Miles was compassionate enough to arrange for me to get back to Vidalia Isle without asking any questions. I'm beyond grateful for that. I guess the look on the Sheriff’s face right now tells me a whole lot of them are coming my way.

      “Avery?” he says for the third time since I walked into the police station and asked to see him.

      “Yes, Sheriff, it's me,” I answer again.

      “Avery Carlisle?”

      “Sheriff, I am the only Avery on the island except for Mayor Prescott's cat, and I'm fairly certain she isn't wanted for questioning for murder.”

      “That's true,” he says. “I just... You're really here? You just walked in like that?”

      “Haven't you been looking for me?” I ask.

      “Well that's the problem. We've been looking for you for a couple of weeks now, and I had big plans for your takedown. But here you are making it all easy on me,” he says.

      “I'm sorry,” I say, deflated and too emotionally drained to deal with this right now. “Do you want me to go out into the village and you can come take me down out there?”

      He looks like he's considering the possibility, then shakes his head. “No, that won't be necessary. You had the decency to come out here and hand yourself over, so I won't put you through all that. I am going to have to ask you to put your hands behind your back.”

      “That's fine,” I tell him.

      Getting arrested is nowhere near as dramatic as I expected it to be, and in just a few moments, the sheriff rattles off his spiel and leads me through a door into the back of the station. He unlocks the door to one of the holding cells and leads me inside, unlocking my cuffs before leaving me. I thought he was tossing me in where I'd be completely alone, but there's already someone sitting on one of the low benches.

      Her arms are curled tightly around her, and the black hood of her sweatshirt is pulled down over her face. It looks like she's sleeping, and I move carefully toward the bench, so I don't disturb her. I've only taken one step when her head snaps up, and the hood falls back.

      “Hi!”

      “Damn it, Julie!” I say, pressing my hand to the center of my chest to make sure my heart hasn't actually burst out.

      "I'm sorry," she says, her face scrunching up in a regretful expression. "Did I startle you?"

      "No, you didn't startle me. You scared the living hell out of me. Again, I might add."

      Sitting down beside her, I wipe away tears that had been lingering along my lower lashes and had trickled down my cheeks when I jumped.

      "So," she says, nudging me with her shoulder, "what are you in for?"

      My eyes narrow, and my lips curl up in disbelief at the question. "Seriously?" I ask.

      "Come on," she says hopefully. "I've always wanted to ask that question in here."

      "How many times have you been in here?" I ask.

      She shrugs. "A couple. It happens."

      "Alright," I relent. "Go ahead."

      She grins, then forces her face to drop and assumes a deeper, more serious tone. "What are you in for?" she asks again.

      "Technically, obstruction of justice," I tell her. "They don't have enough evidence to actually arrest me for murder yet, which I guess is a good thing. But they can ding me on the whole running away and staying away when I knew they wanted me for questioning life choice. That, and they are pretty well convinced I destroyed some evidence."

      "I'm sorry. You had a pretty good run, though. Where did they finally snag you?" she asks.

      "In the lobby," I tell her. "Turns out I wasn't equipped for the hard realities of being on the lam. I turned myself in."

      "Might be for the better. At least now you can get it over with faster," she offers.

      "In theory," I say. "How about you? What are you in for?"

      She grins. "It's fun to ask, isn't it?"

      "It kind of is," I agree.

      "They got me for protesting without a permit," she tells me. "I told them I didn't need a permit when such a fundamental right was being violated."

      "What right?" I ask, worried about what she might have had to go through.

      "The right to celebrate Halloween," she says, throwing her hands up in the air in torment. "All year long I wait for this season. It's homecoming at the high school, which means Spirit Week and then Halloween. Andrew and I have been planning our costumes for months, and then the narrow-sighted government of this town decides to do away with the holiday." She stomps one foot and slams her fist against the bench beside her. "I won't stand for it."

      She lets out a long breath. Apparently, that was enough to get all her anger out because she looks bubbly and unaffected again.

      “What were you going to be for Halloween?” I ask.

      “An ode to theme park snacks,” she tells me. “I was going to be a donut. One of those ones with the pink icing and sprinkles. And Andrew is the cutest churro you've ever seen. I even put clear bugle beads all over it so it would look like he was covered in cinnamon and sugar."

      "You have a very loving husband," I say.

      "I know," she tells me with a sigh, gazing into the distance for a few seconds like he has appeared in front of her in a thought bubble. She suddenly turns back to me. "So, are you going to tell me what's bothering you, because I know it's not being in here."

      "Owen and I came grinding to a halt," I tell her.

      "Oh, no," she gasps. "What happened?"

      “I found out today he is not available to have a relationship with me. From the woman he's supposed to be marrying in a few months.”

      “That'll do it,” she says. “Not that there's really any good way to respond to that situation, but what did he have to say about it? You don't have to answer if you don't want to. If you just want to be all ‘down with the man, sisters are doing it for themselves,’ I'm here for it.”

      She holds her fist up in solidarity.

      “He told me it wasn't true and that he isn't actually engaged to her, but then turned around and admitted his family has been making arrangements for their wedding for years.”

      “Maybe there's more to it,” Julie says. “You should give him a chance to give you his side.”

      “Honestly, with everything that's going on right now, I just don't feel like there are any more creases in my brain to shove anything else into. Not for a while, at least. He's got to do his thing, whatever that is, and I need to just worry about taking care of myself.”

      “Heard,” she tells me and flashes me another fist.

      “Thanks. Besides, it's going to be hard to have a heart-to-heart when I'm going to be in here for who-knows-how-long. I didn't really plan this one out. I don't have a lawyer or bail or anything. I don't even know how to do either one of those.”

      “Don't you worry about that,” Julie says with a comforting pat on my leg. She gets up and walks over to the door to press her mouth close to the hinge. “Sheriff!” she shouts. “Sheriff!”

      A few moments later, the sheriff opens the door.

      “Good Lord, woman. I was in there trying to eat a snack,” he says.

      “This has been fun, Sheriff, but I'm just about ready.”

      “Alright. I'll go ahead and give him a call.”

      “Tell him Avery, too,” she says.

      He makes a somewhat jaded sound of agreement and heads back into the front of the station.

      “Avery, too, what?” I ask. “Who is he calling?”

      “Somebody who does know a thing or two about lawyers and bail,” she says with a smile. She leans back and kicks her legs up onto the bench, folding her ankles and resting her head on her folded hands against the wall.

      “How many times have you been in here, Julie?” I ask.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Less than an hour later, I'm standing on the veranda of Hometown Bed And Breakfast again. Just as he promised, Miles has arranged for all my belongings from the palace to be delivered there. Shawn and Leo must not have noticed yet, because they're still sitting on the veranda waiting to be brought inside. I hug Julie tightly.

      “Thank you so much,” I say. “And tell Andrew I say thank you a thousand times.”

      “You're very welcome,” she says. “We're glad to have you home in Vidalia Isle, regardless of circumstances. Don't you let anything take you down. Not anything.”

      She leaves, and I step inside the bed-and-breakfast and am immediately almost brought to my knees by the emotions of the familiar smell and space. Tears threaten to come back, but I fight them out of the way as Shawn and Leo come around the corner. Their eyes brighten when they see me.

      “Avery!” Shawn says happily. “It's amazing to see you. Are you alright?”

      “Well, I just got out of jail,” I tell him.

      “Oh, no, what happened?” Leo asks.

      “It's fine,” I say. “I'm fine. Everything's fine. I decided I had enough and went to turn myself in. I have to go back in for some questioning and all that legal mess, but for right now I'm home.”

      “Where is Owen?” Shawn asks. “Didn't he bail you out?”

      “No,” I tell them. “Andrew did. Julie was in there with me for protesting.”

      “Owen has been calling up here for the last few hours,” Leo says. “He's really worried about you. I just figured he'd found you and got you out.”

      “No,” I say. “And if he calls again, just tell him I don't want to talk to him. I'm going to get my stuff off the front porch and go up to my room.” I cringe and drop my head. “The room you two are staying in.”

      “Don't worry about it,” Shawn says. “The housekeeper just came today, and the bed is freshly made. We'll go back to our houses.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Of course,” he says.

      “I can't thank you enough for what you did for me,” I tell them. “And if you have any patience left, I might ask you to help out for a few more days.”

      “Absolutely,” Leo says. “We'll help out as much as you need.”

      “I don't want to interfere in your life any more than I already have. It just might take me a little bit to get back into the swing of things.”

      “You aren't interfering,” Leo reassures me. “We have loved being here, and Mr. Pellegrino is dealing just fine without me. You have us for as long as you need.”

      I nod thankfully and walk back onto the veranda to gather my bags. The men come and help me, making the trip up the stairs easier on my drained body. As soon as they close the door behind them, I kick off my shoes and drop down onto the bed. Almost instantly, the calls begin. Every time I look at the screen, it's Owen. And each time, I press the ignore button. Finally, I answer the tenth call.

      “I thought I was making myself clear,” I start, but the voice coming through the line stops me.

      “Avery?” A woman asks. Her voice sounds familiar, but I'm struggling to place it.

      “Yes? Sorry. Who is this?”

      “It's Hannah,” she says. “From the Willow Springs Inn?”

      “Oh,” I say, surprised to hear from her. “Yes, of course. Hi, Hannah. How are you?”

      “I've been meaning to call you since you checked out, but I haven't been able to build up the nerve.”

      “Is there something wrong?” I ask.

      “No, nothing's wrong. I just feel so silly. That's not true. I feel stupid. I can't believe I didn't know who that man was.”

      “You mean Mr. Mercer? The blogger?”

      “I knew him as Mr. Westcott, but, yes. You must think I am so flighty for not figuring out who he was when he was here, or at least piecing it together when that horrid review came out.”

      “Not at all,” I tell her. “You are by far, not the only person who he fooled. I think I just got lucky figuring it out. By the way, how did you know I figured it out?”

      “Oh,” she says, her voice trembling now. “I heard about his death, and your name sounded so familiar. Then I saw your picture on the news and it just really struck me.”

      “I hope you don't think...”

      “Of course not,” she says. “The article I read said you're doing a little bit of investigating.”

      “How did it actually phrase it?” I ask.

      She laughs softly. “That you were sticking your nose in official police business.”

      “That's pretty accurate.”

      “They came by here to question me. It was one of the scariest experiences of my life. I had no idea what to say. It sounds so funny to admit it, but just sitting down with those men in their uniforms completely made my mind go blank. No matter what the question was, I felt like I was being dishonest. They asked me my name, and I clammed up. Has something like that ever happened to you?”

      “Not yet, but since I just came from being bailed out of jail for obstruction of justice, I have a feeling it's going to be happening sometime soon.”

      Hannah gasps. “I can't believe they brought you in. Through everything I read and heard, all you have been doing is trying to get to the bottom of this mess. Seems to me they should be thanking you for helping them do their job.”

      “That's how I see it,” I say. “Unfortunately for them, half of their obstruction case is going to be pretty difficult to try. They’re blaming me for an apple going missing, but they have no idea where it went.”

      “An apple? The one that he was holding when he died? I thought the news was saying it was thrown away when they thought he died of a heart attack.”

      “It was. Not that apple. Apparently two apples, a peanut one and a sprinkle one, were planted at my caramel apple table at the festival. One was given to Mr. Mercer, but the other one, and the note supposedly with it disappeared. Nobody has any idea where it went or who might have taken it. The police are accusing me, but since they have no proof it actually even existed, that’s going to be hard for them to get to stick. Unfortunately for the case, that also means a big piece of the puzzle is missing.”

      “Honestly, it was probably a misunderstanding somewhere along the line. Either that or someone just threw it away because white sprinkles are so much better for spring than fall.”

      She laughs, and it seems like she’s feeling stronger after the conversation, like just talking to me made her feel less alone in the situation.

      “That’s true,” I say.

      “Well,” she says, “I'm sorry to have bothered you. I just wanted to reach out to you since we're part of an exclusive club now. If you ever want to talk, please don't hesitate to call me.”

      “Thank you, Hannah. The same goes for you.”

      I hang up, feeling a sense of relief. Knowing GPS's identity is out in the open now means all of us who were affected by him can connect. Reaching out to each other and touching base about just how outrageous his evaluations of each of us and our businesses were could be the validation we need to move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      I can't get in touch with Avery for almost two days, and when I finally do, it's only because I watch outside Hometown Bed And Breakfast until I'm sure Shawn and Leo aren't there. She rolls her eyes the instant I rush into the building. It's not the joyful welcome I was hoping for, but it didn't involve throwing anything or running out of the room, so I'm going to take it as a step in the right direction.

      “Avery, I need to talk to you.”

      “I thought I made it clear I have nothing to say to you,” she says.

      “That isn't true, and you know it. I can see it in your eyes. You have plenty to say to me.”

      She heads for the kitchen, and I follow her. “I thought I told you guests aren’t allowed in the kitchen,” she says.

      “I'm not a guest,” I tell her. “You're getting ready to make cinnamon rolls, aren't you?”

      “Maybe,” she says.

      “You are. It's that time of day, and every afternoon while we were in the summer palace, you said your fingers were itching to make dough, but you didn't have all the ingredients you needed. Angela could have gotten them for you, but you insisted Vidalia Isle has the best cinnamon.”

      “And it does,” she insists.

      “Cinnamon doesn't grow in Vidalia Isle.” It feels good to be teasing each other, but she cuts it off quickly.

      “What's your point, Owen?” she asks sharply.

      “That I know you and you know me. Deep in your heart, you know what Isabel told you isn't true.”

      “That's just the thing. I don't know that. We come from different worlds. I'm not saying that because that's something that can't be overcome, or it automatically means we couldn't be together. I'm only saying it because it means I don't really understand what happens in your world. Your laws and customs and traditions are all complete mysteries to me. She was absolutely confident in what she was saying, and I don’t know if I should believe her.”

      “Believe me instead.”

      “I don't have it left in me to deal with this right now,” she says. “I'm just not ready to try to figure something else out. I've been trying to get back into the rhythm of life, but it's really hard when half the village thinks I'm a murderer and the other half is twisting this whole thing into this huge sensationalized mess of drama.”

      “Please,” I say. “I am so sorry she showed up and said those things to you. It's completely out of line, and she had no right to do it. I am beyond sorry she hurt you and made you question anything. Please just give me the opportunity to explain the truth.”

      “Go ahead,” she finally says quietly. She doesn't look at me, keeping her head down as she mixes the ingredients for the cinnamon roll dough in her big mixing bowl. That's fine with me. As long as she hears the words I need to say to her, she can do anything she wants.

      “Yes, my family does have to follow certain laws and regulations in my country. One of those is the age of marriage for a royal who is in the direct line to the throne. It's a law I've always hated and have spoken out against since the time I was old enough to argue. I've never thought it was fair that they could try to control my life like that. So, I've always resisted it. I've never gotten into serious relationships or really spent any time with any woman of note.

      “My relationships have been limited to one or two dates, tops. But my parents are done dealing with it. Mostly my mother. Following the laws and the traditions is extremely important to her, and she knows according to those, I have to be married within the next year in order to be able to take the throne. She decided two years ago, since I haven't been making any progress on finding the right wife, that she would do it for me.”

      “So, she talked to Isabel's parents,” she says.

      “That's exactly what she did. She went behind my back and started talking with them and convincing them that betrothing Isabel to me would be ideal for the countries. When it was our time to sit on the thrones, we would rule over both nations together. Since then, she's been trying to convince me that it's a good idea. Needless to say, I've pushed back against it.”

      “Apparently not hard enough,” Avery says. “Because Isabel very obviously still considers the two of you engaged.”

      “We were never engaged. Arrangements were made between our parents, but it had nothing to do with me. Isabel is spoiled and indulged and has never heard the word ‘no.’ I don't even know if it occurs to her that that word exists for somebody like her. She honestly believes if she just continues going along this way, saying we are engaged and planning the wedding, I'll just go along with it because I have to. It isn't happening. It never was going to happen. I am so sorry. That's all I can say.”

      “Thank you for explaining it to me,” she says. “But it doesn't really change anything.”

      “It doesn't?” I ask. “Didn't you hear what I said?”

      “I did,” Avery says. “And I accept your explanation and appreciate you telling me. But I feel like whatever we had between us is broken. However you feel about the situation or your relationship with Isabelle, you should have told me. That's a part of your life and an expectation you would have to deal with, and if you wanted me as a part of your life too, that means I'd have to deal with it right alongside you. But you didn't tell me. Instead, you kept it from me and let me be embarrassed like this.”

      “Avery, I'm sorry you're embarrassed. I am so furious at Isabel for doing that to you.”

      “It's not just that she basically called me your fling before the ring. Everything she said with the exception of the two of you being engaged is true. We've never really fit into each other's lives, and it would just cause more pain and difficulty if we kept trying to keep up with whatever it is that was going on between us.”

      “Whatever it is that was going on between us?” I asked. “Is that really all it means to you?”

      Avery shrugs. “I don't know what else to call it, and I don't trust myself to call it anything else. This has to end, Owen. I've already turned myself in to the police, and I’m trying to let them sort this out. Trying to deal with all of this has made me tired and sick, and I need to focus on taking care of myself right now. I just need you to go be who you are and live the life you're supposed to.”

      “You can't just push me away, Avery,” I tell her. “I'm not going anywhere. You can want me to back off and let you be, but I'm not leaving. I promised to help you and to protect you, and that's what I'm going to do, even if it's from a distance for now.”

      She nods, and I walk out of the kitchen, reluctantly leaving Hometown Bed And Breakfast, but not my commitment to Avery.
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        * * *

      

      For the next two weeks, I join the daily life of Vidalia Isle. I've had to bounce between a few different places to deal with the still-exceptional occupancy rates, but I don't care. Being here means I can keep my eye on Avery and make sure she stays safe. It's been a few days since I've seen her. After turning over everything she knew to the police, she's been laying low and just trying to sink back into life.

      I know it has to be driving her insane. That's why I'm surprised when I see her standing on the sidewalk outside the coffee shop, smiling as she talks to two men and a familiar-looking woman. Figuring she can't completely reject me in front of them, I cross the street toward her. The woman sees me first, and her smile wanes as she nods, letting Avery know I'm coming.

      Avery visibly stiffens and turns her back but doesn't walk away.

      "Hi, Avery," I say when I get to her.

      "Owen," she says. "You remember Hannah, from Willow Springs. This is Rick, he owns a bed-and-breakfast in Wilmington, and this is Stacey. His place is in Kentucky."

      "A bit away from home, aren't you?" I ask.

      "Says the man squatting in a foreign country," she mutters under her breath.

      "We've come to support Avery," Hannah says. "We know what it's like to lock horns with the Traveler’s True GPS, and each one of us has once or twice entertained the idea of taking him out of his misery." She laughs, then touches Avery's arm.

      "Not that Avery did anything wrong. We just want to be here to show our support and let the police see that there are others who were affected by him and understand what she felt. Besides, when she mentioned the police had finally cleared his room and there was space for me, I couldn't turn down an invitation to come see her beloved Vidalia Isle. These two are checking out the competition elsewhere," she says as she nudges Rick.

      "It really means a lot to me," Avery says. "I'm glad you're here."

      "At least nowhere around here seems to share the dearly departed's view on alcohol," Stacey says. "I sat by the fireplace last night reading while I sipped bourbon, and it was glorious. He acted like my inn was Sodom and Gomorrah because of the wet bar in the lounge."

      They laugh. I figure it's an innkeeper’s joke and don’t bother trying to find it funny.

      "Well, I know you're busy today," Hannah says. "I'm glad we were able to meet for coffee, and I'll see you for dinner, right?"

      "Absolutely," Avery says.

      "Great." Hannah hugs her and starts down the sidewalk. "We're off to shop for quilts. Oh! I can't believe I forgot to ask. How did the doctor go this morning?"

      Color creeps up the back of Avery's neck.

      "It went fine," she says. "Everything's good."

      Hannah smiles. "Good. See you later."

      She waves and the three disappear into the midday crowd moving through the village.

      "The doctor?" I ask. "Why did you have to go to the doctor?"

      "It was just a check-up," she tells me. "If you'll excuse me, I have a meeting with a prospective client I need to get to."

      She tries to walk around me, but before she can get all the way on the other side, she stops, her eyes widening an instant before her jaw stiffens and her nostrils flare.

      "What is she doing here?" she asks, her voice low in her throat.

      I turn around and see Isabel coming toward us. The smug look on her face seems related to the folded paper she's using like a fan.

      "Look who it is," she says, eyeing Avery.

      "Isabel, stop," I warn. "If you want to talk to me, you take it somewhere else and leave Avery alone."

      "No," she says. "I'm actually glad she's here. This has to do with her, too. She was so stubborn and just couldn't believe when I told her she isn't special. Maybe this will help clarify things for her."

      "Don't do this here, Isabel," I say. "At least try to have some class."

      "You're lecturing me about class? Absolutely not. Everyone deserves to know who they have in their midst."

      "That's the harvest ball," Avery says, looking at the picture on the paper Isabel is holding.

      "Quick learner," Isabel says. "And you see him?" she stabs one fingertip into the middle of the image, smashing my face and the red mask covering it. "You might not recognize him because of his mask, but I'd know him anywhere. Especially since that mask is a favorite of his at gatherings in Calidonia." She shoots me a glare. "Real original, babe."

      Avery's eyes haven't moved from the picture, and the masked woman draped around me as we dance. Our bodies are pressed close together, my mouth playing across the swells of her cleavage. My heart flips in my chest.

      "This was the first night I got here," I say. "It was before I'd even said a word to you. It was just a spontaneous thing, a one-night thing that didn’t even end in sex. I didn't even find out her name. I'm sorry you had to find out like this."

      "Did you hear him? Something else he's been keeping secret," Isabel sneers. "Why can't you just be honest with yourself, Owen? Be honest with yourself and everyone else. That's the thing. I don't care who you sleep with as long as you're married to me."

      "You seriously think there's any chance of that happening now?" I ask. "After what you just said in front of all these people, at least eight of which are recording us right now, hi," I wave at the cell phone cameras documenting every cringe-worthy moment. "You think your reputation is going to be something my parents are going to want associated with them?"

      "What a fucking double-standard!" Isabel explodes. "You can go out and screw whoever you want, whenever you want to, and it's perfectly fine because you're a prince, but if I do the same thing, then it means my reputation is destroyed, and I'm not worth marrying anymore?"

      "Oh, please don't make that mistake. You weren't worth marrying long before you did this," I say.

      "Just wait until your anonymous little booty call finds out who you really are," Isabel says. "I can't wait to see the look on your mother's face when the tabloids start in on Prince Amadeus and his anonymous fucking."

      Avery takes a step toward Isabel. "It wasn't anonymous. At least, it's not now," she says.

      "What do you mean?" Isabel asks.

      "It's me."

      Isabel scoffs.

      "You think I'm going to believe you?" she asks.

      "Avery, you don't have to defend me. Really," I say. "She talks a big game, but she can't do anything to me."

      "I'm not trying to defend you," she says. "It's the truth. I'm the woman in the mask."

      "Prove it," Isabel asks.

      Avery reaches into her purse and takes out a small white envelope. She withdraws a picture from it, holding it out to Isabel. I see what it is an instant before she speaks.

      “I finally remembered to pick this up this morning from the local photographer. This is me, Skylar, and Sebastian at the ball that night. Right as we were walking in the door.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Avery

        

      

    

    
      I don't know what to expect from Owen's reaction, but I'm thrilled when he sweeps me into his arms. He spins me around, then sets me back on my feet and holds my shoulders as he looks directly into my eyes.

      “It was you?” he asks.

      I nod. “It was,” I tell him. Isabelle's face is bright red and crunched to the point of us being sucked in on itself, but I can't resist one more little dig. “And if you want confirmation that I'm telling the truth. Check the top corner. She likes to print the names of everyone in event pictures on them. So if it shows up somewhere in a town scrap book or the newspaper it is already labeled.”

      “This is...” he shakes his head and laughs.

      “I'm sorry this is how we found out,” I say. “But I have something else to tell you, and I don’t think I can keep it from you now. I went to the doctor this morning because I’m pregnant. I've been telling you I felt so tired and sick and while I’m pretty sure it was the stress at first; when it continued, I decided to see my doctor. It never even occurred to me I could be pregnant and when I realized I must have gotten pregnant the first time we went to the island...”

      Owen’s strong arms grab me again, and I squeal as he gives me another twirl. His hazel eyes sparkle like I've never seen them, except maybe when we were children. He runs his fingers back through his thick brown hair, unable to come up with words.

      “It doesn't matter,” Owen says. “Nothing else matters. It was me that night. It was us. Exactly as it was always meant to be.”

      Isabelle stomps one foot like a petulant child and lets out an angry snarl, but Owen doesn't even look her way. The crowd that's gathered laughs as she pushes her way through them to leave the village. I glance around and heat creeps across my cheeks.

      “You might want to give your parents a call,” I say.

      “Already?” he asks.

      “The news is going to reach every person in Vidalia Isle in the next five minutes, and from there, there's no stopping it. If you want to hedge this one off at the pass, now would be the time.”

      Owen laughs and gathers me close to him again, leaning in for a kiss.

      “Let them find out,” he says. “One more scandal, for old times’ sake.”

      We kiss again, and dozens of little camera clicks around me suggest my five-minute estimate might have been too generous. I wrap my arms around his neck and pop one foot back, just for good measure.
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        * * *

      

      Just as I expected, when Owen and I walk into the restaurant for dinner that night, Hannah, Rick, Stacy, Sebastian, and Skylar burst into applause.

      “I just want to point out that I am officially the first person to know,” Sebastian says with a self-important flick of his wrist as he takes a sip of his water.

      “No, you aren't,” Skylar says. “She told us at the same time.”

      “She was talking into my ear, which means she told me first,” Seb insists.

      “I heard her talking through the phone. She told us at the same time.”

      “It went into my ear first.”

      I laugh and cuddle into Owen, sneaking a kiss onto the soft spot just beneath his ear. I know that makes his body shiver and wakes him up in ways that have nothing to do with alarm clocks and orange juice. My hand runs along his thigh beneath the table, and I want to slip it between his legs and feel for myself how hard my touch can get him. Two weeks without him buried inside me is far too much, and I don't know how much longer I will be able to stand not feeling his naked skin against me.

      “Avery, can I come by Hometown Bed And Breakfast tomorrow and borrow your kitchen?” Hannah asks.

      “Of course,” Avery says. “Anytime. What are you thinking of making?”

      “This occasion calls for one of my favorite baking traditions. Every Mama-to-be I know gets banana walnut bread. It's good for you, and it's good for the baby. And Daddy can try a sliver or two if he insists.”

      I laugh. “That sounds amazing. I love banana walnut bread. My grandmother used to make it all the time in the fall.”

      “It's one of my absolute favorite things to make when the weather starts to get cool,” Hannah says. “Making it for this baby is also a good way to cover up some bad memories.”

      “Bad memories?” Owen asks. “What do you mean?”

      She shakes her head and laughs. “Oh, it's silly, really. It's just that the last time I made a banana walnut bread was the day of the murder. It was the first time of the season I was going to make it, and the whole house smelled incredible. I was eating the first slice when I heard the news.”

      I shudder. “I don't think that's silly at all. I hope making it this time will be what you remember now.”

      Hannah reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Me, too. Oh! Speaking of baking. I took your advice and made sure all my pictures are on display somewhere that people can enjoy them.”

      “That's great, I say. Where?”

      She pulls a tablet out of her bag and quickly types in a few commands. “Right here,” she tells us proudly, displaying her website on the tablet. “I figure this way anybody who comes to the website considering a stay at Willow Springs will see all the pictures of me, and it might give them that boost.”

      “That's a fantastic idea,” Skylar says. “I know when Sebastian and I added pictures to our website, it really increased business. People like to feel like they know who they're doing business with. If they're looking for a room to stay in and see that, they're going to feel at home before they even step foot in your bed-and-breakfast.”

      “Thank you,” Hannah says. “That's really sweet. Here. Look. This is the famous making-banana-walnut-bread series.”

      She laughs and scrolls through the pictures. My body tenses, and Owen squeezes my hand.

      “What's wrong?”

      I shake my head. “It's just so strange to look at those pictures and know what's going on.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see someone lumbering toward the table. Owen sees him at the same time and stands up to block his approach.

      “We meet again,” Owen says.

      “Get out of my way,” Chad slurs.

      “Nope,” Owen says, pushing his chest, so he teeters back. “You're not getting anywhere near her. Especially not now.”

      “How could you do this?” Chad asks, trying to lean around Owen toward me. “What we had was special. Look what I did for you, and the thanks I get is you getting knocked up by some guy because you like his crown.”

      “Alright, that's enough,” Owen says. “We're going to go ahead and prop you in a corner so you can wait for the Sheriff to come siphon you up and squirt you into the tank for a while. How does that sound?” He starts away from the table.

      I want to be embarrassed, but Owen’s protectiveness was just too sexy. Instead, my thighs burn, and my panties feel wet. Biting my bottom lip, I cross my legs, hoping the pressure will ease the need until Owen and I can get back to Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      “Well, that was uncomfortable,” Stacy says when Owen sits back down.

      “I'm sorry,” I tell him. “That was just my ex. Still carrying a little flame for me.”

      “It sounds like he might carry a little more than that,” Stacy replies. “Didn't you hear what he said? ‘Look what I did for you.’”

      The shiver that rolls down my spine is no longer one of thrill at thinking of Owens touch.

      “Let's not talk about that anymore,” Hannah says. “I'm starving, and I'm sure Mama and the baby could use something to eat too.”

      “Absolutely,” I say.

      “Let's celebrate,” Owen says.

      The next two hours are spent eating and laughing, sharing stories and making predictions for the future. The energy is higher and more positive than I've felt it in so long, but I can't stop the tinge of darkness in the back of my mind.

      There's a little voice telling me something's wrong. It feels like all the pieces of the puzzle that have been scattered across my brain are moving closer together, and some might have interlocked. I try to ignore it, to just enjoy being there with people I consider my friends and my family, celebrating the miracle of Owen and my baby.

      Finally, it's time for dessert. I scan through the options and choose pumpkin creme brulee.

      “That reminds me,” Skylar says. “Miss Betty still hasn't given me her recipe for pumpkin pie.”

      “Miss Betty still isn't actually a relative of yours,” I point out.

      Skylar sticks her tongue out at me and grins while I look down at the dessert menu again. The thought of Julie and the images of the sweets on the glossy page make something explode in my brain.

      Thank you, Jessica Fletcher.

      It takes everything in me to sit still and wait for dessert, then to eat it slowly enough not to make myself sick. I barely taste the creamy dish. My mind is somewhere else. When everyone's finished, I take Owen by the hand.

      “I think I need to get home to bed,” I tell him.

      Sebastian groans. “No,” he says. “We're all going to go to karaoke at the bar.”

      “I'm sorry,” I tell him. “I'm just feeling exhausted. Skylar, record him doing Sweet Caroline for me. That way it'll be just like I'm there.”

      We say goodbye to the group and split off in the opposite direction.

      “Is there anything you need before you head home?” Owen asks.

      “As a matter of fact, there's one stop we need to make.”

      A few minutes later, I'm standing back in the lobby of the police station, staring at the Sheriff who is almost as confused as he was two weeks ago when I turned myself in.

      “Avery, I don't think I'm following you.”

      “I know, and I just need you to trust me. I'll give you all the information you need. Just call a press conference for tomorrow morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      "I know everyone in our little village has been deeply affected by the murder of one of our visitors, and by the aftermath that has followed. It's been extremely difficult for all of us to cope with not knowing who performed this heinous act. There have been a lot of questions and rumors. Unfortunately, that has resulted in questioning some of our own and losing the closeness and bonded trust that makes Vidalia Isle such an incredible place to live and raise our families."

      The Sheriff glances up and pauses briefly, before continuing to say, "This morning it is with tremendous pride that I announce to you all that we have made a breakthrough in the murder of Mr. Mercer. The case has taken a very unexpected turn, and I commend those who thought fast and made important decisions to preserve the crime scene and critical evidence. This, in particular, includes the festival.

      “I know it hasn't been easy for all of us to see it sitting empty there on the Village Green for so long. It's been a reminder of this dark time on our island and the loss of innocence and memories. But because that space was preserved, we have the opportunity to bring this case to a close and ensure justice is served. While I can't share full details at this time, I can let you know that the break in the case came from an anonymous source who offered insight into new evidence."

      He sniffles ever so slightly. Then, he explains, "Apparently, this evidence is still on site near where the body was found, and it will clearly point to the identity of the murderer. The festival grounds remain strictly off-limits to all but authorized police personnel. A specialist team is arriving tomorrow morning to assist with the search and preservation of said evidence. We'll have more information for everyone as soon as that evidence is found and properly processed. Thank you very much for your time. I won't be taking any questions. Thank you."

      The Sheriff finishes his speech and hustles away from the press conference table. His eyes lock on Avery when he comes into the small room where she and I have been sitting, watching the conference on a small TV in the corner.

      “That was fantastic, Sheriff,” she says. “It was exactly what I need.”

      “Are you going to fill me in now on why I just did that?” he asks.

      “Not yet,” she says. “I'll tell you more later.”

      “Are you going to tell me what's going on?” I ask when we walk outside and start back toward Hometown Bed And Breakfast.

      “I don't want to say anything. Not yet. One thing you might not know about Vidalia Isle yet is that the island's most abundant natural resource is gossip. There's no such thing as a secret around here, not for long anyway, and I don't want the wrong ears sharing anything too soon. But if it all works out and I'm right, there’ll be one less secret in the village for people to worry about.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I pull my coat closer around me to block some of the wind that whips up and creeps down my neck. The nights have gotten distinctly colder the last few weeks. Avery hunkers down beside me, and I reach out to wrap my arms around her, not wanting her to be cold. I'm extremely aware of my baby cradled within her.

      I can't bear the thought of letting anything happen to either of them. Which doesn't seem exactly accurate when I consider that it's pitch black outside and I'm crouched behind an abandoned game booth, waiting for a murderer to show up at the Ferris wheel.

      “You're sure about this?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Avery says. “I'm sure. This time, I'm positive. We just have to wait.”

      It's only a few minutes longer when she grabs my arm, and I see her finger go to her lips. She points toward the Ferris wheel, and when I look, I see a dark figure creeping through the shadows toward it. It stops and looks around, causing Avery to lean back against me to stay out of sight. After a second, the figure continues on toward the Ferris wheel.

      The same barriers are there that were in place the evening the body was found. Police tape stretches across them but doesn't create any true resistance. The figure easily slips past and climbs up onto the platform.

      “They're looking around,” I whisper to Avery.

      She nods excitedly. “Exactly,” she says. “It worked. Just give it a few more seconds.”

      The figure's searching becomes more frantic, and a tiny beam of light appears where they've turned on the flashlight on their phone but are concealing most of the illumination with one hand. Finally, Avery looks at me and nods. It's time.

      She stands up and runs toward the Ferris wheel. Every muscle in my body aches to chase after her, but she gave me specific instructions to stay and watch over her. She promised she wasn't in any real danger, but I'm not taking that at face value. The first time she's in trouble, I'm there.

      When she gets to the barrier surrounding the Ferris wheel, Avery carefully eases her way between two of the fence panels and pauses in a pocket of deep shadow. The figure looks around as if they might have heard her coming, but then resumes their search.

      I keep my eyes trained on Avery, watching her every movement as she slowly climbs up onto the ride platform. She's hard to see in the darkness at this distance, but a tiny flicker of light tells me she's taking the next step of her plan, turning on a flashlight. There's a breath, and then I hear her voice, clear and loud in the night air.

      “Are you looking for something?” she asks.

      The figure stumbles, startled out of their position and leaning over the bucket where Mr. Mercer was found. It takes a second for the person to regain control of their body, and then the figure takes a step toward Avery.

      “Avery? What are you doing?”

      The voice squeezes my throat, and I hear Avery let out a trembling breath. She knew the truth. She just didn't want to admit it.

      “Hannah, how could you?”

      The other woman laughs. “How could I what?” she asks.

      “You know what I'm talking about,” Avery says. “It's the only reason you're here. I had the Sheriff do that press conference this morning because I knew it would lure you here. If you thought there was some evidence that would point to you being the killer, you'd come out here as soon as you thought no one was looking so you could try to find it.”

      “I heard the press conference this morning,” Hannah says. “Everybody did. The police weren't giving any details about the evidence they found or what it meant, and I got curious. I told you, this whole thing has really gotten the best of me, and I just needed to know.”

      “How did you know about the sprinkles?” Avery asks.

      She scoffs. “The what?” she asks.

      “The sprinkles,” Avery repeats. “How did you know what they looked like?”

      “I have no idea what you're going on about,” Hannah says dismissively. “I came out here because I thought it would be fun to be the one who found the evidence, but you are taking this too far.”

      “You said they were white,” Avery says. “When I was telling you about being arrested for obstruction of justice, I mentioned that there were two apples set aside with a note for Mr. Mercer. I said one was peanut and the other one was decorated with sprinkles. I didn't describe the sprinkles, but later on when you called me, you joked that somebody threw that apple away because white sprinkles are better for spring. I never told you the sprinkles were white.”

      “It was a lucky guess,” she says. “Most sprinkles are white.”

      “Not really,” Avery says. She's keeping herself unbelievably calm and in control, and I am in awe of her. “Anyone who knows baking and entertaining as well as you do knows sprinkles come in every color and shape imaginable. The ones I use for my caramel apples during the festival are autumn-themed. Orange, red, and chocolate. I didn't use any white ones because, like you said, white sprinkles are for spring. I hadn't even thought about that until we were sitting in the restaurant and I mentioned Julie. I was looking at the deserts, and I remembered she was talking about her Halloween costume. She was going to be a donut with sprinkles.”

      “So, I made one comment, and now you're sure I'm a murderer?”

      “Not just one comment. If it was just the sprinkles, that would be easy to brush off. But that wasn't your only mistake. You see, all this time, everybody's been focusing on the caramel apple. It got thrown away so no one could ever test it, and the only other one that didn't fit in with mine disappeared. You didn't take the sprinkled apple away because you were worried someone was going to eat another poisoned apple. You knew that apple was perfectly safe, if appropriately colored. That's why you got rid of it. You didn't want somebody eating it, realizing it was fine, making the link, and then questioning your efforts to frame me. It wasn't the caramel apple that killed Mr. Mercer.”

      “And what do you think it was?” Hannah asks. “If you're such a brilliant mind, how did he die?”

      “This experience has involved one of the absolute worst days of my life. But it's given me the opportunity to meet a lot of really amazing people and really showed me who my biggest supporters are. One of them is Skylar. She went out of her way and put herself at tremendous risk to help me when I needed it, and during one of those trips she took to bring me stuff, she made a comment. It stuck with me, and I couldn't figure out why. But now I know. She said they were putting hand stamps on everybody who went into the beer garden. That's exactly what you did, isn't it? It wasn't the apple that poisoned him. It was his hand stamp.”

      “Most of the people at the festival had one of those stamps,” Hannah snaps.

      “How would you know that?” Avery asks.

      “I heard you talking about it.”

      “You weren't in the room when I talked about the hand stamps,” I say. “But that's not the point. I already know the reason you know about the stamps. You were here, and you made one especially for Mr. Mercer, and Mr. Mercer alone, by using ink embedded with poison. The thing is... Mr. Mercer didn't drink. He calmed down on the intensity of it recently, but in the past his evaluations of spots with bars or events that included alcohol were scathing. So why would someone who felt that way about sipping half a glass of wine at night have a hand stamp saying he'd been through a beer garden and done tastings? How did you do it, Hannah? How did you convince him to get a stamp on his hand? How did he not recognize you?”

      “You have no idea what you're saying,” Hannah says. “A stamp isn't proof of anything.”

      “No, it's not,” Avery agrees. “But you made one more mistake. Can you think of the biggest thing you did wrong? Something so utterly ridiculous and right in front of me that I didn't even see it?”

      “What?” Hannah says mockingly.

      “The pictures of you baking. They were right there. I looked at them, and I had no idea what I was looking at. I sat there in your bed-and-breakfast and looked at the picture from the day he died, and it didn't occur to me. Not until we were having dinner. When you showed us the pictures again, you kept talking about the banana walnut bread. Anyone who has ever made banana walnut bread knows it has to be made with extremely ripe bananas. We're talking speckled all over, and more brown than yellow. But that's not what you had on the counter.”

      “What do you mean?” Hannah asks, her voice weaker now, and her eyes bulging.

      “If you look at the pictures of the days leading up to the murder, there's a bunch of bananas sitting on the counter behind you. They progressively ripen day by day, but then the day before you made the banana bread, the bunch is suddenly unripe again. It stays like that right through the day he was murdered and until the picture of you making dinner the next night. Then they’re ripe again. How could that possibly happen?”

      “I bought new bananas,” Hannah says, straightening up, the strength of her voice returning. “Is it really that hard for you to understand?”

      “So, you decided to throw away perfect bananas right before you baked your favorite fall dish using overripe bananas? I don't think it's that at all. I think you'd figured out who Mr. Mercer was a long time ago. I don't know how. I don't know what you went through with him other than that review, but I think you knew you wanted to kill him, but you couldn’t get away with not posting those pictures every day.”

      “You seriously think anybody actually notices that they're there?” Hannah says in a shocked tone of voice. “Those pictures are for me more than anybody else. It sounds good to say customers love that, but you know as well as I do that that's not true.”

      “No,” Avery says. “It's exactly something a bed-and-breakfast guest would notice. Remember, people come and stay in places like this for unique experiences and the personal touch. They like feeling like they're off the beaten path and getting services and surroundings and amenities they wouldn't receive if they just stayed in a conventional hotel. It's not like Willow Springs is a hip, happening town with a ton of nightlife to draw people in. People go there because it's out of the way and it's cute. They would definitely notice you going out of your way to point out that you are involved in all of their stays. In fact, there are probably plenty of people who would come into the office a few times a day solely for the purpose of catching you off your game. So, you staged the pictures leading up to the day you killed him. You made sure you had pictures of the day before, and pictures of the day of, as well as of the morning of the day after his murder. Those are the ones where the bananas don't make sense. They were taken days before and just kept until you were ready to have them for display.”

      “So, what did I do with all my guests? If I was taking this trip to Vidalia Isle to kill a man, who ran my bed-and-breakfast, who took care of my guests?”

      “Nobody had to. You chose the day you were going to murder him because you knew that you had no reservations. Literally and figuratively. There were no guests to take care of because of the way he treated you in that review. People canceled their bookings because of him. You wanted revenge. I just have one question for you. Why frame me?”

      There is a moment of silence as Hannah stares daggers at Avery.

      “You are an easy target,” she says in a voice even and cold. “You still are.”

      She lunges at Avery, who ducks out of the way just in time to stop the woman from hitting her. I jump to my feet and run toward the ride, watching in horror as Hannah rushes toward Avery again.

      “A little help here,” I shout across the dark green. “A little help would be fantastic.”

      I scramble up onto the ride's platform and grab Hannah from behind, pulling her off of Avery. A second later, the sheriff and his deputies swarm, their bright flashlights taking away all the shadows as they glow against Hannah's shocked, devastated face. I look right at her, our eyes locking together momentarily.

      “Never fuck with the woman I love or our child,” I growl.

      The Sheriff takes her out of my hands, and I turn to Avery. She curls into my arms, and I hold her close, kissing her head as I murmur soothing sounds into her ear.

      “I love you, too,” she says.

      “You promised me you wouldn't be in any danger,” I say.

      “I wasn't,” she says with a smile. “I knew you were right there. You wouldn't let anything happen to us.”

      “I love you,” I say.

      My mouth finds hers, and I kiss her for every moment we lost together, and with the promise of every one we will spend together for the rest of our lives.
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        One month later…

      

      

      The Winter Festival is arguably the most treasured tradition throughout Vidalia Isle, drawing everyone from the village to days of festivities. Tourists flock to see the beauty of the island, but this year there doesn’t seem to be much of a difference between the number of people here for the first day of the festival and how many were here last week. The rate of people coming to visit the village hasn’t lessened since the beginning of October, and the locals have settled in for the possibility of months without a lull ahead.

      Those who have been to the Winter Festival before and are planning on returning for the nostalgia of the same charming event have a surprise in store for them. It’s going to be interesting to see how they react, though I’m sure many of them will be as delighted by the changes as we are.

      No one is as excited about today’s opening as Julie, Shawn, or Leo. Julie can’t contain herself, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet in the middle of the boardwalk as she watches Shawn and Leo hang the banner. Julie gestures for Leo to lower his end by a hair, which puts it at a slope. Shawn compensates, and it slopes the other way. Julie turns toward the sound of my laugh and waves happily.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks, coming toward me.

      “Good,” I tell her. “The cold air is keeping the morning sickness at bay.”

      “Glad to hear it.” She makes a dramatic sweeping gesture toward the banner that is flailing up and down as the men try to cooperate to find the right height. “What do you think?”

      “Vidalia Isle Re-Does Halloween,” I read.

      “A Winter Festival Production,” Julie says, running her hand through the air in front of her like she’s using her fingers to block out the subtitle of the event.

      “It looks wonderful. I’m so excited about this. It was an amazing idea.”

      She dips down in a little curtsey. “Thank you very much. When the committee first got together to revive Halloween, we thought about waiting longer. Maybe have a Valentine’s Day Massacre crossover.”

      “What changed your mind?” I ask.

      “We realized we didn’t want to give Hannah any more power over Vidalia Isle. The last time the village skipped Halloween was because of the Curse and look at the ramifications of that.”

      My mind goes to Brandon and how embarrassed he was when I confronted him about the Curse notes. It turns out the notes were from him, but he had convinced himself Mr. Mercer’s death was a big game and he was going to be the very best interactive member of a giant village-wide murder mystery event that he could possibly be.

      He even thought me leaving for the summer palace was going to turn into me being the second fake murder of the game. Of course, since the murder mystery game didn’t actually exist, the whole thing wasn’t nearly as amusing as he planned it to be. He was extremely apologetic, though, and will be checking back into Hometown Bed And Breakfast for the Winter Festival.

      “Vidalia Isle deserves Halloween,” I say.

      Julie gives an emphatic nod. “We do,” she agrees. “Hannah has been charged, and we are all safe. It’s time to get back to normal. Besides, none of us liked the idea of The Year With No Halloween followed by The Year Of Two Halloweens. We all agreed that ‘scary ghost stories’ is a good bridge between the two holidays, so it all works out. We just have to make sure people are being really careful about keeping the little ones away from the green tonight. Once the sun goes down, we’re going to have a bonfire, and there will be a scary-ass zombie Santa telling some not-so-heartwarming holiday stories.”

      I nod. “That could definitely lead to some effective college entrance essays a decade or so down the line.”

      “Oh, look, Sebastian and Skylar are here.”

      She waves and I watch the two make their way toward us, lugging huge crates of the holiday versions of my caramel apples.

      “Where are we going?” Sebastian asks when he’s a few steps away from me. “Give me instructions quick because I’m not stopping. I need the momentum to keep me going, and if I pause for even a second, I’m not moving again.”

      “Same spot as the Harvest Festival,” I tell him.

      “Well, isn’t that convenient,” he says.

      I know he’s feeling queasy about the idea of doing this again. Standing in the same spot we did before the murder is only going to make it worse for him, but I’m excited about today. When the news that my caramel apples had been falsely accused of being a murder weapon spread, there was a cry for justice for the apples.

      My business has boomed, and I can barely keep up with production. I just finished making the ones for today's opening this morning. I decided to make twice as many as I did for the festival, splitting them between autumn and winter flavors and decoration.

      "I'm going to go help them set up the table," I tell Julie. "Come by later and try one of the new apples."

      "I will," she says cheerfully. "Oh! You are coming to the gala tonight, right?"

      "Wouldn't miss it," I tell her. "It'll be nice to get dressed up with Owen and actually know who he is this time."

      She smiles and waves. "See you later. Merry Halloween!"

      "Merry Halloween, Julie."

      Sebastian and Skylar are deep in the process of decorating the table when I walk up. Rather than the simple tablecloth we used for the festival, they decided we needed to get into the spirit of the Christmas-Halloween mashup. So far, the table is draped with a red velvet cloth and topped with gauzy fabric that resembles black spider webs. An artificial Christmas tree sits in one corner, half the branches bent and slightly melted.

      Sebastian hums a cheerful if slightly unrecognizable Christmas tune as he hangs tiny ornaments shaped like bats and jack-o'-lanterns from the bad half of the tree. The undamaged half gets sparkly blown-glass balls and miniature candy canes. He tilts his hips back out of the way as Skylar scoots along the edge of the table, hanging lights.

      "Looking good," I tell them. "Do you need my help getting the rest of the apples?"

      "Nope," Sebastian says without looking up from his careful placement of the ornaments. "The team is on the way."

      "What team?"

      As soon as the question is out of my mouth, I hear a boisterous ‘Ho ho ho’ from behind me. Owen kisses me on my cheek as he walks by with a crate of apples on each shoulder. I'm thrilled at the next smiling face I see.

      "Miles! What a surprise!" I lean forward to kiss him on his cheek.

      "Good morning, Miss Avery. Congratulations on your wee one," he says.

      "Thank you," I say. "We're really excited. It's due in June, so it seems the summer palace will need a nursery soon."

      His face glows with obvious affection for Owen and excitement at the idea of a new generation of the family. He lowers the crate he’s carrying to the ground and peers in Owen’s open one at the rows of apples carefully nestled in with paper coils to cushion them.

      “They look lovely,” he says.

      “Would you like to try one?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Oh, no,” he says. “They’re too pretty to eat.”

      “Nonsense,” I say. “I make them so people will enjoy them. Them being pretty is just a plus. What flavor would you like?”

      Miles contemplates the options for a few seconds.

      “What’s this one?” he finally asks, pointing to a row coated in tiny pearlescent snowflakes.

      “Eggnog,” I tell him. “It’s my caramel recipe with some added spices and a bit of rum.”

      Owen comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist.

      “So, what she means is it’s eggnog-flavored butterscotch.”

      He kisses my neck as I roll my eyes.

      “That sounds delicious,” Miles says.

      I pluck the apple from the crate and pull away the plastic wrapping so he can’t change his mind about accepting the treat. He takes it and stares it down, turning it back and forth like he’s trying to come up with the most dignified way to take on the apple. Finally, he gives up and chomps down into it, laughing as the caramel clings and pulls away in long strands.

      It’s the perfect start to the Winter Festival, but it’s the gala I’ve most been looking forward to. A main feature of the festival for the adults of Vidalia Isle, the gala acts as both a celebration and a fundraiser for the local schools. Owen offered to get me a new dress for it, but I can’t imagine any gown more perfect than the pink one he surprised me with at the summer palace.

      “I want to wear it while it still fits,” I say, running my hand along the front of the soft pink fabric.

      Our baby is there, though it hasn’t made itself known to the outside world yet. I know soon enough I’ll be showing, and the gown will have to take its place in the closet, possibly never to be worn again. I’m alright with that as long as I can give it a fabulous farewell tonight.

      “You look gorgeous,” he says, kissing me. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright going on ahead without me?”

      “Of course,” I say. “You have your video conference, and I’ll see you when you get there. Seb and Skylar are meeting me here, and we’ll head for the barn together.”

      “Good. I love you. Have fun.”

      “I will. I love you, too. See you soon.”

      By the time I get downstairs, Skylar and Sebastian are already waiting for me in the parlor. They’re whispering excitedly, but hush when I get close.

      “Hi, Avery,” Seb says. “You look pretty.”

      “Thanks. What’s going on?” I ask.

      They exchange glances. “What do you mean?” Skylar asks.

      “Mmm-hmm,” I say. “Come on. Let’s get to the ball.”

      I can’t help but notice their grins as they stand and join me at the door. Opening the door reveals what brought out their giggling delight. A carriage sits out front, two horses ready at the control of a uniformed driver.

      “You have to admit,” Skylar says as we head down the steps to the carriage. “He’s a good one.”

      The carriage brings us up to the barn, and memories of the harvest ball flood back. The decorations remind me of my caramel apple table from the festival earlier, a blend of winter and Halloween that starts with a black carpet flanked with snowmen built from white pumpkins and continuing through to the Christmas trees decorated with spiders and bats and pumpkins carved with snowflakes and stars. Julie rushes up to me almost as soon as I walk inside.

      “You have to come trick-or-treating,” she gushes, taking both my hands in hers.

      “Trick-or-treating?” I ask.

      “Yes! It was Owen’s idea. He suggested this year to honor the Halloween Redux, we should make a grown-up trick-or-treat trail. The children have their own party happening in one of the stables out back, complete with a candy trail and bobbing for apples before the adults only ball.”

      “Do you want to trick-or-treat?” I ask Sebastian and Skylar.

      They both nod enthusiastically, and I let Julie lead us out of the ballroom and out into the cool night. The outside of the barn has been transformed into a weaving trail flanked with gnarled black trees. Masked people on either side of the trail offer bags to each person that goes by into the trail. I accept one and start down the trail. Different characters and costumed beings step out along the path to drop treats into our bags.

      Along the way, the environment around the trail slowly shifts so we go from a dark, creepy forest to an enchanted wonderland. Ahead of me, I see green walls, and my heart skips slightly. They remind me of the labyrinth on the summer island. We walk through the opening in the recreated hedges and into a world of roses. Skylar gasps and tears spring to my eyes.

      Elegantly dressed attendants drop chocolate roses into my bag as I weave along the familiar path. I’m nearly at the end when a man in a black suit steps out in front of me. His red mask makes my heart pound in my chest. My hands shake slightly as I walk up to him.

      “Trick or treat,” I whisper.

      Owen reaches into his pocket and takes out a small velvet box, dropping it into my bag. I reach in for it and lift the lid. A diamond glistens up at me. When I look back at Owen, he’s down on one knee, the mask now held in one hand.

      “You are what I’ve waited for my entire life,” he says. “I have never met anyone like you, and that is because there is no one like you. You are the most incredible woman I’ve ever known, and I can’t bear the thought of ever being without you again. I love you more than I could ever put into words and more than I will ever be able to. All I can say is that I want to spend my life with you and promise that every day I’ll try to find another way to show you how much I treasure you. Avery, will you marry me?”

      My breath catches in my chest, and the tears trickle down my cheeks.

      “Yes,” I tell him. “Yes. I love you, Owen.”

      He gets to his feet and takes the box from my hand. The ring slips perfectly onto my finger, and he gathers me into a hug, kissing me softly. I step away from him and hug the friends gathered behind me. The women take their turn with Owen, and I see him and Sebastian face off.

      “Cinnamon Buns,” Owen says with a nod.

      Sebastian nods back seriously. “Sugar Plum.”

      They both smile and Owen hugs him, pounding him affectionately on the back. He wraps his arm around my waist again, and I grin at Julie.

      “How does your committee feel about planning a wedding?”
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        Ten months later…

      

      

      “Are you absolutely sure it doesn’t bother you to come here for our honeymoon?” I ask.

      “This isn’t our honeymoon,” Owen tells me. “When Sabine is a bit older, we’ll go on a true honeymoon. This is just coming home.”

      The word makes my heart swell and my smile stretch so hard across my face, my cheeks ache. The banner stretching across the boardwalk is brand new for the year, welcoming us to the second annual Vidalia Isle Harvest Festival. It has been almost three months since we welcomed our daughter and just over a week since our wedding in Calidonia.

      The entire extravaganza was more pomp and circumstance than I’ve ever experienced in my life, but it was magical. Julie and the rest of the committee took me up on my offer and came to Calidonia with us to work with the royal event coordinator to create a wedding as unique as Owen and me. I expected the king and queen to be resistant, but all it took was the promise of a cuddle with their granddaughter, and they melted.

      It turns out they didn’t send Isabel to the summer island, and they felt no compassion for her when she went crying to them after Owen cast her out of Vidalia Isle. The image of her fulfilling her royal obligation by being an official attendant at my wedding will remain one of my favorites.

      I still don’t like the formal titles and having people bow to me when Owen and I walk into a room, but I haven’t quite gotten to the place where I’m ready to stop her from curtseying. I like to think of it as my first official royal public service. Each dip is good for her.

      “It’s good to be home,” I tell him. “It’s been hard to be away for so long.”

      “I know,” he says. “But now that Sabine has been formally introduced, we have a lot more freedom. We can spend as much time here as you want.”

      “Speaking of which, there’s Shawn and Leo,” I say and wave at the two men.

      They smile broadly and rush toward me. As has become the custom, all their attention first goes to the baby in my arms. I don’t blame them; she’s perfect. Her hair is as dark as mine, but her eyes are the same caramel color as her father’s. He likes to say they look like butterscotch.

      “Welcome home,” Shawn says to me, giving me a kiss on the cheek.

      It’s only been a week since I saw everyone at the wedding, but it feels different seeing them away from the formality.

      “How long have you been here?” Leo asks.

      “Not long,” I tell him. “We just landed about an hour ago.”

      “Your room is ready at Hometown Bed And Breakfast,” he says. “I think you’ll like the new linens.”

      I smile. “I can’t wait to see them.”

      They grin at each other, the warmth and pure joy in their eyes threatening to bring tears to mine. After we got engaged, Owen and I had a long conversation about our future, talking about where we would live, how we would raise our baby, and fulfilling our royal duties without having to completely change my life. One of the first things that came to mind was Hometown Bed And Breakfast. The decision was easy. My grandparents loved the bed-and-breakfast and poured themselves into it.

      They left it to me as their legacy, but they would never want to feel like I was clinging to it only out of obligation. Running the inn for the rest of my life wasn’t in my heart, but it was in Shawn's and Leo’s. I know my grandparents would be proud to see how passionate they are carrying on the business and giving it fresh new life. My only request of them is to make sure my room is always ready for me whenever I want to visit.

      “I’ll see you when we get there later,” I tell them, giving each another kiss on the cheek. “Have fun at the festival.”

      They wave and scurry off toward the cotton candy vendor nearby.

      “What do you want to do first?” Owen asks.

      “I’m not sure,” I tell him.

      “Fun House?” he asks.

      I nudge him with my elbow. “You’ll see. I’ve been practicing. I’ll slip down that slide like a rocket.”

      Owen laughs. “Where have you been practicing?” he asks.

      “You don’t know what Miles and I get up to while you’re away,” I say. “We could have a whole carnival ride training ground. You wouldn’t know.”

      “That’s true. Well, how about the Hall of Mirrors?”

      We’re starting toward the green when I see a frantic-looking woman running toward us.

      “Avery!” she gasps. “Avery!”

      “Yes?” I say, handing the baby to Owen so I can reach out for the desperate woman. “Are you alright?”

      “No,” she shakes her head. “I need your help.”

      “What can I do?”

      “My brother. He’s missing. I know you can find him.”

      “I don’t know what I can do,” I say.

      “Yes, you do,” she says. “I heard what you did last year. I know all about how you solved that murder. The police aren’t taking Desmond’s disappearance seriously, and I’m so worried about him. I know you can help me.”

      Owen takes my hand and pulls it to get my attention.

      “Avery,” he says with a warning note in his voice. “That’s behind you. The only reason you did that is because people were accusing you of the crime. Your life is your daughter and caramel apples now. Maybe some royal duties sprinkled in when I can get you to do them.”

      His choice of words stands out.

      Sprinkled.

      “I made caramel apples and investigated at the same time before. And made her, by the way. I can do it again.”

      “This is exactly what Vidalia Isle needs. A caramel-apple-making private investigator.”

      He smiles and shakes his head as I turn back to Melanie and squeeze both her hands.

      “Tell me more about your brother.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stuck With You (Sneak Peek)
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        You drive me crazy.

        Why am I always Stuck with You?

      

        

      
        We’ve known each other since we were kids.

        Rowan was my best friend, my neighbor, my everything.

        Crazy how quickly things can change.

        How much the boy that use to sneak into my bedroom would change.

        Rowan was my first love.

        We even shared our first time together.

        Yet, in one day we became enemies.

        Years passed and we became worse than strangers.

        He became a billionaire.

        And I spend my days doing secretarial work.

        We’re worlds apart, our lives couldn’t be more opposite.

        But fate has a way of always bringing us back together.

      

        

      
        This time right under the same roof.

        Our shared tragedy brought about something we didn’t bargain for.

        A drunken night turned into a night we shared our vows.

        If only that was the only shocking thing that night brought!

      

        

      
        Click here to read Stuck With Me now.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More London James?
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      Click here now to get your free copy of Back with Him by London James.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by London James

          

        

      

    

    
      Stuck With You

      Stay With Me

    

  

cover.jpeg







images/00004.jpeg
LONDON JAM ES





images/00003.jpeg
\%ﬁf‘:wﬁ

hON@ON JAMES





