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Chapter One

	 

	The steady sound of Kit Somersby’s typing usually soothed me. Today, it just made me fidget. I couldn’t count the number of times my hand traced over the slowly expanding roundness of my abdomen, but not just to reassure myself of the continuing presence of the bouncing ounce I carried. Each and every soothing rub followed the quick glance—automatic and a hard habit to break—at the empty space under my desk where a fawn pug with epic farts should have been.

	Petunia’s loss still hung over me despite the passing of the weeks and though my crying jags were fewer and further between, my sadness still made itself known regularly. I felt guilty at times I did forget she was gone, shame on me. I needed to remember her, to never let her go, to honor her memory. But when I found myself going whole afternoons and even a day without thinking about her, that made the crying worse.

	I really needed therapy.

	Kit’s endless tapping carried on while I cleared my throat and tried to focus on the paperwork I was finishing. Things had been quiet in Reading the last little while, cases few and far between while it seemed the rest of the team kept far busier outside the confines of our cute little town. Yes, I kind of envied Liz and Jill their exciting lives in Montpelier, and the fact they’d asked for Daisy’s help on a case they were working on. I didn’t begrudge my best friend the trip or anything, but it could have been me.

	Yikes, sour grapes, take a hike, would you?

	I shifted in my chair, sitting back when I realized I’d re-read the same paragraph three times and still had no idea what I was looking at. Once again, my right hand fell to my tummy and the tater tot of Fleming/Turner hanging out in blissful quiet inside. Not that he or she (or they or whoever) would stay quiet for long, I was sure. Soon there would be the turning and the kicking and the hiccups and countless other things to look forward to over the rest of my pregnancy. Lots of firsts to come, in fact.

	Firsts I seemed to be going through on my own. Grumble.

	“Are you okay?” Kit’s sudden pause and spoken words cut through the stillness, startling me out of my spiral into grouchiness. “Can I get you anything?” I shook my head and flashed her a little smile, feeling her keen gaze on me before her typing resumed. She wasn’t the only one who’d been hovering lately. Since Petunia’s loss and my own run-in with mortality, it seemed like everyone in my life, from my parents to my friends to my coworkers were constantly asking me the same two questions.

	Are you okay?

	Can I get you anything?

	Sometimes the queries made me angry and frustrated. I wasn’t some delicate flower who needed to be coddled or wrapped in a bubble, thank you. Other times, the ask made me weepy and grateful they cared. Most of the time, though, such questions were only reminders of what I’d lost, and I could do without that, thanks.

	Nope, no Petunia under my desk. I checked.

	Just in case.

	My phone buzzed and I glanced at the text immediately, hoping it was Crew. He’d been out of town so much lately, working closely with Nelson Delamonte, it was hard not to feel resentful sometimes. I frowned despite myself when I noted Olivia’s name instead of my husband’s. Our mayor’s messages rarely instilled confidence or sparked joy and often came with a request so I didn’t read this one right away, giving myself time to improve my insta-moodiness. She deserved better from me than crank.

	So did Crew, for that matter. I glared sideways at the empty cup of coffee that had lingered on my desk for the last two hours, my one and only allowance of the nectar that used to sustain me on the daily long gone. While the coffee pot murmured to me from across the room, I wasn’t about to go for a refill. Not because of baby worries, to be honest. I figured a Fleming could handle a little extra caffeine here and there. No, it was the death-glare of judgmental guilt I’d get from Kit that would ruin the infinitesimal grain of joy I would be able to milk from such rebellion that kept me in my chair.

	Another text landed, this one welcome, so I opened it immediately.

	We need to schedule your ultrasound, Dr. Lloyd Aberstock sent. I know you’re waiting for Crew to return, but we’re right in the window and I’d like to get it settled.

	I pondered what to say in response since I was the one putting it off, and not for good reason, to be honest. Lots of pregnant women went to ultrasounds without their partners at their side. It was just a scan, after all, nothing serious. But this was supposed to be a group effort, me and Crew and bambino all hanging out together for a minute.

	Crew’s home in a few days, I sent. Can we do it then?

	Of course, Dr. Aberstock sent back immediately. You missed your blood pressure check this morning. He didn’t mean to chide me, I knew that. Ever since I’d asked him to take care of us during my pregnancy—and, let’s face it, beyond—he’d taken the whole thing very seriously. Not that I expected any less. And his lovely wife, Bernice, was in raptures over the baby, bless her. Now that she’d recovered from her treatments for cancer and was firmly in remission, it seemed like she’d blossomed all over again. Whatever I could do to encourage her continuing good health, I was on board.

	Sorry, I sent, fighting off the flicker of resentment at the comment. I knew he was just worried about me, and my blood pressure had been a little elevated the last few weeks. Never mind I was considered an old lady in maternal terms, my pending thirty-fifth birthday looming in November timed to roll around a month before the pumpkin popped. I’ll be by in the morning.

	Keep me posted, he sent. Bernice and I both send our love.

	I frowned down at my phone and gave myself an internal talking to. The people who cared about me the most only wanted my safety and the health and wellbeing of my kidlet. I really had an attitude adjustment to deal with and this deep sorrow to shake because it was high time I got on with things.

	It hit me like a brick to the side of the head then and I felt my whole body go cold. I wasn’t allowing myself to be happy about the baby because Petunia was gone.

	Oh, Fee.

	With tears pending—hopefully, the last ones—I let out a long exhale and nodded to the empty place under my desk. She had been the happiest soul I’d ever known. She wouldn’t understand why I was so miserable, and she’d do everything in her power to make me smile. Which I did to the spot where her bed used to lie, even if my lower lip trembled.

	Time to shake this off and take a lesson from my pug. Life was too short not to enjoy it.

	When my phone vibrated again, I immediately responded, reading both texts from Olivia with optimism replacing my sense of weighty doom.

	Can you come to my office? Her first text was short and sweet, though the next had more of a desperate ring to it. Please, Fee? I could really use your help.

	She had no idea, but she’d typed the magic words.

	Give me twenty minutes, I sent, and I’m all yours. A tiny part of me whispered this was a terrible idea and hoped I wouldn’t live to regret saying yes. I didn’t listen.

	What else was new?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Two

	 

	Kit didn’t say much beyond, “Good luck with that!” when I told her where I was going. It made me laugh, though, so I accepted her well wishes and headed out into the heat of the early July day, realizing it was just shy of lunch and I hadn’t eaten yet. I paused at Sammy’s Coffee for a sandwich, passing a brief few minutes chatting with the baristas who all asked how I was doing, one sadly handing me my meal with a single donut hole on a napkin. I took it with a small smile and a nod and ate it first, thinking of Petunia but without the usual pressure of grief laying me low.

	I sat in the park for the five minutes it took me to scarf down my chicken salad, sipping from my water bottle and observing the tourists making their way through town. It was nice to see traffic returning and that many of the storefronts had reopened since the O’Shea family’s activities decimated Reading and our businesses. The court cases against the Chicago crime family were far from over, but it seemed our little berg’s part in the drama was coming to an end.

	My paper bag deposited in the waste can next to the bench, I carried on, admiring the decorations that had been added down Main Street for the celebration of Independence Day. Maybe it was the combination of my decision to release my sorrow and the renewal of Reading’s standing as cutest town in America, but whatever the reason, I found hope stirring inside me everything was going to work out great.

	I entered town hall fifteen minutes after Olivia’s first text landed, the quiet interior of the old brick building cooler than the heat outside, the air conditioning sweeping over me and giving me chills, triggering a bit of a dizzy spell that surprised me. I stopped at the entrance and reached out blindly with my right hand for support, landing on the edge of a counter. Movement had me looking up and into the dark unhappy eyes.

	I blinked in return, surprised to see my cousin, Robert Carlisle, staring back at me. It took me a heartbeat to absorb his presence and the fact he wore dark blue coveralls with the town’s name embroidered over his heart (if he had one), hands covered in latex gloves as he clutched the edge of the garbage bin that he’d been pulling from inside the decorative ledge I’d leaned into in my moment of weakness. Neither of us spoke for long enough it became uncomfortable.

	“What are you looking at?” He snarled those words at me, pale cheeks pinking, deep-set eyes under his heavy brows glittering with resentment. He’d trimmed back the giant 70s pornstache he usually wore, though I wasn’t sure the tidier version made him all that much more attractive. If anything, it made his face seem sunken. Time and circumstance hadn’t been kind to Robert, and I realized as he bent at the waist to tie off the bag he held and replace it with a fresh one he’d lost a great deal of weight, that giant pot belly of his that made him look like two match sticks holding up a watermelon was gone, leaving him lean and almost skeletal. Which reminded me of his former girlfriend and that was never a good person to ponder.

	Not that I gave Rose Norton much thought these days, but she had her ways of poking me despite myself.

	“How’s the new job?” I at least made an effort to be polite. I’d had no idea until this moment he’d been hired to work maintenance, though it appeared that was the case. He grunted something likely rude but unintelligible while I resigned myself to the fact he was as much a jerk now as always and didn’t deserve my pity or compassion. Still, I was in a forgiving mood thanks to Petunia’s absentee pep talk so I let it pass.

	Until he looked up again, that darkness I’d seen in him, threatening and frightening, promising retaliation somewhere down the line and he finally made himself clear. “At least I didn’t get my dog killed,” he snarled before spinning and skulking off.

	My nostrils flared against the need to cry, throat working, hand still clutching the ledge while I lifted my chin and refused to give him the satisfaction of the moment. Not that he’d see it, disappearing as he did through the door at the far end of the foyer with his back to me and his own head hanging. I knew he’d lashed out from old animosity or maybe embarrassment to find himself in such a lowly position after doing his worst to run Reading through the sheriff’s department. It had to hurt, his ego about the biggest part of him, an ego that had taken many blows in the last few months.

	Not my problem, and certainly none of my business. And while I did my best not to let Robert ever get to me, I had to admit to myself the blow his words delivered hurt.

	Because he was right. I got my pug killed while she saved my life in return.

	“Fee.” Olivia’s appearance was a welcome distraction and I focused on her with a smile, though my hormones and other obvious influences didn’t allow me to fake calm composure very well. She tsked and quickly glanced toward Robert’s disappearing back, black bob swinging, scowling at him while she squeezed my left hand. “What did he say? It doesn’t matter.” She waved off my answer before I could summon one. “He has no idea the thin ice he walks,” she said, dark eyes snapping. “I gave him this job out of pity, and I can take it away again.” Olivia huffed a moment, olive complexion reddening in temper. “I don’t know why I care, honestly.” Neither did I. There were times I forgot Mayor Walker was a human woman with a heart and feelings. She’d done her best over the years to mask anything but ambition and the political face she presented to the world. I’d seen bits and pieces of her vulnerability, but this open decision to help Robert when she could have let him fall either meant she didn’t care if people knew she had a heart or she was slipping. “He can’t find a job,” she said then, voice low, like that explained everything along with her almost apologetic tone.

	“You’re a good person, Olivia,” I said, meaning it, too.

	Her almond eyes widened a little and her breath caught, that hand holding mine squeezing ever so slightly before she let me go. “Thank you, Fee,” she whispered. Wait, was she choked up? Maybe she would have said more, but the far door opened again, and Robert slumped out, dragging his feet and the mop pail across the stone floor heading for the bottom of the stairs. His return seemed to snap her out of her momentary show of humanity as she straightened her shoulders and nodded with that fake, professional smile firmly in place. “Thanks for coming,” she said. “I know I can always count on you.”

	“As long as it doesn’t interfere with my work,” I said, stressing my caveat despite the fact I didn’t have a case at the moment and likely wouldn’t if things stayed this quiet. The fact Dad was home instead of working out of town meant anything that did come up would have excellent representation regardless. But no way was I letting Olivia know I was available without boundaries. I might have had fond feelings for her (mostly), but I knew better than to give her free rein.

	Before she could answer, the door behind me opened and a group of people entered, forcing me to one side while Olivia’s smile widened and her hand dropped mine, her attention taken from me and delivered at the feet of the new arrivals.

	“Karla!” Olivia beamed at the leader of the five people I took a step back to observe. “Let’s all head upstairs to my office, shall we?”

	The woman she’d addressed instantly locked eyes on me, and I know she was sizing me up at the same moment I did so to her. Not that I was judging, but her attitude had my back up from the instant her hazel gaze traveled my full length, pausing on my barely-there belly, my red hair. All the while I instantly disliked her crisp black suit—too hot for July, come on—and perfect dark bun, the pristine line of her lipstick and how she looked about as put together as I now felt falling apart.

	“Don’t let us interrupt your catch-up,” she said with the barest flash of a smile. “We can wait in the conference room.”

	“Not at all,” Olivia said, turning to me. “I’d like you to meet Fiona Fleming, co-owner of Fleming Investigations. She’s your new oversight liaison and I know you two will get along perfectly.”

	And I knew in that moment there would be no such getting along happening and Olivia’s delivery had only made things worse. Before I could splutter out a comment, the mayor’s dark eyes locked on mine and tightened at the corners while she maintained that happy, confident woman-of-the-hour smile. “Fee, this is Karla Jensen, Reading’s new event coordinator. Now, shall we go upstairs? We have so much to catch Fee up on.”

	I let them go ahead of me, inhaling slowly against the simmering annoyance now forming a ball in my gut. Any chance I’d had at not alienating Karla Jensen was long gone with Olivia’s less-than-ideal introduction and while I have four more people to meet, only one of them looked back over her shoulder at me with the kind of expression that had me wishing I’d said no after all.

	What was it I’d wondered? Something about regretting it later? Way to tempt fate, Fee.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Three

	 

	Despite my trepidation, I wasn’t so distracted that I missed the oddly antagonistic interaction that occurred between my cousin and one of the men Karla had brought with her. While I didn’t get to hear details of their exchange, I was certainly close enough to note the vicious looks they shot one another and Robert’s visible discomfort with the man’s presence. The newcomer didn’t pause long, however, carrying on up the steps like he owned town hall while my cousin slunk away in his recently acquired method of retreat, head down and face a mask of scowling doom.

	Now, normally any enemy of Robert’s was a friend of mine, but I wasn’t so sure this time. It had nothing to do with empathy or compassion for the former sheriff, though, trust me on that. Instead, it was more the antagonizer’s attitude that had me wary to side with him despite his clear dislike for our mutual enemy.

	I’d have lots of time to ponder my choice to hold off over the next two hours as I sat in on what amounted to a frustrating meeting that was not only the wrap-up of what felt like months of planning I hadn’t been privy to (and was now forced to catch up on in short order) but amid visible disdain and whispering queries among the others over my invitation.

	At least Olivia addressed my presence early, though her assurances I was only there as oversight didn’t help matters.

	“Why do we need oversight?” It turned out the man in question who held my cousin in low regard was Carson Larter, owner and operator of LightFantastic, a pyrotechnic company hired for this year’s Fourth show over Cutter Lake. The moment he finished speaking, his hand lifted to his chest, face contorting as though in pain. I almost commented, though no one else seemed to notice, the young woman next to him head down over her phone, the young man he’d brought with him just as distracted. The brief flare seemed to pass, however, and from the expression on Karla’s face, she wanted to ask the same question he had but let him do the dirty work for her.

	As for our mayor, Olivia’s political smile only broadened. “We’ve been through a lot in Reading in the last few years,” she said as brightly as the shining sun. “Fiona and her family have been a huge part of that and while I trust all of you, of course,” of course, way to stir the pot, “I’ve decided that moving ahead means transparency and clarity and Fee’s involvement is the first step in the right direction.”

	The next question hung in the quiet air long enough that I almost asked it, but the meeting fired up with a series of shrugs, so the final answer didn’t land—if it was so important to her, why did she wait so long to include me?

	I could only extrapolate that Olivia was either looking for a scapegoat if things went south, honestly wanted an extra pair of eyes in the end stages to do as she claimed and rebuild trust with her constituents (hello, pending election in November) or (and absolutely the biggest check box on my Bingo card of “What’s wrong in Reading now?”) she’d uncovered something in the mix of people sitting around the conference table that had her guard up and she needed me to fix it.

	Oh, you better believe I was voting for option number three.

	It didn’t take long for me to catch up, at least, the event’s complications not all that convoluted. I took copious notes, however, recording the whole thing on my phone just in case, while the gathering discussed the event’s unfolding without my input.

	“Ace’s team will supervise the parade at 2PM,” Karla said, everyone nodding like this wasn’t news. The burly and portly bald man at the far end of the table cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable in the dark suit he wore. Not from the July heat outside since the air conditioning was more than adequate in the room. He seemed instead out of place in the tie and white shirt under his fitted jacket, like dressing up was new to him.

	“Dawley Security is at your service, Ms. Mayor,” he said.

	Karla’s little frown must have told him to shut up because he did quickly, cheeks flushing. “I’m coordinating with French’s Handmade Bakery on the afternoon’s BBQ,” she went on in that perky and irritating tone I knew I’d learn to loathe in short order, “and the live band and entertainment lineups have both been finalized at last.” She laughed a little breathlessly and eye rolled like some local playing bad oldies on the makeshift stage at the lake would be the end of everything. “Everyone has the timetable?”

	I didn’t but held back asking for one. I’d learned long ago from my father I would glean far more from quiet observation than from making waves, though my redhead temper didn’t always follow the rules. Maybe I was mellowing or perhaps it was the cupcake inside me calling the softer shots but whatever the reason, I chose to err on the side of not ruffling feathers and keeping my own counsel.

	At least, until I ran headfirst into whatever pending disaster prompted Olivia to ask me for help. By then, all bets would be off.

	Pessimist, you say? You have been following along with everything that’s happened to me in this town, right? I rest my case.

	“The volunteer firefighter brigade has been finalized.” The young woman in the group spoke up, finally setting aside her phone, her serious face far more lined than it should have been for someone who looked like she’d yet to hit her thirties. Freckles stood out on her forehead and cheeks, a faint squint to her dark eyes and narrowing of her mouth making her seem unhappy as the norm rather than the exception. Unlike the security guard, she’d dressed for comfort, not the occasion, her faded black t-shirt and scruffy jeans over work boots making her rather no-nonsense.

	“I have to say, Olivia,” Carson drawled, sitting back in his chair and making it creak under his weight, tall, broad-shouldered body a bit hefty around the middle though the extra pounds didn’t touch his handsome face. He seemed to have made it past the brief flicker of pain I’d seen and was either ignoring it or had forgotten about it altogether. He had that rugged set of good looks I’d often associated with men who worked with their hands outdoors doing woodsy and nature things, likely thanks to Hollywood’s influence. He, too wore jeans and boots, though his were new and well-fitted, as was his golf shirt with the LightFantastic logo etched on the right side. “I’m not happy about your selection of volunteers.”

	“We’ve had this discussion, Carson,” she cut him off, not unkindly but in no uncertain terms, the old Olivia raising her head and making herself known. “Robert Carlisle is a part of Reading’s fire department and he’s been cleared to work the site.” She held his gaze while he made a face that was a solid mix of disgruntled disgust and disdain. “Whatever history you have with him, I hope I can trust you to be professional and do the job this town hired you to do without any sort of incident?”

	I have to admit, her challenge impressed me. I got the distinct impression it wouldn’t take much to prod this guy’s ego a bit too far and have him pack up and abandon Reading at the eleventh hour. From the spiteful tightening of his eyes and narrowing of his full lips, he was about to call her out. But the young woman beside him shook her head, leaning forward and speaking for him.

	“We’re here to do a job,” she said, glancing sideways at him. “Right, Carson?”

	He flashed her a vicious smile. “Right you are, Morgan.” He relaxed suddenly, grin turning mocking. “Worst comes to worst I can leave you in the hands of my very capable second, here.”

	She looked away quickly, staring at the tabletop, her flash of fury visible to me, if not to everyone else. When she glanced up again, her dark eyes met mine a moment, flickering with that lingering rage she clearly did her best to hide as she sat back herself and schooled her features. “Tanner and I can handle it if you want,” she said.

	Ooh. An open challenge. How deliciously controversial. I was now kind of enjoying this, truth be told, though I knew very well that made me a terrible person. But I was still outside this whole thing, and it felt like I was dropped into the midst of a soap opera season right at the edge of the big epic showdown unfolding.

	And here I was with front-row seats. Though the tension in the room made it clear why Olivia asked for me to help because if this was how they all interacted on the regular, she was right to worry.

	“You and Tanner, huh?” Carson’s voice had dropped to a low growl, though he continued with his snide grin like this was funny. “That right, Tanner?”

	The kid who was the last of the group visibly swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down his skinny neck while one hand ran over his buzzcut. He too wore the logoed golf shirt his boss did, dark blue doing nothing to compliment his pale complexion. Deep-set dark eyes under heavy brows only made him look more birdlike and accentuated his hooked nose.

	“Whatever you want, Carson,” he squeaked in a vague tenor.

	“I’m sure Ms. Barrett and Mr. Miles will have the full benefit of your expertise in two night’s time,” Karla said then, interrupting the discomfort that shrouded all of us, the temptation to rub my arms in response so powerful I had to grip my pen harder to keep from dropping it and doing just that. When her hazel eyes flickered to me, I could see just how much the discord disturbed her and had to wonder in that moment if she was checking to see my reaction. Could it be she was so worried about me being there—and the implications about her job performance—that I’d misread her anxiety over pleasing Olivia as personal dislike?

	Nope, there it was, the flash of resentment. She didn’t like me or want me around for whatever reason I now cared nothing about.

	“And what about Ms. Fleming’s involvement?” I hadn’t expected Carson to speak up about me again, considering we’d only just met, and I’d done my best to stay quiet and in the background. “I’m not so sure any relative of Robert Carlisle’s is trustworthy enough to be the frontrunner—at this late stage in the game, no less—for such an important event.”

	I wanted to defend myself, but Olivia did it for me.

	“As I said,” she told him in no uncertain terms and with the full force of Mayor Walker now returned to her as though it had never left, “Fiona is here on my request because I believe her presence is necessary. Since I’m the mayor of this town and Reading is funding your payday for this event, Mr. Larter, I suggest we drop the topic and wrap up this meeting.”

	The following silence was long enough I could have piped up, but I chose not to. Proud of me? You should be. The compulsion to crack and let out my temper loomed just past my better judgment. But I’d been pleasantly surprised by Olivia’s support and the fact she stood there, matching glares with someone she might at another time have kowtowed to in order to ensure things went smoothly said a great deal about how much she had changed.

	If Olivia Walker could do so surely, I had it in me to prove her right.

	Whatever his issue with my cousin, Carson did back down at last, wry smile and slow nod all the concession he granted. It was enough for Olivia who then reworked her flat stare into a confident half-smile.

	“Excellent,” she said. “Shall we continue?”

	I went back to my note-taking while the meeting wound up, determined to do my best to rectify what so troubled Olivia or, at the very least, keep the bubbling resentments and antagonism simmering below the surface of this little group from ruining the Fourth of July celebrations. All while proving that I wasn’t anything like my cousin Robert. Because no way was that going to stand, not after everything I’d been through, everything he’d done. The very idea someone equated me with him?

	Made my blood boil. Dr. Aberstock wouldn’t have been happy with my blood pressure in that moment I was sure, though he would have admired my composure.

	Pride might have been a bad look on me, but so be it.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Four

	 

	When the meeting broke up at last, I lingered to go over my notes, letting the others exit, Olivia in Karla’s company. Truth be told, I didn’t have to stay behind but did so by choice, waiting until I was alone to fire off a text message to the Fleming Investigations team.

	Working for Olivia for a few days, I sent to the group chat. Nothing major, keeping you all in the loop.

	I’d just hit send when the sound of angry voices had me perking. My phone tucked away in my pocket for the time being, the series of buzzing vibrations signaling responses from the others ignored, I slipped to the door and peeked out into the hallway beyond.

	Morgan Barret stood with Carson Larter, the pair with their heads down and in obvious confrontation, the volume of their argument dropping again though the antagonism between them was far from vanished. They parted ways before I could make out the source of their disagreement, though I could only imagine they had a lot of history that could lead to any number of sparks for the fire of conflict. Since I was here to ensure things went smoothly, however, I knew keeping an eye on any such encounters was probably part of my job description. Even if Olivia had failed to actually outline what she wanted from me, my particular skillset lent itself to snooping, eavesdropping and sussing out information. Until I heard otherwise from her, I planned to proceed as though that was her main goal and that meant doing what I did best.

	Except, as I moved to follow Carson Larter, my attempt was cut off by the cool and composed Karla Jensen who used her physical presence to block my way.

	“Ms. Fleming,” she said in the most condescending tone of voice I’d heard in a long time, the delivery of which my old frenemy (and now very dear friend) Vivian French would envy. “A word.” She gestured for me to retreat into the conference room, her imperious motion brokering no rebellion.

	Chickie-poo had no idea who she was dealing with. I crossed my arms over my chest and smiled back, though it was tight and made my cheeks ache with tension. “Ms. Jensen,” I said, mimicking her tone. It had the effect I’d hoped for, her own expression flickering with irritation she barely held in check. “I still have a lot of catching up to do. If you don’t mind.” I tried to step past her, but she blocked me again.

	Oh no, she did not.

	“I’m happy to provide you with any information you might need.” Her attempt to handle me was going to end badly, she just didn’t know it yet. “In the meantime, perhaps you’d be of better service to the mayor if you wait for me to send you a bullet point breakdown of what’s going to unfold on the Fourth.”

	In other words, be a good figurehead and stay out of her way.

	Yeah, she was about to be horribly disappointed.

	“Thanks,” I said, brightening my tone and taking a step forward, forcing her to retreat. She did grudgingly, soft tic under one eye reminding me I had that effect on people. “I have what I need. I’ll be seeing so much more of you in the next two days.” There was a time I would have called on Liz Michaud’s FBI calm awesome, but this woman needed a special touch. A Daisy Bruce special, piled on with all kinds of bubbly happy and railroading joy. “It’s going to be so much fun to work together, isn’t it?” I watched her face shift to startled confusion while I grinned for all I was worth. “I’m sure there’s a good reason Olivia hired you for this job.” Jabby-jabber-poke-prod. “Just like her choice to hire me.” There was the final slap delivered with Day’s bubbly sweetness in the perfect one-two punch that swallowed Karla’s ability to fight back because wasn’t I just the nicest and the happiest and meant every word I said…?

	She blanched as I waved and walked away while I giggled to myself. That was a cruel thing to do to her, but this was the first time I totally understood my best friend’s ability to move through the world with everyone loving her—even when they disagreed with her.

	I might have to try it on Crew. As for Karla, it was obvious to me we were going to butt heads. I just had to decide how that was going to unfold. The temptation to carry on with Daisy-like disarming charm tempted me, but I knew better than to think I could sustain it for long if my temper got the better of me. I had more than enough strong people in my arsenal to call on, though that did make me pause as I reached the top of the stairs overlooking the foyer. I had this penchant for calling up other people’s strengths and using them for my own devices. When had I stopped thinking I had what it took as Fiona Fleming to deal with crisis and hardship as myself?

	A fascinating question and one that had me pondering a bit glumly despite my recent victory—short-lived or not—since that victory hadn’t been mine, but Daisy’s. 

	Thoughts of my own shortcomings faded as I set foot to descend the first step and spotted Carson Larter at the base of the staircase, this time bent over and clearly berating the portly security guard. Ace Dawley didn’t fight back, though his red face and downcast eyes, clenched jaw and fists all told a furious story while Carson whispered whatever it was that fired up the other man’s temper. I was almost to them when I noticed Robert lingering nearby, mop and bucket ignored, my cousin clearly listening in on the conversation I missed out on. I didn’t get to hear what infuriated Ace so much because Carson finished up just before I reached them, abandoning the shaking and glaring man who huffed away when I finally hit the last step.

	Robert noticed me noticing and spun, awkwardly dragging the bucket and mop across the lobby, disappearing behind a doorway, leaving me alone and annoyed that he’d likely heard something I wanted to know. I could have gone after him and questioned him—should have, yes, I admit it. Instead, with Carson Larter’s criticism about my blood relation lingering, I chose to let Robert have his little moment of discovery with the intent of finding out what I needed on my own.

	That pride thing? Yeah, I know. I know.

	It did remind me I had an important conversation to instigate and that leaving was a bit premature just yet. That meant reversing course and heading back upstairs, going in search of Olivia. I found her in her office, her new assistant waving me through, the young woman’s anxiety visible as she did so. Since the loss of Olivia’s last assistant, I knew she’d gone through a handful she’d then discarded like fallen leaves in autumn and wondered if the picky mayor would ever find the right fit.

	Not my problem as I entered and found Olivia on the phone, alone at least. I took a seat across from her where she perched behind her desk, waiting for her to hang up the phone which she did a moment later. Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows behind her, the dark wood and deep green carpeting always giving this space a feeling of age and reverence, though a lot of what had gone on in town hall since I’d returned didn’t exactly warrant such a label.

	“I know what you’re going to say,” Olivia said before the landline handset was back on its cradle, her use of old tech only adding to the ambiance of her large, dim office. The heavy wooden desk with its old green felt blotter and the tiffany lamps adorning each corner looked the part, at least, as did she in her carefully tailored cream suit. But her face had lost the firm confidence and air of destiny that always seemed to bolster her, the Olivia I knew fading into a weary and failing powerhouse who’d almost run out of steam. “I should have brought you in earlier, I know.” I let her talk instead of interrupting, Olivia sitting back in her leather chair, the creaking loud in the quiet room. “We have a real chance to get Reading back on track here, Fee.” Her enthusiasm rose to the surface again so my worries about her retreated somewhat. “I’m finally realizing I can’t do it alone.” Her dark eyes crinkled, mouth pulling down at the corners, aging her past her sixty-four years. Even in our darkest days, she’d always seemed timeless to me, indestructible. But even the resilient and implacable Mayor Olivia Walker had her limits, I guess. Made me sad to think about it.

	“I’m here now,” I said, relenting enough not to give her a hard time. It was clear she was already fulfilling that role herself. “I take it you’re concerned about internal conflicts with the team and I’m here to put out fires?”

	She shrugged then, hands folding together in precise care on the desk in front of her. Like a general preparing for one last battle, Olivia’s entire being stilled and settled, calm with an undercurrent of urgency returning, the mayor I was most familiar with resuming her duties. “I know I should have called you sooner,” she said. “But with Petunia’s loss and the baby coming…”

	I waved off her pause, though my heart clenched. “I’m not fragile, you know.”

	“We all worry,” she said then, softly, almost tenderly, which had me blinking through the sting of tears, surprise at her attitude my only salvation. “And we all adore you, dear.”

	She wasn’t playing fair. “Tell me what you need,” I said through a thickening of my throat and the need to clear it with a cough.

	Olivia didn’t look triumphant by any means, her ploy not one, I could only guess, but honesty. I wasn’t sure I was ready for such openness from her, not like I had a choice.

	“I know everything will be fine with you on board,” she said then, brusque and official. “Just keep the train running and on time.”

	“Without letting it crash into the station,” I added.

	She sighed a long, soft breath. “Something like that,” she said. “I’m sure it’s nothing, Fee. These people are professionals. It’s just, with everything that’s happened, I’ll feel more comfortable with another set of trusted eyes. We’ve come so far.” She leaned in then, intensity focused not on me despite our locked gazes. “And we’re this close to regaining what we came so close to losing. I will not abandon Reading, Fee. My legacy will stand.” She seemed to realize her attitude had shifted and jerked herself back under control, clearing her own throat before offering me a little smile. “I know you understand how important this is. And I appreciate your attention in this matter.”

	That was my cue to leave, and I took it, though I paused at the door. “I don’t think anyone has ever thanked you for everything you’ve done for Reading,” I said. Sure, she’d made some tough choices that could have ended badly, but there was never a doubt in my mind Olivia Walker’s sole purpose in life was to make sure our little town thrived. “For what it’s worth, Olivia, thank you.”

	Her face crumpled and she looked away, cheeks suddenly red. She waved me off when I moved to go to her, though. “If you’ll excuse me,” she whispered.

	Rather than push the matter, I gave her the space she needed. She’d earned it. Time for me to prove to her waiting to call me in hadn’t been a terrible choice. I just hoped my resurgence of town pride and protectiveness wasn’t going to lead to a set of circumstances I’d live to regret.

	Naw, no chance of that. Because there wasn’t any precedence, right? Snort.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Five

	 

	I quickly reviewed all of the texts in response to my message and noted the only person who didn’t reply was Dad. That had me wondering what he was up to and, quite honestly, looking for someone to bounce this whole thing off since Crew wasn’t home. Besides, the alternatives were going back to the office and paperwork or returning to the big, empty house I occupied on my own these days and I just couldn’t bring myself to do either of those yet. Knowing Dad’s always solid advice would likely give me the energy boost I needed, I left Olivia to her job and went back to doing mine.

	I’d barely made it to the small parking lot, the short walk from downtown to my parents’ house easier if I cut through when I spotted Carson Larter with his assistant, Tanner Miles, both of them standing near a large, white van with LightFantastic’s logo on the side. Again with the antagonism, Carson’s entire attitude with everyone I’d spotted him with leaned toward the argumentative and confrontational. I caught a few words as I closed the distance, “Fire you,” among them, but Morgan Barret reached them before I could.

	She appeared around the van from the passenger’s side, a deep scowl on her face and her battered boots making thudding sounds on the asphalt as she huffed to a stop next to her boss. He towered over her, though she didn’t seem to be intimidated, one hand grasping Tanner’s sleeve and tugging him to her side, then pushing him behind her as though to shield him from their mutual employer.

	“Leave him alone,” she growled as I joined them. “I’m not kidding, Carson. I’m done with the bullying.”

	His snarl in response had my back up and I was ready to leap to the pair’s defense when Ace Dawley strode into the fray, brow furrowed and chest puffed out. Despite his previous altercation with Carson inside, he didn’t seem reticent to throw his weight around, planting himself firmly beside Morgan.

	“Trouble I should know about?” He flashed the young woman a grim glare too, so he was obviously more concerned with keeping the peace than her welfare.

	“Mind your own business,” Carson snapped. “I’ll deal with you later.”

	Ace blanched but didn’t back down. Instead, he upped the ante, one index finger landing solidly in Carson’s chest, pushing him back just a little. I doubt it was the pressure, more than likely surprise instead that set Carson back on his heels, but the results were the same. Ace had the upper hand and there was no way the pyrotechnic expert was going to let him get away with it.

	I watched the pending explosion building on the taller man’s face and did what I always did in situations like this one. I stepped between them, chin up, solidly in the line of fire while my brain hissed at me that I was being an idiot.

	What else was new? “Mr. Larter,” I said in a firm and commanding voice, calling on myself this time, no Dad or Liz or Daisy to help me, shocked at my own self-confidence as I did. “Mr. Dawley.” I nodded to Ace, the pair holding off, the security guard’s arm now dropped to his side, no contact between them aside from the glare they shared. Oh, and threw in my direction, too, so there was that. Though giving them a mutual enemy hadn’t been the goal, I’d take it if it would prevent a fist fight in the town hall parking lot. “Just a friendly reminder,” yeah, right, “you’re here to do a job, not embarrass your employer by throwing testosterone around where everyone can see you.” They both scowled deeper, but I felt the tension ease as Ace took a half step back, Carson’s head dropping a little, chest collapsing as he relented. “Feel free to beat the crap out of each other in private.” I was going for a snicker, barely got a nod. I guess humor wasn’t going to solve the problem, then. “Maybe it would be best to focus on the job.”

	“I’m sure everyone is eager to do just that.” I hadn’t noticed Karla’s approach, caught the strained, tight smile she flashed everyone, the look of fury she shared with me, as she stepped into the space and, with a twist of one hip and her shoulders, forced me back and out of the center of the pending disaster.

	Now, don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t all that keen on being in the middle of a volcano of animosity ready to blow at a moment’s notice. Who knew how long the conflict between the people on the team had been brewing? It was doubtful the trio from LightFantastic had been in town long, so maybe I was wrong. That meant distance conversations over the last few months hadn’t been much better, not a good sign. If this brief span of time in their presence was any indicator, I was happy Olivia had left me out of things until now. But being ousted by a jealous party planner with obvious ambitions that had more to do with maintaining her position and less with the well-being of my town in mind?

	Not going to wash.

	I was this close to doing what I’d asked the men not to, a confrontation with Karla clearly pending (though I really hoped a fist fight wasn’t going to be part of the equation) in public or otherwise, when the sight of Robert lurking between a pair of cars, watching and eavesdropping, distracted me just enough for Karla to take the credit for my work. Because by the time I returned my attention to her, Carson and Ace had both backed down and Morgan and Tanner had stepped away, too, heads down, frowns present but the tension of the moment gone like a snapped rubber band.

	“Excellent,” Karla said like she was the heroine of the hour, the faker. “Now, can we get back to work, please? I know you have more setting up to do, Mr. Larter.”

	He grumbled something as a car pulled into the lot and pulled into one of the last empty slots nearby. The tall, lean man who exited headed right for us, Carson’s attention now on the newcomer while Karla beamed a smile at him and shook his hand.

	“Mr. Avery,” she said. “How lovely to see you again.”

	“Ms. Jensen,” he said with a returned smile, though his was strained. “I didn’t know you were managing this event.” Did he sound less than authentic? I wasn’t judging or anything, but she seemed far happier to see him than the other way around.

	“I’ll be working closely with Mayor Walker for the next year or so,” she said, batting her lashes and leaning into him. Wow, was she flirting? I held back an impudent grin because it wasn’t nice and I was better than that, but it was visibly obvious to me she made him uncomfortable, the way he circled around her, smile tight and mechanical, before he practically latched onto Carson’s hand, shoulder facing Karla.

	“Hugh,” Carson said. “What are you doing here?”

	“I wanted to talk about your supply request for the job in Merryweather next month.” It was only because I was watching so closely that I caught the way his blue eyes flickered to the side, landing on Tanner. And when I shifted my own gaze to the young assistant, I noted his discomfort with the arrival of Hugh Avery, how he dug his hands deep into his pockets and stared at the ground, cheeks pale and bright, red blotches appearing. Mind you, he’d been upset already, but this seemed less angry rebellion and more anxiety which had me wondering. “Morgan, Tanner, nice to see you both. Ah, Mr. Dawley, you’re here, too.” Again with the disingenuous smile and handshake. So, this new addition wasn’t a fan of Ace Dawley and his company? When Hugh turned to me, his expression softened, and his blue eyes lit up as his smile settled into something more real. I shook his offered hand as he nodded to me with pleasant interest. “And who might you be?”

	“Fiona Fleming,” I said. “Fleming Investigations.”

	Wait, did he just wince? His hand tightened on mine briefly, whole being shifting before he settled back into a rather professional congeniality, dropping his grip.

	“Hugh Avery,” he said. “Works By Fire Supply.”

	“Nice to meet you,” I said, cut off from anything else as Karla once again placed herself firmly between me and the others.

	It was an almost physical feeling as she cut me off, like a border collie slicing an unwanted lamb from a herd, tossing her head back, that nasty smile of contempt and closure ensuring I had no way back in if I didn’t push the matter.

	“Thank you, Ms. Fleming,” she said. “I’ll take it from here.”

	No one said anything in my defense and, honestly, I’d have been shocked if they did. I was the outsider, after all. That didn’t give her the right to humiliate me this way, however.

	“I have a case to wrap up this afternoon,” I said, as casually as I could manage because no way was she keeping the upper hand. “I’ll be in touch later.” With that, I turned and walked away at as crisp a pace as I could without looking like I was running in defeat.

	While running in defeat. Crappy as that was.

	Miffed and struggling with my temper (and my loyalty to Olivia, because who needed to be treated like crap while trying to do something nice for someone else?), I stomped my way to Mom and Dad’s house with my back up and plans to call the mayor and tell her she could handle her own affairs from now on. Made worse when I reviewed Karla’s comments in my head—of course, I did—and landed on her little statement about hanging around town for a year.

	Argh.

	I almost missed the fact an out-of-state car sat in the driveway, the oversized obnoxiously red sedan with its New Hampshire tags making me frown. I had no idea Mom and Dad had company and hesitated before going to the front door. The last thing I wanted was to talk to strangers in the state I was in, but curiosity lured me to at least poke my nose in and see what was up.

	I take full responsibility for my lack of self-preservation and the fact my nosiness was to blame for what unfolded next. I really had no one else to pin the unfolding experience on as I entered without knocking, just like always, and popped around the entrance wall to the living room.

	“Fee,” Dad said, half-standing as I froze there, staring in shock at the pair seated on the sofa, my father’s tension barely hidden behind his awkward greeting. “You remember your Aunt Doris and Uncle Roy?”

	I didn’t get to respond, because the woman’s face puckered, her blue eyes flashing as she scowled at me.

	“Fiona,” Aunt Doris drawled, Robert’s mother looking down her long nose at me, “it’s about time you explained yourself, young woman. We thought we could trust you with my mother’s bed and breakfast but look how that turned out. Not to mention her darling Petunia’s death.” She sniffed while my whole world collapsed into a black tunnel of overwhelm when she waved one hand at me like she dismissed me from existence. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Six

	 

	My earliest memory of Aunt Doris wasn’t a good one. I’d been happily enjoying a cupcake my mother gave me when she’d taken it from me and told me I was already fat enough. I’d cried as she’d handed it over to Robert. I do remember my mother’s reaction, but only vaguely, though I recall it ended in the Carlisle family exiting our house rather quickly that afternoon.

	There were other instances that piled up, from a stolen toy (also given to Robert), a litany of verbal criticisms about red hair, freckles, grades and my inability to live up to Robert in her eyes that had me leaning solidly out and away from Aunt Doris to the point I barely thought about her or her skinny and often silent husband. Part of me pitied Uncle Roy, the lean and wrinkly former accountant in his socks and sandals, knee shorts and button-up, only in his mid-sixties like Dad but looking far more like someone’s old grandpa when compared to my father’s towering stature and rugged good looks. It was startling to be reminded of where Robert was heading, the resemblance to his father almost to the exclusion of the Fleming bloodline, starkly obvious. On the other hand, Uncle Roy never raised a hand, or a word, to defend anyone against his wife, so I guess they deserved one another.

	The fact they’d moved to New Hampshire the summer I went away to college meant I hadn’t seen them or spoken to either of them in the decade that passed. In fact, our last encounter had been at Grandmother Iris’s funeral, and I barely remembered it, too caught up in helping Mom and supporting Dad while taking on the inheritance of Petunia’s and, well, Petunia.

	Now that I stood in their presence, however, it all came rushing back. Aunt Doris’s protest over her mother’s choice to will me the bed and breakfast had joined her demands she be allowed to take the portly pug home with her instead of staying with me. Oh, and pile on top of that? Any number of complaints and commiserations that I’d clearly scrubbed clean from my psyche and with good reason.

	“Well, girl?” Aunt Doris was obviously waiting for me to say something in my own defense and from the dazed and shocked look on Dad’s face, he wasn’t going to be much help.

	“Aunt Doris,” I said in my most condescending tone because my nerves were already plucked, and she landed on the last one in a summersault handstand that could have got her a 10 from the judges if she had stuck the landing. Instead, she left the end open for me to respond, bless her, and respond I did. “Thanks for letting us know you were coming. I would have been out of town.”

	And… whoops. Fleming temper, check.

	She wasn’t about to let me get away with being cheeky, her heavy jowls shivering as she clamped her jaw shut tight, eyes narrowed to slits, arms crossing over her chest. I recalled thinking she was a beautiful woman when I was a child, tall and commanding and imposing. But time hadn’t been kind to Aunt Doris, or maybe it was temperament.

	I was going with the latter.

	“Honestly, you were always such a rude girl,” she spluttered at me. “Lucy never did know how to discipline you properly. Red hair.” She shook her head. “Always tells.”

	I glared at Dad who had turned deep red, his jaw jumping as he seemed to struggle with what to say and for the second time, I realized he wasn’t going to be any help. Which left me on my own to face off with Robert’s mother.

	“Are you here just to berate me?” Quite the reintroduction to my remaining family.

	“Nonsense,” she said while Uncle Roy cleared his throat.

	“We’re on a driving trip,” he said in a soft tenor. The moment he spoke, she reached out with one hand and smacked him so hard on his leg it left a red mark.

	“Hush, Roy,” she snapped. “We’re on vacation,” she said then like he hadn’t even said a word, smug smile pulling at her wrinkled lips. “We thought we’d stop in and see our darling Robert on our way through the mountains.” She nodded to Dad then, rather imperiously, I thought. “John and Lucy are going to put us up a few nights.”

	Oh. Dear. Lord. The look Dad shot me said this was just dropped on him and he now feared for his life because if my reaction to Aunt Doris was temperamental, I could only imagine what Mom was going to have to say in the matter.

	“Now, Fiona,” Aunt Doris went on like she hadn’t just dropped a bombshell on my father, “you must tell me what you were thinking building that giant modern monstrosity on top of Petunia’s grave.” It took me a moment to realize what she meant because to me, the pug’s resting place in our back garden was neither modern nor monstrous, instead surrounded by the pathways and flowers that she loved. When it hit me what Doris meant, I scowled deeper, now ready to turn and march out of there and leave my father to his fate because if he didn’t speak up soon, I was going to disown him.

	“A foursquare is hardly modern,” I said. “And did you want me to leave the space vacant?” It had taken a lot of time and planning and soul searching to move ahead with building on the place where my inherited B&B had once stood, and we’d done so knowing Grandmother Iris would have loved that our family would carry on there on the property she adored so much.

	“I would have preferred you didn’t burn her house to the ground,” Aunt Doris snapped back. Right, because it had been my fault. “Robert told us everything,” she said while my sizzling temper turned on my nasty cousin because of course he’d shared his twisted version of events. “How irresponsible.” I could only imagine what he’d told them.

	“I’m going to go,” I said through clenched teeth as my father, still standing there in stunned silence as he had been since I arrived, made a herky-jerky gesture toward me.

	“Your mother is on the way home,” he blurted.

	I’d always thought well of my dad. It wasn’t until that moment I realized he was a coward.

	“I knew I should have taken dear little Petunia with me.” Doris was still rambling, ignoring my statement and my father’s as well as the heavy discomfort in the room. Maybe she fed off it like some kind of emotional vampire. Wouldn’t surprise me. “That poor, sweet girl didn’t deserve to die the way she did. I said to Roy we needed to take her with us, didn’t I, Roy?” He grunted something in return while she went on. “If only we’d rescued her back then, she’d still be alive and well and not gone. The sweet pet.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue she fetched out of the cuff of her cardigan, though if there was even a hint of extra moisture there, I’d have been surprised. “My heart was shattered, just shattered, when Robert rang us and told us what happened. How could you let something so horrible happen to that lovely little girl?”

	Okay, that was enough of that. I was more than willing to beat myself up over the loss of my pug, thank you. I’d endured lots of it, in fact, since her passing and would likely carry the guilt of her loss with me for the rest of my life. But that did not give the horrible old woman crouched like a gargoyle of judgment on my parents’ sofa the right to rip my heart out by the roots and crush it under the heel of her ugly shoes. I have no idea what I would have done to end the whole scene, however, because I had a couple of options ahead of me and one of them would have wound up sending me to prison for murder.

	Thankfully, that choice was kyboshed by the arrival of a breath of fresh air I welcomed with a clenched jaw and fists at my sides. Mom swept her way into her home like the queen she was, forced smile barely lifting the corners of her mouth, green eyes snapping as, in elegant and graceful Lucy Fleming style she waved imperiously to Aunt Doris and Uncle Roy.

	“The Carlisles,” she said in a bright, strong voice. “Come to visit after all this time.” I knew Mom well enough to hear the unhappiness in her tone, though not a hint of it showed on her beautiful face, in her confident carriage. “How lovely of you to stop by. I take it you’re staying a few days?” Dad had to have called her and from the panicked look on his face, he knew she knew exactly what Aunt Doris had said. But how? “I hope you’ll forgive me, but you’ve caught me unprepared for your visit.” Aunt Doris tried to speak but Mom—the goddess of awesome she was—didn’t let her, cutting her off immediately. “The good news is, I have space available at The Iris, isn’t that wonderful? You’ll be nice and comfortable there, I just know it.”

	“I do need a king bed, you remember,” Aunt Doris managed in a whining voice.

	“Of course,” Mom said, sparkling and glowing like a jewel. “No need to take over our master this time, Doris, dear.” Oh, so this was how Doris operated, then? March into town, make herself at home, bully my parents? How had I missed it? Because I’d been out of town and out of touch, that’s how. “Now, if you’ll follow me, we’ll get you all settled in.”

	Aunt Doris hummed and Aunt Doris hawed but, in the end, and within minutes of her arrival, Aunt Doris led Uncle Roy (both of them grumbling under their breath) out to their car to follow Mom back to The Iris.

	I cornered my father who blanched when I did, shaking his head and exhaling a deep breath while I glared at him and waited for his explanation.

	“Your mother is better at this than me,” he offered.

	“Dad,” I said. “What is wrong with you?”

	He shook his head at me, shoulders sagging. “I’ve faced down murderers and thieves and all kinds of horrible people,” he said. “But for some reason, Doris freaks me out.” He laughed a little, without humor. “Big sister history, kid. I need to apologize to your mother.”

	“Oh, you better do more than that,” I said while he winced.

	“John!” Mom’s voice carried from the driveway. “Come help your sister get settled.”

	Another wince, only this time I laughed.

	“You’re in so much trouble,” I said.

	Dad just sighed before giving me a hopeful look. “I don’t suppose…?”

	I hooked my arm through his. “Let’s go, you big baby,” I said. “I wanted to talk anyway.”

	By the time we reached the end of the street and crossed to The Iris’s front step, I’d told Dad everything about Olivia’s job offering. He paused before going inside, his sister and her husband already disappeared with Mom, their car beating us there. “I wish she’d let us know she was having trouble before now.”

	“Tell me about it,” I said. “It shouldn’t be too hard to keep everyone in line over the next two days, though.” I hoped.

	“Keep me posted,” Dad said, climbing the steps and opening the door for me. “I’m going to need the distraction.”

	“No way,” I laughed as I crossed the threshold. “Mom needs you more than I do.” And froze, temper returning all over again as I realized we weren’t alone. Mom and the Carlisles dominated the foyer, but it was Aunt Doris who ran the show, her big hug and kissing noises for the man in her arms making me eye roll.

	“Robert, darling!” She let him go long enough to look him up and down. “There’s my special boy!”

	He should have been overjoyed his parents were there, right? Why then did it seem like he was as happy to see her as I was?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seven

	 

	I spent the next several minutes doing my best not to throw up in the foyer of The Iris while Doris made a huge deal over Robert as loudly and obnoxiously as was humanly possible. If she squeezed his cheek one more time, I was going to explode, not to mention her baby talking and the way she shot off comments over her shoulder the entire time.

	No, I refuse to repeat everything she said, but since you’re a sucker for punishment (or why else would you keep coming back?) here’s a sampling of what the experience was like:

	“Mummy’s so proud of her baby boy, isn’t she, Roy? Robert darling is doing so well, despite everything he’s been put through in this horrible little town. I told you, you should have moved to New Hampshire with us after school, Robert. Roy had a lovely office waiting for you at the accounting firm, but no, you wanted to be just like your Uncle John, though I’ll never know why. Oh, you’ve lost so much weight, darling, have you been eating? Now that the wretched girl who had you wrapped around her finger is gone to prison, you’re not taking proper care of yourself. You’d never know you have flesh and blood relatives in the same town as you who don’t lift a finger to help. We’re so excited about your new job, I’m just sure it’s going to lead to greater things for you. I’m sure your own family could have stepped up and offered you a position or helped you start the one you wanted to but good for you for doing everything for yourself.”

	Ready to barf yet? Oh, and that was just a fraction of what emerged from her while the rest of us stood there in a semi-daze of overwhelm. Thing was, I’d expected Robert to lap it all up. There was nothing he loved more than to be fawned over and treated like he was special. Except, the more Doris went on, the more he retreated inside himself, as though his whole being collapsed in on his embarrassment as his pale face turned into a blotchy, red mess.

	The next time she drew a breath to carry on, Robert pulled his arm out of her grip and took a step back, jaw jumping, Adam’s apple doing a dance as he swallowed several times before he spoke.

	“What are you doing here, Mother?” If sullen was a means of murder, Doris would have been choking at his feet. Sure, I had no idea what his relationship with his parents was like, but his response surprised me. Had he changed or was there more going on that I’d missed all this time?

	None of my business and I meant it, honest. The last thing I needed was to dig into this rotten branch of the Fleming family tree. I had an appointment to check my blood pressure in the morning and this wasn’t helping things any.

	“Let’s get you upstairs,” Mom said before Doris could rattle on further, the dark and uncomfortable silence that followed Robert’s question making my skin crawl. The fact Doris didn’t answer had my back up and my nerves on edge, and I wasn’t the only one, apparently, because Robert refused to help when his mother tried to make him carry her suitcase.

	Dad hurried forward to help, leaving Mom to come to stand next to me, hands folded carefully in front of her tidy apron—she hadn’t even shed it, it seemed, in her hurry to go home and rescue Dad, which said a lot about what I didn’t know—face rigid in a smile that could have sliced one of her delicious cakes. By the time Dad lugged the three large bags on Doris and Roy’s heels, Robert reluctantly trailing along behind them, I was already sick of the sound of my aunt’s voice as it grew fainter but still carried all the way to the top floor and the back of the house.

	Yikes.

	Mom turned to me, expression fixed. “Go home,” she said so firmly my eyebrows shot up. “Let me handle your aunt and uncle.”

	“Mom,” I said. “I can’t leave you alone with that.” I waved vaguely toward the vanished relatives, feeling horribly guilty even contemplating it (because I really wanted to leave and that made me a bad, bad daughter, right?).

	“The baby is more important,” she said, green eyes that looked just like mine glittering. “I won’t let one more spiteful word from that woman risk even the tiniest bit of tension on that darling child inside you.” She’d started trembling, gaze widening slowly, cheeks flushed under her bare scattering of freckles, the tendons in her neck standing out and making her collarbone protrude as though she barely held herself together. “Go, Fee. Now.”

	I wanted to hug her, but she’d already turned and marched away, heading for the kitchen so I let her go. It was clear she had a less-than-stellar relationship with Doris. Shame on me for being so self-centered and out of touch I’d never made any effort to find out why. Pretty obvious now, Fleming.

	Sheesh. It was a wonder Dad survived such visits if this was how he acted around his sister. Mom might have had more control over her temper than I did mine, but even the mostly unflappable Lucy Fleming had her limits.

	I hoped Doris wasn’t going to show me Mom’s next one.

	My phone buzzed as I stood there in the foyer, considering at least staying behind to help Mom calm down. The message had me turning and heading out the door with a soft sigh of acceptance, knowing I’d only irritate my mother further if I pushed her and honestly wanting the out that the text gave me.

	If you’re around, I have some clarifying questions from the state's attorney’s office. BCI Homicide Detective Rowan Mallory’s oddly formal message read in his equally formal tone of voice in my head.

	It was only 2PM, but I couldn’t bring myself to go back to the office, suddenly tired and wanting the quiet of the house around me. On my way home, I sent back as I paused at the top of the steps. Come for a beer. A bit early, perhaps, but I missed beer and since I couldn’t have one, I could at least watch someone else enjoy it and live vicariously.

	Mallory arrived shortly after I did, his black SUV parking in my driveway, the familiar sight of the tall, lean and rumpled detective making me smile despite myself. He always seemed in need of a shave and a haircut, his amber eyes smiling along with his wry grin as I held the door open for him and ushered him inside.

	“Sorry for the intrusion,” he said.

	“Not at all,” I said. “Day I’ve had, the distraction is welcome.”

	“Ah,” he said in all seriousness. “No bodies involved, I hope?”

	I winked despite myself. Not everyone could tease me about my penchant for discovering corpses, but Mallory could get away with it. “Not yet,” I said.

	He faked a groan but grinned again. “Then I’d better have that drink you offered,” he said. “Just in case.”

	We settled at the kitchen island, the detective shedding his dark suit jacket, the white shirt underneath as wrinkled as the rest of him, even his tie creased along the bottom edge as though he’d purposely bent it in a crisp line. He’d already pulled out his black leather notebook and pen, kindly accepting a soda instead of beer when he reminded me that he was on duty. He didn’t ask me anything until I’d settled a plate of cheese, crackers and fruit between us with a sparkling water for me.

	“I do hope asking these questions won’t trouble you too much,” he said. “The O’Shea investigations are wrapping up and the states attorney’s office wants to be sure they have all their ducks in rows before proceeding to trial next month.”

	“Happy to help,” I said, finding it odd he’d ask. “You know that.”

	“Indeed.” We made short work of the inquiries, me checking my notes a few times on my laptop, digging into my files for answers. It didn’t take long and before I knew it Mallory was on his second soda and the plate of snacks was empty.

	“I haven’t seen Penny in a week or so,” I said, business concluded. His girlfriend, Dr. Penny Keene, had resumed her position as ME assistant for Dr. Aberstock and was thriving.

	“Yes, she’s been busy,” Mallory said. Was he uncomfortable? He didn’t meet my eyes as he stared at the rim of his soda can, toying with the tab with his free hand. “She’s since completed her doctorate of forensic medicine and has been working diligently to catch up at the morgue.” His lips pursed and he seemed as though he was going to say more. I almost prodded him for details, worried now there might be some issue between them. I’d been delighted to discover they’d come to an arrangement (listen to me, sounding like Rowan), and Penny had certainly seemed happy. Had something changed for the worse?

	I didn’t get to ask details, however, as Mallory went on.

	“She’s had a… friend visiting.” He cleared his throat and pushed his second soda away. “I really should be going. I am on duty.”

	Okay, now he really had my curiosity burning. My phone rang in the silence that hung there, shattering the moment and driving the detective to his feet. He was waving and on his way to the door as I answered Dad’s call, watching Mallory climb in his SUV and drive off.

	“Fee,” Dad sounded desperate on the other end of the line. “You have to come to dinner.”

	He wasn’t serious. “Mom told me to go home.” No way was I going against my mother’s wishes. Not when she was already wound up.

	“Please, Fee,” Dad whispered as voices rose behind him. “We need reinforcements.”

	“You owe me,” I snarled. “See you tonight.” And hung up on him for the first time in a long time. Annoyed, I went upstairs to change and try to pull myself together because if I didn’t, that body Mallory was asking about? Would be mine.

	Dr. Aberstock was going to kill me.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eight

	 

	Why, you ask, did I take so long getting ready? Why did I shower for the second time today, blow out my hair, put on makeup, carefully select clothing that didn’t make me feel like a slowly expanding balloon had taken up residence in my abdomen? Why did I care?

	I didn’t. And I did, very much. While there was no chance on this green earth that I’d ever change Aunt Doris’s mind or influence her opinion in any way, you better believe I was putting a solid effort into bolstering my self-esteem for the coming onslaught of what was likely to be a very uncomfortable and angry evening spent making sure my mother didn’t murder my father for whatever weird family history that kept him from standing up to his older sister. Better to be Mom’s wing woman than to end up a murder suspect myself, right?

	Or, at the very least, I could be a good daughter and help her hide the body.

	It was a grit my teeth and bear it experience, but I had warning this time, so when I arrived at The Iris in a pale green sundress Daisy bought me, a light cardigan draped over one arm and my dark, red hair hanging in lovely, coordinated waves around me, I felt like a warrior armored for battle.

	I slipped past the doors to the sitting room when I spotted Dad with Uncle Roy, hearing Aunt Doris’s voice on the other side and not wanting to deal with her just yet. Instead, I joined Mom in the kitchen where her staff dealt with the main meal for the rest of the guests, my mother a general with a gentle hand commanding the battlefield of service with her usual calm kindness. The moment she spotted me, however, her grim frown switched on and she was marching to join me, only to have me pull her aside while two of the young servers hurried out to the main dining room with platters of food for waiting guests.

	“You need me,” I said.

	“I need that woman to leave,” Mom grated back before pulling herself under control, clearing her throat with a tight smile. “At least they’re not staying with us this time.” Was that a twitch under Mom’s right eye? Nice to know I wasn’t the only person who could induce such a reaction, though comparing myself to Aunt Doris had my stomach churning as much as being boxed in the same set as Robert earlier today. “Thank you, Fee,” Mom said, patting my hand. “We’ll get through this together. But I want you to look after yourself first. I can handle Doris.”

	“I have no doubt,” I said. “Mom, what’s with Dad?”

	She shook her head, lips a tight line. “Patrick doted on that girl when she was a child,” Mom said, and it took me a moment to remember my grandfather’s name was Patrick. He’d passed long before I was born, Grandmother Iris a widow at a young age. “And he was always so hard on John, from what I understand. Iris tried to correct their relationship after Patrick passed, but it was too late.” Mom snorted softly. “I’d suggest she was dropped on her head as a baby, but that’s unkind. And I have no proof.”

	I snickered, but she was right, it was unkind. Snort. “I’ll follow your lead,” I said before grabbing her arm as she turned to shed her apron. “Mom, I’m sorry.”

	“For what, sweetie?” She handed over her covering to the cook she’d hired to help out, Tammy waving at me as Mom returned with a frown on her lovely face. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

	“I had no idea,” I said, tossing my hands, finding it hard to explain why I felt guilty. “About Aunt Doris.”

	Mom sighed deeply then hugged me. “I’ve done my best to keep the Carlisle family at arm’s length for my mental health, and John’s,” she said. “Doris has held so much over her brother, from the fact they had a boy, and we have you,” a girl, right, “which we counted a blessing, thank you very much.” Mom’s prim tone told me she’d heard enough of that criticism from Doris to last a lifetime. “The animosity runs deep, dear, and it’s been going on for decades. I’m glad you’ve avoided it for the most part. I hated it when she would visit and treat you so badly.” So, she had been aware. Of course, she had. “You held your own, but you shouldn’t have had to. I was so relieved when they moved. I only wish Robert hadn’t come back after school. He would have stood a much better chance with a fresh start.”

	Was that compassion? Okay, I wasn’t completely surprised. Mom didn’t have much time for Robert either, but that didn’t mitigate the fact my cousin’s circumstances were firmly rooted in his upbringing. An upbringing, I was starting to realize, he hadn’t enjoyed the way I thought he had.

	Mom didn’t waste time getting things underway, striding through the foyer and into the sitting room with a firm, “Dinner is served,” before spinning and heading out the French doors into the garden. I followed while Dad helped his sister to her feet, Robert lurking behind his father, the last to exit onto the deck where Mom had prepared a lovely arrangement for us.

	Naturally, Doris wasn’t impressed, turning her nose up at the locale. “Outside, Lucy, really? We’re not peasants.”

	“It’s a lovely evening,” Mom said in a firm voice just this side of a whip crack. “Let’s sit, shall we?”

	My aunt grumbled over being cut off, but she did as she was instructed. Though that was far from the last thing she complained about as dinner unfolded. I personally enjoyed (as much as I was able with a knot in my stomach) the tender chicken pasta and fresh garlic bread Mom prepared for us, the delicious starter salad with fresh greens from the garden bright and a perfect beginning. If Doris found one thing wrong, she found a million, from the spicy dressing (olive oil and balsamic with cranberry was spicy?) to the temperature of her wine (She wanted ice cubes. In her wine. Ice cubes.) to the blandness of her pasta sauce (which was perfectly salted and spiced, thank you) all the way to the imaginary bugs she waved off her food while she simpered over Robert.

	I made it through the main course before I couldn’t take it anymore. It was Doris’s proclamation that, “Robert dear has his investigator’s license, Johnny, so I don’t know why he’s not working for your little business while he gets his own up and running,” that had me pushing my chair back with a loud scraping sound as I gained my feet.

	“I’ll be right back.” I didn’t quite throw down my napkin, but it was a close thing. I just managed to clear the doors and the cool air inside before I eye rolled the most epic eye roll that had ever been eye rolled while gnashing my teeth and letting out a little squeal that would have been a shriek of fury if I’d been alone and out of the public eye. Still, that was the best I could manage as I stomped my way toward the bathroom with plans to go inside and closed the door firmly behind me.

	Very freaking firmly.

	Except, as I neared the doors to the foyer, I caught the sound of a voice I recognized and slowed my pace to listen out of habit. Okay, nosiness, sue me.

	“Well, you tell your bosses, I’m not happy with the latest delivery.” Carson Larter stood at the bottom of the stairs, Hugh Avery scowling back at him.

	“I’m happy to look into it for you,” Hugh said, though he sounded—and looked—far from it. “Surely there was a mistake, Carson. Let me make it right.”

	“You’d better.” Carson turned and marched up the steps, and only then did I realize he was staying at The Iris. I almost approached Hugh, but he was on the move before I could, heading for the front door and vanished into the early evening while I paused at the bottom of the steps and frowned to myself. If there was a problem with the fireworks, Olivia would need to know. Maybe I didn’t need an excuse to go home. I did have a job to pursue and looking into a potential problem was in my description, right?

	Oh, Fee. Nice try, cupcake.

	The interlude had one benefit. By the time I entered the bathroom, I’d calmed somewhat, though it still took a long moment of talking to myself in the mirror before my rage subsided.

	“You can do this,” I told my angry reflection. “You will not kill anyone today and you will be fine, they are just words and she’s a horrible old woman who deserves your pity for being such a terrible person and they will leave before you know it. Be there for your mother. Chin up, Fleming. Chin up.”

	Yeah. Wasn’t working that well, but I made the effort.

	When I left the washroom, my homicidal drive had been somewhat curtailed, though my jaw ached from clenching, and I wasn’t sure how short my fuse had become. Already considering begging off and blaming the baby, I turned the corner under the stairs and headed for the sitting room, only to stop in my tracks at the sound of voices, both of which I knew. Imagine my surprise when I spotted Carson once again, this time in the hallway beside the main stairs, with none other than Aunt Doris at his side. He seemed uncomfortable in her presence, especially since it was very obvious to me she was flirting with him.

	Um, and I thought Robert was gross. Remember how I said I used to think she was beautiful? She had been, back in the day, but she wore her age like her insides were fighting valiantly to match her outsides and were winning the battle. Whatever would possess her to hit on someone her son’s age?

	They parted ways as Carson hurried off, Aunt Doris lingering, glaring after him before heading my way. I caught my breath, retreating and then striding forward again, hoping she’d miss the fact I’d been snooping. She didn’t even bat an eye, nodding to me with her chin high as she entered the washroom herself and closed it without speaking to me at all.

	Small miracles. But now she had me wondering just what it was she’d been up to and could it have anything to do with Carson’s attitude about Robert? All sorts of unkind scenarios unraveled around me as I returned to the dinner table. I know it made me a terrible person, but it meant enduring the rest of the event, Mom’s amazing chocolate cake for dessert, with a private means of diffusing my temper if only through contemplating what the truth might be.

	Whatever her conversation had been about, it seemed to have cut Aunt Doris’s interest in brow-beating the rest of us with her constant chatter, though I wouldn’t have put it past Mom to drug the woman. Yes, I know, Mom was a better woman than that and I was the one who would have sedated Aunt Doris for some peace, but still. Semantics. Regardless, in short and relatively quiet order, dinner was finally over, and I was ready to go home again, thank you.

	“You need to hug your wife and get her a really big present.” I let go of Dad after our embrace goodbye, my father’s blue eyes full of worry.

	“I know,” he whispered. “Thanks for coming, Fee.”

	“Dad.” I know my exasperation showed. “She’s not worth it.” He knew I didn’t mean Mom.

	“She’s the last family I have,” he said simply. “And Mom asked me to be kind to her, Fee.”

	Well, okay then. “Sorry, Dad,” I said. “But Grandmother Iris isn’t here, is she?”

	My father kissed my forehead softly. “Go home, kid,” he said. “I’ll take care of your mother.”

	I left, exiting out the back and using the gate at the end of the shared fence to cross to my property, wanting to avoid interacting with anyone on my way home. Instead, I was gifted by one last confrontation to observe, this one between my cousin and Carson Larter. Well, I’d wanted to know what their thing was, hadn’t I? That had me lingering behind a shrub when I heard their voices like the snoop I was.

	“I’m warning you, Carlisle,” Carson snarled loud enough for me to make out. “Stay out of my way or I’ll make sure you regret it.”

	“I’m sick of your threats, Larter,” Robert snapped back. “Stay away from my family.”

	Huh. What was this, then? I heard the footsteps stomping my way but didn’t have time to dodge the stomper, barely managing a small head nod of greeting that Carson ignored as he marched past me. I watched him go before turning to find Robert staring at me, dark eyes full of that endless blackness of rage and bottomless hate I always feared would make him snap one day.

	“How many times,” he said in a low voice that made me shiver as he slowly approached, “do I have to tell you,” his fists at his sides made dull thuds against his legs as he punctuated his words with blows, “to mind your own business?” He finished as he closed the last of the distance between us, standing over me, threatening and with that darkness inside him wanting to eat us both up.

	“Look who’s talking,” I shot back, though I quivered inside. Under normal circumstances, I didn’t fear Robert, thought he was a joke. But when he was like this? I had a feeling he was capable of anything. Still, no way was I backing down, not now, not ever.

	Robert flinched, the black cloud fading backward as he accepted the challenge as the truth. After all, I’d caught him eavesdropping himself all day, hadn’t I? Instead of arguing, he strode off, tripping over a stone on the path and flailing before letting out a curse word and carrying on.

	His awkwardness should have made me grin, should have triggered self-righteous karma thoughts of retribution. Instead, the whole encounter gave me the willies and had me hurrying all the way home.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nine

	 

	I was walking through the back door when my phone vibrated, the sight of Crew’s smiling face next to the text message making me sadder than it should have.

	I need one more week, he sent. I know I haven’t been around enough, Fee, but I’m honestly setting us up so I can be home with you once the baby comes. I knew that and it still irritated me to see him write it. Don’t hold off on the ultrasound on my account. I love you and I’ll see you soon.

	The kind thing would have been to respond. Instead, I tossed my phone on the kitchen island and glared at it like it hurt my feelings personally. Yes, I was being irrational and a bit over-emotional, but I was pregnant, and I lost my darling dog not so long ago and I’d had a really, really bad day. Was it too much to ask my husband to actually call me instead of sending a text?

	Then again, it was probably the smart choice, since I was pretty sure as I stood there, hands clenched at my sides as my mind rewound the day I’d had and beat me up with the details if I had spoken to him, I might have reacted badly and said things I didn’t mean in the heat of my temper and frustration.

	So, choosing to ignore him in favor of not being cruel because I was unhappy, I abandoned my phone and headed for my office. I’d brought in the mail when I’d arrived home to change but failed to open any of it. There was a particular parcel in a brown box that struck my curiosity and seemed the perfect item to take my attention and soften the edges of my feelings. As soon as I noted the return address and sender, I smiled, even if only a little, the tape parting under my desk scissors revealing beautiful pink and gold paper inside, sparkling with tiny stars. I read the card first, flowing penmanship underlined on the front of the heavy cream envelope.

	I know you’re still waiting to find out what you’re having, Vivian French wrote on the embossed note card inside, but I couldn’t resist. We can exchange them if the colors are wrong. Oh, and the last one is for you because everyone forgets Mom. Love, the QoW.

	I snorted a giggle at her signature, the previously derisive Queen of Wheat label now a joke between us. I’d never asked her if she had a nickname for me during the years we weren’t friends, and she hadn’t offered so either she had and it wasn’t mentionable in polite company or I was the petty one.

	Yeah, going for the first door to make myself feel better.

	I unfolded the paper from the adorable collection of infant clothes, designer labels making me shake my head. The whole box had been stuffed with tiny things for the coming nugget, in a variety of colors and styles that had me thinking my kid was going to be better dressed than I was. Until I reached the bottom of the box and pulled out the luxurious wrap dress in deep blue she’d tied with a pink ribbon. I shook it out, noted the fullness of the midsection and sighed a deep exhale of thanks and anticipation. When I’d been to visit Vivian in New York, she’d gifted me a similar dress in an equally gorgeous fabric, if in luscious green. I knew from the style I’d be able to wear it for months yet. This one looked just as versatile and would hopefully carry me through to the end of my pregnancy.

	“Thanks, Viv,” I whispered into the quiet of my office. “Isn’t it pretty, Petunia?” I turned and looked down at my feet and caught myself before I could sob. She wasn’t there, hadn’t been for weeks. And I wasn’t sure what made me sadder, the fact I’d forgotten or that I was all alone with no one to share with anymore.

	Pathetic, I know. But it had been that kind of day.

	My phone rang in the kitchen, but I ignored it, carrying the box of clothes upstairs to the nursery, leaving it on the side table next to the as-yet-to-be-assembled crib. When my phone rang again, I was hanging my new dress in my closet and just heard it, sighing as I headed back downstairs and noted I had several messages and three missed calls, all from Olivia. Now in a bit of a panic that something horrible had happened, I checked the last text she’d sent with a heavy pit forming in my stomach.

	Where are you? I could almost see her tension on her face even though it was three simple words.

	Home, I sent, frowning at my phone.

	I thought you agreed to have my back on this, she shot back a moment later. Why aren’t you here?

	Where would that be? I turned and headed for the front door, my previous emotional state now converting over to anger as she responded.

	The lake, she sent. We’re doing a test tonight. Fee, it’s on the group message thread.

	I’m not on the thread, I sent as my jaw resumed its clenching and aching because you can bet I knew who it was kept me off that particular need-to-know funnel.

	I see, she sent. Just get here. So, Olivia knew, too, then that the woman she’d hired—not this one, thanks—had tried to cut me out of tonight’s test.

	On my way. I was already backing out of the driveway, and pulled into the street a little too fast, peeling away with my tires protesting while I clenched the steering wheel in both hands. I had to pull myself together, I realized, as I exited downtown and took the turn to Cutter Lake’s sprawling park, passing the yacht club as I did. No way was Karla going to gain any satisfaction from my temper or find a way to use my reaction against me. It took everything I had in me to level myself out, breathing a few long, deep inhales and exhales after I parked, before I climbed out and strode with precision and purpose up the low hill to the white van stationed at the edge of the lake.

	I took in the trailer already standing there, noted the gathering of people standing around a long table with a computer at one end. A metal box stood off to the side with what looked like tubes inside pointing upward, several of them loaded with what had to be firework rounds. I was almost to the gathering, waving to two of the volunteer firemen watching from the pumper truck they’d parked not far away when I realized Robert was among them. That took me aback, I’ll admit it, and only made my attitude harder to control because whatever it was Olivia was up to with my cousin, she wasn’t making it easy to trust her.

	The only satisfaction I got was when I came to a halt next to Karla and shot her a hundred-watt smile. “Gorgeous night for a test, isn’t it?”

	Her face fell, gaze flickering sideways to Olivia who chatted with Carson while Tanner stood nearby, and Morgan hovered over the computer keyboard.

	“You made it,” she said in her least enthusiastic tone to date.

	“I did,” I let her see my teeth for longer than was necessary. “Loop me in on that group message, won’t you, Karla?”

	She grumbled something before turning and walking away from me, joining Olivia and there was no way I was letting her do so without me. I followed her just as Morgan turned to Carson with a scowl.

	“This is ridiculous,” she said before noting Olivia’s presence. Her sullen expression altered somewhat, shoulders hunching inside her denim jacket, but she carried on regardless of the fact the client stood right there. “The system is working perfectly. Tests aren’t necessary.” She sounded like she was taking it personally and maybe she was. I know I hated it when anyone called my professionalism into question.

	“Four rounds, Morgan,” he shot back. “Let’s get this over with.”

	“Fine,” she said, turning away from him. “I need to synch the system. Tanner, you can start loading the shells now.”

	He hurried off without complaint toward the trailer behind us while I nodded to Olivia who ignored me. Nice, but oh well. We’d have our conversation about Karla in due time. I noted Hugh Avery hung back nearby, watching and keeping his distance, and decided to do a quick tour of the location while they finished setting up.

	At least I hadn’t missed much, it seemed, aside from the initial preparations, so Olivia had messaged me in lots of time. It gave me the space I needed to rein in my temper while I circled the site, nodding to Ace Dawley who nodded back, his two guards looking about as interested in being there as Morgan was, though the pair of barely twentysomethings were more engrossed in their phones that the team’s computer tech was in her complaint.

	As I finished my first circuit of the site, I noticed Ace slipping out of the open trailer door and caught myself frowning, especially when Tanner approached, looking at the man with a quizzical stare before he went inside, emerging a moment later lugging a round item about the size of a ten-pin bowling ball. Maybe the security guard was there to make sure no one messed with the fireworks? That trailer was, after all, jam-packed with what amounted to very pretty explosives. I hovered and watched, noting that Hugh Avery took his turn walking up the ramp, though he was only inside a moment before he exited hurriedly. This time, Tanner seemed very uncomfortable, he and the supplier exchanging odd looks as they passed one another. Tanner was gone longer than I expected, finally emerging with a larger item.

	A moment later, Carson stormed up the ramp, returning with a cylinder-shaped object, Morgan hustling past him, stomping out again with a black case. I was just about to carry on when Karla, of all people, snuck up the ramp and disappeared inside for at least thirty seconds. I was almost ready to check in on her when she popped out again and hopped down, and, to my surprise, was watched and briefly followed by Robert. When my cousin took his turn inside the trailer, I’d had enough, but he was already out again by the time I closed the distance and looked inside.

	There wasn’t much to see in the dark, even if I knew what I was looking for. What were they all up to? As far as I knew, only Morgan, Carson and Tanner should have been inside the trailer at all. Curious now and knowing if anything went wrong Olivia would come looking for a reason to blame me, I returned to the group and slipped in beside Morgan who was head down over her phone. As I did, I noted that once again, Carson seemed to stop and clutch at his chest, face twisting in what had to be pain. Now very concerned, I was about to hurry to his side and check on him when he shook his head and carried on, scowling to himself.

	Morgan only then seemed to notice I was standing next to her and accepted my weak smile without comment.

	“Is he okay?” I pointed at Carson who carried a large round shell toward the mortars.

	The young woman didn’t seem concerned. “Can I help you with something?”

	I guess I needed something more to be invited to stay. “I’m not in the way, am I?” She frowned a little before I rushed on in my best gushing appreciation voice. “I’ve always been fascinated by fireworks, but I have no idea how this works.”

	Morgan relented, shrugging, setting aside her phone. When she spoke, it was the first time she actually sounded happy. “It’s pretty cool,” she said.

	“You’ve been doing this a long time?” I took a peek at her computer monitor, noting what looked like some kind of data running along the bottom with all kinds of markers overlayed on it, stacks of horizontal columns running down the full surface of the screen.

	“Since I was a kid,” she said. “My family has been in the business for three generations.” She faltered a little, then went on, pointing at the screen. “So, this is the music we’ll be playing,” she said, indicating the one at the bottom that looked like staggered lines in various heights. “We use a WAV file that we can track with the software to layer on where each shell will ignite inside the timing of the beat.”

	“I had no idea it was so technical,” I said with a little laugh. “I pictured you all running up and down the line lighting fuses.”

	She laughed in return, the expression lighting her face up. “No joke, that’s the way it used to be. But there was so much risk involved and with tech being experimented with over the years, it’s come down to a computer program running the show.” She shrugged. “Might not be as exciting to the layman, but it means we can really outdo ourselves, push the limits without putting people in danger.” She flushed a little as she gave me a sideways smile. “I designed this system myself. I’ve been using it since I was a teenager.”

	“It’s amazing,” I said. “What are we seeing tonight?”

	She changed her screen with the push of a button, this one a much-reduced set of lines, only four in play and no music below. “We’re showing your mayor a selection of what we have to offer,” she said, resentment creeping back in before she sighed and went on. “Sorry, there’s always a certain amount of jitters involved when we’re forced to run tests. I prefer to just do our job.”

	I nodded. “Olivia’s a bit much,” I said in a low voice that had Morgan grinning as I winked back. “I take it you run tons of tests yourself anyway.”

	“We spend all year planning,” she said. “This is only the core of one team.” She waved vaguely at Tanner and Carson who were at the box with the four objects dropping into the tubes. Wires ran from them to the table, the twenty-foot distance making me wonder if we were far enough away, though they were the experts. “We’ll have a dozen more on show night with ten more around this part of the country setting up their own shows.”

	“Wow, that’s a lot to manage,” I said, thinking of the logistics with a head shake.

	“We’re not even a big outfit,” she said. “Some of the more famous companies have hundreds of teams, especially this time of year. It’s pretty exciting.” She hit a button, the light turning green before she gave Tanner the thumbs up. “He’s just wired the three-inch round into the mortar,” she said. “It should hit about three hundred feet before it blows.”

	“Do you build them yourselves?” I looked up in response to her information despite the fact nothing was happening yet.

	“Everything,” she said. “We have a bunker where we keep all of the explosives and chemicals that we need to build our shells.” She gave Tanner a second thumbs up as another light went green. “The basis is gunpowder, of course. This button sends the initial charge to the fuse.” She pointed at the green lights. “That travels down to the base of the shell and lights the launching round that sends it into the air. Meanwhile, the fuse keeps burning until it lights the initial charge inside. That blows the shell apart and ignites the other packets, giving you the cascading effect everyone loves.” She pointed then to the one Tanner was placing. “See that cylinder? Rather than the flowering shape, that type of round is more vertical.”

	“Those are the loud ones,” I said, making the connection with my memory of my last fireworks.

	“Yeah, they have the whistling sound sometimes,” she said. “They’re usually fired off lower to the ground.”

	“This is really cool,” I said. “It must take an incredible amount of training. And you’d have to know how much time it takes for the fuse to burn.” This was a bigger job even than I’d imagined.

	“Exactly,” Morgan said. “We have to be precise when we build to keep duds and misfires to a minimum. Four seconds is our chosen time. So, when we start our countdown, it’s that long ahead of the system firing the first shell.”

	“Is it dangerous?” Dumb question, Fee.

	She shrugged at that, flashing me a smile. “It can be if you don’t know what you’re doing and even if you do. Black powder has its risks even when you’re careful. Then there are all the chemical additives.” I frowned at that. “If you want colors, we add things like barium to make green, copper for blue, and metals like aluminum and magnesium to get that sparkly twinkle effect.” Of course, silly me. I found myself captivated by the conversation as the third light went green. “Our biggest shell on the Fourth will be eight inches and should make eight hundred feet.” She looked up this time, smile making her look younger than she had all along, and I realized she was maybe in her mid to late twenties. “All this work for twenty minutes of fun. But it will blow your socks off.”

	“I can’t wait,” I said with real enthusiasm.

	“Morgan!” She looked up, expression tightening, as Carson yelled her name. “Pay attention. Round four should be green.”

	We both looked down and confirmed while she gave him a final thumbs up in response. “I should get back to work,” she said, sullenness returned.

	“Sorry to distract you,” I said. “Thanks for the lesson.”

	She left the computer, joining Carson and Tanner for a few minutes while I tried to make sense of the screen in front of me. By the time she returned, I was positive I had no clue what was going on and would just have to trust she knew what she was doing. If the competence of the team was in question and something went wrong, Olivia would hear from me, believe it.

	Messing around with explosives wasn’t something I’d planned on tonight.

	“Ready to fire,” Carson said, joining us, shooting me a look that didn’t take a genius to translate. I eased back out of the way even further, joining Olivia well back from the firing line as Morgan returned her full attention to the board.

	“In four,” Carson said over his shoulder, “three, two and one.”

	I braced myself for the initial explosion, knowing it was going to be much more intense this close to the mortars than if I was on the lake. Instead, to my surprise, nothing happened.

	Their huddle turned to a frustrated exchange while Olivia huffed beside me. Whatever the problem was, Carson turned and stomped off toward the mortars, both Morgan and Tanner calling him back.

	He didn’t listen. That meant, when the first round did fire, he was far too close for comfort. I watched in horror, Olivia clutching at my hand, as the four rounds went off with concussive force in tidy order, Carson thrown back and landing hard on the ground, both hands clutching at his chest while the blossom of three unfolding red, white and blue explosions cascaded over a single whistling, white line leaping for the sky.

	I was on the move and at his side before anyone else and caught the glimmer of the falling sparks in his eyes, but nothing else.

	Carson Larter was dead.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Ten

	 

	Rowan Mallory’s blank expression had me frowning, if only because I knew what he was thinking—or thought I did. Come on, we’d just had this conversation earlier, hadn’t we? He might have been joking then, but there was nothing funny about the exchange now.

	My only real saving grace was the fact I was far from alone. Having a collective of others around me when the man died certainly took some of the pressure off my deathly leanings, though you’d never have known it the way Mallory eyed me as I filled him in on everything I knew.

	I guess his expression was to be expected, because I kind of had a lot to say, beginning with the arguments I witnessed at town hall, The Iris and the ins and outs in the trailer before the trial. I wrapped up as Dr. Aberstock finished his initial investigation, Penny joining us, the medical pair in their matching white coveralls looking relatively ridiculous, like a pair of mismatched marshmallows with blue slipcovers on their shoes and the elastics around their faces erasing a lot of their personal character. It wasn’t until Dr. Aberstock pushed his back, revealing his thick, white hair that his jolly Santa Claus persona reasserted itself. As for Penny, static clung to her long, blonde hair, pulling pieces free and sending them wavering in the air while her attempts to smooth them did nothing to help.

	“Sorry to interrupt, Fee,” Dr. Aberstock said in that jovial tone of his. “Did you want to finish first?”

	“I’m pretty much done,” I said. “What did you find?” Mallory’s soft hissing intake of breath had me wincing. “Sorry,” I said, “not my question to ask.”

	“Not at all,” the ME said as though unaware—or uncaring of—the detective’s reaction. “From what I can tell, there were only superficial burns. Whatever took Mr. Larter’s life, it wasn’t an explosion.” He stripped his gloves as he finished. “I won’t know the cause of death until I perform an autopsy, but from my initial observations, it might have been heart-related.”

	Interesting. “Thank you, Dr. Aberstock,” Mallory said. “You will keep me informed, no doubt.” I noted Penny’s unhappy glance the detective’s way but decided this was a terrible time to poke my nose into my friends’ business. See, I can be smart and tactful sometimes.

	Instead, I focused on the group huddled under the careful attention of Officers Brown and Williams, Mallory’s favorite pair of state police troopers guarding the remaining LightFantastic staff with Olivia and Karla held off from interfering. I noticed Hugh Avery was gone, though when he’d left, I wasn’t sure. Ace Dawley lurked nearby, his two guards still on their phones like a man hadn’t just died. Classy. With the volunteer firefighters also still on-premises, it was a busy scene, something I knew would be irritating Mallory to no end, so I brushed off his lack of enthusiasm with me and what I had to tell him to that and let him have the benefit of the doubt. After all, we’d worked a number of cases together by now and he knew he could count on me. I owed it to him to give him the space he needed to do his job.

	“So, possibly a coincidence,” Mallory said. “A weak heart perhaps.”

	Dr. Aberstock was stripping out of his coverall and grunted a little when his shoe caught on the elastic bottom. I held out my hand and steadied him, the ME flashing me a smile before he answered.

	“Possibly,” he said. “Or there’s something I haven’t seen yet that will make itself known in the autopsy. Perhaps shrapnel I missed? I can’t say, but I’m fairly certain the man’s death wasn’t due to the explosion, at least not directly.”

	Dr. Aberstock turned and joined the EMTs loading the body into the ambulance, driving off after them, leaving Penny behind. I was surprised because I assumed she’d go with him, but she lingered with her suit still in place and soon explained why.

	“I know what Lloyd said,” she told us, actually mainly me, which surprised me, “but I’d still like to take samples from the mortar and talk to the person behind the tech.”

	I nodded, waving immediately to Morgan after catching her eye. “Morgan Barrett,” I said to both of them as she reluctantly crossed the distance, head down, shoulders hunched up around her ears, hands shoved in her pockets. To my surprise, Tanner trailed after her, on her heels but keeping back somewhat. Was he there as backup? They did work closely together, so it was possible. If Dr. Aberstock was right, neither of them needed it, though they didn’t know that, did they?

	Penny left us, but only after a hesitant moment with one hand outstretched toward the detective who ignored her until she walked away. Something was up between them, and that was confirmation I didn’t need right now.

	“Ms. Barrett,” Mallory said after introducing himself to the sullen young woman, “I understand you’re in charge of the setup here now that Mr. Larter is passed.”

	She nodded slowly, looking at me then back to Mallory. “I guess so,” she said in a faintly dazed voice. “I run the tech side and Carson and Tanner do the practical.”

	“I didn’t do anything wrong.” Tanner’s instant blurting assertion told me why he’d really followed her. “If the charges were off, it was Carson’s fault.”

	Morgan shot him a silencing look over her shoulder, jaw jutting. “Shut up, Tan,” she said before turning back to us. “Carson insisted on setting the charges himself for the test tonight,” she said. “All the wiring, everything.” She shrugged then, looked down. “Did the fireworks kill him?”

	Mallory didn’t answer her question. “Do errors like this happen very often, Ms. Barrett?”

	Her head snapped up, eyes flashing. “No,” she said as her voice now shook, nostrils flaring, hands fisted at her sides when they jerked free of their confinement in her pockets.  “We don’t make mistakes.”

	Tanner didn’t say much to that, his gaze turning to the box with the mortar stands inside, haunted expression making me wonder what he was feeling so guilty about. Did he blame himself despite what Morgan said?

	“I noticed a lot of traffic in and out of the trailer tonight,” I said. Mallory shifted next to me, his chin tilting in my direction and for the first time since our initial case, I suddenly felt like I was really unwelcome. What was going on with him? Why the sudden change of heart? I stared back while Morgan answered.

	“The three of us have a lot to do for something like this,” she said.

	“What reason might Mr. Dawley have to be in there?” No way was I letting the detective about-face like this on me in the middle of an initial investigation, not when we’d worked so well together before. You’d think I was some rando poking my nose into his case the way he glared at me for my second question.

	Not that it stopped me.

	“The security guy?” Morgan frowned instantly, looking back over her shoulder at Ace who still lurked. “No way,” she said. “He doesn’t work for us. Was he in our trailer?”

	“And Mr. Avery,” I said. “Did he have business inside?”

	Tanner flinched, swallowing hard and I knew I had to have a conversation with him. But again, it was Morgan who spoke up.

	“Uh-huh,” she said, visibly angry now. “Our stuff is off limits. Ace was supposed to be doing that job. Did he?” She spun fully and confronted the security guard. “Hey, bro! What were you actually even doing tonight?”

	“Ms. Barrett.” The detective’s tone turned her around, but she had flushed again and seemed agitated, hands going back into her pockets while she shuffled her feet in the grass, looking like she wanted to throw herself at Ace and tear him apart. The security guard joined us as Mallory went on. “Do you know why the test failed?”

	“Not yet,” she said. “I’m over here answering dumb questions when I should be at my computer figuring that out. But I’m not.” She jabbed a thumb over one shoulder. “And I wasn’t allowed to because your two bullies back there made me leave my rig.” I watched her grow more agitated and wanted to step in, but Mallory was faster.

	“I’ll have Officer Williams observe as you investigate,” he said, gesturing for the tall, broad-shouldered brunette to join her. Morgan spun and marched off without another word or waiting for Mallory to release her. He just sighed at her exit, Tanner hesitating before going after her, Ace lingering like he was welcome.

	A fact Mallory ensured he knew was not the case with a steady glare before asking the obvious. “What were you doing in the trailer earlier, Mr. Dawley?”

	Ace spluttered a little before answering. “I thought I saw something,” he said. Lame, dude. So lame. Not buying it and neither was the detective.

	“I see,” he said. “You took it upon yourself to enter a restricted area you were obviously told not to enter rather than alert the team with experience in explosives something might have been amiss.” Ace blanched white, lips quivering as his eyes bulged a little. “It never occurred to you to warn them a strange someone might have been tampering with their equipment?” Ace shook his head, jowls shivering. “Brilliant,” Mallory hissed. “Don’t go far, Mr. Dawley. I have more questions. But you can step off for now.”

	Ace did so on shaking knees, visibly staggering a little while I turned to Mallory.

	“A bit much,” I said in a low tone. “You might have spooked him.”

	I might as well have smacked him and knew it the moment the words were out of my mouth. The chilly expression that settled over Mallory’s face had my heart skipping a little in regret, but before I could take it back, we were interrupted.

	“Detective,” Karla crashed our little party with her attitude needing serious adjustment, “Mr. Larter’s death is a tragic event, but the show must go on. Surely, you can release Ms. Barrett and Mr. Miles to carry on? We have two days to prepare, and we’re already underwhelmed by their performance.”

	“Karla.” Olivia surprised me by cutting her off, Mallory’s steady disapproval redirected to the mayor who looked up at him with a serious and authentic expression that actually impressed me. “Detective Mallory,” she said in the most reasonable tone I’d ever heard from her and had to look twice someone hadn’t just traded places with the Olivia Walker I thought I knew so well, “please, I understand you have a job to do. But this town has invested a large sum of money into this year’s celebration and any delay could very well mean financial hardship for Reading.” I’d never heard her plead before, but that was exactly what she was doing. Maybe she’d changed thanks to what had gone on the last few years or perhaps it was just the fact that she didn’t pay him and couldn’t bully him like she had Crew when he was sheriff. Whatever the reason, she’d clearly taken it upon herself to do whatever she could to placate him, even if that meant handing him the power.

	But if Olivia shocked me, it was Mallory who surprised me more.

	“Fine,” he growled, turning his back and walking away, talking over his shoulder as he headed for Brown and Williams. “A man’s dead, but by all means, have your party, Mayor Walker.”

	She hovered next to me, anxiety creasing her face into nervous lines. “Was he being sarcastic?”

	I shrugged, now troubled by his attitude, and wondering just what was going on with my friend.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eleven

	 

	I should have let it go, I know. But when had I ever followed the solid and sensible advice that my common sense doled out on the regular? Instead, I pursued Mallory as he joined Penny where she crouched, examining the mortars where the fireworks had launched from. I noted a stranger hanging back, his gaze locked on my ME friend, handsome enough if a bit older, silver in his hair catching the light, though he carried himself like he had confidence to spare, in a good way. I joined the detective and Penny as she looked up, shaking her head.

	“There’s no sign of tampering I can see,” she said, sounding frustrated. I’d have thought now that she’d obtained her ME certification, she’d have dropped the part of her job that required her to gather evidence. But apparently, she was still filling the role of forensics tech, too. “I’m just not familiar enough with this kind of thing to be helpful. But I know someone who is.”

	Mallory’s reaction was instantaneous, though if I didn’t know him as well as I did, the wrinkling of his brow and faint shift of his posture might have gone unnoticed. His immediate increase in tension wasn’t lost on me, though.

	Penny caught his reaction too, standing to confront him, her lovely face tight with anxiety. “I asked him to come when I found out what happened.” I had to admire her for shouldering the full responsibility of welcoming a stranger to a crime scene. “Just let Kyle help, Ro, please.”

	He shook his head but backed off. Penny waved to the man I’d noticed as I’d joined them, tall and handsome joining us in a slow swagger that seemed natural and not ego-driven, but who was I to judge? From Mallory’s expression and the way his shoulders twitched when the newcomer came to a halt beside us, there was more going on here than I knew about and now I really, really wanted to know. Bad timing or not.

	“Fee, this is Sgt. 1st Class Kyle Wisner.” He stuck his hand out and shook mine with a nice smile, hazel eyes kind.

	“Retired,” he said in a deep voice that reminded me of Dad.

	“Fiona Fleming,” I said.

	“I know all about you, Ms. Fleming.” He laughed a little, though with real humor, releasing my hand to nudge Penny’s arm with his elbow. “Pen’s kept me informed.”

	Who was this guy? “Sgt. Wisner,” I started.

	“Kyle,” he corrected me with that same smile pulling at his full lips. He really was very attractive and from the subtle lean into Penny, they had history of the intimate variety. Especially if the pink of her cheeks and Mallory’s continuing discomfort told more of the story. I was an investigator, after all, and though the three seemed to be trying to mask their feelings, they weren’t doing a very good job.

	“Kyle’s an old friend,” Penny blurted then, before handing him a pair of gloves. “And an ammunitions expert.”

	“Happy to help,” Kyle said, now completely focused on the detective. Mallory just grunted and nodded, the retired soldier slipping on the gloves with permission. “I spent my summers before the military working with a fireworks company and I worked the shows for two bases where I was stationed.” As he crouched beside Penny, the new ME joining him, I noticed Robert had closed in, was doing his best to eavesdrop. Either he’d gotten better at finding opportunities to do so or he’d grown worse at hiding it.

	Instead of chasing him off, I returned my attention to Kyle who shook his head as he finished his examination.

	“It’s hard to tell now that the shells have been fired,” he said, “but this doesn’t look good.” I noted the pair of wires he held up, the small, orange end connecting them undamaged. “The e-match should have lit the main fuse on one of the munitions, but it didn’t go off. In fact, it looks like it wasn’t even attached.” He pointed to the other wires, all of them with blackened ends. “You can see where the other eight are damaged from the sparks they created.”

	“There were only four shells,” I said. “Why were there ten wires?”

	He frowned a little. “Four shells only need four e-matches. They connect to that.” He pointed at the black box next to the table that held the computer. “The firing system controls the spark that lights the e-match which ignites the shell.” He tugged gently on one that led back toward the table and the computer. It snaked toward him, clearly not attached at the other end. He gently coiled the pair of wires as he pulled, the unincumbered fuse ending up in a tidy circle in his hand with the orange e-match resting across his palm. “Either they planned on five and didn’t set up the final one or…” Kyle stood, handing the wires to Penny who bagged the find. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what the point of it would be.”

	 “Could the setup have been rigged or damaged somehow?” Mallory was taking notes, at least, though his discomfort hadn’t faded completely.

	“I don’t see how, considering the extra fuse didn’t fire.” Kyle gestured at the mortar box. “I’d like a closer look at the kit, and the firing panel. If that’s okay?” Again he seemed to defer completely to the detective who hesitated only a moment before sighing and nodding in return.

	“Get this to the lab,” Mallory said, snapping shut his notebook. “I want to know if there’s even a remote possibility Dr. Aberstock is wrong, and the mistimed explosion could have killed Mr. Larter.”

	I glanced over at the table where Morgan stared down at her computer screen with a dark scowl. “There’s one obvious suspect in this,” I said. “Morgan does run the tech.”

	“But Mr. Larter set up the test,” Penny said. “And Mr. Miles helped him.”

	True enough. “We should talk to both of them,” I said.

	And meeped in surprise when Mallory grasped my elbow in a soft but unrelenting grip and turned me sideways, leading me two steps away from the scene before I could plant my feet and refuse to go further.

	“Ms. Fleming.” Mallory caught himself in his formality, shaking his head as he exhaled a sudden breath in visible irritation. Aimed at me? I doubted it, but he certainly seemed eager to take it out on me regardless. “Fiona.” Wow, okay, we were playing things that way, were we? I crossed my arms over my chest and faced him down when Mallory went on in a low and angry voice. “While I’ve appreciated your insights in the past, your participation will not be required in this particular instance.”

	I gaped at him a long moment. “You said what now?”

	“I believe you understood me perfectly well.” The detective leaned in, amber eyes tight and jaw jumping. “I need you to stay out of this, and I won’t ask again.”

	Okay, his personal problems aside, he could take a flying leap. “You know me better than that,” I shot back. “If you’re going to try to pin me in a corner, Rowan Mallory, you might as well arrest me right now.” I held both wrists out, half expecting him to cuff me in the mood he was in. And he actually looked down at my hands, lips pursing as if considering it. Seriously? When he finally glanced up again, there was nothing of warmth or the friendship we’d developed in his gaze, only the steady and empty stare of a man who wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

	Well, that made two of us.

	“This is not a request,” he said then before spinning and stalking off, leaving me there to glare after him with zero intention to follow his orders because he wasn’t the boss of me, was he?

	One way or another, I was neck-deep in this investigation and he could just live with it. I only hoped as I crossed the grass, leaving Penny and her friend behind, I wasn’t going to let my temper land me in a jail cell or, worse, honestly, ruin my friendship with the detective.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twelve

	 

	Regardless of my decision to carry on my participation in the investigation, Mallory’s choice to lock down the site and bring in more state police to ensure no one tampered with the evidence cut me out of that part of the process. That meant I was herded out of the park to the parking lot with Olivia and Karla, the mayor fretting so loudly the detective finally confronted her personally.

	“I’ll do the best I can,” he said while she wrung her hands and faced him down. “But a man is dead, Mayor Walker and while I know that’s a common occurrence here in Reading, (was that a dig at me? Yes, yes it was) and some of your citizens, you included, have become rather blasé about loss of life (oh, he wasn’t holding back, was he?), I happen to take it very seriously.” He held up one hand before she could interrupt despite her deeply drawn breath to do just that. Surprisingly, Olivia stayed silent as he finished. “However, I do understand fiscal responsibility and that there are larger issues at stake, considering the circumstances this town has faced. So, if you will please vacate the premises and let me do my job, there’s an excellent chance your event can go on as planned as long as no one here is guilty of anything that will require jail time.”

	She had to accept that. Even I did. I watched Olivia deflate slightly as Mallory walked away, Williams coming to stand at the entrance of the park with her thumbs hooked in her belt and a firm glare of denial aimed right at me.

	Because naturally.

	“This is the second,” Olivia said, stating the obvious.

	“Mallory is efficient,” I reassured her or tried to. “We still have two days, Olivia.”

	“Let’s talk about alternatives,” Karla suggested.

	“There are none.” Olivia cut her off with an angry head shake, spinning to stalk to her car. “If this fails, we can say goodbye to Reading’s renewal. And my place as mayor.”

	No judging but I knew both held equal weight with her and fair enough. Reading wouldn’t be on the map as a tourist destination without her leadership. Probably wouldn’t have been a haven for organized crime, either, but it was hardly her fault entirely all that went down. And since I was the last person who wanted a job like hers, I felt it the best course of action to ensure she got her wish.

	Not to mimic one of my least favorite new people, but Karla was right. The show had to go on.

	That very woman joined the mayor, the pair leaving together and though my sense of rebellion against Mallory’s bossiness still lingered, I chose to exit for the moment. Weariness hit me pretty hard when I slipped behind the wheel and by the time I pulled in my driveway, I was ready for bed. The quiet house engulfed me in darkness, and I didn’t bother to turn on the lights as I took the stairs to the second floor and the master bedroom.

	My phone buzzed, the text landing catching me off guard since it was well after eleven by now. Who would be messaging me at this hour? My first instinct was Crew since I’d ignored his contact earlier in the evening, but when the Unknown Caller label met my thumb tap of the screen, I opened the text without thinking.

	I know you’re cheating on your husband, it read. Rowan Mallory spends far too much time with you, doesn’t he? Have you told Penny you’re sleeping with her boyfriend? And does Crew know the baby isn’t his?

	I stared at it a long moment, my whole world zooming in on those lines of text, a black tunnel of shock and intensity sending a shudder through me. I caught the hitch in my breath before it could choke me, sitting down on the edge of the bed with my jaw now on fire from clenching, my day spent doing the same adding up to a headache no doubt fed by said grinding of molars.

	Of course, it was ridiculous and whoever sent it chose to hide behind a blocked number that was more than likely a burner phone. And I’d encountered a situation like this one before, not so long ago, only it had been aimed at Vivian. There was no way the accuser could be the same person, at least, but I’d figured out how to track that individual easily enough. With a resurgence of energy fed by my anger at the very personal attack, I turned on the tracking software I’d installed on my phone and then fired off a text in return.

	Coward, I sent. And waited. Sat there for a very long time in the dark and the quiet, shaking and now crying over the silent phone in my hand because whoever it was? They didn’t take the bait.

	I finally threw my cell across the room, hearing it thud in its protective case against the closet door. I briefly considered calling Crew and telling him, one hand doing that protective curve around the bambino in my belly only to shake off the overwhelm of the moment and stand, heading for the bathroom. A quick dose of cold water on my face and a stern conversation with myself in the mirror wrangled my temper, though it was a long time before I slept, most of it spent checking my phone for a reply that never came.

	It wasn’t until the next morning, groggy and grumpy from the lack of rest, I managed to distance myself somewhat from the text. Whoever it was clearly wanted to rattle me since not a single thing in the message was true or real. I loved Crew and if someone wanted to challenge that, let them. It did make me pause as I ate my morning omelet, however, thinking about Mallory and his reaction to me the night before.

	Could he have received a similar text? Was he uncomfortable and trying to protect me from these baseless accusations? I needed to talk to him because if that was the case, we’d be much better off combining forces and nailing whoever this jerkface was to the ground so hard their bones shattered.

	Ahem.

	When my phone vibrated on the counter in front of me, I was so deeply in my thoughts I actually jumped and hated the hesitancy that came from checking my message. But instead of another nasty note, this one was from Dr. Aberstock.

	Don’t forget your appointment, he sent. See you at 9AM.

	Well, craptastic on a crap stick. No way was my blood pressure going to be normal in a half-hour. I almost canceled but knew that would only end in him landing at the Fleming Investigations office with his medical bag in his hand. Instead, I drove to the hospital doing deep breathing exercises while listening to upbeat music and doing my very best to get in a cheery mood.

	Yeah, I bet you know how that went, right?

	I was doomed. Proven by the frown on his cherub face as he pumped up the cuff and read the dial, blue eyes narrowing as he met mine.

	“I’m concerned,” he said.

	“It’s just a little stress,” I said with a smile that felt as fake as it likely looked. When he didn’t respond, I sighed. “I’ll do better.”

	“It’s not your fault, Fee,” he said, patting my shoulder. “You have your father’s sense of responsibility and your mother’s need to help people. It places a great weight on you, my dear. And the baby.” He set aside the cuff and his stethoscope, sitting next to me on the edge of his desk. While the morgue might not have been an ideal place to cater to the living, it felt right to me considering all the times I’d been here in the past. Weird, but an actual doctor’s office gave me the willies while this creepy (to others) room felt secure.

	I really needed a therapist. As long as it didn’t wear off on the tootsie pop, I was fine with it.

	“I’m going to suggest you start napping in the afternoons,” he said. “And you need to make time for your breathing exercises. Fee, we don’t want you on bedrest. You’ll go crazy.”

	He knew me well. “It’s going to be okay,” I said. Funny how I was reassuring him.

	“I’m not so sure, considering your track record.” He waved off my sudden nervousness with a chuckle and a smile. “I’m only teasing,” he said as the doors swung open and Mallory and Penny walked in. “Everything is fine. I don’t want you to worry. And I need you to take better care of yourself.”

	“Is everything okay?” Penny joined us, hugging me as I stood, Mallory not meeting my eyes, head down, frowning at the floor.

	“I’m fine,” I said in my cheeriest tone. “Dr. Aberstock is a bully.”

	Penny laughed but there was some tension in it. “He doesn’t look the part, but he’s really good at it, isn’t he?” We both smiled fondly at our personal Santa Claus who winked back.

	“We have a case to discuss.” Mallory’s low tone and set jaw only fired my temper again, though I almost blurted out my question about the nasty text I received.

	It was Dr. Aberstock who shut the detective down, turning and crossing to the far station where a draped body lay. I knew who it was, of course, and wondered if it was weird it didn’t bother me that a corpse witnessed my doctor checking my blood pressure. “I was correct about the cause of death,” he said, waving for Mallory to join him. He did if reluctantly, glancing back at me when I followed Penny to the table and stood back enough to see but not put myself in the detective’s line of sight. I might not be following his orders, but I wasn’t going to rub his face in it until I found out what was really going on.

	Yeah, I said until.

	“I’m afraid Mr. Larter died of heart failure,” Dr. Aberstock said. “His pacemaker failed.”

	His… what? “Is that common?” So much for staying out of Mallory’s way. But even as he shot me a stern glance, Dr. Aberstock went on, clearly not of the same mind as the detective when it came to my welcome. Felt so familiar I was reminded Mallory wasn’t the first cop to stand in this morgue and be circumvented in sharing evidence by the cherubic ME. Hopefully, he’d be the last, but I wasn’t holding my breath.

	“It’s very rare,” Dr. Aberstock said, “but not unheard of. I’m having the unit tested to see what happened. But it was definitely the cause of his death.” He handed Mallory a file which the detective flipped open and read through quickly.

	“Is it possible the concussive force of the explosion damaged the hardware?” Mallory looked up while Dr. Aberstock’s face scrunched as he thought about it.

	“I honestly don’t know enough about this unit to tell you,” he said. “Certainly, things like MRIs, CT scans and even shock wave lithotripsy have been known to damage pacemakers.”

	“Which means this was more than likely an accident,” Penny said.

	“Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet,” Mallory said in a tone that had her blushing and looking away. Wow, did he just publicly chastise his girlfriend? Sure, it was just us, but that was not going to fly and seemed way out of character for him. Still, he had a point. “If someone set the system to fail knowing Mr. Larter had a pacemaker, it’s possible this was a premeditated attempt on his life.”

	“I’m waiting on the monitoring company to send his records,” Dr. Aberstock said, frowning a little as he looked back and forth between the detective and his fellow ME. “I’ll let you know what I discover. For now, you know what I know.”

	“Kyle is examining the mortars and the firing system now,” Penny said. There was that reaction from Mallory again, as he seemed to retreat into himself somewhat, pulling back from her even further, though he quickly rallied and cleared his throat, slapping the file against his thigh as he spoke rather abruptly.

	“Thank you all, keep me posted.” He strode from the morgue, leaving us staring after him as he exited so quickly in long, thudding strides. I turned to Penny who blinked away extra moisture in her eyes, shaking her head at me while Dr. Aberstock gently touched her arm.

	“What’s going on with Rowan?” I asked kindly, but I needed to know, now more than ever. If it was the nasty texter…

	“It’s stupid jealousy,” she snapped then, hugging herself as she stepped back from both of us. “Kyle… we were engaged but it’s been over for years.” Oh. So, I was right about their previous connection. “He doesn’t have the right to treat me like that.”

	“No,” I said, “he doesn’t.” She lifted her blue eyes to mine, misery obvious. “He cares about you a great deal, Pen. He’s scared to lose you. That’s pretty big for him.”

	She bobbed a nod as Dr. Aberstock fetched her a tissue. “I’m sorry,” she blurted to him. “This is so unprofessional.”

	He chuckled and leaned against the stainless-steel slab as though the body resting on it wouldn’t mind. Well, I guess he wouldn’t. “My dear,” he said, “we’ve been friends and colleagues and I consider you family. What hurts you,” he met my eyes, “both of you, hurts me, too. I never had children of my own, but I consider both of you my honorary daughters.” I knew that already, had heard so from him not so long ago, but it still choked me up. “Rowan will come around. He loves you, Penny.”

	My phone rang before I could offer further support or ask her if she knew anything about the reason he told me to back off the case. Mom’s number had me answering immediately.

	“Fee,” she huffed into the other end of the line. “I know what I said yesterday, but.”

	Oh, dear. “Mom, are you okay?”

	“Your father is useless,” she snarled. “I need backup before I murder someone.”

	No need to ask who that someone might be. “No stabbing until I get there,” I said as I hurried out of the morgue.

	“No promises,” she shot back.

	Mom joking about murder? I needed to drive fast and take lots of chances.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Thirteen

	 

	I sipped my tea, trying not to choke on it, as Aunt Doris carried on with her vitriolic chatter, Mom seated across from me landing her own cup on her saucer so loudly the sugar pot rattled.

	“I’m sure Mrs. Wells had her reasons for wanting to move,” Mom said, her temper finally cracking through the shell she’d managed for the last ten minutes since we’d settled in the sitting room in front of the open French doors, “that had nothing to do with you, Doris.”

	My aunt had the nerve to look offended. “You’re suggesting I think otherwise? The woman was a busybody who was always poking her nose into other people’s business.” Was that sly aside to me while she said it meant to be taken personally? After all, she’d only just strung together every single accusation her son had leveled against me—though he was far from the only one—in the last six years or so. Then again, she was one to talk, so took one to know one, I guess.

	Look at me, lumping myself in with the Carlisles again. Seriously.

	“Fee, honey, you look a little tired,” Mom said, utterly cutting Doris off and smiling at me as if her face was going to crack in half. “Are you getting enough rest?”

	She had to open that can of worms, didn’t she? “I’m fine, Mom,” I said. “The case had me up late.” No way was I spilling about the nasty text I got last night or my real reason for my lack of sleep. And now that you mention it, Aunt Doris was looking rather delighted by my state of affairs, wasn’t she? Even if she tried to hide it behind a moue of concern even the most gullible wouldn’t have bought for a dollar.

	“You really must put the baby first, dear,” she said in that condescending way that had me gripping the handle of Grandmother Iris’s teacup for strength. “Maybe you should stop working, considering your age and everything.” Oh, she did not just call me old. “Heaven forbid anything happen to the wee thing because you decided your work was more important.”

	Mom was going to have to fight me over who got to murder the woman, I swear.

	“I’m fine,” I said, barely civil. “I had a blood pressure test this morning. Dr. Aberstock is very attentive.”

	Oh, Fee. Why did you open that door? Doris pounced on it like a cat on a mouse.

	“Blood pressure test,” she gasped. “Dearest, is the baby all right? Surely, if your blood pressure is up you have to go on bed rest. You wouldn’t want any sort of condition to come up, would you? Is there a chance there’s a,” she frowned more deeply, “genetic defect?”

	Oh, hell no. She was a dead woman.

	“Doris,” Mom snapped just before I did. I set my cup aside because Grandmother Iris would have been very disappointed if I shattered her delicate and beloved porcelain over this horrific woman she spawned. “Fee has a doctor. And she’s perfectly healthy as is the baby. Let’s talk about something else, shall we?”

	Doris tilted her head, sniffing softly as she sipped her tea, as though the matter wasn’t closed and would be brought up in the future just to give me a reason to want to stab her in the face.

	“Where’s Dad and Uncle Roy?” I managed a question that didn’t involve when Doris would be leaving Reading and never coming back, imagine.

	“Fishing,” my aunt eye rolled at Mom. “Honestly, it’s not like they’ll catch anything in that lake. I hear it’s been contaminated for years now.” She leaned in like she was conspiring. “Something to do with chemicals or some such. Causes cancer.” She shuddered and leaned back again while I did my best not to get up and leave the room because Mom needed me.

	“I’m sure they’re having a lovely time.” I caught my mother’s eyes when she finished and widened mine, a silent question passing between us that didn’t need words.

	Why are we tolerating this woman?

	Mom’s returned eyebrow rise and lip thinning answered. Your father.

	The same father that abandoned us to deal with his sister. Gotcha. He was in so much trouble. And from Mom’s expression, I wasn’t the only one plotting his demise, either. I might have been a Fleming, but I was as much my mother as I was him, and right now? Red hair dominated. And that meant I was ready to add some jabs of my own, polite or not. Especially since I now had a suspicion that I knew exactly who had sent the anonymous text to me last night and why.

	We’d see about that. “Such a shame about Carson Larter,” I said, staring Doris down as I said it. And was shocked, honestly, to see the flicker of real emotion cross her face. It didn’t last, but it registered as grief.

	“That poor man,” she said before falling silent. Talk about raising my suspicion levels.

	“I understand he and Robert were old friends.” Not likely, considering their interactions I’d witnessed, and the way Carson addressed me. But I knew better than to present her precious child in any way that might feel derogatory if I wanted an answer.

	“I believe so.” Doris’s vague answer ended abruptly with a new topic. “Do you send out one of your girls to French’s, won’t you, Lucy?” Her eyes met Mom’s. “I’m craving one of their delicious cupcakes.”

	Like my mother didn’t make the best cupcakes in town. Mom’s tight smile ended in a nod.

	“Of course, Doris,” she said.

	I’d had enough and stood, setting my cup and saucer on the serving tray, taking Mom’s as she joined me. “Enjoy the rest of your tea, Aunt Doris,” I said and walked away, my mother in tow, not stopping as she spluttered at our rapid departure until I was in the foyer with the doors firmly closed behind me.

	“That… woman…” Mom could barely speak, cheeks bright pink and green eyes on fire.

	“Mom,” I said. “I don’t care what Dad wants, she’s out of here.”

	My mother sighed deeply, hands smoothing the front of her dress. She’d taken to a rather old-fashioned 50s look thanks to Daisy who’d bought her one for her last birthday and I loved everything about it. The one she chose today was a lovely shade of green that matched her eyes, the cap sleeves, tight waist and full skirt paired with the simple upsweep she’d chosen for her shoulder-length hair giving her that perfect housewife of a bygone era that instilled trust and confidence. The fact my mother was far from the obedient and demure woman she portrayed had me grinning from time to time, though there was nothing at all reserved about her when she spoke again.

	“I’ll talk to him when he gets home.” That tone told me I’d be elsewhere when that conversation happened, and I didn’t like Dad’s chances of survival. “At length. This has gone on long enough.” I knew she didn’t mean this visit either. “Thank you, Fee.” She squeezed my hand, brow creasing in concern as I escorted her to the kitchen. “You’re sure you’re all right?”

	I hugged her and let her go. “I’m fine, Mom,” I said. No way was I telling her anything to the contrary. She had enough weight to carry. Though, with Day out of town, Mom was always my go-to so not having her to lean on thanks to Aunt Doris only added to my stress. Not that she’d ever know. “I’ll see you later, okay? And don’t kill Dad outright. I’ll need a little notice if we have to hide the body.”

	She snorted, then hugged me again. “Go take a nap, sweetheart,” she said. “I’ll call you later and check on you.”

	Because she was my mother, after all.

	I exited through the kitchen door in the hope of avoiding contact with Aunt Doris, only to catch sight of her walking in the garden. Imagine the humiliation of being a grown woman forced to dodge behind a clump of bushes to avoid her. I felt like a little kid guilty of nothing, waiting until my aunt finally turned and went back inside before hurrying home.

	Only to stop myself and again duck into the shrubbery as I spotted two people huddled in a conversation, their obvious secrecy making me curious. Neither Tanner Miles nor Hugh Avery looked happy. I tried to creep closer, but before I reached them, Hugh spun and headed for the parking lot. That did leave Tanner to my not-so-tender mercies, the young man slouching as he stuck his hands in his pockets, kicking at the path with the toe of one boot, looking sullen and rebellious.

	Perfect. I approached with a wry smile, waving as he looked up and spotted me. “Hi, Tanner,” I said.

	“Ms. Fleming.” He was polite, at least, though his unhappiness didn’t fade all that much. “This your Mom’s place?”

	“And used to be mine,” I said. “I ran a bed and breakfast here, but I gave it up to be a private investigator.”

	“Must be nice,” he said, “not having a boss.” His gaze slipped sideways toward the path Hugh took to exit. Wait, did he just give me the impression he was working with Hugh? I thought Carson was his employer.

	“It is,” I said a little breathlessly, jumping on the opening he gave me. “I always hated working for other people. I had this horrible barista job in New York.” I eye rolled and he grinned, nodding. “The manager was a witch. Never gave me credit, forced me to work overtime and shifts I wasn’t scheduled for. It was the worst.”

	“I hear you,” he said. “Bosses suck.”

	“Your job looks like so much fun, though.” I might have layered on the sympathy a little thick, but Tanner was young enough he lapped it up, shrugging but definitely engaged, eyes brightening, one hand running over his crew cut, reminding me of the automatic way I tended to rub my belly, like a habit.

	“The job is fun,” he said. “But I’ve been wanting to work for another team for a while.”

	“Mr. Larter seemed like he wasn’t the best leader,” I said.

	Tanner snorted. “You can say that again. Didn’t appreciate anything I did, always telling me I was a screwup.” Tanner had shifted to physical agitation, lips thin and drawn, feet shuffling as he seemed unable to settle, cheeks pinking under the sun though not from the heat, I figured. “I tried but he never cared. And he was so hard on Morgan.” He blinked then, shaking his head. “I didn’t mean to say bad things about a dead guy.”

	I wrinkled my nose and smiled. “True, though, right?” He slumped and shrugged. “It’s okay, Tanner, I understand. Someone like that can really ruin something you love.”

	He sighed a long breath, running his hand over his hair again. The kid needed a cut. “I’ve only been with his team a year,” he said. “I guess it’s time to move on.”

	“Tanner,” I used a soft tone, feeling him trying to wrap up the conversation as he looked down again and wavered. “Did you know Mr. Larter had a heart condition?”

	He perked at that, nodding. “Yeah, dude had one of them things in his chest.” Tanner touched his own with his fingertips.

	“Pacemaker,” I said.

	He snapped his fingers. “Yeah, one of those. Anyway, he’s had it a long time. Morgan said something about him being in the bomb squad but had to leave because of the condition.” He shrugged again like that was enough information for him even though it wasn’t for me.

	“That’s a shame,” I said. “Maybe having to leave the job he loved made him angry.”

	“Whatever,” Tanner said. “He was mean to everyone, so if that’s the reason, I don’t really feel sorry for him.”

	“Did he fight with Morgan?” She was a suspect after all.

	“All the time,” Tanner said with increased enthusiasm. “Like, all the time.”

	“And have issues like last night happened before?” I couldn’t imagine it was a common occurrence, but who was I to know?

	Tanner shook his head then, sullenness returning. “Not often, but sometimes. I usually get blamed.” He wiped at his mouth with his hand before it returned to slide over his hair, concern on his face now. “You don’t think that cop will try to pin something on me, right? I didn’t do anything wrong. I did my job.”

	I reached out and touched his shoulder and felt him flinch away. “I’m sure Detective Mallory will find what happened,” I said, not really answering Tanner’s question the way he asked it. But he seemed satisfied with my reply, enough that he felt more relaxed to me and willing to talk.

	Motion to my right had me looking up, noting Ace Dawley paused on the walkway not far from us, staring unhappily at his phone. I was about to turn back to Tanner when I noticed Robert approaching the security guard even as the young man at my side spoke.

	“Gotta go, Ms. Fleming,” Tanner said, shuffling off before I could stop him, leaving me only the pair of men facing off down the path. Well, I could always corner Tanner again later, but this unfolding drama between the security guard and my cousin?

	Deserved my full attention.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Whatever Robert said to Ace, it upset the other man further, enough that he stormed away from my cousin without replying. Robert followed and I was about to do so myself when I almost collided with Morgan. She erupted through one of the flower beds like she’d gotten lost in a jungle and only just then won her way free. Her frazzled expression and the way she stopped in shock at the sight of me had me reaching out for her, one hand on her arm to steady her. I tried not to wince at the mess her boots made, dragging dirt from the bed onto the walkway as I supported her a moment.

	“Morgan, are you all right?” I used my best worried Mom tone because she really did it like a pro, but the young woman was either incapable of absorbing the compassion I layered on or saw through me. Either way, she tugged free of my touch and scowled, shaking her head.

	“Mind your own business.” She stomped off then as though I’d challenged her instead of inquiring after her state of mind. Considering we’d been on reasonably nice terms last night when she’d filled me in on the ins and outs of her job, this shift toward animosity had me wondering. And torn, because I now wanted to go after her and try to convince her to talk to me even as I really, really needed to find out what Robert was up to when it came to the security guard he’d confronted. But even as I wavered there on the path, trying to decide which of the two took priority, the appearance of the last person I expected had me stopping in my mental tracks.

	Karla Jensen hoofed her way up the walk toward me as though her sensible pumps were weapons, the scowl on her face boding ill long before she thudded to a halt in front of me. With her fists on her hips and hazel eyes snapping, she looked me up and down before her lips twisted out a question. “Why aren’t you doing your job?”

	Um, excuse me, missy, check your tone. “I’d love to,” I said in silky retort, “but someone seems intent on ensuring I have no idea what’s going on.” I let that sink in a moment, Karla’s rage retreating somewhat though her guilt level didn’t seem nearly high enough for my liking. “Nothing would make me happier than to ensure Reading has a successful Fourth. In fact, I’ve spent the last six years of my life doing everything in my power to support the good of this town, Ms. Jensen, including having Olivia’s back during some very difficult and dangerous circumstances. So how about you rephrase your question and your attitude and let’s see what we can do to work together, hmmm?”

	She wasn’t about to cut me slack. “I didn’t cut you out of last night’s test,” she said. “We discussed it during the meeting.”

	We’d done no such thing. “Let me check my extensive notes,” I said.

	She did flinch at that. “You were checking your phone,” she said, then rallied. “You weren’t paying attention. That’s not my fault.”

	That was total crap and we both knew it. I’d purposely stayed until the bitter end to be sure I didn’t miss anything. What was her game plan here? Gaslighting wasn’t going to work on me. “And your failure to add me to the message thread?” She wasn’t getting away with this. In fact, now I had two suspects who didn’t like me much in the nasty texting mystery, didn’t I? Way to make friends and influence people, Fee.

	“I didn’t have your number.” That sounded like a solid lie and placed her firmly next to Aunt Doris as a prime suspect.

	The thing about antagonism, it didn’t resolve anything, and I knew better. That had me reaching deep to be the better person despite the possibility Karla was the source of the horrible text message I received the night before. “Look,” I said, “I realize Olivia brought me in at the last minute and it might look like she doesn’t trust you.” Karla’s nostrils flared in protest, a sharp breath drawn in response, but I went on, railroading over her attempt to debate because I really didn’t need this right now. “It’s pretty clear the team she hired for the fireworks aren’t exactly besties and that Mr. Larter’s death could be a symptom of that. I’m not here to take your job, Ms. Jensen. I’m only doing what the mayor asked me to because this town is my home and I’m not quitting on it now.”

	Karla couldn’t seem to find anything negative in that and finally squared her shoulders. “You’ve been added to the thread,” she said abruptly and with rancor still lingering. “Be sure to check your messages.” With that, she spun and marched off like she’d won in the conversation instead of retreating without a leg to stand on.

	I didn’t like her, I’ll make no bones about it, but I had to at least try to get along with her. If that meant letting her storm off like she’d gained some ground, so be it. For now.

	Unless I found out she was behind that message. Then all bets were off, and Olivia could find herself a new event planner because this one would be at the bottom of Cutter Lake with a boulder tied to her feet.

	Oh, dear. All the death I’d been exposed to really leaned me toward the murderous myself, didn’t it? Then again, I wasn’t above petty, either, and made a call while I grinned tightly into the warm July morning.

	Olivia answered immediately. “Fee,” she said. “What’s happened?”

	“Nothing,” I said. “I have information for you.” And while it was probably a terrible idea to disclose details, I did my best to reassure her. “There’s a good chance it was an accidental death. I won’t know for sure until Dr. Aberstock finishes his investigation, but I’ll keep pushing Mallory to release the site. Without proof of murder, he won’t be able to hold us back.”

	I heard her exhale at the other end of the line. “Thank you, Fee,” she said, though there wasn’t much joy or hope in her voice.

	“This is good news, Olivia,” I said, trying to raise her spirits and feeling like I was losing.

	“Yes, I know.” She paused then. “Do you ever think sometimes we’re fighting a losing battle?” I didn’t know what to say to that as Olivia exhaled again. “You’re a good person, Fiona, and I’m lucky you’re still on my side after everything I’ve done.” Wow, she sounded wrung out, almost defeated. “Perhaps it’s time someone else earned your loyalty.”

	“Olivia.” Where was this coming from? “It’s all going to work out. It always does.” And somehow, it always did. But could I really promise her that this time, too? “Please, don’t quit on me. Reading needs you now more than ever.”

	“You’re sweet, Fee,” she said. Were those tears in her voice? It hitched, definitely thicker than usual.

	“Let’s just get through this mess,” I said. “Then we’ll talk, okay?”

	“Of course. I’ll call the detective now and see what he says. I’ll keep you posted.” She hung up then, leaving me worried about her and the future of our town despite myself. Who knew? Maybe she was right, and someone else’s time had come. But it broke my heart to hear her so far down the end of her rope.

	For now, I had two conversations I wanted to pursue and with Ace and Robert gone down the path toward the parking lot, the only one I had any reasonable chance of following at the moment had stomped off to the house. That had me returning to the kitchen door of The Iris in search of Morgan and the means to resolve this case in time to save the day.

	Not much of a ride to the rescue, but I was doing my best.

	I was peeking in the dining room in the hope of finding Morgan when I spotted Hugh Avery sitting in the back corner on his phone. Seizing the opportunity that presented itself, I immediately crossed to the coffee machine and poured one, turning toward him with a smile as he looked up.

	“Can I make you a cup?”

	He seemed to hesitate then smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Ms. Fleming,” Hugh said. “Just black.”

	I delivered the mug to him, taking a seat while he sipped, looking up from his phone in surprise to find I’d joined him instead of leaving like a good little servant girl, apparently. Okay, I was reading into things, but it had been a heck of a twenty-four hours and I was done being trod on, accused and verbally battered by those who needed to grow up already and act like adults.

	“Just a few questions,” I said.

	“I didn’t realize you were part of the investigation.” His cynicism was so white guy misogynistic I actually smiled. Because here was someone I could handle, thank you.

	“My private investigation firm often consults with the state police,” I said. “Several of our specialists are retired FBI and other law enforcement which gives us a unique perspective on cases.” Let him suck on that sour candy. He did a moment, his attitude shifting a little from arrogance to anxiety though he did a good job hiding it.

	The fact he tried to hide it had me all over him like bees on pollen.

	“How can I help?” He set his phone aside, opting for his mug. Did he know he had nervous tells? Like the way he fidgeted with the coffee I gave him, crossing and uncrossing his legs, shifting his position? Not a poker player, obviously, or at least not a good one. I’d picked up the game since working a pro event and was pretty sure I could clean him out in a few hands.

	“I wanted to ask you about last night,” I said. “You disappeared before I could ask you questions.” Never mind Mallory might have done so but from the guilty flicker, Hugh had avoided the detective, too.

	“Work called,” he said in haste, then flashed that charming smile of his. “I thought it best to get out of the way of the rest of you since I had nothing to do with Carson’s unfortunate death.”

	“Though you seemed to have some business inside the production trailer,” I said. His eyes widened enough I knew I’d caught him. “Whatever were you looking for, Mr. Avery?”

	He cleared his throat, trying to frown with authority, but he had no idea I’d grown up with that same authoritative scowl and my father was much, much better at it than he was. “I have no idea what you’re implying, Ms. Fleming, but I’m often welcome on site with LightFantastic. I do supply their product, after all, and quality control is very important to me.”

	I called bull pucky on that explanation but let it go for now if only to disarm him. I wanted him off guard and relaxing somewhat before I hit him with a repeat of the question to see if I could shake anything loose. That meant taking another directionaltogether to rattle him a little. “Tell me about the team,” I said. “There’s obvious animosity between the three I’ve met. Have there been any issues in their shows lately we should know about?”

	He took the bait, didn’t he? Leaped at the chance to blame someone else, anyone else. “I have to say,” he told me in a low and conspiratorial tone, “I’ve been concerned with their interactions. Ms. Barrett’s lack of professionalism and Mr. Miles’s inexperience have been detrimental to their shows, with Mr. Larter’s lack of solid leadership only making matters worse. Honestly, Ms. Fleming, I wouldn’t have been surprised, had Mr. Larter survived, to discover the business was on its last legs.” He leaned in further. “In fact,” he went on because he obviously had no idea the best lies were simple ones and his need to layer more on top only made him look more guilty—of something, though I wasn’t sure what yet, “I personally witnessed Carson cutting corners on product to save money.”

	“You liar!” I turned to find Morgan Barrett standing in the door to the dining room, glaring and shaking as she faced Hugh down. “If anything, it was your faulty product that was the problem, not Carson’s designs. How dare you?”

	Hugh was on his feet, phone in his hand, face a mask of denial and disdain before I could stop him. He brushed past Morgan with a snide expression on his way out of the room.

	“Tell yourself what you want, Ms. Barrett,” he said, “but yours was a sinking ship long before last night and you know it.”

	I stood to face her, Hugh now vanished out the doors. Morgan had frozen in place, mouth gaping, grief so powerful passing over her features I wanted to hug her and comfort her somehow. What could possibly have prompted a reaction like that? Before I could do anything, she let out a low cry and ran from the room, sobbing, while I stared after her in shock at her breakdown.

	Didn’t bode well for the coming show, even if Mallory did release the site. Maybe Olivia was right, and we should just cut our losses. But I couldn’t bring myself to accept that, chest tight and my blood pressure rising.

	Whatever happened, I was in this to win this and that meant solving Mallory’s case so Reading’s mayor could have her (final?) victory.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fifteen

	 

	I ended up at the office finally, Kit waving at me from her desk at the front where she’d taken over Daisy’s spot while my bestie was out of town. I bee-lined right for my chair and took a seat, computer hot and internet searches sizzling as I dove into the case I was supposed to leave alone.

	First up was the victim, Carson Larter’s social media all about fireworks and LightFantastic. His bio read pretty much as I’d already uncovered, former bomb squad specialist turned pyrotechnician when an injury meant he had to retire twelve years ago. I did a quick check of his college days and was surprised to find Robert sitting next to him in his class photo.

	Wait, my cousin went to college? I thought he’d gone right into law enforcement training. So, what happened? More questions that needed answers. I’d dig into Robert’s past in short order, but this case took priority. Except, I forced myself to pause and not write him off because he had history with the victim, right? And I’d seen him go into the trailer that night. But did Robert have any experience whatsoever with fireworks? I found that idea hard to believe. Still, I shouldn’t just dismiss his possible involvement because I thought I knew him and what he was capable of.

	Maybe I’d long underestimated my cousin. Or maybe not. Time to find out.

	I finished with Carson’s background, and while he didn’t seem all that well-loved in the industry, there weren’t any open challenges I could find or people calling him out for being bad at his job. On the contrary, LightFantastic seemed to be reputable, despite a few issues with what looked like technical glitches along the way that appeared to be typical of dealing with explosive ordinance of the sparkly and colorful variety.

	I chose Morgan Barrett next when I realized LightFantastic had been renamed ten years ago and found out why. Turned out her family owned the company prior to her father’s death in a car accident a decade ago. Despite her years doing what she claimed, with her tech brilliance and tweaked software the talk of the industry at one point she’d only been seventeen, too young to run the family business that her grandfather started. The whole thing had been handed over to Carson who had been Davis Barrett’s right-hand man. That made me sit back and ponder. Young and a near-genius with computers, born into the knowledge her family learned, she couldn’t have been happy to have her family’s business handed over to someone else, right? Then again, they seemed successful enough and she’d taken the place he’d filled for her father with Carson. Yet, their infighting had to have a source. Could the company’s ownership be it?

	As for Tanner Miles, he was, as he told me, only a year in with LightFantastic and had a string of other companies listed as former employers. I wasn’t sure that so many job changes in the eight years he’d been working in fireworks was all that great on a resume, though again, I couldn’t find anything negative about him so maybe he moved around by choice. Or, more likely, his attitude about bosses kept him moving.

	Either way, he knew what he was doing and kept getting hired to do it. As I was prepping to move on to the next inquiry, however, I stumbled on something in the database that had me chasing down a rabbit hole of law enforcement and coming up against a sealed juvie record that had me frowning.

	I fired the information off to Mallory, though he would likely already know. Still, I didn’t feel right not sharing though I hoped he’d take the offering for what it was and drop his ridiculous hands-off-Fleming command before I had to shake him.

	Next up was Ace Dawley and immediately I had a bad feeling, not because he had anything untoward in his past but because that past felt far too thin for my liking. Social media told me he’d only signed up a few years prior and I couldn’t find much about him at all aside from the usual pertinent details like date and location of birth. Suspicious about his history, I messaged Liz in Montpelier and asked her if she agreed with my assessment.

	Anyone with a past that tidy and tiny was either a shut-in or had something to hide. My guess was the latter, but what exactly was it he was hiding?

	When I prodded the company that bore his name, Dawley Security, I again hit a wall, this time in the form of a shell corporation founded three years prior that didn’t lead anywhere. Interesting and irritating and only fueled my desire to figure this out.

	If he was the owner, why hide behind a false wall? That had me suspicious about who really ran the show and made me wonder why the true boss would want a front man.

	Hugh Avery had been working for the same supplier for over two decades, and aside from his company bio and rather boring social media, there wasn’t much on him. I did note he seemed to take a lot of very expensive vacations and drove a nice car, his wife’s lifestyle when I chased down her social much more extravagant than his. Surely someone who sold such a specific line of products earned a good living, but this good?

	I made a note to chase down his annual salary and moved on to the last person on this particular list.

	Robert’s connection to Carson did indeed begin at state college, though it was quickly obvious to me my cousin hadn’t lasted past his first year if that. Photos of him ended about mid-way through his second semester and the final one of the freshmen lineup had Robert absent, his name no longer listed. I sent a quick email to the college asking for his information, not sure how willing they’d be to oblige, but it was worth a shot. I was surprised when I received an email back within the hour from a lovely woman who ran the admissions department.

	According to my records, Robert Carlisle faced academic dismissal, she sent, and was expulsed mid-semester. I hope that helps.

	It did indeed. Though it was only part of the story. Was Carson the reason for Robert’s difficulties or was there some other issue between them? I couldn’t ask the dead man and no way would my cousin tell me the truth, right? That left another mystery, and you know me well enough to share my frustration over not being able to find an answer.

	Yet.

	Finally, out of spite if nothing else, I did a search on Karla Jensen. I told myself it was just a quick look-see for Olivia’s benefit, but the truth wasn’t lost on me. I wanted to find something on her so I could kick her butt out of Reading and never have to deal with her again, vindicated and validated and with Olivia’s thanks for uncovering deceit.

	Instead, I tracked her ownership of her event planning company that specialized in large-scale municipal events, a job she started out of college and then branched out on her own several years into her career. She seemed moderately successful, her website listing towns and small cities through the Eastern seaboard who supposedly benefited from her experience. I couldn’t find a single negative comment on her social media, either, which rankled.

	I really wanted a reason to get rid of her, and I was so wrapped up in that I almost missed a pertinent detail. It wasn’t anything overt, but it caught my eye as I scrolled through some of her events on the social pages of the towns she worked with. I might have skimmed by it actually if it hadn’t been for the clear and arresting photo of none other than Ace Dawley in one of the images.

	That had me scrolling back through others and noting his presence at many of her hires. Not a smoking gun or anything, because there wasn’t a crime to be curious about if her happy clients were any indication. Still, his presence stirred something in me that had me leaping to a conclusion I couldn’t prove.

	Again, yet.

	I gathered everything I’d learned in a single, succinct email and sent it off to Mallory. For what it’s worth, I wrote. Not much to him these days, the jerk.

	Grumble.

	He would likely be fuming when he received it but let him be angry with me. I’d done my part and had more to do, like it or not.

	When I finally sat back with a soft groan for my sore neck, I looked up and realized I was alone. I vaguely recalled Kit saying goodnight and sighed as I pushed back from my desk, the quiet office now feeling oppressive and lonely. When my phone buzzed a text was coming in, I checked it to distract myself from that odd sensation only to wish I hadn’t.

	No wonder your husband doesn’t want to be around you, my nasty texter sent. Who would? He’s probably found someone else and doesn’t have the heart to tell you. Better get comfortable being alone for the rest of your life, Fiona Fleming. No one who knows you can love you for long.

	I glared at the phone, the message, checked my tracker app and swore softly under my breath. It had somehow been turned off and I missed the location of the sender. I could at least confirm this was from a burner and sat down to do so just as the door to Fleming Investigations opened and Rowan Mallory strode through.

	“We,” he snarled at me, “need to talk.”

	Remember how I was worried about damaging our friendship over this? Yeah, temper, temper, Fee. Because he picked the worst time to confront me. He just didn’t know it yet.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Sixteen

	 

	The fight was inevitable, right?

	“I have no idea what your problem is,” I started.

	“You are the worst at following orders,” he interrupted.

	“You’re not the boss of me,” I shot back.

	“You’re not a police officer with any jurisdiction in this case,” he said.

	“That’s never stopped you from asking for my help before,” I sniped.

	Wrong tactic. Mallory’s face compressed like an explosion was imminent. Instead of blowing, however, he countered. “Maybe that was my mistake in the first place.”

	Yup. Went totally downhill from there. There was a whole lot of back and forth after that, including choice swear words from both sides that I’ll shield you from in these pages. Needless to say, between the two of us, we burned a few bridges, vented a lot of angst and finally decided without actually saying so we were done yelling at one another.

	Took a while, but we got there. By the time Mallory stormed out of my office with a parting, “And do as I say!” trailing behind him as his parting shot, I was so angry I could barely breathe. Which had me slamming the door to the office behind me and rather violently locking it before stomping my Fleming redheaded self all the way home with a full steam on and an expression that sent fellow pedestrians scrambling to cross the street.

	It wasn’t until I climbed the steps to the house that I stopped myself and swore again, this time under my breath. I’d forgotten about the nasty texter and my plan to double-check they were using a burner. Whatever. I thumbed my phone awake and, rather than give the horrible jerk any more of my attention, blocked their number.

	They were probably going to get away with it anyway, so I might as well have that little bit of satisfaction.

	I found myself standing, rather forlorn, in my kitchen, staring into my fridge, contemplating what I could conjure from the thin offerings since I hadn’t been to the grocery store all week. The idea of making a list, driving there, shopping, coming home and putting everything away before cooking myself dinner had me groaning in denial.

	Without that kind of energy available to me, I instead did what any good daughter would do and headed out the back and across the lawn to the gate to raid my mother’s kitchen for leftovers.

	There was no sign of Mom, though her staff didn’t seem surprised to see me. In fact, the cook, Tammy, went right to the fridge and pulled out a wrapped plate for me, offering it to me with a smile. Because my mother knew me so very well, didn’t she? I almost cried, I won’t lie, so grateful for the thoughtfulness I clutched the tinfoil-wrapped dinner to me and bobbed a nod before turning and heading back outside to go home and eat my bounty in the silence and loneliness of my house.

	Yeah, feel sorry for me, why don’t you? I did.

	Something about the garden at The Iris seemed to lure people out into it to have their private conversations. Surely, they understood bushes and flowers did nothing to mask the sound of voices in open air? Whatever the reason, I didn’t make it home directly, distracted instead by the sound of a voice I wanted to avoid at all costs, thank you, even as I paused to listen in spite of myself.

	“You always let her beat you,” Aunt Doris was saying. “Honestly, Robert, I can’t believe you allowed your cousin to embarrass you like this. I thought when you were kicked out of school that was the lowest you would fall, but you’ve proven to me over and over just how worthless you are. Just like your father.”

	Um. Gulp. What? I stood frozen as I listened to my aunt berate her son, peeking around the bushes to spot him with his head down in front of her as she scolded him like he was ten again. The encounter shocked me to the core. Here I thought she’d pumped him up and made him think he was all that. Instead, I was now coming to realize Robert’s personality and attitude had a lot more to do with being constantly belittled and judged.

	Oh, and compared to yours truly, because who else could Aunt Doris be talking about?

	Robert didn’t say a word while his mother carried on in about the worst string of vitriolic abuse I’d ever heard from a real-life human being, as though he knew better than to talk back. What punishment would rebellion encourage? I didn’t want to find out and I’m ashamed to admit, I almost carried on just to escape the uncomfortable and awkward encounter all together.

	Except something in me snapped as I stood there. Maybe it was all the crap I’d been balancing over the last day, or even just my sense of fair play finally kicked in, no matter the receiver. For whatever reason, I found myself marching up to the pair, Aunt Doris falling into stunned silence at my interruption, Robert looking up with a sullen and ashamed expression about to turn to darkness even as I made a choice I never, ever thought I’d make when it came to him.

	Empathy. I chose empathy.

	“Robert,” I said in a firm and professional voice, bless me, “I was hoping you could consult with me on the case.”

	I did what now?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seventeen

	 

	The shift in Robert’s attitude was worth it, despite my instant reservations. He stood straighter, chin lifting, while Doris backed off a half step, looking like she was about to choke on her own spit in shock. Instead, she rallied, as expected, a gloating smile lifting the lower half of her face while her eyes remained predatory.

	“Of course, you need my Robert’s help,” she said. “He’ll solve it for you, Fiona, never fear. Since you’re in such a delicate condition and all.” She sniffed and almost went on.

	“Whatever you need.” Robert cut his mother off, walking away from her, heading for the back of the garden, leaving me to scramble after him with my dinner still clutched in my hands.

	We made it all the way through the gate and to my back door in silence, the discomfort growing so much I spun at the top of the stairs, leading the way by then, to confront my cousin with the truth.

	“I don’t actually need your help,” I blurted, feeling horrible about the lie. “I just couldn’t stand to listen to her talk to you like that.”

	I honestly expected him to react badly, to lose his temper, tell me off, storm away under the insult of my lie. Instead, Robert shrugged.

	“I figured,” he said. Paused a long moment, staring at the ground at his feet, one hand on the railing clenching and unclenching before he looked up again. “Thanks, Fee.”

	Wow. I think my brain ruptured from those two freaking words. His genuine gratitude had me so floored, I found myself running at the mouth with the rest of the truth regardless of how he might turn it around on me in the future.

	“Mallory asked me to back off the case,” I said.

	Robert frowned at that, joining me on the deck. “He’s an idiot, then.”

	What was even happening right now? Surely, I’d somehow walked through a portal into a different dimension like in some Hollywood blockbuster? Or an alien had taken over my cousin’s brain and was using him as a host? Maybe Robert had a stroke, and it damaged the nasty part of his brain?

	I caught his amusement at his attitude while he reached for my back door and opened it for me. “I might be able to help after all,” he said, “if you’re doing the usual and not listening to anyone’s advice to mind your own business.”

	And that was how I ended up in my kitchen with my cousin drinking my husband’s beer while I shared my microwaved dinner with one of the last people on the planet that I would have considered doing anything of the sort with.

	Don’t get me wrong, it was weird. I wasn’t dumping our history entirely and trusting his every word or getting all chummy with my former enemy. But despite the wary truce between us that made things awkward, I felt a softening in him that triggered the same in me so we could be civil to one another. We’d had a similar exchange a few months earlier, but nothing like this. It felt almost as if Robert had an epiphany that had shaken him or made him shift his world view and didn’t know what to do with it.

	Neither did I, so I did what Mom would have and gave him a place to land. At least until he proved me wrong and made a fool of my modicum of trust.

	It paid off as he dabbed at his mustache with his napkin, half the giant serving of lasagna gone before I was a third of the way through mine.

	“I miss your mother’s cooking,” he said before clearing his throat and taking another sip of beer. “I saw something yesterday,” he went on like there hadn’t been an old, aching longing in his voice over the past. I let him carry on, not sure what to do with the growing compassion I seemed to have welling inside me. “I didn’t tell Mallory.” He frowned then, shook his head, hand clenching around the bottle of beer, his mustache scrunching as he pursed his lips. “I don’t trust him.” Robert looked up then, deep-set brown eyes meeting mine and for the first time probably ever I really observed him. Without the aggressive and revolting pornstache, his face had sunken into deep lines and his weight loss only made him look more hollow, narrow nose hooking over the dark hair over his lip. Wait, were those threads of silver in his retreating hairline? He was only a year older than me, pushing thirty-six, but honestly, he’d aged a lot in the last year, and I had to wonder after his health.

	“Rowan’s mostly amenable,” I said, “but he can be a stubborn jackass.”

	Robert actually laughed, lightening his expression and the mood. “Takes one to know one.”

	“Right back at you,” I said.

	He grinned at that, bobbed a nod. “Fair enough,” he said before sighing deeply. “So, what I saw?” I had a mouthful of pasta at the time he spoke, so I gestured with my fork for him to continue, stomach growling too much not to eat while he went on. “I overheard Carson threatening Ace Dawley at town hall, something about his past. I didn’t get the details, but I’m looking into it.”

	That was the eavesdropping moment I’d witnessed then. I almost told him to leave it to me. Was this freaking close to doing so, cutting him off and out of my unwelcome investigation. Would have, if it weren’t for this newfound empathy and the way his expression stilled like he expected me to do exactly what I was thinking.

	You know how much I hate to have my failings challenged, right? Or to have someone judge me for what they think I might do? Yeah, this was one of those moments and didn’t end the way I planned.

	“Let me know what you find out,” I said.

	His shocked expression was worth the choice that wasn’t a choice because of my silly ego, but I was suddenly happy I’d listened to it this time. “I will,” he said, bluster coming back somewhat, though the anger and disdain didn’t. Definitely a step in the right direction, but what direction was that, exactly?

	I wasn’t sure I was willing to find out yet.

	“Thanks for dinner.” He stood, carrying his plate to the sink, finishing his beer and setting the bottle in the box next to the counter. Who knew he was a good dinner guest? I almost followed him as he headed to the back door, but he waved me off. “I’m sorry, Fee,” he said, voice low and eyes downcast. “About what I said. Petunia, I mean. I’m sorry for a lot of things.” And then he was gone, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

	Couldn’t.

	He was sorry. Dear Lord, if the world was about to end, please take me quick.

	But the planet kept spinning and I finally managed to finish my dinner, to shake off the utter madness of my interaction with Robert, to sort myself out while I hand-washed the few dishes in the sink rather than using the dishwasher. The menial task freed my mind to wind its way through what just happened to the point that when I finally hung the damp dishcloth aside, counters wiped and dishes put away, I had made a decision I hoped wouldn’t come back to bite me in the butt.

	I went to see Mom. She was in the kitchen at The Iris, cleaning up for the evening as I knew she would be, staff mostly gone home, just the night manager and one maid staying for the overnight shift. She took one look at me and knew something was up because she set aside her own dishcloth and apron after cutting a large slice of her famous chocolate cake, setting it on the counter in front of me, taking the plate that carried my dinner, a tall glass of milk landing next to the hefty slice before she sat down and patted my hand.

	“Tell me everything,” she said.

	I did, but not about the case. Instead, I filled her in on how things had been changing with Robert, the talk we’d had in the spring, how he’d seemed to have shifted as a person and my struggle with accepting he wasn’t playing me for an idiot.

	When I finished, the cake was gone and most of the milk, while my amazing and beautiful mother smiled sadly at me.

	“I’m worried about him,” she said in a quiet voice, her empathy shining in her eyes. “I have been for a long time. He was a good boy, you know, when he was little. Sweet and funny.” Robert? Okay, I had to rein in that reaction because she was carrying on and I brought it up, right? “I watched what she did to him.” Mom shook her head, tears shining in her eyes to the point she reached for a tissue from the silver box on the counter and dabbed at the corners. “I tried so many times to make him feel valuable. I even asked John to do what he could. But there was only so much either of us could do. Even Iris herself finally gave up, shortly after what happened with Victor French.” I didn’t want to think about that horrible moment in time, thank you, or the tragic unfolding of events and long years of blame and anger that followed. “Rose was a terrible influence,” Mom said, and I couldn’t have agreed more, my mother’s temper showing. “There were times, Fee, before you came home when I thought I could reach him. After his parents moved and he went to school, I wasn’t sure we’d see him again. But he came back, went to work for John. It was hard, but we were both making progress. Or so I thought.” She looked down at her tissue before sighing deeply. “It’s not your fault,” she said then, “but all of the progress we’d made with Robert vanished when you came home. When your grandmother died and left you Petunia’s.”

	A giant lightbulb burst into being inside my head and I gasped. “Mom,” I managed in a whisper.

	Her lovely green eyes were so sad, but she smiled a little, squeezing my hand again. “He was lost a long time ago, Fee,” she said. “The poor boy never had a chance. And he’s done reprehensible things since then, so don’t think I’ll be letting him off the hook for the terrible mistakes and choices he’s made.” I nodded, though I wondered if she was lying to herself. “It’s just, it’s hard to judge him knowing what made him the way he is.”

	I sat back with my whole world turned upside down. “I didn’t even think,” I said.

	“Of course not,” Mom reassured me instantly because that was my mother. “Why would you? Robert was always unkind to you, even as children. I think with you gone, with his parents gone from Reading, it was as if Robert imagined John and I were his parents. Your return shattered that illusion for him.”

	“I sent him into the dark,” I said.

	“No,” Mom’s tone was so firm I shook myself out of blame. “If anyone did, it was Doris. But Robert made his choices, Fee. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She let my hand go, rising to discard her tissue. “I do fear he’s at a breaking point,” Mom said then, turning slowly back to face me. “His mother’s appearance isn’t helping any. His ego has taken the last blow it can accept, I see it in him. And I have a feeling it’s only a matter of time. The question is when he does crack, which way will he go? To the boy he was or the man he became?” I didn’t have an answer and wasn’t sure I wanted to venture one. “Whatever happens, one way or another, Robert is in crisis and his straw to break the camel’s back is going to define him for the rest of his life.”

	For some reason, this conversation triggered a deep need to confide further in my mother. But before I could tell her about the nasty texts, the door to the kitchen swung open a crack and Morgan Barrett peeked in, shattering the moment and diverting both of our attention.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I was hoping for a cup of tea?”

	She could have her tea and a conversation, welcome or not.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Mom left me to Morgan who I sat at the kitchen island while my mother exited with a vague excuse. I laid out a teacup and saucer, the sugar bowl and creamer from the fridge, all while the electric kettle perked and I instigated conversation.

	“It has to have been hard for you the last ten years,” I said. “Losing your father and your family’s company to an accident.”

	She didn’t seem surprised I brought it up, slumping over the countertop with her elbows on the surface, expression glum but open. “Dad meant to leave the business to me,” she said. “We talked about it a lot. But we both thought we had lots of time. Then that drunk driver hit him, and everything changed.” She sat back as I poured hot water over the teabag, making myself one at the same time but choosing a basic mug instead of my grandmother’s porcelain. “Carson had the financial means to buy the company, and no one stepped up otherwise, so it happened.” She sounded pretty defeated about it. “I had Dad’s insurance money, but it came in way too late. Carson said he’d let me buy in, be a partner.” Her frown had me nodding in sympathy. “Guess you know how that promise turned out.”

	“So, he cut you out of your heritage,” I said. “Sounds like he wasn’t a great person to work for, either.”

	Morgan stirred her tea, two lumps of sugar and a dollop of cream following after she removed the bag and set it aside. Weird for someone her age to like tea. I was more of a coffee girl myself, except pregnancy forced me into peppermint without caffeine. I found it rather tasteless, to be honest, but I missed the sensation of sipping a hot drink so tea it was.

	“He was a jerk,” she agreed, “and a bully. But I learned a lot from him, don’t get me wrong. He brought real knowledge to the table. That’s why Dad liked him. His history with the bomb squad meant he knew what he was doing and had great ideas that really helped with delivery and yield.” I took her word for it, certain the details weren’t important at the moment and hoping my lack of education wasn’t going to matter. It rarely did. She might know explosives, but I knew people. Morgan met my eyes, hers sad. “What killed him, Ms. Fleming?”

	I hesitated to tell her what I knew because there was still a chance it was somehow contrived, but she seemed so desperate for an answer, I finally relented. “The ME thinks it was an accident,” I said. “Something to do with his heart.”

	She nodded then, guilt flickering across her face. “He had a pacemaker,” she said. “Explosive force could have damaged it, right?” How did she know that? She shrugged like the question was written on my face. “I’ve wrecked a lot of smartphones and other electronics around shock waves. Does that mean I killed him?”

	Her question was so abrupt and matter of fact, I blinked. “It wasn’t your fault, Morgan,” I said.

	“It was,” she told me, lips in a narrow line as she spun her cup on the saucer, not drinking it. “I checked the timing in the log. It was off by ten seconds. The ten seconds Carson needed to guess the test failed and make it into the range of the blast.”

	“Did you purposely mistime the test?” Since we were being blunt and all. She did have excellent motive. Still, if she’d done this on purpose, why tell me? And why kill him now when she’d been working with him for years? Without a catalyst, I was struggling to believe this young woman would have a solid reason to kill him in such a spectacular—and trackable—way.

	“No,” she said. “I set it correctly. It was the e-match.” She sat back then, shaking her head, frown deeper now. “It triggered late.”

	“Then it couldn’t have been your fault,” I said.

	She hunched her shoulders as she swung her feet, boots thudding softly against the legs of her stool. “It wasn’t supposed to happen that way,” she said. I almost asked her to clarify because didn’t that sound like she’d planned his death but failed in the attempt? “There’s been issues with some of the e-matches in the last few batches. We don’t make those, we buy them.” When she met my eyes again, hers were tight and angry.

	And I made the connection from her accusation earlier. “Hugh Avery’s company supplies them, I take it.”

	She nodded then, leaning in, voice lowering as she glanced toward the kitchen door. “We’ve had a few accidents,” she said, “product not performing like it should. Bad batches of chemicals and impure components for the black powder. Even a few cracked or old shells.” Her meaning was pretty clear and had me wondering about Hugh’s reason for being in the trailer last night. “It might not be murder,” she said, “but if he’s been selling us off product, it’s still a crime, right?”

	“Criminal negligence at the very least,” I said. “If not manslaughter. Depends on how much he knew and what the state's attorney thinks they can do with the case.” I knew what I’d push for if she was right. Did I have any reason to doubt her? I made a note to message Penny and have Kyle consult on the question when the door opened and the very man we’d been talking about interrupted.

	“Ms. Barrett,” Hugh said, “I know it’s late, but we have to talk about the future of LightFantastic.”

	“Do we,” she said so deadpan there was no question the conversation wasn’t going to go well.

	“Perhaps tomorrow, Mr. Avery,” I told him.

	He looked back and forth between us, his anxiety visible to me in the uncomfortable way he shifted his stance, deep swallow and flickering of his gaze back and forth revealing nervousness he fought to hide. “My bosses are asking about the accounts,” he said. “Carson owed a great deal for the season. They want you to either pay for the shipments or I’m to take possession of everything he ordered.”

	She spun with a hiss, but I was faster, getting between them before she could stand up.

	“Surely, this can wait.” I leveled Hugh with a steady stare that wasn’t Mom, or Dad or Liz or Day, but all Fiona Fleming, thank you. “We still don’t know if the event has been cleared, but I’m sure Ms. Barrett will confirm with you if she gets the go-ahead.”

	“Fine,” Hugh said, a bit abruptly and another sign of anxiety. “I’ll hold off my employers for as long as I can. But I need more than the initial deposit, or I’m afraid I’ll have to seize all of our product and shut down your events.” He turned and left the kitchen, Morgan letting out a little sob behind me. I turned and tried to embrace her, but she obviously wasn’t the hugging type, pushing her stool back and standing abruptly.

	“Thanks for the tea.” She stumbled from the room, leaving me to clean up behind her before heading home. All the while thinking about what Morgan told me and considering just how convenient it would be for Hugh Avery if she couldn’t meet his demands. If there was below-spec product in the show’s trailer, it would give the salesman an excuse to get rid of the evidence, wouldn’t it?

	I had another terrible sleep and woke up groggy and cranky. At least the nasty texter hadn’t found a way past me blocking the number they used, though it wouldn’t take much for them to buy another burner. At least I had that reprieve, though knowing it was July 4th and there was still a giant mess to clean up before the show tonight—if there was going to be a show—I was almost relieved when Dad sent me a message.

	Breakfast at The Iris?

	See you soon, I sent back, pushing away the cobwebs of not enough sleep and tucking my heavy hair into a messy bun. I managed a sundress of dubious fit that made my tummy look like I swallowed a small watermelon, slid on some flip-flops and headed out the back door, still yawning and wondering if no news about tonight was actually a good thing.

	I’d just cleared the gate and was heading down the path to the kitchen door of The Iris when, lo and behold, yet another pair of confrontational misfits made themselves known via their hunched and whispered conversation right in the middle of the path ahead of me. I noted Hugh Avery’s visible agitation, how Tanner Miles seemed to half-turn away from him, head down like he almost expected a blow to land. But it was the briefly raised accusation that reached me on the flower-scented air that caught my attention the most.

	“If I find out you’ve been skimming,” Hugh said, “Carson’s won’t be the only body they find in this backward little town.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nineteen

	 

	I didn’t get to confront them for answers because someone else beat me to it. Whether he’d been lurking or stumbled on the conversation as I had, Robert’s appearance broke up the argument before I was able to join the fray, both Hugh and Tanner separating and vanishing down separate pathways while my cousin glared after them.

	Then at me when he noticed me approaching. I admit, I had a head of steam on and was ready to rip him a new one for getting in the way, but the moment our eyes met, my temper fizzled out. My conversation with him last night paired with Mom’s confessions about him only added to my guilt as I registered the sullen expectation on my cousin’s face. Triggered by the recent past, I paused beside him and, rather than deliver the harangue I know he thought I was about to hand over, I sighed instead.

	“Hard to pin down sometimes, aren’t they?” He blinked at me then nodded, expression shifting out of resentment and transforming him once again into watchful and wary but not antagonistic. “I’m having breakfast with Dad,” I said, turning to the middle path that led to The Iris. “Want to join us?”

	Fiona Fleming. What did I just do?

	To my shock, Robert seemed as surprised as I was by the offer, wavering where he stood when I looked back all casual despite not feeling the least bit that way. His faltering hesitation crushed the last of my reticence and I waved for him to follow me.

	He did, catching up easily with his slightly longer stride so he was in time to open the door for me. Never mind the implications of gentlemanliness and my continuing wait for the RealRobert™ shoe to drop. If I thought I was surprised, you should have seen the look on Dad’s face when I landed in the kitchen with his nephew in tow.

	To his credit, my father didn’t say a word and kept his own cool, Mom coming forward with a small smile for me and the man next to me. Wait, was Robert shaking?

	“I’ll set another place,” she said. “We’re in the private room, kids.”

	So. Freaking. Weird. I was definitely in some kind of alternate reality and any second now I was going to wake up and everything would be back to normal.

	Right, that’s why five minutes later I was ladling scrambled eggs, Robert accepting the bowl from me to help himself, a pair of toast following along with Mom’s special extra-crispy bacon and a light and fluffy pancake decorated with a pat of butter hanging out on my side plate. The potato hash smelled like maple heaven and though the world was about to end, clearly, at least I’d have a lovely last meal to carry me through the Apocalypse.

	“Where are my parents?” Robert’s question sounded vaguely petulant, though I hardly blamed him as he poured a cup of coffee. I took the carafe and topped up my mug, Mom’s java my only caffeine for the day and if Dr. Aberstock caught me with high blood pressure again likely the last one I would have for months to come.

	“At the lodge for their Fourth breakfast brunch,” Mom said rather primly. “I made them a reservation personally.”

	“I bet Mother loved that,” Robert said.

	“She can like it or lump it,” Mom told him, dropping another two slices of bacon on his plate. “You’ve lost too much weight, dear. You really need to eat.”

	His face flushed, but not in a bad way, my cousin looking down at his full breakfast with his mouth twisting and bright points on both cheeks. Okay, this was all just too surreal and surely the rapture was about to carry us all to the great beyond?

	I have to say, Mom and Dad were both the soul of grace, asking Robert casual questions, carrying on like this wasn’t the weirdest breakfast any of us had ever eaten. I settled once I realized they were willing to carry the load of the conversation, still struggling with how I felt about Robert. There was just so much water under our burned and decimated bridge. How could we ever possibly even consider trying to cross it? Except, as we ate and Robert relaxed, I realized I was seeing an entirely different man than the one I’d despised since that cold and terrifying day Victor French died.

	He actually smiled nicely, was polite and lapped up my parents’ attention while I decided to do what I did best and observe. The longer it went on, the more of my animosity I shed until all I had left?

	Pity. No, sympathy. Because despite the fact I’d clearly lost my mind, something profoundly life-changing was unfolding in front of me and I almost didn’t dare speak a word in case I ruined it.

	Imagine. I didn’t want to ruin Robert’s breakfast. Crew was going to have me committed.

	I did get to see some of what Mom talked about the night before, however, glimmers of who Robert must have been before I came back to Reading. It was that lingering guilt that gave me the courage to face who he’d become and what I’d done to make his life miserable. Hadn’t my own husband faced this town’s mistrust when Dad stepped down and Crew took over as sheriff? How long had it taken for him to realize I had nothing to do with the fact everyone gave him a hard time for replacing their beloved John Fleming and that my return only made things worse for him? Bad enough he was an outsider, but at least Crew had a history outside of Reading. I found myself imagining what it would have been like to be Robert, raised by Doris and Roy in my beloved parents’ shadows and, all unknowing, mine.

	Mom had been right. If someone as strong as Crew almost quit, Robert hadn’t stood a chance.

	I know what you’re thinking. I know, okay? How could I forgive him? I’m not sure when it happened, though when he finally turned to me, setting aside his napkin, I realized it occurred without my knowledge or consent.

	“I found out why Carson confronted Ace,” he said. It took me a moment to grasp that the topic of conversation had turned to the investigation, I’d been so wrapped up in the past and my feelings. When I did, though, I nodded for him to go on. “Turns out Ace Dawley isn’t his real name.” I’d guessed at that but hadn’t pursued it further. “He’s an ex-con named Gerry Ryles who’s been hiding his identity to get jobs.” Robert’s self-satisfied tone no longer sounded like boasting. Instead, in the light of this breakfast, how his gaze flickered toward Dad when he said it, I realized it was far less arrogance, and much more his desperate need for praise.

	Interesting on two counts. “Sounds like Carson didn’t appreciate that Ace might be in the job market,” I said. “Does our convicted security guard have any experience with explosives?”

	Robert’s dark gaze lit up. “As a matter of fact, he was in prison for a robbery he was part of ten years ago,” he said. “He used an explosive to blow the security door off a jewelry store.”

	That would be a resounding yes.

	“Nice catch, Robert,” Dad said.

	I’ve seen wriggling puppies with the same look my cousin had for my father at the kind words. “It was pretty easy to follow,” he said, that drawling arrogance returning. For a moment, I wondered if he’d take it and run with it, turn back into the man he’d been. Instead, I watched the old Robert retreat before nodding to Dad. “I’m sure Fee would have found out if she’d had time to dig into it.”

	“I didn’t, though,” I said, accepting this role despite myself. “Thanks, Robert. The question is, do we tell Mallory?”

	My cousin met my eyes again. “That’s not really your style.”

	Okay, I laughed at that, because he was right. “Hey, I do share information, you know. I just act on it at the same time.”

	“So, tell Mallory,” Robert said. “And in the meantime…?” He let it hang there and I knew exactly what he was waiting for. Felt my stomach flip at the idea but shoved my anxious reaction aside in favor of at least trying to help him find his way.

	“Let’s go talk to Mr. Dawley/Ryles, shall we?”

	You’d think I handed him a key to Reading the way his lips fought the smile behind his mustache.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty

	 

	Dad pulled me aside before we left, Mom occupying Robert by having him help her clear the table. I was surprised my cousin didn’t offer even a moment of hesitation. Maybe he needed an MRI? It was possible he had a brain tumor or was suffering a stroke? All meanness aside, those were both serious options, weren’t they?

	“Listen, kid,” my father said in his gravel voice, blue eyes concerned while he kept his tone low, herding me into the sitting room for a private moment. “I know what your mother thinks about Robert, and I admit he’s made progress, but I want you to be careful, okay?”

	“We’re a long way from besties, Dad,” I said. “It’s kind of hard to set aside everything he’s done just like that.” I snapped my fingers, the sound echoing in the quiet room.

	“You have my curiosity and crap meter,” my father told me, “but you’re just as much your mother as you are me. And her compassion sometimes leads her down roads I’d never follow. I just want you to stay aware and not place your trust in him. I know, it’s not completely his fault. I do blame my sister for playing a part in how Robert turned out. But that doesn’t mean as an adult he can’t decide to make better choices. Until recently, he hasn’t.”

	“I get that,” I said. “You’re preaching to the choir.” Was he, though?

	Dad looked somewhat relieved before he hugged me. “I love you, Fee,” he said with uncharacteristic emotion in his voice, my mountain of a father’s normally stoic with a hint of humored nature usually the boulder I could lean against in times of trouble. Not that it made me think less of him. If anything, I loved him even more for letting his feelings show. “I can’t tell you how proud I am of you, even when you throw yourself into things you really shouldn’t.” I tried to protest, but his big arms held me firmly and he carried on like I hadn’t inhaled to argue. “I would never ask you to go against your nature again. I’ll always regret the ten years we lost.” Okay, this was that kind of talk, got it. I squeezed tighter too. “Nothing makes me happier than seeing you happy and doing what you’re so good at.” He finally pushed me away, tears rimming his eyes, cheek flushed. “I trust you to make your own decision. But I’m your dad, kid. I worry.”

	I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I love you too, Dad,” I said. “Thanks for worrying.”

	Someone knocked on the doors and we both turned to find Robert watching us, eyes narrow and expression darkened. “I’m interrupting.” Why hadn’t I heard the envy in his tone before now? Funny how we miss obvious things until they are shoved right into our faces.

	“Not at all,” Dad said, returning to his normal tone, brisk and confident. “I’m going to the office. Keep me posted.” He exited with a nod for Robert, and I waited until he was gone before squaring my shoulders and facing down my cousin.

	“Ground rules might make this go easier,” I said.

	He didn’t respond, hands in his pockets, shoulders slouched forward. I took that as a positive response and went on.

	“You found out who Ace really is,” I said, battling my inner voice that wanted to take the lead, “so you ask the questions. And.” I stopped him as his eyes lit up and his entire carriage shifted. “If I interrupt, don’t take it personally. I tend to blurt questions sometimes.”

	“Noticed that.” He thought about it a moment, then shrugged. “I guess we’ll see.”

	Best I could do.

	As I followed him upstairs to the room assigned to Ace Dawley, our first place to look for him, I realized while Dad’s warning was my own to myself, I was actually siding with Mom. And I’d be suggesting my cousin have a brain scan in the next little while if he continued to carry on like this.

	Just in case.

	I was surprised when Robert knocked there was an answer, though, in all honesty, Ace’s job was on hold, so where else was he going to go? Ace seemed just as shocked to find us standing outside his door, so much so he didn’t have the wherewithal to stop my cousin as Robert pushed his way forward without asking (wince) and entered the room. I trailed after him, Ace’s round face flushing, blotches forming on his bald head and down his neck into the collar of his plaid button-up. The fact he was wearing civilian clothes—paired with the suitcase spread out on his bed with most of his belongings already in it—told me he had either quit or was about to run.

	Good timing.

	“In a hurry to go somewhere, Mr. Ryles?” Robert’s not-so-subtle use of Ace’s real name had the man’s anxiety skyrocketing, a sheen of sweat breaking out across his face. While a bit heavy-handed, I’d been just as crass a time or two, so I did my best to pull back on my critique of my cousin’s efforts and instead stood in our suspect’s way, blocking the entrance. He might have had pounds on me, but I’d taken enough self-defense classes to feel confident he wouldn’t make it past me easily.

	“I don’t answer to garbage men,” Ace snapped finally, Robert’s reaction triggering my voice as my cousin’s rage rose in a visible wave I didn’t trust at all.

	“Mr. Dawley,” I used Ace’s chosen persona, Robert retreating with real animosity, though he did, so there was that saving grace at least. “We know who you really are. And we understand why you might try to hide your past from your employer.” Ace’s lips quivered as he wiped at the sweat there. “We’re not here to get you fired or out you. Unless, that is, Mr. Larter’s threat to do so made you take steps of the deadly variety.”

	Ace looked back and forth between us a moment before his vibrating, near-violent energy sagged inward with his physical body, the roundness of his face sinking into heavy jowls, belly dropping as his shoulders fell forward. “No one will hire an ex-con,” he said, voice breaking. “I just wanted a fresh start.”

	“We understand that,” I repeated. “How did Mr. Larter find out?”

	“He said he digs into everyone he works with,” Ace said, sinking to the edge of the bed, both chubby hands resting in his lap, voice low and still shaking and cracking. I shifted positions, confident he wasn’t about to run and placed myself in front of him, if off to the right slightly, leaving a conscious opening for Robert to join me. He did, after a moment, while Ace went on. “He threatened to tell my employer about me. Thing is, she already knows.”

	“Employer?” That was Robert, sounding confused. I guess he hadn’t chased down the corp behind the company. It made me believe Ace wasn’t the real owner of it, though I’d had no proof either way. My gut, however, said otherwise. “I thought you owned Dawley Security?”

	Ace shook his head. “It’s kind of set up to look that way,” he admitted. “She likes people to think I run the show.”

	“She who?” Who was behind the shell corporation? Was my instant guess correct, the instinctual one that rose to the surface as soon as he said “she” triggering a memory?

	“It was all her idea,” he rambled on as if I hadn’t asked a question, his hands now wringing in front of him. “All my guys are ex-cons. She sets us up with new identities, right? Makes it all look legit. But it means she gets to pay us less.” No corruption there, not a bit. “Still, it gives us the chance to start again, so we all jumped at the chance.”

	“Who is your employer, Mr. Dawley?” I repeated the question while Robert interrupted with one of his own.

	“Carson had more than that against you.” I glanced at my cousin who apparently hit the nail on the head because Ace answered him first.

	“It’s part of the agreement,” Ace said, obviously no longer feeling loyalty to whoever it was had set him up for this. “I’ve been asked to do a few things outside the normal rules. Nothing big!” He seemed suddenly conscious of what he’d just said, eyes widening and trembling firing up again. “I swear, I don’t want to go back to prison, so I only agreed if it was minor stuff.”

	“Like?” I let Robert carry on, his tone and attitude the old Robert I knew and despised. Still, it got results because Ace continued to spill his guts.

	“Stupid stuff,” the man said, shaking his head. “Like letting in more people than is technically legal, against fire code. Turning a blind eye to minors at licensed events. That kind of thing.”

	Pretty minor if he was actually Ace Dawley. “Except, if you get caught,” I said, “using a fake identity and committing even a misdemeanor, it’s a go directly to jail card.”

	Ace nodded with glum agreement. “Mr. Larter was going to tell the cops,” he said.

	“So, you…?” Robert left that hanging.

	“I told my boss,” Ace said.

	Ah, the mysterious employer. I was pretty sure I knew who that might be, but I needed him to say it. Before I could repeat my question as to her identity, movement at the open door had me turning to see who approached.

	And then inwardly wincing at the expression on Rowan Mallory’s face. The detective took one look at me—then Robert—in an obvious interrogation session with the security guard and shut us completely down.

	“You,” he snarled at me. “Out.” His finger vibrated as he pointed behind him. “Now.” But he wasn’t done, jabbing that same finger at Robert. “You, come with me. And you.” Mallory exhaled in a soft hiss at Ace. “Don’t leave town.”

	“What is this about?” I know, I know. After the fight we had? I should have kept my mouth shut. I was well aware of my failings in that moment and yet could do nothing to stop the tidal wave of rebellion that pushed me forward to confront the detective.

	“When will you learn to mind your own business?” Mallory’s anger had an edge to it I’d never felt before and it only made things worse.

	“It’ll take more than a bully detective with an attitude problem, I assure you.” Oh, yeah, I went there. He was lucky I didn’t say what I wanted to, that it would take a better man than him, because even I wasn’t willing to go that far. But I thought it.

	You bet I did.

	Maybe he heard the implication in the words I spoke and maybe he didn’t, but regardless, Mallory didn’t seem prepared to sign the final line on the death warrant of our friendship either, because he answered my question, if with absolute resentment.

	“Mr. Carlisle has been sending threatening emails to the victim,” the detective told me, “and I take death threats after someone dies very, very seriously.”

	Oh, crap.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty One

	 

	I sat behind what had been the sheriff’s desk at the local office, now occupied by Mallory when he was needed in town, feeling the steady and unfriendly weight of Brown’s glare at the back of my head despite not having any proof he was actually staring. I knew him well enough to know he was, in fact, pinning me down with his eyes. He always reminded me of Dad with his looming presence and stoic quiet, Kevin Brown seeming content to let his partner, Sarah Williams, do most of the talking. That didn’t mean he didn’t have opinions, though. I let him have his judgments, more than comfortable with towering men who showed little emotion to allow him to shake me. I focused instead on what unfolded in front of me.

	Yes, I’d gone with Robert to the office for his formal sit-down with Mallory, of course, I had. As pissed as I was at my cousin for not telling me about this rather important line of questioning beforehand, I wasn’t about to cut him loose just yet.

	We’d had about a minute at the front door of The Iris while Mallory strode ahead to his car, insisting on driving us to the office himself. I tugged on Robert’s sleeve and held him back, whispering questions he just shrugged to in sullen silence.

	I really should have abandoned him after that, but I couldn’t bring myself to and chalked it up to my curiosity and need to know, not any kind of empathy for Robert’s present position.

	“You admit you wrote these emails?” Mallory tossed a file folder across the desk at Robert, my cousin helping himself to it and flipping through the correspondence. There were quite a number of them and, in one, I caught, KILL YOU in bold letters just before Robert slapped it closed and returned it to the desk top.

	While I sighed inwardly and wanted him to just shut up before he even opened his mouth to answer.

	“He threatened me, too,” he grumbled. “So what? We had history. Big deal. They’re just emails.”

	“You told Mr. Larter you were going to kill him,” Mallory said in a low, flat tone, “and now he’s dead, Mr. Carlisle. You can see how those two bits of information might have me asking questions, being former law enforcement yourself.”

	Robert shifted a bit beside me. “I guess. But I didn’t do anything. Carson was a dick, big deal.” Mallory continued to glare, his silence tactic working on Robert while I hissed at my cousin to stop talking. Too late. “We went to college together,” he blurted. “I left part way through my first year, okay? Happy now?”

	“I am not,” Mallory said, “even remotely amused. Why did you depart so suddenly?”

	Robert glanced at me, and I felt my stomach roll over. Whatever the reason, it had something to do with me or my family and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. But I couldn’t just get up and leave, so instead, I sat there in growing discomfort like a deer staring down the headlights of an oncoming train without the means to escape my fate.

	“They called it academic dismissal,” Robert said in his old sullen way, “but it was because of Carson. He was a bully.” Took one to know one. Yikes, Fee, pay attention. “We got in a fight, and he blamed me, and the college agreed with him, so I was dismissed.”

	Phew. My tension remained but didn’t go away completely. Had I jumped to a conclusion? Not everything was about me, after all. Yet, I couldn’t fully abandon the feeling that there was so much more to the story.

	A story I wouldn’t be privy to anytime soon. Before Mallory could demand more, I heard shouting in the bullpen just before the door behind Brown opened, pushing the officer forward with a grunt of surprise. Aunt Doris stormed inside, larger than life, her dominating height much like Dad’s and while her attitude didn’t always demand respect, even I quailed at her commanding dominance as she faced down the detective with rage on her face.

	“How dare you question my son without a lawyer present?” One of her arms snaked out and grabbed Robert by the collar, jerking him to his feet and planting him next to her where he retreated inwardly, looking down, the darkness taking him all over again while I stood more slowly, trying to decide if interrupting would make things worse for him or better. “We’re leaving, detective, and I’m calling your superiors about this incident, make no mistake. I’ll have your badge for this.” She spun and dragged Robert out with her, my cousin following like a beaten dog on a leash, though when he looked up just before they exited and met my eyes, I saw how close he was to snapping.

	Doris had pushed him to the edge again and I was positive she wasn’t going to like the end result even a little bit when she finally broke him into pieces.

	“You.” I spun back to face Mallory who had also stood, all of his attention now leveled at me. Awesome, thanks, Aunt Doris. “What is it going to take for you to get the freaking hint already? You are not welcome in this investigation. Do I need to put you in a cell and leave you there until this is over?”

	“You’re acting like you think Carson Larter was murdered,” I said. Amazing the kind of reaction calm—faked or not—can have in the encroaching wave of a furious storm. Mallory flinched, for the first time ever that I’d seen, and I had my answer. “I see,” I said, letting my tone fall flat. “Perhaps you should put me in the cell, then, because you know I’m not going to back off.” Maybe if he’d asked nicely.

	Yeah, probably not even then.

	“Fee.” I’d missed the sound of footsteps, looked up to find Penny had joined us, her face flushed, her breathing a little heavy, with the tall and handsome ex-soldier and ex-fiancé standing behind her. She glanced back and forth between me and Mallory with a hurt and anxious expression while the detective’s leveled out to chilly.

	“Penny, Kyle.” I nodded as pleasantly to both of them as I could manage. “Rowan was just telling me you have evidence Carson Larter’s death wasn’t an accident.” I tilted my head to one side as she gaped at me, fish lipping, not speaking as her worried gaze fell to Mallory a moment. Right, that’s how things were going to be, then. Fair enough. “I see,” I said. “Very well. If you’ll excuse me.” I left, striding out of the office and through the bullpen with my head high but my heart in my feet, hitting the street before I stopped to pull myself together.

	First, I had to admit I didn’t have a freaking sneaker to stand on, did I? A state homicide detective had informed me in no uncertain terms I was not under any circumstances to investigate a suspicious death and I’d done just about the opposite at every opportunity. Sure, some of what I’d discovered had been pure chance, but had all of it? I’d done my share of eavesdropping and digging on this case, so I wasn’t an innocent party here.

	Second, if I wanted to maintain my friendship—whatever was left of it—with Rowan Mallory, I needed to back the hell off already and let him do his job. My pride aside, was it really worth alienating him forever and creating an uncrossable chasm with someone I genuinely liked and respected over my ridiculous need to know things that had nothing to do with me?

	By the time Penny hurried out of the office and down the steps to join me on the sidewalk, I was ready to go back inside, swallow my pride, apologize to Mallory and take a giant step back from all of this, because I wasn’t so deep in my ego that I couldn’t admit it when I was wrong. Still, his attitude had gotten to me, this shift in his approach, such a rapid turn around in the last few days I knew there had to be more to his insistence I step off than he was telling me.

	And that something did involve me, damn it. I had the right to know the truth, didn’t I?

	“Fee.” Penny hugged me and I embraced her back, letting her go despite her trembling, my friend’s unhappiness dragging me back into the mess, I’ll admit it.

	“What’s going on with Rowan?” I shook my head when she bit her lower lip and looked away. “This is ridiculous.” I didn’t mean to snarl at her, thought I had myself under control. Clearly, that wasn’t the truth. She flinched at my reaction then shrugged. “Fine, whatever, Penny. You know there has to be something going on. If you won’t tell me, I’ll find out for myself.”

	“Just give it a little time, okay?” Penny’s hand reached out with hesitation, touching me gently before she dropped her arm to her side. She looked behind her quickly before returning her attention to me, voice dropping low. “The lab got back to us about the e-match,” she said. “The extra one. It was a dud and didn’t look like it was attached to anything, but it was wired to the main firing switch.” Wait, what did that mean? “When Morgan Barrett set off the charge to trigger the test, nothing happened because it couldn’t. The e-match wasn’t attached to anything, and it didn’t work anyway. It wasn’t until Carson headed for the mortars that the real trigger lit the fuses. Fee, this wasn’t an accident.”

	“Does that mean it was Morgan?” I admit, she had an excellent motive, but again, I’d struggled with the fact she’d had that same motive for years. Why kill Carson now?

	“Rowan’s still interviewing everyone,” Penny said. “But Lloyd thinks the shock wave from the blast could have damaged Mr. Larter’s pacemaker to the point it put him into cardiac arrest.”

	My phone buzzed, my attention briefly taken from the conversation. The excited message from Olivia surprised me, considering what I’d just learned.

	The show is on! I need you at town hall immediately.

	I looked up at my friend and showed her the message. Even Penny seemed surprised.

	“Kyle’s checking all of the shells,” she said. “Ms. Barrett wasn’t very happy about that, but Rowan insisted. Maybe that reassured him enough to let the event happen?” She tossed her hands. “I don’t know with him lately,” she said, sounding so sad I hugged her again, my own anger fading.

	“I’ll be at the event with Olivia,” I said. “Hopefully everything will go smoothly. That’ll keep me out of Rowan’s hair.” She nodded, blinking tears that didn’t fall. “We’ll get to the bottom of what’s up with him after this is over.”

	She hesitated like she had something to add, but shook her head and retreated back inside, leaving me to stare after her with a frown I couldn’t control and an internal fight over what to do raging. See, I tried to back off, but people kept bringing me things.

	What was a popular busybody to do?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Two

	 

	I was almost to the front doors of town hall when I heard footsteps rushing up behind me. I turned to find Ace Dawley on my heels, one hand held out to me as he squeaked, “Ms. Fleming!” I stopped to let him catch up, waiting for him to join me. He was panting, cheeks flushed in the heat, dressed again in his security uniform despite the fact he’d seemed ready to leave town just a short time ago. “Please, I need to talk to you.”

	“You were going to tell me the name of your employer,” I said.

	He nodded, voice dropping. “Ms. Jensen,” he said to no one’s surprise whatsoever, right? Because I’d suspected it all along, since noting the company he worked for seemed to be the same security firm attached to most of Karla’s events. It made sense she’d want to keep such a fact on the down low. While it might not have been a conflict of interest in the strictest sense, the truth remained she not only ran events but had control over the whole setup and was allowing shady activity to boot. If I was her, I’d have been keeping things separated, too.

	But did Olivia know, and would it matter?

	“If she finds out you know, I’m worried what she might do.” He was ashen despite the pink of his cheeks. “Please, don’t say anything. I’m good at my job, I swear. And I’ll play by the rules here, I promise. I doubt she’d ask me to do anything anyway since Mr. Larter died and all.”

	There was that. “Does Ms. Jensen have any connection to Mr. Larter?” I hadn’t found one, but that didn’t mean anything.

	“Not that I know of,” he said. “We’ve worked a few events he’s been at and I know she’s been sweet on that Hugh Avery guy for a while. Wait, I did hear her arguing with Mr. Larter about the show, but it was more over what she wanted versus what was realistic. Didn’t sound murder worthy to me.”

	That was fair. “Thank you, Mr. Dawley,” I said. “I wish I could stay silent, but I do have to tell the detective. You’re breaking the law using a false identity and so are your fellow workers.”

	If he was Carson Larter’s murderer, such a stance could have triggered a deadly rage. Instead, he just nodded with glum acceptance, honest grief crossing his face.

	“I knew it was wrong,” he said. “I made some stupid mistakes in my life, Ms. Fleming, and breaking the law was one of them. I was a dumb kid, and I paid my debt to society. But society doesn’t believe it.” Pretty unfair, and yet.

	“I understand you used explosives to break into a jewelry store,” I said. “You’re familiar with them?”

	He snorted, shaking his head. “I slapped some stolen C4 on a lock and lit it up. Used way too much, blew in half the building and almost myself, too. I had no idea what I was doing and still don’t. It’s how I got caught.”

	Which eliminated any possibility he might have been behind the attack on Carson Larter, if true. Easy enough to confirm. I fired off a text to Kit to look into it before nodding to Ace.

	“Do your job today,” I said, making what was probably a terrible decision, “and I’ll hold off telling the detective until tomorrow.” Selfish or compassionate? I was thinking about Olivia. And besides, Mallory told me to mind my own business, right? This was me, letter of the command, following through.

	Oh, sophistry, my old friend.

	One thing was certain, I had to inform Olivia that the woman she trusted to help her reinstate Reading as the cutest tourist town in America wasn’t worthy of that trust. Ace followed me inside and upstairs to the mayor’s office, but when I reached the door, he lingered outside, and I soon saw why. Olivia wasn’t alone, Karla at her side and while I would have loved to have outed the woman right then and there, the desperate need on my mayor’s face silenced me as she spoke.

	“We have a very short time to make sure this goes off without a hitch,” she said, the Olivia Walker I knew and respected and sometimes was angry with but mostly adored said, firmly back in control. Her whip-crack tone had me sighing inwardly but honestly grateful she’d found her inner strength again. “Let’s make this happen, people.”

	Shady or not, I had no doubt we needed Karla to pull today off so outing her would have to wait. Besides, it would be way more fun to turn the tables on her when there wasn’t a crisis at hand.

	“Aye-aye, captain,” I said. “Tell me what you need.”

	***

	The sun’s glorious march through the perfectly blue sky did little to soften my mood despite the fact that Karla’s plan seemed to, indeed, be unfolding without further ado. I’d been rapidly assigned to simply wandering the park as the midway rides elicited shrieks of delight from those who partook, families picnicking near the water and music cycling through band after act after speaker on the main stage at the far end an endless overwrite to the thoughts in my head. The scent of popcorn, cooking meat and cotton candy had my stomach churning and though I hadn’t had much since breakfast, I really wasn’t hungry. The lollipop would make me pay for it later, but so be it.

	I only had to prod the so-called security guards placed around the site a few times to keep them active and engaged, Ace doing his part as well, his frequent glances in my direction giving me the impression he was trying to prove himself. Well, that time was long passed and there wasn’t much he could do about breaking the law. As badly as I felt about turning him in, I’d have to at some point.

	Someone’s boat horn went off, drawing my attention to the lake and the collective of vessels bobbing on the crystal-clear water. I knew from experience it was icy cold, fed by mountain streams, but that didn’t stop the partiers who leaped from various boats with giant splashes resulting. The dock on the far right where the yacht club housed Reading’s fleet of resident boaters looked packed as well, flags and red, white and blue decorations clearly visible. Everyone seemed to be having a great time.

	How lovely for them.

	Yeah, I was grumpy as I headed up the small hill to the setup for tonight’s fireworks, finding Morgan and Tanner hard at work going over the entire layout. Robert was present with three other volunteer firefighters, but he either ignored me (likely) or didn’t see me (yeah, right) so I left it alone.

	As for the fireworks company, twelve more people had joined in, their precision and continuous activity obviously well practiced, the team they’d called in for the actual event well-versed in their jobs. I felt my confidence in this aspect of the event rising as I observed them, noting that Kyle stood next to Morgan, talking to her about something he pointed at. I joined them, the young woman’s expression tightening at my interruption but returning to normal when I waved.

	“I know you know your job,” I said. “I’m just here to observe. Everything good to go?”

	“We’re almost done,” she said, relenting as though remembering I wasn’t the enemy. Was that her whole life? Worrying that others might not have her best interest at heart? “We’ll be set up and fully loaded with lots of time to spare.”

	“Super-efficient team you have here,” Kyle said in a warm voice, nodding to me. “I’ve worked with some of the bigger companies, and I’m impressed, Morgan. You run a tight ship.”

	She shrugged at that, but warmed up a bit herself, even smiling a little. “It’s mostly Carson’s doing,” she said, then blushed. “But this is my team, yeah. I trained them like my dad trained me.” There was that moment of sadness. It had to be hard.

	“I’m just glad Detective Mallory gave you the go-ahead,” I said, thinking meanwhile how odd it was considering if the techs were right and Carson’s death wasn’t an accident that she was actually a prime suspect. Why let her carry on and not take her for questioning? Unless he already had and eliminated her as a suspect.

	Growl. So frustrating not to have answers and be left on the outside.

	I turned to observe and noted Karla speaking with Hugh Avery, Tanner hurrying by with his head down while the product rep scowled after him. Wait, what had I overheard in the garden? Something about skimming? I ground my teeth together, my decision not to investigate now making a hard knot in my stomach that couldn’t be good for the baby.

	When Kyle moved away from Morgan, leaving her to her work, I followed, needing a distraction. He paused to let me catch up, smiling nicely enough but with a hint of wariness that had me wondering.

	“How long are you visiting for?” The question that sounded innocuous in my head came out more like the beginning of an interrogation and I visibly winced then laughed before he could respond. “Sorry,” I said. “Penny’s a good friend and she’s never mentioned you.” I laughed again, so awkward. “Oh my god, I’m an idiot who needs to shut up now.”

	To his credit, Kyle laughed, too, easy and light, without malice. “All good,” he said. “Penny’s told me about you, though. She thinks the world of you.”

	“I’m sure that’s true of you as well,” I said. “You were engaged?” Someone needed to teach me how to talk to people without treating them like murder suspects, I guess.

	Again, he laughed, but sadly this time. “It’s okay,” he said at my facial apology as I waved off my question. “We were. Penny’s always been special to me. Our engagement didn’t last long. She was too young, I know that now. And I was still in the military.” He shrugged then like he’d mostly gotten over it. “She seems happy. I just wanted to make sure she was.”

	Before he moved on? Which had me wondering if Mallory’s jealousy was founded. Because if Kyle was here to see if he could rekindle things with her, (and succeeded) it would break my detective friend’s heart.

	I was about to comment when I noticed Aunt Doris trying to talk to Robert. My cousin actually shut her out, turning his back on her and I watched her entire being flex in shock at his rebellion. In that exact moment, she met my eyes, hers flooding with fury when she saw me watching and she huffed off toward the main park without another word.

	While in my heart I accused her of the nasty texts I’d blocked because the timing was just too perfect, wasn’t it? And it would be so like her.

	It made me feel better, actually, having someone to pin the horrible messages on. Gave me a sense of security and strength I’d been missing when the sender was a mystery. And while no, I didn’t have proof, she fit the profile so completely it had to be her.

	She wanted nasty? She hadn’t seen nasty.

	My phone rang, Kyle waving as I answered it, our conversation over for now. I answered my husband’s call, Crew’s hello rather subdued and I realized I’d left him hanging for too long, not purposely. Okay, at first, but I’d meant to respond, honest.

	“Hey,” I said. “Sorry, Reading has been a madhouse. I didn’t mean to forget you.”

	“All good.” He instantly cheered up. “I heard, but it was an accident this time?” Was that hope in his voice?

	“No such luck,” I said. “But don’t worry, Mallory’s cut me out of the case, so I couldn’t tell you what’s going on.” Yeah, bitterness might have made its way into my tone, I admit it.

	“Fee,” Crew said, “you don’t have to solve every murder that crosses your path.”

	“How’s Miami?” Changing the subject didn’t make me feel better about our conversation’s heading, it just shifted the weight of that particular topic for the moment. He knew me better than that or should have by now. I didn’t feel like arguing over the phone, though.

	“Hot and busy,” he said. “I was just checking in since I hadn’t heard from you. Sorry I didn’t call last night.”

	“Okay, we both apologized.” Yikes, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. “Sorry,” I said, really meaning it. “It’s been an unsettling couple of days.”

	“Want to fill me in?” I heard someone call his name on the other end of the line and pushed the receiver away from my mouth so he wouldn’t hear me sigh. “Tonight, I’ll call you, okay? I want to hear everything.”

	“Will do.” I hung up before saying I love you and felt instantly guilty. I texted it to him instead and left it at that, feeling my phone buzz a moment later. I checked the reply a bit nervously but shouldn’t have been worried.

	I love you too, he sent. Fee, this is dumb. I want to be home with you. I’m done. I’ll tell Nelson today. I’ll have to wrap this up, but once I’m out, I’m out. Okay?

	Not on my account, I sent. Please, I’m fine. Really.

	I’m not. His reply came quickly. I miss you, I’m missing our baby growing with you, and I want to come home. I’ll see you in a few days.

	I still felt guilty, but more because my day was suddenly brighter. I wonder why?

	As I was tucking my phone away, I noticed Aunt Doris had managed to corner Robert after all and hurried toward them with firm intent. I might not be able to fully get over what my cousin had done over the years, but he’d made a solid effort to change, and I wasn’t about to allow that to be damaged further by the horrible woman who raised him if I could help it. Sure, he was a grown man but had serious Mommy issues that I’d help curtail if possible.

	I was just coming to a halt next to them when Robert’s words reached me and froze me in place.

	“I know about the affair with Carson,” he snarled at her. “How could you?”

	Oh. Wow. Yikes. And ew.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Three

	 

	Aunt Doris spluttered in his face, made worse when she noticed me standing there, but Robert didn’t seem to care he was airing their family’s dirty laundry in my company.

	“He told me all about it, Mother,” he said, jabbing a finger in her face. “What do you think I got kicked out of school for? He held it over my head all semester after Christmas break, told me every detail.” That was just wrong. And while yes, she had been a beautiful woman once upon a time, it must have been a bit of a shock when Carson saw her again years later. Wait, was she propositioning him when I found them talking at The Iris? Or was he just embarrassed to run into her? Whatever the reason for their quick parting two days ago, did I now have a reason to suspect my cousin of murder?

	I really needed to read those threatening emails.

	“I had to leave school in shame because of you,” he raged at her, loud enough she shushed him, looking around in sudden embarrassment to try to get him to lower his voice but he was in a rage. The darkness I’d seen in him hadn’t quite taken over, but it was close and there was no stopping him now. All the fury and resentment and years of bullying seemed to have come to a head in that moment and I wondered what took him so long to stand up to her. Maybe this morning’s events or he’d just had enough? Regardless, he pushed forward, making her take a step back, horrified expression crossing her face as she realized she couldn’t control him anymore so obvious it would have made me laugh if it wasn’t so horrible to watch. “You ruined my life. I wanted to go to college, and you ruined that. You ruined everything.” His voice did drop to a hiss, but not out of her urging for quiet. There was a deadliness to it that had me suddenly worried for her wellbeing, though I held off interfering because he needed this. I was sure of it. He needed to purge his rage against her if he was ever going to be free of it. “I tried so hard to be good enough for you, but I never could because you were never going to be happy, were you?” Robert was shaking, fists at his sides, face bright red. “Were you, Mother?”

	“Don’t tell your father,” she wailed, hands wringing between them, her authority collapsed, her commanding control of Robert burned to ash. I just wished it hadn’t taken so long. “Please, Robbie, sweetie. He’ll leave me.”

	“Because it wasn’t the first time or the last.” Robert’s stunned acceptance mirrored my own as I jumped to the same conclusion. “You told me so many times I was a loser, that no one would want me. But you’re the loser, Mother. You’re pathetic and I can’t stand the sight of you.” He turned and walked away from her, past me. I was tempted to stop him but let him go when he shot me a look so full of venom that I felt myself shrink back from his hate. Not aimed at me, I knew that, not really. Still, it wasn’t pleasant, and I wanted him to have a chance to pull himself together before we talked.

	Wow, I’d really grown up. Then again, I needed a minute myself to work through the thoughts now twisting me up inside. Because there was a very good chance my cousin might have done something to Carson Larter. He certainly had a trigger and having the bully who’d had a one-night stand with my aunt show up and start taunting him again over his low station surely was the kind of match to a fuse that would make someone like Robert blow.

	He was in the trailer. I saw him enter and exit. But did my cousin know enough about explosives to rig something like this? I hadn’t seen him near the computer or the mortars, so the odds of him running a false line weren’t great. The murderer’s identity still leaned toward the people working the system and that meant Morgan and Tanner.

	And I had no right even considering any of this nor was I welcome to. Why was it so hard to just drop it? I found myself standing at the edge of the park’s grounds, observing the rides and the music and the group at the top of the hill by myself, mind busy and frustration winding me up, while the day went on and no answers were available or forthcoming.

	I was surprised when Robert approached me of his own accord near dusk, his head down, hands in his pockets. I stayed silent and still as he came to a halt next to me, the quiet between us lingering long after he planted his booted feet next to mine. For the first time, there was nothing awkward or uncomfortable about the experience. In fact, I welcomed the distraction. When he finally spoke, I found I was seeing him in a totally different light that had nothing to do with the sun long set behind the mountains.

	“I don’t trust Karla Jensen,” he said. So, we were going to avoid talking about his mother? No worries, I was down with that. “I’ve been looking into her.”

	“Me too,” I said. “Haven’t found anything yet, aside from her unsavory hiring practices. Could be enough to get Olivia to fire her and maybe attract the state's attorney’s attention.”

	“Only if we can prove Ace and the others got their new identities from her,” Robert said. “I’m not sure we can. It would be ex-con’s words against hers.” He sounded like his personal experience with such matters influenced his trust in the system and I hardly blamed him. Even if he’d earned his time behind bars—and more than he’d served.

	“My only concern is Reading,” I said.

	“Me too.” He turned his head, met my eyes. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted, to protect this town.” I found that hard to believe, and maybe it showed, but he carried on without a hint of the darkness he’d shared with me earlier, and many times over the last few years. “I was misguided.” That was an understatement. “I made a lot of mistakes because I was jealous of you.” Wow, okay, that took a lot for him to admit so I let him go on. “And Rose always encouraged me. I think that’s why I went so far, Fee.” He squinted into the falling light. “She was the first person—really the only person—to talk me up, to encourage me. Sure, Uncle John and Aunt Lucy were great, Grandmother Iris.” I hadn’t heard him use those prefixes with my parents’ names for years now. “But Rose really seemed to understand me. She wanted me to be great.” He slumped again. “Or so I thought.” He cleared his throat, spit to one side. Yeah, still gross, but I was getting over it. “I wanted to believe her. I hated you so much because you came back, and everything was Fee this and Fee that. Then Rose came and she was so convincing, that you were trouble, and no one should trust you. That hate I welcomed because she wanted me to.” He turned to face me fully. “But I wanted to hate you too, Fee. I really did. I know how lucky you are. And what a crap show my life has been.” This was almost too much, but I couldn’t stop him now. It wouldn’t be fair, and Mom would be so disappointed. “We’re not friends,” he said. “We never will be, I guess. But we both want the same thing, I swear it. I just want this town to be safe. I thought I could protect it. All I did was make things worse.”

	I reached out and squeezed his shoulder. Robert didn’t pull away, let me do so, and I didn’t speak for a long time, finally dropping my hand but not the calm and level look I gave him, empty of judgment.

	“We both made mistakes,” I said. “Can we agree to at least not hate each other anymore?”

	Robert wavered then nodded. “I’d really like that.”

	Well, what do you know? Miracles did happen, it seemed.

	“I have to get back to the crew,” he said. “Olivia was nice enough to let me join the volunteer league even though I have a record. I don’t want to let her down.” He headed off then and I watched him go, following a moment later, my goal the same as his, and in more ways than one.

	Imagine that.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Four

	 

	I took a little detour when I spotted Mom and Dad at one of the adults-only tents, both with a beer in hand and joined them a moment for a check-in.

	“You two having fun?” I waved off the girl with the tray of drinks, missing the taste but knowing it was for the best, sipping from my warm bottle of water instead.

	“So far, so good,” Dad said. “Everything okay on your end?”

	I almost told them about my conversation with Robert and what I’d overheard him say to his mother but held off. This wasn’t the time or the place for those kinds of revelations. “Fine,” I said. “Just frustrated.”

	“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Mom’s instant concern had me shaking my head.

	“Sorry, it’s nothing,” I told her. “You two are here to enjoy yourselves. Have fun.”

	“We’re here for you,” she said. “What’s going on?”

	“It’s Rowan,” I said. “He’s been acting like a total jerk, and I have no idea why.”

	Um, hang on. Was that guilt on both of their faces for the briefest moment? And did that mean they knew exactly what was going on and they weren’t telling me either?

	What was this, some giant conspiracy?

	“I’m sure he has the case well in hand,” Dad said.

	“He’s a very talented detective,” Mom added.

	I glared back and forth between them until they both looked away. “I have no idea what’s going on,” I snapped at them, “but if I find out you two know anything and didn’t tell me…”

	“I think Olivia needs you, Fee.” Mom turned to Dad as I looked over my shoulder to find the mayor hoofing toward me at speed. “You’re doing a great job, honey.” My mother squeezed my hand before the pair of them slipped away, the traitors, even as the mayor of our fine little town huffed to a halt next to me.

	They knew something, more than a little bit, too. There would be a reckoning, mark my words. For now, I faced Olivia with less enthusiasm than maybe she deserved while she caught her breath.

	“Tell me everything is fine.” This was just a check-in? “Tell me you haven’t uncovered anything I need to worry about.”

	It would have been the perfect moment to tell her about Karla, right? Except I realized as I stood there, cranky and looking for a fight, that Olivia was the wrong target, and she wasn’t actually asking. She was looking for reassurance. I might not have been in the best mood to deliver it, as such, but I made an effort because, well, that’s what she hired me for, ultimately, wasn’t it?

	“Everyone is having a great time,” I said, knowing it came out a little bitter and pulling back on my tone as she flinched. “Really, it’s going very well, Olivia. We’ll be fine.”

	She exhaled a long, slow breath, waving with a smile at a pair of passing people like she hadn’t just been on the verge of a meltdown only assuaged by my attempt at comforting her. “It is, right? Everything’s just fine.” I was going to be sick of that word before tonight was over, but whatever. “It’s really going to be all right.”

	“It is.” I steered her deeper into the beer tent and flagged down one of the girls serving who immediately delivered a cold one to the mayor. “Relax, Olivia. Have a drink and let me handle it. Okay?”

	She blinked like that was the most foreign idea she’d ever heard, but she took the beer and sipped from the plastic glass regardless, dark eyes locked on mine over the rim in an almost panicked look that had me patting her shoulder and digging deeper for solace to offer.

	“Go mingle,” I said as my phone buzzed, a message landing. “That’s your job. Let me do mine.”

	Olivia nodded and turned, heading into the crowd, her usual political persona reasserting as she did and I let her go, glancing down at the new text.

	Unprepared for the hideous message sprawling out across my screen.

	You’re only in the way, my nasty texter sent. They must have figured out I’d blocked their last phone and made an effort to obtain a new number. I looked up immediately seeking out Aunt Doris, but she was nowhere to be seen. Instead of seeking her out, I finished reading despite myself. No one wants your kind of interference in real cases. You only mess things up and almost get yourself and the people you love killed. And sometimes you succeed, don’t you? Poor Petunia. I was shaking as I exited the tent, gaze raking over the crowd, finally spotting Aunt Doris with Uncle Roy, both looking uncomfortable. I finished reading the text as a mix of punishment and resolve. You think you’re so smart and clever, but you’re just a lucky amateur and everyone knows it.

	I typed the same word I had the last time. I know it’s you, Doris. My thumb landed on send the moment my gaze returned to Aunt Doris. She happened to be on her phone when I punched the arrow. I couldn’t have had more perfect timing.

	Except, despite the text’s delivery, she showed no sign she received it. She might have the burner in her purse, maybe? Surely after sending such a horrible message that she’d be checking to see if I responded? I was watching her as the cell vibrated in my hand and I looked down on impulse to read the next text that landed.

	Nice guess, my mystery messenger sent, but no. Did I just tell you you’re a terrible detective?

	I almost threw my phone, rage flaring again. Who are you? Why are you doing this?

	I owe you, Fee, the texter sent. Besides, I’m only saying what everyone is thinking. It’s time for you to get off your high horse and accept you’re just not that special. In fact, you’re nothing.

	I blocked the number with a savage little swear word whispered over my phone, feeling like I was vibrating the way it did when a text came through. So much so, I almost missed it when the next one landed.

	No way the bully managed a new phone already? Except it wasn’t nasty Nelly, but Kit whose message had me stomping my way up the hill to the setup with my temper in no way under control, until I stood in front of the surprised and then anxious Tanner Miles.

	“You were fired from your last job,” I said at full volume, showing him the message, shoving it in his face. Yes, I was wound up and probably shouldn’t have been confronting suspects in a murder investigation in this state—or at all, if Mallory had his way. But I had to vent my frustration somehow and this seemed the best outlet. “For stealing.” Now the skimming comment Hugh Avery made had clarity behind it. “True?”

	Tanner was trembling suddenly, glancing around as if looking for backup. Morgan joined us, frowning, some of the other team members paying attention while he stammered a few words before his gaze fell on Hugh.

	“Yes,” he finally managed.

	Morgan made an unhappy sound while I forged on.

	“There was stolen product found in your car,” I said. “Your last boss didn’t charge you, so it didn’t show up on your CV, right?” He nodded, misery crossing his face. Sorry, no sympathy, not today. “But he was happy to tell one of my investigators all about it when he found out Carson Larter was murdered.”

	“I didn’t have anything to do with Carson’s death,” Tanner said immediately, turning to Morgan with tears in his eyes. “I swear, Mo.”

	Her face had twisted with sadness and accusation. “Have you been stealing from us all along?”

	He groaned softly, more than enough answer to that question and again his gaze flickered to Hugh. Which had me ready to throw both of them to the wolves because there was no way Tanner was in on this alone and his attention betrayed who I suspected was his partner in crime.

	“Carson knew,” I said. “He found out. And you killed him to cover it up. You laid the extra line while he wasn’t looking. You wired the defective e-match to fool Morgan into thinking she had the right switch. And you knew the delay would mean Carson would put himself into the shock wave radius when the countdown lit the next fuse in line.” Tanner’s face took on a horrified expression that only fueled me on, doubling down. “Where did you get the faulty e-match, Tanner?”

	“Wait just a moment.” Hugh pushed his way through the gathering team who muttered among themselves in anger and disbelief. “You can’t just throw accusations around like that.”

	“I can,” I snapped at him. “Especially considering I know who he was stealing for. Right? And who better to give him a dummy e-match than his partner in crime?”

	Morgan glared at Hugh. “Carson said there were problems with the product,” she said. “Did he have proof? Did you kill him to cover something up?”

	“How dare you.” Hugh spluttered in my face, not as easily broken as Tanner, but still guilty enough I read it all over him.

	“Whatever,” I said, noting the arrival of Brown and Williams who had stopped chatting with the volunteer firefighters and were staring in our direction. I waved for them to join us, the pair of state police officers doing so with Ace Dawley right behind them.

	“What is it, Ms. Fleming?” Williams’s terse tone wasn’t sitting well with me, thank you, and I let her see it. She backed down when I pointed to Tanner and then Hugh with my temper still unleashed.

	“Tell Detective Mallory he needs to talk to these two more closely about possible thefts from the company,” I said. “Neither of them should be allowed near this site until he does.”

	“He’s already spoken to me,” Hugh said somewhat stiffly.

	“How nice for you,” I said before addressing the two officers again. “Well?”

	Williams hesitated, but Brown surprised me by stepping forward, hand outstretched, with a grim expression and his deep voice rasping. “If you’d both come with us, please, the detective would like a word.”

	“I want a lawyer,” Hugh said immediately.

	“You’ll have one,” Williams said. “This way, please.”

	Tanner hesitated one more moment, face twisting in guilt and fear as he tried to speak to Morgan. But she cut him off, turning her back, head down, and he finally went without resistance.

	“I need him,” she told me then, voice low and quiet. “For the show.”

	“You have the rest of your team,” I said.

	“And me.” I hadn’t noticed Kyle had joined us, Morgan perking at his arrival. She sighed as she turned back and addressed her people.

	“We have a show to do,” she said. “You know I trust you. We have to trust one another. They think this is a show, fun and games, a celebration. We know it’s life and death if we can’t rely on one another.” The team all nodded, murmuring their agreement, even Kyle while I watched Morgan rally her troops. “I trusted Tanner, you all did.” More grim nods. “Maybe that was misplaced. But I want all of you to know, I put you first, always.” She turned to Kyle. “Sgt. Wisner has proven himself to me, and I want you to welcome him into the team for tonight. He’ll replace Tanner as my runner. Any arguments?” No one said a word. She turned to me then. “You couldn’t have waited?”

	“No,” I said, though I could have, yes. “I thought you’d want to know there’s a good chance Tanner killed Carson.”

	Her expression softened and she reached for my hand. “Yes, thank you. Of course. It’s just…” She seemed to fade a little before Morgan pulled herself back together. For a fleeting moment, I caught sight of the teenage girl who lost her father and her family’s company all in one terrible moment, forced to do the will of another for a decade. But I watched her rally and return to the confident woman I’d come to know a little, chin rising as she waved to her team. “T minus thirty minutes, crew,” she said. “Let’s give them a show they’ll never forget.”

	The cheer that rose from her team even raised my spirits. Imagine that.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Five

	 

	I stomped after Brown and Williams, the two men in their custody having vastly different reactions to the grip on their arms.

	“I demand to speak to my lawyer,” Hugh Avery repeated while Tanner just hung his head in abject misery, tears dripping from his cheeks.

	I hadn’t expected Detective Mallory to make a personal appearance, but I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised to see him striding toward us from the staff parking area, frown on his face only triggering my return to crankiness. Oddly, he didn’t comment when I joined him and his officers, though he did pretty much ignore me when Williams filled him in on what I’d found.

	“I asked Kit to email you,” I said to the detective.

	“Mr. Avery,” Mallory said without even glancing at me, “I was on my way here to speak to you about a matter I’m more than certain will ensure you require that lawyer you were asking for.” Hugh paled but didn’t respond, lips now clamped shut. “Apparently, there have been a number of complaints against your company claiming that your product has been defective.”

	“That’s not my fault,” Hugh said.

	“Except, when I spoke to your boss,” Mallory shot back, “he said they’d opened an internal investigation because the majority of the claims came from teams you worked with.” That silenced his protesting.

	“I told you we should stop,” Tanner wailed.

	“Shut up,” Hugh snapped at him.

	“It’s true,” Tanner said, openly weeping, sagging in Brown’s strong grip. “I’ve been working for Hugh for the last three years. He tells me what items to swap out and I do it for a cut of the sale.”

	“So, you substitute inferior products and sell the real thing,” Mallory said.

	“It was his scam,” Tanner said, now sullen and snuffling, wiping at his wet cheeks and nose with the back of his free hand. “It wasn’t supposed to be anything important. I was just supposed to swap out the good stuff for reduced quality. No one was ever supposed to get hurt.”

	“Until Carson found out and called you on it,” I interrupted. Because I couldn’t help myself, sorry. “So, you two figured out the best way to kill him was to make it look like an accident.”

	“I had nothing to do with that,” Hugh said.

	“Me either,” Tanner told me. “I swear, I didn’t.”

	“I’ve heard enough.” Mallory waved for his officers to lead the men away. “We’ll let the state's attorney sort things out once the evidence is presented. For now, you’re both under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Carson Larter.”

	Tanner started blubbering again, Hugh telling him over and over to shut up as they were led away. Mallory almost went after them, but I was done with his change of heart and attitude toward me, and he was going to answer my questions whether he liked it or not.

	“I want to know why you’re cutting me out, Rowan,” I said, one hand on his arm, forcing him to either jerk free of my grip or confront me. I wasn’t sure which he’d choose after the angry things we’d said to one another and was surprised when he did stop and turn toward me, towering over me, amber eyes locked on mine. “I need the truth and I’m not going to leave you alone until you tell me.”

	His rigidity lasted longer than I hoped and seemed to dash any possibility he might, in fact, confide in me. That’s why I was so surprised when he finally softened, sighing and shaking his head, as he gently removed my hand from my grip on his jacket sleeve.

	“If you died,” he whispered, “you alone or you and the baby, because of me or a case we worked…” he choked up. Cleared his throat. Went on. “If it was my fault, Fee, I’d never forgive myself.”

	Died? I wasn’t about to…

	Oh. Except I almost had several times, more times than I dared to count, right?

	I’d finally scared him enough, I guess, he’d done what he could to keep me safe. I flinched as I realized the truth, but he wasn’t done.

	“And neither would Turner,” he said.

	Crew? Wait, had my husband…? I thought I was angry before. Hell hath no fury like a woman stonewalled out of the job she loved. And Crew Turner was going to hear about it. As soon as I was done with Rowan Mallory.

	“You conspired with my husband to keep me off the case.” I couldn’t believe it. The utter nerve of the two of them.

	Mallory’s amber eyes held only regret. “Not just me,” he said.

	Oh. My. Fleming. “My parents,” I snarled.

	“Among others,” he agreed. “Though Lloyd refused to participate no matter how much Turner begged. Still, I have it on good authority our fine Doctor Aberstock has had a change of tune since your blood pressure check yesterday.”

	Traitors. They were all traitors. I could barely speak I was so furious while the detective went on.

	“No one expected Olivia to ask you to help with the Fourth,” he said. “Nor that you would, yet again, find yourself in the middle of a murder investigation, though I suppose none of us were really surprised.”

	“How dare you,” I said, taking a step back from him. “I’m a grown woman who can make her own decisions. This is the job I love, that I’m very good at, thank you.” Okay, might have been triggered by the nasty messenger and all, but still, come on, dude. “You put our friendship at risk, Rowan. For what?”

	“To protect you,” he said, very softly and with deep hurt in his voice. One hand rose toward me but dropped again when I didn’t relent. “I care about you deeply, Fee. It’s been me and Ivy for a very long time. I’ve done my best to keep my distance from outside attachments.” He cleared his throat again, while I realized I never did get his full story or why he was so reluctant to open up. That would have to wait for later, because he shrugged inside his rumpled jacket, looking vulnerable and sounding the same while my anger did its best to hold its ground despite the words he spoke and the emotion he generated. “For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’ve found a bit of a family. You, Lloyd, Penny.” He glanced toward where Kyle worked with Morgan, frown turning downward again. “When Petunia passed and I realized I put you in danger by encouraging you the way I did, I decided it wasn’t worth it, Fee.” He met my eyes again. “It’s taken me a lot to open up again. If you died, if anything happened to the baby, I don’t know what I’d do. I really don’t.”

	Today was apparently a day of confessions. I felt my rage retreat at last, my spluttering indignation and self-righteousness nosediving into regret of my own as I finally closed the distance between us and hugged him.

	He hugged me back, to my surprise, engulfing me in his arms for a long moment while my heart stuttered. The hug didn’t last, though. It was brief, and we both stepped away when it was done. And now I knew there was more to this, I was sure of it, but I wasn’t going to ask, couldn’t. About his feelings. About how those feelings were connected to me. Not going there, not doing that to either of us. I loved Crew, he was my other half. Maybe if I’d met Mallory before my husband… there was enough about him I liked it could have turned to something deeper.

	But that wasn’t how life turned out. Besides, Mallory had Penny and I knew from the angst he was suffering over Kyle’s appearance that he cared for her deeply, loved her as best as he was able. “Don’t blame Turner,” he said then. “I’d already made my decision before he spoke to me. We agreed to keep you safe, Fee. And I plan to follow through with that choice.”

	“Over my dead body,” I said without a trace of irony.

	Mallory chuckled. “You really are ridiculous.” He straightened his shoulders, small, wry smile fixed, amber eyes alight. “Just be careful, even if it’s only for the rest of us.”

	I let him go when he retreated to follow his officers and the two men in custody while I hugged myself in the growing darkness and contemplated the conversation I was going to have with Crew. By the time I turned back to the fireworks station, I’d scanned and discarded any number of ideas, from the hurtful to the furious all the way to forgiveness.

	And, though it had caused me so much frustration and the near loss of a friendship I valued, I decided the last was the best. Crew would face what he tried to do, make no mistake, but I understood his motives, especially now. I cupped the small bump of my abdomen in both hands and realized I had much more to lose than ever before. Petunia’s death had been a warning, and as deeply as it hurt, the guilt I’d feel if I lost our chicken nugget?

	Fine. I’d be careful. So, there.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Six

	 

	As the first firework sequence set off, I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, the concussive force of the timed explosions going off close enough I was grateful for the earplugs Kyle had handed me just a few minutes ago. I’d never witnessed such a show from behind the scenes and marveled at the coordination of the team moving almost as one as the pre-set display fired off in the sky over Cutter Lake.

	I’d always been a fan of the lights, if not the noise, and Petunia’s fear of loud noises meant we’d always watched from either the front porch of the B&B that had borne her name or the one on our new house. Just far enough away to muffle the bangs so she could snuggle against me for support and close enough I got to see the majority of them over the homes and treetops. This was the first year since I’d left New York I’d been front and center and I found I again missed my darling pug and wished more than anything I was back on the bench swing with her in my lap, wrapped like a burrito in a soft blanket, rocking her while the sky lit up in front of me.

	The twenty-minute show was over far more quickly than I expected, the allure of the glowing, booming, sparkling performance awe-inspiring despite how I was feeling, and I found myself wiping a tear from the corner of one eye as the final, triumphant sequence of verticals and blossoming giants set the entire valley ablaze with red, white and blue. I’d never really been all that patriotic, but it certainly gave me a solid sense of being, of belonging, that I knew it was meant to create. Manipulation at its finest, and prettiest, so I wasn’t complaining.

	I was pulling free my earplugs when Olivia rushed to my side and hugged me in a show of joy that had me laughing. She clapped like a little girl, face alight, beaming with exuberance and enthusiasm, looking younger than she had in a long time.

	“That was amazing!” She laughed again, her brown eyes full of stars. “It actually all worked out.” She embraced me again, hard, then let me go with a breathlessness fed by delight. “We’re going to be all right, Fee.”

	I grinned, I couldn’t help it. “We really are, Olivia.”

	She left me then, scampering off to bask in her glory, the steady exodus of townsfolk and tourists filing toward the parking lot managed with help from Ace’s men who actually did their job with some efficiency. I stood back and watched as the LightFantastic team packed up their supplies, loading everything into the waiting trailer, done so quickly and smoothly they were wrapped up before the last of the guests had made it out of the park.

	It would have been an excellent ending to a rough few days if it weren’t for the woman who planted herself next to me while I observed the town’s team slowly making rounds in the park, cleaning up after the disappearing throng. Karla Jensen’s tight smile had nothing of good humor in it. In fact, she looked a lot more like a grinning hyena ready to pounce on prey than a supposed colleague there to share notes.

	“You’re done now,” she grated at me through teeth still clenched in that rictus of a smile. “You can go.”

	“I’m far from done,” I said. “But thanks for thinking you can tell me what to do.”

	Karla spun on me, dropping all pretense, expression tight and aggressive. “I won’t have you undermining me while I try to do my job,” she said. “Olivia hired me and while I have no idea what kind of influence you think you have, for the duration of my contract, you’re to stay away from my events and mind your own business.”

	So many people had handed that line to me in my lifetime and not one of them got what they wanted. I was tempted to tell her she was about to be disappointed, but instead decided to play the card I’d pulled from the deck as my counter.

	“Your contract,” I said at my most droll, “may come into question when town council discovers you’re not only the sole shareholder in the shell corp that owns Dawley Security, but that you’ve been supplying false credentials for ex-convicts and encouraging them to engage in unlawful behavior to your benefit.”

	She didn’t even flinch. “Prove it,” she said.

	I met her eyes with my own flat and unfriendly. “I can,” I said. Let that sink in for a moment while she absorbed it. Saw her start to sweat and loved every second. Petty had come calling and I answered with bells on. This little victory was exactly what I needed, thank you. “You’re sure you want to do this now?”

	There it was, the wince I was waiting for. She backed up a step, shaking her head.

	“Don’t cross me,” she said in a menacing tone that matched the scowl on her face. “You won’t like what happens.”

	I actually laughed. I couldn’t help it. This felt like a cartoon character interaction or some B movie bad guy doing their best to tell the hero to walk away only to trigger a giant sequence of fighting and mayhem. That sobered me up a little because Reading had been through enough and so had I. Didn’t mean I was backing down, though, did it?

	You know me better than that, even if she didn’t.

	There I went with the yets again.

	She stomped off while I let her go. There would be time to talk to Olivia about the details after the mayor came down from her happy high. Even I wasn’t about to shatter that for her, no matter the mood I was in. Instead, I now fixed my sights not only on ousting Karla from my town forever, but I now had a number one suspect in my nasty texter file.

	If she was the one messaging me? There wouldn’t be a rock she could hide under in any state that I wouldn’t find her. But no one would find her after I did, I promise you that.

	I was just sliding behind the wheel of my car, my stubborn refusal to depart until everyone had exited the park leaving me tired and drained. When my phone hummed in my pocket, I almost didn’t look, not wanting another nasty text to ruin my night. But when it buzzed again, I sighed and did my duty, only to catch my breath at what I read in the first one.

	And then gasped at the second. Penny’s message followed by Kit’s? Told me I’d been so off base with Tanner Miles and Hugh Avery I’d almost let the real killer go free.

	Knowing I was probably too late, I scrambled out of my car and headed back to the fireworks site, relieved when I saw the trailer hadn’t left yet but that everyone was already gone. I paused near the back of the trailer, the ramp retracted, doors closed, and almost swore to myself. I needed to call Mallory, but I was now worried the killer had dealt with any evidence already and once locked away in the trailer, we’d never see it again. That had me hesitantly testing the small side door into the box, the main one already padlocked shut.

	And, to my surprise, found it unlocked. Someone had overlooked it, apparently. With a short inhale and knowing I was being stupid, I stepped up the short metal ladder at the base of the door and slipped inside.

	My phone’s flashlight mode lit the interior well enough, but I quickly realized my error as I found myself partially pinned by boxes and equipment all neatly piled inside. I spotted the black cases the computers had been unloaded from, but I couldn’t reach them without climbing over a lot of things. Knowing this had been epically stupid after all, I turned to exit the box, switching to phone mode to call the detective and have him seize the trailer as evidence when I realized I wasn’t alone.

	She stood at the open door with a gun in her hand, facing me down, her expression blank, almost terrifying in the odd reflective light of my cell.

	“Ms. Fleming,” Morgan Barrett said, “I really wish you had minded your own business.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Seven

	 

	There was nowhere to go, so all I had were words to defend myself. “I know why you did it,” I said.

	“I assumed that,” she sighed. “Why else would you be poking around my trailer? I made mistakes I can’t take back.” Her hand dropped, but the gun remained pointed in my direction. As it shifted, however, I realized it wasn’t a revolver or pistol that my brain made the obvious leap to. She instead held what looked like a road flare. I’d assumed it was a weapon and relaxed somewhat. Until she uncapped it and held the striker that she’d removed to the business end.

	And I suddenly knew what she intended.

	“The monitoring company knows you were hacking his pacemaker.” I needed to convince her killing me wasn’t going to solve anything. “And one of the techs traced the IP of the computer doing the hacking to LightFantastic.” I nodded to her as she flinched, her face contorting with understanding. She didn’t need to know it was Penny who found that out after digging deeper into the issue, who texted me just a few minutes ago. “Killing me won’t solve your problem. The police will be on their way any second now.” I hoped. Surely Penny told Mallory, too? Of course, she must have. So, why was I here alone? Because I was an idiot.

	Yeah, yeah. I know.

	“Talk to me, Morgan,” I said, hoping I didn’t come across as desperate. She hesitated and I took that as a win because the longer she lingered, the more chance I had that Mallory would reach me in time and save the day. “The monitoring company said the errors in his pacemaker started a month ago. I witnessed a couple of episodes before he died.” I had reason to worry when I’d seen him clutch at his chest after all. I just didn’t know the real reason behind his pain. “Why not just kill him?”

	“I wasn’t trying to kill him,” she snarled back at me, striker still hovering over the flare.

	“I’m not sure a jury will believe you,” I said. “Not after they find out Carson was selling your family’s company to a bigger operation and was keeping all the money.” Thanks for that, Kit.

	This time she wavered, shaking her head. “I just wanted to scare him,” she said. “I just wanted him to stop.”

	“But he didn’t,” I said, lowering my voice, softening it to kindness and understanding. I’d been in worse scrapes before, right? I could handle this. That’s why one of my hands crept to cup my belly because I had this under control.

	Sure, Fee. Whatever helps you sleep at night (or not).

	“It made him speed up the deal.” Her wail of failure didn’t last, as though she’d already shaken off her disappointment the moment the words were out of her mouth. “The doctors didn’t know,” she said then, cold and flat. “They thought his pacemaker was defective. He had an appointment to replace it after this event.”

	“True,” I said. “The hacking was just uncovered a little while ago. Why else do you think I’m here?”

	She didn’t speak, didn’t move, so I was gaining the time I needed. But that could all end very quickly if I didn’t keep her talking. Turned out, she had more to say all on her own accord.

	“He’s the reason my dad is dead,” she said, now dull and empty and swaying slightly on her feet. I briefly contemplated throwing myself out the door and onto her and might have under other circumstances. But the tiny pumpkin inside me made me hesitate while she went on. Because Mallory was right. If anything happened like had happened to Petunia, it would break me forever. “Carson was supposed to drive the SUV that night, but he got drunk, and Dad was forced to do it personally. Carson should have been the one in the accident, not my dad.” Her anger only simmered, like she’d been running on the fuel of it for so long that there wasn’t much of it left to give her strength. “But I forgave him, you know that? I chose to put the company my grandfather and my father built ahead of my grief. Thanks to money problems, what Carson paid just covered the debt, so I was left with what little insurance Dad had and that was all. Sure, I wasn’t the owner, but I could at least still be part of what they’d made. I’ve been saving up, finding backers. I was going to make an offer to Carson myself when I found out he was going to sell to someone else. I didn’t want him dead.” She said that with what little heat she had left. “I wanted my family legacy.”

	“So, you didn’t mean for the shock wave to destroy the pacemaker you’d already damaged?” That seemed hard to believe.

	But Morgan’s reaction was so raw, so honest, I actually did believe her when she let out a low cry of denial. “No! I told you the truth when you asked me the first time. It was the e-match.” She grimaced in the darkness. “I knew about Tanner and Hugh, I admit that. I overheard them talking just after Carson decided to sell. I was going to report them, but I figured I could maybe discredit Carson enough the sale would fall through and give me the time I needed to raise enough capital to make an offer myself.” She wavered a little, hands dropping, though her grip on both the striker cap and the flare didn’t falter. “It was working, too. I was substituting the crappy wiring and some of the bad e-matches, messing up timings and ruining shows. I even managed to fire off every bit of ordinance in one go at a small rock concert in Virginia. It should have ruined the deal.” Wow, talk about ingenuity. No, I wasn’t siding with her, but I understood her tactics, at least, and could sympathize with her reasoning. “The night of the test was supposed to be the last straw, proof to the buyer not to pick us up.”

	“You made a mistake,” I said, making a mental connection.

	“I was in a hurry.” She nodded then, shoulders sagging, the flare falling to her side. “I didn’t have much wiggle room with everyone around. I ducked into the trailer and found my stash of fakes, but I grabbed the wrong one when I went to check the lines and attached a faulty one to the wires that were supposed to trigger a dud test. Instead, I used the fake one on the early lines, so the test was delayed instead of fizzling out.”

	“You must have realized the evidence would be uncovered,” I said.

	She shrugged then. “I did, but I knew Tanner and Hugh were up to their eyeballs in it, so I figured they’d take the fall.” Her head snapped up, anger returning. “Which they should anyway. What they did? Puts the lives of every technician in this industry in jeopardy. What we do isn’t a joke, it’s dangerous.”

	“You should have turned them in,” I said.

	“I traced every bit of faulty product and pulled it,” she snapped back.

	“For your team,” I said. “What about the others Hugh is selling to?”

	That made her flinch and sway again. “I did what I had to.” When she looked up once more, her face had hardened into whatever cold fury she had left. “I didn’t mean for him to die, but I’m not sorry. LightFantastic is mine, and it should have been all along. You talk big, Ms. Fleming, but I’m beginning to think you’re lying to me about the cops being on their way. I’ve heard things about you, you know. People talk about how you’re this super investigator, but that you’re always the one who catches the killer. Why is that?” She didn’t give me time to answer. “Let me guess. Because you don’t tell anyone until it’s over.” Um, gulp. Except she was wrong this time, right? Wasn’t she? “The cops have no idea and you’re the type that likes to figure things out on her own, aren’t you? Keeps things close.” She took a half step back, looked around. “I don’t see anyone riding to your rescue.” Okay, this wasn’t going to end well, was it? I could see her spiraling and had no idea what to say to stop her. Not when she pushed on, grim and simmering. “We’re the same that way. Which means if you die in an accident poking your nose into my business… well. No one would be surprised, would they?” Her hands rose again, the striker now pressed to the top of the flare. “There are enough backup shells left over to ensure this whole trailer—and all the evidence—doesn’t survive the explosion. Goodbye, Ms. Fleming. You should have called the police this time.”

	I was already on the move, desperate to escape when she struck the flare. It burst into sizzling heat, driving me back when she threw it at me. Desperate, I leaped up to try to catch it, but her aim was good as it soared over my head and into the boxes behind me, the flaring light immediately turning to flames as the box it landed on caught fire.

	I swung back far too late to the sound of the door closing.

	Locking me in.

	Okay, so I’d been in seriously scary situations before, but this was up there with the worst. Smoke quickly filled the trailer, choking me and forcing me to the floor, crouching by the small exit door now sealed against my escape. I dialed Mallory, knowing it would be far too late for him to save me, and screamed in frustration when it went to voicemail.

	Get yourself together, Fleming. There had to be a way out. I was about to dial Dad when something behind me sizzled and then whistled, and I knew I was out of time.

	Even as the side door snicked and opened, Robert’s shocked face appearing on the other side.

	I dove for him, knocking both of us down as whatever had let out the sharp whine in the trailer burst upward, lighting the interior of the trailer and casting its bright, white illumination over both of us.

	“Run!” I grabbed my cousin and dragged him with me away from the smoking trailer, spotting a fleeing figure up ahead. Fury sped my steps as I chased Morgan down, fireworks exploding the trailer behind me, the sound of the boom just ahead of the shockwave that pushed me forward. I kept my feet under me by sheer will, the murderer almost making it to her car before I tackled her and drove her to the ground. She fought me, tried to roll over, but I pinned her in the flickering light of the fire that had engulfed the trailer, occasional pops of ordinance going off while the sound of sirens approaching told me Mallory was, in fact, on the way, sent a surge of relief and triumph through me that only temporarily quieted my terror at what could have been.

	“You mentioned the cops,” I snarled at her as she sobbed into the dirt. “Guess you were as wrong about me as I was about you.”

	Boo-yah.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Eight

	 

	A nice, soft breeze drifted through the open windows of the kitchen, sunlight streaming through the patio doors and onto the tile floor, bathing the whole room in a lovely, warm glow that lifted my mood despite myself.

	Crew was on his way home, had messaged me this morning to tell me his flight was on time and that he’d see me soon. I didn’t respond right away, though I did manage I love you, still pondering what I was going to say to him since Mallory’s reveal.

	The detective had relented, arriving last night for a beer and to fill me in on the end of the case. “Morgan Barrett is being charged with manslaughter and attempted murder,” he said, “but it’s probable she’ll plead down since the prosecutor thinks she has the kind of case a jury would sway over.” That did make sense and while I understood, the fact remained Carson Larter died because of her actions.

	I was happy I wouldn’t have to sit on that jury if it came to a trial.

	“What about Tanner Miles and Hugh Avery?” Surely, they were both facing serious charges themselves.

	“From what I heard, Mr. Avery has already been fired and his company supplying any and all information requested by state police.” Mallory had shrugged over that. “They’ll both do time, though how much I have no idea.”

	I had one last question that wasn’t personal, or so I thought.

	“You knew it was murder and you let Olivia have her victory.” I waited for his reaction and was rewarded with a look of pure exasperation.

	“She’s relentless,” he groaned. “Now that I’ve caved, I’m doomed, aren’t I?”

	That made me laugh because he had no idea.

	We’d parted friends then, our balance restored, though when I’d tried to ask him about Penny, he’d gently cut me off.

	“She has a choice to make,” he’d said in his quiet voice, amber eyes sad. “I won’t push her to make it.” As he left, I’d wanted to shake him because if he let her go out of some ridiculous need to give her space, he was an idiot.

	I planned to call her. Just as soon as I dealt with my spouse.

	The strawberries I was slicing smelled of summer, fresh from the local produce stand and had me thinking about Petunia again. The sadness was a little less raw, a bit softer around the edges, and while I sighed over the reduction in the pressure of my grief, I realized I’d rather remember her with happiness than sorrow.

	“I’ll eat yours for you,” I whispered into the quiet kitchen. And laughed when I could almost hear her groaning in protest.

	My phone vibrated and one glance had me blocking the number and deleting the text without reading it. Whoever it was behind the nasty messages hadn’t let up, though one a day seemed to be their limit and I wondered at the tenacity it took to commit to buying enough burner phones to continue harassing me. Or they’d found a way to get around the block. Either way, I’d be dealing with them in short order.

	Crew first.

	At least I didn’t have Aunt Doris and Uncle Roy to help my mother wrangle anymore. Mom told me two days ago, the morning after the Fourth that they’d vanished right after the fireworks and she hadn’t heard a word from them since. I’d made an effort to approach Robert, inviting him for coffee publicly, the two of us drawing intense stares as we sat outside at Sammy’s on Main together. Well, let the townsfolk of Reading whisper if they wanted. If my cousin really was going to settle into change, I was going to make an effort to at least not get in his way.

	It had been an awkward half hour, but I lived through it, even thanking him for saving my life that night.

	“I didn’t mean to,” he’d admitted. “I was looking for evidence.”

	That made me laugh and salute him with my cup. “How very Fleming of you,” I said.

	I don’t think I’ve ever seen Robert smile like that before.

	He’d told me my conversation with Olivia didn’t end the way I wanted, however. Turned out the mayor’s stipulation to honor Karla’s contract meant she had to demote Ace Dawley and have all of the guards revert to their real identities. In fact, in true Olivia style, she’d turned the whole story around by the time I sat down an hour later with my cousin, making the newly renamed Redemption Security (a bit heavy-handed, but this was Olivia we were talking about) a good deed employer who only hired ex-cons to give them a new start.

	Turned out her need for me to help ended when she got her mojo back.

	“I guess she wanted someone local to oversee it,” he’d told me. “She made Karla hire me to run it.” I have to admit, that reveal had me uncomfortable, but Robert just chuckled. “I’ll do my best not to let it go to my head.” Was that a real twinkle in his eyes?

	Dear god, I was not making friends with him. Was I?

	Hell had frozen over and pigs with wings were the new thing, it seemed. At least I had an ally against Karla, Robert admitting he still didn’t trust her despite her being his employer. That gave me some comfort. I just hoped Olivia’s decision to keep the woman on wouldn’t come back to bite us all in the rear end.

	Not to mention she was still my prime suspect in my nasty texting lineup. So, we’d see, wouldn’t we? At least Dr. Aberstock was happy with my return to normal blood pressure. Even the little bit of smoke I’d inhaled hadn’t seemed to hold any lasting injury, a rough throat and a day of hitched breathing healed quickly. This last scare had me rethinking my risky-go-lucky tendencies, however, and I was starting to wonder if Crew was right.

	Not that I’d be telling him that until after he apologized.

	I heard a car pull into the driveway through the open windows despite it being at the other end of the house and braced myself for Crew’s arrival. The front door opened, and the sound of his footfalls grew closer as I clenched the knife in my hand and forced myself to breathe. I would not yell at him. I would not let my temper get the best of me. I would be a good wife and a solid partner, and we would have a conversation about what he'd done, not a fight.

	I looked up as he entered the kitchen, my gaze raking over those gorgeous features, that tousled dark hair, his tan, his blue eyes, the width of those shoulders that always made me sigh and froze.

	Something small and sweet wriggled in his arms, tiny black velvet ears perking, squiggle of a cinnamon bun tail vibrating in excitement as the darling pug puppy he held let out a darling squeak and cat-yawned before snorting.

	My. Whole. World. Stopped. And then I was moving, faster than I should have likely, the knife abandoned, my hands outstretched. Crew relinquished the wee fawn darling into my grasp and didn’t say a word while I snuggled her—it had to be a her—against my cheek.

	“I was worried,” he said as I met his eyes, the puglet licking me with delight, whole body shimmying in my grasp. I could barely see him through the tears that flooded my vision and wet the baby’s fur. A soft, sad smile had crept over his lips, a long sigh escaping him before he spoke again. “I planned this a year ago,” he went on. “When I saw she was fading.” We both knew who she was, my old dear. “I thought a puppy might give her some joy in her last days and make it easier when she had to go. But then you got pregnant, and we lost Petunia so fast.” He stammered to a halt before carrying on. “And this kid wasn’t ready.” Crew ruffled her ear with one big hand, the little girl leaning into his touch before licking him and heaving a sigh, a second snort following the first. “I almost changed my mind a million times the last few months. There’s no replacing the girl we lost. But when I saw this monkey… I figured I’d let you decide.” He dropped his hand, earnest hope in his blue eyes and my love for him filled me up so much I would forgive him anything.

	Yes, even what he’d done or tried to do. So, don’t go there right now.

	“Did I do okay?” His hesitation had me reaching for him, the puppy between us letting out a happy little half-bark, half-meow I’d missed so very much.

	“What do you think, Lady the Fifth?” I asked her as she blinked her huge, brown eyes at us both. “Did he?”

	Petunia groaned as she yawned, clearly in full agreement while Crew and I both laughed and hugged her while my amazing and loving and darling husband kissed me.

	Best homecoming ever.

	 

	Don’t worry, there are more Fleming Investigations coming soon!

	Get your preorder for #12 Running Pass and Death now!

	 

	***

	



	



Author Notes

	 

	My very dear reader:

	 

	When Fee told me about the pug child Crew was bringing home, I cried all over again. She’ll never replace her predecessor, but Fleming life wouldn’t be the same without a pug around.

	This year will wind up Fee’s second series in November, with Running Pass and Death coming in October followed by #13, One For the Road and Death. Please, don’t send me sad emails! This is Fee’s decision, and I have to honor it.

	Don’t despair, though. She’s already told me after a bit of a break, she has a third series coming! Stay tuned for details about the Fleming Family Cozy Mysteries.

	For now, I’m focusing on wrapping this part of her story while planning ahead for not just her next series. Daisy’s been whispering about her own books and I have no doubt she’ll get her way in the days ahead.

	Thank you so much for reading. Please stay safe and healthy out there.

	Best,

	Patti
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	Now with multiple series in happy publication, I live on beautiful and magical Prince Edward Island (I know you’ve heard of Anne of Green Gables) with my multitude of pets. 

	I love-love-love hearing from you! You can reach me (and I promise I’ll message back) at patti@pattilarsen.com. And if you’re eager for your next dose of Patti Larsen books (usually about one release a month) come join my mailing list! All the best up and coming, giveaways, contests and, of course, my observations on the world (aren’t you just dying to know what I think about everything?) all in one place: https://bit.ly/PattiLarsenEmail.

	Last—but not least!—I hope you enjoyed what you read! Your happiness is my happiness. And I’d love to hear just what you thought. A review where you found this book would mean the world to me—reviews feed writers more than you will ever know. So, loved it (or not so much), your honest review would make my day. Thank you!
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js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



