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      “Roar!”

      “Ahh! Please don’t eat me.” I cower down behind the receptionist desk for a moment before peeking over the top at a golden lion holding an orange trick-or-treat bag with a pumpkin on the front.

      He grins, revealing a gap between his two front teeth. “Trick-or-Treat.”

      I smile and drop a Twix bar in his bag. “Happy Halloween,” I call after him.

      He thanks me and skips out to his parents waiting by the spa door.

      “You’re great with kids,” Josh says, sneaking a Snickers bar from the bowl.

      I slap his hand. “Those are for the kids.”

      He smirks. “You bought enough candy to feed the whole town, Autumn. Besides, Bobby said he’s shutting down the Business Halloween Crawl right at six so everyone can go to the park for the bonfire and ghost stories.” He glances at the clock, which shows it’s five minutes to six then wiggles his eyebrows at me before popping the mini Snickers bar in his mouth.

      I laugh and flip my long blond braid over my shoulder and straighten my crown. My light blue glittery gown shines underneath the fluorescent lights, and these silver heels are killing my feet. I bend down and take them off with a sigh.

      “Are you going to change before the bonfire?” he inquires, before stuffing another Snickers bar in his mouth. He wipes his hands off on his jeans, then pushes his black sweater up to his elbows. "This face paint is itchy. It won't make me break out, will it?" He wiggles his green nose. His face is painted green with black stitches on his forehead. Josh's attempt at Frankenstein isn't great, but at least he's trying. Halloween's not his favorite holiday. He's more of a Christmas guy.

      I roll my eyes at him then wiggle my toes to get some circulation back in them. “Your face is fine. I'm not sure about the bonfire though. Queen Elsa loves the cold, but Massage Therapist Autumn, not so much.”

      “I do like the costume though.” He gives me a once-over then winks at me.

      I feel my face heat up. It’s been two months since Josh has asked me to be more than friends and I’m still thinking about it. I know I should give us a try, but I’m scared. Yep, that’s me. I'm a big ole scaredy-cat. If I date Josh and it doesn’t work out, I lose my best friend. It'll be weird and awkward like it is with Travis. I can’t bear the thought of that happening. On the other hand, it could work, and we could live happily ever after or at least happy most of the time.

      The bell above the door chimes and I slip back into my heels before spinning around to see who it is.

      “Autumn, I love your costume,” Cat gushes, bounding up to me, She's dressed as an Egyptian princess. Her short straight black wig touches her shoulders, and her face is done up with heavy make-up “What do you think of my costume?” She turns in a circle, showing off her white and gold gown.

      “Very authentic,” I say, reaching out to adjust her gold crown with blue beads on it.

      She grins then eyes my candy bowl. “Trick-or-Treat?”

      “Aren’t you a little old for this?” I wink at her, so she knows I'm teasing.

      “That’s what I told her.”

      I glance up, and my mouth goes dry. If I didn’t recognize Travis's voice, I wouldn’t have realized it was him leaning against the spa door. He looks almost like John Travolta from Grease. Dark hair slicked back, white t-shirt clinging to his bulging biceps, black jeans and even the T-birds black leather jacket hooked onto his index finger.

      “Cat got your tongue, Autumn…or should I say, Queen Elsa?” He bows slightly then smiles.

      My heart flutters, and I take a deep breath to calm it. I swallow and shoot a glance at Josh. He’s frowning but pretends to be interested in the candy on the desk. I clear my throat and stand up a little straighter then focus on Cat. “I think she has one more year of trick-or-treating. You won't be fifteen until next month, right?”

      She nods then sticks her tongue out at her dad.

      He chuckles and shakes his head.

      “Are you going to the bonfire?” I inquire while I drop two Snickers and a Twix in her bag.

      She shrugs and mutters something I can’t hear. Maybe my hearings going right along with my eyesight. Getting old is not fun.

      Allison appears in the doorway. She’s the perfect Sandy with curly blond hair and a tight black jumpsuit and heels. “Regina ran out of candy, and there’s a herd of kids coming this way. She wants to know if you have any more, Autumn.”

      “I do.” I grab a bag of Twizzlers and M & M’s from behind the counter. I’m not a huge candy fan, but I love Halloween and always go all out. I may have gone a little overboard when it came to decorating the spa this year.

      Orange and black candles glow from inside pumpkins and sit in the windows, and I even have the essential oil diffuser emitting cinnamon and clove. The spa looks like someone hasn’t dusted in years with all the cobwebs I have hanging from the corners. Several large black spiders sit among the webs, and a skeleton sits on the leather couch. Witches and ghosts hang from the ceiling. Our real ghost has moved on. I was kind of sad to see her go, but I’m glad we could help her.

      “Here you go,” I say, handing over the candy.

      Allison takes it with a smile. “Thanks. Be right back.” She gives Travis a peck on his cheek before heading over to the salon.

      Cat rolls her eyes.

      Travis blushes and runs a hand through his wig.

      Another group of trick-or-treaters dressed as Paw Patrol characters makes their way over to me. I ooh and ahh over their costumes while Travis steps up to the counter to chat with Josh. Cat helps me pass out the candy then plops down next to the skeleton on the couch and digs into her bag.

      I make my way over to the guys and set down the candy bowl. They're discussing football stats, so I open the safe under the counter and retrieve the deposit bag to take to the bank once we close. “Huh?”

      “What?” Josh asks, grabbing a pack of peanut M & M’s from the bowl.

      “The deposit bag feels kinda light.” I unzip the green bag and gasp.

      “What’s wrong?” Travis furrows his eyebrows and leans over the counter.

      A few more kids make their way into the spa, but I’m too stunned to acknowledge them.

      Travis grabs the bowl and lets them help themselves then motions to Cat to handle the bowl, which she eagerly jumps up to do.

      “Autumn, what is it?” Josh leans toward me. His face portrays a mix of confusion and worry.

      I blink and hand the bag to Josh.

      He peeks inside. “It’s empty. Where’s all the cash?”

      “I-I don’t know.” I sway slightly, and Josh reaches out to steady me.

      “Sit down, Autumn.” He gets up and gently guides me down into the chair.

      My head pounds and my vision blurs. Today was a hectic day. We ran a Halloween special, something we never do, but Sally insisted on it since the spa has been slower. She thought it would be a great way to drum up some business. Facials were discounted, and Josh gave complimentary five-minute chair massages from ten to eleven, which usually led to someone booking an hour massage. The day was beyond booked, and most of our customers paid in cash, which is rare. I put a little over a thousand dollars in the bag. Where did it all go?

      Josh rechecks the cash bag. “Are you sure you didn’t leave the cash in the office safe?”

      I frown and bite my lip. “The Halloween Crawl started a little early, so I was rushing to close down the register. I’m pretty sure I counted everything up here and threw it in the safe.” I gesture to the safe under the desk.

      “I’ll check the other safe.” He drops the cash bag on the counter and hurries from the room.

      I nod and send up a little prayer the money is in the office safe. Why Vicky thought the spa needed two safes, I guess I’ll never know. It is nice not having to go to the back office to get more cash if we need to make change for a customer.

      Josh comes back in, running a hand through his dark hair.

      My stomach drops and I know the answer before I even ask it. “It’s not there, is it?”

      He shakes his head.

      I swallow the lump forming in my throat. Is this my fault? Did I leave the money out on the counter and someone took it? I think back to everything I did when we closed. I turned off the hot towel cabis' and table warmers, wiped down surfaces and oil bottles, put dirty sheets in the hampers, and re-made the massage tables. I also finished charting, closed out the credit card machine, documented the checks, counted out the cash and made a deposit receipt then stuffed the money in the deposit bag and put it in the safe. Nope. There’s no way I left it out. I’m positive.

      Travis clears his throat. “Did anyone else see you counting the money?”

      I swivel around in the chair. I forgot Travis was standing there. “Um.” I rack my brain. “Josh came up with the candy and was filling the bowl while I was counting the money.”

      Travis raises an eyebrow at Josh, who holds up his hands in retreat.

      I scoff. “Josh didn’t steal the money. He has more money than he knows what to do with.”

      Travis furrows his brow but doesn’t say anything.

      Josh nudges me.

      Oops. I was supposed to keep that little tidbit a secret. Shh. Don’t tell anyone, but Josh is a millionaire. Shocking, I know. It seems Harold taught Josh a few things about investing and Josh has made a killing in the stock market. I was flabbergasted when I found out last month. I can’t believe he didn’t tell me sooner. We never keep secrets from each other. I doubt he would have even told me if it weren’t for the fact I was snooping, I mean searching, for Christmas presents. Josh always buys his Christmas gifts way in advance, and I enjoy hunting for mine every year. Only this year I stumbled upon a box of bank statements with large numbers and lots of zeros.

      Travis seems to chew on that information for a bit before moving on. “Was anyone else up here with you?”

      “Just Maggie. She was going on and on about her costume and her plans for the Halloween costume contest on Thursday.”

      “Did you leave Maggie alone with the cash?”

      I frown and bite my lip. “No. I put it in the safe and Josh, and I have been here ever since.”

      “So, you never left her alone up front?”

      I chew on my lip. “Well, yes. Josh couldn’t find the candy bowl, so I went to help him find it.”

      “And the safe was locked?”

      I nod.

      “Does Maggie know the combination?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “What are you insinuating, Detective?”

      He shrugs. “Maggie’s new to Daysville. Word around town is she’s been awful jumpy lately. Do you know why?”

      I purse my lips. It’s true, Maggie has been kind of jittery, but today she was smiling and bubbly. Like whatever was bothering went away. There’s no way she would steal the money. I'm almost ninety-nine percent sure of it.

      Travis glances around like he wants to be sure no one is listening then lowers his voice and leans toward me. “Stan at the Pawn Dive says she’s been selling off a bunch of stuff lately. Expensive stuff, high priced jewelry, to be exact. Rare pieces he’s never seen before. He has me running a check on them.”

      My jaw drops and my eyes practically bulge from my head. “You’re joking.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Maggie doesn’t even wear jewelry. Where would she get rare pieces from?”

      "According to Stan, she inherited them.”

      “No crime there.”

      He gives me a look like I’m being naïve.

      I fight the urge to stick my tongue out at him.

      Allison waltzes in the spa and sidles up to Travis, linking her arm in his.

      My gut twists slightly, but not as much as it used to. I think I’m getting used to the idea of these two together.

      “Regina is locking up and heading over to the park. Are you two going to join us?” She gestures to Josh and me.

      Josh puts an arm around my shoulder and squeezes it.

      I smile up at him. We cleared up our “relationship status,” much to the town’s dismay, but there’s a pool going around on when I’ll figure out he’s supposedly my soulmate, and we’ll get married. “We’ll be there shortly. I should probably file a report, right Detective?”

      "Yes," Travis replies then explains to Allison what happened.

      She covers her mouth in horror. “That’s awful. You poor thing.” Allison reaches over the counter and squeezes my hand. “I’ll take Cat to the park and meet you guys there."

      Cat perks up at the mention of the park and sets the candy bowl on the counter. “Can I go meet my friends now?”

      Allison’s face drops. “I thought maybe you and I could spend some time together. Just us girls.”

      Cat shoots her dad an annoyed look and rolls her eyes when he gives her a stern one in return. “OK,” she mumbles.

      Allison squeals and claps her hands together then gives Travis a quick kiss before looping her arm around Cat’s. She starts listing off all the things they’re going to do while practically dragging a reluctant Cat from the spa.

      Travis shakes his head then turns back to us, but before he says anything his phone rings. He answers and listens intently. His face is unreadable except for the flexing of his jaw. “We’ll be right there.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Maggie’s been arrested.”

      I gasp. “Arrested? For what?”

      “Suspicion of murder.”
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      I pace the waiting room at the police station. My sparkly heels click with each step. My feet are throbbing. I really should sit down, but I can’t. Not until I know what's going on with Maggie.

      Josh is bouncing his leg and chewing his nails.

      I smack his hand with my next pass and shake my head.

      He gives me a sheepish look and tucks his hands underneath his legs. “Sorry. I-I just, what's taking so long?”

      “I don’t know.” I plop down next to him. We’ve been here for almost two hours, and no one has told us a thing. There’s nothing from the Daysville grapevine, so I’m wondering if there’s even been a murder. Surely, if someone in town were dead, word would have gotten out by now. I recheck my phone.

      Another text from Cat asking when her dad could come and rescue her from Allison. The girl acts like Allison's torturing her. I've never hung out with Allison, so maybe Cat is being tortured. I roll my eyes at my silliness. I’m sure they’re having fun.

      I yawn and rest my head on Josh’s shoulder. He wraps an arm me and pulls me in closer. My sheer dress isn’t warding off the cold that infiltrates the room every time the door opens. The smell of burning wood is seeping in through the door and makes me think of my fireplace. I could be curled up with a good cozy mystery and some chamomile tea right about now. I yawn again and close my eyes. I’m about to doze off when I hear Travis and the Captain yelling on the other side of the door. Words like "no body and covered in blood" are all I can make out between their ranting and raving.

      Travis mumbles something I can’t hear. A door slams then he storms into the waiting room. He’s changed out of his costume and into his standard pressed white shirt and dark slacks with shiny shoes. His dark wig is gone, and his red hair is sticking up in all directions. He scans the room, which is surprisingly full tonight. When his eyes land on me, he motions for me to join him. Josh and I follow him back to his office. He gestures to the two chairs in front of his desk.

      We sit down quickly and wait patiently for some details.

      Travis eases down into his seat behind his desk and clasps his hands in front of him. He leans forward, his elbows resting on top the desk. His green eyes flash with a hint of annoyance. “Maggie was pulled over for speeding earlier tonight. Her clothes soaked with blood."

      "Was it part of her costume?"

      Travis cocks his head. "Costume?"

      "Yeah. Maggie told us she was going to be something scary." I glance at Josh for confirmation.

      He nods.

      "I would think if it were her costume, she would have told that to the officer."

      "She didn't?"

      Travis shakes his head. "She's not saying anything.”

      I frown then blink. “What? Why not?”

      He shrugs. “No clue.”

      I groan. “Don’t start with that again.”

      He smirks then says, “She’s been sitting back in the interrogation room for the past two hours refusing to say a word. Her eyes fixed on the wall, and she’s not muttering so much as a peep. She did sneeze a few times, but that’s it.”

      I bite my lip. “Can I talk to her?”

      Travis sighs and rubs his eyes. “I’ve convinced the captain to let you talk to her, but tread lightly, Autumn. I’m going out on a limb here for you. You’re not a cop or even one of our consultants. Your track record for solving cases is the only thing allowing you access back there. Got it?”

      I nod.

      He studies me for a moment then stands and moves toward the door.

      My heart’s racing as I practically sprint to the door. Calm down, Autumn. Don’t mess this up. I take a deep breath to calm my nerves and glance at Josh. He’s giving me a weird expression. I lift an eyebrow and tilt my head at him.

      He shrugs and slumps back into the chair. “I guess I’ll just wait here for you,” he mutters.

      Is he pouting? Seriously? I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “I won’t be long.”

      He mumbles something I can’t make out and crosses his arms.

      Travis quirks an eyebrow at me.

      I shake my head. When Josh gets in this kind of mood, it’s best to leave him be. Maybe he’s hungry. We missed dinner although he did have all those mini candy bars. My heels click on the tile floor as I follow Travis back to the interrogation room. The station smells of burnt coffee and Chinese take-out. Guess I know what was for dinner.

      I smile at a few officers who are hurrying past me. Halloween is always a busy time for law enforcement in Daysville. Lots of kids playing pranks, some adults too. We stop in front of a closed door, and Travis pauses. “What’s wrong?”

      “I just-“ he hesitates a little longer then turns to me. He studies me again like I’m some insect under a microscope then finally says, “Be careful. Maggie's mixed up in something-something bad. I don’t want you to put yourself in any unnecessary danger, OK?”

      I smile and make an X over my heart. “I promise.”

      He gives me a half grin then opens the door.

      I step inside, not prepared for the sight in front of me. Maggie's sitting in a metal chair behind a rectangular table. Blood's dripping from her blond hair making it look like she got red highlights, only these highlights are not attractive. It’s like a scene from a horror movie. Her scrubs have spots of blood on them. Even her face, hands, and arms have blood covered. She’s staring straight ahead, unblinking. It’s kind of creepy. Maybe she’s in shock. I move to sit down in the chair across from her. “Maggie, are you OK?”

      She doesn’t respond. Her blue eyes study me, but it’s like she’s looking right through me.

      “Maggie, what happened?”

      Nothing.

      I reach out and touch her hand. She flinches but doesn’t say anything. I turn to Travis. “Can’t we get her cleaned up? Maybe get her in a fresh change of clothes.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. We’ll need the clothes for evidence.”

      “Fine. Just get something for her to change into and maybe a washcloth and soap to get this blood off.”

      Travis hesitates.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Has she been processed?” I glance at her hands. Her usually neat long nails are down to the nubs. “Looks like she has. Do you need any more samples from her?

      Travis frowns but doesn’t say anything.

      I sigh. “Can’t you see she’s experienced something traumatic?”

      He glances at Maggie and then back at me. “I’ll work on it.” He shuts the door, leaving us alone.

      I turn back to Maggie. “We’ll get you cleaned up in no time.” I pat her hand.

      She smiles slightly and whispers, “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” I study her then ask, “Are you thirsty? Hungry?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Do you have a lawyer?”

      “No.”

      “We need to get you one. My dad’s the best in town. He’s still traveling abroad, but I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to help.”

      “I don’t need any help, Autumn.”

      I wave a hand at her. “Of course, you do. Why on earth would you think you don’t?”

      “Because I’m guilty.”
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      I blink and then blink again. Did Maggie say she was guilty? Is she confessing to murder? “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “I’m guilty, Autumn. I killed him.”

      My heart does a flip in my chest, and my stomach churns. Maggie needs to stop talking. She needs counsel. ASAP. I should stop talking. Shouldn’t say another word. Shouldn’t ask another question, but I have to know more. “Killed who?”

      “Roger.”

      I rack my brain for anyone in town named Roger. Nothing comes to mind. “Who’s Roger?”

      “My boyfriend.”

      “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend. You told Josh you were single.”

      “My ex-boyfriend.” She sighs and glances down at her hands.

      “Ahh. From Florida?”

      Maggie nods.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      She shakes her head.

      I bite my lip. I really should stop asking these questions. Let Maggie get an attorney, but I can’t stop myself. “Does Roger have a last name?”

      “Gallahan.”

      Gallahan. Why does that sound familiar? Then it hits me. “Is he related to Gil Gallahan?”

      Maggie picks at her red nail polish but doesn’t say anything.

      “Was Roger here visiting his cousin?” I know Gil is an only child so if Roger is related to him, then it has to be his cousin.

      Maggie still doesn’t respond.

      “Did Roger come here to see you? Try to get back together with you. Convince you to move back to Florida?”

      She continues to stare down at the table and remains silent.

      The door behind me opens, and a young brunette tech named Debbie walks in. Travis is right behind her. From the look on his face, he heard every word through the two-way mirror.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up.” Debbie gives us a look which says we need to leave.

      Travis motions for me to exit first.

      I hurry from the room and into his office. It’s empty. “Where’s Josh?” I ask as Travis shuts the door behind us.

      “He went to find something to eat. He was beginning to get hangry. I sent him over to the café to get you something too.”

      My stomach growls in response, and I press a hand to it like it would stop it from making so much noise.

      Travis doesn't comment and sits down at his desk. “I’ve called your father. He’s going to try and talk to the judge about setting bail for Maggie. Since she confessed to killing this Roger, who knows what'll happen.”

      “Who is this guy?”

      Travis clicks a couple of keys on his computer. “The guy is…was bad news."

      I stiffen. “Bad news how?”

      He taps a couple more keys. “He’s a suspect in four jewelry store heists. It seems he had a partner, but they were dressed in all black and wore masks.” Travis leans back in his chair and clasps his hands together behind his head. “Maggie was pawning off some rare jewelry. I’m having the police in Florida send me pictures of the stolen pieces. Maybe Maggie was his partner. Decided to keep the money for herself and off her partner.”

      I scowl at him.

      “What?”

      “Maggie’s not a killer.”

      He rolls his eyes at me. “She confessed, Autumn. What more do you want?”

      “A body for one. Where's Roger?”

      Travis leans forward and clasps his hands on the desk in front of him. “I have a team out scouring the corn fields where Maggie was pulled over. Another team is waiting for the search warrant to come through so we can search her apartment. We’ll find him.”

      I purse my lips and cross my arms. “I don’t think Maggie killed him.”

      “Come on, Autumn. She looked you right in the eye and told you she did. You have to face the fact that not everyone is innocent.”

      I scoff. “I know that, but Maggie is. She didn’t do this, and I’m going to prove it.”

      “Just like you’re going to prove she didn’t steal the money from the spa. You forgot to ask her about that.” He raps his knuckles on the desk and sits back in his chair.

      I glare at him, looking so smug over there, and thinking he’s wrapped up the case. Well, it’s not over yet. Maggie may be mixed up in something, but she’s not a killer.

      The door opens and Josh waltzes in with a few containers in his hand. He looks back and forth between Travis’s laidback demeanor and my rigid one. “What happened?”

      “Maggie confessed to killing her ex-boyfriend,” Travis informs him then takes a container from Josh.

      Josh almost drops the remaining food containers.

      I grab them before they slip from his hands. “She didn’t kill him.”

      Travis snorts and rolls his eyes.

      I shoot him what I hope is a death glare. “Goodnight, Travis.”

      “Ah, come on, Autumn. Don’t be like that. Not every case is complex. You did what we couldn't. You got her to confess. Sometimes good people snap. It happens. Nothing to get your sleuthing feathers all ruffled up about.”

      Now, he’s just making fun of me. “If you don’t need any more of MY help, Detective, I’m going home.”

      He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something then decides against it and closes it. “Good night, Autumn.” Then he nods at Josh, who appears to be in a state of shock.

      I nudge him. “Let’s go.”

      Josh snaps out of his trance and trails after me down the hall. “Did Maggie really kill her ex-boyfriend?”

      “No. I told you. She didn’t do it.” I push open the door to the waiting room and notice it’s less crowded. I yawn and move toward the exit, lowering my voice. “Maggie’s not a killer.” At least, I hope not.
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      I pace the spa, waiting for my dad to call me back. There’s still no word on bail for Maggie, and it’s Saturday afternoon.

      Josh is finishing up with a client before we close for the day.

      I had to cancel Maggie’s clients until further notice. Luckily, my day was light, so most of them just switched to a massage. I also gave them a complementary face mask since they weren’t getting their full facial.

      The bell above the door rings and the last person I expected to ever see in the spa comes waltzing in the door.

      Gil Gallahan.

      Ugh.

      Instantly, I’m back in sixth grade. That's when I had a crush on this…this…ugh. My brain can’t even think of the right word to describe this guy. He’s gorgeous, like Calvin Klein model material. Blond hair, blue eyes, muscles for miles and a smile that could make any girl melt into a puddle on the floor. He’s wearing a tight gray t-shirt and jeans with brown work boots. My stomach begins to churn just looking at him. I blink to make sure I’m not daydreaming. Nope. He’s still there, and he’s coming toward the counter. His mouth is moving, but I have no idea what he’s saying from the all the blood rushing to my head. All I can think about is how hard I crushed on him for most of the sixth grade, and then he crushed me with seven little words. You’re just not pretty enough for me. What sixth grader, or decent human being, say's something like that? I shake the memory and tinge of hurt from my mind because he’s staring at me with a strange expression on his face. “Sorry. What?”

      He grins and asks, “How ya been, Autumn?”

      My face flushes, and for the life of me, I have no clue why. I hate this guy. This guy made me doubt myself for years. I always felt like I could never measure up to anyone and here he is standing in front of me, and I’m blushing like a silly school girl. Ugh. I clear my throat and straighten my spine. “I’m well. Thank you. How are you?”

      Gil leans on the counter, and his expensive cologne fills the space between us. It’s spicy with a hint of musk. “You’re looking well.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me.

      This time, I fight the urge to throw up instead of blush. Finally, my body and mind are working together. We despise this guy. I give him a closed-lip smile. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      He opens his mouth to respond when a brisk wind blows open the spa door, and colorful autumn leaves swirl around in a tiny tornado before making a perfectly straight trail leading into the spa.

      A curvy woman with waist length flowing black hair sashays inside, practically floating over the leaves. At least, I think she’s floating. Her dark green floor-length dress with gold threading making various symbols all over it is covering her feet, so maybe it just looks like she’s floating. She stops just in front of the desk, her bracelets jingling together as she rests her hands on the counter. Each finger houses a different ring with crystals or gemstones and her nails are painted the same shade of red as her lips. She stares at me with familiar bright blue eyes and instantly, I know she’s related to Maggie. “You must be Autumn.” She reaches for my hand and closes her eyes when I place it in hers. “You’re conflicted. Your heart is divided between two men. One you’ve loved since you were a child and are afraid to move forward with romantically for fear of losing him. The other…since high school. He broke your heart. You’re not sure you can forgive him. Trust him.” She sighs and opens her eyes. “You will.”

      My jaw drops and blood rushes to my face. “H-How? What? Are you sure?”

      She smiles. “I’m never wrong. You'll love this man again.”

      Someone clears their throat behind me, and I turn to find Josh standing by the filing cabinet with a dark expression on his face. I open my mouth to say something although I’m not sure what. Before I can say anything, this woman, whoever she is, is waltzing over to him and extending her hand.

      “Josh. I’ve been so eager to meet you.”

      He raises an eyebrow and puts his hand in hers slowly. “You have? How do you know who I am?”

      “Maggie, of course.”

      “Maggie?”

      She smiles and clasps his hand. “She’s my sister. I’m Hailey Marshall.” She closes her eyes again then frowns. “You’re troubled too. Looking to settle down. Start a family, but the woman you love isn’t ready. You’re not sure she’ll ever be ready or if she’ll ever see you as more than a friend. Best friend. You’re wondering if you should move on.” She opens her eyes and stares at him for a long time. Her lips are moving slowly, but I can't make out what she's saying.

      Josh is staring at her as if he’s in a trance. His blue eyes appear locked on hers, and he doesn’t even move when his client, Amber, walks into the waiting room.

      Amber looks back and forth between Josh and Hailey then her brown eyes grow wide. “She’s casting a spell on him.” Amber backs away slowly. Her baggy pants catch on the coffee table, and she nearly falls into Gil. She recovers quickly then tosses some cash on the counter and bolts out the door.

      I blink and stare after her.

      Gil smirks. “Amber's afraid of any type of voodoo magic. Remember in middle school when we had that Halloween dance and the school had a lady reading Tarot cards?”

      I bite my lip and rack my brain, but come up with nothing. “No.”

      “Amber had hers read. She got the death card. She turned pale then threw up in the bathroom before calling her mother to come and get her. Ever since then she’s been terrified of any witchy magical stuff.” He gestures to Hailey, who has released Josh’s hand and is narrowing her eyes at him.

      “You must be Gil.”

      He holds up his hands in retreat. “I don’t believe in magic, so back off.”

      Hailey snorts and mutters something under her breath.

      “Maggie probably told you all that stuff about these two.” He glances back and forth between Josh and me. “It’s no secret. You could have asked around and even found out about these two. Everyone in town has bets on when Autumn will go out with this poor guy.” His eyes land on Josh. “Really man, you should move on. Autumn is never going to give you a chance.”

      My temper flares and I fist my hands at my sides. “I think it’s time for you to leave, Mr. Gallahan.”

      Gil’s jaw drops open. “I’m just kidding, Autumn. You've always been so serious.”

      Blood rushes to my head, and I’m practically shaking with rage. “No one talks to me like that, and they certainly don’t talk about my relationship with Josh as if it means nothing. It’s none of their business what we do or don’t do. I don’t care if this is Daysville. It’s our life, and we decide what we do with it. Period.” Did I say this out loud because everyone is staring at me like I spewed vomit all over the room? Shoot. I guess I did.

      “Well, I’ll be. Autumn Fisher has some fire in her after all. Forget what I said Josh, hold out for this one. With all that spunk, she’ll be-“ Gil doesn’t get to finish his sentence because Josh crosses the room and slams his fist into his face. Blood spews from Gil's nose, and his eyes go wide. His hand flies to his nose and tears are brimming his eyes. “Why’d you do that? I was only kidding,” Gil's voice is muffled since his hand over it.

      “Apologize to Miss Fisher then get out.” Josh points to the door.

      Gil mumbles an apology then hightails it out the door.

      The bell's chime echoes his exit then silence fills the spa.

      After a few moments, Hailey claps her hands making both Josh and I jump. “That was incredible,” she gushes then takes Josh's hand. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Josh glances down at his bruising hand and bleeding knuckles.

      Punching someone in the face isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Hopefully, Josh hasn’t broken his hand. I hurry around the counter to check out his hand, but Hailey brushes past me with Josh following her like a lost puppy.  I frown and trail behind them. When they reach the bathroom, she yanks him inside and slams the door in my face.

      I blink. Stunned by what transpired moments ago. Josh isn't the kind of person to use his fists to solve problems. He's never hit anyone in his life. He's also acting strangely.  I think about what Amber said. Did Hailey put a spell on Josh?
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      It’s Saturday night, and usually, Josh and I are eating pizza and watching movies on my couch, but not tonight. A veggie pizza is sitting uneaten on the coffee table, and the menu screen is taunting me on the TV above the fireplace. I glance at the clock for the tenth time, well maybe the fifteenth. It’s pushing nine. I sigh, recheck my phone and sag down into the leather couch. He hasn’t called. Hasn’t even texted. It’s so unlike him. Surely, they’re finished at the station by now.

      Josh took Hailey to the police station to visit her sister. I tagged along and even tried to see Maggie, but Hailey insisted I go home and rest after a busy day at the spa. My dad’s still working on the details of Maggie’s case, but she’s still not talking to anyone. Hailey is hoping to get Maggie to talk to her and tell her what happened and where to find Roger’s body. That was over five hours ago. Where are they?

      Outside, a car door slams and I hear laughing. I pop up from my seat and brush the curtains aside to see who it is. My heart sinks when I spy Josh and Hailey heading toward his house. I hold my breath and pray Josh glances over at my house, all lit up, and remembers we have our standing movie night.

      Nothing.

      He disappears around the corner with her.

      What is going on with them? I mean Josh is supposed to be my best friend. Maybe more. Didn’t he still want that? However, you weren’t sure. Kept him waiting. Look at Travis. He got tired of waiting and moved on with Allison. You can’t expect Josh to wait on you forever. He wants a family. Kids. He’s not getting any younger, and neither are you. Ugh. My inner voice mixed with my mother’s words echo in my ears. She told me this just a week ago when we chatted about the pros and cons of Josh and me dating.

      I slump back into the couch and sigh. The house is too quiet. It’s usually filled with actors' voices mixed with our laughter. Now, the only sound I hear is the ticking of my clock on the wall. I watch the second hand go around once then get up and put the pizza away.

      Church'll come early tomorrow, so I guess I'll go to bed. It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday. How lame am I? I don’t have a husband, no kids, not even a date. I should go out.

      Yes.

      That’s what I’ll do.

      I glance down at my pink PJ’s with red lips on them. I better change.

      A few minutes later, my copper colored hair's in a braid to one side, I’m wearing skinny jeans, which are partly covered by my knee-high brown boots and I have on an off the shoulder green sweater that matches my eyes. I grab my purse and keys and head out to my Jeep.

      The cold night air hits me, and I contemplate going back in for a jacket, but know if I do I might lose my courage. I haven’t gone out by myself in a while. All the murders around Daysville have kept me home. Mainly, someone who won’t be named because he forgot our date, I mean, movie night, won’t let me go out on my own.

      I slide into my Jeep, thankful Josh and I drove separately to the spa this morning since he likes to sleep in on Saturdays and I hit up the farmers' market before the spa opens. If we hadn't, there's no way I would go over to his house and ask for my Jeep keys. I back out and flip on my headlights.

      Eddie’s house is lit up. Violet’s car is in the driveway. He mentioned last week he’s thinking about proposing. I think everything that happened with his parents really affected him. He spent years trying to find his mother's and grandparents' killer. Now that we have, he can finally move on with his life. I’m happy for them. They do make a cute couple, and Violet has finally stopped giving me the stink eye, so hopefully, we can be friends.

      I shiver as I drive through the empty streets. It must be the nip in the air, so I crank up the heat to ward off the cold creeping into the Jeep. October nights are either really chilly or extremely humid. There is no in between in Missouri.

      I turn down Main Street and check out Pete’s Pizza Palace. Pete has a couple of pool tables in the back and Saturday nights are always great for a friendly game of pool. To my surprise, the lot’s empty. Huh? I wonder where everyone is. Maybe last night’s bonfire wore everyone out, or they heard about another murder in town and are staying in until it’s solved. I bet no one wants to find the body. That would keep me inside. Why am I driving around again?

      I sigh and push the thought of the murder from my mind. It only makes me think about Maggie and Maggie makes me think about Hailey, who is with my best friend as we speak. My pulse starts to race, so I take another cleansing breath and think about what to do to keep my mind off…well, you know.

      I could call Nikki, but she’s probably out with Bobby. Plus, she would question me about why I’m not with Josh, and I can’t even deal with that tonight.

      I turn off Main Street and head toward the church. The moon is shining over the graveyard, and I shiver again. It’s eerie to see all those headstones lit up in the moonlight. I swing into the church parking lot and make a U-turn to go back the way I came. I brake for a second and glance over at the café. There are a few cars in the lot, but it looks pretty dead in there. No one is singing along with the jukebox. Friday and Saturday nights are karaoke nights at the café, but it doesn’t look like anyone is partaking in that tonight.

      The idea of going to see a movie pops into my head, but a glance at the clock tells me I’ve missed the last showing.

      Maybe a drive through town will help me clear my head. In high school, we would make a loop down Main street and head out past the mayor’s Estate, the old mayor that is, and then back into town. When the old mayor put in a circle drive, all the kids started to make the loop around his driveway. Of course, that was when April was in high school and leading the pack, so he didn’t seem to mind it, but when she graduated he put up a gate. Now, the kids do doughnuts and burnouts in front of the gate.

      I smile thinking about all the nights Travis, and I cruised down this strip, listening to eighties music, laughing and holding hands. A tear drops down my cheek without me even realizing it. I swipe it away and think about something else.

      Josh and I used to make this loop together when Travis was busy with work or sports. I would always have to talk him into it. He was such a hermit in high school, still is. Josh would moan and complain, but once he was cruising along, he loved it. We loved it.

      Ugh. No more thinking about Travis or Josh. No more men. Think of something else or nothing at all, Autumn.

      I know I said I wouldn't think about Maggie, but something keeps nagging me.

      The police haven’t found Roger Gallahan’s body so is he even dead?

      No body. No murder, right?

      I sigh, knowing it’s not that simple.

      Maggie had Roger's blood on her. Travis sent me a text confirming it was his after I asked about it. If she didn't kill him, how did it get there and why would she confess to killing him, if she didn't?

      I drum my thumbs on the steering wheel while Willie Nelson serenades me from the speakers.

      What happened? Did they fight? Over the jewels? Stolen jewels, according to Travis. When he asked Maggie about them, she indicated Roger gave them to her. Did he really or was she his accomplice?

      I wonder if Hailey found out anything about Roger. If she did, wouldn’t Josh have brought her straight over to my house? Maybe…maybe not. Maybe they told Travis everything and think he’s more capable of handling this case then I am. The thought stings slightly. I know I’m not a trained professional like Travis, but I have solved three cases in the past few months, so that has to count for something, right?

      I slow down when I get to the mayor’s gate. The white two-story is dark. It reminds me of a mini replica of the White House. Big white pillars out front, a balcony overlooking the yard and a large black iron gate surrounds the manicured lawn. The mayor…or should I say, the previous mayor since Bobby is now the mayor of Daysville, wanted his house to stand out in Daysville and does it ever.

      I turn the wheel to make a loop back into town when I see a flash from one of the bedroom windows. My heart starts to pound, and my palms start to sweat. I blink and focus on the house. Maybe it was my imagination, then I see it again. Someone is in the Mayor’s house, and it’s not the Mayor.

      No, he’s been gone for a couple of weeks to Chicago, supposedly on business, but rumor has it, he’s in rehab for alcohol addiction. Some say it's due to the stress of the trial, which is still ongoing because he refuses to take a plea deal. He’s claiming he’s innocent, but there’s so much evidence against him that there's no way he's getting out of it. He turned to the bottle and ended up in the ER more than once.

      Dr. Gregory stepped in and asked Bobby to take him to a center in Chicago. He won’t be back for another couple of weeks. The caretaker nor the maid live in the house and if they were checking on things, they certainly wouldn’t be using a flashlight to get around.

      No, someone’s in the house.
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      I turn the Jeep around and make it look like I’m heading back to town. Once I can barely see the house, I pull over to the side of the road and call Travis.

      “Autumn? Why are you calling so late? Is everything OK?”

      I’d roll my eyes at the "calling so late" comment if I weren’t laser-focused on the Mayor’s house. I unbuckle my seat belt to get a better look. “Someone’s inside the Mayor’s house.”

      “What? Bobby’s house?”

      I scoff. “No. The old Mayor. Someone's in his house.”

      “Why are you at his house? Isn’t it movie night?”

      My heart squeezes at his comment. Everyone knows Josh, and I have Saturday movie nights…everyone except Josh. “I went for a drive. Made the old loop we used to do in high school,” I pause and wait for him to say something, but when he doesn’t, I continue, “I’m parked a little way down from the mayor’s house and see someone inside with a flashlight. Doesn’t the mayor have an alarm?”

      “Autumn, are you in your Jeep?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Stay put. I’ll be right there. Don’t move. Don’t get out of the Jeep. Just stay there.”

      “OK.” I hear keys jingling then muffled voices. One, I’m pretty sure is Allison’s, then a door slams, and I hear Travis’s SUV startup.

      “Autumn, are you still there?”

      Before I can say anything, I see headlights in my rearview mirror followed by the sound of crunching metal, and I lurch forward. My head hits the steering wheel, and I see stars. Not literal ones, but I think I momentarily black out.

      I groan and rub my head. It’s throbbing. I blink and try to lift my head. My neck is stiff, but I can turn it. I lean back in my seat and take a deep breath. I’m in my Jeep. Why am I in my Jeep? Then it all comes back to me. A nighttime drive, someone inside the mayor’s house, calling Travis and someone rear-ending me.

      I rub my head again. A small lump’s forming above my eyebrow, but I think I’m OK. I fumble around for my phone, but I can’t find it in the dark. Travis is probably having a panic attack right now. We must have gotten disconnected when I was hit and dropped it. I reach over and open the door. My phone clatters to the ground. Great. I probably cracked my screen. I scoop it up and hit the side button to get a light. No cracks and no Travis. He should be here soon. His house is only about a ten-minute drive from here. The other driver hasn’t gotten out yet so I should probably check on them.

      The cold night air hits me, and I regret not grabbing my jacket before I left the house. I rub my arms up and down to try and warm myself then make my way to the back of the Jeep.

      Smoke is billowing out of the car behind me so I can’t see who’s in the driver’s seat. I cough and wave a hand in front of my face to ward off the smell. Should I be concerned about the car exploding?

      I take a quick peek at the damage to my Jeep. The bumpers crushed in and the brake lights shattered. I cringe thinking of how much this is going to cost. Hopefully, the other driver has good insurance.

      I approach the car slowly, wondering if I should wait for Travis to get here, but what if whoever is in the car needs medical attention. I walk up to the window wondering exactly where they came from because I didn’t see a car pass me when I pulled over and the Mayor’s house is at the end of the road.

      Maybe this is the intruder.

      My heart kicks up a notch, and I scold myself for not grabbing the mace out of my purse. Although in my defense, I did hit my head and may have a slight concussion, so my brain isn’t firing on all cylinders.

      “Hello? Are you hurt? Do I need to call an ambulance?” I peek in the driver’s window and see a man probably about my age with short dark hair and a scar running down one side of his face. His eyes are closed, his head's tilted to one side, and he looks pale. “Are you OK?” He doesn’t look familiar. He's not a native of Daysville. I lean closer and notice blood all over his flannel shirt and jeans.

      I fumble with my cell phone and am about to call for an ambulance when lights' flashing behind me catch my eye.

      Travis.

      Oh, thank the good Lord.

      Travis jumps out of his SUV and rushes toward me. He’s dressed in jeans and a gray sweater with black loafers. His red hair's slicked back, a look I don’t particularly like, but heard Allison does. “I told you to stay in your Jeep. Why did you hang up on me?”

      “I didn’t mean to.” I gesture to the smoke coming from the car. “He rear-ended me. I think he’s hurt. He’s not conscious, and there’s blood all over his clothes.”

      “Are you injured?” Travis gives me a once-over then approaches the car when I shake my head. “Sir? Sir, can you hear me?”

      The driver doesn’t respond.

      Travis opens the door and checks for a pulse. His head drops, and he sighs.

      “Is he...” my voice trails off.

      “He’s dead.”

      My jaw drops. “What? How? It was a fender bender.”

      Travis doesn’t respond as he studies the man. “I don’t think the accident killed him.”

      I glance over his shoulder. “Why do you say that?”

      "Nothing is sticking out of his abdomen. There's no broken glass. No clear cause of all this blood."

      I shiver and cross my arms. “So why run a car with a dead body in it into my car?"

      Travis shrugs then swipes a hand over his chin. “Maybe whoever was in the old mayor’s house saw a vehicle parked on the side of the road and thought it was the perfect opportunity to get rid of the body. Make it look like an accident.”

      “But it wasn’t an accident.” I start to shake and not from the cold. Reality is sinking in, or maybe it’s my concussion. I should probably go to the hospital, but the thought of someone running a car with a dead guy into my Jeep makes me lightheaded. Were they going to try and blame me for his death? I’m spiraling, but I can’t stop myself.

      As if he can read my mind, Travis takes me by the hand then lifts my chin, so I’m looking him square in the eye. “You didn't do this, Autumn. I’m almost one hundred percent sure this is Roger Gallahan, but I want the ME to verify it.”

      I gasp. “Are you sure?” I peer over his shoulder at the man in the car, and suddenly all my crazy thoughts stop and I’m in full sleuth mode. “There isn’t any blood on the floor.”

      “What?” Travis cocks his head to the side like he’s confused by my statement.

      “There’s no blood on the floorboard. The amount of blood covering this guy's shirt and jeans should be soaking the seat and the floorboard if he was killed in the car, right?”

      Travis spins around, studies the car and nods. “So that confirms, he wasn’t killed in the car. Someone put him in it.” He studies the car then mumbles, "Why are you in here?"

      I step up behind him and offer, “Maybe to cover their tracks. You guys have been looking for the body. You were probably going to find it eventually. It’s kind of hard to hide a body before the stench gives it away…that is unless you store it in a freezer…or…” I stop talking because Travis is staring at me like I’m a serial killer or maybe he’s just amused. I blush and am thankful it’s pitch dark outside.

      He smirks. “I didn’t realize you knew so much about how to hide a body. Should I be getting a search warrant for your deep freeze?”

      I bump his shoulder and snort. “You know how much I love a good mystery. Anyone who watches crime shows knows how to hide a body.”

      Now it’s Travis who snorts. “Those crime shows sure do make my job look glamorous…I wish it were the case sometimes.” He sighs. “I better call this in.” He starts to turn and then hesitates before saying, “Don’t touch anything. I’ll be right back.”

      I hold up my hands then place one over my heart as if swearing to touch nothing.

      He smiles and shakes his head then jogs over to his SUV to call in the body.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I feel like someone is watching me. I glance around but can only see a few feet in front of me. The moon is casting a haunting glow over the old mayor’s house, and I stare at it for a few minutes. Everything is quiet. There’s no sign of anyone in the house anymore. Was whoever in the house responsible for the murder? For the accident?  If not, was someone trying to steal something from the mayor, old mayor? Ugh. I’m so not good with change.

      Something moves in the bushes next to me. I jump back and almost call out to Travis, who is still talking on his cell phone. It’s probably just an animal looking for its dinner. The bushes rustled again, and I almost turn back around when I spot someone running in the opposite direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      “Travis!” I cry out and point in the direction of the figure.

      He frowns and holds up his index finger as if to tell me to wait a minute.

      We don't have a minute. We’re going to lose them. I take off running. These boots are not made to run in and this person, whoever they are, is fast. I try to keep up, but trip and fall just outside the old mayor’s gate. The person disappears into the woods. Shoot.

      “Autumn, are you OK?” Travis hovers above me.

      “I’m fine. Go! Go after them. They may be the killer.”

      Travis gives me one last once-over and orders, “Get in my car and lock the doors. Tell the other deputies where I went.”

      I nod. “Go!” I shoo him toward the woods then pick my clumsy self up off the ground and slowly walk back toward Travis’s SUV. My knees and hands are stinging, and my head is starting to hurt more. I probably should go to the hospital. This year has been a tough one on my checkbook. Thank goodness for insurance. I’m pretty sure my deductible's paid.

      When I reach the SUV, I notice the smoke coming from the hood of the deceased’s car has increased. Are those flames underneath the hood? At first, I just thought the radiator was busted, but now I’m wondering if something more serious is going on.

      Should I move the body? I know it’s a big no-no, but what if the car blows up?

      I debate with myself for another minute when a couple of deputies pull up. I quickly relay what’s going on, and one deputy takes off in the direction Travis went, and the other goes over to inspect the car.

      Before I know it, he’s unbuckling the deceased and yanking him from the car. What happened to protocol and collecting evidence? He’s rushing toward me and says something I don't hear because I’m so focused on him tainting the crime scene. “What?”

      “Move! Get down! The car's going to blow.”

      I barely take two steps, and the car explodes. The force knocks me down, but I’m able to protect my head. I cover it with my hands to try and avoid any flying car parts. Someone groans next to me, and I turn my head.

      The deputy is lying on his back. He has the deceased tucked underneath his arm, but he’s holding his head. Blood is gushing from a large wound in his forehead where a piece of metal's embedded in it.

      I cringe. Blood and I don’t mix. That’s why I became a massage therapist and not a nurse. I hear sirens in the distance. Hopefully, it’s an ambulance. I look around for something to press to the deputy's wound but come up empty. I wish I would have grabbed my jacket.

      Maybe Travis has something in his SUV. I scramble to my feet and sway slightly. My stomach clenches and I feel like I might be sick. Isn’t that a sign of a concussion? I force down my nausea and move slowly to Travis’s SUV. Surely, he keeps an extra set of clothes or a first aid kit in his vehicle. Then I remember I have a first aid kit in my Jeep.

      I spin around and almost pass out. Slow movements, Autumn. When I catch my bearings, I take a deep breath and start toward my Jeep. I gasp. My Jeep! My baby. It’s on fire. Like there’s nothing left. Flames from the explosion have engulfed it.

      My purse. Thankfully, I have my phone, and I don't keep much in my Jeep, but replacing the contents in my purse is going to be a nightmare.

      I have to get it. I take another step toward the Jeep when someone practically tackles me and drags me away just as my Jeep explodes. I bury my face in their shirt. A mix of spice and musk fill my senses, and I know Travis is the one who grabbed me.

      I peek over his shoulder at the remains of my Jeep. A tear falls from my eye followed by another one. They keep flowing until I’m bawling like a baby. Travis holds me while I cry, gently stroking my back and whispering something I can’t make out because I’m wailing. It’s just a Jeep. It can be replaced, along with my purse and contents, but I’ve had that Jeep since high school. It was my first car. My parents paid for half, and I paid for the other half and my insurance. We grew up together. There are a lot of memories and miles attached to that baby, and now…she’s gone.

      When my cries turn to sniffles, Travis guides me over to the passenger side of his SUV and settles me inside. I’m exhausted and can barely keep my eyes open. Before I close them for good, I check to be sure the deputy is alive. He’s in the back of an ambulance being bandaged up, and the police are handling the body. Now I can sleep, but only for a minute. I have to find out who killed Roger Gallahan and my Jeep.
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      He’s chasing me. I can’t see his face as I trip over another tree branch. A house is in the distance if I can make it before he-

      “Autumn, wake-up.”

      I jolt upright in bed and take a swing at the person responsible for chasing me.

      “Whoa! Hold on there, slugger.” He grasps my wrist with his hands. “You were dreaming. It must have been a bad one for you to try and punch me.” His green eyes filled with concern.

      “Sorry.” I feel my face flush and can feel sweat beads pooling at my temple. I pull back my hands and swipe them away then place a hand over my racing heart. It was like I was running from someone, but who?

      “Are you OK? You were thrashing around in your bed. It almost looked like you were trying to get away from someone.”

      I inhale and hold my breath for a moment. “It was just a bad dream.” I sigh and exhale then glance around the room. “I’m in bed.” I peek down at my outfit. I’m still in last night’s dirty clothes. I smell of smoke. Why do I smell smoke? Then it hits me. The accident, someone running in the woods, the dead body, the explosions. “My Jeep,” I groan.

      Travis gives me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Autumn. I know how much you loved it.”

      My head starts to throb, and I place a hand to it as if to stop the hurt. A large goose egg is sitting just above my eye. When my fingers graze it, I flinch.

      “Dr. Gregory says you have a concussion. I’ve been trying to ice it, but you keep flinging it off when you sleep. Have you always been such a wild sleeper?”

      I ignore his comments and ask, “Why am I here and not at the hospital?”

      Travis runs a hand over the back of his neck. “You kind of passed out on me last night. I took you to the hospital, but it was a busy night, and we would have been waiting for hours. So, I brought you to your house and called Dr. Gregory. He came by and checked you out. Gave me some instructions and indicated he’d be by later to check on you.”

      I nod, but quickly realize it was a bad idea. My skull feels like it’s going to explode. Explode. My Jeep. Tears well up in my eyes, so I lie back down on my pillow and let them fall.

      “Josh came by earlier. He wanted me to let you know he was going out of town for a few days.”

      I pop up in bed, and my jaw drops. “What?” The room spins, and I tap down the urge to vomit.

      Travis gives me a sheepish look. “Something’s off with him. Are you guys OK?”

      I shrug.

      “I watched him with Hailey last night. It’s like he’s under some sort of spell.”

      “I knew it,” I murmur.

      “I was joking, Autumn.” He smirks.

      I glare at him. “I’m not. He’s been acting strange ever since Hailey waltzed into the spa. Josh never leaves town. He’s a homebody. Did he say where’s he’s going?”

      Travis shakes his head. “Maybe he needs to get away. Clear his head. I had to.”

      I cock an eyebrow at him.

      His face matches his hair. “Over the summer while you were busy working with Eddie on his mother’s case, I went up to the cabin in Colorado for a week. I take it you didn’t notice I was gone.”

      It was my turn to blush. I’d been so wrapped up in solving Laura’s murder, I’d thought of little or anyone else. Something I regret since it hurt Travis’s and Josh’s feelings. At least Josh told me he was feeling abandoned. Travis went out and found himself a girlfriend. I take a deep breath to tap down my resentment and own up to my part in all of it. “I’m sorry, Travis. I should have told you.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s water under the bridge. I’m glad Eddie was able to get closure.”

      I smile and notice he’s mulling over something with the far-off expression on his face. My guess is it’s about his parents. It couldn’t have been easy to find out his aunt was protecting the man who was responsible for so much pain and betrayal.

      Regina’s been apologizing and cooking Travis’s favorite meals nonstop. Her guilt is eating her up even though Travis assures her he’s no longer upset. The poor lady can’t forgive herself. I place my hand over Travis’s and squeeze it. “You should go home. I bet Regina has a nice meal for you.” I glance at the clock and gasp. “It’s almost one o’clock…in the afternoon! I slept the morning away. I never do that.”

      Travis smiles and nods. “I checked to make sure you were still breathing, but otherwise Dr. Gregory told me just to let you sleep.”

      “Really? I don’t remember him even stopping by.” I pick at a non-existent piece of lint on my white comforter. “You didn’t have to stay.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I was under strict orders not to let you out of my sight.”

      “By who? Josh?”

      Travis frowns and looks away. “No. Your dad.”

      “Oh.” Josh never leaves my side when I’m sick or hurt, and now, he’s left town. Something is up with him, and I’m one hundred percent sure it has to do with Miss Hailey Marshall…or maybe he got tired of waiting around for me to make up my mind about us.

      Travis squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry about Josh.”

      I blink back tears and shake my head. The lump forming in my throat is preventing me from saying anything.

      “You should tell him how you feel…before it’s too late.”

      “I don’t know how I feel,” I choke out. “Josh has been my best friend since forever. It’s wasn’t until…” Why am I telling this to Travis?

      “It’s fine, Autumn. I’m with Allison now. We’re good. Not like you and I were in high school, but it works. Besides, life changes from high school, right?”

      I frown. “I guess so, but is 'it works' enough for you?”

      He shrugs.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You deserve more than that, Travis.”

      He opens his mouth to say something when his phone rings. “It’s the station. I’ll be right back.”

      I watch him walk from the room, wondering what else he was going to say and if they found out how Roger died and if they have any leads on who killed him. Hopefully, those clues don't point to Maggie. I sigh and toss back the covers. I really should get up and shower. I head to the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      I've already missed church and have several things I need to get done today. The first thing on my list is a shower and a fresh change of clothes. Then I need to find out why Josh just up and left. Is he mad at me? Did I do something? Maybe Caleb's comment about me never making up my mind about him got him thinking, and he decided he didn't want to wait around on me anymore. Surely, he wouldn't just leave without talking to me, right?

      I rush through a shower and throw on some black yoga pants and a light blue sweater. My hair is still damp, so I braid one side and twist it into a messy bun. Thoughts about tomorrow are running through my mind. It's Monday. One of our busiest days at the spa. Plus, I’m sure by now, everyone in town has heard about me finding the body, so I'll have lots of curious non-customers stopping in. There's no way I can run the spa by myself. Not with Maggie gone and now, Josh.

      Anxiety starts to creep in and my heart rate increases. I'm sitting on my bed, tugging on a pair of high ankle boots and am on the verge of spiraling when Travis comes in with his face the color of my comforter. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Josh. There’s been an accident.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t even see out the window of Travis’s SUV. The rain is coming down in sheets as we make our way to the University Hospital in Brachstown. It’s a good two hours from Daysville, and the rain is keeping us from getting there any faster.

      No one knows anything. The hospital won’t release any details since we’re not family. Josh’s parents are his emergency contacts, but they’re on a cruise. Travis has someone trying to get in touch with them, but it’s proving to be difficult.

      There’s also no word on Hailey. Travis was able to talk with a buddy of his on the force in Brachstown, and he indicated Josh was alone in the vehicle. A blue van going way too fast ran a red light and T-boned Josh as he was making a left turn then drove away. There were no witnesses, just street cams. The cop told Travis that Josh was unconscious when they pulled him from his car. He has a head wound and probably some broken limbs, but the cop wasn’t sure. A medic told the cop they thought Josh had some internal bleeding, but I pray that isn’t the case.

      Travis skids to a stop outside the ER doors and gestures for me to get out. “I’ll park and meet you in there.”

      I’m out of the car in a flash and rush up to the nurse’s station. “Josh Parker’s room, please.”

      “Are you a relative?” A petite blond nurse named Shannon asks.

      At this moment, I have a choice. Lie and be with Josh or tell the truth and start biting my nails, waiting for answers. “I’m his wife.” The words roll off my tongue naturally, and they don’t even feel like a lie.

      “Come with me.” She leads me down the hall.

      The smell of cleaning products fills my nose, and I fight back the urge to gag. I sway slightly and force myself not to pass out. The goose egg on my head has gone down some due to Travis keeping ice on it, but it still throbs occasionally. I take a deep breath and think about Josh. He’s always been there for me, and now it’s my turn to show up and be there for him.

      Shannon stops in front of the ICU. “I want to warn you. He won't look like himself. He's badly banged up.”

      I gulp and nod, trying to blink back tears.

      She pushes open the door and walks toward a room beside the nurse’s station. A plump, gray-haired nurse named Betty lifts an eyebrow and Shannon mouths, “Wife.”

      Betty eyes me suspiciously but doesn’t blow my cover.

      I didn’t think about the fact 'his wife' isn't listed as his emergency contact. Wouldn’t she be listed? Duh, Autumn. I’ll have to cover my bases somehow. Right now, I need to see Josh.

      Shannon stops short in front of Josh’s room then opens the door for me.

      When I see him, I burst into tears and rush to his side. His face's swollen, and there’s a bandage around his head. Bruises and scratches cover his face and arms. His left arm is in a cast, and there’s a brace around his neck. The monitors beep beside him, and I watch his chest rise and fall to ensure he’s breathing then I bury my face into his chest and sob.

      How could this happen? Josh's young. He’s so full of life. I can’t lose him. He’s my person. He's my best friend. My confidant. My-

      A hand on my back has me lifting my head and stopping my downward spiral.

      Travis.

      He opens his arms, and I rush into them. “He’ll be fine, Autumn. It’s Josh. He’s resilient.”

      I smile and nod into his chest then step back. It feels wrong to have Travis comforting me. Why? I don’t know, but it does. I wipe my eyes and ask, “How did you get back here?”

      He glances over his shoulder at Nurse Betty. She’s watching us like a manager watches a shoplifter. It’s not like we’re going to steal Josh from his bed. “I told her I was Josh’s brother, so go with it. How did you get in?”

      “I told them I was his wife.”

      Travis frowns but doesn’t say anything.

      I turn back to Josh and take his right hand, still scraped and bruised from his fight with Gil and maybe from the accident. “Did they tell you anything about his condition?”

      “Not much. A few broken ribs, a broken arm, the contusion on his forehead, and as you can see, he’s unconscious. No internal bleeding, but they’re keeping a close eye on him.”

      “Any word on Hailey or the driver of the van?”

      “Nothing yet. I called in a favor, and the police have made this the top priority,” Travis pauses then says, “If you’re alright here, I’m going to go over and see what more I can find out. They think this may have been a kidnapping.”

      I spin around, then slap a hand to my forehead to stop the spots forming in my eyes. I have to stop moving so fast. “Hailey? They think someone kidnapped Hailey? Why? For that matter, why were they even here? Josh would never come here.”

      “My buddy says there was evidence of pumpkins and gourds in the trunk. There was a fall festival in town this weekend, so we suspect they were coming from the festival. Maybe someone at the festival saw Hailey and…”

      “And decided to kidnap her? That seems a little extreme, doesn’t it?”

      “Autumn, I know you hate watching or reading the news, but you have to know women get kidnapped every day.”

      I scowl. “Of course, I know that but why Hailey and why slam into the car to kidnap her? Why not just wait until they stopped at a restaurant or shop? It doesn’t make sense.” Then something occurs to me. “Do you think this has to do with Roger and Maggie?”

      Travis furrows his brow. “No. Why?”

      “Maybe Hailey is in on the jewel theft. Did you hear what she talked to Maggie about?”

      “Um, no.” Travis runs a hand over the back of his neck.

      “Why not? Isn’t the interrogation room bugged?”

      “The system wasn’t working when they were talking.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “What do mean it wasn’t working?”

      “The audio became scratchy and jumbled. By the time the tech fixed it, they were done talking.”

      “You’re saying Hailey goes into the interrogation room where the audio is working fine beforehand, and then suddenly there’s an issue?”

      Travis scowls. “Hailey isn’t a witch, Autumn.”

      “How else do you explain it?”

      “Technical difficulties.”

      I roll my eyes. “Before Hailey goes in, it's working, the moment she goes in it isn’t, and as soon as Hailey's done it’s fine. Tell me that isn’t suspicious.”

      He wipes a hand down his face. “It’s strange, but stuff like that happens.”

      “How often?”

      “Well, it’s never happened before.”

      I smile. Checkmate. “Have you researched anything about Hailey Marshall?”

      Travis gives me an irritated look. “Of course, I have. She owns a mystical shop in Florida.”

      “A mystical shop?”

      He nods. “Hailey sells candles, incense, books, knick-knacks, that sort of stuff.”

      “Oh, so you mean witchy stuff?”

      He scoffs. “Not everything is supernatural or paranormal or whatever it is you like to call it.”

      “But Hailey is. She’s a witch, and I’m going to prove it.”

      “Oh, yeah. How?”

      I bite my lip and contemplate how exactly I'm going to prove it.

      “Autumn, I know Halloween is four days away and your enthusiasm for the holiday is contagious, but don’t let your imagination get the best of you. Trying to prove Hailey is a witch or that she’s casting spells on equipment or Josh, it'll make you look foolish. Please let this go.” He squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll check into her more and see if she has any connection besides Maggie to the victim. Maybe she's involved somehow, but I want you to promise me to stay out of this. Stay here. Focus on Josh. He needs you right now.” Travis leans in and kisses my forehead. “I’ll be back in a little while.”

      I watch him leave. My forehead's tingling from his kiss. Will he always affect me? I shake it off and turn back to Josh. His eyes are still closed, and he’s breathing deeply. I pull up a chair, never letting go of his hand and am about to sit down when I hear a familiar voice in the hall.

      Hailey.
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      “I’m looking for Josh Parker’s room.”

      I stiffen and tighten my grip on Josh’s hand.

      Moments later, Hailey comes waltzing in the room with her long flowing dark hair and bohemian style multicolored skirt and a fitted black top. Her bracelets jingling as she approaches Josh. “What happened?”

      I glare at her. “You tell me.”

      Her eyes grow wide, and she dares to appear surprised. “I-I heard there was an accident.”

      “You heard. You weren’t there.”

      She shakes her head. “Josh dropped me off at a whimsical little shop and went to pick up our food. When he didn’t come back, I walked to the diner, and the owner told me what happened. I guess he had just picked up the food when he got hit.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, trying to determine if she’s lying to me. “Why are you here?”

      “I came to check on Josh. I didn’t realize he was in intensive care. They told me his WIFE was with him.” She gives me a pointed glare.

      I ignore her comment and ask again, “Why are you here?”

      She cocks her head. “I told you. I came to see Josh.”

      “No. Why are you in this town? Why did you bring Josh here? He never leaves Daysville. Never had the desire to leave.”

      Hailey snorts. “That’s the problem. The man is attached to that town. He needs to see the world. To see there is more than just you.”

      “And you plan to show him that?”

      A sly smile plays on her lips. “Why, yes. That’s the plan.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why Josh?”

      She shrugs.

      “You put a spell on him, didn’t you?”

      Hailey takes Josh’s other hand in hers and traces a finger along his palm, muttering something under her breath. Then she places his hand back down and says, “He should wake up soon. I’m going to get something to eat from the cafeteria.”

      Before she leaves, I ask, “Did you have anything to do with this or Roger’s murder?”

      She pauses at the door, tapping a white painted nail on the frame. “Things aren’t as they seem.”

      A chill fills the room, and I shiver. What’s with the cryptic "things aren’t as they seem?" Should I be looking at someone else responsible for Roger's murder? If Maggie didn’t kill Roger, was it Hailey? The mystery person driving the van that hit Josh? Maybe it was Gil? Why was he in the spa yesterday? He’s never come into the spa. Ever. I’m pretty sure he steers clear of me. Why? That’s a mystery too. I sigh.

      “Autumn.”

      I gasp. “Josh!” I pop up from my chair and kiss his cheek. “You’re awake. How are you feeling?”

      He gives me a half smile. “Like I got hit by a car.”

      I smack his arm and quickly apologize and rub the spot when he flinches.

      “I can’t remember the last time you gave me a massage.”

      I open my mouth to give him the date, but I can’t remember either. We used to trade all the time, but lately, we’ve been off. Each of us tiptoeing around the other. Him giving me space so I can figure out what I want and me giving him space, for no reason at all besides me being a big ole chicken. “Well, as soon as the doctor clears you, you’re getting on my table.”

      He smiles then closes his eyes. “Guess I better get hit by a car more often.”

      I squeeze his hand. “Don’t say that. I’m never letting you out of my sight again. Why did you come here? You never leave Daysville.”

      Josh frowns. “I’m not in Daysville?”

      “No. You came to Brachsville with Hailey.”

      “Who’s Hailey?”

      “Your wife.” Hailey steps into the room and holds up her left hand where a gold band glistens underneath the light.

      Josh’s eyes grow wide, and he glances down at his left hand, which is in a cast so he can't see the bottom half of his fingers.

      Hailey holds up a larger gold band. “The nurse says they took it off when they put your arm in a cast.”

      I blink. My mind is having trouble processing this. “Wh-when did this happen?”

      “We flew to Vegas late last night. We were going to take a few days for a honeymoon. That’s why we came to Brachsville. Don’t you remember, sweetie?”

      I cringe at the pet name. Josh hates them.

      Josh glances at me, and at our intertwined hands then moves his hand away. “I-I don’t remember." He frowns and turns to me. "You weren’t there, Autumn?”

      My hand feels cold without Josh’s warmth. I pull it back and cross my arms. “I wasn’t invited.”

      He turns to Hailey and says, “I wouldn’t get married without Autumn being there. She would be my best ma-woman.” The monitor next to Josh starts beeping, indicating his heart rate’s going up.

      Hailey is at his side in an instant. “Shh.” She places a finger to his lips and instantly Josh’s heart rate goes down. “Rest, sweetie.”

      His eyes close slowly, and his breathing eases.

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Did you just put another spell on him?" When Hailey doesn't answer, I continue, "Josh would never marry someone he barely knows. Someone he doesn't love. There's no way Josh would fly to Vegas to get married. He hates Vegas. Went for a bachelor party one year and vowed never to return."

      Hailey straightens and smiles. “When you know. You know.”

      I bristle. “There's no way Josh would marry you. Just two days ago we were…” What were we? We're friends. Best Friends. Maybe something more? Did Josh even love me anymore? The questions begin to plague me.

      “I cleared everything up with the nurses and let them know you are his best friend and wanted to know how he was doing. Now, that I’m here, you can leave.”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      Hailey smiles.

      “Yes, you are,” Nurse Betty growls from the doorway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe they got married.” I shake the proof in my hand.

      “I’m sorry, Autumn.” Travis casts me a glance then returns his eyes to the road.

      Tears pool in my eyes as I stare down at the copy of Josh and Hailey’s marriage license. Travis was able to obtain a copy from the Elvis Chapel in Vegas. My stomach rolls and I swallow down the bile forming in my throat. I crumple it up and throw it on the floorboard. “I can’t believe she kicked me out of his room and then turned the nurses against me so I couldn’t even see him. He’s going to wake up and think I abandoned him.” I rest my head on the back of the seat and close my eyes. “He doesn't even remember her or them getting married. They can get an annulment, can't they?” I glance over at Travis.

      His sunglasses shield his eyes, so I can't read them. The sun came out in time to give us a beautiful sunset for the drive back to Daysville. “I don’t know, Autumn. Josh will have to consult a lawyer, and you know how Josh feels about divorce.”

      I groan. Josh has always wanted a marriage like his parents. They fell in love in grade school, well his father did, it took his mother a little bit longer to realize her feeling. They got married and had Josh. It’s a sweet love story, and Josh has always wanted the same thing. He doesn’t believe in divorce, but this is different. This marriage is voodoo or some crazy love spell. There’s no way he would marry someone he barely knows.

      “I checked out Hailey again. She’s clean. Almost too clean. She doesn't even have a speeding ticket. There’s also nothing to tie her to the victim besides Maggie.”

      “What’s her financial status?”

      Travis frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, did you check out her financial records.”

      “Yes.”

      “And was there anything suspicious?”

      “Why are you asking?”

      I bite my lip because I know Josh doesn’t want people to know about his financial wealth, but this is a matter of life or death. Well, maybe not, but it’s significant. “Josh is rich.”

      Travis huffs out a laugh. “I know the spa pays well, Autumn, but rich? Really? That’s a stretch.”

      I shake my head. “Harold taught Josh some things about the stock market. He’s invested well, and he's quite wealthy.”

      Travis’s face turns stoic. “How rich?”

      “Like he could buy a small island and live there for the rest of his life in a nice home with a staff on hand to cook and clean and garden for him.”

      Travis’s grip tightens on the steering wheel and his jaw clenches. “Are you sure?”

      I roll my eyes even though he can’t see me. “Of course, I’m sure. Josh told me.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, not so much told me as I was searching for my Christmas present and found his bank statements.”

      Travis smirks. “You and your Christmas presents. Do you still hate being surprised?”

      “Surprises are the worst.” I make a face I hope resembles disgust.

      He laughs then shakes his head and mutters, “So, Josh is rich. Who knew?”

      I grab his arm. “Don’t tell anyone. You have to promise me. He doesn’t want anyone to know, and he certainly wouldn’t want anyone to treat him differently. Money changes people, you know?”

      Travis nods. “So, you think Hailey found one of Josh’s bank statements and convinced Josh to fly to Vegas to get married so she can get access to his accounts?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “And you think she put a 'spell' or something on Josh because there's no way he would ever agree to this?”

      “You know Josh. He doesn’t jump into things. It took him three weeks to decide on a new refrigerator. Do you think he would make a decision as big as marriage in one night?”

      Travis sighs. “No, but how do we prove it?”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “I have no idea.”

      Travis’s phone rings and the station's name pops up on the screen. He answers and mutters something then hangs up.

      “Everything OK?”

      “No, Maggie’s gone.”

      I sit up straight in my seat. “What?”

      He nods. “The cell was locked, and there’s no indication of how she escaped.”

      “Hailey,” I spat.

      “Autumn, Hailey’s in Brachsville with Josh. There’s no way she could break her sister out of jail.”

      “Maybe not physically, but…”

      Travis rolls his eyes. “Hailey isn’t a witch, and even if she were, no magical spell could break Maggie out of jail without someone seeing her.”

      I mull over his words. “What if Hailey had help?”

      “From who? We’re talking about someone walking into a police station and breaking out a prisoner. The place is crawling with cops. It’s impossible.”

      “Not for someone who is a witch or in cahoots with a witch. Have you ever heard of an invisibility spell?”

      Travis begins to laugh, which turns into full hysterics.

      My face flushes and I clench my fists. “It’s not funny.”

      He continues to crack-up.

      I’m on the verge of slapping him when he finally pulls himself together.

      “Thank you, Autumn.”

      “For what?”

      “For making me laugh. I needed it. With everything going on this year, I haven’t laughed that hard in a long time.”

      Part of me wants to be mad at him, but the other part is glad I could give him a good laugh even though I’m completely serious. It may sound delusional to most people, but I believe in the paranormal. Laura showed me that just a few months ago. Ghosts exist, why can’t witches, who can cast spells and make people invisible? “I’m sorry.”

      Travis coughs and lifts an eyebrow. “For what?”

      “For all the stress you’ve been under this past year. I know it hasn't been easy. Our town used to be the safest town in Missouri. There was never any murder and crimes were minimal. Now, people are scared to go out at night. There’s even talk about not having Halloween on Thursday for fear of someone getting murdered. Children used to run the streets without a care in the world. Now, their mothers hover over them like helicopters. It’s sad.”

      Travis reaches over the console and squeezes my hand. “We’ll make Daysville safe again.”

      I stare down at our hands, remembering how we used to hold hands in high school while we cruised through town. Everything has changed so much since then. Life is different now. We’re different now. Josh is married to a woman he barely knows. A woman who wouldn’t even be in our lives if I hadn’t hired her sister at my mother’s insistence. I wouldn’t have had to hire Maggie if Bethany hadn’t killed her mother, Vicky. If Vicky hadn't kept secrets and killed April, none of this would be happening. All of this started with the spa. It’s the source of almost everything that’s happened over the year.

      Is the spa cursed?
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      It's Monday morning, and it's just after seven. My head still hurts, but not as bad. The bruise is already starting to fade with the use of my favorite miracle cream, arnica. I slip on my black scrubs, grab some chamomile tea and a slice of peanut butter toast then walk to work since I'm without my Jeep.

      The morning is overcast and cold, which fits my mood perfectly. I walk briskly to the spa to keep warm. It was not a day to skip wearing a coat. When I reach the spa, I head to the back office and plop down at the desk to figure out how to manage the day.

      Most of Josh’s clients texted me last night after the Daysville rumor mill informed them of his accident. They all want to get on my schedule, so I have to do some juggling to make it work.

      Thankfully, word hasn’t gotten out about Josh and Hailey's marriage, but I know it’s only a matter of time.

      My phone beeps, signaling a text. It's my dad. He's checking to make sure I made it into work.

      He was stunned by the news of Josh’s marriage, and my mother must have been eavesdropping because I could hear her sobbing in the background.

      We discussed Josh’s situation in great detail last night and talked about any possible loopholes. Sadly, there weren't many, if any, since Josh signed the marriage license. My dad assured me he would help Josh if he wanted it.

      Then he surprised me with something completely unexpected.

      A new Jeep.

      I guess he talked with Martin, the owner of Daysville Dealership and bought me a new one. I was planning to call the insurance company this morning, but it seems my dad already handled it. He assured me I would have keys in my hand and a new Jeep in the spa parking lot by closing time. With all the murders in town, he didn’t want me walking around by myself. Something I was kind of worried about too, especially since Josh probably won’t be around to walk with me.

      I text him back a smiley face and a thumbs up then drum my fingers on top the desk and stare at the computer screen.

      The account numbers are off, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why. Sally called and left a message for me to check them because they seemed off to her too. Why didn’t I catch this sooner? I need to quit letting other things occupy my mind and focus on the one thing I’ve always been sure of, the spa.

      Someone pounds on the back door, making me jump. Who could be here this early in the morning? I know it’s not Josh. He’s still in the hospital. His mother called me late last night after she had a chance to talk to him on the phone. She’s as upset about his marriage as my mother. They were hoping he and I would get married and we all could become a family. There was even talk about the name of their first grandbaby. A tear drops from my eye, and I swipe it away.

      The knocking continues, and I rush to the door, pushing away all thoughts of Josh. I wish there were a peephole so I could see who it is. I say a quick prayer for protection and push open the door.

      A hand covers my mouth and pushes me inside. I bite down as hard as I can, and the person drops their hand and yelps.

      “Sheesh, Autumn. Why’d you do that?”

      “Gil?” I step back and cross my arms. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you. Why’d you bite me?”

      “I thought you were going to kidnap me. Why’d you put your hand over my mouth?”

      “I didn’t want you to yell at me and slam the door in my face.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “Why are you here?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      “Roger.”

      I perk up at his words. “What about Roger?”

      “May I?” Gil gestures to the chair in the break room.

      “Of course.” I watch him sit down, but don’t join him. I’m not sure I trust him and want to be able to get away if this is a trap. “Tea?”

      “Peppermint, please.”

      I rifle through the cabinets for the tea then fill the tea kettle and place it on the stove. When I turn around, Gil's staring at his hands. I clear my throat. "You said you needed to talk to me, so talk." I'm not feeling very welcoming, not after the way he treated me the last time he was at the spa.

      Gil blinks like he was deep in thought and forgot I was standing next to him. “I'm sorry for the way I acted the other day." He hangs his head then peeks out at me.

      I nod to show I accept his apology.

      He sighs. "I came here the other day to tell you about Roger."

      "What about Roger?"

      "He asked me to keep an eye on Maggie. I think she's mixed up in something.”

      “Mixed up in what exactly?”

      Gil doesn’t say anything as if debating whether or not to tell me. “Maggie was the love of Roger's life. It was love at first sight. I mean Maggie’s gorgeous, but it’s like Roger became entranced with her.”

      I frown. “Like Roger was under Maggie's spell.”

      He snaps his fingers and points at me. “Exactly. I mean Roger had girlfriends but was never serious with any of them. With Maggie, it was like he was obsessed with her. They seemed so in love and then one day he calls me and tells me she’s gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?”

      “She left him without a word. She didn't leave a note or anything. Just never came home. He went a little crazy, even stalked her work, her sister’s house and even Hailey's shop. Hailey kept reassuring him Maggie was fine, but she needed some time away. It was like the guy couldn’t believe she would leave him. When Maggie showed up here, I contacted him. He made me promise to keep an eye on her. Said he had some stuff to take care of then he would come for her.”

      “What did he have to take care of?” The tea kettle whistles behind me and I jump.

      Gil smirks. “Need some help?”

      I shake my head. “I got it. Thanks.” I busy myself preparing the tea. Peppermint fills the air and wakes me up a bit. It helps with digestion, but also gives you a boost of energy. Maybe I should switch to peppermint in the morning. I set a cream-colored mug with the word breath in bold black letters in front of him.

      He lifts the mug to his lips and takes a sip. “Mmm, this is good.”

      I smile at him and take a sip of my chamomile tea. Nope. This tea is my soulmate tea. It soothes me and keeps me calm and grounded. I lean against the counter and wrap my hands around my blue mug with the word relax in bold white letters. “You were saying.”

      “I was?” Gil studies me. “Right. He showed up here around the time all that stuff went on with the PA in town. What’s his name?”

      “Eddie.”

      “Yeah, him.”

      “So, he showed up and what?”

      “He was on edge. Kept rambling about needing money to pay someone off.”

      “Did he say who?”

      Gil shakes his head.

      “Did Roger and Maggie steal some jewels in Florida? Were they fugitives?”

      He runs a hand over his face. “Roger sent me some jewels to give to Maggie. I thought they were gifts to try and win her back.”

      “What was Maggie’s reaction when she saw them?”

      “She seemed anxious about them. Acted like someone was watching her. She kept glancing over her shoulder all the time.

      I remember Travis saying Maggie was trying to pawn some rare gems a few weeks ago. Did Maggie sell them to pay someone off? “Did Roger say anything about owing anyone money?

      He raises an eyebrow then says, “His brother.”

      “His brother. Where does he live?”

      “Here.”

      “Here in Daysville?”

      Gil nods. “You know Martin.”

      “Martin at the dealership.” I frown. “I didn’t know he had a brother. He’s got to be like ten years older than Roger.”

      “It’s his half-brother. Their dad remarried after Martin’s mother died.”

      I pause and mull this over. Martin moved here when I was in high school. He came to work for Gil’s dad on the farm then got into car sales. A few years ago, he bought the dealership when Mr. Abbott retired. “Why would Martin want Roger dead?”

      “Roger owed Martin lots of money.”

      “For what?”

      “Martin kept bailing Roger out of trouble, even bailed him out of jail a few times. He was always paying for something for Roger.”

      “So, you think Martin was threatening Maggie and Roger. Using Maggie as a way to get Roger to pay up then when Roger couldn't or wouldn't, he kills him?”

      Gil snorts. “No, Martin doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.”

      I furrow my brows. "I don't understand."

      “You asked if I knew someone whom Roger owed money to, and that's Martin, but there’s no way Martin killed him.”

      My head starts to hurt, so I change the subject. “Did Roger see Maggie when he came to town?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did she want to see him?”

      Gil shakes his head again. “I overheard them arguing the day he died. She told him he was the reason she was in trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      He shrugs. “Maggie didn’t say. I didn’t ask.”

      I purse my lips and make a suspect list. Martin. Maggie. Hailey. A mystery person. I glance at Gil and decide to add him to the list as well. I’m not sure why he’s here telling me all of this. Maybe it’s to throw me off his trail. I study him and then ask, “Is there anything else?”

      He shrugs. “All in due time, Autumn.”

      I open my mouth to ask more when my phone starts to ring in the office.

      “I’ll let you get that.” He holds up the cup. “I’ll put this away and see myself out.”

      “But I have more questions for you.”

      Gil smiles. “Get your call, Autumn.”

      I let out a frustrated sigh and hurry to the office. “Hello?” I pant into the phone. Maybe signing up for a gym membership would be a good idea.

      “Autumn, it’s Regina, sugar. I went by your house this morning to give you a ride to work, but you were already gone. Did you talk to Travis?”

      “Not this morning. Why?”

      “I’m surprised he didn’t call you. It’s all so creepy.”

      “What is?”

      “Roger’s alive.”
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      I rush into the police station and practically scare the young officer at the front desk. “I need to see Detective Mills right away, please.”

      “He’s not in.”

      “Where is he?”

      “There was a sighting of the…well-” He stops talking as if he’s not sure he should tell me.

      “Roger?”

      The officer glances around then nods and leans forward. “You didn’t hear this from me, but there have been some calls of Mr. Gallahan walking around Daysville.”

      My jaw drops open. "Roger was dead. I saw his body. Detective Mills felt for a pulse. Didn’t the ME do an autopsy?”

      “The ME’s been out sick the past two days.”

      “Aren’t the bodies locked in freezers? Someone would have to have gotten him out.”

      The officer shrugs. He must be new because I’ve never seen him before and apparently, he’s not worried about protocol. Not that I mind, but Travis will be livid if gossip like this is leaking from the station. “All I know is people are saying Roger is alive and well.”

      I rub my temples because all this information is giving me a headache or maybe running all the way here with a concussion wasn't a good idea. Why doesn’t Travis ever answer his phone? “Can you tell me where Roger was last spotted?”

      He runs a hand through his short black hair then rubs the light scruff on his cheek. “I’m not supposed to.”

      I smirk then give him my best smile. “It will be our little secret.”

      He blushes then whispers. “The last call was from the bakery owner, Scott, I think was his name. He reported Roger was sitting at a table eating a muffin.”

      “Thanks.” I rush out of the station and almost collide with Travis.

      “Whoa! Where are you off to in such a hurry? You know it’s not good to run with a concussion, right?”

      I roll my eyes, which only makes my head hurt more and proves Travis's point. “I was coming to find you.”

      “And how did you know where I was?” He glances over my shoulder at the officer sitting behind the front desk. “Oliver told you, didn’t he?”

      “No.” I cross my fingers behind my back. “His lips were sealed.”

      “Yeah, right,” Travis mumbles then opens the door for me and motions for me to lead the way.

      I’m about to burst with all the questions running through my mind, but keep them in until we make it back to his office.

      Travis sits behind his desk and rubs his eyes. “I know why you’re here, Autumn.”

      I open my mouth to jump into questioning him, but he holds up a hand.

      “First off, I don’t know anything. The only thing I have are sightings of Roger. When I get there, he’s gone. None of this makes any sense. I mean the guy was dead. There was no pulse.”

      “The last two days, the ME's been out sick, correct?”

      Travis nods.

      “Did anyone check the morgue during those two days?”

      “We’re still going over camera footage, but the only person in and out of the morgue is Roger Gallahan. He walks out of the morgue around the same time we realized Maggie was gone.”

      “And you don’t find that strange?”

      He throws his hands up in the air. “Of course, I do, Autumn. This whole thing is insane. None of it makes any sense, much like the last case. First, there are ghosts. Now, it’s a witch, maybe invisibility spells and a walking dead guy. This stuff wasn't in my training. It’s all completely out of my scope, and the captain’s breathing down my neck to get this case wrapped up.” Travis slumps back in his chair and stares at the ceiling.

      I bite my lip and contemplate asking my questions. Travis is overwhelmed and me prying will only upset him. I’ve heard rumors the captain is not happy about me solving cases around town. Something about me making them look bad, and I’m sure Travis is taking the heat for it.

      Maybe I should go back to the spa. I glance at the clock, it’s almost eight thirty, and we open in thirty minutes. With Josh and Maggie out, I’m the only one who can bring in any money. I can’t let Sally down. She’s already upset about the books being off. I should let this go and focus on the spa. “Well, I’m going to let you handle this and head back to the spa.”

      Travis jerks up and gapes at me like I shaved my head. “What?”

      I stand and say, “You’re more than capable of handling this case, Detective. I don’t want to get in your way.”

      He gets up and comes around the desk then places a hand to my forehead and inspects my bruise. “Are you feeling OK? Any headaches?”

      I brush his hand away. “I’m fine.”

      “Really?” He studies me. “Because the Autumn I know would be asking me a million questions and wanting to ride along while I search the town for Roger Gallahan. You’re saying you want to go back to the spa and see clients. Did Hailey put a spell on you too?”

      I smack his arm. “You’re not funny. Sally is upset because the books are off and I haven’t even told her about the missing deposit from Friday. With Maggie and Josh out, I’m the only one who can run the spa. Plus, I don’t want to step on your toes. I know it hasn’t been easy on you these past few months. I never intended to solve these cases and make you or the department look bad. You know that, right?”

      Travis’s worried expression softens, and he smiles. “I know, Autumn. If it weren't for you, I don’t know if things would have solved as quickly. You always seem to dig deeper and have a nose for crime solving.” He pops me on the nose then his gaze falls to my lips.

      A knock on the door has him stepping back.

      “Travis, I brought you-“ Allison’s voice drifts off. She glances back and forth between us, a basket of something, which smells like blueberry muffins, is in her hands. “Am I interrupting something?” her voice laced with suspicion. She’s a vision for this early in the morning with her perfectly curled red locks and form-fitting blue dress and tan boots that hit just above her knees.

      “Not at all.” I skirt around her and put some distance between Travis and me. “I was reporting the theft at the spa from Friday. I never did make a formal report, and this morning I noticed the numbers were off. Sally is distraught over it, so I wanted to be sure to make a report.” Ugh. I’m rambling and sound guilty. I have no reason to feel guilty. Right?

      “Oh no, that’s awful. Do you have any idea who could have messed with the books?”

      I frown. At first, I thought it was Maggie, but she couldn’t have altered the records since she didn't have computer passwords. Josh wouldn’t do it. The only other person who has access to the spa’s financials is, Dr. Gregory. “I have to go.”

      Allison says something to me, but I’m already moving toward the exit.

      “Autumn, wait!”

      I’m already outside. How did I get out here so fast? I’ve got to get out of my head and pay more attention to my surroundings. I turn to find Travis jogging up to me.

      “Are you sure you’re OK?”

      I give him my best fake smile. “Of course, why do you keep asking me that?”

      “With everything going on, Josh, the spa, the accident, it’s just a lot. If you need someone to talk to, I’m always here for you.” He reaches out and squeezes my hand.

      The touch sends sparks up my arm, and I pull my hand back when I see Allison studying us in the window. “I’m fine, Travis. Allison’s waiting for you. I’ll see you later.” I spin on my heels and close my eyes to keep from falling over. A trip to see Dr. Gregory is definitely in order and for more than to check on my concussion.
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      I flip the Open sign to Closed and take a deep breath. The spa was busy, and I barely had time to shove a bean and rice burrito down my throat for lunch. My stomach growls as I make my way back to the office. I contemplate calling in a salad and black bean burger to the cafe before I head to the hospital.

      The sound of someone opening the back door has me making a beeline for the break room.

      “Josh? What are you doing here?” I rush over to him and help him with the door.

      His left arm’s in a cast, there’s a large bandage over his left eyebrow, and he has a black eye not to mention a few scratches on his face and neck. He’s dressed in jeans and a green sweater. “I wanted to check on you. Mondays are always busy.”

      I guide him over to the couch. “I managed. Shouldn’t you still be in the hospital?”

      He cringes when he sits down. “Probably, but you know how much I hate hospitals. I can rest better at home.”

      “Then shouldn’t you be home…resting?”

      “Hailey’s waiting for me in her car.” His eyes scan my face. “Are you OK? Are we OK?”

      Tears pool in my eyes and I blink them back, forcing a smile. “Of course.” One escapes and falls down my cheek. Ugh, traitor.

      Josh reaches up with his good hand and brushes it away then cups my cheek in his hand. “I’m sorry, Autumn.”

      I lean into his touch. “For what?”

      “For everything.” He sighs and drops his hand. “For leaving town and marrying Hailey. Getting injured and putting you in a bind here at the spa.”

      There are so many questions bouncing around in my mind, but there’s only one that matters. “Why did you marry Hailey?”

      Josh blushes and runs a hand through his hair. “Honestly, I don’t remember any of it. The last thing I remember is walking into the waiting room on Friday afternoon after giving Amber a massage.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Really? You don’t remember punching Gil?”

      His eyes grow wide. “I punched Gil?”

      I nod and gesture to his right hand. "That's where these cuts and bruises came from."

      He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I don’t remember that. What happened afterward?”

      I briefly give him the run-down of the weekend's events.

      Josh pales when I tell him about my Jeep getting blown up. He loved that Jeep as much as I did. He shakes his head slowly. “I don’t remember any of it. It's all blocked from my mind. I never miss movie night, and I certainly would never have left town if you were hurt. You have to know that, right, Autumn?”

      “I know,” I respond softly, then take a deep breath. “Do you wonder if Hailey put a spell on you?”

      “What?" He laughs, then when he realizes I'm serious he says, "Hailey isn’t a witch, Autumn.”

      I shrug. “Then how do you explain not acting like yourself or completely forgetting everything that happened this weekend?”

      Josh doesn’t say anything, but he has a deep frown on his face.

      “Josh, did Hailey see your bank statements or for that matter did Maggie?”

      He gives me a blank look. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the fact Maggie's in financial trouble with someone, and either Hailey is helping her out, or she’s got other motives.”

      “You think Hailey married me for my money?” His voice raises.

      I cringe. “It’s just…” I don’t get to finish because Josh is on his feet and pacing in front of me.

      “So that’s the only reason someone would marry me because I’m rich? It’s not because I’m a nice guy or would make a good husband. A great father.” His face turns red, and he’s breathing hard.

      I jump to my feet. “Of course, you will. That’s not what I mean. It’s just…”

      “Save it, Autumn. Hailey was right about you. You don’t want to see me happy. Just want me to be your best friend, but nothing else. To be around when you don’t have something better to do. I’m not a doormat, you know.”

      “What?” Now, I feel my face getting hot. “None of that is true. Yes, you’re my best friend, but…”

      Josh holds up a hand. “Don’t. I’m married to Hailey, now. She appreciates me and everything I have to offer.”

      I snort. “Yeah, right.”

      His face gets even redder. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little strange how she married you after only knowing you for twenty-four hours? She knows nothing about you.”

      “When you know. You know.”

      I roll my eyes. “Do you know Josh? Because correct me if I’m wrong, but on Friday afternoon you still wanted us to be together.” I gesture back and forth between him and me.

      He doesn’t respond as he stares at me. “I have to go.”

      “Where?”

      “Home.” He turns and heads to the door. “With my wife."
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      My eyes are puffy from crying for the past hour. I tried to go over the books again but kept having to start over. Dr. Gregory isn’t answering his phone. I contemplated going over to the hospital to have a chat with him, but I’m in no mood. Things with Josh went from bad to worse. Now, he’ll probably never speak to me again.

      I sigh and step out into the night. The sun is gone, and the moon is rising into the night sky. Suddenly, it hits me. Martin never dropped off my new Jeep. I groan thinking about having to walk home in the cold. Why didn’t I think about this earlier? I should have called the dealership before they closed. It’s going on seven thirty, and they close at six.

      Once the spa is locked, I take off across the parking lot. Headlights sweep into the lot, and I squint to see who’s pulling in.

      Travis.

      “Need a ride?”

      I contemplate telling him I can walk, but my body aches and the thought of trekking three miles in the cold is not appealing. “Thanks.” I wave him off when he starts to get out to open my door.

      He tilts his head but doesn’t say anything as he reaches across the console to push the door open for me. “Your dad said Martin was bringing you a new Jeep. Did something happen?”

      My throat gets tight, and tears are about to fall, but not because I don’t have a new Jeep. When did I become so emotional? Maybe when you realized you’re in love with Josh and now, you’ve lost your chance with him. The realization slams into me like a linebacker into a wide receiver. I gasp as if one of them hit me.

      "Are you OK, Autumn?"

      I fan myself and cough out, "Air, please."

      He gives me a strange look and rolls down the window.

      I prop my head on the door frame like a dog and stare out into the night. The cool breeze hits my face as we pass through the empty streets. As I breathe in and out and try to come to grips with my feelings, I'm comforted by the smell of wood burning in a fireplace, even Pete's heavenly pizza aroma is wafting through the night. My stomach growls, but I ignore it. There's no way I'm picking up a pizza. It will just make me think about Josh.

      Travis remains quiet as we drive and for that I'm grateful.

      We’re sitting in front of my driveway in no time, and I stare at my house. It’s dark and depressing. I never come home to my house alone. Josh is always with me. We’re laughing and talking about the day. Usually, have some take-out or Josh is planning to cook a delicacy. Not tonight, probably not ever again. I’m officially alone. Sheesh, Autumn. Pull yourself together. It's not the end of the world. Why does it feel like it? “Thanks for the ride,” I mumble to Travis and push open the car door.

      He tugs on my arm. “What’s wrong, Autumn? I’ve never seen you like this. Did something happen?”

      I glance over his shoulder at Josh’s house. It’s all lit up. A silver sedan sits in the driveway. Probably a rental car. My stomach turns.

      Travis follows my gaze. “I heard Josh came by the spa earlier. Aunt Regina said he left in a huff. Did you two argue?” When I don’t say anything he continues, “He and Hailey showed up together at the café. Josh introduced her to everyone as his wife. The whole town is in an uproar. No one knows what to think. I figured I better give you a heads-up. I’m surprised your phone’s not ringing off the hook.”

      “I turned it off an hour ago,” I respond, not taking my eyes off Josh’s house.

      “I’m sorry, Autumn.”

      I blink and stare at him. “There’s nothing for you to apologize for, Travis. It's my fault. I thought I had time. Wanted to be sure. Didn’t want to give up on some crazy idea of us.” I gesture back and forth between him and me.

      His eyes grow wide. “There’s still a chance for us?”

      My face flushes. “No. I was confused, but I’m not anymore. We’re friends. That’s it.”

      He looks like a wounded puppy for a moment then mutters, “Friends. Guess that’s better than enemies.”

      I smirk. “We’ve never been enemies, more like frenemies.”

      “Frenemies, huh?” He huffs out a laugh.

      “Good night, Travis.” I move to push open the door, but he grabs my hand.

      “Aren’t you going to ask about Roger? The case? Maggie? You’re usually hounding me about it. I'm worried about you, Autumn.”

      “Is this your way of asking for my thoughts on the case?”

      He blushes. “Guilty.”

      I sigh. “Come on inside. Do you still make your delicious vegan blueberry pancakes?”

      He grins. “You know it. Cat’s been talking about going vegan, so I guess I have you to thank for that.”

      I get out and shut the car door. “Going vegan isn’t a bad thing.”

      “I’m not saying it is,” he replies, joining me on the sidewalk. “I’m just saying Cat looks up to you. She talks about you all the time. Did you talk to her about working at the spa after school and on Saturdays?”

      “I meant to talk to you about it, but with everything going on, I forgot.” I give him a sheepish look. “Sorry.”

      He waves me off. “What are you thinking?”

      We reach the porch, and I rifle through my purse for my keys. “We need someone to answer the phones, and we’ve been thinking about putting some items for sale in the front of the store. I’ve thought about hiring a receptionist full time, but it’s just not in the budget right now. I can only offer her minimum wage and about twenty hours a week. Is that too much with her school schedule?”

      Travis shakes his head. “Nope. It will be good for her. She’s been withdrawing lately.” He runs a hand over the back of his neck. “I don’t think she likes Allison.”

      Cat's very vocal about her dislike for Allison, but I don't plan to betray her trust by telling Travis. “Give her some time. She lost her mother earlier this year. I don’t think she’s looking for a replacement quite yet.”

      He winces as if I slapped him. “I know. Maybe we’re moving too fast. Allison’s been hinting about getting engaged.” Travis sighs. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that step either.”

      “Don’t rush it. You’re still young,” I push open the door as his phone goes off.

      “Not that young,” he mutters then answers the phone.

      I turn on the lights and bump up the heat. The nights are getting chillier. I start to head to the kitchen when Travis grabs my arm. The action startles me, and I spin right into his arms. My hands splay to his chest, and we nearly hit foreheads. A flashback of a couple of months ago when Josh did this same thing, and then kissed me, fills my mind. I step back and try to calm my racing heart.

      “Sorry.” His face is red, and his expression is something I can’t exactly read. “That was the station. There’s been a theft at the dealership.”
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      When we pull up to the car dealership, the first thing I notice is the lights are all off. That’s strange. “Didn’t Martin call in the theft?”

      Travis shakes his head. “An out-of-town customer was scheduled to meet Martin after hours to pick up his car. When he got here, the showroom bay door was open, Martin's classic 1964 Mustang was missing. Martin wasn't answering his phone, so he called it in.” Travis parks his SUV next to a red truck where an older gray-haired gentleman is sitting inside. The man waves and gets out.

      "So, why does he think there's been a theft?" I ask and step into the cool night air. I’m glad I grabbed a warmer coat before we left my house. "Maybe Martin just took it for a drive."

      Travis's eyes go wide, and he gasps.

      "What?"

      "Martin has never driven that car. It's his baby. He even had it delivered on a flatbed truck and rolled into the showroom floor when he bought the dealership. It's a classic. He would never drive it."

      I roll my eyes. "What good is a car if you don't drive it?"

      Travis gives me a look like I don't get it and to be honest I don't. He heads toward the customer while I peek inside the showroom.

      I make sure not to touch anything. It's dark, so I switch on my phone flashlight app then gasp. “Travis, come quick.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I point to the floor. It’s not a pretty sight.

      “Call an ambulance, Autumn.”

      My stomach turns, and I force back the bile rising in the back of my throat.

      “Autumn, call it in, NOW!” Travis crouches down to check for a pulse.

      I fumble with my phone and somehow dial the hospital.

      The night air is no longer cold. It’s hot, and I feel woozy. I tear my eyes away from the scene and turn my back on it, although, it will probably be ingrained in my mind forever.

      Roger's body is on the showroom floor. My guess is someone ran him over. He looks like a rag doll soaked in blood. I’m glad the lights are off because I don’t want to see anymore.

      The quiet night fills with sirens, and within minutes the police are taping off the scene and taking photos while the EMT’s check out Roger, not that there's much they can do for him, but I'm sure they're double checking to ensure he's dead this time.

      “Autumn, why don’t you go sit in the SUV while I finish up?”

      I don’t hesitate and make a beeline for the SUV. I’m just about to get in when I hear groaning. I pause, wondering if I'm imaging things, but when I hear it again, I head toward the sound.

      It takes me a few minutes to figure out where it’s coming from and I stop in front of dark blue Jeep. My guess is it’s my Jeep. “Hello? Is someone there?”

      I hear the groaning again and then the sound of someone vomiting. Ugh. That smell is never going to come out. “Can I help you?”

      More groaning.

      I open the door and find Gil lying on the floor of the back seat of the Jeep. He blinks up at me. Alcohol wafts off him. “Gil? What are you doing? Where’s Martin?”

      Gil blinks again. “I dunno."

      I cross my arms and lift an eyebrow.

      “Isn't he here? He said he had to take care of something for Roger.” Gil peeks behind me at the flashing lights. "What's going on?" He tries to get up, but falls back on his behind, right into the vomit.

      I cringe. "What are you doing in here? Is this my Jeep?"

      Gil nods. “Roger had a few drinks then had to use the john so I thought I would bring you your Jeep.”

      “You thought you would drive drunk.”

      He hiccups. “I’m not drunk. I had one beer.” He lifts the bottle as proof.

      “One at a time.”

      “No.” He cocks his head at me. “I had one. Roger gave it to me.”

      “Speaking of Roger, isn’t he supposed to be dead? He was in the morgue for two days then gets up and starts walking around town.”

      Gil begins to laugh hysterically. “Best Halloween prank ever!”

      I frown. “What do you mean it was a prank? You mean Roger wasn’t dead?”

      “No,” Gil says trying to reel in his laughter. “He wanted to freak out Maggie. She likes scary movies and all the gore so he thought it would be a cool stunt to get her back.”

      I blink and try to wrap my brain around his words. “Roger faked his death. Maggie took the rap for it then a couple of days later Roger gets up and walks around town as if nothing happened.”

      “Best prank ever.” Tears are streaming down Gil’s face.

      “So, all that stuff you told me in the spa about Roger owing someone money and all the stuff about the jewels was made up? To what, create an alibi for yourself?”

      Gil stops laughing. “Partly, but Roger and Maggie are in trouble. Roger thought faking his death would buy them some time. Keep Maggie safe in jail. If you think about it, Roger was smart. He was protecting Maggie and himself.”

      My head starts to pound. “So, who ran Roger’s car into my Jeep?”

      “Martin. He only meant to tap your Jeep, not explode it. Roger’s car was in pretty bad shape. Guess it was leaking oil, and the engine was always overheating. Martin said something about a leak in the gas tank too. We never intended for things to get so out of hand.” He bows his head. “Sorry about that, Autumn. Martin's upset about your Jeep. He practically gave this one to your dad when he called this morning.” Gil gestures to the vomit. “I’ll clean this up for you.”

      I shake my head. “It’s fine.” Then I ask, “Did you guys break into the mayor’s house?

      “Bobby? We didn’t break into Bobby’s house,” Gil slurs.

      I roll my eyes. “The old mayor.”

      “Oh, Roger said something about him having some rare jewels in there. Thought he could use them to pay off his debt. When we saw your Jeep, we hightailed it out of there and set up the perfect crime.” His eyes twinkle in the dim light like he’s excited to tell me everything.

      “The perfect crime?”

      He nods. “The police were looking everywhere for Roger, so we thought it was only fitting, to have him run into the town sleuth. I mean you’re always finding dead bodies, right?”

      I purse my lips to refrain from commenting.

      “Roger took some drugs, I can’t remember what, Lorazepam and something else, but it slows your heart rate, so people think you’re dead.”

      I frown. “I saw Roger in the car. There was blood all over him. Maggie had his blood on her too. The police tested it.”

      Gil grins. “Well, this is the awesome part. Maggie came out to the farm, and she and Roger got into an argument, she pushed him, and he pretended to fall onto an ax. He has a friend, who’s a phlebotomist and they drew a sack of blood for him, which he hid under his shirt. He popped it when he fell, and of course, Maggie tried to save him, so she, in turn, got his blood on her. She took off so fast. I could have sworn there was smoke coming off her shoes.” Gil cackles like this was the funniest thing he’d ever seen.

      “Then Maggie gets pulled over for speeding and charged with Roger’s murder. Only Roger isn’t dead.”

      Gil shakes his head. “Nope.”

      My head starts to pound. I really should have it checked out.

      “With the medical examiner out, it made it easy to sneak in and get Roger out of the body bag. He hung out in the morgue for a couple of days then dressed up as a cop and let Maggie out of her cell. They walked out the back door during a shift change. No one saw them. Bad police work, don’t you think, Detective Mills?

      I turn to find Travis behind me, glaring at Gil. “Did you catch all that?”

      “Enough,” he mutters. “You do realize everything you just confessed to is illegal, right, Mr. Gallahan?”

      Gil pales. “I-I didn’t do anything. It was all Roger’s idea. Ask him.”

      “I would, but I can't,” Travis sighs.

      “Why? He’s inside. Had to use the john.” Gil moves toward us and stumbles out into the parking lot. “Rog. Roger. Tell Detective Mills here your plan. Maybe he can protect you and Maggie.” Gil staggers toward the ambulance. “Why is there an ambulance here?” He glances toward the showroom, which is now lit up. “Why is there blood on the floor?” He rushes toward the ambulance and demands to see who’s in the body bag. A howl comes from him when he sees Roger, and Gil falls to the ground. “Nooo. Why? Why man?”

      “How much has he had to drink?” Travis asks, taking in the scene next to me.

      "He said only one, but Roger gave it to him. Do you think he spiked it?"

      "Or he's drinking while on something else."

      I feel like I’m watching a twisted Halloween movie. None of this makes any sense. Roger was faking his death and framing Maggie for it in some declaration of love, but he was trying to protect them both from someone Maggie owes money too.

      Who?

      Martin?

      According to Gil, he was in on this, but where is he?

      Could it be Hailey? Maybe some mystery person?

      Travis sighs. “You OK if we take him to the hospital to get checked out?”

      “Sure.” I shiver against the cold wind as I watch Travis try to corral Gil. It’s like trying to pick up a half sleeping toddler. I slip into the passenger seat, and my thoughts turn to Maggie. Where is she? If she knew Roger was still alive, why didn’t she tell the police? She’s hiding something, but what?
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      I sit on an exam table and wait for Dr. Gregory. My headache is now a dull ache, but I still think I need to get it checked out, not to mention it gives me the perfect opportunity to ask Dr. Gregory about the missing funds at the spa.

      Travis is down the hall dealing with Gil, who's inconsolable and drugged. It turns out Roger spiked his cousin’s beer with some heavy drugs. Gil’s all over the place, and Travis is struggling to keep him in check.

      My thoughts wander to Martin. Where is he? Was he behind this or was he taken hostage by whoever stole the car from the dealership? Then I think about Maggie again. I know Hailey is with Josh, so I’m assuming if Maggie were there, Josh would tell Travis...or maybe not. Josh is pretty protective of the people he cares about…loves. Does Josh love Hailey? I mean he doesn’t even remember meeting her or marrying her. I groan, put an arm over my eyes and flop back on the table.

      “Long day?”

      I peek out from underneath my arm to find Dr. Gregory standing in front of me. Gosh, he sure does look like a young Keanu Reeves. He’s wearing a white lab coat over a pair of gray dress pants and a black button-up shirt. “You could say that.” I sit up and let him check my forehead. He asks about my symptoms, and I tell him about my dizzy spells and headaches.

      He frowns. “You need to be resting, Autumn. Not giving massages, not running the spa and certainly not running around trying to catch a killer.”

      “Who else is going to run the spa? Maggie's missing and Josh can’t do anything with his arm in a cast.”

      Dr. Gregory taps something into his tablet then sits down on a stool and studies me. “Maybe it’s time to close the spa.”

      My headache returns in full force along with high blood pressure. “What?” I screech.

      He holds up a hand. “Hear me out, Autumn. Sally isn’t able to run the spa. She’ll get released in a month, and we’re planning to stay in Chicago. Her dad is there recovering, and she wants to be there for him. He’s talking about putting his house up for sale and moving away from Daysville. Something I think would be good for him and Sally. There’s too much history here. They both need a fresh start.” He sighs. “I’ve already put in a transfer and am leaving in a couple of weeks.”

      I blink and try to wrap my head around what he’s saying. “So, Sally wants to close the spa?”

      Dr. Gregory shakes his head then rubs the back of his neck. “No. She feels obligated to you and Josh and doesn’t want to close it. Not to mention, it was her mother’s and all she has left of her. I get it, but I want us to start fresh. Keeping the spa open isn’t going to give us that.”

      “Is that why you’ve been messing with the books and taking money out of the safe?”

      He drops his head. “I’m not proud of it, and I didn’t steal it. It’s in another account. I just wanted to prove to Sally that running the spa from another city is hard. Things can go wrong, and she would have to come back here to fix them, which is something I have no interest in.”

      I sigh. I knew this was coming. I didn’t think it would happen this fast.

      “You and Josh could always buy the spa from Sally,” He suggests, giving me a hopeful look.

      I cringe. Owning a spa is something me and Josh always wanted to do. Together. I’m not sure that’s the case anymore. I know I don’t have the funds to buy it myself. Tears brim in my eyes, thinking about having to close the spa. “When do you need an answer?”

      “By the end of the year.” He pats my leg. “I know things between you and Josh are complicated right now, but maybe he’ll come around.”

      I try to smile, but all I want to do is cry. When did I become a such a crier? Maybe I should ask if concussions make you emotional. I open my mouth to ask then realize it’s because I’m in love and my heart's broken. I’m in love with the spa. With my life…the way it was with Josh. To make matters worse, I finally figured out I’m in love with Josh, and now, it’s too late. All the emotions well up and I burst into tears.

      Dr. Gregory stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. He glances around as if he has no idea what to do, so he offers me a tissue.

      I snatch it but continue to sob. I think he says something about getting me a drink of water or someone to help me. I can’t be sure. My eyes are puffy, and the ache in my chest won’t go away. Pull yourself together, Autumn. I suck in some air and try to catch my breath.

      Travis comes rushing into the room. When he sees my tears, he freezes. Travis is not the person to get to comfort me. He hates dealing with emotions.

      I close my eyes and try to think happy thoughts. Time must have gotten away from me because the next thing I know I smell honeysuckle, which means Nikki is here. I open my eyes to find her in gray and black striped yoga pants and a black sweatshirt with the words Yoga 4 Life in white across the front. Her dark hair is in a messy bun on top her head, and her face is free of make-up. “Y-You didn’t have to come,” I hiccup.

      She smiles and engulfs me in a hug. “Let’s get you home,” she whispers.

      We walk out into the waiting room just as Josh is rushing in.

      My heart stutters when I see him, and for some reason, I’m hopeful he’s here for me. By the panicked look on his face and the way he’s searching around, I highly doubt he’s here for me.

      When he spots me, he tilts his head and furrows his brow then approaches slowly. “Autumn? Why are you here? Did something happen?”

      I shake my head because I honestly don’t have the energy. Luckily, Nikki explains to him about my concussion.

      “If you’re not here for Autumn, why are you here, Josh?” Nikki raises a perfectly plucked eyebrow at him. Her blue eyes are full of curiosity maybe suspicion.

      “I can’t find Hailey. Have you seen her?”

      “What do you mean you can’t find Hailey?” I clear my throat and swallow the bile rising in my throat just saying her name.

      “I mean, I laid down for a nap after I got back from the spa and when I woke up, she's gone.”

      “Maybe she just went to grab something from the store.”

      Josh runs a hand through his dark hair. “Yeah. I thought of that, but I’ve been up for a few hours, and she’s still not come back.”

      “Did you check to see if she left a note? Call her phone?”

      He gives me an annoyed look. “Of course, I did, Autumn." Then lowers his voice and says, "All her things are gone too.”

      I hold back asking if he’s checked his bank account lately. That probably would go over like a lead balloon. “Why did you come here?”

      Josh shrugs. “I’ve checked everywhere else. Where could she be?”

      Travis walks up to us at that moment with a pinched expression on his face. "Josh, I hear you've been searching for Hailey."

      "Did you find her?" His eyes filled with hope.

      "I think you need to sit down." Travis points to the chair behind Josh.

      "Why do I need to sit down? Did something happen? Where's Hailey?" He glances behind Travis like he's hiding her or something.

      Travis slides me an uneasy look.

      My stomach drops, this can't be good.

      "Spit it out, Travis. Where's Hailey?" Josh demands, clenching his fists.

      “I don’t know how to tell you this, Josh, but Hailey’s dead.”
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      “Can I get you anything to drink?” I wrap a fleece blanket around Josh’s shoulders.

      He shakes his head and goes back to staring at the clock on the wall.

      We left the hospital a couple of hours ago and came back to my house.

      Nikki went home at my insistence because she has a five-thirty yoga class in the morning.

      Travis went back to the station to try and sort this mess out…and what a mess it is. It turns out, Hailey Marshall has been dead for two years. Whoever married Josh, stole her identity. So, is Josh even legally married? I try not to get my hopes up. I mean the man lost his wife, or did he? I'm not sure.

      I plop down next to him on the couch and soak in his tea tree and mint scent while listening to the clock tick.

      “You were right,” he whispers so softly I almost don't hear him.

      “About what?”

      “She only married me for my money.”

      I gasp.

      He nods his head. “I saved one account, not a very big one, but at least I'm not broke. She cleaned out all the others. She never cared about me. Just my money." Josh sighs and rakes his hand, not in the cast, through his thick dark hair. "Who is she, Autumn? Why did she target me?” his voice cracks.

      I reach out and squeeze his hand. “I don’t know, but we’ll find out. Together. Like we always do.”

      Josh gives me a small smile. “I think I need to do this on my own, Autumn.”

      “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m going after her. Alone.”

      I frown. “After Hailey, or whoever, she is? You're going after her by yourself?”

      “Harold introduced me to a PI he trusted, so I've contacted him. He told me to open a smaller account and have the bank to give her access. Harold taught me some hacking skills, so I’m going to trace her activity. Hopefully, it will lead me to her.”

      My head starts to spin again. “You can't be serious." When he doesn't respond I continue, "Josh, she probably killed Roger and is probably holding Martin and Maggie hostage. She’s dangerous, and I’m still not sure she’s working alone. You can’t just go after her even with the help of this PI.”

      “I have to. This woman somehow convinced me to marry her then stole practically everything from me. She made a fool out of me. Why me? How did she know about my money? I have to know. I need answers, and I need to do this on my own,” he pauses and lifts his left arm, which is in a cast. “Besides, it’s not like I can work at the spa right now. You need to stay here and run it.”

      I bite my lip. Should I tell Josh what Dr. Gregory told me? He has a lot on his plate, but he deserves to know. I open my mouth to give him the bad news when his phone rings.

      He answers then listens on the other end. “I’m leaving now.” He hangs up and says, “That was the PI. He has a hit on Hai-my wife.”

      I cringe at the name. “Is she your wife?”

      He drops his head. “I honestly don’t know. I need to call your dad and get this all straightened out, but first I have to find her so I can get some answers.” Josh moves to get up, and I place a hand on his arm.

      “What if you don’t like what you find out?”

      “It’s a risk I have to take.” He stands and moves toward the door. “I’ll be gone for a while. Can you look after my house?”

      I nod. “Be safe.”

      He smiles. “I will. Take care, Autumn.”

      I watch him through the front window and wonder when I’ll see him again...if I’ll ever see him again.
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      It’s Thursday afternoon, and it’s Halloween. The spa has been busy, so I’ve barely had any time to think about the case, not to mention, I have nothing else to go on. With the three prime suspects missing, the only person left to talk to is Gil, and he’s avoiding me.

      The judge released Gil with a strong warning and probation for his part in helping Roger fake his death. I think the judge went easy on him because rumor has it Gil’s father is working him hard on the farm. Guess Mr. Gallahan wasn’t too happy about his son’s shenanigans and has him working night and day.

      I didn’t take any time off as Dr. Gregory ordered. I tried, but resting’s not for me.

      Josh is still gone, and I haven’t heard a word from him.

      Travis stops by every night before closing to check on me and let me know if they have anything new on the case. There's nothing so far. He also gives me a ride home.

      With Martin missing, they’ve all but shut down the dealership. Martin’s the owner so the few salesmen on staff don't feel like they can sell or trade anything without his approval. I don’t blame them, but it means I still don’t have a vehicle. I want to trade in the one with vomit on the floor for a different one or at least have it detailed. They’re still working on trying to get the smell and the stain out.

      Roger’s funeral or I guess it wasn’t a funeral, but a small gathering, was yesterday. The Gallahan’s had him cremated. The service and burial were for family only. Not that anyone in town knew Roger, but I still found it strange they kept everything private.

      Rumor has it the family is embarrassed by everything that's happened, and they don't want to draw any more attention to themselves. It makes sense, but I’m still not convinced there’s not more to it than that.

      “Are you going to the Halloween party at the town hall tonight?” Cat asks while straightening up the front desk. She’s been working every day after school this week, and I have to say I’m beyond grateful for her help.

      I sigh. My head still hurts now and then, but for the most part, I think I’m on the mend. What hurts the most is my heart. Every time I go out, people are asking if I’ve heard from Josh or they extend their condolences like he died or something. “I think I’m going to head home.” I straighten the magazines on the coffee table then stand up straight and stretch my back.

      The bell above the door chimes. A cold breeze blow's in along with several dried leaves.

      “Who’s ready for trick-or-treating?” Allison sing songs. She’s dressed as Mary Poppins from the painting scene. Frilly white dress and parasol with a white hat atop her head.

      Travis comes in behind her in a white and red striped jacket, white pants and shoes with a hat and blue bow tie.

      Cat and I exchange a glance and burst out laughing.

      “Haha. Very funny,” Travis grumbles.

      Allison tucks her arm in his. “I think you look cute, babe.”

      I try to reel in my laughter. It feels good to laugh after the past week. Has it only been a week? My, how life can change in the blink of an eye. “You two are quite the pair. I’m sure you’ll win the costume contest.”

      Cat snickers. “For sure.”

      Travis glares at us then asks Cat, “Are you ready, kiddo? Didn’t you bring your costume?” He eyes her black scrubs with a frown on his face.

      “It’s in the break room,” she answers, then turns to me and asks, “Do you need me to do anything else before I leave?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll close up. You go on. I appreciate all your hard work this week.”

      She grins from ear to ear. “I love working here. I’m thinking about going to massage school and getting my license when I graduate.”

      “That’s great!” I exclaim then sneak a peek at Travis, who doesn’t seem very enthusiastic about the idea. What’s his deal? There’s nothing wrong with being a massage therapist.

      He clears his throat. “We need to get going, Cat.”

      She nods then hurries off to the break room.

      The tension in the room is thick, but I’m not sure why.

      Allison nudges him. “You need to tell Autumn what you found out today.”

      “What?” I stiffen and focus on Travis.

      “I’ll go see if Cat needs any help.” Allison sashays out of the room.

      Travis runs a hand on the back of his neck. A move, I know means he’s nervous or uncomfortable.

      “What did you find out today, Travis?”

      “Maybe you should sit down, Autumn.”

      My stomach clenches, but I don’t move. “What did you find out today, Travis?” I repeat.

      He clears his throat. “State troopers found Josh’s rental car abandoned on the side of the road in Arkansas. The driver's door was open."

      "Any sign of Josh?"

      Travis shakes his head. "No. We traced Hailey, or whoever she is, to a hotel in Arkansas. They weren’t there.”

      I sway slightly and reach out to steady myself on the chair.

      Travis rushes toward me and helps me sit down in one of the leather chairs then crouches down in front of me. “It doesn’t mean anything, Autumn.”

      I nod but know Josh wouldn’t abandon a rental car. “He hasn’t contacted me. Not a single text or phone call. That’s not like him,” I pause. “At least not the Josh I knew a week ago.” How did everything get so screwed up in a week’s time? If I hadn’t hired Maggie, none of this would be happening. It's all my fault. “Do you have any leads on Maggie or Martin?”

      “Nothing yet, but we’re still searching. No one's giving up. We’ll solve this. We'll find out who’s responsible for Roger’s murder. Whom Roger and Maggie owe money to and why. If Maggie was Roger’s accomplice in the jewel heists and who Hailey is and why she stole a dead woman’s identity.”

      “And why she targeted Josh.”

      Travis nods. “We won’t rest until we have all the answers. I promise.”

      “Thanks, Travis.” I give him a half smile. “You’re a good friend.”

      He flinches slightly at my words but doesn’t say anything to the contrary. “We’ll also find Josh and bring him home to you.”

      I gulp. The thought of Josh never coming home is my worst nightmare.

      “Why don’t you come to the Halloween party with us?”

      “No, thanks. I don’t have a costume.”

      He scoffs. “Autumn Fisher, lover of all things Halloween doesn’t have a costume? I don’t believe it.” He gasps and pretends to faint.

      I laugh and nudge him with my shoe.

      “It’s a good thing I brought a spare costume,” Allison says, rounding the corner and holding up a black bag.

      Cat's behind her dressed as a witch.

      I frown and shiver at the sight. It makes me think of Hailey or whomever she is.

      “Do you not like my costume?” Cat inquires, looking concerned.

      “No, honey. It’s fine. I’m just not feeling the whole witches thing this year.”

      Now, it was Allison’s turn to frown. “Well, that’s not good. Regina is dressing up as a witch too. I thought you three could go as the Sanderson sisters from Hocus Pocus. Regina is almost identical to Winifred.” She gestures to Cat. “Meet Mary.”

      Cat curtsies.

      “I thought you would make a great Sarah, Autumn.” Allison pouts. “I have the long blond wig and everything for you.”

      “Please, Autumn. I think we can beat Dad and Allison in the costume contest.” Cat puts her hands together like she’s praying and gives me a puppy dog face I can’t resist.

      “Fine.”

      Allison and Cat squeal in unison.

      Travis smirks.

      I sigh and say, “Let’s go win a costume contest.”
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      City hall smells of freshly popped kettle corn mixed with pumpkin spice and hot cider. It's lit up with twinkling orange lights and almost over decorated for Halloween. It looks like someone threw up skeletons, pumpkins, and witches then scattered them around the room.

      Cat tugs on my arm and moves me over to the entry table for the costume contest.

      “Are we too late to enter?” Regina puffs out, sidling up next to us in her witch costume. She is the spitting image of Winnie.

      Bobby grins at us with his vampire teeth. His face is painted white, and his hair is dyed black and slicked back. He swishes his cape over the papers for dramatic effect then produces a form for us to fill out. “You are just in time,” he booms in his best Dracula voice.

      Cat grins at him, and he winks at her. Since April’s death, they haven’t spent much time together, but I know Bobby will always have a soft spot for his step-daughter. Cat fills out the form then hands it back to him.

      “Judging starts in fifteen minutes,” he informs us then motions to the next couple in line.

      I follow along behind Regina and Cat, who are playing the parts of the sister witches well. I’m surprised they haven’t abandoned me due to my lack of witching spirit. My heart’s not in it tonight. I keep thinking about Josh and wondering if he’s safe. Then my thoughts turn to Maggie and Martin. Are they OK? Where has Hailey hidden them?

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Someone’s watching me. I glance over my shoulder, and there’s a person in a skeleton costume leaning against the far wall. Their eyes locked on mine…or at least I think they are. Hollow eye sockets with slits in them make it hard to tell if they’re looking at you or not.

      I turn away and continue to follow my “sisters." The feeling of being watched again comes over me, and I take another peek over my shoulder. Mr. Skeleton or maybe it’s Ms. Skeleton is standing only a few feet away. People are passing by around it, but it’s like a statue, and I’m almost one hundred percent sure it’s staring at me now.

      “Autumn, want some cider?” Cat grabs my hand and tugs me toward the drink table.

      The warm cider smells heavenly with the mix of spices and tastes even better. I close my eyes and savor it for a moment, forgetting everything that’s going on. When I open my eyes, the skeleton is next to me. I can smell expensive cologne. “Gil?”

      He nods. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”

      Regina and Cat have moved on to the popcorn balls and probably won’t notice if I slip away.

      “I have to be back for the costume contest.”

      “You will be.”

      I glance around, feeling eyes on me again. This time it’s Travis's. He cocks an eyebrow. I shake my head. He frowns but doesn’t come over. At least he’s seeing who I’m leaving with, in case I don’t come back.

      Gil’s on my suspect list, but he's not very high on it. For one, I don't think he's smart enough to pull this off by himself, and two, the display at the dealership appeared real. His grief was tangible. Roger and Gil seemed more like brothers than cousins. Why kill him? What motive did he have? Maggie? Money? Is he behind the threats to Maggie and Roger and if so, what were they? Was he threatening to tell the police she and Roger robbed the jewelry stores? I sigh and watch Gil move toward the side exit. I know he’s involved somehow, but I can’t figure out exactly how or why he’s a part of this mixed-up case.

      He motions for me to join him.

      I hesitate, not wholly trusting him, but the sleuth in me needs answers.

      “Come on, Autumn,” he calls to me from the side entrance door then disappears outside.

      I'm acting ridiculous. What’s the worst Gil can do to me in a public place? The whole town is here. I take a deep breath and step outside.

      He's gone.

      “Gil? Where’d you go?” I step a little further away from the door.

      Suddenly, the hall goes dark behind me. A few people gasp, and someone screams. At first, I think it’s part of the Halloween theatrics, but when a handkerchief with a sweet chemically smell on it slides over my mouth, I know I've been set up.
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      I blink and try to focus on something. The ground is cold. It feels like smooth concrete and smells like tires and grease. Gil must have taken me to the dealership. I blink again, but my vision’s still cloudy.

      I feel something sticky dripping onto my leg. When I swipe at it, it smears on my hand. Grease is never going to come out of this dress, but when I glance down, it’s not grease, its blood.

      My heart starts beating wildly in my chest. I feel around my body, trying to find the source of the blood. Nothing hurts, and I can't find any wounds. If it's not me, then who's blood, is it? I glance up and see lifeless eyes staring back at me from the ceiling

      Gil.

      I gasp and scramble away from his body. My limbs still feel heavy, but I’m able to back into the showroom doors, away from Gil’s body.

      He’s hanging from the rafters. His body’s limp and lifeless. A large gash is on his forehead, which is the source of the blood. Did he hit his head trying to climb up the ladder? I spot a metal ladder lying on the ground. A note covered in blood is underneath his feet. Is this his confession to Roger's murder and the blackmail? I wonder if he mentioned where he was keeping Martin and Maggie.

      I feel around my dress for my phone but can't find it. Did I lose it in Gil's car when he brought me here? Why did he bring me here? It doesn't make any sense.

      “Ah, she’s awake.” Heels click across the showroom floor then stop in front of me. Maggie bends down and smiles. Her blond hair is falling loosely down her back, and she’s dressed in a tight black jumpsuit. “Glad you could join us, Autumn.”

      “Maggie? Are you in on this? With Gil?”

      Her smile stretches wide across her face then she laughs. “Oh, Autumn. You always think everyone in your inner circle is innocent.”

      I frown. “But you are. Roger faked his death."

      Maggie’s smile vanishes. “Idiot. Always playing pranks and trying to be funny. Do you know he went into one of the jewelry stores the day after our heist to ask for a refund? A refund!" She shrieks, then says with disgust, "He was going to get us caught.”

      “So that’s why you left Florida?”

      She nods. “The police brought Roger in for questioning after that, but Roger talked his way out of it. Made up something about finding the jewels in a gutter. He had a good lawyer too, but it was only a matter of time before they figured out he was lying, found evidence to connect him to the heist and his girlfriend too. When your mother told me about an opening at your spa, I knew it was the perfect place to lay low for a while.”

      “You didn’t realize Roger used to live here.”

      Maggie shakes her head. “Of all the places I could have chosen, I choose the one where that jerk's family lives.”

      “So, Roger ships the jewels to Gil, to give to you so that you can sell them. Daysville's a small town. A local pawn shop probably wouldn’t look too hard at the jewels especially ones from a deceased loved one.”

      She doesn’t say anything. Just purses her lips.

      “Why did you need to sell the jewels? Who’s threatening you?”

      Maggie tosses her head back and laughs. “No one. I made Roger think I owed someone money so he would send me the jewels. Guess the jokes on him now, huh?"

      "So, you sold the jewels to what?"

      "I needed the money to get out of town and start a new life. Away from that loser. He was obsessed with me and extremely jealous. Even accused me of dating his idiot cousin." She gestures to Gil. "I had to get away from him."

      "Instead you killed him and his idiot cousin.”

      She shrugs as if killing someone is no big deal. “It needed to be done. Roger wasn’t going to leave me alone, and Gil pieced it all together. He figured it out before you did, Miss Sleuth. Although, I’m sure you’d have figured it out, which is why you’re here. We’re going to tie all this up in a neat bow for the police. All the criminals are dead and the annoying town sleuth is too. The captain should give me a medal, but I’ll take my freedom."

      I glare at her. “Not quite, you’re still a suspect in the jewelry store heists.”

      She laughs. "Gil's 'suicide' note admits to him being Roger's accomplice in the jewelry store heists since he was visiting Roger in Florida during the time of the thefts. No one will suspect a thing. I’ll play the perfect grieving employee then in a month or two, I’ll tell those little old ladies at the craft store how much it hurts to stay here when you’re no longer running the spa. No one will question me leaving this dinky little town for good.”

      I glare at her. No one talks about my town like that, but I refrain from giving her a piece of my mind. I need more info from her, and if we're done talking she's going to kill me. “Where's Martin?”

      “Hey, Autumn.” Martin steps out from behind a car and avoids looking up at his dangling cousin. He’s dressed in all black like Maggie.

      Maggie stands and loops her arm in Martin’s.

      “You two were in on this? Together?”

      “We’re in love,” Martin defends. “Roger wouldn’t let Maggie go. He threatened her. Even pulled a gun on us.” He sighs and rakes a hand through his dark hair. “We were packing up, getting ready to leave town when he and Gil showed up. They were both drunk, among other things” Martin rolls his eyes.

      “So, they show up here to confront you and then what happens?”

      “Roger wouldn’t get out of the way of the car. I revved the engine to try and scare him, but it was like a game of chicken to him. He pointed a gun at me, and I knew he was going to pull the trigger.”

      “You're saying it was self-defense?”

      “It all happened so fast.”

      “Why did you come back?”

      Martin glances at Maggie. “I couldn’t just leave. I have a business. Clients to tend to and it wasn’t right of me to leave them high and dry. I needed to tie up loose ends.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Sorry about your Jeep. I never meant for things to go this far. I’m so sorry, Autumn.”

      “Yes, Autumn. We're so sorry that your time has come to an end.” Maggie moves around Martin, a shiny black gun in her hand. “Being a sleuth isn't all it's cracked up to be. No back-up. No gun." She waves it around in the air. "It's a shame about Josh marrying Hailey. You have to be heartbroken. So, heartbroken in fact, you decide to end it.” She steps closer to me.

      My eyes grow wide, and I have to think fast. “Why did Hailey marry Josh?”

      Maggie laughs. “I saw Josh checking his accounts one day in the break room. Who would have thought a massage therapist was an investment guru?”

      I glare at her.

      “Oh, Autumn. I can't believe you haven't figured it out by now. Your sleuthing skills are slipping. Hailey’s a con-woman. She's always looking for her next victim. She’s kind of like a black widow. Only she hasn’t killed anyone, yet.”

      “Did she put him under a spell?”

      Maggie snorts. “Spell? No, at least I don't think so. She's been dabbling a little more into witchcraft, ever since she opened her shop in Florida." Maggie sighs. "I thought she'd turned over a new leaf a couple of years ago. Settled down, became a business owner, but when I told her about Josh, she couldn't resist."

      "If she didn't put a spell on him, what did she do? Why doesn't he remember anything about their weekend together? About their wedding?"

      Maggie smirks. "She hypnotized him.”

      “Hypnotized him?”

      “Yep. It’s pretty incredible. None of the guys remember a single thing until she’s long gone with their money."

      "She's done this before?"

      "Many times. Usually, she's in and out in a day, two tops, but Josh’s accident threw a wrench in her plan. He hadn't put her on his accounts yet.”

      “So, the accident wasn’t intentional?”

      “Not everything that happens is on purpose, Autumn. Sometimes things are just accidents.”

      I frown. “Who is she?”

      “Who is who?”

      “Hailey.”

      Maggie frowns and furrows her brows. “I don’t understand.”

      “Travis told me Hailey died a couple of years ago.”

      Her jaw drops open, and her eyes practically bulge out of her head. “Wh-what are you talking about?”

      "Hailey's dead."

      “No, no, no. You are mistaken. Celeste died.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Who’s Celeste?”

      “Hailey’s twin sister. My sister. She died in a freak accident. Fell while hiking with Hailey.”

      “Guess Celeste conned you,” I murmur.

      “You’re lying.” Maggie’s face turns red, and she lifts the gun. “Good-bye, Autumn.”
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      I don’t have time to move or blink before the entire showroom is crawling with cops.

      Maggie and Martin are on the ground in handcuffs within seconds. Maggie’s screaming and insisting Hailey’s still alive. Martin’s somber and accepting his fate.

      “Autumn, are you hurt?” Travis holds out a hand to help me up.”

      “I'm fine.”

      He gives me a once over. “Are you bleeding?”

      “No.” I gesture to Gil. “It’s his. I was underneath him.”

      Travis clenches his jaw at the sight of Gil. “We heard everything.”

      “You did? How?”

      “We bugged the place after we finished processing Roger's murder. Everyone knows Martin wouldn’t just leave his baby. This dealership is his life.”

      I smirk. “Good thinking, Detective Mills.”

      He bows slightly then rubs the back of his neck. “Sorry, it took us so long. The blackout at the town hall put everyone on high alert, and we spent way too much time evacuating the building and sweeping it for possible explosives. When we figured out it was a distraction and that you were missing, we tapped into the dealership bugs and hightailed it over here." He glares over his shoulder at a sobbing Maggie. "She almost killed you.”

      I wave him off. “She didn't.”

      Travis rakes a hand through his red hair. He’s out of his costume and dressed in all black with a bulletproof vest covering his chest with the words Daysville SWAT on the front in bright white. "I heard what Maggie said about you not having any back-up or a gun. Maybe it's time you get a conceal and carry permit and take a gun safety course. Just in case."

      "You know how I feel about guns, Travis."

      "I know, but just think about it, OK?"

      I nod then glance at the clock on the other side of the dealership. “Oh, no, the costume contest.”

      Travis grins. “Cat texted me. She and Regina won for best couple.”

      I laugh. “Really? How? We were a trio.”

      “When you went missing, they told everyone you were out hunting for children.”

      I snort. “More like murderers.”

      Travis shoots me an unamused look, but continues, “They also didn't have much competition. Lots of people went home after the blackout, and I left to find you, so that knocked Allison and me out of the running.” He rubs a hand over his cheek.

      “Allison’s mad, isn’t she?”

      “I’m a cop. It’s my job to keep the members of this town safe. If she can’t understand that, then maybe we shouldn’t be together.”

      “But I’m not just any member.”

      He stares at me for a minute, then says, softly, “No, you’re not.”

      Someone calls Travis’s name, and he holds up a finger. “I have to get to work. I’ll have one of the officers drive you home.”

      I nod and watch him join the other officers. The sound of a phone buzzing comes from somewhere in the dealership. I start searching for it in hopes it's my phone. When I peek underneath a minivan, I find it.

      The buzzing stops by the time I retrieve it and my heart sink's when I see who was calling. A tear rolls down my cheek when I try to call him back, and it goes straight to voicemail.

      Travis must have seen me searching for something because he rushes over. “Autumn?" He ping-pongs between the tear on my face and the phone in my hand. "Who was that?”

      "Josh.”

      "We'll see if we can trace it." He reaches for the phone.

      I press it to my chest. "What if he calls back? I don't want to miss his call again."

      "We'll be quick. I promise."

      I nod and hand him the phone.

      Travis passes it off to another officer, who hurries to the SWAT van parked outside. "I'm sure he'll call back."

      More tears fall from my eyes.

      Travis pulls me into his arms and kisses the top of my forehead. “We’ll find him, Autumn. I promise.”

      My heart squeezes at his words, and I pray they do because, without Josh, I don’t know if I can go on. If I run the spa. Scratch that, if I can keep the spa open or if I even want to. Without Josh, my life doesn't exist. He's in every part of it.

      “Let’s get you home.” Travis leads me toward his SUV.

      “I thought you had to work.”

      He opens the door. “It can wait. I'll get your phone and be right back."

      I slip into the seat and watch the officers process the scene. "Anything?" I inquire, when Travis gets in and hands me my phone.

      "The call pinged from a tower outside Daysville."

      "So, maybe's he close to finding Celeste?"

      "Maybe." Travis doesn't say anything else, but I can tell he has something on his mind. “You don’t believe what Maggie said about you being wrong about this case, do you?”

      I shrug. “I was. I was so convinced it was Hai-Celeste. Maybe Gil. I didn’t want to believe Maggie or even Martin, for that matter, was behind this. I guess I’m naïve. Too trusting.”

      Travis smiles. “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “There is when you’re trying to catch a killer.”

      “In your defense, Maggie didn’t kill Roger. Martin did.”

      I snort. “She helped ‘kill’ Gil though.”

      “I’m sure you would have figured it out.” He glances over at me. “You’re a good sleuth, Autumn. You’ve solved three cases over the past year, and one was even a cold case. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “Maybe I should stick to what I do best. Massage.”

      Travis swerves to miss a pot hole, but I’m not convinced I didn’t shock him. “You’re going to quit sleuthing?”

      I shrug.

      “Autumn, you can’t be serious.”

      “I thought you’d be happy about this. You’ve been trying to get me to stay out of cases all year.”

      He sighs. “I know, but you have a gift. Not that you’re not using it with massage, but you have a nose for solving crimes.”

      “What’s wrong with just being a massage therapist?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then why did you seem upset when Cat commented about becoming one?”

      Travis flexes his jaw and doesn’t respond for almost a minute. “Cat talks about you all the time. Looks up to you.”

      “And that’s a problem? Cat wanting to be a massage therapist is a problem?”

      He shakes his head. “No, definitely not. It’s just for so long she’s always wanted to be a dancer, but she quit the team over the summer.”

      I gasp. “I had no idea.”

      He nods. “She’s struggling. Trying to figure out who she is and what she wants to be. I want her to find her own path, not latch on to yours because she’s looking for a mother figure.”

      I reach out and place a hand on his arm. “I would never steer Cat in the wrong direction. I hope you have to know that.”

      “I do. It’s just I’ve been thinking about things, and I think I’m going to ask Allison to marry me. Cat needs a mother.”

      I try not to cringe. “Have you talked to Cat about this?”

      “Not yet. I’m still thinking about it.”

      “Please be sure you’re marrying Allison for the right reasons. It’s not fair to either of you if you aren’t.”

      Travis frowns and stares at the road as if deep in thought.

      I give him time to mull over my words. The thought of Travis getting married should rattle me. Make my stomach turn, but it doesn’t. It makes me nervous because I don’t think he’s in love with Allison and I don’t want either of them to jump into something only to regret it later.

      When we pull into the driveway, I spot an unfamiliar car in Josh’s driveway. “Who’s that?”

      Travis furrows his brow and places a hand on his gun. “I don’t know.” He radios it in then tells me, “Stay in the car.”

      I ignore him and hurry toward Josh’s house. When I reach for the doorknob, it opens.
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      “Josh!” I leap into his arms, trying to be careful of his cast. He smells of more peppermint than tea tree, and I soak him in.

      He staggers back, laughing. “Guess, you’re happy to see me.”

      “You have no idea,” I gush and give him another hug. “Travis said the state troopers found your rental car on the side of the road and the driver's door was open."

      "We had car trouble and spotty cell reception. Had to walk to a nearby town to get help. Someone must have rifled through it after we left. Guess the police found it while we were walking."

      "Oh.” I hug him again. “I was worried, especially when I didn't hear from you all week. I'm so glad you're back. Did you just get home?”

      He lets go of me and steps back. He's dressed in a button-up blue shirt and dark jeans. His hair's damp like he just stepped out of the shower. “About thirty minutes ago. I tried to call you."

      "It's been a night."

      He frowns and gives me a once over. "Is that blood on your dress? Why are you wearing a blond wig? Are you Sarah Sanderson?"

      I forgot I was even still wearing a wig. I tug it off along with the hairnet and shake out my hair. It falls loosely around my shoulders.

      He grins. "Much better. Now, tell me what happened?

      I quickly give him the details of the evening. Pausing for groans and gasps, which all lead up to anger about finding out Hailey, who is really Celeste, and she's maybe a witch, definitely a hypnotist and for sure, a con-woman.

      "How did my PI miss this?" Josh runs a hand through his hair.

      "I don't know, but I think you should let the police handle it from here."

      "Autumn, I can't." He sighs. "I just came home to grab a few more things then I’m headed back out.”

      “What?” I gape at him. “Josh, let the police find her. It's not your job.”

      “No, but it’s my money, and I plan to get it back.”

      “Josh, she’s probably already spent it. Money isn't worth risking your life. This woman probably killed her twin. Do you think she won't think twice about killing her 'husband?"

      He sighs again and gives me a pleading look. “I have to find her, Autumn. If not to get my money back then to get her to sign some divorce papers. Not to mention, she’s going to do this to someone else. I can’t let that happen.”

      “Josh, please." I take his hand in mine and beg, "Let Travis put the police on her tail.”

      He gives me a hard look. “If it were you, would you let it go?”

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. As much as I want to say I would, I know I wouldn’t. “How long will you be gone?”

      “As long as it takes to find her.”

      “But the spa.”

      He cocks his head. “What about the spa?” He holds up his cast arm. “It’s not like I can do anything.”

      “You shouldn’t be driving one-handed,” I mutter.

      “The PI is doing most of the driving." He studies me for a moment then whispers. "I have to find her, Autumn. I figured you of all people would understand that.”

      “I do…it’s just,” I let my voice trail off.

      “What, Autumn?” He studies me. “What’s wrong?”

      I bite my lip.

      “Autumn, you’re scaring me.”

      “Sally isn’t coming back to Daysville, and Dr. Gregory has been altering the books and even stole the deposit last week to prove to her she can’t run the spa from Chicago.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Josh begins to pace in front of me.

      “You’ve been a little preoccupied.”

      He stops pacing and swipes a hand down his face. “So, what happens to the spa?”

      “Dr. Gregory offered to sell it to us.”

      “How much?”

      “A lot. More than I have saved. You?”

      Josh cringes. “When does he need to know by?”

      “The end of the year.”

      He nods. “That gives me time to find Celeste and get the money back. Hopefully, then we can buy the spa.”

      "Is that what you want to do? Buy the spa with me? Be business partners?

      "Of course, that's always been our plan. Our dream."

      I tuck some hair behind my ear. "I wasn't sure after this past week."

      He puts a hand on my cheek and lifts my chin, so I'm looking him in the eye. “Autumn, I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For this mess and for getting upset with you when you accused Hailey, I mean Celeste, of only marrying me for my money.”

      “I should have been more sensitive. Of course, any woman would be lucky to have you as her husband.”

      He smiles. “Even you?”

      I open my mouth to tell him how I feel about him when his phone starts to ring.

      “Sorry, it’s probably Harley, my PI. He’s waiting for me at the café.” Josh pecks me on the cheek then says, “We'll talk soon. I'll call you and text as often as I can. Take care of yourself, Autumn.” He hurries down the steps and nods to Travis before slipping into his rental car and driving toward town.

      I watch him until his car disappears down the street.

      Travis steps up next to me. “You OK?”

      “I will be once he gets home safely.”

      “You love him?”

      “I do.”

      “He’s a lucky guy.” Travis squeezes my shoulder then heads for his car.

      I wave to him as he backs out then murmur to no one, “No, I’m the lucky one.”
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      Thank you so much for reading, “Facials & Fugitives”!! I so appreciate your support. This book came together quickly, and I think I love these paranormal elements, ie, ghosts, and witches. There may be a new series primarily focused on this in the future, but until the characters speak to me, I’m sticking with Autumn.

      Autumn is this strong and independent woman, but like all women, we have our breaking point and usually when it comes to matters of the heart. This book may have seemed a little more emotional while Autumn figured things out and frankly, that was my intent. Love is messy and emotional. It’s a roller coaster ride which may include smiling, laughing, crying and even some nausea. I wanted her revelation of love for Josh to be real and her feelings to be palpable, but not so much, so it distracted from the mystery, so I hope I accomplished that.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at the end. I love reading them. Whether they’re good or bad, they make me a better writer, so thank you for taking the time to leave one.

      

      Stay tuned for “Aromatherapy & Arson” coming soon!

      

      Writing a book is a commitment and not something that can't be done alone. I have a few people to thank for helping with this book.

      Mariah Sinclair is the queen of Cozy Mystery Covers, and I absolutely love this cover. Her work is incredible, and I’m so thankful for her creative vision on this series.

      I would also like to thank Kate Farlow from Y’all That Graphic for the excellent social media and logo graphics. If you haven’t seen them, definitely check out my social media pages.

      A huge shout out to Kelly H. for being my eyes on this book. She helped me spot plot holes, punctuation errors and made sure this book was flawless for you to enjoy.

      My family is also amazing. They are so supportive of my writing. They call out character names when I need one, bring me food and drinks when I’m busy typing away and encourage me to follow my dreams. Without them, I would struggle. They’re my rocks, and I love them dearly.

      Another huge thank you to you, my reader, I so appreciate you and your support. If you would like to follow me on social media or check out my blog. Here are the links:

      Jenn Cowan (Blog)

      Facebook Instagram Twitter Pinterest

      Until next time…

      

      Happy Reading,

      Jenn
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