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      “I can’t believe he’s here,” Allison cries, pacing back and forth in front of the spa window.

      I raise an eyebrow, only slightly curious why Allison came storming into the spa moments ago, looking like she’d seen a ghost. I shrug it off and go back to figuring out the seating chart for the reception. Our wedding is two days away and to say I’m stressed would be an understatement.

      Some of the Crafty Crew ladies got into a spat yesterday over the song they’re going to sing at the wedding and are currently, not on speaking terms. I originally had them all sitting together, now I have to split them up and who knows if the song will even happen.

      Allison sighs loudly. Clearly, upset that I’m ignoring her.

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes and set down my pen. “Who’s here?”

      “Chase Holliday.”

      I blink then ask, “Holliday? Is he related to Judge Holliday?”

      Allison stops pacing and chews on her lip. “I-I don’t know. I guess I never thought of it before now. Maybe, but I’m not asking him.” She crosses her arms over her chest and stomps her foot as if to drive that point home.

      I glance once more at the seating chart before giving up and focusing my attention on Allison. “And why not?”

      “Because he’s a liar and a thief.”

      I perk up at her words, wondering if more trouble will come to Daysville. “What do you mean? Who is this guy and what did he steal and lie about?”

      “Everything.” She throws her hands up in disgust. “Our whole relationship was a lie.” She juts out her chin and crosses her arms over her chest.

      I smirk and cough to cover up my laugh. “So, this is an old boyfriend, I take it?”

      She doesn’t respond, just continues to nibble on her lower lip.

      “And what did he steal?”

      “My heart,” she whispers and rubs her chest as if it hurts.

      I’m speechless. Allison was never like this with Travis. I guess it wasn’t true love. Now, I’m curious about this mystery man. “Ok, start from the beginning,” I say, propping both arms on the desk and giving her my full attention.

      She huffs and opens her mouth to tell me more when the chime above the door sounds.

      “Good morning, Autumn,” Bernita, a member of the Crafty Crew with curly purple hair and a flare for everything tie-dye greets me then turns to Allison. “Oh, Allison. Regina said you were over here. It’s so nice of you to help Autumn out with manicures and pedicures until she gets a new esthetician in here.” She shoots me a ‘get with it’ look before turning back to Allison. “I was wondering if you have time for a manicure today?” She wiggles her fingers in the air so we can see her nails. “I’m thinking purple to go with my hair.”

      “Of course,” Allison replies, sweetly going into professional mode and escorting Bernita down the hall before I can utter a word.

      Yes, I know I need to hire a new esthetician, but with all the wedding planning, it just hasn’t happened. Luckily, Allison isn’t holding any grudges against me regarding Travis. When she heard about mine and Josh’s engagement, she was over the moon. I was surprised, to say the least, since her and Travis’s relationship ended so abruptly, but she’s been nothing if not helpful.

      She’s filling in here at the spa doing some manicures and pedicures and Regina’s doing a few facials during the week. They’ve been a godsend for us and I’m almost tempted to see if they just want to take over those services permanently and work as independent contractors. I need to speak with my business partner about that first though. Speaking of my business partner…

      “Hello, my fiancée,” Josh says, kissing me on the cheek as he sits down next to me with a turkey sandwich in hand.

      I blush and shoot him a smile. “It’ll be ‘wife’ on Saturday.”

      “I can’t wait.” He wiggles his eyebrows then takes a bite of his sandwich.

      I giggle and swat at him when the chime jingles again.

      Cat bounds in and drops her backpack behind the desk. “Hey!”

      I smile at her and reply, “Hey yourself.” Then frown. “What are you doing here so early? Don’t you have school?” I glance at the clock, which reads eleven thirty.

      “There was a gas leak so they let us out early.”

      “That sounds serious.”

      Cat shrugs then eyes Josh’s sandwich. “Is there anything besides turkey in the fridge. I’m starving.”

      Josh chuckles. “I packed both you and Autumn a black bean salad and there’s also some veggies and hummus.”

      Cat’s stomach growls and she places a hand to it with a laugh. “Thanks, sounds great. Do you want anything, Autumn?”

      I shake my head and gesture to the paper in front of me. “I need to figure out this seating chart first.”

      “Let me look.” Cat leans over my shoulder and moves a few names around. “There. The Crafty Crew ladies are at least two tables away from each other. You do know they’ll get over this by Saturday, sing your song then demand to be at the same table, right?”

      I groan.

      She laughs and pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it.”

      I squeeze her hand. “You’re the best.”

      Her cheeks pink before she skips back to the breakroom, calling over her shoulder. “I’ll bring you your salad.”

      I smile and say to Josh, “What would we do without her?”

      He squeezes my knee and grins. “She’s pretty great.” Then he leans forward and whispers in my ear, “Hopefully, we’ll have a couple just like her.”

      His words send goosebumps up my arms and butterflies take off in my stomach. The thought of having kids with Josh can’t happen soon enough. We’re planning to wait a little bit since we’re just getting our bearings owning the spa, but I’m so ready. To say, I’ve got baby fever really bad is an understatement.

      “You’re blushing, Miss Fisher.”

      “Am not,” I deny even though I can feel the heat in my cheeks.

      He opens his mouth to say something else when the door chimes again.

      Regina comes bustling in, shaking out her red hair, which is cut in an angled bob, showing off her cheek bones. It makes her look years younger and my money says it has something to do with her new man. Pastor John. “Good morning, lovebirds. Did I see my niece pop in here? I just got a text from the school about the gas leak. They think the construction crew hit a line when they were digging for the new bowling alley. I can’t wait for it to open,” she says, pretending to throw a ball down the lane. “John and I have to drive all the way to Villsboro for date nights. It’ll be nice not to have to leave town to have a little fun.” She shimmies her shoulders then adds, “Daysville needs to get with it. We’re growing and the town needs to grow too.”

      I smirk because this isn’t the first time Regina’s ranted and raved about Daysville being behind the times with progress. I like to think we’re keeping the small-town vibe alive by not growing too quickly. “How are things going with you and Pastor John?”

      Regina scowls. She hates when I call her boyfriend ‘Pastor’, even though he is one. “We’re just having fun. It’s nothing serious.”

      “Uh-huh.” I raise an eyebrow then lean back in my chair and cross my arms. “So, you won’t be trying to catch the bouquet on Saturday?”

      She scoffs. “Heavens no. I’m too old to get married.”

      I snort. “No one is too old to get married. What does Pastor John say about it?”

      Regina turns bright red and makes up an excuse about needing to get back to the salon.

      Once she’s gone, me and Josh crack up. We’re both holding onto our sides when Cat comes back in.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Your aunt.”

      Cat sighs. “Let me guess. She’s still denying she’s ever going to get married even though rumor has it, Pastor John bought an engagement ring last week.”

      I gasp and grab Cat’s wrist to drag her down next to me. “What?! Spill. I need details.”

      Cat laughs. “How are you always out of the loop? You run a spa.”

      I wave a hand. “No one talks to me while they’re getting a massage. It’s their quiet time. Now, dish.”

      “He bought a ring. A very nice emerald ring with diamonds around it. We all know Regina loves emeralds.”

      “Yes, yes we do.” I smile. “Good for him. I’m sure he’ll change her mind.”

      “I hope so. They’re so cute together.”

      The bell chimes above the door again. It’s like a train station around here.

      A tall, slender and dark-haired man enters the spa and glances around before approaching the desk. He’s wearing jeans and a button-down flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His chocolate brown eyes dart around the room like he’s looking for someone. “Hello.” He sticks out his hand. “I’m Chase Holliday.”

      I smile and grasp it. “Autumn.”

      Josh does the same, introducing himself.

      Cat waves shyly and squeaks out her name then goes back to eating her salad. She doesn’t warm up to people until she knows them better, which is fine by me with all the strangers coming into town.

      “You’re new in town, right?” I inquire.

      He nods.

      “Well welcome. What brings you to Daysville?”

      “Business and some personal matters.”

      “Business?” I quirk an eyebrow.

      “I’m re-opening my father’s shop.”

      “Who’s your father?”

      “Harold Holliday.”

      I feel Josh tense next to me and I reach out to squeeze his hand. “We didn’t realize Harold had any children.”

      “He didn’t know about me.”

      I gasp. “W-what?” I blink, still trying to process Harold having a child and never mentioning it because he didn’t know about him. He loved children and would have been ecstatic to be a dad.

      “My mother was a nurse at the psychiatric hospital. They fell in love. Kept it a secret since you know there are policies against staff and patient relationships. When Harold… my father got out, they secretly got married and I was conceived. A month after they were married, my father disappeared. My mother searched for him. Even tried reaching out to his parents, but they refused to tell her where he was and threatened her if she continued to pursue him. A week later she found out she was pregnant with me.”

      My mouth’s hanging open and I’m sure I look crazy, but I can’t wrap my head around why Harold would just leave his wife and when she was pregnant. I guess he didn’t know that part, but it doesn’t make any sense. I mean I know Harold had some mental issues. Depression. Anxiety. Paranoia, but he was always there for anyone who needed him. Always helpful. Always kind. Loved children. I can’t for the life of me figure out why he would up and leave unless… he was forced to. “I’m so sorry,” is the only thing that comes to mind to say to him.

      He smiles and shrugs. “I had a good life. My mother was incredible. Never spoke an ill word about my father although I wouldn’t have blamed her if she had. Held a torch for him until the day she died. I think she always thought he would come back to her… to us.” He sighs. “Anyway, after she passed away from cancer, I found some Daysville newspapers in the attic with stories about my dad opening the hardware store and things he did around town. I reached out to him to tell him about my mom, but he didn’t believe me.” Chase rubs the side of his cheek. “Told me to never contact him again. So, I didn’t.”

      I frown. That doesn’t sound like Harold at all. I sneak a peek at Josh, who is studying Chase intently. His brows are furrowed and his lips are pinched tightly together like he’s trying to keep himself from saying something. I squeeze his hand and he glances over at me. I raise an eyebrow and he shakes his head then turns back to Chase.

      “Why are you here?” Josh finally asks, gripping my hand tightly.

      “My uncle called me after my father passed.”

      “Judge Holliday?”

      Chase nods then gulps as tears form around his eyes, but he blinks them away. “He told me my father left me the hardware store and some inheritance. He’s been trying to get me to come to Daysville for months, but I had to tie up some loose ends in Chicago.”

      “What did you do in Chicago?” Josh mumbles, not seeming at all interested.

      “I managed a few properties.”

      “Really. What kind of properties?”

      “Businesses mostly although a couple of houses too. A bookstore. A restaurant. A clothing store and even a salon.”

      My sleuth senses perk up. “A salon.”

      He nods. “I met my wife there.”

      “Your wife. Did she move back here with you?”

      “She’s actually from here. Moved back here last summer.”

      “Really, who is she?”

      “Allison Cole.”
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      “You’re married to Allison?” Cat asks, her fork halfway to her mouth.

      Chase nods. “For almost five years. Our anniversary is next month.”

      “Allison is your wife?” Cat’s face turns red as she grips her fork tightly.

      “Yes.” He tilts his head to the side in confusion. “Why? Do you know her?”

      Cat drops her fork onto her plate with a clatter and shoves it onto the desk.

      I jump at the sound, even though my eyes are on Cat. She looks like a ticking time bomb ready to explode. This isn’t good. Cat is super protective of her dad. Travis. Oh, geez. If he finds out…

      Cat jumps to her feet with her hands in fists at her sides. “She was dating my dad. They were engaged just a few months ago.”

      Chase frowns and rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “I’m sorry to hear that. Allison and I are separated. She sent me divorce papers six months ago, but I never signed them. I won’t sign them. Allison is the love of my life and one of the reasons I came back here is to win her back.”

      I kind of melt at his words, but with Cat practically shaking with rage beside me, I forget about the Romeo in flannel and focus on her. “Cat, honey, why don’t you go check on the lavender oil diffusers. They keep getting clogged and you know how much the clients like having the rooms smell nice for their massages.”

      Cat barely nods before stomping from the room without a backward glance.

      Well, that went as well as could be expected.

      “Allison never told any of us she was married,” I explain, gesturing after Cat.

      Chase grimaces. “I can’t say I blame her. The last time we spoke, Allison was really upset. I’m not sure she’ll ever forgive me, but I have to try. She’s my wife. We took vows. Vows I plan to keep until ‘death do us part’.”

      I smile and squeeze Josh’s hand.

      He winks at me then kisses the back of my hand.

      “I take it you two are married?” Chase motions between us.

      “Not yet, but in two days we will be.”

      “Congratulations!” Chase booms, a little loudly, causing an echo throughout the spa. “Whoops, sorry,” he says, lowering his voice. “Weddings are my jam. I love them.”

      I quirk an eyebrow because most men hate weddings.

      “I know. I know. I’m an anomaly, but it’s true. Weddings are full of nothing but happiness and love. It’s one of the best days of two people’s lives.” He stares off as if remembering his own wedding.

      “What happened between you and Allison? You seem so in love with her and Allison loves love. She’s probably as excited about our wedding as we are.” I laugh.

      Chase shakes his head and opens his mouth to answer when a shriek sounds from behind me.

      I turn to see a red-faced Allison glaring at Chase.

      “What are you doing here?” She hisses.

      He grins and takes her in from head to toe. “Looking for you, darling.” Chase steps around and moves toward her. “Gosh, I’ve missed you. How is it you’ve gotten even prettier?”

      She puts a hand to tell him to stop and he does. “Don’t. Unless you are handing me divorce papers, I want you to leave. Now.”

      Chase frowns. “I’m not signing those papers, sweetheart. You’re my wife.” He holds up his left hand and points to a gold band on his ring finger. “We took vows, exchanged rings. We’re hitched until the day we die.”

      “That can be arranged.” Allison flips her hair over her shoulder.

      I gasp. “Allison.”

      She glances in my direction and shrugs. “He’s as good as dead to me anyway. I might as well get the life insurance money.”

      “I have plenty of money to last us the rest of our lives, honey.”

      “Oh, really?” She crosses her arms over her chest. “Where did you get it? Did you steal it?”

      He scoffs. “No. I inherited it.”

      Allison snorts. “From who?”

      “My dad.”

      “And who is that? I thought you didn’t know your dad.”

      “I didn’t. He didn’t want anything to do with me when he was alive, but he left me his fortune.”

      “Your dad, who you never met, left you all his money.” Allison smirks. “Who was this schmuck?”

      “Hey!” Josh pipes up.

      “What?” Allison barks at him before realizing it wasn’t Chase talking. “Sorry,” she lowers her voice. “Why are you defending Chase’s dad?”

      Josh’s blue eyes spark with anger, but he keeps his mouth shut, nodding to Chase to tell her.

      Chase nods his thanks. “Harold Holliday is my father.”

      Allison’s jaw drops. “W-What? No way. You’re lying.”

      “I’m not. He’s my dad. I have the birth certificate to prove it.”

      “So, you’re saying we lost everything and you could have reached out to your father for help?”

      He steps closer to her. “I didn’t know he was my father and when I found out, I called him and he didn’t want anything to do with me. I swear. I would have done anything to fix our situation.”

      She scoffs. “We wouldn’t have been in any ‘situation’ if it weren’t for you and your gambling habit. All that time while we were struggling, you kept saying love would get us through it, but it didn’t, did it? Not when we lost the house. Not when we lost the salon. Not when we lost our…” her words catch in her throat and she covers her mouth with her hand. Tears brim in her eyes and she rushes from the room.

      Chase moves to go after her, but Josh steps in his way.

      “Give her some space, man. Your showing up here, unannounced clearly has her rattled. Sounds like you have a lot of stuff to work out and right now isn’t the time. She’s just finishing up with a client.”

      “I know and I’m sorry.” He runs a hand through his hair. “You’re right, but she won’t return my calls and I can’t make it right if I can’t talk to her. Just seeing her again has me wanting to take her in my arms and show her how sorry I am. I’ve gone to rehab. Done the work and now, I want my wife back. Our life back. I need her. You can understand that, can’t you?”

      Josh’s stern face softens and he shoots me a sly smile. “Definitely. Autumn and I had a long road to get to the altar, but you can’t fix everything in a day. Allison needs time to process you being here.” He nods toward Harold’s across the street. “Focus on your business. On proving to her you’ve changed.”

      Chase grins and pats Josh on the shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

      Josh pats him on the other shoulder. “Any time. Maybe after the wedding, we can grab a beer.”

      “I’d like that,” Chase says then hooks a thumb toward the door. “Well I’ll be over at my shop. It’ll take about a week to get everything ready for the grand opening, but you two should stop by and check it out… when you have time. Wedding planning can be stressful. Let me know if you want any help.” He winks at me. “Of course, Allison was the brains behind our wedding and it was beautiful.”

      “Allison, who?”

      We all jump, not even hearing the bell above the door because we were so deep in conversation.

      Travis stands in the doorway in dark pants and a white dress shirt, with a look of confusion on his face.

      Before I can say anything, Chase is answering, “Allison Cole.”

      Travis staggers back like someone hit him in the gut then his face turns red and he looks like he’s ready to punch something or someone, most likely Chase.

      Chase straightens and assesses Travis. “You must be the ex-fiancé,” he sneers.

      Travis clenches his jaw, but doesn’t respond.

      Knowing I need to de-escalate this situation, I open my mouth to introduce the two men, when Bernita comes out, flashing her newly painted purple nails.

      “What is all the ruckus out here? I thought you were running a spa, Autumn, not casting for a soap opera.” Bernita eyes the two men, who are glaring daggers at each other. “Well there is enough testosterone in the room to get an old gal like me pregnant.” She fans herself before sidling up to Chase and squeezing his bicep.

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.

      Chase breaks his stare off with Travis and smiles down at Bernita, who swoons.

      “Oh, for goodness sake, he’s not that good looking,” Allison stomps out and rips Bernita away from Chase. “Don’t you have a song to rehearse or something?” She helps Bernita up to the counter so she can pay.

      “My, my, someone is awful testy for a woman wanting to divorce that tall hunk of man over there. I thought you said you wished he were dead.”

      Allison cringes slightly and sneaks a glance at Chase, who’s face falls and he looks like a wounded puppy.

      I take Bernita’s check and give her a receipt then decide to change the subject. “Any chance there’s a reconciliation between you and the Crafty Crew?”

      Bernita scoffs and turns her nose up at me. “No. I’m never speaking to those women again.”

      “Maybe-,” I start, but Bernita turns on her heels and stomps out the door. I groan and plop down in the chair.

      Josh slips in behind me and begins to rub my shoulders.

      I close my eyes and sigh.

      “Remember when you used to rub my neck, honey,” Chase asks Allison.

      Allison ignores him and jots down some notes in Bernita’s chart. “Well I’m all done here for today, Autumn. I’ll just head over to Regina’s now.” She spins around and almost collides with Travis. “Oh, hi, when did you get here?” Allison glances nervously at Chase.

      “A few minutes ago. I just met your HUSBAND.” Travis glares down at her, his green eyes filled with anger, but there’s a hint of hurt beneath them as well.

      Allison flinches. “Um… well…”

      “Well, what? We were dating for eight months and you didn’t think to tell me you were married. I proposed.”

      “But you weren’t in love with me,” Allison hisses back, avoiding Travis’s eyes.

      “You were married! Are married! Were you just never going to tell me? What else did you lie about?”

      Tears fill Allison’s eyes.

      “Hey, give her a break, man,” Chase demands, moving cautiously toward Allison. “She’s been through a lot.”

      Allison sniffles and holds her head up high. “A lot YOU put me through.” She pokes a finger at Chase. “This is all your fault.”

      “He didn’t make you lie about being married,” Travis interjects.

      “No, he didn’t and I’m sorry for that. I wanted to pretend it never happened. I thought I could get a divorce and we could get married and start a family, but that’s never going to happen.” Allison bursts into tears and hurries out the door.

      Chase’s shoulders slump and he hangs his head.

      “What did you do to her?” Travis growls. “Even when I broke up with her, she never broke down like that.”

      “Because you weren’t the love of her life.”

      Travis puffs out his chest. “What makes you say that?”

      Chase unbuttons his shirt and points to a tattoo over his chest. “She’s my heart. I have her name over mine and she has mine over hers.”

      Travis frowns. “No. She doesn’t.”

      “Wh-what?”

      “Allison doesn’t have a tattoo.”

      “Maybe she used some make-up to cover it up.”

      Travis shakes his head. “No. I took her up to my lake house several times swimming and boating. There’s no tattoo.”

      Chase looks like someone punched him in the gut. “I have to go.” He rushes quickly out of the spa.

      “Is he gone?” Cat walks in holding a bottle of lavender essential oil. “Oh, hey dad.” She glances around nervously. “What are you doing here?”

      Travis gives her a forced grin. “Checking up on you. I heard about the gas leak. You okay?”

      She nods. “Thought I would help out Autumn as opposed to going home to an empty house.”

      Travis flinches slightly at her words, although he and I know she didn’t mean them to be hurtful. “I shouldn’t be late tonight. The town’s been pretty quiet lately even with the summer tourists.” He rubs a hand over his neck. “Hopefully, it will stay that way.”

      No sooner does he say it, a gun goes off.
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      “Allison, put the gun down,” Travis orders, approaching her slowly.

      Her hands are shaking. “I didn’t…” she drops the gun like it’s a snake getting ready to bite her then her hand flies to her mouth.

      Josh rushes over to check his pulse. He looks up at me and shakes his head.

      My stomach churns and I don’t know if it’s the sight of the body or the weird smell in the air. What is that smell? It’s a mix of something sweet and then I catch a whiff of something rancid.

      “I called the station,” Cat declares, jogging up to us. “They’re on their way.” When she spots the body, her face goes white. “Is he…”

      “Dead?” Allison finishes, staring at the body.

      “Let’s get you some tea,” I gesture for Cat to head into the salon. “Regina was just talking about some new mango tea we need to try.”

      Cat nods slowly.

      Travis mouths, “Thank you.”

      Cool air greets us along with the smell of hair products. Eighties music is blasting from the speakers and Regina is smacking her gum while blow drying a tourist’s hair. When she spots us, she waves and gestures to the break room.

      “She must not have heard the gunshot over all this noise,” Cat practically yells over the music and blow dryer.

      “Guess not.” I busy myself with preparing the tea.

      Cat sits down on the black leather couch and wrings her hands.

      I hand her a white mug and sit down next to her with my own cup. We sit in silence, sipping our tea until Regina joins us.

      “Hey, sugars. What are you two doing over here? Don’t you have a client, Autumn?”

      “There’s been a murder,” Cat whispers.

      Regina gasps. “A murder? Where? Who?”

      “On your back patio.” I motion toward the back door.

      “What?” Regina hustles toward the door and pushes it open.

      We set down our mugs and hurry after her.

      “What’s happening?” Regina demands.

      Travis is cuffing Allison and murmuring the Miranda rights to her. “There’s been a murder, Regina.”

      Regina puts her hands on her hips. “Well I can see that, but why are you arresting Allison?”

      Travis cuts his eyes to me as if asking me silently to explain so he doesn’t have to. Chicken.

      I place a hand on Regina’s shoulder and she jumps. “Sorry. We heard the gun shot from the spa and found Allison with a gun in her hand.”

      “It doesn’t mean she shot him. Right, honey? Allison tell Travis you didn’t shoot this man.” Regina gestures to the black body bag.

      The coroner is zipping up the bag and getting ready to wheel it toward the ambulance.

      “Who did she shoot?”

      “We’re not at liberty to say until the body has been officially identified and the next of kin have been notified. You know this, Aunt Regina,” Travis says, nudging Allison toward the front of the building.

      “Not at liberty to say? Do not pull that card with me Travis Brian Mills.” Regina shakes her finger at him and glares him down with a look that a mother gives her child when they sass her.

      He cringes. “I can’t discuss the case until we know more. Allison has asked for legal counsel so I have to do things by the book.”

      “Legal counsel? But she didn’t do this. Allison wouldn’t hurt a fly, would you sugar?”

      Allison doesn’t look at Regina. Her head is hung in defeat and tears are streaming down her cheeks.

      “Allison? You didn’t do this, did you?” Regina frowns when Allison still doesn’t answer her.

      “We’ll get this figured out.” I wrap an arm around Regina’s shoulder and guide her back inside. “Let’s get you some tea.”

      “I don’t want any tea,” Regina spats. “What is going on? Someone is shot on my patio and my employee is being accused of doing it. No one will tell me anything. This is ridiculous! Why aren’t you investigating, Autumn? You should be going down to the station and questioning Allison. Go out back and look for clues. Do your sleuthing thing. You’re the only one who can ensure the real killer gets caught. Lord, knows the captain will keep Travis on a short leash since he and Allison have history. So, you’re our only hope.”

      I bite my lip.

      “What? What aren’t you telling me?” Regina narrows her eyes at me.

      I glance over at Josh, who is leaning against the door frame. “We should get back over to the spa. Our clients will be showing up any minute.”

      “Autumn Marie Fisher… soon to be Parker.” She smiles at Josh, who grins back at her. “What is going on? Why aren’t you putting on your sleuth hat and getting to the bottom of this?”

      I sigh. “Because I think Allison killed him.”

      “What?” Regina cries. “That’s impossible. Why would Allison kill him?”

      Josh clears his throat and pushes off the wall. “Autumn, may I speak to you in private for a moment?”

      “Of course.” I follow him to the break room while Regina fumes and rants to Cat.

      Josh closes the door then pulls me into his chest, engulfing me in a hug.

      I close my eyes and breathe in his tea tree and mint scent. It’s so consuming yet so relaxing.

      He lets me go and takes my hand, leading me over to the couch. Then he kisses me and causes my heart to beat faster and tingles to erupt all over my body. When he finally pulls away, I’m left breathless and a little light headed.

      “What was that for? Not that I’m complaining,” I sigh, blinking open my eyes and trying to catch my breath.

      “Because I love you.”

      I melt and lean in for another kiss, but he stops me and I stick my lower lip out in a pout.

      He laughs. “As much I would like to cozy up and kiss you all afternoon, you have a murder to solve and I have clients to see.”

      My eyebrows draw together. “A murder to solve? Josh, Allison killed him. Case closed. There’s nothing I can do.”

      “But she didn’t”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “That man isn’t Chase.”

      “It isn’t? But he’s wearing the same shirt. Same build. Same hair.” I bite my lip and think back to the scene. It has to be him.

      Josh shakes his head. “It wasn’t. I thought so too when I first saw him, but he has a mole on his cheek. Chase doesn’t. This guy could easily pass for his twin, but I don’t think they’re related.”

      I groan. “No more twins. I’ve had my fill.” I think back to Josh’s first wife and ball my fists.

      Josh pulls my hands to his lips and kisses them. “I know what you’re thinking about so please don’t.”

      I un-ball my fists and lean against his shoulder. “So, if it’s not Chase and it’s not his twin. Who is he? And why did Allison have a gun in her hand? Did Travis get any information out of her?” I sit up and stare at Josh, expectantly.

      Josh smirks. “And she’s back.”

      I nudge him with my shoulder and laugh. “Alright. I get it. I’m off my game. I jumped to conclusions, but now, I’m in it. Give me details.”

      He wraps his arm and around me and says, “Allison said she needed some air before facing her next client so she stepped out onto the patio and noticed the gun lying on the ground. She picked it up before she even saw the body.”

      “That sounds plausible, but she seemed visibly upset.”

      “Like she knew the guy?”

      “Yeah. You think so too.”

      “I do.”

      I chew on my lip, mulling over the information. “Then what happened?”

      “Travis tried to get more out of her, but she clammed up and demanded a lawyer when he insinuated he could cut her a deal if she told him what really happened.”

      I scoff. “I think Travis is letting his feelings about Allison lying to him cloud his judgement.”

      “Probably. I don’t blame the guy though.”

      I nod, but my mind is elsewhere.

      “Hello? Earth to Autumn.” Josh waves a hand in front of my eyes.

      “Sorry, just thinking.” I shoot him a small smile and tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Care to share.”

      “I think Chase is involved in this somehow. I’m going to visit him, but I think I need to check the scene again first. In case I missed something. There was a strange smell and I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “I should come with you.” Josh stands and holds out a hand for me.

      “No. You have our spa to run,” I counter back, taking his hand and letting him pull me to my feet.

      “Cat can manage it. I don’t want you going to see a stranger by yourself. It’s too dangerous especially if Chase is involved. I won’t lose you, Autumn.” He squeezes my hand. “I’ve waited too long to make you my wife.”

      His words send butterflies through my belly and I roll onto my tippy toes to give him a kiss. “I love you.”

      He wraps his arms around my waist, drawing me closer and kissing me slowly.

      Breathless, I reluctantly pull away. “I’ll be fine and nothing will keep me from marrying you on Saturday.” At least I hope not.
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      I step out into the August heat and feel my scrubs begin to stick to my back. Why I ever let my mother talk me into getting married in the hottest month of the year, I’ll never know. I guess it’s because I’m so ready to marry Josh nothing else matters.

      I wave to the police officers taping off the scene. Travis must have told them to let me look around because they don’t give me any trouble. I sniff the air, but don’t catch the scent I smelt earlier. The outline of the body is taped off. He was shot from behind. Did someone sneak up on him? What was he doing out here? It’s not like this is a park or restaurant where people meet. It does overlook the park, but it’s not easily seen from the trail. Someone either lured him here or he was lurking around the building. “Who are you and what were you doing back here?” I mumble to no one.

      “Talking to yourself?”

      I jump and place a hand over my racing heart. “Josh! Don’t do that. You scared me.”

      His expression turns sympathetic. “Sorry. I thought you heard me shut the door. You must have been deep in thought.”

      “I was trying to figure out why he would have been back here. I mean this isn’t a public place.” I glance around and take in the metal patio furniture and several potted plants sitting next to the door. The natural stone pavers where the body was found are stained with blood. I squat down to get a different angle and catch a whiff of something rancid. “What is that smell?” I cover my nose to ward it off then peruse the area to see where it’s coming from. That’s when I spot them. Sunflower seeds. They smell awful when they go bad. It’s disheartening that my favorite flower, which smells amazing when it’s blooming, can put off such an odor when it goes bad. I read somewhere it happens when the natural oils break down from oxygen exposure.

      Josh squats down next to me. “Regina must be using them to feed the birds. There’s some birdseed over there.” He points a few paces away at some scattered seed in the grass. “It did rain the past few days so it’s probably going bad.”

      “Hmm.” It’s a likely explanation, but the birdfeeder is out closer to the trees, not on the patio. Maybe she dropped some along the way. I make note of it then continue my scan of the patio. When I come up with nothing else, I ask Josh, “Did you see what kind of gun Allison was holding?”

      “I watched Travis bag it. It looked old. Black and silver. Travis did say that the social security number had been scratched off.”

      “Interesting.” I tap my chin, contemplating this information. “So, there’s no way to track the killer based on the murder weapon. That’s convenient… well not for us.”

      Josh smirks. “Anything else Miss. Sleuth?”

      I punch his arm and he laughs. “I think I’ve seen everything I need to see here. Let’s go have a chat with Chase. Maybe he can give us some more information about the murder victim.”

      “Why do you think he’s going to know who he is?”

      “It’s just a hunch. My guess is the mystery man is someone from Chicago. Someone who knew Allison and Chase.”

      “And why do you think that?”

      I shrug. “We both thought Allison knew the guy and he looks so much like Chase. There’s no way Chase couldn’t have known him.” I chew on my lower lip. “But I could be wrong.”

      “Well let’s go test that theory,” Josh says, winking at me and taking my hand.

      We walk hand in hand across the salon parking lot, waving to a few fellow Daysvillers as they run their errands.

      I glance over my shoulder at the spa, the day’s events soaking in. “Are you sure Cat’s okay at the spa alone? Someone was just murdered next door to the spa. Maybe we should head over there to check on her one more time.” I turn to head back to the spa.

      Josh squeezes my hand and pulls me into his chest. “I just left there before coming to check on you. She was fine. She’s busy calling a few clients to move them around so I can see them later today and you can focus on this case. I also have her cancelling Allison’s manicure clients for the rest of the week in case she’s not out of jail by then. I also checked all the doors and windows before I left and Travis has two police officers stationed around the building. She’s completely safe and I told her if she doesn’t feel safe to call or come over to the hardware store.”

      I sigh with relief. “What would I do without you?” I lift up onto my toes and give him a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Hopefully you’ll never have to find out.” Josh leans down and nuzzles my neck before kissing me on the lips. “Come on, Miss Fisher. Let’s get this case solved ASAP so I can have my bride-to-be enjoying our wedding festivities this weekend.” He holds open the door to the hardware store.

      We step inside and are met with a musty smell. The hardware store hasn’t been used since Harold died and I know the judge hasn’t set foot inside to do any sort of cleaning or repairs. The memories must be too hard for him to bear. I’m glad the judge is welcoming Chase into his family though. At least now he’ll have someone to celebrate the holidays with and maybe he can give Chase some answers as to why Harold rejected him when he told him he was his son, but then left Chase his fortune, I don’t get it.

      I find Chase Holliday toward the back of the store. He’s pacing back and forth in front of the checkout counter and whispering into his cell phone. When he sees us, he holds up his index finger then turns his back to us.

      Josh takes off down an aisle as if on a mission to find something so I take the time to check out the store. The place looks exactly the same as when Harold had it. I can still catch a whiff of sawdust and grease every now and then. There are shelves full of tools and a long counter at the back of the store with tools hanging behind it. A light filters out from the small office off to the right. I shiver thinking about the office being the place where Harold took his last breath. I turn my back to it and swipe a hand over a shelf filled with dust. Chase has a little more cleaning to do before he opens up, but otherwise it doesn’t look like he’s changing a thing. I know that will make Josh happy. He’s been worried that whoever bought the place would change everything.

      “Autumn, right? What are you doing here?” Chase steps closer, tucking his phone in his jeans pocket.

      I decide not to sugar coat anything and get right to the point. If he’s guilty, I don’t want to spend any more time than I have to in his presence. I clear my throat, which has Josh making strides back to my side. “Allison’s been arrested for murder.”

      Chase nods and his face falls. “My uncle just called and told me, but she didn’t do it.”

      “We know that.” I gesture to Josh and myself then inquire, “How do you know that?”

      “Allison isn’t a killer… of course I’m sure I would be the exception to that rule.” He huffs out a laugh then runs a hand through his hair. “I can’t say I blame her though. I wasn’t a good husband, but I’m working on it. I want to be better. To be here for her. She didn’t do this and I plan to prove it.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “And how do you plan to do that?”

      He frowns. “I-I don’t know. I haven’t gotten that far yet, but I will. I’ll move heaven and earth to prove her innocence. I don’t care how much money or time it takes.”

      I smile at his words then bite my lip, unsure of how to proceed. I decide to just dive in. “We think Allison knew the guy who was murdered. She seemed shaken. Upset even and not just because it was a dead body. It seemed personal. Not to mention the guy looks almost identical to you… except for the birth mark on his cheek.”

      Chase’s eyes grow wide. “A mark just below his cheek that kind of looks like a clover?”

      I turn to Josh because he got a better look at the guy than I did.

      He nods to confirm Chase’s description. “So, you know the guy?”

      “You’re sure?” Chase asks again. His face is white and he looks about ready to faint. “It’s right here.” He points to his cheek just below the cheek bone.”

      Josh nods again. “Yes, I checked his pulse. He was shot in the back.”

      Chase staggers back and grabs onto the counter for support. He takes some deep breaths and wipes a few tears from his eyes. “It can’t be him. It just can’t be.”

      “Who?” I ask softly, stepping up to the counter.

      “Wyatt Beck. My best friend. My brother from another mother.”

      “Your best friend?”

      Chase rubs both eyes and straightens. “Yes.” He sniffles and wipes his nose. “We’ve been friends since grade school.”

      “So, he was here to help you get settled?”

      “No. He was here to talk me out of getting ‘settled’.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Why?”

      “Wyatt was in love with Allison.”

      My jaw drops open. “What?”

      “She was his hair stylist back in Chicago, but he could never get the nerve up to ask her out. He talked about her non-stop to me. The guy was obsessed to say the least.” Chase let’s out an exasperated breath then continues, “My boss bought the salon Allison was working in. I went in to introduce myself to the owner and it was love at first sight… for both of us.” He pauses and gulps before continuing, “I didn’t realize she was ‘his’ Allison until after she and I started dating. By then I was head over heels in love with her and refused to step aside for him We fought. I thought we’d get past it after he saw how happy we were together, but he didn’t. In fact, he went a little crazy.”

      I jerk back in surprise. “Crazy, how?”

      “He sent Allison dead roses every day. He’d show up drunk to her apartment and bang on her door until the cops would have to drag him away. There were hate notes left at the salon. He even vandalized her car. We pressed charges and he was sent to a mental institution and after that, lots of counseling.” Chase sighs and runs a hand over his mouth before continuing, “Allison and I got married in that time and were happy for a little while. She opened her own salon. We bought a house. I purchased a few rental properties. We were even going to have a ba-” He clears this throat then changes the subject. “I started playing at the boats with some of my business investors. It was all downhill from there. We lost everything. Allison left me. I was in a pretty bad place when Wyatt saw me at a bar one night. He got me to rehab and helped me get my life back together. We talked and figured out some stuff. He had my back when no one else did.”

      “So, I’m guessing your move here didn’t make him happy. He’d already lost you once to Allison.”

      Chase sighs and shakes his head. “No. He was angry. He thought seeing Allison would cause me to relapse, but I think it was more than that. I think he was still in love with her.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I would catch him staring at our wedding picture or smelling her perfume.”

      I lift an eyebrow at him.

      He smirks. “She left a bottle and I didn’t throw it away. I liked seeing it on the counter. It gave me hope that maybe one day she would be back to use it.”

      “Did you ever call Wyatt out on those things?”

      “Wyatt would always laugh it off and tell me how he wished he could have been my best man at our wedding or he was looking for a gift for one of his flings and didn’t know what kind of perfume to buy. I never pushed him on it because he was my best friend and I’d probably be dead if he hadn’t found me when he did. I owe the guy my life.” He sniffles again.

      “Did you know he was in town?”

      “He left me a message saying he had business in town. Something about meeting with a developer then he was coming by to check out my new store, but he never showed. Now I know why.”

      “Were you concerned about him seeing Allison? Or how Allison would react to seeing him?”

      Chase rubs a hand over the back of his neck then nods. “I tried calling him. I told him not to come for fear it would make things with Allison worse. He didn’t know I planned to try and win her back. I kept that part from him. He knew she was from Daysville, but I’m not one hundred percent sure he knew she’d moved back here. We didn’t talk about her. It was a sore subject for both of us.”

      I toy with the end of my braid. “Who was this developer he was meeting?”

      Chase hesitates. “Wyatt was pretty hush-hush about his business dealings especially when it came to this guy.”

      “And why is that?”

      “The only thing Wyatt told me was this guy had big plans for Daysville.”

      I scowl at his words. The thought of someone coming in here and changing the town I love makes my blood boil. A bowling alley coming to town is one thing, but what if someone is going to come in here and build strip malls or, heaven forbid, high rises. I swallow down my emotions and focus back on the case. “Where did you go when you left the spa?”

      He jerks his head back like I slapped him. “Am I a suspect?”

      “Just covering my bases.”

      “Why would I kill Wyatt? He saved my life.”

      “But you said yourself you feared him coming here and causing trouble between you and Allison. Does your love for her trump your friendship with Wyatt?”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I’ve heard about you. My uncle said you’re some kind of amateur sleuth. That you’ve solved a lot of murders in the past year.”

      I shrug. “Are you going to tell me where you went after leaving the spa or should I go down to the station and tell Travis everything you told me? I’m sure he’d love to interrogate you.”

      Chase scowls, but replies, “My phone rang. It was a vendor. I came back here to check my records and give them my credit card information.”

      “And I’m sure the vendor will verify all of this.”

      His eyes darken and he grits out, “I’ll get you the number.” He scrolls through his phone then jots down the number on a piece of receipt paper before shoving it in my hand. “Here. Clear my name so you can focus on finding the real killer and clearing my wife’s name.”

      I take the paper, feeling kind of guilty for my interrogation tactics, but I can’t leave any stone unturned. “Thanks,” I mumble. “I’ll let you know if I have any other questions.”

      “You do that,” Chase grumbles.

      As Josh and I turn to leave, sirens scream outside.
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      “What’s going on?” Chase cranes his neck to see out the front windows, which are covered with a film of dust.

      I ignore his question and hustle out to the street with Josh right on my heels. Lights are flashing down the street so we take off in that direction.

      The air is thick and thunder rumbles above us. The dark clouds look like they could dump buckets at any minute. Sweat breaks out on my forehead as I huff and puff my way down the street. I really need to hit the treadmill more than once a month.

      When we reach the police barricading off the scene, I spot Travis getting his head wrapped with white bandages. My heart nearly stops in my chest. My first thought is Cat. If something happens to Travis, what will happen to her? I know she has Regina, but she needs her dad too.

      I move around the barricade. At this point, they don’t even try to stop me. The captain made it clear, I have free reign when it comes to helping on cases, although we haven’t had a chance to discuss this one yet. Josh grabs my hand and I spin around to face him. I almost bark at him for stopping me, but when I see the worry in his eyes, I pause.

      “I’m going to check on Cat. I think she needs to be with her dad. We’ll close up the spa and meet you at the hospital.”

      I nod and watch him run toward the spa. That man, always thinking of others. How did I get so lucky? I sigh then snap back to reality and turn toward the scene.

      Travis’s SUV is smoking. The front end is smashed in. I’m surprised I didn’t hear the crash from the hardware store. Then I remember Harold put in sound boards, which kept out most sound except for sirens. He wanted to always be able to hear the sirens in case there was some sort of danger.

      I notice that the door to the backseat is open, but no one’s inside. Immediately, I scan the area for Allison. Is she hurt? When I don’t see her, a sickening feeling starts in my gut. Where is she? I hurry over to Travis. “What happened? Are you alright? Where’s Allison?”

      Travis holds up a hand to silence me then places the other one to his forehead.

      “I think he has a concussion. He was hit pretty hard.” A young blond paramedic says, wrapping another layer of gauze around his head. Her slender fingers move slowly to ensure the wrap is smooth. “I think you should reconsider and go get checked out at the hospital.”

      “Of course, he’s going to the hospital.” I glance at Travis, who doesn’t meet my eyes. “You are going, right?”

      “No,” Travis slurs and tries to stand, but sways.

      I reach out to steady him and so does the petite paramedic, whose name tag reads, Taylor. She must be new in town because I’ve never seen her before today.

      She turns to me and gives me a once over. “Are you his wife?”

      Travis snorts.

      I glare at him. “No.”

      Taylor’s cheeks pink. “Fiancée, then?” She gestures to my ring.

      I shake my head. “No… just a friend. Why?”

      Her cheeks darken. “Um, no reason.” She pauses then continues, “If he refuses to go to the hospital to get checked out, he should probably have someone stay with him.”

      I nod, wondering if she’s volunteering herself for that duty. With the way she’s blushing, I would say she has a little crush. She’s a little young. Maybe late twenties, but cute. I could see them as a couple. I push my match making thoughts aside when I notice blood seeping out from the back of the bandage. “Why is your head bleeding from the back? Didn’t you get hit from the front?”

      Travis blinks his eyes open then closes them again. “I was hit from behind.”

      I smirk. “You must have a concussion because I’m staring at your SUV and the damage is on the front, not the back.”

      He shakes his head then cringes. “No. Someone hit my car from the front then hit me from the back.”

      “What? You’re not making any sense, Travis.”

      Travis takes a deep breath then says, “Someone pulled out in front of me and I couldn’t stop in time. When I got out to check the damage and to see if everyone was alright, someone hit me from behind.”

      I gasp, completely at a loss for words.

      “He was lying here for a while too. The blood was already starting to dry and harden in his hair. We got the call only a few minutes ago from an anonymous caller. He wasn’t awake when we got to him.”

      I glance at the time on my phone. “You left with Allison over thirty minutes ago. You didn’t get far before you were hit, did you?”

      “No. It was right after we left,” he mumbles, closing his eyes again.

      I scan the area. We’re standing at the bottom of a hill, which is out of sight from the shops. The road dips down and then curves around the outskirts of town. It’s kind of the long way to the police station. “Why did you go this way to the station?”

      “I wanted to see if I could get Allison to tell me what happened.”

      “And did she?”

      “No. She kept staring out the window and murmuring to herself.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Like I said, a car pulled out in front of me. I slammed on the brakes, but I couldn’t stop.”

      I look over at his SUV and the dirt road that juts out from the park. It’s technically an access road for recreational vehicles. “So, someone was waiting for you?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Did you see anyone? What did the car look like? Was the driver male or female?”

      “I think it was a dark sedan, but it all happened so fast.” Travis puts his head in his hands. “I should have just gone straight to the station.”

      I pat his shoulder. “This isn’t your fault, Travis.”

      “Isn’t it?” He lifts his head and blinks slowly several times like he’s having a hard time keeping his eyes open.

      “No. It isn’t. You can’t blame yourself.”

      “But I do, Autumn. I didn’t follow protocol and look what happened.”

      “It’s just an accident. A deliberate one, but at least no one was seriously injured, right?”

      He clenches his jaw, but doesn’t say anything.

      “Right?” I glance around searching for Allison again. Maybe another police officer took her to the jail already. If she was hurt, she’d be right here with Travis, wouldn’t she? I decide to steer the conversation back to the accident. “What happened after the crash?”

      Travis exhales like my questions are taxing him and maybe they are because he looks really pale. “As I said before, when I got out to check on the damage, someone hit me from behind.” He rubs the back of his head then flinches.

      I cringe when more blood seeps through the bandage. “Why would they do that?”

      “To get to Allison.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He opens his eyes, but they’re out of focus and he looks half asleep. “Allison’s been kidnapped,” he slurs then he collapses back on the stretcher.
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      Josh hands me a mug of chamomile tea then sits down next to me on the couch. “You okay?”

      I shrug and take a sip of tea.

      We just got home from the hospital and the news is bleak.

      Travis is in a coma.

      It’s something I never thought I would say.

      He not only has a concussion, but a cracked skull. There was also swelling and bleeding on his brain. Whoever hit him did so with the intention of really harming him. This wasn’t a simple ‘knock someone out so you could kidnap their ex-fiancée’.

      No, they intended to do damage and they did… a lot of it.

      He’s out of surgery and they stopped the bleeding, but he hasn’t woken up yet. The surgeon indicated it could take time for the swelling to subside so it’s a waiting game.

      Cat’s beside herself and Regina is too, but she hides it well. She convinced Cat to come back to my house and get some sleep while she stays at the hospital and promises to call if there’s any change. Cat hasn’t said more than two words since we left the hospital and that was simply thanking me for some towels.

      I take another sip of tea and stare at the fire Josh lit. A cold front moved in after the rain so it actually feels kind of nice even though it’s August.

      Josh wraps an arm around my shoulder and I lean my head against it. “You’re worried, aren’t you?”

      I nod into his chest, tears brimming in my eyes. I’m beyond worried. Seeing Travis look so weak in a hospital bed feels like a bad dream. He always seems so fearless and larger than life. What if he doesn’t wake-up? What if he di-dies? What will happen to Cat? My throat feels thick and I try to swallow down the tears. I take another sip of tea and try to calm down. I’m jumping to the worst possible scenarios and I need to remain positive.

      Travis is going to wake-up.

      He’s going to be fine.

      I gulp down another wave of tears thinking about the surgeon telling Regina there could be permanent damage so we needed to prepare for Travis waking up and not being the “same Travis”. What does that even mean? The surgeon rambled on about speech issues and possible physical limitations. Then I kind of tuned him out because the thought of Travis being confined to a wheelchair or not being able to talk literally makes my chest ache. I snuggle in closer to Josh and he pulls me tighter.

      “He’s going to be alright, Autumn. This is Travis. No one can knock him down. Remember in high school when he got tackled by that giant of a guy from Villsboro and broke his femur?”

      I smirk and nod against his chest.

      “The doctor told Travis he would be out the rest of the season and probably never play the same again. And what happened?”

      “He was back on the field before the end of the season and was faster and stronger. Even broke several school records.”

      Josh squeezes my shoulder. “Nothing and no one is going to keep Travis down. He’s going to wake-up, Autumn.”

      I smile into Josh’s shirt and breathe in his tea tree and mint scent. “Thank you.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “Any time. Now, let’s get you to bed.” Then he hesitates. “Um, first there’s something we need to discuss.”

      I sit up. The tone of his voice tells me this is serious. “What? What’s wrong? Did you hear something about Allison?”

      “No. The police haven’t located her. They have the footage from Travis’s dash cam of the vehicle that took her, but otherwise they don’t have any leads.”

      My shoulders slump.

      He pats my leg. “We’ll find her.” Then he pauses again. “This is about the wedding.”

      I stiffen and frown. “Wh-what about it?”

      Josh pauses then takes a deep breath before dropping a bomb on me, “I think we should postpone it.”

      My eyes grow wide and more tears form in my eyes. “What? Why?”

      “With the murder, Allison and Travis, it just doesn’t feel right.”

      I open and close my mouth because we’ve been planning this wedding for months and I’m ready to become Mrs. Josh Parker. The other part of me gets it. Things in Daysville are a mess and no one is going to feel like celebrating when Allison is missing and Travis is in a coma. Plus, I would be distracted. Then something nags at me. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” My stomach sinks and I feel kind of light headed.

      Josh jolts back like I slapped him then crushes his lips to mine. When he pulls away, we’re both breathless. “Never. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life, Autumn. I love you so much it hurts.”

      I melt and stroke his cheek. “I love you too. Sorry, I just wanted to make sure you weren’t getting cold feet.”

      He rubs his foot on top of mine. “These feet are so warm I’m surprised they’re not smoking.”

      I laugh.

      Josh grins for a moment before his expression turns to a frown. “Yours are kind of chilly.” He pulls my feet into his lap and begins to massage them before asking softly, “Are you having second thoughts?” He pauses, “With Travis…” his voice trails off.

      Before I can answer, my phone rings on the coffee table. It’s Regina. My stomach takes a nose dive. “What’s wrong?” I ask without a greeting.

      “Nothing, darling. He’s still… resting,” she pauses. “I was just checking on Cat.”

      “She’s asleep. I couldn’t get her to eat or drink anything. She took a shower and went to bed. Barely said two words to us. I’m worried about her.”

      “Me too. I’m glad she’s with you. She doesn’t need to be here anymore than she has to be.” She sighs.

      “How are you holding up?”

      She grunts then sighs again. “The captain came by a few minutes ago. They have a lead on Allison. I wanted to let you know.”

      “Really? What?”

      “The car that hit Travis is registered to the victim Allison allegedly killed.”

      “What?” I screech, nearly falling off the couch. Luckily, Josh catches me before I do.

      “I guess he drove in from Chicago.”

      I chew on my lip for a moment. “So, he must have not come alone. I wonder why he was on your back patio. Did he come into the spa?”

      “He did.”

      “And what did he want?”

      “To buy my salon.”

      I almost drop the phone. “You’re not looking to sell, are you?”

      Regina huffs out a breath. “I’m not getting any younger, dear, but no, not at this time. His offer was fair, but I’m not quite ready to let go of my place. Besides it keeps me out of trouble.”

      I smirk then ask, “Did he say why he was looking to buy your salon?”

      “Said it was for his wife.”

      I frown. “His wife?”

      “I guess she’s a stylist and had a salon back in Chicago, but it went belly up when she lost their baby.”

      “Their baby?” Something about this story sounds strangely familiar. Didn’t Allison say she had a salon in Chicago and she alluded to a miscarriage before she ran out of the spa? “Did Allison ever talk about having a miscarriage?”

      Silence on the other end of the line has me wondering if we got disconnected then Regina says, “I heard her crying in the bathroom shortly after she came to work for me. She told me she’d lost a baby recently. That she and father were no longer together because of it. I didn’t pry. Felt bad for her so I invited her to the 4th of July BBQ. I didn’t expect her and Travis to hit it off, but they did. Figured maybe they could heal each other. Help her with her loss and maybe Travis could finally get over you.”

      Her words sting a little, but I brush them aside, knowing she didn’t say them to hurt my feelings. “But she never told Travis she was married or that she had a miscarriage.”

      Regina snorts. “I didn’t know she was married and I didn’t think it was my place to share her business. If she wanted Travis to know, she’d tell him. Looking back, I probably should have mentioned it to him, but you know Travis. He’ll find any excuse not to be with someone. No one could ever measure up to you in his eyes, Autumn.” Regina sniffles. “I just want him to be happy. Get married. Have more babies I can spoil. I thought maybe he could do that with Allison.”

      I know she’s not meaning to hurt my feelings or make me feel guilty, but I do. Travis and I would probably be married with kids if I would have forgiven him in high school or even a year ago.

      Josh pauses from rubbing my feet and lightly rubs my back. I’m sure he can hear what Regina is saying and he knows me well enough to know it’s causing me pain.

      Regina sniffles again. “I’m sorry, Autumn. I’m rambling and probably hurting your feelings.”

      “It’s fine,” I say with a little more bite in my tone than I mean to.

      “No, it’s not. Josh is a great guy and I want you to be happy. I don’t have any ill feelings toward you, you know that, right, sugar? You’re like the daughter I never had. I love you, sweet girl.”

      Now, it’s my turn to sniffle and wipe my eyes. “I know.” I blink back a few more tears then clear my throat. “Did you see anyone with Wyatt?”

      Regina hesitates before answering, “No, but he seemed jumpy. Kept looking out the window like he was expecting someone.”

      “Hmm. Did he say anything else?”

      “Just gave me his card and told me if I changed my mind, he would be happy to pay cash. Even said I could stay on and still cut hair if I wanted to. It was a tempting offer, Autumn.”

      “But you love running the salon.”

      Regina chuckles. “I know, but with Cat getting older, I want to be around more for her. She spends most of her days with you and I don’t want her to think I’m not here for her.”

      “I love having Cat at the spa. She’s right next door and can see you any time. She knows you and Travis love her very much.”

      She sighs. “I know. It doesn’t matter anyway since the guy is dead. Such a shame, he was a good-looking hunk of man.”

      I laugh. “Regina, you’re practically engaged. What would Pastor John say if he heard you?”

      She scoffs. “Not hardly, and even if I were, I can still appreciate a handsome fella.”

      Josh chuckles behind me and I smile. “That you can.”

      “Oh, sugar, I better go. The nurse just came in. I’ll talk to you later.” She hangs up before I can say good-bye.

      When I set the phone down on the coffee table, I turn toward Josh. “Now about my cold feet.”

      He stiffens and looks like he’s holding his breath.

      “They are always cold, but that has nothing to do with you or how I feel about you. Yes, I’m worried about Travis and Cat and even Regina, but I love you. I want to marry you.” I cup his cheek in my palm. “Travis is my past and we’ll always be friends. You’re my past, present and future, Mr. Parker. Got it?”

      Josh turns his head and kisses my palm. “I love you, Autumn. Soon to be Mrs. Parker.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I lean in to give him a kiss when someone pounds on my front door.

      “Autumn, it’s Allison. Open up! Hurry!”
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      I hurry to the door and fling it open.

      Allison barrels her way inside. “Lock the door.” She’s shaking like a leaf and her wrists and ankles are bleeding like she was bound. Her hair’s a mess and is sticking up in all directions and there’s mud all over her body and clothes.

      Josh takes charge and goes through the house checking all the locks and shutting all the curtains.

      “What happened? Where have you been? Who took you?” I spew questions at her, but I don’t get any answers.

      Allison’s eyes are wide and she just keeps shaking. Her teeth chatter as blood drips from her wounds.

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep my questions to myself as I guide her to the bathroom. Once I get her settled in the bath, I give her a little bit of space. The wounds on her wrists and ankles aren’t that deep, but I’ll need to disinfect and wrap them when she’s finished.

      “What happened to her? Has she said anything?” Josh asks, coming up behind me when I close the bathroom door.

      I shake my head. “Nothing. I think she’s in shock. We’ll give her a little bit. I’m going to grab some clothes from my closet for her. She can sleep in my bed and I’ll take the couch since Cat’s in the guest room.”

      Josh frowns. “I’m not leaving you ladies alone. We should call Trav- the captain. Let him know we’ve found Allison.”

      I chew on my lip and wish Travis were here. He would give me time to question Allison. Even though the captain hires me every now and then as a consultant, he hasn’t contacted me yet. My guess is he’s trying to give his guys a chance to solve the murder before calling me. I can’t say I blame him. He’s been getting a lot of grief from Judge Holliday and other town council members questioning his ability to run the police force. I sigh and try not to let it bother me. It’s not like I was intentionally trying to step on anyone’s toes. These cases just seem to fall into my lap.

      So, what are my options? Logically, we should call the captain, but I want to hold off. I know they’re going to take Allison back to jail once a doctor checks her out. Then I won’t get a chance to ask her any questions. I pat Josh’s chest and say, “Let’s wait a little bit. Give Allison a chance to breathe then we’ll call the captain.”

      Josh nods, but he doesn’t look convinced.

      I can’t say I blame him. Technically, we’re breaking the law and could get in a lot of trouble if someone were to report us, but no one even knows Allison’s here, right?

      Someone knocks on the front door causing me to jump nearly a foot. I grip Josh’s arm. “Oh, no. They know Allison’s here.”

      Another knock. “Autumn, open up. It’s Eddie.”

      My heart only slows slightly before realizing this is bad. Very bad. Josh and I stare at each other for what feels like eternity. Did Eddie see Allison? Did he call the captain? I glance at the clock. It’s almost ten. Why is he here so late?

      “I know you’re up. I saw your lights are on. I need to talk to you. Please.”

      Huh? That doesn’t sound like he knows anything about Allison. Maybe I can chat with him while Josh gets Allison settled and no one will even know she was here until we take her to the police station. I motion for Josh to wait by the bathroom door for Allison then hurry to the front door before Eddie wakes up Cat. When I swing open the door a disheveled looking Eddie is leaning against the door frame. Darks circles frame his eyes and his hair is sticking up in all directions. “What happened to you?”

      “Violet.”

      I jerk back not expecting her name to escape his lips. The last I heard, they were still planning their wedding. It was supposed to happen last month, but it got postponed due to extenuating circumstances that no one really knows about. They’ve been able to keep the reason under wraps, which is no easy feat in Daysville. “Is she alright?”

      Eddie shakes his head and runs a hand through his thick dark hair. “Not really. She’s called off the wedding… again.”

      My jaw drops and I motion for him to come inside. I glance toward the hallway then hurry Eddie into the kitchen so Josh can get Allison into the guest room without Eddie seeing her. “Do you want some tea?”

      “Sure. Thanks,” Eddie mumbles and stares at his hands.

      I make more noise than I need to while getting out cups, preparing the water and plopping in the tea bags. The tub’s draining so Josh must be getting Allison settled in the guest room.

      “Autumn?”

      “Hmm?” I set the cup of tea down in front of him, totally missing what he just said to me.

      “I said Violet left this morning.”

      “Left? Where did she go?” I sit down across from Eddie and sip my chamomile tea.

      Eddie stares into his tea cup as if the answer will appear in the yellow liquid. “I’m not sure. She said something about needing some space and visiting her dad. He’s in Chicago, working for the city’s sanitation department.”

      “How’s old Gus doing?”

      “Better… I think.”

      “You think?”

      He rubs his eyes and shrugs. “Violet says he is, but who really knows?”

      “So maybe Violet just wants to go see for herself. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Violet’s been acting strange lately. Taking phone calls and disappearing into the other room. Do you think she’s cheating on me?”

      I snort tea through my nose, which doesn’t feel great when the tea is scorching hot.

      Eddie hands me a napkin.

      “Thanks.”

      “So, do you?”

      “Think she’s cheating on you?”

      He nods, but doesn’t look like he wants me to answer.

      I reach out and pat his hand. “No. I don’t think Violet is cheating on you. She loves you.”

      “Then why did she postpone the wedding a month ago and now, she’s called it off completely?”

      “Cold feet?”

      “Maybe. I asked her, but she told me…”

      I lean in eager to hear the reason for their wedding to not take place.

      Eddie takes a sip of tea then studies the kitchen table. “She was upset when the town started to change.”

      I blink. That’s not what I was expecting Eddie to say. “What about the town is changing?”

      He scrubs his face with his hands then says, “Her dad sold the house she grew up in and they knocked it down to build the bowling alley. She cried for days.”

      I’m kind of stunned by this news. I figured Violet would be relieved that piece of her past no longer existed. Guess not. “What does that have to do with you?”

      Eddie rubs his forehead as if trying to ward off a headache. “I was on the board of trustees who approved the permit for the building. She was angry I didn’t tell her about it, but I honestly thought she would be happy. I didn’t realize it was sentimental to her.”

      “Who bought the land?”

      “A private investor out of Chicago. He’s scooped up a few places here in town and has big plans for Daysville.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What kind of plans?”

      “The bowling alley is the only thing I’ve been privy to.”

      My nostrils flare. I hate change. Especially when it comes to our town. It’s perfect just the way it is. Sure, a bowling alley is nice and gives us something to do, but my mind starts to race with horrible possibilities that this investor has planned for our little town. Condos? A mall? Parking garages? Surely not, those seem to extravagant for Daysville. “Who’s the investor?”

      Eddie shakes his head. “He’s working under his company’s name, but I think he’ll really bring some great things to Daysville.

      “Yeah, right,” I mutter under my breath.

      He takes another sip of tea then asks, “So, what do you think about Violet?”

      “I think she was right to postpone the wedding. You should have told her about her childhood home being torn down. If you aren’t going to share something as big as that with her, what else are you going to keep from her?”

      He jerks back like he’s surprised by my words. “Nothing. I would never.”

      “But you did.” I take another sip of tea and watch Eddie mull over my words.

      “You’re right. I messed up, but I apologized and I thought we worked it out. The wedding’s set for September. Everything’s planned. How could she just walk away from it? From me?” he whispers into his cup.

      My heart breaks for Eddie. I know he loves Violet and I thought she loved him. How could she just walk away from him? Something must be going on with her. Maybe it’s her dad or maybe… my mind flickers to this mysterious developer. Could Violet be hiding something? I shiver at the thought. “Give me a second.” I get up from the chair and snag my cell phone off the counter then head into the hall. When I hit Violet’s number, I pray she picks up.

      “Autumn?”

      “Hey, Violet. Are you ok?”

      She sniffles into the phone. “Not really.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve done something Autumn. Something bad.”

      I stiffen at her words. “How bad?”

      “I need your help.”

      My heart kicks up in my chest. No one asks for my help unless they want me to solve a murder. Please don’t tell me Violet murdered someone or found a dead body. “Where are you?”

      “At the old mine. Can you come now?”

      “Now?” I glance up to find Josh studying me with a confused look on his face. I mouth, “Violet” and he nods. “I’ll be right there.” When I hang up I sigh. It’s going to be a long night.

      “Why are you talking to Violet and why is Eddie at your kitchen table?”

      “Violet called off the wedding. He’s upset and she’s in trouble.”

      Josh’s brow pinches together. “What kind of trouble?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure.” I glance behind me then lower my voice. “She wants me to meet her at the old mine.”

      “Why is she at the old mine?”

      “I don’t know, but I told her I would meet her.” I look over his shoulder at the closed guest room door. “Is Allison asleep?”

      “More like a zombie.”

      “Huh?”

      “She’s just staring off into space, not talking or really doing anything.”

      I purse my lips. “I need to talk to her, but maybe a good night sleep will do her good.”

      “I’m wondering if we should take her to the hospital.”

      I rub my temples because a headache is brewing at the back of my eyes. “Maybe. Can you keep an eye on her until I get back? If she gets worse, we’ll take her to the hospital. Ok?”

      Josh nods. “What about Eddie?” He gestures to the kitchen table.

      “I’ll tell him I’m going to meet Violet and that he needs to go home and wait for her.”

      “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      I frown and cock my head. “Why not?”

      He gestures to the kitchen. “The poor guy’s beside himself. Look at him.”

      I take in a slumped over Eddie. His head is in his hands and he looks so defeated. “What do you propose?”

      “I’ll talk to him. It wasn’t very long ago, I was in his shoes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well not exactly in his shoes, but we are having to postpone our wedding until these murders are solved and I have loved you from a distance since grade school.” He winks at me and plants a kiss on my nose.

      I smile and stroke his cheek. “I love you.”

      “Right back at you, babe,” he says, pulling me to his chest. “Now go help Violet so you can get back here and solve this case. I’m not wanting to postpone this wedding longer than we have to.”

      “Me neither.” Then I groan.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We have to tell our mother’s we’re postponing the wedding.”

      Josh stiffens. “Do we have to?”

      I chuckle into his chest. Our mothers have been on cloud nine and in total wedding planner mode since Josh put a ring on my finger. They’re going to be crushed. “It’s only for a little bit. We’ll need their help calling businesses. I’m sure everyone will understand with everything going on. No one will be in the mood for a wedding anyway.”

      “I was in the mood for a wedding,” Josh mumbles into my hair.

      “Me too.” I sigh into his chest. “I better go. I’ll Rock Paper Scissors you on who has to call our moms.” I hold out my fist, preparing to partake in the game.

      He grins. “Nah. I’ll do it. You have your hands full.”

      I give him a squeeze before planting a kiss on his lips. “You’re the best.”

      “Ah shucks, Miss Fisher, you’re making me blush.”

      I laugh then cover my mouth to keep from waking up Cat. “I won’t be long.”

      “Call if you need me.” Then Josh pulls me in for another hug and kisses the top of my head. “Be careful, Autumn. I don’t have a good feeling about any of this.” He pauses. “Maybe I should go with you.”

      “I’ll be fine. It’s Violet. Plus, I need you to stay here and make sure Cat and Allison are safe.”

      He squeezes me one last time before letting me go. “The keys are on the coffee table. Call me if you need me and I’ll be right there. Even if I have to wake-up Allison and Cat and bring them with me.”

      I smirk. “I’ll be fine, but I’ll call if I don’t think things are on the up and up, but it’s Violet. How much trouble could she be in?”
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      “Violet? Are you here?” I glance around the dark mine. The hairs on my arms stand up and a chill fills the air even though it’s the middle of August. I run my hands up and down my arms to try and ward off the cold and the feeling that something isn’t quite right. What did I get myself into? I should be at home snuggled up with Josh on the couch. Or asleep. Or something other than this. “Violet?”

      A cold hand clamps down on my arm and I scream.

      “Autumn, it’s me. Violet.”

      The light from the full moon shimmers in through the holes in the mine. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you at home with Eddie?” I hiss.

      “I can’t go home. At least not yet. Not after what I’ve done.”

      I glance around trying to figure out what she’s talking about, but it’s too dark. “What have you done, Violet?”

      “Come. I’ll show you.”

      I gulp, not sure I want to see what she’s done. She leads me through a few tunnels and into a makeshift office. I blink to allow my eyes to adjust to the light. There’s a few candles burning around the room and ‘For Sale’ signs are scattered about along with several stacks of papers. “What is all this, Violet?”

      She tugs on her long sleeve black jumpsuit then wrings her hands in front of her before saying, “Eddie’s working for a developer who is buying up abandoned properties in Daysville and is planning to turn our small town into the next big city. Like Kansas City or St. Louis.”

      “Wait… what? Eddie wouldn’t do that.”

      Violet bites her lip. “I didn’t think so either, but did you know he approved the destruction of my childhood home without even telling me? I mean, who does that?”

      “He told me. He’s at my house right now beating himself up about it. You should go talk to him. I’m sure you two can work this out and get past this, right?”

      She scowls and shakes her head. “I don’t know. If he can lie about something as big as that, what else will he lie to me about?”

      I can’t say I disagree with her, but I know Eddie and he wasn’t trying to hurt her. “Why do you think Eddie is working for this developer? He told me he was only on the board to approve the permit for the bowling alley, but didn’t know what else this developer has planned. He said this guy’s pretty secretive.”

      Violet wrings her hands. “Eddie grew up in a big city. He likes that life. I think he misses it. If someone came in and expanded Daysville, I don’t think he would be upset about it.”

      “But you are.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      I chew on my lower lip. “I can’t say I’m crazy about the idea, but we don’t even know what this guy is planning.”

      Violet looks down at her boots and kicks the dirt.

      “Violet? Do you know what this guy is planning?”

      “Um, maybe.” She takes a stack of papers from behind her back and hands them to me.

      “What is all this?”

      “Contracts to purchase various properties.” Then she points over to another stack of papers in the corner. “Those are bids for construction companies and different contracts for stores that plan to set up shop in the mall.”

      I move toward the papers and peruse them. “Do I even want to know how you got all these?”

      “Probably not.” Violet looks down at her boots again.

      “Where did you get these, Violet?”

      She bites her lip. “I probably shouldn’t tell you. It makes you an accessory just by being here. I will say, I didn’t steal them, I happened upon them.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Violet, we have to put all of these back where you ‘happened upon them’. You can’t just take this stuff.”

      “Bobby will want proof and so will the rest of the town. This guy, whoever he is, is planning to ruin our town.” Violet puts her hands on her hips and glares at me. “I thought you would understand. That you would help me,” she pouts.

      I sigh. “Of course, I’ll help. I don’t want Daysville to change any more than anyone else here in town.” I peruse the room. “What’s with all the ‘For Sale’ signs?”

      “I’m removing them from the properties that are listed ‘For Sale’.”

      I smirk. “You do know that’s not going to keep this developer from buying them, right? They are listed online.”

      “I know, but I panicked and thought maybe if he didn’t see the signs, he wouldn’t bother looking online. It’s dumb, but I had to do something.”

      I pat her arm. “I understand. We should take these to Eddie. Maybe he can stop the sale or find a way out of this.”

      Violet turns pale. “We can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “He’ll hate me. Call off the wedding.”

      “Violet, he told me that you already called off the wedding.”

      She twists her dark hair around her finger. “I know. I thought he knew about all this and was keeping it from me… again.”

      I shoot her a reassuring smile then frown. “Bobby has to know about all of this. I can’t believe he would keep this from the town. Nikki’s going to be so mad when she finds out.”

      “Maybe, but I know he’s been out of town on some other business so his assistant Wesley has been handling things around the office.”

      “Seems awful convenient that this developer shows up when Bobby is out of town, doesn’t it?”

      Violet nods. “Very.” Then she sighs. “I guess you’re right. Let’s go talk to Eddie. He’ll know what to do. Do you think he’ll be mad at me?”

      I fight back a grin because Eddie is most definitely going to be mad, but there’s no way I’m telling Violet that. “I’ll think he’ll be relieved to know why you called off the wedding. He’s a wreck.”

      She shoots me a sad smile. “Me too. I wanted to talk to him about all of this, but I thought he was a part of all of this.” Violet gestures to the signs and the papers.

      “That’s understandable, but now that we know he’s not, he can help us.” I turn to leave and when I make it to the entrance of the mine, my phone rings. Josh’s face pops up on my screen. “What’s wrong?”

      “Cat,” he chokes out. “Allison,” he pants like he’s running. “They’re missing.”

      “We’re on our way.” I hang up and practically yank off Violet’s arm as I pull her toward my Jeep. “We have to hurry.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure, but we have to get back to my house and fast.” I jump in my Jeep and Violet barely has a chance to shut the door before I’m flooring the pedal, throwing up dirt and rocks as I head for my house. I try Cat’s phone and then Regina’s, but they both go straight to voicemail. Shoot. Thoughts bounce around my mind as I make my way through town. Where could they be? Did Allison kidnap Cat? Surely not. I skid to a stop in front of my house. All the lights are on and Josh and Eddie have flashlights in hand and are coming out of the woods.

      Josh rushes toward me and starts talking non-stop, “We were talking in the kitchen after you left and I got a strange feeling something wasn’t right so I went to check on them. The windows in each of their bedrooms were cracked and they were both gone.” He runs a hand through his hair. “I’m so sorry, Autumn. This is all my fault. I should have kept a better eye on them. I thought they were sleeping.” His blue eyes brim with tears. “Please don’t hate me.” He grips my arms like he’s afraid I’m going to leave him.

      I stroke his cheek. “It’s not your fault. This whole mess is getting out of hand. Murder. Kidnapping. Comas and now, more kidnapping. Have you called Regina?”

      He nods. “Voicemail.”

      I bite my lip. “Same here. The hospital doesn’t have great reception. Maybe Cat went there. I’ll go check.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Josh offers, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me into his side.

      I nod then turn to Eddie. “So, I guess you know Allison came back here and we didn’t call the police?”

      He shrugs like he’s not surprised. “We’ll check out her house and the salon.” He slides his gaze to Violet. “Or I’ll go look.”

      Violet shakes her head. “I’ll go with you. We need to talk anyway.”

      Eddie smiles.

      I clap my hands like we’re a sports team getting ready to take the field. “Great. Call if you find either of them.”

      They nod and take off toward Eddie’s BMW.

      Josh jogs up to the house, switches off the interior lights and locks the door then joins me by the Jeep. “I told your dad what’s going on and he’s going to keep an eye on the house in case either of them come back. He’s camped out on my back patio.”

      I glance in that direction and see a dark silhouette raise their hand. I wave back then turn toward the Jeep. My parents are staying with Josh’s so Josh could move his stuff into my house. He sold his house back to his parents, who claim they are going to stay put for a while. I think they’re hoping we give them a grandchild sooner rather than later. We’re not getting any younger. Rumor has it my parents are searching for a house in Daysville as well. Seems the wedding and thoughts of grandbabies are making the Florida birds flock back to Missouri.

      Josh and I agreed to move into my house since it’s slightly larger and perfect for future kids. A kid that, I hope, will make an appearance by this time next year. I place a hand to my belly, thoughts of little kicks making me smile.

      “You okay?” Josh asks, his eyebrows pinching together.

      “Fine. Just thinking. Let’s go.”

      He studies me for a moment then opens the passenger side door before rounding the hood and sliding into the driver’s seat. As he backs out of the drive, he glances in my direction. “You sure you’re okay?”

      I pat his leg. “Yes.” I push away thoughts of the wedding and a baby because right now I need to focus on finding Cat and Allison. The thought of something happening to Cat makes my stomach churn. “Do you think Cat left willingly or…” my voice trails off.

      Josh frowns. “I don’t know. What about Allison? Do you think she ran? It doesn’t make any sense. She was really scared.”

      “I know, but it’s possible, right?”

      He shrugs. “Anything’s possible, but why run if she’s innocent?”

      I open my mouth to respond, but I honestly have no idea. When we pull into the hospital parking lot, several police cars are parked in front of the entrance with their lights flashing.

      “What’s going on?” Josh parks the Jeep and stares at the entrance.

      I push open the door. “I don’t know, but I plan to find out.”
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      The cold air washes over me when I enter the hospital. Several officers are huddled in small circles in the waiting room. The captain is talking to the nurse in charge. I decide he’s my best option for getting any sort of information. “What’s going on?” I ask when he’s finished his questioning.

      He turns, dark circles underneath his eyes and the florescent light gleams off his bald head. “Miss Fisher.” He nods to Josh. “Mr. Parker. What are you two doing here so late?”

      I shift nervously back and forth. There’s no way I’m going to tell him about Allison or Cat. Not yet. I have to find them first. “We came to check on Regina. She wasn’t answering her phone.”

      “Where’s Cat?”

      I glance at Josh, who shoots me a nervous look. I ignore the captain’s question and inquire, “What’s going on here?”

      The captain studies me for a moment like he wants to call me out, but seems to decide against it and says, “It’s Travis.”

      I stiffen, my heart practically skidding to a stop in my chest. “Wh-what about him?” I glance behind him in hopes to get a peek at the ICU, but several other officers are standing in front of the glass doors. “Where’s Regina?”

      “I’m here.” Regina hurries up to me and throws her arms around my neck.

      I stumble back, her actions surprising me. I pat her back as she begins to cry.

      “I was only gone for a minute. I was so hungry. There was a line in the cafeteria so it was probably more like ten,” she sniffles into my shoulder. “When I got back I thought the nurses took him to get a scan.”

      My heart starts to thunder in my chest. “Where’s Travis, Regina?”

      She shakes her head and breaks out into another round of sobs.

      I glance up at the captain.

      He mouths, “Missing.”

      My legs threaten to give out at his words and I stumble back into the nurses’ station.

      Regina releases her hold and reaches out to steady me then wipes her eyes and asks looking around the waiting room, “Is Cat with you?”

      My stomach churns because not only is Travis missing, but so are Cat and Allison. What’s going on? Why is everyone disappearing? There’s no way Travis could have walked out of the hospital on his own. Not unless he woke up and was disoriented, but where were the nurses? How does a comatose patient get out of the hospital? Someone on the inside has to be working with whoever is behind this. “Have you questioned the nurses? Aides? Custodians?”

      The captain frowns at me. “You’re thinking someone on the inside did this?”

      I shrug. “How else did Travis leave the hospital?”

      “It happened during a shift change. They’re short staffed and no one was in the ICU during the time Regina left.”

      Regina hangs her head. “I shouldn’t have left him.”

      I squeeze her hand. “This isn’t your fault. We’ll find him.” All of them.

      “Excuse me,” the captain says, heading to the ICU.

      My phone buzzes in my purse. I glance up at Josh and nod towards Regina. He catches on and grabs a tissue for her then walks her toward a waiting room chair. I pull out my phone and see a text from an unknown number. Travis’s House. Come alone. I bite my lip and eye Josh and Regina. They’re turned away from me so I could sneak out, but Josh has the keys to the Jeep. I take a deep breath and approach them. “Josh, can I have the keys? I want to grab a jacket.” I rub my hands up and down my arms like I’m cold. I’m not lying. The hospital is freezing and I always keep a jacket in the Jeep for times like these.

      “I’ll grab it for you,” Josh offers, standing up and reaching into his jeans for the keys.

      I shake my head. “I need some air. I’ll get it.”

      He frowns and studies me as if trying to decide if I’m lying. The problem with marrying your best friend is they can read you like a book. It’s not exactly a problem, but in this case, it kind of is. He reluctantly hands over the keys.

      I give him a quick kiss on the cheek and squeeze Regina’s hand. “We’ll find them, I promise.”

      “Them?”

      I hurry out the doors before I have to explain the slip of my tongue. Hopefully, Josh will cover for me. Regina’s going to blow a gasket when she finds out Cat’s missing too. I don’t want to be the one to tell her because I plan to find Cat before I have to explain how Allison and Cat disappeared from my house while I was trying to talk some sense into Violet. I slide in the Jeep and head for town. Within minutes my phone beeps and I know it’s Josh. There’s no way he was going to let me out of his sight for long. Then it starts to ring. I sigh. “Hello.”

      “Autumn, where are you?” Josh inquires, sounding annoyed.

      “I’m sorry. Someone sent me a text. I’m going to Travis’s house, but I have to go alone. Stay with Regina, please. Don’t tell her about Cat.”

      “Autumn, this isn’t safe. I should be with you.”

      “The text said to come alone. I’ll be fine. I have my taser.” A gift from Travis after my last close call. I hate guns, but a taser, I can get behind that. It makes me feel safer and it seems to ease Josh, Travis and my parents’ minds while I’m sleuthing. Truth be told, it makes me feel a little safer too.

      “Fine, but if I don’t hear from you in a half an hour, I’m sending over the entire police department.”

      I smirk, thinking of the whole police force showing up at Travis’s house. “Okay. Thirty minutes. Got it.”

      He sighs. “Please be careful. I actually want us to get married.”

      I grin. “Me too. Love you.”

      “I love you too,” Josh replies before hanging up.

      I envision him starting the stop watch on his phone. There’s no time to dally. I’ve got to get to Travis’s and figure out what’s going on before Josh sends in the Calvary. Who knows what will happen if the police show up? I step on the gas and make it to Travis’s in record time.

      There’s no vehicle in the driveway and the lights are off in the house. When I step out of the car, someone places a hand over my mouth and I feel the cold steel of a gun pressing into the small of my back. Well, I didn’t see that coming. There’s no way I’m going to be calling Josh back in twenty-eight minutes. This night just got a lot more complicated.

      “Don’t say a word and walk directly into the house,” a raspy voice instructs behind me.

      I glance around to see if any lights are on at the neighbors. Every house is dark. Great. That’s not going to do me any good. Well it is after one a.m. so everyone is in bed. Everyone, but me… and well Josh, Regina and the Daysville police department. The gun presses harder into my back so I move toward the front door. “Where is Travis? Cat? Allison?”

      No answer.

      The person behind me reaches out and opens the front door. I step inside the dark entryway. The air smells like someone’s been baking. I sniff again. Is that banana bread I smell? I know Regina doesn’t bake and Cat usually comes to my house to bake with Josh. What is going on?

      No lights come on, but the gun continues to press into my back so I continue moving, praying I don’t trip on something and cause this lunatic to shoot me or anyone else inside.

      When we reach the hallway, light from the street filters in through the bedroom windows so the hallway’s somewhat lit. I gulp because it looks like something out of a horror movie, like I’m walking toward my death. Thoughts race through my mind and none of them are positive. Which room will be the room where they will find my dead body? Will they shoot me in the back or the head? Ugh. Stop, Autumn. You’re not going to die today. Not before you marry Josh and definitely not before you save Travis, Cat and Allison and find out who the real killer is.

      “Keep moving.”

      I drag my feet along the hardwood. The boards creak with each step until we reach the end of the hallway. I hold my breath, my heart beats wildly in my chest as I wait for what’s going to happen next.

      “In here.” The door to the master bedroom opens and I see Allison hovered in the corner, crying into her knees and Cat sitting on the bed next to her unconscious father.

      “Autumn!” Cat cries, but when she sees who’s behind me and the gun in my back, she freezes and clamps her mouth shut.

      Allison looks up and wipes her eyes. “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand.”

      I know Allison is talking to the person behind me and I wish I could turn around to see who it is. “Yes, why are you doing this? Why did you kill Wyatt?”

      No answer.

      I move to turn around and the person behind me shoves me toward the bed and slams the door. The lock clicks on the outside. I scamper up and try the handle.

      “It’s no use. The lock is on the outside of the door and the windows are sealed shut.” Allison sighs.

      I frown. “Why? Who is that?” I turn around and face Allison.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know.”

      “You mean you haven’t seen their face?”

      Allison furrows her brow. “Didn’t you see them? They’re wearing one of those creepy grim reaper masks with a black robe.” She shivers and rubs her hands up and down her arms. “And the voice distorter is really disturbing.”

      “Have they said anything to you?”

      “Nothing. They don’t talk unless they’re giving us an order.”

      “They? There’s more than one?”

      “Two of them. I think one is a lady.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Smells like baked goods and flowers.”

      I give up on the door and glance at the windows then to the nightstand.

      “Don’t even think about it, Autumn.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “We already discussed it and if we all can’t get out of here together then we all stay here. There’s no way they won’t hear the window break and getting Travis out the window isn’t even an option. We’ll just have to wait here until…” Allison’s voice trails off and she looks down at her hands.

      I ignore the sickening feeling in my gut and head over to the bed to check Travis’s pulse and give Cat a hug. Then I focus on Allison. “Chase told me about your life in Chicago. About Wyatt being in love with you.”

      Allison snorts. “Obsessed is more like it. I was more like one of his properties as opposed to a woman. It was like he thought he ‘owned’ me and when Chase and I started dating, he went crazy.”

      I nod. “Chase said it got pretty intense.”

      She rolls her eyes. “That’s an understatement.”

      “Can you think of anyone in Wyatt’s life who would want him dead? Someone who wants to frame you for his death?”

      “Besides his mother and sister, no.”

      “Why would his mother and sister want him dead?”

      “They were leeches. Sucking Wyatt dry of money left and right. His mom, Margaret, is obsessed with the shopping channel and his sister, Ava, loves designer clothes. They always had their hand out. I overheard several of his conversations with them when he’d come into the shop to get his haircut. They even showed up a couple of times to hassle him when he would block their calls. It was like they were stalking him. No wonder he went a little crazy. I just wish…” her voice cracks and trails off.

      “What?”

      “I just wish things would have been different… for everyone.”

      I frown. “How so?”

      “I came between Chase and Wyatt. They were like brothers and I became the reason they were at odds. Wyatt had to go to a psychiatric hospital because of me.” She sniffles and wipes her eyes. “Sometimes I wish I would have never met either of them.” Allison drops her head into her hands. “So much for wanting to see the world and make my mark in the big city. I should have just stayed in Dayville. This town is safe… well it used to be anyway.”

      I can’t say I blame her for that remark. Dayville’s become anything but safe and now some outsider is trying to come in here and change it. A change I know will bring more crime. More murder. This developer, whoever he is, he’ll ruin our little town. I push those thoughts from my mind because the developer is the least of my worries right now.

      Travis’s leg twitches next to me.

      I jump up and check for any sign of him opening his eyes, but after several minutes, I chalk it up to a nerve twitch.

      “Do you think he’s going to wake-up soon?” Cat asks, quietly, her voice shaking as tears fall from her eyes.

      I reach out and squeeze her hand. There’s no way I can lie to her so I say, “I hope so, sweetie.”

      She gives me a weak smile then checks the bandage on her dad’s head. If Cat ever decides to become a nurse, she’ll be a good one.

      Allison mumbles something under her breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      I move around the bed and sit down. “Allison, you seem to be the link in all of this. Travis and Cat were going to be your family. I wonder if this person knew Travis proposed. Maybe that is why they kidnapped all of you. I think it’s pretty strange the day your husband comes to town is the same day his best friend is murdered and Travis is hit over the head. Do you think Chase could be behind this? Removing all the people who could cause problems for you two or come between you two? Could this be his way of winning you back?”

      Allison gasps and shakes her head furiously. “Never. Chase would never do this. There’s no way.”

      I narrow my eyes and study her. “Really? He seems pretty intent on getting you back.”

      Her face turns three shades of red and I can’t tell if she’s blushing or mad. “Chase didn’t do this. He was at his shop. You saw him leave.”

      “Maybe he’s working with someone?”

      Allison bites her lips and appears to be mulling over my words.

      “You’re thinking of someone who he could be conspiring with, aren’t you?”

      She hangs her head then mumbles something I can’t make out.

      “Who, Allison?”

      She presses her lips together as if she doesn’t want to tell me.

      “Who could be working with Chase?”

      Allison shakes her head.

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes. She’s acting like a toddler who doesn’t want to tell you they ate the last cooking in the cookie jar. “Allison, this person is dangerous. More people could die. We could die.”

      Her eyes grow wide then she blurts out, “My mother.”
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      I jerk back because that was not what I was expecting to hear. “Yo-your mother?”

      Cat scoffs and mutters something about Mrs. Cole being the worst.

      I try not to laugh because Cat isn’t too far off with her assessment. “Why do you think your mother is helping Chase? Why would she kill Wyatt?”

      Allison’s eyes fill with tears. “My mother loves Chase,” she says before lowering her voice. “She hates Travis.”

      Cat rolls her eyes and turns her back on Allison.

      I can’t say I blame her. “Why does your mother hate Travis?” I whisper because I know people in a coma can still hear what people around them are saying.

      “You’ve met my mother. She’s nosy, bossy and always up in my business. I’ve never been good enough. Never been successful enough. Never been smart enough. The only good thing I ever did was marry Chase. When I left him, she told me I was an idiot and should beg him to take me back.” Allison snorts. “Told me it was my fault that I lost the baby,” her voice catches in her throat and she swallows down the emotion before continuing. “She even moved to Chicago to be close to him. He’s the son she always wanted and never had. Instead she got me, a complete and utter disappointment.” Allison shrugs her shoulders like she’s resigned to the situation, almost numb to it.

      My heart aches for her. To have a mother who was so cold and so cruel, and then to lose a baby. I couldn’t even imagine. “I’m sorry.” I reach out and squeeze her hand. “You know that’s not true, right? You’re beautiful, sweet and so talented with hair and everyone has been raving about your manicures. The salon and spa wouldn’t be the same without you, not to mention this town.”

      Allison smiles at me. “Thanks, Autumn. You’re lucky, you know. Your parents adore you. You can do no wrong. Some of us just aren’t that fortunate in the parent department.”

      I nod because I’m not sure what else to say. I can’t imagine having a parent like Allison’s. Is her mother really behind all of this? It doesn’t seem possible. Sure, she could have killed Wyatt, giving Chase an alibi. Then she could have hit Travis over the head and kidnapped Allison. Then Chase could have kidnapped Travis and both of them could have kidnapped Allison and Cat. Speaking of which, there are some holes missing in this story. “How did you get away the first time and end up on my doorstep?”

      She smirks and pulls a hair pin from her messy bun. “I picked the lock on the door and ran.”

      “Did they bring you here?”

      Allison shakes her head. “No, it was an old cabin outside of town. The locks were old and rusted so it didn’t take much. I’m assuming that’s why we’re here. It’s more secure and who is going to check Travis’s house? The police will probably look anywhere but here.”

      “So how did they kidnap you and Cat without Josh or Eddie hearing them?”

      “That part’s a little fuzzy. I think they drugged us. I remember falling asleep and then the next thing I know I’m waking up here.”

      I look to Cat, who nods as if to say the same thing happened to her. “Huh?” I stare at Travis lying helplessly in his bed. “I can’t believe they got Travis out of the hospital without anyone seeing them.”

      Allison rolls her eyes. “My mom’s a nurse.”

      My eyes practically bug out of my head. “A nurse?”

      She nods. “She used to be the head of the nursing staff here in Daysville before she left for Chicago. I’m sure she put on her scrubs and wheeled Travis right out without anyone being the wiser.”

      I frown. This all seems too neat and easy. None of my cases are ever this easy. Could it really be as simple as the killer is Allison’s mom and she and Chase are working together to get rid of anyone who could keep Allison and Chase apart? I gulp, wondering what that means for Travis and Cat. Surely, Allison’s mom wouldn’t kill them, right? “I guess I’m here so I don’t ruin their plan, right?”

      “You are the town sleuth. If anyone could bring them down, it’s you.”

      I bite my lip. This all feels off. “What about Wyatt’s family?”

      Allison shrugs. “It’s possible. I told him he needed to be strong and quit letting them push him around. After that he quit giving them money. I don’t know if they knew it was me who told him to stop or not. I didn’t see them much after that because Wyatt went off the deep end when I started dating Chase.” She cringes at the memory.

      I pat her arm. “Wyatt was sick, Allison. It’s not your fault he went a little crazy. I’m sure his family situation didn’t help matters.”

      She smiles even though tears are streaming down her cheeks. “We did bond over our crazy mothers. I always enjoyed our chats. He was a good friend.” She sniffles and more tears fall from her eyes. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I mean, I always wished he would leave me alone. He was becoming dangerous and those black roses…” Allison shivers. “I never wanted him dead, though.”

      I wrap an arm around her shoulder and give her a squeeze. “I know and I’m sorry you’re having to go through all of this. It sounds like you’ve been through a lot in the last few years. I’m here for you if you ever want to talk about it.”

      “Thanks Autumn,” Allison whispers into my shirt then sniffles before asking, “So, do you think it’s possible Wyatt cut his family off completely and they decided to get revenge on him by killing him at my work? I mean I do have a motive. He was stalking and threatening me. It would be easy for them to frame me.”

      “I’m definitely adding them to my suspect list.”

      Sirens sound in the distance and I glance at the clock on the nightstand then smile.

      Allison sits up and gives me a funny look. “Why are you smiling?”

      “Josh.”

      Allison quirks an eyebrow. “What about him?”

      “He told me he would send the police if he didn’t hear back from me in thirty minutes.”

      “Oh, thank the good Lord.” Allison throws her arms around me and hugs me.

      Commotion and yelling sounds outside the door. Then doors slam. I hold my breath waiting for the door to burst open and bullets to start flying, but it never happens. Lights flash outside the window and I hear the captain using the megaphone to talk with the kidnappers.

      Movement underneath the window catches my attention. I grab Allison’s hand and we both move onto the bed with Cat. I wrap my arm around Cat and pray it’s the police at the window and not the killer trying to take us out before the police get to us. The master bedroom is at the back of the house so it would make it easy to shoot us and still get away.

      Someone knocks on the window and we all suck in a breath. “Miss Fisher? It’s the police. Are you in there?”

      I let out the breath I’m holding and scramble to the window. I jerk open the blinds and motion to them that the window’s stuck.

      They wave a hand for me to step back and moments later the glass shatters and they’re helping us out of the window.

      As we round the front of the house, I spot Josh pacing back and forth in front of the Jeep. When he sees me, he races forward and scoops me up into his arms, spinning me around before placing me back on the ground. “I’ve been calling you non-stop and when thirty minutes was up, I knew something was wrong.” His eyes scan my body. “Are you hurt? What happened?” He doesn’t give me time to answer before he’s wrapping his arms around me and pulling me into his chest. “Don’t ever do that to me again. Never leave me again. I was worried sick. I can’t lose you, Autumn. Ever.”

      Tears prick the edges of my eyes and I force the lump down that’s building in my throat. Reality is starting to sink in and I realize that if I hadn’t told Josh where I was going, we would still be sitting ducks or worse… “I’m sorry.”

      Josh squeezes me tighter then kisses my head before stepping back to make sure I’m in one piece. Then his eyes move to something behind me.

      I turn to see an ambulance wheeling Travis out the front door. He’s still unconscious and looking rather pale. Cat hurries over to him and disappears inside the ambulance before I have a chance to catch her.

      “We’ll meet them at the hospital,” Josh says, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      I sigh and nod as the captain approaches me.

      “Want to tell me what’s going on, Miss Fisher?”

      I feel my cheeks grow hot. “I’ll fill you in on the way to the hospital. I need to be there for Cat and Regina.”

      He studies me for a moment then agrees and slides into the backseat of the Jeep.

      I fill him in on everything that’s happened and the list of suspects Allison gave me. Something still doesn’t sit right with me and for the life of me, I can’t put my finger on it. If Chase and Mrs. Cole are behind this, why would Chase and Mrs. Cole frame Allison? Is this a punishment for dating Travis? If Wyatt’s mother and sister are behind this, how did they get Travis out of the hospital and carry Allison and Cat out of my house windows? Things aren’t adding up. I’m missing something, but what?

      When we reach the hospital, I hurry toward the front doors. The EMT’s are unloading Travis and Cat’s right on their heels. I call out to her and she rushes toward me.

      “Oh, Autumn. Why won’t he wake-up? I thought maybe all of this would force him awake. He’s always so strong and protective. If not protecting us didn’t wake him up, I’m not sure what will.”

      I wrap my arms around her and hug her tight. “I know, sweetie, but head injuries are fickle and tricky. We just have to have faith that he will wake-up.” And be the same Travis, I pray silently.

      Regina meets us in the waiting room. “What on earth is going on? The captain just filled me in. What were you thinking, Autumn?” She scolds as she draws Cat into her chest. “You two are going to be the death of me not to mention Travis. It’s like you three are drawn to trouble.”

      I cringe. “I wouldn’t say ‘drawn’ more like it’s attracted to us.”

      Regina scowls and strokes Cat’s hair. “Let’s get you a blanket and something warm to drink before we check on your dad. The doctor is with him now so it will be a bit before they will let us see him. I’m not letting you out of my sight.” She walks Cat toward the cafeteria without a backward glance.

      A tinge of guilt hits me. I was responsible for Cat and she went missing on my watch. I open my mouth to apologize to Regina, but they’re already down the hallway. Maybe now isn’t the best time. I’ll give her a chance to cool off first. Would Cat have been kidnapped if I hadn’t left to check on Violet? Maybe. Maybe not. I sigh then remember she and Eddie were checking around town for Cat and Allison. I turn to face Josh, who is watching me with a worried expression on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      “I could have lost you. That lunatic had a gun, Autumn.” His eyes grow misty.

      I stroke his cheek and whisper, “I know, but I’m fine and everyone’s safe.”

      “For now, but the killer or killers are still at large. No one is safe until they’re behind bars.”

      I have to admit that I agree with him, but it’s not going to do us any good to dwell on it. Maybe distracting him is the best strategy right now. “Have you heard from Eddie and Violet?”

      Josh frowns and checks his phone. “No. You?”

      I switch on my phone, which I’d left on the charger in my Jeep by accident. Having someone press a gun to your back as soon as you step out of your vehicle tends to distract you from important things like taking your phone with you. “Nothing. That’s strange.” I pull up Eddie’s contact information and call him. It goes straight to voicemail. A sinking feeling starts to form in my gut. I swallow down my nerves as I call Violet. The same response, straight to voicemail. “Something’s wrong? We need to find them.”

      “Maybe we should tell the captain.”

      “Tell him what? Eddie and Violet’s phones are turned off. He’ll blow it off, thinking they turned them off to sleep.” I chew on my lip. “Let’s drive around town and check their house first. If we don’t find them then we’ll tell the captain.”

      “Fine,” Josh mumbles, not happy with my decision, but he takes my hand and we head out to the Jeep.

      We almost run into the captain leading Allison with handcuffs into the hospital.

      “What are you doing?” I gesture to the handcuffs.

      “She’s still a suspect, Miss Fisher,” the captain glares at me, his dark eyes daring me to question him further.

      I glare right back and cross my arms over my chest. “Someone kidnapped Allison, Cat, Travis and even me. Do you really think Allison killed Wyatt? You should be out there looking for the real murderer, not keeping an innocent person hostage.”

      The captain grits his teeth, I can practically hear him grinding them down then he narrows his eyes. “I’m following all of the leads, Miss Fisher. Miss Cole is injured.” He gestures to her cuts and bruises from being bound then says, “I’m escorting her here for the night and then to the station once the doctor releases her. When all the evidence is collected and we have further information potentially proving Miss Cole’s innocence, she will be released. Until then, let me do my job.” He brushes past me, leading a somber Allison to the nurse’s station.

      I open my mouth to say something when my phone starts to buzz. “Hello.”

      Silence.

      I check the screen and see it’s Eddie calling. “Eddie, are you there?”

      Nothing.

      “Hello?”

      The call ends.

      “Huh?” I frown at the dark phone when it starts to ring again. This time it’s Violet’s name that appears. “Hello?” I hear scuffling in the background then a yelp followed by a scream.

      “Autumn, help us,” Violet screams then the line goes dead.
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      “Where should I go?” Josh turns down another dark road.

      “I don’t know.” I run my hand through my auburn hair and toy with the end. This can’t be happening. Not again. Someone has Eddie and Violet, but who? The same person or persons who took me, Allison, Cat and Travis or someone else? Maybe the developer? Did they find out Violet stole their plans and is going to expose them? If so, that means this all could go south quickly. Money is a strong motive for murder. I have to find them, but how? I don’t even know where to begin looking. My head starts to throb as I peer into the darkness. “Maybe we should head back to town.”

      Josh slows the Jeep and pulls into the circle drive of the old seed company. Old man, Rivers just sold the business and is closing up shop at the end of the month. At the time, I didn’t think anything of it, but now, I’m wondering if he sold it to the developer.

      I stare at the old building, all dark and eerie. It looks sad with its chipping paint and loose shutters. The old rusted metal grain bins hover behind the small building like they’re its body guards. I sigh and rest my head on the back of the seat when I see a light flicker inside the old building. “Did you see that?” I grab Josh’s arm to keep him from turning the Jeep around.

      “See what?”

      “There.” I point to the flash of light toward the back of the building. Someone’s making their way out of the building and toward one of the grain bins. Josh and I exchange a look. “Abandoned grain bins would be the perfect place to hold someone hostage.”

      “I think it’s time we call the police.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Autumn, someone is trespassing on private property. It’s grounds to search it.”

      “Is it?”

      Josh shoots me a look that says I’m walking a thin line. “Autumn, you promised.”

      “No, I said if we didn’t find Eddie and Violet, we would call the captain. We’re not done searching for them yet.”

      “Autumn, you convinced me to drive around looking for them even after you received calls from their phone and Violet screamed to help them. We should have gone straight to the captain.”

      “You saw how annoyed he was at me for questioning him about Allison. There’s no way he would have taken me seriously.”

      Josh groans. “We can’t go down there without back-up. The person who took you had a gun, Autumn and I didn’t bring mine.”

      I shiver, thinking about the cold metal pressing against my back and the thought of Josh moving in after the wedding with a gun, doesn’t settle my nerves. I know he wants to protect me and our future children, but I’m not crazy about having one in our house. “You’re right.”

      “I am?” Josh whips his head around and stares at me with his mouth gaping open in shock.

      I sigh. “Yes, you are. We need to be smart about this. Let’s go back to town.” I close my eyes because it’s almost four in the morning and I haven’t slept. When the jeep doesn’t move, I open one eye and peek at Josh.

      He’s staring out into the darkness.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “I’m trying to figure out if you’re using reverse psychology on me or if you’re actually agreeing with me.”

      I smirk, but don’t respond, closing my eyes again. I hear the jeep turn off and Josh sigh.

      “Fine, let’s go check it out.

      “Are you sure?”

      Josh grumbles something I can’t make out and opens his car door.

      I scramble out my door and meet him at the hood, throwing my arms around his neck. “You’re the best fiancé ever.”

      He chuckles and nuzzles my neck. “You’re going to be the death of me, Miss Fisher.”

      His words cause my stomach to flip and a flash of Josh getting shot plays like a movie in my mind. I blink it away and focus on the task at hand. No one is getting shot tonight. Not if I can help it. I give him one last squeeze before I release him and stare at the old grain bin.

      The light is still circling slowly around the bin as if someone is looking for something. That’s strange. Wouldn’t they go inside the bin if that is where they’re keeping Violet and Eddie.

      “What are they looking for?” Josh asks, taking my hand and walking toward the old seed building.

      “I’m not sure.” I continue to stare at the old bin as the light goes around the back again. “I think we should split up.”

      “What?!” Josh whisper-yells. “I don’t like that idea, Autumn. No. No way. I’m not leaving you.”

      I squeeze his hand. “I can distract them, while you tackle them from behind.”

      “Tackle them? What? Autumn, we need to come up with a better plan. This isn’t what I had in mind.”

      “Well then give me a better plan, Mr. Parker.” I stop walking and turn toward him.

      He runs his free hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Maybe call out to them and ask what they’re doing here.”

      I raise an eyebrow even though I know he can’t see it in the dark. “So, they can shoot at us?”

      Josh throws his hands up in the air. “I don’t know, Autumn. Let’s just go back and call the captain.” He turns to head to the Jeep.

      “I’m not going back. I’m going to see if Eddie and Violet are here. You can either go with me or not, but I’m getting in that bin… with or without your help.” I stomp toward the grain bin, my anger building with each step. I know I’m probably playing with fire and there’s a big possibility that I could end up getting shot or worse, but right now, I’m madder than a toddler who dropped their ice cream cone. How dare Josh get my hopes up to find out what’s going on then yank the rug out from underneath me when he gets scared. I know I’m probably being irrational, but between dealing with a murder, kidnappings, a shady developer and no sleep, my patience and reasoning have gone out the window.

      “Autumn, wait!” Josh whisper-cries, running up behind me and grabbing my arm.

      I yank it out of his grasp and continue toward the bin without a word. The bin’s only a hundred yards away and the light is on the back side of it again. Josh is still following me, but he’s not trying to stop me. It’s a good thing because he is in the dog house. I hurry toward the doorway and try the handle. Locked. Shoot. What now? I see the light coming around the corner and freeze. I know I should run. Hide. Duck behind a building, but I can’t. It’s like my feet are cemented to the ground.

      When the person holding the flashlight comes into view, I lunge toward them, knocking the flashlight out of their hand and catching them off guard. We both go down. They cushion my fall, although they’re not much of a cushion with all the bulky muscles underneath their flannel shirt and jeans. My knee scrapes the side of the bin, ripping my pants and cutting into my skin. Pain shoots up my leg and I feel blood begin to run down my leg. Way to go, Autumn. Now, you’re not only probably going to get shot, but if you do survive this, you’re going to need a tetanus shot.

      “What in tarnation is going on here?” Another flashlight comes into view from the other grain bin and shines in my face.

      “Mr. Rivers?” I hold up a hand to block out the light, but I can still make out the wrinkled face and gray hair of the old farmer dressed in overalls.

      “Autumn? What are you doing out at this hour? What are you doing here at this hour? You know we don’t open until 9 am.”

      Josh comes into view and quickly helps me to my feet. “We couldn’t sleep and were out for a drive when we saw the light so we decided to come check it out.”

      Mr. Rivers chuckles. “We’ve had some vandals lately. Silly kids spray painting bins and spilling seed.” He gestures to the guy on the ground. “You remember Devin from school, right, Josh?”

      “Of course,” Josh says, reaching out to help the youngest Rivers boy to his feet.

      Devin stands and brushes off his jeans then retrieves his flashlight and shines it on me. “Autumn, is that really you?”

      “Yes,” I grumble, wincing slightly as my leg throbs.

      “You’re hurt,” he says, scanning the flashlight down my body and landing on my leg. “There’s a first aid kit in the office. We’ll get you fixed up, but you’ll probably need a shot. These bins are old and rusty. I’d hate for you to lose those pretty little legs of yours.”

      I roll my eyes. The last person on earth I would ever want to fix up my leg is Devin Rivers. He’s Daysville’s ladies man. A glorified bachelor at thirty-five. No kids and no girlfriend and with no plans of ever getting one. He’s the town flirt and all the single ladies gush over him even the Crafty Crew.

      “Autumn, you’re really bleeding.” Josh takes off his shirt and presses it to my leg.

      “It’s fine,” I say, but the loss of blood is making me kind of dizzy. I open my mouth to tell Josh when spots fill my vision and I faint.
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      “You can’t postpone the wedding. The rehearsal dinner is tonight. The wedding is tomorrow. We have everything ready. All the food. The decorations. The church. The dress. The tuxes. The flowers. We can’t let all of that go to waste over a murder.”

      I blink and try to focus on the person ranting in my bedroom. Wait. I’m not in my bedroom. This definitely isn’t my bed and these aren’t my soft sheets. These are stiff and scratchy. Where am I? I blink, but can’t seem to get my eyes to focus on anything. My head feels groggy like I drank too much wine and my body feels heavy like I lifted too heavy at the gym. Although, I know that’s not the case because I never go to the gym. I take a deep breath to calm my racing heart. Not being able to keep my eyes open is making me anxious. As I inhale again, I’m accosted by a weird combination of smells. It smells like sunflowers mixed with disinfectant. Suddenly, everything comes back to me. The murder, the kidnappings, the developer, the seed company, scraping my leg. I’m in the hospital. I force myself to open my eyes.

      Josh is sitting on the couch across from my bed, running his hands through his hair. His face is pale and he’s wearing a hospital gown. Did Josh get hurt too? I rack my brain, trying to remember more of the details about last night. Everything’s so fuzzy.

      His mother is standing just off to the side of him with her hands on her hips, ranting about the wedding and how hard she and my mother have worked on it.

      I catch a whiff of my mother’s vanilla perfume next to me and turn my head.

      She turns her attention from Josh’s mom to me and smiles. “How are you feeling, sweetie?”

      “Tired,” I rasp. My throat feeling like it’s filled with straw. “Water?”

      Josh jumps up from the couch, stopping his mother mid rant and hurries to my side. “Autumn, I was so worried.” He kisses my forehead and strokes my cheek. “What can I get you?”

      My mother hands him a glass of water. “She’s thirsty. We’ll step out and give you two some space.” She stands and takes Josh’s mother by the arm, who seems put off that Josh is ignoring her reasons on why we can’t postpone the wedding. When her blue eyes fall on me, she gives me a small smile then follows my mom out the door.

      I’m still not sure she’s forgiven me for everything that happened a few months ago. When everyone thought Josh was dead and she blamed me for him getting married to a killer. Yeah. That wasn’t fun. Alas she has been really helpful with all the wedding plans so maybe I’m just still feeling guilty about all of it.

      “Here.” Josh holds the straw to my lips.

      I suck down the water like I haven’t had anything to drink in days. It feels nice on my throat and I finally feel like I can talk again. I clear my throat and ask, “When can we go home?”

      Josh smiles. “As soon as the doctor says you can leave. You lost quite a bit of blood. The doctor asked if you were on any blood thinners. The wound wouldn’t stop bleeding. I told him no, but I wasn’t sure. Are you? Is everything ok?” He questions, before rambling on again, “They gave you a tetanus shot and you got some liquid stiches.” He takes a breath then kisses my forehead again. “Autumn, you almost gave me a heart attack when you fainted. I don’t think I’ve ever run so fast in my life.”

      “You ran? Where?”

      “Carrying you to the Jeep. Devin offered to help, but I know how you feel about him, so I scooped you up and high tailed it to the Jeep and drove like a mad man to the hospital. A line of police cars followed me right to the hospital too.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I broke every speed limit in town and with every cop out looking for the murderer/kidnapper, they thought I was him. It wasn’t until they saw you in the passenger seat that they figured out what was going on. The captain has been by a few times to see if you’re awake. I guess there’s a lead, he wants to run by you.”

      I perk up at those words. “A lead? Did he say what? Did they find Eddie and Violet?”

      Josh shakes his head. “No, but I told the captain they were missing. Everyone on the force not to mention everyone in town is looking for them. They traced the call from your phone. It pinged just outside of town so everyone’s scouring the corn fields,” he pauses.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “We have another problem.” He studies my hand in his, but doesn’t continue.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “Our wedding.”

      I frown. “What about it?”

      “It’s tomorrow and our mothers are throwing a fit that we want to postpone it. Everything is paid for and all the guests have RSVP’d. I think they’re afraid if we postpone it that’ll we’ll never get married and give them grandbabies.

      The thought of babies with Josh causes butterflies to erupt in my stomach, but I quickly brush them aside. I need to focus, which is hard when he continues to rub circles with his thumb on top of my hand. “What do you think?”

      He sighs. “I don’t know. I mean, I’m the one who suggested postponing it in the first place so you could solve this case and be completely focused on us. I’m not sure you can do that with Eddie and Violet missing, Travis in the hospital, Allison in jail and a murderer on the loose, right?”

      I bite my lip. He’s not wrong. I have a lot on my mind, but I know how much planning and preparation has gone into our wedding. It’s not as easy to cancel a wedding as they make it look in the movies when a bride or groom runs off to enjoy the honeymoon, leaving the family to clean up the mess the other one caused. We’re not calling off the wedding because we don’t want to get married, we’re calling it off to solve a murder. Do I not have my priorities straight? Is solving a murder more important than marrying my best friend? No. No, it’s not. Sure, I would love for everything to be done by the time the wedding starts tomorrow afternoon, but if it doesn’t, I’m going to marry Josh. “Tell our mothers the wedding will go on as planned.”

      Josh’s eyes grow wide. “It will?”

      I nod and lean into kiss him on the lips. “It will.”

      “So, you want to get married tomorrow whether or not the murderer is behind bars, Travis is in a coma and Eddie and Violet are missing?”

      “I do,” I say, swallowing down the guilt and doubt I’m feeling. Tomorrow will be about me and Josh, but until then I plan to do everything in my power to get this case closed, get Eddie and Violet back home and figure out who this shady developer is before I walk down the aisle. Hopefully, Travis will wake-up in the next twenty-four hours too.

      “What about tonight’s rehearsal dinner?”

      I glance at the clock. It’s a little after nine in the morning. “We have all day and the dinner isn’t until seven. The spa is closed for the wedding so we can focus on the case.”

      Josh frowns. “Autumn, you need to rest. You never did answer my question about taking a blood thinner.”

      I chew on my lip. “I’ve been taking some aspirin this week.”

      “Really? Why?”

      I sigh. “Between the wedding planning and the drama with the Crafty Crew, I’ve had several headaches. I found some aspirin in the office drawer at the spa so I’ve taken some every day this week to keep them at bay. The spa was full so I didn’t feel like I could cancel so I just took it and pushed through. I guess that’s why I lost so much blood.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I stroke his cheek. His face is scruffy from not shaving. I kind of like the un-kept Josh look. “I didn’t want you to worry. You have enough on your plate too.”

      He turns his head and kisses the palm of my hand. “I could have given you a massage. Taken some of your clients. You shouldn’t be afraid to tell me if you’re not feeling well. I’m going to be your husband. For better or worse. In sickness and in health. I’m here for you. Please don’t hesitate to tell me what’s going on with you especially if you’re sick.”

      His words make me want to melt into a puddle of love on the hospital floor. “I’m sorry and I will.”

      He smiles and leans into kiss me when someone knocks on the door.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt,” the captain says, looking uncomfortable in his wrinkled uniform as he cautiously steps into the room. “How are you feeling, Miss Fisher?”

      “Better, thank you, Captain. Josh tells me you have a lead,” I lean back on my pillow as if it’s no big deal, but in all reality my insides are churning with anticipation.

      “We do, but we’re not sure it’s going to lead to anything. That’s why I want to run it by you before we go charging in.”

      “What is it?”

      He swipes a hand down his face. Dark and puffy circles sit beneath his blood-shot eyes. It doesn’t look like he’s slept yet. “A tip was left at the station that suspicious activity was happening out at the old mine last night.”

      I feel my cheeks grow warm. Violet and I were out at the mine. Could they have saw us or was someone else out there? The thought sends chills down my spine. “What kind of activity?”

      “Several vehicles coming and going.”

      I purse my lips because I don’t want to tell the captain about me and Violet being at the mine because then he’ll ask why and I’m not prepared to go into those details. “How many is several?”

      “They didn’t say.”

      I cross my arms. “And why do you think this is a dead end?”

      “Because they saw you and Violet out there.”

      Busted. Shoot, now what am I going to tell him? My father always told me that the less information I gave sometimes the better so I keep my mouth shut.

      “Were you and Violet out at the mine?”

      I don’t respond, but just stare at him.

      “Autumn?”

      My father chooses that moment to come in and check on me. Thank goodness. “Ah, Captain Rivers, I saw your brother and nephew out in the waiting room. They were saying something about having a description of the vandals out at the seed company.”

      The captain shoots me one last suspicious glare and declares, “We’re not finished here, Miss Fisher,” before stomping toward the waiting room.

      “That didn’t have anything to do with you and Violet being seen out at the mine last night, did it?” My dad asks, shutting the door behind him.

      “I plead the fifth.” I hold up a hand as if being sworn in.

      My dad smirks. “I’ve taught you well.” He sighs then asks, “Hypothetically, say you and Violet were out at the mine, what were you doing out there?”

      “Hypothetically.” I use air quotes and smile.

      He grins. “Of course.”

      “Well hypothetically speaking Violet came across some information about a developer in Daysville who is buying up old properties and is planning to turn them into high rises and a mall.”

      My dad’s grin disappears and his face grows ashen. “I have to go.” He hurries from the room without a backward glance.

      “Wait! What? Where are you going?” I call after him, but it’s no use, he’s gone. I exchange a look with Josh, who appears just as perplexed as I do. “We have to follow him. He knows something.” I take the needle out of my hand like I’ve done it hundreds of times, because quite frankly I have. I switch off the bed alarm so it doesn’t go off when I get out of bed then throw the covers off of me and reach for my clothes. I cringe at the rip and bloodstain on my yoga pants, they’re definitely going in the trash, but right now, I need clothes. I slip into the bathroom and quickly put my shirt on over my head. I catch a whiff of something, something that smells kind of sweet, it’s something I’ve smelled before, but I can’t put my finger on where I’ve smelled it. Knowing I only have a tiny window to follow my dad, I finish putting on my shirt and head out of the bathroom to look for my shoes.

      Josh hands them to me and takes my arm.

      Something isn’t right. What is it? Oh, now I remember. “You’re not going to talk me out of this? Tell me I need to get back and bed and rest.”

      “Nope,” Josh says, buttoning up his blood-stained shirt.

      I pause. “Why not?”

      “Because it will waste time and you’ll either convince me to go along with your reverse psychology skills or you’ll sneak out while I’m in the bathroom. At least this way, I know where you are and can keep you safe.” He tugs on his shoes and takes my hand.

      “What will we tell the nurses?”

      “We won’t.”

      “Huh?”

      Josh tugs me toward the emergency exit door that’s been broken for over a year and helps me down the stairs.

      “I can’t believe you’re breaking the rules. This is so unlike you, Mr. Parker.”

      He gives me a cocky grin. “I’d break every rule in the book for you, Miss Fisher.”

      I swoon at his words then focus back on the task at hand when we reach the exit. The sun beats down from the clear sky and the humidity is through the roof today. I’m already sweating and we just stepped outside.

      “Wait here, I’ll get the Jeep,” Josh says, helping me toward a bench so I’m not having to stand on my hurt leg then he hurries toward the parking lot.

      I spot my father getting into his Lexus. He must have been delayed, probably by my mother. Thank goodness for wedding oriented mothers.

      Josh pulls around and helps me into the Jeep just as my dad’s leaving the parking lot.

      “Where is he going in such a hurry?” I ask no one, but Josh answers.

      “You don’t think your dad is helping this shady developer, do you?”

      I glare at him for even asking such a ridiculous question, but before I can respond, I watch in horror as my dad turns down the road leading to the mine. “What is going on?”

      Josh slows down so not to follow too closely and have my dad spot us.

      He’s driving like a maniac down this gravel road. He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t end up with a rock in his window at the rate he’s flying.

      This is so unlike him. He always follows the law, which includes driving like a grandpa most days, but definitely never over the speed limit. Something’s up and my guess is it does have to do with the developer. They bought the old mine and plan to build a mall right on it. Could my dad be the attorney helping them put the paperwork through? Surely not, my dad loves Daysville just the way it is, doesn’t he? I rack my brain to remember all the conversations we had about Daysville. I remember my mom talking about how much she loves the small town feel of Daysville and the community, but my dad never commented. Maybe he didn’t agree with her. Maybe he wants Daysville to change. A sinking feeling forms in my gut. Is my dad not the man I thought he was? Is my hero working for the bad guy?
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      I watch in horror as my dad enters the old mine. What is he doing? My father has no reason to be at the mine… unless… I shake my head. I don’t even want to go there. There’s no way my dad would be any part of changing Daysville, right? I swallow down the lump in my throat and push open the door.

      “What are you planning to do?” Josh inquires, opening his own door.

      “Get some answers.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “You’re just going to waltz in there and demand to know what’s going on?”

      I chew on my lip. That was originally my plan, but now that I hear it out loud, it sounds kind of lame. My father can’t legally tell me what’s going on if he’s representing this shady developer. The whole attorney client privilege thing. So, what will he say? Nothing? Plead the fifth? Make up some story about protecting me? Well there’s only one way to find out. I slam the passenger door, not caring if my father heard me or not. My palms are sweating and my heart’s pounding in my chest. A wave of nausea hits me thinking about my father being a part of whatever this developer has planned. I force it down, square my shoulders and march up to the mine.

      Josh is on my heels, but still giving me space. He knows I’m one fuse away from exploding and anything could set me off.

      I yank open the mine door and am greeted by a sulfur smell. Yuck. It didn’t smell like this yesterday, did it? I was probably too focused on finding Violet to notice, but today the smell is assaulting me so I cover my nose with my shirt and head toward the back of the mine. It’s dark with only slivers of light shining through the old planks on the wall. The only sound is heavy footsteps walking across the boards, when they stop so do we. I don’t want to give my dad any time to think of a cover story. I want to surprise him and then interrogate him. It’s not the best plan, but it’s the only one I’ve got.

      When the footsteps stop completely, Josh and I tiptoe around until we find my dad standing behind an old desk. There’s a model of Daysville with all the businesses and some new businesses and condos that are scattered around the town.

      I gasp and my father’s head jerks up.

      “Autumn. Josh. What are you doing here?” He grabs an old white sheet and tries to cover the model, but there’s no reason for him to hide it now.

      “Us? What are YOU doing here?”

      My father opens his mouth then closes it. He runs a hand through his gray hair and mutters something I can’t make out. “You weren’t supposed to see this.”

      “See what? That you’re working for the awful developer who’s planning to change everything we love about Daysville?”

      His head snaps up to meet my glare and I’m glaring hard. If my eyes were lasers, my dad would be a pile of ash on the floor, right now. “It’s not what you think.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and so does Josh. We both love Daysville just the way it is and want to raise our children in the same small town we grew up in. “Then tell us what it is.”

      “I can’t.” My dad swipes a hand down his face.

      “You can’t or won’t?” I put my hands on my hips and narrow my eyes.

      “Both. You both need to leave and not tell anyone what you saw here. You have to promise me.” His face is stoic and unreadable, but his tone is firm with a slight quiver to it.

      I relax my stance slightly because my father seems genuinely concerned about this information getting out. “Why?”

      “I can’t explain it right now, but I will. When the time is right. Please Autumn, you have to trust me.”

      Josh nudges me with his elbow. “Let’s go,” he murmurs, not making eye contact with my father. He takes my hand and pulls me toward the exit.

      I have a million questions running through my head, but I know by the look on my father’s face he won’t answer a single one. My stomach churns at the thought of my father being a part of the destruction of Daysville. How could he?

      When we reach the Jeep, Josh pulls me into his chest and squeezes me tightly.

      I breathe him in, taking comfort in his arms and his familiar smell of tea tree and mint. “What do you think is going on?”

      Josh kisses the top of my head then says, “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s not good. I can’t believe your dad is mixed up in something that will ruin Daysville. Your mom loves this town.”

      “I know.” I shake my head. “I don’t understand. This all seems like a bad dream.”

      “I wish it was,” Josh mutters before letting me go and opening the passenger side door.

      I slide into the seat and let out the breath I’m holding when my phone rings. I don’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

      “Autumn, it’s Chase. Can you meet me at the hardware store?”

      “Sure, we’ll be right there.”

      “We?”

      “I’m with Josh.”

      There’s a pause then Chase says, “Fine, you both can meet me at the shop.” Then he hangs up.

      I frown at the screen wondering what that’s all about.

      “Who was that?”

      “Chase. He wants us to meet him at the hardware store.”

      Josh puts the Jeep in reverse. “Did he say why?”

      “No, but he didn’t seem to like the fact that you were with me.”

      “Hmm.”

      I turn my attention to my fiancé. “What does that mean?”

      “I know Chase says he’s Harold’s son, but…” his voice trails off.

      “But what?”

      “I don’t know. Something seems off about him.” His eyes slide over to me before returning to the road.

      I smirk. “How so, Mr. Parker?”

      He runs a hand through his dark hair. “What if he’s not really Harold’s son?”

      My jaw drops because Chase looks exactly like Harold. “Um, Josh. I’m pretty sure he is.”

      He cocks his head. “Why do you say that?”

      “You’ll see,” I reply, opening the door when Josh parks in front of the hardware store.

      He follows me to the front door where Chase meets us.

      Chase eyes Josh suspiciously for some reason before opening the door for us to come in.

      I immediately point to the picture framed by the door and watch as realization comes over Josh’s face.

      He looks back and forth from the picture to Chase then nods at me.

      The picture is of thirty something year old Harold standing in front of the store when it opened. He and Chase could be twins with all the similarities in that picture.

      Chase grins at the picture. “I guess we look a lot alike. Mom had several pictures of him over the years, but I think I like this one the best.”

      “So, you plan to keep it up?” Josh asks, gesturing to the picture.

      Chase frowns and studies Josh for a moment before answering, “Yes. I don’t plan to change anything in the store. I want to run it just like my father did.” He pauses then continues, “I’ve read several of my father’s journals. They were in a safe in the office. He talks a lot about you, Josh. You two were close?”

      Josh’s jaw clenches momentarily, then huffs out a breath. I know talking about Harold is hard for him. Josh misses him a lot. They were closer than Josh and his own father. “We were,” his says, his voice cracking slightly.

      “Maybe we can have lunch sometime and you can tell me about him.” Chase sticks out his hand to Josh.

      Josh stiffens next to me, but when I nudge him lightly, he accepts Chase’s hand and says with a firm shake, “Maybe after the case is solved.”

      “Ah, yes the case. It’s why I called you.” He turns his attention to me. “I think I know who the developer is that Wyatt was working with… but first, have you heard anything about how Allison’s doing? I’ve tried to see her at the hospital after I heard what happened last night. I’ve been out of my mind with worry.” Chase rakes a hand through his hair revealing a deep scratch on his forearm, which looks fresh.

      My thoughts flit back to when Allison said she got away from her kidnapper. Did she injure them… or him? “Where were you last night?”

      Chase’s expression darkens. “I didn’t kill Wyatt or kidnap my wife, Autumn.”

      “How did you get that scrape on your arm?”

      He points to a cock-eyed shelf. “I’ve been wrestling with that thing all morning. I’m afraid it’s getting the best of me.”

      Josh moves over to the shelf to inspect it then begins to fiddle with it.

      We watch him momentarily before Chase says, “I can assure you, Miss Fisher that I had nothing to do with anything going on in this town. I want to help solve this so I can get my wife back.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and study him. “And you think she’ll take you back?”

      He throws his hands up in the air. “I have to try. I love her… I’ve never stopped loving her. She’s not just my wife. She’s my best friend. When we lost the baby, I didn’t know how to help her. I wanted to try again, but she was so upset and started growing distant. I thought giving her some space would help, but then I came home one day and she was gone. Her mother told me she moved back to Daysville. I needed to get my act together before seeing her again. I want her to see me as a new man. A better man. A man worthy of her.”

      I nod because the lump in my throat at his words has me thinking about everything Josh and I went through the past few months to be together.

      Josh meets my teary eyes and winks at me.

      I smile back at him before clearing my throat and focusing back on Chase. “What’s this about the developer?”

      He pulls a document off the counter. “I got this email from Wyatt’s bag. Seems the developer is working out of the old mine here in town. Wyatt’s supposed to be meeting him there today at two. Maybe we can show up and find out who this guy is.”

      “Hmm.” I scan the email and notice the initials at the bottom of the page. My heart nearly skids to a stop in my chest. It’s my father’s initials. This confirms he’s working for the developer. I swallow down the bile in my throat and shake my head. I have to stay focused on the case and my gut tells me the developer doesn’t have anything to do with it, but someone else is on the top of my suspect list. “When was the last time you talked to Allison’s mother?”

      “Jean? I talked to her this morning. Why?”

      “Allison seems to think she had something to do with all of this.”

      Chase snorts then begins to laugh and laughs so hard, he’s holding his side by the time he’s done.

      I raise my eyebrow, not finding any of this amusing at all. “Care to share why Allison’s theory is so funny?”

      He takes a breath, a smirk still playing on his lips. “There’s no way Jean could orchestrate any of this. She would be too concerned about breaking a nail or for that matter a sweat. Jean isn’t the kind of woman to get her hands dirty.”

      “But she could have paid someone to do it or maybe she had help,” I chide, still not ready to give up on the idea of Chase being innocent.

      His smirk turns to a frown. “No. No way. Jean has always been on our side. There’s no way she would do something like this. Kill my best friend. It’s ludicrous.”

      “Your best friend who is in love with your wife?”

      Chase opens his mouth to respond, but then closes it. “Jean didn’t have anything to do with this. Besides she’s been at a wellness spa for the past week.”

      “In Chicago?”

      He opens his mouth again, but pauses then says, “I-I don’t know. She didn’t say, but she should be here today.”

      “Interesting.”

      Chase shakes his head. “I know you’re the town sleuth and all, but Jean is like a mother to me. She wouldn’t kill someone and frame her daughter then kidnap her daughter. That doesn’t make any sense. She loves Allison.”

      “Not according to Allison.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean Allison says her mother loves you more.”

      Chase rolls his eyes. “She and Allison have always butted heads, but when we got married it seemed they put their differences aside. Jean made me feel like a part of their family. She’s like a second mother to me. Then when Allison left, Jean sided with me, which drove the wedge deeper between them. They didn’t talk for six months then Allison brought Travis and Cat to Chicago for a visit last year. Jean was furious and basically cut off all contact with Allison. She always thought we’d work our differences out and get back together… so did I.” He rakes a hand through his hair then continues, “There’s no way Jean was any part of this.”

      I study him for a moment and he must have read my mind.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with any of this either. I would like nothing more than for my best friend to be alive and my wife back in my arms.”

      I nod, satisfied he’s telling me the truth. “Then will you help me figure this out so I can get married tomorrow?”

      “Yes. Anything.”

      “Call Jean and find out the name of the spa she was staying at then call the spa and confirm it. Text me when you have her alibi. Can you do that without tipping her off that she’s a suspect?”

      Chase nods then heads back to his office just as my phone rings.

      It’s Regina. “Hello, is everything alright?”

      Silence.

      “Regina?”

      She clears her throat. “Yes, dear. It’s me.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Travis.”

      My heart skips in my chest at the mention of his name. “Wh-what about him?”

      “He’s awake.”

      Relief washes over me and I smile. “That’s great news.”

      Silence.

      “Regina?”

      “Can you come to the hospital now?”

      I gulp and my stomach drops. “Sure. What’s going on?”

      “I’ll tell you when you get here… please hurry.”
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      “Where is he? What’s wrong? Did something happen?” I spew questions like I’m the host of trivia night. My heart is racing in my chest and my palms are sweating. Tears are prickling at the corners of my eyes, but I’m holding them at bay as to not upset Josh. He keeps glancing at me every five seconds to ensure I’m not completely melting down, which I feel I’m on the verge of doing.

      Regina opens her mouth to answer when a shrilly voice interrupts her.

      “Excuse me,” the snarky nurse who took care of me says, “We’ve been looking for you. Where have you been? You know you can’t just leave the hospital without the doctor releasing you and signing some discharge papers. We’ve been calling your phone and your mother is worried sick.”

      I know Josh texted our mothers that we had some pressing stuff to take care of and had left the hospital before being released. So, her “mother being worried” comment is a stretch. I hold out my hand that’s shaking so badly I can hardly snatch the discharge papers from her hands. “I’m fine. I’ll sign whatever.”

      The nurse huffs and grumbles something about patients being non-compliant before handing me a pen. I scribble my signature then turn back to Regina as the nurse storms off down the hallway.

      “Can I see him?”

      “Yes, dear.” She wrings her hands while glancing nervously at Josh. “Would you mind giving us a few minutes alone, Josh?”

      Josh frowns, but nods. “Sure. I’ll be in the waiting room if you need me, babe.” He kisses my cheek and heads down the hall.

      I furrow my brow at Regina, upset she made Josh leave. He’s going to be my husband. I tell him everything… eventually, but that’s beside the point. He shouldn’t have to leave. “What’s so important Josh couldn’t be here? You know I’ll tell him anyway, right?”

      She takes my hand and leads me to the door outside Travis’s room. Cat’s sitting outside the room crying.

      I bend down and place my hand on her knee. “What’s wrong sweetie?”

      Cat looks up at me then to Regina. “You haven’t told her yet?”

      “Told me what?”

      Regina sighs. “Travis…” her voice trails off as she stares at Travis lying in the bed.

      I follow her gaze. His eyes are open and he’s watching a re-run of Saved by the Bell. I smile because that was my favorite show in high school and we used to watch it together while we did our homework. “Regina, what is it? He looks fine to me.”

      Her lower lip quivers and tears fall down her cheeks.

      Cat places her hand on top of mine and says, “He thinks he’s still in high school. That you two are dating. He doesn’t know who I am,” she sobs and throws her arms around my neck.

      I think I’m in shock because I’m numb and have no idea what to think or say. I pat Cat on the back and try to wrap my head around what they’re saying.

      “The doctor thinks he’s resorted back to a happy time in his life. A time when he was safe… loved. He wants us to keep him calm and not upset him, which means Cat can’t see him until he regains his memory. He got really worked up when she told him she was his daughter and he keeps asking for you. Thinks it’s two thousand and two and you two are dating.” Regina wipes a tear from her cheek. “I know this is a lot to ask Autumn, but can you go in there and pretend you two are a couple?”

      I stiffen at her words. This whole thing screams disaster. There’s no way Josh will be ok with me getting cozy with Travis. I remember how Travis and I were in high school. Always holding hands. Snuggling. I gulp… kissing. I’m not comfortable with kissing Travis when I’m supposed to be getting married to Josh tomorrow. My head starts to throb and my stomach churns. I feel like I’m going to be sick. “I-I need to talk to Josh.”

      Regina’s shoulders slump because she knows like I do that Josh will never go along with this, but she can’t expect me to pretend to be in love with Travis when my fiancé is in the other room, can she? She opens her mouth to say something when Travis calls out to us.

      “Aunt Regina, is that Autumn?” He squints then his green eyes open wide and a huge grin spreads across his face, “Aut! Get in here, gorgeous. I’ve missed you,” Travis sits up in bed and tries to move the bandage away from his eye.

      I force a smile, grinding my teeth the whole way as I push open the glass door. “Hi, Trav. How are you feeling?”

      “Better now that you’re here,” he says, motioning for me to come closer. “I’ve missed you. Where’ve you been?”

      I glance at Regina whose green eyes are pleading with me to play along. I sigh. “I had to help my mom with something.”

      Travis frowns. “It’s Friday. Shouldn’t you be in school. Did your mom let you miss because of my accident? I can’t believe someone hit me from behind.” He gently touches the back of his head.

      I slowly make my way to the side of the bed, feeling Travis’s eyes on me the whole time.

      “You look different today.” He cocks his head to the side and studies me then notices the blood on my clothes. “What happened, babe? Were you in the accident too?”

      “I had a mishap out at the seed company. Cut my ankle on one of the bins.”

      Travis’s eyes grow dark. “Was Devin there? Did he have something to do with this? You’ll tell me if he hurt you, right?” The monitor’s beeping increases beside him.

      I rush to his side and take his hand. “I slipped that’s all. You need to calm down. Breathe.” I swipe a strand of hair out of his face then cup his cheek like I did in high school.

      Travis closes his eyes and leans into my hand.

      My stomach churns and every part of me feels guilty for this intimacy between us. If Josh were to see us, he’d think I still had feelings for Travis.

      Travis opens his eyes and they move from my face to the doorway. “Josh? Is that you? Have I been in a coma while you’ve bulked up?” Travis sits up, sizing up Josh. “What are you doing here? Looking for my girl, aren’t you?” Travis grabs my hand and plants a kiss to the palm before I can snatch it away.

      My heart is running wild in my chest and I’m afraid to look at Josh.

      “Your girl?” Josh crosses his arms. “Autumn, can I speak to you outside for a second?”

      I gulp and nod, still not making eye contact with Josh. When I turn to step away, Travis reaches out and pulls me to his chest then plants a kiss on my lips.

      “Don’t be long,” he whispers in a husky voice.

      A shiver runs down my spine. Travis hasn’t kissed me since high school and it always had an effect on me. I feel like I’m in a time warp. Kissing this Travis reminds me of high school and all the feelings I thought I had buried come rushing to the surface. I try to wrangle them in and shove them back in the chest I’ve been keeping them in all these years, but they’re refusing to be locked away. This isn’t good. I need space. Air. And a whole lot of therapy. My whole body feels like it’s on fire as I make my way over to Josh.

      He holds open the door and I can feel his eyes on me.

      I can’t look at him right now with all these old feelings running rampant inside me.

      Cat jumps up from her chair. “Autumn, are you alright? You don’t look so good.”

      “I’m fine,” I lie and pat her hand. “Just going to get a little air. I’ll be back.”

      Regina gives me a knowing look, but I ignore it and hurry toward the exit.

      I know Josh is several feet behind me. He’s giving me space to sort all of this out. When I hit the exit, I push open the door and take in a deep breath. The summer heat is stifling, but it’s better than being in that room with Travis and Josh. I lift my face to the sun and revel in its warmth.

      Josh reaches out and places a hand on my low back, causing me to jump. “Sorry, can we talk about what just happened in there?” He motions to the bench on the sidewalk.

      I sit down and immediately start talking ninety miles an hour. I go into how Travis is having some amnesia and thinks we’re still in high school and dating. I tell him how Regina asked me to go along with it as to not upset him. When I’m finished, Josh doesn’t say anything. My heart is about ready to pound out of my chest in anticipation.

      “And the kiss?”

      I drop my head into my hands and feel like crying. “I-I don’t know. He just kissed me.”

      “And you felt something.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement. Josh knows me.

      I stiffen at his words, but know I can’t lie to him. We’re getting married tomorrow and I can’t start our life together without being truthful even if that means I lose him. “I-I don’t know. He was watching our old T.V. show and called me by my old nickname. It was like we were back in high school and all those old feelings came rushing back.

      Josh nods, but doesn’t say anything.

      I reach for his hand and he doesn’t pull away so I take that as a good sign. “I love you, Josh. I really do, but I can’t lie to you and tell you I felt nothing.”

      He nods again and toys with my engagement ring. “You should get back in there.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you need to get in there and be whatever Travis needs you to be until he gets his memory back.”

      “Josh, I can’t…” he cuts me off.

      “Cat is devastated. Her own father doesn’t remember her and her mother is dead. She needs you to help Travis get his memory back and if that means you have to play his girlfriend then you have to do it.”

      My heart melts. This man is too good. This is why I’m marrying him tomorrow… I hope. “Josh, I…”

      He places a finger to my lips. “I came into the room to tell you that I’ve heard from Eddie. He and Violet are at home. They’re safe. He wants me to meet him at their house.”

      “Not me?”

      Josh shakes his head. “No, he told me to make sure you didn’t come.”

      “What? Why?” I’m not sure if I should be offended or confused or both.

      “He didn’t say, but I’m going to go down there and find out what’s going on. You stay here and hopefully Travis will get his memory back… sooner rather than later.”

      I chew on my bottom lip feeling like Josh and I are drifting apart and going in two different directions and I don’t mean literally.

      Josh lifts my chin so my eyes meet his. “Hey, I love you, Autumn Marie Fisher. Nothing is going to change that. Did it nearly kill me to see Travis kiss you? Yes, but I understand. I also can’t expect you to not feel what you feel. Travis was your first love and that never goes away. I just want to be your last. That’s all that matters to me, but most of all I want you to be happy. If you change your mind about marrying me it will hurt like hell, but we’ll figure it out. If you need more time, take it. I can deal with our mothers and the town. When you walk down the aisle, I just want you to be sure the guy at the end is the guy you love with all your heart and who will make you happy for the rest of your life. And if that’s not me, I’d rather know now as opposed to two kids and a dog later.”

      The lump in my throat is the size of Texas at his words. “I love you,” I choke out. I don’t deserve this man. He’s always had my best interest at heart and here I am being selfish and holding onto the past. I’ve got to get my head and my heart straight so I can marry this guy tomorrow.

      “I know and I love you too.” He leans down and brings his lips to mine for a slow and tender kiss.

      I sigh into his kiss and feel the tingle start from my toes all the way to my heart. Josh is home. He’s where I belong and even if old feelings are there they’re nothing compared to what I feel for this man.

      Josh breaks the kiss then kisses my left hand before sliding my engagement ring off my finger.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” I panic. “Are you breaking up with me?” Tears prick my eyes.

      Josh kisses my lips again as he pockets the ring. “No. I’m holding onto this while you deal with Travis. It’s going to confuse him if you have an engagement ring on your finger. You’re supposed to be a senior in high school not a thirty-five-year old woman who is getting married to another man tomorrow.” He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “We’ll consider this your acting debut, Miss Fisher.”

      “Acting debut?”

      “Actors have to play a part during a movie and that means sometimes having to be romantic with someone other than their fiancé or spouse.” He squeezes my hand. “I don’t want you feeling guilty or upsetting Travis with your lack of affection because you’re worried about me. We both know from our medical training that brain injuries can be tricky. Cat needs him so do this for her. Act your cute little butt off,” he smirks then his face grows serious. “but please try not to fall back in love with him.”

      I reach up and stroke his cheek. “I’m yours.”

      He kisses me one last time before standing. “I hope it stays that way.” Josh pulls the keys from his jeans. “I’ll keep you posted on Eddie and anything else I hear. The captain took Allison back to the station just before I came to get you. She said your dad’s meeting her there.”

      Relief washes over me even though I’m furious at my dad for being a part of the downfall of Daysville. He’s still the best attorney I know.

      Josh checks his watch. “It’s almost noon. I’ll text you when I’m done at the station then we can discuss how to proceed with the day. My mom keeps calling about the rehearsal dinner.”

      I force a smile and stifle a groan. “Tell her we’ll meet them at the church as planned.”

      “We will?” He cocks his head as if my words are confusing.

      “Of course.”

      Josh opens his mouth like he wants to say something, but then closes it. He leans down and brushes my lips lightly with his then says, “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      I watch him leave, feeling like he’s taking my heart with him. My finger feels empty without my ring and I rub it to stop the tingling sensation.

      “Autumn?” Regina says, causing me to jump. “Sorry, is everything alright?”

      I force another smile and say, “It’s fine.”

      “Where’s your ring?” She points to my empty finger. “Josh and you didn’t break up over this, did you?”

      I ignore the fact that her tone seems slightly hopeful. I know she’s always wanted Travis and I to get married. “No, he’s keeping it while I play high school Autumn. We don’t want to confuse Travis.”

      She smiles, a look of relief on her face. “He’s a good man.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I know this is hard for you. I saw that kiss and your reaction. You still have feeling for Travis, don’t you?”

      I sigh. “I’ll always have feelings for Travis. Your first love never leaves you, but I love Josh. I’m marrying Josh. So, I’ll play the part. Act my butt off. For Cat, because she needs her father, but Travis and I are in the past and that’s where we’ll stay.”

      Regina’s shoulders slump slightly then she pats my leg. “Thank you, dear. I know this is hard on you. Both, you and Josh.”

      I shrug like it’s no big deal. “We’re doing this for Cat,” I say, more to myself as a reminder of this insanity than anything.

      Regina nods. “Well in that case, Travis is asking for you.”

      I stand and declare, “Let the show begin.”
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      “So, you don’t remember anything about the accident?”

      Travis shakes his head. “Nothing. It’s like a curtain that won’t open to reveal the play.”

      Interesting choice of words considering I’ve been acting my booty off for the past three hours. I’ve been holding Travis’s hand, talking about high school and our plans for the upcoming weekend once he gets out of the hospital. I keep trying to steer the conversation back to the accident in hopes that in thinking about the accident, it will jog his memory, but so far nothing.

      Since he was hit from behind, he didn’t see who hit him so now I’m back to my original list of suspects. Allison’s mom, Jean. Our dead guy, Wyatt’s sister, Ava and mother, Margaret and potentially anyone who did business with Wyatt. I sent a text to Chase to get me a list of people Wyatt did business with recently and to let him know I won’t be going out to the mine since I’m stuck here at the hospital.

      I check my phone again. Nothing. I haven’t heard a word from Josh and I’m starting to worry. I’ve gone outside almost every fifteen minutes to check my phone and nothing. Maybe he changed his mind about us? Maybe everything he said isn’t really how he feels? Is the wedding off? Did he and Eddie go out on their own to try and find the kidnappers? What if he’s been kidnapped? My stomach churns and I know it’s not from the gross cafeteria food I ate for lunch.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Travis tugs on my hand to bring me closer to him. “You’ve been pacing this room and going outside to check your phone a lot. Did something happen? Something you don’t want to tell me about?”

      Tears prick my eyes and I want more than anything to shake him back to reality. To make him remember Cat, our break-up, his job, everything, but I can’t. The doctor was in earlier and told us to keep Travis as calm as possible. He hopes his memory will come back soon, but I’m losing hope as the day drags on.

      He pats the bed beside him. “Come here. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      I sit down on the side of the bed and before I know what’s happening he’s pulling me to his chest then dragging me into his side. Out of instinct, I drape my arm over his stomach. His heart thumps in my ear and I close my eyes, remembering the countless hours we spent like this in high school.

      “I thought you said you two were just friends?”

      My eyes fly open and I see the EMT from yesterday… Tonya. No. Taylor, right. Taylor’s standing in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest. I try to move away from Travis, but he holds me tight.

      “Who are you?” He demands.

      “Taylor. We met yesterday after your accident. I brought you here.”

      Travis studies her. “You’re the EMT who helped me yesterday?”

      Hope blooms in my chest. He remembers.

      “Yes,” she answers still glaring at me. “And she said you two were just friends.”

      Travis snorts and nuzzles my neck with his nose, causing goosebumps to pop up on my arms. “We’re anything but ‘just friends’. Why would you tell her that, babe?”

      I fight the urge to pound on his chest and yell that we are friends and not boyfriend and girlfriend and that this isn’t two thousand and two, but I can’t. It could make his brain injury worse. Before I can respond Taylor makes the situation worse.

      “Where’s your ring?”

      Travis stiffens beside me. “What ring? I didn’t propose, did I? I know some things are kind of fuzzy, but I don’t want to forget proposing to you.” He rubs his thumb over my ring finger, which has a tan line from Josh’s ring. “Where’s the ring, Aut?”

      I glare at the EMT, whose eye’s go wide when she realizes what’s going on. She mouths an apology and hurries from the room.

      Travis doesn’t even notice she’s left because his eyes are on me. “Aut? What’s going on?”

      I sit up, placing a hand over his heart and he covers it with his hand. “Trav, I…” my voice trails off because I can’t lie to him, but I can’t tell him the truth either. It will upset him and the doctor specifically said not to upset him.

      He squeezes my hand. “Why did you tell that EMT we weren’t dating? Did something happen between us?” His heart starts to beat faster and the machines begin to beep next to us, but he ignores them and continues with his interrogation, “Are we not a couple anymore? Are you engaged to someone else? I know you’re pretending we’re still in high school. You look different. Older, but still as beautiful as ever.” Travis’s green eyes roam my face with a look of pure and complete infatuation then he sighs. “I’m older too, I can feel it. I know it, but high school is all I can remember. What year is it? Please tell me we’re together. I can’t-” his voice trails off. The monitors are practically screaming beside him. A couple nurses rush in to check on him.

      “Travis, you need to breathe.” I stand up to get out of their way, but still keep a hold of his hand.

      His voice grows weaker as he pleads, “Tell me we’re still together. Tell me we’re getting married. I can’t imagine my life without you. Please Autumn.” His blood pressure is skyrocketing and his pulse is hammering like a jackhammer in his wrist.

      “You need to leave, Miss,” the nurse tells me, sternly.

      I nod. “I’ll be right outside, Trav. Everything is fine. We’re fine,” I squeeze his hand then let go so they can tend to him. A lump grows in my throat and tears prick the corners of my eyes as I watch him slump back in the bed.

      His eyes roll back in his head and the nurse screams for a crash cart. One of them yells cardiac arrest.

      I stand frozen in place as more nurses and a doctor rush in to work on Travis What have I done? This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed him to think about the accident. I should have lied and told him we were together. I could have prevented this somehow. If Travis dies, it’s because of me.

      “Miss, you need to leave. NOW!” the nurse yells from across the room while she does chest compressions on Travis.

      I escape out the door and almost run into a frantic Regina.

      “What’s going on? What happened? I went to the cafeteria. Why are they working on Travis? Is that a crash cart?” She tilts to the side like she’s going to pass out.

      I reach out to steady her and guide her over to intensive care waiting room.

      She grabs my hand. “I can’t lose him, Autumn. He and Cat are all I have. He’s Cat’s only parent.” Tears fall down her cheeks like raindrops.

      “He’ll be fine. You know Travis. He’s a fighter. He’ll pull through.” Even as I say those words, I’m not sure I believe them. He looked so vulnerable and weak in there. Like he was resigned to die if we weren’t together. The thought of Travis not being in this world makes me want to throw up. I can’t imagine a world without him in it. I shake my head to clear my thoughts. I can’t think like this. I have to be positive. Travis is going to pull through. He has to. For Cat. Speaking of Cat, I glance around the room, expecting to see her, but when I don’t, I ask, “Where’s Cat?”

      Regina wipes her eyes and says, “Your mom took her to get something to eat then is going to take her back to your house to shower and change her clothes.”

      I nod, relief washing over me that she won’t be here to see her father like this, especially since he doesn’t remember her.

      “What happened Autumn?”

      I take a deep breath and tell her about the EMT coming in and the mention of my ring. Travis getting worked up over the thought of us not being together. When I’m done telling her everything including that this is all my fault, she doesn’t say anything for several minutes. I open my mouth to demand she say something when the doctor comes out.

      We both stand and rush over to him.

      “How is he? Is he okay? Can we see him?” Regina peeks over his shoulder in an attempt to get a glimpse of Travis.

      “He’s resting now. I want to take him for another CT scan. I think there’s more bleeding on the brain. Blood was seeping out the wound. We’re going to restrict his visitors for the time being. Family only.” The doctor gives me a pointed look.

      Regina glares at him and grabs my hand. “Autumn is family. She didn’t have anything to do with this. She’s been more than accommodating considering she’s marrying another man tomorrow. It’s not her fault someone hit my nephew over the head and he’s lost his memory.”

      The doctor purses his lips then says, “We need to keep him calm until we can determine the extent of his injury. It would be best if we let him rest without any visitors for a while. We’re going to keep him sedated so it shouldn’t be an issue. I’ll let you know when we get the results of the CT back.” With that he turns on his heels and heads down the hall.

      I drop into an empty chair next to me as my legs can’t hold me right now. Relief consumes me that Travis is alive, but did I make his condition worse? I rub my forehead because a headache is forming behind my eyes.

      “This isn’t your fault, Autumn,” Regina says, sitting down next to me and patting my knee.

      “I feel like it is.” I motion in the direction of the doctor. “He thinks I had something to do with it.”

      Regina scoffs. “He’s an old fuddy duddy. What does he know?”

      I smirk. “A lot considering, he went to medical school.”

      Regina rolls her eyes. “Why don’t you go find Josh. I’m sure he’s worried about you. Your rehearsal dinner is tonight, right? It’s going on four o’clock. You’d better get ready. I can whip something up with your hair if you’d like. You’d just need to come here.” She gestures to the waiting room.

      I give her a small smile. I’m not even sure Josh will show up tonight let alone tomorrow. He may decide I’m not worth all this trouble. Between my sleuthing and my history with Travis, my life is anything but uncomplicated.

      “Autumn?” Regina cocks her head. “You are still getting married tomorrow, aren’t you?”

      I sigh. “I hope so.”

      She smiles and pats my knee again. “I know so. Josh loves you. Always has.” She bites her lip then looks in the direction of Travis’s room. “I have to say seeing you and Travis together again and the look on his face…” she sighs. “He hasn’t looked that happy since high school. I was starting to hope maybe…” Regina waves a hand in front of her. “It’s silly. Never mind. I know you’ve made your choice. Josh is a good man. I’m happy for you, sweetie.”

      I force a smile. Why does life have to be so complicated? If you were to ask me twenty years ago where I’d be right now, I’d tell you happily married to Travis with several babies. Josh would be the fun uncle, my business partner and best friend. Now, I’m wondering what my future holds. My phone buzzes in my hand. My heart leaps at the name. Josh. I open my mouth to tell Regina that I need to go when she interrupts me.

      “You go on now. I’ll keep you posted on Travis. He’ll be fine, dear.”

      I nod and squeeze her hand. “Call me if you need me. I’ll come right over.”

      She pats my hand. “I know, dear. Travis is lucky to have you… even if it’s just as a friend.”

      The word, “friend” doesn’t sit right with me for some reason. Yes, I’m Travis’s friend, but we were and are so much more than that. I don’t know that there is a title to describe our bond. I stand, give her a hug then head to the exit. I need to find Josh. We have a lot to talk about. Hopefully, he’s making some progress on the case and we can finish this up before our wedding… if there’s even going to be a wedding.
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      “Josh, please call me back. I left the hospital a few minutes ago and am heading to the hardware store. Chase has a list of people Wyatt was doing business with over the past few months. You can meet me there or just call me or text me. Please…” I quit talking and hang up. This isn’t me. I’m not the kind of person to leave desperate messages on my fiancé’s phone, but why isn’t he calling me back?

      The sun is setting low in the sky as I walk toward the hardware store. I was hoping Josh would be waiting for me outside the hospital, but he wasn’t. He didn’t leave a message when he called earlier, which is strange. Maybe he’s still at Eddie’s. I wonder if they’ve found something we can use to solve the case.

      I hear a car slow down behind me and I turn to see who it is. It’s a black town car with tinted windows. I squint to catch a glimpse of the driver, but the car’s not close enough for me to see who’s driving. A chill runs down my spine so I pick up my pace, hoping the car will pass, but it doesn’t. Sweat breaks out on the back of my neck and it’s not because the late afternoon is sweltering hot. It’s actually in the seventies today with a cool breeze. No, I’m sweating because I’m pretty sure this car is following me and I’m afraid what will happen if I don’t make it to the hardware store in the next few minutes.

      The store comes into view and I’m trying to hurry as fast as I can, which isn’t easy with my leg injury. I glance behind me and the car is still creeping along slowly. If they’re not following me then I’m not sure what they’re doing. Even in Daysville, people speed through town. It’s pretty rare someone will just cruise around. My leg’s throbbing, but I feel like if I stop, who knows what could happen.

      Is this the kidnapper? The developer who thinks I know something? Maybe they saw me with my dad. My heart is beating wildly in my chest as I reach the hardware store. A roar of an engine and tires squealing has me whipping around to see what’s happening. The town car speeds off in the opposite direction.

      I let out the breath I’m holding and turn to go into the hardware store as I collide with someone. “Oh, excuse me,” I say, grabbing onto the door so I don’t fall down.

      “Autumn?”

      I look up to see Eddie and Violet. “Where have you two been? I’ve been worried sick? What happened? Were you kidnapped?”

      Eddie rubs the back of his neck. “No.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “We can’t discuss it with you, Autumn.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “It’s about the development and we’re sworn to secrecy.”

      “Sworn to secrecy. What are you talking about?” I glance back and forth between Eddie and Violet. “But Violet screamed and yelled for me to help her.”

      Violet reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I thought we were in danger when I took Eddie to show him the plans about the development. He tried to call you, but the reception was bad. Then I tried and the developer walked in. I thought he was going to kill us.”

      “But he didn’t,” I deadpan.

      She gives me a small smile. “No. He’s really very pleasant.”

      “Who is he?”

      They exchange a knowing glance then Eddie says, “We can’t tell you, Autumn. You’ll find out when the time is right.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Does Josh know?”

      Eddie nods.

      “Where is he? He’s not answering his phone.”

      “We met him at our house and filled him in on things. Something was wrong with him. He seemed upset. He took a call, I think from his mother and rushed off. That was an hour ago. Is the rehearsal dinner still on for tonight?”

      “Yes. Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?” I snap, not meaning to.

      Eddie holds up his hands, probably afraid I might lunge at him. “No reason. We’re going to get cleaned up then we’ll see you at the church. Violet is going to have the Crafty Crew ladies come a little earlier so they can work on their song for you and Josh.”

      Violet nods and forces a smile. “Hopefully, their feud is over and we can make some headway. If not, I’m not sure what kind of performance you’ll get tomorrow.”

      I smile. “I’m sure whatever they do will be fine.”

      They wave and take off toward Eddie’s Mercedes.

      “Autumn?”

      I jump and whirl around to find Chase standing behind me. “You scared me.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “Are you always this jumpy?”

      “Not usually, but with the murder, kidnappings… I also think someone followed me here so I’m a little on edge.”

      Chase frowns. “Someone followed you?”

      I nod and point in the direction that the town car sped off in. “It drove slowly behind me as I walked from the hospital.”

      “You walked here? That’s like two miles.” He glances at my bloodstained clothes. “Where’s Josh?”

      “I’m not sure.” I chew on my lip.

      “Did you two get into a fight over the Travis ordeal?”

      I throw my hands up and groan. “Welcome to Daysville where everyone knows your business in record time.”

      Chase smirks. “Hey, I’m not judging. If it were me lying in that hospital bed, I would want Allison to act like she loved me.”

      I give him a half smile. “Thanks,” I say then ask, “Did you find out anything about Wyatt’s recent clients?”

      He nods. “I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”

      “What? Why not?”

      Chase takes a deep breath and hands me a document. “I found this in Wyatt’s email.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Did you inherit your dad’s hacking skills?”

      He shrugs. “Computers have always come easy to me.”

      I smirk then look at the document. My heart starts to beat faster in my chest and my mouth goes dry. “Th-this has to be some mistake.”

      Chase gives me a sympathetic look. “I don’t think so, Autumn.”

      My father’s name is at the bottom of the document and it’s not because he’s the attorney helping the developer. He is the developer. My dad’s buying up old properties and building the bowling alley, a mall and condos. I feel sick. Why would my dad do this? I don’t understand. He loves Daysville, right? “I have to go.” I move to step around him when Chase grabs my arm.

      “Wait. There’s more.”

      “More? I’m not sure I can take much more.”

      He hands me another document. “I think this may be your lead as to who killed Wyatt.”

      “So, you don’t think I should add my father to the suspect list?”

      Chase smirks and shakes his head. “Wyatt was working as the front man for your dad. He was keeping all his transactions private. Your dad needed him. There wasn’t anything in those emails that made me think your dad wanted Wyatt dead.”

      “Unless Wyatt threatened to expose him.”

      He frowns. “Why would Wyatt do that?”

      I shrug. “More money?”

      “Wyatt didn’t need money, Autumn. He was loaded. I don’t see any reason to go accuse your father of murder. If anything, Wyatt’s death is an inconvenience to him. Plus, I think your mother would notice if your dad went missing for several hours while they’re working on your wedding. From what I’ve heard he’s been helping yours and Josh’s mom around the clock.”

      “Fine. My dad didn’t kill Wyatt,” I say with relief. I didn’t want to have to interrogate my father. He knows all of my ‘tells’ and will smell my accusation a mile away. I’m still not sure how I go about confronting him in regard to the development. I can’t believe he’s wanting to change the town. “So, if my dad didn’t, who did?”

      “Well I found out Allison’s mom, Jean wasn’t at the spa like she said she was. In fact, the Daysville Bed and Breakfast confirmed she’s been staying there since Wednesday. That puts her in town before the murder.” He furrows his brow. “I’m not sure why she lied to me about being at the spa. It makes me wonder what else she’s been untruthful about.”

      I nod, totally feeling his pain. Aren’t parents supposed to be honest all the time? I mean not all the time, but they’re not supposed to lie to their children about important stuff unless it’s about Santa or the Easter Bunny. Otherwise, why lie? To protect us, right? I roll my eyes and mumble, “Parents are the worst.”

      Chase smirks. “Are you done moping yet?”

      I shake my head but motion for him to continue talking. “So, keep Jean on the list, but not my dad. Who else?”

      “The bed and breakfast also confirmed Wyatt’s mother and sister are staying there.”

      “Ah, the plot thickens.”

      He nods.

      I wave the document at him. “And what’s this?”

      “A deal that could blow up if one of the party’s finds out what the other’s kid is growing on the land. Wyatt was trying to defuse the situation before either party found out.”

      I study the document and see a familiar name on it. “We can’t let the captain see this.” I fold it and tuck it into my pocket.

      “Why not?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Right now, we need to go visit Jean. Do you know where she is?”

      “According to the owner of the inn. She went to the café for a late lunch about fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Let’s go,” I say, tugging on his sleeve and heading toward the café.

      “Um, Autumn?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want me to drive us?” He points toward his pick-up.

      “That would be great.” I sigh with relief that I don’t have to walk any further on my hurt leg and start for the truck when the dark town car pulls into the parking lot. I grab onto Chase’s arm. “The car’s back.”

      “What car?”

      “The one that followed me from the hospital.” I do everything I can not to look at the car. “Act natural.”

      “Then you might want to let go of my arm.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I let go of his arm and move toward his truck.

      “Is it the black town car with the tinted windows?” Chase mumbles as he rounds the hood of his truck.

      I nod, slipping into the passenger seat. “What kind of car does Jean drive?”

      He huffs out a laugh.

      “What?”

      “Jean doesn’t drive, at least not to my knowledge.”

      “So, she has a driver?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “What car does her driver drive?”

      Chase starts his truck then thumbs his index finger on the wheel. “A dark sedan.”

      “You sure it’s not a town car.”

      “Positive. I’ve ridden with her many times.”

      “Hmm. Could she have traded it in before coming to Daysville so you wouldn’t recognize her?”

      He backs out of the parking space and checks his rearview mirror. “It’s possible.”

      “They’re following us.”

      “Looks that way.”

      It doesn’t take long for us to pull into the café parking lot. When we get out, the car speeds off.

      “Strange,” Chase says, holding open the door to the café. He scans the room and declares, “She’s not here.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Maybe she went back to the bed and breakfast.”

      “Maybe.” I wave to several people in the café before turning around to leave. Tongues will be wagging if I sit down with Chase and eat so I decide it’s best for us to leave. “Let’s drive around and see if we can find that car.”

      When we step back outside, I spot the dark car again. The passenger side window rolls down and something is pointing at me. What is that? Is that a gun? Before I can say or do anything, the gun goes off.
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      Strong arms wrap around my torso and drag me down to the deck. I hit the wooden boards with a thud then I wait for the pain.

      Nothing.

      An engine roars and tires squeal off into the distance.

      Someone groans beside me.

      “Chase?” I sit up and assess him. Blood is coming from his left arm. “You’ve been shot. Don’t move.”

      He winces and nods his head before looking down at his arm.

      I fumble with my phone and call an ambulance then the station to report the shooting.

      In minutes, sirens and lights fill the evening air. EMT’s works at a fast pace to get Chase loaded into the ambulance while the police try to question him and me. Chase makes me promise to be careful and assures me I don’t need to come to the hospital. He wants me to keep looking for the person who’s responsible for his best friend’s death and clear his wife’s name.

      My head’s spinning by the time the police let me leave. I glance at my cell phone and realize I only have thirty minutes before the rehearsal dinner and I’m not even ready. I groan when I realize I still haven’t heard from Josh and now, I have to walk home.

      “Need a ride?” my dad asks, pulling up next to me.

      I eye him suspiciously then decide if I’m going to make it to the church on time, I better accept the traitor’s offer. Yes, my dad is a traitor for all intents and purposes. He’s trying to change the town I love. The town I thought he loved. I slip into the passenger seat and instead of hounding him with questions, stare out the window.

      We ride for a minute in silence before I realize we’re not heading for the house. “Where are we going?”

      “I want to show you something.”

      I snort. “Your ‘model’ for the Daysville,” I retort, using air quotes.

      He swipes a hand over his jaw. “So, you figured it out?”

      “Chase found a document in Wyatt’s email with your name on it. He was working for you.”

      My dad nods. “Yes, and I think I know who killed him.”

      I perk up at his words. “Who?”

      “It’s just a theory, but Wyatt told me someone here in Daysville wasn’t happy when I refused to buy their property. Of course, they didn’t know it was me buying up the properties. They thought it was Wyatt.”

      “Why are you buying these old properties anyway? Why are you trying to change everything you love about this town? A mall? Condos? It will destroy this town.”

      My dad shakes his head. “Or save it.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “Autumn, haven’t you noticed a decrease in business over the past year?”

      I chew on my lower lip. “It ebbs and flows. All businesses do.”

      My dad sighs. “Daysville is dying. The economy is suffering. I’ve heard several business owners talking about closing down because they can’t turn a profit when tourists aren’t in town. The town needs to grow to survive. We need fresh blood. New jobs. Reasons for people to move to Daysville.”

      “It will ruin the small town feel of Daysville. I don’t want my future children growing up in a suburbia.”

      My dad smirks. “So, you’re planning to make me grandfather after all, huh?”

      I roll my eyes and smack his arm. “Not if you turn this town into a metropolis.”

      Now it’s his turn to roll his eyes. “Autumn, what I have planned for Daysville isn’t what you think. Rumors are spreading about the development that aren’t true. I plan to keep the small town feel of Daysville while also adding businesses and housing that will allow the town to grow… slightly, but also thrive. I want nothing more than for Daysville to stay like it is, but it’s just not possible. People will eventually move away if the town can’t sustain them and then where will we be?”

      I cross my arms and huff out a sigh. I know he’s right, but I’m still afraid of what the new development will do to Daysville. Sure, it may bring more money and business to town, but what about the kind of people it will attract. Will it also bring more murderers to town? I shake my head and push those thoughts away. I need to focus on the current murder. “We’ll table this conversation until after we solve this murder and get me hitched.”

      My dad smiles. “Fine. Guess we’d better hurry. I had your mom push the rehearsal dinner back an hour, which was no easy feat.”

      “I bet not.” I stare out the window as we pull up to Daysville Bed and Breakfast. “What are we doing here?”

      “Wyatt got some threatening emails.”

      “From his mother and sister?”

      My dad cocks his head to one side. “No, from Mr. Gillman.”

      “Mr. Gillman, the sweet old owner of the inn?”

      “Yes. He’s wanting to retire and was trying to convince Wyatt to buy the business. We didn’t think it was a very good location.”

      I glance out the window at the old two-story white Victorian inn with blue shutters. The wrap around porch boasts wicker chairs and a hanging swing. Rose bushes climb up the railing and the sides of the home. It’s a house right out of a Hallmark movie, but is fifteen minutes outside of town.

      “Here’s the last email sent the day of the murder.” He hands me a sheet of paper.

      I scan the email, which is quite lengthy. It talks about all the perks of the inn and the benefits of investing in it, but the end catches my attention. “If you don’t buy the inn, you’ll be sorry,” I read aloud then look at my dad. “Mr. Gillman doesn’t seem like the violent type. I mean killing someone because he wants to retire seems a little extreme.”

      “My thoughts exactly so I did some checking. It seems Mr. Gillman and his sister are in quite a lot of debt. They have two mortgages on the property and are barely bringing in enough income to cover the bills. It’s a money pit. No wonder they want to get rid of it.”

      “Wyatt never looked into the financials before vetoing the property?”

      My dad shrugs. “He may have, but the location was always key when buying up properties.”

      I purse my lips. “Mr. Gillman is so nice. There’s no way he could have killed Wyatt.”

      “Autumn, you know as well as I do that not everyone in Daysville is as nice as they let on. Money is a big motive for murder.” He pats my arm. “Let’s go talk to him and see where he was the day of the murder.”

      I sigh and step out into the summer heat. The sun is already beginning to set, but the humidity hits me like a brick wall. The sweet smell of roses engulfs me with each step and helps to calm my nerves. I can’t imagine Mr. Gillman hurting anyone. He’s been the school’s crossing guard for years. He holds an umbrella for the kids on rainy days and his pockets are always full of something sweet to share with them. There’s just no way he’s behind this. I take a deep breath and shake out my hands before reaching for the doorbell.

      My dad steps up behind me and gives me an encouraging pat on the back.

      Footsteps sound in the foyer then it swings open to reveal the woman I’ve been searching for all day.

      “Mrs. Cole, I didn’t realize you were in town,” I lie, taking in her sleek black hair that frames her face and her neatly pressed mauve pant suit with designer heels. “Chase said you were enjoying some time at the spa.”

      She plasters on a fake smile. “I couldn’t relax, knowing my sweet Allison was in jail for a crime she didn’t commit.”

      I place a hand over my heart as if I’m in awe of her motherly gesture. “Of course not. Do you have a moment?” I gesture to the chairs on the porch.

      She glances nervously behind me to the dark rental car, which looks oddly similar to the one that was following me around town and shooting at me. “I really have to go. Chase just called me to tell me he’s been shot. The poor thing.”

      “Ah, yes. You and Chase are very close, aren’t you?”

      She frowns and narrows her eyes at me. “He’s like the son I’ve never had. He was the best thing to ever happen to Allison and she threw him away.”

      “That’s not what Allison told me.”

      Jean rolls her eyes dramatically. “Allison is blaming everyone but herself for the way she handled the miscarriage. We all tried to be there for her. She was the one who kept pushing Chase away.” She glances over my shoulder again then says, “I really should be going.”

      “Just a few more questions.”

      She sighs loudly. “If you must.”

      “When did you get to town?”

      “Friday morning, why?”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t earlier than that?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. I think I would know when I checked in.”

      “So, you won’t mind if I check with Mr. Gillman to verify that, will you?”

      She balls her fists and glares at me. “What are you, the police? Why are you asking me about when I checked in? Are you trying to accuse me of something?”

      I ignore her questions and continue, “Where were you the day Chase’s best friend, Wyatt died?”

      “Who?”

      I smirk at her and cross my arms. “The man who stalked your daughter.”

      “I told you, I didn’t get here until Friday.”

      “So, you didn’t kidnap your daughter? Travis, Cat or me then either, right?”

      “I think we’re done here. My driver is waiting,” she grits out, pushing past me and toward her rental car. A bulky guy, who must have been waiting for her in the car, gets out to open the door for her.

      “Did you enjoy your meal at the diner?” I call after her.

      She whips around and quirks an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “The diner. You had a late lunch there, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. What does that matter?”

      “It’s just your car looks very similar to the one that followed me to the hardware store and the same one that fired shots at me and Chase this afternoon.”

      “I’m done answering your questions. I don’t have to talk to you.”

      I give her a tight-lipped smile. “No, but you might want to get a lawyer because once I tell the captain about all of this, he’ll be dragging you down to the station for a nice chat.”

      Jean throws me a dirty look before turning on her heels and nearly tripping over a rock before staggering to her car. She gets in and her driver slams the door then hops in the driver’s seat and peels out of the parking lot.

      My dad chuckles beside me. “You sure fired her up. Those were some pretty direct questions, missy. What happened to playing it cool?”

      I shrug and sigh. “I don’t have time for good cop. I need answers and to solve this case so I can marry Josh without all of this hanging over our heads.”

      My dad rubs the back of his neck. “About that…”

      I stiffen. “What?”

      “Your mother is working on it so don’t freak out.”

      My heart starts to pound in my chest. “Freak out. Why would I freak out?”

      “The real reason the rehearsal dinner is postponed is because Josh and his dad took off this afternoon and no one has heard from them.”

      “Took off?” I shriek. “What do you mean they took off?”

      “Josh was upset about the whole you and Travis thing. His dad recommended they go for a drive to clear his head. That was several hours ago and the last text his mother got from them said they might not make it back in time for the rehearsal dinner.”

      I rub my temples trying to ward off the headache brewing behind my eyes and take a deep breath to calm my racing heart. “Josh wouldn’t just leave without telling me and he wouldn’t bail on the rehearsal dinner either.”

      My dad takes me by the arms. “Honey, Josh thinks you’re still in love with Travis. I overheard him talking to his parents. I have to ask and don’t hate me, but are you?”

      I scoff and blink back the tears in my eyes before almost screaming. “No! Travis and I are in the past. Josh is my future. I wouldn’t have accepted his proposal if I didn’t love him and want to spend the rest of my life with him.” I throw my hands up in defeat because that’s how I feel… defeated. “How can Josh even think I’m still in love with Travis? Do I care about him? Sure. Do I want what’s best for him? Absolutely, but I’m not in love with him.” I start down the steps. “I have to talk to Josh.”

      My dad grabs my arm and pulls me back onto the porch. “Autumn, his phone is turned off. Your mother and his have been trying every minute for the past few hours. Maybe Josh just needs some space. He’s spent years competing with Travis and to see you two together was probably hard on him.” My dad pats my back. “He’s a smart guy. He’ll figure it out.”

      I nod through the tears brimming in my eyes when the screen door slams and two ladies stomp out onto the porch. I blink the tears away and open my mouth to ask if they’re Wyatt’s family when the older woman with curly gray hair wearing a black floral dress plops down in one of the chairs and begins to sob. The younger dark-haired woman, wearing a designer black and gray dress and stiletto heels, sits down beside her and rubs circles on her back while talking quietly to her.

      My father and I exchange a look.

      “Are you Wyatt’s family?” I inquire stepping closer to them.

      The older woman wipes her nose with a handkerchief then looks up at me. “I’m his mother, Margaret.” She holds out a hand for me to shake.

      I take it. “Nice to meet you.”

      “This is my daughter, Ava.”

      I shake her hand as well. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Margaret dabs her eyes. “He was such a sweet boy. Why would someone kill him?”

      “Do you have any idea who could have done this to your son?”

      She blinks up at me. “His wife, of course.”
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      “His wife?”

      “Allison. She was always so sweet when we’d come into the salon, but once she and Wyatt got married, she kept him away from us. We didn’t see him for over a year because of her.” She tsks under her breath. “Who keeps their husband away from his own mother?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m confused. Wyatt was married? To Allison Cole?”

      His mother nods and looks at me like I’m the one with a screw loose. “They were going to have a baby a little over a year ago, but Allison lost it. She went a little crazy after that and moved away for a while, but they were working it out. Wyatt was doing some business with a developer here in Daysville and was planning on building us a nice house on his land. He wanted us to be close for when the baby comes.”

      My eyebrows shoot to my hairline. “The ba-baby?”

      She grins. “Yes, they just found out. Wyatt was so excited. He couldn’t wait to be a father. He loved Allison so much. As a babymoon gift, he was going to buy Allison the salon she was working at so she could have her own business again. That way she could be at home with the baby more and still have a career.” Her smile falters. “I just don’t understand why she killed him. Now, my grandchild will be born in prison.” The wailing begins again.

      I fight the urge to plug my ears and shoot my dad a perplexed look. I feel like I’m in some sort of time warp. Who makes up a story about being married to someone they were never married to? And having a baby? I can’t wrap my head around any of this, but I’m pretty sure the mother and sister are out in regard to my suspect list. They seem truly upset by his death and what did they have to gain by it? I’m not sure. Obviously, he didn’t cut them off if he was buying them a house and moving them here, right? I lean over to my dad. “Do you think she’s lying?”

      He shakes his head. “Let’s go inside and talk.”

      “It was so nice meeting you both. Again, we’re sorry for your loss.”

      The ladies nod and go back to crying in each other’s arms.

      My dad opens the door for me and we step just inside the door. The inn smells like baked goods and furniture polish.

      “Did you know about Wyatt’s history and hire him anyway?” I whisper-yell at my dad as he closes the front door.

      His shoulders slump as he leans against the front door. “Wyatt is-was the best in the business. He came highly recommended.”

      “But he had a mental breakdown. Stalked Allison. Spent time in a mental institution. And apparently made up this whole fake life with Allison.”

      My dad sighs. “I didn’t know about the whole ‘fake life’, but Wyatt never hid his past and was upfront about it from the beginning. He also went through a lot of therapy and seemed to be in a better place. He was driven and dedicated to his clients. There’s no way I could have done everything without him. I’m not sure how I’ll move forward without him.”

      “Do you think his family killed him?”

      “No. He told me about his plans to move to Daysville and settle down. He even put an offer in on the old Mayor’s house last week with plans to build a smaller house on the property for his mother and sister.”

      “Did he ever mention Allison?”

      “He talked about a girl he loved who was from here, but never mentioned her name. I’m sure he knew that I would know who she was if he told me. I didn’t push for more details. We mostly talked business.”

      “Does Mom know about all of this?”

      His face goes pale and lowers his voice. “No and I would appreciate you keeping this between us for now. If word gets out before I’m ready with my model and plan for the town, it could be catastrophic for all of us. Please, Autumn. You can’t say anything. Promise me.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek, mulling over keeping his secret, but ultimately know it’s for the best. “I promise, but don’t make me keep this secret for long.”

      “I won’t. I just need a little more time to get things in order.” Then he gestures to the front desk in the next room. “Let’s go talk to Mr. Gillman. He should be around here somewhere.”

      A moan comes from the next room.

      We exchange a glance and hurry toward the sound.

      “Mr. Gillman?” I call out.

      Another moan.

      We hurry around the wooden desk to find him lying on the floor. We rush forward to help him sit up.

      “What happened?” I ask, grabbing some tissues off the desk and pressing them to the gash over his eyebrow.

      The old man swipes at his forehead, but I hold the tissues firmly in place.

      “Hold still, Mr. Gillman. I have to stop the bleeding. Can you tell us what happened?”

      “I was attacked.”

      My dad steps back to call an ambulance and the police.

      I try to get Mr. Gillman to calm down. He’s talking gibberish. Something about flying banana bread and a wooden rolling pin clocking him in the back of the head. I have no idea what he’s rambling on about. No one else seems to be in the house, my dad checked, so I’m wondering if Mr. Gillman’s had a stroke.

      My dad questions Margaret and Ava. They’ve been in their room all day until just now and insist they didn’t hear a thing. They said Mr. Gillman’s sister had been baking all week so maybe he got confused.

      The paramedics load up Mr. Gillman and whisk him away to the hospital while my dad and I follow them.

      “Do you think someone really hit Mr. Gillman over the head with a rolling pin or do you think he fell?”

      “Or maybe he heard us talking on the porch and is faking the whole thing so we don’t suspect him of anything,” my dad counters, raising an eyebrow at me before returning his focus to the road.

      I mull over his words as we pull into the hospital parking lot. I spot the paramedic, Taylor, struggling to get Mr. Gillman inside. Apparently, he hates all things medical and prefers to use herbs and remedies to heal. Not that I blame him, I do too, but the cut on his forehead is deep and he’ll need some stiches. I hurry over to them and try to calm Mr. Gillman down.

      “I was attacked by flying bread and a rolling pin. It flew out of nowhere. My inn is haunted. A ghost is trying to kill me, but no one is listening to me.”

      Taylor stifles a laugh, but Mr. Gillman hears her and tries to stand up.

      “I’m too old for this nonsense. All these young’uns don’t believe a word I say. I’m not delusional and I didn’t have a stroke. I know what I saw,” he huffs and grunts as he tries to get himself off the stretcher.

      I gently push him back down and pat his hand. “I believe you, Mr. Gillman.”

      He relaxes back onto the stretcher. “You do?”

      “Of course. Now, please let the doctor get you all stitched up and we’ll take care of that ghost. Okay?”

      “You will?”

      I nod and place a hand over my heart. “I promise.”

      He smiles and lies back on the stretcher, mumbling about how there are at least some good people left on this earth.

      I follow the stretcher until they get him settled in a room before I duck out to chat with the captain.

      “Did he tell you anymore about his attacker? Does he think it was one of the guests?”

      “No. He’s pretty convinced it was a ghost.”

      “A ghost? Seriously? That’s ridiculous.” The captain rubs a hand over his bald head then excuses himself to make a phone call.

      My dad smirks.

      I shrug, not knowing what else to say about the matter. Maybe it was a ghost. My experience with Laura taught me that ghosts do exist and will make themselves known when they need to.

      “Autumn! Autumn! Oh, thank goodness,” Regina exclaims, rushing toward me.

      “Regina, what’s wrong? Is Travis alright?”

      “Hurry. Come quick. He’s awake.”

      “Go,” my dad says, shooing me toward the ICU. “I’ll see if I can get any more information out of Mr. Gillman.”

      I shoot him a thankful smile then practically sprint down the hallway with Regina keeping pace at my side. She’s awful fast for an older gal. When we reach the ICU, Regina drags me to the side before we enter Travis’s room. “He remembers Cat and seems to have his full memory back.” Tears are brimming in her eyes and I assume they’re happy ones.

      “That’s great! Does he remember anything about the attack?”

      She chews on her lip. “I haven’t pushed him to try and remember it. He’s asking for you. I think he’d rather tell you. The captain’s keeping him in the dark on the case, I know Travis knows it’s because you have more information than he does.”

      I stifle a grin and shrug. “Maybe.”

      She swats my arm. “Oh, stop.” Then her face grows serious. “He doesn’t seem to remember losing his memory or the little kiss you two shared. You might want to keep that to yourself. I’ve put out the word around town about the whole situation so everyone’s loose lips better be sealed.” Regina squeezes my hand. “I can’t thank you enough for being there for Travis earlier today. I know it wasn’t easy for you or for Josh. I heard he’s MIA. I’m so sorry. He has to know you love him otherwise you wouldn’t have accepted his proposal, right?”

      I let out an exasperated breath. “Why does everyone keep asking me if I’m sure I want to marry Josh. Of course, I do. Nothing that happened today has changed my feelings for him.”

      Regina seems a little taken aback by my outburst, but recovers quickly. “I know, dear. Josh will come to his senses and you two can get married tomorrow just like you planned.”

      My stomach starts to churn thinking about the wedding not happening tomorrow. What if Josh doesn’t show up? What if he decides I’m not worth all this trouble? I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      “Autumn, you’re as pale as an albino bunny. Sit down. Take a few deep breaths. You look like you’re on the verge of a panic attack.”

      I stumble to the nearest chair and put my head in my hands while taking a few deep cleansing breaths.

      Regina sits beside me and rubs circles on my back.

      We sit in silence for a few moments while I get myself together. These past two days have taken a toll on me and I don’t feel like I’m any closer to solving this case before tomorrow. I take another deep breath and lift my head. My eyes meet Travis’s. His brow is pinching together with worry as he studies me then he motions for me to join him.

      “I’ll wait here,” Regina says, picking up a tabloid magazine and engrossing herself in it.

      I stand on wobbly legs like I’m a newborn giraffe. My leg is still giving me some pain so if there is a wedding tomorrow, I may have to reconsider my footwear. Heels and this leg are not going to work. I push open the door to Travis’s room. His green eyes are practically burning holes through me.

      “What’s wrong? Did something happen with the case?” He pushes himself up in the bed and winces.

      I grab a pillow and place it behind his back to give him better support.

      “Thanks,” he breathes out then focuses back on me. “Why do you look like someone ate the last vegan cinnamon roll at the bakery?”

      I snort laugh. “That’s a crime in itself.”

      He chuckles then grabs the back of his head. “Man, that hurts.”

      I cringe. “Sorry, I’ll try not to make you laugh anymore.”

      “It’s fine.” He waves it off then dives right into detective mode. “Now, if you’re not going to tell me why you look so glum, tell me what’s going on with the case.” He pats the chair beside him.

      “Not much,” I say, sitting down in the chair. I brief him quickly on Allison’s mom, Jean, Wyatt’s mom and sister and Mr. Gillman.

      He scratches his head and says, “A woman hit me from behind.”

      I perk up at his words. “A woman? How do you know?”

      “I could smell her floral perfume.”

      “How could a woman kidnap Allison?”

      “Do you think Allison was actually kidnapped? Or did she go willingly?”

      I arch an eyebrow in disbelief. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Not if it’s her mother. Allison will do anything to make her mother happy. Jean didn’t exactly welcome me and Cat with open arms. It wouldn’t surprise me if she enjoyed whacking me over the head and talking her daughter into escaping. I bet she and Allison got into an argument like they usually do so Allison makes up a story about getting away.”

      “And the second kidnapping?”

      “Second kidnapping?” he straightens and his eyes grow wide. “What are you talking about?”

      Oh, shoot. “I thought maybe Regina mentioned it.”

      “She didn’t. Feel free to catch me up on everything.”

      I clear my throat and tell him about how he, Cat and Allison along with myself were all kidnapped.

      His shoulders go rigid and he grumbles something I can’t make out.

      “What was that?”

      “I feel like I’m remembering something about being kidnapped. A voice. A smell.” He sniffs the air as if trying to recall the smell. “Two distinct smells. One was sweet and the other was rancid.”

      I stiffen at his words. “I smelled that after the murder. I couldn’t recall where I smelled it before.”

      “I know. I feel like I have too, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      I pat his hand. “We’ll figure it out. Don’t stress yourself out about it. You need to rest.”

      Travis glances down at my hand on his arm. “It’s Friday night. Why aren’t you at your rehearsal dinner? Did something happen between you and Josh?”

      I withdraw my hand and notice he’s staring at my empty ring finger. It feels bare without my engagement ring on it. “No. We decided not to have it with everything going on. It will give us more time to solve the case before the wedding tomorrow.”

      “So, there will be a wedding tomorrow?”

      “Of course,” I squeak then cough to force down the lump in my throat.

      “Autumn,” Travis’s voice softens. “Something happened, didn’t it? You can tell me. It has to do with me, doesn’t it? When I had amnesia.”

      My eyes snap to his. “How do you know you had amnesia?”

      “The doctor told me and it wasn’t hard to figure out when Cat cried on my chest and kept repeating how glad she was I remembered her.”

      My heart aches for Cat. I can’t imagine how hard the past few hours have been for her.

      “Autumn? Did Josh call off the wedding because of something I did?”

      I blink back the tears on the brink of spilling down my cheeks.

      “Was it something you did?”

      I brush the tears off my cheeks and swallow down the words I want to scream at him. It’s not his fault he thought we were still high school sweethearts. I can’t blame him for any of this. “It’s nothing we can’t work out.”

      “Autumn, tell me. You’re not wearing your engagement ring. Your rehearsal dinner isn’t happening and you look like a raccoon with all the mascara running down your face.”

      I huff out a laugh and wipe my eyes. “Travis, you need to rest. I’m going to follow up with Mr. Gillman and see if I can get some answers.” I begin to stand when he grabs my arm.

      “I did something, didn’t I?”

      “Travis, it’s nothing.”

      “Tell me, Autumn. If I did something to cause you any pain. I’m sorry. I would never do anything to mess up your big day. You have to know that. Even though I’m not over you, I would never…”

      “You kissed me and Josh walked in on it.”

      Travis lets go of my arm and collapses back onto the pillows. “Wh-what?” He rubs his head. “I don’t remember that.”

      “You thought we were still in high school. You were the sweet and charismatic Travis I fell in love with. Regina asked me to play along so I did. Josh said he understood, but he left with his dad this afternoon and no one can get a hold of them. I think the wedding is off and I don’t know what to do.” I plop down on the bed and sob into my hands.

      “I’m so sorry, Autumn.” He rubs my back in an attempt to comfort me.

      I sniffle and wipe my eyes. “It’s not your fault. I should have warned him before stepping foot in here. He took my ring and said it was for safe keeping until the wedding, but I’m not so sure that’s why he took it. It is a family heirloom. What if he’s decided he doesn’t want to marry me?” I begin to hyperventilate.

      “Autumn, breathe. Josh would be an idiot not to marry you. Us kissing probably triggered old feelings of jealousy from high school. I saw the way he looked at you, which made me crazy. He was in love with you just as much back then as he is now, probably more.” Travis smirks. “You were the only one who couldn’t see it.”

      I push my hair out of my face and let out an exaggerated breath. “All I want is to solve this case, take a hot bath and marry Josh, is that too much to ask?”

      Travis chuckles. “No, it’s not.” He pauses, but before he can continue, shouting comes from down the hall.
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      After convincing Travis to stay in bed, I rush down the hall and find my dad. “What’s going on?”

      My father gestures to Mr. Gillman, who is arguing with the nurse. “He’s refusing to talk to the police and is demanding to go back home. The doctor wants to keep him overnight for observation because they fear he has a concussion.”

      “Have you talked to him?”

      “I’ve tried, but his lips are buttoned up tight.”

      “Maybe he’ll talk to me?” I step toward the threshold when the nurse who gave me a hard time earlier grabs my arm.

      “You’re her, aren’t you?” She points at my leg. “The one who left here and had us all in a frenzy. What are you doing back here? I heard about you upsetting that detective. Now, you’re back to upset this patient. Uh-huh. No way. Not today. Not on my watch.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but the captain pushes his way in.

      “Sorry, Miss Fisher. I’ll take it from here. Why don’t you go home and get some rest before your big day tomorrow? Let the professionals handle this.” He shoots me a stern look.

      “Come on, Autumn. Let’s go,” my father says, tugging on my sleeve to get my attention.

      I glare at the nurse and captain before reluctantly following my father. This day started with me in the hospital and is ending with me at the hospital. At least I won’t be staying the night… at least I hope not.

      My father opens the passenger door for me before rounding the hood and slipping into the driver’s seat. “Maybe the captain will crack Mr. Gillman. I mean claiming a ghost threw banana bread and a rolling pin at him is a bit of a stretch. My money is on him killing Wyatt and using this as a distraction.”

      I rest my head against the seat and close my eyes. Something doesn’t sit right about any of this. The strange sweet and rancid smell at the murder scene and then the sweet smell again when we were kidnapped. What could that be? I wish I could place my finger on it. Right now, my money’s on Jean since I’ve eliminated Wyatt’s mom and sister from the list. Mr. Gillman has a strong motive, but he’s not strong enough to kidnap Travis, Allison or Cat. They would need someone with muscle and a large truck to transport Travis in a hospital bed and why even kidnap Travis? What’s the motive behind that? My head is spinning by the time we reach the house. I open my eyes praying I see Josh’s car in the driveway, but it’s empty. Where are you, Josh?  I check my phone for the hundredth time and there’s still nothing from him. I have a text from Nikki asking what’s going on, but I don’t have the energy to explain everything. She’s probably wondering if she can break her juice fast. She’s been on it for over a week in order to fit into her bridesmaid’s dress.

      “You alright, kiddo?”

      I snort and push open the car door. “No, but what I can I do? I can’t solve this murder because I feel like I’m missing a huge clue and I can’t convince Josh to pick up his phone and talk to me.” I stomp toward the front door like a toddler throwing a temper tantrum. Life was so much easier when I was three and my mother could kiss away my sadness.

      “Autumn!” My mother greets us at the door and yanks me in for a hug. “I’ve been worried sick. I heard about Mr. Gillman and Travis waking up. Cat and I made some vegetable soup for dinner since the rehearsal dinner was…” her voice drifts off as she lets me go.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I mutter as I make my way to the kitchen.

      “Autumn! You’re back. Are you hungry? We made soup.” Cat jumps up from her chair and dashes over to the cabinet to get me a bowl before I can answer her.

      I plop down in a chair and rest my head on the table.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” Cat asks, placing a steaming bowl of soup in front of me.

      I lift my head and breathe in the comforting smell. “Thanks, sweetie.”

      She gives me a sympathetic smile then sits down and picks up a bundle of seed.

      “What are you working on?”

      “Your mom and I got the best idea to give everyone at the reception.” Cat holds up the bag of seed in a sheer pouch. She takes a scoop and dips it into a bigger seed bag and fills the shimmery blue pouch. “We wanted to make it fancy. It’s sunflower seeds since they’re your favorite. We thought everyone could plant them as a symbol of yours and Josh’s love continuing to grow.”

      I smile at the thoughtful gesture then my smile falters when I catch a whiff of something familiar. “What’s that smell?”

      Cat’s gaze drops to a bag on the floor. “Oh, that. I meant to take those out. Those are some of the bad ones. They smell kind of rancid, don’t they? My science teacher says when seeds go bad they smell like that because the natural oils are breaking down due to being exposed to oxygen.” She beams at her fun fact.

      “They do smell rancid, don’t they?”

      She shrugs and studies me with a concerned expression on her face. “Yes. Are you okay?”

      I get up and grab the bag of bad seeds. A sinking feeling forming in my gut. “Where did you get these seeds, Cat?”

      “Devin was supposed to bring them by the spa yesterday, but he never showed up. Your mom and I went out to the seed company today to pick them up. Mr. Rivers said some might have gone bad because some vandals have been leaving the seed bins open so we can just toss them if they smell.”

      I sniff the bag again then smile at my dad. “Care to take a drive to the old seed company?”

      “Why? To return them? I don’t think Mr. Rivers will give you any money back. I’m surprised he even had those in stock with him selling the company to the new developer in town.” My dad shoots me a pointed look as if reminding me not to spill his secret.

      “He had to search for them. They were in the back so he wasn’t sure how good they’d be so he didn’t even charge us for them. The whole place kind of smelled rancid too.” Cat wrinkles her nose in disgust. “The new owner’s going to have their work cut out for them.”

      I smirk and lift an eyebrow at my father.

      He scowls then coughs. “What’s going on, Autumn?”

      “I’ll tell you in the car. Let’s go.”

      My father doesn’t ask any other questions, which I’m thankful for. My mother protests, but quickly realizes she’s not going to keep me from leaving.

      When we get in the car and head toward the old seed company, my dad finally breaks the silence. “Why are we going out to the old seed company?”

      “I think Mr. Rivers and possibly his son, Devin had something to do with everything that’s going on around town.”

      “You think they killed Wyatt? Why? I bought their property. They have no reason to kill him.”

      “I’m not sure they actually killed Wyatt, but I think they had something to do with it and maybe the kidnappings and Violet and Eddie’s weird absence.”

      My dad coughs. “Violet and Eddie were with me.”

      “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “Violet took Eddie out to the mine. I was working on the model and heard them come in. They thought I was some big bad developer and went to call you. Why they didn’t call the police, I don’t know. Anyway, we sat down and had a nice long chat about everything. I showed them my plans for the town and swore them to secrecy, especially to you.

      “But they told Josh.”

      “I asked them to. I knew he wouldn’t listen to me without feeling like he was betraying you so Eddie and Violet talked to him. In case you didn’t see reason when I told you, I wanted Josh to be able to explain it to you. I thought maybe it would help if we ended up at odds.” He sighs then says, “I planned to show you the model and everything I have in store for Daysville. I think you’re really going to like it.”

      I humph to acknowledge him, but don’t say anything else. I can’t decide if I’m ready for all the changes my dad is planning to make to Daysville.

      We ride in silence for a moment before my dad asks, “Who do you think followed you to the hardware store and shot Chase?”

      I stifle a yawn and reply, “I have my suspicions on that.”

      “Care to share?”

      I pretend to zip my lips then let out a yelp when I’m thrown against the side of the car as my dad does a U-turn. “What are you doing?”

      “Going to the police station.”

      “Why?” I ask, gripping the door handle in case he goes rogue again and whips the car back around.

      “Because if Mr. Rivers and his sons are in on this murder we can’t go question them alone.”

      “Why not?”

      “Autumn, you know as well as I do that the Rivers’ have more guns than everyone in Daysville put together. There’s no way if we confront them about all of this they will let us leave their property… at least not alive.”

      I brave letting go of the door handle to cross my arms over my chest. “What do you think will happen if we go to the police station? Are you forgetting who Mr. Rivers’ brother is? I don’t think the captain will take kindly to us accusing his brother, do you?”

      My dad mumbles under his breath then remains quiet for a moment before turning the car toward our house.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “It’s late. We’re going to sleep on this and regroup in the morning.”

      “What? We don’t have time for this. I need to get this case wrapped up before I get married… if I get married.”

      My dad reaches over and pats my leg. “You’re getting married tomorrow. I’m sure of it and we’ll solve this case, but we have to be smart about this, Autumn. You’ve put your life in danger one too many times in the past year and a half. The Rivers’ men aren’t people to mess with. You have to promise me you’ll leave this alone until morning.” He parks the car in the driveway then says, “I’ll make some calls. We’ll have the back-up we need to question the Rivers’ family without having to go through the captain. Okay?”

      I nod and get out of the car. So much for solving this case tonight. The house is dark except for the porch light, which means my mom and Cat have gone to bed. I drag myself into the house and down the hall. Exhaustion is starting to hit me and I’m kind of relieved I’m not questioning the Rivers’ right now. A good night sleep will help clear my head and hopefully put all the pieces in place.

      I shower and check my phone one last time to see if there’s anything from Josh. Nothing. There’s a text from Regina giving me an update on Travis. Basically, letting me know he’s resting well and is still remembering everything. That’s something to be thankful for today. I sigh and rest my head back on the pillow. Hopefully, tomorrow I’ll get the answers I need to solve this case and get married.
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      “Autumn, you look beautiful,” my mother exclaims fixing my veil.

      I smile and squeeze her hand. My heart’s racing like a racehorse in my chest. It’s almost time for the ceremony and there’s still no sign of Josh. I can’t believe I let my mother talk me into getting ready for a wedding that likely isn’t going to happen. She keeps reassuring me that Josh will show, but as the morning has now turned into the afternoon, I’m not so sure.

      “Knock, knock,” Bernita says, waltzing into the room with the rest of the Crafty Crew behind her. “Oh, you look lovely dear.” She clasps her hands together at her bosom. “Doesn’t she look stunning, girls?”

      The Crafty Crew all nod and oh and ah over my strapless mermaid style lace gown.

      I smile and thank them before commenting, “I hear you ladies made up and are ready to sing.”

      “Oh yes, dear. It’s dust under the rug so to speak,” Bernita says, waving a hand in front of her face. “We just wanted to check on our blushing bride before we take our places.”

      The ladies blow kisses and file out one by one.

      “Thank you,” I call after them.

      “Oh, Autumn you have a little eyeliner right here.” Bernita approaches me and uses a tissue to wipe off the smudge.

      I open my mouth to thank her and smell something familiar. “What’s that smell?”

      “What?” Bernita steps back and smells her armpits. “I put deodorant on this morning.”

      “No, not that. It’s something sweet. Almost like baked goods mixed with flowers.”

      Bernita grins. “I’ve been baking up a storm lately and my new perfume seems to follow me wherever I go.”

      I quirk an eyebrow at her choice of words. “It certainly does. Say Bernita, where did you go after you got your manicure the other day?”

      “Oh, um, you know. Ran some errands then went back to the inn. Why?”

      “Do you still carry around your late husband’s old revolver? The one he gave you for your anniversary?”

      Her face loses all color. “No, my brother told me to quit for fear I would shoot myself.”

      “Or someone else?” I pin her with a knowing stare. “How is your brother? Did the ghost ever come out to apologize?”

      She chuckles. “He’s so silly. I’ve been baking all week for our guests. Flour has been everywhere so I’m sure he was just seeing things. The doctor thinks he had a mini stroke, fell and hit his head. He’s a lucky old goat. It could have been worse. I’m so glad you and your father were there to help him. I’ve been here practicing with the girls so I haven’t been at the inn as much as I’d like to be.” she toys with her purse clasp then huffs out a breath and says, “Well I better get back to the girls. We want to warm up before the guests start to arrive.” She dashes for the door and is pretty fast for an old gal.

      I hike up my dress and chase after her. “I know you threw some banana bread at your brother and hit him in the head with a rolling pin,” I yell after her, but she doesn’t stop.

      “Autumn! Where are you going?” My mother calls after me, her heels clapping against the tile floor as she runs after us.

      “Bernita, stop. I know you killed Wyatt too,” I call after her as I turn the corner and run into Regina helping Travis into the church.

      “Autumn, what in the world?” She reaches out to steady Travis, who is walking with a cane then turns her attention back to me. “Oh, you look gorgeous dear. Doesn’t she, Travis?”

      Travis gulps then nods before whispering, “Beautiful.” He clears this throat and shakes his head then inquires, “Did I just hear you accuse Bernita of killing Wyatt?”

      I peek around them and spot Bernita making her way at a fast pace up the aisle toward the Crafty Crew. “Yes, that sweet smell. It was banana bread mixed with her perfume. It’s what I smelled along with a rancid smell from rotten sunflower seeds. She and Devin Rivers are in on this whole thing… well part of it anyway. We have to stop her.” I move to dart around Travis and Regina as my mother tugs on my arm.

      “Autumn, guests are arriving. It’s bad luck for them to see the bride before the wedding.”

      I turn and pat her hand. “It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding and Josh isn’t here so I’m good.”

      Someone clears their throat behind me.

      I spin around and come face to face with my groom.

      His eyes soften as he takes me in. “Autumn, you’re stunning.”

      I blink back tears and swallow the lump in my throat. “You came,” I choke out.

      Josh furrows his brow. “Of course, I did.” He takes my hands and squeezes them. “I’m sorry I left. I was hurt and angry. Seeing you and Travis together brought back old feelings of jealousy. I guess I got insecure and started questioning everything. As opposed to talking to you, I shut down. My dad knew I needed to clear my head and to decide if this… us… you, are what I really want and I do. I choose you. Every day. All day. For the rest of my life.”

      Tears are streaming down my cheeks at his words, so I’m only able to croak out, “I choose you too.” He leans in to kiss me when I spot Bernita scurrying toward the exit. “Stop her!” I point at her and Josh whips his head around.

      “Who?”

      “Bernita. She shot Wyatt and the Rivers are in on it somehow.”

      “Excuse me,” Captain Rivers hisses coming up to stand next to Travis. “Are you accusing my family of something?”

      “Yes. Now stop Bernita before she gets away.”

      The captain shoots me a glare then yells at Bernita to stop. He even draws his gun, which I think startles the old gal and she freezes before her hand can touch the door. He leads her over to me and demands answers, “Autumn, why are you accusing Mrs. Gailcrest of killing Wyatt?”

      “When we found Wyatt’s body, there was a sweet smell mixed with a rancid one. Travis smelled it again when we were all kidnapped.”

      “Detective Mills was in a coma, Miss Fisher. Or have you forgotten?” Captain Rivers pins me with an annoyed glare.

      “It’s true, Captain. I told Autumn about smelling it.”

      Regina pipes up, “They do say coma patients have heightened senses so it’s plausible.”

      “Go on,” Captain Rivers grits out with annoyance.

      “The gun. Did you run it for prints?”

      Captain Rivers narrows his eyes at me. “The only prints on it were Allison’s and the serial number had been scratched off, but I guess you know that already.” His glare shoots to Josh. “Which means there’s no way to trace it.”

      I turn to Bernita. “Your late husband, God rest his soul, had a bunch of unregistered guns, didn’t he? Collectable ones, right?”

      Bernita fidgets back and forth before clearing her throat and declaring, “Yes, but I don’t know what that has to do with anything.”

      “He showed them to me once when I was at the inn. He was really proud of them. This gun in particular, I remember because he told me he was giving it to you as an anniversary gift so you would always be safe. It was a petite looking gun, black with silver on it, right?”

      The captain eyebrows shoot up in surprise as he studies Bernita. “That’s exactly what it looks like. I didn’t realize you even carried a gun. You have to register your weapons, Mrs. Gailcrest.”

      She huffs and crosses her arms over her chest. “My Arthur said it was just a way for law enforcement to control you. He never deemed it necessary and neither do I.”

      “But you ‘deemed’ it necessary to use it on Wyatt Beck?” He throws back at her.

      Her face flushes and she screams, causing everyone to jump and look her way, “He wouldn’t buy our property. My brother and I are old. We can’t run the inn anymore. We need that money to retire.”

      “So, you shot him?”

      “He was ignoring me while he was talking to that River’s boy about all the weed he’s been growing out at the seed company. Wanted him to get rid of it before the sale went through. I got the gun out to get his attention. It went off… it was an accident.” Her eyes well up with tears.

      “And clocking your brother with a rolling pin?” I inquire, raising an eyebrow.

      “The old coot overheard me talking to Devin and was going to out me to the police. I covered myself in flour, made ghost noises, threw the bread at him and then hit him with the rolling pin. That way everyone would think he’d gone mad and wouldn’t believe a word he said to them.”

      The captain blinks like he’s still trying to take it all in. He finally snaps out of it and asks, “Why did you run? Why did Devin run? Why not just call us and tell us what happened?”

      “We were scared. Devin said something about us going away for life and started to panic so I dropped the gun and we hightailed it out of there.” She sniffles and wipes her nose.

      “Why did you kidnap Travis, Cat, Allison and me?”

      “That was all Devin’s idea. He was going on about using the detective, Cat, Allison and you for leverage. I think the boy’s off his rocker if you ask me. Probably smoking too much of his merchandise to keep a straight head, but I went along with it so he wouldn’t rat me out.”

      “So, Devin put Detective Mills in a coma?” Captain Rivers asks with a horrified expression on his face.

      “Oh, no.” She waves a hand in front of her face. “We didn’t do that, but I think that’s where he got the idea for the kidnapping when Allison went missing.”

      Captain Rivers rubs the back of his neck as Mr. Rivers and Devin walk into the church.

      “What’s going on, brother?” Mr. Rivers asks, taking in our circle. “Did we already miss the wedding?”

      The captain ignores his brother and focuses on his nephew. “Is all of this true? Did you witness Mrs. Gailcrest shoot Mr. Beck and then kidnap a detective and civilians? Not to mention growing illegal plants on your dad’s farm.”

      Devin shifts his eyes back and forth like he’s trying to come up with a story. “I-I,” he stammers before spinning around and racing toward the door.

      “Stop him!” Captain Rivers yells to two officers making their way into the church.

      They grab Devin’s arms and drag him back over to the group.

      “Cuff him and her then take them down to the station.” He runs a hand over his bald head. “And let Ms. Cole go.”

      “But Captain,” one of the officer’s protests.

      “Just do it,” he hisses.

      “What’s going on here? Why are you arresting my son? Your nephew?” Mr. Rivers demands.

      “I’ll explain it all down at the station.” The captain slaps his brother on the back and starts to lead him out of the church when he pauses and turns back to me. “So, who hit Travis over the head, kidnapped Allison the first time and shot Mr. Holliday?”

      “Oh, right.” I perk up as the culprit walks through the door. “Captain, you know Jean Cole? Allison’s mother, right?”

      “Yes.” He turns to Jean. “How are you Mrs. Cole?”

      “Just fine, Captain and you?”

      “A little confused at the moment,” he admits, scratching his head.

      “And why is that?” she fluffs her bob with the palm of her hand before focusing on me. “Did I miss the wedding? Chase told me to meet him here. Did he give me the wrong time?”

      “No, Mrs. Cole, you’re right on time.”

      “Well good. Is Chase here?”

      “You mean your son-in-law that you shot?”

      She staggers back as if I shot her in the arm. “Why I would never. Chase is like a son to me.”

      “But Travis isn’t, which is why you had no qualms about knocking him over the head and ‘kidnapping’ your daughter. Am I right?”

      Jean scoffs. “This is absurd, I would never do such a thing.”

      “Ok, maybe you didn’t, but he did.” I point to her bodyguard behind her.

      He grunts then barrels toward the door.

      This time Captain Rivers gets to him before he escapes and cuffs him. “Her too,” he barks to an officer standing next to Jean. “You two have a lot of explaining to do.”
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      “How do you do it, Autumn?” Travis shakes his head at me after we all watch Jean try to talk her way out of this mess as an officer escorts her out of the church.

      I shrug and smile then realize something. “Oh my gosh! Josh, you saw me before the wedding. It’s bad luck.” I race down the hall and slam the door to the bridal suite then plop down on the sofa. Tears spill down my cheeks as I break down into sobs. I should be happy. I solved the case before the wedding and Josh still wants to marry me. Am I really going to let an old superstition dictate whether or not I get married today?

      Someone knocks on the door.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me, Autumn. Please let me in,” Josh whispers.

      “Uh-huh. No way. Our luck is already bad enough without you seeing me again.”

      “Autumn, we make our own luck. You know that.” He pauses as if waiting for me to open the door, but when I don’t he continues, “I’m going to go stand up at the altar as long as it takes for you to come out of this room and marry me. I’ll wait all night if I have to, but I hope you won’t make me wait a second longer because I really want to make you my wife.”

      Tears continue to fall down my cheeks. I try to blink them back so I don’t ruin anymore of my mascara, but it’s no use.

      “I’ll be the guy at the end of the aisle. Okay?”

      I nod even though he can’t see me. Footsteps fade down the hall as I drag myself off the couch and over to the mirror.

      There’s another knock at the door. “Autumn, it’s Dad. Can I come in?”

      “Sure.” I swipe at my eyes with a tissue and reach for my eyeliner.

      He steps in and smiles. “There’s an eager guy out there ready to marry you. Are you still planning to marry him today?”

      I finish fixing my make-up then turn around and sigh with relief before declaring, “Absolutely.”

      “Good.” He eyes the door for a moment. “I told your mother about the plans for Daysville.”

      I gasp. “What did she say?”

      “At first, she got angry and threatened me within an inch of my life if I changed anything about this town for her future grandbabies then she came around when I showed her the model.” He takes my hands in his. “I don’t want to create a town where you or my grandchildren feel unsafe. If I didn’t do this someone with bad intentions would have and I couldn’t let that happen. I hope you understand that and will support me in this venture. I could use your expertise.”

      I laugh and squeeze his hands. “I doubt that, but I’ll keep an open mind.”

      “Thank you.” He kisses my hand before tucking my arm in his and asking, “Are you ready to become Mrs. Parker?”

      I grin up at him and wipe the tear falling down his cheek. “I am.”

      We step out into the hallway and my mother fusses over me before we make our way to the end of the aisle.

      My mother kisses my cheek and sashays up the aisle, taking her seat on the bride’s side.

      Josh is standing next to Preacher John wearing a dark suit and blue tie that brings out his eyes. He smiles his cheesy smile when he sees me and meets us halfway as if he can’t wait to make me his wife.

      I can’t wait to be his wife either.

      The service is short and sweet with the best part being when Preacher John pronounces us man and wife. Of course, there’s the bonus of getting to kiss my husband.

      My husband.

      I’m married.

      Good-bye, Miss Autumn Fisher.

      Hello, Mrs. Autumn Parker.

      Josh kisses my hand then tucks my arm in his as we make our way back down the aisle as husband and wife.

      “Shall we, Mrs. Parker?”

      “Absolutely, Mr. Parker.”

      He grins at me before opening the door so we can head over to the town hall for the reception.

      “Autumn! Josh! Did I miss the wedding?” Allison pants, rushing up to us.

      I give her a sympathetic smile. “Unfortunately, yes. How did things go at the station?”

      People file out around us, shaking Josh’s hand and giving me hugs. I squeeze Josh’s hand and whisper, “I’m going to talk to Allison. I’ll be right back, husband.”

      He kisses my cheek and says, “I’ll be waiting, wife.”

      I can’t contain my grin. Yes, we’re officially that cheesy couple, but I don’t even care. Newlywedded bless is totally a thing.

      Allison skips along beside me gushing about my dress as we turn the corner of the church to give us some more privacy.

      “So, what happened at the station?”

      She blows out an exasperated breath. “It’s total chaos down there. I can’t believe Bernita shot Wyatt. Of course, she’s saying it was an accident, but Devin’s telling a different story, saying she shot him point blank. Then she hit her brother with a rolling pin and tried to make him think he was crazy. I think she’s a little loco.”

      “I know. I can’t believe she would ever do such a thing.”

      Allison shakes her head. “Then to go along with delusional Devin’s idea to kidnap all of us. He’s definitely lost a few brain cells over the years.”

      I smirk and shake my head. “He’s always been trouble.” I pause, contemplating my next question, but decide to just go for it. “What about your mom and her driver?”

      Allison sighs. “My mom clocked Travis over the head. It all happened so fast. I tried to help him, but her driver bound my arms and legs then threw me over his shoulder before pushing me into the backseat of her car.”

      I gasp. “Why would she do all of that?”

      She shakes her head, her red locks bouncing around her shoulder. “She said she was protecting me. That she would find a way for me and Chase to be together. I think she really thought I killed Wyatt.”

      I reach out and squeeze her hand. “And what about Chase and the shooting?”

      She flinches. “She meant to only scare you away from asking too many questions. Her driver was the one who did the shooting. Seems he does a lot of dirty work for her. He’s singing like a lovebird in there so his sentence will be reduced.”

      “Are you alright with all of this?” I give her hand another squeeze and shoot her a sympathetic smile.

      Allison blinks back tears and says, “I-I think so. It hasn’t all really sunk in yet, but I want to thank you for believing in me. For helping me. I would still be sitting behind bars if it weren’t for you and your sleuthing skills. You’re the best friend a girl could ask for, Autumn.” She yanks me in for a bone crushing hug.

      I pat her back and try to breathe through her vice grip then spot a familiar face talking to Josh. When she lets me go, I motion toward him, “And what about your husband? Your actual husband, not your ‘fake one’.”

      “My ‘fake one’? You mean Wyatt telling his family we were married, don’t you?”

      “You knew?”

      She nods. “Wyatt’s sister came to visit me in the hospital. She didn’t believe me when I told her we weren’t married and that her brother was delusional. They didn’t know about his stint in the mental hospital either. I gave them the name of the hospital so they can figure out the truth for themselves. I feel kind of sorry for them. Wyatt lied to them about most of his life and now he’s gone. It’s really sad.”

      “It is,” I agree then wave to Chase, who’s standing off to the side looking in our direction. “So, what about your real husband?”

      She follows my line of sight and shrugs, “I don’t know… maybe someday we’ll figure it out.” Then she waves a hand at me and wipes her eyes. “Enough about me and all this murder talk, let’s go celebrate. You’re officially off the market and have a handsome husband waiting for you.”

      At that moment, Josh turns and winks at me.

      “Ahh,” Allison squeals, clasping her hands together in front of her. “You two are just the cutest. I’m going to find my seat. I’ll see you in there.” She dashes off toward the town hall. Chase follows her like a lovesick puppy. I have a feeling their story isn’t over yet.

      “Did you get all your answers, my beautiful wife?” Josh wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me into his side.

      I rest my head on his shoulder and bask in the moment before saying, “I did and now, we can enjoy our reception.”

      He kisses the top of my head and adds, “And the rest of our lives.”
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      Thank you so much for reading, “Manicures & Mischief”!! I so appreciate your support. This book was a long process, not because of the characters, but because of my health this past year. I apologize for the long wait and appreciate your patience. Chronic illness (Lyme disease and Hashimotos) is a roller coaster ride. Some days are wonderful and others are spent in bed in pain. It’s been a rough few months to say the least and I apologize again for the delays in getting this book in your hands. As an avid reader myself, I understand the need and desire to get the next book in a series asap.

      I’m looking forward to fall and knocking out two more books before the end of the year. 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.

       “Aromatherapy & Arsenic” is slated for release in early November. Have you ever attended a murder mystery party? If so, you know the characters are fictional and the murder isn’t real, but not in this book. Stay tuned to see who gets the axe… or in this case the arsenic in Book 7 of the Cozy Spa Mysteries

      Writing a book is a commitment and not something that can be done alone. I have a few people to thank for helping me with this book.

      Mariah Sinclair is the queen of Cozy Mystery Covers and I absolutely love her covers. Her work is incredible and I’m so thankful for her creative vision on this cover.

      A huge shout out to Gem from Gem’s Proofreading for being my eyes on this book. She is a joy to work with and efficient too.

      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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      Jenn Cowan is the author of several genres and has pen names under Jenna Richert and J.R. Cowan. When she’s not writing you can find her in her massage office working on clients, cooking up a storm in her kitchen, hitting her yoga mat, singing and dancing with her hubby at a concert, cheering on the sidelines for her kiddos or cozied up by the fire reading a good book. She loves a good mystery and a happily ever after.
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