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Author’s Note


Since I have never time-traveled (sad face), there are sure to be some inaccuracies in my descriptions. If you have time-traveled (lucky you!), please let me know how accurate I am by emailing maddy@maddysavanna.com. Of course, you can email me anyway, even if you haven’t time-traveled, and we can wear our sad faces together! 
~ Maddy Savanna





Chapter one
Close Your Eyes, Blasphemy Ahead: Chocolate Complicates Everything


My dad, the same one I hadn’t seen in forever, hugged me right back. “Long time, no see, huh?” 
A sudden rush of emotion clogged my throat at the familiar feel of him. He even smelled the same as I remembered, like spicy aftershave and motor oil even though he’d retired from Sunray’s at the end of last year. 
“Yeah,” I choked out. “Where have you been? I mean, I know you went on your honeymoon with Chloe around the world for the past seven months, but still. Where have you been?”
“Trying to get back to you.” He pulled away to look at me, his hands squeezing my shoulders. 
He had quite a bit more salt in his pepper-black hair, but otherwise, he looked great for a man in his sixties. Dressed in jean shorts and a dark gray T-shirt with a faded outline of a muscle car on it, he was the picture of casual and a bit rugged. His crafty smile, both the one on his face and the one that lit up his blue eyes, hadn’t changed a bit. 
“I’ve been trying to get back to you ever since Boxy called me to tell me you were in the hospital,” he continued. “He tried to call me anyway. Cell reception in the Outback is not a thing that actually exists.” He searched his gaze up and down me and then zeroed in on my nose. Even though it was mostly healed, my dad didn’t miss much, especially when it came to me. “The hospital, Sunray? What happened?”
I grimaced. “Right. That.”
“Yeah. That.” He huffed, clearly impatient with my non-answer.
“Want to come in for some coffee?” I asked, opening the door wider.
“As long as you don’t stall and answer my question soon, sure.” He entered my apartment which used to be our apartment before he met his sugar momma—now wife—Chloe. I missed living with him, but I supposed a woman in her thirties needed to be on her own sometime. Still, it was a terrible side effect of growing up when you loved your dad as much as I did.
“Me? Stall?” I mock gasped on my way over to the coffee pot. “I would never.”
“Uh-huh.” He chuckled, such a deep, comforting sound I hadn’t realized I’d missed with my whole heart until now.
I grinned over my shoulder at him while I filled the pot with water. “It’s really great to see you again, Dad.”
“Chloe’s back at the house. I would have been here a lot…sooner…” Mid-sit on my couch, Dad froze and blinked down the hallway. “Sunray?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you have a rat problem here?”
“We did, but not anymore.” Curious, I strode toward him to see what he saw, the coffee pot full of water in my hand momentarily forgotten. “But I do have a—”
A black and white furball streaked down the hallway toward us. Behind it, a blue cape flapped in the wind. Not even kidding. I’d always known Professor Studmuffin Salvitore III was a superhero, but this was going a little too far.
He wasn’t stopping. He wasn’t even slowing.
“Studmuffin, brakes!” I shouted.
Dad shot me a wide-eyed look. “Studmuffin?”
There was no time to explain. My familiar leaped into the air toward Dad. His cape, which was my blue bath towel with a dryer sheet still stuck to it, waved out behind him. He gripped one corner in his little kitty mouth. 
I had no idea what he was doing or what he was planning. All I knew for sure was that my familiar was soaring right for my dad’s head, the claws in his white murder mittens on full display.
Time slowed. Without thinking, I dodged in front of him to protect my dad. Except my foot snagged on one of the couch’s legs. Soon, the coffee pot and I joined Studmuffin’s flight through the air. We sure could’ve used some air traffic control, though, or some quick-thinking with a levitation spell. 
Too bad. I dropped faster than Studmuffin, and as I did, I made a mad grab for him and missed. Barely missing the coffee table, I hit the wood floor hard with a loud “oof!” 
Studmuffin attached his murder mittens to the sides of Dad’s head. The rest of his body barreled into Dad’s chest and shoved him down onto the couch.
Above my head, the coffee pot’s lid opened as it flipped end over end. Water gushed out. Despite everything else moving in slow motion, the water didn’t. It rocketed straight up my nose.
I coughed and snorted and coughed some more. The coffee pot landed next to me with a loud clatter. Then silence as the three of us caught up with what had just happened. Two of us, actually. As usual, Studmuffin was literally on top of things. While he cuddled my dad’s face, his loud purr filled the living room.
“I take it you know this little guy?” Dad asked with a laugh.
“Yeah. He’s my familiar who desperately needs to work on his grand entrances.” Groaning, I hauled myself into a sitting position and rubbed the back of my head. Already, a goose egg was forming, a very wet goose egg. I was soaked. “Dad, meet Studmuffin. Studmuffin, meet Dad.”
“Your”—Dad blinked hard at the furry face hugger—“familiar?”
I nodded and scooted closer to the couch, looping my arm around my dad’s leg like I did when I was a kid. “He talks and everything. Well, when he’s not purring loud enough to cause earthquakes.”
“That is quite a motor you have,” Dad said, his voice muffled in Studmuffin’s chest.
Studmuffin stroked his cheek against my dad’s, which was almost adorable enough to make me forget about the ruckus he’d just caused. Almost.
“Thanks,” Studmuffin told him. “I like your motor too. My sweet pet told me all about your car, Bernie, a cherry-red Pontiac Firebird. She also told me Bernie is the father to her car, Bernadette.”
Dad’s jaw slackened as he stared at my familiar. “Wow. You really do talk.”
“Right away for some.” I tapped Studmuffin’s backside until he shot me a how-dare-you glare over his shoulder. “Only recently for me.”
“We’ve discussed this, pet,” he said sternly. “You had some things you had to take care of first.”
“Like what?” Dad grinned at me over Studmuffin’s head. “Pet? Or is it sweet pet?”
Studmuffin flicked his tail at my still-tapping finger on his backside. “It depends on how sweet she’s being. Right now, there is only sour.”
I snorted, removing my finger, and glanced down at Dad’s soaked tennis shoes. “Says the only living thing in here that didn’t get sprayed with water. Care to explain that one?”
“Cat physics.” He shrugged his little kitty shoulders. “That, and I brought one of your towels for protection. Explanation done.”
Dad gently pried Studmuffin off of his face and settled him on his lap, swaddling him into a purrito with the mostly dry towel. Studmuffin’s purr grew even studlier and louder.
A deep frown pulled at Dad’s mouth as he met my gaze. “I’ve missed so much in your life these past several months, haven’t I? Tell me everything, Sunray. Please.”
I blew out a long breath. Everything? That was a lot. Where to start? “Well, Studmuffin here also bakes really fancy, calorie-free desserts. He’s been spoiling the customers, and Boxy and me, completely rotten. Including our teeth. I wish I cared, but I don’t. Rotten is definitely the way to be.”
“Desserts?” Dad adjusted Studmuffin in his arms so he held him like a baby. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. There’s individual chocolate-strawberry crumble balls down in the waiting area if you’d like to see. I scarfed down four of them for breakfast this morning.”
“Wow. Calorie-free?” he asked disbelievingly.
“I mean…” I shrugged. “Sure, if you don’t think about that too much. It’s magic. Best not to question it.”
He grinned. “A magical familiar for my magical daughter. Who would have thought?”
“Definitely not me. I lucked out big time.” I winked down at Studmuffin.
He winked right back, and his purr grew impossibly louder. It was so loud that the empty coffee pot on the floor began to rattle.
Dad laughed. “This guy’s purr is about to shake my bones loose.”
“He just doesn’t want anyone to forget he’s here,” I said with a chuckle. “If he’s bothering you, I can take him.”
“Heaven’s no, he’s not bothering me. Quite the opposite.” He stroked Studmuffin’s head, the adoring smile stuck to both their faces probably similar to mine. It was great to see them hit it off so spectacularly, blue towel cape, dryer sheet, purrito, and all. “So you’re doing magic now, then?”
I nodded. “Sometimes even well. I also have a broom.”
He gasped. “No way.”
“I flew it and everything. I even sort of landed. Sort of, if you can interpret landed a little looser than usual.”
His eyes shone while he looked at me in wonder. “You’ve changed so much, Sunray. You seem happier, more confident, more”—he took a strand of my hair between his fingers and laughed—“more turquoise. How long have I been gone?”
“Too long.” I hugged the side of my face to his knee, just like I always did when I was little. Funny how easy it was to fall back into childhood around my favorite dad. “I haven’t told you the best part yet.”
“You haven’t told me the worst part, either,” he said, frowning, “with you involved in a murder investigation and how it put you in the hospital.”
“I’ll get to that, I promise,” I told him. “But just seconds before you knocked on the door, I did something I never thought I would do.”
“Bungee jumping,” he dead-panned without missing a beat.
“Noooo.” I grinned. I’d missed his sense of humor so much.
“A backflip into the bathtub.”
I snorted, trying to imagine that. “Nope.”
“You ate a whole box of crayons while humming the National Anthem.”
I laughed, a great big belly one. “Not even close.”
“You rescued a swimming pool full of cream soda from giants with really long straws.”
My laugh turned into a near soundless wheeze because I was running out of air. It had been months since Dad made my sides ache and my face feel rubbery from too much fun.
Finally, when I could suck in air again through a really long straw, I said, “I applied to the University of Georgia.”
His jaw dropped while he just looked at me. He blinked slowly, processing and then processing some more. “What did you say, Victoria Paige Fox?”
“I applied to college. I want to major in business so I know all there is to know about running Sunray’s successfully. I want to build and expand and grow and maybe even someday buy Speedy Zone from—”
“What.” It wasn’t a question, more like a disgusted gasp.
“Speedy Zone, Dad. Travis and Gran Black—”
“Are poisonous toady warts,” he hissed, so as not to wake my snoring familiar on his lap. “You don’t buy back what was supposed to be yours in the first place.”
Oh my. We did have a lot to catch up on, didn’t we? “I can explain.”
“You don’t need to.” He blew out a frustrated sigh, but his expression softened the longer he gazed at me. “Let’s rewind to the part where my daughter is going to college. Are you… I mean…” He shook his head, a brilliant smile spreading across his face. “Wow.”
I grinned, thrilled and terrified all over again. “The finger I hit submit with still tingles. Studmuffin helped me with the essay parts of the application, and…” I nodded at Dad’s unasked question because I could hear it hanging in the air, had heard it from him for much of my life: Are you sure, Sunray? “This is what I want to do.”
His first mistake—he slapped his hands onto the couch cushions on both his sides.
His second mistake—he let out a loud whoop.
Oh no.
Studmuffin awoke with a screech that didn’t belong in this world, let alone anyone’s ears. He launched himself off my dad’s lap and toward the ceiling. The blue towel purrito cape unraveled from his body and smacked me in the face, because of course it did.
But what goes up should come down, right? Nope. Gravity and physics have special rules just for cats. This is known.
Studmuffin’s murder mittens had stabbed right through the ceiling, and he swung there like a homicidal pendulum over my head. Correction—like a homicidal glaring pendulum. If looks could kill, well, he might just watch me die.
Dad stared up at him with his mouth hanging open. “Um, I’ll go out on a limb and say Studmuffin hates it when someone wakes him up.”
“Yep.” I shoved to my feet to rescue him, if he would allow it. “That about sums it up.”
“Is it okay to breathe now, do you think?”
“Definitely not. Never again.”
“I’m really sorry, Studmuffin.” Dad stood, too, and lifted his arms toward my familiar, who flattened his ears in response. “Can I help you dow—?”
A loud crash outside made the three of us jump. Shortly after, a car horn sounded and stayed on. Our heads swiveled toward the front of the building that faced the street. The sound pierced the quiet Sunday evening, and if Dad hadn’t awoken Studmuffin, the horn definitely would’ve.
 “Who’s that?” I asked.
“It sounds like Chauffeur Ethen’s horn.” Dad raced around the kitchen table to the window. 
I reached toward Studmuffin, but he vanished from the ceiling. With a loud pop, he reappeared on the kitchen countertop next to the window before Dad arrived at it and made us both jump. 
“Criminy,” Dad shouted.
Ignoring him, Studmuffin batted at the yellow lace curtains. Apparently our breaking of Commandment Eleven: Thou Shall Not Wake the Cat was temporarily forgotten, but not forgiven.
“Uh-oh,” Studmuffin announced, his mood noodle swishing behind him.
“No, only sarcastic uh-ohs from here on out.” I heaved an exasperated sigh as I skirted around the kitchen table. “No more serious uh-ohs, and that one sounded serious, Studmuffin.”
He flicked his mood noodle harder. On the other side of the window, smoke curled through the air. So did what looked like yellow snow…in July.
I swallowed. “Uh-oh.”
Dad took one look out the window, and his world-traveler tan paled within seconds. Then he bolted toward the door. “It’s Chauffeur Ethen. He crashed into Sunray’s!”
“Wait, you have a chauffeur? Named Ethen? When did this happen?” The true weight of what he’d just said knocked on my head as though no one was home. For a moment, there wasn’t, then, “Wait, he crashed into Sunray’s?!”
The three of us flew out the door and thundered down the steps that led into the front of the shop. We burst out the waiting area door into the parking lot.
“I hope nothing terrible has happened,” Dad said between heavy pants. He was no more a runner than I was.
A polished white limo shone in the moonlight. The front of it had crashed into one of Sunray’s garage doors. Smoke billowed from the crumpled hood. Something yellow weaved and fluttered through the smoke. Thankfully not yellow snow, but something else, something that scraped over the breeze like fall leaves. Like tiny scraps of paper…
I jumped up and snatched one—and then froze.
Through the open driver’s door, hunched over the still-blaring horn, slumped a young man wearing a shiny black chauffeur hat.
Chauffeur Ethen was very dead.
As I took a step toward him anyway, my shoe slid sideways. I glanced down and found something brown and slimy on the pavement. Melted chocolate. I refused to think otherwise because ew, gross. A trail of it dripped down the crumpled garage door from the rooftop and smeared across the driver’s door. Interestingly, Chauffeur Ethen’s hands, still locked on the wheel at ten and two, looked chocolate-free.
A clue, as were the dozens of others floating through the night like yellow snowflakes. Including the one clenched in my fist. The one I didn’t have the courage to look at yet since that would only draw me into the mystery farther, and really, been there, done that, bought and sold the T-shirt for cupcake money. Wasn’t that how the saying went? 
Dad brought out his phone, dialed 911, and described what had happened in one shaky breath. 
Studmuffin sat next to me, his warmth by my leg a comfort. “I’m sorry about this serious uh-oh, pet.”
“Me too.” Grimacing, I hissed out a lungful of air. It sounded like I was deflating, maybe because I was. “Dad, remember when I was going to tell you about those murder investigations I got myself involved in?”
Dad returned his cell to his pocket, his sad eyes never leaving Chauffeur Ethen. “Yeah?”
“Well.” I met Studmuffin’s apologetic frown with my own. “About that.”




Chapter two
Sincerely Sneak


“ I know I bring out the dead in people,” I blurted to my old friend Detective Palmer as soon as he arrived, “but I didn’t even know my dad had a chauffeur. I had nothing to do with his death, I promise.” 
We stood outside Sunray’s amid flashing lights, yellow police tape, and a ton of unanswered questions. But for once, maybe for twice, the detective didn’t look at me like one of the usual suspects. Definitely an odd experience, to say the least, even now after all we’d been through. 
Chauffeur Ethen had already been declared dead at the scene. Another death in Belle’s Cove. Whether this one was a murder or an accident, I was beginning to think the people here needed more hugs or something.
The tow company wouldn’t arrive until morning for the limo. Luckily, the damage to Sunray’s was just a slightly bent-up garage door, but that was something insurance was for.
The detective nodded as he shut his Jeep door. “I believe you.”
“Not only that,” I continued, “but my dad was with me the whole time, so go ahead and rule him out as a suspect.”
He stopped and posted his hands on his hips. “You know I can’t do that, Victoria. I have to rule him out myself, just like I always do.”
“I know, but he’s my dad. He’s delicate, especially right now. Go easy on him, okay?”
“For you, I will.” He lightly touched my arm, sending a familiar thrill up and down my skin. Police lights flashed in his gunmetal eyes, softened now that they were aimed at me, and across the detective badge he wore on his shiny belt. Studmuffin would have a field day with all that shine if he weren’t too busy sitting on top of one of the police cruisers and protecting his domain.
“Thank you,” I told the detective, my cheeks warming. 
“Don’t mention it.” His sharp gaze narrowed on my soaked work shirt and shorts and dripping-wet hair. “Did all of this interrupt your shower?”
“No, I did a gravity check with a coffee pot.”
“I see.” He shrugged out of his dark pin-striped jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. Even though it was a sweltering July night, it was a sweet gesture. “And do you often do gravity checks with coffee pots?”
“Oh, yes, because you just never know when gravity will decide to stop working. You’ll be happy to know that it still works as of ten minutes ago.”
The detective grinned, a nice shiny one that picked up my heart and deposited it someplace else in my chest. Seeming reluctant, he ripped his gaze away from me and scanned the parking lot. “Why are some of Belle’s Cove’s finest officers leaping into the air like ballerinas?”
“For the yellow snow clues.”
“The what?”
“It’s not yellow snow like I originally thought.” I handed him the crumpled-up paper I’d caught earlier. “The don’t-eat-it warning still applies though.” 
“I’ll try to control myself,” he said, smoothing the paper out. “‘Sincerely, Sneak,’” he read. “What is this, the end of a letter?”
“Sure looks that way.”
Another officer strode up to us then and spoke with the detective in a low voice. While they did their thing, I sought out Dad who was speaking with another officer.
“Do you know if Chauffeur Ethen had any nut allergies?” he was asking Dad.
“Nut allergies? Not at all,” Dad told him. “In fact, earlier today, he was eating a Snickers bar. The man loved chocolate. Loved it. We even stopped at the gas station down the street before coming here because he needed his chocolate fix.”
I gazed at the pool of melted chocolate next to the limo, so thankful that someone else had declared it really was melted chocolate and not something else. “Death by chocolate,” I murmured. Despite the scorching Georgia night and being swallowed up by Detective Palmer’s jacket, I shivered. “How awful.”
“If that was what really killed him,” the detective said, coming up beside us. “It will take us some time to get the toxicology report back to see if it’s poisoned, but in the meantime, Mr. Fox, did Ethen have any enemies that you know of?”
Dad shook his head. “Ethen was a good chauffeur. Reliable. A vigilant driver. He was Chauffeur Ethen.”
“Did he and your wife get along okay?” Detective Palmer asked.
“Chloe? She gets along with everyone just fine.”
An exaggeration for sure. Best to keep that particular truth from flashing all over my face with neon lights. My feelings about my step-mother were sort of based on Cinderella and her step-mother. Hey, if the shoe fits.
“Could she come by the station tomorrow morning to answer some questions?” the detective asked.
“But…” Dad glanced at me. “I just answered them.”
Detective Palmer fixed Dad with his steely, no-nonsense look, the one that made me want to duck out of the way.
I placed a reassuring hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Detective Palmer is as thorough with his investigations as you are with fixing cars. He knows what he’s doing, and lately, he’s had a ton of practice.”
“All I want to do is figure out what happened to your chauffeur, Mr. Fox,” the detective said.
Dad nodded. “I know. You’re right. Yes, of course Chloe can drop by the station first thing tomorrow morning.”
With a sharp nod, the detective noted something down in his little notebook and then snapped it shut. “Until then, have a good night, Mr. Fox.” He slid his gaze to me, and a trace of warmth returned to his voice. “Be seeing you, Victoria.”
Dad rubbed his chin as he watched Detective Palmer stride toward the limo. “Why did that sound like a promise?”
“Probably because it is. Like I told you while we were waiting for the police to come, deaths and me go together like popcorn and M&Ms, like peanut butter and—”
“Chocolate,” Dad sighed. “Chauffeur Ethen’s favorite combo.”
I rubbed his back, wishing there was more I could do for him. “I’m really sorry, Dad.” 
“Me too. I just wish I knew what happened. Was it the weird chocolate pond in the parking lot? Natural causes? What?”
“We’ll figure it out.”
Dad gave me a sideways look. “We, meaning you and the detective?”
“If he needs my help, sure. Or if I find myself getting further wrapped up in this than I already am. It’s like I attract dead people all of a sudden. Studmuffin even thought you were a dead person knocking on the door.”
“Not yet.” Dad tapped his chest over his heart then clasped his hands together as if to pray to the holy car gods. “I’m not so sure it’s just dead people you attract, Sunray.” He lifted his eyebrows and gazed at me meaningfully. “I saw the way that detective was looking at you.”
With a loud pop, Studmuffin vanished from the top of a police cruiser and reappeared by my feet. I yelped, drawing the attention of some nearby officers, and patted my heart back into my chest.
“I saw the way he was looking at you too,” Studmuffin said to us. “He’s so shiny.”
“Okay, whoa.” I held out my arms between them as if to separate them from that line of thinking. “Let’s everyone just settle down. Dad, how about I take you home. Studmuffin—”
“I’m coming,” he said, sticking out his white chest.
“I guess you’re coming, too, since I have no say in the matter.” 
My familiar’s eyes glowed mischievously. “Nope.”
“Give me a second, okay?” I hurried over to Detective Palmer who was bent almost double while examining the chocolate pond surrounding the limo with a flashlight. “Do you think he was murdered?”
“I’m not sure yet,” he admitted, “but he definitely wasn’t alone before he died. I found a smudge in this melted chocolate that looks like a partial footprint headed away from the scene. It’s so partial that I’m not sure whether it belongs to a man or a woman.”
“Interesting.” I glanced up at the camera above the caved-in garage door and noted the blinking red light. “It just so happens I have a working camera right above the crime scene slash chocolate explosion slash…whatever, but even the camera is covered in chocolate.”
The detective nodded as he straightened. “I would still very much like to see what’s on it.”
“You got it.”
“Take a look at this.” The detective leaned in closer, close enough to smell his woodsy aftershave, and tilted his notebook toward me. “According to the first responders, there was an odd assortment of things on the passenger seat next to Ethen.” He began to read down the list written on his notebook. “A handkerchief with the letter H on it, one toy rubber octopus tentacle, an unopened box of chocolates from Eleventh Chocolate, and…that’s it.” He snapped the notebook closed again and stuffed it into the back of his pants pocket.
“Not to mention the paper falling like yellow snow and the chocolate pond around the limo.” I shook my head hard. “Wow, such a weird crime scene, huh?”
“You’re telling me. The handkerchief was spotless and folded neatly, but Ethen’s full name was Ethen Cole Lovechat.”
“No H as an initial. Chloe’s last name is Farmer, so I doubt it’s hers.”
“It’s not your dad’s either,” Detective Palmer agreed. “Plus, your dad has no idea what to make of the toy rubber octopus tentacle since Ethen doesn’t have any kids or know any acquaintances who have kids.”
“Hmm.” I glanced back at Dad and Studmuffin, who were waiting next to Bernadette, luckily parked away from tonight’s drama. “Listen, I need to take my dad home. If any more murders happen without me, I guess text me.”
“Uh-huh.” He circled to the other side of the limo, careful of the chocolate pond.
I crossed toward Bernadette. “All aboard,” I announced to Dad and Studmuffin.
Chloe had enough money to live in all the houses in Salmon Ridge Estates, but her house sat at the edge of Belle’s Cove in a secluded area. It blended perfectly
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