
  
    [image: Murder by Mischief]
  


  
    
      Murder by Mischief

      
        MOON’S LANDING COZY MYSTERY SERIES

        BOOK TEN

      

    

    
      
        SHELLEY WEISS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Shelley Weiss

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All products and brand names are registered trademarks of their respective holders/companies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Thank You!

      

      
        Before You Go!

      

      
        Also by Shelley Weiss

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The paper skeleton hanging in the window of Sweetie’s Latte looked like it had danced straight out of the 1950s—and knowing Lindsay Zimmer, it probably had. Her café was a cheerful tangle of cozy fall chaos: flickering jack-o’-lantern lights strung above the menu board, pumpkin-shaped cookies lined up like soldiers in a glass jar, and the scent of cinnamon and burnt caramel warming the air like a hug.

      I adjusted the strap of my vintage leather camera bag and stepped up to the counter, Butterscotch at my side. She gave a polite little wag, already angling for a biscuit from the jar Lindsay kept hidden behind the register.

      Lindsay glanced up and grinned. “Well, look at you. Autumn on two legs.”

      “What about Butterscotch?” I asked, patting Butterscotch’s head. “She’s got a pumpkin colored collar for the holiday.”

      I was wearing a burnt orange A-line dress scattered with little black cats and crescent moons, cinched at the waist with a black velvet ribbon. The hem swished just below my knees, perfect for a crisp October day. I’d pinned my curls back with a sparkly bat-shaped clip, and yes—I’d gone with red lipstick.

      “Gimme something festive,” I said, setting my camera bag gently on the counter. “But not too festive. I need my hands steady.”

      Lindsay was already steaming a swirl of spiced oat milk. “So, no Batwing Brew today?”

      “Last time I drank that, I jittered through half a photo shoot. I couldn’t even focus.”

      She slid a to-go cup across the counter. “This one’s called the Cemetery Stroll. Pumpkin, vanilla, and just enough espresso to keep your eyes open without vibrating.”

      I took a sip. “Tastes like a haunted hayride. Perfect.”

      Outside the café window, Moon’s Landing was waking up in costume. Tents had transformed the town square into a pop-up carnival overnight. Cotton candy spun into ghostly towers. The dunk tank was getting tested—poor Deputy Joe Murphy was already soaked—and clusters of kids in costume zipped between hay bales and prize booths. It’s a few days before Halloween, and the town is ready for it. To start is the annual Halloween carnival full of zombie and ghostly haunts.

      “You heading over there soon?” Lindsay asked, watching me with that quiet attentiveness she was so good at.

      “In about ten minutes. Blanche wants a shot of the ribbon-cutting for the paper, and Rhett Dunn’s already texted me twice about photographing his ‘big entrance.’”

      Lindsay made a face. “What’s he up to now?”

      “No clue. Just that it’s going to be ‘epic’ and involve some kind of misdirection. That’s his word, not mine.”

      “Rhett always did think he was Houdini with a podcast,” she muttered, wiping down the counter. “He came in here two days ago all twitchy, talking about cover-ups and scandals like he was about to break Watergate wide open.”

      That got my attention. “Did he say what about?”

      She shook her head. “Just that it had something to do with the HOA. Said that if anything happened to him, his files were already uploaded. I thought he was joking, but the serious look on his face made me stop laughing.”

      I glanced out the window, just in time to see a man in a horned devil mask standing near the carousel, perfectly still among the moving crowd. There was something about his stillness felt wrong, like he was watching rather than participating. When I blinked and looked again, he was gone.

      “Creepy costumes,” I muttered, brushing off the chill that had run down my spine. “I’ll see you later, Linds, we’ve got to get to work.”

      “Be careful,” she said. “The only thing more dangerous than a town secret is a man desperate to uncover it.”

      I gave her a faint smile, gathered my things, and nudged Butterscotch to heel. She trotted beside me, ears perked and tail high, matching my pace with quiet determination.

      My camera was loaded. My instincts were already buzzing.

      And the devil, it seemed, was already in the details.
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        * * *

      

      The carnival was in full swing now—orange-and-purple bunting fluttered over the prize booths, teenagers shouted over the music blaring from one of the carnival rides, and at the dunk tank, Blanche was trying to hit the bullseye to knock one of the deputies into the tank.

      I knelt to photograph a kid in a ghost costume made from a bed sheet, just as he ran past the pie-eating contest. Snap. Perfect blur.

      I stood, scanning the crowd.

      “Watch your step!” Brenda Calloway, wearing a felt witch’s hat with a devil’s mask strapped to the back of her head, swept past me, clutching a bundle of orange extension cords like a baby she didn’t trust anyone else to hold. Her pumpkin earrings blinked with tiny LED lights as she scanned the area like a general surveying a battlefield. “Someone tripped over these last year and tried to sue me. Not happening again,” she muttered.

      “Good luck, Brenda,” I called after her. Brenda grunted in reply and marched off toward the cider station, already barking orders at a teenager who was pouring too fast.

      Butterscotch huffed beside me, unimpressed.

      Near the caramel apple booth, Felicia Pierce was chatting with a city council member, her manicured hand resting lightly on his sleeve as she laughed at something he said. Felicia had perfected the art of looking effortlessly influential—her fall blazer was tailored to perfection, her lipstick the exact shade of ‘I mean business.’

      “Still working the crowd,” Blanche muttered beside me, not bothering to hide her scowl.

      “Always,” I replied, raising my camera but thinking better of it. Felicia didn’t like being caught off guard, even in pictures.

      Butterscotch let out a low whuff and stuck close to my side.

      I smiled faintly, then looked up—and there he was. Rhett Dunn.

      He was wearing a magician’s cloak—something clearly bought last-minute—and had a cheap plastic wand sticking out of one pocket. The usual spark in his eyes was there, but something about him looked stretched thin. Tired. Like someone winding up for a performance they weren’t sure they could pull off.

      “Birdie Lopez,” he called, striding toward me with theatrical flair. “Lens legend of Moon’s Landing. Come to immortalize my greatest stunt?”

      “That depends,” I said, raising a brow. “Is it going to get you arrested this time?”

      He laughed, loud and easy. “Doubtful. But there might be a few sore egos when I’m done.”

      Butterscotch trotted forward to sniff him, then sat down protectively between us, unconvinced.

      “She knows I’m up to something,” Rhett said, crouching down to scratch behind her ears. “Smart girl.”

      “You said you had something big,” I said, lowering my voice. “What is it this time? Another prank?”

      His grin faltered, just for a second. “Not this time. Think… deeper. Dirtier. I’m just waiting for the right moment.”

      He pulled a black lollipop from his pocket and popped it into his mouth with a grin.

      “Watch the dunk tank around sunset,” he said. “If you’re lucky, you’ll catch someone red-handed before they catch me.”

      “Rhett—”

      But he was already turning, cloak fluttering like stage curtains, vanishing into the costumed crowd.

      Butterscotch let out a low whine.

      I stood still for a moment, unsettled. Then I raised my camera and started shooting.

      Because something told me that the real show was only just beginning.

      Luke Rivera, the town’s unofficial handyman and a self-proclaimed “electrical genius,” stood halfway up a ladder near the dunk tank, fiddling with a string of lights that cast eerie shadows across the water below.

      “Careful up there, Luke,” I called with concern.

      “If this thing zaps me, tell my mom I died doing what I loved—avoiding paperwork,” he replied with a crooked grin.

      But his laugh didn’t quite reach his eyes, and I noticed his hands shaking slightly as he worked. When he glanced down at me, there was something desperate in his expression, like a man who knew he was running out of time.

      I raised my camera instinctively, but Luke had already turned back to his work, muttering something under his breath that sounded like an apology.

      Butterscotch whined again, pressing closer to my leg.

      “Yes,” Blanche shouted as she hit the bullseye, sending one of the newer deputies splashing into the tank. “Yes! Yes!”

      The dunk tank. Sunset. And now Luke, looking guilty as sin while rigging the very lights that would illuminate whatever Rhett had planned.

      Something told me that the real show was only just beginning.
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      The dunk tank never failed to draw a crowd. Kids lined up with sticky softballs, parents jostled for position with their phones raised, and poor Deputy Joe Murphy perched on the wobbly bench like a man contemplating his life choices.

      Joe was young—mid-twenties at most—with neatly combed dark hair, soft brown eyes, and a chin that made him look like he belonged in an old-timey sheriff’s calendar. He was charming, polite, and far too agreeable to be dunked this many times in one afternoon.

      I framed the shot just right—splash! Mid-fall, full panic in his expression, and click. Butterscotch barked happily beside me as a little girl in a fairy costume let out a triumphant “Yes!” and raced back to her friends, wings bouncing.

      I lowered the camera and grinned. “You’d think Joe would be used to it by now.”

      Butterscotch huffed like she agreed. Her ears perked up at a whistle from the carousel, but something in her body tensed a second later. She didn’t bark—just went still.

      The sun had dropped below the roofline of the shops now, casting long shadows across the square. Orange and purple bunting fluttered overhead as the carnival lights blinked on one by one, buzzing faintly. Halloweentime in Moon’s Landing always felt like a painting brought to life. Warm. Familiar. Safe.

      But I felt it again—that strange chill beneath the sweetness. That edge behind the scent of kettle corn and caramel apples.
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