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      Sister Trixie Lavender here!

      After a rocky start (read: murdered landlord) to our arrival in Cobbler Cove, OR, things have finally slowed down. Er…mostly. My demon buddy Coop and I, along with our sassy talking owl Livingston, have settled nicely into our newly opened shop, Inkerbelle’s Tattoos.

      We’ve met some awesome people, including new friends Higgs and Knuckles, and we’re forging friendships with our fellow business owners. And sure, we’ve had a few glitches (see Jeff), but we’ve found our groove, our clientele is growing, and everything’s pretty great.

      That is, until Portland’s World Naked Bike Ride finds us smack dab in the middle of another murder mystery! Yep, you read that right. Naked people. On bikes. It ain’t pretty. And even less so when a dead, bare biker lands right on our doorstep.

      But this ex-nun is prepared this time. There’s not going to be any fumbling-around-in-the-dark nonsense for this girl. No, sir. I’ve trained, sacrificed, studied…

      Okay. Not true. I’ve binge-watched a lot of police shows on Netflix. But I’m armchair ready, if nothing else. So ready!

      Now, if only the evil spirit possessing me would let me investigate in peace—and I don’t end up dead in the process.

      Join me, Coop, Livingston, and Higgs for another Nun of Your Business Mystery!

      way right into my own demise first…

      House of The Rising Nun
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      Welcome to the Nun of Your Business Mysteries! I so hope you’ll enjoy the second adventure for Trixie Lavender and her pal Coop, an ex-nun and a demon, respectively, just trying to make their way in the world—together.

      Please note, I currently live in the beautiful state of Oregon, just outside of Portland. And though not a native (New Yorker here!), I’ve fallen in love over and over again with my new home state every day for the five years we’ve been here. That said, I’ve created a district (sort of like the Pearl District, for you natives) in a suburb of Portland that is totally fictional, called Cobbler Cove. You may recognize some of the places/streets/eateries I mention, but do keep in mind, I’m also flagrantly instituting my artistic license with the geography of gorgeous Portland to suit my own selfish needs. Some names for characters or groups/eateries/streets mentioned herein are completely fictitious.

      Also, please note, the World Naked Bike Ride, which takes place every year in Portland, doesn’t have an official route. According to some research I’ve done, that’s to dissuade people lining the streets to watch (ahem), which poses public safety issues. I’ve taken liberties with the date of the ride and the route to suit my own purposes. So all you amazing Portlanders, please forgive my artistic license. The title worked so well with the event, I couldn’t resist.

      As I’ve mentioned in my previous cozy mysteries, there is an ongoing mystery surrounding Coop and Trixie that will play out over the course of the series (sorrysorrysorry!), but the central mystery in each story will be all wrapped up in a pretty package with a nice bow by book’s end.

      That out of the way, welcome to the crazy world Trixie and Coop inhabit. I hope you come to love them as much as I do!
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      “Jeeeff, Jeff-Jeff-Jeff-Jeff, slow down, little buddy,” I urged his adorable puppy face, giving him a quick scratch between his spry ears. “You’re talking a mile a minute. Take deep breaths.”

      “Ooooh, yeah!” He cooed a groan followed by a happy sigh. “That’s nice, Trixie. So nice.”

      Yes. That’s the dog talking. With a Boston accent, by the way. He sounds a lot like Peter Griffin from Family Guy. No. I’m not off my rocker. Jeff really is a talking dog. He sort of makes a nice pairing with our talking owl, Livingston.

      Rather like mac and cheese or eggs and bacon. Except the bacon’s a little tough and the eggs are a bit runny.

      Jeff sat for a moment at my feet, looking up at me with his soft brown eyes, his white and tan tufted eyebrows so expressive. “Sorry, Trixie. I can’t seem to control myself. My words just pour outta me like water from a fountain. I try to slow them down, but my mouth works wicked faster than my brain in this body. I always feel like I’m gonna explode.”

      I reached down and stroked his tan and white head. “I get it. On the inside, you’re a strong, silent pit bull but on the outside, you’re a yippy, excitable Yorkie who wants to lift his leg on everything, right?”

      “Winner-winner-chicken-dinner!” he crowed before letting out a howl he clearly couldn’t contain.

      I leaned back in my white Adirondack chair and nodded with a smile. “So we’ll take it slow. Let’s go over this one more time, okay?”

      “Alrighty-do, but I’m telling you, Trixie, it’s like a block. A big block in this pea brain I ended up with.”

      I tried not to show my discouragement, but we’d been doing this off and on for a few weeks now, since we’d first met, and I didn’t have much hope we’d ever find out the message he was supposed to bring me, courtesy of Hell. Or if there really even was a message.

      Our friend Higgs, who owns the men-only Peach Street Shelter—or what we lovingly and jokingly call the GUY-MCA—found Jeff rooting around in the alleyway by the shelter, starving and homeless. So because Higgs had recently lost someone very close to him in a way that was nothing short of a painful betrayal of trust, he’d scooped Jeff up and the rest was history. He never went anywhere without him if he could avoid it.

      Higgs doted on Jeff like a new father dotes on a newborn, and it was adorable, if not a little disturbing, to see a big, tough, tattooed ex-undercover cop like Higgs use baby talk to coerce Jeff into taking his heartworm pills.

      I met Jeff shortly after Higgs found him a few weeks ago, at a party we’d hosted to get to know our fellow shop owners and neighbors and celebrate Higgs’s official release from a murder charge, which is where Jeff first approached me with an alleged message from Hell.

      A message he couldn’t remember.

      Now, after weeks of trying to get him to remember what that message was, I was beginning to think we’d never know, and I’d have to chalk it up to yet another unanswered question in my topsy-turvy world since being possessed by an evil spirit.

      If Hell really was trying to reach out to me—and I can assure you, the evil thing inside me has reached out plenty—then it’s crucial I make every effort to leave no stone unturned. I had to know I’d done everything I could to help Jeff remember if I hoped to protect myself from the forces of evil working to consume me.

      I don’t ever want to suffer another time in my life like I did when I was booted from the convent, a.k.a., The Great Mooning Incident of 2017.

      There’s even video of the incident—in case my shenanigans weren’t properly cemented in history by the gossiping all the nuns did after it occurred. I’ve seen it; it’s in the number two spot on my list of things I hope to never experience again.

      I often wondered what it would be like for me, for us, if Knuckles or Higgs saw me possessed and found out Coop was a demon? Worse, what if a client at Inkerbelle’s witnessed me in full-on possession? The very thought made me shudder.

      Today, as we sat outside on this warm day in late August, on my tiny deck located right off my bedroom in the guesthouse we rented from our friend Knuckles, I tried to help Jeff jog his memory. Knuckles remains one of the best things to happen to myself and my demon friend Coop since I’d left the convent. I inhaled the scents of his luscious garden and tried to set aside all the bad things that could happen if we didn’t check every box and focus on this mystery message from Hell.

      My eyes zoomed in on the last of the season’s beautiful blue and purple hydrangeas lining the cedar fencing, which Knuckles so lovingly tended, and I thought pleasant thoughts.

      Since we’d moved into the guesthouse behind Knuckles’s main house, and we’d opened Inkerbelle’s Tattoos and Piercings, things had become exponentially better.

      We’d found our home here in Cobbler Cove, Oregon. We had a semblance of normalcy these days. We had friends. We had a very small profit in just under a month (mostly thanks to Knuckles and his grizzled tattoo artist friend, Goose).

      We were thriving both mentally and physically—all of us, even Livingston, as much as he hated to admit it. We did normal things like have dinner at seven every night, unless the shop was open late. We watched television with Knuckles, and sometimes Higgs and Jeff—all piled together on the couch here in the guesthouse with popcorn or the snack du jour.

      We went for long walks with Jeff and Higgs when the sun began to set and it was cool enough. We laughed. We talked. We joked. And then we got back up and we did it all over again the next day.

      And it was bliss. We’d grown so used to merely getting through each day after I’d been booted from the convent, we’d forgotten the simple pleasures of a routine.

      Now, if we could just rid me of this thing inside me—release me from its greasy black clutches—everything would be perfect.

      Which brings me back to my current dilemma. How to get Jeff to remember the message from Hell?

      Clapping my hands on my thighs, I clenched my fists and inhaled, exhaling with determination. “So, from the beginning, Jeff. You escaped through the same portal that Coop and Livingston escaped through, correct?”

      He panted, running in a circle as he tried to catch his tail, and said, “Um-hmm.” Then he stopped and looked up at me, the morning glare of sunlight making his sweet face particularly adorable. “Why the heck do I do that? Logically, I know, I’m never gonna catch my tail, but I can’t stop!” he complained in his squeaky voice as he made another dizzying circle.

      I scooped him up and sat him on my lap, stroking his spine to relax him. There was nothing Jeff liked more than a good massage.

      Instantly, his body became less rigid as he leaned into me.

      “Better?” I asked as Coop plopped down in the chair next to mine, Livingston, my favorite sassy owl, on her arm.

      “Muuuch,” he crooned with a rippling shudder that ran from his head to his hind legs.

      “So from the beginning—”

      “Aye, lass. Not again.” Livingston scoffed his disapproval in his light Irish accent. “I don’t think I can do it one more time without losin’ my ever-lovin’ mind.”

      Coop put a finger on Livingston’s beak to quiet his complaining—something he does often, by the way. “You’re being rude, Quigley Livingston. It’s important we let Jeff share his journey.”

      Livingston flapped his gray and white feathers, letting the warm breeze catch them. “His journey? This isn’t Oprah, for the love of leprechauns. Let’s not romanticize it as though he found himself at the infamous fork in the road, Coopie. He made a mess of everyting when he escaped Hell. That’s no journey, lass. That’s a bloody road trip gone sideways. And now, he’s somebody’s pet. What’s left to go on about?”

      I poked Livingston in his round belly, filled with far too many Swedish Fish, using a gentle finger. “Technically, you’re somebody’s pet, buddy. Glass houses and all,” I teased, trailing my finger over his beak.

      “Yes, yes, and I have the gilded cage to prove it. But I don’t spend every wakin’ hour tellin’ ya ’bout my journey. Besides that, the poor lad says the same ting every blinkin’ time! Nothin’ changes. I don’t know how much more I can stand.”

      I leaned over and dropped an indulgent kiss on Livingston’s round head. “Then close your ears, Mouthy McMouth.”

      “Would that I could,” he mumbled before giving his head a swivel and closing his glassy eyes—meaning, he was done with us mere mortals and we were dismissed.

      Jeff moaned as I stroked his fur, holding his face up to the sun. “So, tell me again how it happened, Jeff. And be careful. We almost got caught the last time you were trying to remember and Higgs walked in on us. I had to pretend I was playing sock puppet with you—with a Boston accent to boot. Just keep in mind, Higgs is going to be here any minute to pick you up. We can’t afford to have him catch you talking.”

      “But you’re wicked good at voices, Trix,” Jeff said.

      I sort of am pretty good at them, if I do say so myself. “How about we err on the side of safety and just not get caught. Higgs would have a heart attack if he knew you could talk.”

      Higgs didn’t like to leave Jeff alone in his apartment for fear he’d get lonely. So he brought him to work with him every day—which was terrific for the shelter. The guys staying there loved him and doted on him as much as Higgs did.

      But today he’d had a dentist appointment, and he asked us to watch Jeff—which we were pleased to do because we’d come to love him, too—even if he talked at warp speed.

      “Hiiiggs,” Jeff mumbled. “I like Higgs. He’s nice to me. He gives me good dog food. The expensive kind. He gives me scraps, too. Lots of scraps. Yummy scraps. The other day he was talking about getting me certified to become a therapy dog. He talks to me all the time. I don’t know how I feel about being a therapy dog, Trixie. I mean, look at what happened to me. How can I help other people when I can’t help myself? And then there’s my bed. It’s awesome. It has a special Tempur-Pedic mattress and a heating pad—”

      “Jeff…” I said, raising my voice an octave. I didn’t want to chastise him, but my patience had begun to wear thinner than thin.

      I offered to leave things be almost every time we went over how he’d managed to find his way to us, but Jeff is the kind of guy…er, canine, who fits the expression “like a dog with a bone” to a T. He claimed trying to remember this infernal message kept him up at night.

      Jeff leaned back against my chest and looked up at me with his big brown puppy dog eyes. “Sorry. I told you, I don’t know how to stop it. Every thought in my fool head just comes out of my mouth.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and sighed as the warm breeze blew, ruffling Jeff’s wiry fur. “I totally understand. So one more time for the cheap seats, okay?”

      He let out a soft moan, scratching at his hindquarters with his back leg. “Okay, so here goes. When Coop and Livingston escaped, they escaped through a portal to Hell none of us minions knew about until I happened upon it one day. I mean, it was right there—all open and a black hole. I don’t even remember how I found it.”

      I still don’t understand how a portal is created, or how one to Hell, of all places, ended up in our convent. I mean, a portal to Hell via a convent? I’d always been taught good would win over evil. Wasn’t the convent filled with nothing but good? How much gooder did it get than nuns and priests?

      I’d always felt protected at the convent from the outside forces working toward the world’s demise. But after the tussle that went down that night, if I didn’t already have a million doubtful questions about scripture and what I’d learned in my time as a nun, I had a whole lot more since.

      One of those questions had to do with the idea that a demon could actually walk on sacred ground. Coop had wandered around the convent after saving me as though she’d been baptized in Holy Water and sworn in as the Second Coming.

      In other words, she didn’t have a single problem treading on sacred ground, which meant we weren’t safe from anything if we weren’t safe from the occupants of Hell—in a convent.

      Evil exists, and it doesn’t stop existing merely because a bunch of women wear habits, crosses and denounce the devil on the reg.

      Don’t get me wrong; no one is more grateful than I am that Coop didn’t burn to a crisp upon entering sacred ground. If Coop hadn’t come through that portal at the exact moment I was in the midst of being possessed by this evil spirit, it would have eaten my soul. But hello—she’s a demon, for pity’s sake, footloose and fancy free in, I repeat, a convent.

      I nodded for the umpteenth time at the same exact spot in the story where I always nod. “Right. The portal that led to the inside of my convent, and it doesn’t matter how you found it, Jeff. That part of the story is inconsequential.”

      “Maybe it’s not? Maybe the portal means something we don’t understand, Trix.”

      Maybe it did. And I said as much. “Maybe it does. But we can’t get bogged down with that detail right now.”

      “Okay,” Jeff said. “So yeah, a portal. I didn’t know that’s what you called it. It just looked like a big black hole. Being adventurous in nature, I decided to see what was on the other side. I’m tellin’ you, Trixie, the second I stepped through that thing, it closed up tighter than a clamshell. Just poof—gone.”

      I continued to massage his back, feeling the tension in his muscles as he retold the story. “Right. So you escaped, but you don’t know if anyone followed behind you the way you followed Coop and Quigley—or whether you all even escaped through the portal at the same time, correct?”

      Which scared the ever-lovin’ stuffin’ out of me. What if Jeff wasn’t the only demon to escape Hell? What if far more malevolent forces had escaped along with him, and they’d inhabited the bodies of more road kill like Livingston had—or worse, innocent people like me?

      Not everyone has a Coop to save them the way I did.

      And what if Jeff didn’t escape at the exact time as Coop and Livingston? His puppy age of around a year says it’s feasible. That’s how long it’s been since I was booted out of the convent, but what if that portal is some sort of time warp, or what if Jeff’s confused about when he arrived…and does it even matter?

      What if I’ve been watching too many sci-fi-related shows on Netflix and they’re all in my head, swirling around with crazy conspiracy theories that don’t really exist?

      “Righty-O. You are correct. After I landed in your convent, it all gets kinda blurry—sort of like a dream, you know? Bits and pieces all broken up in weird fragments is all I remember. I don’t know if I had a body during that time. I don’t even know how the heck I got to where I got. I do remember following Coop’s scent and trying to keep track of her and Livingston. But then I don’t remember anything else until I woke up next to something warm and fuzzy—something that felt like home,” he said on a wistful sigh.

      “That would have been your mother, Jeff. You managed to find your way to a newborn litter of puppies. Likely, one of them didn’t survive and you used the opportunity to hop inside its body. You’re mother must have been a stray.”

      “Are you saying my mother was a dog?” he asked on his infectious high-pitched giggle.

      Sometimes, Jeff was like a twelve-year-old boy right before his voice changes and he begins the long, hard road to manhood. Which begged the question, what was Jeff before he was a dog and how did he end up in Hell? But alas, he couldn’t remember that, either.

      I laughed, too, because Jeff’s laugh was nothing if not contagious. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. So what happened next?”

      “Well, then I couldn’t see much because my eyes were still closed and I wasn’t weaned yet.” He paused and sighed again. “Ahhh, the good old days, when I didn’t have a worry in the world—”

      “But then you realized where you came from and…?” I coaxed as I looked at the time on my phone. Higgs was going to be here very soon—we had to get to the point.

      “Yeah,” Jeff drawled. “I don’t know why, all of a sudden, I remembered everything that happened the night I got to the convent. I think it was a dream or something. Or maybe I got a whiff of something that smelled like Coop… Yes! That was it! It was the scent of her hair—smells like honeysuckle. There was a whole patch of it by the barn where we were born. We used to play by it all the time. Musta jarred my memory or somethin’… You know, like déjà vu?”

      This was the part of his tale that always made me sad. Jeff had brothers and sisters. Okay, not technically, but in this life anyway—all scooped up by a rescue and taken off to find loving families to adopt them. Except Jeff. He’d managed to escape.

      However, the scent of honeysuckle was a new memory. Maybe this will actually pan out. It just might take a long time.

      Dropping a kiss on his head, I decided maybe it was time to let this story be for a while. “How about we stop for today, Jeff? I don’t want you upset when Higgs gets here. You know how he is when he thinks something’s wrong with you. You’ll be at the vet with a thermometer up your watoosie lickety-split.”

      His head hung from his shoulders for a moment before he lifted it, his eyes looking off into the distance. “It’s okay, Trixie. They were nice rescue ladies. I bet the gang got great homes—my mom, too.”

      I lifted my face to the warm breeze and nodded. “I’m sure they did. I’d lay bets on it, and if you knew where the barn was located, I’d find them somehow and prove it to you.”

      “And I’d help,” Coop offered, sipping the last of her orange juice.

      “But I couldn’t read back then,” Jeff replied. “So I have no idea where the barn was, and BTW, Oregon’s a pretty big state. I don’t know how far away where my soul landed was from the convent.”

      I nodded my head in sympathy. “There is that. So what happened next?”

      “After they all got caught by the rescue, I decided to follow the scent because it was so familiar. Little by little, things started coming back to me, like my memories of everyone talkin’ about Coop’s escape. So I tracked her for days, lived off the land, took some handouts along the way, somehow avoided getting caught until I got to Cobbler Cove. By then I could read, and Coop’s scent kept getting stronger and stronger. But the whole time I was hoofin’ it across Oregon, something kept nagging at me. One night, just before I got to Portland, I was sleeping in a Christmas tree field and I had a dream, and the dream reminded me that somebody saw me escape. It was like they knew I was going to come looking for Coop. Like they knew I’d see you, Trixie. Like they knew you guys were all together. And that’s when they told me to give you a message…”

      And this was the part that sent shivers up along my spine and down over my arms. “But you don’t remember who it was? You don’t remember if it was a demon or maybe even the devil himself?”

      I gulped nervously, trying to keep my voice calm. The very idea it might have been Satan had me up at night.

      He exhaled long and slow, his shoulders slumping in defeat. “Nope.”

      “Maybe it really was just a dream, Jeff the Dog?” Coop asked as she pulled her dusky red hair up into a bun, her slender fingers twisting the elastic band around the thick strands. “Maybe you didn’t really get a message at all?”

      “Ya know…” he started, then stopped and gave his head a shake, making his ears flap. “Nope. I’m pretty sure that happened, but every time I get to the part where the person is about to tell me what the message is, I wake up. That dream is what helped me remember what happened just before I stepped through that portal, Coop. I know I’m right. That part really did happen. Swear.”

      Coop reached over and ran a hand over his head, giving him an odd look. This week, she was working on her sympathetic expressions. They still came off a little pained, but she was getting there—and it was better than her grimace of a smile by a long shot. That still looked like she’d eaten something bad.

      “You’re a good boy, Jeff the Dog. A very good boy. Would you like a cookie?” she asked, driving a hand into the pocket of her black leather pants and pulling out a bone-shaped treat.

      “I’d rather have a steak.”

      “But they’re the soft ones,” she enticed, waving it under his nose.

      He scoffed. “Made out of oats and dandelion shoots.”

      “Higgs just doesn’t want you to get fat. You heard what the vet said,” I reminded him with a smile, chucking him under the chin.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he groused. “More exercise, fewer hot dogs. Does Higgs have to listen to everything that crazy old coot tells him? I might look like a dog, but I still have the taste buds of a man, and this man wants a steak. A big, juicy, rare steak.”

      Coop tapped his paw. “You be grateful, Jeff. Higgs just wants you to live a long, healthy, enriched life. He takes very good care of you. Everyone should be so lucky to have a Higgs.”

      Coop had fallen in deep like not only with Knuckles but with Higgs. As she watched the way he cared for the men who inhabited his facility, as she watched his dedication to helping feed the homeless, saw him help them with rehabilitation and finding jobs and purpose within the community, her admiration grew.

      And I had to admit, mine had, too. We’d come a long way since I’d accused him of murdering our last landlord, Fergus McDuff. We’d definitely become friends in the short time since we’d arrived in Cobbler Cove, and that was really nice.

      “Coop’s right, Jeff. Higgs only wants what’s best for you, bud,” I reminded.

      “What does Higgs want?” His voice, now not only welcome but familiar, sounded through Knuckles’s small backyard.

      “Higgs wants to feed Jeff a big steak,” Jeff called out, making me pinch him lightly.

      “Knock it off, troublemaker!” I whisper-yelled.

      As Higgs came around the corner of the main house, he smiled at us. Tall and powerful, his strides ate up the small area from the main house to our little haven.

      His dark hair, trimmed just above his ears, gleamed in the sun. One bulky, tattooed arm swung at his side while the other hand held a cup carrier from our favorite coffee place, Betty’s.

      “Morning, ladies. I brought coffee as a thank you for watching my little buddy.”

      I gave Jeff a small nudge so he’d remember to greet Higgs the way most dogs would greet the owners they were supposed to love. As a dog, he had some things down pat. Others? Not so much. He was a work in progress much like all of us.

      Jeff grunted before hopping off my lap and standing on his hind legs, jumping excitedly on Higg, who reached down to give his head an affectionate scruff. “How are you, buddy? Didja miss me?” he asked in that weird voice meant specifically for Jeff.

      “You brought the nectar of the gods for us?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at him as I twirled my hair in my comical bid to be flirtatious.

      Of course, I was jokingly being flirty. We were just friends, but it was fun to try out some of the feminine behaviors I’d never been able to utilize when I was a nun. I looked ridiculous, of course, but whatever.

      He grinned, driving a hand into his pocket as Jeff settled by his feet, winding his tail around Higgs’s leg. “It is. I got your favorite, Sister Trixie, and some ice-cold OJ for Coop.”

      Coop peered up at him, her green eyes glittering as she took the orange juice. “You’re very nice, Higgs. I like you so-so much.”

      Coop was also working on expressing her emotions to everyone around her—we were still working on what was appropriate and what was a little too Terminator, but we were getting there. Though, I had to give it to my demon. She lived every day like she wouldn’t see another, and she spoke her heart in the same vein.

      Higgs gave her a pat on the back with his infamous smile, the vivid tattoo on his forearm of skulls with red bandannas and a colorful eagle taking flight standing out under the morning sun. “I like you, too, Coop. So, you girls ready for World Naked Bike Ride day?”

      Every year, Portland hosts a World Naked Bike Ride, where bikers from all over participate. The route is typically undisclosed until the last minute to avoid gawkers, but we’d heard a rumor it might pass right by our shop, and we wanted to be ready on the off chance someone might want a tattoo to commemorate their experience.

      Plus, Knuckles had some celebrity clients flying in from LA today to participate in the ride, and we wanted to put our best foot forward in his honor. I’d been up sketching late into the night so I’d have something new to show his friends.

      Coop frowned. “Tell me again why everyone rides bikes with no clothes on, Higgs. Seems to me, your tender bits would get all scraped up.”

      Higgs threw his head back and laughed, the exposed length of his bronzed throat strong and supple. “I imagine one’s tender bits take a beating. However, the ride is sort of a protest against the use of oil and what it does to the planet—and it’s also about body positivity. About being comfortable in your skin. Both good causes, right?”

      She frowned harder, the lines in her forehead going deep in her tanned skin. “I don’t understand being uncomfortable in your skin. I like my skin.” To emphasize her statement, she tugged at the flawless flesh of her face.

      I patted her on the arm—her long, slender, perfect arm. “That’s because your skin is perfect, Coop. Not everyone is as lucky or as comfortable, and we have to try and be sensitive about their feelings,” I reminded her, sitting up straighter when I thought about the flabby flesh of my thighs encased in my overalls.

      Coop cocked her head at me, the length of her neck swan-like. “Everyone should just be happy to have skin. I know people in Hell who don’t have any—”

      I interrupted her by coughing really hard, pretending I had something caught in my throat—a clear signal to Coop she was about to spill the beans.

      “You know people in Hell, Coop?” Higgs asked, though his face clearly said he was teasing her.

      Immediately she sat up straight, recognizing her goof. “Doesn’t everyone?”

      Higgs laughed his husky laugh, and I followed suit.

      We couldn’t afford to be found out. Not when our relationships here in Cobbler Cove were all so new. I mean seriously, how do you tell your new friends you’re possessed by an evil spirit, your owl had reincarnated himself in the body of some random road kill, your best friend’s an escapee from Hell and a demon, and the dog your new friend loves so much can talk?

      You don’t.

      That’s how.
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      We’d arrived at Inkerbelle’s late in the afternoon to find Knuckles in a tizzy, with Goose trailing behind him. Knuckles had some very important clients flying in from LA today, and he wanted to impress them with his new place of employment—which meant we had to have everything perfect.

      In light of the fact that his happiness was so important to us, especially as of late, we indulged him. Knuckles had been missing his wife something fierce these days, and his melancholy showed up in the times he thought none of us were looking.

      Grief comes in batches sometimes, and I think flying back and forth to LA, and spending so much time with his daughter and her family, had him missing the love of his life. His wife Candice, who he’d lost to cancer.

      But today he was pumped and rarin’ to go and that made my heart smile.

      Though, I have to say, seeing our usually calm knight in shining leather running around straightening magazines and fluffing pillows was equal parts adorable and a little disconcerting.

      In another tragedy of epic proportions (if you listen to Knuckles, anyway), we were out of coffee.

      The horror.

      It’s a special blend Knuckles had specifically asked us to have on hand for one particular client, and I’d completely forgotten it when I ran errands yesterday.

      So now that we were headed toward early evening, and we’d watched several batches of bikers ride by while we peeked through our fingers, I was rather in a rush to have everything in place as I headed for the glass door of the shop, now etched with the Inkerbelle’s insignia. Just looking at it each day as I unlocked the door and pushed my way inside, smelled the scent of ink and freshly painted walls, brought such pride to my heart.

      It had taken a village to pull it off, but we’d done it with the help of Higgs and Knuckles and our shop owner friends along Peach Street. And it was perfect. The walls were bold and bright, the floors were shiny and clean, and the tattoo stations had every necessity a tattoo artist needs. We still had some work to handle in the loft above, but that would happen in time.

      As I made my way to the door, my purse strap thrown over my neck, Coop stopped me at the threshold.

      “Sister Trixie Lavender, close your eyes!”

      I tried to peer around Coop’s unicorn-tattooed shoulder revealed by her off-the-shoulder Inkerbelle’s T-shirt, to see what she meant, but she stepped in front of me.

      “Coop? Why are you keeping me from leaving the shop? We need more coffee for our clients, and we need it soon or Knuckles is going to go airborne from the steam coming out of his ears. Now, what’s the problem?”

      “I said close your eyes, Sister Trixie Lavender. I must speak with you before you leave
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