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      Dog-nappings are an owners’ worst nightmare. When three rare, expensive, and sought after puppies go missing within a few days of each other, Olivia doesn’t even need to be asked to take the case. Her clients are like family and she can’t stand to see a family grieve over their missing canine members. But when the investigation leads her to a local jeweler’s Olivia reveals to her best friend that she’s ready to make things official with Andrew. In her shock, Jackie lets it slip that Andrew was thinking the same thing (and has a new ring to prove it!).

      Olivia decides to beat Andrew to the punch. How better to show her stellar level of commitment than proposing first. But the best blabbermouth seems to have tipped off Andrew too. Now, they’re playing a game of keep your friends close and your soon-to-be-spouse closer, which Andrew cements by asking to come along on this case.

      But when the missing puppies lead to the murder of a well-known (and well hated) romance advice columnist, Olivia and Andrew’s feelings will be tested. Not just in the battle for the bridal win, but in sifting through suspects who wanted to kill the author for ruining their love lives. Olivia and Andrew are in a rush to find who done it, before the investigation does away with their engagement.
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      “Tell me that this is not the cutest thing you’ve ever seen!” Olivia held out the squirming bundle of love and waited for her sister to notice.

      Janelle looked up from her notepad with a scowl. “That is not the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. What is that? It’s just a bunch of wrinkles.”

      Undeterred, Olivia plopped the tan bundle of fur on the table in front of Janelle. “This is an eight-week-old Chinese Shar-Pei puppy. Its purposes in life are to eat, poop, and bring as much joy as possible—and you, my very pregnant and extremely stressed sister, need some joy in your life. At least until your own bundle of joy pops out.”

      Even at eight months pregnant, Janelle looked gorgeous. She’d always achieved amazing results with her makeup, and her short hair was always perfectly coiffed. Though she and Janelle looked a lot alike, Olivia had always felt like a bit of a disaster. Most days, the best she could do was pull her longer hair into a ponytail and maybe put on some mascara without poking herself in the eye. The two sisters were as different as night and day, but sharing the brownstone and investigating crimes had brought them closer than ever.

      Groaning, Janelle leaned back in her chair and rested her hand on her large belly. “Please don’t say the word pop. If this baby gets any bigger, that’s exactly what I’ll be doing.” Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the puppy. “Olivia, that thing is drooling all over my shopping list.”

      Rolling her eyes, Olivia pulled the puppy back in close to her chest and kissed the top of his head. She eyed her sister. At this point in her pregnancy, Janelle was a mess. She could be super affectionate and loving one day and temperamental and weepy the next. “Janelle, you’re stressed. Every day you get closer to your due date, you get more stressed. That can’t be good for the baby. Do you know what is scientifically proven to lower stress?”

      Her sister arched her eyebrows. “A dog?”

      “Yes. Specifically: adorable, squishy, squeaky puppies. And thanks to three of my clients, I now get to puppy-sit three of the squishiest, squeakiest puppies I have ever held!”

      With a large smile, Olivia got up from her chair and plopped the puppy right in what remained of Janelle’s lap. “Cuddle, kiss, and feel the stress leave your body.”

      “A yogi, you are not,” Janelle grumbled, but she did bring the puppy up to her chin and nuzzled him. “Really? Three of your clients got these Chinese Sharpies?”

      “Shar-Peis,” Olivia laughed. “And yes. Charlene fosters rescue dogs, and she got this litter from a horrible breeder. She’s never had a litter of purebreds before, and the demand for them has been high.”

      “He is awfully cute—but he’s also a health hazard. This is a bakery, Olivia. You can’t keep him in here.” Janelle handed the wriggling ball of cute back, but there was a look of regret on her face. “With how attached you are to that puppy, I’m surprised you aren’t trying to adopt one yourself.”

      “I thought about it, but Andrew had a reaction the first time he held one. There’s this special dry shampoo for the puppies to help keep their folds clean and dry, and it makes him miserable.” As Olivia cradled the puppy in her elbow, she went into lecturing mode. “Dogs of this type are at risk of skin problems if they aren’t properly maintained. All types of bacteria can grow between the folds if they aren’t washed and dried regularly.” Seeing her older sister’s eyes glazing over, she went back to conversational mode. “Besides, two dogs are more than enough for me.”

      Olivia was the proud rescuer of a large, shaggy brown mutt named Goodwin—and the reluctant owner of Fender, an ancient basset hound. Goodwin had given her love when she had been between relationships and had thought she’d never settle down with someone. He’d also helped Olivia launch her dog-walking career and the start of her business. Later on, Fender had been rescued by Mayor Henderson in an effort to gain the attention of Lady Celeste, the self-proclaimed town psychic. When his ploy didn’t work, Henderson gave Fender to Olivia, and while she couldn’t very well give the dog back, she wasn’t going to distress the old dog by passing him along to yet another home.

      Since her dog-walking business had gotten off the ground, things had flourished for her. She and her sister had grown closer, mainly through Olivia’s amateur sleuthing, and as a by-product, Olivia’s best friend Jackie had found love. Wagging Tails was now so successful that Olivia had hired an employee. Natalie was the perfect dog walker, and although she had come on the recommendation of Lady Celeste (you just never knew with Lady Celeste), she was working out wonderfully.

      For the first time in a long time, Olivia was contented and committed. She was about to become an aunt. She loved her business. And she had found love.

      Things had been up and down with Andrew for a while. Their first engagement had fallen through, but things were good now. She and Andrew had even moved back in together, although that was more from outlying circumstances. When Andrew’s best friend Brent had lost his apartment in a fire, Andrew had told Brent that he could stay in Andrew’s old apartment, and Andrew had moved in with Olivia.

      Everything was working out perfectly. There hadn’t been a murder in months, so there was no reason for her and Andrew to fight over her sleuthing. Andrew’s freelancing computer skills were getting him an increasing number of independent jobs, and he was about to quit his job at the hospital. He and Olivia were spending more and more time together, and Olivia just knew that it was time to take the next step.

      She was going to propose to Andrew, and this time, they were going to do things right. A small wedding. Maybe they’d even just elope. All that mattered was that she could prove to Andrew she was ready to spend the rest of her life with him.

      “Earth to Olivia!” Janelle scowled. “Did you hear me?”

      “Sorry. Just thinking about things.” Kissing the puppy again, Olivia tucked him under her arm. “What did you want?”

      “A cup of coffee with about two shots of whiskey in it,” her sister grumbled. “But until this baby comes out, I’m going to have to settle for decaf and alcohol-free vanilla extract. Can you start a pot for me while I waddle to the store?”

      “Natalie is handling the morning walks today, so I can go grocery shopping for you,” Olivia offered. “And you can cuddle with this sweet baby until I can get back. If you ask me, that’s an excellent way to start your morning.”

      Janelle groaned as she pulled herself out of the chair. “As enticing as that sounds, I’m hoping that a long walk will help me go into labor earlier. I am so ready to give birth, Olivia.” She crooked her elbows, put the palms of her hands on the small of her back, and tried to stretch, adding, “I’ve got Tabasco sauce on my list. Spicy foods are also supposed to help induce labor.”

      “My perfect little nephew is going to come out when he’s good and ready, and no amount of walking or hot sauce is going to expedite that.”

      Snorting, Janelle picked up her list, folded it, and tucked it into her pocket. “You just don’t want me to go into labor early because you and Jackie are running a pool on my due date, and the date you picked isn’t for another two weeks.”

      “What?” Olivia tried to feign innocence. “A pool? For my nephew? Jackie and I would never do such a thing.”

      “That’s exactly what you would do.”

      Olivia switched tactics. “Half the town has placed bets with me. I’ll give you thirty percent of my winnings if you keep that baby in. You’d be able to get that super-expensive baby stroller you and Patrick keep arguing about.”

      “Enticing, but I’d rather be able to see my toes again.” Janelle’s eyes narrowed. “There’s a woman staring at us through the window. Apparently, she doesn’t care that I don’t open for another two hours.”

      Olivia glanced toward the front of the bakery. “Oh, that’s Lenore. Here, hold Danish.”

      As she thrust the puppy into Janelle’s arms, her sister looked doubtfully at the little creature. “Some named a Chinese dog Danish?”

      “It’s after the bakery treat. As a baker, you should appreciate that,” Olivia said over her shoulder as she unlocked the front door.

      Lenore was the proud owner of three new dogs. She actually hated dogs, but when her teenage daughter had recently decided that she wanted to be a vet, Lenore had given in to her daughter’s demands.

      Last year, the girl had aspired to be a singer, and Lenore had paid for expensive singing lessons. The year before that, her daughter had wanted to be a chef, and Lenore had thrown a fit when none of the local restaurants would hire her daughter, Robin, as an intern.

      “Hi, Lenore. Are you looking for me? The bakery isn’t open yet.”

      Lenore was a fashionable woman. She worked in the city of Lowell as an executive assistant, but the man she’d married had lived in Lexingburg all his life and had no intentions of moving. Olivia knew that Lenore hadn’t made many friends in town. In fact, until Lenore had started collecting dogs, Olivia had never even met the woman.

      “I tried calling you. I’ll need someone to walk the dogs for the next week, starting today. My husband will be out of town, and I just don’t have the time to take care of the mutts on my own.” The woman’s face suddenly darkened, and she said sharply to Janelle, “You got one of the Shar-Peis?”

      Olivia hastened to intervene. “Oh, not Janelle—or me. Another client of mine. I can’t actually . . .”

      “How long ago?” Lenore demanded. “There’s a waiting list for the other four. The whole town wants to adopt them! You’d think my daughter would be at the top of the list! Everyone knows she wants to be a vet . . .”

      Olivia wanted to remind Lenore that Robin wasn’t actually taking care of her own dogs, but she wisely held her tongue. “Unfortunately, I’m unable to add your dogs to today’s or tomorrow’s schedule, but . . .”

      “What do you mean? I was told that you were the best, but if you can’t be flexible to the demands on my time, then I’m not sure I can continue hiring you,” Lenore spat.

      “The contract you signed with me clearly states that I schedule dogs two weeks in advance, and I can only accept an emergency situation if the rest of the schedule allows it. We currently have a full schedule, and adding your three dogs to it would simply be too much. I’ll email you later today and let you know how the schedule looks next week.” Olivia was trying to hold on to her temper. Taking Lenore on as a client had been nothing but one headache after another.

      Lenore’s frown deepened. “I want you to give me the names of your clients who own the puppies. If I can’t adopt them, then I’ll—I’ll purchase them from an owner.”

      Was this woman serious? “I can’t do that, Lenore. And you should know that in order to adopt, the new dog parents have to sign a contract preventing them from reselling or rehoming the dog without going through the rescue society first.”

      “Ridiculous!” Lenore snarled. “These are expensive dogs, and they should go to families who are willing to pay the most money for them. Sometimes I think this entire town is completely backwards.” She reared her head high and pointed an imperious finger at Olivia. “Ms. Rickard, you’re fired. I’ll be sure to spread the word that your little company is unreliable. I doubt you’ll last much longer, so I would start working on your backup plan, if I were you.”

      As the irate woman stomped out, Janelle whistled. “Dang. That woman is a piece of work.”

      “She is. I feel bad for her dogs. As soon as her daughter moves on to another career, there will be no one left to love those poor things.” Olivia reached to lift the puppy out of Janelle’s embrace. “Fortunately for me, no one is going to take her complaints to heart. Now, go do your grocery shopping—but maybe take little baby steps, and don’t jiggle too much. We don’t want my nephew trying to come out early, do we?” She gave her sister her most charming smile.

      “It’s like you hate me,” Janelle grumbled. She grabbed her purse and started waddling to the door.

      Olivia couldn’t help but chuckle as her sister left the bakery. The truth was that she also couldn’t wait to meet her nephew, but it was just too much fun to tease her sister.

      Life was good.
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      “I thought that Natalie was walking dogs this morning,” Jackie observed as they strolled past the shop windows along Main Street. Olivia had Goodwin and Fender with her. She and Jackie had stolen some muffins from the bakery and were enjoying the quiet of the street before the stores opened.

      “She is. I also knew that you had the morning off, and we don’t get to spend much time with each other despite the fact you’ve moved in right down the hall.” Olivia glanced slyly at Jackie, and her friend gasped.

      “I have not moved in! I just spend a couple of nights a week there,” the bookstore owner said uncomfortably.

      “Uh-huh. You’ve worn the same four outfits for two weeks straight, and you’ve been using Brent’s body wash. It’s disconcerting because he uses the same stuff that Andrew uses, so you smell like my boyfriend.” Olivia wrinkled her nose. “It’s not really how I want to think of you.”

      Jackie laughed and bumped her shoulder against Olivia’s. “Do you have a sudden urge to make out with me?”

      “Go away,” Olivia chuckled as she pushed Jackie away. “The point is that I haven’t been able to talk to you without Brent around. I like Brent, but there are things that I want to talk about without him hovering and listening in.”

      “Girl stuff?” Jackie bit into her muffin. “You’re not pregnant, too, are you? Because I am needing a break from hormones once Janelle gives birth.”

      Olivia snorted. “No, I’m not pregnant. I’m hoping to be married before that happens. Which is kind of what I want to talk about.” Olivia stopped suddenly and looked into the window of the storefront they were passing. “We need to make a pit stop.”

      They were right on time.

      Jackie gave her a bewildered look as Stanley, the owner of Stanley’s Gems, hurried to unlock the shop’s door. Stanley and his daughter Julie had been instrumental in Olivia’s solving her very first murder. Well, maybe not instrumental, but it was here in this very shop that Olivia had put all the pieces together.

      “Olivia,” the jeweler greeted with a hesitant smile. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

      “So soon?” Jackie questioned.

      “Julie is one of the new owners of the Chinese Shar-Pei puppies. I told her that I’d be stopping by to check on the little bugger.”

      “Yes,” Stanley agreed enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I meant.” He leaned down to scratch Goodwin on the head. Fender, as usual, put his nose to the ground and began exploring the store.

      “Behave, guys,” Olivia warned as she unhooked their leashes and reached in to pull a container out of her purse. “I also promised Julie that I’d drop off a bottle of the dry shampoo that’ll help with the baby. What did she name him?”

      The older man cracked a smile. “She’s still trying out some names. Tommy wants to call him Floof Floof—but he’s also three.”

      “Floof. I like it!” Olivia laughed. “Do you mind if we browse while we’re here?”

      Stanley took the shampoo and gestured to the display cases filling the store. “Take a look around. Let me know if you want to see anything else up close. I’m very good at steering certain guys to the right ring,” he added and winked.

      He walked to the back of the store, and Jackie stared at Olivia. “Are you getting that tingling feeling that Andrew is going to propose?” she whispered loudly. “Because the last time you got that feeling, things didn’t quite work out that well.”

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” Olivia walked over to the ring display case, bent her head, and lightly ran her fingers along the edge. “I want things to go differently this time, so I need to approach the situation differently.”

      “Meaning you’re not going to use a murder mystery in this town to keep any proposal from Andrew at bay?” Jackie asked wryly as she leaned over the counter next to Olivia. “Oooh, I love the square cut with the emeralds surrounding it.”

      “I got involved with Yvette’s murder because she was a friend,” Olivia protested.

      “Yvette didn’t have any friends. She was your caffeine dealer,” Jackie pointed out before sighing. “Gosh. It feels like a lifetime since that happened. You and Jackie bought the brownstone, and you finalized your office for Wagging Tails. You and Andrew got engaged, almost got married, broke up, and got back together. We finished the apartments on the third floor, and you moved in. Janelle got pregnant. I started dating Brent. We’ve solved five mysteries.”

      Olivia cringed a little as she thought about how she had almost blown it with Andrew. “Yeah, things haven’t really gone as planned—but that’s okay. I’m going to get things back on track again. Which means that we’re on the wrong side of the store.”

      “What do you mean? We’re not here to look at engagement rings?”

      “No, we are. We’re just not here to look at engagement rings for me.”

      Jackie’s face went blank, and Olivia tugged her over the other side of the store. The display case that she wanted to look at was much smaller. “I don’t want something that will look exactly like a wedding band, so I’m thinking the black one encrusted with diamonds—or the wooden one. What do you think?”

      “Um.” Jackie stared at the rings and then to the back door and then back to Olivia. “You must really want a non-traditional ring if you’re looking at these.”

      “Jackie, these are men’s rings.” Olivia studied her friend, who obviously still didn’t get it. “I’m shopping for a ring for Andrew.”

      “Oh.” Her friend nodded her head. “Sure. It only makes sense. He gives you an engagement ring, and you give him an engagement ring. It’s all about equality, right? And it lets women know that he’s off the market. I get it,” her forehead wrinkled, “but how do you know that he’s going to propose again? You just said that you didn’t have the tingling proposal feeling.”

      Olivia almost smacked her forehead. Jackie was usually quicker than this. “I’m not waiting for Andrew to propose to me. I’m going to propose to him. I want him to know without a doubt that I am ready to spend the rest of my life with him. And to propose to him, I need a ring. So—what do you think? Black ring or wood ring? Black? Wood?” Olivia moved her finger back and forth across the display case just as Stanley came out.

      “Oh, Stanley would know,” Jackie said loudly. “Proposing to a man is such a rare thing, but I bet Stanley would definitely know which ring would be the right one for you to buy Andrew.”

      Olivia frowned. Her friend was weirdly excited about this. “Stanley?”

      The jeweler’s eyes widened. “You want to propose to Andrew?”

      “I know it’s not traditional, but it wouldn’t be fair for me to expect Andrew to buy another ring for me and propose again after everything that happened.” Stanley and Jackie weren’t looking all that convinced, so Olivia plunged on, “And I think it’s better this way. I’ve dug in my heels at every milestone of our relationship.”

      “What do you mean?” Stanley asked as he opened the display case and pulled out the rings.

      The sound attracted the dogs, and they hurried over. Olivia and Jackie each quickly grabbed a collar so they wouldn’t jump up.

      “I appreciate the feigned ignorance, Stanley, but I know that this town has talked about my issues with men. At first, I didn’t want to go out with Andrew. Then I tried to break up with him a few times. I didn’t want to move in with him. I didn’t want him to propose, and then I threw myself into this elaborate wedding that neither of us wanted as a way to cover up our issues.”

      “Yes, you two do have some interesting stories to tell,” Stanley said with a chuckle. “But, in my experience, not all men like having the roles reversed.”

      Olivia released Goodwin and waved her hands to show her disagreement. “Andrew isn’t like that.” She leaned over to pluck the black ring from the felt. “I think he would like me taking the initiative.”

      “Ah, maybe. I’m not sure I have any rings in Andrew’s size, and it may take some time for me to order some in,” Stanley warned.

      Olivia fished a piece of string out her pocket. “I don’t know what Andrew’s size is, but I wrapped this around his finger while he was sleeping.” She tested it against the ring and beamed. “It looks like this one right here would be a perfect fit!”

      “Yes, but that one has already been sold,” Stanley said hastily. “The other one, too. We’ve had a strange rush on men’s rings.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Jackie chimed in. “I overheard some guys in the bookstore complaining about the number of weddings that they were having to attend this season. That probably explains all the rings that Stanley has sold. It could even take months to get new rings in, right Stanley?”

      Frowning, Olivia put the ring back. “I don’t understand. If you’ve already sold it, why is it here on display?”

      “I can display them until the day they get picked up. These still have to be inscribed.”

      “That makes sense. I guess.” Tapping her fingers on the counter, Olivia tried to think. She didn’t want to wait months to propose to Andrew. “I’m sorry, Stanley. I really wanted to get the ring from you, but I guess I’ll have to go into Lowell. I can still order the inscription from you! I do want to support you.”

      Jackie shook her head vehemently. “No, you can’t do that! It’s betrayal! How will Andrew feel if he finds out you didn’t get his ring from Stanley?” She eyed Olivia sternly. “Surely you can wait, can’t you? What’s a couple more months?”

      Confused, Olivia
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