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      I had just turned the oven on and slid a tray of pumpkin pecan cookies inside. It was early morning—five-thirty a.m. by my last check— and Sweetie’s Latte would be opening in half an hour. Owning this café had been a dream come true, yet it still didn’t feel real. Part of me still expected the bank to revoke the keys, or worse, for my ex-husband to waltz in demanding a better divorce settlement. But for now, Sweetie’s Latte was mine, and I couldn’t help but smile as I flipped on the lights in the dining area and grabbed the broom for a final sweep.

      Everything I know about baking, I had learned from my grandmother, Rosie. “Sweetie,” she’d always say. “Come here and let me show you how to make this custard pie.”

      “It’s the day before Halloween,” the D.J. on the radio began. “And you know what that means! Moon’s Landing will be under siege by pranksters! Be vigilant, Moonies!” He ended with a spooky song about ghosts and goblins.

      I twirled around the kitchen, using the broom as a dance partner, letting the music sweep me away. I flipped on the lights as I moved into the front dining room, the music trailing behind me. I hadn’t realized how loud I had the radio. I spun one last time, only to be startled by a loud bang against the front window.

      Hand to my heart, I caught sight of a goblin in a black hoodie waving at me. The green and black face paint was perfectly applied, paired with a black bodysuit. He squealed like a witch and dashed down the street.

      “Oh, Lindsay,” I chuckled to myself. “You should be used to this by now.” Shaking off the moment, I resumed sweeping, nearly knocking over an ornament from our Halloween tree. The handmade ornaments had been bought by customers, with the proceeds funding costumes for local kids who couldn’t afford them.

      Looking around, I realized the café needed more Halloween flair. The orange and black garland was festive, looping around the windows, and a witch seated on a broomstick near the pastry display cackled every time someone passed. But something was missing—I couldn’t put my finger on it, not yet, but I knew I’d figure it out soon enough.

      “Lindsay?” Emme called from the kitchen. Emme Cortez, my assistant manager, had a key for the back door. “The pumpkin pecan cookies smell amazing!”

      “Is it six already?” I checked my watch. “Almost,” I answered myself and hurried back to the kitchen. “We’ve got a lot to do before we open.”

      Emme took the broom from me. “I’ll finish up here and unlock the door, but save me a cookie. You know I have to do my customary taste test.”

      Emme liked to think of herself as my quality control—no cookie passed without a bite or two from her.

      “Did you see the progress they made on the stage in the park?” she called through the door. “They must have worked through the night.”

      “I saw a bit of it,” I replied, setting the cookies on a rack to cool. “One of the workers came by for coffee earlier. I didn’t have the heart to turn him away.”

      Emme poked her head through the door. “Was it that cute blonde guy with the tattoo on his arm?”

      “Tattoo?” I laughed. “I didn’t notice—he was bundled up in a sweatshirt. It’s freezing out.” I shivered as though I had caught the chill.

      Not only had they a stage in the park, but game and vendor booths had been set up too.

      The bell at the front door chimed, signaling our first customer. I heard Emme talking to him, her tone familiar.

      She returned to the kitchen and grabbed a box. “Murray Tyler’s buying all our coffee cake for the workers across the street.”

      I smiled, rolling out dough for another batch of pumpkin and pecan cookies when the door chimed again.

      “Mera,” Emme called, “you can’t go back there⁠—”

      But Mera Longwood was unstoppable. She appeared in the doorway, eyes wide with excitement. “Are those my cookies? My boss told me not to come back without them.”

      I laughed. “They’re on the rack. Give me a minute to box them up.”

      “Did you see what’s going on across the street at the park?” Mera asked. “It’s going to be bigger than last year! I heard the mayor even posted ads in Spring Valley.”

      “Spring Valley?” I asked. That was a neighboring town towards the north. “He’s going all out, isn't he?” I punched out pumpkin-shaped cookies and drew lines down them with a carving tool to resemble pumpkins before laying them on a tray to go into the oven.

      “You make that look so easy,” Mera marveled. She glanced toward the front room. “Good morning, Deputy Lomack.”

      “Mera,” Lomack said. “What are you doing back there? Working at the café now?”

      She shook her head. “Just picking up my order. Mr. Elwood likes his cookies fresh.”

      Percival Elwood III, Mera’s boss, ran Percivil Contracting and Design. He was a tough man but paid full price for his cookies.

      The doorbell chimed again, and Mera’s face hardened. “Raquel,” she said coldly. “Fancy seeing you here. Not even 7 a.m.”

      Raquel Elwood, Percival’s daughter, ignored Mera as she approached the counter. “Good morning, Lindsay, I’ll take my usual.”

      Raquel didn’t work for her father; she ran the local radio station. Without looking at Mera, she handed me her credit card. “What’s that on your neck?” she asked, her hazel eyes sharp.

      Mera brushed her neck. “What? Oh, must be face paint. I ran into a goblin earlier,” she laughed.

      I processed her order. It was simple enough: a tall hazelnut latte with a dash of coconut milk and cinnamon. Raquel hummed in response and handed me a twenty. “For the costume fund,” she said before spinning on her heel and striding out of the café.

      Mera shivered. “That woman always gives me the creeps. Well, I must be going.”

      Deputy Lomack placed his empty cup on the counter. “They’re calling it the Pumpkin Patch Carnival this year. There’s even a pumpkin carving contest.”

      “Pumpkin carving?” I asked, intrigued. That’s what I needed—more pumpkins!

      Lomack spent ten minutes telling me which patch had the best pumpkins before his walkie-talkie buzzed. I didn’t understand a word of what the operator said to him, but by the look of it, Deputy Lomack did. “I’ll be right there,” he stated.

      “Everything alright?” I asked after catching the concerned look in his eyes.

      “I’ve got to head to the carnival, but I’ll bring those pumpkins by later.” Deputy Lomack replied, hurrying out.

      I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I had cookies to bake, but a rapid knock on the back door pulled me from my task.

      “Mera?” I opened the door to find her pale and shaken.

      “Lindsay,” she whispered urgently. “I need your help. My boss—Mr. Elwood is dead. I think he’s been murdered.”
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      “Murdered?” I gasped. “What are you talking about?” I couldn’t just leave her standing on the stoop, so I brought her inside and headed to the sink to get her a glass of water. “Here, drink this, then tell me what’s going on.”

      Mera took the glass and didn’t speak until she had drained it. Handing it back to me, she said, “Thank you,” her voice trembled. “I need to sit down.”

      I pulled out a chair from the corner. “Here, now tell me, what is this all about.”

      She collapsed into the chair as though it were her last safe haven. “After I left here with the cookies for Mr. Elwood, I went straight to work. I knocked on his door like I always do, but he didn’t respond. So I opened it…” She paused, her eyes wide. “I wish I hadn’t!”

      I knelt in front of her, balancing on my toes as I took her shaking hands in mine. “Maybe you were mistaken⁠—”

      She shook her head vigorously. “You can’t mistake something like this.”

      I stood up and removed my apron. “I’ll call Deputy Lomack. He’ll know what to do.”

      Mera shot out of her chair. “No! Please, don’t call him. Don’t tell anyone. He’ll think I did it—I’m sure of it.”

      I frowned. “Why would he suspect you? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she insisted. “I watch enough true crime shows to know how this works. The person who finds the body is always the first suspect.”

      I tilted my head. “I’m not sure that’s true.”

      “It is true,” she claimed. “If not the witness, then the husband or wife.” She held both hands to her chest, pressing her hands firmly. “I could see it now…”

      “See what?”

      “Getting arrested and accused of… murder.” Mera sat back down, her head in her hands as she began to cry. “I can’t get arrested for this.”

      Before I could reassure her, the front door chimed, and Blanche’s voice echoed through the café. “Good morning, Emme! Good morning, Lindsay.”

      I glanced at Mera, giving her a quick pat on the back. “I’ll be right back. It’s just Blanche Pruitt—she’ll want her usual.”

      Mera looked at me with pleading eyes. “Can’t Emme handle it?”

      “I’ll be quick,” I promised and headed to the front, tying my apron back on.

      Blanche stood by the counter, looking sharp in her gray business jacket and matching skirt, her blonde hair twisted into a perfect bun.“Lindsay,” she said, “did you hear about what’s happening over at Percival Contracting and Design?”

      As I started preparing her coffee, she continued without waiting for a response. “Mr. Elwood was found dead in his office. I’m headed there now, but you know I need my coffee first.”

      “Who found him?” I asked, handing her the cup.

      “One of
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