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      It’s beginning to look a lot like murder…

      

      It’s the off-season in Cascade Cove, and a disgruntled magician, Rufus the Magnificent, is in town to perform his final magic show. But things aren’t that magnificent for the people of the Cove when a body is found on the dangerous rocky terrain leading to the old Beachside Beacon.

      

      Sarah is excited to enjoy her first Christmas in Florida, and her spontaneous grandpa and sassy cousin go above and beyond to make it her best one yet. Although stringing lights on palm trees and flamingoes with Santa hats are not on Sarah’s list of typical Christmas traditions, she is excited to partake in the annual Surfing Santas event. That is, until she runs into a mysterious figure who may or may not be the killer.

      

      As the whole town prepares for the festivities, Sarah and Adam team up to locate the elusive suspect and wrap up the case before the holiday season is a bust. Could this peculiar person who’s lurking around the small beachside town be the murderer? Or do they hold the answers to the magician’s secrets behind the magic?

      

      Join Sarah and the rest of the gang at Larry’s Pawfect Boutique in this exciting Whodunit Pet Cozy Mystery Series. Get nestled in your favorite chair, grab a cup of hot cocoa, and escape into the cozy beachside town of Cascade Cove!
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      Ten days before Christmas in Cascade Cove, Sarah Shores was in her grandfather’s pet shop, Larry’s Pawfect Boutique, balancing on the top step of a ladder. A string of Christmas lights hung lazily from her hand as her cousin, Emma, stood at the bottom of the ladder, holding either side.

      “We only have about an hour until we open,” Emma said.

      Sarah clutched the corner of the wall with one hand. “I’m hurrying,” she said, trying not to look down. If she did, she’d lose her balance and break her neck, though she turned slightly to take a peek at the clock on the opposite wall. There, she caught a glimpse of Misty, Emma’s Persian cat, lying on one of the shelves like an overstuffed ornament while she watched the comedic scene unfold. Sarah turned back and hugged the wall again.

      “I don’t know why you won’t let me do it,” Emma said. “You’re terrified. I can see it from here.”

      “I’ll never get over my fear of heights if I don’t face them.” Sarah took a deep breath and tried to focus on the task at hand, rather than the distance between herself and the floor. She peeled herself from the wall slowly and looped the lights around another small hook they’d used the previous years.

      “Almost done,” she muttered to herself, trying to calm her nerves. She reached further to the right, toward another hook, when a medium-built man in a police uniform walked in. It was Adam Dunkin, an old friend of Sarah’s from when she’d come down to Florida from New York every summer as a kid. He was her summer best friend and later, when they became teenagers, her summer crush—though she’d never admitted that to anyone. Now, he was one of Cascade Cove’s finest police officers, turned detective as of last week. And she had to admit, seeing him in uniform always gave her butterflies.

      She had often thought about the tender embrace and the kiss he gave her on the cheek a few months back, after they’d nabbed the killer of a local artist. Something her cousin Emma had ragged on her about for weeks afterward. But she never talked about it with Adam, and he never brought it up either—perhaps he thought it had been a mistake. So, she’d been acting like it never happened. Though…there were times she’d sworn he was staring at her, and when she’d glanced up, he’d looked away. And he’d made kind gestures often, like picking up coffee for her, or her favorite desserts from Patricia’s Tea Room. But those kind gestures could’ve also been interpreted as just friendly.

      Adam looked up at Sarah on the ladder. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

      “A stubborn lady who is trying to overcome her phobia,” Emma said.

      “Is that so?” Adam called up to Sarah.

      Sarah glanced down at Adam, tightening her grip. “It’s not a phobia. It’s just a fear,” Sarah called down.

      “Just like the spiders,” Emma said to Adam. “Remember that?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Adam chuckled. “That summer, she thought if she exposed herself to them more, she’d get over the fear.”

      Emma laughed. “So she drove to the animal life preserve to get close to a tarantula. The poor guy working there had no idea when he came up behind her and placed it on her shoulder that she would scream like that!”

      Adam was holding back so much laughter that his eyes welled up with tears. “I’ve never seen her move so fast.”

      “And jump so high. She cleared a table!”

      Adam and Emma exploded with laughter.

      Sarah glanced at Adam and Emma, who were doubling over. “Ha-ha, you two. Very funny.” She bent down to grip the ladder’s top platform again, keeping her balance.

      “Poor guy,” Adam said.

      Emma tightened her hold on the ladder to steady it. “Poor spider!”

      “I’ll have you know that it did help,” Sarah said. “I’m not as jumpy with the smaller spiders now.” She looped the last light around the final hook. “There! All done!”

      Emma and Adam both looked up. Emma, still holding the ladder, said, “The lights are slightly off. They need to sag more on that end.” She pointed to the right, where Sarah had just been working.

      “First they’re sagging too much, now they’re not sagging enough.” Sarah reached over to the last rung and fixed it. “Is that better?”

      “Much better.”

      Sarah let out a sigh of relief and slowly made her way down the ladder.

      Adam greeted her at the bottom. “You never seem that scared on the Ferris wheel.”

      “That’s different,” Sarah said, still shaking slightly.

      “Of course, it is,” Emma said, trying to find the other end of the lights to plug it into the wall socket. “I just don’t see how.”

      “On the Ferris wheel, I’m sitting and locked in,” Sarah said. “And I’m not looking straight down. Not to mention, how could I ever deprive myself of the beautiful ocean view and the horizon from up there? It’s simply breathtaking.” The image of the sun setting behind the water flashed through Sarah’s mind, and she wished she could be on the Ferris wheel now—too bad it was closed for the off-season.

      Emma plugged in the strand of white, twinkling lights. The three of them stood back, admiring them.

      “They’re beautiful,” Sarah said.

      “So, how does it feel putting up Christmas decorations in seventy-degree weather?” Adam asked.

      This was the first Christmas Sarah would be spending in Florida since she’d left her apartment in New York a few months ago, leaving her old life behind. She’d been a teacher, helping kids in an inner-city school, but because of the politics within the school system and faculty, her hands had been tied tighter and tighter and her stress levels had gone through the roof. She’d gone days without sleep, trying to beat the system. That was before she’d decided to make a life change. After a beautiful and relaxing summer with her family and friends, not to mention nabbing three killers in the past six months and helping improve her grandfather’s pet boutique, she felt like she was doing more good in Cascade Cove than in the city and had decided to move in with her grandparents and cousin above Larry’s Pawfect Boutique.

      “To be honest,” Sarah said, “it’s kind of weird. I feel like I’m living in an alternate universe.”

      Adam grinned. “You’ll get used to it. We still do all the Christmasy things like decorating and putting up lights. You might come across several pink flamingos with Santa hats, and instead of snow angels, we make sand angels. But other than that, it’s the same.”

      Sarah shook her head. “As much as I’d love to see a flamingo in a Santa hat, I don’t think sand angels could take the place of white, glistening snow angels.”

      “I promise you, you will come across a flamingo in a Santa hat this Christmas. It’s so rare not to that it’s actually bad luck if you don’t.”

      “Well then, I hope to see one soon. We don’t need any bad luck here.”

      Adam chuckled. “No. No, we don’t. We also have the annual Surfing Santas the Saturday before Christmas. Now that, you cannot miss out on. I would think that’s bad luck in itself,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

      Sarah laughed, but inside, it really didn’t feel like Christmas. She never thought she’d miss the frigid temperatures of New York City, but she missed the boots and sweaters, thick socks and hot beverages. She missed nuzzling her chin into a warm, chunky scarf. Though the warmer weather hadn’t stopped her from knitting dog sweaters every night to sell in the shop and her grandfather’s online store, she had no use for knitting sweaters for herself or friends.

      “So, Adam,” Sarah said. “What brings you here bright and early this morning?”

      “I wanted to stop by and give you the news.”

      “What news?”

      “You’ll never guess who’s here in town.”

      “Rufus,” Emma said, grabbing a box of ornaments. She made her way over to the corner of the shop, to the Christmas tree that stood bare. “He comes every year around this time with his family.” Emma put a finger to her chin. “Though, isn’t this supposed to be his last show? I think he’s retiring this year.”

      “Who’s Rufus?” Sarah asked.

      “He’s a magician. Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of him. You know, the magnificent Rufus?”

      Sarah stared at him blankly.

      Adam dropped his shoulders in defeat. “He’d make people in the audience come up on stage, and he’d make them disappear. It was huge.”

      “Oh, that guy. Yeah, that was way back when I was, like, ten years old.”

      “Yeah,” Emma said. “Rufus comes back to town every year, and Grandpa goes through his magician phase every time.”

      “That’s right,” Adam said with a chuckle. “You’re never here this time of year to see Grandpa Larry’s magic tricks.”

      “I love magic,” Sarah said. “Why hasn’t he ever showed me one of his tricks?”

      Emma raised an eyebrow. “Like we said, it’s a phase. Just like the annual sandcastle competition, the trumpet, the harmonica—”

      Adam snapped his finger and pointed to Emma. “Or the hula hoop competition.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah. Almost forgot about that one. He almost won, too.”

      “Well, I like a good magic trick,” Sarah said.

      “Of course, but don’t expect much. He’s not very good.”

      Sarah regarded Adam. “So, how does it feel to be one of Cascade Cove’s detectives?”

      Adam shook his head. “I still have the same duties I did before, only now I have a nice title to carry with me while performing those jobs.”

      Sarah laughed.

      “Anyway,” Adam started, “would you ladies like to run over to Patricia’s Tea Room and grab some key lime bars?”

      Emma glanced at the wall clock. “We’ll be opening in about a half hour. I want to get some more of the decorations up. You two go.”

      “Are you sure?” Sarah asked.

      Emma waved her hand at them as if to shoo them out. “Yeah, go. Someone has to man the store and keep Misty company until Grandpa and the pups get back.”

      “Where is Larry?” Adam asked.

      “He’s taking the dogs for a walk,” Sarah said. “Says he needs to start exercising more, and the dogs are a good excuse to get him out.” She shifted her gaze to her cousin. “Do you want us to pick you up anything?”

      Emma opened one of the cardboard boxes that contained what appeared to be garland. “Sure, key lime bars sound pretty good, actually.”

      “You got it.”

      Adam held the door open for Sarah, and they made their way down the street to Patricia’s Tea Room. Patricia was a long-time friend of her grandmother’s, since they’d opened shop about thirty-five years ago. On top of that, Patricia also had a granddaughter named Nancy who was Sarah’s age and helped at the Tea Room. She’d also begun taking care of Patricia herself, since the day she had a small heart attack that landed her in the hospital earlier that year. Now, Nancy was taking care of all the day-to-day work at the Tea Room, doing all the front end work while Patricia rested in the back. It had been a while since they’d seen Patricia.

      When they reached the Tea Room, Sarah’s eyebrows rose. Patricia’s was still bustling, even during the off-season, but of course, these people were all regulars—folks who lived in the area. It was like family there.

      They walked in, and the smell of spice and sugary treats filled Sarah’s nose. The sweet aroma made her feel warm inside, and she smiled. Adam ushered Sarah to the counter. A woman in her mid-thirties sashayed between the tables to make her way to them, her ponytail swaying to and fro as she walked.

      “Hey, Nancy,” Adam said, placing his hands on the countertop. “How’s Patricia?”

      Nancy smiled. “She’s doing very well. Her heart is stronger than ever, and she’s been up and about lately—more than I’d like, sometimes.”

      Just then, Patricia came out from the back. When she saw them, her eyes lit up. “Sarah and Adam!” she said as she darted around the counter, briskly walking up toward Sarah with outstretched arms. “Oh, Sarah!” The petite elderly woman gave her a tight hug, her rosy perfume’s pleasant scent melding with the smell of the baked goods.

      After she released Sarah, Patricia turned to Adam. “Get your big ol’ handsome self over here. You’re never too big to get a hug from me.” She squeezed him, and when their hug ended, Patricia touched Adam’s bicep. “My, my, Adam. Have you been working out?”

      “Mrs. Greensmith,” Adam said, “if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were flirting with me.”

      Patricia laughed. “Can’t blame an old woman for doing so.” She looked him up and down and said, “Look at you.” Then she nudged Sarah, leaning into her and shielding her mouth with her hand so that Adam couldn’t see her lips. “You might want to nail this one down before he gets away.”

      Sarah chuckled.

      Patricia stepped back, looking Adam over once more. “What a stud!”

      It was amazing how energetic Patricia was. Last time Sarah had seen her, she’d struggled to get up on her feet. Now, she was walking and waving her arms around like she was half her age.

      “Okay, Nana,” Nancy said. “That’s enough. Why don’t you go sit, and I’ll bring you some tea.”

      “I don’t need to sit. I just got up from sitting. Let me take care of Sarah and Adam, and you sit. I need to get back to work anyway, so you can go find yourself a nice young man and settle down. I hear Adam here is available.”

      Nancy punched her fists into her hips. “Nana!”

      “All right,” Adam said. “Mrs. Greensmith—”

      “Adam!” Patricia’s eyebrows furrowed. “When did you start using formalities with me?”

      Adam held up his hands by his chest in defense. “Sorry, Patricia.”

      Patricia’s face relaxed. “That’s better.”

      Adam tried again. “Listen, Patricia’s right. I think she should take our order.” He gave Nancy a wink.

      Nancy dropped her hands by her sides. “Okay,” she said with a smirk. Then she turned to her nana. “But take it easy, especially with the flirting.”

      “Someone’s got to do it, since neither one of you two ladies are,” Patricia mumbled.

      Nancy chuckled and shook her head before walking away to take care of another table.

      Patricia went behind the counter, pulling her signature blue apron on, with the Patricia’s Tea Room teacup and saucer logo on it. “So, what would you two like?”

      “Two key lime bars and two to go,” Sarah said.

      “Two to go?” Adam asked.

      Sarah looked at Adam. “Yes, one for Emma and one for Grandpa when he gets back from his walk.”

      “What about tea?” Patricia asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know what I want.” Sarah glanced at the menu behind Patricia, scanning the list of teas.

      “I’ll just get you the tea of the day.”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      “Great! Take a seat at one of the tables, and I’ll get it for you.”

      “Thanks, Patricia.”

      Sarah and Adam found an empty table in the back corner, since all the window seats were taken. She sat down with her back facing the wall so she could see the entire room and the windows and adjusted herself so that she was comfortable. A man wearing a flat cap and a tweed suit with a bright-red handkerchief in the front pocket of his jacket ambled his way to the counter. Sarah leaned forward to see who was at the counter to take his order and was relieved to see it was Nancy and not Patricia. Even though Patricia seemed much better—more than better—she still worried about her and didn’t want her to overdo it. She leaned back into her chair.

      “Are you all right?” Adam asked.

      “Yeah, just wanted to make sure that Patricia was taking it easy.”

      Adam nodded. “I worry about her too.”

      “There’s no need to worry about me,” Patricia said, placing their desserts in front of them on the table.

      Sarah jumped at her voice—the woman seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. “Wow, Patricia, that was fast,” she said, putting a hand to her chest to calm her heart, which was now thumping quickly.

      “Fast? All I had to do was grab two bars and put them each on a plate and pour some tea. It’s not that complicated, nor time consuming, sweetie,” Patricia said with a chuckle. “I still have to wrap up the other bars to go.” Patricia paused a moment, looking at both of them. “It’s so nice to see you two again. Actually, it’s nice to be out here and with everyone again. I really did miss you.”

      “Thanks, Patricia. We really missed you, too. And we’re so glad you’re feeling better.”

      “I really have Nancy to thank for that. She is a true sweetheart.”

      “That, she is,” Adam said.

      When Patricia disappeared, Sarah took a sip of her tea. The man in the jacket was now walking briskly toward the door, his head down as if trying to conceal his face. Something was off about the man, like he was hiding something. Sarah followed him with her eyes as he made his way out the door and out of sight.
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      When Adam and Sarah walked through the door of the Pawfect Boutique, Emma was sitting at the desk, typing away at the computer. Misty was nestled on Emma’s left shoulder, leaning against the back of the chair, purring in cozy bliss.

      Emma looked up from the screen and smiled. “Hey! Back already?” Glancing at the clock hanging above their heads, her smile quickly turned to surprise. “Oh boy, look at the time! We open in five minutes, and I have all these boxes to put away.”

      Sarah and Adam walked up to the counter, and Adam set the bag of key lime bars next to her computer. Sarah rushed over to one of the empty decoration boxes. “Let me help you,” she said, picking it up.

      “I’ll help, too,” Adam said.

      “Thank you.” Emma was already scurrying around, collecting boxes. In the midst of the rush, the bells jingled over the door. Sarah thought it was a customer, but when she heard the fumbling of a yellow lab and a corgi, she knew it was Grandpa.

      “Top of the morning!” Grandpa Larry said as he walked in. Then he paused, still holding the leashes to two spunky, ecstatic canines. He scanned the boutique, taking off his straw hat. “What happened in here? Looks like Christmas just threw up all over the shop!” He chuckled.

      “We thought we could get the decorations up before we opened today,” Emma explained. “But, unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.”

      Larry glanced at the tree. “I see the tree is still naked.”

      Emma jutted out her hip and placed her hand on it, while giving her grandfather an unamused look.

      “Uh, anyway,” Larry continued, “never mind about that. You’ll never guess who’s in town.”

      “Rufus,” Sarah and Emma said in unison.

      “How’d you all know?”

      Emma grabbed another box and carried it behind the counter. “Grandpa, he comes every year around this time.”

      “Oh, right,” Larry said, unhooking the two anxious pups. As soon as the fumbling yellow lab was released, he darted toward Adam, wiggling and licking his hand.

      “Rugby,” Sarah said in a warning tone. At the sound of his name, the yellow lab sat down and looked back at her, with his body still facing Adam. “Mind your manners.”

      Rugby turned back to Adam and panted. Adam bent over and rubbed behind the dog’s ears playfully. “Who’s a good dog?” Adam asked Rugby, who gave an enthusiastic whine in response.

      “Now you’re going to get him all wound up,” Sarah said, folding her arms at her chest.

      “Nah, he’s a good boy,” Adam said, looking up at Sarah. But before he could say anything else, Rugby jumped up and placed both front paws on Adam’s chest, knocking him off balance. Adam fell back, the blond furry body of Rugby smothering him.

      Sarah rushed over. “Adam! Are you all right?” Rugby was on top of him, licking his face as Adam tried to shield himself with both arms. Sarah took a step back, and with her deepest tone, called Rugby’s name and said, “Off!” Rugby turned his head toward her before climbing off Adam.

      “Come!” she demanded. Rugby headed toward her, his tail wagging gleefully. When he was at Sarah’s feet, he sat without her command.

      Adam was now sitting on the ground and laughing as he wiped the yellow lab’s kisses off of his face. “Well, I guess he’s really happy to see me.”

      Sarah shook her head and sighed. “I’m sorry, Adam.”

      Adam rose to his feet. “Don’t be. He just took me off guard. He’s still a good boy.”

      “Try taking him for a walk,” Larry said.

      “I thought he was walking better for you,” Sarah said.

      Larry shrugged. “He is, but I’d still like to see Adam take him for a walk.”

      “That’s why I like cats,” Emma said as she put the last box away.

      Sarah laughed. The corgi, Winston, tottered over to them, his heart-shaped butt waddling to and fro, before sitting beside Sarah’s feet. Sarah gave him a pat on the head. “Winston here is good.”

      The corgi was a rescue that found Sarah the first week she was in Cascade Cove for the summer. She had seen him on the boardwalk carrying an antique locket. A storm was approaching that night, and Sarah couldn’t locate his owner, so she had decided to bring him
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