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      Once upon a time, I loved living in New York City. Bright lights, bustling streets, activity literally everywhere you look. Back in college, this city had seemed perfect for someone like me. Someone who seeks a story out like a dog searches the yard for a bone. Every stone turned over; every needle separated from the haystack.

      Journalism or subterfuge—that's what my brothers always predicted for my career. I usually followed that up with a middle finger, provided my mother wasn’t watching. It doesn’t matter how old a girl gets; you’re never quite old enough to flip your own mother the bird and have your father hear about it.

      As far back as I can remember, I’ve always wanted to know it all. Solve the mystery. Get to the truth. And in college, studying journalism only fed my passion for separating fact from fiction. Or, even better, the everyday monotony from the flashy and exciting. Those are the needles in the haystack I’m after. Even if the haystack I’m currently assigned to involves such riveting drama as which hot dog cart is at war with which taco truck. And that’s just this week—next week, it could be the coffee cart at odds with the mobile juice bar. See what I mean? Riveting.

      When I landed my dream job at the Times straight out of college, I thought I’d “made it.” But after two years on the back page of the Local’s Section, I’m just not sure anymore. And that uncertainty has made me wonder if the grass is, in fact, greener. Every day, the city lights lose a bit more of their luster, waning alongside my excitement for journalism.

      Maybe soured is more accurate. Yeah, soured is a pretty damn good word for this particular journalistic dry spell. What was once a passion has turned into a job. And isn’t that depressing as hell?

      “That had better be coffee in your hand, Serenity Kellis.”

      Armed with a smile, I turn toward Allison, my best friend in the entire world. Rocking red Chuck Taylors and navy-blue hair, she looks like a beautiful, female version of Sonic The Hedgehog. “You know it is.” I offer her a paper cup, and she takes it, not wasting any time before tipping it up and drinking.

      “I cannot believe you talked me into this,” she groans.

      “It’s not that early,” I tell her as I loop my free arm through hers and guide her toward the large iron archway of New York’s food truck park. Trees canopy over the top of us, casting shadows over the sidewalk.

      “It’s before eight. It’s early.”

      I supposed there’s no need to mention that I’ve been up since four. “Listen, when my contact says there’s something to see, there’s something to see.” Even as I say the words, I also send up a silent plea that they’re the truth. While things in the food truck world can certainly get dramatic, most of the time, “something to see” is really just a lewd statement written in washable paint on the side of one of the carts. Just once, I’d kill for permanent ink. At least, then there’d be a reason for the theatrics.

      “Yeah. Well, agree to disagree. But since I’m here—for which you owe me, I might add—the least you can do is entertain me. What’s new in RoscoeVille?”

      I sigh. I don’t mean to…it just comes out. And like the investigative journalist she is, Allison whirls on me and points her index finger at me.

      “What is it? Do we get to kill him? Bury the body? You just say the word. I’ve already got a shovel and⁠—”

      Chuckling, I shake my head. She’s never been a fan of Roscoe. Says he’s far too arrogant to be any good. “It’s nothing like that. He’s just been distant lately, and I think that’s screwing with my head when it comes to planning the wedding.”

      “You know, it’s not too late to run,” she tells me. “You’ve got a month. We can hop on a plane, head to Mexico; they’ll never find us.”

      I don’t say it out loud, but the idea of running? It’s something that has crossed my mind. Even if I know I won’t ever go through with it. After all, I have the ideal life: steady job, handsome fiancé, New York apartment. It doesn't get better than that, right?

      “I picked up my dress yesterday, and we settled on our song.”

      “Please tell me you talked him out of When A Man Loves A Woman.”

      “He loves that song, so I figured, since I got my pick of the cake, I should give him something.”

      “But he doesn’t even want to use the original,” she complains.

      “The Blasters are a good cover band.”

      She glares at me, soft brown eyes unwavering. “Ser, this is your wedding. Wedding. Arguably the single most important day of your life, and dude is loaded. There is no reason he can’t afford an actual band.”

      “He wants to make sure we’re saving for our future,” I remind her, even as the words sting. When I was a child, I’d dreamt of a big, beautiful, fairy tale wedding. Flowers, a string quartet, champagne fountains—all of it. But even as disappointing as it is, now that I’m an adult, I can understand the practicality of ensuring we don’t dump all of our savings into a single day.

      And since my parents had to put five of us siblings through college, we aren’t exactly rolling in extra wedding funds. Not that I would have let them pay for anything more than the rehearsal dinner they forced me into, anyway. I don’t buy into the old-world dowry traditions. This is my wedding, my day, and while I appreciate their help, it’s up to Roscoe and me to afford everything.

      “Future, smuture. I know you, Ser. You’re going to regret this one day.”

      I don’t answer her. It’s an old argument, anyway, and Allison takes my silence for the cue it is and lets it go. For now.

      Overhead, a bird chirps loudly, and even though the busy street is merely a few yards behind us, the loud honks of impatient drivers seem to fade away. It’s refreshing, and even when I’m not working on a story that brings me to the park, I run here at least twice a week rather than being stuck on my treadmill.

      “So this is what the outside looks like?”

      I glance over at Allison, who’s pretending to be awestruck by the view around us. “I’m surprised you can still see the sun with those damn windshields over your eyes.”

      She turns toward me, her massive blue-rimmed sunglasses taking up most of her face. “Hey, seeing as how my job description doesn’t actually let me outside, I need to take every precaution.”

      I chuckle. “Next time, we’ll be sure to bring a big umbrella, too.”

      “Good.”

      The pavilion ahead is concrete with steel picnic tables arranged in neat lines. Food carts line the area with the bigger trucks toward the back of the lot. I can already smell the delicate aroma of coffee and the mouthwatering scents of what are likely breakfast tacos, featuring varying forms of bacon and sausage.

      “Thank goodness! ’Bout fucking time we get someone with some common sense here!” Bill Palter steps out from behind his taco cart and throws his hands up in the air.

      “She ain’t one of us,” Mallse Adams retorts, barely throwing a half glance my way through his sheet of thick, black bangs. His Cajun food truck is parked next to Bill’s.

      I give him a wounded look. “That hurts, Mallse.”

      “It’s the damned truth.”

      “So, what’s going on here?” I ask Bill, knowing if anyone’s going to talk, it's him.

      “Better make sure it’s off the record, Bill,” Mallse warns. “Else you’ll piss Candie off!”

      “Who’s Candie?” Allison leans over and asks quietly.

      “The burger lady,” I tell her. “Think of this like the food truck mob, and she’s the head of the family.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yup.” I turn my attention back to Bill, who’s looking even more nervous. “What you got for me?”

      “I-I-I think you oughta know the authorities are on their way.”

      “Okay.”

      “But I wanted you to have the first look-see because I think you’ll do right by me when this gets out.”

      “I appreciate your trust in me, Bill.”

      His gaze shifts to Mallse, who merely stuffs his hands into his red hoodie, then back to me. “Come on, then.”

      I follow Bill off the concrete path and into the trees. Birds chirp from inside the canopy of leaves overhead. The branches are thick enough to blot out the sunlight, plunging everything into shadows.

      “Is this guy going to kill us?” Allison questions loudly.

      “Of course, not,” Bill shoots back. “But I-I-I need you t-t-to see this before...” he trails off as we step up to the edge of a small creekbank.

      “Holy shit,” Allison’s words are drowned out by the sound of my own pulse hammering in my ears.

      I smile; my grin savage and triumphant. This is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. The creek bed is full of hamburger buns, patties, ketchup and mustard packets, and cans of sodas. What used to be Candie’s cart is now nothing more than planks of broken wood and shredded fabric of her red and white checkered canopy.

      “Did you do this?” I turn to Bill, trying my best to keep any judgment off my face. I  don’t care who did what at this point, only that I get a story good enough to make it off the back page.

      He shakes his head adamantly. “I know she’s going to think I-I-I did, though. She’s g-g-gonna kill me, Serenity.”

      “Nah, don’t worry.” I pull out my phone and start snapping pictures. To be completely truthful, she might have him offed over this. From what I’ve gathered, Candie is one of the most connected street vendors in New York. And trust me, that is saying something.

      “She’s g-g-gonna think I did it. We got bad blood…bad blood,” he repeats.

      Allison taps my shoulder.

      “What is it?”

      “Your girl have cotton-candy pink hair?” Allison asks.

      “Yes, why?”

      She points to the left, and my gaze follows her gesture to some bushes off to the side. Bushes with a bit of pink hair sticking out from the bottom. “Oh no.” My stomach twists as I realize exactly what it is I’m looking at. And, for some reason, my earlier thought about killing for something more permanent pops back into my mind, making me feel like shit, even as I know I couldn’t have willed this into existence.

      “What is it?” Bill scans the bushes then lets out a blood-chilling scream as he jumps back. “No! No! Tell me that ain’t C-C-Candie!”

      I take cautious steps forward, ensuring I don’t step on anything that could be evidence. Carefully, I reach out and pull back the branches to reveal a pale, very-dead Candie Calico. Lips blue, throat lined with red. Clear homicide. I let go of the branches and straighten again, frowning. Beside me, Allison whispers, “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” over and over again. But me? I say nothing.

      Seems like I’m too calm, right? After all, how many dead bodies could I have seen? Well, you’d be surprised. With parents who worked themselves to the bone when I was younger, I ended up in the back of a cruiser, riding along with my brother through the first few years of his career.

      Though, if I’m being honest, this is the first time I’ve arrived prior to police tape and crime scene investigators. My stomach rolls as I reach for my phone and unlock the screen. With my heart beating louder than a drumline, I tap on Steven’s contact information at the top of my favorites list.

      “Who you callin’?” Bill demands.

      “My brother,” I tell him.

      His eyes widen in panic, which makes it clear he remembers who—and what—my brother is.

      “Aw, hell no. No damned way I’m sticking around! I ain’t going to jail!”

      Bill spins on his heel and disappears into the tree line before my brother's deep, “What’s up,” comes through my phone.

      “I’ve got a dead body.”

      He’s silent, and then, dead pan, he says, “A dead body.”

      “Yes. The hamburger cart owner at the food truck alley.”

      He’s silent again.

      “Come on, Steven, don’t be a dick. The local cops are on their way here, and they don’t realize they’re walking into a homicide investigation. I know how you love when they trample all over evidence.”

      He groans. “Fine, but you’d better not be fucking with me.”

      “That was one time, and it was for your surprise birthday party.”

      “Fool me once,” he adds. “Where exactly?”

      “Food truck alley.”

      “You said that already,” he reminds me. “Where in the food truck alley? I can’t imagine there’s a dead body in the middle of the pavilion.”

      “We took a path into the trees directly off the parking lot and found her stashed in the bushes. I’ll drop a pin for you.”

      “On my way.”

      After shoving my phone back into my pocket, I inch a little closer to try to get a look at a small patch of fabric on the ground beside her body.

      “What are you doing?” Allison hisses.

      “I wanna see what this is.”

      “Steven’s going to be pissed when he gets here and you’ve screwed with stuff.”

      “I’m being careful.” I pull the sleeve of my sweater down and crouch right beside the body; then, using my shirt-covered hand, I gently nudge some leaves away as sirens scream in the distance. The small patch of red fabric is nothing by itself, except for the fact that I know exactly where I’ve seen it. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      I straighten and shake my head. The woman might have been a massive pain in the ass, but she was a person. And now she’s been murdered. No one deserves this. Turning to Allison, I clear my throat. “I know who killed her.”
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      Standing damn near seven-foot-tall, Steven is intimidating all on his own. Add to that the gun, badge, and leather jacket, and he’s terrified more than a handful of my boyfriends over the years. But even though he’s the oldest of my brothers, he’s never tried to shield me from life.

      Death, though, is another matter.

      “What the hell are you doing back here?” he demands as he shoves through the brush and into the small clearing where Bill left us.

      I gesture to the mess of buns and condiments. “My contact wanted to show me the contents of the cart.”

      He removes his sunglasses and glares at me with crystal-blue eyes that are nearly the same shade as my own. “So you followed a strange man back here? Away from the safety of the public park? Have I taught you nothing?”

      “I told her it was a shitty idea,” Allison defends.

      He glances her way, and just like all women at the other end of Steven Kellis’s glare, she all but melts into a puddle at his feet. “Who are you?”

      Allison thrusts her manicured hand his way. “Allison Summerhill. I’m friends with your sister.”

      She leaves out the part that she’s a gossip columnist. I don’t blame her. I rarely admit to being a beat reporter for dumb shit like food cart wars. Well, before it turned to murder, anyway. Not so dumb now.

      He accepts her hand then releases her and turns back to me. “Body?”

      “This way.” After turning, I move carefully through the bushes, stopping a few feet away from Candie’s body.

      Grunting, Steven kneels beside her and shoves the bushes aside as carefully as I did earlier.

      “I fucking hate nature.” A feminine voice carries into the small clearing, and we all turn as my brother’s partner, Chelsea, pushes through the brush with a handful of uniformed officers behind her.

      “You knew her?” Steven asks, ignoring the entrance of his partner.

      Chelsea smiles and offers me a wave before she starts telling the officers what she needs them to do. Chelsea’s the nicest person I’ve ever met, but you’d never know it by watching her work a crime scene. Then, she gets bossy as hell. Especially now that she’s seven months pregnant.

      “Not well,” I admit. “To be honest, she pretty much despised me.”

      “How could anyone not like you?” Chelsea asks as she stops at my side and wraps an arm around my shoulders.

      I grin at her. “You’d be surprised. I can be quite nosy.”

      “Not surprising, at all.” Steven straightens. “Any idea who’d want to hurt her?”

      “I can do one better. I think I know who killed her.”

      It’s a rare moment when I can surprise my brother. Eyebrow raised, he turns toward me and crosses his arms. “And who might that be?”

      “There’s a piece of red fabric next to the body.”

      “I saw that.”

      “Fabric that—I believe—came from a hoodie that belongs to Mallse.”

      “Who the fuck is Mallse?”

      “Mallse Adams, Cajun food truck owner. He was wearing a sweatshirt that exact same color when I arrived at the scene.”

      Steven glances back at the body then back to me. Lips pursed, he nods and retrieves a plastic bag from his pocket. Then, after carefully lifting the fabric with his pen, he places it inside, seals the bag, and moves across the small clearing to me. “Let’s go have a chat with Mallse, shall we?”

      

      ***

      

      Antonio’s is packed, but just like I expected, Roscoe is already at the best table in the house. He doesn’t see me, thanks to the phone screen his eyes are glued to, but that’s Roscoe. Business first—always. I inhale deeply, and the aroma of fresh stone-fired pizza calls to me, making my already fast-paced day even better.

      I’d hoped to get an inside scoop on a lame prank war between middle-aged meat vendors, and instead, I’d been the first reporter on the scene of an actual crime. I don’t think it’s too far-fetched to think the cards of destiny are dealt in my favor today. Serenity Kellis: homicide reporter.

      Has a nice damn ring to it, that’s for sure.

      As I approach the table, Roscoe stands, and I lean in for a kiss. “Sorry I’m late. You won’t believe the day I’ve had.”

      “It’s no problem,” he replies. “I ordered you a water.”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      He clears his throat but doesn’t say anything as he studies the menu. Roscoe’s dark hair is perfectly styled, his suit crisply pressed, as it always is. The man never looks even a little relaxed. Even his pajamas are silk, pressed, and perfectly laid out.

      When we first met, it was a running joke that I was going to wreck his perfectly planned life. Instead, I did my best to fit right into it, and here we are.

      Ready to be married.

      “How was your morning?” he asks, setting his menu aside to focus on me.

      That’s the other thing about Roscoe. Maybe it’s because he’s so busy he’s rarely able to step away from work, but when I have his attention, I feel like the most important person in the world. “It was insane. I went to the food truck park because my contact said he had something wild to show me.”

      “Food truck park?” His brows wrinkle in complete confusion, and I do my best to ignore my frustration.

      “The story I’ve been working on for about a month, now? The insane food war?” He continues staring at me as though this is the first time he’s hearing about it. I remind myself he’s knee-deep in an important case right now, but in the back of my mind, I can’t help but think how I’m able to keep up with his work stories just fine. “It started out as super small revenge plots—missing condiments, stuff like that—and it ended in murder.”

      This piques his interest. Eyebrow arched, he leans into the table. “Murder?”

      “Oh yeah, the gumbo guy murdered the hamburger lady because she was sleeping with the taco truck guy who was playing them both.”

      “The taco guy was engaged in a relationship with both of them?”

      I nod. “And the gumbo guy apparently saw them getting after it in the woods last night and was so angry he murdered the hamburger truck lady on her way home.”

      “Damn.”

      “And what’s even crazier is that he was at the scene this morning. When Steven went to talk to him⁠—”

      “Your brother was there?”

      “Well, yeah, he’s a homicide detective; there was a homicide.”

      “Huh.” Roscoe doesn’t further elaborate, but he doesn’t need to. He and Steven do not see eye to eye on anything. In fact, Steven hates him, and Roscoe has always had a bit of a weird reaction when I go see my family.

      “I wasn’t sure who else to call.”

      “Of course, not.” Roscoe smiles, but it’s forced. “Go on. What happened when he questioned this gumbo man?”

      I stare at him a moment before shaking my head. “He just claimed to have thought it was a dream.”

      “Ahh, going for the insanity angle. I see that all the time.”

      “Yeah, it looked that way.”

      “Hello, you two need a few minutes, or do you already know what you want?”

      Roscoe beams up at the waitress. “Give us a few minutes, will you?”

      “Of course.” She turns and sashays away, but Roscoe doesn’t pay her any more attention.

      “How was your day?” I ask, reaching forward for a breadstick in the basket between us.

      “Good.” He hisses through his teeth then folds his hands together and rests them on the table. “Listen, Serenity, we need to talk.”

      My stomach plummets, so I set the breadstick down. His tone, it’s all wrong. My mind instantly travels to worst-case scenarios despite my attempt to remain calm. He had a physical last week; did a terrible diagnosis come back? Are his parents okay? I know they’ve been traveling; did something happen?

      Before I can fully spiral, I sit up straighter in my seat and ask, “What is it?”

      His gaze flickers away then back to me. “I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you this, but I...” He trails off and shuts his eyes tightly. After a moment, he opens them again and smiles. “You’re a great person, you know that?”

      “What the hell are you getting at, Roscoe?” My words carry a bite, I know that much, but the way he’s looking at me, the way he’s acting, is making me incapable of sounding calm anymore⁠—

      “The thing is, I’ve been working a lot of late nights.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “But I haven’t been at the office.”

      My throat dries, and I clench my hands into fists as my pulse quickens to a roar in my ears. All the while, he keeps talking.

      Talking and talking.

      “See, I started spending time with Maggie. You know Maggie.”

      “Your paralegal?” I demand, voice shaky. “The one you swore was just a friend? That Maggie? The same fucking Maggie who you insisted I invite to my bridal shower?” I growl the words, a lump forming in my throat. He can’t be serious; this cannot be happening.

      “Yeah, that’s her.” His wistful smile has bile rising in my throat. It burns, and I seriously wish it would come up just so I can hurl all over the jerk. “Anyway, Maggie and I really hit it off, and I want to see where things can go with her.”

      “Hold the fucking phone.” I stand up with enough force to knock my chair back; my head spinning as I try to formulate something even mildly adult-like to save the little dignity I have remaining. “You’re dumping me for your co-worker?” I all but shout it, and based on his flushed face and the way his eyes travel around the room, he’s pissed. Which only throws gasoline on my fire. “A month before our wedding!”

      He smiles at a neighboring table then glares back at me, wearing the same fake grin on his face. “Can you please just sit down so we can talk about this?”

      “What is there to talk about? You’ve pretty fucking much said it all!”

      His anxious gaze darts right and left as he says, “Language, Serenity, people are watching.”

      “Good.” I lift my glass of water, and before I fully comprehend what I’m doing, he’s sputtering and jumping to his feet as liquid drenches his perfectly pressed suit. I spin on my heel, but he reaches forward to wrap a hand around my arm, stopping me before I can get the hell out of here and cry my eyes out. I whirl, my free hand tightened into a fist.

      “You’re going to want to let me go before I leave you with something a bit more permanent than a wet suit,” I warn.

      The look in his eyes says he knows I mean it, too. I’ve been in Brazilian jiu-jitsu since I was thirteen, thanks to my brothers. I’ve never used it on another person before—not in a situation where I meant to harm—but Roscoe is seriously tempting a girl right now. I could kick his ass all over this restaurant, and we both know it.

      He drops his hand, his eyes conveying some attempt at contrition. “I really am sorry things turned out this way.”

      “No. You’re not. Because if you were, you wouldn’t have dumped me in a fucking restaurant.”

      “I am,” he repeats. “I also need the…” he trails off, his gaze dropping to my hand and the diamond engagement ring glinting beneath the lights above.

      It might as well have been a slap against my cheek. I rip the ring off and throw it at him then rush outside onto the busy street before I have a chance to completely lose it. My heart hammers, my throat so tight I can barely breathe, but somehow, I manage to make it inside a cab.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” the driver asks, eyes flicking toward me in the rearview.

      “Get me out of here.”
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      As I approach the table, Roscoe stands, and I lean in for a kiss. “Sorry I’m late. You won’t believe the day I’ve had.”

      “It’s no problem,” he replies. “I ordered you a water.”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      He clears his throat but doesn’t say anything as he studies the menu. Roscoe’s dark hair is perfectly styled, his suit crisply pressed, as it always is. The man never looks even a little relaxed. Even his pajamas are silk, pressed, and perfectly laid out.

      When we first met, it was a running joke that I was going to wreck his perfectly planned life. Instead, I did my best to fit right into it, and here we are.

      Ready to be married.

      “How was your morning?” he asks, setting his menu aside to focus on me.

      That’s the other thing about Roscoe. Maybe it’s because he’s so busy he’s rarely able to step away from work, but when I have his attention, I feel like the most important person in the world. “It was insane. I went to the food truck park because my contact said he had something wild to show me.”

      “Food truck park?” His brows wrinkle in complete confusion, and I do my best to ignore my frustration.

      “The story I’ve been working on for about a month, now? The insane food war?” He continues staring at me as though this is the first time he’s hearing about it. I remind myself he’s knee-deep in an important case right now, but in the back of my mind, I can’t help but think how
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