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  Chapter 1


The day was hot and the birds chattered in the trees, likely reacting to the frenzy of the festivalgoers in the park below. 
And, most importantly, this time I was not the one who found the body.
I did, however, hurry over as soon as I heard a shrill scream. I’d been explaining to a vendor that she had only reserved one spot and couldn’t just bring a second half tent and have her cousin run another jewelry booth. At the scream I waved my hand and gave a hurried, “I’ll be back in a minute,” before I took off in the direction of the disturbance.
A man scrambled around the billowy white vendor’s tent in front of me, eyes wide. “B-b-b-body!” he said, clearly terrified. 
After discreetly sniffing to see if I could smell alcohol on him, and not finding anything, I headed across the green grass in the direction he’d come from to see what had startled him so much. Bell, a paramedic who was dressed in jean shorts and a t-shirt and was obviously off duty today, had beaten me there and came back around the tent before I could go see what the issue was. 
“Could you keep people away from the area? I already called the police and will stay here with her.”
“Of course,” I said quickly.
I studiously kept the gawkers and nosy festivalgoers from going around the tent. It also kept me from getting to see what had happened. Then police officers arrived and put up yellow tape, nicely but firmly planting me on the opposite side of it.
When Caleb came striding onto the scene he gave me the side-eye, as though I might have been the one to find the victim again. I put my hands on my hips and gave him a look I thought Madeleine would be proud of me for. There were at least two dozen people here trying to see what was going on, so how could he just assume it was me? His lips tilted at the corners before he schooled his features back into that of an aloof professional and disappeared behind the tent.
It wasn’t long before two more officers showed up. Right behind them was a man in regular clothes who carried himself with a confidence that only came from doing this type of thing a lot.
“Cammie!” I glanced over my shoulder, hearing Lucy before seeing her. She pushed past the gawkers trying to see beyond the yellow tape. As small as she was, she wiggled between people like a fish. “What happened?” she asked me breathlessly when she got to my side.
“What do you have, a police radio?” As far as I knew, she was supposed to be at her shop.
She rolled her eyes. “Of course not. I divined it during my yoga practice this morning.”
I snapped my gaze to her. “Really?”
“Seriously?” she asked, her voice pitching high.
“At this rate I’d believe anything.” I glanced around and lowered my voice. “After dealing with the ghosts and all.”
She dropped her head back to gaze at the sky as though it held the answer to why I was so weird. Little did she know not even my mom knew where I’d gotten my oddness from, though she often tried to blame my dad. Personally, I thought there was a grandparent that no one talked about that could be blamed for those of us who turned out unable to meet the family criteria.
“I’m taking you to yoga so you’ll know what it is.”
“It sounds like exercise.”
“It’s just stretching.” She put her palms toward me. “You owe me after running me in a circle when all I want to know is what happened.”
I smiled faintly and directed my gaze back to the tent. “I’m not sure. I was helping Madeleine, and she asked me to make the rounds to make sure the vendors were in their designated spots and weren’t having any issues. Then there was a shriek and a man came running around that tent, clearly terrified. I thought he was being silly, but then Bell saw whoever’s behind there and asked me to keep the area clear of people. And before you ask, I already told the police about the man so they could talk with him if they needed to.”
Lucy blinked at me a few times. “You weren’t the one who found the body?”
I sputtered. That was her first thought? “Of course not. Why would you even think that?”
She quirked a brow, looking skeptical. “You do have a record.”
I pursed my lips at her disapprovingly. Her only response was a sweet smile. 
It wasn’t as though I sought out dead people. Okay, admittedly I had looked for a ghost or two. But that was only to say goodbye after they directed—or terrified—me toward an answer I needed. I hadn’t been seeking out any of the bodies I’d stumbled across. I’d just had a string of bad luck. One that was now clearly broken, since I hadn’t been the one to come across this accident first.
To my right, Douglas and a reporter trainee snapped pictures and spoke into small recorders. 
I stepped away from the yellow tape when more paramedics arrived. “It looks like they’ll be busy for a while.”
“They’ll need to talk to people who were around here at the time to find out what exactly happened and rule out anything suspicious,” Lucy said, gazing in the direction where the police kept disappearing and appearing from behind the tent.
“I didn’t see anything, so I’m going to head back to help Madeleine.”
Lucy still looked skeptical. “You’re sure you didn’t see anything?”
“Not that I know of.” I glanced back in the direction of the tent and suddenly I understood why she was hesitant to leave. “Are you worried about Caleb?” 
Her shoulders lifted in a silent sigh. “Not worried so much. I just wish I could support him more. With Caleb being in charge because of the ongoing investigation into the department, and the chief being out on leave, he’s been working a lot more. He takes it very seriously. Plus, the review on top of it all has to be stressful. But of course, he never complains. At least not to me.” She bit her lip.
I offered her a reassuring smile and put an arm around her shoulders. “There’s a lot going on right now, but he’ll be fine. Remember, he was a big shot officer in the city before coming here.”
She smiled proudly. “Actually, he was a detective when he left, though he doesn’t spread that around.”
“Now that we know he can handle himself, let’s go find the person who can’t and probably looks like she stuck her fingers in an electrical socket.”
Lucy chuckled and fell into step next to me. “I think Madeleine needs to cut down on the caffeine while she’s lead organizer for the festival.”
I grimaced, thinking of the hectic morning we’d had. And the thermos she’d been carrying with her everywhere. “I think she’s been drinking more coffee because she wants to have more energy for the festival.”
Lucy gave me a knowing look. Coffee only made Madeleine more agitated when she was already stressed. 
“I wish Ro was here,” she said.
“She should be back today.”
I was concerned about Ro. She’d been acting odd lately, and then she’d taken off for a few days with only a text to us. Of course, being concerned that she’d been kidnapped or something, I called her to make sure that it was her. She’d sounded tired, not herself. But she assured me that everything was fine and she just had to take care of something. I didn’t express any of that to Lucy, though. She had enough on her plate with the shop being so busy and Caleb taking on a new leadership role, something she wanted to see him do well at and enjoy. I imagined their relationship was likely getting put on the back burner with everything else going on. At least she was busy with her store so she wouldn’t feel too lonely while he was working all the time.
“You don’t think that she’s sick or anything, right?”
I thought about it. “No, I don’t think that’s the issue.” It was more likely something to do with her time in the CIA because she didn’t have any family that I knew about, and she kept her life simple and drama free, with the exception of Madeleine. Okay, and sometimes me when I found dead bodies or stumbled onto murderer’s lairs.
We made it through throngs of people, dodging around various vendors, tents, and games, to end up where I had last seen Madeleine. She wasn’t there, but another organizer was, wringing her hands and looking nearly as frazzled as Madeleine had. I shouldn’t have brought apple fritters this morning. I should have brought Valium. Or added Valium to the apple fritters.
“What happened?” I’d only been gone about twenty minutes, how bad could it be? Maybe I shouldn’t ask.
“One of the vendors had a really enthusiastic crowd. Of men, of course.” She said it derisively and I grimaced, thinking about what trouble they might have started. “When two of the guys tied in the game, they decided to fight to see who the final winner was.”
“Fight, as in with fists?” Lucy’s eyebrows shot up.
The woman nodded.
I groaned. “Which way was it?”
She pointed and I headed off in that direction, Lucy hot on my heels.
“What are you going to do?” Lucy asked worriedly.
“Make sure Madeleine hasn’t killed them all.”
“Uh…” She didn’t expound.
It didn’t take us long to find Madeleine and the crowd of men who had been so keen on a fight to establish who the winner was. Trust a man to not realize that a toss of a coin could make things a million times easier. And less painful.
As soon as I came up on them, my jaw dropped. I stopped in my tracks and Lucy nearly ran into me. She peered at me before her gaze went to the unbelievable scene before us. She made a little noise in her throat that might have expressed part humor, part disbelief.
Somewhere, Madeleine had managed to pick up a large, pointy tree branch. And now she was brandishing said branch at two men who had their hands up and were backed up against a piece of machinery.
“I was joking when I said that I wanted to make sure she hadn’t killed them all,” I informed Lucy.
“It looks like you have good premonitions,” she muttered. “What do we do?”
“I’m not entirely sure. I certainly don’t plan on getting between her stick and those people.”
Lucy let out a slightly hysterical giggle.
“But we really should do something,” I said, resigned. Madeleine may not be quite herself after all the stress of putting this whole event together, planning the entire two weeks of it, and now executing it. It was too bad Caleb was busy. He could get this squared away and make Madeleine think it was all her doing.
“What in all the ghost pepper seeds on the planet is going on?” A familiar voice had me grinning and turning.
“Ro!” Lucy threw her arms wide. “We’ve missed you so much.”
Ro eyed her. “You make it sound like I’ve been gone months, not a few days,” she said dryly.
Despite her usual tone I could tell something was off. She had puffy under eyes and the lines around her forehead and mouth were deeper than usual. She looked worn out and not as vital as she usually was. It worried me.
Ro took in the scene we were trying to figure out what to do about, and, with a scoffing noise in her throat, marched forward. “What did you two yahoos do?” she demanded, coming up to stand beside Madeleine.
“They were trying to start a brawl,” Madeleine practically growled, shaking the bough at them.
Ro reached over and snagged the stick out of her hand. Then she turned a stern gaze on the men. “This is a family affair. Act with dignity and common sense, if you have any. Now don’t cause any more trouble.”
Looking as relieved as possible, the two young men darted in opposite directions.
Madeleine glared at her. “That’s my stick.” 
Okay…not what I thought she was going to say.
“I think the stress has gotten to her,” Lucy murmured.
I hummed my agreement even as Ro handed it back.
“They were wasting your time, which is better spent on making sure things run smoothly for the vendors,” Ro said, the most diplomatic I’d ever seen her. She hadn’t even made a dig at Madeleine.
Lucy must have noticed something was off as well, as she tilted her head curiously in Ro’s direction.
“I’m glad you’re back,” Lucy said when Ro turned to us.
“You came back right when we needed the muscle of the group,” Madeleine said.
Ro’s eyebrows twitched at that, but she didn’t give a snarky retort.
“I’m glad you’re here, too. This is your first day at the festival, right?” I asked.
Ro nodded once.
“Then, now that this drama is taken care of, let’s make our rounds around the park and visit some booths. You can make sure that everything is as it should be,” I told Madeleine. Also, I would get to try out some of the games, and after being Madeleine’s pincushion for the last weeks of planning I thought I deserved some respite. Now that Ro was here, too, we could all take our minds off whatever stress was eating at us.
Madeleine narrowed her eyes at me. “You just want to play the games.”
I smiled innocently. “What a good idea!”
Lucy stifled a laugh. “We can chop up two ghost peppers with one knife,” she said.
Madeleine let out a dainty snort, but her stiff shoulders loosened and she nodded. “You’re right. I do need to go around and check with the vendors anyway.”
With that settled, we trooped off, Madeleine sending one last glower over her shoulder at the location the two men had vacated.
“I’ve only been gone a few days, but it seems like so much has changed,” Ro said. “What’s going on with the police department?”
“They’re being investigated by some form of internal affairs,” Lucy supplied. She glanced at Madeleine. “Someone sent them a few complaints about the chief, with pretty good evidence, from what I’ve heard.”
Madeleine didn’t say anything, but I was also suspicious that she had been the one to complain multiple times about the chief. But then again maybe it had been more than one person. The high close rate for cases at his department was in spite of him, not because of him, and this was long overdue.
“Also, a festivalgoer passed away. If you see a large group of people gathered, that’s why,” I added.
Ro groaned. “Where did you find the body?”
I threw my hands up. “Why does everyone think that I’m the one who found the body?”
Madeleine gave me a look. “Because the likelihood of you finding the body is far greater than the likelihood that you didn’t,” she informed me.
“I feel like I’m being railroaded.” I would have complained more, except that a family playing cornhole, laughing and joking together, caught my attention. “We should play that at some point.”
“Cammie and I are on the same team!” Lucy said happily. It was one thing that I could claim being better at than the other three, and despite her sweet and gentle demeanor, Lucy did like to win.
Madeleine didn’t look amenable to the idea, likely because she’d been paired with Ro. “How about this...whoever wins the game we play today gets to choose who they want as their partner for that game.”
Lucy made a face. “And who gets to decide what the first game is?”
A booth caught my attention and before anyone could say anything, I pointed and said, “What about slingshot?” I figured that we were all equally bad at it. Though Ro might be better than the rest of us. She did have a knack for picking things up quickly, and her hand-eye coordination rivaled the rest of us.
“That seems fair.” Lucy looked at Madeleine and Ro.
When Ro didn’t say anything snarky, like how “fair” didn’t win anything, Madeleine looked at her, a little furrow in her brow, and then nodded at Lucy. “I can agree to that one.”
We dodged around a few people, Madeleine keeping an eye out, glancing at venders and making sure things were running how they should, no doubt, and got in line.
The line dwindled until there was only a man and woman ahead of us. “Break the record, Lance,” the lady said delightedly.
The big guy smiled wolfishly and tested the slingshot. He asked for another one, and the vendor obliged, then he asked for another one, and the vendor obliged. Finally, he found one that he seemed to like and lined up to take aim at the absurdly small conical pegs that he was supposed to hit. I didn’t pay too much attention, more interested in all the bustling activity around us, until the lady laughed and the vendor made a sound of encouragement. I looked closer. Each shot had hit one of the pegs that were peppered throughout the big board and were farther away than the rest, some at weird angles.
“He’s good,” Lucy said.
“I see how it is. You’d abandon me to have him on your team if you could,” I teased.
She shook her head. “Of course not.” But she did give him an assessing look.
When he had indeed broken the record and gotten all the high-scoring pegs, each with one shot, the vendor opened up the goofy prizes and asked what they wanted while also presenting a gold pen that had a #1 on it. The lady took the pen and then decided on an overstuffed koala bear toy.
“I loved the pet one that I got to hold,” she said as she took the toy.
“Koalas aren’t pets, they’re endangered,” Ro muttered.
So clearly, the lady wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. I was still trying to figure out what that man had done that got him a perfect hit every time.
“I want to use the same sling that he used,” I said when it was our turn, nodding at the man who was still standing at the corner of the booth with his girlfriend.
The winner heard me and chuckled. “I hate to burst your bubble, but I can shoot anything and hit my target. Former military,” he explained. 
“And here I was thinking that it was a lucky sling.” Since Ro wasn’t providing any of the snarky responses we were used to today, I supposed I would pick up the slack.
He chuckled. “You try it and see if it is or not. Good luck.” He and his girlfriend left.
It turned out that it was not a lucky sling.
“It’s okay, Cammie. Two out of ten isn’t bad,” Lucy said.
“It’s not bad, it’s terrible.” I bemoaned my score. A few teenagers behind us snickered.
Lucy was behind me and did moderately well. Certainly better than I did.
“Ro is definitely going to win,” I said.
Lucy smiled. “She does have better hand-eye coordination than all three of us combined.”
When Ro only got six out of ten shots, Lucy and I exchanged a glance, and I knew I was mirroring her concerned expression. To everyone’s shock—and horror, because we all knew we would not hear the end of it—Madeleine won with nine-out-of-ten hit. Of course, none of the pegs any of us had hit were the tricky, high-point ones, but she looked smug, nonetheless.
We continued making our rounds and visiting other vendors. Lucy and Madeleine walked in front of Ro and me, chatting about a bake-off that was going to happen at the end of the festival. They would be competing against one another.
“Who do you think is going to win?”
Ro blinked and looked over at me. “Pardon?”
I nodded to the two in front of us with their heads together. “Do you think either Madeleine or Lucy will win the bake-off?”
“What are they making this year?”
They must have heard her question, for both turned at the same time and chimed, “Mini tarts.”
“Well, that’s a new take on the usual pie bake-off,” I said dryly.
Madeleine gave me a quelling look. “As much as you love pastries, you should be an expert at baking by now.”
“Enjoying something and being good at creating it are two different things. We all enjoy living under a solid roof and yet I think if any one of us tried to build one, we’d end up in a Gilligan’s Island situation with our work falling down around us.”
“You do realize that you’ve taken over Ro’s sniping,” Lucy whispered to me when we all started walking again, her eyes crinkling with humor.
“I suppose one of us needs to do it. This also may be my way of blowing off steam. Madeleine has been an utter terror these last few weeks and I can’t believe I agreed to be on the organizing committee under her.”
“Live and learn.”
“The part I have trouble with is the learning part.”






  
  Chapter 2


“I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten since dinner yesterday,” Madeleine said when we walked by the food trucks. 
“I can get behind sampling some of these.” Lucy tore her gaze from a stand selling funnel cake and various other early-death-certified foods—which I wholeheartedly approved of. Who wanted to live long without tasting good things?—and looked at us. “If I get something, will you split it with me?”
“Is that how you stay so small?” I said teasingly.
Ro snorted. Finally, a reaction that was all her. 
We sampled food from the lineup of food trucks and stands that had been invited to serve the festivalgoers, and Lucy and I played one more game before Madeleine said she had to get back to poor Delia. She was probably frantic, as the last time they spoke Madeleine was going off to deal with those men. Or, as Madeleine put it, “Overgrown boys.”
“I’m heading out,” Ro said.
“Are you sure?” Lucy asked, putting a hand on Ro’s arm.
“Yeah, I have things I need to get done at home. I really came just to see how everyone was. I’ll see you all later.” She left and Lucy and I went in the direction Madeleine had disappeared in.
I turned my head to view Lucy, who appeared deep in thought. “I think we should—” I gasped as my shoulder collided with an object. An object who went, “Oomph.” I jerked back around to the front. “I am so sorry.” I reached out to steady the curly-haired woman I’d collided with. She didn’t look much more focused than I had been.
“That’s okay,” she said hurriedly. I tried to step away, but she gripped my arm before I could move far. I jumped, startled at the abrupt movement. “Wait. Do you by chance know who I could talk to that’s in charge of the festival?”
“I’m one of the organizers. Maybe I can help you.”
She released my arm. “Have you seen an alligator leather briefcase? Or has anyone turned it in to lost and found?”
I thought about the box behind the organizer’s table. I shook my head. “No, nothing like that. It sounds quite distinctive so I would remember it.” She looked distraught, and I immediately felt bad. “Where do you last remember having it?” Maybe I could help her search the area.
I hadn’t thought her face could become any more morose than it was, but the corners of her lips tilted down further at my question.
“It was my boss’s. She was the one that was found murdered earlier today.” She held my gaze, hers intense and earnest. “It’s very important that I find it.”
I nearly choked. Murder?
“Did you check to see if the police have it?” Lucy asked.
“They don’t have it. It’s very important,” she repeated.
“Did she possibly leave it in the place she was staying?” I suggested.
“The police looked in her room and it wasn’t there.”
I considered her. I was pretty sure the whole thing was an accident, but it wouldn’t hurt to indulge her this once. “Do you think it contains information that she was murdered for?”
She nodded. “She came here by herself, and then she left me a voicemail that made no sense. All I knew was that she wanted me to come down here. And now she’s dead and her work is missing.”
Lucy and I exchanged glances. It was odd, but not enough to immediately jump to murder.
“We’ll keep an eye out. I’ll tell others to alert us if they see it, as well,” I promised. She didn’t look hopeful.
“Thank you.” She continued past us.
Lucy stepped up next to me and we watched the woman walk away. Even though she seemed defeated, she carried herself strongly, shoulders back and head high.
“How strange,” I said. I turned to Lucy. “Did Caleb say anything about murder?”
“Cammie...” Lucy said, stretching my name out in a warning tone.
“What?” I asked defensively.
“Don’t go getting any ideas. Remember how you said you were going to stay out of trouble for the rest of the summer? After that whole heist debacle?”
I pursed my lips at her. “Of course I remember that. I don’t want to get involved. I just think it’s interesting.”
She didn’t look convinced. “She could just be assuming it was murder. The police are the ones who determine that. It was likely a health issue or some weird accident.” She looped her arm through mine. “Let’s go find Madeleine and make sure she’s not trying to assault anyone else with a stick.”
We made our way in that direction.
“I have a feeling today won’t be the only day that she brandishes a weapon at someone during this festival,” I said, unable to contain my grin.
“You’re terrible.” Despite her protest, Lucy chortled.
Thankfully, we did not find Madeleine on the verge of bodily harming anyone. She was, however, looking panicked and bedraggled. More so than was usual.
“What’s wrong?” Lucy asked.
I winced. I almost wished she hadn’t asked when Madeleine turned her frantic gaze on us. It turned out she couldn’t find the tablet that the organizers used to keep track of the vendors and their slots, inventory, complaints, the bands that would be playing, and any of the million other things that went with organizing and running a popular festival.
Lucy and I helped her look for it. By the time Delia came back from whatever errand she’d been on, I was on the verge of joining Madeleine’s panic. The amount of work that was contained on that tablet!
“What’s going on?” Delia asked.
“We’re missing the tablet.” Madeleine swiped sweat from her brow, pushing her curly hair away from her forehead.
“I think Bailey has it. She was working on it and then she had to run back to the inn.”
“She should have left it,” Madeleine snapped. Delia blanched at the tone.
“I’ll go get it,” I volunteered. The Lavendair Inn wasn’t that far, and I liked Bailey, so I would rather go than have Madeleine go, as worked up as she was.
“Okay, please hurry.” 
It took me close to fifteen minutes walking to get there. The air was balmy, a warm breeze caressing my arms and fluttering my frilly short sleeves as I walked. The scents of fresh-cut grass, earth, sweet blooming flowers, and sunscreen all melded together to embody summer. Even though I’m an introvert, and summer had the most tourists staying in and around town and driving up for the day to attend festivals, this was still my favorite time of year. I passed brightly colored shops along the street, people bustling in and out and the sounds of chattering and laughter floating past many open doors.
I reached the Lavendair Inn before I knew it and pushed aside the hip-high wrought iron gate to get into the small courtyard that was surrounded by the inn on three sides. I went to the main entrance, looking for the manager.
I found Bailey in her office behind the curved main desk and gently knocked on the open door. She was standing bent over a pile of papers with a deep frown on her face. When she saw me, she straightened, smoothing the crease in her brows. 
“Cammie,” she greeted.
“Hi, Bailey. I’m here to get the tablet that the organizers are using for the festival.”
Her eyes widened, then she slapped her hand to her face and turned toward her chair where she’d plopped her big purse. She unzipped it and rummaged through the contents before pulling the tablet out. “I can’t believe I took it with me. I’ve been so scatterbrained these days.”
“You have a lot on your mind.” She had to be swamped with the influx of tourists.
Bailey blew out a breath. “I guess I do.” She seemed nervous, her cheeks pinker than usual.
“Are you doing okay, besides being busy?” I asked. I always thought it was rude of people to ignore when someone was clearly in need of comfort or support, and I didn’t want her to feel alone.
She forced a smile. “I will be. Say sorry to Madeleine for me, please.”
“You’re not coming back to the festival today?”
She pursed her lips and shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ll be there tomorrow though, for sure.”
“I’ll tell Madeleine.” I took the tablet and left.
Going out the main entrance into the sunshine, I nearly tripped over a man crouched outside the door, half in the walkway and half in the shrubbery.
“Oomph!” he huffed.
“Oh my gosh,” I exclaimed, both irritated that he’d nearly sent me tumbling and that I’d smacked into him.
He tilted his head up to see me, then got to his feet. “Guess I need to wear orange.”
“Or not crouch in the doorway.”
He laughed, a sound that grated on my nerves. With long, limp brown hair under a baseball cap, and sporting a dirty T-shirt and jeans, he looked halfway to being a vagabond. The only thing that identified him as belonging here were the thick gardening gloves he wore and the trowel he carried.
“Sorry, sorry,” he said, still chuckling.
“You’re the landscaper?” I suspected he was and couldn’t help my disappointment. I’d wanted someone to come help me plant some shrubs along the front of my house. Ever since last year when the owner of the largest landscaping business in town was found to be involved in a murder, the smaller landscape businesses had been swamped and were unable to make time for me. I’d been hoping to see who Bailey hired and try to get him to fit me into his schedule. But this guy looked…well, I wouldn’t be thrilled with him knowing where I lived.
“Sure am,” he said, voice as upbeat as when he’d nearly sent me sprawling.
I supposed he was friendly enough, but my gut didn’t like him. Not that I was always the best judge of character. I’d figured that out earlier this summer when a person I really
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