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        A Wedding Singer, A Mysterious Death… and a Cake Catastrophe!

      

        

      
        Maddie has been dreaming of this day forever—finally marrying her childhood sweetheart. But just as the celebrations begin, a body is discovered in the most unlikely place, turning her wedding into a crime scene.

      

        

      
        With one of the Girlz accused of murder, Maddie, Big Red, Gran, and her soon-to-be husband—the town sheriff—must race to unravel the truth before the “I do’s” turn into “whodunit?”

      

        

      
        Can they catch the killer in time for the festivities to go ahead? Or is Maddie’s perfect day doomed before it even begins?

      

        

      
        The Maple Lane Mysteries serve up delightful small-town sleuthing, a cat-loving baker with a knack for solving crimes, and plenty of twists, turns, and tasty treats!
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      The Maple Falls community center wasn’t fancy. Along with worn furniture, it needed painting inside and out. Still, it was good enough for a wedding, Madeline Flynn decided and pushed her heavy blonde braid over one shoulder. The large ginger cat by her feet studied her as if he knew her every thought.

      “Not just any wedding—your wedding,” his golden eyes seemed to be saying.

      Little more than a year ago, she’d never imagined this happening in any venue. After a bad breakup with her last fiancé, getting back with Ethan Tanner, her childhood sweetheart, had not even been close to the table, let alone on it.

      Maddie shook herself. Life had a funny way of working out, and right now, she couldn’t be any happier. With her bakery closed on Sundays, today proved the perfect opportunity to look around the center as the most likely venue. Though the group she was with had been in the place hundreds of times they’d just finished thoroughly checking each space. Most importantly, the kitchen.

      “Are you sure you’re happy with having the wedding here?” Sheriff Ethan Tanner, her handsome groom, asked dubiously.

      “I truly am. The Girlz and I will make it look nice. I promise.” Maddie grinned at her posse of gal pals surrounding them. Affectionately known around town as the Girlz, with the exception of Laura, they had been in each other’s lives since school. They were a force to be reckoned with once they’d decided on something and especially if any of them were excited, slighted, or hurt.

      “I know what you’re all capable of, so I don’t doubt it.” Ethan shook his head. “Only I don’t want you working too hard for our wedding. You should be able to relax and enjoy the day.”

      Though touched by his thoughtfulness, Maddie laughed. “Oh, I’ll enjoy it, but whoever heard of a bride relaxing?”

      “I guess there’s that.” He tapped her nose. “Still, you don’t have to handle every detail. Let me help.”

      “Like that’s going to happen.” Suzy Barnes, the local school principal, snorted. “Maddie will have lists and a certain way of doing things and you’ll stay out of the mix if you value your life.”

      “I have to agree.” Hairdresser, Angeline Broome, nodded. “Let’s just hope that everyone behaves themselves, sugar, and we don’t wind up in a mystery.”

      “Shhh!” Maddie begged her Southern belle best friend. “Don’t put that out there.”

      Angel grimaced. “Sorry. The Christmas drama is still etched in my memory and I don’t want any of that for you.”

      Maddie shivered. That particular drama had centered around a wedding and another close friend from Manhattan. Camille’s fiancé was murdered right here in Maple Falls. The couple had planned on getting married at the local resort, which was the preferred venue for most weddings and important events around these parts as it was more upmarket. Sadly, the death ruled the resort out for Maddie, and luckily Ethan agreed. Especially as Camille was not only invited, but part of their wedding party—as were Suzy, Angel, and Laura, Maddie’s assistant.

      Laura patted the immaculate red bun on the top of her head and waved a hand at the bland room. “I think if we draped plenty of white organza over the walls it will soften everything.”

      “That’s a great idea, and I’m sure Mom has some white screens at the gallery that we can put up to divide the space and hide the restroom doors,” Suzy added.

      Angel tapped her chin with a long painted nail. “As your gran suggested, let’s put Mavis onto the flowers. She does them for the church so she’ll know what would be best and therefore most affordable at this time of year.”

      Taking pity on Ethan who was bouncing on the balls of his feet, Maddie gave him a reassuring smile. “It’s okay if you want to leave. We’ll be throwing a few ideas around for a while.”

      Somewhat masking his relief, he at least tried to pretend he’d be happy to stay. “I do have some paperwork to tackle, but only if you’re sure you don’t need me.”

      “I’m sure. Unless you have something in particular you’d like to add or request?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He shrugged. “You know I have no taste except for your food.”

      “Well said, sugar.” Angel winked. “Now off you go and leave us to our plans.”

      Ethan needed no further encouragement and with a quick peck on Maddie’s cheek, he was gone.

      “Well, that was painless,” Suzy teased. “He’s a great sheriff, but not so good on making wedding decisions. The last thing we need is some half-pie gestures of agreement.”

      “Don’t be so harsh,” Maddie protested. “He’s like a fish out of water with all this. Besides, it means we get to have what we want.”

      “You mean you’ll have what you want,” Laura noted. “It shouldn’t be about us, right?”

      Maddie laughed. “When have we ever not made decisions together?”

      “I can think of a few instances.” Angel ticked off her fingers. “When you insist on getting involved in murder cases. When you run off to solve them without consulting us. When you deliberately put yourself in harm’s way.”

      Maddie put a hand up. “Okay, okay. I get it. But this is different. This is something we can do together and no one gets hurt.”

      Suzy raised a dark eyebrow. “Can we get that in writing?”

      The door opened and in walked her grandmother who everyone in town simply referred to as Gran. She was breathing a little heavily.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late. Did I miss anything?”

      “Not really.” Maddie winked at her friends. “I can catch you up, but it’s all just thoughts for now.”

      Gran stooped to give Big Red a quick pat. “I saw Ethan leaving. Is everything okay?”

      Maddie shot a quick glance at the door. “I didn’t mention it in front of him, but I spoke to Camille earlier today. She’s excited about the wedding and told me not to be silly about booking the resort.”

      Laura gasped. “Didn’t you and Ethan just decide on the community center?”

      “We did and there really isn’t any alternative, no matter what Camille says,” Maddie explained. “It was so kind of her to try to talk me into it, but I’m certain we’d all be thinking about what happened at the resort.”

      “I agree. It wouldn’t be appropriate with poor Camille in the wedding party.” Gran brushed her hands together in satisfaction. “Now that it’s settled once and for all, we can move on. I know we’ll get it looking fantastic for the day. I take it you’re keeping the same date?”

      “If it’s free. I know it’s only a few weeks out, but having our hearts set on the resort made it hard to commit until we got our heads around not having the wedding there.”

      Gran’s eyes twinkled. “I happen to know that weekend was blocked out some time back. At least now you’ll be able to send out the invitations.”

      Maddie laughed. Naturally Gran would have things in hand. They had already issued a save the date to all the guests and it seemed that things were going to work out fine. Maddie looked around the room once more and sighed happily. “That’s definitely next on my list. Is there anything else we need to look at while we’re here?”

      “Did you notice that broken pane?” Laura pointed to a side door that opened out into a small patio.

      “Ethan mentioned it. Thanks for reminding me. I’m sure they’re aware of it, but could you speak to the committee, Gran?”

      “Goodness. I wonder how long it’s been like that for? We had our meeting last Monday and since then, we’ve had morning tea on Wednesday. It wasn’t broken then. I must check with the other groups that use the center.”

      “Perhaps Bernie knocked up a stone when he was mowing,” Laura suggested.

      “Oh, I’m not so concerned with how it happened,” Gran insisted. “I simply want to ensure that people report any issues so they don’t escalate.”

      “Escalate?”

      “A broken window can smash and let in rain or someone could take the opportunity to break in. Not that there’s anything in here worth too much, but there are all the things that the groups use, like arts, sports, and exercise equipment, which would be mighty frustrating and expensive to replace.”

      Gran seemed unusually annoyed and Maddie put an arm around her shoulder. “Then it’s lucky we noticed it before any of that happened.”

      “Lucky indeed.”

      Maddie wasn’t concerned about the window this far out from the wedding and assumed that Gran was merely taking her role on the committee seriously.

      “I can’t think of anything else and we’ve ticked off everything on your list to check,” Angel declared. “Shall we come to your place to work on the invitations this afternoon?”

      “That would be great. Since Ethan’s working, we’ll have the apartment to ourselves. Gran, would you talk to Mavis about the flowers?”

      “I already spoke to her and she’s more than happy to organize them once you give her a budget. In fact, being involved has made her about as excited as a dog with a new toy.”

      “Gran!” Maddie admonished, but they all laughed. Her grandmother’s friend was excitable at the best of times.

      Everything was falling into place and once the invitations went out, Maddie felt that the wedding would finally happen. After the death of Camille’s fiancé, and the worry over the venue, she hadn’t felt right about organizing the wedding any earlier. That delay had come back to bite her. However, she was known for her organizational skills that she’d inherited from her English gran and her secret agent grandad. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had to do it by herself. The Girlz would make sure of it.

      With a lighter heart, she led the group outside to make the short walk to the Maple Lane Bakery with Big Red marching beside her.
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      Big Red made sure he got another round of pats in as they settled upstairs in Maddie’s apartment over the bakery. Gran sat at the small dining table beside Maddie, who immediately opened a notebook specifically for the wedding.

      Suzy snorted. “That’s looking full.”

      “You know she’s been in planning mode for months, which naturally means lists, and she’s the queen of lists, aren’t you, sugar?”

      Maddie shrugged, not bothered by Angel’s ribbing. “They work for me. Now be quiet and let me run through them with you.” Checking everything was designated into tasks that one of them would tackle or they could designate to someone else took a little time.

      A while later, Angel looked pointedly at the kitchen counter where Maddie had earlier placed a selection of cakes and slices from the bakery. “Are we nearly done? My stomach is rumbling.”

      “I’m surprised you lasted this long without food,” Suzy teased.

      Though Angel was slim like a model, she ate like a teenage boy. It was both fascinating and annoying to witness when Maddie and Suzy had to watch what they ate. Laura was somewhere in the middle and found Angel’s love of sweet things troubling. This amused Angel, who loved to tease the serious Laura about it.

      Embarrassed at not thinking of it sooner, Maddie jumped up to grab the plates from the counter. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how long we’ve been talking.”

      “That’s okay. This was important,” Laura said as she came to help by making a pot of tea while Maddie organized coffee.

      Soon they were enjoying the treats and Gran sipped her fresh tea thoughtfully.

      “I’m feeling more confident that everything has been addressed on your list. What about you, dear?”

      Maddie checked her lists for the wedding. “I’m happy about everything except for one major detail we haven’t discussed.”

      Angel wiped her mouth with a napkin and leaned forward eagerly. “The dress?”

      If anyone loved an excuse to dress up, it was Angel, and a wedding dress practically sent her into spasms of excitement. Maddie rolled her eyes. “Yes, there is that, and I promise we’ll organize the final fitting together, but what I’m really struggling with is the food.”

      “It’s got to be as good as yours—is that what you mean?” Suzy asked.

      “I do want everything to be as perfect as possible,” Maddie admitted. “Is that wrong?”

      Gran tutted. “Not wrong, dear, but a wedding isn’t all about the food. It’s about the union of two people and celebrating the day with friends and family.”

      Maddie nodded slowly. “I hear what you’re saying and I wish I didn’t have such a hang-up about it.”

      This time Angel handed her some tough love. “Well, you need to get over it and choose someone fast, sugar, because there is no way you are cooking on your wedding day.”

      “I get that it would be difficult, but with all the angst over the venue, the caterers I had almost settled on have taken other jobs. We have to accept that getting a good one at this stage is almost impossible and I likely will have to do it myself.” Maddie’s fingers tapped her thighs, something she did when anxious. “It isn’t impossible, and I’d need to do prep work in the days prior, but I’d have to get several servers to make it work.”

      “Of course, Luke and I would help,” Laura assured her, “but I think it would be too much for you.”

      Angel tutted. “I agree. Suzy and I would pitch in, too, but you’d be exhausted and that’s not good for a bride.”

      “There is someone who could do as good a job as you or, dare I say, even slightly better.”

      Laura gasped and all eyes turned to Gran.

      “Think about it,” she said calmly. “Who do you know that could possibly fill your shoes and you’d be more than happy for her to do so?”

      Maddie blinked. “You can't mean Lyra St. Claire—the celebrity chef?”

      “You’ve met her, you like her, and she thinks a lot of you, so don’t brush the suggestion off by ignoring the obvious.” Gran wagged a finger. “Spending time with her made me appreciate how down to earth she is and Lyra would be the first to say she’s trying to put all that fuss behind her. Plus, she lives so close. It just makes sense.”

      “But she’s a celebrity. Just because Lyra moved to a small town doesn’t detract from the fact she had her own restaurant in LA and a TV cooking show. Plus, she’s still writing cookbooks and running the odd contest.”

      Gran’s mouth pursed. “Still, it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

      Angel leaned forward and clasped her hands together as if she were begging. “Imagine if she said yes!”

      “I don’t know.” Maddie wavered. “It seems presumptuous to ask. We’re not exactly best friends.”

      “But you are friends,” Gran insisted.

      Maddie chewed her bottom lip for a while as the Girlz and Gran watched her closely. A hum of excitement surrounded them. Though part of her would love to cater for their guests, deep down she knew it would be too much, so she caved under the pressure. “Okay. I’ll ask, but I won’t beg.”

      “No one said anything about begging,” Suzy admonished. “Though maybe a little pleading wouldn’t hurt.”

      While she understood they wanted her to have an amazing wedding, Maddie hated to impose, and the celebrity chef wasn’t just anyone. Having had her share of problems in the past, with a couple of murders and a stalker, Lyra was also busy running a diner. However, Maddie couldn’t deny the thrill of possibility.

      Gran stood and took plates to the kitchen. “It’s Sunday night. The perfect time to phone her. We’ll get out of your hair so you can do it in private.”

      She loved Gran more than life, but it would be fair to say that her grandmother had manipulated her more than a few times. Still, the septuagenerian was rarely wrong about things. Maddie had said she would do it, and if not now, when? Besides, she’d only stress about making the call until she did.

      As soon as the door was closed behind them, Maddie went back upstairs to locate her phone. Lyra was probably busy at the Beagle Diner and most likely not answering calls.

      “Hello?”

      Maddie gulped. That was fast and though it was her personal number, Maddie had expected if anyone answered, it would be Lyra’s assistant, Maggie—though it was a Sunday. “Lyra? It’s Madeline Flynn.”

      “Yes, I see that. What a nice surprise. It’s lovely to hear from you. How is everything going in Maple Falls?”

      “The bakery is doing amazing, thanks to winning your competition.”

      “It was well-deserved and I’m so glad it helped in some way.”

      “It certainly did.” Maddie swallowed hard. “Ah, how are you?”

      Lyra laughed. “I think we know each other well enough that we can dispense with more pleasantries. What’s up?”

      Though she sat in her apartment alone, Maddie’s cheeks burned. She really wasn’t any good at subterfuge with people she cared about. “I’m getting married in a few weeks.”

      “Congratulations! From what I saw of your sheriff, I’d say you picked a good guy.”

      “Thank you. He’s awesome.”

      There was a pause before Lyra replied, “And yet you don’t sound too happy about it.”

      Maddie gasped. “I don’t mean to give that impression. I’m so happy. It’s just that I urgently need a caterer,” she blurted.

      There was another awkward pause and Maddie hastened to fill it by explaining how she’d let things slide because of her friend’s problems.

      Lyra tutted. “That’s an awful thing to happen, and I completely understand how you wouldn’t want to upset her or have those memories taint your special day.”

      “Thanks and I’m sorry to throw this on you at such short notice. Only, as you can imagine, with the wedding being just a few weeks away and the caterers I had earmarked booking other clients, it’s become a huge problem. When Gran suggested you might be able to help in some way, I told her it was too much to ask….” Maddie couldn’t continue and instead held her breath.

      “Hmmm. My latest cookbook is at the editors, but I am working on my friend Maggie’s wedding. Look, if you send me the details and give me some time to think on it, I’ll get back to you in a day or two.”

      The air came out in a rush, making Maddie cough. “That would be awesome and please don’t think you have to do anything. I truly understand how precious your time is.”

      “I know you do, and that’s why I’m not saying no outright,” Lyra said kindly. “Plus, it could be mutually beneficial as I’m hoping you’re still available to help with Maggie’s wedding in a couple of months.”

      While Lyra had mentioned it as part of the reason for the competition, having heard no more, Maddie had almost forgotten about it. “Of course. If you still need me.”

      “Absolutely! I’ve been meaning to call you, but life has been hectic since the baking competition last month. The press were back on my tail and I had the cookbook to finish, so Maggie’s wedding has also taken a back seat. I’ll get back to you very soon, I promise.”

      As soon as the conversation ended, Maddie phoned Gran, still buzzing. “It sounded promising, but nothing is confirmed and I’m trying not to get my hopes up.”

      “Lyra won’t let you down.” Gran was emphatic. “After all, you helped solve that murder in Cozy Hollow for her.”

      “I did very little,” Maddie protested.

      “I’m sure she doesn’t see it that way. Especially after you won her competition and she’s expecting you to help her out with her friend’s wedding.”

      “She did mention that. At the time I was excited about working with Lyra, but I’d begun to think she might have changed her mind and found someone better.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You’re more than qualified, and she wouldn’t have asked you if she didn’t have complete faith in your abilities.”

      “Thanks, Gran. To be honest, my stomach has butterflies. Firstly with her possibly cooking for the wedding, and now I might be working with her.”

      Gran laughed. “One thing at a time, dear. It is exciting that she’s considering doing the catering. I just hope the press doesn’t get wind of it.”

      “Yes, we should definitely keep this between us. I’d hate for our wedding to turn into a show.”

      Ethan wouldn’t be impressed either.
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      Mondays were always busy at Maple Lane Bakery, especially around the breakfast rush, which began around 6:00 a.m. and didn’t stop until the children were at school. Then came the morning tea/coffee groups, which included some moms but were mainly an older set.

      Mavis sat at the corner table she and her friends had commandeered as theirs from the day the bakery first opened its doors. On Mavis’s left sat Mayor Irene Fitzgibbons. To her right was Nora Beatty. Where Irene was even-tempered, Mavis was a ray of gossipy sunlight, and along with Nora, a dour glass-half-empty woman, they were all firm friends of Gran’s.

      Right now, Mavis was in full-on mode. “I’ve given Gran a list of suitable flowers I recommend. I know where I can get my hands on them at the right time. Pick up should be first thing in the morning on the day of the wedding, so we have them ready and they haven’t had a chance to wilt.”

      “Or die,” Nora stated. “Flowers don’t last long once they’re picked.”

      “Naturally, we’ll put them in buckets of water until required.” Mavis gave her friend a pointed look.

      “Where will you get the buckets from?” Irene asked. “There will be some at the golf club I could borrow on your behalf.”

      “Thanks, that’s a great idea.” Maddie smiled as she mentally ticked off another thing. “We can ask around for more if needed. Did you want the usual coffee?”

      “Yes, please.” Mavis nodded.

      “Will there be any free ones for our help?”

      “Nora! We’re doing this for Gran and Maddie,” Mavis chided. “We don’t need payment.”

      “Free coffee and maybe a muffin isn’t too much to ask,” Nora pressed. “Is it?”

      “Of course not,” Maddie assured her. At this rate it was going to be a long few weeks and her profit margin was likely to take a hammering.

      Nora sat back with a grin of sorts. “You see, asking never hurt anyone.”

      Mavis shook her head in disgust. “What about music? Were you thinking a band?”

      Along with the catering and her dress, this was weighing on Maddie’s mind. Everyone had a suggestion and Ethan hadn’t liked any of them. It was the one thing she’d handed over to him and he was dragging his feet, which was odd and a little frustrating. “The community center is a bit small for a whole band.”

      “I’d say so,” Nora intoned. “No one wants bleeding ears.”

      Not wanting to pursue the topic or any other with them, Maddie backed away. “Let me get those coffees.” She rolled her eyes at Laura, who was manning the register as well as the coffee machine. Luke Chisholm stood beside her. Their twenty-year-old assistant, who was also in training, made up the orders and delivered them to the customers and cleared tables. The team of three—four when Gran came to help out—was a well-oiled machine.

      Up hours before the bakery opened to make bread, muffins, and cookies, and get them into the display cases beside and on the counter, made for long days and she knew she could never do it without her team. Fitting in the wedding organization around running the bakery had been tough. Needing that final fitting for her wedding dress should be next on the list, but she could see that the music situation was turning into an issue.

      Absently, she handed Laura the coffee and muffin order and explained it was on the house before escaping into the kitchen. Icing cupcakes might give her some reprieve from her busy mind.

      “Is everything okay?” Luke asked when he came in with dirty dishes. “You look worried.”

      She eyed him for a moment. Luke was obsessed with music and always had something playing softly in the background so as not to disturb the customers. “You don’t know of any local musicians, suitable for a wedding, do you?”

      “There are a few I’ve heard of.” He tilted his head. “What kind of music are you after?”

      “Easy listening. Maybe some ’80s music. No rap. Ethan would have a fit.”

      “So, middle-of-the-road stuff?”

      “Sounds about right. The community center isn’t huge, so I think even a small group would be too much.”

      Luke’s eyes lit up. “I think I can hook you up with someone. Buddy Preston has a good reputation and he’s a great singer, but he shouldn’t cost an arm and a leg.”

      “You’ve heard him play?”

      He nodded. “Several times. He lives in Destiny, but I’m sure he would come down here. Want me to give you his details?’

      “That would be great.”

      “As soon as this rush dies down, I’ll get on to it.”

      Hopeful another thing was ticked off the very long list, Maddie was able to get back into finishing off the cupcakes as well as make a fresh batch of muffins. Once they were in the tall oven, she went over to the desk in the corner, which she laughingly called her office. She didn’t mind the open-plan work area but sometimes it was nice to get a little quiet to work on new recipes.

      That’s why the two-bedroom apartment upstairs was perfect for her. Whether it was going to be suitable for a married couple remained to be seen. She and Ethan had discussed where they would live but hadn’t decided one way or the other. She hoped it wasn’t going to be too much of an issue. As much as she’d like a proper home one day, this arrangement of being a staircase away from work suited her.

      Opting to stay downstairs in case she was needed, Maddie opened her laptop and pulled up the recipe she was working on. It was a honey cake and so far it wasn’t quite right. Her plan was to have a three-tiered wedding cake with the honey flavored one to sit at the top of a chocolate cake with a carrot cake at the bottom as this was the heaviest layer.

      She hadn’t told anyone, but the special third of the cake was an ode to her grandad. He’d given her the present of her first car when she was sixteen, which she’d promptly called Honey, and still owned. The two of them had spent many hours under the hood tinkering, with Maddie learning how to take care of a vehicle. The memories came back every time she drove her. Honey would be the wedding car—if Maddie could decide on who should drive her.

      Smiling at the fond memories Honey evoked, she decided to try the recipe again in between rushes and see if adding more honey was the key. Though time-consuming, it was fun to try new things, and this really was a labor of love.

      The day got even better when around midday she received a call she’d been hoping for. Her heart beat so fast at the sound of the familiar voice.

      “Sorry I didn’t call any earlier and I won’t beat around the bush. I’m coming to cater the wedding and I’m bringing a couple of friends to assist me so yours don’t have to miss out on celebrating with you.”

      A lump in Maddie’s throat made it difficult to get the words out. “Lyra, that’s amazing. Luke and Laura will be so grateful, as am I. Actually, I don’t know how to thank you.”

      Laughter tinkled through the phone. “Yes, you do. I’m hoping you’ll help with my assistant Maggie’s wedding in a couple of months.”

      “I hadn’t forgotten and of course I’ll be there.”

      “I’m counting on it.” Lyra laughed again. “I’ve organized an awesome team, and since I want to enjoy the festivities, I’d like you to take lead on the day, but we’ll discuss it all once we have yours sorted. Now, I went over the menu and have a couple of tweaks that will help with service, otherwise it sounds wonderful. In fact, I want to steal an idea or two for Maggie’s wedding, so I’m going to pay for the meat as a thank-you.”

      Maddie was still in shock at her dream coming true and her voice squeaked when she responded, “Steal anything you want, but there’s no need to pay for anything.”

      “I get a great deal from the local farmers here and I really owe you a great deal for helping solve that mystery, and I also have another friend getting married and may need you for that. Call it a wedding present,” Lyra insisted.

      A few minutes later, Maddie realized there was no point in arguing and when the call ended, she immediately made another.

      Ethan’s husky voice answered on the
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