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“You know those are dog treats, right?”


From where she stood over by the long rustic-looking table with its plethora of three-tiered stands piled high with a variety of homemade dog treats, Lucy Shaw glanced up from the peanut butter bone-shaped biscuit she was snacking on, blue eyes twinkling. “I know, but I’m hungry and these taste delicious. Besides, I’m eating for two.”


Tassie Drake let out a snort of laughter as Lucy went back to nibbling. She and Lucy had been best friends since high school, so Tassie knew all her weird habits, but this was a new one. And while Tassie and her sister, Abby, made all the biscuits at Pupcakes, the doggy bakery they co-owned, with ingredients you could certainly eat, sugar wasn’t one of them, which meant they didn’t taste delicious at all.


Unless you were a dog, of course.


Beside Tassie, her adorable Chiweenie, Baxter, regarded her from where he sat on his fluffy round donut bed on the floor. Black with some caramel, he had a patch of white right on his chin that made it look like he was smiling whenever he looked up at you. Right now, it made Tassie think he found the idea of Lucy snacking on those peanut butter treats quite amusing.


From over in the open kitchen where Abby was rolling out a fresh batch of dog biscuits on the big wood counter, Tassie saw her sister shake her head, light brown ponytail swinging from side to side as she tried not to laugh.


But like Lucy said, she was eating for two. And she had been craving some very weird foods now that she was in her second trimester. Petite with shoulder-length dark curly hair, she was the definition of glowing. After stuffing a few more treats in the clear plastic bag—for her dog this time—she closed it with a twist-tie, then walked over to the counter where Tassie waited.


“Henry’s replacement arrived today,” Lucy said conversationally as she pulled out her credit card.


The town’s one and only police detective, Henry Olson, had recently retired after three decades of dedicated service. After living in Bluewater Bay their whole lives, he and his wife decided to move to Florida to be closer to their children and grandchildren. Everyone thought the department would promote one of their four officers, but instead, they’d hired someone from the outside.


Tassie rang up the price of the dog treats, giving her the usual first responder discount because she was the daytime dispatcher with the police department. “Oh, yeah? Is he nice?”


“Seems to be.” Lucy glanced at her as she tapped her card against the reader. “Cute, too. I could introduce you if you want.”


Tassie purposely ignored her sister who was listening to the conversation about her love life with way too much interest and gave Lucy a pointed look. “The last time you introduced me to someone, he told me I looked like a younger version of his mother.”


“Eww. Really?” She made a face. “All the more reason to let me introduce you to Jack. So you can forget about that disaster.”


Tassie opened her mouth, but Lucy didn’t even stop for breath.


“Before you ask, Jack Sterling is twenty-eight and originally from Albany, New York, where he’s been a detective for the past five years. He isn’t married—obviously. And he has a dog.”


Okay, having a dog was definitely a plus, but still.


“I wasn’t going to ask,” Tassie said. “Besides, why is everybody so interested in setting me up with someone? I already have a man in my life—Baxter. He never hogs the remote or complains about what I watch on TV. He never cares that I take all the blankets at night. He never offers unsolicited advice. And I never have to worry that he’s cheating on me with the waitress at the local grill and bar.”


Her friend frowned. “That last part was oddly specific. Not every man is a toad like the former boyfriend of yours who shall remain nameless.”


Tassie knew that, of course, but that didn’t keep her from being frustrated with the male gender when it came to dating.


“Hmm. I seem to remember that you introduced me to that toad as well,” she pointed out. “You don’t have a very good track record when it comes to matchmaking, you know?”


Lucy had the grace to look at least a little chagrined. “How was I supposed to know he was a serial cheater?”


Tassie just looked at her. 


“Baxter is absolutely adorable and perfect in every way, I’ll give you that,” Lucy agreed when it was clear she wasn’t going to say anything else. “But finding someone to join your little family wouldn’t be a bad thing, would it?”


“No. But not everyone is as lucky as you, Lucy. You hit the jackpot with Andrew.”


It was true. Lucy and her firefighter husband had met through work since the police department worked closely with fire and rescue. Handsome, outdoorsy, and laid-back, Andrew was sweet, caring, and an altogether great guy. All in all, he was the perfect match for Lucy. 


“The big lug does all right,” her friend said with a teasing grin. “But we’re talking about you here not me.”


She sighed. “And when the right guy comes along, I’ll be more than happy to give him a chance.”


“How will you know if a guy is the right guy unless you go out with him?” Lucy countered.


Tassie wished she could come up with an argument for that, but unfortunately, she was drawing a blank. It would be nice if there was some kind of computer program that’d tell you if a guy was boyfriend material or not. She flipped her long brown hair over her shoulder, then leaned her hip against the counter and folded her arms.


“How do you know so much about this new detective already anyway? I thought you said he just got here.”


Lucy shrugged. “He did. I did most of my research on him before that. I like to know who I’m working with.”


“You should have been a cop, you know that?” Tassie told her.


“Um, that’s a hard no. I don’t like the idea of getting shot at. I’ll stay at my desk, thank you very much. Speaking of which, my lunch break is almost over so I’d better get back.” She swung her oversized bag up on her shoulder. “By the way, Andrew is working a double, so you and Baxter want to come over for dinner tonight? I hate eating alone.”


As a firefighter, Andrew sometimes worked back-to-back shifts.


Tassie glanced at Baxter to see her fur baby smiling up at her. Tassie grinned back.


“That’s a yes,” Tassie said to Lucy.


“Great!” She looked over at Abby. “You and Finn in, too?”


At the sound of his name, Abby’s cute brown Dachshund, Finn, looked up from the stainless steel bowl of water he had his head in.


“You know it,” Abby said.


Lucy smiled. “I’ll see the four of you later then. Toodles.”


As she walked out of the shop, cool air swept in, making Tassie glad she and her sister had decided to locate the check-out counter toward the back of the store instead of near the front. It might say spring on the calendar, however, the state of Maine clearly didn’t get the memo because it still felt like winter out there.


But she’d promised Baxter that she’d take him to the dog park that afternoon, so they’d both be venturing out into the cold. As soon as Abby got the batch of peanut butter treats she was working on in the oven so she could take over for Tassie at the counter. Which, from glancing at her sister, should be any minute now.


Graham Bartlett, another of Pupcakes regular customers, finished his shopping and walked over to set two bags of dog treats on the counter along with a box of cupcakes he’d purchased at Cozy Cupcakery, the bakery next door.


“Those look delicious,” Tassie said, taking in the chocolate caramel cupcakes through the clear window on the top of the purple box. “Gwen’s cupcakes are to die for, aren’t they?”


He chuckled. “They are wicked good.”


“Better not let your sister hear you say that,” Tassie teased.


His sister, Irene, owned Dreamy Desserts, the bakery a few stores down and on the other side of the street. Even though Gwen’s Cupcakery specialized in cupcakes while Dreamy Desserts made everything from cookies to pie to the most delicious, moist, decadent chocolate cake on the planet, Irene was always in competition with Gwen. It had been like that since they were kids. And now that they’d be going up against each other in a baking contest next month, their rivalry would be even more intense. Since Tassie was friends with both of them, there was no way she was getting in the middle of that battle.


Maybe they’d end up being co-champions or something. One could only hope.


Graham turned the color of his curly red hair. “Don’t I know it! But I only stopped because it’s a coworker’s birthday and Gwen’s bakery was on the way. I didn’t drop by specifically to see her or anything like that.”


Sitting on the floor beside her, Baxter gave Tassie the side eye. He seemed to have a knack for knowing when people were lying. And Graham was most certainly being less than truthful at the moment. Because he most certainly had a crush on Gwen Swanson. Not that he probably didn’t love her cupcakes. Although Tassie wasn’t joking. He’d better not let his sister ever hear him say it.


Tassie couldn’t help but smile at Graham. “Of course not. How is Charlie?”


Graham let out a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a sigh like he was relieved to talk about something other than the pastry chef he was sweet on. “He’s doing great. I installed a doggy door for him the other day, which the squirrels aren’t happy about since he can now terrorize them whenever he wants.”


She laughed, chatting with him about why dogs loved chasing squirrels so much as she finished ringing up his purchase.


Abby walked over as Graham left, attention focused on her cell phone and a big grin on her face. Older than Tassie’s twenty-five by a couple years, Abby was the business side of the doggy bakery. In fact, it had actually been her idea to open the store. Tassie had already been making doggy biscuits for Baxter and Finn as well as for dogs belonging to family and friends, so when Abby suggested starting a business a few years ago, she’d been all for it. She loved dogs and she loved baking, so it was a win-win. And in all honesty, Tassie hadn’t been thrilled with her job as a pharmacy tech at the time even though her employer had been great, giving her flexible hours so she could go to college to get her degree. Classes like biology and chemistry had always been easy for her, so becoming a pharmacist seemed like a great idea, but after working as a tech, she realized it wasn’t what she wanted. Luckily, her business-savvy sister had come to the rescue otherwise she’d probably be filling prescriptions right now.


“You look happy about something,” Tassie remarked.


“I am,” Abby said. “I just booked a therapy session for Finn with Isaac Bridger.”


Tassie looked at her in surprise. “The dog psychologist who Mom and Dad were talking about the other day?”


Her sister nodded excitedly. “Yup.”


Their parents had a veterinary practice in Bluewater Bay and told everyone and anyone about how remarkable Isaac was when it came to helping dogs and their owners. If Mom and Dad endorsed him, then the guy knew his stuff.


“Why would Finn need a session with a dog psychologist?” Tassie asked. “He doesn’t have any behavioral issues.”


“I know,” Abby agreed. “But it was the best way I could think of to meet Isaac.”


Ah. Now it was starting to make sense. Kind of. Though from the expression on Finn’s face, he didn’t seem to think much of Abby’s plan.


“So he’s a hunk, I take it?”


Her sister laughed. “Duh. I wouldn’t be going to all this trouble if he wasn’t.”


Abby pulled up something on her phone, then turned it around so Tassie could see. It was a photo of the aforementioned Isaac from his Facebook page. Dark blond hair, brown eyes, and an angular jaw with a trace of stubble, he was cute. And totally her sister’s type.


“Wouldn’t it be easier to show up at his office and introduce yourself, then tell him that he’s welcome to drop by Pupcakes anytime with some brochures or business cards?” Tassie suggested. “Almost everyone in town who has a dog comes in here.”


Her sister turned her phone around to gaze at the photo on the screen. “Easier? Maybe. But then what?”


“Um, ask him out.”


Tassie’s own love life might be something resembling a reality TV show at the moment but that didn’t mean she could give her sister advice on the subject.


Abby didn’t call her on it though. But that was only because she was too busy looking at Tassie like she’d just suggested Abby jump in the bay naked—in the middle of winter.


“I can’t do that!” she said. “At least not until Isaac and I get to know each other. Hence why I’m taking Finn for therapy.”


“Uh-huh.” Tassie folded her arms. “And don’t you think that a dog psychologist as good as Isaac is going to figure out that Finn doesn’t have any behavioral issues?”


Sitting on the floor beside Tassie, Baxter appeared to be as interested in the answer to that question as she was.


Before Abby could reply, the door to the bakery opened and Sara Larson rushed in, practically falling over Roxie, her Jack Russell, as she hustled her dog inside. Closing the door behind her, she smoothed her blonde bob and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly.


“Sara?” Tassie said even as Baxter pranced around the counter, tail wagging. “Are you okay?”


“What? Yes. No. I don’t know.” She made a face as she walked toward Tassie. “I just got into it with Conrad Meyers.”


Well, that explained it. Conrad Meyers was a mean old man who wanted everyone—and their four-legged friends—to get off his lawn. Unfortunately, the town decided to put their beautiful dog park on the same street as his house, which meant every dog owner in Bluewater Bay had to walk past his property to get there.


Tassie crouched down to pet both Baxter and Roxie. “What happened?”


Sara wasn’t only a regular at the bakery. She’d been a good friend since Tassie had met her a few years ago when she’d purchased some of Sara’s delightful handmade soaps for Abby’s birthday.


Sara sighed. “Roxie and I were walking past that creep’s house when she yanked the leash out of my hand and ran across his precious lawn and into the backyard to chase a squirrel. I immediately went after her, but before I could get to her, Conrad came out of the house like he was shot out of a cannon. He shouted at me to get ‘that dog’ out of his yard and I completely lost it. I’m surprised you didn’t hear us screaming all the way over here. But I couldn’t help it. I’ve never met anyone so infuriating in my life.” She joined Tassie down near the floor to run her hand over Roxie’s coarse fur. “I think I scared my poor baby.”


Tassie caressed Baxter’s silky upright ears and gave Sara a smile. “Come on, let’s get Roxie a treat so she can forget all about that nasty man.”


Baxter grinned and wagged his tail wildly at the mention of a treat.


Laughing, Tassie leaned over to give him a kiss on the head and added, “Yes, you get a treat, too. Finn, as well.”


As Sara filled a bag with some homemade doggy biscuits, she chatted with Abby while Tassie gave Baxter, Finn, and Roxie the tiny treats she and her sister kept on top of the counter in a ceramic canister for those special pooches—which was every dog that came into the bakery, of course.


Sara and Roxie left a little later, both of them thankfully much more relaxed.


“Okay,” Tassie said to her sister. “We’re off to the dog park.”


“Be careful,” Abby said. “And don’t get into any fights with Conrad. He sounds like he’s more ornery than usual today.”


Promising she’d be careful—and wouldn’t get into a fight with Conrad—Tassie dressed Baxter in his cute little plaid fleece vest, then his harness before hooking him onto his leash. Shrugging into her coat, she put on her hat, then grabbed her crossbody bag and sunglasses. A moment later, they were heading for the door.


Chilly air coming in off the water enveloped them the moment they stepped outside, swirling Tassie’s hair around her face. Thankfully, the sun more than made up for the brisk spring weather and Baxter pranced along happily beside her down the sidewalk.


Built on the bay back in the late 1700’s, the town of Bluewater Bay was filled with loads of historic charm from the meticulous architecture to the hand-carved signs. Besides Pupcakes and Cozy Confections, it boasted a coffee shop, art gallery, ice cream parlor, and bookstore, as well as several clothing stores and gift shops. Bluewater Bay even had an old-fashioned general store called The General Store. Owned by a sweet older couple, it was part restaurant, part grocery, part gift shop, and served the most delicious lobster rolls anywhere—at least that’s what everyone in town said. She’d have to take their word for it since she didn’t eat seafood.


She waved to Gwen and the other shop owners as she and Baxter walked, stopping to chat with some of them, much to Baxter’s delight. He loved people as much as he loved his fellow dogs.


Soon enough, they reached the edge of town where the shops gave way to equally charming homes. The stroll to the dog park was along a beautifully scenic path with the blue waters of the bay on the left complete with charter fishing boats, sailboats, and the occasional yacht. Sometimes, in the late spring to early fall, you could even see a cruise ship in the distance. But it was the majestic Indigo Point Lighthouse that always caught her eye. Mostly, because it was home to a herd of adorable harbor seals that loved to hang out on the rocks basking in the sun during certain times of the year.


A sharp bark from Baxter and tug on the leash interrupted Tassie’s thoughts and she looked down to see that he’d stopped directly in front of Conrad Meyers’ house, his full attention fixed on it. Drats! All she needed was for the man to come out and see them standing there. Never mind that they were on the sidewalk and not even close to his lawn.


Tassie was about to urge Baxter along when she noticed that the front door of the house was slightly open. Like Conrad had either left in a hurry or just gone inside and not realized it hadn’t closed behind him. Either way, it was none of her concern.


“Come on, Baxter,” she said, leading him forward.


But Baxter didn’t budge. Instead, he looked from the house to her and back to the house again.


She followed his gaze with a frown. “What?”


He glanced at her, then gave the house another pointed look.


“The door is open. I know,” she said. “So what?”


Baxter let out a little whine.


She shook her head. “No. I’m not telling him that his door is open.”


Another whine, this time a little louder.


“Bluewater Bay is a very safe place to live, Baxter. Half the people in town probably don’t even lock their doors.”


Tassie wasn’t sure that part about people not locking their doors was true and from the sideways glance Baxter gave her, he knew it.


She sighed. “Fine! We’ll let him know that his door is open. But if Conrad blows a gasket, it’s your fault.”


Scooping Baxter up in her arms, she made her way up the sidewalk to the house. Baxter’s gaze was fixed on the door, ears perked, front paws draped adorably over her forearm as usual whenever she carried him.


She slowed her steps as she got closer to the house in case Conrad came out and started shouting at them. But the house was weirdly quiet.


“Mr. Meyers?” she called.


No answer.


Tassie knocked lightly on the partially open door. “Hello? Mr. Meyers?”


Again, there was no answer.


In her arms, Baxter let out a little yip.


She braced herself, expecting Conrad to storm out from behind whatever rock trolls like him hid behind and rail at them for being on his property, but there wasn’t a sound from inside the house.


Okay, this was getting bizarre.


“Clearly, he isn’t home, so I’m going to close the door and act like we were never here,” she told Baxter softly.


Reaching out, she grasped the knob to do exactly that when she caught sight of a worn boot lying at an angle just inside the doorway—a boot that had a foot in it!


She cautiously pushed the door open a little more.


Conrad Meyers lay on the floor of the entryway, lifeless eyes open and staring at her, a heavy model wooden ship on the floor beside him.


Tassie froze, staring at the blood on the floor and barely visible shoe print, not sure what she was seeing even as her mind began to piece everything together. It wasn’t until Baxter let out another little yip that she managed to shake off the shock.


Still holding onto Baxter, she dug her phone out of her purse with a shaking hand and dialed 9-1-1. Lucy immediately answered.


“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”


“Lucy, it’s me,” Tassie said. “Conrad Meyers is dead. I think someone murdered him.”
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Lucy had asked Tassie to wait until the police arrived, so she walked around the front lawn with Baxter, wanting to be as far away from Conrad’s body as possible. Even now, she couldn’t stand to be near the man. He might be dead, but the way he’d acted toward everyone when he was alive still annoyed her. As for Baxter, he sniffed the grass like he was looking for clues as to who’d killed the creep the whole time.


Yet, while she might not like Conrad, there was something upsetting about his murder anyway. Bluewater Bay was—and always had been—a safe town. People didn’t commit murder here. They walked their dogs and took their kids to the playground. They went apple picking and pumpkin picking and enjoyed hayrides at the fall festival. They watched the lobster boat races and took part in the fishing rodeo. They strolled along the boardwalk in the summer and supported the local community theater. But someone most definitely had killed Conrad. Would any of them be safe until the murderer was caught?


Even though it was broad daylight, she spent most of the time nervously glancing at the house, worried that whoever had done it might still be inside. But that was silly, of course. Baxter would let her know if someone was in there. Regardless, she was relieved when Detective Sterling finally showed up fifteen minutes later. Tall and imposing, he stepped out of his SUV with that air of authority all law enforcement seemed to possess, his calm demeanor contrasting sharply with her own frantic state.


She stared.


Wow.


Lucy was right. Bluewater Bay’s new detective, Jack Sterling, was cute. Of course, now probably wasn’t the time to appreciate his dark hair, dreamy brown eyes, square jaw with that perfect amount of stubble, and broad shoulders. Or that he looked amazing in the navy blue peacoat he was wearing.


No, it most certainly wasn’t the time. Not while standing a few feet from Conrad Meyers’ dead body anyway.


Dead bodies were a definite mood killer.


In addition to the detective, there was a uniformed officer named Henry Thompson, whom she knew because he’d gone to school with Abby, as well as Dr. Anthony and his dour-faced assistant, Jameson Hall. Emmit Anthony was the town’s one and only coroner while his twin brother, Silas, was the town’s one and only mortician. Which was kind of disconcerting when she thought about it. A dark, devious place in her mind always wondered if the two of them had a twisted business relationship going on. If Silas needed more work, Dr. Anthony could always kill people and say it was an accidental death.


Okay, so maybe she had an overactive imagination. But weirder things had happened.


All three of them went into the house, leaving her and Baxter outside with Detective Sterling.


“Tassie Drake?” he asked, eyeing her even as he bent to greet Baxter, who happily wagged his tail and tilted his ears back in greeting.


She nodded. “That’s me.”


“I’m Detective Sterling.” He straightened and held out his hand. “You discovered the body?” 


Tassie shook his hand, absently noting how warm it was despite the chill in the air. Or maybe it felt warm because it was so chilly out. That had to be it. Because it could have nothing to do with the fact that he was hotter than any summer in Maine.


What? Just because she turned down Lucy’s offer to introduce her to the newest member of Bluewater Bay’s finest didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate how handsome he was. 
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