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Having a party outdoors in the spring in Maine was tricky. It could be cold and rainy or warm and sunny. Luckily for Tassie Drake, the weather for the baby shower she was hosting for her best friend, Lucy Shaw, was a balmy sixty degrees. Well, balmy by New England standards anyway.


Which—in her opinion—meant not having to bundle up in a winter coat and knit cap. Today, she was wearing a lightweight gray sweater dress and knee-high leather boots, so it was all good.


From where she stood on the covered deck sipping her iced tea, Tassie surveyed the dozens of pink and white balloons, pastel-colored streamers, and baby animal decorations that she and her sister, Abby, had set up around Lucy’s backyard. Completely fenced in, it was the perfect size to entertain the two dozen guests, as well as their dogs, who were having as much fun as their pet parents.


And best of all, no one had tried to kill anyone.


Yet.


Not that there were a lot of murders in Bluewater Bay, of course. Unless you counted the one that had happened a few weeks ago when someone had killed the meanest get-off-my-lawn old man in their small town. Not many people had shed a tear, Tassie included. But then, to the shock of everyone, her friend had been arrested for the crime and Tassie had made it her mission to clear Sara’s name. Much to the consternation of the town’s handsome new detective. At least until he’d realized she was rather good at the whole sleuthing thing—something that had kind of surprised her too. Apparently, all those hours watching Murder She Wrote and the plethora of movies on the Hallmark Mystery Channel were time well spent.


Thankfully, along with the help of her adorable Chiweenie, Baxter, she’d discovered the real murderer and had finally been able to get back to planning Lucy’s baby shower. Unfortunately, she wasn’t enjoying most of it at the moment because she was too busy keeping an eye on Gwen Swanson and Irene Bartlett.


Tassie sipped her iced tea again, gaze drifting in their direction where the two women stood sizing each other up as only the two of them could seem to do.


Gwen was the owner of The Cupcakery, which was right next door to Pupcakes, the doggy bakery Tassie co-owned with Abby. Irene was the owner of Dreamy Desserts, located a few stores down and on the other side of the street. Even though Gwen’s bakery specialized in cupcakes while Irene made everything from cookies to pie to the most delicious, moist, decadent chocolate cake on the planet, the two of them were always in competition. It had been like that since they were in high school.


Tassie should know because she’d been friends with both of them since then.


To make matters worse, Gwen and Irene would be going up against each other in a huge baking contest in a few days. As a result, their rivalry was more intense than ever.


From the way Gwen was glaring at Irene—and Irene at Gwen—at the moment, Tassie fully expected her friends to start throwing the cupcakes they’d brought to the party at each other before the guests even had a chance to taste them. And those cupcakes were way too delicious looking to end up being innocent victims in a food fight. Especially not with those super cute teddy bear decorations sitting on top of all that delectable frosting. 


Nope.


A food fight was not happening.


Not on her watch.


Baxter regarded her from where he sat on the lawn beside her. 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 suspect he might think a food fight could be fun—especially if he and his fellow doggy friends at the party got to snack on the fallout.


“Still not happening,” she told him with a grin.


Resigned—and probably a little disappointed too—Baxter turned his attention back to the party, watching Bruno, Lucy’s Basset Hound, sniff the ground for any crumbs of food he could find, his long ears brushing the grass as he walked. 


“Ready to find out what Lucy and Andrew are going to name the baby?”


Tassie turned to see Abby standing there, an excited look on her face, her cute brown Dachshund, Finn, at her side. Older than Tassie’s twenty-five by a couple years, Abby wore her hair in a braid over one shoulder along with a long colorful sweater paired with black leggings and boots.


Drats.


Tassie had almost forgotten about the cockamamie idea that Lucy and her husband, Andrew, had come up with to have the guests pick a name for the baby since they couldn’t agree on any of them. She and Abby had tried to talk them out of it, saying it was fraught with all kinds of danger. Like someone picking a name Lucy and Andrew absolutely hated. Or a name that wasn’t a name at all. Such as Lemonade, or something like that. But Lucy assured her it would be fine.


So, they were doing this. 


“Did you take out all the weird names?” Tassie asked, pushing her long, light brown hair over her shoulder.


Was it right to remove them? Maybe not. But someone had to look out for her goddaughter otherwise the poor girl could go through life with a name that was a string of Greek letters with a hyphen somewhere in between.


Abby nodded and held out the bowl of folded index cards. “Streamer, Tangerine, and Corduroy are officially out of the running.”


Someone suggested Lucy and Andrew name their little girl Corduroy?


Seriously?


Shaking her head, Tassie gave her sister grateful a smile as she took the bowl. “You are a lifesaver. Thank you.” She glanced at Baxter. “Okay, let’s go find Lucy and Andrew.”


They were over by the gift table, talking to Estelle Nichols, Bluewater Bay’s resident historian, and purveyor of all things gossipy.


Petite with shoulder-length dark curly hair, Lucy was the definition of glowing, while her tall, cute firefighter husband was the epitome of proud daddy-to-be.


“Tassie!” Estelle said. A little shorter than Lucy, her dark hair was touched with gray, and she wore big, round glasses. “You did a lovely job with the party! The food is delicious and the decorations are perfect!”


Tassie grinned. “Thank you. I couldn’t have done it without Abby’s and Lucy’s help, though.” She glanced down at her fur baby. “And Baxter, too.”


Estelle laughed along with Lucy and Andrew, then bent to give Baxter a pet. “Of course.”


Lucy eagerly eyed the bowl Tassie held. “Is that what I think it is?”


“It is,” Tassie said. “Are you guys ready to pick your baby’s name?”


“You know it!” Lucy said.


Beside her, Andrew didn’t look nearly as enthusiastic. In fact, he seemed a little anxious.


Tassie was right there with him. Even so, she gathered all the guests around, announcing they’d be picking the baby’s name. Everyone hurried over to see if theirs was the one chosen. Even Gwen and Irene stopped glowering at each other to join in.


Grinning, Tassie held the bowl out to Lucy and Andrew. “Who wants to do the honors?”


Lucy and Andrew exchanged looks. Hers was full of anticipation while his seemed more like it was leaning toward trepidation.


“You pick,” Andrew said to Lucy.


She eagerly stuck her hand in the bowl, swirling it around in the sea of folded index cards.


“This is so exciting!” Estelle exclaimed.


A moment later, Lucy pulled out an index card and raised it above her head triumphantly.


Tassie held her breath, unable to help it. Beside her, even Baxter seemed a little nervous.


Taking a deep breath, Lucy unfolded the card and her face immediately lit up.


“Our little girl’s name is…” Lucy gave her husband a big smile. “Flower!”


Rose Adams, the blonde woman in the bright floral print palazzo pants and white top, who was standing near Estelle, jumped up and down, clapping her hands. “Yay! That’s my pick!”


Squealing, Rose ran over to hug Lucy. As Bluewater Bay’s local floral genius and owner of Bloom Boutique Florist, it made sense that she’d choose Flower.


Andrew leaned over to Tassie. “I don’t hate the name,” he said softly from behind his hand. “Actually, I kind of like it.”


She nodded, relief flooding through her. “Me too! It’s pretty!”


Lucy hurried over to wrap her arms around Andrew, gushing about how much she loved the name, then hugged Tassie tightly.


“See?” Lucy said. “I told you that our friends and family would suggest beautiful names!”


Tassie laughed. “You did!”


And Lucy never needed to know that she tossed the names Streamer, Tangerine, and Corduroy. Although, she was definitely going to hold onto those names to one day in the future let her goddaughter, Flower, know what fate she’d save her from.


“I’m going to grab something to drink,” Andrew said as everyone went back to what they were doing before Lucy picked their baby’s name. “Do you want anything, hon? Tassie?”


“I’ll take some iced ginger tea,” Lucy said.


Tassie smiled. “I’m good, thanks.”


“So,” Lucy said slowly. “You and Jack.” 


As in Jack Sterling, Bluewater Bay’s handsome new detective. The one who made her smile and feel warm all over every time she thought about him. They’d met at a crime scene because she and Baxter had been lucky—or unlucky, she supposed—enough to find that meanest get-off-my-lawn old man’s body. Lucy had joked that nothing said romance like crime scene tape and chalk outlines. While Tassie wasn’t so sure about that, there’d definitely been some sparks between her and Jack.


“What about Jack and me?” she asked coyly.


“When are the two of you going on a date?”


“Does running into each other at the dog park count?”


The look Lucy gave her said it all.


Tassie laughed. “I know. I know. I don’t think it counts either. As it turns out, I might have something to report on that front in the very near future.” She grinned giddily, unable to contain her excitement. “Jack asked me if I’d like to go out to dinner with him after the cupcake baking contest.”


Lucy was the one who let out a squeal this time. “Yes! I want a full detailed report after your date. And you’d better not leave anything out!”


“I won’t,” Tassie said with another laugh. “Promise.”


She would have said more, but then she caught sight of Gwen and Irene. They’d gone back to the deck and were both standing by their respective trays of cupcakes like they were guarding them. And while Tassie couldn’t hear what they were saying, the expressions on their faces suggested they were going to start arguing any minute.


“I better get over there and play referee before Gwen and Irene start throwing cupcakes at each other,” she said.


Lucy followed her gaze, letting out a groan. “Let me know if you need any help.”


Assuring her that she would, Tassie scooped Baxter up in her arms.


“Okay, let’s go do an intervention,” she told her fur baby, determinedly making her way over to where the dessert table was set up on the deck.


“Clearly everyone prefers my cupcakes to yours,” Gwen said proudly as she gave Irene’s tray a disdainful look. Petite with blonde hair, her blue eyes shot daggers. “I told you that no one can resist chocolate and peanut butter, especially when you pair them together in a moist chocolate cupcake filled with gooey peanut butter and topped with heaps of fluffy frosting.”


Irene let out a delicate snort. “Not everyone. My chocolate cupcakes with a hint of rosemary and topped with blackberry buttercream are way more popular than yours. Anyone can see that.”


Tassie looked from one tray to the other, forcing herself to focus on doing some quick math instead of how perfectly yummy both varieties looked. By her count, there were exactly the same number of cupcakes on both trays. She doubted Gwen and Irene would agree even if she added the sweet treats up in front of them.


“Okay, ladies. Let’s keep it friendly,” Tassie said, giving each of them a smile. “This is Lucy’s special day, remember? I’m sure both your cupcakes are as delicious as they look. And I for one can’t wait to try them!”


Gwen and Irene both appeared contrite at that, even if they did still stare daggers at one another.


“You’re right,” Gwen said, smoothing her hair.


Irene nodded, her strawberry blonde ponytail bouncing. “Sorry. Cupcake Combat is in a few days. I guess we’re both already in competition mode.”


Tassie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. What else was new? Gwen and Irene were always in competition mode. From where he chilled in Tassie’s arms, Baxter gave her a look that said he was thinking the same thing.


“Although,” Irene said, gaze sliding slyly to Gwen. “You might not want to make those signature cupcakes of yours for the baking contest since Juniper is deathly allergic to peanut butter.”


Juniper Larabee had a YouTube channel where she shared baking tips and recipes specifically for people who had a peanut allergy like she did. Since she was something of a celebrity in her own right in Bluewater Bay, the TV show Cupcake Combat asked her to be one of the judges for the contest. That meant all of the cupcakes had to be peanut-free.


“I wouldn’t want you killing her,” Irene added sweetly.


Tassie cringed. Another murder was all Bluewater Bay needed. Though that was kind of a low blow from Irene about the peanut butter.


It was at that moment that Tassie decided that she had a new mission in life. As soon as the Cupcake Combat show was over and done with, she was going to get Gwen and Irene in a room together and she wasn’t going to let them out until they remembered that they used to be best friends. This cupcake-fueled animosity was stupid and needed to end!
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Tassie had never been to the taping of a TV show before. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t excited about being part of the audience. Especially since Cupcake Combat was one of her favorite shows. It was true. If she wasn’t solving mysteries on the Hallmark Channel, she was vicariously baking with the pastry chefs on the Dessert Network. 


The people from the show had transformed the town’s seaside park into a festive area with colorful tents, tables filled with dry baking ingredients and stand mixers, fridges, stovetops, and even portable ovens. Along with the three mini-kitchens, they’d also set up a table for the judges as well as loads of seating for the audience. Not surprisingly, there was a large crowd, along with Tassie and Baxter also eagerly waiting to watch the competition as well as taste the contestants’ cupcakes. Not to mention, see the famous star judges in action, including Bluewater Bay’s attention-seeking mayor, who was gripping and grinning and puffing out his chest like no one’s business.


It was fascinating to see how many people diligently worked behind the scenes to make a baking show like this happen. In addition to the crew responsible for the sound and lighting equipment, there seemed to be an army of people making sure that all the ingredients were ready and waiting for the bakers competing in the contest. Tassie was exhausted just watching them.


Sitting on her lap, Baxter was just as captivated by the whole production as she was.


“I didn’t miss anything, did I?”


Tassie turned her head to see Jack slipping into the seat she’d been saving for him, two cardboard to-go cups from Hug in a Mug, Bluewater Bay’s coffee shop, in his hands. Tall with dark hair, dreamy brown eyes, a square jaw with that perfect amount of stubble, and broad shoulders, he looked like he should be in front of the camera instead of sitting in the audience. Well, maybe not on a baking show. No, she pictured him playing the lead in some kind of action movie. Or maybe a police detective in one of the mysteries she liked watching on Hallmark.


Oh, yes! Definitely that!


She smiled at him as he reached out to pet Baxter, who greeted him with a wagging tail. “Nope. They’re still doing all the pre-show stuff.”


“Good. I had some paperwork to finish up and was afraid I’d be late.” Grinning, he held out one of the cups. “Cinnamon chai tea, two packs of sweetener. That’s your drink, right?”


Handsome and thoughtful. “It is. Thank you.” She took a sip, savoring the sweet, spicy tea. “How’d you know I like cinnamon chai?”


Jack’s mouth twitched. “A detective never reveals his sources.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s a reporter,” she said with a laugh.


That earned her a deep chuckle. “Aria told me. I explained that I was meeting up with you and wanted to pick up something for you since I was grabbing coffee for myself.”


Aria Millikan was the owner of Hug in a Mug and knew everyone’s coffee, tea, or cocoa order in town by heart.


“Ah.” She smiled. “I appreciate the thought.”


He sipped his coffee. “Are we still on for dinner?”


Tassie nodded, giddy at the idea. “Definitely! I’m looking forward to it.”


“So am I.” He reached out to pet Baxter again, who was keenly listening to their conversation. “I was thinking I could pick up Gus and we could all go to The General Store.”


Gus was Jack’s adorable black Lab mix and Baxter’s newest bestie. Owned by a sweet older couple, The General Store was part restaurant, part grocery, part gift shop, and served the most delicious food around. Best of all, it was dog friendly.


“That’s perfect,” she said.


Jack held her gaze for a long minute before glancing around, taking in the pop-up kitchens and all the people moving around. “So, fill me in on the players here. I don’t know anything about Cupcake Combat.”


Tassie grinned. “Lucky for you, I do. Baxter and I watch it all the time.”


“In between Murder She Wrote and those Hallmark Mysteries of course,” he teased.


“Of course,” she agreed with a laugh, then pointed to a gray-haired man standing by the main table looking at his cell phone. “That’s Pierre Bardot. He’s Cupcake Combat’s resident judge and renowned French pastry chef. He’s not a fan of red velvet cupcakes, but every other show one of the bakers makes them anyway. I don’t know why.” She pointed again, this time at a woman with dark blonde, shoulder-length hair. “And that’s Mia Jones, the show’s other resident judge. She’s the owner of the famous bakery I Love Cake in New York City. She doesn’t like a lot of frosting on cupcakes, though, which I don’t get. The frosting is the best part.”


Jack snorted. “I can’t argue with you there.”


“I know, right? I think I’d eat a dog biscuit if you put frosting on it.” When Baxter gave her a look, she kissed him on the top of the head. “You know it’s true,” she told him before giving Jack a shrug. “Other than that, they’re both easygoing and complimentary and never embarrass the bakers or anything like that.”


It was one of the reasons Tassie loved the show. She didn’t like watching the cooking shows—or any competition show honestly—where the judges constantly yelled or belittled the people, whether it was drama manufactured solely for the show or not.


“What’s really fun about Cupcake Combat is that the show films all over the U.S. and Canada,” she continued excitedly. “So, they always choose someone from the town or city they’re in who’s in the culinary world to be the third judge, like someone who owns a bakery—or is an internet influencer. The red-haired woman in the black sequin top standing over there taking a video of herself on her bedazzled phone is Juniper Larabee, Bluewater Bay’s famous YouTube baker and local celebrity judge for the show. She has like a million followers. She also had a severe peanut allergy, so all the cupcakes need to be peanut-free, which is a first in the history of Cupcake Combat.”


Beside Tassie, Jack regarded her in amazement and maybe a little awe. “Wow. You really do know a lot about this show.”


“I know a lot about a lot of stuff,” she teased.


He chuckled. “I’m starting to learn that about you.” He gestured to the kitchen area of the set with his coffee cup. “What do you know about the bakers who are competing?”


“Well,” she began. “Hazel Dutton, the gray-haired woman at the center kitchen, is a home baker who’s won almost every baking contest at the town’s summer and winter festivals since before I was born.”


“So, she’s the favorite then?”


Tassie considered that. “Not necessarily. Gwen and Irene both own bakeries, so I think they’ll give Hazel a run for her money. If they don’t kill each other first.”


She glanced over at Graham Bartlett where he sat across the aisle from them. Irene’s older brother, he had a slim build and curly red hair. Oh, and he also had the biggest crush on Gwen. She felt the same about him, Tassie was sure of it, but because he didn’t want to hurt his sister, he refused to act on that attraction and ask Gwen out.


“Oh, that’s right,” Jack said, his gaze going to where Gwen and Irene stood with Hazel in the kitchen getting last-minute instructions. “The two bakers who used to be friends but are now arch enemies. They didn’t turn the baby shower into a food fight, did they?”


“Not quite.” She made a face. “But they did spend most of it glaring at each other and debating which of their cupcakes was better. If either one of them wins Cupcake Combat, they’ll never let the other hear the end of it.”


“So you’re hoping Hazel wins.”


She cringed. “Is it bad if I say yes?”


“I think it’s smart if you say yes. Especially if you always get in the middle of their fights,” he told her. “That said, who do you think will win?”


She blew out a breath, making her bang flutter. “Oh, that’s a tough one. Gwen’s specialty is cupcakes and they’re always a hit. But Irene’s creativity and determination to outdo Gwen might give her an edge. And when it comes to Hazel, you can never count out the experience she has not only when it comes to baking but competing too.”


“Maybe they should have picked you to be the local celebrity judge.”


She laughed. “I’ll stick to doggy treats, thank you very much.”


Baxter booped her nose in agreement.


“I guess Baxter thinks so too,” Jack said with a chuckle.


Tassie opened her mouth to answer, but the audience coordinator, a young guy with glasses and curly dark hair announced that the show was starting. Promising herself she’d fill Jack in on the baby shower later, she cuddled Baxter and kissed the top of his head even as he sniffed around, excited by all the new scents.


“Are you excited to watch one of our favorite shows in person, baby?” she whispered.


In answer, he half turned and gave her nose a sideways boop with his, then turned his attention to the action happening in front of them, watching raptly as the smiling host of the show, Michael Brisco, greeted the camera.


“Today, we’re in the beautiful seaside town of Bluewater Bay, Maine, where three exceptional bakers will face off to win ten thousand dollars and ultimate bragging rights of Cupcake Combat Champion!”


Tassie clapped and cheered along with the rest of the people in the audience, listening raptly as Michael introduced the show’s judges and each of the competitors, telling everyone a little about them.


Watching the show in person was even more fun than on TV. Okay, some of that probably had to do with the fact that she personally knew the bakers competing. Watching them make cupcakes in the allotted time was surprisingly nerve-wracking. But Gwen, Irene, and Hazel kept their wits about them as they mixed batter and made frosting even as each of their respective assistants created decorations to really make their cupcakes stand out. And all that while Pierre, Mia, and Juniper discussed and critiqued what they were doing.


By the time Michael announced that time was up and the show took its first “commercial” break, Tassie was on the edge of her seat.


As Pierre and Mia answered audience questions during the break, Tassie leaned over to Jack. “Having fun?”


Jack grinned. “I am. Though I have to admit, I’m more interested in the company than the cupcakes.”


Tassie blushed and laughed. She couldn’t agree more. The company was pretty great from her point of view too.


“One minute, everyone!” the production assistant announced.


As everyone scrambled back to their places, the make-up artists did some quick touch-ups on Pierre, Mia, and Michael as well as the competitors. Juniper insisted on doing her own makeup, meticulously applying a fresh coat of shiny lip gloss as her assistant, Victoria Farris, held up a mirror for her. Apparently, being a famous YouTuber had turned her into quite the diva.
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