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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead pets. On occasion I see a once upon a human, too, but mostly it’s just cute little furry beasts who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom.

      

      Fall is in the air, the weather is crisp, the leaves are golden, and the atmosphere is ripe for murder. It’s the first catering event of the season and I’m blindsided by what transpires at the outlandish party. Not only that, but I stumble upon the one person I would never want to see facedown in a flowerbed. And to top it all off, something wicked has rolled into Honey Hollow, and every dead spirit I have ever encountered is back to help me fight it.

      

      Lottie Lemon has a brand new bakery to tend to, a budding romance with perhaps one too many suitors, and she has the supernatural ability to see dead pets—which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in the occasional ghost of the human variety, a string of murders, and her insatiable thirst for justice, and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.

      

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Mostly I see dead pets, but on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety, but right now I’m being hand-fed one of my scrumptious light and crunchy mini apple turnovers, and it just so happens that its sweet, yummy goodness has blinded me to the world.

      “Mmm,” I moan right at Noah who happens to be the one helping me indulge in this little bit of heaven.

      “Have another,” he says with his lids hooded low, his voice dropping down one seductive octave.

      Noah and I used to date pretty hot and heavy, but about six months back, I discovered he had a wife stashed away in another state. Technically, it was his wife hunting him down at my bakery, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, that tipped me off.

      Noah is tall, has impossibly dark hair that turns red at the tips in the sun, and is hostilely handsome. He also happens to be one of the lead homicide detectives down at the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department.

      “Is this a party anyone can join?” a gruff and rough voice booms from behind, and both Noah and I turn to find Judge Essex Everett Baxter, my official plus one—sort of.

      “Get over here, Everett.” I’m quick to motion this way as I hand him one of my crispy apple turnovers.

      We’re standing in the kitchen of my mother’s spectacularly haunted bed and breakfast. She bought the place when my father died a little over a decade ago and renovated it to perfection.

      The B&B is booked into the foreseeable future—but that has very little to do with my mother’s hospitality skills and far more to do with the ghosts. You see, last January it was highly rumored that this place was haunted and, truth be told, it is. First, there was the ghost of a bear that started the boo-ha-ha, but eventually, I found a couple of willing spooks to fill the position permanently—Greer Giles, a girl in her mid-twenties who was murdered last winter, and her two-hundred-year-old boy toy, Winslow Decker, a farmer from yesteryear who is as adorable as he is frightening.

      Greer couldn’t be happier with her shiny new specter of a beau. And a few months back, they adopted a little girl named Azalea, Lea for short.

      Lea is a mean axe-wielding six-year-old with a penchant for vengeance due to the fact her family was slain right over these grounds generations ago. But she’s since toned down her scare tactics a bit and helps out with the rattling of bookcases and the misplacing of objects here and there.

      Suffice it to say, my mother has profited nicely off the dead. She runs excursions right here at the B&B on the regular, which she’s dubbed the Haunted Honey Hollow Tours, at eighty bucks a pop. And once her victims are through here, she sends them my way to the bakery for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour.

      Yes, the rumors are true. There has been a murder in Honey Hollow every month for the last solid year, and each and every time, one of my baked goods has been loosely connected. That thought alone makes me shudder.

      I hand-feed Everett one of my delectable apple turnovers, with the light and crispy pastry dough, a gentle rubbing of turbinado sugar on top, and only the freshest apples from the local orchard.

      “Lemon,” he moans hard.

      I’ve heard that guttural evocation of my surname before, but it’s been in far more intimate settings. Everett and I have been together ever since Noah and I abruptly broke things off. And now that Noah’s divorce is official, it was Everett who suggested that Noah and I date once again just to see if it’s still a direction my heart wants to pursue or if, in fact, it’s time to give that old relationship its proper closure.

      Closure is something Noah and I didn’t get around to. As soon as his wife, Britney Fox, sauntered her blonde bombshell self into Honey Hollow, I pretty much gave Noah the boot.

      Everett nods. “This is perfection, and so are you.” He lands a simple kiss to my lips. “In fact, you taste sweeter.”

      I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek to keep from giggling like a schoolgirl.

      Essex Everett Baxter goes by his middle name, Everett, to the masses, and Essex to the hordes of women he’s bedded. I’m not sure why, but Everett isn’t all too thrilled with his formal moniker, and yet it’s been reserved as sort of a door prize for the women he’s done the mattress mambo with—his mother and sister withstanding, seeing that they’ve called him that since birth.

      Everett, too, is tall, dark, and alarmingly handsome, but he’s a bit more stoic than Noah, slow to smile, and those Caribbean blue eyes are as sexy as is his demeanor. No matter where he is, females within the vicinity crane their necks just to get a better look at him. I’ve witnessed entire herds of women gasping at the mere sight of him, fanning themselves as he walks by. He’s a lean, mean, well-oiled, mouthwatering machine that has the capability to pop ovaries at a single glance.

      We met in his courtroom last fall where I was a defendant and he wisely sided with me for the judicial win.

      Noah gently spins me around until I’m once again facing him. “You are perfection. And that’s exactly why I’m so thrilled to be heading out on an official date with you this evening.”

      I glance to Everett and give a wry smile. “It is a date.” I nod into the admission. “I asked Noah what he wanted for his birthday and this was all he came up with.” Noah’s birthday was last month, but things officially went sideways, so I thought we should have a do-over. And when I asked what he wanted most, his answer was me. Noah has been trying to diligently win me back ever since the marital mishap.

      “Lottie?” My mother bounces into the kitchen of the B&B. The kitchen itself was recently renovated with an enormous gorgeous marble island and a plethora of white cabinetry dotted with brushed gold fixtures. As of right now, every inch of this island is covered with platters of my sweet treats ready to be delivered to the next room over where someone has rented out the conservatory for a ritzy engagement party.

      My mother rolls her eyes at the sight of the three of us. “Lottie, please, stop playing with these boys—handsome as they might be.” She gives a husky laugh as she bats her lashes at them. Miranda Lemon, the sweet angel that adopted me twenty-seven years ago, is a gorgeous woman who looks far younger than her biological age allows. She wears her blonde hair in curls to her shoulders, has high-cut cheeks that would make any model envious, and a smile that never leaves her lips. “Your sisters are here. They can help deliver all these goodies to the dessert table. The guests have all arrived at the very same time. It’s a mob out there. Good thing the music is playing and the decorations are all in place. That Amanda Wellington sure knows how to throw a party.”

      “Did I hear my name?” A saucy little redhead in a hot pink dress and matching heels saunters in. Amanda is just as successful as she is beautiful. Not only is she a realtor at Redwood Realty, but she has a burgeoning party planning business, Make it Happen, that’s taken off like a rocket. “I hope you’re saying good things.” She winks my way as she pops a mini apple turnover into her mouth and moans. “Oh, Lottie, you’ve outdone yourself. I just know the future bride and groom will love this. But we need to get these to the table.”

      My sisters, Lainey and Meg, zip into the room. Lainey is the head librarian at the Honey Hollow Library and recently married her longtime love, Forest Donovan, in July. We share the same caramel-colored long wavy hair and hazel eyes.

      When I was young, I used to think since we looked so much alike that my parents were mistaken about my adoption.

      And Meg is a blonde beauty who dyes her luscious locks a deep onyx, and when contrasted to her ice blue eyes, it’s quite a striking look. She teaches strippers how to shake their stuff down in Leeds. For years, she used to be a female wrestler in Las Vegas, but she’s been home since last spring.

      She’s officially in l-o-v-e with Hook Redwood (Amanda’s boss) who happens to run his father’s realty empire, Redwood Realty.

      Lainey giggles as she glides on over. Lainey has essentially been walking on air ever since she came back from her honeymoon. “Did you get the invite, too?”

      “What invite?”

      She inches back as if affronted. “To the engagement. Meg and I both got one. Everyone did. It’s some secret party that nobody knows the details to.”

      Mom nods as she does her best to quickly swallow the turnover in her mouth. “Hey? Maybe this is one of those murder mystery parties?” She waggles her brows like this would be a good thing—lest she forgets where she is and who I am.

      Meg gags on a laugh. “It’s always a murder mystery party with Lottie around.”

      The room breaks out into a warm laugh on behalf of both the dead and me.

      It’s true. In the last year alone, I’ve found twelve murder victims. And thanks to the help of those that come back from the other side, I’ve helped track down the killers, too.

      I’m not clairvoyant, and I’m not a medium—I’m not any of those things. I’m transmundane, further classified as supersensual, which means I can essentially see the dead. When the dead first started appearing to me—it’s almost always an adorable furry creature that has long since crossed that rainbow bridge—they would come back for someone they had a strong adoration for before they passed—usually their old owner—and almost always their earthly reprisal was a harbinger for that very person.

      It used to mean nothing more than a scraped knee or a sprained ankle at best, but as of late it has consistently meant death. Only Noah and Everett are aware of my deep, dark secret—with the exception of my birth mother, Carlotta, who also shares the gift, or curse as it were.

      “I don’t remember getting an invitation,” I say, sliding a platter of turnovers to my sisters and one to Amanda, too.

      “I got one.” Everett’s brows pinch in the middle. “And you?” He looks to Noah.

      Everett and Noah used to be stepbrothers back in high school when Noah’s father married and proficiently financially ripped off Everett’s mother. But they’ve since divorced and Everett’s wealthy mother has recovered nicely. Noah and Everett? No so much.

      Noah gives a guilty look my way. “I did. But for the record, I’d much rather go out with you, Lottie. Are we still on for Mangias and a movie?”

      Mangias is our favorite Italian restaurant, and we happen to be addicted to their pizza. I know for a fact we’re about to pick up a pizza on the way back to his place tonight, where coincidentally the movie will take place as well.

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug up at Everett. “I don’t see why not, seeing that I’m not invited to this event. I’m sorry, Everett. I hate leaving you here.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he’s quick to answer. “And I’ll be home soon, so whenever your pizza party wraps up, head over to my place and I’ll show you what a real good time looks like between two consenting adults.”

      Noah shakes his head. “As opposed to the adolescent good time I’ll be showing her?”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “You said it, not me.”

      I hand them each a platter, and my mother and I grab the last two. Each mini apple turnover sits nestled in a pristine white pastry cup, and they look as elegant and formal as the occasion requires.

      “Let’s get these goodies next door,” I say.

      I’m the first one out into the generous foyer of the B&B, and just as I’m about to head to the conservatory, I spot Amanda in what appears to be a heated conversation with a blonde and a short brunette on stilts.

      Everett leans in. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” I say, nudging him with my shoulder. “Let’s get these put away.”

      In truth, I was expecting to see the ghost of Greer Giles, or Winslow, or Lea—or any of the other ghosts that have visited me in the last twelve months.

      A very odd occurrence happened at the end of last month. Every single poltergeist that’s haunted me in the last year showed up on my front porch. And Nell, my grandmother who was one of them, warned me that something very sinister was coming to Honey Hollow. And then, just like that, they all up and disappeared. It was unnerving to say the least. I’ve been on edge ever since. I’ve made an effort to grill Greer about it, but each time I spoke about it she up and disappeared.

      My mother leads the way to the conservatory, and Everett is right on her heels. I’m about to mobilize myself when a white-feathered bird dives right in front of me, and I nearly drop my turnovers onto the floor.

      “Whoa.” Noah helps stabilize my tray with his. “You almost lost them there.”

      The bird zips by again, short and adorably plump, and it’s not until it lands square on Noah’s head do I see it’s a magical looking snow owl.

      “Oh my goodness.” I take a step back with a laugh caught in my throat. “It must have gotten in through the side entry. My mother had that thing open for hours as they hauled in all of those massive decorations. Whoever is getting engaged today has spent some serious cash on this event.” It’s true. Crystal chandeliers in a smoky gray have been installed, white couches were brought in, and the entire conservatory is dripping with crystal and laden with blush pink roses. It’s a feast for the senses, with the shimmer and heavenly shine, and now my mini turnovers will provide the piece de résistance. I came by earlier and witnessed the entire spectacle taking shape.

      “What got in?” Noah ticks his head to the side. “I’d better put this down. It feels like I’ve got a brick sitting on my head.” He ticks his head again, but the bird remains steady.

      “More like an owl—a gorgeous snow owl with white and gray plumage and a dusting of gold around its bright yellow eyes. I bet he’s a part of this circus next door and he got away from his handler. Let’s get to the conservatory and get him where he belongs.”

      The beautiful beast tips his head back and lets out a bark-like howl. “I don’t belong to the circus. I belong to one who will soon be dead.” He flies off toward the ceiling, and a breath gets caught in my throat.

      “Who?” I shout out after him, and he echoes the word until he disappears.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s dimples press in, no smile. “You saw another one, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, I did.” My heart thumps clear into my chest.

      “Someone is going to die,” Noah says, looking to the conservatory with an apprehensive stare.

      “Yes, Noah, there’s going to be a murder in Honey Hollow tonight. And someone is going to die.”
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      Noah and I speed into the conservatory, and no sooner do we put down our platters than the lights flicker on and off.

      The entire room is bejeweled in the aforementioned crystal. It’s cut shimmering glass everywhere you look, and the wall-to-wall guests all look equally as opulent.

      I feel a little silly in my sweater and jeans with my cozy UGG boots adorning my feet in comparison to all the sexy heels prattling about. But in my defense, it’s September in Honey Hollow, and our little corner of Vermont is notorious for turning into a virtual autumn wonderland overnight. The temperatures are already dipping into the low fifties during the day and the low forties at night. The sugar maples, oaks, liquid ambers, and sweetgum trees have already turned stunning shades of orange, gold, and bright crimson.

      I spot Mayor Nash, my recently revealed biological father, having cocktails with Carlotta Sawyer, my recently revealed biological mother. Carlotta is supersensual like me, and at the moment that adorable fuzzy little owl just rematerialized on Mayor Nash’s shoulder and it looks as if Carlotta is openly having a conversation with it.

      Carlotta looks exactly like me if you added sixteen years and a couple of gray hairs. I see some resemblance of myself in Mayor Nash, too, but nothing to write home about.

      Amanda Wellington saunters back into the room, dabbing her pinkies into her eyes as if she were drying up tears, and I watch as the other girls she was with melt into the crowd as well. Amanda makes her way to Cormack, and I can’t help but frown.

      Cormack Featherby is the ex-girlfriend of both Noah and Everett. She dated them both back in high school. Technically, she dated Everett first, then Noah swept her off her cheating feet and she left one stepbrother for the other, creating a rift in their relationship that has never quite recovered.

      Cormack is an impossibly thin blonde with celadon green eyes and a wardrobe purchased straight off the runaways of Milan. She comes from money, a trust fund baby at her finest, which might explain why I haven’t seen her work a day in her life. Unless, of course, you count her constant badgering to get Noah back as an amusing form of employment. In that case, she has a full-time job with no pay and no benefits. Noah isn’t interested in getting back together with Cormack, not now, not ever.

      She extends her left hand for inspection, and Amanda chortles as she looks down at the massive hunk of pressed carbon. And she should laugh at the delusion taking place before her. Cormack believes she’s engaged to Noah. She’s not. Last summer, she stumbled upon a ring in Noah’s closet that he bought for me and, of course, she thought it was for her. I don’t see why not. The entire planet revolves around her.

      “There’s your fiancée.” I nudge Noah in the ribs. “She didn’t happen to have an owl as a pet, did she?” Here’s hoping.

      Okay, so I don’t wish a homicide on anyone, but let’s call a spade a spade—I’m not a member of the Cormack Featherby Fan Club either.

      “Of course, she’s here.” Noah sighs. Cormack has been a proficient stalker of his for the better part of the year. Noah leans in. “Hey, isn’t that Landon?” He nods to her left and, sure as sunshine, there’s another Featherby making an unwanted appearance— Cormack’s baby sister. Noah sucks in a quick breath. “Those are Cormack’s parents behind her. And that’s her brother talking to Everett.”

      “Huh,” I muse as I take in the entire primped and polished Featherby clan. Honestly, they look like a walking ad campaign for Ralph Lauren. “They must be friends with the couple that’s getting engaged. It’s a small world, and it only seems to be getting smaller by the minute.” And snobbier, but I leave that commentary out for now.

      Cormack and Amanda begin frantically nodding to one another before Cormack slinks her way over in her pristine white lace dress, tight-fitted and short, but adorably stunning nonetheless.

      “Pardon me, Lee-Lee,” she says while taking Noah by the hand and sauntering away with him.

      For reasons unbeknownst to me, neither Cormack nor Britney, Noah’s official ex-wife, can get my name straight. I don’t even bother correcting them anymore.

      Speaking of Britney, I spot her wrapped in a little black dress in the corner with my newfound half-brother, Finn Nash. Britney is basically a blonde Jessica Rabbit, all va-va-voom, no thanks to her daily workout at the Swift Cycle gym she owns down the street from my bakery. She actually owns an entire chain of them and is quite the successful businesswoman. After she divorced Noah, she and my brother made their relationship official, which is a bit awkward. But, considering I didn’t really grow up knowing that Finn was my brother, I don’t mind all that much.

      The lights go out once again—save for that ethereal owl glowing as if he has an entire solar system of stars trapped in his plumage. It used to be that I could only see the dead, but as my powers grew so did their abilities, and now they can not only move things in the material world, but as of late they can speak to me as well. It’s a refreshing change of pace compared to the silent era of haunted days gone by.

      The lights snap back on, and a giant felt sign at the front of the venue unfurls to reveal the words Congratulations, Noah and Cormack in large glittering letters.

      “Surprise!” Cormack and her friends and family shout at the top of their lungs.

      Amanda Wellington appears next to me. “Isn’t this wonderful, Lottie? It’s a surprise engagement party!”

      My mouth falls open as I lock eyes with Noah—my sanity and my heart break at the lunacy exploding around us. Clearly, our date is off, too.

      “It’s something,” I say as I shake my head. Soon enough, both Noah and Cormack are surrounded by well-wishers, and I suddenly want to be anywhere but here.

      I turn to go, and Amanda catches me by the sleeve. “You have to meet my sister, Lottie. She’s my new assistant, and I’ve told her all about your wonderful shop. The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is officially the only bakery we’ll refer our customers to.”

      Amanda flags down a petite redhead that’s essentially her doppelgänger. “Hazel, meet Lottie. Lottie, this is my little sister, Hazel. She just finished up with grad school, and now she’s come to work for me.”

      “Nice to meet you, Hazel.” I shake her hand and can’t help but note the adorable freckles dotting her nose and cheeks.

      “I’m not working for my sister,” she’s quick to correct. “I guarantee in less than a year she’ll be working for me. I graduated summa cum laude twice over, and I happen to hold the scholastic reins in the family. She might be able to lord over me the fact she’s older than me by two years—and far more successful, but I plan on lording my degree over her head for a good long while.” She gives a little wink, and Amanda laughs it up as if it were the funniest thing in the world. Truthfully, it might be, but Cormack just plucked both my funny bone and my heart out by way of her stiletto.

      Everett rushes up to me, along with Meg and her boyfriend Hook.

      Everett wraps a strong arm around my waist. “Let’s get out of here, Lemon.”

      Meg grunts, her ice blue eyes set to kill. “And miss the fun? I say we start a good old-fashioned food fight. It’s good to see you brought enough ammo, Lot.” She glances to my poor innocent turnovers and I shudder.

      “No way. I’m above that.” Albeit just slightly.

      The sound of an argument brewing behind me ignites, and I turn to find it’s Amanda with that blonde bombshell and the brunette on stilts going at it once again. I’m about to look away when that gorgeous little owl lands smack on the brunette’s head and I gasp.

      I give Everett’s arm a tug. “It’s happening.”

      Meg snaps up a handful of my sweet miniature treats. “Darn tootin’ it’s happening.”

      “No, not that.” I step in close to Hook. “Do not let my sister toss a single turnover into the crowd,” I say as I yank Everett over a few steps. “I see a ghost! An adorable baby owl sitting right there on that brunette’s head.” I nod that way.

      “All right.” Everett gets that serious look in his eyes, the one he usually reserves for the courtroom. He walks us over to the bickering girls and is quick to hold up a hand. “I apologize for interrupting your conversation.”

      The tiny brunette, who is pretty to a fault but looks as if she’s been injected, filled and stuffed with silicone from the chest up, brazenly gives Everett’s silver tie a quick tug.

      “You can interrupt me anytime, big boy. I’ve been watching you. I predict we’ll be going home together in just under an hour. I’ve got plans for those blue eyes and strong hands.”

      The blonde bombshell groans, “Ignore her, Essex. How have you been?”

      Every muscle in my body freezes when she spouts off his proper moniker. That’s a dead giveaway that she’s done the dirty deed with my boyfriend.

      Speaking of boyfriends, I lean back to scowl at Noah who is still swimming in well-wishers. One of them is Detective Ivy Fairbanks, a leggy redhead who works alongside him down at the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department. I’ve always suspected she’s wanted more from their friendship, but as it stands she’ll have to stand in line. First, behind Cormack, and then behind me.

      Noah cranes his neck past her as if looking for someone, probably me. It looks as if our date has gone sideways once again. But that seems to be par for the course for the two of us.

      “I’m Lottie Lemon.” I look to the blonde who could pass as a body double for Marilyn Monroe. “I’m Everett’s girlfriend.”

      “Fiancée.” Everett bows into the lie. I’m not sure why he keeps perpetuating this myth. Honestly, he told his mother and sister he was engaged to some mystery woman before he ever met me, and I just so happened to fill that mystery woman’s shoes. And then a few months back, his mother shoved a rock the size of Gibraltar onto my ring finger, her own mother’s wedding ring, and I’ve been wearing it loyally ever since. I’m not really sure what else I’m supposed to do with it. Everett won’t take it back, and I’m paranoid I’ll lose it or it’ll get stolen if I take it off for a moment. The only time I do take it off is when I’m at the bakery, and then I put it in the ground safe in my office along with the deposits ready for the bank.

      “Fiancée?” Marilyn’s look-alike’s eyes bug out. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Janelle Hastings. I used to work down at the courthouse. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” She turns to her brunette friend. “Connie, I would have thought he was a shoo-in to end up in your bed tonight. It looks like you missed out on the Baxter Express.”

      “We’ll see about that.” She winks. “Connie Canelli.” She holds her hand out toward Everett, and he pauses a moment before shaking it. “Ha! I take it you’ve heard of my brothers.”

      Brothers? As in the Canelli brothers? Now it’s me going rigid. Everyone has heard of the notorious Canelli brothers. They’re essentially the mob that runs Leeds. I shudder just thinking of that seedy town south of us, and then I shudder harder at the thought of that illegal gambling ring they run—among other unsavory illegal dealings they have their shady hands in.

      The owl lets out something between a hoot and a purr before disappearing into a sparkle of dust.

      A lot of help he is. That is, if he’s a he. I’ll grill him on his name and gender the next time we’re alone, and I have a feeling we’ll be alone often. I’m just about to ask which of these lovely ladies once had an affinity for the pretty poltergeist when Cormack trots up in that lacy white number that should have given away her silly shenanigans.

      “It’s time, Amanda.” She gives a cheeky wink as she picks up both my hand and Everett’s and dances us to the middle of the cavernous room.

      The lights blink on and off again, and this time another felt sign unfurls next to the first eyesore, and this one reads Congratulations, Lolli and Essex.

      “Oh my God.” All I can muster are those three words as the room breaks out into a riot of cheers around us.

      Everett glances my way, his eyes wide with surprise. I have seen Everett in just about every situation, and not once has he been caught off guard the way he is now.

      “Don’t look at me that way. I had nothing to do with it.”

      “I’m not looking at you that way,” he says and I follow his gaze behind me to find his mother, Eliza, and sister, Meghan, dashing over with their arms held wide.

      “Congratulations!” Eliza shouts into my ear and blows out an eardrum. She’s essentially another version of Everett, beautiful and cultured and all those good things. Meghan is a bit grittier, but she still bears the signature Baxter black hair and blue eyes, and intoxicating combo if ever there was one.

      “Come here, sis.” Meghan pulls me in and smothers me against her chest. “I just knew this day would come.”

      I pull free and gasp for air. “I certainly didn’t expect it to come so soon.” I lift my brows toward Everett.

      Mom bounces over with her boyfriend, the new pastor of Honey Hollow Covenant Church, Pastor Stephen Gaines.

      “Lottie Lemon!” Mom scolds playfully with tears in her eyes. “A surprise engagement party? I can’t believe you managed to pull this off right under my nose!”

      I glance to Cormack and frown. “Neither can I.”

      Noah comes up with his brother, Alex. You would think they were twins if you didn’t know Alex was just a hair younger. Alex shares Noah’s dark hair and serious green eyes, but he’s beefier and looks as if he belongs in a heavyweight boxing ring. He’s been dating my assistant, Lily, and her best friend, or should I say her ex-best friend, Naomi Turner. Naomi’s twin sister, Keelie, is actually my best friend.

      “Lottie”—Noah shakes his head, a sign he’s filled with remorse—“I can’t apologize enough.”

      Cormack is quick to swat him. “No apologies necessary. In fact, they’ve already thanked me by way of those dazzled looks on their faces. Of course, I myself put together the custom cocktails.” She brays like a donkey. “The Lottie Toddy and the Gavel Buster—I threw in an extra for Essex, the Mr. Sexy Sangria. And for Noah and me, I have the Foxy on the Roxy and the Cormapolitan. Please feel free to enjoy! It’s an open bar courtesy of Daddy.”

      I’d like to strangle both Cormack and her daddy right about now.

      Mom accosts Everett’s poor mother just as Meghan excuses herself, something about needing to inhale all of my delicious desserts.

      Amanda pops up again, and Pastor Gaines asks to speak with her in private.

      I pull Cormack in by the elbow. “Are you insane?”

      “Ugh,” she grunts. “You hate the color scheme. I knew I should have gone with something more garish that was guaranteed to please you, but it’s my special day, too, you know. Don’t be selfish, Lonnie.”

      Her mini-me, Landon, comes by. “Congratulations, all! It wasn’t that long ago we were all amassed right here for my fabulous divorce party. How I wish I had another upcoming matrimonial dissolution. Everett, you’ll have to hook me up with one of your rich lawyer friends. No one under the thirty-seven percent tax bracket, I’m pleading with you.” Her gaze hooks to someone in the corner, and I glance over to find a couple of men in suits—a tall bald man a little older than me perhaps, clean-shaven, an air of superiority about him, and next to him is a smooth looking dude with a dark inky suit and heavy lids.

      “Whoa.” Landon wiggles her chest their way as if showing off her wares. “Come to mama!”

      Amanda pops back up. “The one to the left is taken.” She giggles. “That’s Mark Russo, my fiancé.”

      Both Cormack and her younger sister inch back as if they were blown away by this news.

      Landon chokes as she struggles to speak. “The Mark Russo?”

      Amanda laughs. “The one and only. That’s Chrissy Castaneda next to him. He works as a manager at one of Mark’s plants by day, and he’s a wedding singer by night. A darn good one, too. You should both consider booking him for your weddings.”

      “Chrissy?” I say under my breath as I inspect the man with dark curly hair and a prominent chin.

      Everett leans in. “Odd name for a grown man.”

      Amanda waves it off. “Some nicknames never die. I’ve known Chrissy forever.” She makes a face as yet a third man joins them, a redheaded man who looks ready to kill in a sharp gray suit. “Chrissy is my brother’s best friend.” The smile glides off her face. “Excuse me.” She takes off in the opposite direction.

      “I’m betting that’s her brother,” I say, looking back at the redhead, this time seeing a family resemblance.

      Noah takes a breath. “And I’m betting they don’t get along.”

      Cormack slings her arm around his shoulder just as the music picks up in volume. “But we certainly get along, don’t we, Big Boss?” She yanks him to the middle of the room and starts in on some sort of stripper moves as she shimmies up and down his body.

      “I hate it when she calls him that.”

      Everett leans in. “You know what I’d like to hear you call me in about an hour?”

      “My ex-fiancé?” I make a face.

      “My first name.” His lids hood dangerously low as a wicked grin twitches on his lips.

      I may have called him by his spicy moniker a time or two when we’ve been in a compromising position, but only because the throes of passion practically demanded it.

      “How about Mr. Sexy?” I’m about to lift my arms around his shoulders just as a brunette in a power suit glides between us.

      “Essex, you dirty dog.” She chortles, and it’s not until I step around her do I realize it’s Fiona Dagmeyer, a defense attorney slash ex-girlfriend of his. Okay, so girlfriend is stretching it. More like lady friend—of the night.

      Yes, Everett was a dirty dog when you get down to it, or at least he was before he met me. Oh heck, he’s still very much so to this day—and this time, it’s exclusively with me.

      She turns my way with her crimson lips twisted in a knot of dissatisfaction. The aforementioned power suit is poppy orange, her eyes are filled with a familiar fire, and judging by that scowl on her face, she’s not too thrilled with her ex’s newfound disposition.

      “Lottie.” She smacks her lips with disdain, but I couldn’t care less. A woman from Everett’s past who actually has my name right is an impressive unicorn in my book.

      I lean in. “This is the part where you congratulate the happy couple.” A gloating smile twitches on my lips. I can’t help it. Fiona Dagmeyer has always acted as if she were superior to me in every way. And in the past, she’s always had the “Essex” upper hand.

      She glances back at Noah and Cormack. “And I have.” She turns back to Everett and starts rattling off something about a backlog of cases down at the courthouse, and my brain essentially shuts off to the conversation.

      Instead, I turn to see if I can find that adorable little specter flying around here someplace. For once I’d like the heads-up on who is going to bite the big one. But I don’t see the adorable fuzzy little owl. I see Greer Giles in her ghostly frame, glowing like the ethereal being she is, waving me over by the mouth of the entry.

      I do my best to thread my way through the crowd and smack into a body.

      “Oh, sorry!” I say, stepping back, only to realize I’ve just bumped into Holland Grand of Grand Orchards. “Holland! It’s so nice to see you.” Awkward to see you is more like it. Awkward to see anyone is astutely accurate. I didn’t want an engagement party. I’m certainly not engaged. Am I? I glance down at that rock glittering on my finger as if it were contesting my protests. Everett’s mother gave it to me months ago when she found out Everett and I weren’t doing rings. It was once her mother’s, and I’m sure it’s worth more than all of the real estate in Honey Hollow combined.

      “Lottie Lemon!” Holland offers a giant grin. Holland and I grew up together. He’s a year younger than me. For a while he dated my sister, Meg, and that went south quickly. Rumor has it, he’s the very person who sent Meg running toward Vegas in the first place.

      Just as he opens his mouth to say something else, an arm comes up over his neck and nearly flips him backward. I quickly recognize the face that the arm is attached to as none other than Meg herself.

      “What the heck are you doing here, Holland Grand?” She spits his name out as if it were a curse.

      Hook comes up behind her and helps poor Holland upright. His face is as crimson as his hair.

      He coughs and sputters. “Meg, Hook.” He nods their way with a look of extreme annoyance. “I was just about to ask Lottie if she’d like to bake for the Apple Festival later this month. It’s our annual harvest kickoff, and your cutie pies were such a hit last year we’d love for you to cater once again. In fact, these miniature turnovers are not only delicious, but they’re brilliant. It would be the perfect dessert to feed the masses.”

      “Yes!” It comes out enthusiastic and genuinely joyful, the first bit of good news it feels like I’ve had in a while. “I would be honored to bake for the Apple Festival. Send me whatever details you have. I’m super excited to do this.”

      “Lottie!” Greer’s ghostly voice echoes from the entry as she tries her best to flag me down once again. Her long glossy dark hair shimmers with light, and she’s still wearing that white ruched gown she was killed in. The crimson bloom over her heart looks like a flower or a brooch more than it does a bloodstain.

      “I’m sorry. I think I see someone I know. Please excuse me.”

      “It’s your night, Lottie!” Holland calls after me. “Congratulations!”

      I thread my way through the mob, and Greer does her best to pull me into the quiet foyer.

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, there’s trouble, Lottie.” She shivers as she floats toward the entry of the B&B.

      “Goodness.” I avert my eyes. “Is it Winslow? Wait, let me guess. It’s Lea.” Winslow is far too docile to ever get into any real trouble. But little hatchet-wielding Lea? That girl is trouble on a stick.

      “No, Lottie. It’s not Winslow or Lea.” She glides right through the thick mahogany door.

      “Funny,” I say. “Unlike you, I have to go through it the old-fashioned way.” I open the door and make my way down the expansive porch where Greer, Winslow, and Lea all look somberly into a patch of lavender impatiens.

      “What is it?” I trot forward and stop abruptly, a scream buried in my throat.

      “Oh no,” I gasp.

      “Oh yes.” Greer nods.

      It looks as if our party planner extraordinaire, Amanda Wellington, just booked her last event.

      Amanda Wellington is dead.
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      Dead.

      I sway back on my heels just as Everett and Noah come bounding down the stairs.

      Noah checks for a pulse while shouting for us to call 911.

      Everett pulls me to the side. His jaw is tense, just the way it is when he gets angry. “Lottie, why didn’t you get me? I would have come with you.”

      “I should have.” I shake my head back at Amanda. She’s lying facedown, her bare legs sticking out of the border garden in a grizzly manner. “Greer was the one who called me out this way.” I do a quick scan of the vicinity for her, Winslow, or Lea, but the three of them have vanished.

      Noah comes our way while texting someone on his phone. “I just told Ivy to get out here. Lottie, what did you see? What brought you out to the front?”

      “Greer Giles,” I whisper her name like a secret.

      Noah’s eyes expand just as Ivy clip-clops her way over.

      “Tell her you needed a breath of fresh air,” Noah whispers frantically.

      “Why?” I glance over at Ivy who goes straight to the body.

      “Because ghosts make lousy alibis.” He heads over to her just as a couple of squad cars scream in this direction.

      “He’s right about that.” Everett shakes his head wistfully. “But he’s wrong about the breath of fresh air. Your story is that we agreed to meet one another outside, five minutes apart, in an attempt to leave that circus without drawing any attention to ourselves.”

      I suck in my bottom lip a moment as I take in this handsome blue-eyed devil before me. “You don’t know how much of a turn-on it is to hear you willingly perjure yourself for me.”

      His cheeks flex in an attempt to smile, but Everett is too stubborn to give it, dead body in the vicinity or not.

      The light cooing of an owl goes off behind us as we head toward an overgrown maple dripping with bright orange leaves.

      “I hear you,” I whisper as I crane my neck, and sure enough, a sparkle of light refracts sharply as if it were a prism. The owl materializes with its wings spread out, and it’s a magnificent sight. “It’s here.” I quickly take up Everett’s hand. For reasons I have no control over, if someone touches me, they can hear the dead, too. “What’s your name, and why in heavens didn’t you warn me before someone shoved poor Amanda off the planet?” My chest bucks with emotion as I look to the radiant being.

      The beautiful creature lets out a whirling sound as if it were clearing its throat. “Owlbert Einstein.” It shoots off a couple of who-whos. “Manda’s murder was not mine to interfere with—only mine to solve. Who-who are you?”

      “My name is Lottie, and this is my boyfriend, Everett.” It just felt so natural to say that. Unfortunately, I’m wondering if it will feel just as natural saying the same about Noah? “Did you see anything? Who in their right mind would want to kill Amanda?”

      “I don’t know, Lottie. But I’m determined to find out. I’m headed back to the party.” He flies right through Everett and into the B&B as quick as a lightning bolt.

      A dull groan comes from me. “I doubt he’s going to find the killer at the party.”

      Detective Ivy Fairbanks walks over with Noah as the area floods with sheriff’s deputies from both inside and the bevy of patrol cars pulling up on the scene. A fire truck just rolled up, and Forest dashes past us on the way to the scene of the crime.

      “Another one?” Ivy shoots me a look that could make the Mona Lisa cry. She folds her arms over her chest in a show of judgment and, believe me, I’m starting to think I deserve it.

      “I was planning an escape with Noah.” I wince. “I mean Everett. And once I hit the bottom of the stairs, I saw her legs.”

      Ivy squints my way, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she were giving me the stink eye. “Fine. Did you realize she had a fistful of those mini tarts you were serving? Her mouth was full as well.”

      Oh heck.

      I give a long, weary blink.

      For whatever reason, every murder in this town has a direct correlation to my bakery. And as horrible as it is, I’ve already started calculating how to increase my order of ingredients to meet the inevitable demand from those Last Thing They Ate Tours.

      I gasp as a terrible thought comes to me.

      “This is horrible.” I look to Everett. “People are going to think I’m planting my desserts around the deceased just to drum up business!”

      Noah winces. “In full disclosure, it’s often brought up on our tipline.”

      “Great.” I collapse my hands to my sides. “So what do you think was the cause of death? Was she stabbed? Shot? Strangled?”

      “None of the above.” Noah’s brows dip. “We’ll have to wait for the coroner’s report to come in. For all we know, it might have been natural causes.”

      Owlbert floats by, assuring me it wasn’t.

      I glance past him just as an entire herd of bodies pour out of the B&B.

      Noah rocks back on his heels. “I’d better take care of this.” He takes off, along with Ivy. “I want this exit sealed,” he shouts to the deputies milling around the body. But it’s too late to stop those already racing down the stairs.

      A petite redhead with an all too familiar face crumbles when she spots the body, and a wailing scream emits from her.

      A couple of men in suits pull her away from the scene as they try their best to comfort her.

      “That’s her sister, Hazel.” Tears come to my eyes. “I can’t bear to watch her pain, Everett. I can’t imagine what it must be like to see someone you love that way.”

      “I can’t either.” He pulls me close. “The men look familiar, too. Amanda’s fiancé, Mark, and his buddy.”

      “Mark looks more concerned for Hazel at the moment.”

      The three of them look our way at the very same time, and my heart thumps hard against Everett’s chest.

      I shake my head apologetically over at Hazel as I start to head over, but a swarm of deputies have descended upon them.

      Mom and Pastor Gaines head our way. My poor mother’s eyes are red and swollen, and she’s gasping for air as if she ran the length of Honey Lake.

      “Lottie! Oh, thank heavens.” She wraps her arms around me tightly. “When I heard there was an accident—and then I couldn’t find you—oh, I thought the very worst.” She pulls back and rattles me by the shoulders. “You found another body, didn’t you? Who is it? How did this happen?”

      Pastor Gaines pulls his gaze from the murder scene. “It appears it was Ms. Wellington.”

      “What?” Mom squawks in disbelief before turning my way. “Who’s Ms. Wellington?”

      “Amanda.” My voice breaks as I say her name. “She was the party planner for tonight’s fiasco, and it sure ended that way for her.”

      Mom gasps, “How on earth did she die? Oh, God! Did she fall and break her neck? I’m going to get sued, aren’t I?” She looks to Pastor Gaines in fright. “That’s a terribly callous thought to have while someone lies dead on my property. You’ll have to forgive me. This is only my third body on the grounds.”

      Pastor Gaines’ eyes bulge at the thought. “Mandy would understand. She was a kind soul.”

      “You knew her?” I don’t mind donning my amateur sleuth hat and making sure it fits nice and snug for the indelicate occasion. I consider Amanda a friend—or at least I did—and I plan on getting to the bottom of this.

      “Yes.” Pastor Gaines sheds that perennial smile my way. Wow, it never leaves his lips, does it? “Mandy orchestrated many weddings at the church. We grew to be good friends in the short while I’ve been in town.”

      Everett nods. “Makes sense.”

      Lainey and Meg come upon us. Poor Lainey is red-faced, probably from crying, and I feel terrible for her. First, her wedding planner in July and now her realtor? I’m sure she’s starting to feel cursed.

      Lainey comes in close, and she’s not crying at all—she’s red-faced with fury is what she is.

      “You are cursed!” She swats me on the shoulder with her purse.

      “Hey”—Meg pulls her back—“go easy on her.”

      “I’m not going easy on her,” she snips as she edges in as close as Meg will allow. “You found the body, didn’t you? Lottie Lemon, I’m going to take you home and tie you to the kitchen table!”

      My mouth falls open as both Meg and Mom try to calm her down.

      “Lainey”—my voice wavers as I try to take a step in toward her, but Everett holds me back—“I don’t know what you’re implying, but whatever it is, it’s not true.”

      “It’s true!” Lainey shakes her head, but it’s not anger she’s seething with. She looks darn right frightened for me.

      Keelie and Bear make their way to our circle, and Keelie breaks out into spontaneous tears. “I can’t believe it’s Amanda. Bear and I just hired her to—” Her mouth falls open as she looks my way. “Oh, never mind. It’s not like you never kept an engagement from me.”

      I gasp at the implication. “Keelie, are the two of you engaged?” It feels horribly wrong of me to feel a slight thread of excitement over the prospect given the present circumstances.

      Keelie gives a sorrowful nod, and we all offer up a somewhat subdued congratulations.

      “Come here, you two.” I pull them both in for a hearty embrace. “Congratulations.” Fresh tears blur my vision, for an entirely better reason.

      I pull back, and just as I’m about to open my mouth and let them know all of their pastry needs are covered for the foreseeable future, a flicker of light to my right garners my attention and my vocal cords are paralyzed with fright.

      The ghost of that tiny orange tabby I met up with a year ago blinks into existence before blinking right back out, followed by the ghost of that squirrel that was at the opening of my bakery. And as soon as he disappears, I see the ghostly frame of Everett’s father, the original Judge Baxter. And just as quickly as he came, he too disappears.

      “Oh my goodness,” I whisper as I turn to Everett. “I just saw your father for a brief moment.”

      “What?” Everett glances in the direction I was looking.

      Noah heads this way, his eyes wide, and there’s a note of concern in his face that I usually don’t see during any phase of an active homicide investigation.

      He ticks his head at Everett and me, and we follow him to the side as my mother hollers for Keelie’s mother so they can share the joy, now that the engaged cat is out of the bag. Keelie and I are not only best friends, but we found out last winter that we’re related as well.

      “What is it, Noah?” I clutch onto his arm. It’s safe to say, after finding poor Amanda, after seeing the dead from my past in quick succession that way, I’m feeling more than concerned myself.

      “Everett, I’m going to ask you to please take Lottie home.” No sooner does he get the words out than an entire army of deputies drains from the scene as they race to their patrol cars.

      Everett watches as a couple of them leap over the oversized pots my mother has staged at the mouth of the property. “What’s happening, Noah?”

      He shakes his head ever so slightly as he looks to his old stepbrother as if he doesn’t want to say it in front of present company—present company being me.

      I give his arm the death squeeze. “Spill it, Fox, or don’t bother speaking to me again.”

      He takes a deep sigh. “There’s been a rash of break-ins reported all over Honey Hollow tonight. Five at last count.”

      “What?” I don’t waste a single second. I head back to where my family is congregating with Keelie’s, and I shout for them all to get home. “Something is happening. You need to get home quick.”

      Everett whisks me off into his car, and we speed all the way to Country Cottage Road.

      And my eyes can’t believe what they see.
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      “Everett!” I cry out as I jump from his car before he ever pulls into my driveway. It’s dark as pitch out, but I can see the disturbance just as plain as day.

      The front door to my rental sits ajar, the window to the right is shattered, and there’s glass all over the porch.

      “Pancake! Waffles!” I scream for my sweet cats as I burst in through the front door.

      “Lemon!” Everett roars like a lion as he snatches me and pulls me back to the entry. “The criminals could still be here. It’s too dangerous.”

      Both Pancake and Waffles emerge from under the sofa table, their cream-colored fur fluffing out with fright. They’re brothers from the same litter—Himalayans—both with the same gorgeous off-white fur and rust-tipped tail. I snatch up Waffles, and Everett picks up Pancake. Waffles was actually my grandmother, Nell Sawyer’s, cat. Nell was Carlotta’s mom, and I only discovered we were related once Carlotta revealed herself to me last January. It turns out, Nell was sworn to secrecy, but that didn’t stop her from developing a lifelong friendship with me. Up until she died last January, she was the only one who knew of my supersensual standing, and it was Nell who passed the gift down to me.

      “Let’s go, Lemon.”

      I’m about to turn around when a peppy Golden Retriever bounds out of my bedroom and heads straight for me. Dutch was crucial in helping me solve a murder last December.

      “Dutch!” I cry out as I bend over and give him some love while Waffles does his best to claw up the side of my sweater. “Oh, how I’ve missed you!”

      He does his best to lick up a storm over my cheek, but alas, I can’t feel a thing.

      “And how I’ve missed you.” His voice is deep and charming and exactly as sweet as I thought it would be.

      I gasp as I pull back and meet up with his serious glowing crimson eyes, but he blinks out of existence before I can say a word.

      “That was him! It was Dutch,” I say as Everett helps me up. “He spoke to me before he disappeared.” I swallow hard. “That must mean your father will be able to speak to us as well.”

      Everett closes his eyes and sighs. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear, Lemon. I can hardly wait.” He navigates us out of the house and down the stairs right back to the driveway. “But for now, we’re calling the sheriff’s department. Let’s take the cats to my place.”

      Last year, while Noah and I were still hot and heavy, I thought it was a great idea to rent a house across the street from his adorable little cabin. And Everett, who came along for the ride to inspect my new potential rental, bought the house next door to me. And that is exactly how we all came to live on Country Cottage Road.

      We’re about to head over to his place when I spot a light shining through Noah’s cabin across the street.

      “Everett,” I hiss lower than a whisper. “You’re right. They’re still here.” No sooner do I get the words out than a figure dressed in camouflage from head to toe runs out of Noah’s front door and into the woods, to the right, just past where the cul-de-sac ends.

      Everett hands me Pancake in haste before bulleting off in that direction.

      “Everett!” I scream so loud, I’m positive I’ve shattered the sound barrier.

      I head to the car and lock the cats and myself inside while calling Noah and spilling everything in one rambling sentence. The figure of an all too familiar man comes ambling back down the center of the street, hobbling badly. “I have to go. Everett’s hurt.”

      I leave the cats in the car and run over to him.

      “I’m fine.” Everett holds up a hand, panting as if he ran a mile in two minutes flat. “I turned my ankle on a rock at the neck of the woods. It’ll shake off.”

      “It might, but first we’re going to ice it.”

      Everett and I pick up Pancake and Waffles on our way to his place, which thankfully is left unscathed. I try to get Everett to lift his foot up while I apply an ice pack, but the flashing lights of a patrol car cut through the darkness outside in a red and blue seizure.

      Everett and I head on out, where we find Noah parked in haste in his own driveway across the street. Before he can jog over, my phone buzzes in my hand.

      “It’s a text from Meg,” I say to Everett as I quickly read it. “It looks as if Hook’s house was hit, too.”

      Everett exhales sharply as we make our way down the walk. “What in the hell is happening?” he barks at the deputies.

      Noah instructs the pair to inspect my place for any signs of the thieves, and they take off running.

      Noah is quick to wrap his arms around me, his heart beating erratically against my chest. “Lottie, I need you to stay with Everett tonight. I can escort you back to your place to get a few things once we sweep the house.” He shakes his head at Everett. “We’re not entirely sure what’s happening, but it seems it’s only affecting Honey Hollow. No calls from the surrounding areas, and nothing from Hollyhock, Leeds, or Ashford.”

      “Hook Redwood was hit,” I say, pulling back to get a better look at him. Noah is warm and solid and feels so very safe. I can’t help but note the gun protruding from the holster on his back.

      Everett looks my way. “All this and a homicide? I guess this is the big event those visitors you had last month were alluding to.”

      Noah nods in agreement. “And it’s not over. I’m not resting until I catch both the killer and these idiots who have pillaged our houses.”

      Everett glances back at my place. “If they’re smart, they’ve skipped town—the killer included.”

      “They’re never smart, are they?” I look to Noah, and he shakes his head.

      “No, Lottie, they never are. But they are always dangerous.”

      And that’s exactly what I’m afraid of.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the night at Everett’s. Pancake, Waffles, and I all managed to sleep on Everett’s unbelievably comfy mattress and, I’ll admit, it was a bonus to wake up in his strong arms.

      Everett woke up with my alarm and made me a breakfast of scrambled eggs and bacon while I showered and dressed for the bakery. A part of me can get used to the idea of waking up in Everett’s arms and having that wonderful breakfast rolled out for me each and every day.

      It’s Sunday, a very crisp Sunday in September, and already the fall leaves are doing cartwheels down Main Street. No matter how stressful life gets, no matter how many homicides I’m quasi-connected to, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery always feels like home. The walls are painted a butter yellow, and the furniture is a mishmash painted in every shade of pastel. There’s a walkway connecting us to the Honey Pot Diner next door, and in that adorable restaurant there happens to be an oversized resin oak tree planted in the middle whose branches extend over the ceiling every which way and bleed right into the café portion of the bakery. Each branch is lovingly wrapped in twinkle lights, and it adds a magical appeal to both establishments.

      Keelie and Lily came in early to help me bake up a storm and open up. They both said they felt bad I had to be here alone after last night’s dual nightmare. Thank goodness I had enough fresh dough in the walk-in to make up several batches of croissants, chocolate filled and regular. Keelie insisted we make up some cinnamon apple muffins, and Lily put in a request for a pumpkin spice roll.

      Now that fall has essentially hit Honey Hollow hard with its icy breezes, it’s put us all in the mood for pumpkin spiced everything.

      “So what did they take?” Lily’s eyes are wide with a morbid curiosity. Lily is a stunning brunette who has spent most of her twenty-seven years hating my guts. She is or was Naomi Turner’s best friend, but they’ve recently had a falling-out over Noah’s foxy brother, Alex—an ex-Marine turned investment banker.

      “My gun.” It’s true.

      After an hour or so, Noah helped me walk through the shambles that was left of my house. It was ransacked in haste, but they still managed to make a decent mess in the process, and they took some costume jewelry, a small wad of twenties I had on the dresser, and the Glock 26 Gen4 that both Everett and Noah teamed up to buy me a few months back. I’ve only fired it a handful of times, but as much as I hate to admit it, I felt safer knowing it was in the house with me. I had made it a habit of putting it in my purse and taking it with me everywhere but the bakery—and since last night’s event was work-related, I didn’t have it with me.

      “You have a gun?” Keelie looks green around the gills.

      “Had,” I say, looking to the two of them. “It’s gone now.” Come to think of it, I feel terrible I didn’t give the gun a name. It was adorably small yet powerful. I should have called it something cute yet spunky like Sophie or Zoey.

      Lily shudders. “Remind me never to rub you the wrong way, Lottie Lemon.”

      A crowd of tourists hustles through the door, and Lily hops over to the register.

      “I’d better get next door,” Keelie says, tying on an apron of her own.

      Keelie is the manager of the Honey Pot Diner. Both of these places, along with a fistful of major real estate, once belonged to Nell Sawyer. And when she died, she left the lion’s share of her holdings to me. Of course, the will was contested—ironically by my new uncle Will. And it’s been locked up in red tape ever since.

      “Hey”—I pull her in and look into those big blue eyes of hers—“congratulations again. You owe me some details. I’m not letting you out of this so easily.”

      Lily scampers back after the rush dies down. “Ooh, me too! Give us all the dirty deets. When did he propose? Let’s see the rock on your finger.”

      Keelie is quick to cradle her left hand. “No rock. We haven’t set a date and we’re not having a fancy engagement party.” She glances to my bare finger. I put Everett’s mother’s ring in the ground safe as soon as I got here. Boy, am I ever glad I have a habit of wearing it wherever I go just to keep it from getting stolen. “We’ll be shopping for that later,” she sings it low and flirty. Keelie’s entire face is lit up like a Christmas tree. I can’t remember the last time I saw my best friend this happy. “He proposed the other night at Honey Lake. He took me out on his canoe and he asked to spend the rest of his life with me right there in deep water as the sun was setting. It was magical.” She sighs, bringing her hands to her chest.

      “Oh, Keelie, that does sound magical.” And now I feel bad for ever sleeping with Bear in high school. But then, he was my official boyfriend—the one I gave my heart to, and then he turned right around and stomped on it. It turns out, Bear was cheating with anything that moved. But he’s since reformed his ways. I hope.

      Lily huffs, “I hope when Alex proposes to me, it will be a real flashy event in front of everyone in Honey Hollow—especially Naomi.” She makes a face at Keelie. “No offense.”

      “No offense taken. She’s plotting the same thing.” She looks back my way. “And when were you going to tell me that you and Everett made it official?”

      “Excuse me?” a light female voice chirps from behind, and I turn around and gasp.

      Standing before us is Amanda Wellington herself with her red hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun, dark sunglasses on, and a plain pink sweater and jeans.

      A croaking sound emits from Lily’s throat. “I think I’m going to faint now,” she says it weakly.

      “Please don’t,” the girl is quick to implore. “I’m Hazel, Amanda’s sister.” She looks to me. “We met last night.” She takes off her sunglasses, revealing cherry-stained eyes. “You’re Lottie, right?”

      “Y-yes.” I can barely get it out. I’m so stunned to see poor Hazel here. “Can I help you? Amanda was a sweet girl. I’ll do anything to help at all.”

      “Good. I hear you’re the best private detective all of Vermont has to offer.” She opens her purse and shoves a handful of bills my way. “Here’s all the money I have—six thousand dollars. Find my sister’s killer, Lottie. And do it yesterday.”
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      Never before have so many been invited back to the scene of the crime just hours after the Ashford Homicide Department removed the caution tape.

      First thing Monday morning, my mother sent out a series of spastic text messages inviting just about everyone she knows for an impromptu dinner catered by none other than the Honey Pot Diner.

      Both Everett and Noah are still on their way back from work. No sooner do I arrive at my mother’s B&B than I note a bevy of photographers amassed near the entry.

      “How does it feel heading into one of the most notorious haunted houses in all the United States?” one shouts my way. A barrage of camera flashes go off as I jog my way up the stairs.

      Another shouts, “Do you think you’ll be the next murder victim? Entering through those doors ups your odds, lady. I’d think twice!”

      I turn to glare at the sea of men and women hungry for a picture as I walk on in and slam the door in their faces.

      It’s calm inside. Soothing classical music plays in the lobby, and I can hear the din of laughter coming from the dining room to my left.

      The thick emerald carpet and dark wood paneling make it feel cozy inside. I spot a fire going in both the grand room and the dining room. My mother has always had a flair for playing hostess, and, lucky for her, she was able to turn it into a profitable business.

      The sound of frantic whispering comes from my right and I step around the staircase, only to find Carlotta embroiled in a conversation with—

      “Nell!” I shout her name out carefree as I wrap my arms around her ghostly frame. For whatever reason, the ghosts that visit can feel pretty solid when they want to. “Oh, am I ever glad to see you.” I pull back, holding her by the shoulders as I pause to take her in. She’s here, really here, and she looks better than I remember. Her sweet wrinkled face is just so for the sake of Carlotta and me.

      Nell exposed herself as a young hottie the last time she was here, but she wanted to share with us the version we most recognized—the one we miss deeply. Her white hair is short around her ears and glows like a flame. Her pale blue eyes could light up all of Honey Hollow at night.

      I take her in. “Nell, you have to tell me what’s happening. Those horrible break-ins? Is that why you’re here?”

      “I’m afraid so.” She cups my face with her palms. “Oh, my precious Lottie, how I’ve missed you so.” She lands a sweet kiss to my lips, and an electric impulse bounces from her lips to mine, warming me from head to toe. “There will be more chaos by this destructive crew. Just know that we’re here for a reason. I want you to trust your gut, Lottie.” Her eyes bear hard into mine when she says it. “Don’t be afraid to dig down deep and utilize this wonderful power you’ve been given.”

      “Nell”—I glance to Carlotta, my doppelgänger on any given day—“I don’t know what you’re talking about. And speaking of talking, the animals, they can speak now.”

      A tiny giggle bubbles from her, and she sounds like a schoolgirl. “That’s right, Lottie. You should expect wonderful things from here on out. And how is your heart? Have you settled on a suitor yet?”

      “Yup,” Carlotta answers for me. “She’s taking a page out of her mama’s playbook and she’s settling on both.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to her. “Carlotta, you dated two men?”

      “I’m taking about your other mother. She and Harry went out for dinner last night.” Her upper lip twitches as if she were about to growl.

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” Really sorry. My mother was initially seeing Mayor Nash, but once she found out he was my biological father, it sort of put a damper on things, so she started dating Pastor Gaines. Then things really went south, and Carlotta decided she wanted another spin on the Nash Express. “Please don’t war over him.” This is usually that part where I say he’s not worth it, but now that Mayor Nash and I have grown a bit closer, I don’t feel that way anymore.

      “Don’t be,” Carlotta snips my way. “He stopped by my place on his way home.” She thrusts her shoulders back and forth in a lustful manner.

      “Ew,” I say at the visual. “Nell, please tell me what’s going on with this destructive crew you mentioned.”

      Nell cocks her head to the side and looks up at me from under her glowing lashes. “I asked first. How is it going with Everett and Noah?”

      “Wonderful,” I say it flat and full of sarcasm. “Noah’s divorce is final, and Everett stepped back to allow me to fully explore my feelings for Noah.”

      “Now there’s a gentleman for you.” Nell nods sweetly as she says it.

      “Ha!” Carlotta belts it out like a verbal exclamation point. “Now there’s an idiot for you. If Lottie falls for the Fox, the horny judge will live to regret it. Mark my words. He’ll be filled with regret the rest of his days for sponsoring these please-sleep-with-your-ex shenanigans.”

      My insides cringe at the thought of putting Everett through that kind of pain.

      I look to Nell and my heart fills with unmitigated joy once again. “Now that you’re caught up to speed, what’s happening, Nell? Is this in any way connected to Amanda’s killer?”

      The soft moaning of what sounds like a dove emanates from behind as that gorgeous white snow owl expands his wings in a three-foot span at least. Its glowing feathers land softly over Nell’s shoulder, and she reaches up and gives it a pat.

      “There, there,” Nell sings softly to it. “You’ll be assisting my granddaughter, Lottie, in the investigation. She’s quite good, you know.”

      “Good evening, Owlbert,” I say, mostly because I’ve been dying to say his name in general. “And what a clever name you have.” I turn to Carlotta. “It’s Owlbert Einstein.” A small titter of laughter bubbles from me. “Don’t you love it?”

      Carlotta is quick to mock my laughter. “He’s here for a homicide. Don’t you love it?”

      “Oh, you.” I swat her before turning my attention back to the bird. “Who do you think killed Amanda, Owlbert?” Again. So much fun to say.

      He lets out a couple who-whos. “Those men who were at the party. I don’t get a good feeling about them.”

      “Me either. I’ll be sure to check each one out. And the girls, too.” I wince. “But that sister.” I shrug over at Nell. “She came by the bakery on Sunday and offered me six grand to hunt down her sister’s killer. Of course, I turned it down.”

      Carlotta scoffs. “Of course, you’re an idiot.”

      I shake my head, choosing to ignore her. “I told Noah and Everett about it. They thought it was a clear act of desperation. In fact, Everett said he’s surprised I haven’t drummed up more business in that manner by now.”

      “No, no,” Carlotta says, staring at the carpet deep in thought. “She’s trying to throw you off her scent. She’s your killer.”

      Owlbert shrieks. “Not my precious Hazel!” He flaps his wings, and the one closest to Nell’s face goes right through her.

      “I don’t think so either. But I’ll keep that in mind.”

      The sound of men talking as they enter the foyer gets my attention, and I glance back to confirm it’s Noah and Everett. I turn back to say something to Nell, but both she and Owlbert have up and disappeared.

      “Great,” I mutter to Carlotta, who inconveniently never disappears—anymore, that is. She disappeared for twenty-six years, but something tells me I won’t be that lucky again. Kidding. Sort of.

      She leans into the direction of the dining room. “I hear Harry.” And with that, she takes off like a greyhound at the track after a gunshot.

      I step over to Noah and Everett who both look dashing tonight. Everett is in his signature dark inky suit, bright red tie, fitting for fall. And Noah is in his chinos and brown twill blazer, a white dress shirt underneath, as well as his pistol, which he never leaves home without. I’m starting to wish I never left home without mine. How I miss Ethel.

      “Ethel!” I say in lieu of a proper greeting, and they each exchange a glance. “I think I just named my gun.”

      Everett ticks his head back, his lids hooded seductively low. “I’ve got a gun you can name.”

      My teeth graze over my bottom lip to keep from smiling. “Everett, behave.”

      Noah threads his arm through mine. “It’s time you see him for the animal he is.”

      Oh, I’m intimately familiar with Everett’s animalistic tendencies, but I don’t dare say a word.

      Noah looks to the both of us. “Speaking of animals, the coroner’s preliminary report was filed just a few hours ago. Amanda Wellington was poisoned.”

      I take in a quick breath. “You mean? You don’t think my apple turnovers were toxic, do you?”

      He winces. “I’m sorry, Lottie. They found high traces of Conium, a hemlock alkaloid both in her system and in the bolus in her mouth. Someone tampered with your dessert—and either it was meant for Amanda or she was very unlucky.”

      “Oh my God. How could this have happened? And how did she end up outside? The last thing I remembered she was in the conservatory with us.”

      “True.” Noah shakes his head. “But as soon as the poison started to work its way into her bloodstream, her lungs would have begun to seize. She might have gone outside for some fresh air.”

      “Or”—Everett takes a breath—“someone might have baited her and fed it to her there.”

      I nod up at him. “That would have given them plenty of time and privacy to tamper with my dessert without anyone witnessing the event.”

      Noah offers a dismal smile. “Don’t worry about that tonight. Let’s enjoy dinner with your family.”

      The dining room at the B&B is filled with both family and friends. Keelie and Bear, Naomi and Lily and Alex—I cringe at the unhappy trio. Mayor Nash and Carlotta. His daughters Kelleth and Aspen—two blonde beauties who happen to be my new half-sisters. They’re talking with Lainey and Meg, and I’m betting Lainey is warning them to steer clear of me at all costs. I won’t lie. It hurts my heart to think my sweet sister thinks I’m cursed. It hurts even more to know she might be right.

      Mom is laughing it up with Pastor Gaines—that eerie perennial smile of his. I don’t care if he is laughing at the moment, it never leaves his face. Chrissy Nash, Mayor Nash’s ex-wife, is here. She’s the mother of my half-siblings and my mother’s bestie. Both Chrissy and my mother share the same blonde shoulder-length locks, the same rotten luck with men—with the exception of my adoptive father, of course, but admittedly Joseph Lemon is a hard act to follow.

      “Too bad there aren’t any suspects here tonight,” I whisper to both Noah and Everett.

      Everett leans in. “Feel free to take the night off, Lemon. You deserve it. But if you see my father, consider yourself on the clock again.” He gives a sly wink. “I’ll get us a couple of drinks.” He takes off for the bar, and I navigate Noah over to the cluster of sisters I seem to have amassed.

      “Lottie.” Kelleth tips her straight blonde locks to the side while inspecting my proximity to Noah. Her lips are heavily glossed, but other than that she’s more or less a natural beauty. Kelleth is tall and impossibly thin. I’m not her favorite person. She’s still bitter because I helped land her fiancé behind bars for swindling the elderly out of their retirement funds. “I see you’re wasting no time in stealing someone else’s man. I guess that whole finding bodies routine is just another way to kiss up to the cute homicide detective.” She gives a hearty wink to Noah, and my stomach sours at the thought of drop-dead gorgeous Kelleth tossing her Prada hat into the ring for his affection.

      Aspen cackles before I can get the chance to respond. Aspen is a blonde version of Betty Boop, complete with the racy curves, bouncy curls, big eyes, and a luscious pucker.

      “Lottie isn’t as innocent as we thought, is she now?” She bats her false lashes my way.

      Lainey’s face turns a strange shade of purple. “You leave my little sister alone. Nobody talks to her that way.”

      Aspen rolls her eyes. “She’s our little sister, too. We can talk about her however we want.”

      I’m not quite sure if I’m their younger sister, but I go with it for now.

      Meg jabs Lainey in the ribs. “They’re not that off base. Sure, she says she stumbles upon these bodies by sheer coincidence, but look where it’s landed her. She’s got the lead homicide detective wrapped around her little finger. And don’t get me started on that judge she’s got in her back pocket—and, believe you me, he’s enjoying his time back there.”

      Everett pops up and hands me a glass of clear soda. “That I am.” He gives a wistful shake of the head.

      He’s impossible.

      I give a little wink as I take the drink from him. I’m a bit impossible, too.

      Mom wrangles everyone through the buffet she’s set up on the granite counters built against the north wall like a sideboard where an entire row of elongated silver chafing dishes sits filled with amazing goodness from the Honey Pot. Once dinner is through, she brings out a couple of delectable pumpkin cheesecakes I sent over with Keelie and Bear earlier.

      The room breaks up again in groups as we mingle one last time before saying goodnight.

      Alex comes our way with a greedy grin on his face, and Noah’s chest bounces with a quiet laugh at the sight of him.

      “See that face, Everett? That’s the face of the one that’s ready to dethrone you as the official playboy of Vermont.”

      Everett grunts, “I’ve long since abdicated the throne.”

      Alex comes up, and Everett slaps him on the back. “Go easy on the girls, would you? It’s a marathon, not a sprint.”

      Alex laughs because he’s guilty of sprinting with both Naomi and Lily. Personally, I’m getting tired of listening to Lily expound the details of their nightly dalliances. She pointed out that both she and I were officially on an even playing field having slept with both a Baxter and a Fox. She even went as far as to ask if I wanted to compare notes, and, of course, that was a hard pass.

      Mom waves me over, and I excuse myself as Alex regales them with tales from the bawdy bedside.

      I speed over to my sweet mother and Pastor Gaines who stands glued faithfully by her side. I wonder if he has any idea that she’s been going out with Mayor Nash behind his back?

      “What can I do for you, Mother?”

      She frowns for the first time tonight. “You went to business school, Lottie. How did I do?”

      “How did you do with what?”

      “With the shindig? Carlotta said the best way to convince the public that this place was safe and sound was to have a great big party as soon as possible. I even asked every news affiliate if they’d cover the event. I had eleven room cancellations right after that poor girl died. And my insurance company called and threatened to cancel the policy I have on this place.”

      “They can’t do that.” I think. “And yes, Carlotta gave you sage advice. I’m sorry about the cancellations. I thought the haunted aspect of the B&B is what they liked most?”

      “It’s true. But it turns out they don’t actually want to be the ghosts. We’ll have to turn this around somehow, Lottie. This is all I’ve got. It’s my livelihood.”

      “I’m sure the positive press will help.”

      Pastor Gaines offers a solemn smile—still there. Never leaves. So eerie.

      “Any word on how the poor girl perished? That last step on the porch was slicked with dew—and she did have awfully high heels.”

      “Good speculation, but you would be wrong,” I say. “Although I’m sure poor Amanda would have rather gone that way. Please don’t say anything until it’s official, but she was poisoned.”

      “What?” My mother shrieks so loud, half the room quiets down for a second.

      “That’s terrible,” Pastor Gaines says it with a grin, and I can’t stand that obnoxious smile for one more minute.

      “It is terrible.” A thought comes to me. “Say, you said the two of you were friendly. Did she ever mention anything that would set off an alarm? Did she have any unsavory characters she hung out with?”

      His brows hike into his forehead. “That she did—the Canelli girl.” He tsks as he shakes his head. “She came by frequently with her. Can’t say I cared too much for that one. Potty mouth.” His grin widens, and I shudder.

      The sound of barking comes from the entry, and I turn to find Dutch bouncing in along with Cookie Monster—a great big black teddy bear of a dog, a Newfoundland—and they happen to be chasing that tiny herd of precious little Chihuahuas as they scuttle right past my ankles with a breeze. It’s been a known fact for months that the dead can now move things in the material world. The first one to do so was that enormous bear that cropped up right here in the B&B for the very first—

      A horrific inhuman howl comes from the entry, and I cringe when I see that outrageously tall bear on its hind legs before he falls to all fours and comes bounding in. Soon enough, the animals are on the table, the dinnerware is unsettled, one of the chafing dishes goes flying, and there’s pasta primavera raining down on my mother’s guests. In an instant, the room is cleared out as everyone is sent screaming for the doors, and the paparazzi my mother invited over are able to document the entire unholy event.

      I stay behind to help clean up the mess—and to scold a poltergeist or two, but they dissipate as soon as I start in on them.

      All the way home I think about Connie Canelli.

      No sooner do I meet with Noah and Everett in my driveway to say goodnight than I say her name.

      “No,” they both spit out in unison.

      “No what?” There’s a slight protest in my voice because I know where this is headed.

      Everett shakes his head. “No investigating Connie. I’ll do it. I’ll track her down and have a drink with her.”

      Noah looks my way. “Lottie, her family is dangerous. We don’t want you getting involved with a mafia princess.”

      “When you put it that way.” I give a little shrug. “I’ll stay out of it.” I give a quick wink to defuse the lie.

      We say a brief goodnight, and I head back to my place. Everett kindly boarded up the window for me and contacted my landlord to help order a new one.

      I cuddle up in bed with Pancake and Waffles, and all night I plot a way to get to Connie Canelli.

      I’ll stay out of it, just like I told them.

      Right after I have a few words with the mafia princess myself.
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      “Two words,” Meg says as she stands before me at the counter of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery.

      I may have called in the reinforcements once I saw that both Noah and Everett were putting the kibosh on any leads that might help me gain access to Connie. But I knew I didn’t need either Noah or Everett in order to get to the underbelly of the mob. That’s what I have my trusty sister for. You don’t teach strippers their night moves for a living without learning a little something in return.

      She nods as if she heard. “Underground bingo.”

      I take an involuntary breath and hold it. “Underground bingo?”

      Owlbert whirs softly as if he swallowed a whistle. “I wouldn’t do it, Lottie. The term underground clearly stipulates this is against the law.”

      I glance his way. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a know-it-all?”

      Meg squints over at me as if I had just challenged her to a dare—or she’s thinking of smacking me—either or.

      Owlbert chortles out a laugh. “My love, my name does say it all.”

      “Mmm,” Keelie moans from behind as she takes a bite out of one of my crispy apple turnovers. “Good move adding the caramel dipping sauce as an option. And by the way? Nobody goes to underground bingo without me.” She takes off for the Honey Pot just as Noah walks through the door with a dimpled grin blooming on his face.

      “Quick,” I whisper to Meg. “When and where?”

      “Thursday night. In the basement of the Trattoria. One street up from Red Satin.” She takes a step back and waves. Red Satin is the gentlemen’s club where Meg just so happens to teach those raunchy moves. “Tootles!” She slaps Noah on the arm and he grips it as if it hurt. I’m sure it did. Meg knows how to pack a punch when she wants to. “See you around, Fox. Catch a killer, would you?”

      “I’m on it.” Noah’s smile broadens as he steps close to the counter. “You up for a quick bite?”

      “Are you playing hooky, detective?” I can’t help but flirt as I say it.

      “Actually, I had to come back to town on business. I interviewed Hazel this morning. She’s staying at her sister’s place. I had a chance to look around briefly.”

      “Ooh, I’ll have Lily man the register for me. I think I’d love to share a pizza with you at Mangias.” No sooner do I take off my apron than Lily comes up holding the deposit—it’s a hefty one, too, no thanks to my complete sellout of crispy apple turnovers—fifty cents extra for caramel dipping sauce, and I’m running low on that, too.

      “I’ll take it, Lily,” I say as she hands me the canvas bag. “The bank is just a hop and a skip down from Mangias and I’m headed that way.”

      “Thanks.” Lily takes the apron from me and wraps it around her own waist. “Hey, Noah, how about you and Alex take Lottie and me out for a double date sometime? That way you get what you want and I get what I want.” She gives a cheeky smile.

      “Clear out Saturday night on your calendar.” He looks my way. “If you’re in, Lottie, so am I.”

      “I’m in. I still owe you a date from your birthday, remember?” I can’t help but frown as I say it. “You don’t think Cormack has a surprise wedding set for that night, do you?”

      He closes his eyes a moment. “I suppose you never know. Stranger things have happened.”

      A shrill cry comes from somewhere near the ceiling, and I look up to find a glorious colorful macaw—the ghost of one anyway.

      It’s Macon—yes, Macon the macaw. He was here to help a few months back with another case, and how I’ve missed him. How I’ve missed them all.

      Macon screams once again. “Lottie Lemon! Lottie Lemon!” He dives down quickly and flies right out the center of the window.

      Stranger things have happened indeed.
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        * * *

      

      The sign for the Honey Hollow Savings and Loan looms up above, and I stop short, swinging Noah’s hand between us as I look up at it with a sense of nostalgia. The cool September breeze swirls around, blowing the dry leaves off the maple trees and sending them down the street in a citrus-colored processional.

      “You do realize this place has a rich history between us,” I say.

      His brows arch softly as a gentle smile tugs at his lips. “You thought my ratty old office was the loan department.” He reels me in slowly until we’re just a breath away.

      “And you gave me the money to start my bakery anyway,” I whisper, looking into those hypnotic green eyes of his. It’s true. Noah inherited some money from his father —dirty money that was swindled from unfortunate souls such as Everett’s wealthy mother—who by the way, did not want it back. Noah didn’t want to keep it either. He wanted to use it for good. And I’m humbled he thought I was good in any way, shape, or form. “Thank you, Noah. A thousand times thank you for that. I could truly never thank you enough.”

      He leans in and lands a soft kiss to my cheek. “No need to thank me. All I ask is that you keep those chocolate chip cookies coming.”

      “As you wish,” I sing as we make our way into the bank.

      It’s a touch warmer inside. The old carpeting they had last year has since been replaced with gray wood floors, and the walls are painted the softest shade of blue. The Savings and Loan has undergone extensive renovations this last year, and judging by the opulent chandeliers and marble counters, I’m guessing that they’re just about done.

      The bank is nearly empty, about six or seven people in total counting the tellers, so this should be quick.

      Noah leans in. “While you make a deposit, I think I’ll chat with the loan department if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. This will just take a minute.”

      Huh—a loan?

      I glance back at Noah as he speaks to a woman in a navy blazer.

      What could Noah need a loan for? I certainly hope that generous gift he gave to the bakery didn’t drain him.

      No sooner do I step up to the counter and smile at the teller—a young woman by the name of Doreen whom I’ve come to know throughout the years—than a loud pop emits from the entry.

      I turn to find several people dressed in black. Each one has donned a mask with the face of a cute little pig, and in each of their hands is a not so cute little black gun.

      “Everybody on the floor!” one of them shouts—a male according to his gruff deep voice—and the room explodes in screams as bodies hit the floor.

      My adrenaline kicks in, can’t breathe, can’t move. I look to Noah, and we’re both frozen, looking at one another helplessly.

      “I said get down!”

      Both Noah and I cautiously crouch to our knees.

      I count out six of them—six masked men parading around as adorably frightening piglets. Two of them jump over the counter and hustle the tellers into the safe, while two others come around to the woman quivering next to me and—well, me.

      “Take off the jewelry,” one of them shouts, shoving a bag my way.

      A breath hitches in my throat as I do my best to invert that giant rock on my finger with my thumb. There is no way I’m going to give this lunatic Everett’s mother’s ring. Both Everett and his mother might be moved to kill me.

      “I said now!” He tips his head to the side, and his mask dislodges just enough for me to see something tattooed along the side of his neck, a diamond pattern of some sort. His skin looks pink around the edges. He jabs the butt of his gun to my shoulder.

      “Lottie!” Noah barks and I glance over to find a gunman trained right over him—and wisely so. Noah is packing heat himself, but they don’t know that. They just figure he’s the strongest person in the room.

      A spray of starlight bursts into the vicinity as a magnificent tiger I’ve grown to love jumps in through the glass window. Beastie.

      Beastie is an enormous white and gray striped exotic Bengal tiger with menacing blue eyes. Okay, so he’s menacing in general, but he is equally majestic.

      “Lottie, don’t move,” Beastie growls it out as he steps around the goon with a gun bent on butting it against my shoulder. “He’s a killer. I can smell it on him.”

      A tiny squeal of terror comes from me.

      Two masked men hop back over the counter with a couple of canvas totes, and my stomach churns. The masked man in front of me bolts toward the door, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      The ghost of Nell appears, then the ghost of Maximillian Finmore. Max was here a few months back. He’s a handsome college man who was murdered by way of manure. That’s about as tragic and stinky as it gets.

      “I’ll do my best to stop them!” Nell shouts as she chases them to the door.

      I want to scream no. For heaven’s sake, I want them out of my face with their hostile weaponry and terrifying commands.

      Maximillian crouches down low.

      “Incoming,” he pants just as another masked man descends upon me.

      “Dang!” the masked man grunts.

      This little piggy yanks my left hand forward and slips off my ring so easily you’d think that it voluntarily fled my finger.

      Max does his best to snatch it back, but the masked man catches it midair.

      He runs to the door with the rest of his crew. “You missed some serious ice, dude.” He smacks the first piglet that held me at gunpoint on the back of the head.

      And then just as quickly as they came, they’re gone.

      Nell shouts a salty tirade as she glides right through the door as if she was on their tail.

      Noah bounces to his feet and takes off after them.

      “Noah!” I cry out, but it’s too late. He’s out the door and on the chase.

      I help the woman next to me up as the tellers come around and make sure everyone is safe.

      Maximillian places a hand over my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Lottie. I’m sorry there wasn’t anything we could do to stop them.”

      “Max.” I pull him in, quickly trying to play it off as if I were straightening my clothes. “Why are you all here if you can’t be of any help? No offense, but I’m guessing paradise is—well, paradise.”

      “You got that right.” Max has a boyish innocence about him, something about that rounded jaw and those full cheeks that give him an affable appeal. “But you’re wrong about us not being able to help you. We might not have been able to interfere with the homicide investigations, but that’s not what we’re here for.”

      “What are you here for?”

      “To make sure you stop these thugs before they hit the Canadian border. Let’s just say you’re the only hope some people have. If you stop them, Lottie—you will save many, many lives. These men have killed before. They’re not afraid to do it again. And they will. We’re here to avert a great tragedy.”

      A chill runs through me.

      “How am I going to stop them if I don’t know who they are or where they’ll strike next?” I whisper before glancing around at the women huddled together just as a flurry of deputies burst through the door.

      Max steps in close as his ghostly frame slowly begins to dissipate. “We’re going to help you figure out exactly who they are. We won’t let you miss a thing, Lottie,” he says as he evaporates to nothing.

      I won’t miss a thing. And that’s exactly what I’m afraid of.

      Noah rushes back inside and takes me in his arms.

      “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” he pants the words out quick and heated.

      “I’m fine.” My arms wrap themselves around his body, and Noah and I hold onto one another so very tight with no sign of letting go.

      The dead are here to avert a great tragedy. A novel concept, considering it’s never worked that way before.

      I just hope they can help me stop this tour de force of evil before it’s too late.

      It already feels just that—too late.
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      Once Noah and I are thoroughly interviewed by the sheriff’s department, we indeed pick up that pizza from Mangias—to go, of course. But we don’t get any farther than the bakery.

      Once inside, we’re accosted by Keelie, Lily, Meg, Lainey, Cormack, Britney, my mother, Chrissy Nash, Carlotta, and Mayor Nash.

      It’s utter melee while we both assure everyone we’re more than fine. And both my mother and Mayor Nash look as if they can use a cup of coffee or twelve.

      Noah runs through the entire story for a fourth time, trying to answer the barrage of questions as they come, just as Everett dashes through the front door.

      I’m locked in his arms faster than I can process what’s happening and he lands a tender kiss right to my lips before pulling me in aggressively once again.

      “Lemon,” he whispers hard into my ear. “I left Ashford as soon as I got Lily’s text. I’m sorry I couldn’t be here sooner. Are you okay? Did they hurt you? Did they touch you?” There’s a fire in his eyes that I haven’t seen before, not even in his most ornery state back in his courtroom.

      “I’m more than fine.” Tears come to the party, and I try to blink them away. “I, um…” I hold up my left hand, unable to say another word.

      Cormack must sense the matrimonial implications of it all because she pops up like an unwanted apparition.

      “They took the ring!” she belts it out like a tragic country song. “Tell me it was a replica, Essex. I couldn’t stand the thought of that precious baby floating around in some criminal’s hot hands.” She looks my way. “Eliza is simply going to kill you. And to think she actually approved of you marrying her son.” She clicks her tongue. “Don’t worry, Linda. The replica odds are in your favor.” She rushes back to Noah’s side as he finishes answering yet another question about the robbery.

      “Do not worry about the ring.” Everett’s jaw tenses. “I’m going to find whoever put you through this, and I’m going to kill them myself.”

      “Trust me, they’re not worth the time behind bars.” I glance around before leaning in. “Max Finmore told me it’s a band of thieves on their way to Canada. For whatever reason, they’re hanging out in the area.”

      He nods as if it makes sense. “Getting what they can before they presumably clean up their act when they get to the other side. They’re probably running from something big.”

      “Max said they’ve killed before.” I shudder as I say it. “And I bet they’re the same gang that was responsible for all the robberies the night of the murder.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt it.”

      “Anyway, he said the dead that have returned are going to help me capture them.”

      Noah pops up. “No way.” Both his brows and his lips are drawn into a line, and he looks decidedly unhappy with the news.

      “I agree.” Everett shakes his head. “They are armed and dangerous, and you mentioned they’ve killed before. I can’t stand by and let you put yourself in harm’s way like that.”

      “Absolutely not,” Noah echoes.

      Cormack trots back as she wraps her arms around Noah from behind. “Sorry, Luanna. I just asked Eliza if that ring was a replica and she said no. But don’t worry, I didn’t hint at all that you lost it—she guessed that herself.”

      I can’t help but glower at her. “I didn’t lose it. It was yanked off my finger.” Okay, so they didn’t have to yank all that hard, but that’s beside the point. “And I’m going to get it back.”

      “No, you’re not.” Noah doesn’t mind contradicting me.

      Everett takes a breath. “The Ashford Sheriff’s Department will get it back.” He offers Noah a stern look. “Got that?”

      Mom and my sisters come up and offer me a group hug.

      Lainey wipes a tear from her eye. “I have to get back to the library. Try not to get yourself killed, would you?” She hikes up and whispers, “And you might want to see someone about warding off all that bad luck. I’m genuinely worried about you!” She takes off and Meg steps up.

      “I have to get back to my girls. I told them to keep up the deep lunges until my break was over.” She says break in air quotes. “They should have thighs the size of tree trunks by now. See you Thursday night.” She takes off, and both Noah and Everett exchange a glance.

      Noah tips his head to the side. “What’s Thursday night?”

      Mom bats her lashes at me as if wondering the same thing. Shoot. She would have been a convenient excuse had she not been here.

      “Sisters’ night out.” I shrug. “Girls only. Meg is going to make sure we have a rough and rowdy night out on the town. Both Lainey and I need a breather.” Not that Lainey will want to be anywhere near me.

      “And me!” Keelie shouts as she jumps on my back with a strangulating hug. “I’m never letting you out of my sight again.”

      “Count me in.” Cormack fans herself with her fingers. “After losing Amanda, I thought I’d lose my mind with all the wedding details to tend to. Thank goodness her sister stepped in and saved the day. She’s taken over all of Amanda’s event planning duties. She even mentioned she’s going to get her real estate license and take over Amanda’s position at Redwood Realty if they’ll have her.”

      Mom coos as if it were an adorable gesture. Personally, I find it odd, bordering on creepy. If Meg died, I wouldn’t be barking at the girls at Red Satin to do a rep of deep lunges, nor would I be gunning for Lainey’s position at the library. But then, I’ve got my own bustling career and I guess Hazel doesn’t.

      Mom glances at her phone. “I’ll text Hook down at Redwood Realty and let him know asap. There’s nothing sweeter than a girl trying to fill her big sister’s shoes.” She looks my way. “You keep out of trouble, missy. Oh, and before I forget, the funeral is set for next Monday. If you provide the baked goods, I’ll foot the bill. That girl was a blessing to your sister.” She sniffs hard as she pulls me in for a quick embrace. “I’d better get back to Pastor Gaines. I was helping with funeral arrangements. Now that Amanda is gone he’ll need to hire an event staff himself. I’ll see if I can get her sister to help out with that.” She dashes out the door with a wave.

      Cormack pulls Keelie to the side, and they dive deep into all things wedding-related.

      “It seems Cormack is wedding obsessed,” I say to Noah and Everett just above a whisper. “But since she’s got a close connection to Hazel, I suggest we keep it that way.”

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “I’m in complete agreement with you.”

      Noah averts his eyes. “Fine, but once this case is solved, the farce is over. The last thing I want is an ambush wedding.” His lips flicker my way. “Unless, of course, you’re the bride. In that event, ambush away.”

      Everett takes a deep breath as if he were completely relaxed. “She will be a bride. You just won’t be the groom.”

      “Pizza anyone?” I ask as I stagger over to a table and fall into a seat.

      Noah, Everett, and I each grab a slice as we lose ourselves in mozzarella heaven.

      “No matter what the problem, Mangias’ pizza always seems to be the answer,” I point out.

      Noah’s chest bounces. “I wish it was that easy. Did you get a read on any of those idiots? Is there anything at all you think would be able to help me out?”

      I frown when he says the word me. I don’t like being locked out of the fun. Not that capturing killers and thieves alike is fun, but a part of me thirsts to do just that.

      “There was a diamond pattern on the neck of one of the men. His skin looked pink just under his ear.”

      Noah freezes and looks straight ahead for a few seconds before swallowing. He snaps up a stack of napkins.

      “I think I’ll take my slice to go.” He gets up and lands a kiss to my cheek. “Everett, if you can, maybe hang out with Lottie for a while. My nerves are rattled, and I know hers are, too.”

      “Where are you going?” I ask frantically as he edges to the door.

      “To the office. I’ll call you in a bit.” He takes off, and I sigh as I look to Everett.

      “You don’t need to babysit me. I’m closing tonight.”

      “Then I don’t mind closing with you. And, for the record, I’m not babysitting. I’m spending quality time with the girl I love.”

      “In that case, why don’t we head to the kitchen and I’ll teach you how to use the Hobart mixer?”

      Cormack plops down in Noah’s empty seat, and Everett looks more than a little relieved.

      “What’s up, lovebirds?” She gives a cheeky wink. “I bet you’re right back to planning your wedding.” She elongates the last word. “Hey? I was going to surprise Noah this Saturday night and take him to hear the wedding singer Amanda introduced me to”—her voice quiets down a notch—“the night she died. He’s performing at a wedding in Leeds, and the bride and groom have already given me the go-ahead to attend after the dinner portion of the reception. Why don’t the two of you come along? Amanda assured me that Christopher Castaneda was the one and only wedding singer we would ever want.”

      “Chrissy?” I perk up as I look to Everett. “Are you free Saturday night?”

      “For you? Always.”

      Cormack squeals with delight. “Then it’s a date.” She claps as if it were a victory on her part. “How I love our double dates. Oh, Essex, did you ever think we’d be like family someday? And now that Noah and you have patched things up, we’re going to be exactly that. Hey? I know. How about the two of you get married next June, too? Oh, wait”—her cherry red nails strum against her cheek—“Noah and I are scheduled to get hitched first weekend of June, and I’m planning a honeymoon to end all honeymoons.” It comes out throaty and seductive, and suddenly I have the urge to shove Cormack’s face into the pizza box. “Maybe you should shoot for the first weekend in July?”

      Everett cocks his head as if he were amused. “Why not the Fourth of July?”

      Cormack gasps while dramatically clutching at her chest. “And that way not only will you have the easiest anniversary on record to remember, but the entire world will be celebrating with you.”

      “It’s just the U.S. that will be celebrating,” I’m quick to point out before frowning at Everett for going along with her delusions. Now I’ll have to watch my back next Fourth of July in the event Cormack decides to throw us an impromptu wedding, and I’m pretty sure she’d do it. She seems to be our biggest cheerleader.

      Cormack hops to her feet. “I’d better secure Hazel for all your wedding needs. Her calendar is bound to fill up just as quickly as her sister’s. See you Saturday night!”

      Lily zips over. “Where are we headed Saturday night?” She shrugs. “I’m desperate for another date with Alex.”

      “A wedding out in Leeds. Don’t outshine the bride.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Her eyes are wide and vacant looking as if she’s dreaming of exactly that right now.

      Lily takes off, and I lean in toward Everett.

      “The Fourth of July?”

      “What? A good time will be had by all.”

      I bite down on my lower lip. “I miss our good times.” My cheeks flood with color.

      “Good,” Everett says it sober, as those serious cobalt eyes pierce through mine. “I like you missing me. It gives me hope.”

      My chest pinches as he says it.

      “My heart isn’t going anywhere, Everett.”

      I’m afraid we both know it. Like it or not, my heart is very much tethered to two different people. My splintered heart doesn’t seem to be going anywhere indeed.

      But I, however, am going somewhere this Thursday night whether Noah or Everett approves or not.

      I may not be getting lucky with Everett tonight, but I’ll be getting lucky in just a few short days.

      I’m coming for you, Connie Canelli.

      And I hope whatever you’re about to tell me will make me shout bingo.
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      “Bingo!” Cormack shouts and I yank her back just as she tosses her arms up.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works,” I say as we step into the cavernous basement beneath a restaurant called the Trattoria. Meg led the way, but once we arrived, she had an emergency down at Red Satin she needed to tend to. Something about a slippery runway and strippers down.

      But Keelie and Cormack are with me. Lainey kindly declined my invite for a sisters’ night out, which I completely understand. Poor Lainey probably thinks she needs to start wearing a helmet and a Kevlar vest just to be in my presence, and she’s probably right.

      The Trattoria is an upscale Italian restaurant—or at least as upscale as you can get in Leeds—complete with a back entry that has a set of stairs that lead to this alphanumeric nirvana.

      Dozens of plastic round tables are set out with matching plastic chairs, and each one of those is nearly filled with a body hunched studiously over at least a half dozen cards each. At the front of the room there’s a large round cage that a pretty brunette spins into oblivion and periodically plucks a number out of.

      I scan the crowd for signs of Connie, but there’s an entire sea of dark hair tilted down toward the tables. I’ll never find her like this.

      And then, just as if He knew I needed a sign, a spasm of light explodes above a table near the front as Owlbert Einstein shimmers to life—or death as it were.

      “This way, ladies.” I lead us straight to Connie’s table, and sure enough there she is in a hot pink tracksuit, her matching pink lips twisted as she studies the plethora of game boards scattered around her. She’s chewing a piece of gum frenetically as if her life depended on that tiny pink ball of slime, and her hair is teased up over her head as if she were paying homage to the eighties. A couple of girls are seated on either side of her, but, for the most part, the rest of the table is open.

      “Take a seat, ladies,” she barks our way as if we were disrupting her concentration, and I’m sure we are. “Next round starts in two minutes.” She lifts a hand in the air and snaps her fingers, prompting a couple of girls to come around, and we purchase about six game boards apiece.

      Cormack sets down her enormous green tote bag. She let us know on the way over that she chose the size and the color because both were omens for good luck. I’m sure her large green trust fund is a magnificent source of good luck, too.

      “Hi, Connie.” Cormack falls in the seat next to mine and gets to arranging her cards. My mouth falls open with deep regret for ever mentioning Connie’s name on the way over. Wait a minute. I didn’t.

      “Hey, Mack.” Connie doesn’t even bother to look up.

      “You two know each other?” I make crazy eyes at Keelie. Of course, I let Keelie in on who I would be investigating.

      “Bingo!” Connie launches out of her seat like a bottle rocket, and a deep groan emits from around us.

      Cormack waves me off. “Sure, we know each other.” She gets up and blows air kisses at the chipper brunette. “We do naked yoga together down at the gym.”

      Good Lord.

      “I think she cheats, Lottie.” Owlbert’s voice whirs like a motor and echoes as it rings out across the room. “I don’t know how, but I’m almost positive of it. And according to the rumors that have been swirling here tonight, others feel the same.”

      I make a face at the revelation. She is a Canelli. They’re all cheats as far as I’m concerned. The entire family is comprised of criminal masterminds. What can you expect?

      “Connie Canelli.” She nods over at Keelie and me as her lips expand with a winner’s grin. “Welcome to my world.” She frowns over at me as she takes her seat once again. “Haven’t we met before?”

      “At my engagement party.” And how I hate to frame it that way.

      Cormack shoves her hand toward Connie. “My engagement party. Lita was an add-on item. Buy one engagement party, get one free.” She cackles up a storm while Connie inspects the hardware on her finger.

      Keelie leans in. “Don’t worry, Lot. When you really get engaged, I’m going to throw you the world’s biggest party.”

      “And I’m doing the same for you.” I give a sly wink.

      “No way.” Her eyes grow wide. “Bear and I are low-key, remember?”

      “No, you’re not. There’s nothing low-key about you, Keelie. And if Bear thinks so, allow me to introduce the two of you sometime.”

      Connie groans as if Cormack just shot her. “You’ve got a good man there, Mack Mack. Any man who picks out a rock like that is in l-o-v-e.”

      “Oh yes, he is,” Keelie adds, kicking me from under the table because she knows that Noah picked that ring out for me.

      Cormack draws her hand back. “It’s a replica, of course. I would never be foolish enough to run around with the real deal, considering all of the many unfortunate events that can befall a person and their jewelry these days.” She shoots me the side-eye.

      Great. Of all the people to judge me, I’ve got Mack Mack—the exact person I’d like to smack smack.

      Connie’s face brightens as she looks my way. Her features are well-defined. She’s wearing enough rouge for the entire table, but the peachy shade makes her look like a Kewpie doll, and that might, in fact, be the look she was going for.

      “How’s Essex?” She gives a cheeky wink my way, and every muscle in my body freezes. Connie Canelli? Really, Everett? Have you no bounds? “Kidding!” She claps her hands together and laughs violently to the point of wheezing. “I know all about that rough and dirty bad boy, right down to the verbal privileges he doles out to women. He used to date a good friend of mine. Maybe you know her? Fiona Dagmeyer?”

      I suck in a quick breath. I guess on the surface it makes sense. Fiona is a defense lawyer—and a family like the Canellis more or less needs an entire entourage of defense lawyers in their back pocket.

      “Yes, I do know her.” I try to act casual while arranging my game boards. “She’s a good attorney.”

      Connie lifts her empty glass, and immediately a girl is there to replace it with a fresh glass of something dangerously fruity and most likely toxic.

      “You know what they say”—Connie leans my way—“a good lawyer knows the law. A great lawyer knows the judge.”

      The entire table breaks out into cackles as if everyone were in on the joke.

      Yes, I get it. In fact, I’ve heard it before.

      And she’s right. After all, Fiona has most certainly earned the right to call Everett by his proper moniker.

      The next game gets underway before I have a chance to ask another question. It’s concentration central. Who knew keeping an eye on multiple cards at a time would prove challenging?

      I glance over to Connie who seems to have colored in half her cards by now.

      “It’s a shame about Amanda,” I say and she doesn’t lift a brow. I’m about to give it another go when I spot a glowing figure stepping in behind her, and that glowing figure looks exactly like someone I love.

      “Judge Baxter!” I call out as I jump out of my seat. Judge Edward Baxter to be exact.

      “It’s bingo, Lola. Get it straight.” Cormack doesn’t sound amused as she gets right back to work.

      “I’ll watch your cards,” Keelie calls out.

      Owlbert flies in low. “And I’ll watch Connie. She’s inexplicitly close to winning again. That would make three times in a row. You know what they say, third time’s a crime.”

      “Sounds good,” I say before motioning to the handsome poltergeist before me. “Come here,” I practically mouth the words as I navigate him to a corner. “It’s so good to see you, Judge Baxter!” I stop myself from lunging my arms around him. Honestly, I don’t know him all that well, and there are enough eyes here to catch me trying to hug a ghost. It’s the exact reason I’m facing the wall as I carry out this spirited dalliance. Spirited in the literal sense, of course. “Swing by my place later, and I’ll invite Everett over.”

      He frowns, and in the process looks so much like his son it’s eerie. Save for some gray peppered in around his ears, he’s all the same.

      “I can’t.” He offers a simple shrug. “It’s not up to me when I appear and where. I can move within the vicinity once I arrive, but this time around it’s a bit more orchestrated where I end up.” He points skywards.

      “I see.” I scowl over at Cormack as if this were somehow her fault. “Well, then I’ll have to invite Everett to join us. But believe me when I say he won’t be thrilled to be here. Technically, it’s me he doesn’t want to be here.” I pull the phone out of my pocket.

      Guess who I ran into tonight in Leeds? Your father! Come join the fun!

      I send Everett the address, give him directions, and ask him to text once he gets here.

      He texts back. Be right there.

      I flash the phone his father’s way. “Everett will be here in no time.” I glance back to Connie, and a knot tightens in the pit of my stomach. “On second thought, I’d better ask him to meet up with us in the parking lot.” And I do just that. “So, how is eternity treating you? Are you thrilled to be back on this spinning rock to help put away the bad guys?”

      He takes a breath he clearly doesn’t need. “Eternity couldn’t be better. Believe me when I say, dead is where it’s at. It almost makes this planet and everything that happens on it feel as if you’re watching a film in black and white, in slow motion, and backwards all at once.”

      “Wow. That says a lot. I bet my father is having a great time.”

      A warm smile graces his familiar face, and it makes me automatically return the favor.

      “I’ve met your father, Lottie. He is indeed having a great time. We golf.”

      “You golf?” Every last bone in my body tingles at the thought. “That’s wonderful! Have you met Noah’s father, too?”

      He glowers at the mention of him.

      “Never mind. I’m going to get back to the table, and as soon as Everett gets—”

      “Lemon,” a familiar deep voice rumbles from behind. If his voice hadn’t given him away, the heady scent of his cologne would have.

      My body goes rigid.

      I spin slowly on my heels, only to face the hottest judge this side of the living.

      “How did you get here so quickly?”

      “I was down the street.”

      My mouth falls open. “At a nudie bar?” I poke him in the gut with the accusation.

      “No.” He winces. “Yes. But I was with Noah. It’s for the investigation.”

      “With Noah? Are you and Noah cheating on my investigation with each other?” Wait. That is not what I meant to say.

      His brows hood low. “And what are you doing here? Why are Keelie and Cormack sitting at a table with Connie Canelli?”

      Edward chortles at the thought. “Tell him to go easy on you. This is your calling.”

      I pick up Everett’s hand. “Say hi to your daddy. He says to go easy on me, by the way. This is my calling.”

      Everett looks to where I nod, and his eyes grow wide. “Dad? Is it really you?”

      “It is, son. I’m back, and I couldn’t be happier that you’re finally able to hear me say this. I love you, and I’m proud of you. You’re a wonderful man, and you have a wonderful woman by your side.”

      Everett’s eyes water on cue, and he takes a quick breath as if trying to stave off his emotions.

      “Thank you,” he whispers. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart. I’m going to cherish those words for as long as I live.”

      “Good.” The older version straightens with a smile. “Because once you stop living, I’ll be there to greet you, and I’ll say it all over again.”

      “Aw.” All this gushing of emotion is turning me into a puddle. There’s nothing sweeter than some good old-fashioned family lovin’. “So, what about those thugs that are terrorizing Honey Hollow? Max mentioned you were sent to assist me.”

      “Oh, we are,” he muses. “Nell followed them as they left the bank. They were in an old blue cargo van with mud covering the plates. She traced them right to Leeds, and then she vanished.”

      “Great,” I say. “It sounds as if whoever is in charge of your appearances has a sense of humor.”

      Everett looks questioningly to his father. “Dad, who are these thugs? You must know something.”

      “I do.” His ghostly frame leans in as if someone might hear. It never fails to amuse me how much the dead act and feel as if they’re still alive. “I want you and Noah to do a search of recent burglaries, starting from the base of the country and work your way up. Look for a pattern. I think you’ll find a few ominous clues as you do. I’m afraid that’s all I know for now. I’ll speak to you both when I can.” He nods to our left as he dissipates, and we look over to see Connie Canelli grinning wildly at Everett as she sashays her way over.

      “Essex.” She shakes her hips as she wraps her arms around him. “I just had drinks with Fiona last night.” She chews her gum quickly as she speaks, and it really does look like an impossible feat she’s pulling off. “She told me some pretty wild stories about you and that courthouse. Eh?” She jabs his arm with her fist. “You’re a real freak, you know that?”

      He straightens with a sense of pride. “I’ve been called worse.”

      “Amanda thought so, too,” I add without any regard to how Connie might take that. And to be honest, she can take it any way she wants so long as she spills what she knows about Amanda Wellington.

      “Mandy?” she gasps as she leans back to get a better look at him. “You must have been a pre-billionaire boyfriend. Don’t get me wrong, money is nice, but a body like yours, that face—I’d rather live in a box with you than a mansion with that, if you know what I mean.”

      Everett’s chest rumbles with the idea of a laugh. “I’m a hair above living in boxes, but I like where you’re going.”

      “You and Mandy, huh? Go figure.” She shakes her head. “Hey? You don’t think Mark got wind of it, do you? I heard whoever bumped her did it with poison.” Her dark eyes slit my way. “And they used those turnovers as a conduit. You’re not still selling those rat traps, are you?”

      By the vat, I want to say but wisely decide against it.

      Everett shakes his head. “She had nothing to do with it. But I want to get to the bottom of this and know who did.” He gives my hand a squeeze. “I’ll be honest, I had a beef with Mandy.”

      She blinks back with surprise before waving him off. “Who the hell didn’t? Did she rip you off, too? I had her do a baby shower for my cousin a couple weeks back and she forgot the balloons. I could have shot her on sight—I like to take care of things like that myself.” Her affect falls flat as if the latex malfeasance truly did call for bullets in retribution.

      I lean in. “Do you know if she owed anyone money?”

      “Why would Mandy owe anyone money? She knows better than to borrow from anyone but my brothers.” She blinks up at Everett as if suddenly feigning innocence. “They’re loan officers at a totally legit operation. Let’s leave it at that, big boy, got it?” And she’s right back to flirting.

      “Hey?” A thought comes to me. “Did she borrow money from your brothers?”

      “How do you think we met? But before you get any funny ideas, my brothers don’t go around poisoning their clients.”

      “Of course,” I say, at least hoping that it’s true.

      Everett takes a breath. “If you were to guess who killed her, who would it be?”

      Connie tips her head back, her tongue still kneading that pink wad of gum in her mouth. “Okay.” She tucks her chin to her chest, her eyes set directly to mine. “I’m going to say it, but only because we’re all thinking it. Mark Russo needs to be thoroughly investigated for these so-called offshore accounts where he stashes his fortune from the government. But is he a killer? I don’t think so. Yeah, the guy is shady. Yeah, he’s unfaithful—but let’s be honest. Mandy wasn’t tying herself to the dock because this guy was an upstanding moral character. She liked designer shoes just as much as the next girl.”

      “Then who?” I elongate the word, and Owlbert flies over as if it were a calling card.

      “Janelle Hastings.” Connie lifts a penciled in brow. “About yea tall”— she holds her hand to her forehead—“brassy blonde, enough plastic parts to qualify for a stamp that reads Manufactured by Mattel? She had a real beef with the girl.”

      “Janelle Hastings?” I shake my head as I try to place the name, and sure enough an image of her standing next to Amanda that night flashes through my mind. “But Amanda introduced her as her best friend.”

      Any trace of a smile glides right off her face. “Exactly.”

      “Bingo!” someone shouts, and we look over to find Cormack waving a card in her hand.

      Connie takes a quick breath. “That witch.” She takes off, and it’s just Everett and me.

      “I wasn’t investigating her.” I shrug up at him. “We were.”

      He wraps his arms around my waist. “I love the we part.”

      “And why exactly is there a we when it comes to Noah and you?” I wrap my arms around his neck, and he frowns at the mention of his old stepbrother’s name.

      “Because there are some things that we can agree on. We like you alive and in one piece.”

      “Every piece of me misses every piece of you.” I bat my lashes up at him.

      “Then let me reintroduce myself.”

      Everett lands a soul-melting kiss over my lips that makes me forget everything about poor Amanda, about her so-called best friend, Janelle Hastings, and about where I am and who I am.

      Everett’s kiss reminds me of just one thing—exactly how very much he cares for me.
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      The Moose Lodge is the setting for this down-home reception, which looks to be hosting about five hundred of the newly minted Mr. and Mrs. Bradley Frisky’s closest friends.

      It’s Saturday night, and, due to a previously scheduled engagement, my linear investigative trajectory, which included Janelle Hastings as my next target, was momentarily derailed. Okay, so it wasn’t derailed just because this wedding was cropping up on the horizon. I can’t seem to figure out where to locate the girl, and Hazel hasn’t returned any of my calls ever since I rejected the six thousand legal tender motivators to help nab her sister’s killer.

      Lily and Alex are adorably matching tonight. Her red dress is the very same shade as his tie—and terrifyingly enough, it matches the rage in Naomi Turner’s eyes. Yes, she’s followed us here like a well-seasoned sleuth. It turns out, Lily left on her location services on her phone, and she was easier to hunt down than a mall Santa at Christmastime.

      Both Noah and Everett look arrestingly handsome. I myself have donned a simple black dress and heels because I don’t like to stand out when it’s another woman’s day to shine.

      I glance into the entry of the Moose Lodge and frown as I spot a sea of little black dresses already bopping to the music. Owlbert is already here, his feathery plumage spinning to the music high above the dance floor. He’s adorable, and I wish I could keep him around long after this fiasco winds down.

      The guy up on stage is killing a cover of some old rock song, and I recognize his dark curly hair and prominent chin as the guy I met the night of Noah’s—my engagement party. The lodge itself is a little bit scary with taxidermy busts of every living creature known to man lining the walls of the cavernous room the reception is held in. A group of teenagers angles for a selfie with a ferocious looking bear dripping with fingerlike fangs.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Frisky,” Naomi muses as she pulls Noah’s doppelgänger brother in by his long red tie. “I think I like where they’re going with that fancy name of theirs.” She giggles as she pulls him in close. She’s donned a white silk gown that clings to her skin like wet paper. That’s two fashion strikes as far as wedding etiquette is concerned.

      Full disclosure: I tried to invite Keelie to our impromptu wedding crashing soiree, but she made up every lame excuse in the book to evade the matrimonial scene. I’m starting to wonder if she and Bear are actually engaged. The Keelie I know and love would never eschew an open bar.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Frisky!” Cormack hops into Noah’s arms, and he grunts as he catches her unexpectedly. Cormack has pulled out the big guns tonight, and I mean big literally. She’s dressed in a powder blue number that has some sort of plume built in around the collar that jets out a foot over her head. Lily called her “a peacock in heat” on the way over from the parking lot, and she’s not too far off base with that one. Cormack looks as if she belongs in some sort of a pornographic Valentine’s Day card with her gown that shows off more than it does cover anything up.

      Everett leans in. “I think they’re going to get frisky.”

      Cormack does some body gliding maneuver as she shimmies down Noah as if he were a stripper pole.

      “They’re already frisky,” I counter.

      Cormack hops up as she takes Noah by the hand. “Come on, everybody. Let’s get inside! Noah, let’s pretend this is our wedding night.”

      “You do that.” Everett blinks a dry smile Noah’s way. “Lemon and I will do the same.” His lids hood low as he looks my way, and it suddenly feels as if all of that I think we should take a break business is off the table.

      Lily snatches Alex from Naomi and whisks him off to the dance floor without missing a beat. Of course, Naomi is dancing right there with them, and oddly enough they blend right into the hip swinging crowd.

      We head in on their heels, and soon Cormack hijacks Noah once again as she hoists herself up and around his body like a seasoned gymnast.

      I’m about to let a smart-aleck remark fly when my eyes gravitate to the impossible.

      “Holy stars up above Honey Hollow!” I say, making a beeline to what could only be described as the wedding cake as it hangs from the ceiling.

      A wooden platform adorned with white roses braided throughout the outer rim plays host to a three-tiered plain white cake with incandescent glowing blue butterflies floating up and down every surface.

      “Oh my word,” I say breathlessly.

      Owlbert flies overhead, and his tiny body shimmers as if a thousand fireflies were trapped inside him.

      “Stunning, isn’t it?” he says as he flies around the periphery of the display. “Now let’s get back to finding the killer. Chop-chop.” He takes off back to the dance floor and whirls and twirls with the best of them. Something tells me he’s enjoying this tiny bit of respite.

      “Look at that.” Everett points to the corner of the wooden base where it reads A Cake Above Bakery and I gasp.

      A Cake Above is owned and run by my personal nemesis—okay, so she may not be aware of the fact she’s my nemesis, but it’s completely true in my mind.

      “That’s Crystal Mandrakes’ place,” I hiss her name out like a curse. “She’s the one that beat me out of winning that refrigerated van last fall.”

      “That’s because you let your pies burn in order to catch the killer we were after.”

      I turn and wrap my arms around this sweet, ornery, very good at getting frisky judge. “And you bought me a refrigerated van anyway.”

      “That’s because you risked it all to clear my name.”

      “It must be love.” I shrug up at him playfully.

      “It is, Lemon.” He comes in for the kill, and a body slices between us.

      Noah offers a devilish grin. “I believe they’re playing our song.” He wraps his arms around me and begins to sway to the rhythm of the slow song Chrissy is currently warbling out.

      “We don’t have a song, Detective Fox.”

      “We do now.”

      I glance back, and Cormack has wrapped herself around Everett like a python with its afternoon snack. He shrugs over at me, so I go with it.

      “Noah, you do realize had that disaster last winter with Britney never occurred this could have been our wedding. I’ve always envisioned myself as a fall bride. There’s just something magical about this time of year. Plus, it’s a great excuse to have a pumpkin spice wedding cake and it wouldn’t be weird at all.”

      He moans as if it sounded delicious. I’m sure everything I just said sounded delicious to Noah.

      His dimples dig in deep as a look of regret sweeps across his face. “I would do anything for this to have been our wedding, Lottie.” He sways us closer to the dance floor. “How about we pretend this is our first dance as husband and wife?” There’s a soulfulness in his voice, the underpinnings of agony just beneath that.

      “I would love that.” I close my eyes as I land my head over his chest, and I can feel his heartbeat reverberating against my cheek. My husband’s heartbeat. The father of my future children.

      Noah and I sway steadily as our bodies warm one another with desire. An entire montage plays out in my mind. Noah and I enjoying our own wedding cake in a far more intimate setting. Noah and I ducking out early, eager to start our first night as a married couple. Noah and I alone in some rose petal strewn love nest. I can feel his kisses. I can feel the warmth of his body pressed to mine just the way it is now. Noah would love me ferociously. He already does. He would love our children just the same. Of course, I’d make him buy a safe for that gun of his.

      Come to think of it, he is in an awfully dangerous line of work. He could leave me widowed and my children fatherless at any given time. My eyes spring wide open as I have a mild panic attack over a family that’s yet to exist.

      “Liking what you see?” He drops a heated kiss over the top of my head.

      “Would you consider turning in your gun and taking up a desk job?”

      Before he can answer, Cormack chops her arm right through us as if we were a couple of seventh graders caught making out under the bleachers.

      “Music finished five minutes ago.” Her blonde locks fall haphazardly over her eyes as if Everett just gave her a good shakedown. “I believe Essex is looking for you.” She scowls over at me a moment, and I do believe it’s the first time Cormack has ever looked threatened by me.

      I pull back, and spot Everett chatting it up with none other than Chrissy himself.

      “Would you look at that? He sure does move fast,” I muse.

      “I’ll say,” Cormack purrs as she straightens her gown.

      I choose to ignore her as I glide right over to the front where Everett and Chrissy are yucking it up as if they were old buddies.

      “Lemon.” Everett pulls me in, and his arm warms my shoulders. “I’d like you to meet Christopher Castaneda.”

      The dark-haired gentleman has a squiggly smile bouncing over his lips. “Judge Baxter sentenced me to three months of community service about four years ago. He didn’t remember me, but I sure as heck remember this guy. Turned my whole life around. My community service was doing cleanup by the oil refinery up north. I ended up making nice with the grounds manager, and now many moons later, I’m a manager myself.”

      “Wow,” I say, genuinely impressed. “You really did turn your life around.”

      “Judge Baxter has that effect on people.” Chrissy slaps him on the shoulder. “He’s a good guy. You’re a lucky woman, Mrs. Baxter—or the future Mrs. Baxter. I happened to be at your engagement party.”

      Mrs. Baxter.

      It does have a nice ring to it.

      Everett leans in. “It’s a shame what happened to the wedding planner. Any idea what went on that night?”

      Chrissy glances to the ceiling before casting his gaze to the ground and scratching the back of his neck. “I don’t know.” His voice is threadbare. “Amanda was a beautiful woman. Full of life. She had everything going for her, and it kills me that someone saw fit to snuff the life out of her.” He looks up with a fire in his eyes. “If I find out who did this, there might just be another murder to contend with.”

      “You really cared about her, didn’t you?” I ask as I wrap my arms around Everett.

      “I did. And I don’t get it. She didn’t have an enemy in the world.”

      “What about her friends? Connie? Janelle?” It’s that second name I’m hoping will trigger something in him. Connie seemed determined to hand-feed her to us.

      “Janelle is a cool girl. But Connie? She and Amanda were oil and water. That relationship was all about saving face.”

      “What?” I stumble forward. I don’t want to miss a word. “But I thought she and Connie got along great.” At least Connie made it seem that way.

      “They did.” He pauses as he looks from Everett to me. “That is, until Amanda snatched Mark Russo right from under Connie’s nose.”

      I suck in a sharp breath and give Everett’s waist the death squeeze in the process. Connie is a Canelli, and everyone in their right mind who knows anything about the Canellis knows they shouldn’t do anything at all to enrage a single member of that crooked clan, Connie included.

      “That’s shocking.” I try to play it off as if maybe it wasn’t.

      “It sure is,” Everett adds. “Especially knowing that the Canellis are generally feared around these parts.”

      He shakes his head. “Amanda didn’t have the common sense to fear them. She started seeing Mark on the heels of a hot and heavy relationship with Jimmy Canelli.”

      I happen to know that Jimmy is one of the aforementioned Canelli brothers.

      My mouth falls open. “You mean to tell me that Amanda had the cookies to dump Jimmy and steal Connie’s boyfriend? That doesn’t sound like the Amanda I knew.” Not that I knew her all that well, but still.

      Chrissy’s brows hike up into his forehead. “That doesn’t sound like the Amanda I knew, but she did it.”

      Everett nods. “How did you know her?”

      “Met her on a dating app. She dumped me right after I introduced her to Jimmy. Jimmy and I grew up together.”

      The band starts up, and he glances back at the stage and signals for them to wait.

      “I’d better get up there. It’s nice seeing you both again. And congratulations on the upcoming wedding. I’ll do your gig for free!” He hops on stage and doesn’t miss a note of the song already playing.

      “Hear that, Lemon? We’ve already booked a wedding singer.”

      “Next July is starting to shape up nicely,” I tease. “What do you think of that stuff about Amanda?”

      Everett takes a breath, and his chest expands the size of a door. “I hate to say it, but he painted her to be something akin to a social climber.”

      I nod in agreement. “And she didn’t seem to mind that the rung she was stepping on was set over a Canelli landmine. Why do you think Connie omitted that little tidbit about Amanda stealing her man?”

      “Saving face?”

      “Or deflecting us from the fact she put a hit on her?”

      Everett wraps his arms around me, and we sway slowly to the music.

      “I don’t know, Lemon. The Canellis aren’t known for poisoning women. This would be a first.”

      “It’s almost something that a woman might do,” I say, locking eyes with his. “A woman who was scorned and likes to take care of things herself.” I don’t mind quoting Connie one bit.

      “Do you think Connie is our killer?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s sure not looking good for her. Monday is the funeral. I’ll try to feel out Connie again. Maybe invite Fiona? She really likes her, and she might loosen her up a bit. I’ll try to speak with Janelle Hastings as well.”

      “Working at a funeral. There really is no rest for the weary.”

      “There’s no rest for the wicked,” I counter. “Amanda Wellington’s killer had better watch their back.”

      Everett’s chest rumbles with a dull laugh as he spins me, and my line of vision falls to Noah and Cormack dancing just the way we are a mere three feet away. Cormack has her eyes closed, her cheek pressed right up against Noah’s heart, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s envisioning what it would be like to be his wife.

      I’d give anything for our lives not to be so complicated.

      But then, maybe we’re both in the arms of the ones we belong with.

      I turn my head, and my gaze snags on Chrissy. He gives a quick wink my way, and I wonder how much of what he said was the truth and how much was a lie.

      The song ends, and the bride and groom are ushered to that floating cake in the proverbial sky as the guests all gather around en mass awaiting a bite of its sugary goodness.

      A drumroll starts up and the cake is slowly lowered, smoothly at first then in odd, uneven spurts, causing the cake to slide to one end. The crowd gasps in horror, and I clap my hand over my eyes to watch through my fingers. I may not care for Crystal, but what’s unfolding is every baker’s nightmare. And at a wedding no less.

      The groom grabs a chair and jumps up in time to straighten the wood panel before it dumps a bucketful of buttercream over the guests below.

      “I got it!” he calls out as the crowd erupts in cheers.

      The ropes that hold it to the ceiling snap like rubber bands, and the platform, the entire cake comes crashing down. Chrissy swipes the bride from danger as the cake falls to her feet with a splat.

      Owlbert flies overhead who-whoing away, and it sounds as if he’s laughing.

      “There is something to be said for doing things the old-fashioned way, Lottie.”

      “Amen to that,” I whisper under my breath.

      Now that the debate as to if cake installations are better than a traditional setting has been answered, I’ve got a far more pressing question I need answered.

      Who killed Amanda Wellington?

      And why?
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      Monday morning brings crisp winds as autumn is ushered into our world with a rich abundance of color. All of Vermont has made the transformation, taking off its verdant green coat in exchange for rich ambers, golden yellows, and fiery reds.

      Every maple that lines Main Street is alive with citrine brilliance, and slowly pumpkins begin to dot the storefronts and residences alike. It’s my favorite time of year to cozy up by the fire with a stack of good books, a hot cup of cider, and my cats on either side of me. I wouldn’t mind Noah and Everett being there as well, but that could prove to be disastrous—the three of us. What an awful coital conundrum I’ve gotten myself into. What a horrible situation when your heart simply cannot choose.

      It’s the afternoon of Amanda Wellington’s funeral, and the skies are thick with dark clouds with navy underbellies. It seems our whole world is full of ominous signs as of late. After that bank heist, every resident in Honey Hollow has been on edge. The Ashford Sheriff’s Department has stepped up patrol up and down the streets of our cozy small town and, in truth, it feels as if we’re under siege.

      Honey Hollow Covenant Church is packed tightly with all of Amanda’s nearest and dearest friends. Her sister and her brother are huddled up front. I’m not sure what the story with her parents is, but I don’t see anyone sitting in a prominent position who might qualify.

      Noah and Ivy are seated in the back, per their usual funeral stakeout. Noah likes to keep it all business at events like this even though he is firm on paying his respects and offering the family his condolences. Everett and I are seated together, his strong, warm hand holding mine, and it feels right like this with him, safe.

      Pastor Gaines conducts a brief yet beautiful service, that creepy smile never leaving his face. I’m not sure why it irks me so, but it does.

      There is no casket, no body, just an oversized picture of Amanda’s face. It’s the same picture she used at Redwood Realty, and if you look closely, the tagline Selling Honey Hollow is still prominent on the border to the left.

      Connie Canelli is seated next to Hazel. And Chrissy and Mark flank Amanda’s brother on the other side. I don’t see Janelle, but maybe she’s running late? Or perhaps she opted to sit outside of the glaring funeral spotlight and is somewhere in the back with Noah. I couldn’t blame her.

      And as much as there isn’t a dry eye in the house, it’s easy to deduce that the one being that appears the most distraught over Amanda’s passing is Owlbert Einstein himself. He sits perched over the enormous framed picture, letting off his low raspy hoots two at a time, but sometimes six in a row. And oddly enough, Dutch, the ghost of the Golden Retriever I met last December, is seated below her picture dutifully as well, with his burning fiery eyes staring sullenly out at the crowd.

      But that’s not the only oddity here. Beastie, the grand white Bengal tiger, has been traipsing up and down the aisle with little Lea on his back. Lea has her long hair pulled down over her face—I’m guessing that’s the way she likes it. And despite her incessant giggling as Beastie bobs up and down, she’s wielding that hatchet in her hand as if she means business.

      It’s all a bit unnerving to say the least.

      Once the funeral is over, we’re all quickly ushered into the reception area, a hall that’s attached to the church. Lily helped me haul over enough cookies and brownies to feed all of Honey Hollow. Of course, out of respect for Amanda, there’s nary a single apple turnover in the bunch.

      The hall is brightly lit, and there are bodies swirling in every direction, accompanied by chatter and bouts of laughter as if it were a joyous occasion.

      Everett leans in. “Who’s on your radar, Lemon?”

      “Connie and Janelle.” I frown into the crowd when I spot Lainey and Forest huddled together. “And Lainey, but I doubt this is the time to try to convince her I’m not a walking broken mirror.” I shoot Everett a look. “I might be, but that’s not the point.”

      His cheek flickers with devilish delight before his attention is snagged away. “Fiona is here. I’ll go talk to her and let her know we want to get Connie to open up to us.”

      “Do you think you can get her to cooperate with us? I mean, she is friends with Connie, too.”

      “I can get Fiona to do anything I like.” His lids hood low, and my stomach bisects with heat in response. No sooner does Everett take off than Carlotta clip-clops her way over in a pair of sky-high heels.

      “What’s with the stilts?” I can’t help but ask. I’ve never seen Carlotta in anything but boots or sneakers. She’s been known to dress for comfort and not for style. “Looking to impress the dead?”

      “Oh hush.” She plucks off her left shoe and sighs as soon as her foot hits the cool comfort of the floor. “I’m looking to impress Harry. He’s been sneaking off with your mother behind my back again.”

      I cringe at the thought. “Maybe you should try to steal Pastor Gaines from her?” I giggle at the thought. “And just to clarify, I’m teasing. Do not intermesh yourself with my mother’s love life more than you already have.”

      “I’m not going anywhere near Pastor Gaines.” She shoves her finger in her mouth and pretends to vomit.

      “Oh, come on. He’s not so bad. He always has a smile on his face, so that has to count for something.”

      Carlotta squirms as she steps back into her shoe. “And that’s the exact reason I plan on staying away. Mama Nell always said ‘never trust a man who doesn’t know when to stop smiling.’”

      “I’m with her on that.” I spot Pastor Gaines, and a shiver rides up my spine. “I wish my mother would realize that. Hey? You don’t think he’s dangerous, do you?”

      She makes a face while staring him down. My mother is by his side and so are Mayor Nash and his ex-wife, Chrissy. An odd crowd if ever there was one.

      “I don’t know,” she says. “But personally, I plan on staying very far away. Now if you’ll excuse me, I promised Lea I’d eat a cookie or twelve for her.”

      She takes off just as I spot Everett speaking with Fiona and—oh! Connie Canelli pops up behind her and covers Fiona’s eyes with her hands before they both break into cackles like a couple of sorority girls. I hustle on over, and Owlbert beats me to it, landing his white fuzzy talons on Everett’s left shoulder. I can tell by the way Everett is jerking his shoulder slightly that he feels a presence there.

      I’m quick to take up Everett’s hand. “Connie, Fiona, so nice to see you both. How I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      Connie’s dark hair is curled and sprayed into crunchy submission, she’s chewing her gum at a million miles an hour, and I’m beginning to think it’s a nervous habit. She’s donned a black skirt, a matching blazer, and there’s a pop of pink coming from her tank top underneath. As far as I can tell, the perky hue is her calling card.

      Connie leans in. “What are you gonna do? You can’t bring the dead back.”

      “Yoo hoo!” a warbling voice calls to me from the left, and I spot Nell waving my way.

      We may not be able to bring back the dead, but sometimes they pop back all on their own. I give a quick wave back and then motion for her to stay put. Carlotta makes a beeline for her, and it offers me a sense of security. Carlotta has been known to yap her mother’s ear off, so hopefully I won’t miss a minute with Nell because of this investigation.

      Fiona huffs, “My ex-husband died years ago, and I don’t mind one bit that he’s trapped on the other side.”

      “I didn’t know that about you,” I say just as it occurs to me it may not be entirely true. Everett did say he would fill her in on the fact we’re trying to pump Connie for information.

      Connie gasps, “I didn’t know that either.” She smacks her lips like she might be sick. “What did the louse do to end up on the outs with you?”

      “Cheated.” Fiona shoots me the side-eye, and I sincerely hope it’s to tip me off that she’s trying to shake Connie down for details, and not because she thinks I’m cheating on Everett. I would never do that to him.

      Noah bounces through my mind, and I bounce him right back out.

      Connie’s eyes flare with rage. “I hate cheats.”

      Fiona nods. “To make things worse, he cheated with my very best friend.”

      Connie gasps, and the veins in her neck pop as her agitation grows. “I hate best friend boyfriend stealers even more.” She gives a quick glance around. “There is no greater betrayal in my book. I’ve had to handle one or two of those myself.”

      Handle? Why do I get the feeling handle can easily translate into kill?

      Fiona grunts, “When you’re up for it, tell me how to handle it. She’s still hanging around trying to annoy me.”

      Connie’s face smooths out. “Tell me her name, and I’ll take care of the rest.” Someone whistles our way and she waves. “I’d better mingle.”

      “Mingle.” Owlbert shudders. “She did it, Lottie. She poisoned poor Amanda. I demand you arrest her immediately.”

      “It doesn’t work that way,” I say it lower than a whisper.

      Mingle?

      Everett and I exchange a glance.

      Fiona steps in. “What do you think?”

      “What do you think?” Everett throws it right back at her.

      “Listen, Essex”—her heavily drawn in eyes look up at him—“I’ve come to be very good friends with Connie. And I certainly don’t need to tell you how dangerous her family can be. Let’s just say if Connie wanted Amanda out of the picture, we would most certainly be standing here today.” She glances my way with a look of disdain on her face. “But that doesn’t mean she did it. Everyone deserves due process. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I see my favorite chunky peanut butter bars waiting for me.”

      She takes off and leaves us with a trail of her lavender-scented perfume.

      “Everett.” I pull him in close by the hand. “She sounds terribly guilty.”

      “She is!” Owlbert screeches right into Everett’s ear and causes poor Everett to groan as if he were shot.

      “Not officially.” Everett gives his shoulder a dirty look before reverting to me. “Let’s make use of the venue. Where’s her friend? The one Connie implicated?”

      “I haven’t seen Janelle.” I do another scan of the vicinity. “I can’t imagine why she wouldn’t be here today. Maybe it’s too hard? Maybe she’s not feeling well?”

      I spot Hazel in the corner having what looks to be a heated conversation with her brother.

      “Do you see that?”

      “Yes. But I also see something else. Follow me.” He leads us through the crowd, and soon enough we come upon two men, Chrissy Castaneda and Mark Russo, the billionaire who dumped Connie for Amanda. Talk about brass cookies. He’s lucky he’s alive.

      “Chrissy,” I say, perhaps a little too perky. “You were great the other night. It’s nice to see you again. I’m sorry this isn’t under better circumstances.”

      He’s wearing a crisp black suit and black undershirt to match. He looks perfectly somber. Gone is the affable smile he shed so easily the other night.

      “I wish that more than you know.” He nods to his friend. “This is Mark, Amanda’s fiancé.”

      Both Everett and I extend our sincerest condolences.

      “How did you and Amanda meet?” Yes, I went there. I don’t see why not. It’s innocent enough on the surface.

      Mark looks to be in his mid-thirties, dark hair, dark eyes, clean-shaven, has an air of superiority about him, and yet he seems simultaneously down-to-earth. But his suit looks expensive and his cologne holds a rich scent that I’m sure was strained through hundred dollar bills.

      “Mandy and I met through a friend.” He glances just past Chrissy, and I follow his gaze to Connie. Some friend. “I knew she was the one for me the minute I laid eyes on her. I was in another relationship, but I quickly got out of it. I would never entertain two hearts. It’s not who I am. It’s most certainly not how I was raised.”

      A horrible sinking feeling presses over me, and I suddenly feel like a girl guilty of entertaining two hearts—one of which is holding my hand at the moment.

      “That’s commendable,” Everett offers. “But it couldn’t have been easy. I’ve been on the receiving end of a breakup before.”

      I give his hand a quick squeeze because I’m fairly certain he hasn’t—and then Cormack pops up between us and I gasp.

      Of course, it was her. It’s always her.

      “Mark, I’m so sorry.” She’s wearing a black feathered number with a low-cut décolleté and a full skirt that looks as if it were better suited for the red carpets than a Honey Hollow funeral. “Have they caught the killer? Any idea who could have done this?”

      Mark ticks his head to the side as if he were stymied. “There were motives, but we’ll have to let the sheriff’s department do their job.”

      “Motives?”

      He nods my way. “There are lots of speculations about Connie’s connection. She knows it.”

      Owlbert screams as if someone just yanked off a wing. “The other two—who-who are they?”

      Everett grunts—I’m guessing due to all the screaming in his ear. “What are the other two motives?”

      Mark looks to Chrissy, and a huff of a laugh bounces through his chest. “Greed. The answer is right there. And, of course”—he turns to his right, and his gaze sharpens hard over someone—“secrets.”

      I follow his gaze, but there’s no one to see but my mother standing with Carlotta, Mayor Nash, and Pastor Gaines.

      “If you’ll excuse me.” Mark takes off into the crowd.

      “That was ominous,” I say to Chrissy.

      He does a quick sweep of the vicinity before stepping in. “Mark has his theories, but he doesn’t want to share. Soon as word gets out, he’s afraid it’ll spook whoever did this.”

      “Do you know what he meant by greed and secrets?” I’m hoping he does.

      He shakes his head. “He won’t spill it, and I’ve stopped asking. I have full confidence in the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.”

      “As do I,” I echo. “You know, I haven’t seen Janelle, and I was hoping to. Have you seen her?”

      His lips crimp as he scans the crowd. “She wouldn’t be here.”

      “Why not?” I hold my breath, frozen solid in anticipation.

      “You’ll have to ask her yourself.”

      A moment of silence bounces by.

      Everett clears his throat. “Where can we find her?”

      Chrissy looks my way. “The Egyptian Room. She’s a teacher. If you see her, tell her to call me sometime. I miss her.” He takes off in a rush, and Owlbert follows along with him.

      “There’s that,” I say.

      Everett begins navigating us through the crowd. “Noah is by the door. It looks as if he’s leaving.”

      No sooner do we get there than Noah and Ivy are already moving through the parking lot.

      “Noah!” I call out, running into the brisk air to catch up with him. “Not even a goodbye?” I’m only partially teasing.

      His dimples press in, no smile as he looks past me to Everett. “I’m headed down to Ashford. I’ll let you know the details as they arise. Something’s come up.”

      “Wait,” I say, glancing back to Everett, confused. “What details? What’s this about?” I gasp as I look to Noah. “This is about the thieves, isn’t it? Noah, please—I want to be a part of this. The dead said they would help me.”

      The muscles in Noah’s jaw pop with tension. “Lottie, this isn’t for you. I don’t care what the dead say. I’ve got this handled, and I’m imploring you to stay out of my investigation.”

      “Again with this?” I’m stunned at the words that just came from his mouth. “This is my investigation, too.”

      “No, Lottie, it’s not. This is my investigation. You need to back down and let the professionals handle this because it’s not a game. People are in a lot of danger. You cannot put yourself in the middle of it.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Noah, I have never treated an investigation like a game. I can do this. I can help you track them down. I’m the best there is.” I cringe internally at how horrific that sounded. I’ve never been one to toot my own horn.

      Noah glances back at Everett. “Forget it, Lottie. You are too important to me, and I will not be a willing participant in anything that might put you in harm’s way. Everett”—he glowers at him a moment before taking off—“I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Talk to who? Everett?” I turn his way, panting and angry. “You’re in agreement with him, aren’t you? Neither of you wants me to be a part of this.”

      Noah’s truck cruises by with Ivy in the passenger’s seat. He slows a moment to roll down his window.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie. I just want to keep you safe. Stay away from this. I mean it.”

      I suck in a breath. “You stay away from my investigation, Noah,” I growl at him. “Both Amanda and the thieves belong to me. I’m going to bring justice to both of those cases, and you’ll be sorry you ever shunned me.”

      I glance back to Everett. “You, too.”

      I take off for my car.

      How dare they team up against me.

      How dare they underestimate me.

      Amanda’s killer is going down. And as soon as I talk to the dead, the thieves’ days are numbered.

      I don’t need Noah or Everett.

      I head home feeling so very alone.
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      The next morning, as I step into the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery ready and willing to bake up enough apple turnovers to feed the free world, I’m met with one of the sweetest ghosts on the planet—and I suspect the nethersphere, too.

      “Nell Sawyer!” I pull her into a tight embrace. “You are a sight for sore eyes.” I take her in with her silver glowing hair, her wrinkles, her wide grin and knowing eyes. “How I’ve missed you!”

      “Tell me everything. Start with the juicy bits, would you? What about those men?”

      “Noah basically told me to stay out of the investigation—specifically with those thieves who were responsible for the bank heist. Then I told him to stay out of my investigation, and that I was the best and didn’t really need him. It got pretty ugly.”

      “Oh dear. Then what?”

      “Then I pretty much turned on Everett, too, and I left. Everett texted as soon as I got home with just one word, Lemon. But strangely enough, I could feel the emotion behind it. And, of course, Noah texted, too, asking if we could get together today and have coffee.”

      “Did you answer? It would be immature of you not to have done so,” she scolds me sweetly, and I can’t help but smile.

      “I did. I said no. Then he asked if later this week would work better, and that’s the text I didn’t respond to. I never claimed to be mature.”

      “Oh heavens.” She rolls her eyes. “Go on. Get your day going. I’m not here to slow you down. In fact, let me help you.”

      Nell dons an apron, and sure enough we crank out my morning inventory in half the time and all the while chatting up a storm about anything and everything.

      “It’s almost time to open the doors.” I give her a wry smile. “Spill it, Nell. Tell me who those men are.”

      “Have you looked into the clue that Max gave you?”

      “About the string of robberies spanning from the bottom of the country on up? It seems like a daunting task.”

      “It won’t be. Noah has already done it, and he’s figured out exactly who they are.” She lifts a glowing brow. “With a little elbow grease, you could easily catch up with Noah. Are you going to let him best you?”

      I gasp at the thought. “Certainly not.” I glance to the clock. “It’s time to open up shop, but I can assure you, this day doesn’t end without me diving into the deep end of that mystery.”

      The morning rush never lets up. In fact, it morphs right into the afternoon rush with Britney’s Swift Cycle castoffs—she sends her clients my way to gain back their calories, and I don’t mind one bit. Of course, this usually sends Britney herself and Cormack, her forever sidekick.

      They come this way swinging their matching blonde ponytails, Britney’s left eye safely hidden from the world by a loose lock of hair.

      “Did you hear the news?” Britney chortles as she says it.

      Lily scuttles over. “News? What news?” Lily is a gossip in training, so I understand her need to know.

      Britney looks to Cormack. “Go ahead and spill it, Mac and Cheese.”

      I can’t help but feel a little vindicated when Britney gifts her the silly nickname. Neither of them has ever gotten my name right.

      Cormack sniffs with pride. “It’s official. Noah and I have entered into couple’s counseling. After much research, Noah has decided on the exact counselor he and Britney saw to oversee the dissolution of their marriage.”

      Britney grunts, “That wasn’t the point. But it will be for you.”

      Cormack waves her away. “Don’t listen to her, girls”—she leans in—“bitter grapes. Noah and I have begun our journey to the altar. Everyone knows the church recommends a series of counseling sessions before you tie the knot. And next June will be here before you know it.”

      I’m not sure how much more of this delusional soon-to-be jilted June bride I can take.

      Carlotta and my aunt Becca all head in at once, and Nell zooms forward.

      “Here are the girls I long to see,” Nell sings dreamily at the sight of them.

      Lily takes Britney and Cormack’s orders while I wave them over.

      Becca taps into her phone. “I’ve just texted Keelie.” She wrinkles her nose. Becca is Keelie and Naomi’s mother. She has amazing creamy blonde hair with crimson highlights and high cheekbones that would make any supermodel envious.

      No sooner does she say those words than my best friend appears and wraps an arm around my shoulder.

      “What’s going on, ladies?”

      Nell purrs with delight. “What’s going on indeed?”

      Keelie gasps as she looks around, “I could have sworn I just heard Grammy Nell!”

      Both Nell and I exchange a horrifying glance, and she’s quick to make a zipping motion across her lips as if she were sealing them up. In all fairness, Keelie is touching me so that makes anything Nell says fair game.

      Becca looks up at Carlotta from under her lashes. “That would be a bit serendipitous. And knowing our spunky mother, she would indeed be here if she could. We’ve got news on the will. My brother’s court date is next Thursday. We’re all invited to the Ashford Courthouse to see what the judge will decide.”

      My body breaks out into a sweat all at once. When Nell passed away last January, she stipulated in her will that I get the lion’s share of her real estate empire. Of course, she gave each of her children enough to live comfortably on, but that wasn’t nearly enough for my new uncle William. A part of me can’t blame him. Nobody even knew I was related until that very moment.

      “I guess I’d better be there.”

      Carlotta gets a glazed look in her eyes. “We’re all going to be there, Lottie, and we’re all going to cheer when my greedy brother eats crow.”

      I sigh. “Please don’t let this drive a wedge between you. Even if the judge doesn’t dismantle the will, I’ll certainly give everything I gain right back to the three of you.”

      “Don’t you dare!” both Carlotta and Nell shout in unison.

      Keelie wraps her arms around her body and shudders.

      “Fine,” I say. We’ll cross that burned bridge when we come to it.

      Mom, Carlotta, and Becca put in an order and take a seat.

      Keelie is about to take off, and I catch her by the elbow.

      “What are you doing tonight?” I ask, hopeful that her calendar is clear.

      A devilish gleam comes to her eyes as she swoops in close. “You tell me, Lottie Lemon. I hope there’s a good time involved because I’ve been itching to cut loose.”

      “You bet there is. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      “Great!” she sings as she takes off.

      “Don’t you want to know where we’re going?”

      “I don’t care! As long as I’m with you, I know we’re in for a good time!”

      It will be a time, all right.

      I glance back to find Nell seated at the table with her daughters and my mother. If I didn’t know better, it looks as if she’s still among the living.

      The crowd has settled, so I ask Lily to man the fort for a moment. I head to the back and steal a moment to huddle in my office as I run a search on my phone, looking for a chain of robberies, thefts, or home invasions all over the country. And what I find is staggering similarities to the events in Honey Hollow regarding the home robberies and the bank heist. Similar events happened in Florida just eight weeks ago, South Carolina seven weeks ago, Virginia six weeks ago, Pennsylvania four weeks ago, and New York three weeks ago. The bank robbery consisted of six gunmen, each in masks. The masks are always different—clowns, monsters, animals.

      Son of a gun.

      Six sons of guns.

      Nell was right. With a little elbow grease, I could easily catch up with Noah.

      And catch up I did.

      According to Nell, they’re still in town. That means there’s still time to catch them. I wonder where they’ll strike next?

      I wonder…
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        * * *

      

      The Egyptian Room is on the border of Leeds and Ashford, and since I’m not crazy about the dicey proximity to the aforementioned sleazy town, I’ve asked Meg to tag along. She didn’t spend the last few years on the Las Vegas wrestling circuit without a few moves to show for it. She can headlock with the best of them. Besides, I’m down one Glock at the moment. Boy, how I miss Ethel. And here she didn’t even have a name while she was with me.

      The Egyptian Room is a restaurant up front and a belly dancing studio in the rear.

      Meg shakes her head as we’re led toward our belly dancing nirvana by a woman in silk pink and gold pajamas.

      “Business in the front, party in the back.” My sister shoots me a sly eye. “Do your boyfriends know you’re on the loose tonight?”

      Keelie snickers. “Please, Lottie’s on their radar. Not only that, but Noah told her he’s got a tracking device on her car. I wouldn’t be surprised if we bumped into them to—”

      She stops mid-sentence, and every part of me freezes when I see it myself.

      “Noah?” I step off the beaten path and stagger into the dining room to find him seated with Cormack enjoying what looks to be delicious Egyptian cuisine.

      “Lottie.” His lids fly up like roller shades. “I can explain.”

      Cormack swats him with her linen napkin, and personally I’m cheering her on in that department.

      “We just came from our very first couple’s counseling session.” She giggles like a schoolgirl. Cormack looks exquisite tonight in a bright red dress, her hair glossy in perfect gold ringlets running down her back. “And guess what? He’s signed us up for a couple’s belly dancing lesson! Isn’t that perfectly romantic?”

      Meg laughs under her breath. “Perfectly.”

      “So that’s what this is about,” I mutter. “I can’t be a part of your schemes because you already have a partner—your fiancé.” I turn Meg back around and we join Keelie and the waitress kind enough to navigate us to the bowels of this establishment. “Onward and forward.” I’m getting to Janelle first.

      The studio in the back is spacious and airy. The floors are comprised of dark stained wood, and there’s an oversized mirror that takes up the entire wall in front of us.

      A smattering of women and couples are already here, and I spot Janelle herself right up front. I don’t waste any time as I speed over.

      “Janelle Hastings?” I say in that exaggerated tone people utilize for the classmates of yesteryear. “Is that you?”

      Of course, it’s her. That blonde hair of hers is swept up into a bun, and she looks just as perky and delightful as she was the night I met her. Her nose is turned up a hair, and her lips are naturally pouty. She has an air of likability about her and an—owl over her shoulder.

      “Boo!” Owlbert chortles and hoots as he floats above her. “She’s the one, isn’t she, Lottie? That’s why you’re here. That’s why I’m here!”

      I twist my lips at him before reverting my attention to her. “Amanda introduced us that horrible night. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Oh my goodness, yes!” Her whole affect brightens. “What in the world are you doing here?”

      Meg pops up next to me. “It’s her bachelorette party. We’re hoping you can teach her all the tips and tricks to keep her man happy at home.”

      A guttural laugh emits from her. “You betcha. Hey? When’s the wedding?”

      “July,” I say without thinking and cringe on cue once I realize the proximity of my bachelorette party to the main event.

      “Wow, you’re really starting early, but I commend you.” She winces. “Amanda wasn’t your wedding planner, was she?”

      “She sure was.”

      “Well, don’t worry. I hear Hazel has absorbed all of her clients.” She rolls her eyes. “Hazel has spent her whole life living in Amanda’s shadow. I guess you could say she’s really stepping into her own these days—her own sister’s life.”

      I sort of came to that conclusion myself.

      “Come on. It’s time to get started!” She claps the class to attention, and we’re all positioned to stand in rows.

      Noah and Cormack sneak in the back just as the music gets going. It’s twangy and sultry, and every now and then it sounds as if someone is clanging pots and pans.

      Noah scoots in close to me.

      “Lottie.” His dimples dig in deep, and he has that look on his face as if imploring me to understand.

      “Don’t you Lottie me.”

      “Lottie?” Janelle waves from the front. “Since you’re the bride-to-be, let’s have you come up and demonstrate.”

      Noah’s brows arch. “Bride-to-be?”

      “That’s right, Detective Fox. Two can play at that game. And who knows? I may not be playing.”

      I make my way up front, and Janelle teaches me how to sway and swivel my hips with the best of them.

      “All right!” Janelle cries out over the music as Owlbert floats in our midst, observing the masses while purring like a feline. He’s a boy that way. He’s probably enjoying this immensely. They often do.

      “Lottie, your husband is really going to thank you once he sees his big surprise!” Janelle doesn’t mind throwing it out there, and I look to make sure Noah is receiving it. Sure enough, he looks as if he’s about to be sick.  “Now let’s get a couple down here.”

      Cormack hops up and barks like a seal until Janelle waves them down front, and I’m quick to reprise my spot between Keelie and Meg.

      “All right, mister,” Janelle belts it out to Noah. “Hold her by the hips and really feel her move.” Cormack does her best to swivel as if her relationship hinged on every move those hips were capable of. “See this, Lottie? This is how you’ll encourage your partner to participate. There is nothing more sensual than having the love of your life share this delicate dance with you.”

      Or with Cormack.

      Cormack shakes a little too hard, her hips a little too eager to grind their way over to Noah’s, and Janelle shakes her head at the maneuver.

      “No, no.” Janelle plucks Cormack out of Noah’s arms. “Lottie, why don’t you come down here and show Cormack how you move and glide? It needs to be loose and fluid. Lottie, you really are a natural.”

      Meg shoves me forward. “Go on Lot. Show ’em what you got.”

      I growl at both her and Janelle—and mostly Noah.

      Owlbert buzzes from above. “This is amazing, Lottie! It seems at every turn you and Noah are forced into one another’s arms. It must be fate.”

      “Or very bad timing,” I mutter as I step up, and Janelle lands Noah’s hot hands over my hips. I can still feel the heat from Cormack’s body on his sticky fingers, and it makes my blood boil.

      Janelle moves my hips and away I go.

      “Very good!” She offers me a spontaneous applause. “Keep it up until the music stops.” She takes off to bark out orders at the rest of the class while I wiggle for Noah, and Cormack huffs at our side.

      “She’s right.” Noah’s dimples look as if they’re mocking me. “You’re a natural, Lottie.” His eyes glaze over with lust, and soon enough he’s bedroom eyeing me. “Come over tonight,” he whispers it low—lest his fiancée hear the salacious offer.

      “I can’t. I have to show off my moves to Everett.”

      He frowns. “Word on the street is you’re giving him the cold shoulder, too.”

      “Word on the street is that I don’t like that word on the street that the two of you are sharing words behind my back.” I don’t even care if that made one iota of sense. I’m sick and tired of Noah trying to protect me by way of leaving me in the dark. “And guess what? I found a pattern of break-ins and bank heists that fit the pattern of those imbeciles who held us up. It stems from Florida to South Carolina”—I watch as his eyes enlarge as I go on—“Virginia to Pennsylvania to—”

      “New York to Vermont.” He closes his eyes a moment as I swivel in close.

      “You know?”

      “Of course, I know,” he smothers the words with ego.

      “What else do you know?”

      He looks perturbed by the conversation. “That’s for me to know and for you not to find out. Lottie, please.”

      “Cormack?” I slip out of his grasp and pull her in my place. “Dance for your fiancé. It really is such an aphrodisiac.”

      The class wraps up, and I sic both Meg and Keelie on Noah. Under no circumstances are they to let him out of their sight.

      I head over to Janelle as she’s packing up her things.

      “Wonderful class. Expect a basket of muffins sent over by my fiancé. Baked by me, of course.” I belt out a laugh as Owlbert lands heavy on my shoulder. Geez! He weighs as much as a toddler. “So, what do you think happened to Amanda? I mean, she told me all about that drama between her and Connie before she passed. You don’t think Connie did her in, did you?”

      Too much? I can’t tell, but I thought it was best to get it out there.

      Her blue eyes jet out like hardboiled eggs. “She told you that? I thought she’d go to the grave denying it. You know, to hear Mark tell it, he’s the innocent one in all this. He’s just trying to save face by going around telling anyone who’ll listen that he broke up with Connie first like a real gentleman blah, blah, blah.” She makes a face. “The truth is, he was two-timing Connie for months.”

      “With Amanda?”

      She nods. “Amanda had the perfect cover. She told Connie that she and Mark had real estate to look at, and it was true in the beginning. Soon enough, they were doing it in every empty house in Honey Hollow.” Lainey’s new house comes to mind and I cringe. “Her brothers got wind of it. That’s when the relationship hit the fan and he really broke it off with Connie.”

      “How did Connie react?”

      “She didn’t.” She slips a backpack over her shoulder, indicating she’s ready to leave. “That’s the strange part, don’t you think?”

      “Are you’re implying Connie did this?”

      “I don’t know. There are so many other things that were going wrong for poor Amanda. That whole drama with her parents dying. Slater wasn’t happy at all.”

      “What drama was that? Who’s Slater?”

      “Her brother. Apparently, there was some glitch in the will—or with some bank account? I’m not really up on the details, but Amanda thought she’d better lawyer up and Connie was going to set her up with her gal.”

      I bet that’s Fiona.

      “How about Hazel? Was she upset?”

      “I don’t know. Amanda only ever complained about Slater. They weren’t too close at the end.”

      “But he was there the night of my engagement party.” That still feels strange to say.

      She nods. “He’s good friends with Chrissy. And, of course, Chrissy and Mark are inseparable.”

      “So maybe Slater did this? Although, I can’t imagine a sibling being responsible for such a grisly death.”

      “This is true. Something was definitely going on with her, though. Just a couple days before her death, she made mention of going to the police. Something to do with people getting ripped off. I don’t know. And I could never tell if she was afraid of her brother. It sure seemed that way at times.”

      “Huh.” The picture seems to be filling in, but too bad it’s still fuzzy. “Is there anyone else she talked to? Another friend she might have confided in the last few days?”

      She shakes her head as she looks to the ceiling. “Outside of Connie and me, I can’t think of—” She snaps her fingers. “There was that guy, the cute pastor? She said they were great friends. She spent a ton of time at that church up in Honey Hollow. You know, weddings and funerals every weekend. She said he was a great ear to bend. He might know something.”

      “Pastor Gaines?” This flummoxes me.

      “That’s the guy!” She claps her hands in my face for getting it right. “But you might be wasting your time speaking with him. You know, that whole confidentially thing those guys have. Anyway, whoever killed Amanda that night wasn’t thinking, if you ask me. Why kill her in a crowd when you could have done it in private?”

      “The more suspects, I suppose?”

      “I guess. But none of this makes sense. Despite her flaws, Amanda was well-liked. I used to tease her that even the people she hurt the most still liked her.” She shrugs.

      “You mean Connie?”

      “And me.” Her face turns an instant shade of crimson. “Make it Happen was my baby until Amanda thought she could make a few improvements. And before you know it, she was running the show. I stepped aside and eventually sold it to her for a couple hundred dollars. I guess I wasn’t cut out for that line of work.” Her lips press white. “But then, she’s not cut out for it now, is she?” She scoops up her boombox. “Excuse me.” She takes off, and a cold chill runs through me.

      Owlbert flies right through my chest, but that doesn’t explain the icy shivers running up my spine.

      Noah comes up along with my sister and Keelie.

      “What did you glean, Lottie?” he asks, burying those evergreen eyes into mine.

      “Nothing. And everything,” I say hypnotically. “Let’s get out of here.”

      All the way home I think about what Janelle revealed.

      Connie seems far too nice and forgiving. Not even mentioning a betrayal that big? Of course, she didn’t. She knew revenge was coming. And Slater? A will or a bank account? I smell greed. I know all about that drama intimately. And then, there’s Janelle herself. She could be deflecting me with all that talk about why the killer chose the engagement party as a venue for death. But that revelation toward the end?

      Janelle Hastings had her company stolen right from underneath her.

      It seems Amanda Wellington was well-versed in stealing boyfriends and companies.

      And ultimately, it drove someone to steal the most precious thing of all—her life.
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      The next day, I decide to progress my investigation by asking my mother and her questionable boyfriend out to dinner.

      I knew there was trouble in paradise when she asked which one. But, of course, I insisted she bring Pastor Gaines. No offense to Mayor Nash, but he won’t do me any good as far as moving this case along. And since I’ve dubbed this a double date, I had to go about the business of eating crow.

      Since Noah crawled up on my already rattled nerves last night and burrowed on in, I quickly scratched his name off the list of potential prospects. I texted Everett the invite and he agreed to meet me for dinner, but only if I’d agree to a nightcap at his place later. My mouth watered just thinking about heading to Everett’s place in just a few short hours.

      How I miss those wild kisses, those wild nights we spent lighting his entire house on fire with our desire. And, of course, I feel like a ninny for even thinking about any of that because Noah and I are supposed to either find closure or each other. I can’t help it, though. I’m weak.

      Mom and I settled on the Honey Pot Diner. For as much as I walk in and out of that establishment all week, I hardly ever dine there, so it’s a perfect excuse to partake in whatever feasts the master chefs have on special.

      It’s well into the evening. The sun set hours ago, and the crisp autumn breeze whistles outside the window we’re seated by as the moon illuminates the maples a magical shade of yellow.

      Inside the Honey Pot, the large resin oak tree is aglow with twinkle lights. Nearly every table is filled to capacity—a few townies, but mostly tourists. A group of young men laugh boisterously nearby, and I happen to glance over just as a young man with red hair, a pushed-in nose, and wide-set eyes does a double take my way and glowers as if I was admonishing them. That’s not true. I couldn’t care less how loud they were as long as they paid their bill and tipped Keelie twice what she was due.

      I scoot my seat closer to Everett and decide not to look past this table for the rest of the night.

      Both my mother and I decide on the lemon chicken, and both Everett and Pastor Gaines have decided on the surf and turf special.

      Everett looks dangerously handsome tonight in his jet-black suit with gray pinstripes, and his tie gleams as if it were filled with stars. There’s something supernatural about Everett’s comely looks regardless of his glowing tie. He’s a man’s man through and through, and I can’t help but become hypnotized by him.

      He and Pastor Gaines are busy carrying on a conversation about some law that Pastor Gaines inquired about, but I’m too love-struck to keep up with it.

      “Psst.” My mother gives my arm a quick tap and snaps me out of my Everett-induced trance. Her hair is lightened more than usual, giving it a buttercream appeal, and her lips are swathed a glossy cherry red. Miranda Lemon truly is a stunning woman. “You’re looking at him just the way I used to look at your father.” She touches her chest as if the idea melted her. “It must be true love, Lottie.”

      I glance to Everett, and every cell in my body heats up for him.

      It is love. That I can never deny.

      Our food comes, and Pastor Gaines says a quick blessing. No sooner do I open my eyes than I spot Owlbert on the table doing his best to peck away at Pastor Gaines’ sirloin.

      “Please, Lottie, do something about this inability to digest. You can’t expect us to show up at a meal this tempting and not steal a bite or two.”

      I do feel guilty about that. But since there’s nothing I can do about his present digestive wishes, I can at least get right to the chase—or case as it were.

      “Pastor Gaines”—I start, picking up my fork—“Hazel tells me she’s filling in her sister’s shoes. How’s she working out for you?”

      His eyes flit to the ceiling a moment. “Hazel is no Amanda, but she’s learning the ropes. She booked a live band for a funeral and had a eulogy set out for a wedding I did last week.”

      We all share a warm laugh on her behalf, and I casually pick up Everett’s hand in the event Owlbert feels the need to squawk his mind.

      Owlbert hops my way, landing smack in the middle of Everett’s side of mashed potatoes. “Good work. You’ve warmed him up. Now go in for the kill.”

      I glance to Everett and smile before reverting my attention to Pastor Gaines. “Hazel seems like a sweet girl. But Amanda was a powerhouse.”

      Mom chortles when I say powerhouse. My mother is a powerhouse in and of herself, so I’m guessing she likes the camaraderie.

      “That she was.” He lifts a brow. “Amanda could do spectacular things that Hazel can never do.”

      Mom clicks her tongue at him. “Now don’t say that. I’m sure Hazel will rise to the occasion.”

      Why would Pastor Gaines close off to Hazel like that? A thought occurs to me.

      “Amanda once told me you were very close friends.” She didn’t, but that’s beside the point.

      His eyes widen, and for once that creepy smile glides off his face as he glances to my mother.

      “We were. She was a sweet soul. Lost her parents earlier this year and was in need of counseling. Of course, I stepped onto the scene just a few months ago myself, but I lent her an ear whenever she needed it.”

      Mom breaks apart her dinner roll in anguish. “The poor girl. Losing one parent is bad enough, but both of them? Do you know what happened?”

      “Helicopter crash.” He nods. “They were touring a volcano in South America and it went down.”

      “That’s terrible.” I shudder as I think about it. “And how terrible for Amanda and her siblings. She has a brother, too, right?”

      “Slater.” The creepy smile bounces back to his lips. “Amanda didn’t care much for him. He felt slighted by her—something to do with a joint bank account that belonged to their parents. Perhaps a will?” He shakes his head as if he were unclear on that.

      Note to self: Speak to Slater.

      “Well, I certainly understand how things can go south quickly whenever there’s a will involved.”

      Mom lifts her glass as if she were toasting me. “But, Lottie has a court date set for next Thursday concerning the will she’s involved in, and we’re confident she will come out the victor.”

      Everett gives my hand a light squeeze, his lips curling at the tips. “It sounds as if you’ll be in my neck of the woods. Please feel free to stop by my chambers if you get a chance.”

      “That sounds like an exciting date.” My entire body sizzles from head to toe as I recall our last dalliance in his coital chambers. I do believe my motion to speak was denied and a good time was had by all.

      Everett’s chest thunders with a barely-there laugh because I have a feeling we’re sharing the same memory.

      “Speaking of exciting dates”—Mom starts in, and I’m terrified we’re getting too far off the subject of Amanda—“I ran your idea of having Keelie and Bear’s surprise engagement party at the Apple Festival by Becca and she’s simply in love.”

      “Great. I’ll hire Hazel.” I look to Pastor Gaines. “It’s something Amanda would have jumped on. Speaking of Amanda again, has her fiancé come by for counseling?”

      His lips pull into a line as if the mention of her fiancé makes him sick.

      “No, he hasn’t. But why would he? He and Amanda were on the rocks right before she perished.”

      Owlbert squawks as if it were news to him.

      “They were?” It’s the first I’m hearing of this. “They seemed so happy at the engagement dinner.”

      He nods through a bite. “They remained good friends. Mark Russo likes to remain on good terms with those he’s parting ways with. He was eyeing other women, but Amanda had her sights set elsewhere, too.”

      “Really?” I can’t focus on anything but extracting all I can from him. I certainly can’t focus on my food.

      “Oh yes. She was a lover and not a fighter.” He gives a sly wink my way, and I’m not sure I’m loving the implication.

      “Amanda was spirited,” Everett adds, his eyes pinned directly on Pastor Gaines because I can tell he wants more. “I guess you could say she was passionate.”

      He nods vigorously as he takes a sip of his water. “As passionate as they come.”

      Wait a minute… Was Amanda having an affair with Pastor Gaines? Or did my mind just jump over a horny hurdle that wasn’t there to begin with?

      Mom’s lips twitch, and I can tell she suspects something, too. Well, this is certainly a bombshell I had no intention to unleash.

      Dinner drags on with Mom trying her best to keep the conversation alive.

      We each order a slice of my apple pie for dinner. The Cutie Pie provides all the sweet treats for the Honey Pot Diner, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      And all the while Everett’s leg is pressing over mine, my leg wrapping around his with glee. His hand warms mine, and I’m about to faint with desire if he takes it a single step further.

      We wrap it up and say goodnight. Mom and Pastor Gaines take off, and we watch them as Everett warms me in the chilly night air.

      Owlbert circles the sky above before diving down low. “Something is not right, Lottie. There is just something odd about that man. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      I look up at Everett. “I agree.”

      He gives a slight nod. “We’ll figure it out.” His hand dips down and warms my lower back, and we move as if we’re slow dancing in the breeze.

      A breath hitches in my throat. “I think we’re about to figure something else out, too.”

      “How about we head back to my place and continue this slow dance?”

      Everett speeds us back to Country Cottage Road, and we speed our way right into his living room.

      We figure it all out and complicate things a heck of a lot more in the process.

      Everett knows he’s my weakness, and he certainly isn’t playing fair.
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      It took a google search—which yielded nothing, and a quick conversation with Hazel to learn that Slater works as a bartender at a place called the Devil’s Punchbowl, an upscale bar in Fallbrook.

      I didn’t come right out and ask Hazel anything about her brother. I had to skirt the issue by way of hiring her to help with Keelie’s surprise engagement party. It turns out, Hazel’s price points are a bit steeper than her sister’s were, but she did say she would give me a significant discount if I brought her sister’s killer to justice. Of course, I assured her I would do my best to make this happen. And I plan to.

      As soon as we hung up, I called the smarmy so-called upscale establishment to confirm whether or not Slater was on the schedule tonight, and thankfully he is.

      And since I have no intention on showing up to a place called the Devil’s Punchbowl all by my lonesome, I rustled up my posse, which includes Lily, Naomi, and Alex—a threesome that is destined for heartbreak and maybe a broken nose or two—I should know, I’m still playing that horrific game—Cormack and Noah, Everett and myself. To be fair, Noah and Cormack are coming off a counseling session in the area. And honestly, she’s harder to ditch than a bad habit.

      The entire lot of us congregates outside of the establishment and takes a moment to observe the neon pitchforks set at either side of the entry. A pair of elongated horns that gives the illusion they’re on fire sits above the threshold to the entry, pointing up at a flashing neon sign bearing its wicked moniker. A smaller neon sign boasts the fact that every night is karaoke night.

      “Wonderful,” I say as I look to Everett. “I don’t suppose you’re up for doing a little crooning.”

      “Not if my legal seat depended on it.”

      “I’m in.” Cormack snaps her fingers as if she were already on stage.

      “Me too,” Naomi coos into Alex’s ear.

      Noah’s doppelgänger fights the goofy grin doing its best to erupt over his face. “I’m in, too.”

      “Really?” Lily and I say in unison. You can bet I’ll be snagging a front row seat to hear Noah’s brother belt out a tune.

      “Yes, really. Our mother had both Noah and me in choir for as long as I can remember. We’re both perfectly capable of carrying a tune.”

      Both Naomi and Lily swoon hard.

      Okay, so I’m silently swooning myself. There is nothing sexier than a hot detective that can carry a note.

      “You’ll have to delight us, Detective Fox.” I try to keep it formal since Cormack is pawing all over him. He’s tried to casually deflect her, but she nearly fell over the last time and he ended up scooping her into his arms instead. I don’t doubt for a minute that Cormack knows what she’s doing.

      Alex and his harem head inside.

      Everett threads his arm through mine before looking to Noah. “Come on, choir boy. It’s showtime.”

      Cormack giggles up a storm as we head on in, and instantly I’m both floored and offended by the atmosphere. Red lights glare down at us from above, giving the room a smoky hellish appeal, and I suppose that’s the point. Booths are strewn about with oversized cushioned leather backrests, and there are riding crops hanging from each one as if ready to use at the patron’s discretion. The counter of the bar is lined with handcuffs encased under a glass surface, and a bevy of ropes and other toys of sexual destruction hang in various places around the establishment.

      The karaoke is going strong. And whoever that woman is up on stage, she’s killing it with a cover of a song I must have belted out myself a thousand times when I was in high school. But I can’t see her. The stage is far deeper inside the club, and I’ve already spotted Slater serving up drinks right here at the bar.

      Noah leans in. His heady cologne holds the scent of every one of our carnal memories, and it makes me feel bad for indulging in that heavy-duty make-out session with Everett the other night. But, then again, Noah is fresh off his counseling session with his newly minted fiancée.

      Naomi grabs ahold of Alex. “Let’s get in line for the karaoke. I’m thinking a duet. Something slow and romantic.” She glances to Lily. “Maybe you and that scary bartender can dance to it?”

      Lily growls as they take off and head for the dance floor instead. No one is ever going to accuse Lily of being shy.

      Cormack pulls Noah toward the dance floor. “Come on, Boss. Let’s show ’em what we’re made of.”

      Everett’s chest bucks with a silent laugh. “Sing us a song while you’re at it.”

      Noah rambles out twelve different excuses all at once just as the woman on stage hits a high note destined to shatter glass and eardrums alike.

      Everett’s brows peak as he cranes his neck, trying to get a better look at the stage.

      “I’ll be right back, Lemon.”

      He takes off and Cormack gloms onto his arm, begging him for just one spin on the dance floor.

      “And then there were two,” I flatline as I look to Noah.

      He motions toward a couple of seats at the bar and we take them. “How was your day?”

      “It’s ending in Hades, so if that’s any indication...” I can’t help the downer routine. I’ll admit, there’s a part of me that’s very much envious of Cormack Featherby. Why is she always with Noah? I get that he’s trying to break off their non-relationship gently—in fact, I was the one who encouraged him to do so, but in the end—as greedy as it sounds, I’m afraid of losing Noah again. Of course, he’s no longer mine to lose. After I lost him abruptly last winter, it sort of traumatized my heart. I guess you can say that Cormack has been a trigger in that sense.

      I press my shoulder playfully to his. “How was counseling? Are you and the missus on the road to happily ever after?”

      His dimples flirt shamelessly with me. Come to think of it, so is he. “Tonight was the first real session. I pulled the counselor aside before we began and let her know that I was trying to break it off with Cormack. I explained the situation to her, and she said this sounded like a classic obsessive compulsive relationship disorder.”

      “Who has the disorder? You or her?” I couldn’t help it. He walked into that one.

      “Very funny.” He presses his shoulder gently to mine. “I also told her about you.”

      My cheeks flush with heat. “Me?” This takes me aback. “I’m surprised you remembered who I was.” I’m teasing again but also still stunned.

      “Lottie,” my name presses from him, low and guttural, just the way it used to in our most intimate moments. “You are unforgettable. I’ve tattooed you over my heart, my mind—and when I close my eyes at night, your beautiful face is right there staring back at me. I breathe you, Lottie. I remember who we are, and I’m hoping that I’m right about who we’ll be.”

      My heart detonates one raucous explosion at a time as I look deeply into his lime-green eyes.

      “What can I get for you?” a chipper male voice calls from across the counter, and I clear my throat as I look to none other than Slater Wellington himself. His hair was red to begin with, so in this garish light it makes it look as if it’s aflame. His smile is warm, and if I squint, I can see Amanda hiding there in his features.

      I open my mouth as if to say something, then scoot back in my seat a notch. “It’s you,” I say enthusiastically. Works every time—I hope. “I recognize you from my engagement party.”

      He blinks over at Noah and me. “That’s right. But weren’t the two of you engaged to different people?” He holds out a hand. “Never mind. You’re in a safe place. I’m not saying a word. What can I get for you lovebirds tonight?”

      “Oh”—I look to Noah, unsure of how we got to this awkward place—“just a tonic water for me.”

      “Beer.” Noah waits until Slater disappears to work on our orders to say anything. “I think I like where he’s going with this. Your hotel room or mine?”

      A familiar cologne engulfs us. “I heard that.”

      We turn to find not just Everett, but his sister, Meghan, as well.

      Her dark hair is slightly mussed, and she’s red-faced as if she ran a mile around the dance floor. “Well, if it isn’t Lucky Lottie and my favorite brother.” She winks at Noah. “Don’t tell the others.” She pulls us into an impromptu rather sweaty embrace. “Group hug!” The scent of vodka plumes from her as she says it.

      Everett frowns as he helps her into the seat next to me. “Meghan is here with friends. Male friends.” He scowls back at the dance floor.

      “Did you hear me singing?” she practically roars the words out at Noah and me.

      “That was you?” This floors me. “You were fantastic!”

      “Essex’s got a set of pipes, too,” she laments. “Rumor has it, he only uses them in the bedroom.”

      He does, but it’s strictly in the capacity of barking out orders. Everett likes to be in charge of the carnal production, and I’ve never minded one bit.

      She dips her chin my way. “But you know all about that, don’t you? My brother has always been a hot commodity. I’ve often wondered if he’d ever settle down. I didn’t think it would happen, but I’m glad it’s with someone like you, Lucky. Hey? You don’t mind if I call you Lucky, do you?”

      “I don’t see why not.” Join the club, I want to say. Not many women seem to care for my proper moniker anyway.

      Noah flinches as if he thought it was funny. “Or you can call her Lemon. Your least favorite brother can’t seem to get her name right either.”

      “Oh?” her voice squeals as if Noah just let a juicy morsel fly. “Do I sense a little dissension among family?”

      Slater comes back with our drinks. “Hey, hot stuff.” He holds out his fist, and Meghan gives him a knuckle bump. “You were great out there.”

      “Yeah, but then this killjoy showed up and hauled me off stage.” She hitches her thumb at Everett.

      “You had a line six deep waiting their turn,” Everett is quick to defend himself. “And you needed to hydrate yourself.” He looks over at Slater. “Coffee, black, and a beer for me.”

      Meghan groans, “There he goes again. Look out, Lucky. Once you hitch yourself to my brother, all the fun goes out the window. There’s no one more by the book than this guy.” She glances to Noah. “Except maybe that guy.”

      I’m starting to think I have a type.

      Slater takes off again, and I frown. I’ll have to catch him once he comes back. But in the meantime…

      “So you know Slater?” I say, leaning in toward Meghan, then quickly regret it as the scent of vodka nearly knocks me out of my chair.

      “We go way back. I’m a regular here. I’ve been drinking the devil’s trash can punch for years now.” She swings in toward my ear. “I may have slept with the guy a time or two.”

      “Geez.” Everett nearly has a heart attack on the spot.

      Noah chuckles. “Don’t worry, Essex. She’s just taking a cue from you.”

      Meghan cackles if it were the funniest thing in the world and slaps Noah five right over my shoulder.

      “Are the rumors true?” She nods his way. “Are the two of you sharing Lucky here? Is this one lucky lady or what?”

      “No,” they both grunt in unison.

      She laughs so hard she’s wheezing. “Me thinks they protest too much. So let’s hear it, Lucky. Who’s better in the sack? Keep the details fuzzy. I’m still clocking in as a sibling.”

      “Right.” I give a nervous glance back at Noah.

      “It’s Noah?” She slaps the counter as she explodes with laughter once again.

      “I never said it was Noah.” I shake my head vigorously at Everett.

      “So it’s this guy.” She rolls her eyes. “I guess the rumors are true. There used to be a line outside of his college apartment. But that’s back when he was honing his chops.” She shoots Noah with her fingers. “I lost touch with this guy for a while. You married what’s her face. And now you’re getting hitched again to what’s her other face. You do realize you’re setting yourself up for a lifetime of Chanel bags and couture runs to Paris. I never figured you for that kind of a guy. You seem far more down-to-earth. Like you should be marrying a baker, too. You know—come to think of it, if you and Essex were smashed into one person, you’d make a hell of a guy.”

      I’ve often thought the same thing.

      “But this way there’s plenty of you to go around. And no offense, and I will totally deny this once I’m sober”—she leans in—“but Essex is getting the better end of the deal. You should ditch the Featherhead while you can and find yourself a girl like Lucky.”

      Noah’s eyes flit to mine. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      Cormack jumps onto his back, and a part of me is terrified that gun strapped to his hip will go off in the process.

      “It’s a hoot out there! Come on, Boss. You owe me a spin.”

      He shakes his head, then stops midway. “I think that’s Alex singing. Excuse me, but I’ve got to see this.”

      “Whoohoo!” Cormack whoops it up, bopping him all the way to the dance floor as Noah navigates his way through it.

      Slater comes back with the coffee and the beer. “Made it fresh for the freshest woman in the club, and I mean that.” He nods to Everett. “The girl likes to get lucky.”

      Everett is back to growling before turning to his sister. “Do I need to keep you on a leash?”

      Slater flips a towel over his shoulder. “Funny you should ask. She likes that, too.”

      “Enough.” Everett all but threatens to cut the poor guy.

      “How are you doing?” I ask, pulling Slater’s attention away from the sexual intervention Everett seems to be having with his sister.

      Slater comes over and mops up the bar between us. “Not well, but thank you for asking. Mandy and I might not have been as close as I would have liked in the end, but I still miss her fiercely.” His lips turn down hard. “Life changes on a dime. You have to really appreciate those around you, because you never know when they might be gone.”

      “I feel those words right down to my weary bones,” I say, curling my glass in my hand. “My dad died way back when, and that grief still lives with me today. I’d do anything to have another day with him.”

      He glances to the wall as if he were looking right through it. “I get it. The thing with Mandy is, it wasn’t her time. Someone did this to her.”

      “Do you have any idea who would want to do something like this?”

      “Me,” he says it flatly, and I startle to attention. The conversation—or argument—to my right between Everett and Meghan stilts for a moment as well. “It’s true.” He pulls a bottle out and starts flipping it before putting it back. “I had enough rage in me—I said I could have done it, but I didn’t mean it. It’s the kind of thing you say when you’re a kid with no real malice behind it. Yes, I was angry, but I wouldn’t have killed my sister.” His voice cracks. “My parents hadn’t made up a formal will yet. They were in the middle of it. Who could blame them? They were young. But they did put Mandy’s name on their bank accounts. In the event anything happened, we could access their funds. Mandy was the oldest, and in their eyes the most responsible. Hazel and I were just kids at the time, so it made sense. And even though Mandy claimed to love both Hazel and me, she decided she knew how to spend their money best. She didn’t see the need to share. She said she’d invest in something for the three of us.”

      “What did she invest in?”

      “Herself. That company she swiped from Janelle. But then, that’s how Mandy got ahead in every aspect of life—taking what wasn’t hers.”

      So I’ve heard.

      “Did Amanda have any enemies that you’re aware of?”

      “You mean, did she have any friends that I’m aware of?” He cocks his head thoughtfully to the side. “You know, come to think of it, she did mention some preacher she was getting close to. We were hit-and-miss with conversations these last few months, but she’d ring me up and we’d chat a bit. She wasn’t going to budge on the money, but she wanted to maintain ties. Mandy always did want to have her cake and eat it, too.”

      Meghan moans to life. “I never did get that expression. Everyone who has a cake wants to eat it. What the heck is wrong with someone who has a cake and doesn’t want to eat it? It’s a common courtesy to the cake.” Another angry groan comes from her. “Speaking of which, what does a girl have to do to get a little cake around here?” She pounds the bar three times fast.

      “All right, cake girl.” Everett plucks her out of her seat. “Lemon, I’m going to have to take her home. There’s no way I can leave her here in this state.”

      “Please, don’t worry about me. I’m sure Noah and Cormack will give me a ride back.”

      “Okay.” He comes over and lands a searing kiss to my cheek. “Don’t stay out too late. The freaks come out at night as evidenced.” He points hard to his sister, and she swats him as he navigates her out of the bar.

      Slater clicks his tongue at her. “She’s a good one. Doesn’t know her limit, though. She reminds me a lot of Mandy. She had it good with that billionaire. But, rumor has it, she gave him the boot.”

      “What? I mean, she mentioned to me they were on the rocks. I had no idea about the boot thing.” Okay, so she didn’t tell me directly. Pastor Gaines mentioned they were on the rocks.

      He frowns at the ceiling. “Maybe she didn’t give him the boot quite yet, but she mentioned something about trouble with a man she was with and that she was going to take care of him. Something about turning evidence over to the police.”

      That’s the second time I’m hearing this. Janelle said the very same thing.

      Someone calls him from the other end of the bar and he excuses himself politely.

      I head deeper into the establishment just in time to hear Alex making all the women in the room swoon as he belts out a love song while Cormack rocks her body against Noah’s side.

      Noah glances my way before doing a double take and heading over, sans the barnacle doing her best to adhere to him.

      “May I have this dance?”

      “Does it come with six counseling sessions and a blonde?”

      His brows dip as he swallows a laugh. “Come here.” He takes me in his arms, and our bodies move to the soothing rhythm of his brother’s voice.

      “Did you get anywhere with Slater?”

      “No.”

      “You will. Who’s next on the list?”

      “I think I’ll revisit Pastor Gaines.”

      “Perfect. I’ll go with you. We’ll ask him to marry us.”

      A laugh bubbles from my throat.

      Mrs. Noah Fox. Just last year I thought it was doable. I wanted it. Okay, I more than wanted it. And here we are, all these months later, and it feels like a pipe dream.

      “Something tells me Cormack doesn’t like to share her toys.” I glance her way as she tosses what looks to be granny panties up at Alex.

      “I don’t think Everett does either.”

      Noah drives us home, with me in the back seat and Cormack up front as his official plus one. In his defense, Cormack called shotgun.

      I have a feeling she’ll be doing just that forever.

      Thank God I have more than I need to distract me. A killer. Thieves. A house full of ghosts. And an ornery judge who likes to lay down the law in the bedroom.

      For Noah and me, the road to reconciliation feels as if it grows wider and wider by the moment.
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      The next afternoon the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is bustling and hustling at the seams.

      Not only has my mother offloaded her Haunted Honey Hollow tourists my way—and, oh my stars, she’s selling shirts now—but Holland called from the orchard and put in an enormous order for my apple turnovers with their infamous caramel dipping sauce. In between impossible amounts of bodies clamoring for turnovers, I’ve been trying to place orders for more supplies in keeping up with the demand.

      Once the chaos dies down, both Lily and I sigh in unison.

      “Geez, Lottie. I never thought working here would be akin to a marathon. You do realize I have a tracking device on my wrist, and each day I surpass the ten thousand steps I’m allotted to have.”

      “You’re allotted to have as many as you like—and good thing, too, because I’m positive we just did twenty.”

      She checks her Fit Watch. “You’re right. We’re about to break a record.” A wicked grin plays on her lips. “You know what else I broke a record doing?”

      “Eating all the batter out of the side of the mixer once I pulled the cookie dough? Honestly, I’ve never seen it so clean. Good work, Lily.”

      “No.” She leans in, her eyes sparkling with devilish delight. “Beating Naomi to the mattress punch with Alex Fox.”

      “What?” I swat her arm with the kitchen towel in my hand as if she were on fire. And she will be once Naomi catches her. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Nope. Naomi may have sung a decent duet with him last night, but we made our own music once he took me to my place. Naomi was the first drop-off of the night, so I made my move by inviting him in for a drink.”

      “That’s a lure that Everett uses often with me, and it’s usually enough to cinch the deal.” True confession.

      “Whose playbook do you think I ripped it out of?”

      “Oh. Eww.” I wrinkle my nose at the implication, even though I’m well aware of Everett’s history with Lily. And just about everyone else.

      Keelie comes in with her cheeks flushed, panting as if she just ran all the way over from New York.

      “Did you hear the news?” Her eyes flash like lightning.

      “You slept with Alex, too?” I’m teasing both Keelie and Lily at the very same time, and I don’t mind a bit.

      Lily takes the kitchen towel and swats me right back.

      “No.” Keelie takes a moment to giggle at Lily. “And congrats, by the way.”

      Lily nods. “Nobody gets the pleasure of telling Naomi but me.”

      “Done.” Keelie crosses her heart in haste. “Three different shops were broken into last night, right here on Main Street.”

      “What?” I grab ahold of her and pull her in. “Which ones? Did they catch the thieves?”

      “The Busy Bee Crafts Shop, the Wicked Wok, and the Woodhouse Grill.”

      “Oh my gosh.” Lily clasps her hands to her chest. “Lottie, we need to step up security around here.”

      Keelie shudders. “And to think, you’re here at ungodly hours all by yourself!”

      Lily wraps her arms around her body. “I don’t like it.”

      Keelie nods. “I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I,” a deep voice strums from behind, and the three of us jump as we look across the counter to see a handsome devil who just so happens to be packing some heat.

      “Noah,” I pant through my next breath. “You scared me. What are you up to today?”

      “I was wondering if you were up for a drive. I hear there’s a preacher you’d like to talk to.”

      “Sounds like a date,” I say, taking off my apron and tossing it to Lily.

      Lily catches it midair. “While you’re there, reserve the church for Alex and me. I’m hearing wedding bells!”

      Keelie belts out a laugh. “And Bear and me! I can’t wait to get me some wedding bells!”

      “Wedding bells,” I mutter under my breath as Noah and I take off into the icy arms of autumn.

      Something tells me the last thing we’ll be discussing is marriage.
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        * * *

      

      All of Vermont is bathed in orange and gold. Autumn has hit hard, turning our green belt of a state into a virtual playground for every citrine color. The lush fields and pines remain true to their verdant color, but every leaf has transformed into a thing of beauty as it masters the art of dying.

      Noah and I park just outside the offices of Honey Hollow Covenant Church and head on in where it’s toasty and warm. The office is light and bright—and surprisingly, it’s Hazel Wellington here to greet us. She’s sitting behind a desk, her red hair in a ponytail as she smiles up at us as we head her way. She’s donned a cranberry sweater and a matching scarf, and she looks like fall personified.

      “Hello, you two. Can you believe how chilly it is out there?” Her expression dims a notch. “Are you here because you have news on my sister’s killer?”

      “No.” I wince because I can only assume the torture she’s going through while she waits.

      “Oh.” Her shoulders droop with disappointment. “Then what can we do for you? I’m covering for the secretary.”

      Noah wraps an arm around my shoulder. “We’re here to get married.”

      We share a warm laugh. “Yes, a quickie wedding without a stitch of friends or family to witness the event.” I avert my eyes at the thought. Although, the more I think about it, the more romantic it sounds.

      “All right.” She thumbs around the desk until she procures a clipboard. “Sign here and here and Pastor Gaines will see you soon enough.”

      About ten minutes go by before a couple exits his office and we’re ushered inside in their place.

      “A marriage, Hazel tells me,” he teases with those smiling eyes.

      “Yes,” I say equally sarcastically. “And a few questions if you don’t mind.”

      “Not one bit. I always suspected it would be the two of you in the end. You have what they call chemistry. A wedding was bound to happen.” He hands me a basket of dried flowers no bigger than a paperback. “It never hurts to give it a go.”

      A shy smile comes to me as I look to Noah. “I suppose not.”

      His dimples press in as he links his arm with mine. “I couldn’t think of a soul I’d rather do this with.”

      “Sure wish I had Amanda here for the big day.” I shoot the words right to Pastor Gaines to see if he’s biting.

      That perma-smile contorts into something shy of agony. “How I wish dear sweet Amanda were with us as well. Any luck with the killer? Your mother says you’re the best, Lottie.”

      “None.” Great. No wonder his defenses are up. He knows we’re investigating. I’ll have to play up the wedding angle. I’m about to do just that when a swirl of stars spray up above and Owlbert Einstein materializes in his ghostly form.

      “Well, I’m anxious to marry this big strong man,” I say to Pastor Gaines, but I’m looking right into Noah’s deep green eyes.

      Owlbert squawks, “What did I miss? Oh, a wedding! A wedding? I’ll have to call the others, Lottie. Oh, they’ll never forgive me.”

      Noah threads his fingers through mine and kisses the back of my hand. “Our wedding will be the happiest day of my life, Lottie.”

      A breath hitches in my throat, my stomach bisects with heat, and my insides explode with butterflies all at once. This, right here, is the very best feeling. A part of me wants to believe this is all real.

      I clear my throat. It’s a struggle to break my gaze from Noah’s. “Pastor Gaines? Did Amanda ever confide in you about her life? You mentioned her relationship with Mark Russo was rocky. Do you think her fiancé would hurt her?”

      “Heavens.” His eerie smile expands. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that, but a man with that much money should be severely scrutinized in my opinion.”

      “I suppose it would hurt his ego if Amanda left him. But a man with money is never short on women.”

      Noah lifts a brow. “That’s true, but maybe Amanda had something on him.” He looks to Pastor Gaines. “Or on someone else?”

      The smile depletes from him momentarily, and he’s nearly unrecognizable. “Perhaps. A man like Mark Russo must have a secret or two. I suppose a man with money could make arrangements for that secret not to get out.”

      I glance to Noah. Both Janelle and Slater mentioned that she was threatening to go the police over something.

      “Strange, though.” I shrug over at Pastor Gaines. “You wouldn’t think a man like that would resort to poisoning someone. It’s such a horrible way to die.”

      “It was quick.” His lids widen a notch. “I had just spoken to her, and no sooner did a few minutes go by than you had discovered the body. The thought of the poor girl suffering pains me so.” His lips quiver as if this were truly the case.

      “She didn’t suffer long,” Noah offers. “The coroner confirmed she went quickly. Most likely passed out before she ever figured out what was happening. Her airways were constricting, and that might be why she went outside.”

      Unless the killer lured her out there, but I keep that tidbit to myself.

      Pastor Gaines tips his head to the side. “Come to think of it, I did see the man who was with her fiancé that night head out the door shortly after she left.”

      “Chrissy?” I look to Noah. Could Chrissy be hiding under our radar this entire time?

      Pastor Gaines picks up a small black Bible off his desk and opens it by way of a thin crimson ribbon.

      “I’ve done more weddings than funerals, and for that I’m thankful. Shall we proceed?”

      “Please,” I say as I turn to look at Noah. This is all in fun, all in the name of the investigation, but a tiny part of my heart wants this to be real.

      Pastor Gaines produces that infamous smile of his as he looks to the two of us. “Lottie, Detective Fox, you are about to embark on the most wonderful journey of your lives.”

      Noah gives my hand a squeeze. He’s so painfully handsome, I really could buy the fact he cleaned up just for our wedding day. His gaze penetrates mine so deeply that it feels as if he’s touching my very soul.

      “Noah, do you take Lottie to be your wedded wife? To care for in sickness and in health, to comfort and honor her, forsaking all others so long as you both shall live?”

      Noah’s eyes grow glassy as if his emotions were getting the better of him. “I do.”

      Pastor Gaines takes a breath. “And, Lottie, do you promise to love this man as your wedded husband and forsake all others through the good times and the bad?”

      My throat is so dry it burns. “Of course, I do.” I love Noah. This is easy. It almost feels as if this is what we were destined to do all along.

      “Do you have a ring for the bride?” He looks to Noah.

      “Actually.” Noah pats his pocket and frowns as if he meant it. “I think figurative rings will have to suffice for now.”

      Pastor Gaines chuckles. “That is not a problem. Let these figurative rings act as a token to represent this union between the two of you for as long as you both shall live. I now pronounce you Mr. and Mrs. Noah Fox. Detective, you may kiss your bride.”

      Noah leans in hesitantly, pausing as his lips curve with joy. Noah bows down and kisses me, slowly at first, then with something just this side of all-out passion.

      The sound of riotous applause breaks out, and my mouth falls open as I see all of the dead surrounding the two of us: the orange tabby, the quivering squirrel, Everett’s father, Dutch, the ornery bear up on its hind legs—its head nearly touching the ceiling—the sweet herd of paperwhite Chihuahuas, Macon, Greer, Winslow, and little Lea sitting on Beastie’s back, Max, Cookie, Owlbert, and, of course, Nell.

      Nell offers a heartfelt smile. “Congratulations, Lottie. I love you so.”

      And just like that, they’re gone. It’s just Pastor Gaines and that smile that never ceases.

      We thank him and show ourselves out.

      “Oh, I forgot to give back the flowers.” I make a face as the door clicks shut.

      “I’ll take them,” a small female voice calls out from the desk, and it looks as if the secretary is back. A woman in a red cardigan and yellow scarf waves us over. She has a heart-shaped face and short curly hair that clings to her scalp.

      There’s no sign of Hazel around.

      Noah warms my back with his hand. “We were just visiting. It’s a shame what happened to Amanda. I hear she was a staple around here.”

      She averts her eyes. “That she was.” She takes the flowers from me and plops them on her desk as if they weren’t just a part of one of the most special days of my life. “She would come in, and they’d lock themselves in there for hours on end doing God knows what.” She shudders before her eyes spring wide as she looks to us. “Counseling, of course. Pastor Gaines is a great counselor.” Her lips harden. “Especially with the women,” she says that last bit under her breath.

      My mouth falls open at the implication. “My mother is seeing him,” I utter without meaning to, and Noah mercifully navigates us out. We make our way into the chilled air, the sun quickly setting. “Noah, she implied—”

      Noah touches my lips softly with his finger. “I know what she implied.” There’s a pained look in his eyes as he presses his gaze to mine. “I just want to take a moment to enjoy looking at my beautiful wife.”

      Every last part of me melts. “That was kind of fun, wasn’t it?”

      “It was the best.” Noah swallows hard. “How about a kiss for the road?”

      I bite down hard over my lower lip and nod.

      Noah blesses me with a kiss that says I love you today, tomorrow, and forever. Noah kisses me in the exact way that I’ve always dreamed my husband would.

      That little wedding of ours might not have been real, but it sure felt official right down to my bones.

      Maybe Noah and I aren’t destined to have closure. Maybe we’re destined to have a future?
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      Thursday shows up like an eager groom at the altar—okay, so an eager bride as well.

      I still can’t believe Noah and I exchanged I dos. Of course, it was all in fun—even though I meant every last word—but I didn’t dare mention it to Everett last night at dinner. And I’ve been artfully avoiding Noah—lest he lay another one of those red-hot kisses on me and it leads to an all-out wedding night.

      I’m supposed to be exploring my heart, not his body. Although, in all fairness, I explored Everett in a moment of weakness a few weeks back. But who in their right mind could blame me? Technically, we’re still together, I think. Oh, never mind. I have no clue where I stand with anyone but my cats these days.

      The Ashford County Courthouse stands proud, wrapped in creamy glory with its stately stone exterior and stunningly tall columns. Inside, its polished floors and dark paneled halls lead us straight to the proper courtroom we’re due to arrive in. My mother is here with me, as well as Carlotta, Lainey, Meg, Becca, Keelie, and Naomi.

      Everett strides up, looking dangerous in his sharp navy suit, and stops my heart cold with those stormy blue eyes.

      “Hello, beautiful.” He lands a soft kiss to my lips, and it feels completely easy and natural, and yet a twinge horrific because I happened to have kissed Noah with these same lips and I feel terrible about it. “You ready to do this?”

      “Yes. Are you coming in?”

      “I cleared my schedule. I wouldn’t miss it.”

      Everett escorts us inside where we find Will and his attorney already whispering amongst themselves and stealing a moment to glower at us.

      Will looks just like Becca, same reddish-blonde hair, same seemingly serene disposition. His three daughters are seated behind him, looking weirdly identical with their strawberry-blonde hair, their noncommittal smiles. They’re all a touch younger than me. They seem sweet, but you never know. My family has surprised me before.

      Becca urges me to take a seat beside our attorney, and it feels terrifying. The last time I was in front of a judge it was Everett who was taking the stand, and it was a menacing sight. Wait, that’s not right. The very last time I was in a courtroom Everett was presiding over someone else’s case, and I dropped a box of cookies as if it were a piñata. Which led Everett to bring me right back to his chambers and teach me one delicious lesson. A spiral of warmth rides through me just thinking about it.

      The judge finally takes the stand, a woman who happens to look at Everett with a genuine surprise. She wears her hair in a medium-length bob, each strand a stunning silver streak. Her eyes are bright and light, and there’s a general radiance about her.

      She quickly goes over the facts and sighs heavily, taking a moment to contemplate them.

      A swirl of incandescent light fills the space to my right and slowly Nell forms before me. She offers an affable smile. The look of knowing is sharp in her eyes.

      “How is the bride?” she muses playfully, and I shoot her a look that says not funny—but my cheeks are blushing because I rather like the idea. “I take it I haven’t missed much. Will still looks reasonably happy.” Her own expression sours at the thought of it.

      The judge clears her throat, and you could hear a pin drop. “It’s matters like these I wish would never reach my courtroom.” Her crimson lips pull down hard. “I’ve seen this scenario play out many times. I have dismantled estates against the deceased’s wishes. I’ve seen family homes forced to go to market—despite the fact the widow still resides there—just to please a disenfranchised child. However, I do have a heart for disenfranchised children.” She glowers over at Will a moment. “Ms. Lemon.” Her head snaps my way. “You were newly grafted into the family, I see. I understand that’s why Mr. Sawyer saw fit to fight you on the terms of his mother’s will.” She peruses the papers before her once again. “Mr. Sawyer, it seems your mother left you and your siblings, your children and theirs, a sizable amount that would allow you to live very comfortably.” Her lips twist as she scans the document further. “And to you, Carlotta Kenzie Lemon, she has left the Honey Pot Diner, the land under the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, and all of her remaining real estate holdings, which include her primary residence in Honey Hollow, her summer home in Nantucket, as well as her beloved cat, Waffles.”

      Nell’s entire person brightens like a star at the mention of that wily Himalayan.

      “I have Waffles,” I say it low, and the judge glances my way, clearly unimpressed with the questionable outburst.

      “Good,” she muses. “Because I’m awarding you the rest of the things your grandmother desired to give you. Motion to dissolve the will, denied.” She slams her gavel over the granite, and my uncle Will jumps up in protest.

      “This can’t be the end,” he cries after her as she rises from her seat.

      “I assure you it is,” she says as she disappears down the stairs and out the door on the side of the room.

      The attorney next to me offers a handshake, and soon we’re all on our feet and everyone is showering me in congratulations.

      Carlotta smacks me on the arm. “Now that Nell’s house is free and clear, you’re going to let me live in it, right?”

      My mother waves her off. “Don’t you dare, Lottie.” She winks my way. “Carlotta is a treasure at the B&B.”

      Becca shakes her head. “I trust you’ll listen to wise counsel. If I were you, I wouldn’t make a move in any direction for at least a year.” That’s exactly the advice Everett gave me. “And we should all discuss this together.”

      Keelie scoffs at her own mother. “Lottie doesn’t have to run a thing by anybody. She’s a businesswoman. She has a level head. It’s not like she’s going to up and sell the Honey Pot. Right, Lottie? Right?” She sharpens her eyes over me, and I shudder.

      “No, heavens no.” I look to Nell, and she nods my way before disappearing in a sparkle of miniature stars.

      Will bounds over, his three sulking daughters flanking him from behind.

      “Becca, Carlotta, I hope you’re happy.” Judging by his tight lips and that pomegranate hue taking over his face, he’s certainly not. “I’ll have you know our father and mother worked very hard for every nickel they had, and you’ve up and turned it over to a virtual stranger.”

      Everett steps in. “They didn’t turn it over to her. Nell did.” His voice is low and curt and has every female’s undivided attention. “And she’s not a virtual stranger. She’s blood. But even if she were a stranger, your mother would have retained the right to do so. If I were you, I would be very pleased with the outcome, because your mother could have legally given it all away to virtual strangers if she pleased.”

      Will stiffens before charging to the exit, and his girls follow along in a fury like three angry ducks.

      Becca sniffs. “There’s that. How about lunch, ladies?”

      We give a wild cheer as my mother and Carlotta lead the way out of the room.

      Naomi leans my way. “Don’t think this is going to change how I feel about you.”

      “I should hope not,” I say as she takes off to catch up with the rest of them.

      “I’ll be right there.” It’s just Everett, the bailiff, and me left in this dark cavernous room.

      “Congratulations, Lemon.” He wraps his arms around me and warms me with his body.

      “Come to lunch with us,” I say, locking my wrists behind his neck. “And just so you know, I will be relying heavily on your sound counsel to get me through this real estate bonanza I seemed to have acquired.”

      “I will give you whatever counsel you desire, but I can’t do lunch. I’ve got a case in just a bit. Rain check?”

      “You bet.”

      “How about I come over tonight? I’ll bring champagne.”

      “Ooh! I’ll bring apple turnovers.” I shrug up at him. “I have a serious surplus.”

      “Sounds delicious.” He leans in and steals a kiss from my lips. “Just like you.”

      Everett pulls me in one more time and holds me like that. His eyes bearing hard into mine, speaking to me far deeper than words could ever venture, intimately sharing his affection for me. Those magical eyes make me forget everything that just happened, everything that’s still happening. But Noah lingers in the back of my mind like a ghost.
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        * * *

      

      That night not only does Everett come bearing champagne—an exquisitely expensive one at that, but Noah comes by and so do Keelie and Bear.

      “To Lottie!” Keelie lifts her champagne flute, and we follow suit.

      I cringe at the thought of toasting myself. “To justice, I think.”  I wrinkle my nose at Everett and laugh as we drink up.

      Bear is the first to hit the bottom of his glass. “Whew, that was the good stuff. You deserve it, Lot. And if you think having two men vying for your heart is tough, just wait until you have them lining up out the door. Now that you’re loaded, people are going to take notice.”

      Keelie grunts, “The wrong people. All of the people who love you won’t mind one bit—we’ll just expect better Christmas presents.”

      We share a warm laugh.

      Noah lands his champagne flute onto the counter. “I have an announcement. I’m looking into purchasing a piece of real estate myself—a lodge up in Hollyhock.”

      “What? That’s great,” I beam, proud of him.

      Everett leans in from behind, his chest warming my shoulders. “Hear that, Lemon? He’s trying to one-up you.”

      Noah laughs. “If that were the case, I’ve got a long way to go.”

      “Noah, I’m so happy for you. Let us know when escrow closes and we’ll celebrate.”

      “I haven’t quite got that far. I’m still weighing the investment potential. And I’d like to take you up there sometime to see what you think.”

      “Noah, I’d love that.”

      Keelie shudders. “Any news on those thieves? Or how about that killer?”

      Noah shakes his head. “We should go over the investigation,” he says my way.

      Everett grunts, “You know how to a kill a party, don’t you?”

      “No, I don’t mind,” I say. “It’s the perfect time. Let’s go over the suspects for Amanda’s case first. There’s Hazel. She sure stepped into Amanda’s shoes without missing a beat. But I’m not entirely sure about a motive.”

      “The money her parents left,” Everett reminds me. “Money is a strong motivator even among family. We witnessed that today.”

      “Amen to that.” I take a quivering breath at the memory of how angry my uncle was when he stormed out of that courtroom. “Okay, so she has a motive. There’s Connie Canelli. Her motive is far more pronounced.”

      Bear groans as if he might be sick. “You have a Canelli involved? I’m afraid to even listen to this.”

      Keelie dusts his face with her hair. “Hush, you coward,” she teases before rewarding him with a kiss.

      I shake my head. “Connie’s motive is pretty strong. Amanda swiped her billionaire boyfriend from under her. And then she carried on as if it never happened. I would have been worried if I were Amanda.”

      Everett takes a breath. “What about Janelle?”

      “She mentioned that Amanda pulled her business from under her. It turns out, Make it Happen was Janelle’s baby, and Amanda came in and basically took over. Buying her out for a few measly hundred dollars.”

      Noah folds his arms. “There’s Chrissy, the wedding singer. He seemed nice, for the most part.”

      I hold up a finger. “But Pastor Gaines did say he saw Chrissy head out the door just after Amanda on the night she died.” I think on it for a moment. “Mark Russo, her fiancé. He basically implicated both Connie and Pastor Gaines.”

      Both Keelie and Bear balk at that one.

      “Pastor Gaines?” Keelie shakes her curls as if she were restyling her hair. “Come on.”

      “No, I mean it. He’s on the suspect list. I think he might have been having an affair with Amanda. And he was the one that mentioned Amanda and Mark were on the rocks. I didn’t get that feeling from Mark, though.”

      Noah’s chest expands with his next breath. “Mark might have been saving face, and Amanda did go to Pastor Gaines for counseling.”

      Everett gives my shoulders an impromptu rubdown, and it’s all I can do to keep from moaning.

      “What about the brother?” he whispers it into my ear like a secret.

      “Slater.” I straighten as he continues to melt the tension off my body. “Yes, he said he loved his sister, but he also said he could have killed her.”

      Keelie raises a hand. “I know the feeling.”

      “So do I,” both Everett and I say in unison, and I glance back and offer a guilty twitch of the lips. “Slater could have done it. Their parents left everything to Amanda, hoping she would do the right thing—which I assume is parceling it out evenly, but she kept it all. Hazel never really voiced that as a concern, but Slater admitted to it. She said she would be a very good steward of their money for the entire family’s sake.”

      Keelie gurgles out a laugh. “That sounds like you, Lottie.”

      “Very funny. I’m not laughing.”

      Bear pulls Keelie in. “So who did it? Who killed Amanda Wellington?”

      I shake my head at Noah and Everett. “I don’t know. I’m completely stumped. Any updates on that den of thieves?”

      Noah glances to Everett, and they both clam up.

      “Oh, I see. There are updates. They’re just not for me.”

      We call it a night, and I walk everyone to the door.

      I pick up Pancake and Waffles and hold them tightly as I watch both Everett and Noah leave for their respective homes.

      Noah and Everett are keeping things from me—and I am not amused.
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      It is a rare occasion that I toss and turn at night. I’ve often dubbed myself the Queen of Sleep. In fact, I’ve honed the unique ability to fall asleep on cue, time and place permitting. I can sleep on planes, on trains and buses, but last night I couldn’t fall asleep to save my life.

      Instead, I went through Amanda Wellington’s social media profiles. I looked through pictures upon pictures of her smiling face—of the beautiful venues she was in charge of procuring for her clients. Lainey’s wedding was in her portfolio, and I had a chance to relive that day all over again. One particular picture stood out to me, the one that she took of Pastor Gaines. He was smiling for her, as one would assume, especially since he never ceases to do so—but it wasn’t his usual smile. It was a wicked grin that I’ve seen on Everett just before he pulled me into a dark closet to have his way with me. Suffice it to say, it gave me the willies. So, of course, that segued into an extensive internet search on Pastor Gaines, which didn’t yield much at all. I tried to remember what state he said he came from, but it all felt a little fuzzy at that ungodly hour—details and my sanity were fleeting.

      Once I was in my car, on the way to the bakery, my sanity really took a back seat. Instead of making the right on Main Street, I turn left and end up at the Honey Hollow Covenant Church.

      It’s still pretty dark out. The sun has just kissed the horizon, and a tangerine glow casts its glory over our small corner of the world.

      I park and get out, trying the front door that leads to the office, but it’s locked. I’m not sure why I expected anything different. I make my way around back, nearly tripping over a bucket, and look into the window of Pastor Gaines’ office using the flashlight feature on my phone.

      Nothing of importance sticks out. That dried flower arrangement that I held as my bouquet while Noah and I pretended to get married brings a weak smile to my face.

      Out of sheer morbid curiosity, I try to wiggle the window open and to my horror it not only moves, but the upper portion slips right into my hands.

      “Oh my God—oh my God, oh my God!” I land it carefully onto the ground below and jimmy the lower half out of its socket as well. It’s still too tall for me to hop on in, and just as I’m about to look around for something to give me a step up, a shimmer of light explodes from inside.

      “GAH!” I sink down a notch, only to find a luminescent being—Owlbert, leaning over the ledge.

      “Need a boost?”

      “Yes, I need a boost!” I try my hardest to scale the wall, but it’s no use.

      “There’s a bucket around the corner, left out by the janitor.”

      “A bucket? You’re a genius!”

      “They don’t call me Owlbert Einstein for nothing.”

      Great, I’ve got a wise guy on my hands. Hey? Owls are wise. I’m totally correct in my assumption.

      I spot the bright orange bin, and before Owlbert can say another word, I’ve all but pole-vaulted my way into the office. My feet carry me deeper inside, despite the fact my brain is screaming get out. I prattle my way around spastically, mining through the trash—nothing but wadded-up tissues and candy bar wrappers, the desk—pencil city. I check every drawer and nook and cranny I can find, but there’s nothing here of any use to me.

      “This way.” Owlbert leads me to the secretary’s desk. “Try that contraption,” he says, floating to the oversized monitor.

      “It’s probably locked,” I can hardly maintain my breathing as I sit behind the behemoth desk, and the monitor brightens in an instant. “It’s on,” I marvel, pulling the keyboard forward, and the screen lights up with multiple files sitting right on the desktop. “And it’s not locked.”

      “This is a church, Lottie, not a prison.”

      “Yeah, but you never know when a common criminal will waltz right in.”

      “Or a baker.”

      I pause a moment to shoot him a look. “I’d kill you, but the Grim Reaper beat me to it,” I tease.

      He chortles with a laugh. “A little gallows humor. I do appreciate the morbidity of it all.”

      “Look at this,” I say, opening a file and quickly perusing it. “It’s employee records. This is perfect. And here’s Pastor Gaines’.” I click it, reading over it quickly. “It’s just your basic application. Name, social security number, a few odd facts, the previous church he worked at.” I pull out my phone and take pictures of it from top to bottom. “I think that should do it. Help me get out of here.”

      Owlbert illuminates my path as I make my way back out that window. “Unfortunately, it’s not going to be put back together, and terrifyingly enough, it has my fingerprints all over it.” I look up at the ethereal being flying just above my head. “Well, genius? What now?”

      “The janitorial closet is still ajar. Might I suggest a little window washing?”

      And window wash I do. I spray liquid detergent over the front and back of both pieces of glass and run the hose nearby over it before hopping into my car and making a squeaky clean getaway—emphasis on the clean.
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        * * *

      

      The sun has risen just a notch. It’s usually at this point in the new day that I have my ovens filled with croissants with the dough I made up the night before. I park out back like I usually do and note the door ajar.

      “Did I leave the door open last night?” I’m about to get out of the car when a seam of light flashes underneath the door, and every muscle in my body tenses.

      I throw the car into reverse and turn the heck around with my heart pounding a mile a minute. I pull in just shy of the cleaners down the street and call Noah. Thankfully, he picks up on the first ring.

      “Mrs. Fox? How can I help you?”

      “I just passed by the bakery. I think I’m being robbed.”

      “Don’t move!” he roars, and from there it’s just a blur.

      A giant blue cargo van comes barreling down the street, and I seize.

      “It’s the van!” I shout. “The one that Nell saw. They just took off past me. I can follow them,” I say, starting up my engine once again.

      “Don’t you dare!” he riots in my ear. “Just tell me which way they’re headed.”

      “West,” I say, pulling my car forward, but it’s too late. They’re already gone. I park in front of the bakery and wait for Noah.

      He shows up in seconds, followed by a bevy of squad cars.

      “Lottie!” he thunders as I get out of the car and he lunges for me.

      Noah holds me tightly as if he almost lost me. “You could have been killed.” He runs a breathy kiss over the top of my head before pulling back. “You’re usually inside at this point.”

      “I was running a little late.” I wince up at him as if it wasn’t true.

      “Thank God. I’d hate to think what would have happened if they found you in there alone.”

      “I’m safe,” I say in an effort to comfort him, but at the same time it feels as if I’m trying to comfort myself.

      We head on in and not much is out of place, just a few cooking utensils knocked to the floor. The office looks like a whirlwind blew through it, but they couldn’t open my ground safe.

      “I guess they didn’t get away with much.” I shudder. “But just knowing they were in here gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “I’m not leaving, Lot. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      A sheriff’s deputy approaches us. “There’s a call about a break-in at the church. I think we’re going to head over.”

      Every muscle in my body freezes.

      “Good call, I’ll take it from here.” Noah waves them off. He looks my way and opens his mouth as if he’s about to say something, then pauses abruptly. “Lottie? Why do you have an extremely guilty look on your face?”

      “Oh? I—I’m not guilty.” I shake my head a little too vigorously.

      “Lottie?” His tone is suddenly curt, and very official, which sponsors a bout of giggles to strike.

      “You’re actually going to find this a little funny.”

      “What am I going to find funny?” Noah doesn’t look humored in the least.

      “Okay, fine. I was at the church.”

      “What?” He takes a full step back. “Lottie, you were the one who broke into the church? Were you digging for info on Pastor Gaines?”

      “Yes.” I bat my hands in an effort to keep his voice down. “I found this.” I quickly produce the pictures on my phone. “It’s his application. I’ve got his social security number and his last place of employment.”

      “Lottie, I am not looking to hire Pastor Gaines.” He gently braces me by the shoulders. “Do you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to casually tell those deputies not to worry about fingerprints because I don’t want you to be incriminated.”

      “Good thinking,” I pant at the thought of going to prison for simply looking up Pastor Gaines’ employment history, never mind the breaking and entering. “But I’ve already wiped my prints from the window that I may have accidentally broken.”

      “What about the computer where you swiped this information? Did you wipe down your prints there, too?”

      “Gah!” I do a little odd tap-dance fueled by my fear of orange jumpsuits. “Make a few calls, Noah. I’ve got an owl to yell at.”

      After the kitchen is cleared and I’ve sterilized it to the hilt, I get right to baking up a bazillion apple turnovers for the Apple Festival tomorrow. And in addition to that, I bake a beautiful three-tiered cake with white roses cascading up and down the front for my bestie and the beast she’s looking forward to sharing her life with—Bear. I can’t believe Keelie is going to be Mr. Otis “Bear” Fisher one day. It has a nice ring to it.

      Sort of like Mrs. Noah Corbin Fox.

      Or Mrs. Essex Everett Baxter.

      I just hope when I do get married someday there won’t be a bride with two grooms as a topper on my wedding cake.

      And as horrible as it sounds, a part of me doesn’t think it would be all that bad.
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      The Grand family owns the apple orchard, and it sits nestled high above Honey Hollow with its behemoth barn that pulls double duty as a souvenir shop. The hilly terrain is beautiful this time of year, and everywhere you look there seems to be miles and miles of orchards filled with every variety of apple you can imagine. In fact, it’s the Grands’ own Golden Delicious apples that I use to make all of my apple desserts. The Golden Delicious is buttery in flavor, soft, and melts in your mouth like a sugar-laden dream.

      Once Noah, Everett, and I arrive, the festivities are already well underway. The entire orchard is decorated with banners and balloons. It’s almost evening, and twinkle lights are strung out like stars over an expansive area that acts as a midway.

      It’s body to body out here. The throngs have turned out for tonight’s festivities. Crates of apples lie everywhere you look. There are hayrides and booths serving hot apple cider, an area with a press in which you can make your own apple beverage, pony rides for the younger sect, and craft booths where you can make your own fall wreaths out of fresh fallen leaves. And there are even appletinis being served for the adults.

      Noah and Everett have essentially been my bodyguards ever since the day of the break-in at the bakery. Noah kindly asked me to confess my sins to Everett about my own break-in, and let’s just say my boyfriend, the judge, did not appreciate the fact I’m fostering the criminal facet of my talents.

      Noah gets a call and drifts off.

      “Lemon.” Everett wraps his arms around me. “How’s it going with—” He ticks his head toward Noah. “Any luck in finding closure?”

      I make a face when he says it. “Not really. I’ve been too busy getting held at gunpoint and trying to hunt down killers and thieves.” I’m just about to tell him about my mock marriage when my mock groom bounds over.

      “Interesting news.” He does a quick sweep of the vicinity. “I just got some information on Pastor Gaines.”

      “Did you run that information I gave you?”

      “Yes.” Noah’s breathing ticks up a notch, a clear indicator he’s onto something big. “A few of the references he put down never heard of him. Two of them turned out to be bogus, maybe friends that vouched for him. But that’s not the interesting part. I ran his social security number, and the name didn’t add up. If the number does belong to him, then his name isn’t Stephen Gaines. It’s Stephen Heartwood.”

      “Stephen Heartwood?” I glance to Everett. “Then Stephen Gaines is a phony, right? I bet Amanda knew this. I bet this is why she wanted to call the sheriff’s department. What else do you know?”

      “I’m still working on a few things.” Noah stares pensively off in the distance. “Everett, don’t let Lottie out of your sight. I’ll be right back.”

      I gasp as I look up at Everett. “I bet we’ve got our killer. I need to tell my mother. I need to make sure he doesn’t kill my mother next!”

      “He’s not killing your mother.” Everett nods down the hill. “I see her. She’s with Meg. Maybe ask Meg not to leave her side tonight. We’ll leave the rest to Noah.”

      “You’re right.” I quickly pull out my phone and do just that. “Meg said no problem.”

      “Come on. Let’s get the rest of these apple turnovers out of your van.”

      Everett and I do just that. It takes a million trips, but we cover all of the refreshment tables with my apple turnover caramel sauce dippers, and I’ve got Keelie’s cake in there, too, just waiting for eight o’clock when all of our friends and family are going to gather around and shout surprise!

      It’s not anything too fancy, but I know that Keelie and Bear would prefer it this way. Becca has sent out the invitations, and we’ve routed any and all gifts to the B&B so Keelie didn’t stand a chance of running into them. And, I paid Hazel a handsome fee to oversee the decorations and those special details I can’t even think about right now. It’s a relief to know everything is going to turn out perfectly.

      Everett and I finish up our final run and take a breather while watching the hayrides go by.

      A woman with dark hair whipping back and forth screams like a banshee as she holds up a drink.

      “I’m going to take my top off!” she howls.

      I shake my head as the tractor hauling a flatbed stacked with hay cruises on by.

      “Some people can’t hold their liquor. I knew selling appletinis would amount to no good.”

      Everett groans hard. “I think that person in particular shares my genetic makeup.” A blouse goes flying, and Everett shouts for the hayride to stop as he speeds in that direction.

      “Great. A drunk sister. That’s exactly what this night needed.”

      I make my way over to the booth selling hot apple cider, and just as I’m about to get in line, I spot a couple of men laughing. The tall one with the ruddy complexion has something red tucked under his arm, and it looks like he’s concealing a—purse?

      I suck in a quick breath.

      “Hey!” I call out, but not a soul seems to notice. I thread my way through the crowd and come up behind the purse thief, and then I see it.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. Tracking along the back of his neck is a diamond-patterned snake. The exact pattern that was on the gunman that day in the bank.

      I pull out my phone just as a group of girls glides by, and it falls right out of my hand.

      “No!” I panic as I try to look for it, but a mob streams by. I glance back at the men, and they’re nearly to the parking lot. “God, help me,” I pant as I quickly search for my phone, but I can’t see it anywhere.

      I jog up a few yards and watch as the men head toward the tourist buses. Probably hoping to get more loot.

      Noah went in that direction. I bet he’s nearby.

      Without thinking, I jog on over, and as I do a series of lights explode from the sky. And one by one they arrive: the tabby, the squirrel, Judge Baxter Senior, my sweet dog Dutch, the crankiest bear on the planet, the miniature angelic Chihuahuas, Greer, Macon, Max, Beastie, Cookie, and Owlbert.

      “Nell?” I look around, unsure why she didn’t join the rest of the apparition brigade.

      Greer waves from the front of the buses. “They’re not alone, Lottie! Go get Noah!”

      Beastie jumps right through them before circling around to me. “They’re armed. Turn back, Lottie.”

      “Why are you stopping me? I thought you were here to help me stop them?”

      The ruddy one turns around. The shorter one looks back, and he’s got a familiar face, red hair, pushed-in nose, and wide-set eyes. It’s him, the young man from the Honey Pot who glared at me that night I was at dinner with Everett, my mother, and Pastor Gaines.

      Max zooms forward. “They see you, Lottie. Turn around.”

      “Okay,” I whisper under my breath.

      But it’s too late. The young men turn my way fully, and soon enough they’re headed in this direction.

      Dutch barks at me incessantly, and I do my best to maintain my composure.

      “Excuse me?” the shorter one says, and soon they’re upon me. “We’re from New York. Do you know where we can find a map of this beautiful town?” He points to the bus. “Our driver must have taken off for the festivities.”

      The one with the snake tattoo leans in.

      “Yeah.” He nods to no one in particular. “She’s onto us.”

      And just like that, I’m in his arms, his hand clamped over my mouth as he moves me between the buses.

      Greer comes in close. “Now you’ve done it.” And honestly, I’m not sure if she’s speaking to them or me.

      Beastie roars as ferocious as thunder, jumps on top of the man with the pushed-in nose, and sends him flying abruptly into the wheel well. And then slowly Beastie’s light begins to dim.

      No!

      He’s helped too much. He has to go back. I’m not sure why, but too much assistance in the natural world is a one-way ticket back to paradise, and I bet that’s exactly where that magnificent beast is headed.

      “What the hell?” the one holding me hostage shouts to his disoriented buddy. “Watch where you’re going!”

      That oversized bear ambles up and growls at the man with his arms secured over me.

      I can feel his muscles shudder as he holds me tightly. He stops a moment and looks around.

      “What the heck was that?”

      I bite down over his hand so hard I think I taste blood.

      He howls and pulls back just as Max pins him down. “Run, Lottie! I won’t be able to hold him for long!”

      I take off and glance back in time to see Max fading to nothing.

      His friend growls out a series of salty words as he struggles to get up off the ground and takes off after me.

      I bolt to my right and slam into a body—and all too familiar detective-like, husband-like body.

      “Lottie?”

      “Noah!” I’m about to say something—anything, pull him along with me when his eyes round out.

      “Hold it right there,” a voice calls out from behind, and judging by the way Noah’s hands are rising, I’m willing to bet they brought a gun to the party.

      I turn slowly, and sure enough I spot a tiny Glock with 26 Gen4 printed on the side.

      “That’s Ethel,” I hiss.

      “Who’s Ethel?” Noah asks from the side of his mouth.

      “Never mind.”

      “Both of you, in the bus.” The thug points wildly with the working end of that gun—my gun.

      “You did it, didn’t you?” I say to him as Noah and I slowly back up. “You’re both a part of that gang. You were at the bank that day.”

      “Good eye,” the snake tattoo man pipes up as he pulls out a gun of his own. Perfect. Two idiots with a gun apiece—and I thought a drunk sister was the last thing this night needed. “It’s nice to be recognized by a pretty lady. I bet it’d feel even better to be kissed.”

      “Not happening,” Noah whispers for my ears only.

      “Darn tootin’!” Greer shouts as she dives over the redhead and knocks him to the ground.

      “Crap!” he calls out, and his friend jumps to his feet as Max begins to dissipate.

      The tiny Chihuahuas attack, latching onto the gunman, making him stumble, and that ornery bear knocks him to the ground and takes a seat right over his lap.

      A string of expletives roars from him as his friend heads over to help him up. That gun is still pointed sloppily in our direction, and my adrenaline hikes to unsafe levels.

      “Noah, we only have a few seconds.”

      “Both of you freeze!” Noah shouts so loud I’m sure everyone at the festival has just solidified in their tracks.

      Greer heads over to the redhead and kicks the guns loose out of his hands. And then, just like that, her light begins to dim.

      “Greer!” I shout just as she dissolves to nothing. “No, not Greer,” I whimper.

      The squirrel takes over, picking up the weapon and bringing it my way. He gets just past the two men before evaporating into a plume of celestial dust.

      The man with the pushed-in nose picks it right up again and aims it at us just as Dutch, the ever-faithful Golden Retriever, bounds onto him and wrangles it loose with his mouth.

      “What the hell keeps happening?” the man shouts as his buddy crawls his way over. Dutch begins to fade, and a horrid sound emits from my vocal cords.

      “Dutch! No!”

      He turns my way with those burning coals for eyes and pants. I would bet anything he was smiling at me.

      “Goodbye, Lottie. I love you.” It sounds so precious coming from his deep, husky voice. I want to memorize it and drink it down straight to my bones. I’d give anything to have Dutch with me forever.

      Macon the Macaw appears. “Oh, Ms. Lemon,” he bemoans. “There are no talons stronger than those I possess.” He plucks the gun right out of the man’s hand and lands it in mine before he lets out an egregiously loud squawk.

      The men roll on the ground, their hands fly in the air, but there’s still one gun unaccounted for, mine.

      Cookie bounds up in all his dark, fluffy glory, translucent as he might be.

      The man with the snake tattoo pats the ground under the bus.

      “Cookie, get it!” I howl, but the man comes up victorious.

      He points the gun our way, and an explosive sound detonates into the night. Both Noah and I exchange a glance. Cookie deflects his arm, and the shot shoots straight to heaven—and in a ball of brilliant light, so does Macon.

      Cookie jumps up and goes for the jugular. He clamps his mouth over that tattooed snake, and the gun drops right out of the man’s hand.

      I’m about to lunge that way, and Noah pulls me back. “We don’t need a hostage situation, Lottie.”

      “He’s right,” a gentle, all too familiar voice bleats from behind, and I turn to find Nell walking forward.

      “No,” I cry out. “I don’t want to lose you again.”

      “Oh, Lottie. You’ll never truly lose me.” She walks right through me, right through the man on the ground, and picks up the gun from under the tire before walking over and laying it in my hand, where it rightfully belongs.

      “Ethel.” My chest bucks as I laugh and cry at the very same time. I wrap my arms around Nell and sob as she dissolves with my tears.

      “Did you see that?” the man with the snake tattoo shouts. “That gun—it just flew!”

      Ivy runs up from behind with her weapon drawn, and soon the deputies are here to take them in.

      “What about the others?” I ask as Noah holds me tightly.

      “I don’t know. I’ll try to make them sing. Get back down there, Lottie. I’ll take care of this and be back as soon as I can.”

      Everett runs up and pulls me in hard, and we watch as Noah takes off.

      That was one heck of a way to start off the night.

      Let’s just hope this night doesn’t hold any more surprises—other than the one I have planned for Keelie and Bear, of course.

      But something tells me it will.
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      The Apple Festival is well underway.

      The sun has set, the sky is glittering with stars, and the twinkle lights strewn about the Grands’ orchard give the grounds a haunted romantic appeal. Although, I suppose it’s not nearly as haunted as it was a few minutes ago. All of those beasts of days gone by have up and disappeared—and each and every one has taken a piece of my heart with them.

      I am pretty thrilled to be reunited with Ethel, though. I’ve already stuffed her into my purse for safekeeping—after I made sure there were no rounds chambered. I swing Everett’s hand between us as I bat my lashes up at him.

      “I hope with everything in me they find your mother’s ring. You have no idea how bad I feel about that.”

      “Don’t give it a second thought.” He pulls me in and carefully brushes the hair from my forehead. “Are you sure you’re okay? I can take you down to the emergency room and have them give you a once-over. I don’t mind one bit.”

      “Not on your life. Or mine. There’s no place I’d rather be than at the Apple Festival. I love fall, and I love that Honey Hollow gives it the kickoff it deserves. Besides, Keelie’s surprise engagement party is starting soon. There’s no way I can miss that.”

      “I completely understand. But if you change your mind, I’m your man.”

      “You’re always my man.” I hug him hard just as a woman moans out his name—his proper name.

      “Essex,” she calls out again, and we turn to find Meghan sprawled out on a bale of hay so we head over.

      “Feeling better?” Everett helps her sit upright. Meghan’s dark hair is strewn every which way with stray pieces of hay spiking up out of it. Her sweater is on backward and she’s missing a shoe.

      Meghan looks up at me. “I’m doing just fine. Could either of you please get the planet to stop spinning?”

      Everett and I chuckle at the thought.

      “Stay put for a little while longer.” Everett takes up my hand again. “Lottie and I will get you some hot cider.”

      “And a handful of my mini apple turnovers,” I volunteer.

      “Two handfuls, please,” she moans as she plops back down on the hay. “Don’t mind me. I’ll just be taking a short nap.”

      She’s snoring before we get five feet in the opposite direction.

      “I’m sorry you have to see this side of my sister.” Everett takes a breath, and a white plume expels from his mouth as if he were a fire-breathing dragon. Everett would make one sexy beast, and he does.

      “Please, she’s just having a good time.”

      “Too good of a time.”

      We step up to the hot apple cider booth, and the line is discouragingly long. A couple walks by, giggling from behind the booth as they head into an orchard marked Jonagold.

      “Hey, look at that,” I say, pointing over to that familiar dark-haired duo ditching into the thicket of dimly lit trees.

      Everett straightens. “Was that Connie?”

      “Yes. Connie Canelli and Chrissy Castaneda. I think they were holding hands.”

      “It sounds as if they’re having a good time, too. You think they hit the appletinis?”

      I make a face. “I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.” I pull Everett along until we get to the mouth of the entry, and sure enough we spot them kissing like a couple of teenagers.

      Huh.

      Everett walks us back a few feet out of their line of vision, and far enough away where they won’t hear a thing we’re saying.

      “Looks like Connie has a new man. Good for her. Chrissy seems like a nice guy.”

      “Everett.” I glance around as a thousand thoughts click together in my mind at once, but before I can expound on any of them, Everett’s phone rings.

      “It’s Noah,” he says, picking up and putting it on speaker

      “Everett—is Lottie with you? She’s not picking up.”

      “Yes.” Everett holds the phone out my way.

      “Lottie. Are you okay?” Noah’s voice is tight and anxious. “I just had to check in.”

      “I’m fine. I lost my phone. I’m here with Everett. Did you catch the rest of the thieves? Did you find out anything else on Pastor Gaines?”

      Noah gives a hard sigh from the other end of the line. “It looks like we’re about to close in on the rest of those idiots responsible for the bank heist. These two are singing in hopes for a good deal. As for Pastor Gaines, I don’t know much. All I could figure out is that the pastoral committee that hires for the church didn’t do much digging. They got a few false references and a feel-good interview from the guy. There are a lot of legitimate reasons someone might want to change their name, but considering his line of work—I’m a bit stymied by this one. I wouldn’t worry about it tonight.”

      “Sounds good.” I shrug up at Everett as we say a quick goodbye to Noah. “I don’t want that man anywhere near my mother—at least not dating her or God knows what else. And I’m afraid I know exactly what else.”

      The sound of caustic voices erupts from behind, and Everett and I glance toward the orchard.

      Everett leans in. “Lover’s spat?”

      “I don’t know, but curiosity killed the cat, and I’m pretty sure I’m next. Don’t you think it’s interesting that Connie and Chrissy are together? This must be new. I didn’t get the idea they were together before.” Their voices pick up as their argument grows more heated. “I have to know what they’re saying, Everett.”

      “I’m not going to be able to stop you, am I, Lemon?”

      “Nope.”

      I hustle us back down into the orchard as the sound of their voices carries to the sky.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Connie grunts.

      “We made a deal,” Chrissy snaps back in haste. “I took care of Mark, remember?”

      “You didn’t take care of Mark,” she tosses it back at him in a mocking tone. “You took care of Amanda.” Connie laughs as she says her name.

      My mouth falls open as I look to Everett.

      Oh my God. We have our killer.

      A sparkle of light shimmers up above as Owlbert floats down our way.

      “I heard everything, Lottie,” he purrs as his wings flap wildly in the night. “Arrest them.”

      I shake my head at him. If only it were that simple.

      Everett nods back toward the cider booth, and I shake my head as I pull him in close. We hold our breath, stealing a moment to listen once more.

      “I took care of Amanda?” Chrissy laughs as if he were taking umbrage with the thought. “You took care of Amanda. I was supposed to find the body.”

      “First, I didn’t kill her. Second, you didn’t find the body—that hot baker you’ve been lusting after stumbled upon her first.”

      Everett lifts a brow my way.

      Chrissy chokes on his response. “I’m not lusting after anyone but you, Connie. It’s always been you!”

      “Then you should have set Mark up better! Why the heck hasn’t that hot detective rummaged through his glove compartment yet?”

      My jaw roots to the ground as I give Everett’s hand a hard tug.

      Owlbert flails and hoots. “What am I hearing? Are they guilty or not?”

      I nod up at him, and he zooms their way.

      “Ouch,” Connie yelps. “Something just pegged the top of my head. Never mind, let’s get out of here. Tomorrow you’ll take the rest of that rat poison—and I don’t care if you have to litter his front lawn with it, you make him look guilty. I can’t sleep at night knowing the sheriff’s department is still fishing around.”

      They step out from the cover of the overgrown apple trees and come face to face with Everett and me.

      “Oh, for freak’s sake,” Connie tips her head back and groans.

      “Connie—Chrissy?” I swallow hard. “We were just headed off for some privacy.” I wrap my arms around Everett and nearly climb him in the process. “You know, just two lovebirds who can’t keep their hands off one another. This big boy’s got a gavel and he knows how to wield it, if you know what I mean.” It comes out throaty and undeniably silly because I would never in my right mind say that to anyone, let alone Connie and Chrissy.

      Connie exhales hard and pushes out a white fog from her lips. “She heard.”

      “No, no, I didn’t hear.” I bat my lashes up at Everett. “Did you hear? We didn’t hear.”

      “They heard, Chrissy!” she barks at him as Owlbert’s wings expand four feet before he lands back on top of her head. “Fix this right now,” she growls, grabbing a fruit picker off the ground as if she were arming herself.

      Chrissy shoots us a nervous glance. “I’m not fixing this, Connie. He’s a freaking judge.”

      Her eyes narrow in on Everett’s. “He’ll be a dead judge.”

      Everett grabs me by the waist and attempts to pull me past the trees to our right, but Chrissy reaches around his back and produces a pistol pointed at the two of us.

      “Drop her. Step forward or this gets messy fast,” Chrissy says it with a touch of boredom in his voice, but I’d like to think it’s his unwillingness to play along.

      “Hey.” Everett holds a hand up, the other still securely wrapped around my waist. “We’re not sure what’s going on. I don’t know who said what. I just want a little alone time with my girlfriend. It looks like you two hit the liquor hard, and I can’t blame you. So why don’t you go that way, and we’ll go this way and forget all about this little altercation?”

      Chrissy glances to Connie, and she cuts her hand through the air as if rejecting the offer.

      Owlbert swoops down and clamps his talons right over Chrissy’s hand, and the gun starts to slip between his fingers.

      In one svelte maneuver, Everett kicks the gun out of Chrissy’s grasp and it plummets to the ground. Everett lunges for it, but Connie swings that fruit picker at his head and strikes him over the temple, creating a horrible thumping sound.

      “Connie,” Chrissy thunders it out like a reprimand—either that or he’s cheering her on.

      Everett staggers back a moment before falling to the ground, a seam of blood erupting just over his cheek.

      “Everett?” I fall to his side and shake him until he gives a hard moan, his eyes fluttering open.

      “Geez,” he groans.

      “Geez is right,” I growl up at Connie. “You could have killed him!”

      “Then I’m off to a good start,” she pants, wielding that gun my way. “Why don’t you get on top of him one last time? I like an easy target.”

      Owlbert hoots four times fast. “What do I do, Lottie? I’ve never intervened in a homicide about to happen. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      And how I hate the thought that Everett and I are the homicide about to happen.

      “Go for the eyes,” I say breathlessly, as he does just that, and I hop over the two of them just as Connie fires the gun into the air, screaming her head off as if she were being eaten alive. I latch onto Connie as we struggle for the weapon.

      Chrissy does his best to pluck me off, but I prove tenacious as I dig my fingers into Connie’s hair.

      “Freeze!” a female voice calls out from behind, but I can’t stop until I get that gun away from Connie.

      A hand clamps down over it just as a shot is fired, and the entire lot of us finally gets around to freezing.

      “Got it.” Everett pulls me back and holds the gun up victoriously, a trickle of blood running down the side of his quickly swelling face. Everett pushes Chrissy against the ground, and Connie decides to make a break for it.

      Without thinking, I extend my foot, and she goes sailing to the ground with a thud.

      Owlbert chuckles as his illumination grows dim. “Good work, Lottie. Good work indeed. Until we meet again… I’m afraid they’re calling me home. Oh, look! There’s my Amanda. And what an angel she is, Lottie. If you could only see her now.”

      My chest bucks with emotion as Detective Ivy Fairbanks tosses Everett a pair of cuffs, and she subdues Connie while he handles Chrissy.

      Soon they’re back on their feet. Both Connie and Chrissy are a little dirtier than they were before, but no worse for wear.

      “They tried to set up Mark Russo,” I pant as Everett navigates Chrissy over to Ivy. “If you look in his glove compartment, you’ll find the pills they used to poison Amanda.”

      Connie glares over at me. “I didn’t poison anyone. You can’t pin this on me and you won’t. Do you know who my brothers are?”

      A chill rides through me at the mention of her family. The Canellis are a notorious crime family that everyone in their right mind knows to steer clear of. I’d be a liar if I didn’t say the threat didn’t bother me.

      In a moment, we’re surrounded by sheriff’s deputies that Ivy called over, and both Chrissy and Connie are led off the premises.

      Ivy looks to the two of us, her lips twisted as if she were contemplating something.

      “You’re a good team.” She lifts her chin to Everett. “Get that cut checked out. I’ll need to speak to the both of you in a bit.”

      We nod as we make our way back to the festivities. The laughter of the crowd, the screams of delight from the people on those hayrides, the hustle and bustle of a beautiful fall night, it’s all unfazed, untouched by the horror of what just happened.

      Everett pulls me in under a silver moon as a sprinkling of stars shimmers above us. “She’s right, Lemon. We do make a good team.”

      “I’ve always suspected as much.” I lean up on my tiptoes and offer him a kiss on the cheek. “Oh! The party.”

      “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      “No. I’m getting you checked out. There’s a nurse’s station just outside the barn. Let’s get your sister before she wanders off again and sheds another article of clothing.”

      We do just that. We collect Meghan and head straight to the nurse who gives Everett a questionable bill of good health. She cautions me to watch him through the night and gives him an ice pack and a bandage. If anything looks amiss, she instructs us to go straight to the emergency room.

      But, upon Everett’s insistence, we head into the barn instead. The inside of this home to all things hay and horses looks amazing with a plethora of white balloons, a huge sign that reads Congratulations, Keelie and Bear, and Mason jars filled with tiny twinkle lights strewn about the refreshment tables. Dozens of crystal chandeliers hang from above that Hazel had installed for just this occasion. Each one illuminates the cavernous space with stunning brilliance. It’s perfectly magical for a perfectly magical couple.

      I text Lainey and Forest, and they’re kind enough to bring out the cake, a three-tiered whitewash of roses that looks impeccably delicious, impossibly elegant. And after all the guests are amassed under the canopy of twinkle lights and crystal chandeliers, Meg ushers in the guests of honor.

      The entire lot of us shouts SURPRISE at the top of our lungs and watch as my best friend bursts into tears—happy tears.

      I wrap my arms around her, and then pull Bear in close. “You two deserve the very best in life, and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you get it.”

      A live band starts up, and soon everyone is dancing to the music.

      Naomi wrangles Alex to the dance floor, and Lily looks as if she’s after blood. But she joins them anyway.

      I spot Meghan shaking her body along with Holland himself.

      “Look at that,” I say as I pull Everett close. “I think she’s right back to having a good time.”

      “How about you?” Everett wraps his arms around me as the music slows to something more our speed. “Are you having a good time?” He sways our bodies to the rhythm and looks deep into my eyes with a look of adoration that I could definitely get used to.

      “I am. And thanks to you, it just keeps getting better and better.”

      “Good.” He presses out a rare smile. “Because it only goes up from here, Lemon.”

      “Life gets better?”

      “We get better.”

      He pulls me close, and we dance the night away.

      Everything feels better already.
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      Seasons change. Time waits for no one.

      It’s a saying my father used to recite often. On the surface, those very words used to frighten me, and in a strange way, they now bring me comfort.

      Every last one of those thugs has been apprehended. Noah and Ivy have been hailed as the town heroes. Noah tried to correct the press and include me in on the fun, but honestly, I want nothing more to do with any of it. Most of the money and all of the jewelry were recovered—including Everett’s family ring. He tried to give it back to me, but I couldn’t take it. The responsibility alone was far too much. I asked him to return it to his mother and he agreed, but not before he promised he’d land another one on my finger one day. My heart melted in a puddle over that one.

      Connie never did admit to poisoning Amanda Wellington, but they found the Conium capsules in the glove compartment of one of Mark’s sports cars, just the way she and Chrissy discussed. They found a bottle of the toxin in Chrissy’s house and traces of it on the dress Connie wore to the party that night. I guess that right there is a good argument for getting your laundry done in a timely manner.

      Everett says they’ll both be going to trial.

      As for Pastor Gaines, Noah, Everett, and I are still keeping an eye on him. Noah is doing some digging, so am I, but neither of us has availed much. However, my mother and Pastor Whoever He Is are on the rocks, and nothing pleases me more.

      It’s a chilly Saturday at the tail end of September, and Everett stopped by the bakery after running a few errands, so I grab a platter of apple turnovers and a couple of cups of coffee and join him in the café.

      “What’s next on the agenda?” I ask as I set the goodies down.

      “Dinner with you tonight, if you’re up for it?”

      “I’m always up for dinner with you.”

      The bell on the door chimes, and we turn to find Mom, Carlotta, and Mayor Nash heading in.

      “Lottie!” Mom makes a beeline my way. “I just talked Mayor Nash into declaring all of October Haunted Honey Hollow month, and I managed to work both of our tours into the extravaganza. In fact, I’ll be having a haunted open house every weekend, and it’s going to be spectacular. I’ve already hired Hazel Wellington to oversee the festivities, and she’s determined that this will put Honey Hollow on the map. All of Main Street is about to get a haunted makeover. The tourists are going to eat it all up, I tell you. The big kickoff is next weekend. Why don’t you bake up a treat and we can give them to the passersby? It will be a great way to drum up business. I just know Mayor Nash will be fine with the expense.”

      “That sounds great. How about cupcakes? They’re easy enough to pass out, and they’re irresistibly delicious, if I do say so myself.”

      Everett reaches over and picks up my hand. “And I agree.”

      Mom links arms with Mayor Nash as the two of them head for the counter where Lily is ready to greet them, but Carlotta lingers.

      She frowns at the two of them. “Would you look at that? She’s making an open play for my man.”

      “Carlotta, the two of you have been bouncing Mayor Nash around like a ping pong ball.”

      She takes a breath and fluffs her caramel waves. “Nobody said it wasn’t fun.” She gives a sly wink. “May the best ghoul win.” She starts to trot off, then backtracks. “Speaking of ghouls, Greer wanted me to let you know she’s back and none the worse for wear.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” For whatever reason, once the dead finish their task, they’re whisked away to paradise. But Greer has remained right here in Honey Hollow, happily haunting my mother’s B&B. “And just in time. It sounds like we’re going to need all haunted hands on deck to get through this next month.”

      “October has always been my favorite.” She wrinkles her nose at Everett. “I was arrested once in October, and I had a heck of a good time with my defense lawyer. You legal eagles are pretty eager to please. He’s a keeper, Lot.”

      Noah strides in just as Carlotta finishes singing Everett’s praises. “He’s a keeper, too. Do me a favor. Once you make a decision, chuck your leftovers my way.” She leans in toward the two of them. “I bet you boys can teach me a thing or two about crime and punishment.”

      “Hello, Noah,” I say, choosing to ignore Carlotta as she scuttles to the counter to load up on treats right alongside my mother. “What brings you this way?”

      He flexes a quick smile. “Just wondering if you were up for heading to Hollyhock to check out that lodge I’m hoping to purchase.”

      My mouth opens, eager to say yes, just as Keelie and my sisters walk in.

      “There she is.” Keelie points an accusing finger my way. “The best friend a girl could ever ask for.”

      I flash a smile up at them. “What are you three up to?”

      Keelie shrugs. “I just wrapped up lunch with Bear, and I’m back to finish my shift.”

      Lainey raises a hand. “I thought I’d get an early jump on Christmas presents and dragged Meg out with me.” She frowns over at me. “Are you ever going to have a Saturday off?”

      “No. And I hope you got me something good.” I give a sly wink before cringing. “You’re not still afraid of me, are you?”

      She twists her lips as she shuffles my way, and I rise as she hugs me.

      “You’re my baby sister, Lottie. I want to protect you, but I can’t.”

      Meg belts out a laugh. “She’s got two beefy boyfriends who can’t protect her. Join the club, Lainey.”

      “Sit down and I’ll get everyone something hot to drink.”

      “I’ll help,” Keelie offers.

      We’re just about to take a step in that direction when Hazel Wellington strides in with a smile on her face. Her red hair is heaped on top of her head in a bun, and she’s wearing a cozy red sweater and long suede boots that are to die for. She looks so much like her sister, it sends a pang of grief over my heart.

      “Here you are!” She waves a large white envelope my way. “I bet you’ve been waiting for this. Or not.” She shrugs as she hands it to me. “I guess the actual marriage is a lot more exciting than staring at a piece of paper. But you’re all legal now. I guess you could frame it or put it in a safe.”

      “What is it?” I say as I pull it out, and my mouth falls open.

      “It’s your marriage license. It came to the rectory, and I said I’d hand-deliver it to you. I’m the town clerk, so when you and Noah signed the paperwork, I took it in to be filed and certified. I called the bakery to get the other information I needed, and Keelie gave it to me.”

      A bustle of words gets locked in my throat. “But we didn’t get—I didn’t think…”

      Everett hops to my side, as does Noah, and Everett takes the paper and examines it.

      His blue eyes flit to mine. “Lemon, this is legal.”

      Meg breaks out into a cackle. “I guess it’s Fox, then, isn’t it?”

      “What?” I look up at Everett. “Wait, there were no witnesses. We were investigating Pastor Gaines,” I practically whisper that last part.

      Everett takes a breath, his chest expanding for miles. “You don’t need a witness in Vermont. I’m sorry to break it to you, but this marriage is legally binding.”

      I gasp as I look to Noah, and his dimples press in. That disbelieving look on his face quickly dissipates as he quickly acquiesces to the idea.

      “Legally binding?” I say absentmindedly. “That must mean…”

      Noah nods. “You’re my wife.”
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