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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.

      

      It’s Noah’s birthday, and I’m throwing him a surprise party down at Honey Lake. But before we can dive into that donut tower of a birthday cake, I happen to stumble upon another body. Someone very close to Noah has been murdered. And to top it all off, my relationships with Noah and Everett are about to change forever.

      

      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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      I see dead people. Mostly I see the furry dearly departed variety, aka dead pets, and on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed human, but right now, my gaze is locked over a pair of emerald-colored eyes that shine bright in this murky light as we stand at the edge of the woods overlooking Honey Lake.

      “You look beautiful tonight, Lottie.” Noah takes up my hand and brushes a gentle kiss to the back of it. “How about a walk along the shore?”

      “That sounds like a plan.” And it is indeed a part of the plan, but I have so much more planned for Noah—and so does everyone I’ve invited to his surprise party.

      It’s just the beginning of August and the air is humid, pressing against us like a hot wet towel. There’s not a breeze in sight, and how I would love to steal a moment to run my bare feet along the shoreline with him.

      It’s evening at Honey Lake, the Honey Festival is in full swing, and you can hear the live band rioting into the sky all the way up by the evergreen belt where Noah and I are standing. The Honey Festival is sort of a big deal in this cozy corner of Vermont.

      The lake is huge, seven miles east to west and two and half miles at its widest. And you can bet that every last inch of this magnificent sparkling body of water is brimming with people. All of the local beekeepers have congregated to show off their wares and every soul in Honey Hollow, along with every tourist in the eastern part of the country, seems to have shown up for the festivities.

      Not to mention every food truck known to man has shown up to cater the affair, and all of the local businesses have booths set up near the water. During the day, it’s a family extravaganza—and as evening draws near, the atmosphere takes on a romantic appeal as the vendors and musicians alike seem to cater toward couples. The fact that the night will end in a fireworks spectacular certainly lends to the romantic appeal.

      And I’m afraid that’s exactly what Noah thinks this is about—a romantic night carved out just for the two of us. It breaks my heart as much as it thrills me.

      Detective Noah Corbin Fox was once my boyfriend. We were pretty hot and heavy right up until I found out he had a wife. It turns out, Noah was separated, and I had assumed he was divorced. Let’s just say as a girl who was cheated on and had her heart stomped on twice before, I wasn’t in the mood to watch it get pulverized again.

      His wife barreled into town and demanded to have him back, so I quickly broke it off with him. And as fate, and his alarmingly attractive older stepbrother, would have it, I found myself another boyfriend—Judge Essex Everett Baxter.

      But, once Everett heard that Noah’s wife finally agreed to the divorce after an eternity of dragging it out—and that it will be final sometime this month—Everett thought it best if we take a step back so that my heart could explore its options.

      Okay, so those weren’t his exact words. It was something more to the effect that he didn’t want to hold me back in the event I had very real feelings for Noah. He thought it was time to shut that door forever before we could move on to the next phase in our relationship—he touched my ring finger for effect. He said he wanted me to be certain—to have no regrets.

      Both Noah and Everett are in their early to mid-thirties, just a few years older than myself, and I will admit, I would love to settle down and share my life with someone, building a family with someone, trading my hatchback for a minivan, having an entire gaggle of children with that special someone.

      But, as it stands, I’m pretty busy running the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery—my very own bakery—and the fact I’ve accidentally fallen in love with two men and can’t seem to turn off my affections for either one, that minivan with a gaggle of children seems like a faraway dream.

      “Lottie”—Noah’s voice is deep and husky—“let’s head to the left.” He nods to the dark side of the lake where there is an abundance of privacy. And judging by his heavily hooded lids, Noah would love to have some privacy with me right about now. “You don’t know how much I’ve missed you.” He secures his hand over mine, warm and strong. “It was killing me, all those months that you were with Everett. Every time I saw the two of you together, I died a little inside.”

      “Noah.” My gut wrenches just hearing it. “I’m so sorry. I promise I didn’t set out to break your heart. I was simply trying to nurse mine back to life,” I say, nodding him to the right instead, straight for the party.

      “And I get it.” He boldly lands a kiss to my cheek, and I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit that it spurred my stomach to bisect with heat.

      Noah is a looker, and his dark hair that has a tendency to turn red in the sun, those lime green eyes, and adorable dimples combined have the power to garner attention from every female in the vicinity—namely me. And it might have been his dangerous good looks that caught my eye initially, but it was his charm and golden heart that won me in the end.

      “Lottie, I can’t convey how thrilled I was when you asked me to head down to the Honey Festival tonight.” He pulls me in, a greedy grin budding on his face as he rocks us to the music filtering through the air. The scent of the bonfires blooming all around us in combination of the magical navy sky pressing over the lake like a lid makes this moment feel otherworldly, something dreamlike that has no place in reality.

      But I didn’t bring Noah to the Honey Festival in hopes to get him alone in the woods, or steal a kiss under the moon that hangs in the sky like a silver platter—it’s my job to walk him right into the surprise birthday party his brother, Alex, is throwing him. Okay, so I’ve had more than a hand in orchestrating this endeavor myself—and so did Cormack Featherby, the woman who staunchly believes she’s engaged to this gorgeous man. It’s a long, horrible story.

      “Lottie?” The smile glides off his face as his eyes dart to the side of my face. Noah glances back as a pinhole of green light shakily dances on the trunk of the evergreen behind us. “Lottie, get down!” Noah lands me on my back, his body covering mine like a shield.

      A light giggle bounces from me. “Excuse me, detective.” I hike up on my elbows as pine needles dig into my clothes. “Are you trying to frost my cookies right here in the woods?” That was one of our favorite double entendres while we were hot and heavy, and judging by his frisky position, Noah would very much like to be hot and heavy.

      His breathing becomes erratic as he glances down at the crowd by the lake.

      “Lottie, that was a laser sight. Someone had a gun trained on us. Who the hell would want to kill us?”

      “Kill us?” I groan as I roll over, and sure enough from a distance I spot everyone expected to arrive at Noah’s surprise party already there. “Nobody is going to kill us tonight. Believe me, that’s the farthest thing from anyone’s mind. Help me up.”

      Noah pulls me to my feet as I dust the back of my legs off. God forbid Everett witnessed that indelicate maneuver. He’ll for sure suspect that Noah is trying to frost my cookies.

      “Noah, there has to be at least a thousand people at the lake,” I say, taking his hand and leading him down the dirt trail that will inevitably lead to ground zero. “It was probably a laser pen. This place is crawling with teenagers up to no good. It’s the end of summer. They’re just cutting loose a little before getting back to the books.”

      “With a gun, Lottie?” He gives my hand a squeeze. “All right, I’ll drop it. Tonight is about you and me and not another single soul. I have waited so long to have you all to myself, and what better place to celebrate the start of our second chance than Honey Lake?”

      In the not too far distance I spot Cormack shushing everyone while luring them into the middle of the picnic area we cordoned off for the party. The twinkle lights that are strewn overhead are off, and once we step within feet of the mob waiting to greet us, my sister, Meg, said she would plug the lights back in for dramatic effect.

      “Lottie?”

      “Oh yeah, the lake is perfect. We’re going to have a great time.” My adrenaline kicks in as I lead us toward the big event. We’re just about twenty feet away from the crowd, and I can hardly stand the excitement.

      We get close and Noah stops dead in his tracks before curling me into him in one svelte move as if we were seasoned ballroom dancers, seasoned lovers for that matter—and we were once.

      “Lottie”—Noah’s eyes burn into mine as a smile flirts with his lips—“I’m in love with you.” He presses the words out sweetly, lower than a whisper. “I don’t want there to be anyone between us anymore. You don’t need to say anything—just kiss me. I’ve missed your kisses as much as I’ve missed your body and soul.”

      A panic sets in. More people are listening in than he realizes, so I give Meg the signal and the entire area lights up as the crowd screams SURPRISE! in unison.

      Noah takes a staggering step back as he glances around at the party decorations —black and gold foil banners, and party tinsel that flickers like flames under the duress of the gorgeous twinkle lights. Cormack, the aforementioned delusional woman who believes she’s engaged to Noah, hired an event planner for the occasion. I didn’t mind too much because I happen to know Amanda Wellington, and I also know she really could use the money. And since the money being ponied up for fancy tinsel belonged to Cormack, I gave it my blessing.

      “What in the heck?” Noah laughs as an entire cast of characters from his past steps up to wish him a happy birthday, starting with his brother. “Alex?”

      Alex Fox is exactly the same height as Noah, same dark hair, same winning smile, but his dimples are more comma-like and he looks like a hulk in spite of Noah’s muscular frame. I’ve yet to officially meet this mysterious brother. We’ve been texting for the last couple of weeks, shoring up details and making sure Noah knew nothing of the party. Noah knew Alex would be coming out at some point this month to celebrate his big day, but since his official birthday isn’t for a few weeks, I’m sure we caught him off guard.

      Everett comes up with a naughty grin blooming on his lips.

      “You did good, Lemon. You don’t need to say anything. Just kiss me,” he teases as his arms swivel around my waist and he lands a kiss to my lips. Everett might be open to me exploring my feelings for Noah, but it’s clear who he wants the winner of my heart to be.

      Everett is drop-dead gorgeous, and I mean that in the literal sense. Even now, half the women in the vicinity are craning their necks just to get a better look at him. Everett has black hair, eyes the color of a stormy sky, and a face that makes just about any woman hope he’ll dole out a delicious punishment her way. Everett is slow to smile, serious as a bullet, and is always the smartest person in the room—with the exception of whenever Noah is around. At that point, it’s pretty much tied.

      I feel very lucky to have two handsome, brilliant men pining after me, but in all honesty, I’m terrified at what will become of us. Someone’s heart is destined to be broken, and I can’t stand the thought of breaking anyone’s heart.

      “Lottie, Everett!” Noah waves us over as he pulls his brother in. “Lottie, this is my brother Alex, ex-Marine turned investment banker.”

      Noah’s doppelgänger takes a step back as he appraises me. “So this is the famous Lottie Lemon.”

      “Best baker in town,” Noah adds.

      “Most beautiful baker on the planet,” Everett offers.

      Alex laughs and sets his hand out. “Nice to finally meet you. You are as sweet as Noah said you’d be—and as beautiful as Everett suggests. Full disclosure”—he looks to his brother—“Lottie helped me plan the whole thing.”

      Cormack jumps into our small circle with her blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail and her flawless face looking a bit too ironed out as if she just had her wrinkles paralyzed into submission and I’m betting she did.

      “Lies, lies! All lies!” Cormack wraps herself around Alex like a viper around a tree trunk. “Alex, I can’t believe it’s been so long since I last saw your handsome face.” She pulls back with her cheeks piqued with color, and for a moment I’m hoping Cupid has struck again and she’ll finally set her sexual sights elsewhere. “Did you hear the news?” She shoves that rock on her left hand in Alex’s face. “I’m about to join the family!”

      The ring on Cormack’s finger is a replica she had made of the one that she found in Noah’s closet—the very one that was meant for me. But since there is no stopping Cormack’s delusions, I choose not to debate her upcoming nuptials. That’s Noah’s problem, not mine. He swears he’s set her straight but that things keep going sideways and she doesn’t believe his protests.

      Before Alex can congratulate the unlucky couple, a tall man with a familiar grin enters our midst and both Alex and Noah lose their minds. Everett is the first to greet him by way of a manly half-hug.

      “Morgan!” the brothers chime in unison before slapping their way through a manly hug-fest of their own.

      Noah looks my way. “Lottie, you remember Dr. Dawson from Everett’s brief stay in the hospital last month?”

      How can I forget? A loon abducted Everett, and Noah and I took him to the ER ourselves.

      “Of course,” I say, giving the good doctor a quick wave. “So glad you could make it.”

      Dr. Morgan Dawson is a striking man. There’s a boyishness about him in general, but he has an affable aura that draws people to him. I can tell he’s one of those people who has an easy time in life just because he’s so well-received.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” He slaps Everett on the back. “How are you holding up, buddy?”

      “Alive, just the way I like it.”

      I give Everett’s hand a tug. “The way we all like it. Hey, did you grow up with Morgan, too?”

      He nods. “We played b-ball back in the day.”

      A couple more people join us, and Morgan is quick to introduce them.

      “Noah, I hope you don’t mind a couple of party crashers,” he teases. “This is Dr. Colin Drake. We’re both up for chief of surgery.” He mock socks the lanky man with glasses. Dr. Drake is tall, sinewy like a bicyclist, has dark expressive eyes that squint heavily from his smile, and has a gaunt face. There’s sort of a rock star appeal to him in general.  “And since I’ll be beating him out, I thought he could grab a bite out of that donut cake to make him feel better.” Dr. Drake shakes his head our way as if to contest Morgan’s theory.

      Morgan holds a hand out toward an older woman, about my mother’s age, silver pixie cut hair, stylishly dressed in a white jean jacket and matching capris.

      “And this is the lovely Sandra Bristol.” He comes shy of winking as the older woman giggles like a schoolgirl. “She’s a celebrated nurse, and Honey Hollow General Hospital is lucky to have her working in our labor and delivery unit.” He holds up a finger. “And she singlehandedly takes care of her ill sister. And if any of you think you’re going to nominate her for sainthood, you can’t. I’ve already beat you to it.”

      She’s quick to wave him off with a laugh. “It’s very nice to meet you all. I just bumped into Colin at the festival, and the next thing I know we’re standing here. Happy birthday to you.” She nods to Noah with a hot pink grin.

      Morgan shoots Colin with his finger. “Just keep this guy in line, would you? On second thought—shove him into the deep end of the lake.”

      A warm laugh erupts between us as they begin in on a conversation of their own.

      “Lottie”—Noah comes over—“I have to see this cake everyone is raving about.”

      Everett growls at him. “Too late, I ate it.” He pats his stomach and I swat him.

      “Come on, birthday boy. It’s right over here.”

      Everett heads over to Alex while I take Noah to a picnic table laden with a feast that I purchased from the Honey Pot Diner. The Honey Pot is a restaurant that is conjoined with the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery—and that happens to be the bakery I own and run. Well, own might be a strong word. My grandmother, Nell Turner, technically owned the land and the building and almost every other piece of land and quite possibly structure in Honey Hollow. When she died, she left the lion's share of her estate to yours truly, but my Uncle Will has been contesting the will ever since Nell died back in January. That entire mess seems to be locked up in legal red tape for the better part of eternity.

      We come upon the cake—a tower of glazed donuts with swirls of white frosting strewn throughout to give it a festive appeal. Next to it I’ve brought a variety of donuts to spice things up, double chocolate, sprinkles and confetti, raspberry and lemon filled, custard filled, bear claws, French twists, crullers, and apple fritters. You name it, I’ve spent the last few days frying up a storm.

      “Lottie.” Noah ticks his head back as if he were bowled over. “It’s official. You’re my favorite everything.”

      He wraps his arms around me, and just as it looks as if he’s about to brazenly go in for a kiss, my best friend, Keelie Nell Sawyer, pops up, squealing with delight. Keelie’s blonde locks look almost white under the peachy glow of the twinkle lights. She’s holding hands with her new beau, my long-time ex, Otis Bear Fisher. Bear is a sandy-haired, burly man who happens to work in construction.

      Keelie is one of the perkiest people I know, and ever since I found out who my birth mother was last winter, it turns out not only is she my bestie, but Keelie is my cousin, too. We’ve been friends since preschool, and I’d trust her with just about anything. Ironic since I’ve never let it slip that I can see the dead. I’ve only told Noah and Everett about my transmundane status, further classified as supersensual. My birth mother, Carlotta, knows, of course, but outside of that, it’s a deep, dark secret I don’t plan on letting loose on society anytime soon.

      Keelie and Bear get to the business of wishing Noah a happy birthday just as a giant black dog with droopy jowls and dark serious eyes bounds up. He looks sort of like a black Golden Retriever, but he’s built heavier with longer fur and a wider frame.

      “Oh my goodness!” I say, bending over to give his head a quick scratch. “Aren’t you handsome tonight?” He gives a jovial bark as he butts his head against my knees and I laugh as I hug him. My goodness, he looks like a miniature black bear.

      “Lottie?” Keelie sounds worried for me, and I turn so they can see my new furry little friend.

      “It looks like we have another party crasher,” I tease. “I’m certain that someone at the lake is looking for him.”

      “Looking for who?” Bear leans in and squints. It’s clear he’s been spending his fair share of time outside this summer, judging by his sun-kissed face and the blond streaks in his hair. Bear helped put my bakery together last fall. We dated in high school, and he was the first to cheat on me in a long line of cheats. Okay, so there were three, and Noah didn’t technically cheat, but it felt that way. But, believe you me, three is plenty of cheats for one lifetime. I’ve caught my limit.

      “The dog,” I say, chipper, as I run my fingers through his luxurious fur.

      Keelie’s eyes enlarge as Noah shakes his head frantically.

      “This”—I glance down at the furry beast just as he leaps right through Bear and then right through the donut tower on the picnic table without disrupting it—“fake dog.” I shrug up at Keelie and Bear, and they’re quick to shrug off my behavior. “Donut anyone?”

      Both Keelie and Bear head off to make their selections just as Everett joins Noah and me.

      Noah nods his way. “She just saw another one.”

      “Another idiot?” Everett’s brows hike as if he were amused. “Be nice to Bear. And you shouldn’t call yourself names on your birthday.” He gives a sly wink my way.

      “Another dead creature.” Noah steps in close. “Lottie, did you say you saw a dog?”

      I give an apprehensive nod as I glance around the vicinity in search of the perky poltergeist.

      Noah catches my gaze. “Does that mean…?”

      “Yes,” I say breathlessly. “Someone at the lake is going to die.”

      Everett takes a breath. “And it will be murder.”
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      Murder.

      My blood runs cold as soon as the words leave Everett’s lips.

      It’s true. I’ve seen the ghosts of the dearly departed for as far back as when I was a child, usually pets that have come back to warn of some horrible event that’s about to strike their old owner, but on occasion I’ve seen a deceased human or two as well. It used to mean something simple—a scraped knee, a twisted ankle—but as of late, it most definitely means a homicide is afoot.

      Noah takes off to find Ivy. Detective Ivy Fairbanks is his partner in the homicide division down at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department. Of course, I invited her. I had to. Ivy isn’t my favorite person nor am I hers. She’s condescending and a bit snide, and I’m pretty sure she has a mean crush on Noah. She’s a redheaded beauty that makes busting crime in four-inch stilettos look as effortless as breathing.

      Everett leans in. “Who do you think it is, Lemon? Where’s the dog? What kind of dog was it?”

      Everett has called me by my surname for as long as I can remember. We met last September when I was a defendant in his courtroom and he wisely sided with me. He was a notorious playboy who danced the mattress mambo with more women than there are that populate the great state of Vermont. And for whatever reason, those women who have landed horizontally with him all walk away with a unique door prize—the ability to call him by his first name. I’m not sure why Everett is mostly abhorrent to being called Essex—his mother and sister are exempt from this rule since they’ve been calling him Essex since birth. But he made it clear when we met that I was to call him Everett, and even though we’ve mamboed on mattresses, showers, and sofas alike, I’ve stuck to the moniker I’ve grown accustomed to.

      “I don’t know where he went. He’s huge, though, and he has black shiny fur. He was friendly, I guess. But he didn’t say anything.”

      Oddly enough, my powers have been growing. A few months back, my dead granny Nell came to help me solve a murder and she told me in no uncertain terms that my powers would indeed be flourishing. She also mentioned that I might see her again on this side of the celestial divide and, believe you me, nothing would make me happier. For a very long while, Nell was the only one who knew I could see the dead. Little did I know that whole time she could see them, too.

      “All right. Don’t worry.” Everett takes a breath. “I have a feeling this is going to play itself out one way or another. Maybe you should stay put? That way at least you won’t find another body.”

      I cringe at the thought. It’s true. I’ve found eleven bodies in eleven months. All of Honey Hollow is beginning to think I’m cursed.

      Everett cranes his neck into the crowd just as Meg and her boyfriend Hook come up.

      Meg has dyed her blonde locks jet-black and it looks stunning juxtaposed against her ice-blue eyes. She used to be in the female wrestling circuit down in Vegas but came back to Honey Hollow last spring. Hook is a good-looking cast-off from Wall Street who now runs his father’s real estate empire, Redwood Realty.

      “What’s this?” Meg cackles. “Did I hear you say she’s about to find another body?”

      Meg thinks my talent for stumbling upon the dead is hilarious. Side note: I am not laughing.

      Hook socks Everett on the arm. “Dude, I hear you’ve got some competition. Britney just told us she’s ready to sign the divorce papers, and Noah said the first thing he’s going to do is take back Lottie.”

      I scoff at the thought. “I’m not a possession. Nobody is going to take me.” Although, Noah was pretty proficient in taking me in the bedroom. I’m more than certain that’s exactly what he would like most for his birthday—a pizza from Mangias and me standing naked in his living room.

      Meg leans in. “What about the killer?”

      “They’re not taking me either.” For one, I never owned a large black dog. I may have wanted one, but right about now, I’m thankful that little childhood dream never came true. “Have you heard from Lainey?” My older sister, Lainey, got married last month and she’s on the tail end of her honeymoon. Every now and again she’ll send a text, but they are few and far between, separated by long bouts of silence.

      “Nope. But guess what? Their new house just closed this afternoon, and I’ve got the keys.”

      A sharp gasp erupts behind her as Mom and Pastor Gaines join us.

      Mom is a bouncy blonde who looks twenty years younger than her true age. She bought a run-down B&B after my adoptive father, Joseph Lemon, died way back when, and she’s nurtured it into a successful business. I’d say she did it all on her own, but she had the help of a couple of ghosts—Greer Giles, a girl about my age who was murdered a few months back, and her two-hundred-year-old boy toy, Winslow Decker. They’ve adopted a cute little poltergeist as of late, so the B&B is really shaking and quaking these days. My mother, being the astute businesswoman she is, has put together what she calls the Haunted Honey Hollow Bed and Breakfast Tour, and she sells tickets at eighty dollars a pop. And after the tourists have the socks frightened right off them, she sends the tour bus down to my bakery for what she likes to call the Last Thing They Ate Tour.

      It’s true. The bodies I find often have the remnants of one of my sweet treats on their person. It’s morbid, and terrible, and sadly, it’s boosted business through the roof. Whatever the deceased last noshed on becomes an instant sensation overnight, and I have to amp up production just to keep up with the demand.

      Meg nods at my mother. “Amanda Wellington just gave me the keys to Lainey and Forest’s new house.” Amanda Wellington as in the party planner who Cormack handed her American Express Black Card to in honor of Noah’s big birthday bash. Amanda also works for Redwood Realty. She’s hoping her event business will take off and be enough to sustain her one day.

      Meg gets a devilish gleam in her eye. “I say we TP the place and dump concrete in the toilets.”

      “Meg.” I roll my eyes to Everett. “Of course, she’s teasing—I hope.”

      “Nonsense.” Mom looks to Pastor Gaines.

      Pastor Stephen Gaines is relatively new in Honey Hollow—and definitely a new addition to my mother’s boyfriend collection. Up until a few weeks ago, she was seeing my biological father, Mayor Harry Nash. We just learned about his paternity a little over a month ago, so you can see where their relationship got a little weird, fast. Currently, Mayor Nash is dating my biological mother, Carlotta Sawyer. She’s a character, a peach, and a pill all rolled into one. Come to think of it, so is he. Honestly, I can’t see that good time lasting too much longer. The two of them might just be too similar in their naughty nature.

      “Stephen”—my mother flirts with her throaty tone—“if you’re free tomorrow, I’d love for you to come by and say a blessing over the house.”

      “Of course.” He broadens that perpetual grin of his. Pastor Gaines is a relatively attractive older gentleman with half-moons for eyes and a calm air about him. There’s just something I can’t pinpoint with him, something that makes you feel as if he knows more than he’s letting on, and it unnerves me a bit. But I’m sure once I get to know him better, I’ll think he’s the best guy ever for my sweet mom. My mother has had all sorts of boyfriends since my father passed away, from kinky to kooky, and secretly I’m wondering where this one falls in the mix.

      “How about early evening?” he asks. “I have a few counseling sessions I’m bound to until six.”

      “Six is perfect.” Mom looks to Meg and me. “Be there at six o’clock sharp. Bring friends. We’ll make a party of it! Lottie, why don’t you bring a platter of baked goods? I’ll get up early and load all their things that I’m storing in my garage and bring them over to their new house.”

      “I’ll help.” Noah comes up from behind. “I’ve got a truck. I can help you load it.”

      Everett grunts, “And I’ll show up at the house and help unload it. I have a full day at court tomorrow, but it would be my pleasure.”

      Mom’s shoulders shimmy—an action not uncommon to her when she’s unusually excited. “I do love to be surrounded by handsome strong men. Hook, you can come, too, if you’d like. Lainey and Forest are due back in a few days, and I want to surprise them by having most of their belongings in place.”

      Someone calls Noah from behind and he excuses himself.

      “Excuse us, too,” I say, tipping my head in that direction as I take up Everett’s hand. “Rumor has it, there’s a lost puppy out here somewhere.”

      Everett and I are quick to find Noah surrounded by friends.

      Alex, Morgan, and Colin—although it doesn’t feel right not referencing them as Dr. Dawson and Dr. Drake. And next to Morgan stand a couple of girls, early twenties, I would guess, both stunning brunettes. One has long hair and light eyes that look as if they glow, and the shorter one has a razor cut bob with her hair curling under just around her jawline. Her eyes are large and wide-set, which makes her look all the more youthful, and she’s wearing cut-offs and a bikini top with her arm staked through Morgan’s. She must be the girlfriend.

      “Hi, ladies,” I say just to be polite as we break into their circle.

      Morgan lifts a finger our way. “Everett, Lottie, this is Anika Bram, a friend of mine.” He nods to the girl with short hair who looks as if she’s laid claim to him for the night. She has a fuchsia smile and looks friendly as can be. “And that’s Cassie Montgomery, another friend of mine.” He motions to the long-haired girl before winking at Everett as if he were giving him the go-ahead with her, and I get a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “Hi, Anika, Cassie.” I give a halfhearted wave. “I own the bakery down the street, and I happen to have brought all the sweet treats tonight. So please, help yourselves to as much as you like. I’m afraid I might have overdone it.”

      A grin twitches over Noah’s face. “That’s because Lottie loves me.”

      “That I do.” I cringe a little because I happen to be holding Everett’s hand while saying it.

      Alex and Morgan start a conversation about lake fishing, and soon Everett and Noah are chiming in, too. I step in close to the girls now that Anika has dislodged herself from the good doctor.

      “So, what keeps you girls busy? Are you from the area?” I ask in my cheeriest voice. Believe you me, it took everything I had not to ask them if either of them once owned a big black dog about yea big, black soulful eyes, dead as a doornail.

      Cassie’s chest bucks as she scoffs at Anika, and I can’t help but note a bit of tension between the two.

      “I’m a banker.” Cassie holds out her hand and I shake it. There’s something about her, something wicked and vindictive that oozes from her very being, and a tiny part of me likes her all the more because of it. I have no idea why. Maybe because I’ve always been drawn to the villains in Disney movies, and there’s something about those dark heavily arched eyebrows she’s penciled in within an inch of her life that reminds me of just that. Her lively dark hair makes her eyes glow all the more. She reminds me so much of Greer. Greer Giles—the one that haunts my mother’s B&B was gunned down last March. We had met just before that, and she has the same arrogant mean girl vibe about her.

      “A banker?” I ask. “Here in town?”

      “Leeds.” She lifts her chin as if daring me to think one bad thought about that seedy little town that borders just south of us. Dear Lord, I have trekked to Leeds during many investigations and not once has anything kosher happened. There are more strip clubs and underground casinos in that smarmy town than a mobster or a prostitute can shake a stick at.

      “Leeds is lovely this time of year.” I turn to Anika once I spew the lie. “And how about you?”

      “Fallbrook.” She giggles when she says it.

      “Fallbrook” Thank my unlucky stars I don’t have to shed a half-truth about that place. “I’m more than familiar with Fallbrook. My boyfriend grew up there—one of them, anyway.” Did I just say that out loud? “In fact, his mother still lives there—Everett, that is. She’s got this ridiculously large international airport of a house that you could drop Zimbabwe into and it would still feel empty.” I laugh as if it were funny, but they’re joining me in the endeavor regardless.

      Cassie pulls forth my left hand and bounces her thumb off the rock on my ring finger. “You mean your fiancé.”

      “Oh, actually.” I pull my hand back and examine the glorious chucky diamond myself. “We’re not really engaged. He told his mother we were and she gave me her own mother’s ring because my finger was a little bare. I’m too afraid to leave this at home, so I wear it everywhere I go. And trust me, it doesn’t thrill Noah.” True story. Everett seems to enjoy perpetuating the lie, but, in truth, he told his mother and sister he was engaged before he ever met me to quell their constant bickering about it.

      Anika’s mouth falls open. “Are you dating Noah, too?”

      Cassie smacks her on the arm. “Weren’t you listening? She’s got two of them.”

      “Oh no, I mean, we used to. Everett wants me to shore up my feelings for him, so I’m sort of accidentally dating both.” The words felt both foreign and wrong coming from my lips.

      “Like us.” Anika blinks my way. “I mean, I’m dating Morgan, and Cassie is sort of dating Morgan, too. I get Sunday through Wednesday, and she gets the rest of the week.”

      Now it’s my mouth falling open.

      Cassie averts her gaze. Her demeanor is far curter. “I’m dating Morgan. I’m the one who knew Morgan first. You’re the one who’s trying to steal him. Get it straight.” She looks my way, her jaw sharpening with definition. “I’m not interested in sharing. But Morgan and I broke up for a while last fall, and that’s when this ditz jumped into the picture. Morgan and I are feeling our way back to one another, and soon she’ll be out of the picture once again.”

      “We’ll see.” Anika stiffens, her eyes slitting to nothing. Gone is the perky young girl, replaced with someone who looks as if she doesn’t take no for an answer. “I think I’ll try your cookies now, Lottie.”

      She takes off and Cassie steps in. “Anika is a brat. Don’t let her questionable pedigree woo you like it has Morgan.”

      “Oh, I get it. She comes from money?” Of course, she does. Fallbrook should have tipped me off.

      “You could say that. Her mother is Jane Lloyd, the blonde bimbo who climbed to fame via a sex tape, and her dad is rocker Jimmy Love. I think she’s met her parents once or twice between her long stints in boarding school. She thinks she’s going to end up with Morgan because she always gets what she wants. She’s wrong. I can promise both you and her, she’ll never have Morgan. Excuse me.” She takes off into the crowd and my heart breaks for her.

      In a strange way, our lives are reflective of one another. They’re basically experiencing the same love triangle with reversed genders.

      Cormack screams and hollers and does her best to haul everyone over to the picnic table so we can sing to Noah in front of his decadent donut cake, but just as the crowd starts to migrate that way, the first few fireworks of the night explode overhead.

      “Go ahead and grab a donut everyone,” Noah shouts. “Enjoy the show!”

      He comes over and wraps an arm around my waist. I can’t help but note that Everett is shooting him a hard look that clearly says he disapproves, but it’s Noah’s birthday and the sky has our attention at the moment, so both Everett and I let it go. Not that I mind it. A part of me is very much hungry for Noah’s touch.

      The fireworks go off in a parade of pinks and blues, greens and purples. Giant flowery blooms and sparkling umbrellas as big as Honey Lake itself. The sky goes black and a loud sonic boom erupts, shaking the ground beneath our feet.

      The crowd gasps with approval, but Noah stiffens as he looks around. “Everett, keep an eye on Lottie. I’ll be right back.” He darts past the sand and into the woods that line the outer banks of the lake.

      “Nobody keeps an eye on me,” I say, chasing after him. “Noah?”

      “Lemon,” Everett barks as he catches up.

      I pause, out of breath, as I look around the dark thicket before us.

      “We’ve lost him.” I marvel at Noah’s ability to turn into the invisible man.

      An ethereal glow lights up the woods to my left, and every muscle in my body stiffens.

      Everett steps in close. “What is it, Lottie?”

      “I don’t know.” I take off in that direction, the moonlight as my guide as the grand finale begins to detonate overhead. A spray of glittering stars erupts from the base of an evergreen, and then I see it. The large black beast of a dog is setting off fireworks of his own, albeit of the otherworldly variety. “Everett!” I pant as I jog on over.

      One of my glazed crullers lies half-eaten on the ground and next to it lies a hand.

      A strangled cry comes from my throat as Everett and I spot Morgan lying on his back with a crimson stain over his chest.

      Dr. Morgan Dawson won’t need to choose between girlfriends anymore.

      Dr. Morgan Dawson is dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      A horrific scream erupts from me as Everett pulls me away from the body.

      Noah runs up with Ivy on his tail. Soon enough, the entire woods are crawling with off-duty deputies who were trying to enjoy the remnants of summer down at the lake.

      That large beast of a dog saunters over and barks my way.

      “Everett, he’s here.” I take up his hand. For whatever reason, a few months back, my powers hiked up another notch, and now anyone who’s holding my hand can hear the dead, too. The talking pet part is relatively new, and I can assure every soul on this planet that is one supernatural stunt I will never get used to.

      “Follow me,” I say a little too sternly to the beast.

      I can’t help it. Murder makes me ornery. And why on God’s green earth couldn’t this adorable pooch have helped me block the killer off at the pass? I guess you can say I’m a bit touchy at the beast.

      Everett and I head into the woods as the skeletal fingers of a dry pine tree claw us farther into the darkness by way of their bony-like protrusions.

      “What’s your name? What kind of a dog are you? And are you a boy or a girl?” I like to keep my pronouns straight when it comes to the furry little creatures.

      The stately beast glows an ethereal blue, his coat looks thick and glossy in this unnatural light, and he’s panting, which almost makes it look as if he’s about to smile. And oddly enough, upon closer inspection, the dog really does look more like a small bear.

      “Boy. Newfoundland. And my name is Cookie—Cookie Monster is my formal moniker.” His voice is deeper than the sea, and it sends a shiver up my spine just hearing it.

      “Did he just say Cookie?” I look to Everett, disbelieving.

      “Cookie?” Everett’s voice hikes with something just this side of amusement. “Man, I’ve missed you.” Everett bends over and does his best to pat the air, so I guide his hand until he’s actually swatting it right through Cookie’s ghostly frame. “Cookie Monster. You were the best. I’m sorry about Morgan.”

      “As am I, Essex.” The gorgeous beast growls.

      “It’s just Everett now.” He shoots me a sly look.

      “Who did this?” I’m quick to interrogate the otherworldly canine. “Who killed Dr. Dawson?”

      “I don’t know,” Cookie roars it out like a threat. “But I’m going to prowl the grounds. I will not rest until I find the one who wears the blood guilt.” He barks up a storm as he takes off toward the lake like only a beloved dog on a mission can.

      “Hey!” I call after him. “Clue me in on that blood guilt thing, would you?” My voice wanes as Everett and I head back out of the woods, only to meet up with Noah and Ivy.

      Ivy Fairbanks steps up in a white pantsuit, her hair wild like kinky flames.

      “Lottie Lemon, you did it again,” she says it flat without a stitch of sarcasm that the sentiment probably deserved. “We’ll handle things from here. Judge Baxter, why don’t you escort her back to the party? It’s best some of the guests be informed right away that there’s been an incident.”

      Noah closes his eyes briefly. “I’d better get down there, too.” He glances to Everett. “I just texted Jeremy. He says he’s here at the lake.” He looks my way. “He’s the next of kin. Morgan let me know earlier their mother is unreachable in Europe.” He steps over to Ivy. “I want this area cordoned off. Forensics is on their way. Lottie, Everett, why don’t we go break the news to Alex, his buddy, and the girls? Jeremy is on his way over to meet me.”

      We make our way back to the party where the donuts are almost all gone as the guests mingle and laugh under the twinkle lights as if it were the best party they’ve ever been to.

      We come upon Alex speaking with Britney and my new stepbrother, Finn. When it was revealed to me that Mayor Nash was my biological father, I won a few siblings as a door prize. And, of course, Britney is Noah’s soon-to-be ex-wife. Noah has exes coming out of the woodwork. It’s basically a hazard with him.

      “Lottie Lemon.” Finn holds out his arms and offers me a warm embrace. “How’s my favorite sister?” He gives a hard wink. “Don’t tell Aspen and Kelleth I said that.” Finn has a boyish adorableness to him. We share the same caramel-colored hair and light eyes. He has an infectious grin, and you can just tell he’s the kind of person everyone wants to be around.

      “I’m not doing so well, actually.” I glance past him into the crowd.

      Britney blocks my view. “What is it, Luka?”

      For reasons unknown to me, both Cormack and Britney get my name wrong at every turn. It’s probably a power play on their part, but I really don’t care at this point. Britney has that Jessica Rabbit smoldering beauty going on—one eye cleverly hidden by a stray blonde lock, smoky eyes, and large red lips ready to take a bite out of just about anyone. She’s also a franchise owner of Swift Cycle gyms, and she’s busy peppering them all over Vermont.

      Everett takes a breath. “There’s been another murder.”

      Noah leans in. “Excuse me”—he says, eyeing his brother—“I’d better break this to a few people myself.”

      “I’m going with you. Hey? Don’t you have to break this to Jeremy first?”

      “Trust me, Jeremy won’t mind one bit.”

      I traipse alongside him as best as I can until we come upon Alex talking with Colin—Dr. Drake—and Sandra, the labor and delivery nurse. They burst into a warm laugh just as we come upon their circle.

      “Here’s the man of the hour.” Alex pats Noah on the back.

      Dr. Drake nods to the three of us. “Everything okay? You look like you had one too many donuts.” His eyes spear into each of ours as if trying to read us, but his jaw is clenched as if he were angry while doing so.

      Noah offers a meager smile my way. “I haven’t had any. I’m sorry, but I have some pretty tough news.”

      Sandra gently touches a trembling hand to her chest. “Goodness. Is everything all right?”

      Noah stiffens. “Morgan is dead. Someone shot him in the woods. The Ashford Sheriff’s Department is taking care of the scene.”

      “Dead?” Dr. Drake’s voice hikes as if he were amused.

      “It can’t be.” Sandra shakes her head. “You must have found someone else. He was just right here with us. We were about to sing you a song. Surely this is some sick joke.” She looks to me for some respite. “Say it isn’t so.” Her voice breaks.

      “I’m sorry.” I shake my head.

      “No!” She falls to her knees, her face white with shock.

      “Come here.” Dr. Drake helps her up once again. “Let’s get you some cold water.”

      Everett lifts a hand. “I’ll get it.”

      Noah excuses himself as Dr. Drake helps Sandra to the nearest bench.

      I’m about to head over and join them, but I’m stopped cold as I spot a couple of women arguing by the waterline. Without thinking, I make my way over. It’s Cassie and Anika battling it out by way of a salty verbal exchange. Every now and again I hear the words he’s mine. It’s clear they’re fighting over Morgan. I should tell them the news before they hear it from someone else.

      Just as I’m about to make my way down, Everett shows up with a vaguely familiar looking man and woman with heavily highlighted locks of brown and blonde streaks streaming through her waves, glossy pink lips, and a pinched nose and smile. She’s wearing a tube top paired with a striped skirt and has a string of bangles running down both arms giving off a gypsy vibe.

      Everett gives a mournful tick of the head. “Lemon, I just bumped into my old friend Jeremy and his wife.”

      I suck in a quick breath. I’m positive Noah is looking for him as we speak. It feels as if someone just landed an anchor over my chest. I hate that we have to break the news to Morgan’s poor brother.

      “Girlfriend.” The gypsy girl extends a hand. “Jessica Nicole. Jeremy doesn’t plan on proposing.” She smears a sarcastic smile across her face.

      “Lottie Lemon,” I say, shaking her hand.

      Everett takes a breath. “Jeremy is Morgan’s older brother. We all grew up together.”

      “I see. It’s nice to meet you.”

      He offers a warm smile and shakes my hand as well. “It’s nice to meet you, Lottie. Noah just touched base with me.” He glances to Everett. “I was hoping to wish him a happy birthday.”

      Jessica Nicole rolls her eyes. “We just so happened to be at the Honey Festival and we heard about it. Don’t think for a minute that the great Dr. Dawson would have clued us in on a surprise party for an old friend.”

      Jeremy grunts at the thought of his brother. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what that bastard does. I didn’t come here to see him. I couldn’t care less if the guy was dead.” He takes a swig of the bottle in his hand. “Have you seen him? Tell me which way he went and I’ll turn the other direction.”

      “Just your typical night,” Jessica Nicole says while rubbing her arms and shivering even though it’s deathly balmy out. Come to think of it, I might be the only one sweltering at the moment. I did just run into a body and a talking dog. It’s safe to say there isn’t one typical thing about this night.

      She nods my way as if agreeing. “Morgan thinks he’s better than us. He’s always thought he was better than me. I’d put him in his place myself if I could.” She gives a little wink as if maybe she did.

      The whoop of a rescue vehicle sears through the night, and we all glance in that direction at the very same time.

      “Looks like someone’s in trouble.” Jeremy cranes his neck, and Everett herds him a little farther from the scene.

      “That’s what I’d like to talk to you about,” he says. “To the both of you.”

      Jessica Nicole, the girl with two first names, shoots Jeremy a look as if she knows exactly where this is headed.

      “I need to go.” She tries to bolt past me, and I catch her.

      “Wait”—I gently pull her back—“you should hear this from us.”

      Everett nods. “Someone shot Morgan tonight. He’s gone, Jeremy. I’m sorry.”

      Jessica Nicole’s body goes rigid against me right before she staggers back.

      She and Jeremy exchange a good long glance before Jeremy sighs.

      “All right then. I guess it’s over.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Did you say you guess it’s over?”

      “Yup.” He reels Jessica Nicole in, and suddenly the mood between the two of them lightens. “I guess I don’t have to worry about bumping into him anymore now, do I?” He frowns at Everett. “We’ll catch up some time, man. I gotta go and clear my head. I need to find a way to contact my mother. She’s in Europe visiting relatives. Nice meeting you, Lottie.”

      Jessica Nicole lifts a hand my way. “Byee.” She elongates the word as if she were trying to be cute. But it’s anything but that. More like nails on a chalkboard and oh so odd after the news they were just handed.

      We watch as they take off up the hill, bouncing in their stride as if they were excited, bubbling with conversation as if the night finally showed some promise.

      “Would you look at that?” I shake my head incredulously. “I’m guessing Jeremy didn’t get along with his brother.”

      “Not for as long as I can remember. Jeremy was always the black sheep of the Dawson clan. And now he’s all that’s left of it.”

      “Huh. Do you think he’s capable of killing his brother?”

      “I don’t know, but his girlfriend didn’t look so innocent herself.”

      The arguing down at the waterline increases, and Everett and I turn to find Cassie and Anika rioting over one another in a verbal assault that could rival the fireworks display we were just treated to.

      “Let me take care of this,” I say, taking off down the sand.

      “Lemon,” Everett says it like a reprimand, but I refuse to listen.

      Once these women know there’s nothing to war over anymore, they can both get to the business of grieving poor Dr. Dawson.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I make my way over. But the girls don’t look up.

      Cassie shoves Anika hard in the chest and her short hair flies violently against her face.

      “Hey, hey”—I say, diving in between them—“stop it!” I cry out. “Something terrible has happened.”

      “Darn right.” Cassie doesn’t take her eyes off Anika. “And it’s about to happen again.” She draws her arm back as if to deck the girl, but I step in front of her fist and it lands square over my left eye.

      “Oh!” I cry out as I double over.

      Everett breaks up the fight before it could properly begin as he makes his way over to me.

      “Enough,” he riots as he pulls me from their midst and lands a kiss to my forehead. “Geez. You okay?” He gently lifts my chin and winces as he inspects the damage. “We’d better get some ice.” He turns to the girls. “There’s been a murder tonight. Morgan Dawson is dead. Don’t go anywhere. The Ashford Homicide Division is waiting to question you both.”

      Nice touch.

      Anika’s mouth falls open, and her eyes widen as far as her sockets will allow. Cassie tips her head back and smiles.

      “There now.” She nods to herself as if to say now neither of us can have him. Her lips curl at the edges as she looks my way. “I’m sorry about the left hook. I think I need something to drink.” She stalks off, leaving Anika to sway on her feet and sit hard in the sand.

      Everett and I do our best to comfort the girl, but she assures us she’s fine and strangely enough she looks it.

      Everett and I head back to the picnic tables and watch as the deputies question those in the vicinity. But so many people have already slipped away.

      It makes me wonder if the killer has already slipped away, too.
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      Maple Leaf Drive is exactly two blocks east of Country Cottage Road.

      Country Cottage Road just so happens to be where Everett, Noah, and I live. Not together, of course. Noah lived on the street first. Last fall, while I was in desperate need of housing, and also dating Noah at the time, I thought it was a great idea to rent a house across the street from his adorable little cabin.

      Coincidentally, Everett thought it was a great idea to purchase the house right next to mine, and that is exactly how the three of us came to be neighbors, among the other intermeshed things we’ve become.

      In fact, I’m not sure what we’ve become. As much as I hate to say it, things were a lot simpler when Britney was denying Noah his divorce. And, ironically, this month marks the fact Noah and I have been apart for exactly how long we were together.

      That means Everett and I have been together for the exact same amount of time Noah and I were a couple. That makes them equal in so many ways. It’s no wonder my heart is tugging in two perfectly good directions. I hate that Everett has decided it’s best to let me winnow out any feelings I still might have for Noah. But it’s logical, and if Everett is anything, he’s logical. He’s a judge. He’s made a career out of being logical.

      Everett sent me a text just as I was closing up the bakery and let me know his last case ended early so he would be helping Noah move Lainey’s things out of my mother’s garage.

      My Honda rolls to a stop in front of the house number my mother gave me this afternoon, and I lean over and inspect Lainey’s new digs with a sigh. They had a very short escrow, and no matter how much I begged her to tell me which house she bought, she insisted it remain a surprise until she could walk us all through it herself. I can’t imagine she’ll be too thrilled we’re here to christen the house without her.

      “Oh my…” I can’t even finish the thought. Lainey and Forest have purchased the most adorable house on the planet, and I’m not only drooling and moaning with happiness for them, but there’s a niggling feeling of jealousy in the pit of my stomach and I detest myself for it.

      A red, white, and blue sold sign from Redwood Realty swings in the breeze that boasts an oversized picture of Amanda Wellington’s perky smile.

      The house itself is a pristine white with a matching white picket fence that borders the property, and it flaunts a bright red door that leads into the split-level home.

      Wait a minute… my rental is white with a picket fence—mostly, and a bright red door. Suddenly I’m feeling less envious and a lot more ahead of the curve.

      I hop out just as a barrage of vehicles descend into the driveway. Noah, along with Alex, sits in his truck and the back is loaded with boxes.

      Mom and Pastor Gaines pull up in a snazzy black SUV with the pastor behind the wheel and Everett just pulled up across the street. He steps out in a dark gray suit, matching metallic gray tie, and those bedroom eyes pinned my way as if they were making a dark promise straight to my heart.

      Everett jogs over and lands a kiss to my cheek. “Hey, Cupcake. How was your day?”

      “Better now,” I murmur as I wrap my arms around him briefly. He pulls back and winces as he carefully touches my cheek. “That’s quite a shiner.”

      “Tell me about it. Cassie packs a mean left hook. Remind me not to step in between two feuding women again. And by the way, thank you for helping move my sister’s things.”

      Noah clears his throat.

      “Oh, Noah.” I hop over and wrap my arms around him. “Thank you so much for taking the time to move Lainey’s things, too. I’ll get Lily to cover for me tomorrow afternoon and I’ll do the rest.”

      He winces at my shiner himself. “She got you good, didn’t she?” He brushes a light kiss to my cheek. “I’m sorry about that, Lot.”

      I told him everything that transpired once we caught up again last night.

      Mom strides up hand in hand with Pastor Gaines, that perennial smile still pinned to his face.

      “You won’t have to help with anything, Lottie.” Mom wiggles the keys my way and shudders once she spots my shiner. “Unhappy customer?”

      “Something like that.”

      She shrugs it off. “Anyway, Noah and Alex just cleared out the last of Lainey’s things from my garage, and they were kind enough to move all of her furniture from the storage unit she rented. Oh, Lottie, you have to see it! They’ve put everything in place.”

      “Really?” I turn to marvel at the two of them. “You didn’t have to do that. And Alex, I feel terrible that you’re spending your vacation moving my sister’s furniture.”

      “It’s not a problem at all. I’m technically not on vacation. I’m able to work remotely.” Alex sheds a dimpled grin just like his brother’s. “Besides, it turns out, this is better than my workout at the gym, and I get to spend time with this knucklehead.” He musses Noah’s hair as Noah does his best to duck out of his way. “Not to mention the fact I get to see my favorite big brother.” Alex slaps Everett on the back.

      “Hey, watch it,” Noah teases as he taps his elbow into his brother’s ribcage. The three of them are perfectly adorable together. “I’m your favorite brother and don’t you forget it.”

      I can imagine Everett appreciated having brothers, even for a short time, at least right up until Noah stole Cormack Featherby out from under him. If I were Everett, I would have penned Noah a thank you note.

      Everett slings an arm around my shoulders. “Everyone knows I’m the winner’s choice.” He gives a sly wink as he steals another kiss.

      Mom rattles the keys high over her head. “Come, come! We have a house to bless, and I suggest we get right down to it.”

      I pull the platter of baked goods from my car as we head up the stairs in a processional.

      Alex leans over and inspects the goodies under the plastic dome. “Whatcha got there?”

      “Just your usual lineup of suspects—chocolate chip cookies, rocky road brownies, a few blondie bars, caramel apple nut bars, and pumpkin whoopie pies. I’m testing out a few new recipes for fall—which is basically in a few short weeks.”

      Alex moans hard. “Pumpkin whoopie pies? A woman who speaks my language.” He gives Noah’s head a shove from the back. “And why did you let this woman get away, again?”

      “Like I said”—Everett blinks a smile—“winner’s choice.”

      Mom unlocks the door and we all sweep in together in one great big mob, pressing through the door in a comical manner you might see in an old black and white movie.

      “Oh my goodness!” I cry out as I take it all in. “No wonder Lainey wanted to keep this place a secret—in fear I might move in. And she’d be right.”

      The living room is spacious as it flows right into a great room that connects the dining room and the kitchen as well. The floors are dark, which will drive my OCD sister perfectly batty, but the walls are painted the faintest shade of blue, and it looks like a slice of paradise just this side of heaven. All of her old furniture is already in place, but the house is so large she’ll have to add several new pieces. The grand room already houses Forest’s green felt pool table.

      My feet magnetize to the kitchen, my favorite room in any house, and I soak in the beauty of it all. The cabinets are bone white and heavily framed, the counters are white granite with gray veining, and the appliances are all stainless steel and top-of-the line. I set my platter of sweet treats down and peel the lid off. “Help yourselves!” I’m quick to announce. “I’ve got plenty to feed the entire neighborhood.”

      “Not so fast!” Mom holds up a green fistful of what looks to be weeds.

      Figures. Leave her to her own devices for less than ten seconds and she’s re-landscaping the front yard.

      She lifts the dehydrated shrubbery with pride. “We’re going from room to room and saying a blessing over every nook and cranny. All of us together. The universe will be forced to yield to our will. Isn’t that right?” She bats her lashes up at Pastor Gaines, and true to himself, that grin has never left his face.

      “That’s right, Mandy Candy.” He lands a wet one right to her lips, and my stomach churns.

      Mandy Candy?

      Dear Lord. It looks as though we’ve got a rogue yet randy preacher on our hands. My sweet mother, Miranda Mandy Candy Lemon, seems to attract all sorts of interesting characters, and I get the feeling the more I learn about the candy man, the more interesting I’ll find him—and not in any good way.

      “Knock, knock!” a female voice sings from the door and in waltzes Carlotta, looking every bit like me, accompanied by not one but two tired looking dogs.

      Cookie bounds over, and I’m quick to give that sweet spot under his chin a quick scratch despite the present non-supersensual company. I give my leg a good scratch right after before rising in an effort to not look like a loon.

      “Let’s hope Lainey’s new house doesn’t have weeds.” It comes out chipper as I smile at the curious faces turned my way.

      Cookie Monster barks up at me. “Any news on who could have done this?” His voice is deep and solid, and if I had to guess I’d say there was a touch of a British accent in there, too, and it makes me want to have tea and crumpets with him all the more.

      I shake my head at the furry little creature just as Mom perks up and welcomes Carlotta. A deep voice rumbles from behind where Mayor Nash holds up the rear with an awkwardly large houseplant nestled in his arms—the second tired dog in question.

      “I’ll just put this down before my back goes out.” He dumps the prehistoric looking fern next to the front door with a thud.

      I can’t help but give a disparaging look to my biological father. Of course, Joseph Lemon is all the father I would ever need, but he’s gone now and Harry Nash is here in Lainey’s brand new living room bearing soil-covered gifts. He’s asked to have a heart-to-heart with me, but we’ve been hit-and-miss. I suppose it’s inevitable, sort of like death and taxes.

      “Lottie!” He comes over and offers me an awkward embrace. We have the same caramel-colored hair and similar bone structure. When he smiles just so, I can see a part of me hiding there in his face. “I wanted to see if you were interested in baking some treats for the closing of the Honey Festival later this month?”

      “Really?” I glance to Noah and Everett beaming with delight. “I would love to. Just tell me what you’d like and I’ll make sure there’s an ample supply.”

      “I’ll let you do the choosing. Heaven, if it was left up to me, we’d be eating nothing but those rocky road brownies of yours.” His eyes zero right in on the platter behind me where they wave to him with pride and he groans. “Mind if I help myself?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Mom claps us all to attention as she takes a match to the shock of greenery in her hand, and sure enough a tiny fire ensues as she does her best to blow it out.

      “Mother, what are you doing?” I’m more than mildly alarmed that my mother is setting fire to things inside of Lainey’s new home. My sister wouldn’t hesitate to kick her out on her pretty blonde ear if she got wind of the flames.

      “This is sage, Lottie.” She waves me off as if I hadn’t a clue about life. “People burn it for good luck. It keeps the evil spirits away.” She gives a cheeky wink to Pastor Gaines as if he were one of them.

      I’d remind her that I’m pretty sure she’s flirting with witchcraft and that it goes against the religion we share with Pastor Gaines, but I’d hate to speak poorly of her in front of not one but two of her quasi-beaus. Not that Mom and Mayor Nash lasted all that long, but hey, he qualifies.

      But now Mayor Nash is with Carlotta. I’ll admit, it’s so weird that my bio parents are dating each other. Mostly I find it weird, because when Mayor Nash had his way with Carlotta, he was a married man with children and she was a sixteen-year-old girl with her virginity still intact—I’m opting to think the best of Carlotta for this one. Had it happened today, I’m sure he’d be rotting in a prison somewhere. But, judging by the way Carlotta is holding his hand, I doubt she’d want him anywhere but here in my sister’s house while we all flirt with a little breaking and entering.

      Cookie Monster hops and skips all around the great room as if he hadn’t seen a space on earth this big in years—and considering his alarming non-corporal state, it’s a safe bet that’s true.

      I watch as he sniffs his way around the room before stopping at Pastor Gaines. Cookie looks up at the smiling preacher and gives a harsh bark. I take up Everett’s hand so he won’t miss the show and Noah tips his head my way once he spots the conjoined effort and points to the vicinity as if asking if a ghost were in the room.

      I nod quickly, affirming the fact. Noah is more than apprised of the fact that anyone can hear the dead if they hold my hand. But for a very long time it was only Everett that was privy to my secret.

      Cookie sits tall in front of Pastor Gaines while barking up a storm.

      Carlotta boot scoots her way over. “Tell that yappy puppy to hush on up. I can’t turn this thing off, you know.” She points to her ear and I can’t help but make a face.

      “Oh yeah?” I lean in and whisper, “Well, I think you turned off your brain. What are you still doing with Harry? I thought you’d have your way with him, then kick him to the coital curb for another twenty-six years, the way you did the first time. You’re a creature of habit. Or did you forget?”

      She gives a playful smirk as she glides back his way and brazenly picks up his hand, alerting me to the fact he’s not going anywhere this time if she can help it.

      Good luck with that, Toots. That man is a serial philanderer. In fact, I think having affairs is his day job. That whole mayor of Honey Hollow is just a side gig with baked goods as benefits.

      Pastor Gaines bellows out a blessing over the kitchen, something about sliced bread, grain-filled silos, and a never-ending supply of yeast.

      Yeast? Really? As a baker, I can appreciate the finer qualities of the single celled-organism, but something about the provocation makes me uneasy.

      He moves on to the great room and shouts a general benediction that starts with the remote control and ends with the loveseat. So weird.

      Mom’s sage is smoking like a chimney and she coughs up a storm.

      “Oh, we need to hurry. This is starting to burn my hand,” she cries.

      We head to the den, then to the downstairs bathroom before moving this sorcery up a flight of stairs. Cookie leads the way, barking up at Pastor Gaines as if he were feeding him his lines.

      Everett leans in. “What’s got Cookie so worked up?” His cologne hypnotizes me for a moment.

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe he was high-strung or something.”

      He inches back and glances to Noah. “Not at all. Something has him going.”

      Mom rattles her smoking sage into each of the three bedrooms—embers and all, before getting to the master. She throws the door open and we’re all treated to a flesh feast that none of us can ever unsee.

      “Oh my God.” My gut says bury your face in Everett’s rock-hard chest, but not a cell in my body is willing to comply.

      A brunette sits up and growls at us to leave, using a rainbow of salty words that would make any sailor proud.

      Mom cringes as she seals the door shut. “It looks as if Meg and Hook have already taken care of the blessing for this room.”

      Pastor Gaines nods with that eerie grin. “And may they go forth and be fruitful and multiply, yielding a crop of healthy children.”

      Mom grimaces. “That was my youngest daughter and her boyfriend.”

      He holds a finger in the air. “Perhaps a blessing reserved for some time in the future.”

      Everett and I head downstairs and I follow Cookie straight into the living room, only to turn back and note there are only Alex and Noah following us.

      “Where’s the rest of the party?” I crane my neck up past them in the event my mother is on fire and Pastor Gaines is praying a blessing over her smoking hot body.

      Alex winces. “Your mother and the preacher ducked into a room.” He shrugs as if offering an apology on their behalf.

      Noah scratches the back of his head. “And Carlotta and Mayor Nash dove into the room next to that.”

      “What?” Leave it to Mother and Carlotta to try to outdo one another in the senior bop department.

      This is one battle of the headboards I’m not interested in listening in on.

      Alex’s phone goes off. “I’d better take this. It’s Jeremy.” He heads out the front door and it’s just Noah, Everett, and me.

      Cookie barks my way as if demanding to be in on the roll call.

      “Aww. What do you want, you handsome little beast?” I bend over and give his furry face a hug.

      Noah huffs a dull laugh and steps forward, technically right through Cookie. “Anything you want to give me.”

      A pair of headlights ignites through the living room, and I glance out and gasp as soon as I recognize the car.

      “That’s Forest’s truck!” I shout in horror. “And that’s Lainey in the passenger’s seat. Oh my God, they’re here!” I look to Noah and Everett in a panic. “We need to hide or something.”

      “Good idea,” Everett says, leading me to the left. “We’ll hide in the closet. Noah, don’t come looking for us. There are some things that grown-ups do that you shouldn’t be privy to. Why don’t you go to the bathroom and play stick-your-foot-in-the-toilet the way you used to when you moved in with my family?”

      “That was once, and I washing off my shoe,” he calls after us as Everett pulls us into the coat closet and entombs us inside.

      Everett’s warm chest presses up against me as he holds me tight. “Ever played seven minutes in heaven?”

      “No, but I’m ready to make up for some serious lost time in paradise.”

      The familiar trill of Everett’s phone goes off.

      He pats his pockets. “I need to get that. I’m expecting an important call. I promise I’ll be covert.” Everett ditches out of the closet and I’m alone in the insanely dark space without even one spirited specter to keep me company. A few dismal seconds go by and the door opens and closes as quickly as a wink.

      His warm body is pressed against mine once again and his arms find themselves around my waist.

      “Where were we?” I can’t help but giggle as I pull his head to mine and crash my lips to his.

      “Lottie, wait,” he murmurs, but I go for it and relax my mouth over his in something just this side of a chaste kiss, but oh so breathtaking. I dive in again and offer up something much more heated—and a spiral of ecstasy rides from my lips straight down to my toes. There’s something magical about this kiss, something downright divine. And if I were a betting woman, I would plunk down some serious green to go as far as saying that I’m positive I’m kissing my future husband.

      I pull back a moment as if coming to. “Wait a minute… Did you just call me Lottie?” My hands clamp to his face, and I do a quick tactile inspection, only to gasp as I open the door to confirm my chief homicide investigator theory.

      “Noah!”

      “Lottie?” Lainey calls out from behind, and I turn to find her in Forest’s arms as they crest the threshold.

      My sister looks stunning in a pair of cut-off shorts and a plain white T-shirt. She’s glowing an unearthly hue that confirms to me my suspicions were right all along. Lainey is an angel in disguise.

      “Lainey! I’m so sorry.”

      Everett comes up and growls at Noah. “I see you didn’t miss a beat.”

      Lainey practically stumbles out of her new husband’s arms. “What in the world is going on?” Lainey and I share the same caramel-colored waves and hazel eyes. Even though I’ve always known I was adopted, I thought since Lainey and I looked so much alike that my parents might have gotten the details wrong.

      Meg and Hook appear from seemingly nowhere, both of them looking as if they’ve just rolled out of bed after a hard night’s sleep.

      Meg honks out a laugh as she points my way. “Looks like Lottie was playing seven minutes in heaven with not one but two boys.” She swipes her forefinger together as she tsks my way. “Those aren’t the rules, Lot. That’s liable to get you kicked out of the pearly gates and sent straight to the red-hot sheets. But then, you always did roll to the beat of a different bedroom drummer.” She leans in toward Everett and Noah. “And if you boys aren’t careful, she’ll date the drummer, too. Lottie has a thing for the boys in the event you haven’t noticed.”

      “Lottie?” She gasps. “Who gave my baby sister that shiner?” Lainey digs her fists into her hips just as what sounds like a herd of wild horses trample down the stairs from behind.

      Mom leads the pack with the back of her dress unzipped and flapping open, exposing a wonky hooked bra—no thanks to all that spinning and moaning with regret she’s doing. Pastor Gaines is adjusting his trousers.

      Carlotta has her T-shirt on backwards with the V-neck facing the wrong direction, and Mayor Nash is working hard to button his shirt.

      “Jiminy Christmas!” Lainey covers her eyes a moment.

      “Whoa, whoa.” Forest holds up a hand, his gaze wisely set in another direction. “Did you guys move all our furniture in today?”

      Lainey parts her fingers and carefully inspects the rest of the house. “You did!” Lainey gives both Meg and me a simultaneous strangulating hug. “Oh, I just love you! Now we don’t have to stress about getting everything hauled over. Is that what you’re all doing here?” She pulls back and takes in the various degrees of disarray that abounds. “Never mind, I know what you were doing here. You took my sweet, innocent house and turned it into the best little whorehouse of Honey Hollow. Thank you for the move, and, now, out! All of you. I’m sure there’s a motel in Leeds that would be glad to take you on by the hour. Newsflash to both Pastor Gaines and Mayor Nash: bring fat wallets. These ladies come to play.”

      Carlotta and Mayor Nash are the first to take her up on the offer, followed by Mom and Pastor Gaines.

      Mom pulls both Lainey and Forest in for a quick embrace out on the porch before leaving. “It’s so great to have you back. You’re both radiating like only newlyweds can!” she sings. “I’m putting in an order for grandchildren before next summer. I’m not getting any younger, you know.”

      “Subtle, Mom.” I roll my eyes to Meg.

      Pastor Gaines says a polite goodnight, and as he bows toward them, the mouth of his zipper yawns open.

      “Oh no.” I bury my face in the first chest to my left—the way I should have the first time—and judging by the unfamiliar scent of the cologne, I’m almost afraid to look up.

      “Hey, Lottie.” Alex grins down at me.

      Mom blows kisses to us all. “Oh, and Forest? You might want to check on the second bedroom off the stairs. I think I left some sage burning on the dresser.”

      Forest’s firefighting skills kick in and he bolts past us so fast you’d think he garnered the ability to fly while he was away.

      I’m betting he and Lainey flew to the moon and beyond, sensually speaking. I looked up the Sugar Bowl Resort online—their honeymoon destination—and it looks perfectly romantic.

      Lainey looks as if she’s ready to maim or kill before she softens just a notch. “So, what’s happened while I was away?” Her eyes flit to mine.

      Meg wraps an arm around Lainey. “Lottie found another body—some doctor I’ve never heard of. Call me in the morning. We’ll have breakfast at the bakery.”

      Hook lifts a hand our way. “Alex, I meant what I said. We need to get together and talk shop!”

      That’s right. Hook used to be a bigwig investor on Wall Street and Alex is an investment banker.

      “Dinner,” Hook shouts as Meg pulls him down the porch.

      Alex gives a wistful shake of the head. “I’m in.”

      “A body?” Lainey does not look amused. “You didn’t happen to stumble on your latest corpse while taking a stroll through my house, did you?”

      “Nope.” I give her a quick embrace myself. “I’m glad you’re home. Get in there and enjoy your new house and your new husband.”

      “All right.” She gives me a soft peck on the cheek before saying goodnight to us all and heading inside.

      Noah steps up, his serious eyes meeting with mine. “I just got a little news about Morgan. It turns out, he was shot with his own gun.”

      “What?” My hand presses to my chest. “You don’t think he hurt himself, do you?”

      “No way.” Alex shakes his head. “I just spent the last few days at his place. He was in great spirits. And, believe me, judging by the way he had a different girl swing by throughout the week, he was in great shape, too.”

      My mouth falls open. “That’s more than I wanted to know.” I look to Noah and catch his lips twisting the way they do when he’s withholding something from me. “You know something else. Spill it, Fox.”

      Noah glances to Everett. “Okay, but this doesn’t leave the porch. They found methylenedioxymethamphetamine in his system. MDMA” He shakes his head as if he were puzzled. “It’s a street drug commonly known as Ecstasy or Molly. Addictions to it are rife across the country. But the dose Morgan took was pretty intense, and in this case akin to a lethal injection. That stuff is no joke at any dose.”

      Everett gives a slow blink. “So this wasn’t a homicide? Why would the killer give him an injection and then shoot him with his own gun? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Noah shakes his head. “It doesn’t. Does it? I guess he could have become disoriented after the injection and reached for his gun and shot himself. But there’s still a chance this was a homicide, and until I can confirm otherwise—I’m treating it as such.”

      My heart drums up in my chest. “How can you be so sure?”

      “We couldn’t find the needle. We found the sight of the injection. It had already begun to bruise. It was delivered in the back of his arm, a position not natural for addicts—for anyone to choose on their own. He had no other traces of ever having another injection. I find it hard to believe he chose that night to administer a fatal dose at an odd angle. There are just too many what-ifs and I don’t care for what-ifs. Morgan was my friend.” He looks to Everett. “Our friend. And I’m going to give this the due diligence it deserves. If there’s a killer, I’m going to find them.”

      “We”—I interject—“we’re going to find them.” I shrug up at him and he sheds the beginnings of a smile as if acquiescing to the idea.

      We head for our cars, and Alex nods me to the side a moment. There’s a mournful smile on his lips, one I recognize because I’ve seen it more often than not on his brother’s face.

      “I’m sure you realize this, but Noah is crazy about you.” He offers a sympathetic nod.

      “I do realize that.” My heart breaks that he’s hurting and especially that his brother has taken note of it. I wouldn’t blame him if he hated the sight of me. “I never set out to—”

      He shakes his head. “Noah told me all the gory details. And for the record, I consider Everett every bit my brother, too. They’re both great guys. You’re caught between a rock and a hard place. Whatever you decide, I’m going to cheer you on. But if you can do me a favor, go easy on Noah. He’s tough stuff on the outside because that’s what the world expects from a big, bad homicide detective—but he’s tender where it counts and I know he’s got a tender spot for you.”

      “Will do.”

      We all head the long two-block trek back to Country Cottage Road, and I think about Noah and Everett, and how I dread breaking anyone’s heart.

      I think about Dr. Morgan Dawson and how someone made sure his heart stopped.

      Cookie barks from the seat next to mine as I pull into my driveway, and I give him a scratch behind the ears.

      “Whoever did this to Dr. Dawson is going to pay. And you and I, my friend, are going to make sure they do it soon.”

      There’s a killer on the loose, and that killer just so happened to have access to some very powerful drugs.

      I’m betting that dwindles our pool of suspects down a notch.

      But something in me says it doesn’t.
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      The next morning, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is bustling with its early riser crowd, followed by a gaggle of women who just finished up from a Swift Cycle class—and that includes Britney herself and Noah’s other ex, Cormack Featherby.

      Britney, Noah’s almost ex, usually sends her sweaty clientele my way to restore all the calories they sweated off to the oldies. It’s a shrewd business plan that works for us both.

      The interior of the bakery glows a butter soft yellow as the warm sun streams in from outside. My ex, Bear, helped collect all the furniture for the café from various thrift stores around the area, and he painted them all in various shades of pastels. I love the mix and match appeal of it all. The bakery is downright adorable if I do say so myself.

      There’s a giant walkway blown through the wall that connects us to the Honey Pot Diner next door. The Honey Pot was my grandmother Nell’s first retail baby. She loved it so much she had a large resin oak tree installed in the middle of the restaurant. Its branches extend over all the ceiling and even creep over the ceiling of my café. Each branch is intertwined with twinkle lights and it gives it a magical appeal. Nell Sawyer was magical as well. How I miss her horribly.

      Britney and Cormack head my way, both with matching black yoga pants, matching black tank tops. Come to think of it, every woman who poured in here from Swift Cycle is wearing just about the same thing. The uniform of the young and supple.

      “What can I get for you, ladies?” I step up to the register, next to Lily Swanson who’s been working with me since the beginning. Lily and I haven’t always gotten along. Okay, so we’re still not on solid ground. She’s best friends with Keelie’s twin sister, Naomi—Keelie is my best friend. And as fate and my lack of popularity with Naomi would have it, Lily has remained loyal to some silly grudge Naomi is still upholding since high school. That’s back when I dated Bear Fisher, and Naomi thought he should be dating her. Ironically, Naomi was just about the only girl Bear didn’t cheat on me with.

      Hey? Maybe he had an inkling way back when that he would one day get serious with her sister? Bear is with Keelie now, and thankfully Naomi doesn’t seem to have a problem with it.

      Britney taps her bright red nails over the counter. She takes a moment to frown at my bruised eye. It’s gotten a bit better, but there wasn’t anything in my cosmetic arsenal that was effectively able to cover it up. “The smoky eye look isn’t for you, Lenann. Coffee, black, throw on a glazed donut. I had one the night of Noah’s party and they were to die for.” She gives a sly wink as she makes a joke at the expense of the deceased.

      “Now, now, Britney,” I tease. “You’re better than that. How’s Finn doing?”

      “I don’t know.” She glances to her phone. “He hasn’t texted me since last night.”

      “Last night?” I raise a brow at both her and Cormack. “It sounds to me as if someone is in l-o-v-e.”

      Britney growls as if the very thought offended her.

      “Fine.” She swipes the coffee and the treat her way. “But don’t tell Noah. I want him to hear it from me once the divorce is final. I’m not sure if he mentioned it, but I had a propensity to take a lover or two during the short duration of our marriage. It’s not something I’m particularly proud of, so I thought I’d keep Noah in the dark that I’ve given my heart to someone else yet again—at least until the ink dries on the divorce papers.” She takes off and finds a seat near the window.

      “Can you believe that?” I whisper to Cormack. “Britney and my new brother?”

      Cormack is quick to wave her off. “Oh, who cares about that witch. On to me.” An obnoxious grin blooms on her hot pink lips. She holds out her left hand, and I can’t help but frown at the sparkler on her finger. Noah bought me an engagement ring earlier this summer—something he was hoping to give me one day. Cormack found it while rummaging in his closet and quickly made a replica of the giant rock and gave Noah the original to keep in his safe. Noah says he tried to explain to Cormack that the ring wasn’t for her, but she’s too lost in her delusions for anyone to pull her out. I can’t help but think about that every time I see it.

      She leans over the counter. “Guess who I’m meeting right here in five minutes?”

      “A nice man from the local psychiatric clinic who wields a big net?” Here’s hoping.

      “No, silly. Amanda Wellington. I’ve hired her company, Make it Happen, to help with the wedding.”

      “What wedding?”

      Lainey is already hitched and… my mind draws a blank as to whom she might be talking about.

      “My wedding to Noah.”

      Before I can properly process her newfound madness—or I suppose it’s old hat by now, the chime on the door rattles and Amanda walks in with a wave. Her strawberry red hair is pulled back into a bun and she’s wearing a hot pink skirt with a matching silk blazer. Amanda is always impeccably dressed.

      “Gotta run.” Cormack lifts a finger to Lily. “Two vanilla lattes and a couple of those glazed crullers, please.” She leans my way. “I heard it was the last thing Morgan ate.” She squeals with delight as if the prospect thrilled her before bopping off to meet Amanda at a table.

      “And here we go,” Lily says as she gets the donuts and coffee ready for their order. “Something tells me you’d better start cranking out these crullers if you want to keep up with demand. Once your mother sends the tour buses over, this place is going to be a nightmare. Face it, Lottie, we’ve just tumbled down the donut hole.” She steps in close. Lily is a pretty brunette with dark olive skin and a perpetual scowl. “Did you hear that they think that doctor killed himself? Can you imagine? Right there at a birthday party for an old friend? They say he waited for the fireworks to start so no one would think much of the gunshot.”

      “I can’t imagine that at all,” I say as she takes off. “Because I’m betting it’s not true,” I mutter to myself.

      Lainey and Meg wander in and I’m quick to serve them a stack of glazed donuts and fresh hot coffee.

      Soon enough, Naomi stumbles in along with my fresh-faced bestie, Keelie.

      “Guess what?” Keelie gives me a cheeky grin. “We’ve invited a special guest to breakfast and he should be here in T-minus ten seconds,” she says, looking at the vacant spot on her wrist.

      “Who?” I say as both Lily and I turn to the door just in time to see Noah’s doppelgänger walk in.

      “Alex!” I say, ringing my arm around his neck as I try my best to hug him with a coffee pot in my other hand. “Take a seat. I’ll get you some coffee. Are donuts all right?”

      “Better than all right.” He gives a thumbs-up as Lily, Naomi, and Keelie quickly swarm him. Alex is looking mighty beefy in that all-too-small T-shirt. His muscles bulge out like someone blew them up like balloons, and don’t think for a minute that these girls haven’t noticed.

      Meg coaxes him and his harem to join her and Lainey, and soon enough three tables are conjoined together just to accommodate the burgeoning crew. I distribute the donuts and coffee before sitting with them for a second.

      “Naomi Turner.” Naomi is quick to thrust her claw his way. Naomi is originally a blonde, as is Keelie, but like my own little sister, she’s chosen to eschew her blonde locks for the raven-haired look. Of course, it looks stunning on her. Both she and Keelie are super pretty.

      Alex is about to shake her hand when Lily smacks it out of the way and clutches onto him herself.

      “Lily Swanson. I work right here at the bakery. You can find me any time from nine to six. I’m free for dinner all week.”

      Naomi plucks Lily’s hand away and shoots her a threatening look that reminds Lily who’s who in the hierarchy of their friendship.

      “And I manage the Evergreen Manor.” Naomi lands her talons where she intended them to be in the first place. “We have a full-service restaurant with a filet mignon special that could make a cow’s mouth water.”

      I roll my eyes at the awful euphemism.

      “That’s very nice of you,” he says with caution and wisely so. “And good to know. It looks like I’ll be extending my time in Honey Hollow.”

      Lainey leans in. “Are you going to try to catch the killer?”

      “We’ll see.” He tosses his hand. “Noah asked me to stick around for a bit, and I planned on it anyway.”

      Meg gasps. “He thinks you’re the killer, doesn’t he? Hey? Aren’t you an ex-Marine? You’re practically a killing machine!”

      Alex chuckles at the thought, and I can see Noah there in his face and suddenly I’m craving a little time with my favorite detective.

      “I’m no killer. I can promise you that.” He nods my way. “I hear you’re the best when it comes to solving crimes around here. Any idea who killed my buddy?”

      “Not really. I mean, you saw what I did that night. There was Colin—Dr. Drake. He seemed like a solid guy. Morgan mentioned they were both up for chief of surgery. But they seemed on friendly terms. And the nurse we met—the one who works in the labor and delivery unit? She seemed nice, too.”

      Meg butts her shoulder into Lainey’s. “Labor and delivery,” she sings, and it sounds as if she’s channeling our mother. “Lainey is working to get in that unit herself.”

      “Really?” I practically knock over Alex’s coffee as I reach over and take up my sister’s hand for a moment. “So, are you and Forest trying? I’m so happy for you!”

      Lainey is the head librarian at the Honey Hollow Public Library, but as much as she’s always wanted to surround herself with books, she’s wanted even more to surround herself with children.

      “We’re not quite trying”—she bats Meg away—“but it’s not something we’re looking to prevent either.” She jets her chin out toward Alex. “Back to the murder. Next suspect?”

      Alex shrugs. “How about those girlfriends?”

      “One of which gave me this shiner? They were cat-fighting by the time Everett and I went to break the news to them. Anika was pretty torn up, but the long-haired girl, Cassie”—I point to my eye when I say her name—“she looked thrilled she didn’t have to share him anymore.”

      The entire table gasps.

      Lily points hard. “She’s your killer, Lottie.”

      Naomi shakes her head. “It’s not her. Too obvious. Besides, who in their right mind acts that erratic after taking someone off this planet?”

      “A psychotic killer?” I say as another crowd files in. I let Lily sit and enjoy her time with Mr. Muscles while I sell out of what little crullers I have left.

      Lainey and Meg take off, as Naomi comes up to the counter along with Alex.

      “That Cassie girl? She checked into the Evergreen Manor this morning.”

      “What? Really?” I ask, slightly stunned. “I wonder why?”

      Naomi tosses her glossy black hair. “She said something about not being able to stay at her place now that he was gone.”

      “Huh.” I look to Alex. “I didn’t realize she lived with him.”

      Alex shakes his head as he steps in close. “She didn’t. But maybe there are just too many memories at her place? Pictures, things he’s bought her over the years?”

      “Maybe.”

      I tip my head at Naomi. “When’s the next meeting of your naughty book club?”

      “Three days from now. You have plenty of time to catch up on His Silent Need.”

      I make a face at the title meant to titillate. “Perfect. Do me a favor. Have it at the Evergreen and make sure she’s there.”

      Keelie comes up with the dishes from the table. “What did I miss?”

      Naomi offers up her most flirtatious and someone dangerous looking grin to Noah’s poor brother. “Alex is going to be our special guest at our next book club. Three days from now, eleven in the morning, the Evergreen Manor. Are you in?” She tosses the question to him like a dare.

      “Oh, I’m in, sweetie.”

      “Good.” Naomi straightens. “I’ll have a passage for you to read out loud. Don’t worry, Semper Fi, I’ll make sure it’s extra steamy.”

      She takes off and Keelie fans herself with her fingers. “What a great idea! I’ll have Bear there to read a passage as well. And Lottie, you can bring your boyfriends, too.” She starts to take off to the kitchen with the dirty dishes. “Lily, find someone to read dirty books to you!”

      Lily reaches across the counter and takes up Alex’s hand. “What are your plans for dinner tonight, big boy?” Her voice dropped an octave, and she sounds exactly like the sultry vixen she is.

      Alex’s dimples dig in deep. It’s apparent he likes what he sees. “I’m headed to some Italian place with my buddy Jeremy at six. You want to join us, sugar?” His cheek flickers and Lily spurts out a rather embarrassing chortle.

      Jeremy? I perk to life.

      “Would you mind if I joined in on the fun?” I’m quick to offer myself an invite. “Noah and Everett, too?”

      “No problem.” His brows furrow as he says it. “You’re not really dating them both, are you?”

      “Oh no, we’re just sort of always together.”

      Lily nods. “It’s called ambush dating, Lottie.” She looks to Alex. “They’re dating. They’re officially the first threesome Honey Hollow has ever had—nothing but head games between the three of them. It’s worth the entertainment alone to work here.”

      “Very funny, Lily,” I say, pulling out my phone and sending a group text to Noah and Everett that reads Mangias tonight at six. And they both reply instantly that they’ll be there.

      Love you, Lemon. Everett adds the tag, most likely to annoy Noah, but I know he means it.

      Love you, Cupcake. Noah texts my way, and I can’t help but giggle. Cupcake is sort of a nickname they both call me, but I think Noah does it to spite Everett now and again because Everett thought of it first.

      Come to think of it—it does sound an awful lot like a head game, and I swallow hard at the thought.

      But never mind that. We don’t have time for head games. I’ve got a killer to catch. And I’ll begin my investigation tonight at six at Mangias.
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      Mangias wasn’t the Italian restaurant in question after all. It turns out, Alex was meeting up with Jeremy and his girlfriend with two names at a place called Basta, nestled in the thorny, horny arms of Leeds. The establishment before us is a posh black brick building with windows painted black, and a gorgeous mahogany carved door stained ebony in keeping with the dark, seductive theme.

      “Hey?” I knock Everett in the ribs with my elbow. “This place looks kind of decent.”

      Everett sighs at the face of the building before pointing over to a small chalkboard sign outside.

      Soup of the day: Tears of our Enemies.

      “Welp. There goes that good time,” I say, picking up his hand. Everett is looking sharp tonight. Pinstriped suit, a silver tie that shines like chrome underneath the moonlight, and his shoes look extra shiny. “Hey, you’re looking exceptionally delicious. Are you trying to get on my nice list?” I give a sly wink as I smile up at him.

      “I’m trying to get on your take me to bed list.” His brows bounce just as Noah, Alex, and Lily trot our way.

      “Hello, gorgeous.” Noah pulls me into a quick embrace. His cologne is thick, and he’s wearing a corduroy blazer with chinos and a baby blue dress shirt. He looks every bit the sexy detective, and my stomach bisects with heat. How I hate that my body can’t stop responding to him.

      “Hey, Noah,” I say, dislodging from his grasp. “Hi, Alex. Thank you for letting us tag along.”

      I look back at Lily and my mouth falls open. Lily Swanson is a gorgeous girl any day of the week, but tonight her long dark hair has been blown out to perfection, she has a moderate amount of cosmetics in which she rocks the red lipstick—a color I wish I could pull off daily—and she’s contoured, plucked, and highlighted herself to perfection. She’s donned a short black dress that melts over her skin—more of an idea of a dress than an actual accouterment—and she’s pressed her feet into sky-high heels. I can’t help but notice that her shoes are lined with tiny metal studs. Lily has a rocker chick vibe going on. If Naomi could only see her now, I’m sure she’d pluck off one of those spiked heels and use it to beat Lily with.

      Watch out, Alex Fox. Lily Swanson came to play hardball tonight.

      “Lily, you look great,” I say as I do a quick sweep of the vicinity for signs of Jeremy and Jessica Nicole. “Are we early?”

      “Nope.” Alex opens the door. “They’re already inside waiting for us.”

      The first thing we notice once we step through the threshold—more like demonic portal—is the fact it’s pitch-black inside. The logical side of me says they must be experiencing a power outage.

      As the owner of a bakery, I can assure anyone there is no greater fear than that of having to throw out all of your refrigerated inventory. But the less pragmatic side of me, the one that is all too familiar with the seedy underpinnings of this not-so-great town, knows better. I bet this is not your run-of-the-mill blackout taking place. I’m betting this is the exact insanity we’ll be forced to deal with for the next hour or two.

      A man with a giant glow stick in his hand crops up. “Welcome to Basta! Is this a first-time experience for you folks?” He holds the illuminated bat just under his chin, giving him a ghoulish appeal. I’m guessing that angle was chosen for just that purpose.

      The entire lot of us rambles out several versions of yes, and Alex lets him know who we’re here to meet.

      The waiter, clad in a tux from what I can tell, gladly holds up the luminescent device in his hands.

      “Wonderful.” He projects his deep voice just enough, and something about this place is starting to give off a haunted mansion appeal. Let’s hope we are not on the menu. “My name is Alfred. Let me explain how we do things around here. Basta is a tactical restaurant that doesn’t just serve food, we serve an experience.” Every restaurant in Leeds serves a dicey experience. Note to self: Never serve an experience to anyone. “The restaurant is mostly devoid of light, with the exception of the rare lightning storms that brighten the room every now and again in an effort to keep our customers oriented. All food is family style and, of course, the menus are illuminated. Follow me right this way.”

      Everett takes up my right hand and Noah takes up my left. It’s so darn dark in here I doubt either one knows what the other is doing. I’d let go of one or both but, seeing that we’re all experiencing one big burst of night blindness, I think it’s best we hang onto one another for our own personal safety.

      The scent of delicious garlic bread and rich, thick, sweetened tomato sauce beckons at my senses. I can hear the din of conversations and a light peppering of laughter as we navigate our way carefully through the dark maze. It’s a strange dizzying feeling when you take away any visual cues from the equation.

      Alfred slowly holds his illuminated device over the rear of the round table, exposing the fact Jeremy and Jessica Nicole are already seated. Jeremy looks frighteningly just like Dr. Dawson in this dim light. It makes my stomach drop as if we were on some crazy supernatural roller coaster, and instead of having dinner with his brother we had crossed over to the other side to have dinner with the deceased himself.

      Jessica Nicole gives a brisk wave and a wink. Her hair is wild and curly and looks to be up in one of those banana clips that my mother used to wear so faithfully way back when. Her glossy lips expand in a smile, and she pops a bubble just before Alfred moves his magic wand to the right, exposing yet a third familiar face.

      “Cormack?” Her name jumps from my throat with surprise.

      “That’s right, Lisa.” Cormack brays like a dolphin—her signature laugh. “You didn’t think I’d let the Big Boss out for a wild night without me, did you?”

      Noah groans as we all take our seats, and as luck and Cormack’s barking orders would have it, Noah is staunchly seated to her left and I’m nestled between Noah and Everett. Lily looks as if she’s practically on top of Alex’s lap, and judging by the dimpled grin, he doesn’t mind one saucy Swanson bit.

      Alfred doles out the menus and we quickly come up with a pasta and pizza extravaganza that would be satisfactory for any king with a midnight feast fetish. And as soon as Alfred collects the menus and leaves, we’re right back in the dark. You can’t even see those sexy bedroom eyes on your neighbor’s face.

      I lean over to Everett. “I’m equally fascinated and ready to fall asleep.”

      Everett grunts, “Why don’t you catch a nap? You’ll need the energy for what I have planned for you later.”

      Noah leans in. “I was hoping you’d come over to my place after and we could watch a movie, Lot. Sorry, Everett, but it was your bright idea to have her explore her feelings for me.”

      Everett’s lips twitch. “She can explore her feelings for you while I explore her. Don’t worry, Noah. I’ll make sure she’s good and excited.”

      Someone from the opposite end knocks their knuckles against the table.

      “So who do you think killed my brother?” Jeremy suddenly sounds like a concerned relative who actually wants vengeance for this heinous crime. I think once the shock wore off, he came to the realization death is forever. And even though he won’t be able to patch things up with his brother, at least he can bring his killer to justice.

      Noah gives my hand a squeeze. “Getting down to brass tacks. I like that.”

      Everett leans in. “Jeremy, would you mind giving Lottie, Lily, and Cormack a little background on your family? I think most of us here know, but it might help the case if they knew it, too.”

      By “they” he meant me. But Everett is such a gentleman he wouldn’t want anyone to feel left out.

      “Thank you, Essex,” Lily says, and Cormack is quick to echo the sentiment.

      Essex.

      I roll my eyes. I keep forgetting that just about every female I come into contact with has slept with Everett.

      It says a lot of his character that he’s finally decided to settle down with one woman, and the fact that woman is me is nothing short of a miracle.

      “Sure,” Jeremy chirps. “My dad was a pilot. They used to call him the King of the Sky. About seventeen years ago, he was flying a plane chartered by a tech company in California when his plane went down over a valley and into a tract of houses. Half the people on board lost their lives. He survived initially, long enough to help move more passengers out of the wreckage, but the last time he went back into the plane he never came out. The fuel cell blew and he got caught up in the blast. At first, everyone hailed him as a hero. Then, about a month later, it was discovered that he didn’t have the proper credentials to fly the plane. He went from hero to villain in one fell swoop. The survivors and relatives of those that perished sued the pants off the private airline he was working for. They tried to sue my mother, but my dad had some ironclad umbrella policy in place and they couldn’t get anything. My father was vilified and we received death threats.”

      “Oh my goodness,” I say, leaning his way even though I can’t see a thing. “That must have been terrible for you.”

      “It was.” He takes a deep breath. “My brother, the golden child, decided he would go on to do great things in the name of our father who seemed like an upstanding guy. But I sort of waffled. It was my father’s tough love that made me bitter to begin with. I didn’t want to honor him. And I sure as hell didn’t want to watch my mother venerating Morgan day in and day out.”

      The snap of chewing gum becomes more pronounced.

      “That’s right,” Jessica Nicole chimes in. “All poor Jeremy ever heard growing up was Morgan this, Morgan that. It will be a nice change of pace to hear Jeremy’s mother praise him for once.”

      Lily scoffs. “The guy is dead. I hate to break it to you, but the dead are always venerated. Face it. Morgan has gone from golden boy to perfect angel in one failed heartbeat. And you’ll never hear the end of that one.”

      Everett and Noah quickly start in on a few good memories they had of the four of them while growing up and the mood lightens a bit.

      Leave it to Lily to glom onto the rift between brothers and expound on it. It’s clear Jeremy is still hurting. I hope for his sake he gets over his bitterness toward both his brother and his father.

      A smattering of stars appears from the right as the form of a dog bounds over, and sure enough Cookie jumps up in the empty seat next to Lily and illuminates the area—just for me, that is.

      “What did I miss?” He shakes himself as if someone just gave him a bath and his fur fluffs up until it’s gloriously luxurious.

      “Nothing yet,” I whisper as I take up both Everett and Noah’s hands.

      “Good. Because I don’t like these two together.” He rolls the R in together and it sounds as if he’s growling. “Jeremy never did have good taste in women. And it only seems to get worse as time goes by.”

      Both Noah and Everett share a light chuckle.

      Alex is regaling us with a blast from the past at the moment, something about playing tackle football with these boys. I think it’s adorable that Noah and Everett were once boys, let alone that they were quasi-related.

      Cookie Monster plops his paws onto the table with an audible thump, but no one says boo, and I take a moment to examine each of the faces. Noah is looking right at Alex as if he could see him, as is Everett, and Lily is looking every which way, obviously bored by the conversation at hand. Alex looks as if he’s talking to thin air the way he’s looking straight ahead, and Jeremy is staring intently at Alex’s shoulder.

      Ha! This is hilarious. Thank goodness for celestial-based mercies or I’d be in the dark with the rest of them.

      Something odd is moving along the table in front of Jessica Nicole—something very familiar and arachnoid in nature.

      My first thought is to scream tarantula as loud as I can and flip the table, but I squint into the dim light instead, only to realize it’s her hand—specifically her fingers that are crawling like a terrifying tarantula.

      What in the heck is she doing?

      And then she hits pay dirt.

      Jessica Nicole covers Cormack’s tiny pricey purse in the shape of a small glittery box and pulls it forward, pinching open the clasp.

      I gasp at the sight as Jessica Nicole pulls out a wad of bills. Everything in me wants to shout stop thief, but I think I have a better idea.

      “Um, Cormack?” I talk right over Alex and I don’t even mind that I’m being rude. “My lips are dry. I need some lipstick. Do you think I can borrow some lipstick right this second?” Those last three words speed out of me like a threat.

      Everett gives my hand a squeeze as if to ask what that was about. And Noah glances my way with a devilish gleam in his eyes.

      “I can wet your lips, Lottie,” he belts it out low and husky and my darn stomach bisects with heat once again.

      Cormack laughs it off. “Honey, she’s got Essex for that. Essex, plant a wet one on your sweetie, would you?”

      “No, no, I need lipstick. Everett doesn’t like to kiss me when my lips are dry. Isn’t that right?” I give his hand a yank until he sits up a notch.

      “That’s right.” It comes out more of a question.

      But it’s too late. Jessica Pickpocket Nicole has extricated the cash and her tarantula-like fingers have already set Cormack’s clutch back in its place.

      Cookie gives a cheery little bark as if he enjoyed the show. “Did you see that, Lottie? Jeremy had better watch his own pockets. Something tells me the thievery begins at home.”

      I nod in agreement.

      Noah leans in. “For the record, I’d kiss you with or without lipstick.”

      “But always ask first.” Jessica Nicole offers her stolen two cents.

      That was odd.

      “Of course, I’d ask.” Noah is quick to agree. “I would never force myself on a woman.”

      Except for that time in my sister’s coat closet. But come to think of it, that was entirely me forcing myself on him.

      A raspy laugh sputters from her. “Someone did that to me once, and let’s just say things didn’t end so well for that moron.”

      “Darn right.” Jeremy slings his arm around her shoulder and gives it a squeeze.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Jessica Nicole,” I say. “That’s a terrible thing that no woman should ever have to deal with.”

      “He thought I wanted it.” She rolls her eyes. “He said every woman wanted him.”

      Lily gasps. “Did you say no? Did you kick him below the belt? Did you poke his eyes out with your fingers?”

      Cormack tips her head to her right. “Did you tell him he owed you a Birkin bag and a shopping spree at Neiman Marcus?”

      Both Lily and Jessica Nicole frown at Cormack.

      Something tells me Cormack has made her fair share of coital exchanges that led to making all of her retail dreams come true.

      Jessica Nicole sighs as if she were over it. And who wouldn’t be?

      “Actually—she plucks a loose curl that escaped her banana clip—“I used to work for a company that set me up on dates with rich dudes. He just wanted to get his money’s worth, but I wasn’t feeling it.”

      Holy sexual bartering systems! I bet she worked for the Elite Entourage! That’s who my newly discovered half-sisters are working for at the moment. Speaking of which, I’ll have to lovingly tell them to steer the heck away from those prostitution-infested waters lest they get caught up in a sting and end up in the Ashford County jailhouse.

      “So a customer did this?” Alex looks both amused and horrified.

      “Hey”—Jeremy barks at his buddy—“no judging. My chick is not in it anymore. But if you want to judge, wait until you find out who her client was. Go ahead, Jessica Nicole. Tell him who the slime ball was who was hitting you up to get rough and dirty.”

      She blows an impressively large bubble before sucking it back in with a ferocious snap. “It was his brother. Morgan Dawson was the dirtiest dog of them all.”

      The table gives a collective gasp.

      Cookie bellows out a deafening howl. “I knew it. Morgan has always had a propensity to meander toward a pretty girl.”

      Both Noah and Everett give a vigorous nod in agreement.

      The food is delivered, and I watch, amused, as everyone struggles to bring their food to their mouths.

      A jag of lightning shoots across the ceiling, and the entire restaurant breaks out into oohs and ahhs. A peal of thunder roars and grumbles through the speakers as the lights begin to dim again, and it’s right back to eating pizza in the dark.

      We wrap up dinner, and Noah graciously offers to pay the bill. Everett drops a wad of cash to the center of the table just as another jag of lightning lights up the room, and Jessica Nicole’s eyes grow wide with greed as she sets her sights on the jackpot. No sooner does the room clap to darkness once again than her tarantula claw starts crawling toward it.

      Not this time, missy.

      I reach over and grab the empty pizza platter and whack her over the hand with it.

      “Ouch,” she howls as Jeremy pulls her in, and I walk behind them just to make sure she doesn’t lift a chandelier on her way out.

      We get to the front of the establishment, right back into the sour summer air of Leeds, and squint as we struggle to adjust to the lamp-lit street.

      Jeremy and Jessica Nicole take off, and I can’t help but scowl at her for the handy heist she pulled off in front of us.

      Noah digs his hands into his pockets as he steps in close. “So, what do you think, Lot? Were we feasting with a killer?”

      Lily snorts. “Jessica Nicole is a dodo. I doubt she could figure out how to kill someone, let alone tie their shoe. And didn’t that guy off himself?”

      Noah shakes his head. “I don’t think so. And whoever tried to make it look as if he did, didn’t do too good of a job. We found several footprints nearby that led back up to the parking lot, but it’s hard to tell how fresh they were.”

      Cormack hugs Noah’s arm, and it doesn’t sit well with me. “There were a lot of people at the lake that day.”

      “But only one killer,” I say. “Or killers. Stranger things have happened.”

      We say goodnight, and Cormack begs Noah to drive with her so she doesn’t have to make the trek down to Honey Hollow all by her lonesome—and being the nice guy Noah is, he’s quick to acquiesce to her manipulative wishes.

      We watch as they take off in the dark together.

      Lily shakes her head. “For someone that claims to want you so bad, Lottie, he sure does spend an awful lot of time with his fiancée.” She says fiancée in air quotes. “Don’t worry, Essex. It looks as if your competition has eliminated himself.”

      “Never was worried.” Everett tucks a kiss to my ear as Alex and Lily take off. “How about we head to my place and have our own good time in the dark?”

      Noah’s divorce isn’t official yet. Not to mention the fact he’s completely content with Cormack in his life.

      “I don’t see why not.”

      And we do just that.

      Suffice it to say, Judge Baxter serves up satisfaction as well as he does justice.

      A good time was had in the dark indeed.
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      August in Honey Hollow brings with it an oppressive heat that has a way of seeping in through the windows and making it feel as if not a single air conditioner on the planet is working properly.

      It’s the afternoon of Naomi’s naughty book club and I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Lily and I made sure the bakery was well staffed before taking off for the Evergreen Manor. We’ve already sent Keelie ahead of us armed with enough donuts of every shape and size to feed a naval fleet.

      Lily read the book cover to cover, twice, and hasn’t stopped rambling about how hot and “smexy” it was. Truth be told, I haven’t had time to crack the cover, but that’s not going to stop me from going because, for one, Cassie Montgomery will be there.

      She’s lucky I have a cache of top-of-the-line cosmetics products that have helped disguise that black eye she gifted me—okay, so it’s finally taking on a yellow bruised banana hue, which isn’t all that far from my everyday pale as flour look. But I’m not interested in drudging up our short-lived past. I want to hear all about her relationship with the deceased. She was angry enough to clock me on the night of his murder. But was she angry enough to kill?

      The Evergreen Manor itself sits at the edge of town, and if I squint down the road I can see Country Cottage Road. The side of the street Everett and I live on happens to butt up against the woods that divide our properties from this one.

      Other than my mother’s B&B there is no place else for tourists to stay in town, so both locations are almost always booked. The Evergreen has a wonderful restaurant that’s open to anyone, boarders and townies alike, and it boasts a full-blown spa in the back as well.

      The enormous structure itself was once a colonial era home that belonged to a wealthy earl who decided he’d much rather be a Yankee. It has a Disney’s Haunted Mansion appeal with its white pillars that stretch to the sky in front and miles of ironwork that scrolls around the endless balconies.

      Lily and I head in and are greeted with dark paneled mahogany, floors with thick emerald carpeting, and silk plants strewn about to give it a quasi-tropical appeal.

      The front desk is currently occupied by someone who is not Naomi, and Lily huffs as she yanks me toward an enormous room filled with crystal chandeliers and Baroque era furniture with peach velvet couches and enormous mirrors inlaid with gilded frames.

      The room is filled with the usual suspects, aka dozens of women I’ve seen before at Naomi’s naughty book club coven. Naomi usually hosts her risqué reception at my bakery—thus scaring off the paying customers with the bawdiness that ensues—so both my bottom line and myself are thrilled to see Naomi expanding her horny horizons.

      We spot Alex right off the bat, and Lily ditches me to join the mass of estrogen already congregating around him. He’s donned his signature too small for his body T-shirt, and has that greedy grin that says I know I’m too hot for my bookish britches.

      Seated around the room are my new half-sisters, Kelleth and Aspen, Cascade Montgomery from the Busy Bee Craft Shop, Amanda Wellington, realtor and party planner extraordinaire, Felicity Gilbert from the Enchanted Flower Shop, one-eyed Britney—okay, so presumably she has two eyes, but I’ve yet to see them both on the same face at the same time. Cormack is here accosting someone who’s partially hidden by an overgrown silk banana plant, Naomi herself is practically in Alex’s lap, and Keelie sits nearby with both Meg and Lainey.

      I’m about to head in their direction when Carlotta and my mother bop up with their faces glowing a peachy pink as if they’ve just partaken in a slapping contest, and I’m terrified to find out the true nature of their garnet glimmer. I sneak a quick glance behind them in search of the perpetrators that might have infected them with that not-so-angelic flush. But there’s nary a sign of Pastor Gaines or Harry Nash—there is, however, one handsome pooch with an ethereal luminosity and a semi-bored look on his face.

      It’s clear Cookie seems to have taken a liking to Carlotta, judging by how he keeps nuzzling his head to her knee.

      “Lottie!” Mom touches her crispy curled hair. “Carlotta and I just came from the spa. They had a two-for-one special.”

      “That’s right.” Carlotta digs her fingers through her own well-coifed tresses. “Buy one get one free. Miranda bought one, and I got mine free.”

      Mom chortles as she waves her off. “It’s my way of repaying you for all the housekeeping you’ve done around the B&B.”

      My mouth falls open. “Mom. She does that because she’s not paying any rent. That’s how bartering works.”

      Mom winces. “Oh, I know, Lottie. But this woman scrubbed eight toilets yesterday. I couldn’t let that kind of work go unnoticed. Sometimes you’ve got to throw a bone out there and let people know you appreciate them.” She catches her breath once she spots someone in the crowd. “Oh, look! Your sisters are here—Kelleth and Aspen.” She cranes her neck a bit more. “And I do believe they’re seated with your other sisters as well. I’d best ask Lainey if she’s got a bun in the oven yet. I do not want to miss one exciting moment of my grandchild’s life.” She takes off. Meg and Lainey suddenly feel like traitors for sitting with the Nash clan. Neither Kelleth nor Aspen and I seem to get along. I don’t really foresee this changing in the future.

      “Speaking of grandchildren.” Carlotta leans in. “I saw Mr. Sexy pulling up just as we entered the building. So is it going to be him, Lottie? Is he the one who will sire my grandchildren?”

      I avert my eyes in lieu of an answer as I bend over and give our friendly specter some serious loving. Mr. Sexy happens to be a quasi-formal nickname that was bestowed upon Everett by baristas everywhere.

      “How I’ve missed you, Cookie Monster. My, aren’t you handsome. I love you so.” He does his best to lick my face up but alas to no avail. Perhaps if my gifts continue to grow, one day the dead’ll kiss me.

      Cookie barks softly. “Who are we here to see, Lottie?”

      “Cassie Montgomery,” I whisper. “Naomi said she’d get her to show up today. Cassie is the one that gave me a shiner the night of the murder.”

      “I don’t like her already.”

      “Well, you’re a sweetheart and everyone loves you.”

      Naomi calls the book club to order, and everyone takes a seat wherever they can find one. Cormack yanks whoever it was she was assaulting behind the banana plant out, and I gasp to find it’s Noah.

      “Would you look at that?” I smack Carlotta on the arm. “I don’t think Noah is playing along with this farce anymore. I’m starting to think Noah and Cormack are the real deal.”

      “It must be love.” A pair of warm arms wraps themselves around my waist from behind as that all-too familiar cologne envelops me.

      Everett dips a kiss close to my ear. “Did you have a good time the other night?”

      I spin into him and lose myself in his cobalt gaze. “You always know how to make me feel better.”

      Carlotta taps me on the arm. “Heads-up. The one who knows how to make you feel lousy is on his way over.” She scuttles off to find a seat, and Cookie follows her diligently just as Noah offers a dimpled smile my way.

      “Lottie.” He leans in to kiss my cheek, and I instinctively pull away.

      “I don’t do sloppy seconds.”

      Noah inches back, looking confused. “Everett?”

      “She saw you making out with Cormack,” he offers. “Try to be a little more discreet next time, would you?”

      Noah’s eyes bulge with horror. “I was not making out with Cormack.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “You were with her.” I detest how jealous and petty that sounded coming from my lips. And more than that, I hate that I was jealous and petty to begin with.

      Naomi rings the little brass bell in her hand, and the room simmers down to silence.

      Two velvet thrones are situated at the front of the room, and Naomi settles in one as Alex and his muscles bulge out of the other.

      “Today, we are privileged to have a very special guest!” Naomi’s voice booms over the room just as a brunette in jeans and a plain white T-shirt saunters in, her own copy of His Silent Need tucked under her arm. She takes a seat right up front like a studious pupil anxious to glean whatever Professor Strong Arms has to teach us. “Everyone, please offer a warm welcome to ex-Marine turned investment banker, Mr. Alex Fox!”

      The crowd is on their feet, clapping and catcalling with the best of them.

      Naomi hushes the hot-to-trot masses once again before asking Alex a number of quasi-invasive questions. Apparently, Alex doesn’t drink, smoke, or eat anything yellow. He likes long walks on the lake shore, sunrises and sunsets, and a mountain getaway is his ideal vacation. He doesn’t have pets at the moment, but he sees a future with a wife, four children, two dogs, and at least four cats. And just like that, every ovary in the room explodes in his muscular honor.

      Naomi wiggles the naughty book of the hour into the air. “If you will turn with me to page two hundred and sixty-three, Alex is going to read Diego’s point of view from the scene in which he and Delilah finish up canoeing in the rain.”

      Half the room breaks out into titters, fanning themselves with their copy of the heated read.

      Alex starts in, his voice deep and husky as he goes on to describe the flames of passion between two consenting adults in every gory detail known to man—and a few that seem to be contrived for the sole purposes of this bawdy book.

      I bite down hard on my lower lip as Everett leans in.

      “What’s the matter, Lemon? Itching to find the nearest closet? Let’s leave now. I can give you the relief you need.”

      Everett and I have a heated history with closets as of late.

      Noah holds out a hand toward Everett, nearly slicing the two of us apart in the process.

      “Hey,” he barks it out at his old stepbrother. “Don’t speak to her like that.” Noah looks ready to kill.

      “Oh?” I muse. “And how exactly were you speaking to Cormack? Just admit it, Noah. You’re seeing her right in front of my back!”

      A sigh deflates his chest. “I don’t know what this guy has been feeding you, but I’m not seeing her. And as soon as I get those divorce papers, the only person I want to see is you.”

      “Then why is she always suspiciously around?” I’m not sure why I’m suddenly pent up with a jealous rage. I have a boyfriend. And it just so happens his annoying stalker is safely behind bars. It’s true. Last month Everett was kidnapped, and Noah and I rescued him. I bet Noah is having a serious bout of rescuer’s remorse.

      “I don’t know why she’s around, Lot.”

      Everett and I exchange a disbelieving look.

      “I’m serious.” Noah chooses to defend himself, and half the room turns around to shush him.

      Alex gets to the apex of the scene, and every woman in the room—Carlotta, Mom, Meg, and Lainey included—is fanning themselves into oblivion.

      “And as his need grew…” Alex’s voice grows right along with it.

      I shoot a look to Noah. “Listen, I get it. You’re still attracted to Cormack. She’s a beautiful woman.” I take a moment to scowl at her as she sits the closest to Alex’s feet as if lost in ardent worship.

      Everett picks up my hand and kisses the back of it. “Noah, we wish you both a very happy life. We look forward to double dinner dates and game night.”

      Noah does not look amused. “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?” He leans in toward his old stepbrother. “You’re trying to poison her mind against me because you know your days are numbered. Newsflash, gavel boy: I should have those divorce papers in my hand in less than two weeks. That’s right. Start quaking in your robe because you should.” He gives Everett a light shove over his chest, and I quickly step between them.

      “Knock it off, Noah. It’s not Everett’s fault you magnetize to Cormack whenever she’s in the room. And by the way, might I remind you, it was Everett who was nice enough to suggest we cool it while I weed through my feelings for you.”

      Noah’s forehead smooths out. “Have you cooled it?”

      I blink back, blindsided by the fact Noah had the cookies to ask.

      The other night’s dalliance in Everett’s living room shoots through my mind like an erotic bottle rocket.

      “We will.” I swallow hard. “But I’m not sure why we’ll have to. You’re already engaged!” There I go again. Honestly, I didn’t see this tirade coming, and I’m already regretting it.

      “Lottie.” Noah pinches his eyes shut. “We’re not engaged.”

      Cormack pops up behind him. “Who’s not engaged?” She does her best to whisper while Alex whips the room into a frenzy. “Would you look at this sparkler?” She shoves the replica of my own ring in my face. “And guess what? I’ve booked the Evergreen Manor for June. Amanda says there can be no hesitation when it comes to venues, invitations, live bands, and bakers. So far I’ve secured them all with the exception of the baker, of course.” She bats her inch-long lashes my way. “Lolanda Lemon, would you do Noah and me the honor of baking our wedding cake?”

      The room erupts into screams of delight as Alex picks up both the drama and the tempo of his raunchy reading.

      My mouth opens to answer her. Every cell in my body screams say no and run.

      “Sure,” I say instead. And just like that, I’m the nicest ninny on the planet. “Stop by my shop anytime you like and we can go over sketches.”

      “Yes!” She shoots her fist in the air as if she just won a custom Vera Wang wedding gown. “I’d better get back to my seat. We’re about to get to the good part.” She scuttles off, and I smear a smile Noah’s way.

      “Oh, we’ve already gotten to the good part. Good luck with that mess.”

      Noah glowers at Everett. “How much are you paying her?”

      By “her” I’m assuming he means Cormack.

      “I don’t pay for the company of women. Apparently, that was Morgan. Speaking of which, aren’t you here to work on his case? I believe your suspect is seated next to your fiancée. Why don’t you take off? You’ve upset Lemon and that upsets me.”

      Noah takes a never-ending breath as if he had an entire jumble of words he wanted to spew at once.

      “You lied to me, didn’t you?” He boldly shoves Everett once again. “You said you wanted to give Lottie and me a chance to gain some real closure and here you are, making me look like some womanizing freak.”

      A dark laugh rumbles in Everett’s chest. “Sweetie, you did that on your own.”

      “Don’t call me sweetie.” Noah’s jaw redefines itself.

      Alex finishes up, and the room is once again on its feet for him.

      Everett leans in, looking both serious and lethally angry. “I don’t lie, Noah. I deal with the truth for a living. You deal with dead things. And if you killed your relationship with Lemon, I can’t help you there. What I’m offering you both is the chance to say a proper goodbye or a permanent hello. Newsflash: the option belongs to her, not you. I’m not a fool. There is too much unfinished business between the two of you.” He turns to me, a soulful sweetness in his eyes. “Lemon, as you’re working through this, I suggest you try to forgive him. I don’t like seeing you in pain, and I see it. I can hear it in your voice. Find it in your heart to really forgive him for everything. Do it for yourself.”

      Noah tips his head back as he looks to Everett. “So you’re standing by your word? I like that.” He turns my way. “Lottie, how about we ditch this circus and grab a bite at Mangias?”

      Everett grunts, “Or you can go to Mangias, and Lemon and I can pen our own raunchy romance.”

      I shoot them both a lethal look as bodies begin to mill around the room.

      Cassie gets up and waves to someone in the center of the room, and I watch as she runs over to Cascade and they exchange a hearty embrace. Wait a minute… Cassie Montgomery? Cascade Montgomery? I’m beginning to see the familial light.

      I head over as the women part ways. “Cassie,” I say, trying to sound cheery. “It’s me, Lottie, from that night at the lake.” Judging by the vapid look in her eyes that’s just taken over, I’d better present myself in a more memorable manner. “The one you gave the shiner to?” I say, pointing to my eye.

      “Oh, you.” Her head inches back as she watches me from those glowing pools she calls eyes.

      Cascade starts in on a laugh. Cascade Montgomery is the cousin of the very first murder victim I stumbled upon, Merilee Simonson. Cascade breezed into town during the middle of that mess and not only took over my apartment, but she took over her cousin’s craft shop as well. She’s tall, dresses as if she just popped out of a time machine from the steam punk era, and has a permanent scowl on her face on most occasions. Although, at the moment, she seems pretty happy to see Cassie.

      “I’ve been wanting to give Lottie a shiner for months.” Cascade gives Cassie a high five.

      Cassie shrugs my way. “Sorry about that. So, you’re here for the reading, huh? Who knew Honey Hollow had a naughty side?”

      Cascade belts out another laugh. “Lottie here invented the naughty side of Honey Hollow. See those two men ready to duke it out in the corner? I’m willing to bet every stich of yarn in my store they’re about to battle it out over her questionable honor. Lottie has had a threesome going for quite some time now. But we all know those unnatural relations never end well.”

      “Two men?” Cassie’s eyes widen as if she suddenly admired me. “You’ll have to give me all the tips and tricks. I couldn’t even keep one louse under my belt, and now he’s dead because of it.”

      “Because of it?” both Cascade and I say in unison.

      Cassie averts her gaze toward Alex, who is presently being accosted by both Lily and Naomi. Speaking of duking it out, that looks as if it’s about to turn nasty, but something tells me Alex can hold his own. I glance back at the war breaking out behind me and wonder if I can hold my own.

      Cascade clicks her tongue at the carnage up front. “I’d best remind Naomi that she’s still punching a clock at this place. I’m sure they would frown upon the idea of upper management pulling the hair of her bestie.” That last word drips out with both sarcasm and air quotes as she takes off.

      I take a step in toward Cassie. “Are you related to Cascade?” I try to sound both chipper and kind in order to win her confidence, but right now all I want to do is smash a chair over Lily and Naomi—and maybe Everett and Noah. World War III is not a good look on anyone. And why exactly am I so cranky today? Perhaps the fact I got up at three in order to fry a bazillion glazed donuts—crullers included—has something to do with it. A girl needs her sleep, and God knows I require a solid eight.

      “She’s my aunt,” Cassie offers. “She’s always been my go-to person when life gets tough. And right about now, it’s pretty tough.”

      “I’m sorry. Do you have any idea who would want to hurt Morgan?” It felt foreign calling him by his first name. I much prefer Dr. Dawson, but I wanted to use something more familiar to her.

      The muscles in her jaw clench. Her eyes stray to some invisible horizon. “I don’t know.” She shivers as if she does.

      I can’t help but think her body is calling her out on the lie.

      “Do you think he owed anyone money?” I take her in with her long wavy hair, her hourglass figure, her face that could launch a thousand ships. Why in the world was Dr. Dawson paying for dates? Maybe that was before he met Cassie? Or maybe that’s what he used to fill his dry spell with once they broke up?

      Cookie bounds over and barks up a storm. “This one looks guilty, Lottie. Don’t you think?”

      I shake my head at him. Not because I believe strongly in Cassie’s innocence, but that’s not the way the justice system works. Just because you look guilty, doesn’t mean you are.

      Cassie tips her head to the side. “You know, he was wealthy. He worked hard at the hospital, but he played hard, too. I’m thinking that’s what got him into trouble.” Her lips flicker like a flame ready to extinguish itself. “He played a little too hard, if you know what I mean. But I loved him. Yes, I did—despite all the deceitful facts.” Her eyes flood with tears as she takes off for the refreshment table and goes straight for one of my double chocolate donuts with confetti sprinkles.

      Cookie barks up at me. “What did you glean, Lottie? That sounded like an incriminating statement to me. Turn her in to the nearest deputy.”

      I glance back at Noah and Everett, still carrying on with their heated conversation.

      “I think we should dig a little more. We’ll come back to this one.”

      I head over to the donut spread myself and pick up one of my light and airy crullers that has everyone reaching for them at once.

      Cassie seems to know all about Dr. Dawson’s cheating ways. Why on earth would she tolerate that?

      Lily tosses a book at Naomi, and Alex catches it midflight. Suddenly, he’s standing with his arms parted between the bickering two.

      I glance over to Noah and Everett, who both have the veins in their necks distended. The tone of their conversation sounds heated with fury.

      Love can make you clinically insane if you let it. In fact, it can drive you to the brink of madness even in a public setting. It can make you forget that you’re a manager of the very establishment you’re threatening to wring someone’s neck in, a baker’s assistant, a seasoned detective, a judge. I’m betting it can make you forget you’re in a public setting, like a lake, in a crowd of hundreds of people with a fireworks display shooting off overhead.

      Cassie said she loved Dr. Dawson.

      And I wonder if that’s exactly what killed him.
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      One of my greatest joys in life is getting to the bakery early in the morning when the sun has hardly crested the horizon and all of Main Street is covered with its peachy glow. Sure, I have to pry my eyelids open once the alarm goes off, and I curse myself for even thinking of opening a bakery at least ten times before I ever get into my frozen car, but once I get the mixer going, once the heavenly scent of vanilla and sugar hits the air, I’m intoxicated by my passion all over again.

      I’ve been in the kitchen for two hours straight frying up batch after batch of donuts with Cookie Monster sitting staunchly by my side. His onyx-colored fur is not only glossy and thick, but he seems to have an entire solar system trapped in his fur. He’s mesmerizing and gorgeous and a pure pleasure to have around.

      “So you see,” I say to him—and might I add, he’s a darn good listener, far better than my sweet cats—“in an attempt to keep up with the onslaught, I’m having to fry up a triple batch.”

      “Don’t forget to give one to me, Lottie. Just because I can’t have it doesn’t mean I won’t try. Sort of like your Noah.”

      “Yes.” I frown over at his rather astute observation. “And, of course, the donuts take me right back to that night at the lake that I found Dr. Dawson clutching one of my crullers. Poor Dr. Dawson. Whoever killed him really wanted him dead and no doubt the bullet proves that. But that lethal dose of that street drug? Did they think that would lessen his suffering? I can’t imagine what the point of that injection was. Noah said he found shoeprints at the crime scene, but then he pointed out there were hundreds of people at the lake that night. And to be honest, I don’t think you would be here if there wasn’t a crime to solve.”

      I sigh as I pull another batch of crullers from the boiling oil.

      “Yes,” Cookie muses. “There were many people at the lake. Imagine my surprise when I saw Jeremy. Just before I passed, they had already had a fatal falling out.”

      “Jeremy.” I shake my head. “I didn’t get his incessant need to berate his deceased brother at dinner the other night. But I guess they’ve never gotten along, not to mention the fact Dr. Dawson paid Jessica Nicole a visit through the Elite Entourage. Hey? Maybe I need to dig a little deeper in that angle? Lord knows I’ve got contacts. Not only do Kelleth and Aspen have employment ties in that dicey direction, but so does Naomi.”

      “Is she the one that threw punches at the girl from the bakery?”

      “Yes, at Lily.” It’s true. And it wasn’t pretty. Naomi tried to deck Lily—her best friend in the world—right in the mouth. Alex himself broke up the fight before it ever really got off the ground. Thankfully, Lily still has all her teeth intact.

      Cookie groans. “I’m rooting for Lily.”

      A small laugh sputters from me. “I’m thinking my best bet is Naomi as far as getting anywhere with the Elite Entourage, though. I wish I would have thought of that yesterday, but the dueling brawls that were simultaneously occurring were a bit distracting. It’s a miracle I got anything from Cassie at all. Come to think of it, I should pay her another visit as well. She mentioned that first night that she was a banker in Leeds. Hey! My sister, Meg, works in Leeds. Maybe she can come with me as we make the rounds to every financial institution within that slimy town. Or I could simply walk across the street at some point and ask Cascade Montgomery where her niece works.”

      “Yes, that would definitely be easier.”

      A light tap emits over the window.

      “Huh,” I say, putting down my spatula as I head over to take a peek. “I wonder who that could be?”

      Cookie runs ahead, barking up a storm. “Sorry,” he pants as we get to the café. “Old habits die hard.”

      “Not a problem. If only they could hear you, I wouldn’t feel so uneasy.”

      “I sense a peaceful presence.”

      “Good to know. A killer with a clear conscience.” I spot a familiar face. “Ah, I’m not too far off.” I unlock the door. “Good morning, Mayor Nash. Here for an early cup of coffee?” His face is nearly bronzed from a summer in the sun, and he’s got on his chinos and a dress shirt as if he were ready to rule our tiny world.

      A cheery laugh bellows from him, and for some reason I find this comforting. “I saw your light on as I was driving to my office and thought I’d stop by. Coffee sounds great.”

      “I’ll throw on a couple fresh glazed crullers.”

      “Now you’re talking my language.” He takes a seat at the counter, and I hand him a plate of deep fried goodness and slide a giant mug of coffee his way. “I hope you don’t mind that I stopped by, but we’ve never really found the time to have dinner. I’d be a liar if I didn’t say I’ve been anxious to spend some time with you.”

      Cookie hops up next to the register and curls into a ball. “He seems nice enough. He reminds me a bit of Mr. Dawson. Morgan’s father was a bit of an eccentric man.”

      “So I’ve heard.” I wink over at Cookie because it happened to fit both conversations. I make myself a cup of coffee and join him on the stool next to him. “I don’t mind one bit that you stopped by,” I say to Mayor Nash. “And I haven’t been actively avoiding you—anymore at least.” I wrinkle my nose as I say it. “I don’t know why, but I feel like I’m cheating on my father whenever you’re around. Awkward, right?”

      “Not at all. In fact, I knew your father well.”

      Something warms in me when he acknowledges the fact that I have a father that’s not him.

      “You did? I mean, I know you knew him, but I didn’t think you knew him well.”

      “Yup. Joseph Lemon was an upstanding citizen of Honey Hollow. Chrissy and Miranda have been great friends for years. Your father and I played our fair share of golf. He talked nonstop about his girls. I used to admire him for his devotion to his family. Me, I was like broken pottery in comparison. Chrissy and I sent the kids to boarding school. We felt it was best at the time. But, in hindsight, we missed a whole heck of a lot. I’ve been working hard these last few years to make it up to the kids. They’re good kids. And so are you.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      His shoulders droop. “Okay, I’ll admit, Kelleth and Aspen need to have their rough edges sanded off, but I’m hoping that’s where you come in. I think they need someone grounded like you in their lives.”

      “Finn seems grounded.”

      “Finn isn’t one of the girls. You’ll be a great influence on them. I just know you will.”

      “They’re not twelve.”

      “And that’s what I keep telling them.”

      We share a warm laugh on their behalf.

      He picks up another warm cruller and takes a bite. “So, what’s the story with you and those men? Carlotta says you can’t make up your mind.”

      “They’re both great. One is married, but that didn’t stop him from pursuing a relationship with me. I thought he was divorced, and that tiny marital detail happened to throw someone else’s wedding ring in all my good plans. I was hoping Noah and I would have been married by now.” My own shoulders sag as I pick up a warm cruller of my own.

      “And what about the judge? Good man, you got there. My mother used to say one in the hand is worth two in the bush.”

      “Yes, well, the one in the bush is about to have his marriage officially dissolved. And Everett wants me to make sure all of my feelings for Noah are shaken out before I officially take his hand.”

      “Marriage? And here I thought I was passing the womanizing baton to Judge Baxter for good.”

      “Not true.” I moan through a sip of coffee. “He’s perfectly devoted to me.”

      “So we’re almost at an even playing field with the two of them. I suppose if you’re not in a hurry to race down the aisle, I’d suggest you take the judge up on his offer. Have a conversation with yourself, with the detective, figure out if there’s anything there to salvage.”

      “And what if there is?” I practically cry out. “What’s to become of Everett and me? I love him, too. I can’t just put our relationship on ice while I date Noah to see if we fit.”

      His eyes meet with mine, serious and familiar. “Yes, you can, Lottie. In fact, it sounds as if Everett is imploring you to do so. Believe me, you’re lucky he cares enough to put his ego aside. Not many men would do that. Would Noah do that? It’s asking a lot of a man. Do you know what that tells me? It lets me know that Everett loves you more than he loves himself.”

      A breath hitches in my throat at the thought. “That’s beautiful.” Tears blur my vision, and I blink them back.

      “What are you waiting for with Noah? Do you really need the ink to dry on his divorce papers to have a talk with him?”

      “I guess not. But, to be truthful, I don’t need to talk to Noah. I already know that I love him. But there are things to say. Everett is right. We have too much unfinished business between us.”

      “You’re in a tough place. You know what they say—not every storm is in the forecast. It sounds like you split your heart in two and gave away both pieces.”

      “I sure did.” I thump my mug against the counter as if it were a gavel. “Whether or not he meant it, Noah hurt me. And Everett healed me.”

      “I’ve got great news for you, kid. You can take all the time in the world. Those men aren’t going anywhere. Take a year to get to know them both a heck of a lot better. Take two years. It will all come together.” He drains his coffee before hopping off his seat. “Thank you for breakfast. How much do I owe you?”

      “Are you kidding? You listened to me. That was payment enough. And, I think you might have helped, too. I like your idea of not rushing things. It feels as if the pressure is off my shoulders.” But not my heart.

      “Good.” He surveys me for a moment before offering a quick embrace. He takes off, and Cookie hops into the seat next to me.

      Harry’s words reverberate in my mind. Not every storm is in the forecast.

      It feels as if I’ve been in a storm for the better part of the year.

      “Sage advice from a wise, sweet man.” Cookie sighs. “I do say you are fortunate to have so many people who love you, Lottie Lemon. You are a lucky, lucky girl.”

      I wrap my arm around him and land a kiss to his furry forehead. It never ceases to amaze me at how solid the ghosts of the dead can feel—that is, if they want to—once they come back.

      “I am lucky, aren’t I?” I snatch my cruller off the plate and take another quick bite. “Who do you think we should investigate next, Cookie? Who’s the unlucky one?”

      He vocalizes something just shy of a moan as he considers this. “The girl who was arguing with Cassie that night.”

      “Anika Bram?”

      “Yes. She was his love interest.”

      “Dr. Dawson had many.”

      Cookie barks out a laugh. “I suppose you have that in common with him, now, don’t you?”

      “Yes, well, let’s hope I don’t end up on the receiving end of the Grim Reaper’s sickle. You wouldn’t happen to know where I could find Anika, would you?”

      “No, track her down, Lottie. Track down the killer. I want to know who did this to my brother. I want justice. And I don’t care how many hearts you’ll have to break to get it.” He hops off the stool and scampers his way onto Main Street by way of the window.

      Cookie wants justice.

      And so do I.
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      Anika Bram comes from money.

      Lots of it.

      Cassie had it right that night of the murder when she told me Anika’s parents are Jane Lloyd, the blonde bimbo who climbed to fame via a sex tape, and her father is indeed rocker Jimmy Love.

      I have to confess. I had a rather mad crush on Jimmy Love in high school, and I listened to his Acid Rain album on repeat for the better part of my senior year.

      It turns out, Anika doesn’t spend her time punching a clock anywhere. Instead, she sleeps all day and parties all night at a club called the Electric Dandelion.

      Noah gifted me this information via a text this afternoon as a peace offering. Of course, he then proceeded to ask if I wanted to go clubbing tonight, in which I responded yes. But since Keelie was standing over my shoulder, she made me tell Noah that I would be bringing along my posse for the ride.

      And what a posse we are.

      I couldn’t keep Everett away, and Noah couldn’t keep Cormack away because the universe might actually disband if the two of them aren’t within touching distance at some point in the day. Keelie and Bear have tagged along and so have Naomi and Alex.

      Boy is Lily going to be steaming mad when she finds out. And you can bet your bottom dollar I won’t be the one to tell her.

      The Electric Dandelion has a huge electronic sign out front of an animated dandelion slowly losing its rainbow-colored petals as they blow away in the wind, only to explode into miniature fireworks displays.

      There’s a roped entry with a line a mile long to get inside, and every one of those kids in line looks as if it’s three hours past their bedtime.

      I lean in toward Everett. “When did twelve turn into twenty-one? I’m pretty sure not one of those kids has even crested puberty.”

      Everett shakes his head. “I agree. And it astounds me every time I see the youth. They get younger and younger and yet we stay the same.” He blinks a smile my way.

      “Very funny.”  I glance over to Noah who is chatting with Alex and Naomi.

      Cormack hops up and down as if she were spring-loaded tonight. She and Keelie have been whispering amongst themselves, and I don’t like it one bit.

      “Guess what, Lomita?” She hops my way. “Keelie and Bear are about to tie the knot themselves, and I’m referring them to Amanda Wellington. So far I’ve already brought her three different couples.”

      I look past her at my questionable bestie, and Keelie is quick to shake her head. Thought so. Yes, Keelie and Bear are serious, but they’re not dashing for the altar just yet.

      Cormack examines the rock on her finger. “I just love the idea of a wedding and everything that goes along with it. You wouldn’t believe how fun it is to pick out themes and colors and bridal dresses, sheet music, appetizers, custom cocktails—you name it.” She gives me a shove on the arm. “I just had the best idea. Why don’t you start planning your wedding now, too?”

      Noah stomps over. “No,” he flatlines.

      “Why not?” Everett’s cheek twitches. It’s common knowledge by now that Everett enjoys getting a rise out of Noah. Everett enjoys getting a rise out of me, too, but for entirely different purposes.

      Now it’s Noah’s cheek that flinches. He’s staring down Everett, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think the two of them were having a silent conversation. A threatening one at that.

      Bear must sense the tension. Bear, my aforementioned ex, who thought cheating on me was a great idea, and unbeknownst to him started an unfortunate trend in my life. We’ve long since put past grievances behind us, and we’re more or less good friends now.

      “Let’s head inside.” Bear leans into Noah. “Lottie doesn’t like a fighter.”

      “That’s right.” Everett wraps his arm around me as he leads us to the door. “She prefers a lover—one that actually knows what he’s doing.”

      As cheesy as it sounds, both Everett and Bear are incredibly right. Although just to be clear, Noah more than knows what he’s doing in and out of the bedroom. But I’ll be the last one to bring that up to Everett. In the grand scheme of things, Everett has been playing in the pro league for years. If mattress wrestling became an Olympic sport, Everett would take home the gold every time.

      Everett leads us to the front of the line and drops a wad of bills so big into the bouncer’s hand I’m fearing for his retirement fund. The beefy bouncer inspects the wad before burying it deep into his pocket, and the entire lot of us is let on through to the sound of boos and jeers of others.

      Inside it’s noisy, crowded, and the scent of cheap liquor permeates the air. Not that I would know what expensive liquor smells like, but I’m not fan of it in any variant, so it all smells cheap to me.

      The lights are low, the lights are black, which explains why Everett’s tie is glowing as if he carved it off the moon. Noah smiles and his teeth light up like the Cheshire Cat’s.

      “Lottie, your lips are glowing paper white.”

      “Ooh!” I crane my neck to find the nearest mirror.

      Everett leans toward Noah. “Try not to use them for target practice. I’ve got plans for those lips later.”

      Noah scowls as we head deeper into the club.

      The music sounds like techno pop meets disco, and both Keelie and Cormack join the tangle of bodies as they gyrate with the best of them.

      Bear frowns at the crowd. “I think I’ll sit this one out. Tell Keelie I’ll be at the bar.” He takes off.

      Naomi pulls Alex to the dance floor by the tie, and Alex sheds some easy moves that make it clear this isn’t his first rodeo with those swivel hips of his. Naomi sure doesn’t seem to mind. She can’t take her eyes off him. Poor Lily. A part of me wonders if their friendship will survive Hurricane Alex. For their sake, I hope so.

      Everett nods to Noah. “Your girl’s out there. Why don’t you go join in on the fun? Lemon and I will rate your moves.”

      Noah’s brows pull into a straight line. Honestly, with these two, there is bound to be a murder one day. A double homicide.

      “No thanks.” He glances to the back. “I’m betting that’s where we’ll find Anika.”

      “Why’s that?” I ask, completely curious as to the logic of it.

      Noah’s dimples press in. “Because the cool kids always sit in the back.”

      “Figures. I sat in the front.”

      Everett warms my ear with his lips. “I bet you had better grades to show for it.”

      “Yes, but I’m pretty sure I’ve been a suspect in more murder investigations than the rest of my classmates, so I’m not sure if I’m coming out on top.”

      Noah leads the way as we weave through a human wall of moving limbs. And sure enough, there’s an entire seating area in the back filled with semi-circular couches, each one brimming with the so-called cool kids.

      A sparkle of light shimmers in the corner near the sofa on the end.

      “I’ll be darned.” A laugh percolates through me. “Cookie is here.” I quickly point over to him as if they could see him.

      “And check that out.” Everett leans in close. “The girl on the end sipping on a daiquiri looks just like the girl from the lake.”

      Noah squints. “That’s our girl. You want to go in, Lottie?”

      “There she is,” I say. Anika’s hair shimmers like copper as she moves her shoulders to the rhythm of the music. “I don’t know. She looks awful lonely. Like maybe she could use a male companion?” I look to the two of mine.

      Noah shakes his head. “I grilled her the day after the murder. I’m not even pretending to hit on her. She’s all yours, Judge Baxter. Do what you do best and bring that woman to her knees—see if you can get a confession out of her in the process.” Noah pats him on the back as if he were suddenly his wingman.

      Everett takes off, and Noah and I gear up to watch the spectacle from a safe distance.

      She’s on her feet. No sooner does Everett get there than she’s smiling wide, looking around. Everett points back over to me, and she gives a friendly wave.

      “There goes that,” Noah quips. “I guess he’s lost his touch.”

      “That would be my fault. Besides, I think she recognized him.” Everett is rather unforgettable.

      I head over and offer a chipper hello.

      “You’re the girl from the lake.” She shakes her head as if she’s remiss she can’t remember my name.

      Anika is cute and looks about sixteen, even though she’s in her early twenties. Her hair shines as it hugs her jawline, and there’s something very likeable about her in general. Her lips are glowing a pale pink, as are her eyelids and fingernails. Cassie has a harder edge, so I can see where Anika would be a breath of fresh air for Dr. Dawson.

      Cookie vocalizes something that sounds like a cross between a bark and a yodel. “Get to the good stuff!” The word stuff comes out with a bark.

      “Lottie,” I’m quick to remind her as I shake her hand, and her pink fuchsia lips expand with approval. “And this is my boyfriend, Everett.” Shoot. I hope he didn’t hit on her. But then if he did, it would most likely be par for the course for a girl like her. Anika is used to sharing men.

      Why in the world would Dr. Dawson have two girlfriends?

      Noah comes to mind, and I feel a twinge of guilt.

      Never mind. Life has a way of taking a complicated situation and snowballing it into a relationship avalanche. I could write a book about it.

      Her eyes stray past me and widen. “So, did they find the killer? Is that why Detective Fox is with you? Is that why you came?”

      Great.

      Why do I get the feeling this would have been a better operative for just Keelie and me?

      Cookie dances a circle around her as if he were finding the killer himself.

      “No, actually”—I try to wave it off as absurd—“we’re here with friends.”

      Everett leans in. “Detective Fox is recently engaged. We’re here to celebrate.”

      I shoot Everett the stink eye, and his lips curl with delight.

      “Nice.” Anika takes a sip of her fruity concoction. “I’ll have to congratulate him. I was this close from getting a ring out of Morgan.” Her lips pull down, but the endeavor looks a bit sarcastic in this strange light.

      “Really?” I feign surprise. “I just bumped into Cassie at the Evergreen Manor, and she said the same thing. Why do you think she was so confident?”

      Anika tosses her gaze to the crowd as she gives a disbelieving grunt. “I’ll tell you why. Cassie’s father is Jake Montgomery, famous quarterback turned coach. Ever heard of him?”

      Everett inches back. “His team just went to the Super Bowl for the fifth time in a row last year.”

      Anika nods. “That’s right. Jake Montgomery is a powerful man. Cassie thinks I’m the spoiled brat in this lineup, but she’s just trying to deflect the truth from herself. It’s what she does. She has three brothers, and all her life she was catered to—given what she wanted and when. Did she tell you why she and Morgan broke up to begin with? She cheated on him with one of the doctors that Morgan worked with. He was at the lake that night, too—Dr. Drake.” She sticks her finger down her throat when she says his name, and I try not to gasp at the revelation. “Don’t get me wrong. Everyone has their own taste in men, but I never saw the attraction. I mean, girls line up around the block just to have him glance their way. I think Cassie likes the chase.”

      The Elite Entourage comes to mind. “Maybe Cassie knew Morgan was cheating on her? I mean, Everett has told me stories about the guy.”

      Everett nods as if affirming my little white lie, and Cookie barks up a storm.

      Anika’s eyes grow wide. “He liked the ladies, sure. But he was just sowing his wild oats. He told me so himself.” She wraps an arm over her stomach like she might be sick. “Look, everyone liked Morgan. He was a good guy. Yes, Cassie and I turned a blind eye on occasion, but that’s because we knew how he was. But he was going to change.” Her eyes gloss over. “He told me so himself. He said once the summer was through, he was cleaning up his act. The board was set to name him chief of surgery soon, and he said that would be a turning point in his life. He said he wanted a family and that he wanted it with me.” A single tear rolls down her cheek like a falling star. “He said I was in his will, though. If anything should happen to him, he said I was taken care of.”

      Everett tips his head. “Why would he say that? Did he feel like something was about to happen?”

      Anika glances around before stepping in. “Not outright, but he said that he knew something—and that he was trying to figure out how to take care of it without letting on. A secret—a dark one.”

      Everett and I exchange a glance. Morgan knew something. A secret? One so dark it got him killed?

      Anika sheds a dark smile. “I think you should tell Detective Fox to take another look at Cassie. I bet he doesn’t know she’s got a dark secret—one that she never wanted Morgan to know. But then, if he did find out—Cassie’s daddy knows some pretty powerful people. He could have it taken care of. What Cassie’s done would bring shame to the family, and it could tarnish his entire ball club. A lot of careers are on the line here.” She starts to walk away, and I block her path.

      “It sounds like you know Cassie’s secret. Care to share?”

      Her pink lips quiver for a moment. “Like I said, Cassie’s father knows a lot of powerful people. I’ve seen what happened to Morgan. I think I’ll pass on the free trip to eternity for now.” She ducks into the crowd, leaving Everett and me to soak in her words.

      We head back to Noah, and I spill everything she told us.

      Cormack bops back and lands right in Noah’s arms as if she belonged there, and I ask Everett to take me home. My work here is done, and I don’t need to stick around to watch the show.

      Cassie has a secret.

      My mind swirls with the possibilities all night long.
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      After Everett and I left the Electric Dandelion, we went back to my place, snuggled with Pancake and Waffles, and I made us some tea. Everett watched a game until we decided to play a game of our own that involved a couch, a dining room table, a shower, and a nice long satisfying night of good sleep in one another’s arms.

      Everett gets up early with me despite the fact it’s Saturday, and I’m the only one who has to be anywhere at this ungodly hour. He has coffee and a stack of pancakes he whipped up ready at the table by the time I get out of the shower.

      “Everett!” I say, shocked and perfectly delighted to see he has a culinary side. “You did not have to do this.”

      “I did.” There’s a sadness in his eyes, and I can’t determine why.

      He joins me as we indulge in the feast. Both Pancake and Waffles are still curled up in my bed, and the sun is just barely kissing the windows with a tangerine glow.

      “So, what are you up to today?” I moan as I take my next mouthful of yummy goodness.

      “I’m having lunch with you—and Noah.”

      “Noah?” I’d be amused if I weren’t frightened. “Does Noah have something to do with the inspiration for this pancake breakfast?”

      “No. That’s something I should have been doing for you from the start. You know you’re the first woman in my life that I’ve ever been serious with, Lemon. I’m ashamed to say, I’m still learning the ropes.”

      “Well, rest assured I’m liking the ropes.” I bite down on a playful smile. “I’m liking the acrobatics you’re capable of, too. Just saying.”

      We share a warm laugh as I reach over and pick up his hand.

      “Something has you rattled,” I say. “Am I right?”

      “I am never rattled, Lemon. I’m prepared.”

      “Prepared,” I say it slow and measured. “Should I prepare for this lunch with you and Noah?” I really don’t think I needed to ask.

      Everett tips his head back. His stone-cold demeanor says it all.

      I pull Everett back to the bedroom and say a proper good morning before leaving for the bakery. I’m not sure why, but every kiss felt like goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery enjoys a robust steady crowd right up until the dreaded afternoon.

      Both Lily and I work our fingers to the bone, doling out boxes of donuts to just about everyone who steps in front of the register. The thing with donuts is most people don’t buy just one. They buy them by the dozen—which is wonderful for business, but taxing in just about every other capacity.

      Keelie has helped me hire a few more hands in the kitchen, and right now their sole purpose is to pump out those circular spheres of deliciousness at a breakneck pace. The donut holes are selling like mad, too. But, sadly, Lily and I seemed to be eating up the inventory in that department.

      “She stole him from me,” Lily grunts as Keelie pops up before us.

      I hand Keelie her favorite treats, almond horns and a cup of vanilla bean coffee.

      “Thank you. And please start making your pumpkin spice lattes early this year. I don’t think I can wait another few weeks.” Keelie shakes her head Lily’s way. “FYI—when my sister wants something, there’s no stopping her. But could you blame her? I mean, you heard the man at the reading the other day. He dripped with passion. Naomi has wanted that her whole life. I’m not going to lie, I brought the book back to my place and made Bear read a few pages out loud. There is nothing hotter than a man who knows what he wants. And the guy from His Silent Need wanted a lot.”

      “Everett knows what he wants,” I add for no reason other than the fact it was spinning through my mind—among other things, like that lunch date we’ll be sharing with Noah in just a bit. I’ve already filled both Lily and Keelie in on it—mostly because they’ll need to cover for me while I’m visiting the gallows, but a part of me wanted to put my bestie on red alert.

      “Oh yes, he does.” Lily gives a husky laugh. “You’re really lucky, Lottie. A lot of women would kill to have Essex all to themselves. You should tie the knot before someone else snaps him up.”

      A cool breeze picks up from behind. “Did I hear someone say tie the knot?”

      We turn to find Amanda Wellington looking cute as a button with her red hair piled on top of her head and a poppy blazer with matching skirt. She has her briefcase in hand and her sunglasses tucked in her camisole.

      “I’m doing a big event in Fallbrook this evening. I’ll need the biggest cup of coffee you sell. It’s going to be a long day.”

      “So the event business is really picking up?” I ask as Lily heads off to fill her order.

      “It sure is.” She hands me the cash while Lily glides the coffee her way. “There’s some medical gala tonight, but most of my business is weddings. People are getting married at all times of the year now. You wouldn’t believe how many fall weddings I’m lined up to do.” She takes a careful sip before pulling the cup away. “Oh, and I’m doing Noah and Cormack’s wedding. Boy, she must have a ton of money. That’s going to be the ritziest wedding on the planet. I’m really looking forward to that one.”

      Keelie shakes her head. “It’s never going to happen. Noah is hopelessly in love with Lottie.”

      “Oh?” Amanda looks as if someone just ate her lunch. “That’s too bad—I mean, for me. And pullouts like that are the very reason I don’t plan on giving up my real estate license.” She looks my way. “So how does your sister like the new house?”

      “She loves it. I love it. It’s amazing. You’re very fortunate to have not one but two booming careers.”

      Her poppy-colored lips curl. “Don’t I know it. Hey, if you see Cormack today, tell her to call me. She put down a few hefty deposit on a few things and she might be under the time limit to get a full refund.” She plucks out her phone from her purse. “On second thought, I’d best shoot her a message myself. Thanks for the coffee.”

      She starts to take off, and a thought comes to me. “Amanda? That medical gala? Do you know if they’re still selling tickets?”

      She gives a quick nod. “It’s a fundraiser for Honey Hollow General. They hold it every year at the Hillshire Hotel out in Fallbrook because that’s where all the deep pockets are. It’s Monte Carlo night, so if you decide to come, bring some spare change. All proceeds go directly to the new wing they’re building.”

      “Sounds good.” I shrug over at Keelie and Lily. “You girls in?”

      Lily pulls out her phone and begins texting spastically. “I’m in and I’m inviting Alex. Take that, Naomi Turner.” Her phone pings as soon as she’s finished. “Ha! He said yes. I have to get to the Scarlet Sage Boutique.” She whips off her apron. “Lottie, I’m taking my lunch break.” No sooner does she shoot out the door than in file Britney, Noah, and Everett.

      My heart lurches into my throat.

      “Um, Keelie? Would you mind manning the register for me?”

      “Ooh.” She leans in. “It looks as if that secret lunch with Noah and Everett is about to commence. You want me to help you get rid of the cycle queen?”

      “No, that’s okay.” In fact, I welcome Britney at this point. God knows Noah and Everett need more than just me to referee their behavior lately.

      Noah comes forward, his eyes alive and happy to see me. He’s wearing a suit and has his briefcase with him as if he were ready to head to the office despite the fact it’s Saturday.

      “Lottie, you look beautiful today.” He takes a breath as he hitches his head to the tables. “Would you mind if we took a minute of your time?”

      “Sure thing. Everett let me know we’d be going to lunch. Keelie is watching the bakery for me.”

      I say a quick hello to Britney as I kiss Everett on the cheek. “So, where are we off to?”

      Britney is dressed in her workout wear, black spandex from head to toe, and her hair is up in a ponytail save for a loose strand protecting her left eye from the world.

      “I can’t do lunch.” She looks to Noah and shrugs. “I have class in a few minutes.” She looks my way. “You mind if we sit here?”

      “No, not at all. I’ll go and grab some donuts and coffee.”

      Britney reaches out as if to stop me. “Not right now, Lena. Let’s take a seat.”

      Noah and Britney move to a table near the window as my eyes hook to Everett’s.

      “Why do I feel there’s an impending storm headed my way you refused to warn me about?”

      His head inches back—he’s clearly dismayed—but his lips curve upwards as if to assure me this would be fine.

      “I wouldn’t let a thing hurt you, Lemon. I can promise you that.”

      We head over to the table and join them just as Noah pulls a blue folder out of his briefcase and lands it before us.

      Noah presses his warm gaze to mine. “It’s done, Lottie. Britney and I are officially divorced. We took care of it yesterday and picked up the papers from our attorneys this morning.”

      The air in the room seems to dissipate. My muscles go rigid. I can’t seem to catch my next breath.

      For so long Noah’s marriage lingered between us like a ghost, like an albatross, something forever out of reach but never coming to fruition, and just like that, it’s over.

      I shake my head because words have failed me.

      Britney leans in and sighs my way. “He’s all yours if you want him. Look, I know things between the three of you are complicated, but now at least you can start untangling the knot you’re in. Noah is no longer a married man. He’s free to date, mate, and do whatever he pleases with whomever he pleases. I have no say in it, and neither does the law. This was a long time coming.” She shifts her gaze to Noah. “And I want to apologize to you. When I came to town last February, I wasn’t completely being honest. Initially, I wanted the divorce at that moment, but I quickly learned you were having a great time with some baker and, I’ll admit, it made me feel a bit petty and jealous. A part of me wanted to ruin what happiness you had. I figured if I couldn’t be happy, neither should you.” She shrugs my way. “I apologize to you, too. I had no idea at the time that it would cost you both so much.” She offers a meager smile to Everett. “But maybe it was meant to be. If Essex is the victor at the end of the day, then I won’t feel too bad. And if he’s not, you can pen me a thank you for the wild time you both had.” She gives a slow blink my way, which in reality could have been a wink—it’s hard to tell with just one eye. “Do yourself and everyone involved a favor, Laundra. Take your time with this one. It’s the right thing to do.” She says goodbye and leaves a stunned silence in her wake.

      “Noah,” his name croaks from my throat. “Congratulations.” I shrug over at Everett.

      “Yes. Congratulations.” But Everett’s eyes never leave mine.

      “So this is what you knew.” I’m not sure why, but it shakes me. “Noah”—I turn his way—“a part of me wasn’t sure this would ever happen. I guess you’re a free man.”

      “No.”  He shakes his head. “I’m not. I’ve been very much taken since last fall when you came into my office.”

      “There was a wedding planner here just a few minutes ago that might contest who you belong to,” I tease half-heartedly.

      Noah nods, and his dimples depress, no smile. “Cormack is next on my list, Lottie. I will make it crystal clear that there is nothing happening between her and me.”

      I’m not sure why, but that feels like a second sucker punch that I wasn’t expecting. Noah is cutting all of his ties, loosening every shackle that once held us apart, and is running in my direction at a hundred miles an hour. He’s coming for me, and he’s willing to gun down Everett to do so.

      Everett reaches over and picks up my hand. “Noah caught up with me at the courthouse Thursday and let me know what was afoot. And this is where I come in.” He tips his head back, and his eyes shade over unknowably dark. “Lemon, I think this is the moment we take a full step back so you can explore your heart. And when the time is right, you’ll move forward with one of us.”

      My heart ruptures all at once, a quick ripping that feels as if someone drilled a spear into my chest.

      “Just like that, you’re breaking up with me?” A ripe anger enlivens in me, and somewhere muddled in there is the breaking of my heart–-splintering like a glacier hitting water far too warm to sustain it. “Noah never gave up and you’re just throwing me away?”

      “Not true.” His grip tightens over my fingers a notch. “Noah didn’t give you room to breathe. I’m not going to smother you. This is very important. Your entire future hinges on the decisions you make—not the decisions someone tries to pressure you into.” He takes a moment to glower at Noah. “Give her room. Do not pounce. Be open. Be honest. Be friends. You are not her new bed buddy. Keep it clean. Lemon is more than capable of figuring this out. I don’t want her heart broken.” He turns my way. “And I don’t want you to have a single regret in life. You’re going to be a mother one day, just the way Nell predicted. Dream of your future, dream big and dream beautiful. And then build those dreams with the person best to do it with.” He glides his chair back. “I’ll leave so the two of you can have a moment together.”

      “Wait,” I say, desperate to have him stay. “Don’t go, Everett. I don’t mind you here. In fact, I welcome it.”

      His brows furrow. “That’s because you’re uncomfortable. This is something new. Something unexpected. But trust me, it’s best if I go.”

      “If you’re free tonight, there’s a charity gala in Fallbrook for the hospital. I think we should go.” I nod to Noah. “All of us.”

      “It’s a date.” Everett lands a chaste kiss to my cheek. “We’ll catch up later.”

      He takes off and it’s just Noah and me.

      His eyes are pressed to mine, his lips pursed as if he were at a loss for words himself.

      He leans in. “I’m sorry I’ve brought you so much discord and misery over the last few months. Can you ever forgive me?”

      Something in me loosens. “Consider it done.” I reach over and he takes up my hands. “So it’s really over?”

      He nods. “But if you ask me, it feels more like the beginning.” He pulls my hand toward him and lands a kiss to the back of it. “I don’t expect everything to magically revert back to where it was the day before Britney walked into this bakery, all those months ago. But I certainly hope you’ll give me one more shot. Everett is right. I can’t smother you. I need to let you figure this out on your own.” He swallows hard. “And that means you need to explore your options with him as well. As much as I want to say disparaging things about him—warn you about him, I don’t think I can anymore. Everett’s changed since he’s been with you. He’s become the man he should have been from the beginning. I think I have, too. You’ve done a lot of good for the both of us, and for that I’m not sorry.”

      A dull laugh ripples through me. “Maybe I can have a side business—rebuilding men to their fullest potential.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t waste time on anyone else. You’ve done enough of that already. Focus on what makes you happy. Focus on your future and the person you’d like to have by your side for the long-haul.”

      The bell on the door chimes and Lily breezes in, relieving Keelie of her register duties.

      I glance back to Noah. “How about we grab a couple of slices of pizza and head out for a walk?”

      “I’d love to.”

      Noah and I head to Mangias and pick up lunch before heading over to Founders Square at the end of Main Street.

      The heat is pressing, the air is humid, but it feels heavenly to be outdoors despite the oppressive weather.

      Noah and I take a seat by the giant three-tiered fountain and enjoy our lunch, enjoy each other as we talk about the case, how he might go about breaking things off with Cormack, about Everett, about our future, my future. Nothing is off the table, and it feels natural like this with Noah. It’s always been that way for us, so very natural. And now that his marriage to Britney is in the rearview mirror, I find myself staring at an uncertain future.

      Upheaval has come into my life once again.

      Harry Nash was right.

      Not every storm is in the forecast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Dark clouds congregate over Fallbrook as if serving an ominous warning to summer. It’s putting the season on notice—letting it know its days are numbered. Fall is nipping at its heels, and, within weeks, our world will explode in all its fiery glory.

      Noah, Everett, Cormack, and I drove out together.

      Yes. Cormack Featherby is still very much a part of our social circle, but this time it’s entirely my fault. Noah and I ran into her on our way back from the bakery and Lily had already told her about the gala tonight. I could tell Noah was ready to blow a hole in her world right then and there, but I couldn’t bear to see her heart splattered all over Main Street so I extended the invitation myself. Technically, that would make her my guest for the evening.

      I told Noah later that he should break it to her gently, and he thanked me for it.

      The Hillshire Hotel is a glittering throwback from an era gone by. It was built in the 1920s by a count with far too much money and not enough ladies on his arm. History has it that he had an entire harem of willing partners once he built this testament to himself.

      We come upon the entry to the ballroom and find Alex and Lily looking every bit like a super couple. Keelie and Bear look adorable as if they were headed off to prom. Lily stuns in a red skintight number, and Keelie is rocking a little black dress with a flirty pink bow just above her rear. I happened to have donned a recycled royal blue gown that conforms to my figure like wet paper. Both Bear and Alex look slick in their best duds. But Noah and Everett look as if they could stop time in their dark suits. It’s not fair that they both have the power to make my heart go pitter-patter.

      And as tough as it was to swallow that Noah’s divorce was finally official this afternoon—as the day went on, it started to feel like a relief.

      Maybe now Noah and Everett will relax a bit. Maybe I’ll relax a bit as I take my time getting to know the two of them better. It feels as if we were on some demonic racetrack and our cars finally rolled away from the melee for a breather. At least that’s what I’m determined to believe.

      We pay for our tickets and head inside to find the innocent ballroom transformed to look just like a Vegas casino complete with every wheeler and dealer, glittering lights, and a bartender at every turn.

      “Oh, wow.” I take a few steps in. “I should have invited my sister, M—” Before I can finish, I spot a familiar looking brunette sweeping cards over a blackjack table working as the dealer. “Meg?” I traipse over as fast as my heels will allow. “What are you doing here?”

      Meg gives a quick glance around before leaning my way. “One of the guys on the board frequents Red Satin. He had a sign-up for volunteers to work the venue and who knows Vegas better than me?”

      “True.” Not only did she work there as a female wrestler, but she lived there and enjoyed the fast life for a number of years. “Are you telling me all of the people working the tables are from Red Satin?”

      She shrugs. “Mostly the casino workers.” Red Satin Gentlemen's Club is located in Leeds, and they happen to have an underground Casino—literally underground. Among other criminal offerings.

      I glance back to find Alex and Lily trying their luck at the roulette table.  Keelie is seated at a one-armed bandit, and both Bear and Hook Redwood are making themselves at home at a poker table nearby.

      Noah takes a seat in front of my sister. “Hit me.”

      Meg’s lips flicker. “You want it in the eye or below the belt?”

      Everett’s chest bounces with a silent laugh. “She doesn’t miss a beat, does she?”

      Everett is looking fierce tonight. He might have said all the right things this afternoon, but it’s clear he’s still bringing his A game. Noah is, too. Suddenly, it feels far too dangerous to be me.

      Everett does a double take behind me. “It looks like we have a friend working at the next blackjack table.”

      I turn and gasp when I spot Cassie Montgomery doling out cards to a couple of lonely looking men in ill-fitting suits.

      “I thought she said she was a banker?”

      Meg honks out a laugh. “That’s what all the casino workers call themselves. It’s true in a sense. They take people’s money and hold it for them at zero interest.”

      “Meg? Does Cassie work at Red Satin?”

      She glances back and nods. “Casino girl. She’s been with us forever. Her dad is Jake Montgomery. You’d think she could do whatever she wanted with her life, but that girl has a dark side. I think she likes the danger of it all. You know—doing something illegal, the thrill that she might get caught. The casino likes her because she’s eye candy. The boss probably told her she needed to work this gig. We’ll be scoring pretty big tips tonight. I’m betting she’s getting a bonus, too.”

      “Interesting.” I cock my head to the side. “I wonder if this is the dark secret Anika was alluding to?”

      Everett and I head over in her direction just as a sparkling ball of light swirls near the table. Cookie bounds with a tiny red bowtie around his neck, and all I want to do is drop to my knees and hug him hard for looking so adorable.

      “My, aren’t you dapper?” My heart fills at the sight of him.

      “Thank you.” Everett graciously receives the compliment and I giggle.

      “You too, but I was talking to Cookie. He’s got a red bowtie on for the occasion. He’s perfectly handsome.” I hike up on my heels and peck a quick kiss to Everett’s cheek. “You look simply dangerous. You know I never did get the chance to thank you for being so gracious.”

      Everett presses his warm gaze over me, and my cheeks heat as he looks at me.

      “I’d do anything to ensure your happiness, Lemon. You are priority number one.”

      I bite down hard on my lower lip to keep from crying. “I couldn’t possibly love you more if I tried.” I give his tie a quick tug. “Well, maybe possibly if I try.” My brows bounce, and he nods with approval.

      “Swing by my place later tonight and I’ll let you try all night long.” He closes his eyes a moment. “On second thought, let’s hunt down that killer before I renege on anything I might have said earlier.”

      Everett and I plop down at Cassie’s table, and we feign surprise as soon as she looks up.

      “Cassie?” I inch my head back as if she were the last person I expected to be here. “Is that you? You don’t have a twin, do you?” I give a little wink hoping she’ll gobble up the lame performance I just offered up on a silver platter.

      She exhales hard. “What a surprise. You’re here for the benefit. I should have known what I was signing up for.” She cranes her neck toward the crowd to our left. “Dr. Drake is here somewhere. I saw him sucking back whiskey like it was water. Now there’s a chief of surgery for you.”

      “Oh, right.” I wince at Everett. “Do you think he’ll get the position now that Morgan isn’t here?”

      Everett shakes his head. “I don’t know. But Morgan did make it sound as if it was just between the two of them. Colin seemed like a nice enough guy.” He shoots his gaze to Cassie.

      “I guess.” She deals us in, and we both take another hit and go over. “But can you ever really know someone? I mean, sure he looks like a nice guy on the outside, but deep down—nobody really knows what’s lurking.”

      “Maybe. I guess everyone has a secret they’d rather not share with the world.” I shrug over at her, and her eyes hook to mine a second too long. I’d better not press too hard or she’ll catch up and clam up for good.

      “Oh, he’s got secrets.” She laughs as she collects the cards. “He’s got them up to his eyeballs. They both did.”

      “Morgan?” Everett straightens as if this were the first he was hearing about it.

      “Yup. He was the worst, but now that he’s gone those secrets are forever gone, too. You know what they say—two can keep a secret if one of them is dead.”

      Everett and I exchange a quick glance.

      Cookie hops right up on the table, and the cards blow back as if a gust of wind just hit them.

      A few months ago, the dead started having an effect in the material world, i.e., moving objects—that is, if they will them to. I’ll admit, it’s not the best way my gifts have manifested themselves.

      “What was that?” She scraps the cards and we start over.

      I spot Dr. Drake by the bar speaking to a couple of men. He looks tall, gaunt, and haunted, his usual appeal, but that doesn’t seem to stop a bevy of beauties from batting their lashes his way.

      “Count me out of the next round. I think I need a drink. Can I get either of you anything? Everett, whiskey? Cassie, something fruity? I can make it a virgin if you like?”

      They both politely pass and I take off.

      Noah bumps into me. “Hey, beautiful.” He’s so painfully handsome tonight it’s hard to look at him. It doesn’t feel safe being around Noah now that his divorce is final. He points to the dance floor where Keelie and Bear are cheek to cheek, moving to the rhythm of a slow song. “Are you up for busting a move?”

      “I’d love to, but I’ll take a rain check. Dr. Drake is practically calling to me like a siren.” A whirl of light darts in that direction. “In fact, Cookie just beat me there. Everett is with Cassie.” I glance back.

      “And that’s exactly where you’ll find me. Good luck.”

      My feet scurry along as fast as my heels will allow.

      Dr. Drake hits the crescendo of the story he’s telling, and the men stand rapt at attention, laughing themselves into oblivion before their small crowd disperses.

      Cookie barks my way and hitches his head as if beckoning me to hurry.

      Here goes nothing. I pretend to stumble and land right over Dr. Drake as he does his best to keep me from falling. The drink wobbles in his hand, and a splash of amber liquor lands on my dress.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” I’m quick to grab a napkin and dab the liquid off me.

      “I’m the one who should apologize.” He quickly retrieves several more napkins, far more than necessary. “You came at me like a bullet.” He chuckles at the thought. “But then, most women do.”

      He’s so full of himself he doesn’t even know how grim that bullet remark sounded considering the circumstances. But it’s clear he doesn’t recognize me.

      “Oh, it’s you,” I say sweetly. “I met you the night of the surprise party down at Honey Lake.”

      He pulls back and squints as if trying to place me. “The night of…”

      “Yes, that night.” I glance to the floor, looking perfectly distraught. “It was terrible. How is everyone doing down at the hospital? How is your friend Sandra? She took it particularly hard. I’m sure you all did.”

      “She’s doing okay.” He sobers up, and gone is the jovial air about him. “She’s here, in fact.” He glances loosely into the crowd.

      “Is there any word on who could have done something like this? Has the sheriff’s department contacted the hospital? I mean, I haven’t heard a single update.”

      He shakes his head, and I can’t help but notice his hair touches along the base of his neck. There really is a rocker vibe in general about him, and I wonder if that’s what women find so appealing.

      “From what I understand, there will be no updates.” He glances around briefly before stepping in close. “Dr. Dawson wasn’t murdered. He used his own weapon against himself. For reasons we will never know—he wanted to die that night.”

      A chill runs through me. But then, at this point the rumors are swirling, and all the poor man has to go on is conjecture.

      “Well, that’s just terrible. I guess it’s just a formality then until it’s a closed case. They’re probably waiting to notify family. Hopefully, it won’t come out until after the funeral. From what I hear, that kind of thing is very hard for people to understand.”

      “You’re right. It’s a senseless loss. He was well-respected at the hospital and just about everywhere he went.”

      “How is his girlfriend handling this?” I decided it’s best to pretend I know nothing of his harem.

      “Which one?” He laughs a little too loud, and I can smell the vodka on his breath. But I welcome the levity.

      Cookie barks as he jumps up on Dr. Drake’s chest.

      “Whoa.” Dr. Drake presses his hand to his shirt and lands his drink back on the bar. “I’d better slow down. We wouldn’t want the hospital to lose two surgeons in a year.” He laughs again, this time a bit more subdued.

      “You were saying Dr. Dawson had more than one girlfriend? You mean the two girls I met that night?”

      “If only. He had a few more he kept tucked on the side. Let’s just say Dr. Dawson was addicted to fun. Sort of an adrenaline junkie in that respect.”

      “It sounds like he led a colorful life.” We share a laugh at his expense. “Hey, actually, his brother asked me to get Dr. Dawson’s girlfriend to speak at the funeral, but now that you mention the others, it might be fun to have more than one or two pretty girls say a few nice things about him. Where can I find these other women? You wouldn’t happen to know their names, would you?”

      He winces as he gives a brief look around. “I do, but out of respect for the deceased, I don’t think I should say anything else about his extracurricular hobbies. Let’s just say the girls have an interesting line of work.”

      “Okay, but maybe just a name? I’d hate to bother anyone at work anyway.” I so know their line of work. These girls are prostitutes! I’ll have to wear a facemask just to quiz them in order to stave off the diseases. But, then again, the Elite Entourage is technically a dating service. The thought of my new half-sisters and Naomi working there makes me twitchy.

      He clasps his chin as he looks to the ceiling. “Let’s see. I think there was one girl he mentioned a few times. He said she was the marrying kind—in the wrong line of work, if you know what I mean. Apple? Alexandria? Aspen!” He snaps his fingers my way.

      GAH!

      “Aspen?” I bite my tongue just to keep from spilling the fact she’s blood-related to me. “That’s a beautiful name. I’m sure I won’t forget it.” Like ever.

      “Don’t know about the last name, though. Good luck tracking her down.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be easier than you think.” I take off, and just as I’m about to head to the table, I spot Sandra seated between Noah and Everett at the blackjack table.

      Huh.

      Cookie comes up and barks with glee. “Maybe this Aspen did it? Let’s find her and have her arrested.” He elongates the Rs in the last word, and it’s charming.

      “I doubt it was Aspen,” I whisper. “She’s my half-sister. This is going to get weird fast.”

      “What about the doctor? What did you think of him?”

      I glance back, and he’s since been swallowed up whole in a sea of estrogen.

      “He’s quite the ladies’ man himself. He seems pretty nice, though.”

      Cookie gives a few quick barks. “He has an aura of darkness about him. Something isn’t right. I get the feeling he was leading you astray.” He hops up and cranes his neck in the doctor’s direction. “In fact, I think he’s leading everybody astray.”

      “I’ll make a note of it.” Honestly, I don’t have any reason not to trust Cookie’s intuition. Sandra catches my eye once again. “In fact, I think I know who to ask a few questions regarding the good doctor.” Here’s hoping she has the answers—and is willing to part with them.

      I glide in next to Noah and say a cheery hello. “Anyone winning big?”

      Cassie laughs. “Nobody wins big but the hospital and me.” She gives an exaggerated wink to the guests at her table. “Don’t forget to tip.”

      It all feels like play money anyway since we had to convert our dollars into chips when we bought the tickets at the door.

      Sandra laughs as she looks my way, and I note the jewel toned drink next to her. “We’re having a hoot!” Her silver hair is primped and curled, and she’s wearing a matching silver gown that has her shimmering like a constellation.

      “I’m glad to see it. How are you doing? I just spoke to Dr. Drake, and he seems to be holding strong.”

      “Oh, we both are.” She shrugs as if to say what are you gonna do? “Drake Nylan is getting the position, you know.” Her brows hike a notch as if she approved. “They’ll be holding a small ceremony next week at the hospital.”

      “Nylan?” I shake my head, completely unaware of who this person is.

      She taps her lips with her fingers. “I’m sorry. That’s my ex, Nylan.” Her fingers tap over her lips again. “I meant Colin Drake.” She rolls her eyes at her own error.

      “Well, that’s nice for Colin. The ceremony sounds nice, too.” I glance to Noah and Everett, and they both seem to be agreeing to the same idea. “You know, I run a bakery and I would love to bring by a platter of my cookies. Do you think that would be okay?”

      “Oh, heavens yes. The reception will be in the conference center next Tuesday at eleven.”

      “Perfect. I’ll be early to drop the goodies off.”

      She plays another round, and Everett wins. His cheek glides up in my direction, and judging by that bite of heat, my body appreciates any look he’s willing to give me.

      Sandra takes her drink and leaves a few chips for Cassie in the tip jar. I walk a few steps away from the table with her, and Cookie jumps about as if Sandra were delivering a steak with his name on it.

      “How’s your sister doing?” I decide to make small talk, and being that the only thing I remember about her is the fact Dr. Dawson said she was a saint for taking care of her sister—that and the visual of her falling to her knees—I went with the sister.

      “She’s about the same, but that’s good news for someone like her.” She leans in and I note how pretty her pale blue eyes are. They remind me a lot of Nell’s. “How did he seem to you?”

      I’m taken aback by the question. “Dr. Drake?” I glance back to find him still engulfed with girls. “He was fine. In fact, he’s better now judging by the sea of women he’s surrounded in.”

      She’s quick to wave it off. “Those boys were always getting into trouble with women.” She knocks back the rest of her drink. “It’s not a wonder he ended up dead. With that lifestyle, you’re practically asking for trouble.”

      “What about Dr. Drake? Is he living in the fast lane, too?”

      She glances back at him, her eyes growing cold as she spots him. “You tell me. Listen. Some like it hot, if you know what I mean. Women are the same, you know. I like it hot sometimes, too.” She toasts me with her drink as she takes off.

      Cookie barks as she takes off. “Who did it, Lottie? Certainly you can narrow things down by now. Who killed my boy Morgan?”

      I look back to Cassie as she does her best to flirt with Noah and Everett, trying to reel in as big a tip as she can from the two of them.

      “I don’t know,” I say as I watch Cassie dole out the cards, laughing up a storm at something Noah just said. Her boyfriend isn’t even in the ground yet, and she’s right back to work, at a gala, smiling for all the world to see.

      If anything happened to Noah and Everett, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t get out of bed for a month if I tried. I certainly couldn’t look my best, stand on my feet, and carry on a conversation, let alone do simple math for the house.

      Maybe the answer to this one is easier than I think.

      After all, in most homicide investigations, you don’t have to look too far to find the killer.

      Are you a killer, Cassie?

      She looks up as if she heard and gives another sly wink.
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        * * *

      

      The night ends and we make the long trek home. Noah is still dropping off Cormack, so I coerce Everett to come over. No use in wasting that suit, that body, that bedroom look in his eyes.

      We say a quick hello to Pancake and Waffles as I shut the door behind us.

      “Come here, big boy.” I pull Everett in by the tie, and his lips curl with devilish intent.

      His lids lower a notch. “Just one kiss.”

      “Just one? Then right to the good part after that?” I’m embarrassingly hopeful.

      He closes his eyes a moment. “No good part, Lemon.”

      “What?” I practically bark in his face. “What do you mean, no good part?” I tuck my fingers in the lip of his pants, and he picks up my hand right out of there and lands a kiss to the back of it.

      “Lemon.” His lips pull into a line. “You know how I feel about you. But if we hit the mattress, Noah won’t stand a chance.”

      Any trace of a smile glides right off my face. “You’re right. And by the way, I hate it when you’re right.”

      Everett pecks a kiss to my lips before pulling back, his lids dangerously heavy as if he were on the cusp of changing his mind.

      “I hate it when I’m right, too.” His thumb glides softly over my cheek. “But I’m not opposed to doing other things.”

      “Other things.” I nod hypnotically, never breaking our gaze. “Like what?”

      “Like this.”

      Everett blesses me with a deep well of a kiss that makes me heady, dizzy, and forgetting who I am, who we once were. He pours his soul into this kiss as if his life depended on it, as if we depend on it.

      And I certainly wonder if we do.
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      “He cut you off?” Keelie gasps in horror.

      “I know it’s weird. This is Everett we’re talking about.”

      Meg grunts, “Tell him to give it to you or else.”

      Lainey swats her. “You don’t speak to a man that way. You don’t speak to anyone that way.”

      Mom is hosting a welcome home dinner for Lainey and Forest tonight at the B&B, and all of the usual suspects have arrived, my sisters and their plus ones, Keelie and the whole Turner clan, Carlotta and Mayor Nash, Finn and Britney, Cormack for no reason whatsoever, and much to my relief, both Kelleth and Aspen have shown up for the seafood buffet my mother thought would be the perfect menu to send off summer.

      “Nobody is speaking that way to Everett.” I give Meg a stern look. “He’s trying to do the right thing.”

      Meg huffs, “Well, bless his heart.” She rocks her hips while doing her best to sound like a country girl. “I hope his man parts fall off in the meantime. Cutting off my sister…” She stalks off toward Hook, and it looks as if she’s about to make him and his man parts pay for Everett’s discretion.

      Lainey shakes her head. “Don’t mind her. So how are you feeling? Have you kissed Noah yet?” She wrinkles her nose with a silly smile on her face. “I bet it will be amazing after all these months.”

      “No, I’m not kissing Noah. I just kissed Everett last night. Everett is the only one I’ve kissed for the last six months—on purpose, that is.”

      Keelie giggles like a schoolgirl. “It’s okay, Lottie. I think Everett is giving you a hall pass.”

      “A hall what? Eww. He certainly is not. This is more like a cerebral hall pass. He wants me to explore my heart, not Noah’s body.”

      A hard moan comes from behind as a familiar cologne permeates the vicinity. “I vote for body.” Noah lands a soft kiss to my cheek.

      Keelie taps her fingers over her lips. “Looks like there’s gonna be some kissing!” she trills as she takes off for the buffet. It looks as if Bear just walked in, and I watch as she gives him an exaggerated smooch while pointing down at their lips for my benefit.

      “Ignore her,” I say.

      “Hey”—Lainey jabs him on the arm—“rumor has it, your divorce is final. Congratulations. Now, do your best to steal my sister’s heart. I want her good and married so our kids can be in the same age bracket.”

      “And we’re leaving now.” I thread my arm through Noah’s as I lead him away a safe distance. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Thank you for inviting me.” Noah is always so sweet, how could I not? “Everett texted. He’s having dinner with his mother.”

      “I know. I feel horrible. The last thing I want is him avoiding me.”

      “He’s not. It’s her birthday next week. Meghan asked if they could have an early dinner because she’s leaving on a business trip.”

      “Oh.” I check my text messages, and sure enough he gave me all those details, too, but I didn’t see them until now. “In that case, I don’t feel too bad.” A strange sense of shyness comes over me as if Noah and I were on our very first date.

      Cormack comes running toward us. “There you are!” She snatches Noah by the arm. “Amanda Wellington is here. She’s a guest of honor due to the fact she sold the Donovans their first home. If you’ll excuse us, Lenny, we have a few matrimonial details we need to shore up.”

      And they’re off. Noah tries to pause and I wave him off, basically telling him not to bother. He still needs to deal with Cormack, and I seriously do not want that can of dead worms stinking up my sister’s homecoming.

      Speaking of dead things, I spot Carlotta talking to a couple of my favorite spooks in the corner, so I head on over.

      “Greer Giles and Winslow Decker!” I pull them both in for a surprisingly solid embrace before turning to my bio mother. “Carlotta, you do realize that the world thinks you’re carrying on a conversation all by your lonesome. I hear those psychiatric doctors have their nets out this time of year. I’d watch my supersensual back if I were you.”

      She waves me off. “I was just going over the case with them.”

      Greer is a brunette beauty with long, glossy hair and the face of a supermodel. She died a few months back with a bullet to the chest—or back as it were. In fact, she’s still wearing the white ruched dress she had on the night she was murdered, complete with a tiny blooming bloodstain on the front and back of her chest. Winslow is a handsome sandy-haired old-timey farmer who died about two hundred years ago. Once Greer came back to help me with a case, for whatever reason, she never went back. She and Winslow have been happily haunting the B&B ever since. And last month, they adopted a little girl about six-years-old.

      “Where’s Lea?” Lea—Azalea—is a tiny brunette with long hair that she prefers to have covering her face in an eerie manner. She wears an old dirty red pinafore and a pair of scuffed Mary Jane slippers. She’s a bit frightening in a throwback horror movie sort of way. That is, until Greer slicks her hair back and you can see her sweet little face.

      Greer points every which way. “Oh, who the heck knows.” She chortles and her laughter echoes in a frightening manner. “That’s the best part of having a spooktacular child like Lea. She can be anywhere. We don’t have to worry about a thing happening to her.”

      “Yes, well, that does sound convenient.”

      Winslow lifts his chin. “She found Cookie. An adorable pooch, if I don’t say so myself. He says the case is progressing. Carlotta mentioned you’ve spoken with a few of the suspects. Do any strike your fancy as the killer?”

      I glance back and spot Aspen mingling in the crowd.

      “No, not yet. And to be truthful, they all look a little guilty.” I lean in toward Greer. “I need to speak with Aspen. It turns out, she had an Elite Entourage connection to the deceased!”

      Greer lifts a finger. “Didn’t we all.”

      “What?” I gasp as I pull her in. “Did you? I mean you didn’t, right? Dr. Dawson?”

      She scratches the back of her neck as she looks to Winslow. “Honey, why don’t you round up Lea and Cookie? It’s almost time to haunt dinner.”

      Winslow zips off at supersonic speeds, and Greer shakes her head.

      “Have you ever seen an obedient man like that? I’m telling you, I have a national dead treasure on my hands.” She makes a face. “I’m not sure if I’m breaking any rules as far as helping you with the case, but, yes, he was a client. Let’s just say playing doctor was his specialty. He had a very twisted mind.” She giggles as if she approved. “So it sounds like Aspen is filling the void I left. I don’t remember her being so prominent within the organization. EE is broken off into tiers, and she was a bottom feeder at the time. Platonic dates only. They get paid the least, of course. But if she was seeing Morgan, then it sounds as if she moved up in the ranks, if you know what I mean.”

      “Did Morgan ever say anything to you? I mean, is there anything you remember that might have seemed off?”

      “Not at all. He was a fantastic tipper, and I never had to share that with the house.” She does a little floating tap dance. “In fact”—she plucks at her dress—“I bought this snazzy little number with one of his special bonuses.”

      Carlotta buzzes with a quiet laugh. “Not exactly a good luck charm, was he?”

      I look out at the crowd and spot Keelie talking to Aspen. “This is my chance. Wish me luck, ladies!” I take off and hop right into their midst. “Aspen! You look fantastic tonight. Loving the heels.” She’s head to toe in a denim dress, denim heels to match. Both of my half-sisters, Kelleth and Aspen, are pretty blondes. Aspen has always reminded me of a blonde Betty Boop, a bit taller, and for sure a lot snobbier, too.

      “Thank you.” It comes out curt and laden with suspicion. Her puffy lips purse with disdain my way.

      “Okay”—my demeanor hardens—“because you’re my sister, I’m going to cut right to the chase. I know you work for the Elite Entourage, and I know what you really do with those men.”

      Her eyelids flip up like roller shades.

      Keelie raises a hand. “I think I see Bear.”

      “No, you don’t.” I pull her in close in order to foil her getaway.

      “Did you ever cross carnal paths with a man by the name of Morgan Dawson? Was he ever a customer of yours?” I don’t break eye contact with Aspen in the event her mind and her body decide this were a good time to stray.

      Her eyes expand the size of dinner dishes, and both she and those denim heels are getting mighty twitchy.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I lean in. “I need you to tell me everything, Aspen. I have a badge and gun issued to me from a detective at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department. If I have to, I can take you downtown. I don’t want to do this the hard way, but if you force my hand, I’ll do what I must.”

      A horrific wailing sound sirens out of her mouth, and soon the entire room is craning their necks this way once I spout the lie. Mom pretends to slit my throat, telling me to knock off whatever it is I’m doing. A maneuver I’m familiar with from my teenage years.

      “Would you hush?” I pull her out to the hall where the ghosts of little Lea and Cookie are playing fetch with one of my mother’s high heels. Keelie didn’t follow along. Coward. “I’m sorry.” My voice softens as I look into her big blue eyes. “It’s just sometimes I need to exert a little pressure to get people to talk. So you knew him? Morgan? I mean, he seemed like a nice guy.”

      She nods and mumbles while pulling a tissue from her purse. “A great guy.” She dabs her left eye, and her false eyelash sticks to the tissue like a caterpillar on the run. “I thought he was the one. I just can’t believe he’d take his own life.”

      I’m about to correct her, but it’s probably best to let the killer think they’ve gotten away with this. They might be easier to apprehend if they’re breathing easy. And Lord knows Aspen here is on the managerial committee of the rumor mill.

      “I can’t believe it either.” I lay my hand on her arm. “This must be very hard for you. But Aspen, I have to ask you to think back. Is there anything at all that seemed off to you?”

      “No.” She shakes her head, her gaze focused on the floor. “I was with him a week before he passed. He was in good spirits. He said he had the chief of surgery in the bag. In fact, he invited me to some ceremony where they were going to make it official. I thought”—her chest bucks as she presses the tissue to her nose—“I thought that would sort of be our coming out. I mean, I know he had others. But he really made me feel as if I was special.”

      “Can I ask how the two of you met? I know it was through the agency, but what were the circumstances?”

      She nods. “The EE isn’t at all what people think it is. We’re under no obligation whatsoever to take things further than we want. But, of course, once I laid eyes on Morgan, I knew I had to have him—all of him. The EE sent a bunch of girls and me to some hospital benefit about a year ago. You’d be surprised how many doctors are clients. A lot of them don’t have time to socialize, so the EE comes in handy when they need a pretty girl on their side.”

      Or their back. But I leave that little quip out for now.

      Something Sandra said to me last night at the gala comes to mind. “You said a lot of doctors? Like from Honey Hollow General.”

      “Yup. Most of them aren’t married. Most.” She glowers past me at the wall when she says that last part.

      “Oh, so what about Dr. Drake? I think his first name is Colin.” I know it is, but I want this to feel casual even if it’s anything but.

      She nods. “Colin for sure. He’s not nearly as cute as Morgan was, but he’s pretty exciting.”

      “How so?” And just as the words leave my mouth, it occurs to me that I don’t want to know.

      “You know, the house in Vail, an estate in Hawaii, a beachfront condo on the Florida coast. Not to mention the fact the man is practically a saint. He worked with Doctors without Borders for years, and just before that he was a Ranger in the Army. He rescued an entire school of young girls from a bomb attack singlehandedly, and when he was a kid, he had some horrible disease that left him bedridden for all of middle school. It’s a wonder he’s alive, let alone that he accomplished all of those things.”

      “Wow.” I suddenly see Dr. Drake in a whole new light. “The man really is a saint.” My heart aches that I have to ask the next question. “Is Dr. Drake one of your clients?”

      Aspen slouches as she glances to the mouth of the dining room where our families roam free. “Yes. He’s a good tipper. And I just like being around him. He knows how to make people feel good, you know?”

      “So is he a nice guy like Morgan?”

      “On a sliding scale, he’d be somewhere in the middle. No one is as nice as Morgan was. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      She sniffs hard as she rummages through her purse for another tissue but comes up empty.

      “Excuse me, Lottie.” She starts to take off then backtracks, her eyes needling hard into mine. “And don’t you dare try to expose me to my father. I may have caved and given you what you wanted, but only because I know I’m not above the law. But don’t think this gives you the moral high ground. I’ve seen you running around with two different men. You’re no different than me.”

      Ouch. That potshot actually hurt.

      “You’re right. Aspen, I’d like for us to be friends in the least. I’m not asking for you to welcome me into the sister fold along with Kelleth, but I think we could get along pretty well if we tried.”

      A weak smile plays on her lips. “I’d like that.”

      She takes off. Okay, so I didn’t shake her silly until she agreed to stop “dating” for dollars, but trust me, that will come eventually.

      I head into the dining room and spot a tall, dark, and gorgeous man talking to Keelie and Bear, and I can’t help but smile.

      Noah makes his way over. His cologne wraps its loving arms around me just a moment before he does.

      “Rumors are flying that Everett cut you off.” He pulls back, his evergreen eyes pinned to mine.

      “The rumors of the death of my sex life are greatly exaggerated.” I make a face. “Okay, so they’re true.”

      His chest bounces with a dry laugh, and I swat him.

      “I’m sorry. But I’m not really sorry.” There’s an ache in his heart, and it’s exuding from every part of him. “That was big of Everett. I guess I’ll have to thank him. He’s certainly expending his fair share of kindness my way.”

      “That’s because he’s a good man.”

      His brows furrow. “And I’m beginning to see his strategy.”

      “It’s brilliant. Don’t you think?”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Mom invites us all to feast on the buffet and gives a wonderful toast to Lainey and Forest. The two of them glow in their love for one another, and I couldn’t be happier for my sister.

      Once the party winds down, we say goodnight and Noah and I head to Country Cottage Road. Those pregnant storm clouds overhead finally rupture, and a deluge starts just as we each get out of our respective cars.

      Noah jogs across the street, and we laugh as we get thoroughly soaked in five seconds flat.

      “You want to come in?” I shout up over the driving rain. Summer storms have always been my favorite.

      “There’s not a soul that could keep me away,” he shouts back.

      I can’t help but feel an insane amount of guilt as we head up the porch. A part of me wonders if Everett is watching. How hurt he must feel to know that Noah and I are spending time together. But then, it was his bright idea, not mine.

      We head in and dry off. Both Pancake and Waffles want nothing to do with our soggy selves. Noah makes a fire, and I make us some tea as we nestle on the sofa. I tell him all about the thing Aspen relayed to me about Morgan, about Dr. Drake.

      His head inches back as he considers this. “An Army Ranger? I didn’t know that. I’ll have to tell Alex we’ve got another vet in our midst. That’s a pretty big deal.”

      “Aspen seemed so impressed she was partially mesmerized.”

      He lifts a brow. “I’m sure he wanted to impress her, and it sounds like he had a lot to impress her with. Most of those men who pay to play really do want to be venerated. They want to feel important. Special.”

      I bite down hard on my bottom lip. “Noah, I want you to know that you’re important to me. You’re special.” I can’t help but feel as if I’m still causing his heart to ache because I haven’t committed myself to him fully.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, pulling my hands close to his chest. “I love you, Lottie Lemon, and I’ll do whatever it takes to win you back.”

      Tears burn my eyes, but I bat them away. “How are things going on the wedding planning front?” I take a deep breath. I much prefer sarcasm to tears these days.

      He scowls at the thought. “Swimmingly.”

      “Have you thought about what I mentioned a while back? Couples’ counseling?”

      “For you and me? I’m in.”

      “For you and Cormack. Maybe once she sees that clinically you’re not a fit, she’ll finally get the message.” I shrug.

      “No way. I’m going to break it to her soon. It’s not fair to her, and it’s not fair to us.”

      “A breakup, huh? I don’t know, she’s pretty tenacious. I have a feeling ditching Cormack will make that divorce you just went through look like a cake walk.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Cormack.” Noah leans in dangerously close, his lids are hooded, and I recognize that glazed look in his eyes. He’s gunning for a kiss. The last time I kissed Noah—outside of that closet debacle at Lainey’s—was a half a year ago. And sadly, at the time, I didn’t even realize it would be our very last kiss.

      “What do you want to talk about, Noah?” The words come out in a whisper.

      He shakes his head just enough. “I don’t want to talk. I want to kiss you, Lottie.”

      A flare of heat spikes through me. “Um, actually, I—uh…” Not one coherent thought seems capable of formulating on my lips.

      Do I want to kiss Noah?

      Heck yes.

      I mean, heck no.

      Keelie was wrong. Everett isn’t really giving me a hall pass. He merely wants me to process things. This is a cerebral separation for the sake of my heart.

      Noah leans in and brushes the faintest kiss over my lips, and every last cell in my body ignites with an explosion of heat.

      He sighs as he pulls away, his eyes slowly opening to look into mine.

      “Goodnight, Lottie.”

      Noah lets himself out, leaving my lips greedy and hungry for more.

      How dare he kiss me.

      How dare he not really kiss me.

      What the heck am I saying?

      I grab a pillow and shove it over my face.

      Some days it’s no fun being me.
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      The conference room at Honey Hollow General Hospital is decorated with a few meager banners, and a couple of silver Mylar balloons add an elegant touch. An entire myriad of people, all of them important looking, mingle and laugh and even their mingling and laughter feels miles more intelligent than that of mere mortal men.

      Keelie helped me schlep over a half dozen cookie platters and one of my donut cakes. They’ve been such a hit back at the bakery that I’ve quadrupled production, so there was plenty of surplus to make a tower of glazed goodness in Dr. Drake’s honor.

      And, of course, my new favorite Newfoundlander, Cookie Monster, hitched a ride over. He’s so handsome and noble looking, it’s a shame that others can’t see him. Cookie keeps busy by doing a full sweep of the room, sniffing and barking every now and again as he looks for clues that could lead to Morgan’s killer. How I wish I could keep Cookie. There’s a regal air about him, and yet he’s loyal and sweet. It never feels fair that I fall in love with the sweet beasts who come back—and then as soon as we peg the killer, they up and disappear.

      There was a short ceremony about ten minutes ago where Dr. Dawson was posthumously recognized for an honor given by the board of directors and then, of course, Dr. Drake was announced the chief of surgery. And now the party is really getting exciting—well, as exciting as it can be at eleven forty-five in the morning.

      Keelie leans in. “Which one is the killer, Lot?”

      Cookie comes up and barks up a storm as if he wants an answer, too.

      “Shh,” I hiss at her. “It’s going to be me if you say the word killer again.” I give a quick glance around. “We’re just here supervising the desserts because Sandra was nice enough to accept my offer. Besides, this way we can watch Dr. Drake do his thing.”

      “Perfect. Let’s go ask if we can crash at his estate in Hawaii. I’m itching to get away from Honey Hollow for a week or two.”

      I filled Keelie in on everything Aspen told me about Dr. Drake’s colorful past.

      Speaking of which, he waves my way as he heads over.

      Cookie heads him off at the pass and sniffs his feet.

      “Don’t you dare ask to borrow his anything,” I whisper to Keelie in haste. “He doesn’t give anything away for free. It comes with strings, Keelie. Strings that Bear would wrap around Dr. Drake’s neck if he knew about them.”

      “Lottie Lemon.” He pats me on the back. “Sandra mentioned you made the sweets for the ceremony. That was so thoughtful of you. Thank you so much.”

      Cookie barks. “I don’t like him.”

      Cookie doesn’t seem to like any of the suspects, so I don’t think much of it.

      Keelie leans in. “I hear Hawaii is great this time of year.”

      Dr. Drake ticks his head to the side as if to ask who is this strange yet wonderful woman.

      His lips hike into something just this side of a leer. “I have a private jet. How does dinner on Maui tonight sound?”

      Keelie purrs with delight, and I’m quick to thump her in the ribs with my elbow.

      “Please excuse my assistant. She was dropped on the head repeatedly for the last twenty-seven years.” Not to mention the fact Bear will most likely want to drop Dr. Drake on his head for even making the offer. “She and her soon-to-be fiancé will most likely honeymoon in Hawaii.” A thought comes to me. “He’s an ex-Army Ranger.” I nod, waiting for the obvious display of veteran camaraderie.

      “That’s wonderful.” His smile broadens her way.

      Great. Keelie has cast her spell on him, and now his head is filled with visions of my bestie in a coconut bikini.

      I spot Sandra going for one of my chocolate pistachio cookies.

      “Would you mind excusing me for a moment?”

      I step away just as Dr. Drake is closing in on Keelie. That’s what she gets for opening up a can of tropical worms. Cookie trots along my side.

      “He’s friendly, isn’t he?” Sandra laughs.

      “I think he likes the ladies,” I whisper through the side of my mouth.

      “Don’t we all,” Cookie says wistfully.

      “Sandra”—I say cheerily as I do my best to spruce up the refreshment table—“that was quite a ceremony. What a touching tribute to Dr. Dawson.”

      Her eyes pinch shut for a moment. She’s far less cheery without a jewel-colored drink in her hand, but then, the impromptu memorial was rather sobering.

      “It was touching indeed. He was such a good man. I still can’t believe he’s gone. He’s left quite a void.”

      “I’m sure of it. I hardly knew him, and I can feel it myself. But thankfully, you have Dr. Drake here. He’s wonderful, too.”

      She nods his way and straightens. “Yes, he is. So wonderful, in fact, that he’s promoting me to head nurse of the labor and delivery department.” She beams with pride. “It’s a position I’ve wanted so badly for the last several years, and now it’s here.”

      “Congratulations! That’s huge. I’m very happy for you. I’m sure it’s well deserved.”

      Cookie barks as if congratulating her as well.

      “Oh, it is.” She winks. “And it comes with a pay raise. I can use every cent to help on the home front. My sister’s health insurance isn’t the best. How ironic is that? Here I am working my way up the ladder of success, at a hospital no less, and she has lousy coverage. But none of that will be a problem anymore. Everything I do is for my sweet sister.”

      “That’s because you’re a saint. Can I ask what happened to your sister?”

      Cookie whines. “This woman is a saint indeed. While I was ailing, it was Morgan who took great care of me. It takes a special person to care for someone in need.”

      She nods. “Of course, you can ask. When we were kids, we were playing in the woods and she fell down a hunter’s trap—a well six feet deep meant to catch wild boars. She nearly snapped her neck. She never did fully recover. It seems every ailment she’s ever had was somehow linked to that accident. I’ve always felt responsible. She’s my little sister. I should have minded her better. That’s why I set out to live my best life for the both of us.”

      “Sandra, that’s beautiful. And I fully understand your devotion to your sister. I would do anything for mine. You’re a good sister.”

      “She tells me I’m the best.”

      We share a warm laugh as we part ways.

      Cookie rotates around my knees and rubs his face against my legs. I’d swear there’s a trace of liquid outlining his eyes. “She is a saint, isn’t she, Lottie?”

      “Aw, Cookie. Are you crying?” I whisper.

      “No. My eyes are leaking.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I fish it out. It’s a text from Everett.

      At Mangias. Stopped in at the bakery, and Lily said you were out. I hope you’re up for lunch because I happen to have front-row seats for what will be the most interesting show in town.

      It sounds like an offer I can’t refuse, so I text right back. I’ll be there in ten minutes.

      I head over to free Keelie from Dr. Drake’s conversational stronghold on her, and yet she seems to be enjoying herself a little too much—laughing at whatever he says, leaning in while he does the same, biting down on her bottom lip as if she were doing her best to seduce him.

      “Party’s over,” I say it curtly. “It was nice seeing you again, Dr. Drake. Congratulations on your new position.”

      “Thank you. And a very big thank you for the treats. I’m about to plow my way through those donuts.” He looks to Keelie and gives a crooked grin. “It was especially nice meeting you, Ms. Turner.”

      He takes off, and I haul Keelie out into the parking lot.

      “What were you thinking flirting as if you were fishing for a fling?”

      “That’s because I was.” She yanks her wrist back from my hold on her. “I was investigating, and you’ll never believe what he told me.”

      “What?”

      Keelie spills it all like dice at a Las Vegas craps table.

      And she’s right.

      I don’t believe it.
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        * * *

      

      Mangias is filled with tourists and hungry residents alike. After dropping the van off at the bakery, and thanking Keelie for extending herself in the name of my investigation, I trotted across the street and landed right here at a table with Everett just as Noah and Cormack took a seat not too far away from us. And thankfully, they haven’t spotted us yet.

      “How did you arrange this and why?” I ask as he stands and lands a sweet kiss to my cheek before we both take a seat.

      “Noah called and asked if I had any pointers on how to cut a woman loose.” His left brow arches for a moment.

      A waitress comes by and we put in an order for a pepperoni and extra cheese pizza and a couple of sodas.

      “So?” I lean in. “What pointers did you give him?”

      “The usual. Make it sound as if it’s best for her. Encourage her to explore her options. Remind her that it’s her life and she needs to be sure she’s making the right decision.”

      “Everett!” I swat him playfully with my napkin. “That happens to be exactly what you said to me.”

      A dry laugh thunders through his chest. “Yes, but I meant it with you. And I have news for you, Lemon. Nothing has changed between us.”

      “Nothing but the fact you abruptly cut me off without warning. Do you realize what happens to a woman once you force her to go cold turkey?”

      “They invite their ex in for coffee well past their bedtime?”

      My nose wrinkles. “Okay. You got me there, but that’s what you wanted. I’m simply fulfilling your request.”

      “Good.” He lifts his chin a notch, and suddenly it feels as if I’m right back in his courtroom. Believe you me when I say this man has the upper hand in any courtroom he walks into—and that goes for bakeries, pizzerias, and any other establishment known to man and God. “I trust you will do what’s best for both your heart and future. I meant what I said. I want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy.” I reach over and pick up his hands. “You always make me happy.” I glance over at Noah and Cormack, but they’re just now putting in their orders. “Before things get heated over there, I want to let you know that Keelie and I just finished up at Dr. Drake’s inaugural ceremony at the hospital. It’s official. He’s the chief of surgery.” I let Everett in on all those things Aspen told me the other night and he seemed reasonably impressed. It takes a lot to really impress Everett. Although I’ve been known to do so myself on an occasion or two. “Guess what he told Keelie today? They were talking about traveling and she mentioned she has never been across the pond, but she’d loved to see a castle or two before she dies. So he tells her he spent some time teaching in Oxford. Then he casually mentioned he had trained to be a palace guard for the queen.”

      Everett inches back as I go on.

      “I know, right? This guy has been everywhere and done everything. And here’s the kicker. When they got back to the topic of tropical waters, he said he was singlehandedly spearheading an effort to clean up the garbage floating in the Pacific. He said he spent his childhood living on a boat and knows all too well the effects of pollution on wildlife. He says the governor of Hawaii awarded him the highest honor they have because he’s already managed to clear up ninety percent of the debris.”

      “What’s this guy on?”

      Our food comes, but neither Everett nor I jump on it.

      “I think he’s on himself. Everett, either this is truly the most interesting man on the planet or he doesn’t mind spinning a tale or two to get into someone’s pants. And get this—remember me telling you that the other night Aspen mentioned he used to be an Army Ranger? I thought I’d segue him to that topic today, so I told him Bear was an Army Ranger and he looked at me as if he’d never heard of the division before. You’d think he’d at least mention the fact he was, too.”

      “Especially since he doesn’t seem to have a difficult time building himself up.”

      “Maybe he didn’t like the spotlight taken off of him?”

      Everett shakes his head as if it were doubtful. “Or maybe he’s so used to lying to women to get what he wants from them he doesn’t know when to stop.”

      I shudder at the thought. “Creepy. And to think he’s the chief of surgery.”

      A woman’s voice pitches from our right, and Everett points in their direction.

      “It’s showtime,” he says.

      It’s showtime indeed.

      Cormack grows more animated by the second. Her arms flail as she begins gesticulating wildly.

      “This isn’t going well, is it?” I ask as I take up Everett’s hand as if I were fearing for my safety.

      Cormack leaps out of her seat and lunges for Noah.

      “Oh my God,” I gasp as both Everett and I stand.

      But she’s not strangling him or slapping him silly. She’s…

      “Is she kissing him?” I groan at the sight.

      Sure enough, Cormack has her hands firmly planted over either side of his face as she plants a wet one on him.

      Noah carefully extracts her from his person, and she jumps and hops and—oh my goodness, Cormack looks happier than ever as she pecks another kiss to his cheek before zipping out the door.

      I shake my head in disbelief. “What in the heck just happened?”

      “I don’t know.” Everett sighs as Noah drops a wad of bills onto the table and heads this way. “But I think we’re about to find out.”

      Noah plops in the seat between us.

      “How did it go?” I can’t contain myself. I have to know why Cormack didn’t blow up like an atom bomb once Noah gave her the axe.

      “It went.” His shoulders slump. “I decided to take the advice the two of you gave me and mashed it up a bit. “First, I told her that I needed her to be sure about who she wanted as a part of her future and that I thought she was special—that she was important to me.”

      I cringe because the horizon of this conversation doesn’t look too promising for a breakup.

      Noah looks my way, and his dimples dig in, no smile. “And then I suggested we get some counseling, and that’s when she lost it.”

      I lean in. “You mean she was upset?” She looked anything but.

      “She was ecstatic. Apparently, before Honey Hollow Covenant Church will marry you, they suggest several counseling sessions take place. Cormack is more confident than ever that we’re tying the knot. Before I could stop her, she shot out of here like a bullet train.”

      Everett lifts his glass. “Let me be the first to congratulate you.”

      I lift up my glass as well. “To Noah and Cormack. I have a feeling she will make sure the two of you stay together forever.”

      Noah closes his eyes a moment, because I’m pretty sure he knows I’m right.

      There are some people who just refuse to hear the truth.

      And there are some people who seem incapable of telling it.

      Yes, Dr. Drake might very well have a forked tongue, but is he a killer?

      Or is he simply as harmless and disillusioned as Cormack?
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      Morgan Dawson’s funeral is held in Honey Hollow Covenant Church to a full room brimming with bodies—all of them living minus one, and that one isn’t present in any form.

      Noah texted this morning and let me know that forensics confirmed Cassie Montgomery’s fingerprints were found on Dr. Dawson’s gun. He also said it wasn’t necessarily incriminating evidence. She was his girlfriend. She could have handled it at any time. He also mentioned Dr. Dawson’s fingerprints were all over it as well. There’s no telling who actually did the deed.

      I take a deep breath and glance around the church. There is no casket, no urn, just an oversized black and white picture of a smiling Dr. Dawson in which he looks friendly and affable, the way I’m sure most will remember him.

      Noah, Everett, and I sit just a few pews back from the front where Cassie and Anika are warring it out with the waterworks. That sounds terrible, I know. But for some reason, I can’t help but feel they’re trying to outdo one another. If Cassie starts to bawl, then Anika bawls ten times harder. It’s been a steady competition of who can grieve the loudest, the longest, and the strongest—all the while they’ve been giving one another the side-eye. One might say they are competitors until the very end.

      I still don’t know what Cassie’s secret is. Could it have been dark enough for her to inject him with a lethal dose of a toxic drug and then shoot him? I still can’t make heads or tails with the double whammy the poor guy was given.

      Pastor Gaines speaks to the crowd with those never-ending smiling eyes. It’s a bit unnerving after a while. I can see why my mother might find him so enchanting. He’s handsome, has that quasi-man-in-power thing going on, and if he were staring you in the face with that perennial smile of his, I can see where someone might think he was very interested in you. But my mother’s luck with boyfriends has never been good. And deep down, I wonder what lurks inside of this one. I suppose I should give him a pass from my suspicions due to the fact he’s a man of the cloth so to speak, but I can’t so I won’t. When it comes to dating my mother, no man is above my scrupulous cynicism.

      Cookie Monster is here, front and center. He’s seated at the base of that oversized picture, howling away and whimpering without allowing himself to catch his breath, and it’s the most heartbreaking thing I have ever witnessed.

      Jeremy, Morgan’s brother, is here. He’s got sunglasses on, his head tipped back, arms folded, and every now and again his head lops forward, indicating to me he’s falling asleep. There’s a tear-filled older woman to his left—I’m assuming his mother. And to his right sits Jessica Nicole. I’m surprised she showed up after all those things she said about Morgan. If there’s one person Morgan wasn’t kind to at all, it was her. But I suppose she’s here supporting Jeremy, and that’s very selfless of her, so I commend her for it.

      Pastor Gaines calls up Cassie who reads a sweet poem about two people making their way back to one another in eternity. It’s both touchy and a bit creepy considering how angry she was that he was cheating on her—or rather just plain old angry with Anika for existing.

      Anika goes next and reads a few passages from the Bible on love, and it feels heartfelt and yet a bit rehearsed.

      Who wouldn’t rehearse having to read a few passages of anything in front of a large crowd?

      I nod and smile her way as she steps off the altar, letting her know she did well.

      Pastor Gaines takes a breath as he steps up to the pulpit once again.

      “Next up is a special farewell orchestrated by the beloved brother of the deceased, Jeremy Dawson.” He nods his way before stepping aside.

      Jessica Nicole smacks Jeremy over the shoulder, and he wakes up with a start before jumping to the altar.

      “Hey”—he breathes heavily into the mic, sunglasses still securely in place—“I just want to say that even though my brother and I didn’t always get along, we were family. And because of that, I want to bring up a few of his friends and offer up a special goodbye just the way he would have liked it.” He points to Jessica Nicole, and she pulls something that looks like a boombox from under the pew, and sure enough an obnoxious rhythm belts out of it.

      Noah leans in. “Why does this sound familiar?”

      Everett leans in on the other side of me. “Because it belongs in a strip club.”

      Before I can respond to either of them, dancing down the aisle come a string of women clad in shiny red corsets, tight black pants, and heels that can double as dangerously tall stilts. Each one has long, luscious hair, their face colored in with a touch too much cosmetics, and a sway to their hips that is perfectly illegal in any church at any given time.

      In the blink of a carnal eye, the girls hit the altar and start in on a dance routine that’s both mesmerizing and lewd. It’s well coordinated with every kick and bosom shake occurring at the exact same time, and a part of me wonders if Meg orchestrated this routine. She works down at Red Satin and teaches the girls how to sway their hips just like this.

      A thought occurs to me.

      “Hey?” I whisper to both Noah and Everett. “Isn’t it funny how we didn’t have to go to Red Satin once during this investigation? And here it’s practically come to us.”

      Everett’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “I’m betting Morgan would have loved this.”

      Noah nods in agreement. “He always was a ladies’ man. If he could pick a sendoff, it would probably be this one.”

      The girls each take turns strutting up and down the altar, shaking their wares, sassing it up a bit as if this were a Ms. America pageant gone naughty. Then, one by one, they begin to untie the front of their corsets, and before Pastor Gaines can stop them, they pivot on their heels, and with their backs mercifully turned to us, tear open their tops, flashing that picture of Dr. Dawson.

      A small segment of the crowd breaks out into wild applause, followed by a more demure offering from the rest of us.

      The girls leave.

      Pastor Gaines invites us all to have refreshments next door in Carlson Hall, and the room immediately drains.

      The three of us rise as Noah cranes his neck toward the back. “Ivy’s here. I think we’ll do a quick walk-through of the hall together. I’ll catch up with you in a bit.” He takes off.

      It’s not unusual for Noah and Ivy to scope out the scene post-funerals. In fact, they do quite a bit of snooping in the aftercare area. It’s also not unusual for the killer to attend events linked to their victim. That is, unless whoever killed poor Dr. Dawson already skipped town.

      Everett takes up my hand and warms the back of it with his thumb. “How are things going with you and Noah?”

      I blink up at him. It’s the very last question I thought he’d ask.

      “We’re fine. I mean, we’re normal—as in the same as we were just a few weeks ago normal.”

      He ticks his head to the side. “Have you had a chance to get some good heart-to-hearts in there?”

      “We walked down to Founders Square the day his divorce was final. It was brutally hot, and I think I melted off every donut I’ve ever eaten. And he came over for tea once we came home from my mother’s. I’m not really sure it was anything special, though.”

      “That memorable, huh?” He frowns a bit. “All right, Lemon. I never thought I’d say this, but you should try to make an effort. Get some serious one-on-one time in there. Ask him to dinner.”

      “What?” I inch back. “Everett. I don’t know what to say. Besides, Noah should be asking me to dinner. I much prefer to be pursued than to pursue. I mean, I’ve had it both ways, and being on the receiving end feels a heck of a lot better. Maybe he’s outgrown me? If Noah self-eliminated, that might make things a whole lot easier. But then again, it sounds as if you’re trying to get rid of me.”

      Everett’s lips curve with wicked intent. “Believe me, I could think of a lot more interesting things to do—and getting rid of you would wipe them all off the table. I just want you to be happy.” Those stormy spheres he sees the world through bear into me. “And you will be.” He lands a kiss to the top of my head. “I’ll make sure of it myself.”

      “Aww,” a female voice coos from the aisle, and we turn to find Cassie there with her hands folded over her chest, the look of adoration on her face. She’s clad in black, complete with a tiny pillbox hat and a small veil that covers half her face. “I miss that.” She looks from Everett to me as we make our way over. “Hang onto him,” she tells me. “You never know what the future holds. Some people aren’t meant to be in your life forever. This one looks like a keeper.” She winks at Everett.

      “He is,” I assure her as I pick up his hand. “He’s good to me. Too good.” And it makes me feel rotten to the core, but I leave that part out.

      It’s true. The more Everett encourages me to spend time with Noah, the more my heart aches for him. If Noah is right, and this is Everett’s strategy, then he is far more brilliant than I ever suspected.

      We head into Carlson Hall together. It’s brightly lit, could double as a gymnasium, and has a full kitchen in the back.

      “I baked the sweet treats,” I tell her. “There’s even a sampling of all my donuts. I hope you’ll enjoy something before you leave. I’m sure your appetite isn’t what it used to be. At least that’s what happened to me when I was grieving my father.”

      “Oh, I can eat.” She nods. “I’ve always been one to eat my feelings, so a donut sounds exactly like what the doctor ordered—pun intended.” She bounces with a laugh.

      Cookie bounds in and lands at my feet, barking up at her without hesitation. Not that it means much. Cookie has a tendency to bark up at anyone he thinks might be a suspect. Suffice it to say, the canine judicial system wouldn’t be all it was barked up to be. Okay, not funny.

      Cassie hugs herself as she looks out at the crowd. “Any word from those incompetent homicide detectives? Something tells me they couldn’t find their tails if they looked between their legs.”

      Everett and I exchange a glance. My blood boils instantly, and suddenly I want to lay into her. How dare she say those things about Noah. They might be true about Ivy, but that’s beside the point. Okay, so they’re not true about either one of them.

      “I agree.” Everett rocks back on his heels. “You and I could do a better job at spotting the killer.” He squints her way. “So tell me. If you had to pick the killer out of this room, who would it be?”

      “I’d hate to point a finger.” She lifts a brow his way as if she were trying to seduce him.

      “You’re always an option yourself.” He doesn’t mind telling her.

      She grunts, “No way. I didn’t kill him. Why would I?”

      Cookie barks sharper than before. “She’s holding something back. Grill her for Morgan’s sake.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?” I can’t help but toss it out there as the din of voices rises around us and bursts of laughter break out as if we were suddenly at a dinner party. “I mean, I’ve had boyfriends cheat on me. I have to admit, once I found out, it wasn’t pretty. I don’t do rejection very well. Just the thought of me not being enough for them left me both heartbroken and furious. A couple of times I was blind with rage. I guess I could have been capable of anything.”

      Everett wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I’ve seen my fair share of crimes of passion. I always try to remember that people have a tendency to take leave of their senses when it comes to those things.”

      Cookie sulks a moment. His enormous shoulders slump a few inches. “Morgan was quite passionate. And here it’s done him in.”

      Cassie shudders. “You better believe it.” She’s glaring at someone across the room, and we look over to find Anika talking with Dr. Drake. They’re both head to toe in black, their heads knitted together as they engage in conversation. “You know, some people kill for heartbreak, and others kill for revenge.” She pumps her shoulders. “Thanks for stopping by. I’d better go console his poor mother.” She takes off just as Jeremy and Jessica Nicole come our way.

      “So what’d you think?” Jeremy slaps his chest in a show of pride.

      I shake my head, unable to formulate the words. “It was something.”

      Jessica Nicole snaps her gum while laughing up a storm. “That bit at the end was all my idea. The best part was Morgan wasn’t here to see it. That’s what he gets for making a play at me when I didn’t want him to. All the action, none of the enjoyment.”

      Revenge? I tilt my head her way. Could this be what Cassie was hinting at? Although, in all fairness, she wasn’t looking at these two. I glance back at Anika and Dr. Drake.

      “Jeremy, do you know anything about Morgan’s girlfriends?”

      “Which one? There were ten if there weren’t thirty.”

      “That one,” I say, looking Anika’s way. “Or even Cassie.”

      “Nope. All I know is their name, and that’s because you just told ’em to me.”

      Jessica Nicole shrugs. “I know Cassie. The football princess.” She rolls her eyes. “Her father fired my father. How’s that for irony? My dad works in public relations, or at least he did until her bigwig coach of a father had the entire agency removed due to some internal email that wasn’t to his liking. Turns out, Jake Montgomery is temperamental, and the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree. She might look as cool as a cucumber on the outside, but she’s a barrel of gunpowder that doesn’t require a flame to set her off. You just look at her funny, and she’s got a vendetta against you. Real piece of work, that one.”

      “Interesting.” I give Everett’s hand a squeeze.

      Cookie barks. “Ask about the other one.”

      “What about Anika?”

      Jessica Nicole squints her way. “She’s not what she seems.”

      Everett glances her way. “Someone mentioned she was Jane Lloyd and Jimmy Love’s child. I think that might give just about anyone an identity crisis.”

      We share a hearty laugh on Anika’s behalf.

      “Nope.” Jessica Nicole lines her tongue with her pink gum before making it snap like a series of firecrackers going off all at once. “She’s not what the world thinks she is. Sure, she runs in gilded social circles most people would give a limb to spend one night in, but she does grunge work on the side.”

      “She does what?” I lean in, and Cookie does the same.

      Cookie growls at her. “This is getting good, isn’t it, Lottie?”

      Jessica Nicole nods as if agreeing with the sweet spirit. “They call it celebrity slumming or glamorous grounding. It’s when someone rich enough to make it rain green takes up a bottom rung career just to see how the other half lives. She performs once a week at the Strand, an exclusive club down in Leeds. They collect phones at the door and make you walk through a metal detector to get in. There’s a two hundred dollar cover, but the other girls there love her.”

      “The Strand? You wouldn’t happen to know what day she performs, would you?”

      “Mondays.” She shrugs. “Every day after that is a weekend. Some life.” She shakes her head as a crowd of mourners moves into our midst, and Everett and I graciously step away as they become engulfed.

      Everett gives me a knowing look. “You’re having Noah take you there, aren’t you?”

      “You’re the one who said to go out with him.” I crimp a smile. “Want to join in on the f-u-n?”

      “Not me.” He darts a glance across the room. “I’ll sit this one out. Remember to have a heart-to-heart.”

      “Contemplating a future with Noah while in a room full of scantily clad women? Why does this feel like the ultimate test for him?”

      “It won’t be. You’ll be the only woman he sees.” He brushes his thumb over my cheek, his searing gaze pressing into mine, letting me know it’s true for him as well. “And if that’s not the case, kick him to the curb.”

      “Kick who to the curb?” a deep voice rumbles from behind, and we turn to find Noah and Ivy standing there.

      “You.” Everett doesn’t make any bones about it. “Learn anything new?”

      Ivy takes a breath as she gives the crowd a judgmental once-over. “On the surface, Dr. Dawson was an exemplary citizen, but like most people he had a dark side.”

      It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. I figured that out before the investigation ever started. Once I was introduced to his two girlfriends, I figured there was a screw loose in there somewhere.

      Ivy leans my way. “So how’s life with two boyfriends?”

      My cheeks grow hot. Okay, so I might have something in common with Dr. Dawson, but I don’t like it.

      Cookie barks up at her, and my lips curve with approval.

      “I’m narrowing the field,” I say before turning to Noah. “How about you pencil me in for Monday night?”

      Noah tucks his head back with a touch of surprise. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll ink you in every night.”

      Ivy lifts those heavily penciled in brows as she looks to Everett. “Well, isn’t that romantic. I suppose this is your cue to one-up him in the romance department. Let’s see what you’ve got, Judge Baxter.”

      His lips twitch, and his lids hood over as he looks my way. “Lemon knows intimately what I’m capable of. The question is, what can Detective Fox offer?”

      Ivy chortles with delight as if his response was designed to titillate. “And what happens if your Lemon goes sour and chooses your opposition?”

      Everett lifts his chin. “I bow out graciously.”

      A moment of silence bounces by.

      Noah hasn’t bowed out graciously for Everett. But then to Everett’s point, Noah and I never had closure.

      “Monday night.” Noah’s dimples dig in at the thought.

      Monday night.

      A part of me wonders if that’s where I’ll find closure.
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      On Monday, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery had an explosive amount of sales. The weather was hot, the tourists were plentiful, and the donuts might as well have been Frisbees the way they were flying off the shelves.

      Keelie was kind enough to step in and help Lily and me out at the registers. Meg and Lainey are here sharing a cup of coffee and had a chance to witness the tail end of the melee.

      Lily leans against the counter once the onslaught dissipates. “Why don’t you get out of here? Your big date with Noah is tonight.”

      “Speaking of Noah”—I say as I posture myself so my sisters and Keelie can hear—“his actual birthday is on Saturday. We’re having a do-over at Honey Lake.”

      Lily coos, “It’s the last weekend of the festival, last night of the fireworks, last weekend of August. Summer has gone by far too fast.”

      Keelie, Meg, and Lainey all zip to the counter at the first sign of juicy gossip.

      Keelie’s mouth falls open. “Is this it? His big chance to prove himself to you?”

      I wave her off. “Noah doesn’t have to prove a thing. I know he cares for me.”

      Meg scoffs. “Grandpa cared about you, too, but that’s not what this is about.”

      Lainey nods. “This is about you and what you want. I can’t imagine being in your shoes, Lottie. Most women have two men they’d like to get rid of, not two they want to keep. Forest is the only keeper I’ve ever met—speaking for my own love life, of course. I knew he was special, but those kisses we shared.” Her eyes flit to the ceiling as if she were reliving each and every one.

      Meg moans. “Yup. That’s what did it for me. As soon as Hook landed a wet one on me, I knew my single days were numbered.”

      “Hear, hear,” Keelie agrees. “As soon as Hook landed a wet one on me, I knew there would be trouble. But then, when Bear kissed me, I knew there would be something incredible to follow.” A throaty laugh bounces from her. “And, believe you me, there was something naughty to follow.”

      “That’s great, I think,” I say, sliding a platter of donuts before them and watch as they snatch them all up like vultures in a feeding frenzy. “When I kissed Noah last fall, I was pretty sure he was the one. But it turned out, he was the married one.” I wrinkle my nose. “And just to cut you off at the smooching pass, both Everett and Noah have the ability to curl my toes with their kisses.” Among other things, but I leave that out for now.

      Meg shakes her head. “That was the past. You and Noah hit the pause button half a year ago. A lot has changed. You need to smack him with your lips and see if the magic is still there.”

      Lainey offers an apologetic shrug. “She’s right. And if the spark isn’t there, I say let’s book Amanda Wellington and get that wedding train started with Everett.”

      Lily nearly chokes on her donut. “Essex isn’t the marrying kind.”

      “I think he is,” I assure her as I hold out my faux engagement ring. “In fact, he was the one that suggested I date Noah just so I wouldn’t have any regrets before we took things to the next level.” A collective sigh ripples through them. “And I’m not sure about kissing Noah. I kiss Everett. That’s what I’ve been doing for the last six months. Just the thought of kissing two men sets my teeth on edge.”

      “Please.” Lainey shoves a donut my way and I take it. “You’re not kissing two men at the very same time. And it’s not like you’re cheating on anybody.”

      Keelie nods. “It’s purely for research.”

      “Research,” I parrot back.

      Meg sputters a maniacal laugh. “Somebody get this girl a lab coat. Something tells me this research project will go on for months.”

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

      I take an aggressive bite out of a warm glazed cruller.

      Research begins in less than two hours.

      Am I really going to kiss Noah to see if the spark is still alive?

      Deep down, I already know the answer.
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      The Strand sits on the outskirts of Leeds—not that it makes it any more appealing.

      A balmy breeze licks by, scented with the perfume of the night jasmine crawling up the side of the big boxy building. There’s a neon sign stretching into the sky that bears its moniker, and judging by the well dressed, well kempt, impressively hygienic clientele filing in the door, one can draw the conclusion that, yes, a two hundred dollar cover indeed keeps the riffraff away.

      It’s dimly lit inside, loud raucous music blares overhead, and there is a sea of small tables scattered around a large room with a tall ceiling that could rival a circus tent. A stage protrudes right down the middle of it, and right now a woman in a tight red dress is warbling into a microphone.

      Noah anted up without missing a beat and paid for our admission.

      “You didn’t have to do that.” I feel terrible insisting he take me to such a pricey club for both investigative and research purposes.

      He lands a sweet kiss to the top of my head. “You own every last part of me, including my money. I couldn’t care less if it was a ten thousand dollar cover. I’m just thrilled to be in your social orbit without Everett and Cormack around for a change.”

      “Hey, speaking of Coconut Featherhead”—a nickname that Noah’s longtime friend Monica Peeler gave Cormack way back in high school, you have to admit, it has a ring to it—“how did you manage to shake her? I haven’t seen her by your side at the last two functions. Granted the last function was a funeral, but Cormack has never let the dead stop her from some one-on-one time with the Big Boss.”

      He makes a face as he does a quick scan of the club as if he sensed her presence. Nothing would surprise me anymore.

      “The counselor suggested we spend a week apart.”

      “That sounds like a great way to wean her.”

      He ticks his head. “She sends an average of fifty texts a day, and that number just climbed into the hundreds.”

      “Or not. You know what they say, absence makes the heart grow fonder,” I offer, but Noah doesn’t look too pleased with the reminder. “And the stalkers grow restless and hungry for their obsession.”

      “Touché.” Noah picks up my hand and kisses it. “Is it a bad thing that I could relate to that last part?”

      “Not if I’m the object of your obsession.”

      A waitress comes along and seats us at the front of this restaurant-slash-God knows what. The crooner is traded for a contortionist, and I’m only vaguely amused.

      Noah scoots his seat close to mine. “What do you think?” He doesn’t take his eyes off the stage. “Elite entertainment?”

      “More like an overpriced talent show. Let’s check out the menu.” I pull it forward, and we appraise the selections. “A serving of foie gras at fifty-eight dollars a pop? Cordyceps quiche seven hundred and fifty dollars?” My mouth falls open. “There’s nothing on this menu for less than fifty dollars. Noah, I don’t even know what a cordycep is.”

      Noah’s eyes dart down the menu, and he moans like he might be sick. “It says here it’s a fungus picked in the Himalayas.”

      I grunt at the thought. “You know what would be fun for us? Hanging out with my Himalayans.”

      “Sounds like a good plan. Why don’t we eat light and we’ll pick up a pizza at Mangias on our way home?”

      Something melts deep inside of me when he says it. For a moment, I can trick myself into believing that we’re married. That home is where we both happen to live. That Noah Fox is my very own legally wedded husband. I completely blame Lainey for that matrimonial fantasy.

      “I would absolutely love that.” I pick up his hand and marvel at this beautiful man. “Why does it always feel so natural with you?”

      Noah presses that verdant gaze of his into mine. “Because we’re meant to be together, Lottie,” he says it low, like a secret. “I’m sorry we got derailed, but I’m thankful you’re still speaking with me.”

      A small laugh bubbles from me. “It would be foolish for me to ignore the hottest homicide detective in all of Vermont.”

      “Just Vermont?”

      “Okay, the Milky Way. Besides, you can’t get rid of me that easily.”

      His expression sobers a notch.

      “I’m glad to hear it. For a second there, I was afraid I had gotten rid of you without meaning to.” He pulls my hand forward and kisses the back, his eyes never leaving mine. The scruff on his cheeks looks adorably soft, and I run my fingers to confirm this.

      “All right, lovebirds,” a voice sings from above.

      We look up to find a man with a bowtie, no shirt, holding a notepad ready to take our order. I suppose it could be worse, no pants.

      Noah and I settle for the Strand’s signature cheeseburger and fries at fifty-nine dollars—a dish we will have to split no less. It boasts of Kobe beef and cheese from a coveted pink cow that neither of us has ever heard of before and, of course, it is generously garnished with caviar. And once it comes out, we quickly discover it tastes suspiciously like just about any cheeseburger you could pick up at the Honey Pot.

      The next act is announced—Queen of the Sky.

      The room goes dark for a moment before a high-pitched buzzing sound pulses through the speakers growing in volume, slowly picking up a backbeat as a pink spotlight shines near the cavernous ceiling. Down comes a body, floating effortlessly, spinning. It’s a woman wearing nothing but a gold sequin leotard, her bare legs flashing like lightning as she twirls down toward the stage. The audience gasps at once as soon as we’re able to see she’s not supported by any sort of ropes or leashes. The only thing keeping her from falling to the ground is the bit in her mouth.

      “Goodness”—I lean in to Noah—“God forbid she have to sneeze.”

      “Good thing she’s got great teeth.”

      Her feet hit the stage and the music switches up to a raucous country song that has all the feel-good vibes going for it, and my mouth falls open as soon as I spot that copper hair, that pink fuchsia smile.

      “Noah, it’s her! It’s Anika! She’s the Queen of the Sky.” Queen of the Sky. I ponder this for a moment. It sounds awfully familiar.

      We watch mesmerized as Anika shuffles herself from one side of the stage to the other, rolling her hips, shaking her shoulders. Her face is painted like a Kewpie doll, and there’s something unnerving about the entire display.

      A bed is slid out to the center of the stage. Two men come out holding a giant ring between them. Anika starts in on backflips and front flips, falls into the splits, and hops back on her feet again. Every last part of my body is sore just watching the caustic display.

      The room grows dark again, and the men set the hoop on fire.

      I give Noah’s hand a hard squeeze just as Anika dives right through it to a thunderous applause. A spiral of stars seems to flit right through afterward, and as the house lights come on, I spot an all too familiar spectral sitting on the bed right next to her.

      “Cookie is here,” I say as the room lights up with cheers and howls of approval.

      Anika runs to the edge of the stage and takes a bow in every direction.

      “That was fantastic,” I say to Noah as we drum up an applause along with the crowd.

      “That was something.”

      Cookie barks up a storm, chasing Anika around the stage. His dark, fluffy fur takes on a blue hue under the harsh stage lights.

      Anika comes to our end of the stage and I stand and wave in hopes she’ll see me, and sure enough she squints in my direction before giving a wild wave back. She traipses back behind the curtains, and I sit back down.

      “That was surprising,” I say. “I’m pretty sure no matter how wealthy I ever become, I won’t feel the need to spin from my teeth while being lowered from the ceiling in an effort to keep me ironically grounded.”

      Noah shakes his head. “That’s because having a different perspective in life has grounded you. Anika was raised in a bubble.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      The next act comes up, a magician who saws a woman in half and an entire plethora of bright blue butterflies flutter up out of her. Once he’s through, the house lights go up, and it looks as if it’s intermission.

      A girl waves to us from the far corner of the room. It’s Anika with Cookie bouncing by her side as they make their way over.

      “Here they come,” I whisper.

      Noah takes up my hand. “We need to get to the nexus of Cassie’s secret.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Cookie jumps up on me, and his girth nearly knocks me out of my chair. “I brought her right to you, Lottie.”

      I give him a quick pat over the head.

      “I know you!” Anika chirps as both Noah and I stand to greet her.

      Cookie barks. “Ask her if she did it. I’ll bite her ankles to get an answer out of her if I have to.”

      I pull her into a warm embrace. “You were fantastic! Who would have thought we’d bump into you here of all places?”

      “Are you celebrating something special?”

      Noah wraps an arm around me. “We’re getting to know one another again.”

      Cookie tips his head thoughtfully to the side. “What happened to the judge?”

      I choose to ignore him for now.

      “Ooh.” She waggles her brows my way. “There’s nothing more romantic than rekindling a relationship. I hope you make it last forever.”

      “I hope so, too.” Noah cleverly excuses himself to use the restroom, and I invite Anika to sit with me.

      “How in the world did you end up here?” I ask as gently as possible. Anika is a sweet, young thing—or at least she would be if she knocked off the sexual sideshow.

      “It’s just for fun. My father was a gymnast, so naturally I was enrolled in gymnastics at a young age.”

      “I didn’t know your father was a gymnast.” I was a huge fan of Jimmy Love when I was in high school. I studied his band as if it were a God-given subject assigned to me by the Honey Hollow Unified School District.

      “He and my mother both. They owned a big studio and taught classes. This is my way of honoring them. It was mostly my dad’s deal, but my mother went along with it.”

      “That’s so sweet.” I don’t even know how to segue to Cassie from that.

      “That’s how I met Cassie.” She nods and I let out a sigh of relief. “We took Sky- robics and Trampo-lean classes together. That’s how I met Morgan, too. He came to a few classes.”

      “So you and Cassie were friends first?”

      “More like acquaintances. But I kept running into her in the strangest places.”

      “Me, too. I ran into her in Fallbrook the other day. She was my dealer.”

      “Really?” Her eyes widen, and there’s an air of general disbelief about her. “She was my dealer, too.” A dull laugh bubbles from her. “So you know her secret.”

      “I do?”

      Cookie whines and I glance down at him. “Go with it.”

      “I do.” I shrug. “She was my dealer. She was Noah’s dealer, too.” I hitch my thumb toward the back, and her mouth falls open. Why do I get the feeling we’re not talking about blackjack anymore?

      “I wouldn’t have pegged you guys for it. I mean, you look pretty straitlaced, owning the bakery—not to mention he’s a detective. I bet Cassie’s already asked to use your bakery as a distribution center. Or maybe not. I hear she’s still running them through that casino she works at.”

      Distribution? Cassie is a dealer. A dealer. As in drugs! GAH!

      The underground casino is literally beneath Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club. And now I know exactly why she’s positioned herself there. Customers.

      Noah comes back, and Anika jumps up.

      “I’d better go. Colin is taking me to some place called the Jungle Room tonight.” She gives a little wink and waves as she takes off.

      I can’t help but make a face at the mention of his name. And unfortunately, I’m all too familiar with the Jungle Room, too. It’s a kinky club, yet again in the bowels of Red Satin. A few months back, while we were investigating another homicide, we had the misfortune of stumbling around that den of depravity. I’m not thrilled to say one of my mother’s more perverted boyfriends dragged her there a time or two as well.

      Anika backtracks, her eyes wide, her breathing heavy. “Oh, one more thing, Lottie.” She leans in and looks from Noah to me. “Cassie is the killer you’re looking for.”

      The room darkens to pitch as the next act gets ready to perform, and when the lights come back on, Anika is gone.

      She’s disappeared as efficient as an apparition.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Noah and I take off, and I tell him all about my conversation with Anika. We pick up a pizza and head to my place where Noah builds a fire and we sit on the sofa stuffing our faces with a special from Mangias. Both Pancake and Waffles are precariously perched on the back of the sofa, taking turns hissing over at Cookie who’s curled by the fire fast asleep.

      Noah shakes his head as he sets his soda back down on the coffee table. “So Cassie’s big secret is that she’s a drug dealer.” He stares off at the television, but his mind is far from whatever’s blipping through the screen. “I wonder if there’s—”

      “A connection to the hospital,” I finish for him.

      Noah and I lock eyes.

      “Lottie, I’m going to prod around and see if the hospital has any red flags with missing meds.”

      “Do you think Morgan was her supplier?”

      He glances around haphazardly. “I don’t know. I doubt it. Hospitals track meds now better than the military tracks missiles. They’ve learned a few lessons the hard way. But I did know Morgan. And I want to say he would never do something like that.”

      “Hey, you know”— I put down my plate and scoot close to Noah—“something Anika said about her father surprised me. I was a pretty big Jimmy Love fan back in the day. She said he was a gymnast—that he owned and ran a school for gymnasts. From what I remember, Jimmy Love spent his childhood in and out of juvie. He was a junkie himself, treating his stints in rehab as if they were extended vacations. I never read anything about gymnastics.”

      “Huh.” Noah pulls out his phone and hits a search engine hard. “Lottie?” His tone grows serious. “Did Anika ever say she was Jimmy Love’s daughter?”

      “Cassie told me. Why?”

      “Because it says here Jimmy Love and his wife don’t have any children.”

      “What?” I practically fall over his chest as I lean in and we read it together. “Oh my God. Jimmy Love’s brother and sister-in-law were killed in a plane crash. He owned the gymnastics studio. They were Anika’s parents,” I say breathless as the final piece to the puzzle comes together. “The Queen of the Sky?” I shake my head at Noah. “That’s a play on what they used to call Morgan’s father.”

      Noah’s chest expands with his next breath. “The King of the Sky. Do you think Anika told Morgan about the connection?”

      “Not if she came to exact revenge for the death of her parents. From what I remember of that night, Jeremy said their father wasn’t just vilified, but the family received death threats. Maybe this is a death threat that was hand-delivered? She said Cassie was her buyer. Oh my God, Noah. We might have found our killer.”

      Noah nods as he pulls me over onto his lap, and it feels familiar, strangely like home.

      “Lottie, let me look into all of this tomorrow morning. I don’t want you putting yourself in peril. I think Ivy and I can take it from here.”

      “Be my guest. I have no intention on confronting another killer.” My arms float behind his neck as we inch close to one another.

      “Lottie.” Noah pushes my name out colored with sadness, an unmistakable ache. “I miss you so damn much.”

      I swallow hard. “I’m right here, Noah.”

      His eyes trace out my lips as if waiting for an invitation.

      That conversation I had in the bakery comes to mind.

      “Research,” I whisper as I lean in.

      His brows pinch as if to ask the question, but I shake my head just enough to let him know it’s not important.

      “Just kiss me,” I whisper so low it would be a miracle if he heard.

      But Noah doesn’t miss a beat. His mouth covers mine, and our kisses ignite like an all-consuming fire, complete with sparks and fireworks and an entire constellation bursting to life. Noah presses me in hard by the back of the neck as he makes my mouth his own. His kisses say I miss you, I love you, and far better things than words could ever convey. It’s been so very long. It feels so very tender, so very sweet. Noah makes me dizzy with his kisses, hungry for me, and racked with insurmountable guilt.

      But yes, there is a spark.

      In fact, it’s more like a nuclear detonation.

      Noah and I still have it, whatever it may be.

      And this revelation terrifies me the most.
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      Honey Lake gleams as the sun cascades down past the mountains in the distance, leaving a tangerine kiss over the top of the water. It looks as if a fire is dancing over its surface.

      It’s the day of Noah’s actual birthday. Everett, Alex, Cormack, and I took him to Mangias for lunch and treated him to pizza. And now the three of them are helping me set up all of the sweet treats for the official closing night of the Honey Festival—and Noah’s official birthday party.

      Each year, closing night would make me feel a bit melancholy over the fact summer had come and gone. For whatever reason, as soon as we turn the page on the calendar and September is here, in come the storms and the brisk autumn breezes. It’s as if the Honey Festival acted as a switch, and tonight summer would be turned off for another year and fall would flip on as soon as the sun crested the horizon in the morning.

      Noah doesn’t realize that we’re having a big surprise party for him once again this evening. Lily, Keelie, and Bear are bringing down an entire bushel of donuts and, of course, the pièce de résistance, a donut tower that’s three feet tall. Everyone agreed that Noah needed a do-over birthday party, and we’re determined to give it to him.

      Everett helps me land the last of the cookie platters at one of the dozens of refreshment tables.

      Mayor Nash—Harry—my bio father, came by earlier this week and gave me a very generous check. I told him it was far too much, but he assured me that the residents of Honey Hollow wanted to show their appreciation for both me and the time I put in making all the delicious treats. He asked how my dating dilemma was going, and I let him know that we were slowly ironing out the kinks. I think Mayor Nash and I are ironing out our own kinks as well.

      There are hundreds of bodies already at the lake. It’s truly the busiest night of the year.

      Cormack spots an old friend and runs off screaming as if someone threatened to sever the handle on her ridiculously overpriced purse. Not that I wouldn’t mind having a handbag like that myself. Usually I haul around a backpack that I store my gun in, but I was at the bakery all morning, then at Mangias, then back to the bakery. The bakery is a no weapons zone as far as I’m concerned, so my trusty pistol is riding this one out today. Besides, almost every deputy in the Ashford Sheriff’s Department will be here today.

      Everett lands an arm around my waist and pulls me in, his face just inches from my own. I never did bring up that kiss I shared with Noah, and I certainly didn’t repeat the effort. I haven’t crossed any physical bounds with Everett either. It’s almost as if we’re all right back to square one. I don’t mind it so much. Square one was a rather innocent place to be.

      “You did well, Lemon.” He leans in and whispers, “Anything else I can help you with later?”

      “As in the surprise party?” I whisper right back.

      “Yes. If you need anything, I’m your man.”

      I pull back and examine him in the waning light, the glory of the sun lighting up his face and making him shine like a god.

      “You are far too kind. How about I distract him at about seven, and you help Keelie and Bear put up the banners and pull the balloons out from her car?”

      “Deal.”

      Noah comes up holding two chilled water bottles and hands them to Everett and me.

      “What’s all the whispering about?” He frowns as he says it. I’m guessing he’s assuming the worst. And by worst, I mean Everett’s specialty, sweet nothings that border on dirty talk.

      “We were just talking shop.” Sort of. “Did you ever get anywhere as far as determining if the hospital had a rash of medication missing?”

      “They don’t.” Noah’s dimples press in. “There was no breach in their system that that the chief of staff could see. Ivy’s helping me dig a little deeper.”

      “Good,” I say, scanning the vicinity. “Everyone is going to be here tonight. I suppose there’s a chance our killer will, too. How could poor Morgan have so many suspects with such strong motives?”

      “Beats me.” Everett shakes his head. “But I’ve presided over cases where the motive was weaker than water. The fact is, Morgan is dead.”

      I shudder as he says it. “Okay, let’s go over what we’ve got one more time. There’s Cassie.”

      Noah nods. “We know she can get the drugs.”

      Everett takes a breath. “She could have resented him for cheating on her. Or she could have been obsessed with him. I’m sorry to say I’ve got personal experience in that arena.” It’s true. Just last month, a woman morbidly obsessed with Everett took off with him at gunpoint.

      Noah tilts his head. “Anika. She could have kept her true identity from Morgan and took revenge on him for the death of her parents. She could have gotten the drug from Cassie.”

      “Or she could be trying to set Cassie up,” Everett points out.

      I bite down on my lip. “Then there’s Dr. Colin Drake, the biggest liar on earth.”

      A woman screams with delight and waves her way over, and I recognize that wild banshee howl as none other than my mother.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I head in her direction. “What in the world is the emergency?” I pant as I scuttle over as fast as the sand will allow.

      “Oh, Lottie, you have to help. Pastor Gaines is dying to try one of your famed snickerdoodles and I just know they’re here somewhere, but there must be a hundred different platters.”

      The sun takes its final bow, and the twinkle lights strung up over the entire venue give the scene a romantic appeal. The live band in the distance starts up, and it feels as if the entire human population just poured onto the sand.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, glancing back at Everett and Noah who have already been swallowed by the crowd. “I know just where they are.” I lead my mother straight to the picnic table on the far end, and we find that Pastor Gaines has already beat us to the punch—or should I say the crunch.

      “These are marvelous, Lottie.” He squints it out with that eerie grin. “There’s no doubt you’re capable of miracles in the kitchen.”

      Mom purrs like a cat on a hot tin roof. “Do you hear that, Lottie? You’re practically a saint. I bet you’ll be canonized as the patron saint of baking one day. Can you just see it now?”

      I spot Carlotta and Mayor Nash hip grinding to the music. “I can see it. Would you excuse me?” I look to Pastor Gaines. “Please eat as many as you like. I have enough to feed all of Vermont stored in my van.” I’m about to walk away when Mom pulls me back.

      “Don’t forget. Lainey and Forest have invited us over tomorrow night. It’s their very first dinner party at their new house. Do you think they’ll announce they’re having a baby?” My mother shoves her fingertips into her mouth, but I’m betting she wishes it was a brand new baby’s foot she were gnawing on instead. My mother has been salivating for grandchildren as soon as my sisters and I got out of puberty.

      “No. And for the love of family sanity, don’t utter those words.”

      I take off toward Carlotta and Mayor Nash, but she’s since dismounted, and he’s done a disappearing act. Instead, Carlotta stands chatting away with Greer Giles.

      “Good Lord,” I say as I come upon them. “Carlotta, the men in white coats with the big scary net are more than likely watching you. Hello, Greer. You look wonderful tonight.” Greer always looks wonderful—always the same, but always wonderful.

      She pats her cheek. “Britney has a new blusher, and she generously leaves it out for me.”

      I doubt she realizes a ghost is whittling down her pricey cosmetics, but, if it makes Greer happy to believe it, who am I to pop her rosy bubble?

      “Where are Lea and Winslow?” I ask, glancing around—left, right, and up in the air because it is certainly a possibility.

      “On the lake. Lea is riding on Cookie’s back while he runs from one end to the other. He’s racing with Winslow, and Lea is getting the biggest kick out of it.”

      I glance over and spot two silver streaks running along the length of the lake.

      “Looks like fun.” I hike my voice up over the ever-increasing music and overall noise from the growing crowd.

      Meg and Hook pop up hand in hand.

      “What looks like fun, Lot?” Meg shouts my way.

      Greer gives a quick wave. “Have a blast, Lottie. I’m off to the races!” And just like that, she streaks across the water in a silver blaze herself.

      “Tomorrow night at Lainey’s,” I say as a thought comes to me, and I look to her other half. “Say, Hook? I bet you ran into a lot of men who had a propensity to exaggerate back in your days on Wall Street. What kind of a man does something like that?”

      Hook winces. “A pathological liar. Why? You find one you want to date?”

      The three of them break out into a fit of laughter.

      Great. My love life is going to be the butt of every joke from here on out.

      A crowd pushes between us, and I don’t mind one bit—in fact, I welcome it as I head back toward the area designated for Noah’s party. Bodies press up against me, and soon enough I float near the evergreen ridge that sits at an elevated advantage. I can see everything clearly from up here, and it’s surprisingly peaceful. There’s not a sign of anyone I know. I suspect Keelie and Bear are waiting for me to give them the thumbs-up to get Noah’s cake. I should find Noah and distract him soon. But I can’t see either Noah or Everett.

      A familiar brunette and a copper-headed girl stand near the band, swaying their hips, lifting their hands over their head, and snapping their fingers. Cassie and Anika.

      Well, there you go. They seem to be getting along just fine. At least on the surface. I still think they both had a strong motive to kill Morgan. I scan the crowd once again and spot Sandra the silver-haired nurse not too far away. She’s mingling with a group of women, laughing and having a good time. She deserves it. I can’t imagine having the pressure to take care of a loved one like that while working full-time on top of it all.

      I still giggle at the thought of that night when she was so drunk she was mixing up Dr. Drake with her ex-husband. Drake Nylan. You have to admit it, has a nice ring to it.

      Dr. Drake comes to mind. Hook says he’s probably a pathological liar, and here I thought all he wanted to do was get into a girl’s pants by way of the tall tales he was spinning.

      I pull out my phone, and just as I’m about to text Noah and Everett, my thumb hits the internet and I end up typing in Dr. Drake Nylan instead.

      “Shoot. I have Sandra and her name blunder on the brain.” I’m about to delete when a bevy of articles crop up and a thumbnail of a surgeon who looks suspiciously like him. Of course, it’s him. I quickly scan the list of articles and they’re all the same.

      “This can’t be right,” I hiss. “Can it?”

      I click into one article after the next, shaking my head in disbelief. If this is true—if Morgan knew…

      I glance into the crowd and wonder if I’ve quite by accident stumbled upon a killer.
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      I have to find Noah and Everett.

      My fingers text spastically in our group chat and I hit send. I have to find them. I have to tell them what I know.

      My feet carry me as fast as they can back down to the chaos at the base of the lake. The entire state has drained into this singular location as we celebrate the end of a sizzling hot season.

      I run past the picnic tables I’ve reserved for Noah’s party, and it’s a ghost town here. Of course, it would be. The plan is to bring everyone here at exactly seven-thirty. There’s no way that I’ll allow anything to go wrong tonight. Poor Noah’s first surprise party took a turn for the worse. And that’s exactly why I’m not pursuing Dr. Drake or Dr. Nylan tonight. Whoever he is will have to wait. Noah and the rest of the Ashford Sheriff’s Department will have to tend to them. There is no way I’m getting in the way of another killer.

      I spot Sandra Bristol not too far off, near the waterline just past the reach of the twinkle lights, and I head that way. The darkness is murky, but there are a bevy of boats on the lake and they look like a jagged constellation of manmade stars from this vantage point.

      “Sandra!” I call out as I jog over as fast as my exhausted feet will allow. “Hey,” I pant out of breath, dropping my hands on my knees from the trek over. “I guess you can say I’m not used to running on the sand.”

      We share a warm laugh.

      “What are you doing out here?” I glance around and take in the peacefulness. We’re just enough removed from the crowd, from the noise, to make the celebration at the lake seem like a distant dream.

      “It’s so calm and serene. I just had to catch my breath. I’ll have to get home soon to tend to my sister.” She touches the fanny pack at her waist as if she were about to pluck her keys right out of it. “I’ll miss the fireworks, but I’ll be able to hear them from my place.”

      “That’s good enough, I guess. I think it’s commendable that you take such good care of your sister.” I bite down hard on my lip as an entire slew of questions beg to bubble out of me. And yet I know I should hand this over to Noah instead. “Can I ask you a question?” There. It was like lancing a wound. I had to get it out. My thirst for knowledge always seems to override my good senses. “That night at the hospital gala, you called Dr. Drake, Drake Nylan. Have you ever heard him refer to himself that way?” I know she made up some lame excuse about her ex, but she was drunk. She could have gotten the facts wrong. Maybe Dr. Drake slipped up himself?

      The whites of her eyes shine like silver platters in the moonlight. “What brings this up?”

      “I don’t know. I just have a feeling Dr. Drake isn’t telling the truth. One of his girlfriends relayed to me some pretty wild stories. To hear him say it, you’d think he’s been everywhere, done everything.” I decide to hold back on the internet info I just overloaded myself with.

      She belts out a laugh, and I can smell the alcohol on her breath and it worries me. She shouldn’t be driving home if she’s reeking this bad. I’ll have to coax her into staying for Noah’s party—feed her a donut or twenty.

      “Drake is always embellishing a thing or two. It’s what he does.”

      She called him Drake. Technically, it’s all right to do that, but it was so casual as if it were his first name after all. Of course, she knows, thus the slipup.

      “Sandra, you know, don’t you? You weren’t kidding that night. There is no Colin Drake. It’s Drake Nylan, just like you told me.”

      She takes a quick breath and stumbles as she takes a step back. I reach my hand out to keep her from falling, but she bats it from her person.

      “Don’t you touch me.” Her feet are still carrying her in reverse. “You know—and you’re trying to trick me.”

      “Trick you? What would I be trying to trick you with?” Suddenly, it feels as if the ground is shifting beneath me and my adrenaline kicks in. It’s so murky out I can hardly see her face, but I can smell her fear, her vodka, and I wonder what it means. “Sandra,” I whisper her name low. “This has to do with Morgan’s death, doesn’t it?” Of course, it does. Why else would she be acting this way? But why in the world would she cover for Drake? Whoever he is?

      “I knew it,” she hisses. “You’re trying to get a confession out of me.”

      A spiral of celestial light swirls its way over as Cookie comes in hot, barking and snapping at her as if she could see him.

      “A confession?” I’m stunned to hear her say something so out of left field. And then it hits me. “Oh my God. You killed Morgan?”

      Her chest bucks as Cookie jumps up on her over and over again.

      “Oh God.” She staggers, holding her chest. “I think I’m having a heart attack.”

      “Please, sit down. You’ll be fine, I promise.” I help her to the ground and plop next to her, waving for Cookie to stop the assault. “Now tell me what happened? I’m sure it wasn’t you’re fault.”

      “It wasn’t, Lottie.” Her eyes glisten in the dull light. “I promise you, I had no choice. My hands were tied.”

      Her hands were tied? In what regard?

      Is she actually confessing? For whatever reason, I can’t wrap my head around it.

      “Last fall, my sister’s insurance policy was cut in half. They wanted more money—twice as much to give her the care she was already getting—and we couldn’t afford that. Then, one night, Morgan was getting off late and so was I, and we got to talking. He said he could get me a few things on the sly. A few good drugs that would quell my sister’s pain. Light doses of Versed mixed with Fentanyl. The stuff they give you to relax before surgery. That’s all she needed. That would be good for her and for me. I don’t like seeing my sister in pain.”

      “Of course not.” A mean shiver rides through me.

      “Lottie,” Cookie barks out my name. “Something is very wrong. I sense a darkness encroaching.”

      Sandra slumps over, her affect waning as if this confession were draining the life right out of her.

      “Cookie, get help.”

      Sandra perks to life once again as he takes off like a rocket.

      “I don’t need a cookie, love.” She pats my knee.

      “So Dr. Dawson supplied the drugs your sister needed?”

      “Oh, he did. But this last month he was up for chief of surgery, and he told me in no emphatic terms that he would be cleaning up his act. No more girls, no more parties, no more medication for my sister. And I panicked. I started looking for anything that might give me the upper hand. If he wasn’t going to give them to me willingly, blackmail would certainly work. He would see the light eventually. He tried to steer me to that little girl he was seeing, Cassie. ‘She has all the medication you could want,’ he told me. But I wasn’t about to give my sweet sister street drugs. She certainly wouldn’t forgive me. And I don’t need an addict on my hands. Besides, I wasn’t going to get those drugs for free.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “It wasn’t Dr. Dawson you found dirt on, was it? It was Dr. Drake.”

      She gives an aggressive nod. “I didn’t need Morgan anymore. In fact, he was a hazard to my sister’s health. I promised my parents I’d look after her. Colin was far easier to blackmail. I have miles of dirt on him. Of course, with the way he keeps running his mouth, he’ll arouse suspicion sooner or later, but with my new position as head nurse, I figure I’ll have better access to the drugs I’ll need. It won’t be easy. They monitor everything nowadays.”

      “I’m so sorry you felt this was the only way.”

      “It was, Lottie. The night of the party, I didn’t set out to kill anybody. But just before the fireworks began, Morgan let me know he would be turning in anyone who he suspected of illegal activity, and that included staff. He not only wanted to be chief of surgery but a hero, too. He said I was acting unstable, that I needed help. I took off and found that little slut of his. I thought of shoving a fistful of dollars at her and telling her to give me the strongest stuff she had. But then, she would have been able to point her finger at me. So I snatched her purse off the rocks while she danced, and I took what I could find from inside. I didn’t know what it was. I certainly wasn’t expecting to find a syringe and several vials of God knows what. I didn’t hesitate mixing them all together. That’s when I tracked down Morgan. The fireworks started, and we went into the woods so we could have a conversation. That’s when he threatened to have me arrested. I lost my mind. I pulled the syringe out and jabbed him with it. I figured if anything it would make him look like a drug addict. I thought for sure they’d find him and he’d be automatically dismissed as a candidate.”

      “You weren’t trying to kill him,” I say in an effort to make her feel as if I’m on her side. I need to get her out of here. I need to get us both back to Noah so we can explain this all to him.

      My phone chirps over and over again. I can feel it buzzing in my pocket.

      “No, Lottie. I didn’t think I’d kill him. But he started flailing. The effects of the drugs were almost immediate. His gun slipped out of its holster, and I was alarmed. I had forgotten all about the gun when in fact he was just showing it off to those girlfriends of his earlier in the evening. I watched as Cassie held it. She thought it was all fun and games, pointing its laser willy-nilly into the woods. It could have gone off. There could have been people out there.”

      My heart bounces into my throat.

      There were. Noah and me. He took us to the ground trying to protect me.

      So that’s why the gun had Cassie’s fresh prints on it.

      “Once it dropped, I tried to pick it up, but he beat me to it and pointed it my way so I deflected and he shot himself in the chest. Of course, I ran. I ran right back to the party and told Drake everything.” She sighs heavily. “He assured me it would all play out. It would look like a suicide, and it did.” She looks my way. “Until now.”

      “Let’s go back to the party, Sandra. Let’s get some food in you. It’s clear you’re not at fault,” I say, trying to coax her up by the arm. I’m willing to tell her whatever she wants to hear at this point. The only thing that’s truly clear is that she’s one sandwich shy of a picnic.

      “I can’t go to the party like this.” She dips her fingers into the small fanny pack wrapped around her waist. “Let me freshen my lipstick.” She pulls something out quickly and jabs me in the arm with it.

      A mean rush courses through me, and I feel dizzy and heavy, and strangely good.

      “There, there, sweet Lottie.” She smiles as she rises up and grabs ahold of my feet. “I think it’s time you took a nap with the fishes.”

      She drags my body toward the lake, and the last thing I see are the stars hung low over Honey Hollow—so low I could touch them.

      The world fades to black, and I’m consumed in its delicious darkness.
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      “Lottie.”

      When I think of my life, I think of long, colorful jags of happiness. All those years living as a charge of Joseph and Miranda Lemon, my sisters as my partners in crime, those were the halcyon years, yellow as sunshine.

      Then Bear came into my life, later in high school, broke my heart and chased me to New York where Curt finished the trauma for him. Those years were navy blue, deep with regret and hard-won lessons. Then came my time at the Honey Pot Diner as the official head baker, working hip to hip with Keelie, with Nell once again. Those were tangerine years filled with friendship and good hard work.

      Then came Noah and Everett all at once in one big violent burst of scarlet. It’s been nothing but Valentine hearts, fragile hearts, and pure love that I drink down daily as if it were the exact elixir my soul craved all along.

      “Lottie, wake up for me, baby. Come up. I know you’re in there. I love you. God, I love you.”

      Noah. I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      “Lemon!” That thunderous howl. I can feel the vibrations against my skin. “Wake up! Come back to me.”

      My eyelids struggle to open. I take a breath, and my body bucks with a cough.

      “There you go,” Noah whispers as my body is lifted off the ground.

      I can feel myself slipping back into that beautiful oblivion.

      It’s so easy.

      So very easy.

      Time passes. This I know.

      My lids flutter open and I’m met with bright lights far too caustic, so I close my eyes again and try to get my bearings.

      “Lottie?” My mother’s voice spikes with concern. “Oh, I think she’s coming to.”

      “Lemon, you’re safe.” A soft kiss falls to my cheek. “I love you.” The words sear hot in my ear.

      It takes everything I’ve got to pry my lids open, and the world around me blinks in and out of existence.

      A small cheer breaks out in the room, and I groan as I try to move my head.

      “You’re okay.” Noah brushes the hair from my forehead, his eyes giving off an otherworldly glow in this bright light.

      Everett dips into my line of vision. “You gave us a scare, Lemon.”

      “That you did.” Carlotta pushes her way to the forefront of my line of vision. “Cookie had to leave—but he saved you, Lottie. He came right to me. Cookie saved you.”

      My mother nudges her out of the way. “She doesn’t need a cookie. She needs rest.”

      Lainey and Meg appear behind my mother, and I sit up a notch to greet them. Bear and Keelie pop up on my left. Keelie’s eyes are swollen, her face puffy as if she’s been crying.

      “What’s happening?” A sense of danger grips me, and despite all of the love in the room, I feel a niggling of fear.

      Mom leans in. “You fell into the lake. Some crazed woman pushed you in.”

      “She dragged you in,” Meg corrects. “It was that nutcase nurse. Everett pulled you out of the water.”

      Lainey nods. “And Noah gave you mouth to mouth while Everett chased her down.”

      Everett shakes his head. “You didn’t need mouth to mouth. He was simply making a play. We caught her before she could submerge you.”

      “Oh my goodness.” I sit up fully, and Carlotta helps raise the bed behind me. “What happened? Did she hit me?”

      Noah shakes his head. His eyes sparkle like jade shards. “She injected you with a high dose of medication. It’s working its way through your system. The doctor gave you something to counteract its effects. Your bloodwork looks good.”

      “Oh, thank God.” I blink up at all of the concerned faces. “She did it. Sandra killed Dr. Dawson. She was stealing drugs.” My eyes squeeze shut as I try to remember the conversation.

      “It’s okay,” Everett whispers. “Your memory will come back fully. What you’re feeling is a side effect of the drugs she gave you. The doctor assured us you’ll be fine.”

      One by one everyone offers me a warm embrace goodnight.

      Lainey leans in. “I can always cancel the housewarming party tomorrow night, Lottie.”

      “Don’t you dare. I wouldn’t miss it. After that scare, I don’t want to miss a moment of life.”

      “Fine. But if you feel different, just let me know.” Lainey and Forrest take off with forlorn smiles.

      Mom takes off with Meg and Hook.

      Keelie hugs me and takes a deep breath from my hair. “I love you, Lottie Kenzie Lemon. Thank you for not dying on me. That would have ruined my life.”

      “Mine too.” We share a warm laugh as they take off.

      Carlotta comes over and holds me tight. “I texted Harry and let him know you’re fine. I told him to stay at the lake. He had a speech to give, and the medics said you were fine.”

      “Good call.” A weak smile wobbles on my lips. “So, Cookie is really gone?”

      Her lips twist as she gives an apprehensive nod. “Afraid so. He said to thank you. He had a lot of fun this go-round. Little Lea cried like a baby when he left.”

      “She is a baby.”

      “Yes, well, then she went ballistic and hurled down all the refreshments off six picnic tables. Your cookies went flying.”

      I frown at the thought. “I’d like to think it was in tribute to the Cookie she gave her heart to. Greer and Winslow really do have their hands full.”

      She leans in. “And so do your mother and I. Don’t you dare get yourself in that kind of trouble again. You had every last one of us in an uproar.”

      Tears come as I give a quiet nod. I’m more than willing to comply with her request. It’s touching to see Carlotta care so much about me, just the way a mother would. It’s touching indeed.

      She takes off and Everett sits to my left, Noah to my right, and it feels safe with them ensconcing me like this.

      “Did she confess?” My voice is a threadbare whisper.

      “She did.” Noah picks up my hand and twirls his thumb over my wrist. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “What about Cassie?” I look to Everett. “She’s a dealer. Who knows where she’s getting her supply? Can’t you arrest her, too?”

      Everett shakes his head. “There have been no charges.”

      “But we’re looking at it,” Noah adds. “I’m going to question her again and Anika as well. Even if Anika did come back to exact revenge on Morgan for his father’s sins, it looks as if she missed out on the opportunity.”

      “I guess we’ll never know.” Everett sighs as if he were relieved as he looks my way. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re pretty good at this detective business?”

      “A little too good,” Noah says. “Are you gunning for my job?”

      A tiny laugh rattles through me just as a vital part of that conversation I had with Sandra comes back to me. “What about Dr. Drake? He’s a phony!” I scoot up a bit more, and it feels as if I’ve got a boulder sitting on my head.

      “He is.” Noah glances to Everett. “Sandra insisted that if she was going down so was he. He was apprehended at the lake tonight. A couple of deputies took him down for questioning.”

      “Thank goodness.” I rest my head on the pillow behind me, and it feels like heaven.

      “I’m going to go.” Everett lands a kiss to my forehead.

      “What?” I sit up abruptly. “Oh no, you don’t. I’m going with you.” I try to get up and quickly discover I may as well be tethered to the bed, my limbs are that heavy.

      “Nope.” Everett’s mouth purses a moment. “Doctor says you can come home bright and early in the morning.”

      “The morning? Please don’t leave me here.”

      Everett winces. “Noah asked to stay with you. I’ll go and make sure Pancake and Waffles are tucked in and safe.”

      “I would very much appreciate that. And go ahead and give them a snack if you like. I fed them before I left for the lake, but I’d like to think they don’t sleep well without me.”

      “You bet.” He leans in and holds me tight, pressing another kiss to my ear. “It turns out, I don’t sleep well without you either.” His brows bounce as he pulls back. “Get some rest.” He nods to Noah. “Goodnight.”

      Noah rises and I pull him close to me. “Don’t you dare leave.”

      “I was about to lie down next to you. If you don’t mind.” His dimples depress. “I’m beat.”

      “Oh, Noah.” I scoot over a notch and share my pillows with him. “It’s your birthday, and I’ve ruined it. I had this entire surprise party planned and a donut tower three feet tall and—”

      “You were going to jump out of a cake for me?”

      “Believe me, I would have much rather done that than this.” I pluck at the blankets. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not. You’re here, alive and well. That’s the best gift I could have gotten.” He wraps an arm around me. His bottom lip bounces with emotion, and his jaw tenses as he struggles to hold it in. “All I kept thinking was how things were getting back on track for the two of us. How good that felt. And then to have you almost taken away—it was too much to bear. I promised myself that if you woke up I’d move heaven and hell, the sun and the moon to do whatever it takes to make you happy.”

      “The sun and the moon?” A flutter of a laugh lives and dies in my chest. “I’m pretty sure displacing heavenly bodies would make a lot of people miserable.”

      “I’m not concerned with a lot of people. You are my chief concern.”

      A moment of silence bumps by. “Noah, it’s your birthday. Call Alex and go out for drinks. Do something fun. I’ll be just fine, I promise.”

      He shakes his head. “There’s no way you’re getting rid of me.”

      And in that moment, I realize why Everett left. He wanted Noah to have this time with me. A birthday gift from one old stepbrother to another. He knew Noah wouldn’t leave.

      Noah and I have been through heaven and hell—and here we are.

      My body relaxes against him as his gaze locks over mine.

      “It’s your birthday, Noah. Make a wish.”

      He shakes his head. “It already came true.”

      I land my lips to his, ever so chaste, and yet a spark swims from his mouth to mine so vibrant it could light up an entire electrical grid in New York City.

      “Happy birthday, Noah,” I whisper just before I fall asleep in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      After an early morning discharge, after being met at home with a house full of pink roses purchased and arranged by Judge Baxter himself, after a nice long bath and spending some quality time with my cats, I get ready and hightail it to my sister’s housewarming party with Everett.

      Noah is in Ashford, but he promised he’d be by long before the party ended. Keelie and Bear helped deliver that three-foot tower of glazed donuts. I figure I couldn’t let it go to waste. And the entire house is decorated with streamers and balloons. It looks far more birthday party than it ever does housewarming. But then again, Lainey has received a houseplant from every guest who’s walked through that door so far.

      Carlotta brought Harry Nash. My mother is here with Pastor Gaines. There are Keelie and Bear, Meg and Hook, Kelleth and Aspen—who come to find out have become fast friends with my sisters. I’m hoping we’ll follow suit soon as well. Britney and Finn, and, of course, Cormack tagged along with Amanda Wellington, the realtor who sold them their beautiful new home. Lily and Naomi are here and so is Alex. Forest’s brothers and sisters, their plus ones, and his parents are here as well. Along with what feels like the entire Honey Hollow Fire Department—Forest’s co-workers.

      Lainey’s great room is thick with bodies as I inch my way to where Meg and Lainey are speaking with Amanda Wellington.

      “Lottie!” Amanda pulls me in gently by the hand. Her red hair looks freshly dyed a rich shade of crimson. She’s donned a little white dress and hot pink heels and looks every bit a beauty queen. “I was just telling your sisters about a huge engagement party I scored that’s happening in a couple of weeks. It was all very last minute, and I’m in a panic to book a venue. Naomi said the Evergreen is already taken that weekend. Please tell me I can count on you for a cake and maybe something seasonal to go with it? It’s going have a fall theme.”

      “Absolutely. Just tell me when and where. I’ll send you some snapshots of my cake portfolio, and if you want I can do miniature apple turnovers in keeping with the fall theme. In fact, I’ll get the apples fresh off the orchard right here in Honey Hollow.”

      A hard groan expels from her as she pulls me in. “You are a lifesaver, Lottie Lemon!” She takes a step back. “Now if only I could find a venue on such short notice.”

      Lainey yanks Mom into our small circle. “Amanda needs the conservatory in two weeks. Is it booked?”

      Mom pats her chest as if that act alone helped spur her memory along. “Why no, it’s not. Whatever you need it for, it’s all yours.”

      “Really?” She practically jumps out of her heels. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to step out and give my client the news. Whatever your fees are my client will gladly pay. Oh, the bride is going to be ecstatic.” She takes off, and we’re left with a trace of her honey sweet perfume.

      Mom leans in my way, beady-eyed and feigning anger. “Are you all through with this finding bodies and killers nonsense? Because you almost shaved ten years off my life last night.”

      “I’m all through.” I cross my fingers and hold up my hand where she can see.

      “Oh, you.” She lands a sweet kiss to my cheek. “You never could stay out of trouble.” She zips back over to Pastor Gaines who’s speaking with Hook and Everett.

      “So?” Lainey leans in just as Keelie joins us. “How about those kisses?”

      Meg pumps out a laugh. “Yeah, Lot, has the Fox lost his touch?”

      I’m quick to swat her. “Would you hush? Everett is standing less than ten feet away.” I make a face as I look to the three of them. “And not that it’s any of your nosy business, but, well…” My face heats ten shades, and the three of them belt out an annoying choir of catcalls. I spot Carlotta and Mayor Nash near the entry and am quick to excuse myself.

      “Lottie!” Mayor Nash offers me a warm embrace, and his spiced cologne sadly reminds me of my father’s tried-and-true favorite scent. “You’ve captured another killer. That’s very impressive. I’m grateful you didn’t get yourself killed in the process.”

      “Yes, well”—Carlotta makes a face—“there’s always next time.”

      “Very funny,” I smart, glancing back at Everett who’s now heavily involved in a conversation with Forest.

      My heart aches for him. I miss him. I miss us. This is insane. I need to get a grip. Nothing has happened to us. Noah and I simply shared a kiss for research purposes.

      “Still undecided?” Mayor Nash follows my gaze. “They’re both great men. Remember what I said about letting some time go by. I wouldn’t make any rash moves if I were you.” He lifts his empty glass. “I’ll be right back.”

      Carlotta scoots in tight. “See any spooks flying around? I’m in the mood for a good old-fashioned homicide. That’s a fun game, isn’t it, Lot?”

      “Carlotta, that is a terrible thing to say. You do realize someone loses their life in that little ‘game’. No, thank you. In fact, I hope I never see another spook again—with the exception of Greer, Winslow, and Lea. Okay, Nell, too. My goodness, how I miss her. And my father. Did I ever mention he walked Lainey down the aisle?”

      “You didn’t have to mention it. I’m supersensual, too, Lottie. I saw the whole spectral spectacle myself. It even put a couple of tears in my eyes.”

      “There’s a rare occurrence. I didn’t think you were capable of tears.”

      “I cried the day you were born,” she’s quick to point out.

      “Only because you felt sorry for yourself.”

      “You got me there.”

      The night wears thin, and Noah finally shows up. I pull him over to the tower of glazed donuts and spur the crowd into singing “Happy Birthday” with me. And just like that, Noah has a birthday party that goes off without a hitch even if it is tacked onto Lainey’s housewarming party.

      Soon enough, the tower is dismantled and every guest is feasting on softer than air, scrumptious glazed donuts.

      Alex steps over to where Noah, Everett, and I stand.

      “Lottie”—he presses out a dimpled grin of his own—“these donuts are to die for.”

      “Whoa”—Noah moans at the analogy—“watch what you say.”

      Alex raises his arms playfully. “I’m still learning the ropes around here.”

      Everett ticks his head back. “Sounds like you’re extending your stay.”

      He glances back to where Lily and Naomi stand bickering near the kitchen. “That I am. Things are just getting interesting. And as it turns out, Hook and I are tossing around the idea of starting up our own investment company. Who knows what else the future might hold for me out here.”

      A pair of pale arms slinks around Noah’s waist from behind as Cormack pops up beside him. “I have a feeling I know exactly what the future holds.”

      Everett boldly glides an arm around my waist and holds up his donut with his other hand. “To the future.”

      We hold up our donuts and toast along with him.

      “To the future,” we say in unison. The words come out as a question as they leave my lips.

      The night wraps up, and Noah, Everett, and I head back to Country Cottage Road.

      We park and I invite them both in for tea in an effort to unwind from this emotionally taxing weekend.

      We’re about to head up the walk when a sparkle of light shimmers across my front door, and I pause a moment, causing Noah and Everett to stop along with me.

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “What is it, Lemon? Are you feeling well?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, unable to take my eyes from that growing spiral of stars pulsating to life at the door.

      And just as I’m about to put one foot in front of the other, a tiny little creature jumps right out the bottom of the door. It’s a small orange tabby, and I cock my head as I inspect it a moment as it looks all too familiar.

      “Oh my goodness,” I say as I realize where I’ve seen her before. “It’s the orange tabby that appeared when Merilee Simonson died. It’s perfectly adorable.” I’m about to bend over and call it to myself as the door ignites with a supernatural sparkle once again and out onto the porch bounces a familiar fuzzy little squirrel. The very same squirrel that helped me with a different case. “There’s another one,” I say breathless.

      The form of a man walks through the door, and he looks every bit like the handsome man to my right.

      “Everett, your father is back,” I pant in a fervor. “I think I know where this is headed.” Sure enough, Dutch, my precious Golden Retriever whom I grew to love so much steps through the portal. They’re all lining up on the porch as that menacing looking bear ambles through the door, standing eight feet tall at least, then an entire herd of precious little Chihuahuas, Greer Giles herself, Macon the macaw in all his colorful feathered glory, and Maximillian Finmore looking ever so dapper in a suit and tie. He nods my way before taking his place next to Greer, and Macon lands on his shoulder. The door lights up brighter than ever before as Nell walks through it as if it were made of air. I suppose the reverse is true.

      “Nell,” I breathe her name in a whisper as she offers a careful smile my way before stepping in line with the others.

      Beastie the tiger comes out next. He helped me just last month put to bed, not one but, two mysteries. And finally, Cookie bounds through the door—and runs all the way to me as I bend over to hug his yelping jumping frame.

      Nell steps down the porch, and the others file along beside her.

      “They’re all here. They’re all back,” I whisper. “Oh, Nell.” I run over and give her a firm embrace. “What’s happening?” I look to Everett’s father, but he offers the same stern look his son is prone to give. I step back and take up Noah’s and Everett’s hands so they can listen in. “Did I do something wrong? Am I about to lose my powers? I’m shorting out, aren’t I? Please, you’ll all have to come inside and join Noah, Everett, and me for tea.”

      Nell shakes her head. Her gentle eyes press into mine. “Your powers are growing steadily, Lottie. I’m so very proud of you. But we can’t stay for tea.” Her expression grows serious. “We’ll be back shortly, Lottie. Something very dark is coming to Honey Hollow. And you will need every last one of us. Something very sinister is afoot. Prepare yourself. This will be the fight of your life.”

      And just like that, they all blink out of existence at once.

      Noah, Everett, and I stand there stunned, holding hands, trying to hold onto our sanity—wondering what in the world is coming our way. And wondering how and if we will ever survive it.

      *Need to know what happens next? Pick up Toxic Apple Turnovers (Murder in the Mix 13) today!

      

      *New to the series? Start at the beginning! Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) has you covered! Happy reading!
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        Book Description

      

      

      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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        Chapter 1

      

      

      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.”

      

      *Need to know what happens next? Pick up Toxic Apple Turnovers (Murder in the Mix 13) today!
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