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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so I rarely see dead people, mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, aka dead pets, who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom.

      

      It’s October and the entire town has come out to celebrate the Haunted Honey Hollow Festival. In between doling out cupcakes and partaking in the festivities myself, I happen to stumble upon a body. Not just any body—one that has far too many skeletons in the closet for me to ever sift through. Add to it my already complicated love life, the ghost of a black cat named Thirteen, and a surprise that I never see coming and you’ll have the most frightening Halloween Honey Hollow has ever seen.

      

      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 dead pets, but on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety. But right now, all I can see, hear, or think about is accomplishing the task at hand.

      “Get it in, Lemon,” Everett grunts. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.”

      “I’m trying,” I grunt right back. “It doesn’t seem to fit.” I can hardly get the words out as I struggle and squirm.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s voice floats from somewhere down below. “My God, you’re going to kill her,” he howls and I’m guessing that last part was meant for Everett.

      I’m currently standing on Everett’s shoulder, partially that is. In truth, I’m leaning hard against the awning just outside my shop, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, as I struggle to attach a sign to a metal hook that the city uses to hang garland on at Christmastime.

      A body pops up next to me and I look over to see Noah’s deep green eyes and his dimples digging in deep as he manages to hitch the sign right where it needs to be.

      “Thank you,” I say as Everett helps bounce me down into his waiting arms and dots my lips with a kiss.

      Judge Essex Everett Baxter is my current plus one—or he was.

      Initially, I dated Noah, and we were hot and heavy until that wife he was hiding from me breezed into Honey Hollow and decided she wanted him back. Of course, once I learned of the matrimonial blunder, I went straight into his old stepbrother’s—Everett’s—arms.

      Noah’s divorce finally came through and Everett suggested I try to gain some real closure with Noah before we moved in a matrimonial direction of our own. But then, a few days ago the unthinkable happened. And, as it stands, it looks as if I’m legally married to Noah. It’s a long story. In fact, once the festivities here come to a close today, Noah and I are off on our first official date as a married couple.

      Noah gets down from the ladder and quickly folds it back up. “Looks like I saved the day.” He offers a sly grin to Everett.

      Everett and Noah were related briefly in high school and got along great up until Noah saw fit to steal Everett’s girlfriend—Coconut Featherhead—but we’ll get to her in a minute. Suffice it to say, they haven’t gotten along ever since. And once I came into the picture, it only seemed to compound their hatred for one another.

      They’ve been getting along in a hobbling sort of way for the last month or so but, let’s call a spade a spade, they’re still tottering on the edge of oblivion.

      It’s the first Saturday in October, the day of the first official Haunted Honey Hollow month-long festival in which our little spooktacular corner of Vermont embraces the fact things are darn right horrifying in our neck of the twisted woods.

      It’s true. We’ve had thirteen murders in thirteen months and, as strange as it sounds, I’ve had the displeasure of finding each and every corpse thus far. To make things worse, each and every corpse happened to be either holding, attempting to swallow, or in very close proximity to one of my tasty treats. And because of that grizzly fact, Noah and Everett teamed up and bought me an adorable yet deadly Glock. I try to keep it in my purse wherever I go. And when I’m at the bakery, I usually put it in the ground safe in my office if I bring it at all. And that’s where Ethel, the aforementioned Glock, is at the moment—tucked away in my ground safe.

      I glance up at the sky.

      It’s a little past noon, but you wouldn’t know it, what with all the dark storm clouds looming overhead. It looks more like evening than it does the afternoon, but that sure didn’t stop the throngs of people who have clustered right here on Main Street as they converge to join the festivities. Every business in town is offering up their wares and scares to the tourists and townies alike.

      My bakery is giving away free cupcakes this afternoon in honor of the scary shenanigans that are bound to ensue. I’ve set out three tables laden with the frosted little confections, and I’ve just put a sign up top that reads Come and get your FREE cupcakes!

      The cupcakes are adorably scary, all frosted like the Halloween spectacles they are in orange, purple, green, and black. I’ve placed gummy worms and gummy fingers over the tops of them, tiny pumpkins and candy corn, too. And there are a few with candy skulls and colorful monster faces. It’s a feast for the eyes as much as it will be for the palate.

      The festival features just about everything you could think of. There are haunted carriage rides, games with questionable prizes, face painting, and enthusiastic artists who are willing to sketch out a spooky version of whoever is brave enough to pay for a sitting. There’s even a pumpkin carving station down the street. And, of course, Mayor Nash is dressed up like a werewolf, taking pictures with the masses as he makes his way down Main Street.

      A few months back, I learned that Mayor Nash was my biological father. I was adopted as an infant by Joseph and Miranda Lemon and happily raised with two wonderful sisters. But last January, my biological mother, Carlotta Sawyer, barreled back onto the scene, and then months later she rather indelicately revealed who her baby daddy was, and now I have more parents than I know what to do with.

      That’s not entirely true. My real daddy, the aforementioned Joseph Lemon, passed away over a decade ago. But between my mother, Carlotta my bio mom, and Mayor Nash, I’m usually ducking for parental cover. I might be twenty-seven, but that doesn’t stop the three of them from freely tossing their opinions my way.

      Everett wraps an arm around my shoulders, and I look up at him and sigh. Everett is a god among men with his jet-black hair and ocean blue eyes. He’s serious and pensive and getting a smile out of him is rather hard-won. He’s heart-stoppingly sexy, and every woman in all of Vermont seems to have him on her radar. His first name is actually Essex, but he much prefers for the masses to call him Everett. However, for some reason, the women he’s done some serious mattress moves with have garnered the honor to call him by his proper moniker—his mother and sister withstanding, of course, because that’s the only name they’ve ever called him by.

      Noah is a heartthrob himself, with his dark hair that turns red at the tips in the sun, evergreen eyes, and deep-welled dimples that have the power to melt me to a puddle at the sight of them. He’s a homicide detective down in Ashford County, and I’m pretty sure women at every stage and age of life wouldn’t mind him doing a very thorough pat-down of their person.

      Here’s the kicker. I’m in love with them both. It’s not fair that I’ve accidentally given my heart away to two handsome men, but, as it stands, I happen to be legally bound to one of them at the moment.

      Everett blows out a breath as he takes in the burgeoning crowd quickly taking over Main Street.

      “What else can we do to help out?” He lands a sweet kiss to the top of my head.

      “Nothing. You’ve done far too much today already,” I say. “The kitchen staff is helping give away the goodies, and Lily is manning the register. I’ll float in and out, making sure everything is running smoothly.”

      “Perfect.” Noah’s dimples invert. “Then maybe in a little bit you and I can catch one of those haunted carriage rides. I hear it’s the ride of a lifetime—the last ride of your lifetime.”

      Everett grunts, “I’d be careful if I were you, Lemon. He’s been prone to pull a fast one on you before. I’d ask for a clear-cut definition of what exactly he’s asking you to ride.”

      I swat Everett on his rock-hard stomach for teasing me. As far back as I can remember, Everett almost exclusively calls me by my surname, and I don’t mind one bit.

      The fast one he’s referring to is the accidental marriage Noah and I found ourselves in. But that wasn’t at all Noah’s fault—at least not his alone. We both walked into that one. And the funny thing is, we meant every word we exchanged in that questionable ceremony. It was beautiful and, frighteningly enough, it was real, too.

      “Noah, that sounds lovely. A haunted carriage ride might be exactly what I need to tone down my anxiety over this entire event. A month-long celebration of the spookiest time of year sounded brilliant when my mother birthed the idea, but the thought of putting the entire town on display for thirty days straight is already panning out to be a bit more taxing than I bargained for.”

      A pair of hands covers Noah’s eyes, and judging by that all too familiar engagement ring glittering in my face, I know exactly who’s playing peek-a-boo with my new husband—and it’s not me.

      Cormack jumps into our midst, laughing up a storm as if she hit the brewery on the corner good and hard.

      “Boo!” She smacks Noah with a kiss right on the lips.

      Cormack is the aforementioned Coconut Featherhead. She happens to be delusional enough to believe that she and Noah are engaged. Last month, she went as far as throwing a surprise engagement party for her and Noah—and oddly enough, she threw one for Everett and me as well.

      Cormack is an impossibly thin blonde with celadon green eyes and bony features. She comes from old money and has a penchant for flashy clothes, cars, and purses.

      Before Noah can respond to the assault, my sisters, Meg and Lainey, pop up.

      Meg has long since dyed her blonde locks raven’s wing black, and it looks stunning juxtaposed against her ice blue eyes. Lainey shares my caramel-colored hair and hazel eyes—so much so that when we were little, I had hoped my parents had the details of my adoption wrong.

      Meg slaps Cormack on the back. “How’d you take the news, Mac Nut?” She turns my way. “I can’t believe Noah wifed with you a bouquet of dried flowers.”

      It’s true. I held a bouquet of dried flowers for the ceremony and I felt like the luckiest bride in the world. Even though we tied what we thought was the faux knot in Pastor Gaines’ office with zero pomp and circumstance, that rugged little ceremony will forever hold a special place in my heart.

      I shake my head at my sister, silently begging her not to speak another word. I know for a fact that Noah has a very distinct and intricate plan on how to make things clear to Cormack once and for all regarding where they stand. He’s tried alerting her to the fact that they are not a couple in the past, and somehow it always seems to bring them closer to the altar rather than farther from it.

      Everett leans in. “Let Meg take over, Lemon. This might be the most entertaining part of the day.”

      “Or the scariest.”

      Noah lifts a finger as if ready to interject, but Meg hops right in front of Cormack.

      “I’m talking about the wedding that took place,” my sister snarks.

      Cormack is quick to bat Meg away like a giant gnat just as a rush of tourists comes and attacks my cupcake stand.

      “What are you talking about? What wedding?” Cormack takes up Noah’s hand and looks as if she’s about to bolt off with him in an effort to escape my intimidating sister.

      Truthfully, who could blame her? Meg has always had an intimidating air about her. In fact, she spent a good portion of the last few years on the female wrestling circuit in Las Vegas.

      Mom ambles up. Her hair looks wild and her face is pinched red. She has a look of fire in her eyes and she’s clearly worked up over something.

      “You don’t get to talk to me that way,” she growls at the poor soul behind her. “You have no idea how outraged I am right now. I’m fit to be tied. I’m fit to kill!” She stomps on up. “Lottie, what can I do to help?”

      I glance past her and spot a pasty-faced Pastor Gaines trailing her. He’s got on a rather loud purple and green striped sweater, and I can’t help but think it looks as if he’s dressed appropriately for the haunted lunacy that’s about to ensue.

      Oh my goodness, she was telling off her boy toy.

      Pastor Gaines and my mother have dated for the last few months, but I don’t trust Pastor Gaines as far as I can throw him. In fact, just last month, Noah and I discovered that his real name is Stephen Heartwood. What kind of pastor has the need to change his identity?

      Everett thought maybe he had a good reason for it. But I think there’s something sinister afoot. So I gave my mother the heads-up and made her promise not to say a word while Noah and I investigated it further, but it looks as if it’s all coming to a head for her.

      “Go inside,” I tell her. “Lily will gladly give you something to do.”

      She nods before glancing his way. “And don’t follow me. I’m at a breaking point today.” She ducks into the bakery, and he glares my way a moment.

      Stephen Gaines—Heartwood, whoever he is, always has a smile plastered to his obnoxious face, and this moment is no different. It’s tight and manufactured, but nonetheless it never leaves his face.

      “Lottie.” His dark eyes linger over mine as he heads in after her.

      Some men simply don’t know the value of following orders.

      Everett leans in again. “You want me to go after him?”

      “Not yet,” I say as Cormack struggles to leave our intimate circle with Noah stapled to her hand, but now it’s Lainey jumping in front of her.

      “Let go of that man!” Lainey does a karate chop move that renders Cormack Noah-less. I’d laugh because it’s a touch comical, but I’m terrified this will turn ugly fast.

      Personally, I don’t want to be around once Cormack is given the news. Her delusional relationship with Noah has been spurring her along for the last few months. There’s no telling what might unravel once the truth comes out.

      Meg wraps an arm around Lainey’s shoulders.

      “That’s right.” Meg flashes a short-lived smile. “Noah Fox is a married man, and he’s not married to you, missy, so take a haunted hike. Or better yet, step out in front of the next haunted chariot. Trust me, no one is going to stop you. Least of all this poor man you’ve been terrorizing.”

      “Meg!” I try to pull her back, but she’s proving immovable.

      “Enough is enough, Lot,” Meg riots. “You have to be tough with some people or they won’t accept the truth.” She turns back to Cormack. “Noah married Lottie a few days ago. They’ve already hopped on the baby train, too. So get out of their way or I’ll forcibly remove you.”

      “Oh God,” I groan as Everett holds me back.

      Cormack’s lips contort into all sorts of scary shapes as she turns to Noah.

      “What is she rambling about?” She swats both Lainey and Meg with her pricey purse until they offer her decent clearance in which to leave our circle.

      “It’s true.” Noah looks my way. “Lottie and I were married just a few days ago.”

      “What?” Cormack squawks as she trots in front of him. “What do you mean you married Luella?”

      Dear Lord. I groan at the malfeasance she keeps perpetuating when it comes to my rightful moniker. For reasons unbeknownst to me, both Cormack and Noah’s ex-wife, Britney, cannot get my name right to save their lives.

      Speaking of which, the blonde bombshell herself struts up in a body-hugging cat suit, her hourglass figure on full display—and she’s earned it. Britney is a franchisee of the Swift Cycle gyms. She’s planted one across the street and has an entire slew of them all around the great state of Vermont. She’s a real-life blonde version of Jessica Rabbit, a sultry vixen that doles out the sass and doesn’t take flack from anyone.

      “What did I miss?” she pants to Everett as a loose strand of hair covers her left eye. I’m not entirely sure Britney has two eyes. In fact, I don’t think she does. I’ve yet to see that sultry hairstyle dislodge itself to prove me wrong.

      My half-brother, Finn, is standing by her side and offers me a friendly wave. He’s Mayor Nash’s son and my newfound brother. He shares my caramel-colored hair and hazel eyes and looks like the adorable boy next door. He runs the Sugar Bowl Resort up north, but he’s been spending a lot of time in Honey Hollow with his new sweetie, Britney.

      “You didn’t miss a thing,” I say to Britney just as something soft and furry brushes against my right arm, and I look over to find that a black cat has jumped onto my cupcake table. It’s about a foot tall, seated, and its glowing green eyes are pointed straight at Cormack as if it were settling in to watch the show.

      I’m about to shoo it away when Cormack groans as if she were just hit with a bullet.

      “Noah Corbin Fox!” Her voice booms over the expanse, and I’d swear there was a silent lull for a solid two seconds on Main Street in her honor. “What is this about?” A breath hitches in her throat as she freezes solid a moment. “Oh, I get it.” Her head tips back as she lets out a frightening laugh.

      Everett leans in. “That’s the cackle of a madwoman.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I whisper back.

      Cormack brays like a dolphin. “Noah, say you’re teasing. With all these people around you’re bound to start rumors. Think of poor Essex. He and Lolly are practically married themselves.”

      “I wish,” Everett whispers the word hot into my ear, and a shiver rides through me.

      Noah rubs his eyes a moment as if trying to wake from a very bad dream. “It’s not a joke, Cormack. In fact”— he takes a few bold steps in my direction, and suddenly I’m fearing for both our necks—“Lottie, I spoke with my counselor and she suggests you join me for the session.”

      Cormack balks, “You want her to join us? Noah, we’re not bringing her to our couple’s counseling. Lolita, you can just march yourself right back into your little bakery and take your fiancé along with you. You don’t have to attend a single counseling session with my beloved and me.”

      Meg steps in. “Nutcase!” she riots in Cormack’s face. “The dude is off the market.”

      Cormack remains unfazed as she lifts her ring finger and shows off the glittering rock, albeit a replica of the real deal.

      “Darn tootin’, missy.” Cormack flaunts her faux engagement ring enthusiastically as if she were sharing a far more colorful finger with us. “The man is off the market, and he’s mine!”

      Lainey tosses her hands in the air. “All right, let me at her. Listen here and listen good, Featherby. Noah purchased that ring on your finger for my sister. He didn’t give it to you. You pried it out of his closet!”

      It’s true. Cormack found the ring that was intended for me and quickly popped it on without giving Noah a chance to explain.

      The growing crowd around us gasps. A robust band of tourists has amassed along with the fine yet eager-to-know-the-truth people of Honey Hollow.

      Oh dear. This is turning into a certifiable nightmare.

      “Noah?” His name comes from Cormack, low and throaty and dare I say a tad bit threatening. “Is this true?”

      “It’s true.” His dimples invert, no smile, and the collective crowd seems to stop breathing.

      It is true. In fact, the ring on her finger is a replica that Cormack herself had made of the original—and thankfully so. Her farce was heartbreaking enough to witness without the thought of her wearing the treasure Noah bought with me in mind.

      A high-pitched scream knifes its way out of Cormack’s throat, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think it served as some sort of tribal communication system between her and her old sorority sisters.

      Cormack reaches back and snaps a cupcake off the table and jams the frosting in Noah’s face. And before I know it, she’s picked up another one and another as she pelts him a mile a minute.

      The black cat lets out a deafening roar as it jumps on all fours, its hair standing on end giving it an electrocuted appeal.

      I’m about to reach for the poor thing and pull it to safety when it turns around and jumps through the glass and into my shop, sending my heart right up my throat.

      That wasn’t just any black cat. That was a supernatural specter who comes bearing bad news for its previous owner. And by bad news, I mean death.

      Meg holds her hands to her mouth like a megaphone. “FOOD FIGHT!”

      And soon enough, it’s raining cupcakes in every direction.

      Everett catches one midflight and gently dots my lips with it before kissing off the frosting.

      Meg laughs as she spots us. “Looks like fun.”

      I hook my gaze to Everett as the melee ensues. “And in a bit, it’s going to look like murder.”

      His eyes widen as if to ask the question and I nod.

      “It’s happening again,” I say. “Death has come to Honey Hollow.”

      Everett exhales deeply. “And someone will die today.”
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      Chaos.

      Complete and utter chaos.

      Everett pulls me out of the madness as we ditch into the bakery and watch Noah try his best to subdue a cupcake wielding Cormack.

      Lily runs up. “Oh, Lottie!” Lily Swanson is a brunette stunner who has worked for me since the bakery opened a year ago. She happens to be best friends with Naomi Turner, my best friend’s—Keelie Turner’s—twin. But Lily and Naomi have since had a falling-out over Noah’s younger brother, Alex. He’s a muscular ex-Marine turned investment banker who strolled into town a few months back and stole a few hearts and destroyed a few friendships along the way. Lily and Naomi were his first casualties. “Lottie”—Lily drops her face in her hands a moment—“we worked all morning to get those cupcakes out there for the public to enjoy.”

      “Don’t I know it. I just wish I could fix this mess.”

      She makes a face. “Speaking of which, you need to remember to fix the ground safe. The lid won’t lock, and you’ve still got last night’s deposit in there.”

      “I’m one step ahead of you. I already have a locksmith scheduled to come out tomorrow. I just wish I was one step ahead of this food fight.”

      A cupcake hits the window with a splat, leaving a bright orange stain in its wake.

      Meg and Lainey head inside, laughing hysterically as frosting drips from their hair, and my mother and Pastor Gaines run out from the back to see what the commotion is about.

      My mother’s hair looks like a hurricane just blew through it. Her blouse is buttoned in all the wrong places, and her pants look as if she’s hiked them up in haste. I’m betting she has. It looks as if she went from furious with the sneaky shepherd to passionate in a single coital bound.

      “Mother, where were you?” I ask, exasperated at the thought of what might have been happening between the two of them.

      A guttural laugh emits from her as she wiggles her shoulders.

      “Mom! A minute ago, you were threatening to kill him. And, seeing that things clearly went sideways for you in that department, I volunteer to do the deed myself!” Before I can lunge onto the demon, the entire bakery floods with the frosting covered masses.

      Noah threads his way through the crowd as he makes his way over. His hair is slicked with black frosting and it’s a good, not to mention delicious, look on him.

      “Cormack took off.” He pauses a moment to shoot my sisters a wry look. “She’s threatening to do all kinds of things. I think I’d better find her—maybe talk to her in private.”

      Everett’s chest bucks with a silent laugh. “Something you should have done months ago.” He looks my way. “Have you noticed he has a pattern of omitting pertinent information from women?”

      Meg jumps forward. “And don’t forget stringing them along in false relationships.”

      Noah groans, “I’ll catch up with you tonight, Lottie. Everett, try not to stir the pot while I’m gone.”

      He takes off just as the floodgates open, and soon enough both the bakery and the Honey Pot Diner are filled with patrons.

      The Honey Pot Diner is connected to the bakery by way of a walk-through built into our conjoining wall. Both places once belonged to my grandmother, Nell Sawyer, who left every piece of real estate she owned to yours truly.

      Nell died last January, but the will was contested by my uncle who sorely lost his legal battle last month and now, indeed, I own what feels like every bit of real estate under the sun. Everett promised he’d go over it all with me and help me get organized. I’ve never been a land baron before, and I have no idea what to do next.

      The Honey Pot is where I worked for years, alongside Keelie, right up until Nell helped me open this place. In the center of the Honey Pot’s adorable dining room there’s a large resin oak tree with its center hollowed out. A honey pot sits inside, dripping its golden goodness, surrounded by resin bees. The branches of that oak stretch across the ceiling and right into my bakery. And each of those branches is covered in twinkle lights. It adds a magical appeal to both establishments, especially on a dark cloudy day like today.

      Mom looks to my sisters. “I’ll try to reserve us all a table at the Honey Pot.”

      “It’s no use.” Keelie comes over, her blonde curls bouncing over her shoulders. “We’ve got a two-hour wait as it stands. No offense, but this Haunted Honey Hollow thing might be working a little too good.”

      “Agree,” I say as I spot my spooky kooky bio mom seemingly talking to herself in the corner. But, alas, she’s chatting up a storm with that fluffy black no-doubt-about-it supernatural cat.

      “Would you please excuse us?” I pull Everett along with me.

      Only Everett and Noah are apprised of my transmundane status, further classified as supersensual. At first, when I started seeing long deceased pets—and on occasion the rare dead human—it served as a rather harmless bad omen for their loved ones. And that usually translated into nothing more than a sprained ankle at best, but now it almost certainly means death. And slowly over the last solid year my supersensual powers have begun to grow. About a few months ago, the dead garnered the ability to move things within the material world—whenever they wished. And as of recently, I can hear the dead—and fortunately for me, these ghostly pets and people love to jabber.

      I give Everett’s hand a squeeze. For some reason, I discovered that I act as a conduit. And if someone touches me, they can then hear what the dead have to say as well.

      That gorgeous ebony fur ball sits fanning his long plume of a tail over his back as it regales Carlotta with a story. Its fur shimmers as if a spray of stars is trapped inside its fur and it looks perfectly magical.

      “Lottie! Judge Sexy!” Carlotta pats the spot next to her. “Take a seat and join the party. Thirteen here was just about to tell me about the scariest Halloween Eve he’s ever seen.”

      “A boy, huh?” I give him a quick scratch behind the ears and he shivers as he leans against my fingers hard. It never fails to amuse me the way the dead can feel as solid as they please just before they dissolve to nothing. “What’s this Thirteen business?”

      The cat growls, “That’s my name.” His neon green eyes shine like beacons.

      “Thirteen?” Everett tips his ear this way as if he didn’t hear right.

      “That is correct.” His tiny pink nose turns toward Carlotta. “Thirteen is the name my master gave me.”

      I lean in hard, a breath hitching in my throat. “What’s your master’s name?”

      “I would love to tell you.” His voice grows faint as he dissipates to nothing.

      Carlotta bounces out of her seat, looking every bit like an older version of me. “Now look what you did. Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to be nosy?”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes.

      Mayor Nash pops up from behind holding out a cupcake toward Carlotta.

      “Lottie, Judge Baxter.” He tips his head forward, and his werewolf-inspired ears nearly fall off. He’s covered with fur from head to toe, and he’s got long, claw-like contraptions over his hands. “Quite a mess out there, but I managed to salvage what I could.” He pats his belly as he laughs.

      “Well, thank you,” I say, glancing out the window at the cupcake-covered street. “I have a feeling I can use all the help I can get.”

      A stream of tourists bustles out the front door, and I spot Pastor Gaines wiggling his way inside like a salmon swimming upstream. He’s donned a black leather jacket and a baby blue button-down shirt underneath and looks as if he’s dressed to impress my mother. I bet someone pelted him good with my cupcakes for it to sponsor a wardrobe change. Although, I don’t see why he’d wear that malfeasance of a sweater to begin with. Being pelted with cupcakes or not, the sweater deserved the incinerator.

      I head on over and block his path. “You have a lot of nerve, you know that?”

      His smile widens, but his brows dip as if he were confused by my comment.

      “What may I help you with, dear?”

      “Oh, please. You’ve done enough. And since my mother didn’t kill you, I might just have to do it myself!”

      A hush falls over the café for a solid second before the conversations roar back to life.

      “Excuse me.” He nods his way past me as he heads into the Honey Pot.

      Everett comes over and blows out a deep breath. “Why don’t we lock ourselves in your office and forget about all the chaos out here?” His thumb glides over my lips like a dark promise.

      “Believe you me, I’d take you up on it if I didn’t know my mother and Pastor Gaines defiled it.” My fingers slap over my lips a moment. “Oh my goodness, Everett. I’m a married woman! And I happen to be married to someone else entirely.” A hard groan comes from me. “I can’t sleep with you anymore.”

      “Noah,” he growls his name out like a threat—and I’m convinced it’s a real one.

      And as if on cue, Noah himself burrows through the crowd.

      “Where is she?” His eyes are wild, and he looks disheveled and frustrated. The front of his shirt is covered with purple fingerprints—I’m guessing Cormack’s.

      “I don’t know.” I hike up on my tiptoes and crane my neck as I look around. “How did you possibly lose her?” Believe me, he’s tried, and it’s proved impossible for months.

      Everett grunts, “He didn’t lose her. He escaped.”

      “That makes more sense,” I say just as Everett gives Noah a hard shove to the chest.

      “And I finally caught onto your matrimonial shenanigans,” Everett roars. “You did this because you knew she wouldn’t sleep with me as long as she was legally bolted to your side.”

      Noah’s dimples press in. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking—” He pauses midflight as his mouth rounds out into a perfect O and he looks my way. “So now she’s cut you off? The tables have turned, huh, buddy?” An easy grin glides across his face.

      It’s true. Everett cut me off a few weeks back so that I could gain some closure once and for all with Noah. I’m pretty sure our jaunt to the proverbial altar was a turn in the wrong direction as far as closure goes.

      “Don’t you smile at her like that!” The sound of a screaming female, extricating the words like a war cry, comes from behind, and I turn to find Cormack storming her way over as she makes her way through the kitchen.

      “What are you doing back there?” I holler as I head that way myself and note the entire kitchen island is brimming with unfrosted cupcakes.

      My God, what am I thinking?

      I have a bakery to run. I certainly don’t have time for Cormack Featherhead’s shenanigans.

      “Cormack, get out there and make sure Everett and Noah don’t kill each other.” I think on it for a moment. “They’re fighting over you.” That stroke to her ego should assure she interjects herself between them for a good long hour.

      She sucks in a quick breath. “I knew it. Essex wants me back, too. Of course, he does. That boy has always loved me. But don’t you worry, Loki. The Big Boss and I are just going through a rough patch. Cold feet is a very real thing.”

      Big Boss. I shudder at the nickname Cormack has for Noah. I’ve never understood it since bossing her around is the last thing Noah wants to do. In fact, he doesn’t want anything to do with her at all. Cormack is basically a stalker, and I think I’ve just sicced her on poor Everett, too.

      “Cold feet? You keep believing that,” I mutter as I put on an apron, pick up a piping bag, and get straight to work. She takes off in a furor, her high heels leaving a muddy trail in their wake, and I groan. “No, no.” The last thing I need is someone from the health department shutting me down on the busiest day of the year. “Lily?” I call out, but she’s too swamped with customers to hear me. The rest of the kitchen staff has migrated right back where they belong—to the Honey Pot Diner—and left me to my own devices.

      I land the piping bag where I found it and head to the back for a mop, but it’s not in the janitorial supply closet. It’s still outside drying off from its initial use this morning. I head out to the alley behind the shop and steal a moment to take in the crisp autumn breeze. There’s an old sweetgum tree across the way, and tucked in its branches I spot that spectral black cat, Thirteen, glowing as if it had an entire constellation of stars trapped in its fur.

      A smile comes to me.

      That’s the way the dead always look, and I do love their ethereal glow. I traipse across the way to have a private chat with the cute little beast, only to trip over something solid, yet rather soft at the very same time. I land on all fours and find myself nearly eye to eye with an all too familiar face—Pastor Gaines.

      But this time he’s not offering that eerie smile. Instead, his mouth is smeared with orange frosting, and one of my cupcakes is still clutched in his hand.

      My mother won’t have to worry about him bothering her anymore.

      Pastor Gaines is dead.
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      A violent scream evicts from me, sharp and biting as it claws its way from my throat.

      Noah and Everett come racing out the back door shouting expletives at one another and at the horrid situation, but I can’t pull my eyes off Pastor Gaines as he stares blankly at the sky. His leather jacket lies open, and a crimson stain has drenched the front of his dress shirt.

      “Lottie!” Noah lifts me to my feet and wraps his arms around me before sending me sailing into Everett. Noah crouches down and checks for a pulse, shaking his head up at us before confirming the worst.

      Everett warms my arms with his hands. “What happened, Lemon? What did you see?”

      “I didn’t see anything. I was headed to the tree, and I didn’t even see the body.” My hand clamps over my mouth. “Oh my God, Pastor Gaines is the body,” I hiss as if the truth just hit me. “This is terrible! The entire town is going to mourn his loss. My mother is going to lose her mind with grief.” Or relief—it’s a toss-up right about now.

      Everett inches back. “If I remember correctly, she was threatening to kill him just over an hour ago. And so were you.”

      “Oh dear.” I bury my face in Everett’s chest for a moment. “Wait.” I glance back toward the tree as Noah taps into his phone. I’m sure he’s notifying his partner, Detective Ivy Fairbanks, a leggy redhead who doesn’t think much of me, but I don’t think much of her so we’re good. “I did see something. I saw that cat in the tree. That’s why I came all the way out here. And now it’s up and disappeared.”

      Everett glances to the tree himself. “You saw the cat again?”

      “What?” Noah steps over, incensed. “You knew she saw another one of those ghostly visitors and you let her out of your sight?” His voice hikes up an octave as he stiffens with rage. “This is exactly why she should be with me. You are irresponsible with her.”

      “He’s not irresponsible with me.” I’d swat him, but he’s a good two feet away. “I’m not a child, Noah. Nobody needs to be responsible for me but me.”

      “No, he’s right.” Everett exhales deeply as if acquiescing to defeat. “I shouldn’t have left your side.”

      “FYI, I left your side. And now you’re both sounding equally condescending. Is that what you want, Everett? To be on equal footing with him?”

      Before he can answer, the entire area floods with sheriff’s deputies, along with Detective Ivy Fairbanks herself.

      Ivy tosses her long red hair effortlessly as she struts our way in a pair of four-inch stilettos. She has cheekbones that could reach the moon and a scowl that could burn a hole right through any human soul.

      “Lottie, Everett.” She lifts a brow at him as if to ask an obvious question—one I’m certain that has to do with me. “Noah, fill me in.”

      “Lottie was just coming out here to…uh, look at the tree.”

      “Get a mop,” I add. “Cormack trailed dirt into the kitchen and I needed to clean it before the health department came out. I mean, not that I was expecting them. But anyway, I came out and it was so nice, I thought I’d look at the tree.” I shrug up at Noah.

      Ivy squints my way. “Back up for a moment. What was Cormack doing in your kitchen? Does she work for you?”

      “No.”

      “Did you invite her back there for a tour?”

      “We’re not friends.” I’m quick to make that clear. “I wouldn’t offer her a tour of my—”

      Noah lifts a hand. “We get the picture. Cormack was probably looking for me.”

      Ivy’s penciled in brows arch high into her forehead giving her that villain appeal that comes so effortlessly to her. “In the alley? Because Lottie said her feet were muddy. And look.” She points over where Pastor Gaines still lies with his body sprawled out for all to see. “There’s mud to the right of him. It’s the first thing I noticed when I came out here. A girl in heels notices these things.”

      I suck in a quick breath at the implication.

      “Look”—I say with a twinge of regret for what’s about to come out of my mouth—“Cormack is a lot of things, but she’s not a killer. I don’t even think she had a connection to Pastor Gaines.”

      Ivy sniffs the air between us. “Let’s leave that to the professionals to determine.” She takes off toward the chaos surrounding Pastor Gaines just as the deputies roll out the caution tape.

      

      “Cormack couldn’t have done this.” I shake my head at Noah as if it were my sole duty to defend her.

      “I don’t think so either.” He cranes his neck toward the entry. “But if she was out here, she might have seen something. I’d better go speak with her. And I’ll have all the security cameras that line the front examined to see if they can offer any clues. We’ve got one back here, but it looks as if that tree grew right over it.”

      Everett ticks his head toward the bakery. “Come on, Lemon. Let’s get back in there and leave this mess to the pros.” His brows bounce as if he found the comment comical himself.

      We head back in through the back door, and both Keelie and Lily are there to greet us.

      “Is it true?” Keelie’s big blue eyes bulge. “Did you find another body?”

      Lily jumps in close. “What were they eating? My God, Lottie, spill it so I can get to ordering more ingredients, stat!”

      I groan. It’s true. My mother happens to own and run a happily haunted bed and breakfast. And being the savvy businesswoman she is, she’s set up tours of the haunted facility. Once she’s through bilking tourists for her pricey poltergeist show-and-tell session, she ships them all my way for what she’s dubbed The Last Thing They Ate Tour. In the last year alone, whatever the poor deceased was found noshing on at the time of their demise has become an instant morbid sensation.

      Lily snaps her fingers. “It was a cupcake, wasn’t it?”

      My mouth opens, but before I can confirm it, Lily gives a victorious cry as she heads for the office.

      “Geez, Lottie,” she balks as she pokes her head inside. “You really need to keep this place a little more organized.”

      “Keelie, have you seen Cormack?” I ask as we plow past her on our way to the front of the bakery.

      Keelie catches up quickly. “Yes, she’s out front sitting in Alex’s lap, mumbling something about making Noah insane with jealousy.”

      “Dear God,” I moan as we head to the café, and, sure enough, there she is planted in Alex’s lap and the poor guy looks as if he has no idea how to evict her.

      “Cormack”—Noah is the first to call her name—“can I have a word with you?”

      An impish grin floats on her lips as she gives Alex’s cheek a quick pinch.

      “Works like a charm.” She bounces to her feet. “All right, Big Boss. I forgive you for a momentary indiscretion. Essex”—she points his way—“I want this marital mess mopped up by a top-notch family practice lawyer. See to it that Lydia here doesn’t get one red cent of my future husband’s estate.” She sighs deeply as she takes Noah by the hand. “Let’s go to your place. It’s time to kiss and make up.”

      “Hardly,” I say. “Cormack, you tracked mud through my kitchen. What were you doing in the alley behind the bakery?”

      If Noah won’t get down to brass tacks, I will.

      Cormack’s brows pinch together. “If you must know, I was seeking sage counsel from a man of the cloth.”

      I shoot a look to Noah. “That’s Pastor Gaines she’s talking about.”

      Everett leans in. “Who else was out there with the two of you?”

      Cormack’s lids hood low as she glowers my way. “Her mother.”

      “What?” The breath gets knocked out of me as efficiently as a sucker punch.

      Mom and Carlotta head this way, both with concerned looks on their faces.

      “Lottie”—Mom accosts me first—“what in heaven’s name are all these deputies doing crawling all over?”

      I bite down on my lower lip and Mom gasps.

      “No,” she says it sharp and demanding. “Lottie Kenzie Lemon, do not tell me you found another one.”

      My mouth opens, but only a croaking sound emits from my throat.

      Noah leans in. “I’m sorry, Miranda. Can I speak with you outside for a moment? I’m afraid I have some news to share and I’ll have to ask you a few questions.”

      Mom is quick to follow him, and Cormack raises her hand as she trots along.

      “What about me?” Cormack cries. “Does this have anything to do with the fact I tracked mud through Lonnie’s kitchen?”

      Everett and I head outside with them, and I wrap an arm around my mother as she shivers in the breeze.

      “What is it, Detective Fox?” Mom’s voice trembles. “Don’t keep me in suspense. I don’t think I can take it.”

      “It’s Pastor Gaines”—Noah nods as if she might be able to fill in the blanks herself—“I’m sorry, Miranda, but he’s no longer with us.”

      Mom gives a few quick blinks. “You mean he went back to Nevada?”

      “No, Mom.” I pull her in close. “Not Nevada—somewhere a little farther than that. He’s gone—as in, he passed away.”

      Noah nods, affirming this grim fact. “Someone shot him in the alley behind the bakery. I’m sorry I’m going to have to ask you this, but do you have access to any firearms?”

      “What?” Her face bleaches white, as does Cormack’s. “No, I don’t.”

      Cormack begins to hyperventilate. “There’s been a murder!” she shrieks. “I was in that alley right along with him. Oh dear God, I could have been killed! It would have been the end of me. Oh, Noah, I feel faint.” She falls limp over his chest and he struggles to hold her upright.

      Alex comes out and jogs over. “What’s going on? People are starting to talk.”

      “There’s been a murder.” Everett is quick to fill in his old stepbrother. “In fact, if you don’t mind, could you take Cormack home? I think Noah has his work cut out for him for the night.”

      Noah sighs. “I was about to ask the same thing.” He’s quick to tilt Cormack his way, and soon enough Alex has muscled her into his arms as she does her best impression of a corpse.

      She tilts her head up. “I’ll be at your place, Big Boss. I’ll warm the bed for you.”

      Noah shoots his brother a look and shakes his head. But I have a feeling not even Alex and his blow-up muscles will be able to stop Cormack from getting what she wants.

      My sisters, Lainey and Meg, head on out.

      “Lottie!” Lainey’s stern tone lets me know she’s about to let into me. Suffice it to say, Lainey is not amused by the body count I’ve amassed these last few months. “I don’t even need to ask, do I?”

      Mom shakes her head. “I’m afraid not.”

      Meg belts out a laugh with little regard for the dead. “Who’d you off this time, Lot? The butcher? The candlestick maker? I have a feeling the baker is pretty safe.”

      “Not funny,” Mom says as she pulls a wad of tissues out of her purse and the butt of a small black gun stares back at us.

      “Mother,” I say as I pull her purse forward and pluck it out just enough to reveal it’s an all too familiar gun—mine. “What are you doing with Ethel?”

      “Don’t touch it,” Noah pants as he takes the purse from me. “Miranda, I’m going to have to ask you to come down to the sheriff’s department for questioning.”

      And just like that, Miranda Lemon is at the top of the suspect list.
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      Arrested.

      Okay, so my mother wasn’t arrested, but she might as well have been what with all the crying and screaming and histrionics—and that was just me.

      Meg and Lainey drove down to Ashford to be with my mother. And Everett drove me down as well. But after a few hours, my mother demanded that Everett take me home so that I could get some sleep before opening the bakery this morning.

      But believe you me, not a wink of shut-eye was experienced last night. Instead, I ruminated over the scant facts in this case, tossing and turning until my alarm mercifully went off.

      Everett offered to stay the night. He said he had a surefire way of getting me to sleep—and now that I’ve been wandering around the bakery like a zombie all morning, it’s clear I should have taken him up on the lusty offer.

      And really? Who am I to shut down Everett?

      I’m not really married to Noah, am I? I mean, I am in the eyes of the law—and boy, I meant every word I said to him that day. But I’m pretty sure whatever could have happened between Everett and me last night would have been far more medicinal than it ever would of the philandering nature.

      I wonder how many cheats have armed themselves with the exact same defense?

      “That’s a lot of cupcakes, Lottie,” Lily says as I head over to fill up the refrigerated shelves in front.

      “Friendly ghost cupcakes,” I muse as I carefully place the delicate goodies in one by one. The cupcakes themselves are devil’s food. I took the tops and dipped them into a chocolate glaze to give it a nice glossy sheen, then piped a three-inch white ghost made entirely of frosting up top, complete with miniature chocolate chip eyes.

      Lily swipes one for herself. “So, how did things turn out with your mother?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I stayed as late as I could, but I ended up coming home before they let her go. Lainey texted at about one in the morning saying they had just got back. So I’m guessing everyone had a pretty rotten night’s sleep.”

      “Well, I didn’t have a wink of sleep either.” Her voice is low and throaty, and I stand upright and close the refrigerated shelf in the event Lily is about to spill some juicy tidbits on exactly why she didn’t catch a wink. “Alex came over to tuck me in and made sure all of my dreams came true last night.”

      “What?” a female voice screeches from behind and we turn to find both Keelie and her sister, Naomi, with their mouths open wide. Keelie and Naomi are twins, both my age, but Keelie has decided to keep her blonde curly locks natural as opposed to Naomi’s harshly dyed black tresses. Naomi’s hair is long and glossy, and the raven’s wing black hue looks magical on her, enhancing her already shocking beauty.

      I’m guessing the screeching came from Naomi since both she and Lily have been warring over Alex. Lily has already slept with Alex as far back as last month, but no one has dared to breathe this information in Naomi’s direction, so I’m guessing this is the first she’s hearing about it.

      Naomi digs her fingers into Lily’s shoulder and yanks her to the side.

      “Take it back!” she shouts so loud that what little customers I have in the bakery scuttle on out.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” I bark as I pull Lily to the side, and Keelie does her best to subdue her sister. “Not in my bakery, ladies. If you want to duke it out over that shirt full of muscles, you can take it to the alley.”

      Naomi huffs my way, “Wouldn’t you just love to stick me out there with a killer running loose. Not on your life, Lottie Lemon.”

      Naomi and I might have a touch of bad blood between us, but it’s entirely on her side. Way back in high school, she wanted to date my boyfriend, Otis Bear Fisher, while we were still locked in a relationship and has never forgiven me for the fact she couldn’t get him to cheat. The irony being that he cheated on me with just about everyone else. However, Bear has since cleaned up his cheating ways and is currently engaged to Keelie.

      Naomi leans in toward Lily as far as Keelie will allow. “And you are dead to me. Don’t bother coming to the Monsters Ball.” She looks my way. “It’s a formal event, costumes required, taking place Halloween night at the Evergreen Manor. Lottie, the Evergreen would like for you to cater the sweet treats. I’ll leave the details up to you.” She sneers at her once upon a best friend. “All the who’s who of Honey Hollow will be there. And since you’ve been banished, I guess Alex will be my date that evening—just like he will tonight.”

      Lily’s mouth falls open. “Where are you going tonight?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” She winks over at her before taking off.

      “That was brutal.” I shudder in their heated wake.

      Lily flits a hostile stare to both Keelie and me. “If either of you finds out where they’re headed tonight, I want the heads-up. There’s no way I’m letting her run off with my man. I’m raising my spear and heading into battle.”

      Keelie shrugs. “They’re headed to Mangias tonight with Bear and me.”

      I smile at the thought of Keelie and Bear Fisher making it work. As of last month, they officially became engaged.

      “Any word on the wedding details yet?” I scuttle forward. “Have you got a date? A season?”

      Keelie sighs dreamily as she looks out the window. “I don’t know. Every season feels like the right season to marry Bear. I guess it depends on how fancy I want the event to be. Naomi already said I could have it at the Evergreen.”

      “And I’m baking all the treats, including the cake,” I offer.

      Keelie’s cheeks pinch pink. “Thank you, Lot. That means everything to me. I’ll try to figure it all out and get back to you. Speaking of weddings, how’s it feel to be the new Mrs. Fox?”

      Lily makes a face. “I heard Essex is livid. Personally, I think you had it backward. If you were to marry anyone accidentally, it should have been him.”

      “Believe me, that would have been easier. Everett and I have maintained our hot and heavy status, but I just can’t get my head around being with him physically now that Noah and I are hitched.”

      Lily gives a husky laugh. “It’s not your head you need to wrap around him. It’s your other body parts.” She takes off for the register as a cluster of customers wanders in.

      Keelie leans my way. “This sounds like the perfect time to give Noah a trial run just the way Everett demanded. Isn’t he the one who said you should look for closure with Noah? Now that you’re Mrs. Fox, I say feel out the lay of the land. See if the glass slipper fits.”

      “You mean really dive into the deep end of matrimony?”

      “Yup. What better way to know if the two of you are destined to spend your lives together.”

      “Huh.” I think about it for a minute. “Maybe I will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A little past noon, once the lunch rush dies down—and believe it or not, the bakery does have one, I decide to hightail it to my mother’s bed and breakfast armed with enough delicious ghostly cupcakes to entice the dead back to life.

      I can just imagine how upset she must be. Not only is she grieving the man she spent quite a bit of intimate time with these last few months, but she’s a suspect in an active homicide investigation.

      The B&B was my mother’s big purchase with the life insurance money once my father passed. Of course, she had enough stashed away to put my sisters and me through college, but the rest went to polishing up this place.

      The autumn air is crisp as I come upon the enormous structure. The B&B is an oversized white mansion with innumerous bedrooms and bathrooms. And as far as places to stay in Honey Hollow go, both it and the Evergreen Manor are the only shows in town.

      Much like Disney’s famed Haunted Mansion, this one too is full of disembodied spirits. It used to be that my mother was getting the overflow from the Evergreen, but as of late it’s the other way around. You might say that my mother is the hostess with the ghostess when it comes to giving her customers what they want. And apparently, what they want is to have the socks scared right off of them.

      I head on in with my big box of cupcakes and take in the dark mahogany wood lining the walls and the thick emerald carpet that offers this place a cozy appeal. The B&B might be cozy in theory, but it’s mammoth inside, with a formal grand room, a main dining room that serves dinner nightly, and recently my mother had a colossal conservatory attached that has played host to many events. During the day it serves as a café, and that’s exactly where I’m headed to land these spooky sweet treats. The entire room is constructed of glass and steel, and it makes you feel as if you’re having a picnic in the middle of the woods.

      I head straight for the conservatory and spot Carlotta seated with the ghost of Greer Giles, a girl about my age who was shot to death last winter, and ensconced between them is that unlucky cat, Thirteen. His fur is thick and glossy and tiny sparks emit from around his ears as he twitches his head. And both Greer and Carlotta look to be rapt at attention to whatever it is he’s regaling them with.

      I set the cupcakes down on the refreshment counter and quickly take a seat at their table.

      “Hello all,” I say as I lean over and give Thirteen a quick pat over the head. “You belonged to Pastor Gaines, didn’t you?”

      The tiny beast jerks his head my way. “Pastor who?”

      “That’s right,” I say, looking to Carlotta and Greer. “His name wasn’t Stephen Gaines at all. It was Stephen Heartwood.”

      They both suck in a quick breath.

      Greer leans in. Her dark hair is long and glossy and looks as if she just had a fresh blowout. “Carlotta says your mother is a suspect.” Greer is beautiful, with high-cut cheekbones, dark hook-like eyebrows that lend her a villain appeal, and plump pink lips that always look ready to pucker.

      I make a face. “Not only is she a suspect, but she’s the prime suspect. Noah doesn’t have anything else to go on at the moment.” I bite down on my lip. “That’s not entirely true. Cormack was the last to speak to him.”

      Carlotta waves it off. “We both know that dimwit would have shot herself in the foot if she were holding a loaded gun in her hand.”

      “I don’t know,” I muse. “She did pass a gun safety course with me a few months back.”

      Greer bats her unearthly long lashes at me. “Word on the street is that it was your gun that did him in.”

      Now it’s me sucking in a quick breath. “Have they made it official?” My heart wallops against my chest. “I can’t believe my mother or anyone else would take my gun and do that. But then, Cormack was in my kitchen. She could have found a way to open the safe, plucked the gun out, shot im-pastor Gaines, and planted Ethel in my mother’s purse.” A thought comes to me as I remember that conversation Lily and I had about fixing the ground safe. The lock wasn’t working. My mother didn’t have to break in—and neither did Cormack.

      “Who’s Ethel?” Greer looks genuinely concerned.

      “Her gun.” Carlotta takes a breath.

      Thirteen twitches his whiskers and he looks so very adorable. Something about his sweetness reminds me of my own two cats, Pancake and Waffles. They’re fluffy cream-colored Himalayans with rust-tipped tails, but they share that same aloof adorableness that all felines seem to possess.

      The tiny cat lifts his pink nose my way. “You really have it in for this Cormack person, don’t you?”

      “Ha!” Carlotta honks. “I’ll say. Lottie has been ticked for months that the blonde bimbo attached herself to her ex-boyfriend’s side.” She narrows her wicked peepers at me. “But then, he’s not your ex-anything anymore, is he, Mrs. Fox?”

      Greer gasps, “You finally made a decision between the two? You dumped Essex?”

      No, I didn’t dump Essex. And no, Greer and Everett never did get around to doing the deed. She bit the big one before she could pin him to a mattress, but she takes liberties with his name regardless, so Essex it is.

      “I haven’t dumped anyone,” I’m quick to correct, and Carlotta rolls her eyes.

      “That’s the beauty of being Lottie.”

      Greer lifts a glass as if she was toasting. “Hear, hear.”

      “More like see, see,” I say, taking the glass from her in the event a seemingly innocent guest should see the paranormal phenomenon and pass out. A glass that is seemingly floating all by its lonesome is sure to draw its fair share of supernatural attention.

      “Oh my God!” a woman shrieks from behind and we turn to find Cormack white as a proverbial ghost. “That glass!” She hightails it over and sits right onto Greer’s lap. “It just floated in midair!” Her eyes bulge as she looks to me. “It’s true then what Britney says.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at the mention of Noah’s ex-wife. “Lay it on me.”

      “You’re a witch!”

      Greer bubbles with laughter, and it sends Cormack bouncing up and down as if she were about to morph into a human jackhammer. Just the sight of the spectacle has Thirteen tossing back his furry head with laughter. Honestly, there is no sweeter sight.

      A sharp yelp comes from Cormack as she hops right out of her seat.

      “Don’t you hurt me!” She lifts her arms in the air as if surrendering. “You think you can intimidate me into staying away from Noah, but I’ll tell you right now. That is never going to happen. You might have dark powers at your fingertips. You might have the ability to turn me into a frog, but one thing you lack. You will never pry me away from my one true love, Noah Corbin Fox.” She takes off, and a sigh of exasperation expels from me.

      Just as I’m about to tear my gaze from the exit, a young girl—a six-year-old girl to be exact—heads this way with her long brown hair covering her face. She’s wearing an old dingy pinafore and a pair of scuffed Mary Jane slippers. She’s wielding a bloody knife in her hand and growling like a monster ready for its next kill.

      Poor Thirteen hops to all fours at the sight of her and his back arches dramatically as his hair stands on end.

      “Azalea Marie!” Greer scolds.

      “Marie? Is that her middle name?” I marvel. Little Lea—I don’t dare call her Azalea because she doesn’t care for it—was adopted by Greer and her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend, Winslow Decker. Winslow died right here in Honey Hollow in his prime and has yet to leave the area. Same is true for little Lea. It turns out, her family was hacked to pieces on the land the B&B was built on and she’s stayed on to procure her vengeance.

      Greer combs back the little ghoul’s hair with her fingers until the tiny tot’s adorable upturned nose peeks through. Lea is a beautiful little girl despite her gruesome scare tactics.

      “I want the cat,” Lea spits it out as she snatches Thirteen off the table and skips off with him.

      “So?” Greer sparkles back to life as she taps her garnet red nails over the table. “Have you and Detective Fox consummated the union? Or is the big night still on the horny horizon?”

      “Stop.” I quickly look to Carlotta. “And don’t you get started either. Noah and I are taking things slow—think glacial. In fact, last night, after the haunted festivities, we were going to go on our first official date as a married couple. But, as you can see, fate threw a body in the way.”

      Carlotta grunts, “Death and marital destruction seems to be a theme with you and the dicey detective. What happens when you spend some time with the judge?”

      Greer belts out a deep-throated chuckle. “She sees stars, Carlotta. And don’t try to deny it, Lottie. They’re right there in your eyes.”

      “Yes, well, Noah had me seeing stars, too, right up until his wife showed up in town. But Britney is old news.” I hold out my bare finger. “And Noah and I are new again.”

      “Take him for a spin, Lot.” Carlotta kicks me from under the table.

      “I’m not taking him for a spin.” Keelie’s battle cry comes to mind from earlier this morning and I’m sensing a theme.

      Greer purrs like a kitten. “I’d take him for a spin. That man is one delicious hunk of beefcake. I don’t see what’s stopping you. It’s perfectly legal with both the earthen and the heavenly laws.”

      I’m about to toss out a sassy comeback when I spot an all too familiar face in the rear of the B&B, laughing it up with friends while carving holes in the tops of pumpkins and filling them with gorgeous sunflowers.

      “Is that my mother out there?” I balk at the sight of her strange behavior.

      “Yuppers.” Carlotta is quick to snap me back to reality.

      “Excuse me.” I head out through the back door. And sure as the stars are in the sky, my mother stands nestled with a cluster of her best friends—Chrissy Nash, the Mayor’s ex-wife, and Becca Turner, Keelie’s mother, and some women I’ve never seen before.

      “Lottie!” My mother waves a pair of pruning shears my way. “Come join the fun! The horticulture club is making centerpieces for all the autumn festivities happening in Honey Hollow this month.” She taps her finger to the pumpkin in front of her. “This one is going to the bank, and that one is going to the mayor’s office.” She gives me a sly wink because Mayor Nash is the reason I’m witnessing this lunacy being that he’s my bio daddy. “And, of course, the B&B and the Evergreen will get the bulk of them. But don’t you worry. I’ll send a choice few to the bakery as well.”

      “Mother”—I quickly pull her to the side where I can rage at her in private—“you’re the prime suspect in a murder investigation. Don’t you think you should spend at least one day mourning the deceased? I mean, Pastor Gaines was your boyfriend.”

      She makes a face as she steals a moment to crane her neck back at her horticulture cohorts.

      “The truth is, I don’t miss him, Lottie.” Her features harden as she looks me in the eye. “And I don’t know who killed him, but a part of me wonders if he didn’t deserve it.”

      She stalks off and resumes her position at the table with her friends.

      My mouth falls open as I look to my sweet mother and wonder how on earth her heart grew so cold.
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      There is nothing more majestic than an October evening right here in Honey Hollow. The sky is just as scarlet as the leaves, and the wind holds an icy bite to it as if reprimanding you for being outside in the first place. Pumpkins have dotted every porch and storefront, and there are scarecrows cropping up on every front lawn, including the town square at the end of Main Street.

      Noah sent a group text to Everett and me earlier, asking if we’d be up for dinner at Mangias to discuss the case. Of course, we said yes. Everett has always been up for whatever sleuthing adventure I tossed his way. I don’t think I could have solved half the cases I did without him.

      Everett and I drive out to Mangias together. It was only a little over an hour ago I closed the bakery, but that afforded me enough time to freshen up and feed Pancake and Waffles their Fancy Beast dinners.

      We get out of Everett’s expensive car and head up to the front door of our favorite Italian restaurant located right here on Main Street across from the bakery.

      Everett looks devastatingly handsome tonight, and I might just have to tell him one more time for good measure.

      “Have I mentioned how gorgeous you look tonight?” I ask just as he swings open the door to the establishment and a blast of mouthwatering scents hit us at the very same time—a perfect marriage of garlic bread and thick, sweet marinara sauce. I’m not sure how it came to be, but I’m pretty sure I’m addicted to the pizza they serve here.

      “Only ten times, Lemon. And yes, I’m counting. It sounds to me you’re having a bout of buyer’s remorse.”

      “What?” I force a laugh from my throat. “I do not have buyer’s remorse. Partially because I had no idea I was shopping at the time.” It’s true. It was sort of an ambush wedding—no fault of Noah’s, of course. We were simply going undercover, investigating Pastor Gaines of all people during yet another homicide case.

      “Good,” Everett flatlines as he nods to a table with Noah and two women, Cormack and—Naomi? “Then you won’t mind what’s about to unfold.”

      We head over and exchange polite hellos. I shoot a disparaging look to Noah for his inability to rid himself of what I think I should dub as the Featherby Disaster.

      Naomi’s face lights up as soon as she sees Everett. “There you are!” She pulls him down next to her and plants a wet one on his cheek.

      My jaw unhinges at the sight.

      Everett’s lips curl in my direction. “I have a date.”

      “A what?” I don’t mind at all the curt inflection in my voice.

      But before he could say a word, Alex stalks over from a table next to us where I find Lily, Keelie, and Bear offering a meager wave in this direction. Bear is the sandy-haired blond who cheated on me in high school and now owns his own construction company.

      “What’s this?” Alex and his bombastically large muscles look more than mildly perturbed by Everett and Naomi, and suddenly the picture is growing a little clearer. I think. “I thought you and I were having a dinner date?”

      Naomi flashes those icy blue eyes. “We were, right up until you informed me that Lily would be joining us. So I did the only thing I could think of. I found a date of my own.” She pulls Everett in close. “One that I don’t have to share with anyone.”

      Noah groans, “Lottie, why don’t you come sit by me in the safe zone?”

      “Yes, Lou Lou.” Cormack pats the spot next to her, and farthest from Noah, but I choose to rebel against her wishes and sit on the other side of him instead.

      “And how is my husband this evening?” I couldn’t help it. If Everett gets a dinner date, I get mad and get myself a spouse. It only seems fair.

      “Better now that my beautiful wife is here.” Noah leans over and dots a kiss to my cheek and my insides bisect with heat with the simple action.

      Cormack clears her throat as she looks at Noah. “Okay. I can see you’re still upset about that little stunt I pulled yesterday.”

      My lips twist as I examine her. “If you’re about to confess to a murder, be aware of the fact this table is full of witnesses.”

      She glances to the other end of the table where Naomi and Alex continue to bicker. Everett looks as if he’s trapped between a rock and a hardened Naomi. I’d feel sorry for him, but since he decided it would be fun to blindside me, I decide he’s receiving his due.

      “I’m not confessing to anything.” Cormack leans in. “Besides, Lucinda, Noah is all but poised to throw the book at your mother. I can see why you’re so full of vim and vinegar. It’s part of the reason the Big Boss here is going along with your little charade. Noah explained it all to me.”

      My brows hike a notch his way. “Care to explain it to me?”

      His mouth opens, and I hold up my hand.

      “On second thought, let’s save some fun for later.”

      Naomi gives Everett’s cheek a pinch. “I agree,” she says, jumping out of her seat. “I’ve decided to share a quick bite at the next table.” She leans in close to Everett once again. “Save a goodnight kiss for me, big boy.”

      Alex growls at Everett, and suddenly I’m fearing for those pearly white teeth.

      Everett wastes no time scooting in toward me. “Let’s talk about the case.”

      “Yes,” I’m quick to agree. “Did you see anything on the security footage that could lead to the killer?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary. But I’m still reviewing it. And the body is still unclaimed at the morgue. We have no clue how to get in contact with his family or if he’s got any.” Noah takes a breath. “Did you find out the name of that woman?”

      Everett pulls out his phone. “Thought you’d never ask.”

      “What name?” I ask, but no one seems to notice. “Hey?” I’m more than amused by this criminal based camaraderie. “Can I just say how much I love the way you’re working together? And why exactly are you working together?”

      Noah quickly peruses his menu. “He’s got a guy.”

      “You’ve got a guy?” I ask Everett as he presses those baby blues my way.

      “I’ve got a guy.”

      Cormack snaps her fingers at the nearest waiter. “And I’ve got an appetite.”

      We put in an order for a large “everything” pizza, breadsticks, and a round of drinks before Everett gets right back to looking at his phone.

      “So who’s this guy?” I’m suddenly intrigued by this new investigative side of Judge Baxter.

      “It’s an old acquaintance that I run into every now and again down at the courthouse.”

      My eyes enlarge. “Run into him? As a defendant?”

      “Details.” His cheek flickers with a smile of its own before he turns to Noah. “Her name is Madeline Underwood.”

      “Who’s Madeline Underwood?” I look from Everett to Noah, but they seem to be having a nonverbal conversation of their own.

      Cormack scoffs. “I know Maddie.” She averts her eyes and all breathing stops at the table.

      Noah perks to attention, offering his stalker her due. “You know this woman?”

      “If she’s the same Madeline Underwood that belongs to my parents’ country club, I do. I went to school with her daughter, Melody.” She rolls her eyes and wiggles her body as she says her name.  “She’s such a pest. She had a propensity to follow me around wherever I went. She was harder to get rid of than head lice.”

      Noah and I exchange a glance.

      Cormack is worse than head lice. She’s essentially scabies because she gets under your skin.

      Everett raps his knuckles against the table. “We need to talk to her. Can you help us do that?”

      She grunts as she looks to the ceiling. “The Denim and Diamonds Charity Event is in two days. She won’t miss it. She’s on the board. The board has to show for every major event. It’s mandatory.”

      “Is that at the country club, too?” I ask as I do my best to type the information into my phone.

      “Nope. It’s at my mother’s house. She hosts every year. There’s champagne and canapés and a huge silent auction, so if you plan on going be prepared to bid your wallets away.”

      “Done,” Noah says as he looks to Everett and me, and we nod in agreement. He turns to Cormack. “So what do you know about her?”

      Our food arrives, but not one of us blinks as we wait for Cormack to spill the dirty details.

      “Wealthy woman, beautiful. Widower.”

      I look to Noah. “Wait a minute—what did you know about her that had you digging for her name? Spill it, Fox, if you know what side your matrimonial bread is buttered on.”

      Noah shoots Everett a wry look. “I asked him to find out the name of Stephen Heartwood’s wife and that’s what he came up with.”

      I gasp so hard I nearly inhale every olive right off that pizza. “He was married?”

      Noah shrugs. “According to legal documents, this woman is still actively listed as his spouse.”

      Cormack moans through a mouthful of pizza. “She married again. That’s right. I don’t know to whom, though. She was on her fifth or sixth husband.”

      “Wow. I can’t fathom being with that many men.” And just like that, my man mathematics gets going and soon I’m itemizing—Bear, Curtis, Noah, Everett. “Okay, never mind.”

      Everett’s chest rumbles with a laugh. “Don’t worry, Lemon. I have ways of making you forget other men exist.”

      Cormack nearly chokes. “It’s true.” She nods emphatically my way.

      I’m well aware, but I don’t dare affirm this fact with my husband seated next to me. I can’t help but shoot a sly grin his way and Noah is quick to frown.

      Noah’s chest expands as he glances at the faces around him. “Everett, Cormack. I know that what happened between Lottie and me was in no way intentional.” He picks up my hand and offers a gentle smile my way. “But I meant every word of my vows, Lottie.”

      My mouth falls open and a croaking sound emits from me as I look to Cormack in horror. Everett knows which end is up, but Cormack doesn’t even understand how the gravitational pull in the situation works. She’s so far out in orbit she might as well be in another solar system. She still thinks Noah is her official plus one.

      Cormack takes a quick sip of her drink before lifting her finger. “Excuse me while I dash off to the ladies’ room.” She trots off seemingly emotionally intact, but you never know what’s lurking under that blonde mop of hers.

      “Noah,” I whisper. “You’re going to send her into cardiac arrest. You do realize she’s wrapped you around her heart.”

      Noah glances in the direction she took off in. “I don’t know. We had a counseling session this afternoon and I laid it all out there. But I think her takeaway was that it’s a phony marriage.”

      Everett’s shoulders sag. “It’s time to lay something else out, too—any lingering feelings the two of you might have. Lemon, I was sincere in asking the two of you to winnow out your feelings for one another. But it seems to me, you’re both slow to press the gas.” He bears his electric blue eyes into mine. “Don’t hesitate because of me. I genuinely want you to be happy.” He growls at Noah. “And for God’s sake, don’t hesitate period. If you wanted something with Cormack, you could have easily had that by now. Your divorce is final. I’ve backed off with Lemon as far as I’m comfortable. I’ve looked into this little union you’ve found yourself in and discussed it with a family practice lawyer I work with. He suggested an annulment. He’s willing to take you both on and give you the good guy discount. I’ve overseen a small number of annulments in my courtroom and I will handle this for you as well. But”—he offers Noah a hardened glance—“it will be a few weeks before we can file the paperwork and then about two to six months after that before you appear in my courtroom.”

      A very real part of me wants to gasp out loud, but out of respect for Noah I don’t dare. And two to six months? How am I going to go that long without Everett and his special goodnight kisses? Who is going to frost my cookies?

      I turn to Noah and his lids hood low as if he heard. Noah has frosted my cookies in the past, and I know for a fact he’s perfectly capable.

      “Slow down,” Everett barks over at him as if he were reading his mind. “Maybe—just maybe, Lemon, try this matrimony on for size. In a strange way, I think this might be a blessing in disguise. Once this is said and done, you should have the clarity you’re looking for. You don’t have to guess what it’ll be like being married to Noah. You’ll know firsthand.”

      Cormack bounces back, looking bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as she goes on and on about the Denim and Diamonds Charity Event we’ll be forced to endure at her parents’ estate.

      It’s funny how for so long we were waiting for Noah’s marriage to Britney to dissolve so we could figure out where we stood, and now we have our own marriage set before us like a hurdle.

      I might be married to Noah for months.

      Everett wants me to get behind it, and yet I can’t even wrap my head around it.

      I’m officially married to Noah.

      I’m Mrs. Noah Fox.

      A sharp cry emits from the next table over and I look up in time to see Keelie and Bear jumping from their seats. Naomi pulls her hand back and launches a cheesy slice of pizza, pegging Lily right over the forehead with it.

      Lily groans so loud the entire restaurant falls silent in honor of her rage.

      “You little witch!” Lily slings a meatball at her newfound nemesis, but Naomi ducks and it pegs me right between the eyes instead.

      Cormack laughs up a storm while snapping pictures of me with her phone.

      “Great,” I say as I wipe away the saucy debris. And meanwhile, a full-on food fight has broken out at the next table, sending salad and breadsticks alike into the air like wayward Tomahawk cruise missiles.

      Noah and Everett join Alex in an effort to break it up, but Naomi and Lily prove tenacious in their spaghetti slinging ways. And then, just like that, the entire lot of us is kicked out on our ears.

      We all head for home with our hearts just as confused as they are torn apart—with the exception of Keelie and Bear, of course, and probably Noah.

      Who would have thought that Keelie and Bear would be the pillars of normalcy when it comes to relationships?

      And why not? There’s not a third component to their equation.

      One plus one could never equal three. It seems like both Alex and I need to figure out these strange mathematics, which in the end should be pretty simple.

      The problem is that the choices are too tempting to simply take one away.

      One plus one equals three.

      And that, my friend, is the new math.
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      “I’m married to Noah,” I say to both Pancake and Waffles once we get back from dinner at Mangias.

      I’ve been pacing in front of the fireplace for close to a half hour, hesitating on whether or not I want to build a fire or go to bed or—I don’t know what else.

      “I mean, I knew I was married to Noah. I’ve known this for days but, boy, Everett really took it home tonight.” I place my balled up fists over my hips as I look to Pancake. “We might be married for months! We could be married until next spring. That’s technically three whole seasons away.” I can hardly catch my breath at the thought.

      Waffles hops up onto the back of the sofa as if to get a better view of the ball of anxiety I’ve become. Both Pancake and Waffles are covered with thick cream-colored fur and have identical rust-tipped tails, but I’ve never had a problem telling them apart. Pancake’s nose is a bit more elongated and Waffles is a touch more smooshed. Their fur is equally as thick and fuzzy and they both can double as a pillow in a pinch.

      “What do you think I should do?” I stare intently at the two of them as if expecting a response. Pancake lets out a hearty meow and Waffles seems to agree with him by way of a nod. “A lot of help you are. No offense, but I don’t speak Himalayanese. However, I do know of a talking cat whom I’ve yet to spend any quality alone time with and his name is Thirteen.” A thought comes to me. “Hey? Maybe I should spend some quality time with Noah?”

      I speed to the kitchen and raid the tiny wine cooler built into the cabinetry. Since I’m not a big wine drinker, it’s stocked mostly with water bottles and a few odd bottles of sparkling cider. So I go with it. I grab a festive looking bottle of cider, fluff my hair in the foyer mirror, and head across the street.

      I’ll admit, I wish I had the power to become invisible at times like these. I’d feel awful if Everett saw me sauntering over, all perky and cute, with what looks like a bottle of bubbly. Okay, so maybe I’m not all perky and cute, but there is a bottle of bubbly involved even if it doesn’t have the power to go straight to my head. But, then, I can pin this little nighttime jaunt right on his legal eagle shoulders if I wanted to. I’m more or less following his orders.

      Noah, Everett, and I all happen to live on an adorable little street called Country Cottage Road. Last fall, while I was still dating Noah, a rental came available across the street from his cabin, and since I was in serious need of housing, I took it. And since Everett came to inspect the property with me, he noted the house next door to my rental was available and so he purchased it for himself. And that’s exactly how we all came to be within prying distance of one another. For the most part it’s worked out. I can spy on both Noah and Everett right from the comfort of my living room, so it’s a win-win for me.

      Noah’s house is lit up like a peach and my adrenaline kicks in as I step onto the porch.

      “Everett’s fault. Everett’s fault,” I keep repeating as I make my way to the entry.

      I can’t be held responsible for what happens tonight. I give a quick knock on the door and Noah opens up while my hand is still in motion.

      There he is, tall, dark, and impossibly handsome, those glowing green eyes bearing hard into mine. His dimples dip in deep with approval at the sight of me and he holds up a bottle of champagne, dripping with condensation from the chill emanating off it.

      He tips his head to the side. “Jinx?”

      My entire body relaxes as I laugh. “Maybe we should start our union with a word that doesn’t represent bad luck.”

      Toby barks and whimpers as he makes his way over and I pull him into a hug. Toby is Noah’s gorgeous strawberry blonde Golden Retriever that he still shares with his ex-wife. And he’s just as adorable as he is sweet.

      “You are so handsome,” I say, giving him a scratch under the chin. “And smart. You are such a smart boy!”

      “Thank you, Lot. You always know how to make me feel better,” Noah teases as he ushers me in and takes the bottle from me. He lands them both on the table as I close the door behind me.

      Noah is quick to wrap his arms around me, those hooded lids of his hanging dangerously low.

      “Lottie Lemon.” My name comes out in a hoarse whisper, his breath scented with something minty.

      “Really?” A tiny giggle vibrates in my chest. “Because I thought it was Lottie Fox.”

      He moans hard as if he just took a bite of the most delicious meal. “I definitely like where this is going.”

      “Oh, we’ve landed. Surprise.”

      We share a warm laugh, but Noah’s features sober up quickly.

      “What do you want to do?” His voice is low and husky, and I don’t think I need to ask him the same question. That look he’s giving me says it all.

      I shrug up at him. “Maybe toast to us?”

      “To us.” His head inches back as if it were a victory.

      Noah whisks me into the kitchen and has the champagne poured into two fluted glasses all the way to the brim before I can take my next breath.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to get me a little tipsy.”

      “If I were trying to get you tipsy, I would have poured it into a pilsner glass, but feel free to have seconds.” He gives a sly wink as he lifts his glass high and I do the same. “To my beautiful wife. May we find exactly what we’re looking for in each other and never regret a moment of our union all the days of our life.”

      “Hear, hear. Salute.” Surprisingly, I knock back half the glass and Noah is quick to refill it. “You are a devil.”

      “Let it be known I’m a celebratory one. Come on. I’ll build a fire.”

      Noah gets the fire roaring, and soon we’re snug on his sofa watching Toby curled up in a ball on his oversized dog bed. Noah lands an arm around me and pulls me in against his rock-hard body. The warm scent of his familiar cologne makes me feel right at home.

      “Lottie—” Noah starts and I press a finger to his soft, cushioned lips.

      “If you don’t mind, I want to go first.”

      He gives a sober nod before playfully biting down on my finger and landing a kiss to the tip.

      “Noah, when I found out you were married to Britney last winter, it sent me into a complete and utter tailspin. At first, I wanted to do exactly what Cormack is doing—disassociate and pretend it wasn’t happening. But then, my anger got the best of me and I flipped out. I ran into Everett’s arms for cover, which I confess was far too easy to do. He already had feelings for me.” I shake my head as the memories flood me. “But Noah, I never got over you. I couldn’t. I was ready to say yes if you asked me to marry you last February. And then, as quick as a blink, I tried to cut you out of my life. Of course, that didn’t work. But my point is, we went from zero to hero with nothing in between. I loved you and yet I hated what had happened to us. It’s an impossible feeling trying to process those emotions at the very same time.” I give his chest a light scratch over his shirt. “And now we’re caught in another extreme.”

      He winces as he wraps his other arm around me. “And that’s exactly why I think we should see my counselor.”

      “The one you’ve already worn down with both Britney and Cormack?”

      A laugh bounces in his chest. “Yes. And, in the event you were wondering, she is dying to meet you.”

      “She, huh?” I hike a brow at him. “Fine. I acquiesce.” Noah has been after me to do this for a while and I think it’s time. “If not now, when?”

      “If not now, when.” His gaze drops to my lips. “I’ve missed you, Lot.”

      “I’ve missed you, too, Noah.”

      He clears his throat and straightens just enough as he struggles to settle his gaze on the fire.

      “So, do you want to talk about the case?”

      I’d laugh at the idea, but I can’t seem to initiate the action.

      Instead, I shake my head and run my fingers through the sexy stubble peppering his cheek.

      “I’d much rather do this.” I pull Noah down to me, his eyes never leaving mine. I can see the questions brewing in his eyes, the uncertainty of how I might truly feel, and I give a little nod.

      No words.

      Tonight is about actions.

      Noah gently lands a kiss over my lips—a kiss from my husband’s mouth to mine. Noah sighs into the kiss as if it were hard-won, a long time coming, something he’s waited for his entire life. This kiss says I love you, I’m sorry, and I will never put you through that again. And I drink down his apology right to my weary bones.

      It’s as if these heated kisses have the ability to rewind time, to return us to the very place I believed we were at all those months ago.

      Noah pulls me onto his lap, his mouth never breaking from mine.

      The crackle of the fire and the beat of our hearts drumming wildly are the only sounds we hear.

      Noah and I are lost in our affection for one another and it is pure bliss.

      A part of me had always suspected Noah and I could get back to where we once were. What I wasn’t expecting was to surpass it by a mile.

      Noah and I don’t have to worry about playing house. Like so many other things, this marriage was thrust upon us when we least expected it. And now here we are, exactly where I once wanted so desperately to be.

      Do I still want this with Noah?

      Something tells me, I’m about to find out within the next few months.
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      Since October is a month known to host all the thrills and chills that any good horror movie can provide, my mother has increased the Haunted Honey Hollow tours of her B&B from once a week to once a day.

      Yes, she is making money hand over fist. And, as an added perk, she’s sending the tour buses my way right after, as she’s prone to do. But, in truth, I wish she wouldn’t. The excursion to my bakery that she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour is essentially a free add-on that her customers get as a perk—and the one who really benefits financially is me. But, as it stands, I can’t keep up with the demand.

      “Lottie”—Lily moans as we watch the last of the tourists leave the register—“we have every oven fired up and baking up a new batch of cupcakes, and it’s been like that nonstop all day. You do realize we sell other treats, right?”

      “I realize it, and you realize it, but our customers don’t seem to realize it. I have a surplus of everything else and not a cupcake left on the shelves.”

      “True.” She slings a dishtowel over her shoulder as we look out at the bakery. The walls are painted a butter yellow and the furniture is a mish-mosh of mix and match pieces, each painted a different shade of pastel. With the twinkle lights glowing over the ceiling it’s a perfectly dreamy scene.

      Lily shrugs. “How did last night go? It looked pretty tense at your table.”

      Keelie saunters over. “Don’t start without me!”

      I swear, either she has remarkable hearing and she’s being horrifically underutilized as a national spy or she’s got some sexual homing beacon built in that alerts her to all racy conversations in a ten-mile radius.

      I balk at Lily, “Tense at my table? My table wasn’t sharing their food by way of aeronautics. And thanks for that unexpected bite of your spicy meatball. I hadn’t had it before. It was quite delicious—even if I did have to pick it out of my blouse. How did things end with Alex?”

      She shrugs as if she were indifferent. “He came over and helped me shower. And then he made me breakfast this morning before he left, scrambled eggs and bacon.” She wrinkles her nose with delight. “Just FYI, he looks awfully good wearing nothing else but bacon.”

      Keelie groans, “This cannot end well.”

      “I agree with Keelie. It’s a shocker Naomi lets you live,” I say just as the door chimes and both my sisters, Lainey and Meg, walk in along with our mother.

      “Oh, Lottie!” Mom trots over in her kitten heels. She’s wrapped in a gorgeous cranberry-colored sweater and matching scarf. And both my sisters look extra cozy in pea coats, orange for Lainey and navy for Meg. If there’s one thing about fall, it’s that it brings out the fashion best in just about anyone. “It’s terrible.” Mom practically collapses on the counter. “People really do believe I was involved with Pastor Gaines’ murder.”

      “Well, you did have the murder weapon on you. Not that it’s been confirmed that Ethel dealt the lethal blow. And you threatened to kill him.”

      Keelie nudges me in the ribs. “Who’s Ethel?”

      “My gun. Mom found it in the ground safe in my office and used it to off her boyfriend.”

      Mom gasps, “You are insufferable.” She looks to Lily. “Coffee, please, strong and black. I’ll need an IV drip just to make it through this day.”

      Meg smacks her lips into a smile. “So how’s it feel to be Mrs. Noah Fox?”

      “It feels perfectly romantic. Noah and I had a nice time last night after the food fight at Mangias. There was champagne involved.”

      Lainey sucks in a quick breath. “Did you do the deed?”

      “Yeah, Lot.” Meg leans in. “Did you consummate the union?”

      My cheeks fill with heat as I give Mom a sideways glance.

      “No,” I all but whisper. “But we came close.”

      Lainey waves me off. “I don’t see what you’re waiting for. You were with Everett willy-nilly whenever the mood struck. Don’t make me remind you of that ballroom fiasco. Everyone else was dancing, and the two of you found a closet to do the vertical mambo.”

      Meg smears a smile over her face. “That’s my big sister. Keeping it classy.”

      Keelie leans in. “More like trashy.” She’s quick to offer me a congratulatory slap on the back. “What’s stopping you from diving in with Noah? I mean, you are married.”

      “Yes, technically. But now Everett’s involved.”

      Lily grunts, “If you’re that into technicalities, wasn’t Noah involved when you were hot and heavy with Essex?”

      “Would you stop calling him that?”

      She blinks a greedy grin my way. “No can do. I’ve earned the right.”

      “Whatever. I don’t want to talk about my love life anymore. If Noah and I do decide to take the next step in our marriage, the last place I’ll be announcing it is right here in the bakery.”

      “Good thinking,” Mom bounces back, cup in hand. “Let’s talk about the case.”

      “Noah and Everett tracked down a woman by the name of Madeline Underwood. She’s going to be at a charity function tomorrow night put on by the Fallbrook Country Club. It’s a western themed event called Denim and Diamonds, and it’s being held at the Featherby estate.”

      “Ooh.” Mom does a little shimmy. “A fancy event like that is bound to bring out all the well-behaved country club boys. Do you mind if your sweet mother tags along?”

      “Only if she promises not to amass a testosterone-laden harem.”

      Lainey raises a hand. “I’m in, too.”

      Keelie does the same. “You couldn’t keep me away. I love me an overpriced gift basket.”

      Lily holds up her phone. “Alex just confirmed he’d be my date.”

      “That means Naomi isn’t allowed.” I glance to Keelie. “I can’t get kicked out of this one.”

      “I’ll be there.” Meg shrugs. “I already know most of the women.”

      “Are you still teaching yoga at the country club?” Of course! Why didn’t I think of Meg?

      “Twice a week. But that name doesn’t ring a bell. She probably doesn’t go by Madeline, though. They’re all Muffy or Buffy or Puffy.”

      “Okay, you can all come, but remember it’s a western theme and we really want to fit in.”

      “Fit in.” My mother salutes me. “And if I play my cards right, I just might find me a new stud to ride.”

      My sisters and I groan hard on cue.

      Words you never want to hear coming from your mother’s mouth.

      I’m already regretting this.
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      As it turns out, the Featherby estate is so sprawling it could easily be compared to England—as in the entire British Isles. The monolithic stone structure is nestled on acres of verdant rolling hills, complete with an Olympic-sized swimming pool, Cyprus hedge maze, six different rose gardens, and a museum with bona fide Picassos and Monets peppering its walls.

      Of course, I garnered all that information from one of the informational pamphlets at the gate.

      Once Noah and I turn his truck over to the valet and mosey on toward the back as the sign suggests, it becomes clear they won’t actually be letting me nose around their extravagant palace.

      Noah takes a moment to steal a kiss. I’ll admit, it felt next level driving out here with him, like a tried-and-true married couple. Everett said he’d meet us at the event because he wanted to have a drink with his sister after he got off work. Both Everett’s sister and mother live out here in Fallbrook. But I think it was an excuse to have me spend more time with Noah. He’s been a saint that way.

      “You look amazing,” Noah muses for the umpteen time as his eyes do that broken elevator thing up and down my body. “You should consider looking into a rhinestone apron for the bakery. It’s a good look on you.”

      “Funny,” I say. I’m head to toe in bedazzled denim. I hopped over to the Scarlet Sage Boutique after work and she set me up with the best western duds she could drum up.

      My jeans are a notch too tight and my shirt feels stiff, but every stitch of denim I’ve donned is encrusted and bejeweled with every color crystal under the sun. I’ve split my hair in pigtails and tied a pink ribbon in each one to complete the country bumpkin look.

      Noah, however, didn’t dress the part. He’s wearing his jeans and a twill jacket with a baby blue dress shirt underneath and has his holster and gun on him as he does at all times. I’ll admit, I feel miles safer when he’s around, whether or not he’s packing heat.

      We crest the side of the monstrous structure Cormack once affectionately called home and we’re each handed a glass of champagne by a rather dapper looking waiter, complete in a tuxedo.

      I scan the crowd, and to my horror I note every last person here is looking rather dapper. The men are either in suits or dressed much like Noah, and the women are wearing floor-length gowns in solid colors, primarily red and black, and their hair is swept up elegantly and there isn’t a pigtail in sight.

      “Oh my God, Noah!” I give his arm a quick yank. “I look like a spectacle. How could you let me leave the house like this?”

      His dimples press in deep. “You look beautiful, Lot.” He takes a moment to smolder at me and my insides pinch with heat. “Besides, nothing says denim and diamonds quite like you tonight.”

      “Way to make me feel better. Hold this”—I shove my champagne glass his way—“I’m losing the pigtails.”

      “Not on your life. I can work with those,” a deep voice booms from behind and I turn around to see Everett striding up in his dark inky suit, his lips curving their way to a dangerous smile just before he winces. “Ooh, sorry. I forgot we’re taking a break.” He pulls me in for a quick embrace. “And anytime you need a break from this clown, you know where to find me.”

      “Funny.” Noah nods his way. “So where’s your date? Or are you traveling solo these days?”

      “Lemon is my date.” His brows edge in like birds in flight. “But she happens to be slumming with you.”

      “Funny,” I say as I steal a moment to get my bearings and look out at the event. A trio of violinists plays in the distance and the air is perfumed with the scent of the rose gardens surrounding us. The grounds are covered in elongated tables covered in elegant white linen table clothes, and every inch is brimming with baskets and gadgets and gift cards, and a few thick, homey quilts wrapped with ribbon. It’s all set on a lush green lawn, and it’s a feast for the eyes that goes on for miles. The tall space heaters sprinkled about are silver, slender beasts, and even they look far more elegant than me. There’s a refreshment bar to the right and strewn up above the area are twinkle lights already brightening the quickly dimming light.

      I spot a few familiar faces by one of the auction tables.

      Meg has a denim jacket thrown over a simple black dress, and I can’t help but make a face. By design I should have more fashion sense than Meg. She wears gold lame and spandex on the regular for Pete’s sake.

      Hook Redwood, her official plus one, is dutifully by her side looking the requisite amount of dapper. And I spot Lainey and Forest just past them. Lainey has her hair up in a chignon and she’s donned a blush pink dress that looks suspiciously like one of the bridesmaids’ dresses from her wedding. Lainey fell so in love with them I wouldn’t put it past her to have purchased one for herself. Her husband, Forest, looks decent, too.

      Great. I’m the only clown around. And just when I’m about to make this known, I spot my mother in a ten-gallon hat encrusted with gold glitter and jewels, and I cringe at the crystal catastrophe I’ve inadvertently caused. Her denim shirt is knotted up under her chest and thankfully she’d donned a T-shirt underneath. I’m betting my mother’s belly button, much like my own, isn’t ready for primetime. She’s donned a pair of white pedal pushers with what looks to be a brown fringe of some sort running down the side seams.

      She spots me and waves us over.

      “Lottie!” Mom lunges at me with a hug and her hat collides with my pigtails. “I can’t thank you enough for the invite. Who knew this was just what I needed to get my mind off things?” She primps her hair with her hand. “Do I have lipstick on my teeth?” She bears an eerie crimson grin my way.

      “No, you’re fine. And if by ‘things’ you’re referring to the homicide investigation you’re starring in, then you should probably tone down your enthusiasm, and maybe your hat.”

      “Now, now. No need to bring up past grievances like dead ex-boyfriends. You look adorable, by the way.” She pats me on the arm before waving to Noah and Everett who are already examining the plethora of items up for bid. “Have you and the mister had a little alone time?” Her shoulders do that annoying shimmy.

      “Mother.” I pull her farther from Noah and Everett. “No, not yet.” I glance back at Noah and note the fact he’s looking like the tall glass of detective he is. I’ve always had a wild attraction to him. I don’t know what I’m waiting for.

      “Well, thank you, Lottie, for expanding my horizons. I’m going to get out there and mingle. I’ve never seen a sea of gray-headed gents with more sophistication and style in one place. Ooh, I should call Chrissy and Becca and tell them to don their cowboy boots and scoot down to Dodge. Honestly, there are three men for every woman here, and that’s a rare treat in and of itself.”

      She quickly dissolves into the crowd just as an ethereal black cat saunters this way.

      “Looking lovely, Lottie,” he purrs through the alliteration. “I see you’ve chosen something subtle as not to detract from catching a killer. You do realize dressing like a homing beacon will repel those who prefer to lay low—say someone on the suspect list?”

      “Am I really getting this from you right now?”

      “I can always dole it out later.” His ebony fur sparkles in the night like a sea of black stars. “Who are we here to see?”

      “A woman by the name of Madeline Underwood.”

      “Excuse me?” an older woman calls from behind and I jump as I spin her way. “Did I hear someone call my name?”

      She’s tall, blue-eyed, with medium-length curly blonde hair, cherry-stained lips, and has a black and white floral slip dress on. If I had to guess, I’d say she was about my mother’s age, but she has nary a wrinkle to uphold my theory. It’s safe to say her face has been ironed out with the best of them.

      “Oh yes!” She shakes her head at me before I can answer. “You must be a part of the entourage we hired—Wild Bill’s harem. All entertainers are to remain in the back until the show begins. We won’t start that portion of the evening until everyone has been ushered under the big tent that houses the champagne and appetizers. There is to be no commingling with the guests.” She grabs me by the elbow and does her best to navigate me through the crowd, but I dig the heels of these rhinestone-laden cowboy boots I’ve donned into the ground and I’m not moving an inch.

      “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I’m a guest of Cormack Featherby’s.”

      “Mackie?”

      I knew she had some preppy nickname rattling around in her bourgeois closet.

      “Yes, Mackie. In fact, I was hoping to speak with you. Madeline is it?”

      “Mitzi, please. Any friend of Mackie’s is a friend of mine. I do hold the Featherbys in the highest regard. Now, what can I do for you?”

      I glance back and find Noah being accosted by Tacky Mackie, and I can’t help but scowl at her.

      Everett gives me a three-finger wave before pointing at the woman before me and I give a slight nod.

      “Mitzi, I have some shocking news for you. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Stephen Heartwood was murdered.”

      Her penciled in brows jump a notch.

      “Has he?” She averts her gaze. “Would it be terribly crass of me to say this doesn’t surprise me?”

      My mouth falls open. “No, actually.” I decide to go low. “It tells me you’ve met him before.”

      She belts out a laugh, and just like that, I’ve broken the ice in the most indelicate fashion.

      Thirteen lets out something just shy of a growl. “You should have met him in his younger years. He was quite the stick of dynamite. It’s a wonder he didn’t detonate sooner.” He laughs and it sounds like a yodel.

      I’d join him, but I’ve got a live one myself.

      Mitzi leans in close. “What happened to the fool? Let me guess. He married one widow too many and the last one caught onto his scheme?”

      “His scheme?” I don’t bother taking my next breath. I can’t afford to miss a word.

      “You know, marry the merry widow.” She says merry in air quotes. “Suck them dry for what they’re worth, then move right along. It turns out, I was wife number five.”

      “Five?” I balk at the audacity that man had to even be in the same airspace as my mother. Or as I bet as he liked to call her—number six.

      “Oh yes. But I didn’t know it at the time. We were married only a few short months. Then one morning he must have grown tired of the situation. He took what we had in our joint checking account and the cash I had hidden in the wall safe at home—enough to buy a small home—and I never heard from him again. I was so embarrassed, I didn’t dare tell a soul. But, now that he’s received his comeuppance, I’m feeling a bit justified.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Late spring.” She nods. “I don’t know where he went after that. Wait a minute… did you say Stephen Heartbright?”

      “Heartwood.”

      “Oh no, that’s a different man.”

      I doubt it.

      I whip out my phone and pull out a picture of him with my mother.

      “Does he look familiar?”

      “Oh yes, that’s him.” She huffs a quick breath at the picture. “And that floozy by his side looks exactly like someone gullible enough to fall for his deviousness.”

      “You might be right.” I’ll be the last to contest the idea. “But she’s free of him now. You all are.” I look over at this older woman who Pastor Gaines ripped off. I don’t care what his name is. That’s the pseudonym I’m sticking to for now. “I’d like to speak to someone else about him. Do you have any idea of who I might contact?” This is the first murder investigation without any significant leads. It’s as if whoever did this pulled off the perfect murder.

      “Let’s see…” She tips her head back to the sky. “Ah, yes. I actually met one of his ex-wives. I ran into her at a charity function not unlike this one. It was in Burlington. Her name is Elaine Gilmore.” Her expression sours.

      “Is there something specific you remember about her?” Judging by the fact she looks as if she’s about to be sick, I’d say yes.

      “Let’s just say they were a match made in—well, it wouldn’t be heaven, now would it?” She gives a sly wink and takes off.

      “Ha!” I look down at Thirteen. “She was a treasure trove.”

      “She looks familiar to me. Did she look familiar to you?”

      “No. I can’t imagine why she would.” I traipse back to Noah and Everett, choosing to ignore the fact Cormack is attempting to climb my husband like a jungle gym.

      Everett wraps an arm around me and pulls me in.

      “What did you glean, Lemon?”

      Noah leans in, nearly sending Cormack flying into a basket filled with cheeses from around the world.

      I spill everything I know like a rash of bullets from a machine gun.

      Thirteen taps my leg with his paw. “I just figured out why she looked so familiar.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Why did she look so familiar?”

      Cormack waves me off. “She was at the Haunted Honey Hollow kickoff. She was right there for the food fight. But once the cupcakes started flying, I didn’t get a chance to say hello.”

      Thirteen lets out an adorable roar. “That’s exactly why.”

      Noah gives a wistful shake of the head. “That places her at ground zero the day of the murder.”

      “Oh, Mitzi”—I whisper as I crane my neck into the crowd—“if you were hiding that, what else were you hiding from me?”

      Noah extricates me from Everett’s arms much to Cormack’s dismay.

      “I don’t know,” he whispers directly into my ear like a warm secret, and it makes my insides quiver with delight. “But we will find out together.”
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      One might say that Haunted Honey Hollow month started off with a spine-chilling bang considering it was kicked off with a murder, but that little homicidal detail hasn’t stopped the tourists from pouring into our sweet town by the droves.

      My mother’s B&B is filled to capacity, and according to Naomi so is the Evergreen Manor. She dropped by the bakery this afternoon to grab a cup of coffee with Keelie, and both Lily and I can’t stop ogling the two of them.

      The bakery is bustling, but there’s currently a lull at the register. I’ve been baking pumpkin spiced cupcakes all morning just to switch things up, and I’ve gone as far as pulling out my sensory secret weapon—pumpkin spiced cinnamon rolls. Nothing pulls the people right off of Main Street faster than the heady scent of luscious sweet cinnamon rolls baking in the oven. There is nothing quite like it.

      Lily bumps her shoulder to mine. “What do you think she wants?”

      “What does Naomi ever want? Blood. I’d say she was looking for her next virgin sacrifice, but don’t worry. It’s too late for you.”

      Lily scoffs. “It’s too late for you, too. And oddly enough, even though we’re safe, I’m not feeling so secure. I wouldn’t let her into the kitchen if I were you. She might just reenact the food fight that started it all.”

      “The one in front of the bakery? It didn’t start a thing. This is all Alex’s fault as far as I can tell. Why don’t the two of you draw straws to see which one gets to keep him and get back to the business of being best friends?”

      “That’s not how it works, Lottie, and you know it.”

      “In the least, get ahold of yourselves.”

      “You’re talking to the wrong party.”

      Keelie and Naomi get up at once and head over.

      Naomi blinks her china blue eyes at Lily. “Afternoon.” She turns my way. “Grandma Nell’s things are officially out of probate and we have the key to her house. Our mother has agreed to let Carlotta live there if it’s all right with you.”

      Lily chuckles. “That’s right. You have to ask permission from Lottie because she owns everything now.”

      It’s true. Last January my grandmother Nell, whom I didn’t have a clue I was related to at the time, left me the lion’s share of her estate. She left her three children each more than enough to live off and she even left a good chunk of change to her grandchildren, too, but she left all the real estate—and most of Honey Hollow was included in that deal—to me.

      “I’m totally fine with Carlotta living there. And I don’t have plans to sell or make any moves with anything I’ve inherited whatsoever. Everett told me to sit on everything for at least a year before making any big moves. That way I’ll have a moment to process all this.”

      Naomi sneers at her sister. “Hear that, Keels? She’s putting it all up on the market in one year’s time and cashing out. You can kiss the Honey Pot goodbye.”

      I shake my head at Keelie. “The Honey Pot isn’t going anywhere. Nothing is going anywhere.”

      Keelie makes a face at her sister. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. Naomi is on her way to raid Grandma Nell’s house. I’m sure she’ll have it picked clean by midnight.”

      Naomi waves her off. “Only of the good things. I’ll tell Carlotta the news.” She takes off and Lily sighs.

      “It’s as if I wasn’t even visible.”

      Keelie shrugs. “Don’t worry.”

      Lily takes a breath. “You think she’ll get over it?”

      “No,” Keelie flatlines. “She’ll get even. I’d watch my back if I were you.” Keelie takes off just as an entire swarm of women in spandex prattle on over to the counter looking ravenous and focused on carbs.

      Lily tightens her apron. “Get the cupcakes ready, Lottie. We don’t want this mob to turn on us.”

      Britney and Cormack saunter in holding up the rear, and I groan at the sight of Cormack. They have matching blonde ponytails—save for Britney’s stray lock that protects her left eye as if it were the holy grail.

      Cormack rolls her eyes at the sight of me. I’d feel terrible for her, but no matter what seems to happen, she just doesn’t get that she and Noah aren’t a thing anymore.

      Britney steps up first. “Pumpkin spiced latte, hot, no whip.”

      Cormack lifts a finger. “Ditto for me.”

      Britney is the one responsible for the sweaty Bettys that just strolled in. Her Swift Cycle gym down the street just let out and she’s notorious for ushering them my way to replenish what few calories they lost.

      I quickly make up their drinks and slide them over.

      “Brit, one day, these ladies are going to catch on to the fact that the needle on the scale is traveling in the wrong direction no thanks to your devious practices.”

      A throaty laugh bubbles from her. “Not true, Lucia. I tell them often that muscle weighs more than fat—and they’re more than glad to see the progress they’re making.” She toasts me with the latte Lily just slid her way.

      Cormack leans in. “So what’s new with the case? Has the Big Boss made an arrest? I hear that mother of yours is as guilty as sin.”

      My lids lower a notch as I glare her way. “I can assure you of her innocence. Besides, she doesn’t even know how to hold a gun let alone fire one.”

      “Well, it was your gun that killed him.” Her eyes grow wild. “Maybe you did it, Luella. Maybe you pulled the trigger thinking it was me!”

      I blink back as if she just pulled a trigger herself.

      “Cormack, why would I want you dead?” Aside from the obvious.

      She tips her head back, her nostrils flaring at me. “Come now, drop the false pretenses. We both know you’ve been gunning to have both Noah and Essex as your suitors. It’s not only unfair to them, but it’s not fair to me. I can handle so much, but let it be known that I have a line and you’ve crossed it.” She looks to Britney. “I’ll be at the table by the window.” She takes off and I exhale hard in her wake.

      Britney nods. “She’s delusional. I realize this.” Her eye sharpens over mine. “But you do realize that sometimes those are the most dangerous people.” She takes off and I glance to Cormack who’s shooting me with daggers at the moment.

      Cormack is delusional, yes. But dangerous? Doubtful.

      The bell chimes and in comes my mother along with Chrissy Nash and Becca. Each one has her arms filled with a pumpkin centerpiece as they set them down on the counter.

      “Oh, these are gorgeous!” I say as I take in their stunning beauty. Each large orange pumpkin is hollowed out at the top and filled with sunflowers, gerbera daisies, yarrow, and chrysanthemums in every shade of gold and russet. “Thank you so much!”

      “You’re welcome!” Mom sings. “They should last about a week or so and then we’ll be by again to refresh them.”

      Becca nods. “Pumpkins and all.” My aunt Becca is Keelie and Naomi’s mother and she shares the same wide gorgeous eyes. But, as opposed to Keelie's blonde locks and Naomi’s onyx tresses, Becca dyes her hair a perfect shade of pumpkin both in and out of this fabulous season.

      “Yup.” Chrissy lands hers right on the counter next to the register and it looks perfect there. I’ve always felt bad for Chrissy since Mayor Nash, my unexpected father, never made a secret out of cheating on her. And even though I’ve known Chrissy forever, my half-siblings spent a majority of their time in boarding school, so I never really knew them growing up. “This little pet project is going to keep our horticulture club busy right up until Thanksgiving.” She sniffs the air. “Is that a cinnamon roll I smell? Oh, Lottie. You just sold half a dozen.”

      “They’re pumpkin spiced cinnamon rolls. And I’ll be glad to get you a fresh box.”

      Lily waves. “I’m on it, Lottie.”

      I look to my mother. “How did you like the Denim and Diamonds Charity Event the other night?”

      She makes a face. “I didn’t have any luck with the men.”

      Chrissy practically gags on her next words. “What are you talking about? You were just telling us all about Topper. If he’s not a catch, I don’t know who is.”

      My mother’s cheeks turn rosy as she takes a deep breath. “All right, I may not have been totally forthcoming with information. I did meet a very nice and handsome man named Topper Blakley. But that phone call he promised wasn’t what I expected. Instead of asking me out on a date, he asked if we could host a mixer for local seniors at the B&B. It turns out, he operates a dating app for silver foxes and gray panthers—his words, not mine.” Her lips crimp because obviously she found the proposition upsetting. “And here I envisioned him stealing me away for a fall picnic on Honey Lake. In my mind, I was already the next Mrs. Topper Blakley.” She frowns as she says it. “He’s high society in Fallbrook.”

      Chrissy hugs her good friend. “I happened to research his investment company and he’s worth millions.”

      “My mother doesn’t care about money,” I’m quick to point out. “It’s all about finding the right person to spend her golden years with.”

      Mom waves me off. “A little padding in the bank never hurts, Lottie. It doesn’t mean I’m a gold digger. It simply means the difference between having pizza at Mangias down the street or in Italy on the Spanish Steps.”

      My poor mother. “You’ll find the right person at the right time.”

      “Oh, I know I will,” she’s quick to agree. “I’ve agreed to host the senior fall mixer in the conservatory next Saturday. Please put some platters together for me. I’m having the Honey Pot cater the appetizers. If Topper doesn’t want me for himself, then I’ll simply move along and see who’s next. Who knows? I might even meet someone at the mixer.”

      I wince at the thought. “Maybe you should cool your heels,” I whisper. “You are under investigation for Pastor Gaines’ death.”

      She looks to Becca and averts her eyes as if the thought were ridiculous.

      “Pastor Gaines wasn’t even Pastor Gaines. Rumor has it, that man was trying to swindle me out of my money!”

      I decide to zip my lips on the matter lest I really make her blood boil.

      The three of them scoot down the counter and put in their orders with Lily.

      I’m about to head to the back when a handsome dark-haired devil strolls through the door and makes his way over. Noah’s dimples press in deep before he ever smiles.

      “You look a lot like my husband.” I bite down on my lower lip playfully.

      Noah steps in close, his gaze penetrating mine and it feels intimate, special.

      “And you look a lot like my gorgeous wife. Do you think I can steal you away from this place for an hour or two?”

      “It depends if we can outrun your fiancée.”

      Cormack bounces up and wraps her arms around him, planting a kiss right over his lips.

      “Where we off to, Big Boss?”

      He looks my way as he carefully extricates her from his person.

      “I’m sorry, Cormack, but I’ve got official duty I need to take care of. I need to take someone downtown for questioning.”

      She scoffs. “By all means, give ’em all you got.”

      “That’s exactly what I intend to do. Lottie, you’re coming with me.”

      I ask Lily to watch the shop as I grab my purse and follow Noah outside into the crisp autumn air. I glance back and spot Cormack glaring at me from the window.

      “I think we made our escape,” I say as Noah takes up my hand. “Too bad you had to shed a white lie to do it.”

      “I didn’t shed a white lie. I am taking you downtown for questioning. Downtown Fallbrook. We’ve got a counseling session in twenty minutes.”

      “Counseling? Not exactly the date I envisioned.”

      “How about afterwards we do something you envision?”

      “Fair enough. Be warned. I’ve got quite the vivid imagination.”

      “I’m counting on it.”
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      Fallbrook.

      Dr. Frankie Allen’s office is in an unassuming white square of a building that sits nestled next to a Pilates studio and a Tex-Mex restaurant. Inside it’s clean and spacious, and the office itself is small and cozy with a sofa in the back and two navy tufted chairs for Noah and me to sit on. Her desk is a sprawl of mahogany, and the walls are lined with a plethora of degrees staggered apart just so, creating a stairstep effect as they creep along the wall.

      The door opens and in walks a tall redhead with her hair in a bun, pretty, a touch older than myself, and this surprises me on many levels. She wears red-framed glasses and has matching painted lips, and bears one big toothy smile as she comes at me with an extended hand.

      I rise to meet her. “So nice to finally put a face with the name,” I say. That’s not entirely true. I can’t think of once where Noah has uttered her name, but it’s the kind of thing you say at odd intervals of life such as this.

      “Please,” she growls it out throaty. “The pleasure is all mine. I’ve heard so much about you, I feel as if we’re old friends about to catch up.” She wrinkles her nose as she looks to Noah. “And you look as handsome as ever. You ready to get this show on the road? Because I am anxious to get to the heart of the matter.”

      She hops behind her desk and I steal a moment to glance to Noah. In no way has he prepared me for what I’m up against, but in his defense, I didn’t even think to ask. Is she young? Is she pretty? Exactly how intimately does she know me?

      “So”—she folds her hands over her desk and her lips expand clear across her face—“Lottie, as I’m sure you realize, Noah has been here with both Britney and Cormack.”

      “And now he’s brought me to complete his frequent flyer mileage. I think he’s trying to secure a trip to warmer climates.”

      We share a quick laugh on Noah’s behalf and he bounces his brows my way, pleasantly amused.

      Dr. Allen leans in. “Noah, may I?”

      He nods. “I feel more than comfortable with anything you would like to disclose to Lottie. I have no secrets from her.”

      “Anymore,” I say, taking up his hand.

      Dr. Allen takes a breath. “Yes, anymore.” She offers a slight nod at the quasi-dig, and now I feel bad for inadvertently dishing it out. “Noah initially came to see me with his wife, Britney. Their marriage had dissolved not long after it began, and together we were able to untangle that knot. And privately, Noah shared with me his longing to reunite with you, Lottie. There was no confusion as to where his heart stood.” She sighs dreamily at Noah. “And then came Cormack.” Her lips pull down just shy of a grimace. Believe you me, lady, I feel the same. “I think that’s one knot we’re still trying to loosen. As we all know, some knots prove more difficult than others.”

      A dull laugh bounces in my chest. “And some require a restraining order.” I give Noah’s hand a squeeze and we all share a laugh on Cormack’s behalf.

      “That they do,” Dr. Allen muses. “And yet again, Noah approached me privately once Cormack was no longer in the room and let me know that he was having great difficulty removing her from his life. And again, that you held the spotlight of his affection.” She pulls a pencil from a mug and jabs it into her bun. “Sorry. Whenever I feel it loosening, I put a pin in it so to speak. Much like Noah, I like to take action before things get out of control.” She winks his way.

      “Just for the record”—I lean forward—“Cormack is out of control. The wheels are off and she’s barreling down the mountainside ready to crash and burn. It won’t be pretty.”

      “I agree.” She tosses her hands in the air. “But we can’t control Cormack, or anyone else’s reactions to your relationship.” She nods knowingly. “And there’s someone else you’re trying to protect, isn’t there, Lottie?”

      A breath hitches in my throat and I can’t seem to formulate his name on my lips.

      “My old stepbrother,” Noah offers. “After Lottie gave me space to clean up my marital mess, she dated him. And now that my divorce is final, he’s offered us the space we needed to find our way back together or find closure to what we had.” He sighs heavily as if it were the last thing he wanted and I know it is.

      “And then about a week or so ago, Noah and I found out we had accidentally gotten married. It’s one hundred percent legally binding, but seeing that we weren’t totally aware of it at the time we’re in the process of getting it annulled.”

      “Another marriage,” she says, brimming with surprise. “That’s fascinating, Noah. You seem to have more relationship tricks in your bag than Houdini.” She belts out a hearty laugh. I’d be laughing to if I thought it was funny. “So that’s where you are.” She shakes her head at the two of us. “Certainly not a textbook case, but I dare say you’re ahead of the curve.”

      “We are?” She lost me at Houdini. Wasn’t he an escape artist? Noah can’t seem to escape psychotic relationships. First Britney, now Cormack—and, ironically, he can’t seem to pin me down—and I mean that in just about every sense.

      “Oh yes,” she’s quick to assure me. “Noah expressed how deeply in love the two of you were before Britney came onto the scene. Would you agree with that?”

      “Yes,” I say emphatically. “I actually thought Noah was about to pop the question. I would have married him in a heartbeat. Noah was and is everything to me.” I look his way as I say it.

      “But?” Dr. Allen postures herself as she prods deeper.

      “But Everett—his stepbrother—and I have exchanged I love yous. We’ve been intimate.” My cheeks heat just saying that out loud.

      “Yes”—her shoulders hike as she considers this—“but this new relationship came with a considerable amount of baggage. Would you agree that you had Noah between the two of you the entire time?”

      “Yes,” I moan it out in utter exasperation. “God yes. It’s like you know me.” I turn to Noah. “Wow, she really is good.”

      Dr. Allen chortles softly. “I am. And that’s why I want you to give a considerable amount of weight to what I’m about to suggest. I’d like for the two of you to embrace your marriage.”

      “This again?” I look to Noah with surprise.

      Dr. Allen’s lips expand politely. “You’ve heard this before?”

      “Oh yes,” I begin. “Everett, my boyfriend”—I wince at Noah as I say it—“he suggested the same thing. And so did my best friend Keelie and my sisters—wow, my sister Lainey is really advocating for this.” I shake my head at Noah as if it were a pity.

      Dr. Allen strums her scarlet nail over her desk. “And what do you think, Lottie?”

      “I’m perfectly fine with it. In fact, Noah and I have already agreed to it.”

      “Good.” Her lips stretch like a rubber band before she grows somber. “I’m going to give you some delineation so the idea isn’t so vague. Noah, are you comfortable embracing Lottie as your wife until the annulment is complete? Are you comfortable with caring for her emotionally and once again being intimate with Lottie if that’s something she decides on?”

      “I am.” Noah doesn’t need a moment to answer. He’s such a boy.

      I can’t help but bite down on a smile as I look his way.

      “And you, Lottie? Would you be able to put Noah above all others and tend to his emotional needs?”

      “Done.” I shrug like a champ.

      “And what about intimacy? Do you think you’re ready to take things with Noah to the next level, or would you rather wait until you’re more certain?” Her eyes needle into mine, and I can’t help but feel as if one wrong answer will cause this whole thing to blow up in my face. This is terrifying. It feels downright dangerous.

      “Lottie”—Noah gives my hand a squeeze and looks lovingly in my eyes, and I feel safe all over again—“you don’t need to answer that. I think we made good progress today. We can leave.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Everett, Keelie, and my sisters are right. Noah, we’re married. This is what I wanted just a few short months ago. And I think the only way to know for sure if this is the direction we should head in is to step fully into those shoes. Noah, I love you. That has never changed. I loved you right through my relationship with Everett. Even he knows that.” I take a deep breath. “I’m ready. I’m ready to be your wife in every capacity, and at any time if I feel different I will bow out gracefully—and I want you to do the same. But right now”—tears blur my vision, and I’m quick to blink them away—“I am more than ready to be your bride.” A tingle rides up my spine as every cell in my body exhales with approval.

      Noah’s dimples dig in deep, and his eyes remain unblinking as if I just stunned him into submission and I believe I have.

      Dr. Allen clears her throat. “Just one thing. I’ll need the two of you to commit to the annulment. That way there is no lingering pressure that this might roll over. What you need is a trial, and that’s exactly what you’ve accidentally afforded yourself. If I were you, I’d take full advantage. And when it’s through, Lottie, I think both you and Noah will be elevated to the place you were last winter, or further.”

      And what about Everett?

      A soft laugh bounces through her. “And I bet you’re wondering about Everett. Not to worry. I plan on untangling that knot as well. In fact, the next time you come in, I’m going to ask you to invite him in as well.”

      And just like that, I feel better.

      The session wraps up, and Noah and I head out into the brisk autumn air.

      “So what should we do next?” I wrap my arms around him and bite down on a smile. Noah looks alarmingly handsome as he stands against a stormy sky. “Hey, I know. We should do something that perfectly normal married people do, like go to the grocery store and then go home and cook dinner.”

      Noah’s dimples invert fully as he takes a deep breath. “That sounds like heaven. Your place or mine?”

      All of those heated nights I’ve spent with Everett at my place flash through my mind.

      “Definitely your place. In fact, I think we should dub your place our place. My place can be our place, too, but I sort of—um—it’s a bit tricky because…”

      He shakes his head. “I get it.” He dots my lips with a kiss. “Let’s get to the grocery store so we can start cooking.”

      Noah and I head back to Honey Hollow and stop off at the market, picking up shrimp and pasta, the fixings for a salad, and some oven hot bread that has this baker’s stamp of approval.

      We stop off and feed Pancake and Waffles before heading over to his place and cooking up a storm. Noah makes a fire and we feed one another, laugh, and curl up on the sofa, catching up on life as if we had been doing exactly this for years.

      I pull Noah back into the kitchen, and while he washes the dishes, I whip up a batch of chocolate chip cookies and the entire cabin smells like brown sugar and vanilla heaven. Even Toby looks delighted to wait for one of those delectable treats. Lucky for him, I made one without sugar or chocolate.

      The cookies are hardly cool, and I pull Noah into my arms and feed him a bite. Noah closes his eyes and moans through a mouthful. He goes in for some more, but I pull the cookie back and shake my head, a naughty grin blooming on my lips.

      “What’s this? Withholding cookies from me?”

      “That’s right, detective. Can you figure out why?” My adrenaline kicks in, and my heart wallops against my chest as if the house were on fire.

      Noah’s lids hood dangerously low. “It’s because you’re about to give me a bite of something sweeter?”

      I nod as I put the cookie down and wrap my arms around this gorgeous man, my husband.

      Noah lands a kiss to my lips to end every other kiss. He makes my mouth his own until I’m dizzy with desire, and soon enough he makes the rest of me his, too. It feels natural and right, and explosively satisfying—far more so than I remember.

      Noah has brought his A game tonight—and so have I. And we bring it over the kitchen table, the sofa, in front of the fireplace, and in that cozy comfy bed of his where I cozy up in his safe, strong arms.

      Noah and I are right back where we were last winter.

      Sort of.

      Noah reaches over and pulls something out of his nightstand and holds it between us.

      I sit up a notch to get a better look at what it can be and gasp.

      “Noah.” His name presses out of me as my heart ratchets up again.

      Pinched between his fingers is the ring he purchased for me last summer. The original he picked out just for me.

      His evergreen eyes bear into mine. “Lottie Kenzie Lemon, will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      “I’m one step ahead of you. I already am.”

      Noah glides the ring onto my finger, an emerald cut diamond surrounded by smaller diamonds, and it’s a perfect fit.

      “I love you, Lottie.”

      “I love you, too, Noah.”

      And just like that, this is truly a night to remember.
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      “There’s just something different about you,” Thirteen muses, his ebony-colored fur glowing like a constellation of black stars.

      “There’s nothing different,” I say as I frost a dozen more friendly ghost cupcakes as quickly as I can.

      Of course there’s something different about me. I’m tense, I’m ecstatic, I’m on edge, and I’m floating on air. It’s perfectly psychotic, and Lord knows if a deceased cat has got my number, how much more will the human population be able to tell that I’m wearing that post coital glow like a slutty calling card?

      Lily pops in. “Are you hiding in here?”

      “I’m working.” I hold up the piping bag as proof.

      “It’s well past noon and you haven’t been up front once.”

      “That’s because there are a lot of cupcakes that need to be frosted.” It’s true. I’ve frosted vanilla cupcakes with purple frosting and given them candied eyes so that they look like adorable little monsters. I’ve fashioned black frosting in the shape of witches’ hats. I’ve frosted an entire slew of cupcakes in bright green, orange, and electric blue, and to add a festive spooktacular appeal, I’ve sprinkled them with miniature eyes.

      Keelie heads in. “Hey, Lot. The Honey Pot needs a few pies. I’m thinking apple and pumpkin. You’ll really have to amp up your production of both from here on out straight through the holidays.”

      “I’m on it.”

      Lily scoffs. “Please don’t give her another thing to do. For reasons unknown, she’s sequestering herself in the kitchen.”

      “What’s this?” Keelie’s BFF radar goes up. “Don’t tell me you’re having a good old-fashioned bake-a-thon, are you?”

      “I’m a baker, Keelie. My entire life is a bake-a-thon.” I cringe because I know where this is going. When we were growing up, and I had one of these so-called bake-a-thons, it was always due to trouble—boy trouble to be exact.

      Keelie sucks in a quick breath. “You did it! You slept with Noah and you feel guilty because half of you still belongs to Everett.”

      Aw, crap. I can’t keep a single secret from Keelie. The tragedy is, I don’t even need to verbalize it anymore.

      “Ah-ha!” Thirteen hops onto the marble island and plants his furry tushie in a tray of cupcakes. Thankfully, he’s not choosing to smash them at the moment. “This explains the unearthly glow. Noah must be quite special to invoke that aura of bliss around you.”

      Lily gasps twice as hard. “You cheated on Essex?”

      I spin her way, accidentally dropping a metal mixing bowl to the floor and it sounds as if the world just shattered.

      “I didn’t cheat on Essex.” My stomach churns because I just so happened to use a moniker I’m not all that familiar with—but have earned the right to use. “Everett encouraged me to fully explore my relationship with Noah.”

      Keelie moves in with the speed of any seasoned poltergeist. “How was it?”

      “It was amazing. Noah was always amazing.” I bite down hard on my lower lip before I exhale, giving in to the situation fully. “He’s my husband. We’re taking your—everyone’s advice and embracing the situation. It felt strangely normal, sort of like coming home.”

      Lily scoffs. “She’s just trying him on for size, Keelie. The problem is once you have a taste of Essex, it’s nearly impossible to want a normal life. Lottie, you’re in a bigger quagmire than you realize. The best you can do is ride this marriage out like you plan on doing, but mark my words, you’ll be ten times more confused than you were before once this Noah disaster is over.”

      “It’s not a disaster.”

      Thirteen lets out a simple mewl. “Might I suggest getting your mind off of things for a while and focusing in on the murder at hand? I do believe your mother has received some bad press this morning.”

      “What?” I pull out my phone, and sure enough both Lainey and Meg have texted me with links to articles in our local paper. “Keelie, they’re calling my mother the Black Widow, the Merry Widow. They’re all but accusing her of killing Pastor Gaines.”

      “Oh, I know. But don’t worry. My mother said it was great for business, especially this time of year. You have no idea how many people are willing to spend the night at the B&B just so they can say they slept with a serial killer.”

      “A serial killer?” I balk at this new horrific nickname—and my mother seems to be collecting them by the dozens.

      “They’re still linking her to the death of that one guy she dated. The one who liked to boss her around? There are entire women’s groups who hail her as a hero for that one. Not so much for killing Pastor Gaines. We’ll have to put a good spin on it. Any dirt on him you think we can use?”

      “Plenty. I just don’t want to rock the already rocky investigation. Don’t worry. I’ll handle this. Today.” I take off my apron and quickly text Noah to see if his afternoon is free. He texts right back, letting me know he’s swamped but will be home by six and is bringing us dinner. That’s so sweet and it feels so right, I want to cry.

      I didn’t dare tell him what my intentions were with him this afternoon because Noah wouldn’t approve of me going off on my own.

      I look to Keelie. “Can you get a few hours off?”

      “Are you kidding? Margo and Mannford are in New York taking some fancy cooking class, as if they needed it. I don’t even have time to stand here and chat with you.” Margo and Mannford are the five-star chefs who run the kitchen of the Honey Pot Diner.

      Keelie scoops up an armful of pies. “Don’t do anything crazy. And don’t go investigating alone. Take someone with you!” she shouts as she heads on out.

      “You’ll take me.” Thirteen bounds his way over, and I give his head a quick pat.

      “I’m taking you for sure.”

      My phone bleats in my hand, and I jump when I see who it is.

      Everett.

      Lemon, my afternoon just cleared up in a moment. I’m sensing a supernatural disturbance. Are you up for a late lunch?

      I text right back. Sounds perfect. I hear Burlington has great Chinese food.

      My phone pings again. Burlington it is.
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      Everett parks in the alley behind the bakery, and I head out to meet him. He must sense something is off because he gets out of his car and wraps his arms around me tightly.

      “Lemon? What’s going on?”

      Noah and everything that’s happened between us flits through my mind and tears burn my eyes because Everett remains buried in my heart and now what.

      But I don’t have any words I’d like to share. Instead, I hold on for dear life as he drops a heated kiss over the top of my head.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers. “I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      We hop into the car and start off down to Burlington, and suddenly it’s as if everything is normal between us. Everett tells me about his morning at work, his cases, and the judgments he’s passed down recently. And I tell him all about my morning with Thirteen and the millions of cupcakes which seem to be repopulating all on their own at the bakery.

      Soon enough, there’s a large wooden sign off the highway welcoming us to Burlington and I groan.

      “It just occurred to me I don’t know where we’re going and if Elaine Gilmore lives here. For all I know, Mitzi Underwood could have been spinning a tale. Oh, Everett, I’m so sorry. I don’t know where my head is these days.”

      “I’ve got this. As soon as you said Burlington, I knew we were looking for Elaine. I talked to my guy. And in two right turns and a left we should be face to face with her.”

      “Your guy?” I practically moan with delight over this. “I’m a little bit in love with your guy. He really knows a thing or two.”

      “Watch it,” he teases. “He’ll have to stand in line behind me.”

      “There’s no line. And if there were, you’d be at the head.” My stomach churns because I don’t want to tell him that Noah is standing right beside him. A big, beautiful body of water pops up on the right. “Oh, I just love Lake Champlain—and look at all the maples surrounding the shoreline!” A burst of fiery citrine hues erupts as far as the eye can see, and it looks stunning when juxtaposed against the deep blue of the lake.

      “Lucky for you that’s where we’re headed. It turns out, Elaine Gilmore runs a B&B right on the water.”

      “No kidding?” I’d be amused if I wasn’t so creeped out. “Wow, Pastor Gaines is starting to look more and more like a predator by the minute.”

      Burlington is a charming city with an old-world appeal that has always made it feel homey. We take a few private roads down evergreen-lined paths, and then in a burst of glory the lake seems to be at our feet. A small sign to the right reads Breakfast at the Lake.

      Everett leans in and squints at it. “This is it.”

      We take a turn in the road, and a beautiful Victorian building comes up on our right. It’s large, about the same size as my mother’s B&B, and there are dozens of bright orange pumpkins dotting the entrance.

      “Everett, this is adorable,” I say as we head on out.

      There’s a sign to the right that reads Shoreline Café. The grounds are immaculate with trimmed emerald lawns and sweetgums in an array of fall colors lining the property.

      Everett takes up my hand. “Let’s head inside. If I’m right, she should be there to greet us.”

      We head on up the monstrously large porch, and inside it’s cozy with paneled walls stained in walnut and matching wood floors. There’s a fireplace in the center of the grand room and people milling around. It looks comfortable and inviting and just the perfect place to curl up with a book. To the right there’s a stairwell with an elevator just to the left. Now that’s something you don’t see every day, but a modern necessity for some guests. My mother is still looking into getting one installed.

      We make our way to the reception area, a long wooden counter adorned with a pumpkin hollowed out and filled with flowers much like the ones my mother and her horticulture club are churning out these days.

      “Just a minute!” a voice calls from around the corner, and no sooner do we look that way than an older blonde bounces her way over and I gasp.

      As I live and breathe.

      I shake my head at the woman because I can’t believe what my eyes are telling me. Standing before me is an exact representation of my mother. Same medium-length hair with loose vanilla curls, same bright blue eyes, same mischievous smile.

      “Elaine Gilmore, how can I help you?” She looks breathlessly from Everett to me. “My, I have never seen such a stunning couple before. Let me guess, honeymoon?”

      Everett pulls me in. “Close. We’re actually exploring local places for just that. Your inn looks perfect.”

      “Yes.” I nod wildly at Everett’s genius. “Maybe you could give us a tour?”

      “Oh, heavens yes. In fact, I’ll do you one better. Once we’re through, we’ll head out to the café and I’ll give you both complimentary mimosas. There is nothing like young love.” She wiggles her shoulders, and it’s Miranda Lemon all over again. She makes her way around the counter, and I’m astounded to see her mannerisms are so much like my mother’s. She’s donned a red and purple tweed jacket and matching pencil skirt. Her feet are pressed into an adorable pair of kitten heels, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think she raided my mother’s closet.

      She quickly shows us the grand room, the reading room in the back, and we poke our head into the dining room and the glass-encased courtyard that eerily resembles my mother’s conservatory.

      “So when’s the big day?” Her voice trills à la Miranda Lemon, and I shudder because suddenly it feels as if we’ve crossed over into some other dimension laden with doppelgängers.

      “July fourth,” Everett offers and a soft chuckle bounces from me. That’s a Cormack-inspired date if ever there was one. In fact, not long ago, she helped Everett and me whittle it down. She said we couldn’t have June because she was marrying Noah that month. And if Noah doesn’t watch his back, that is exactly what will happen.

      “Oh, it’ll be here before you know it.” She points to the stairwell. “I have a honeymoon suite that looks over the lake. It’s twice the size of our other suites and boasts a hot tub the size of a swimming pool. She gives a little wink. But, unfortunately, all the rooms are currently booked. The café, however, is calling our name. Come, come.” She beckons us to follow along with her finger, and we head out the back onto a sprawling indoor-outdoor café brimming with guests and visitors alike.

      The scent of something mouthwatering emanates from the direction of the kitchen, and there’s a friendly waitstaff circulating around the dining area.

      She motions for a waitress and shouts for two mimosas before turning our way. “Lunch is on me. I’ve got the perfect table for you.” She walks us out to a table closest to the expansive view of the lake, and it suddenly feels as if we’ve been transported to a sunny seaside villa.

      “This is amazing!” I say as we take our seats and soon two champagne flutes appear, clouded with a touch of orange juice.

      Elaine bubbles with laughter herself. “If you think this is amazing, wait until you see the sunrise from the honeymoon suite. It’s stunning—especially at that time of year. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Um”—I look to Everett for help—“how about some marital advice?” I shrug up at her, hoping this will somehow segue to the fact she offed Pastor Gaines. But she’s so lovely, she reminds me so much of my mother, and her B&B is simply adorable—oh heck, if she confessed to the crime, point-blank, I might just toast her with my mimosa and call it a day.

      A sharp laugh bellows from her. “Do you have all day?”

      “We actually do.” Everett pulls a chair forth. “And we would appreciate any words of wisdom you have to offer.”

      She averts her eyes in the same way my mother is prone to do before falling in the seat across from us, and just like that, Thirteen appears seated on the table. I take up Everett’s hand and offer up a squeeze.

      “I don’t know about words of wisdom.” A throaty laugh brews from her.

      “Perhaps words of caution?” Thirteen muses, his green eyes glowing supernaturally and it’s a stunning sight. “Considering she might be the killer, I’d take her thoughts on the sacred union and toss them into that body of water. Fire away, Lottie. Here’s your chance.”

      “How long have you been married?” I ask, and with each passing moment I feel just as comfortable with this woman as I do my own mother. Honestly, I think they might be long-lost sisters.

      “I’m not married now. However, I’ve been married twice. First to my true love, a man by the name of Kenneth Gilmore who gave me three beautiful daughters.”

      I’m right back to gasping. Three daughters? Just like Mom!

      “That’s incredible,” I say and Everett shakes his head ever so slightly at me. “I mean, that’s wonderful.”

      “Oh, it is. Children are a great blessing. The two of you should have an entire gaggle. You both have such striking features. I’m sure they’ll be beautiful.”

      Everett pulls my hand to his lips and presses a kiss over it. “We can’t wait to get started on our family.”

      Our family? Aww! Everett is killing me today. First a wedding on the Fourth of July and now children? I’m toast.

      “And how about with your second husband?” I shrug over at her. “Any children with him?”

      “Heavens no. We just married a little over three years ago.” She glances to the table as her demeanor shifts on a dime, from jovial to somber. “I’m embarrassed to say he was more of a cautionary tale. When my first husband passed away, I took the insurance money and bought this place.” Gah! Just like my mother! “I put the girls through school, of course, and then spent time getting my business up and running. I had only begun to date just recently. Just before I met Stephen, in fact.” She scowls at the lake when she says his name, and I can’t blame her. “He said he was from Nevada. He came into Burlington and swept me off my proverbial feet. He was a pastor at the local church. And seeing that he was a man of God, I never questioned anything about him.”

      Everett takes a breath. “Did he give you reasons to question him?”

      “Not until he was gone.” She makes a face at the lake again. “One morning I woke up and he had disappeared, just like that. Our joint checking account had been cleared out. It was just after I sold the house my first husband and I shared, the one my girls grew up in. He took it all, left me with nothing. It was his idea to sell the house. I had kept it and rented it out. I thought maybe one of the girls would want to live in it one day, but he convinced me we could travel with the money—see the world.” She sighs heavily.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, clutching my chest. If Pastor Gaines were still around, I’d wring his neck myself. “Did you suspect anything at all? Did anything seem off about him? What about his family?”

      “Ha! He never talked about them. He mentioned his parents were dead.”

      Thirteen twitches his whiskers. “That they are.”

      “And I think he mentioned a brother and sister once—Jack and Joyce? But for all I know they could have been manufactured.”

      Thirteen lets out a sweet meow my way. “It’s the truth.”

      Jack and Joyce. I make a mental note of it.

      Elaine shrugs as she glances to the water once again as if that’s where she buried all these truths so long ago.

      “My middle daughter, Rachel, was forever trying to warn me about him. ‘There’s just something about him, Mom,’ she’d say.” She shakes her head wistfully as if scolding herself for not listening. “Anyway, it turns out, she was right. Once he left, it was Rachel who presented me with all sorts of information about him. She had the goods all along, but I wouldn’t listen.”

      Everett tips his head, looking innocently inquisitive.

      “What kind of information?” I ask.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I turned a deaf ear to it afterwards, too. I was in shock to say the least. I had turned into a swindled old woman—something I never thought I’d be. But I’ve had my guard up ever since. And I’ll never entertain the notion of marriage ever again.”

      I clear my throat. “So you never saw him again after that day? Ever?”

      She glances to her watch and back toward the kitchen. “Would you look at that? It’s almost time for the dinner rush. If you’ll excuse me, I need to move along.” She jumps out of her seat and offers a sweet smile. “If you decide on the inn for your honeymoon, ask to speak to me directly. I would just love for the two of you to begin your journey in life right here on the lake. You won’t be sorry.” She takes off like a wildfire, and Everett and I lock eyes.

      “She never answered my question. Maybe she did see him again? Maybe she is the killer?”

      “You never know.” He glances back in the direction she took off in. “That level of agitation in my courtroom is always indicative of guilt.”

      “Ugh. I don’t want to believe it. I say we leave and let this poor woman enjoy her peaceful existence at the lake. She sure did have a good reason to off him.”

      “Maybe she didn’t. Maybe her daughter did?”

      I take a quick breath just as Everett’s phone bleats on the table.

      He glances at the screen and frowns.

      “Come here, Lemon. Let’s toast to life.” He pulls me in close, and Everett snaps a picture of the two of us holding up our bubbling mimosas with a gorgeous view of the lake behind us.

      Everett fidgets with his phone a moment as he shoots off a text.

      “That was Noah asking if I had a minute. I told him we were busy.”

      “Everett!” A laugh bounces from me. “You are so very bad.”

      “I do believe the words you are so very good came from your lips not that long ago.”

      “Touché.” My cheeks heat ten degrees. “How do we go about speaking with Elaine’s daughter?”

      He glances at the growing crowd in the café as a waitress comes our way.

      “I have an idea,” he whispers.

      A young blonde comes up with a notepad and a pen.

      “Have you had time to peruse the menu?” She blinks at the two of us.

      “Actually, we have to run off,” Everett says, pulling a rather large bill out of his wallet and landing it onto the table. “For you.” The girl’s eyes grow as big as that lake. “You know, I went to school with Rachel Gilmore. Whatever happened to her?”

      “Rachel? Oh, she’s living in Ashford now. She’s Rachel Kane. I think she works in PR or something like that.”

      “That’s right.” Everett nods. “I heard the same thing.”

      Everett and I make our way back to the car, and this time it’s my phone that bleats.

      “It’s a text from Noah.”

      I read it quickly and groan.

      “Oh, Everett. We need to get to the B&B right away. Something is terribly wrong.”
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      Thankfully, Everett and I manage to beat Noah to my mother’s B&B.

      We head on in and the ghost of Greer Giles is the first to greet us.

      “Oh, we’ve got trouble.” She gives a cheeky wink. And just as I’m about to pick up Everett’s hand so he can listen in, I realize he’s already holding my hand and my heart warms despite the impending doom Greer is spelling out.

      “What kind of trouble?” Everett asks as we slow down for a brief moment.

      “Miranda has herself a hottie,” Greer trills with glee. “A bona fide silver fox with a real tan and all of his original teeth right where they’re supposed to be!”

      “That’s the trouble?” I ask, glancing around, unsure of what direction to head in next.

      “Oh yes.” Greer fans herself with her fingers. “It’s the exact kind of trouble your mama likes. Let’s be honest, me too!” She gives a ghostly chortle that vibrates straight to my bones. Props to Greer for finally getting this haunting gig down pat.

      “Where is the lucky lady?” I ask. “I’ve got news for her. Miranda Lemon’s luck is about to run out.”

      I turn to head toward the conservatory, but Greer blocks me off at the pass—not that I can’t walk straight through her but choose to respect her hostage-like wishes.

      “What is it, Greer?” I snip. “Noah is on his way to make an arrest, and I need to shake my mother silly until she comes up with a decent alibi.” Did I just say alibi? I look to Everett as if I just asked the question out loud and he shrugs.

      “It works,” he grunts as he looks at the dead space before me. Just because he can hear Greer doesn’t mean he can see her. “Where’s Miranda? I’d like a moment to give her some advice before the homicide detective exerts his prowess.”

      The thought of Noah exerting his prowess makes my entire body heat with the memory of his touch.

      Greer moans, “She’s in the pantry. But before either of you pass judgment, you should probably know she hasn’t been this excited about anyone in months.”

      “The pantry?” The words extricate from my throat with a certain heft only an exasperated daughter can provide.

      I glide through Greer on my way to the kitchen, and Everett is right there with me when I fling the pantry door open with a lurch—promptly and wisely squeezing my eyes shut when I see the fleshy sight.

      “Geez!” Everett barks, and I hear the pantry door slam shut and a string of salty expletives coming from the other side—all delivered by my salty and all too saucy mother.

      Everett pulls me to the side. “I think I might have sustained an injury to the rods and cones.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, blinking back to life just as my mother and an older gentleman come tumbling out of the poor innocent pantry, struggling to adjust their clothes.

      If the health department knew about my mother’s sexual shenanigans, they’d nail the doors and windows shut before sprinkling the property with gasoline.

      My own sexual shenanigans at the bakery rush to the forefront of my mind, and I shoot a guilty look to Everett—the propagator of those sexual shenanigans.

      “Lottie?” Mom staggers over, and it makes me question whether she successfully pulled her pantyhose back where they belong. “What in the world? Do you need to borrow some sugar?”

      I take a moment to scowl at her gentleman caller. He’s tall, relatively decent looking with a full head of thick silver hair. Okay, I’ll admit, he’s an impressive specimen considering he’s had a considerable number of go-rounds on this spinning blue rock.

      “Topper Blakley.” He offers his hand my way accompanied by a toothy grin. “Delighted to meet you.”

      I glance down at his hand disapprovingly. “I’d say the same, but that was my mother you were conducting a full body search of.”

      He cringes as he looks to Everett. “Are you the son?” Suddenly, there’s a note of terror in his voice.

      “I’m her daughter’s boyfriend.”

      No sooner does he get the words out than Noah bursts into the room.

      “Hey, Lottie,” he says breathless with a smile as he plants a sweet kiss to my lips.

      “And who is this?” the silver fox sounds off—more as a passing thought he said out loud than a judgment.

      Noah wraps an arm around me. “I’m Lottie’s husband.”

      Topper gags as he struggles to express himself.

      “Oh, you’re one to judge,” I say as I pull my mother in. “Noah, would you mind if I have a few words alone with my mother?”

      “Sure,” he says while inspecting the mismatched buttons on Topper’s shirt.

      I yank my mother straight out of the kitchen and into the hall.

      “Are you insane?” I balk as her fingers dance over the buttons on her own blouse in haste. “Don’t answer that. I’ll answer it for you. You are certifiable! And in the pantry? Really, Mother?”

      She swats me before carrying on with her endeavor. “Oh hush, you. When you’re my age, you’ll be thankful for a visit to the pantry or two.” She fluffs her hair with her fingers before settling those sparkling blue eyes on me. “Now what can I do for you?”

      “Noah is here to arrest you.”

      “What?” she squawks so loud a group of tourists nearly tumble down the stairs in fright.

      “Yes,” I say as I pull her deeper into a darkened corridor. “He says your fingerprints were all over my gun the day of the murder.”

      “Well, of course, they were. How else was I supposed to do what I needed to do?”

      “What?” Now it’s me squawking like a chicken about to have its mother hen hauled off to Ashford. “Explain yourself quickly. You have less than two minutes before Noah sniffs you out like a bloodhound.”

      She scoffs. “Lottie, please, you’re getting yourself all worked up over nothing.” She makes a face while craning her neck past my shoulder. “Fine.” She pulls me in close. “The afternoon of the Haunted Honey Hollow Festival kickoff, I—we set out to have a little fun. He was raving about your devil’s food cupcakes, and I told him I knew where he could get a fresh one.” Her left brow rises with the double entendre.

      “Very funny. And let me guess, you were that fresh one.”

      “Only after we had our fill of your cupcakes. Oh, Lottie, they really are to die for.” She plucks at her blouse as if trying to cool herself off.

      “Go on. Get to the homicidal details.”

      “Oh, I didn’t kill him, and you know it. We were in your office, and it’s so darn tight in there we could hardly get around one another. Anyway, the back of my heel hooked onto something and the lid to your ground safe popped open. You really should have a professional look at that.”

      “Perfect. I know just what to say to the repairman. Not only does my mother find my office a tad too cloistered to get coital in, but the broken ground safe has placed her as a prime suspect in a murder investigation.”

      She waves me off once again. “I didn’t even know what it was until Stephen pointed out it was a safe. He tried fixing the do-hickey up top to close it. That’s when I spotted the gun. And that’s when I said, ‘Lookie here, Lottie has a toy gun in her safe’ and I reached in and picked it up and pretended to shoot him. Of course, he didn’t think it was funny and made me put it back. He said the last thing he wanted to happen that day was to get shot and killed.” She sobs instantly into her hands.

      “Talk about a horrific prophecy.” I pull her into my arms. “Don’t worry. I believe you’re innocent. We’ll get this all figured out. Let’s explain this to Noah.”

      “I can’t do that.” She wiggles out of my grasp like a toddler being faced with a needle.

      “Yes, you can. Noah doesn’t bite.” Technically, he does, and in all the right places. In fact, every cell in my body was sounding off the hallelujah choir.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s voice echoes from our left, and it sounds as if he means business.

      “Come on.” I take her by the hand, with a death grip in the event she gets any wily ideas, and we meet up with Noah by the reception desk.

      “Mrs. Lemon.” He exhales hard, his eyes compressed with a twinge of grief. “I’m sorry, but I need to look around, maybe have access to your personal computer? And I’d like to take a peek at your private quarters.”

      Her mouth falls open. “Don’t you need a search warrant, Detective Fox? Where’s my attorney?” She cranes her neck past him. “Everett?”

      Noah’s dimples press in, no smile. He’s all business, and I’d be lying if I didn’t find it incredibly sexy.

      He sighs deeply. “Everett stayed behind to distract Mr. Blakley. We wanted to spare you any unnecessary embarrassment. And the reason I didn’t go ahead with the search warrant is because you’re my mother-in-law. I didn’t want you to have to shut down the B&B while a bunch of deputies pillage the place.” He offers an affable smile. “I thought there was a chance you might give me access to things so I can have a quick look and then I’ll be on my way.”

      A choking sound gets locked in my throat. “But aren’t you going to arrest her?”

      “Lottie!” My mother gives my hand a hard yank. “My kind son-in-law has no intention whatsoever of arresting the best mother-in-law he will ever have, now do you?” She gives a sly wink. And if I didn’t know better, I’d say Miranda Lemon was flirting.

      “That’s right.” Noah bows her way. “Unless, of course, there’s criminal evidence. We’ll start with a quick look around your bedroom, and then I’ll open up your laptop and we’ll be all done.”

      She scowls and grumbles as she digs out a ring full of keys from her pocket and hands them to me. “The gold key is to my suite.” She glowers at Noah. “My laptop is on my desk. If you two don’t mind, I’m going to offer those gentlemen in the kitchen some hot apple cider. I’ll be lucky if Topper ever speaks to me again.”

      She huffs off, and I lead Noah up the stairs and down the darkened hall on the way to my mother’s private chambers.

      The upstairs walls are covered in wood paneling, but there are enough wall sconces to provide a trivial amount of light for the guests.

      Noah picks up my hand and kisses the back of it just as a tiny hatchet-wielding poltergeist drops down before us and roars like a lion on fire.

      “Geez!” Noah howls as he wraps his arms around me and lands us up against the wall, caging me in with his body. “What the hell was that?” he pants, quickly inspecting the vicinity.

      “It was a six-year-old girl.” I glance past his shoulder and wave at the little ghoul. “Hi, Lea!”

      A sparkle of light erupts at her feet, and soon enough Thirteen is here in all his glittering glory.

      “Lottie, Detective Fox.” Thirteen hacks and chokes until a glowing orb emits from his throat. “Excuse the celestial hairball.”

      I wrinkle my nose up at Noah. “That’s Thirteen, Pastor Gaines’ once upon a cat.”

      Lea falls over him. “Oh, I love him, Lottie. Don’t you dare take him away. He’s mine. I’ve claimed him. It’s bad enough you took Beastie and Cookie. If you take Thirteen away from me, you’ll regret it.” Her voice echoes out that last sentiment, demonically low, as she dissipates to nothing.

      “She’s gone,” I whisper to Noah.

      He glances to the left without the benefit of moving his head. “Will you think less of me if I say I’m glad?”

      A tiny giggle gets trapped in my chest.

      I hook my gaze to his. “I’m so glad you know my secret.”

      “I’m glad, too.” He lands a sweet kiss to my lips and lingers. Noah kisses me long and strong, pouring all of his love into me until I’m delirious and dizzy.

      A shrill meow erupts from somewhere by our feet. “Can we get on with things, detective? I’ve a little girl to charm. If I play my unlucky cards right, I’ll be around to witness more than a couple errant kisses.”

      Noah hitches his head toward my mother’s room. “Let’s do it.”

      I take him on in, and Thirteen bristles right past us and hops up on my mother’s four-poster bed. I flip on the lights, and my mother’s cozy peach walls greet us with a warm visual embrace. There’s a wedding ring quilt that my grandmother made covering her bed and a stack of white ruffled pillows piled high by the white tufted headboard. On either side there’s a bone white nightstand—of which I will not delve into lest I cast my eyes upon objects that a daughter should never see.

      Noah walks right over and opens the nightstand drawer before slamming it shut with finality.

      “Geez.” He blinks hard. “Okay, let me do a quick sweep.” Noah looks in the closet, does a quick search of her drawers, looks under the bed, and glides his hand along the top of her bookshelf before sitting at the desk and opening her laptop. “There’s no password to get in. I’ll just do a quick search of her history,” he says, tapping into the keyboard. Noah freezes as he stops breathing for a moment. “Lottie,” he says it low and filled with disappointment.

      “What is it?” I lean in over his shoulder and take a look at the screen. An entire history of all her recent searches is laid out for the two us to see, and I let out a hard groan.

      Noah shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Lottie, but this casts a significant level of doubt regarding her innocence.”

      “There must be some mistake. How to kill a person? How to get away with the perfect murder? Ways to commit the perfect crime? To poison or not to poison? Oh, Noah, I don’t know how she’s going to tap-dance out of this one.”

      “Let’s give her a chance.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      “She’ll have to get a very good lawyer.”

      Noah and I head downstairs and find my mother in the conservatory with Everett.

      “Mother”—I close my eyes as I land before her—“please tell me you didn’t kill Pastor Gaines.”

      She gasps as if she had just been caught. “What did you find?”

      Noah twists his lips. “I looked at your search history, on your laptop.”

      She looks to Everett with a genuine fear in her eyes. “What’s a search history?”

      Everett leans in and whispers into her ear as if he were indeed her lawyer and Mom straightens like a pin.

      “Noah Corbin Fox!” she snips at him. “How dare you invade my privacy.”

      “Mother, you looked up different ways to kill a person.”

      Everett’s eyes widen with alarm. “As your legal counsel, I advise you to not say a word, Miranda.”

      Her nostrils flare his way. “Nobody shushes me, Judge Baxter.” She sets her wild gaze to Noah. “Of course, I looked up those things. It was all a part of my plan.”

      A hard groan comes from me. “I think this is a good time to listen to Judge Baxter.”

      She waves me away. “Detective Fox, if you must know, I looked up those things purely for research. And it was all Stephen’s fault. He’s the one that encouraged me to do so.”

      Noah tips his head to the side, looking more confused than ever. “Why did he have you research those things?”

      “To write a book. Why else?” She tosses her hands in the air with exasperation. “Stephen saw how involved I was with the book club and how much I enjoyed reading. He thought it would be a natural progression for me. He helped me brainstorm a murder mystery and gave me assignments each night, a different thing to research, and I would write down my ideas. Oh, Lottie, you’re going to love it. The story revolves around a woman who can see the dead!” Her enthusiasm returns full force. “The dead. Can you imagine?”

      “I can try,” I say, pressing my lips shut tight as I look to Noah and Everett.

      Noah decides to let my mother be for now, and the three of us take off and congregate outside the B&B.

      “Thoughts?” I say to either of them.

      Noah shakes his head. “It is odd.”

      Everett tips his head back. “It’s highly coincidental.”

      “I agree,” Noah says, casting his gaze out into the woods. “And I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “Do you think Pastor Gaines was setting my mother up in his own murder? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Noah shifts his gaze to the B&B. “No, it doesn’t.”
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      “And then what happened?” Keelie’s eyes are the size of coasters.

      “And then Noah went back to the sheriff’s department trying to figure out how to defuse this bomb.”

      Lainey leans forward from the back seat. “And how exactly is it that we’re on our way to Ashford ourselves?”

      It’s the very next night, and Everett gave me a hot tip about Rachel Kane. He didn’t tell me exactly where we’d find her but asked us to meet him down at the courthouse.

      Correction, he asked me to meet him down at the courthouse, but Keelie and Lainey were there when I closed the bakery and neither of them wanted me to drive down to Ashford alone. And—they also hinted that they were itching for a little adventure. The only instruction Everett gave me was to dress warm. I texted Mom and asked if she would stop by my house and feed Pancake and Waffles for me and she kindly agreed so I don’t have to worry about rushing back home.

      I turn to Lainey. “We’re on our way to investigate a woman by the name of Rachel Kane. She’s Elaine Gilmore’s daughter, the one I told you about yesterday.” Oh yes, I did. I called both Meg and Lainey and told them all about Mom’s doppelgänger—then I was obligated to tell them about her pantry session with Topper Blakley—silver fox pervert extraordinaire—and then that segued into the murderous evidence Noah and I found on her laptop and the fact Pastor Gaines was coaching her to write a murder mystery.

      I shudder just thinking about it.

      Meg said that if Pastor Gaines weren’t already dead she’d hunt him down and kill him. She’s working late tonight at Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club where she teaches strippers their hip swaying moves or she would have joined us on our endeavor.

      Lainey takes a breath. “You know what I don’t get? Is how the church hired him in the first place.”

      “Last month, when we discovered he had a different identity, Noah suggested he might have easily explained it away. And the church is so trusting. Apparently, he had bona fide referrals. Elaine mentioned he was a pastor up in Burlington, too.”

      Keelie warms herself with her hands. “Creepy. It’s almost like you can never really know somebody. I mean, you thought you knew Noah—heck, you were about to marry him up until you discovered he had a wife hiding out in another state.”

      My stomach churns just thinking about it. “True, but that was just an anomaly. I mean, Everett doesn’t have any skeletons hiding in his closet. He already told me all about the woman who was killed while carrying his baby—and we all know how that turned out. Bear for sure doesn’t have any skeletons in his closet—neither does Forest.” I glance to Lainey in the rearview mirror. “But I’m just going to take a wild stab in the dark and say that Topper Blakley most certainly does.”

      Lainey chuckles. “Mom sure knows how to pick ’em.”

      “She used to.” I sigh as I think of my father. Joseph Lemon was a saint. If only he could see the way we all turned out. I’m not sure what he’d think of my love life. Married to one man, in love with two. It’s not a love story by a long shot. It’s a tragedy.

      Speaking of Noah, he had to work so late last night, he was just coming home as I was leaving for the bakery this morning. I guess that’s the reality of his job. If I were married to Everett, there might be a little more stability, but then he’s around his fair share of nutcases. I suppose both jobs have an element of danger.

      I pull into the Ashford County Courthouse parking lot and spot Everett seated in his car. He gets out and slips his hands into his pockets. He’s still wearing his suit and looks like he could be on a billboard in Times Square. He’s so heart-wrenchingly gorgeous, he makes my stomach squeeze tight.

      “Geez, Lottie”—Lainey chirps—“are you sure you want to break up with that big bad wolf?”

      “Technically, I didn’t break up with him. We’re still together in a twisted sort of way.”

      Keelie scoffs while shaking her head in disbelief. “You really are something, Lot. I wish I could fast forward time and see how this whole thing works out for you.”

      “Works out?” I muse as I kill the engine and the headlights. “Newsflash, I don’t think this works out for anyone.”

      We hop out of the car and I run over and offer Everett a firm embrace, and he lands a sweet kiss to my cheek, leaving both Keelie and Lainey fanning themselves.

      “What’s the big secret?” I ask, looking around at the desolate parking lot. “Where are we off to?”

      “Hop into the car, girls.” Everett’s lips curve with the slightest hint of a smile. “We’re headed to a second location.”

      Everett drives us two blocks south, and we gasp as he slows down just shy of a huge silver sign that reads Ashford County Cemetery.

      “Oh no”—Lainey squirms—“you can just turn this car around. I don’t do graveyards.”

      Keelie whimpers, “Neither do I, but something tells me we will tonight.”

      Lainey yelps as Everett pulls the car into a brimming parking lot. “Teaches us a lesson for following Lottie anywhere. I’m texting Forest to pick us up.”

      “Don’t do that,” I say as Everett parks and we get out of the car. “The fun is just about to begin,” I say, pointing over to a large crowd congregating through the enormous wrought iron gates. There’s a small sign staked into the ground that reads graveyard tours six p.m. to midnight, twenty-five dollars apiece, adults only.

      “Twenty-five dollars?” Lainey balks. “I’m a librarian by trade, not a lady of the night. I’m not exactly working for tips in the stacks.”

      “Ooh”—Keelie butts her shoulder to my sister’s—“working for tips in the stacks sounds steamy. Maybe you should write a book about it? I bet your mother and Naomi would feature it in their book clubs.”

      I shrug over at her. “I’d buy a copy.”

      Everett wraps an arm around my waist. “Lemon, with me, you could live it.”

      Both Keelie and Lainey sigh in unison.

      We head over to the gargantuan line, and once we’re up at bat, Everett graciously purchases all of our tickets. Of course, he’s met with much protest, but he has a way of tuning that out.

      The cemetery itself is laden with ground fog as eerie music blasts from the speakers overhead, filled with the sound of creaking doors, peppered with screams and howls. The air holds the scent of something sugary and sweet, and just past the ticket booth I spot a stand selling hot fresh churros.

      My phone bleats, and I suck in a quick breath. “It’s Noah.”

      Hey, Lot, almost done. You mind if I pick up a pizza from Mangias?

      I moan at the sight. “He’s not going to be happy that we’re investigating.”

      Lainey averts her eyes. “Has he met you?”

      “Funny,” I say, trying to figure out how to respond to his text. I look up at Everett. “What do I say?”

      “Tell him to absolutely pick up the pizza and to go ahead and start without you. Tell him you’re on a hot date with a hot judge and you won’t have time for cold pizza.”

      The peanut gallery titters away.

      “You’re a comedian,” I say as I start typing away.

      In Ashford with Lainey and Keelie and we happened to bump into Everett. All is well! Be home soon. XOXO

      Everett ushers us into the next line, and we wait in a relatively short queue before a stagecoach pulls up. A burly man in an old tattered suit dusted with cobwebs is holding the reins, and the horses leading the helm look every bit as tired.

      Everett heads up to the driver.

      “We’re looking to hitch a ride with our friend Rachel Kane?”

      The driver hitches his thumb back. “Two coaches away.” He looks right at us. “Have a frighteningly good evening.” He doesn’t crack a smile as the crowd before us hops into his stagecoach and away they go.

      The next stagecoach fills up, and soon there’s just us and an old couple huddled under a blanket.

      I glance to my phone. “Noah is being uncharacteristically quiet. I wonder what happened?”

      “Lottie!” a male voice shouts from behind and we find Noah paying for a ticket and running this way. He wraps his arms around me and lands a steamy kiss to my lips. My hand bumps against the gun concealed under this tweed blazer without meaning to.

      “How in the world did you find me?” I marvel as I pull back, my heart racing as I see a sly grin on my husband’s face.

      “I’m a detective. It’s my job to figure things out.”

      Everett groans, “Lemon, he uses the location services on your phone as a homing beacon. Face it, you have a certifiable stalker on your hands.”

      “I’m not sure I disapprove.”

      The sound of hooves clip-clopping our way manifests into an adorable pair of dappled horses. A woman with her face painted gray, large dark circles under her eyes, and her hair colored in a shock of silver motions us into the glorified wagon. And next to her is a gorgeous glowing cat with ebony fur and matching ebony sparks that seem to swirl within his ghostly frame. It’s my favorite long-deceased black cat, Thirteen.

      The woman motions us aboard once again. “Hop on if you dare. Hold onto your hats and souls—of course, I can always arrange for you to lose both.” She breaks out into a maniacal cackle.

      The carriage itself is open air, and there are hay bales set on either side of the tractor-trailer for us to sit on. Noah sits to my right and Everett to my left, and both Keelie and Lainey sit on the other side of us. The old couple huddled under their blanket takes their seats near the back.

      Thirteen lets out a horrific roar before turning his head completely around unnaturally, and it’s an unnerving sight. “I like this one, Lottie. She’s dead on with her humor.” He chortles away, and I join him.

      The woman turns around and looks at me with those dead eyes of hers. She really is a great actress.

      “Laugh while you can,” she muses. “Soon you’ll have reason to scream.”

      I pull back and whisper to Noah and Everett, “I guess the PR gig was pretty much a dead-end job.”

      We share a quiet laugh as the chariot begins to move out slowly. Rachel regales us with enough tales from the dead to set a crypt keeper’s hair on end.

      We watch as the fog rolls by in long fingerlike protrusions and the gravestones peak through its misty talons. The oaks and the maples that surround us are already bare and their skeletal arms glow white under the pale three-quarter moon. The sky is pregnant with dark clouds but rich with hues of navy and electric blue. It’s an enchanting night, a perfect night for a carriage ride through a cemetery—although I have no idea how we’re going to cage Rachel into giving us info on Pastor Gaines.

      I glance back to check on the older couple and gasp.

      “They’re gone!” I cry out, pointing to the back. Both Keelie and Lainey glance that way, and in no time flat the two of them are shrieking. I join right in on the fun, forcing Rachel and those poor ponies carting us around to stop cold.

      Rachel spins in her seat. “What the heck is going on back there? We haven’t even gotten to the scary part yet.”

      Thirteen leaps right through her and lands his sparkling self right onto the empty bale of hay that once held the seemingly happy couple.

      “There was this old man and woman”—Lainey’s voice wavers—“and they were sitting right there. And now they’re gone!”

      Noah jumps ship. “They must have fallen off.”

      Everett bolts out the back, and soon Keelie and Lainey follow suit.

      “Great fun.” Thirteen arches his back as he stretches out. “Why don’t you let the men tire themselves out looking for those poor souls and drill our friend Rachel instead?”

      “Good thinking.” Keelie helps me jump down, and I make my way over to Rachel who’s busy typing into her phone.

      “We’ve got a couple of runners.” She shakes her head. “Happens at least once a night.”

      “That sweet old couple? They could hardly hobble onto the proverbial bus. There’s no way they hopped off while we were in flight.”

      She shrugs as she finishes up her text. “You’d be surprised. Some people are obsessed with crawling around this place after dark.”

      Rachel is a tall woman, strong jawline, bright eyes. Her gray tattered dress sweeps the ground and is noticeably dirty around the hemline, but I suppose it just adds to the wicked charm of it all.

      “Sure is a creepy night,” I say and she finally looks my way.

      “This is usually when I say it’s a good night to die, but it’s almost quitting time and things like this tend to pull me out of character.”

      “I get it. My mother’s fiancé was murdered last weekend and that pulled me right out of character, too.”

      “Murdered?” She perks up as if it were her favorite topic.

      “Oh yes. Someone shot him in the alley behind my bakery. His name was Pastor Stephen Gaines. He just persuaded my mother to put all of her money into his checking account, and now there’s a whole legal nightmare with trying to get it back. They were just about to turn it into a joint account.” My God, I pray that didn’t happen. But I needed something that would ring familiar to her and jar her into disclosing something personal to me.

      “Wow, your mother sure sounds gullible.”

      I can’t help but frown up at her. “She is.” Fine. I’ll call a spade a spade. “Are you saying your mother would never fall for anything so foolish?”

      “Ha!” she squawks so loud an owl flies out of a nearby evergreen, expanding its pale plumage overhead. “My mother wrote the book on cheated widows. She married some freak—a pastor just like your guy…” she stops cold, her pale eyes glowing in this strange light. “Oh my God. Did you say he was a pastor?”

      “Yes.”

      “And his name was Stephen?”

      “Yup.”

      “Stephen Gailmen?”

      “Stephen Gaines.” It’s nice to know he kept his initials intact this time.

      Her eyes flit around as if she half-expected him to pop up from behind an overgrown gravestone.

      “You’re not going to believe this, but I think this man and the nutcase my mother married are one and the same.” She closes her eyes a moment. “So he’s finally dead. I can’t tell you how much joy you’ve just brought upon me. I actually took a hit out on him once—but that was ages ago.”

      “Really?” This morbidly fascinates me. And in a strange way, I admire her for it.

      “Yup. I went down to Leeds, to some seedy strip club, found myself a mob boss, and gave him cold hard cash.”

      “What happened?” Obviously not death.

      “I don’t know. His henchmen took my money and said they’d take care of it. But I never heard a thing.”

      Hey? Maybe this was it? Talk about a delayed reaction.

      A tense knot builds in my stomach. If Rachel’s hit on Pastor Gaines worked, sadly I don’t think I want to push this further. Hasn’t her poor mother been through enough? And was that swindler really worth the trouble a trial would bring?

      Thirteen hops before me. “Now, Lottie. I know what you’re thinking. But I’ve come to garner justice for the dead. You must focus on justice.”

      I quickly glance away from his glowing green eyes.

      For once, justice is the last thing on my mind.

      “So how long ago did you put out that hit?”

      “Like I said, ages. It must have been over a year ago.” She shrugs it off. “It wasn’t me. I can honestly say I’m glad to have been ripped off by the mob.”

      “You should be counting your lucky stars. Was there anything odd about him? Anything you’d want someone to know?”’

      “Not now that he’s dead. But our mothers weren’t his first victims. In fact, he married another woman after my mother. A woman by the name of Julia Wright. She lives in Newport.”

      “Newport? That’s not far away.”

      “Nope. He kept his gig local. I didn’t have the heart to tell my mother he turned up again. I figured he already spent the money and was better off dead. That’s when I put the hit on him. But, in hindsight, I should have gone for the legal jugular. And I was about to, but by the time I arrived to speak with his new wife, he had already bolted from her as well. She, like my mother, was too embarrassed to contact the authorities.”

      “And that’s why he was able to propagate the same shtick in Honey Hollow—with my mother as his next victim. I wonder if I spoke to Julia if I’d glean anything new about him?”

      “Who cares. We should be at the nearest bar celebrating—chasing down shots, not chasing his ghost. It’s not like either of us would turn in the killer. Heck, they’re practically the hero in this equation.”

      “I totally agree,” I say it low in hopes Thirteen won’t hear, but judging by the scoffing coming from him, he heard plenty.

      Noah and Everett come back, panting and breathless.

      “We looked everywhere.” Noah places his hands on his knees as he pants violently.

      “They took off.” Everett hops back into the wagon and helps Keelie and Lainey onboard. Noah and I jump in, and Rachel takes the reins once again.

      Soon enough, we arrive right back where we started, and as the carriage comes to a halt, I glance back and scream at the sight before me.

      Seated right back in their proper positions are the old man and woman, the blanket still pulled over the tops of their heads.

      Both Keelie and Lainey let out a howling scream, and I swear I feel both Noah and Everett tense on either side of me.

      The old man lowers the blanket and offers a smile that shows far too many teeth, his face a tad too bony to be comfortable to look at.

      His wife looks equally emaciated. Her hair is styled in stiff, white bristles at least three inches over her head, catching the light like a silver halo.

      “Have a nice night, all.” The old man helps his wife down before he turns to look my way. “Nice cat you have there.” He gives a little wink as they hobble off and are quickly swallowed whole by the fog.

      Rachel chokes as she observes the scene. “What cat?”

      Thirteen hops right down off the haunted chariot and prances on by.

      “It’s nice to have friends in dead places.” He belts out an obligatory meow before sauntering off into the haunted night.

      Ha! Thirteen knew I’d need some one-on-one time with Rachel. Who says the dead are useless?

      Both Keelie and Lainey cry—literal tears—begging to go home and swearing off any future adventures with me that don’t involve half-dressed men. Okay, so Keelie threw in that last part.

      We head to the parking lot, and Keelie and Lainey practically jump for cover in Everett’s car, so I turn to Noah and Everett and quickly spill everything Rachel told me.

      Everett shakes his head as he looks back at the ticket booth where she’s talking with a fellow coworker. “She doesn’t realize she could have just incriminated herself.”

      Noah stares pensively in that direction as well. “I’ll keep it in mind, Lottie. And I’ll check out Julia Wright, see what I come up with. This sure is turning out to be a strange case.”

      “I agree.” I shudder as the wind whistles past us, moaning like a ghost in a graveyard and I’m sure it is. “Maybe this is one case we should just let die right along with Pastor Gaines.”

      A crackle of lightning goes off in the sky, followed by a ferocious growl of thunder.

      Everett takes a breath. “We’d better get back before the storm hits.” He pulls me in quickly and offers a kiss to the top of my head. “Goodnight, Lemon. Night, Noah.” He takes off, and Noah and I do the same.

      The rain starts in heavy and thick, coming down over the windshield in sheets that make it almost impossible to see.

      “I’m going to pull off the road for a moment.” Noah pulls into the woods to the right of the turnout and kills the engine.

      “I agree. Better safe than sorry. I wouldn’t want to spend my future haunting the Ashford Cemetery or any other cemetery for that matter. I bet it’ll clear up in just a few minutes. How ever will we pass the time?” I bat my lashes at him innocently, and soon enough his mouth is covering mine.

      Noah and I fog up the windows in record time. The rain eventually lets up, and Noah races us back to Honey Hollow, right to his place so we can finish what we started.

      Noah does his best to shield me from the rain with his jacket, and I laugh all the way into his cabin as Toby jumps and barks, happy to see us.

      Noah picks me up into his arms as he shuts the door behind us with his foot.

      He sails us into his bedroom as laughter bubbles from my chest. No sooner does he flip the lights on than a scream works its way up my throat and I do a rather inglorious dismount from his arms.

      Sprawled naked on his bed in breathless anticipation is an all too familiar blonde bimbo—Cormack Featherby. And as soon as she spots me, she pulls the comforter over her body in haste.

      She scoffs. “Excuse us, Landy. This is a private affair.”

      I glance to Noah and close my eyes. “I’d better get home to Pancake and Waffles.” I offer him a sweet kiss on the lips and leave him to clean up the feather-headed mess in his bed.

      Some things seem impervious to change.

      Cormack is one of them.
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      Stay away from Noah or else!

      I stare at the note pinched between my fingers far longer than necessary. The paper it’s written on is creamier than my nighttime moisturizer. And if its gold embossed monogram CF hadn’t tipped me off as to who sent it—the perpetrator who handed it to me would have. I glance across the counter at Cormack Featherby.

      She pranced right into the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery after her Swift Cycle class per tradition, and Britney hops by her side trying to get a gander at the note in my hand. I flash it her way and Britney hoots so loud you’d think it was something far more exciting than a foreboding message.

      “Did you just threaten Luella?” Britney slaps her hand over her knee. “Oh goodness.” She digs the tips of her pinkie fingers into the corners of her eyes to keep from crying. “Cormack, you are too much today. First the rant about Noah kicking you out on your naked rear end and now this? You’re lucky Lacy hasn’t slapped you with a restraining order. Don’t you think it’s time you let sleeping dogs lie?”

      “Oh, I did.” Cormack’s lips twitch with what I’m guessing is rage. “I stepped right over Toby as I made my way into that bedroom.”

      Huh. Not once has Toby not greeted me with an enthusiastic running, jumping, pet-me-over-the belly hello. I guess he, too, is just not that into her.

      I slide the note back across the counter. “I don’t need this, Cormack. And I’m not staying away from him. Like it or not, Noah and I are embracing our marriage.” I leave out the part about it being a temporary stronghold, per the instructions from his therapist.

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s a fake marriage. I know all about it. Hazel told me herself she thought you were serious so she finalized the paperwork for you.”

      It’s true. Hazel Wellington took over her sister Amanda’s event planning company in haste and was desperately trying not to mess up when she messed up royally and filed the paperwork making my union to Noah ironclad in the eyes of the law.

      “It might have started off that way, but Noah and I have had a change of heart. We’re taking this seriously, and so should you. Look, I realize that you’ve fallen hard for Noah again, but maybe this is a good time to set your sights somewhere else?” Like the south of France, I want to say.

      Brit nods as her ponytail swings back and forth. “I’m sure there’s a wealthy count, or an earl, or even a loaded commoner that might strike your fancy—or your appetite for financial destruction.” She chortles and I struggle not to chortle right along with her. “Excuse me, ladies. I need my coffee.” She scoots down to the register where Lily takes her order.

      Great. Never would I have guessed that Britney would become the voice of reason. And furthermore—that I would desperately want her to remain in my presence and act as a buffer between Cormack and me.

      “Or how about an older gentleman whose tax bracket is in the next galaxy?” I offer. “My mother is hosting a singles mixer next Saturday night that will be crawling with silver foxes.”

      Cormack leans in hard, her eyes narrowed to tiny celadon slits.

      “Listen up, Lana. Noah Corbin Fox and I are destined to be together. A very prominent fortune teller gave me that delicate information not long after my last divorce was final.”

      Last divorce? Oh, heck, I don’t want to know how many divorces she’s racked up.

      A heavy sigh expels from me. “Listen, Cormack. My name is Lottie,” I enunciate each syllable. “And I’m sorry to break it to you, but I don’t need to listen to whatever that charlatan who made off with your money may or may not have you believing. And I don’t need to listen to your threats. I’m not backing down on this.”

      “Oh, okay,” she balks, nodding like a bobble-headed doll. “So you get Essex and Noah? And what about the rest of us, Laraine, or whoever you think you are?”

      I’m about to tell her that I’m technically not with Everett anymore but don’t have it in me to verbalize those words. Everett is still very much tattooed over my heart.

      And as if on cue, that tall, dark, and ornery judge walks right into my bakery with the twitchings of a naughty smile.

      He steps over and nods to the two of us.

      “Lemon, Cormack.”

      Ha. She doesn’t get a surname delight like I do. I can’t help the pettiness. Cormack is sawing over my nerves and my sanity right now.

      “Everett, you are a sight for sore eyes. Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. Any hint as to what this might entail?”

      I crimp my lips. “No. This is a complete surprise. Are you still game?”

      Earlier today I dug deep into the internet trying to find a Julia Wright in Newport, Vermont, and although it wasn’t easy, I managed to track her down to an interesting location. Suffice it to say, it will be a blast from the past for me, but I’m not entirely sure how Everett will handle it.

      “I’m game, Lemon. I’m up for anything, and I say bring it.”

      Cormack gags. “What about me? Essex, please explain to your fiancée that she can’t be engaged to one man and married to another.”

      He grimaces a moment as he looks her way. “Actually, Cormack, I see that scenario play out more than I care to admit down at the courthouse.”

      “Speaking of courthouses.” I slide the creamy parchment toward Everett. “Feast your eyes on this little piece of evidence.”

      He picks it up and shakes his head. “Cormack, you do realize that if anything happened to Lemon, this would be admissible in court. I’d advise you to keep all your threats verbal.” He winks my way. “Spoken words are a heck of a lot harder to track, especially if the one who heard them wasn’t around anymore.”

      My mouth falls open at his obnoxious sense of humor.

      Cormack belts out a husky laugh. “I can always count on Essex to have my back. Watch out, Lemon Tart. If you don’t remove your claws from my man, I am coming for you.” She takes off in a fury, and I watch as she stalks down Main Street.

      “You do realize you didn’t help.”

      “Not helping is half the fun. Besides, she’s about as harmless as a housefly.”

      “And just as annoying.”

      His brows bounce. “You ready to take off?”

      “Only if you let me throw a few cupcakes into a box for the ride over. I still love to feed you.”

      “I’ll take what I can get.”

      I box up a half a dozen of my friendly ghost cupcakes and thank Lily for watching the shop for me. She already agreed to do so this afternoon.

      Everett and I get as far as the entry when a familiar looking husband comes in bearing a bouquet of blush pink roses that look as delighted as I feel.

      Everett’s chest expands. “Noah, if you hurry up the street, you can still give the flowers to your girlfriend.”

      I nod. “I’m sure she’d appreciate them. She’s having a rather rough day.”

      Noah’s cheek flickers with a hint of amusement. “These are for my bride.” Noah extends the flowers as if they were a peace offering. “I’m sorry you had to witness any of that in my bed last night.”

      Everett’s lips purse a moment, and I can feel the zinger coming before it ever leaves his mouth.

      Everett leans in. “When you have to hand-deliver an apology bouquet after a night in your bed, it’s time to consider a different kind of therapist to frequent. You do realize there are women who specialize in upping your game. They’re found at Red Satin after dark.”

      Noah shakes his head, his eyes never leaving mine. “I don’t need another woman.”

      “Thank you, Noah,” I say, graciously accepting the flowers before turning to Everett. “We found Cormack naked in his bed last night. It was an adventure I wasn’t up for, so I left rather abruptly.”

      “And so did she,” Noah adds. “So where are the two of you off to?” Any enthusiasm he might have had begins to wane as he takes a moment to scowl at Everett.

      “Newport,” I tell him. “I have a credible lead as to where I might find another one of Pastor Gaines’ victims, and Everett was kind enough to volunteer to come with me.”

      Noah shifts his gaze to Everett. “I’m sure he was.” He nods his way. “Do you think you’d mind sitting this one out? I’d kind of like to go on a covert op with Lottie sometime. I hear she’s pretty good.”

      A quiet laugh rumbles through my chest. “That’s because you got to experience it firsthand last night.”

      “Touché.”

      Everett scratches at the back of his neck. “I’m fine with it.”

      He tries to hand the box of cupcakes back my way, but I stop him.

      “That’s so you don’t forget me.” It comes out with a twinge of sadness.

      Everett bows down and gifts me a wet kiss on the cheek before whispering, “And that’s so you don’t forget me.”

      He takes off, and I try my best to scrape my heart off the floor.

      Noah takes up my hand and offers a pained smile. “Are you ready?”

      “I’m always ready for you, Noah.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Newport, Vermont is a bustling lakeside community that is rife with old-world charm and its fair share of stunning fall foliage.

      “I haven’t been here since my father was alive,” I say as Noah drives us down a major thoroughfare. “It’s so beautiful I just want to feast my eyes on everything at once. I love feeling like a tourist.”

      “I’m glad I get to share it with you, Lot. We should talk about traveling one of these days. We never did get an appropriate honeymoon.”

      He waggles his brows and my mouth falls open at the romantic prospect.

      “Let’s do it. Is there a city that Cormack has been banned from?”

      He belts out a laugh.

      “Why are you laughing? Most people fear the boogey man. I fear a Featherby popping up from under the bed.”

      He groans, “You’re right. It hits way too close to home for it to be funny.”

      I decided to leave out her ridiculous threat for now. I don’t want to ruin this fun trip with any more talk of that nitwit.

      “I’m glad you’re here with me, Noah.” I point up ahead. “You’ll want to turn left at the end of the block and our destination should be right there.” I didn’t dare tell Noah what he was in for. I had a hard enough time imagining Everett doing this with me let alone Noah.

      Keelie and Lainey have all but sworn off my antics for the rest of the haunted month, and Meg is swamped at the “studio” as she calls it.

      “I’m glad I’m here, too. I’ve been meaning to steal some serious alone time with you. I guess you can consider this our first official date night—or afternoon as it were.”

      “Oh, I love that. Can we still have date night once we have a gaggle of children?”

      “Only until we get to twelve.”

      “Twelve!” I swat him on the arm and we share a laugh, but as soon as we make the left, Noah grows morbidly somber.

      “Oh no,” he moans as he pulls into the first parking spot he sees. “Why does Everett get mimosas on Lake Champlain and I get this?”

      I try my best to stifle a laugh. “If it makes you feel better, I asked him first.”

      “Sadly no, it actually makes me feel worse.” He winces over at the enormous roller skate spinning in the sky. “A roller derby?”

      “Yup. Owned and operated by Julia Wright herself. I checked the social media account of the place and she’s practically in most of the shots. And seeing that she’s super active, I’d say our chances of speaking with her today are pretty darn good.”

      “Can you speak from a full body cast?”

      “You’re a riot,” I say, hopping out of his truck.

      Noah takes a deep breath while looking at the sign. “The Roller Space Case.” He shakes his head. “Let’s hope they have good pizza.”

      Noah and I head into the oversized brick building with its floor-to-ceiling windows and old cracked vinyl floor entry.

      The sound of wheels softly whirring in the expansive basin to our right, accompanied by the scent of—Noah guessed it—pepperoni pizza gives this place a nostalgic appeal. Back in the day, my mother used to haul us girls out to Ashford when they still had a roller rink and we’d fly around that track as if our lives depended on it. How I miss those storied days when my father sat on the sidelines eating a slice of stringy pizza, cheering us on as if we were Olympians. And we sure felt like we were.

      Noah points over to a large neon sign. “Haunted skating the entire month of October.”

      “Ooh, sounds like Julia likes to kick it up a scary notch.”

      The bored teen at the reception area perks up. “Did you say Julia?” Her hair is long and shockingly pink. White cordless earbuds hang from her ears, and it reminds me of the time my mother asked why the girl in front of us in line at the movies had cigarettes coming from her ears.

      “Julia? Yes, actually, I did.”

      We step over and she slides a couple of liability forms our way, which Noah begins to diligently fill out. I happen to peer at the names he’s jotted down—Corbin Fox and Kenzie Fox. Our middle names and a brand new surname for me. I like the idea of trying it on for size.

      The teen taps into her phone. “Did she give you a discount?”

      I’m about to refute the frugal error when Noah nods.

      “Yes, she did.” He taps his hand over the twenty-dollar price of admission per person, and I can’t help but chuckle.

      “Sure thing.” The girl knocks ten percent off the price and takes our shoe sizes before reappearing with a pair of his and hers skates. “Julia is in the rink if you want to say hello. She’s the Grim Reaper.”

      A forced laugh bucks from me. “Julia is always the Grim Reaper.” I shake my head at the girl as if I had a clue as to what I was talking about.

      She wrinkles her nose. “So you heard?”

      “Heard what?” I lean in, suddenly hungry for what the teen with the cigarettes hanging out of her ears has to opine about.

      “About a year ago her husband disappeared.” She says that last word in air quotes. “People think she offed him, but she insists he took off on his own. But really? The pastor of New Way Church just up and leaving his wife like that? They were so in love. And he was so nice. Always smiling. He never had a bad thing to say about anyone.”

      And, sadly, not a word she said surprises me.

      “Does Julia have a bad thing to say about anyone?”

      She laughs, exposing a retainer in her mouth that runs across her teeth in a thin silver line.

      “Julia is insanely nice. Emphasis on insane. But you know that. Anyway, the town gossips think she went bonkers and mowed him down and buried the body—thus the Grim Reaper costume. Julia has been a good sport about it.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “Have fun,” she chimes as she tends to the next customer in line.

      “Wow, Noah, who knew she’d prove to be a wealth of information? Maybe Julia did kill Pastor Gaines. It just took her a while to track him down.”

      “If she did, I’d say she was tenacious. And I’m not ruling it out. But one thing I’ve learned as a detective is that popular opinion isn’t always the best route to follow.” We get to the benches next to the refreshment stand and Noah pats me on the back. “Have fun, Cupcake. I’ll watch from the stands.”

      “Oh no, you don’t.”

      “Come on, Lot. I’ll test out the pizza for you. On a scale of frozen Frisbee to Mangias, I’ll give you an honest readout.”

      “Very funny, detective. But there might just be a delicious reward of another variety in it if you don those slippery shoes.”

      His evergreen eyes press hard into mine and my insides bite with heat.

      “That’s one challenge I can’t refuse.”

      Noah and I put on our skates and head down to the rink, with me gliding happily along and Noah hanging onto the guardrail for dear life as if each step were about to launch him off a very steep cliff.

      We hit the whirling masses, mostly teenagers screaming at one another while looking at their phones. The rink itself is sparsely lit by way of an illuminated disco ball. There are cobwebs over the ceiling and large fuzzy spiders hanging from the walls. Most of the kids are dressed in costume, and the music blaring from the speakers sounds as if it should be gracing a haunted inferno.

      I take up Noah’s hand and we’re off, slowly, painfully slow.

      “Noah, you can walk faster than that. Just relax and try to have fun. It’s totally okay if you fall.”

      “It’s totally okay if other people fall. I happen to have a gun just inches from precarious places on my body. I’m liable to shoot off my baby maker if I take a tumble. And if I do, we can kiss our baker’s dozen goodbye.”

      “Thirteen?” I muse, and no sooner do I say the number than a sparkling black cat materializes perched on Noah’s shoulder.

      “You rang?” He looks around the establishment, managing to look bored in the process. Come to think of it, Thirteen always looks bored.

      Noah looks to his left. “He’s on me, isn’t he?”

      “Yes,” Thirteen muses. “Try not to dislodge me on the very first fall. I happen to enjoy being eye to eye with a beautiful girl.”

      “I’m blushing,” I tease. “And you’re just in time. There’s a Grim Reaper in here somewhere I plan on interrogating.”

      An older blonde comes our way wielding an oversized plastic machete, and I gasp at the sight of her. And, instead of remaining calm and staying in my space, I step out in front of her and we both spin out of control.

      “Lottie?” Noah calls out as he rolls away. “Where are the brakes on these things?”

      Thirteen lets out an adorable roar. “Never mind him. Do your thing, and I’ll make sure the bumbling detective doesn’t lose a limb.”

      Especially not the baby making limb, I want to add, but I’m too busy flailing.

      An arm steadies me, and I gasp all over again.

      “Did I scare you?” She blinks those all too familiar blue eyes my way.

      Have I mentioned Pastor Gaines has a type? Dear God. Come to think of it, Mitzi did share the same fair skin and hair, same sparkling blue eyes. Wow, Pastor Gaines had to look far and wide to fulfill his fetish for blonde widows with some serious cash in the bank. Little did he know he was about to hit zippo with my mother. She’s not loaded.

      “No, actually”—I struggle to catch my breath—“you just look so much like my mom it caught me off guard. I’ve been missing her.” I add that last tidbit in hopes to elicit a bout of sympathy.

      “Oh dear.” She clutches at her chest as if the thought touched her—and that’s exactly how my mother would’ve reacted in the very same situation. “Come here.” She pulls us off to the side. “How long has it been since you’ve lost your mother?”

      I open my mouth to correct her but decide to go with it.

      “It’s very recent. This last summer.” Something tells me I’m going to have to dodge lightning bolts for the rest of my days for pretending that my mother bit the big one.

      “That’s not that long ago at all. They say it takes a full year just to get out of that fog grief lands you in.”

      “Oh? Are you familiar with it? Have you gone through a similar loss?” Not that she’d grieve someone she killed.

      She hooks her powder blue eyes into mine, and my stomach cinches because it really does feel as if I’m with my mother. Elaine and Mitzi might have passed as sisters, but this woman right here is Miranda Lemon’s long-lost twin.

      “I’m painfully aware of loss—just not the kind you’re dealing with.” Her lips quiver a moment the same way my mother’s have been prone to do. “I’m not sure if you’re in the know, but it’s no secret my husband walked out on me last year. People actually think I killed him.” She holds up the plastic machete. “Thus the irony in my choice of accouterments. But don’t worry. You’re not speaking with a killer. Although if I found him, I’d gouge his eyes out with my own bare hands. I wouldn’t let him go so easily.”

      “No gunshot to the chest, huh?”

      “Ha! Not on your life.”

      I make a face because I find this Miranda knock-off to feel mighty credible. “Can you tell me about this man? Why would he take off on someone as kind and pretty as you?” I mean that.

      “Greed.” She glances over her shoulder. “I’m only telling you this because I think you need to hear about some other people’s troubles. Maybe it’ll help take the edge off your own.” She tilts her head as she softens her gaze over me. “I’m not sure why, but you remind me so much of my own daughter. Anyway, Stephen—that’s my husband. We had a good marriage. He stepped into the picture shortly after my first husband died, and I fell hard for him. It’s as if he knew all the things I needed to hear, and I lapped it up like a kitten to milk. We were so happy—deliriously happy. He had a small church he started up, only about fifty in the entire congregation, but I believed in him. And, of course, I had the equestrian center.” She glances down to the floor, and I can see the shame building in her eyes.

      “Had?”

      She nods. “People think I sold it because I wanted to, but that louse I married took off with every red cent I had in the bank. I didn’t want to lose my home. It’s the home I shared with my previous husband. That would be another loss I couldn’t have dealt with. So, I decided to sell my share of the equestrian center I inherited along with my sisters. Thankfully, they both bought me out. And with the money, I had enough to pay off my mortgage. With the rest, I bought this place. It was in foreclosure, and I brought it back to life all by my lonesome.” She shrugs. “It was old and rundown, had seen better days, and didn’t have much hope. The last owner took off on it out of the blue. I guess you could say I saw a lot of myself in this place. Stephen took off one day out of the blue himself and left me in a pile of rubble, too.” She sighs deeply.

      “Have you ever thought of trying to hunt him down?”

      “Are you kidding?” She narrows her brows my way. “Now you listen here, young lady. Any man who walks out on you is not worth chasing.”

      “Not even if you plan on prosecuting him?”

      She winces. “And eat crow in front of family and friends? I’m too mortified to tell them how much he swindled me for. And I ask you to kindly not repeat a word.”

      “Absolutely not.” How interesting that the common bond between poor Julia here and Elaine Gilmore is that their pride stands in their way of reporting his crime. I bet he played on that as well. Stephen Gaines is a master manipulator, and he knew exactly who he was targeting. “I’m sorry you went through all that. You wouldn’t mind if I gave you a hug, would you?”

      She presses out a sweet smile. “I think it might make both of us feel better.”

      I offer her a warm embrace, and she squeezes me hard just the way my mother has a propensity to do.

      “Take care,” she says, rolling away backward. “And don’t be a stranger!” She takes off like a bullet, and I spot Noah and Thirteen up by the café and swim upstream like a salmon trying to get to them.

      “How was it?” Noah asks.

      Thirteen hops off his shoulder and lands smack onto the pizza. “Yes, what juicy morsels did the reaper have to share with you?”

      “It’s the same story we’ve heard before.” I shake my head. “And none of those women wanted to report him in fear of the social consequences that would befall them of all people. This is just heartbreaking to witness. I wish there was some way to go back in time and wring his neck.”

      Thirteen lowers his head. “I’m so disappointed,” he growls it out in sorrow before dissolving in a vat of sparks and stars.

      Noah and I take our time finishing up the pizza.

      We head over to the front desk and return our gently used skates, and the girl with the shocking pink hair doesn’t even bother looking up from her phone.

      Noah wraps an arm around me as we make our way into the brisk autumn air.

      “I’ve never had an investigation with so little leads, so few suspects that I actually want to pursue.” I pull him in and look up into those brilliant green eyes. “What are your thoughts, detective?”

      Noah hardens his gaze at the roller rink. “I’m starting to think we’re heading in the wrong direction entirely.”

      “Can we search his office? His home, maybe?”

      “I can get a search warrant for both, but it’s against protocol for me to bring you.”

      I bite down hard over my lip. “What if I broke in? You can be my lookout. Come on, Noah. I’m good. I could put this together—we could put this together.” I don’t want to say it out loud, but depending on who killed Pastor Gaines, I might not want to turn them in.

      “I could lose everything, Lottie.”

      “You won’t. I promise. If it looks as if someone is coming, feel free to arrest me. I won’t protest.”

      He closes his eyes at the thought. “I’m not arresting you.” He opens the right side of his jacket, revealing the tip of a silver cuff partially tucked in a pocket sewn into the lining. “Not for real anyway.”

      “Ooh. Does that mean this bad baker is about to get put into restraints?”

      “I show. I don’t tell.”

      “Fine. I’d much rather you take me back to Honey Hollow than to anywhere Pastor Gaines might have gone. I’m not sure I’m that interested in digging around in this investigation any longer.” A thought comes to me. “Listen up. I’m about to give you a hot tip, detective.” I think I’m about to break and enter into the cabin across the street from my home.”

      “And I’ll be right there to arrest you.” His dimples dig in.

      “I knew you had a naughty streak in you.”

      “What can I say? You bring out the beast in me.”

      We hop into his truck, and Noah takes off for Honey Hollow as if he were on the chase for a common street criminal.

      The truth is, we’re both on the chase, and whoever did this to Pastor Gaines is about to have their luck run out on them. As much as I’d like to submerge the case, my thirst for justice keeps corking it up to the top.

      But when the killer’s luck does run out on them, something tells me I’ll have a hard time turning them in for their crimes.

      Once we get back to Country Cottage Road, I end up keeping my end of the bargain and breaking into Noah’s cabin. And Noah ends up keeping his end of the bawdy bargain and lands me in handcuffs.

      “I’ve always thought you were arrestingly handsome,” I pant as he bolts the door behind us. “Cheesy, I know.”

      A crooked grin flickers on his lips. “I suppose this is a good time to tell you I’m also an FBI agent—Female Body Inspector.” He winces. “Cheesy, I know.”

      “It looks like I’m at your cheesy mercy, detective. I suppose you’ll have to inspect away.”

      And inspect away he does.

      Suffice it to say, a perfectly legal lusty time is had by all.
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      A lemon-yellow glimmer of sunshine, the first light of day, greets me as I get to the bakery in the morning.

      It’s Saturday, the day that Noah, Everett, and I agreed to head to counseling together later this afternoon. And then after that trauma is over with—tonight my mother is entertaining an entire hoard of horny gray panthers and silver foxes at the big senior soirée her new boy toy Topper Blakley talked her into.

      Not that they’re official.

      After he got wind of the homicide charges pending, he took a full step back from any kind of a commitment. Something tells me he draws a hard line at assassins. Not that my mother is an assassin. Although it does sound rather impressive. And considering her first victim was a bona fide louse, I’m profoundly dazzled by her marksmanship abilities.

      I hop out of my car and head to the back of the bakery. No sooner do I get the key into the door than an enormous cracking sound emits from my right, and I look up just in time to see a weathered old oak tree crashing down in my direction.

      A viral scream gets lodged in my throat just as I press myself up against the building and a couple of branches graze my backside—but, for the most part, I’m no worse for wear.

      I turn around, only to find the bulk of the trunk smashed over the top of my beat-up Honda.

      “No, no, no!” Great. As if people don’t think I’m cursed enough, I almost got crushed to death by a tree of all things. My God, if I had just been a foot back, I would have gotten clobbered right into eternity!

      I take in a ragged breath before heading into the bakery and sending a group text to both Noah and Everett.

      And as I suspected, they both arrive in record time. What I didn’t expect was for them to arrive together. I let them in the front, and Noah wraps his arms around me while Everett takes off to inspect the damage.

      “Geez, Lemon.” Everett can hardly squeeze his way out the door. “It’s like the tree was coming for you.” Once he’s through to the other side, Noah and I join him. They take off to inspect the tree at the base, and I hop over an entire obstacle of branches and leaves to get to them.

      “Well?” I carefully navigate my way in their direction. “What’s the verdict? Termite rot?” Wow, if it is, it’ll be up to me to tent all of Honey Hollow since Nell practically gifted me the neighborhood.

      Everett and Noah exchange a glance.

      “What? What is it?” I say, trying to get a better look.

      Noah takes a step back, and I look to where Everett is crouching with his hand over a flat stump.

      “What is that?” I say as I inspect the seemingly clean break.

      Everett gives a quick look around. “Someone took a saw to it,” he says, getting back on his feet.

      “A saw? You mean someone was out here? They deliberately tried to kill me?”

      Noah shakes his head. “They most likely sawed it last night. And—if we’re going to go the sinister route, they waited for you to show and kicked it over.”

      “Oh my God.” My adrenaline spikes all over again. I press my hand to my chest, only to feel my heart trying to kick its way out. “Cormack,” I pant. “She did this.”

      Noah’s eyes grow wild with disbelief. “What makes you think that?”

      “Because she threatened me. You saw the note, Everett. The woman is dangerous. Noah, I demand you arrest her.”

      “Lottie.” His brows narrow as he pleads with me to reconsider with this tone.

      “Don’t you Lottie me. That nutcase almost did me in.”

      He whips out his phone. “I’ll ask where she is.”

      “She’s obviously hiding in the bushes.” I shiver as I struggle to warm my arms with my hands.

      Everett wraps an arm around me, and immediately I’m heated by his body.

      He sighs. “Noah, you call your girlfriend. I’ll get Lemon out of the cold.”

      Noah scowls up at him as Everett and I hightail it back inside the bakery.

      “Everett, you believe me, don’t you?” I ask as he wraps his arms around me once again. His blue eyes are the only color in this monochromatic early morning world.

      “Lemon,” he says it sweetly enough. “I’m not sure she has the dedication to come out in the middle of the night in the freezing cold to saw an oak tree in half.”

      “You’d be surprised what a great motivator hate can be—and she does hate me.” I make a face at him. “All right, traitor. I’ll go make you some coffee.”

      And I do. I make both Noah and Everett my special pumpkin spiced lattés and pull out an array of cookies left over from yesterday while I go bake a fresh batch of everything. As much as I tried to convince them that I was fine and that they could certainly go back to bed, neither dared to leave the bakery.

      By the time I pull out a fresh batch of pumpkin spiced muffins for us all, the morning crew rolls in.

      Both Lily and Keelie step up and examine the three of us.

      Keelie starts in on an obnoxious string of giggles. “Why does it look like Noah and Everett just rolled out of bed and had a rigorous workout?”

      Lily smacks her on the arm. “Why do you think?”

      “Oh!” I shake my head as I do my best to swallow a mouthful of muffin. “No, they were moving a tree out back just a little while ago. I thought it smashed my Honda in half, but it turns out there’s just a tiny dent over the top of the car.”

      “Moving a tree?” Keelie’s voice drops an obnoxious octave. “Is that what they’re calling a threesome these days?”

      Lily’s lips cinch a devious smile. “If there was a tree involved, I guess it was a foursome.”

      My mouth falls open. “I’m awfully close to pelting you both with muffins. And Keelie, the reason I asked if you could help out at the bakery tonight is because I have a huge order of cupcakes and cookie platters that I need delivered to my mother’s senior soirée.”

      “Ooh.” Lily bucks. “I almost forgot to tell you. She called last night before we closed and doubled the order. She wants to have some treats for the guests of the haunted house she’s hosting as well.”

      “Great,” I say. “It looks like there will be a fright in every nook and cranny of the B&B tonight.”

      Lily zeros in on Noah. “So when are you arresting Miranda? Or is she getting a pass because she’s your wife’s mother?”

      Noah glances to Everett, and I wonder if they’ve already discussed the dicey legal waters we’ve ventured into.

      “I don’t see her as a flight risk.” Noah glances my way. “And I don’t have all the necessary evidence to make the arrest.”

      “You will.” Lily nods. “Sorry, Lot, but face it, your mom has a propensity for offing her boyfriends. I think Mayor Nash escaped a fire.”

      “Or dodged a bullet,” Keelie adds.

      I shake my head at Noah and Everett. But I don’t say a word that might protect my mother’s questionable honor.

      Do I think that my mother had it in her to kill a man in cold blood?

      I don’t think I want to answer the question.
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        * * *

      

      Soon enough it’s afternoon, and both Noah and Everett have come back to the bakery after leaving a couple of hours ago. They’re both showered and dressed to impress—our therapist. Okay, so maybe a tiny bit of their hard work was for me.

      The three of us drive out to Fallbrook and straight to Dr. Frankie Allen’s office where we head right in, single file.

      She turns around, her hair in a messy bun, her merlot-colored leather jacket is fitted, and she’s wearing a pair of crocodile textured heels in a matching shade of burgundy. Her smile quickly morphs into a gasp.

      “Well, as I live and breathe. Essex, you dirty, dirty dog!” She holds her arms open and he falls right in.

      Noah leans over. “Did she just say Essex?”

      Mother of all things holy.

      How is this possible? I mean, I realize that Everett got around, but really? Our therapist, too?

      She’s rocking him in her arms like a baby, her fingers wandering up and down his back like she’s conducting some kind of tactical assault.

      “Everett,” I hiss without meaning to. Oh heck, I meant it.

      He pulls back and nods her way before taking a seat next to me in the big comfy chairs she has set out three in a row.

      “Well”—her cheeks are ruby with color as she takes her seat in her enormous leather chair—“I was not expecting this surprise.” She looks to Noah. “You neglected to tell me your stepbrother was the infamous Judge Bed ’Em and Leave ’Em Baxter.”

      So she does know him—in that way.

      I shoot him a look for amassing such a reputation to begin with, and his lips flicker like flames too stubborn to give a real smile.

      “Yes,” Noah muses. “That would be him. And he is, in fact, the man who decided to interject himself between Lottie and me.”

      Everett leans in to get a better look at him. “Lemon chose me.”

      “Lemon?” Dr. Allen all but swoons as she wrinkles her nose my way. “Isn’t that just adorable? Oh, how I miss your nicknames, Essex.” A hearty giggle rips from her and she sounds like a donkey braying. “Of course, my nickname was for behind closed doors only.” More braying.

      I glare at Everett a moment.

      And why are we here again? To repair my relationship with Noah or to tear what Everett and I have left to sexual shreds?

      Dr. Allen straightens in her seat, her hands folded in front of her. “So, Lottie”—she’s doing some oddball fidgeting with her eyes as if trying to get me to look at Everett without moving her head—“you’ve had a fair sampling of the two. I can see now why all the indecisive behavior. Noah, you’ll have to understand that Lottie is in a peculiarly difficult position. Both you and Essex are wrought of a very high caliber. I’d go as far as suggesting that this is an impossible decision.”

      Noah shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “Lottie has chosen. We’re moving on with the marriage.”

      She balks, “For two months.”

      “At minimum,” he corrects. “It could take up to six.”

      I can tell Noah is rooting for seven.

      Everett sighs as if bored with Noah’s efforts to maintain me as his legal spouse. “I can move it along, and I will.”

      “Ooh!” Dr. Allen shimmies her shoulders as she giggles. “Don’t you just love a man in charge, Lottie?” She sighs, never taking her eyes off him.

      Noah grunts, “I have a team of deputies at my disposal.”

      Dr. Allen gives him a quick wink. “And don’t think for a moment that doesn’t drive the bakers wild.” That throaty giggle reprises itself. “Isn’t that right, Lottie?”

      “That is correct.” I pat Noah on the knee.

      Dr. Allen shudders as if coming to. “Let’s get down to business. Speaking of which, Lottie, did you and Noah get down to business?” She pops a pair of glasses on, and they promptly glide right down her nosy nose.

      I use all of my mind power to glower at her.

      “Yes,” Noah whispers as if prompting me to admit it.

      I clear my throat. “A lady never tells.”

      She looks to my right. “And Everett, how does that make you feel?”

      “Oh, come on,” I balk. “How do you think it makes him feel?” I’m fighting mad all of a sudden. If I were her, I’d move because I’m about to flip a table.

      “It’s okay, Lemon.” Everett picks up my hand and offers a sweet kiss to the back of it. “I completely understand. You’re married. Noah is your husband. This is something the two of you wanted before I ever stepped into the picture romantically.”

      “Oh, Essex.” Dr. Allen picks up a brochure with her picture on the cover and fans herself with it. “How chivalrous of you. Are you currently dating?” She presses her lips together as if she were hopeful he wasn’t.

      “I’m on hold until Lemon fully makes her decision. I’m confident she’ll choose the best path for the both of us.”

      “For the three of us.” Noah’s voice sounds strangled.

      Dr. Allen frowns his way as if he was ruining her mojo with the good judge.

      “Noah”—she offers him her full attention—“how does it feel having Lottie back fully?”

      Noah picks up my hand and warms it with his, those emerald eyes hooked to mine. “It feels amazing. It feels as if my life has kick-started again and I have the one person I longed for back in my arms. I feel complete with you, Lottie. I feel as if we’ve already started our family. You’re my family.”

      My heart melts—every last part of me melts into a puddle hearing Noah proclaim his love for me that way.

      “And Lottie?” Dr. Allen opens her beak once again, and I’m really starting to get irritated with her. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m sorry, but I refuse to eviscerate Everett. I’ll tell Noah how I feel when we’re alone.”

      Everett takes a breath. “Lemon, please, I don’t mind. I know you have very deep feelings for him or we wouldn’t be sitting here. You were with him first, you gave yourself to him in an intimate way last year, and you firmly believed the two of you were altar bound—the first time. Please don’t hesitate to let him know how you feel. Remember, it was me who implored you to take this marriage head-on. I’m not going to fall apart simply because you declare your love for him.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek hard. Of course, Everett knows all the right things to say. He’s a judge for Pete’s sake. He says all the right things for a living.

      A ragged breath pumps from me.

      “Noah”—I turn his way, and my eyes blur with tears in an instant—“my heart belongs to you in ways I simply cannot explain. When our lives blew apart last February, I honestly tried to find it in me not to care for you anymore, but my heart didn’t allow for that to be an option. I’m in love with you, madly in love, and I can’t help myself.” My body goes rigid as I feel the weight of Everett’s stare over my back.

      “Come here.” Noah pulls me into a hard embrace. “Thank you for sharing that with me.

      “Very good, Lottie.” Dr. Allen sighs. “Now I’d like for you to do the same with Essex.”

      I shoot her a look for being so liberal with her first name privileges.

      “Everett.” I give her the side-eye before turning to him fully. “I am truly, madly, insanely in love with you.” I shrug. “I can’t help it. When Noah and I split in two, it was you who helped put back the pieces of my heart, and I’ll forever be grateful to you for that. And, as it stands, although I’m fully committed to my marriage with Noah, you still hold a very special place in my heart—and not one part of me wants to evict you from it. You know parts of me that no one else has ever seen.”

      Dr. Allen titters, and I tap my fingers over my mouth.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      She motions for me to face forward once again.

      “Noah”—she hitches her head toward Everett—“please let Essex know how you feel about him.”

      “How long do we have?” Noah smarts before leaning forward to get a better look at his old stepbrother. “Everett.” He offers a slow blink. “We’ve had our fair share of disagreements. I’ve wronged you in the past, and you were right to be angry with me. I stole your first love right from under you. It was a stupid adolescent move, and I’ll regret that forever. And when you came back into my life—through Lottie, I instantly feared you were after retribution. I couldn’t blame you for being attracted to her. But I could blame you for actively pursuing her while we were still together, or so I thought.” Noah presses a remorseful smile my way. “I understand now you were just a very good friend to Lottie. And once Lot and I took a step back in our own relationship, you were right there ready to fill my shoes. Again, I couldn’t blame you. I wasn’t half the gentleman you were.”

      Dr. Allen nods. “And now? How do you feel about Essex today?”

      Noah clears his throat. “Today, I’m grateful for you. It’s because of your encouragement that Lottie and I are able to pick up where we left off and see where this could lead. And I’m in full agreement with you. I only want what makes Lottie happy. If it’s me, I’m thrilled. And if it’s you”—he takes a hard breath—“then I will accept her decision and wish the two of you the best.” Noah’s shoulders sag at the prospect. “But above all, Everett, I’m thankful that we’ve reached a place where I can once again call you a friend.”

      Dr. Allen claps, and I offer my own meager applause.

      “Noah, that was great,” I say, wiping a tear from my eye.

      “Essex?” Her lips expand. “Your turn.”

      Everett sighs hard as if this was something he wasn’t anticipating nor did he wish to continue. I say join the club.

      He looks to Noah, those blue eyes settling in. “Noah, when you and Alex came into my life, I thought finally—the universe is making all the wrong things right. I had my wish for a brother fulfilled twice over. After about a week, I realized my error,” he teases. “But in all seriousness, having the two of you around made me feel complete. Losing my father was tough, but having a new family was an amazing gift, and I didn’t take it lightly. So when I discovered that you decided you knew what was best for me—in regards to Cormack, I was livid with you. I swore I’d find a way to sell both of your kidneys on the black market. And I was privately learning jiu-jitsu in an effort to kill you swiftly in your sleep.”

      “Everett”—a nervous giggle bounces from me—“refocus.”

      “Right.” He wipes his face with his hand. “Noah, bottom line. You survived my wrath. When Lemon came into my life, I found something unique in her that I’ve never had in a woman before—a friend. And as time went on, I knew my heart wanted more. I laid out my feelings for her and she graciously thanked me for doing so, but assured me the two of you were on the right track. Later that month, Britney showed up and blew all of your good plans out of the water. And just like that, Lemon and I fit. But in the interim you and I grew to be friends once again. I knew she still had feelings for you, so making sure the two of you either finished what you started or ended on the right note was crucial. I love Lemon.” He pauses while staring hard at Noah. “And I’ll be honest. That’s not going to change.”

      Dr. Allen whimpers while fanning herself all the more.

      Heck, in a moment I’m about to join her.

      “But—I love you, too, Noah.” Everett flexes an all too brief but genuine smile. And just like that, I explode into a million confetti hearts all over the room. “And that’s why I’m doing this. Not for one other person would I have done this. But I’m doing it for you—because you are still my brother.”

      “Oh good Lord up in heaven.” Dr. Allen tips her head back as we both indulge in a deluge of tears.

      “Everett”—I hop over and fall onto his lap, pressing my lips to his as I pull him into a hard embrace—“that was so beautiful. What a sacrificial heart you have. I’ll never forget those words for as long as I live. It was truly the most touching moment I have ever witnessed.”

      “Lottie?” Dr. Allen clears her throat.

      “Yes?” I glance around and Noah’s gaze is wide and hard.

      “Oh right.” I hop right back into my seat.

      Dr. Allen motions for the three of us to stand. “I think Lottie had a brilliant idea. It’s time to share a heartfelt embrace.”

      I pull Noah in and wrap my arms around him hard. My husband. My everything. Noah truly is just that.

      Noah and Everett exchange a rather manly embrace—that’s more of a pat on the back than anything.

      “Homework.” Dr. Allen bears a wild grin our way. “Noah, you’re to treat Lottie to something special, something romantic, something unexpected that will change her views of you. Think outside the box.”

      “I look forward to it.” He gives my hand a squeeze.

      “As do I.” I dot a quick kiss to his cheek.

      “Good. Noah, you have another assignment. Essex, this includes you as well. The two of you are to go on a male bonding expedition. Something isolative that will give you both some quality time together and room to share your thoughts with one another. Agree?”

      “Agree,” both Noah and Everett chime in unison.

      Noah nods his way. “How about I take you to Hollyhock when we get a chance and you can help me check out that lodge I’m looking to purchase.”

      Everett tips his head. “I’d like that.”

      Noah mentioned to me a few weeks back that he was looking to make a lucrative investment, something he could pass down to his children one day—our children. The thought warms me all the way to my toes.

      “In that case, enjoy the rest of the weekend.” She pulls a pin out of her bun and her red hair falls wildly all around her. “Essex, you know where to find me if need be.”

      “So unprofessional,” I mutter under my breath as we file out of her office.

      Everett looks from Noah to me. “Anything else I can do for you, Lemon?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, there’s something the both of you can do for me. Be my date for the senior soirée. I have a feeling those attending my mother’s geezer-fest shouldn’t be left unsupervised.”

      Everett raises a brow. “Sounds to me like it’s time to party.”

      Noah gives a sly smile. “A room crawling with single women? I wonder how many women will call you Essex?”

      I’m beginning to wonder that myself.
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      “Essex!”

      The first giddy granny we see says his proper moniker right out the gate.

      “Mom?” He pulls her into a quick embrace.

      And that right there is the only exception to the coital rule—with the other only exception being his sister.

      The B&B is brimming with bodies, young and old as it were. As soon as we finished up in Fallbrook, we hardly had enough time to load up all of the cupcakes into the back of Noah’s truck and hustle them to my mother’s celebratory version of dueling banjos—haunted silver banjos as it were.

      I’ve just set all the cupcakes and cookie platters in place—in the conservatory for the silver sect and in the dining hall for those who paid to have their socks frightened right off of them. I’ve already seen Greer running around with her head in her arms, looking mildly visible to the naked human eye, and about a dozen different people marveling at my mother’s special effects.

      Little Lea has Thirteen tucked under her arm and they’re roaming the halls kicking people in the shins and biting them.

      Winslow looks awfully dapper in his ghostly duds and he’s holding a pitchfork and jabbing it at random. The guests are so riveted by the floating garden tool that they’ve actually tried to pry it away from him. But seeing that Winslow was once a farmer right here in Honey Hollow two hundred years ago, he’s hanging on to what’s rightfully his.

      Carlotta, Brit, and Cormack are conducting the haunted house tours—an odd trio if ever there was one—but I don’t mind one bit that my mother is enlisting the aid of her regular boarders.

      Carlotta trots my way while Cormack accosts Noah. And Brit heads over to Everett as they share a laugh—probably because he’s filling her in on our last adventure.

      “Listen, Lottie—” Carlotta pulls me farther out of earshot in her zombie-like costume, her face painted so white there’s a hint of a blue cast. The dark circles under her eyes look menacing—and, shockingly, she looks a lot like I do at three in the morning. “Your mother has crossed the line this time.”

      “Does she have the toilet paper running in the wrong direction again? I’ve threatened her in the past. The toilet paper runs over—or she’s out.”

      Carlotta takes a moment to swat me. “This is not about toilet paper. It’s about human waste—as in a literal human. You can’t let her see this Topper person. He’s a whopper, all right. He’s bad news, you hear me? Whatever you do, you need to make sure it stops! And it ends tonight, Lottie.” She picks up her enormous gray tattered gown and looks to the throngs of tourists bursting through the doors, wide-eyed and smiling. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to scare the pants off a group of high school students.”

      “Wait!” I yank her back by her bustle. “You can’t just leave me hanging like that. What’s the matter with the guy?”

      The chandelier goes on and off, and a riot of screams ensues from all around. The lights start to dim once again, and this time they stay that way. Perfect. I was hoping the universe would remind me why I liked living in the modern era once again. Lord knows if we ever had to revert to candlelight we’d burn the town to cinders.

      “Later, Lottie. I’ve got little Lea angry with me, and that’s one brat I need to make nice with.” Carlotta stalks off, and I opt to join Everett and Brit over Noah and his psychotic concubine.

      Brit purses those pillowy lips of hers my way. “Sounds like no progress was made today, Lancaster.”

      I inch back, unsure of how the alphabet soup got so far. But I’m in no mood to try to figure out Britney, so I go with it.

      “You’re right,” I say. “It turns out, Dr. Allen is one of Everett’s coital castoffs. She was hitting on him hard.”

      She snorts. “She was hitting on Noah pretty hard when we started out, too. But I set her straight.”

      “You told her to knock it off or else you’d flip a table?” I knew I should have sent furniture flying.

      “No. I gave her a lifetime pass to the Swift Cycle gym I planted down the street from her office. Believe me when I say her face turned colors.”

      “Ha! Don’t worry, Brit. I’ll bring a box of my impossible-to-resist chiffon cupcakes the next time I head her way. I think we make a great team in that respect.”

      She cranes her neck past me. “Someone else thinks she makes a great team with your husband.”

      I turn around to see Cormack trying to climb Noah as if he were Mount Olympus as Noah does his best to remove her from his person.

      “That’s it. I may not have a table to flip, but I can flip a blonde just as easily.”

      No sooner do I dig my claws into Cormack’s shoulders than Everett plucks her away and sends her back to her post at the distal end of the B&B.

      Noah takes my hand. “I’m sorry, Lot. Maybe I should get a restraining order.”

      “Why? So she can break it? Please, she’s unstoppable.” I lead us toward the kitchen. “I’d better make sure any surplus of cupcakes I brought are put into my mother’s refrigerator.”

      “I’ll help.”

      And sure enough, my friendly ghost cupcakes are beginning to melt into white gooey globs. I slide all of the boxes down the island as Noah fits them into the fridge in various patterns as if he were playing a skilled game of Tetris.

      The back door begins to open slowly, and I head over in the event one of my mother’s guests has turned themselves around.

      “Hello?” I open it wide and my breathing ceases. My brain can’t believe what my eyes are seeing. A scream evicts from me at the top of my lungs as I shut the door in a fury.

      Noah dashes over and pulls me close. “What’s wrong?”

      “The door,” I pant. “I saw him. He was there.”

      “Who was there, Lot?”

      “Pastor Gaines. He was tall and dressed in a suit and that smirk on his face he always wore, and even his eyes looked as if they were laughing at me.”

      “Stay here.” He bolts that way and whips the door open, peering out at the darkness. “There’s no one out here, Lottie. Do you think you could have…you know”—he winces—“seen a ghost?”

      I suck in a never-ending breath. “My God, if my powers have grown in such a way that Pastor Gaines of all people can haunt me, then I don’t want anything to do with them. I’ll be turning in my supersensual card to the first paranormal agency I can find.”

      “Come here.” He pulls me into a strong embrace. Noah’s rock-hard body adheres to mine, and I don’t want to let go. I don’t want to be a part of this night any longer.

      “Let’s check on my mother and then get out of here.” I run my hands down the front of his shirt. “I’d love to bring you back to my place.” I shrug. “I miss having you there with me.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go.” He lands a sweltering kiss to my lips.

      Noah and I race next door to the conservatory brimming with a sea of gray—and oddly, these people all look just as good if not better than any of their younger counterparts I’ve come across.

      The women look amazing with their skin glowing, their grins stretched from ear to ear. The men aren’t so bad either with their fancy suits, their winning smiles. Everyone has a drink in their hand as laughter and the din of cheery conversations abound.

      I’m in awe of every single soul in the room. They’ve lived great lives and they’re still going, healthy and strong, classy and elegant, looking for love right here at the—

      My eye catches the sign hanging from above the back door—Welcome to the Third Annual Swingers Soirée.

      “What?” I spot Miranda Lemon yucking it up with a group of dicey looking men, and I make a beeline for her. “Can I borrow you for a moment?” I pull her to the side without waiting for a response. She’s donned a tight black dress, so short I’m entirely convinced she’s donned the top to a pantsuit, which is suspiciously missing its lower half. Her hair is curled and winged back circa 1980, and she has a swath of bright red lipstick on—always my favorite shade on her—MAC, Ruby Woo. Honestly? Is there any other color?

      “Would you let go?” She plucks her arm free. “In the event you’re unaware, I bruise easily.”

      “So does my ego. What are the fine people of Honey Hollow going to think once they find out you’re hosting a porn convention and an exorcism on the very same night?”

      “They’re going to think I’m fun, Lottie!”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Fun? Mother, are you even vaguely aware of what a swinger is?”

      “Yes.” Her brows narrow as if the idea stymied her. “It’s a group of people who like to have a swinging good time.”

      “Good grief. I’m going to go with the fact you really don’t know. It means you like to swap—and exchange partners. As in eww, that’s disgusting!”

      “I don’t want to swap. Topper and I are officially together now.” Her voice curls in a sexy snarl that makes my stomach churn. “I’m his date tonight.”

      “Of course, you are. How else would he play this perverted game? Only I bet he’s not going to swap you. He’s simply going to add to the equation!”

      She waves me off. “Oh, Lottie, I know he is. In fact, he introduced me to two other very wealthy men who are interested in taking us out for drinks!”

      Good God. I can’t.

      “And what exactly do you think their intentions are with the two of you?” I had to go there. If you’re going to connect the dots, you should always start at the beginning.

      “We’re going to further discuss our favorite positions on things.” She stops abruptly and glances around as if slowly coming to.

      “Brace yourself, Mother. They weren’t talking politics. The entire lot of them wants to take you to bed!”

      She fans herself with her fingers. “Your father always said men were wild to have me as their own. They’ll just have to eat their hearts out. I belong to Topper now.”

      “No, don’t you get it? Topper wants them all to have you at once.”

      Her mouth falls open. “You mean? The three of us?” Her jaw roots to the floor. “Oh, Lottie, now you’re just being silly. Head on over to the bar. Topper arranged to have a signature drink made for the party. It’s called a trilateral delight.”

      There are no words in the human lexicon to describe how I’m feeling right now.

      “Fine,” I say. “I didn’t want to do this, but I’m going to have to rat you out to Lainey and Meg.” I take a picture of Mom smiling under the raunchy signage and shoot it over to my sisters.

      Meg is the first to respond with an emoji that’s laughing so hard it’s crying.

      I flash it at my mother. “She’s still typing.”

      We’ll put her in a nice home come morning. Lock her in the pantry for safekeeping tonight, would you?

      “See this?” I say with a touch of satisfaction. “Meg thinks you’re a danger to yourself and you should be restrained.”

      Mom lifts a brow. “I’ll agree to the pantry so long as Topper can come with me.”

      Lainey texts back an entire sea of expletives, and I’m a bit slower to share my sister’s disdain with her.

      “You girls are impossible.” She waves me off as she looks around. “Wait a minute. That’s Marcia. She’s Richard B’s girlfriend, and she’s leaving with Carlisle.” Her fingers gravitate to her lips. “And isn’t that Betty? Wasn’t her husband of fifty years here? What’s she doing kissing Mr. Riley? He has a very attractive girlfriend who is twenty years his junior.”

      “Face it, Mother. You’ve got an entire roomful of partner swapping deviants who think you’ve just green-lighted their philandering behavior.”

      “Oh dear,” she moans as she looks around. “We need to get these people out of here. If the citizens of Honey Hollow find out about it, they’re liable to run me right out of town!”

      “And straight to Leeds where they think you belong.” I glance around for two of my favorite studs. “Hang on.”

      I spot Noah and Everett with their arms folded tightly across their chests standing a safe distance outside of the conservatory.

      I speed over in a flash. “Quick! We need to help my mother get these people out of here.”

      Everett shakes his head. “I can’t risk getting my picture taken anywhere near that banner. I’ve got a career to uphold.”

      “Same here,” Noah pipes up.

      “Well, how in the heck am I going to get them out of here?” A wild panic starts to build in me at the thought of the senior sect pulling an all-nighter at my mother’s B&B. A thought comes to me. “Noah, clear the room so we can get back to my place.”

      Noah charges past me and whips out his badge, holding it high overhead.

      “You have two minutes to vacate the premises or you're all under arrest!” His voice roars so loud, the echo circles the room twice.

      And just like that, a silver blur takes over as the room drains from its every orifice.

      Noah comes back with the look of a man who’s about to get lucky, and he is.

      “Good work,” I say. “Even the bartender has abandoned his post.”

      We say goodnight to my mother and pile back into Noah’s truck.

      “Would you mind running by the bakery so I can pick up my car? I’ll be needing it in the morning.”

      “Sure thing.”

      We stop off and Everett offers to drive along with me.

      It’s so cold in my Honda, I apologize ten times before we ever leave the alley for dragging Everett into the Ice Age with me.

      “You need a new car, Lemon. One you can start remotely and have it nice and toasty by the time you get inside.”

      “Like yours?” I tease. Everett’s car has enough bells and whistles it could run the space station.

      “Like mine.”

      I take the turnout of the alley a little too fast, trying my hardest to make the light at the end of the street.

      “Slow down, Lemon. Arriving alive is still the right option.”

      “You bet,” I say, pumping the brakes, but nothing happens. “Everett?” My voice hikes in a panic. “Everett, the brakes aren’t working!” I slam the pedal to the floorboard over and over again.

      “Lemon, watch out!”

      A horrific crash erupts as my front end wraps itself around a tree, and just like that, the windshield explodes as Everett bursts right through it. My head slams against the steering wheel and the world grows increasingly fuzzy.

      She’s done it. Cormack has finally managed to kill me, and unfortunately for Everett, she might have offed him, too.
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      Thirteen stitches.

      I’m sensing a theme here.

      Thankfully, Noah decided to follow us and was able to call for an ambulance. After a visit to the emergency room, both Everett and I walked away with ugly bruises. Everett also sustained cuts to his arms, which he used to shield those aggressive good looks when his seat belt failed, but, nonetheless, we’re still at a few stitches apiece—thus totaling the unlucky number. I have three stitches along the right side of my forehead, and Everett has ten running from the corner of his lip to his jaw on his left side. The scans they did showed no signs of brain swelling for either of us, and for that I’m extremely grateful.

      The doctor suggested someone keep an eye on the two of us for the next few hours, so I spent the night at Everett’s to keep an eye on him and Noah slept on the couch. Yes, I slept with Everett, but we did just that, sleep. Well, he slept. I listened to his steady breathing all night while plotting a murder of my own.

      If Cormack thinks she’s going to get away with this, she is sorely mistaken. First the tree? And then cutting my brakes? She is certifiable! But then, I’ve known that all along. Of course, neither Noah nor Everett dares to believe it.

      They actually defended her.

      Defended!

      I’m quick to push it out of my mind. Once I start dwelling on it, my blood hits an instant boil.

      Besides, now that it’s clear Cormack has her sights set on me, I’ve been on guard all week. And there have been incidences. The sack of flour that nearly decapitated me from the upper rung of the delivery cart in the alley? Cormack. The metal pole that seemingly came out of nowhere and tripped me on the way down my porch yesterday morning? A total Featherby move.

      But most disturbing was the mysterious basket of apples that was waiting by my door when I got home last night. They had a stamp from Grand Orchard on them and a simple note that read Enjoy!

      Normally, I would have been ecstatic to have the treats. Fresh apples this time of year are my absolute favorite. But I couldn’t shake the vision of Cormack injecting them all with cyanide, so I promptly took the whole thing and threw it into the trash bin in the side yard.

      Almost a week has passed since I wrapped my car around a tree. It’s Halloween, the night of the Monsters Ball at the Evergreen Manor, and I’ve been making a steady stream of deliveries. I’ve worked tirelessly over the last two days baking around the clock to make sure there would be enough to fill the ridiculously large order Naomi put in. On the final trip, Everett helps me pull out the last few boxes of cupcakes and lock up the refrigerated van. It’s the van he gifted me almost a year ago after I helped clear him off the suspect list after one of his girlfriends—and I use the term loosely—was killed. I was in a competition to win one of those refrigerated beauties when I came upon the suspect, and sure enough I hunted her down. I burned my pie and lost to a longtime rival, but the killer was brought to justice.

      “Let’s get these to the kitchen, Frankenstein.” I can’t help but giggle. Everett has opted to forgo a costume. Instead, he looks dapper in his business attire that he wears down to the courthouse. But those stitches on the side of his face give the appeal of Dr. Frankenstein’s monster—and I have to admit, it’s a sexy look.

      “They come out tomorrow, Lemon. So do yours.”

      “Don’t I know it. I feel like a patchwork doll each time I look in the mirror. Hey? You don’t think Cormack will try to finish me off tonight, do you?”

      He winces as we enter the kitchen of the Evergreen Manor through the back door. You can hear the din of voices, what sounds like a cast of thousands coming from the main hall.

      The parking lot outside is filled to capacity, but thankfully there’s valet so no need to worry about stumbling around in the woods trying to get here.

      “I talked to Cormack.” Everett sighs.

      “You did?” I practically shriek the words at him. Cormack has been wisely avoiding me. That is, when she’s not busy planting booby traps in an effort to do me in.

      “Yes, she came by the courthouse yesterday afternoon and we went for coffee.”

      “Coffee? At our coffee shop?” Okay, so the fact it’s ours is a bit of a stretch, but the coffee shop next to the courthouse is where we met. It might have been a bit of an inglorious meeting, what with me trying to ram him in the crotch with the top of my head. Initially, there was a bit of a trip and fall trauma that resulted in a difficult time getting up, but it was a memorable meeting nonetheless.

      “Yes, Lemon. At our coffee shop.” His lips twist as if he were remorseful. “I’m sorry. But I spoke to her about the incidences that you—we found concerning, and she categorically denied any involvement.”

      “Of course, she did. Every killer that I happened to have apprehended this last year categorically denied having anything to do with their crimes right before they were caught. You of all people should know that every suspect sings his innocence.”

      And just like that, Thirteen materializes over the elongated island flooded with far too many sweet treats. Naomi really did over order. She never was good at math.

      “Good All Hallows’ Eve,” he purrs.

      “Good evening, Thirteen,” I say quickly before turning back to Everett. “So I suppose you’re just going to believe her word over mine. Nice to know where my credibility lies with you.”

      “You have no evidence.”

      “You have no evidence she didn’t do it!”

      “Ohh,” Thirteen yowls. “Who is the infamous she?”

      “She is a witch,” I hiss and Everett’s eyes enlarge at my seemingly uncalled for outburst.

      Noah walks through the back. “Knock, knock.” He comes over with a crooked grin. He’s dressed in jeans and a crimson varsity football jersey with the number thirteen in large gold letters, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Hey, princess.” Noah stalks over, looking far too handsome for me to keep my hands off him for too long. “You look great. You look like a queen, and you are. You’re my queen. Are you up for the romantic day I have planned for us tomorrow?” He lands a quick kiss to my lips and lingers for a moment.

      Noah has yet to make good on Dr. Allen’s suggestion to do something wildly romantic with me, but he assured me he was cooking up something big.

      “You can bet I’m looking forward to it. And, for the record, I’m a fairy,” I say, plucking at my pale green skirt. There’s a silver bodice up top and small iridescent wings strapped over my back. “Meg furnished the costume for me. She says they have an entire cache down at Red Satin. I opted for something more demure than the other offerings she suggested.”

      “You opted wisely.” He leans in and whispers, “Save the wings. I’ve got plans for them later.” He nods to Everett. “What’s with the tension?”

      “Cormack,” Everett says her name quietly as if he were afraid he might conjure up a demon. He’s not that far off.

      Noah tips his head back with a knowing look on his face.

      “What?” I peg him with a look that suggests he needs to cough up answers and do it now.

      “Everett told me about his meeting with Cormack. It sounded like it went well. She said she didn’t do it.”

      “Noah, you are legally obligated to side with me. I’m your wife. Why are you so quick to believe Cormack all the time?” I glower at Everett who looks as if he’s about to burst out smiling at the thought of Noah and me having a spat right in front of him. “I’m talking to the both of you. I’m sick and tired of the two of you defending her honor and overlooking the fact I nearly died multiple times at her twisted hands. I should take that note to the Ashford’s Sheriff’s Department. Maybe they’ll believe me. Or has she infiltrated the ranks there, too?” I stalk off.

      “Hey”—Noah calls after me—“Lottie, wait. Come back.”

      “I am leaving. And I ask that neither of you follow me.”

      Thirteen trots on ahead as we make my way to the reception desk. The Evergreen Manor could easily engulf my mother’s B&B at least four times over.

      Fun fact: It was once home to a colonial era earl who thought a supersized estate would be enough to bring all the pretty maids to the yard. And I’m betting it worked. The outside has a stately appeal with its large oversized Grecian columns that stretch to the sky and the ironwork that scrolls along the balconies. The inside is opulent with a homey feel. It has twin staircases that twist to the second level and the ambiance is that of a fancy hotel. The granite counters are lined with pumpkin vases brimming with sunflowers and there are cobwebs and fake spiders and cutouts of witches and ghosts in every nook and cranny. But it’s the people who have caught my eye.

      Every costume imaginable is pouring into the lavish ballroom to my left. I see the bride of Frankenstein, whom I’m sure will try to snag Everett for herself—at least if she were sane or single.

      There are tons of beautiful girls in costumes with the too short, vamped up, glammed up versions of everything you can imagine from nurses to fairy-tale princesses. The men are either monsters, vampires, or dressed as some version of a sports team.

      I head straight to the front desk where Naomi is dressed like Maleficent, the wicked fairy from Sleeping Beauty who proclaims herself as the Mistress of All Evil. I’d say it suits Naomi. Her dark hair looks as if it were freshly dyed, so very, very dark it looks as if you could fall right into it like some time-traveling portal.

      She’s speaking with a tall woman with cinnamon-colored hair, older, about my mother’s age, her orange lips twisted with what looks like rage. Come to think of it, they seem to be having a rather heated conversation. The woman is dressed as a mummy right up to her neck, and I must admit, the gauze is wrapped so amazingly well it looks as if it’s a body suit of some sort. For her sake I hope it has an escape clause for restroom use.

      I clear my throat and Naomi glances over, their voices suddenly mute and it quiets the environment around us substantially.

      “I’m all done laying out the desserts in the ballroom, and I have an enormous overstock in the kitchen. I’ll be here all night, so I’ll make sure the dessert tables are amply supplied.”

      Naomi ticks her head back. “Thank you.”

      The cinnamon-haired woman steps over. “Trisha Maples. I’m the manager here at the Evergreen Manor.” Her lips pull tight in a line as she extends her hand, and I apprehensively shake it.

      Manager of the Evergreen? I’m pretty sure that’s Naomi’s job.

      “Lottie Lemon. I, uh”—I glance to Naomi, trying to see if maybe the woman misspoke—“I’m the owner of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery on Main Street. I provided all the baked goods for the evening.”

      “Perfect. You were next on my list.”

      Why do I get the feeling this is a hit list?

      She closes her eyes a moment too long as if putting me at ease. “The Evergreen is hosting a friends-giving charity event early next month. It’s fifty dollars a plate, and a large portion of the proceeds will go directly to feeding needy families in the area. Of course, all of Honey Hollow is invited, so we’ll need to have plenty of pumpkin pie on hand. Could you provide those for us?”

      “Absolutely. I’d be thrilled to help out with the event in any way I can.”

      “Perfect, just put together an invoice and have it sent directly to me. Apparently, I’m the only one that can understand numbers around here.” She turns to glare at poor Naomi. And oddly enough, I do believe this is the first time I’ve ever referenced my salty cousin as poor Naomi. Usually, it’s poor me for being in her presence. She moans as if to acknowledge this. “Did I hear you say Naomi ordered far too much dessert for the evening?”

      “No, I didn’t say that.”

      “I distinctly heard you mention an enormous overstock in the kitchen.” She shifts her narrowed gaze to Naomi. “This is a prime example of why I’m needed here. I’m a numbers girl, Naomi. And I, unlike you, know how to make them work. I’m off to see the gratuitous spending for myself.” She heads toward the kitchen, leaving a scarf of heavy perfume in her wake.

      “What’s going on?” I take a step forward. “I thought you were the manager of the Evergreen Manor.”

      “I thought I was, too.” She glares hard in the direction Trisha took off in. “I called my boss and he assured me that Trisha is not taking over my position. He says she’s the district manager of the chain. I’m not sure I’m buying it. She’s gunning for my job just the way Lily is gunning for my boyfriend.”

      A scoffing sound emits from me, and I try to play it off like a cough. “Have you and Alex taken that next step? You know, making it official?”

      “About as official as that fake marriage of yours. I heard you spent the week in bed with Everett.”

      “It wasn’t a week.” I hold my breath for a moment. “Okay, so it was three days, but Noah was right there with us and I had to make sure Everett didn’t die in the night. He took a nasty fall out my windshield.”

      “Noah was with you, too? Eww.” She sweeps her gaze from my head to my toes. “Or should I say ooh. I’m sure they both cater to your every need and desire. Who would ever think our little Lottie would grow up to be such a Lolita? Oh, wait—I did. You’ve always been easy, Lottie, but my God, two men at once? And you don’t even hide it.”

      “There’s nothing to hide.”

      “There wouldn’t seem to be to a loose woman like yourself.”

      I’m not going to fight her on this. I know what she’s implying isn’t true. “You’re just jealous, Naomi.”

      Thirteen hops up onto the counter between us, his body glowing a strange purple hue, and a part of me wonders if that’s some sort of supernatural costume he’s donned for the evening.

      “Somebody knows something,” he growls. “Something is afoot. I’m not sure what.”

      Naomi steps around the counter until we’re just about nose to nose. “I am jealous, Lottie.” She crimps a sarcastic smile with those dark crimson-stained lips. “Are you satisfied? I’m jealous that you have two grown—seemingly sane men warring over you. That they can’t seem to breathe without you, and that they even share the same airspace despite the fact they can’t stand one another half the time. They sacrifice a piece of themselves and their egos all in hopes that you’ll choose them. And what do I get? I get to be on the other end of the deal. I get to war with my own best friend over a man I would die to be with. But then, she’s no best friend. If she truly cared for me, she’d back off and let Alex and me have the future we deserve.”

      “I’m sorry, Naomi. I can’t imagine how difficult that must be. But you and Lily are like sisters. Surely you can figure this out. And if I were you, I’d figure it out fast. It’s only going to erode your friendship a little more each day.”

      “What friendship? Once Alex and I tie the knot, I’m never speaking to Lily again. The only reason I’m even pretending to tolerate her is so that Alex doesn’t think I’m being petty.”

      Someone clears their throat from behind, and we find Alex there looking dapper in a suit.

      “Good evening, ladies.” He pulls Naomi into his arms and lands a kiss to her lips. I’ll admit, it’s a little unnerving to witness considering he looks so much like Noah.

      She blinks up at him. “And what are you supposed to be? Let me guess, my naughty prince? We can go to my room in a bit, and I’ll let you show me exactly how naughty you can be.”

      He laughs as if it were funny and not at all the siren song Naomi meant for it to be.

      Alex opens up the lapel to his jacket and flashes a silver badge our way. “My brother lent me his old badge, so the both of you better behave or I’ll have to take you into custody.”

      Naomi titters like a schoolgirl. “I won’t behave. I promise.” She holds out her wrists as if she’s ready to be cuffed right now.

      He nods my way. “How’s the case, Lottie? I just talked to my brother and he says he’s stumped. But then, I don’t expect much out of him to begin with.” He gives a little wink.

      “Noah is right. Honestly, in all the months I’ve been investigating cases, this one has proven to be the toughest. Sure, there are suspects, and boy, did each and every one of them have a great motive, but nothing seems to be clicking. I think I just need one strong shred of evidence to propel me in the right direction.”

      He shakes his head sympathetically. “I’m sure it’ll come together. Have you tried talking to his family?”

      “I wouldn’t know where to begin. Noah mentioned the body was unclaimed at the morgue.”

      Thirteen twitches. “He has a sister and a brother.”

      I take a deep breath. “I know.” I nod his way. “One of his exes mentioned that Pastor Gaines did have a brother and a sister. Pastor Gaines.” I roll my eyes for even saying the name. “He was a fraud through and through.”

      Alex pats me over the shoulder. “Review the footage on Main Street once again. Who knows? You might see something new.”

      “Maybe.”

      Trisha the mummy manager comes back just as Alex and Naomi head into the ball. There will be no fun for Trisha this evening, I suppose.

      Noah and Everett emerge from the hall to my left, and I make a face at the two of them without meaning to.

      Everett says something to Noah before offering me a polite nod and heading into the ballroom. Noah strides in my direction, the beginnings of a dangerous smile curving on his lips, and even though I’m a twinge angry with him for not siding with me, I suddenly feel the need to steal him away into the nearest dark corner.

      He wraps his arms around me and lands a kiss to my lips.

      “I’m sorry. How can I make this up to you?”

      For a moment I get lost in those glowing green eyes. I’m about to suggest the dark corner, but my mind makes a left.

      “Can you show me the footage from the bakery that day?”

      His brows swoop in low. “Yes. After the party. I just saw Lainey and Forest head in dressed like salt and pepper shakers. And there’s a rumor Meg has reprised Madge the Badge.”

      “Ooh, that does sound like costume gold, but I think I just need to settle my soul a bit.”

      “Let’s do it.” He pulls out his phone and leads us to the exact dark corner I had in mind. Noah fiddles with his phone until the footage pops up. Noah has just about everything related to the case accessible by phone. “Here we go. This is about fifteen minutes before the murder occurred.” Noah has the speed adjusted so that it’s time lapsed just enough to avoid monotony.

      “There he is,” I say as my adrenaline kicks in. “Pastor Gaines and my mother. That striped sweater sure makes him easy to track,” I muse as they whirl their way through the crowd comically. “My mother was so angry with him for following her around—at least until they got into my office.” I avert my eyes at the memory of my mother getting busy in there with him.

      “I remember.” Noah points to the screen. “And here they are talking to you, and there they go into the bakery.”

      “And there’s the infamous food fight,” I say, almost amused this time. It’s taken me the entire month to forgive Meg for starting it to begin with.

      “Here you are!” a high-pitched voice calls from behind, and we turn to find Cormack dressed in a short beaded dress. A cradle-like cap is pressed over her blonde locks as strings of pearls grace her neck. The heels on her feet have to be at least six painful inches tall. Cormack makes a stunning flapper, and here I look as if I belong in a cartoon. “Guess what, Big Boss? Have I got a surprise for you.” She struts over, weaving one leg over the other dramatically. “You have to come outside to see it.”

      “Let me guess?” I tilt my head, my voice filled with a homicidal level of sarcasm. “A wood chipper with my name on it?”

      “I’m not speaking to you, Loretta. I’m talking to Noah. My Noah.” She gives a wink his way.

      “Lottie, I—”

      “Go,” I say, taking the phone from him. “I want to review this a few more times anyway.”

      Noah leans in. “I’m going to make things crystal clear. I’m letting her know we’re over,” he whispers lest she actually hears him.

      Noah takes off, and I land my focus right back on the footage taken from the day of the murder.

      Thirteen jumps from the floor to my shoulder, and I let out an audible oof.

      “You do realize you can control your heft,” I grunt, and just like that, he’s lighter than air. “Thank you.”

      “Let me see the footage,” he purrs into my ear, and I hold the phone a little higher. “Ah yes, I tried my best to lap up those cupcakes gone to waste. You should look into arresting the woman who caused the carnage.”

      “She’s my sister, and Carnage is her middle name.”

      “I like her already.”

      “Look at this. The street is filled with every style of ghoul and tool, much like tonight. And there’s Pastor Gaines again. This is the second time he’s coming in.” I blink back. “Only he’s not wearing that striped garish sweater. He’s wearing a leather jacket and that baby blue shirt underneath. I remember wondering why the wardrobe change, but now that I can see what a malfeasance that sweater was to begin with, I can totally understand the need to stop everything and burn it.” I sigh as I turn off the footage. “I’m sorry, Thirteen. I’m officially done with this case. Not only do I lack any real leads, but he was a terrible person. If Noah can’t catch the perpetrator, then the killer just might go free forever. I can’t help you anymore. Maybe it’s best to let sleeping dogs lie.”

      Thirteen digs his claws into my shoulder as he arches his back, letting out a hair-raising meow before using me as a springboard and running all the way into the ballroom.

      “What in the heck was that about?” I’m about to head in that direction when a man dressed in a black suit and a black felt mask covering his face partially like the Phantom of the Opera walks through the door. He pauses and does a double take in my direction before offering an eerie, all too familiar grin and acknowledging me with a nod.

      He melts into the crowd that’s feeding into the ballroom, and I freeze. I can’t breathe. Something about him felt sinister, pure evil. A feeling I’ve gotten before from Pastor Gaines himself.

      That couldn’t be him. Noah is sure he’s in the morgue.

      Here it is, All Hallows’ Eve, and I’m pretty sure I’m being haunted by the scariest ghost of them all.

      Just my rotten luck.
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      The ballroom at the Evergreen Manor pulsates with strobe lights as the music filters in through the speakers, a touch too raucously loud for my liking. The room is thick with bodies, all of them moving and grooving, and it feels as if I’ve just been thrust into a sea of limbs. There’s no hope of me ever finding Noah or Everett in this mess.

      The Monsters Ball is in full swing, and the magic of Halloween night has cast its spell over all of Honey Hollow.

      A blonde Cinderella, dusted with glitter from head to toe, makes her way over, and I can’t help but crack a smile at my best friend.

      “Keelie, you are ridiculously adorable,” I say, pulling her into a quick embrace and her sugary perfume stuns my senses. “And you smell like cotton candy.”

      “It’s not cotton candy. It’s your friendly ghost cupcake. Bear and I were sharing one in the laundry room in the back and—”

      “And I’m going to stop you. Have you by chance seen Everett or Noah?”

      “Not Noah. But I saw Everett. I didn’t get his costume.” Her lips tug to the side the way they do when she sees something she wants to gobble up. “What’s he supposed to be anyway?”

      “The usual—a sexy beast.” I crane my neck over her shoulder, hoping to see him.

      “Isn’t that the truth. Speaking of missing people, have you seen my sister? Lily is on the warpath, and I really need to warn her. You’d think as her twin, I would know where she is at all times.”

      “Last I saw, she was on her way in here with Alex. But then, she is dressed as a wicked witch for all practical purposes. Who would ever think you were twins?”

      We laugh it off before Keelie gets sucked back into the undertow of the crowd.

      A sparkle of light ignites at my feet before darting through the sea of bodies.

      “Thirteen,” I say as I do my best to follow him. I stagger my way out of the ballroom, and in an instant my eardrums soak in the relief from all the boisterous noise. I’m holding two phones, one of which is Noah’s, and I take a moment to frown at it because I’m wishing it were him.

      Who knows what Cormack wanted to show him out front? She probably had a net ready to trap him.

      I glance around for Thirteen, but there’s no sign of any supernatural presence.

      “Boo!” an eerie female voice shrills from behind, and I jump as I turn around, ready to strangle whomever it is for scaring my wings crooked, but it’s not any person I could send into eternity. This soul already happens to be there. “Greer! Don’t do that to me. I nearly had a heart attack. I’d kill you if you weren’t already dead.”

      She chortles away as if it were hilarious.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as I look around for signs of that wily cat.

      “We just finished the last haunted house tour. Your mother is closing up shop and heading this way, so we thought we’d join in on the fun, too. Winston and Lea are in the ballroom checking out the costumes, and I saw a fairy out here so I thought I’d say hello. Imagine my disappointment when I realized it was just you.” She gives a giggle and a wink.

      “Funny.”

      “How’s the investigation going?”

      “It’s not. I’ve got five suspects and nowhere to go with them.”

      “I bet one of them is the killer, Lottie.”

      “I bet one them is not—or if she is, I don’t really care. I quit the case.”

      She inches back a notch. “Now we both know that’s not allowed.”

      “Lucky for me, no one ever flung a rulebook in my face.”

      She shakes her head emphatically. “Tell me about the suspects. Maybe I can help untangle this knot?”

      “Fine, but believe me when I say the only way out of this one is to cut it loose.” I sigh as the suspects rotate in my head like an all too sparse Rolodex. “First, there’s my mother.”

      She nods. “Who went on record to say she could kill him just shortly before he was gunned down.”

      “How do you know that?” It happens to be true, but still.

      “I was there, remember?”

      “Okay, but she didn’t kill him. And if she did, I am totally turning a blind eye—which oddly enough, I think I’d do with just about any of the other suspects. There’s Mitzi Underwood, the socialite from Fallbrook who looks suspiciously like my mother. He married her, took all her money, and split town. There’s Elaine Gilmore from Lake Champlain who looks exactly like my mother. He married her, took all her money, and split town. Her daughter, Rachel Kane, who does graveyard tours in Ashford. She actually had the cookies to put a hit on him a couple of years ago, but nothing came from that—unless her useless hitmen were having a latent reaction, which I doubt. They took her money, and that was that. I’m still considering erecting a monument to her.” I sigh. “Then there’s roller derby queen, Julia Wright. She happens to be a replica of my mother. He married her, took all her money, and split town. Are you sensing a theme yet?”

      She wiggles her nose as if an offensive odor filled the space between us. “I smell a rotten egg.”

      “Stephen Gaines was worse than that. Anyway, I’d better find Everett and Noah. We had a bit of a tiff.”

      “The three of you?”

      I give a guilty nod, and she titters.

      “How adorable. Your first big fight as a threesome.”

      “We are not a threesome. That sounds fifty shades of wrong.”

      “That sounds fifty shades of delicious to me.” Something in the ballroom catches her attention. “I’d better get back inside. Little Lea was threatening to pull off a real decapitation tonight, and I hear screaming.” She floats right through the wall, leaving me all by my lonesome with no Noah, no Everett, and no real suspects—not that I care about that last part.

      A thought hits me as that conversation with Keelie echoes through my mind.

      “Oh my God. If I’m right, then Pastor Gaines wasn’t killed by any of the suspects.”

      Thirteen runs in from the door that leads outside, heading this way in a dizzying array of otherworldly light as if he were malfunctioning.

      “Lottie”—he runs in a circle around me—“do not follow that man anywhere.”

      “That man?” My feet carry me down the hall toward the opened door, and I stick my head out in search of that man, whoever he might be.

      And then I see him, just a breath away—and yet the truth still feels just out of my grasp.

      “It’s you,” I say, stepping out into the icy Honey Hollow night. The sound of the Monsters Ball behind me dies off like a dream quickly fading.

      “It’s me.” He sheds that ever-expanding grin as he closes the distance between us and I attempt to run, but it’s too late. He’s wrapped his arms around me with what feels like superhuman strength. “Gotcha.”

      The phones drop from my hands as I struggle to break free.

      He’s got me indeed.
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      It’s dark. It’s cold. And it’s Halloween night.

      Have I mentioned I’m in the arms of a madman being traipsed off into the woods below the Evergreen Manor? Coincidentally, I live on the other side of these woods. Country Cottage Road is just on the other side of this thicket, and I can practically feel the false security that my rental home affords.

      How I wish I were home. How I wish I were having my toes chewed off by a swarm of snakes. How I wish I were anywhere but here—my body and mouth restrained by this entity who I’m not even certain is human anymore.

      I bite down hard on his hand and taste blood.

      “Now, now.” He laughs as he lands my feet to the ground, his chest pumping hard against my back letting me know it was too strenuous for him to go on like that. He’s getting weak. I can use that to my advantage. I glance to the thicket of evergreens we’re enveloped in as the dappled moonlight fills the gaps, looking for anything I can use as a weapon. We’re standing on a severe slope. One wrong move could send either one of us toppling down.

      Thirteen appears, roaring and growling as if this monster could hear him.

      I twist against his powerful hold on me and knock my forehead to his so hard I’m convinced I heard a skull crack—with my luck it would’ve been mine. I pick up a fallen branch no bigger than a baseball bat and hold it between us.

      “Lottie, be careful!” Thirteen warns, but I’m too mesmerized by what I’m seeing.

      The moonlight slices over his features, confirming my greatest fear. That dark hair, those dark laughing eyes, his perennial smile. Pastor Gaines, Stephen Heartwood, whoever he is—he’s alive and in the flesh.

      “You’re not dead.”

      A deep laugh rumbles from his chest. “Of course, I am. The coroner has my body.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “He doesn’t. He has your brother’s, doesn’t he?”

      He closes his eyes a moment before a small laugh erupts within him.

      “You see, Lottie. This is exactly why I needed to come back. I knew you wouldn’t let this rest. If anyone at all were to foil all my hard work, it would be you. And that is why we have to die together.”

      “You’re not killing me. But you killed Jack, didn’t you?”

      His eyes grow large. “You know his name. I knew you were good and how I wish you weren’t. But you were already onto me, weren’t you? Do you want to know how I knew that? Those calls you had your boyfriend make last month to the references on my application with the church, they tipped me off. Because they were all me.”

      “Last month, Amanda Wellington was about to go to the sheriff’s department because she knew something. She figured out you were a fake—and that you were nothing but a con artist and a thief, didn’t she? I bet you were thrilled when she died.”

      “No. I loved her. And yes, she knew.” He shakes his head at the thought. “She had become dangerous to me, and if someone else hadn’t taken care of her, I would have been forced to. But I’m grateful that didn’t happen. I loved her. I did.”

      My heart sinks. “But you knew your number was up so you concocted a plan to off yourself. And that explains why you came back to the bakery that day wearing entirely different clothes and didn’t seem to recognize me. It wasn’t you at all. You lured your poor brother there. And by the way, your brother had better fashion sense.” I shake my head. “I’m sure you think it’s a shame you didn’t have a chance to marry my mother and drain her bank account the way you did the others.”

      “I wouldn’t have done that to your mother. I loved her, still do. She changed me. I’m not that man anymore. However, with you around, I would have had to pay for my sins regardless.”

      “Then why kill your brother? Why didn’t you just kill me and be done with it?”

      “Lottie!” Thirteen says it like a reprimand.

      “Don’t you Lottie me. You knew he had a twin and you didn’t tell me?”

      Thirteen bucks his head back. “I thought you knew!”

      Pastor Gaines looks around, wild-eyed. “Who are you talking to?”

      “A cat by the name of Thirteen. Sound familiar?”

      He inches back, his face rife with disbelief. “I once had a cat by that name. How very strange.”

      “Want to hear something stranger? It is your cat. He’s here to help solve your brother’s murder. And now that it’s done, he wants to see you behind bars.”

      Thirteen postures. “Now, I didn’t say that—but I do believe it to be true.”

      “Ingenious, killing your brother with my gun.” Poor Ethel, who is still being held against her will in some lockbox down at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department. “You’re a fraud in every sense of the word. It’s not a surprise you didn’t even use your own gun.”

      A dull laugh bounces out of him as he pulls something from his waistband and I can see it for what it is—Ethel’s carbine cousin.

      “I had my own, Lottie, but once your mother provided it from seemingly thin air, it felt like fate.” He points it right at me. “I tried other ways to kill you, the tree, the brakes. I tried so many times to hurt you, but you proved impervious to my schemes.”

      I suck in a quick breath. And all this time I believed it was Cormack.

      Cormack, who all but kidnapped Noah tonight.

      “Oh God,” I whimper. A thought comes to me. “Wait a minute. You married Noah and me—you married my sister and Forest.” I shake my head in disbelief. “Are you even ordained to do that?”

      “It was perfectly legal. I assure you. Anyone can become an ordained minister. In fact, a copy of my certificate is on record at the church.”

      “Yeah, under your fake name.” Great. Lainey and I have just been stiffed with marriage certificates that could have just as easily been plucked from a Cracker Jack box.

      “Lottie?” someone shouts my name faintly from a distance and Pastor Gaines waves the gun at me.

      “It’s time, Lottie. Say your final prayers. You’re about to meet your maker.”

      “Thirteen,” I pant without daring to take my eyes off the gun. “Go back to the ball, find Carlotta, and tell her I’m in danger. Tell her where I am, and who I’m with. She’ll know what to do.”

      “No,” Thirteen yowls it out with an attitude.

      Pastor Gaines twitches his head to the left. “All right. Enough of this insanity. It’s not working with me. But I will give you points for trying. Your mother always did maintain you had a remarkable imagination.”

      I glance down at the surly cat who has suddenly decided to cop an attitude.

      “What do you mean, no?”

      His fur is glowing a dull shade of purple once again, and it looks majestic with the sparkle of dark stars that seem to be forever trapped in his fur.

      “I mean no, Lottie. If I leave, he might kill you.”

      “He might kill me if you stay.” My fingers grip over the stick in my hand. From my peripheral vision I can see Pastor Gaines squinting and bending over as if trying to get a better look in the direction I’m focusing my attention, and I take advantage of it.

      I launch the stick in an upward swing as hard as I can muster and knock the gun right out of his hands. It flies off to the right and down the embankment before lodging against a boulder.

      He shouts in pain as he grips his hand, and I take another upward swing with that stick and hit him hard and swift in the cookies.

      Pastor Gaines lets out another cry, this time far more hair-raising than the last as he bends over to nurse his wounds. And then I go for the gold. I swing that branch as if my life depended on it and strike him right over the temple with all I’ve got. A sickening crack—the sound of a vase breaking is all I can relate it to—pierces through the night and Pastor Gaines falls to the ground with a thud.

      Thirteen hops over his back and sniffs around his neck.

      “Oh dear, Lottie. You’ve done it. It’s over. Justice has been served.”

      “You don’t mean…”

      “Yes, I do, in fact.” He lies down over Pastor Gaines’ back. “Oh dear, Stephen. What has become of you?”

      “Lottie?” Everett booms from the top of the slope. Before I know it, his arms are wrapped around me and I point down to where Pastor Gaines lies motionless over a bed of pine needles.

      “It’s okay. It’s over.” Everett dots a kiss to my cheek. “It’s all over now.”

      And it is.
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      Everett called the sheriff’s department, and the entire area was swarmed with deputies within minutes. Detective Ivy Fairbanks showed up and cleared me to head back to the party before I caught my death.

      Everett and I hiked back up the hill and did just that.

      It’s sweltering hot in the ballroom compared to the near frozen air of fall. Not to mention the fact Everett has an arm wrapped around my waist with a death grip. He’s vowed to stay with me until we find Noah.

      Mom comes bopping up to us, dressed as a bride of all things—complete with veil and a round bouquet of blood-red roses.

      “Oh, Lottie, you are adorable! How did you like those juicy apples I set on your porch yesterday? My horticulture club took a field trip to the orchard, and I thought of you. I’d like a fresh apple pie if you don’t mind.” She gives my cheek a pinch, and I don’t have it in me to tell her that I just killed her ex-boyfriend. Even if she wasn’t that into him those last few days, I don’t think the news would bring her any joy.

      “The apples?” I guess it’s good to know she’s the one that gave me the apples and not Cormack. A part of me is actually starting to feel sorry for the featherheaded Featherby. I’ve accused her of so many horrible things. But then, she has successfully kidnapped my husband for the night, so I suppose we’re even.

      “Oh, never mind the pie. How do you like my costume?” Mom’s shoulders bounce with glee. “I’m a bridezilla.” She gives a cheeky wink.

      A tall man with a shock of white hair and one of those seductive phantom masks sneaks up behind her and wraps his arms possessively around her waist.

      Mom jolts before turning and laughing. “You nearly gave me a fright!”

      “I plan on giving you a real fright later.”

      My chest bucks with disbelief. “Excuse me?”

      Mom waves me off. “It’s just Topper. Don’t worry, Lottie. We’re not serious. We’re just fooling around.” She dances off with him as if they were a two-person conga line, and soon enough bodies are attaching themselves to that crazy train.

      “Just fooling around?” I look to Everett. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about her too much. Let’s get Noah.” Everett takes me by the hand as we begin to weave through the haunted looking crowd.

      Everett and I look high and low for Noah and finally give up. I lead him to the back of the facility where we pick up the phones I dropped earlier, both mine and Noah’s, and a thought comes to me.

      “Call Cormack. Tell her that wherever it is she’s hauled Noah off to, it’s time to bring him back to his wife.”

      At least I hope I’m Noah’s wife. I’m not sure I quite believe anything that man said. You can bet I’ll be charging over to the Honey Hollow Covenant Church looking for that certificate of ordination. It will break my heart to have to tell Lainey that the pastor who married her was a fake.

      “Good idea.” Everett whips out his phone and calls, but she doesn’t pick up.

      “Figures. She’s knee-deep in a Fox, and there’s no way she’s wasting a single second of it.” I guess that’s better than my Fox being knee-deep in her. Noah would never do that to me in a million years.

      That long line of cheats from my past comes back to haunt me.

      Like I said, Noah would never do that to me in a million years—I hope.

      Meg runs up with her dark hair ratted all the way to heaven and heck and a pair of bright yellow contacts in her eyes with a line for a pupil. Her outfit looks like something Wonder Woman might wear if all her uniforms were at the laundromat. Both her red metallic bustle and her bikini bottoms are dotted with blue and white stars. She’s wearing flesh-toned tights that make her legs look rubbery, and it all has a nightmarish appeal that I think she’s actually going for.

      “You look great,” I say, but she’s too busy looking behind us and waving someone over.

      Hook runs this way and wraps his arms lovingly around my sister’s waist, but he doesn’t even say hello to Everett and me. In fact, he looks darn right distressed. He’s wearing a baseball hat and a raglan jersey with the word COACH printed across it in all capital letters.

      “What’s the matter, Coach?” Everett pulls me in close as if he wanted to protect me.

      Lainey traipses up in that confining costume she’s ensconced herself in. She’s holding the hat that’s supposed to be the top of her peppermill. Her bulbous stiff dress looks adorable on her and even gives me a sneak peek at what she might look like one day when she’s with child. A part of me wants to ask if she’s with child now.

      She grabs ahold of my hand. “Lottie, I’m sorry. Forest is down the road at the corner of Crest Field and Country Cottage Road. He says you need to come quickly.”

      Before I know it, the five of us are in Hook’s truck as he speeds us down the twisted road in haste and parks off the shoulder.

      The entire area is inundated with people. There is a fire truck, an ambulance, and at least a dozen patrol cars.

      Everett and I jump out of the truck and he navigates us into the heart of the melee.

      Up ahead there’s a small sports car smashed against a sturdy old oak and it doesn’t look good for the driver. Medics swarm both sides of the vehicle, shouting to one another as if time were of the essence.

      “Everett, what’s happening?” My adrenaline kicks in hard, and I can’t breathe.

      “I don’t know, Lemon. But we’re about to find out.” He points to my brother-in-law, Forest, who’s headed this way. Forest is a fireman, and he’s got his yellow pants on and his white T-shirt is covered in what looks like crimson grease.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie.” Forest shakes his head. His eyes are glossy with grief. “We’re doing everything we can for him. Cormack is going to be fine. Just some minor abrasions.”

      “You’re doing everything you can for him? You mean…” I stagger toward the wreckage. The twisted steel is illuminated under the strain of the moon, and just beyond that lies the blank darkness of the woods. I spot Cormack’s blonde mane resting as she sits in the driver’s seat. There’s a dark head of hair slumped to the side of the passenger’s seat as a group of firemen tries to pry the door open with the jaws of life.

      “No,” I shout so loud half of them turn my way.

      Everett collapses his arms around me so tight it feels as if he’s trying to press me inside of him.

      “Lottie,” a still, tranquil voice, deep and startlingly familiar, echoes from the right, from the dark, dark woods and I propel from Everett and bolt that way.

      “Lemon.” Everett chases after me, but he doesn’t have to run far because I freeze as soon as I get to the lip of the woods.

      Standing before me in a spasm of shimmering light is the ghost of my gorgeous, sweet husband, Noah. A spray of stars spins beautiful and serene in what was once his earthly frame as he holds out a hand to me.

      “Oh, Noah,” I moan at the sight of him before running over and collapsing my arms around his ghostly body in a firm embrace.

      “Lottie,” he says my name sweetly, just above a whisper. That pained look in his eyes lets me know he’s less than pleased with this horrific outcome. “Everett will take care of you. He will love you as ferociously as I do. Lean on him. I love you, Lottie Lemon.” He takes a full step back just as Everett takes up my hand. “I love you both. Goodbye, Lottie. Goodbye.”
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