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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.

      

      The holidays are upon us. Christmas Day is within reach and there are so many parties to cater. The very first one is on the ritzy side of town, and if the snobby socialites weren’t enough to make me squirm, stumbling upon a body takes the joy right out of the season. But I’m determined to find the killer and salvage what I can of this holiday fiasco. However, with Noah still recovering, the ghost of a reindeer who happens to have a hankering for whiskey, and a convict on the loose, it’s going to be tougher than it looks. To top it all off, I’m quickly burying myself in an avalanche of lies.

      

      The snow is falling, the sugar cookies are baking, and mistletoe abounds. The holidays have hit Honey Hollow. And it’s beginning to look a lot like murder.

      

      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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      All-points bulletin: A convicted murderer escaped the Burlington Women’s Penitentiary late last night. Constance Canelli is five feet five, brown hair, brown eyes.

      Keep your doors and windows locked. The individual is an extreme danger to the public. Beware of the criminal at large.

      

      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so rarely do I 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. But right now, I’m not seeing a dead anything. I’m seeing two very much alive, very much virile, gorgeous, far too comely for their own good men who happen to have stolen my heart. Yes, as tawdry as it sounds, I’m in love with the both of them.

      I know. I know.

      It’s not right.

      That is not how this works.

      Honestly, one might question what type of twisted fairytales my mother read to me as a child.

      One plus one should never equal three. But unfortunately for me, it’s the new math. And, believe you me, it’s an equation that has gone horribly, horribly awry.

      I spot Everett unfolding a note between himself and Noah. And just as I make my way over, he folds it back up and slips it into his pocket.

      “Everett.” My mouth falls open at the audacity. “We have no secrets, remember?”

      Noah shakes his head ever so slightly at his former stepbrother. It’s true. Noah and Everett were just that once upon a time.

      I click my tongue in disbelief. “You’re not going to listen to Noah, are you?” I’m only partially teasing. “What is it?” I look to Everett’s pocket. “Never mind. It’s a love note from Cressida, isn’t it?”

      Cressida is an obnoxious social climber I just met a few weeks ago. She and Everett go way back, but they couldn’t be different if they tried. Everett is an intelligent, well-respected judge, and Cressida is a socialite who believes she’s fallen on hard times because she’s been relegated to three vacations a year—might I add, extended vacations.

      “Lemon.” Everett’s brows pinch in the middle. “I’ll share it with you later. Let’s get these desserts where they need to be.”

      Everett has called me by my surname for as long as I’ve known him—just a little over a year to be exact, and I think it’s an adorable moniker.

      It’s the night of the big Honey Hollow Jingle Ball thrown by none other than socialite extraordinaire, Larson Rosenberg, and her bestie, Cressida Bentley. An overgrown mansion up on Garland Road is the hotbed of all this mistletoe and mischief and my shop, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, has been asked to cater the desserts for the extravagant event. Honey Hollow, Vermont isn’t exactly socialite central, but we have a few and those few are quite extravagant.

      Both Noah and Everett, the aforementioned men who have stolen my heart, have helped me haul in the mega-load of cookie platters, the brownie buffet, and miles and miles of festive Yule log cakes that are to be the prized centerpieces of tonight’s hoity-toity extravaganza.

      Noah leans in and presses a kiss to my lips. “Wife.” There’s a gleam in his eyes that makes my insides bisect with heat. We’ve been floating on cloud nine ever since he’s come out of the hospital. He was in a horrific accident and spent nearly a month in a coma. I, for one, am thrilled he pulled through.

      Noah is a tall, handsome homicide detective who initially stole my heart with that dark hair that turns fiery red in the sun, bold green eyes, and dimples for days. We were hot and heavy right up until I found out that his ex-wife was actually his current wife, a tiny detail he might have forgotten to mention.

      So, of course, I said see ya later, pal and started dating his former stepbrother, Judge Essex Everett Baxter.

      Everett is tall with jet-black hair, cobalt blue eyes, and rarely ever smiles. He’s a one hundred percent grade-A legal eagle who has women of all ages and stages of life craning and twisting their necks to get a better look at him as soon as he steps into the room. He’s drop-dead gorgeous—okay, heck, he’s drop your unmentionables gorgeous, and if I might be honest, he’s had his fair share of women do just that. He was quite the playboy before he gave his heart to me.

      And then last September, Noah and I accidentally got married during an undercover operation—we both meant those vows with our whole heart. But we weren’t into our wedding one month before Noah was in a car wreck and nearly died. As it stands now, he’s just been out of the hospital for one week, and already he’s up and around, insisting on coming out and helping me tonight.

      What poor Noah doesn’t know is that I’m harboring a rather dark secret from him. Both Everett and I are, actually. You see, last month I thought I was having his baby and, as it turns out, it wasn’t me who that positive pregnancy test was for. It was my sister, Lainey. But I told Noah last month that I was with child and that the child was his. And to make things worse, the marriage we found ourselves tangled up in? Everett sort of untangled that knot a couple of weeks ago.

      And as much as I’d love to give Noah the rundown on all those unfortunate events, I can’t. The doctor made me all but swear on a stack of cookbooks that I wouldn’t do anything to jar his emotional wellbeing. She said one good kick to the proverbial heart could send him right back into the hospital. And, well, it could prove to be a fatal visit this time around.

      So—until he’s stronger, Everett and I have decided to perpetuate a couple of little white lies.

      As far as Noah is concerned, I’m still his wife and we are very much in the throes of expanding our family.

      “Lottie?” Lainey strides into the expansive kitchen of this palace we’re standing in. I swear I’ve never seen so much marble or stainless steel in one location before. There are three large islands, each one more expansive than the next, and currently they’re all housing a vast army of my dessert platters.

      Lainey makes a face as she heads my way. “Lottie, we’ve got to get a move on and get these desserts to the refreshment tables.”

      My eyes stray to the costume she’s been relegated to wear for the event, and I try not to laugh at my poor sister.

      Lainey and I look startlingly alike, with the same caramel-colored hair and hazel eyes—so much so that when we were little, I had hoped my parents had the info on my adoption wrong and that I was really Joseph and Miranda Lemon’s biological child. But even though I’m not, that has never changed the fact they are my parents—were as far as my father is concerned. He died over a decade ago, and my mother made sure to put all three of her daughters through college all by her lonesome.

      “Lainey, we look ridiculous. I can’t get over these elf costumes,” I say, glancing down at my ultra short green dress. It’s tight in all the wrong places, but the biggest sin of all is the fact it’s fringed with a white feathered boa. “If I truly did work for the man in red, I’d stage a protest at his most vulnerable time of year until he outfitted us with something I could actually bend over in.”

      Lainey giggles. “If Santa issued us these outfits, that would be a bona fide reason to land himself on the naughty list.”

      “Or Mrs. Claus’ naughty list in the least.”

      Larson, the queen bee of tonight’s socialite debacle, made sure to outfit my “staff” and me each with one of these tightfitting getups, along with a pair of thigh high red and white striped boots that curl at the toes a good foot in the air.

      I use the term “staff” loosely because I’ve recruited Lainey—who not only happens to be my sister but the head librarian at the Honey Hollow library—my best friend Keelie, and Lily Swanson—who actually does work for me at the bakery. The four of us are willing to brave the snow and any humiliation tonight might bring in the name of serving up my delicious treats to any and every snobby soul in this building. This place is far too massive to merely refer to it as a house.

      Lainey smirks. “I don’t know. I think it’s kind of cute. I keep sending Forest snapshots of myself in this green getup. And judging by his responses, my night is looking pretty promising.” She gives a cheeky wink while rubbing her almost flat tummy. Lainey is in her first trimester of pregnancy with her first child, and both she and her husband are thrilled.

      “Is Forest off tonight?” I ask, sliding another tray of Yule logs her way. Forest is a firefighter, much like our own father was, and I never know when he’s home or not.

      “He’s taking an extended break in about three hours. So I’ll have to cut out early.” She shakes her shoulders suggestively in anticipation of the main event.

      “That will be more than fine.”

      Everett and Noah raise their voices from behind, and we turn to look their way.

      Lainey leans in. “Hey, that looks pretty heated. I bet they’re fighting over you, Lottie. Maybe you should go over there and break things up before they start breaking crystal. Everything in this place looks as if it costs a million dollars. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for replacing any of it.” She wrinkles her nose. “And if you ask me, it’s all gaudy. I don’t care how filthy rich I ever become, I would never decorate my home as if it were a museum. Did you see that enormous painting of that woman in the grand ballroom? Her eyes follow you around. It’s creepy!”

      I make a face. “I haven’t been out there yet. I just cleared out the van.”

      Noah and Everett’s conversation grows in hostility.

      “Put that fire out, Lot.” Lainey nods their way before taking off with an arm full of Yule logs, and I make my way to the back to the men who can never seem to get along.

      “Please,” I say as I come up on them. “I’m only going to ask one more time. What’s going on?”

      Noah tips his head back, his eyes narrowed to slits as he glowers at Everett. “Never mind, Lottie. I’ll help you move things to the dining room.”

      “Not without your cane,” I say. Noah’s left leg is still pretty weak. And even though he’s been instructed to use the assistive walking stick—that I think makes him look perfectly sexy—he’s being pretty stubborn about it.

      Everett produces the black, svelte steel rod from behind him. “I took it out of the van for you. She’s right. Use it, old man.” Everett’s lips twitch with the hint of a smile. Noah and Everett didn’t exactly get along during their short tenure as stepbrothers. Noah’s father married and swindled Everett’s mother. And in the interim, Noah saw fit to steal Everett’s girlfriend—an airhead by the name of Cormack Featherby who to this day haunts our social circle.

      Noah snatches the cane from him. “If it makes you happy, Lottie, I will use it. But only for you. I don’t really need it.”

      I twist my lips as I examine the two of them. “I doubt you were arguing about a cane of all things. Did it have anything to do with that all-points bulletin we heard on the way over?” A chill runs up my spine just thinking about it.

      Connie Canelli is on the loose once again. Last September she was taken into custody for the murder of a woman we knew. “I mean, I’m not really surprised she’s out. The Canelli brothers are an infamous crime family. I’m surprised she was convicted to begin with. I feel sorry for the poor judge who sentenced her. I’d watch my back if I were him.”

      Noah shoots a look to Everett, and Everett takes a deep breath as if I just struck a nerve.

      “What?” I tug on the sleeve of Everett’s suit, but his lips aren’t moving. “I know for a fact you weren’t on Connie’s case. You helped turn her in. It would go against the cannon of judicial ethics.”

      Everett’s cheek flinches with the idea of a smile when I say that last part as if I had managed to impress him with my words.

      “Essex?” a shrill female voice calls from behind, and we turn to find a pair of blondes sashaying this way, Cormack Featherby and her socialite friend, Cressida Bentley.

      Cormack bustles in with a tight red dress, no longer than mine, and pair of white feathered angel wings strapped to her back, which makes me wonder about the nature of this Christmas party in general.

      Cormack is a waif of a girl with fine long hair and celadon green eyes. She’s constantly smiling, laughing her way through life on Daddy’s American Express Black Card. She thinks Noah is still interested in her, and believe me when I say she is well steeped in her own delusions.

      Cormack was the one driving her brand new Corvette on Halloween night when she wrapped it around a tree and almost killed Noah. I hope he’s learned his lesson about driving around with blondes who happen to be obsessed with him.

      “Big Boss!” Cormack snatches Noah by the hand. “I just knew you’d come.” She looks to the blonde next to her. “Cressie, this is the love of my life I was telling you about. Oh, Noah, you must meet the girls. They just got back from summering in the South of France a few weeks back.” She whisks him through the kitchen, and I wave for him to go on ahead.

      “I’ll be out in a second,” I shout after him. “Summering?” I blink up at Everett in disbelief. “Summer was nearly two seasons ago.” But then something tells me the rich don’t quite see the seasons the way the rest of us do.

      Everett chuckles, but before he can say anything Cressida steps up and wraps her arms around him. She’s wearing a tight red dress and impossibly high heels. There’s not one elfish thing about her, and I find that extremely annoying at the moment. I’m not so crazy about the elf fashion nonsense I’m being subjected to tonight or any other night. I look hideous in both green and feathers. This dress is a double whammy.

      “Essex”—Cressida pulls him forward by the hand—“I’ve got access to every room in this house. I suggest we start in the fun room on the third floor then work our way down.” A husky laugh bubbles from her as she gives his tie a seductive tug.

      Everett doesn’t go by his formal name, Essex, and the only people who get the privilege of calling him by his proper moniker are the women he’s bedded. It’s sort of a parting gift he offers, and they happily accept and flaunt it. The only exceptions are his mother and sister who have been calling him by his proper name since he was born and, of course, they get a pass.

      And, even though I’ve danced horizontally with Everett many a time, in many a delicious way, on many a heated occasion, I’ve stuck with calling him by the name I’m most comfortable with, the one he asked me to call him to begin with, Everett. Judge Baxter here once presided over a case in which I was a defendant and wisely sided with me. We’ve been fast friends ever since—sort of.

      Everett carefully removes Cressida’s well-manicured hands from his person. “I think I’m going to help bring in a few more desserts. But I’ll be out in no time.”

      “What?” She looks my way with fire in her eyes. “Elves are not to mingle with guests under any circumstances. Doing so will not only be grounds for dismissal but may cause you to forfeit payment for your services.”

      I gulp hard. I need to get paid.

      Newsflash, blondie: I don’t bake for free.

      Everett holds a hand up. “Cressie, please. I’ll be out in a moment.”

      She snarls my way. “Fine. Have it your way. But Kippy is here, and he’s dying to speak with you. And I’ve got a fortune-teller and a tarot card reader just waiting to see the both of us. I just know we’re going to hear great things about our future.” She dots a kiss to his cheek before sashaying right back out of the kitchen.

      “A fortune-teller and a tarot card reader?” I pull Everett in by the tie myself, and his brow hitches into his forehead as if he were amused. “When should we break it to her that this is a Christmas party and she’s hired the Halloween entertainment circuit?”

      A dull laugh rumbles through him. “This is an eccentric crowd, Lemon. Only the unexpected can truly be expected.”

      He follows me over to the island, and we both load up with Yule logs laid out on silver platters. My Yule logs are eccentric and unexpected themselves. They’re designed to look exactly like a holly laden log with the lines running through the frosting that gives it the illusion of being a genuine piece of lumber, and yet that cream-filled center assures you that you’re in for a delectable treat.

      Speaking of frosting, Noah is determined to take me back to his place tonight to frost my proverbial cookies. Apparently, the doctor gave his body the thumbs-up and he can do with it as he pleases. And what Noah pleases is to please me.

      “Everett, you have to tell me if Noah was trying to get the truth out of you. Does he suspect anything about our marriage or the baby?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Then what were you arguing about? What was on that note? Everett, you have been the one person I can always count on to be honest with me.” And you can bet your bottom holly jolly dollar that I’m about to use it against him. “You were the only person outside of my grandmother Nell that I let in on my secret.” It’s true—sort of. Last fall, Everett essentially blackmailed me into telling him about my supersensual standing—further classified as transmundane—meaning that I can see the dead on occasion. It turns out, my bio mom Carlotta shares my supernatural gift, too, but not to the extreme that I seem to have it. She’s not exactly stumbling upon the bodies the way I have been. She’s more or less transmundane light. All of the ghostly chills, none of the homicidal frills.

      Everett glances hard at the floor as if he were contemplating the meaning of life.

      “Okay, fine. But I don’t want you to worry.” His stormy blue eyes press into mine. “I’m presiding over a case that has one of the Canellis as a defendant. There has been some pressure by the Canellis to go easy on him.”

      I suck in a never-ending breath. “Pressure from the Canellis? Oh my God, Everett. You need to dump this case. The Canellis are nothing but rotten, lying thieves and murderers!”

      Another blonde socialite, angry and fierce looking, stomps her stilettos in our direction. It’s the queen bee herself, Larson Bentley. Her hair is pulled back into a tight chignon, her features are tiny and overall fragile looking, and her blue eyes beam out at us like death lasers. She is as mean as they come. With some people you can just tell, but with Larson, I happen to have had a taste of her rotten behavior before—albeit briefly.

      “Both of you—get out there now.” She points hard to the roaring crowd just beyond the kitchen door. “I demand that you fill those dessert tables. And Essex, I need you on the dance floor and in my arms. As the hostess, it’s only fair I have the most handsome man at the ball by my side.” She gives a coy smile as she wags him over with the flick of her finger. “Just one dance. I need my fiancé good and jealous before the night is through.”

      I avert my eyes at the thought. “Go ahead, Essex. Have your way with her.” I give a subtle wink as I take the platter from him. “I’ll follow you out.”

      And I do just that and set my platters down before my arms fall off. A Yule log doesn’t only look like a hunk of chopped wood, it weighs about the same, too.

      The grand ballroom is palatial, and its entire periphery is decorated in the thickest green garland, roped with gold beading and dotted with glossy red poinsettias the size of my head. Twinkle lights abound in soft white only, and a plethora of crystal chandeliers shine from above. There are hardly any tables set out. Mostly it’s red velvet sofas with high backs that are strewn about, giving this a smoky club appeal.

      A large glittering sign hangs near the front that reads Welcome to the Jingle Ball! Let’s Make This a December to Remember…

      Instrumental Christmas music blares from the speakers, and couples are actually figuring out a way to dance to it as they sway their bodies in the center of the room. And soon enough, Everett and Larson are right there joining them.

      To the far right I spot a crowd around a couple of tables cloistered in the corner. A woman with a big purple wig is seated in front of a large glass ball—the fortune-teller, I’m assuming—and to her right is a woman dressed in layers of colorful clothing with bangle bracelets covering both arms as she doles out oversized cards to the eager-to-be-deceived people before her. Dead ahead of me is a huge open bar, and if that sounds quasi-normal, it’s not. There’s an entire army of men dressed in tuxedos meandering around the area in stilts with trays of cocktails in their hands. It looks precarious at best, silly to be honest, but in keeping with the holiday theme, each of them is wearing a tie that lights up like a Christmas tree.

      And speaking of Christmas trees, the room is devoid of the traditional spruce. I guess even an army of party planners can miss a crucial detail when left to their eager-to-please devices. Unless, of course, Larson found that Christmas trees were oh-so-last-season, and something tells me the latter was true. But the creepy pièce de résistance is an enormous oil painting of a woman with dark hair up in a bun, wearing an off-white Victorian gown. The woman looks hauntingly beautiful, blatantly angry. I bet they keep that old biddy’s effigy around to ward off evil spirits.

      In the thick of the crowd I spot my new half-sisters, Kelleth and Aspen. After Carlotta revealed to me that Mayor Harry Nash was my biological father, I gained two sisters and a brother right off the bat. Both Kelleth and Aspen look like replicas of their mother, Chrissy—who happens to be my own mother’s best friend. But unlike Chrissy, they’re not the easiest to get along with.

      My younger sister, Meg, heads this way. Her long hair is freshly dyed black. It’s so dark it looks as if you can fall in it and end up on the other end of time. And juxtaposed against her icy blue eyes it’s a good look on her. Meg used to work the female wrestling circuit in Las Vegas as Madge the Badge, but currently she’s teaching strippers their moves down at a club in Leeds called Red Satin.

      “How do you like that, Lot?” Meg smacks my arm as she points to the dance floor. “I finally got the blonde octopus to stop pawing my man.”

      Hook Redwood is the man in question. He and Meg have been together now for months, and just a few weeks back, Larson barreled into town and made a play for him. I make a face because she’s currently making a play for my man—sort of.

      “How is she working out at the office?” I ask.

      Hook runs his family’s real estate empire and recently hired Larson to join the team as a bona fide realtor. She’s not there for the money. She made it clear she was there for the man—Meg’s man. Apparently, her fiancé is more or less an accessory she’s only mildly interested in.

      “She’ll be fired in a week.” Meg gives a slow blink as we watch her glide her body over Everett’s. “Hey? Are you busy next weekend?”

      “Why?” As much as I love my baby sister—I’m older by a year, and I love to lord it over her—I’m skeptical about anything she might offer.

      “I’m hosting my own Christmas shindig at the B&B. A bunch of girls from Vegas are coming through on their way to a convention in Burlington, and I thought I’d throw a party. I’m calling it Mistletoe Mania.”

      “Why does the very name invoke a certain level of fear in me?”

      She barks out a laugh and slaps me on the back. “Don’t worry, Lot. I promise nobody will harm you or that fake baby you’re carrying.”

      “Would you shush?” I give a quick glance around in the event Noah is nearby. “It’s top secret, remember?” I had to tell just about everyone I knew that I was wink-wink pregnant. Thankfully, nobody but Everett and I know about my annulment going through so that lie will be easier to perpetuate.

      “I remember.” She cranes her neck into the crowd. “Now that didn’t last long, did it?”

      I follow her gaze to see Larson attaching herself to Hook Redwood as Everett is quickly taken over by the Christmas piranha herself, Cressida Bentley.

      Meg growls, “I’m about to take care of this for the both of us.” She takes off just as Noah and Carlotta stride up.

      Carlotta is my biological mother. She had me when she was just sixteen. She’s basically my look-alike but with a smattering of gray hair and a few wrinkles. She’s donned a gold glittery number tonight, short and tight, which seems to be the requisite, and I must say she looks as festive as can be.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, quickly attaching myself to Noah’s side.

      “Nice to see you, too, Lot.” She’s quick to brandish a grin. “Believe it or not, I’m an invited guest of Topper Blakley’s. He’s very good friends with both the Bentleys and the Rosenbergs, and this place is crawling with both.”

      A dull moan evicts from me. “Please don’t tell me my mother is here with him.”

      My mother has a penchant for accruing bad boyfriends, and Topper Blakley is shooting for the bad boyfriend gold. He’s a wealthy entrepreneur well into his sixties or seventies—oh, who the heck knows. With all the work he’s had done he might as well be ten thousand. Nevertheless, he runs a perverted swingers app for seniors and I find him abhorrent. My mother, however, finds him otherwise, thus her persistence to cling by his side. The Bentleys and the Rosenbergs are notoriously close families, so it doesn’t surprise me to hear that they’re here in force.

      Carlotta glances back and does a double take, so I follow her line of vision, only to find a reindeer prancing into the ballroom.

      Everett was right. These people are so eccentric, only the unexpected can truly be expected tonight.

      Carlotta gurgles out a laugh. “I think I see a new friend.” She trots off, and I shake my head at the sight.

      “As if the fortune-teller, the tarot card reader, and the bartending staff on stilts weren’t enough, they had to drag innocent animals into the mix.”

      Noah glances over and shakes his head. “Half the guests are animals, Lottie.” He nods to the oversized picture of the Victorian-era looking woman on the wall before us. “What do you think?”

      “Lainey nailed it. She’s creepy,” I say. I take a moment to examine the stately looking woman with a cameo brooch pinned against the neck of her gown. Her dark hair is swept up with loose curls breaking through, and her skin is flawless. She’s beautiful, but the fact she’s refusing to smile is unnerving. “And those piercing blue eyes.” I shudder. “I feel like they can see right into my soul, and I’m betting she eats souls for breakfast, too. Who is she, anyway?”

      “Larson’s mother, Isabelle Rosenberg.” He tips his head back to get a better look at her. “Carlotta was just telling me that she was murdered one hot August over six years ago. They never caught her killer. It’s been a cold case ever since. They call it the case of the cursed heiress. I’ve heard whispers.”

      “Oh my goodness,” I say, taking a step in close to Noah and he wraps an arm around me lovingly. “That’s so very sad. No wonder they keep her picture in such a prominent place.” And here I thought it was to ward off evil spirits. I feel terrible just thinking it.

      Carlotta strolls up with the furry beast by her side just as Everett makes his way over, looking no worse for wear.

      “Looky here, Lottie,” Carlotta pats the beast on the back. “I’ve got another boy for you to fall in love with.”

      “Aww!” I lean over and pet the darling reindeer right between the antlers. He’s huge, enormous in fact, and he has the biggest brown eyes you ever did see. His mouth is upturned in what I’d like to think was a contented smile even though he’s being paraded about like a creature of novelty for the enjoyment of the rich and infamous tonight. “What’s this handsome boy’s name?”

      “Lottie?” Noah takes a breath.

      “Lemon?” Everett shakes his head ever so slightly.

      “Oh God,” I moan as I look to the furry beast, hoping against hope it’s not as it seems.

      The majestic creature tips back its head and whinnies before looking right at me.

      “My name is Rudolph.”

      “He talks,” I whimper.

      “That’s right.” Carlotta seems a little too gleeful about it. “And what does that mean, Lot?”

      “It means someone here is about to die.”

      It might be the holidays, but it’s beginning to look a lot like murder.
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      Death. Murder. Homicide.

      Hardly words you would associate with a seemingly innocent Christmas party.

      A horrible moan comes from our left, and we make our way over to the fortune-teller seated at a round table with an oversized crystal ball swaying and bucking much to the delight of the crowd gathered around her. It’s the woman with the purple clown wig. Her face is powdered down a pale shade of green, and her eyes are drawn in dramatically in shades of blue and orange.

      “I see a dangerous future for one of you seated before me.”

      Carlotta gives the beast before us a tug on his antler.

      “Hey, sleigh boy, see anyone over there who was once pretty special to you?”

      He turns my way. “It’s not my time.” His fur lights up like a constellation of stars just as he fades out of sight.

      In the beginning, I couldn’t hear the dead. And I certainly couldn’t hear a dead animal talk, but as my powers increased so did their talents, such as having the ability to move things in the material world whenever they wished—a horrifying event that my mother has nicely capitalized off of. Her haunted B&B rakes in the big bucks because of it. But lately, I can hear the dead, too, which has been both a blessing and a curse. Believe you me, it took a while to get used to hearing coherent sentences coming from an animal’s mouth. But truth be told, they make more sense than some of the humans I know.

      The music pumps up to something livelier, and the bodies on the dance floor let out a spirited whoop.

      Carlotta leans in. “I’d better get out there. Harry’s got quite a number of hussies amassed around him—and unlike your mother, I’m not interested in sharing. Scream really good when you find the body, Lot. It’s been a while since I’ve seen a corpse, and I want to see it. Consider it a gift from you to me.”

      She takes off, and I shudder. “I will not find a body. I will not find a body.”

      Noah’s chest bounces with a laugh as he wraps an arm around me. “Don’t worry, Lot. I’m not leaving your side all night.”

      Everett’s brows bounce. “I guess that ups the odds of you playing the part of the corpse.”

      “Everett.” I can hardly breathe at the thought. “Don’t even tease like that.”

      “Essex!” Cressida waves him over to the crowd gathered around the purple-haired charlatan.

      For the record, I don’t believe in fortune-tellers, or a bunch of silly cards that purport to predict the future, or mediums who claim they can speak to the dead—oh, wait.

      I shake my head at Noah. “I’m not a medium,” I whisper. “I’m a good Christian girl who accidentally hears from the other side.”

      Both he and Everett look curiously amused as we mosey over in a group toward the upper echelon crowd.

      Larson looks amazing in her black sequin gown that hugs every inch of her. She has a model appeal. They all do. They also happen to have a plastic surgery appeal, or in the least they’ve been sanded down, plumped and filled. Their foreheads are identically smooth, and they seem to lack the ability to smile properly. I suppose that’s the curse of having your finances go haywire on your face.

      Larson reaches back and plucks Hook into her circle from seemingly nowhere. Her arms wrap around him tight as she lands a juicy kiss to his lips, and now it’s not hard at all to guess who will bite the big one tonight.

      Meg is clearly going to kill Larson.

      Of course, I’ll have to cover for my sister and help her hide the obnoxious body. Good thing I have a homicide detective and a judge in my back pocket. I really do know how to pick ’em.

      Cressida latches onto Everett, and I growl without meaning to.

      “Come now, Esmerelda,” Larson barks at the purple-haired beauty. “Tell us our fortunes and they had better be good.”

      The girls who make up the rest of the crowd titter away as each one cradles a jewel tone cocktail in her hand, and they all look as if they came from some alien planet where only supermodels exist. Their dresses are as glossy as their hair and lips, and I can’t help feeling like a frumpy elven creature in their presence.

      Esmerelda lands her blood red fingertips on that oversized crystal ball planted in front of her. The giant illuminated globe is resting on a pair of pewter talons, and it all adds to the creepy appeal. Her eyes are a mix of green and yellow, and I can’t help but note how stunning they are.

      “Head of a goat, body of a rat! Tail of a serpent, show us where the future is at!” she howls each word out dramatically, and the lights in the facility dim to nothing before brightening the place once again. The entire room lets out a collective gasp as her crystal ball ignites as lavender sprays of lighting go off on the inside.

      I elbow Noah. “Cool trick,” I whisper just as Cormack yanks him away from me and to the front of the con artist action.

      “I bet she’ll have great things to say about us, Big Boss.” Cormack pets Noah’s arm as she coos right at him.

      I scowl over at her. I don’t suppose Cormack had a reindeer as a pet. My guess is no, since I’m not that lucky.

      Esmeralda lets out a raucous scream, and everybody in the vicinity straightens like a pin.

      “I see death and heartache! I see evil and wickedness among you! There will be bitter tears aplenty, and there will be no remorse, no regrets, not one ounce of shame for the one who commits the heinous vile act.”

      The lights blink on and off once again and Larson, Cressida, and the rest of their socialite friends break out into giggles and a spontaneous applause as if they were given the best news of all.

      I boot scoot my way to Everett. “My God, she just hit the nail on the head and these people have no idea what’s about to befall them.”

      He ticks his head to the side. “In all fairness, she did put out a warning.”

      Cressida waves spastically at the girl. “What about me, Esmerelda? What brilliant future do you see for Essex and me?” She plants a kiss over his cheek while essentially trying to climb him.

      Me, me, me.

      I’m betting that’s a running theme in her life.

      Esmeralda gazes deeply into that crystal ball as purple and green smoke swirls throughout it. Cool special effects if anything else.

      A horrid groan comes from her as she sways dramatically from side to side. “I see no future for you.” Her eyes grow wide as she looks to Cressida. “For either of you!” She looks to Everett, equally horrified, and I can’t help but sigh.

      “She means with her,” I whisper.

      Everett leans in. “That’s because my future is with you.”

      I shoot the snotty socialite a cheesy grin, but she’s too busy hauling Everett off to the next station to care about my gloating.

      Cressida waves for the crowd to follow along. “Let’s hear what Kitty has to say.”

      It turns out, Kitty is the charlatan at the very next table, a brunette with wild curls, pink glowing skin, and eyes that shimmer yellow and green. She looks about my age, mid to late twenties, as does just about everyone in this room, but that’s only because some people are better cryogenically preserved than others—and that includes the senior sect.

      Larson gives Hook a hard squeeze. “Our turn!”

      Hook is tall with generally comely features, dark serious eyes, and a genuine smile when needed. He’s as brilliant as he is good looking. He used to rule Wall Street before he came back to our little corner of Vermont—Honey Hollow to be exact.

      I give a quick look around for my sister, but she’s nowhere to be found. My God, I hope Meg isn’t the body I’ll stumble upon later. But honestly, I can’t fathom why she isn’t here plucking her man free from that witch’s clutches, and the only thing that makes sense at the moment would be if she were dead. Not that I’m wishing death on my poor sister.

      Kitty slaps down a bunch of oversized playing cards much to the crowd’s delight.

      Her hand lands over the one in the center. “Spirits and spooks, specters of knowledge from the other side, show us what waits for these fine people this night!”

      She turns the card over slowly, and the crowd gasps and laughs.

      “Death.” Kitty lands a bright blue fingernail over the picture of a skeleton with a sword.

      “I’m sensing a theme,” I say as Noah heads back my way.

      “Lottie, you don’t think this is real, do you?”

      “Nope. It’s all fun and games until Meg hacks Larson to pieces for playing with her boy toy. My sister was never good at sharing her toys—or her boys.”

      Cressida and Larson share a wicked cackle as our circle steps away from the card table.

      “Essex”—Cressida runs her finger down his jawline—“take me upstairs so I can die naked in your arms.”

      The crowd titters, but I can’t help but scowl.

      “Same.” Larson tries to openly smooch with Hook just as a tall man with a fresh tan and bright blue eyes pops up. He looks handsome in his deconstructed suit, his jacket off, his sleeves rolled up. He has a square jaw and the beginnings of jowls, and you can tell his time in the sun is starting to leather his skin. “Well, look who the tide washed in.” Larson gives him a little wink. But he does a double take at Everett before pulling him into a partial hug.

      “Everett, my man! I guess it’s Judge Baxter now.” He slaps him on the back. “How’s it going? I hear you're engaged, and it’s not to this whippet.” He nods to Cressida, and the crowd around us chortles.

      “I am.” He pulls me forward. “This is Lemon, my fiancée.” He nods to Noah. “His wife.” The crowd offers up a bit more of a spirited laugh, this time at poor Noah’s expense. And sadly, Everett isn’t really lying. “I’m sorry, Cressie, but I’m off the market.”

      A loud pop of a laugh bucks through her. “Don’t you worry, Essex. I much prefer the role of the inamorata. You can keep a house frau on the side. I don’t mind one bit.”

      Oh goody. I shoot her a death stare, wishing the curse of the reindeer upon her.

      Everett takes up my hand and kisses it. “Lemon, these are my friends. We grew up together. In fact, why don’t you all introduce yourselves to her?”

      Noah leans in and whispers, “I knew some of them myself.”

      “Strangely, this does not impress me.”

      “Me first!” Cressida jumps up and down while her hand does its best to touch the ceiling. “I’m Cressie, Essex’s first and favorite love. We’re destined to be married one day, and I’m going to have all of his beautiful babies.” She makes moony eyes at him while slapping her lips over his.

      “I say book her for assault.” My voice carries a little too much, and the crowd bursts into laughter.

      The man with the tan nods my way. “And I’m Kip. I own a fleet of sailing vessels and sail competitively. This guy right here used to take us to the W every single time. You should both come on board a ship sometime. Let’s make plans for next summer.”

      Everett slaps him on the shoulder. “Sounds good.”

      Larson sighs. “Of course, the offer is extended to Hook and me. Hookie and I were once inseparable.”

      I can’t help but scowl at her. I knew nothing of the sort, but then I wasn’t that aware of the Redwoods way back when.

      Hook gives a nervous glance around—I’m presuming for Meg, as he should.

      “I’m pretty busy at the office. I’ll have to politely decline.”

      Larson pouts. “Fine, but let the record show, I’m stealing you away for an impromptu vacay in the very near future. You couldn’t escape my clutches if you tried.”

      Meg pops up from seemingly nowhere like a terrifying apparition.

      “He could if you were dead.” Meg has never been one to mix words. “Touch my man again and that’s exactly where you’ll end up—one permanent vacay in an underground tavern. And they don’t serve cold cocktails where you’re going, sweetie.”

      Hook flies to her like a moth to a nuclear explosion—and wisely so.

      Larson’s mouth falls open. “Did you hear that? She threatened me! She threatened to kill me. Essex, I want a restraining order asap and throw her in a prison cell overnight—a dark, terrible dungeon where there is no cell phone service. That ought to teach her a lesson.” Her lids narrow, and a seductive look sweeps over her face. “On second thought, throw me in a prison cell and you can join me for old times’ sake.”

      Old times’ sake?

      Cressida giggles. “You, too, Larson? Oh, Essex, you can be such a Johnny-one-note.”

      Cormack belts out a husky laugh. “Yes, girls—but he can play the hell out of that one note.”

      The estrogen card carriers in our circle all break out into howls of laughter.

      Great. I’m betting each and every one of them experienced a naughty night in a prison cell with Essex.

      Where is my coital incarceration? What about me?

      Cormack gasps as she spots someone by the door. “Oh, Noah, look, it’s Tig!” She looks my way. “Excuse us, Liberty. We used to play doubles with Tig and Pippa back in the day. We must say hello.”

      Noah is already happily waving at his old tennis buddy.

      “Go ahead, Noah. I’ll fillet the fish in front of me before I get to Cormack.” I’m feeling a bit murderous myself this evening.

      Noah takes off just as Everett pulls me close. He bends over and tucks his lips to my ear, and a shiver rides up my side.

      “Don’t worry, Lemon. I predict there’s a consensual imprisonment in your future, and I’m not talking about the fake marriage you have going on with Noah. I may have shared one note with those girls, but I’ve got an entire playlist saved up for you.”

      I can’t help but waggle my brows at the raunchy offer. Not that I plan on taking him up on it—I am married to Noah—sort of. But it sure felt nice to be invited to the prison party. I’m betting Everett plays the part of the lascivious and lewd lawyer who takes advantage of my legal and bodily rights.

      I won’t lie. It sounds like a tempting offer. I’d much rather be in a prison cell with Everett and all his naughty intentions than at this jingle bell hell with all of his ditzy friends.

      “Who are the rest of these girls?” I whisper to him as the crowd around us begins to mingle amongst themselves.

      “The girl to the left of Cressie is Matilda—Tilly Farmington.” He nods to a brunette with long glossy hair and gorgeous bronzed skin. Her lips are full and pouty, and she’s donned a sheer nude gown that leaves little to the imagination, but I suppose that was the point.

      “Will she call you Essex, too?” Okay, so I’m jealous, and I’m this close to flying in a rage over the fact Everett has “Essexed” just about every woman in the room.

      “Don’t worry, Lemon. That was a long time ago. I was like a young buck just out of the corral. I was a kid, a total amateur at what I was doing.”

      “So, you’re saying I get the seasoned pro?” Or I did.

      “Lemon, you’re getting an expert ninja.”

      “I say you border on the supernatural.”

      A rumbling laugh bounces through him. “I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “Go on. What’s the story with Matilda?”

      “Tilly is an acquisition editor for a publishing house that specializes in romance. I think it’s called Spice. And the redhead talking to Larson is Charlie Sinclair. She’s sweet as can be. And she happens to call me Everett.”

      “I like her already. What about the other redhead, the one that looks as if she’s about to kill everyone in the room?” It’s true. The shorter girl with her long hair running down her back in kinky auburn curls looks as if she’s one stray comment from committing a mass assault.

      “That’s Beverly—Buffy. She’s not happy at the moment because Kippy is here. They were engaged up until last summer when Larson decided she wanted him for herself, and what Larson wants she gets.”

      “With the exception of Hook Redwood. Unless she wants death.” I spot two girls huddling with Larson, a blonde and a petite brunette. The blonde looks almost identical to Larson, same tiny nose, large doe eyes, overblown lips, but then there are about a half a dozen girls here tonight that could pass as twins. “What about those girls with Larson?” Their conversation grows animated by the second, and I can’t tell if they’re having a good time or if they’re actually arguing.

      Everett sighs. “The blonde is Shelly—Larson’s twin. There’s a rumor going around that she was cut from the trust fund and now she’s giving thirty-five dollar massages from a van.”

      “Wow, no wonder she’s piping mad. And what about the brunette? She looks fit to be tied herself.” The frail looking girl has a snarl on her face as she aggressively tries to get her point across. There’s something in her eyes that looks cold and steely, as if she’s seen a lot of life already—too much of it maybe.

      “That’s Ella. Let’s just say she has a very dark history, and I don’t dare speak of it here. Hers is a bit of a haunting tale best left to be whispered in dark halls and far away from mixed company.”

      “Ooh, promise me you’ll tell me later.”

      “You bet.”

      Without warning, Larson storms our way and lands a finger against my chest. “I want my Yule logs distributed right now. I am so done with this party.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say as Everett and I watch her head to the middle of the room.

      “Everyone, it’s time to party!” She whoops it up as if suddenly she’s another person entirely. And all of her friends circle around her and hoot and holler as if it were some tribal war cry of the rich and famous. And it probably is. Soon Kippy has Cressida on his shoulders, and the girls who were arguing with Larson a moment ago seem as happy as can be as they each hold up a Christmas-inspired cocktail in each hand.

      “Wow, she went from hot to cold,” I say. “I’d better get back to elf central and make the culinary magic happen.”

      I round up Keelie, my perky blonde best friend, Lily, my oft grumpy co-worker, and Lainey, and together we dole out slices of my delicious chocolate Yule log sprinkled with powdered sugar to any and everyone who’ll have one and, shockingly, almost everyone partakes in the delicious dessert.

      No sooner do I finish up than I try to find Noah or Everett, but they seem to have done a disappearing act.

      The music turns up in volume as the holiday instrumentals are exchanged for far more familiar Christmas carols that even I can sing along to. The entire room is gyrating and pulsing with life. And, to be honest, it really does seem to be one of the best parties I’ve ever been to. I do another quick sweep of the room and spot a spray of supernatural light emitting from the rear of the room.

      “No, no,” I whisper as I head that way. I thread my way through the thick crowd, all sipping on the spiked eggnog, my Yule cake still in the other hand as they laugh up a storm while swaying to the cheery holiday music.

      There’s an exit in the rear of the room that leads to a darkened hall to the left, and that spray of ethereal light only seems to grow.

      “Rudolph?” I call out, feeling silly saying his name, but on a night like tonight, with so many people schnockered off the eggnog, I’m sure no one will mind if I’m shouting for Santa’s favorite caribou in this maze of a haunted house.

      I spot a shimmer of light off to the right, and I peer in to find a double entry that leads to an expansive library.

      “Oh, wow,” I say, breathless, as I step in farther. I’ll have to show this to Lainey. I’m positive my book loving big sis will get a kick out of this monstrosity. It’s honest to God bigger than the stacks down at the Honey Hollow Library.

      There’s another enormous oil painting hanging on the wall, and I squint as I stride over to get a better look at it. The lighting is dim in the room, with just a few flickering sconces illuminating the hall, along with the supernatural glow to my left. I spot the entire Rosenberg family in the oil painting up above, larger than life, two blonde little girls, the same dark-haired woman looking rather angry, and a handsome man I’m assuming is Larson’s father.

      A howl comes from somewhere in front of me, and I spot Rudolph standing not too far off so I head his way. His fur looks perfectly magical, and he’s lit up with tiny glittering stars all the way up to his illuminated antlers as he bucks and cries.

      “Rudolph, what is it?” I ask as I make my way toward him. But no sooner do the words evict from me than I trip and fall, landing over the body of a beautiful girl with gold foil garland wrapped tight around her neck like a scarf and a slice of my Yule log cake smeared over her chest.

      Larson Rosenberg isn’t just over this party. She’s over this life.

      Larson Rosenberg is dead.
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      “Lottie?” a familiar female voice booms from behind. “Lottie? There you are!”

      I turn to find Keelie speeding into the library with her white feathered fringe bouncing around her thighs.

      “Keelie, stay back,” I say as I check poor Larson for a pulse but can’t find one.

      “Lottie? What’s going on? Is that?” Keelie stops midflight to let out an ear-piercing scream that has the power to break crystal.

      Larson Rosenberg lies on the ground with garland wrapped around her neck so tight that it’s causing her eyes and tongue to bulge.

      The sound of footsteps stampeding in this direction rumble down the hall as I look up at the supernatural creature before me.

      “Rudolph, who did this to her? Who killed Larson?”

      A hard moan comes from him as he taps his back hoof against the floor three times hard.

      “I don’t know.” His eyes ignite a fiery shade of red, and his nostrils flare as if he were fighting mad. “But I’m about to find out. I’m bringing her killer to justice with or without you, Lottie.” He whinnies and trots off at top speed, straight through the wall that separates us from the grand ballroom.

      Good. I can use some serious help for once.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s voice seizes between Keelie's nonstop screams, and soon the room is flooded with party guests both screaming and gasping at the grisly sight.

      Noah wields his cane at the blooming crowd. “Everyone out of the room, now. This is a crime scene.” He taps wildly into his phone, and I have a feeling he’s notifying the sheriff’s department.

      Lainey and Meg defy his wishes and burst into the room about as far as Keelie before recoiling at the sight themselves.

      Lainey gags. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Meg grunts as if she might join her. “I’ll get these two away from here.” She navigates both Keelie and Lainey out of the room just as Everett speeds his way over.

      Everett pulls me to my feet and wraps his arms around me as Noah crouches down and checks Larson’s vitals.

      “Lemon, what happened?” Everett’s chest pounds hard against my own.

      “I was just—I was exploring and I came in and I saw this painting”—I can hardly catch my breath—“and I tripped over her body. Someone must have lured her in here. I feel terrible. It’s her Christmas party and—and she’s dead.”

      “What?” a female voice shrills from the door, and it’s Cressida bleached out as pale as a ghost herself. She traipses on in. The sound of her heels clattering breaks up the thick silence. “That’s not Larson, is it? She wouldn’t be caught dead wearing a cheap gold scarf like that.”

      My mouth opens in an effort to say something to her but not a word squeaks out.

      “Everett”—Noah hitches his head toward her—“make sure the entry is blocked. See if they have security roaming the premises, check for cameras, and get Lottie some water and a comfortable place to sit.”

      “Will do.”

      The room floods with EMTs and deputies just as Everett navigates us to the door where poor Cressida seems to go catatonic as her eyes lock on the body.

      “Everett, go ahead.” I gently give him a shove in her direction as I thread my way through the flood of deputies heading this way.

      A tall redhead holding a badge overhead barrels toward the library and stops just shy of me.

      Detective Ivy Fairbanks is a stunning redhead, as smart as they come, and happens to be Noah’s partner in the homicide division down in Ashford.

      “How did I know I’d see you here tonight?” Her crimson lips twist with disdain. “Let me guess. You just so happened to stumble upon the body.”

      I give a reluctant nod. “And she just so happened to be holding my cake. It’s Larson Rosenberg. This is her house—or her father’s house, and someone strangled her with tinsel!” Okay, so it was garland. What difference does it make? It’s the same foil family.

      She glances past me a moment, and I follow her gaze to Everett comforting a hysterical Cressida.

      “I want you staying out of my way, Lottie. And unfortunately, that goes for Noah, too. It’s not going to be easy for him to do that, but we don’t want him relapsing now, do we?” She squints accusingly my way.

      “No, heavens no.”

      “Good.” She pulls her lips back into a tight smile. “Because if I find out either one of you is snooping around in my investigation, I’ll have Detective Fox placed on administrative leave until next August. Are we clear?”

      I gasp. “You’re threatening Noah just to keep me at bay, aren’t you?”

      “You are a smart cookie.” She gives a little wink as she makes her way past me. “I have the building surrounded, Lottie. No one leaves until I say so. Why don’t you head out there and serve up some dessert or something?”

      The nerve.

      I head back into the next room, only to find the party still going full force. “Jingle Bell Rock” is blaring at top volume, and bodies are jostling as they dance to the music. The crowd is so thick I swear the population has doubled in the short window of time I was in that library. People are laughing, singing along with the music, and suddenly every person in here seems to have donned a plush Santa hat with an annoying little bell on the end that jingles along my very last nerve.

      I spot Alex, Noah’s look-alike younger brother. They share the same dark hair, green eyes, and dimples to die for, with the exception that Alex is built like a brick wall. He’s an ex-Marine turned investment banker, and he happens to be dating both my employee, Lily, and my cousin, Naomi. I can’t help but scowl at him as he wraps Naomi tight in his arms.

      Last month, he revealed that he was going to date Naomi exclusively the entire month of December and then switch off to Lily come January. I don’t know how either of those girls hasn’t kicked him to the curb yet—but, in truth, both Lily and Naomi are competitive to a fault. They’re willing to grind this relationship into the ground so long as they come up the victor. Lily and Naomi were best of friends before the Alex debacle, and I’m beginning to wonder if they’ll ever recover.

      An arm pulls me to the side, and I land square in front of my mother and sisters.

      “Lottie!” My mother’s lips are tight, her eyes wild with a combination of despair and anger. “Not again.”

      My mother is beautiful and looks far younger than her stated age. Her shoulder-length blonde curls are just as creamy as I remember when I was a little girl, and her blue eyes are usually sparkling with joy, unlike the budding rage they’re harboring at the moment.

      I open my mouth to say something, but Lainey holds up a hand, cutting me off.

      “Yes, again.” She snaps my way. “And if you would have taken those Baltic Sea salts I tried to give you last month to ward off dead bodies, none of this would be happening right now.” Her body convulses as she gags and retches.

      Meg waves wildly to someone behind me. “We’ve got a puker!”

      Before we know it, Lainey’s husband Forest has his arms wrapped around her as she leans hard over his chest. Forest Donovan is handsome in a conventional way with a strong jaw with chestnut wavy hair and stunning gray eyes. He’s wearing his firefighting uniform, what my father used to call turnout gear, a khaki uniform with yellow reflective tape.

      Forest presses Lainey close to him as she writhes and retches. “We need to get her out of here.” He grimaces at the sea of firemen headed toward the library, and shockingly the guests seem undeterred by the sight. “But the room is under lockdown at the moment.”

      Lainey claws over his chest. “I’ll be fine. I just need a seat and a drink.”

      We quickly usher her to the table with the giant crystal ball, and soon my mother has a glass of sparkling water in Lainey’s hand.

      “What happened, Lottie?” my mother asks as if pleading for the truth.

      “It was the girl who threw the party”—I lean in—“Larson, she’s…she’s gone. And I’m betting whoever did it was a guest.”

      My mother clutches at her throat.

      Forest groans, “I’d better get back there.” He dots a kiss to my sister’s forehead. “I’ll ask the chief if I can get off early and take you home myself. I’ll be right back.”

      He takes off just as Hook staggers up. “Is it true? Is it Larson?” He looks to Meg in disbelief, and she gives a curt nod. “My God, you didn’t do it, did you?”

      Meg offers him a look that can kill, all right, and it’s aimed straight for Hook. “Don’t you dare accuse me of a homicide when the body hasn’t even had the chance to cool. Ask me again when she’s in the morgue. I didn’t like the way she was looking at you.”

      “Meg,” I’m quick to reprimand her. “This isn’t the time to kid around. Something horrible has happened.”

      “I know.” She pinches the bridge of her nose “I’m sorry. I don’t handle homicides as well as you do, Lot.”

      Lainey lets out a ghostly moan. “Let’s change the subject. It’s bad enough they’re basically holding us hostage. What are we doing for Christmas?”

      “Oh!” Mom waves a hand in the air as if asking for a turn to speak. “I’ll gladly host Christmas Eve at the B&B. Which reminds me, Lottie, Mistletoe Mania is coming up fast.” She shoots a look my sister’s way. “Someone just sprung it on me. I’d like to have the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery cater the desserts. These Yule logs are to die for. Throw in some of those, would you?”

      I make a face. “You bet.”

      “Me, too.” Lainey lifts a finger. “We’re having a staff Christmas party in two weeks and I’m in charge of the dessert, but you know I can’t bake.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.”

      Hook winces. “How about me? Redwood Realty is going to need an extra dose of Christmas cheer now that we’ve lost one of our own.”

      “You bet. Just name the time and I’ll be there with all the dessert platters the office can handle.”

      Keelie and Lily trot this way, their newfound Santa hats bobbing, their feathered fringe bouncing around their thighs.

      “Lottie!” Lily’s voice trills my name, and she looks as if she’s about to be sick. “What was the dessert the deceased was eating? Quick. As soon as they clear me, I’m out of here. I can’t stand the sight of Naomi pawing all over Alex. I don’t know how I’ll ever get through this month.”

      Keelie shudders. “My sister is the last person I ever thought would play second fiddle to anyone.”

      I glance over and groan at the sight of them. Alex and Naomi are locked in an embrace as they sway to the music as if it were a slow song, completely oblivious to the fact there’s a corpse in the next room. Keelie and Naomi are twins, but Naomi has opted to dye her blonde locks a striking shade of onyx and it’s a good look on her.

      “The dessert, Lottie,” Lily wails. “What was it? I need to focus on the bakery or I’ll just go crazy.”

      “It was my Yule log. She had it on her—quite literally.” I give a circular nod as I glance toward the library.

      “Great.” Mom lifts a finger. “I’m jazzing up my tours with a Christmas theme for the month, and a slice of your Yule log cake will be the perfect endcap to a haunted afternoon.”

      My mother doesn’t mind one bit profiting off the fact her B&B is infested with poltergeists—four to be exact. There’s Greer Giles, a gorgeous brunette about my age who was shot last winter, and her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend, Winslow Decker. Last summer, they adopted a little wild child who was about six when she perished named Lea, and there’s a rather newer addition, a fuzzy black cat named Thirteen.

      And once my mother is through bilking the poor tourists of their eighty bucks apiece, she sends them my way for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. It’s been a proven financial (rather grisly) win-win for both my mother and me.

      Carlotta stumbles our way. “Is it true, Lot?” she barks over at me. “You found a body and didn’t bother to call me over to see it? All I asked was that you scream loud enough for me to hear it. I’ve never asked much from you, but I’m mighty disappointed you couldn’t do this one measly thing. Now they’ve got the place covered with caution tape, and God knows they’re going to wheel her out the front with a sheet over her head. Now I’ll never see a dead body.”

      Every soul in our small circle stares wordlessly her way.

      “What?” She smacks her lips. “Fine. I’ll keep my socially unacceptable thoughts to myself next time. But don’t tell me none of you weren’t thinking it.”

      Everett heads this way. “We’ve been cleared. We can leave the premises.” He nods to Lainey. “Forest said he’s on his way.”

      “Oh good.” My mother fans herself with her fingers. “I don’t know where Topper went. The last thing I knew he was arranging for us to have drinks with his good friend, Royce Bentley.”

      Everett swoops in and takes up my hand. “Royce Bentley? That’s Cressida’s father.”

      “No way,” I’m quick to scold my mother. “Royce Bentley sounds like a top-of-the-line car mash-up only the wealthy can afford to have drinks with. Besides, with Topper’s questionable history, do you really think it’s wise to have drinks with him and a friend?” Topper Blakely, the silver fox who has stolen my mother’s good senses, runs a dicey app for seniors who like to swing. He’s deplorable. And just last month, Cormack was swinging in his direction as well.

      “Topper and I are just friends.” She tips her head my way. “Besides, Lottie, rumor has it, Royce Bentley has as much wealth amassed as the US government has debt. It might be interesting to see where things lead.”

      “Yes, well, if they lead behind locked doors, I’d make a run for it if I were you.”

      She waves us off. “I’ll be fine.”

      Forest comes over and takes Lainey home. Meg and Hook navigate my mother to the door much to her protest.

      Everett glides an arm around my waist. “Noah wants me to take you home.”

      “But I can’t just leave. They hired me to be here.” I glance out at the sea of people, half-expecting to find Larson herself ready to strangle me for not refreshing the dessert table. A hard sigh comes from me. “Oh no. I just remembered. The van is full of Yule logs. I’ll need to stop by the bakery and get them into the fridge.”

      “I’ll do it,” Carlotta volunteers. “If it means you get to spend some alone time with the judge under the mistletoe, I’ll take one for the tawdry team.” She gives a hard wink my way before looking to Everett. “Feel free to punish her as you see fit. She’s been a very naughty, naughty girl.”

      Before I groan or swat her, Lily takes Carlotta by the elbow. “I’ve got the keys to the van. I’ll help you. Essex, you take Lottie to bed like Noah asked you to.”

      I can’t help but avert my eyes as the two of them disappear into the crowd. I go to wrap my arm around Everett’s waist when that white note teetering at the mouth of his pocket floats between us and I catch it.

      Everett tries to snatch it back from me, but I quickly shove it down my cleavage.

      “Everett, don’t you dare start keeping secrets from me now. It’s bad enough we’re keeping secrets from Noah.”

      He closes his eyes an inordinate amount of time. “Go ahead, Lemon. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. It’s not a love note.”

      I quickly unfold it and gasp once I see the words.

      We know where you sleep at night.
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      Noah didn’t frost my cookies last night.

      There was no way I was going to let Everett sleep at his place without me, and, of course, Noah wouldn’t dream of letting me, his wife, who is supposedly harboring his baby in my womb, go anywhere near that Canelli-based minefield.

      Everett slept at Noah’s, or so I thought. By the time I got up to get ready for work, he was already back at his place. Protecting Everett from the Canellis is going to be harder than I could have ever imagined.

      As soon as I got to work this morning, I lost myself in a flurry of baking. I suppose there’s no better time to do stress baking than December. Noah helped shovel a path to the bakery this morning—we had a snowfall of at least a foot and Noah wasn’t going to risk his pregnant wife falling or being left to her own devices to shovel her way in, and I happen to think that’s sweet. Noah is doing all he can to ensure I’m treated like a queen in my supposed physical condition. He stayed at the bakery until Lily arrived, then went home to let his Golden Retriever, Toby, out.

      “Lottie”—Lily shakes her head at the dozens of yummy treats I’ve whipped up as I stock the glass shelves next to the register—“peppermint pinwheels, chocolate snowballs, Santa fruit and nut snacks, candy cane fudge, butterscotch shortbread, chocolate peanut butter reindeer droppings, candied cherry thumbprints, and iced sugar cookie Christmas trees?”

      “Don’t forget the chocolate chip croissants, red and green glazed donuts, apple strudel, and Noah’s favorite, chocolate chip cookies. A girl’s gotta take care of her husband.” I flash my wedding ring at her, and I can’t help but feel like a big faker.

      “And who’s going to take care of the tourists, Lottie?” She sinks her balled fists into her hips. “What about the Yule logs? They’re not going to bake themselves, you know.”

      “Lily, you put at least two dozen in the refrigerator last night. I would be committing a crime to even think about making another one.”

      “You’re wrong. There’s only twelve left. And I predict those will be gone by afternoon.”

      “What happened to the rest?”

      “Carlotta took them. She said she had a couple of girls staying with her and she needed all the free food she could get.”

      “Guests?”

      The line at the register begins to grow, and the first woman up at bat requests a whole Yule log in its entirety. Figures.

      Lily shoots me a knowing look as if to say I told you so, and the two of us get right to work, servicing the onslaught of early morning customers. We already have a long list of holiday orders, not to mention a steady stream of cookie deliveries to the Jolly Holly Tree Lot.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery was a gift from my grandmother Nell, just like the rest of the properties she gifted me in her will when she passed away last January. Of course, the fact Nell gave me anything set my uncle Will’s teeth on edge, but a judge sided with me last summer and I’m a virtual land baron whether I want to be or not.

      Speaking of land, last month Everett and I purchased the Maple Meadows Lodge together in honor of Noah. We weren’t sure if Noah was going to make it or not, but it was a piece of real estate Noah had shown interest in a few months back. He said he wanted to purchase it as a part of his legacy to leave for his children one day, and it just so happened that I thought I was housing one of his offspring, so I went ahead and took the financial plunge into real estate waters. But as it turned out, I didn’t have the cash available to make the loan stick, so Everett offered to take the plunge with me. I’m sure Noah will buy him out when the time is right, but due to Noah’s delicate physical state I don’t dare bring up the fact he needs to cough up almost a million dollars to his former stepbrother—or the fact we’re not really married anymore, or the fact my pregnancy is nothing more than a maternal mirage.

      As soon as the rush dies down, I take a moment to pause and take in the beauty of the fresh fallen snow that has transformed all of Main Street into a virtual wonderland. Honey Hollow is adorned in all its Christmas finery in every corner of our tiny town. Thick green garland with giant red bows is hung along each of the businesses down Main Street, and each and every door is covered with oversized wreathes.

      But I’m more than thrilled to be inside my cozy shop. Lily, Keelie, and I spent all of last week decorating every last inch of both the bakery and the restaurant adjoined to it, the Honey Pot Diner. There’s a walk-through between the bakery and the Honey Pot. The Honey Pot Diner has a large resin oak tree in the center of the dining room whose branches extend over the ceiling all the way into the café portion of the bakery, and each branch is intertwined with twinkle lights, giving it a magical appeal. The bakery itself is painted a butter yellow, and the furniture is a mix and match of any and everything, painted in every shade of pastel. Garland is strung up along the counters, and I’ve got a stocking hung with each employee’s name on it. Keelie hired an artist to come out and paint mistletoe in the corners of the windows, and it looks adorable and inviting from out on the street.

      The chime on the door goes off, and Carlotta, Mayor Nash, an unfamiliar yet friendly looking man, my mother, and Chrissy Nash, the mayor’s ex-wife, stroll in, each one of them wearing a bright red Santa hat. Mayor Nash aka my biological father is a notorious philanderer, thus the unpleasant parting between him and Chrissy.

      Chrissy is about my mother’s age, and they share the same blonde hair and mischievous blue eyes. Just seeing the five of them together sets me on edge. It’s an odd group if ever there was one.

      “Lottie Dottie!” Mayor Nash is his usually jovial self. We share the same caramel-colored hair, and if I squint hard enough, I can see a touch of myself around the eyes, but other than that I’m a carbon copy of Carlotta. “I’ve got a gift for Lily and you.” He pulls a couple of Santa hats out of the tote bag in his arms. “We’re passing them out at all the shops up and down Main Street today.”

      “Well, thank you.” I promptly smash mine over my head and Lily does the same.

      Mayor Nash lets out a cheery ho, ho, ho. “And on behalf of the Honey Hollow City Council, I would like to ask if you’d bake some goodies for the annual Honey Hollow Christmas Party and Tree Auction. It’s being held at the Jolly Holly Tree Lot this year, and all proceeds go straight to the children’s hospital.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” I say, and I swear I hear Lily growl at my enthusiasm to accept the offer.

      Mom bounces with glee as she pulls the older man by her side toward her.

      “Lottie, I want you to meet Eugene Alexander, better known as Flip. He was your father’s dear friend, and he just so happens to be currently dating a dear friend of mine.” She hitches her head toward Chrissy.

      “Oh.” My eyes widen as I look to Mayor Nash. I can only imagine this must be awkward for him.

      Mayor Nash gives a jovial laugh as if he could read my mind. “No worries, Lottie. I’m perfectly fine with it. Flip and I go way back as well.” He narrows his eyes at Flip as if he were anything but perfectly fine with the arrangement.

      “Nice to meet you.” I extend a hand to the gray-haired man with a pleasant smile. His entire face breaks out into a series of comma-like wrinkles as he smiles my way. He looks kind and friendly, but mostly I’m warmed by the fact he knew my father.

      “Nice to meet you, Lottie. I happened to be at the firehouse the day Joseph found you squirming over the floor. I suppose I should say, it’s great to see you again.”

      A gentle laugh bounces through me. “And under better circumstances.”

      “And with more clothes on,” Carlotta adds.

      Mayor Nash tips his chin up. “I want to invite you all to the official Honey Hollow Christmas tree lighting ceremony this Thursday night, and I wanted to see if you wouldn’t mind baking up a little something for the ceremony.”

      “No,” Lily answers for me.

      “Lily.” I nudge her with my elbow. “Yes, Mayor Nash, I would be thrilled to bring something. Just tell me what you’d like and how much, and I will be there with jingle bells on.”

      A hearty laugh bellows from him. “Just a few dozen treats for the city council. The local schools will be hosting a bake sale that night in hopes to raise funds for fancy new Smart Boards. So no need to feed the entire town.”

      “That is perfectly manageable.”

      “Suit yourself.” Lily shrugs. “But I saw that note you pinned up in your office. You’ve got Mistletoe Mania, the library staff party, Redwood Realty’s office party, and Christmas Eve at your mother’s.”

      My mother and Chrissy exchange a quick glance before Mom clears her throat.

      “If you don’t mind tacking on just one more thing…”

      Lily scoffs. “She does.”

      “I don’t,” I quickly correct Lily who waves me off as she heads to the register to take care of a couple of customers that just walked in. “What is it? Are you having a Christmas party with your horticulture club? Your book club? That writers’ group you belong to?”

      “None of the above.” Mom’s voice dips into its lower, throatier register— never a good sign. “Topper is hosting an event called the Candy Cane Mix and Mingle Jingle. It’s strictly for single men and women of a certain age looking for love.”

      Chrissy leans in. “Nothing funny.”

      By nothing funny, she’s referring to the threesomes he was propagating just a few weeks back.

      “Good to know. Where is this Mingle Jingle Dingle happening? Or do I want to know?”

      Mom’s shoulders shimmy back and forth. At this point I’ve related the shoulder shuffle to somewhat of a ten on her excitement Richter scale.

      “At Royce Bentley’s estate up in Fallbrook.”

      “Royce Bentley? That’s Cressida’s father.” And Cressida is one of the top suspects on my list. I don’t care if she was Larson Rosenberg’s best friend, or how intimately she’s acquainted with my favorite judge. She’s not getting a free pass from me. “I’ll be there with all the desserts you could hope for.”

      “Perfect. It’s next week. I’ll give you the details as I get them. Right now I need to warm up with a cup of your peppermint latte.” She and Chrissy mosey on down the counter, as do Mayor Nash and Flip, to put their orders in.

      “Not so fast,” I say to Carlotta and she sneers at me as if she’s got a secret, and apparently she does. “Who’s this company you’re hosting at Nell’s?”

      She makes a face. “It’s none of your Honey Hollow beeswax, but since I’m a kindhearted person, I’ll offer up the info voluntarily. One of my old besties, her name is Cat. If you’d like to meet her, you can. We’ll be at the Jingle Mingle until we tingle, if you get what I mean.” She gives a hard wink. “How’d it go last night with the judge? Did he frost your cookies or whatever else you kids are calling it these days?”

      “No. Definitely not. I’m married to Noah—and I’m having his child, remember?”

      “No, you’re not. Meg told your mother and me it was all a big scam to keep him on the right side of the soil.”

      I gasp. Note to self: Kill Meg. Carlotta was the one soul who I wasn’t going to let in on my little secret because God up in heaven knows she couldn’t keep one to save her soul.

      “Do not breathe a word lest you have his blood on your hands,” I’m quick to threaten her. “And don’t think I’m not onto you. You’re deflecting. Who else is holed up with you at Nell’s place?”

      Her eyes bulge for a moment. “No one.”

      “Lily said there were two women.”

      “Lily was seeing double last night because you overwork her.”

      “Fair enough.” I’m willing to play Carlotta’s game but only for so long.

      She’s about to scoot to the register herself when she pauses to squint in my direction.

      “So, what do you think of that case that boyfriend of yours is taking on? And don’t go giving me that he’s not my boyfriend, I’ve got a husband business. I’ve got eyes, and I can see for myself what’s going on. Trust me, Lottie Dottie. I’d be the last to judge you. Lord knows I’ve engaged in my own illicit hanky-panky on the side.”

      “Would you never call me that again? I don’t care if Mayor Nash finds it endearing. That’s one nickname I don’t care to propagate. And you’re darn tootin’ you’ve engaged in your fair share of illicit relationships. You slept with Mayor Nash while he was still married to Chrissy!”

      “Now don’t you get all high and mighty with me, missy. If it wasn’t for my lack of better judgment, you wouldn’t be standing here with the privilege to argue with me.”

      “Fine. I’m guessing you’re talking about Everett presiding over one of those Canelli criminals.”

      “You bet your chocolate-stained apron I am. It’s all in the news. It’s in the actual newspaper, too, not that anyone your age knows what that is anymore. And if you ask me, that little stunt at the courthouse is going to put a mark on his head.”

      “He didn’t choose the case. That’s not how it works.” I think. “And anyhow, Everett isn’t afraid of anything.” I am. That note I saw last night sends a brand new shiver up my spine.

      “Well, he should be. And you should be, too. If you’ve got any pull with that man whatsoever, you’ll make sure he goes easy on that Canelli kid. It’s bad enough the two of you helped put Connie away. It’s a wonder you’re still alive.”

      “They broke her out of prison in the event you didn’t hear. That’s all water under the Canelli criminal canal. And I refuse to yield to their intimidation. Everett has a job to do, and I support him one hundred percent. If they find that Canelli person guilty, I’m sure Everett will pass down a fair and equitable judgment.”

      Her eyes enlarge for a moment, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think she were trying to say something to me with that deranged look she’s tossing at me.

      “Have it your way.” She heads down the counter and puts in an order with Lily just as a man in a dark suit strides in.

      He looks relatively clean-cut, and his cologne hits me before he ever gets within range. He walks right up and inspects me for a moment.

      “Are you Lottie Lemon?”

      I blink back my surprise.

      “Why yes, I am.”

      “Nice to meet you.” His dark eyes bear into mine, and it feels intrusive, dangerous. “Tell Judge Baxter I said hello.”

      He turns around and heads out.

      “I didn’t get your name,” I call out after him, but he’s already back in the snowy street.

      And somehow, I think that was the point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Business at the bakery was brisk right up until closing.

      Noah offered to pick me up, but I let him know Lily didn’t mind giving me a ride. What I didn’t tell him was that she was giving me a ride to Nell’s old house.

      Before Carlotta left, she bought two more Yule logs. And that more than anything else managed to rouse my suspicion. Sure, Carlotta likes my cakes, but she already had a dozen from the party. And my Yule logs are far from a single serving confection. We’re not talking cupcakes here, folks. Each Yule log can feed up to a dozen people.

      It’s dark out, and snow is banked high on either side of the walkway that leads up to Nell’s humble home. This might be the ritzy end of town, but Nell’s split-level house isn’t interested in impressing anyone. Its plain white exterior boasts only of an upper level balcony off one of the guest rooms.

      I remember coming here as a kid with my bestie. Keelie and I always made sure to haul one another along to our respective family get-togethers, so I have just as many memories here as I do anywhere.

      The house is brightly lit inside as I make my way to the porch and give a brisk knock to the door.

      The sound of footsteps quickens in this direction, then the distinct sound of whispering follows suit.

      So she really does have a guest. I believe she said it was one of her old best friends named Cat.

      The wind picks up, and a mean shiver runs through me.

      “Carlotta? It’s me, Lottie.” I pound over the door once again. “Do you mind opening up? I’m freezing my tushie off!” It’s dead silent on the other side. “I’ve got a fresh platter of shortbread cookies!”

      The door swings violently open, only to expose me to a beady-eyed version of the woman who bore me.

      “So, you came to spy on me after all, did ya?” She’s quick to snatch the cookies from me.

      “Relax,” I say, making my way inside where it’s warm and toasty. The walls are all painted a warm shade of yellow and, truth be told, this was the inspiration for the soft yellow walls in the bakery. I glance in the living room to find the coffee table cluttered with candy wrappers and soda cans. A partially eaten Yule log sits in the center with three forks settled around it.

      Three? Interesting.

      “Where is she?” I ask.

      Carlotta straightens like a pin. “Where’s who?”

      I take a moment to squint over at this wily version of myself. “Your bestie. Cat, was it? Unless, of course, you can’t keep your lies straight anymore.” I smear that last part out with as much sarcasm as I can muster.

      She sucks in a quick breath. “Fine. I’ll interrupt her nap, but you’ll owe me twenty bucks for doing so.” She sticks her fingers in her mouth and lets out a sharp whistle. “Calling bratty Catty. I’ve got a stubborn kid out here who’s about to hand over a hot bill with a picture of Andrew Jackson on it.”

      A rumbling sound comes from the kitchen, followed by the clatter of dishes, then the very distinct sound of—

      “Carlotta?” I freeze solid. “That sounds a lot like hoof beats.”

      And holy mother of all things good, a supernatural wonder prances right out of the kitchen as a magnificent reindeer whose fur sparkles like a stray constellation of stars and antlers that illuminate as bright as the sun as if they were lit up from the inside.

      “Lottie.” He sways from side to side as he makes his way to the center of the living room.

      “Rudolph?” I watch as he saunters sloppily in a circle before sniffing around at the Yule log taking up real estate on the coffee table. “Why are you acting funny?” I gasp. “And why do you reek of liquor?” My mouth falls open as I look to Carlotta.

      She shrugs at the sight. “Don’t blame me. He got into my whiskey. And from the looks of it, he’s got a mad hankering for all things Jack Daniels.”

      “Oh my God, you plied him with liquor?” And then a rather abrasive thought hits me. “Wait a whiskey pickin’ minute! The dead can’t eat or drink. This makes no sense.”

      She makes a face at the sloshed specter. “Then how do you explain that?”

      I glance over to find Rudolph noshing away at the Yule log before him, and sure enough, each time he swallows, a spasm of light shoots down his throat as it works its way to his stomach.

      “Oh my stars above Honey Hollow,” I say, taking a few cautious steps in his direction. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

      Carlotta grunts, “That you’ll have to up your production of the tasty treats. Now that you’ve got the dead hooked, there’s no keeping up with the demand.”

      “Yes, but I’m guessing the dead don’t pay as well.” I stomp my way over to the supernatural sight. “Are you insane?” I hiss at the oversized creature. “First of all, chocolate isn’t good for you.” I pause a moment, just trying to digest my own useless logic. “And second of all—” My God, I don’t have a second point to make.

      Just as I’m about to slog my way through it, a woman steps out of the back bedroom in a fuzzy pink bathrobe, her hair wrapped up in a white towel. She looks older, about Carlotta’s age. Her eyes are the shade of a hot cup of coffee, heavily outlined in dark kohl, and her lips are painted a bright shade of holly.

      “This the kid?” She saunters over with a smile rubber banding over her face. “Nice to meet ’cha.” She extends a hand. “Caterina Canelli.”

      My own hand freezes midair. “Catta who?”

      She barks out a laugh while Carlotta moans and groans. It’s obvious now what she was trying to keep from me.

      “Don’t worry, kid. I ain’t gonna bite ya.” She chomps the air between us before letting out a riotous cackle.

      “We’ve got a funny one on our hands, don’t we?” I say it mostly to myself. “So, why are you staying with Carlotta? I mean, rumor has it you have a heck of a lot of family in the area.” Too much family for both my liking and law enforcement.

      She lifts a dark brow in amusement. And just as her mouth opens to answer me, her gaze shifts to the coffee table and she lets out a startled cry.

      “Holy Mary and Joseph!” She jumps a good foot away from the scene of the chocolate crime. “What in the heck is happening?” Her voice rises to a frightening octave.

      Both Carlotta and I follow her gaze to see Rudolph gulping up the scrumptious delight faster than you can say catatonic Canelli.

      A rather nasty and diabolical thought comes to me.

      “That’s just a ghost.” I shrug it off as if it were no big deal.

      Both Rudolph and Carlotta swing their eyes my way.

      Cat takes a measured step in my direction. “A what?”

      “A ghost. The place is crawling with them.”

      Carlotta gags. “Is not! There’s just one, and he’s a harmless as-can-be caribou who’s looking to catch a killer.”

      Now it’s Cat’s turn to gag as Carlotta slaps a hand over her mouth.

      “It’s too late, Carlotta.” I take a moment to gloat. “You’ve already let the poltergeist out of the bag.”

      “Did you say poltergeist?” a female voice cries from the hall and out comes an all too familiar face running with her hands in the air as if the aforementioned law enforcement were after her—oh, wait. They are.

      “Connie Canelli?” I bark over at her, and her features wrinkle up in horror. “I’m placing you under citizen’s arrest!”

      Cat pulls Connie in and sneers over at me. “We’re not afraid of your empty threats, and we ain’t afraid of no ghosts.”

      Connie squints over at me. “You’re not telling anyone anything. That boyfriend of yours has an awfully handsome face. It would be a shame if he met up with a disfiguring accident. Don’t you think?”

      Cat nods. “My baby brother would happen to agree.” She narrows those dark eyes over mine. “And if you’re smart—so will you.”
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      Oh joy.

      Connie Canelli is back. And to make matters worse, she’s holing up at Nell’s old house of all places. It would figure Carlotta would be a homing beacon for all kinds of Canelli catastrophes.

      And one of her best friends growing up was a Canelli? Why does this not surprise me. Of course, Carlotta ran with the wrong crowd. Poor Nell obviously had her hands full with my dear old bio mama.

      Another day has passed, and as soon as I closed down the bakery for the night, Everett invited Noah and me over to Chops, a steakhouse that overlooks Honey Lake. And since Noah was already giving me a lift home from work, we drove straight in that direction instead.

      Chops Steakhouse is a large wooden structure that sits right at the edge of the lake. And even in the winter, with the snow piled right up against the water’s edge, it’s a stunning site. The outside of the establishment is dripping with twinkle lights, and there’s a giant evergreen wreath dotting the front door.

      And speaking of snow, it’s doing just that. It’s been sprinkling down, soft as powdered sugar all day, giving all of Honey Hollow a magical appeal.  I’ve got on my heavy-duty snow boots and flannel-lined jeans. I’ve got on a turtleneck and a bright red cheery sweater, which are far better suited for the bakery than they are a night on the town, but it’s all buried under my down jacket anyways. There’s not a soul that will judge you for how you choose to dress when the weather is like this.

      We hand the keys to the valet, and Noah opens the door to the restaurant for me, seeing that his chivalry is in overdrive now that he thinks I’m incubating our precious little angel.

      Noah looks gorgeous tonight in a dark wool coat, his hair slicked back, and those dimples of his adorably winking at me. Just the scent of his cologne makes me heady, and I can’t wait until we’re alone so I can shower him with all my pent-up affection. And part of that stems from guilt.

      Poor Noah. I feel like a beast deceiving him like that. One day he’s going to discover the truth, and he’ll see firsthand what a devil his ex-wife really was.

      The truth has been percolating in me like mad the last few days, but knowing it could cause a severe setback has been the only reason I’ve been able to bite my tongue.

      I’m about to start in on a verbose dialogue of my day at the bakery—a surefire way of getting my mind off of the truth and onto everyday life—when we bump into a familiar looking couple on their way out.

      “Lainey? Forest?” My spirit brightens at the sight of them as I pull them both into a quick embrace.

      “Hey!” Lainey pulls Noah into a brief embrace, too. “You two look familiar. What are you up to?”

      Forest bucks with a laugh. “I know what they’re up to. A romantic dinner for two.”

      “For three,” Noah corrects as he lands his arm lovingly around my waist.

      “Ah!” Lainey looks a bit frightened for poor Noah. As if lying to him wasn’t bad enough, I’ve got other people lying to him, too. “Well, that’s what we were doing.” She gives her stomach a quick pat.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask. “You look amazing. I swear, you’re glowing.”

      “Thank you.” She grimaces over at Noah a moment. “And so are you, Lottie. Oh, wow, look at that glow. Don’t you think, Forest?”

      Dear Lord.

      Forest is quick to agree with a frenetic nod that looks as if it’s about to snap his neck right off his body.

      Noah tips his head toward my sister. “Lottie hasn’t seen a doctor yet.”

      My mouth falls open. “I’ve just been so busy at the bakery.”

      “Not to worry,” Noah assures me. “December is your busiest month. And that’s exactly why I’ve decided to take the reins. Lainey, who’s your doctor? I’ll call tomorrow and see if they can squeeze her in.”

      Gah!

      I shake my head ever so slightly at my sister, but she’s too busy fishing something out of her purse.

      “It’s Dr. Barnette. Here’s her business card.” She holds it out to Noah and looks my way just in time to see me giving her a hard look. “Oh!” She tries to take it back, but Noah has already gripped the edge of it. “I can’t give this to you. I’m sorry.” She tries taking it back, but Noah isn’t letting go, and soon enough they’re having a minute tug-of-war over it.

      “I’ll just take a quick look at it,” Noah suggests.

      “No, I need the card. I need to double check the address every time I head out, and it’s the only card I have.” She quickly tucks the card back into her purse.

      Noah blinks back. “But don’t you know where her office is if you’ve already been there?”

      “Oh no.” She pulls Forest to the door. “I get confused very easily. It’s something called a pregnant brain, and I’ve got it. We’ll see you both later.” She waves, dragging Forest out the door with her.

      “Enjoy your dinner,” he calls out as they disappear quickly in the snow.

      I sigh hard at my far too handsome almost-husband. Noah looks like a deity that climbed down from Mount Olympus tonight, and here I am fibbing right to his blessed by God face.

      “I must say, you look absolutely handsome tonight.” It comes out guilty as if somehow every word that leaves my lips might be a half-truth.

      His dimples sink in. “And you are stunning in every capacity. How about we eat and run? I’m determined to frost my wife’s cookies tonight. That is, if she’s ready and willing.”

      “Oh, I am.” Last night I was so traumatized about seeing the Canelli catastrophe, I added another lie to my list and told Noah I wasn’t feeling well. Honestly, that might have been the truth. Noah brought Toby to my place, and we all piled on the bed with Pancake and Waffles.

      I was terrified Noah had seen the truth written on my face. I was so tense I was half-afraid he would arrest me on the spot for helping to harbor a fugitive. But I can’t risk anything happening to Everett. I’ll do anything to make sure he stays far from any Canelli-based carnage. Their threats are very real.

      Speaking of the handsome, alive, and with every part of his gorgeous face right where it needs to be judge, Everett texts and asks us to meet him at the bar.

      No sooner do we arrive in the holiday festooned dimly lit room than I spot an entire gaggle of familiar well-to-do faces and gasp.

      “They’re all here,” I hiss over to Noah. Every last suspect from that murderous Christmas party is front and center.

      Jazz music plays softly through the speakers, allowing for the din of conversation to rule the roost.

      Noah shakes his head at the sight. “They sure are, aren’t they? Come on.” He presses his hand into the small of my back. “Let’s see what this is all about.”

      Aside from the garland, the big candy apple red bows, and the tall well-lit evergreen, there are a bevy of diamond-clad women in cocktail dresses and well-shaven men in expensive Italian suits. Sickly sweet perfume and spiced cologne clash in a battle of the pricey scents as Noah and I quickly become enveloped in the toxic cloud.

      A tall, dapper looking man stands like a steed among mules, his lips curving dangerously at the tips and his cobalt gaze never breaking from mine.

      “Everett,” I say, speeding over and wrapping my arms around him briefly. He feels solid and safe and smells like sheer testosterone and heaven.

      Just about every woman in this place is craning her neck in this direction, conducting a quick appraisal of both Everett and Noah before taking a moment to scowl at me. I’ll admit, it doesn’t seem fair. Having two unearthly handsome men all to myself isn’t exactly something I was striving for, nor did I ever think it were possible.

      Noah leans in. “What’s going on? Did you round up all the suspects and offer to ply them with alcohol?”

      Everett glances back just as a platinum blonde lets out a riotous cackle.

      “The opposite, actually. Cressida decided to throw an impromptu celebration of life for Larson.”

      My mouth opens to say something just as a couple of bleached blondes bounce into our midst.

      “Big Boss!” Cormack does her best to hop onto Noah’s back and I gasp. She’s got on an emerald velvet gown—the exact color of Noah’s eyes—off the shoulder, floor-length.

      “Are you crazy? He’s still healing, you nitwit!” I bat her away with my purse. And right about now, I wish I had Ethel stuffed in it. Ethel is the small Glock handgun that Noah and Everett teamed up to buy me. Had I hauled her here with me I might have gotten lucky and had a misfire—one with good aim, that is. Not that I have a death wish for Cormack, but I never said I was above a little maiming—especially considering the fact she’s the reason Noah is in such a delicate state to begin with.

      Cressida raises a bare leg over Everett’s waist and swivels around him as if he were a pole. She’s donned a bright red gown the color of the perfect Christmas bow, and I can’t help but note it looks garishly cheery for the occasion. It has a strapless bodice top that laces up in the back, floor-length with a couple of thigh high slits running up both legs.

      I’m guessing they left their parkas at the door. There’s no way they were traipsing around almost naked in the snow. Not if they were smart, anyway. And just like that, I debunk my theory of them leaving their parkas at the door.

      “So glad the two of you could make it to drinkies.” She tickles the stubble on Everett’s cheeks as she says it. “Make sure to get the signature cocktails of the night, the Unlucky Larson Iced Tea, the To-Kill-Ya Gin and Garland, or the Red Rum Rosenberg. Red rum is murder spelled backward.”

      I gasp at the crassness of it all.

      Cormack is quick to wave me off. “Don’t pay any mind to Loretta. She probably wants a lager.” She sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag. “Which one would you like, Boss?” She smacks Noah’s cheek with an unstoppable kiss, and I can’t help but frown at her.

      “None of the above. I’m driving precious cargo.”

      Everett straightens. “Just a beer for me.”

      “I could really go for a strawberry daiquiri.” I glance to Noah, only to meet up with his bulging eyes. “Virgin, of course.”

      “Coming right up.” Noah is quick to zip to the bar with Cormack in tow. She’s starting to remind me an awful lot of one of those fish they keep in big tanks that constantly sucks off other fish. She’s proving difficult to shake, and by the looks of it, she’s irritating the heck out of Noah. Her entire personality is a toxin at this point.

      “So Cressie”—I take a step forward toward the barnacle trying her best to adhere herself to Everett’s side—“how long did you know poor Larson?”

      Cressida flinches as if I struck her. “Larcy and I went way back. We were kids together.”

      I make a face without meaning to. Of course, they were kids together. They were about the same age, but it sounded off. And, truth be told, everything about Cressida seems off to me. Underneath her glossy magazine perfect exterior I bet there’s a storm cloud with nothing but darkness and danger looming. If I’ve learned anything these last few months of sleuthing, it’s that you can’t judge a book by its designer cover.

      Everett takes a deep breath and gives a wistful shake of the head. “Who do you think did this?”

      “Did she have any enemies?” I ask a little too eager. And I desperately want to follow it up with were you one of them, but don’t.

      “Enemies?” she over enunciates the word as if she were trying it out for the very first time. “Larcy didn’t have enemies. Everyone liked her.” She wrinkles her nose as if the thought annoyed her.

      “Did the two of you get along?” I fire off another one without missing a beat. “Did she have a disagreement with anyone about anything?”

      Everett wraps an arm around her shoulder and gives her arm a playful squeeze.

      Cressida perks up and giggles as she leans against him. “Oh, Essex, you of all people know how much Larcy meant to me.” She squints toward the posh looking crowd. “Charlie and Larson had a bit of a tiff.”

      I follow her gaze to a redhead with a big toothy grin, a glass of something fruity in her hand, and a copper-colored gown that looks as if it’s comprised of small metallic squares.

      “What about?” Everett does his best to sound casual while interrogating her, and it’s perfectly adorable. Oh, all right, it’s downright sexy.

      Cressida shrugs. “Something about a business venture they went in on together. Oh, who cares. Larcy is gone and Charlie Sinclair is a washed-up has-been. It’s time to move on and start thinking about tomorrow.”

      “Not yet, missy.” Cormack pops back and wags a finger at her. “First, we get toasty, toasty!” She brays out a laugh just as Noah hands me my own fruity concoction.

      “Cressida?” I try my best to lock eyes with her, but she’s too busy trying to lock eyes with Everett. “Do you know if there was anything that might have upset Larson the night of the party? I think she mentioned she was over it at one point.”

      She waves me off, her other hand still expertly pawing over Everett’s tie. “Larcy was over everything once she felt she didn’t get enough attention.”

      Cormack twists her berry-stained lips. “Someone gave her attention.” She nods to Noah. “A killer. Isn’t that right, Big Boss? Not only did they give her attention, they gave her a tacky holiday scarf.”

      My mouth falls open. A part of me wonders if Cormack realizes how Larson died, but I’m not about to probe the issue. I’m pretty sure there are lots of things that Cormack doesn’t fully grasp—like the fact I’m married to Noah, supposedly.

      She wraps an arm around his waist, and I quickly remove it.

      “Noah?” I pick up his hand and start to lead him away. “Why don’t we mingle with some of the guests?”

      I give Everett a quick wink before diving into the tangle of limbs all around us.

      “There’s Charlie Sinclair,” I whisper to Noah as I point over to the redhead in the copper gown. “Cressida mentioned that Larson was in some kind of a business venture with the girl. What kind of business do you think a wealthy socialite dips her toe into?”

      “Swift Cycle.”

      I can’t help but shoot a wry smile at my handsome plus one.

      Noah’s dimples wink in and out, and my stomach squeezes tight at the sight. Noah’s ex—his first ex-wife—I cannot believe I’ve been added to that roster—Britney, owns and operates a smattering of Swift Cycle gyms in Vermont. And she just so happens to run one across the street from my bakery, too.

      “I’m not kidding.” His warm arm glides across my back as he pulls me close. “I went over yesterday morning to talk about Toby, and I saw that woman speaking to Brit. She mentioned something about becoming a franchisee.”

      Britney and Noah share custody of their sweet Golden, Toby. And I happen to love Toby as much as I do my sweet cats, Pancake and Waffles.

      “Wow, that’s interesting. Do you think Larson wanted in on it, too?”

      “Maybe.” His lips twitch as he glances out the blackened window.

      “Noah, are you hiding something from me?”

      He averts his gaze in the other direction.

      “You are! I can read you like a book. Spill it.”

      He sighs as I press my chest to his, and we engage in an impromptu slow dance right here in the thick of the bar.

      “Okay, but don’t breathe a word.”

      “Noah, this is me you’re talking to. Believe me, I’m better at keeping secrets than you think.” And I hate myself for it, too.

      His emerald eyes press into mine. “Ivy made it clear she didn’t want me working on Larson’s case. And, I’m technically not. But”—he cocks his head to the side—“I’ve been looking into her mother’s murder. It’s been a cold case for years.” He shrugs. “I can’t help it. I like difficult puzzles.”

      “Noah”—my mouth falls open with a mixture of surprise and titillation—“would it be crass of me to admit that I found that strangely arousing?”

      His lids hood low, and his hands warm my back with wicked intent. “I’d be disappointed if it didn’t.”

      I tick my head to the side. “You do realize that Ivy threatened to have me arrested last month if I poked my nose into her case.” I shake my head. “I didn’t let it stop me.”

      A dull rumble of a laugh strums from him. “Would it be crass of me to admit that I found that strangely arousing?”

      I bite down over my lip and shake my head. “So? It begs the question. Are you going to let it stop you?”

      “Not on your life. But I think you already knew that.”

      A giggle works its way up my throat. “What do you say? I help you with your case and you help me with mine?” My brows bounce suggestively.

      A crooked grin rides over his lips. “Sounds as if this is going to be a December to remember after all.”

      “It will.” I hike up on the balls of my feet and whisper into his ear, “But it will be for entirely different reasons.”

      Noah gives a guttural growl of approval.

      “I still have that naughty Mrs. Claus nightie that Keelie gifted me last year.”

      “Good. But you won’t be wearing it for long.”

      The sound of a knife tapping over a glass garners the attention of everyone in the room.

      We look over to find Cressida and Cormack waving the masses to attention along with Charlie, the girl with the copper dress, Buffy, the girl with more of a cartoonish hue to her crimson locks, and Tilly, the bronzed beauty who edits dirty books.

      I lean to Noah. “The redhead standing next to Charlie is Buffy. Everett said she was betrayed by her fiancé last summer.”

      Everett pops up next to us. “That she was. Scorned by Kippy.” He sighs as if the thought of it disappointed him.

      “Hey?” I pull Everett in by the arm. “What about the angry looking brunette standing behind them? Ella, was it? You told me she had a dark secret. What was it?”

      Everett grimaces and gives a rather covert shake of the head. “Not here. It’s the kind of thing that can carry with a whisper.”

      Noah and I exchange a glance.

      Everett tips his head as he sweeps the vicinity with his gaze. “Is the reindeer here?”

      “No.” I can’t help but make a face. “But most likely it’s because he’s too sloshed to attend. The dead can now eat—and drink. And Carlotta has been plying him with both chocolate and whiskey. It looks like my powers are growing again.”

      Noah’s chest bounces with a silent laugh. “It sounds like it’s a good time to be dead.”

      Cressida raises a fluted glass of something sparkling. “The girls and I want to thank every last one of you for coming to join us for drinkies this snowy night. As you all know, all of our previous little drinkie get-togethers were Larcy’s doing. But now that she’s no longer with us, I’ll be taking over for her. So expect to have more fun!” She laughs at her own joke, as does the crowd around us. “I guess you could say, Larcy could be a little stiff. And, of course, she’s a lot stiffer now, isn’t she?”

      More laughter ensues.

      I lean over to Everett. “No offense, but you have questionable friends.”

      “No offense taken. In fact, it’s an astute observation.”

      “I’m glad you escaped your childhood unscathed.”

      He shoots Noah a quick look. “Mostly.”

      Everett and Noah’s relationship never really recovered after Noah saw fit to nab Everett’s high school sweetheart, more like piranha—Cormack. And now that Cormack isn’t an issue anymore, I’ve sort of become the bristled edge between them.

      “And now—” Cressida beckons everyone to lift their glasses just as a waifish blonde wedges her way between Cormack and Cressida.

      “I’d like to say something.” The girl’s blonde hair is thin and cut to frame her face. She looks every bit like the deceased, and I remember Everett pointing out that she was Larson’s sister.

      The girl staggers a few paces out, and Cressida tries her best to pull her to the side.

      “Let go.” The girl snags her wrist back.

      Everett grunts, “Brace yourself, Lemon,” he whispers. “This might get ugly.”

      Cressida yanks her back violently. “I said no.”

      The girl nearly knocks Cressida to the ground as she struggles to free herself, and Kippy steps between them still sporting his glowing summer tan, his suit giving his shoulders the appeal of a linebacker.

      The girl clears her throat, staggering on her feet as if she could hardly stand.

      “I realize some of you might have a hard time placing me,” she shouts to the crowd. “My name is Shelly Rosenberg. And I want to toast my sister.” She lifts her glass high, spilling champagne to the floor. “Ding dong, the witch is dead! Enjoy the night. I plan on enjoying every other night of my life.” She knocks back the rest of her drink as we watch in horror.

      Then, one by one, each of her friends lifts their glasses and shouts salute!

      And just like that, I think I’ve expanded my suspect base by the dozens.

      The party grows far more boisterous by the moment and the bodies in the bar seem to be pressing up against one another, so Everett, Noah, and I call it a night.

      We head back out into the snow, and Everett bows his head my way.

      “Lemon, we’ll talk.” He comes just shy of scowling at Noah. “Glad to see you’re feeling better.” He takes off, and Noah and I do the same.

      The snow starts falling, thick and heavy as Noah helps navigate us into his cabin.

      We get in, and I slam the door behind us as I look up at this handsome steed before me.

      “It’s time to get frosting, big boy.”

      Noah carries me to the bedroom, and I dip a hand into his nightstand and produce a condom.

      He squints over at it as if he has no clue what it’s used for.

      “I’m pretty sure we don’t need that.”

      My mouth falls open. Great. Just my luck. Noah knows exactly what it’s used for.

      “I think we should, you know…” Good God! GAH! Double GAH! “For the baby. Until I speak with the doctor, of course. You know, to make sure all is clear.”

      His forehead wrinkles in confusion before it smooths out again.

      “As you wish.”

      And just like that, Noah makes all of my wishes come true.

      He frosts my cookies long into the night.

      And as much as I keep telling myself that my lies are protecting him, I can’t help but think they’re hurting him, too.
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      There are some things in life that are totally expected, and then there are the surprises that seem to come right out of the snowy blue—take now, for instance.

      It’s not quite noon, and both Everett and Noah just walked right into the bakery together as they make their way to the counter.

      I’ve baked more Yule logs and gingerbread houses than I know what to do with, and just seeing these two handsome men, I feel a slight bit of respite creeping into my soul.

      Then a thought hits me. Everett and Noah are probably here to give me bad news. Why else would they team up to be anywhere in the middle of a perfectly snowy afternoon?

      “What’s happening?” My heart races at the sight of them. “Everett? Why aren’t you at work? Oh God, something’s happened, hasn’t it? It’s Pancake and Waffles, isn’t it?”

      Noah’s chest bounces with a sorrowful laugh. “The boys are fine. In fact, I was just there giving them a little treat.”

      “You spoil them,” I say with relief. Just the thought of something happening to my sweet cats is enough to send my blood pressure into the stratosphere. There has been more than one occasion that they’ve sneaked out the door as I’m headed to work. And with the snow piled high out there, it might just turn them into catsicles.

      “What’s going on?” I shake my head as I look to Everett. He’s his usually dapper self, dressed in a suit. Noah has a pair of jeans and a dress shirt and a tweed blazer. Both of them are wearing wool coats to keep toasty in the elements.

      “I thought we’d take a drive.” Everett hitches his head toward the door. “Show off our new place to Noah.” He gives a sly wink.

      “Our place?” And then it hits me. “The Maple Meadows Lodge in Hollyhock!” My fingers are already working off my apron as I ask Lily to watch the shop. I put together a couple of boxes full of cookies and pastries and grab a Yule log as well for the employees at the lodge. Technically, they’re my employees, too, and I’d like to keep them happy.

      Everett, Noah, and I pile into Everett’s car as we make the almost hour-long trek to get there. Everett has already been out twice to speak with the employees and check on the place, and I love that he cares so much about it.

      We pass miles of evergreens weighed down with snow as the highway twists and turns in creamy vanilla sheets. The cabins that dot the side of the road look like frosted confections, and snow falls from the sky like a soft dusting of confectioners’ sugar.

      “I just love this time of year,” I say with my nose nearly pushed to the passenger side window. “Oh, look!” I jump in my seat. “I just saw a bunny!”

      Noah grunts, “Can I say I’m glad it wasn’t a reindeer?”

      “Especially not a dead one.” Everett tips his head.

      “You mean the ghost of a dead one,” I counter.

      Everett’s mouth twitches as his eyes keep flitting to the rearview mirror.

      “Everett, what’s wrong?” I glance back and spot a navy sedan a good distance away, our only company along this lonely stretch of highway.

      Noah gives a covert glance into the rearview mirror himself. “We’re being followed.”

      Everett shakes his head. “Knew it. The guy’s been tailing me ever since we switched highways.”

      Noah leans in from the back seat. “There’s a split coming up in the road. Take a right, and there’s a turnout you wouldn’t necessarily see unless you know it’s there.” Noah grew up in this neck of the woods, so he’s familiar with every nook and cranny.

      The split comes up and Everett takes it, and sure enough there’s an immediate right that leads to a dirt road. Everett pulls in tight against the evergreens, and we watch as the blue sedan continues down the road, picking up speed as if the driver was afraid he was losing us. He would be right, by the way.

      “I saw him,” I pant the words out as my adrenaline kicks in. “He had dark hair and light skin. I think it was the same guy that came to the bakery last week.”

      “What?” Both Noah and Everett turn my way.

      “Did I say that out loud?” I sink in my seat a bit. “Oh heck, so what? We all know you’re presiding over a dangerous case.” I look to Everett as I say it. “When does this wrap up, anyway?”

      “Closing arguments will be coming up shortly, and then it’s up to me to lay down a judgment.”

      My insides burn with heat as he says those last few words. So not fair the things that man has the capability to do to me with just a few simple words.

      “Lottie”—Noah commands my attention, and I turn around—“what happened that day at the bakery?”

      “Nothing.” My voice rises an octave. “And I mean nothing. A well-dressed man walked into the bakery and asked if I was Lottie Lemon.”

      Everett moans and closes his eyes as if he knows where this is going.

      “And?” Noah demands the rest of it.

      “I said yes. And he said tell Judge Baxter he said hello before he took off.”

      The two of them give a hard groan.

      “Lemon,” Everett says it curt. “I’m hiring a personal security firm to watch over you every minute. I don’t want this to turn into a nightmare for you.”

      “No way,” I’m quick to protest.

      “I agree with Lottie.” Noah pulls his gun out of its holster and checks the chamber for bullets before returning it into its place. “She’s got me. I won’t leave her side.”

      Everett tosses a hand in the air. “It’s already turning into a nightmare for you.”

      “You’re not funny.” Noah hitches his head toward the window. “Get a move on, Judge Baxter, before the Canellis come back and slap a GPS device on your car next.”

      I gasp at the thought. “Can they do that?”

      “Yup.” Everett makes a U-turn and gets us on the right road once again. “But they don’t need to. They know where I work, where I sleep, where my girlfriend works.”

      A spiral of heat warms me in a flash as he calls me his girlfriend.

      Noah leans forward. “I didn’t think Cressida had a job.”

      Everett shakes his head. “You’re not funny either.”

      We drive straight up to the lodge in a thick cloud of silence as we all consider what dark storm the Canelli family might inflict.

      And then finally, like a mirage in this snowy winter wonderland, the enormous wooden structure pops up on the horizon with its adorable Lincoln log build, its glittering windows, and the smoke puffing out of the chimney in billows.

      “Wow, this place is grander than I remember,” I say.

      Noah takes a deep breath. “And a little rougher around the edges than I remember.”

      He’s right, of course. The paint around the windows is peeling, and the front doors look pale and weathered. And if I’m not mistaken, it looks as if they have a few lines running through them filled with wood putty.

      The Maple Meadows Lodge is an enormous structure that boasts fifty-five rooms and half as many bathrooms. It looks as magnetic as any chalet I’ve ever been to, with its grand entry and its glittering enormous antler chandelier that you can see through the enormous window just above the doors.

      “Hey?” I squint over at the sight as Everett pulls up in a parking spot up front marked VIP. “I don’t remember that antler lighting fixture. It’s gorgeous. I would have committed that to memory. And the VIP parking? I don’t remember that either.”

      Everett flashes an all too brief smile. “That’s because I had the chandelier installed first thing. The entry is the first impression. It needed a little something extra.” He points to the VIP sign. “And I wanted us to have a place to park when we visit.”

      “Everett!” I marvel at him as Noah helps me out of the car and we make our way inside the entry, pausing a moment to take in the antler chandelier in all its pale gray glory. The lights are on, and it gives off a peachy glow—and there must be at least thirty tiers. “It’s bigger than my Honda,” I tease. “I love it so much.”

      “I do, too.” Everett wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I’m thinking we get rid of the old wooden entry and put in glass doors, two sets—about six feet apart to further insulate it.” He points to the river rock fireplace that sits against the south facing wall and runs up both stories. “That should be the focal point once you come in. Pick out some furniture and we’ll have it brought in.”

      “That would be perfect,” I coo. “Comfy chairs and couches—and we should have a lending library, too.”

      “I like that idea.” He winces a moment. “Unfortunately, the manager left for a better prospect, so we’ll have to scour high and low to find someone we really trust to run this place. Right now I’ve got it going on a skeletal crew.”

      “I’ll help you vet them,” I say. “I agree. It’s totally important to find trustworthy people.”

      The grand room in the center of the lodge is open with vaulted ceilings, and the rooms run along the periphery of the second level, in addition to the structure that’s added onto the back.

      “Noah, you were right,” I say, taking it all in as the guests mill around and the staff at the counter offer pleasant smiles our way. “There’s a frozen lake out back, and in the summer it boasts fishing and boating, and there’s archery and about a dozen other outdoor activities to do here. And, in the winter, it’s a straight shot up the road to the nearest ski lift. It really is the perfect location.”

      “Of course, I was right.” He plucks me free from Everett’s hold on me and lands a warm kiss to my lips. “I have great taste in real estate and women.”

      My insides bisect with heat as his dark green eyes bear into mine. Those memories we shared last night come charging to the forefront. Noah knows what he’s doing both in and out of the bedroom.

      Noah looks to Everett. “And that’s exactly why I’m willing to buy you out today. I’ll write you a check and we’ll have Hook Redwood take care of the legal end of this real estate nightmare I pulled you into.”

      “You didn’t pull me in,” Everett is quick to protest. “I wanted to do it. Lemon didn’t have the down payment, and I knew how much it would mean to the both of you.” He twists his lips as he gives an appraising look around. “But I’m not selling. I like it. I think I needed something like this—something away from the courthouse, a project to dive into.”

      My mouth falls open at Everett’s sudden reversal.

      “See this?” Noah glances from him to me. “It’s not good enough that he’s still laying claim to you, he wants all of my hopes and dreams. The man doesn’t know how to let go of a grudge.”

      “What I have is yours.” I’m quick to toss the idea to Noah.

      Everett takes a breath. “And—I’m willing to sell you half of my share, but I’m not entirely backing out.”

      “Hear that?” Noah lands a quick peck to my cheek. “He’s never entirely backing out.”

      A staff member named Wendy with a short spiral perm and the rosiest cheeks I have ever seen offers us a cheery greeting.

      “Judge Baxter!” She quickly offers him a warm embrace. “The women here are just in love with you. And trust me, word is spreading quickly that you’re gracing us with your presence once again. You wouldn’t happen to be single, would you?” She titters as she asks the question, and her cheeks brighten ten times more than before.

      “I’m actually taken,” he says, and I would swear on all that is holy that I just heard an audible sigh of disappointment circle the interior of the lodge. “By this woman right here.” He nods my way, and Wendy’s eyes widen a notch as she sees Noah’s left arm locked around my waist in an intimate embrace.

      I ask Noah to retrieve the dessert boxes from the trunk and we take them to the kitchen and meet just about every staff member on the premises as they come in to partake of the delicious confections. The Yule log is the biggest hit, and it’s no wonder with its creamy filling and decadent fudge frosting.

      Eventually, Noah, Everett, and I pick up lunch in the main dining hall, and we share our plans of renovation with each other.

      “I’m thinking booths,” I say as I make a face at the long picnic-like tables strewn sloppily around the enormous cafeteria-like space.

      “And a better dining experience,” Everett agrees. “We need to put together a menu and a waitstaff.”

      Noah nods. “Lottie, you should redo the menu, and, of course, we could arrange to have a baker on site you can collaborate with. We should have pizza, too, that can be delivered to the rooms for families that want to eat in with their kids.” His gaze presses my way. “I can’t believe we’re starting a family of our own. I want to teach him or her to ski. I want to build memories right here at the lodge as soon as we can.”

      My mouth opens as I look to Everett a moment, wide-eyed and terrified that I’m stringing Noah along so boldly in the name of staving off a setback.

      “Yes.” I take up Noah’s hand and give it a firm squeeze. “I want that with you. I want all of those things. This lodge is magical. It would be an idyllic part of any child’s life.” And in this moment right here, I really feel the words. Noah and I would have a beautiful family. I can picture Noah on the bunny slope with a bundled little ray of sunshine as he teaches him or her to plow safely down the mountain.

      Tears come to my eyes, and try as I might to blink them away, I can’t seem to do it.

      “Sorry,” I say, dabbing the corners of my eyes with my napkin.

      “It’s okay.” Noah kisses the back of my hand. “You have hormones surging through you at a hundred miles an hour. Don’t ever apologize for shedding a few emotions. It’s to be expected.”

      Everett blows out a slow breath as if the carnage we’re unintentionally inflicting on poor Noah was too much to bear.

      He raps his knuckles against the table as if calling court to order. “You want to talk about the case? Maybe get your mind off things.”

      “Yes.” I eagerly welcome the murderous reprieve. “I’ll be looking into Charlie and Shelly next.”

      “Charlie Sinclair?” Noah pulls back. “Shelly is obvious, but what makes you want to look into Charlie?”

      “She seems close to Larson’s circle of friends. I’m really hoping she’ll give me some dirt on them.” I point over to Everett. “Speaking of which, what’s going on with Ella that you can never speak of it in their midst? That’s one mystery you can end for me right now.”

      Everett grimaces. “Ella had an extended stay at a private psychiatric facility.”

      “Oh, wow.” My hand presses to my chest at the thought. “I’m sorry to hear it. Do you know her diagnosis?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. But from what I heard, it was anxiety and stress-related. We don’t really talk about it. I’m not that close to Ella, but I ran into her a few years back and made it a point to tell her she could bend my ear anytime she wanted. She quickly declined and did a disappearing act. I felt bad even bringing it up.”

      “Sounds like it’s still a raw wound,” I say. “I couldn’t help but notice she has a cold look in her eyes.”

      “Speaking of cold.” Noah holds up his phone between us. “I found out some interesting info this morning. It turns out, the detective that was in charge of Isabelle Rosenberg’s case died a few years back, car accident, pile up on Highway 8.”

      A pile up on the highway just north of Ashford is not that uncommon, especially this time of year, so both Everett and I offer a nod of acceptance.

      “And no one has picked up the case since.” Noah pulls up a picture on his phone and hands it to Everett. “Crime scene photos. Swipe right to see them all.” He looks my way. “They’re pretty gruesome, Lot. You might want to hold back.”

      “But you know I won’t,” I say, quickly making my way next to Everett.

      “I knew you wouldn’t.” Noah offers a grimace. “I was just talking to my mother this morning, and she says it’s a miracle you aren’t sick. She said she was deathly ill with both my brother and me.”

      Everett glances up. “The Fox brothers, making people sick since conception. Sounds about right.”

      “Everett.” I give his shoulder a playful bump with my own. “Well, I’m not sick. I feel just fine.” Because I’m not carrying a baby. Lainey, on the other hand, let me know just yesterday that she can hardly stand the scent of paper. First, I didn’t even know paper had a scent and second, she’s the head librarian at the Honey Hollow Library. Sounds like she’s got one big pulpy problem on her hands.

      Noah takes a breath. “My mother also mentioned that your mother invited her to some mixer she’s hosting—the Candy Cane Mix and Mingle Jingle in Fallbrook?”

      “Ooh, that’s right”—my shoulders bounce—"that’s coming right up. It’s at Royce Bentley’s estate. I’m catering the desserts.”

      Everett inches his head back, his gaze shifting from left to right. “I think my mother mentioned something about that when I spoke to her the other night, too.”

      A gagging noise evicts from my throat. “With all of our mothers there hoping to get lucky, I’m sorry I took the gig to begin with.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Noah offers.

      “I’m going for sure,” Everett says. “I want to see these men for myself before my mother finds herself with another bloodsucker looking to drain her bank account. No offense.” He nods to Noah.

      “No offense taken.”

      And that blood-sucking financial move is exactly what Noah’s father did to Everett’s wealthy mother.

      Everett taps the screen, and a picture of a woman lying over a lush tan carpet illuminates it. She’s lying on her stomach, her legs twisted underneath her. The woman’s dark hair is spilled to the side, exposing a pale face, her eyes opened, her lips parted.

      “Noah, how did she die?”

      “Struck over the temple with a fire poker. The weapon was left at the scene of the crime. No prints. No fibers or hair was found. Scan the next few pictures. See if you notice anything.”

      Everett flips through the next few pictures, and something on the carpet to the right of her ear catches my eye.

      “There’s blood.” I point to the screen, and Everett expands the picture.

      “That’s blood, all right,” Everett muses before flashing the screen to Noah.

      “That’s right.” He offers a sober glance to each of us. “The fibers from the carpet are still in evidence, but forensics never examined them.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “Noah, have it examined asap. You might find the killer’s blood there, too.”

      He offers a heavy nod. “That’s a good point. I’m not only inputting them to one of the best labs in the country, but I thought I’d pull the databases of those DNA sites and see if I can get a match that way, too.”

      “You’re a genius.” I can’t help but bite down on my lip as I flirt with him.

      Everett sighs as he flips through a few more pictures. “Why is this a cold case? Do I smell a Canelli?”

      “Not that I know of. But I’m wondering the exact same thing. The maid said she found the body, a woman by the name of Magdalena Denizen. The strange thing is, there wasn’t an interview on file.”

      “That’s Detective 101,” I say.

      Everett nods. “Every inch of this screams of a cover-up.”

      Noah takes back his phone. “Or a payoff. I think it’s time to find good old Magdalena and see if she can remember anything.”

      I shake my head. “For her sake and yours, I hope she didn’t meet up with a pileup on Highway 8 either. This case has jinxed written all over it, too.”

      Noah nods slowly, his eyes meeting up with mine. “And that’s exactly why I don’t want you having a thing to do with it.”

      “The case of the cursed heiress,” I whisper. “And too bad for Larson, the curse seems to have been passed on to her.”

      But I don’t plan on letting Larson’s homicide turn into a cold case. Nope. Quite the opposite. I have a feeling Larson’s smarmy friends know more than they’re letting on, and I’m hoping that tomorrow I can get Charlie to sing like a bird.
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      True to his word, Noah is proving to be a proficient stalker—security guard. And, truth be told, I don’t really mind. Last night I rather appreciated the way he catered to me both in and out of the bedroom. Suffice it to say, both Noah and I were hungry for more than just dinner.

      And this morning? He woke up early and fried up some eggs and bacon for me.

      I almost teased him and said that he was taking a page out of Everett’s playbook, but thankfully my brain woke up and my better judgment kicked in.

      The bottom line is, I love Noah. He’s a hot detective with a rock-hard body and a brilliant mind. And if Everett hadn’t thrown his hat into the ring, there wouldn’t be a doubt that Noah and I would be starting that family of ours for real. We would have had a nice, small wedding with our friends and family, too. But my heart had to get confused and complicate the matter.

      “Would you like a scone?” I ask the aforementioned hot detective as he pours over old evidence while seated in the café of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. He’s been jotting down notes on a legal pad every now again, and I’ve secretly gotten a kick out of watching his forehead furrow as he tries to piece the puzzle together. Isabelle Rosenberg’s cold case is the exact thing Noah needed to kill time—pardon the pun—before he officially gets back to work.

      Noah glances up just as Keelie adheres herself to my side. She’s wearing her requisite Santa hat, as am I. It’s so festive and cozy in the bakery and the Honey Pot, I wish we could have Christmas all year long.

      Noah lifts a mug full of my mocha peppermint coffee my way. “How’s it going, Keelie?”

      “It’s going great. Lottie and I were just about to—”

      I grind the ball of my foot over the top of her sneaker, and my poor bestie lets out a wild yelp.

      My shoulders rise and fall as I look to Noah. “We were just about to go over the Kris Kringle details. We play a little game with the employees at the Honey pot every year and we’re including the bakery this time.”

      “I thought we were going across the street to the—”

      “The Busy Bee Craft shop.” I talk right over her, and Keelie takes in a sharp breath as if she were finally getting the drift. “We’re picking up some more decorations. I think I need some fake snow in here. What do you think?” I shoot her with a crazed look.

      Keelie nods. “And some more mistletoe. Lottie is forever looking for an excuse to kiss the cute customers.”

      “Funny.” I swat her with a kitchen towel.

      Noah belts out a warm laugh as he makes his way over. “Somehow I believe that.”

      “You better watch it.” I wave the towel in his direction.

      He raises his hands in the air. “Hold your fire. I’m going to take off for a bit. Keelie, please tell me you’ll keep an eye on Lottie for me. I just need to run a few errands.”

      “Please”—I wave him off—“there are tons of people in here. I’m going to be fine. Where are you off to?”

      “I can’t say. It’s a secret Santa mission.”

      “Ooh”—Keelie shimmies her shoulders the way my mother is prone to do—“I hope you’ve been good, Lottie.”

      “Well, I haven’t,” I tease, and no sooner do I say the words than I realize that no thanks to my deception, I’m totally right. “I’ve been very, very bad.” I lean across the counter, and Noah bounces a quick kiss to my lips.

      “I love you.” He gives a crooked smile before leaning in once again. “I love you both.” He glances down to my barren womb. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      Noah takes off, and I quickly work off my apron.

      Keelie ticks her head to the side, looking stymied by something.

      “He’s awfully generous to say he loves me, too.”

      “He was talking about the baby. The one that’s not there?”

      She winces as she works off her own apron. “Sorry about that, Lot. I know you hate this. Where are we going, anyhow?”

      “To Swift Cycle.”

      Lily volunteers to man the fort, and soon enough Keelie and I are off, across the street and through the snow, to Britney’s glorified gym we go.
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        * * *

      

      The Swift Cycle gym is decorated with long strands of green garland embellished with gold and red holly berries. Each bicycle in the gym is dotted with a cherry red bow, and there’s a huge wreath with twinkle lights woven through it at the front of the room.

      Every woman here is wearing the requisite black yoga pants and some sort of a thin spandex jacket to go with it. It’s so early in the morning, most of them are still makeup free, and their hair is up in matching ponytails.

      Britney saunters over in her slinky bright red catsuit—a white feathered boa tied at her waist. I’m guessing that if Mrs. Claus was a Swift Cycle aficionado, she’d don just that outfit to bust a spinning move. Britney has her blonde hair up in a ponytail, sans the one blonde lock that is responsible for hiding her left eye—a signature look she’s never strayed from. And there’s a bright red bow tied in the back of her hair to complete the festive look.

      “Lunesta.” She nods my way. “What are you doing here?” She appraises Keelie for a moment. “And why did you bring reinforcements?”

      Britney is Noah’s blonde bombshell of an ex-wife. The first of two, and how I hate that I’ve inadvertently added myself to that notorious list. She’s got that Jessica Rabbit figure going on, and is just as sultry to boot. She’s currently seeing my brother, Finn, which I think is both weird and kind of nice. The one thing about Britney that I can’t seem to understand is her outright refusal to say my name. She’s called me everything under the sun that starts with an L, and I’m not amused, but I let it ride. The only other person that does that is…

      “Cormack?” I inch back as yet another sultry blonde crops up in our midst.

      “Laverne!” Cormack squeals as if we were long lost friends. “Did you bring one of those yummy Yule logs with you? I kid you not, I’ve dreamed of that creamy filling for the last week straight. I was actually enjoying my second slice that night of the Jingle Ball when I heard someone cooked Larson’s goose.”

      “I don’t have one with me, but you can grab a slice across the street on me once we’re through. I’m glad to hear you enjoyed it.”

      A croak emits from her throat. “You hear that?” Cormack projects her voice until it echoes around the room. “Once the class is through, free Yule logs across the street on Lindsay!”

      An enthusiastic whoop circles the room just as a spiral of supernatural light twinkles to life to my right, and before you can say On Dasher, I’ve got my very own Rudolph the whiskey guzzling reindeer by my side.

      “Did someone say Yule log?” The magnificent beast looks left then right. “We’ve got a suspect in our midst, don’t we, Linda?”

      “Good Lord, my name is Lottie,” I say as I look to Britney. “And we’ll be staying for a class if you don’t mind two extra bodies.”

      Brit makes a face as she scans our clothing. “Suit yourself. This time it’s on me, but if you want to make a habit out of it, I suggest you pick up some proper workout wear.” She twitches her nose my way. “Noah says you’re with child. I’ve had expecting mothers before. Just make sure you don’t push yourself too hard. Congratulations, by the way. I’ve never seen Noah happier than he is with you. I’m sure Judge Baxter is disappointed with the outcome of this race for your heart—or should I say womb?”

      Keelie titters. “Oh, they’re still together. There’s no stopping them. They’ve got chemistry for days. Noah doesn’t mind. They have some sort of arrangement worked out.”

      Britney snorts before heading to the front of the class.

      “Would you stop with that arrangement spiel of yours? I can rearrange your head, you know.” I’m about to demonstrate when a demure redhead walks right into the gym and hops onto a bike near the back. “That’s her,” I whisper. “The girl I’m hoping to shake a few answers out of. Let’s take the bikes next to her before someone else does.”

      We’re halfway there when a couple of brunettes stride over and do just that. And being the best friend anyone can ask for, Keelie quickly pretends to retch until they vacate the area.

      Charlie nearly does as well, but I’m quick to pop up in her airspace.

      “Hey! I’ve met you before. Everett introduced us.”

      Charlie’s doe eyes expand three inches. There’s something fairy-like about her. She’s petite framed but well-defined according to her bare arms. Sinewy like someone who makes it a habit of riding bicycles. Unlike me, doughy like someone who makes a habit of tasting everything she bakes. I can’t help it. There’s nothing like fresh baked goods soon after they come from the oven.

      “You’re the baker!” Her face brightens as she places me.

      Britney blows a whistle, and everyone hops onto a bicycle at once. And lucky for me, I climb right on next to Charlie.

      Rudolph saunters over. “Heavens, what means of torture is this?”

      I turn his way a moment. “This is going to be great fun.” Apparently, I’m fluent in lying these days. I have never once considered a workout great fun.

      Charlie laughs. “If you say so. I’d much rather be sampling what you’ve got in that bakery. You don’t realize how lucky you are to do something you love.”

      The music starts up, something loud and lively, and soon we’re all cycling our hearts out.

      I force a laugh over at Charlie. “They say if you do what you love you never work a day in your life!” Although when I’m forced to drag myself out of bed at three in the morning, I don’t love a thing about baking. And confession: lately I’ve been sleeping in until three forty-five. Waking up in Noah’s arms is quite the perk of being faux married to him.

      “So, what do you do?” I raise my voice slightly over the whir and hum of the bicycles. The music switches tempos, and Britney blows her whistle and shouts for us to move it, move it—and sure enough, everyone speeds up a notch. Everyone but me, that is.

      Rudolph neighs and brays, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think he were laughing.

      “Oh dear, Lottie.” He shakes his head as if disapproving of the rather violent act my legs are partaking in. “You should take notes from Connie and Cat. Those girls know how to have a good time.”

      Gah! Connie and Cat? That means he’s still hanging around at Carlotta’s. Worse yet, that means Connie and Cat are still hanging around at Carlotta’s. I’ll get to that in a minute.

      Charlie leans in. “If all goes well, I should be doing exactly this. I’m looking to get into a Swift Cycle franchise myself.”

      “I knew I liked you,” I tease. “It’s good honest work.” I also happen to like her, because if I remember correctly, she’s one of the few girls who actually calls Everett, Everett.

      “It will be once I’m up and running—or cycling.” She snorts as she laughs, and Britney blows that whistle again, kicking the gym into hurricane mode. “I was going to go into it with a friend, but she’s sort of indisposed.” She winces. “It was Larson,” she practically mouths the words.

      Rudolph brays out another laugh. “My Larson? Doing this? Oh dear, I do believe she’s better off dead.”

      I make a face at him. That’s a terrible thing to say.

      “Larson?” I whisper back. “You don’t say. I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      “Why?” She averts her eyes. “You didn’t do it, did you?”

      “No.” I glance over to Rudolph, and he rolls his eyes to the ceiling.

      “Now ask her if she did it, Lottie. Tit for tat,” he neighs his way through the words.

      “Did you?” I don’t miss a beat taking Rudolph up on his suggestion, only it doesn’t sound as cute as when Charlie said it. It sounds darn right crass.

      She belts out a laugh, and I sigh with relief. That could have gone either way.

      “I didn’t do it.” She bats her lashes so fast, it’s as if she’s trying to blow out a candle with them. “But whoever did it sure did have a pair of jingle bells to do it right there at the party—at her party.”

      “When you think about it, a full house is the perfect venue for murder. A plethora of suspects, the mild chaos, and confusion a party like that can induce in a boisterous crowd—it must have been easy for the killer to move in and about the property unnoticed.”

      “Now that you put it that way, I really do think you’re the killer.” She gives a cheeky smile. “I’m kidding. Believe me when I say there were far more people in that room qualified to kill Larson than you.”

      “Qualified? As in, they had a motive?”

      “If only they had one. Every person in that room had ten or twelve.”

      “Wow, I didn’t realize she was so reviled.” Okay, so I could surmise as much. But if I had to put a bet on who would be offed that night, my money would have been on Cressida. However, that might have just been wishful thinking on the part of my apparently dark, dark murderous heart.

      “She was hated with a capital everything,” she pants it out breathy. “More by some than others.”

      That sounds terrible. And as terrible as this sounds, it sounds about right.

      “Her sister, Shelly, didn’t sound too pleased with her at the bar the other night.”

      Her mouth falls open. “You were there? Yeah, she was ticked. But Shelly’s just mad because Larson was Daddy’s favorite. Larson was able to coerce her dad into giving her access to the full amount of her trust fund. Shelly has to wait until some ridiculous ancient age like thirty until she gets a livable wage. She’s destitute at the moment, but her father thinks it’s good for her. Larson actually convinced him to do it.”

      “How’d she do that?” And since when is thirty ancient? I haven’t thought that thirty was old since I was about twelve. And now that I’ll be staring down the barrel of that “ancient” age in a couple of years—I’m convinced thirty is the new twenty.

      Charlie winces. “You didn’t really know Larson if you have to ask. What Larson wanted, Larson got.” She leans in. “Her ex, Hook Redwood, was there that night, and rumor has it, she was gunning to get him back.”

      My mouth falls open. “I thought she was just doing that to make Kippy jealous.” I marvel for a second over the fact I was able to use the word Kippy in a complete sentence.

      Charlie shakes her head. “Larson was greedy. One man was never enough for her.”

      “So, she was gunning for two?” I ask just as Keelie snorts to my right. I have no doubt she’s listening in. Keelie has always been the biggest snoop in the world. And it’s actually one of the things I appreciate about her. There is no handier sidekick for an amateur sleuth.

      Rudolph leans in. “I’ve heard stories about you, Lottie. According to Carlotta, you’ve got a couple of eager caribou locking antlers to take you back to their pen.”

      I can’t help but avert my gaze. Freaking Carlotta.

      She’s right, but still. It would figure she’s spending her time gossiping about me to dead caribou and a couple of criminal Canellis.

      Britney blows her whistle again just as the music slows to a more pleasing pace.

      Charlie pants out a hard breath. “Larson was aiming to have an entire collection of men. Her father is the same way with women.”

      “You mean after her mother died?”

      “After, before, during. Cumberland Rosenberg was never what you would call faithful.”

      “That’s too bad. Did Larson tell you that?”

      “No, it’s just something everyone has known. My father knows firsthand. He caught Cumberland and my mother. It was ugly. For a while they were pretty serious. I guess if Larson’s father could have an affair, her mother figured she could, too. And she picked my father to do it. There was talk of a marriage at one point. And after Larson’s mother, Isabelle, died, Larson came up to me the very next week and said, ‘I’m glad she’s dead. That way I’ll never need to feel the embarrassment of having you as family.’”

      A choking sound emits from me. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s more. Our friend Tilly? She edits for a publishing house called Spice. And don’t think for a minute that Larson didn’t have something to do with that. Tilly was on her way to becoming a top editor at one of the big five publishing houses, but Larson didn’t like having someone who tested her intelligence in our circle, so she made sure not only to demote her but to land her at the sleaziest tabloid-like house there was. Larson not only wanted to make sure to keep her employed, she wanted to make sure there was a touch of shame in the endeavor, too.”

      “Lovely. What made you want to maintain any level of friendship with her?”

      “Revenge.” She shrugs it off as Britney blows the whistle, and we come to a stop. “But I didn’t kill her. I was too busy trying to steal Kippy.”

      “You were trying to steal Kippy? I thought Larson stole him from Buffy?”

      Boy, Everett’s friends are more complex than a soap opera storyline.

      Charlie makes a face as she mops the sweat off her brow with her wristband. “Buffy is my friend. My real friend. And in a fit of foolishness I thought I’d hurt Larson. But I only ended up hurting Buffy.” Her shoulders sag as she slumps over the handlebars. “Larson always did say that I couldn’t do anything right.”

      Wait a minute… Wasn’t Larson going into business with Charlie?

      I glance to Rudolph as if asking for help.

      “Don’t look at me.” He shakes his head, and I could swear I hear the jingle of delicate bells. “I’m just here for the whiskey. And where would they keep that, my love?”

      I roll my eyes. Leave it to Carlotta to turn one of Santa’s finest into the world’s first inebriated specter.

      A thought comes to me. “I think you’re wrong about what Larson thought of you. In fact, I might be wrong”—most likely because I am totally making this up—“but I overheard Larson saying she was looking forward to going into business with you.”

      Charlie’s chest bounces with a laugh. “She was lying.” She shrugs. “Or not. Her plan wasn’t so much a partnership as it was making me do all the work while she watched the money roll in. It was going to be something along the lines of a silent partnership. She was putting up all the money, and I was going to do all the work. And, of course, she would have all the say. Not so silent, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll catch you later,” she says, hopping off the bike. “Probably at the funeral. Cressie is planning on pulling out the big guns.” She shakes her head. “It’s going to be quite a show.” She takes off, and I try to process what just happened.

      Charlie had every reason to despise Larson—and perhaps Larson’s mother, too. For all I know, Isabelle could have broken up their family.

      I’ll have to tell Noah.

      Speaking of which, Keelie and I had better get back to the bakery before either Noah or this group of sweaty Betty’s beats us across the street. Britney is notorious for sending her clients to my bakery afterwards to reload on the calories they’ve just lost. It’s been an arrangement that’s worked out fiscally for the both of us for a while now.

      I hop off my bike. “Come on, Keelie. We’d better make tracks. I’ve got an iced peppermint mocha latte with our names on it.”

      Keelie swings her leg over the side, and just as she tries to stand on her feet, she begins to melt into a puddle. I reach out and catch her just as her eyes roll into the back of her head.

      “Keelie?” I shout, but she doesn’t answer. “Keelie? Wake up,” I cry as a crowd begins to gather. “Oh my God, someone call 911!”
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      She fainted.

      The fire department showed up first, and she was fully conscious before they ever entered the building. Forest was on duty and he tried getting Keelie to go to the hospital for a quick checkup, but she insisted she was fine. It was unnerving to the say the least, but Britney did say that it’s happened before with what she’s dubbed “weekend warriors”. But it’s neither the weekend nor is Keelie out of shape. Nevertheless, Bear picked her up from the Honey Pot and spent the rest of the day pampering her—as he should.

      It’s the next evening, the night of the Candy Cane Mix and Mingle Jingle—and Noah helped me schlep all of my sweet treats out to Fallbrook, to Royce Bentley’s not-so-humble estate. It turns out, Cressida’s daddy owns vast acreage right here in Vermont, and if you follow a long winding road long enough, eventually, you’ll come upon a structure that can rival Hearst Castle.

      The mansion itself is monolithic in width and girth, and the inside is far more opulent than any fancy hotel I’ve ever seen. The kitchen—the entry Noah and I were asked to use—is a cavernous space filled with every luxury appliance known to man. There’s a dedicated waitstaff, all dressed in black and white formal attire—tuxedos for the men and short black dresses with frilly white aprons for the women. And they help distribute the desserts to the designated refreshment stations with all the emotion of a herd of robots.

      The grand ballroom is decorated to the hilt in a winter wonderland theme, with lavender lighting, baby blue twinkle lights, white evergreens that sparkle like jewels, and there’s even a throne at the front of the room with a man dressed as Santa. Of course, there is a long line of grannies eager for a quick romp on Santa’s lap, which makes perfect sense since this soiree is specifically designed to host people of a certain age.

      The music is thumping—loud Christmas carols that half the room seems to be singing along to, and the bodies are swirling, each of them looking far more dapper and glamorous than the last. But let’s call a spade a spade. The men look to be a fit version of whatever age they are, mostly in their late seventies, I’m guessing, with gray hair (if any), paunches, and pinkie rings with a diamond snug in the middle to act as a homing beacon to the silver panthers that abound. The women, however, are a thing of beauty. They all look impeccable, each one looking as if she could give any woman my age a run for their nonexistent money.

      Noah leans in as we take in the crowd. “Any sign of your mother?”

      I shake my head with dismay. “And, believe me, I’ve checked that line for Santa twice. But I know she’s here. She texted earlier and let me know she arrived.”

      My mother is still a stickler for check-ins. And even if my sisters and I are slow to comply, she likes to lead by example. And I’m glad about it, too. Miranda Lemon has proven to be a handful these past few years, far more than my sisters and I ever were in our teens.

      Noah grunts as he points to a cloister of women, “What do you think that’s about?”

      “I don’t know, but it looks as if they’re slowly moving in our direction.”

      The boil of women makes their way over, and a tall, dark, and shockingly handsome man emerges from their midst.

      “Everett,” I say as my entire person brightens at the sight of him.

      “Lemon.” He pulls me into a quick embrace and about ten of the silver panthers that were in hot pursuit offer me a sour look before scuttling back into the crowd.

      Both Everett and Noah look dapper tonight with their dark inky suits, their hair slicked back, and the dark peppering of stubble on their cheeks.

      “My mother is here.” Everett frowns hard as he glances to the crowd. “She says she can hardly wait to try your Yule log.”

      A supernatural burst of light emits to my right, and I gasp as I take up both Everett and Noah’s hands. I’m not sure why, but I seem to act as a conduit for the dead. If someone is holding my hand, they tend to hear them, too.

      Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer shows up in all his undead glory, shining like a supernova as his enormous antlers move right to left as he inspects the vicinity.

      “That Yule log should come with a hazard warning.” A visible shiver rides through him as he says it, and both Everett and Noah chuckle.

      “Not funny,” I say.

      Rudolph lifts his chin and brandishes his teeth my way as if he were smiling. “It does go rather well with whiskey.”

      I click my tongue. “Is Carlotta still plying you with liquor?”

      “No,” he grunts. “It turns out, Cat and Connie don’t like to share.”

      I drop Everett and Noah’s hands like a couple of hot potatoes.

      What in the heck was I thinking linking them up to this walking, talking Canelli informant?

      Noah leans in, his brows drawn over his forehead in a neat straight line, a vexingly sexy look on the already devastatingly sexy detective. And, don’t for a minute think his good looks have been wasted on the senior sect. Noah’s cane has somehow upped his value in this place. He’s already been asked to go upstairs twice. I can only surmise that a little holiday hanky-panky is taking place upstairs. He was instructed to follow the garland to the red room to the right if he ever changed his mind.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s holly green eyes bear hard into mine. “What did he mean by Cat and Connie?”

      I try my best to wave it off. “I think he said that catatonic doesn’t like to share. Of course, Carlotta doesn’t like to share her booze.” I cringe inside because now I’m forced to lie to both Everett and Noah.

      Darn Carlotta. And darn those catatonic Canellis for always trying to weasel their way out of the law.

      “Have I mentioned the dead can eat and drink now?” I make a face. “Oh, Everett, if your father ever gets to come back again for another round, I’ll let him eat his way through my bakery.” I flatten the front of my navy velvet dress down with my hands.

      I went to the Scarlett Sage boutique this afternoon, and she just so happened to have a beaut of a gown just for me. A sweetheart neckline, a modest slit up my right leg, and long, fitted sleeves. It’s a stunner if I do say so myself.

      “Rudolph”—I say, leaning in—“just wait until you see all the Yule logs I’ve brought with me. And guess what? They’re right next to the spiked eggnog and the holly jolly punch.” Aka trashcan punch. I’ve never seen a group of seniors so eager to get snockered than that of those hovering around the refreshment table. Rudolph takes off that way, cantering straight through the bodies in our midst, before he takes flight and floats over the crowd as if he had a little of the jolly elf’s magic in him after all.

      “Lemon,” Everett says it like a reprimand.

      “I’d love to stay and answer your questions, but I really should go and say hello to my mother first.” I crane my neck into the crowd until I spot a sight that makes my skin crawl. “In fact, I think I see Cormack and Cressida speeding their way over. Perhaps the two of you should meet them halfway lest they push, claw, and break a couple of hips on their way to paw you.” Don’t get me started on the stray oxygen tanks being wheeled around this place. Cormack is liable to turn one into a missile and accidentally aim it at poor Noah. Dear God, she’ll probably really do him in one day.

      I ditch into the crowd myself.

      I’ve got a horny hunch that I should follow the garland to the red room of pain at the top of the stairs if I want to see my mother’s not-so-innocent face.

      It takes a good five minutes to get to the base of the stairs, and I take them up two at a time. I think it’s odd that I’m the only one ascending the stairway to seven minutes in heaven—longer if you have a faulty ticker—that is, until I reach the top and spot three different elevators engulfed in jovial bodies that are coming and going.

      A bustling crowd lingers to my right, and they all seem to be draining in through a pair of double doors. There’s a man standing out front facing the crowd, silver hair, body of a linebacker, sunglasses on, and I can’t help but think he looks like a bouncer.

      I muscle my way to the entry, and he sticks his arm out in front of me.

      “No entry for you.” His voice is deep and steady, and his head is still facing forward toward the crowd in an unnerving manner.

      “What do you mean no entry for me?” I try to push his arm out of the way, but it proves unmovable.

      “I mean no kids. This is a grown-up event. It’s past your bedtime. Skedaddle.”

      “Skedaddle?” I scoff. “Quite frankly, I’m affronted by your ageist attitude.”

      What was I supposed to say? I’m here looking for my mother? Although, I bet I wouldn’t be the first frantic child to drop that line.

      I peer inside the cavernous room before me, segmented off into what looks like a maze—a sexual maze, I’m betting. Red lights abound and there’s a fog machine blowing pink mist all over the place so I can’t read what the signs say. The crowd is just as thick up here as it was downstairs, and the music seems to be the same cheery holiday renditions of every song I grew up listening to. So help me God if they taint this music for me forever because of the lascivious behavior I’m about to witness in this red room of pain, there will be pain, all right. First, for my mother, once I have a conservatorship placed over her, and secondly, for Royce Bentley, the twisted oldie but not goodie who had the wherewithal and financial backing to bring an all new meaning to fifty shades of gray.

      “Step to the side.” The bouncer gently moves me to the left with his iron arm just as a spray of supernatural light spasms beside me.

      “Rudolph!” I cry out just as his ghostly frame begins to take shape. “Take me with you!” But that stubborn caribou meagerly offers me a chocolate laden smile before sauntering off into the red room as if he knew his way around. And something tells me I shouldn’t be too surprised if he did. This is quickly turning into a December I wish I didn’t have to remember.

      The bouncer turns his head my way. “Did you just say Rudolph?” He leans in as if to affirm this.

      The logical side of me shouts, deny, deny, deny. But the illogical, and thus far more prevalent to be right, side of me suggests I go with it.

      “Why yes, I did.”

      He tips his head back until I’m forced to look at his nostrils filled with thick gray hair.

      “You know the safe word.”

      Oh! Ew! YUCK!

      No wonder that inebriated poltergeist decided it was best he make an appearance. He thought the masses were chanting his name.

      Dear God up in heaven, if my mother is up here chiming out a safe word, I’m going to start strangling people with garland myself.

      Okay, that was crass. But I couldn’t help it. As a daughter who fiercely loves her nutty as a holiday fruitcake mother, I’d do anything to protect her—even if it means resorting to mur—

      Lying!

      Ding, ding, ding!

      “Yup.” I rock on my matching velvet heels. “The safe word is Rudolph all day long.”

      He lifts his sunglasses a notch to get a better look at me, exposing a set of squinted brown eyes.

      “You look a little young.”

      A thought comes to me. “Mr. Bentley likes ’em young.”

      He rolls his eyes before dropping his sunglasses into place.

      “He likes ’em wild, too.” He hitches his head to the red foggy room behind him. “Beware, he’s got a live one right now that thinks she’s going to read him a bedtime story.”

      I suck in a quick breath. That sounds an awful lot like my mother, the budding author. Her chosen pen name is Mirandy Lemonade. And I happened to have had the displeasure to hear her read her work aloud last month. Let’s just say there are some things a child should never hear coming out of her mother’s mouth, and I happened to hear them all.

      I fight my way into the red room of shame, quickly elbowing my way to the two signs out front of a pitch in the proverbial road. The word voyeurs sits to the right with an arrow pointed in that direction and the word virgins points to the left.

      I don’t need a raunchy road map to know which direction my mother has decided to mislead Mr. Bentley in. I head to the left, only to be met up with a maze full of cubicles. I waste no time in poking my head in and out of each one, wishing to God I could poke my eyes out with the things I’m being subjected to.

      I spot a woman with long blonde hair in the fourth cubicle down and I quickly spin her around by the elbow, only to reveal a rather haggard looking woman who could easily be Mirandy Lemonade’s mother—and apparently, a co-writer in those racy books of hers.

      “Sorry!” I call out as the silver fox she’s with pulls her back to him.

      “Voyeurs are to the right!” she screams back and sounds decidedly like one of my cats after I’ve accidentally stepped on their tails.

      Geez, it’s like some people never leave high school. Come to think of it, this sexual mosh pit of octogenarians is far worse than any of the parties I ever went to in high school. But, then again, I spent most of my high school years at home on a Saturday night pining over Bear while he was out cheating on me.

      I pop my head into the next coital cubicle and find a blonde in a Santa hat seated on the lap of a man with a matching festive festooned cap and gasp as soon I recognize the naughty Mrs. Claus.

      “Mother!” I grab ahold of her wrist and yank her my way. “Rudolph!” I roar into the face of the shocked man who is clearly no saint.

      And I speed all the way back downstairs with the woman who once taught me to tie my shoe.

      One thing is for sure, Royce Bentley had better watch his back. This place is crawling with garland, and I’m not afraid to use it.

      And if that supernatural spook is any indication—there’s a suspect or two on the loose as well.
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      “Would you stop?” My mother breaks loose just as the man with the red hat trots right down behind us adjusting his shirt and his buckle.

      Great. There are some things a person can never unsee and nonsense like that is one of them.

      “Royce Bentley.” He thrusts his meaty mitt my way just as Rudolph glides down the stairs and right through the man with the toothy grin pointed my way. He’s got a shock of gray hair—fake, I’m betting, and he seems to have every last one of his teeth still right where they’re supposed to be—also fake, I’m betting, and pricey, too.

      “Lottie Le—” Before I can finish, yet another woman joins our circle and takes up his hand and shakes it.

      “Carlotta Sawyer.” A guttural laugh emits from her for no good reason at all. “I birthed the lemon tart and let Mirandy here raise her.”

      His brows rise, unsure of what to make of the intro.

      He takes a quick breath. “Can I entice you three beautiful ladies to step over to the fortunetelling booth to our left? I’d love to see what the future holds for such lovely ladies as yourselves.”

      Fortunetelling? I glance in the direction he’s holding out his hand, and sure enough that crazy woman with the purple clown wig is stationed at a marble table dotted with that giant crystal ball that looks as if it’s filled with static electricity. And to her left is the same woman who was reading tarot cards the night of Larson’s murder. I think her name was Kitty.

      What is it with the wealthy and their flirtatious foray into the occult? And at Christmas of all times of year?

      Carlotta is the first to scoff. “Lottie won’t venture that way. She’s a good Christian girl who believes she’d go to heck in a hand basket if she were caught talking to the dead.” She elbows me in the ribs. “Keyword is caught.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes.

      And before I can decline the offer myself, we’re joined with two of the most handsome men in the room and a couple of tinsel riddled tramps.

      Cressida flies at Raunchy Royce with open arms.

      “Daddy!” she calls out. “What a wonderful party. Judge Baxter and I are a pair once again. Isn’t that lovely?”

      Everett’s chest expands as if he were girding himself. “Hello, Royce.” He nods his way. “I’m actually a taken man. But Cressida’s fondness of me is quite flattering.”

      I make a face at the declaration.

      Cormack hugs Noah tight. “And this is my man, Mr. Bentley. We’ve reconnected ourselves after many a year.”

      A choking sound gets locked in my throat. “And I’m his wife,” I say finally, shaking his hand. “And this woman you were in the throes of passion with in the name of literary genius is my mother.”

      His lips part as he looks from me to my mother. “My dear Miranda. You are far too young to have a daughter this age.”

      Funny. He both managed to compliment my mother and throw a little shade my way. It doesn’t sound as if he caught onto Carlotta’s adoption option intro.

      Mom chortles. “Oh, Roycie, you are far too kind to me. But I have three girls, and they’re all getting up there in age.” She quickly adheres herself to his side.

      “Gee, thanks, Mother.” I sigh over at the loon who my mother has latched herself onto.

      Rudolph moseys over with one of my gingerbread men tucked into his mouth, and it must look as if it’s floating in the air to the masses.

      I gasp as I snatch it from him and take a quick bite. “Mmm, so good. Have you tried the cookies?”

      Rudolph twitches. “There’s a suspect in our midst, Lottie.”

      Mom waves me off. “Don’t worry, sweetie. I’ve already let him know what a brilliant baker you are. He’s already promised to ink you in on his catering roster. Ink!” She practically mouths the last word with enthusiasm.

      I wonder what favors she needed doled out in order to secure such indelible placement? On second thought, I’d rather not find out.

      “My husband, Noah here, is a homicide detective.” I nod to Royce, and yet he doesn’t flinch.

      Carlotta offers me a knowing nod before she looks his way—eyeing the man’s   Rolex as if it would soon be decorating her own wrist. “There was a homicide in Honey Hollow just last week. A gal by the name of Carson Rosenbloom, I think.”

      Mr. Bentley bows his head a moment. “Larson Rosenberg. Her father and I are good friends.”

      Cressida wrinkles her nose. “Were. Daddy has a beef with him over a business venture gone wrong.” She straightens like a pin at the sight of something behind me. “Daddy, please tell me you booked the medium? I’m dying to know what Larson has to say.”

      “I’m sorry, love.” He’s quick to pat her hand. “But I’ll have to side with these lovely ladies, as they just mentioned it’s not for us to speak to the dead.”

      “Suit yourself”—Cressida dislodges from him—“but I’m going to make it a point to call the other side before the night is through. I just have to know if there’s a Barney’s where she is. Death won’t be worth the trip if there’s no decent shopping to be had.” She takes off, and Cormack lifts a hand.

      “Wait for me! If there’s a golden paved Rodeo Drive, I need to know about it asap!”

      I look to Royce and his pasty looking skin. He’s not so much wrinkled as he is doughy. The skin on his forehead looks as if it’s got a mirrored shine, most likely because he’s had it professionally ironed out with Botox.

      “So, Roycie,” I start, “any idea who killed that poor girl? I’m sure her father is pulling out all the stops to find her killer.”

      He shrugs. “I’m not sure if that’s true. Rumor has it, he’s flown to the Caymans to gather his thoughts. He did the same when his Isabelle passed away.”

      I nudge my elbow into Noah’s ribs and he straightens.

      “The Caymans?” Noah tips his chin. “I’m assuming he’ll be back for the services?”

      He shakes his head. “Not this time. I’m afraid it was all too much for him when his wife passed. He’s left it all up to my princess to take care of. Cressie and her friends have it all handled.”

      Rudolph neighs and shakes his antlers as if he were growing agitated. “Ask about Isabelle.”

      My mother’s hand rises to her chest. “What happened to Isabelle?”

      I crimp a tiny smile because it’s as if she heard. And I glance down for good measure just to make sure we’re not holding hands and GAH! She’s clutching my arm with her free hand.

      Royce gives a wistful shake of the head. “She was struck with a fire poker right in her own library—the exact spot where Larson was killed.”

      The entire lot of us gasps.

      Okay, so Everett and Noah might have flinched a little, but still.

      My mother quickly latches back onto Richie Rich. “Two murders in the exact same location?” Her lips move in all sorts of sultry directions. “Did they ever catch the killer?” Her shoulders do that shimmy thing they’re prone to do when she’s charged up and raring to go.

      “I’m afraid not.” He offers a forlorn look to Noah. “But rest assured, the Ashford Sheriff’s Department is still working on it.”

      I can’t help but note the mocking tone in his voice. And according to the way Noah’s chest just inflated twice its size, it’s clear he heard it, too.

      “Essex?” the shrill cry of a woman comes from behind, and soon we’re treated to a dark-haired version of the handsome man she was referencing.

      “Mother.” He pulls her into a warm embrace, his eyes slightly bewildered even though he was fully aware of her presence here.

      Eliza Baxter is a socialite of the highest order, and one that I happen to have an affinity for.

      “You’ll never guess who I found here.” She pulls another body from the crowd, and now it’s Noah who has the reindeer in the headlights look on his face.

      “Mother.” He nods her way.

      “Suze,” I say with a little more enthusiasm. Suze Fox is a steely looking blonde with short hair that swoops to the side, and an expression on her face that looks as if she’s been sucking on something far too tart to exist. “I’d love for you to meet my mother, Miranda Lemon, and my biological mother, Carlotta Sawyer,” I say, pointing over at them respectively.

      Eliza lifts her chin. “Suze, this is Lottie, Essex’s fiancée.”

      Every muscle in my body tenses.

      Suze smacks her lips. “I had a feeling the two of you were a little too chummy while my poor son was dying in the infirmary.”

      Noah shakes his head. “Mom, I can assure you, Lottie and I are still together.” He gives my hand a pat.

      Everett lifts a brow. “And”—he steps forward and picks up my other hand—“I can assure you, Mother, that Lemon and I are still a little too chummy when this one is away at the office.”

      Eliza chuckles as if she secretly approved.

      Mr. Bentley lifts a finger. “So, the three of you are together? Quite progressive.”

      Carlotta rumbles with a laugh. “That’s right. They fit right in with this kinky crowd. Speaking of kinky, I’d better find Harry.” She starts to take off while looking down at her phone. “Psst.” She hitches her head to the side, and I follow her over a few feet. “I just got a text from Connie. She says to tell you that her brother walks or your boyfriend gets it in the jingle bells.” She makes a face. “I’d keep the detective around if you want to have kids.”

      “Carlotta!” I hiss. “That’s a terrible thing to say. I look back at Everett. He’s so painfully handsome, and I’d like to keep it that way. “I’ll talk to him.” I head back just in time to find Noah and Suze immersed in a heavy conversation amongst themselves. Everett and Eliza are off a few feet away speaking with Royce.

      My mother wrinkles her nose at me, the look of utter delight written on her face.

      “How do you like him, Lottie?”

      “Why? Did you trade in Topper?”

      She makes a face. “I’m keeping him on the back burner just in case. We’re still very much together. He’s in charge of running the sip ’n see venue upstairs or he’d be right here by my side.”

      By sip ’n see, I’m guessing it’s the voyeur venue.

      I can’t help but groan. I turn my head in time to see Cressida rapt at attention as she stands in front of the fortune-teller—Esmerelda. She’s the exact same woman who told both Cressida and Everett that they had no future.

      A thought rides through me as sharp as a jolt of electricity.

      My God! What if Everett has no future because the Canellis are about to snatch it away? Who cares about the vapid heiress? I need to stop Everett from passing down that judgment, and fast.

      “I’ll talk to you later, Mother. Promise me you won’t venture upstairs once again.”

      “Oh, heavens no. Roycie and I will take the elevator next time. That incline is a real killer on my back.”

      I’m about to be a real killer myself, and I’ve got Roycie in my sights.

      I take off for Everett, but Noah reels me in and I land right in front of his peach of a mother.

      “Suze.” It comes out lackluster this time.

      “Carlotta.” Her eyes ride up and down my body and—dear God, she knows. “I understand you’re having Noah’s child.” She says Noah in air quotes. “I suppose an heir to the Baxter fortune is exactly what you wanted all along, though.”

      “Mother.” Noah winces.

      “No, it’s okay.” I glance over to Everett and Eliza who seem to have wisely parted ways with Royce and my mother. “Suze, I can appreciate your concern for your son, but I can assure you my love for him is true.”

      That’s about the only truth I’m living these days.

      “Says the tramp while ogling another man. Noah, do have a little pride—and if you’re wise, you’ll select another bride. I’m still open to Tacky Mackie.” She stalks off into the crowd, and I struggle to catch my breath.

      “Not only did she insult me, but she approved of Cormack? The woman really does hate me.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He pulls me in, and soon enough we’re slow dancing without the privilege of having the music obey our wishes. “Because I love you.”

      “Oh, Noah. I love you so much. If only you knew the lengths I’m going through to protect you.”

      His head inches back. “What lengths?”

      Shoot.

      “Against Cormack. She’s been awful all night. It’s really starting to upset me.” It’s not starting to upset me. It has always managed to upset me.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie.” His gaze sears my flesh, and I feel so bad that I have to tell him a single half-truth. He does a double take to his left, and I look over to see the blonde hurricane headed this way with a couple of glasses full of eggnog.

      “Noah, come quick!” Cormack traipses up on her sky-high heels, sloshing her eggnog with every other step. “Something is happening at the dessert table. Yule logs are disappearing all on their own and cookies are flying. I think someone spiked the eggnog with a hallucinogenic. People are acting strange and unpredictable. Here, have some.” She shoves a glass his way.

      Figures. Cormack would love for Noah to act as unpredictable as can be around her—preferably with a bed in sight.

      Noah takes a deep breath as he looks that way, and sure enough a crowd has amassed and the entire scene looks a little too animated. I’m betting there’s a dead reindeer at the helm of the madness.

      “I’d better take a look, Lot. I’ll be right back.”

      “Sure thing. Remember, the safe word is Rudolph.” I give a hard wink, and Cormack looks as if she’s about to vomit and backhand me, all at the same time.

      As soon as Cormack makes Noah disappear, I hightail it to Everett. I’m sure as heck fire not warning Noah about Everett’s impending doom—because God forbid he have a setback, but I don’t mind one bit riling up the ornery judge. It’s clearly up to me to save Everett’s jingle bells.

      “Everett, I need to speak with you.”

      Eliza steps in with her glittering gold gown, her equally glittery brooch of a Christmas tree, that I’m certain is worth more than my Honda.

      “And I need to speak with you.” She shoots daggers at both Everett and me. “I will not have my son waiting in line. There is a lot riding on this. I assume you’ll do the right thing.” She stalks off into the crowd.

      “Everett, what was that about?”

      His expression grows somber, and yet his gaze is torn away.

      “I’m sorry, Lemon.” He nods past me. “But I think I need to see what that is about.”

      I turn to find Cressida crawling across the table and wrapping her hands around the poor charlatan’s neck.

      Everett and I speed over to the fortunetelling table just in time for him to pull the strangulating socialite off the girl with the bad wig.

      “Geez.” Esmeralda wheezes as she struggles for her next breath. “I want her arrested. She’s a killer. And I have proof she killed Larson Rosenberg.”

      Cressida freezes in Everett’s arms, but I don’t give the blonde a chance to tap-dance out of this one. Instead, I pull the purple-headed phony to the side.

      “What makes you so sure?”

      She looks from Cressida to me, and I quickly block her view of the two of them in an effort to stop Cressida from intimidating her.

      Esmerelda yanks her arms free. “I heard them fighting. Larson said she’d had enough. And Cressie told Larson she wouldn’t leave the party alive.”

      “That’s just hearsay,” I whisper mostly to myself.

      “Oh yeah? How about if I told you I saw Cressida and her friends head in that direction just before you found her body?”

      Cressida and her friends?

      I turn to look at the girl just as Rudolph staggers up, belching and groaning something that sounds a lot like my name.

      “Looooottie,” he says as he retches and heaves. He canters forward a few feet before his entire body seizes and bucks as the contents of his supernatural stomach spill out right in front of Cressida’s feet.

      The waifish blonde lets out a shrill scream that can rival any fire alarm, and I can’t help but note she’s far more animated, far more horrified than she was the night of her best friend’s murder.

      Maybe, just maybe, Cressida is responsible for the Christmas carnage, after all?

      And maybe all of her little friends are in on it, too.
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      Gingerbread houses, sugar cookies, and Yule logs, oh my.

      It’s been that kind of a day in the bakery. Busy from sun up to well—to be fair, there is no sun, but from snowy morning to snowy afternoon.

      My mother sent over two busloads of tourists that she bilked of eighty dollars a pop for her haunted B&B tour, and sure as Greer Giles’ ghost, she sent them my way for their fill of sliced Yule logs. Several of the women picked up entire logs to take home to their families. I let them know that they can freeze them and they would be perfect on Christmas Eve.

      Lily scuttles up with the requisite Santa hat planted square over her head.

      “Alex and I will be attending Mistletoe Mania at your mother’s Saturday night. Apparently, he’s big into female wrestling.” She makes a face, and I follow suit.

      “Wait a minute. I thought this was Naomi’s month to romance the stone cold Fox? What gives? Don’t tell me there’s a hitch in the giddy up already.”

      “Please.” She rolls her eyes. “I guess Naomi has to work an event at the Evergreen and she’s willing to barter me one evening in January.”

      Lily and Naomi are switching up seeing Alex month to month.

      And seeing that this new dating experiment is still in its infancy, it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if they were ready to throw this foray into dysfunctional dating out the window. Heck, I’m shocked they haven’t thrown Alex out of a window by now.

      “Well, great. I’m glad you’re coming. I’m in charge of all the desserts. You can help me haul them over.”

      “Will do, boss. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a Yule log home with me.”

      “Aw, sure. Anytime. Are you getting together with your family?”

      “Nope. I thought I’d smear myself with the chocolaty wonder and let Alex figure out how to get it off me.”

      The bell to the door chimes before I can get the visual out of my mind and in strides another wily Fox—the one that happens to belong to me.

      Noah heads over with the cane hardly touching the ground. He’s healing so well, so fast, I’m thrilled to have him back one hundred percent.

      “Hey, handsome.” I make my way around the counter and plant a fat juicy kiss on his lips. I pull back and take in his thick corduroys, his powder blue dress shirt, and black wool coat. “You look dressed for success. Are you taking me someplace?”

      “In fact, I am.” He flashes a quick grin at the counter. “Lily, would you watch the shop? Lottie and I have our very first doctor’s appointment for the baby.”

      My heart seizes to a stop.

      Lily giggles like a schoolgirl—and I bet she finds this hysterical.

      “Wow, you really are taking me someplace.” The very real urge to faint hits me. Only I don’t think I’d be getting off quite as easily as Keelie. “Dr. Barnette?”

      “That’s right.” Noah beams with pride. “Only the best for our little muffin.” His hand warms my belly, and I feel about an inch tall.

      And muffin? Is there anything more adorable than that? I’ve always known Noah would make a fabulous father, and here’s he’s already begun.

      “Have fun, Lottie!” Lily shouts. “I’ll close up for you tonight.”

      “Great.” My voice pitches as I take off my apron. “Let me just grab my purse.”

      Lily has it at the ready by the time I hit the counter, and I openly frown at her.

      “You’re wicked,” I whisper.

      “And you are lying to a sweet man. I guess that makes you evil.”

      “Touché.” I hightail it over to Noah, and we head out into the frozen air with my supposedly frozen heart.

      I’m no fool. I know my days are numbered. I just hope when Noah finds out the truth, he realizes that I did it all out of my love for him.

      I pull him in close before we get to his truck and wrap my arms around him.

      “I love you, Noah Corbin Fox.” My chest hiccups as I say it.

      “I love you, too, Lottie Kenzie Lemon.” His searing gaze sweeps over my face, and I feel as if he can see the lies ready to bubble to the surface. “You’re perfect, Lottie, you know that? My perfect wife.” He dots my forehead with a kiss. “Let’s get you to the doctor.”

      Something tells me Noah is about to find out the hard way that I’m not so perfect after all.

      I’m not even his wife.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Barnette’s office is on the second floor of a cloistered building at the edge of town, just down the street from the hospital.

      All the way over, Noah talked on and on about how the maternity ward offers free labor and delivery tours, how we’ll have to go to Lamaze classes, and that he’s already ordered a ton of books on all things baby. His enthusiasm reminds me a lot of Everett’s enthusiasm just last month when he thought this imaginary baby was actually going to happen. Everett was just as thrilled as if it were his own.

      I can’t believe I’ve bamboozled two men in the span of two months. I’m the worst of the worst—even if I didn’t realize that I wasn’t with child last month, it still doesn’t settle well with me. And this month? The holiest month of the year? I’m the lowest of the low. I don’t even deserve to find coal in my stocking this year. I’m not worth the trouble.

      Noah and I take the elevator up, and it feels as if the walls are closing in on me. He opens the door to a packed waiting room full of expectant mothers in every shape and size. Most of them are accompanied by men, a few by women old enough to be their mothers, and there is even a smattering of infants and toddlers here.

      My God, if you could get pregnant by osmosis or by the sheer fact you’re near so many excepting women, then my odds are good to turn this baby train around. Not that Noah hasn’t provided me with ample opportunities.

      And making love with a condom? Noah is going to roll his eyes when he finds out the truth. I’m just thankful he’s fallen for my little prophylactic solution. But, something tells me that will be his first question out of the gate for the good doctor.

      Hey? I wonder if I can work something out with Dr. Barnette? I can explain the situation to her and in exchange for a few wink-wink yes, your baby is doing fine sentiments, I’ll provide her with baked goods for life. Who in their right mind can turn down freshly made cinnamon rolls delivered straight to their office each morning for the next fifty years? I think I might actually have a deal on my hands.

      Noah signs us in, and we take a seat next to a large aquarium filled with tropical fish illuminated under a black light.

      “Guess what?” I try to take my mind off my impending doom. “That fortune-teller last night told me she heard Cressida threaten to kill Larson the night of the murder.”

      Noah frowns. “I know that, Lottie. You told Everett and me as we were leaving.” His dimples dig in deep, and an entire herd of women sigh at the sight.

      I do a quick visual sweep of the vicinity and spot three different women—at various stages of belly distention all ogling my foxy husband. One of the girls is biting down on her lower lip so hard I swear blood is about to spurt all over the place. God forbid I bring both Noah and Everett to this place. It would bring a whole new meaning to the phrase baby boom. Lord knows this place is rampant with hormones.

      “Lottie”—Noah whispers sweetly—“I know you’re nervous. I can sense it. Don’t worry. We’re in this together. If I could do this for you, believe me, I would.”

      “You would be a sight in labor,” I tease.

      “Well, you won’t be. You’ll be just fine, and I’ll be right there making sure you have whatever you need.”

      “Thank you.” I blow out a hard breath. “Any leads on Isabelle’s killer?”

      “Funny you should ask. I just got the carpet filaments’ report back from forensics. I had it sent out to a specialist lab back in Ohio that I used to work with.”

      “What did you find out?” My adrenaline spikes for a far better reason than the fact I’m about to get caught in the lie of a lifetime.

      “You were right. There were two different blood types identified. One of them belonged to Isabelle, the other—I’m assuming it belongs to the killer.”

      “Noah, how could the crime lab have missed that the first time?”

      “Isabelle Rosenberg was worth a lot of money. I’m betting whoever did this might have run in the same social circles. They could have paid the right people off.”

      “Oh my goodness. This is incredible. What now?”

      “I’ll try to see if I can trace the DNA.”

      A nurse pokes her head out of the door next to the reception counter.

      “Lottie Lemon?” She looks around at the crowd.

      “Oh God.” I try my best to sink in my seat, but Noah is quick to eject me out of it.

      “Come on. I’ll go in with you.”

      That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.

      The nurse, a shorter woman with a full round face and a tiny tear-shaped dimple in the cleft of her chin, asks us to follow her back. She weighs me on a scale, and I cringe when I see the number.

      “Holy Yule logs!” I cry out. “I’ve gained ten pounds!”

      The nurse laughs, as does Noah.

      She shakes her head. “It’s the holidays. Plus, you’re probably hungrier than usual.”

      Noah nods. “You are eating for two.”

      “More like I’m stress eating.”

      It’s true. As soon as I step into the bakery in the morning, I’m popping fresh baked croissants into my mouth, donuts and cronuts and candy cane brownies by the dozens.

      It’s been a caloric Rumspringa ever since this farce began. God knows what will happen to me if I ever am with child one day. I will be. My grandma Nell came back from the dead and told me so herself just last summer.

      Hey? I wonder if this fake baby business is what she meant? In that case, my future as a mother is entirely up in the air.

      The nurse plucks a clear plastic cup from the counter and writes Lemon across the top.

      “Go ahead and leave a sample.” She motions to the closed door behind me. “Just leave the cup in the window next to the sink. I’ll have your husband waiting for you in room two.”

      “A sample of what?” Hair? Blood? Eyeballs? My every nerve is set on edge at what might be asked of me next.

      She chortles as if it were hilarious, and that dimple on her chin looks as if it’s laughing, too.

      “Urine, sweetheart. Just a bit will do. Come, come.” She beckons Noah along, and soon they’ve disappeared down the elongated hall.

      Urine?

      Holy mother of God! I don’t have pregnant urine to give these people! I’m going to be called out on the mat before the doctor ever comes into the room.

      A rather bloated brunette comes out of the waiting room, cinching her purse over her shoulder. Her stomach is protruding straight ahead as if she tucked a watermelon under her shirt, and for some reason, I’ve got it in my head that she’s the answer to all my rather infertile problems.

      “Excuse me?” I tiptoe over, holding out my cup like a beggar about to ask for gold coins. “Would you mind sparing a few ounces of bodily fluids? I bet that baby is sitting right over your bladder. I can tell by the look on your face that you’ve got to go. And me? The well is sort of dry at the moment, so if you do me this one tiny favor I will be forever indebted to you.”

      “No way.” She frowns down at the cup in my hand. “That’s not exactly ethical.”

      She tries to leave, and I’m quick to block her.

      “What does ethics have to do with any of this?” I quickly examine her tiny delicate features as they begin to harden with what looks to be rage. “Look, I own the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery down on Main Street. I bet you’ve got quite a few cakes in your future. I’ll bake them all for free. They can be as elaborate as you want. I’m even looking into ceiling installations. My bakery is very avant-garde.”

      “No.” She tries to zig just as I zag. “Hey—I don’t know what street junk you’re on, but it’s not my fault you’re about fail a drug test. That’s on you.” She takes off in a huff.

      “A drug test? They’re testing for drugs, too?” This is horrible. Although that’s one test I’d totally ace.

      A couple emerges from one of the rooms, and I recognize that caramel-haired woman laughing it up with her husband who just so happens to be wearing his khakis from the firehouse.

      “Lainey!” I spit my sister’s name out. “This is a miracle. You’re coming with me.”

      “Lottie?” Both Lainey and Forest look frightened for me. As they should.

      “Oh my God.” Lainey swats me on the arm. “What are you doing here?”

      Forest shakes his head. “You’re taking this way too far, Lottie.”

      “Oh, don’t you judge me. If Lainey were on the cusp of falling back into a coma, you’d fake a pregnancy, too.” I drag my sister into the bathroom and demand she pee in that cup.

      Lainey begrudgingly obliges, but only after I promise to supply her with a fresh box of treats each morning, delivered special to the library. A small price to pay to maintain my lying dignity until my next untimely appointment.

      Lainey all but gives me the finger as she hauls Forest out of there, and I meet up with Noah in room two.

      The doctor finally makes her dreaded appearance.

      Dr. Barnette is a shockingly beautiful brunette with a toothy smile and bright blue eyes.

      We do a brief getting to know you conversation, and she’s more than delighted to find out that Noah is a homicide detective and I’m the town baker.

      “My sister just picked up a cake from your bakery last week.” She tells me with a knowing smile. “It was for our mother’s eightieth birthday, and it was amazing. I’ll have to stop by and load up on goodies for the holidays.”

      “You should do so quickly. We sell out of just about everything this time of year.” Including our sanity.

      She bucks with a laugh as she reviews the computer monitor before her. “It looks like your urine sample is great. The numbers are right where they need to be. Let’s have you undress and we’ll do a quick look around. It’ll just take a second.”

      “What?” I hop backward as if my feet had suddenly morphed into pogo sticks. “I’m very shy. I’m af-f-fraid I won’t be able to do that,” I stammer out the words without meaning to, but in truth, it adds to the effect.

      “I can leave the room,” Noah offers.

      Dr. Barnette nods my way as if to say the ball is in my court.

      “No, don’t leave. I mean, I think I should leave the room.” A nervous bout of laughter bubbles from me. “I think I’m going to be sick.” In the mother of all ironies, it happens to be true.

      Dr. Barnette’s phone pings, and she frown down at it.

      “Don’t worry about it, Lottie. I’ve got a woman in labor across the street I need to tend to so I won’t have time to finish the exam. But like I said, your numbers look great, and judging by the fact you’re nauseous, I think you’re doing just fine. I’ll see you both in exactly a month. We’ll do the exam then. I might even throw in an ultrasound for you and let you listen to the baby’s heartbeat. If you want to come in sooner, I can work that in as well. Have a merry Christmas,” she calls out as she leaves the room, and both Noah and I echo the sentiment.

      Noah wraps his arms around me. “Hey? You’re shivering. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      “It was ten times worse.” I bury my face in his chest and lose it. I sob like there’s no tomorrow, and there shouldn’t be for a liar like me.

      Noah drives us back to Country Cottage Road, and I spot the lights on in my home. I bet Everett is there feeding the cats. He’s been doing that for me more often than not. It’s a perfect time for me to tell him to back off the Canelli kid he’s about to send up the river.

      Noah, Everett, and I all happen to live on the same street. Noah lived here first, then last year I moved in across the street, and Everett moved in next door to me. It’s an arrangement that’s been quite nice right up until I became a world-class liar. I’m sure once Noah figures out the truth, his cute little cabin will be vacated before I can say I’m sorry.

      I tell Noah that I want to change and take a quick bath, and he walks me to the door before taking off across the street to let Toby out.

      Everett will have to listen to me. It’s for his own safety.

      Besides, this day could not get any worse.

      The rattle of dishes comes from inside, then the sound of female voices hissing at one another to shut the heck up, followed by footsteps—hoof steps, and then dead silence.

      I let myself in, only to find my living room strewn with wrappers, my cats high up on the back of the couch, the place they perch when I have company over. There’s a cozy fire roaring in the fireplace, which somehow eases my tension. But then I spot Carlotta’s purse on the coffee table and groan.

      “All right,” I call out. “All of you out where I can see you, right now.”

      Carlotta and Connie and Cat Canelli pop out from behind the sofa and belt out a rather subdued surprise.

      A spasm of light appears and out of the kitchen wanders a rather bedraggled looking ghost of a reindeer.

      “You don’t have any whiskey,” he yawns it out with a touch of boredom.

      I didn’t think this day could go from bad to worse.

      Boy, was I ever wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      There is something to be said for stumbling upon a band of thieves that have broken into your home and have the audacity to make you call for takeout. None of this is good. And none of it would penetrate their thick Sawyer-Canelli skulls so I don’t even bother.

      The Wicked Wok drops off two full bags of Chinese food, and before I can properly reprimand anyone, they each have their faces to the trough while inhaling vats of orange chicken.

      I’ll admit, it does smell good.

      Cat nudges me with her knee as we sit on the sofa. She looks so much like Connie that it’s scary. Same long dark hair teased to the sky, same copious amounts of dark kohl smeared over her eyes, and same bright fuchsia lipstick to add to her shocking appeal.

      “Don’t just sit there feeling sorry for yourself.” Cat hands me a pair of chopsticks. “Dig in. Who the hell cares if you gain ten or fifty pounds? You’ve got a fake pregnancy to uphold.”

      I gasp so hard I nearly suck in the entire smorgasbord laid out in front of me.

      “You told them?” My voice hikes ten octaves as I glare at this wily version of myself.

      Carlotta takes a moment to swallow her food. “Of course, I told them. The three of us don’t hide any secrets from one another. By the way, I need the name of a good plumber—and you need a Christmas tree. Where’s the holiday cheer around here? Good thing I’ve brought the decorating committee. That’s what good friends do. They keep secrets and decorate as needed.”

      Connie grunts my way, “You should really look into getting some friends like that.”

      “I have great friends. And they all know how to keep a secret. Believe me when I say I’m testing the boundaries of that right now.”

      Rudolph snorts at the offerings. “Do we have any broccoli and beef? I’ve got a hankering.”

      Carlotta kicks Cat with her bare foot. “The ghost is to your left, and he wants the broccoli and beef.”

      “Aww,” Cat coos to my horror and slides an open box his way. “Should I put it on a plate for him?”

      Carlotta smirks. “Nah. Let him figure it out.”

      I watch in disbelief as Rudolph jerks the takeout box around, and neither Connie nor Cat bats a fake lash.

      “Oh my God.” I toss my hands in the air. “You told them about Rudolph? I bet you told them we’re supersensual, didn’t you? That we’ve been seeing the dead for years.”

      Okay, so I technically told them about the “ghost,” but I wasn’t naming names.

      Both Connie and Cat stop masticating their food to observe me for a moment.

      Carlotta titters away. “Nope. I didn’t tell ’em all that, sweetie. You did. I merely told them I had a friendly ghost named Rudolph.”

      Connie huffs, “We threatened to kill her if she didn’t stop trying to scare the living daylights out of us, and then you were nice enough to fill us in on the ghostly details. I think it’s cool.” She shrugs. “And for the record, I have totally always believed in ghosts.”

      Cat looks agog in my direction. “And how cool it is that you’re one of those medium types, too. I want to be trained to see ghosts.” She smacks Connie. “Think of the good we can do for the family if we could speak to the dead. I’ll give you any amount of money. Anything at all.”

      Carlotta’s eyes roll back into her head like a Las Vegas slot machine.

      “This isn’t about speaking to the dead,” I say. “And I’m not a medium. That sounds terrible.” I’m about to lay into Carlotta once again for revealing our secret—if even I did reveal it myself—when a knock bounces over the door and everyone in the room freezes.

      “Lemon? It’s me, Everett.”

      My fingers fly to my lips. “Oh God.”

      “Everything okay?” he rumbles from the other side just as the knob spins and in walks over six feet of blue-eyed glory.

      Both Cat and Connie let out an audible sigh at the sight of him.

      Everett has that deconstructed suit thing going on, no jacket, sleeves unbuttoned and rolled up, shirt pulled halfway out, and it’s the exact cobalt shade as his eyes.

      Rudolph snorts, “It’s him again. Is he the lucky gentleman caller for the evening?”

      Carlotta titters, and I just close my eyes. “Kill me.”

      “Lemon?” Everett’s voice hits an all new octave, full of something just shy of rage. “Why is your living room filled with Canellis?”

      Cat lifts a finger. “And ghosts. Don’t forget Rudolph.”

      “Dear God.” Now it’s Everett moaning.

      I traipse on over to him and try to pull him away from the Canelli carnage.

      “I can explain everything.”

      “Good.” He flexes a wry smile in their direction. “Because I’m betting the sheriff’s department will want a logical explanation.” He glowers at Carlotta a moment. “You’ve been harboring her, haven’t you?”

      Carlotta’s brows bounce. “I knew you were good, but I had no idea you were this good.”

      “And who are you?” He looks to the older Canelli.

      “The name is Catalina, but you can call me Cat, big boy.” It comes out sultry and full of innuendo. “And for the record, I’m not on the lam. She is.” She nods to Connie who gives a three-fingered wave that’s drenched with just as much innuendo as her relation provided. “I’m hiding out. The Lazzaris have a hit on me.”

      I snatch poor Pancake off the sofa and gasp. Waffles happens to be clear across the room, but still in range for a stray bullet to hit. Unfortunately, we’re all targets for that tragedy in the making.

      Everett takes a bold step forward. “The Lazzaris have a hit on you, and you’re in this house? All of you out,” his voice thunders, but not a Canelli flinches.

      Connie taps her chest. “Oh hon, we ain’t leaving.”

      Cat waves him off. “Ain’t no Lazzari going to take out an innocent civilian. I’m safer here than you’ll ever know.”

      Everett’s chest bucks. “It’s not your safety I’m concerned about.”

      Connie lets out a guttural laugh. “Anyone ever tell you you’re sexy when you’re all worked up and mean?”

      Cat lets out a whoop. “Honey, a man of that caliber knows the meaner he is, the hotter he looks. Ain’t that right, Judge Baxter?”

      A low growl emits from him, and the peanut gallery lights up once again.

      Carlotta slaps her hands together. “I’ve got a solution. Since the girls can’t stay at my place anymore—”

      “Why can’t they stay at your place?” I’m quick to cut her off.

      Carlotta rolls her eyes. “Aren’t you listening? I need a plumber to drain the swimming pool.”

      My stomach tightens in a knot. “Nell doesn’t have a swimming pool.”

      “She does now.” Connie nods. “And it’s in the living room. Cat here clogged the toilet and then took a hammer to the sewer pipes.”

      “The sewer pipes?” I look to Everett, horrified.

      He pinches his eyes closed for a moment. “I’ve got the number of a great plumber.” He looks to Connie. “And I’ve got the number of a great attorney. Fiona has been worried sick about you.”

      Fiona Dagmeyer is a defense attorney who Everett works with. She, too, has garnered the privilege of calling him Essex. Fiona was—is good friends with Connie. She’s represented her a time or two in the shady past.

      Connie flips that dark curtain of hair away from her face. “I can’t contact my attorney. She’ll just tell me to turn myself in. Sorry, big boy, but I don’t want to do the time. I like my freedom too much to sit around behind bars.”

      Cat clears her throat. “Speaking of freedom, you’d best go easy on my kid brother or you’ll lose a heck of a lot of yours. Those boys don’t play around. And before you go there, I can’t untangle this knot for you. The kid walks or else.”

      Everett’s lips twitch. “I don’t do threats. And I don’t do fugitives.” He pulls out his phone and begins to glide his thumb over the screen.

      Rudolph does a little dance as he makes his way over.

      “Lottie, what is he doing? The tension in the room has risen, and it’s all because of this man. Get rid of him.”

      I look to Everett, my heart racing like mad. “Please take everything into consideration,” I say as I place my hand over his phone.

      Everett’s steely gaze meets up with mine. “Lemon, I can lose everything if I don’t report this.”

      A hard breath expels from me. “I know. But I also know the Canellis will make sure you lose something if you don’t swing the verdict their way. Maybe if we turn the other cheek and let these women go for now, the Canellis will go easy on you.”

      “I’m not afraid of them.”

      “I am.” Tears sting my eyes. “I can’t stand the thought of anyone hurting you.” I shake my head. “I hate that it’s come to this but, the truth is, they might change their minds if you turn a blind eye to Connie.”

      “They won’t.” Carlotta shakes her head, and Cat swats her.

      Connie raises a hand as if she were in school. “If you let me go right now, I’ll tell them to leave your girlfriend alone. No one will touch her or her bakery. Got it?”

      Everett takes a breath, his eyes fixed on some unknowable horizon behind me.

      “Go,” he says it sharp like a command, and in less than three seconds, Cat, Connie, and Carlotta have skedaddled right out the door.

      “Call the plumber!” Carlotta screams as they jump into her sedan and take off.

      Rudolph strides over near the fireplace, curls into a ball, and falls promptly asleep.

      I look to Everett and shrug. “Are you up for Chinese near the fireplace?”

      “I’m up for anything for you, Lemon.” His finger glides over my cheek. “Anything for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      As if hiding one secret from Noah wasn’t bad enough, Everett and I are now hiding two—three if you’re counting.

      But who’s counting?

      Me. That’s who.

      I feel terrible about it, too. And when I feel terrible about something, I tend to lose out on a good night’s sleep. Poor Noah has attributed my fatigue to the imaginary baby I’m carrying. If only he knew the things that were keeping me up at night, it would make his skin crawl.

      It’s the night of Mistletoe Mania at my mother’s happily haunted bed and breakfast.

      Both Noah and Everett have generously offered to help me haul over all of the desserts, since Lily backed out last minute. Apparently, she came to the realization that female wrestlers weren’t covered in warts and wrinkles as much as they are glamour queens, and in a fit of insecurity, she hightailed it to the Scarlet Sage Boutique to get herself something that Alex couldn’t take his eyes off of.

      “Where should we put these?” Everett says with his arms laden down with pink boxes from the bakery.

      “Right on the island. I’ll set them into platters and take them out to the conservatory myself.”

      The kitchen of my mother’s B&B was renovated not that long ago and boasts of white enameled cabinetry and a pale marble stone island. All of her appliances are commercial quality and rightly so since she has a kitchen staff to help provide delicious offerings to her boarders.

      Noah sets his load down as well, and I catch him clutching at his arm.

      “Noah, are you okay?”

      “Just my bad arm acting up again. I’ll be fine.”

      My insides grind at the thought of Noah still not being back to his normal self.

      I’m about to say something when an entire gaggle of ghosts enter the kitchen with Greer Giles leading the way.

      Greer is a gorgeous brunette about my age who was shot to death last winter. She’s donned her traditional white ruched gown, the very one she was killed in, with the embellishment of a ghostly Santa hat. For some reason, Greer was allowed to stay on and I’m glad about it, too. She’s amassed a boyfriend, Winslow Decker, a two-hundred-year-old farmer from the area who is as cute as can be, and together they adopted a little spook named Azalea, Lea. Little Lea is fierce and menacing, with her long brown hair combed over her face, a hatchet at the ready, clutched in her hand. Poor Lea’s family was slaughtered right here over the grounds in which the B&B was built on, and she’s always ready and willing to avenge their deaths.

      Then there’s Thirteen, an adorable black cat who tried to help me solve a homicide last October, but since there turned out to be no homicide at all to solve, he’s been allowed to stay on as well.

      They all glow an unearthly shade of blue this evening, with a spray of stars shining in their hair. And they’ve each donned matching Santa hats, which gives them a festive appeal. I can’t help but smile.

      “Thirteen, Greer, Winslow, and sweet little Lea, how’s the holiday season treating you all?” I ask with a genuine smile gracing my face.

      “Hello,” both Noah and Everett chime before starting off a conversation of their own.

      Greer steps forward, her smile shimmering as if she were harboring a secret. Greer was a notorious gossip and still holds strong to her jabber-jaw ways, so this wouldn’t surprise me at all.

      “Guess what, Lottie?”

      Lea pushes her out of the way. “There’s a reindeer in the conservatory asking for rum.”

      “Whiskey,” Winslow corrects.

      Thirteen lets out a rather lengthy yowl. “He’s garnered the ability to eat and drink, and we want these powers, too, Lottie. Don’t hold out on us. He’s told us all about how delicious the Yule log is. And I’ve been eyeing Miranda’s salmon bites ever since I’ve arrived.”

      Winslow rubs his belly. “I’d love a bite or two myself.”

      Greer folds her arms across her chest. “A little Yule tide cheer would do nicely. How about it, Lottie? A little cup of eggnog for a couple of old dearly departed friends?”

      I inch back a notch. “You can’t drink or eat?”

      The four of them shake their heads.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. I guess this new gift is only extended to the newly reprised.”

      The four of them let out a series of protests all at once.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll see what I can do. For now, I’ve got to get these desserts next door.”

      Winslow chuckles. “We’d be happy to lend a hand.”

      “I’m sure you would.” I avert my gaze. “But I think that would be taking the haunting a bit too far this evening. Trust me when I say, I have a feeling Meg’s friends are scary enough.”

      Noah and Everett take a break in their rather heated conversation to help me lug every last tray of holiday goodness out into the conservatory, and I can’t help but smile at how Meg has transformed this seemingly innocent cavernous space into an exact replica of a Las Vegas worthy wrestling event, complete with a wrestling ring in the center of the room. There’s a large sign hung up over the rear of the room that reads Welcome to Mistletoe Mania! Santa is Fake, Pro Wrestling is Real!

      Noah chuckles up at the sign as we put down the platters, and I quickly arrange them.

      The room is already thick with bodies, and the sound of rock and roll versions of Christmas carols pulsates through the speakers. Mom has a giant evergreen decorated with red bows and lit with twinkle lights in the corner. There’s gold garland strung from one end of the room to the other, and I can’t help but shudder at the sight of it. That’s the exact same kind of garland Larson had wrapped around her neck the night I found her.

      A woman with long black hair teased in every direction jumps in front of us and lets out a ferocious howl.

      My hand flattens to my chest. “My goodness, Meg, are you trying to kill me?”

      My sister has donned her Las Vegas finery, a gold lamé one piece with wristbands that have gold stars over them. She’s wearing bright yellow contacts with a feline-like iris slit through the middle, and her face is made up to look more like a cartoon character than anything even remotely human.

      “I see you brought the crew.” She slaps both Noah and Everett on the back at once. Meg lets out a deafening whistle, and an entire lot of female wrestlers migrate over. Meg takes on a speed round of introductions, and we meet Diva Delicious, The Ferocious Feline, The Thorny Horny Rose, Diamond Jubilee, and about a dozen more women I can’t keep track of.

      Meg slaps Noah and Everett on the back once again. “You boys up for watching a gorgeous girl bust a move in that velvet roped mosh pit?”

      Everett lifts a brow. “Sounds like we’ll be treated to some female wrestling this evening.”

      “Darn right, you will.” A woman pops up from behind, and I turn to find a glammed-up Lily Swanson looking stunning in a red velvet dress, so skintight you would think she were poured into it. “It turns out, Naomi got the night off. She took one look at me and called in sick.”

      Everett bows his head. “Isn’t it Naomi’s month to have him?” He sounds disturbed for her as we all are.

      “Yes, Essex.” Lily scoffs. “I know.”

      How I hate that he’s Essexed her.

      She makes a face. “But I just can’t wait another few weeks to have him all to myself. I need a little hit, and I need it now.” She turns to Noah. “Isn’t there anything you can do to sway your brother to steal me away for a couple of hours?” She looks to the entry and we follow her gaze to find Alex looking every bit like Noah’s doppelgänger, and by his side is a dazzling Naomi Turner with her long glossy black hair shimmering. She’s donned a silver sequin number that catches the light and sprays its reflection across the walls.

      Keelie and Bear bounce in right behind them, and thankfully Naomi is too distracted to find Lily to kill her—just yet.

      Noah groans, “Let me see what I can do.” He lands a kiss to my lips. “I’ll be right back.”

      He takes off, and Lily makes a beeline for the dessert table and starts shoving gingerbread men into her mouth. It’s been her go-to response all month whenever she brings up the two of them. And next to her stands Rudolph noshing away at one of my Yule logs. I can’t help but cringe at the sight.

      Gathered around, watching in envy are Greer and Winslow. Little Lea is actually on Rudolph’s back while holding Thirteen, and the whole lot of them looks as if they’re cheering the seemingly starved spectral on.

      Everett leans in. “Any word on the Canelli girls?”

      I shake my head. “I’m sure Carlotta is keeping them safe at Nell’s. Thanks for giving me the number to your plumber. I planned on paying him myself, but he refused to bill me.”

      “That’s because I asked him to bill Carlotta.”

      “It’s the same difference at this point.” Even though Carlotta has a steady job down at the Enchanted Flower Shop, she never seems to have two nickels to rub together. I hear she’s locked up most of the money she got from Nell’s will in stocks and bonds, but somehow a part of me finds it more believable that she’s somehow let that small fortune slip right through her fingers.

      Everett opens his mouth to offer a rebuttal, but something at the entry distracts him. “Did you say Carlotta was keeping them safe at Nell’s house?”

      “That’s right. I called and threatened Carlotta within an inch of her crooked life if she so much as allowed them to see the snow, let alone step out into it.” I follow his gaze, and a breath gets locked in my throat. “Dear God up in heaven. The woman clearly does not know how to follow orders.”

      Carlotta waves over at us, but it’s not her or that slightly familiar looking gold gown she’s wearing that catches my eye. It’s the two dark-haired women slinking in beside her wearing Santa hats and sunglasses, looking every bit the crass Canellis they are. Okay, so the sunglasses aren’t what’s making them crass. It’s those red and green glittering dresses that are so short it looks as if they forgot to put their pants on.

      Everett groans.

      “Don’t worry,” I whisper. “This can work for us. I bet someone here will recognize Connie, and they’ll call the sheriff. Like, say Noah?” I gulp hard at the thought of Noah incurring any Canelli-based wrath. Hasn’t the poor guy been through enough?

      A couple of blondes waltz in, Cressida and Cormack, and on their heels are a couple of suspects I’ve been meaning to verbally accost—Buffy, Muffy, and Tuffy. All right, so those aren’t their names, but I’m doggone close.

      Both Cressida and Cormack have donned drop-dead gorgeous emerald green gowns, and I can’t help but frown since I’ve opted for jeans, my boots, and a sweater. Granted, my sweater has a Christmas tree sewn onto the front that’s steadily been blinking on and off. But as fate and my sister’s penchant for all things glam would have it, this is more of a formal affair rather than an ugly sweater hoe down.

      The blondes split ways, with Cormack heading off in Noah’s direction and Cressida making a beeline for the notoriously sexy judge.

      She slaps her entire body around him at once. “Oh, Everett, I can’t thank you enough for inviting me. My only respite in staying here was knowing you’re stuck in this speck of a town yourself. When are we going back to Fallbrook?” Her lower lip protrudes as she bats her lashes at him.

      Everett gives a wistful shake of the head. “I’m afraid Honey Hollow has stolen my heart.”

      She beats her tiny fist on his rock-hard chest. “Say it isn’t so!”

      He glances my way. “It’s so.”

      The crowd grows thicker, the music gets louder, and soon the entire room looks as if it’s filled with the denizens of female wrestling. It’s a riot of lamé in every color of the rainbow. The hair is wild, the makeup gives off an overall Halloween vibe, and there’s a general ambiance of revelry in the air.

      My mother hops my way with Topper Blakely in tow, and I can’t help but frown at him. Mom looks impeccable in a crimson floor-length gown, and a string of pearls around her neck that looks supernaturally illuminated from the inside.

      “Lottie—Everett! What do you think of all this madness?” She glances down disapprovingly at my sweater. “Oh, Lottie, an ugly sweater? Really? This is supposed to be a glam rock theme. Didn’t you get the memo?”

      “No, in fact, I didn’t.”

      She waves me off. “Topper here is a one-fifth owner of a female wrestling franchise in Japan.” Her eyes widen as if it were a true selling point.

      “Nice.” I make a face at the eager-to-wrestle-my-mother pervert.

      Topper leans in, his white teeth gleaming unnaturally the same stark shade as the fallen snow outside. “Don’t you worry. The only one I’m wrestling these days is this girl right here.”

      Knew it.

      He gives my mother a brisk swat on the bottom, and she shrieks with laughter as she pulls him away by the tie.

      I shift my gaze to Everett. “Can I please kill him?” I note Cressida’s hand wandering south over his chest. “Or her?”

      Everett carefully removes her from his person just as their friends wander over.

      “Buffy, Ella.” Everett nods their way. “This is my fiancée, Lemon.”

      “Lemon,” they chime in unison, no smile as if someone were forcing them to be here—probably Cressida because she wants to further cover her homicidal tracks. It’s obvious she slaughtered her best friend.

      Oh, how I hope it turns out to be Cressida who did it.

      I shoot a disparaging look her way.

      Cressida clicks her tongue. “Ella, please ply Buffy with liquor. If I have to look at that moping look on her face for another second, I’m going to find the nearest garland and strangle myself.”

      My eyes widen with her tasteless remark. I don’t know why I let anything she says surprise me anymore. It’s clear she’s a terrible person.

      Ella shakes her head. She’s beautiful, with a dark head of hair and bright blue eyes. And with that constant scowl she wears, she sort of reminds me of Meg. But I’m afraid the real reason she’s brooding all the time has something to do with the psychiatric detainment she’s gone through.

      She glances my way. “Leave it to Cressie to make light of murder.”

      “Who do you think did it?” I don’t mind at all asking. In fact, Buffy and Ella were next up on my list.

      Buffy shakes out her vibrant red hair. It’s such a stark shade of crimson, it surprises me to see it on a socialite such as herself. Usually they’re so demure, as plain and unassuming as can be, but Buffy here looks as if she’s breaking out of the stereotypical mold. And I say good for her.

      “You know what they say”—Buffy bats her long lashes at Ella—“murder me once, shame on you. Murder me twice, shame on me.”

      Ella waves her off. “Nobody says that.” She looks my way. “My friends love two things: themselves and making others feel inferior. If you’ll excuse me.” She bustles past us as she makes her way to the dessert table.

      “Don’t mind her.” Buffy shudders as she looks into the crowd. “On to my problems—Kippy is here, and he’s hitting on one of those wrestler girls. The nerve of the guy. On second thought, save some garland for me, Cressie. I’ve got a neck I’d love to wring.”

      Everett shakes his head. “Now, now. You realize you’re both spouting off threats in my presence. I can have you both hauled off in handcuffs if I like.”

      The two of them break out into giggles like a couple of schoolgirls. At first, I’m incensed by his brazen flirtatious undertone, but then I quickly realize he’s just priming them for the kill.

      “Do either of you know something?” he asks in his sternest, judgiest voice possible, and they explode in a fit of titters because obliviously it revved their engines. Okay, fine. It revved my engine, too.

      Cressida bites down on her lower lip. “I wanted to kill her. Does that count?”

      Buffy swats her arm. “Cressie, be serious. You did not want Larson dead. None of us did.”

      “Fine.” The blonde gets right back to pouting. “But she was riding everyone so hard that night. It’s not a wonder one of us snapped.”

      “One of you?” I ask, amused. “Do you think you know the killer?”

      “Oh, I’m sure I know the killer.” Cressida lifts her shoulder my way as if dismissing me. “But I don’t want to entertain anyone here with my theories.”

      “Entertain me,” I say it in the same stern tone Everett used just a moment ago.

      He gives her a brief nod as she continues to use him like a stripper pole with her knee riding high over his stomach.

      “Fine.” She sighs hard. “Let’s see. Buffy, you hated Larson with every fiber of your being for stealing that louse you leashed yourself to.” She makes a face at Everett. “Sorry. I know Kippy is your friend.” She turns back to the redhead. “But let’s face it. Kippy can’t be faithful to anyone. Larson was really doing you a favor. People never understood the way her heart worked. Take Tilly for example. Sure, Larson sabotaged her and made sure she ended up at a subpar publishing house, but Larson knew she wouldn’t have been happy anywhere else. Anyone who knows Tilly realizes she’s practically glowing being forced to read all those raunchy romances for a living. Larson knew Tilly would never land a man, so Larcy was practically doing her a favor.”

      That sounds perfectly despicable to me. I blink up at Everett, and he gives a covert nod as if agreeing.

      “And?” I decide to spur the interrogation along.

      Cressida wrinkles her nose. “Ella, of course. Larson is the reason she ended up in that nuthouse to begin with.”

      “Larson was?” I’m practically breathless at the revelation.

      “In a roundabout way.” Cressida runs a svelte finger along Everett’s jawline. “It was actually her mother.”

      An audible gasp escapes me. “Her mother?”

      “That’s right,” Buffy continues for her. “I guess Ella saw something the night she was murdered. It messed with her brain.”

      Winner, winner—homicidal dinner! I’ll have to make sure Noah and I double-team Ms. Ella before the night is through.

      “Here you are!” a female voice shrills, and we turn to find Tilly slinking over in a red metallic dress that looks perfectly adorable on her.

      Buffy leans my way. “She lost complete touch with fashion once she started at the smut rag.”

      “My mother writes smut,” I’m quick to defend the racy genre, but mostly I just wanted to topple Buffy off her high horse.

      Tilly and the girls engage in air kisses and screams of delight.

      I catch Everett’s eye and point over at the dessert bar before doing a disappearing act.

      Rudolph staggers in front of me, and I don’t mind at all walking right through him. His fur is shimmering with a thousand pinholes of light, and his antlers glow a pale shade of blue.

      “Oh dear, Lottie. I’m afraid there are suspects in the midst, but I’m feeling a bit too squeamish to do anything about it.”

      “Lay low and stay close. You might pick up on something I miss.”

      I head on over and practically stand shoulder to shoulder with Ella. “Have you tried the Yule log?”

      GAH! Why did I offer that dessert of all the desserts in the world? Of course, she doesn’t want any Yule log. Her friend was killed while noshing on a piece of the chocolate confection.

      “Sure.” She reaches over and takes a plate with a slice already on it. “Mmm,” she moans her way through her first bite. “It’s kind of creepy knowing this is the last thing Larson ate that night. I mean, it’s good and all, but it’s not to die for.” She gives a little wink.

      Ella has a fairy-like quality about her. I’m not sure if it’s her petite frame, her delicate features, or a general fragility about her, but she looks as if she’s made of blown glass.

      “I agree. It’s grim to know this was the last bite she ever had. But at least we weren’t subjected to witnessing the murder. And how very sad for it to have happened right in front of that enormous family painting. I bet her last thoughts were of her mother.”

      “Maybe. But Larson didn’t care at all that her mother was dead. For a while, there was a rumor that she actually put a hit out on her.”

      “What?” I inch back, disgusted at the idea. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope.” She shakes her head and takes another bite. “It’s true. But that’s not what happened.”

      I swallow hard in anticipation of what might come from her mouth next.

      “What happened?”

      She shakes her head again. “Contrary to popular opinion, I didn’t actually see the murder take place. You don’t have to pretend like you don’t know. At this point, I just assume everyone does.” She casts a glance to the floor. “Anyway, Mrs. Denizen saw it. She was the maid at the Rosenberg estate. Weird thing is, Isabelle was killed in that very room in that very spot where her daughter was all those years later. It’s almost as if the Ghost of Christmas Past came back to haunt her, don’t you think?” She lifts her fork as if toasting me. “Great cake, Lemon.”

      She speeds off as a couple of girls get into a hair-pulling match just shy of the velvet-roped ring.

      Several of the wrestlers swarm the scene, and before we know it, Lily and Naomi are thrown into the oversized square and are going at it as if they were seasoned pros.

      “Oh God,” I trill as I make my way to Noah and Alex who happen to be facing the other direction while talking to Hook about stock options. “Do something, quick!” I point to the melee, and Alex’s green eyes expand the size of eggs as he dives in after them. Soon enough, he’s carrying them both out, one in each arm as they struggle to claw at one another in the process.

      “I hope he has this handled,” I say, warming my body next to Noah.

      “He had better. I’m not liking this dual relationship he’s got going on.”

      “More like dueling.” I wrap my arms around him.

      Noah presses a warm kiss over the top of my head. “I’m glad we’re settled, Lottie.” He winces as if he regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. “I mean, with the baby coming—”

      I press a finger over his lips and nod. “I feel the same.” My heart breaks as tears come to my eyes, because once Noah discovers the truth I doubt he’ll want anything to do with me. I quickly relay to him the information that Ella shared with me. “It sounds like we need to talk to Mrs. Denizen asap.”

      “I’m already on it. I’ve already tracked her down to Fallbrook. I put in a call to Eliza, and she’s asking around. I’m hoping she’ll have the info to me soon.”

      “It looks as if you’re about to crack a cold case wide open, detective.”

      “We are going to crack it open.” His cheek flickers. “As much as I don’t like you putting yourself in danger, I understand your desire to acquire information. Let’s cap it at that.”

      “I agree.” I land a hand protectively on my belly. “The baby comes first.” And sadly a part of me is wishing there were a baby in there. Noah is so drippingly sweet, I just want to yank him down the nearest matrimonial aisle and marry him all over again.

      “How about Larson’s case? Any new developments?”

      “Just more horror stories related to her bad behavior. I’m not entirely surprised she was killed. But do you know what does surprise me? Where she was killed. Noah, she was killed in the exact same spot that her mother died all those years ago.”

      He gives a sober nod. “That’s no coincidence.”

      “I didn’t think so either. Does that mean the two cases are somehow linked?”

      “I suppose at this point anything is possible.”

      Meg jumps into the ring, along with three other equally as colorful women, and much to the delight of the rollicking crowd, they toss chairs and they toss each other around the four corners of that roped-in cage, and soon enough Meg is seated over the backs of all three of them, claiming victory. And just when things couldn’t get any weirder, Rudolph flies over and joins in on the fun as he tries to ride my sister’s shoulders.

      His antlers swerve left then right before he emits a long egregious belch and upchucks what looks to be a river of whiskey and Yule logs all over the ring.

      Noah leans in. “Why does it suddenly reek of liquor?”

      I shrug up at him. “I suppose it’s better than reeking of murder.”

      Unlike the Rosenberg estate. For some reason, it has reeked of murder for six long years, and Noah and I are on the cusp of finding out why.

      My gaze shifts to Cressida, who still very much has a solid hold on Everett.

      Oh, Cressie. How I hope you did it so I can have the pleasure of sending you up the river without a golden paddle for a very long time.

      A cackle of laughter erupts from the corner, and I spot Cat and Connie whooping it up with Carlotta and Greer.

      Dear Lord.

      Why does it feel as if we’re barreling right toward a Canelli catastrophe?

      This cannot end well.

      It rarely does with a Canelli involved.
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      On Monday, after a baking spree that spanned hours and a throng of customers alike, I box up a bevy of goodies and hightail it to the Honey Hollow Public Library in an effort to brighten the faces of those who toil away in the stacks as they host their annual Christmas party.

      Tonight is also the annual Honey Hollow tree lighting ceremony, and judging by the cheery atmosphere in town this afternoon, it feels as if Christmas day is already upon us. Everywhere you go people are jolly beyond measure, abounding with nonstop smiles, wishing one another a merry Christmas as if it were the greatest blessing and it is.

      And thanks to Mayor Nash’s Santa hat campaign, along with the fresh snow that never seems to stop, every last one of us looks as if we work at the North Pole.

      The Honey Hollow Public Library is festooned with its best holiday finery, with red bows and garland everywhere the eye can see. I spot Lainey seated behind her desk looking perfectly bored. There is only a smattering of patrons milling around, and most of those are mothers with toddlers in tow who have showed up early for story time.

      “Here you go!” I sing while gliding a giant pink box of sweet treats across her desk. “A little something to add a little sweetness to that salty bash you’re about to have.”

      “What salty bash?” She takes the box from me and lifts the lid. “Ooh, peppermint bark, my favorite.”

      “You know, the office party.”

      She moans and shakes her head. “That was yesterday. I forgot to tell Lily we changed the date.”

      “Oh, I feel terrible! I really wanted to make it a special day for you guys.”

      “No worries. We still had a great time. We all gathered after church and went out to the Wicked Wok. I’ll put these in the break room so I don’t eat them all. What else is on your agenda today? On the scent of the Rosenberg killer?” She bounces in her seat as if it were the best gossip going.

      “I wish. Noah is trying to pin down their old maid so we can speak to her. A woman by the name of Magdalena Denizen. Everett’s mother heard she was working in her area.”

      “Magdalena Denizen?” Lainey inches back. “I know her.”

      “You know her?”

      “Yup. Maggie used to come down to the library all the time while she was working there. But she’s not a maid anymore. She’s a librarian in Fallbrook.”

      “What? Lainey, I have to speak with her. Do you think she’s working today?”

      “She should be. She’s the head librarian, like me. If you’ve got some time, we can check it out.”

      “Yes! I mean, no. If Forest finds out I took you out to shake down a suspect, he’ll wrap my entire body in garland and toss me in the river.”

      “Very funny.” She reaches back and grabs her jacket. “But just because I’m married and knocked up doesn’t mean I let Forest rule over me. Besides, he would never stop me from heading to Fallbrook to visit a friend. Let me get the rest of my shift covered.”

      “Perfect.” I pull out my phone, ready to text Noah everything I’ve gleaned, but then a thought hits me. Noah wouldn’t want me heading to Fallbrook to speak to her alone. But then again, I won’t be alone. Besides, Lainey sounds perfectly chummy with the woman.

      Lainey comes back, and I drop my phone back into my purse and link arms with her.

      “Just two ladies headed out to Fallbrook, not letting a single man tell us where we can and cannot go.”

      Lainey bursts out laughing. “Hey? Speaking of men. You wouldn’t need me to pee in another cup, would you?” she teases. “Forest says I should start charging by the ounce. He’s calling it liquid gold.”

      “Not funny.”

      Nope, there is not one funny thing about my unexpected nonexistent bundle of joy.

      Only it won’t be bringing joy to anyone.

      It will bring one big heap of misery.
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      The drive to Fallbrook is peppered with jovial conversation of all things pink and blue. Forest is hoping for a boy and Lainey is hoping for a girl, but they would never admit that to anyone so I’m to forget I ever heard it.

      I tell her about the Mistletoe Mania, and she regales me with tales of cozying up by the fire with Forest while internet shopping for adorable miniature outfits that not even my cats could fit in.

      I’m beginning to think I should get knocked up for real. It does sound rather idyllic. I’d trade witnessing Lily and Naomi yanking their hair out for a fireside cuddle with my favorite detective any day of the week.

      We end up at the Fallbrook Public Library quicker than anticipated, and I link arms with Lainey again as we make our way inside the polished stone building.

      “Would you let go?” She tries to wriggle free. “I’m not some feeble old woman.”

      “Not on your life. If you slip on the snow, it’ll be my fault. And I can’t risk a thing happening to that baby. It’s the only real one we’ve got in the family.”

      We step into the warm building, only to meet with intricate art pieces made of glass and mosaic. The floors are marble and the walls are covered in expansive oil paintings, and that’s just the foyer. The interior of the library is spacious and airy, a double story doozie with rows and rows of books that look as if they go on for miles. The warm scent of parchment greets us with its sweetness, and immediately I feel warm and fuzzy all over. If I wasn’t a baker, I would have been a librarian for sure.

      The librarians behind the desk up front have each donned a Santa hat, a far plusher version than the ones that Mayor Nash handed out a few weeks back, and each one is decorated with a rhinestone brooch in the shape of a snowflake.

      Lainey leans in. “I haven’t been here in years. Wow. The remodel they underwent really paid off. It’s like an upscale version of where I work. Maybe I should put in for a transfer?”

      “Not on your life. Fallbrook is way too far from Honey Hollow. And once the baby comes, I bet the library will feel as if it’s a million miles away. You’re not going to want to leave that precious angel.”

      “You’re probably right.” She stops abruptly. “Lottie, that’s her.” She points to an older woman, about our mother’s age, removing books from a cart and shelving them. Her hair is short and wiry, and she has a serene look on her face as if she was meant to do this all along.

      “Let’s go over. You can introduce me.”

      Lainey pulls me along. “Maggie? Is that you?”

      The older woman looks our way, and we’re met with a pair of green and yellow eyes that I feel like I’ve seen before.

      “Lainey Lemon! As I live and breathe.” She throws her arms around my sister, and they exchange a hearty embrace.

      “It’s Lainey Donovan now, and I’ve got a baby book in the bin,” she says, patting her tummy.

      Maggie gasps with delight, and I can’t help but chuckle. That must be a librarian’s version of a bun in the oven.

      “Congratulations! Can I get you anything? Some water? I think I’ve got a box of donuts in the back left over from this morning.”

      “No, no. I just came to check out your selection on baby books. I’ve already plowed through the ones at my place.” She turns my way. “True story. Oh hey, Lottie, this is my old friend, Magdalena. She used to come into the library all the time and we’d talk about our favorite authors for hours. Maggie, this is my sister, Lottie. She owns the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, the finest bakery in all of Honey Hollow.”

      “The only bakery in Honey Hollow.” I shake her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Lainey winces. “Uh-oh. Baby on the bladder. I’ll be right back.” She makes a beeline to the bathroom, and this is my chance.

      “Honey Hollow.” Maggie shakes her head wistfully. “Boy, do I have memories there. It’s a beautiful town, though. Especially this time of year.”

      “Especially tonight. It’s the official tree lighting ceremony. You should stop by if you have time. Mayor Nash has the entire town in a festive fervor. I can tell it’s going to be a special event.”

      “Mayor Harry Nash—now there’s a name that’s a blast from the past. I used to work at the Rosenberg mansion. I was the maid there for years.”

      “Oh goodness. Did you hear the news?” I whisper those last few words, and she gives a covert nod.

      “Larson is gone.” She squeezes her eyes shut tight for a moment. “She was about the same age as my girls. It’s a tragedy, but you know, I can’t say I’m too surprised. She was never that nice to my Essie and Kitty.”

      I inch back. “Essie and Kitty?” My mind is grappling for something just out of reach. “You mean Esmerelda and Kitty?”

      A smile glides over her face. “Yup. Those are my girls. I’m proud of them, too.”

      “You should be. They seem very down-to-earth.”

      A hearty chuckle emits from her. “Goodness yes. As do you, Lottie. You know, Larson was the farthest thing from it. She was mean to me, and she was mean to my girls. They used to make fun of Esmeralda’s name and hire her out to pretend she was a fortune-teller at their highfalutin parties. Still do. Kitty got in on the act.” She shrugs. “The girls say it’s a great way to earn a little cash on the side. Kitty works as a paralegal down in Ashford. And right now, Esmeralda is between jobs. She used to manage the Horseshoe Inn out at the edge of Fallbrook until the owners closed the location.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. And I’m sorry to hear Larson was so mean-spirited to your girls. It sounds as if they found a way to make it work for them, though.”

      She tosses a hand in the air. “I suppose. But I have never appreciated the way she treated my girls like a couple of circus freaks. My girls are just as smart and beautiful as any of Larson’s snobby friends.”

      “What was her mother like?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Twice as bad as the daughter. But from her, I expected it. I could take what she could dish out, you know? If only I had known what a trauma that entire nightmare would have been for my girls, I never would have taken the job to begin with. Essie once told me she’d never felt good enough for anyone, and she could point the finger right at Larson for telling her it was true.”

      My heart aches just hearing it.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, how did Mrs. Rosenberg die?” Of course, I already know, but I’d love to hear it from an eyewitness, and I know I’ve got one. Or at least I think do.

      “Fire poker to the head.” She shrugs before leaning in. “Or so they think. I saw her that evening. She was staggering around, complained that her chest felt tight. She was arguing on the phone with someone—probably that lover she took. He wasn’t the nicest to her.”

      “And then what happened?”

      “You know, she didn’t drink. Never touched the stuff, but she was slurring her words. Anyway, the next thing I knew, she said something about heading to the library. I was worried about her, so I followed along. Larson had some friends over that afternoon. They were out by the pool. I crept up to the library slowly and heard voices escalating. It sounded like two women, but I saw the shadow of someone stretching into the hall and I couldn’t tell if it was a woman or a man. I peered in, and sure enough she was already on the floor. I called 911 right away.” She shudders. “By the time I turned around, I saw Larson and a friend of hers standing there. Larson looked unfazed, but her friend looked as if she was going to be sick. The poor girl had a hard time recovering.” She motions to her head.

      “That does sound traumatic.”

      I’m assuming the girl she’s talking about is Ella.

      Funny. Ella didn’t mention that Larson saw it, too. In fact, she denied seeing it herself.

      “I wonder if Larson saw her mother getting killed?”

      She shrugs. “Who would know? The girl never shed a tear. They said she was in shock, but I knew better. She was missing a ticker, if you know what I mean.”

      Unfortunately, I do know what she means.

      “Can I ask you something else?” I wince in fear she’ll catch onto me. I am interrogating her, after all.

      “Anything.” She picks up another book off the cart.

      “You said the guy she was having an affair with wasn’t the nicest to her. Do you think he could have done it?”

      Her lips purse as she considers this. “For years I thought it was so. I mean, it seemed obvious, but as time went on, I began to doubt this. He was too into himself. You know the type, always needing to be pawed over. He liked the attention a pretty girl could bring. He was obnoxious but not controlling. Sort of like Mayor Harry Nash. Do you know what I mean?”

      I make a face. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      Lainey comes back, and we wrap up our visit. I thank Maggie and tell her that it was a pleasure to meet her.

      That night all of Honey Hollow gathers at the end of Main Street in Town Square for the official lighting of the Christmas tree.

      I tell both Noah and Everett what I gleaned today, and neither is too happy that I went ahead and spoke to this woman without any backup—without Ethel, my trusty Glock they chipped in to buy me.

      Everyone we know has come out this evening to join the festivities. Alex has Naomi on one arm and Lily on the other. Keelie and Bear are snuggled up like two ladybugs in a rug. My mother is here with both Topper and Royce Rosenberg, and that alone sends a shiver up my spine. There’s Meg and Hook, Carlotta and both Cat and Connie wearing Santa hats complete with fuzzy white beards. Suze, Noah’s mother, even came out to see the spectacle, as did Greer, Winslow, Lea, Thirteen, and Rudolph.

      Mayor Nash’s family is front and center, my three newly discovered half-siblings, Finn, my brother—who is still dating Britney— and Kelleth and Aspen, my new sisters, and even Chrissy and her new beau, Flip.

      Mayor Nash leans into the microphone to do the countdown, and we all shout along with him.

      And then, poof, our little corner of Vermont glows with a million dazzling twinkle lights. And it’s a beautiful, beautiful sight.

      “Merry Christmas, Lottie.” Noah pulls me in close and lands a tender kiss to my lips.

      “Merry Christmas, Noah.” I kiss the scruff on his cheek. “Merry Christmas, Everett.” I look his way.

      “Merry Christmas, Lemon.” He gives a sly wink.

      Yes, it’s a season of secrets, of murder, of liars and lies.

      I can’t do much about my own deceptions, but I can sure as heck do something about those half-truths that seem to be haunting the Rosenberg mansion.

      Rudolph flies around the tree as his ghostly frame lights up as bright as that evergreen, and it’s a sight to behold. A light peppering of snow begins to fall, and it only adds to the magical appeal.

      Rudolph is here to see to it that Larson gets justice, and I’m going to see to it that her mother does, too.

      This holiday season, I won’t allow the homicides of Christmas present or Christmas past to rule the wicked roost.
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      “Enough is enough,” Everett growls the words out. “This has gone on far too long.”

      Noah nods as he looks pensively my way. “He’s right. You have to choose, Lottie. It’s time. If you wait any longer, it will be too late. This kind of thing doesn’t last forever.”

      A heavy sigh expels from me. I’ve just had a long day at the bakery and want nothing more than to soak in the tub, curl up with my cats on the sofa, and sip on hot cocoa. But they do have a point.

      Everett and Noah are standing in my living room looking unfairly handsome per usual. Noah just dropped me off, and Everett happened to pull into his driveway just as we were walking up my porch.

      “We’re getting you a tree, Lemon.” Everett’s lips twitch with the hint of a smile.

      Both Everett and Noah seem pretty insistent about it, and I think it’s adorable. Apparently, they came up with the idea this afternoon. Noah went down to Ashford to visit the precinct and then hit the pizza shop across the street from the civic center where he ran into Everett and they had lunch together.

      Noah nods my way. “Pancake and Waffles have waited all year to play with the ornaments. We can’t let them down now. Everett and I tried to settle it between us who would do it, but I decided to let him tag along.”

      “In other words, you argued the entire time you were at lunch together.” That makes total sense.

      Everett snarls at Noah. “He argued. I listened. Does that sound like a familiar pattern to you, Lemon?”

      A tiny laugh bubbles from me.

      “Hardly.” I pull back on my down coat. “Fine, I’ll get a tree tonight, but only under one condition.”

      They both tip their heads in my direction.

      “The two of you each get a tree, too.”

      Noah shrugs. “I’m fine with it.”

      I look to Everett, and he closes his eyes a moment too long before offering the hint of a nod.

      “Then it’s settled,” I say, bouncing on my heels. “Off to the Jolly Holly Tree Lot we go!”

      Everett leans in. The warm scent of his cologne coupled with those stormy blue eyes is simply electrifying, and it feels wrong to admit this in every single way.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you when we get there.”

      Noah growls.

      “What kind of surprise?” I ask, hoping to shake the truth out of this handsome man.

      “Now it wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, would it?”

      And Everett doesn’t say a single word all the way there.
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        * * *

      

      As the crow flies, the Jolly Holly Tree Lot isn’t all that far from Country Cottage Road. But seeing that we’re not crows, we took the back road that wraps around the Evergreen Manor and leads us straight to a vast parking lot already filled with cars. But it’s not the overcrowded lot that has my attention. It’s the massive red and white circus tent that houses what seems like miles of flocked trees. The outdoor portion of the tree lot goes on for what seems like miles, and the entire expanse has twinkle lights strung up above. I’ve spent every year of my life coming here in December to pick out a tree, and each time the magic feels just as fresh as the first time—at least the first time I remember. Of course, this month I’ve already been up here at least a dozen times making cookie deliveries, but it doesn’t change the fact I’m dazzled by the glamour of the holiday upon us.

      Thick strands of fresh evergreen garland decorate the periphery of the candy cane striped tent, and every few feet there’s a fat red velvet bow making its festive presence known.

      Through some miracle, Noah finds a parking space near the front. Everett had offered to drive us, but Noah said we could fit three trees easily in the back of his truck. He’s right, of course. He could fit ten.

      Everett helps me out and a blast of icy air hits me, penetrating right through every layer of clothing I have on.

      “Boy, I don’t remember a December that has been this cold,” I say, shivering.

      Noah comes around from the other side of the truck and takes up my hand. “Another storm is about to move in, too.”

      “Don’t worry, Lemon. You won’t be cold for long. Your surprise is right there.” He nods just past Noah’s shoulder, and we turn to find a red and white utility van with the words Thirty Dollar Massages written across the side panel.

      I take in a quick breath. “Is that Shelly Rosenberg’s van?”

      “It is indeed.” Everett smears it with a touch of pride. “And don’t worry about going in alone. I’ve paid for a couple’s massage.”

      Noah tips his head. “That was very nice of you. Let’s go, Lottie.” He points his cane in that direction. “My shoulders have been tight all day.”

      “Nice try, old man.” Everett threads his arm through mine. “This is a little Christmas preview of the things I’ve got planned for Lemon.”

      I’m about to say something when a trio of women in matching red sequin Santa hats step into view from the mouth of the tent.

      It’s Carlotta and those crooked Canellis!

      My God, they’re not even hiding out anymore. In fact, they’re practically shouting their presence from the tent top in those flashy hats that catch the light like a homing beacon for the Ashford Sheriff’s Department, and maybe a hit man or two for Cat.

      A reindeer prances alongside them, a rather holographic looking reindeer lit up from the inside like a prism.

      I make a face at Rudolph. I’m getting the feeling he likes Carlotta better than me. And he probably does. She gives him whiskey.

      “Hey?” I pull Noah and Everett away from the entry to the tree lot. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t the two of you go in and get a couple’s massage? And I’ll head over to the tree lot and pick out all three trees. I’ll have them paid for and loaded up in the back of Noah’s truck by the time you get out and we can head right home and get to the fun part.”

      Everett’s brows pinch in the middle. “The fun part? You want to watch the rest of tonight’s basketball game? Football maybe?”

      Noah scowls at him. “For someone who claims to know women, you don’t really understand them. She wants to decorate. She’s not interested in your balls.”

      “Noah.” I swat him with a laugh trapped in my mouth just as Carlotta and the Canellis break into cackles themselves over who knows what—probably over how fast they can make me age before we ever hit the new year. “Quick!” I hustle them both in the direction of the van as best I can before they dig in their stubborn heels.

      “Lemon”— Everett’s voice drops down a dangerously sexy octave—“there’s no way I’m getting a couple’s massage with him. It’s you or the highway.”

      Noah’s lips flex. “Take the highway. Come on, Lottie.” His phone chirps, and he makes a face at it. “You know what? On second thought, why don’t the two of you go ahead and indulge yourselves? I’m making strides in the case of the cursed heiress. If I’m lucky, I’ll unravel the cursed case before Christmas and finally give Isabelle Rosenberg a little justice.”

      “Ooh. I like the sound of it, detective. But promise me you’ll fill me in on every last homicidal detail when you get done.”

      “Will do.” He holds his phone up. “Have a good time.”

      Everett and I head toward the van, and all the while I watch Noah as he makes his way toward the hot cocoa stand.

      “Everett, the Canelli girls are here,” I hiss up at him. “If Noah stumbles upon Connie, this could be trouble.”

      He cranes his neck in that direction. “Better him than me. Come on.” He gives a brisk knock on the door of the van, and sure enough it glides right open.

      A stunning blonde with light eyes and cherry red lips smiles over at us. She looks every bit like Larson Rosenberg and she should—she’s her twin. “Are you my couple for seven-thirty?”

      Everett cocks his head my way. “That would be us.”

      “Well, get in here, Everett! I had no idea you’d be darkening my doorway this evening. You must be his fiancée. I’ve heard all sorts of crazy things about you.”

      I cringe at the thought. “You never know, they might all be true.”

      She cackles with the fervor of a hyena as Everett and I crouch our way over to a couple of massage tables set up side by side with about a foot and a half of room between them. It’s warm and toasty in here, and if I weren’t investigating her, I’d shoot for a quick nap.

      The inside of the van is paneled in vanilla-colored fabric. The tables share the same creamy shade and so does the vinyl flooring. The ceiling is a pop-top so we could actually stand up in here if we wanted. The sound of soothing music streams from the speakers, the air is scented with cinnamon, and there’s even a small Christmas tree in the back strewn with colorful lights.

      “Wow”—I muse—“you’ve got a great setup. This is adorable.”

      “Thanks.” She makes a face as if she wasn’t really happy with it. And she may not be. After all, I do recall Charlie telling me Larson had her trust fund altered so that she couldn’t get a cent until she was good and ancient at the ripe age of thirty. “It’s not much, but it’s all I’ve got.” She steps back and draws a curtain between us. “Why don’t the two of you undress quickly? There’s a towel for each of you on the hooks next to the tables. And then hop on and tell me when you’re ready. Strip away!”

      Everett’s lips curve dangerously, and his lids hood low as his gaze penetrates mine. “You heard the lady. Start stripping.”

      I shrug. “I’ve always been one to take orders.” I let my coat slink off of me and kick it to the side, never breaking the stronghold his eyes have on me.

      “Hey?” Shelly pipes up. “The two of you aren’t shy about taking off your clothes in front of each other, are you? I once had a mother and son and didn’t realize it. She looked really good for her age. I assumed they were dating.”

      Everett’s cheek flinches. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.” He leans in and whispers, “And you are unforgettable.”

      A dark laugh bounces through me. “Nothing I haven’t done before.” I lean in. “And you are unstoppable.” I bite down on my lower lip. “It’s one of the things I like about you best.”

      Everett and I let the stitches fall as fast as we can, and I won’t lie—it feels contrary to instinct to get naked and land a whole three feet away from him. Every last part of me is pulsating in protest. We each wrap a thick white towel around our waists and lie flat on our tummies before giving Shelly the all-clear, and soon enough she’s rubbing us both down with hot oil scented with vanilla and it feels sinfully delicious.

      Everett nods my way, and I nod right back.

      He clears his throat. “So, Shelly, how have you been holding up?”

      “Better than you think.” She slaps my back before digging her elbow into it. “The funeral is set for Wednesday. Larson’s dippy friends are handling it. I hear they’re wrapping her in couture. Little do they know, I’ve made arrangements for her outfit to be swapped out right before the burial. I’ve got an old homemade Halloween costume she made me wear one year. It was an industrial sized black trash bag with the letters M&M written across the front in duct tape. So I guess you can say I’ll be wrapping her, too—in a candy wrapper.” She belts out a high-pitched laugh, and I make a face over at Everett. She slaps my shoulders before digging in. “But don’t think less of me. It’s just one more sisterly prank I’m squeezing in before they box her up to go.”

      Everett’s brows bounce. “Sounds harmless enough.”

      “Yeah,” Shelly huffs as she makes her way over to him. “I couldn’t hurt her if I tried. Being dead sort of takes the fun away from that, if you know what I mean.”

      She’s so glib about her sister’s death, and it hasn’t even been two weeks. I think I’d need to close down the bakery for a year if anything happened to either of my sisters. And I wouldn’t dare try to humiliate them one more time. Nope. I plan on saving all my humiliation for the here and now while they can fully appreciate my efforts.

      I glance over at her, and a part of me feels as if I’m seeing Larson herself. “Any word on who might have been responsible?” My toes curl, and I hold my breath as I wait for a response.

      “Oh, any of her friends could have done it. They all had a bone to pick with her.” Shelly lays her upper torso over Everett’s back, and I can’t help but note her chest is practically flattened against him. “If you ask me, Cressida should be arrested. She’s threatened to kill my sister for years. Cressie’s mother was incarcerated once for shoplifting, so clearly there’s a criminal history that runs in the family.”

      Everett’s body bounces as if he were chuckling. “Duly noted.”

      “What about Ella?” I crane my neck, trying to see Shelly’s face, but she’s all but buried it between Everett’s shoulder blades. My God, is she kissing him? Is that some sort of fancy massage move? Heck, I think the only move she’s making is on my man.

      “Ella is as nutty as a fruitcake, but only because she saw my mom getting the ax—or the fire poker as it were. She knows who did it. Or at least I think she does, but it’s supposedly all been suppressed in that thick skull of hers. She’s not talking.” Shelly glides up and sniffs Everett’s hair, and I roll my eyes at the sight.

      Suppressed? So maybe she didn’t lie about not seeing the killing take place. The poor girl simply can’t remember.

      “Who do you think killed your mother?” I ask, and strangely I’m not too sorry about it.

      “The same nutcase who was sending her a dozen black roses for a month straight, right up until the day she died.”

      A breath hitches in my throat as a terrible memory pulsates through me. A few months back, a nutcase was sending Everett black roses and that ended badly. I push the memory right out of my mind, and for a moment I can totally commiserate with Ella. I don’t blame her for not wanting to relive that nightmare. Who would?

      Everett glances back at her and accidentally—but I’d like to think on purpose—rolls her right off his person.

      “Did the sheriff’s department trace the flowers?” he asks as Shelly slaps him down with more oil. My own back is beginning to feel a little dry, but I have a feeling my portion of the couple’s massage is long since over.

      “Are you kidding?” She barks out a laugh, and sadly it sounds genuine. “They were either paid off, bought off, or killed. Who knows? It turned into a cold case before my mother’s body ever hit room temperature at the morgue.”

      From what I hear that’s completely accurate.

      “Have you thought of reopening it?” I would. With a sledgehammer if I had to.

      “Nope.” She digs her fingers into Everett’s shoulders, and he closes his eyes and moans. A memory of him moaning for me in that exact same way rips through me like a fire, and I clear my throat as I try to suppress yet another memory. “Look, I loved my mom, but she was a peach. She’s the reason Larson turned into a witch. I’m just lucky Larson was her favorite or I’d have an entire coven of friends who would want to off me, too.” She shrugs my way. “It’s the nature of the wealthy beast.” She pauses a moment, her head tipped to the side. “Besides, I know who killed my sister, and there’s no point in turning them in.”

      My eyes widen so much, I’m half-afraid an eyeball is about to roll onto the table.

      “Who did it, Shelly?” Everett asks low and husky, the exact same tone he evokes whenever he’s trying to manipulate a woman into doing his bidding.

      Oh, who are we kidding? Everett doesn’t have to manipulate any woman to do a single thing. He’s got an entire legion of volunteers to do it for him, and I used to be one of them. Still am. Used to be. Oh heck, I can’t deal with this now.

      “Who did it, Shelly?” I echo his words and don’t dare take my eyes off of her.

      She tips her head back and crimps a smile. “I’ll never breathe her name, but let’s just say that old saying, ‘it’s always the least likely suspect’—it happens to be true in this case.”

      Her name?

      “How can you be sure?” I ask just above a whisper, not wanting to break the spell.

      “Because I was the last to leave the two of them alone. They were arguing, and it was only a minute or two before you walked in and found Larson. I’m sure. I’m positive. But I’m taking this one to the grave.”

      Shelly slaps Everett’s backside silly and ends up playing his bottom like a bongo drum right through that towel before instructing us to get dressed again.

      Everett and I do just that before he pays her generously for her time and we head back out into the snow.

      “Did you hear that? She knows who did it!” I give his hand a squeeze as we make our way over to the tree lot.

      “And she’s not talking.”

      “It’s a woman. She was sure of it.”

      “It’s someone she wants to protect,” he points out. “That should narrow it down. She didn’t care for many of Larson’s friends.”

      “She didn’t say anything bad about Ella. Oh my God, I bet it’s Ella! She probably has PTSD or something and she went crazy.”

      He shakes his head. “She mentioned something about it being the least likely suspect.”

      “Maybe it’s her then. Maybe the third person was her shadow?” I shrug over at him.

      Everett’s lips part as if he were about to say something when his eyes snag on something in the tree lot just past the tent. I follow his gaze and spot a man nodding our way. He’s got on a long black coat and a fedora.

      “Oh my God, Everett, that’s one of the Canelli goons.” I pull him in close as the man glares at Everett before taking off deeper into the lot.

      “I’m not worried.”

      “How can you not worry?”

      “Because I’ve assured your safety.” He frowns down at me as if he still wasn’t pleased with how that happened.

      “Come on. Let’s find Noah and get out of here.”

      “We’re not leaving without a tree.”

      Everett leads us boldly in the same direction that the man in the fedora went, but we don’t stumble upon one of the Canellis’ muscle men. We stumble upon my very own muscle man, Noah.

      The three of us venture off on a hunt for the perfect tree—three perfect trees—that span close to an hour. But, sure enough, we come up victorious three different times. We pay up, and Noah pulls his truck to the front before he and Everett toss the trees into the back.

      “Would you look at that beefcake?” a female voice brays it out, and I recognize that unabashedly giddy giggle.

      I turn and gasp as Carlotta steps out of the shadows with an arm linked with both Connie and Cat. The two Canellis on either side of her stagger to and fro as if they’ve been hitting the whiskey themselves. I quickly scuttle on over and pull them to the side while Everett and Noah get to the task of securing the trees.

      Rudolph strides out, looking far more lucid than he’s been since he’s arrived, and he snarls my way.

      “I need my own supply of those delicious brown bottles. Connie offered to buy me all the whiskey I needed at a lovely place called the Liquor Barn. I’m afraid we’ll have to leave posthaste, Lottie. I’m a bit dry as of late. And afterwards, can we stop by the bakery? I find that a few Yule logs before bedtime helps me have amazingly sweet dreams.”

      “No more liquor,” I’m quick to reprimand him. “And please, leave the bakery out of this. I’ll send a few over tomorrow night. I promise.” Carlotta heads straight for Noah and Everett, and I jump in front of the whiskey breeze emitting from her.

      “Move it, kid. I’ve got a couple of lushes to dispose of. And like it or not, we’re headed to your place. We sprung another leak, and the plumber said he’s booked until Thursday.”

      Connie honks out a laugh. “I’ll stay with Mr. Sexy.”

      Cat purrs over at the two of them who frighteningly enough seem to be wrapping up their endeavor.

      “And I’ll take the hunk with the riding crop.”

      “That is not a riding crop,” I hiss over at her. “It’s a cane. And he’s in a delicate state. He can’t see either of you or his head is liable to blow up.”

      It would figure. The Canellis are capable of taking a life without any sort of weaponry whatsoever.

      “Lottie?” Noah springs up behind me, and I freeze solid. “What in the heck? That’s Connie Canelli.” He whips out his badge and holds it up. “You’re under arrest. You’re coming with me.”

      Carlotta steps on Noah’s bad foot. “Make a run for it, girls!”

      Rudolph laughs and brays and bucks as if this were the best thing ever.

      “A getaway! We’re going to make a whiskey risky escape. Tell them to hop on my back, Carlotta. I’ll fly us out in style.”

      “No,” I say it stern, but I’m not talking to Rudolph. I look up at Noah with every ounce of me pleading for him to understand what I’m about to say next. “You’re not arresting anybody.”

      Noah inches back. “Everett?” He looks to his left.

      “I’m getting in the truck. I see nothing.” Everett does just that.

      Noah’s expression grows with bewilderment as he studies me for a moment. “You’ve been hiding this from me, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, Noah, I have. And now I’m going to harbor a fugitive.”
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      Not being one to let a criminal mind go to waste, I do a briefing of each of the suspects with the Canellis as we mull over a dozen different scenarios while sipping hot cocoa next to a crackling fire right here in my once innocent living room.

      Both Cat and Connie have their theories about who could have done it. Carlotta doesn’t have any, but only because she’s been too busy playing with Pancake and Waffles while the three of us carry on an in-depth investigation on a legal pad.

      We’re all holding hands loosely so they can hear Rudolph who has actually been a great contributor to our conversation.

      I know, I know. I’ve gone too far. I’ve told them too much.

      But I figure at this point it’s useless to hide anything from these ladies.

      Connie tears the sheet of paper we’ve all but colored in with our theories and crumples it into a ball.

      “Never put anything in writing.” She pitches it into the fire. “The feds can use it against you.”

      “Connie”—I stare at her in disbelief—“we happen to be on the right side of the law with this.”

      Rudolph raises his head from the corner of the living room. “I’ve always been attracted to dangerous women.”

      Cat lets out an obnoxious chuckle. “I guess this is a good time to confess I have a thing for antlers.”

      Connie jolts as she picks up her cocoa. “Did you say the right side of the law? That’s not my forte. It can feel a bit disorienting for me.”

      I should say.

      I was feeling a little disoriented myself on the drive home as I tried to calmly explain to Noah that Everett agreed to look the other way with Connie so that the Canellis would leave me alone.

      His face was turning every shade of purple, and I was positive I’d have to take over the wheel and drive us straight to Honey Hollow General Hospital. But, as my own little Christmas miracle would have it, he hoisted my tree into my living room, gifted me a kiss goodnight, and said he couldn’t legally stay another minute. He asked sweetly for me to join him across the street and spend the night, and I’m still thinking about taking him up on his tasty offer.

      Everett, of course, went straight into his own house and never looked back. And judging by the slam of the door, he wasn’t too thrilled with the fact I’d be running with a wild Canelli crowd for the rest of the evening.

      But both Connie and Cat are pleasant to be around and have a wicked sense of humor. Strangely, it feels like a girls’ night, and I haven’t had one in so long I’ve secretly been craving it. The only time that Keelie and I have spent together lately seems to revolve around a case—one that usually lands us at some dicey dive bar with men in banana hammocks. But not tonight. Tonight we’re staying put watching Christmas movies and sipping cocoa while discussing an active homicide investigation, just the way it should be.

      A thought comes to me. “Girls, get your snow boots on. We’re heading out for a spontaneous night on the town.”

      Rudolph springs to his feet, and the lamp next to him begins to wobble. “I’m in! There’s nothing like flying over Honey Hollow in December.”

      Cat slaps her hands together. “I knew it. You’re one of Santa’s reindeer! Can we go to the North Pole tonight, Lottie? Can we? Can we?”

      “No. But where we’re going it will be cold enough to qualify.”

      Carlotta hops up and puts her jacket on in a hurry. “Where are we off to, Lottie?”

      “Main Street. Do you have a key to the Enchanted Flower Shop?”

      “Are you kidding me? Felicity doesn’t trust me with a key to that place. I’m shocked she lets me work there.”

      Connie and Cat nod my way.

      It’s a wonder anyone has ever let Carlotta work anywhere.

      “I’ll text Felicity and tell her I need access to it asap,” I say, pulling out my phone, and Cat places her hand over the screen.

      “Let’s call that plan B. It’s been an ice age since I’ve done a little breaking and entering. Let me put my skills to the test. You can consider it a Christmas gift from you to me.”

      Connie nods. “She’s really good. She can disable the security alarm once we arrive and get it working again when we leave. People will never suspect a thing.”

      I think on it for a moment. “Oh, what the heck. Merry Christmas, Cat. Get in the car. We’ve got a burglary to partake in.”
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        * * *

      

      Should we get caught, I’ll simply say I was at the bakery and saw a light on across the street. Carlotta and I went over to shut it off and BAM! We ran into a wanted fugitive and her crazy aunt.

      Of course, I don’t share my quasi-alibi with present company. But let’s face it. Their track record with the law isn’t so great, and mine’s not looking so great either.

      Main Street is still lit up with twinkle lights that wrap around miles and miles of garland that runs up and down both sides of the street.

      Carlotta had the brainstorm that we should all wear our Santa hats, so that if we get caught, we could tell the cops we were simply caroling—at eleven o’clock at night in our pajamas. You have to give her an A for effort.

      I park in front of the bakery and the four of us traipse across the street, whispering and giggling—because half of us are still working off a whiskey bender.

      A strange light glows inside the oversized window of the Enchanted Flower Shop, and I’m secretly pleased. At least if I end up going under oath, I won’t be lying about that part.

      But it’s no light any human eye can see. It’s strictly visible to the supersensual of the bunch, aka Carlotta and me.

      “Rudolph’s already in there,” I whisper as we head around the back.

      “Wait here.” Cat darts off ahead and shimmies up the side of the building like a spider monkey before landing back in the snow with a thud. “Camera’s off. I’ll disable the one inside once Connie picks the lock.” She gives her niece a shove. “Come on, kid. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

      Connie pulls a hairpin from her dark tresses and gets right to work.

      “I can’t do it,” she hisses and grunts. “I’m getting rusty.”

      “My sister ain’t raised no quitter. Bust through that door or I’ll bust your—”

      “I got it!” Connie shouts, and her voice echoes over Main Street like a warning siren.

      “Dear God,” I shush her as Cat makes her way inside, crawling on her belly and it’s a sight to behold. About a minute later, she walks right back and widens the door for us.

      “Welcome, ladies”—Cat extends a hand into the store—“there are refreshments in the fridge in the back—and a register full of cash. Please help yourself to both.”

      Carlotta rolls up her sleeves. “Dibs on the cash.”

      “What?” I slap her wrist. “Do not even think about it! We’re here on a mission. Correction, I’m here on a mission. You ladies find some catnip to sniff or sweep the floors. You do work here, Carlotta, remember? I’ll be at the computer.”

      Okay, so I might have conducted another investigation here a few months back when poor Felicity’s mother was murdered. In fact, things almost ended badly for me right in this very room, and I’m starting to wonder if that was just an omen for things to come—like, say tonight.

      Rudolph follows me over as I wake the monitor next to the register. The computer is on. It’s always on from what I’ve gathered, and the screen prompts me for a password.

      “I actually know this,” I whisper to Rudolph. “It’s the name of the deceased owner’s old pet macaw, Macon.” I type it in, and sure enough the screen brightens, revealing a number of folders right there on the desktop.

      “A macaw?” he muses. “That’s an annoying bird, isn’t it? How about we hit a drive-thru on the way home and pick up a bucket or two of its relatives? I’ve got a sudden craving for deep fried macaw.”

      “Oh, stop it.” A morbid giggle bounces from me. “Macon was just the best.”

      “I bet he tasted good, too. My apologies. Don’t fault me, Lottie. I’ve had a rumbling tummy for quite some time. As soon as my hooves landed in that ballroom the night my poor Larson was murdered, I had an awful hankering for Yule log.”

      My heart wrenches at his words. “You really cared about Larson, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, yes. And Shelly, too. They were the sweetest little girls. Their father gifted them an entire fleet of reindeer one Christmas morning. They loved us the entire day long.”

      “Just a day?” I wrinkle my nose. “On second thought, don’t answer that.” That twenty-four hour span of affection might have been all that Larson was capable of.

      I hit a file that reads Old Records.

      “Look at this,” I say, clicking. “Ha! Rhonda has this categorized by year. Rhonda was the old owner.” I nod over at him in the event he was wondering.

      “I take it she’s with Macon now.”

      “Yup. And I’m betting they’re pretty glad about being together. There’s just something special about a bond with an animal. Sometimes I think my cats are closer to me than my own family. Heck, they are my family.” I count back six years and open the file. “Noah said Isabelle was killed in August. That would mean the flowers were sent starting in July, I guess?”

      I scroll up and down the excel file. “Bingo! Look at this. It’s a whole slew of items marked B. roses. I bet the B stands for black.” I follow the thin line to a row marked payment. “And would you look at that? They paid in cash.” I scoot the cursor a few inches to the left under the column marked Customer. “There’s nothing but initials here.” And I gasp at the sight of them. “Oh my God. I think I know who sent the flowers.”
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      When making a Yule log, you need to bake the chocolate cake until it springs up in the middle and then carefully turn the pan upside down and lay it over a kitchen towel sprinkled with powdered sugar.

      That’s when the real fun begins. Carefully roll the cake lengthways along with the kitchen towel until you have the cake and the towel completely molded to one another and as tightly coiled as you can get it. You need to be in control. One wrong move and you can suffer a disabling setback. You need to know what you’re doing. It’s calculated, well-thought-out, and very much premeditated.

      “There she is,” I whisper to Everett. “The killer.”

      Everett grunts. He’s made his opinion very clear. He doesn’t believe me.

      It’s the day of Larson Rosenberg’s funeral. The fashion fiasco in the sanctuary has already taken place. True to her word, Cressida had Larson wrapped in couture.

      And shockingly? What Cressida put her in looks exactly what Shelly described that she’d put her in later—a giant black garbage bag. It’s almost amusing.

      The funeral went off without a hitch—mostly. There was a brief and unfortunate incident when Rudolph whinnied on his hind legs in grief. And when he came down from his rather unnatural position, his front hooves sent the bottom of Larson’s casket to the floor and the top of it into the air, and for a moment it looked as if she were rising right up out of it.

      The crowd thought it was some spectral stunt, seeing that it happened right after the pastor wished Larson nothing but the best eternal rest. An applause broke out and several people congratulated Cressida on a well-timed illusion.

      We’ve all migrated to the hall conjoined to Honey Hollow Covenant Church, in Carlson Hall, the ample reception area that plays host to events such as these.

      But this is far from any other funeral gathering we’ve ever had. There’s a live band playing in the corner, a champagne tower and a vodka luge made of ice, a sushi chef and enough caviar to cover all of Honey Hollow. And let’s not forget my dessert platters. Cressida insisted I have enough Yule log sliced up for everyone in attendance. She said it would be a sweet way to pay homage to her dear friend. More like a nod to the killer.

      Everett leans in, looking dapper as can be, with his hair slicked to a mirror shine and his dark suit making his shoulders look like a linebacker’s.

      “Cressida is not a killer.”

      “Oh, Essex,” I say it with a mixture of disdain and disappointment.

      Noah clears his throat.

      “I apologize,” I say, wrapping my arms around my handsome ex-husband. “But the judge had it coming. You and I both know he’s way too biased to believe she could do any wrong.”

      “Not true,” Everett is quick to refute it. He winces into the bustling crowd of beautiful people, and honestly, they all look as if they’ve donned their finest couture. There must be at least a billion dollars worth of diamonds circulating in the room. “I see my mother. I’ll be right back.” He takes off, and I link my arms behind Noah’s neck.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Great. In fact, I have a check-up with my neurologist next week, and if all goes well, I’ll be in the clear.”

      “Noah, that’s great!” The smile quickly fades from my face. I promised myself I’d tell him everything the second he could take it, and unfortunately for me that sounds like it’s about to line right up with Christmas. I can see it now. Merry Christmas, Noah. I’m not having your baby, and I’m not your wife.

      Perfect. He’ll break up with me by New Year’s.

      “Why the long face?” He dots my cheek with a kiss and warms me from my head to my toes. Noah has ignited a fire in me like never before. There’s something incredibly sexy about a man who caters to you day and night because he thinks you’re having his baby. I should never have had us use protection. It could have been true by now. I could have tricked him into doing a “vow renewal” and he would have been no worse for the wear. Everett and I would have had a dark secret that we cradled forever.

      I glance back at the bustling crowd and spot a couple of bleached blondes, looking as if they just stepped off a catwalk in Milan, head this way.

      “Big Boss!” Cormack shouts up over the music as she quickly and expertly pulls him out of my arms and into her own.

      Cressida brays like a dolphin. “Where’s my Essex?” She shifts and the fabric of her satin skirt swishes audibly as the song dies down. “I’ve got our signature drink here, a vodka gin and tonic called—wait for it”—she leans my way with a deranged look on her face only a killer could have—“a Cressex! Even our names dovetail nicely.” She ticks her elbow into Cormack’s rib. “Just as nicely as our bodies.”

      The two of them bray out a laugh in unison.

      Good God. It’s attack of the killer dolphins—or donkeys. Take your pick.

      Speaking of mammals, Rudolph clip-clops his way over.

      “The killer is here, Lottie. I can feel it.” His large brown eyes look around quickly.

      “Don’t I know it,” I whisper. “And she’s standing right in front of me.”

      “Come now.” Rudolph rolls his eyes dismissively. “You can’t possibly think this dimwit cobbled together a murder or two.”

      “You’d be surprised what someone who is used to getting her way is capable of.”

      Both Cressida and Cormack are promptly ignoring me, which lets me know that I can freely talk to the dead in their presence.

      But Everett and Noah don’t look amused.

      Everett’s gaze wanders, and he inches his head back as if he sees something that surprises him. I glance in the general direction he’s looking at and freeze.

      “Everett, it’s him!” I hiss. “It’s the guy who’s been following you.” I try to say the words without moving my lips.

      Noah pats his back around the waist—a reflex of sorts when he’s checking on his gun. “I’m going to do a quick sweep of the room. I’ll be right back.”

      Sure enough, Cormack hangs on for the ride and flies behind him like a cape.

      From the left I spot Everett’s mother, Eliza, heading this way. I’m about to say hello when Everett abruptly excises himself, and he and his mother walk out of the hall together in what looks to be a heated conversation.

      I wonder what that’s about? And she made a funny remark that night in Fallbrook. Something isn’t right between them. I hope they can get it settled soon. It’s breaking my heart to see discord between them. Hopefully, it’s something silly that will blow over quickly.

      “So here we are,” I say to the killer before me as I cross my arms over my chest. “So sad, isn’t it?”

      Cressida is twitching to the music, rolling her head back and forth as she inspects the crowd, clearly ignoring me, but I don’t let this detail deter me.

      “You know, if I wanted to send flowers to someone anonymously, I’d pay in cash and use my initials if the shop insisted on my name.” I openly glare at her, and she casually glances in my direction.

      “That’s nice.”

      “Do you want to know what kind of flowers I’d send?”

      She gives a bored sigh. “Let me guess, carnations?”

      I scowl at her. “I happen to love carnations, but I can see that someone as snobby as you would find them less than desirable. I bet someone like you would much rather send something classically elegant yet morbidly threatening, like, say black roses.”

      “Tilly!” She hops up and waves with glee as she floats over to her friend.

      Lovely.

      The crowd only grows more boisterous as Noah comes back, and I convince him that I need to get home to get my rest. Of course, he agrees as he warms my belly with his hand.

      “Lottie”—his eyes widen a notch with anticipation—“I think you’re starting to show.”

      I suck in a quick breath and fight the urge to swat him. I suppose it could be worse. He could have said he felt the baby move.

      “I think it’s more Yule log, less baby.” I offer a forlorn smile. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Noah and I head out of the noisy hall and into the icy outdoors where the deafening silence feels like a respite to my ears.

      Noah wraps an arm around my waist as we head toward his truck. “How about I start a fire and make us some hot cocoa?”

      “A fire and cocoa? I think someone is gunning to get lucky.”

      A dark laugh brews in his chest. “And that’s exactly why I’m taking you to my place. I do my best work without the prying eyes of convicts in the vicinity.”

      “Careful. They’ve been known to pick a lock or two.” I didn’t dare tell Noah that I broke into the Enchanted Flower Shop. Instead, I just made up a lie to add to the running list of lies I’ve been spewing like oil all month. I hope once this is all said and done he can find it in his heart to forgive me.

      Honestly? I don’t know if I can forgive myself. I’ve clearly gone too far in every direction. I’ve clearly—

      Noah and I stop abruptly and gasp as we come upon a man lying facedown in the snow.

      I recognize that dark inky suit, that gorgeous black hair.

      “Oh my God, Everett!”
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      The Jolly Holly Tree Lot is ten times more festive than it has been all month. It’s the night of the big holiday charity event, and every tree under the big tent has been decorated to the hilt in some delightful theme—under the sea, baking, angels. There’s even a tree decorated with those single serving cereal boxes, and Noah has already put a bid on that one. There are beautiful women dressed as elves, and Santa and Mrs. Claus are here getting their pictures taken with everyone. There’s even a herd of very much alive reindeer in the back where the kids can ride them and have their pictures taken with them.

      A large banner spans the length of the tent that reads Welcome to the annual Honey Hollow Christmas Party and Tree Auction! Every penny earned from the auction goes directly to the children’s hospital. Bid generously and win a beautifully decorated tree!

      Keelie and I head over to the dessert table with our arms laden down with platters in an effort to refresh it one more time.

      “So Everett is really all right?” Keelie looks almost afraid to ask.

      “Apparently. Noah and I took him straight to the hospital. He said he fainted”—I say fainted in air quotes—“but he had a nice goose egg on the back of his head. Someone hit him with a club or something.”

      “The Canellis?” she whispers, shooting a terrified glance to the burgeoning crowd. I spot Detective Ivy Fairbanks. My half-sisters are in the mix, too, but thankfully, there’s not a Canelli in sight.

      I give a quick nod. I didn’t tell Keelie the whole Canelli terrible truth, but I told her enough to let her know Everett was being pressured to go easy on Canelli in his courtroom.

      Keelie sets down the tray of gingerbread men and rubs her hands together. “Please tell your father that next year’s holiday charity event should be right back at the Evergreen Manor where it belongs. It’s freezing out here!”

      “I will.” I wrinkle my nose. “And is it weird that I’m actually not put off by the fact Mayor Nash is my dad?”

      “Oh, Lottie.” She pulls me in, and I’m quickly buried in her thick blonde curls. “Joseph Lemon will always be your daddy. I didn’t mean to even hint that he’s replaceable.”

      “I know, I know. If it wasn’t for that kind man, I would probably still be on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire department, squirming and naked.”

      Keelie bucks with a laugh. “I think someone would have noticed by now—like Noah or Everett. Those men seem to have their internal compass set your way. You’re true north, Lottie, and don’t you forget it.” She grimaces and grabs ahold of her tummy.

      “Oh no! Are you feeling sick again?” All week Keelie has been feeling the aftereffects of a bad burrito. Leave it to Bear to take Keelie to one of those experimental Asian fusion places that serves a unique brand of Tex Mex. I tried telling them there was no such thing, but no one listens to me.

      “I’m fine. I just need some water. I’ll be right back.”

      She takes off just as Meg and Lainey head this way.

      Meg leans in, her ice blue eyes shining like stars against the dark backdrop of the sky. “My girls are here tonight. It’s their last night in town, and I’ve convinced them to bid on a tree. If they get lucky, they said they’d donate it to the ghosts at the B&B. They really have fallen in love. Who knew our mother would be lucky enough to live with the dead?”

      Lainey growls, “And who knew our sister would be unlucky enough to find them.” She juts her head my way. “What do you think, Lottie? Are you going to stumble upon another dead body tonight? It’s always one of these heavily populated social gatherings that the killers seem to favor.”

      Meg shakes her head. “That’s not how it works. Lot has to find the killer before she can move on to the next body. Isn’t that right?” She smacks me on the shoulder. “How’s the ruse going? Rumor has it, you’ve snowed Fox under better than that last storm we had. Hook said Noah was ear-to-ear smiles talking about that imaginary kid of yours.”

      A groan comes from me. “I just hate that everyone is in on the fact it’s all a lie—with the exception of Noah, of course.”

      Lainey offers a forlorn smile. “If it makes you feel better, I kind of like the idea of sharing my pregnancy with you, even if it is a sham.”

      “Very funny.” I spot Carlotta and her two dark-haired accomplices in flower shop crime. Okay, so I could easily be counted in that number, but that’s not the point. “I’ll be right back.” I head over to the back, near a tree decorated with gift cards.

      “Hello, girls,” I say it curt, and they startle before turning my way. “Don’t even think of swiping a thing off this tree. None of the gift cards have been activated yet.”

      “Aw, shoot.” Cat pulls a fistful out of her purse and tosses them back at the evergreen. “What’s the fun of stealing if there’s nothing of value here to steal?”

      Connie sets her eyes on something or someone behind me and looks as if she’s about to pounce. “Come to Mama, hot stuff.”

      I turn to see the hot stuff, which she speaks of, and am pleasantly surprised to see Noah.

      “It’s your future arresting officer,” I tease.

      “He was my past arresting officer, too. The redhead took me in. He booked me.”

      The redhead would be Detective Ivy Fairbanks. I’ve seen her slinking around the premises. But the crowd is so unreasonably thick now, it’s impossible to see more than five feet in front of you.

      “Sorry, ladies, that one is taken. In fact, he’s all mine.” I make my way over and wrap my arms around his steely chest. I pull back and look at him up and down. Something is missing. “Noah, where’s your cane?”

      “In the car. The physical therapist said I was strong enough to go without it. But—if I got tired, I was told to use it. Guess what?” He lands a heated kiss just shy of my ear. “I’m not in the least bit tired. In fact, I’ve got energy that could go on for hours and hours and hours.”

      “I’m guessing I’ll be at your place tonight. I’m there so often I think it’s time to hang up a stocking. I’d hate to have Santa miss me.” I bat my lashes up at him, trying my best to seduce him.

      His lips curl as his chest thunders with a dry laugh. Noah blinks back. “I almost forgot to tell you. There was a big break in the case of the cursed heiress.”

      “No kidding? What’s that?”

      “Remember me telling you I was inputting the carpet fiber with the blood on it into a DNA database? I got a one hundred percent match.”

      “What? Noah, that’s huge. Who is it?”

      Noah closes his eyes a moment. “It was Larson.” He shrugs.

      “Larson?” I take a step back, trying to grasp this information. “You think she killed her own mother? I mean, she was a bad egg, but that’s going a bit too far.”

      “I don’t know. But I might go as far as thinking maybe she was trying to stop whoever did it. I mean, everything is certainly a possibility.”

      “In other words, we’re no closer than we were before in solving this crime.”

      Cormack scuttles up, bundled from head to toe in what I’m hoping isn’t real fur. But it looks supple and soft and a little too realistic for me to infer otherwise.

      “Noah, you have to come quick,” Cormack pants it out in one quick breath. “Daddy has something he wants to show you.”

      I spot Esmerelda and Kitty sans their physic getups by a tree festooned in Halloween décor.

      “Go ahead.” I shake my head at Noah. “Just whatever you do, don’t get into a moving vehicle with her.”

      We part ways, and I head to the girls by the haunted looking tree.

      “Merry Christmas,” I say, trying to sound unassumingly chipper. “Or should I say boo?” I tease and they both warm up with a laugh.

      “Hello, Lottie.” Esmeralda buries her gloved hands into her long black parka. Both sisters’ yellow-green eyes give off an unearthly glow tonight. “See anything you like?”

      “I like everything, but unfortunately, I’d go broke bidding on it all so I’m opting out. I actually provided the desserts for the evening. So I guess you could say I’m working. Speaking of which, you girls sure are in an interesting line of work. Will you be reading any cards for Mr. and Mrs. Claus? Or prophesying over what fabulous gifts your rich friends might find under the tree this year? Seeing the dead perhaps?”

      They share a laugh, and Kitty wipes a tear from her eye.

      “Come on, Lottie. You seem down-to-earth. You must know we can no more see the dead than you can.”

      I grimace without meaning to. Of course, I can see the dead, but I’m not the killer in this equation.

      Kitty shrugs. “We’re fakes and we admit it. Only our fabulously wealthy friends refuse to believe it.”

      Esmeralda nods. “It’s true. People like that only see and hear what they want. That’s how they control the narrative in their lives. And, believe me, they’re not our friends.”

      “Really? But you grew up together.” A thought comes to me. “I mean, your mother worked at the Rosenberg mansion. You must have spent some time there yourselves.”

      Kitty sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag. “Too much time.”

      “Hey? You weren’t there the night Larson’s mother was killed, were you?”

      The sisters exchange a brief look.

      Esmeralda nods. “It was late afternoon. Larson was having some all-day pool party. She felt obligated to invite us, and we hated every minute of it.”

      “Oh, wow. Did you see anything that was suspicious? I know it’s a cold case, but rumor has it, both Ella and Larson might have seen what happened.”

      Kitty gives a nervous glance around. “We don’t really like to talk about that day.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I know all about it. I know that Isabelle was having an affair with Mr. Bentley—Cressida’s father.” Hey? Maybe it was Cressida’s mother who did her in? I blink back to life as that conversation I had with Charlie comes back to me. It wasn’t Isabelle sleeping with Mr. Bentley. It was Mr. Rosenberg sleeping with Mrs. Bentley. Honestly, who could keep this gossip train straight?

      Esmeralda shakes her head. “It wasn’t Mr. Bentley—the affair. She was sleeping with a man by the name of Bowen Bradshaw.”

      “Bowen Bradshaw?” I shake my head, confused. The name just seemed to jump out of left field, and the worst part is, it takes away Cressida’s clear-cut motive.

      I’m about to ask who he is when the sisters excuse themselves and take off to greet some of their friends—genuine friends, I’m assuming.

      I spot Tilly having a rather lively conversation with my mother and a full-blown panic grips me.

      Tilly is the acquisition editor of all things spicy—and my mother, the budding author, is probably hitting her up for a sale. I have to stop this raunchy runaway train.

      “Oh, Lottie, great news!” Mom squeezes me by the arms so tight it feels as if I’m about to be ejected out of my parka. “Matilda here has agreed to take a look at my latest manuscript. Isn’t that great? I’m going to be a published author! I have to tell your sisters. I have to tell Chrissy and Topper and Carlotta and Harry.” She takes off, mumbling to herself.

      “There she goes, living the dream.” I sigh so hard a plume of white fog expels from me. “You need to kill her dream, Tilly. I’ll give you free baked goods for a year if you do it, too.”

      She chortles a laugh. “I’m afraid that wouldn’t be ethical. I plan on giving her a fair shake.”

      “Well, a word of warning. Her manuscript is filled with dark, kinky secrets.”

      “Please. With me and my friends? I bet they don’t hold a candle to them.”

      “Maybe so.” I bite down on my lip. “What’s the juiciest secret your friends have got? And I’ll let you know if it’s even remotely close.”

      She tips her head back, and her skin glows a deep tan despite the fact it’s winter.

      She leans in. “Two of my friends were sisters, and only one of them knew about it.”

      “What? That sounds like the riddle of the sphinx. Who are they?”

      “Larson and—” She shakes her head. “I can’t out her. She’s gone this long not telling anyone. I don’t think it’s my place.”

      “You mean Mr. Rosenberg had an affair, too?” I blurt out that last word without meaning to because, of course, I already know he did.

      Her chest bounces. “He’s pretty notorious that way. The weird thing is, both women were pregnant at the same time. My friend found out from her mother about six and a half years ago. It really set her off.”

      “That’s about the time Mrs. Rosenberg died.” I shake my head. “You don’t think that’s related, do you?”

      She turns her head slowly to the left, and I follow her gaze to where Cressida, Ella, Charlie, and Buffy are standing carrying on a conversation of their own.

      “It is. Let’s just say that Isabelle found out the same day that my friend did. And they both acted out in their own different ways—poor Mrs. Rosenberg paid the price, all right.”

      “It’s one of them,” I say to myself. “Could she be tied to the killing of Mrs. Rosenberg?” And then it hits me like a ton of cheating bricks, and I close my eyes for a moment. “Isabelle was cheating on her husband. Of course. Was she sleeping with the girl’s father? Some sort of act of revenge against both her husband and the girl’s mother?”

      She inches back. “You’re good. You should look into becoming a detective or something.”

      Buffy squeals once she spots Tilly and waves her over.

      “I’d better go. Forget those things I told you. Just silly gossip, you know?”

      “Right,” I say as I watch the girls in the crowd in front of me.

      A pair of warm hands glides around my waist from behind, but judging by the spiced cologne, they don’t belong to my supposed husband. They belong to a very sexy neighbor of mine.

      “Everett, can I ask you a question?”

      “Anything,” he whispers hot into my ear.

      “Do you know a man by the name of Bowen Bradshaw?”

      Everett tucks his lips to my ear once again and he tells me everything he knows about him.

      And just like that, I think I might know who the mystery sister is.

      I think it’s time to corner a certain socialite—and maybe shed a little light on a murder or two as well.
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      “Cressida?” I call out as she heads toward the petting zoo filled with reindeer. And not too surprisingly, Rudolph is among the herd. “Can I speak with you for a moment?”

      She turns and offers me that bored slash angry look she seems to be perfecting around me.

      “Do you realize, you’re the reason Essex refuses to entertain me in his bed?” It comes out accusingly—and shockingly as if she were berating me for it. Boy, it takes a talent to speak to someone that way. I wonder if that’s something they teach them in boarding school? I suppose I can always ask my half-sisters. They have firsthand experience with that behavior themselves.

      “I’m not really.” I cringe. “I’m sort of married to someone else at the moment.”

      “What?” Her face lights up at the thought, and then just as quickly it melts to nothing. “But he just had a birthday last month. He’s the oldest he can possibly be to qualify. A few more weeks and it will be too late. The deadline is so close you could touch it.” She looks mildly thrilled and terrified. “But it’s not New Year’s yet. There’s still time.” She shakes her head, mumbling to herself about a wedding dress like a madwoman.

      “Don’t make me slap you. What are you talking about?”

      Cressida makes a face my way. “Oh, come on. Everyone knows the Baxter fortune rides on Essex getting married by the year’s end.”

      “What are you talking about? His mother is the wealthy one.”

      She shrugs. “Not really. His father descends straight from Andrew Carmichael himself.”

      “The great steel mill owner, Andrew Carmichael?”

      She nods with a blank look on her face. “If Essex doesn’t marry by the new year, he forfeits the fortune and it will be given straight to the government.”

      “The what?” I’m suddenly not too sure Cressida here has her story straight. But nonetheless it’s scary.

      “It’s not important.” She cranes her neck past me. Her sudden urge to pet the reindeer looks as if it’s fleeting. “What’s important is, I still have a week to become the first Mrs. Essex Baxter.” She wrinkles her nose. “His father wanted to make sure Essex got out of his womanizing phase and finally settled down to become the family man his father thought he was destined to be. It’s very important to our people that we maintain pure family lines. I’ll have to bear him a son first.” She pats her flat stomach, and I roll my eyes.

      Please. There’s no way I’m letting her near his baby maker.

      “It all makes sense.” I shake my head. “So that’s why he had this long running fake fiancée. And that must be why his mother is frantic. God, I wish I could have been there for him through this. How stressful this all must be.”

      “Not anymore.” She plucks off her white gloves, one finger at a time, like the villainess in some Disney cartoon. “I’ll handle things from here. Cressida Bentley—or should I say, Cressida Baxter will save the day. Would you look at that? I don’t even have to change my initials.”

      I step in front of her and block her path. “I want to apologize for accusing you of sending those flowers. You know, the black roses. It turns out, it was another girl who shares your initials who sent them, wasn’t it?”

      I would have confronted the other girl first if I found her, but Cressida fits the bill for now.

      Her mouth falls open as she looks back into the crowd, only I don’t think she’s looking for Everett anymore.

      “You’re right,” she whispers. “It was her.”

      “But why?” I shake my head.

      Cressida rolls her eyes. “It’s not my story to tell. She was angry, all right? She hated the woman, and she hated Larson. They were both so cruel to her, forever telling her she couldn’t do anything right. She snapped when she found out Isabelle was sleeping with her dad. She tried to warn her to stop.” She shakes her head as if she were warning me, too. “She even went as far as poisoning her tea that afternoon. She didn’t want to kill her. And she didn’t. It was just enough to make her look like an addict. She knew her dad would have dumped Isabelle if he got wind of the fact she was using. His brother overdosed. He wouldn’t have tolerated that behavior in anyone he cared about. And it would have worked, too, if she didn’t have that fit.” She straightens and her affect brightens as she locks onto someone in the crowd. Oh, look—there’s Essex now! Tootles. Wish me luck,” she cries out as she takes off.

      “Luck. Bad luck,” I say under my breath.

      Rudolph saunters over, and I reach up and give his glowing forehead a quick scratch.

      “Guess what? I know who killed Isabelle, I think. And if I’m right about another hunch, I think maybe this same person killed Larson.”

      “Great work, Lottie. How much whiskey is in it for me if I help you capture the killer?”

      “How about I empty Carlotta’s liquor cabinets?” I ask as we head out toward the tree lot that extends to the back end of the petting zoo.

      Rudolph chuckles. “I’m afraid I’ve beat you to it.”

      I lift a finger to say something, and there she is crouched near the edge of the corral petting a reindeer through the slats in the fence.

      “It’s you,” I say, trying to sound perfectly normal, perfectly undeterred by the fact I’m ready to hand her over to Noah or Ivy or any sheriff’s deputy in the vicinity.

      “Lottie.” She rises to her feet, her eyes sharpening over mine. “I’ve heard you’ve been asking questions.” Her lips bleed a dark smile. “How about we take a little walk?”
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      The night is dark, the stars are artfully hidden behind a veil of dark clouds, and the evergreens span out before us like a maze.

      “So what’s this I’m hearing?” She shakes her head in disbelief as we walk along the edge of the woods. I’ve learned enough over the last few months to know not to get too far from a crowd in the event I need help, but something tells me I could take this girl if she tried anything. And yet suddenly I’m feeling foolish for letting myself fall into the habit of leaving Ethel at home. What good is having a gun if I don’t have it here to protect me? “Why are you asking questions about my father of all people?”

      “Oh, that.” I glance to Rudolph and shrug. “That was just a weird coincidence.” I really have no logical answer to give her.

      She steps in front of me, and the friendly look in her eyes I’ve grown accustomed to takes a dark and dangerous turn.

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Charlie—I don’t know what you think I know, but I can assure you it’s not what you’re thinking.”

      “Oh God.” She kicks the ground hard as if she were starting to unravel. “Stupid, stupid me trusted those idiots to keep a secret. I should have known better. They have no idea how to keep an exclusive luxury resort under wraps, let alone something like this.”

      “So it’s true? I mean, you poisoned Isabelle to make her look as if she were a drug addict?”

      She groans hard as if she might be sick. “So what? She was toying with my family.”

      I take a slow step backward. “I guess the same could be said of your mother.” I shrug. “Isn’t that right? She slept with Larson’s father. That is how you came to be.”

      She swallows audibly. “So you know everything. God.” She pinches her eyes shut. “Look, Isabelle killed my mother. My mother wouldn’t have gotten sick if she didn’t find out about the affair. She was wracked with guilt from every direction.”

      “Your mother died?” My heart breaks for her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize—”

      “It doesn’t matter. It was still her fault. She put that disease inside of her. The Rosenbergs were all a disease. And after my mother died, I got rid of the two most lethal parts.”

      “Two? You killed Larson?” I take a deep breath at the thought of a bona fide confession.

      “She never thought I was good enough. None of them did. They hated everyone, but they despised me. They worked their hardest to make sure I was miserable. And don’t think Larson didn't enjoy lording her mother’s death over my head. She had me by the shirt for the last six years, but no more.” Her voice vibrates with anger.

      “Then why didn’t you get away? Why go into business with her?”

      “Larson was getting ready to confess everything. She was going to turn me in if I didn’t stay around and play the part of her lackey. When she heard I was looking into Swift Cycle, she made sure she would be a silent partner who did none of the work and took eighty percent of my paycheck. I don’t have a trust fund to live off like some people. She was going to drive me insane and to the poor house. Larson was an albatross around my neck, and I couldn’t stand her another minute.”

      “Is that why you lost it at the party that night?”

      Her chest bucks. “She lured me into the room, Lottie. That horrible, horrible room. It’s where we found her mother staggering that day. And Larson had a wonderful idea. She picked up a fire poker and said she’d finish off her mother for real, and then she blamed it on me. On me! I wasn’t trying to kill anyone. I knew slipping a mickey into her drink was pushing it too far already.”

      “You sent the flowers?” I shake my head, still trying to piece it together. “But the initials were C.B.” I suck in a quick breath. “Wait a minute. Your father is Bowen Bradshaw.”

      Her chest bucks with a laugh. “My mother never took his name, and when I was old enough I changed my last name to match hers. She was constantly clawing to get away from him, but her life never really panned out how she thought it would. She wanted to be a Rosenberg, but Cumberland didn’t think she was the right pedigree to be his wife.”

      “So you tried to kill Isabelle as an act of ultimate revenge.”

      “Don’t you listen?” Her voice hikes an octave. “I said I wanted out. I was ready to forget all about my vengeance. But no, Larson swung that thing at her mother as if it were a baseball bat. I tried to stop her. I dug my nails into her skin until she bled.”

      The DNA test comes back to me. “It was Larson who killed her.” I shake my head in disbelief. “And she did it to set you up. She was a monster, Charlie. Let’s go now and tell the sheriff what happened. They’ll understand. You were losing your mind. You can plead insanity.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. In one swift move, she bends over and picks up a rock. She takes out my feet with a quick sweep of her leg, and I’m on my back before I can process what’s happening.

      “Lottie!” Rudolph tries to jump over me just as Charlie hurls that mini boulder at my head. I manage to roll, and it misses me by a few inches.

      Charlie lands on top of me. “Don’t worry, Lottie. When I heard you were snooping, I grabbed a piece of garland just for you.”

      She wraps a wire around my throat and cinches it as I struggle to push her off.

      Rudolph brays and barks, and he kicks and leans against her until finally she pops off like a cork.

      My fingers claw to free the garland from my neck, and I take a deep breath.

      “Lottie!” Noah shouts as he runs this way.

      “Noah!” I cry out just as something hard and solid hits me on the head. “Geez,” I say, crawling away as quickly as I can.

      “Not so fast.” She clutches onto my ankle and drags me behind a batch of evergreens cut and lying on their side. “I’m sorry, Lottie, but you’re going to die tonight. Just remember, you’re my only victim I didn’t want to kill.”

      “You didn’t kill Isabelle,” I shout and kick. “Larson did!”

      “Not true,” she riots back. “I tried to wrestle the poker from Larson. I killed Isabelle. I cracked her skull open. I was aiming for her daughter, and she ducked just in time. And Larson laughed. What kind of person laughs as their mother lies there bleeding?”

      “A monster. And it wasn’t you,” I say, softening my voice just a notch.

      Her eyes narrow in on mine with a renewed fire in them. “That’s where you’re wrong. I am very much a monster. That’s exactly who they made me to be.”

      She dives over me again, her hands on my throat.

      A spiral of light ignites bright as the sun as Rudolph bucks her in the bottom and sends her flying into the night sky.

      Charlie lands in a field of pine needles just as Noah runs up and scoops me up into his strong arms.

      “The baby? Is the baby all right? Are you okay, Lottie?”

      “I’m fine. We’re fine. Just go get Charlie before she escapes.”

      I watch as Noah takes off after her.

      A spasm of light ignites in the sky overhead, and I look up to see Rudolph flying with eight more reindeer. His nose is lit up a familiar shade of red—and, if I’m not mistaken, there’s a sleigh in the back driven by a wily old elf.

      The sound of sleigh bells rings out from a distance as they grow smaller and smaller as they fly true north.

      “Goodnight, Lottie Lemon! It was good to know you!”

      “It was good to know you, too,” I cry out. “Next time I’ll buy the whiskey!” I shout after him.

      “Whiskey?”

      I turn to find Everett standing there, and I wrap my arms around him tight.

      “Thank you for sharing those secrets with me earlier,” I whisper, pulling back to look into his gorgeous face. “And I know a little secret about you, too.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Cressida told me.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t have a good solution.”

      I nod up at him. “I do.”
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      Fallbrook in December is magical.

      It’s late evening, and Everett picked me up after I closed the bakery. Noah was allowed to go back to work and has been bogged down with administrative tasks ever since. He’s healing so well. I’m so relieved and thrilled to have him back, whole and healthy, front and center in my life where he belongs.

      There’s a light knock at the door, and I look up at the vanity where I’ve been contemplating my choices while touching myself up a bit. Eliza insisted I change into something proper. She had an entire selection of wedding dresses for me to choose from. Some were humble and pure, and others a bit more ostentatious with far too much fanfare for me to even consider. I chose a vintage dress, off-white lace, floor-length, princess neckline, and capped sleeves.

      I’m standing in Eliza Baxter’s overgrown library, in her mammoth mansion with my heart racing faster than it’s ever beat before.

      I head to the door and open it a crack. “Yes?”

      “It’s me, Lemon. I want to come in.”

      “Don’t you know it’s bad luck to see the bride before she walks down the aisle?”

      “I don’t believe in luck, and I’m not sure you do either.” His fingers curl around the door as he opens it another notch. “Please.”

      “You did say the magic word.” I let him in, and he inspects me from head to toe.

      “Lemon.” His voice is threadbare. “You look stunning.” His finger glides over my cheek. “But then, you always do.” He flexes an all too brief smile. There’s a heaviness about his spirit, his eyes pained with remorse and hesitation. “I don’t want you to do this for me. It’s asking too much.”

      “And have Cressida take my place? No, thank you.”

      “It’s a business arrangement. Nothing more, I promise.”

      “No can do. I fit into these lace slippers just fine, thank you.” A thought comes to me, and I swallow hard as I take him in with his fitted Italian suit and his shoes with their mirror shine. “Unless you don’t want me. I mean, I’m certainly not the same pedigree as someone like Cressida.” I shake my head. “I completely understand—”

      “There’s nothing to understand. You are a cut above the rest. I would have chosen you a thousand times over. There’s not another woman on the planet I’d want as my wife, and you must know that. And that brings me to my next point. This isn’t about us. This is a business arrangement. You’re still with Noah. As soon as the required time is up, we’ll divorce quietly. This is nothing more than one friend doing a favor for another.” Everett cups my cheeks, his cobalt eyes suddenly watery. “Promise me that.”

      I swallow hard and nod. “I promise.”

      Everett and I walk out together. Eliza has the grand room decorated to the hilt with gorgeous sweeping garland made of thick evergreen boughs, accented with pine cones and bright red holly. There’s an enormous Christmas tree in the center of the room that must stand twenty feet tall at least, festooned with enormous copper and gold globes, bright red bows, and the finest crystal ornaments I have ever seen.

      Standing to the right of the tree are both Eliza and Meghan. Meghan is Everett’s younger and only sister. She works in the insurance industry right here in Fallbrook. To the left of the tree is an odd trio that spans the breadth from DNA donor to convicted felon. It turns out, Carlotta needed to give Connie and Cat a ride out this way. Cat and Connie are meeting up with the Canelli brothers’ “good friend” at some diner later, and that good friend happens to be giving them a lift to New York to spend time with family for the holidays.

      But as fate or that bad luck neither Everett nor I are sure we believe in, we came across the three of them on the side of the highway trying to hitch a ride. We picked them up, and somewhere along the way Carlotta wrangled the truth from me like only she can. She swore she wouldn’t say a word. Connie and Cat said I was the luckiest girl in the world to have two hot husbands, and just the thought made me cringe. As much as I would have liked for them not to be a part of this, the universe thought otherwise.

      And finally, standing in front of the tree, is a kind, older gentleman who is the lawyer for the Baxter family trust. He filled out all the paperwork for the marriage license and tried his hardest to have Everett make me sign a pre-nup—I quickly agreed—but Everett wouldn’t hear of it. He is also an ordained minister, and it’s him who asks Everett and me to hold hands and look at one another. He has us exchange a few simple words, and just like that, he nods his head to Everett.

      Everett pulls a ring out of his pocket and slips it onto my finger and I gasp. I recognize this double cushion halo setting surrounded with all round brilliant cut diamonds. It’s the exact ring he selected for me a few weeks back while we were supposed to be helping Bear pick a ring out for Keelie.

      I had to take Noah’s ring off before the ceremony, and it broke my heart. Now that I see Everett’s ring, it breaks my heart in a whole new way.

      I shake my head. “I don’t have a ring for you, Everett.”

      A smile quickens on his lips. “It’s not needed.”

      The lawyer clears his throat. “Judge Baxter, you may kiss your bride.”

      Everett takes a breath, and his hand cups my cheek as a faint smile graces his face.

      “My bride.” He ticks his head to the side as if he could hardly believe it.

      He bows in and lands his lips to mine, and a thin layer of tears bursts the seam of my lids. He tries to pull away, but I hold him there with my hand pressed to the back of his neck. And we linger in that kiss, our hearts rioting against one another in perfect time.

      Carlotta, Cat, and Connie let out a series of whoops and yelps.

      “Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Baxter!” Connie lets out a riotous whistle that could garner the attention of every canine in Vermont.

      Eliza steps forward, tears sparkling in her cobalt eyes. Both of her children are carbon copies of her, with the same dark hair, same stunning blue eyes.

      “Lottie, I just knew you were the one for my Essex the minute I met you.”

      Meghan nods as she pulls me into a firm embrace. “Welcome to the family, Lottie.”

      We indulge in a champagne toast, and everyone enjoys a slice of the Yule log I made myself this morning. I always said I wouldn’t be one of those brides who baked my own wedding cake, and here I am, lovingly feeding my new husband a bite as he takes it with his teeth.

      It’s all for show, of course, but my heart doesn’t know that.

      We wrap it up, I change back into my clothes, and we say goodnight to Eliza and Meghan, and thank the lawyer for performing his duty. Everett assured me that both his mother and sister have agreed to keep this low-key.

      Everett and I pile back into his car, with Carlotta, Connie, and Cat, as we take the Canelli girls to the diner at the edge of town.

      We get out of the car, and I hug both Cat and Connie goodbye.

      Cat wipes a tear from her eye. “You’re lucky, Lemon, you know that?”

      I bite down on a smile as I look to Everett. “I think you’re right.”

      Connie smacks him on the arm. “Don’t forget to go easy on my brother. I’d hate to see you end up on the wrong side of the soil. But if you do, I’m putting it out there right now—I’m good with nightly apparitions in my bed as long as they look like you, big boy.” She gives a flirtatious wink.

      He offers a circular nod. “I’ll keep that in mind, but I won’t have to worry about your brothers anymore.”

      “Why is that?” I ask, almost afraid to hear the answer.

      “Because I had a great day in court this afternoon.” His chest expands as he looks my way. “I thought maybe you might have heard, but since you didn’t, I wanted to save the news as sort of a wedding gift. After a long deliberation process, the jury couldn’t come to an agreement. I was forced to declare a mistrial.”

      “A mistrial?” Connie gasps before she and Cat exchange high fives.

      “Now what?” My heart is right back to racing. Everett is safe—I think.

      Everett shrugs. “Either a plea bargain will happen, the trial will be reborn, or the prosecutor will dismiss the charges. No matter what happens, that case won’t enter my courtroom again. They’re starting fresh, and so am I.”

      “Oh, thank God.” I wrap my arms around his strong body and exhale for what feels like the first time in a month.

      We say goodbye to Cat and Connie and watch as they head inside the well-lit diner.

      “Well, there’s that.” Carlotta slaps her hands together as if she were washing herself of them. “All in a day’s work. Just you wait, Lottie. Being nice to the Canellis is going to pay off in spades.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t need the Canellis interfering in my life. I’ve got you for that.”

      We drive back to Honey Hollow, dropping Carlotta off at Nell’s. The plumbing issues have finally gotten under control. And, come next month, I’ll help Carlotta renovate the water damage.

      Finally, we pull up to Country Cottage Lane, and Everett pulls up alongside Noah’s cabin. Noah’s truck is in the driveway, and the lights are all on. I can even see the fire lit from the living room window.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. “I live right over there.” I point across the street.

      His brows dip. “But you belong here. Noah thinks you’re married, that you’re having his baby. The two of you are together, remember? What you and I just incurred was nothing more than an arrangement.” He picks up my hand. “You have to promise me, Lemon, nothing changes between us.”

      A heavy breath expels from me. “Nothing changes, Everett.” And every word feels like a lie—something I’ve grown to be an expert at in the last month alone.

      He kisses the back of my hand, and I run out of the car and into Noah’s house where he holds me by the fire.

      Just like that, everything is right back the way it was, and yet nothing is the same.
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      Christmas Eve is finally upon us.

      I’ve baked my fingers to the bone trying to fill all of the orders for pies—apple, pumpkin, and pecan—not to mention the thousands of Yule logs that were flying out of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery faster than any poltergeist I have ever met.

      All day I’ve been ruminating on the events of the past month. Charlie was arrested and charged with two counts of murder, but Everett said Isabelle’s murder would be heavily contested. And in a strange turn of events, I asked Esmerelda if she was open to managing the Maple Meadows Lodge, and she gave an enthusiastic yes. So the cursed heiress’s cold case is cold no more, and the case of the missing manager was solved much more amicably.

      I try my best to shake Charlie and the Rosenbergs out of my mind, right along with everyone who lives in their orbit. It’s Christmas Eve, and I plan on being present in every single way. It’s my favorite holiday, my favorite time of year, and I’m lucky enough to spend it with all of my favorite people.

      My mother is hosting Christmas Eve at the B&B, and as per usual she’s extended the invitation to close friends and family as well. The conservatory is gorgeous tonight, simply lavish with every whimsical holiday touch one could imagine. From the stunning Victorian style decorated tree to the lush, fresh garland lacing the room.

      Mayor Nash and Carlotta are here. My half-siblings, Kelleth, Aspen, and Finn, are dressed in their holiday finery. Finn brought Britney, Noah’s ex-wife, and she looks stunning in a fitted red sock she’s squeezed over the body. But then, she does work hard to maintain her figure. I don’t blame her one bit for wanting to show it off.

      Mom is chatting with Becca, Keelie’s mother, and Chrissy Nash and her date, Flip. He looks so nice and normal, it makes me cringe when Topper goes over to join them with his fake tan and his fake teeth and his fake affection for my mother. He’s trouble and a pervert to boot. I just wish I could get my mother to see that.

      Meg and Hook are laughing away with Lainey and Forest. Lainey has her hand protectively on her belly, and I’m so happy for her I could cry. Keelie is sitting with Bear, and they’ve been whispering amongst themselves all night. Both Naomi and Lily are pawing over Alex, although only Naomi gets the privilege of holding his hand. I think I’m going to insist Noah put an end to this farce soon. I can no longer stand to watch.

      Speaking of things I cannot stand to watch, Cressida has glued herself to Everett’s side. She still believes she’s in the running for the future Mrs. Essex Baxter.

      Boy, will she be in for a rude awakening come New Year’s Day when he doesn’t take her up on her matrimonial offer. And, of course, Cormack is doing her best to assault Noah while Noah and Suze carry on a conversation. Alex joins their circle as Lily and Naomi migrate to Keelie.

      The party is already winding down. Dinner was superb, and my Yule logs and pies were a hit. Everything went exactly how it was supposed to go, and now there is one more thing that is supposed to happen tonight, and that’s exactly why I’m in the corner trying to collect my thoughts. Noah received a clean bill of health yesterday from the doctor. I waited to call the doctor myself this morning, and she assured me he could handle anything—there was no news jarring enough that could give him a nasty setback. And so, tonight, after we leave all the fanfare and magic of this Christmas Eve party, I’m going to tell Noah the truth about the baby and about our marriage. I’m not, however, going to breathe a word about what happened in Fallbrook a few days ago.

      No. Everett and I will have one more secret—one that I’m not sure I ever want to share.

      Carlotta strides up just as Greer Giles and Winslow float on over.

      “Why the sour face?” Carlotta twists her lips as if she were the one sucking on a lemon.

      “It’s time to pull the plug on Noah’s parade. The doctor says he can handle the news—you know, the baby, the marriage.”

      Both Greer and Winslow exchange a grimace.

      “I’d hate to be you, Lottie.” Greer shudders.

      Winslow shakes his head. “Noah is a nice guy from what I can gather. He’ll understand. Sometimes we need to do things for those we love that don’t always sit well with us.”

      Carlotta nods. “It was for his health, Lottie. He would have kicked the bucket if he knew the truth.”

      I tip my ear her way, fully expecting Carlotta to throw in a jab about my marriage to Everett, but she wisely refrains. And I’m glad about it, too. I’ve threatened her within an inch of her life, and she is well aware of the fact I’ll have her haunting these halls in no time if she breathes a word.

      Little Lea comes over and wraps her ghostly arms around my hips with Thirteen sauntering dutifully by her side.

      Lea grunts, “I’m glad you don’t have a stupid baby inside you, Lottie. I’m glad it was all a ruse.”

      Greer yanks her back. “Lea, babies are wonderful. You used to be a baby yourself once.”

      “And I was terrible at it.” She scowls as her long hair falls back over her face. “Merry Christmas, Lottie. You deserve a good one.”

      Thirteen jumps up, and I catch him in my arms as his black fur sparkles like supernatural onyx stars.

      “I echo the sentiment. Merry Christmas, Lottie. I do wish you well. How about we start the year without stumbling upon a body? The last find sounded so particularly grisly, and during the most festive time of year.”

      “I agree.” I give him a quick scratch between the ears. “But I can’t seem to help it. Hey? You should all stop by my place tomorrow night and I’ll throw us a little Christmas party of our own. Noah and Everett won’t mind the extra company.” I drop a kiss over Thirteen’s fuzzy forehead. “And that way you could hang out with my sweet cats. I think they’re really starting to sense when there’s a supernatural presence around.”

      “We’ll all be there,” Greer says with an easy smile, her teeth glowing like miniature moons. “Have you figured out how to get food in us yet? It’s not fair the new ghosts will get to have all the fun. We need to fix this.”

      “I agree.” Winslow nods. “You need to speak to the higher-ups.”

      “I don’t know any higher-ups.”

      Carlotta snaps her fingers. “We’ll hit up another transmundane meeting. I hear they’re due for a big convention in New York in a few weeks. We’ll make a girls’ weekend out of it. There’s nothing like winter in the city.”

      “There is when it’s twenty below.” I think about it for a moment. “Okay, I’ll consider it. Give me the details once you get them.”

      Noah heads this way, his smile expanding with every step he takes. He’s so gorgeous tonight, with his dark suit and his eyes shining the exact shade of the evergreen my mother has in the corner.

      “That was a great dinner and an even better dessert,” he says, leaning in and brushing a sweet kiss over my lips.

      “I concur.”

      I look up to find Everett nodding my way.

      Mom and her friends saunter over, along with Suze and Mayor Nash.

      “Oh, Lottie, I just heard the best news.” Mom presses a hand to her chest. “The fire department is hosting an all-you-can-eat pancake breakfast to raise funds for the community center. And no offense to any of the chefs at the Honey Pot, but you just have to make them yourself. No one makes pancakes as soft and fluffy and light as you do. Your recipe alone will garner ten times the amount in sales as anyone else’s.”

      “It would be an honor. Of course, I’ll do it.”

      The small crowd around me breaks out into a cheer.

      Mayor Nash leans in. “I know your father would appreciate you helping out the organization he loved so much.”

      My heart swells and warms hearing Mayor Nash acknowledge the fact so openly that Joseph Lemon was my father. Not that he ever denied it, or said otherwise, but I think I needed to hear that.

      “Thank you for that,” I tell him.

      Suze struts over in low practical heels, a dark pantsuit, and a long silver scarf.

      “What’s this?” Her eyes widen a notch, and I won’t lie—I’m afraid of the woman in general, but with her eyes widening to new heights, it darn right spears the fear of the devil in me. “I just heard a little rumor, Lottie. Maybe you’d like to confirm whether or not it’s true.”

      Now it’s my eyes widening. I glance behind her to the spot she just came from and find Cressida glaring at me through slotted lids, a wicked smile curling on her lips.

      Oh God. What does she know?

      I shake my head as the crowd grows around us.

      Meg strides up, chest out, chin out, her own eyes hard as flint.

      “Just say the word, Lot, and I’ll throw her out on her ear.” Meg doesn’t miss a beat as far as imposing the threat.

      Noah flinches. “That’s my mother, Meg. Lottie would never throw out her mother-in-law.”

      “No, I wouldn’t.” I shake my head pleadingly to Suze. “Let’s not do this.”

      Suze opens her mouth to say something just as Keelie comes over waving her arms. It’s a sad moment when everyone in the room is in on your lies—or most of them anyway—and everyone in the room is about to see you splatter emotionally all over the walls because of them.

      “I’ve got news!” Keelie shouts while holding a hand out to Suze as if to stop her from ruining my life—although, I’m pretty sure I’ve done that myself. “Big news!” Keelie pulls Bear in close. “Mom? Naomi? I hope you won’t get mad that I’ve already told Dad, but Bear and I are about to have a baby.”

      The room breaks out into a loud congratulatory cry, and I dive-bomb over my best friend with a hug.

      “Keelie! How could you keep something like this from me?”

      She blinks back tears as her mascara begins to clot to the sides of her eyes. “I wanted to tell you, to tell all of you, but I wanted it to be special.”

      My heart breaks at the thought of Keelie feeling as if she had to blurt out the news to protect me.

      She shakes her head my way as if to contest it. “This is special, Lottie. Getting to share it with all of you is perfection.”

      “Congratulations.” I pull both her and Bear into a warm embrace.

      Noah shakes Bear’s hand. “It looks as if our children are going to grow up together.”

      This is usually the part where I would say I wouldn’t want it any other way, but I can’t seem to formulate the words. Not another lie seems able to escape my lips.

      Suze steps forward. Her short blonde hair is flipped in a solid form to the side of her head like the wing of a dove.

      “Oh my God, you are a liar.” She shakes her head, her voice rising to dangerous octaves. “Your mother-in-law isn’t even in the room.” Her eyes bulge, as do the veins in her neck. “Once this baby is born, I demand a paternity test.”

      I inch back, thoroughly confused and horrified as to what might come from her lips next.

      “Hey”—Noah barks her way as he holds a hand up—“nobody talks to my wife that way. Apologize. It’s Christmas, for goodness’ sake.”

      Suze’s entire body shakes, and her face is turning every shade of crimson.

      “Tell him. You’re not his wife, Lottie. Tell him the baby isn’t his either, and I’m betting it’s not. You’re a floozy and a two-timer, and I demand you stay far away from either of my sons.”

      My heart pulsates so fast and hard it’s reverberating right through my ears.

      Noah gives my fingers a tug. “Tell her the baby is mine.”

      My mouth opens and a dull croak comes out, and I watch in horror as his eyes widen.

      “Noah, I can explain.”

      He lets out a heavy breath. “It’s Everett’s child.” He hangs his head as he nods. “Why would you tell me it’s mine?”

      “Noah”—I shake my head, already aching for him to understand—“I’m sorry, Noah. There is no baby. It was just a big—”

      Suze steps forward, eyes ready to torpedo right out of her head.

      “What?” she thunders so loud, even the ghosts amongst us shiver in fear. “You lied about carrying my son’s child? You lied about having a child? Do you realize how many women suffer with infertility issues? Telling someone you’re having a child is not a joke.”

      “That’s not what happened. I—”

      “I don’t want to hear it!” she riots. “May a curse fall upon you, Lottie Lemon, for deceiving my son so despicably!”

      “A curse?” My hand floats to my chest.

      Cormack pops up. “She could do it, too, Lola. She’s a real witch.”

      Suze snarls, “May you never have children. May you forever be barren.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Noah, I wasn’t trying to deceive you. I thought I was pregnant, but it was Lainey’s test I was looking at. Only, I didn’t know it at the time, and when you woke up last month, the doctor said I couldn’t share any jarring news with you, and I wasn’t about to tell you that there was no baby, that our marriage had been annulled.” My hand slaps over my mouth.

      Kill me.

      Noah’s eyes enlarge with shock, then with a pain that a human should never have to endure. His gaze falls to the floor as he scratches the back of his neck.

      “Our marriage, Lottie?” He swallows hard as he looks up at me. “That, too?”

      I press my lips tight and give a single nod. “Everett’s friend came through a little early.”

      He shoots a look to his old stepbrother. “I’m sure he did.”

      Suze growls over at me once again, “And that isn’t the worst part, is it? Tell him the rest. Tell him whose wife you really are.”

      A dagger to the chest would have been less painful.

      I shake my head at her in disbelief. “Who told you all this?”

      Her lips cinch with the idea of a smile. “News travels fast in the social circles I run in. We have our sources. Judge Baxter was married earlier this week. That’s big news, don’t you think?” She looks to her son. “Noah? Would you like to guess who his lovely bride might be?”

      Noah’s face bleaches out, and I’m right back to being terrified he might have a setback. Surely the doctor didn’t know what his mother was capable of—what I was capable of.

      “Lottie?” Noah staggers forward.

      It’s just an arrangement, I want to say. It’s not real. But I don’t dare ruin things for Everett, too. I glance to Cressida, who is looking mighty smug and satisfied.

      And how I would love to wring her neck with garland right about now.

      “You were medically fragile. I couldn’t…”

      Noah looks as if he’s about to be sick, so I seal my lips and swallow my words.

      Everett pulls him abruptly to the side, and I follow along as we leave the gasping crowd to whisper amongst themselves.

      Everett looks as if he’s ready to kill as well. “It’s not what you think. I’m not interfering in your relationship.”

      “The hell you’re not.” Noah jerks his arm free.

      “It’s just for a year,” I whisper frantically.

      Noah’s rage percolates to new heights. “A year?”

      “If I didn’t help him, he would have had to resort to Cressida.”

      “Would that have been so bad, Lottie?” Noah’s voice is a touch too loud. A touch too sharp. And the room falls silent.

      “If it makes you feel better, I spent our wedding night with you.”

      “No, Lottie, it doesn’t.” Noah’s gaze presses into mine.

      “Noah, I’m so sorry.” I fly over to him, but he takes a full step back, his arms raised as if he doesn’t want anything to do with me, and just like that, Cormack latches onto him. “Please, don’t go.”

      “I have to.” He closes his eyes for a moment. “I just need to get out of here and collect my thoughts.”

      He takes off, and I dash out of the room after him—after them, out of the B&B and into the night as I watch Noah speed off with Cormack in the passenger’s seat.

      It’s over.

      We’re over.

      A glimmer of light shines to my right, and it takes everything in me to glance that way at the familiar frame of a man.

      “Oh hi, Daddy,” I say before looking back at the empty road before I do an abrupt double take in his direction.

      Standing before me in all his spectral glory is Joseph Lemon.

      “Daddy!” I wrap my arms around him, and he feels solid and real despite the fact his body is glowing a strange hue of blue. “Oh, Daddy, you’re back. You’re back right when I need you most.”

      “I am back, darling.” He lands a soft kiss to the tip of my nose. “But I’m not back for you.” He offers a solemn tip of the head. “That will simply be a nice little perk. I’m here for someone else, I’m afraid.” His expression grows somber as he fades away to nothing.

      And just like that, I’m all alone in the frozen Honey Hollow night.

      I’ve lost Noah, and I’m about to lose someone else as well.
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