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

      

      Mayor Nash is up for reelection, and I’ve been asked to furnish the sweet treats for his campaign kickoff. So when I stumble upon a corpse at the party, everything predictably goes haywire. But this isn’t just any old corpse. This is a personal attack on our family. Not to mention the fact that someone seems to be stalking Everett. Something isn’t right in Honey Hollow. It seldom is. There is only one saving grace in this chaos, and it’s the fact that Nell Sawyer is back. If I have anything to say about it, she’ll be back for good—and the only way to ensure that is to let the case grow cold.

      

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

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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      I see dead people. Mostly I see dead pets, and on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety, but right now, I’m seeing a man that I wish I could kill with my bare hands.

      Rich Dallas has his own leathery mitts around my mother’s waist as they observe a tower of macarons I’ve assembled for the shenanigans about to be employed at the Honey Pot Diner next door. He’s tall, stalky, has a shock of silver hair, and sports an orange glowing faux tan—even though it’s June and he could get a real tan outside.

      The three of us stand in the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, the very bakery that a sweet woman by the name of Nell Sawyer gifted me in her will—along with a good stretch of Main Street right here in Honey Hollow, and perhaps my fair share of the great state of Vermont, too—but that’s all up for debate at the moment and tangled up in legal red tape. I won’t fight my newfound uncle William for anything, with the exception of this bakery. I live, eat, and breathe the Cutie Pie. I bet if you took a microscope and looked hard enough, you’d find that it was inscribed over my DNA.

      I take in a deep lungful of the rich vanilla scent still permeating the air. I’ve been whipping up macarons all week, and the last flavor I baked was French vanilla. Macarons, not to be mistaken for macaroons, which are typically a coconut based cookie, are one of my all-time favorite treats. They’re colorful and flavorful with a light crunchy shell and a variety of creamy flavors sandwiched in between.

      “Let’s get this locked and loaded into the next room, little woman,” Rich Dallas barks at my mother. Rich happens to be my mother’s most recent romantic regret. They’ve been together for a few unfortunate months now, and, at the end of April, she accidentally found herself engaged to the brute. She may have said yes, initially, but has wisely since regretted it.

      She did put in an effort to shake him last month but to no avail. They met as volunteers at the hospital, but my mother has since ditched that altruistic gig in an effort to ditch the madman she’s unwittingly leashed herself to.

      Rich is controlling to a fault, forcing my mother to check in with him regarding her whereabouts every twenty minutes. His vocal cords only seem to work at top volume, and, as of late, he’s accused her of cheating. Okay, so he may not be too far off base in the cheating arena. My mother seems to have acquired a mad hankering for her bestie’s ex—another eye-popping relationship sin that Mother sees nothing wrong with. And the sin in question’s name is Mayor Harry Nash.

      My mother’s blonde locks bounce as she pulls forth a platter of macarons in the shape of a two-foot tall pyramid. My mother is beautiful, feisty, and has been perhaps a little too friendly with the opposite gender ever since my father died over a decade ago. Joseph and Miranda Lemon adopted me right after my father found me squirming on the floor of the firehouse where he worked. But last January, my biological mother, Carlotta Sawyer, popped back into the scene. It turns out, she asked the Lemons—via a note—to give me her name, and although they complied, they promptly nicknamed me Lottie.

      “Mom, be careful,” I warn as I head over to help her.

      “Ah ah!” she scolds, slowly pulling the platter off the white marble island. “I’ve got this, Lottie. You just finish up the rest of those delectable discs. Rich and I will take care of everything else.”

      “Please don’t call them discs. That makes them sound like Frisbees.” My macarons are the furthest thing from that. They’re no bigger than a silver dollar and come in every color and flavor. The bottom rung of the tower she’s holding is comprised of a layer of pink raspberry macarons followed by lemon, vanilla, blueberry, chocolate, pistachio, salted caramel, and finally, a new experimental flavor, strawberry cheesecake. It’s a magnificent tower of deliciousness, if I do say so myself.

      My mother tucks her tongue to the side of her lips, something she does frequently when deep in concentration.

      “Don’t you worry about a thing, Lottie. Ooh, and remember, Rich’s children will be here. We’ll need a cake. How about writing Happy Birthday Rich in navy?”

      Rich grunts, “That’s a good manly color,” he huffs my way.

      “You bet.” I shrug to no one in particular. Rich might think he’s the epitome of a macho man, but my sisters and I have pegged him more as the epitome of a psycho killer.

      Mom pauses before they hit the front of the bakery. “Oh, and before I forget, Mayor Nash’s children will be here as well!”

      “Oh goody.” I don’t bother hiding my disdain. I grew up with Mayor Nash’s spoiled brood. I know all about their wily ways, and if my afternoon goes in the direction I plan, I’ll expertly dodge them.

      Mom makes a face at my less than enthusiastic response. “And, Lottie, thank you so much for making your world-famous macarons.”

      “Please”—I try to shrug it off, but I secretly eat up every ounce of my mother’s praise—“they’re hardly world-famous.”

      “They will be once Mayor Nash becomes president! Oh, Lottie, that man has the capability to rule the world! He can truly do no wrong.”

      Rich ushers her out of the kitchen as if the bakery were on fire, and suddenly I’m fearing for both my mother and the macaron tower in her hands. Rich doesn’t take kindly to my mother bringing up another man. And my mother can’t seem to help but bring up her new obsession.

      No sooner does my mother and her psychotic suitor leave the kitchen than I get back to the millions of macarons I’ve spent the better part of a week crafting and carefully arrange them onto yet another platter. It’s done for the most part. I’m just putting the finishing touches on it now. I’ve decided since there were two events we’re celebrating next door that the occasion boasted the need for two spectacular towers.

      The Honey Pot Diner, the scene of the blunder that’s about to take place, is connected by way of an opening in an adjoining wall that leads from the café portion of the bakery into the dining room of the Honey Pot.

      The Honey Pot Diner was Nell Sawyer’s first real estate love. She opened the restaurant almost a half a century ago. It’s casual or formal, or anything in between you’d like it to be. They have two five-star chefs on hand, and the décor is whimsical with a large resin oak tree planted smack in the middle of the restaurant. Its branches fan out over the ceiling and ebb their way over into my own café—and the best part is, each branch is intertwined with white sparkling twinkle lights. It looks perfectly magical, especially as the sun starts to set.

      A pair of strong hands land carefully over my shoulders and spontaneously begin to give me the best massage known to man. I can feel a rather familiar frame hovering behind me. The scent of that warm cologne lets me know I’m carnally familiar with the hands currently casting a rather enticing spell over me. It’s my boyfriend, Everett—or as the citizens of Ashford County like to refer to him, Judge Baxter.

      “Yes,” I moan it out like a promise. “Keep it going.” I close my eyes and roll my head from side to side.  “Oh yes! Has anyone told you those hands should be certified as trained weapons?”

      A tall, dark shadow appears at the back door of the bakery, and I can vaguely make it out with my peripheral vision. Truth be told, I’m enjoying the massage too much to care who it might be darkening my doorway. Besides, with Everett around, I always feel safe.

      “The only thing he’s trained for is the circus,” the shadowed man quips, sounding decidedly like Everett, and I glance over to affirm the fact in a fit of terror.

      A short-lived scream evicts from me as I hop out of range from those strange hands indulging in my flesh, only to find they’re connected to another all too familiar face.

      “Noah!” I shout before swatting him with a dishrag. “How dare you creep up on me like that.”

      Everett grunts, “Emphasis on creep.”

      Noah’s dimples press in deep as he sheds the hint of a wicked grin. Noah Corbin Fox is the lead homicide detective down in Ashford County, and he just so happens to be the cad that broke my heart. Okay, so Noah wasn’t exactly a cad by true definition, but we dated, and I’m embarrassed to say mated, for months before his wife walked back into the picture. I swear on all that is holy, I thought she was his ex. But as my luck in the love department would have it, she’s still the legal missus whose ring finger bears the diamonds he parked over it on their wedding day. Noah admitted later that they were separated, but it didn’t do much as far as making me feel any less like the other woman, and how I loathe the other woman.

      “Sorry, Lot”—the smile melts off Noah’s face—“but I was just proving a point.” Noah is handsome to a fault, face of a god, the aforementioned dimples, dark hair that turns red as fire in the sun. He’s built like a linebacker, and considering his career in law enforcement, he’s packing heat nearly twenty-four seven.

      Everett nods as if he were in on it. “I get it. And, as much as I don’t want your banana hands on Lemon, I think you proved the point brilliantly.”

      “What point?” I look at the devilishly handsome judge. Everett has black hair, steely blue eyes, almost no affect, save for the hard-won dirty grin he lets slip now and again, and he is rather dirty in the most delicious sense. There’s not a woman on the planet who isn’t capable of being disarmed by his charm and wit. Essex Everett Baxter was a prolific playboy before we started dating a few weeks back. In fact, it seems he’s bedded his way through most of Vermont. And oddly enough, each of the women who has landed him horizontally comes away with the ability to freely use his proper moniker as a door prize. Even though Everett and I have crested that coital horizon many, many times, I’ve yet to call him anything but what I’ve grown accustomed to.

      Everett swoops in and drops a tender kiss to my lips.

      Noah growls disapprovingly at the display of affection, and it sounds like thunder. Even though I broke up with Noah rather quickly after I learned of his matrimonial entanglement, especially after I learned that his wife halted the divorce proceedings and wanted him back—Noah still loves me deeply—as I do him, and none of those feelings are a secret to anyone in this room.

      Everett takes a step back, his expression somber as he penetrates me with his gaze. “You have to admit, Lemon, you had someone within striking distance. Noah could have been anyone. If you had that gun we gave you, Noah’s head could have been splattered all over the wall right now, just the way it should be.”

      “Everett.” I squeeze my eyes shut, forbidding the visual to ever take root. I may have forgotten to mention that Noah and Everett cannot stand one another, and the rivalry predates me by a mile.

      They were stepbrothers once upon a time in high school. Noah’s scoundrel of a father took financial advantage of Everett’s mother. And while the two were legally brothers, Noah thought it was a good idea to steal Everett’s girlfriend, a beast by the name of Cormack Featherby.

      Cormack has since moved into the bed and breakfast that my mother owns and has tried to pull every trick in the book to win Noah back. I can’t stand her. She’s wily, wickedly crafty, and a drop-dead gorgeous blonde who might just succeed at her mission. Honestly, nothing frightens me more. I realize that I’m with Everett now, but my heart is still tangled in the unfinished business between Noah and me.

      Noah steps in next to Everett, and the two of them are observing me with the same disapproving look echoed on their faces.

      I scoff. “You do realize I don’t care for it when the two of you team up against me.”

      “It’s for your safety.” Noah is quick to bat a reason my way.

      “He’s right, Lemon.” Everett always refers to me by my surname, and it just tickles me to pieces. “We’ll head over to the range later this afternoon if you’re available. I had two cases to preside over this morning, and I’m off for the rest of the day.”

      A dull moan escapes me as I look to the marble island filled with hundreds if not thousands of the delicate French pastries.

      “I could really use a break from the bakery. I’ve been dreaming of macarons all week.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Everett gives a sly wink. Mostly he said that to drive Noah wild with rage, and, judging by Noah’s purple face, he succeeded.

      Noah recently asked me to slow the frequency in which I entertain myself with Everett—Noah’s code for coital contact. But I can’t seem to slow anything down with Everett. He’s so ridiculously handsome, women of all ages and stages in life are practically required to crane their necks whenever he’s around. And I’m definitely not immune to his charms. In fact, I find them the calm in this ocean of misery Noah has inadvertently tossed me into.

      Noah nods as if he’s suddenly on board with anything that Everett has to say.

      “I’ll go, too.” He shoots a dirty look to Everett. “In fact, I’m the only one who should ever be at a gun range with you, Lottie. If you go with this buffoon, you just might hurt someone. On second thought, maybe I should give the two of you a fifteen-minute lead. Aim for his ticker. I’ll help cover up the crime.” He manufactures a dimple-laden grin my way. “I am the lead homicide detective. I can make this look like an accident, and we’ll live happily ever after.”

      “With your wife?” I couldn’t help it. He had it coming for suggesting I commit a murder just to get me back in the sack—okay, so Noah wants everything with me, not just a quick thrill, but still. And boy was it ever thrilling being with Noah.

      “Or your girlfriend?” Everett doesn’t mind getting in on the field day.

      “He’s got you there,” I say, chuckling as I head back to the island to quickly finish constructing the last tower for the party.

      While I’m busy assembling away, Noah and Everett get into a heated argument over God knows what—probably debating whose weapon is bigger, and I’m not talking about a pistol anymore. But I choose to ignore the clatter. It’s crunch time, and I can hear the voices picking up volume as they drift in from the Honey Pot.

      Not only is it Rich Dallas’ impromptu birthday party—the real event is Mayor Nash’s official kickoff for his reelection campaign. Leave it to my mother to arrange a shindig for both of her boyfriends all at once. My God, she’ll be lucky if they don’t kill each other this afternoon.

      Rich Dallas is basically a human stick of hostile dynamite just waiting to explode. It’s no secret he hates Mayor Nash, but he’s putting up with my mother’s lunacy in an effort to fully win her back.

      I’m hoping that right after we cut into the birthday cake and Rich’s children leave, she’ll put his head on the chopping block.

      A thought comes to me, and I pause midflight with a raspberry macaron in hand. A few weeks back I saw the ghost of—

      Something at the front of the bakery catches my eye, and it’s a welcome reprieve from my disastrous train of thought.

      My coworker, Lily Swanson, is manning the register so I’m not worried about a customer needing service, but the air out front—it almost looks as if it’s swirling and sparkling.

      I take a few blind steps in that direction, ignoring the all-out shouting match that’s broken out between Noah and Everett.

      Sure enough, the air glitters into the shape of a woman, an older woman—a familiar frame that I’m both frightened to see—and equally looking forward to.

      Slowly her form begins to come in clear in front of me—wrinkly, bent over, a head full of glowing silver hair as if a piece of the moon were alive in it—and that warm smile I miss so very much.

      Here she is, in the ghostly flesh. Nell Sawyer looks my way and offers me a lethargic wave as she disappears once again in a sea of sparkling stars.

      My heart drums wildly, and my adrenaline spikes to unsafe levels. This is what I’ve been dreading for weeks. Usually it’s a pet that’s crossed over that I see just before disaster strikes. But in the event the person who is about to undergo a severe misfortune didn’t have a favorite pet, a human will do in a pinch. And it seems as if Nell is here in that very dreadful pinch.

      The most horrible part is, whoever Nell was called for, here on Earth, must have really adored Nell. And I happen to adore just about everyone who loved dear, sweet Nell.

      Someone I love, someone Nell loved, and someone who loves Nell is about to meet their demise. But not if I can help it. If anyone can aid me in circumventing this great tragedy in the making, it’s Nell Sawyer herself.

      Death has come to Honey Hollow once again, but I’ll do anything to keep it from finishing the job.

      Not today.

      Not with anyone who loves Nell.
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      The Honey Pot Diner is rather spacious inside, but you wouldn’t know it with all of the bustling bodies fighting for elbow room. Copious amounts of floral perfume clash with vats of expensive cologne as the people of Honey Hollow struggle to circulate through the tight space. Large waxy posters stamped with the face of a handsome older man sporting a flirtatious grin are plastered in every free corner. The words Reelect Mayor Nash are stamped across every last one of them. There’s a small birthday banner currently being erected by my mother and the hostile birthday boy himself, and I can’t help but scowl. I bet he threatened her within an inch of her life if she didn’t decorate for his shindig, too.

      My sister, Meg, pops up next to me and scowls at the two of them right along with me. “Lure him to the kitchen, Lottie. I’ll plunge the knife through his chest.”

      Before I can reprimand her, our older sister, Lainey, pops up. Both Lainey and I share the same caramel-colored waves and hazel eyes. We really do look as if we could be blood-related, even though we’re far from it.

      Meg was born with flaxen locks but chooses to dye her hair a stark jet-black. It looks gorgeous when juxtaposed with her icy blue eyes. For years, Meg used to work the female wrestling circuit in Las Vegas, but she’s been back in Vermont for the last few months teaching the strippers down at Red Satin some lusty-thrusty moves.

      “No death.” Lainey bites the air between us as if the suggestion were mine. “No murder, no homicide. Please kindly take the Grim Reaper off of every invitation list for the next six months. My bridal shower is in less than two weeks, and I’m a nervous wreck that the sickle is going to swing and hex my entire wedding.”

      Meg barks out a laugh. “Forget revoking the Grim Reaper’s invite. It’s Lottie you need to put on the no-fly list. You do realize she’s been at the center of every murder investigation in Honey Hollow’s history.”

      I cringe because it happens to be true. And how I hate that it is. Since last September, we’ve had an entire rash of murders taking place—one a month to be precise. I shudder just thinking about them. And, of course, seeing that I’m transmundane, further classified as supersensual, I have the supernatural gift to see the dead pets and people alike. It used to be that the dead making a guest appearance meant that something far less drastic than a human soul getting evicted off the planet. But, as of late, it’s almost a given that a proverbial head will roll.

      Lainey scoffs at the thought. “Lottie, your invite is safe with me.” She frowns as her eyes fill with worry. “That is, of course, unless you stumble upon another corpse between today and my bridal shower. I really can’t afford a body cropping up between my gifts and my cake. All that bad juju…” She shudders. “I need everything to go off without a hitch.” Her mouth rounds out. “Ooh, before I forget. I’m in love with that tower of macarons! I absolutely need to have that at the shower. Would you? Could you? Please? I really don’t need a cake.” She squeezes her eyes shut as she pleads and looks adorable in the process.

      But before I can answer, her fiancé, Forest Donovan, comes up and lands a kiss on her cheek from behind. Forest has wavy chestnut hair and stunning gray eyes. He and Lainey have been in love for as long as I can remember save for a short bout of insanity last fall. He’s a firefighter right here in town, and Lainey is head librarian at the community library. They’re a match made in Honey Hollow heaven.

      “Hello, girls.” He dots another kiss to her cheek. “Do you think this will wrap up before five? We’ve got dance lessons tonight.” He makes a face as if he wasn’t exactly looking forward to it.

      “Dance lessons?” Meg perks up. “You’re not coming to one of my couples’ courses, are you?”

      I inch back from my brash sister as my mouth squares up. “You’re not teaching couples how to strip, are you?” As if I’m immune. It wasn’t so long ago that Everett and I took a class that specialized in exactly that, but it was all a part of a covert operation to catch a killer.

      Meg’s chest thumps with a laugh. “Honey, I’m teaching classes on everything under the sun these days, and I do mean everything. I just rented a condo in Lainey’s complex.”

      Lainey’s upper lip twitches, a sure sign she’s disgusted. “What kind of couples’ classes?”

      “It’s more like couples’ therapy.” Meg looks my way. “You should consider coming, Lot, and bring the hot judge. Heck, bring the hot detective, too. I’m betting some time on your back with two handsome men tending to your needs is just what the doctor ordered.”

      Both Lainey and Forest break out into a fit of laughter.

      “Very funny. That’s right. Have a good laugh at my expense.” I spot Mayor Nash heading in through the door, and the room breaks out into congratulatory cheers. “Forest, please assure your sweet bride-to-be that not one thing will go wrong on or before your nuptials.” I nod to the three of them. “Excuse me just a sec. I’d better get the last of my macarons finished up.” I head for the walk-through that leads into the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery and bump into a body. I jump back a foot, only to find myself staring at a stunning brunette who could double as the newly-minted Duchess of Sussex’s look-alike.

      “Can I help you?” I say instinctively, forgetting momentarily all about the dual shindig about to take place next door. For all I know, she could be one of Rich Dallas’ daughters. He’s got two or twelve.

      She bites down on her bottom lip as she cranes her neck past me while taking in the crowd.

      “You wouldn’t happen to know a Judge Baxter, would you?”

      I flick my wrist as I break out into an easy grin. “I sure do—in the Biblical sense, if you know what I mean.” I give a cheeky wink. “Everett is my boyfriend.”

      Her eyes grow twice their size as her jaw unhinges.

      I know what she’s thinking. What in the heck is Mr. Sexy doing with this church mouse? Mr. Sexy is actually an official nickname bestowed to Everett by baristas everywhere. And I happen to agree with it.

      I hitch a thumb toward the back. “Would you like me to get him for you?”

      Her shock quickly morphs to horror. “Oh God, I didn’t think—” She gives a quick look around. “I didn’t know… I’m sorry. I have to go.” She darts out the door before I can stop her.

      “Ha,” a female voice honks from behind, and I turn to find my best friend, Keelie Turner, with her pale blue eyes cast in the direction of the mystery woman.

      Keelie and I have been besties since preschool, and just last January we found out we’re related. Her grandma, Nell Sawyer, is my grandma, too, in a roundabout way. Nell was technically my birth mother’s aunt, but she raised her so I’m not sure what familial trajectory that lands us in, but I’ve been affectionately calling her my grandmother for as long as I can remember. Nell and I have been friends for as long as I’ve known Keelie. Up until last fall, Nell was the only one who knew about my supersensual standing. And then a few months after that, I found out that Nell was transmundane, too. But then she died, and here we are with her ghost milling around somewhere on the premises.

      Keelie smirks as she ticks her head in the girl’s direction. “I bet she’s sorry she can’t hitch a ride on the Essex Express.”

      “Maybe,” I say, twisting my lips in that direction. “But the funny thing is, she didn’t call him by that mattress-based moniker.”

      Lily waves us over from the register. Lily Swanson is a brunette beauty who, aside from working dutifully for me, has in the past hated my guts. Lily and Keelie’s twin sister, Naomi, are best friends, and well, Naomi has harbored ill will toward me ever since Otis Bear Fisher chose me over her way back in high school. And how I wish Bear had chosen Naomi in retrospect.

      Bear took my heart and ground it down to powder with his notorious cheating ways. I left Honey Hollow as soon as high school was over to attend Columbia University where I promptly had my heart ground down to powder once again by my then fiancé, Curt Vanderlin. But ample time has passed and I’ve mended fences with both the cheating louses. Noah was the third to crush my heart, and after that thorough pummeling, I’ve been a living mess ever since.

      Keelie leans in. “Hey, doesn’t that man at the counter look familiar to you?”

      I squint over at a man just a touch older than my twenty-seven years, wiry brown hair, a day-glow tan, dark blue polo and matching pants.

      “Oh, I know him,” I say as I gleefully head over. “Well, if it isn’t Councilman Dushane,” I say cheerily as I head behind the counter to help Lily box up what looks to be the entire bakery. “Checking out the competition?” Scott Dushane is Mayor Nash’s only opponent in the mayoral race.

      “Lottie Lemon.” He ticks his head from side to side. “You’re onto me, aren’t you?” He lets a dark laugh fly. “I’m having an official kickoff party of my own down the street at the Woodhouse Grill, but they just informed me they don’t have near enough baked goods to supply my future constituents with, so here I am. Why should Harry Nash get the best goods in town?” He gives a sly wink as he stacks enough pink boxes to make a precarious tower of his own.

      “Well, good luck to you in the mayoral race. May the best man win,” I say just as I spot a sparkle of ethereal light coming from the kitchen in the back. “Keelie? Would you mind helping Lily carry these out to his car?” I head to the kitchen without so much as catching a breath, but it’s empty—no sign of Noah, Everett, or Nell’s ghost. Not even my tower of macarons is to be seen. I’m assuming Noah or Everett carried it over for me.

      The celestial prickling of light starts up again, and this time I follow it right back into the Honey Pot.

      I spot Noah near the bar talking to Cormack Featherby—more like being accosted by the bimbo. I’ve had about enough of her blonde ambition as she tries her best to trap herself a detective to call her own.

      Everett is near the bar as well, and I see him having a conversation with a leggy redhead, Detective Ivy Fairbanks. I can’t help but make a face. Ivy is Noah’s official partner in crime. She doesn’t think much of me, but I’m pretty sure she thinks a whole lot about Noah in a less than platonic sense.

      I’m about to move in that direction when a hand reaches out and clasps over my arm.

      “There you are!” my mother chimes. “You, Lottie Lemon, are a slippery fish. I just introduced Lainey and Meg to Rich’s children. I’d like for you to meet them, too.”

      “What?” I shake her loose as the burgeoning crowd presses up against us. “Why would I want to meet them? You’re about to break it off with their father. I’m shocked you want to meet them.”

      Mom swats me on the arm. “I know that. But it’s good etiquette. Besides, his ex-wife showed up, and to make things worse, they think this entire crowd is here just for his birthday party.”

      “If the posters of your new beau, and the patriotic party hats didn’t give away the true essence of this shindig, then they’re denser than their father. I guess the fruit didn’t fall too far from the hostile tree.” And I’m willing to bet Rich shook them loose before they were ripe. He’s just that mean.

      “I don’t know what they think. But one thing is for sure. They all seem a little uptight. I’ve even plied them with your scrumptious macarons, but they’re unflinching in their rude behavior.”

      “Maybe they’re still hoping their parents will reconcile?”

      “Lottie, they’re grown women,” she says, navigating me through the crowd.

      I’m about to say that it doesn’t matter, that in my heart she’ll always belong to my father, Joseph Lemon, but before I can get a word out, I spot Mayor Nash’s daughters, Kelleth and Aspen, up front. They’re svelte, sandy-headed blondes with tiny turned-up noses and perpetual scowls that frown at the plebs of Honey Hollow. They’re both about my age, one a year older, one younger. They have a brother, too, Finn, but he’s pretty much down-to-earth. He manages a ski resort not far from here. I’m not sure what the girls have been up to, but I’m betting it’s no good.

      Mom leans in as we come up on my sisters standing awkwardly in a small crowd of angry looking people, all who resemble Rich in some small way.

      “Everyone—this is my middle daughter, Lottie. She baked all the goodies for the party, and she baked a very special cake for the birthday boy as well.”

      Technically, that’s true, but I didn’t bake a cake for Rich, per se. I was just going to pull one out of the refrigerated shelves and slap his name on it.

      A thought hits me. Councilman Dushane just cleaned my refrigerated shelves right out.

      Oh well, I’ll have to take one from the Honey Pot’s kitchen. Keelie is the manager here, and I know for a fact she won’t mind.

      “Lottie, this is Gloria”—Mom practically shoves me in the older woman’s face. The woman is pretty, trim, short red hair, and an eerie grin that looks more like a painful grimace. Her lips are glossy and red, and her eyeteeth bear a matching stain. “Gloria is Rich’s ex.”

      “Ah! The lucky one that got away.” I give a playful laugh, and the older woman chortles right along with me. I have a feeling Gloria and I will get along just fine.

      Rich bucks as if I just shot him with my shiny new gun—which I don’t happen to have on me. I left it at home, tucked safely in my underwear drawer, in the event my sweet Himalayan cats, Pancake and Waffles, decided to grow opposable thumbs while I’m gone and go on a shooting spree. Stranger things have happened in Honey Hollow as of late.

      “Funny.” The taller girl steps forward and offers me a rather enthusiastic shake of the hand. Her crimson hair is long and has that spiral perm effect, but I can tell it just grows out of her head that way.

      What I wouldn’t do to have hair that amazing. It’s larger-than-life, and I bet it has to have its own zip code, too. But I wouldn’t dare say that out loud in the event she thinks it’s an insult. If she’s at all like her father, she takes everything way out of context.

      “I’m Michelle Ireland”—she continues—“my married surname, of course.” She says it so confidently, with just a touch of humility, as if I should know who she is. She does have the aura of an extrovert. I can’t help but notice there are a handful of people turning to look at her every now and again.

      She shrugs. “You’re probably wondering where you’ve seen me before. I’ve got an entire slew of ads running on cable right now. I’m sorry if you’re sick of looking at my impish mug. I’m a life coach. I do events and speaking engagements for large corporations. In fact, I have an entire string of seminars set up for the area. Home is Hollyhock, but I’ve only slept in my bed twenty times this year so far.”

      “Please.” The younger redhead next to her rolls her eyes. “As if she cares.” She extends a hand. “Claret Dallas. Single. Not a life coach. I still live in Fallbrook with my mother.” She wrinkles her nose. “And I really don’t care who knows it.”

      We all share a warm laugh. Claret is a shorter version of her sister, Michelle, but she seems far more down-to-earth. Her hair is straight but has just about as much body.

      Claret juts her head forward a notch. “Your sisters mentioned that you’re the town sleuth.”

      I shoot a look to Lainey and Meg before glancing around at the overcrowded room. If Nell is here, then there’s a good chance a homicide will take place today. The last thing I want to do is tip off the potential killer that I’m already onto them—sort of.

      “Not really.” I wave it off as if it were no big deal. “I just got lucky a time or two.”

      Meg lands an arm over Claret’s shoulder and balks, “She’s just being coy. Lottie here has stumbled across nine bodies in nine months.” Gloria, Michelle, and Claret each gasp in unison. And I think my mother and Lainey just joined in on the breathless fun as well.

      Rich leans in toward his younger daughter. “Tell ’em what you do, honey bun.”

      Claret’s face pinches the same color as her name. “Dad, this isn’t about me.” She tries to shoo him away with her hand but to no avail.

      Good luck with that, toots. My mother has been trying to shoo him away for the better part of the last few weeks.

      Michelle offers my mother a look of disdain. “So, when’s the big day?”

      Lainey tips her head back. “July twenty-fifth.” She thrusts that sparkler on her ring finger forward, and the sisters admire it with an audible ooh. Lainey is so high off her upcoming nuptials, it didn’t even register to her that the question wasn’t aimed at her. But I’m pretty sure everyone in this circle prefers it that way.

      Gloria lifts a brow to my mother. “Let’s see yours, Miranda. I know what Rich is capable of. I’ll be able to tell if you’re a keeper just by the size of that rock.”

      I exchange a quick glance with my sisters. What a terrible thing to say.

      Mom giggles like a schoolgirl and wiggles her left hand at the woman who had the gall to ask.

      Gloria scowls at my mother’s bling as if it offended her on some level. “Two carats, occluded, and, my God, Rich, is that a yellow stone?” She shakes her head up at her ex. “You’ve insulted this poor woman and you’ve dragged us all out here to witness it.”

      Geez. I don’t know who’s worse, Rich or his ex. I can see why the divorce was imminent. He’s too crazy, and she’s too honest.

      My mother’s mouth opens to say something, but she gags on her reply. Her attention instead diverts to the front of the restaurant where Mayor Nash is attempting to get everyone’s attention by way of spitting into the mic.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” my mother happily chirps. “A campaign coordinator’s work is never done.” She takes off for greener boyfriend pastures and leaves us holding the dysfunctional family bag. Lainey says something about spotting her fiancé and abandons poor Meg and me to fend for ourselves.

      Meg waves wildly at someone who just walked in. “Hook!” she barks so loud half the restaurant goes silent for three solid seconds before rumbling to life once again. “That’s my hookup. Gotta run.” And run she does. Both Meg and my bestie, Keelie, have been seeing Hook Redwood for the last few months. It’s twisted. I’m going to highly recommend Keelie ditch that tiresome threesome and branch out on her own. She deserves to be happy, and I doubt that’s ever going to happen while attached to my sister and her all too randy hookup.

      I’m about to make up an excuse to leave, myself, but by the time I look around, the entire Dallas family has disbanded. Gloria is flirting with an older man at the bar, Rich has magnetized to my mother once again, strapping his arms around her as if he were a life preserver—more like a rusted anchor complete with crusty barnacles—and Michelle and Claret are to my right, carrying on a lively conversation with Mayor Nash’s daughters, Kelleth and Aspen.

      Figures.

      From what my mother says, the Dallas family is loaded to the hilt. I bet they recognize one another from their billion dollar social circles. Although Mayor Nash is far from a billionaire, the Nashes were always a bit better off than we were growing up.

      Mayor Nash starts in on his speech, and the din in the room quiets just a notch. I do my best to spot Noah and Everett, but it’s officially wall-to-wall bodies. Instead, I spot Carlotta Sawyer, my bio mom, chatting away with someone in the corner and head on over.

      “Carlotta”—I start as I come upon her—“I’m sorry to interrupt, but have you seen—” I stop my sentence mid-flight when I notice the fact Carlotta is seemingly chatting it up with the wall. “Who are you talking to?” The air before us sparkles in a spray of microscopic stars, and I gasp. “It’s Nell, isn’t it?” I yank Carlotta back by the elbow as if I just caught her stealing a cookie from one of my prized cookie jars.

      Come to find out, Carlotta is supersensual like me, although the gift isn’t nearly as strong with her. She helped set up a meeting at my bakery a few months back with others that were like us, but my powers were the strongest and the deadliest by far.

      Carlotta grunts as she yanks her arm right back. Carlotta is an older version of me, same caramel waves, same hazel eyes, but she’s enhanced the look with frown lines and wrinkles, a stray gray hair here and there.

      “None of your beeswax who I’m chatting it up with. It just so happens our friendly ghost doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

      “Carlotta!” a faint voice wobbles beside me, and I recognize it as none other than Nell Sawyer.

      “Ha! You are here. Why are you hiding from me, Nell? Is someone going to die this afternoon? My God, it’s not Keelie, is it?” I crane my neck for my bestie and spot her mother, Becca—Nell’s very own daughter, and Naomi, too. “Oh God, it’s one of them, isn’t it?”

      Carlotta swats me. “Don’t you get it? She doesn’t want you causing a scene. She said to tell you she’ll meet you someplace where the two of you can be alone.”

      “Fine.” I bite the air between us. “We can go now. The bakery is empty. We’ll meet in the kitchen,” I say, talking in the direction I heard Nell’s voice emanate from.

      “No can do.” Carlotta spins me around. “She said she’ll wait until this mosh pit clears out. Too many people spook her.”

      “Now there’s a role reversal. The spook is spooked.”

      “Go on.” Carlotta gives me a shove. “Get out there and find that boyfriend of yours who lets you play with his gavel. Nell promises she’ll talk all night long once this fiasco is through.”

      I head out into the crowd, discouraged. I miss Nell so much. Just knowing she’s in the same room and that I can’t wrap my arms around her kills me.

      Mayor Nash drones on and on about the public works department, and I want to cry enough tears to fill the fountain in Town Square over the fact Nell wants very little to do with me. Worst yet, she won’t even give me the heads-up on whether or not we’ll have a murder on our hands.

      Mom rushes up just as Mayor Nash is wrapping up his speech.

      “Oh, Lottie, please bring out the cake. Rich was livid earlier because he’s starting to feel like a second-class citizen at his own birthday party!”

      “Newsflash, Mother. He is.”

      I take off for the kitchen. I’m more than familiar with the inner workings of the Honey Pot Diner. I was the head baker—only baker, here for years.

      The kitchen is empty, most likely due to the fact the entire town is riveted by all of Mayor Nash’s shiny new promises.

      The chefs have the steel island laden with finger foods ready to replenish the chafing dishes out front. I bet the cakes are in the walk-in, where I’m hoping to find at least one. I bake all the cakes for the Honey Pot Diner, and unfortunately, I can’t remember the last time I sent one over.

      I open the enormous door of the walk-in refrigerator and gasp.

      Rich Dallas won’t be needing a birthday cake, after all.

      Rich Dallas is dead.
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      Rich Dallas lies facedown on the floor of the walk-in with a handful of my raspberry macarons still clutched in his grip. There’s blood splattered over the back of his crisp white dress shirt. He’s either been stabbed or shot.

      I’m about to scream or pass out as I try to shake myself out of this nightmare when a peculiar fog percolates before me and Nell Sawyer appears, one ghostly vapor at a time. The scent of fresh picked apples accompanies her as I take in the heavenly fragrance.

      “Nell!” I cry out and lunge over her with a firm embrace. She feels solid, and real, and every bit as if she were still among the living.

      “Yes, child, it’s me.” She pulls back, and I marvel at that beautiful wrinkled face, her hair glowing pale as a flame. “Now we’ve got a body to tend to, haven’t we?”

      “Rich Dallas.” I shake my head in disbelief. “Who did this, Nell?” Sadly, I’m a bit relieved, and I feel like a monster because of it. Meg runs through my mind. “Oh my God, please tell me my sisters weren’t responsible.”

      “Oh heavens, I can’t do that. But don’t you worry. We’ll get to the bottom of this together.” She gives a sly wink.

      My head is spinning with all these new developments.

      “Why you, Nell? Did Rich even know you? I mean, I’m thrilled you’re here, but I thought it needed to be his favorite pet or human.”

      “Oh, it’s been stretched before. But in this case, it’s fairly accurate. He had no pets that we know of, and strangely enough, I babysat Richie when he was a child. I was just a spring chicken myself, of course. And it turns out, I was the only person who showed him a shred of kindness.”

      “My heart breaks just hearing that. No wonder he was a tyrant.” A swell of emotion rises up inside me, and it’s all for the beautiful woman standing before me. Her eyes shine so bright, and I can see every color of the rainbow in them. “Oh, Nell, so much has happened since you’ve passed. I’m in love with both Everett and Noah, and my heart isn’t too happy about it. And Greer Giles! She was murdered in February, and now she and her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend, Winslow Decker—they haunt my mother’s bed and breakfast. And the tourists are just eating it up. She runs these haunted Honey Hollow B&B tours and charges an arm and a leg—and, believe you me, she’s getting the entire corpse, too! Of course, she sends the busses to the bakery afterwards for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. I know it sounds grisly, but it’s exactly what’s been happening since you’ve been gone.”

      “Oh dear.” Her hand covers her mouth, and she looks paler than paper. In fact, she looks downright blue.

      “It’s really not that bad. It’s actually—” I’m about to finish my sentence when Noah pops his head into the walk-in.

      “Lottie?” He inches back with a look of curiosity. “Who are you talking to?” He glances around before he spots the body. “Crap.” He drops to his knees and checks for a pulse before calling for Everett. He pulls me out of the refrigerator just as Everett storms the kitchen.

      “There you are, Lemon.” His dark brows are winged like a bird in flight. “We were getting worried about you. We thought maybe you found another one.”

      “She did,” Noah shouts as he quickly taps into his phone. “Get Ivy in here. Get Lottie to safety. Call in any medics that might be in the building. I’m putting in a call to 911. I want this building detained.”

      Everett growls as he wraps his arms around me. “Are you okay? Who was it? Is there a ghost involved?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. It’s Rich Dallas.” I glance back to where I was standing a moment ago with Nell. “And the ghost—you won’t believe who I just saw.”

      The room floods instantly with bodies—Ivy, Forest, an entire slew of off-duty nurses, doctors, EMTs, firemen, and sheriff’s deputies. The wail of sirens can be heard headed this way already.

      Everett bows down and catches my gaze with his stormy eyes. “Did you say who? As in a person? Who was it, Lemon? Was it my father again?”

      “No. I’m sorry. It was—”

      Mayor Nash storms in, and bodies part like the Red Sea as he bellows, “What in the dickens is going on in here?”

      Noah takes a measured step forward just as my mother glides up next to Mayor Nash.

      “It appears there’s been a homicide. Considering the fact the family of the deceased is on the premises, I think it’s only fair we contact them first.” Noah makes his way over to me as the room ignites with rumblings. “Lottie, I’d like for you to help break this to your mother, and then I’ll need you to help direct me to his family as well.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, emerging from Everett’s grasp, but he quickly tucks a kiss just under my ear. “Who was it, Lemon?”

      I pull back. “It was Nell,” I practically mouth the words, and his eyes enlarge in an instant.

      Noah tucks his hand to my lower back as we make our way through the tangle of bodies to my mother.

      “Mom, I’m so sorry. I have terrible news.”

      Her eyes fill with terror. She’s biting her nails before I get the next few words out.

      “Who is it, Lottie? My God, who was killed?” she shrieks so loud half the room quiets down in an effort to listen in.

      “It was Rich.” I shrug apologetically. “I’m sorry. Rich Dallas is dead.”

      “Oh.” She inches back as if the news weren’t that off-putting, after all. “Well, that’s just terrible.” She looks to Mayor Nash. “I’ll be grieving for weeks.”

      “There, there.” He pats my mother’s hand. “And I’ll be right here to comfort you.”

      “Geez,” I say, plucking my mother from his philandering clutches. “We need to find his ex-wife and children,” I say, and she’s quick to slink right out of my grasp.

      “Oh no, I don’t. Last I checked, I didn’t work for the Ashford Sheriff’s Department. I’ll leave that to the professionals.” She nods to Noah. “And I’ll come right up behind you. God forbid they sense I’m not nearly grieved enough over the fact. Or worse yet, they accuse me of doing the deed.” She grimaces. “How did he bite the big one? Was it quick?”

      Noah glances back. “Stab wounds to the back. Odds are he passed out quickly. All right, let’s get out there, and I’ll break it to the family.”

      I lead Noah out and spot the entire Dallas clan hovering around the bar, each with a drink in their hand. Come to think of it, they might need a few more drinks to get through this evening. “Oh, Noah, I can’t imagine what it would be like to have someone break this kind of news to you, on your father’s birthday of all days.”

      “It’s terrible, Lottie. But it has to be done.”

      I take Noah by the hand as we weave our way over to them.

      “Mrs. Dallas?” Noah addressed the older redhead, and she offers a quick smile as her brows shoot into her forehead.

      “That would be me.”

      His chest expands with his next breath. “And are these your daughters?”

      “Michelle Ireland.” The cheerful life coach is ready to greet Noah with the widest grin possible. “And this is my sister, Claret.”

      Noah offers a somber nod. “I’m sorry. I have terrible news for you. It appears Rich Dallas, your father, is no longer with us.” He pauses a moment, and the three of them lean in as if asking for more. “He was brutally murdered just a few minutes ago. If you need assistance getting back to your homes or hotels, we can arrange for transportation.”

      “Oh my God.” Gloria’s eyes bulge so hard I’m convinced she’s about to experience an ocular blowout. “Who did this? Have you apprehended them?”

      Noah gives them an indelicate briefing before Ivy shouts for him in the crowd. The diner is cordoned off as the sheriff’s department takes the names and numbers of those present.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say to Gloria and her stunned daughters. “My mother has a B&B here in town. You can stay for as long as you need to, free of charge.” I’m not even sure she has the room, but I had to offer. It’s the least I could do. These people came for cake, not murder.

      Claret takes a deep breath. “Well, there’s that.” She makes a face at her sister. “It looks like someone will need to make the arrangements.” She turns my way. “We’re fine, Lottie. We’re all local. And we have no problem driving home. It’s a shame this had to happen, but I suppose such is life.”

      I inch back a notch.

      Such is life?

      Maybe she didn’t get the part about this being a homicide? It’s probably best I not reiterate it. They’re obviously in shock.

      “Bartender?” Gloria slams her glass down over the granite. “I’ll trade this for a glass of champagne. The least I could do is toast the old coot for hitting the finish line in style.”

      In style?

      Wow. It sounds like Gloria didn’t hear the part about poor Rich being stabbed to death either.

      Michelle nods my way. “I’ll take one, too. My father lived his best life. It’s what he did. He followed my courses to a T.” She rummages through her purse. “Here. I have a few spare tickets to my seminar coming up this Thursday. I’d love to see you there. You have such a positive energy about you.”

      A pair of black gloves peers out of her purse. Gardening gloves?

      “Thank you,” I say as she gives me a pamphlet with the tickets ensconced. “I’ll be sure to use these. Will you be at the seminar? I mean, it’s understandable if you need to call it off or get a stand-in.”

      “I’m afraid the show must go on.” She glances out the window and shudders. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back.”

      Claret lifts a shoulder in that direction as Michelle comes back and shakes her head at her sister as if confirming something.

      “Champagne!” Gloria sings as she passes one to each of her daughters, and the bartender produces two more—one for her and me.

      My God, the man’s body isn’t even cold and his family is out here ready to toast to his demise. I have a horrible feeling about this, and as much as I want nothing to do with their glib behavior, it’s a train wreck I can’t look away from.

      “Lottie, please.” Gloria thrusts a glass my way, and I hesitate before taking it. “Join us. He would have wanted you to.”

      “Oh—well, if that’s what he would have wanted.” I give a guilty sweep of the vicinity. The people in town are going to think I’m a loon. I take the glass and draw it close to me.

      “To Richard!” Gloria shouts, and the girls echo his name with just as much fervor. “May he soar with the angels.” She belts out a husky laugh. “Oh, who are we kidding? May he adjust to the heat as he kicks off a riot in the underworld.”

      “Hear, hear!” The girls lift their glasses before the three of them drink up.

      “Lottie Lemon!” My mother speeds over, her eyes agog. “What in heaven’s name is going on here?”

      “Not heaven, apparently,” I mutter to no one in particular.

      Gloria waves my mother off as she lands her glass back on the bar. “Miranda, let’s see that ring again.” She pulls up my mother’s hand and inspects the engagement ring Rich gave my mother with so much—possession in her eyes. “Should we let her keep it, girls?” She looks to her daughters as they grumble out an agreement.

      “My goodness!” My mother plucks her fingers back from Rich’s heartless ex. “What has gotten into you? Toasting with champagne? Acting as if you have the right to rip jewelry right off my finger? Clearly, you’re in shock. Let me get you some coffee. Lottie, go grab some of those rocky road brownies. I’ll get them outside to get some fresh June air.”

      “We’ll pass.” Claret pulls a set of keys out of her purse. “I’m sorry, Miranda, but I’m having the locks changed to my father’s house this evening. You’re no longer allowed back on the premises.”

      “Ohh!” Gloria raises a hand. “I call the cobalt decanter. I’ve always loved that damned thing.”

      Michelle groans. “I want Granny’s old sewing machine. Let me get Kyle to drive over with the Suburban.” She takes off with her phone glued to her ear.

      “Kyle is her husband.” Claret shrugs. “There won’t be an estate sale for a week or so if any. We’ll need plenty of time to go through his things ourselves. I guess I know what I’ll be doing tonight. It was nice meeting you both!” She takes off with a spring in her step as both my mother and I stand with our jaws rooted to the floor.

      Gloria offers my mother an impromptu hug. “It really was for the best, honey.”

      Mom pulls back, looking far more horrified than ever. “If you say so. I’ll need all the details about the service and burial. I’ll have Lottie cater. The church has a wonderful reception room.”

      “Oh, heavens no.” Gloria chortles. “He’s getting the coffee can. I’ll call you once we have his ashes. Maybe we’ll dump him in the river—or the toilet, whichever is closest.”

      “What?” my mother riots as if Gloria confessed to killing him herself. “You’ll do no such thing. He deserves a proper burial. I’ll pay for it myself if I have to.”

      “Mother.” I give her elbow a quick tug. Surely, she’s forgotten how expensive a funeral can be.

      “I will!” she howls in Gloria’s face, and Gloria forces a smile that looks more like a grimace.

      “Have it your way. I’ll make the arrangements and notify you of when and where. And don’t you worry.” She looks my way. “His estate has plenty to foot the bill. Nice meeting you both.” She takes a step toward the door before pausing to look back at my mother. “Miranda?” She bears those bugged-out eyes toward my mother’s as her affect softens a notch. “You’re welcome.” She takes off, and my mother growls as she makes her way back to the kitchen.

      Lainey and Meg scuttle my way just as Everett wraps an arm around me.

      “What was that about?” Meg looks as if she’s ready to kill—perhaps again.

      I relay the bizarre string of events as quickly as I can before looking up at Everett. “I guess it’s not illegal not to mourn the dead, but some fake sympathy for the poor soul seemed in order.”

      Meg grunts, “You won’t get any from me. That man had it coming.” About three different sheriff’s deputies give my sister the once-over.

      No offense to Meg, but she doesn’t exactly look like the embodiment of sanity.

      “She didn’t do it,” I’m quick to assure them as they slowly turn back toward the crowd. “And would you keep it down?” I hiss at my sister. “There’s a killer in here, and I’m sure they wouldn’t mind pinning it on you.”

      “Or our mother.” Lainey shrugs. “God knows she wanted him out of her life.”

      The same three deputies turn our way once again.

      “Good Lord.” I corral my sisters closer. “Get Mom home. I’ll let you know if there are any breaks in the case.”

      Meg hooks her arm through Lainey’s. “You know what this means, Lot? You can’t come to the bridal shower.” She gives a facetious grin. “Probably not the wedding either.”

      “This is no time for horsing around,” I say as I try to shoo them off. “Besides, Lainey would never exclude me. Right?”

      Lainey’s mouth opens and closes as Meg shuttles them off to the kitchen.

      “Would you look at that?” I lean against Everett’s chest as if I needed him to hold me up. “I think I just lost my invite to my own sister’s wedding.”

      “I doubt it. She just needs a little time to digest what happened. Did you see anybody flee the scene?”

      “No. I was so caught up with Nell, I hardly noticed Rich was dead. And as much as the world doesn’t seem to be missing him, it doesn’t change the fact that a cold-blooded killer is running lose in Honey Hollow. Do you know what that means?”

      “It’s you and me, Lemon.” Everett twitches his brows. “And that’s exactly why we’ll be heading out to the firing range tomorrow afternoon.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I need you safe. And this is why.” He leans in and lands a soft kiss to my lips that tells me exactly why without a single word.
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      Nell Sawyer.

      As soon as I get home that night, I find her cozying up on the sofa with both Pancake and Waffles in her lap, purring away contentedly. Waffles belonged to Nell, but once she passed, the cat was bequeathed to me. And Nell happened to gift me Pancake a little over a year ago. They both share the traditional Himalayan markings, cream with a rusty tip over their tails. They’re brothers, and right now the three of them look like peas in a pod.

      The scent of fresh apples hits me once again the closer I get to her.

      “I’m never letting you leave,” I say it plainly as I build a fire and land two tea cups brimming with chamomile tea on the coffee table. I’m pretty sure Nell can’t have any, since none of the ghosts so far have been able to imbibe—and not for a lack of trying. It used to be that I could only see them, but, about last winter, I began to hear them, too. Then shortly thereafter, they acquired the ability to move things in the material world. Which was the most frightening development of all.

      I quickly brief Nell on just that as I curl up right next to her on the sofa. I couldn’t get much closer if I tried. As it stands, my knee is protruding right into her hip, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

      “They can move things?” She shakes her head. “That’s a true testament that your powers are growing.”

      “I wonder what will happen next. Maybe you’ll be able to eat? How I would love to share with you some of my sweet treats from the bakery. I just so happen to sell a double chocolate coconut crunch cookie in your honor. It’s only fair you get a bite.”

      “Oh, that does sound delicious. But, honey, I don’t need a thing. As for what comes next, that’s not for me to determine. So, tell me about these boyfriends you alluded to earlier. Certainly that’s not something I expected, but I can’t say I’m too surprised. I always did think you were quite the catch, Lottie Lemon.” She pulls Pancake and Waffles up to her face and offers them each a kiss over the furry forehead.

      “You’ve met them both. It’s Noah and Everett. It turns out, Noah has a wife who is still punching into the matrimonial clock. And that little legal tidbit turned me off plenty. Not to him, unfortunately, just to the thought of us. I slept with a married man, Nell! I feel like a beast, I tell you.”

      The lines around her mouth pull back as she squints out a smile. “And the judge? You’ve found him to your liking?”

      “Please. All women on Earth have found him to their liking. Have you seen him?”

      She chortles at the thought. “Oh my dear, I must confess. He has the other side a titter as well. A few of the women even hoped it was his time when they heard I was called to Honey Hollow.”

      “That’s horrible! I can never lose Everett. I’m desperately in love with him.” I wince. “And I’m in love with Noah, too. It really is no fun to be me right about now.”

      “Yes, well. It sounds like it’s actually quite a bit of fun to be you right now.” She gives a cheeky little wink. “It will all work out in the end. I happen to be in the know on a juicy little tidbit. You, my dear, will be a mother someday—and to more than one child. But I won’t dare say another word. I’ve said too much already. I apologize for ruining any surprises you might have been looking forward to.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s a relief. A baby?” I look to the fireplace as a goofy grin buds on my lips. “I can’t believe I’ll be a mother. This is fantastic. Who will the father be?” I offer Nell a stern look. “So help me, if you know and you won’t tell me—you won’t live to see paradise again.” I groan at my own lack of a euphemism. “You know what I mean.”

      “I do, and I plead the fifth. How is Becca? How are the girls? And William and his children? Of course, I’ve visited them, but I’d like the earthly rundown.”

      Becca and William are Nell’s natural children. And obviously she knows how Carlotta is doing because they were lucky enough to have a chat with one another earlier at the Honey Pot.

      “William is suing for your estate. Honestly, I wish you would have left it all to him to begin with, sans the bakery, of course. Nell”— I reach over and grab hold of her hand—“thank you so much for your generosity. I certainly didn’t deserve any of it.”

      “You did, too!” Her voice hikes a notch, and Waffles tips his head toward her as if he heard. “Boy, am I steaming mad. I’ll gladly straighten out William even if it means I need to come back from the dead to do it.”

      “You are back from the dead, but unfortunately he can’t hear you.” A thought comes to me. “Which reminds me.” I lay my palms over Pancake and Waffles, my fingers sinking into their downy cream-colored fur. “Go ahead and say something. They’ll hear you. I don’t know why, but I seem to act as a conduit. And don’t get any ideas about me laying a hand on William. Even if you did convince him it was you, he’d have me committed.”

      “Well, that’s probably true.” She looks lovingly down at the purring creatures in her lap. “Hello there, my loves. My, how I’ve missed you both!”

      And just like that, both of those sweet cats tip their heads in her direction. Their purring increases until it sounds as if a helicopter were about to land in my living room, and the three of us bask in Nell Sawyer’s glorious presence the rest of the night.

      Aside from the murder of Rich Dallas, it’s a good night indeed.

      I’d venture to say, the best.
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        * * *

      

      The last thing I wanted to discuss with Nell last night was finding the killer. Typically, when the murder is solved, the soul that’s been sent to assist me leaves for paradise—never to be seen again—at least not on this side of the celestial divide. And that’s the very last thing I want to happen to Nell. For that reason, I’ve made a firm decision. I’m not going to butt into this homicide investigation. Captain Jack Turner, Keelie’s father, invited me to use my amateur sleuthing skills to assist Noah and Ivy—and even though I agreed at the moment, I’ve since changed my mind.

      I’m sure Noah will appreciate it for once. And if he and Ivy crack the case, then it must have been meant to be. But I can’t participate knowing full well it’ll cut short my time with Nell once again. Besides, Rich Dallas had a nasty habit of enraging all sorts of people. I’m sure it was a crime of passion—a one-off. It’s not like there’s a serial killer roaming on the loose.

      I pause from loading up a tray with blueberry muffins and glance around the shop.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is up and running, this, the very next day after the murder, but the Honey Pot Diner will be closed for the rest of the week. My ex, Bear Fisher, is here this afternoon putting the finishing touches on the plywood wall he’s erected temporarily over the walkway between the two shops, and I can’t help but notice Keelie there with him having what looks to be an all too friendly chat.

      Lily presses her shoulder next to mine. “It looks like the tramp is back at it.”

      “What?” I pull back to show Lily my full disdain. “Please refrain from calling my bestie any such thing. And really? She’s your best friend’s sister.”

      “Please. We all know Naomi regards me a sister far more than she does Keelie. Once Keelie crossed over to the Lemon side, Naomi never forgave her.”

      “Only because she was morbidly jealous of our relationship,” I say as Keelie hops this way.

      “Bear says that’s the best he can do.” She tugs at a blonde curl before biting her lip as she looks his way. “I told him I’d buy him lunch at Mangias across the street.”

      Mangias is Honey Hollow’s premier Italian restaurant, and it just so happens to be the one Noah and I used to call our own. We’d have pizza at his place and then have a feast of our flesh for dessert. I can’t help but frown at the fact. If only I knew at the time that I was letting a married man frost my cookies.

      “What’s the sour puss for?” Keelie looks affronted by my momentary annoyance. “You’re mad that I’m here with Bear, aren’t you?”

      Bear pops up before I can defend myself, and an easy grin glides on his face. He looks sun-kissed with his sandy blond hair and deep olive skin.

      “Lot still has the hots for me.” He gives a quick wink my way.

      “In your dreams, Fisher.”

      “Good.” Keelie takes a breath, and that heady look in her eyes suggests something of a lusty nature is cooking. “Because now that Bear is back on the market, I’d like to exercise my right to play in the forest, if you know what I mean.”

      “Bear, you broke up with Rigby?” Bear was seeing Rigby Emerson—ironically, the very girl who was seeing my other ex, Curt Vanderlin. And dear Lord, please tell me Rigby doesn’t have the hots for Noah now. That would be three for three.

      Bear leers at me as if I had the nerve to ask. I know for a fact that Bear has an ego the size of this town. He’s not one to easily admit defeat.

      “She did it. Rigby broke it off.” He shrugs. “She went back to that sci-fi boy she had the hots for. Or was it that dude that works at Red Satin?”

      “Rags Bojangle?” I offer up. I’m all too familiar with that trio. They were all remotely involved with another murder a few months back. But honestly, those were her cousin’s boyfriends, not hers. “But go on. You’re available now? And Keelie? Really? You’re jumping on the randy Bear bandwagon? What happened to Hook?”

      She smirks. “Ask Meg. Last I heard they were shopping for rings.”

      “No!” I’m gobsmacked by this juicy little tidbit. To think, I might have more than one wedding cake to bake. Not that Meg will want me at her nuptials either.

      “Yes,” Keelie snaps as if she were angry about it, and I have no doubt she is. “Anyway, we’re off. Let me know if you need me to help out on any of your killer thriller adventures. I promise not to land us in the pokey this time.” She gives a wave of her fingers as they sail through the door, and in their place an entire gaggle of women storm in.

      Lily sighs as they dash toward the register. “Looks like another Swift Cycle class just finished up.”

      “Yup. And look who’s holding up the rear?” I say as Cormack and Brit head this way. Britney is not only Noah’s legal plus one, but she happens to own an entire string of Swift Cycle gyms.

      Both blondes have their hair in the requisite pony. But Britney still has one eye covered in an obligatory manner. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen her left eye. It’s a mystery on whether or not it exists at all.

      “Lonnie.” Cormack, the brash and sassy blonde by Brit’s side, forces a smile to come and go. “I spoke with Noah, and he let me know we’re headed to the shooting range this afternoon.”

      “Really?” Honestly, I doubt Noah invited her at all. Cormack is turning out to be quite the little stalker where my ex is concerned. “Are you sure you want to brandish a weapon? I hear it’s a real killer on your manicure.”

      Lily and Britney chuckle at my play on words, but Cormack simply makes a face as she examines her nails. “Good thinking. I’ll schedule an appointment for right after. Oh, and before I forget—you’ll be seeing a lot more of me around Country Cottage Road.” Country Cottage Road is the street where Noah has a cabin rental. Last fall, while we were still hot and heavy, I thought it was a great idea to rent a house across the street from him, and coincidentally—or not—Everett purchased the home next door to mine. “Noah is letting me watch Toby—seeing that both his mother and father work all day.” She passes a look of judgment Britney’s way before taking a seat in the café and pulling her phone out. Great. We’ll all be one big dysfunctional family. And now that Cormack has sworn to show up on the regular—well, there goes the neighborhood.

      Toby is the golden retriever that Noah and Britney share custody of. It was bad enough when Britney was using the poor dog as a pawn, but et tu, Cormack?

      Britney leans toward the counter. “Now how are we going to get rid of her?”

      “Are you kidding? Cormack is harder to get rid of than head lice. She’s on Noah like white on rice and every other bad euphemism known to man. Face it, he’s stuck with her and so are you by proxy.” I shrug over at her unapologetically. “You’re the one dragging out your divorce from Noah. You can deal with all of his stray psychotic girlfriends.” I land a blueberry muffin on a plate and slide it over to her. “On the house. You’ll need the carbs to fuel your schemes.”

      She pulls the muffin toward her. “I wish I did have a scheme. She’s getting on my last nerve, Lena.” Both Cormack and Britney have a very real aversion to my proper name, thus the endless butchering. She straightens with a jerk. “I just thought of something. Cormack is using Toby to get to Noah. Everyone knows the way to a man’s heart is through his dog. We’ll outsmart her.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s through his stomach.”

      She spikes a finger through the air. “Brilliant! You’ll bake him something.”

      “Something for Toby! Why didn’t I think of that? I have everything here to have a doggie bakery up and running. I’ll buy a mini display case just for pet lovers. Now that is a brilliant idea, Britney.” Come to think of it, that was my brilliant idea.

      The bell chimes, and speak of the charming devil, Noah breezes in, an easy smile on his face just for me, and I can hear Britney growl with disapproval.

      “Hello, ladies.” He offers a nod my way. As of late, Noah’s been prone to giving me an innocent peck on the cheek, but I’m glad he’s showing a little restraint, considering the company.

      Cormack bounds over like a hound from Barbie hell. “Is it time?” She fastens her arms around him as if he had just come back from war.

      “It’s time.” Noah offers a wistful shake of the head my way. “Everett is meeting us at the range. Don’t hesitate to shoot on sight.”

      My lips stretch with an unwarranted grin as I glance to Cormack. “Maybe I will.”
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      The shooting range in question is behind the sheriff’s department in Ashford, and it doubles as a training ground for incoming deputies.

      Noah and I went home and picked up my gun. I thought I’d find Nell curled up on the sofa with the cats, the way I left her this morning, but she was nowhere to be seen. And let’s just say Noah was more than amused at where I hid the gun he and Everett gifted me a few weeks back.

      “I never would have pegged you for a thong girl, Lottie,” he teases as he helps strap on my protective chest gear.

      “What? Did you really think I went around with granny panties all day?” Okay, so I do. What Noah doesn’t realize is that I’m not a fan of every pair of undies I happen to own. “Besides, you’ve seen me in less. I’m a little hurt you don’t remember what I choose to adorn my body with.”

      He offers a sly smile my way. “I’d like to arrange for that to happen again. I prefer you when there’s nothing between us.” His dimples press in. “That’s because the only thing I wanted to adorn your body with was me. We were always in such a hurry to get our clothes off, I guess I don’t remember what you were wearing.”

      “All right,” Cormack sings as she struggles to get her gear on. “Can I get a little help here?”

      Noah heads off to assist her just as Everett shows up looking lean and mean in a jet-black suit and matching silk tie. Some might say he’s overdressed for a shooting range, but I say bring on all the silk ties you want. Everett Baxter’s smoking hot suit is the right fit for any occasion.

      “Lemon, Kevlar suits you.” He presses a tender kiss to my lips. “Now let’s get your hat on and protective eyewear. There are always hot casings and hot gasses flying through the air, not to mention brass shrapnel, and you don’t want any part of it to hurt you. The range is full today. It’s all a part of the process.”

      “Yes, sir.” I melt over him a moment as I pull on my glasses and my hat. “Who knew the good judge was up on his shooting range etiquette?”

      “I didn’t.” Noah steps over. “What gives? You did a little Google search last night to sound like a know-it-all?”

      “Nope. I spent some time at the range not long ago. Let’s just say I had a few people who weren’t too happy with how their verdicts ended. And they had disgruntled family members who vowed to avenge them. For a while, I looked into carrying myself, but eventually opted not to since concealed weapons aren’t allowed in any courthouse.”

      “Oh, Everett”—I grab hold of his arm and hold on tight—“that’s terrifying!”

      “I’ll say.” Cormack traipses on over in her clunky gear. And as much as I don’t want to admit it, she looks adorable in it, too. “Essex, that sounds dangerous. Couldn’t you do something safer for a living? I just knew you should have taken my father up on his offer to work in his law firm.”

      Everett’s jaw redefines itself as if he were reliving a bad memory, and I’m sure he is. “I’m fine. It turns out, I haven’t had a crazy stalker in the bunch.”

      “That reminds me.” I shrink a little as I say it. “A woman came by looking for you yesterday just before Mayor Nash gave his big speech.” I relay all the details I can, including a full description. “She seemed a little disappointed that you were taken.”

      Cormack huffs, “Can’t say I blame her. If you weren’t engaged to Llama, and Noah wasn’t available, I’d throw my hat in the ring—and, believe you me, I would get that ring.” She wiggles the fingers on her left hand in his face.

      “Throw your hat in the ring? More like your back on the mattress,” I mutter to myself, and both Everett and Noah shoot me a look. “What? It’s true.”

      Everett tips his head back, deep in thought. “A stunning brunette…” He shakes his head to no avail. “She could have been anyone.”

      “But don’t you think it was funny that she didn’t reference you as Essex?”

      “Not really. She might not have thought you knew me that well.”

      “You’re right,” I say. “She certainly looked shocked to hear we were together.”

      Cormack’s black vest vibrates as she bubbles out a laugh. “Who could blame her? You’re certainly not typical when it comes to the women Essex is accustomed to. Come to think it”—her finger outlines Noah’s lips—“you’re not typical for the big Boss Man, either.”

      I roll my eyes at the ridiculous moniker she’s gifted him. Cormack doesn’t mind calling Noah Boss Man ad nauseam.

      “Not true.” Everett snaps his glasses on. “You’re the exact woman I’ve been looking for.”

      Noah folds his enormous arms across his chest. “Lottie, I can assure you that you’re the perfect woman.” He picks up my hand and drops a kiss to the back of it. “Now, let’s get that gun in your hands so you can fire at the nearest target. Everett, I’ve got a bull’s-eye you can wear for fun.”

      After a lengthy safety talk, Noah shows us a ten-minute video on gun safety before meticulously outlining every detail once again. He takes us to the shooting range outdoors since the warm weather is permitting. Apparently, there’s a smaller indoor range they use in the winter. About a dozen men and women are already out under a smooth blue sky firing away at docile cutouts of men with targets over their chests about a dozen yards away.

      The warm air gives us a hug as we make our way across the dusty field. The sun is high, and the perfumed scent of the evergreens in the distance lights up our senses.

      Noah outfitted each of us with earmuffs that make this entire scene feel as if it’s unfolding secondhand. But each time a gun goes off, I can hear it just fine. In fact, I can feel the power of the discharge vibrating right through my chest as if the bullet struck my own body.

      The gun Everett and Noah teamed up to buy me is about six inches with the words Glock 26 Gen4 printed on the side. But none of that means much to me. I don’t care how small it is or how many words it has printed on the side. The entire thing scares me to death.

      Noah said the ultimate goal today was to teach us all to be responsible armed citizens. I truly hope Cormack does not plan on arming herself. And to be truthful, I’m fully prepared to dance in the event she points her barrel my way. As much as I wish she would do a disappearing act, it wouldn’t surprise me to find her wishing the same for me.

      Noah sets Cormack up on the end, and she dutifully observes the men next to her.

      Good. I hope she falls hopelessly in love with one and they run off to the Caribbean together.

      Noah comes over and helps me with my stance, feet apart, shoulders back and squared just the way he taught us. He takes my hands and helps me hold that baby gun up and point it at the floating dummy at the end of the range dressed in a black and white target.

      My entire body shakes and my hands tremble so hard, Noah has to hold my arms up just to steady them.

      I glance over at Everett observing from the side. “I don’t think I can do this,” I shout up over the noise.

      Everett offers a reassuring nod. “You can do this, Lemon. Relax and breathe out.” I all but read his lips.

      “Okay, Lottie,” Noah shouts as he tucks his head next to mine, his back warming my body from behind. “On three. Remember what I said about mentally preparing for the kickback. The gun is small but mighty.”

      “Got it,” I shout back. But I don’t have anything, least of all the confidence to unleash the power this brute beast in my hand has waiting for me.

      “One”—Noah starts, and I shake all the more—“two, three!”

      Noah helps me pull the trigger, and the sound is deafening. My right hand jerks loose from the weapon as the gun blows back into my chest as if it were sucker-punching me.

      “Oh my God,” I pant as I look over at the target, only find the farthest right corner blown off. “I did terrible.”

      “You did great.” Everett nods my way. “Let’s see you do it one more time.”

      Ironically enough, I’ve heard Everett say those very words to me in bed.

      “Fine.” I assume the position, and Noah helps me once again. And I fire. I do it again and again until it feels as if I’ve beaten myself up with the butt of my gun—although my aim is getting better.

      After a good long while, Noah takes us over to another part of the range, and I appreciate the walk in the warm summer sun. I take off my hat, and both Noah and Everett shout my way.

      “The gun.” Noah gently removes it from my right hand. “You were pointing it right at me.”

      “Good try, Lemon.” Everett’s chest rumbles with thunder. “I would have covered for you.” He gives a sly wink.

      “I’m sorry. I was just cooling off for a moment. I must have forgotten I was holding it. I’m thirsty and need a break.”

      Cormack chokes as she wags her weapon in my direction. “Did you learn nothing from that—”

      Noah practically throws himself over her in an effort to deweaponize the ditz. Not that I proved to be any better. But still. Cormack is dangerous enough when left to her own devices. The last thing anyone needs is a fully armed Featherby.

      “Sheesh.” Cormack tosses her hands in the air. “I’m with Leda. A little water break, anyone?”

      Noah leads us to a set of picnic tables and quickly furnishes us each with a bottle of cold water.

      I down half of it without stopping. “Wow”—I gasp for air—“that was refreshing. Thank you. We should be having a picnic at Honey Lake with our toes in the water—not at some shooting range collecting bruises while spending bullets,” I say as I rub my arm. “It’s actually my entire body that hurts. It’s safe to say I’ll be soaking in the tub for hours tonight.”

      “I’ll run the bath.” Everett’s lips curl at the tips with devious intent. I’d reprimand him, but in all likelihood it will be his tub I’ll be indulging in. You can’t blame me. Everett’s tub is a swimming pool compared to the thimble in my rental.

      Noah growls over at Everett. “Let’s talk about the case. Who do you think killed Rich Dallas?” He directs the question my way, and I quickly shake my head.

      “Nope. I’m stepping out of this one. I have no interest whatsoever in solving this murder. It can grow cold, old, and moldy for all I care.”

      Everett leans in. “And it will if you leave it to the Ashford Sheriff’s Department. I was afraid this would happen.”

      “What do you mean?” Noah looks baffled by the entire conversation. “Lottie, why on earth wouldn’t you want to help clear your mother’s name? She and Mayor Nash are the prime suspects.”

      “I know.” I cringe at the thought of my mother having to go through heck and high water once again because of Rich Dallas. I caught the news this morning, and they’re already expertly pinning Mayor Nash and his alleged “girlfriend” with the crime. “But I’m sure after a thorough investigation, you’ll find her innocent of all charges.” I shrug it off as best I can.

      Noah looks to Everett. “Do you know what’s going on here?”

      “She has a visitor.” Everett tips his head back because he happens to be speaking in code. Noah just learned of my supersensual standing a few weeks ago. I’m sure there are a ton of kinks we’ve yet to work out.

      “A visitor?” He looks from Everett to me. “Oh.” Now it’s Noah tipping his head back. “I see. Who or what?” he whispers while Cormack busies herself by taking countless selfies with the range to her back.

      “It’s Nell Sawyer,” I whisper back. “And there’s no way on God’s green earth I’ll help track down that killer. I want that woman all to myself for as long as I can have her. This case is all yours, Detective Fox. And, unfortunately, I can’t wish you a stitch of luck.”

      “You may as well close the case,” Everett quips. “We all know without Lemon you’ll spin your wheels while the killer runs free. I guess all the luck goes to the killer in this one. How is Nell, anyway?”

      “Other than being dead, she’s great,” I beam, suddenly bubbling with the same enthusiasm I had as I sat by her side. “And she told me amazing things about my future.”

      “Like what?” Noah’s eyes enlarge because I’m betting he’s hoping to be a part of that amazing future.

      “Like the fact I’m going to be a mother.”

      “Leilani!” Cormack shouts with glee, suddenly paying attention to our conversation. “Congratulations!” Her arms flail with jubilation. “That means you’re going to be a father, Essex. A daddy! Can you believe it? Lord knows you’ll be the sexiest dad on that schoolyard when the time comes.” She gives Noah’s cheek a pinch. “That is, until we catch up to you. Isn’t that right, Boss Man?”

      “I don’t know that Everett is the father,” I say without thinking and quickly regret the words as they stream from my mouth.

      Noah’s chest expands with pride. There’s a gleam in his eyes that lets me know he wouldn’t mind taking me behind the woodshed we’re seated next to and make that baby right now.

      “That’s right.” He beats his vest with his arm. “That baby is as good as mine.”

      Cormack gasps. “Goodness! This is terrible. When will we know for sure?”

      “We may never know,” I say it curt as I glare at Noah. “It’s up in the air for now.”

      Cormack lets out an egregious groan. “This is low, Lou Ann—even for you. What a tacky way to string along two different men. And to think, Essex has pledged his love to you.”

      “He hasn’t,” Noah snips.

      “He has,” I’m quick to assure him, and any trace of a smile glides right off his face. “And let’s just say I was thrilled when Nell shared this news. I want a family one day. I want the minivan full of kids, the soccer practice, the juice boxes, the endless decorating of sugar cookies. I want the whole nine yards.” I swoon dreamily at the thought.

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “And I’m ready to give it to you. We’ll start practicing tonight.”

      Noah grunts as he rises to his feet. He takes us to a shed up the hill, and to my surprise there’s a dummy on a wire that bounces out of the door and comes rushing our way.

      “Shoot, Lottie! Shoot!” Noah shouts. “He’s coming at you, and he’s armed!”

      My fingers fumble with my weapon as I quickly get into the proper stance, and I fire, not once but three times in a row, and each time it feels as if I’ve dislocated my shoulder.

      “You did it!” Noah shouts. “You killed him, Lottie. You saved yourself from danger.”

      We finish up and take off our gear. I give the gun to Noah for safekeeping on the way home.

      “How does it feel?” Everett squints from the harsh light of the sun as he looks to me.

      “It felt dangerous. I don’t think I could do that to a live human being.”

      He lands a loving hand on my arm and warms me. “Sometimes, Lemon, it’s kill or be killed.”

      And that’s another reason I might just hang up my sleuthing hat forever.

      I nod into his words as they sink down into my bones. “I guess that’s too bad because I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

      “Prove it.”

      Everett takes us home and runs a nice hot bath for the two of us, and I prove those words to him in the very best way.

      And we practice for that baby who lingers in some far-off future. We practice again and again.

      Yes, we do.
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      The key to a good party is having a memorable menu. And since the Honey Pot Diner—God rest their soul this week—will be catering my sister’s bridal shower with enough canapés and finger sandwiches to outfit Buckingham Palace, it’s up to me to outfit the dessert portions. Lainey has virtually given me license to do whatever I want. Her only request was that there be a macaron tower like the one she saw at the mayor’s event—or as it’s being referenced now around Honey Hollow—the Macaron Massacre.

      Honestly, I detest when one of my sweet treats is unwittingly connected to a brutal homicide, but as of late, the two seem to go together like bees to honey. However, on the bright side, I’ve sold out of macarons each day this week, and today is starting off just about the same.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is beginning to fill with bodies as Lily takes on the brisk morning orders from customers. I’ve just finished baking up a storm, and my feet are already killing me. I pull out my phone for a brief moment of respite before I join Lily up front, and instead of finding the respite I so craved, I gag at the barrage of text messages that greet me. It’s not the sheer number—although that in and of itself is alarming—but it’s the consistency of the fallacy they seem to be promoting.

      Congrats on the baby!

      Why didn’t you tell me?

      Who’s the lucky father?

      I always knew you were gunning to trap a man.

      That last one is from Naomi, and oddly enough, coming from her it’s par for the course.

      I head up front, and Lily makes a face my way.

      “Morning sickness?”

      “What? No! Contrary to popular belief, I’m not having a baby.”

      “Lottie!” she snipes as she slides over a cup of coffee to a waiting customer. “You’re not getting rid of it, are you? In the least put it up for adoption. You don’t know how many women would be willing to raise Essex’s baby. It is his, right?” Her lips contort as if she just stumbled upon another juicy tidbit of gossip.

      “No, it’s not. I mean, it’s nobody’s. I’m not pregnant.”

      She huffs just as a familiar crowd pushes through the door.

      “You don’t have to lie to me, Lottie. We’ve mended fences. I almost consider you a friend now.”

      “Nice to know,” I say as I manufacture a short-lived smile as Naomi and the usual cohorts of her naughty book club file in.

      Naomi scuttles up to the counter with her hair freshly dyed the color of a black hole. Naomi is gorgeous with or without hair, but that commanding hue only seems to exemplify her beauty.

      “We’ll have macarons, lots and lots of macarons,” she barks at her bestie. Lily and she have been inseparable for almost as long as Keelie and me. “Well, well”—Naomi heads my way—“if it isn’t the mother-to-be. Come to think of it, you do look a little green around the gills. Puking much? I’m guessing Essex’s child doesn’t want to be doing time in your belly when it could have been doing time in mine.”

      My mouth opens and closes like a marionette’s.

      It’s no use. If Lily doesn’t believe my protests, then Naomi won’t either. So, I don’t bother wasting my breath.

      “What’s the book of the day?” I ask, pulling a decorative platter my mother picked up for the bakery. My mother has been hitting the estate sales hard for gorgeous antique silver pieces and bone china for the bakery to use as serving platters. I just love the eclectic look of it all. It goes with the mismatched pastel furniture that Bear painted for me way back when.

      Naomi shakes her head. “The book club isn’t meeting for another three weeks. This is the very first meeting of the Homicide in Honey Hollow Club. We solve mysteries and gossip about the suspects. We thought we’d hold it here since you’ll undoubtedly solve this one, too. In fact, I bet if we put our heads together, we can put this mystery to bed this afternoon. Come, come, Lottie. You’ll sit next to me since you’re the guest of honor. After all, you did find the body. Just like you found the rest of them.” She leans in stern. “Hey? You’re not the killer, are you?”

      “Yes, I am. In fact, I’ve killed them all, cleverly pinning the blame on whomever I wish.” I openly glare at her, and Naomi bounces on her heels as she scuttles back a few steps.

      “Now, now, I wouldn’t say anything that might incriminate you. We all know you’ll be nothing but a ball of raging hormones from now until you deliver that Essex bundle of joy. Lily, put together the goodies asap. The table is filling up.”

      Sure enough, the entire café is filled with women eager to dissect the latest tragedy to befall our small town.

      “A homicide club?” I shudder at the thought.

      “What’s the matter, Lottie?” Lily grouses. “Afraid they’ll beat you to the punch?”

      “No way, no how. I don’t really care. I’m staying out of this investigation.” A sly smile settles on my lips. I didn’t see Nell this morning either, but I’m sure she’ll pop by soon enough. I bet she’s like a kid in a human candy store just whizzing around from one loved one to the next. Once a person passes on, they’re pretty much banished from the planet.

      “Staying out of the investigation?” a familiar female voice chirps, and I look over to see Meg and Keelie looking personally affronted.

      “That’s right, Keels,” I say as Lily takes off with the platter of my colorful macarons ready to feed the masses. I’ve been experimenting with a new lavender and honey flavor. It’s so preciously beautiful, the palest hue of purple, and the entire bakery holds its fragrant scent. We’ll see if anyone chucks it back my way. But I’m betting they’ll love them. “I just figure I should give the Ashford Homicide Department a fair shake at solving one, all by their lonesome.”

      Meg grunts, “Well then, the case is as dead as the victim.”

      “Funny. That’s basically what Everett said.”

      Keelie leans in. “And how dare you have a baby without letting me know. I’m your best friend. I should have been holding the stick while you peed on it or something important of that magnitude.”

      I avert my eyes. “There’s no baby. It’s just a silly rumor.”

      Meg chuckles. “Way to save your reputation, Lot. So, when’s the big day? I bet Mr. Sexy will do right by you. Just don’t upstage Lainey. She’s stressed enough as it is.”

      As if on cue, Lainey and her wedding planner, Jana March, breeze into the bakery.

      Lainey lifts a brow. “Well, if it isn’t my sister, the one housing my precious nephew or niece.” She lunges at me with a hug. “What are you doing on your feet? I’m surprised Judge Baxter has let you out of his sight.”

      “We’re not having a baby. We’re just practicing. A lot.”

      The entire room breaks out into titters as if they were listening in—and apparently, they were.

      Jana fans herself. Jana March is a sweet soul that has bravely taken on my anxiety-riddled sister at, this, the most tumultuous time of her life. Jana is a dark-haired beauty with heavily squinted half-moons for eyes when she smiles, and I’ve never seen her without an easy grin gliding across her face.

      “Judge Baxter is a hot commodity, Lottie.” She tips her head my way. “And if he proposes, I’ll give you half off my services. I know every woman in Vermont would storm that wedding of yours just to get a sneak peek of him in a tux.”

      “That’s a very nice offer, and that’s probably true about the women of Vermont. I’ll let you know if he pops the question.”

      Naomi swoops over and shuttles me to the table, right smack-dab next to her just the way she threatened.

      Britney and Cormack are present as are a cast of thousands, all of which I recognize from our quaint little town.

      Naomi has a bright yellow legal pad at the ready with a small circle bearing Rich Dallas’ name written in the center. She draws a bunch of lines around it until it looks like spokes of a wheel.

      “This is our suspect circle,” she announces as she holds it up for all to see. “So, who have we got? Who is on the suspect list?”

      “Miranda Lemon!” someone shouts from the back, and I look up to find it was my sister, Meg. Very funny. I bet she won’t be laughing once our mother becomes the town pariah.

      “Not Miranda Lemon,” I say, pushing Naomi’s hand away from the paper, preventing her from making it official. Not that the newspaper hasn’t. The press is having a field day hanging both my mother and Mayor Nash in the court of public opinion.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie.” Naomi jots down my mother’s name without batting a false eyelash. “We have to be impartial if we’re going to solve this crime. Anyone else?”

      “Good Lord,” I grumble. “Gloria Dallas, Rich’s ex-wife. She was acting strange the day of the murder, too.”

      Lainey raises a hand. “I saw her downing a bottle of champagne!”

      “With you!” Cormack shouts, and the table breaks out into titters once again.

      Figures. Leave it to Cormack to implicate me with glee.

      “Oh please. You can stop smiling now.” I groan at the mess my life has inadvertently become. “That’s not what happened. Back to the case.”

      “He has three daughters!” Lily shouts as if it were the winning answer in a game show quiz.

      “Two daughters,” I correct. “Michelle Ireland and Claret Dallas,” I say and point to the page as Naomi dutifully writes their names down.

      “No, I’m pretty sure it’s three.” Lily shakes her head, contesting my accuracy. “My sister went to school with Dawn.”

      “Dawn Dallas?” I rack my brain trying to remember if anyone brought up yet a third Dallas offspring that day.

      “She’s the black sheep. Nobody talks about her anymore,” Cascade Montgomery pipes up. She’s tall and elegant in a steam punk sort of way. Cascade owns and runs the Busy Bee Craft Shop across the street. In fact, it was Cascade’s cousin, Merilee Simonson, who happened to be the victim of the very first murder I solved.

      “Why don’t they talk to Dawn?” I’ll admit, a morbid curiosity is piqued within me. No matter how much I don’t want this case solved, my undeniable thirst for justice is percolating full tilt.

      Lily nods to Cascade as if to say I got this. “Rich didn’t care for Dawn’s boyfriend, and the entire family was banished from ever speaking to her again.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.” I inch back, trying to process the lunacy. “Even if our father didn’t approve of Forest, my sister and I would’ve still spoken with Lainey.”

      A dull murmur erupts as whispers of Joseph Lemon hating Forest Donovan circulate around the table.

      “It was just an example,” I shout up over the noise. “Back to the case before there’s another murder.” A real massacre right here in my bakery, I want to add but don’t. “What’s the boyfriend’s name?”

      A bout of silence stops up the café.

      Britney leans in, a silver blonde strand of hair covering her secretive eye. “You’ll have to investigate that one. I’m sure Noah will gladly assist you.” She rolls her free eye. “And now I know why you dove into such a grisly hobby.”

      “Believe me, I didn’t start finding bodies all over Honey Hollow just to get into your husband’s pants.”

      A wild round of gasps erupts once again. “Wait! That’s not what I meant. I had no idea Noah was a married man while I was diving into his pants!”

      A dark chuckle garners my attention from the register, and I look over to find the hot detective himself with an adorable pooch by his side, Toby.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I try to rise from my seat, but Naomi pushes me right back down.

      “This will just take a second,” she snips. “Occupations of the suspects? Do you have any information?”

      My head feels fuzzy for a moment as that afternoon glides through my mind at record speed. “I think Gloria did something with fashion, Michelle is a life coach, and I don’t know what Claret does.” I force a grin to come and go at the homicide hungry masses. “Meeting adjourned.” I thump Naomi’s coffee mug over the table before bolting over to Noah.

      I’m about to say hello when a woman at the window catches my attention, and as soon as she spots me, she hightails it down Main Street.

      “Lottie?” Noah follows my gaze. “Everything okay?”

      “Um, yes.” I decide to shake it off. “I think Everett’s fan was back for a moment. But she’s gone now. Should we go out there and follow her?”

      “Follow Everett’s stalker? No, thank you. I say let the stalking pieces fall where they may.”

      I bend over and give Toby’s adorable fuzzy face a hearty embrace. “Your daddy is funny,” I say, kissing him on the forehead. Toby is a reddish-blonde golden retriever who always seems to have a smile on his face for me, and I love him just as much as I love my own fur babies, Pancake and Waffles. “Ooh, before I forget, I made something for you.”

      I quickly jump behind the counter and bag up a dozen tasty treats for my favorite pooch.

      Noah looks into the bag, and his dimples invert, no smile. “These look like dog biscuits.”

      “They are. They’re a part of my new cookies for pets endeavor. They have no sugar, and they’re only made with the best ingredients.”

      Noah tips his head to the side, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he were bedroom eyeing me. “How about a couple of chocolate chip cookies for his father?” he teases.

      I box them up while both Cormack and Britney come in for the kill.

      “Where are we off to?” Cormack wraps her arms around him as if she were the one wearing his wedding ring.

      Britney is quick to peel her off. “You’re coming with me,” she tells her before kissing Noah on the lips, and I cringe. Even if she is the only one that has the right to do that, it still makes my blood boil to see anyone go for those lips but me. “Cormack is helping me launch a new Swift Cycle gym out in Fallbrook. I’m afraid you’ll be seeing less and less of her for the next few weeks. She’ll be that busy.”

      I give Britney a covert thumbs-up.

      Way to get Cormack as far away from Honey Hollow as possible.

      But Cormack is quick to laugh it off. “I’m still staying at the B&B, and, of course, I have my dog walking duties to tend to. Don’t worry, Brit Brit, I’ll hire out a crew to help out with the gym.”

      Brit growls like a lion ready for the kill. “We’ll see about that.” She snaps Cormack up by the hand and dashes out into the sunny Honey Hollow afternoon with her.

      “So, where are the two of you off to?” I ask Noah as the café begins to clear out.

      “We’re headed out to Honey Lake to have a picnic—with you.”
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      There is nothing more magical than sitting on a quilt just inches from Honey Lake in June. The air is perfumed with lavender and verbena, and the tourists are scattered along the shores on the far end of the lake, splashing and sunning themselves on the brown sugar sand. The lake is a deep navy that spans approximately seven miles east to west, is about two and a half miles at its widest, and the fact it’s surrounded by evergreens gives it that magical appeal.

      Noah tosses a tennis ball out past the sand, and Toby retrieves it dutifully and runs right back.

      “The food was delicious,” I say, closing up the box of pizza we picked up from Mangias. Back when Noah and I were hot and heavy, we ate our weight in pizza from this place.

      “The cookies were a hit with both Toby and me.” Noah falls back onto his elbows. “So a baby, huh?”

      A dull laugh pumps from me. “Rumor has it, I started a rumor.”

      Noah rolls onto one side as those verdant green eyes of his bear hard into mine. Each time Noah looks at me this way, I can feel his pain regarding our abrupt breakup. He’s made it clear he just sees this as a rough patch in our relationship and has decided to turn a blind eye to my bed-hopping with Everett.

      “I would be honored to have kids with you one day, Lottie. An entire gaggle of children. And I believe in my heart, that will happen for us one day soon.”

      A moment of thick silence fills the space between us.

      “Immaculate conception?” I can’t help but tease. “I’m pretty sure your wife would frown upon just about any other manner.”

      Noah frowns himself in response. “I’m almost through with the court mandated counseling. And then hopefully it’s full steam ahead. Britney still thinks she can mold me into her version of my perfect self. What she doesn’t realize is that I’m perfectly happy with who I am.”

      “I sort of like who you are, too.” I give his foot a playful tap. “I bumped into Britney last month, and she told me all about how she wishes you were building gyms right beside her. I guess she’s not so hot about you trotting around with a weapon strapped to your back.”

      “Among other things. But Britney was a serial cheater. Her string of boyfriends ended our marriage years ago. She’s only doing this to make me miserable. She doesn’t want me back, and, even if she did, it’s not happening. Honestly, I think she gets a thrill out of goading both you and Cormack.”

      I groan at the sound of the C word. “Why did you have to say her name? That woman is like a pesky poltergeist. Once she hears your voice echo her name, she’ll be here in minutes.”

      “Well, then I’d better spill what I came to say before she gets here.” Noah sits up and takes both my hands in his. A sad smile forces his dimples to dig in deep. “Lottie, I’m so angry at myself for botching everything up between us. I plan on spending the rest of my life making it up to you.” He leans over and lands a kiss to my forehead. “After what Nell told you about having children one day, it got me thinking. I want more than anything to be the father of those children. I know that our situation isn’t ideal and that you’ve moved on—temporarily, I’m hoping—but I guess what I’m trying to say is, I still want us, Lot. And as soon as my divorce is final, Everett better watch his back because I’m going to kick him to the curb.”

      We share a warm laugh.

      “I hear everything you’re saying. As for kicking Everett to the curb, that would be my job. And only if I feel it’s the right thing to do. I hate that we’ve morphed into something so complicated. It all felt so simple at the time. I’m sorry you’re so miserable. If it helps, I’m miserable, too.”

      “You’re proving my point.” His dimples press in deep, no smile. “You and I belong together. Deep down, I think you know that.” He grimaces a second. “And if I can be honest—every time I see you leaving his place, I want to go over and shoot up his living room.”

      “Nice,” I say, pulling my hands from his grasp.

      “I’m sorry.” He claims my hands once again and lands a kiss over my ring finger. “Lottie, I’m asking that you don’t forget me. I want to spend the rest of my life with one woman, and that happens to be you.”

      “Noah”—his name expires from me, slow and painful—“you know I still love you. And I always enjoy spending time with you—and Toby. My affection is tied for the both of you, by the way.” His chest rumbles with a quiet laugh. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what the future has in store for us.” A very sober part of my heart just can’t bring myself to pledge my life to someone who’s already legally bound to someone else. And I have a feeling that once the divorce is final, I won’t be feeling any more certain about our predicament. In the meantime, I’ve gone off and fallen in love with Everett.

      Noah sighs as he gives my finger a tug. “Let’s talk about the case.”

      “Another topic I’m conflicted about.” I tell him all about Naomi’s new venture into fighting crime. “It really got my juices going to solve this murder. But the thought of losing Nell makes me sick to my stomach. And God knows if anyone in this town sees me puking, it’ll only confirm the rumors.”

      “What’s this?” The voice of an elderly woman pierces from my left.

      “Nell!” I glance over to see her materializing, albeit for my eyes only. “Hold onto me, Noah,” I say, giving his hands a squeeze. “You’ll be able to hear her, too. Nell, where have you been?”

      She floats above the quilt and looks majestic with the navy lake as her backdrop.

      “I’ve been spying on Will.” She glowers as she says his name. “To think I raised such an imbecile really gets my blood boiling.”

      “No offense, but you don’t have any blood to boil, Nell.” I couldn’t help but tease her. I’m so elated she’s back, it’s unreasonable how happy she’s made me.

      “Never mind that.” She looks down at my hands conjoined with Noah’s and lifts a brow with amusement. “Good afternoon, Detective Fox. Lottie here tells me she’s apprised you of her secret.”

      Noah flexes a smile as he looks in her general direction. “That she has. And you can rest assured, her secret is safe with me.”

      “I’m glad you’ve accepted Lottie for who she truly is. And in tagging along with your previous conversation—I may have heard a snippet or two—Lottie’s children will be predisposed to being supersensual themselves.”

      “I won’t mind one bit.” Noah doesn’t miss a beat.

      “That’s what I like to hear.” She chortles my way. “He is a cutie.” Noah squeezes my hand at her blatant endorsement of him. “Now what’s this I hear about you not wanting to solve the latest murder? I happened to be at the bakery this morning long enough to listen in on the heresy before I met with Carlotta for breakfast.”

      The thought of disappointing Nell doesn’t sit well with me, but then again, neither does losing her.

      “Nell, we both know if I solve this case tomorrow you’ll be sent back to paradise within seconds. And, in the event you’re not aware of the fact, I missed you fiercely. There’s no one else like you in my life, Nell, and there’s no one else on this planet who can take your place. I can’t bear the thought of sending you off to paradise again. I just don’t have it in me.”

      “My dear child”—her voice trembles with what sounds like frustration—“don’t you see? We have no say in the matter. If you go against your natural inclination to bring justice to light, you’ll risk losing your powers altogether. Your supersensual standing was given as a gift—and it can just as easily be taken away.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair. Carlotta has the gift, and she’s yet to stumble upon a single body. In fact, after that meeting we had at the bakery with the transmundane community, it seemed I was the only one met with death and murder.”

      “That’s your specialty. Just like Detective Fox is a professional homicide detective, one might say you’re a professional sleuth ordained by the divine.”

      Noah ticks his head to the side. “That’s a much higher authority than the Ashford Sheriff’s Department, Lottie. I’d go with it if I were you.”

      I click my tongue in frustration. “Nell? Do you realize how difficult it’s going to be for me to say goodbye to you again?”

      “Do you realize how difficult it will be for you if your powers begin to fade? My dear, you haven’t even scratched the surface of what you’re capable of. In fact, I might be stepping out of bounds when I say this, but I can assure you that the more cases you solve, the more skills you’ll acquire in the supersensual realm. You might even get to see me a bit more than you bargained for while you’re still here in your earthly frame.”

      “Oh, Nell! Really? That would mean everything to me.” A flood of relief hits me at the thought of stepping back into the latest homicide investigation. I would love nothing more than to bring Rich Dallas’ killer to justice. “And you’re so right. Trying to keep out of the case was creating an entire backlog of cravings to find the killer myself. I felt like a volcano about to erupt at that table this morning. I just have to find out who stabbed Rich Dallas to death. And I have to do it today.” I sit upright, ready to bolt from the lake and run all the way back to the Honey Pot Diner to scour the scene for evidence—not that the Ashford sheriff’s deputies haven’t picked it clean, but I have to do something, anything to progress the case. “Wait, Nell. That still means, the faster I solve the case, the quicker you leave for paradise.”

      Nell bubbles with laugher as she rises to the sky. “Oh my sweet, Lottie. You haven’t heard a thing I said. I promise you this. Your powers are growing. Solve this case, Lottie. The quicker, the better. The faster you discover the killer, the quicker your powers will grow.” And with that, she floats to the sky and disappears, one ghostly molecule at a time.

      “Wait! Where are you going? Aren’t you going to solve the case right along with me?”

      “I’ll be back. But first, there is something I must do.” And just like that, Nell fades into the great expanse of a clear blue sky.

      “You heard the woman, Noah,” I say as we bounce to our feet. “There’s work to do.”

      His phone buzzes in his hand, and he looks at the screen.

      “Forensics wants to speak with me. It looks as if the report just came in.”

      “Perfect! You do that. I’ll get my head together and figure out how to go about the investigation from my end.” Every feel-good emotion under the sun attacks me at once as I leap onto him with a hard embrace. “Oh, Noah, it feels as if we’re back in business. I can’t tell you how miserable it was denying myself something I wanted more than anything in the world.”

      We pull apart, and he presses those sad evergreen eyes over mine.

      “I know exactly how that feels, Lot. Hopefully, this time next year we’ll be having an entirely different conversation. Who knows? Maybe we’ll be planning that family I’m hoping we’ll have someday.”

      I give a little shrug. “Stranger things have happened. But in the meantime, we’ve got a killer to bring to justice. Partners?” I thrust my hand forward, and he shakes it.

      “Partners.” He brings my hand to his lips and lands a sweet kiss over the back. “You’ll always be my partner in every single way. Now let’s go catch a killer.”

      “Ten bucks says I catch them first.”

      “Ten bucks says you do.”
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      It turns out, Gloria Dallas’ personal assistant of twenty years is now serving down at the Ashford County Courthouse as a secretary for the honorable Judge McDonough.

      And to think I gleaned all of that within five minutes in my tiny office as soon as I got back to the bakery. I scooped up a variety of cookies—my infamous macarons included—and hightailed it to the Ashford County Courthouse just like that.

      Typically, I would have invited Keelie to join in on the fun, but seeing that weeks ago I hinted to Everett about a private date in his chambers and have yet to make good on that promise, I decided it’s best I fly solo on this one.

      The courthouse is a typical colonial throwback. Inside, it’s decorated with oversized dark chocolate doors that mimic the design of a Hershey’s Bar with rows of elongated rectangles carved into the enormous doors themselves.

      When I went digging for information on Gloria, the first thing that popped up was her dried up fashion career—Dallas Designs. Unfortunately, for her, she didn’t get too far in the world of couture, but she did pretty well, considering how competitive the fashion market can be.

      In fact, I thought I recognized a few pieces from my mother’s wardrobe. Wouldn’t that be ironic? My mother prancing around in a Gloria Dallas original?

      But I’m not here for Gloria. The woman I’m here to see is Trisha Lawrence.

      I head past the main arteries of the courthouse and even manage to acquire a friendly nod from one of the security guards. Lord knows I’ve been down here enough to be on a first name basis with everyone who works in the building. I offer him a chocolate covered pretzel cookie before proceeding further.

      When you’re in the crime solving business, you need every single soul on your side. Not that I’m not normally congenial and friendly, but I figure it’s best to go out of my way and make a few buddies anywhere I can. You never know when you might need them to trust you enough to spill a secret or two. And that’s where my cookies come in—or as I like to call to them, weapons of trust-building, secret-spilling destruction.

      My mother always told me that people are like a garden. You need to water relationships with attention in an effort to keep them alive and healthy. And here I am to water—or in my case, feed. Who knows how many more cases will lead me back to the mean marbled halls of justice?

      I’m still tickled pink that Nell all but gave me a directive to carry on with my crime solving ways. In a sense, it made me feel official, like some caped crusader whose sole goal in life is to tackle the bad guys. Although, it’s still up for debate whether or not whoever killed Rich Dallas was a bad guy. Gloria and her daughters acted as if they wanted to erect a statue to them.

      A plaque on the wall reads Judge McDonough, and I follow the arrow down the hall.

      Geez, this is the exact way to Everett’s chambers. It looks like I’m getting dangerously close to Mr. Sexy himself. I know for a fact he’s got an entire afternoon of cases, and I don’t dare bother him. I’ll just hang around until he’s through. But what I wouldn’t do to see him performing, live and in person, as he sits on his throne.

      The last time I had a chance to witness his judicial glory, I was the defendant and he wisely chose to side with me.

      A middle-aged woman sits behind a granite counter, pecking away at her keyboard, her glasses reflecting blue from the screen. I head over, and, sure enough, her nameplate reads Trisha Lawrence.

      “Hello!” I call out in a cheery voice. “I’m here from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, and I come bearing sweet treats for one and all!” I chirp as I thrust the box of goodies her way. “Choose whichever you like. Heck, take two or three.”

      “Ooh, thank you.” She rises from her seat and makes her selection. Trisha is a tall woman, slender, gaunt features, with a few too many wrinkles as if she put in her time sun worshipping in her youth. Her hair is salt and pepper, with the salt winning out, and it’s short and trimmed neatly around her face. “Where is this delectable bakery of yours? I always like to patronize the businesses kind enough to donate to our staff.”

      You mean there are others like me? I’d best warn Everett because I’m positive they’re up to no good.

      “Honey Hollow,” I say, marveling at what a perfect segue that was.

      Her eyes enlarge behind her thick lenses, and it gives her an unearthly appeal.

      “You don’t say?” She touches the white chocolate chip macadamia cookie to her lips before pulling it back. “So, you must know about the murder they had there just last weekend.”

      “Rich Dallas,” I say it crisp and clear in the event she was unaware of her employment connection.

      She wrinkles her nose at the sound of his name. “I knew him. I worked for years for the Dallas family.”

      “Really? No kidding!” I deserve an Oscar for my ability to feign surprise. “So, what was she like?”

      “What was who like?” Her brows pinch as she takes a bite of the cookie.

      “His wife, Gloria. I hear she’s the one that did him in.”

      She almost gags on her next bite. Perhaps this wasn’t the best strategy—but if I’ve learned anything in all my months of sleuthing, it’s that my time interrogating just about anyone is limited. Note to self: Interrogation first. Cookies last.

      She averts her eyes as if it all made sense. “Now there’s a rumor that doesn’t surprise me.”

      It didn’t surprise me either. That’s why I started it.

      “So, what was Gloria like? Did she hate him enough to have him killed?”

      “Gloria? Please. She would never pay someone to off Rich.” Her cookie dips dangerously close to her lips once again. “She vowed years ago to take care of the monster herself. In fact, I’m a little surprised they haven’t arrested her yet.”

      “Do you really think she’d have the rage to stab him in the back? Literally speaking, of course.”

      “Oh yes.” She waves it off. “It’s a well-known fact Rich cut her off financially years ago. He was supposed to make a hefty alimony payment each month like clockwork, but he stopped that good time rather quickly.” She takes another bite out of the cookie in her hand and moans through its ooey gooey goodness. The white chocolate chip macadamia cookies happen to be one of my all-time personal favorites. “Anyway, he claimed he was broke. That really enraged Gloria. She vowed vengeance on him then, but that was about six years ago.”

      “It sounds like she took her time.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe she waited until he was good and happy. That would be just like her. She’s the very definition of vindictive. I heard he was engaged to some trumped up trollop just looking to hitch a ride on the Dallas Gravy Train Express.” Her chin dips a notch. “He wasn’t exactly forthcoming about his financial affairs.”

      She reaches for another cookie, and I snatch back the box reflexively. I can’t help it. Miranda Lemon is a saint. And one with questionable sanity, considering the fact she entertained that psychotic for oh so long.

      It takes less than a second for me to take a deep breath and press on as I glide the box her way once again, and she hesitantly plucks out a blondie bar as if pulling it out of a fire.

      “So, Gloria waited to off him once his happiness was at an all-time high?” Doubtful. A stabbing like that is indicative of red-hot rage. A six-year vendetta might inspire a poisoning at best. I’m thinking it’s time to go right to the source. “What does Gloria fill her time with these days? Rumor has it, retirement looks good on her.”

      “Oh, it does. After the divorce, she let me go and started a whole new life on the high seas. She and her cohorts go on one cruise after another, just sailing from port to port, eating the best of the best, drinking champagne like it’s water.” That does account for some things. “But I hear there will be a funeral. She’ll be in town until at least that disaster is over.”

      “I’m sure her daughters are just devastated. I can see why she’d want to be there for them.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are you kidding? Gloria’s children are no more than acquaintances to her. She had them reared by nannies and boarding schools. Michelle is doing pretty well for herself, but those other girls.” She shakes her head. “Not kosher,” she whispers as if Gloria might be lurking around the corner.

      “How so? Michelle’s a life coach. Claret’s a…” I snap my fingers as if her occupation were on the tip of my forked tongue.

      “You know what she is.” She gives an exaggerated nod. “Rumor has it, she works for Louie the Lion.”

      “The Louie the Lion?” I pretend to be aghast, even though I have no clue who Louie the Lion might be. Although, he does sound rather ferocious.

      “The one and only. And it’s a wonder that it’s poor Dawn they don’t speak to.”

      “Oh right, the one with the dicey boyfriend.”

      “Dicey?” she balks. “Griffin Locke is anything but. He’s an upstanding citizen who works construction in Leeds.”

      I make a face at the mention of the dicey town. Maybe Rich was onto something with this one.

      “Griffin Locke,” I say, echoing his name in an effort to remember it. “What could have possibly been so bad about the poor guy that the entire Dallas family blacklisted Dawn?”

      She shrugs as she indulges in another bite. “From what I heard, it had something to do with his father. I’m still not too clear on it. Regardless, those greedy sisters didn’t mind one bit. They might be kind and sweet on the outside, but the entire lot of them is greedy and bitter on the inside. It was a relief when Gloria let me go.”

      “It sounds like it.” A couple of women head in this direction, stopping politely behind me as they wait their turn at the counter. I close up my box of goodies and lean in.

      “Hey? You wouldn’t happen to know where I can find Judge Baxter, would you?”

      A throaty laugh emits from her as she shakes her shoulders. “Don’t waste your time, sweetheart. He is a looker, but rumor has it, he’s expecting a baby with some cheap tramp he knocked up. It was inevitable, though, the way he tramps about himself.”

      My mouth falls open as I start to back away, and the women behind me start right in on their spiel.

      Cheap tramp? I should have given her a piece of my mind.

      On second thought, who cares what people think?

      Come to think of it, all the women Everett has ever dated have been cheap tramps, so I can see how easy it was for her to draw the conclusion.

      I head down toward a set of double doors and lean in, listening to the murmurs until I undoubtedly hear Everett’s thunderous voice.

      Ha! I knew I’d find him. I just have to see him.

      I’m sure if I open the door just one inch I’ll be satisfied. There is nothing hotter than seeing your boyfriend presiding over a criminal investigation, looking lean and mean—not to mention large and in charge all at the same time. And oddly, the same can be said about Noah.

      I open the door just a crack and peer inside. There he is. Everett Baxter is shockingly handsome in an unsafe way. I’m beginning to think that bailiff is here just to keep the women at bay. My heart thumps wildly at the sight of him in his stark black gown.

      He appears to be raging mad about something. Scratch that. According to that hard V his brows have formed, he is downright furious. He’s barking something to the poor people to my right, and I can’t help but laugh at the fact he’s just as grumpy on the stand as I remember him to be. It’s nice to know some things never change.

      I lean against the door and it gives way as if it were hollow, and I end up tripping and falling my way into his courtroom as my box of cookies flies through the air and rains down over me like flour-based confetti.

      Every soul in the room turns to gawk at me in horror, but it’s Everett’s eyes that look as if they’re about to reach out and touch me—and not in any good way.

      As my luck would have it, the bailiff happened to open the door just as I leaned in. And from all the growling he’s doing, I gather he’s piping mad, too, but my full attention is on that ornery judge as he rises to his feet.

      “Lemon?”

      “I can explain,” I say, quickly sweeping up all the cookies I can back into my pink crooked box.

      “In my chambers, right now,” he thunders as he slams his gavel with all he’s got. “Court is adjourned until further notice.”

      And just like that, I get my chamber date with Everett.

      Before I know it, we’re behind closed doors, and his chest is palpating against mine. Everett looks both fighting mad and dangerously delicious.

      I clear my throat. “Would you believe I happened to be in the vicinity on business?”

      His lips curl as a wicked grin threatens to bloom on his face. “Motion to speak denied.”

      We don’t use any words—more like grunts and groans. And the things that man can do with his gavel—euphemistically speaking, of course—are perfectly illegal.

      Wow.

      Just wow.

      The rumors are true.

      There is nothing hotter than a judge in his chambers.
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      Typically, I’m all alone at the bakery in the wee hours of the morning when the sun is still just a theory, and the air has an icy snap to it—even for the month of June, but on this fine day, I’m not here with one but two souls who have decided to haunt me.

      I told Carlotta and Nell all about my adventures at the courthouse yesterday—sans any details whatsoever about my real adventures at the courthouse with Mr. Sexy. I learned long ago that there are some details best kept private.

      Carlotta grunts as she snaps up a handful of macarons as if they were poker chips. The bakery looks as if it’s under siege with an explosion of little colorful dots, and the entire place holds the scent of vanilla and almond extract. Not only are macarons the most colorful cookies I’ve made, but they’re by far the most fragrant.

      “I bet the ex did it.” Carlotta pops another French vanilla macaron into her mouth. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail just like mine, and as much as I’m not thrilled to admit it, we’re twining in just about every other way, too. “Gloria sounds like a pistol. And her kids sound like pigs.”

      Nell and I exchange a quick glance. Nell looks remarkably solid, even though I can see glints of sparkles of light going off inside her every now and again. I guess you could say Nell has taken her sparkling personality to the next level.

      It turns out, when Nell is not in my presence, she spends her time evenly dispersed with her children. And, even though technically Carlotta was her niece, Carlotta has been getting some serious Nell time, too. Carlotta is the only other family member that can see Nell other than me, so it makes sense. And God knows it’s nice to have someone to talk to.

      “Speaking of kids.” Carlotta offers an eerie grin my way as she chomps her way through five or six macarons. “I heard you’re knocked up. So, it’s the judge you’ve decided on, eh? Is that your final verdict?” She gives a cheesy wink. “Verdict! Get it?”

      “I get it. And no, I’m not knocked up as you so delicately put it. We’re definitely not at that stage. We’re at the let’s-have-fun stage. The let’s-pretend-Noah-Fox-never-happened stage. Everett has been a balm to my broken heart. And—we’ve even exchanged I love yous.”

      Carlotta stares off into space. “I did that once and out popped you. But the man who participated in your existence wasn’t all that interested.”

      “You mean he knew about me?” I’m actually not at all curious about who this man might be. I’m purely asking to get a better gauge of Carlotta’s shady history with love, and sadly, I happened to play a starring role in that fiasco.

      “Nope. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. I was pretty good at hiding my tummy. Never did turn into a beach ball. My brother, Will, was so busy with his friends, he never noticed the fact I was hiding in my room all the time. And Becca was already with Jack at that point.” She gives a sideways glance to Nell. “And don’t you think for a minute they were studying for finals at his place all that time.” She snorts my way. “They were making babies themselves. Becca and Jack got married right away, of course—senior year in college. That was Becca for you, always doing things the right way—or at least pretty close to it. I remember the night she told me she was pregnant with the twins—of course, she didn’t know there were two little troublemakers warring for room in her tummy at that point. But she said, ‘Carlotta—I’ve rolled the dice, and now I have to pay the price. Jack and I are tying the knot. You can be the maid of honor so long as you don’t tell Mom I’ve gone and sinned before my wedding.’” She made me feel so bad about having you already brewing inside me, I couldn’t hardly stand to leave my bedroom.”

      Nell nods. “You coerced a doctor to convince me you had mono. I let you lounge around thinking you were healing, and here you needed my words of comfort. I’m so sorry that things turned out the way they did.”

      “Don’t be.” Carlotta snaps up ten or twelve more macarons off the island. “God forbid if Daddy found out. He would have made me tell him who did it, and that boy would have been dead.” She rolls a macaron my way, and the tiny pink wheel wobbles as it makes its way over. “The cookie is in your court, Lottie Bobottie. You can give your birth daddy the heart attack he deserves after all these years.”

      “No, thank you. I’m all grown. I don’t need another daddy. Joseph Lemon filled those shoes nicely—and for a lifetime, might I add. I had the very best upbringing. Father-daughter dances, picnics with the family, camping, hiking—my dad even taught me how to fish, drive, and start a barbeque grill. There are no further skills this man could possibly offer to teach me.”

      “Teach you?” Carlotta balks. “I’m talking about you teaching him—a lesson. Ever since I’ve been back in Honey Hollow, he’s been turning his nose up at me. Making little quips about how he’s so successful and I’m a nobody who had to move in with her sister.”

      I bite down hard on my lower lip. It’s true. For a time, Carlotta was living with her best friend, Rhonda Gilbert, but after Rhonda was murdered a few months back, Carlotta had to boot scoot her way out of that house and into Becca’s place. Keelie has hinted a few times that Becca is about to pull her hair out. But, I figure, better her than me.

      “Have you thought about getting your own place? I mean, you’re making a livable wage down at the flower shop, right?”

      “Is that what they’re calling it these days? It’s an oxymoron. There’s not a single place in Honey Hollow that I can rent and still afford gas for my car and food for my mouth.”

      “Then you’ll have to get a roommate.” Preferably one that’s not me.

      Nell shakes her head. “If only William would loosen up about my estate. Had I known he would take such umbrage with me leaving things to you, Lottie, I would have given him a good scolding before I bit the big one. I’ll figure out how to untangle this knot, girls. Just you wait and see.” She sighs heavily. “I hope.”

      “You got a roommate in mind for me?” Carlotta lifts a brow my way and looks decidedly more like my twin in the process. As of late, she’s been hydrating her skin and wearing makeup the way I do. It’s almost eerie the way we look alike.

      “Well, you know, I’ve got the cats.” Wow, that must be the lousiest excuse known to man. “How about at the B&B with my mother?”

      She balks at the thought. “And listen to all the things that go bump in the night? No, thank you. And I was referring to your mother’s headboard. I don’t mind the ghosts. Did I tell you, Greer and Winslow are looking to adopt?”

      “What?” I balk at the lunacy. “Wait, let’s just backtrack for a minute. My mother’s headboard is taking a breather. Her fiancé was just murdered, remember?”

      Carlotta huffs out a dark laugh. “Someone here doesn’t know her mother. That woman is playing up the part of the grieving widow to the hilt. And she’s been seeking some comfort the old-fashioned way. Leave it to Miranda to use even the most grievous circumstances to her advantage. And Mayor Nash doesn’t seem to mind one bit. Hey? Maybe he killed Rich Dallas just so he could finally have your mother all to himself? I’m siding with the press. In fact, I bet that’s how your love triangle ends, Lottie—with murder. Those boys are hot to trot, and they’re both pulling out all the stops. I’d bet my trusty Toyota that Detective Fox has an unfortunate misfire in the very near future.”

      “Would you stop? The last thing I need is for you to call some seriously bad juju into existence.”

      “It’s true.” Carlotta barrels on with her quasi-curses. “Those boys each want you for themselves, and don’t think just because they spend their days on the right side of the law that they’re above getting low down and dirty. Someone is going to end up in a casket. Just you wait and see.”

      “Geez.” I throw a cookie at her, and she catches it right in her mouth like a trained circus seal. “Nell, please tell her that nobody is going to end up in a casket over me.”

      Nell lifts her hand to her mouth and turns her head abruptly.

      “Oh my goodness, Nell! Is something terrible going to happen to Noah or Everett?” My heart ratchets up into my throat.

      “It’s not for me to say, dear. This isn’t any of my business.”

      My heart sinks right through the floor. “It’s true then. You can’t tell me, but I can see it in your face. Oh my God, Noah is going to blow a hole through Everett and send him straight to the other side.”

      Nell holds up a finger. “Now, Lottie, it’s dangerous to surmise what the future might bring. Yes, it’s safe to say that someone’s fate is about to be altered in a significant way. But you do realize you can unravel all the good things that are meant to come your way if you try to nosy around in things that are not of your control.”

      Carlotta opens her purse and wipes an entire slew of macarons off the counter and into its giant maw. “In other words, you’ll make things worse. It’s best to let sleeping bullets lie—until they go off, that is. I bet you’ve made good friends with the fine people at the mortuary by now. I’m sure they’ll give you a nice little deal.”

      I gasp at the audacity.

      “Nell, you have to tell me. Is it Noah or Everett?”

      Nell cringes as if she knows it’s futile to keep the gory details from me. “It’s one of them. But, Lottie, what’s coming down the pike is inevitable. You could no more stop it than I can.”

      “My God, Noah is going to get hurt on the job. Britney was right. His line of work is far too dangerous.”

      Nell waves it off. “Noah will be fine.”

      “Ah ha! So it is Everett!”

      Nell’s eyes widen with guilt, and I feel faint at the thought of anything happening to that blue-eyed stud who has the power to turn the female population on its lust-riddled ear.

      There’s a light knock coming from the window out front.

      “It sounds like we have a visitor. Maybe it’s someone who’s come to play dirty with you, Carlotta. How would you like that?” I say as I head on over, and sure enough I see a familiar face—but that’s about the only thing I recognize about him. “It’s Everett, I think.”

      “Mr. Sexy!” Carlotta whoops it up. “I bet he came for some early morning loving. Ten bucks says he propositions you right here in the kitchen. I’ll skedaddle so the two of you can make some adorable little grandbabies for me before he bites the big one.”

      “I’m not making babies in the kitchen, Carlotta—and he is not biting the big one,” I say as I head toward the door. “Don’t you get any ideas about bringing a suitor around my shop either. This is a bakery, not a brothel,” I say, swinging the door open, and Everett frowns as if I just shot down his best idea yet. I take one look at him and am forced to catch my breath. “Do I know you?” I marvel as my eyes ride up and down over this unfairly handsome man.

      He leans in and drops a steamy kiss to my lips. “Did that refresh your memory?”

      “Just enough.” I take in his chosen accouterments and give a wistful shake of the head. “You do realize I’ve only seen you in either a suit or naked.”

      His fingers rustle through my hair. “I can arrange the latter.”

      “I’m serious. I hardly recognize you in sweatpants and a T-shirt. And by the way, I don’t know how you got that shirt to stretch over your muscles.” No lie. His arms are so huge they’re forcing the fabric to ride up toward his shoulders. “What’s happening? Did the cleaners blow up?”

      “Funny.” Everett doesn’t smile. “I thought I’d kidnap you and steal you away for an early morning date.”

      Both Nell and Carlotta coo in the background.

      “Is there anyone who can watch the bakery for a few hours?”

      Carlotta jumps forward. “I’m right here, Lot Lot. You just get in his car and let that sexy man take you wherever he wants and do whatever he wants.”

      I blink over at her. “Why do I get the feeling that’s exactly how I got my start in life?”

      Nell chortles. “She’s got you there. Go on, Lottie. I’ll supervise here for a bit, and if I get the feeling you’re near a suspect, I’ll be sure to make my way over. Have a good time, sweetheart. The bakery will be safe in our hands until Lily shows up.”

      I shrug over at Everett. “Kidnap away.”

      We get into his car, and the excitement begins to build.

      “Let me guess. This adventure starts with a hiking trail, involves lots of steamy kisses, and ends with a long hot shower for two?”

      He ticks his head to the side as we head down the road. “I like where you’re going, but it just so happens this little adventure involves a bunch of unruly kids and my mother.”

      Unruly kids? Everett’s mother?

      It sounds like I might not only need a nice long shower afterwards, but a nice long nap, too.

      One thing is for sure. I’m not letting a single bullet get near Everett. Unless, of course, whatever Nell knows is something far worse than that.
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      Fallbrook.

      That’s exactly where Everett has whisked us off to. I tell Everett all about my meeting of the minds with Trisha Lawrence yesterday and finish up just as we’re pulling into the parking lot of the Fallbrook Country Club. Due the gag order he imposed in his chambers, we never did get a chance to catch up.

      “Louie the Lion?” Everett kills the engine and shifts his stern gaze my way. “No way are you going in that direction. He’s a notorious mob leader. I’ve seen his buddies in my courtroom more than I care to count.”

      “A mob leader? What in the world would Claret Dallas be doing with a mob leader? You have to figure she’s not dating him. There’s no way Rich Dallas would approve of a mob leader, considering he cut Dawn out of his life over a construction worker.”

      A low rumble comes from his chest, something just this side of a laugh.

      “I have a feeling the construction worker is a deeper well than you think. And I have a sneaking suspicion that Rich didn’t quite know about Claret’s affiliation with the underworld.”

      “Ooh. Underworld. Why do I like where this is going?”

      “Because you’re secretly an adrenaline junkie.” His cheek rises on one side. “And that’s exactly why you’re with me. You ready to get your heart pumping to unsafe levels?”

      “Please tell me we’re not skydiving. I draw a very hard line at jumping out of a perfectly good plane.”

      “Nope. I was thinking about that shower you promised me later.” He ticks his head toward the country club. “For now, we have to endure my mother and her friends for the better part of an hour.”

      We get out and start making our way toward the clubhouse when a thought comes to me.

      “Oh, I saw that woman again! The mystery woman who came looking for you the day of the murder. She was outside my bakery yesterday.”

      Everett shoots a glance into the woods across the street as he tries to process this. “Did she go in?”

      “No. She was sort of watching me. Honestly, I think she was looking for you.”

      Everett stops cold and pulls me in. “Listen to me, Lemon. The next time you see her, call the police. I have a bad feeling about this, and my bad feelings never lie.”

      That conversation regarding Everett’s future being altered comes to mind.

      “Wow, what if she is a stalker?” My breathing becomes erratic at the thought. “I bet she’s a lunatic. She could be coming for you with a gun!” I knew Noah wouldn’t have it in him to blow a hole through Everett.

      “Yes, she might have a gun.” He closes his eyes a moment and sighs. “And that’s exactly why you need to have your gun with you at all times.”

      “What? Is that even legal? I mean, don’t I need a permit or approval from the state?”

      “You don’t need it in Vermont. The only places you’re not allowed to bring your weapon are school grounds of any kind, the courthouse, any federal building and that includes the post office. You need to carry it, Lemon. Put it in your purse and take it wherever you go.”

      “Everett.” I inch back to get a better look at him, and the morning sun pierces his eyes, igniting them like brilliant blue flames. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t do that.”

      His lips pull down as if he didn’t know what to do with me. “Fine. We’ll deal with this another way.”

      The Fallbrook Country Club sits on rambling acreage that happens to be populated with the most elegant looking humans known to man. I hate to sound like this, but the people here really do look a touch better than the rest—and I mean that in the worst way possible. Snobs, all of them, I tell you—snobs. I don’t care how well kempt they are. I can’t shake the feeling they’re all looking down their noses at me.

      Everett took me inside to the boutique and outfitted me with yoga pants and a tank top, so I have some idea of what our little adventure will be comprised of.

      We head outside, and the smell of farm animals lights up my senses. I glance around until I find an entire field of goats grazing away in the pasture to our right.

      “Aw!” I coo. “Would you look at that? It’s nice to see that the country club is cutting back its carbon footprint by calling in the cloven-hooved forces. I used to love it when they came to graze back the fields near our house growing up.

      A stunning older woman with a shock of black hair, sparkling ocean blue eyes, the exact shade as this handsome devil by my side, materializes beside us.

      “Eliza!” I wrap my arms around his mother, and she welcomes me with a hearty embrace right back.

      “It’s Lizzy to you.” She pulls back and gifts Everett a kiss on the cheek. “I bet this beautiful fiancée of yours is keeping you on your toes.”

      He ticks his head to the side. “That’s an understatement.”

      “So, when is the blessed event?” She looks my way. “I heard all about the baby. I’ve already placed a hold on an au pair from Sweden and reserved a spot for the precious child at all the local private schools. You’ll live in Fallbrook, of course. There is no better place to rear a child. I’ll have the country house renovated by fall, and the two of you can reside there until you purchase a proper home of your own.”

      Wow. I think I just had a very real taste of what it would be like to have Eliza Baxter as my mother-in-law.

      I’m about to say something when Everett picks up my hand and gives it a squeeze as if to say he’s got this.

      “We’ve chosen to remain in Honey Hollow for now,” he offers.

      Her penciled in brows heave into her forehead with judgment, but she doesn’t dare say another word.

      Funny. Everett didn’t exactly straighten her out on the barren state of my womb. Why do I get the feeling Everett enjoys toying with his mother? After all, he has let her believe we’re engaged—and there doesn’t seem to be an end in sight to that farce either.

      Eliza—I can’t bring myself to call her Lizzy—leans in and points to the corral behind her where women and men alike lie over bright purple mats, stretching their torsos to the sun.

      “She’s in there. Third from the left.”

      I crane my head and squeal when I spot her. “Everett—it’s Gloria Dallas!”

      He gives a sly wink, but Eliza gags upon hearing her name.

      “I can’t stand the woman. And her husband? Let’s just say I’m not too sorry he’s no longer with us. Can you believe he tried to show me a good time?” she says that last part in air quotes. “Not even with a lobotomy would I have been associated with that beast of a man. He’s a control freak. Anyone with half a brain could see that. Rumor has it, he duped some poor woman into an engagement. What in the world could that poor soul have been thinking? It’s obvious she was desperate if she felt the need to leash herself to a man so vindictive, so full of psychotic rage. If I ever found that woman, I’d have her committed. Clearly, she’s unable to make sound decisions for herself.”

      I give an audible gulp.  “I might have to agree with you on that one.”

      Everett leads us into the corral, and I spot yet another familiar face I didn’t expect to see.

      “Meg?” I trot over to my raven-haired beauty of a sister. “Well, fancy meeting you here.” For a second, I forgot all about the fact my sister teaches yoga at this hoity-toity establishment—most likely because the last time I took a yoga class at this fine institution we were indoors.

      “I see you’ve brought your man.” She slugs Everett playfully on the arm, and he winces as if she backed it up with some muscle—and knowing Meg, she might have. “I’d ask what brings you out this way, but I already know.” She nods over to where Eliza and Gloria are yucking it up as if they were great friends. “Looks like that Dallas chick is hamming it up with some old cow.”

      I suck in a quick breath and don’t dare look at Everett, but I can see his chest bouncing in my peripheral vision, and I’d swear there’s an undercurrent of laughter in the air.

      “Meg, the old cow happens to be Everett’s mother,” I practically mouth the words.

      She casts her dead eyes at the handsome steed by my side. “That actually explains a lot. Now, let’s get you two on your stomachs.” She claps up a storm and instructs everyone to do just that. Everett and I grab a mat and do as we’re told.

      Meg instructs us to close our eyes as she systematically commands us to loosen one muscle at a time. She starts at our feet, and by the time she gets to our shoulders, audible snoring can be heard all around us. It’s so relaxing I’m about to fall asleep myself when a horrible spike of pain explodes over my lower back—then another and another.

      “Oh my God, someone is stepping on me!” I howl as I lift my head in a panic, only to find that I’m not only virtually immobilized, but Everett has an entire herd of hairy creatures crawling over his back. “GAH! We’re under attack! The goats must have wandered over while Meg was busy casting a spell over us, and now they’re eating our hair and clothes for sustenance!”

      A round of titters breaks out around me.

      Everett pries an eye open to look my way without so much as putting in an effort.

      “It’s goat yoga, Lemon.”

      I gasp as I take the weight of the tiny tot bouncing over my back.

      “This is what you meant by kids?” I balk as the furball on my shoulders gives an eerie human-like scream. “I hope you’re enjoying your massage, Baxter,” I grunt as another baby goat uses my thighs as a ramp, and before you know it, I have World War III breaking out on my back over the small amount of real estate I can offer.

      A hard cackle comes from above, and I recognize that witchy laugh as none other than my devious baby sis.

      “Enjoy the ride, Lottie!” she belts the words out, and I cringe as I hear my name echo throughout the corral.

      “Lottie?” a sharp female voice, just as vindictive as Meg’s, spouts from my right, and I turn my head to find Gloria Dallas wide-eyed with surprise, half her face pressed flat to a lavender yoga mat. “Lizzy mentioned you were engaged to her son. Con-grat-u-la-tions.” That last word comes out in about a dozen broken syllables as a goat does its best to trample her.

      “That’s right,” I bleat right back as another goat joins the party on my back, and the three of them proceed to stomp out a cloven hooved version of Riverdance over my spine. “I’m sorry about everything you’re going through. Is there anything either my mother or I can do to help with the funeral? I can bring platters of my sweet treats to Carlson Hall, the reception area connected to the church. It’s not unusual for me to cater funerals upon request. Of course, I’d do this free of charge. I know all his favorite desserts, so I can fix up something nice in memory of him.”

      “That’s very kind of you. I think I’ll take you up on that. But I wouldn’t dream of freeloading off you. Bill me and I’ll be sure to pay you double. I’m so glad to have that old coot off my back, I feel like throwing a party—and that’s exactly what that funeral will be. Stay tuned because I’ve got a few surprises up my sleeve. Believe me when I say people will walk away talking. Rich always did make the biggest scene wherever we went, and I hated it. And now I’m going to make sure he makes the biggest scene of all.” Her lips curl with dark intent. “I bet your mother is breathing easy. She owes me one.”

      My adrenaline spikes as she says those words, and I’m almost afraid to ask the obvious.

      “Why would that be?” I bray the words out as my body vibrates like a dance floor in Miami at midnight. It’s clear all the cool kids are on my back, and the dance party is just getting started.

      She smirks as a goat does its best to smother her. “Oh, honey, I did thirty-five years of hard time with that man. If she thinks he was a rascal in the short time she had to endure his wrath, she should have seen him way back when. Believe it or not, she got the new and improved version of that old tired dog.”

      “Then why leave him? Why did the two of you divorce?”

      “It was time. He was hungry to have me in the room with him all the time. I couldn’t breathe without informing him of my whereabouts. The older he got, the more he felt the need to control things. It’s a common issue. The horrendous dynamics we have when we’re younger only tend to exacerbate when we shrivel up and forget where we left our keys.”

      “Who do you think killed him?” I shoot it out point-blank. Who knows? Maybe that pigmy goat tap-dancing over her skull will shake some serious clues out of her.

      “I have a few ideas. But then, Rich racked up enemies as quickly as his bank account accrued interest—the way it used to, anyway. It could have been anyone. Hell, it could have been me.” Her eyes close as an entire gang of tiny furry tots gather around her like adorable braying vultures.

      It could have been her.

      The devoted kids hanging out on my back start in on a mambo, or a tango, or the Macarena. Whichever one requires more stamina and has twice as many steps.

      “Lemon,” Everett says my name, tempered and even, but I recognize that tone. He’s warning me of something. No sooner do I turn my head than an entire barrage of round dark pellets rain over my head.

      “OH MY GOD!” I howl as I’m pelted with a bucket full of spherical fecal matter. “Meg!” I riot as I evict the little devils off my person. And I swear on all that is holy they are laughing their way in the other direction.

      Everett helps me to my feet, and soon the entire class is rising, laughing, and pointing because, apparently, that’s what they learned in finishing school.

      I do my best to shake my hair out, but for some reason the little steaming balls of sewage have entangled themselves into my curls.

      “Everett, we have to get out of here. Where’s the nearest shower?”

      “No shower,” Meg huffs. “They don’t actually have a gym at the facility. But there’s a garden hose on the other end of the corral.”

      Eliza makes her way over. Her expensive perfume hits us before she ever gets close. “Essex, I’m headed to brunch with the girls. Please, take the poor thing home and clean her up. Make her some hot tea while you’re at it.” She reaches over and picks up my left hand. “And really, Essex? Is this the way I raised you?” She plucks a rock the size of a nickel off her ring finger and stuffs it onto mine before I can process what’s happening. “I don’t care how progressive the two of you think you are by eschewing materialist tokens of appreciation. This was my mother’s wedding ring. I want you to have it. I’ve grown accustomed to wearing it to ward off the Rich Dallas’ of the world. In fact, it was he who inspired me to don it in the first place. Wear it in good health. It warms my heart that you and Essex have decided to start a family.”

      A couple of shadows darken us from the left, and we turn to find Noah and Ivy striding up.

      “What’s this?” Noah looks down at my finger, and the color drains from his face.

      “My love.” Eliza pulls him in with a hearty embrace. “Whatever brings you this way?”

      He glances to Ivy a moment. “Official business.” He offers a forlorn nod my way. “Excuse us.”

      The two of them take a few steps over to Gloria, and Everett excuses himself for a moment as he heads over to his mother.

      “Mrs. Dallas?” Noah’s chest expands as if he were about to pounce, and I have a feeling he is. “I’m sorry, but we have an order to search your home and vehicle.” Noah flashes his badge as Ivy steps up.

      “And I’m afraid we need to ask you to come down to Ashford for further questioning.”

      Gloria gasps and gags as a sheriff’s deputy escorts her to a waiting vehicle.

      “Noah”—I step in close—“what was that about?”

      A breath expels from him. “We’ve been getting dozens of tips about her. It’s time we kicked this investigation into high gear. I can’t ignore a good thing.” Noah glances down at my ring finger. “And apparently, neither can you.”

      “Noah.” I step up, and a few less than hygienic little doodle bops trickle out of my hair and onto his dress shirt. “Ooh, sorry.” I take a careful step back. “Everett’s mother gave this to me,” I say, rubbing my thumb over the enormous diamond. “She thought my finger looked naked.”

      “I get it. I just don’t like it.” He glances back at Everett. “Go ahead and get cleaned up, Lot. I’ll take it from here.”

      Everett comes over and glides his arms around my waist. “You ready for that shower?”

      Noah glares his way before taking off with Ivy.

      “I’m ready,” I say, watching as Gloria bellows out her innocence, the fact she’s being framed, and she may have shouted something about suing all of Ashford County. That’s the last thing that would surprise me.

      Everett takes us to his mother’s estate, his boyhood home, which could ironically house an entire army of boys and girls. The Baxter residence looks as if the Waldorf Astoria and a Southern manor had a baby, something grand and monstrous in size.

      We head on in, and Everett holds out his arms. “We’ve got the whole place to ourselves, Lemon.” His voice echoes unnaturally.

      “That’s like saying we’ve got the entire state of Florida to ourselves.”

      Everett ushers us up to the city, otherwise known as his old bedroom, and I follow him into the bathroom, to a shower that’s the size of my living room.

      “Geez, you can fit the entire Fallbrook cheerleading team in here.”

      “You got that right.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re speaking from experience?”

      Everett strips off his T-shirt, and his lips curve with deviant intent.

      I suck in a quick breath. “That was right after Cormack broke your heart. Of course, that’s when the harem processional began.”

      He nods, his brows pinching in the middle as he helps remove my dusty, less than sanitary clothes. “It ends with you.”

      My mouth falls open as he pulls me to him, skin on skin.

      “It ends with me.” It comes out more of a question, but Everett collapses his mouth over mine in an effort to begin something new.

      Maybe Gloria will be found guilty.

      Maybe the case is over.

      Maybe Nell will help me understand my tumultuous heart before she’s blipped off to the other side once again.

      Maybe, just maybe, Everett and I are starting our forever.

      But Noah’s face pops to mind and begs me to reconsider.
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      Thursday evening, after facing an entire herd of homicide-hungry tourists who snapped up every macaron in Honey Hollow, Everett picked me up and landed us smack-dab in the middle of the Ashford Convention Center where a packed house sits waiting to listen to Michelle Ireland boss us around on how to live our best lives.

      Everett is clad in black, and his tie is a metallic blue that sets off his eyes. I’m just about to compliment him on exactly that when a trio of familiar faces emerges from behind him.

      A groan works its way up my throat. “It looks like we weren’t the only ones who managed to score last-minute tickets.”

      Everett turns, and we watch as Noah, Britney, and Cormack make their way over.

      “Well, look who it is”—I say, lifting my chin at the treasonous trio—“it’s Detective Fox and the Blonde Brigade.”

      Everett’s chest bounces as he looks to his old stepbrother. “Looking to expand the harem? There is a sea of single ladies here tonight. Lemon isn’t one of them.”

      Cormack nearly sucks in a lung as she yanks forth my left hand. “Why no, she isn’t! Would you look at this sparkler?” Her jaw unhinges as she looks to Everett. “Essex, this is your grandmother’s wedding ring!” She drops my hand like it’s a dead fish. “Why you little Lolita, you wily little thing. I had my eye on that very same piece when I first met the Baxters, and here it’s on your finger. I think I’m going to start calling you Lucky.” She gives a wink accompanied by a high-pitched rhythmic laugh that’s reminiscent of a dolphin braying.

      Britney scowls at my ring finger as if it offended her. “A person like you shouldn’t be wearing a cube of ice that big.”

      I inch back. “A person like me?”

      Noah huffs at his ex, “Explain yourself quickly.”

      Everett clicks his tongue. “You’d better do it, Britney, or he might lock you out of the bedroom tonight.”

      The thought of Noah’s bedroom being occupied by another female other than me makes me sad—selfishly sad.

      Britney wave us all off. “I meant because Lucky isn’t so lucky, after all. In fact, Smack Mack”—she steals a moment to growl at Cormack, and my goodness how I’m loving the quasi-violent nickname—“if you knew how to read people just a bit better, you’d know that Lonely here is quite unlucky.”

      “How do you figure?” I’m about to point out that both of the most handsome men in the room happen to have an affection for me, and that makes me feel pretty darn lucky, but think better of it. Smack Mack is liable to pluck her hair out, and mine, at the revelation.

      Brit lifts a blood red fingernail. “You find bodies. You solve crimes. You’re a virtual magnet for criminals. That bling is just a setup for a mugging. I’m a firm believer that women shouldn’t wear showy jewelry for just that reason.”

      Cormack gasps as if she were just forbidden from decorating herself with baubles from Tiffany’s as if she were a million dollar Christmas tree. “She can wear a fake.” Cormack’s celadon eyes dart my way. “I know a great jeweler who can do a replica. You’ll keep that one in the safe.” She nods frenetically as if we were suddenly in cahoots to find a way to display our fancy ruble.

      Britney gives an exasperated sigh, her only visible eye closing for the briefest of moments as if she’s had enough of the nitwit among us. But if Brit is so brilliant, why hasn’t she gotten rid of her yet?

      Britney glowers at Cormack, and I’m delightfully amused. “An idiot crook can’t tell the difference between the real deal and a replica—thus, the danger remains the same.”

      Cormack sniffs. “And that’s why they’re the idiot.”

      “It takes one to know one,” I mutter mostly to myself. And heck, I don’t even know if it made sense, but it felt darn good to get it out. “Don’t worry about my ring.” I offer Everett a forlorn look. “It’s most certainly going into the safe. Your safe. That was very kind of your mother, but don’t you think you should confess that we’re not quite engaged?”

      Everett inches back as if it were the last thing on his mind. “Lemon, in some countries, the things we’ve done have already qualified us as husband and wife. Keep the ring.” His lips curl with naughty promise. “It looks good on you.”

      Noah chuckles. “But it means nothing. Yes, Lottie, keep the ring. We’ll hock it for a down payment on our first house.”

      Everett gives a slow blink. “I’m a homeowner, Lemon. I’d never make you sell your jewelry to buy me a piece of real estate.”

      Cormack swoons, momentarily forgetting which old beau she’s trying to stab with Cupid’s arrow.

      Noah’s dimples press in approvingly as he looks my way. “I’ve got news about the case, Lottie. We found the murder weapon.”

      “Where?” Suddenly, I can’t get close enough to Noah. If his tactic for the night was to lure me with evidence, it’s working.

      “It was spiked in Gloria’s flower bed. We found it with a metal detector.”

      “A metal detector? Now that’s thinking outside of the flower box.”

      The lights dim, and the entire lot of us takes up a row of seats near the front—with Noah and Everett ensconcing me like bookends. We’re far too close to the stage—the area infamously known as the fun zone, but seeing that every other spot is taken, we don’t have a say in the matter.

      The room darkens to pitch before a single spotlight shines center stage and Michelle Ireland pops into existence like an apparition with her arms stretched wide.

      “Boo,” a gentle voice whispers into my left ear, and I glance back to find Nell illuminated like a glow stick as she hovers next to me.

      “Nice to see you here!” I whisper. “Ooh, let me do something real quick,” I say as I pick up both Noah and Everett’s hands. “Nell is here,” I say to the two of them.

      “Welcome!” Michelle Ireland’s voice booms throughout the room effortlessly and a tad too loud as if the mic was turned up all the way. She’s wearing a flowing white dress, her auburn hair is wild and wavy, and her lips are a jarring shade of red juxtaposed to her paper white skin. And that smile, it just seems to get wider by the minute.

      She struts to the front of the stage, and the lights come up a bit as she searches the audience with that perma-grin of hers.

      “If you’ve come out tonight, it’s because you’re ready for a change in your life. You’ve found the old way of doing things is breaking your spirit—breaking your heart and the hearts of those around you.”

      Nell leans in. “I’ll say. Lottie, you might just glean something from this, after all.”

      I turn and frown at Nell. As much as I want her advice on my wonky love life, I suddenly regret the fact I volunteered to play the part of a megaphone for the other side. I try to let go, but they both happily secure my fingers to theirs once again.

      Drats.

      Just my luck.

      I can’t keep my heart or my spooks in line.

      Hey? It looks like Britney might be onto something with that hideous new nickname she gifted me. Although, I’m not sure which is worse, Lonely or Unlucky. But then they’re probably not mutually exclusive.

      Michelle Ireland waxes poetic about the attributes of strong, forward thinking people. “You must think big—and then you must think bigger than that! You need to blow up your dreams the size of a hot air balloon and fill them with ambition.”

      Nell chortles. “It sounds like a lot of hot air to me.”

      Michelle pumps a fist into the air. “You must charge your attitudes, charge your steps. You must walk quickly. Winners have someplace to go. Those who slouch and slog behind are rarely on the victory lines of any frontier. You must believe in yourself. Believe in your progress, believe in kindness, believe in leaving those that don’t believe in you—behind.”

      Noah leans in. “I believe in you, Lot.”

      “Too late,” Everett whispers. “The ship has sailed. She’s already left you behind.”

      Michelle takes an exaggerated breath. “And sometimes when those who don’t believe in you refuse to get out of your way—you simply have to remove them yourself.” The smile drips right off her face. Her gaze seems to have wandered to some unknown horizon, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was reliving that fateful day her father died—because she killed him.

      “Oh dear.” Nell’s voice is melodic with worry. “She does sound rather guilty, doesn’t she? Perhaps Detective Fox needs to bring another Dallas family member to the sheriff’s department for further questioning.”

      Noah glances back. “Good idea, Nell,” he whispers.

      Everett leans over and cuts a mean look his way.  “No need to flirt with Nell. She’s not available either.”

      A dull laugh bubbles in my chest. Noah is rather agreeable this evening. Odd for a man with a woman on each arm and then some. It’s as if he’s addicted to estrogen.

      “I’m not flirting,” he hisses back. “I’m being sensible. That’s one of the qualities Lottie appreciates about me. I’m sensible.”

      Everett’s chest expands. “You’re right. It was sensible of you to choose to forgo the all-important detail of having a wife. I’m afraid I’m not that sensible. In fact, I think I’m a little bit dangerous.” His eyes hood over as he looks my way. “Danger makes your wheels turn, Lemon.”

      I gulp audibly and sink in my seat a notch as I try my best to pay attention in hopes the white-hot spotlight of their attention will dissipate from yours truly. But my God, Everett pegged it.

      Noah is sensible. Everett is dangerous. And just like the next girl, I can very much appreciate both of those attributes in a man—men. And that right there is the problem. Noah and Everett simply need to be rolled into one glorious person.

      Honest to God, that person might be too much for the female population of the planet to handle. The solar system might disband at the sight of him.

      Michelle gives another hour’s worth of pointers before coming to a rollicking conclusion. “You must master your circumstances—they mustn’t master you. If they do, then time is liable to slip away out of your grasp, and you will see all of your hopes and dreams wither away right along with it. If you are at a crossroads in your life”—she pauses, and I scoot to the edge of my seat in hopes to hear the words of wisdom I so long for—“then it is all the more crucial you take command of the situation. You must make a decision. Paralysis by analysis is a very dangerous game. The lie you might be telling yourself is that you’re being prudent, weighing your options, carefully vetting out the pros and cons of each situation, but the unvarnished truth is, you are allowing the hours to slip by. Precious time is being lost. You must make the right choice. The answer already lies within you.”

      The houselights flick back on, and the room explodes with applause as every soul in the place bounces to their feet, Nell included.

      “What did you think, Lottie?” Nell leans in. “Has she helped untangle your dilemma a bit?”

      I’m thankful to be in full-throttle applause mode, thus Noah and Everett aren’t privy to my conversation with Nell any longer.

      I shake my head at her. “Do you know the answer, Nell?” I pin her with a look you could cut both butter and hard cheese alike with, and she mimics a zipper motion across her lips.

      “You do know!” I suck in a harsh breath as Michelle comes down the side stairs and heads on over. She’s instantly mobbed, but she’s relentlessly heading in our direction.

      “Pardon me,” she sings sweetly to the thicket of bodies ready to ardently bow and worship at her feet. “Please form a single file line in the foyer where I will be signing and selling my latest book. I need a quick moment to speak with a couple of friends.”

      Her grin turns into a grimace as she turns our way—to Noah specifically. “I see you took me up on my offer, Detective Fox. I’m glad you could make it. I still haven’t decided if I should slug you or kiss you for hauling my mother to the station.” She tosses her hair as she laughs. “It’s good to see the old girl get a pop in the behind every now and again. She had it coming.” She gives a sly wink.

      Pop in the behind? Who would say that about their own mother? Come to think of it, Miranda Lemon might just benefit from a good pop in the behind after all the shenanigans she’s partaken in this year alone. If she hadn’t entangled herself with a raging lunatic, none of us would be standing here today—save for Michelle, and she’s technically the only one of us who belongs here.

      “So”—she flashes that wide smile once again as she looks from me to Britney to Cormack—“which one is the wife?”

      Cormack is quick to offer her a hand. “That would be me—soon-to-be.”

      Britney rolls her eye. “That would be me.” She smacks Cormack’s hand out of the way and grabs hold of Michelle’s fingers herself. “I’m the present missus.”

      I bite down on my lower lip to keep from laughing. Oh heck, I can’t fight it. This is far too fun. “And I’m the ghost of girlfriends past—but we’ve already met. And this is my new boyfriend, Everett. He’s a judge at the courthouse down the street.”

      “Ah.” She lifts a brow his way. “So you must be acquainted with my sister.” She expels a dark laugh. “I jest.” She looks my way. “Claret has a dicey career in a seedy part of Leeds. Poor girl just never believed in herself. That was the difference between the two of us. I believe in me and—well, she did, too.” She slaps her thigh as if it were a hoot. “But alas, she didn’t believe in herself.” A strange energy takes over her person as if she were reliving a bad dream.

      Everett leans in. “How long has your sister been working for the wrong side of the law?”

      “Too long.” She flicks a finger through the air. “I apologize.” She looks to the girls and me. “I’m afraid I may have painted my sister out to be a thug. In reality, she’s a lover, not a fighter. Claret was seeing two different men. Poor thing couldn’t decide between the two—always back and forth, back and forth.” She rolls her head from side to side as if to exemplify the fact.

      Nell pops up next to her as a sea of stars swirl around her. “This is starting to sound familiar, isn’t it?”

      I choose to ignore Nell momentarily.

      “Go on,” I say to Michelle. “How did she know which one was the best for her?”

      “Oh, she didn’t. She chose the wrong one in my opinion. Her other suitor was an insurance salesman. He was heartbroken when Claret decided to go with Louie, but he’s since moved on. And now, he has a sensible job with a sensible wife and three sensible children. Poor Claret. Louie was quite the playboy before he met her, and he’s since resumed his philandering ways. She chose dangerous over sensible, and now all she has is her job and her cats.”

      Oh my God, that’s going to be me!

      I turn to Everett and scowl for even entertaining his philandering ways one more time.

      “It’s not happening, Lemon.” His cheek flickers because he’s smart enough to connect the philandering dots.

      Noah nods. “It’s happening. Be sensible, Lottie. You have enough danger in your life as it is.”

      “Oh hush, you.” I scowl at him as well. “You’re already well on your way to having a sensible wife or two. Can’t you see? There’s no safe scenario left for me.”

      Michelle Ireland laughs as she brings her hands together. “Now there’s something I’ll have to add to my speech. There is no safe place. It’s true, Lottie. The only safety we have is in ourselves. It’s either one or the other.”

      Britney glides an easy smile my way. “You can’t have one, so it must be the other.” She stabs her arm through Noah’s and yanks him in. “And let’s see, Mack Nut. I have Noah, and Unlucky has her hands full with Judge Baxter’s sexy gavel… Where does that leave you? Oh yes, all by your lonesome.”

      Cormack stalks over and threads her arm violently through the crook of Noah’s other arm, and I can’t help but smirk.

      “Noah, you’ll have to stop acquiring wives and girlfriends”—I say—“you’re quickly running out of limbs.”

      He blows a hard breath as the two of them start in on a tug-of-war, and I scuttle Everett and Michelle over a notch.

      Nell tips her head toward the suspect before us. “Perhaps ask her about her other sister?”

      Everett gives my hand an approving squeeze.

      “What about Dawn? Do you think she had a vendetta against your father?”

      Michelle’s skin turns pasty in patches as if I caught her off guard. “Dawn wouldn’t kill anybody. She was a good girl, and she didn’t deserve to be treated the way she was.” Her fingernails press into her fist so hard her skin glows white. I can’t help but note she’s all but drawing blood. “Dawn was four years younger than me. While we were growing up, she was my living doll. I loved her as if she were my own. She was my baby girl.”

      Strange. She’s talking about her as if she were no longer with us.

      Nell nods. “Ask her when was the last time they spoke.”

      “When did you last speak with Dawn?” I give a little shrug as she pierces me with an icy stare.

      “Six years ago, when my father cut her out of the family.”

      “Six years? I can’t imagine going that long without speaking to my sisters.”

      “I can,” Everett quips. “You must have been very upset with her for offending your father.”

      Michelle shakes her head as if she couldn’t deny it enough. “Not true. But my father had it stipulated legally that should my mother, sister, or I speak to Dawn, we would be cut out of the will. That’s not a risk any of us could take.”

      I nod as if I understand, sympathize even, but I can’t do either. I couldn’t stand to lose one of my sisters for all the money in the world.

      “I’m assuming you’ve spoken to her since your father passed, right?”

      “Oh no. I’m waiting until the will is read and the money is safe in my bank account. And then we’ll resume right where we left off.”

      A thought comes to me. “I bet you were very resentful of your father for forcing your hand. He was the sole reason you lost all contact with your baby girl.”

      Her lips twitch with a barely-there smile, but her eyes are red with rage. “I knew how to take control of the circumstances. It’s what I do.”

      “How did you do that?” By killing your father and burying the murder weapon in your mother’s flower bed?

      “Let’s just say I’m a big believer in removing toxic people from my life. Sometimes it takes years, but with proper planning, you can make just about anyone disappear.” Her chest bounces as if she thought it was funny. “Nice to see you all. Excuse me. I have a book to sign.” She takes off, leaving us with a trail of her perfume that holds the scent of strong tea.

      Nell shakes her head as she watches her leave. “She sure sounds guilty.”

      “Too guilty,” I say.

      Everett nods. “She came to Dawn’s defense when she didn’t need to. I think she might be covering something up.”

      “Maybe a murder,” I say. “Maybe one she didn’t commit.”

      “Or did.” Nell shrugs before glancing over to Noah who’s standing with Britney and Cormack. “It looks as if he’s furnished them each with a refreshment. How very sensible.”

      Everett growls, “Let’s get out of here, Lemon. It’s time to get dangerous.”

      I’m about to say something when a dark-haired woman by the door catches my attention. A crowd moves between us for a moment, and when they disperse, she’s gone.

      “I could have sworn I just saw that woman again,” I pant as I crane my neck to see her.

      Everett does a quick scan of the vicinity. “It could have been anyone. Eighty percent of the women here are brunettes.”

      “I know. I just had this feeling it was her.”

      Nell begins to float into the air, her very being glowing as if she were her own consolation. “Trust your gut, Lottie. You have a knowing when it comes to danger. And yes, danger is alive and well all around you. And him. It’s around him, too.” And with that, she dissipates to nothing.

      “I knew it,” I hiss to Everett. “You’re in danger.”

      His affect grows stern quickly. “And so are you.”

      Everett takes me to his place and shows me exactly how dangerous he can be.
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      “Lainey’s bridal shower is this Saturday!” my mother sounds off with distress as she runs into the bakery. Her hair is frazzled, and yet she’s impeccably dressed in a matching peach blazer and skirt, heels and pantyhose, as if she just got through with a board meeting—one that went exceptionally sideways. And knowing my mother, that’s exactly what happened.

      Lily takes over the register for me as my mother storms her way through the small mob that’s amassed itself in the bakery this afternoon. It’s so hot and humid out, I think they rather appreciate the air conditioning. Not to mention the fact I just pulled a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies out of the oven. Nothing brings the tourists flocking my way like the warm scent of brown sugar and vanilla.

      “Don’t worry,” I assure her. “I have everything under control. My staff is working around the clock to ensure there were will be more than enough macarons at the event—more than enough to duplicate the Eiffel Tower if need be. Speaking of Paris, has Lainey hinted where they might be taking their honeymoon?”

      She shakes her head. The disappointment on her face is more than apparent. My mother loves to know the details of her daughters’ lives right down to the minutia.

      She strums her nails over the counter. “I’m hoping for something tropical. Crystal blue waters, white sandy beaches, lots of good food and music to dance to.” Her shoulders do that shimmy thing they’re prone to do.

      “That sounds amazing. Hey, where did you and Dad take your honeymoon?”

      “We didn’t have much money, so we stayed right here in town at the Old Town Bed and Breakfast.”

      “Old Town B&B? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Oh, you have,” she assures. “I bought it with the insurance payout after your father died, and now I live in it.” She sighs dreamily.

      “So that was the name of that old place. You do realize that’s perfectly romantic.”

      She offers a forlorn smile. “I do feel closer to him.”

      The door chimes, and Meg buzzes in with her workout gear on, black yoga pants and matching black jacket that clings to her skin.

      “I’m heading off to work.” She kisses Mom on the cheek. “Lot, load me up with a box of everything. I’m doing my couples’ class in a few hours. You should really bring your boyfriends and join in on the fun.”

      Mom smacks her on the arm. “Lottie does not have boyfriends. She has just the one.” She backs up a notch to get a better look at me. “Now, which one are you seeing again?”

      “Mother.” I wrinkle my nose as I look to my sister. “Do you really think Noah, Everett, and I would benefit from this couples’ counseling thing of yours?”

      “Let’s just say I’m solely responsible for patching up more than my fair share of damaged unions, and the word is getting out. The class has grown from a handful of couples to more than ten per class. And I have three classes filled each week. Red Satin lets me use a space in the Jungle Room. Let’s just say that kinky place has gotten some serious business off my clients alone.”

      “I bet.” And kinky is right. The Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club houses more than its fair share of shady business in the back, and below deck. It wouldn’t surprise me at all to learn they’re thinking of adding another level just to keep up with their crooked dealings.

      A thought comes to me. “Do you think Claret Dallas will be there tonight?”

      Meg makes a face at the mention of her name. “That walking disaster acts as if she owns the place.” She gives a sly look around as she leans in. “Her ex-boyfriend does.”

      “Louie the Lion?”

      “You know about Louie? Boy, Lottie, you really are good.”

      Keelie pops up behind me and crushes me with a firm embrace. “You bet my best friend is good. She’s the best. Where are we off to?”

      Mom scoops a cookie out of the box I just whipped up for Meg. “Red Satin. The Jungle Room.” A rumbling laugh escapes her. “I still cherish my time with Brad.”

      “Don’t you dare double dip in those raunchy Rutherford waters. Besides, both you and Carlotta are through with that venereal-diseased flea bag.”

      “Speaking of which”—my mother cinches her purse over her shoulder—“Carlotta has decided to help with Mayor Nash’s campaign.”

      Meg snorts. “Funny you should say that. I’ve hopped on the Scott Dushane bandwagon. As of this afternoon, I’m an official volunteer. I’d hate to be associated with a killer.” She gives a sly wink to our mother.

      Mom grunts as if Meg just kneed her in the gut, and I’m sure the political treason was just as painful.

      “Never mind that.” She’s quick to brush off my sister’s opposing views. “I’m hosting a mixer for Mayor Nash’s voters at the B&B on Saturday—and, of course, there will be a debate held between the candidates.”

      “But that’s the day of Lainey’s bridal shower.” Proof she’s lost her mind. She’s so blinded by lust she can’t think straight anymore.

      “I’m perfectly capable of hosting two events that afternoon.” Her tone is curt as she plucks her keys out. “Lottie, double my order for the bridal shower, and I’ll have plenty for both events. Same with the Honey Pot, Keelie. And make sure there are plenty of hummus and olive canapés. I just love those!” She twitches her fingers at us as she jets out the door.

      Keelie snaps up a handful of raspberry macarons, her favorite flavor I’m guessing. “What time in the Jungle Room?”

      “Seven,” Meg answers. “But you’ll need a man. I’d ask Lottie if she was willing to part with one, but I have a feeling I know the answer.” She takes the box and drops a wad of bills into the tip jar.

      Since I’ve never taken a red cent from my sisters, they’ve made it a practice to feed my tip jar. I think I need to make a habit out of taking the jar away while they’re visiting.

      “I don’t need one of Lottie’s men. I’ve got my own.” Keelie folds her arms across her chest with pride. “Bear Fisher and I are official.”

      Meg chuckles. “Still one of Lottie’s men.”

      “You can have that one,” I’m quick to inform her.

      Meg takes off with a wave. “Get there a little early and we’ll talk to the perp!”

      “She’s not a perp,” I say it low as my sister heads out the door.

      Keelie butts her shoulder against mine. “Hey, Lot? Have you noticed a pretty brunette hanging around the area lately? Super secretive, never comes in? I’m getting the feeling she’s watching someone.”

      My mouth falls open. “Yes, it’s a woman who’s been asking for Everett.”

      “An old girlfriend?”

      “Most likely. But she didn’t call him Essex. Weird.”

      “Really weird. I saw her walk by twice since your mother left. She just drove off in a blue sedan.”

      My heart drums wildly in my chest as I rush to the door and glance up and down the street.

      Everett is being watched.

      And so am I.
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        * * *

      

      Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club is located in the dark armpit of Leeds. Come to think of it, all of Leeds is a dark armpit that feeds off the seven deadly sins.

      Noah is already here on the premises someplace, and Everett is yet to join us since he’s running behind at the courthouse. I showed up early, per Meg’s instruction, and the first person I see when I walk through the dark cave of an entry is Nell Sawyer, whooping it up on stage with the best of them.

      “Now there’s a sight,” I say mostly to myself as Nell chortles out an echoing laugh that radiates up to the ceiling.

      It’s fairly dim inside the establishment. Tables and chairs are scattered throughout with red velour plush couches near the back, the stage runs down the center of the room like a long, illuminated tongue, and the pole is lit up like a lightning rod, clear acrylic with what looks to be glitter inside of it. There’s a metal pole to the right, and both are currently occupied with scantily clad dancers. The women are “Barbie” beautiful. Even the waitstaff is made up of supermodels gone wayward. Their only uniform is a thong, sequin pasties, and an apron no bigger than a paper towel.

      Nell swoops her way over to me. “Oh my, I can’t remember the last time I had that much fun.”

      “Great. Now at least I know where you are when you’re not by my side. I’m here looking for Claret,” I whisper as I do a quick scan of the room for any familiar face.

      “You’ll find her. She’s down in that dungeon doing all the paperwork for that louse who stole her heart. Her words, not mine. I just left her office.”

      “Do you think she did it?”

      “I don’t know. But I did think it was odd that the picture she has of her father has a toy arrow adhered to his face with a suction cup.”

      “What? That’s so bizarre. Sounds like she was using it as target practice.” I gasp at the thought. “I wonder what reason she wanted him dead?”

      A thick familiar cologne envelops me from behind. “And that’s exactly what we’re here to find out.”

      “Noah.” I turn and offer him a quick embrace, my hand accidentally rubbing over his holster, and I feel infinitely safer. I hate that I do. “I was just talking to Nell.”

      “I figured as much.” He glances around at the air above us. “Hello, Nell.”

      “Hello, right back.” She gives a wave as she begins to float backward. “I’m off, Lottie. I’ll try to make sure Claret doesn’t leave the building before you get to her.” And with that, she speeds right through the back wall as she heads down to the bowels of this dicey institution.

      “So, what are your thoughts?” He nods to the stage. “Do you think Meg is going to have you spinning on a pole while I wait below to catch you?”

      “Oh, actually”—I may have forgotten to tell him that Everett would be joining us for couples’ therapy as well—“we’re going to have company.”

      His head inches back, and his evergreen eyes all but glow in this dim light. “We’re not going to accomplish much that way.” His dimples dig in as if he’s acquiescing to the idea. “How about after I finish up my counseling with Britney, you and I head to see the real deal ourselves?”

      “I don’t know, maybe. But I guess since I’m on the wait list, I still have some time to decide.” And, as much as I hate the wait list, I have no idea what I’ll do when there isn’t one.

      “Hey? I know—why don’t you take Cormack?”

      His eyes close an inordinate amount of time. “I’m not taking Cormack.”

      “I’m being serious. She needs to see that she’s in a one-sided relationship. Honestly, between her and Britney, I don’t see a lot of hope for the two of us. They’re ruthless, they’re unshakable, they’re constantly looking to get under my skin. And, despite all of that, I don’t harbor any bad feelings for either of them. Britney is your wife. She has every right to fight for her marriage. And Cormack thinks Everett and I are engaged.” I stare down at my ring, and Noah picks up my hand and runs his thumb over it.

      “You’re still wearing it.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m terrified if I leave it at home one of the cats will eat it. Or, God forbid, there be a break-in.”

      Noah’s chest expands as he stares down at it. “I bought you a ring, Lottie.”

      “Excuse me?” I’m not sure how to feel or if I even heard him correctly. “What for?”

      “It’s an engagement ring.” His sad eyes pull over my own. “It gave me hope just to do it. You know, made me feel as if we were still headed in the right direction.”

      “Oh, Noah.” I pull his hand close as the two of us just lose ourselves in one another’s eyes.

      The scent of expensive cologne engulfs us as Everett pops up between us, his eyes flashing like cobalt lightning.

      “What did I miss?”

      I take a deep breath. “Nell spent the day stripping, and Noah bought me an engagement ring.”

      Everett pulls my hand from Noah’s and examines the rock on my finger. “Looks like you said no. Good call, Lemon. They frown upon polygamy in this state. Take notes, Noah. It’s still one wife per union.”

      I take Everett by the hand. “We’d better get a move on. Class starts soon, and Meg said she’d take us to Claret.”

      I find my sister in the back with her jet-black hair pulled into a ponytail, a stack of what looks like rubber handcuffs in her arms.

      I’m about to say hello when I spot a familiar face in the distance. “Hey, isn’t that Scott Dushane?”

      Everett leans in and squints. “The guy running against Mayor Nash? Yup. That’s him.”

      “Huh”—I take a blind step forward—“what do you think he’s doing here?”

      A husky laugh erupts from Noah. “I can take a guess.”

      Meg shrugs. “You’d be wrong.” She sighs as she eyes him laughing it up with a couple of the girls. “But I have a feeling you’d also be right. He’s running some new community service crap. Something to do with human trafficking. He spends time alone with each of the girls just to make sure they’re in a safe environment. He’s been at it for weeks. He makes the rounds at other clubs, too.”

      Everett shakes his head. I know that look. He’s not convinced. “He has an agenda, all right. And I’m willing to bet it’s not that altruistic.”

      Noah’s chest pumps with a silent laugh as he slaps his once upon a stepbrother over the shoulder. “You’re just sorry he beat you to the punch.”

      “Touch me again and I’ll punch you.” Everett manufactures a short-lived smile just for him.

      Meg hitches her head toward the back. “Follow me. Claret is probably getting ready to leave, so you’ll only have a few—” Meg is about to finish her sentence when we run into the woman of the hour herself. “I’ll see you all downstairs!” Meg shouts as she takes off.

      Nell floats up and shrugs over me. “I tried everything I could, Lottie, and now she’s convinced her office is haunted by her dead father.”

      Hey? Maybe that will work for us.

      “Claret!” I try to sound surprised by our seemingly impromptu run-in, but she scoffs at the sight of me. She’s wearing a tight-fitting baby blue dress, and she looks adorable with her red hair up in a messy bun.

      “I figured you’d come hunting for me next.”

      For a second, I think she’s speaking to me, but thankfully she’s looking right at Noah.

      “I’d watch my back if I were you, Detective Fox. My mother is livid with you. She’s beginning to think the Ashford Sheriff’s Department planted that knife in her flower bed. Who would really hide evidence like that out in the open? It’s obvious someone is trying to frame my mother.”

      “How are you holding up?” I wince as I try to change the subject. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “I’m fine.” She rubs her arms and glances around the vicinity. “It’s strange, though. It’s as if I could feel him sometimes, you know? Watching me. I think his spirit is restless. He’s let me know he’s very unhappy with me.”

      “Why would he be unhappy with you?” My heart gives a few palpable wallops as if it were readying for a confession.

      Claret gives Noah and Everett a wary look. “My father and I weren’t exactly on the best of terms lately. In fact, just before he died, the last thing I said to him was ‘I hope you eat it soon.’”

      “Eat it?” Everett lifts a brow. “As in death?”

      She makes a face. “It was a play on something he said about his birthday cake. Anyway, the anger stemmed back to the fact he cut off my credit cards about nine months ago and left me with a mountain of debt to figure out on my own. He stopped paying Michelle’s, too, but her career has taken off so she didn’t complain.”

      Noah tips his head to the side. “Your mother said he cut her off, too.”

      “Oh, he did, way back when.” She blinks up at him. “He cut us all off. And after all the sacrifices we made for that man. He didn’t give a lick about us in the end. We all wanted him to eat it.” She shakes her head. “And isn’t it just like him to complicate things even in death? He could’ve had a nice little heart attack or gotten hit by a bus. But no—he had to go and get murdered and leave us behind as suspects.”

      I don’t quite know what to say to that. I’ve heard a lot of varying things from people who are grieving in the last few months, but I think Claret—what’s left of the Dallas clan, takes the cake.

      She checks her watch. “I have to run. I’m meeting my boyfriend and his girlfriend for dinner.” She shakes her head, clearly disgruntled as she looks my way. “Be thankful your love life isn’t nearly as complicated. I’ll see you at the funeral.” She waves as she takes off.

      A part of me wanted to correct her. My love life is exactly that complicated. Maybe good old Claret and I should have a coffee klatch one day and exchange horror stories from the front lines. My stories would trump hers because for one, my “boyfriend” has a girlfriend and a wife.

      I take a deep breath as I thread an arm through Noah and Everett’s. “We’re off to see the wizard, and the wizard’s name is Meg Lemon.”
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      The Jungle Room is the nexus of all things kinky here in Leeds and perhaps in all of the Western Hemisphere as well. A rainbow of lights bears down on us as we enter a rather large area outfitted with rock walls with metal latches protruding from them. Normally, I’d wonder what they were for, but half the men and women here are secured to the jagged surface by way of those rubber handcuffs I saw Meg carting around.

      I groan at the sight of this place. “I refuse to be bolted to a wall. And I’m sure as heck not tying up either of you. This was all a big mistake. How about we leave and grab a pizza at Mangias?” That option, though delicious, is just as daring, considering the heartburn one can derive from a single slice of pie. Although, with Noah and me, back in the day, it seemed to have an aphrodisiac effect.

      Meg scuttles over and grabs me by the elbow. “Oh no, you don’t. This is just a warm-up. We haven’t even begun to fight.” She lets out an ear-piercing whistle and calls the room to order.

      A familiar couple bounds in through the back, and I feel a touch of relief at the sight of them. Keelie, with her hair in a ponytail, and Bear in a ratty old pair of sweats and—is that a pillow tucked under the crook of his arm?

      Keelie bounds over. “Did we miss the good part?”

      “Nope,” I’m quick to assure her. “Meg was just about to handcuff us all to one another and turn the lights out to see what happens.”

      But, apparently, Meg has far more vanilla plans as she has us go around the room and introduce ourselves. As fate or my sister’s perverse need for drama would have it, Noah, Everett, and I go last.

      “Hello.” I give a nervous wave to the sea of faces smiling back at me. “My name is Lottie Lemon—and I’m Meg’s sister.” I tip my head my beautiful sibling’s way—whom I will most likely kill later for putting me through this ripe humiliation.

      “Noah Fox.” He lifts a hand to the crowd.

      “Everett.” He nods to the crowd as well.

      A woman in a tight red sweater—Judith from lower Hollyhock as she introduced herself—offers a spontaneous applause. “We’ve got two men!” she squeals, looking our way. “Finally! We’re so progressive tonight. How long have the two of you been together?”

      I glance back, but there’s not a soul behind us, and then like a thunderbolt, it hits me.

      “As a couple?” Red Sweater Judith is relentless with her inquisition.

      Noah taps his chest. “Are you talking to me?”

      Judith’s plus one, a hipster with a beard and skinny jeans, nods. “Yes, you. You and your boyfriend.”

      Everett lifts a hand. “I’m actually here with Lottie. He’s just a straggler who wandered in the door.”

      The room breaks out into rumbles as a collective consensus quickly builds that Noah should be ousted.

      Meg laughs so hard I think I actually see her spouting tears. “Wait a minute! He’s welcome to stay. You see, my sister has two boyfriends.”

      “No!” I shout as the crowd quickly turns on me. “I don’t. I’m actually good with just the one.” I point to Everett rather unconvincingly as the bodies in the room seem to edge in closer to me.

      Keelie clicks her tongue as she waves the room to attention. “Lottie and Meg are both right. Lottie was dating Noah first, and then it turned out he had a wife and—”

      The room breaks out into gasps and boos.

      And who the heck is booing, anyway?

      I’m suddenly fearing for my life. What exactly has Meg dragged me into again?

      “I was separated,” Noah shouts over the increasing din of voices. “And Lottie and I got serious fast.” His eyes sweep my way, an apology buried in each one. “And—I may have hesitated in telling her about my separation. I’m at the tail end of my divorce. Lottie left me, but I’m hoping to win her back one day.”

      A choir of voices coos over Noah’s perfectly romantic proclamation.

      Judith bounces our way on her knuckles, and her legs remain perfectly crossed as she does her best primate impression.

      “So, you’re the rebound?” She bites over her lip as she grins at Everett. A common response among women everywhere.

      Keelie nods. “Yup. Mr. Sexy here was in the picture all along, though. Lottie and Everett have a friends-to-lovers romance. And from what I hear, the lover part is pretty steamy.”

      Noah’s chest bucks, and I’d swear I just heard him gag.

      Kellie proceeds to tell them all about how Noah went from frosting my cookies to persona non grata while I dove under the covers with Vermont’s premier playboy—her words, not mine. My God, never mine.

      The room fills with whispers as one by one the women in the group close in around us.

      A blonde with her hair in a chignon shakes her head at me. “You can’t let this go on this way. You’re toying with their hearts. Sure, your heart was broken, but they have feelings, too.”

      Noah points to Everett. “He doesn’t have feelings.”

      “Me?” Everett sounds affronted and rightly so. “Why don’t you tell them about the time we were stepbrothers for a season and you decided you wanted my girlfriend for yourself? I was the one with feelings. You were stone cold, heartless.”

      Gasps of disapproval break out all over the room as various people make their thoughts known on the matter declaring that’s so cold, lame, and even a what were you thinking?

      “All right.” Noah pats the air with his hands, trying to calm the crowd, which is quickly turning on him. “I was a kid. I had issues.” He glowers at Everett. “But the fact you’re a grown man didn’t stop you from exacting your revenge years later by snatching up Lottie.”

      The crowd gasps again.

      “Technically, I was single.” I raise a hand, but no one seems too interested in that little tidbit at the moment.

      “It wasn’t revenge.” Everett picks up my hand. “It was organic.”

      “More like orchestrated,” Noah quips. “You positioned yourself just right, and as soon as Lottie and I hit a rough patch, you—”

      “I caught her when she fell out of your turnip truck,” Everett slips it in without missing a beat. “Yes, I was there—but only because Lemon wanted me there. I would never force myself on a woman. Lemon and I have an open and honest relationship built on trust—something you gave away when you left out the details of your life.” Everett glances to the group as they sit rapt at attention. “Do you know how we came to learn of his marital status? His wife.”

      The room breaks out into an all-out riot of disapproval.

      “It’s true,” Keelie shouts above the rumbling. “She stormed right into Lottie’s bakery and demanded to have her husband back.”

      Bear nods. “They’re in couples’ counseling now trying to make it work.”

      Noah wags his finger in the air. “The divorce is still on. It’s strictly procedural. As far as Lottie and I go—we’re simply on a break.”

      The hippie winces at Everett. “Dude, you’re the break guy?”

      Everett growls as if he might toss Judith’s boy toy to the wall. “I’m not the break guy. I’m the comforter.”

      Judith clutches at her chest as she leans my way. “You poor thing! Nobody should go through something so traumatic. So, is that why the three of you are here? You’re looking to make it work together? As a threesome?”

      “No!” Everett, Noah, and I say it in unison—loud and determined to make our position clear.

      Noah lifts a hand in the air as if asking permission. “Once my divorce goes through, I’m hoping Lottie will give me another shot.”

      A dark-haired woman in the back scoffs, and I can’t tell, but it might be Meg. “Get over it, detective. She’s moved on! Buy a clue.”

      I crane my neck, and sure enough it was my sister. I’m going to kick her on the way out for this public ridicule.

      “She’s technically right.” Judith shakes her head. “But the truth is, you’re on the rebound, Lottie. Everett—mmm, he is nice, and I’m sure he’s wonderful boyfriend material, but your heart is still tugging in Noah’s direction.”

      Her hippie boyfriend shakes his head. “She can’t see it.” He rolls his eyes to Everett. “Dude, you need to give her a breather. Her head’s not clear. She just had her heart put in the shredder. Of course, she took you up on the offer to make her feel better.”

      Everett flits his eyes to me then Noah. “I would have supported her whether or not she landed in my arms.”

      Another round of coos breaks out, and I’m swooning right along with them.

      The blonde with the chignon lets out an exasperated sigh. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to step in and play the role of your best friend. I’m pulling the ripcord. No more Mr. Sexy. It’s not fair to him, and it’s not fair to the Fox. But most of all, it’s not fair to you, Lottie.”

      Keelie grunts, and I recognize that wild look in her eyes. She’s about to pounce.

      “I’m the bestie around here, and if my BFF needs a man to help sleep off her louse of a married boyfriend, then I’m her biggest cheerleader. Sorry, Noah.”

      “No problem, Keelie.” Noah scratches the back of his neck, probably wondering how I talked him into this minefield of armchair psychologists.

      Meg meanders over and lands next to Judith. “So, what’s the consensus? How does my poor sister proceed without breaking her own heart all over again and the hearts of these two men?”

      Nell appears in the room, settling herself between Meg and Judith, but I don’t dare pick up Noah or Everett’s hands in the event she decides to throw in her otherworldly two cents. I’ve got a feeling I’m not going to care too much for the consensus.

      Judith takes a surveying look around the room as if she could read the minds of her fellow conspirators in relationship arms.

      “It’s agreed, Lottie. You need to move slowly. You’ve jumped the gun with Mr. Sexy, and now you’re in a tighter knot than you were to begin with.”

      Her plus one shrugs as he lifts a hand. “Or you commit to Everett and say goodbye to Noah forever. You can’t have it both ways.”

      “I don’t want it both ways.” My stomach lurches as if maybe I do.

      Judith’s mouth falls open. “So, you’re ready to say goodbye to Noah forever?”

      I glance his way, and his eyes are pinned to mine. He looks vulnerable, and yet ready for whatever I might throw at him.

      “Why does she have to choose?” a voice calls from the left.

      “Because”—the blonde straightens her spine—“there comes a point when you have to commit.”

      “I don’t know”—Meg squints over at the three of us—“Lottie was blindsided by Noah’s wife. They never had closure. Noah is right in a way. They’re acting as if they’ve just hit a road bump in their relationship. Everett’s a good fit for Lot, though. It’s a timing thing with the two of them.”

      Keelie raises a hand. “I think the problem here is that Noah and Lottie never had an official breakup. The wife came into town and bam, it was like turning off a light switch.” Keelie leans over and picks up my hand. “But relationships—feelings don’t work that way. You don’t just turn them off because someone is suddenly unavailable.”

      “She’s right.” Judith slaps her thigh. “You need to say goodbye to Noah—if for anything else, to be fair to Mr. Sexy—and to be fair to your own heart, too.”

      Kill me. And personally? I think Judith has a thing for Everett.

      I look to Noah then to Everett, praying that I’ll spontaneously pass out or dislocate my shoulder or anything at all that might detract from the moment at hand.

      “Sorry you have to go through this.” Noah gives my hand a squeeze.

      “You should be”—Everett steps in—“it’s your fault.”

      Noah scoffs. “It might have been my fault, but you sure made certain it was to your benefit.”

      This is probably the moment when I should say something profound. Something wonderful that puts both their hearts at ease, or I tell the world off and hide under the covers for the next thirty years with my cats. That’s always an option. But words seem to fail me at the moment.

      Bear leans in. “You should probably say something, Lot.”

      With everything in me, I steal a moment to glower at him. I clear my throat as I glance to the nosy crowd.

      “Thank you all for your sage advice. I will mull it over, think, talk, and pray about the situation at hand, and I’m sure it will all work out just the way it should. In the meantime, I will be extra mindful of Noah and Everett’s feelings. While nursing my broken heart, I might have been a touch selfish in the process, and I apologize for that.” I take in a deep breath.

      Everett shakes his head. “Don’t apologize to me, Lemon.”

      “Me either.” Noah taps his hand over my knee. “I’m the one that owes everyone in this room an apology. I’m sorry my lack of dating decorum led this entire group astray.”

      “Actually”—I clear my throat—“there is something I want to say. I think someone said it best. It all boils down to timing. Noah, your timing was off. Had you explained things to me from the get-go we would be in a different place. I panicked. I wasn’t able to stand by your side and hope your wife would let you go. I’m sorry. I believe too strongly in the institute to take someone’s marriage out from under them. And, Everett, we were sort of on a collision course. I would hardly call you a rebound. We’re far more complicated than that. This is who we are.” I pump my shoulders. “You’re married, Noah, and I’m”—I glance down at my ring finger—“sort of pretend engaged.”

      “The facts speak for themselves.” Everett tips his head toward the crowd. “I say this meeting of the minds is adjourned.”

      Noah closes his eyes. “Please, Meg, do your thing.”

      And Meg does exactly that. After about a half an hour of stretching while looking into one another’s eyes and verbalizing positive affirmations, we’re free to go. I’ll admit, it was a bit odd having Noah look deep into my eyes and tell me he loves me while Everett massaged my feet. I’ve had strange and twisted dreams before, but tonight’s reality took the outlandish cake.

      Afterwards, Noah, Everett, and I drive home in our separate cars, only to congregate in my driveway.

      Everett put in an order for Chinese, and it’s delivered just as we arrive. The three of us head into my place and eat our fill of Kung Pao chicken and beef with broccoli. Noah and Everett each take one of my sweet cats in their lap, and we discuss Rich Dallas’ murder investigation from every angle we know how. It feels right, so blissfully normal. It almost makes me forget all about the trauma we just endured.

      Almost.

      It’s easy like this with Noah and Everett—and if I’m not mistaken, it feels like bliss.

      I don’t want to analyze my complicated love life for one more minute. There’s a killer on the loose, and I’m about to unleash all of my attention on bringing him or her to justice.

      Look out.

      Here I come.
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      While I was growing up in Honey Hollow, June was blissfully met with the end of another brutal school year—and along with that, the promise of a blissful summer cresting on the horizon. Although I no longer get three full months off of life to spend my days as I wish, June still thrills me in a way like no other month. If a month from the calendar were able to come to life and bestow a kiss to my lips each year, that month would be June.

      I’ve been in and out of my mother’s B&B all morning preparing the dessert table for Lainey’s bridal shower. Meg and my mother have decorated the conservatory with a rustic theme per Lainey’s rather hostile request. It seems my sweet sister has transformed into a mini bridezilla before our very eyes, barking out orders, making an extensive wish list that, come heck or high financial water, my mother is determined to foot the bill for. Of course, Lainey and Forest aren’t letting my mother pay for everything, but my mother’s persistence has a way of winning out, and winning out she is.

      Felicity Gilbert, down at the Enchanted Flower Shop, furnished the conservatory with millions of peonies and lavender roses, all free of charge. Her gift to our family for helping bring her mother’s killer to justice a few months back. I’ll have to repay her somehow. I know these flowers cost a fortune regardless if she is getting them at cost.

      Of course, everything is already running smoothly because Lainey’s fabulous wedding planner, Jana March, is a perfectionist who has left no detail unattended to. She’s the oil that keeps the cogs spinning in this wheel headed straight for wedded bliss.

      I head back to the refrigerated van that Everett gifted the bakery last fall. It’s a white cargo van with the words Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, Fine confections, coffee and more! emblazed on either side of it. I have to admit, it makes me smile each time I see it.

      No sooner do I lock up the van than I hear the murmur of voices. Probably reporters or volunteers from one of the candidates for the mayoral race.

      My mother had the bright idea to hold a mini debate between Mayor Nash and his opponent, Scott Dushane, which will be shown live on local television. Since the B&B isn’t all that big, the event is open to the press and about fifty ticketed constituents, mostly PTA and city council members who will ask the tough questions and hopefully winnow out the best man for the job.

      Just because Mayor Nash holds the post doesn’t necessarily convince me he’s the best man for any job. I’ve seen how he drove his marriage into the ground by way of his serial cheating. What’s to stop him from cheating on Honey Hollow behind its back? What if he’s using the campaign funds to fuel some twisted addiction? Or maybe he’s got his hand in the treasury box? What if he is the killer? If poor Chrissy Nash couldn’t trust the scoundrel, why should we?

      I’m about to ignore the humming voices coming from the evergreen belt that surrounds the B&B when I spot a familiar shimmering light coming from that direction and decide to head on over instead.

      Nell floats happily between Greer Giles and Winston Decker. Nell is grinning from ear to ear, as is Greer, and I’m suddenly suspicious as to why. Greer Giles was killed a few months back, but she’s since decided to eschew paradise and hang out and haunt the B&B with her ancient boy toy Winslow Decker, a farmer who never could figure out how to leave Honey Hollow. Greer looks beautiful per usual with her long dark hair straight as a pin as if she just had a blowout, and Winslow looks dapper in a suit I’ve yet to see him in and a shoestring tie that sings of an era gone by.

      “Lottie.” He nods my way. Winslow has always reminded me of an outdoorsy Mathew McConaughey with his dimples and dark blond curly hair. “Nice to see you this fine afternoon. If you’ll excuse me, I have a mayoral race to haunt.”

      “Ooh, fun! Go easy on Mayor Nash. The media has pinned Rich Dallas’ murder on him without the benefit of evidence or a trial, and his opponent is eating up every homicidal minute of it.”

      He chuckles as he floats in that direction. “Maybe it’s time to even up the score?”

      I turn to the ethereal beauties beside me. “So, what’s new?”

      Greer flits her eyes to Nell, and the two of them share a conspiring look.

      “What?” I suck in a quick breath. “Oh my goodness, the two of you are hiding things from me, aren’t you?”

      “No, no,” Greer is quick to deny, shaking her head in a frenetic manner that only leads me to believe the opposite. I’d like to think I know Greer plenty by now, and if I’m right, Greer Giles just spouted a little white lie.

      “Fine.” Greer does her best to stomp her foot but to no avail. “Nell was just giving me a little snippet into your future.”

      “Nell, you know the future? I can’t believe this. So, that’s how you knew I’d be a mother someday?”

      “You will be, but I didn’t need to pry too deep to know that. I was simply telling Greer a few things I overheard.” Her wrinkles smooth out as she glances nervously to the B&B, and I can tell Nell is hesitant to fill me in on all the dirty details of what lies in wait for me.

      “What things?”

      Nell takes a deep yet unnecessary breath. “I hung around Claret the other night. That man she’s obsessed with is into some pretty dirty dealings.”

      “He’s a mob boss,” I add quickly. “Can you believe it? Those people are dangerous. I’m so relieved my mother has nothing at all to do with Rich Dallas or his twisted family. And, believe me, I know how horrible that sounds.”

      “Oh, I agree.” Nell shudders at the thought of my mother leashing herself to Rich for life. “Do you think the mob might be involved in Richie’s death?”

      “I didn’t think of that, but it would be a perfect way for someone else to keep their hands clean. Hire the mob for a hit.”

      Greer clutches at her neck. “But who would put a hit on the poor soul?”

      “Who wouldn’t? His wife couldn’t stand him. Both of his daughters had a beef with him. His third daughter might still be an enigma to me, but I have a feeling she’ll be singing a familiar song. Even Meg wanted to slaughter him. And let’s not forget that Mayor Nash and my mother are being expertly pinned with the crime by the voting public. This is just such a nightmare.”

      Nell nods as if she’s trying to convince me of something. “Good, Lottie. You’re thinking it through. Now who’s left in your pool of suspects?”

      “Rich’s third daughter, Dawn.” I glance back to the B&B as a mass of bodies file in. “I suppose Mayor Nash. Hey? Maybe I can talk to Louie the Lion?” I shake my head. “Scratch that. If he put a hit on somebody, there’s no way he’d confess to it.”

      Nell tips her head my way. “Killers rarely do.”

      “Lottie?” a male voice shouts from behind, and I turn to see Noah Fox looking every bit as foxy as his surname suggests, and I hate that the thought just flitted through my mind.

      “Go on.” Nell ushers me away. “I’ll be roving the premises seeing what I can glean.”

      Greer rises a good ten feet into the air. “And I’ll be in the conservatory! I love me a good party!”

      I take off for Noah, and he greets me with a warm embrace.

      “Are you crashing my sister’s bridal shower?”

      “No, I’m crashing the mayoral debate. Only I’m technically not crashing. I’m paid to keep the peace, along with a few deputies.”

      “Probably a good idea, all things considering.”

      He nods to the woods. “Were you speaking with Nell?”

      “And Greer.”

      “Greer?” His brows hike into his forehead.

      “I may have forgotten to mention that she and her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend are haunting the B&B.”

      A laugh barks from him. “So it is haunted.” He slings an arm around my waist as we head into the bed and breakfast. Noah presses his warm eyes into mine before we part ways. “You haunt me, Lottie. In the very best way.” He gives my shoulder a squeeze. “I’ll catch up with you before I leave.”

      My heart aches just hearing his words. I watch as he takes off before I stride over to the conservatory. It’s an explosion of lavender and pink flowers, which perfume the room with a scent only heaven could dream up.

      At the door sits an easel with a framed wooden chalkboard, about the size of a cutting board, that reads Welcome! Help us celebrate the future Mrs. Donovan!

      Bodies swirl inside, well coifed and well perfumed. Every woman here is wearing a summer dress, or a colorful pantsuit, the click of heels persists throughout. In the back, a rose gold Mylar balloon spells out love in fancy cursive letters.

      “Well, look who’s here?” Meg shouts my way as she threads her arm through Lainey’s, and they head on over.

      “Lottie?” Lainey looks a touched stunned to see me. She crimps her lips a moment and offers Meg a barely-there shake of the head.

      “What?” I ask, clearly apprised of the fact Lainey is trying to keep something from me. First Nell and Greer and now Meg and Lainey? I’m not liking this variation on a theme.

      Meg barks out a laugh. “I may have told Lainey that your gift to the happy couple was to keep your distance. And guess what, Lot? She looked relieved!”

      My mouth falls open as I look to my older questionably wiser sister. “Lainey? Do you want me to leave?”

      “Leave? What! No.” She takes up my hand and moves us as far away from Meg as possible. “Did you see all of these beautiful gifts?” She walks us briskly by a wall of boxes wrapped in every shade of pastel. “And how can I not love these macaron towers? Lottie? Six? You really outdid yourself.” She lunges over me with a firm embrace.

      “It was the least I could do. You didn’t want a cake. Oh, and speaking of the cake, I drew some sketches last night I’d love to go over with you for the wedding.”

      “You bet.” She wrinkles her nose at the door. “I’d better mingle. Forest’s sisters just showed up. Let’s just say they want to sink their paws into my wedding. Jana and I have been trying to bat them away with my proverbial bouquet for two weeks now. I’d better say hello or I’ll hear about it.”

      “Go on,” I say as she takes off, and another familiar face comes my way—my own.

      “Hello, Carlotta. You’ve been keeping a low profile. I suspect Mayor Nash’s campaign has kept you good and busy?” And I for one am thankful. Not that Carlotta and I don’t get along, but Carlotta has a way of, well, complicating things. Hey? Maybe we’re more alike than I realize?

      She scowls as she looks to the door. “I’ve had it with Mayor Nash. Let it be known I loathe that man. I hope he nosedives in the debate this afternoon.”

      “Wow, what did he ever do to you? Let me guess. No donuts in the volunteer room?”

      “Oh, he’s got those. And whatever else you’re selling. Your mother has furnished us with enough sweet treats to line Honey Lake with. He’s just, I don’t know—not good for your mother.”

      My mouth falls open. “Is he hitting on you? I knew he was no good. Once a cad, always a cad. That man is the next to be evicted out of my mother’s life.”

      “You guessed it.” She gives a wistful shake of the head. “And if he thinks he’s getting something out of me, he’s got another thing coming.” She snatches a macaron off one of the many colorful cookie towers strewn around the room and takes off for mayoral pastures.

      Mom bops up, dancing away to the soft rock playing lightly over the speakers.

      “Isn’t everything just perfect?” She wraps an arm around my shoulders as we take it all in. “Oh, I just can’t wait for you and Meg to experience this as well. I’m so ready for this next phase of your lives and for my grandchildren.” She lands a hand over my tummy. “I know you’ve decried the rumors, but how I wish they were true. Could you please get that kind judge to gift me a grandbaby or two? Ooh—I know! You can have twins. Double the pleasure for half the time in maternity clothes,” she sings that last part as if trying to entice me.

      “Not happening any time soon. I think I’ll let Lainey blaze a trail in the baby department. And who knows? Maybe Hook will propose and you’ll have two married daughters within a year? He and Meg are getting pretty serious.”

      “And how about you? Are you and Noah getting serious? Ooh, sorry.” She catches herself as her fingers cover her lips. “I meant Everett.”

      “We are definitely about as serious as you can get.” I flash my bling her way, and a primal cry rips from her as if I just plucked a kidney out of her back with a butter knife.

      “Carlotta Lemon!” She yanks my hand forward. “How dare you spring this on me as if it were no big deal? My God, look at the size of that rock! Oh, Lottie, this is an antique platinum setting. I can tell. I’m very good at these things.”

      “You are gifted. But I’m pulling your leg, sort of. It’s a long story, but I’m just holding onto this for his mother. And as soon as I figure out a way to give it back, I will.”

      A slew of reporters swarm the room, and Meg is quick to redirect them, but not before they blind us with a barrage of flashes all directed at my mother.

      The tallest in the bunch cranes his neck our way. “How does it feel to be dating a killer?”

      And just like that, Meg employs her wrestling moves, and it looks as if she’s taking him all the way to the front door. Good for her. I hope Noah looks the other way when she assaults the guy.

      “The nerve!” I say. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, yes.” My mother closes her eyes as she waves it off. “I’ve been putting up with this ever since that tragic day. Oh, Lottie, we need to find the killer before voting day. Numbers are really beginning to dwindle for Harry. I just hate that Rich had to go and die right there at the rally.”

      “Mother! Do you realize how heartless that sounds? Whatever you do, don’t repeat any of that to another human being. And I can promise you—I’m going to get to the bottom of this. I don’t want anyone putting you through more turmoil.”

      “Thank you.” She dabs the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “I didn’t mean to sound so cold. A part of me misses him just as deeply as I missed your father.”

      “Is there anything at all you can think of that might help with the case? Did Rich have enemies? Scratch that.” I know the answer. Did he have friends would have been more to the point. “Why did he stop paying his ex and cut off finances to his daughters abruptly after all these years? I mean, I know it was time—his daughters are grown, after all, but I just wondered if maybe he had money problems.”

      Mom’s lips twitch as she gives the room a sideways glance. “I didn’t want to say anything—you know, embarrass him posthumously, but Rich Dallas was living off fumes for the last solid year.” Her face crumbles as she clutches onto my hands. “Rich had a terrible gambling problem. Underground poker,” she mouths the words. “But just a week or so before he was brutally murdered, he bragged about some big win that was going to change his world. He thought I was leaving him because he was broke. You know I would never do that, Lottie. I would never.” She offers a sullen smile before excusing herself and disappearing into the crowd.

      So, Rich gambled away all of his earnings. And he recently won big? Very, very interesting.

      I’m about to dive into the crowd myself when Nell crops up, her forehead wrinkled with concern. “I just heard the strangest thing in the other room.”

      “What was it?” I hiss, pulling her in by the hand, not at all concerned of what it might look like that I’m speaking to thin air.

      “Mayor Nash and his opponent, Scott something or other, had a private chat before the debate began, and Winslow and I thought it best we listen in. Of course, they mentioned the deadly incident.”

      “What did they say?”

      “Mayor Nash said something or the other about it. Taking a guess that it could have been a robbery gone wrong. And Scott said that he heard that the killer asked Louie the Lion and his men to put a hit out on Richie.”

      “I knew it!”

      Nell’s body ignites in sparks, and she shakes her head. “Scott said he heard Louie said no. Whoever put in the request was left to their own devices.”

      “Either they found someone else or they did it themselves. Or Louie was lying. Interesting. I’ll try to speak with Scott Dushane myself. And I’ll share that with Noah as soon as I can. Thank you, Nell.” I pull her in for a brief embrace and soak in the feel of her body—even if she’s more of an idea than a corporal frame, she still feels very much real.

      Nell sticks around and watches as we have a big lunch catered by her very own restaurant, the Honey Pot Diner. She watches as we eat macarons, and I sit with Keelie, soaking in every moment of my sister’s shining moment. I cry with Lainey as she opens a gift from my mother, my sister, and me—a tiny blue heart made from the fabric of our father’s favorite dress shirt.

      “Thank you,” she weeps over us. “It will be my something blue at the wedding. I’ll tuck it into my bouquet.” She brushes the tears from her glowing hazel eyes. “This day was perfect. Thank you to you all.” She looks to Meg and me and takes a deep breath. “And now I ask the two of you to give me one more gift for my wedding. Will the two of you please be my matrons of honor?”

      Meg and I burst into tears ourselves as we enthusiastically accept the offer.

      “Group hug!” Mom sings as she embraces the three of us and pulls us into a holy huddle.

      Lainey tips her mouth toward my ear and whispers, “Nothing can go wrong for my wedding, Lottie. Please. Nothing must go wrong.”

      I know what she means. I realize that my invitation comes with great apprehension.

      I pull back and nod to my beautiful sister. “It won’t. I promise.”

      And how I hope I didn’t just shed a lie.
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      The bridal shower was an outrageous success. Lainey’s condo is a virtual maze of boxes that snakes from the living room to the kitchen as evidenced by the pictures she’s showing Keelie, Bear, and me. The bakery is at a lull. It’s almost closing time. Lainey stopped by after a full day at the library, and she’s still glowing from the first in a string of memorable events in her life.

      “Lainey”—I shake my head in wonder as I stare at the endless packages piled in her foyer—“where are you going to put all this stuff?”

      “Oh”—she flicks her wrist as if it were no big deal—“it’s out with the old and in with the new.”

      Bear grunts, “So, Forest is moving in with you?”

      “Nope. I’m selling my condo, and he’s selling his cabin, his spare truck, and the dingy he calls a boat. We’re buying a house.”

      Keelie gasps. “Please tell me you’re not leaving Honey Hollow.”

      “No way,” she says to my relief. “We’re house-hunting right here in town. Forest and I are hoping to buy a starter before the wedding. I mean, I realize the timing might not be perfect, with escrow and everything that can go wrong with that—but at or around the time of our wedding, we should be able to move into our very first home!”

      The three of us break out into congratulatory cheers.

      “That’s wonderful.” I lunge over the counter and pull her in for a quick embrace. “So much is happening for you. I honestly couldn’t be happier if it were me.”

      “Well, it will be you, one day very, very soon. I need you to get hitched so our kids can be the same ages and grow up together.” Her fingers fly to her lips. “I’m sorry! That was so insensitive of me. I’ve been all over the place lately. I’m ornery, angry, and demanding. It’ll be a miracle if Forest shows up at our wedding at all.”

      I slide a plate of colorful macarons her way, and she pops one into her mouth in haste.

      “Of course, he’ll show up. You’ve been in love for as long as I can remember.” With the exception of that nasty breakup last summer which led to Lainey revenge dating Hook Redwood’s brother, Tanner, who was brutally murdered. I shudder at the thought.

      “You’re thinking about Tanner, aren’t you?” Lainey’s eyes grow wild. “You’re afraid there will be a murder at my wedding!”

      “Not happening. I promise you that,” I say it so fast I almost believe it. Of course, Lainey knows what I’m thinking. I’m the book she can’t stop reading. I’ve never been able to hide anything from my big sister.

      “Only time will tell.” She glowers at the wall behind me for a moment. “What’s happening with Rich’s homicide investigation? Any solid leads?”

      “Not really. I spoke with Gloria, Michelle, and Claret. And I gleaned some info at your bridal shower. It turns out, Rich was having financial trouble for a while but came into some kind of a big payday just before he was killed. And Scott Dushane mentioned to Mayor Nash that whoever did this tried to get a hit on Rich, but the mob wisely declined.”

      Bear smirks. “They don’t call them wise guys for nothing. So, what’s next?”

      “I want to speak with Scott myself. And I still need to track down Dawn Dallas, and maybe even her old boyfriend Griffin.”

      “Dawn Dallas.” Bear tips his head to the side, deep in thought. “Griffin Locke? I know that dude. He’s a contractor out in Leeds. You need to talk to him? I know how to find him tonight.”

      “Tonight?” My fingers fly to the back of my apron as I whip it off. “Where is he?”

      Lainey holds up a hand. “No way are you going alone.”

      “I’ll try to take Everett.”

      “And me,” Keelie volunteers as Bear wraps an arm around her waist.

      Bear shakes his head. “And there’s no way I’m letting you two go off on your own.”

      “So, where are we headed?” I can already feel the adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      “Tequila Mockingbird. They advertise beer as cold as your ex-girlfriend’s heart.” He winces and rightly so. “Sorry, Lot.”

      “Not a problem. Seven o’clock sound good?”

      Keelie wraps her arms around her new man. “We’ll see you there.”
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        * * *

      

      Tequila Mockingbird is on the wrong side of Leeds, and as fate and destiny should have it, there is no other side to this troublesome town. I texted Noah to let him know where I’d be in the event he wanted to join me, but he said he and Ivy had a lead they needed to follow up with, more info to come.

      Everett nods to the sign out front, and I scoff. “Looks like the soup of the day is whiskey,” I say.

      He ticks his head to the side. “You know what they say. Whiskey is sunlight held together with water.”

      We look to the shiplap façade outside of the building as a large neon sign boasts their nod to great literature. Hanging on the door there’s yet a far more informative sign for the drunk and the lonely.

      Looking for a meaningful one night relationship? Inquire inside.

      I groan as we study it for a moment. “At least there’s an air of honesty about it.”

      “There’s nothing more honest than hearing a woman say, ‘I don’t care what your name is.’” Everett’s brows bounce my way, and I can’t help but laugh. I’ve no doubt Everett has heard that phrase many, many times. “You ready for this, Lemon?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be, Essex.” I give a sly wink as we enter this drunken wonderland.

      Inside, the music is loud, and the rowdy crowd is even louder as they chant and scream while congregating at the bar.

      A trio of women—a brunette, a blonde, and a redhead—hop up on the counter and start in on a cross between a kick line and something I once saw in Coyote Ugly. I’m pretty sure that if someone starts a line of fire across that granite, things will go south pretty quickly.

      The place is lined with bodies to the hilt, the furniture looks as if it’s made of balsa wood, and there’s enough hairspray in this crowd that ensures the fact heads will spontaneously combust at the sight of the first flame. And what’s with all the big hair, neon clothes, and garish makeup these girls are sporting, anyway? Just as I’m about to get waylaid in my mission by assessing the poor follicular choices and bad fashion sense that abounds, I spot the giant sign near the door that reads eighties night.

      Makes perfect sense.

      Bear waves to us from the back as the girls on the counter stomp their way to celebrity status among the drunk and the lonely.

      Everett and I pass a sign that reads beware of pickpockets and loose women—the official Leeds’ motto, I’m guessing.

      We make a beeline to the back where Bear leads us to a room lined with pool tables and an entire army of slouched men. The music is still pretty loud but not quite jet engine levels like it was in the bar proper, and there are less scantily-clad girls in the vicinity and more flannel-clad men, which explains why it smells like feet.

      “Lottie, Everett.” Bear makes wide eyes at us as he and Keelie lead us over to a man with a baseball hat on backwards, unshaven face, and eyes that look as if they have no hope. He’s chewing on a toothpick as he stakes a pool stick to the ground between his feet. “This is my buddy, Griffin Locke.” Bear slaps the guy on the arm. “We did hard time in a couple of construction jobs back in the day. Griffy here owes me one, so ask him anything you want.”

      Now it’s me making crazy eyes at Bear.

      Way to go. I’m sure “Griffy” here will want to spew forth all his deep, dark secrets now that he knows we’re here to investigate him. If he is the one who did it, it’s not like he’s going to fess up to killing Rich.”

      “I killed the guy.” He pumps a dry smile, and my stomach bottoms out.

      “Really?” I lean in, hoping he’ll say yes and Everett and I can make a citizen’s arrest. I’d love nothing more than to get my mother off the murderous hook before Lainey’s impending nuptials.

      “Not really.” He holds a hand out my way, and I shake it before he does the same with Everett. “But let’s just say someone beat me to the punch. It was on my bucket list, and now I’m very disappointed I won’t get to cross that line item out with the satisfaction of knowing I did the deed myself. I’m guessing you want to talk to Dawn.” He nods just past us as a gorgeous redhead bounds over in a skin-tight tank top that bears this fine establishment’s moniker and a pair of Daisy Dukes.

      Instantly, I recognize her from the bar hop blitz.

      “Hi, I’m Lottie, and this is my boyfriend, Everett.” I extend a hand her way. “I’m sort of looking into your father’s case for the sheriff’s department. My mother is a suspect, and I’m trying to clear her name. Up until your father was murdered, they were engaged.  I—um, am really sorry about your dad.”

      “Pft.” She sprays us with spittle as she mocks my sympathy. “No, you’re not. And if you are, you never met him. The man was a bear. Scratch that. If a bear and lion had a baby, that would have been my father. He wasn’t exactly a nurturer so much as he was a deranged control freak. I’m writing a book about what it was like to live under his tyranny. I was hoping to expose him while he was still alive so I could see the rage and humiliation in his eyes, but that good time won’t happen now.”

      Everett and I exchange a quick glance.

      Keelie bops over with a pool stick in tow. “What happened with the two of you, anyway? Why would a father just cut you out of his life? He must have thought you did something pretty terrible, and yet I can’t imagine in a million years what I could possibly do to get on my daddy’s dark side.”

      That’s because Keelie’s daddy doesn’t really have a dark side—that is, unless you’re on the wrong side of the law and you’re not blood-related. He exposes his dark side for a living as the captain of the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.

      Dawn butts her hip against Griffin’s as she hugs him sideways, and they look like an adorable pair.

      “This guy happened. I fell in love with Griff. And I didn’t care that our fathers didn’t get along. Griffin and I practically grew up together. The Lockes were our family friends for years before his dad”—she nods to the man she’s latched herself to—“took off with my dad’s fortune.”

      Griffin glances to the floor. “He’s still in the Caribbean.”

      “But”—Dawn lifts a finger—“my dad weaseled his way back to the top with dicey investments.”

      Griffin nods as if to say she got it right. “And don’t forget his recreational spending habit,” he says that last part in air quotes.

      Dawn takes a deep breath. “My father was a compulsive gambler. He justified it in many ways, but mostly he threw the fact he earned it, so he could do as he wished, into my mother’s face.” She pumps a dry laugh and closes her eyes at the mention of her mother. “My mom and sisters are a piece of work, too. As soon as Daddy threatened to cut them off for having anything to do with me, they quickly lost my number. My own mother—can you believe that?” Her eyes grow glossy with tears. “And to think, I thought my sisters loved me. Little did I know their love came with a price tag.”

      “Don’t worry, babe”—Griffin dots her cheek with a kiss—“you’ll always have me.”

      Both Keelie and I coo in unison. They really are that sweet. Who would have thought the most normal Dallas of the bunch would be the black sheep? Go figure.

      On second thought, I bet that’s a scenario that plays out every day in every way.

      Dawn offers a weak smile to Everett and me. “With my father, you always had to choose sides. There was no gray area. And unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately for me, I chose the gray area.” She gives the scruff on Griffin’s face a quick scratch. “I heard there’s a funeral. I thought about going, but I don’t think he would have wanted me there. And I don’t want to face the rest of my family either. I don’t. We’ll see how I’m feeling.”

      Geez. I don’t blame the poor girl for vacillating.

      Everett looks to the side, and I can practically see his wheels turning. “A gambling problem. It makes sense. That only brings trouble into your life.”

      “You think that’s the connection?” I ask, no longer worried about hiding my motives from Dawn or her boyfriend. If anything, they might be the key that unlocks this mystery. “Hey?” I look back to Dawn. “You wouldn’t happen to know where your father did his gambling, would you?”

      Keelie snorts. “Ten bucks says it’s Red Satin.”

      Dawn shakes her head. “Good answer, but you’d be out ten bucks. My father was into high stakes poker. This was a boys’ club through and through. They met at some mansion in Fallbrook once a week. I wouldn’t go digging around, though. My dad was flirting with the mob, and so were the other men who got suckered into that con job of a playing field. They’re the ones that professionally fleeced my father a second time. A friend of mine works at Red Satin. He helps me keep tabs on Claret and that gangster she’s trying to tie down.” She pumps her shoulders.

      “If your dad and these other men were being suckered, don’t you think they would have figured it out and gone somewhere else?”

      “The mob isn’t stupid.” She looks to Griffin, and he nods as if they were suddenly talking about something entirely different—like a mob hit that recently got declined perhaps? “They let the guys win once in a while. You got to throw a dog a bone every now and again or he won’t come back.”

      Everett gives my hand a squeeze. I know what he’s thinking. My mother mentioned that Rich came into some money right before he died. A lot of money. Perhaps so much money that whoever owed it to him didn’t really want him to collect. I think I’m seeing the light now.

      I offer an amicable smile to Dawn and Griffin. “Thank you both for your time. I really appreciate you speaking with us.”

      “Don’t go so soon.” Griffin reaches back and plucks a couple of pool sticks off the wall and tosses them our way. “Let’s have some fun, now that the old man has bit the big one. Here’s to the Grim Reaper finally getting it right.” He tosses a stick to Bear, too. “I’m kicking your hiney first.”

      We stay for hours, kicking each other’s hineys—girls against guys.

      Keelie, Dawn, and I kick the rock-hard hineys pitted against us all the way to the curb, and we have a darn good time doing it, too.

      By the time Everett and I get back to Honey Hollow, back to Country Cottage Road, we’re still high on life, our spirits buoyed due to the fact we actually managed to let loose for once in that lewd lusty town we’ve burrowed ourselves into one too many times.

      “Hop in for a nightcap?” Everett hitches his thumb toward his house, and I follow him up to the porch.

      “What’s this?” I bend over and pick up a bouquet of roses lying on his doormat. “How very romantic. It looks like someone has a secret admirer,” I tease just as that mystery woman comes to mind, and my stomach sours as I examine the dark flowers. “Wait a minute.” I hold them under the light. “Oh my God, Everett. They’re black.”

      Everett and I stare down at the long-stemmed nightmares as if they had morphed into vipers.

      Someone is sending Everett a message, one that very well could be deadly.

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

      Nell’s words come back to haunt me. Someone’s future is about to be altered in a significant way. And now I wonder if that was a nice way of saying Everett would soon be dead.
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      All week I’ve been on edge. All week I’ve been on guard. All week I’ve thought about the gun in my bedroom.

      Everett didn’t want to make a big deal about the roses, but I took a picture of them and sent it to Noah. Of course, Noah teased me for making a death threat of my own, but once I explained things to him, he too became worried for Everett. And I’d be a liar if I didn’t say that little bit of post-brotherly affection warmed my heart.

      It’s the afternoon of Rich Dallas’ funeral. The sky is blue, the birds are chirping, and there’s a killer out there who thinks they’ve gotten away with murder.

      It’s not fair that a great man like Rich is dead. Okay, so he wasn’t all that great, but who’s perfect? He certainly didn’t deserve to get brutally stabbed in the back. He deserves justice. And I’m going to make sure he gets it.

      Everett and I just arrived to Honey Hollow Covenant Church. Everett is dressed to kill—pardon the pun—in an inky dark suit, metallic black tie, and his scruff is just the right length for it to be soft to the touch. He’s so painfully handsome, already three different mourners have craned their neck in his direction and he’s hardly gotten out of the car.

      The parking lot is pretty full, which I wasn’t expecting. But I suppose Rich had lots of acquaintances and, of course, his family. Noah said that he and Ivy would meet up with us in Carlson Hall after the funeral. Together, they’ve routinely made the rounds after a victim’s funeral, and every now and again we glean something new that can help with the investigation. I’m praying that happens today. The closer we get to Lainey’s wedding, the more determined I become.

      The church is a soft yellow building with wood and stone accents. And just outside the entry there’s a large picture of Rich beaming his signature scowl at those kind enough to pay their respects.

      Mom stands at the door greeting those who enter, along with a tall man about her age, dark hair, half-moons for eyes, and a smile that looks appropriately friendly.

      “Lottie, Everett, this is Pastor Gaines. He’s new to the church. Not only is he taking care of Rich’s funeral, but he’ll be presiding over Lainey’s wedding. Isn’t that exciting?”

      “It’s very nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his hand, and he politely shakes with Everett, too.

      Pastor Gaines looks back my way. “I look forward to your sister’s wedding.”

      Everett nods. “Are you new in town?”

      “I’m from Nevada originally. My aunt lives not too far from Honey Hollow, and I was lucky enough to acquire the position here.”

      “Welcome to town,” I say as my mother edges in closer to him by the minute. That silly grin she gets whenever she thinks there’s a cute boy in the room has completely taken over, and I frown at her, hoping that’s enough of a hint for her to knock it off.

      “Oh”—Mom latches onto my arm—“before I forget, we’re holding Mayor Nash’s victory party at Honey Lake this Wednesday, day right after the election—a little preemptive thinking on my part.” She gives a sly wink. “I promised Mayor Nash you’d furnish some sweet treats. Of course, the city is willing to pay for it.” She turns to Pastor Gaines. “Nobody bakes like my Lottie. She owns the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. Just wait until you try her cookies. You’ll never buy store bought again.”

      He hums a gentle laugh. “I’m sure I’ll love them. In fact, I’ll be sure to stop by some time soon.”

      “That would be wonderful. Your first cookie is on me.” I tick my head toward the sanctuary. “I guess we’ll see you inside.”

      Everett and I step into the foyer when Nell bursts through the wall that divides the church and the entry.

      “Oh dear”—she swoops in close as I pick up Everett’s hand—“please prepare yourselves for what you’re about to see. I’m quite upset Miranda isn’t warning people at the door.”

      “What do you mean what we’re about to see?” I ask as Everett and I walk right through her and peer past the double opened doors.

      As soon as my eyes catch a glimpse of it, I suck in a quick breath, and a wave of weakness rides right through me.

      Everett groans. “Who the hell is in charge of this circus?”

      “Not my mother. Gloria said she’d make sure he got the send-off he deserved. But, dear God, this is terrifying.”

      Typically, at the funerals I’ve attended—and as of late that number has crept up dramatically—I’ve grown accustomed to finding the deceased in either an open or a closed casket. But as fate and Rich’s bitter ex-wife would have it, there’s nary a casket in sight. Instead, there seems to be a throne of some kind sitting in the place where the casket should be, and Rich’s body is sitting in it, his head slightly sloped to the side. He’s dressed in a bright green suit, has dark sunglasses on, and, if I’m not mistaken, there seems to be a boom box positioned in his lap.

      “Geez,” Everett whispers. “They propped him up.”

      “They really do hate him.”

      “It’s her last chance at humiliating him, and she’s doing a bang-up job. Do you think he’ll haunt her?”

      “Nope. I doubt he’s coming back under any circumstances.”

      “His ex and his daughters are in the front row. And look to the left”—he points quickly—“Mayor Nash and Scott Dushane.”

      “Gross. Neither of them knew him. They’re just trying to score points with their constituents.”

      “It’s a close race. Probably a good move on Mayor Nash’s part. He’s still the killer in the eyes of the public. This might sway those with hardened hearts.”

      “Lovely. But, yet again, Judge Baxter, I believe you are correct.” I’m about to lead us over to a pew when a familiar face comes upon us.

      “Dawn,” I whisper her name so low, I’m not even sure she heard it. “I’m so glad you came. I’m sure this will give you closure.”

      The dolled-up redhead averts her gaze as she looks to Griffin, standing staunchly by her side in a wrinkled dark suit.

      Dawn leans in. “I saw a picture of him on social media and had to come and see this circus for myself. I figured I couldn’t make it any worse.”

      They speed inside and stride right to the front, taking a seat next to her sisters, and it takes less than a few seconds for them all to break out into a giant, long overdue group hug.

      “So weird,” I whisper to Everett. “But I’m glad they’re on their way to mending fences.”

      “They’ve got a long way to go, but they’re on the right track.”

      We take a seat, and I notice a dark-haired man sitting next to Claret. He’s tall and built like a linebacker, olive skin, handsome, and he knows it. There’s an arrogant air about him, and I’m suddenly suspicious as to who this might be.

      I lean close to Everett, and his thick cologne warms me. “Who’s the guy next to Claret?”

      Everett squints as he does his best to inspect him, and as luck would have it, the man turns his head our way and we get a full shot of his handsome mug. I was right. He definitely has a pretentious air about him.

      Everett goes rigid as he stops breathing for a second. “Lemon, I don’t want you to get any ideas.”

      “Oh my God, it’s Louie the Lion, isn’t it?”

      Everett closes his eyes a moment before pressing his cobalt peepers into mine. “He’s dangerous. He doesn’t hesitate taking out anyone he thinks might get in his way. I’ve dealt with the Canellis. They think they’re above the law—and they have been in a lot of ways.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means they’re experts at keeping their hands clean.”

      “Interesting. Another Teflon don. You do realize that he likely spoke to the killer.”

      “He might have. But I’m not sure just anyone can get that high up in their organization and talk to the boss. He’s got men who arrange and handle the hits. Let’s assume that’s what happened. I just don’t want you on his radar. Don’t talk to him, Lemon. I’d ask you to promise me that, but I think I know better.”

      I bite down a smile as I give his hand a squeeze.

      The service goes off without a hitch. At one point Rich slumped farther to his right, but after the gasping and the brief cries of terror ceased, the service resumed as usual. Not one soul got up to speak on his behalf, and, in all honesty, I don’t think it was that big of a deal. And, even though he never met him, Pastor Gaines did a wonderful job of eulogizing Rich, whom he kept calling Rick.

      The funeral wraps up, and the room quickly drains as the mourners head next door for refreshments. I spot my mother having a conversation up front with Gloria, and unbeknownst to them Nell is hovering by their side.

      “I’d better help my mother.” I shrug up at Everett.

      He doesn’t look too impressed and eyes the exit instead. “Looks like the goof troop has arrived.”

      I glance over to find Noah and Ivy heading this way.

      Noah looks downright angry as he nods toward the altar. “Can you believe that?”

      Ivy, the leggy redhead by his side, smirks. “I’ve seen it before. It’s a tacky trend that’s sweeping the nation.”

      A dull laugh dies in my chest. “That’s one trend I think I’ll bow out of.”

      Noah looks to Everett. “Can I speak with you for a moment?”

      “Sure.” Everett takes off with Noah, and Ivy does a disappearing act herself, so I seize the opportunity, and instead of making a beeline for my mother—heck, I’ve got Nell there, her ears are just as good as mine—I accidentally on purpose bump into the handsome devil—and I’m not being loose with the term—standing next to Claret.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I say as I brush my hands over Louie the Lion’s jacket as if dusting him off. “I was just about to say hello.” I look to Claret and offer a forlorn smile. “You did good.”

      “Thank you.” Claret cinches her purse over her shoulder and gives a brief glance to the vicinity. “Let’s hope there’s good food and lots of wine. Because I am ready to party.”

      If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard that after a funeral, I’d have nothing.

      I turn to the lion prowling among us and note that creepy grin of his never seems to leave his face. “Do you work with Claret?”

      “I’m her boss.” He holds out a hand. “Louie.”

      “Her boss?” I feign an appropriate amount of surprise. “Super nice to meet you.” I give a guilty glance toward the back and note that both Noah and Everett are staring my way with their arms crossed disapprovingly across their chests. I turn my back to them and their justified judgment. “So, did you know her father?”

      Michelle taps Claret on the shoulder, and she excuses herself for a moment as she joins her sisters once again.

      Perfect. I’ve got the don all to myself.

      Louie leans in. “I knew him well. We played sports together.” I suck in a quick breath. Sports? I bet that’s code for underground poker! “Soccer, and on the rare occasion golf. But primarily we shot the breeze, played a few card games.”

      Okay, so card games is apparently the code for underground poker.

      “Was he any good at cards? I heard Rich couldn’t tell his own hand from his neighbors.” I’m not entirely sure if that even makes sense, but I’m flying on the seat of my pants.

      Just give me a clue, Louie, anything, anything at all, I beg with my eyes.

      “He was good.” Louie nods reflectively. “In fact, he won big just a minute before he was offed. It’s a shame he never had a chance to collect.”

      So that’s where his sudden windfall came from! Theory confirmed.

      “That’s too bad. I’d say his timing was terrible, but he was killed.” I lift a brow and lean in. “If you were to guess what kind of a person would—you know, off him, what kind of person would that be?” His eyes narrow in on mine, and his lips purse suddenly as if he were trying to decode what I was saying.

      Claret bops back with a toothy smile. “Careful what you say to this one.” She gives my arm a friendly pat. “Lottie is Honey Hollow’s premier amateur sleuth.”

      And there goes that good time.

      His eyes widen right before he gets to the business of glowering at me properly.

      The remnants of the room begin to drain, and I speed over to Noah and Everett.

      “And?” Noah gives me that stern look that says so much—none of it is great.

      “And, he likes me. I think I made a new friend.” I couldn’t help it. The last thing I was going to confess is that I managed to tick off a mob boss.

      The muscles in Everett’s jaw pop, and he looks decidedly handsome even if he is a little miffed that I didn’t listen to him.

      “What did you learn, Lemon?”

      I rattle out our brief conversation to them both. “And that’s about it.”

      Noah looks past me a moment at poor Rich sitting crooked on his throne. “I wonder if that money had anything to do with his murder?”

      Everett’s brow twitches. “Money is a great motivator for murder. And so is revenge. Unfortunately, Rich seemed to tick off a broad spectrum of people.”

      “There has to be a way to narrow this down. Hey? Can I ask what the two of you were talking about?”

      Noah and Everett exchange a long hard glance, and this tiny thread of camaraderie frightens me on some level.

      Everett nods, and Noah clears his throat. “Everett shared a note he found on his windshield.”

      “Just a piece of paper—not a note,” Everett is quick to clarify. “A small heart-shaped cutout. It was black.”

      My breathing ceases. I can’t move. “What’s happening?”

      Noah sighs as if he couldn’t figure it out himself. “I’ll look into it. I have a surveillance camera trained on your house, Lot. I’m going to set up another one and point it his way.”

      “Don’t wait. I’m really worried about this.”

      “And so are we.” Noah pins his evergreen eyes to mine. “It’s time you start carrying that gun we got you. Whoever sent those flowers, that note—it doesn’t sound like they’re stable.”

      “Do you think it’s the woman from the bakery? I’ve seen her at least three or four times now.”

      Noah nods. “We can’t be sure, but I’m thinking it is.”

      Everett’s chest expands as he picks up my hand. “She knows what you look like. You’ve introduced yourself as my girlfriend. She might be watching me—watching us. I don’t like the thought of you all alone at the bakery so early in the morning.”

      “And”—Noah interrupts—“I agree. I’m going to make sure there’s a patrol car stationed on Main Street in the early hours until traffic picks up.”

      “This got serious fast.”

      Nell’s words come back to me, but I don’t dare repeat them.

      Is Everett’s future really going to be altered?

      Nothing is going to happen to Everett.

      It just can’t.
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      True to Noah’s word, there is a patrol car cruising up and down Main Street at this early hour where not even the sun has dared to show up yet.

      No sooner do I get the first batch of my raspberry turnovers into the oven than a gentle knock comes from the window, and I spot Everett looking far too comely to ever be safe.

      I head over and let him in, locking the door behind him in the event his stalker isn’t too far behind.

      “What are you doing here?” I wrap my arms around his sturdy frame and dot a kiss to his pillow soft lips.

      “I couldn’t sleep knowing you’d be here all alone. I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to you, Lemon.” Those cobalt flames he calls eyes press into mine. Everett recently revealed to me, that about six years ago, a woman by the name of Harlow James told him she was carrying his child. No sooner did she share the news than her car skidded off an icy road and into a body of water below. Everett said they weren’t a couple by any means, more of a quickie that was about to take a turn for the paternal, but he was devastated nonetheless. I saw real agony in his eyes the night he shared that with me. And it’s that same look of agony I’m seeing now.

      He nods to the street. “I saw the cruiser.”

      “Yes, and I’m safe. I promise you that. Does that make you feel better?” I run my fingers through his hair, still damp from the shower, and my heart quickens for him. Those demanding blue eyes, that midnight black hair. It’s not a wonder why Everett has every woman on the planet wrapped around his little finger, including me.

      His demeanor remains serious. “Do you have your gun?”

      “Are you insane? I’m not bringing a gun to the bakery. That’s like bringing it to a daycare center. This place is innocent. Nothing is going to happen here.”

      He tips his head down, his eyes bearing hard into my own.

      “Okay, fine. Anything can happen here, and it has. But I just can’t seem to bring myself to do it.” I give a little shrug. “Coffee and a donut? I just fried up a batch of glazed goodness, and they’re still hot.”

      “Now you’re talking my language.”

      Everett takes off his jacket, and we sit at a table near the registers.

      I’m almost afraid to ask, but I have to. “Do you think she’s watching us?”

      Everett’s eyes press to each of mine, and he gives the slightest nod. “I’m afraid this is worse than you know.”

      “What? Everett—have you been keeping things from me?”

      “I’m sorry.” He pinches his eyes closed a moment. “I didn’t want to worry you. But I think it’s best you know. I’ve been getting calls to my personal line at the courthouse. They don’t say anything, just wait until I hang up. But it’s not a number that anyone has access to. Every time I see something out of place I wonder.” His lips purse as he keeps his eyes pinned on me. “But my concern lies with you. If at all possible—I am begging you to keep that gun with you at all times. I will sleep better, focus better at work, heck—I will be able to think straight again knowing that you have protection.”

      A heavy sigh expels from me. “Fine. I’ll do that for you, but only if you do something for me—hire a private detective. Someone who can dedicate their time to following you, watching the places where you work and live, and hopefully catch this maniac in action.”

      “I will look into that. I will. In fact, I’ll ask Noah to point me in the right direction.” His jaw tenses at the mention of his old stepbrother. “Have you thought about the case? Any idea of who could have killed Rich Dallas?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that underground poker ring. How does that work? How many players are there typically? Does each one bet whatever they want?”

      “It can be open to a good amount of people, but it’s ten max for Texas Hold’em, and I know for a fact that’s what Louie and his guys specialize in. It’s a no limit game. A part of the thrill comes from knowing you can go all in during any hand.”

      “So a single player could have been responsible for Rich’s big win?” I inch back, trying to digest this. “Too bad we’ll never know who that was, or if it’s even true.”

      “And without it, we still have plenty of suspects. Noah said forensics found no prints on the knife.”

      I suck in my bottom lip to keep from breaking out into an all-out grin. “Is it wrong of me to be unreasonably happy that you and Noah finally seem to be taking a step in the right direction?”

      “Yes. It is completely unreasonable because as long as you are in the picture, and you will be forever, we will never agree on anything.”

      “And I hate that unreasonable truth.”

      He flexes a barely-there smile, and my stomach bisects with heat.

      “Do you realize how irresistible you are when you smile?” I reach over and grab hold of his hands and let him warm me. “You wouldn’t believe the mileage you could get off of one of those daring grins.”

      “If I grin, do you promise to get daring?” His eyes do a slow ride from my lips to my sweater, right back up to my eyes before he sheds a devilish grin that promises everything sinful under the sun.

      “Why, Judge Baxter”—I bat my lashes up at him—“I do believe you just propositioned me.”

      “That marble island was made for us, Lemon.”

      I wince. “Yes, but it was also made for a million tiny macarons that currently reside on its surface in anticipation of Mayor Nash’s big win. However, I just so happen to have an office no bigger than an airplane bathroom, but I think we can make it work.”

      “To the office, Lemon.”

      I grab him by the hand and whisk him to the back.

      And make it work. Yes, we do.

      Who am I kidding? Everett does all the work, and his wild generosity reminds me of exactly why I fell in love with this man to begin with.

      Everett is mine. All mine. And I’m not willing to share him with some psycho that might be roving around Honey Hollow.

      No, she must be stopped before it’s too late.

      Or else?
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday comes and goes in a patriotic tornado as voters rush to the polls, eager to make sure their chosen candidate is the next to lead our sweet little town under their careful supervision.

      No matter how smarmy I think Mayor Nash is, when push came to shove, he received my vote in the end—and, apparently, everyone else’s. He won in a landslide, despite the fact he was a starring suspect in a homicide investigation—at least in the court of public opinion. Noah pretty much cleared him early on.

      And here we are, a beautiful Wednesday afternoon in June at the base of Honey Lake with endless tents set up, tables laden with food catered from the Honey Pot Diner, my macaron towers stationed artfully throughout the refreshment tables. I’ve donned a pale blue sundress with white polka dots in honor of the occasion. I picked it up at the Scarlet Sage boutique owned and run by the woman who gifted the shop its moniker. It was only twenty bucks, and God knows I’m a sucker for a deal. It may not be my usual dress code while I’m working, but it’s far too warm to squeeze into my jeans. And besides, this shade of blue just so happens to bring out the blue in my boyfriend’s eyes. Just thinking about Everett has me swooning.

      I’ve been at the lake for over an hour setting up, reconstructing a partially capsized macaron tower, and all with my purse slung across my shoulders. It’s actually a cute little black leather backpack with copper-colored zippers that Lainey gifted me last Christmas.

      Since I assured Everett I would bring my gun with me wherever I went—sans the bakery because, let’s face it, I can’t wear this backpack while mixing in a bowlful of chocolate chips into the most delicious batter in the world. That would just be wrong. Otherwise it’s been, well, with me everywhere.

      I spot Carlotta and the victor himself having a bit of an animated conversation by the platform constructed to hold his podium.

      I stride over and shed a forced grin at the two of them. “Well, if it isn’t the winner himself. Congratulations. I just wanted you to know, you had my vote yesterday.”

      His affect brightens. His wavy light brown hair turns yellow at the tips in the sun.

      “Why thank you, Lottie. I appreciate that.” He glances back to Carlotta briefly before reverting his attention my way. “Have you seen your mother?”

      “Oh, actually, she was just helping me set up. I think she went back to the bakery van to make sure that was the last of it.”

      He nods just past us. “And there she is. If you’ll both excuse me.” He takes off, and Carlotta growls in his wake.

      “It looks like I saved you.”

      She averts her eyes. “In a lot of ways, you’ve complicated things. Can you believe that just because he’s rich and educated and has the perfect life he thinks he’s better than me?” She says perfect life with air quotes.

      A husky laugh brews in me. “I’d hardly call his life perfect. He’s a serial philanderer.” I turn and spot him fawning all over my mother, the two of them giggling like a couple of teenagers. “I’m just sickened that my mother can’t think straight when it comes to men.”

      “Don’t be too hard on her”—she scoffs—“that man has been known to cast his spell hard over a woman or two.”

      “More like ten or twelve—dozen.” I spot Meg over by a tent just shy of the evergreens. “Why don’t you have a few of my cookies? That always seems to settle you.” A shimmering spray of ethereal stars glows by the refreshment table. “And see that? You can talk to Nell while you’re at it.” I shoo her off as I make a beeline for Meg.

      “What’s up, Lot?” Meg doesn’t look up from the paperwork in front of her. Her dark hair is piled on top of her head, and she’s wearing a light blue sundress, an accouterment seldom seen on my beautiful baby sis—and it just so happens to be identical to the one I’ve donned myself.

      “The sun is up,” I say. “And I’m glad about it, too. Hey, I like your dress.”

      She looks my way, and we share a laugh. “I can’t accuse you of not having great taste. Scarlet Sage?”

      “The one and only. I do love me a good sale. And I love me a good sunny day, too. Have you noticed that summer is never long enough?” I peer over the stack of paperwork in front of her. There’s a sheet with a list of names written in three columns, filled to the brim. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a list of contributors. Mayor Nash likes to thank those who donate to his campaign by publicly humiliating them.” She twists her lips to the side and looks as adorable as she was when she was six. No matter how old she gets, no matter the fact she’s just one year younger than me, I will forever see her as a six-year-old in pigtails.

      “So, where’s Scott Dushane's contributor list?” I give a sly wink. “Or is the lack of one the reason he lost?”

      Meg gives a wistful shake of the head. “He had ’em. Not as many as Mayor Trash, but he had a handful. He had a lot of money to back him, too. It’s a head scratcher as to what he did with it, though. I should have been in charge of his finances. Typical man. He probably blew it all on booze and women. Most of his contributors are here. In fact, he’s here, too. He’s right over there by the civic booth talking to the city council members.”

      “Wow, that’s brave of him. What’s he doing here? Publicly contesting the win?”

      “Are you kidding? Mayor Trash won by a landslide.”

      “You’re going to call him Mayor Trash for the foreseeable future, aren’t you?”

      “Nope. Just as long as he’s laying his greasy mitts on our mother.”

      “Newsflash. I think she rather likes his greasy mitts.”

      Meg grunts their way, “I hate that you’re right.”

      “Anyway, that was really nice of you to team up with Scott Dushane. He really didn’t have a strong support group like you know who.”

      “Are you kidding? He’s got the girls down in Leeds eating out of the palm of his hand. He’s hot, and he knows it.”

      “That’s the worst kind of man,” I muse. “Hey, he should run for the mayor of Leeds. I bet he’d win that race in a G-string-riddled landslide.”

      “I don’t think so. Everyone down there knows he hangs out with the Canellis.”

      “Really?” I’m taken aback by this, partially because I assumed due to his mayoral run he was squeaky clean.

      “Yup. He’s lifelong friends with Jimmy Canelli, Louie the Lion’s brother.”

      “I’m surprised they didn’t front him a ton of money to kick his campaign over the edge.”

      “Word at the club is Louie doesn’t like him.”

      My heart begins to pulsate. “Doesn’t like him? Then I bet he would easily deny him just about any request.” I glance back to see the city council members dispersing toward the buffet while Scott finishes up a conversation with an older man. “I’d better make sure the cookies are doing well in this heat.”

      I take off, but I don’t head in the direction of my macaron towers. Instead, my feet land me right before Scott Dushane just as the elderly man he was speaking with takes off for the buffet line.

      “Hey, Scott.” I keep my voice upbeat and light, even though my heart is suddenly drumming in my chest. “Sorry you didn’t win.”

      He belts out a short-lived laugh as he raises his jewel-toned drink my way, and I can smell the alcohol on his breath from here.

      “We’re all winners today, Lottie. The best man won.” The smile glides right off his face, and he downs the rest of his liquor.

      “So, what are you doing here? I mean, that’s very kind of you. In fact, I commend your bravery. If it were me, I’d be home snuggled up with my cats, licking my wounds.”

      He sets the glass down on the table next to him and leans in. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      I nod frenetically, convinced he’s about to confess. Although, I have to admit, I’m having a hard time connecting the dots to this one. But I can feel something, a hunch, a knowing. I just have to be heading in the right direction.

      He expires a lungful of whiskey my way. “I am licking my wounds.” He breaks out into a spontaneous chuckle. “And —I’m technically here to concede. Mayor Nash thought it would be a good move for me—read, a good move for him. Nonetheless, I agreed. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a bad sport.”

      “Can I ask if you’ve ever gambled with Rich Dallas?” I just have to know who helped give Rich that big win.

      His mouth opens and closes. He takes a few steps back as if I’ve caught him off guard. “I’m sorry, Lottie. Mayor Nash gave us strict instructions not to utter that man’s name at his victory party. You know how the press has been. Look, I’ve left my speech back in my car, and I’ve still got to hit the buffet. But it was nice seeing you again. And trust me, I’m going to eat a fistful of those cookies.”

      “No, wait. I just have to know. It could help me solve this case. I know for a fact he was a part of the Canelli underground poker ring.”

      His eyes enlarge for a moment. “You don’t want to mess with them. And, believe me, that’s another name you don’t want to utter around here. I should know.”

      “You gambled with Rich, didn’t you?” I suck in a quick breath as I struggle to keep up with him. “Scott, were you with Rich the night he got his big win? It’s pertinent I get this information.”

      His body moves farther away from me progressively. His breathing grows erratic as he looks around the vicinity. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he were guilty.

      “Oh my God,” I pant as a thought occurs to me. “Meg said she looked at your contributors’ records, and it should have been a lot more than your budget suggests. You gambled the money away, didn’t you?”

      He stops moving. His face screws up with the ripe look of anger, and the next thing I know his hand is over my mouth as he violently drags me deep into the woods.

      “I’m going to kill you, Lottie. I’m going to make it quick so I don’t have to hear your squeaky little voice anymore. I’ll make it look like an accident, push you down the ravine on the other side of these boulders. People will think you broke your neck in the fall. I knew you were trouble. I should have done away with you first.”

      A thousand thoughts sail through my mind at once. I think of Everett and Noah, of my family. I can’t die. I’m too young. I’m going to be a mother one day. Nell said so herself. That has to happen. It just has to.

      “Nell!” I give a muffled cry through his hold over my mouth. And, sure enough, a blaze of light streaks its way through the forest. A fallen log lifts off the ground and flies through the air, coming right at us at top speed as my eyes watch with fright.

      Scott turns to see what’s got my attention and ducks us to the left, narrowly missing Nell’s horrifying effort at bat. He trips and loosens his hold on me just enough for me to do my best to stagger away.

      “It was you! Rich won that money from you, didn’t he?” I trip over a branch on the ground and am quick to right myself.

      “Lottie!” Nell cries. “Get out of the woods! It’s dangerous. If I do much more to stop him, I’ll be yanked right back to paradise.”

      I gasp at the thought. That’s exactly what happened to the ghost of Max Finmore last month when he levitated the killer right off the ground—and Max and I didn’t even get to say goodbye.

      Scott races forward and grabs hold of my wrist as I try to get away. “Yes, Rich won the money, but only because I let him win.”

      “What?”

      “We had it all worked out.” He spins me in close, and his arm clasps over my waist like a seatbelt that’s too tight. “Those brutes from the Canellis thought they had us in the palm of their hands, but we were playing them for months. We set it up so that he signaled me when he had a good hand and I put it all in, and so did the rest of the table. I was supposed to have doubled my money that night. And in a couple of weeks, I was going to return the favor. If he was smart, he would have been rolling in it.”

      “Clever. But Rich was greedy.” I jerk free, and my backpack wallops me over the back.

      Nell glides next to me and carefully unzips it. “That’s right, Lottie. You came prepared, didn’t you?” Her voice sounds strangely faint. I glance her way, and my heart stops as her brilliant light begins to fade.

      “Oh, Nell. Don’t you dare help me another minute. I forbid it.”

      Scott pulls me in hard by the shoulders. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the fact Rich owed you money,” I pant as I shoot a nervous glance to Nell. “You wanted him dead.” I knee him in the gut, and he doubles over hard as I jump back out of his reach.

      In one quick move, the backpack glides off my left shoulder, causing the gun to spill to the ground between us.

      “Oh my God,” I cry out as both Scott and I slap our hands to it at the very same time. “Nell, find Noah! Make some noise, disrupt him, but get him here now!”

      Scott looks around, dazed, as Nell flies out of the woods as quick as lightning.

      “Noah? As in Detective Noah Fox?” Scott chuckles. “Honey, I don’t know what’s wrong with your brain, but I’m starting to think I’m about to do you and him a favor.” He snatches the gun from my fingers with an aggressive fervor and has me staring down the barrel in a moment’s notice. “Yes, Lottie, I killed Rich Dallas. Are you satisfied?”

      I pant in the direction toward the lake, horrified at how far away we’ve drifted. It will be a miracle if anyone finds us, let alone Noah.

      Everett said he would try his best to meet me at the lake, but, if not, he assured me he’d meet me at my mother’s for another round of congratulatory drinks this evening.

      And, ironically, the gun they bought to protect me is about to do me in. This is a disaster of magnificent proportions.

      “At least tell me why.” I struggle to rise a few inches off the ground as I slowly crawl backwards. “Why kill him at Mayor Nash’s—” I stop partway through my sentence and sit hard on my bottom over a thicket of pine needles. “Oh my God, you wanted to frame Mayor Nash.”

      “That’s right.” He chuckles softly to himself. “They were both seeing your mother. I couldn’t have dreamed up a better scenario if I tried. A perfectly deadly love triangle. And my buddies at the paper ran with it.”

      “Figures.” I give a wry look toward the lake. “You wanted Canelli’s men to carry out the hit, didn’t you? But they said no, so you had to do that dirty work yourself.”

      “That’s right, honey. I had to man-up. That’s why I dropped by your shop. I made sure everyone saw me coming and going from the front, loading all those boxes into my car. What they didn’t see was me waiting in the back. I told Rich I’d meet him in the alley as soon as Mayor Nash started blowing hot air.”

      “What? Why would Rich agree to speak with you after he ripped you off?”

      “Because I had something else he wanted.” A crooked grin flashes quickly. “He’s been after my uncle for years, and I told him I’d give him all the information he wanted in exchange for any funds he was willing to give me. Of course, I didn’t have the information he was looking for, and neither of us believed for a minute he was going to give me any money.”

      “Who’s your uncle?” I ask, stymied by this latest development.

      “Kenneth Locke.” He shrugs as if it didn’t matter.

      “Locke?” I whisper as Scott charges for me, and instinctively I kick my foot in the air and nail him on the chin. The gun goes off, loud and deafening, and the woods seem to shiver with the effect.

      “Lottie!” Noah shouts my name in the distance, and a swell of relief hits me.

      “NO—” I’m cut off from shouting his name as Scott lands on top of me and clamps his hand over my mouth. I open wide and bite down hard over one of his fingers, and he howls as he yanks it out of my mouth. “Kenneth Locke!” I pant. “He was the one that made off with Rich’s fortune in the first place. You’re just as bad as your uncle.” I give another wild kick, aiming below his belt, but he bucks, and I hammer him in the chest instead.

      The gun goes flying, and I watch as it lands behind a stump about three feet back.

      Scott turns and scrambles, looking for it in the wrong direction.

      A spear of incandescent light appears at the base of the stump as I dive over and pick up the gun, my gun, safe in my hands.

      “Well done.” Nell forms before me, her ghostly frame fainter than it was before, and it induces an all new panic inside me.

      “Oh, Nell.” I shake my head at her. “You can’t go. I’m not ready.”

      “You are more than ready, my child.” Sparks ignite over her person in random order, and sadly it looks as if she were shorting out.

      “No, you can’t leave. There is still so much more we have to talk about. I have questions, and you owe me answers,” I cry.

      “Turn around!” she shouts thunderously loud, and I turn to find Scott less than four feet away, and I pull the trigger. Yes, I do.

      The gun flies backward, and I nearly slap myself with it. The sound is so deafening my ears ring with the aftereffect.

      Scott drops to his knees just as Noah and Ivy run up with weapons drawn.

      “Freeze!” Noah shouts. “Facedown, right now!” he roars, but Scott doesn’t comply. Instead, his face grows deathly pale as he slumps slowly to the side.

      “I killed him!” I scream.

      Noah is on him, cuffing him, checking his pulse. “He’s alive. Ivy, keep your weapon on him.” He leaps to his feet and rushes to my side. Noah pulls me into a tight embrace, his heart drumming hard against mine.

      “You’re safe, Lot.” He blows a molten hot breath of relief into my hair. “You did exactly what we wanted you to do. You protected yourself. You did good.”

      “It’s over,” I pant hard, trying to take it all in. “I beat the deadline before Lainey’s wedding.” I pull back and give a little laugh as the woods are stormed with what looks to be the entire sheriff’s department.

      “Lottie Lemon, you not only beat the deadline, you beat it in style.” He looks down and admires my sundress. “I still love you with all my heart.”

      I bite down hard over my bottom lip to keep from bawling. “I know, Noah. You know I love you, too.”

      “I know.” He pulls me in again and holds me that way a good long while.
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      The conservatory at my mother’s B&B is already rollicking with Mayor Nash’s most staunch supporters by the time I arrive.

      Noah had me checked out by a medic at the scene this afternoon, and I was thankfully released on site. Of course, I have a small bump on the back of my head and my shoulder is sore from the kickback from the gun, but Noah couldn’t stop gushing how proud he was of me shooting it when needed. I’m just glad I didn’t kill Scott. Just because he killed somebody doesn’t mean I wanted to do the same. Apparently, I blew out his elbow. Ivy informed me that was a particularly rare shot and offered me a congratulatory thump on my sore shoulder.

      Noah had to take the gun down to Ashford as procedure required, and I’m relieved to be rid of the menace for a time—the gun, not Noah.

      I glance around the glass-walled room. The sun is setting, and you can see a peach glow through the windows, as the evergreens seem to crouch in to see what all the noise is about in here. I didn’t call Everett and tell him about my ordeal because I didn’t want him worrying about me. I know he had a full day at the courthouse scheduled, but he assured me last night that he’d try to catch me at the lake if he could. I guess he’s running late, after all. But I can’t wait to wrap my arms around him and tell him every last detail. I’m so glad it’s over. I want nothing more than to go home and put on my PJs, my fuzzy socks, and snuggle with Pancake and Waffles while drinking my weight in hot chamomile tea. I’m sure Everett will come over and watch a game. It will be bliss.

      “Lottie!” Mom breezes over with her arms outstretched. As soon as the sheriff’s department arrived en mass, everyone at Honey Lake was apprised of what went down. Both Mayor Nash and my mother thanked me profusely for helping to clear their names. “Oh my goodness, you are an angel.” She secures a tight embrace over me. “But you are not to do that again, young lady. You hear?” Her expression is stern. This is no playful scolding.

      Mayor Nash tips his head my way. He’s exceptionally tan from a day at the lake, bordering on burnt, and his eyes glow against his skin.

      “It’s a good thing you took his gun.” He nods as if this were a fact. “That was very brave of you, Lottie. I’m going to make sure you receive a citizen’s award.”

      Mom gasps as she looks to him with the utmost admiration. “Did you hear that, Lottie? A citizen’s award! There truly is no higher honor.”

      Mayor Nash wraps an arm around my mother and offers a husky laugh. “I’ve got a special honor I’d like to bestow upon you, too, missy. That is, if you’re up for the challenge.”

      “Ooh.” Mom swims with carnal delight, inspiring my sudden need to vomit.

      I’m just about to ditch the coital couple as a pair of sandy-haired blondes appear before us like unwanted apparitions—Mayor Nash’s daughters, Kelleth and Aspen.

      “Daddy.” Kelleth falls over her father. “You were almost killed. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.” She pulls back. Her lips are so heavily glossed it looks as if she should be nominated as a national oil reserve. Kelleth is pretty—as is Aspen. Both sisters are smart, and they have the Ivy League education to prove it. But it doesn’t change the fact they’re as snobby as they come.

      Aspen grunts my way as if I were the one who almost killed him. And, knowing how bad my aim is, it was entirely possible.

      “Lottie Lemon,” Aspen growls my name out as if it were a curse. Aspen has always reminded me a bit of a cartoon character with her exaggeratingly large eyes. She has a Betty Boop appeal to her, if Betty Boop were a blonde preppy. I’m not sure what either of them does for work, but I’m not motivated to pry either. “You could have hurt everybody there today.”

      “But she didn’t.” Mom is quick to hop to my defense. “She saved us all from a very dangerous man.”

      Both sisters turn their tiny noses up at me just as their mother, Chrissy Nash, walks in, and they quickly scuttle off in her direction.

      Funny how Chrissy can be so down-to-earth, and her children can be so lost in space. I spot my sisters and politely excuse myself from my own mother and Mr. Octopus Hands, but I bump into a couple of faces I hadn’t planned on seeing instead—or at least I hoped I wouldn’t see.

      “Britney, Cormack. I’m assuming your candidate won the election. So, in that case, congratulations.” I nod as I do my best to duck past them, but Britney yanks me back by my elbow.

      “Not so fast, Lemon Tart.” Her lips twist in a knot, and her only visible eye looks decidedly angry as she glares at me with it. Both Britney and Cormack are staying at the B&B, so I’m not entirely surprised to see them. What I am surprised to see is Britney fuming while Cormack appears to be…gloating?

      “Congratulations are in order.” Cormack shoves her left hand in my face, and I’m taken aback by the giant sparkler on her ring finger. A princess cut diamond the breadth of her finger glitters like mad even in this low lighting. “My fiancé should be here any moment, and I can’t wait to kiss him.” She winces as she covers that rock. “He doesn’t quite know I stumbled upon the big surprise, but what the heck? If I’m about anything, I’m about getting this party started.”

      My mouth falls open. “Where did you find that?”

      “On top of his sweaters in the closet. I was looking everywhere for Toby’s leash.” She leans in and giggles. “Who am I kidding? I was snooping hard. I’m telling you both I can smell a good diamond a mile away, and I just knew he was hiding a gem the size of a Volvo in that tiny death trap somewhere. The receipt in his junk drawer might have tipped me off a bit.”

      “Oh my God,” I say, pulling her hand in to get a better look at the breathtaking beauty. Tears come to my eyes, and a lump the size of Honey Hollow forms in my throat. This is the ring that Noah bought for me. This ring represents all of the hope he has for us. This ring represents what would have been—could still very well be our future.

      “Now, now, Leonora”—Cormack snatches her hand back—“this one’s mine for the taking.” She zips off to the refreshment table and heads right for the dessert.

      “For the taking is right,” I mutter to Britney. “I think that ring was meant for me.”

      “For you?” She jerks back as if I struck her. And then, just as quickly, her affect softens. “Well, that’s a relief. For a second, I actually thought he was falling for the twit.” She frowns down at my own ring finger. “Looks like you’re taken.” A wide smile glides over her face, but it doesn’t last long. “You do realize what a catch Noah is, don’t you?”

      Now it’s me inching back. “You’re not asking me to put my hat in the ring, are you?”

      She makes a face as she looks over at Cormack. “Let’s just say, if I had to choose a woman for Noah, it wouldn’t be that vapid mop. I’d better go stop her from starting up rumors.” She takes off, and I marvel at the fact she didn’t include herself on the list of women she’d like to see Noah with. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why she’s dragging out the divorce.

      My phone bleats, and I glance down to see a message from the ineligible bachelor himself. It’s a text from Noah.

      Hey, Lottie, I’m on my way. Sorry I’m late. Something very important came up. Please stay put until I get there.

      Stay put until he gets here? I can’t help but recoil at his verbiage. Noah doesn’t speak to me that way, unless, of course, he thinks he’s being protective. And after the day I’ve had, I can’t say I blame him. He did say please, after all.

      Meg and Lainey brighten as I come upon their small circle. Jana March has a notepad out. She seems to be making a list of some kind for the burgeoning bridezilla among us, and a spontaneous giggle evicts from me. Jana is tall, waifish, and her dark hair is sitting in a messy bun on top of her head. I hate to say it, but it looks as if my sister is running her ragged.

      “Lainey”—I pull my sister in for a quick hug—“I am so happy your wedding is on the horizon. And that, for once, it’s the only thing I have to focus on. And I couldn’t have felt more relief when I said those words if I tried.”

      Meg belts out a laugh. “I think the one relieved around here is Lainey. You got the killer just in the nick of time. That is, unless you stumble upon another body before the big day arrives.”

      Lainey swats her on the arm. “Would you stop? The last thing I need is you calling out some seriously bad juju into the universe.” She turns my way, a sweet smile blooming on her beautiful face. “I’m relieved, too. And no, I don’t believe for a minute that you’ll stumble upon another corpse of any kind.” Lainey picks up my hand. “I’m positive everything will run smoothly. Right, Lottie?” She snips my name out with a little bite to it.

      “That’s right.” I shrug over at Jana. “So, what’s with the list?” I’m almost afraid to ask, but it was either Jana or me, and I’d much rather have the white-hot spotlight of my sister’s anxious attention focused on her.

      Lainey lifts a finger. “Jana is taking me to a wedding convention in a couple of weeks. We’ve just about shored up every last detail. Right, Jana? Right?”

      “Right,” Jana squeaks as if fearing for her life, and at this point she probably is.

      “Great,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. “And don’t forget. You and Forest still need to come in for a cake tasting. It’s very important that you get a cake you’ll be happy with.”

      “We will, for sure. Oh, and before I forget, that design you sent me, the triple-tiered lavender cake with the gold dripping off the edges and the magnolia blooms? I must have that cake. It’s to die for!”

      Meg cackles. “Now who’s calling out some seriously bad juju?”

      Jana leans in. “Hey, Lottie, there’s still time to sign up to be a vendor at the convention. Why don’t you set up a cake tasting booth?  That way, while you’re preparing all of those delicious flavors for Forest and Lainey, others can partake, too? I bet you’ll drum up a ton of business. Most of these brides are booking out up to two years in advance.”

      “Two years? Two years ago, I didn’t even know Everett or Noah existed. I can’t imagine what the next two years will bring.”

      Lainey pulls me in with a sideways hug. “They’re going to bring great things, Lottie. I just know it.”

      A peculiar sight catches my eye from the corner, and I groan when I see it.

      “Excuse me, ladies. I’ll be right back,” I say as I make my way over to a couple of spooks chatting it up with Carlotta.

      I shake my head at this older, perhaps not wiser version of myself. “You really have no problem portraying yourself to be a lunatic, do you?”

      Carlotta scoffs, and her hazel eyes avert toward my mother and Mayor Nash. “Some have called me worse.”

      Greer shakes with glee. Both she and Winslow are glowing luminescent, and Greer’s dark hair looks as if she’s got an entire constellation trapped in her tresses.

      “Lottie Lemon!” Greer beams. “You got another one!”

      “That she did.” Winslow offers me a congratulatory nod.

      “Yes, and there’s not a part of me that feels like celebrating. Hey? I hear you’re looking to adopt. Do I want to know how this otherworldly process might work?”

      Greer wrinkles her nose. “It’s a bit long and drawn-out, but as soon as we hear some news, you’ll be the first to know. Nell is assisting us, just the way she assisted you. Now tell us everything.”

      I offer Carlotta a forlorn look. “Nell may have helped me out just a little too much, and she was taken back to paradise before we had a chance to say a proper goodbye.”

      Greer and Winslow exchange a knowing look.

      “Come with us, Lottie.” Greer takes me by the hand and leads the four of us just outside of the mouth of the conservatory next to the overgrown silk plants my mother has dotting the B&B. Seeing that my mother has a brown thumb, this has been the way to go as far as offering her boarders a touch of nature indoors—never mind the touch of supernatural she offers them. Greer and Winslow really are the best when it comes to shaking chandeliers and bookcases alike.

      “What is it?” I look to the two of them as an iridescent aura takes over the area, and soon there’s an all too familiar—beautiful, beautiful face floating between the two of them as Nell Sawyer comes fully to fruition. “Oh my goodness, Nell!” I leap forward to wrap myself around her but land hard on my feet, my arms meeting with nothing but air.

      “Mama!” Carlotta does the same, and we both back up to get a better look at her. “You’re back.” Her voice breaks as we look to Nell in wonder.

      Her ghostly frame is far more translucent than it has been. A heavenly spray of stars glitters inside her person as if she were forming an entirely new universe.

      “I’m back, if only for a moment. Let’s just say it’s nice to have connections with the one in charge, upstairs.” She gives a playful wink, her warm voice chortling with delight. “Rich wanted me to extend his thanks for bringing his killer to justice. He apologizes for being such a brute while still among the living. He also asks that you give your precious mother a warm embrace for him.”

      “Please tell him to consider it done. Nell, I’m so sorry you were whisked away so quickly. But I’m thankful you came back, if only for a moment. There’s still so much we didn’t get to do. So many questions I didn’t get to ask.”

      “I know, my love. I feel your frustration, and I share that with you. I do have a bit of a surprise for you, however.”

      Carlotta gasps. “You’re back for good? You’re about to knock Silly Willy out with a lightning bolt for holding up my inheritance? You’re gonna spill the secrets to the fountain of youth, and I’ll stop looking at Lottie and feeling like a hag?”

      A dull huff expels from me. “So many questions, so little time.”

      Nell’s features smooth out as she laughs gently at her daughter’s request, and right before our eyes Nell Sawyer is transformed into a beautiful young woman.

      “The fountain of youth indeed is real. Unfortunately, you’ll have to cross the great divide to garner its benefits.” Nell is beautiful, resplendent, and she looks so much like Keelie’s mother, Becca, it’s scary. And yet if I squint just a little, I dare say she looks like me as well. “Nonetheless that’s no surprise.” She floats my way, her ghostly hands taking up each of my own. “My little Carlotta.” She offers a peaceable smile. Usually I’m affronted whenever anyone uses my formal name, but just hearing Nell utter it makes it sound like heaven. “Your powers are getting stronger. That also means the ability of those who come to assist you from the other side will be emboldened by your powers as well. You must be careful. You must mind the spirits lest they intermesh themselves where they don’t quite belong.” She takes a moment to glower at Greer and Winslow.

      “My powers are increasing? What does that mean?”

      “That, my love, is for you to discover on your own—and I have a feeling you’ll have the ability to enter those waters very, very soon.”

      A groan works its way up my throat. “You can’t go, Nell. You have to help me with my life—with my love life. Noah’s wife might actually grant him that divorce soon, and it scares the pants right off of me!”

      Carlotta nods as if agreeing. “Honey, Noah lives to scare the pants right off of you—and anything else you might be wearing.”

      “Oh, stop.” I take a moment to scowl her way. “See what you’re leaving me with, Nell? I need the help only you can provide. Not to mention the fact you said some very cryptic things about Everett—and now he’s got this crazed person who’s been acting erratic and following him around.”

      Nell pulls back a bit, her affect serious and sullen. “Yes, Lottie. I am aware.” She looks to Greer and Winslow. “Perhaps the two of you can offer my dear sweet one some sage advice when she needs it most. I’m afraid it’s my time to leave once again.”

      “No, Nell,” I bark so loud I’m shocked bodies aren’t streaming out of the conservatory to see what’s the matter. “You can’t leave. I command that you stay.” Hey, it was worth a shot. Who knows? My new superpower might actually consist of being able to control what others do—at least in the celestial realm.

      But, alas, Nell begins to fade right back into the pink and blue iridescent bubble surrounding Greer and Winslow.

      “I love you both so very dearly,” she whispers to Carlotta and me. “Please take care of one another. As we have all learned so many times before, our time spent with family, even those you choose for yourself, is so very precious. We never know when someone’s time might come to an unexpected end. Love one another in the now. It’s the only moment that truly exists.”

      And just like that, she’s gone.

      Tears blur my vision as I try to take in everything Nell spoke over us. My heart aches for her just as desperately as it did the day she left us the first time.

      “Lottie!” Keelie’s voice bubbles from behind, and I turn to spot Keelie along with her mother, Becca, and Naomi and Lily Swanson as they stride our way.

      Becca and Naomi exchange polite greetings with Carlotta and me before ducking into the conservatory. Carlotta spots Mayor Nash sneaking off down the hall and heads over to accost him.

      Lily hands me a small folded note. “Found this on your desk in the office. Pretty cryptic if you ask me.” She heads inside, and before I have a chance to read it, Keelie starts in on me.

      “Lottie Kenzie Lemon,” Keelie scolds. “How dare you shoot down a man without me? You know I’d love nothing more than to put a bullet in one of those testosterone meatheads trying to come at my bestie with the intention to kill.”

      “I had no problem doing it for you. And testosterone meathead? Has Bear goofed up already?”

      “Nope. In fact, I get Jana March’s newsletter, and she says there’s a big wedding expo being held at the Ashford Convention Center in a couple of weeks. Bear has agreed to come with me.” She bumps her shoulder to mine. “You might say things are definitely heading in the right direction.”

      “Keels, you’re moving way too fast again. Slow your roll before you let him slip a ring on your finger.” And knowing Bear, he would have appreciated me saying just that. He’s not exactly the marrying type.

      “Too bad. I’ve got bridal fever, Lottie. And there’s not a thing you can say to stop it.”

      “In that case, I’ll have a cake tasting booth at the expo, and I fully expect you and Bear to stop by.”

      “We’ll be there with wedding bells on.”

      Greer and Winslow let out a low moan that sounds spooktacular, and I follow their eyes to Carlotta and Mayor Nash where their voices are escalating.

      Greer swoops over and leans in. “Things are really heating up over there. Maybe you should break it up?”

      Mom comes out of the conservatory, along with my sisters, and just in time. I swear Carlotta is ready to slug him.

      “Never mind, there he is.” Mom sighs with relief as Mayor Nash and Carlotta head this way in haste.

      Mom attaches herself to his side rather aggressively. “You don’t know the scare you gave me, disappearing like that for so long!”

      Carlotta grabs hold of Mayor Nash by the elbow and spins him her way. “Don’t you think we’re finished. You don’t get to talk to me like that. It’s the last time I let you put me down. You think I can’t do anything good? Take a look at that girl, right there.” Carlotta jabs a finger my way. “I did something great—we both did. Lottie Lemon—meet your father.”

      The air stills around me. Can’t breathe. Mayor Nash and I look at one another like a couple of deer staring down a semi about to run us over—and strangely I already feel as if I’ve been flattened.

      “Lottie?” a familiar voice calls from behind as Noah jogs up. “I hate to interrupt,” he says, gently pulling me into his arms, his evergreen eyes doing their best to hold my attention. “I’m sorry, but I have some bad news.”

      “What?” I have a feeling I’ll welcome whatever it is after the trauma that just ensued. “What is it?”

      “It’s Everett. The security guard from the courthouse called the sheriff’s department about an hour ago. His car is in the lot with the door wide open. His briefcase and phone were found in the bushes not far off. It looks like foul play. I’m sorry, Lottie. Everett is missing.”

      “What?” The floor feels as if it’s gyrating beneath me as I drop the note in my hand and Noah quickly scoops it from the air, only to unfold it to reveal a black paper heart. There’s something scribbled on the front in white, and we lean in to get a better look.

      Just two words.

      He’s mine.
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      Book Description

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

      

      Everett is missing—and it’s been a nightmare ever since he’s disappeared. To top it all off, I stumbled upon a body at the bridal expo. My sister’s wedding is just weeks away, and I volunteered to take over a to-do list at least a mile long. Add an ornery talking tiger, an unruly child poltergeist, and a fireworks spectacular, and you’ll have the most explosive July Honey Hollow has ever seen.

      

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

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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        Missing: Judge Essex Everett Baxter

        Black hair, blue eyes, mid-thirties

        If you have any information, contact the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.

        $100,000 Reward

      

      

      

      I see dead people. Mostly I see dead pets, but on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety. However, right now, my mind is drifting to terrifying places, and I can’t see a thing.

      “Have you seen this man?” My voice is hoarse, raw from crying, lack of sleep, and a growing desperation.

      The young man before me grabs a protective hold on his fiancée as he leads her away from the table.

      “Lottie Lemon,” Lily Swanson is quick to scold me. “Would you stop that? It’s bad enough you brought his picture. And a sixteen-by-twenty? It looks like you’re about to eulogize the poor guy.”

      “Eulogize?”

      My thoughts grow dark, and suddenly the din of voices, the elegant jazz music playing on blast, and the sporadic explosions of laughter all around me disappear as that fog I’ve been stuck in for the last nine days slowly pulls me back into its cryptic arms.

      “Would you stop?” Keelie swats Lily with a stack of pamphlets she printed up that advertise the Cutie Pie Cakery and Bakery. “You’re sending her over the edge again.”

      “Oh, I am over the edge,” I assure them both as I step back from the table before us laden with an exact replica of what my sister Lainey’s wedding cake will look like— three tiers and a lavender marbled coating with thick gold icing dripping from each layer. Next to that sits a cake made entirely out of glazed donuts drizzled with white and pink frosting, and next to that is a cupcake tower frosted in the softest shade of blue. Each display is beautiful, spectacular—and honestly, a meager offering of what I’m capable of, considering the fact we’re smack in the middle of a bona fide bridal expo. Not even the heavenly scent of vanilla and sugar can pull me out of my funk.

      The Ashford Convention Center is filled to the brim with future brides, bridesmaids, mothers of the bride, single women with a dream in their heart—and every now and again, I spot the ever so reluctant soon-to-be groom.

      It’s wall-to-wall merchants in this cavernous space, offering a rainbow of services—photographers, videographers, vendors who specialize in booking live bands and DJs, stores that specialize in invitations and top-of-the-line stationary, and jewelers showing off their finest baubles—apparently, diamond encrusted tiaras are on order if you’re to keep up with the latest bridal trends. There’s a booth offering limos and other forms of snazzy transportation, three or four booths for honeymoon and travel, and a dozen beauty vendors and makeup artists—God forbid the bride apply her own lip-gloss. There are even a few vendors just like myself who made the trek here from Honey Hollow—just a short thirty-minute drive down the highway.

      The Honey Pot Diner is here offering their catering services, and the Scarlet Sage Boutique is also present with Scarlet herself on hand offering huge savings for any gowns purchased at the expo today—and she’s hauled down enough to outfit every bride this side of the continental divide.

      My friend, Felicity Gilbert, has one of the most popular booths at the expo with the business she took over once her mother died, The Enchanted Flower Shop. She’s created a monstrous floral arch comprised of peach and cream-colored roses, and it looks straight out of a fairytale. Even Cascade Montgomery from the Busy Bee Crafts Shop showed up for the event, offering custom made reception memorabilia such as tiny Mason jars filled with twinkle lights and other adorable trinkets.

      But I can’t focus on how spectacular everything looks or how pristine and perfect it all feels in this plastic wedding bubble. My mind keeps flitting back to Everett and that horrible day I found out he was missing.

      I was visiting my mother’s bed and breakfast not too long ago. She was throwing a relatively small victory party for Mayor Nash. Carlotta Sawyer, my biological mother who abandoned me at birth on the floor of a fire station twenty-seven years ago, was there and she was visibly shaken and angry.

      Carlotta came back into my life about six months ago, and up until then I was quite content not knowing anything about her. Miranda and Joseph Lemon raised me, along with my sisters Lainey and Meg, and I couldn’t have asked for a better family. I knew I was adopted, but I never felt the need to pry much deeper. The only things Carlotta left me with at the time of her departure were a blanket and a note that requested I be named Carlotta. Of course, my mother—Miranda Lemon—complied and quickly nicknamed me Lottie. Years later, Joseph Lemon died, and my mother became both mother and father to her three daughters. She made sure each of us girls stayed on the straight and narrow and even went off to college when the time came. To keep herself occupied, she purchased a run-down B&B and turned it into the gem it is today. It’s haunted, of course, but that’s a long story and sort of my fault.

      Anyway, that fateful day at the B&B, Carlotta just finished up an argument with Mayor Nash before dragging him my way and announcing he was my father—biologically speaking. Let’s just say a Mack truck could have run me over, and I wouldn’t have felt a thing.

      Not once have I ever been curious about who my biological father might be. Carlotta knew that. She simply blurted it out to get even with Mayor Nash for the things he said to her, which apparently were not very nice. And before I could say a single word, utter a single sound, Noah—my ex-boyfriend who works for the Ashford Sheriff’s Department as the lead homicide investigator—walked right over and told me the horrible news. My boyfriend, Judge Essex Everett Baxter, was missing. They found his car door ajar, his briefcase and phone thrown into nearby bushes—and that was it.

      Gone.

      Without a trace.

      We haven’t heard one peep. No one has seen him. There isn’t any video footage in the parking lot of the courthouse, so unless we find Everett, it will forever remain a mystery what’s happened to him.

      Forever a mystery? I shake my head at my own thought.

      Not on my watch.
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      Hello there, dear reader! Thank you so much for spending time in Honey Hollow! I hope you enjoyed the adventure with Lottie and all of her Honey Hollow peeps. The MURDER IN THE MIX mysteries are so near and dear to my heart, and I hope they are yours, too. If you’d like to be in the know on upcoming releases, please be sure to follow me at Bookbub and Amazon. Simply click the links on the next page. I am SUPER excited to share the next book with you! So much happens and so much changes. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking this wild roller coaster ride with me. I really do love you!

      Thank you to Kaila Eileen Turingan-Ramos and Jodie Tarleton. The care you put into helping me is heartwarming. Thank you so very much!
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      A special thanks to Lou Harper of Cover Affairs! You are the best of the best, and I am forever grateful that you are sharing your talent with the world.

      A very HUGE SHOUTY thank you to the fabulous Paige Maroney Smith for making me sparkle and shine. You are a star.

      And last, but never least, thank you to Him who sits on the throne. Worthy is the Lamb! Glory and honor and power are yours. I owe you everything.
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