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

      

      It’s the morning of the big all-you-can-eat pancake breakfast and everything that can go wrong has. I’m burning breakfast for the entire town, I’ve run out of syrup, the ghosts from my mother’s B&B have shown up to stage a protest, and my ex has arrived with another woman dripping off his arm. Some days I wish I had stayed in bed, curled up with my cats. And to make matters worse, I find a body facedown in a plate full of my light and fluffy pancakes. The new year is off to a terrifying start at best.

      

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

      

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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      My name is Lottie Lemon, and I see dead people. Okay, so rarely do I see dead people. Mostly I see furry creatures of the dearly departed variety, aka dead pets, who have come back from the other side to warn me of their previous owner’s impending doom. But right now, I’m not seeing a dead anything. I’m seeing a stack of pancakes that seems to be touching the ceiling, as I help replenish the supply of the never-ending treats for everyone who came out for the fire department’s all-you-can-eat pancake breakfast.

      I happen to be in charge of feeding the masses and, believe me when I say everything that can go wrong has. My staff from the bakery had to push me aside and take over flipping the countless number of flapjacks because I happened to be charring them to death.

      I confess, my mind is on other things.

      I’m running short on both supplies and patience, the syrup is quickly dwindling, and we’ve run out of plates and seats, not to mention the stove has threatened to go out on us twice. That would be the last thing we need. You can’t cook an endless supply of pancakes on a tiny little hotplate. And the fine residents of Honey Hollow have come out in full-force with every bit of their appetites intact.

      Lily Swanson, the girl who works the register at my bakery, hands me a platter full of golden delicious pancakes that are practically bouncing as if they were on springs. They’re that light and fluffy.

      “Why don’t you leave the kitchen for a bit, Lottie?” Lily swings her chocolate-colored ponytail as she moves. Lily is Barbie beautiful with large doe eyes and bee stung lips. She spent a majority of our formative years hating me by proxy because her best friend did, but that’s a story for another day. “You’ve been here since four in the morning, and you’re about to burn down the firehouse. Clearly, you’ve hit your pancake-loving limit.”

      “Oh, I hit that yesterday just preparing for the event,” I say, glancing to the opened door in the back. It’s been wide open all morning even though it’s practically a blizzard out there, but it’s far too warm in the kitchen to complain. “There’s no way I can leave. I’m seeing this hotcake catastrophe right through to the syrupy end.”

      Lily winces. “And speaking of that, we may have completely run out of maple syrup.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut tight.

      “And the strawberry syrup”—she continues—“and the blueberry syrup, and your special chocolate sauce.” Lily lifts a finger while taking off her apron. “And that’s exactly why I’m on my way to the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery to pick up more of everything. Don’t worry, Lottie. I’ll be right back. Alex has offered his muscles to assist with the endeavor.” She gives a cheeky wink as she takes off for Alex Fox pastures. Alex Fox is an ex-Marine turned investment banker who has opened up shop right here in Honey Hollow. Something tells me she’s far more interested in Alex than she is in replenishing the supplies at hand. Here’s hoping I see her again anytime soon.

      I take the stack of pancakes from her and make my way into the expansive garage of the fire department where the trucks have been removed and most of the tables for the event have been set up. The mess hall is full as well and so is the foyer of the structure. Suffice it to say, the good people of Honey Hollow have come out in droves in a show of support, as well as every fireman assigned to the house. The Ashford Sheriff’s Department has had a significant presence here, too, sans one handsome homicide detective whose heart I may have accidentally broken—and in turn he’s broken mine.

      Mom claps her hands as if trying to garner everyone’s attention. Her shoulder-length vanilla waves bounce around her shoulders and she’s stylishly dressed in an auburn sweater dress with matching suede boots. My mother never fails to stun, not even in the middle of a snowstorm in January. She has never looked her age—or acted like it, but that’s all a part of Miranda Lemon’s charm.

      “Remember”—her cheery voice booms across the firehouse with its green garland still strung up around the periphery, leftover from the holidays—“all proceeds go directly to refurbishing the community center! Call your friends, call your family to come and join the delicious festivities!”

      A murmur of delight circles the blooming crowd. It’s wall-to-wall bodies, and almost every one of them is a familiar face.

      As of late, crowds make me anxious. It seems it’s always at one of these hyper-populated events that I seem to stumble upon something nefarious—like a body. And believe me, I’ve stumbled upon my fair share. I guess you could say I’m feeling a bit cursed these days.

      For just a moment before I left the house, I thought of bringing that trusty Glock Noah and Everett teamed up to gift me a few months back. It’s small and sleek, and I nicknamed her Ethel out of the blue one day because she just so happened to look like one. But considering I knew this place would be brimming with firefighters and sheriff’s deputies, I didn’t feel the need to bring Ethel along for the ride.

      Keelie steps up. “Lottie, these really are delicious.” Her lips twitch as if contesting the idea.

      Keelie Nell Turner and I have been best friends since preschool, and just last year we discovered we were cousins. But blood-related or not, Keelie has always felt like family to me. Her blonde mane is swept up into a messy bun and she looks adorably toasty in a white scarf and bright red vest. Keelie has that fresh-faced girl next door look about her. And these days she glows like the morning star.

      Before I can say a word, my ex-boyfriend, Otis Bear Fisher, runs up.

      “Keelie, are you okay?” He wraps his surly arms around her. Bear is a dirty blond, buff looker who runs a successful construction company right here in Honey Hollow. Bear and Keelie recently got engaged, and even more recently, Keelie found out they’re about to have a baby. Keelie never did think much about doing things in order, but she has always thought highly about doing them in style. I’m assuming both her wedding dress and the baby’s wardrobe will be to die for.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” I wince over at her. “You do look a little green around the gills.”

      She lets out a horrid moan. “That’s because the pancakes are about to make a reprisal.”

      Bear hustles her out of the room so fast you’d think he morphed into a poltergeist.

      Speaking of those supernatural specters—I really can see them. At first, they were simply a sign of bad things to come for the person they were last emotionally attached to, a scraped knee, a sprained toe, but as of late they almost always mean that murder is afoot.

      And just a couple of weeks ago, I was visited by the ghost of my own father. Well—my adoptive father, who, let’s be frank, is my real father in every sense of the word.

      Joseph Lemon found me as an abandoned infant, right here in this firehouse, squirming away while swaddled in a blanket with a note asking whoever found me to please name me Carlotta. Not only did Joseph Lemon do just that—he and his gorgeous, yet feisty, wife, Miranda, adopted me. And that is exactly how I ended up the middle daughter of Joseph and Miranda Lemon.

      An older version of myself runs my way and takes the towering stack of pancakes from me.

      “Lottie Dottie!” Carlotta sings. Yes, another Carlotta. This one happens to be my biological mother who made a reentrance in my life a year ago—just over a quarter of a century after she dropped me off to begin with. “You look like you just saw a ghost.” Her hazel eyes bug out as she presses her gaze to mine. Carlotta and I share the same caramel-colored waves, same hazel eyes, and pretty much the same everything else. I’m her doppelgänger sans the gray hair and fine lines forming around her eyes and mouth. “You don’t see a ghost, do you, Lottie?”

      She does a quick once-over of the burgeoning crowd just as an explosive bout of laughter erupts from my mother’s table up front.

      Both Carlotta and I are transmundane, further classified as supersensual—meaning we can both see through to the other side—or more accurately, we can see the ghosts that choose to show themselves to us.

      “No,” I say. “And thank your unlucky stars and mine. I don’t want to see a single disembodied entity—mostly because I don’t want another homicide on my hands.” I bite down hard over my lip as I scan the crowd, ironically for the very thing I just confessed to not wanting to see. “Go ahead and take those pancakes to the buffet table for me, will you?”

      “You bet. Oh, and hey, don’t forget. There’s a big transmundane convention coming up in New York City and I’ve already booked a hotel for us in midtown.”

      “That’s very generous of you, thank you. I just might be looking forward to it.” I offer a wry smile as I speed off toward my mother’s table.

      The truth is, I’m not really looking forward to the big supernatural convention. But only because I attended one of those spooky kooky meetings—that happened to be hosted at my own bakery without my consent—and I really didn’t learn a thing. I just hope this next metaphysical meeting doesn’t end up being another fantastic waste of time—and poor Carlotta’s scant monetary resources. A hotel in midtown doesn’t come cheap.

      I try to navigate the crowd on the way to my mother’s table and run smack dead into a rock-hard body. I pull back, only to gaze at the dreamiest cobalt blue eyes you ever did see—and lucky for me, they happen to belong to my husband.

      “Lemon.” Everett’s lips flicker with a barely there hint of a smile. Lemon is the only name I remember Everett calling me. Judge Essex Everett Baxter is gorgeous to a fault with his sleek black hair and aforementioned stunning blue eyes. His bone structure is straight from Mount Olympus and he’s got the body of a deity to match. He’s been Vermont’s premier playboy for so long, half the women we run into have garnered the right to call him by his formal moniker, Essex—a parting gift he saves for those he’s done the mattress mambo with. And yes, I’ve mamboed with Everett many a time myself, and yet I still prefer to call him Everett. But for the last year he’s been ever so faithful to me even though we were never quite in a commitment. And despite the fact we’re technically married, we’re still not in a committed relationship. That whole matrimony thing is a rather long story.

      He brushes his thumb over my cheek. “You look amazing.”

      “And you look as if you’re about to do a hostile takedown of every woman’s good senses in this room.” It’s true. Women of every age and stage of life have always craned their necks just to get a better look at this gorgeous specimen—and I can’t say I blame them. “Every woman here is looking at you.”

      “I’ve got the only eyes I need looking in my direction.” His cheek flinches in lieu of the smile that he’s always slow to part with. “No word from him yet?”

      Like a reflex my head turns toward the entry. “Not a single one. Face it, he just can’t stand me.”

      The infamous he would be Detective Noah Corbin Fox, Everett’s old stepbrother, my ex-boyfriend and husband in exactly that order. My marriage to Noah was no more real than my marriage to Everett. Even still, we were trying to make our relationship work, but life and his ditzy ex-girlfriend got in the way.

      “Never mind him.” I sniff hard, pretending not to care that Noah has all but put a moratorium on any kind of a relationship with me over the last few weeks. “Let’s say hello to my mother and her friends.”

      Everett threads his arm through mine. “Anything for you, Lemon.”

      And I know this much is true.

      Everett has helped me with more than one homicide investigation that I’ve inadvertently pulled him into. It’s safe to say he’s put his legal eagle neck on the line for me one too many times. The fact I married him in an effort to help preserve his inheritance was simply me returning the favor. Of course, it wasn’t Everett’s idea. I volunteered to be his bride. I figured it was either me or that pariah who’s been trying to pin him down to a Pinterest wedding board, Cressida Bentley.

      Cressida is an annoying socialite who wandered into Honey Hollow a couple of months ago and demanded to have her Essex back. But she’s far too mean and shallow for him in my opinion. I couldn’t let her stick her nose, or her wedding finger, where it didn’t belong, so I stepped up to the proverbial altar and did the deed myself.

      The entire firehouse roars with the din of laughter and the murmur of robust conversations as they circulate throughout the room. It’s elbow to elbow in here with an epic turnout. There’s even a reporter from the Honey Hollow Hive roaming the grounds, taking pictures as he chronicles the event.

      We come upon the table where my mother sits with a group of people, most of which I’ve never met before. But next to my mother is her very best friend, Chrissy Nash, Mayor Nash’s ex-wife, who I’ve known for as long as I can remember.

      Chrissy and my mother share the same blonde hair and devilish blue eyes and the same naughty smirk on their crimson painted lips. Chrissy is the mother to my three half-siblings that I met last summer after I learned that Mayor Nash was my biological father. Mayor Harry Nash is a notorious philanderer, so it probably shouldn’t have shocked me as much as it did to learn that he fathered me while still married to poor Chrissy.

      “Lottie!” Mom jumps from her seat just as I take up Everett’s hand. “Good morning, Judge Baxter. You both know Chrissy.” She points just beyond her blonde bestie at an older man with salt and pepper hair—mostly salt, and a kind, squinted smile aimed right at the two of us. “And do you remember Eugene Alexander? Chrissy’s brand new steady Eddie—or I guess it’s steady Eugene!”

      Both my mother and Chrissy break out into a hum of laughter.

      The older gentleman’s lips expand in a warm smile. “Please, call me Flip. I’ve been flipping houses on the side for as long as I can remember and the nickname just stuck.”

      “Hey! I do remember you,” I say. “We met at my bakery last month. You said you were a fireman, too. You mentioned you were working right here at the firehouse the day my father found me squirming on the floor.”

      “That I was.” His eyes brighten a notch. “Good man, your father. Great golfer, too.”

      “Thank you,” I say as Everett gives my hand a squeeze. Everett certainly knows how much I miss my father. He lost his father a while back, too.

      Flip stands. “Everyone”—he looks to the rest of the people seated around him as he garners their attention—“this is Lottie Lemon. She owns the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery right down on Main Street. And she singlehandedly made all the light and fluffy pancakes we’ve been feasting on for the better part of an hour.” He slaps his slight paunch. “And we’re still going strong.”

      A warm bout of laughter circles the table.

      Flip points to the young woman to his left, a brunette with short brown waves and eyes that glow like a crimson fire.

      “Lottie, this is my stepdaughter, Jennifer Norman. She’ll be moving to the city soon to join a dance troupe. I guess you could say this is the start of a long goodbye.”

      I look to the pretty brunette with the odd colored eyes. “Dance troupe? That sounds exciting.”

      She pulls a tight smile. “It’s not what I wanted. I was hoping for Broadway, of course.” She takes a moment to glare at Flip. “But since I’m flat broke, I had no option but to quit my private lessons and hop on the first goof troupe that would take me.”

      “Which city?” Everett asks with a polite nod.

      “New York.” She makes a face as she takes a sip from her coffee.

      I guess being so close to Broadway and yet so far from her dream leaves a sour taste in her mouth.

      Flip clears his throat. “And this is her mother, Lisa Alexander.” He lifts a hand toward the nearly identical brunette to Jennifer’s left.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say and she shoots me a look as if questioning if she feels the same.

      A thought hits me.

      Did he say Alexander?

      Wow. I guess that’s his ex-wife.

      That must be weird for Chrissy.

      Heck, it must be weird for everyone involved.

      Flip continues with the introductions as he points to a rather humble looking man with thin arms and frail features. His dark hair frames his scalp like a halo, leaving a bald patch in the middle.

      “This is Teddy Berman, my next-door neighbor. He’s a sommelier at Club Tropicana.”

      My smile quickly turns into a grimace. My ex-boyfriend Bear took me to Club Tropicana once. It’s a theme restaurant out in Leeds where they host a cabaret before they lure the entire restaurant onto the dance floor and teach you to shake what your mama gave you with the best of them. But unfortunately for Bear, he couldn’t hope to fake it till he shaked it and nearly snapped both our legs off in the process. Suffice it to say, it was a memorable experience, albeit one I hope to never repeat.

      “Nice to meet you,” both Everett and I chime in unison to the kind looking man.

      Flip’s chest expands as he glances to a woman in a pink sweater and short dark hair seated next to Teddy, but he points just past her to the final two people seated among them, one of which I know well. “And finally we have Chief McPhee and Orland Studebaker. Orland is Lisa’s friend.”

      Everett and I exchange an amicable hello with both of them.

      I’ve known Chief McPhee, better known as Scooter, for years. And he’s had the same dark hair and warm smile for as far back as I can remember. He started out right here at the fire department just before my father died.

      The man seated next to him, Orland, looks just a bit younger than Flip. He has a warm countenance with a square jaw, stalky shoulders, and there’s an air of familiarity about him.

      “Wonderful pancakes, Lottie.” Chrissy holds up a forkful of my fluffy delights and the rest of the table echoes her sentiment.

      The woman in the pink sweater smiles briefly my way and doesn’t seem to mind one bit that she was skipped over during the intros. I bet she doesn’t know Flip very well to begin with. But she’s a looker. Hard to miss with her dark hair cropped short in a stylish pixie cut and her luminescent pale skin. She’s beautiful. And now that she was passed over as far as the introductions go, she has an air of mystery about her, too.

      The entire table quickly gets back to noshing on their pancakes just as I give a quick glance to the entry and a breath gets locked in my throat.

      “What is it, Lemon?” Everett follows my gaze and is instantly apprised of exactly what has me unable to breathe, move, or think a single sane thought.

      Standing at the door is Detective Noah Fox, looking mean and lean and every bit the handsome creature his surname suggests. But as enamored as I am with what I see, I’m not so enamored with the two blonde bookends dripping off his shoulders. Draped on either side of him are Cressida Bentley and Cormack Featherby.

      And just as I’m about to frown at the egregious sight, the ghost of the man I loved as far back as I can remember walks through the door. His see-through flesh shimmers like a star, causing him to radiate a brilliant white light.

      “Daddy!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      There are some people in your life that you can never get enough of—and for me, Joseph Lemon tops that wonderful list.

      “Lemon?” Everett sounds worried for me as I pull him along through the thick crowd crammed into the firehouse.

      I confess, I haven’t told a soul about seeing the ghost of my father last month. Not that I would. Only Noah and Everett are apprised of my gift to see the dead. Of course, Carlotta knows about it, but that’s because she’s the one that passed down the strange gift—which more often than not feels every bit like a curse.

      And not only can I see the dead, but as my powers grow so do the deads’ powers, too. For instance, they slowly garnered the ability to move things in the material world, a horrifying development if ever there was one. Then they gained the ability to speak. Yes, speak. Both dead people and long gone pets alike are now able to chat it up as often as they like. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to an animal speaking the King’s English perfectly to me, but, I’ll admit, it’s fascinating to witness.

      And just last month, the surly reindeer that paid me a visit was able to eat and drink alike—as in consume real food.

      It’s a serious game changer for the entire ghostly community—or at least as far as the hungry specters that are assigned to appear to me. But those fantastic phantasms at my mother’s B&B have no such dietary talent as of yet—and, believe you me, they’ve made their annoyance over the situation known on more than one occasion.

      “It’s my dad,” I whisper to Everett. “I saw him last month for a brief moment on Christmas Eve, and now he’s here again at the door standing in front of Noah.”

      We hit the entry, only to find Noah with his back straight, his lawn green eyes pinned to mine, and his lips still tight without a smile on them to greet me.

      But my father is nowhere to be found, and, just like that, my affect falls flat.

      Noah closes his eyes a moment. “I seem to have disappointed you with my presence.” His dimples dig in as he offers a wry smile. “I’m sorry, Lottie.”

      “Oh, Noah!” I wrap my arms around him tightly. “It’s not that at all. I’m so relieved you’ve come by.” His body remains rigid as he offers up a light pat to my back. It’s all so very cold and unfeeling compared to the warm reception he used to offer up without hesitation. “I just thought I saw someone else with you.” I take a moment to frown over at Cormack Featherby who’s standing less than two feet away, tapping at her phone.

      Cormack is a socialite gone awry, with straight blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a beauty pageant smile.

      Cressida Bentley, the girl who walked in with them, is a socialite as well—a socialite on solid gold Krugerrand steroids. She hasn’t missed an Essex-based beat and has already draped herself over her prime target.

      However, it’s Cormack who has caused the most grief in our lives.

      For a brief interim of time, Noah and Everett were stepbrothers before Noah’s father pilfered Everett’s mother out of a decent chunk of her money. And while they were living under one roof, Noah thought it was a good idea to swipe Everett’s then-girlfriend away from him. The girlfriend in question was Cormack Featherby herself—and she’s since made a reprisal in which she stalks Noah to no end.

      I glance down to find their hands conjoined.

      I guess at the moment, it doesn’t seem she needs to do much stalking at all.

      “It’s nice to see you, Noah,” I say coldly before turning and smacking into Cressida.

      Cressida Bentley is another blast from the ex-girlfriend past who seems to think Everett doubles as a merry-go-round that she desperately wants to ride.

      “Pardon me.” I shake my head in haste as I bullet for the kitchen much to Everett’s protest.

      It takes all of the fortitude I have to navigate through the tight crowd and make my way into a far less congested hall where the shrill cry of an angry female echoes over the walls.

      My instincts take over and I peer in that direction, only to find it’s Lisa Alexander and her friend Orland.

      “And I told you I don’t have it,” she says, taking her hand out of his abruptly.

      They seem to be having a rather heated conversation, so I pretend not to notice and head to the kitchen, only to have my mouth fall open at the sight before me—and it doesn’t have a thing to do with preparing the never-ending stacks of deliciousness. My staff from the bakery seems to have the pancake production line more than handled.

      But I’m not focused on them. Instead, I’m staring intently at four rather disgruntled ghosts who are wildly out of their haunting element.

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss, ushering them all into the pantry nearby where I won’t look like a loon who is seemingly having a conversation with herself.

      The four glowing beings stare back at me, and each one has a glimmer of anger in their eyes. It’s Greer Giles, a girl about my age who was murdered last winter, her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend, Winslow Decker, who used to be a pig farmer right here in Honey Hollow, their quasi-adopted six-year-old daughter, Lea, and a black cat by the name of Thirteen.

      “You know darn well what we’re doing here.” Greer Giles is a leggy brunette with long dark hair and equally dark yet illuminated eyes that are currently glaring openly at me.

      “Yes, Lottie! You know.” Little Lea, Azalea if you want to get formal, but no one dares call her that, swings a silver machete in her hand. Lea, albeit small, is as terrifying as any ghost can get with her long dark hair combed straight over her face, her dirty pinafore from yesteryear, and her scuffed Mary Janes. Lea’s whole family was slaughtered at the site of my mother’s B&B hundreds of years ago, and she’s been haunting it ever since in an effort to avenge their deaths.

      “Well, I don’t know what you’re doing here,” I say, although I’m pretty sure I do. They’ve been irate with me ever since last month when the visiting spirit garnered the ability to wolf down a hot meal—not to mention all the whiskey that ghostly reindeer managed to guzzle.

      Thirteen hops into Winslow’s arms. Thirteen is the spirit of a black cat that belonged to one of the murder victims I was trying to bring justice to. But since that homicide wasn’t at all what it seemed, the powers that be allowed Thirteen to stay on at my mother’s happily haunted B&B.

      “We want food, Lottie, and we want it now.” Thirteen’s fur lights up in a spiral of onyx-colored stars when he speaks and his head twitches ever so slightly, giving him even more of an adorable appeal.

      Winslow nods as his dirty blond hair catches the light and gleams brighter than the sun. Winslow is handsome with his chiseled features and scruff peppered over his face. There’s a rustic appeal to him in general.

      Winslow sniffs in my direction. “There’s a ghost out there enjoying a short stack as we speak and we want to enjoy a short stack of our own, right there with him.”

      “What ghost?” I try to crane my neck past them, but little Lea floats up and blocks my view.

      “Don’t you worry about that ghost, Lottie Lemon. If I were you, I’d worry about the fact your mother’s bed and breakfast doesn’t have a single spirit on the loose in it any longer.”

      I gasp at the implication.

      “That’s right, missy.” Greer pokes her glowing finger right into my chest, and I don’t feel a thing. “We’re staging a protest. You get pancakes in our belly or else.”

      “Or else?” I gulp because I’m afraid I know exactly what else.

      Winslow nods. “Those tourists your mother hauls into the B&B will be mighty disappointed when there’s no one to knock the books off the shelves.”

      Greer nods. “Not to mention a swinging chandelier or two. We’re done, Lottie, finito—and so is your mother if you don’t figure this out, and fast.” Her voice takes on a deep, demonic tone and sends a shiver right up my spine in the process. She really is good at what she does. They all are. There’s no one better at the haunting game. The four of them are simply the best.

      And just like that, the entire lot of them begins to dematerialize.

      “Wait!” I call after them, but it’s too late. All I’m left with is a veil of ethereal blue fog in their wake.

      This is a disaster of poltergeist proportions.

      My mother has made it a regular practice to bilk tourists out of eighty dollars a pop as she hauls them in by the busload for what is now famously known as The Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tour. Not to mention the fact, right after they’re done getting the socks scared right off of them, she sends the entire bus straight to my bakery for The Last Thing They Ate Tour, in which I regale customers with the final delicacy the current homicide victim in town happened to be munching on—and sadly each murder has somehow always included one of my tasty treats. Morbid, I know.

      I’m about to head right back out of the kitchen when I spot a handsome, unbelievably lovely man seated at the island filling his face with a stack of my fluffy pancakes and that stack looks anything but short.

      “Oh my God, Daddy.” I speed over and collapse my arms around him.

      Joseph Lemon stands up and pats my back, and if I didn’t know better, I’d swear I could smell the scent of his spiced cologne. He’s just as tall and stately as I remember. His hair looks darker and his eyes shimmer in an otherworldly manner, but that warm smile and that tiny dimple by his left cheek, they are every bit the same.

      “Not yet, my precious little girl,” he whispers into my ear with his all too familiar baritone. “Not yet.”

      And just like that, my arms crash over themselves, holding nothing but air.

      I glance up in time to find both Lily and Alex staring at me with marked concern. Alex is Noah’s younger brother by a year, I think. They have the same winning smile, deep-welled dimples, and body wrought of steel. Although, Alex has always looked a bit more hulkish to me.

      My mouth opens to defend my questionable sanity, but I think better of it and head back out of the kitchen. No sooner do I come upon the darkened hall than I hear a male voice echoing inside it, this time saying something about luck running out.

      I turn to find Scooter, Chief McPhee, and Flip looking as if they’re having a heated argument, so I head back into the garage of the firehouse, only to stumble upon another set of angry looking men—Everett and Noah.

      The two of them are glaring at one another with a raging ferocity. They don’t even notice the fact I’m right in front of them.

      Everett steps in menacingly close to Noah. “Maybe if you’d grow up, you’d realize what a good thing you could have had.”

      Noah gives Everett a firm shove to the chest and the crowd around us gasps.

      “You’re the one exacting your revenge by way of the woman I love.” Noah doesn’t hesitate getting down to the nitty-gritty. “High school was a long time ago. Get over it. You can have Cormack, Cressida, or any woman in this room, but you came after mine.”

      Something stirs in me when Noah belts those words out, and I’m not thrilled that I loved how it sounded.

      The crowd gasps again, this time with my sisters, Lainey and Meg, being the loudest. Meg offers me a cheesy wink as she points to the dueling men and gives a thumbs-up. I can’t help but roll my eyes at that one.

      Poor Lainey looks about as green as Keelie did. And with good reason. She’s due to have her first child next summer as well.

      Everett gives Noah a shove right back and both Cressida and Cormack shriek with horror. Then the punches start flying and I scream, too.

      “Stop!” I shout at the top of my lungs, but it’s too late.

      Utter chaos breaks out, and soon Scooter is on top of them, along with Lainey’s husband Forest and about fifty other men from the fire and sheriff’s department. But Noah and Everett prove unstoppable as they skid around haphazardly, kicking and punching one another while knocking over tables and chairs.

      Cressida tries to bat Noah away from Everett, causing Cormack to pull her hair, and before you can say disaster in the making, a girl fight has broken out, sending hair and earrings flying alike.

      It seems the entire kitchen staff has rushed out to witness the event, along with everyone in this building—but as for me, I can’t watch another minute.

      Since my demands for them to cease and desist have fallen on deaf ears, I bolt through the dark hall and straight to the nearly empty kitchen, save for a man slumped over the same stack of pancakes my father was enjoying not too long ago.

      A breath catches in my throat.

      “Daddy?” I shake my head as if refuting the idea because this man doesn’t look like him in the least ghostly bit.

      I offer the man a light tap on the shoulder and he tips right over, landing onto the hard vinyl floor with a thud.

      “Oh my goodness.” I jump back as I spot the blotch of crimson blooming over his white dress shirt. There’s a dark insertion in the middle where the bullet entered his body.

      It’s not my father at all. It’s Eugene Alexander, and it looks as if Flip has devoured his last flapjack.

      Eugene Alexander is dead.
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      My screams don’t avail much, no thanks to the outright chaos taking place in the next room.

      But soon enough, after my lungs threaten to burst from the spontaneous aria I’ve all but belted out, Everett and Noah burst into the room with their hair mussed and their shirts untucked. Noah has a noticeable purple welt rising around his left eye and Everett’s lips are split on one side.

      “Lottie,” Noah barks as he lunges for me, but Everett smoothly inserts himself between us and soon I’m in his protective arms.

      “Lemon, what hap—” he stops midway as both he and Noah stare down at the pooling blood surrounding my father’s old friend.

      “Geez.” Noah swoops down and checks the man’s pulse before turning our way and shaking his head, affirming the worst.

      Soon, every fireman and sheriff’s deputy in this structure has flooded the entry of the kitchen, careful not to disrupt the scene of the grisly murder. The entire area is quickly quarantined and determined a crime scene as we step a good distance back while awaiting the coroner to arrive.

      I scour the floor for evidence, a trace of anything that might have been left behind.

      “Everett, look,” I say, glancing around. “I don’t see any spent shells or casings. That’s a bullet wound he died from. I saw where it penetrated, myself.”

      Everett glances to floor himself. “You’re right, but any one of us could have kicked them away. Or the bullet could have been fired from a revolver. They don’t expend shells or casings.”

      Noah heads our way. His eyes are heavy to meet with mine despite the circumstances, and it breaks my heart all over again.

      Last Halloween, Noah was in a devastating car accident that almost killed him, no thanks to Cormack’s ditzy driving skills. She wrapped the brand new sports car her daddy bought her around a tree, thus sending Noah straight into a coma. And last month, when Noah finally got out of the hospital, the doctor suggested that we didn’t give him any jarring news as not to send him back into that comatose slumber.

      So, I had to keep up the pretense that we were married and expecting a baby—which at first I completely thought we were. Initially, everything was so real, but the marriage was quickly dissolved, no thanks to Everett pulling a few strings. And it turned out the positive pregnancy stick that I thought was mine belonged to my sister Lainey instead.

      Regardless, when Noah found out I was holding up a parade of lies, he wasn’t all that thrilled. To top it all off, he found out about the false marriage I have with Everett to boot. Although, Noah doesn’t seem too convinced of how fake my new nuptials might be.

      Bottom line, he feels deceived and hurt, and ultimately, very, very mad.

      Noah steps in and his familiar warm cologne washes over me.

      “Lottie, what happened? What did you see?” Those evergreen eyes of his skate over my features and a wave of relief accompanies them. I had almost forgotten how it felt to have Noah’s full attention, the warmth of his affection. Not that he’s giving it to me now.

      “I don’t know. The two of you were fighting, and I wanted to get away. I came in here and there was a man slumped over that stack of pancakes. I didn’t know what to think, so I tapped him on the shoulder and he fell to the floor. That’s when I saw the dark bloodstain on his shirt, and it grew and grew. And then I started to scream.”

      Screaming seems to be my go-to response when I come upon a body. Not that I blame myself for it. Stumbling upon a body is nothing I ever want to get used to. “Noah, I don’t see any casings—although Everett mentioned that the bullet could have come from a revolver. Or maybe it was a hit? Dear God, do you think Flip had a pro come after him?”

      His dimples depress as he winces. “We’re going to explore all possibilities, but we need to keep it under wraps.”

      “You bet.” I nod furiously, anxious to do whatever I can to help out.

      Noah takes a deep breath, expanding his chest twice as wide at least. “Okay, Everett, I want you to take Lottie and get her out of here.” He wipes his face down as if he couldn’t believe what he was asking. That bruise on his left eye grows more prominent by the second. “I’ll get an official statement from you another time. I need to help the coroner assess the scene.”

      The captain of the sheriff’s department strides past me with a stern nod. I’ve known Jack Turner since I was a little girl, considering the fact he’s Keelie’s father.

      He leans in with his daunting frame. “Lottie, your pancakes were great. But would you please stop finding dead bodies? People are going to think there’s a serial killer on the loose, and you’ll be the first person they point to.” His brows peak as he says it. He shares Keelie’s pale blue eyes, but the sober exterior is all his. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got an entire firehouse of people I need to calm down.”

      I offer a meager nod as he heads that way.

      “He’s right,” I say as my voice cracks. “People are going to think I’m a serial killer.” I manage to blink back tears. “All of Honey Hollow is going to be afraid of me. My bakery will have to close. They’ll run me out of town with pitch forks, ready to tar and feather me—only they’ll probably use cake sprinkles because I’m a baker.”

      Everett pulls me in and I conform to his chest. “Nobody is going to think those things about you. And by the way, you’ve been instrumental in catching the killer each and every time.”

      “You mean framing people,” I say in jest, my heart feeling heavy as lead.

      An explosion of light goes off to my right as that reporter takes a picture of us with his obnoxiously large camera.

      “She just admitted to framing people,” he balks to the crowd behind him. “We’ve been right all along. The baker is a serial killer.”

      “She is not a serial killer,” Noah shouts after him as he darts into the crowd. “Would someone find that man and toss him out on his ear?”

      “Thank you,” I say it lower than a whisper because it still feels vulnerable to try to speak to Noah at all.

      “Don’t thank me, Lottie.” Noah glances back to the scene. “Just”—his voice softens—“go home and be safe.”

      Everett hustles us out of the kitchen, away from that horrible sight and straight to another horrible sight—Mom comforting Chrissy Nash.

      “Oh, isn’t it terrible, Lottie?” My mother pinches her lips closed as if she were struggling to keep from bawling as well. And I couldn’t blame her. She’s known Flip for years. Mom gasps my way as if she were having a revelation. “Oh no,” she whines with her eyes rolling to the ceiling. “You found this one, too, didn’t you, Lottie?” There’s an admonishment buried somewhere in that question.

      But before I can answer, Lainey and Meg crop up.

      “Of course, she did.” Meg slaps me on the back as she expands those dark crimson lips. “Lottie is like a magnet for death. In fact, I think I’ll make you a T-shirt that says just that.”

      “I’ll pass.” I shoot my little sister a look. Meg is younger than me by a year. She’s eschewed her blonde locks and painted them jet-black, but it looks stunning against her icy blue eyes. A few months back, Meg worked the female wrestling circuit in Las Vegas as Madge the Badge, but now she keeps herself busy by teaching strippers their pole dancing moves at a naughty men’s club called Red Satin down in Leeds.

      “A magnet for death?” Lainey grabs her tiny baby bump as if she were trying to protect her unborn child from me. And who could really blame her?

      Lainey and I share the same caramel-colored waves and hazel eyes. When I was younger, I thought Lainey’s looks alone offered up proof that my parents had the details of my adoption wrong. Clearly, I was a full-blooded Lemon.

      She twitches her lips. “Maybe we should celebrate Mom’s birthday low-key this year. You know, omit a few people from the guest list.”

      Meg chuckles. “Yeah, like the Grim Reaper.”

      I groan, “She means me.”

      Mom waves the entire conversation off. “I’m not having a birthday party. My entire month—my entire new year was just ruined by whoever thought it was a good idea to gun down Flip.” She closes her eyes as she pulls her best friend close. “Come on, Chrissy. We’ll go to my place and drink to the great man he was.”

      They take off and my sisters melt into the crowd themselves.

      I turn to the vexingly handsome judge by my side.

      “Everett, I feel terrible.”

      “Don’t. This is not your fault.” He puts such a harsh emphasis on the words it almost feels like maybe it is. “Lemon, did you see anything beforehand that might have tipped you off that something of this nature was coming?” His serious eyes steady over mine and I quickly glance away. Everett is the equivalent of a human lie detector. He is an honorable judge, after all. He can practically smell a half-truth emanating from a person’s body before they ever let it fly.

      “Yes.” I press in close until he’s just a breath away. “It was my father,” I practically mouth the words.

      The whites of his eyes ignite as he blinks back surprise. “I’m so sorry I didn’t put that together sooner.”

      Cressida and Cormack claw their way over and soon they’ve both practically jumped him. While Everett is left trying to untangle himself from the human knot taking over his person, I take a few steps back and end up right at that table Flip and my mother were seated at earlier. The table is abandoned with pancakes in various stages of being enjoyed, cut in half, mashed to tiny bits, one with a fork sticking right out of the stack—all evidence of a meal gone awry.

      My eyes snag on a small pink clutch that sits in front of the seat where that mystery woman sat, the one who Flip omitted from the introductions. I do a quick glance around the vicinity and note the room is quickly draining out.

      I’d better take it in the event she left in haste, and I’m betting she did. I swipe up the tiny pink clutch with the full intention of giving it to my mother. Either she or Chrissy will know who it belongs to. My mother and Chrissy know everything about everyone.

      Cressida and Cormack begin to shout once again, and I look up to see Everett doing his best to navigate them to the door.

      I’m about to head in that direction myself when I’m cut off by a leggy redhead with precision cut features and eyes that burn like lasers right through me with their general dislike and distrust.

      “Detective Ivy Fairbanks.” I sigh as I acquiesce to the fact I’m about to get reamed by Noah’s partner from the homicide division.

      “Lottie. Or should I call you Unlucky Lottie?” Her eyes harden over mine. “What is this nonsense that you’ve found another homicide victim?”

      “How I wish it was nonsense. It happens to be the truth. Now if you’ll kindly move to the side, Noah gave me strict orders to leave the premises.”

      I try to circle around her, but she steps in my path. “Nice try. But I’m onto you. I haven’t set foot onto the crime scene just yet, but guess what? I’ve already got a top suspect on my list.” Her blood red painted lips harden to a ball. “And it’s you. I don’t believe in coincidences, Lottie Lemon. You might be getting a pass from Noah by way of hypnotizing him with your cookies, but you’re not getting a pass from me. Not this time. Not ever again.” She stalks by me just as I drop my head in my hand.

      “Whoa,” a familiar deep voice calls from behind and I turn to find Noah’s lips twitching to form a sorrowful smile. “It’s okay, Lottie. I know you didn’t do this.”

      “A lot of good that does me.” But my heart soars just to have him speaking to me again. “Ivy accused me of hypnotizing you with my cookies.”

      His left brow arches suggestively before falling flat again. “Yes, well, you have to admit, I have been less than professional with you.”

      “That’s because you were my husband, Noah. We dated before that. We were in love. Remember?”

      He takes a deep breath and every last ounce of him looks anguished by the thought of what I just laid at his feet.

      “I know, Lottie. I remember.” He rubs my arm for the briefest of moments. “I’ll be out late tonight, but I’ll stop by the bakery tomorrow to question you further. Don’t worry about Ivy. I’ll see what I can do to defuse her.”

      “Good luck. You’ll need a miracle to defuse that bombshell.” And I do mean bombshell in the traditional sense. Ivy is beautiful. And I’ve always suspected that she has a crush on the handsome detective before me.

      Noah gives a sorrowful nod before taking off for the crime scene once again.

      My head starts to swivel toward the exit, but my eyes snag on an ethereal being glowing in that dark hall just shy of the kitchen as if trying to inspect the scene himself and I make a beeline over.

      My father does a double take in my direction and starts to take off, but I grab ahold of his sleeve before he can make a ghostly getaway and marvel at how solid he is. It never ceases to amaze me how very real the dead can feel when they want to.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I say. “You are never getting away from me again.”
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      I’ve seen people come into the bakery with a hearty appetite before. I’ve seen both grown men and small children alike polish off far more than their stomach ever intended to hold. But I haven’t seen anything like what my father is capable of.

      He rubs his belly after swallowing down his last bite of a cheese Danish.

      “Are you sure I can have another?”

      “I’m positive,” I whisper so Lily can’t hear from the front.

      The kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is empty, save for my father and me, but soon the staff will be back from their lunch break. “In fact, I’m going to box up a bunch of things and drag you home with me so we can have a decent conversation.”

      Once I finally managed to corner my father at the firehouse this morning, I knew I wanted to show him my pride and joy before anything else—my bakery. Of course, I thought he’d drive over with me and we could chat in the car, but he said he’d float above my Honda and follow me over by way of flying. He said he always wanted to see Honey Hollow from a bird’s-eye view, and I wasn’t about to squash his aeronautic dreams.

      My father presses a warm smile my way. He’s exactly the same as I remember but a touch younger, trimmer, not a single gray hair. He’s handsome to a fault with a strong chin and knowing, gentle eyes. His broad shoulders and muscular build still look as if they could save an entire crowd of people from a burning building as they often did before. His flesh is somewhat see-through even though he feels completely solid. There’s an illuminated pale blue glow that radiates from him, and each time he swallows down one of my delicious desserts, a spray of miniature stars swirls around his stomach as if he were supernaturally digesting it.

      “Oh, how I’ve missed you.” I collapse my arms around him tightly. I press my lips to his ghostly cheek and feel his stubble poking through. Tears come to my eyes because it’s all so real, and my body bucks with emotion just knowing that it is. “I’ve never been so thankful for my supersensual standing than I am right this minute.” I sob as I take in the faint scent of his familiar cologne. I pull back, only to find his own beautiful eyes swelling up with tears. “You can’t cry,” A dull laugh pumps from me.

      “Oh yes, I can, missy,” he teases as he brushes back my own tears with his finger. “I can do anything when I’m with you, Lottie Lemon, my precious baby girl.” He sighs as he examines me, and that tiny dimple under his left eye depresses. “Tell me, how long have you known that you’ve had this gift?”

      I make a face without meaning to. “I suppose we’re using the term gift loosely. But I’ve known since I was a kid. Of course, I told Nell Sawyer about it.” I shrug. Nell was Keelie’s grandmother, only to find out later she was my grandmother, too. “She left me the bakery in her will, along with just about every property north of the Mason-Dixon. Her son wasn’t too happy about it, but the courts finally sided with me. I would have given it all back to the family, but the rest of the Sawyers and the Turners insisted I keep it.” I wrinkle my nose because Naomi Turner, Keelie’s rogue twin, didn’t quite see things that way.

      “Lottie, that’s wonderful. In fact, Nell told me all about it. I still can’t believe Carlotta Sawyer was your birth mother.” He shakes his head. “The answer was right under our noses all along. And the timeline fits. She skipped town, right around your birth, and never came back.”

      “Oh, but she’s back now, and just as psychotic as ever. But, of course, I mean that in a good way. She’s supersensual, too. Apparently, there’s some big transmundane convention in New York coming up and she wants me to go with her.”

      His face contorts with concern. “Be careful. I’d be weary of flaunting your abilities.”

      “Oh, I am. Nobody else knows except for Everett and Noah.”

      “Everett and Noah?” He lifts a brow. “I take it these are the two gentlemen Nell told me about.”

      “She told you about them?” My heart soars at the prospect.

      “Yes. She said they were both wonderful to you and that you have had a very difficult time choosing between them. So, which one did you decide upon? He rubs my back with the inquiry. “Come on, Lottie. Don’t keep your old man in suspense.”

      I bow my head a moment. “Neither. I’m still as torn up as ever.” I look up at his glowing cerulean eyes. “Hey? Maybe you can help me?”

      “Maybe I can. But first, let’s get these desserts packed up and get back to your place.” He nods toward the register where Lily is giving us a side-glance. “She’s beginning to wonder about you.”

      “Everyone is beginning to wonder about me.”

      I pack up enough sweet treats to feed two football teams, ask Lily to man the fort, and this time my father sits right next to me while I drive us back to my place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My rental house is tucked away on a cul-de-sac on picturesque Country Cottage Road where the streets are lined with evergreens and exes.

      Yes—exes.

      “That’s Noah’s house,” I say, pointing to the cabin-like home across the street from my own. “He lived in this neighborhood first. I got kicked out of my apartment about a year ago and stayed with Lainey. But you know how hard she is to live with.” I give a playful wink. “And Noah told me about this place right across the street from his.” I pull into the driveway of my adorable rental with its white picket fence, wraparound porch, and its adorable bright red door. “And that place”—I point to the blue house to my right—“Everett lives there. It was available at the same time this one was, and once I narrowed my decision between the two, Everett went out and bought the other place. I have a feeling he would have bought this house if I had chosen the other. In truth, I think he just wanted to be close to me. And just last November, Everett and I bought a lodge that Noah wanted to invest in.” I wince. “That sounds terrible. Let me rephrase that. Noah wanted to buy a lodge up in Hollyhock where he grew up to be able to have something to pass down to his kids one day. But, when he was incapacitated and in a coma, the property was about to slip out of his grasp, so Everett and I bought it for him. Everett and I added him onto the title as an owner a few weeks back.” I frown as the horrible deception I inadvertently pulled on Noah last month runs through my mind. Once he found out I was lying about our marriage and the baby, he took off for greener, Featherby, pastures.

      My father sighs. “It does sound like they both care very much for you. Is that why they were throwing fists this morning?”

      “Ugh.” I shrink in my seat. “You saw that, huh?”

      He chuckles. “I sure did. Lottie, those men not only care for you—they’re willing to go to war.”

      “That they are.” I sigh as we head out and I pop the trunk, only to meet with far more pink boxes filled with yummy pastries than I could ever carry to my front door. I do a quick glance around. “Why don’t you take some boxes up for me?”

      Dad inches back. “Lottie, the world can’t see me, but it can see those boxes.”

      “Trust me, no one will see us. There’s not a soul on this street right now. The house on the other side of me has been empty for months and there’s no one else around.” I load him up with six boxes and myself with three and he follows me up my porch.

      Just as I’m about to insert the key into the lock a shrill screams goes off from down the driveway.

      I turn back and gasp as I spot Cormack with her eyes bugged out, her hands gripping the hair at her temples. She’s got Noah’s dog, Toby, on a leash and the friendly Golden Retriever isn’t in the least bothered by the commotion.

      Cormack has been over to Noah’s place every day since he found out the tragic truth, and I can’t help but frown at the thought of Cormack taking up such a prime position in Noah’s life. I guess he gave Cormack a spare key to his house just the way he gave me one. I can’t help but ache at the thought. Noah has a spare to my home, too—come to think of it, so does Everett. Maybe this is tit for tat?

      “Laila, those boxes are floating in the air!” she howls as if the sight offended her. For reasons unknown to me, neither Cormack nor Noah’s ex-wife, Britney, has ever been able to keep my name straight. A part of me thinks it’s their way of putting me in my place, as if to say I’m not important enough to have them even remember my name. For sure, Cormack wishes I never knew Noah at all.

      Well, too bad. I’m in Noah’s life for good, whether Noah himself likes it or not.

      A large silver ring flashes over her wrist with an assortment of keys dangling from it and my heart sinks. That’s the very key ring Noah holds his spares on. It’s true. And sadly, the spare to my own house is on there as well.

      Great. Now that Cormack has it, I should probably change my locks.

      I give a brief glance at the boxes that seem to have entranced her. “Are they floating?” I look to my father and shrug. “Don’t you dare drop them. Believe me when I say her sanity isn’t worth unraveling the universe over.” I open the door and he floats right in without missing a beat. “I’ll see you later, Cormack.” I offer a friendly wave before shutting the door behind me.

      My cats, Pancake and Waffles, greet me with a lazy yowl and I pick them both up and take them to the kitchen with me.

      Dad waves his hands at the kitchen as if he were amazed.

      It’s bright and white with marble counters and top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances. The kitchen itself is massive and opens to the living and dining rooms. It was the kitchen that sold me on the house to begin with. “Lottie, this place is great. I’m so proud of all you’ve achieved and accomplished. You’ve got a lot on your plate, and you’re handling it like a champ.” He takes a step in and smiles warmly at my matching Himalayans. “And aren’t the two of you beautiful.”

      “Handsome,” I correct as I smile at the wily Himalayans. They’re both a creamy vanilla shade with daring blue eyes. “They’re boys. Brothers to be exact. Nell bought me Pancake as a gift and she willed Waffles to me when she passed.” And I’m half-tempted to introduce him to Ethel as well. Oh heck, I’ll probably do just that when I get a chance. That Glock has saved my life a time or two. I think she’s earned the right to an introduction.

      “Can I?” Dad asks as I hand him Waffles.

      “You bet. Once he feels your protective arms, he won’t care that he can’t see you standing there.”

      And thankfully, Waffles doesn’t mind one bit that he’s levitating through the air.

      “So what’s paradise like?” I ask with bated breath.

      He shakes his head with an impish grin. “It’s against the rules for me to tell you. But I will say you won’t be disappointed. It will make this life look like a dream with hazy details and not enough realism for it to ever be believed. What waits ahead is true life—in your true home. You will lack nothing and gain everything. Every emotion, every color, every experience is that much more pronounced. It is truly paradise, indeed.”

      “Wow, that does sound amazing. I suppose it’s something to look forward to rather than dreading.” I decide to take the conversation in a far earthlier direction. “So Lainey is pregnant.” I bite down a smile and my father’s eyes enlarge.

      “You don’t say?”

      “She married Forest Donovan last summer and their baby is due in August. Keelie is engaged to Bear and they’re having a baby that same month. Meg was a big deal in the Las Vegas wrestling circuit, but now she’s teaching—um, dancers, their moves down in Leeds.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that Meg works at a strip club, even if she’s not the one that’s stripping.

      “And your mother?” His voice softens. “Nell mentioned that she hasn’t remarried.” There’s a tortured smile wavering on his lips, and I can see his undying devotion for Miranda Lemon with or without it.

      “Mom is well.” I stop shy of informing him of her gallivanting ways. In the last year alone, she’s had a handful of psychotic boyfriends, one of which I killed—not on purpose. Well, okay, sort of. “She bought the B&B you spent your honeymoon at and it’s been her baby ever since.” I tell him all about the ghosts haunting it—Greer, Winslow, Lea, and Thirteen. And share the fact they’re quite angry that he can eat his fill of anything he wants and they most certainly can’t.

      Dad howls with laughter and Waffles jumps right through him as he lands on the kitchen island.

      “It sounds as if I showed up right on time.” He gives a little wink while plucking an iced fudge brownie out of a box. “Why don’t we share a few of your delicious desserts and we can discuss other things, too?” His expression grows dark.

      “Like Eugene Alexander?” No sooner do I say his name than a chill runs up my spine. “I mean Flip.”

      He nods through a bite. “Great guy. I guess I’ll see him soon enough in paradise.”

      “As soon as we solve this crime.” The words come from me sullen. It’s true. As soon as the soul that was sent to help bring the killer to justice does just that, they’re whisked right back to the great beyond. “Daddy, you were brought here to help solve Flip’s murder, weren’t you?” My lips tremble when I ask the obvious, and how I hate the obvious in this case.

      “Yes, my love, I was.” He brushes the tip of my nose with his finger.

      “Then may we never solve this case.”

      A forlorn sigh escapes him. “My dear Lottie, that’s not how this works. We will solve the case, and we’ll do it together.”

      We’ll see about that.

      I hand him another iced fudge brownie, this time with sprinkles on top, and he’s quick to indulge in it.

      I have plans for keeping my father around long-term.

      Lucky for whoever killed Flip Alexander.

      They might have just gotten away with murder.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is bustling this afternoon, just a day after the horrible tragedy that befell one of my father’s good friends.

      It’s all hands on deck in the kitchen as the snow continues to dust Honey Hollow, and for a moment I watch mesmerized as it falls soft as confectioners’ sugar to the ground. My father said he was going to visit my sisters and my mother this morning, but that he’d be back in time to taste the white chocolate macadamia nut cookies I was baking. I just pulled the first batch out of the oven and they’re cooling off as the scent of warm vanilla and brown sugar permeates the entire bakery.

      The bakery has been my baby for over a year now. My grandma, Nell Sawyer, did in fact gift it to me after she passed away. I just love the butter yellow walls and the mismatched pastel furniture. But best of all, I love the fact there’s a giant walkthrough between my bakery and the Honey Pot Diner next door.

      The Honey Pot was Nell’s most prized treasure and currently it’s being managed by my bestie, Keelie. There’s a giant resin oak tree set in the middle of the Honey Pot whose branches extend up over it and trail across the ceiling of my café as well. Each branch is lovingly wrapped in twinkle lights and the effect is simply magical.

      Keelie heads this way with her blonde hair swept back into a ponytail, one hand protectively on her tummy, already keeping an eye out on that sweet little sugar bun cooking in her oven—either that or she’s sick to her stomach.

      Keelie moans and looks as if she’s about to vomit, so I speed on over and pull out a seat for her in the café.

      “Keelie, you should go home. Clearly, you’re too sick to be here.” I glance back at Lily. “Would you please get Keelie a glass of water?”

      Lily gives a thumbs-up and gets right on it.

      “Keelie, have you seen the doctor yet?”

      “Yup. I saw Dr. Barnette yesterday, right after the murder. I had an appointment in the afternoon.” She makes a face and looks adorable doing so. Even green as a blade of grass, Keelie manages to look cute in the process. “Do you think that’s a bad omen, Lottie? Do you think my baby will grow up to be murdered one day because of it? Or worse yet, a murderer?”

      “No! Those are horrible thoughts. Yes, there was a tragedy that morning, but life goes on. So what did the doctor say?”

      Dr. Barnette is the premier OB-GYN in Honey Hollow. She’s the best of the best and she happens to be Lainey’s doctor, too.

      Noah insisted I see her when he thought I was pregnant. Of course, I went along with it as to not send him reeling back into a coma. Suffice it to say, that visit, like everything else last month, was a disaster.

      “She said I’m due August twenty-eighth.”

      “That’s great! I think Lainey is due August thirteenth.”

      “That I am,” my sister’s cheery voice booms from behind and I turn to find both of my sisters waving at me while setting their things down on a table.

      “Lainey, Meg.” I offer them both a quick embrace. “What’s going on?”

      Lily strides over with that glass of water. “They probably want to know when Keelie is tying the knot, like everyone else in town.” She looks her way. “Are you tying the knot before or after you pop this kid out?”

      Keelie makes a face. “ After.” She takes a sip of water and shrugs “Before. Oh, I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to be a June bride, but I never thought I’d be a knocked-up June bride.”

      Meg huffs, “Come on, Keelie. It’s just us. You always figured you’d be a knocked-up June bride. You just never figured it would ruin the silhouette of your wedding dress.”

      “Okay, fine.” Keelie waves her off. “You got me. Exactly how big do you think I’ll be come June?”

      Lainey shakes her head. “Nobody knows. You’ll be seven months pregnant. You could have an adorable little pooch of a belly, or you could be the size of Honey Hollow. I guess it depends on a lot of things.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Meg snarks. “It only depends on one. How much you eat.”

      “Oh, I’m eating.” Keelie nods. “I don’t care how many times a day I need to puke my guts up. I need me some food. In fact, I was thinking about hopping across the street right now and ordering a large pizza from Mangias with extra cheese, garlic, and anchovies. Anyone want to split it?”

      The three of us quickly decline the less than savory offer.

      “Fine.” Keelie takes another sip of water. “More for me.”

      I offer her a hug as she gets up to leave.

      “Let me know what date you settle on,” I say. “I want to throw you a bridal shower, a bachelorette party, and, of course, I want to throw both of you a baby shower.” I nod back at Lainey.

      “Thanks, Lottie.” Keelie slings an arm over my shoulders. “You’d better square everything away with my sister first. You know how Naomi gets.”

      Lily scoffs. “She gets selfish, and vindictive, and downright evil.”

      Lily and Naomi used to be lifelong best friends until they starting warring over Alex Fox. And since Alex couldn’t decide which girl he liked best, he’s dating them both in alternating months. This month it’s Lily’s turn to try to charm and disarm Alex for good. The dating part might actually be working out, but Lily and Naomi have had a strained relationship ever since.

      “Naomi might be all of those things.” I offer Keelie a crooked grin. “But I’d work with anyone to make all of your days shine bright. Don’t worry about a thing. Get that wedding date to me as soon as you can. And it would be my honor to bake all of your cakes for free.”

      “Oh, Lottie.” She pulls me into a firm embrace. “You’re the best. I will get that date to you.” She strides for the door with a cheery wave to us all. “Oh, and I’ll help you investigate this new case! Just say when and where.” She bullets across the street as if they were giving away pizzas for free.

      “Not on her life—or that baby’s,” Lainey says. “There’s no way you should put Keelie in the line of danger. Not while she’s expecting.”

      Meg smirks. “I guess that means Lainey is out of the investigative loop as well.”

      Lily swats me with a kitchen towel on the way back to the register. “Don’t ever count me in, Lottie. I like my criminal-free existence.”

      Meg holds out her arms. “And then there was one. So what suspect are we hunting down first?”

      “None,” I’m quick to tell her. “I’m not investigating Flip’s case.” I glance to Lainey in hopes to change the conversation. “What have we decided for Mom’s birthday? We can do it at my house.”

      Meg shakes her head. “It has to be at the B&B. We want to surprise her, and if she’s suddenly going to your house for dinner, on the night of her birthday, she’ll think we’re having a party.”

      “You mean we’re going to pretend we forgot and simply show up at her place?” I cock my head at Lainey. “Do you approve of this?”

      “Yup. We’ll have the Honey Pot cater. You can bake a cake. And I’ll make sure to let all of her friends in through the back door of the conservatory. I’ll let Chrissy and Becca in on it and they can take her to a movie that afternoon. That way we can decorate and get everything ready.

      “Perfect,” I say. “And she can tell her friends what lousy kids she’s got because they forgot her birthday.”

      We share a laugh over that one.

      The bell on the door chimes and in walks our mother herself, along with the most handsome once upon a man on the planet—my father. It’s both jarring and a natural sight to see the two of them together and that makes my heart sing right out loud.

      “Mom.” I bring my hand to my chest as I watch my father with his arm wrapped around her.

      Dad nods. “I’ve been with her all afternoon.”

      “Girls, my girls.” Mom pulls us into a group hug, and it’s not until she steps back that we see the tears in her eyes. “I’ve been so melancholy today. I don’t know if it’s the gray day, or the fact it’s January—you know there is a very real emotional letdown after the holidays. But whatever it is, it’s got me good and blue.” She sits at the table and we join her. I ask Lily to please bring coffee and she’s kind enough to get right to it.

      Dad sits in the empty seat next to our mother and suddenly, miraculously, our family is whole again just like that.

      “Nothing is going right,” Mom laments. “The B&B is so quiet, I’m beginning to think it’s not even haunted anymore. I’ve got a tour tomorrow, and I can only hope the ghosts get back to work by then.”

      Good Lord. I’d better pray Greer and the gang don’t follow through with their childish revolt. They should know by now that I have no power over anything.

      “You know”—my mother glances over to my father as if she could see him—“it’s as if I can feel your dad with me. As if he’s been with me all afternoon. I just can’t explain it, but I do—I feel him here with me.” She looks at the chair suspiciously and my mouth falls open at how in tune she is to him. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say he were seated right here beside me.”

      Dad leans over and dots a kiss to her cheek and Mom pats the spot on her face where he planted it.

      “I’m with you, Miranda,” my father whispers the words like a sweet nothing. “You are always on my mind and in my heart.”

      And just like that, tears spring up in my own eyes.

      Lainey shudders. “It’s weird, but when I was at the library this morning, I could have sworn I felt his presence, too.”

      Dad chuckles. “That’s because I was with you, baby girl.” He reaches over and pats her hand. “And head librarian? I always knew that position was waiting for you. I’m so very proud of you.”

      Meg blows out a hard breath, making her lips vibrate. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

      Dad lowers his chin as he looks at her—the same way he used to when we were in trouble. “That’s because I couldn’t bring myself to set foot in that establishment you work at.” He shifts his ghostly gaze to me. “Lottie, you didn’t tell me she works at a gentlemen’s club.”

      I bite down on the crooked grin slowly breaking out over my face. I’ll have to straighten out the bawdy details later, lest he thinks his youngest daughter is shedding the stitches for drunk men.

      “Nevertheless”—Dad reaches over and pats Meg on the arm—“I love you just the same. I’m proud of you, too, Meggy.”

      I sniff back the torrent of tears struggling to rain down.

      Mom dabs her eyes with a tissue. “You know what I need? I need a man.”

      “No!” I belt it out so loud and fast you would have thought she had requested a bomb. Good Lord, she needs anything but that—especially now with my father here to witness the lascivious events that usually ensue after my mother has made such a perverted proclamation. And trust me, knowing my mother, it will be perverted. “I mean, maybe this is a part of the grief process, you know? Maybe you need to take a little time. You should pretend to date him—Dad, I mean. Wouldn’t that be nice? You could pretend to go to a movie, or to dinner, or have a nice fireside chat just the way you used to.”

      “Lottie!” Lainey smacks me on the arm. “That’s morbid. Besides, Mom is all done grieving Dad. She’s already moved on with dozens of men.”

      Dad sits straight up. “Dozens?”

      “Uh”—I shake my head at him—“there have not been dozens. Mom just likes to keep company with whomever. She was certainly not serious about anyone.”

      Dad looks as if he can breathe again. Not that he needs to.

      Mom tosses a hand in the air. “I thought I’d marry Rich. Then I thought I’d marry Pastor Gaines. I was really hoping something would have panned out with either Topper Blakely or Royce Bentley. Boy, were they ever loaded.” She shakes her head wistfully as she reminisces. “But let’s face it—I’m not the marrying type. Not anymore. The only man I’ll ever belong to is your father.” She plucks out her phone with a marked aggression as if the fact brought her down even more. “You know what I should do? I should do like you younger folks and just do one of those hookup thingies. In fact, I’ll call Brad Rutherford right now. The things that man did to me in the bedroom…” She breaks out into a husky laugh and Dad nearly coughs up a lung I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have anymore. “Did you know that a man’s necktie can be used as a soft restraint?”

      “Mother,” I shout just as Lily comes over with a tray of my snowball pecan cookies and I quickly shove one into my hot-to-trot mother’s mouth.

      My sisters belt out a laugh, but my father is groaning as if we were killing him all over again.

      Meg slaps a hand over the table. “How’s that cookie, Mom? Reminiscent of the ball gag Brad used to shove into your pie hole?”

      “Meg!” I quickly stuff a cookie into her pie hole, too.

      Lainey snaps one up and pops one into her mouth as if beating me to the punch.

      Before I can get ahold of the conversational reins, the door chimes and in walks a slightly familiar young woman and it takes less than a second for me to realize where I recognize her.

      Mom waves her over as she washes down her cookie with the coffee Lily set out.

      “Jennifer!” Mom springs to her feet and the pretty brunette heads this way wearing a long blue coat and a matching scarf. “How are you holding up? How is Lisa?”

      I glance to my sisters. “Jennifer was Flip’s stepdaughter.”

      Dad stands at the sight of her. “Little Jennifer? My, how she’s grown.”

      “I’m fine.” She nods to my mother and offers an affable smile. “In fact, I’m great. I’m just here picking up some cookies for the students in my dance class. It’s my last week and then it’s off to New York in a short while.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” I say. “You’re joining a dance troupe in New York City.”

      She frowns. “Yup. It’s not exactly what I wanted, but hopefully by this time next year I’ll have something I can be proud of.” She looks to my mother. “And since you asked, my mom is holding up pretty well. She’s pretty broken up about it, although I don’t know why. Flip really did a number on her.” She glances out the window. “Anyway, I’m here to buy all of your sugar cookies.”

      “I’ll help you with that,” I say as I head behind the counter and load up a boxful of goodies she hand selects. “It’s on me,” I say as I slide the pink box her way.

      “Oh, don’t do that.” She flashes those crimson eyes at me and I shudder. They are stunning, I’ll give her that. “I’m fine with paying.” She shoves a twenty dollar bill into my tip jar.

      “If you insist. But that’s way too much.”

      “Keep it. My wallet isn’t nearly as thin as it used to be.” She pulls a tight smile as she takes the box and heads to the door.

      Mom waves her off. “Tell Lisa I said hello. I’ll be calling her soon about arrangements!”

      “Will do.” And just like that, Jennifer and her fiery eyes take off.

      I glance to the tip jar. I could have sworn she mentioned something about money being tight at the table yesterday. I guess she’s feeling better about her finances today now that she sees how quickly life can be stolen from you. Perspective is everything.

      The chime goes off again, and this time in strides a tall, dark, and far too handsome for my good senses homicide detective.

      “Hey, Lottie.” Noah’s dimples dig in deep, but it’s more of a forlorn smile he offers. “Do you think we can take a little walk?”

      My heart pounds at the prospect of going anywhere with Noah—of Noah wanting to go anywhere with me.

      I take off my apron and ask Lily to watch the shop before grabbing my purse and coat and heading out with Noah into the icy winter wonderland that Honey Hollow has become.

      My hand clasps over his and he doesn’t reject the effort.

      “Take me anywhere you want, Noah. Wherever you go, I will follow.”

      “Good. Because I’m about to buy you a dress.”

      “A dress?” The prospect of what that could mean runs amuck in my mind. “You really are a mystery, Noah Fox.”

      His brows bounce. “Believe me, this is one mystery I wish I wasn’t a part of.”

      And just like that, my heart breaks all over again.

      Whatever he meant by it, I’m hoping he still very much wants a part of my heart.

      He already has it.
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      The Scarlet Sage Boutique is just down the way on Main Street, and it’s filled to the brim with every drop-dead gorgeous gown a girl could ever hope to own.

      “Lottie! Noah!” Scarlet Sage herself scuttles over in a floor-length, jewel tone green velvet dress. Scarlet is a little older than me, somewhere in her thirties, with long black spiral waves and lavender eyes that look every bit bewitching.

      Both Noah and I offer her a cheery greeting.

      She nods to Noah with a look that says something I don’t quite understand.

      “Give me a second to get those dresses I’ve pulled out for Lottie.” She looks my way and coos at me as if I’ve just morphed into a kitten before her eyes. “Oh, Lottie, you’re going to be just stunning.”

      “I am?” I look to Noah as Scarlett quickly disappears.

      “You are.” He brushes a loose strand from my cheek and my insides heat at his touch. But there’s something in Noah’s eyes, something pained and full of agony, and that alone tells me we’re not out of the proverbial woods yet. “So”—he straightens—“I just saw Jennifer Norman leave your shop.” He relaxes on his heels. “What did you glean, Lot?”

      His chest expands, and I can see the leather strap that crosses over his left arm and wraps around his back where he houses his gun. I always feel safe when I’m around Noah, with or without his weapon.

      “I didn’t glean anything. I’m not investigating this case.”

      His brows furrow, and he looks ten times more handsome.

      So not fair.

      “What do you mean you’re not investigating this case? Of course, you are. It’s what you do. And don’t worry. I’m not here to try to stop you. I’ve seen the good it will do.” His chest bucks with a silent laugh.

      “No, I’m really not investigating. Good luck to you and Ivy, not that you’ll need it. I’m sure you’ll land the killer behind bars as soon as you can.”

      Any sign of angst leaves him and he’s right back to being the old Noah—the concerned version, but still, the old Noah.

      “Lottie, what’s going on? The truth.” His lips cinch as he says that last part, and it breaks my heart.

      “Noah, I am so very sorry I lied to you last month. But please understand, I only did it to protect you.” I’ve been waiting—dying to have this conversation with him. More than anything I want Noah and me to get back on track—for Noah not to hate me.

      He closes his eyes for a moment. “I know,” he pushes the words out softly. “I’m not talking about that. And I do trust you. And I’m thankful for you to have been so careful with my well-being.” He picks up my hand and warms it with his for the briefest of seconds, and it rips me to pieces that he’s so eager to let go of me in so many different ways. “I will always be thankful to you for that.”

      “But?” I take a deep breath as that image of Cormack nearly pulling her hair out yesterday comes back to me. “You’re with Cormack now. I get it. I had my shot, and I blew it. I blew it big time.”

      “Who says I’m with Cormack?”

      “Oh, come on, Noah. I see her car parked in your driveway these days more than I see your truck. She’s settling in and you’re not stopping her.”

      His lips twist. “Lottie, that’s not true. Now tell me why you’re not investigating the case. Did a ghost come to help you? Is there no ghost? Is that why you’re doing this?”

      “No.” I bring my finger to my lips and glance back at Scarlett who’s still busy in the back. “I have a ghost.” I press my lips together so hard they turn white. “Noah”—I step in and scratch my fingers over his coat—“it’s my father.”

      “What?” His eyes grow stern right before they soften. “My God, Lottie.” He pulls me in hard and lands a heated kiss to the top of my head before letting me go again and taking a full step back as if realizing the error of his ways. “I’m sorry.” His Adam’s apple rises and falls. “I’m just happy for you, that’s all. So your dad...” He cocks his head to the side as he considers this. “Wait a minute. You think if you don’t solve the case he’ll get to stick around.” His dimples depress without the privilege of a smile. “Lottie, don’t you remember what Nell told you? It was her mission when she came back. She had to do it.”

      “I know. And I know I run the risk of things going awry, but I really can’t bring myself to do it this time. The powers that be will have to pry my father from my dead, cold hands.”

      “Not funny.” Noah picks up my hand once again and twirls his thumb over mine. “Lottie, I know this is hard for you. And at the same time, it has to be one of the happiest times of your life. I’m glad you confided in me.”

      “I’m glad I did, too.”

      The shop door opens and in blows a blast of arctic air followed by a petite woman with short dark hair. She’s got on a pink coat and a pink scarf, and I can’t help but note the pastel theme is carried out right down to her pink patent leather heels.

      “She looks familiar,” I say as I lean in toward Noah. “Do we know her?”

      He takes a breath as he inspects her. “I don’t think so. Maybe she’s a customer of yours from the bakery?”

      She heads to the counter and the girl behind the register hands her a gown covered in plastic. The woman pays for it and heads back out into the brutal Vermont winter.

      And just like that, I realize why she seems so familiar.

      I gasp. “Noah, that’s the woman who was seated at Flip’s table yesterday. She was the one he didn’t introduce. I thought maybe he didn’t know her.” Another thought comes crashing to the forefront. “Oh my goodness. I have her purse.” I try to dash outside after her, but it’s too late. I catch the taillights of her car instead. My feet hasten me over to the register. “Excuse me?” I wave at the teenager with long glossy hair and a pair of earbuds plugged into her head slumped over a stool. “Do you know who that woman was?”

      “Just a customer.” She shrugs it off.

      I’m about to bring her up to Noah again just as the door opens once more and in strides Britney Fox—as in Mrs. Fox, Noah’s ex-wife.

      Britney is a tall, luscious blonde with a figure that can make an hourglass green with envy. She’s got a perennial strand of her long locks covering her left eye and her signature red lips are plump and pouty.

      “Noah, Louanne.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes a moment. Britney, much like Noah’s other ex, can never get my name straight. I’m beginning to think it’s beneath them to actually get it right.

      “Hey, Britney, what’s going on?” I offer a cheery wave to go along with it. Britney and I haven’t always been on the best terms, but as of late we’ve been getting along just fine more or less. Neither of us can stand Cormack. And Britney happens to be dating my half-brother Finn. She owns a handful of Swift Cycle gyms around Vermont and happens to have one right across the street from my shop. And once she’s through working her clients to the exhausted bone, she sends them over to my bakery to replenish all the calories they just lost. It’s been a serious win for both of our businesses.

      She opens her mouth as if to say something, but Noah is quick to walk over to her and whisper something in her ear.

      “Oh,” Britney says it flat and smacks her lips while looking right at me. “Well, isn’t that nice.” She tips her head toward a group of dresses near the front. “I’m just here looking for something to wear.”

      “Fancy night out with Finn coming up?” Although, after Noah’s suspicious move, I’m beginning to think there’s something afoot other than my half-brother.

      “Exactly that.” She frowns. “Have a nice rest of the day, Lola.” She shoots Noah a look. “I’ll see you both soon.” She gets lost among the glamorous selections, but her words have piqued my curiosity even more.

      “Noah, what did you whisper to her?” A laugh gets caught in my throat at the prospect of what this all might mean.

      “All will be revealed soon.” His dimples dig in, and this time it’s a genuine smile that accompanies them. My heart soars as he warms me with that familiar grin.

      Scarlet calls us to the back, and I gasp at the sight of a dozen stunning dresses. Almost all of them are white or sheer nude, and they each look as if they could double as a wedding dress if need be.

      “Noah?” My eyes widen at him. “Oh God, Noah.” I wrap my arms around his warm, strong body and everything in me rejoices. “Noah, I love them all. Tell me right now what’s happening.” I blink back tears as I look into his emerald green eyes.

      “You are about to have one special night, Lottie Lemon.” His eyes grow glossy, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say those were tears. Noah looks crestfallen at the thought of me having a special night. “Now let’s get you in those dresses and see which one you like best.”

      “No way. I’m letting you pick it out. I have a feeling this will be a special day for the both of us.” Here’s hoping.

      I try on dress after dress, and Noah looks at me each time as if he were staring at a delicious meal he can’t have. Scarlet helps me into dress number eight, and Noah about stops breathing when I step out of the dressing room.

      His lips part as he takes in a never-ending breath. His eyes ride up and down my body, and it’s as if I can feel them grazing along my skin.

      “Stunning.” Noah takes a step back, his gaze never leaving mine. “That’s the one, Lottie.”

      I look into the full-length mirror and admire the white lace number with its sweetheart neckline and long flowing skirt.

      “This is most definitely the one.” I turn back to face him and take up both his hands. “Noah—this wouldn’t be a surprise wedding, would it?” Like the one we shared a few months back. Even though I’m technically married to Everett, Noah and I could do a vow renewal of some sort, couldn’t we? That would be terribly romantic.

      Noah takes a deep breath, but doesn’t say a word.

      And Noah’s silence speaks louder than words.

      Noah doesn’t hate me.

      In fact, he’s about to show me just how much he loves me in the most romantic way.

      I cannot wait.
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      Nothing says January like a blue patina set over Honey Hollow morning, noon, and night. The snow, the sky, the evergreens, they all reflect the sullen hue.

      Everett texted this afternoon with two simple words. Miss you.

      I’ll admit, my heart melted when I read them.

      The truth is, I miss Everett, too. I miss who we were for that brief moment in time when we were boldly together. The things that man is capable of behind closed doors are perfectly perverse and I’m certain illegal. I may have paid more than one naughty visit to his chambers down at the courthouse as well. I’ll never be able to look at his desk the same again. We were on fire for each other and together. If Everett is the one I ultimately choose to give my heart to forever, there is no doubt in my mind that our lives would be electric in every single capacity.

      Another day has come crashing to an end. My father dropped by the bakery a time or two, but mostly he’s been popping in to visit my sisters and my mother. He’s ecstatic to be here, to be eating my sweet treats, but mostly to spend time with the precious family he was forced to leave behind.

      Thankfully, he didn’t mention anything about Flip or his murder investigation. A part of me is terrified that if we were to try to solve it, the pieces of that puzzle would come together so fast, my father would be gone before I truly had a chance to soak in this glorious moment in time. But I put all of that out of my mind right now.

      Instead, I spend all of my energy squeezing into this amazing white gown Noah purchased for me yesterday. I admire the long lace sleeves that cling tight to my body. It looks perfectly sensual with my bare skin peeking out from underneath.

      Noah did purchase it. I tried to offer to pay for it myself even though it was ridiculously out of budget, but Noah insisted that it was his treat. Although, he looked like a man going to the grave while doing it. There was something so very somber about him yesterday in that dress shop. A part of me believes it was above and beyond his normal sadness about the current state of our relationship—or I should say non-relationship. But I don’t dare pry. I’ve hurt Noah enough. If I’ve found new ways to hurt him, I don’t want to know about it.

      Noah picks me up in his truck, looking every bit the dapper groom in a dark suit, svelte black tie to match. His facial scruff is trimmed down neat, and his eyes glow like bright green coals. My heart thumps wildly at the sight of him.

      “Noah Corbin Fox, you are a sight to behold.”

      He takes a never-ending breath as he picks up my hand, his wide-eyed gaze never leaving mine. I have a white wool coat draped over my fancy dress, but I left it open in the front because I wanted Noah to have the full effect of this mesmerizing gown. If I can’t win his affection back with words, maybe I can do it with lace that costs more than some of the equipment in my bakery.

      “Lottie Kenzie Lemon, you are simply sublime.”

      I run my tongue over my lips in anticipation for a kiss. If Noah and I were good at anything, it was kissing. We could kiss all night, and often did. Noah was always so playful with me, especially behind locked doors. How I miss the old version of who we were.

      But Noah doesn’t kiss me. Instead, his chest bucks with emotion.

      “We almost had it all, didn’t we?” I whisper it into the frozen night like a secret.

      He gives a sorrowful nod. “We did.”

      Noah drives us right out of Honey Hollow and doesn’t give a single hint about where we might be going. I try my best to keep the conversation light and chatty, but Noah isn’t having it, so it’s mostly quiet on the way over.

      But once we get off the highway and make some serious inroads into Fallbrook, I know exactly where he’s taking me.

      Noah and I hand the truck to the valet, and he threads his arm through mine as we take a moment to stare up at Eliza Baxter’s extravagant estate.

      Eliza is Everett’s mother, a wealthy socialite and heir to the family’s hotel fortune. Even though Noah’s father bilked her out of some money, apparently, it was never even the tip of the financial iceberg. But Noah’s father has long since passed away.

      Noah and Everett were close to mending fences right up until last month when our lives detonated like a nuclear explosion.

      “A Baxter party.” I give a wry smile his way. “Let me guess. A fundraiser to help needy prep schools line their floors with gold?”

      Noah barks out a laugh, first genuine one I’ve heard in a month at least.

      “No, Lottie.” He sighs as he offers a forlorn look to the glittering chandelier in the foyer, sparkling into the night as if it were the first to greet us. “How I wish it was that.”

      Noah leads me inside where it’s warm and bright, and as grand as anything I’ve ever seen. The ballroom is brimming with people, each one decked out in equally formal attire. The women are clothed in couture and the men look dashing as if they just stepped out of a glossy magazine. There’s a full orchestra seated on a platform near the front of the room and the music is darn right soothing. There are waiters and waitresses walking around with trays of champagne flutes filled with the bubbly delight, and I can see a buffet table to the right and a table with sweets set out as well and I’m a touch hurt that Eliza didn’t ask me to cater the event.

      Noah lifts his hand to someone to the right, and suddenly the lights dim dramatically and the crowd lets out a collective ooh.

      I lean over to Noah. “It looks like we came at just the right time.”

      His chest expands as he takes a deep breath. “Trust me, Lottie. This is one party that wasn’t going to start without us.”

      The lights brighten once again and the band switches to something soft and romantic.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Eliza’s voice booms from somewhere in the crowd as the room falls silent and the band ceases for a moment. “It is my great pleasure”—the crowd parts right down the middle like the Red Sea and Eliza appears in a navy glittering gown as she walks my way and takes me by the hand—“to introduce to you to Mr. and Mrs. Essex Everett Baxter.”

      I suck in a quick breath just as Everett appears from seemingly thin air, looking breathtaking in his own right, wearing a formal tuxedo that sets off his eyes like a siren in the night.

      “Oh my God,” I say as he takes me into his arms, and before I know it we’re swaying to the music as the band plays.

      Everett tucks his mouth close to my ear and sets off a sizzle of electrical impulses up and down the right side of my body.

      “I believe this is the first time you’ve referenced me as a deity, Lemon.”

      A tiny laugh brews in my chest as I playfully swat him. “Everett. Tell me you had nothing to do with this. And having Noah escort me out? That was just plain cruel.”

      “I’m afraid the cruelty lies with my mother. She set the whole thing up without my knowledge. I was told it was my sister’s big art debut. I would have asked you to join me, but I only found out about it forty minutes ago as I was leaving the courthouse. I showed up, and she had me dressed before I knew it. And before we move on, you look like a goddess yourself.” He dots a quick kiss to my forehead, and the room breaks out with a riotous applause and whistles.

      I glance back and spot Noah staring in this direction. He might be glaring, but it’s tough to tell with the distance and the crowd threading between us. His eyes connect with mine for the briefest of moments. He turns abruptly just as Cormack practically tackles him to the ground in a sparkling blue gown, and soon enough she’s got her tentacles wrapped around him and they’re slow dancing as well.

      “Well, there’s that,” I say.

      Everett follows my gaze and grunts, “I wouldn’t worry about it, Lemon. Believe it or not, I’m tired of seeing him sulking, too.”

      “No wonder he was so miserable yesterday helping me pick out this dress.”

      “What?” Everett shoots a look to his mother. “That seems cruel and unusual even for Eliza Baxter.” Everett dances us over in her direction where she’s standing with a blonde woman with her short hair swooped to the side, reminiscent of boy bands from yesteryear.

      “Mother—Suze.” Everett nods to the two of them.

      Yes, Suze Fox, the woman who singlehandedly unraveled everything I had with Noah last Christmas Eve stands in a long black gown with a gloating smile taking over her face. Okay, so I may have had a hand in unraveling everything with Noah myself, but that’s beside the point.

      “Lottie.” Eliza takes my hand up. “You are a beautiful sight. I hope you approve of the venue. I told my staff to create a dream reception fit for a queen.”

      Suze smirks. “It was my idea, of course. Why shouldn’t the new Mr. and Mrs. Baxter have a proper coming out ceremony? Certainly this was no dark secret.”

      I gag at the thought. “And you thought it was a great idea for Noah to help pick out my gown, didn’t you?” I glance back to see Cormack still curled in his arms as they sway to the music, along with the rest of the bodies that have migrated to the center of the room to do the same. They look every bit the gorgeous couple, and it sickens me to my stomach.

      Suze gives a tight smile. “I knew my son could keep a secret. I would have asked your family to assist, but I’m afraid I don’t know them that well. Of course, I’m all too familiar with your mother.” She averts her eyes. “I’m still locked away at that silly B&B. Are you aware of the fact your mother still talks to her dead husband?” She shudders as if it were the biggest offense. Not that she would want to talk to hers. Apparently, Noah’s father was a pretty big louse. “I think it’s time you and your sisters staged a psychiatric intervention.”

      Everett clears his throat. “Speaking of the delightful Miranda Lemon.” He nods just past me and I turn to see my mother, sisters, and an entire slew of people I know heading this way looking every bit the socialites and Dapper Dans themselves.

      Mom dives over me with a quick embrace. Her gold bejeweled gown looks gorgeous and expensive, and I’m terrified that my friends and family had to part with some cold hard cash to attend this event.

      “Oh, Lottie, I’m very happy for you both.” She hugs Everett as well. “Welcome to the family. I just knew Lottie would make a wonderful decision. I have no doubt you will be the very best husband to my daughter.”

      Everett ticks his head my way. “I will do my best to please her in every way.”

      A small titter comes from the crowd just beyond that.

      Both Meg and Lainey are here with their plus ones. Meg is with Hook Redwood of Redwood Reality—he also has some sort of a finance side gig with Noah’s brother Alex.

      Lainey’s husband, Forest, is a firefighter with the Honey Hollow Fire Department—the same great place of employment my father used to call home away from home.

      Both of my sisters are coiffed and primped to perfection. Meg has a shocking red dress that hardly covers her rear, and Lainey is wearing a nude A-line dress that perfectly accommodates her growing tummy.

      Lainey leans in. “Lottie, this is amazing. And those cookies you baked? How have you been hiding them from the world?”

      Before I can set the record straight, Eliza pulls a tall woman into our midst. She has her strawberry blonde hair twisted up into a bun, her dress is dark and plain, and there’s a general air of superiority about her.

      “Nonsense,” Eliza huffs. “I would never ask the bride to provide a thing for the reception. All baked goods were handmade and personally delivered by my good friend, Whitney Shields. She owns the Upper Crust Bake Shop right here in Fallbrook. The Baxters have known the Shields for generations. In fact, at one point, I thought it would be Whitney who Essex would marry.”

      The tall woman chortles as she extends a hand my way. “Essex and I summered together for eons. Pleasure to meet the baker who finally stole his heart.” Something about the way her eyes are squinted lets me know the pleasure isn’t exactly genuine.

      “You summered together? That sounds amazing.” And she called him Essex, which lets me know she slept with him—maybe entire summers at a time.

      Everett nods her way. “Whitney. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Thank you for the baked goods.”

      She wraps her arms around him so tight, for so long, I’m half-afraid she’s cutting off his circulation and I’ll be widowed by the end of the night.

      “Oh, Essex, how I’ve longed to touch you.” She caresses his cheek.

      How I’ve longed to touch you? What is it with the rich that makes them think just because they phrase things in perfect English it allows them to say just about anything?

      “Yes, well,” I pluck Everett from her grasp, “he’s a taken man now. No touching.” I pull him my way and wrap an arm around his waist as if I were genuinely claiming him.

      My half-sisters Kelleth and Aspen stride up, looking every bit the glamour girls they are. Kelleth has on a baby blue gown that drapes elegantly over her thin frame. Her heavily drawn-in lips and eyes are set off by the caked-on foundation and her dark penciled-in brows. Don’t get me wrong. Kelleth isn’t a walking makeup encounter gone awry, but it never fails to amaze me how much she feels the need to spackle.

      Aspen looks stunning herself, of course, in a fitted mint green dress that sheaths her and yet clings in all the right places. She has a blonde Betty Boop vibe about her with her pouty lips and sleepy eyes and curves for days up and down her body. They’re both snobs to the hilt and we still don’t quite click, but despite the fact, I’d like to think we’re trying. I discovered a few months back that they both worked for the Elite Entourage, a front for high-paid call girls. And even though they insist they’re just enjoying the sugar daddy aspects of the agency—for the most part—I still cringe at the thought of them working there.

      Kelleth squeals with delight as she pulls Whitney in and they exchange air kisses.

      “Oh, we’ve missed you so, Whitty,” Kelleth moans like a sick pigeon.

      Whitty? I can’t help but avert my eyes.

      “Now, now.” Aspen threads her arm through the strawberry-blonde’s and rubs her back. “We know you’re grieving Everett, but don’t fret. Cressie is on the same yacht.”

      I snort over at my sisters. I’m assuming that’s a rich person’s way of saying in the same boat. Even their euphemisms are more extravagant than ours.

      Aspen continues cooing over her old friend. “You’re in good company. Kelleth and I know where both you and Cressie can find a good man.”

      Everett and I exchange a brief look. I’m pretty sure the Elite Entourage is about to be swarmed with socialites. Come to think of it, I bet Cressida is already all too familiar with them.

      My half-brother Finn comes up looking every bit handsome in a fitted dark suit. He has a friendly boyish face and bright eyes. He’s also down-to-earth and has a smile for just about everyone he meets. He runs a ski resort up the way from Honey Hollow, and he and Britney have been dating for a while now. He offers me a partial hug, and it’s only then I spot Britney by his side in a daring red dress that looks more like a tattoo than anything stitched together with fabric.

      “Congratulations to the bride?” Finn ticks his head to the side as if slightly confused. “I guess I thought you were already married—to someone else.” His brows bounce playfully.

      “Yes, well, that ended badly,” I say.

      Britney cackles at the thought. “Don’t worry, Lou Ellen. All of Noah’s marriages tend to end badly.”

      I’d ask what she means by all, but I’m too afraid to ask.

      Meg takes a bite out of a heart-shaped cookie. “Wow. I might need to dump the shrimp I loaded up in my purse to make room for these cookies. These really are the best.”

      The best? She is aware I didn’t bake them, right?

      I shoot her a look, but Meg is too busy moaning in culinary ecstasy to notice. Soon, Hook and Forest are shoving the heart-shaped treats into their mouths as well.

      “Thank you.” Whitney giggles. “That’s my signature cookie. I’m still looking for a clever way to market them to the masses. I’ll admit, they do look a bit plain.”

      “Oh!” Lainey wields one at her with marked excitement. “You could write a clever little saying on it like those conversation heart candies. Other bakers are doing it, too.”

      “That’s a great idea,” I say, considering the fact I’m one of the other bakers in question.

      Whitney waves it off. “I’m afraid I’ll have to be far more clever than that. And you’re right. Every average baker has already done it.”

      Average baker?

      I can’t help but glower at her.

      Everett pulls me in.

      “Down, Lemon.” A dark laugh rumbles through his chest.

      I’m about to say something when my father strides up looking every bit the handsome man he is. He’s donned a white tuxedo and his hair glistens like gold, but it’s the woman he’s hooked his arm with that has my full attention.

      “Nell?” I say out loud without hesitation, but my family is too busy stuffing their faces with Whitney’s sweet treats to notice the morbid faux pas.

      And next to both my father and Nell crop up Greer Giles, Winslow Decker, little Lea, and a yowling Thirteen.

      The dead are here in number, and every last one of them looks as if they have a bone to pick with me.

      I spot Noah in the background with a look of disdain.

      Noah certainly has a bone to pick with me. But something tells me that after tonight, Noah won’t want anything to do with me ever again.
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      Greer floats up, fast and furious, with her flowing white gown, the crimson stain from the gunshot wound she sustained still prominent on her chest like a long-forgotten rose.

      My impromptu reception to Everett still rages around us, and the room is filled with elegant looking people, most of which are strangers to me.

      “Lottie Lemon”—my name echoes from Greer’s ghostly lips—“we demand to eat these wonderful cookies everyone here is raving about.”

      I all but roll my eyes to the ceiling. “I’m well aware of your demands,” I whisper as I excuse myself from Everett and his mother. Instead, I trot off to Carlotta a few feet away who’s busy noshing on the confection in question while gawking at the supernatural spectacle around me.

      “What’s up, Lot?” she asks, inspecting the spirit squad who followed me over. “Are we about to have a massacre on our hands? Try to hold off until after the cake, will ya? If that three-tier delight is as good as those sugar cookies, I’m helping myself to seconds and thirds.”

      I make a face, but my sour mood doesn’t last for long as I lunge for the ghost standing beside her.

      “Oh, Nell, how I’ve missed you.” I collapse my arms around the old woman who I discovered just last year was my grandmother. She looks every bit the way I remember her with her gray hair and that devious sparkle in her eyes. She always had a warm smile to give me and a helping of sage advice to go with it. I look from her to my father. “Nell, Daddy, will you please explain to Greer and the gang that I have no powers to help them indulge in any sweet treats, let alone fill their invisible bellies with anything else for that matter?”

      Nell huffs and her ruby red gown glows like a flame. “Don’t be silly, child. Of course, you do.”

      “Ah-ha!” Little Lea hops up wielding that machete she loves so much at me in a menacing manner. “Do it now, Lottie, or the cat gets it.”

      A tuft of black fur rises over Thirteen’s back, and he lets out a razor sharp howl.

      “Don’t be silly, Lea,” I echo Nell’s words. “You can’t hurt him. Thirteen is already down nine lives.”

      Thirteen swipes his paw at the dangling metal menace. “Watching others feast, while my tummy rumbles for treats, is a fate worse than death.”

      Winslow steps in looking like a supernatural Prince Charming. “I echo the sentiment. Do something, Lottie. We’re so close, I can practically taste it. No pun intended.”

      Greer chortles as she pulls him in and dots a kiss to his cheek. “Imagine how much fun we’ll have once we can share dessert.” She shimmies her shoulders suggestively to him, a flirtatious move I’ve seen my mother pull a time or two.

      “Lottie?” a familiar voice cries from behind and speak of the maternal devil.

      “What are you doing hiding out with Carlotta?” Mom trots up with a couple of people trailing behind her.

      Carlotta sniffs. “Don’t worry, Mirandy. It’s not just me she’s slumming with. We’re talking to the ghosts that fled your mini-mansion.”

      Mom is quick to wave her off. “It’s true. They’ve left me.” She presses her lips together as if staving off a sudden burst of emotion. “Yesterday, I had nothing but complaints from the tour group, and I had no choice but to give them their money back. I’ll be broke in a week. How am I supposed to make ends meet now that I’m a pariah to the spirits on the other side? If only I knew what I did to offend them. Oh, I’d give them whatever they wanted to have them haunt my halls once again.”

      Greer swoops in, her aura glowing an eerie shade of green. “Hear that, Lottie? She would do anything.”

      Lea stomps forward with her long stringy hair covering her features, the blade of that machete raised high. “You’ll do something, Lottie Lemon. Or the B&B will have to close up and she’ll have to live with you forever!” she belts the curse out so loud the room shakes under my feet from the debilitating octave.

      Mom winces. “A thought just came to me. If those ghosts don’t get back to work, I’ll have to close up the B&B and move in with you forever.”

      Dad chuckles. “Don’t you worry.” He nods to the insolent incorporeal beings before him. “I think I’ve got a way that might help you eat all the cookies you want.”

      Greer gasps and starts in on a spontaneous applause, but little Lea quickly yanks her back.

      “We’ll cheer after we’ve enjoyed our first meal,” Lea hisses. “Until then, we’re steering clear of the B&B. Come now”—she takes both Greer and Winslow by the hand and begins leading them away—“perhaps we can make this a party to remember.”

      Thirteen trots after them. “I do like the sound of that.”

      “Great.” I shoot a wry smile to my mother.

      She’s quick to nod. “Are you kidding? This is better than great. Eliza really pulled out all the stops. It’s a killer party.” She grimaces a moment. “Which reminds me.” She reaches back and pulls forth a couple of familiar faces. “Lottie, you remember Lisa and Orland from the pancake breakfast.”

      My eyes widen as I take in the petite brunette. She looks so much like her daughter Jennifer, save for the crimson eyes. Hers are more of a muted coffee color. And tonight she stuns in a frilly yellow number. The man by her side is tall, a bit slouched, a somber expression with serious eyes.

      “Yes, in fact, I do remember you. Flip introduced you both.” My fingers fly to my lips. “I’m sorry. This must be a very trying time for you.”

      Lisa nods. “It is. I loved that man with my whole heart. We might not have been together in the end, but Flip will forever hold a special place in my heart.”

      Nell swoops up, along with my father. “Suspects at last,” she beams. “Grill ’em, Lottie.”

      I make a face just as Orland holds out a hand my way.

      “Congratulations on the nuptials. It’s quite a party.” He shakes his head wistfully. “It must be nice to have money like this. Not a care in the world.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” A dull laugh pumps from me. “This all belongs to Everett’s mother.”

      Lisa shakes her head wistfully, “Yes, but someday it will all be yours. They won’t live forever, you know.”

      My mouth falls open at the tasteless statement.

      Mom wrinkles her nose. “Lisa and I go way back. I just knew she needed to get out of all that cloying grief, and what better way than with the party to end all parties.” She points to the poor woman. “And don’t you worry. Not only is my Lottie here an excellent baker, but she’s a wonderful sleuth as well. She’ll get to the bottom of who killed Flip, soon enough.”

      Dad lifts a glowing finger. “A wonderful endorsement by your mother. You wouldn’t want to let her down, now would you?”

      I frown over at him. “I’ve hung up my sleuthing cape for now,” I say, offering a sorrowful nod to both Lisa and Orland.

      Nell clears her throat. “You do realize that once you stunt your powers, you will no longer have the privilege of either one of us coming back to visit you.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to my sweet father. “You could come back?”

      Mom leans in. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.” She cups her hand to her ear as the music picks up in volume.

      I clear my throat. “I was wondering if you could bring some cookies back.”

      “Ooh, you bet.” She stalks off in her five-inch heels. Miranda Lemon has never strayed from a good pair of shoes no matter how hard her toes might protest.

      Dad steps in so close I could swear I smell his woodsy cologne. “Lottie, don’t solve this case for me. Do it for my friend. I loved Flip like a brother. I know if the roles were reversed, he’d ask the very same thing from his daughter.”

      I bite down on my lip as I look to Lisa and Orland.

      I nod to Orland. “I’m sorry, how did you know Flip again?”

      “Acquaintances.” He wraps an arm around Lisa’s shoulder, and she flinches as if she didn’t really want him there. “We met a time or two at family functions. Lisa and I have been on and off for years.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that. Well, I’m so sorry for the loss. I’m sure the Ashford Homicide Division will do everything to wrap this up quickly for you.”

      They offer somber nods before dissolving into the crowd.

      Carlotta steps up once again. “So it’s true? The more killers Lottie brings to justice, the stronger she’ll become?”

      Nell nods. “It’s true. And it’s the only reason I gained access to the event tonight. The more killers you bring to justice, the more your powers will continue to increase.”

      Carlotta smacks me on the side of the arm. “Hear that? You’ll be the hit of that transmundane convention we’re about to hit up! There won’t be a more powerful supersensual in the room, Lottie Dottie. I plan on parading you about like a prized show dog. After you spill your secrets, everyone in that room will be clamoring to find a body or two.”

      “Carlotta, that’s morbid. Trust me, nobody wants to be like me. Not even me.”

      Dad wraps me in his loving arms.

      “Lottie”—he strums my name like the warmth from a fire—“I will completely understand if this is not the life you choose for yourself. Above all, your happiness is paramount. But selfishly, I would love to be a somewhat active member of this family again, even if it does mean I’m doing it from the other side. I know your mother has moved on. I realize there will be other men in her life, but the gift of simply being near her, near my girls—it has been a gift, indeed.”

      I blow out a hard breath. “Oh, Daddy, I would move heaven and earth to have you back. I’ll do it. But just know that as soon as justice is served, you’ll be whisked away and there’s no telling when you’ll be able to come back.”

      Nell floats forward, chin down, eyes narrowed with what looks like anger.

      “I wouldn’t fib to you, Lottie Lemon.” Nell’s voice drops an octave. “When I say your powers are growing all the more with each crime you solve, I mean it. Now get out there and give poor Flip’s soul some rest.”

      A pair of warm arms embraces me from behind and I turn to find Everett’s lips twitching with naughty intent.

      “Pardon me, Carlotta. I feel the need to steal my bride.”

      Something stirs in me as he says it, and soon enough we’re in the thick of a sea of swaying bodies.

      Everett tucks his lips to my ear. “Can you ever forgive me for this?”

      A laugh bubbles from me as the band picks up its tempo a notch.

      “There is nothing to forgive. You’re as innocent as I am.”

      Everett shoots a look just past my shoulder. “He doesn’t seem to think so.”

      I turn to find Noah still wrapped in Cormack’s possessive claws.

      “I suppose that’s the new normal. Cormack with Noah.” My stomach churns as I say it.

      “Lemon, I know you have strong feelings for the guy. I meant what I said the night we married. That is for paper only. A means to an end. You and Noah have never regained your footing since Britney strolled into town last year. I still stand by what I said then, too. You need to see that relationship out. You either need a proper goodbye or a permanent hello. Your soul won’t rest until you’ve hit either one of those. And neither will his.”

      “Everett.” I shake my head up at this gorgeous man. “That all may be true, but you’re still very much in the picture, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am to have dragged you into all of this turbulence.”

      His chest bumps with a dry laugh. “Like it or not, Lemon, I’m willingly along for the ride. But I care about you too much to see you hurting.” He whisks me around in a quick maneuver and navigates us a couple of steps to the left. “Consider this a wedding gift from me to you.” He taps his hand on Noah’s back, and without asking permission, Everett steals Cormack away.

      Noah and I stand there a moment with a shared deer in the headlights look between us.

      Finally, his dimples press in deep and Noah holds out a hand.

      “Would you do me the honor?”

      “The honor would be all mine.”

      Noah pulls me in and my body drinks down the warmth emitting from him.

      “Lottie.” He gives a pained smile. “I meant what I said. You look sublime.”

      “Noah, I hate that you came with me yesterday, picked out this dress, and paid for it when you knew all along what it was for. That was a terrible thing to put you through.”

      “You didn’t put me through it. My mother did.”

      “You knew it was Suze?” I can hardly contain the shock.

      “Yup. She thought it’d be good for me.”

      “Well, it wasn’t,” I say.

      “Any time I spend with you is good for me.” His brows pinch in the middle. “Was. I guess you’re officially all Everett’s now.”

      “I’m not a possession, Noah. Everett doesn’t own me.” I bite down hard on my lower lip because the truth is, both Everett and Noah very much own my heart. I take a deep breath and decide to change the subject before I break down and ugly cry right on Noah’s nice suit. “What’s going on with the case? Have you made any progress?”

      Noah inches back. “I thought you weren’t interested in the case.”

      “I’ve changed my mind. What did forensics have to say? How about the coroner?”

      His lips expand as if my inquiry somehow pleased him.

      “It was determined Flip was shot at close range. They most likely used a silencer.”

      “Close range? Silencer?” I shake my head. “Noah, that sounds like a professional hit. Did you ever find the casing?”

      “Nope.” His hand warms my back as it rides up and down it. “And I agree with you. Whoever did this knew to pick up their trash.”

      “So it’s either the person who wanted him dead who did it or it was a hired hand,” I say, trying to frame this new evidence.

      “Who are your suspects?” Noah’s chest expands over mine.

      “I guess everyone is a suspect. I mean, the killer might have been at the pancake breakfast or they could have come in from the back of the facility. The kitchen door was open the entire morning, and it was still open when I found him. Who are your suspects?”

      His brows twitch playfully. “I’m afraid that’s classified information.”

      My hands swivel over his back. “I have my way of getting classified information from you.” My fingers latch onto his tie and I give a firm tug. “How about I stop by later and—”

      Before I can make the perverted proposition, Cormack dives between us and I stumble back into Everett’s arms as she latches onto Noah as if his life were in danger.

      “Be gone, witch,” Cormack snips. “Noah and I may have created a new life, and I don’t need you casting any spells that could divide our growing family.”

      My mouth falls open as I glance down to where her hand lays protectively over her trim waist. Baby or not, the implication of what happened between the two of them is pretty darn clear.

      But a baby…

      The music quiets down and Eliza calls Everett and me over to cut the cake.

      I glance back to Noah and our eyes lock for far too painfully long.

      He’s done it, hasn’t he? He’s taken that next intimate step with Cormack.

      “Come on, Everett. I hear the cake will be to die for.” I glare at Cormack as we pass them.

      “Did you just threaten me, Leena?” Cormack’s voice is quickly drowned out by the chipper conversations blooming around us.

      Everett pulls me in close as soon we get near the seemingly innocent stack of sugar and flour.

      “I’m sorry, Lemon,” he says, dotting his finger to the tip of my nose. “What do you say?” He tips his head toward the three-tiered sugar wonder.

      “I say let them eat cake.”
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      There are some proclamations I never want to hear, and there are some things I would rather never read in black and white—and yet here it is, on the front page of the Honey Hollow Hive.

      “Oh my God, Lottie!” Lily snaps the paper in her hands until my image comes in clear once again. “A killer among us? Baker Lottie Lemon of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery admits to framing people,” she reads as Keelie and I look on in horror as we stand in the kitchen of the bakery.

      “I was kidding,” I cry out. “That was taken the morning of the pancake breakfast. That man had no right to take what I said out of context and print a picture of me—not to mention naming my bakery.”

      We’ve been busy all morning, serving up platefuls of pancakes to the morbidly hungry masses. Even though my mother’s B&B tours have gone down the drain, the buses are still coming in for The Last Thing They Ate Tour. But I suspect press like this will stop them in their thrill-seeking tracks.

      Keelie moans as she holds her stomach, “We’ll sue ’em. You’re married to a judge now, Lottie. Face it, you have clout where the law is concerned. I say you nail the entire Honey Hollow Hive to the wall. And to think, you catered their Christmas party less than three weeks ago.”

      “Teaches me for throwing in a free gingerbread house.”

      Lily shakes her head. “First, Noah’s betrayal, and now this? Alex did confirm Noah and Cormack have been spending lots of time together. I say you sue them, too.”

      I glance away at the thought. “For what?”

      “For breaking your heart.” Lily doesn’t miss a beat.

      Someone clears their throat from the counter up front and the three of us head that way, only to find Naomi, Keelie’s twin in every way with the exception of her freshly dyed raven-hued locks, and Jennifer Norman, Flip’s old stepdaughter.

      “Naomi, Jennifer. It’s nice to see you both,” I say. “What can I get you?”

      Naomi snickers. “First, you tell me who broke whose heart.” Her denim-colored eyes expand as she looks to Lily in hopes the broken heart belonged to her. Naomi must miss Alex something awful now that it’s Lily’s turn to take a ride on the Fox Express—much like it seems to be Cormack’s.

      Keelie tosses a couple of chocolate filled croissants into a paper bag—Naomi’s favorite.

      “Lottie’s heart is busted like a bad piñata,” she says, handing her sister the goodies. “What can I get for you?” She poses the question to Jennifer.

      “I’ll take the same.” Jennifer casts her eerie crimson eyes my way.

      Naomi balks, “Noah’s with Cormack now. So what? Everyone’s known that for weeks.”

      My mouth falls open and Naomi is quick to wave me off.

      “Save the surprise, Lottie. You’ve been treating him like dirt for a year. It’s no wonder he didn’t ditch you sooner.”

      “Naomi!” Keelie barks, but I shake my head at her.

      “Naomi is right. I’m getting what I deserve. I dished it out to Noah when I slept with Everett. And I have to take it now that he’s really with Cormack.” I close my eyes a moment and feel the sting of tears.

      “Now look what you did.” Keelie heads to the other side of the counter and pulls her sister to the side to give her a proper admonishment I’m assuming. Another crowd walks in and Lily mans the register.

      I nod to Jennifer. “How about a cup of coffee to go with those croissants?”

      “Yes, please. The stronger, the better.” She takes a seat down at the end of the counter and I follow her over with a mug and a carafe.

      “I saw your mom last night.” I offer a weak smile as I pour the coffee. “She was with Orland and they seemed to be having a decent time, all things considering.”

      She grunts as she takes a small bite out of her croissant. “Are you kidding? My mother is having more than a decent time. She won’t be dancing on Flip’s grave, but she won’t be mourning him either.”

      “Oh?” I can feel my thirst for justice percolating. “Why is that? Can I ask?”

      “Sure. It’s kind of common knowledge among their friends anyway. When Flip was with my mom, he was a bit controlling with their finances. They had a bunch of investments and she never had a say in any of it. Flip always had a hunch something was going to do better than it would. Suffice it to say, he had terrible hunches.”

      “That he did,” a deep voice booms from behind, and I jump, only to find my father standing there.

      “That’s”—I nod his way before turning back to Jennifer—“unfortunate to hear. But they’ve been divorced for a while now, right?”

      “Oh no, they never divorced. Both Flip and my mother were too cheap to do it. They just sort of amicably split up and started living separate lives. He still cut my mom a check from their investment income each and every month.”

      I glance back to my dad and he shrugs. “Flip was known to squeeze a dime until it cried uncle. I can’t tell you how many times he’d forget his wallet when we took the girls to dinner.” He chuckles.

      “Well, that sounds”—I want to say terrible as I turn back to Jennifer—“generous.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t. Flip always kept a little extra for himself as a management fee, since my mom had little to nothing to do with the properties. She claims she only ever received a fourth of what was due to her every month.”

      “Wow, that’s a significant loss. I’m surprised she didn’t take him to court.”

      “She couldn’t afford it. I guess death was cheaper.”

      I inch back. “You’re not insinuating your mother had anything to do with this, are you?”

      A laugh bubbles from her. “Heavens no. Although if she did, I might have cheered her on. He’s the reason I can’t afford my pricey dance lessons. I was almost done with the academy, too.” She sighs as she stares off at the marble counter before her. “But, the troupe I’m joining will count as experience, I suppose. It won’t land me on Broadway anytime soon, but it will keep my feet moving.” Her eyes avert. “Unless, of course, good old Flip left me something in the will. Wouldn’t that be ironic? He kicks the bucket and I finally get my money back.” She shrugs. “I’m sure I sound cold. But trust me when I say, that man was a walking, talking bad investment.”

      Dad sighs from behind.

      I would guess it’s not easy to hear such things about a man you regarded like a brother.

      A thought comes to me. “Say, Jennifer, the morning of the pancake breakfast, there was a woman in a pink sweater at the table with you. Do you happen to know who she was?”

      She glances to the ceiling. “That was Olivia Cartwright. She’s an art dealer in Fallbrook. She and Flip go way back. I think my mom once accused them of having an affair. I’m not sure what the outcome was.”

      “An affair? While your mom and Flip were together?” I ask and she’s quick to nod.

      “Mom made a snide remark about her being at the pancake breakfast, but Olivia laid her out by telling her it was for a good cause. My mom actually knew Olivia first. She’s the one who introduced them. When Mom and Flip would fix up houses to sell, Mom’s job was to stage them. Enter the art dealer. Mom bought a few stunning pieces that they’d use over and over again to give the house that luxury feel. But after she started to suspect something between them, Mom sold the paintings on eBay for next to nothing in an effort to insult the woman. To this day she can’t stand Olivia.”

      “Oh, poor Lisa. I mean, I know how painful it is to be cheated on.” My ex-boyfriend Bear comes to mind, then my ex-fiancé Curtis who I caught in bed with my college roommate, then there’s the new addition, Noah. And that last one is the most painful of them all.

      “I do, too.” Jennifer shakes her head wistfully just as Naomi struts over.

      “Come on, Jen. Let’s move this party elsewhere.” She shoots Lily a mean look for a second. “Lottie, I’m throwing Jennifer a going away party in a couple of weeks before she moves. Would you mind whipping up enough sweet treats to feed two dozen?”

      “You bet.”

      “Great. Neither you nor Lily will be invited. In fact, I’ll pick up the treats myself. Just have them ready to go.”

      I shake my head, not that it’s a shocker.

      Jennifer waves as they take off down the snowy street.

      I spin on my heels. “What do you think?” I whisper to my father.

      His face is pale, his eyes set on a distant horizon and they look more than mildly annoyed.

      “I knew Flip was having trouble at home. And I knew he was tight with money in more ways than one. None of that truly surprises me.”

      “Not even the part about the affair?”

      He shrugs and the spray of stars that surrounds him spark through the air. “People surprise you sometimes, Lottie. You can think the best of them, but on occasion they prove the worst is true.”

      I nod as the door chimes, and I turn to find Noah—Guilty as Sin and Full of Crappy Surprises—Fox headed my way.

      He offers a sheepish smile, and those dimples dip in and out despite the dark scruff peppering his cheeks, attempting to hide them, but I find it near impossible to look him in the eye.

      “Good afternoon, Lottie.” He cocks his head to the side. “Did I just see Jennifer Norman leaving?”

      “That you did. I got a few little morsels if you’re up for a cup of coffee.”

      “I’d love it.” He takes a seat on the stool Jennifer just vacated, and I quickly pour him a mug of hot java. My heart wrenches as I glance to his hands as he takes the mug up—hands that were all over Cormack Featherby’s naked body.

      The agony in my heart feels as if it’s about to strangle me. How could Noah do that to me? To us?

      Dad leans in. “I’ll give you two kids a minute. I think I smell a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies in the back. And did you put walnuts in this time?”

      I give a simple nod and Dad takes off right through the wall to get there faster. Dad knows exactly what went down between Noah and me at the reception the other night. He happened to find me sobbing into my pillow when I got home, and I spilled it all.

      “So? What did you hear?” Noah sits slightly slumped. That bruise under his left eye Everett gifted him looks a bit more noticeable in the light, and it hurts to know I had something to do with it.

      Although, in truth, I’d like to decorate his right eye with a matching set right about now. I may have slept with Everett first—and only after Noah and I were officially not together— but it doesn’t mean I love the idea of Noah with Cormack. In fact, it feels like the ultimate rejection.

      I ramble out everything that Jennifer just said about the identity of the lady in pink and the fact Flip was so cheap Lisa was probably glad to see him go.

      He tips his chin back. “It sounds as if Lisa had a motive.”

      “Jennifer might have, too. Maybe not one that was as strong, but she blamed him for having to sacrifice the lessons she believed would have given her a shot on Broadway.” I manage to say it all without looking into those jade eyes. “They both had a motive.”

      I turn to leave, but Noah reaches over and clasps his hand over mine, and I look into his eyes for the first time since he’s walked in.

      “Lottie.” He presses my name out slow and heated the way he had done so many times before, during far more intimate moments—moments he’s now sharing with someone else. Noah pleads with his eyes before he can get his next words out. And before that can happen, the door bursts open and in comes Cormack, bounding over with a small bushel of leaves she promptly sets on fire with a lighter.

      “Away, you evil spirits! Away!” She wags the leaves, which are quickly morphing into an inferno, before leaning my way. “Begone, witch!” She yanks Noah out of his seat. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I stopped in at Dr. Barnette’s office on the way over.”

      Noah steps back my way as he resists her efforts. “Lottie, I—”

      “Don’t worry about it, Noah.” I sniff back any emotion that might try to spring to the surface.

      “Can we meet up later?” he asks as Cormack continues to pepper him with those flames in her hand.

      The nerve of Noah Fox wanting to meet up with me later while the psychotic next to him is harboring his child.

      “I’m afraid I’m busy.” A fire of my own brews in me as a spike of anger surges through my veins. “I have a date—with my husband.”

      Noah closes his eyes a moment. “Lottie, we need to talk.”

      “No talking,” Cormack scolds as they hit the door. “That woman is liable to cast a pox on you.”

      Noah looks back my way, and I abruptly turn away.

      Dr. Barnette is both Keelie and Lainey’s OB-GYN, too.

      It must be real.

      Cormack and Noah are having a baby.

      How did everything go so spectacularly wrong?
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      Everett has a long history in Fallbrook, considering he was born and raised here.

      As soon as he came home last night, we researched that woman Jennifer told me about—Olivia Cartwright. It turns out, she’s working at the Fallbrook Art Center, and they just so happen to be having an art installation the very next day.

      And that’s what brings us to the opulent yet contemporary art center with its geometric architecture lit up in cobalt blue as if trying its best to outdo Judge Baxter’s eyes. Not that it were even remotely possible.

      “I can’t believe Noah is going to be a father.” Everett shakes his head. “I still don’t think this is real. Do you think he’s staging some retaliation for what he thinks you put him through?”

      “Really?” I shake my head. “Noah’s not like that. At least I think he’s not.”

      “I don’t think so either.” Everett presses his hand into the small of my back as he opens the door to the art center for me. “You know, Lemon, you don’t have to share this with me, but I wanted to ask how things are going with your father.”

      I pull him in close as we step away from the rest of the crowd streaming inside. “Everett, it’s been amazing.”

      His lips curve in the right direction. “I knew it would be.” He pulls me in close. “I’m so glad you get to experience this.” Everett had a chance to experience it himself. Thanks to my abilities he’s visited with his dead father before himself.

      I nod. “Joseph Lemon has filled my heart once again with his shining light.” My voice is threadbare. “And, even though I threatened to stop working on the case, both he and Nell insisted. They assured me my powers would grow.” I’ve already filled Everett in on everything going on with the ghosts from the B&B. “Hopefully, they’ll grow sooner than later so Greer and her family can eat. And I might be able to see my dad once in a while.”

      “And Nell.” Everett brushes my cheek with his thumb. “I’m happy for you, Lemon. I know how much it means to have your father back from the great beyond. You’ve given me mine, twice now.” He leans in and presses a warm kiss to my cheek. “Thank you for that.” He gives a quick glance around. “Is he here?”

      “No, not yet at least. I never know when he’ll pop in. He’s been with my mother. Mom was missing him, so I suggested she pretend to date him, only it’s really happening.”

      “That’s—heartbreakingly beautiful.” His lips purse as he sweeps his gaze over me. “I want that for you, Lemon. I want you to know that special brand of love.”

      “I want that, too.” I reach up and brush my finger over his lips.

      “Ooh,” a female voice trills and we turn to find Detective Ivy Fairbanks standing there with her homicide driven counterpart, Detective Noah Fox. “Looks as if things are getting a little heated.” She gives a sly wink. “You’re not a part of tonight’s raunchy installation pieces, are you?”

      “No,” I flatline.

      “Raunchy?” Everett glances over at the blooming crowd gathered around something we’re not privy to see. And if I’m not mistaken, people are elbowing one another to get a better look.

      Noah groans, “See that, Lottie? Your new husband has an appetite for all things perverted.”

      “Please.” I avert my eyes. “He’s not perverse enough to bed a Featherby.”

      “That’s because he’s already done it.” Noah doesn’t miss a beat, and I gasp at the audacity.

      “How dare you.” I take Everett by the hand and drag him over to where the crowd is oohing and awing.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie,” Noah says as he quickens his steps in an effort to keep up with us. “I just—I don’t get what you see in this guy.”

      An incredulous laugh bubbles up from my throat. “And I certainly don’t get what you see in Cormack Featherhead. She’s nothing but a trophy wife in training.”

      “And he’s nothing but a playboy who won’t change his ways, Lottie.”

      I scoff at the thought. “Are you implying that Everett would cheat on me? That’s rich, coming from the boyfriend who did just that.”

      The crowd gasps and I look up to find that their focus is on the two of us. There’s a split in the crowd, and I spot a trio of women standing behind red velvet ropes. Each one of the beauties is staged in various salacious poses. They’re nude, save for what looks to be mud dried over their flesh, and it’s a disconcerting sight to say the least.

      “Beware, Noah.” I turn back to face him. “There are nude women behind me. I should probably call Cormack and warn her that you might impulsively sleep with one of them.”

      The crowd gasps again.

      Everett steps in. “Lemon, we should leave.”

      “No, we were here first,” I practically spit the words out. “I’m not running away from anyone. And I’m not running away from you, Noah. Just like I didn’t run away when you were in a coma. I didn’t run away when you needed to be protected from horrible truths last month either.”

      Ivy snorts. “And you certainly didn’t run away when it came time to marry Judge Baxter behind Noah’s back. Please, Lottie—this high and mighty routine isn’t painting you in a better light.”

      “Stay out of this, Ivy,” I pant the words out thick with anger.

      Everett wraps an arm around my waist as if to stop me from charging at her and Noah’s jaw pops at the sight.

      “Take your hands off of her.” Noah shakes with rage as he says it.

      “Pull the wife card,” I whisper to Everett through the side of my mouth.

      Everett’s lips part before he takes a breath as if reconsidering. “Come here.” Everett reaches out and pulls Noah in by the shirt. “Don’t you tell me what I can and can’t do with my wife.”

      And just like that, it’s as if Everett lit a very short fuse.

      Fists are flying, and soon both men stumble into the bawdy art installation, sending the three muddy women running and shrieking. Noah launches at Everett and it looks as if he’s strangling him, so I hop on his back and do my best to intervene. The three of us topple to the ground, with me slipping underneath Noah and landing smack in between Everett and him.

      The crowd gasps just a second before a titter of laughter circles the room.

      Noah looks down at me, his arms extended on either side, taking in the weight from his body in an effort not to crush me.

      “I miss this,” he whispers. “I miss us.”

      The meaty hand of a security guard helps us to our feet and briskly escorts us right out the door and back into the snowy night.

      Noah flashes his badge at the man, and before long he’s cleared to head back inside.

      Noah leans in, his breathing still erratic from the unexpected exchange.

      “Lottie”—he leans in and I turn my head away—“we’ll talk. There’s so much I need to say. But, there’s a suspect in there I’m hoping to see.” His chest depresses, and he nods before heading back in.

      Everett’s mouth is hard as I look over at him. “He’s lost his mind, Lemon. Maybe that accident did more damage than we thought.”

      “Maybe,” I say as we head toward his car and a plume of smoke catches my eyes from the side of the building.

      Standing near a frozen bush in a long pink coat is a woman with short dark hair and same build as the exact suspect I was hoping to see tonight.

      “Everett, that’s her, Olivia Cartwright. Let’s head over.”

      He steps in, practically blocking my path. “She looks as if she’s on a break. We might spook her and she could head back inside. Why don’t you head over on your own? I’m betting you’ll get somewhere that way.” He dots a kiss to the top of my head. “I’ll wait in the car, but I’m not taking my eyes off of you.”

      My lips twitch. “I like that.”

      I head over, and just as I come upon her, a ghostly sight for sore eyes appears beside me—my father.

      I give him a little wave.

      “I heard rumors of fireworks going off in there, Lottie,” he says. “That’s twice this month those boys have duked it out over you.”

      “I didn’t ask for it,” I whisper.

      Olivia turns around, wide-eyed as if startled to see me. “Pardon me?”

      “Oh, nothing. Sorry.” I pull my coat tight as she takes another drag off her cigarette. “I was talking to myself. Boy trouble. I thought I’d take a walk to clear my head.” Come to think of it, that sounds like a good idea.

      She balks, “Please, I know all about boy trouble.” She blows out another white plume against the lavender satin night. “They never grow up, do they?”

      “I’ll say. So let’s hear your war story and I’ll tell you mine.”

      She shakes her head. “You first. You’re the one in need of a walk. My boy troubles are long over.”

      “Well, in that case. I have two men I’m in love with. I was dating Noah first. I thought he was about to propose when his wife strolled back into town.”

      “His wife?” Her mouth hangs open at the thought of such a matrimonial misstep.

      “That’s right. And after that, I sort of started seeing—quite intimately—his old stepbrother. Everett confessed his feelings to me just before that.”

      “Stepbrother?” She blinks back, agog.

      “I know, it sounds bad. But it gets worse. Everett decided that before we could go on, Noah and I needed to tie off any loose ends, seeing that we never formally broke it off. Then Noah and I were accidentally married, he fell into a coma, and I thought I was pregnant, so when he woke up, I found out not only was I not pregnant but our marriage had dissolved. The doctor said I shouldn’t share any jarring news with him—so for a month I had to fake a pregnancy and a marriage. But Everett needed to find a bride of his own or he stood to lose his inheritance. I couldn’t let that happen. If I didn’t step up, Cressida would have. Both Noah and Everett have delusional pariah-like exes. Of course, his wicked witch of a mother found out about everything and spilled the barren beans to him on Christmas Eve of all nights.” She gasps at the thought. “Oh, I know,” I say. “Noah was angry, and hurt, and everything in between. And I just found out he slept with his ex-girlfriend who I can hardly stand. And now it looks as if they’re expecting a baby together.”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake.” She tosses her cigarette into the snow. “But you still love him, don’t you?”

      My head screams don’t admit it, but I give a sorrowful nod instead.

      “What about this Everett guy? What does he have to say about it?”

      “He made it clear he wants Noah and me to see where our relationship goes. He promised me our marriage was on paper only. But he’s still very much available to me.”

      “It sounds as if Everett really cares about your heart.”

      “That he does.”

      “And it sounds like Noah is in over his head. But, after witnessing that wrestling match in there, I’d say he still firmly wants his hat in the ring.”

      I take in a quick breath. “You saw that?”

      “Why do you think I’m out here taking a cigarette break?”

      A dull laugh pumps through me. “Believe me, I think I need a break, too.”

      “And I’ve got another confession for you.”

      A breath hitches in my throat at the thought of her actually confessing to the crime. Not that it would be on topic, but who cares?

      “What’s that?” I lean in hard.

      “I just remembered why you look so familiar. The pancake breakfast. I know your mother, Miranda.”

      “Oh.” A light laugh bucks through me. “That’s right. That was a horrible morning.”

      She clears her throat. “I met your mother years ago when she was decorating her new bed and breakfast. I helped her pick out some art pieces for a few of her rooms.”

      Wow, I’d hate to pin the cows playing poker on her.

      “That’s wonderful. My mother hasn’t changed a thing with the exception of the kitchen, so I’m sure your pieces are still there.”

      Funny how she evaded all talk of the murder that took place that morning.

      I swallow hard as I examine her. “So tell me about your boy horror story. It can’t be as bad as mine.”

      “It’s worse. I had a husband who I thought was pretty great until he went to the store and never came back.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” My heart breaks for her. I can’t image that kind of outright rejection and pain.

      She shrugs as she looks to the art center. “After that, I guess you could say I lost my mind and my morals. My mind just went haywire. I fell in love with a married man.” She bows her head and looks up at me. “I can ask you not to judge me, but I wouldn’t blame you if you did. I’ve done it myself.”

      “No judging. I’m not exactly Miss Morality these days either. I have half a mind to lure my husband to bed just to take the edge off all these mixed emotions I’m feeling.” And I’d do it if I knew Everett would fall for my wily ways. But he seems adamant that I knock things out with Noah first. Too bad Noah seems to be knocking them out for us. “Go ahead,” I encourage her to do so.

      “Well, we tangoed for so long his wife caught on. She was no saint either, though. I heard a rumor that she was having an affair with their neighbor.”

      I inch back. Lisa was having an affair while she was married to Flip?

      “It doesn’t sound like they had much of a marriage if they were both cheating,” I say. “But then, you said it was a rumor.”

      She shakes her head as if refuting the idea. “It was true. I heard it from a reliable source, the neighbor himself. Teddy and I go way back. And he’s always enjoyed flirting with danger.”

      Teddy? Wasn’t that the name of one of the men Flip introduced me to that morning? Teddy Berman?

      Oh my stars, he introduced him as his neighbor. Poor Flip must have never found out the truth.

      She tosses a hand up. “Anyhow, his wife and he split up. I thought we’d naturally continue with our relationship and things would progress. I actually thought we’d eventually tie the knot, but apparently, that wasn’t a part of his plan. He ended up getting into some financial trouble and I offered to help him out.”

      Dad groans as he steps in closer, “I’m starting to sense a theme.”

      I nod his way before reverting back to her. “And you lent some money to him?”

      She lets out a short-lived laugh. “I lent all the money I had to him. He didn’t care that I was living paycheck to paycheck. I let him know I needed it back, but he said his hands were tied. I could have killed him.” She glances at her watch. “I’d better get back in. We’re brimming with nude acrobats tonight.” She shakes her head at the stone structure before us. “You have a Picasso on tour and you get a handful of people on a warm summer night. But you pull in the naked models and you have an entire mob in the middle of frozen winter. And they say art is dead.” She winks my way as she starts to take off then backtracks. “It was nice talking to you. I hope you get it all sorted with those naughty boys. For the record, you’re very fortunate to have two men willing to lose their minds over you. You must be doing something right. A little too right,” she teases as she disappears into the building.

      “Well, Lottie?” Dad lifts his chin my way. “What’s your assessment?”

      “You heard her. She could have killed him.” I shrug as we take off.

      “I’ll be at your mother’s,” he says as he pats me on the shoulder. “Just call for me, and I’ll appear.”

      Everett drives us home and says goodnight as I head into my rental, and that small pink purse sitting on my counter stares back at me.

      “Oh, I completely forgot to mention that I had her purse,” I say as Pancake and Waffles stride my way. Without thinking, I open it up. “I was tempted to do this before,” I say as Pancake hops up onto the counter next to me. “But, now that she’s a suspect, I’m practically obligated to take a peek inside.”

      A tube of lipstick greets me, along with a white folded sheet of paper.

      I pull it out and unfold it as I quickly scan over it.

      “Oh my God. She really did kill him.”
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      I’m greeted with the word KILLER spray-painted across the window of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery as soon as I arrive at the early hour of four-thirty in the morning. I was running late as it is, but seeing this hideous proclamation slows down my morale and my production.

      It’s another snowy day in Honey Hollow with a cloud bank so dark sitting over our sleepy little town you’d think it was midnight in the middle of the afternoon. To make things gloomier than they need to be, the bakery is nearly empty, no thanks to the fact half the town thinks I’ve been slaughtering people for the last year and a half.

      Keelie called her father, Sheriff Jack Sawyer, once she saw the red malfeasance on the window and he came out and declared it the work of a vandal. I could have told him that. Then Keelie called her fiancé Bear out to do something about it, and he’s been slowly washing it off with solvent ever since. And now the window has been bleeding red for the better part of an hour. It’s an unnerving sight, and one I’m glad my customers aren’t around to witness.

      But that paper I found in Olivia Cartwright’s purse has been running through my mind on a loop. I ran over and showed it to Everett as soon as I saw it, and he made me promise not to act on this one alone, if at all.

      It turns out, Olivia Cartwright had a receipt from Martinelle Finance to the tune of five thousand dollars. Both Everett and I know from past investigations that Martinelle Finance is a seedy front for loan sharks that sits nestled in the basement of Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club. Yes, the same Red Satin where my sweet baby sister works. And the sharks in question happen to be the Canelli brothers, a lowlife organized crime family that owns and operates Red Satin and all of its questionable side hustles.

      Of course, I plan on listening to Everett’s sage advice and steering clear of Red Satin and anything to do with Martinelle Finance altogether—but only because I have another plan.

      But I just have to know if Olivia Cartwright hired the Canellis to put a hit out on Flip Alexander. And who better to help me with anything to do with that rag-tag street gang than my own not-so-sweet bio mama?

      I found out last month that Carlotta was good friends with Connie Canelli when they were growing up. Connie is someone’s big sister in the Canelli crime family lineup.

      Until a few weeks ago I didn’t even know Connie Canelli existed, but right about now I’m pretty glad she does.

      Hopefully, Carlotta will be here soon and I can give her a copy I made of the dicey receipt. I wanted to send her a picture on her phone, but Carlotta said the Canellis don’t use their phones for anything that might be held against them, and neither does she by proxy. Apparently, she’s tossing the copy of the receipt I give her into the fire when she’s through with it, and I’m glad about it, too.

      Lily comes up front to the café as Keelie and I watch Bear in action.

      “We haven’t had a single customer walk through that door, Lottie”—Lily looks good and miffed—“and yet that monster stack of pancakes you made this morning has all but disappeared. Explain that to me.”

      I glance back and see my father covertly sneaking a banana muffin from the bakery shelf. He’s been here with me all morning, happily noshing on whatever he can find. Clearly, no human could consume the amount he’s indulged in. And if they could, they’d find themselves in the same predicament that he’s in—dead.

      “I caught Keelie stealing a few.” I wink over at my bestie as she tosses her hands in the air.

      “I couldn’t help it, Lottie. You have no idea what it’s like to be eating for two. And worse yet? All of these hormones gone wild have me so jumbled I keep forgetting everything. I don’t even remember eating that many.”

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “Bear mentioned he was enjoying this new hungry side of you. He says you’re having food cravings nearly around the clock. I guess your morning sickness finally went away.”

      “Nope.” Keelie shakes her blonde curls out. “But nothing, and I mean nothing, will keep me from Taco Tuesday, or Wicked Wok Wednesday, or Tiramisu Thursday, or Fish—”

      Lily holds a hand up. “We get it. How’s the investigation going, Lottie? Anyone new you’d like to frame?”

      “Yes, you.” I shoot her a look for even implying it. “But seriously”—I sigh—“I sort of hit a temporary roadblock with one suspect, so I’m forced to move on to the next. A man by the name of Teddy Berman—a sommelier at Club Tropicana.”

      Lily makes a face. “Count me out. That sounds like the exact venue Naomi would crash just so she could steal Alex from my arms and do the cha-cha-cha with him.”

      Keelie nods. “Oh, she’s done the cha-cha-cha with him many, many times in the bedroom.”

      Lily swats her with a kitchen towel before heading back to the register. “That’s not what I meant. Hey, Lottie? Is it okay to put in a request on who your next victim is? I know a sneaky brunette who I wouldn’t mind making disappear for a good long while.”

      I make a face at Keelie. “I think Naomi and Lily need to band together and make Alex disappear for what he’s doing to them.”

      Keelie bubbles with a dark laugh. “And you’d be next for what you’re doing to Noah and Everett.”

      I suck in a quick breath just as my father floats over, shedding a belly laugh of his own. I glance back at his glowing frame.

      “Watch it,” I whisper.

      Dad tips his head my way. “We will most certainly discuss the gentlemen in your life later. When are we going to Club Tropicana?”

      I look to Keelie and frown because she’s still laughing. “We’re going to Club Tropicana tonight at seven. Everett called and made sure Teddy was working.”

      Keelie gasps. “Bear and I are coming with you. I love their food.”

      “Have you been there?”

      “Nope”—she strides over to the window and gives Bear a thumbs-up—“but I love food like never before, Lottie. And I love this guy more because he pays for it.”

      “Sounds like a win-win to me.”

      Now if I could only figure out which guy I love more.

      I guess it doesn’t matter. Noah Corbin Fox has a girl with his bun in the oven, and it just so happens that baker isn’t me.

      The door chimes and in strolls Carlotta with her eggplant-colored parka wrapped tightly around her body. She looks every bit like the older, far more frazzled, far less caffeinated version of me. Some days it’s like looking in a mirror.

      “Lottie Lemon, you better appreciate the fact I let you drag me out during the snow-pocalypse.”

      Keelie laughs. “Consider yourself lucky. She’s dragging me out to Club Tropicana tonight at seven.”

      I make a face. “Am not. She volunteered.” I scuttle over to Carlotta while my father beats me there and the three of us take a seat in the corner. I pull the paper out and slide it across the table. I’ve already filled her in on all my gory theories. “Don’t worry. It’s not the original. Do you think you can talk to Connie today and find out if this is a receipt for a hit?”

      “I don’t know. She’s a busy girl, but I’ll try to track her down.”

      “Great,” I say.

      Dad shakes his head. “Be careful, Carlotta. Friend or not, I don’t think the Canellis can be trusted.”

      I reach over and pat him on the hand. “My daddy is always right.” A thought comes to me, and I look to my doppelgänger. “Hey, did you ever get a bid to fix up Nell’s place?” Carlotta has been staying at Nell’s old house for the last couple months. Ever since she’s been back in town, for the past year, she’s been bouncing from place to place, but I think Nell’s old house will be more of a permanent location for her.

      Dad tips his head to the side. “Didn’t Nell leave you that house?”

      Technically, it is my house since Nell gifted it to me in her will, but Carlotta and I have never discussed rent nor do I think we’re headed in that direction—at least if she has anything to say about it. And last month the entire downstairs suffered an unfortunate plumbing accident. Come to think of it, Connie Canelli was staying there at the time. Hey? I hope this isn’t some dark omen of unfortunate accidents to come.

      “She did,” I say, acknowledging the fact Nell gifted me the place—and just about every other place in Honey Hollow along with it. “But seeing that Carlotta is living there for free, she agreed to take care of the restoration.”

      Carlotta glances to Bear balancing on a ladder outside the window. “That old boy toy of yours gave me an estimate. I don’t have that kind of change rolling around in my pocket, Lottie. Face it, I’m doomed to a life of wet carpet and moldy walls. It’s been three weeks already. I figure the carpets will dry by June.”

      “Mold?” Dad doesn’t look amused. “Lottie, you’ll have to step in and help her.”

      “Geez,” I say, looking at Carlotta. “Of course, I’ll help. I’ll call my mother and see if she’s got room at the B&B.” I strum my nails over the table and smile.

      But for some reason, Dad doesn’t look amused. “Try again.”

      I cluck my tongue at him. “Daddy. That was very generous of Mom to let Carlotta stay at the B&B for free a few months back. Surely she won’t mind reprising the offer.”

      He leans in, that heartwarming look of concern on his illuminated face. “Of course, she won’t. She has a kind soul. But she also needs the income. I seem to recall a certain someone has a three-bedroom home.” His lips pull back with a satiated grin.

      “Good Lord!” Carlotta jumps back in her seat. “Lottie Lemon, are you asking what I think you’re asking?” Before I know it, she swarms me with a smothering embrace. “You bet your baking Honey Hollow hiney I’ll accept the offer. I’d like the bigger room in the back. The one with a view of Mr. Sexy’s house. I’m an early riser and rumor has it so is he. And if my spying efforts are correct, he’s yet to put any curtains up in his bedroom.”

      My face falls into my hands.

      “Don’t worry, Lot Lot.” She bumps her shoulder to mine. “It will take me a couple weeks to pack up. Let’s hope Bear doesn’t turn this into a six-month ordeal.”

      “Six months?” I straighten in horror at the thought.

      Carlotta nods. “Nell’s house has a great breeze through the summer months.” She scoops up her purse. “I’d better make tracks if I’m going to nail down a Canelli and meet you for drinks and dancing at the club tonight.” She barks out a laugh. “Who knew our little princess would turn into a crazed killer hunter, eh, Joseph?”

      Dad reaches over and takes up my hand. “I always knew she was special.”

      We watch as Carlotta heads back out into the snowy afternoon, and I can’t help but scowl at her a moment.

      He gives my fingers a tug. “Are you ready to a hunt a killer?”

      “I’m ready. But I’m not too willing. It feels as if this killer has the power to take you from the planet, too.”

      Dad sighs as those ethereal sprays of light swirl in him as if he were the most prized constellation, and he is.

      “I promise, no one else could ever take me away from you, Lottie. The only one that could do that is you. Solve this case, my love. It is your destiny to grow your powers. And if you don’t—we’ll both be sorry.” His body ignites as bright as the sun before he disintegrates to nothing. “I’ll see you at the club at seven. It’s a date.”

      That’s right. It’s a date.

      Teddy Berman, we’re coming for you.
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      Club Tropicana is part Cuban dance factory, part burlesque show, and part true test for my sanity. And that last one has very little to do with the club itself and everything to do with the occupants.

      Bear was kind enough to pick me up and give me a ride over with him and Keelie, since Everett said he would be running late from the courthouse. My first surprise of the evening came when we swung by the B&B and picked up my mother—and my father by proxy.

      After listening ad nauseam to my mother drone on and on about how much she hoped to pick up a Latin lover at the club tonight—and, believe you me, my father was seeing green as well, Keelie wasn’t the only one in the mood to puke on the way over— we arrived in Leeds with very little of our sanity still intact.

      Club Tropicana sits on the outskirts, with its flashy neon pink and green sign of a woman in a bikini with a basket of fruit on her head. The five of us hightail it inside, only to find a spacious, loud, and raucous, perhaps a bit raunchy atmosphere. The walls glow pink and green, the lighting is dim, save for the stage, and there’s a spacious dance floor that is sporadically occupied by a few brave souls.

      It’s more or less the way I remember it way back when Bear thought it would be a good idea to take the teenaged versions of ourselves here to watch scantily clad women in sequin bikinis shake their cha-chas. Come to think of it, I’m betting it was a pretty good date for him.

      It’s just as seedy as ever, and that makes me feel pretty good about my decision to bring Ethel along for the ride. You know, in the event I feel the need to shoot a sleazeball or two—or my mother.

      A waitress dressed in a hot pink bikini and dyed to match ostrich feather cap leads us to a table near the stage.

      “Lottie?” a voice calls my name from the right, and I turn to find a handsome homicide detective and a mean old woman sitting next to him, casting an honest to God pox on me. It’s too bad the last one she struck me with hasn’t worn off yet.

      It’s Noah and his mother, Suze.

      He jumps to his feet and my mother attacks him with an embrace.

      “Detective Fox,” she moans it out seductively, and Dad leans in to get a better look at her as if he were uncertain of her true intentions. “And Suze? Is that you?” Mom plucks Suze Fox right out of her seat and sends the blonde terror bounding in this direction. “Oh, please join us. I’m here all by my lonesome.”

      I clear my throat. “You’re with me, Mother. You’re hardly alone.”

      She waves me off. “You know what I mean, Suze. Besides, we have some catching up to do.”

      Before I know it, we’re all seated at a round table set for ten. I immediately take the seat next to Keelie and put my purse down on the other side of me in the event a certain detective gets ideas.

      “Just saving a place for my husband.” I glance to Noah, annoyed, as he takes a seat next to Bear. “So where’s Cormack?” A part of me wants to smack myself for saying her name out loud. God knows it works as an incantation. Honestly, though, I just have to think of her as of late and she appears. Hey? Maybe she’s the witch?

      Noah frowns. “I don’t know. I’m here with my mother.”

      He’s donned a dark sweater with a checkered collar shirt peeking out just enough around his neck, and the stubble peppering his cheeks looks as if he’s trimmed it. His eyes hold the bold color of a lime and his dimples are twitching even though he’s yet to grace us with a smile. I can’t help but note a few of the waitresses openly ogling him. Odds are he gets a few phone numbers before the night is through.

      It’s hard to believe that handsome man and I had something special—that is, until Cormack took it and wrapped it around a tree on Halloween night. I’m sensing a witchy theme here if ever there was one.

      No sooner are we seated and glaring at one another than a waitress comes by to take our drink orders.

      “And for you?” The peppy brunette with the face of a Kewpie doll nods my way with her turquoise feathered cap.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d love to speak to the sommelier. I’m choosy about my wine.” Not true at all—mostly because I don’t drink it.

      “Not a problem.” The waitress takes off and Noah leans in.

      “Good move, Lottie.” He offers a thumbs-up.

      “You don’t know the half of what I’m capable of.” I’m not even sure what I really meant by it, but I like the underlying threat buried in it.

      Bear grunts. He’s combed his blond hair straight back and threw on what he calls a monkey suit. Keelie said he was so hot looking she’d gladly lock him in a cage and have her way with him. It’s safe to say her animal instincts and hormones gone wild are colliding in the most spectacular way.

      “I’m sensing tension.” Bear nods to Noah. “I’ve known Lot a long time, and I can tell you right now you’ve ticked her off real good. You should try flowers to get on her good side. Lottie always took me back with flowers.”

      Suze lets out a rather vocal huff. “Noah, don’t send flowers. For goodness’ sake, she’s married to Essex.”

      Mom’s lips snarl in my direction. “And I’m still mad about not being invited to your wedding. My own daughter’s wedding!”

      “I was invited,” Carlotta quips, and I close my eyes and wish to die.

      “Carlotta”—I moan—“you essentially crashed the wedding.”

      “But you let me stay,” she counters. “That’s as good as an invite. Plus, we all went out for drinks afterwards.” She gives a sly wink.

      I scoff. “We had eggnog in Eliza’s living room. If by going out, you mean walking from one end of the estate to the other, then you’re right.” Eliza’s mansion is so big, you need a city bus to tour it.

      Mom gives a wistful shake of the head. “If you would have married Noah, I bet I would have been invited. I don’t think Eliza Baxter cares much for my kind, if you know what I mean.” She nods to Suze while flicking a finger over the tip of her nose.

      Suze laughs. She belts one out for the ages to the point I’m starting to wonder what exactly might be wrong with her.

      I look to Noah. “Is she malfunctioning?”

      He averts his eyes. “Cool it, Mom.” He ticks his head her way.

      Suze gets right back to the serious business of glowering. “If the two of you wed, I’d wear a wedding dress to your nuptials just to make things uncomfortable—and bring my own cake.” She bears her fangs at me and I shudder.

      “Mom,” Noah balks as if she finally went too far.

      “Well then”—I shake my head—“that would secure the fact you purposely mismanage your sanity and that of others.”

      My own mother swats me on the arm. “Play nice, Lottie.”

      “I agree,” my father rumbles from the other side of the table, looking rather unamused at the tone I’ve taken with this woman.

      “I don’t have to play nice with her. Cormack does.” I blink a smile at Noah. “So when’s the wedding?”

      “I’m thinking June!” a female voice trills from behind—and the horror of rather expected horrors, Cormack Featherby, trots over in a glorified muumuu, and I gasp at the sight.

      “Oh my God.” The words leave my lips without my permission.

      As I live and breathe—Cormack Featherby looks as if she’s halfway through this pregnancy, at least.

      “Did you have your body surgically altered to look as if you were with child?” I couldn’t help but ask. Lord knows she doesn’t eat enough to maintain her own body weight, let alone a Foxy tagalong that might be hanging on for dear life in her uterus. And boy, does that thought ever bring me down.

      Cormack smirks. “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, Landy.”

      I sigh hard as I look to my father for help.

      Dad shakes his head, but his eyes are securely on Noah. “He still loves you, Lottie. In fact, his love for you burns bright.”

      I make a face at Noah. I guess his feelings for me don’t really matter anymore, not even if they’re strong enough to set the entire building on fire.

      I lean in Cormack’s direction. “So June you say?”

      “Yes, June it is.” Her pale blue eyes narrow to slits. “But don’t get any funny ideas. I’m having the Upper Crust Bake Shop cater all of my sweet needs. Whitney is simply a master at wedding cakes. And the Big Boss and I want only the best of the best.” She pats him on the arm and Noah glares at the wall behind me.

      How I detest it when she calls him by that irritating pet name. Noah has never wanted to be the boss of her, until now apparently. But Noah isn’t saying a word. I guess there’s no denying this wedding nightmare will soon take place.

      “What’s the matter, Noah?” I can’t help but goad him into this catastrophe of a conversation. “Fourteen carat diamond got your tongue?”

      Keelie perks up. “Ohh, yes, Cormack, let me see the bling!”

      I try to kick my bestie from under the table for being so genuinely happy to eschew my grief, but judging by that pinch of pain on Bear’s face, I think I might have kicked him instead.

      But Cormack is quick to hide her bony fingers. “So, Keelie, how is your morning sickness?” She decides to divert the conversation toward more maternal waters. “I’m having trouble keeping down a simple glass of water. I think I’ll just up and evaporate in the next eight months.”

      “We’re not that lucky,” I mutter before turning to both Suze and my mother who seem to be having a rather one-sided conversation. By the looks of it, my mother is doing all the talking and Suze doing all the hate-filled glaring. Par for the course on both accounts.

      “So, Suze”—I cock my head her way, and Dad groans because he can sense the zingers coming a mile away—“are you excited to hear the pitter-patter of little feet in the near future?”

      Mom clasps her hands together as she gives an exaggerated gasp—come to think of it, everything my mother does these days is exaggerated.

      “A grandchild!” My mother seizes as she shouts the words. “Aren’t you just thrilled to hold the new baby?”

      Suze’s lips press together in anger. “I’d rather eat it.”

      Before I could laugh or applaud her for staying so true to the cause of being herself, a tall, lanky man with a rather plain yet familiar face and a somewhat pleasant smile presents me with a tray of three different wine glasses, each with a different color fluid and a narrow sheet of paper.

      “The wine list for the lady.” He nods my way.

      “Hey! I remember you!” I try to put on a cheery countenance, but Noah and his caustic crew have me more than a little cranky. “From the pancake breakfast?” I pretend to wince. “Flip introduced us before he—” I hitch my head to the side in lieu of finishing my sentence.

      Dad floats over. “Hey, I think I remember this guy. I saw him hanging out at Flip’s place a time or two while he was still married to Lisa.”

      I offer him a covert nod.

      Teddy Berman leans back on his heels as if to get a better look at me. He’s clad in a cheap tux with a pink tie and matching cummerbund, giving off that cheesy eighties prom vibe.

      “I’m not sure.” His eyes widen as he looks to my mother. “But I sure as heck remember this beautiful face. Mirandy Lemonade, was it?”

      Mom squawks out a sharp laugh. “That’s my nom de plume.” She offers him a flirtatious wink and I cringe.

      Yes, my mother is a notorious flirt—but must she do so in front of my dead father? Can’t she sense him in the vicinity or something? If she keeps this up, she’ll be sensing the heel of my shoe once I toss it her way. I’m that ornery tonight.

      Mom giggles like a schoolgirl. “You must have heard me talking about my upcoming novel.” She bats her lashes at him manically. “Three the Hard Way. When I’m not running the B&B, I pen spicy novels in my spare time.” Her shoulders swivel in a circular motion and both my father and I groan at the sight.

      Teddy’s brows furrow as if he were just hearing about the risqué read for the very first time. “That must have been it.”

      I wave the wine list at him to break the sultry spell my mother just cast.

      “So?” I lean his way. “Who do you think killed Flip that day? Or are you the killer?”

      “Lottie.” Dad’s voice spikes with surprise and not in any good way. Not to mention the fact I can practically feel Noah boring a hole through my skull in an effort to shut down the connection between my wicked mind and my loose lips.

      Too bad, Noah. I’ve taken off the filter.

      Teddy belts out a short-lived laugh. “It wasn’t me.” He glances toward the stage. “But it could have been.” His body language relaxes. “I’m teasing. A few months back, he knocked on my door telling me I had to move all of my sprinkler heads on the side of my property line that butts up to his. Apparently, he had a survey done that suggested he owned four feet into my yard. I thought he was nuts. But he made me do it. Fast-forward three months, and I was down several feet of yard and four thousand dollars.”

      “Ouch.” Bear shakes his head. “I could have done it for you for half. I’m a contractor. But I dabble in landscaping, too.”

      Teddy’s chest expands with his next breath. “If you don’t mind, I’d love to take you up on it anyhow. I fully plan on moving my fence line back where it belongs before his house sells. I don’t owe the new neighbors anything. And I never believed those documents Flip showed me.”

      “Sure thing.” Bear fishes out a card and hands it to him. “Call me, anytime.”

      I ask Teddy to recommend a wine, and I take an entire bottle of it. Something tells me I might need two to drink away the troubles percolating around me at this table.

      Keelie and Cormack talk nonstop about their babies while Suze and Mom drone on and on about God knows what. I’m half-convinced they’re having two different conversations entirely. Bear is staring vacantly at the showgirls prancing around on stage and Dad is busy gazing into my mother’s blue eyes as if she were the only woman in the room.

      What I wouldn’t give to have someone look at me that way.

      I glance over to Noah and do a double take because he happens to be doing just that.

      One of the showgirls on stage takes up the microphone. “Attention, all you lovers!” The lights swirl in the room until they’re pinned right on her. “Up next is the bolero.” Her voice growls huskily as she says it. “Grab your inamorata and hit the floor for free and easy lessons that will leave your partner begging for more.”

      “Let’s do it.” Bear tries to snatch Keelie up by the hand but she pulls it back as if pulling it out of a fire.

      “Are you crazy?” Keelie snaps. “Everyone knows you don’t bolero willy-nilly during your first trimester of pregnancy. I’ll get dizzy and puke.”

      Cormack nods. “Same here. I’m not taking any chances with Noah Junior. Our little bundle of joy won’t be having his first bolero lesson today.” She winks over at Noah. “Of course, we’re hoping for a boy, but we’d settle for a girl so long as she’s beautiful like me.” Her violent cackle reaches the ceiling. Throw on a pointy hat, multiply her by ten, and you’ve got the most powerful coven in the universe.

      “In that case—” Noah has me on the dance floor and secured in his strong arms before I can get properly dizzy or puke.

      I swallow hard just being this close to him. “I never did congratulate you.” I’m not sure why I said it. It’s not like I’m about to congratulate him now.

      Noah takes a breath and his chest expands over mine.

      I can feel the heat of his breath raking over my cheek and it’s magnetizing me all that much closer to him. Noah oozes testosterone. Those heavy lids of his let me know he’s thinking about doing more than just dancing with me. And as much as my head says smack him, my heart says do it with your lips.

      “No need for congratulations.” He closes his eyes a moment. “Cormack isn’t having a baby.”

      “What?” I inch back to get a better look at him, but someone pushes Noah out of the way, and before I know it, I’m in the strong arms of my dangerously good-looking husband. “Everett.” I give a breathless laugh. “Noah and I were just getting to the good part.”

      His brows dip in protest. “And what would that be?”

      “The part where he just confessed that Cormack isn’t having a baby.” A flood of relief hits me so hard, I really do feel dizzy and the need to puke.

      “That’s great news.” He glances back to the table where Noah sits with his body slumped away from Cormack. “Lemon,” Everett growls it out in that unsafe way that makes me want to drag him into a dark corner and rip his clothes off. “He’s not interested in Cormack. No matter what may or may not have happened between them, he’s still pining after you like a lovesick puppy.”

      “Well, he’s one disloyal dog,” I wrinkle my nose. “And yes, I realize the correlation between my pot and his kettle.” I shrug. “I’m just insane with grief, Everett. We were really on track to putting back the pieces in an effort to see if they still fit and Cormack—Suze—okay, fine, all three of us played a hand in ruining everything. And I can’t tell you how much I take the blame for that.”

      Everett shakes his head at me. “Take no blame, Lemon. Count it all as a complication. But if you can’t move past what Noah and Cormack may have shared, then it’s over.”

      “Just like that?” I press my lips tight as I glance to the table where Cormack has her arms wrapped protectively around Noah lest he dare bolero with me once again. Not that we were paying attention to the instructions. I was too immersed in my anger to notice which direction my feet were moving.

      “Just like that.” He leans in and brushes his lips over my ear. “The better way, the far more logical way would be to have a sit-down with him. Talk it out. He left angry Christmas Eve. You’ve both been angry ever since. That’s not how you cut ties. Not the right way, anyhow.” He takes a deep breath before his lips rake over my cheek. “And that’s all I’m going to say about that.”

      Everett and I engage in the most heated bolero known to man as our bodies sizzle across the dance floor. We have a great time learning dance after dance as the women of the cabaret instruct the crowd how to shake and swivel.

      Soon Mom is up on the dance floor shaking it with the best of them. And that all too friendly waiter she thinks she’s dancing with? Well, he’s been taken over by a rather eager spirit—that of my father. His ghostly frame is right there with her and I marvel at the sight—my father dancing with my mother. Now there is something I never thought I’d see again.

      Another dance number starts up and somewhere up on stage someone shouts, “Conga!”

      “Uncle,” Everett whispers and soon we’re headed off the dance floor.

      Over by the bar I spot Teddy pulling together a few bottles.

      “Excuse me, Everett. I just have to get something else from him if I can.”

      “Go to it. I’ll entertain Suze. She looks as if she’s ready to kill.”

      “I’d watch my back if I were you.” I press a kiss to his cheek before heading to the bar.

      “Hey, Teddy,” I say as he looks up and breaks out into a warm smile.

      “What can I get for you, my lady?”

      “Whatever was in that bottle I just downed.” That’s not entirely true. I had a sip. My mother and Suze downed the rest.

      “Coming right up.” He quickly procures a glass for me.

      “Say, Teddy? If you were to guess who killed poor Flip, who do you think it would be?”

      He stares out at the dance floor and shakes his head. “You may not believe this, but the man made a practice of making people angry. And I don’t think the guy meant it either. He just had rotten luck with real estate, just like he had rotten luck with women.”

      He tips his head back as he looks to the ceiling. “Even that day at the pancake breakfast, Chief McPhee was telling me about a rotten deal Flip snowed him under with. And I don’t know much about his stepdaughter. But she didn’t make her feelings for him a secret. She didn’t like the guy. She was outright rude to him.”

      I bite down on my lip. “And how about his wife? Lisa?” He flinches when I say her name. “Did she like him? I mean, they looked as if they were friends, you know, water under the bridge and all that good stuff.”

      He belts out a good belly laugh. “More like a dam that neither one of them could ever breach.”

      “Wow, that’s surprising to hear. If they felt that way, I wonder why they sat together that morning?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Another customer bellies up to the bar and he nods my way before taking off.

      Unfortunately, my guess is all I have to go on at this point.

      Maybe it’s time to pay another visit to the firehouse. I know my father would get a kick out of that.

      Scooter McPhee just might be able to point me in the right direction.

      Unless the chief of the Honey Hollow Fire Department happens to have a very dark secret.

      A very murderous secret.

      And if he does—I’m about to find out.

      I’m determined to grow my powers—and I’ll catch every killer on the planet to do it if I have to.

      I’m going to see my father, again and again and again.
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      The next day the bakery is a virtual ghost town—ironic since it seems to be brimming with those exact celestial beings. Greer, Winslow, Lea, and Thirteen have been brooding in the corner all morning, staring at a plate of my now infamous pancakes, trying their hardest to figure out how to make the digestive magic happen.

      Lily sighs as she stares out in their direction. “You know, Lottie, I’d stake my life on the fact every now and again those pancakes move.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek as I try to figure out how to untangle this supernatural knot.

      I shrug. “And that’s the very reason I asked you not to take the plate away. They’re right next to the window. And I’ve long suspected that window isn’t sealed well. I’m just trying to prove a point to Bear. I’ll have to get him to come out and do some repairs. I can’t have the wind coming in like this. It’s murder on my heating bill.”

      “Speaking of bills, how are you going to pay them with no customers to buy your goodies? I’m not losing my job, am I? I’ve got an apartment and a fish to feed.”

      “I didn’t know you had a fish.”

      “Yup, I just bought a spotted goldfish with big, bugged-out eyes. I call her Naomi.”

      My chest rattles with a laugh. “You really do miss her, don’t you?”

      Her tearful eyes dart to the ceiling. “Fine. At first, I thought naming my fish after her was funny. You know, when Naomi gets mad, her eyes bug out exactly that way. But I’ll admit, it’s nice to talk to her again, even if she doesn’t talk back.”

      I sling my arm over her shoulder. “I just can’t wait until the two of you work this out.”

      “You really think we will?”

      “I know it.”

      The chime on the door goes off and in stride Carlotta and Mayor Nash.

      Carlotta is the lady in red today with her persimmon-colored parka. And Mayor Nash is swaddled in a dark wool coat and matching scarf. Even though Mayor Nash is my biological father, the only thing I could say I got from him is his wavy hair. He has light eyes and a friendly smile, and charm that could disarm a cobra—which happens to get him elected time and time again.

      “Good afternoon!” I head straight to the register to take their orders. “Any news on the missing Cat front?” I make crazy eyes at Carlotta, hoping she’ll read between the Canelli fe-lines.

      “Nope.” My look-alike gives a cheesy grin. “But I’ve got it on good authority of just where to find her. I’ll keep you updated on the search.”

      “Sounds good. What can I get for you?”

      They both put in an identical order of coffee and a glazed donut and Lily is quick to put it together for them.

      Mayor Nash leans in. “Word on the street is there’s a killer in here.”

      Carlotta huffs out a laugh. “If I had a nickel for every time I suspected this girl of murder, I’d have a pile of silver I could stack to the moon.”

      “Carlotta,” I say, annoyed. “Don’t tease like that. And by the way, I’m no killer, but there is one on the loose.”

      Lily scoffs. “Yeah, and he or she is murdering your business, too.”

      Mayor Nash gives a quick glance around. “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse,” I say. “You wouldn’t have any city functions coming up that you might need catered, would you?”

      He raps his knuckles over the counter. “I’m afraid I don’t. Anything new with the hunt for Flip’s killer?”

      “Nope. Anything you could offer up might help, though.”

      Mayor Nash takes a breath as he considers this. “Flip was a good guy. Your father and I used to golf with him on Sundays. He always had a side hustle going on. The firehouse never satisfied him. And he was generous enough to bring his friends in on it, too.”

      “So I’ve heard,” I say. “Did you ever get in on one of his deals?”

      “Nope.” He curls his coffee into his hand. “Chrissy and I had three kids in boarding school, there were vacations to be had, swimming pools to be installed. We didn’t have any spare change for those fixer-uppers he was botching up.”

      A tiny laugh gets buried in my chest. It’s no secret Mayor Nash and Chrissy have lived opulent lives.

      Carlotta looks up at me. “Have you asked your dad if he thought Flip was shady?”

      My lips press tight at Carlotta’s faux pas. And how I pray it was one. I would wrap my hands around her neck if she was spreading the word about our supersensual status.

      Her eyes enlarge a second as if it just struck her that she said that in front of Mayor Nash.

      Lily shakes her head. “That was low, Carlotta. Everyone knows Lottie’s dad is dead.” She starts wiping down the counters, and I force myself to take a deep breath.

      “I think she meant Mayor Nash, Lily.” I look his way. “So? Did you think he was shady?”

      He belts out a cheery laugh. “I think deep down nobody thought that of him. He was misguided. He wasn’t perfect, but who of us is? He always seemed to have good intentions.”

      The door swings open, letting in a violent wind and a few stray snowflakes as my mother, father, and Chrissy stride over.

      Dad does a double take at the pouting phantasms by the window. “Hey, hey, the gang’s all here.”

      And they all but give him the finger.

      Mayor Nash and Carlotta say a quick hello before taking a seat near the dejected spirits trying desperately to down a stack of pancakes.

      So help me, if Carlotta so much as waves hello at them.

      Hey? She really would have a stack of nickels to the moon for every threat I give her. Even the nonverbal ones are really adding up.

      “Mom, Chrissy, what can I get for you?”

      Chrissy points to a plum almond tart. “Two of those and a cup of hot java.”

      I quickly gather her goodies. “And for you, Mom?”

      “I’ll take a half a dozen ghosts and a side of carnage.”

      I grimace. “Still no luck at the B&B?”

      Thirteen appears on the counter and hisses right at my poor mother.

      “And there won’t be any luck.” The angry cat turns my way. His dark fur glows with a hot pink aura as if to match his ornery mood. “Lottie, it doesn’t make sense. If the fresh souls from paradise are able to eat via your powers, then why can’t we? Why?”

      “Oh, I wish I had answers for you.” I glance to my mother as I say it, but I meant it for the tiny four-pawed terror who is currently refusing to terrorize. “Sorry, Mom. Wish I knew a ghost who could rattle the walls and halls for you.”

      “I’ll do it,” Dad volunteers. “I’ll haunt the B&B.”

      “That’s a great idea,” I say.

      “What’s a great idea?” Mom points to a slice of cookies and cream cheesecake and Lily is quick to oblige.

      Dad shakes his head. “Change the subject. Talk about the case.”

      “Um”—a jumble of suspects runs through my mind—“I was just thinking about heading to the firehouse. Would you ladies care to join me?”

      Chrissy glances to her phone. “I’d love to, but I’m meeting Finn and Britney at Mangias for lunch soon.”

      “Please tell Finn I said hello,” I say. “I think he and Britney are adorable together.”

      Chrissy twitches her nose. “Well, she’s sure something. A little rough around the edges if you ask me, but I can see the appeal. She’s a gorgeous woman.” She gives my mother a pat on the hand. “I’ll see you ladies later!” She takes off and Mom shakes her head.

      “You do realize that’s a telltale sign that Britney is destined to become a serious part of Finn’s life.” She hikes a shoulder my way. “Once you get his mother’s disapproval, you’re practically a bride,” she teases with a laugh and Dad joins right along.

      “There might be some truth to that.” Dad wraps a loving arm around her shoulder. “My mother had a terrible time warming up to this one.”

      I do remember Grandma’s snide remarks. My sisters and I used to think they were funny. We never really thought Grandma was serious.

      Both Eliza and Suze flit through my mind. I can’t say how Eliza feels about me. She pretty much lives in an ice castle as far as emotions are concerned, but she’s been more than cordial and seems to like me. Suze, on the other hand, would love to push me into a vat of oil and see me fry.

      Now there’s an odd spark of hope for Noah and me.

      “To the firehouse, Mother?”

      She lifts her coffee my way. “To the firehouse.”
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        * * *

      

      The Honey Hollow Fire Department is blanketed with a fresh layer of snow and lit up on the inside with a peachy glow that makes it shine like a jewel.

      Mom and I each carry a box full of sweet treats as we walk up and ring the bell.

      Dad grunts, “You don’t know how hard it is for me to see you girls schlepping those boxes through the snow.”

      “Good thing they keep the path from the parking lot cleared of snow and ice.” I nod to my father. “And thank goodness we didn’t overdo it on the sweet treats. A box a piece is no problem for us to handle,” I say, making eyes at him.

      “Oh, Lottie.” Mom rings the buzzer again. “I’d give anything if your father were here. He’d have carried these boxes for us. I sure do miss him.” She shifts as she gazes right at him as if she could see him. “I don’t know why it is, but I just feel so very close to him ever since the holidays passed.” She moans, “That must be what it is. I’m just so melancholy every year after I’m forced to take down the tree. Why couldn’t every day be like Christmas?”

      The giant garage door to the structure yawns open, and soon we’re greeted with an entire herd of hungry firemen— with Forest, Lainey’s husband, being one of the first.

      Forest is classically handsome with wavy hair and well-sculpted cheeks. I just know the baby they’re having will be beautiful inside and out like its parents.

      “Here’s the father-to-be,” I say as I hand the box of goodies to him. “We just thought we’d stop in and brighten the mood with some cookies.”

      Chief McPhee, Scooter, strides up in his turnout gear—a khaki fire suit with yellow reflective strips. Come to think of it, they’re all wearing the same thing.

      “Lottie—Miranda.” He’s quick to offer us a warm embrace. “This is awfully generous of you.”

      “It’s nothing,” I say as the men open up both boxes on the table in the back and they all gather around like cookie hungry vultures.

      Dad shakes his head wistfully as he takes in the establishment. “Boy, does this place ever bring back memories.”

      Mom sighs as she says the same. “Boy, does this place ever bring back memories.”

      I sigh right along with them, but my eyes snag to the hall that leads to the kitchen.

      “Not all the memories were good ones,” I say. “Any news on who killed Flip Alexander?”

      Scooter grunts as he places his hands on his hips, and I can’t help but think it looks like a defensive stance he’s taking.

      “None that I’ve heard.” His voice takes on a lower octave. “Those homicide detectives from Ashford came sniffing around again yesterday. I don’t know what they think they’ll find. Forensics and the coroner already did their job.”

      “It must be creepy to have had a murder, right here on the premises.” I nod to the area where the deadly assault took place.

      “I’m sleeping pretty well at night.” He chuckles and there’s something unnerving about it. “But I miss him. Flip was a fixture around here just like your father was. Of course, we’ve never gotten over Joseph’s absence.”

      Dad shakes his head. “Nice words, but it makes me wonder if he’s changing the subject. Don’t let him do it, Lottie. Ask about Flip again.”

      “So”—I start with no clue regarding what will spout from my mouth next—“rumor has it, Flip got his nickname from all of his fancy real estate moves. Were you ever coerced into going in on one of those?”

      “You mean conned.” He folds his enormous arms over his chest. “And I sure was. Flip acted as an investor on my behalf for some land out in Hollyhock. He sold me on it over drinks one day. A dirt-cheap property that he assured I could build a lodge on. Come to find out, not only was it not zoned for a lodge, it wasn’t zoned for a house either. All I was left with was a steaming pile of manure.”

      “Oh heavens,” Mom moans. “You know Lottie has a lodge out in Hollyhock now.”

      “Mother.” I can’t help but give a sorrowful laugh. “I’m sure that does not make him feel better.”

      He shrugs. “It doesn’t make me feel worse. Congratulations on it. I’m betting Flip had nothing to do with the transaction.”

      “No, he didn’t.” I bite down hard over my lip, unsure of where to go next. “That was nice of you to sit at his table during the pancake breakfast, after all you went through.”

      “It wasn’t all that altruistic. I was trying to shake him down, get me out of the mess he got me into in the first place.” That argument I witnessed between the two of them that morning comes back to me. It was pretty heated. Teddy was right; Scooter here had every reason to hate Flip Alexander.

      “Did you make any headway?” I ask, afraid I already know the answer.

      “I thought I did, but he’s dead now. He’s not making good on any promises anymore.”

      Mom sniffs hard. “Poor Flip. I can’t believe someone put a bullet in him like that. Who could have done it? Do you think it was someone at the breakfast?”

      “We know it was.” Scooter nods, affirming this.

      “But the kitchen door was opened,” I say. “Anyone could have walked in from outside.”

      “Not true,” he’s quick to refute it. “We had all the back gates locked so the public wouldn’t wander into any other area. Only my men and women were granted access.”

      My mouth falls open. “That means the killer was a part of the pancake breakfast.” Another thought comes to me. “And they had to come back into the room after doing the deed. They had to remain calm, at least on the surface.” I glance up and spot a surveillance camera just above the hall in the back. “Scooter, were the surveillance cameras running at the time?”

      “That they were. Detective Fox picked them up the very first day.”

      “He did, huh?” It looks as if I’ll have to pay a visit to my favorite ex-husband. “I bet the killer wanted to make a quick exit after the fact. If the tapes show anyone leaving around the time of the murder, they should be questioned.” Especially if they’re one of my suspects.

      Mom ticks her head to the side. “Unless, of course, they knew the cameras were there. I guess logically they should look at who was coming in and out of the kitchen.”

      I frown at the thought. “I happen to be one of those people.”

      “Same here,” Scooter volunteers. “I wanted to make sure things were running smoothly.”

      “Things certainly ran smoothly up until that point.” I offer a forlorn smile.

      That hallway shakedown comes back to me again. Scooter had a reason not to like Flip, but did he have a reason to kill him?

      Dad leans in and stares into his old friend’s eyes. “Ask him how his finances are doing, Lottie. He’s holding something back, I can tell.”

      I take a quick breath. “I hope you can sell that land and get out of the hole it might have put you in.”

      Scooter grinds his palm into his eye for a moment. “I can’t sell it. I can’t give it away. It’s been listed with Redwood Realty for months and there hasn’t been one bite. The price is so low, I’ll hardly break even. And the worst part is, the monthly loan on the place is so high, I’m falling behind on my bills. Another month or two of this nonsense and I’m toast. Do you know what the last thing that Flip said to me was?”

      I give an audible gulp, almost afraid to ask. “What’s that?”

      “Tough luck.” He shakes his head in dismay. “I thought he’d see me through this nightmare, and that’s all he had for me.”

      Mom presses her hand to her chest. “I’m so sorry to hear it, Scooter. Hook Redwood is dating my youngest daughter. I’ll see if there’s anything he can do.”

      “I appreciate it, Miranda. At this rate, I’ll take all the help I can get.” He grunts as he looks back at the kitchen, “If I could go back in time, I’d kill Flip Alexander all over again.”

      Dad raises a brow my way.

      It certainly does imply Scooter has already done it once.

      My phone buzzes in my purse, and I dig it out to find a text from Carlotta.

      Found my missing Cat. She’s been incarcerated for petty theft. Get down to the Ashford Sheriff’s Department right now for deets on that receipt.

      “It looks like I’ve got to run,” I say, patting Scooter on the arm. “Take care. I’m sure it will all work out.”

      Mom glances to her phone as well. “I’ve got another busload of tourists coming to the B&B in fifteen minutes. I guess I’d better run, too. If those ghosts of mine don’t come back, this will be my very last tour. I just can’t take the disappointment on their unfrightened faces anymore.”

      Dad wraps an arm around her and laughs. “Don’t you worry, sweetheart. I’ll give them a fright they will never forget.”

      We say goodbye to Scooter, and I drop my parents off at the B&B.

      But I don’t go back to the bakery.

      I’m off to the Ashford Sheriff’s Department to play cat and mouse with a jailbird of a Canelli.

      Now if only I can get that caged bird to sing.
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      The Ashford Sheriff’s Department is warm inside, despite its glacial atmosphere, rife with intimidation and a threatening weapons display that the deputies roaming freely don’t bother to hide from anyone. It’s a virtual white-out in here with its white walls and white floors, and the white desks and chairs give it a futuristic feel without meaning to.

      I’ll admit, I keep one eye peeled for the homicide detective who’s stolen my heart. But I don’t see Noah—or his partner, Ivy Fairbanks, for that matter.

      Instead, there is a smattering of deputies milling around, several secretaries filling out paperwork, and a couple of perpetrators with their hands cuffed behind their backs as they wait to be processed.

      Carlotta navigates us to the right where a deputy built like a tree clears us to see our favorite Canelli and we follow him as he unlocks a steel door that leads to the holding cells they have in the back of the facility. I’m a bit too familiar with these holding cells myself. I’ve been in them—on the wrong side of the bars.

      Carlotta smacks me on the shoulder. “Let me do the talking. She’s bound to be cranky. Nobody likes whiling away the hours, staring at their toes.”

      “Fine. But get to the point quickly. I have a bakery to run.”

      She squawks out a laugh so loud, the deputy in front of us reaches for his weapon.

      “Come on, Lot.” She’s right back to smacking me. “The only thing you run these days is your libido. You’re too busy chasing judges and men with badges to care about hocking some cookies.”

      “That is not true.” I scoff at the thought. “I wake up before the sun just to bake those cookies you’ve accused me of not caring to hock. And for the record, the judge and the man with the badge are chasing me.” My stomach sinks as the realization sets in. “Okay, fine, the man with the badge has had enough of my nonsense.”

      “And that’s the one you want, isn’t it?”

      “I want his friendship back in the least. He hates me.”

      The deputy stops cold and unlocks the cell in front of us.

      Carlotta leans in. “Remember, she’s not going to be happy. Best to let me handle this.”

      We scuttle forward, and sure enough there she is, Caterina Cat Canelli, sitting on the floor in what looks to be a yoga pose. Her jet-black hair is stacked on top of her head, her eyes are ringed in with dark kohl, her lips are slathered in their signature shade of fuchsia, and she’s wearing black from head to toe.

      “Well, look who the hot cop dragged in.” She struggles to get to her feet and blows the deputy a kiss as he locks us in with her. “Car-lotta. Get your face over here, girl.” She practically assaults her with a rather violent looking embrace. I’m pretty sure I just heard Carlotta’s spine snap in three different places. I bet that’s just another method the Canellis utilize to off their enemies. The embrace of death. God forbid she hug me, too. We’ll be dead on the floor before the deputy who happens to be checking his phone bothers to notice.

      Cat tosses Carlotta to the side.

      Her hot pink grin expands at the sight of me. “Well, if it isn’t Mrs. Sexy. I want every dirty detail of that honeymoon. I have no doubt a man like that knows how to use his equipment. I bet he’s got a few specialty moves that can make you sing like an angel long into the night. Ah heck, I bet it was all a little bit devilish.”

      A very real part of me is downright angry I didn’t take a honeymoon with Everett. I really do miss those specialty night moves of his. Everett can do things with his body—to my body that are perfectly illegal and perhaps medically restricted for some less fortunate souls.

      Cat is right.

      Essex Everett Baxter knows how to use his equipment.

      I clear my throat. “Never mind about me,” I say. “Are you okay? Do you need me to call Fiona?”

      Fiona Dagmeyer is not only one of Everett’s ex-girlfriends, she happens to be a defense attorney the Canelli women seem to favor.

      “No way, no how.” She waves me off. “I’m here on sabbatical.”

      I glance to Carlotta who seems to be nodding into this ludicrous idea, and it dawns on me that neither woman knows the meaning of the word.

      Carlotta gives a wistful shake of the head. “A girl needs a break every now and again.”

      Cat lifts a finger. “That and protection. The Lazzaris are still after me.”

      Carlotta sucks in a breath. “They’ve still got a hit out on you?”

      “That’s right.” Cat slaps her hands over her bottom so hard, it sounds like a punishment. “They got a little too close for comfort this time. And since I couldn’t go to your place, I had to get creative as far as finding a little refuge.”

      “What?” I practically stagger forward. “You mean you’re in here on purpose?”

      “You bet your granny panties I am.”

      My mouth falls open.

      Hey? How does she know what kind of underwear I prefer?

      “I get it.” Carlotta starts in on an exaggerated nod. “I’m pickin’ up what you’re layin’ down.”

      I make a face at her. “Why are you talking like that?”

      Cat pulls my lingually challenged bio mother over. “Spider here is from the street.”

      “Spider? The street?” I’m not sure which one to laugh at first. “Carlotta grew up the daughter of a land baron in Honey Hollow. And I’m pretty sure she doesn’t do spiders.”

      “That’s because she is one.” Cat smacks Carlotta so hard on the back, at this rate she’ll be in traction before we ever get to the hitman nitty-gritty.

      I toss my hands in the air. “Okay, I accept.” Honestly? I don’t have all day to listen to these two lob riddles at one another. “Spider, pull the receipt out and let the pro do her thing.”

      Carlotta digs out the copy of the paper I gave her and hands it over to Cat.

      I watch as Cat’s features contort in all sorts of interesting angles.

      “Ha-ha! That’s my boys. A five K loan at thirty-two percent interest. Due in full in just three months. I’m telling you, they’re raking it in hand over fist.”

      “Lovely,” I say. “Are you saying this is for a bona fide loan?”

      “Yuppers.” Cat runs her finger down the page. “It’s all here. All the glorious deets.” She snaps her middle finger over the center of the page and it sounds like a gunshot.

      “Everything all right?” the deputy barks, hand on his weapon once again.

      “Sure thing.” Cat winks over at him with her thick lashes. “You come in later and I’ll give you a demonstration of all the noises I’m capable of making.”

      He gives a wink right back before turning around.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, taking the paper from her. “But this is for a hit,” I insist. “Flip was killed by a pro. And if the Canelli brothers are anything, they’re pros.”

      “That they are, my friend.” She snatches the paper right back. “That they are.” She squints up in the upper right hand corner. “You’re right. Code two.” She flicks the page once again. “Code one is traditional financing. Code two is—” She slits her throat with her finger. “It’s a cover. You can’t just write up a receipt for anything these days. But don’t worry. This is legit. It’s a loan for a hit. Happens all the time.”

      “Really?” My heart ratchets right up into my throat at the prospect of holding such sensitive evidence.

      Cat twists the paper as if she were breaking its neck and smacks me on the head with it. “No, not really. My boys don’t do those things,” she shouts while looking at the deputy outside her cell.

      Carlotta is quick to pluck me out of Cat’s reach. “Play nice, Caterina, and she just might bake you a cake with a knife in it.”

      “Carlotta, did you bring her here to frame me?” She turns my way. “What’s a matter, Mrs. Sexy? You drumming up business for the hubby? How dare you ask me if the men in my family are killers.” She gives a little wink and leans in. “I gotta put on a show, if you know what I mean. I’m in here to catch a break, not take down half my family.” She unfurls the paper once again. “I’ll call Jimmy once I get out and ask the important questions.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Carlotta reaches over and slugs me on the arm. “Don’t ever say I didn’t do anything for you, kiddo.”

      “Ouch,” I say, rubbing my arm. “Yeah, you gave me a bruise.”

      “And I’m giving you a steamy second to spend with a hot homicide detective if you’re smart.” Carlotta gives me a shove toward the door. “Let this girl out. I’ll need another five minutes with the perp.” She gives Cat a playful wink.

      The deputy lets me out, and the guard at the door ushers me back in the precinct.

      My feet carry me toward Noah’s office, and they feel like traitors. This was Carlotta’s idea, and that alone should give me pause. Carlotta Sawyer is rife with bad ideas. There is not one time when I thought I should take her advice, and yet here I am practically trotting my way to Detective Fox.

      Noah’s office comes up, and I demand my feet bypass it. I can practically feel the heat emanating from his door as I stride on by.

      “Lottie?” Noah shouts, and I freeze as I squeeze my eyes shut. “Lottie Lemon?” His voice is warm and playful as he calls to me from the door this time.

      I pivot on my heels and turn around. Here he is, tall, dark, and far too handsome.

      “Noah?” It comes out with feigned surprise. “I’m here with Carlotta. She’s in the holding pen with Cat.” I clamp my lips shut before I accidentally accuse the entire Canelli clan of Flip’s murder.

      Noah reaches over and reels me in by the fingers. “Come in.” He ticks his head toward his office, and in a moment I’m inside and he shuts the door behind me.

      Noah lands his arm to the wall, penning me in with his body, and I can feel an inferno emanating from him, warming me from my head to my toes. His hair is glossy, that scruff peppering his cheeks gives him a mean appeal, and those verdant green eyes of his pierce mine. My stomach bisects with heat just being this close to him, and I can feel my heart rate rising to dangerous levels.

      His dimples twitch in and out as if he were amused. “I’m glad you stopped by. Even if it wasn’t to see me.” He glances down. “But I might just have to arrest you.”

      “On what grounds?”

      “You negated to bring a box of my favorite cookies. That’s practically criminal.”

      My lips twist in a crooked smile. “I’m glad I’m still capable of bringing you some joy.”

      A pained look comes over his face as he brushes the hair from my eyes. “You always bring me joy, Lottie.”

      I clear my throat. “You never did say why Cormack is faking a pregnancy, although I can surmise where she got the idea.” I shrink a little when I say that last part. But in my defense, I had his health to uphold.

      Noah moans, “That’s because we were rudely interrupted. Lottie, I never slept with Cormack, but she can’t seem to figure that out.”

      Noah never slept with her.

      A burst of relief fills me, and my body breaks out into a sweat all at once as if I narrowly escaped a burning building.

      My chest bucks as I take a breath. “Well, there’s a plot twist I wasn’t expecting.”

      Noah’s brows hitch to the ceiling. “Believe me, I’ve been there.”

      A dull laugh bubbles from me. “Can you believe all we’ve been through this last year?”

      He ticks his head to the side. “It’s a miracle you’re still willing to stand in my presence.”

      “It’s a miracle Cormack isn’t standing here with us.”

      He grimaces as he glances out the frosted glass window. “Maybe don’t say that out loud.”

      We share a quiet laugh.

      The look of agony returns to his eyes. “So you’re really married to Everett now.”

      I press my lips together so hard my face goes numb as I nod.

      Noah sighs as he glances to the ground. “That’s a tough one, Lot.”

      “It’s in name only, Noah,” I whisper. “But if you can’t look past that, I guess I’ll have to understand.”

      Noah’s chest expands the size of the door. “So, who’s next on your suspect list?”

      Every cell in my body sags with defeat. As much as Everett himself was championing for Noah and me to give it another shot, I doubt Noah will let that happen.

      “I don’t know. How about you?”

      He leans in, our lips just a breath away. “I thought I’d talk to the wife again.”

      “Lisa?”

      He nods. “You want to join me?”

      I inch back, pleasantly surprised by the offer. “Are you asking me to do a ride along?”

      “Only if you’re in the mood to load up on a few paperbacks. Lisa owns a used bookshop just a few blocks away. Shall we?”

      “What about Carlotta? I’m her ride home.”

      “We’ll bring her along. It’ll be fun.”

      A dark laugh brews in my chest. “Famous last words, Detective. And words I’m guessing you’ll soon eat.”

      “Good thing I didn’t have lunch.”

      And just like that, Carlotta and I pile into Noah’s truck in hopes to catch a killer.
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      “I like dirty books and I cannot lie!” Carlotta warbles as she tosses errant paperbacks into an old rickety shopping cart while Noah and I stand there in awe of her indiscriminate taste of novels. I don’t think she’s read the back of a single novel she’s picked up. She simply ogles the partially dressed men on the cover and in they go.

      “I guess it’s safe to say you really don’t judge a book by its cover,” I say.

      Carlotta harps out a husky laugh. “What’s to judge? I abide by the golden rule of literature. If there’s a hottie—the book is naughty. Besides, I’ll need a paperback or twelve for the drive out to New York tomorrow for the big transmundane convention. You haven’t forgotten about it, have you, Lottie?”

      “Nope.” I shrug over at Noah. “I thought I’d give it another shot and see if I can actually learn something this time.”

      Noah suddenly looks afraid for me. “Lottie, be careful. If someone finds out there’s a room full of people who can see the dead, who knows what’s liable to happen.”

      Carlotta waves him off. “People always claim they can see the dead. And they not only have conventions, they’ve got a holiday. It’s called Halloween. We’re talking New York City. We could walk around nude, shouting at ghosts at the top of our lungs. Nobody will even blink.”

      Noah chuckles before his affect falls flat once again as he looks my way. “Do me a favor and bring your gun along for the ride, would you?”

      “Are you kidding?” I quip. “Ethel is just as excited to see the city as I am.” I shoot Carlotta a look because I know she has as much capability to do as much damage if not more than my lean, mean fighting machine. “Noah and I will be just a few aisles away. Try to behave.”

      Bargain Book Utopia is less than a ten-minute drive from the precinct and Carlotta was more than willing to join in on our shenanigans.

      The secondhand bookshop looks far more cosmopolitan than it ever does like a secondhand store for ratty old paperbacks. Inside, it’s spacious with clean white walls, gray wooden floors, and the entire place is lined with tables with boxes filled with books.

      In the back, there are rows and rows of bookshelves brimming with a million portals to another realm. That’s always been the appeal of a bookstore for me, secondhand or not. There are so many universes under one roof. I could easily get lost in here for days. The intoxicating scent of parchment sends my senses reeling as if it were the finest wine.

      Truly, Carlotta and I are cut from the same cloth as far as being in our happy place while diving into the deep end of the book bins.

      And the pièce de résistance? Every book costs just a dollar.

      That’s right.

      A dollar.

      “Slow down, Noah,” I say as we pass a bin brimming with country western romances. “We need to make this look real. We can’t just barge up front and shake her by her collar in hopes the answers fall to our feet.”

      “I don’t need to shake anyone. I’ve got a badge.”

      I pull a paperback out of the bin with a picture of a cowboy on the cover staring at a tangerine sunset.

      “And I’ve got a red-hot country romance that’s already making my heart go pitter-patter.” I scoop up three more before he can reply. “Every now and again I just need a good book, you know? There’s just something about a country setting that gets me every time.”

      Noah peers at the look-alike covers and grunts, “I suppose this is the part where Everett would say I’ve got a cowboy hat at home.”

      I can’t help but frown at him.

      It’s clear Noah may never get over the betrayal he felt now that I’ve married Everett—even if it is in name only.

      I cock my head to the side. “Do you realize Everett has only encouraged you and me to explore our feelings with one another? He wanted that for us when you and me inadvertently tied the knot last fall, and he wants it now that I’m his wife—in name only.”

      His brows depress a notch. “Don’t you find that at all suspicious? Because I’ll tell you why he’s doing it. He wants us to tie things off. As in end it forever.”

      I press my gaze into his glowing green eyes.

      A part of me wants to ask if there’s anything left to end. Noah seems intent on keeping me at arm’s length. He never did say anything about ending things with Cormack. She’s all but planned their wedding. Noah is notorious for letting Cormack believe her delusions.

      “Why does Cormack think she slept with you?” I whisper it low like a dirty secret, only it’s worse than that.

      He takes a breath and glances over his shoulder briefly as if he were expecting her to pop up, and let’s face it—it’s not entirely outside the realm of possibility.

      Noah looks down as he scratches the back of his neck. “The night I found out about you and Everett, I went home and downed a bottle of tequila. Cormack happened to be with me and she proceeded to drain any wine I had in the house. I wasn’t paying attention to her, Lottie.” He sighs as he studies me. “I was too lost in grief to care who was in my house. Ten burglars could have marched through the door and I couldn’t have cared less. It was agony.”

      My heart wrenches just hearing it. “I’m so sorry, Noah.”

      “Don’t be. I think it was just the shock of hearing that we were no longer husband and wife—that there was no baby. It was all too much. Anyway, to answer your question. Cormack woke up without any clothes on and surmised what she wanted to. The truth is, I went back to my bed and crashed and she passed out on the sofa.”

      “Well, if you were drunk, how do you know you didn’t—”

      He shakes his head. “Didn’t happen.”

      Another flutter of relief hits me. As much as I find Cormack to be an annoying gnat that I’d like to think Noah would never take seriously, deep down a part of me was afraid he would.

      I swallow hard because Noah isn’t outright denying her a spot in his life. “She’s still at your place, though.”

      “She is.” His features grow both stern and pained, and I’m not sure what he’s telling me.

      A woman strides by to our left before stopping abruptly. “May I help you?”

      We turn to find Lisa Alexander standing there with her dark hair and petite frame while cradling a stack of hardbacks with glossy book jackets. And in a moment her face brightens.

      “Lottie?”

      “It’s me.” I offer a cheery smile. “I’m just here with my mother, poking around.”

      Her mouth falls open. “Where is she? I’d love to say hello.”

      “Oh, not that mother.” I wince. “My other mother. My biological mother—otherwise known as the kooky one.” Come to think of it, they’re both as kooky as can be. That’s hardly a descriptor.

      Lisa twitches her head. “Well, your mother Miranda and I go way back. In fact, I remember your father.” My heart wrenches at the thought even though he’s currently with my mother at the B&B haunting up a storm. As much as a gift it is to have him here haunting our halls, what I wouldn’t do to have him here forever, alive and in the flesh. She sighs dreamily. “He was great guy. He always encouraged Flip to be the best he could be. I think a lot of Flip’s success could be attributed to your father’s faith in him.”

      A man with salt and peppered hair and a square jaw strides up. “And who could you blame his failures on?” he teases with a warm laugh as he shakes my hand and Noah’s. “Orland Studebaker.”

      “I remember you,” I say. “From the—” I pause shy of mentioning the pancake breakfast. “My wedding reception.”

      Noah’s chest pumps with a quiet laugh.

      Orland nods. “That’s right.” He looks to Noah. “And I remember you. Detective, right?”

      “That’s me.” Noah flashes that dimpled grin and my insides bisect with heat once again. “I’m a friend of Lottie’s. Her mother wanted to feed her book addiction, and I told them I knew just where to take them.”

      Lisa’s eyes widen a notch. “Well, thank you. I certainly appreciate the business. We’re always so slow this time of year. It makes it a challenge to pay the rent on this place.”

      Carlotta whizzes by with a cart brimming with books and I shake my head.

      “It looks as if you won’t have as big a problem this month. My birth mother has it covered.”

      Lisa belts out a warm laugh. “Can you bring her by every day?”

      Orland smirks as he folds his arms across his chest. “And bring ten more just like her. At a dollar a piece, it takes a hope and a prayer to keep this place running.”

      “Oh?” I look to the both of them in a new light. “Do you run it together?”

      He hitches his head her way. “She owns and I operate. We’ve always made a good team.”

      Lisa gives him the sly eye. “Orland is my on-again, off-again boyfriend, ex, take your pick. We’ve hit all the relationship milestones with one another at least twice.”

      Orland offers her a greedy grin. “That’s because you can’t get enough of me, babe.”

      I shoot a quick glance to Noah because their story just so happens to mimic ours.

      Noah presses out a gentle laugh. “Well, it’s a story Lottie and I are familiar with ourselves.” He looks to Lisa. “And in that case, I’m rooting for you.”

      Noah is rooting for them? I wonder if that means he’s rooting for us?

      Lisa scowls as if the thought offended her. “Don’t. He’s got an ex-girlfriend from high school that has never stopped sniffing around. She’s like the plague. He can’t shake her.”

      “Ah,” I say. “That sounds all too familiar as well.”

      It’s as if there’s a Cormack and Cressida for everyone these days. It truly is a pitiful pandemic.

      I shrug over at her. “But my mother has nothing but fond memories of you. I guess you were with Flip at the time. I can’t express enough how sorry I am for your loss.”

      Lisa touches her hand to her chest. There’s a look of abject grief in her eyes. “We weren’t perfect, but something like this wipes away the grime from any relationship, and now all I think about are the good times we had together.”

      “I think that’s beautiful,” I whisper as she grows visibly upset with tears sparkling in her eyes. “Lisa, did Flip have any enemies? My mother says he was one of the nicest guys she’s met. She just can’t wrap her head around why someone would want to do this.” Okay, so my mother may not have voiced all of those concerns, but I’m sure she’s thinking them. Besides, she’s a great segue to just about anything with this poor woman.

      “Enemies?” Lisa glances to Orland. “Not really,” she says before looking back at Noah and me. “Flip was loveable. A real gentle giant.”

      A couple of teenagers walk over to the register, and Lisa excuses herself to help them out.

      Orland shakes his head as he watches her walk away. “She’s being far too generous. She can’t bring herself to say a mean thing about him—even if it is the truth.”

      “Like what?” I ask without hesitation. Lisa didn’t give us nearly enough. Maybe her on-again, off-again ex will sing like a canary.

      Orland leans in. “People used to tease that Flip had the reverse Midas touch. Instead of gold—everything he touched turned into debt and trouble. It was just one bad investment after another.”

      Noah blows out a hard breath. “He couldn’t have been happy with that.”

      “Nope. He wasn’t. Lisa is right. Flip was a nice guy, but he just wasn’t lucky with women or money.”

      “Orland”—I lean in—“do you think he was killed because of a business deal that went sour?”

      He gives a dark chuckle. “I’m sorry. I know that was an inappropriate response, but there’s no other reason. I can think of a handful of people who verbalized the fact they could kill him just weeks before someone actually pulled the trigger, no pun intended.”

      “Like who?” I shrug as if there were no harm in rattling off a whole new suspect list in front of the lead homicide detective. Come to think of it, Noah should have probably sat this one out.

      Orland shifts as he glances briefly to Lisa before stepping our way. “Like everyone. Heck, Lisa’s daughter even had it out for the guy. Not that she did this.” He raises a hand to Noah. “But the kid is sweet. That just goes to show you how far in every direction his financial mass destruction reached.” He glances off to the walls behind me. “He had an old girlfriend, Olivia something or other. He sucked money out of her, too. Not to mention the things he’s done to poor Lisa. She’s been hitting the skids financially for the last year alone. It practically bankrupted her. She would have made him sell their shared properties, but God knows there’s never a buyer for anything Flip touches. It worked out better to have a tenant in it, keeping the mortgages alive.”

      Noah offers a sober nod. “And how about you? Did Flip try to pull you in on one of his schemes?”

      A part of me cringes when Noah refers to Flip’s failed attempts at turning a buck as schemes. Sure, he was down on his luck, but he was hardly a shyster. Come to think of it, this could be Noah’s way of baiting Orland into giving us more dirt.

      “Not me.” Orland’s chest expands with pride. “I steered clear. He did throw out a few offers, but by that time I had seen enough of his track record to steer clear. I had enough financial problems of my own to deal with.”

      I tip my ear his way. “What did you do before this, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “I lost my job as a meatpacker a few months back. It’s been tough, I won’t lie. Lisa offered me a full-time job helping her out, but I couldn’t take her money. Heck, I’m the one that lent her the cash to open this place a few years back. In fact, when times got real tough for her last fall, I paid her mortgage. I can’t take a dime from her when I know she doesn’t have it herself. I’m just hanging out, helping with this place until I find a new prospect.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say.

      “Don’t worry about me.” His lips curve just enough. “I caught a little break this month, and it’s more than taken the edge off.”

      The front doors open and a small crowd wanders in.

      Orland grabs a box off the table to our right. “I’d better get back to work. Fill up on some books, Detective. Maybe try to figure out how to hang onto this pretty girl, right here.” He gives a sly wink before taking off.

      “I believe those books would be in the self-help section,” I tease.

      Noah gives a wry smile as he speeds us off to the nearest corner laden with bookshelves ensconcing us from every side.

      “What are your thoughts?” His eyes ride over my features painfully slowly, and it takes everything in me not to reach up and touch the stubble on his cheeks the way my fingers crave.

      “I guess we didn’t learn anything new. Lisa was suckered into Flip’s deals, but only because she was his wife at the time. Orland was wise enough to steer clear all together. He did mention Jennifer. But it didn’t sound like he was throwing her under the bus. He only briefly touched on Olivia.”

      Noah takes a full breath. “Don’t worry about it, Lottie. I’ve got this one covered. I’m the one that gets paid for this. You shouldn’t have to think about it.”

      I crimp my lips with a touch of disdain. “I can’t help it. I like a good puzzle. And it just so happens that this puzzle involves a good friend of my father’s.” That visit to the firehouse earlier runs through my mind. “Say? Did you glean anything from the surveillance tapes? Scooter said they had the back of the building locked off. The killer had to come back into the pancake breakfast.”

      “I know.” His dimples dig in with a grimace. “But there was a crowd in the corridor that led from the kitchen to the garage because there happened to be a fight going on.”

      I offer a sober nod. “With you and Everett—over me.”

      “It’s true.” His cheek flickers. “But because of that, it was impossible to tell who was coming out of the kitchen.”

      A heavy sigh expels from me, and Noah rubs his hands over my arms.

      “Don’t worry, Lot. We’ve got this. We will figure this out.” His thumb grazes over my cheek, and there’s a tenderness in his eyes that I’ve craved to see. Noah and I are putting back the pieces of who we were one tender moment at a time.

      Carlotta slogs by with her cart overflowing.

      “Carlotta.” I stagger her way, stunned by the sheer heft of the paperbacks she’s amassed. “My goodness, I think you left a few behind,” I tease.

      “Don’t you judge me.” She wags a spicy book cover my way. “This is what keeps things alive between Harry and me.”

      Harry, as in Mayor Harry Nash my bio daddy. So weird that they’re together after all these years. Carlotta was just a teenager when they had their brief fling, and Mayor Nash was married with a couple of kids under his belt already—and a wife in tow, to boot.

      “You do realize you’ll be moving in with me shortly while we fix up Nell’s. There’s no way you can fit all these books in my guest room.”

      She snickers. “And that’s exactly why we’ll be turning your spare bedroom into a library. Don’t worry. I’ve got Pancake and Waffles covered, too.” She plucks out a book with a picture of a basket of kittens on the cover before looking to Noah. “And don’t you worry your pistol-packing ways either. You and Mr. Sexy could still take turns running in and out of her bedroom. Once I hit the sheets, I’m blind, deaf, and dumb until ten the next morning.”

      There is so much I could say to that but refuse to do it.

      Sometimes Carlotta just makes things far too easy.

      Carlotta antes up at the counter and we say a quick goodbye to both Lisa and Orland.

      “Good luck with the store,” I say to Lisa.

      Carlotta leans her way. “Good luck getting all that cash I just handed over safely to the bank,” she teases.

      Lisa belts out a laugh at the thought.

      The total was shockingly low for such a big purchase.

      Lisa slings an arm over Orland’s shoulders. “I don’t worry about anyone messing with me. This guy is an ex-cop.”

      Orland shakes his head as if refuting the idea. “More like mall cop.”

      Noah gives a wistful shake of the head. “Hey, you’re still fighting the good fight.”

      We take off and wade through the fresh fallen snow as we pile into Noah’s truck.

      I snap on my seatbelt before looking to Noah. “Orland mentioned he was a meatpacker. Lisa mentioned he was once a cop—mall cop as he corrected. It sounds as if he’s been bouncing from job to job.”

      Carlotta pokes her head between us from the back seat. “That’s called real life, kid. Not everyone has a bakery handed to them.”

      “That they don’t,” I say, staring out the windshield as the snow keeps coming down.

      And all the way back to Honey Hollow I go over the conversation we just had with Lisa and Orland, trying my best to sift it for details.

      There doesn’t seem to be anything new under the sun. But there has to be.

      Someone killed Flip Alexander.

      Sure, a handful of people, if not two, had a motive, but someone indeed pulled the trigger.

      I think it’s time to pull back the layers to each of the suspects at hand and learn a little bit more about their pasts. Something tells me the killer is closer than I think.

      I finally get home and curl up in front of the fire with my sweet kitties, Pancake and Waffles, as I do a rudimentary Google search on everyone involved.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper as I stare at the screen. “Well, this sheds a whole new light on everything.”
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      “New York City in the winter is frigid, mean, and dangerous—and that’s just the people,” I say to Carlotta as we walk down a snowy sidewalk.

      Of course, I’m kidding regarding the city. Sort of.

      “I was a New Yorker during my time as a student at Columbia University,” I tell her as she braves the cold front with a ski mask over her face as if she were about to knock over a liquor store. And with Carlotta, you never know. “It’s where I met and almost married Curt—and had I played my cards wrong, I might have been Mrs. Curtis Vanderlin by now.”

      My father decided to sit this one out, seeing that he didn’t want to cause a ghostly scene at the convention. I imagine not many specters would want to hang out with a bunch of people who have the ability to spot them in the wild. Besides, Dad is needed at the B&B while Greer and her fellow hungry specters continue with their hangry hostilities toward me.

      Carlotta scoffs. “You should call up that Vanderlin louse and tell him whose wife you really are. You married a judge, Lottie. You’ve got both clout and the ability to put someone away for life just for looking at you the wrong way.”

      “That’s not how the legal system works.”

      “It is. You’re just too naïve to realize it.”

      We step into the hotel across the street from our own. The Grand Marquis was a bit out of Carlotta’s budget, so we’re staying at a roach motel where there are winged beetles large enough to carry our overnight bags.

      Note to self: Never let Carlotta book an overnight stay again—lest it be my final night on this planet. And judging by the way the sheets were moving all on their own from the sheer number of bed bugs, it just might be.

      I’m exhausted today, and that’s because last night I was too excited to sleep after the Google gods spilled all of Olivia Cartwright’s secrets—or at least one juicy morsel.

      It turns out, Olivia was once indicted for embezzlement by an old employer who happened to be a real estate developer. She was fined six thousand dollars to make restitution and sentenced to two years’ probation. It was several years ago. And judging from that conversation I had with her the night of the art show, I would like to think it was during that period of time when her husband left her and her mind went haywire as she put it.

      But the indictment clearly demonstrates doing shady things is well within her wheelhouse. That coupled with the fact she has a receipt from Martinelle Finance, aka the Canelli crime family, she’s less than six degrees of separation from committing another crime—like a homicide.

      Suffice it to say, Olivia has moved all the way to the top of my suspect list.

      The lobby of the Grand Marquis is exquisite, with its opulent chandeliers and glossy marble and granite everywhere you look. There’s a large sign that reads Story Builders Convention, and Carlotta gives my arm a tug in that direction.

      “Nice cover,” I say.

      “We like to switch it up every now and again to keep the paranormal pervs at bay.”

      “The reference to fiction can’t hurt either,” I say as we take the elevator up to the second floor where there’s a grand ballroom and another Welcome to Story Builders sign to greet us.

      Carlotta fills out the registration forms, giving us the pseudonyms of Cat Canelli and Naomi Sawyer.

      “Why did you choose Naomi for my cover?” I whisper as we head into the well-populated ballroom. “Naomi is your niece.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to like her.”

      Can’t argue with her there. Naomi is Keelie’s angry twin, who has always harbored resentment toward me for one reason or another but primarily because Bear wouldn’t sleep with her while we were together. But seeing that Keelie is about to marry Bear, it looks as if Bear’s rebuffing of her advances was for the best.

      Rows and rows of booths have been set up in the ballroom, and each one has a small mob gathering around it. Apparently, they have quite a lineup of panelists that will be regaling us with tales from the crypt throughout the day. Carlotta and I stroll past the first few booths that promise to enhance our knowledge of the other side! Enable you to better understand the needs of those long gone by! And my favorite so far—can’t find your soulmate? Give dating the dead a try!

      “They can’t be serious,” I say, ogling in that direction as the line steadily grows to get into the booth.

      A friendly looking woman strides up with a laugh. “They’re as serious as the heart attack that sent my sweet beau to the great by and by.” She gives Carlotta a pat on the back. “Long time no see.”

      “Arlene!” Carlotta howls with glee.

      “I remember you,” I say with a brief wave.

      Arlene Pots is the transmundane chapter leader in our area. And a few months back, Carlotta had her host a meeting in my bakery.

      Arlene’s dark hair has a wash of fuchsia to it, which seems to be a new addition from the last time I saw her, but the triangular brows and the sharply defined nose are the same as I remember.

      “That’s right.” She snaps her fingers my way. “Lottie Lemon. Hey? Are you still seeing the dead by the dozen? If I recall correctly, you were having monthly visitations.”

      “And then some,” I assure her.

      Carlotta belts out a laugh. “Lottie not only attracts the dead, she seems to be doing her part to fill up coffins faster than they can make ’em. She’s your run-of-the-mill bad luck charm.”

      I’d correct her, but I’m afraid she’s right.

      Arlene waves it off with a laugh. “I had a sister like that. No sooner would she see a cute little ghostly critter than a body would drop right out of the sky.”

      “Really? Is your sister here? I’d love to talk to her about how she handled it.”

      “Oh yeah, she’s right over there.” She points to a booth just past Carlotta and, horror of all horrors, a ghostly girl about my age waves our way before turning back around to speak with a small congregation of all too familiar spooks that makes me moan at the sight of them.

      “Check that out, Lot Lot.” Carlotta jabs me in the ribs. “It’s the crabby crew from your mama’s B&B.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Standing there, sans the flesh, is Greer Giles holding Winslow Decker’s hand, chattering away with Arlene’s ghostly sister as if it were a family reunion. But it’s the pretty poltergeist standing with them that has me gobsmacked.

      I grimace at the sight. “Arlene, your sister is dead. What happened?”

      She clucks her tongue while looking at her spectral sibling. “She got a little too good at solving crimes. A killer finally got wise that she was getting close to sending him off to the big house for good, and he decided to silence her—forever.” She pumps her shoulders as if it were no big deal before turning back our way. “But once the ghost of my old pooch, Mr. Muffins, came back to help, we solved her murder, of course.”

      Carlotta grunts, “Hear that, Lot? You get too good and they start coming after you. If I were you, I’d let that boy with the bullets you hang out with catch a few live ones—before you become a dead one.”

      “Geez.” I press my hand to my chest at the thought. “No kidding.”

      A robust woman with shaggy cherry red hair jumps right into our midst and shouts, “Boo!”

      The three of us each lean back and gasp at the sight, and just like that, Carlotta and Arlene start whooping with laughter.

      “And they say nothing scares the transmundane.” The woman with the wild red hair joins in on the cackle fest, and soon enough I recognize her, too.

      It’s Morgana Harold, the transmundane PI from Connecticut that Everett and I met last year. She’s parlayed her penchant for tracking down killers into a killer business, pun intended.

      “Lottie?” She slaps a hand over my shoulder so hard, I can feel the bruise swelling already. “How’s that hot stud you hauled into my office last year?”

      Carlotta wraps an arm around me as if beaming with pride. “She done did married him.”

      “Done did?” I tilt my head her way, wondering why it is the friendlier she gets with people, the less likely she is to speak the King’s English.

      Morgana’s heavily drawn-in lips part like the Red Sea. “No kidding?”

      “No kidding,” Carlotta answers for me.

      I don’t bother correcting anyone on the faux state of my marriage to Everett. Instead, I get right down to the nitty-gritty.

      “Either of you ladies wouldn’t happen to know how to grow my powers, would you? I’ve got a pack of hungry poltergeists just waiting to indulge in a stack of pancakes as tall as the Empire State Building.”

      Now it’s both of their mouths falling open.

      Arlene steps in. “You’ve garnered the ability to feed them?”

      I nod. “Just the ones that come to help.”

      “I’ll say.” Morgana shakes her head as if she’s never heard of anything like it, and I’m betting she hasn’t. “Hey? I bet that’s the key. They have to help you solve a crime to level up.”

      “Knew it!” a tiny voice squawks from below and we look down to see little Lea with her long stringy hair covering her face and tattered pinafore. She’s got that adorably unlucky cat, Thirteen, by the tail and he doesn’t seem to mind one bit.

      “That’s it, Lottie!” Thirteen’s head twitches side to side as onyx stars spark from his fur. “All we have to do is help you find the killer. I’ll tell the others.”

      He tries to speed off, but Lea gives him a yank until he springs back like a yoyo. “You better watch your back, Lottie. You’re officially off the case.” Lea’s hair parts enough for me to see her knotted-up features. “I’m solving this one.”

      “Great. Just what I was hoping for.” A breath expires from me as I look to Greer and Winslow who seem to be whooping it up over the news. Something tells me Flip’s killer will be apprehended in no time. Just the thought wrenches my heart. I can’t stand to lose my father again.

      They take off, and soon enough we’re all encouraged to attend the various presentations in the rooms nearby.

      And much to my delight, I find every last dissertation interesting.

      Things I have learned: Not only is supersensual a subclassification of transmundane, but there are other classifications as well.

      There are visionaries—folks who can see things happening in the world around them right in their minds as if they were there. I bet that would come in handy if you were dealing with a homicide.

      Sibylline—people who have a niggling about the future that turns out to be correct one hundred percent of the time. Another handy skill when trying to guess who the killer is.

      And telepaths, or telasensuals, people who can read other people’s minds. In all honesty, I’m not sure if that last one is a blessing or a curse. I’d hate to know exactly what Noah thinks of me these days.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and I fish it out with glee. Maybe it’s Noah? Maybe he’s going to tell me exactly what he’s thinking and it’s all great news.

      But it’s not Noah. It’s Everett.

      If you’re free for dinner, I’ve got reservations at Underwood’s at seven. Tell Carlotta she’s invited, too. There might be a special guest.

      A special guest? It might be Noah. Everett has been awfully generous to us these past few months. But then, it could be Cressida. She’s been awfully obsessed these last few months as well.

      And Underwood’s? It doesn’t get ritzier than that.

      Hey?

      Underwood’s is right here in Manhattan.

      Of course, we’re going to join him.

      And that’s just what we do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Underwood’s is at the tip-top of the Astor building, offering penthouse views anywhere you sit.

      Everett rises to his feet at the sight of us, his eyes never leaving mine. He looks dangerously sexy in his dark suit, a tie that flashes like lightning. The only colorful thing about him is his eyes.

      “Lemon.” He pulls me in and I’m quickly intoxicated by this thick cologne. He lands a warm kiss to my cheek and lingers as if he wants to slide it over to my lips—and believe me, my mouth would be the last to protest.

      He quickly greets Carlotta and we get our five-star feast underway.

      I crane my neck to the entry for signs of Noah or Cressida. “So, where’s this guest you spoke of?”

      “She’s right over there.” He nods past me at a petite brunette with fiery red eyes.

      “Oh my goodness, that’s Jennifer—Flip’s stepdaughter.”

      “That’s right,” Everett says. “She was at the courthouse this morning and I heard her mention she was heading this way for the weekend. Something about checking out her future apartment. I heard her mention Underwood’s tonight at six, so I thought I’d offer you a double surprise.” His left eye comes shy of winking.

      Carlotta sighs dreamily at him. “Lot, you realize this man right here is the best surprise. How do you sleep with yourself at night knowing there’s a perfectly good naked judge sleeping next door?”

      Everett’s lips curl in the right direction, but he’s too stubborn to give a smile.

      “Not well,” I say. I turn around and note Jennifer is getting up to leave. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll head to the little girls’ room.” I hop out of my seat and navigate my way past waiters and waitresses with trays of food that cost more than my beat-up Honda and I not so accidentally bump right into her.

      “So sorry!” I stumble back as she looks my way and does a double take.

      “Lottie? Is that you?”

      “It is! Oh wow, Jennifer. It really is a small world. I’m spending the weekend with Carlotta and my husband. What are you doing here?”

      Her delicate features twitch. “I’m here signing my life away on a lease. Good thing my mom came through for me. I never would have been able to afford first, last, and security without her. It’s a miracle anyone can afford living on their own in the city.”

      “I hear that. I lived in New York myself for a while. And speaking of mothers, I know you’re leaving Honey Hollow soon, but I’d love to have you stop by my mother’s surprise party next Saturday at her B&B. Your mom will be there. And even if you were there for just a few minutes, I know my mother would appreciate it. She just loves you guys.”

      “And I love your mother. I’d be thrilled to stop by.”

      “Great.” An awkward moment of silence bumps by. “Any news on who might have killed Flip?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care. I’m just thrilled my mother is finally free of him. It’s almost as if their split wasn’t enough to get that curse of a man away from her. I really thought she was going to bottom out financially, but she won’t have to worry about money anymore.”

      “You mean the properties they shared all go to her now?”

      “Yup. And I bet she can manage them better without his interference.”

      “From what I hear, that might be a good thing.”

      Jennifer bucks with a laugh. “Trust me, it is.”

      We wish one another a good weekend and get on our way.

      Everett, Carlotta, and I wrap up our dinner and Everett offers us each a bed in his suite right here, beneath Underwood’s, where he’s scored a room for the night.

      Carlotta declines the offer and takes a cab back to the roach motel, but I hightail it down to Everett’s luxury suite where I fall asleep in a bedroom glistening with the lights from the city, safe and cozy in Everett’s arms.

      Being Mrs. Essex Everett Baxter sure does have its perks.

      And my body just so happens to be missing a majority of them.

      All night I dream of Everett and those insane night moves he used to expend my way. I dream of the two of us doing all sorts of indelicate things in those properties Flip left Lisa.

      And in the morning, one thing rings through my mind.

      Lisa Alexander is suddenly a land baron. I wonder if a few seemingly worthless properties are motive enough for murder?

      Lisa could be the killer.

      Or it could be Olivia.

      I bet whoever said all was fair in love and war wasn’t counting on murder.

      One thing is for sure—I’ll make certain both of those women are on the guest list for my mother’s surprise birthday party.

      Something tells me we’re going to have a killer good time.
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      A week drifts by in a blur. I’ve been baking nonstop, even though the bakery has been a virtual ghost town—this time sans the ghosts.

      Not even my father has been by all that much. He’s spending most of his time with my mother, then dividing the rest of his attention with my sisters and me. I can sense he’s afraid his proverbial days are numbered. And, in a way, it’s as if I can sense it, too.

      But, nevertheless, the reason I’ve been baking nonstop isn’t to line my pockets with profits. It’s to restore goodwill to the fine people of Honey Hollow—people who I’ve grown up with, known all my life, people who now think I’m capable of the most heinous crimes. I’ve been going door to door to the businesses right here on Main Street, giving away baked goods in hopes of winning back the trust of my fellow citizens of this cozy town.

      Thankfully, the tourists that my mother sends over to my bakery are none the wiser about my murderous status. Since my father is picking up the haunting slack at the B&B, no thanks to the reverse hunger strike the ghosts that should be haunting that place are throwing, the tourists are happy, yet slightly frightened campers once again.

      It’s Saturday, the evening of my mother’s surprise birthday party, and I’ve baked her my special triple chocolate lava cake, large enough for everyone attending tonight’s sensational soiree to enjoy.

      I drive to the B&B dressed in jeans and the cheeriest bright red sweater I own, and, of course, Ethel is tucked in my little leather backpack. Both Everett and Noah are adamant about me bringing Ethel along wherever I go, and my only exception to this rule is the bakery itself. I’d like to think of it as a weapons-free zone.

      Chrissy Nash and Becca Sawyer, my mother’s best friends, have taken Mom to dinner and then a movie, so by the time they come back at seven o’clock sharp, my sisters and I will herd everyone into the conservatory to shout surprise just as they’re walking in the door.

      There are dozens of bodies already milling around the B&B.

      Keelie and Bear helped haul all the food from the Honey Pot and set it up in the chafing dishes that line the back wall. I catered all the sweet treats myself and have plenty of my mom’s favorites on hand—fudge brownies with walnuts, chocolate crinkles, fudge dipped snowballs, chocolate whoopie pies, banana chocolate chip cookies, chocolate coconut cookies, chocolate thumbprints, Swiss mocha bars, and double chocolate chunk cookies. If my mother is anything, she’s a chocoholic.

      The conservatory itself is a large glass structure that was recently added onto the back of the B&B. My mother installed up lights in the evergreens outside to give the room the feel of being outdoors. And with the snow hanging heavy on all the branches, it really does look as if we’re in a winter wonderland-inspired snow globe.

      Meg is in charge of decorations, and the conservatory looks as if it were ready to host every three-year-old’s birthday party on the planet. There are at least six dozen colorful helium balloons all stuck to the ceiling, crepe paper and streamers abound, and there are at least seven different life-size cutouts of my mother that Meg is encouraging the guests to write a birthday greeting upon.

      The cutouts are from a picture of my mother in a hot pink power suit with her hand on her hip, giving the camera a cheeky smile. I’ll admit, it’s a bit comical to see her here, dotting the room with her sass and style—not to mention oddly quiet.

      On several of them, someone has already drawn in little devil’s horns over her smiling face, a pointed tail over her hot pink skirt, blackened out some of her teeth, and given her a mustache.

      “Meg?” I trot over to where both Meg and Lainey hover near one of my mother’s infamous cutouts. “Who the heck is defacing our mother at her own birthday party?”

      Lainey waves me off while she gets to the business of popping a party hat onto our mother’s countenance.

      “We’ve both been doing it.” Lainey snatches the marker from Meg and gives it to me. “Come on, Lot. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “Huh,” I say, leaning into inspect my mother’s flat face. “You didn’t really leave me much room to work with, did you?” I tease as I draw a little heart on my mother’s right cheek and a rainbow coming off of it. “There. Now she can blame all three of us.”

      A hearty bout of decidedly male laughter comes from my right just as my father floats over.

      “Would you look at this?” He pats me on the shoulder. “My sweet daughters having a little fun at their mother’s expense. Nothing has changed, has it?”

      I give a coy shake of the head.

      Dad leans in and whispers, “Ask Lainey how the baby’s doing.”

      “Hey, Lainey, how’s the pregnancy going?” I wince as I ask. I know for a fact Lainey has kept a bucket next to her desk at the library in the event she can’t make it to the bathroom. “Still sick?”

      “Yup, still upchucking your cookies, Lottie. But Dr. Barnette says I should be feeling the baby kick any day now.”

      “Lainey, that’s wonderful!” I squeal at the news. “You have to call me right when it happens. I want to share this with you as much as I can.”

      “Aw.” Lainey looks as if she could cry. “I will for sure. But if it’s late, I’ll text. In no way do I want to wake you up at one in the morning. You have a bakery to open.”

      “I won’t for long if the customers keep avoiding me.”

      Meg grunts, “Don’t worry, Lot. You know that photographer that took the infamous picture of you? He does freelance, and I’ve hired him to be here tonight. As soon as he arrives, I’ll make sure he never takes another picture again.”

      Just the thought sends me in a panic. “Oh no, don’t do that. They’ll think I’m a murderer and a knee breaker. I’ll talk to him, though.”

      “Talk to who?” a deep voice strums from my left and I look over to find a tall, dark, and far too handsome to ever be safe judge looking mean and lean and ready to steal me away for good.

      Meg nods up at him. “That reporter who singlehandedly killed my sister’s business. He’ll be here as the official photographer. And even though Lot asked me not to rearrange his face, I might just make sure his car has a few flat tires. It’s the least I could do.”

      Everett’s chest expands, and the muscles in his jaw pop with tension.

      “I’ll take care of him.” He sheds a short-lived smile. With Everett, the smiles can be just as dangerous as his scowls. “Don’t worry, Lemon. I have a feeling the Honey Hollow Hive will do a glowing review of your bakery in the very near future.”

      A flash goes off somewhere in the blooming crowd and Everett cranes his neck.

      “In fact, if you’ll excuse me, I think I see my victim now.” He takes off into the thicket of bodies blooming around us.

      “I’d better get the cake into place,” I say, excusing myself from my sisters.

      It takes a little muscle to navigate myself through the crowd, and just as I hit the mouth of the conservatory, I bump into a tall, extraordinarily good-looking man who has both stolen and broken my heart on a loop.

      “Noah.” I offer him a hearty embrace and take in his woodsy cologne as if it contained the oxygen I needed to breathe. “I’m so glad you came.” I pull back with spontaneous tears in my eyes. “I’ve hardly seen you all week. Why do I get the feeling you’ve been avoiding me?”

      Noah exhales hard as if it were true. “I’m sorry, Lottie. I’m not trying to avoid you. God, no. That’s the last thing I want to do.” He presses his hand into the small of my back as he leads me into the reception area of the B&B, where it’s quiet and there is hardly a living soul wandering the vicinity. The dampened level of noise feels like respite for my ears. “Everett sent me a picture.”

      “A picture?” I ask, leaning in and stealing a moment to brush my fingers over the scruff on his cheek. “Is this regarding the case?”

      Flip Alexander’s killer is still roaming free and time seems to be passing in a torrent.

      “The killer?” He inches back as if he’s never heard of the homicide investigation he’s in charge of. “No.” He sheds a light laugh. “It’s about this.” He pulls out his phone, and I’m greeted with an image of me lying in Everett’s arms, the good judge himself winking at the camera.

      “Oh, that,” I say dismissively before I realize what’s truly happening. “Oh, that.” I close my eyes a moment. “I went to New York with Carlotta for a transmundane convention. Everett said he overheard Jennifer Norman at the courthouse say she was having dinner at Underwood’s in the city that night. And, since he knew I was looking into a few things, Everett made reservations at the restaurant. He also got a room and invited Carlotta and me to stay with him.” I hike my shoulders to my ears. “Okay, fine. Carlotta declined and went back to the roach motel. But before you say anything else, just know I made the right decision. Carlotta got scabies and has had to see the doctor twice this week. She’s fine now, by the way.”

      Noah gives a soft chuckle. “Well, I definitely wouldn’t want you to get scabies.” He frowns at the phone. “But something tells me this might be worse.”

      “I’m so sorry. Nothing happened between Everett and me.” I spot the handsome devil now and I quickly wave him over. “Please assure Noah that nothing happened that night in New York.”

      Everett blinks in disbelief as he looks to his old stepbrother. “If Lemon says nothing happened, that should be enough for you.” There’s a curtness in his tone that almost always spells out trouble between these two.

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t.” Noah gives it right back just as aggressive.

      Everett’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “You did something to put her on the defense. Word to the unwise, you don’t make a woman feel as if she needs to defend herself.”

      “Save it.” Noah bites the air with his caustic comeback. “I don’t need any words of advice from you.”

      Everett balks as if he’s heard the most outlandish thing. “The hell you don’t. Look, what Lemon and I have is a business arrangement as far as the marriage goes. I meant what I said last summer when I encouraged the two of you to feel things out. You had an abrupt falling away when your wife came into town and you never got a chance to see where things would go.”

      Noah folds his enormous arms across his chest, cocking his head to the side as he casts a suspicious look to Everett.

      “And why exactly are you trying to push Lottie and me together?” Noah’s dimples go off as he squints at him. “It’s because deep down, you know I’ll mess up.”

      Everett shakes his head with a look of disdain. “You said it. Not me.”

      “Okay, okay!” I plant a hand over each of their chests and move them apart as far as I can. “I think this is a road we’ve traveled one too many times. If you both don’t mind, I’d like to put the focus fully on my mother tonight. And, hey? I’ve got a great idea. That cake I baked weighs about fifty pounds. How about the two of you muscle it into the conservatory before she gets here? We’ve got less than fifteen minutes.”

      They grunt at one another before heading off to the kitchen. I’m about to join them just as I spot a curious sight—Greer, Winslow, Lea, Thirteen, and Carlotta huddled near the entrance to the conservatory, glancing in every now and again as if they were gossiping about the guests at my mother’s party.

      I hightail it over their way. “What gives?” I ask while taking a moment to make a face at Carlotta’s pink bare arms.

      “Don’t worry about me, Lot.” She cranes her neck back to the crowd. “Doctor says I’m right as rain. I just need to stop itching.”

      I look to Greer. “What really gives?”

      Greer has donned a crimson dress, much like the white ruched one she usually wears, and with her long brown hair as glossy as can be, she looks every bit the beauty queen.

      “We’re doing a suspect roundup,” Greer says while following someone with her eyes in the next room.

      “Let me in on it,” I say.

      “No,” Lea bleats as she firmly pushes me to the side. “I’m eating pancakes, Lottie Lemon, and there’s not a killer in the world I’ll let you find ever again if that’s what it takes.”

      “Well, I can help,” I say. “Who are we looking at?”

      Winslow points a glowing finger over to a tall, lanky man standing next to a gorgeous woman, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Olivia and Teddy.” I shake my head. “I guess she brought him as her guest. I think she’s my number one suspect,” I whisper. “She has a shady past, and I still think she took out the hit on poor Flip.” I look to Carlotta. “Did you ever hear back from Cat on that?”

      “Ohh.” Carlotta digs out her phone. “That reminds me. She called and asked me to call her back. The Canellis don’t leave messages. And I bet that dicey receipt is exactly what she wants to talk to me about. That or she wants my Lazzari connections so she can do a counter hit.”

      “Why do you have Lazzari connections?” I groan. “Never mind. I don’t want to know about it.”

      Carlotta trots off to a dark corner near the foyer, presumably to talk to Connie.

      Thirteen hops up on Winslow’s shoulder. “How about the one with red eyes?” He twitches his head toward Jennifer Norman, who’s standing by the punch bowl talking to Naomi and Keelie. “How on earth has no one questioned her ocular dilemma?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know about that. But I do know that her mother is helping out with her finances now that she’s moving to the city.”

      Winslow nods to his left. “There’s the mother now.”

      “Oh yeah,” I whisper as I spot Lisa looking like a doll in an emerald gown and glittering silver heels. “She’s making me feel sorely underdressed.”

      “That’s because you are,” Greer says without missing a beat.

      “Never mind me,” I say as I look to the dapper man next to Lisa wearing a three-piece suit, his salt and pepper hair slicked back neatly. “Get a load of her date.”

      A warm hand lands on my shoulder. “Get a load of whose date?”

      I jump, only to find Hook Redwood, Meg’s plus one. Hook owns and runs his family’s real estate empire. He looks classically handsome himself this evening in dark jeans and a tweed jacket.

      “That guy,” I say, quickly pointing him out.

      Hook moans as if the sight made him sick. “That’s Orland Studebaker.”

      My mouth falls open. “It is. I didn’t realize you knew him.”

      He clucks his tongue. “We met a few weeks ago under unfortunate circumstances. He’s about to lose his house. I guess he helped his girlfriend out with some cash a few months back. The poor guy drained himself financially then lost his job. Talk about tough luck.”

      “Oh, that is terrible.” No wonder he was so down last week at the bookshop. He did mention helping Lisa out with her shop, and the fact he lost his job, but he didn’t mention a thing about being on the verge of losing his house. Not that I could blame him from omitting that last part.

      Meg stalks over and pulls Hook in by the collar and kisses him hard on the lips.

      “You’re just in time.” She hitches her head my way. “Mom’s out back. Kill the lights, Lottie. Get it? Kill?” She barks out a laugh, but I’m not laughing along with her.

      Noah and Everett hustle the cake over to its designated spot, and I do as I’m told.

      Lainey hushes the crowd to silence just as the back door to the conservatory opens up and we can hear Chrissy, Becca, and my mother shuffling inside.

      “I don’t know why I’ve never thought of that,” Mom says to Chrissy. “Lottie should just date both Noah and Everett, and whoever gives her a child first is the winner in my book.”

      Kill me.

      I flick on and off the lights so fast it looks as if the entire electrical grid is having a seizure.

      The room shouts surprise and I leave the lights on as I seriously contemplate finding a bush to crawl under.

      The room breaks out into cheers and laughter as my mother is swarmed with well-wishers—and my father is the first among them.

      One of which is not me.

      Everett and Noah head this way, both with a slightly satisfied smirk on their faces.

      “It’s not happening,” I say before either of them can get a word out. My mother might think a threesome is a splendid good time, but that’s where we part idealistic ways.

      Everett’s attention gets momentarily hijacked, and I turn to find both Cressida and Cormack clip-clopping their way over in sky-high heels. They’ve both donned formal gowns and their necks are jewel encrusted. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were headed off to some sort of socialite prom.

      “There’s the wicked witch,” Cormack snarls at me as Cressida snatches her away and we get a blast of hard liquor emanating from them both. I can’t help but notice a couple of red scratches around Cormack’s neck. And to be honest, I’m not the least bit concerned from where she may have procured them. Okay, fine, I’m a bit curious. Probably due to some diamond debacle she had back in her room. Both she and Cressida have been staying at the B&B for months now.

      “Great,” I say as I watch them head into the crowd. “Just what we needed. A couple of toasted tarts.”

      “And there he is,” Everett says, nodding just past them at the photographer clicking away with his camera. “Excuse me, Lemon. I think I’m going to make my position known. He got away from me the first time, but he won’t be so lucky again.”

      Noah squints over at the guy. “Come to think of it, there are a few things I’d like to say to the guy myself.” Noah is quick to follow as the crowd swallows them.

      “And they’re off,” I say as I turn back to the crowd at hand. Cheery music filters through the speakers and bodies are starting to sway to the rhythm.

      I spot Olivia in her pink sweater over by the table I’ve laden down with sweets as she picks up a double chocolate chip cookie. I just have to know if that receipt was for a hit. There’s no sign of Carlotta. She’s probably still trying to reach Cat. Maybe I’ll just head over and say hello.

      “Olivia,” I say as I come upon her. “You have to try a chocolate thumbprint with sprinkles. It’s my mother’s favorite.”

      She gives a light chortle. “Well, if it’s in honor of the birthday girl. In that case, I’ll take two.”

      “Oh, hey? Weirdest thing. Someone found a small pink purse on the table you were seated at the morning of the pancake breakfast and turned it into the bakery thinking it was mine. But it’s not and I’m trying to find the owner.”

      Her eyes blink with surprise. “Look no further,” she says, pressing her hand to her chest. “I’ve been looking everywhere for it. I thought for sure it was a lost cause.” The relief on her face is more than apparent.

      “I’m so glad I talked to you. There was no ID inside, so I didn’t know where to look. I mean, there was a receipt in it. To some finance place, but just initials, no name up top.”

      “Oh, that.” She averts her eyes. “I took out a loan for a friend.”

      “A loan? Wow, you’re a great friend,” I say above the music Lainey just hiked up a notch. The boisterous crowd is growing louder by the second, and I feel as if my time with Olivia is quickly expiring.

      She brushes it off. “Typically, I don’t do things like that. But he couldn’t get a loan himself and was so stressed out about money I just had to find a way to help the poor guy out. He was in a property dispute with his neighbor and needed to come up with his half of the fence money stat. So I stepped in. He’s actually paying the interest back himself.”

      Teddy steps over and goes right for the cookies.

      “Here’s the devil himself.” She laughs before leaning my way. “I think I might have a little crush on him,” she whispers with a wink.

      He gives a polite wave my way as they take off to admire the cake in the corner.

      So it wasn’t a hit?

      I shake my head, confused. I thought for sure I was going to nail Olivia for this. And she took the money out for Teddy? Makes sense that he couldn’t get a loan in a pinch. Nobody can these days. And I bet Olivia had ties to Martinelle because no bank will give her the time of day due to her record.

      My phone pings, and it’s a text from Carlotta.

      No hit. Boo.

      A smile cinches over my lips as she affirms my own thoughts.

      So who did it? I glance around at the crowd until I spot Jennifer speaking to Lisa and Orland.

      Jennifer needed the cash. Flip all but broke her. However—her mom stepped in and saved the day.

      Wait a minute.

      Lisa was also having cash flow problems. Orland had to step in and save the day for her. And now, of course, poor Orland is about to lose his home. Maybe Orland gave Lisa enough money for the bookstore to get on its feet and enough for her to have a surplus? Could that be how she got the money to give to Jennifer?

      Another thought hits me.

      That day at the bookstore, Orland said that he had financial trouble of his own, but then alluded to the fact he caught a break this month and it took the edge off.

      Maybe Hook doesn’t know this yet. Maybe Orland’s house isn’t about to be foreclosed, after all. I mean, I think he has a small grace period to come up with the funds and any penalty fees.

      Lisa, Orland, and Jennifer break out into laughter just as my mother heads their way and they each offer her a warm greeting. Orland excuses himself and heads over to the refreshment table, bypassing the drinks and heading straight for my cookies.

      “Hey, Orland,” I say and offer the older man a quick wave. “Both you and Lisa look amazing tonight.”

      He offers a cheery laugh. “It was Lisa’s idea. She finally got a little change in her pocket and wanted to splurge.” He takes a bite out of my chocolate fudge brownie and moans. “Did you make these?”

      “I sure did.” An uneasy feeling comes over me as that conversation I had with Jennifer comes roaring back to the forefront of my mind.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you should open a bakery?” He pretends to shoot me with his finger and we share a small laugh. “Pardon me,” he says, stepping past me toward the back door. “I think I’ll have a quick smoke.”

      I watch as he steps out, my mind still at unease.

      Flip left Lisa all of their shared property. That was just a couple of weeks ago. She couldn’t have sold them that quickly. And it’s the middle of the month—rent isn’t typically due at this time either. That means she got the money some other way, like maybe…

      And just like that, I think I’ve got my killer.
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      The snow is piled high around my ankles, and I can feel the chill right through my leather boots.

      It’s dark out, save for the lights that shine over the evergreens. A plume of smoke billows from the side of the building as it butts to the parking lot, and I make an ill attempt to tiptoe my way over as the snow under my feet crunches out a choir of noises.

      A mean wind whistles by, knocking some of the snow from the evergreen boughs, and a giant wad hits me smack in the face, causing me to let out a little yelp as I lose my footing.

      No sooner do I wipe the snow from my eyes than Lea speeds my way a million ghostly miles an hour with a bona fide snow pie in her hand—and smack—she lands it right in my face.

      My neck jerks as I try to scramble to keep upright.

      “Oh no, you don’t, Lottie Lemon,” her voice echoes through the night as Greer, Winslow, and Thirteen appear, sizzling around me, shimmering like stars.

      Greer looks in the direction of the smoke blowing to the sky. “What’s going on, Lottie? Is it him?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper as I reach into my backpack and pull out the keys to my van. My eyes flit to Ethel and move her in a prime position in the event I need to snap her up in a hurry. “It looks like I’m about to find out.”

      I speed in that direction, slipping and sliding until I stumble out onto the parking lot and nearly crash into Orland himself.

      “Whoa there, little lady.” He belts out a cheery laugh. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      “Oh.” I jingle my keys between us. “Just getting a few more boxes of cookies from my van.” I take a step back as I struggle to catch my breath. But it’s not the jaunt over that has me panting—it’s the thought that I might actually be looking at the killer.

      “Well, let me help you.” He poises his cigarette as if he’s about to toss it to the ground, and I hold up a hand to stop him.

      “Please don’t hurry on my account. Go ahead and finish. I’ll wait. It was getting so crowded in there. My social anxiety was about to kick in. If I smoked, I’d bum a cigarette off you myself.”

      He gives another chuckle before inhaling another lungful as if trying to hasten things along.

      Here goes nothing. “I heard the sheriff’s department is ready to make an arrest in Flip’s murder.” No sooner does the lie spring from my lips than my father walks right through the wall behind Orland and swoops by my side.

      My father looks dashing tonight in a white suit, his skin glowing with an aura of blue and purple.

      Orland’s eyes expand so wide, the whites of his eyes flash in the night.

      “Lottie, what’s going on?” Dad stares down Orland. “You think he did it?”

      I nod, never taking my eyes off the man.

      Dad shakes his head apprehensively. “Lisa and Flip never divorced. Flip had financial troubles. What better way to make them disappear than to bump Flip and make sure his girlfriend ends up with a pile of loot?”

      Lea pulls out her machete and begins slashing near Orland’s feet. “I smell a pancake breakfast afoot,” she howls.

      “Lottie”—Greer gives me a shove and I stumble forward—“get to the murderous nitty-gritty.”

      I make a face at her as Winslow pulls her back.

      Orland staggers forward narrowing the gap between us. “Don’t keep me in suspense. Who is it?”

      “Olivia.” I shrug, slightly saddened with how easily I’m spilling half-truths and rumors all at the very same time. “But don’t say anything. I’m pretty sure they don’t want me ruining their investigation. Trust me, it’s true. I have it on good authority.”

      He snaps his fingers. “That’s right. You’re friends with that cop.”

      “The lead homicide detective.” And how I hate that Noah and I have been relegated to friends on so many levels. “I guess they think she took a hit out on him. It was a real pro job.”

      He nods knowingly. “It was.” His chest puffs out with pride, and that just about cinches it. “Anyone would know to pick up the casings.” He gives an aggressive nod. “That’s what the pros do. Seen it on TV.”

      “Wow, I guess I need to watch more television.”

      I know for a fact the public isn’t aware there were no casings left behind—or whether or not there were casings. But Orland here seems to be sure of it.

      I glance down at the suit I admired just under an hour ago. “Hey, is that an Italian suit? I think I recognize the cut. My husband has all of his suits shipped from Italy.” I have no idea where Everett gets his suits from, but I figure it’s another segue to the truth.

      “Yup.” He snaps his lapel. “Like I said, Lisa spared no expense.” He takes another hit off his cigarette and blows the smoke toward the building.

      “My mom told me that money from the will was finally released. Good on Lisa for finally getting what was hers.” Liar, liar, bakery buns on fire.

      He gives a jerking nod. “You got that ri—” He pauses a moment to study me, his eyes narrowing to slits as he flicks the cigarette right out of his hand.

      “Lottie”—Dad says it sharp like a reprimand—“get back inside right now.”

      “Yes, Lottie. Get inside.” Greer steps out with her shoulders back, her hair flowing wildly behind her as the wind picks up and she looks like a woman ready for battle. “I’m bringing down this killer.”

      Orland takes a step back. “Look, Lisa wasn’t supposed to say anything,” he says it low like a secret. “Word can’t get out.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. My mother made me promise not to tell anyone. I just figured you knew.”

      He takes a moment to scowl at the B&B as if it were Lisa himself. “Of course, I knew.”

      My heart drums into my throat, and I can feel all the wrong words begging to stream out of my mouth.

      “And you also know that Olivia didn’t really kill Flip. Right?” I wince as I say it because, let’s face it—I’ve either sealed his fate or mine.

      His eyes flash like lightning as they press into mine, and in that moment he comes to the full realization he’s just been played.

      “I think I’m going to head out for a while. If you see Lisa, tell her I’ll be back.” He takes off, and without hesitating, I run ahead of him and block his path.

      “It was either you or Lisa, wasn’t it?” I shake my head in disbelief as the words come from my mouth. I can’t help it. He was obviously about to disappear forever.

      In one svelte move, Orland has me by the head in the crook of his arm as he drags me near the bushes by the side of the building.

      “Lottie,” Dad cries out as he struggles to push Orland off of me, but he can’t seem to get a grip on him.

      “Let me!” Greer jumps on his back, but Orland is unfazed.

      He’s determined in his wickedness, and there’s not a thing a spirit in the universe can do about it.

      “You stupid, stupid girl.” Orland reaches behind his back and pulls a gun out, and just the sight of it knocks the wind out of me. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone. But I have to thank you for bringing your concerns to me first.”

      I catch a glimpse of Winslow whispering something to Greer, Lea, and Thirteen, and the four of them jump right through Orland and me and into the B&B.

      I glance to Dad and he shrugs, but the look of fear he’s feeling for me is very much in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Shut up!” Orland growls as he slips his hand over my mouth and pulls me close to him. “One shot to the heart because I like you. I liked Flip, too, but he was a stingy old man who didn’t care about anyone else’s bottom line but his own. I tried to get him to help Lisa with the store. I tried to ask him for a loan to help me when the bank came knocking. And do you know what he told me?”

      I swallow hard as I shake my head, my eyes pinned to the man who could very well be my killer.

      “He said tough luck. Tough luck? He’s been hoarding Lisa’s money for years. I help her out and he says tough luck? I showed him tough luck. Lisa doesn’t know a thing about it. And do you want to know how the two of us are going to keep it a secret?”

      I’m afraid I do know.

      “I’m going to put you down for a nap you will never wake up from.”

      Something flies at us like a projectile missile, hitting Orland square in the eyes and his hold on me loosens.

      I try to make a run for it, but he kicks my left foot out from under me and sends me flying into the parking lot, face-first.

      Orland shouts and screams, and I crawl on my belly before glancing back to find Greer, Winslow, Lea, and Thirteen tossing books and vases and an odd assortment of things from the B&B at him. I guess if they couldn’t affect him, they decided to stick with what they knew they could affect—the very objects they manipulate to haunt the B&B with.

      Orland brawls his way past them, and my eyes lock on that gun still in his hand.

      “Lottie,” Dad shouts as he struggles to swat it out of his hand.

      In a one quick spin, I rotate my body around and slice Orland’s feet out from under him, just as the gun goes off into the sky.

      He falls to the ground, hitting the back of his head over the blacktop with a hard thump, and I leap over the gun as we wrestle for it.

      In the distance, I can hear the faint call of my name sung in a choir—two baritone voices, both of them male.

      “Let go,” Orland grunts as he pushes me onto my back and aims the barrel right between my eyes.

      “Okay,” I shout, hoping Noah and Everett will be able to pinpoint me quicker.

      I can see Winslow coming up from behind me, something long and steely looking in his hands. Lea snatches it from him, and that’s when I see it’s her infamous machete as she swings it through the air and the gun goes flying across the sky like a metallic Frisbee.

      Orland tips his head back as he watches the tiny pistol’s trajectory. “What the hell?”

      I steal the moment to summon all my strength and pin him down to the ground in a move that I’m certain my wrestling-loving sister would approve of.

      “Good job, Lottie!” Dad shouts for joy, and just as he says it his ghostly frame begins to fade.

      “Daddy,” I cry out, causing Orland to lift his head in confusion.

      Dad gives a knowing nod. “Don’t worry, Lottie. This was meant to be. And I have a feeling I’m meant to come back.”

      “I certainly hope so,” I whisper in defeat as he fades to nothing. And just like that, he’s back in paradise—far, far away from me.

      My chest bucks with emotion as I face the death of my father one more time. It’s just as painful as the first.

      Footsteps quicken in this direction as the sound of panting comes in clear.

      “Freeze!” Noah thunders so loud, his voice roars across all of Honey Hollow.

      And in an instant, it’s over.

      A flash of what looks like lightning goes off from the left, and I turn to find that wily photographer who singlehandedly ruined my business snapping another picture of me.

      Everett pulls me off Orland before spiking a finger at the photographer. “And that’s the shot you print with your redaction,” he bellows it out aggressively, and the guy holds up his hands before heading back to the B&B.

      “Lemon.” Everett wraps his arms around me, his heart pounding over mine. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      Before I can answer, the place is swarming with deputies and Ivy Fairbanks is strutting onto the scene.

      “I’m fine,” I say as I look up at Everett. “He did it. He admitted.”

      “I know.” He buries a kiss over the top of my head. Everett pulls back with a grieved look on his face. “Maybe you should tell it to the lead homicide detective in charge,” he says as he steps back to reveal Noah striding up. “I’ll be inside. I’ll make sure everyone stays calm.” Everett heads back to the B&B and my heart breaks for him.

      Noah pulls me in and buries his face in my hair before peppering my face with kisses.

      “Lottie Lemon, I don’t know what I would have done if Orland had hurt you. I couldn’t imagine life without you. I—”

      My finger presses to his lips as I shake my head. “I’m okay.” I want to ask if we are but don’t.

      For now, the only thing that’s over is this murder investigation.

      Flip Alexander’s killer has been successfully apprehended thanks to the ghosts from my mother’s B&B.

      Noah makes sure I’m not hurt as the medics arrive at the scene and examine me. My mother’s party ends abruptly, and poor Lisa breaks out into hysterics at the thought of Orland being responsible for Flip’s death. But Noah took both her and Jennifer down to Ashford County for questioning regardless.

      Everett helps me home, all the way up into my living room, and Waffles lets out a harrowing yowl as he saunters his way over to me.

      “Come here, sweetie,” I say as I pick him up and bury a lingering kiss in his fur. “Everett, please get Pancake for me. I think I need to snuggle with my boys tonight.”

      “You bet.” Everett calls for Pancake—he whistles, he even pulls out my secret stash of kitty treats, but Pancake doesn’t come.

      “Pancake?” I call out as I join Everett for the search, but Pancake is nowhere to be found.

      He’s simply gone.
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      All night Everett and I shout our lungs out in and around Country Cottage Road—in and around the thick woods behind the house.

      Noah gets home around three in the morning and he joins in the search as well, but it’s no use. Pancake has fully disappeared and taken my heart right along with him.

      Everett, Noah, and I finally congregate on my porch. We made it this far, but I can’t bring myself to go inside. That would be giving up, giving in. I’ll never give up. Not as long as there’s breath in my body. My furry baby boy is out there somewhere—alone, in the freezing snow.

      “He couldn’t have just evaporated into thin air.” No sooner do I get the words out than Cormack pulls into Noah’s driveway across the street.

      Those claw marks I spotted on her neck at my mother’s party come barreling to the forefront of my mind, and I don’t waste any time in bolting across the street and knocking her over before she could ever hope to crawl into Noah’s house.

      The sight of the large silver key ring in her hand makes my eyes enlarge just as Everett plucks me off of her.

      “She’s got the keys!” I shout in a panic. “Noah, those are your spares! That’s where you keep the key to my house.”

      Noah snatches the key ring from her as Cormack struggles to stand upright. Her sweater is crooked and those bright red scratches on the side of her neck are evident again.

      “Look!” I say, struggling to point past Everett’s steely arms. “Pancake scratched her,” I groan in disgust. “What in the heck did you do with my cat?”

      Cormack’s eyes widen the size of the sky.

      Noah grunts, “You did this, didn’t you?”

      Everett takes a few steps forward. “Where is he, Cormack? If you want anything to do with me ever again, you will tell me the truth right now.”

      “Same here,” Noah says it rough, without an ounce of grace for any frivolous excuse she might be readying to lob our way.

      A very small part of me feels sorry for Cormack. It must hurt to see her two good friends turning on her like this.

      Okay, I’m done feeling bad for her now.

      “Speak!” I riot and she blinks back as if I struck her.

      “Relax, Luella,” she spits it out with venom as if this were all my fault. She shoots a smug look to both Everett and Noah. “That furball is in my room at the bed and breakfast. He’s probably got hair all over my couture collection.”

      “Oh my God.” I pull out my phone and shoot a lightning quick text to my mother, asking her to head straight to Cormack’s room.

      I try to make a run for my car, but Everett navigates me into his arms.

      “Why”—he starts as he shakes his head at Cormack—“just tell us right now. What came over you to think kidnapping someone else’s cat was a good idea?”

      “Don’t forget breaking and entering,” I say as I nod to Noah. Cormack can bet her daddy’s bottom dollar that I’m going to throw every law in the book I can at her for this one.

      Cormack takes an aggressive step my way, and Noah snatches her as if to restrain her.

      “Why?” he barks right at her.

      “Because it takes a witch to stop one,” she snarls my way. “Cressida and I know of a woman who dabbles in the dark craft, and all she needs is something of yours that you care about to break the spell you cast on these two.” She hacks out a maniacal laugh. “Just you wait, Lolita. Once the scales fall off, Cressida and I will be walking down the aisle, marrying these two in a proper ceremony with couture dresses and cakes baked by the best bakery in Vermont—the Upper Crust—a place that happens to have a real baker at the helm.”

      “The insults never stop.” I give a dark laugh of my own. “I’m pressing charges, Cormack. You are going down. And you don’t get Noah or Everett to break your fall this time.”

      Everett drives me to my mother’s, and soon I’m blissfully reunited with my sweet furry prince and I bury my kisses, my tears, in his fluffy fur and I never want to let go again.

      Everett drives us home, and soon enough I’m warm in front of a toasty fire with both Pancake and Waffles by my side.

      Everett finally goes back to his place to catch up on some much-needed sleep and I’m guessing Noah is doing the same.

      I drift off to sleep gently and dream of my father.
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      By the time my lids flutter open once again, it’s clear that most of the day has ebbed away, as evidenced by the fact it’s quickly dimming outside. But there’s an ethereal haze coming from my right, and I blink again and again, only to see two illuminated beings floating this way. I gasp as soon as I recognize them.

      “Daddy? Nell?” I quickly sit up to greet them as they hover by my side. “Am I still dreaming?” I’m almost sorry I asked.

      “No.” Nell bubbles with laughter. “Heavens no.”

      “Then you’re here! My powers—they must have grown.”

      Dad nods. “They must have. I don’t know when or where we’ll pop in, but if this is any indication, it’s bound to happen again.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad.” I reach over and pull them both into a hard embrace.

      “Lottie.” Nell combs my hair back with her hand, and it feels as if a warm waterfall just trickled over my scalp. “How is your heart? Have you settled on what to do about the surplus of men in your love life?”

      I shake my head at the two of them. “I’m afraid not,” I say, pulling up both Pancake and Waffles closer to me. “It’s created an awful lot of tension, and more than a few hurt feelings among the three of us.”

      Dad sits on the coffee table and pats me on the knee. “I’m confident. You’ll come to the right conclusion.”

      I shrug because I can’t be sure. “Everett wants me to see if Noah and I can go anywhere.”

      Nell ticks her head to the side. “Everett must be very confident of your feelings for him.”

      “He is. And he has every right to be.”

      Dad takes a breath that he doesn’t really need. “And Noah?”

      “I don’t know. But I think I owe it to everyone involved for me to ask him one more time if he thinks we should give it another shot.”

      Nell nods as if we were on the same path. “And if not?”

      “I’ll grieve him.” My chest bucks as I fight off tears. “But I will respect his feelings.”

      Dad twists his lips as if he were contemplating something. “Lottie, I think Everett is wise to let you explore your heart. Most men would be greedy and seize the opportunity to make you their own. Lean on Everett’s wisdom and see where this goes with Noah.”

      “See where it goes, my love.” Nell’s lips pull back as she takes me by the hand. “It’s not your time with Everett.”

      “It’s not my time with Everett,” I parrot back to her as if trying to read between the lines.

      That conversation I had with Everett about this very topic comes back to me in snatches.

      “You know, Everett said—the better way, the far more logical way to handle this would be to have a sit-down with Noah. Talk it out. He said Noah left angry Christmas Eve. That we’ve both been angry ever since. He said that’s not how you cut ties—not the right way to cut them, anyhow.” My stomach drops as I look to Nell. “Are you telling me Noah and I are going to cut ties to one another the right way?”

      Nell shakes her head. “I didn’t say that, Lottie.” Both she and my father begin to fade away. “You did.”

      A knock erupts at the door, and any sign of an otherworldly being is absent from my living room.

      I head over and crack it open to find a big bouquet of light pink roses staring me in the face. They lower slowly to reveal Noah Corbin Fox, bearing a sheepish smile.

      “Lottie Lemon.” He tips his head to the side as his dimples dig in deliciously. “I’m in love with you. And I would do anything if you could forgive me.”

      “For being wounded by my actions?” I wrap my arms around him so hard as all of the tears I’ve been harboring spill from me in a fit of emotion.

      “I love you so much it hurts, Lot.” Noah presses a heated kiss into my hair.

      I jump up until I’m hugging Noah with my whole body.

      “I love you, too,” I say, grabbing him by the face as our mouths find one another and we indulge in a kiss for the ages, a kiss that spans life and death—a kiss that says we’ve rewound time, right back to the beginning, the nexus of where we began, to the very first sweet kiss we shared when there was so much promise and everything about us was shiny and new.

      Noah and I found our way back to one another at last.

      But Nell’s words come back to me, an echo of Everett’s haunting sentiment, and I wonder if Noah and I are about to cut ties, forever.
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      The bakery is brimming with customers again, only days after the Honey Hollow Hive redacted the story where they all but accused me of murdering the masses. This time they came at it from a different angle. They did indeed post that picture Everett suggested, and I was immediately hailed as a hero.

      Meg and Lainey stopped by, and we all had lunch with our mother next door at the Honey Pot. And once we were through, I lured them back to the bakery for dessert.

      Greer, Winslow, Lea, and Thirteen have been in the kitchen all day noshing on any and everything when they think no one is looking.

      It’s true.

      Thanks to their quick thinking, Orland didn’t kill me, and together we landed a killer behind bars. They finally unlocked the dietary level of the afterlife. And as a reward, I’ve been making them fresh pancakes each and every morning from the moment I arrive until customers show up.

      It’s sort of nice not opening this place alone. I hope they make it a routine to stop by in the wee hours. I’m really happy they get the best of both worlds now—all the food they can eat, plus they get to fly through the skies of Honey Hollow whenever they wish. Yeah, they’ve got it pretty good.

      The bell chimes on the door as Noah and Everett stride in. All things considered, it’s always an unnerving pairing.

      “We did it.” Noah’s dimples dig in with a grim smile.

      And I know exactly what he means by it.

      I head over to the two of them. “You did?” I look to Everett for affirmation and he nods.

      Just before I was about to press charges against Cormack for breaking into my home and stealing one of the most precious beings that I love, I had a harsh realization.

      Cormack’s daddy wasn’t about to let his princess rot behind bars for a single second. I knew he would spend his billions making me look like the bad guy in this equation and not minding one bit that he was blowing through his slush fund to do it.

      I let out a steady breath. “So Mr. Featherby agreed to donate an obscene amount of money to the community center instead?”

      I figured since the pancake breakfast hit a homicidal snag, the least Mr. Featherby could do with all that money was land it somewhere for the greater good.

      “Yup.” Noah picks up my hand and gives it a squeeze. “And Cormack agreed to your terms, too.”

      “She did?” Now that I wasn’t expecting. But I tied her hands, good and tight.

      “That’s right.” Everett takes a deep breath. “She’ll be volunteering at every event the community center hosts for the next solid year. No vacations, no days off.”

      I make a face. “I should have made it two years. God knows Cormack will melt into a puddle once she truly realizes her jaunts to the Hamptons have been cut out. This is a priceless punishment.”

      Meg comes over and slaps me on the shoulder. “You should have sent her to the Hamptons. That girl is nothing but trouble.”

      Keelie and Bear trot over from the Honey Pot.

      I’ve already filled just about everyone I know in on what happened.

      “Did she agree to do it?” Keelie wrestles to have me to herself as she plucks me away from Meg and Noah. She’s the one that helped me think up the punishment to begin with.

      “She did,” I say and a small cheer erupts in the café.

      Chrissy comes through the door, along with Carlotta and Mayor Nash, and it really is starting to feel like a party.

      Mayor Nash heads my way. “I feel terrible about what happened, Lottie, but I’m thrilled with the outcome.” He pumps his fist in a triumphant fit. “The community center will start bids on contractors tomorrow morning. We’ll start with you, Bear, if you’re interested. We’ll figure it out.”

      Keelie dives right into a celebratory dance just as her mother, Becca, and her sister, Naomi, head into the café.

      Confession, I may have made a few calls in hopes to make up for the lousy birthday party my mother had.

      Bear expands his chest. “Look no further, Mayor. I guarantee you, I’ll give you the best bid. Consider it figured out.”

      The room breaks out into a cheer at the thought of one of our own scoring such a big job.

      Keelie looks to her mother and sister. “Bear and I have figured something else out, too.” Keelie wraps an arm around my waist. “We’ve chosen our wedding date—well, our wedding month.” She wrinkles her nose as we stand with bated breath. “It’s June,” she says as her voice cracks with emotion. “Come heck or high waistline, I’m going to be a June bride!”

      Every female in the room squeals and hollers with delight.

      A dozen conversations go off at once as Forest and Hook walk through the door and migrate their way over. Everett and Hook start a conversation about finances, and Forest and Noah talk about the fact Orland Studebaker almost got away with murder.

      It turns out, Lisa really didn’t know a thing about it. She, too, thought maybe the killer was Olivia. As for Orland, he’s staring down the barrel of something far more serious than a foreclosure on his home—and that would be prison. Everett says he’s not getting out any time soon.

      Lily calls me from the register and I head on over, surprised to find Naomi leaning against the counter with her.

      “Is it true?” Lily marvels my way.

      “Is what true?” Judging by that gleam in Naomi’s eye, I’m almost sorry I asked.

      Lily tilts her head. “Vermont’s Best Baker is coming to town at the end of next month and Naomi said you signed us up.”

      I inch back just as Keelie wraps her arms around me again.

      “This is the first I’m hearing of it,” I say.

      Keelie taps the side of her head to mine. “That’s because I did it for you.”

      Naomi snorts, “I was with her. I can’t wait to see both Lily and you embarrass yourselves on national television.”

      My mouth falls open. “Oh my goodness! We’re going to be on Vermont’s Best Baker!” I practically scream it right into Keelie’s ear as we jump up and down, and I pause abruptly as I gingerly place a hand over her stomach. “Sorry!”

      Bear comes by and wraps his arms around his bride-to-be just as a crowd of customers presses our way.

      Lily and I quickly help them out, and in the thick of it, two familiar blondes bound their way up to the register. I can’t help but scoff at the brazenness of it all.

      “Cormack, Cressida.” I offer them both a disparaging look. “You’re not welcome here.” I don’t doubt for a minute Cressida wasn’t in on the scheme to kitty-nap my poor cat. I glance for Noah and Everett, but the sea of bodies is so thick, I can’t see either one of them.

      Cressida leans in. “That’s okay, Lemon.” She adds enough inflection to my surname to make it sound like a threat.

      Figures.

      Cormack stole my pet, and now Cressida is stealing my pet name. That sounds about right.

      Cressida tugs at a blonde curl. “We just stopped by to introduce you to a friend of ours.”

      Cormack pulls forward a tall woman about my age with pitch-black hair, a winning yet wicked smile, and eyes that shine like twin diamonds, so pale green they look almost otherworldly.

      Cormack gives a sly wink. “Lindy Lou Who, meet my old sorority sister, Serena Digby.”

      I don’t bother to hide my scowl from her.

      The dark-haired beauty’s mane blows wildly as if it had a life of its own.

      “Carlotta Kenzie Lemon,” my name sings from the woman’s lips low and slow like an incantation. Serena leans in, her lips purposefully forming their next word. “You will rue the day you trampled on the hearts of these girls. Everything you love, everything you desire, everything you hope for and dream of will turn to ashes and soot.”

      “Ha!” I balk right in her face. “My boyfriend’s mother just tried to cast a pox on my life last month, and that didn’t work out either. Nice try, ladies. Don’t let the door hit ya where the good Lord split—”

      Serena lifts a blood red nail and my mouth closes as if on its own volition.

      “May nothing go your way. May the shadow replace the sun. May the winds of fortune hide their face from you. May darkness descend on you this hour, and may it never leave until you surrender all that you stole from my sisters.”

      “Double ha!” I don’t mind one bit laughing in her face once again. “Newsflash, ladies, I’m not holding Everett or Noah hostage. They’re free to love who they want—and they just so happen to choose me.”

      Okay, so that didn’t sound so humble. But right now, I don’t care about how I sound. I want all three of these witches out of my hair and as far away from my bakery as they can get. Maybe Serena here has a few spare brooms she can lend them to make it happen.

      Carlotta comes around the counter and faces the troublesome trio with me.

      “Tell ’em, Lot. Go on now. Scat, girls,” she says as she threads her arm through mine. “I’ve got Canelli connections and I’m in bed with the Lazzaris. Unless you want your nose on your forehead, I suggest you leave now.”

      “Nice one,” I whisper through the side of my lips. “How very Picasso of you.”

      Carlotta sniffs with pride. “I try.”

      Serena leans across the counter and looks deep into my eyes with those eerie cellophane-like peepers.

      Something stirs in me. A flash of heat washes through my body, followed by something icy cold, and I feel nauseous and faint for the briefest of moments.

      Serena sheds a simple grin as she leans back. “It’s done.”

      Carlotta cranes her neck to get a better look at my face. “What’s done? What’s that little witch gone and done did? Lottie Dottie? You still in there?” She waves her hand over my face and I blink to life.

      “Yes,” I pant as if I just ran a mile. “I’m still here.”

      “And I’m leaving.” Serena takes a breath with a smug look on her face as she snaps her fingers next to her temple. “Expect good things, girls. Those men will come crawling back in no time.” She steps into the crowd, and I’d swear on my life she just up and disappeared in a plume of lavender smoke.

      I gulp hard as I pull Carlotta close. “Did you just see that?”

      Carlotta grunts, “I’d watch my back if I were you, Lot Lot.”

      I gasp as I pull back to get a better look at her. “What happened to all that Canelli, Lazzari talk?”

      “Oh, honey, they’re just people like you and me. This is a darn right force of darkness.”

      Cormack clacks her navy nails over the counter. “That’s right, Lot Lot.” She smears it with a smile. “You’ve got all the forces of darkness working against Noah and you. And there isn’t a chance in H-E double hockey sticks you’re going to survive it.” She spins on her heels and speeds out the door and into the snowy Honey Hollow afternoon.

      Cressida leans in, forcing me to look into that caustic look on her face. “And that goes double for Essex. I suggest you find another man to snag. You’ll need the backup sooner than later.” She twitches her fingers at me as she follows Cormack out the door.

      The customers at the counter start to die down, and my sisters and I have everyone sing “Happy Birthday” to our mother.

      Mom leans in to blow out the candles, and a lock of her vanilla-colored hair ignites in flames.

      “Mother,” I shout as I try to slap it out in a panic.

      Mom tries to jump out of her seat just as I’m about to douse that stubborn flame—and with all the screaming and shouting going on around us, I somehow stumble, landing facedown in my mother’s triple chocolate fudge cake.

      A riotous bout of laughter breaks out as I come up for air, gasping and licking up the chocolate over my lips in the process. I’m about to laugh, or cry myself, just as my eyes lock on a woman standing across the street, her hair rising like a dark cloud.

      I glance back at the crowd around me before my gaze darts back out the window, but the woman is gone, leaving a plume of purple fog in her wake.

      Serena seemingly evaporated into thin air.

      That’s nonsense. I don’t believe in witches, curses, or poxes. It’s all a bunch of silliness.

      Noah and I are going to be just fine. And so are Everett and I.

      My stomach churns because a very real part of me knows this doesn’t end well.

      The party slowly dissipates as everyone goes their separate ways.

      I scrub my face until it’s just as pink as can be and nary a trace of my chocolate confection remains where it’s not supposed to be.

      Everett comes up with his hands in his pockets, his lips twitching with the idea of a smile.

      “You did it again, Lemon. You caught the killer and saved your mother’s birthday. You never cease to amaze me.” He wraps an arm around me and presses his lips close to my ear. “Everything is going to work out just the way it’s supposed to. Don’t worry about it. Don’t worry about me.” He dots a kiss to my nose and my insides pinch with grief.

      “A wife tends to worry about her husband,” I say it lower than a whisper. I’m teasing, but only as far as the state laws allow because it happens to be true.

      Noah comes our way and Everett excuses himself as he heads to the counter where Bear and Forest stand.

      Noah’s dimples go off all on their own. “I have got the worst craving to frost some cookies.” He cocks his head with a devious smile trying to break free on his lips.

      “Hmm.” I tap the side of my cheek as a giggle bounces through me. “If only I knew a baker who could help you.”

      His arms find their way around my waist. “I think I’d like to frost the baker’s cookies. This baker to be exact.” His lips land over mine, and it feels safe, familiar, dizzyingly delicious.

      The bell chimes on the door and I glance that way, but Noah does a double take as an older man with reddish brown hair and a dimpled grin makes his way inside. He’s looking right at us and I can feel Noah growing rigid in my arms.

      Everett appears next to us with his chest as wide as a wall.

      Noah releases me slowly. “Lottie? I’m not dreaming, am I?”

      I groan and shake my head. “As much as I’d love for this entire month to have been a bad dream, the answer is no.”

      “Good.” He lunges for the older man and decks him, fist to cheek, in a powerful blow that sends the man to the ground and knocks him out cold.

      “Noah!” I scream as I make my way forward, only to find blood pooling around the poor man’s head. “Oh my goodness, what have you done?”

      Everett’s chest thumps. “He’s done me a favor.”

      Forest makes his way over and pushes Noah aside as he falls to his knees to help the man.

      Forest looks up at Noah. “What the heck did you do that for? Who is this man?” He pulls his phone out and is already dialing for help.

      Noah shakes his head at the body lying motionless on the ground. “This is a dead man—at least he should’ve been. This is my father.”
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