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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.

      

      Something terrible has happened. And this time—it’s happened to me. I thought I was headed out to the lodge, and the next thing I knew I was in a whole world of trouble. I need help, and I need it fast. And if I don’t get out of this one, it will spell out my certain doom.

      

      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. In fact, I might be the one on the chopping block next.

      
        
        Four hours earlier…

      

      

      It’s the morning after Valentine’s Day, a perfectly good Sunday, and I just watched both Noah and Everett pile into Noah’s truck and take off like men on a mission—to pick up a couple of blonde bimbos—their exes.

      Yes, exes.

      And they’re being super secretive about the entire slimy thing, too.

      Normally, I would think this was ultra-shady and give them both the boot right out of my life, but Noah and Everett seem to genuinely care about me.

      It was Noah Corbin Fox, homicide detective extraordinaire, who I dated first—right up until that pesky wife he forgot to tell me about popped back into the picture.

      Who could blame me for falling so hard for him?

      Dark wavy hair? Check.

      Dimples for days? Double dimpled check.

      Brilliant green eyes that are the envy of every verdant tree in the country. Check, check, check.

      Then after that ex-wife fiasco hit, I dated his old stepbrother, Judge Essex Everett Baxter—just plain old Everett to me—and that went over with Noah like a screen door on a submarine.

      Everett is a black-haired, blue-eyed god, who every woman with a working pair of ovaries is prone to swoon over. He’s a good six-foot-two stack of judicial muscles that has the ability to halt all activity when he steps into a room. And believe me when I say he deserves all the attention he demands.

      In truth, I was already falling in love with Everett at the point when Noah’s ex stepped into the picture, so the leap wasn’t all that big to make. But then, Noah ended his dead nuptials and all but begged me to give us a second chance.

      Of course, Everett, being the perfect gentleman, suggested I finish out my relationship with Noah to see where it might go, and that’s exactly where we stand today—with the technical exception of me standing in my living room alone, sans my two cats.

      That all-too brief wedding ceremony Everett and I had last December filters through my mind. Technically, Everett and I are husband and wife, but that was all for the sake of him keeping his inheritance intact. Everett asked me to look at it like nothing more than a business arrangement. And, even though I’ve tried, the very real, very married facts seem to play in the back of my mind on a loop. We need to stay legally bonded until next December in order to meet the parameters on his inheritance, and that’s exactly what we plan to do. Nevertheless, Everett still insists that Noah and I ride out our relationship.

      Anyway, both Noah and Everett really do care for me very much. That’s exactly why I think their strange, bordering on philandering, behavior has more to do with that hex Cormack and Cressida—the blonde bimbo exes in question—had placed on me.

      Yes. A hex.

      Cormack Featherby and Cressida Bentley actually gave away good hard-earned money—hard-earned by their rich daddies—to some charlatan they went to college with in hopes of making me believe that all sorts of misfortune would rain down in my life if I didn’t relinquish the hold I have over Noah and Everett’s hearts.

      And well, even though I don’t believe in hexes set in motion by jealous exes or make-believe witches, it’s safe to say things have taken a dark turn for me these last couple of weeks regardless.

      Like for instance, I stumbled upon my first—and hopefully last, double homicide. (Not-so-fun side note: I tend to trip over a corpse more often than I’d like to admit, but back to my dicey luck…)

      Okay, so in the last few weeks I may have also garnered the attention of some nutcase who happened to be sending me necrotic looking heart-shaped sugar cookies with deadly messages iced onto them. Each one was left behind in a seemingly innocent little black gift bag with my name printed on it.

      They were essentially death threats.

      But now that the killer who was responsible for that double homicide is locked behind bars, I’m hoping I’ll never see a black little gift bag with my name on it again. The killer never did confess to sending me the nasty threats, but, nevertheless, I’m hoping that was the case. Because if it wasn’t—well, that would mean whoever saw fit to threaten my life by way of flour and frosting is very much still out there.

      I shudder at the thought as I stare down at my sweet cats, Pancake and Waffles, a pair of Himalayan brothers that I love more than my own life. They look like twins with their butter-colored fur, rust-tipped tails, and icy blue eyes. Initially, I just had Pancake, but when my grandmother Nell passed away, she left me Waffles in the will, along with half of Honey Hollow.

      Who am I kidding?

      She just about left me half of Vermont—and a summer home in Nantucket.

      A thought hits me. I should probably get to work. Not that a single day at the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery ever feels like work. That bakery is my baby. And I moved heaven and earth to get someone to open for me this morning so that I could have that extra snuggle time with Noah.

      I bet right about now my co-worker Lily is getting antsy to have me show up. I know for a fact she’s having yet another hot date with her new beau tonight. I’ll get a move on soon enough, and I will—as soon as I’m done properly sulking. I should be out having a great day with Noah, and maybe Everett, too. It’s not unusual that the three of us have lunch or dinner together. But that’s not happening. And I still can’t get over the fact it’s just my cats and me, alone in my rental house, as I fume over the fact Noah and Everett took off for a fun day of skiing without so much as an invite thrown my way.

      And picking up those blonde floozies on their way to the lodge?

      Okay, so I don’t know if they’re actually picking them up and driving out to Hollyhock together, but nonetheless, I’m speechless.

      Last December, while Noah was recovering from a horrible accident, Everett and I went in together and bought the Maple Meadows Lodge up in Hollyhock. It’s a rustic old ski chalet that Noah wanted to purchase more than anything. We did it for Noah in hopes he would fully recover and still get to live out his dream of owning the place. And once Noah was up to it, he tried to buy out Everett’s share, but Everett wouldn’t have it. He did, however, agree to put Noah on the title and let him take on some of the loan.

      “Skiing at my very own lodge without me,” I balk to Pancake and Waffles. “Can you imagine?”

      I head over to snuggle with my cats on the sofa. There’s a roaring fire lighting up the room and I have a steaming cup of cocoa at an arm’s reach. But as relaxing as that sounds, it’s not nearly as tranquil as it should be. Especially since both Everett and Noah admitted that Cressida and Cormack were somehow weaseling their way to the lodge as well.

      Of course, I asked if I could join them and they all but made every excuse in the book. Now it makes perfect sense why Everett asked me to forgive him last night for what he was about to do. He knew he was about to commit the unforgiveable sin—ditching me for a date with a blonde bimbo.

      Noah had a hard time looking me in the eye when they left.

      As he should have.

      “I can’t believe they would choose to spend time with Cormack and Cressida. They have to know I’m fuming over this,” I say as I pull both Pancake and Waffles in close. “I can’t wrap my head around it.” I give Waffles a scratch on the head and he rewards me with a commiserating yowl. “None of this seems real. It truly is beginning to feel as if I’m cursed.”

      A knock erupts at the door and I head over to find an unexpected figure on the other side.

      “Oh, it’s you,” I say. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Noah and Everett asked me to give you a ride to the lodge.”

      “Really?” A thrill sparks through me at the thought.

      “Yes, really. Are you coming or not?”

      “Give me less than two minutes.” I throw a bag together faster than you can shake a whisk, and I hop into the waiting car.

      We start in on the drive, and we miss the turnout to Hollyhock.

      “Hey, I think we missed our exit,” I say, glancing over my shoulder, and something in the back seat catches my eye.

      It’s an all-too familiar little black gift bag, and my heart thumps hard at the sight of it.

      Something tells me I’m not going to Hollyhock.

      Something tells me this just might be the last ride of my life.
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      Whoever thought it would be a good idea to come up to the lodge without Lottie was an idiot.

      I stare down at my phone and frown at all of my text messages she refuses to answer.

      It just so happens that the idiot in question would be me.

      “Big Boss?” Cormack calls from one of the large oak tables that sits inside the main dining hall.

      The Maple Meadows Lodge is mostly comprised of dark wood paneling, dark floors, thick carpeting, and paper-thin windows that have seen better days. And those windows don’t do much good in the middle of February when the weather is wavering around single digits. There’s enough snow out there to build an igloo the size of the lodge, and it just might be better at sheltering you from the elements. But the lodge is grand in scale, boasts of fifty-five rooms, multiple stone-faced fireplaces, and there’s a stream that empties into a lake out back.

      I growl over at Cormack without meaning to. Cormack Featherby, a rail thin blonde that I’ve known going on forever now, is most likely the exact reason Lottie refuses to have anything to do with me this afternoon—and maybe ever again.

      Cormack dated Everett back in high school—back when my father was still bilking Everett’s mother out of her fortune, and once I decided I wanted Cormack for myself, I didn’t let the fact Everett had it bad for her stop me. I should have, though.

      He was my stepbrother at the time, for God’s sake.

      I should have thought things through.

      And because I didn’t, Everett and I have been on shaky ground ever since. Our parents have long since divorced—heck, more recently, my father came back from the dead, but the real reason Everett is in my periphery at this stage in life is because we both happen to be in love with the same woman once again. Lottie Kenzie Lemon, the love of my life. And unfortunately for me, she’s the love of Everett’s life, too.

      “Yoo hoo!” Cormack waves to me again from the table where she and Cressida Bentley, Everett’s relentless ex-girlfriend, sit combing through pages and pages of wallpaper swatches. “There are far too many beautiful designs for us to ever decide on, so Cressie and I think each room should have its very own theme!” She bites down on a cherry red lip. “Of course, an endeavor like that will take some time. It looks as if we’ll have to endure many, many more jaunts to the lodge together.”

      Cressida purrs like a kitten while feasting her eyes on Everett. Kitten might be too generous a term for her. She’s more of a very large, dangerous, predatory cat.

      If there are two women in this world that grate on Lottie’s nerves, it’s those two right there.

      “Sounds good,” I say without the proper conviction.

      A heavy hand falls on my shoulder as Everett steps up next to me. He’s basically a dark-haired brooding suit with angry eyes. He wears his permanent scowl like a badge, and I still can’t figure out what Lottie sees in him. What any of the hundreds of women he’s slept with see in him. And get this. Once he sleeps with them, he lets them call him by his formal first name, Essex. Every time someone says it, it’s like some perverted calling card.

      “Enjoying the view?” Everett folds his arms across his chest as he frowns over at the women we thought was a good idea to drag up here with us. He huffs a dull laugh. “And I know what you’re thinking, but I take no responsibility in this debacle. It was your brainchild,” he says. “You’re going to have to live with the consequences. And there will be consequences. Any word from Lemon?”

      “Nope. You?”

      “Nope. Cold shoulder all the way.”

      As much as I don’t care for the fact Everett has taken to Lottie—the way he calls her by her surname as if it were a pet name—and he has turned it into just that, I can appreciate why he feels that way.

      Lottie is special.

      She’s not just beautiful—although that wavy brown hair and those glowing hazel eyes don’t hurt one bit. She’s kind and considerate, funny and just an all-around great person. The exact person I want to spend the rest of my life with. The exact person I would never want angry with me—and it looks as if I achieved just that.

      Everett shakes his head. “You still think this was a good idea?”

      “No. But it’s too late for regrets. Lottie’s birthday is coming up in a few weeks, and we both agreed to throw her a surprise birthday party right here at the lodge.” I offer a mournful smile at both Cormack and Cressida as they peck away at those design booklets.

      Everett and I thought it might be nice to fix up the place a bit before we invited all of our family and friends, and we decided that the place definitely needed a woman’s touch.

      Everett leans in. “You’re not really going to let them redo the entire place, right? I thought we agreed on just the grand room and the entry. Maybe a couple of the downstairs bathrooms. I know Lemon will want to put her stamp on this place herself. That is, of course, unless you’re planning on royally ticking her off. If that’s the case, be my guest. And after that, I’m sure you and Cormack will enjoy spending many weekends here alone.”

      “Funny,” I say, looking at my phone again. “Maybe we should call it a day.”

      “Are you kidding? We still have hours of daylight. I’ve got news for you. I’m not letting you drag me up here every weekend until Lemon’s party. I say let Mack and Cressida hammer out the details today. One and done. I’m not putting Lemon through this one more time. As soon as they pick out a couple of swatches, I’m handing it over to Bear.”

      I can’t help but shake my head at the mention of his name.

      Otis Bear Fisher is one of Lottie’s exes. He just so happens to be the go-to contractor in Honey Hollow and gave us a good deal on the renovations for the lodge.

      I grunt at the thought of this not getting done in time.

      “Let’s just hope Bear doesn’t spill it to Keelie,” I say. “Once Keelie finds out, the party won’t be much of a surprise.”

      Keelie Turner is Lottie’s best friend, and she happens to be engaged to Bear. Not only are they getting married this summer, but they’ll be ushering a baby into the world before fall. Bear agreed that we should keep things from Keelie as well.

      My phone pings, as does Everett’s.

      “I hope it’s her,” I say, glancing to my screen and instantly filling with disappointment. “It’s Lily.” I blow out a breath before reading the text out loud. “Noah, where’s Lottie? She said she’d close the bakery. I’m supposed to be getting ready for a hot date with Miles.”

      Miles Rock, aka Seven, is the wall of muscles Everett and I hired to shadow Lottie last month. Apparently, Lily has taken a liking to him. And good on her—considering the fact my brother, Alex, was openly two-timing her.

      Everett holds up his phone. “She said the same here. She wants to know if we’ve heard from Lottie.” His cold eyes meet with mine, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say there was more than a smidge of worry in them.

      “I’ll contact Carlotta,” I say.

      “I’ll talk to Miranda.”

      We take off a few paces in the opposite direction, only to meet up less than two minutes later.

      I shake my head at him. “Carlotta said she’s on her way over to the house to check things out. She’ll let me know how Lottie’s doing once she gets there.”

      Carlotta is Lottie’s birth mother, the one that left her on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department a little over twenty-five years ago. They reconnected last winter. Carlotta is a character, and Lottie is more than gracious with her. Miranda Lemon is the woman who raised Lottie as her own. She’s a widow who happens to be seeing my twisted father.

      Everett growls down at his phone. “Miranda said she’ll ask Lainey and Meg if they’ve heard anything.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m not sure how much faith I have in her sisters right now. I want you to get a patrol car over there, stat. I’ll tell the girls we’re buttoning things up and heading back.”

      “I think it’s too soon to call for help. Lottie might be taking a bath for all we know,” I say just as my phone buzzes in my hand again. It’s another text from Carlotta, so I hold the phone out and read it. “Back at the house. No sign of Lot. Her car is in the garage.” Those last few words come out strangled as I look to Everett. “She’s in trouble.”

      He gives me a hard shove to the shoulder. “You still think it’s too soon to call for help?” Everett starts barking out orders at Cormack and Cressida, but I don’t move a muscle as the blood in my veins turns to ice.

      The woman I love more than my own life is in danger, and if anything happens to her, I will never forgive myself.

      I put in a call to the Ashford Sheriff’s Department and shout for every free vehicle they have to head to Honey Hollow.

      I’m coming to find you, Lottie.

      And I won’t rest until you’re safe in my arms—right where you belong.
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      “Lemon,” I growl into my phone. “If you get this, call me. We’re worried sick. Noah and I are headed back to Honey Hollow.” A deep breath expels from my lungs. “I love you. Stay safe.” I hang up in haste before texting Seven and asking if he’s got a bead on her.

      “We’re going to find her,” Noah says it measured as he runs a stale yellow light, his foot leaning heavier on the accelerator by the second.

      “I’m going to find her,” I correct him.

      “No, I’m going to find her. That’s my job,” he growls right back. “I’ve got the gun and the badge, remember?”

      “I don’t need a gun or a badge. I’m bringing her home.”

      “Fine. We’re working together. The important thing is we get Lottie home safe where she belongs.”

      “Sounds good.” I stare vacantly out the window as we head back into Honey Hollow. “Maybe she took a walk?” My God, what I wouldn’t give for her to be out on a simple walk.

      Noah grunts at the thought, “It’s snowing—just this side of a blizzard in the event you haven’t noticed. She’s not taking a walk.” He winces. “Maybe she went to take the trash out and she slipped? The last step off the back porch has a tendency to ice up.” He slams his hand against the steering wheel. “I knew I should have taken care of that. I’ll get some deicer so it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Forget the deicer. I’m having the stairs rebuilt.”

      Noah shakes his head, a dry laugh pumping through him. “You’ve always got to one-up me, don’t you?”

      “Yes, well, I’ve learned the hard way that with you around, I need to watch my back.”

      He blows out a hard breath. “And there it is. All roads lead to your grudge. They say some people never get over high school, and I guess you’re one of them.”

      “I got over high school, Noah. I never got over the fact I couldn’t trust you.”

      And that is the cold, hard truth.

      We ride in silence until we pull into Lemon’s driveway in haste.

      I don’t bother to wait until he puts the truck into park before I jump out and head up the porch.

      The door is unlocked, so I head on in to find Carlotta on the couch with the remote in her hand.

      “What’s going on?” She follows after me as I head into Lemon’s bedroom. “Where do you think she went?”

      “I don’t know.” I pull open the dresser drawer at the top and riffle through the pastel puddle of panties just as Noah bullets into the room. “It’s here,” I say as my eyes meet with his. “She didn’t take her gun.”

      “Ethel’s here?” Carlotta strides forward and takes a look herself.

      Ethel is the nickname Lemon gifted the Glock that Noah and I bought her.

      Carlotta scoffs and hums, “Well, I feel better already.”

      Noah shakes his head. “I don’t.”

      A knock erupts at the door and the three of us head out to find a handful of deputies. Noah lets them in just as Seven pulls up, and soon enough we’re having a chaotic meeting of the minds as to where Lemon could have gone. The first thing we do is try to track her phone, but the last place it registered was right here at the house.

      Ten voices shout up over one another, trying to speak at once, when something across the street at Noah’s house catches my attention.

      “The surveillance video,” I blurt it out, and within a second Noah pulls out his phone.

      Noah pants as he pulls up the app he needs and keys himself into the system.

      He blows out a quick breath. “I’ll rewind it to the point when I walked her across the street this morning.” He holds out the phone for us to see.

      We watch as Noah kisses Lemon goodbye and heads back to his truck and takes off.

      “Speed it up,” I say and Noah does just that. “Whoa.” I point over to the hood of a dark car appearing in the lower left corner as if it were about to pull into Lemon’s driveway and Noah slows the feed down again. There looks to be a dent just near the hood on the driver’s side.

      Noah leans forward, not taking his eyes off his phone. “The car isn’t moving an inch. It’s almost as if whoever parked it knew it was just out of range of my camera.”

      Seven points to the screen. “And here they go.”

      A dark figure steps into view. Dark pants, dark boots, long dark coat pulled over their head, obstructing any hope of determining if this was a man or a woman. We watch as Lemon opens the door and seems to have a conversation with them. Less than five minutes goes by and the dark figure heads back to the car with their head down—face out of range of the camera.

      Soon thereafter, Lemon heads out and they take off in the mystery car.

      It’s chilling to watch her step out into the unknown like that. Unknown for the rest of us at least.

      Seven nods. “They knew what they were doing. Pull the footage from this place and yours, Judge Baxter.”

      Noah pulls up Lemon’s footage first. The security camera is set so tight all it shows is the top of the person’s hood pulled over their head. The footage from my place shows nothing. The shot is too shortsighted to see past my front porch.

      And as determined as I am to fix that, I’ve got a sinking feeling it’s too late.

      Carlotta grunts, “It’s obvious she plans on being right back. Lot would never leave her cats without telling someone to watch over them. She probably went out with a friend.”

      “Get on the horn,” I tell her. “We’re calling everyone who knows her, and we’re spreading the word until we find her.”

      Noah stares at his phone before shutting off the security footage. “It’s too early to file a missing person’s report.” He looks up at the deputies in our midst. “How about we go under the radar and do it anyway? I want every available squad car combing the streets for Lottie Lemon. Be on the lookout for that dark car, too.”

      Seven looks up. “It’s a dark blue Ford Taurus. I’d say ten years old. Has gray wool draped over the front seats and a tiny crystal hanging from the rearview mirror.”

      “How do you know that?” It comes out curt as if I were about to fight him, and I might. God knows I’m looking to kill just about anybody right now.

      Seven shakes his bald head, his eyes darting to the door. “Saw it parked outside the bakery now and again.”

      My heart thumps hard. “Noah, pull up the surveillance from the bakery.”

      “I’m on it.” Noah’s fingers dance across his keyboard and soon we’re reviewing the footage from the last few days, but there’s not a sign of that car parked out front.

      “It’s out of range,” Seven says. “It was always parked up the street where I left my car. At the time I thought it belonged to someone who owns a business there. But I recognize that dent up front. I used to work for a body shop. You notice things like this out in the wild.”

      “Okay.” Noah looks up at the deputies surrounding us. “Get out there and try to track down a dark blue Ford Taurus. I don’t care what year. I want foot patrols to sweep Main Street and the nearby park.”

      The deputies all but salute him before they dash out the door.

      Noah looks to Seven. “Give me your phone. I’m going to have you run through the last month of security footage from the bakery—tell me what you see.” He takes Seven’s phone from him and logs him into the security system. “Carlotta, get on the horn and start calling everyone. I’d better head to the B&B and talk to Miranda myself.” Noah pauses to look my way. “And Everett?”

      A dull laugh pumps from me as I shake my head. “Don’t even think of giving me an order.”

      Noah gives a long blink. “I was going to say do your best to find her. As soon as I leave Miranda’s, I’ll be out there.” He glances out the window at the ever-darkening sky. “We’re going to find her.”

      “Damn right we will.”

      I take off into the snowy evening as the icy breeze cuts through my lungs.

      “Hang on, Lemon. I am coming to get you.”
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      We looked all night.

      I don’t eat or sleep. Everett and I end up at the bakery in our yesterday clothes that we haven’t bothered to change, looking like hell while running on strong coffee and a never-ending supply of donuts Keelie keeps shuttling to our table.

      Keelie had the head chefs from the Honey Pot Diner, the restaurant next door—and coincidentally conjoined to the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, open up the shop this morning. Both Lily and Keelie have been running the front—that is, when Keelie isn’t busy sobbing her eyes out.

      “You have to find her,” she wails as Bear comes up and wraps his arms around her.

      Keelie is Lottie’s lifelong best friend. She’s a doe-eyed blonde who is just as sweet as Lottie. And judging by those tomatoes she calls eyes, she didn’t sleep a wink last night either.

      Bear lands a kiss to her cheek. “Why don’t you go home, Keelie? Lottie would be very upset if she knew you weren’t taking care of yourself.”

      “I can’t. If I can’t go out there looking for her, the least I can do is stand watch. This bakery is her baby. I’ll take care of it for her. Just the way she would take care of my baby if something happened to me.” She starts to sob once again, and Bear pulls her in tight.

      Bear steals a moment to glower at Everett and me. Bear is a surly man, dirty blond hair and fit frame that comes from running his construction business twenty-four seven.

      “Nothing is happening to you, Keelie,” he’s quick to assure her. “And nothing better happen to Lot.” He looks over at Everett and me. “What are the two of you thinking?”

      Everett glances up from his coffee. “Are you accusing us of smething, Bear?” he growls out the words. “Because I’ve been looking for someone to blow a hole through with my fist. Would you like to be that person?”

      “Judge Baxter!” Keelie snips as she yanks Bear over to the register with her.

      I blow out a breath as I hold my phone up. “Let’s look at those threats Lottie was getting.” I pull the pictures up as Everett leans in.

      Everett shakes his head. “You should have never assumed that the killer you apprehended last week was the same person who sent these.”

      “Are you telling me that’s where I went wrong?” I’m not amused by his need to point the finger, but I’ll let it slide. We’re both out of our minds.

      “Yes.” He wipes down his face. “No. You know what I mean. We were both far too lax. I will never forgive myself for leaving her alone. My God, Seven wasn’t even there for her.” He snags the phone from me. “First cookie.” He glares at the burnt malfeasance. A charred sugar cookie in the shape of a heart with black icing. And written in pink frosting, across each of those nefarious little treats, was a blatant threat. “This one was found here at the bakery.” Everett nods as he stares down at the picture. “It read die.”

      I nod. “Next one was found at the B&B. It read death becomes you.”

      “Third.” Everett flashes the phone my way. “In the office, right here in the bakery again. It read be afraid.”

      “Final cookie.” I take the phone back and pull up a picture of that last threat. “Reads it’s time.” I shake my head down at it.

      “It was found right here in the café.” Everett turns toward the back where Lottie said she found it. “How can we have surveillance of this entire place—and not be able to see this as it’s happening? It’s like this person is a ghost.”

      I tip my head to the side and Everett shakes his head.

      “Do not go there, man,” he says. “This is a living, breathing person and we both know it.”

      “We also both know that Lottie can see the dead. Who knows what the dead are capable of?”

      “No.” Everett shakes his head. “This is an in-the-flesh human. I can feel it.”

      Lily swoops this way. Contrast to the rest of us, Lily looks immaculate with her long dark hair pulled into a neat ponytail, her face fresh scrubbed, and looking well-rested.

      “I bet Naomi had something to do with this.” She’s quick to oust the girl who was once her best friend. Both Lily and Naomi fell hard for my brother, Alex, and he unwisely decided to date them both during alternating months. And then last week, Lily left Alex for Miles Rock—Seven. But apparently, she and Naomi are still on the outs.

      Everett shakes his head. “I’ve already spoken with Naomi.”

      “I did, too,” I volunteer. “She’s as close to an enemy as Lottie has.”

      Everett gives me a sideways glance. “You’re kidding, right?” His eyes widen as he looks my way.

      My own eyes widen. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      The chime on the door goes off, and in strides my partner from down at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department, Detective Ivy Fairbanks.

      “Noah. Everett.” She nods over to us as she heads our way. Her hair is pulled into a bun, and she has a no-nonsense look about her, from that flat affect she displays right down to her gray wool suit. “Any news?” She pulls a tight smile.

      A lot of people think Ivy is uptight, but after working shoulder to shoulder with her for the last solid year, I can tell you she has a heart. I think.

      “Nope,” I say. “Do you have anything?”

      Ivy shakes her head. “It’s time to file an official missing person’s report. I can help. I’ll get the paperwork end of it done.”

      I nod up at her. “I’d appreciate that. Care to join us?”

      Ivy ticks her head toward the counter. “In a minute. I think I’ll grab some coffee first.” She starts to walk away and quickly backtracks. “The crime symposium is Saturday. I suppose you won’t be going.”

      A groan comes from me. The crime symposium is an annual meeting where the detectives, sheriff’s deputies, and anyone else interested in busting illegal activity gets together and exchange notes. I’ve made a few great friends over the last year through connections with other sheriff’s departments, and I was looking forward to bringing Lottie as my date.

      “I’d love to,” I say. “But unless Lottie is back, it’s not happening for me.”

      “Understand.” She nods as she and Lily take off.

      Everett leans forward. “I just sent a text to both Cressida and Cormack.” His cheek flinches. “I let them know we were missing them.” His brows hitch because we both know it’s a lie. “They’re across the street at Swift Cycle. They said they’ll be here in a second.”

      Swift Cycle just so happens to be owned by my ex-wife, Britney. She has a few of the gyms sprinkled around Vermont. When Brit came into town exactly one year ago, she initially wanted to keep Lottie and me apart, but we’ve since moved past that. Brit and I still share custody of our Golden Retriever, Toby, and for the most part, we’re friends again.

      Sadly, Lottie and I never quite recovered from the drama of having Brit stroll into Honey Hollow. But we were on the right track, right up until yesterday when she disappeared.

      “Cormack.” I shake my head, just thinking that she might have anything to do with this. “You know it wouldn’t surprise me.”

      Everett winces. “I know. Same with Cressida. But they were with us at the lodge the entire time. They followed us up.” He raps his knuckles against the table. “Unless…unless…”

      But Everett doesn’t have time to finish his thought.

      Cormack and Cressida stumble in through the door, pushing and shoving one another out of the way as if they couldn’t get to us fast enough.

      I nod to the entry. “It’s showtime.”
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      That silent rage that’s been brewing in me for the last two days rips through my veins like a fire line once Cormack and Cressida head this way.

      Noah and I have been seated in the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery for the last few hours, trying to make heads or tails of Lottie’s disappearance. We finally came to the conclusion it was time to talk to the two people who disliked Lottie the most—two of our wiliest exes, Cormack Featherby and Cressida Bentley.

      Both women have their gym clothes on, their blonde ponytails whiping back and forth as they hurry to assault us.

      Cressida lands in my lap, and I carefully land her right into the seat next to me.

      “Oh, Essex.” She forms her hands to my face. “Let me take you home. I can make you forget all about this nightmare.”

      “Maybe,” I say, not meaning it in the least, but that doesn’t stop Cressida from jumping in her seat with excitement. Her bird-like features and wide-set eyes light up with far too much hope as she giggles herself into a conniption.

      I’m not above letting Cressida think she can have her way with me—so long as she tells me everything she knows about what might have happened to Lemon.

      Cormack pulls a seat up next to Noah and begins pawing all over him like it was her job.

      “Big Boss”—she coos—“don’t you worry. I’m sure everything will turn out just fine. I’m here for you. I’ve already packed a bag for your place. I’ll be there for you day in and day out. And, of course”—she curls her finger under his chin as her voice drops an octave—“well into the night.”

      And that’s Cormack Featherby in a nutshell.

      I shake my head at her. She’s a stunning blonde; they both are. And I’ve slept with them both, too. Cormack and I dated way back in high school. At the time I thought she could be the one. Boy, was I ever wrong.

      Noah swooped in and snatched her away, and she didn’t even bat a lash. Of course, I was angry. Bruised ego. The whole nine rotten yards. But despite what Noah chooses to believe, I’ve long since been over it.

      What I feel for Lemon is no revenge-based affection.

      It’s genuine.

      That woman has my whole heart like no woman has even been close to before. I’d die for her if I had to. And right about now, I’d give anything if I could trade places with her.

      “Cormack, Cressida”—I try to keep my voice firm, yet kind, and it’s proving to be a real struggle—“do you have any idea of what could have happened to Lemon?”

      Cressida smirks when I say her name. “How come you never called me Bentley?” She runs the cool tip of her finger across my lips and I try not to flinch.

      “Bentley”—I nod her way—“if you have any relevant information regarding Lemon’s whereabouts, I promise you will be well rewarded.”

      Cressida breaks out into another fit of giggles, fanning herself with her fingers as she looks to Cormack.

      “Go on, Mackie.” She winks at her socialite counterpart seated across the table. “Tell them about the curse.”

      Noah leans in. “The what?”

      I spot Ivy watching from afar, looking rather intrigued by the entire exchange.

      “Curse?” I say it stern as I press my gaze hard into Cressida’s blue eyes.

      “Okay, fine.” She titters, scooting as close to me as she can get. “We hired Serena Digby to put a hex on that rotten Lemon.”

      Cormack bounces in her seat with excitement. “But only to keep her out of your lives.”

      “What?” Noah barks it out in a fury. “What do you mean by keep her out of our lives?”

      Cormack swats him on the chest. “Would you keep it down? People are going to think we’re arguing.” She leans in so close she practically kisses him on the lips. “Let’s save all the arguing for when we’re alone—preferably in the bedroom where we can kiss and make up.”

      I close my eyes for a moment.

      Lemon is missing, and all these two can think about is landing us horizontally.

      “Where is this Serena Digby?” I ask. “I want to see her.”

      Cormack and Cressida exchange a quick glance.

      “What is it?” The words come out with an edge to them, but the girls don’t say a word. “Spill it now,” I bark. And just like that, I’m all done pretending to keep my cool.

      “All right! All right.” Cressida checks her manicure as if my anger had the power to chip a nail. “I sent a text to Serena this morning to meet us at the gym and she didn’t show.”

      Noah shakes his head. “Where does she work? I’ll head over.”

      Cormack blinks back. “Why would she work? She’s probably having a spa day at the Evergreen Manor.”

      Cressida nods. “Or at the country club in Fallbrook.”

      I pull my phone out. “Where does she live?”

      Cressida and Cormack exchange a baffled glance as a bevy of odd croaking sounds emit from their throats.

      Cressida finally scoffs. “Isn’t she in Fallbrook?”

      Cormack makes a face. “I thought she was in Hollyhock?”

      I glance to Noah and he slowly closes his eyes.

      A thought comes to me. “What kind of a car does she drive?”

      My phone buzzes in my hand before I can squeeze the answer out of them.

      “It’s a text from Seven.” I lean forward as I read it out loud. “Found the Ford sitting in front of a market in Leeds. Owner says it’s been there overnight. The woman who it belongs to slipped on ice and ended up being taken to the hospital. Just checked. It’s a woman by the name of Serena Digby. Leeds Memorial room 302.”

      Both Cormack and Cressida indulge in an audible gasp.

      Cressida claws at her chest. “Oh my goodness. Something has happened to Serena!”

      Cormack touches her hand to her forehead. “We need to get to her right now. Who knows what will become of the curse if something horrible happens to Serena? I’m sorry, boys. We have to go.”

      They jump out of their seats and Noah and I are quick to follow suit.

      “Don’t worry, ladies,” I say, snatching up my coat. “We’re coming with you.”
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      Leeds Memorial Hospital is just about as depressing as the rest of the town. The walls are gray, the floors match, the elevator sputters, and it holds the scent of despair and hopelessness. But not for me. And I’m pretty sure not for Noah either. I’d venture to say we were the only two people actually thrilled to be here.

      The four of us make our way to room 302 in record time to find a brunette with her foot elevated, flipping through the channels on the television with the distinct look of boredom on her face. Her hair looks freshly washed and she’s wearing a yellow hospital gown that neatly covers her from the neck down.

      “Oh thank God!” She tosses the remote in her hand as both Cormack and Cressida fall all over her. Once the screaming and the air kisses come to a halt, Noah and I step in.

      Noah doesn’t waste any time flashing his badge. “Serena Digby, my name is Detective Noah Fox.”

      Both Cormack and Cressida titter amongst themselves, clearly turned on by the moronic act.

      I wouldn’t have recommended it.

      Anyone knows you don’t come at a woman with hostile intentions.

      And if that badge is perceived as anything when it’s flashed in your direction, it’s downright hostile. But then Noah has never been able to hone the fine art of finessing a woman. Case in point, he can’t seem to keep from losing Lemon time and time again. I threw him a bone when I backed off from my relationship with Lemon. But I did it for her, not him. And I’m beginning to think his time is up in that department, too.

      This time, he’s lost her both literally and figuratively.

      We both did.

      Serena’s eyes grow ten times their size. Serena is a pretty woman by anyone’s standards, but there’s a ruthless gleam in her eyes that she can’t disguise. I’ve always had an advantage when it comes to reading people. And even though I move strictly on evidence in my courtroom, I’m right, regardless, one hundred percent of the time.

      “Have I done something wrong?” The woman clutches at her chest. “Am I in trouble?”

      Cormack waves the notion off as if it were ludicrous. “Heavens no. Larissa has gone on a shopping spree or something and forgot to tell her mother, and now we all have to wallow in misery as if she’s never coming back.”

      A tiny laugh brews in Cressida’s chest. “Of course, she’s coming back. But in the meantime, the four of us have grown closer than ever.” She picks up my hand, and I don’t deny her the right.

      I’m not Noah. I’m not closing these women off. If holding Cressida’s hand is what it takes to get Lemon back, then I’ll hold it all day long.

      I’d hold the hand of just about anyone for her.

      “No, Serena, you’re not in any trouble,” I say as I wave Noah’s prowess away until he lands that badge back in his pocket where it belongs. “We’re just looking for someone. And we thought you might have seen her.” I pull out my phone and flash a picture her way.

      Serena blinks hard at the screen. It’s an older picture of Lemon and me, toasting with champagne flutes by the lake. And what I wouldn’t do to be drinking anything next to any place just so long as I had that beautiful woman by my side. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.

      “Why, that’s Lottie.” Serena looks up at Noah and me. “Is she the one that called for help?” Her eyes widen a notch, and instantly I sense she’s hiding something.

      “Called for help?” I can tell by the sound of Noah’s voice he doesn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified.

      I feel about the same.

      “Yes.” Serena gives an exaggerated nod, another physical trait of bordering on telling the truth at best. She’s still holding information close to the vest.

      Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ve got all day. And I plan on utilizing whatever modality I can to make her speak.

      Serena sits up a notch, her gown falling off her shoulder on one side.

      “First of all”—she says—“when I fell and twisted my ankle, I lost my phone somewhere in the snow.” She looks to Cressida and Cormack. “So when the ambulance brought me here, they were able to pull up my files because I was in the system, but without my phone I couldn’t even call the two of you to let you know what happened to me.” She glances to Noah. “I couldn’t even call my own mother. Can you believe it? I don’t have anyone’s number memorized. Trust me when I say it was like being on a desert island.” Both Cressida and Cormack sit on either side of her, cooing and moaning at her every word. “Anyway.” She tosses her hands in the air. “I guess Lottie figured it out.”

      Noah shakes his head. “How would Lottie figure it out?”

      “Well, she was with me.” She blinks up at the two of us and I can feel my heart starting to palpitate at the news.

      I glance to Noah and give a slight nod.

      This is the woman who picked up Lemon. There’s no doubt about it. And she’s also the woman that both Cressida and Cormack paid to cast some ridiculous hex on her. And I will certainly deal with that later.

      I lean in and offer my most affable smile for all of two seconds. “Serena, when did you last see her?”

      Her mouth opens as she sputters and scoffs.

      “Why, at my place.” She holds up a hand. “I’m sorry, girls”—she looks to her friends—“I know you wanted a weekend away with your men and, believe me, I wanted you to have it, too. But I wanted to have some R&R myself, and I wasn’t quite sure where the lodge was so I picked up Lottie. She sounded thrilled to head on up with me.”

      Cressida growls as she leans back, “Why would you do that? You could have ruined everything.”

      My anger spikes to unnatural levels. I am most certainly about to ruin everything, starting with this good time.

      Cormack’s mouth falls open. “Wait a minute! You really are a genius. Once Lianne saw the four of us having a great time, she would have stormed right back to Honey Hollow.” She wrinkles her nose. Cormack outright refuses to say Lottie’s proper name, and I don’t doubt for a minute she’s doing so mindfully. “No offense, but I’m glad you never made it. I guess your little accident really was a lucky break. Big Boss and I have already discussed plans to move in together.”

      I lift a brow in Noah’s direction and watch as he closes his eyes a moment, shaking his head ever so slightly. It’s apparent to both of us we’re dealing with a fragile ecosystem of minds here. Clearly, delusions are running rampant.

      “Where’s Lemon?” I grunt. “If she’s hurt, she could be freezing to death out there.” And that thought alone grips me with terror.

      Serena shakes her head emphatically. “Oh, she’s probably fine. I left her at my place. Conditions were quickly turning into a blizzard and I ended up taking the highway back to Leeds instead of Hollyhock. By the time I realized my error, it was too late. It was really coming down. I told her she could stay with me until it lifted and she agreed.”

      Something isn’t adding up.

      “Why wouldn’t she call us?” I ask.

      “She did.” Serena is far too eager to nod once again. “At least she tried. Her phone went dead as soon as I turned off into Leeds. She was real upset about it, too. I told her she could borrow my phone charger, but we have different devices so it was useless to her. And, of course, she didn’t have your numbers memorized either. Anyway, she was frantic about searching my room. It was odd behavior. She said something about looking for cookies?” She shakes her head over at Cormack and Cressida, and they share a small laugh at Lemon’s expense.

      Noah and I exchange a glance ourselves.

      Lemon was looking for evidence of those death threats. And I have a feeling she might have been right to look—but perhaps not wise.

      Serena shrugs, adjusting the gown over her shoulder. “She eventually went to the bathroom and I told her I’d go to the market and get her some stinking cookies. I figured she was my guest. It was the least I could do if she was hungry.”

      Noah tips his head back. “I thought you said the conditions were too horrible to drive?”

      “They were.” She motions to her foot. “And too horrible to walk as well. But the market was just down the street. I figured it would be fine. Boy, was I ever wrong.”

      “Where do you live, Serena?” It comes from me curt, demanding.

      I’m still not sure if I’m buying what she’s selling.

      “Why? What’s with all the questioning?” She sputters and coughs her way through every word. “Did Lottie accuse me of something?”

      Noah takes a breath, clearly at the end of his rope with her stall tactics—as am I.

      “Lottie has been missing since yesterday.” Noah leans in. “Ever since she got into that car with you.”

      “What?” Her eyes swell with fear, and this time it seems genuine. She cuts a quick glance out the window. “Why, it’s almost dark. An entire twenty-four hours at least since I saw her last. I have a phone in my room. Surely she could have called someone—anyone by now. Oh dear, you’d better head over to make sure she’s all right. She’s not diabetic, is she? I mean, she was practically rabid looking for heart-shaped cookies. I felt terrible for the poor thing.”

      “No, she’s not.” Noah bites the air with his words. “Now tell me exactly where you live.” His voice reverberates off the walls and the silence in his wake is deafening.

      Serena looks to Cressida and Cormack with watery eyes. “I’m embarrassed to say it. I hope you girls won’t think less of me. I’ve fallen on hard times.”

      “Address, now,” I demand with twice as much fervor as Noah just displayed.

      “Fine.” She crimps her lips my way. “I’m staying at the Hard Knocks Motel on First Street. I’m the last room on the right as you head up to the second floor.”

      Noah and I take off running for the nearest stairwell.

      We’re coming for you, Lemon.

      And this time—we’re less than a few blocks away.
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      “Oh God, oh God,” I moan as I butt my shoulder to the door once again, trying hard to dislodge whatever’s holding it shut from the other side. I’ve already got a mean bruise brewing and I’m running off of less than a half hour’s worth of sleep. But honestly? Who could get a decent night’s shut-eye in a dingy looking shower stall?

      The bathroom.

      Of all the places in the world to lock me away in. What is Serena thinking?

      I knew—I knew she was as nefarious as those cookies she’s been slinging my way for the last few weeks.

      Of course, she denied it.

      Of course, she hid the evidence fantastically well, knowing that she’d drag me to her lair and lock me in the bathroom like some caged potty-trained animal.

      I screamed all night through that tiny air hole they call a window up near the ceiling. I pounded on the walls and cursed up a storm.

      Heck, I even tried conjuring up my dead grandmother and father. But then, I’ve never had the talent of calling the dead to me. They just sort of appear from nowhere—and their presence has never really signified anything all that wonderful to begin with. It usually means death is on the horizon. And, believe me, there was a dark hour last night when I wallowed in enough self-pity to believe that death would be a welcome reprieve—but only so I could bust on out of here and haunt that trio of witches that arranged for me to be here in the first place.

      Sure, Serena played naïve. She outright denied that Cormack and Cressida had anything to do with my kidnapping. Not that I realized I was being kidnapped at first. Not until I couldn’t get out of this prison cell of a bathroom.

      Serena confessed that Noah and Everett hadn’t invited me to the lodge either. She said she wanted to head on up and see what the fuss was about and figured I would want to join her.

      She was wrong about that.

      I wouldn’t normally get into any sort of moving vehicle with her at the helm. I don’t care if she was driving a city bus.

      But I’ll admit, she got me at my weakest moment. I was burning with anger that Noah and Everett went off skiing with a couple of ditzes.

      It really steamed me. Heck, I was about to pile into my own car and head on up just so I could tell them off. In fact, I regret not doing just that. Although, at the moment, I’m not nearly as upset with Noah and Everett as I am with myself. I should have known better. After all of these months of running into psychopaths, you would think I could spot one in the wild by now.

      And that little black gift bag I spotted in the back seat of Serena’s car tipped me right off. She caught me looking at it, so, I asked her what it was. She said it was a gift for her sister—a small ring she purchased at some great Valentine’s sale last week. So, of course, I snatched the bag up myself and took a look inside.

      And, well, she was right.

      I can’t help but make a face as I pound weakly over the door once again.

      “Serena? Let me out. I don’t want any trouble. I just want to go home.” My voice is threadbare and every muscle in my body is humming. “I believe you. You didn’t send the cookies.” And boy, did I scout every last inch of this tiny tawdry room she calls home. I went as far as flipping her mattress over and nothing. And that’s when I came in here. I figured she could have an Easy Bake Oven plugged into the wall for all I knew. Of course, I locked myself in once I spotted a duffle bag on the floor. But there was nothing to implicate her in here either.

      The only thing I’ve gleaned is the fact that Serena Digby has very bad taste in clothing. All black and not a stitch of it with any style. Just skintight sweaters and jeans. I suppose that’s her uniform—right along with a pointy hat and wand.

      The sound of thunderous footsteps rumbles in this direction and I cease all movement. My breathing stops as I land my ear to the door.

      “Serena?” I scream her name at top volume. “Anyone?” I shout so loud the door vibrates beneath me.

      “Lemon?” a deep voice riots out and every molecule in my body feels as if it’s exhaling for the very first time.

      “Everett?”

      “Lottie!” Noah’s voice bellows from the other side.

      “Noah! I’m stuck! She’s trapped me in here!”

      “Step away from the door, Lemon,” Everett howls and I jump into the shower as if he just barked a sexual command at me—something he’s done a time or two. And come to think of it, I did land in the shower just this way on such an occasion.

      The door bursts open, and soon I’m in the strong arms of Judge Essex Everett Baxter, stealing a moment to take in the faint scent of his cologne as he wraps his body around mine, tight as can be.

      “Lemon.” He drops a kiss to my head before releasing me and Noah pulls me to him doing the exact same thing.

      In an instant the tiny room is swarming with deputies as Noah carefully leads me out of the bathroom.

      “Are you hurt?” He quickly examines me with wild eyes. “Lottie, what happened?”

      Everett pulls a chair forward and I happily fall into it.

      It takes about thirty seconds for me to relay the events as they took place, inspiring both Noah and Everett to exchange a quick glance.

      “She’s still out there.” The words stream from me in a panic. “You need to find her and make an arrest. That black bag she had was the very same one she was tormenting me with last month.”

      Everett’s mouth opens and closes. “Lemon.” His cheek twitches. “You said you found a ring in it?”

      I can feel my adrenaline spiking. “Yes, but I just know she did it. She locked me in here, for goodness’ sake.”

      Noah and Everett look to the deputy examining the bathroom door as he shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry.” The deputy runs his finger along the inseam of the doorframe. “The lock is just rusted. Nothing unusual outside of that, but we’ll have someone come in and take a better look.”

      “What?” I spike right out of my seat. “You can’t be serious. That woman locked me in here. I was her prisoner.” I look past them. “She got away, didn’t she?”

      Noah swallows hard before filling my head with some story about Serena going out to buy me cookies and twisting her ankle.

      “Oh my God.” I drop my face in my hands a moment. “And you believed her?” I look to the two of them and their silence says it all. “You have got to be kidding me. The woman has been tormenting me for weeks, and she’s been doing it for the benefit of your ex-girlfriends, by the way.” I don’t mind one bit throwing out an accusing tone.

      Everett winces. “Cressida and Cormack told us all about the hex.”

      “They did?” I’m almost amused. “So I’m assuming you believed them.” I didn’t mean to put an emphasis on that word, but with no sleep, food, or water—okay, so I might have taken a few sips from that rusted bathroom sink, but still, I’m not in the best of moods. I’m only a moment from exploding.

      Noah sighs. “It sounded as if it were something they would do.”

      I growl without meaning to. “It was and so is this. If you don’t think Cormack and Cressida were the ones driving this crazy train, you’re out of your minds.” I suck in a quick breath as I recall something equally as distressing. “You are out of your minds, aren’t you? Why else would you have gone skiing at the lodge without me—and with those two featherheads of all people?”

      Noah and Everett exchange a glance before shrugging at one another.

      Everett scratches the back of his neck. “All right, Lemon. I’ll tell you this much. Noah and I are working on a little something for you. Cormack and Cressida caught wind of it, and Noah thought it would be a good idea to involve them.”

      Noah’s chest pumps with a dry laugh as he shoots death rays at his old stepbrother. “That’s not how it went.”

      “Okay, okay,” I say, holding my arms out in the event things decide to get physical. “I have no doubt those two bimbos muscled their way into your midst, but I don’t want to think about it anymore. I just want to go home and take a bath, snuggle with my precious cats, and sleep until noon tomorrow.” A horrible thought hits me. “The bakery!” The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is my baby. I can’t just abandon the place because my body is begging for a little shut-eye. Okay, fine. It’s begging for a lot of shut-eye—hours and hours, miles and miles of uninterrupted bliss.

      “It’s fine,” Noah assures, taking me back into his arms. “Keelie and Lily have everything under control. The important thing is that you’re safe.”

      Everett takes a breath as he gives a quick look around the room. “I want this place searched. And then I want Serena Digby’s car torn apart for any sort of a clue.”

      “And I want her arrested,” I say it with just as much assertion.

      Noah blows out a quick breath. “Lottie, if her story pans out, there’s nothing to arrest her for.”

      “Newsflash, Detective.” I press my hands over his chest to act as a barrier between us. “Her story won’t pan out. And if you know what side your proverbial bread is buttered on, you won’t rest until she’s in handcuffs.”

      His dimples press in deep as a smile twitches on his lips. “Consider it as good as done. I’m on it.” He looks to Everett. “Why don’t you take Lottie home and get her to bed? I’m going to make sure not to leave a single stone unturned.”

      Everett’s lids hood low, the barely-there trace of a wicked grin flickering on his lips.

      “You heard the man, Lemon. Let’s get to bed.”

      Everett leads me out into the frigid weather as he navigates me to the safety of his car.

      “We’re going home,” he says. “Next stop—Honey Hollow.”

      I’m so happy, I cry all the way there.
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      Confession: I did sleep until noon the very next day. But to my defense, I had two warm, purring, adorably fluffy pillows on either side of me. Both Pancake and Waffles acted as if they hadn’t seen me in years and, truth be told, I acted the very same way as soon as I scooped them into my arms.

      But once I managed to rouse myself from the dead, ingest enough coffee to energize an entire squad of cheerleaders, and took a long, hot shower, I felt better than ever and far more anxious to head down to my bakery than ever before.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is just as much my family as my sweet cats. How I love the butter-colored walls and the mix and match pastel furniture. There’s a walkway between the Honey Pot Diner next door and the bakery, due to the fact they were both my grandma Nell’s at one point. And I’m glad about it, too, seeing that my very best friend in the whole wide world, Keelie Nell Turner, is the manager there.

      Next door, in the Honey Pot Diner, there’s a giant resin oak tree smack in the middle of the restaurant, and its branches extend over the ceiling and bleed right into the café portion of my bakery. Each branch is lovingly woven with twinkle lights, and it gives off a magical appeal.

      Margo and Mannford, the chefs from the Honey Pot, have been kind enough to do the heavy lifting as far as the baking goes. It’s usually just me in the mornings, and I relish those early hours when I’m left alone to my own devices and a mixing bowl.

      “Lottie Lemon!” Keelie squeals as both she and Lily head this way.

      Keelie wraps her arms around me so tight, I can hardly catch a breath. And I can feel that hard bump beginning to grow in her tummy. She and Bear are expecting a baby this summer.

      She pulls back with tears in her eyes, a laugh in her throat. “So Everett found you?”

      I glance over to the handsome judge. Everett let me know he cleared his schedule all week when he gave me a ride to the bakery just now. He said he’d give me a ride back home, too. I’m guessing he’s being overly cautious, but I appreciate the sentiment.

      “He sure did. Serena Digby kidnapped me, and both Everett and Noah busted that door down.”

      Lily wrinkles her nose. “That’s not what I heard. Rumor has it, you were locked in the bathroom while poor Serena was in a car wreck.”

      I suck in a quick breath as I look to Everett. “Are you starting rumors?”

      “No.” He holds his hands up as if this was a stickup. “I was just relaying the facts.”

      I suck in another quick breath and try my best to swat him with the dishtowel on the counter.

      “Everett”—I hiss his name out like a reprimand—“I was held against my will by a crazed lunatic. As soon as Noah finds evidence of her dirty cookie dealings, you’ll be sorry you ever gave her the benefit of the doubt.”

      Lily grunts, “He’s a judge, Lottie. He deals in facts and gives everyone the benefit of the doubt. Besides, I do believe you. Seven says that woman was one sandwich short of a picnic.”

      “Thank you,” I say, trying my hardest not to scowl at Everett.

      The door bursts open, and an arctic blast fills the bakery along with a few stray snowflakes. It was a virtual whiteout on the way over. Another reason I was glad Everett offered to do the driving.

      And along with those few stray snowflakes Carlotta and Mayor Nash speed over, still warming their arms with their hands.

      Carlotta gives me a look that typically spells out trouble. But in this case, I’m guessing it spells out relief.

      “Get over here, Lot Lot.” She pulls me into a quasi-violent hug. Carlotta is my twin in every way, same wavy caramel brown hair, same hazel eyes. She’s my birth mother, the very one that thought it was a good idea to abandon me on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department over a quarter of a century ago, and thanks to that, I was discovered by the kindest fireman of them all, the man who would become my adoptive father, Joseph Lemon. He and his wife, Miranda, gave me a loving, stable home and two adorable, yet quirky, sisters as well.

      Mayor Nash holds open his arms. “My turn, Lottie Dottie.” His voice is raspy but cheerful and I give him a quick embrace. About a year ago, I discovered that Mayor Nash was my biological father—and along with him I gained two half-sisters and a half-brother, too. Oddly enough, he and Carlotta have been dating these past few months, so it’s not unusual that I see these two in tandem.

      He gives my arms a hearty squeeze. “You look great, kid. I hear they had the SWAT team out with guns drawn and everything. You get your bravery from me, you know.”

      I shoot a sideways glance to Everett. Okay, so I might have been quick to correct one false rumor and not the other, but I blame it on losing a good night’s sleep.

      The door bounces open once again, and along with another arctic blast come my mother and Noah’s oddball of a father, Wiley Fox.

      “My baby!” Mom screams it at the top of her lungs as she wraps herself around me. Her chest convulses as if she were lost in sobs or laughing—or deliriously doing both. “What did they do to you?” She pulls back and shakes me. Miranda Lemon is a pretty blonde with shoulder-length hair, crystal blue eyes, and skin that somehow forgot to age. “Did you go to the hospital and get a thorough checkup?” She checks my forehead for a fever. “Oh, Lottie, you should really be home on bed rest.”

      “I’m fine. I promise.”

      Wiley winks my way and looks suspiciously like his oldest son in the process. Same dark hair, same deep-welled dimples, same stunning green eyes—although that’s where the similarities end. Up until last month everyone thought Wiley was dead as a doornail. And honest to God, I wish he would have stayed that way, seeing that he has a penchant for bilking widows out of their nest egg. He was once married to Everett’s mother and did just that. And now my own poor mother is up on the Wiley Fox chopping block.

      “You’re looking good, kid.” Wiley shakes his head. “Heard my boys rescued you. Gotta say, I raised ’em right.” He slaps a hand over Everett’s shoulder—and Everett eyes it as if he were considering doing an impromptu amputation. Suffice it to say, Everett isn’t Wiley’s biggest fan.

      Before I can thank him, or tell him off, my sisters, Lainey and Meg, spring out from seemingly nowhere.

      Lainey comes at me with large watery eyes. We share the same caramel hair and hazel eyes. I so wanted to believe that I was her full-blood sister. Clearly, Meg was the adopted one, but that’s not the hand fate dealt me—and now that I’m older, I’m glad about it, too.

      Lainey is bundled up for the extreme weather outside, but I can still distinctly make out her baby bump. She just so happens to be the head librarian at the Honey Hollow Library. And both she and Keelie are due just a couple of weeks apart.

      “Don’t you ever give me a scare like that again!” Lainey riots right at me as she pulls me in for a rather aggressive hug. “I’ve been worried sick, I couldn’t sleep, and I ate an entire large pizza from Mangias all by my lonesome yesterday. I didn’t go to work. I couldn’t even think, let alone file away books.”

      “Lainey,” I moan as I pull back to inspect her. “My heart wrenches just hearing that I brought pain to so many people. This is all that wicked Serena Digby’s fault. I hope she rots in prison for the rest of her natural and supernatural life.”

      Meg chuckles as she pulls me in for a quick hug. Meg has dyed her blonde locks black, and it’s a stunning look paired with her icy blue eyes. She used to be a big deal on the female wrestling circuit out in Las Vegas, but she’s back in Honey Hollow, teaching the strippers down in Leeds their provocative night moves.

      “Come on, Lot”—Meg offers up a firm pat to my back—“we all know you were bested by a rusty toilet. Ain’t that right, Judge Baxter?”

      “It was a doorknob,” I’m quick to correct as I shoot another side-eye to the esteemed judge among us. “And no, it wasn’t that either. I was kidnapped. It was treachery.”

      Lainey shudders. “Did she hold you at gunpoint to get you into the car?”

      I reflect back on it for a minute. “Well, no.”

      Carlotta huffs, “I bet she snatched your phone away. That’s why you couldn’t call for help.”

      I wince. “Actually, my battery died before we hit the highway.” I leave out the tiny detail about sleeping over at Noah’s the night before and not remembering to charge it.

      Mom scoffs her way to my side. “All of this hullabaloo because of your birthday.”

      “My birthday?” I shake my head, mildly confused. “My birthday isn’t for another couple of weeks.”

      Both Meg and Lainey make crazy eyes at one another before stealing a glance at Everett.

      Lainey forces a smile to come and go. “I was just talking to Mom about it.” She smacks our mother on the arm. “Isn’t that right, Mom? You said you wanted to have a huge to-do at the B&B, and I said Lottie wouldn’t want that.”

      “Darn right I don’t.” I’ve never been one to make a big deal out of my birthday. I just hate for anyone to fuss over me.

      Meg nods. “And that’s why we decided to have a quiet dinner for you at Lainey’s place.”

      Lainey shrugs. “That’s the plan. But, like it or not, Lot—you’ll have to bake your own cake.”

      A dull laugh strums from me. “As long as I can eat it, I’m fine with that.”

      Mom makes a face. “Speaking of eating, I heard you found another one of those toxic cookies in the back seat of that woman’s car. And why didn’t anyone tell me that someone was trying to poison my baby?”

      Everett lifts a brow my way, and I can’t help but frown.

      I clear my throat. “I—I don’t really know if the cookies were poisoned. I didn’t really eat them. But they were threatening. And no, actually, she didn’t have any cookies on hand.”

      “That’s right,” a voice hums from the back of the crowd gathering around me and I spot two blonde bimbos who dare step into this sacred establishment. “Tell the truth for once, Luella.” Cormack strides up in a pair of high-heeled thigh-high boots that I hope she’ll take a nasty tumble in once I boot her out the door. “Serena Digby nearly fell to her death because you demanded she buy you cookies.”

      “What?” I squawk as the crowd begins to rumble. “Not true. I’m a baker. I don’t eat store-bought.”

      Cressida scoffs at the thought. “You heard her,” she shouts to the crowd. “She thinks she’s better than the rest of us.”

      “The rest of you?” I balk, amused. “Isn’t that the designer pot calling the kettle a socialite?” Wait. Did that make sense? I defer to the lack of proper sleep defense.

      Cressida tips her head. “I’m the socialite around here.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      Everett steps up. “Don’t you worry about it, Lemon. I’ll make sure the socialites light up another room for now.” He does his best to navigate Cormack and Cressida to the door, but it’s like herding cats—and believe me when I say those two are a couple of pretentious pussies I wouldn’t mind if I never saw again.

      Mom is quick to wave off the drama. “Never mind all of that, Lottie. You’re back and we couldn’t be happier.” She breaks out into spontaneous applause aimed toward the crowd as if coercing them to join her, and they do just that.

      Mayor Nash tips his head my way. “And if you’re feeling up to it, I’d like to offer you a couple of free tickets to the sheriff’s ball coming up. The city was kind enough to gift the Honey Hollow board of supervisors a handful of tickets to distribute as we see fit—and I see fit to give a couple to you.”

      “Oh, that’s great. I’ll take an extra if you’ve got another to spare. I did have two heroes come to my rescue.”

      Mom chortles as if my life had become one of her steamy romance novels.

      “Of course, you can have two men, Lottie.” She winks my way. “And I bet you’ll come up with just the right thank you for each of them.”

      “Mother.” Lainey wrinkles her nose, but Meg laughs it up.

      “She’s just being honest.” Meg slaps me on the back. “Lot has a man addiction. It’s no wonder she has a mob of angry blondes following her around everywhere she goes.” She nods my way. “You better watch your back. You keep snapping up all the available men that Honey Hollow has to offer, and you’re going to have a war on your hands.”

      My gaze hitches to the door where Cormack and Cressida shout something about a hex.

      I’ve already got a war—a cursed war at that.

      Lily snaps her fingers. “Ooh, that reminds me. The sheriff’s station called and asked if we could cater the sheriff’s ball. They said they want devil’s food cake and lots of it. It’s the sheriff’s favorite and they’re giving him a special tribute this year.”

      Keelie coos, “That’s right. Daddy is celebrating twenty-five years on the force.”

      “Keelie, that’s so great,” I say. “I’ll be sure to make up something he’s sure to remember.”

      “Perfect.” Mayor Nash claps his hands and, like magic, the crowd disbands as everyone heads for the counter at once to place an order.

      Noah steps into our midst and flashes those dimples my way.

      “Noah Corbin Fox,” I say as I wrap my arms around him. “Have you arrested Serena yet?”

      He pulls back and winces, and just like that, I have my answer.

      Noah and I are still giving our relationship another go, despite the fact I can’t make up my mind between him and Everett. Everett is the one who thought it would be a good idea to see where this leads.

      “Heard you’re catering the sheriff’s ball.” He dives in for a kiss, and I make sure it lingers.

      “Sure am. Hope you like devil’s food cake. I’m going to make sure there’s enough to feed every sheriff’s deputy in all of Vermont.”

      Noah bites down on his lip. “You wouldn’t happen to want any more catering business, would you?”

      “Name the time and the place. Your sweetest wishes are my bakery’s command.” Cheesy I know. And I blink an equally cheesy smile his way.

      “Thank you. And I’ll take you up on it. But if you change your mind, let me know. You’ve been through a lot.”

      Meg steps up and rolls her eyes. “All men should be so kind when women accidentally lock themselves in a bathroom.”

      Carlotta belts out a laugh. “They didn’t teach you how to get out of that one in self-defense class, did they, Lot Lot?”

      I growl at her and I fully meant to do it.

      “What’s up, Noah?” I offer all of my attention his way.

      He ticks his head toward the window. “There’s a crime symposium in Ashford this Saturday night. Word around the office is there’s no dessert. And I let them know I’d ask you.”

      “A crime symposium?” My eyes light up like a winning slot machine in an illegal gambling casino down in Leeds—and, oh yes, they’ve got them. “Of course. I’d be glad to do it.”

      “I’m glad.” Noah’s evergreen eyes latch over mine. “I’ve got some great friends I can’t wait for you to meet.”

      Everett steps up. “Like me.” He offers a devious, albeit short-lived, smile. “I’ll be there.”

      Mayor Nash steps up. “So will I.”

      Carlotta gives his bottom a brisk swat. “You know there’s no party without me.”

      “Or me.” Mom grimaces. “I’m very interested in crime. I’ve had more than my fair share of murders at the B&B. I’m practically a seasoned detective myself.” She winks over at Wiley.

      He leans in with that smarmy—okay, fine, adorable dimpled grin.

      He nuzzles against her. “I’ll give you something to find.”

      Lainey pretends to retch in response. However, judging by the way she just made a run for the restroom, it might have been the real deal.

      Meg shakes her head. “Hook and I will be there.” She shrugs as if it wasn’t her first choice of venues for the evening. “He’s working a booth on finance with Alex.” She scowls at Wiley at the mention of his younger philandering son. He’s the one that thinks it’s fine to date two different people.

      Mayor Nash gives a curt wave my way. “I’ll see you Saturday night, Lottie. With your two dates!”

      “You bet.” Okay, so I might have more in common with Alex than I’d like to think.

      I pull Noah and Everett in close.

      “I will definitely find a way to thank you both for caring enough to track me down.”

      Carlotta crops up and belts out an obnoxious moan. “I bet there will be an impromptu devil’s food fight—in the bedroom.”

      “Maybe your bedroom.” I make a face her way. Carlotta happens to be shacking up with me for the unforeseeable future until Nell’s old place gets replumbed among other expensive renovations. “On second thought, don’t get any chocolaty ideas.” I turn my attention back to Noah and Everett. “But there will be chocolate for the two of you. And I’m going to bake a cake for each of you.”

      Everett’s lids hood low as if he had an exact idea of what he wanted. And I have a feeling the sweet confection he wants to sink his fangs into is me.

      Noah grunts over at him.

      “Thanks, Lot.” Noah dots a kiss to my cheek. “No rush on that. We know you’ll have your hands full with the symposium.”

      “That I will.” I take a deep breath as I wrap an arm around them both. “Here’s hoping that nothing at all will go wrong.”

      The lights flicker on and off, and the crowd lets out a playful ooh.

      But I’m not feeling so playful at the moment.

      In fact, I’m still feeling rather cursed.

      Noah headed back to work, and a little after six, Lily volunteers to close for me, so Everett and I take off. Of course, we swing by and pick up Chinese food from the Wicked Wok, enough to feed an infantry.

      Everett pulls into my driveway to let me out before he parks his car. Noah, Everett, and I all live on Country Cottage Road. Noah lived here first, and when a rental house became available across the street from his place, I snapped it up. Actually, there were two for me to choose from, and I chose the adorable one with the white picket fence and beautiful red door. Then, Everett ended up buying the house next door to mine, and we’ve been one disjointed, yet happy, family ever since.

      A small black box sits on my porch, and I pick it up before letting myself into the house. I don’t bother closing the door since Everett will be on my heels and my cats are far too smart to venture out into the snow.

      Both Pancake and Waffles hop up onto the sofa as I stand next to them working open that tiny black box. A mound of black tissue paper sits bundled inside, and I carefully peel it back and gasp when I see what’s nestled inside.

      A black heart-shaped cookie stares back at me with hot pink icing scrolled over the top.

      Everett steps in behind me, and I hold it up for him to see.

      It reads remember me?
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      Another day, another cookie.

      Okay, so I haven’t been getting them daily—thank goodness. But it’s beginning to feel that way. Noah came right over and took the nasty not-so-sweet-nothing right down to the lab where he had the others tested for toxins. He also took the box to dust for prints. But since this one was delivered via US mail, it doesn’t look as if we’ll have much luck in that department. And so far none of the cookies were poisonous—but that doesn’t mean they were made with quality ingredients either.

      The rest of the week drifts by in a blur. Everett hung out with Seven most of the time, right there in my bakery, and I’ll admit, it was nice having him around. He has to get back to the bench next week, and I finally got him to confess that he wasted his vacation time on me. Wasted was my word choice, not his. He said it was a privilege—and that staring at me for a week was one of the best vacations he’s ever had.

      I haven’t heard a peep out of Serena. I suppose she’s laying low. She’s checked out of both the hospital and that seedy no-tell motel she was staying at in Leeds. But, believe you me, I’ll be catching up with her soon enough.

      But not quite yet.

      It’s Saturday night, the night of the crime symposium, and Noah drove out with me to Ashford County, where it’s being held, in my bakery van. Since Lily is here at the symposium as Seven’s plus one for the evening, she helped me haul out the three-tiered devil’s food cake and land it safely next to the refreshment table.

      The cake is simply luscious. It has a smooth chocolate buttercream frosting, and inside it’s as moist and light as can be. Devil’s food isn’t quite as sweet as traditional chocolate cake, so that really lets you experience the rich, dark cocoa that illuminates every bite. And the coffee they have at the refreshment table next to it smells absolutely divine. I’ll have to find out what roast they’re using.

      Lily moans as she looks at the chocolaty wonder. “You have no idea the torture I went through watching you make this. I can’t wait to cut into it.”

      “You don’t have to wait. It looks like the convention staff left the plates and utensils for us to get right to it,” I say, pulling a basket from behind the table. “Here’s a long knife and a server, too.”

      “Let me at it.” Lily takes the knife from me. “Why don’t you check this place out while I slice up this monster? I hear they have everything you need here to be a good detective—and you’re practically one yourself. I’ll make sure to give a piece of cake to everyone who walks by.”

      Noah chuckles. “Trust me. Once word gets out, you’ll be mobbed.”

      “Thanks, Lily,” I say as Noah and I wander off toward one of the many booths they have stationed here.

      The crime symposium has drawn forth a well-dressed, seemingly well-mannered crowd at every age and stage of life. It’s being held at Mendelsohn Hall, a small convention center located across the street from the Ashford Sherriff’s Department and just up the road from the courthouse where Everett works. Apparently, all of their friends and co-workers are present and accounted for here tonight.

      I spot Everett talking to an older gentleman, about my mother’s age with elongated features and a head full of gray hair.

      “Look at that.” Noah takes up my hand as he nods their way. “It’s Perry Rosin.”

      “Who’s that?” I ask as Noah navigates us through the crowd in that direction.

      “A great friend of mine. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

      We bypass a maze of booths offering the latest and greatest technology for private investigators and homicide detectives alike. There are state-of-the-art handcuffs on display, tasers and lasers, several booths that feature a full weapons display, and even a handful of canine units are out and about. They’re so cute and fuzzy, I make a note of giving one a hug before I leave tonight.

      A lone Doberman Pinscher sits at the edge of a booth featuring security systems, and I can’t help but smile at him. He looks handsome and stoic as he sits up straight with his glossy black coat catching the light and a smattering of brown fur around his nose and mouth. With that spiked collar he’s wearing he looks absolutely fierce. And I bet if he showed off those teeth, he’d have an impressive set of fangs.

      Before I know it, we’re standing in front of the gray-haired gentleman and Everett, who looks dashing per usual. Come to think of it, I don’t think it’s possible for him to look any other way.

      “Lemon.” Everett lifts a cup of coffee my way. “This is Perry Rosin, licensed PI. We’ve been friends going on ten years now.”

      The older man laughs. “That’s right. I used to hang out at the courthouse, trying to drum up business when I first started out. This guy was still interning at the time.”

      Everett nods. “I was still in school. Perry taught me all the dirty underpinnings of law.”

      Perry’s eyes widen as he looks to Noah. “Detective Fox?” He quickly pulls Noah into a manly embrace. “It’s been a while. Look at you. I hear you’re at the sheriff’s department now.”

      “That I am.” Noah gives a wistful shake of the head. “Perry, this is Lottie Lemon, my girlfriend.” He shoots a quick look to Everett when he says it. “She baked the devil’s food cake for the event, so be sure to get a slice before you leave.”

      “I’d never turn down devil’s food. And just between you and me, I might get two slices before I leave.”

      We share a quick chuckle, but Perry’s laughter is cut short as he looks to something just past my shoulder.

      “On second thought, I think I’ll get to the cake right now. Excuse me.”

      He takes off abruptly, and both Everett and Noah glance in the direction he was staring at.

      Everett nods. “Tim is headed this way.”

      “Ah.” Noah nods as well as if fully understanding the meaning of what just transpired. “Lottie, Tim and Perry used to be close friends. They had a PI service together up until a little over a year ago. They even bought a rundown gym on the side.”

      I lean in. “What happened a little over a year ago?”

      Everett’s cheek flinches. “Tim caught Perry in bed with his wife.”

      “Tim’s wife?” I gasp and they both offer a somber nod.

      “Wow.” A dull laugh thumps through me. “No wonder he took off as if a wall of flames were chasing him. More like a wall of angry husband.”

      “Ex-husband,” Noah offers. “He divorced his wife almost immediately after.”

      Everett shakes his head. “But they’re still good friends. They have a couple of dogs they share custody of.”

      “Oh,” I say as I look to Noah. “Like you and Britney.”

      Noah and his ex-wife share custody of the sweetest Golden Retriever in the world named Toby.

      Noah twitches his brows. “I guess so.” He glances back, surprised to see a couple of men and a woman ready to greet him. “Son of a gun.” Noah pulls the first man in for a pat on the back. He’s tall with brown and gray thinning hair. He has a sparkle in his eyes and a winning smile. “Lottie, this is Tim Troy. I was just telling Lottie about the gym you bought.”

      Tim frowns for a moment before offering me his hand and a genuine smile.

      “Nice to meet you, Lottie. I’m sorry he was boring you with my latest business misadventure.” He shakes Everett’s hand as well. “Everett, long time no see. You still fighting off all the women?”

      The pretty blonde next to him purrs like an engine, “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure to fight this one off. Spoiler alert”—she shakes Everett’s hand and leans his way in her sleek red dress—“I wouldn’t fight you off, honey.” A dark laugh brews in her chest. She’s pretty with shoulder-length hair, big brown eyes that she can’t seem to take off Everett—not that I blame her, and she’s tall and fit as if she spends time at the gym herself. She looks closer to my age than she does Tim’s.

      Tim shakes his head. “Lottie, Everett, Noah, this is my ex-wife, Leslie.” He hikes his brows as if he were amused himself.

      Leslie nods to the three of us. “I do a little investigating on the side.” She gives a quick wink to Everett. “I specialize in going undercover.” She belts that last word out with just enough innuendo for us to realize exactly what she meant.

      I can’t help but glance to Tim. It must be awkward to have your ex openly flirting with someone in your presence. But then, Noah did mention she slept with his old partner, Perry. I guess the poor man is used to it.

      Tim holds a hand out to the tall barrel-chested man next to him. “And everyone, this is Nelson Gilmore.”

      Noah tips his head back. “Of Gilmore Investigations?”

      The man sheds a warm grin. “That would be me.”

      Noah shakes his hand. “Noah Fox. I used to see your name around the private investigative circuit when I first started out as a PI myself in Honey Hollow.”

      “Congratulations to you, son. I’m toying with retirement.” Nelson rocks back on his heels. “I’ll leave crime fighting to the young guns. Hey? Did you say Honey Hollow? You wouldn’t happen to be drumming up business for yourself in those parts? Word on the street is Honey Hollow is the deadliest town in all of Vermont.”

      I can’t help but groan at the thought.

      It’s true. Our sweet, scenic town has had its fair share of murders—and coincidentally, each victim was last seen noshing on one of my sweet treats.

      Every muscle in my body freezes at the thought. Come to think of it, I might have been cursed for a lot longer than that hex Serena Digby placed on me. Not that I believe in hexes. And I don’t believe Serena, the self-proclaimed witch, has any supernatural powers either.

      The lights dim in the entire convention center before coming back full strength and a shiver runs down my spine at what it could mean. The same thing happened the other day at the bakery right after I had a similar thought about Serena. I bet it’s the other side trying to warn me about how wicked she really is. And, believe me, it is duly noted. I got the memo loud and clear when she kidnapped me last week.

      Rusted bathroom door indeed.

      I don’t buy that rusty dusty excuse for a minute.

      Everett and I shake Nelson’s hand as well.

      “Judge Baxter.” Nelson snaps his fingers. “That’s right. I sent quite a few perps your way over the last few years. I believe you owe me a drink for that,” he teases and we break out in a laugh.

      Leslie shimmies her shoulders. “Count me in on that good time.”

      Everett’s chest thumps with another laugh. “How about I get you each a slice of the most delicious devil’s food cake you’ve ever tried? It was catered all the way from the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery.”

      Noah leans in. “That’s Lottie’s bakery. She made the cake.”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “No need to be a know-it-all, Detective Fox. They’re all great investigators. They would have figured it out eventually.”

      We share another laugh and migrate over to the refreshment table where, much to my delight, Lily has almost doled out half the cake. As a baker, there is nothing better than seeing someone enjoying your sweet treats. And looking around at all the moaning, satisfied people, I can tell they’re doing just that.

      The refreshment table laden with coffee urns is our first stop.  The coffee is so aromatic, I can’t wait to take a sip. Since there’s a mass of people gathered for the heavenly-scented java, a few men and women up front help to expedite the process. I spot Perry, the gray-haired man I met earlier, standing up front.

      A brunette about my age with bangs that fringe her forehead and glowing green eyes passes me a cup.

      “Thank you,” I say as I take in the amazingly rich scent.

      I can’t help but shake my head at the steaming latte in my hand. “If this tastes half as good as it smells, we are in for a real treat.”

      Noah takes a careful sip from his. “Mmm, very good. But I’m betting your cake is better.”

      We migrate over to the cake table where I watch as Noah, Everett, and their friends each take a slice.

      “Detective Lemon.” Lily smirks my way as she offers me a piece as well. “So? Did you see anything out there that might help you in catching the bad guys? A few of those killers almost got away from you, Lottie. You really should step up your game.”

      I make a face at her without meaning to. “I haven’t checked out any of the booths yet.”

      “What’s this?” Tim’s entire face brightens as he looks my way. “Lottie, are you both a baker and a detective?”

      Everett tips his head my way. “That’s right. She catches them. Noah hauls them in. And I send them up the river.”

      We all share a quick laugh.

      “Actually”—I look to Tim as he drains his coffee—“I’m nothing more than an amateur sleuth.”

      “Nothing more?” Leslie belts it out as if the words affronted her. “Honey, you’re a woman—and women can do it all.” She lowers her lids a notch as she looks to Everett. “Every which way, if you know what I mean.”

      Nelson Gilmore glowers over at Leslie a moment. I’m guessing he’s tired of seeing her flirting her way through the symposium himself.

      Noah’s dimples dig in deep. “I’ll be the first to say, Lottie is an excellent detective.” He winces. “I just wish she’d steer clear of danger.”

      Everett lifts his cup. “I second that motion.”

      I’m about to say something when that Doberman Pinscher catches my eye as he strolls right between Noah and me and right through Everett.

      I suck in a quick breath as I look at the handsome judge.

      “Whoa.” Everett shakes his head. “Good cake. I think it just gave me a jolt.”

      The rest of them nod in agreement.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I pull Everett to the side a moment. “Everett,” I hiss his name like a punishment without meaning to. “That jolt didn’t come from my cake. It came from that perilous pooch who just walked right through you.” I point to the crowd that the specter just wandered into.

      “What?” Everett turns his head in that direction before looking back at me. “Lemon? Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      I give a guilty nod. “There’s a ghost in our midst. You know what that means.”

      Everett presses those cobalt blue eyes into mine. “Tonight will end in murder.”
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      Everett vows not to leave my side. In fact, he goes as far as picking up my hand as if I were a child prone to wandering away—and he might be right about that, at least the wandering away part.

      “Oh, Lottie!” a female voice cries from over by the booths and I spot Mom jumping up and down in her hot pink power suit. “Lottie, over here!”

      I spot Wiley next to her and he elicits a frown from me on cue. Despite the fact he looks exactly like Noah, I don’t trust the guy as far as I could throw him. And boy would I love to throw him—right out of Vermont. Maybe the country.

      “What kind of a man fakes his own death?” I whisper to Everett as we head on over.

      “The kind you can’t trust.”

      I give a curt nod. “That’s the kind, all right.”

      Everett still hasn’t forgiven Wiley for making off with a good chunk of his mother’s millions. Although, honestly, Eliza Baxter is a hotel heiress who might just be worth billions. She hasn’t so much as batted a lash at the missing money. She’s still living high off the hotel hog.

      “Mom. Wiley.” I wrinkle my nose at him while I offer my mother a quick embrace. “What brings the two of you here?” I realize that Mother mentioned she wanted to come, but I had no idea she’d follow through.

      Wiley gives a wistful shake of the head. “I’ve always had an interest in crime.”

      Everett’s chest thumps. “Spoken like a true criminal.”

      Mom waves off Everett’s comment. “Guess what?” Her eyes percolate with mischief, and already I don’t like where this is headed. “Wiley had another brilliant idea on how to drum up more business at the B&B.”

      My mother’s happily haunted B&B is where Wiley is staying at the moment. My mother has been selling tickets to what she calls the Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tours for eighty bucks a pop for close to a year now. That is, until Wiley’s latest brainstorm.

      Just last month, he came up with the idea of bumping up the prices to a hundred dollars apiece, and in exchange for the price hike, he helps my mother serve my innocent cookies along with hard liquor to the tourists until they’re sugared up and shnockered.

      Everett groans, “What’s this brilliant idea?”

      Wiley extends a hand toward my mother. “I defer to the lovely lady.”

      Mom giggles like a schoolgirl. “It’s a séance.”

      I lean in. “A say what?”

      She nods. “A séance. Wiley said the ghosts at the B&B are very good at what they do and we should be expanding how we showcase them.”

      Wiley gives a slight bow. “Of course, I’ll have a full cocktail bar open for those who wish to imbibe. That’s an extra stream of revenue, you know.”

      “No, I don’t know,” I say, quickly looking to my mother. “Mom, are you insane? The haunted B&B tours are enough for those poor ghosts. What more could you ask of them?”

      “Oh”—she touches her hand to her chest—“that’s the great thing about a séance, Lottie. You can ask the ghosts just about anything.”

      “No, you can’t.” My voice spikes without meaning to. I happen to personally know the ghosts in question. A girl about my age who died just last year by the name of Greer Giles, her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend who was once a pig farmer, Winslow Decker, a little girl who is scarier than most adults named Lea, and a black cat named Thirteen. “Believe me when I say, those ghosts have no interest in speaking to anyone.” Not only do I know this firsthand, but I also know that they’re not capable of being heard by anyone but me. “Besides, it’s against your religion to try to communicate with the dead.” I suppose I’m the exception to this rule since I never really sought out to speak with them to begin with.

      Mom twitches her lips. “Oh, it’s all in fun, Lottie.” She scowls into the crowd as if she were angry with me for foiling her good time. “We’ll just try it once and see how it goes. Tickets are two hundred dollars apiece and we have sixteen takers.”

      “You mean suckers,” I correct.

      Everett eyes them both suspiciously. “Who exactly is going to be speaking to the dead?”

      Wiley lifts a hand and winks. “Been dead once myself. I guess you could say I’ll be a natural at it.”

      I’ll make sure he comes close to death one more time.

      That stately beast that’s roaming the grounds filters through my mind once again for no apparent reason.

      “Fine,” I say. “We’ll be there. Excuse us.”

      “Wednesday night,” she calls as we take off into the crowd once again. “It will be to die for!”

      “Someone is going to die, all right,” I mutter to myself—and even though I meant that quip toward Wiley, I’m afraid it extends to some unfortunate soul right here at the symposium. “Hey?” I look to Everett as we drift through the crowd. “Maybe it’s Wiley’s neck up on the chopping block tonight?”

      Everett shakes his head. “We’re not that lucky, Lemon.”

      A hand plucks me out of the crowd, and both Everett and I sail toward a booth selling medieval looking torture devices.

      Carlotta pops up in front of me. “Well, if it isn’t Honey Hollow’s crime fighting duo—alive and in the flesh. The Bimbo Baker and Mr. Sexy.”

      I shoot her a look. I won’t even go near the nickname she just gifted me.

      Mr. Sexy, however, is a bona fide nickname that was given to Everett by baristas the world over. And it’s fitting if I do say so myself.

      “Lookie here.” Carlotta holds up a pair of illuminated handcuffs. “A little something to add a little spice to the bedroom.”

      “No, thank you.” It comes out flat and curt, partially because I don’t want to ever discuss what I do in the bedroom with Carlotta.

      She pulls the cuffs close to her chest. “I meant for me.” She nods to her left where we see Mayor Nash rifling through a basket of what looks more like naughty accouterments than anything that could potentially bring down a suspect.

      “Look at this.” He pulls up a fuzzy pink blindfold victoriously. “Oh hey, kiddo. Judge Baxter. You want in on this?”

      “We’ll pass,” I say.

      Everett leans in. “I could work with those.” His voice cuts through me, quick and heated, sending a shiver right down to my thighs. Truth be told, Everett can make just about anything work in or out of the bedroom.

      Carlotta leans in. “Did you see that handsome dude roaming the grounds? About yea high”—she holds her hand to her hip—“pointed ears, dark as midnight, a necklace to die for?”

      I suck in a quick breath. “You saw him, too?”

      Carlotta and I are both transmundane, further classified as supersensual. Truth be told, I didn’t know what I was until my grandmother Nell explained it all to me before she died. All I knew was once I caught a glimpse of a ghost—mostly furry little creatures who have crossed the rainbow divide, bad things would happen to the people who once held an affection for them. Usually it was nothing more than a twisted ankle or a scraped elbow, but as of late it almost always spells out murder. With the exception of the ghosts holing up in my mother’s bed and breakfast. Their lot in the afterlife isn’t to solve any big crime, rather to entertain the masses at their leisure. The ghosts that do help solve a homicide always get taken back to paradise right afterwards. Greer and the gang at the B&B seem to be keepers, and I’m glad about it, too.

      Carlotta gives a quick nod. “I sure did see him. Now go on”—she does her best to shoo me away—“get. I don’t want to be anywhere near a dead body.”

      I can’t help but scoff at her. “Carlotta, just last month you were begging me to lead you to a corpse.”

      “It’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.” She curls her lips at Everett. “Bet you’ve never heard that one before.”

      “No. I haven’t.” He flexes a seldom seen smile.

      Carlotta’s eyes widen at someone behind me, and I turn to find a beefy trio of men in dark suits.

      “Who are they, Carlotta?” I whisper. “Do you recognize them?”

      She leans in close. “It’s Luke Lazzari’s men. Luke and I used to date way back when.”

      “What?” I squawk in horror. The Lazzaris are a notorious crime family that battle for turf and other ridiculous things with another crooked crime family in Leeds, the Canellis.

      Carlotta smacks me. “Pull yourself together, Lot. Those kind men were out looking for you last week. When you went missing, I dialed up good old Love-Me-Like-Nobody’s-Business-Luke.”

      I glance over to Mayor Nash who seems too preoccupied with frilly pink things to notice our dicey conversation.

      Everett steps in close. “Stay away from them, Carlotta. Both the Lazzaris and the Canellis are not to be messed with.”

      Carlotta twitches her head. “Funny you should say that. The Canellis are here, too. I saw both Louie the Lion and Jimmy Canelli themselves. Word to the wise, stay away from the weapons department if you don’t want to bump into any of them.”

      “Or get bumped off,” I point out. “They have a lot of nerve showing up.”

      Everett shakes his head. “They’re posturing. That, and apparently shopping, too.”

      “That’s terrifying.” I shudder at the thought. “Hey? You don’t think that cute ghostly puppy is here because one of them is about to bump someone off, do you?”

      Everett cranes his neck into the crowd. “I don’t know. But I have a feeling we’d better tell Noah.”

      “Noah.” I land my fingers to my lips. Everett and I drifted a little longer than anticipated.

      “What’s the matter, Lot?” Carlotta chortles away. “Did Mr. Forgettable just so happen to cross your mind?”

      “Would you stop?” I all but swat her. “Noah is not forgettable in the least.”

      Carlotta bleeds a dark smile. “That must be why you scream his name at all hours of the night.” She looks to Everett. “Hear that, Judge Baxter? You’ve got some stiff competition.”

      “We’re leaving now,” I say, hauling Everett off with me.

      “Oh, wait!” Carlotta hustles her way into my path. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t I use my Lazzari connections to help you track down your kooky stalker? See what I did there? Kooky? Cookie? Get it?”

      Everett growls at the thought. “That’s a hard no, Carlotta. And I don’t want to hear another thing about it.”

      Carlotta fans herself with her fingers as if the reprimand made her weak in the knees, and I’m betting it did.

      Everett whisks us back into the crowd.

      “There’s Noah,” I say, pointing near the refreshment table where he’s still talking to Tim, Nelson, and Leslie. “He’s right where we left—” I stop cold midsentence as I spot that tall, vexing looking Doberman as he bares his fangs my way. “Everett, I see the dog again.”

      The snarling spirit jumps right through Tim and disappears in a spray of sparkling stars just as Everett and I come upon Noah and his friends.

      “There she is.” Noah pulls me in and dots a kiss to my cheek.

      “Sorry about that,” I say, looking to his friends. “I spotted my mother.” Both of them, but Carlotta is always too much information to share.

      “Your mother?” Tim smiles my way before coughing. “Sorry.” His forehead is beaded with sweat as he holds up the plate of my chocolate cake in his hands. “Second piece. And I’m already looking forward to my third.”

      Our small circle shares a quick laugh.

      Tim coughs again and takes a sip from his coffee. “Excuse me,” he coughs through the words.

      Nelson touches his hand to his stomach. “Geez. I think I may have had too much cake.”

      Leslie moans, “Me, too. It feels as if my heart is racing. How much chocolate did you put in that thing?”

      My mouth falls open as I glance to Noah and Everett. “It was—it was what the recipe called for. I’ve baked this cake a thousand times. I can assure you it’s a tried-and- true—”

      Tim drops the plate cold and crushes the Styrofoam cup in his hand, spilling his coffee down the front of his shirt.

      “Oh my goodness,” I say, trying to wipe the coffee off his suit. “I’ll get you a napkin.”

      Tim staggers backward while both Nelson and Leslie let out horrific moans.

      “What’s happening?” I cry just as Noah begins to grip his own belly.

      “I don’t know, Lot.” Noah blows out a hard breath. “But I’m not feeling so great.”

      Tim staggers back this way, reeling like a drunkard, moaning and groaning as if he were about to regurgitate every last slice.

      Tim clutches at his stomach first, then his heart, then his throat before spinning in a dizzying circle, his limbs flailing in every direction until he trips and knocks over the table with my three-tiered devil’s food wonder. The cake topples unceremoniously to the floor and Tim dives right after it, landing face-first in the chocolate confection.

      “Tim,” Noah barks as he kneels beside him. But Noah ends up doubling over in pain himself.

      Everett kneels down and checks the man’s pulse. He looks up at me and shakes his head.

      Tim won’t be enjoying any more of my devil’s food cake, or any other cake for that matter.

      Tim Troy is dead.
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      There is an odd pause that seems to take place right here in Mendelsohn Hall. It’s as if all of time has slowed to a crawl—as if the crowd around us has become muted and slow. And then, just like that, life speeds up again, perhaps too fast as the sound of shrill cries, and screams go off around me. A crowd instantly grows as plainclothes medics are on their knees assessing Tim Troy, reaffirming the fact he is very much dead.

      “Noah,” I pant as I fall to his side.

      He winces as he rises to his feet. He’s sweating, breathing heavily as if he just ran a marathon.

      “I’m fine, Lot.” He grimaces because clearly he’s not. “I think I just need a glass of water.”

      Everett nods. “I’ll be right back.”

      I look over to see both Nelson and Leslie being tended to by a medic, each with their own glass of water already in their hands.

      A barrage of firemen enter through the side of the building just as a familiar leggy redhead makes her way over. It’s Detective Ivy Fairbanks, Noah’s partner down at the homicide division. Her hair is pulled tight in her signature bun, and her lips are painted a slash of burnt orange.

      “Ivy.” I just about shout her name. “Something is happening. Noah and his friends, they’re not feeling well. And Tim Troy is dead.”

      “Tim?” Ivy heads over to where he’s lying.

      “Noah, what’s going on?” I ask as I wrap my arm around his waist.

      “I don’t know.” He wipes the sweat from his brow. “It’s like my heart is racing a million miles an hour.”

      Everett comes back and Noah takes the water from him and chugs it.

      “Thank you,” Noah gasps.

      Meg and Hook run up. My sister looks fit to kill, and Hook Redwood, her longtime boyfriend, looks as if he could join her in the endeavor. Hook is classically handsome, wavy brown hair, serious eyes. He used to be the Wolf of Wall Street before moving back to Honey Hollow and taking over his parents’ real estate business. He also started a finance office with Alex, Noah’s brother.

      Hook groans at the sight behind us, “What the heck happened?”

      Meg’s mouth falls open. “Another one, Lot? Really? That man looks as if he took a bath in your chocolate cake.”

      My fingers touch my lips as I look his way. “He sort of did.”

      Alex runs up with Naomi Turner glued to his side. Naomi is Keelie’s twin. The only real difference is that Naomi dyes her long hair black and it looks stunning on her.

      “Noah,” Alex barks as he wraps an arm around his brother’s shoulder. “You look like hell. You’re paler than the walls. We need a medic,” he shouts into the crowd.

      “No,” Noah coughs into the crook of his arm. “I’m fine. I’ve got to talk to the coroner.” He starts to take off, and Everett holds up a hand to stop him.

      “Whoa.” Everett shakes his head. “You’re not going anywhere, buddy. I’ll drag you to the hospital myself if I have to.”

      As odd as it sounds, I find it incredibly evocative whenever Everett shows Noah an ounce of human kindness. Usually it’s all grunts and threats between these two. And for good reason. There’s only one of me to go around. Kidding. Sort of.

      “Fine.” Noah pushes Everett’s hand away. “I’ll see someone.”

      Alex stretches his neck to get a glimpse of poor Tim. “Geez. I don’t want you to be next, buddy. Let me find someone to help.”

      Mom and Wiley run up.

      “What’s happening?” Mom looks past me and lets out a cry. “Oh, Lottie, that man is wearing your chocolate cake like a dress.”

      Carlotta pops up from nowhere. “I’m betting Lot’s done it a time or two herself.”

      “Not funny,” I say. And not entirely untrue, but that’s beside the point. Everett blinks a short-lived smile my way because he happened to be my partner in chocolate crime. My lips twitch before I glance to Naomi. “Could you call Keelie and ask if she can get someone to open for me tomorrow? I need to be at the hospital with Noah.”

      Noah shakes his head. “It won’t come to that.”

      “That’s right,” Wiley barks it out like a threat. “You’ll be in the morgue if you keep up this macho act. Now, lie on the floor and play dead like the rest of them.”

      Noah closes his eyes a moment. “The man behind me is not playing dead, Dad. He is dead. Something you know very little about.”

      Mom inches back. “Oh, he knows all about it. In fact, you’re all invited to the séance we’ll be conducting at the B&B this Wednesday night. Mark your calendars. There will be a full bar.”

      She gives us all a quick wave. “Lottie, take care of that man.” She blows me a kiss before the two of them hightail it out of here.

      Meg slaps her hand on my shoulder. “Can’t take my sister anywhere, eh, boys? I bet you’re rethinking rescuing her from that rusty toilet.”

      “Bathroom,” I correct, although she wasn’t that far off.

      Hook leans in. “If it makes you feel better, Lottie, the same thing happened to me when I was seven. I cried for two hours before my mother found me.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re safe,” I say because really? What else could you say to that. Actually, I know exactly what I need to say. “The difference being is that I was being held against my will. Serena Digby is a witch, and I don’t know how she did it, but she prevented me from exiting that room. I’m lucky the hotel didn’t burn down around me.”

      “Serena Digby?” Meg squints at the ceiling. “Why does that sound familiar?”

      A thought comes to me. “I bet she’s a stripper down at Red Satin.” Red Satin is the gentlemen’s club where Meg teaches the dancers their fancy moneymaking moves.

      Meg snaps her fingers my way. “Nope. I’ve seen her now and again at the B&B. She hangs out with Cormack and Cresshilda.”

      “It’s Cressida.” I’m only mildly interested in correcting her. “And the B&B? The nerve of that woman.” I glower at Noah a moment. “I demand as soon as you feel better you arrest her.”

      Noah winces. “On what grounds? Honestly, Lot, I’ve turned this picture around every which way. Technically, she didn’t break any laws.”

      Everett leans in. “I’d arrest her for you if I could.”

      A smile floats to my lips. “You can still do it. A citizen’s arrest holds more weight if it comes from an honorable judge.”

      Everett frowns as if reconsidering his offer.

      “Oh, never mind.” I look to Naomi. “Next time you see her, feel free to unleash your fury. I have it on good authority she’s been seeing Alex on the regular.”

      Naomi gasps and I’d swear that Alex did, too. I don’t really mind throwing Alex under the bus. His two-timing routine is growing old and stale. Entertaining two women at the very same time is cheesy—and those two women would be Naomi and Serena since Lily officially took herself out of the raunchy race. Which reminds me.

      “Noah”—I wrap my arms around him—“you can’t die. You and Everett are my dates for the sheriff’s ball.”

      Noah chuckles as he closes his eyes. “I wouldn’t think of going anywhere.”

      A couple of EMTs arrive, and soon Noah is sitting in a chair as they take his vitals.

      I spot Carlotta off in the corner bending over, and for a second I think she’s about to get sick when I note a supernatural presence seated at attention before her.

      “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” I head over to where she’s seemingly carrying on a conversation with herself. “Hello there,” I say to the oversized, tough-looking, handsome beast. His spiked collar looks menacing, but there’s something soothing in his eyes. His dark fur sparks with light, and he has a slight purple haze glowing around him. Now there’s something I’ve never seen before. “What’s your name, big boy?”

      Carlotta makes a face at me. “Careful”—she says to the gorgeous puppy before us—“Lottie is notorious for collecting handsome men. But I’ll be the last to stop her.”

      “Duly noted.” His voice is deep, yet warm, and I take to him immediately.

      I wasn’t always able to hear the dead. At first, I could simply see them. Then they garnered the ability to move objects in the material world. Then they spoke. And as of late, they can enter into the holy of holies—the refrigerator. Basically, they can eat.

      “My name is Rex. I belonged to Tim.” He lets out a sharp bark and my eardrums vibrate in response. “Who did this? Where can I find them? I’ll take them to paradise with me so they can apologize to Tim himself.”

      Carlotta shakes her head. “As convenient as that sounds”—she hitches her thumb my way—“this one needs to bumble around for a week or two. And—well, she does have someone trying to kill her, so that might slow her down a bit. It’s no picnic being Lottie Lemon these days. In fact, I might just move out of her place before a Molotov cocktail lands in the living room.” She leans in. “Lot is a bit of a bad luck charm.”

      A growl emits from me at the thought. “I don’t believe in hexes. I don’t believe in hexes,” I repeat the words to myself. Okay, fine—I’m beginning to believe just a little. Serena cast a mean spell on me last month, threatening every angle of my life lest I give up Noah and Everett to Cormack and Cressida. And as much as I want to think Serena Digby is about as real a witch as a three-dollar bill, my life is certainly in an upheaval.

      Carlotta slaps me on the back. “You keep saying it, kid. But just remember. Just because you say it, doesn’t make it true.” She takes off and Rex lets out a sharp bark in her wake.

      “I’m going to find the killer, with or without you.” He takes off into the crowd as aggressive as a roaring lion.

      Rex is determined to find the killer.

      And so am I.

      Alex waves me over and lets me know they’re going to take Noah to the Ashford Medical Center, and I make sure I’m right there with him.

      Someone killed Tim Troy.

      Someone attempted to kill Noah and his friends and perhaps many more people here tonight.

      This might look like an accident to the untrained eye, but thanks to Rex—you can bet your life it’s murder.
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      The Ashford Medical Center released Noah just a few hours after he arrived. We didn’t get back to Honey Hollow until after midnight, so I was glad that I asked Keelie to help find someone to open for me.

      Of course, Noah wanted to head back to his place and we found a rather unpleasant surprise on his sofa.

      No, it wasn’t a special brownie deposited by Toby—although that would have been far more welcome. It was Cormack Featherby wrapped in a pink silk robe.

      I wanted Noah to arrest her for breaking and entering—and she was breaking and entering, considering the fact she no longer has a key to his place—but he was too exhausted to think about it, so I had to shoo her away myself.

      A few days later, the lab work finally came in for Noah’s strange malady—and for lack of a better word, it was every bit as strange.

      Caffeine poisoning.

      Yes. Caffeine. As in the innocent stuff we ingest in our coffee every single day. But I guess in large doses it’s not so innocent. And according to Noah, he thinks toxicology will soon discover Tim died of the very same thing.

      It’s Wednesday night, the evening of my mother’s latest, yet definitely not greatest, idea to turn a nickel. Although I guess the blame can’t be placed squarely on her shoulders—after all, Wiley is the evil mastermind.

      My mother’s B&B has a country cottage feel. That is, if that country cottage was enormous both inside and out. It’s an oversized white haunted mansion—the haunting being literal. And outside of the Evergreen Manor, my mother’s B&B is the only place for tourists visiting Honey Hollow to stay.

      Once my father died, my mother purchased this place and it became her baby. She managed to put her three girls through college and has made a nice living for herself in the process. And when things got a little rough last year financially, she had a brainstorm to profit off the haunting that seemed to be overtaking the B&B, so the Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tours were born. And after she’s through scaring the socks off innocent tourists, she sends them my way for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. And no thanks to that devil’s food debacle that ended in death—my devil’s food cakes and cupcakes have been selling out each and every day ever since.

      Morbid. I know.

      Everett and I drove over to the B&B together and he’s helped me set out a few platters of cookies and treats—along with my infamous devil’s food cupcakes as well. My mother’s conservatory is already brimming with a good number of bodies. And there’s an enormous round table situated in the center of the room just waiting for the horror the evening has promised.

      The conservatory itself is mostly comprised of glass walls, but I did notice the lights she has in the woods behind the room are glowing an eerie shade of purple. I’m guessing once we turn out the lights it will give the exact spooky vibe she’s going for.

      Everett and I head back into the kitchen and I spot Greer Giles and Winslow Decker locked in what looks to be a heavy conversation. And they’re the exact ghosts I was hoping to see.

      “Everett, give me your hand. Greer and Winslow are here,” I say.

      We found out, quite by accident, that if I’m holding someone’s hand, they can hear the dead as well.

      Everett not only takes up my hand, but he kisses the back of it for good measure.

      I bite down on a smile as I bat my lashes his way. Everett might be letting Noah and me finish, or carry on indefinitely, what we started, but he’s never turned down the charm. I don’t think he’s capable of it.

      “Hello, Greer! Hey, Winslow,” I say, giving a little wave. “Are you excited about the séance?” I grimace as I ask the question.

      Greer flips back her long, dark, glossy hair and a dusting of sparkles floats through the air. She’s wearing the white ruched dress she was killed in, almost exactly one year ago, and it still looks just as daring as it did back then.

      “Excited?” Greer pokes her finger right through my chest. “Are you kidding me? Winslow and I broke our proverbial backs this afternoon knocking down books, flipping over tables and chairs.”

      Winslow’s lids hood over as he looks to Greer. “We did have a little fun swinging from the chandelier.”

      Greer gives a dark laugh as they share a private moment.

      I glance to Everett. “Well, that’s just great. What do the two of you have planned for tonight?”

      Winslow’s expression sours. Winslow is a hottie with his dirty blond hair and a prickling of scruff on his cheeks. His eyes glow a warm color and he always has an affable smile to give.

      “That’s the thing”—Winslow starts—“Greer and I, along with Lea and Thirteen, we’re sort of used to the haunting routine as it is.”

      Greer nods. “And now your mother wants us to work nights, too? She’s not thinking about what we might want. Ever since that man moved into her room, all that woman thinks about is the bottom line.”

      “What?” The word riots out of me. “Did you say that Wiley moved into her room?” Oh, good grief. My mother has no idea how to set appropriate boundaries with anyone, let alone con artists. “Excuse me, but I’m moved to kill. Maybe Wiley can run the séances himself—from the other side.” I try to storm off, but Greer quickly steps in front of me.

      “Lottie, Everett, you need to do something to stop this madness. Haunting the halls is one thing. But we don’t want to spend our days and our nights chained to Miranda Lemon’s every whim.”

      Everett shakes his head. “How about you do your best to scare everyone’s socks off tonight? Lottie brought enough dessert to feed a small country. Maybe make such a mess Miranda will never want to think about hosting another one of these.”

      “Ooh.” Greer slides her finger down Everett’s tie. While she was alive, she very much tried to take a ride on the Baxter Express. “I like how you think, big boy.”

      Winslow nods. “I’ll make sure to cover every inch of that room with frosting. She’ll be washing windows until next fall.”

      Little Lea, a child of about six, appears from nowhere with her long, stringy hair combed down over her face in an eerie manner, a hatchet swinging from her wrist. “I’ll make sure there will be blood to be washed.” Lea’s full name is Azalea, but no one dares call her that lest they breathe their last. Apparently, her family—and I’m presuming Lea herself—was massacred right here over the B&B a couple of hundred years ago. Lea’s been haunting the vicinity ever since, trying to avenge their deaths. “Lottie, did you know there’s an old dog with nine-inch fangs roaming the halls?”

      “If you’re talking about a Doberman Pinscher, his name is Rex and he’s really sweet.”

      Lea huffs at the thought, “He ate Thirteen for breakfast and I haven’t seen the crafty cat since. I think I should like to keep the wicked dog,” she says it curt like a threat. “Try to take him away and see what fate befalls you. I’ll be in the conservatory, hungry for blood.” She takes a step away then stops abruptly. “And, Lottie? Thank you for the devil’s food cake treats. They are my favorite.”

      “You’re welcome.” I shrug over at Everett. “We’d better get in there. I bet Noah’s here by now.”

      Noah was running late down at the sheriff’s department this evening. He didn’t even take one day off work after the incident. Clearly, someone was trying to poison the entire lot of us. My devil’s food cake was immediately tested, but it didn’t show any elevated traces of caffeine with the exception of those that show up naturally in cocoa. The coffee was tested, too, and it didn’t show any elevated traces either. My guess is that whoever did this was putting it directly into the cups. And both Noah and Everett agreed with me.

      “Lemon.” Everett wraps an arm around me as we enter the conservatory. It’s so thick with bodies I can’t tell who is who. “Just a fair warning. Noah isn’t alone.”

      The crowd parts, and then I see the malfeasance for myself. Not only is Cormack clinging to him like algae to a rock, but next to them stand two wicked witches that I was hoping to never see again.

      “The nerve.” The words growl out of me as I lead Everett and me over to what will soon be called ground zero. I’m going to explode, and there is no holding back.

      Everett leans in. “Word to the wise, I’d avoid assault charges tonight if I were you. And judging by those smirks on their faces, they might want exactly that.”

      “What’s a little assault when I’ve got you two watching my back? Give me a light sentence when I appear before you in court, would you?”

      “I might just give you hard labor.”

      “Why do I have the feeling this will be taking place in your bedroom?”

      “Because you know me well.”

      “That I do,” I say as we come upon the trio of wickedness. “Why, Serena Digby, fancy meeting you here. Did your fake injury heal well?”

      Serena Digby is a pretty brunette with sharp eyebrows and a silly permanent smirk on her face. She’s donned a short black dress, and all that’s missing is her pointy little hat. As much as I don’t believe she’s the real flying on a broomstick deal, I don’t contest she’s wicked through and through.

      “Now, Lottie.” She rolls her eyes. “You’re not still angry about that whole getting locked in my bathroom thing, are you? I simply went out that night to get you one of those cookies you were demanding. The way you were knocking over furniture and rifling through my drawers, why, you were practically rabid. I thought for sure you were about to have some sort of diabetic episode.”

      Cressida bites over her elongated finger and shakes her head my way. “You know what they say, Serena, the road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

      “Or kidnapping charges,” I say. “And they are coming.” I shoot Noah a look as he speeds over and dots a kiss to my lips.

      “They will,” he says, but I can see the doubt brewing in his eyes. “We just need some evidence and it’s as good as done.”

      “I’m not waiting for evidence.” I step over to Serena and her shoulders pull back, right along with that obnoxious smile gracing her lips. “I’ll take you down myself, Serena Digby.”

      “Did everyone hear that?” Serena calls out and half the room turns to stare. “I was just openly threatened. If anything happens to me, I do believe it will be this woman right here who stands responsible.” She doesn’t hesitate to point a svelte finger my way.

      A couple of gasps and titters circle the room.

      “You are evil, you know that?” I all but spit the words out at her.

      “Am I?” She lifts a blood red painted fingernail and the lights blink on and off.

      A series of oohs and ahs fills the room.

      Mom steps up dressed in a black flowing gown and enough artisanal jewelry covering her chest to offend the dead, let alone conjure them.

      “May I have your attention, please?” she bellows as she holds up a glowing pink cocktail that looks as if it has smoke billowing out of it.

      Is that dry ice?

      Cool trick if she doesn’t end up with third-degree burns by trying to take a sip out of it.

      The room quiets down to less than a whisper, and Mom nods to the crowd.

      “It is time to begin. The spirits of the netherworld have much to say. And you will never believe what will happen next! Every one of your worst nightmares is about to come true.”
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      The chandelier up above begins to rock back and forth as Thirteen runs through the crystals as if it were a race track, inspiring the entire room to look up with animated awe.

      Mom chortles with delight at the sight. “It seems our otherworldly guests have arrived for the séance! Let us all take a seat around the table and hold hands.” She wraps an arm around Wiley’s waist. “I’d like to introduce you all to our medium for the evening, Sir Wiley Fox.”

      “Medium?” I look to Noah and a shiver runs up my spine. “She’s really dipping into the occult. I don’t think she realizes how dangerous this is. There’s a reason they say not to do it.”

      He tips his head my way and doesn’t say a word.

      “I’m the exception to the rule.” I shrug up at him. “I think.”

      We all take our seats and hold hands. Lucky for me, I’ve got Noah and Everett on either side of me.

      Everett leans in. “Lemon. You don’t think Greer and her dead friends will take things too far, do you? We don’t want a massacre on our hands.”

      I shake my head at him. “I’m sure a few cupcakes here and there won’t hurt a thing—except for my mother’s ego when no one wants to come back.”

      The lights dim and I shoot a mean look to Cormack who has seated herself strategically by Noah’s side. Of course, Cressida, Everett’s personal stalker, has taken up residence next to him. And Serena, the fake witch, sits to Cressida’s right.

      The tourists who paid a mint to join the haunted festivities look anxious and excited to get things going. Almost as anxious as I am to see them all run out the door.

      The lights go out completely, and another round of oohs and ahs take over. The backlighting in the woods outside the windows of the conservatory looks every bit as ethereal as I suspected with their lavender lights. I’ll admit, it adds just the right amount of spooktacular drama to the room.

      Wiley clears his throat just as a supernatural beast who stands about four feet tall with a dark glossy coat and that spiked metal collar of his lighting up a cobalt blue appears smack in the center of the table. Rex snarls and barks at the crowd, and a round of laughter breaks out around us.

      Wiley laughs the loudest. “It seems someone has let a dog inside the facility.”

      My mouth falls open.

      They can hear him!

      Everett gives my hand a squeeze.

      Oh my goodness. I bet they can hear him because of me. I knew I acted as a conduit. I just never thought I could enable the masses to listen in all at once.

      Wiley moans and groans while Rex trots along touching his nose to every person here as if he were trying to sniff out the killer.

      “Spirits of the night”—Wiley pulls out every word and sounds absolutely ridiculous in the process—“come into our midst as we open our minds to what you have to say.”

      Rex riots out another bark as he snarls and snaps right in front of Serena.

      “Evil is among us,” Rex riots it out for the entire room to hear and a bevy of whispers break out.

      “Wiley”—my mother moans—“I had no idea you could throw your voice around like that.”

      Wiley tips his head to the side. “I am a man of many talents.” He squints into the dimly lit room in the exact direction where Rex is continuing his snorting and grunting.

      Rex lets out another riotous bark. “A life for a life. A miserable death for a miserable death. I will devour the wickedness among us with my own teeth. I will tear flesh from flesh, bone from bone. I will feast on the intestines of the one who dared bring forth such misery!”

      Impressive.

      I nod his way to let him know I approve.

      Mom giggles. “That was great, honey,” she whispers it as loud as humanly possible as if the dark somehow impaired Wiley’s hearing. “But let’s keep it a little lighter, shall we?”

      Greer swoops to the center of the table, along with Winslow, Lea, and adorable Thirteen. The four of them glow as if they swallowed moonbeams, and their hair and fur sparkle like a constellation of stars.

      Greer holds up her hands and wiggles her fingers. “Bippty boppity boo!” She adds a little extra punch to that last word and elicits a riotous laugh from the entire room. “Hey! That’s not funny.” She stomps her glowing high heel.

      Winslow clears his throat. “Death waits for all who dare disturb the other side.” He elongates that last word and gives a ghostly howl to go along with it. “Go back to where you came from. Or soon the gates of hell will unleash!”

      A girl huffs from across the table, “Finally getting to the good part.”

      Greer and Winslow look my way, stunned that their ability to bestow fright has only made the crowd antsy for more.

      I give a little shrug their way. I have no clue what it’s going to take to stop the madness.

      Lea lets out a wild scream at the top of her lungs, and the room lights up with laughter and cheers.

      Lea gasps, “What are all you yellow-bellied mortals laughing at?” She slashes her machete through the air as the riotous cackles and catcalls only seem to pick up. “You think this is funny, do you?”

      Thirteen lets out an ear-piercing yowl, and just like that, it’s as if every beast in hades has truly unleashed among us.

      A wild wind comes from nowhere, and the table begins to spin like a top. Greer and Winslow are slinging my sweet treats every which way, while Lea and Thirteen run amuck, doing their best to claw and scratch the eyes out of every person in this room. Rex is growling and barking, and a woman’s incessant screams from my left have all but pierced a hole through my eardrum. Come to think of it, everyone is screaming at the top of their lungs, with the exception of Noah, Everett, and me.

      A strange, cold prickling lands on the top of my arm, then over my cheek, and it feels as if something is trickling down the side of my face.

      I let go of Noah’s hand to touch my fingers to it, and I’m met with moisture.

      I try my hardest to squint down at the dark smear over my fingertips.

      “Oh my God, is that blood?”

      Without thinking I run to the entry of the room and turn on the lights, and a breath hitches in my throat at the sight before me.

      Every person in the room, including Noah and Everett, has blood dripping down their faces. Their arms are covered with scratches, and there’s frosting smeared over the tables and windows.

      No sooner do people have the chance to assess one another than a whole other round of screams goes off.

      At least three different people are dialing 911, and a woman and a man at the table seem to have fainted. Please, God, let them have fainted. If things have taken a turn for the fatal, there’s no way my mother’s B&B will survive this—not to mention the poor dead souls.

      Cormack lets out a shrill scream. “Somebody help!”

      I head that way, along with the rest of the crowd, to find Serena Digby on the ground, writhing, choking, and sputtering while twitching her limbs. Rex sits on her chest, barking right into her face, snapping and snarling as if he’d like to bite her lips right off.

      “Can’t breathe.” She claws at her chest. “Help me,” she gasps as her fingers stretch to Cormack for assistance.

      “Rex!” I howl at the grumpy ghost, and he quickly hops right off of her and whimpers.

      “It’s stopped.” Serena looks around as the crowd gets back to worrying about their own injuries. “You.” Her eyes widen my way. “You said hex.” She shakes her head. “You did this.” She glances around at the horror the room has become. “You’re wicked, aren’t you?”

      Everett and Noah head my way, each with his own war wounds from the supernatural battle. Noah’s left cheek has a nasty gash. And Everett has three neat lines that run next to his mouth, and it looks as if he has whiskers on one side.

      Noah pulls me in for a quick embrace. “Lottie, you have a cut on your face. What the heck just happened?”

      I glance to the groaning crowd. “I think Greer and the gang have made their stance on working nights known. If you’ll both excuse me, I’m going to track down a couple of ghouls and have a very strong word with them.”

      Everett shakes his head. “Not without me. I’m not letting you out of my sight. Not with this crowd milling around.”

      An argument picks up from behind, and the three of us look over to see both Cormack and Cressida railing at my mother.

      Everett blows out a breath. “I’ll take care of this one.” He takes off, and Noah pulls me in.

      “Lottie, I’m going to talk to my father and make it clear that this is never to happen again. We both know he’s ultimately responsible.”

      I make a face. “He’s always left a bloody trail in his wake. I don’t know what makes you think he’ll stop now.”

      We part ways, and I exit the conservatory on the hunt for a handful of ornery spirits and immediately note a supernatural lavender glow coming from the dining room. I head on over as quickly as I can, only to find four salty spooks who happen to be laughing their ghostly behinds off.

      “Don’t you ever do that again,” I say and the words come out curt and just this side of a threat from me.

      The whoop of a siren goes off, and out the window I can see the flashing lights of a sheriff’s deputy patrol car lighting up the night like a seizure.

      I suck in a quick breath. “The authorities are involved!” I shout to the four of them, incensed that they let it get this far. “And blood? Really? You are absolutely out of your mind if you think that’s okay. Turning over a couple of books is one thing, but slashing flesh is an entirely other. There will be no more physical tormenting of humans. Is that clear?”

      Greer folds her arms across her chest. “You’ve always been a killjoy, haven’t you, Lottie?”

      Winslow bows my way. “My apologies, my dear.”

      Lea steps up with her hair in disarray, that hatchet she’s holding covered in blood. “I’m not letting up. It was fun, Lottie. Those people came for a fright and I delivered.” She spikes her blade into the air for affect.

      Thirteen twitches his furry little head. “How I miss using humans as scratching posts. It does have a rather addictive quality.”

      “No hatchets, no claws,” I’m quick to reprimand. “Do it again and I’ll see about having the entire lot of you removed. And don’t bother threatening me back. Believe me when I say I’m not afraid of no ghost.”

      A bark comes from behind and I turn to find Rex seated at attention, and standing right behind him with her jaw on the floor is a rather bedraggled looking Serena Digby.

      “I knew it.”  Her chest palpitates so hard it looks as if she ran a lap around the planet to get here. “This was all your doing. You’re able to communicate with the dead, aren’t you?”

      A choking sound emits from my throat. Half of me wants to tell her that not only can I communicate with the dead, but I can make them do my bidding unless she confesses to that necrotic cookie caper and to the fact she kidnapped me. But the other half of me doesn’t want to out myself to the likes of this witch.

      She takes a breath and laughs. “Knew it. You’re one of us. Don’t think that I’m above bringing up your gross abuse of power to the Moonlight Council. Leave those men alone and I won’t say a word. Or you won’t like what comes next.”

      “Is that how your hexes work? By threats? I’m no witch, and neither are you. If I were you, I’d leave Honey Hollow tonight or you won’t like what’s waiting for you.”

      Her cheek flickers as the look of sheer delight takes over her features. “I’m staying right here at this nightmare of a hovel your mother runs. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “If you think this is bad, wait until you’re introduced to your new room at the Vermont Women’s Correctional Facility. It’s a five-by-eight beauty, and I’m sure your roommate will be loads of fun.”

      The whites of her eyes flash wide. “You don’t have a case against me, and you never will.”

      She stalks off, and I do the same.

      Everett and Noah and I finally head out to the parking lot, and no sooner does Everett unlock his car and open the passenger’s side door for me than we both take a half-step back.

      Sitting on the seat is one of those nefarious little black bags.

      Noah pulls a pair of gloves out of his pocket as to not disturb the fingerprints before picking it up and carefully excavating a heart-shaped cookie burnt to a crisp. It’s iced in black with hot pink writing over the front that reads I see your death.

      Noah’s chest depresses with his next breath. “Don’t worry, Lottie. The end of this nightmare is near. I promise you that.”

      And I certainly hope the end is indeed near—for Serena Digby.

      I know she’s behind all of these cookie-based shenanigans.

      Now to prove it.
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      That bloody nightmare at my mother’s B&B made the news.

      Local and national.

      Good grief.

      Everett went to work today, but only because Noah said he would set up shop in my bakery and work remotely from there. And oddly, Seven is here, too. The bald, beefy wall of muscles sits across from Noah watching him, staring him down as if it was an intimidation tactic.

      Rex came with us this morning, too. He rode in the back seat like the real deal and we had a nice long conversation about Tim.

      Correction, Noah and Rex had a nice long conversation about Tim. They shared their favorite memories, shared some laughs, and they both vowed to avenge his death.

      Lily has the register at the moment while I’m busy whipping up another batch of eight-inch devil’s food cakes and four dozen fresh devil’s food cupcakes. And exactly one dozen of those are going directly to Rex.

      “You do realize chocolate would have the potential to kill you if you were still living.” I pick up a cupcake from the cooling rack and toss it into the air his way.

      Rex hops up on his hind legs and, honest to God, he’s as tall as I am.

      He moans as he wolfs it down. “Lottie Lemon, I may never leave. Between the devil’s food and Carlotta’s nightcaps, earth is shaping up to be its own version of paradise.”

      My lips part in horror. “Please tell me you’re not having nightcaps with Carlotta. I know for a fact she has a bona fide liquor cabinet in her bedroom.”

      “That she does.” He belts out a wistful laugh, and it’s a disconcerting sight coming from this tough majestic beast.

      “So, what’s she giving you?”

      “Screwdrivers.” He nods. “Except on Wednesdays. Carlotta says she always has White Russians on Wednesdays.”

      “Of course, she does. It makes perfect sense. Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll be sure to put the OJ on lockdown.”

      Rex lets out a sharp bark in response. “I say we put the perpetrator on lockdown. I need to find the killer, Lottie.” A menacing growl escapes him as he bears his fangs. “No more dawdling. No more baking delicious treats.” He lets out another ferocious bark before tipping his head to the side. “May I please have another?”

      “Your wish is my command,” I say, tossing another cupcake his way just as I spot Keelie waving to me from the front. “Don’t worry, Rex. I plan on meeting up with the suspects sooner than later—as in today if I’m lucky. Stay tuned.”

      He barks after me, “Judging by the gash on your face, you’re not very lucky.”

      He’s not wrong. My mother is lucky no one required stitches.

      I make my way up front and smile over at Keelie with her adorable baby bump sitting before her as if it wanted to steal all of the attention, and it’s doing just that.

      “How’s the mama-to-be?” I ask, handing her a freshly iced devil’s food cupcake.

      “Angry that I missed the freak show at your mother’s last night. I heard the walls were bleeding.”

      Lily swoops over with her eyes set wide at the thought of idle gossip. “I heard when the lights came on everyone was naked and that the ghosts had their way with the women.”

      I roll my eyes. “Neither of those things is true.”

      Lily smirks. “You know what is true? Your mother’s next meet and greet with the dead has already sold out.”

      “Next?” I can hardly get my thoughts formed when in strides my mother with Carlotta by her side. “Just the woman I want to see,” I say, stepping around the counter. “Mother, are you insane selling tickets to another one of those bloodbaths?” Not that there will be another bloodbath. I’ve threatened those ghosts within an inch of their afterlives. They’ll put away the claws if they know what side their earthly standing is buttered on.

      Mom blinks a tight smile. She’s head to toe in purple, including a purple parka to keep up with the relentless arctic blast outside those doors.

      Carlotta steps over with her dowdy white puffer coat and her adorable, yet alarmingly familiar, bright green boots.

      “Carlotta?” I inch back to take a better look at her. “Are you wearing my clothes?”

      “What else am I supposed to find while rifling through your closet?”

      I close my eyes for a minute. Bear had better put a move on fixing up Nell’s old house. Living with Carlotta has been nothing but a fiasco, what with her popping into my bedroom while Noah and I are doing things that grown adults are prone to do in the nude, not to mention bringing her boyfriends by, and getting shnockered with the ghostly guests. And don’t get me started on her midnight snack runs in the buff. I’ve seen more of Carlotta’s body than I care to know exists.

      Nell, Carlotta’s mother and my grandmother, left me her old house along with every other house. Carlotta was living at Nell’s until she singlehandedly ruined the plumbing, and that’s how she ended up at my place.

      “Never mind that.” Mom steps in front of her. “Not only did I sell out tonight’s séance, but I hiked the ticket prices up to four hundred dollars apiece.”

      “What?” Keelie, Lily, and I sing in a choir.

      “Mother.” It takes everything in me not to shake her. “People were hurt. And what if the ghosts decide not to show?” Like I’m positive they won’t. “You’re going to have to issue a refund to each of those people.”

      “Oh no, I won’t.” She wags a finger at me. “Wiley made sure I put an all sales are final clause in the ticket contract. Nobody is robbing me blind tonight.”

      “No,” I say. “You’ll be the one robbing people blind.”

      She waves me off before asking Lily for coffee and a donut.

      Carlotta pulls me to the side, and Rex trots on over with us.

      Carlotta offers him a quick pat to the back. “Just a heads-up. I’ll need to have the place to myself tonight.”

      “What place?” I ask, only mildly perturbed.

      “Our place. The house. I’m having a few friends over, and I don’t need you there bringing the energy down. You’re a prude, a negative Nelly, and a know-it-all.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “I’m none of those things. Carlotta, you are not having a party at my house tonight—or any night for that matter. I’m terrified to think what might happen.”

      Noah strides our way with his dimples digging in deep, but his demeanor is very much serious. As it should be, considering our present company. Carlotta has given us both more than a few things to be concerned with over the last solid year.

      “What’s going on, Noah?” I ask, picking up his hand in the event Rex would like to add anything to the conversation.

      “Forensics just sent in the toxicology report. It turns out, Tim was poisoned with enough caffeine equivalent to three thousand cans of soda.”

      Carlotta slaps her hands together. “Lot, if I were you, I’d throw every last ounce of that devil’s food cake into the back of my car. Not everyone can handle its chocolaty goodness like I can.”

      I make a face at her. “I don’t think it came from my cake.”

      Carlotta gives a wistful shake of the head. “I’m just saying he was wearing it and eating it when he bit the big one. The dots aren’t all that hard to connect.”

      Rex gives a light bark. “Give it to me. I know just how to dispose of it.” His tongue rides over his mouth. “Carlotta, I do think the White Russians would go better with chocolate.”

      “You bet, big guy.” She pretends to shoot him with her fingers. “And I got some more of that ice cream you like, too.”

      “Maple bacon freeze?” Rex howls each word out.

      “That’s the one.”

      Noah shrugs. “I’ve seen it in the freezer. I won’t lie, I took a bite and it’s delicious.”

      Carlotta squawks, “Hear that, Lot? I’ve got good taste. Let me have the house to myself.”

      I look to Noah, choosing to momentarily ignore Carlotta’s deranged plea. “How do they think that much caffeine got into his system—and yours and your friends?”

      “I don’t know. I think our first guess might still be right. I think it’s the coffee. But then, only a small population had any symptoms. We were able to document thirty people—with the most lethal dose going to Tim.”

      Rex growls, “Poisoned. I’ll be sure to take my time with the killer once I sink my teeth into them. Nobody poisons my Tim and gets away with it.”

      Carlotta takes a breath. “That must have been some coffee. Although, Harry and I each had a cup and didn’t feel a thing.” She squints out at the window a moment. “Come to think of it, we did pull an all-nighter. But that’s nothing new with me. I’ve been keeping vampire hours for years now.”

      “I had the coffee, too,” I say. “And didn’t notice anything out of the usual. How could the killer have adulterated just a portion of it?”

      Noah looks equally perplexed. “We checked both the decaf and the regular coffee left at the event and found nothing wrong with either. All I can figure is that someone was pouring it directly into their cups. And that’s what we’ve thought to begin with. It’s hard to find, but you can get straight caffeine in liquid or powder form. Although, it’s important to note the FDA banned the powder not that long ago.”

      “Both sound terrifying.” My phone buzzes in the pocket of my apron and I fish it out. “It’s a text from Everett,” I say, looking to Noah. “He wants to know if I’d like to join him for dinner and drinks at some pub called O’Malley’s tonight at seven. Want to join us?”

      Noah rocks back on his heels. “As much as I’d like to say no, tell him we’ll be there. I don’t think I could stop you.”

      “From having dinner with Everett?”

      He shakes his head. “From talking to the prime suspect. Leslie Troy is a waitress at O’Malley’s.”

      I bat my lashes up at him. “You’re right about that one, Detective.”

      I text Everett and let him know we’ll see him there at seven.

      Rex lets out a sharp bark. “And I’ll be there with hell’s bells on. See you at O’Malley’s,” he thunders the words out as he runs right out the bakery window and leaves a spray of stars in his wake.

      Carlotta leans in. “I guess that means you won’t be home. Sounds like a good time for me to have a nominal number of friends over. I promise we won’t blow the roof off. We’re old. It’s cold. And there are far too many medications between us all that could interfere with alcohol. I promise we’ll behave ourselves.”

      I glance to Noah before shrugging her way. “A nominal number of friends.”

      She nods. “What could possibly go wrong?”

      With Carlotta?

      Everything.

      Leslie Troy had better make this visit worth my while.

      I might just have a roofless house because of it.
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      O’Malley’s Irish Pub is located right in the heart of Leeds, a seedy town that sits just below Honey Hollow. Nothing good ever happens in Leeds, but I’m hoping tonight something very good indeed will happen—like getting to the bottom of who poisoned Tim Troy.

      Everett meets Noah and me in front of the brick covered building with a giant neon four-leaf clover that glows in the night. The streets are covered with snow, and the glistening powder is illuminated by the sign up above.

      Inside the pub it’s noisy with the sound of a live band, voices chattering, laughter abounding, and the scent of French fries and corned beef hash fills our senses.

      It turns out, Leslie Troy has been a waitress here for close to fifteen years. Noah said she volunteered the information when he interviewed her after Tim’s death.

      Everett said he called her this afternoon to express his condolences and she invited him to swing by anytime, and here we are—me, my two favorite men, and the ghost of a rather dapper looking Doberman Pinscher. I’ll admit, that spiked metal collar makes him look far fiercer than he really is. In truth, Rex is loyal, sweet, devoted, and loving—he’s basically the perfect beast.

      Rex sniffs the air. “I like it here. I’ll head to the kitchen to do a little sampling. I’ll find you in a few minutes.”

      I watch as he runs toward the back.

      “How do you like that?” I ask. “Rex took off to the kitchen to get something to eat.”

      Everett pats his stomach. “I’m about to do the same. It smells amazing here.”

      Noah leans in. “Hear that, Lot? He’d ditch you for food.”

      Everett’s cheek flinches. “If I remember correctly, I invited her to dinner. You tagged along like the third wheel you are.”

      A perky blonde bops up in a tight green T-shirt that reads O’Malley’s where the beer and the women are cheap. She’s got a short plaid skirt on that hardly covers her rear, and I note that all the waitresses behind her are wearing the same barely-there uniform. The woman standing before us is Leslie Troy. I recognize her from the crime symposium.

      Her mouth rounds out once she takes a better look at Everett and Noah.

      “Well, as I live and breathe. I didn’t think either of you would take me up on my invitation, and here you are on the very same night!” She pulls them both in for a quick embrace. “Mmm, you smell so very good. Which of you is single?” She bites down over her lip as if she were working up her appetite.

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “I’m with her.”

      Noah does the same. “I’m actually with her. He’s steeped in delusions.”

      Leslie barks out a laugh. “Well, we’ve got a beer that will cure whatever ails you. Follow me, I’ll make sure you get the best seat in the house.”

      She leads us into the dimly lit establishment. The wooden floors and tables are both stained dark and glossy, the chairs are covered in green vinyl, and the walls are painted a lush shade of emerald as well.

      The bar is long and expansive, almost running the length of the establishment, and behind it is a hutch with intricate woodworking that looks as if it came from another era entirely.

      A large sign sits in the middle of the oversized hutch that reads God invented beer to keep the Irish from ruling the world.

      And there are people here. A thicket of bodies lines the bar, lines every free seat and booth. There is even a smattering of people dancing in front of the live band crooning away in the corner.

      But the most interesting thing I see, yet not surprising, is every woman in this place turning to get a look at Everett and Noah.

      I’ll admit, Everett is a stunner in his suit, his black hair slicked back, those blue eyes siren out like a calling card. And then there’s Noah. His dark hair with red highlights, his evergreen eyes, and deep, dimpled grin—why, they’re both Irish delights when you get down to it. No wonder half these women look as if they’re ready to toss a burlap sack over them and pitch them into the trunk of their cars. They look hungry for an Irish dinner, all right, and I think a Baxter and a Fox just popped onto the menu.

      Speaking of which—I glance to Everett and Noah—my own proverbial stomach is beginning to rumble.

      Leslie seats us at a square table close to the bar and far enough away from the band so we won’t suffer any real hearing loss, and already I’m thankful for her generosity.

      She hands us each a laminated menu. “Anyone interested in a traditional Irish meal? Six pints and a potato?”

      We share a warm laugh.

      Everett quickly peruses the menu. “Leslie, what do you suggest as an appetizer?”

      She lands a long green fingernail over the top of his menu. “The pretzel ring and beer cheese dip is to die for. It was Tim’s favorite.” Her affect sobers for a moment.

      My heart wrenches because I can sense her agony. “I’m sorry for your loss, Leslie.”

      She sniffs into the back of her hand. “Thank you. People think just because we were divorced that I’m indifferent. But I’m grieving. I still very much loved him. That’s the thing with Tim and me, we never fell out of love.”

      I tip my head her way. “Can I ask why you divorced then?” That conversation at the symposium about her cheating on poor Tim with Perry Rosin comes back to me and I wince with regret.

      Leslie closes her eyes a moment. “Tim and I—we had our ups and downs. I had a wandering eye.” She leans in. “Don’t hate me. My Irish blood made me do it.” She gives a little giggle. “I can’t help it. I like men. But Tim, well, he wasn’t so keen on sharing. It’s no secret that I was with his best friend. Perry and Tim were like brothers. Perry was always over, late nights, early mornings. Heck, he went fishing with us just about every weekend. Half the time we used to joke that I was married to the two men. Then one night I made a mistake. And I kept repeating it until finally Tim caught on. He didn’t want anything to do with Perry after that.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I don’t know what to say.”

      She waves me off. “You can’t say anything that anyone hasn’t already said. I’ve been judged and crucified in the court of public opinion. But I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

      She sniffs as she tucks the pen back behind her ear. “I’ll be right back with your appetizer. If you need any help with the dinner menu, let me know.”

      She takes off and I groan in her wake. “I feel like I put my foot in my mouth making her rehash all of that.”

      Everett shakes his head. “Don’t worry. With Leslie, what you see is what you get. She’s a good person.”

      Noah nods in agreement. “I remember when that whole thing with Tim and Perry went down. I had just landed back in Vermont. Tim was in bad shape. We hung out for the next few months. Let’s just say that he had an odd way of comforting himself in the wake of their divorce.”

      Everett hitches his brows. “Women?”

      “One woman,” Noah corrects as he glances to the bar. “That woman. Tim kept sleeping with Leslie.”

      “What?” My mouth widens with amusement. “That’s a new one.”

      Noah shrugs. “They couldn’t get enough of one another. Apparently, he thought he was giving Perry a little taste of his own medicine.”

      “How did Perry take it?” I ask. “Do you know?”

      “I know.” Everett takes a breath. “He took out a restraining order against Tim. He said the guy was threatening him. A part of me wondered if it was retaliation. I knew about Tim and Leslie. Tim made sure everyone knew. He wanted Perry’s ego as bruised as his own.”

      Noah clicks his tongue. “It’s true. He once told me he thought of killing the guy. It was in confidence, and after several beers. Neither of us ever mentioned it again. And as you can see, Tim never got around to making good on his threat.”

      “Thank God for that.”

      Leslie comes back with a large round platter that looks as if it’s lined with piping hot pretzel buns, and in the center of the dish is a pool of cheesy goodness.

      “This looks amazing,” I say, taking in the scent of the fresh baked buns. There really is no better scent than something baked coming right out of the oven. “I’m addicted to cheese, so I might have just found my new favorite dish.”

      Leslie bubbles with a laugh. “Lucky for you, it tastes even better than it looks. Are you ready to order your meals? I can get them in for you while you’re working on this.”

      We quickly do just that. Everett orders the shepherd’s pie, I ask for the corned beef hash and eggs, and Noah decides on beef stew with cheddar herb dumplings.

      Leslie takes off to put our orders in.

      “It all sounds so incredible,” I say, pinching off a pretzel bun and dipping it into the cheese fondue. “I might have to come here more often just to work my way down the menu.”

      Everett flashes a rarely seen smile. “I just might have to take you.”

      Noah growls, “I’ll take you, Lot. Everett, we’ll pick up a doggie bag for you.”

      “Speaking of dogs.” I give a quick look around for my latest greatest favorite paranormal pooch until I spot him, standing on his hind legs at the bar, drinking the beer from the tap and no one seems to notice. “Rex is getting ripped off Irish ale. Do you think I should intervene?”

      Everett glances back that way. “I say let the poor guy live it up. He is dead, after all.” He turns to look at Noah. “Speaking of dead, have you run your relationship into the ground yet?”

      Noah lowers his chin with a clear look of irritation written on his face. “Lottie and I haven’t gotten out of the gate yet. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Everett glances to the ceiling. “Hear that, Lot? He can’t navigate his way onto the field. If you need a little relief, I’ll keep my porch light on for you.”

      My heart breaks for Everett. He’s been so patient, so very generous. And yet I don’t have it in me to cut him loose completely. Although I have made it clear he’s free to see whomever he wishes. But he insists the only person he wishes to see is me.”

      A loud collective clap comes from the bar and the three of us turn around to find an entire row of beautiful waitresses in their skimpy skirts and skintight T-shirts clapping up a storm in rhythm.

      The bartender steps around to the front as does Rex—albeit the friendly pooch does it with a lot more stagger to his swagger. It’s official. I have a tanked specter on my hands.

      “Can I get your attention, please?” the bartender shouts over their rhythmic clapping. “It’s time for our nightly old Irish toast just for you!  Girls…” He points their way and each one hops onto the bar and begins in on a clogging routine as the sound of their stomping feet mimics the rhythm of their clapping.

      “Hey!” the girls all shout at once. “For every wound, a balm!” the girls sing while snapping their fingers over their heads and the crowd goes wild. “For every sorrow, a cheer,” they shout while their hair whips back and forth. “For every storm, a calm!” They whip off their T-shirts, revealing matching sequin green bikini tops much to the delight of the testosterone driven among us. “And for every thirst, a beer!” the girls shout as they turn their backs to us and hike up their skirts.

      The howls of approval are deafening as the girls disembark from the counter and land safely back to the ground, putting back on their T-shirts in haste.

      Rex saunters over in a zigzag pattern.

      “Lottie,” he roars my name out nice and slow and I pick up both Noah and Everett’s hands. “I think I was meant to be Irish. Can I get a do-over?”

      I swallow down a laugh. “I don’t think so, but the good news is, there’s a sign over the door that says we’re all Irish for our stay.”

      Rex emits a low growl. “Have you found the killer? I’d enjoy my snack right about now.”

      “No,” I say as I look to Noah and Everett. “Do either of you think Leslie could have done it?”

      Everett winces. “I’m not sure. I want to say no emphatically, but hearts were involved. Tim kept the house. I heard she wasn’t thrilled with that.”

      Noah nods. “I can’t rule anyone out.”

      “Except me.” I blink a smile over to Everett. “My devil’s food cake was cleared.” I quickly relay what Noah said about the caffeine.

      “Geez.” Everett looks genuinely distressed as he looks to Noah. “That sounds like a terrible way to go. Did the four of you get another cup of coffee once Lemon and I took off?”

      Noah nods. “Come to think of it, we did. Right before we went back for seconds of Lottie’s cake.”

      “I cringe just thinking that my sweet treat was in such proximity to evil,” I say.

      Rex lets out a hostile bark. “I’d eat every last cake in your bakery even if they were poison, Lottie. I’ve never had such a great time on earth. Death is truly the best life.”

      A laugh warms my chest. “Thanks, Rex. That means a lot to me.”

      He twitches his handsome head as sparks emit around him. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to stop by the bakery before I take Carlotta up on her nightcap.”

      “Go right ahead,” I say. “Anything on the lower shelves at the bakery is fair game.”

      And with that, Rex evaporates in a purple plume of smoke. Rex is different than the other ghosts, through and through, and I like that about him.

      Dinner comes and we enjoy every last scrumptious bite. I think I’m about to embark on a whole new relationship with Irish cuisine.

      O’Malley’s is fantastic.

      Of course, we opt for dessert. How could we not? We each indulge in a creamy Irish coffee and split a giant bowl of soda bread pudding with caramel and spiced cream sauce.

      “Oh”—I moan heartily—“that was simply to die for.”

      Noah’s phone bleats and he pulls it out, taking a moment to stare at the screen. “I just got a text from Ivy. She’s down at the sheriff’s department right now. Apparently, there was a powder residue discovered on Tim’s suit jacket.”

      My hand claps over my chest. “What was it?”

      Noah’s brows bounce. “I’m betting we’re going to find out it’s powdered caffeine. I wouldn’t say a word just yet.” He glances toward the bar where the waitresses, including Leslie, congregate. “Everett, why don’t you give Lottie a ride home? I’m going to head down to Ashford. Mendelsohn Hall is still locked off as a crime scene. I think I’m going to have the carpet in that area where Tim died, and where the coffee was served, cut out and sent to forensics.”

      I grimace. “I’m sure the people at Mendelsohn Hall will be thrilled with that.”

      Noah flashes that dimpled smile. “They don’t have a choice.” He lands a kiss to my lips. “Don’t wait up for me. This might just be an all-nighter.”

      Everett lifts his coffee toward Noah. “We won’t wait up for you, sweetheart. I’ll make sure to tuck Lemon in. She’s in safe hands with me.” He bears his fangs in a rather devilish looking smile and manages to look like the cat that was just about to eat the canary.

      “Ignore the clown. Goodnight, Lot. I love you.” Noah takes off like a man on a mission and Everett pulls out his wallet and drops a giant wad of bills onto the table.

      “Oh, Everett. Let me help.” I reach for my purse, but Everett shakes his head.

      “It’s on me. Besides, you offered to bake me a cake. I’ll collect then.” He gives a sly wink.

      “And I am absolutely going to bake you a cake. You’re my hero, Everett. You and Noah came to my rescue.” My eyes water on cue. “Noah doesn’t believe I was held against my will in that bathroom. I guess the facts aren’t exactly on my side.” I sigh as I look to him. “And you deal with facts for a living. I guess I can’t ask you to believe me either.”

      Everett looks into my eyes, soul deep as if he were speaking to me telepathically.

      “Lemon, if you’re convinced of this, then so am I. You have good instincts. I trust you. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in all my years on the bench it’s that the facts don’t necessarily equal the truth. I’m on your side.”

      Everett’s words warm me from my head to my toes.

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      We head out to the foyer and pause when we see snowflakes the size of nickels raining from the sky.

      Everett rubs my back. “Why don’t you stay here and I’ll pull my car around front and get it heated? I’ll be up front in less than five minutes.”

      “Sure thing.”

      No sooner does he duck out the door than Leslie pops up.

      “Looks like I just missed Mr. Sexy.” She sighs as she stares out after him. “Tell both him and Noah I said goodbye.”

      “I will for sure. Thanks for inviting us. The food was out of this world. I’ll be coming back for sure. I think I just fell in love with Irish cuisine.”

      She belts out a laugh. “Song as old as time. There’s just something satisfying about comfort food.” She gives a wistful shake of the head.

      I can feel my time with her quickly fleeting and I’m desperate to keep her, to pick through her mind a little bit longer.

      “I mean what I said”—the words come out so quick it sounds like one long sentence—“about not judging you.”

      She waves me off. “Please. I was married to one man and sleeping with another. Not many people can relate to that, so, of course, they judge.”

      My mouth rounds out. “Actually, I can relate.” I clear my throat. “You see, I’m technically married to Everett.” It’s true. “It has to do with his inheritance. It’s a long story. But I’m very much with Noah.” My shoulders pump. “I guess we’re in the same boat.”

      Her entire face smooths out. “Wow, Lottie. I guess we are.”

      I take a breath. “I really hope they catch whoever tried to hurt you guys. And they did hurt Tim. There is a very real killer out there.”

      Her lips knot up. “I guess there is.” Leslie glances out the window for a moment. “Caffeine poisoning sounds like a terrible way to go. I know how bad I felt. Whoever slipped the powder into our drinks knew exactly what they were doing.”

      My mouth falls open just as a car honks from outside and I look to see Everett’s sedan waiting for me.

      “My ride is here,” I say. “Thanks for the recommendation. This place was great.”

      “Anytime.” She offers me a spontaneous embrace. “Can’t wait to see you again. And don’t worry about the pearl clutchers. You just keep having fun with both those bad boys.” She gives a heavy wink and we share a laugh.

      She turns to leave and my heart begins to race. I just need something else.

      “Um, Leslie?”

      She turns her head my way. “Yes?”

      “Who do you think could have done this to Tim?”

      An easy smile comes to her lips. “I’d bet good money it was Perry. And don’t think for a minute that the fact it happened at the crime symposium was a coincidence. He was trying to give the finger to everyone there. All of his colleagues backed away when they found out about our affair. The detective community is a small but tight one. He was ostracized pretty bad. It’s almost as if he was daring them to solve the crime.”

      She gives a wave and disappears back into the crowd.

      I duck into the snow and dive into the warmth of Everett’s car as he drives us back to Honey Hollow.

      On the way there I share with Everett all the things Leslie said.

      “I mean”—I can’t seem to catch my breath—“how did she know the caffeine the killer used was in powder form? And she was quick to implicate Perry. He is the obvious choice. Or at least I thought so until now.”

      Everett’s phone vibrates before he can answer.

      “I’m sorry, Lemon. Would you mind seeing who that is?” he asks, nodding to his phone sitting in the center console.

      “Absolutely.” I pick the phone up and gasp at the image staring back at me.

      There are some things I can never unsee, and this is one of them.
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      Everett winces into his phone once we pull into my driveway.

      “I’d better take care of this.” He shakes his head at the screen.

      Staring back at us is a picture of Cressida Bentley seemingly naked, save for a well-placed sheet draped over herself as she lies in his bed.

      “There is just no stopping Cormack or Cressida from breaking and entering into your homes. In fact, I bet Cormack is across the street right now.”

      We turn onto Country Cottage Road, and sure enough her pricey car gleams like a prideful jewel tucked up high in Noah’s driveway. The lights are on at his place and I happen to know he’s not home. He went to Ashford to investigate new evidence that just surfaced.

      I glance back up at the peachy glow coming from my own house.

      “Carlotta said she was going to have some friends over.” I give the street a quick sweep. “And I only see a few cars out front. I guess she’s making good on her word. I think I’ll head straight to my room. Goodnight, Everett.”

      I lean forward and land a kiss to the scruff on his cheek. That dark peppered stubble is one of my favorite things about him—okay, one of many. But I’ve always been mesmerized by how it makes his eyes glow all that much brighter.

      “Text me once you crawl into bed.” He winks. “I’ll want to know what you’re wearing.”

      “Yes, sir, Judge Baxter. I follow orders.” No sooner do I hop out of my car and head up to my porch than my phone buzzes. It’s a text from Noah’s ornery mother Suze who happens to be a long-term boarder at the B&B.

      “Ugh,” I say before even reading it. I glance back and Everett has already pulled out of my driveway and into his. My attention falls back to Suze’s text.

      Your mother is in deep trouble!

      Along with the cryptic text there’s a picture of a mob in front of the B&B.

      I quickly put a call to my mother and she picks up on the very first ring.

      “What is happening at the B&B?” I don’t bother with hello. I have a feeling there’s no time for cordial niceties.

      “Not to worry, Lottie. Wiley has everything under control.” Her voice pitches the way it’s prone to do when she’s in trouble, and I doubt very much that Wiley has anything under control. The man is a walking catastrophe. “Oh, I’ve got to go. The sheriff’s department just arrived.”

      “Sheriff’s department? Mother! Tell me what’s going on right this minute or I’ll be moved to jump in my car and drive over there. I’m standing outside in the snow, so if you could hurry, I’d like to avoid pneumonia.” I quickly hustle up to the covering of my porch and begin to fish my keys out of my purse.

      “Fine.” Mom gives an exasperated sigh. “The ghosts didn’t show up. And there wasn’t a single drop of blood shed! Oh, Lottie, I’m terrified that I might just be a one-hit wonder in the séance arena.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Not really, but frostbite is beginning to set in and I think I might just treat myself to a cookie to celebrate my mother’s lack of success tonight. “The best advice I can tell you is to go out front and give each of those people a refund.”

      “I can’t, Lottie. Almost all them bought their tickets from scalpers. Some of them paid over two thousand dollars to be here tonight. And they are not happy. Thank heavens I have the sheriff’s department on standby to protect the B&B.”

      “Good Lord. The true lesson here is to eschew any rotten idea Wiley ever has to give you again. Call me if you need me.”

      “Will do.” She hangs up abruptly, and I’m about to stick my key into the lock when I spot a tiny black box tucked behind a planter box sitting on my porch. “Not this again,” I say, plucking it up and letting myself into the house.

      A small whoop of laughter comes from the dining room to my left, but I’m too concerned with opening this little black box.

      It’s warm inside, the fire is going, and I pause a moment from the task at hand to take off my coat. The laughter in the next room quickly dies down and is soon replaced with the sound of whispering.

      I’d better say hello to Carlotta’s friends. She’s probably told them how awful and prudish I am. And I’d love nothing more than to prove her wrong to her cohorts. I take my little black box and head on over.

      “Hello—” I say it bright and cheery and my eyes spring wide at the sight before me and not another word dares traipse up my throat. “Oh my God.” I smack myself in the face with the black box of doom in my hands and spin in a little circle in an effort to get the heck out of Dodge.

      Rex lets out a bark. “These are upstanding individuals, Lottie.”

      “Oh, come on, Lot Lot,” Carlotta belts it out. “It’s not like you haven’t seen two grown men in their underwear before.”

      “Not in my dining room!”

      The three of them break out in laughter, and I slowly turn back around.

      Carlotta is seated smack between the two of them, holding a hand of cards, wearing nothing but her bra as far as I can tell. Dear God, she had better have something on down below or I will have to burn my furniture. Ensconcing her on either side are a couple of older men, generally good looking, one with a thick head of silver hair and large dark eyes, and the other is nearly bald with light gray eyes and a pointed chin. Both men are shirtless and each of them happens to be holding a hand of cards to their chests as if they’d rather die than divulge them.

      Rex is slumped next to Carlotta on a seemingly empty chair with a bowl of brown liquid sitting half-empty before him. And judging by that opened bottle of whiskey next to the wily woman who birthed me, I can guess what that nefarious liquid might be.

      Carlotta bears a wicked grin my way. “Jimmy, Luke, this is my darling daughter I was telling you about, Carlotta Kenzie Lemon—named after yours truly.”

      It takes a lot for me to meet up with their eyes and give a little wave.

      “Lot”—Carlotta holds a hand out to the gentlemen—“I’d like to introduce you to Jimmy Canelli and Luke Lazzari.”

      “Hello, Jimmy. Hello, Luuuuuuuke.” I elongate that second name in horror as it hits me who they are. “Carlotta!” I bark and she appears next to me like an apparition. And believe me, I have no problem removing her from her corporal frame for pulling this little mob-inspired stunt. Everyone knows that the Lazzari crime family and the Canellis have been feuding forever. Not to mention that they’re each run by Luke Lazzari and Jimmy Canelli themselves.

      Carlotta shakes me by the arms. Thankfully, she still has her jeans on. “Keep it down, would ya? We’re having a serious meeting of the minds here.”

      Rex lets out a riotous hiccup and I frown over at him a moment.

      “Carlotta,” I whisper. “These are dangerous people!”

      Jimmy tips his silver head of hair my way. “We can hear you, honey.”

      Carlotta scowls at me. “Don’t make them angry, Lot. I’ve been working real hard all night to put them in a good mood.”

      I run my eyes up and down her scantily clad body. “Judging by the fact you’ve got two grown men in their underwear, I’d say you were doing a stellar job. Where’s Mayor Nash? Why isn’t he a part of this?” I wince at what the city council would think of him cavorting with the likes of two notorious crime bosses. “Never mind. I can guess for myself.”

      Carlotta ticks her head to the side. “Then you probably know he’s passed out cold in my bedroom. He couldn’t make it beyond the second round. Not everyone is cut out to play strip poker with the best of them. We’ve almost gone through a barrel of whiskey.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Carlotta squints at the box in my hand. “Whatcha got there?” She sucks in a hard breath. “It’s another threat, isn’t it?”

      “Threat?” Luke Lazzari perks up, craning his head in this direction.

      Jimmy does the same, giving a beady-eyed stare to the box in question. “Who’s threatening our little Lot Lot?”

      Carlotta giggles. “I shared my pet name for you. I’m telling you, they’ve really taken a liking to you. They admire any woman who has two men on a leash.”

      Jimmy nods. “And such powerful men at that.”

      Luke lifts his half-empty beer bottle my way. “A sheriff and a judge. Good men. You did good, Lot Lot.” He raises his bottle higher before knocking back the rest of his drink.

      “I’m glad you approve.” Noah isn’t the sheriff, but I’m not about to correct them. God forbid Carlotta named names. Good Lord, half the town will be on a mob hit list by midnight thanks to Carlotta and her shirtless shenanigans.

      Luke beckons me forward with the flick of his fingers. “Now let’s see the threat.”

      Carlotta fills them in quickly on my psycho stalker, aka Serena Digby, that ridiculous curse she cast on me, and my brief imprisonment down in Leeds.

      Both Jimmy and Luke exchange hard looks, and I can’t tell if that means they’re angry for me or at me.

      I burst open the box at the seams. “This one was sent in the mail. I have my home under surveillance and whoever is doing this must know that. Of course, it’s Serena,” I say, pulling out a wad of black tissue paper, and sure enough a burnt heart-shaped cookie lands softly onto the table, covered in black icing, and across the top, in bright pink penmanship, it reads the end is near.

      Carlotta gasps.

      Rex lets out a wild bark. “I don’t like people threatening you, Lottie. I’ll bite their face off as soon as we nail them down.”

      I offer him a wry smile for the kind, yet violent, offer.

      Jimmy and Luke eye one another once again.

      Luke leans in. “Are you trying to tell me that the sheriff’s department, or that fancy rent-a-cop your boyfriends’ pitched in for, can’t get to the bottom of this?”

      I shrug as I stare down at the latest not-so-sweet threat. “That’s right. It’s been dragging on and on and I have no way to prove Serena is guilty of anything.”

      Jimmy pulls out his phone and begins punching something into it. “Serena Digby. Got it.”

      “Whoa.” Luke points a finger at him. “Who said you were going to handle this? See what just happened here? You took the initiative without even asking first. This is why things hit the fan between the two of us. Carlotta is right. We need to work on communication.”

      Carlotta grins my way. “I’ve spent the last few hours mediating between these two. Strip poker is a great equalizer.”

      I have a feeling so is whiskey.

      “And great news.” The words come from her like a question. “It turns out, your home has officially been accepted as neutral turf.”

      Jimmy nods. “We had to cut the security cameras, but we’ll have them turned on when we leave in the morning.”

      “In the morning?” The words blurt out of me before I can process them.

      Luke pulls the whiskey bottle to him. “That’s right, sweetheart. We don’t drink and drive.”

      “Perfect.” I swallow hard. “I guess I’ll get to bed. Alone,” I say in the event anyone thought I was throwing out an invitation.

      Jimmy holds up a finger as if to stop me. “Carlotta Junior. I’d like permission to investigate these cookie crimes against you. I don’t take kindly to people threatening my family.”

      “Hey”—Luke barks—“you can’t go claiming family. Everyone knows Carlotta is mine. Besides, I can do it quicker. I’ll have this figured out in no time.”

      Jimmy lets out a whoop of a laugh. “Wanna bet?”

      “You’re on. Loser has to treat the winner’s men to a nice steak dinner.”

      “Done,” Jimmy says as they shake on it.

      “Ah-ah!” Carlotta squawks. “Only if my Lot Lot approves.”

      All eyes turn my way, including the ghostly ones.

      Carlotta pokes me on the arm. “Well, Lottie? What’s it going to be?”

      Noah is at a standstill with the case.

      Everett hired Seven and nothing has happened either.

      “I don’t see what there is to lose,” I say. “Go get her, boys.”

      Serena Digby won’t know what hit her.

      She might have a faux curse working in her favor, but I’ve got two very real mobsters hungry for justice and a nice juicy steak.

      Serena Digby’s cookie making days are numbered.
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      The foot traffic at the bakery is notoriously slow. It’s just one day post the inadvertent riot at my mother’s B&B, and business has slowed to a crawl for me this afternoon.

      “Do you think it’s the snow keeping people off the streets?” I ask Lily and Keelie as we stare blankly out the window as all of Main Street gets another dusting of the white stuff.

      “Nope.” Lily slings a kitchen towel over her shoulder. “It’s because your mother was forced to halt that afterlife parade of hers. Word on the street is she’s been operating without a liquor license.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “What street did you hear this on?” And I do believe her.

      “Seventh street.” She gives a wink over at Seven, aka Miles Rock, who’s currently slumped over a newspaper. “Miles knows everything.”

      “I’m not too surprised—by either of those things. Maybe now that Wiley’s not-so-great idea to turn my mother’s B&B into a dive bar has cost her everything, she’ll rethink her stance on him in general.”

      Keelie moans through a bite of one of my decadent caramel chocolate brownies. “I would think you’d be more sympathetic toward the guy, considering the fact he’s Noah’s father, but you’re really not.”

      “Nope.” I straighten. “I’m ruthlessly opposed to him. But my mother is a grown woman. And unfortunately, she’s reaping the consequences of some of her dicey decisions. I’m hoping she’ll come to the conclusion she needs to dump that wily fox herself. Besides, there’s a killer out there who tried to poison Noah and his friends. I’d like to focus all my energy on putting them away.”

      Rex staggers out of the kitchen with whipped cream all over his face and a cherry balancing on his nose. He quickly lashes his tongue over it, gobbling it down in one hasty bite.

      “Lottie Lemon, your cakes are making me rethink my stance on paradise.”

      A tiny giggle rumbles through me. I stacked three different cakes on the metal rack in my office and shut the door so Rex could go at it in private. A cannoli cake, a cherry chiffon, and an orange marmalade wonder. And by the looks of it, Rex has enjoyed them all.

      Keelie leans in. “You’re having a thought, aren’t you, Lottie? You’re planning on questioning a suspect without me, aren’t you?” Her hand cradles her budding baby belly and it certainly gives me pause.

      “I do plan on questioning a suspect. Tim’s ex-wife thinks the guy she was cheating on him with probably did it. I guess Tim dragged Perry Rosin’s name through the mud, real good. So the motive is there. Perry just so happens to be an investigator, too.”

      Lily clucks her tongue. “Isn’t that something? A PI had the nerve to off another PI at a PI convention. I bet every detective in that building is clamoring to solve this one.”

      “Not true,” a male voice says from near the window and we turn to find Seven flexing a newspaper in his hand.

      The three of us migrate his way without hesitation.

      “He speaks,” I say. It’s safe to say that up until now Seven has been a man of very few words. Most likely exactly seven of them. “Why is it not true? I would think they’d make some sort of competition out of it.” Sort of the way the mob is making a competition out of who can find my cookie stalker first. And I’m secretly thrilled about it. In fact, I’m already sleeping better at night. Not that I dare tell Noah or Everett that little mafia-based tidbit.

      Seven shrugs. “People in the PI industry observe the rule of first investigative rights. Both Detective Fox and Detective Gilmore were personally affected.” Nelson Gilmore was the one talking to Leslie that night and consequently poisoned as well. “And they were closest to Tim. It’s their case. Everyone else knows to back off.” Seven tips his bald head my way and squints over at me. “Except you.”

      I inch back. “Me?”

      Both Lily and Keelie burst out laughing as a group of customers walk in.

      Lily wipes a tear from her eye. “He’s got your number, Lot. I’ll take care of the customers. You go get that killer. I know you want to.” She takes off and Keelie steps up.

      “I’m coming with you, Lot. And if this Perry guy offers us a single cup of coffee we won’t take it. We’ll toss it back in his face and run the heck out of there.”

      “Keelie, as logical as that sounds, you can’t run—not in your condition, not fast enough to get away from a killer. And the ground is icing up out there. Bear will have my head on a platter if anything happens to you.”

      She knots up her lips a moment before offering me a manufactured smile. “That’s okay. You don’t have to include me in on your afternoon fun. I’ve got plans of my own.”

      I shoot a suspicious look her way. “All right, Turner. Spit it out. I recognize that naughty gleam in your eyes. You’re up to no good.”

      “Well.” She pulls out her phone, her fingers quickly dancing over her keyboard. “My best friend has someone sending her threats. And I’m determined to do something about it. There’s a certain private investigator named Detective Perry Rosin out in Fallbrook”—she says, double-checking her phone—“that I’m interested in utilizing. And seeing that I have the rest of the afternoon off, I’ll be leaving now to speak with him.”

      She starts to head for the door and I quickly grab her by the hand.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I say. “Not without me.”
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        * * *

      

      With the snow coming down in a flurry, Fallbrook holds a whimsical snow globe appeal. Keelie reads me the directions on how to get to Perry’s office, and we find it first thing as soon as we exit the highway. No sooner do I pull into a parking space than I spot a tall man with a head full of gray hair ducking into a dark pickup.

      “Keelie,” I whisper for no good reason. “That’s Perry. It looks as if we missed him.”

      “Well, we can’t just sit here. Do something! Follow that man, Lottie Kenzie Lemon. That is a direct order from your superior.”

      “Fine. Geesh. By the way, you’re going to make a spectacular mother,” I say as I do my best to pull out of the lot not too long after him.

      “Lottie, look”—Keelie points to where the truck just took a right turn—“he just went into the Chicken Filet.” A hard moan comes from her. “Oh, Lottie, that man has great taste in food. I say we haul our butts in after him. Particularly my butt, because not only do I need to pee, but I’m having a mad craving for two or six of those chicken filet sandwiches with their special house sauce. Oh, and those criss-cut fries!” She wails as if she were in agony, so without hesitation I park in the very next spot next to Perry’s truck.

      Rex lets out a few approving barks from the back seat. “I’m in, Lottie! I want two or six chicken sandwiches myself.” His tongue lashes back and forth, affirming the fact.

      “Fine. You win, Keelie.” I wink over at Rex. “But only because I love both you and that bun you’re baking in the oven. If my BFF is craving a chicken filet sandwich or ten, then that’s what she gets. Hang on.” I come around on her side and link arms with her until we’re off the slippery pavement and into the warmth of the establishment.

      The restaurant is pretty crowded—as every Chicken Filet in the country is.

      No sooner does Keelie make a beeline for the restroom than I spot Perry doing a double take in my direction as he stands to the side waiting for his food.

      Great. He recognizes me. Of course, he recognizes me. It’s his job to recognize people.

      I’ll have to act natural.

      Rex looks over at him. “It’s the man from the crime symposium. The one who stole Leslie away from my Tim.”

      “So it is,” I whisper before heading his way. “Hey, I think we met last week at that crime thing. Noah introduced us.”

      “Perry Rosin.” He extends his hand. “We sure did. That was a crazy day. How’s Noah feeling?”

      “Better. Thank goodness, too. He said he spoke to Leslie and she’s feeling better as well.” I shrug over at him. “I’m really sorry about Tim.”

      “I’m not thrilled with it.” Perry’s elongated features only seem to stretch out all the more as he purses his lips. “Especially not since it casts a cloud of suspicion on me. I get it. People automatically assume I did it. I mean, the guy was my best friend and I slept with his wife. That doesn’t paint me in a great light. But I’m no killer.” He shakes his head just as his number is called and he snatches a to-go bag from the counter. “How’s Noah doing with the case? And don’t worry. I don’t suspect him of sending you out here to talk to me.” He presses out a forlorn smile. “Noah would never put anyone he loves in danger. Not that I’m dangerous, but questioning a suspect could put you in danger.” His brows hike a notch. “You wouldn’t voluntarily put yourself in harm’s way, would you?”

      Keelie waddles out, holding her belly as if it were a tiny ball someone placed under her shirt.

      “Ah, this must be your friend. And she’s expecting.” Perry nods as if putting together the pieces of my intentions. “Of course, you would never put an expectant friend in the line of danger.” He comes shy of winking, and I can’t help but feel as if I were just caught with my hand in the investigative cookie jar.

      Keelie offers the two of us a quizzical look. “I’m hopping in line, Lot. I’ll order up enough sandwiches for the both of us.”

      Rex barks, “And I’m getting hungry. Get him to admit that he’s the killer. I’m about to steal a sandwich right out of somebody’s hand.”

      “I’m sorry to keep you.” Perry nods my way. “Tell Noah and Everett I said hello.”

      “I will,” I say, stepping in front of him. “Perry, if everyone thinks you killed Tim, who do you think did it?”

      He tips his head back as he studies the ceiling a moment. “Honestly, I would point the finger at me as well. Noah probably mentioned it, but Tim and I went in on a bad real estate investment. The long and short of it is, we bought a gym. And as it turns out, we both had different visions for the place. He wanted to maintain a vintage feel, and I wanted to bring the place into the twenty-first century. There were bad blood, bad money, and a woman between us. My innocence should be subject to question. But I didn’t kill him. I know, that’s the battle cry of the guilty as well.” He shakes his head wistfully. “I don’t know who killed him. But I will tell you this. They didn’t need to work hard to expertly pin it on me. Poisoning him with excess caffeine was an excellent touch. Typically, only weight trainers use the stuff. It comes in two forms, but the powder is harder to come by. Some of the old guys like me might still have a stash lying around.” He blows out a breath. “And, of course, if someone were really trying to make me look guilty, they’d make sure I was one of the few who didn’t have a trace of the stuff in them.”

      My eyes widen with the implication. “But the killer would,” I say mostly to myself.

      “Now you’re thinking like a detective.” He takes a step toward the door then pauses. “Have you talked to Sloan yet?”

      Rex growls, “I think he’s trying to throw us off, Lottie. I don’t like this.”

      I wince over at Perry. “Oh, actually, I don’t know who Noah is talking to.”

      A smile warms his face. “Come on, Lottie. I’ve read all about the killings in Honey Hollow. And I read all about how an innocent baker brought each killer to justice. You’re forgetting that winnowing the truth from fiction is my day job. And I know it’s yours, too. You’re in it for the thrill—right along with your desire for justice. Sloan Richardson works at the Attic Addict down in Leeds. Tim met her on assignment. I know this because we were still friends when he started his affair with her.”

      I suck in a quick breath and Rex lets out a sharp bark.

      “We won’t judge him, Lottie,” Rex growls. “Tim was a good person at heart.”

      “Wow,” I say. “This is new information to me. Thank you for that.”

      He nods my way. “You’re welcome. I’d tell you to say hello to Noah and Everett, but I have a feeling you won’t be sharing the fact you ran into me.”

      Rex barks out a laugh. “He knows you well.”

      I cinch my lips at the thought. “Just know I’d say hello for you if I could.”

      Perry belts out a short-lived laugh. “You’d better get a move on. The Attic Addict closes at seven sharp. Sloan will likely be there. She runs the place for her aunt.”

      He takes off just as Keelie comes my way with two bags brimming with food.

      “Keelie”—I say with my eyes bugging out—“who’s going to eat all that?”

      “I got a bag for you and Noah—and Everett.” She gives a cheeky wink. “And a bag for me.”

      “What about Bear?”

      “He’s pulling a late night at Grandma Nell’s old place. It turns out, they’re having to replumb the entire house.”

      My stomach turns at the thought. “Why does that sound expensive?”

      Keelie laughs as she links arms with me. “Because it will be. Let’s find a table.”

      “Actually, we should take this to-go. You can eat in the car. I was thinking we’d do a little shopping on the way home.”

      “Ooh, I love shopping. I hope they have baby things. I’m addicted to anything pink, blue, or frilly.”

      And I seem to be addicted to the thrill of it all just the way Perry suggested.

      We get back to the car and I take a sandwich from the bag Keelie bought me and shove the rest of the food into the back seat, giving Rex the go-ahead to eat to his dead heart’s content. Keelie is so busy plowing through her own food she hardly notices the fact wrappers are flying.

      We’re off to Leeds where Keelie might find some things for the baby and I just might find a killer.
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      Shopping has always been the tie that bound Keelie and me together—even at a shockingly young age. While still in preschool, we’d scheme ways to get our mothers to stop by the toy shop on Main Street just in case they had something new we wanted to buy our “sisters.”

      Okay, so we were conniving. And I might still be a little conniving, considering the fact I’m taking Keelie on a reconnaissance mission. But since that mission does involve our first true love, shopping, I don’t feel too bad about it.

      The Attic Addict is located in a tall, skinny building sandwiched between an Italian deli called Guido’s and a pawn shop called Hock Eyes.

      Once again, I help Keelie waddle through the snow, and Rex looks as if he’s waddling right alongside her.

      “Oh, Lottie”—Rex moans—“we must go back to the Chicken Filet. I’m afraid I’ve garnered a bit of an addiction after the first few bites. It’s truly just as good as your cakes.”

      “That’s a big compliment to me,” I whisper.

      “Bless you,” Keelie says as we enter the establishment.

      Inside, it’s a lot more spacious than it looks, with sections for his and hers clothing, furniture in the back, and seasonal items right up front.

      Keelie squeals with delight. “I see tiny things! I’ll be in the baby section, Lot.” She takes off, and it’s just Rex and me looking around at the sparse crowd rummaging through the clothing racks and bins of oddities set out on the tables. I spot a box full of books and gravitate that way. I can’t help it. I’ve always been a reader. There’s nothing like finishing off a day than with a good book in your bed. Or Noah Fox. Or Everett Baxter.

      And I hate myself for even having the double-minded thought.

      I dip my hand into the book bin and come up with a slender paperback called Fried Pickles and Perpetrators.

      “We’ve got more books in the back,” a sweet voice whispers from behind, and I jump to find a pretty brunette with bangs fringing her forehead and glowing green eyes.

      That day at the crime symposium comes back to me, and I distinctly remember her passing out coffee.

      “Oh my gosh,” I gasp without meaning to.

      Rex comes running over from a box filled with clothes marked ten cents, and he has a pair of shorts strewn over his head.

      “What is it, Lottie? Who is it? Is it the killer?” He does his best to work off the blue and pink board shorts, only to poke his head through one of the leg holes, and I try not to laugh. And sadly, if anyone else spies the odd supernatural event, they might just faint. A pair of floating shorts is enough to ruin anybody’s sanity.

      The girl leans in and looks at the cover of the book I’m holding. “Hey, that’s a treasure. No wonder you’re excited. I love the Carnival and Cops Mystery Series. Have you read it?”

      I shake my head just as her name tag catches my eye. This is Sloan herself.

      She dots the cover with a glossy pink fingernail. “You’re going to love it. The main character is the woman with the mustache, Marceline McDower. She has two boyfriends and she talks to the dead. I guess you could say she has the best of both worlds.”

      Rex makes a howling sound as he looks my way. “That sounds familiar, don’t you think?”

      I clear my throat. “Thank you for telling me about it. I’m definitely going to snatch this one up.”

      Her face brightens. “We’ve got an entire bookshelf in the back dedicated to mystery. Follow me. I’ll show you.”

      I walk steadily behind her as she navigates us past the baby section where Keelie offers me a wave without looking up from a bin she’s rifling through.

      “Here we go,” Sloan says, slowing down before a wall of books under a sign that reads mystery. “The cozy mysteries are over here. They’re my favorite. They usually take place in a small town, there’s an amateur sleuth, usually a woman, and, of course, she always cracks the case before her studly homicide detective can do it. The amateur sleuth usually has an adorable pet that goes on the chase with her, and I like that about it, too.”

      Rex belts out a husky laugh. “That would be me.”

      I swallow hard. “Say, where would a handsome judge fit into this cozy mystery picture?”

      Why do I get the feeling I’m a pawn in somebody else’s story world?

      “A judge?” She shakes her head, looking as if she’s never heard of the profession before.

      I scratch the back of my neck. “Yeah, you know, what if the amateur sleuth had two men in her life—the studly homicide detective and a very vexingly sexy, hard-to-resist man of the gavel?”

      Her mouth rounds out. “Oh my goodness. You’ve got boy trouble, haven’t you? I’d recognize that look in anybody’s eyes. I’ve been there myself.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong,” I say, plucking another book off the shelf and pausing a moment to admire the cover, which features a crime-fighting Chihuahua. “I guess the judge doesn’t really fit into the formula.”

      “Are you kidding? The judge sounds like exactly what you’d want to spice things up. I mean, the homicide detective is a given at this point. The readers naturally expect it, and it’s comforting in a way, like a cheesy pepperoni pizza.”

      I can’t help but swoon a little. “Pizza is my thing with Noah.” I give a little shrug.

      “And what’s your thing with the judge? I bet it’s exotic and keeps you wanting more.”

      My entire body tingles just thinking about Everett leaving me wanting more. “It’s Chinese food. Wicked Wok to be exact.”

      “That’s definitely exotic, and you know what they say about Chinese food. Thirty minutes later and you’re hungry for more—but in a satisfying way. A judge would be an exciting unexpected detour.”

      A small laugh trembles from me. “I think you might be onto something. How about you? How’s your love life? Any cozy mystery elements to it?”

      She glowers over at the row of rainbow-colored paperbacks. “I guess so. My boyfriend was just murdered.”

      “What?” I give a genuine squawk because, honest to God, I momentarily forgot about the nature of my visit. Sloan suddenly feels more like an old friend rather than a suspect.

      “Yup. He was poisoned.” She glances to the exit a moment. “Anyway. I’m not all that sorry. He dug his own grave as far as I’m concerned.” Her lime green eyes meet up with mine. “I know that sounds heartless, but you’d feel the same if the man you’d do anything for tells you that your relationship is better kept under wraps.”

      “Why would he say that?” I ask as Rex sits up at attention as if he wants the answer himself.

      “He was ashamed of me.” She sniffs hard. “Look at me”—she motions to the shop—“I work in a secondhand shop. He couldn’t get past it.” Sloan closes her eyes a moment. “And I used to dance—for money. And believe me when I say he didn’t seem to mind. It was my second job and he asked me to quit, and I did. He said he didn’t want to share me with other men. But I guess what’s good for the geese isn’t good for the gander. It turns out, I was the last to know he was still sleeping with his ex-wife, Leslie. I mean, I get it, she’s a gorgeous woman—lots of personality. But what about me?” She jumps back with her hands extended. “I’m not trying to be vain, but I’m not exactly chopped liver. And that’s how he treated me. His mother came into town not long ago, and he asked me to stay away from his place for a few days. I guess you can say it was all starting to rub me the wrong way.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about his death. I guess this way there is no real closure. Can I ask when you saw him last?”

      I know for sure she was at the crime symposium. Now let’s see if she’s willing to cop to it.

      “I was there the night he was killed.” She frowns at the floor a moment. “He invited me there. I thought it was a step in the right direction. And yet, when his ex and his friends came around, he asked me to wait for him on the sidelines. I was so angry I was ready to break it off with him right there.”

      “Did you?”

      She presses her lips tight. “Let’s just say my anger got the better of me.”

      Rex howls and barks. “This woman is about to confess, Lottie. I’ll hold her down while you tie her up with the Christmas ribbon I found out front.”

      I lean in. “Sloan, what did you do?”

      She takes a deep breath. “While Tim was talking to his friends,” her eyes close an inordinate amount of time, “I ate my feelings.”

      “You ate your what?”

      “My feelings,” she whines the words out. “I had six pieces of chocolate cake that night. Six! But I couldn’t help it. If you could have tasted it, you would know how soft, and moist, and melt in your mouth it was, bite after bite.”

      Rex moans himself. “She’s right, Lottie. It’s just that delicious. Please tell me you have some at the bakery. I think I’ll need a slice or six after we’re through here.”

      I nod his way. “It sounds perfectly heavenly.”

      Sloan gives a dark laugh. “It was perfectly devilish.”

      “Touché.”

      We share a warm laugh.

      I step in close as if we were about to share another secret, a much darker one. “Then what happened?”

      “Then all heck broke loose. The blonde nitwit he was married to? She came over and called me a streetwalker and asked me to leave.”

      “She did?” That must have been when Everett and I wandered away.

      “Yup. And I pushed her. She was looking for a full-blown fistfight, but I decided to take the high road and I went over to the refreshment table instead.” The bell chimes from the counter up front and she glances that way. “I’d better help out. There’s a line starting to form.”

      “Thanks for the tips—on the books.” I hold up my paperback. “Sloan? Who do you think killed Tim?”

      She takes a deep breath and gives a dark glance out of the window. “If it wasn’t me, I’d think it were Leslie. She never made it a secret that she didn’t like Tim spending his time with anyone but her. And they were divorced. Can you imagine? Not to mention the fact she was sleeping with two of his best friends.”

      “Did you say two?”

      “Yeah, she didn’t just have a hankering for Perry. She had to have Nelson Gilmore, too.” She shoves her finger down her throat and pretends to retch. “I guess greed supersedes taste. If you ask me, Nelson is as greasy as it gets. Rumor has it, he used to have mob ties and he was pretty familiar with the ladies. I guess he’s the male equivalent of Leslie. They deserve one another.”

      She takes off and I think on that for a moment. I wonder if Noah and Everett are aware of Leslie’s other fling? It sure sounds like Leslie likes to get around. And if she divorced Tim, why still go sniffing in his direction? Why would she care who he was or wasn’t dating? And why name-call Sloan, inciting her that night? It sounds like if Leslie couldn’t have Tim, nobody could.

      I head back out front and find Keelie with a couple of creepy looking dolls in her hands, and I practically scream once I see their vacant stares up close.

      “Which one do you like better?” she asks, holding up a doll with her hair shorn to her scalp and one eye that refuses to open, and the other doll has a cheek dented in and a phone number scrawled across her forehead.

      “No offense, Keelie, but I think you should put the dolls down and back away slowly before they steal our souls.”

      “No way. I’m in love with One-Eyed Nelly. She’s coming home with me for sure.”

      Rex takes a look at the one-eyed beauty and moans. “If you want, I can chew her feet off on the ride home.”

      I shake my head at the generous, yet deranged, offer.

      We pay for our items and take off into the snowy world outside the Attic Addict’s door, only to come upon an exciting, unexpected find.

      “Judge Baxter,” I say breathless at this handsome stack of muscles and legal knowledge standing before me.

      “Hey, Everett!” Keelie steals my keys and hops into the front seat of my car. I don’t blame her. It is literally freezing out here, and at this rate we’ll have snow until June.

      “Lemon? Why did Jimmy Canelli’s men come into the bakery this evening looking for you?”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Why, I don’t know. You tracked me down. You seem to know an awful lot about me. Why don’t you tell me?”

      His brows rise in amusement. “Seven followed you here because I pay him to. Noah was at the bakery and he let me know about Canelli’s men.”

      “Noah knows?” My fingers float to my lips.

      “And now I know, too.” He nods. “Lemon, why would Canelli send his boys to talk to you?”

      My phone bleats and I look at the screen. It’s a text from Carlotta.

      Big Jimmy C wants to meet you down at Red Satin. He’s got news! We’re going to nail that cookie slinging witch. BTW, Luke says his boys won’t be beat. He says the Canellis might have news, but the Lazzaris will have results—and steak.

      “Lemon,” Everett growls, his eyes still pinned to the text Carlotta sent. “What have you done?”

      What have I done, indeed.
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      Without missing a beat, I text Noah and tell him that I’m safe with Everett and that we’ll be back in Honey Hollow in just a bit.

      He texts right back. Thank God. I’m glad Everett was able to intercept you on his way home from work. Why don’t we meet for dinner at Mangias? Nelson Gilmore is meeting up with me to discuss the case. We’d love your input.

      I flash the text at Everett.

      “Perfect,” he says. “I say we blow off the mob and head for safer pastures.”

      I already told Keelie to go ahead and take my car home, that I would hitch a ride on the Baxter Express. And now I’m wondering if I’ll have to hoof it through the snow all the way to Red Satin.

      “I’m not blowing off the mob, Everett. Besides, they might have an update for me. I need to put a stop to whoever is sending me those half-baked—or more like charred—threats before they put an end to me.”

      His chest thumps. “And that’s exactly why the Ashford Sheriff’s Department is handling this.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I look right into those deep blue eyes for a hint of sarcasm. “Just the way they’ve handled every homicide investigation that Honey Hollow has had to deal with for the last solid year? Is that who you want in charge of my well-being and safety?” I hold up an admonishing finger. “And do not tell Noah I said that in an effort to hurt him. I’m simply stating a fact.”

      Everett closes his eyes a moment. “Fine. Text Carlotta back and ask her to relay to you their findings. We’re running late for dinner at Mangias.”

      “No. The Canellis want to speak with me at Red Satin. As in face to face. I’m afraid we’re going to have to make a little pit stop there first.”

      Everett’s eyes widen with a hint of rage. His jaw redefines itself.

      “Lemon, I am your husband, and I refuse to stand by and let you play with fire when I know inevitably you will end up hurting yourself.”

      “My husband?” My brows hike a notch with amusement. “Are you really going to pull the husband card to forbid me from going?”

      “Yes, if I have to.”

      A dark, guttural laugh brews in my belly. “I won’t lie, I find it incredibly intoxicating—and as sexist as can be, Judge Baxter.” I storm past him, pulling my coat tight around my body as he runs to keep up.

      “Where are you going, Lemon? My car is out front.”

      “I’m walking to Red Satin. Newsflash, nobody tells me no, Everett—not even my husband.”

      Everett latches his hand to mine and reels me back to him. His lids are hooded and his expression is hard as flint. I can’t tell if he’s turned on or angry, most likely both.

      “Have it your way, Lemon. But I’ll be driving us there.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you don’t meet up with too much opposition?”

      “Because you’re intuitive.” His lips twitch as if they couldn’t decide to frown or smile. “If I could, I’d kiss you right now.”

      I give a little shrug and bite down on a playful smile. “It’s not like I’m your wife or anything.”

      Everett leans in without hesitation and plants one right over my lips. He comes just shy of lingering as he pulls back and takes a deep breath, his eyes still locked over mine.

      A tiny laugh brews in my chest. “As your legal plus one, I think I just gleaned something about you. A little opposition will lead me a long, lustful way.”

      His lips curl with devilish intent.

      Because we both know it’s true.
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        * * *

      

      Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club is just a few blocks away from the Attic Addict. Inside, it’s your run-of-the-mill dimly lit strip club with far too many men eagerly waving a dollar at an entire bevy of women. There’s a long stage that projects deep into the room with a couple of poles strewn over it, and right now a group of women dressed up like female wrestlers dance and shake what their mamas gave them to the sound of loud raucous rock music.

      One of the dancers with long black hair teased every which way and her lips painted black waves wildly at us before jumping off the stage and making her way over.

      I glance to Everett. “Let me guess. Someone you once sent up the river? Or better yet, another member of the Essex Fan Club? I happen to be inaugurated into the Call Essex by His First Name Club, where your entry totally depends on the giving up of your body to the good judge. But I really do prefer to call him Everett. And I think he prefers it that way, too.

      “Hey ho!” The woman pops up, revealing herself to be none other than my sister.

      “Meg!” I offer her a hearty embrace before pulling back. “You’ve reprised Madge the Badge.” Madge the Badge is my sister’s old wrestling persona from her stint in the Las Vegas wrestling circuit. “I guess I didn’t put the pieces together because I didn’t think you actually danced at this place. Did you make the leap from instructor to stage maven?”

      Please God, let the answer be no. It’s bad enough she’s stuck working in this environment all day long.

      “Nope. This just happens to be my favorite routine, so I thought I’d join the girls. You know, add an air of credibility to the whole number. And fun fact, it’s the only number in the entire show where no one loses a thread of clothing.” She shrugs over at Everett. “Sorry, big guy.”

      “Not to worry.” Everett does a quick scan of the facility. “I’m a happily married man.”

      My stomach sours when he says the word happily. He can’t be happy that his wife is spending all her nights with Noah.

      Meg swats me on the arm. “So what are you wasting time here for when you have a perfectly good man to take home? Why don’t you head back to Honey Hollow and watch him wield his gavel?”

      I bite down over my lip.

      Face it, it’s an enticing proposition.

      I shrug. “I’m here to see Jimmy Canelli.”

      Meg gasps and swats me all at the same time. “Would you keep it down? Everyone knows this entire floor is rife with cops and robbers all looking to spot one of those unicorns in the wild that you just dared to name.”

      My gaze flits to the back exit that leads to a labyrinth of underground casinos and back room dealings I don’t even want to know about.

      “I’ve got a meeting.”

      Meg gasps again. By and large it takes a lot to surprise my sister, so the fact she’s gasped twice in the last ten seconds is enough to ring an additional bell of alarm. I know Everett is right. Flirting with any crime family, Canelli or Lazzari, is dangerous. Flirting with two at the very same time, well, that just might prove lethal.

      She leans in and practically adheres her lips to mine. “His office sits in the back of the Jungle Room.”

      I roll my eyes at the thought. Why does this not surprise me?

      I tell Everett and he leads the way down through the murky tangle of bodies and lands us at the entry to the Jungle Room in no time. It’s even darker down here, and the music filtering through the speakers is the same as it was upstairs.

      “Hey”—I marvel—“it’s almost as if you could find your way here with your eyes closed.”

      His lips twitch. “Who said my eyes were opened?”

      I offer him a playful sock on the arm. “Come on. We’re going all the way.”

      He gives a wistful shake of the head. “If I had a dime for every time I heard those words while I was down here.”

      “As your wife, I do not even want to know.”

      We make our way past a woman with bright pink hair once I let her know who I’m here to see and she checks it out by way of her phone. It’s kind of nice to have this sort of VIP clearance, but then again, it’s sort of like having an escorted tour of hell.

      The Jungle Room itself is a twisted club of the carnal variety where couples can come to enjoy themed rooms that mostly resemble torture chambers.

      Everett and I were here ourselves once or twice while spying on suspects in previous murder cases. Thankfully, we won’t have to enter a single one of these miniature dens of depravity. Honestly, I don’t know who in their right mind utilizes them. It’s definitely not a first date pit stop. Unless you find that a riding crop acts as a good icebreaker.

      The door to one of the rooms flies open and out steps a giggling couple, and my heart stops cold as I spot an all too familiar face.

      “Noah Corbin Fox!” I swat away at his chest without relenting. “What floozy did you dare haul down here?” I push him out of the way, fully expecting to see Cormack, but instead, I find— “Mom?” I gag and gasp as I struggle to find my way back into the comfort of Everett’s arms.

      “Hello, Lottie. Judge Baxter.” She makes a face as she pulls Noah’s doppelgänger father, Wiley, in close to her. “I see the two of you are here to have a good time.” She gives a sly wink as her cheeks flush a neon pink.

      “Mother, what are you doing down here?” Never mind. We both know it’s not the first time she’s visited. Suffice it to say, my mother has had a long line of smarmy boyfriends since the passing of my poor, innocent father.

      Mom grimaces as she steps in close. “The feds shut down the B&B—and we’re temporarily closed to new boarders. It seems someone reported me for not having a liquor license.” She glowers over at Everett. “Have a good night, you two.” They hightail it out of there, giggling along like a couple of goofy high school kids.

      “Everett? Why did my mother look at you like that when she said someone reported the B&B?”

      “Because I did it. She probably saw my name at the bottom of the complaint.”

      My mouth falls open as I take him in. “Have I told you lately how brilliant I think you are?”

      He shrugs. “It didn’t work. She’s still holding onto Wiley like he’s some kind of life raft. I’m telling you, Lemon, we can’t turn our backs on him or he’ll pilfer your mother the same way he did mine.”

      Yup. True as God. Way back when, Wiley was married to Eliza Baxter and he stole a whole bundle of money from her—most of which resurrected itself in the form of my bakery, but that’s another story altogether.

      We hit the end of the hall, and a man clad in black leads us to a room with large mahogany doors.

      Inside sits Jimmy Cannelli with that gray cap of hair, smoking a fat stogie as he stretches his legs over his desk.

      He springs to his feet. “Carlotta Lemon. Judge Baxter.” He bows toward us. “Please, take a seat.”

      I’m only mildly alarmed that Jimmy knew right away who Everett was. But then, Everett is a powerful judge and I’m sure every crime family in Vermont knows all about his infamous wrath. Let’s just say it’s landed him in hot water a time or two.

      “I hear you have news,” I say as we take a seat.

      Everett grunts, “Let’s make this quick.”

      Jimmy Canelli’s head twitches to the side and the light casts a shadow over the prominent cleft in his chin.

      He leans forward. “You got somewhere you need to be, Judge Baxter?”

      “Yes.” Everett doesn’t miss a beat. “We’re having dinner with guests. We’ll be discussing the recent homicide that took place. And I don’t want to miss a minute of it.”

      “I see.” Jimmy opens a box full of cigars toward Everett, and Everett politely declines with a wave of his hand. Funny how I wasn’t offered one of those carcinogen sticks. Boy, it’s a man’s world and I’m just living in it.

      My blood begins to boil, and suddenly I want out of here twice as bad as Everett does.

      “So what about my cookie stalker? Did you find evidence that pins this on that witch, Serena Digby?”

      He tips his head to the side as if he wasn’t sure. “My men have been following her regularly. Interestingly enough, she only stays at that hovel of a hotel now and again—she got another room. She splits her time between there and some place out in Hollyhock.”

      “Hollyhock?” I glance to Everett, unsure of what this might mean. “Is she renting a place out there? Is it another motel?” I address the last two questions back to Jimmy.

      He shakes his head. “We don’t know. I’ll have my men dig and see who owns the property.” He pulls a few eight-by-ten black and white pictures from his desk drawer and shucks them across the table at us.

      Everett pulls them forward and we examine Serena moving in and out of a two-story house with a large wrought iron fence out front with what looks to be a statue of a cherub to the left and the last three digits of an address, four, two, one.

      “Okay.” Everett slides the images back his way. “And so what?”

      Jimmy chuckles to himself. “I like you. You’re a man of few words and you want to drive straight to the point.” He looks to me, stony-faced, and it sends a chill up my spine. “We’re close to giving you the information you’re looking for, Carlotta. And in return—”

      Everett slaps his hand over the table. “Knew it.” He turns my way. “He’s going to want your soul in return, Lemon. Don’t give it to him.”

      Jimmy barks out a laugh. “I was going to say, in return my men get a nice steak dinner paid for by the Lazzaris.”

      I nod. “And I’ll bake you one of my famous devil’s food cakes as a thank you.”

      Jimmy stretches a smile across his face. “I look forward to it.”

      “Is that it?” Everett takes a breath and straightens as if he’s ready to go.

      Jimmy tosses up his hands. “That’s it.” He squints over at the two of us. “So you’re off to discuss Tim Troy’s untimely demise.”

      I’m quick to nod. “Noah and Nelson Gilmore are probably already knee-deep in it. I’ve talked to both his ex-wife and his ex-girlfriend, and the two of them had motive enough to do it.”

      Jimmy belts out a dark laugh. “The women closest to you always seem to have a very good reason.” He winks to Everett. “Ain’t that right, Judge Baxter?”

      Everett just glowers over at him and doesn’t dignify it with a response.

      Jimmy snaps his fingers several times as he leans forward. “Which reminds me about something. I don’t like that Gilmore guy.” His features turn to stone once again and he stares off in the distance as if he were fit to kill. “He landed one of my cousins behind bars not too long ago. Like he’s so innocent. He owns that building out in Fallbrook, the hot pink one at the end of town across from all the strip malls.”

      Everett sits up. “I know exactly the one. It has a florist and a few other businesses running out of it.”

      Jimmy points a finger his way. “That’s the one.”

      Everett was born and raised in Fallbrook, so it doesn’t surprise me he knew exactly what Jimmy was talking about.

      We wrap it up and Jimmy assures me he’ll have more news soon. He wants his steak dinner.

      Everett and I weave our way out of the dicey nightclub and back into the snowy street. Out of nowhere Everett pulls me in close and offers up a quick embrace.

      “What was that for?” I pull back and examine this handsome man.

      “Just because.”

      “Just because? I think I like that more than anything.”

      We head back to Honey Hollow, and all the way there I try to figure out a way to find that house in Hollyhock. I bet it has a kitchen covered in black frosting.

      In fact, I know it does.
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      Mangias Italian Restaurant sits almost directly across the street from my own shop, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. It also happens to be the place that Noah and I seem to frequent more often than not. Inside, the thick scent of garlic bread and pizza, along with the dark floors and walls, all seem to give you a hug as soon as you walk through the door.

      Everett and I spot Noah and Nelson seated near the window with their heads knit as they speak intensely about something.

      Nelson looks our way as we come upon them and his face brightens. He’s a larger man with a double chin and thinning hairline but has an all-around friendly teddy bear vibe about him.

      Noah follows his gaze and jumps to his feet once he spots us.

      He wraps his arms around me and lands a sweet kiss to my lips.

      “Lottie,” he says it dark and heated right into my ear. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I nod, assuring him of just that.

      “Good. Thank God,” he whispers.

      Everett and I join them just as a giant pepperoni pizza is delivered and we quickly partake.

      Noah moans through a bite. “So good,” he says as he washes it down with his drink. “You know, I was just catching up with Nelson here, and I can’t believe it took us this long to get to know one another.” He looks to Everett and me. “This guy is a legend in the PI world.” He leans toward Nelson. “Aren’t you teaching classes?”

      “I was.” Nelson chuckles. “But I’m slowing down. I’ve got a brother who’s ready to take over the business for me. I’d like to retire, spend my days with my lady friend, and maybe get into gardening or something.” He pats his stomach. “Lord knows I need to lose a few pounds if I plan on sticking around for the long haul.”

      Everett shrugs. “Gardening is a whole world away from the exciting life of fighting crime. I bet you’ll hop right out of retirement as soon as you step in.”

      Nelson belts out a cheery laugh. “You’re probably right. But I’ll be sure to give it the old college try.”

      I offer him a peaceable smile. “Who’s your lady friend?” I happened to hear it from a brunette little birdie this evening, named Sloan, that his girlfriend is Leslie. Funny how she didn’t mention it when we spoke. But then, that Irish meal did bewitch my good senses.

      Nelson hems and haws, and his face seems to be running through every shade of plum.

      “We’re not serious,” he’s quick to correct. “In fact, there is no lady friend per se. I’m keeping my options open for now.” He gives a lazy wink.

      A riotous bark emits from behind and I turn to find a tall and stately looking Doberman Pinscher rioting up a storm as he barrels this way. Rex glides over a few tables before backtracking.

      “Sorry.” He hiccups or belches, or some strange combination of both. “Carlotta was making the most delicious frozen concoction with your ice cream maker.”

      I do have a state-of-the-art ice cream maker that my mother bought me last year for my birthday. Leave it to Carlotta to defile it.

      Rex stands on his hind legs and leans his front paws onto the table as he takes a look at the offerings, and I can’t help but note the distinct scent of tequila emanating from him.

      Tequila? Isn’t that the chief ingredient in one of Carlotta’s favorite frozen concoctions? GAH! She’s using my precious, innocent, ice cream maker to whip up a frozen feast for her lush puppy friends.

      Noah dives right into another conversation with Nelson, something to do with smart locks and the advance way burglars are using to penetrate them, so I covertly pick up Everett’s hand under the table in case Rex feels the need to speak.

      Rex heads over to Nelson and growls and sniffs. “Is this the killer, Lottie? He looks delicious. I can’t wait to sink my fangs into him.”

      Everett’s chest bounces with a laugh as I shake my head at Rex.

      “Pity.” Rex sits down and stunningly still looks about as tall as I do. “I recognize him from the crime symposium.” He tips his head to the side and looks adorable in the process. “He was doing just what you and your friend are doing now.”

      “What’s that?” I whisper over to Everett in the event Noah and Nelson wonder who I’m speaking to.

      Rex sniffs the air. “Holding hands in a clandestine manner.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to Everett. “With who?” I ask and both Noah and Nelson slow their conversation down a moment before firing it right back up again.

      “That woman,” Rex growls. “The one that snuck away to share a few steamy kisses with my Tim.”

      Everett mouths Leslie’s name and I give a knowing nod.

      Knew it. Nelson is hiding his relationship with her. But why? I guess it’s obvious. Things are messy right now. There’s a killer out there—most likely Perry. Maybe they’re waiting for the police to make an arrest? Maybe he doesn’t want to be next on Perry’s kill list? Not that I think he would be.

      There’s a lull in the conversation and Everett leans in and looks at Nelson. “How are things going with the building out in Fallbrook?”

      Nelson’s lips part and he has a deer in the headlights look on his face as if he’s never heard of Fallbrook in general.

      “I’m not involved in that anymore.” He shakes it off as if it were no big deal. “It’s been years.”

      Noah rests his elbows on the table. “So, what are your thoughts on the case? Weeks have moved on and I’ve yet to make an arrest. Help a guy out, would you?”

      Nelson shakes his head. “Wish I could gift you the killer on a silver platter. What do you have so far?”

      Noah swills the ice in his glass. “Just what we already covered. We know for certain that caffeine in powder form is what was used to poison Tim that night.”

      Nelson lifts a finger. “Poison us all.”

      Noah squints. “I don’t know. I still think it was personal. And I think it was aimed at Tim.”

      Nelson nods. “I fully agree. And you know who has access to powdered caffeine?”

      Noah’s chest expands. “Perry. I know.” He looks my way. “Caffeine is heavily used by the bodybuilding community.”

      “Oh,” I say. “And Perry and Tim had a gym together.” I nod as it all makes sense.

      Nelson sighs. “I guess we’ve got all the pieces. It’s just a matter of making them fit.”

      “We will,” Noah assures him.

      Everett tips his head my way. “I know she will.”

      Rex howls as if he could see a full moon. “The killer’s time is nigh. I’ll attest to this myself, Lottie Lemon. I can feel it.”

      Oddly enough, I can, too.

      We wrap it up and head back out onto Main Street.

      Noah gives Nelson’s hand a quick shake. “It was great speaking with you. I’ll let you know if we come up with anything.”

      Nelson nods our way. “And I’ll see you all Saturday.”

      “Saturday?” Everett manufactures a short-lived smile with the question.

      Nelson tips his head. “In Ashford, the sheriff’s ball.”

      “Of course.” Everett wraps an arm around my waist. “My wife and I wouldn’t miss it.”

      Nelson’s mouth falls open as he looks to the two of us, then Noah. “And I thought I had it complicated.”

      We share a warm laugh as he takes off.

      Everett lands a careful kiss to the top of my head. “I’m off. I’ll feed the cats for you, Lemon.” He narrows his eyes at Noah. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      “Everett.” I laugh. “How did you know what I was about to suggest?”

      His dark brows bounce. “Because I could see your wheels turning the minute we left Leeds.”

      Everett takes off and Rex barks after him.

      “I’ll see you at the house, Lottie!” Rex calls out. “I’ll tell Carlotta to save some frozen glory for you.”

      “Frozen glory,” I say as my expression sours. “Carlotta is turning poor Rex into a liquor dispensary. Remind me to bake him some cookies once we get home.”

      Noah wraps his arms around my waist. “That sounds like the perfect way to end the night.” A dark laugh rumbles through his chest as his dimples dig in deep. “Second best way to end this night.”

      “Sounds like we’ll have two things to get to once we get back to Country Cottage Road. But first, we’re going to take a little side trip.”

      Noah’s left brow hitches into his forehead. “To my place?”

      “More like to the place you grew up. We’re going to Hollyhock.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Hollyhock is just a little north from Honey Hollow, but I’ve always thought it felt ritzier, far more upscale in just about every way.

      “Hey, Noah”—I sit up with a burst of excitement—“maybe we should be spontaneous and stop off at the lodge?”

      “No.” He doesn’t miss a beat. “I mean, it’s getting late. I need to feed Toby and then there are those cookies you promised.”

      I can’t help but frown over at him.

      Everett would have jumped at the chance to go to the lodge. I think. And I hate myself for comparing the two. They’re different men. And Noah is plenty spontaneous. I just can’t think of a good example at the moment, that’s all.

      Noah gives a long blink onto the road. “I know what you’re thinking. Everett would have done it.”

      “That is not what I was thinking.” How I hate it when I lie without meaning to.

      “It’s okay. I was thinking it, too.” He takes a quick breath. “Lottie, I can’t believe you went to meet with Jimmy Canelli. I’m going to blow a hole through Everett’s jaw with my fist when we get back. What the heck was he thinking?”

      “Oh, believe me, he did his best to control me. But in the end, wisdom won out.”

      “And he let you run amuck straight into a den of criminals. Great. You do realize he compromised his morals and good judgment for you.” He shakes his head. “Must be true love.”

      “You said it, not me.”

      Noah shakes his head once again. “Okay, let’s focus on the task at hand. You said it was a house with a wrought iron gate. There is only one neighborhood in all of Hollyhock that meets that description. Willow Heights.”

      “Ooh, Willow Heights. Sounds snazzy—and expensive.”

      “That’s because it’s both.”

      A row of evergreens lines either side of the exceptionally wide street as we slowly drive up a steep embankment. The snow has been plowed neatly to the side, and the moonlight makes the world glow a pretty shade of blue.

      The houses are spread out triple the width they are in the rest of town, and each house is gated with a regal entry that leads to an opulent grand home.

      “Noah, each of these houses is as big as the Evergreen Manor, or my mother’s B&B. How is it possible that just one family apiece lives in each one?”

      “It’s possible. Have you met Eliza Baxter? I didn’t see my father for a week after we moved into that small nation she calls a house.”

      “Speaking of your father, I ran into him tonight.” I take a breath because not one ounce of me wants to breathe the next few words, let alone know them. “I ran into him and my mother as they were coming out of the Jungle Room. And according to those giggling red faces, they had one heck of a time.”

      “Geez.” Noah stops abruptly and squeezes his eyes shut. “Sorry, Lot. I just hate that my father is doing that in particular with your poor mother.”

      “Noah,” I gasp as I unbuckle my seatbelt.

      “Don’t get out of the truck. I’ll drive safer. I promise.”

      “No, it’s not that. This is the house. Look, there’s the angel statue to the left, and the last three digits of the address—it’s four, two, one.”

      “Huh.” He rolls closer to the curb as he leans my way to scour the place. “So it is.”

      “Pull over. I’m getting out.”

      “What?” Noah blinks to life. “Lottie, I’m not letting you go up there.”

      My chest bucks with an incredulous laugh. “You’re not letting me go up there? Sounds as if you and Everett are on the very same page tonight. So let me tell you what I told him. Watch me.”

      Okay, so I have no idea if I said those words to Everett. In all honesty, this night has been one big blur. And Lord knows I don’t have time to play back any conversations.

      Noah huffs out a breath, looking decidedly unhappy. “Fine.”

      “Fine?” My eyes widen a notch as I take him in with amusement. “You’re giving up just like that?”

      He pulls the truck into a small dirt patch just up the road until we’re concealed with evergreens.

      “I’m not just giving up.” He takes off his seatbelt with a crisp snap. “I’m joining the effort.”

      “Noah.” I can’t help but laugh as my admiration and love for him only seems to grow exponentially. “I can’t let you do that.”

      He leans in, a sly smile budding on his lips. “Just try to stop me.”

      We get out to the sound of a dog barking as if it were just unleashed from the gates of hell.

      “Geez”—I whisper as we make our way down the gate—“talk about a dead giveaway. With a dog like that, who needs a security system?”

      Noah gives a quick glance around. “What dog?”

      I glance behind him just as a supernatural beast bounds this way with stars spraying out behind him in his wake.

      “It’s Rex!” I quickly take hold of Noah’s hand so he can hear him.

      “Lottie Lemon,” he huffs and puffs. “Everett said you might need help.”

      “Everett?”

      “Yes, a blonde followed him over to your place. But in his defense, he couldn’t seem to shake her. I think he was seeking Carlotta’s help in that department.”

      I make a face over at Noah. “Cressida strikes again. She’s ruthless, you know.”

      Noah winces. “Is it bad that I hope they fall madly in love?”

      “Please. It’ll never happen,” I say as we slink along behind the bushes, making our way to the gated entry. “She’s not his type.”

      “Lottie, every woman is his type.”

      “Maybe so, but I happen to know firsthand that he has a propensity for bakers who can see the dead.”

      “Don’t we all.” Noah pecks a kiss to my cheek.

      Rex barks at the gate, “It’s locked and sealed, Lottie. You’ll have to scale the wall.”

      I glance to Noah. “Will that be breaking and entering?”

      “Technically, no.” He braids his fingers together and lowers them so I can use his hands as a stepstool.

      “Noah! You can’t aid in me hopping to the other side. That’s what Rex is here for.” I give the ghostly pooch a pat on the head.

      Noah shakes his head. “Come on, Lot. We want to be quick about it.” He helps give me a boost until I sling a leg over the retaining wall, and suddenly I’m overcome with a thought.

      “Noah”—I coo—“you’re compromising your morals and good judgment for me.”

      He ticks his head to the side and a smile blooms to his lips. “It must be love.”

      It must be.

      Noah and I scale the wall, while Rex simply floats right through it. Honestly, there really are so many benefits to being dead.

      We take a moment to examine our surroundings. The house is pitch-dark. Either no one is home or they’re all asleep. And considering it’s not even seven-thirty, I highly doubt that sleepy scenario.

      Noah takes a picture of the front of the house and the address. “Wait here. I’ll head to the front and see if I can find anything.”

      “Good thinking. Look for a package or a piece of mail and try to see who it’s addressed to.”

      I wait until Noah takes off before I latch onto Rex.

      “As if I was going to wait here,” I whisper. “Let’s check out the back.”

      Rex leads me like a guide dog as we slink to the right and hug the house closely. The windows are dark, but there aren’t any curtains pulled over them so I wait until Rex and I are clear on the other side of this monstrosity of a home before I shine my light into one of the back slider doors, only to reveal dark wooden walls, light flooring, a desk, and a bookshelf—devoid of any books. Now that’s an unforgivable offense if ever there was one.

      “It looks like an office,” I whisper.

      Rex sniffs around the bushes. “I smell a skunk.”

      I give a few quick sniffs myself. “That’s funny. I don’t.” But then again, his sense of smell is most likely far more advanced than my own. “Rex, look,” I say. “There’s a shoebox on the floor. It’s bright pink.” I flash the light right over it. “Veragamo.” I roll my eyes. “Those shoes cost more than my Hobart Legacy mixer. And believe me when I say that pretty baby didn’t come cheap.” But it was worth every glorious dime that Wiley stole from Eliza.

      Every socialite known to man wears Veragamos. They have a bright pink sole as their pricey calling card, and I’ll admit that I may have lusted after a pair a time or two myself.

      “Freeze,” a husky voice thunders from behind and every muscle in my body obliges. “You’re under arrest.”

      I turn to find Noah with his weapon drawn in my direction, mouthing the words I’m sorry. And without thinking, my arms slowly rise to my shoulders.

      “I’ve got her,” Noah shouts to someone behind him as he quickly pulls a pair of silver cuffs from his jacket. Noah gives me a wink as he straps my hands behind my back and I catch a glimpse of an elderly woman behind him dressed in a fuzzy white robe, holding a rolling pin over her head.

      “Thank you,” he says to her as we pass her by. “It’s astute neighbors like yourself who keep this neighborhood safe.”

      Noah hustles me down the driveway and manages to get the gate to open just enough to let the two of us out.

      I giggle all the way back to his truck like a lunatic.

      “You can take the cuffs off now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Noah does just that and helps me into his truck before pulling the cuffs out once again and securing me to a metal latch protruding from his center console.

      “Hey? What are you doing?”

      “It’s procedure.” He hops in and Rex leaps into the back seat, growling out a laugh, and suddenly I’m not finding anything all that funny. “Don’t worry. I’ve done these perpetrator transports a time or two. I won’t hurt you.” He gives a little wink.

      “Why, Noah Fox—I bet you plan on leaving me cuffed all night, don’t you?”

      “Who said I wasn’t spontaneous?”

      Noah and I head back to my place and I bake both him and Rex those cookies I promised.

      And then, Noah gets to the very serious business of frosting my cookies. Noah never skimps when it comes to the important things like transforming himself into a sweet treat all for me. And, holy heaven, Noah Corbin Fox is delicious to the very last bite.

      In the morning, on my way to work, I spot a small black box on the porch behind the planter box and Noah is right there with me while I open it.

      Another black frosted cookie stares us in the face, and in bright pink writing it reads kill or be killed.

      And how I very much want to kill whoever is doing this.
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      The ballroom down at the Ashford City Hall is decorated with twinkle lights and enough flora and fauna to qualify the event as an extravagant senior prom. Which isn’t all that big of a stretch, considering that most of the bodies milling around at the Ashford County Sheriff’s Ball are dressed to the nines.

      “Lottie”—Lily huffs and puffs to keep up with me as we make one last trip into the kitchen of the venue with our arms laden down with boxes and boxes of my devil’s food cake—“I think you baked more cakes than there are people here.”

      Keelie laughs as she helps carry a bag of tools I use to cut the cakes with. Most venues like these have a fully functioning kitchen, but I like to bring my own things.

      “Don’t worry, Lottie,” Keelie grunts just as Bear comes up and takes the tote bag from her. “Whatever you have left over just send home with me. I’ll polish it off by noon tomorrow.”

      Bear ticks his head to the side. “She’s not kidding, Lot.”

      Rex barks, “You left one in the van, Lottie.”

      “That was for you,” I say it low, hopefully for his devilishly pointed ears only.

      Lily looks up. “What’s that?”

      “Oh, it’s all for you guys,” I say brightly.

      Both Lily and Keelie look breathtaking in their gorgeous formal gowns. Lily has a short navy number on and Keelie has donned a long forest green dress that hugs her adorable baby belly right down to her ankles. Bear looks dapper in a suit, as do all the gentlemen already filling the main hall outside the kitchen door.

      Everett enters the kitchen looking like the handsome devil he is. His dark hair is slicked back, his eyes siren out an arresting shade of blue, and the beginnings of a dirty smile twitch on his lips.

      “Lemon.” It’s all he says as he pauses to get a look at me from head to toe.

      “Thank you for the dress,” I say as I do a little curtsy.

      Everett happened to overhear me telling my sisters that I was going to recycle one of my old dresses for the occasion and he made a call to Scarlet Sage who happens to own and operate the Scarlet Sage Boutique. I tried to protest his kind gesture, but he just threatened me with private fittings at the house so I caved and saved poor Scarlet a trip across town.

      I finally settled on a maroon velvet dress with a low swooping neckline—far lower than I’m accustomed to. It’s fitted around the waist and falls effortlessly to my ankles. Usually I wear my work boots to catering events like this regardless of how fancy the rest of my accouterments are, but I caved and wore a pair of silver kitten heels instead.

      Before Everett can say another word, Noah strides in, his eyes widening like saucers as he takes me in.

      “Lottie,” he says it deep and husky as he scoops me into his arms and lands a searing kiss to my lips.

      Noah holds the scent of a spiced pine forest, and he looks as if he just stepped off of a runway. Noah is electrifying in his dark suit, a deep green tie that sets off his eyes, and those deep dimples that keep winking in and out like stars.

      “Shall we?” He links his arm to mine, and I step toward Everett and hold out an arm until he links up with me on the other side.

      “We shall.”

      And we do.

      Bodies swirl inside the main ballroom as the sound of gentle music filters in through the speakers. I spot Carlotta and Mayor Nash talking to Mom and Wiley Fox. I can’t help but sag at the sight. Sure, my mother seems happy, but I have a feeling she has no idea what that man is capable of.

      Just past them I see my sister, Meg, and her date, Hook Redwood. They look amazing. As does Lainey and her husband, Forest. Standing nearby I see Noah’s brother, Alex, with his arm draped around…

      I squint and gasp. “Noah. I demand you arrest your brother and his date.”

      Everett cranes his neck until he spots them. “Ah, Serena Digby.”

      Noah groans, “I don’t know what he’s thinking.”

      “I know what he’s thinking, and it’s all about him,” I say. Alex is a notorious womanizer, or at least he’s off to a good start. Come to think of it, among Noah, his brother, and his father—Noah is the only good apple of the bunch.

      Alex does a double take and heads our way with Serena strapped to his side like a blood-sucking leech. And I bet she is very interested in his blood.

      Serena looks shockingly beautiful in a fitted red dress and her long dark hair fanned out around her in neat glossy waves. There’s an overall bewitching quality about her, and I can’t help but think it’s because she’s most likely the real deal.

      “Carlotta Lemon.” She looks deep into my eyes as if she were casting a spell. “Boo!”

      I blink and shudder, inspiring her to cackle with her head tossed back to the ceiling.

      “Lovely,” I mutter. “Alex, what are you thinking hanging out with the likes of this woman?” I hiss the words out like a reprimand.

      Alex, who looks eerily just like Noah, depresses a sigh from his chest.

      “I’m sorry, Lottie. I know how you feel about her.”

      A husky laugh belts from me. “If you truly knew how I felt, you wouldn’t even be standing in her midst. The woman is a con artist. Besides, why waste your time with kidnappers when there are perfectly good women here, like Lily Swanson.”

      Alex’s smile twitches at the mention of his former paramour. “She’s here with Seven. I’ve seen his arms. I’m not messing with his date.”

      “What about the lovely, yet notoriously snarky, Naomi Turner?” It’s true. Naomi can snark away with the best of them—and it’s not always nice snark either—usually directed at yours truly.

      Alex shoots a look across the room, and I follow his gaze to see Naomi with her long dark hair and a skintight mermaid-like gown in the perfect shade of teal with her arms wrapped around—

      GAH!

      “What in the world is Naomi thinking dripping all over Finn Nash like that?” I look to Noah. “Oh, Britney is going to kill him. Or the both of them.” Noah’s ex-wife, Britney, was hot and heavy with my half-brother, Finn, right up until this unfortunate moment.

      Everett flashes a short-lived smile. “You heard the woman, Detective. It’s time to gear up for a double homicide.”

      A couple of blonde bimbos bound their way over and I sigh.

      “Speaking of double homicides,” I say before giving Serena the side-eye. “Make that a triple.”

      Before I can issue another threat, both Cormack and Cressida latch onto Noah and Everett respectively and I’m left stumbling to regain my balance on my own as they’re both dragged deep into the crowd.

      If I didn’t know better, it almost looked as if they were willing parties.

      Alex hasn’t taken his gaze off Naomi. And who could blame him? She doesn’t need to cast a hex in order to keep a man’s attention.

      “I’ll be back,” Alex says, puffing his chest out and stalking off in their direction.

      I take a step toward the wicked witch.

      “It doesn’t feel good, does it, Serena?” I offer a quick smirk. “Watching your man stalk off to be with someone else.”

      She averts her eyes. “If I wanted him, he’d still be standing here.” She chuckles in his direction as we watch Naomi bat her long fake lashes at both my half-brother, Finn, and Alex. “And he’ll be mine again. All in due time.” She takes a breath as she looks to the crowd behind her where Noah and Everett seem to be locked in what looks to be a serious conversation with Cormack and Cressida.

      “Everett and Noah are probably reprimanding them,” I say. “Most likely for fraternizing with the likes of you. I’ve got news for you, Serena. I’m this close to pinning those necrotic cookie threats on you. And once I do, you’ll be going away for a very long time.”

      She blows a breath over her glossy red nails and buffs them over her dress.

      “No, I won’t. You’re the one who’s cursed, Lottie. Not me.” She gives a sly wink before disappearing into the crowd.

      “Ugh, that woman.” I spin on my heels, only to see Leslie Troy talking to Perry of all people over by the refreshment table. I glance behind me, but Noah and Everett are nowhere to be seen at the moment.

      Stupid curse. I’m genuinely starting to believe in it.

      Why else would Noah and Everett willingly take off with those women?

      Maybe I should head to the refreshment table and say hello to Leslie and Perry.

      No sooner do I make my way over than Rex beats me to them.

      He lets out a ferocious growl. “Which one should I eat first, Lottie? I’m suddenly craving humans.”

      I shake my head at him ever so slightly.

      “Have you tried the chocolate cake?” I ask, trying to sound light and cheery, despite the fact I think they both might have killed poor Tim.

      Leslie might have wanted him dead because he kept their house, and perhaps because he trashed Perry and was trying his best to control her every move by ruining the people she slept with.

      And Perry could have wanted to avenge the way Tim chose to tear down his reputation—albeit Perry’s behavior sort of deserved it.

      But poisoning? And in such a public venue. A crime symposium of all places. It’s so very in your face. Odd, since the deceased wouldn’t be around to consider the irony. Unless…

      “Lottie!” Leslie laughs as she holds up a slice of my devil’s food cake. “I beat you to the punch. Or should I say cake?”

      Rex snarls, “She’s trying to poison you, Lottie. Anyone can see that.”

      Perry holds up his own slice. “This isn’t devilish at all. It’s a slice of paradise.”

      Rex snorts, “And he’s trying to sweet talk you to the back before he tries to clobber you. I’d best take care of them now.”

      I motion for him to stand down.

      Leslie spots something in the distance and tenses up. “I’m on in five. Wish me luck.”

      Perry leans in. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask, trying not to sound as hungry for answers as I really am.

      Rex lets out a few sharp barks. “She’s going to make a run for it. Don’t worry, Lottie. I like the thrill of the chase.”

      Leslie twitches her lips at someone in the crowd. “Let’s just say I’m trying to work up the nerve to get out of something I wish I was never a part of.” She shrugs my way. “Boy trouble,” she mouths as she ducks into the crowd.

      “Boy trouble?” I pick up a slice of my own cake as I step close to Perry. “It sounds as if Leslie is about to break hearts.”

      “Just one.” Perry takes a bite out of his cake. “Not mine, thankfully.” He chuckles as he shovels another bite into his mouth.

      Rex slumps onto his belly as if giving up on ever finding the killer. “Wake me when things get interesting.”

      But my mind is still on Leslie’s cryptic words.

      “Break a heart? Oh, Nelson Gilmore.” I nod. “She told me.” Okay, so she didn’t tell me anything, but Perry doesn’t have to know that.

      Perry’s eyes enlarge as if he knew that was information I shouldn’t be privy to.

      And then, just like that, he shrugs as if acquiescing to the idea.

      “They never belonged together. The only reason Nelson took her on was to get back at me.”

      “At you? Do I sense an old PI rivalry?” I try to make light of it, but a part of me wants to grab him by the suit and shake him.

      “Nah, it has more to do with the fact he went belly under in a real estate venture and I wouldn’t buy out his inventory.” He nods to someone in the crowd and excuses himself before taking off.

      Real estate venture? Could this be the same building Jimmy Canelli said Nelson owned?

      I head to the kitchen and pull out my phone, doing a quick Google search of the Fallbrook downtown area where Everett said the building was located. I look for a bright pink building on the corner across the street from a bunch of strip malls, and sure enough I find it. I jot down the address. Seven fifty-two, Front Street.

      No sooner do I type it into my phone than a bunch of bankruptcy notices proliferate the page. An odd footnote at the bottom of an article catches my eye.

      Healthy Body Vitamin Shop goes under.

      Vitamin shop?

      I click into the article, and it shows a picture of the very same building with a picture of a couple of men boarding up the windows. One of them has a familiar barrel-chested frame—familiar thinning hair and double chin. I zoom in, and it sure looks like Nelson doing the grunt work.

      I bet he lost the building because such a big anchor store like the vitamin shop was no longer able to pay the rent.

      I bet Nelson got stuck with all that inventory.

      Inventory from a health store.

      My gaze bounces right back to the crowd in the ballroom.

      I think I’d better find Noah.
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      Could he be another suspect?

      The room is thick with bodies as the lights begin to dim and couples move to the dance floor.

      Rex barks and snarls by my side as if he’s ready to tear everyone in this room up. But try as I might, I can’t spot a single soul I recognize.

      Most of the men in this room are clad in their deputy uniforms, tan shirts and dark pants, along with their weapons strapped to their side.

      I should feel safe.

      In fact, with Rex by my side, I should feel supernaturally protected.

      But for some reason, I can’t shake this feeling that something very wicked is afoot.

      The room seems to grow more congested by the minute as I try to ease my way through the crowd.

      “Rex—find Nelson Gilmore,” I say without hesitation, and soon I’m doing my best to follow along with the charging menace. “Whoa,” I say as he threads us past the entry into the foyer, to a closed conference room down the hall.

      The sound of voices picking up in volume comes from the other side—one male one female—and I can hear them arguing.

      I pull my phone out and send a group text to Noah and Everett.

      In front. I think Nelson and Leslie are argu—

      Before I can hit send, my phone goes flying as a body runs out of the room and bumps into me.

      “Lottie?” Leslie looks flustered as she stumbles in an attempt to garner her balance. “What are you doing here?” She looks back and I see Nelson glaring at me from inside the room. “Are you spying on us?”

      Rex belts out a series of barks as he does his best to ward them off.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Actually, I was looking for”—I spot a metal cart on casters and straighten—“for that. I need it to transport my desserts.” I stride on into the empty cavernous room full of metal chairs and an elongated table as I head right for the cart in question. “Here it is. I’ll just be on my way.”

      I grab the cart and start heading out of the room just as Leslie takes off and closes the door behind her.

      “Wait,” I say as I hurry that way.

      Nelson falls into a seat and stares blankly at the wall in front of him.

      Rex snarls, “Should I follow the girl?”

      I shake my head at him.

      Nelson pumps a dry laugh. “Leslie doesn’t wait for anyone. I’ll get the door in a second. I just need to take a minute to process what just transpired.”

      “Can I ask what happened?” I’m almost afraid to because I happen to think I know exactly what went down in here.

      Nelson slumps in his seat. “She cut me loose.”

      “Leslie broke up with you?”

      “And it’s for good this time.” He wipes down his brows.

      “I think I’ll go find someone for you to talk to.”

      “Noah?” He takes a step in closer to me and I slowly roll the metal cart between us.

      “Yes. I’ll make sure he knows where to find you.”

      Nelson squints over at me. Perspiration is building on his upper lip and forehead, and I can tell he’s both physically and emotionally taxed.

      “I’m out of shape.” He wipes his arm over his forehead. “Would you believe I used to be a bodybuilder?”

      “Really?” My chest trembles with a laugh as I glance to the exit. The room is narrow, yet long, with no windows and only one escape for me. The back wall is corrugated and runs on a rail that lets me know this is part of a larger room. “A bodybuilder, wow. That’s right. Noah mentioned that you used to own a fitness shop. You sold vitamins, right?” I try to walk the cart toward the door and he stops it cold as he steps in front of me.

      “Wait a minute.” He leans in, his gaze narrowed as he inspects me with suspicion. “I never told Noah any of that. Is Noah investigating me?”

      “No.” I hold a hand up as Rex begins to growl and bark. “Noah doesn’t know anything about it. I actually, ugh, come to think of it—I think Perry mentioned it.” Okay, so maybe bringing up his rival wasn’t my best move.

      “Perry?” A dull chuckle bounces from him.

      Rex roars at him as if he were a lion. “I don’t like that wicked look in his eye, Lottie.”

      “Me either,” I whisper.

      “What’s that?” Nelson rolls the cart toward me and forces me to back up a few paces. “I think you’ve been doing a little digging around, haven’t you?”

      My mouth falls open. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He shakes his head and winks. “I think you do. In fact, I’ve been doing a little digging around on you as well. Noah is right. It turns out you’re quite the amateur sleuth. You’ve brought down more killers than just about every homicide division in Vermont.”

      I suck in a quick breath.

      Okay, confession: just hearing that gives me a tiny prickling of pride.

      I know. It’s horrible—and very ill-timed.

      Nelson chuckles to himself. “Do you know what that tells me?”

      “That you’d better hope you can run, because it’s game over for you—isn’t it, Nelson?”

      A deep, bellied laugh belts from him as he moves the cart toward me, forcing me deeper into the room—farther from the exit.

      “You killed Tim Troy,” I pant out the words. “You were hoping to pin it on Perry, but that didn’t exactly go as planned, did it?”

      His cheek flinches. Beads of perspiration begin running down his temples.

      “It would have worked,” he says. “I just needed time. In fact, I think it could still work. The only obstacle in my way would be you. Isn’t that right?”

      “Noah knows everything,” I blurt out the lie.

      Nelson shakes his head. “No, he doesn’t. Noah is a good detective, and he knows the law. He would have been obligated to arrest me if he knew everything. That leads me to believe Noah knows nothing.”

      Rex begins snapping and barking, jumping on his hind legs. “Can I kill him, Lottie? Can I?”

      I’m about to give him the go-ahead to do just that when Nelson pulls a handgun out from a holster strapped to his chest.

      “Don’t move,” he says, and both Rex and I freeze solid.

      “Tell me why you did it,” I whisper. “I mean, if I’m going to die, I at least want to know why. I’m thinking you killed Tim because you wanted Leslie all to yourself. But Perry thinks it was because you wanted to get back at him for not helping you with some cash. You lost that building in Fallbrook. Your finances were a mess. And you thought, what better way to get back at Perry than to steal his woman. But why kill Tim?” A thought comes to me and I gasp. “Oh my God, you killed the wrong person.”

      Nelson gives a dark chuckle. “You’re good, Lottie. I’ll give you that.”

      My breathing grows erratic as I take a careful step backward. “And I bet your plan to kill Perry is still in the works, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he says matter-of-factly. “You see, I had just enough caffeine in the cup I gave Noah, myself, and Leslie to make us uncomfortable. But I had a fatal dose in Perry’s cup. I was about to reach across the table and give it to him, but Tim swiped it right out of my hand and chugged it. He said he needed it to wash down all that delicious devil’s food cake. So you see, Lottie—technically, it was you who caused Tim Troy’s death.”

      He wags the gun at me. “How does that make you feel, little lady?”

      “No.” I can hardly catch my breath. “You killed Tim Troy. And I’d bet good money if you killed Perry first, like you wanted, you would have gone back to kill Tim.”

      A laugh rumbles from him. “It’s almost as if you know me.”

      “You did it for vengeance and possessive love, a toxic combination if ever there was one. Leslie knew.” I nod as I say it. “She knew it was powdered caffeine. She told me so herself. That information hadn’t been leaked to anyone but Noah and me up until that point. Did she call you out on it? Or did she find the bottle?”

      He swallows hard and his Adam’s apple rises and falls. “Leslie’s a darn good detective herself. Let’s just say you hang out with the PI crowd long enough, you start to pick up some tricks yourself. She found the bottle in the back of my gun safe. Do you want to know what she was really looking for? A ring.” He gives a slight wink as he says it. “She was too in love with me to turn me in. But not crazy enough to keep me.”

      I’m not sure if I should feel sorry for Leslie or if I want to wrap my hands around her neck. If she had turned Nelson in, we wouldn’t be standing here right now.

      “But why at the crime symposium? Why not do it some other way? You could have broken into their homes, poisoned their milk, their food, anything.”

      “Death by poisoning can be quite theatrical. I didn’t have it in me to miss out on that one. And unfortunately for the others at the symposium, it was the only venue where we were all slated to be. I needed a crowd, a buffer.”

      “So you could cower behind them.”

      Rex whimpers, “Oh, Lottie. A man like this won’t take too kindly to that word.”

      “Did you just call me a coward?” An incredulous huff pumps from Nelson. “Oh, honey. I was going to go easy on you and knock you out, drag you out back, and snap your neck before tossing you down on some slippery ice. I’ve been watching you run in and out of the facility all night bringing in those delicious deadly cakes of yours. But since you’ve decided to resort to name-calling, I’m afraid I’m going to have to snap your neck right now. I’ll try to be quick about it and get it right on the first try.”

      He lunges for me and I jump back.

      “Rex, now!” I howl as Rex hops up and knocks Nelson down to the floor just as the gun goes off and the walls rattle with the horrific sound of the detonation.

      “What the hell—” Nelson does his best to fight Rex off, but he’s already torn Nelson’s shirt open and clawed his chest, his face, his legs.

      It can only mean one thing when the spirit that comes back to help me aids in fighting a suspect like this—Rex has less than a minute before he evaporates altogether and is sent back to paradise.

      The gun glides across the floor and I dive over it and spring right back to my feet, pointing it at them as Rex sinks his fangs into the side of Nelson’s neck as if he were part vampire.

      The door to the room bursts open and a flood of sheriff’s deputies pour in, weapons drawn—all of them shouting freeze.

      Noah sails for me. “Lottie, drop your weapon.”

      I carefully lower it to the floor. Noah wraps his arms around me and pulls me out of the way.

      “He confessed!” I shout. “Nelson killed Tim Troy. He meant to kill Perry Rosin,” I blurt it out just as Perry himself enters the room. “You would have been next,” I pant.

      A few of the deputies call out for a medic as they assess Nelson in his bloodied state.

      “She’s a witch,” Nelson shouts as he squirms on the ground. “She commanded some wicked spirit to attack me and she just watched!”

      Noah’s chest bounces with a laugh. “I guess you’re off the hook for hurting him.”

      I wrinkle my nose up at him. “Rex did it.”

      Noah winces. “I think we’ll tell them he tripped over that cart.”

      A laugh trembles in my chest. “You always know the right thing to say.”

      He wipes the hair from my forehead. “Lottie Lemon, I love you.”

      “Like I said, you always know the right thing to say. I love you, too, Noah.” I hike up on my tiptoes, landing a lingering kiss to his lips, and a few of the deputies break out into a spontaneous applause.

      It feels right.

      But then, with Noah, it always does.
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      March came in like a lion and is about to go out like a lamb, but before it does, there’s one more thing I need to check off my list—my birthday.

      About a week has passed since that horrific nightmare at the sheriff’s ball, and since then Nelson Gilmore was booked for the murder of Tim Troy. Leslie was charged as an accessory for not reporting the fact she found the bottle of powdered caffeine in Nelson’s gun safe.

      The things we do for love.

      Sometimes it’s downright criminal.

      As far as birthdays go, this has been a strange one. I was supposed to have dinner with my mother and sisters at Lainey’s house tonight. In fact, I was told to bake myself a delicious cake and I did just that. I baked a devil’s food cake to die for—no pun intended. But just shortly after two, my mother called and said she was under the weather, but that she would move heaven and earth to see me tomorrow.

      Meg texted and let me know that they were short-staffed at Red Satin and she couldn’t get out of it, but that we would do lunch soon.

      And then, as if on cue, Forest called and let me know that Lainey was taking a powernap and that she was fighting a cold and wouldn’t be able to host the get-together tonight after all.

      Of course, I didn’t mind. I want only the best for my family, and my birthday isn’t really all that big a deal. We could celebrate any time.

      Besides, it has already been pretty great. This morning, Noah surprised me with a dozen pink roses and breakfast in bed. And before Everett left for work, he came over with two dozen red roses and a box of chocolate with my favorite nuts and chews. I had already invited them both to Lainey’s house this evening, but I’ve since let them know it wasn’t happening.

      Noah suggested that we could go to Mangias instead when we all got home from work.

      It’s a Friday, and even though business is bustling, Lily insists that I go home early this afternoon. She said she’d close the bakery for me, and after much prodding and a few odd and rather violent threats on her part, I finally take her up on the generous offer.

      Keelie wasn’t at work at the Honey Pot today, so I didn’t get my annual birthday rib-crushing embrace. She texted saying she was green around the gills and couldn’t keep anything down. I guess her pregnancy isn’t going to be as easy as we were hoping it would.

      No sooner do I pull into my driveway and get out of my car than I spot both Noah and Everett heading my way. Noah is wearing a giant dimpled grin, and Everett has a delightfully wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “What in the world?” I say as I pull them both into a quick embrace.

      Noah winces and pulls me close. “Don’t blame us, Lot. We couldn’t stay away.”

      “I don’t buy it for a minute,” I say. “You’re both still supposed to be at work. You’re up to no good.”

      Noah and Everett exchange a quick glance and shrug at one another.

      “Fine,” Noah says. “We wanted to spend a little extra time with you.”

      Everett frowns over at me. “And you’re late. Lily did a lousy job of kicking you out.”

      Noah nods. “Something tells me you were stubborn about it.”

      A sharp laugh evicts from me as I swat him on the chest. “Okay, so that might be true. Let’s get inside before we all freeze to death.”

      We head on up to the porch, and sitting next to my welcome mat I spot a small black box and immediately I know what I’ll find inside.

      Noah picks it up and I let us into the warmth of my house as both Pancake and Waffles trot over.

      “Come here, boys,” I say, picking up my sweet cats and kissing them both on their fuzzy little heads.

      Everett takes Waffles from me and we watch as Noah carefully unseals the box and removes the tissue paper. And, of course, he pulls back his hand to reveal a black frosted heart-shaped cookie with bright pink icing that reads Happy Birthday, Lottie. This will be your last.

      The three of us exchange somber glances.

      We don’t say a word.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      No longer than a half hour later the three of us pile into Noah’s truck and start making our way to Mangias for an early birthday dinner. We’re all starved, so it doesn’t make sense to postpone the inevitable. I’m happily ensconced between both Noah and Everett, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it feels as if I’m being sandwiched with love.

      “I’m glad we’re headed to Mangias,” I say. “I forgot to bring home my cake. We can stop by the bakery on the way back.” Neither Noah nor Everett says a word. “So weird the mob can’t figure out who this ominous cookie person is either. How long do you think—” I’m about to finish my sentence when I note the fact Noah just bypassed Main Street altogether and he’s getting onto the highway instead. “Noah, you took a wrong turn.”

      Noah clucks his tongue. “I guess I did.”

      My body goes rigid. This is exactly how that nightmare with Serena Digby started last month.

      I clear my throat. “The two of you aren’t about to haul me off to some seedy motel room in Leeds, are you?” A tiny giggle begs to make its way up my throat.

      Okay, I’ll admit, it sounds a lot better than being stuck with Serena.

      “Lemon.” Everett takes up my hand and it feels natural. “You know I wouldn’t invite Noah. That’s a private party for you and me.” He lands a kiss on the back of my hand and I bite down on the smile begging to burst onto my face.

      Noah huffs, “Dream on, Everett. Lottie is happy—and note the one she’s happy with.”

      I nudge Noah in the ribs.

      “Behave, both of you,” I say. “Now, the first one to tell me where we’re going is going to score some serious brownie points.”

      Shockingly, I’m met with dead silence.

      “Hello?” I say, wiggling between them. “Somebody say something before I call the police about a kidnapping in progress.”

      Noah chuckles, and Everett’s chest bounces with a silent laugh.

      A hard groan comes from me. “The two of you are just terrible.”

      Noah gives a wistful shake of the head. “You don’t know the half of it.” He glances past me. “Everett? I think it’s time.”

      Everett pulls a long black cloth from his pocket. “I agree.” He reaches over, and before I know it, he’s placed a blindfold over my eyes.

      “Oh, come on!” I moan. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “We’re not kidding,” Noah says as he pats my knee. “I’m sorry, Lot. But I think you’re going to love where we’re taking you.”

      I grunt at the thought. “It depends if there’s a dirt nap involved.”

      Everett bounces with a laugh. “Lean on me, Lemon, and take a real nap. You’re going to need it.”

      And I do just that.

      After a decent spate of time goes by, Noah parks his truck and both Noah and Everett help me walk through the icy chill as they lead me to my impending doom.

      “A couple more steps,” Noah is practically cheering me on in the endeavor.

      I scoff at the thought. “You have no idea how hard it is to walk without seeing where I’m going. Every step feels as if I’m about to step right off a cliff. It’s unnerving.” The air grows increasingly warmer, and I can tell we’re safely out of the elements. “And by the way, it’s my birthday. I think I should be able to take off my blindfold if I want to.”

      “Go right ahead, Lemon,” Everett says it low as if the words were for my ears only and I quickly snap off that silly little blindfold, only to be met with what amounts to a confetti cannon going off—and every face I know from Honey Hollow shouting SURPRISE at the top of their lungs.

      “What?” I squawk as I struggle to take in the scene.

      Music starts up, and soon the crowd is laughing and talking amongst themselves.

      “Everyone is here.” I shake my head, unable to think of a single person that I know who isn’t present and accounted for. “Even Cormack, Cressida, and their crazy witch friend.” I shake my head, incredulous at the thought.

      I know exactly where we are. We’re at the Maple Meadows Lodge up in Hollyhock, in the grand room with the tall river rock fireplace raging with flames, hard at work to heat up the room. The lodge in general has a log cabin feel, but it’s more of a fancy chalet than it is an A-frame. And I can’t help but notice that the entire place looks as if it were given a facelift by an expert designer.

      Noah lands a kiss to my lips. “Happy Birthday, Lottie. Everett and I wanted to do something special for you.”

      Everett steals me from Noah’s arms. “So I had the place redone. Just a few bathrooms and finishing touches here and there. What this place is still missing is your touch. We just wanted to make sure it looked as good as can be for your party.”

      My mouth rounds out. “Is this why the two of you were sneaking away to go skiing? And with Cormack and Cressida?”

      “That’s right, Lucy.” Cormack appears like an unwanted apparition and doesn’t waste the chance to wrap her arms around Noah’s body. Her hair is flawlessly straight and glassy, and she’s donned a short black dress that gives her that polished, yet pricey, appeal I’m betting she’s after. “Big Boss called out the big guns. Cressie and I helped spiff this place up for you.”

      Cressida sneers over at me while practically collapsing over Everett. Her hair looks perfectly golden, and she’s donned a baby blue sparkling dress that looks as if she poured herself into.

      Cressida bubbles with laughter. “Essex, I think they’re playing our song. Remember that summer we danced for three months straight?”

      He pulls back and glances to the ceiling. “Come to think of it, I don’t.”

      She giggles right into his ear. “That’s because it was done horizontally and in between the sheets.”

      “Okay, I’m done here,” I say just as Keelie tackles me with a hug and lands us ten feet clear in the opposite direction of those blonde bimbos.

      “Happy Birthday, Lottie Kenzie Lemon!”

      “Keelie! You didn’t have to come. Are you feeling okay? Do you need to lie down?”

      A sharp bout of laughter bounces from her just as Bear comes up and offers me a quick embrace.

      Keelie wipes the tears from her eyes. “She bought it hook, line, and stinker sinker, Bear.”

      “Hey.” I hold back a laugh of my own. “You were faking it.”

      Lainey pops up next to me, looking adorable like a true blue mother-to-be as she cradles her blooming belly. “I was faking it, too, Lot. Forgive me?” She pulls me in for a hug just as Mom and Meg double-team me.

      “Great news, Lottie,” Mom sings. “The B&B is fully operational again. We’ll have to throw another party to celebrate.” She gives a little wink my way just as Wiley pops up next to her and wishes me a happy birthday.

      “Thank you. I think,” I say to him before turning back to my mother. “Did you get your liquor license?”

      She makes a face. “Nope. I decided I much prefer the granny crowd to young rabble-rousers. I’m going back to hosting my regular haunted B&B tours as well. I’ve already reduced the price down to where it was, and I have twice the number of customers I had before.”

      Wiley wraps his arms around her and it’s unnerving to witness, considering he’s almost the spitting image of Noah. I guess I can no longer fault my mother for having bad taste in men, at least not in the looks department—my father being the most important exception, of course.

      Wiley sheds a dimpled smile my way. “People are still flocking to see the B&B after that spooktacular séance we had.”

      Meg shrugs. “See that? I guess it didn’t matter that the second one was a dud.”

      Lainey nods. “Or that the first one was a bloodbath.”

      “Lot Lot!” Carlotta calls to me from the entry of the room and motions me over.

      “Excuse me. I’ll be right back,” I say as I head over to see what my equally wily other mother is up to.

      Carlotta is looking sharp in a red turtleneck and a pair of tight-fitted jeans. In fact, if you looked at her from afar, someone might mistake her for me—and considering she’s in my clothes, that would be more than accurate.

      “Happy Birthday, kiddo.” She socks me playfully on the arm before pulling me into a hug. “Aren’t you glad I landed you in that firehouse all those years ago?”

      “Yes, actually. I’m thrilled about that. Thank you for giving me life, and thank you for leaving me alone with decent people to live it.”

      “You’re welcome, Lot.” She gives another quick sock to my arm, and this time I’m positive it’s going to bruise. “I’ve got two surprises for you,” she says, yanking me out into the hall where I see not one but four friendly ghosts.

      “Greer? Winslow, Lea, and Thirteen?” I practically squeal at the sight of them as I give them each a firm embrace. And I have always appreciated how solid the dead can feel when they want to.

      Greer’s long dark hair shines like a reflection of the sun and she dazzles in that white ruched dress of hers.

      “Lottie”—she takes up Winslow and Lea’s hands—“we wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”

      Little Lea grunts, “Lottie.” Her hair is combed straight over her face as she looks up at me while wielding that machete in her hand. “Do try and have your party at the B&B next year. I do prefer to stay home.”

      Winslow offers a warm laugh. “Don’t you worry, Lottie. Wherever you are, wherever you go next year, we’ll be sure to haunt you.”

      Thirteen jumps right into my arms and his fur sparkles like black diamonds. “These halls are in need of a good haunting, Lottie. We were disappointed to find it spiritless here. What do you think the odds are of you stumbling upon a body tonight?”

      I glance back into the room and see Cormack and Cressida still pawing all over Noah and Everett as they try to have a conversation with my mother and Wiley.

      “I think the odds are very, very good,” I say.

      “All right.” Carlotta waves off the happy apparitions before us as if they were an offensive odor. “On to my second surprise.” She swoops me off to the other end of the hall and pulls a stack of eight-by-ten photos out of her purse. “My boy Luke came through for you.”

      “Are you saying Luke Lazzari cracked the cookie code?” I snatch the pictures from her and quickly rifle through them. There’s a clear image of two women coming and going into the house with their hoods drawn over their heads so you can’t make out a thing. “Darn it,” I say. “It’s like they knew they were being photographed.”

      Carlotta flicks the picture with her finger. “Different cars each time they showed up. I bet they Ubered.”

      “Now that’s not a surprise.” I shake my head as I examine the photos one more time, and something toward the bottom of one makes my chest bounce with a dry laugh. “Would you look at that?” I touch my finger over the shoe of one of the women. “Those are a pair of Veragamos. I saw the box lying on the floor of the office in that mansion the night Noah and I were peeking through the windows.”

      “You and Noah are a couple of Peeping Toms? I knew it.”

      Mayor Nash steps out of the grand room and heads our way.

      “Give me that.” Carlotta is quick to shove all the photos back into her bag.

      “Lottie Lemon!” Mayor Nash offers me a rocking hug. “I guess you could say I gave you the gift that keeps on giving.”

      “Head lice?” Carlotta doesn’t miss a beat.

      A laugh bounces from me. “I think he means life. And yes, you did. I’m thankful to the both of you.”

      We head back into the grand room, where the party is raging, and I spot Lily and Keelie wheeling in at least six of my chocolate devil’s foods cakes on a trolley. Each one is set on a cake platter, staggering in height, and it gives it an elegant appeal.

      “Lily!” I say as I come upon them. “How did you get all of these up here so fast?”

      “Easy,” she smarts. “I closed early. Besides, there’s no one left in Honey Hollow. They’re all here at the lodge.”

      “This looks amazingly adorable. I’ve got to get Noah and Everett,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      Just as I’m about to head toward the crowd, pesky Serena Digby steps in front of me.

      “Lottie.” She bleeds a wicked smile, like only a witch can do. “Still holding onto your disbelief?” She nods to where Noah and Everett are currently being accosted. “It looks to me the curse is working.”

      “Of course, it’s not working. The only thing working was Cormack and Cressida—and they were working for me. They were sprucing up the lodge for the party in the event you didn’t get the memo.”

      She ticks her head to the side. “Have it your way, Lottie. But I wasn’t paid with funny money. Cormack and Cressida paid me with cold, hard cash, and it looks to me, my curse is about to deliver.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. “Serena, whose house were you visiting in Hollyhock, up on Willow Heights?”

      Her eyes spring wide.

      “My, my,” I say. “You look as if a vision of yourself in an orange jumpsuit just flashed before your eyes. What’s the matter, Digby? Do you have something against prison? Tough luck. You should have thought about that before you started haunting me with your lack of skills in the kitchen.”

      “Not this again.” She glances to the ceiling. “Look, Lottie, I might be responsible for your run of bad luck, and your soon-to-be deficiency of boyfriends, but a bad baker I am not. I’m not a good one either.”

      I lean in and squint over at her. “How good of a fit are those Veragamo shoes, anyway? I hear they cling to you like a second skin.”

      She leans back and scowls at me. “I would no more wear a coat made of hundred dollar bills than I would spend that ridiculous amount of money on silly shoes. I buy everything at a discount. And you and I both know second skin never gets marked down.”

      “I’m done wasting my time with you,” I say as I dive back into the crowd. A thought hits me just as I come upon Noah and his blonde leech.

      “Cormack.” I pluck her to the side. “How many pairs of Veragamos do you own?”

      Cormack glowers at me as if I just accused her of wearing a dress fresh from a sample sale.

      “Listen, Lomi Lomi.” Cormack bats those mile-long lashes my way. “If you’re trying to poke fun at my bunions, that’s a low blow even for you. I’m not ashamed to say my shoes are prescription.” She holds out a long svelte leg, only to reveal a stylish, yet somewhat practical looking, nude high heel. “Designer prescription, but prescription none the less. My mother and I are currently petitioning to have Veragamo join the prescriptive craze. You’re welcome to sign for the cause if you like.”

      I’m about to say something—something particularly mean and insulting when I spot the girl hanging off of Everett’s arm kicking her heel up, laughing away as if she didn’t have a care in the world—and there just so happens to be a bright pink sole at the bottom of that heel.

      “Oh my God,” I say as I make my way through the crowd.

      “Whoa.” Noah catches up to me. “Where’s the fire? You want to dance?”

      “In a minute.” I grab ahold of the blonde floozy in question and pluck her off of Everett until she’s forced to spin toward me. “It’s you, isn’t it?” I spit the words right at Cressida Bentley.

      “Essex?” Her hot pink lips part as she scoffs my way with an incredulous look on her face. “Why is your pet baker trying to assault me?” She leans my way. “I don’t care if it’s your birthday. I’ll have you arrested, and I’ll use Detective Fox to do it. And—I’ll make sure Judge Baxter writes up the restraining order himself.” She gives a sly wink.

      “Noah will make the arrest,” I say it with a hint of a laugh as a crowd gathers this way. “And Everett will most certainly help with the restraining order—against you. It’s you who will be arrested tonight, Cressida, not me.”

      Everett steps up, his face locked with concern. “Lemon, what’s going on?”

      “I think maybe Cressida should tell us. Aren’t you renting a house in Willow Heights, right here in Hollyhock? Is that where you’re baking those necrotic cookies you’ve been threatening me with these last few months?”

      Mom traipses forward. “Lottie, what are you doing? You’re causing a scene and it’s not a good one. Everyone knows Cressie is staying with me at the B&B. She and Cormack have adjoining rooms.”

      Cressida hums with a special brand of haughty laughter. “Even your own mother is defending me. How does it feel to eat crow at your own party?” She stalks on past me and I grab ahold of the oversized designer bag perched on her shoulder.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I shout as I give her bag a wild yank and it dislodges, vomiting all of its contents onto the floor.

      And unanimously both the crowd and I gasp in horror at what we see.

      Lying in the puddle of expensive cosmetics and scarves is a lone small black gift bag.

      Cressida and I dive for it at the very same time, but I come up the victor.

      “Give me that!” She tries to snatch it from me, but Noah pulls her back.

      My chest bucks as I bring the ominous, yet familiar, bag toward me. “Well, well. It looks as if you brought a gift for me, after all.” I pull out the dark tissue paper and unwrap it to find a dark heart-shaped cookie with hot pink icing scrolled over it.

      “The end is near,” I read it out loud as I look up to meet her eyes. “And you’re right, Cressida. The end is near. In fact, it’s here—for you. Noah, arrest her.”

      Noah slowly pulls Cressida’s hands behind her back, but she does her best to struggle free.

      “You can’t do this.” Cressida spins wildly as if her feet were at the flames, and they are—bright orange prison flames. “Essex, you can’t let them arrest me.”

      He glowers at her. “I can and I will.”

      Noah has her cuffed in a shiny pair of silver bracelets, something I’m sure she’s accustomed to in another form entirely.

      “Essex!” she screams as Noah begins to haul her to the exit. “Essex!” She barrels forward a few steps. “So help me God—if I spend a single night behind bars, I will see to it that you never find out who or where your child is.”

      “What?” Everett hisses it out like a threat.

      “That’s right.” Cressida belts out a demented laugh. “We have a child together. Wouldn’t you like to know if it’s a boy or girl? How old they might be? Or perhaps what fabulous boarding school is raising the little brat for us?”

      My entire body slaps with shock as I look to Everett.

      “You’re a father,” I whisper.

      Everett’s face bleaches of all color, but he still looks every bit full of rage—and then, just like that, something loosens in him.

      “Lemon.” There’s a pleading in his voice I’ve never heard before.

      “She can’t keep you from your child, Everett.” A rife panic fills me. “You of all people know that. She’s probably lying. Why would she keep something like this from you for all these years?”

      Everett blows out a slow breath. “Because she’s shallow.”

      “That’s right, Essex.” Cressida worms her way back into our midst. “You and I have a child. Lock me up and that will be the end of it. The little brat doesn’t know about you—they never will.”

      Noah hauls her off as Everett and I stand there trying to make heads or tails over what just happened.

      I don’t hesitate to wrap my arms around him, and I can feel his heart hammering against his chest like a battering ram trying to fight its way out into the world.

      “We’ll go through this together,” I whisper as I look into those cobalt blue eyes. “Your child is my child.” God knows it’s not Cressida’s in any way other than genetics.

      Everett pulls back and exhales as a hint of a smile curves his lips.

      “We have a child, Lemon.”

      I nod. “We do.”

      

      *Thank you for reading! Get back to Honey Hollow with Snickerdoodle Secrets (Murder in the Mix 20) NOW!

      

      *New to the series? Start at the beginning! Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) has you covered! Happy reading!
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      Hello from Honey Hollow! Lottie here! I hope you’re in the mood for something devilishly delicious. My famous, or rather infamous devil’s food cake is well—to die for. If you have a serious hankering for chocolate, you will not regret this. But be warned, your entire home will hold the scent of warm, tempting chocolate. It is rather hard to resist. Happy baking!

      

      From the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery

      

      Devil’s Food Cake

      

      1½ cup of softened butter

      ¾ cup unsweetened baking coco

      2 cups sugar

      3 eggs

      3 cups sifted all-purpose flour

      ¼ tsp salt

      1 ½ tsp baking soda

      ¾ cup milk

      1 cup hot water

      1 tsp white distilled vinegar

      1 tablespoon vanilla extract

      

      Instructions

      

      Preheat oven 350°

      Grease and dust with coco powder or flour, two 9 inch round pans or a 9x13 pan.

      

      *I prefer to use a stand mixer. Although mixing by hand works well, too.

      

      Mix and cream together coco, sugar, butter, milk and eggs.

      Slowly mix in one cup of hot water.

      Add flour, salt, baking soda, vinegar and vanilla extract.

      

      Pour into two pans evenly, or a single prepared pan.

      

      Bake at 350° for 30 minutes or until a toothpick inserted into the middle, comes out clean.

      

      Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery’s Go-to Chocolate Frosting Recipe

      

      6 tablespoons softened butter

      ¾ cup unsweetened baking coco

      Pinch of salt

      3 tablespoons hot water

      1 ¾ cup of powdered sugar

      

      In a mixing bowl, cream butter, coco, salt, and water. Stir until it reaches a smooth finish.

      

      Slowly add in powdered sugar. Make sure it reaches your desired consistency. If it’s too thick, add a touch more water. If it’s too thin, add in a touch more powdered sugar.

      

      Frost your cooled devil’s food cake and enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview: Snickerdoodle Secrets
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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.

      Everett has some serious upheaval coming his way that he never expected, and Lottie is determined to help him get through it. But with another dead body coming between them, things are bound to get in the way.

      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.

      

      *Thank you for reading! Get back to Honey Hollow with Snickerdoodle Secrets (Murder in the Mix 20) NOW!

      

      *New to the series? Start at the beginning! Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) has you covered! Happy reading!
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      Check out Addison’s newest series written with USA TODAY bestseller Bellamy Bloom!

      Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1)

      An inn keeper who reads minds. An ornery detective. And a trail of bodies. Cider Cove is the premiere destination for murder.

      

      My name is Bizzy Baker, and I can read minds. Not every mind, not every time, but most of the time, and believe me when I say it’s not all it’s cracked up to be.

      

      Bizzy Baker runs the Country Cottage Inn, has the ability to pry into the darkest recesses of both the human and animal mind, and has just stumbled upon a body. With the help of her kitten, Fish, a mutt named Sherlock Bones, and an ornery yet dangerously good-looking homicide detective, Bizzy is determined to find the killer.

      

      Cider Cove, Maine is the premier destination for fun and relaxation. But when a body turns up, it’s the premier destination for murder.

      Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview: Stamped Out: A Mail Carrier Cozy
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      New from Tonya Kappes

      You might be familiar with my friend Tonya Kappes's cozy mysteries, but if you aren't, you're in for a treat in her new Mail Carrier Cozy Mystery Series. 

      Be sure to check it out. Here is the newest release—> Amazon

      Discover the southern life of Bernadette Butler, along with the eccentric and lovable citizens, along with all the fur babies, who live in Sugar Creek Gap in this NEW southern cozy mystery series by USA TODAY Bestselling Author Tonya Kappes.

      

      Everyone in Sugar Creek Gap has tried to fix up widow and beloved mail carrier, Bernadette Davis on several dates. They say she has to be lonely.

      

      What they don't know is how Bernadette's life is filled...filled with everyone's hidden secrets and obsessions. After all, she does deliver their mail and hears all the dirty laundry southern folks love to sweep secrets under the rug.

      

      While on her route, Bernadette finds out the beloved Sugar Creek Gap Country Club is being sold and turned into condos. The developer is Bernadette's best friend, Mac Tabor and right now he's not very popular.

      

      The entire town is against the development and eager to vote it down, vowing they will do whatever needs to be done to stop the sell of the country club to Mac Tabor.

      

      Chuck Shilling, majority owner of the country club, and Mac have a public fight because Chuck is rethinking of selling the club to Mac. When Chuck is found dead, Mac Tabor is the number one suspect.

      

      Bernadette discovers she's got a penchant for discovering clues that just might help STAMP OUT a killer who is on the loose while trying to save Mac Tabor from going to prison for a murder he didn't commit.
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      *Thank you for reading! Get back to Honey Hollow with Snickerdoodle Secrets (Murder in the Mix 20) NOW!

      

      *New to the series? Start at the beginning! Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies (Murder in the Mix 1) has you covered! Happy reading!

      

      
        
        For up to the minute pre-order and new release alerts

        ✦Follow Addison on Amazon for the latest updates!

      

        

      
        ✦Follow Addison on Bookbub!

        ✦Like on Facebook

      

        

      
        *Want to chat about the books? Hop over to Addison’s Reader Corner on Facebook!
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