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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.

      

      Noah and Everett are being honored at an awards banquet when an attendant is gunned down while eating my delicious peach cobbler. Not only is it proving to be a long, hot summer, but with a homicide before us, explosive rumors I’m having to dodge, and the fact Everett has a dark secret, it feels as if someone has lit my entire world on fire. There’s a killer among us, and I plan on bringing them to justice. There are secrets among us, too, and a part of me wonders if we can ever survive them.

      

      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. Instead, I’m seeing Noah Fox, my longtime boyfriend—I’m loath to use the word ex when it comes to Noah, but I suppose that’s where we’ve landed.

      Noah has dark hair with red highlights, bold green eyes, and dimples for days. He’s got a face that demands the attention of every woman with a pair of functioning ovaries and a body built for speed. His navy suit is in motion as he takes his place up at the podium here at the Salute to Our Heroes awards ceremony.

      It’s Saturday evening and it seems all of Honey Hollow has made the trek to Ashford County, where the city is hosting an event that pays homage to its public servants right here at the civic center.

      My very pregnant sister, Lainey, is seated to my right, just waiting in anticipation for her husband, my hero of a brother-in-law, Forest Donovan, to be recognized as well.

      Noah clears his throat as he accepts the triangular crystal award and leans into the microphone.

      “Thank you to the city, and to the people of Ashford for participating in this event tonight.” Noah’s verdant green eyes narrow over mine and a warm sensation radiates through me. Noah and I may be off again, but that doesn’t mean I can just turn off my feelings for him. “I want to especially thank the love of my life, Lottie Lemon, for giving me the strength each day to do what I do. Thank you, Lottie. And thank you, all.”

      A round of applause erupts and it seems the entire row of people I’m sitting with coos and moans at Noah’s sweet words.

      “Hear that, Lot?” Carlotta elbows me in the ribs from my left. Carlotta is my biological mother, who had the good sense to abandon me on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department when I was an infant. And believe you me, there was no sarcasm whatsoever in that statement. I was raised by Joseph Lemon, the fireman who found me, and his wife, Miranda, a couple of decent, loving people who I will cherish forever as my parents.

      Carlotta just recently made her way back into my life. She’s an older version of myself, same caramel-blonde hair, same hazel eyes, more wrinkles, less good sense, and more than her fair share of mischievous bones in her body.  “Good old Foxy is still hot-to-trot for you.”

      Mom spins around and nods. “You don’t make a public proclamation like that to a married woman unless you’re still very interested.” Miranda Lemon has shoulder-length creamy-blonde hair with sparkling blue eyes, and when you get right down to it, she can be just as mischievous as Carlotta when she wants to. Mom wags a finger my way. “He’s still gunning for you, Lottie. This isn’t over.” She spins back in her seat, and I turn to my sister.

      “Why did that sound like a threat?” I whisper.

      Lainey hugs her belly. “Everything that woman says as of late comes across as a threat.” Lainey, too, shares my caramel tresses and hazel eyes. She was the reason that as a child I was convinced it wasn’t me who was adopted but my other sister, Meg.

      Lainey is married to the love of her life, the aforementioned fireman, and they’re due to have their first child in less than three weeks. I, for one, cannot wait. My best friend, Keelie, is due at precisely the same time. But since she doesn’t have a dog in tonight’s fight—her words, not mine—she decided to stay home and watch TV with her new husband.

      Speaking of husbands, I crane my neck toward the right-hand side of the room, where they’ve lined up the recipients of the awards, but I don’t see any sign of my handsome hubby.

      Judge Essex Everett Baxter is actually far more than just handsome to a fault. He’s darn right arresting with that shock of black hair, cobalt blue eyes, face that was sculpted by the masters, and a body put together in just the right way by the Almighty Himself. He’s slow to smile, and quick to attract the attention of every woman in a ten-mile vicinity. He can’t help it. When they were doling out animal attraction, Everett was hit with a double portion. And just about everyone calls him Everett. Outside of his mother and sister, the only people who have the privilege of calling him by his proper moniker are the women who have tangoed naked with him. Even though I more than qualify, I still call him by the name I’m used to.

      Everett was the king of all playboys when we first met, but he’s since abdicated his lewd throne and has honed all of his hormonal and emotional affection toward yours truly.

      I scan the right-hand side of the room once again but come up empty a second time.

      I’m not sure why I’ve had an awful feeling of foreboding the second I stepped into this cavernous infrastructure. A shiver runs through me, because for one, it’s a bit too chilly in here despite the fact it’s a hot and humid August evening.

      Okay, so I might have some inkling why I’m having this awful feeling of apprehensiveness. Everett announced last week that he has some big, dark secret he’s been sitting on for a while now. He asked for some time to formulate his thoughts on the subject before we have a discussion, and I told him not to worry about it until after tonight’s ceremony, or longer if need be. I trust Everett with everything in me. Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s fine.

      I do a quick scan of the men and women seated in the two front rows then back to the right, near the dessert table.

      My bakery, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, provided all of the desserts for tonight’s ceremony. Both Everett and Noah thought it would be a great way to showcase my goodies to those who live outside of Honey Hollow as well, and I quickly jumped on the chance once they asked.

      My assistant, Lily Swanson, and I hauled down platters full of rocky road brownies, blondies, blueberry hand pies, cookies in every assortment—especially the chocolate chip cookies Noah lives for—pretzel cookies, mini cheesecake bites, double chocolate cupcakes, vanilla bean cupcakes, a smattering of thumbprints, and individual peach cobblers set in cupcake parchment.

      The local orchard just so happened to have a bumper crop of luscious, sweet, organic peaches, and the bakery has been the lucky recipient.

      My attention gravitates toward a couple of men having a rather intense conversation. One is stockier than the other, bald with salt and pepper scruff over his cheeks. The other man has dark wavy hair, a heavily chiseled face, high cheekbones, and a flat forehead. He’s handsome in a conventional way. His face turns pink as he says something to the stockier man. He takes off and a svelte brunette with long glossy hair takes his place, and by the looks of it, she, too, is having an animated conversation with the bald man. She gives him a shove to the chest before stalking off.

      Looks as if someone is having a lousy night. I wonder what the poor guy did? A blonde strides his way and slows down as she approaches him. She says something short and not so sweet by the looks of it, offers him a crisp slap over the face, and keeps on walking as if it were no big deal.

      Wow.

      Does that man unwittingly have a sign taped to his shirt that reads kick me?

      Okay, so no one kicked him, but they have emotionally. The poor guy has to feel beat down.

      Lainey gasps as she tugs at my arm. “He’s next! He’s next!”

      The announcer calls out, “Firefighter Forest Donovan,” and Lainey leaps right out of her chair, screaming wildly as if she were at a rock concert.

      Forest graciously accepts his award and my sister flops back in her seat, holding her oversized belly and weeping as if he just received a purple heart, and seeing that Forest has risked his life a time or two in the line of duty, it’s just as sweet a reward.

      I glance back toward the dessert table, but the unlucky John Doe has done a disappearing act. Probably for the better. Odd, though.

      The ceremony drones on and finally we’re onto the judicial branch of public servants.

      Carlotta elbows me in the ribs once again. “The mister is up next, Lot. Try not to distract him with your va-va-bakery-voom.”

      I crane my neck and, sure enough, I see Everett toward the end of the line. I happen to glance back to the dessert table and, lo and behold, the lonesome loser is back to loafing around my sweet treats. I just have to know his name at least, before he disappears for good. A part of me wonders if he has anything to do with this heavy feeling of dread that I can’t seem to shake tonight.

      I lean toward Carlotta. “I’ll be right back,” I whisper as I quickly trot over to the dessert table where the heady scent of vanilla and sugar infiltrates my senses.

      There are very few scents that can give me an instant high, and those just so happen to be two of them. But even with all that culinary positivity coursing through me, I still can’t shake the feeling that something wicked is among us. An overall odd feeling, though, I know.

      The blonde I saw slapping the bald man earlier steps between me and my peach cobblers just as the poor man himself steps over.

      She holds one of my cobblers out to him, and I’m not sure why, but I have a feeling he’ll be wearing it in less than ten seconds. This isn’t a stretch. The entire trajectory of his night is going in this direction.

      “Why thank you,” I say, taking it from her and indulging in a bite.

      The woman makes a face my way as the man belts out a laugh. She has wide-set baby blue eyes, a broad nose, and full lips. She’s just as pretty as she is angry.

      “Ah, come on, Sammy,” the stalky man chides her. “Go ahead and hand me one, too. Passing out desserts is a much better way to make a living than what you’ve got going on.” The stalky man is actually pretty tall, with what my father used to call laughing eyes. He looks as if he’s mocking the poor girl without even trying, and now I regret wasting any time feeling sorry for him. But it does beg the question, what does Sammy do for a living?

      I gobble down my cobbler in haste, contemplating just that.

      “Up next.” The presenter up on stage leans into the microphone. “Judge Essex Everett Baxter.”

      “Thank you for the cobbler,” I say to the woman as I whoop my way all the back to my seat.

      Everett takes the stage in that black suit that matches his hair and the women in the room lose their minds as if a deity just strode in among us. In all fairness, they sort of reacted this very same way when Noah was accepting his award, too.

      Everett scans the crowd briefly before his eyes land onto mine and his lips curl in response.

      “I want to thank everyone in the public service department who is responsible for giving these awards, and to the public servants who are receiving them as well. Thank you for all you do. And last, but never least, thank you to my beautiful daughter and my beautiful wife. I love you both more than words could ever convey. You are everything to me.”

      Everly—Evie Baxter, the daughter I share with Everett, jumps to her feet.

      “That’s my dad!” she shouts with pride. “He’s the best in the West! The East Coast, too!” she sings and the crowd breaks out in laughter.

      Evie is fifteen but looks every bit of twenty-one. She’s taller than me by a few inches and has the same shock of dark hair as her father—although hers is nearly down to her waist. She also shares his sparkling blue eyes and wry sense of humor.

      Evie’s biological mother is Cressida Bentley, one of Everett’s old socialite girlfriends who decided to keep Evie a deep, dark secret up until a few months ago. Cressida has since been, more or less, out of the picture. She’s deranged as can be and stalked both Everett and me last spring. So when Evie asked if I would be her mother, I couldn’t, wouldn’t say no. And just like that, I became a mother to a teenager with more hormones and sass than I had at that age. Well, maybe my hormones could give her a run for her teenage money. With Noah and Everett around, who could blame me?

      “Aww!” Lainey’s coo sounds more like the moan of an injured animal. “Who knew Everett could be such a softie?” I’m just about to join her cooing efforts when a woman in a tight red dress, ruched on both sides, strides up to Everett and lands a kiss to his cheek.

      I gasp at the sight. Her crimson locks are pulled back into a sleek bun and she sheds a blood red smile right in my direction as if she were trying her best to antagonize me. The woman wraps her arms around Everett and proceeds to make out with his cheek, getting dangerously close to his lips.

      “The nerve!” I stand up and half the room looks my way.

      Lainey tugs at my arm as she struggles to contain me. “Lottie, sit down.”

      “I’m not sitting down. Where is security? Why is that woman accosting my husband?” More to the point, why does she suddenly look vaguely familiar?

      Lainey squints toward the front. “What woman?”

      Everett gives me a quizzical look as he walks off the stage with that woman hanging onto him as if she were an appendage that miraculously sprouted.

      Carlotta stands next to me. “Lot Lot? I have a feeling that woman is for our eyes only.”

      I take in another quick breath. This time with far more vigor.

      Carlotta and I happen to share strange abilities that fall under the umbrella of transmundane, further classified as supersensual.

      The long and short of it? We can see the dead.

      “Then that must mean…” I swallow hard in lieu of finishing my sentence.

      “That’s right, Lot.”  Carlotta leans in close. “That woman is a ghost. And you really know what that means.”

      I sure do.

      It means murder.
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      Murder.

      I shudder at the thought as the crowd disperses around me. The ceremony has come to a close and we’ve all been invited to partake in the delicious desserts by the Honey Pot Bakery.

      It seems the master of ceremonies had it partially right. The Honey Pot Diner was once my grandma Nell’s restaurant and it, much like almost all the rest of her estate, belongs to me.

      The Honey Pot Diner and the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery are situated right on Main Street in Honey Hollow. And we just so happen to have a walkway into one another through a shared wall. I suppose if all of these people come to the Honey Pot looking for more of these sweet treats, they’ll simply be redirected my way.

      Noah comes up on me first, and I wrap my arms around him, offering him a hearty embrace.

      “Congratulations, hero!” I shout up over the noise of the crowd as he dots a kiss to the top of my head.

      “Thanks, Lot.” Noah gives a quick glance around. “Before Everett gets here.” He leans in with a serious look in his eyes.

      I suck in a quick breath. “You know?”

      He ticks his head to the side. “It depends on what you’re talking about.”

      “His secret,” I whisper.

      Noah’s lips part, but before he can say anything, Carlotta, Lainey, and Meg stride up and congratulate him on his accolade.

      A sharp roll of nausea bounces through me.

      “Whoa,” I say as I steady myself onto Noah’s shoulder.

      Carlotta leans in. “What’s wrong, Lot Lot?”

      “I just—my stomach just turned, that’s all. I’m fine.”

      Meg steps forward. Meg is a year younger than me. Her hair is dyed a harsh shade of black with navy highlights and her icy blue eyes zero in on my face with a look of worry.

      “You’re glowing, Lottie.” She pulls back and snarls. Meg has a bit of a Goth girl thing going, with her thick black eyeshadow and dark crimson lips, her black leather skirt, and matching bustier. Meg used to work the female wrestling circuit in Las Vegas, but now she teaches the strippers down at the gentlemen’s club their dicey moves.

      Lainey sniffs my way while rubbing her belly. “She’s right. Why are you glowing?”

      Carlotta gasps. “Glowing and sick to your stomach? It can only mean one thing. You’ve been knocked up!”

      “What?” both Noah and I shout in unison.

      Noah pulls back as he examines me with new eyes.

      “Lottie, this baby could be mine.”

      “No, it can’t.” I shake my head. “I’m not having a baby.”

      Lainey makes a face. “You could be.”

      Everett steps up and his warm spiced cologne encircles me just a moment before he plucks me out of Noah’s arms.

      “What’s going on?” He frowns over at the inquisitive faces surrounding me.

      Everett more or less has a sixth sense when it comes to winnowing the truth out of people. It’s not a wonder why he went into law.

      Carlotta snags him by the arm. “Our Lot Lot is going to have a baby!”

      “What?” He inches back a notch to get a better look at me. “Lemon, is this true?” His lips curve as if he wholeheartedly approves—good to know.

      Everett has only ever called me by my surname, and I’ve yet to complain. This man has yet to give me a single reason to complain about anything.

      “No, it’s not true,” I say just as another roll of nausea squeezes my stomach, and I swallow down a groan.

      “There’s my man!” Lainey squeals as she points into the crowd. “Come on, Meg. We need to double team Forest with affection. Congratulations, Everett!”

      Meg sings the same sentiment and they quickly disappear into the crowd.

      “And try not to spread any rumors!” I shout, but it’s no use. A throbbing rock song just started up and the roar of the crowd rose an octave. I’m guessing they didn’t hear a thing.

      Carlotta makes a face. “It wouldn’t be the first time. Just last fall we thought you were knocked up. But then you weren’t sleeping with two men. It was just Foxy in the running.” She slaps her hands together and rubs them. “Things just got good.” She squints into the crowd. “Hey—there’s that poltergeist chick. I’ll go check things out while you discuss your carnal past, dates, times, and positions with these two. Hopefully, you can narrow down the baby daddy before Junior arrives.” She takes off before I can swat her.

      “I’m not having a baby,” I reiterate to both Noah and Everett.

      Everett shakes his head. “What’s going on? Is this like last fall? Did you take a test and it came out positive?”

      “It was Lainey’s test that was positive last fall,” I remind him. “But no, I haven’t taken a test.”

      Noah carefully places his hand on my shoulder. “Lottie, you could be expecting. We could be having a baby.”

      Everett’s face brightens a touch. “Lemon, we could be having a baby.”

      “Never mind the imaginary baby,” I say, desperate to change the subject. “Didn’t you hear Carlotta? There’s a poltergeist among us.”

      Both Noah and Everett groan at the thought. They’re both apprised of my supernatural tendencies and what they mean most of the time. It used to be that when I saw the dearly departed—whether a person or a sweet little furry creature—it meant that someone they loved was about to have a really bad day. But as of late, it certainly means their loved one’s doom, as in murder. And the ghost in question always has a part in helping me solve the crime. And then, just as soon as justice is delivered, the deceased heads right back to paradise where they belong.

      Everett leans in with those serious eyes. “What did you see?”

      Noah smacks him on the side while looking at something straight ahead.

      “Hold that thought,” he says. “Hey, hey!” Noah’s voice amplifies as he looks at someone behind me. “Look who’s here.”

      I turn just as two men enter our midst and I gasp just a touch when I see one of them is the bald, stalky man who was getting his proverbial cookies handed to him over by the dessert table.

      “Dane Gannon?” Noah is first to shake the stalky man’s hand and pull him in. “What have you been up to?” He gives him a quick pat to the back and the man is all smiles.

      “Detective Fox.” He nods over to Everett as well. “And if it isn’t Judge Baxter.”

      They shake hands and I can’t help but note both Noah and Everett keep sneaking glances my way. It’s clear my barren womb has them both under some false, Carlotta-inspired baby spell.

      There’s going to be a homicide, all right.

      I’m going to kill Carlotta for adding this unnecessary drama to my life.

      “Lemon”—Everett holds a hand out to the stalky man—“Dane used to go to school with Noah and me back in the day.”

      Back in the day, Noah and Everett used to be stepbrothers. Noah’s no good father once married Everett’s billionaire mother and took her for a financial ride. Things didn’t end any better between these two temporary stepbrothers either. Noah stole Everett’s girlfriend and things have never been the same.

      Dane gives an enthusiastic nod. “And look at you two, both fighting the good fight.” He pretends to sock them. “Hey, this is my buddy, Kent Noble.” He pulls the older man forward. He’s not that much older than us, maybe in his forties? He’s got a round belly and dark stubble on both his head and cheeks as he sheds an affable smile.

      “Nice to meet you all.”

      Dane ticks his head toward his friend. “Kent’s helping me out of a pickle I’m in.” He plucks a navy cloth with gold flecks or triangles printed over it from the pocket of his suit and dabs his forehead with it as if the mere mention of the pickle were enough to incite a sweat to break out.

      Noah’s chest pumps with a dry laugh. “Some things never change.”

      A man and a brunette pause as they come upon us, and immediately I recognize them. It’s the tall, handsome man that was having an animated conversation with Dane early this evening. And the woman—she’s the one that continued the conversation in the same heated manner. But up close, that handsome man…he looks amazingly familiar.

      Dane pauses as he looks to them.

      And then it hits me where I know him from.

      “Hey!” I give a little hop to go along with my exuberance. “You’re Ridge Porter from Unsolved Mysteries Tonight! I love that show. My sisters and my best friend, Keelie, we’re all addicted. I don’t think I’ve missed a single episode. How do you find all these unsolved mysteries? I bet more than one of them has been solved because of your show.”

      He shakes his feathery dark hair that touches down to the base of his neck.

      “Nope. Not a single one—not as of yet anyhow.” He looks to Dane and sheds an easy smile. “Let’s talk more on that project when you get a chance.”

      Dane lifts his brows as if he were amused. “Noah, Everett, Lemon, this is my buddy, Ridge. And the lovely woman by his side is my girlfriend, Jade Archibald.”

      His girlfriend? Interesting.

      “Hello,” she says in a husky tone that sounds oddly as if she were trying to seduce both Noah and Everett. She swings her hips as she moves in close and shakes both of their hands while her chest is propped up and on display as if she were offering her wares to the highest bidder. Come to think of it, she is trying to seduce my men.

      “I’m Lottie Lemon.” I step before her and hold out a hand, which she hesitantly shakes. “This is Noah, my boyfriend—and Everett, my husband.”

      Her mouth rounds out in confusion.

      Okay, so I probably shouldn’t still be using that line. But for a long time it was true. Noah was my boyfriend, and while we were seeing one another, I may have married Everett so that he could qualify to receive the entirety of his trust fund. It was purely a business transaction, until it wasn’t.

      “Ridge.” Noah smiles over at him. “I think I remember you from back in the day, too.”

      “You’re friends?” My voice hikes with excitement, and just like that, I get a brilliant idea. I pull Noah in close as I look to the two men before us. “Well, then you probably know this big guy is about to have a birthday. And I happen to be hosting a get-together at Honey Lake in three weeks, on a Saturday at seven. You’re all invited.” I make a face at the busty brunette. I’m sure she’ll be there with pasties on.

      “Thank you.” Dane gives a friendly smile my way. “I’ll be there for sure.” Something catches his eye and he squints as he looks somewhere off into the crowd.

      “I’d better get going.” He glances to Noah and Everett. “It was good seeing you guys. I’ll catch you before I leave.”

      He takes off as Ridge and Kent step to the side to have their own conversation, leaving Jade here with a starstruck look in her eyes.

      She leans my way. “So you’re really seeing both?” she whispers as if it were suddenly a secret.

      “Yup.” I make a motion for her to scoot her way in another direction—far away from these two men. “In fact, I might be having a baby and have no idea which one the daddy can be.”

      “Aww.” She moans as she stomps her foot. “All the good ones really are taken and you’ve got two.” Her blue hobo bag slips from her fingers in the midst of her stomping spree and drops to the ground.

      I bend over to help her pick the innards that just spilled out and note what looks like the metallic blue butt of a gun sticking out of the back.

      “I’ve gotta run.” She quickly scoops her purse up and cinches it over her shoulder. “It was nice meeting you,” she says to no one in particular as she darts into the crowd.

      “Did you see that?” I hiss to both Noah and Everett. “She had a gun in her purse!”

      “What?” Everett squints in the direction she took off in.

      “Are you sure?” Noah doesn’t look convinced. “I thought they were having people walk through metal detectors before they let them into the venue? After all, you’ve got a group of ornery judges that need protecting.” He chuckles to himself just as a wiry-haired woman wearing holey jeans and a white T-shirt stalks on over.

      She holds a red Solo cup in front of her, and as soon as she gets within two feet, she chucks the contents of that cup right into Everett’s face.

      “Oh my God!” I quickly work to wipe what looks like water off his chest.

      Security comes up and quickly apprehends her.

      “Take that, Judge Bastard!” she shouts as they muscle her away. “You put Peter Green behind bars even though he was innocent! How do you sleep at night?” she screams as our corner of the convention center quiets down for a moment. “You shouldn’t! Take it back! Do what’s right and help Peter! I hate you!” Her voice echoes eerily as she’s taken down the hall. “I hate you!”

      “Oh, Everett.” I pull a tissue from my purse to dab his tie. “I’m so sorry you just went through that.”

      Noah tracks the woman with his eyes. “I think I’ll make sure she gets off the grounds and doesn’t come back.” He blows a breath my way. “Everett, take extra care of Lottie while I’m gone. She might be carrying my baby.” A look of utter delight takes over his features as he takes off.

      “Lemon.” Everett offers a crooked smile that suggests I might be carrying his baby. On second thought, he has that look in his eye as if he wants to make a baby.

      “Come on, Everett.” I give his tie a tug. “First things first. Let’s dry you off.”

      “I thought you preferred me wet?” He lands a heated kiss to my lips. “You told me so this morning, right before I dried off from the shower.”

      “Everett.” A giggle rises in my throat. “I like you wet on purpose—not accosted by some angry family member of someone you sent up the river. Now let’s get you dry and maybe some of my peach cobbler in your belly.”

      We take off for the dessert table, and I offer him some napkins to go along with that peach cobbler. We decide to head to the front of the convention center for some fresh air and to make sure Noah truly has the situation handled, but before we hit the exit, Carlotta dashes past us, following that woman in red, and both of them are howling at the top of their lungs. Instead of heading for the front, the women take off down a long, dark hall and Everett and I follow them right out through a back exit.

      The ghostly woman lets out a shrill cry and Carlotta mimics her to a T.

      “What is it?” I shout just as Carlotta trips and lands over a mound of—a person?

      Lying on his back with a handful of my cobbler is an all too familiar stalky, bald gentleman who seemed to have more than his fair share of enemies in this building tonight.

      But he won’t have to worry about infuriating anybody else.

      Dane Gannon is dead.
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      “He’s dead,” I pant as Carlotta tips her head back and begins an odd, rather obnoxious yodel.

      “Carlotta,” I snip. “What are you doing?”

      She huffs my way, “Trust me, Lot. If you’re not caught screaming, they’ll dub you the killer.”

      “You didn’t kill him,” the woman in red pipes up. She’s glowing an unearthly hue of pink and tiny sprays of stars illuminate her crimson hair.

      I couldn’t always hear the dead, but as my powers grew so did their abilities. The latest and greatest shiny new feature is the dead’s ability to fill their ghostly bellies full of whatever they wish. And believe you me, not one spook has complained about that culinary feat. It’s been a calorie-free, all-you-can-eat, supernatural buffet ever since.

      Something about the haughty tone in this ghostly ghoul’s voice, that face, that fire engine red hair—she is just so familiar.

      Oh my God!

      “Wait a metaphysical minute,” I say. “I know you. You’re Collette Jenner!”

      Collette Jenner was one of Everett’s many shady exes who just so happened to bite the big one almost two years ago when someone poisoned her drink. It was a pumpkin spice latte provided from my own bakery, and I just so happened to solve that murder.

      Everett leans back and looks suspiciously at the space around him. “Collette?”

      The flirtatious phantom throws open her arms. “Essex!” She lunges at him, and surprisingly he stumbles from the effort. It’s true. The dead can feel just as real as they want to. And they can most certainly manipulate objects and people in the material world.

      Carlotta continues with her yodeling routine, and soon we’re swarmed with every public servant under the sun—or more to the point, under the roof of the Ashford Country Civic Center.

      Noah and his partner down at the homicide division, Ivy Fairbanks, a leggy redhead with a no-nonsense personality and perhaps a genuine dislike for yours truly, head this way.

      Noah pulls me into his arms. “Lottie, are you okay? What the hell happened?”

      “He was just lying there.” I glance over at the poor man with a bloodstain over his heart. “I think he—I think he was shot.”

      Ivy growls, “And I see he was eating dessert. Yours, I presume?”

      I cower a moment without meaning to.

      “Hey,” Noah says it curt but low to his partner. “Lottie is in a delicate state. I don’t think this is the time to harass her. I think we both know she didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “Delicate state?” Ivy tips her head, amused. “Don’t tell me one of your suitors actually managed to plant a seed in your womb. Was it you, Fox? Did you beat Judge Baxter to the paternity punch?”

      “No,” I answer for him. “And before you get excited, it wasn’t Everett either.” I glance around to find that Carlotta and Collette have drifted and taken Everett with them. “Look, I gotta go,” I say, speeding that way.

      “Don’t leave town,” Ivy shouts after me.

      “Collette,” I hiss as I take up Everett’s hand. We found out, quite by accident, some time ago that I act as a conduit of sorts. If Everett holds my hand, he can hear the dead, too. Carlotta shares my quirky gift, so she doesn’t need to hold onto anything, not even her sanity. “What’s a dead girl like you doing in a place like this?”

      Collette scoffs over at me. “Ask the one who gave me the poison concoction to drink to begin with.”

      She’s not wrong. I was the one whipping up pumpkin spiced lattes for an awards ceremony she was being honored at—an event eerily similar to this one.

      “You and I both know I’m not the one that poisoned you,” I say it measured because this isn’t the time to flip my lid on a ghost, of all people. “Did you know the deceased?”

      Outside of the ghosts who haunt my mother’s B&B, most every other spook I run into has a specific mission to help me solve the case at hand. And the only reason they’re here to begin with is because they have a direct connection to the deceased. More to the point, the homicide victim in question once held a special affinity to the poltergeist.

      “Dane Gannon.” Collette shivers when she says his name. “You could say I knew him.”

      Carlotta nods to her. “You knew him in the carnal sense, didn’t you?”

      A quick huff expels from me. “Who didn’t she know in the carnal sense?”

      Collette straightens. “Lottie Lemon.”

      “What?” I balk. “I investigated your case. I know all about your trysts down in the Jungle Room.” The Jungle Room is a sick little love den located underneath the Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club. It’s basically a club within a club. A coitally minded one at that. Although, I guess the gentlemen’s club isn’t too far off in that area either.

      “It’s true.” Everett lifts a brow as he looks in her general direction. “Lemon brought your killer to justice.” He leans in. “You wouldn’t happen to know who killed Dane, would you?”

      Collette snorts. “No, but I wish I was there to cheer them on. I may have been his most prized ex, but that man had it coming.”

      “I’ll say.” I scoot in a notch. “I saw not one but three different people have an aggressive exchange with him during the awards ceremony.” I tell them everything I saw with Ridge Porter, his girlfriend, Jude Archibald, and the mysterious blonde woman who slapped him.

      Everett takes a deep breath. “I’d better let Noah in on this.” He plants a kiss to my forehead. “Carlotta, please get Lottie to a seat and maybe find her a glass of water.”

      “Ooh!” Carlotta claps her hands. “I almost forgot all about Lot Lot’s womb being filled to the baby brim.”

      Everett takes off, and I swat Carlotta on the arm.

      “I am not filled to the baby brim. How dare you start rumors.”

      Collette Jenner gasps and a sprinkling of miniature stars sparkle around her hair. “Lottie, are you knocked up?”

      Carlotta nods. “And she’s married to Essex.”

      “Wow!” Collette floats up a few notches. “You’ve done the impossible. You’ve tamed the untamable. And now you’re having his baby? You really are living the dream.”

      “Not so fast, soul sister.” Carlotta shakes her head, quick to refute the idea. “There’s another baby daddy in the running.”

      Collette belts out a ghostly howl of approval, and just as I’m about to reprimand them both, I spot a familiar blonde trying to blend in the crowd as she moves to get a better look at the body. Her hair is the color of vanilla ice cream and she has on a light coat pulled up to her chin as if she were trying to go unnoticed. She steps forward and gawks at poor Dane and a slow smile creeps up her cheeks before she pivots and bolts for the exit.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I bolt right after her and my stomach sloshes in a vat of hot acid. I manage to grab ahold of the woman’s arm just as she’s about to sail out the exit, and a horrible moan works its way up my throat. I let go of her to clutch at my stomach.

      “Hey?” She leans in. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” I force the words from my lips as a spasm of pain shoots across my abdomen. “It’s you,” I say, struggling to straighten. “You’re Sammy. I heard Dane say your name when he was asking for cobbler.”

      She gasps as her fingers fly to her mouth. Her gaze dips down to where my arm is strapped across my belly.

      “Don’t leave—” The words come out faint as I work hard to fight off the coming wave of nausea. “What happened to Dane?”

      “Forget about Dane.” She helps me over to a bench nearby. “Hon, I think you need to get home. You don’t look so hot.” Her silver-blue eyes ride up and down my body. “In fact, if I were you, I’d go sit on the toilet. I bet it will all come out in the end and you’ll be right as rain.” She gives a little wink before shooting out the door like a bullet.

      The toilet?

      No thanks to this stomachache, both my reputation and my investigation are about to go down the toilet.

      I force myself to stand and do my best to stagger back toward Carlotta.

      “Lottie!” a familiar voice trills my name, and soon not only is my mother upon me, but so are Noah’s mother, Suze, and Everett’s mother, Eliza. “Is it true, Lottie?” Mom rattles me by the shoulders with a look of unmitigated glee in her eyes. “Are you going to give me a grandchild soon? Oh, first with Evie, and now with Lainey about ready to have a baby, I’m going from zero to three, in a year’s time!”

      Suze grunts my way and, honest to God, I can see bona fide steam coming from her ears. Noah’s mother has never been a fan of mine.

      “It had better not belong to my son,” she gravels out the words like a threat, and coming from her, they’re just that.

      Suze is tall, blonde, and built like a linebacker with short hair that swoops down low over one eye. She’s mean-spirted, always shoots from the hip, and has never so much as pretended to like me.

      Eliza shares her son’s dark hair and demanding blue eyes. She’s a stunner no matter what age she is, and she carries herself like royalty.

      “Oh, who the hell cares.” Eliza winks my way. “I’m sure my Essex will raise it as if it were his own whether or not it has Fox DNA. Congratulations, Lottie. Shall we hope for a boy this time?”

      By this time, I’m assuming she’s talking about the fact Everett and I already have a girl. Speaking of which—

      “Mom!” Evie runs over and pulls me into a strangling embrace. “Am I really going to be a big sister? Oh, please, let me name it. Please, please. I like Glock if it’s a boy and Gravity or Champagne if it’s a girl. But I could change my mind, so ask me again when the baby is here.”

      “What?” I can’t seem to wrap my head around the madness taking place.

      Everett’s sister comes up, huffing and puffing as if she were struggling to keep up with her exuberant niece. She, too, is a carbon copy of Everett but with a feminine appeal.

      “Oh, Lottie,” Meghan coos. “I hope it’s twins. Or triplets. The Baxter family is known for both.”

      Evie’s upper lip twitches at the thought. “I bet I had a twin and Cressi-duh traded it in for a Birkin bag.”

      Sadly, knowing her bio mother, she might not be wrong.

      “Look, ladies”—my stomach does a hard roll—“I’m not having a… Oh, oh no.” I push my way past them as my body temperature spikes, my stomach starts to sizzle, and the very real prospect of bringing up my dinner is upon me.

      I quickly lose myself in the crowd, and as I’m about to make a run for the nearest restroom, I spot Kent Noble talking to Ridge Porter, the star of Unsolved Mysteries Tonight.

      My feet move in that direction like a pair of trained circus poodles, and I force myself to take a deep breath to curb my nausea.

      “Gentlemen?” I grimace at the two of them. “I’m so sorry about your friend.”

      Kent Noble, the heavyset man with a stubble-riddled beard, nods my way.

      “Thank you,” he says. “I’m sure whoever did this will be apprehended quickly.”

      Ridge gives a furtive nod in agreement, looking pensive in the exact same way he does on his TV show.

      “They most certainly will,” he agrees. “Every local authority available is under this roof. I don’t see how anyone could think they’d get away with this.”

      Kent elbows his friend. “And if they do, Dane will wind up on your show.” He belts out a short-lived laugh, but neither Ridge nor I join in on the effort.

      I get it, grief effects each person differently. Not to mention the fact this is all so new.

      Ridge does a double take my way. “I heard Noah is living in Honey Hollow. Is that true?”

      “Yup. In fact, he lives right across the street from me. Noah and I were seeing one another at the time I was house hunting and it seemed like a great arrangement. But then, Everett moved in next door to me and things just escalated from there, and now I’m rumored to be having both of their babies. Have I mentioned that I tend to talk a mile a minute when I’m around a celebrity? And a handsome one to boot? Not that I’m interested. I mean, I’m interested in you and your show, just not in that way. I’m sort of—”

      Ridge belts out a laugh. “Not to worry. I get it. It happens more often than not. Tell Noah I’d love to have dinner one night.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      He squints over at me. “And good luck with the baby.”

      “Thank you,” I say as the two of them take off.

      What am I saying?

      I open my mouth in an effort to refute the idea and a horrible belching noise emits from me as if twelve different demons were trying to fight their way out. My stomach bubbles and boils, and suddenly it becomes clear as the noxious fumes I’m exuding I need to get to a toilet, and fast.

      Everett and Noah run up just as I’m plotting my way to the nearest commode.

      “Bathroom.” It’s all I can manage to say as the two of them shuttle me to the ladies’ room like a chariot with wings.

      Murder isn’t sitting well with me these days.

      And neither is a bogus pregnancy.

      It is bogus, right?
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      Honey Hollow is moonless on this hot August night as Everett and Noah help me into my rental home. Evie and Carlotta bounce in right behind us and we’re greeted by two furry little sweethearts, Pancake and Waffles, a couple of Himalayan brothers that I’m lucky enough to call my own. They’re both creamy white with a rust-tipped tail and a smidge of color on their faces. Last month when my fellow transmundane friend, Bizzy Baker, was here, I was able to hear their thoughts as well. Bizzy isn’t supersensual like me; she’s telesensual, which means she has the ability to read minds.

      I glance around the room as I get settled on the sofa. I don’t need to be a mind reader to know what everyone here is thinking.

      “I’ve already texted Keelie,” I say. “She’s on her way with a pregnancy test so we can straighten this whole thing out.”

      “Thank goodness.” Evie scoops up both Pancake and Waffles. “I can’t wait to take a picture of it and post it to all my social media sites. My friends are all going to think I’m knocked up.” She belts out a belly laugh.

      “Absolutely not,” Everett booms before I can get the words out myself.

      The truth is, my stomach is still on fire. Lord knows I put that toilet to the test back at the civic center. I had it coming out of me both ways. If I’m not knocked up, I’m full of a nasty virus, that’s for sure. And if that’s true, the joke will be on every person in this room once they’re rolling around in pain tomorrow morning, too.

      “Evie, you should steer clear of me,” I say. “This might be a catching condition.”

      Carlotta clucks her tongue. “Come on, Lot. You can do better than that. You don’t tell a teenager these days that they can catch the baby bug. Like she’s going to believe that. Everyone knows you can find yourself in the family way simply by drinking from the boy’s water fountain at school.” She winks over at Evie.

      “Carlotta.” Everett’s voice hits its lower register and lets everyone in this room know he’s not happy with her attempting to unravel ten years of private school education in a single bound.

      Evie rolls her eyes at her quirky grandmother. “Don’t worry, Mom. I know where babies come from. Conner and Kyle sat me down and gave me an in-depth dissertation on the subject, complete with flow charts and illustrations.”

      “Evie!” I screech without meaning to.

      Conner and Kyle are her two questionable boyfriends. I keep telling Everett she’s not serious with them, but it’s times like these that make me wonder.

      “Kidding,” she says as a knock erupts at the door.

      “It’s about time,” I say, getting up to answer the door, but Noah beats me to it.

      “I’ll get it, Lot,” he says as he opens it up and in waddles my blonde bestie with that beach ball made of flesh prominently pointing straight ahead. She’s due in just a couple of weeks, and pregnancy has agreed with Keelie for the most part. And even though she doesn’t believe it when I tell her, she has never looked more beautiful. She’s donned a pale yellow dress and has a pair of flip-flops on as she makes her way over with a laugh caught in her throat. “There’s the little mama.”

      “Oh, you.” I wave her off just as her new husband, Otis Bear Fisher, strides in after her.

      Bear is a burly contractor with dirty blond hair and a devious gleam in his eyes. Bear was my high school boyfriend, who spent the duration of our relationship cheating on me with everything that moved. Oddly enough, that didn’t include Keelie. But Bear has since changed his philandering ways, and now he’s expecting a baby bear with my bestie. They just tied the knot in June.

      Keelie whips out a pink box from her purse, and I quickly snag it from her and make a run for my bedroom.

      “Not without me!” Keelie calls out.

      No sooner do we hit the threshold than Carlotta calls out, “Who wants to take bets?”

      I groan as Keelie follows me straight into the bathroom.

      “I can’t believe this,” I hiss, tearing the plastic stick out of the box. “This is all Carlotta’s fault, you know,” I say before motioning for her to spin around and she’s quick to comply.

      “I don’t know, Lottie. I blame my mother for a lot of things, but the baby in my belly isn’t one of them.”

      “Very funny,” I say, getting down to urinary business.

      “So who do you think the daddy is? I mean, it could be either of them, right?”

      “I suppose. But I’ve got news for you,” I say, putting myself back together. “It’s neither of them. This is nothing but a Carlotta-inspired false alarm.”

      “I heard you puked.”

      “What?” I squawk as she turns around and I hand her the stick. “News travels fast. Did you also hear I felt better after sitting on the toilet for a good twenty minutes?”

      “Who wouldn’t?” She waves the stick around like a wand before bending over to pick up her purse.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask as she turns back my way. Her face is piqued from the simple act of rearranging her purse.

      “I feel great. In fact, I got your invite for Noah’s party down at the lake and you can bet both Bear and I will be there.”

      “Oh good. I’m so glad to hear it. It’ll be a lot of fun.”

      I didn’t send out formal invites for Noah’s birthday party—more like a group text to everyone I know. Even though Noah and I aren’t dating the way we used to doesn’t mean I’m against throwing him a party every now and again.

      Keelie glances down at the stick in her hand and makes a face at it.

      “All right,” she says with marked disappointment. “You got your results. Let’s get out there and put this baby to rest once and for all.”

      “Hear, hear.” I follow Keelie back to the living room, where Noah and Everett rise quickly to their feet as they head this way.

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “Well, Lemon? What is it?”

      Noah steps in close. “Are we about to have a baby?” His chest bows in and out with his heavy breathing.

      “Well?” Carlotta hops over as do Evie and Bear.

      “Don’t keep us in suspense.” Evie tries to swipe the test from Keelie, but my bestie raises it high out of reach.

      “Keelie.” I nudge her and she holds out the stick.

      A silent pause takes place before the room explodes with cheers.

      “Wow,” I muse. “I guess I’m not the only one thrilled about the truth.”

      Noah picks me up and spins me before planting a kiss right over my lips.

      “Hey,” Everett barks, carefully plucking me out of his old stepbrother’s arms. “Hands off my wife.”

      Everett’s lips curve with devilish delight. “My wife and my child.” He pulls me in, and I freeze solid in his arms.

      “Are you talking about Evie?” I ask, momentarily confused.

      Bear and Keelie exchange high-fives before heading my way.

      Bear pats Everett on the back. “Congratulations, Judge Baxter.” He looks to Noah. “You too, Detective Fox. I guess I’m the only man in the room in the clear.”

      Carlotta chuckles. “You’ve got yours, buddy.” She motions to Keelie.

      “Yup.” Keelie gives a wink my way. “And speaking of which, I’m beat.” She makes a waddling run for the door. “See you all later. Let me know if you want the name of my doctor, Lottie.”

      “What in the world?” I take the stick from Noah, who seems to be studying it intently, and drop it cold once I see the plus sign with the word pregnant right on top of it. “Keelie Nell Turner!”

      “It’s Fisher! I got hitched, remember?” she calls out as she does her best to speed through the door.

      I zip on after her and land in the cool night breeze as we stand on the porch.

      “What have you done?” I hiss at this imposter who has taken over my best friend’s body. “You switched my test with one of your positive sticks, didn’t you? That’s why it looked as if you were about to pass out while you were fiddling with your purse.”

      Bear barks out a laugh as he closes the door behind me.

      “Come on, Lot.” He holds his own burgeoning belly. “You gotta admit, it’s funny.”

      “It’s not funny,” I meant for it to come out like a roar, but instead, my stomach does another roll and the words come out with a whimper instead.

      Keelie waves as Bear helps her down the stairs. “Don’t worry, Lot. Just enjoy the ride. Those two men are going to cater to you hand and foot. I bet they won’t even let you open the bakery all by yourself in the morning.”

      “Right,” I huff at the idea before heading back inside where I’m greeted by both Noah and Everett as they land me on the sofa, prop my feet up, and land a cool glass of water in my hands.

      Noah picks up my hand. “I called Margo from the Honey Pot and arranged for her to open for you tomorrow.”

      Everett brushes the hair from my eyes. “And I don’t need to be down at the courthouse until noon.”

      Noah glowers over at him. “I can spend the night, Lot.”

      “I can spend the night.” Everett raises his voice a notch as I catch Carlotta tittering in the corner.

      “You’re going to pay for this, Carlotta.” I’m about to include Keelie and Bear into the equation when a retching sound comes from my throat.

      “Gross!” Evie snaps a picture of me. “I can’t wait to show my friends my puking mother and her two baby daddies. I bet you’ll be on TV and everything.” She sucks in a quick breath. “Can we please go on one of those shows where they do the who’s your daddy reveal? Oh please! Oh please!”

      Carlotta scoots next to her. “Can we? Can we?”

      “No,” I bark at both of them. “I am not having a baby. I’m just sick. That test was—” I’m about finish the sentence when a hard roll of nausea takes over once again and I take a couple of quick gulps of water.

      Eventually, the horrible feeling that my guts are about to come up through my esophagus passes and I lean my head against the pillow.

      “Noah, Everett, I’m sorry about your friend.” I decided to take the white-hot spotlight off my uterus in hopes the faux morning sickness will take a hike. “Hey?” I sit back to get a better look at Everett. “So who was that lady who doused you with a glass of water tonight?”

      “What?” Evie hacks the word out as if she was about to ask me to hold her earrings. She does love her daddy something fierce. She should. Not only did he give her life, he bought a boat—more like a luxury yacht—upon her request just last month called The Lucky Lemon.

      Carlotta steps in close. “Who, what, where, when, and how long are you sending them to prison for, Judge Baxter? I smell a life sentence at Super Max on the horizon.”

      Everett gives a long blink. “It was a woman by the name of Brandy Fielding. I remember her well. Her boyfriend was found guilty of murder.” He frowns. “I had her removed from my courtroom on a few occasions.”

      Evie’s mouth falls open. “Someone threw a cup of water in your face and lived to tell about it?” Her voice hitches with anger. “Mom, did you get a picture of this?”

      “Nope.”

      She blows out an exasperated breath. “Well, then it’s like it never happened.”

      “It happened.” Noah sheds a momentary grin. “I saw the whole thing.”

      Evie shakes her head at her father. “I don’t get it. It’s not like you’re the one who found her boyfriend guilty. I mean, he obviously went through the whole judicial system. All you did was hand down the sentencing.”

      “You’re right.” Everett gives her a pat on the back. “You’re a smart kid, Evie. That’s exactly what happened. But the truth is, at the end of the day, it’s the judge that takes the heat in cases like this.”

      “Cool.” Evie’s eyes grow in size. “So do you think she’s going to, like, stalk you now? We should probably get a couple of Doberman pinschers we can unleash in the event she tries to tie us up and kill us.”

      Everett shakes his head. “She’s not killing you.”

      I give his arm a gentle squeeze. “And she’s not killing you.”

      Everett takes a breath. “She’s harmless. We probably won’t hear from her ever again. She’ll go away soon.”

      We wrap up the morbid party and Noah heads across the street to let his sweet golden retriever, Toby, out and feed him. But Noah doesn’t get to the porch before he calls us outside.

      Everett and I follow Noah down to the bottom of the driveway as he shines a light over the front of Everett’s car.

      Scrawled in red lipstick across the entire length of Everett’s windshield are the words NOT GUILTY.

      I’m getting the feeling Brandy Fielding isn’t so harmless.

      And it certainly doesn’t look as if she’s going away any time soon.
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      Everett and Evie spent the night with me last night. They happen to live right next door, and I assured them I was feeling better, but Everett wouldn’t hear of it. Evie was too creeped out by her father’s new stalker to sleep in that house all alone—not that we would have let her.

      Even though Everett and I are technically married, we don’t live together. In fact, we’re more boyfriend and girlfriend than we are husband and wife, and as much as I’d love to change that, I just don’t want to let go of the rental home I’m in.

      Okay, so that sounded decidedly lame.

      It’s not just the rental. Everett and I are sort of new again. I’m afraid if we dive into the deep end of the relationship pool we might just sink. We need to restart the engine, take things as they come, and hopefully everything will fall into place just the way it’s meant to. And I’m not worried about whatever it is he’s keeping from me. He’s already assured me he’ll address it, and I trust him to do just that.

      The only thing that truly makes my stomach turn is the fact my friend, Bizzy Baker, who came out last month, the one with the supernatural ability to read minds, didn’t look too happy about Everett’s thoughts at the time. She’s the one that let me know he was keeping something from me. And when I asked her if it had the power to destroy us, she assured me it did.

      A part of me can’t believe that. Everett and I are unbreakable, unsinkable. We’ve already withstood so much.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and it’s a text from Carlotta, asking me if the baby has eaten my brain for breakfast.

      I frown at the phone as if it were Carlotta herself before shooting back a text, letting her know I’m on my way to the bakery.

      Carlotta has been living with me ever since we discovered that my late grandma Nell’s home—the home Carlotta was frolicking around in and throwing drunken orgies in—was covered in black mold. Keelie’s husband, Bear, has taken on the project, and last I checked, he took the old house down to the studs. But now with his new baby at the doorstep, I doubt he’ll get around to finishing Nell’s old place any time soon. I’m guessing Carlotta will be living with me far longer than a few more months. She’s sort of my quirky cross to bear.

      After Everett left for work this afternoon, I took off to the local clinic and had them give me a thorough checkup, which mostly consisted of me peeing in a cup. It turns out, I am not expecting a baby, which is no surprise to me, but the doctor was kind enough to take my blood work and have it sent off to a lab to see if they can pinpoint what was making me so sick.

      Of course, I didn’t tell Everett where I was going. He made me a stack of his delicious pancakes and coffee this morning and made sure I ate breakfast in bed. Noah dropped off a few red roses he picked from his garden, told me he loved me, and planted a kiss on my cheek before leaving for the station this morning as well. And they’ve both sent alarmingly sweet text messages to me for the last few hours, declaring how happy they are to be expecting a baby with me. It’s clear I’ll have to talk to them in person this evening and straighten this whole Carlotta-inspired mess out. And strangely, it feels as if I’ll be disappointing the two of them in the process.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is bustling this afternoon as I step on in and I can’t help but smile as I take it all in. Nell gifted this place to me after the space became available. I worked as the baker for her restaurant, the Honey Pot Diner, the one in which my bakery has shared a wall with for years.

      The Honey Pot Diner is magical, with its large resin oak tree planted right in the middle of the restaurant. Its twinkle light strewn branches extend over the ceiling and make their way over the ceiling of my café as well. That, along with the butter yellow walls and mismatched pastel furniture, gives the bakery a homey yet fairy-tale appeal.

      “Lottie?” Lily Swanson, my right-hand girl here at the bakery, waves me over with a look of relief. “Thank God you’re here. We’re running low on peach cobbler. And might I suggest this go-around you make them smaller so we can sell them individually? People are wanting to buy it by the slice and it’s not exactly the easiest thing to cut.”

      “You bet. I’ll make them in cupcake parchment like we did for the awards ceremony.”

      “Oh, and your mother called. She said she wanted to know your due date because she and Wiley are thinking about taking a cruise next spring.” She wrinkles her nose my way. “Congratulations on the baby. I knew you were expecting. Nobody eats that many sweets for no good reason. And your stomach looks as if you’re six months already.”

      My mouth falls open. “No, it does not. Take that back, Lily.” I swat her with my apron before I put it on.

      “Well, it’s been longer than six months that I’ve seen this coming. You’re married to Everett, having Noah’s baby—I’ve seen this movie, Lottie.”

      “Yeah? Well, I just came from the doctor's office. I’m not having anyone’s baby, and I never was. How’s that for a plot twist? I’m just a victim of one of Carlotta’s ridiculous rumors. And now both Noah and Everett are going to be hurt because of it.”

      Lily sighs. “I guess you’re right. The men I date would probably be relieved, but my guess is Noah really wants this as a means to get you back—and hold onto you forever. And Essex?” I frown over at her. Yes, Lily was one of many that have done the deed with Everett, thus garnering her the right to use his name in vain. “I’ve never seen that man so in love.”

      “Essex in love?” a female voice swoons from behind and I turn, only to jump at the ghostly sight of Collette Jenner in that same skintight red dress she dropped dead in.

      “You!” I try to grab ahold of her and my hand glides right through her. I make a face at the woman and motion for her to follow me to the back. The funny thing with ghosts is that they can be as solid as they want , and apparently, Collette doesn’t want.

      Thankfully, the kitchen is empty as I start pulling out all of the ingredients I’ll need to make my ooey gooey, ultra-sweet peach cobbler.

      “Tell me everything you know about Dane Gannon,” I whisper.

      Collette’s expression sours at the mention of his name.

      “Not until you tell me what kind of a spell you cast to get Essex to fall in love with you. I tried every trick in the book to hook that man for myself.”

      “Lucky for me, I didn’t have to employ a single trick to get Everett to love me.”

      “Ha!” A wild snort of a laugh erupts to my right as Meg and Carlotta head into the kitchen.

      I shoot Collette a look that says remain on standby. Meg doesn’t know about my ability to see through to the other side and I’m not in the mood to share the news.

      “Didn’t need to employ a single trick, huh?” Meg sheds a crimson smile my way. “What do you call this fake pregnancy?” She shrugs. “Lily told us the news. And you know what? I’m actually not sorry about it. I’ve enjoyed teasing Lainey about the fact her kid is going to be a lemon for the last nine months and was hoping to continue a little surname humor with you.”

      “Very funny,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      Carlotta grunts, “It’s safe to say you’re still the envy of every woman Everett has ever dated, dead or alive.” She gives a hard wink to Collette. “But don’t worry, Lot. We won’t tell if you won’t. We gotta keep this baby gig going. This morning alone, Foxy gave me flowers and Mr. Sexy made me breakfast. And it’s been less than twenty-four hours since the baby news broke.”

      “I’m not going along with the baby gig.” I shake my head at her. “The gig is up. And it was a cruel gig at that. Please don’t ever get those baby rumors going again.”

      Carlotta huffs, “You’re the one sleeping with two different men, Lot. I was merely espousing the grim consequences, once I saw your face turn green.”

      Meg barks out a laugh. “She’s got you there, Lot. Speaking of grim consequences.” She inches forward and that dark bird’s nest of a bun wobbles over her head. Meg has already started managing the Honey Pot for Keelie in the afternoons, and she’ll take over permanently once Keelie has the baby. “Is it true you met Ridge Porter?”

      Carlotta inhales so fast and sharp Lily runs in.

      “What’s happening?” Lily gives a quick look around as if she were expecting a kitchen fire.

      Carlotta steps in close. “Lot Lot met the Ridge Porter. Tell me he’s just as handsome in person as he is on television.”

      “He is,” I don’t hesitate to say it because it’s true.

      Collette Jenner snorts from behind and I catch her stuffing her face with a tray full of croissants. I make a motion for her to shoo before both Meg and Lily faint from the sight of floating baked goods.

      “Man.” Meg shakes her head. “You get all the good ones, Lot. Ridge Porter is a real man’s man. He’s the one person I’d consider leaving Hook Redwood for.”

      I avert my eyes at the thought. Hook and Meg have been together for over a year now.

      “Don’t you dare leave Hook. But if you want, I can probably arrange for you all to meet Ridge. He’s a friend of Noah’s. And a friend of the deceased.”

      A chill rides through me at the thought of that poor man staring vacantly at the ceiling while clutching my cobbler.

      It’s been a bit of a phenomenon these past few years—people dying, being murdered to be exact, and one of my innocent desserts just so happens to be at the scene of the crime. It’s unnerving, unbelievable, and apparently, darn good for business.

      The bell chimes up front and Lily makes a face. “I’ll take care of the customers, but only if you take care of me, Lottie Lemon. I’m single and ready to mingle, and I happen to know Ridge is single, too. I’m a proficient stalker of his. I want to be set up on a date.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I say as she takes off to the front.

      Carlotta grabs ahold of me. “Forget that whippersnapper. A man like Ridge Porter needs a woman who’s been around the block a time or two.”

      Meg shakes her head. “I wouldn’t do it, Lot. You’ve already got two good ones on the hook. I say cut the line and slip into that extended family situation the three of you are destined for. The first three and a half days of the week belong to the horny detective, then you can spend an extended weekend with the judge with a grudge between his legs.”

      “Good Lord.” I close my eyes,

      Carlotta waves her off. “I’m not talking about Lot and Ridge. I’m talking about Ridge and me. Just give me an hour with Ridge Porter. I can do things to that man that will make him forget other women ever existed. But he won’t forget meeting me anytime soon.”

      “He won’t forget meeting you. He’ll regret it,” I’m quick to point out. “You can’t attack a man for a solid hour once you’ve been introduced.”

      “Why not? I’ve done it before. How do you think I got the baby ball rolling with your daddy?”

      I straighten at the thought.

      By daddy she means Mayor Harry Nash, who as fate and my ill-gotten DNA would have it is my biological father. I became apprised of this genetic tidbit about a year ago, and since then, Mayor Nash and I have developed an amical relationship—as I have with my new half-siblings as well.

      “Carlotta, why are you always so quick to step out on poor Harry?”

      “Poor Harry nothin’,” she balks. “You know we’ve got an open door policy. It’s what keeps the fires of love a stokin’ and a smokin’. In fact, you can thank me for your roving eye. I’m the one that gave you the desire and the stamina to handle two grown men at a time.”

      I don’t bother raining down the facts on her. Something tells me my efforts will just be wasted.

      “Ridge Porter.” Meg lands her elbows on the counter as she gawks up at me. “I haven’t missed a single episode of Unsolved Mysteries Tonight.”

      I nod. “Neither have I. But there have only been seven so far. They keep repeating a few episodes, so it feels as if there’s more.”

      Carlotta snaps up a handful of confetti cookies. “Which one’s your favorite? I like the one with the missing biker from Hartford. I think the neighbor did him in because of the winning lottery ticket they went halfsies in.”

      Meg snorts. “The ticket was worth twenty bucks. Hardly enough for murder. But maybe a slashed tire or two. According to text messages, the biker made it clear he didn’t want to share.”

      “How about you, Meg?” I wipe down the counter between us. “What’s your favorite episode?”

      “It’s a toss-up.” She narrows her icy blue eyes as she considers it. “The home invasion up in Scooter Springs a year ago where they shot the old guy while he was playing a crossword puzzle. Or the disappearance of Alison Beamer.”

      Both Carlotta and I shudder at the mention of that last one.

      “Alison was the nurse that lived up in Templeton.”

      Carlotta nods. “She went out for a drink with friends and never came home.”

      “It’s every woman’s nightmare,” I say. “I’m sure her family would love a resolution.”

      “How about you, Lottie? Which one is your favorite?” Collette asks, dismissing the fact Meg can’t hear her.

      I twist my lips. “I guess I’m enthralled with all of the episodes. There’s the one where Jenika Tate, the au pair from England, takes out the trash and ends up disappearing without a trace. Then there’s Gerald Watson, the old school bus driver who was known to have an explosive temper. He never came home either. I’m betting one of the parents lost their minds with him. What else is there?”

      “Ooh!” Meg snaps her fingers. “The mysterious circumstances surrounded that couple that went camping? They found everything but the bodies.”

      “They didn’t find the keys to their AMC Gremlin.” Carlotta gives a wistful shake of the head. “Good car that was.”

      “Carlotta,” I say. “I’m betting the people were better.”

      She shrugs. “And that leaves us with the latest episode. The case of the missing landlord. I’m guessing he was an easy target. Rumor had it, he was a land baron who didn’t care about the conditions his tenants lived in.” She gives me the stink eye. “Sound familiar, Lot?”

      “Carlotta, I’m hardly a land baron.”

      Both Meg and Carlotta inch back with a clear look of amusement written on their faces.

      “Okay, fine. I’m a land baron. But only because Grandma Nell left me just about everything she owned. However, I’m not your landlord, Carlotta.”

      “And it shows,” she gravels it out. “You’d better get that crack in my window fixed, and quick. You and I both know fall will hit hard once the calendar turns a page next month.”

      “What crack in your window?” I ask.

      She clucks her tongue. “The one Harry inadvertently created last night when he was breaking in past midnight.”

      “Carlotta”—I close my eyes—“Harry can and should use the front door.”

      “What’s the fun in that?”

      Meg belts out a laugh. “You’re a riot, Carlotta, but I’d better make sure the Honey Pot is still running.” She takes off just as my phone pings with a text message and both Carlotta and Collette swoop in to see what it says.

      It’s a text from Noah. How about dinner at Mangias?

      I text back. Sure! Is it all right if Everett joins us? I have something I really want to share with the two of you in person.

      He texts right back. Sounds good. I’ve got a surprise for you, and I think you’re really going to appreciate it.

      I groan as I look to Carlotta. “Now look what you’ve done. Noah is probably spending his hard-earned money on baby items we’ll never get to use.”

      Collette Jenner groans herself. “What I wouldn’t give to have a man dote on me like that. You don’t suppose Noah would be up for a ghostly girlfriend, do you?”

      “Nope,” I don’t hesitate with the answer. “He’s got a stalker named Cormack Featherby who I still can’t make disappear. In fact, it’s a miracle she didn’t materialize last night at the civic center. I think she’s on a cruise in the Mediterranean.”

      “Cormack?” Collette wrinkles her nose. “I heard Everett talking to someone named Cormack on the phone just this afternoon before I arrived.”

      I blink back. “Why would Everett be talking to Cormack? Could Cormack be a part of the big secret he is keeping from me?” Hey? What if Cormack and Everett are secretly married? No, that can’t be. Everett married me. You can’t marry two different people. That would be illegal, and if Everett is anything, he’s all about obeying the laws.

      Isn’t he?

      Carlotta gasps. “Mr. Sexy is keeping a secret from my Lot Lot?”

      My phone pings again and it’s Noah letting me know what time to meet him at the restaurant.

      Carlotta nods down at the screen. “I’ll see you at seven for dinner, Lot. And don’t you worry. We’ll winnow this secret from your sexy hubby yet. There hasn’t been a single man who I can’t cull a confession from. They don’t call me the Mistress of Torment for nothing.”

      “Something tells me I’ll be the one tormented tonight at dinner.”

      Collette shrugs over at me. “Just say the word and I’ll spy on that sexy husband of yours. I bet he whispers all sorts of secrets in the shower.”

      “Don’t you dare. I’ll find a way to send you right back to paradise where you came from and you can shower with all the ghosts you want.”

      “Fine,” she snarls at me.

      “Good. Because I do have a job for you. Go find a man by the name of Kent Noble. Just before Dane died, he said Kent was helping him out of a pickle. I bet Kent whispers his deep, dark secrets in the shower, too.”

      “Ooh.” She shimmies her shoulders. “Kent Noble.” She fluffs her hair as she examines her nonexistent reflection in the mirror on the wall. “I’ll tell you if I hear anything. But if I see anything”—a dark laugh trembles from her—“I’ll keep that little tidbit to myself.” She grimaces. “Let’s hope it’s not so little. I broke a few astral planes and time continuums for this peep show.”

      And just like that, she disappears in a spray of red stars.

      If only making Carlotta disappear were so simple.
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      Mangias is an Italian restaurant located right across the street from my bakery. Once I closed up shop, I refreshed my makeup and dabbed a little almond extract behind each ear before making by way over.

      Inside it’s dimly lit, with dark wood paneling and tables. Sinatra is playing through the speakers, and the scent of fresh baked garlic bread awakens my senses. A lively crowd sits around every available table and intermittent bouts of laughter electrify the atmosphere.

      I spot Noah at a round table in the back and give a wild wave as I make my way over.

      No sooner do I reach the table than he pulls out a small bouquet of pink and baby blue daisies.

      “Lottie Lemon,” he growls it out with a seductive smile as he gives me a little twirl. “You are a beautiful sight for sore eyes.” He dots my cheek with a kiss before he sniffs my neck. “You smell amazing. How are you feeling?”

      “Attacked,” a deep voice strums from behind as Everett pulls me into his arms. His cologne is thick and instantly makes me heady, and his hair is damp as if he just got out of the shower. Let’s hope Collette Jenner wasn’t around to witness it. “Lemon.” His lips twitch in the right direction, and his eyes gleam my way with a marked brand of hormonal hunger as if he’s never seen a woman before. “Don’t let this guy take advantage of the fact you’re carrying my child.” A genuine smile crests his lips, and I gasp because it’s the facial expression equivalent of a rare comet passing through the earth’s orbital plane.

      Noah scoffs at the thought. “So are you going to tell her?”

      I pull back a notch to get a better look at Everett.

      “Tell me what?” I ask as the three of us take our seats. I take in a quick breath as I look to Everett. “Is this about the big secret you’re keeping from me?”

      Noah leans back. “Big secret?” He squints over at Everett. “I’d hardly call it a big secret.” He taps his fingers along the table and I can see his investigative wheels turning. “Wait a minute. I’m guessing one doesn’t have anything to do with the other. What else are you keeping from her?”

      Everett lifts a brow my way. “Brandy Fielding paid me a visit down at the courthouse. She doused me with a cup of flour as I was leaving.”

      “What?” I bounce in my seat. “That explains why your hair is wet. You went home, changed, and showered.”

      “I did.”

      “What happened to Brandy?” I ask. “Did you have her arrested?”

      “No.” He winces.

      “Tell her.” Noah laughs to himself as if he relished the answer.

      Everett gives a long blink. “I told her I’d have coffee with her tomorrow.”

      “Why on earth?” The words rattle from me.

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “Because I really do think she’s harmless and she just wants to vent. Her boyfriend’s life is already in the crapper. I’d hate to see her throwing hers away, too. I let her know I’d have security with me.” He points to Noah. “And that I would only meet with her if she promised to knock off the harassment, because she is one second away from spending time behind bars herself.”

      “Everett.” I shake my head at him. “This makes no sense. She’s dangerous.”

      “She’s desperate,” he counters. “And yes, that can equal danger. But at this point, she knows where I live, work, and most likely who you are. I’ve got you and Evie to think about.” He picks up my hand. “And our baby.” There’s a tenderness in his voice that crushes my soul. “Sometimes the best way to shut down a person acting that way is to give her a few minutes. She has no record. She’s a nurse down at Leeds General Hospital. And she pays her taxes. I told her I’d give her fifteen minutes if she agreed to stop with the harassment. She promised that’s all the time she would need.”

      “Wow, Judge Baxter. Word is going to get out that you have a beating heart.” I give his hand a squeeze. “But I already knew that.”

      Noah nods over to him. “And if this woman so much as looks at you crooked, I expect you to have her arrested. Nice only goes so far. I don’t like the thought of her running around scheming new ways to get you to overturn a judgment you put to bed a long time ago.”

      “I agree.” I pull Everett’s arm close. “And if this ended a while ago, why the sudden outburst?”

      Everett sighs. “I think the fact Peter Green is serving a life sentence has finally settled in. And her patience is about to run out.”

      A commotion from our left draws our attention and we turn to find Carlotta ushering over a rather wild-eyed Ridge Porter.

      “Look who the cat dragged in.” Carlotta dusts off Ridge’s coat as if she just picked him off the ground, and knowing her, it could be true. She hikes up on her tiptoes and leans toward his ear. “Just wait until you see the feline moves I’m capable of behind closed doors—or out in the open. Gentleman’s choice.”

      “Sit,” I hiss over at her and the two of them comply without hesitation.

      We exchange niceties, all things considering—like Carlotta, just as the waitress comes by and we quickly put in an order for a couple of large pizzas.

      “So”—Ridge leans back to get a better look at me—“tell me how this works.” He motions to the two men seated by my side. “Last night you said you were Noah’s girlfriend and Everett’s wife.”

      “I am.” I grimace over at both Noah and Everett. “I mean, I was. I’m just Everett’s wife now.”

      “Just?” Carlotta pounds her hand to the table as she gags on her laughter.

      My fingers rise to my lips. “I’m so sorry, Everett. I didn’t mean that.” I shake my head over at Ridge. “This is all new and rather bumpy territory for us.”

      Noah sighs. “And now we’re about to have a baby. Things are about to get bumpier.”

      I open my mouth in an effort to tell them the truth, but I don’t think this is the time or place. I’ll make sure to tell them once we get home.

      “A baby.” Ridge looks dazed at the thought. “It looks as if Noah Fox has been keeping busy.”

      Carlotta wraps an arm around Noah. “That’s our Foxy—doing the deed and spreading his seed.” She leans toward Ridge. “So when can we come by and watch you tape one of your shows?”

      I groan at Carlotta’s distasteful euphemism.

      The pizza arrives and we each pull a slice our way.

      Ridge takes a breath. “I don’t usually film with an audience, but I am scouting a location to shoot the season finale. I’m thinking somewhere with a spooky flair. It’ll be a recap of our other cases, and now with the tragedy upon us, my team and I thought it would nice to highlight Dane’s case as well. What do you think, Detective?”

      Noah swallows down a bite. “I think it’s a great idea. Most open homicide cases would kill to have that kind of exposure—pardon the pun.”

      “Did you say spooky flair?” Carlotta slaps her hands together as she ogles Ridge. “You should come up and tape your next episode at the Honey Hollow B&B. It’s haunted, you know. And Lottie’s real mama owns the place. I’m sure we can get you an all-access pass to the place.”

      I’m amused to no end that Carlotta just referenced my mother as my real mama. She’s not wrong.

      “Haunted?” Ridge looks suddenly intrigued. “Is that the place where they’re charging an arm and a leg to get a tour of the place?”

      “That would be it.” I close my eyes a moment. It’s true. My mother charges eighty bucks a pop to give tourists an upstairs/downstairs haunting, and the ghosts that linger around that place do not disappoint. And then, after my mother is done scaring the socks off of the tourists, she puts them on a bus and sends them to my bakery for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. Suffice it to say, business is brisk because of it.

      “I’m in.” He points my way.

      “I’ll tell my mother.”

      Everett nods to Noah. “Any news on the case?”

      “Nothing.” Noah looks disgusted with the fact. “And get this. The security cameras at the civic center all went down just twenty minutes into the event. Security noted it but decided to have their team work the room with extra precautions.”

      “Not enough precautions,” I say. “Noah, you don’t think the security cameras going down was a coincidence, do you?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. Not when the night ended in murder.”

      “Geez.” Ridge lands his pizza to his plate as if he couldn’t take another bite. “Why in the world would someone think they could get away with something like that—at an event like that, no less? And to plot it out? I don’t know. But I’ll be honest, Dane could be divisive. Every time he turned around, he had a new enemy.”

      “I didn’t know the guy,” I tell him. “But I’d have to agree with you. I saw”—I stop shy of mentioning the fact I saw him having a disagreement with Dane—“a couple of women who looked pretty angry with him last night.”

      “Jade.” He pulls his lips back. “I guess Dane accused her of cheating, and she wasn’t too happy about it. The poor guy was desperate to find out who it was. In fact, while the ceremony was going on, he actually accused me of being the other man.”

      I glance to Noah. That must have been the exchange I saw between the two men. No wonder it looked pretty heated.

      “There was a blonde, too,” I say to Ridge. “I think I saw her slap him.”

      A sharp bite of laughter comes from him. “I’m sorry. But in this fog of grief I’ve had, that’s a bit of a bright spot. That’s just like Dane Gannon, getting it handed to him, even on the last night of his poor life.” He sobers up quickly and sniffs back tears. “I think the blonde was probably Samantha Brewer.”

      “Yes!” I say, snapping my finger his way. “He called her Sammy.”

      “Yup,” Ridge agrees. “Sammy is a secretary by day and dancer by night. That’s where Dane met her, at some nightclub in Leeds. Red Lace or something of that nature.”

      “Red Satin,” I mutter and Everett lifts a brow my way.

      “We’re familiar,” Everett says, pulling another slice of pizza onto his plate. “Lemon’s sister works there.”

      Ridge holds up his hands. “I have nothing against a woman making an honest living any way she can.”

      I don’t bother correcting him about Meg’s position down at the gentlemen’s club.

      “Speaking of Lottie.” Carlotta winks my way. “I bet she could solve every single unsolved mystery you’ve got, and then some.”

      “Really?” Ridge looks momentarily confused by Carlotta’s crime-busting outburst.

      “That’s right. She can.” Noah is quick to sing my praises, right alongside Carlotta. “Lottie has been the chief reason every homicide case I’ve investigated so far has been solved in a timely manner.”

      “That’s quite an accolade.” Ridge takes a deep breath. “Be careful investigating this case. Whoever killed Dane didn’t care that anyone was around to see it. That sounds like the most dangerous type of person.”

      “I agree,” Noah says it sternly my way. “And that’s one of the reasons I’ll arrest you, Lot, if you try digging into this.”

      “Arrest?” I blink back in disbelief while Carlotta cackles up a storm.

      “Sounds as if Foxy wants to get kinky.” She winks my way as if she wholeheartedly agrees, and I know she does.

      Everett pats my hand with his. “I’m sorry, Lemon, but I’ll make sure he does it. I’d rather have you in a jail cell than putting yourself and our child in harm’s way.”

      My mouth falls open. “You brute!”

      A plume of sugary perfume engulfs us as a platinum socialite with an odd orange skin discoloration happens to leap into our presence.

      “Did Lala just call you a brute?” Cormack Featherby’s celadon green eyes bulge with glee as she looks to Everett. She never bothers to say my name right, so the impromptu nickname doesn’t grate on me. “I take it you did the big reveal.”

      And darn it. I was really hoping she’d stay in the Mediterranean—at the bottom of it to be exact.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, pushing my chair back to get a better look at my handsome hubby. “Cormack knows your big secret?”

      His mouth opens then closes with dismay as he glowers up at her. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” Everett navigates Cormack to the front of the establishment, and suddenly I’m wishing Collette Jenner were here so she could spy on them.

      How dare Everett have a secret that Cormack is privy to.

      Noah chooses to ignore the strange outburst and points to Ridge instead.

      “Tell me your thoughts on Dane Gannon’s murder. So far, all I’ve got are two irate women.”

      “Isn’t that enough?” Ridge rumbles out a dark laugh.

      “You got me there,” Noah mutters mostly to himself. “Dane mentioned that Kent was helping him out of a pickle. Do you have any idea what the pickle might have been?”

      Ridge glances out at nothing in particular. “Nope. Can’t think of a thing.” His eyes enlarge for a moment. “Actually, I do have some idea. Dane owned Caper Productions. He was rumored to have acquired a string of mystery movies from a local studio, but he wasn’t convinced of the quality and wanted to back out at the last minute.”

      I shrug over at Noah. “I guess that’s your pickle. It doesn’t sound as if there was much to hide.”

      Carlotta shoots Ridge with her fingers. “Speaking of hiding the pickle, have I got an offer for you.”

      Everett comes back just in time to spare us all from Carlotta’s perverted pickled intentions.

      “Where’s Cormack?” I ask with a curt tone in my voice. Typically, I’d be thrilled she was gone, but something about this disappearing act isn’t sitting well with me.

      Everett takes his seat. “She went home. She won’t be bothering us anymore—or more to the point, you.” He picks up my hand and kisses the back of it.

      Everett doesn’t want Cormack bothering me? Or is it that he doesn’t want her telling me his secret? I’m betting it’s an equal mixture of both.

      We wrap up the night and poor Ridge all but takes out a restraining order on Carlotta.

      We head home and Everett doesn’t tell me his secret. He says the timing isn’t right as he warms my belly with his hand. Evie is spending the night at a friend’s, and I know exactly what that gleam in his eye means.

      I don’t tell him my secret either.

      It’s late. Noah went home and the timing isn’t right.

      It’s something I’ll do tomorrow. No sense in anybody losing sleep over something that never was, that didn’t happen.

      And in an odd way, I’m mourning what never was and didn’t happen, so I force myself to think of something that did happen—a murder.

      How dare Noah and Everett threaten to toss me in a jail cell if I investigate this case. I get it, though. They don’t want any innocent parties, real or imagined, to get hurt while I’m knee-deep in my investigative shenanigans.

      But if I were to investigate this case, I wouldn’t know where to begin. Sammy Brewer, Jade Archibald, Kent Noble—there are so many viable suspects, and they are all ripe for the picking.

      But it’s harvest time and my fingers are twitching for justice.

      What Noah and Everett don’t know won’t hurt them.

      And for sure it won’t hurt anything in my barren womb.

      Back at my place, Everett and I turn out the lights as he makes me forget all about the evils of this world, the lies and secrets trying to wedge their way between us.

      We head back to simpler times, sexier times, and I have my way with Judge Baxter and his gavel.
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      As soon as Everett pulled out of the driveway this morning, I jumped into my car and did my best to tail him without being noticed. I lost him twice, once in traffic and once taking the turn off to Ashford. Lucky for me, I happened to have a feeling exactly which coffee shop he’ll be meeting his stalker in. And no sooner do I pull into the lot than I spot his car up front, and Noah’s truck, too.

      Bingo.

      It’s a hot and humid morning, despite the fact a thick cloud bank is covering the sky. August is usually a time of extreme weather around these parts, and if I’m right, it looks as if an electrical storm is brewing.

      I ditch into the coffee shop, where the fresh scent of brewed java enlivens me from the inside out, and I can’t help but smile. It was right outside these doors where I officially met Everett. I tripped over him and sent him sailing into the bushes, and our bodies connected in about a dozen intimate ways, even though we were fully clothed. He was outright annoyed with me at that point, but that didn’t stop me from following him into this very coffee shop while trying to wrangle his name out of him. All I got was Mr. Sexy, per the moniker printed on his coffee cup, and, boy, did that barista ever get it right. And later that morning, I discovered Mr. Sexy was the sitting judge presiding over my trial. My landlord had taken me to court over sheer nonsense and Everett wisely sided with me.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s voice hikes from somewhere to my left and I give both him and Everett a friendly wave as I head on over. Both men stand in my honor and I give a bright smile as I spot a woman seated with the two of them. She has wiry cinnamon hair, a smattering of freckles over the bridge of her nose, and a wavering smile. She looks about my age, late twenties, and she’s wearing a red and black checkered flannel that hangs loosely on her.

      “Well, what a surprise.” I bat my lashes, and both Noah and Everett frown over at me.

      “Lemon,” Everett says my name with a stern inflection, the kind I’ve only ever heard in the confines of one of our bedrooms—and perhaps a bubble bath a time or two. “I’m in a meeting. How about you pick up a cup of coffee on me and find a table in the back? I’ll be done in a few minutes.”

      He pulls a ten dollar bill out of his pocket, but I choose to ignore the bribery. Instead, I plunk myself down in the seat right next to him.

      “Or feel free to join us,” he says with a touch of exasperation.

      Noah sharpens his disdain with me himself as he glowers my way.

      But I choose to ignore the irate males among me and hold out a hand to the woman to my right.

      “I’m Lottie,” I say.

      Her mouth opens as if she were pleasantly surprised. “And I’m—”

      “The woman who dumped water and flour over my husband,” I finish for her because I already know exactly who she is, Brandy Fielding. “Look here, missy. I love both of these men, and if anything happens to either one of them, you’ll have me to deal with. Get it? Got it? Good. Because I have a bakery to run. So you have exactly five minutes to tell me why you think Everett can change the fate of your boyfriend.”

      “Peter didn’t do it.” She shakes her head furiously. “The whole case against him, it was wrong. It was rushed.”

      “Okay.” I pull Everett’s coffee my way and take a sip. “Fill me in on the evidence.”

      Her mouth falls open with wonder. “Are you an attorney or a detective or something?”

      “I’m a baker. But we can go with either of your versions.” I motion for her to continue.

      Brandy leans in. “Peter was at the scene of the crime, that’s true. It was late Saturday night at the Chicken Hut out in Leeds. Peter was the only customer in there, or so he thought. He said he finished his sandwich and chili fries and went to the bathroom. When he came out, he saw the manager lying over the counter with a bullet in his chest. The police stormed in within five seconds and threw him to the ground, and his life was never the same.”

      I glance to Noah and Everett. “What about the murder weapon?”

      Noah sniffs. “They found it on the floor of the restaurant. They think Peter dropped it.”

      Everett nods. “And the prosecutors built such a solid defense, the jury came back quickly with a guilty verdict.”

      Brandy scoffs over at him. “You had the power to free him.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Everett says the words slowly to her. “I took into account the circumstances and weighed it carefully. He was guilty and he deserved a harsh sentence.”

      “No.” She moans as she closes her eyes. “Don’t you see you’re wrong?”

      Her pain is palpable. Her frustration is very much on the surface. She doesn’t strike me as psychotic in the least, simply a woman desperate for someone to hear her out—and understand her side of the story—the one she firmly believes is the truth.

      “I’m sorry.” Everett reaches over and gives her hand a quick pat. “There’s nothing I can do.”

      “How about another trial?” I direct the question to her. “Or maybe his attorney can file an appeal?”

      She shakes her head. “I’ve tried it all and bankrupted myself doing it. Peter Green looked me in the eye and said he didn’t do it. He didn’t have a gun. He wasn’t even hard up for money at the time it happened. None of it makes sense.”

      “What about surveillance footage from the restaurant? Maybe outdoor cameras from the businesses across the street?”

      She glances to the table. “The Chicken Hut had one. It showed Peter was the only person in the dining room. It shows him getting up and heading toward the bathroom.”

      “The register,” Everett counters.

      She shakes her head with tears in her eyes. “I don’t know how they did it, but it’s not right. Something went very wrong that night—for both the manager and Peter.” She sniffs as she pulls her purse over her shoulder. “Thank you for your time, Judge Baxter. I guess I’ve played all my cards. I’m going to stop by and visit Peter now.”

      She starts to leave, and I motion for her to wait while I pull out my phone.

      “What’s your number?” I ask with a curt tone to my voice. I can’t help it. I’m the one who helped Everett wash that greasy lipstick of hers off his windshield.

      “Why?”

      “So I don’t have to track you down when I have questions.”

      She quickly gives it to me before leaning in.

      “Thank you so much.” Her voice trembles. “I don’t care if you bake cakes. As far as I’m concerned, you should be wearing a cape for caring. Thank you, Lottie.” She gives a tiny wave before speeding out of the coffee house.

      “Lottie.” Noah doesn’t look too impressed with my newly minted superhero status.

      “Lemon.” Everett is even less impressed than Noah.

      Noah growls over at him, “What the hell were you thinking inviting that woman out for a kaffeeklatsch?”

      “And as you witnessed, she’s harmless,” Everett shoots back. “I wouldn’t have done it if I thought she was a danger.”

      Noah shakes his head as he pulls his coffee to his lips. “You’re not a good judge of character.”

      “I am a good judge of character. I knew not to trust you, didn’t I?”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at that one.

      “All right, boys.” I narrow my eyes over at Everett. “Why is it that all roads lead back to Cormack?” I lean in. “And why is it I get the feeling she knows your deep, dark secret?”

      Everett’s lips twitch and I can tell I’ve struck a nerve.

      “Not here, Lemon.” He sighs as he pulls his coffee back to himself. “Let me get you some decaf. This is leaded. It’s not good for the baby.”

      He takes off and Noah leans in.

      “How are you feeling, Lot?” He picks up my hand and kisses it. “Is the baby still making you feel bad?”

      “I feel fine.” I glance in the direction Everett went in. “It’s Everett and his big secret that’s making me feel bad.”

      “Big secret?” Noah mumbles under his breath as he watches Everett in line. “You want me to get to the bottom of it?”

      “I want to get to the bottom of it.”

      Everett lands back at the table and slides a cup of iced coffee my way, and I quickly suck down half of it.

      “Everett,” I say as I come up for air. “Lay it on me, right now. I can’t take another minute of this.”

      His lips curl into his cheeks. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

      Noah groans. “You wish.”

      “I don’t have to wish.” Everett blinks his way before pulling my hand forward. “This isn’t the right time. We’re all headed off to work. We’ll get together soon when we all have time to process it. Maybe later this weekend.”

      “We?” Noah seems amused to be included in the equation and Everett nods.

      “That’s right. I want you there, too.” He blows out a steady breath. “And with Lemon’s delicate state, I think she’ll appreciate all the support she can get.”

      “Why am I going to need support?” Of the emotional variety, I assume. And then I remember my not so delicate state and close my eyes. “Never mind. I’ll have some news to share myself. I think you’re right. The weekend is perfect—after the filming at my mother’s place.” And that’s when I’ll break both of their hearts and let them know I’m not carrying anyone’s baby.

      But what in the world is Everett going to share?

      And does it have the power to break my heart?

      Bizzy thought so when she read Everett’s mind.

      Everett seems to think so, too.
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      After my little tête-à-tête with Noah, Everett, and poor Brandy, I kissed Everett goodbye, Noah kissed me, then Everett offered me a far juicier kiss that was sealed with a promise of far juicier things to come—then Noah declared his love for me and the child in my womb, and Everett did the same. A peal of thunder went off and a sprinkling of rain broke the membrane of the sky, and by a sheer miracle, they both insisted I get back to Honey Hollow.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is just getting through with its morning rush as I make my way through the door. A full-blown thunderstorm has erupted, and I doubt anyone will complain. The summer heat can get pretty awful around these parts.

      “Finally.” Keelie waddles in from the Honey Pot with raindrops pimpling her skin. “I just had to step outside and, boy, was it refreshing. Peach cobbler, please,” she says, taking a seat. “The whole pie, Lottie.” She gives me a stern look as if I were thinking of cheating her.

      Lily laughs. “I’ll get that for you, Keelie.”

      I follow Keelie to a table with my laptop and a cup of coffee.

      “It’s decaf,” I say, pushing it her way. “How are you feeling, Keels? Hey, you’re not working today, are you?”

      “No.” She scowls as she takes a careful sip from the coffee I just slid her way. “I just had nothing else to do. Bear wants me to stay home, watch TV, and eat bonbons, but I ran out of bonbons, so I thought I’d come here and stock up on something better.”

      Lily lands an entire peach cobbler and a few forks in front of Keelie and me as my bestie gets right to work.

      Lily takes a seat. “So, are you scared, Keelie? An entire person is about to expel from your bottom. It’s gonna hurt something awful. Have you thought about asking Bear to knock you unconscious when the first pangs of torment begin?”

      Both Keelie and I gawk at Lily in horror.

      The bell on the door chimes, and thankfully a small crowd comes in, forcing Lily back behind the counter.

      And among that crowd just so happens to be my older, adorable sister Lainey.

      “Would you get over here?” I hop up and pull out a seat for her. “You’re soaking wet. Let me get you a towel.”

      “Don’t you dare. That rain felt like heaven.” She plops down across from Keelie and takes up the spare fork on the table. “I just stopped by the library to return some books. I can’t believe I was forced to start my maternity leave early.” She stabs the cobbler as if it had a hand in the decision. “I’m bored stiff at home. All I do is wait for the baby to show up. There are only so many naps I can take, so much binge watching I can do.”

      Keelie grunts, “So much internet shopping to indulge in.” She glances my way. “That wasn’t a complaint.” She moans as she points to the cobbler. “This is some of your best work, Lottie.”

      “I agree.” Lainey gives a furtive nod. “I’ll need the recipe.” She rocks her head from side to side. “On second thought, just send me over any defects you’ve got. I don’t have the energy to bake.”

      “You bet,” I say. “But they won’t be defects. It’s nothing but the best for the two of you.” I take a seat between them and pull open my laptop.

      Keelie tries her best to look over at the screen, but her bulging belly won’t allow for it.

      “What are you looking at, Lot? I bet you’re working on a case.”

      “You would be correct. I’m actually working on two cases.”

      Lainey moans. “You mean to tell me there are two killers running around Honey Hollow? Hear that, Keelie? We picked a fine time to populate the planet.”

      Keelie fills her fork in haste. “With all the homicides taking place, we’ll need all the babies we can have just to keep Honey Hollow well-stocked with citizens.”

      “You mean victims,” Lainey whispers.

      “Okay, stop,” I say it gently to my poor paranoid sister. “Your kids are going to be just fine. And to answer your question, there’s just one killer running around. The second one was apprehended and is currently serving time. His girlfriend has been harassing Everett, so I told her I’d look into his case.”

      “Wow, Lottie,” Keelie points her fork my way, “you should really think of charging. This detective stuff could be a good little side gig for you.”

      Lainey leans in and narrows her hazel eyes over mine. “Speaking of babies, how are you feeling, Lottie? Have you seen the doctor?”

      Keelie sucks in a sharp breath. “I can’t believe I forgot all about that. I’m a terrible best friend. All I think about is me, me, me and pie, pie, pie.” She takes a hearty bite as if to punctuate her point.

      “I’m not having a baby, Keelie, and you know it. You faked that test, and both Noah and Everett have been treating me like blown glass ever since. You do realize that was a cruel, cruel thing to do.”

      Lainey shakes her head. “I’m sorry to hear it. I was really looking forward to giving you all my maternity clothes.”

      Keelie ticks her head to the side. “Who are we kidding? I think we’d better save them for her. She’s got two men on the chain. Lottie is playing fast and loose with a lot of things. Her fertility is definitely on the list.”

      “Is not,” I say, but it’s not as convincing as it should be. “Here we go,” I say, looking intently at the article in front of me. “It says here Peter Green was found guilty of robbing the Chicken Hut and sentenced to life by Judge Essex Baxter.”

      Keelie moans through a bite. “That man is harsh when he has to be. I guess it’s his job to lay down the law.”

      Lainey nods. “I bet he knows how to lay down the law in the bedroom, too. You’re really lucky, Lot. When the time comes, and you’re really expecting a baby, you’ll appreciate all of his bedtime ambitions. I’m so hot and bothered all the time, I think Forest is about to call in a pinch hitter.”

      Keelie snorts. “Same. Everett’s not for lease, is he? Asking for a friend.” She twitches her head toward my sister.

      I can’t help but laugh. “No wonder you both needed the rain to cool you off.”

      Lainey leans in. “So what have you got?”

      “It says Peter was convicted because of eyewitnesses who put him at the scene—the other workers who were in the back of the restaurant. No one actually witnessed the shooting, but the security camera has Peter as the only customer in the restaurant. They had DNA evidence from a fork and a cup, but the article only mentions that they tested the fork.” I close my laptop a moment.

      “What is it, Lot?” Keelie leans in. “I recognize that look in your eye.”

      “It’s nothing. It’s just that Brandy, the girlfriend, mentioned that Peter had a sandwich and chili fries.” I shrug. “I mean, if you’re going to have chili fries, you’re probably going to have a drink. It’s just that she didn’t mention it.” I think on it a moment. “I think I’ll ask Noah to help me review the security footage. He’s never denied me once.”

      Lainey gives a husky laugh. “That boy isn’t going to deny you a thing.”

      “Ooh!” Keelie waves her hand my way. “Ask for a platter of tacos from the Spicy Tortilla. I’ve been dying for some decent Mexican food. I’ll even give you one for the effort.”

      I make a face. “I’ll make sure they find their way to you. Right after I text Bear to pick them up. And who knows? Taco time might just lead to sexy time. You’re welcome.”

      Lainey swallows down a bite of cobbler. “You’d better text Forest, too. And then expect a call from me any day now. They say sexy time leads to baby time, and I’m not talking about how we got into this condition in the first place.”

      Meg strides in through the shared walkway that leads into the Honey Pot and stalks on over.

      “Well, if it isn’t three human incubators.”

      “Meg,” I hiss. “You know I’m not incubating anything but anger toward Carlotta for starting this rumor.”

      Meg barks out a laugh. “Enjoy the ride on the baby buggy express while you’ve got it. I hear both your boyfriend and your husband are bending over backward for you.”

      Lainey snorts. “Carlotta says you’re getting breakfast in bed with two men.”

      Keelie tosses down her fork. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Lottie, get knocked up already. What in the world is better than breakfast in bed with two men?”

      Lainey moans. “Think about it, Lottie. You’ve got a built-in pinch hitter. If I were you, I wouldn’t be so quick to toss Noah to the curb.”

      A bubbly laugh expels from behind and I turn to find Cormack Featherby standing there, in her blonde irritating eminence with a cup of coffee in hand.

      “You might be surprised to find out just who she tosses to the curb.” Cormack gives a little wink my way.

      I suck in a quick breath and stand. “What is that supposed to mean? You know Everett’s big secret, don’t you?”

      “Don’t worry, Laredo. All will be brought into the light soon enough.” She wiggles her fingers my way in lieu of a wave before heading over and taking a seat at the counter.

      Keelie pulls me in by the arm. “What secret is she talking about?”

      “I don’t know. But when Everett is ready I’m sure he’ll tell me.”

      Lainey gasps. “Everett is the one with a secret? This must be serious.”

      Meg growls, “I don’t like secrets, Lot.”

      “I’m not worried about it. In fact, the only thing I want to think about is finding whoever killed Dane Gannon. I haven’t even begun the investigation, unless you count the fact I had dinner with Ridge Porter.”

      “Ridge Porter!” Keelie, Lainey, and Meg all sing like a choir.

      “Relax.” I pat my hand through the air, telling them to keep it down. “You can all meet him. He’s filming an episode of Unsolved Mysteries Tonight at the B&B soon.”

      A round of spontaneous applause breaks out among them.

      Lainey nods over to me. “Who are the suspects for Dane’s murder? I’ve got nothing better to do. I can help with research if you want.”

      “Me too,” Keelie volunteers her services while shoveling in another bite of cobbler.

      “Let’s see. There’s Kent Noble, the guy who was helping Dane out of a pickle. I asked Ridge about it and he said it had something to do with a movie deal he wanted to back out of. Then there’s Jade Archibald, the angry ex. And there’s a woman by the name of Sammy Brewer.” I snap my fingers over at Meg and her eyes light up. “Ridge said she’s a dancer at Red Satin.”

      Meg gives a dark laugh. “She works there, but she’s not one of the dancers. She works down in the Jungle Room. In fact, she’s on tonight.”

      “Ooh.” I wiggle my fingers. “Sounds like I’m about to have one interesting night.”

      “Not without me.” Keelie tosses down her fork like a threat.

      “Or me.” Lainey warms her distended belly with her hands.

      I glance over at Meg and she offers an indifferent shrug.

      “I’ll make sure they have a steady supply of nachos while you work the Jungle Room,” she offers.

      “Sounds like a plan.” I frown over at Keelie and Lainey looking like they’re ready to pop. “Tonight’s the night.”

      Sammy Brewer, I’m meeting you in the Jungle Room.
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      Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club is located in the sweatiest, stinkiest orifice of a town that sits just below Honey Hollow, a scallywag of a place called Leeds.

      Evie is at the movies tonight, and then later she’ll be having a sleepover at Everett’s place, so I don’t have to worry about her following me down there. In an odd turn of events, back when we were still looking for Evie, a mobster named Luke Lazzari brought Evie here in an effort to turn her over to us. The reason he chose this nefarious locale is because it just so happens to be owned by his mob rival, the Canneli family. And since Jimmy Canneli was out looking for Evie, too, it was sort of an in-your-face move.

      But thankfully, I don’t see a single Canneli or Lazzari at the moment. Instead, Red Satin is saturated with men of every age and tax bracket, shape, and size, ogling the scantily clad women on stage. The place is drenched in one hue and one hue only. From the stage and the carpet to the Naugahyde chairs and booths, everything screams a sultry shade of red.

      The music is thumping, the girls are jumping, or bouncing as it were, and the men are tossing dollar bills in the air as if it were a tickertape parade. I’ve already collected sixteen dollars walking through the place and Keelie snapped up two twenties.

      No sooner do we arrive than Meg skips her way over. As much as I love having her work next door at the Honey Pot Diner, for some reason, she seems most at home right here at this horny thorny establishment. She’s never shaken what her mama gave her up on that stage, but since she’s the dance instructor—and perhaps stunt coordinator—she’s just as responsible as those scantily clad women for their naughty moneymaking moves.

      Both Lainey and Keelie waddle their way in her direction with their blooming bellies leading the charge like a couple of food-seeking missiles.

      “Lookie here, boys,” Meg howls, garnering the attention of a smattering of men. “The eight o’clock lineup has arrived.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes, but the men let out a riotous hoop as if a maternity-based strip tease wasn’t a bad idea.

      Meg and I help settle Lainey and Keelie near the back, just a few steps from the women’s restroom should nature call—and it will in precisely eight-minute intervals.

      “We made thirteen roadside stops on the way over.” A sarcastic grin freezes over my face. “And as luck, and quickly filling bladders would have it, both Keelie and Lainey are about five minutes off schedule from one another. Oh, the joys of public restrooms. I think we just experienced them all.”

      Keelie nods. “Interestingly enough, we shared tips and tricks on how to be more expedient in the effort. For instance, Lainey shared she no longer takes off her undies to do the urinary deed. She simply pulls them to the side.”

      The smile melts right off of Meg’s face.

      Lainey nods. “And Keelie shared an equally stunning yet interesting nugget. She simply straddles the toilet while standing because it’s easier than getting up and down.” Lainey high-fives Keelie. “Amen, sister, amen.”

      “Oh, the thrills of pregnancy,” I tease as I look to Meg. “Did you know they’ve both got a case of leaky boobs?”

      Lainey nods frantically. “I can beam Forest in the side of the head from a three-foot distance some mornings. My mama milk just comes squirting right out.”

      Keelie snorts before straightening in her seat. “I think I just tinkled.” She waves it off. “Oh, who the heck cares. Meg, bring on the nachos.”

      Lainey snaps her fingers. “And keep ’em coming. We’re not here to watch a bunch of naked and nimble women glide down a greased pole, you know.”

      “All right, all right.” Meg makes a face at the two of them. “Keep your udders in your shirts. Let me figure out what to do with this one”—she nods my way—“and then I’ll make sure you each get an extra helping of nacho cheese sauce.”

      The two of them hum with delight at the prospect of drowning in processed dairy. I’m with them on that one. Nachos made with regular shredded cheese are fine, but it’s the ooey gooey orange stuff that I could drink by the gallon. In fact, I’m half-moved to join them, but Dane Gannon’s investigation is in the bounds. I need to talk to Sammy and see why she smacked him that night.

      Meg starts to pull me along, but I pause to lean toward my very pregnant older sister, and bestie.

      “Don’t do anything that will make me regret bringing you along for the ride,” I say it sternly like a warning and the two of them break out into cackles.

      “Oh, Lot,” Keelie says while trying to get comfortable in her seat. “Outside of stuffing my face with nachos, the only thing I wanna do is give birth.”

      Lainey grunts in agreement. “Me too. I’m not entirely opposed to giving birth right here on the table. It would serve these men right to see the result of their naughty intentions.”

      Meg shakes her head. “I don’t know, Lainey. We’ve had a few baby bumps on stage and the men seemed to give a little extra. The dancing mamas like to call their routine the college fund.”

      “Hold off on any bright ideas,” I tell them. “I’ll host a bake sale when the scholastic time is right.”

      Meg and I take off down a darkened corridor that leads to an entire network of secret passageways. The gentlemen’s club has always been a front for far seedier dealings in the back and in the downstairs level as well. We’re talking casino, a dicey finance department, the Canneli mob headquarters, and an especially carnal club that I just so happened to be heading toward.

      “Speaking of college.” Meg turns my way and her face is lost in the shadows. All that remains is the whites of her eyes. “You have Evie to think about in just three years. But then, you’re probably not worried. Her daddy is loaded.”

      “That he is. And her grandmother could bail the country out of the trillion dollar debt.”

      Meg rumbles out a laugh. “And let’s not forget her real mother, and I’m not talking about Cressida Bentley. You’re loaded, too, Lot. And speaking of which, why haven’t you bought that rental house from your landlord yet?”

      “It’s not for sale.”

      “Everything has a price tag, Lot. Even people.” She gives a hearty wink, and I’m not certain what she means, but I give a nervous laugh as we come out on the other side of the Red Satin rabbit hole.

      It’s time to sink or swim, Sammy.

      Here’s hoping I can get the truth out of her.
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      Meg and I cruise through the underbelly of Red Satin as she leads the way through the illegal casino, then down a stairwell wallpapered in a red harlequin pattern to a lower level where the air is a smidge cooler and the thick scent of cinnamon and something masculine mingled with it hovers in the air. The walls look as if they were carved out of a single rock, giving it the appeal of a cave, and there are plants growing out of pots built into the rocky crags all around me. It truly feels as if we’ve just set foot into an exotic jungle. Moody music buzzes overhead and the lights are so dim, the only thing leading our path is a series of out of control pink and purple spotlights. The floor seems to have some sort of blue cast to it, and that helps navigate my feet from tripping.

      A spray of bright red stars glimmers before me, and in no time flat the ghost of Collette Jenner appears in all her crimson glory.

      “It’s about time you got here, Lot! Oh, I just love this place.” She skips around, spinning and laughing.

      “I figured you would,” I whisper her way. “Any luck with you know who?”

      “Kent?” Her expression grows sour. “I couldn’t get near him or his shower. But never mind that. Can we go into the passion room? Can we? Oh, the memories I made there.”

      It’s true. The Jungle Room was Collette Jenner’s old stomping grounds. The rooms themselves are themed in every shade of carnality a deprived mind could ask for. You simply tell the staff your favorite fantasy flavor and you’re all set to have the lustiest time of your life.

      “The passion room?” I ask, looking right at her, and Meg barks out a laugh.

      “I keep forgetting you’re a regular here, Lot. Speaking of regulars, you might want to turn around.”

      I spin on my heels and my eyes bulge with surprise as I see two lethally handsome men with equally disappointed expressions on their faces.

      “Lot? Are you insane?” Noah is the first to verbalize his disapproval.

      Everett steps forward, and I think about three different women gasped from behind.

      “Lemon,” he says my name harsh like a reprimand, and those same women scream with ecstasy. “You’re carrying our child.” Gasps of horror ensue, then it’s right back to dreamy sighs from the peanut gallery. “This is hardly a safe or a wholesome venue.” His voice softens as he picks up my hand and kisses that sparkler he landed on my finger.

      “How did you know to find me here?” I turn to the spook in our midst. “Collette? Did you have anything to do with this?”

      Meg scoffs. “I don’t know who Collette is, but remember me telling you that even people have a price tag? Well, you’re one of them. Or perhaps I should say I am.” She snaps her fingers in front of Noah. “Pay the piper, Fox man. I’ve got two hungry, pregnant women waiting on nachos, and if I stall much longer, it ain’t gonna be pretty.”

      Noah lands a twenty dollar bill in her palm and Everett doubles down and gives her forty.

      “What?” I squawk. “I can’t believe the two of you are paying people to rat me out.”

      Noah’s dimples dig in. “Just Meg.”

      Everett nods. “She’s our voice of reason in Leeds. Believe me, Lemon, many people would pay to have a voice of reason in Leeds.”

      “Fair enough,” I say as Meg takes off. I take up the hands of the two handsome devils who bribed their way into my presence. “Before you get all hot and bothered with me, Collette is here.”

      Collette lets out a ghostly moan. “And, boy, did I ever get hot and bothered.”

      Everett rocks back on his heels. “Some things never change.”

      Noah looks my way. “Hear that, Lot? He’s reliving a steamy memory that doesn’t involve you in it. If you stick with this guy, you’re setting yourself up with a lifetime of ghosts of girlfriends past. And God only knows how many more kids are going to walk out of the woodwork.”

      Everett steps in front of me, effectively blocking my view of Noah.

      “Hear that, Lemon? He just called your womb woodwork.” He lands a kiss to my lips. “Let’s get into one of these carnal caves and do what we’re best at.” His mouth moves over mine and my entire body responds. Oh dear God, this man really knows how to send me places.

      A hard moan comes from me. “I think we need to stay on track.” I clear my throat as I give a quick glance to Noah. “I’m here to speak with Sammy Brewer.”

      Collette gasps and claps. “Good old Sammy. She’s right over there.” She points a ghostly finger and it lights the way like a flashlight.

      “Collette.” My mouth falls open. “You know Sammy?”

      “Sure do. Just met her ten minutes ago. She must have gotten the gig after I took off for paradise. She’s the one in a hot pink wig and long metallic lashes. I heard her say the rooms were filling up fast tonight, so the three of you better scoot on up there before all the good ones are taken.”

      I twist my lips at both Everett and Noah. Collette is right. We’ll need a room for three.

      Sure enough, there’s a woman in a pink wig, long metallic eyelashes—and if my memory serves me correctly, the pink hair, silver lashes, and the frilly pink skirt, it’s all reminiscent of the last few women who I’ve run into in this den of depravity. That Halloween getup must be the dress code for this place. But to Sammy’s credit, she’s not completely topless as the others were. A pair of silver stars sit strategically placed over her chest—small diminutive stars that leave absolutely zero to the imagination but still, I appreciate the effort.

      “Room for three?” she purrs as she runs her eyes up and down Everett.

      “Yes,” Noah says as he wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Something comfortable. She needs to take a seat and relax. She’s been on her feet all day.”

      “Aww!” Collette purrs. “He’s so adoring, Lottie. Say, wasn’t he your boyfriend at the time of my death?”

      I give a little nod her way.

      Sammy purses her lips as she examines the ledger in front of her. I’ll admit, she hardly looks like the girl from the awards ceremony that night, not only because of that tinsel-based costume, but with the spastic lights robbing her of all natural color, she’s practically unrecognizable. My guess is she doesn’t recognize me either.

      She frowns. “Unfortunately, we just rented out our last ménage. But you’re in luck, if you’re up for the ritual room.”

      “Oh my stars!” Collette bucks and gasps as if someone just shot her.

      Sammy nods. “It’s a voyeur adventure, but if you don’t mind a few eyes on you, it’s a wonderful experience. It’s more or less a scripted interpretive dance.” She looks my way. “You’re the damsel in distress and one of these men will play the part of the villain while the other plays your hero.” She leans my way. “We never tell the damsel which is which. And we’ve never had a damsel complain about it either.”

      Noah tilts in. “We’ll take it. What do we do?”

      Sammy points to her left. “Dressing rooms are back there. I recommend being shirtless for the men. You can leave your ties on, your suit jacket if you must.” She nods my way. “I’ve got a few dresses you can choose from.” She nods and I follow her to the back as Noah and Everett are pointed to the room next door.

      “Have fun, Lottie!” Collette waves as she floats next to Everett. “I’m heading into the boys’ dressing room because I can. Don’t worry.” She comes shy of biting Everett’s ear. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before. But, boy, do I miss it.”

      Sammy leads me into a glorified closet and pulls out a red velvet dress with a laced-up bodice and a skirt that cuts off at the thighs.

      “I recommend wearing your purse crossbody so you won’t have to hold onto it.” She helps me quickly change into the lush accouterment and helps arrange my purse so that it’s hardly noticeable.”

      “You know, you look familiar,” I say. “Do you work for a bakery, too?” I know exactly where I’m going with this, I think.

      She blinks back, stunned, as if I struck her.

      “Where did you get that idea?”

      A small laugh trembles through me as she tightens my corset and a wheezing sound escapes me.

      “Too tight.” I fan my fingers over at her and she loosens it a notch. “Thanks.” I take a breath and feel as if I’m about to bust right out of this lacy number. I can’t help but note my bosom looks as if it’s crying to be set free. I’m bulging and blooming in all the right places, and a part of me wants to go home with this cute little number I’ve donned so I can entertain Everett with it properly.

      She fluffs my hair with her fingers. “So what’s this about a bakery?”

      “Oh right. I think it was you who handed me a cobbler at some awards ceremony a couple of night ago.”

      Sammy’s pale eyes round out as she takes in a sharp breath.

      “That was you?”

      I nod. “And the cobbler was delicious.”

      She grimaces and her face freezes that way. And, I’ll admit, she looks downright creepy in this low lighting.

      “What?” I ask, tugging my dress down. “It was good. In fact, it was the best peach cobbler I’ve ever had.”

      She bursts out laughing in that annoying way where she keeps her mouth closed and her throat is gargling from the effort.

      “Okay, so seeing that you’re still breathing, I don’t see the harm in telling you.” She blinks those metallic lashes my way. “I don’t work for any bakery. I added a little something something to that cobbler because I was intending to give it to my ex, but you sort of got in the way.” She winces. “And believe me, I felt bad about it. But I was able to slap my ex silly, so that sort of made up for the fact I wasn’t able to poison him.”

      “Poison?” My voice shrills to the ceiling. “What exactly did you adulterate my cobbler with?” I tug her close by the wrist. Nothing pulls out the ninja in me the way messing with my baked goods can.

      “Relax.” She wrangles free from my stronghold. “I laced it with psyllium—aka a laxative. I meant to lace his food with psyllium and give him the runs, but I gave it to some cobbler hungry woman instead. And since it was you, and you’re here and looking like the pink picture of health, I’m guessing it came out all right in the end.” She gives a little wink before barking out another laugh.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. No wonder I was so nauseated. No wonder I craved a toilet the way a pregnant woman craves her nachos. And speaking of which, both of my men happen to think I’m carrying their child.” I drill my finger into her chest before quickly recoiling. “Sorry. But I’m not sorry. And don’t you dare tell them I’m not with child. That’s my secret to spill.”

      An odd cackle comes from her as she navigates me back into the hall and in through a black door with the word ritual written in red letters that appear to be bleeding.

      “I like you,” she whispers. “You’re a spicy one. And the fact you have two hot men on the hook makes you my hero.”

      My eyes adjust to the darkness and I note a fog swirling in the huge room that looks like a bona fide forest. A blue glowing light comes from around the corner, giving this place an eerie feel. The air is icy and smells like thick cologne, something heavy you might smell in church, but I get the feeling nothing in here has anything in common with a house of worship—and then I see it. A large stone sits in the middle of the room with a giant bloody X through it.

      “I don’t want to lie on that stone,” I hiss.

      “Fine,” Sammy hisses back. “I’ll tie you up to the tree.”

      “Tie me to what?” I try to grapple with her, but before I know it, I’m led into the faux woods, complete with lavender sky with angry clouds and charred trees everywhere you look with crooked branches and burnt out trunks.

      Sammy binds my wrists and lands my hands over my head as she hooks me to the girthy tree in the middle of the room facing a large glass mirror that seems to be painted black. I’m guessing that’s a one-way mirror and I‘ve got an entire legion of perverts gawking over at me.

      Wonderful.

      Just when I’ve got my girls out and ready for all to see. My girl parts are strictly for Everett’s eyes. And well, I’m not sure why, but it feels right to include Noah in that equation, but his eyes can take a peek at me, too. Maybe because he just so happens to be packing heat, and I never seem to bring Ethel with me anywhere these days. She’s the Glock handgun Noah and Everett bought for me to use for my protection. Of course, Everett is packing heat, too—in a rather creative location.

      “I’ll be watching!” Sammy trills as she takes off. “Try to have fun.”

      The sound of thunder rumbles from above and a bolt of lightning fills these haunted woods as an owl coos somewhere behind me. The sound of evil laughter comes from the speakers, and the wind picks up, or at least it feels like the wind, and I can hear the sound of footsteps quickening in this direction.

      Then as if we’ve been transported into a rock concert, loud music erupts over the speakers, something head pounding and obnoxious to a fault.

      Two shadowed figures appear—I’d recognize Noah and Everett’s bodies just about anywhere, even if they are engulfed in darkness. I manage to make out the fact both are shirtless. It looks as if one has his suit jacket on. I’m guessing it’s Noah so he can hide his gun. And as they step in closer, I can see they both have dark hoods over their faces, giving them that mysterious executioner vibe.

      Is it wrong to admit that I’m slightly intrigued by this less than savory scenario?

      The music growls and roars as do the faux lightning and thunderstorm. Everett and Noah stalk my way and break out into what looks to be a genuine fistfight right in front of me. The one in the blazer dives my way and tries to untether my hands and the other quickly pushes him aside and holds out what looks like a bandana that he’s quickly twisting. Before I know it, he’s tied it over my eyes and I’m missing out on the bare-chested show.

      A warm kiss lands over my lips and it feels naughty and delicious, but in a moment that kiss is disrupted as the man with the kissable lips is snatched away from me.

      Someone caresses my cheek and dots warm kisses up my cheek to my temple. The music picks up in crescendo as a body warms my chest and those familiar lips work their way to my neck.

      And if that wasn’t titillating enough, another warm body warms me from the side as a string of soft kisses glide down my right side.

      This is far too much. This is way too far out of my comfort zone.

      I moan without ceasing as Collette Jenner chortles next to me.

      “Oh, Lottie, this is fabulous!” Her voice echoes in a way that only the supernatural can pull off.

      This is far too much like a dicey dream I’ve had on more than one occasion, and in a strange way it feels as if I’m doing just that, dreaming.

      This is impulsive, unreal, and something just this side of ecstasy.

      And it just so happens to be one dream I don’t want to wake from.

      The music stops and is quickly replaced with the low rumbling of thunder as a cool breeze emanates from my right.

      Both men have abandoned their efforts, and I can hear the distinct whispering of voices, both men and women. And if I’m not mistaken, it sounds as if a crowd just wandered in.

      Someone takes off my blindfold and I not only see Sammy wielding it like a flag, but I see about twelve people in the shadows breaking into a spontaneous applause.

      Sammy lifts a hand my way. “Let’s hear it for our damsel in distress!”

      The applause increases tenfold, and I think I just heard my name.

      “Lottie!” my mother’s voice trills as she steps out of the shadows and into my worst nightmare. “That was fantastic. You were just brilliant.”

      “Mother?” A sense of panic rises in me as I take in her odd sense of style. “Why are you dressed like a cat?”

      An elf-like creature materializes next to her. “You knocked it out of the park, Lot Lot.”

      “Oh dear God.” I moan at the elf from the biological shelf. I squint at the men nearby and the realization of who they are hits me—Wiley Fox and Mayor Nash—aka my father.

      Sammy lifts her hand to my right. “And let’s hear it for the boys!”

      The room goes wild once again in honor of Noah and Everett, twice as wild as it ever went for me.

      “Okay,” I say to the pink Pop Tart. “You can unleash me now.”

      Sammy makes a face. “I think your hero should reveal himself.”

      Both Noah and Everett dash over, and before I can demand to be set free, my hands are unbound and I’m rubbing my wrists.

      Noah and Everett take off their masks.

      “Lemon.” A dark smile twitches on Everett’s lips as he bows in to kiss me. “We’ll finish our game later. The hero and the damsel deserve to have a hot night.”

      Collette Jenner fans herself with her ghostly fingers. “I’ll be there, too. There’s no way I’m missing out on the sequel—the Ritual Part Two.”

      Noah scowls as he pulls me into a quick embrace. “Don’t listen to him, Lottie. I was the hero.”

      “Yes, well, you’ll both be my hero if you get me out of here asap,” I say as my mother and Carlotta and their disastrously dressed plus ones crowd around me.

      Wiley has on a black leather strappy number that honest to God frightens me. And Mayor Nash is dressed like one of Santa’s helpers.

      I’m not even going to ask.

      Carlotta pokes at my dress. “Great job, Lot. You look like a movie star in that getup. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were discovered.”

      “In here?” I give a quick look around at the crowd milling around. “For what? An adult movie?”

      My mother chortles. “If the blindfold fits.”

      “Mother,” I hiss. “What are the four of you doing here, anyway?”

      Mayor Nash pats his belly. “It’s my birthday.”

      Dear Lord. Of course, it is.

      “Yuppers.” Carlotta gives him a slap on the bottom and it sounded awfully fleshy, if you know what I mean.

      I make a quick oath to myself not to look south.

      “Well, Happy Birthday, Harry,” I say. “Maybe next year we can all go out for dinner. But for now, I think it’s time I leave.”

      Mom nods as she steps in close. “That was a very hot routine. Does this mean you’ve changed your mind about including Noah in on the relationship?”

      “No,” I whisper. “This is all a part of an investigation.”

      A throaty laugh evicts from her. “These little shenanigans of yours really get the men going. You should consider penning a how-to book on catching a man—or two. You’re a pro, Lottie. Oh, and Wiley can publish it for you.”

      I scowl over at the leathered and weathered version of Noah. Wiley is acting as my mother’s publisher for her romance novel and stealing just about all of her profits.

      “No thanks. I think I’ll keep my secrets to myself for now.”

      “Before I forget.” Mom pulls me close. “Ridge Porter’s production company finally reached out and they’re coming next weekend to shoot a few scenes for their finale. I can’t thank you enough for suggesting it. The B&B is finally going to land on the map.”

      Carlotta elbows her way over. “I suggested it, Toots. And don’t worry, Lot Lot. I took pictures of your little tied-to-a-tree love routine so you can relive the whole thing later. And Harry’s got a video.”

      “Lovely. Don’t you dare show those to anyone.”

      Mayor Nash steps up and chuckles. “Don’t be embarrassed. Your mothers and I were proud of your performance. Carlotta and I missed all of your school plays and talent shows and this more than made up for it.”

      Something tells me being raised by Carlotta and Harry would have led in this tawdry direction far sooner than it should have.

      I glance to the right as Wiley, Noah, and Everett break from their private conversation and make their way into our small circle.

      Wiley pats both Noah and Everett on the shoulder. “I was just telling these boys the same things. We’ve got a trio of talent before us. I bet a lot of rehearsal went into that routine, if you know what I mean.” He gives a cheesy wink my way.

      Carlotta chuckles. “I bet they practice at least once a night.”

      Everett frowns. “That was a never to be repeated performance. Nor has it ever been done before.”

      Mom waves him off. “The three of you have been gearing up for your big debut for the last two years. I’m just glad I was here to witness opening night.”

      Carlotta snickers. “And Harry and I will be around the house later to witness the wild cast party.”

      “I’m leaving now,” I say as I look to Noah and Everett. “I’ll go change my clothes.” I tick my head hard toward Sammy and they nod appreciatively as they take the hint. “Mother”—I turn back her way—“Lainey and Keelie are upstairs overdosing on nachos. Could you give them a ride home?”

      Mom nabs Wiley and whisks him to the exit without so much as a goodbye.

      Carlotta leans in. “Harry and I will head back to the ranch and leave a few mints on your pillow. I’d better find someone to open the bakery. It looks as if you’re about to have a late night.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I glance to Noah’s bare six-pack, then Everett’s slicked with sweat eight-pack. “You don’t have to get dressed if you don’t want to.”

      Collette sniffs as she points to Sammy. “There she is, Lottie. Let’s go get her.”

      I catch up with Sammy just as she’s leaving the room and navigate her back to the dressing room with me.

      I’ve never been so annoyed with a suspect as I am with this one.

      “How could you lace my cobbler with laxatives? Were you trying to kill Dane Gannon?”

      “What?” She wrangles herself free.

      Collette groans only the way the dead can. “Is it wrong for me to hope she didn’t do it? I’ve never eaten so many desserts in all my afterlife. Lottie, your cobbler truly is to die for.”

      Thank you, I mouth her way.

      Sammy grunts, “No, I didn’t kill Dane.” Her lips twitch with a smile. “But I’m not sorry things took a turn for the disastrous. There. I said it. Dane was a louse. He told me he loved me, and when push came to relationship shove, he wouldn’t be seen with me in public. He had a hand in that show Unsolved Mysteries Tonight and wouldn’t even introduce me to Ridge Porter. He said it wasn’t the right environment for me. I was an embarrassment to him because of what I do to keep my lights on.”

      Collette clucks her tongue. “My heart breaks for her. I hate that women are disregarded just because of their positions in life.”

      I feel the same.

      “Sammy, who do you think was angry enough to kill Dane?”

      “He did have a girlfriend.” She gives a long blink. “At the same time he was seeing me. She was at the awards ceremony that night. She confronted him and he denied knowing me. He actually had the nerve of accusing her of cheating on him. Or at least that was his version. And when he asked me to use the same cover, I slapped him good.”

      So that’s what I saw.

      Collette leans in. “How I miss giving a man a good swat across the cheeks. And I’m not talking about the face.”

      I choose to ignore the dead among us as I lean toward Sammy.

      “And you think Jade was angry enough to kill?” The moment that night when the contents of Jade’s purse spilled out comes back to me. I distinctly saw the butt of a gun sticking out of her handbag.

      Sammy nods. “Oh yeah. She confronted me after they had it out. She said she was so upset she could kill him.”

      “She said that?”

      Her metallic lashes lift a notch. “Yup. And you know what? I think she just may have.” She hands me a bag full of my clothes and leaves the room.

      Collette gives a deep sigh. “It’s always an angry ex, isn’t it, Lottie?

      “I don’t know. But Jade Archibald threatened to kill Dane Gannon. She had a gun with her that night. And she had a motive.”

      Jade Archibald is looking guilty as sin.

      But is she the killer?
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      Evie had a slumber party well underway at Everett’s place when we got home last night, so Everett and I found creative ways to entertain ourselves for the rest of the evening. There was a hero, a damsel in distress, and a very steamy bath involved. Suffice it to say, I’ve never felt so clean and loved in all my life.

      That little splish-splash carnal extravaganza is the precise reason I’ve been slogging my way through the morning. It was all I could do to bake hundreds of mini peach cobblers once I arrived. And just as the lunch rush begins to die down, two far too handsome demigods enter the bakery.

      “Well, well, Lottie,” Lily purrs. “If it isn’t your hero.”

      Meg came by this morning and filled Lily in on my not so private foray into adult interpretive art.

      Noah sheds a naughty grin. “That would be me.”

      Everett shakes his head. “It was me.” He winks my way and Lily sighs and swoons.

      “Okay, what gives?” I ask as I pull forth a chocolate chip cookie and hand it to Noah, and a rocky road brownie and feed it to Everett. “To what do I owe this double pleasure?”

      Lily chortles herself into a conniption. “I don’t know, but I have a feeling I’m closing the bakery tonight.”

      “Thank you.” Noah nods her way. “You’re quite intuitive, Lily.”

      “Ooh, let me guess where you’re going.” Lily holds up a finger. “Lottie says the next suspect on her list is Jade Archibald. Lottie spent all morning talking to herself, trying to figure out where Jade works. I bet the two of you are here with answers.”

      Both Noah and Everett frown my way.

      I have a feeling they both know I wasn’t talking to myself, but to the ghost of a certain vixen—who by the way is currently in my office doing a face-plant into a three-tiered banana strawberry cake I baked just for her.

      “No,” Everett says. “We don’t have the answer to that question. In fact, we’re here because we’d like to take you for a little ride, Lemon.”

      “Ooh.” Lily wiggles her shoulders. “If there are two men and one woman involved, does it still qualify as a double date?”

      “More like double disaster,” I say as I trade my apron for my purse.

      Everett, Noah, and I head out and I sit shotgun in Everett’s sedan while Noah slides into the back.

      “So what’s it going to be?” I ask as we get on the road and then it hits me. “Oh my goodness, Everett, are you going to finally share your big secret?” I bounce in my seat with a touch too much excitement, although according to Bizzy, who clearly read Everett’s mind, I have nothing to get excited about. In fact, she said this big secret of his was quite the bombshell. And, then again, I sort of have my own bombshell I’ve been keeping from the two of them.

      Everett glances at Noah in the rearview mirror. “No. Not today.” He gives my knee a quick pat. “And don’t worry, Lemon. You can hold onto your secret for now, too, if you like. I know you mentioned you wanted to give it to us over the weekend so we can process it.”

      “For sure.” I sink a little in my seat. The last thing I want to do is ruin their day by sticking a pin in their dreams of having a sweet little newborn in a few short months. “So about this little day trip? Where are the two of you whisking me away to? Honey Lake for a ride on The Lucky Lemon perhaps?” Stepping onto Everett’s yacht, let alone taking a ride on it, feels like a vacation in and of itself. “Or out for a quick bite? Although we just passed up Mangias and Wicked Wok. But I like surprises, too.”

      Noah chuckles from the back. “It’s going to be a surprise, all right, Lot. Just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      Noah was right. It is a surprise.

      The surprise they had in store?

      Prison.

      The Vermont Men’s Correctional Facility sits on a stretch of flat land just east of Ashford.

      Everett takes up my hand as we head into the behemoth facility.

      “I thought we’d pay a little visit to Peter Green this afternoon,” he says as we stride through a series of checkpoints.

      I suck in a quick breath. “Would you think less of me if I said I was more than excited?”

      Noah barks out a laugh. “You never disappoint, Lottie.”

      “That’s right, Lemon.” Everett nods in agreement. “I figured it was on your list of to-dos. I’m trying to stay ahead of the curve. Believe me, it’s not easy.”

      “It won’t get any better.” I wink his way.

      The three of us are processed and cleared to see just about anyone we please within a twenty-minute window. A surly security guard leads us over to a large bright room that has a cafeteria vibe to it, and sitting in the corner is a man in an orange jumpsuit, with pasty skin, dark red hair, and a quizzical look in his large hazel eyes.

      The air is cool inside and holds the faint scent of bleach and corndogs.

      Peter Green stands to greet us as two security guards begin to mingle behind him.

      “Judge Baxter.” He sheds an affable smile. “I can’t believe it’s really you. What’s this about? Did Brandy finally get through to you?”

      “You could say that,” I muse. “It might have been the water she threw in his face, or the message in lipstick she left on his window, or the flour she doused him with.”

      Everett’s cheek flickers as the four of us take a seat. “It was the talk we had at the coffeehouse. And I’m actually not here to see you, Peter.” He nods my way. “She is.”

      Peter shifts his focus onto me and looks twice as confused as he was before.

      “What gives?”

      “You tell me,” I say. “Start from the beginning and tell me everything.”

      Peter closes his eyes a moment. “To tell you the truth, I’d rather forget it. But why the heck not? I don’t have anything to lose.” He holds a hand out to the prison walls. “Okay.” He takes a deep breath. “It was late, eleven forty-five, they close at midnight. I ran in after working the late shift at a nearby grocery store. I bought a chicken sandwich and chili fries. As soon as I was done, I hit the restroom. When I came out, the man was dead, sprawled over the counter with a gunshot wound to the chest. Before I knew what was happening, I was sitting in front of this guy.” He nods to Everett. “And he sent me here.” The smile dissipates on his lips. My heart breaks for him, and I’m not sure why. He looks my way. “So what do you think you can do for me that my pricey legal team couldn’t?”

      I think about the scenario he just ran past us. “Peter, did you order a drink that night?”

      “Nope. I bought what I could with the change in my pocket.”

      I glance to Noah and Everett. “I think I have all I need. Noah, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to go over the video footage.”

      We take off and Everett drives us to the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.

      The three of us sit side by side as we review the security footage from that night. It’s black and white, grainy, jumpy, and overall low quality.

      “There he is.” Noah dots Peter with his finger. “He’s walking in, putting in his order. A few minutes go by and he’ll find a seat with his food.”

      We watch patiently as Peter does just that in the final normal moments of his life.

      “He doesn’t have a cup,” I point out. “In the article I read, it said they had DNA evidence from a fork and a cup, but the article only mentions that they tested the fork.”

      Everett nods. “If I remember correctly, they claimed to have done both. The fork was submitted.”

      “How is that possible?” I shake my head. “I mean, clearly it’s not there.”

      Noah shrugs. “The video is awful grainy and blinking in and out. It could still be there. His body could be blocking it. Peter may have forgotten about it.”

      Everett leans toward the laptop. “The cup appears after the shooting. Noah’s probably right. His body is probably hiding it. Peter may have forgotten to mention it.”

      We watch as Peter finishes his food and puts it back into the paper bag they gave it to him in and leaves for the restroom. The film jumps again, this time causing the camera to black out for a second. The next thing we see is Peter heading back to the register, another jump, and then a body lying over the counter.

      “Noah,” I whisper as I back the tape up to the part where Peter is finishing up his meal. “These glitches—how long of a spate of time do you think is going by?”

      He nods to the screen. “I think it was determined to be a two to four second glitch with the blackout being the longest.”

      “What if it’s not?” I rewind it to the blackout, and we watch over and over again until something pops out at me all at once. “Look at the chair,” I say, breathless. “Peter was already in the bathroom. He couldn’t have moved it.”

      One of the seats in the dining room goes from sticking out to tucking in neatly behind the table in the seeming blink of an eye.

      Everett blows out a breath. “The prosecution would have had nothing on you, Lemon.” He nods to Noah. “I think we might have new evidence.”

      “Yes,” I say enthusiastically. “I mean, someone clearly moved that seat. Yes, it could have been an employee, but it could have been the real killer.”

      Noah stares vacantly at the screen. “I guess for that matter it could have been Peter on his way to kill the night manager.”

      The footage plays on, and Everett is right. A cup appears on the floor near the table where Peter was seated, and eventually the sheriff’s department shows up and melee ensues.

      “Noah.” I shake my head as we watch them drag a bewildered Peter out the door of the Chicken Hut. “They said they checked the fork and the cup for DNA. Would you do me a favor and check the cup to see if the DNA matches Peter Green’s?” I look to Everett. “I have a gut feeling it won’t.”

      Everett’s cheek twitches. “Lemon, I’d put money on your gut feeling.”

      We finish up with the Green investigation and Noah and Everett take me across the street for a late lunch at the local steakhouse.

      We’re halfway through our meal when Noah gently lands his hand over mine.

      “Lottie, I know you’re a mother to Evie. But I just want you to know that I think you’re going to make a spectacular mother to this child as well.”

      Everett picks up my left hand, his thumb touching over my wedding ring.

      “Lemon, there are not a lot of things Noah and I agree on, but I do think he’s right about this.”

      My mouth opens to tell them both the truth. It’s not that I’m trying to keep this from them. It’s a terrible secret when you get down to it.

      Noah glances to his watch. “Would you look at that? Two hours have gone by. I’d better run back to the station. I’ve still got a lot to do on the Gannon case.” He points his finger my way. “Steer clear of this case, Lot. I’m watching you.” He gives a quick wink before nodding to Everett. “See that she stays hydrated and gets home safe.” He leans in and dots a kiss to my cheek. “My mother is actually warming up to the idea of having a grandchild, if you can believe it. I’ll try to catch you later.” He stands. “Everett.”

      “Don’t worry,” Everett calls after him. “I’ll pick up the bill.”

      “I knew you would,” Noah shoots back.

      “He’s funny.” I shrug over at Everett.

      “You’re not steering clear of the Gannon case, are you?”

      “It sounds like you know me.” A sly smile glides up my cheek.

      “Inside and out.” A dry laugh bounces from his chest. “I believe Lily mentioned Jade Archibald is next on your list.” He tips his head my way. “Don’t worry, Lemon. I’m not outing you. I’m here to help.”

      Everett drops a wad of bills onto the table and we take off into the humid, heated evening.

      Everett pulls me close and spins me under the tangerine sky as the sun still hangs high.

      “Lemon,” he whispers it hot into my ear. “I hope this baby you’re carrying is mine.” He pulls back, his blue eyes glinting like shards under the street lamp. “But if it’s not, it makes no difference to me. It’s as good as mine in my heart. I’m in this with you, no matter what.”

      I bite down on my lower lip, and I’m sure Everett thinks I’m biting down on a smile, when in reality, I’m fighting back tears.

      “I know you’re in this with me,” I whisper. “I’m your wife.”

      He closes his eyes and pulls me in tight.

      “Yes, Lemon, you are.”

      Everett is going to help me with this imaginary baby, and I feel as small as an ant.

      I push away all thoughts of my horrible secret—the one I’ll have to reveal to Noah and Everett soon enough—and put my mind back on track to catch Dane Gannon’s killer.

      Jade Archibald is a bit of a mystery herself at the moment, and that’s one mystery Everett and I are about to solve.
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      It turns out, tracking down Jade Archibald is harder than it sounds. Or more to the point, Everett and I threw in the towel after fifteen minutes and decided to spend the rest of the evening down at Honey Lake on board Everett’s ridiculously extravagant yacht, The Lucky Lemon.

      The Lucky Lemon is a fifty-four foot cruiser yacht with three exquisitely furnished staterooms. It comes with both an indoor and outdoor kitchen, but perhaps the very best feature is the full sundeck to soak in the rays and a six-person hot tub. No one is quite sure why Everett’s boating purchase went in such an extravagant direction, but I’m betting it had something to do with the fact both he and Evie are used to the finer things in life.

      Honey Lake is gleaming like a sapphire today. The sky is a pristine blue, the weather is heated, and the sunbathers have come out in full force. The air is peppered with the scent of fresh hot dogs on the grill and the delighted screams and laughter of those on the beach. Behind the lake, on the north side, sits a row of evergreens and to the left is the beginnings of Main Street.

      Everett and I get settled in the warm bubbling water of the hot tub while the boat remains docked. Everett brought some sparkling cider—no alcohol for the baby, he was quick to point out and break my heart—and a couple of champagne flutes to drink from. I, of course, packed a huge box full of goodies from the bakery before heading this way, filled with cheese Danishes dotted with fresh raspberries, an entire rainbow of macarons, double fudge brownies—which I’ve had an odd hankering for—a couple of pink glazed crullers, peanut butter chocolate chip cookies, s’mores cupcakes, a few fresh baked cinnamon rolls that are still warm to the touch, red velvet whoopie pies, lemon poppy seed muffins, donuts—my God, the donuts—and a handful of my mini peach cobblers.

      “Wow,” Everett muses. “You could feed an army with this.” His lips curve as he pulls me in and I float right into his lap. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”

      “Just twice.” I shrug before going in for a kiss. Everett’s kisses are dreamy, steamy, and downright unforgettable, each and every one. “I can’t believe you’ve had the whole day off.”

      “It happens now and again.” His cheek flinches. “And that probably means we should take advantage of it and find Jade before it’s too late. I don’t want you running around without me.”

      “Then we’ll track down Jade later for sure.” I frown as I pull a mini peach cobbler from the pastry box. “Of course, that’s too bad. I had some major plans for the two of us that would start here and end back at my place.” I give a little wink as I feed him a bite of my peach cobbler and Everett moans as if he’s never tasted food before.

      “You know how to tease me.” A dark smile twitches on his lips, his lids hood, and his eyes get that glazed look in them that typically gets the Mr. Sexy train pulling out of the station.

      “Oh, I’m no tease, Judge Baxter. You of all people should know that by now.” A thought hits me. “Hey? You wouldn’t want to shed a deep, dark secret or two, now that we’re all by our lonesome, would you?”

      Everett sighs deeply. “Would you?”

      My mouth opens and closes. Would I?

      “No.” I don’t even really need to think about it. “Not if we’re going suspect hunting—not to mention the fact you need to get a good night’s sleep before you head off for a long day at work tomorrow.”

      He turns his head slightly, keeping those cobalt flames locked over mine. “You mentioned you wanted Noah there as well?”

      “As did you,” I point out.

      “Duly noted. We’ll let sleeping dogs lie until we hit the weekend.” His lips start to hitch their way into his cheeks.

      “Judge Baxter?” I dot his nose with my fingertip. “You look as if you’re just dying to break out into a big ol’ grin.”

      “How can I not when I have a beautiful woman in my lap.”

      My cheeks heat. “You’re making me blush.” I give the scruff on his face a quick scratch. “And I’m not just any woman. I’m your wife.” I hold out that sparkler Everett blessed my finger with last month.

      “My wife,” he says it low, and if I’m not mistaken with a touch of sadness.

      His hand glides over my bare stomach and he closes his eyes a moment.

      “Lemon, I can’t believe we’re about to expand our family. You have no idea how happy that makes me.”

      Okay, that’s it. This entire Carlotta pregnancy ruse has gone on long enough. I’m not sure it’s moral to wait until the weekend. In fact, I know it’s not.

      My mouth opens to tell him the truth just as the boat begins to rock a little more than it should and the sound of footsteps quicken in this direction.

      Carlotta appears with a wide-brimmed hat on her head, wearing a cover-up and holding a floatation device in the shape of a pink flamingo. And hot on her heels is Evie, wearing a metallic one-piece that I’m pretty sure just burned my corneas with its reflection, and holding up the rear are both Noah and his dog Toby.

      “Oh good heavens,” I say as Toby charges over and stops shy of jumping into the hot tub with Everett and me.

      Carlotta dips a foot in, splashing both Everett and me in the face in the process.

      “Water’s great, kids,” she shouts. “Hop on in. I’m going to take up one of these loungers. I brought my e-reader along. Mirandy Lemonade gave me an early copy of her new book coming out this fall and, rumor has it, it’s so hot it makes the surface of the sun feel like an artic glacier.” She takes a moment to inspect Everett’s bare chest. “Woo-wee, speaking of hot stuff, I bet Mr. Sexy’s eight-pack is heating up the hot tub without any other effort.”

      “Hey? What about me?” I tease. “I’ve got on my new red string bikini.”

      Noah strips off his shirt and sinks down across from us in the water.

      “Lottie Lemon”—he gives an approving grin my way—“you are hotter than a brushfire.”

      “Thank you, I think.”

      Evie tosses a tennis ball to Toby and he catches it in his mouth.

      “I can’t believe you guys came down to the lake without me.” Evie takes a seat on the lip of the hot tub and her long legs dangle in the water. “You do realize I start school in less than three weeks. And don’t worry, Dad. You won’t have to take me back-to-school shopping for new clothes.”

      “Oh, let me!” I’m quick to volunteer my shopping services. “We can hit the Scarlet Sage Boutique, and then we can head across the street to the Busy Bee Crafts Shop and stock up on all sorts of cute notebooks and pens. I’m obsessed with back-to-school supplies. And to be truthful, I still hit up a good sale on office supplies every September.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Evie Stevie.” Carlotta is quick to counter everything I just said. “I’m the one you want to help you spend all your daddy’s money. Ask Lot Lot. I’ve been on her credit card for months. I’m a pro at it.”

      “Who let you on my credit card?” I ask with genuine confusion, but Carlotta covers her face with that large straw hat.

      Evie pulls her hair free from a ponytail and unleashes a dark river of luscious locks on either side of her shoulders.

      “No thanks, Carlotta. I’m not shopping at that boutique. Dash and I ran in a couple of days ago and couldn’t get out fast enough.” Dash was Evie’s first friend in Honey Hollow, and now they’re best friends. And it warms my heart, too. “I’ve already done most of my shopping online,” Evie is quick to tell us. “This is my first year of getting to wear normal clothes to school. It was uniforms twenty-four seven back at Ellington.” She sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag at the mention of her former boarding school—and something about hearing her retch leaves me feeling slightly ill. “And I’ve charged it all to your account, Dad, just the way you asked me to.”

      “Thank you, I think.” Everett’s brows knot up my way. “Are you okay, Lemon? You look a little green around the gills.” He pours me glass of sparkling cider, and I quickly down it.

      “Thank you,” I say, blowing out a breath. “I think it’s just the heat.”

      Carlotta spikes up in her seat. “Is the morning sickness back, Lot Lot? Quick, Mr. Sexy, put her head on your lap and massage her back. Foxy, you can tickle her feet.”

      “Carlotta,” I groan. “I could drown.”

      She ticks her head. “And that would get rid of the morning sickness.”

      Noah plucks a glazed cruller out of the bakery box behind him and hands it to me.

      “This might help.”

      “You know me well,” I say as I quickly steal a few bites as if I’ve never seen a donut before.

      “Lottie?” Noah dips in and catches my gaze. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to be a part of this. The doctor’s appointments—I want to go to each one. I want to hear the baby’s heartbeat, see the sonogram live and in person at the same time you do.”

      Everett nods. “Same here, Lemon. It doesn’t make a difference if the baby is mine or not. I want in. I’m in love with you and our child. I want you to tell me all about your cravings, how you feel, what makes you happy, what makes you sick.”

      I take a moment to glower over at Carlotta.

      Something’s making me sick, all right, and it just so happens to be the dubious rumor she started that I can’t seem to squish like a bug.

      She frowns my way. “Come on, Lot. Don’t look so glum. I was downright angry every day that I had you holing up in my tummy, and look at what a grump you turned out to be? What they say is true. How you feel determines the little monster you create.”

      “I’ve never heard that,” I grouse her way.

      Evie sighs while scratching Toby on the back. “I cannot wait to hold a real live baby. I’ve never even been close to one. All I know is that they pee, poop, and scream nonstop. And you know what? I don’t even care. Because it’s going to be as good as my baby. And I’m with you, Dad. I don’t care if this baby is Uncle Noah’s because, duh—Uncle Noah is family. This is my kid brother or sister, no matter what.” She holds out her fist and Noah bumps it with his.

      I’ll admit, it warms my heart to see them bonding.

      Noah really is family.

      I’m about to say something when Evie raises a hand.

      “Oh, and I almost totally forgot,” she adds with marked excitement. “I’m babysitting all the time. You never even need to ask.”

      “Me too!” Carlotta harps, and I shoot her a look for even egging on the effort. “What? I’ve been known to take a newborn on a field trip to the Honey Hollow Fire Department before.”

      “Field trip?” I’m almost amused at how she’s qualifying my abandonment.

      Evie waves her off. “I’m already reading books on it. And before the baby is born, I’m going to get certified in CPR. So don’t worry about missing out on any of your investigations, Mom. I’ve got your baby’s back.” She gives a hearty wink before slipping on a pair of rose gold sunglasses shaped like cat’s eyes.

      Everett looks my way. “It sounds as if we’re well taken care of in the babysitting department.”

      “I’m babysitting, too,” Noah says. “But I’m pretty sure it’s not considered babysitting if it’s your own child. Is that right, Carlotta?”

      I grunt his way, “She’s hardly an authority, Noah.”

      Carlotta grunts right back, “I haven’t lost a kid yet, Lot.” She makes a face. “So which baby daddy are you letting into the delivery room?”

      I give her a hard look for even propagating this maternity madness.

      “I’d love to be there.” Everett picks up my hand, giving the back of it a kiss, and I feed him a bite of my cruller as a reward.

      “I’d love to be there, too, Lottie.” Noah grabs a donut for himself, jelly filled with just the right amount of powdered sugar on it.

      “Of course.” I cringe at the thought of going along with this farce. “I would love to have you both present.” I think. And why is that indecisive phrase suddenly the theme of the day?

      Evie balks, “Mom isn’t doing some lame hospital delivery. She’ll have the baby in the hot tub out back at the house. She’s having a home birth. Dash’s mother did it, and Dash got to be the net girl.”

      I lean in. “What’s a net girl?”

      Evie nods. “When your body decides to treat the hot tub like a toilet, I’ll scoop up all the cra—”

      “I get it,” I say it sharp with a look that says that’s the end of that poopy conversation.

      Carlotta howls out a laugh. “Oh, have it on the yacht. I’ll have a silver spoon ready for its little mouth once you push it out of your loins and we’ll call it a billionaire day.”

      I openly glower at the woman who pushed me through her dicey loins.

      “I’m not having a home birth,” I say defiantly. “When the time comes, I’m having a hospital birth with lots and lots of drugs—and no nets.” The words stream from me like a threat. “And perhaps a steady stream of crullers just to be safe.” I take a rather angry bite of the one in my hand, but quickly succumb to the sweet, soft deliciousness that I can’t seem to get enough of.

      Noah offers a soft smile my way. “I’ll take paternity leave. The department offers it, and I’ll be right there with you for midnight feedings.”

      Everett circles his arm around my waist. “And I’m volunteering my diaper changing services. But I might need a lesson or two first.”

      Evie kicks her foot his way. “I’ll teach you, Dad. I’m getting one of those celibacy dolls they give you in school that screams and cries and wets itself, so that we’ll all be used to how annoying an infant can be by the time the baby arrives.”

      “Lovely,” I mutter, mostly to myself. “How about that Jade Archibald?” Her name sings from me brightly in an effort to steer the conversation away from all things screaming and crying, or wetting themselves.

      Babies sound like far too much work than I can ever wrap my head around. A part of me actually feels sorry for Keelie and Lainey.

      Poor things. Their lives are never going to be the same again. And I’m not sure I mean that in a good way.

      “Noah?” I blink over at him. “Do you know where we can find Jade?”

      His dimples invert as he sinks that smile right down to the waterline.

      “I can take you there tonight.”

      I look to Everett. “It sounds as if we’re adding a plus one to our date.”

      Everett scowls over at his old stepbrother. “Don’t think for a minute he plans on changing that fact.”

      Noah shoots Everett with his fingers. “Not with Lottie in the equation, I’m not—or my child.”

      I close my eyes and rest my head back over the rim of the hot tub.

      Who knew I would relish a murder investigation in hopes of getting my mind off my life?

      Jade Archibald, I’m actually looking forward to getting to know you.
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      It turns out, Jade Archibald works at the Ashford Super Lot. The night air is warm and humid and holds the slight scent of fumes from the highway next to us mingling with the burger joint next door. Cars of every shape and size are laid out over an expansive parking lot, and there’s a large blowup clown who keeps deflating and inflating as he flails in the wind, holding a sign that reads welcome to Super Lot, where we promise to accelerate you into the future!

      “See that?” Carlotta elbows me hard on the arm. “I’m going to zoom out of here so fast I won’t show up until next week.”

      “Do you promise?” I ask. I can’t help it. Carlotta insisted on coming down to the car lot where Jade works with Noah and me, citing she needs a new car.

      Noah chuckles. “Don’t worry, Carlotta. If you find the car you like, I’ll make sure you get a good deal. I’m great at haggling.”

      Everett twitches his brows my way. “Hear that, Lemon? By ditching the detective, you’ve evaded a lifetime of being haggled.”

      I giggle up at him before shrugging over at Noah.

      “He’s teasing,” I say. “And that’s very nice of you to help Carlotta get a car. Plus, that will make this entire visit legitimate, and Jade won’t suspect that we’re suspecting her one bit. So for that, I thank you, Carlotta. And I hope you zoom your way back to Honey Hollow in your new fancy ride without a single speeding ticket.” Carlotta’s old car pooped out on her recently and has spent more time in the shop than it has in my driveway, so she’s taking some of her inheritance and buying herself a bit of vehicular freedom.

      Everett slips his arm around my waist. “Noah and I have a surprise for you, Lemon.”

      “You do?” I pull back to get a better look at the two of them.

      Everett’s cheeks bounce in lieu of a smile. “You’re getting a new car tonight, too.”

      “What?” I squawk. “Oh, please. My Honda is just fine.”

      “Lot?” Noah shakes his head. “Your sedan still has the roof caved in from something that happened last fall.”

      “And I tried to fix it.” My voice hikes.

      Everett nods. “But the insurance company recommended you junk it.”

      My mouth opens and closes.

      Okay, so he has a point.

      “Well, I don’t need a new car. But if you insist, I’ll take one for a test drive.” I figure that way I can at least appease them. There’s no way I’m going home with a new car today.

      A group of three men dressed in suits stand outside the entrance to the building, all with an eager look on their face. I’m sure they’re hoping we all came separately and that we’re each in the market for two cars apiece. I hate toying with people’s emotions, and for that reason, I’m thrilled Carlotta is going to make someone’s night.

      Noah steps up to the gentlemen. “My mother here actually prefers to deal with women. Would you happen to have one on staff tonight?”

      Carlotta leans in. “I only deal with women whose names begin with the letter Jade.”

      I roll my eyes skyward.

      And in what universe did I think this was a good idea?

      The men have a good laugh on Carlotta’s behalf, and before we know it, Jade Archibald stands before us in a navy pinstriped suit. Her dark hair is pulled back into a knot at the base of her neck, and she’s wearing dark-rimmed glasses, giving her that naughty librarian vibe.

      She takes us in as a whole before doing a double take over at Noah and Everett.

      “Well, well, what can I do for the two of you?” Her eyes linger their way.

      Technically, she’s seen them before, but that night was a bit of a chaotic mess that ended in murder, so I couldn’t really blame her if she couldn’t place us.

      “Wait a minute.” She lifts a finger as her voice takes on a more serious tone. “Didn’t I meet you at that awards ceremony?”

      Everett nods. “That’s right. I believe Dane introduced us.”

      She bows her head a moment and takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry. It’s still so fresh.” She shakes her head over at us. “Dane and I—well, he was technically my ex, but we were so off and on again, I don’t think either of us knew where we stood that night. That’s exactly why I accepted his invitation. Anyway, that’s not why you’re here.” She offers a feeble smile.

      Jade is pretty with petite features, tan skin, and a pert little nose.

      Noah nods her way. “We’re sorry for your loss.”

      She hikes a brow. “Apparently, you knew him, too.”

      “Yes,” Everett says. “We went to high school with him many moons ago. He was a good guy. Always getting in over his head.”

      She huffs out a laugh. “You can say that a million times over. So, who’s here for the new ride?”

      Carlotta raises her hand straight up as if she was vying for teacher’s pet.

      “I want something good looking, comfy, and full of guts in the event I need to make a quick getaway.”

      Jade belts out another laugh. “Well, I certainly have plenty of those.”

      Noah leans in and points my way. “She’s looking for a car, too.”

      “Oh.” Jade’s eyes widen with delight. “Any requirements?”

      “Comfortable.” I shrug. My Honda is plenty comfy, but I let that little detail slide for now.

      “Very comfortable.” Everett dots a warm kiss on the top of my head. “She’s expecting.”

      Good grief.

      I scowl over at Carlotta as she titters to herself.

      Jade’s mouth rounds out. “Then hands down, you have to take one of our new minivans for a ride. I know what you’re thinking, you’re not there yet. Some people feel very strongly against them. They don’t want to be the quintessential soccer mom right off the bat, but let me tell you, they’re more comfortable than almost any other vehicle on this lot—and they drive like a car. They’re just amazing. Before you reject the idea entirely, I just ask that the two of you take a test drive.”

      “The two of us?” Carlotta looks dumbfounded by the idea. Serves her right. I hope she drives off with a school bus for all the misery she’s putting me through.

      Jade nods. “You should really drive one, too. And that way you can hold it up to other cars. And who knows? You might want one yourself. Are you the grandma-to-be?”

      Carlotta nods absentmindedly, her face vacant as if she just realized that she’s just been caught in her own baby dragnet.

      “Great,” Jade says. “Then you really might want a minivan for yourself. I mean, you’re probably going to babysit.”

      Unlikely.

      Jade shrugs. “And you could be toting around an entire group of your friends. This is a great transport vehicle. And there is tons of storage room. You could live in it if you had to.”

      I lift a finger. “She’ll take one.”

      Jade laughs. “Then let’s go for a test drive right away.”

      The five of us pile into the nearest minivan, and upon Jade’s insistence, Carlotta takes the driver’s seat and I ride shotgun. Jade takes one for the team and nestles between Noah and Everett in the second row.

      I can’t help but make a face at her.

      Carlotta fires the engine up, and soon we’re circling the lot.

      “Woo-hoo!” Carlotta belts it out with glee. “This thing moves like butter! I can’t believe how comfortable the seat is, too.” She bounces up and down.

      Carlotta’s right. This seat feels as if I’m sitting on a cloud. And my back really appreciates the lumbar support—not to mention the heady perfume of new car scent. My goodness, why do these cacophony of chemicals get me every time?

      “How about leather seats?” Everett asks, and Noah chuckles.

      “You’ll have to excuse him,” Noah insists. “He was born with an affinity for the finer things in life.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Jade says. “Our top-of-the-line model comes with every bell and whistle you could want. And the backup camera is standard on the entire fleet. But as far as leather seats go, you could go that route, but I always caution young parents against them. When they get hot, they can burn exposed skin. The cloth seats are made of top quality fabric and they repel stains just as good as leather.”

      “I’m sold on cloth,” Noah offers. “No way do I want the baby touching hot leather.”

      Everett takes a breath. “I agree. Cloth it is. Are you on board, Lemon?”

      A soft laugh fills me. “You bet.” Something feels right about all of this, something warms me right down to my soul. And for a second, I can see me driving this steely beast as the soccer mom in question.

      Carlotta gives up her post at the helm and I take it for a spin, enjoying how smooth of a ride it really is. The comfortable captain’s chair feels as if I’m driving while seated in a lounger, not to mention there are enough electric blue lights on the dashboard that make it feel as if I’m manning the space station.

      “How do you like it, Lot?” Noah calls from behind.

      “I don’t like it.” A strangled silence crops up around me. “I love it!” I squeal like a schoolgirl.

      A raucous cheer breaks out, and I drive us back to where we began our soccer mom adventure.

      We pile out and Jade starts in on the paperwork right away.

      And while Noah and Everett do their best to get the numbers to land in the right direction, with the smaller number ending up on the left-hand side, I confer with Carlotta.

      She picks up my hands and dances a little jig.

      “I’ll get green—you get red, Lot. It’ll be like Christmas every time we park side by side.”

      “Red? I don’t know. That seems a little flashy. I was thinking gray.”

      “No way, Lot. When the fog rolls in, you’ll all but disappear on the road. You can’t have that. Think of Junior.”

      “I’m thinking of you.” I pull her to the side, out of range of any roving ears. “Look where your little baby agenda landed us. We’re both going home with minivans!”

      “You’re welcome.” She makes a face at my tummy. “And if you want people to stop thinking you’re having a litter, I’d recommend scaling back on the donuts.”

      I suck in a quick breath, but before I can reprimand her for the slight, Collette Jenner appears in a spray of pink and blue stars, holding a donut.

      “It’s nice to see the dead have a sense of humor.”

      The redhead chortles. “I thought it was a nice touch.” She peers over my shoulder and tsks. “I wouldn’t leave those two men alone with that piranha. Come on, girls. We’re going in.”

      “Not me.” Carlotta cinches her purse over her shoulder. “If I’m not around, one of your baby daddies might just foot the bill for my new ride. After all, I’ll be driving Junior to and from soccer practice.”

      “Oh, you will not,” I say. “And they’re not paying for your car.”

      “Fine,” Carlotta smarts. “Call me when it’s time to cut a check. I’ll be at the vending machine.” She trots off, and Collette and I head on into the office.

      Everett pulls up a seat for me, and I land right between him and Noah.

      Jade looks up at me from over her glasses.

      “Well, I’ve got good news, Lottie. These two men saved both you and your mother a fortune. You’ve got quite the negotiators on your side.” She squints over at the two of them. “I’m sorry, which of you is her husband?”

      “That would be me.” Everett’s chest expands with pride.

      Collette grunts, “I leave him alone for one minute and he decides he’s the marrying kind.”

      “Congratulations to the two of you.” Jade sheds a quick smile our way before getting back to the paperwork at hand. “When’s the baby due? I’m sure the two of you are thrilled.”

      “Actually”—my mouth contorts—“I’m not really sure when the baby is due. I haven’t seen anyone about it yet.” Not quite true. I did see someone about it and they said it didn’t exist. A thought hits me. “And we’re not sure who the father is.” I shrug. “It could be either of these guys.”

      Her jaw comes unhinged as she inspects the three of us.

      Collette chortles up a storm. “That look on her face is priceless. You’re going to have to get used to it, Lottie. You’ll have people looking at you that way for the next nine months or so.”

      I make a face over at the perky poltergeist.

      Wait? Didn’t I already tell Collette that this baby is just a figment of Carlotta’s imagination and a case of bad gas? Oh well, there’s always later. If Keelie knew my memory was being tested, she’d swear I had what she calls baby brain. Keelie says she can’t remember anything. She walks around in a fog all day.

      “You don’t know who the father is?” Jade wrinkles her nose my way. “Really?”

      “Really.” I nod and Noah lifts his brows as if I had just amused him. “Men can be so complicated. Relationships can be so complicated. Anyway, I was with Noah first, then Everett, then Noah, and now I’m back with Everett. And well, now there’s a baby involved. I guess I wasn’t being as careful as I thought. But it’s happening and they’ve both stepped up to the plate.”

      Jade leans in. “Oh my goodness. So when will you know who the father is?”

      Noah nods. “When it’s born. I’ve looked into it.” He shrugs my way. “There is a procedure that allows you to find out before the baby arrives, but there’s a risk involved and I don’t think either Everett or I want to risk anything.”

      “Good idea,” Everett agrees. “Better safe than sorry, Lemon.” He turns to Jade. “Did you and Dane ever think about marriage or children?”

      Beautiful transition. I nod his way and give a pat to his knee to reward him.

      Jade takes a breath. “Dane was a good guy deep down. He just had a very hard time being faithful.”

      Collette bubbles with laughter. “You’re telling me. I was usually the girl he was cheating with.” She blows me a kiss as she says it.

      Wonderful. The touch of pride she infused it with was the icing on the cake.

      Noah frowns. “Lottie can commiserate. Everett is a virtual playboy.”

      Collette is right back to giggling, but I choose to ignore her ghostly titter.

      Everett looks to Noah. “Not anymore. I’m a one-woman man, and this woman is it for me. Nice try, Fox.”

      Jade laughs. “Oh, Lottie, it’s apparent they’re both very into you. If Dane was half as interested in me, I could have tolerated a lot more. Anyway, Dane always had a side girl. And this month’s flavor was Sammy something or other. She was there that night, too. I saw her slap him. She probably killed him, too, for all I know.” She glances to the floor and glowers at it. “I could have killed him.”

      “Right,” I say. “But it’s not like you could get a gun into a venue like that. I mean, they had metal detectors at the entry.”

      She shakes her head. “I heard the cops were allowed to keep their guns so long as they showed their ID. Maybe the killer faked his credentials?”

      “Or hers,” I muse. After all, the butt of a gun was sticking out of her purse when she dropped it. I spot the same blue hobo style purse sitting on the counter against the wall, and just above it is a framed picture of her and what looks to be Dane. “Hey, is that a picture of Dane?”

      She glances back. “Sure is.”

      “Would you mind if I looked at it?” I ask as I glide across the room and right through Collette.

      “Watch where you’re going, lady.” Collette glides up next to me and observes the picture as I pick up the heart-shaped frame. It’s a picture of Jade and Dane on some tropical beach. “That’s the rat.” She snorts. “But I really do think he loved me. Hey? I wouldn’t be here if he didn’t, right?”

      I give a slight nod her way and her entire countenance lights up at the thought.

      She nudges me with her elbow and I feel it. “Do you really think this girl could have pulled the trigger?”

      I shrug, pointing down at Jade’s purse.

      “You want me to look inside?”

      I point to the floor and she nods.

      “Got it. Go take a seat. I’ll make sure all heck breaks loose in less than five seconds.”

      “Would you look at this?” I say as I give the picture to Everett. “Your old friend looked as if he was having the time of his life.”

      Jade is about to say something when Collette dumps the entire contents of Jade’s purse on the floor and causes lipsticks and pens alike to scatter to the four corners of the office.

      “What in the world?” Jade bends over to start scooping things up and I land on my knees in an effort to find the murder weapon. The metallic blue butt of a gun peers out from under the desk and I quickly pick it up.

      “Ah-ha!” I say, holding it up victoriously before I grimace at the item in my hand. “What the heck is this?” Sure, it has the butt of a gun, but the barrel is much shorter than Ethel’s and something isn’t quite right about it.

      “Oh, that.” She takes it from me and pulls the trigger, causing a flame to emit from the front. “It’s just a lighter. It was my father’s. My mother gave it to me a few weeks ago and I just haven’t taken it out of my purse yet. He just passed, and having this with me, as silly as it sounds, feels as if I have a little bit of my daddy.”

      Tears come to my eyes, and I blink them away.

      “It doesn’t sound silly at all,” I say, quickly retuning all of her things to her purse before finding my way to my seat once again. “I get it. I’m sorry about your loss. You’ve really had a hard time as of late.”

      She closes her eyes a moment and nods. “I’ll power through it. Not that it’s easy, but I need to work. Life goes on, as cruel as that sounds.”

      Noah leans in. “Jade, who do you think could have done this to Dane?”

      She shudders before warming her arms with her hands.

      “I was just talking to Detective Fairbanks a few days ago.” She nods his way. “And I told her that I think maybe Kent Noble had something to do with it. Did either of you know Kent as well? He and Dane went way back.”

      Both Everett and Noah shake their heads.

      Everett tips his head. “We just met that night. What does Kent do?”

      She gives a weak laugh. “Same thing Dane did—stick his hands into too many fires. Dane owned Caper Productions, and Kent was his attorney and his investor. The three of them were always in cahoots about one project or another.”

      “Three of them?” I ask.

      “Ridge Porter as well. I’m telling you, and Dane would tell you, too, if he was here, signing Unsolved Mysteries Tonight was the best thing that had ever happened to Dane. And, of course, I’m the number one fan of the show. I’ve seen every episode at least ten times.”

      I offer a weak smile. “Which was your favorite? I’m sort of an Unsolved Mysteries Tonight junkie myself.”

      She taps a pen to her chin. “Let’s see, the biker, the home invasion, the disappearance of Alison Beamer, the disappearance of Jenika Tate, the school bus driver with the temper, the couple that went camping, the missing landlord. I guess I can’t decide.”

      “Wow,” I say. “You named them all. I guess you really are obsessed.”

      She laughs. “And you knew that I named them all. I guess you really are a junkie. I knew I liked you.”

      I laugh along with her. “Hey, they’re filming an episode this Saturday at my mother’s B&B in Honey Hollow—the only B&B in Honey Hollow. Why don’t you come out if you get a chance? I’m sure it’ll be an all-day event.”

      “Ooh! I think I will.”

      Noah gives a sly wink my way before looking to her. “Jade, where do you think I could find Kent Noble to speak to him? I have a project I’m working on and I’d love to pitch it.”

      “He lives out in Fallbrook. His house acts as his office. But since Dane died, he’s been at the Caper Productions studio out in Leeds. It’s where they do all the prep for the show and edits. They shoot the voice-overs there and some of the shots. I guess they’ll be doing a remote shoot at your mom’s B&B.” She crimps a smile my way. “They usually do that when they’re trying to jazz things up.” She looks back to Noah. “Oh, and just so you know, Kent is a night owl. They all are. So if you want to catch him, your best bet is in the evening. No one arrives at the studio before two or three, and they stay until well after midnight.”

      “Good to know. Thank you for that.” Noah nods to Everett and me.

      I guess we know what we’re doing tomorrow night.

      We wrap it up and Carlotta drives off in her Green Greased Lightning, her words not mine. And Noah and I hop into my shiny new minivan, metallic crimson. Carlotta thought it was fitting and in the end so did I.

      Everett drove us all over in his sedan, so he’s following me home. And Carlotta is just a blip on the highway in front of me. I guess she got the guts she wanted in that machine.

      Noah leans back as I take us home to Honey Hollow.

      “This is a great car, Lot. I’m thrilled for you.”

      “I agree. But you and Everett are ridiculous. I can’t believe you went in on halves.” I scoff. “And Everett paid for Carlotta’s at the last second. I won’t ever forget that.”

      Noah grunts, “I have a feeling he won’t ever let either of us forget it.” He looks my way and I can feel the weight of his stare heating up the right side of my body. “Lottie, I just want you to know I love you. I’m never going to stop, and I’m going to be there for you and the baby for as long as I’m drawing breath in my body.”

      My lips invert as my chest bucks with emotion. I can’t take this anymore.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” he whispers. “But I do have to tell you. I have a hunch that baby is mine and my hunches are rarely wrong.”

      My heart breaks just hearing it.

      I’m sorry, Noah. But your hunch is very wrong this time. This baby isn’t yours. Because there isn’t a baby.

      “Noah,” I press his name out with sadness as I prepare to tell him everything.

      “Nope.” He perks up. “I don’t want to upset you. Let’s shift gears. What do you think about Jade Archibald? Do you think she’s our killer?”

      “I don’t know. But I have an uneasy feeling about this whole case, and I can’t put my finger on why.”

      “It’s probably those creepy unsolved mysteries.”

      “I bet you’re right.”

      “How about pizza at my place sometime and we’ll take a crack at the cases and see what we come up with. I bet we solve them all. We’re a good team, Lottie.”

      I bite down over a smile as I glance his way.

      “You bet we are. But first, we’re going to crack Dane Gannon’s case wide open.”

      And then I’ll crack open both Noah’s and Everett’s hearts when I tell them the truth about this fictious baby.

      And I’ll have this minivan around forever to remind me of this debacle.

      At least it’s comfortable.
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      The very next evening, Everett, Noah, and I pile into my shiny new minivan and drive down to Leeds.

      Everett actually does the driving since that pizza we scarfed down at Mangias doesn’t seem to be sitting well with me.

      Ironically, poor Everett and Noah think it has to do with the baby and, dare I say, they were each a smidge too excited when I mentioned I was feeling off-kilter.

      Noah leans forward from the middle row.

      “I read that morning sickness, which could actually occur at any given time during the day, is a very good sign of a healthy pregnancy.”

      “You read?” A note of panic rises in me. “You’re reading books?”

      He chuckles. “You bet. In fact, don’t tell the sheriff, but I spent more than an hour looking up everything I could on the internet today. There’s just so much to learn. I don’t think nine months is long enough.”

      I cower in my seat.

      “I’m guilty of this as well.” Everett gives a wistful shake of the head. “Remember all of those baby books we bought last November?”

      I moan at the thought. “How could I forget?” Even I thought I was pregnant during that scare. I shake my head, but choose to keep my mouth shut. I’m so angry at myself for letting this farce propagate I can’t see straight. And when you get right down to it, the pizza isn’t making me sick. It’s my horrible secret. I don’t even care about Everett having a secret of his own. I’m sure it’s nothing like the matzo ball I’m holding in the air. I’m sure whatever it is, we’ll work around it. In fact, I should probably let him go first this weekend when we get to doing the big confidential reveals—right after the taping at my mother’s B&B tomorrow, or better yet Sunday.

      Everett’s secret will be a mere papercut compared to the guillotine I’m about to drop on our relationship. I’ll be lucky if Noah or Everett ever speaks to me again. Heck, I won’t be speaking to myself ever again. I’ll be too busy shoving peach cobbler into my pie hole, trying to eat away my guilt.

      Everett finally lands us in Leeds, right in front of Caper Productions Studio, and the three of us head inside.

      “Hey? Guess what?” I whisper to my two handsome bookends. “I’ve got Ethel with me.” I hold out my purse like a wing under my arm.

      Noah makes a face. “You didn’t need her tonight. I’m here.”

      “I’m here, too,” Everett adds, looking equally miffed.

      “So? I’m here. What if the two of you need to use the restroom or go out for fresh air and I’m all alone? Or what if you’re in trouble? I’ve got your back.” My soliloquy doesn’t seem to appease them. “What gives? If I don’t bring Ethel with me, you’re irritated. And now, if I do bring Ethel with me, you’re irritated.”

      Noah shrugs. “I don’t know… You’re going to be a mother. I just—it doesn’t feel right.”

      “I agree.” Everett slips an arm around my waist. “I’m sorry, Lemon. It’s just something I’ll have to get used to.”

      Not for long, I want to say, but instead, I nod to appease them.

      The studio is a cavernous warehouse made of tin that holds the scent of deep fried fast food and something metallic just beneath that—I’m guessing rust. It’s warm inside, but not stifling, and the concrete floors are slicked with dust.

      The lighting is dim and theatrical as if everywhere we looked the room was about to brighten and we’d be treated to a bona fide play. To the left, extinguished floodlights face a stool sitting in the middle of a brown drop cloth. And to the right, there looks to be a series of rooms.

      A couple of men with clipboards walk by before backtracking and Noah asks to speak with Kent.

      On the drive here tonight, Noah and Everett came up with a cover and it sounded reasonable enough to me. I guess we’re about to find out.

      Kent Noble himself appears wide-eyed as he looks our way, his mouth in a tiny O. He’s wearing a white T-shirt stretched over his distended belly, and the stubble on both his head and face looks more salt than it does pepper in this dull light.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Kent,” Noah says as we head his way. “I’m Noah Fox. This is Everett Baxter and my girlfriend, Lottie. We met at the awards ceremony.”

      “Oh right.” His brows lift, but he still looks somewhat confused.

      I can’t help but sneak a glance over at Noah. I’m sure when he introduced me as his girlfriend, it was because it felt natural and not because he was trying to slight Everett. And to be honest, it felt natural to hear it, too.

      Everett nods his way. “We were old high school buddies of Dane’s and we were just in the neighborhood meeting my wife’s sister for dinner, so we thought we’d stop by.”

      “Oh yeah, sure.” Kent looks as if the picture is coming in clear now. “Why don’t you take a look around? In fact, I’ll give you the grand tour.” He points to the area with the drop cloth. “That’s where some of the magic happens. Ridge is usually up at bat and we film most of what we call the dark spots here. That’s where he sits and narrates some of the story for the camera. And then, of course, we use the sound studio as well.” He points to the room behind him with a sign hanging on the door that reads sound room. “Ridge is here. Hey, Ridge,” he shouts, and soon enough Ridge Porter, that larger than life hottie that has the United States gripped with both his good looks and terror, sheds a giant grin my way.

      He gives a warm laugh. “Noah, Everett, Lottie. Well, to what do we owe the pleasure?” He takes up my hand and bows. “Will we see the three of you at the B&B tomorrow afternoon for the taping?”

      “You bet,” I say. “I’m catering an entire dessert menu, on the house.”

      Both men give a little cheer.

      Ridge ticks his head to the side. “More reason to come early and stay late.” He pats his belly. “I can’t wait to dig in. But the studio would love to reimburse you for your trouble.”

      “I wouldn’t hear of it. I’m just thrilled you’re taping at my mother’s B&B.”

      Ridge chuckles. “What brings you out this way tonight?”

      Everett’s chest expands as he takes a half-step forward. “I just thought I’d bring my wife and her friend out this way. Dane and I go way back.”

      Kent twists his lips as he looks to Noah. “I thought you said she was your girlfriend?”

      “Both is true.” I wince. “I’m his girlfriend and his wife.” Sort of. But then, this is no time to get into the fact I’m with Everett and holding a fake pregnancy over both their heads. “It’s a long story.”

      Both Ridge and Kent buck with a laugh.

      Kent holds up a finger my way. “But not a boring one, I bet. And I do remember something about that from the night at the awards ceremony.”

      Ridge waggles his brows. “Too bad we don’t make those kinds of movies. I’m afraid we’re into the macabre.”

      “I’ll say.” I shudder. “What drove you in this direction? Was it Dane?”

      Kent glances to Ridge. “No, it’s wasn’t Dane. But Dane did have a good eye for what the public would go for—and, boy, have they gone for it. Not to toot our own horn, but we’re eating our way up the rankings. We’ve gone international, and there’s talk of a major network spinoff.”

      “That’s fantastic,” I gush. “Too bad poor Dane wasn’t here to see it.”

      Kent bows his head. “Dane always did have lousy timing.”

      Ridge glances his way. “With women and in business. I’m telling you”—he looks to Noah and Everett—“Dane never could catch a break. Was he that way in high school, too?”

      Noah looks to Everett. “I thought he had it together. He was involved with films even back then. You couldn’t go ten steps without him recording your every move. He was one person who knew what he wanted out of life.”

      Everett twitches a smile. “Not to mention, Dane was the life of the party. It doesn’t surprise me in the least he was getting behind all the good projects. That guy never made a bad turn.”

      Kent averts his eyes. “I don’t know about that one.”

      Someone calls for Ridge in the sound room and he sighs in that direction before looking our way.

      “I’ll be back in a second.” He offers a sinister smile my way. “Don’t you go anywhere.”

      A tiny giggle rides through me and both Noah and Everett glance my way.

      Kent ticks his head in the direction of the sound studio. “Don’t tell Ridge I said so, but he’s a virtual genius when it comes to electronics. He’s not just the brawn around here; he’s the brains, too. He could rewire a ticking bomb if he needed to.”

      “That’s quite a talent.” I clear my throat. “So Kent? You think Dane made a dicey move?” I happen to know that Dane acquired a string of mystery movies from a local studio but wasn’t convinced of the quality and wanted to back out. Ridge Porter told us that himself.

      Kent nods. “Oh, he made more than a few.”

      Noah looks his way. “So what was this big pickle he was trying to get you to help him with?”

      “I’m curious, too,” Everett adds. “It was essentially the final topic of conversation we had with him. “It would be nice to know.”

      “For closure,” I add.

      Kent glances back to the sound studio where Ridge took off to.

      “There were more than a few pickles, I can assure you of that. But one of them—” He looks genuinely hesitant to finish his thought.

      I lean forward. “Did it have something to do with a string of low quality mystery movies?”

      Kent’s brows furrow as if he hadn’t the foggiest idea of what I was talking about just as Ridge steps out of the sound room.

      “Yes.” Kent gives a frenetic nod. “That’s exactly it.”

      Shoot.

      I gave him an out. I can tell by that strange expression of his something else is going on.

      Ridge offers a mournful smile. “I’m afraid Kent and I are needed to finish some dubbing work. But I guess we’ll see you all at the B&B for the taping of the finale.”

      “Yes,” I say. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world. In fact, half of Honey Hollow will be there. Everyone is so excited. Especially the women.” Both Noah and Everett look mildly amused, and yet mildly irritated all at the same time. “But not this woman.” I wince over at him. “I mean, I am, but I’m not. Am I still talking? We’d better go now. We have leftover pizza growing old in the car. And it’s a new car with new car smell. You can come and sniff it if you like. But then, that might be weird.” I cower. “I’m weird, aren’t I?”

      Ridge laughs. “You, my dear, are adorable. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Noah, Everett, and I take off and land back in my pizza-scented new car.

      “I can’t believe I botched that,” I say as I snap my seatbelt angrily. “I ruined everything by feeding him the answer. It’s clear he was going in another direction. Now we’ll never know what pickle Kent was trying to get Dane out of.”

      Noah rumbles with a dull laugh. “Don’t get down on yourself, Lot. You were doing fine. But you’re the baker and I’m—”

      “The detective,” I say, lackluster. “Noah, that man was holding back from us. And now we may never know why.”

      “Don’t worry, Lemon,” Everett says as he drives us back to Honey Hollow. “I have a feeling you’ll figure it out on your own. Having someone hold back information has never stopped you from getting to the truth. I’ve got faith in you—as both a baker and a detective.” He glances back at Noah in the rearview mirror and a sly smile flinches on his lips.

      We get back to Country Cottage Road where the three of us happen to live. Noah lived here first, and then I moved into a rental across the street. And, well, Everett wanted to be close to me so he bought the house next to mine.

      Noah kisses my cheek as he says goodnight and heads off to his place. Everett lands a wet one to my lips as we say goodnight ourselves.

      Everett’s lids hood dangerously low. “Should I come by and tuck you in?”

      My lips knot up. “You know what? My stomach is still playing topsy-turvy. I think I’m going to get some shut-eye and see if I can’t get this tummy ache to disappear before I need to open the bakery.”

      “You bet.” He dots another kiss to my lips. “I love you, Lemon. If you need anything at all, call me.”

      “You bet.” I poke him in the chest and wink.

      He takes off, and I run into my rental house.

      “Carlotta?” I call out as I scoop up Pancake and Waffles into my arms. Both of my sweet cats are far too fluffy for their own good this time of year. At this point, with all that fur, they’re more pillow than they are pet.

      “What is it?” Carlotta staggers out of the hallway holding a bottle of whiskey with a white face mask on, her hair in rollers, a ratty old pink bathrobe on, and cotton balls wedged between each of her pink painted toes. “Is it time? Are you having the baby?”

      “You wish,” I growl over at her. “I’m having an investigation. How about you and I take that Green Greased Lightning of yours out for a spin?”

      She shuffles her way over, doing her best rendition of Frankenstein’s creature.

      “Where are we going, Lot?”

      “Fallbrook. Kent Noble’s house—his office to be exact.”

      A dark laugh strums through her. “Why do I get the feeling we’re not inviting guests?”

      “I think you know me.”

      “I think I made you.” She starts plucking those cotton balls out from between her toes, and it suddenly looks as if it’s snowing in here. “I was breaking and entering long before you were a glimmer in Mayor Nash’s eyes. Face it, Lot, my affinity for burglary is in your DNA. And it only gets worse from generation to generation. I think you’ve got a felon brewing in your belly.”

      “You mention my belly again and I’m going to commit a felony before we ever leave the house.”

      “I’ll get my shoes and keys. I’ll leave my whiskey at home as a treat for when I get back. If I’m headed out with you, I’m going to need it.”

      “And I’ll leave my sanity at home.”

      I’m headed to Fallbrook.

      Noah and Everett would never approve.

      But what they don’t know won’t hurt them.

      Most of the time.
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      Green Greased Lightning is only a few hours old and has already garnered a shiny new nickname, the Greedy Green Speeding Machine.

      I’ll be the first to admit this green bullet sure does have some serious get up and go. Lucky for Carlotta and me, there’s not a soul on the highway with us.

      Carlotta was able to figure out Kent Noble’s address fairly quickly thanks to public records and the clincher was seeing the name Noble in copper lettering underneath his address right there, out in the open, on his mailbox.

      We drove a block north to a public park before we trek back on foot. The moon is just a shadow of its former self, the night is dark as navy velvet, and the air is scented with rosemary and lavender.

      “Carlotta,” I hiss as we tiptoe our way up the street. “Why did you have to put on that face mask? Your face is glowing like a full moon.”

      “Excuse me for not being on Lottie-Dottie-might-rob-a-house detail. I was getting ready for some lovin’, I’ll have you know. Harry will be stopping by in a few hours, and I was spit-shining myself for him.”

      “A few hours?” I balk. “Carlotta, it’s already eleven at night.”

      “Love knows not the season nor the hour. Don’t you read poetry? You’re acting like you were raised by wolves.”

      I pause a moment to frown over at her. “I was raised by people who imposed a strict nine o’clock curfew.”

      “I’m sorry, Lot. If I knew it’d be that hard for you, I would have dropped you off in the woods in hopes the fairies would have gotten you. Instead, you got those monsters. Who knew their last name said it all? You really did end up with a couple of lemons for parents.”

      “I did not end up with lemons.” I pause once again to glare at her. “The Lemons were good people. What am I saying? I am a Lemon. My parents are great. And I’m not even going to ask about the fairies.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t get it.” She pokes me in the side with her finger. “Only a movie buff like me understands the ugly truth about the changelings.”

      “Carlotta, a changeling is a myth propagated by the Scottish.”

      A small titter escapes her. “What do you think the fairies say about the transmundane?”

      “Nothing,” I snip. “Because they’re not real.”

      “You can take the changelings, the vampires, and the werewolves, but I won’t let you take my fairies.”

      “Fine,” I hiss. “You can have at all the fairies you like, just keep your pie hole shut until we get back in the van. We need to keep quiet or someone might wake up and call the sheriff’s department.”

      She holds up a finger, but in this murky darkness I’m not sure which one. I’m betting it’s the dicey one in the middle.

      “Hey, Lot,” she whispers as we come upon the Noble home. “Did you know nymphs are fairies? And male nymphs are the most beautiful male creatures in all existence?”

      “Stop talking about fairies,” I whisper right back as I lead us up alongside the property. “We’ll continue this conversation later.” When I have a pillow around to shove over her face—preferably one with a fairy stitched over it.

      “I just thought you of all people would want to know about the nymph men, seeing that you like to fornicate with the finest male creatures of all Honey Hollow. Back in my day, they had a name for girls like you, and it wasn’t very nice, Lottie.”

      “I’m sure you’re familiar with that name because you heard it quite a bit.”

      She pulls me back by the elbow. “You take that back. I am not a tart.”

      “Well, I’m not a tart either.”

      “Yes, you are,” she whispers as loud as she can.

      “Then you are, too!” I whisper-shout right back.

      Carlotta wraps her hands around my neck and begins to throttle me, and, like a reflex, I do the same to her. The two of us stand in the shadows of the hedges, strangling one another until we both burst out laughing at the very same time.

      “Shhh!” I mean to quiet her down, but it just morphs into choo-choo train laughter instead.

      Carlotta slaps her thigh as nothing but air comes out of her mouth she’s wheezing so hard with laughter.

      She wipes her eyes down with her pinkies. “I think I just peed my pants.”

      “That makes two of us.” I shudder. “Come on. We’d better hurry before things go from wet to worse.”

      “That’s how I know we’re related, weak Sawyer bladders.”

      We traipse our way to the back of the property, and thankfully I don’t see any signs that alert us to a home security system. Although, I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.

      The house isn’t too expansive—maybe two thousand square feet, one story, brown brick façade with a wraparound border garden.

      Carlotta gives my sleeve a tug and points to a partially open window that looks no bigger than two feet wide and one foot tall.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think I can fit.”

      “That’s what you got me for. You don’t see me noshing on donuts all day long, do you? And this is why.” She pushes a large rock underneath it and hops on up.

      “I don’t know, Carlotta. That’s an awfully small opening. Let’s check the other windows and get back to it.”

      “Nope. I’m doing it.”

      “Carlotta, I forbid it.”

      A glint of defiance lights up her eyes, and for a second, I feel bad for Grandma Nell who had to raise her, especially now that I can see what she was up against.

      Carlotta all but growls at me. “I’ve been on this planet a heck of a lot longer than you have, missy. Out of my way.” She scampers up the wall like a spider monkey, plucks off the screen, and launches half her body into the house, leaving her bottom wedged in the opening while her legs flail wildly.

      I grunt, “I knew this would end badly. Me and my big ideas. And you and your big behind.” I head over to a back porch slider and, sure enough, it’s unlocked. “Good grief.” I enter into the house to the sound of Carlotta’s desperate pleas for help. “Hello? Is anyone home?” I shout.

      Rule number one when breaking and entering: DO NOT SHOUT TO SEE IF ANYONE IS HOME!

      I’m about to exit the room when I note the wall-to-wall bookshelves, a couple of tall wooden filing cabinets, and a desk.

      “The office!” I gasp with unmitigated delight.

      Carlotta yelps so loud I’m truly concerned she just accidentally sawed herself in half. I don’t think we’re that far away from it becoming a reality, so I run down the hall and follow her screams until I hit the bathroom and find her beating the shower wall with her fists.

      “Carlotta,” I hiss. “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look okay? Sometimes I wonder about you, Lot.”

      I head over and try my hardest to pull her in, but she’s wedged in so tight she might as well be encased in concrete.

      “Oh dear Lord,” I pant. “Don’t panic.” That was more or less me talking to myself. “The office is right next door. I’ll do what I can, and then we’ll bust you out of here.” I take off and quickly text Everett.

      911! Come to Kent Noble’s house quick! Carlotta is stuck in the window!

      He texts right back. Lemon.

      The dancing ellipses start up again. Be there fast as I can. If you’re in the house, get the hell out. And I know you’re in the house.

      I certainly will get out, Judge Baxter. Just as soon as I get what I came for.

      A tiny giggle lives and dies in my chest as I text back once more.

      Bring butter.

      I traipse back into the office and a spray of tiny red stars appears as Collette Jenner materializes before me in all her hip-hugging crimson dress glory. Her hair is down in luscious auburn waves, and her lips are glossed with the same cherry hue.

      “Boo!” She blows me a kiss in the process of trying to scare the pants right off of me.

      “Boo to you. I just came from the bakery where I ate my previous weight in cobbler. Would you mind throwing in a few blueberries once in a while? I’ve been craving a variety.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Carlotta yelps for Collette, and it only incites the cobbler-laden poltergeist to giggle.

      “I’m sorry I can’t help you, Carlotta,” she trills so loud the house vibrates with her ghostly wail. “But not to worry. I have a feeling you won’t grow old while stuck in that wall. So hush up. Lottie and I have some serious investigating to do. Now, whose house are we in, and more importantly, do you think they have ice cream in the fridge?”

      I make a face at her. “Kent Noble. He seemed to be holding something back when I met him earlier at the studio and Jade mentioned this is his primary office. Let’s look around. Everett is on his way to help with the screaming banshee stuck in the bathroom wall, and I figure he’s going to zip over in a flash, so we only have minutes to find something incriminating.”

      Collette lights up the room with her dizzying display of stars—enough to light up an entire solar system—and I get right to work, taking pictures of files after files, the inside of the desk drawer, the books on the shelves, the calendar on the desk, the large plaque that reads Unsolved Mysteries Tonight Best in Entertainment Award, and just about anything I can. I’ll have to sort out all the details later.

      Collette tries to smack me on the arm, but her hand slices right through me.

      “Lottie, look at that.” She points to the floor where a small chest sits near the trash can. “I bet that’s where the evidence you’re looking for is stored.”

      I avert my eyes. “More like his girly magazines.”

      Regardless, I get on my knees to check it out.

      It stands about a foot and half tall and is just about as twice as wide. It seems to be made of weathered wood and looks as if someone plucked it right off a pirate’s ship. A rusted lock secures it shut, and I give it a wiggle and giggle but nothing exciting happens.

      “I can’t open it. It’s rusted shut,” I grunt while struggling with the lock.

      “Well, don’t just sit there, get a paperclip or something.”

      “Good idea.” I motion to the desk. “Hand it to me, would you?”

      Collette quickly retrieves a paperclip and I try my hardest to pry the dang thing open, but it won’t budge.

      Carlotta yelps and I can feel my body heat rising. I stand and kick my heel over the rusted lock three times hard and, sure enough, the entire metal clamp holding the lock on falls right off.

      Collette shrugs over at me. “That works, too.”

      “I’ll say.” I fall back to my knees and open the chest. Inside sits a plethora of items, odd things like a couple of pieces of cloth, a dark blue handkerchief or pocket square with gold triangles dotting it, and a small plastic bag with something long and stringy in it. I reach in to pluck the bag out. I shine my flashlight over it and a small scream works its way up my throat.

      “GAH! HAIR!” I howl while holding the glossy lock between my fingers. “Is it strange that I prefer corpses to human hair?”

      Collette bats it out of my hand. “That’s truly disgusting, Lottie. And I’m with you on the whole corpse thing. Come to think of it, I bet I was a beautiful corpse.”

      “You were,” I say, shrugging up at her. It’s true. I should know. I was there when Collette bit the big one.

      I quickly rifle through the rest of the things and freeze solid when I see a plastic identification badge with the smiling face of an older man that reads Gerald Watson, Wilson Township School District.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      “What is it?” Collette shrinks down to the size of a Barbie doll, until she’s standing in front of me in miniature, and it’s an unnerving sight—so much so that my stomach begins to churn once again.

      “Can you not do that weird size thing?” I ask. “I think I have enough to process already.”

      She blinks back to her regularly scheduled size, and for that both my stomach and I are grateful.

      “Look at this stuff,” I whisper as I lay out a red bandana with a silver triangular pin. “It reads Hartford Hogs. Oh, Collette, I know exactly who this belonged to—the missing biker from episode one of Unsolved Mysteries Tonight.”

      She meets my gaze and we stay locked in horror that way for a second too long.

      “And look at this,” I say. “A single gold hoop earring. An unfinished crossword puzzle. A medical badge of some sort with a nurse’s emblem. My God, Alison Beamer was a nurse.”

      A tiny pink pacifier is next and I hold my breath as I examine it.

      “Jenika,” I whisper. “The case of the missing au pair. Jenika Tate was on duty the day she went outside to take out the trash and never came back.”

      Collette makes a strangled sound that only a ghost could pull off.

      I hold up a slick piece of paper. “A pamphlet from a KOA Campground. It’s heavily wrinkled with a brown smear over it. I bet that’s blood—from the couple that disappeared camping.”

      My stomach does a hard revolution and the prospect of vomiting seems very real, but I force myself to go on.

      “And look,” I whisper. “There’s a single gold key with a keychain that reads Conner’s Coffee Shop. This could belong to the missing landlord, right? It’s a key. Yes, my God, I think that’s it.”

      Collette moans. “Oh, Lottie, I don’t like this one bit. When is Essex getting here? This place is really giving me the creeps.”

      I quickly take a dozen pictures of the sickening spoils before landing everything back where I found it.

      A beam of light shines over the room and every cell in my body freezes solid.

      “Lottie?” a familiar male voice calls out from the opened slider door.

      “Noah?” I quickly tiptoe over.

      Collette gasps. “Now you’re in trouble.”

      I frown her way before reverting my attention to Noah. “What are you doing here?”

      His eyes narrow in on mine. “Never mind what I’m doing here. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I can explain.” I spot Everett with Carlotta in his arms and wince.

      Collette Jenner whizzes by and flies right into the night sky. “I’m out of here!”

      Noah helps me out, and the four of us hightail it all the way back to the park where I spot Noah’s truck in front of Carlotta’s minivan.

      Noah and Everett hop into the van with us momentarily.

      Noah’s eyes are wild with rage. “Lottie, are you nuts? And why didn’t you call me?”

      “Because I knew you wouldn’t be thrilled.”

      Everett’s chest thumps. “I’m not so thrilled either, Lemon.”

      “All right, fine,” I say. “I won’t call either of you in the event of a catastrophe.”

      “Oh yes, you will.” Carlotta gives a frenetic nod. “Mr. Sexy here saved my hiney.”

      Everett pulls me close. “Lemon, that was dangerous. Not just for you, but for Carlotta and the baby. Please, you can’t do that again.”

      I close my eyes and nod. “I won’t have to.” I look to Noah and Everett. “I think I have a pretty good idea who could have killed Dane Gannon.”

      Noah rakes his fingers through his hair in a fit of frustration.

      “Lottie, do you realize any evidence you may have come by is now tainted? Not to mention your direct relationship to me can land both of us in hot water and let a potential killer go free? Besides, I’d need a search warrant to head in there myself, and a modicum of reasoning to get one. Let me see what I can find on Kent to make this whole thing make sense from a legal standpoint.”

      I nod without saying another word.

      God forbid Kent go free because of some foolish misstep of mine.

      I may have a pretty good idea who could have killed Dane Gannon. But I know for certain who killed seven other people.

      I think we have a serial killer on our hands.

      I just need to figure out how to stick the landing with this one and get Kent Noble locked away without locking myself away in the process.
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      Last night Collette and I curled up with my laptop and researched each of those seven cases from Unsolved Mysteries Tonight.

      And as fate and perhaps the serial killer himself would allow, it turns out, all seven of those murders and disappearances have taken place in and around Vermont primarily, with one case taking place in Connecticut and one in Maine. We don’t know for certain, but we were able to deduce the long strand of hair, which under better inspection of those photos was dark blonde and belonged to Alison, the nurse that lived in Templeton. She wore her hair long and blonde, and we were able to discern that through the unfortunate missing picture still circulating on the internet.

      I’m pretty sure the pink pacifier belonged to the au pair Jenika Tate. She was minding twin toddlers at the time, and I’m certain that’s why she had it in her pocket.

      The unfinished crossword came from the episode of the home invasion. The older gentlemen up in Scooter Springs loved them so much they found stacks of finished crosswords tucked all around the crime scene. An easy trophy for the killer to steal.

      Gerald Watson from Wilson Township School District had his nametag swiped. A bold and stupid move by the killer. The young couple who went missing, I’m betting it’s their blood on that KOA pamphlet.

      The triangular pin belonging to the Harford Hogs was confirmed to belong to the same club that missing biker belonged to, the poor soul from episode one.

      And that keychain that reads Conner’s Coffee Shop? There’s only one Conner’s Coffee Shop, and it just so happens to be located across the street from where the dead landlord in question lived.

      Collette Jenner and I just spent the last ten minutes explaining this to all the ghosts who haunt my mother’s B&B.

      It’s Saturday, the day of the big filming session at my mother’s bed and breakfast, and we’re standing in the kitchen after unloading some of the dessert platters from my van. I’ve already set up enough platters to feed an army in the conservatory, and there are still a lot of boxes of sweet treats in my van.

      The ghosts in question are all gathered around and listening intently. There are Greer Giles, a beautiful twenty-something who died about a year and a half ago, and her two-hundred-year-old boyfriend, Winslow Decker, a handsome stud with dirty blond hair who used to own a pig farm right over this land.

      And then there is their six-year-old adopted little ghoul, Lea. She’s a bit of a trauma to witness with her long, dark hair combed straight over her face, her dirty pinafore, and scuffed MaryJanes, but it’s the hatchet she wields in her hand that’s a bit unnerving. Her entire family was killed over this land and she’s come back to avenge them.

      Then there’s the ghostly family pet, a small black cat named Thirteen who once belonged to a man who tried to kill me.

      I’m not sure why these ghosts get to remain, and yet those who come back to help solve a homicide need to go back, but I’m glad this motley crew gets to stay.

      Winslow leans in as the five of us huddle in the empty kitchen of the B&B. The counters are a beautiful creamy marble and it’s stocked with top-of-the-line appliances. My mother has never been known to skimp on style or the best when it comes to modern technology.

      “Lottie”—Winslow’s voice reverberates in a ghostly manner—“that just leaves the dark cloth with the triangular gold flecks.”

      Collette lets out a throaty laugh as she floats on over to him.

      “My, my”—Collette Jenner muses as she wraps her glowing arms around him—“aren’t you just the strongest, most handsome, otherworldly detective?”

      Greer smacks her silly until Collette floats back by my side and sheds a smattering of stars off the back of her long mane in the process.

      “What’s the next episode about?” Greer’s eyes widen as she awaits my answer.

      “There isn’t one,” I say. “They’re dedicating their season finale to a recap of the other mysteries, and a tribute to Dane.”

      Collette Jenner moans. “I miss Dane. I miss men.” She frowns over at me. “Oh, Lottie, can’t you find some way to let me possess you so that Essex could take the edge off for a little while?”

      “Please,” I say. “Everett would only worsen the condition and leave you wanting more. I don’t think there’s a woman on this planet who could ever not want more.”

      “You got me there, girl.” She offers up an unenthusiastic high-five, and I take it.

      Lea growls, “You know who the killer is, Lottie. Have him arrested.”

      “I do,” I whisper, looking briefly over my shoulder as the bodies of the film crew circulate freely out in the B&B. “And I’m going to pull Noah aside and tell him just that. He had an emergency down in Ashford when I called to talk to him, but he said he’d be here in twenty minutes.”

      A blonde pokes her head into the kitchen. “She’s in here!” she screeches, and before I know it, Everett and Noah stream in. Those two handsome men bring a smile to my face. The blonde? Not so much.

      The blonde in question is Cormack Featherby, the girl these two handsome men once thought it was a good idea to war over. And now that no one is warring over her, she’s made it a point to demand Noah take her back.

      Thank God that’s never materialized. As much as I want Noah to be happy, having Cormack as a permanent fixture in his life would drive me to resort to homicide—hers. Cormack and I have never been friends, partly because a real friend would actually know my name. Cormack has made a habit of saying every name under the sun that begins with L, with the exception of my own. I have no doubt she does it just to crawl under my skin.

      “Lottie.” Noah pats his stomach while looking at the extra dessert platters I’ve lined up on the long marble island. “You’ve brought my favorite,” he says as he swipes a chocolate chip cookie and takes a bite.

      “I wouldn’t forget.” I head over just as Everett picks up a brownie.

      He holds it out as if he were toasting me with it. “And I like them all.” He takes a bite and moans. “This is the best. Well done, Lemon.”

      “So?” Cormack bounces on her heels. “Essex?” She gives a little wink his way. “How did Louise take it when you told her that she didn’t have to marry you?”

      The entire room stops breathing, all movement ceases, and all eyes—of both the living and the dead—are focused on Everett.

      “What’s that?” Noah’s head inches back, as a look of ripe anger fills his features.

      “Of course, I didn’t have to marry him,” I say, annoyed that she even had to ask. “I volunteered. And for a good cause.” I look right at my blue-eyed husband. “Helping you save your inheritance was totally worth it.”

      Everett takes a breath and his eyes close a moment too long.

      “Everett?” I take a step toward him. “What’s wrong?”

      Noah huffs, “I think what Cormack is trying to get at is the fact you didn’t have to marry him at all, Lottie. It was a ruse, wasn’t it, Everett? Did you lie to Lottie? Was this some big setup to yet again keep us apart?”

      Everett takes another deep breath, longer and filled with far more frustration than the first time.

      “Everett?” I step forward. “Is this true?”

      Collette Jenner sucks in a breath so hard and fast my hair sails in her direction.

      “Essex, you dog!” she howls with a laugh. “I would have married you with a wink and smile.”

      Everett offers a forlorn look my way. “Yes, Lemon. It’s true.”

      Cormack titters. “Oh dear. Did I just let that little tidbit fly?”

      My mouth falls open, but before I can say a single word, Noah slams Everett up against the wall and proceeds to pummel him over the face. And if I’m not mistaken, Everett doesn’t look as if he’s fighting back.

      “Noah!” I shout as I pick up the first thing I see, a broom in the corner, and begin whacking him over the back. “Stop it!” I scream as Noah indulges himself in the slugfest. “This isn’t like Everett!” I riot out the words as I knock Noah over the head in hopes to get him to relent.

      I wedge the broom between the two of them and Noah staggers back, breathless, the venom in his eyes alive and ready to distribute round two.

      “Everett?” I drop the broom and pull him forward as he winces and touches his lip with the back of his hand. He glances down to reveal a smattering of blood. “Oh my God, you’re bleeding.” I pull a dishcloth off the counter, and by the time I hand it to him, he has blood splattered down the front of his white dress shirt. “Here.” I try to dab him, but he refuses.

      “I’m okay, Lemon.” He bears those heady eyes into mine. “Are you?”

      “Yes,” I say without thinking. “I mean, I don’t believe a thing Cormack says. It’s not true, is it?”

      He winces once again, and this time I don’t think it has anything to do with the pain of that cut lip.

      Noah’s chest bucks. “See that, Lot? He’s been lying to you. He trapped you in a marriage with him in hopes to wear you down. He just couldn’t handle the fact you and I were together. This is all a part of his revenge game he initiated when I took Cormack from him all those years ago.”

      Cormack chuckles as she fans herself with her fingers.

      “Not true.” Everett’s voice is strong and curt as he glares over at his former stepbrother. “Lemon, let me explain.”

      “Yes,” I say. “Please do.”

      “I’m sorry.” A ripe sadness takes over his features. “What I said to you about my father’s will was true, or at least as I understood it to be.” He glances to Noah and offers him a hard look before continuing. “Lemon”—he wraps his arms around me loosely—“that night at my mother’s last December, less than a moment before you stepped into my view, my father’s attorney whispered that the clause was not legal. That’s all he said, that was all he needed to say, but then you stepped out looking so damn beautiful.” He lets out a hard sigh as his hands warm my arms. “I didn’t process any of it. I didn’t have time to. All I saw was you.”

      Noah steps in. “And then you married her. You didn’t stop the matrimonial presses. You didn’t hit the brakes. You accelerated and took Lottie as your wife—eight months ago!” Noah thunders out those last three words. “You kept this wedge between Lottie and me, and you were never going to tell her, were you?”

      Everett’s lips expand momentarily in a depleted smile. “That’s not true, Lemon. In the beginning, I had every intention of setting the record straight, but you were content to let the marriage ride on paper only, a mere business arrangement. And because I didn’t want you to think that I had done this by design in an effort to step between Noah and you, I had quietly begun to speak with a few friends of mine who are divorce attorneys. Just last month, I learned that because my father’s estate was still in the process of rolling out for me, the consensus was that a divorce in the middle of it might terminate my trust.”

      “Why is that?” Noah asks it curt, no mercy in his tone whatsoever.

      Everett takes a deep breath. “Because although there was no legal binding for me to marry, even though my father stipulated it so, there was a legal measure put into place should I divorce within a year of my nuptials.”

      Noah’s chest bounces with a dry laugh. “Hear that, Lot? He’s got you coming and going. You didn’t need to marry him, but now you can’t divorce him. How very convenient.”

      Everett glowers at Noah. “She can divorce me. In fact, I have the ball rolling.” Everett’s lips curve my way. “I’m sorry to spring this on you in your delicate condition. I can have this untangled in just a few weeks. It was never my intent to corner you into a marriage you didn’t want in on.”

      “You were going to divorce me because you felt bad.” My hand covers my mouth as a heavy sadness fills me. “Oh, Everett, you don’t have to do that. And wait, you were sorting through all this just last month? So it must have been on your mind when Bizzy was around to read it. No wonder she said this was a bombshell that could destroy us.”

      Everett gives a long blink. “That’s exactly what happened.”

      “Everett.” I shake my head up at him. “You said that lawyer whispered something to you just as I was walking down the aisle. And I agree with the fact you clearly didn’t have time to process it.” I suck in my bottom lip. “I’m guessing a part of you wanted it.”

      “All of me wanted it.” He swallows hard. “I’m in love with you, Lemon. That will never change.”

      Both Greer and Collette coo at his proclamation.

      “I’m in love with you, too, Everett.” My shoulders bounce. “And I don’t want to talk about divorce. Not one part of me thinks you tricked me. I think you were caught off guard, and before you knew it, you were in over your head. And now here we are.”

      Noah grunts, “Here we are indeed. Everett, you know damn well you interfered with Lottie and me, and I’ll make sure you pay.”

      “Noah.” I shake my head his way. “I would have done the same for you. Everett didn’t have a handle on it until it was all but too late. And besides, Everett didn’t ask me to marry him. He was going to marry Cressida, for Pete’s sake. I volunteered myself.”

      Noah’s cheeks flex as he sheds a dry smile. “No offense to Cressida, but he wouldn’t have gone through with it if it was her standing at the end of the aisle. The only reason he went ahead was because it was you waiting for him.” Noah clasps the back of his neck and closes his eyes a moment too long. “I bet you were stunning, Lot.” He nods over to Everett. “And you lost ahold of your good senses.” He lets out a heavy breath. “I’m not thrilled with you, Everett, but I can see how it could happen. I’d give anything if it didn’t. Because I would have proposed to her a couple months later. I was planning it for a while. Valentine’s Day.” He gives a hard sniff while looking my way. “We were strong then, too. I would like to think you would have said yes.”

      I suck in a quick breath.

      My God, I would have.

      My heart grieves for Noah, for what almost was.

      His phone buzzes and he pulls it out of his pocket and glances at it.

      “I—uh, have to run to Ashford.” He shakes his head. “It looks as if there’s been a break in Peter Green’s case.” His dimples dig in deep as he looks my way. “I know you mentioned you had something you wanted to discuss. Could it wait about an hour? I’m going to head back and speak to Ivy and see where this leaves Peter.”

      I glance out the door of the kitchen and spot Kent speaking to Ridge out by the reception counter. I think I can keep an eye out on Kent for the afternoon.

      “Yes, for sure,” I say. “I hope everything works out for Peter. Please let us know.” My eyes drift back to Everett as I give a forlorn smile. “And don’t worry about anything, Everett. Nothing changes between us. We’ll talk about all of this another time. Why don’t you get cleaned up? I have Ethel with me. I’ll be fine.” I quickly pull the small black leather backpack off the counter and strap it over my shoulders. “And please hurry back,” I tell him. “I want you here.”

      Everett nods. “I’ll be back.” He leans in and offers a tender kiss to my cheek. “I love you, Lemon. We still have a lot to talk about, but I’m glad you’re still speaking to me.”

      “Just try to get me to stop.”

      Noah steps up. “I’m glad you’re not upset, Lottie. It’s not good for the baby.” He pulls me in and dots my other cheek with a kiss as the two of them take off.

      “The real question is”—I whisper to myself—“will they be speaking to me after I spill my deep, dark secret.”

      I place my hand over my stomach absentmindedly.

      A part of me doesn’t want to speak to myself.
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      Everett’s revelation clings to my mind as I step out into the foyer of my mother’s B&B. The dark paneled walls and the thick carpeting give it all a homey appeal.

      And just as I’m about to head over to babysit Kent Noble, aka the killer, I spot a curious sight—Sammy Brewer and Jade Archibald having what looks to be an amicable conversation.

      Collette Jenner gasps as she spots them. “Oh, Lottie, I bet they’re going to exchange fists next. Although Essex didn’t throw a single punch, I think on some level he thought he deserved it.”

      I nod over to her. “I think you’re right. But that’s not true. I’m sure he felt terrible keeping this a secret for so long.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. But nothing at the moment.” I tick my head to the giggling girls as we head their way.

      “Excuse me,” I say and both Sammy and Jade turn my way. “So glad you both could make it. Is everything all right?”

      Jade takes a breath as she looks to the blonde dressed in a bright blue dress and matching heels.

      “I think we’re okay.” Jade nods. “I’m not thrilled with the past, but I’ve come to terms that it takes two to tango. Dane wasn’t all that big on monogamy. And I’m moving past it. Before I get into another relationship, I’m going to make sure the man has a track record I can approve of.”

      Sammy shrugs. “And I’m all through with being the other woman. The men always say they’re going to leave their wives or girlfriends, and I always seem to get the short end of the deal. I came by to apologize to Jade, and she actually said she thinks we can be friends.”

      Jade nods. “Sammy can use a positive influence.”

      “Couldn’t we all.” I glance to Collette Jenner when I say it, and she inches back.

      “Wait a minute.” Collette attempts to swat me. “Is that a dig at my past?”

      “What? No!” I say before landing my fingers over my lips when I realize both Sammy and Jade are looking at me, wide-eyed. “I mean—what? No, don’t tell me you haven’t made your way to the dessert spread I’ve set up in the conservatory,” I say, navigating them in that direction. “Every good friendship should begin with a tasty bite of my peach cobbler.”

      Jade laughs. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      Both she and Sammy head for the conservatory just as Carlotta and my frazzled mother jog my way.

      “Oh, Lottie, I’m so glad you’re here.” Mom does an odd little tap-dance. “Lainey was put on bedrest this morning.”

      “What?” I howl. “Is she okay? Is the baby all right?”

      “Oh yes, they’re fine.” Her blonde curls bob as she nods. “She assured me that the doctor simply wants her off her feet for a few days. They’ve been swelling severely. Anyway, she asked if I would make a quick trip with some of your sweet treats, and you know I can’t deny your sister a thing. Would you keep an eye on everything while I’m gone? I’ll only be ten minutes.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I say. “Take my bakery van.” I dig the keys out of my purse and hand them to her. “I’ve still got six full boxes of sweet treats in the back. Give her whatever you want.”

      “Ooh.” Mom shimmies her shoulders as she dangles the keys in front of Carlotta. “I’ve got the keys to the delicious kingdom. Be right back, girls.” She takes off, and Carlotta makes a face.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask this surly older version of me.

      “I asked Ridge Porter out for a date and he turned me down flat.”

      A tiny giggle rides in my throat. “Don’t feel bad, Carlotta. You still have Harry. He’s crazy about you.”

      “That’s the whole point. It’s my job to go out and find other men in order to make Harry just that, crazy. How do you think we keep the spice alive?”

      “Jealousy?”

      “Darn tootin’. It’s the secret sauce we revert to time and time again.” She cranes her neck past me. “Wait a minute. Who is the blonde that Harry is talking to?”

      I turn in time to see them sharing a laugh.

      “Excuse me, Lot. I’ve got a homicide to tend to.” She takes off just as Kent walks by.

      No problem, Carlotta. I’ve got a homicide to tend to as well.

      Collette Jenner leans her ghostly self in. “There he is. Get your gun ready to take him down.”

      “I think I’ll wait to do the big serial killer reveal until Noah gets back. But I guess it doesn’t mean I can’t have a conversation with him.”

      Collette emits a ghostly moan. “I don’t know, Lottie. I’d have the gun ready anyway.”

      “Excuse me,” I call out as Kent passes the area in the foyer where a million stagehands are prepping the lights and adjusting the spot where Ridge will stand while he looks into the camera and dissects each of his old cases for the viewers.

      Kent looks much more formal today with a suit on, a pressed white shirt, and a black tie that runs down his chest like the blade of a very sharp knife.

      “Excuse me?” I call out again as I step over to him. He’s just pulled out his phone as if he were about to make a call as he turns my way.

      “Lottie.” He sheds an easy smile.

      Collette leans in and whispers, “There is definitely a likability factor about him.”

      I try to nod discreetly.

      Collette swirls around him like a mist. “I would definitely let this tall, dark, and handsome beefcake lead me into a dark alley.”

      What beefcake, I want to ask, but bite my tongue for now.

      Although, she’s right. There is definitely something about him that makes me like him, and oddly enough, trust him, too.

      His smile widens. “What can I do for you?”

      “Uh, I was.” I hitch my thumb back toward the conservatory, unsure of how to broach any subject with this man, this killer.

      He offers a knowing smile. “If it’s regarding the fantastic desserts you’ve provided, let me tell you, I’ve already attacked.” He gives his stomach a hearty pat and laughs. “And if you must know, as soon as I finish up some work, I’m heading back in here to refuel. I think filming is going to head well into the evening. I hope your mother won’t mind the disruption.”

      “Are you kidding? She’s more than happy to have you. And I’m thrilled you’re enjoying the dessert. Please, have as much as you like.”

      “Yeah, hot stuff.” Collette coils herself around him like a snake. “Have as much as you like of me, too.”

      He shudders. “I just felt a cool breeze.”

      I shrug over at him. “My mother does have the AC pumped up all the way. It’s been a long, hot summer.”

      He ticks his head to the ceiling. “You’re telling me.”

      “I’m sorry about Dane.”

      Kent’s expression falls flat and quickly morphs to grief. “I can’t believe he’s gone. It all feels so surreal. A part of me wants to believe he’s off on vacation. It’s like it’s not possible he’s truly gone. I was just standing with the guy at that awards ceremony.”

      “It must be very difficult for you. I’m sure the sheriff’s department will track down the killer soon enough and land him behind bars, for life.” The words come out a little curter than I intended.

      Kent gives a disbelieving look as he shakes his head. “I’d like to think you’re right, but I was just talking to Detective Fairbanks. She said the security cameras malfunctioned the night of the murder. Whoever did this doesn’t plan on getting caught.”

      I lift my chin. “That must be very disheartening for you.”

      “It is.” He fiddles with his phone and holds it out for me to see. “Ridge snapped this picture of Dane, Jade, and me that night. I keep looking at it, unable to wrap my head around the fact that was the very last time I would see him alive.”

      Both Collette and I lean in to get a better look.

      There they are, Dane with his arms around both of their shoulders. Jade doesn’t look too happy about it, but Kent is grinning from ear to ear.

      “Look at that smile, Lottie,” Collette whispers as if there was a chance Kent could hear her. “This man is a lover, not a fighter. Are you sure we’ve got the right serial killer?”

      She of all people should know; she was there with me last night.

      Something in the picture catches my eye.

      “Kent, can I hold this closer?” I ask while gently taking the phone from him and expanding the screen. Dane Gannon looks back at me with that winning smile, those clear eyes that had no idea this was the last picture he would be taking. “Oh my God,” I whisper as I expand the screen further to see a navy cloth with tiny gold triangles hanging sloppily out of the pocket of Dane’s suit jacket. The mysterious cloth we found last night in that chest. It belonged to Dane.

      “Lottie!” Collette all but screams. “Do you see it?” She points down to the screen just as Kent takes the phone back.

      “Whoa.” Kent dips down in an effort to lock eyes with me. “Are you okay? I get it, this is hard to see. I shouldn’t have shown you the picture. Do you want me to get you a glass of cold water? A chair maybe?”

      “No.” I back away slowly. “Kent”—a thought comes to me, a way in which Noah can enter into Kent’s office without a search warrant—“Jade mentioned something about the fact you have a special award in your office. Noah, my boyfriend, he’s about to come back. If you tell him where it is, he could get it and bring it here. I think Ridge wanted a shot of it or something for the scene.” Okay, so that was all a bit of a stretch, but I have got to get Noah access to that sickening box of trophies Kent is harboring.

      He juts his head forward. “What office? I don’t have an office.”

      Collette shakes her head. “There’s nothing I hate more than a man trying to weasel out of the truth.”

      I nod. “Yes, you do,” I say directly to Kent. I’m half-moved to mention that I’ve been there myself. “I’m sure a man of your importance has a space to do business in—like, say, in your home?”

      He glances to the ceiling. “Nope. I don’t need one. All I’ve got is a filing cabinet in a spare closet. But I do have an office in my home, bookshelves, big desk, the whole nine yards, courtesy of Ridge Porter.”

      “Ridge decorated your office?”

      “He decorated his office. A couple of years ago he lost his lease and asked if he could rent space out of my home. And never being one to miss a dollar, I took him up on the offer.”

      Collette and I exchange a glance.

      “Kent, are you telling me you don’t use the office in your own home at all?”

      He shakes his head. “And you want to hear something?”

      I lean in with wide-eyed anticipation.

      “I’m not making it cheap for him.” He chuckles. “I’ve got that loon paying half my mortgage because of it.”

      “Why wouldn’t Ridge keep an office in his own home?”

      He waves it off. “Something to do with keeping the authorities at bay.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “The sheriff’s department?”

      Kent looks momentarily thrown for a loop.

      He leans in. “I’m pretty sure he meant the IRS.” He gives a quick wink. “I’m off to get another one of those mini peach cobblers. Tastes exactly how my mother used to make it. You’re a great baker, Lottie Lemon.” He takes off and I make a face at Collette.

      “I’m not such a hot detective, though, am I?”

      Collette huffs a dull laugh. “Are you kidding? You’re about to bust a serial killer. You’re one baker who is about to make history. Shall we go and find him?”

      I scan the room until I come upon him and nod.

      “Let’s have a chat with what could be the most notorious serial killer Vermont has ever seen.”
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      My mother’s haunted B&B is filled to capacity this afternoon and teeming with crew members from Caper Productions.

      Collette Jenner’s ghost floats up near the ceiling of the vast registration area where most of the bodies are congregating.

      “He’s headed to the library, Lottie,” she shouts and her voice echoes off the walls as if it were warranted. “Quick, call Noah.”

      I give the strap of my tiny leather backpack a tug.

      Noah is down at Ashford, but he said he’d be back soon. Everett went home to change and clean up. He shouldn’t be more than a few minutes himself. But I have Ethel with me—that has to count for something.

      I thread my way through the crowd until it thins out, and I head into my mother’s sitting room with its rows and rows of bookshelves. There’s a set of French doors that lead to a small patio out in the rear where my mother has furnished it with a wicker sofa and a small fountain and dubbed it the reading nook.

      The faint scent of a man’s cologne lights up my senses, and I follow it over to where the French doors sit open to find Ridge, tall and handsome in a jet-black suit, fiddling with his phone.

      Collette appears next to me with a sprinkling of bright red stars glittering all around her.

      “Whatever you do, don’t confront him, Lottie. He’s dangerous.”

      I nod and whisper, “I agree.”

      Ridge turns around, his eyes slightly widened with surprise as a smile curves on his lips.

      “Lottie,” he says my name with a lilt in his inflection. “I hope it’s okay that I’m out here. I usually like to take a minute to reflect and meditate before the madness ensues.”

      Collette moans. “Say goodbye and run, Lot. If I’ve learned anything, it’s don’t entertain dangerous men.”

      “No, you’re fine,” I say, stepping out into the serene landscape and taking in a breath of fresh Honey Hollow air. A wall of evergreens sits to the right and a fuchsia bougainvillea sheds its papery flowers from up against the far wall. “It’s beautiful out here. This is one of my favorite spots to just get lost in. Nature seems to be shouting its glory.” I nod to the pink climbing vine.

      “That it does,” he says. “And while I have you here, I must thank you for those delicious desserts. I’ll confess, I haven’t had many, but as soon as we wrap it up, I’m vacuuming up whatever is left.”

      “Not to worry. I have many more platters that have yet to be brought out. In fact, I’ll save one just for you. I’m a big fan of your show. Can I ask you something?”

      Collette gasps. “I knew you weren’t right in the head, Lottie Lemon. You’re going to get yourself killed out here if you keep yapping. I bet he’ll make sure you disappear and turn you into an episode of his sick show!”

      Ridge tips his head my way. “Ask anything at all.”

      “Your shows are so great. You investigate a lot of disappearances. By chance, did you know any of those people who disappeared?”

      Any trace of a smile evaporates from his face as his expression contorts to slight confusion.

      “I…”—he glances to the evergreens a moment—“why would I know them?” He casts a suspicious glance my way.

      My shoulders give a little bounce. “I seem to run into a few investigations myself, and oddly, I always somehow happen to meet the victim just before they perish.”

      His eyes narrow in on mine. A crooked grin struggles to slide up his cheek.

      “Are you confessing something to me, Lottie?”

      I shake my head. “No. Do you have something to confess?”

      His lips knot up as he tries to figure out what to make of the conversation.

      “What exactly is this about?” His voice is darker, thicker, and decidedly angrier.

      “Oh, nothing.” I blink quickly as if I were just rousing from a stupor. “I just ran into Kent and asked if you had any eight-by-ten glossies you could autograph for the guests of the B&B and he mentioned they were back at your office, something about it being at his house.”

      “Oh, that.” He belts out a light laugh. “I keep my office at his place. It was temporary in the beginning, but I’ve found it easier than renting a space.”

      A chill runs down my spine, tingling all the way to my toes. And there you have it. That box of twisted treasures doesn’t belong to Kent. It belongs to this monster before me.

      Collette gives a ghostly moan. “It’s true, Lottie! That’s his office. That must mean those are his macabre trophies.”

      My phone buzzes in my purse, and I choose to ignore it.

      “Lottie?” a male voice calls out, but I can’t tell if it’s Everett or Noah—or whether they’re out in front of the B&B or inside it.

      Collette leans in. “Don’t worry, Lottie. I’ll go get them.” She zips off as I release the strap of my backpack and unzip it with my right hand until my finger relaxes over Ethel.

      There have been a few times where my not so friendly Glock has comforted me, and this is definitely one of them.

      Now that either Everett or Noah is on their way, I feel emboldened, and there’s a pressing urgency in me not to let Ridge Porter out of my sight.

      Ridge takes a step in and latches onto my gaze.

      “I’ll make sure to have those pictures sent over first thing,” he says as his expression grows somber once again. “Lottie? Are you okay? You look a bit dazed and thrown off your game. Maybe it’s the heat?”

      “So why did you do it?” I shake my head over at this comely man, who for all practical purposes seems well-educated and well-poised. “Why did you kill Dane Gannon?”

      His eyes sharpen over mine, any trace of a friendly demeanor instantly evaporating.

      “Why would you ask me something like that? Lottie, I think you’re confused.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I think I’m just fine. The security cameras weren’t working the night of Dane Gannon’s murder. Last night when we visited you at the studio, Kent said that you were a whiz at all things electrical. He said you could defuse a bomb if you had to.”

      He chuckles at the thought. “Kent? Geez. You had me going, Lottie. Of course, Kent is going to make it sound as if I could do amazing things. I’m his boss. Sure, he puts up the capital, but I produce the goods. And just because I’m good at one thing, doesn’t mean I pulled the trigger. That’s a rather dark analogy, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know what to think. Dane said that he enlisted Kent to help him out of a pickle and you gave us a plausible scenario. But what if Dane knew the truth about your show? Dane was about to go to the police, wasn’t he, Ridge? And he was going to tell them that indeed you knew all seven victims that you’ve featured on this show—and that you’re the reason they’re missing.”

      Everything about Ridge grows dark in an instant. He glances behind me to the right and left, and I can tell he’s about to bolt.

      “I have to go.” He begins to stride right past me, and I quickly pull Ethel out of my purse and point the barrel his way.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I say as my purse dangles unnaturally over my elbow and my belongings spill out one by one. Embarrassing really. I’m sure Ivy Fairbanks would laugh if she could see me now. Noah’s partner has never really cared for me or my amateur sleuthing antics.

      “Lottie?” Ridge looks as if I’ve struck him. His hands rise slowly as he keeps his eyes on my gun. “You’re not really going to shoot me.” In one swift move he grabs ahold of my wrist as we struggle for the gun. “I’m going to shoot you,” he grunts. “And I promise it’s going to look like an accident.”

      Collette rematerializes, swimming around me frantically with her display of crimson stars.

      “I can’t find anyone, Lottie. Not even Carlotta. Now you’ve done it! Oh my God, he’s going to kill you! And then you’ll be dead, just like me.”

      “Collette,” I cry out as I try to elbow Ridge in the stomach. If his man parts were a foot closer, I’d have a knee to shove into them.

      Ridge pauses a moment. “Who the hell is Collette?”

      Collette Jenner gets right in his face and screams like a banshee, as loud as a jet engine, and Ridge howls back as if it physically caused him pain.

      “He’s touching me,” I pant. “That means he can hear you,” I shout her way.

      Ridge grabs ahold of the gun, and I can feel it slipping from my grasp. But just before he yanks it from me, I pull the trigger and a deafening clap of thunder emits from it as every bird in the evergreens up above flees for their lives.

      “You killed all of those people!” I riot in his face as I struggle to get the gun back. “You’re the reason they’re dead. I saw that horrific treasure box in your office. You’re sick! That blue handkerchief that Dane had on him the night of his murder? You kept it. That was your disgusting trophy for killing Dane Gannon.”

      His body stiffens. “You saw that? How the hell did you—”

      He snatches Ethel away before he can finish his sentence and turns the barrel at me just as I hook my foot behind his and send him stumbling backwards.

      A laugh puffs from his cheeks as he pants my way.

      “Yes, I killed Dane,” he says, pointing the working end of Ethel right at me once again. “You’re right. I did it. Dane was a snoop, just like you. He had to go. And now you do, too. I’m not all that sorry. The only thing I’m sorry about is the fact I couldn’t make you disappear. You would have made for a great season opener.”

      An explosion goes off just as a body pushes me out of the way and lands me with a certain grace and deftness over the soft summer grass.

      I look up to see Everett Baxter with his swollen lips curving up as if he were happy to see me, and to my right, Noah has a knee over Ridge Porter’s back. Ridge’s left arm is profusely bleeding. It looks as if Noah got that shot right where it needed to be.

      “Lemon”—Everett helps me up and pulls me in so tight I can feel his heart ricocheting off my chest in rhythmic detonations—“are you oaky? Is the baby okay?”

      My mouth opens and closes. “I’m okay.”

      In an instant, the entire sheriff’s department swarms the area and Ridge is being taken by deputy escort into a waiting ambulance.

      “He confessed to killing Dane,” I tell Noah as he heads our way. “And he was responsible for every unsolved mystery on his show. I have proof.”

      Detective Ivy Fairbanks steps up next to Noah, and I tell them everything that’s inside of that sickening treasure chest at the base of Ridge Porter’s desk. Of course, I don’t actually tell Ivy that I broke into his office. I’m sure she wouldn’t be as quick to turn a blind eye as Noah is.

      Ivy takes a breath. Her crimson locks are spun into a tight knot much like Collette’s.

      She nods my way. “I’ll obtain a search warrant right away for Kent Noble’s home. I don’t say this often, but impressive work, Lottie.” Her expression sours as she looks from me to Everett then Noah. “Congratulations to the three of you on the baby. That’s…a bit mindboggling for me to comprehend, but I suppose it was inevitable.” She takes off and Collette fills her void.

      “Quick,” I say. “Give me your hands. Collette is here.”

      Collette Jenner’s ghostly body begins to fade, and I suppose that as well was inevitable.

      “It looks as if I’m headed back to paradise. Too bad I couldn’t get a bite out of you, Essex, but I did have access to an entire bakery, so for that, Lottie, I thank you.” She begins to rise into the sky. “Hey?” she shouts down at us. “Do you think there’s any chance of me coming back? I knew a lot of wicked men, Lottie. This may not be the last you see of me!” She turns into a crimson blip in the sky and my heart breaks to see her go.

      “I guess that’s the end of Collette Jenner for now.” I shrug over at Noah and Everett. “Before we move one inch, I have a confession I need to make.” My chest bucks with emotion and I invert my lips in an effort to stave off tears. “Noah, Everett, I beg your forgiveness, because I should have told you earlier—heck, I did tell you earlier, but you wouldn’t believe me, and then it snowballed like nobody’s business, and then the timing never felt right. And then, before I knew it, here we are, standing right here, holding hands under a beautiful summer sky.” I take a deep breath. “And since there will never be a good time to tell you, I’m going to do it now.” I look into Noah’s forest green eyes, then into Everett heavy blue ones. “I’m not having a baby. I was never pregnant. It was a silly rumor Carlotta started that I couldn’t get away from. That night of Dane’s murder—Sammy slipped some psyllium into the peach cobbler she handed me. It was initially for Dane. I know I mentioned it, but it bears repeating. That’s the only reason I was sick. I’m so sorry.” Tears come, and this time there’s no fighting them. “I saw the excitement in both of your eyes, and it just breaks my heart to tell you the truth.”

      Noah pulls me into a strong embrace, his chest bucking against mine a moment, and I can feel his profound sense of grief.

      Someone calls for him from the crowd of deputies, and his eyes meet up with mine.

      “It’s okay, Lottie.” He sheds a mournful smile. “As long as you’re happy and healthy, that’s enough for me. I love you.” He dots a kiss onto the tip of my nose before taking off.

      Everett pulls me in and I can feel him breathing over my hair. His breath both warms me and enlivens me at the very same time.

      “Lemon”—he pulls back enough to examine my features—“I should have believed you the first time. I guess I chose what to believe. I guess I wanted this more than I realized.”

      A sorrowful smile comes to me as the events of this day, of last night at Kent Noble’s house come crashing to the forefront of my mind and my stomach begins to churn, bubbling and hot. I break free from his embrace, stagger over, and vomit into my mother’s border garden.

      I may have a thirst for justice, but that doesn’t mean it won’t make me sick.
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      The summer sky gives way to shades of tangerine and auburn as fall licks on its heels. It’s the end of August, the end of a long, hot summer, and the end of this the last Saturday of the month as we celebrate Noah’s birthday down at Honey Lake.

      It seems as if all of Honey Hollow has congregated around this mass of water as the lake glimmers navy and silver.

      Everett volunteered to grill for Noah, and Noah has insisted on helping, so the two of them have been hovering over the community grills here at the lake as they cook mounds of steak, hot dogs, and hamburgers for any and everyone who would have them.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery has provided all of the sweet treats for today’s festivities. And seeing that I’ve invited the entire sheriff’s department, I’m glad that I spent the entire last week baking up a storm to make sure we were well-stocked on all of Noah’s favorite desserts. There are cookies, brownies, eclairs, cream puffs, muffins, macarons, dozens and dozens of Noah’s favorite chocolate chips cookies, and a cake, too—but it’s not just any cake. I took a page out of my recipe book from last year and built a towering cake comprised solely of donuts—made exclusively with luscious glazed confections in every shape, size, and color. Suffice it to say, the sheriff’s department got a good chuckle out of that one.

      Noah heads my way, along with Mom and Wiley, Noah’s look-alike father, and I can’t help but frown a little at the man holding my mother as if she were about to float away.

      “Oh, Lottie!” Mom trills. “Everything is perfect. And it’s all your fault I’ve blown my diet.”

      Wiley nods in agreement. “I’ve eaten an entire pan of peanut butter chocolate brownies all by my lonesome.” He slaps his stomach just as Noah’s brother, Alex, crops up.

      “It’s true.” Alex nudges his father with his elbow. “I watched him do it.” He shakes his head over at his brother. “Another year older, and none the wiser. I heard Lottie here busted not one case but two.”

      Noah gives a wistful tick of the head. “Actually, it was nine. And because of it, Peter Green is a free man.”

      It’s true. It turns out, the cup had someone else’s DNA on it—the real killer’s. And that security camera glitch was identified as being a lot longer than a few seconds. The receipts at the register were reexamined, and low and behold there was a single order placed just seconds before that night manager died—and it was for an extra-large soda.

      Mom shudders. “And to think they found all of those bodies buried right there on Ridge Porter’s property.”

      Noah sighs. “And we wouldn’t have found a single one if it wasn’t for Lottie.”

      “I didn’t know where the bodies were buried. I just so happened to stumble upon that treasure chest of grisly souvenirs. Ridge disclosed where the bodies were buried.” I pin my gaze on Noah. “A certain homicide detective winnowed it out of him during intense interrogations.”

      A light round of applause breaks out just before Mom and Wiley head over to the dessert table with Alex leading the charge.

      Everett comes over and wraps his arms around me for a moment as I bury my face in his strong chest that holds the scent of the man I love.

      “Everything all right?” He nods to Noah. “I heard a heroes applause.”

      Before Noah can respond, both Suze, Noah’s mother, and Eliza, Everett’s mother, land before us.

      Suze lifts her chin and her short blonde hair bounces over her eyes.

      “Of course, my son is a hero.” She reaches over and gives him a quick pinch to his cheek. “And he’s untethered from you.” She narrows her eyes my way. Suze is a walking-talking sourpuss, if ever there was one, and I’ve made it a sport of holding my tongue around her. “I hear your womb is barren. Although, I’m certain it won’t be for long. Eliza”—she flits her gaze to her old friend—“it looks as if the reproductive ball is in your son’s court.”

      Eliza belts out a laugh. Her dark hair is slicked back into a French twist and her lips are glossed a cheery shade of crimson.

      “I would accept whatever the heavens give me. Lottie, you are my official daughter-in-law. I don’t have any problem welcoming a baby Baxter into this world.”

      Everett glances my way. I could feel him grow rigid when she mentioned that daughter-in-law thing.

      “Actually”—Everett starts—“about the marriage—”

      I give his chest a quick scratch, cutting him off.

      “We’re working on it.” I shrug up at him. “It’s been a bit of a challenge, but I think everything will turn out just fine.”

      Everett closes his eyes a moment, a smile curving on his lips.

      “Thank you, Lemon.” He dots a kiss to my cheek before nodding my way. “It will work out just fine.”

      Evie runs by with Toby as she and her friends make a mad dash for the dessert tent. The sun has just set and the sky is quickly turning a brilliant shade of navy.

      Suze sighs. “Come, Eliza, before the teenagers pick over the chocolate chip cookies.”

      They take off and I can’t help but giggle. “I see where you get it, Noah.”

      We’re about to join them just as a couple of adorable mamas-to-be waddle their way up along with my sister, Meg.

      “Did we miss it?” Lainey says, pressing her hands into her back as her stomach distends like a bullet in front of her.

      Keelie moans. “Don’t tell me I hauled myself all the way to Honey Lake, only to find there are no more of your delicious donuts. You don’t know what a craving I’ve had for one of those things, Lottie. I’ve been battling indigestion all day, and I just know your donuts are the cure for it. And if they’re not available, I may never forgive you for this.”

      A laugh trembles out of me. “There are plenty up there.”

      Meg grunts as she squints over at the dessert tent, “That might as well be a mile for these two. I’ll hop over and make up a plate.”

      “A plate?” Lainey harps. “Make it a platter, lady!”

      Keelie wrinkles her nose over at Noah and Everett. “So you guys really got the memo about Lottie’s lazy ovaries?”

      I make a face. “My ovaries are not lazy. And thankfully, they’re not crazy either.”

      “That’s right.” Lainey pats her stomach. “You really dodged a baby bullet. This pregnancy stuff is no joke.”

      Everett sighs as he starts to take off. “Let me get you ladies a seat.”

      “Ooh”—Lainey calls after him—“make it a tall seat! If I get anywhere near the ground, it might take the entire fire department to get me back up!”

      “Speaking of the fire department,” I say. “Where are Forest and Bear?”

      “Work.” Lainey shrugs.

      Keelie shrugs as well. “Bear is working, too. He’s putting the finishing touches on the bassinet he made for the baby. And he’d better hurry. My due date was a few days ago.”

      Lainey laughs. “Mine was a week and a half ago.” She jumps a bit. “Oh, shoot. I gotta tinkle. I see Mom up by the bathrooms. I’ll have her pull me along so I can get there quicker.” She takes off, waddling like a penguin, and we share a laugh on her behalf.

      Keelie gives a hard groan. “Oh no!” She looks down at her pretty pink dress as a whoosh of liquid lands at her feet.

      “Oh, Keelie, that’s okay!” My mind reels as I take off the cardigan I have wrapped around my waist and give it to her. “Nobody expects you to hold it. You’ve got a whole baby sitting on your bladder.”

      “Lottie?” Her voice hikes a notch. “I didn’t tinkle. I think my water just broke.”

      Noah and I spring right up as we help her make her way down the sand.

      “I’ll text Bear to meet us at the hospital!” I shout as I do just that.

      “Lottie!” Keelie wails. “Something’s wrong! I feel pressure. I think I need to push!”

      “No, no!” I scream right back. “Don’t do that. We need to get you to the hospital. It’s only a few minutes away. Just hold it in or something.”

      A horrible groan comes from my sweet best friend as she sinks to her knees.

      “Lottie”—Noah thunders—“lay that cardigan onto the ground and I’ll set her over it.”

      I do as I’m told and Keelie lands on her elbows in the sand as she begins to pant and howl up a storm.

      “I see a blanket a few feet away,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      My feet move swiftly like a gazelle in flight because that blanket just so happens to feel a mile away at the moment.

      Everett heads this way with a chair in each arm, and I wave for him to hurry with a marked sense of urgency.

      “Keelie’s having her baby!”

      “What?” He helps me snap up the blanket and we make a mad dash back to where we see Noah holding a writhing little being just as the tiny creature lets out the bleat of a cry.

      “Keelie!” I drop next to her and pick up her hand. “You did it!”

      “Noah did it,” she whimpers as she struggles to look at the tiny babe wriggling in Noah’s hands. “What is it, Noah? Do I have a son or a daughter?”

      Noah holds up the precious little lamb. “It’s a boy!”

      We let out a cheer as Everett whips off his shirt and wraps the sweet angel in it before laying him over his mother’s chest.

      The wail of an ambulance sears through the night as a crowd swells around us.

      Soon enough, Keelie is taken on a gurney, and I ride in the ambulance with her and her sweet baby boy—who has his mama’s eyebrows and cute bowtie lips, his daddy’s pointy ears and ornery growl, and I fall more in love with him by the minute.

      Once we arrive, Keelie and the baby are met with a frantic Bear, who is elated to have a son to call his own, and I watch as the three of them are taken behind a set of metal doors.

      “Lemon.”

      I turn to find Everett and Noah helping Lainey this way, and by their side are my mother and Meg.

      “Lottie!” Mom calls to me, frantic. “I can’t get ahold of Forest. Oh, Lottie, Lainey is having contractions, and they’re very close. She’s having the baby! It’s finally time!”

      It all happens so fast.

      Lainey is whisked upstairs, and my mother and sister and I are right there by her side. Forest arrives, skidding into the labor and delivery room in a panic, and several hours later, Lainey and Forest are holding a tiny pink bundle in their arms. It’s happy tears all around as we take turns holding my shiny new niece.

      She’s light as a feather, as pink as a rose, and I’m mesmerized by her beauty.

      Everett and Noah come in, looking a bit bedraggled from sleeping out in the waiting area, and admire the sweet little angel themselves. Carlotta is here as well. She said Evie gagged at the thought of seeing all the blood and gore but promised to come by tomorrow.

      Mom takes the tiny babe from me and she can’t take her eyes off of her tiny little granddaughter.

      “Don’t keep us in suspense, Lainey,” Mom all but whispers. “What are the two of you going to name her?”

      Meg sniffs back tears. “Spill it, Forest. I know you two have been keeping it a secret for weeks now.”

      Lainey looks up at Forest and nods.

      “We’ve decided to name her after both of our fathers. We figured those names would work well for either gender.”

      Mom gags. “So Joseph Oliver Donovan?”

      Carlotta straightens. “Okay then. Hello, little Joseph.” She makes a face. “Well, what are you waiting for?” she chides the rest of us. “Go on. Try it on for size.”

      A collective, albeit out of rhythm, hello, little Joseph circles the room, and to be honest, it’s not sitting well with any of us.

      Lainey and Forest burst out in laughter as Lainey wipes the tears from her eyes.

      “All right, so we’re going to jazz it up a bit.” Lainey wiggles her fingers and my mother lands the baby in my sister’s arms. “Her name is Josephina Olivia Donovan.” She offers a sly smile our way. “And we’re going to call her Josie.”

      A cheer breaks out as we all give little sweet Josie a proper welcome.

      We stay a little while longer until Lainey begins to yawn right along with her adorable angel, and we leave the new little family of three to bond.

      Meg, Carlotta, my mother, Noah, Everett, and I head down the hall to sneak a quick peek at Keelie’s new angel.

      We find Keelie and Bear sitting up in bed while Keelie holds the tiny bundle in her arms. Her mother, Becca, is there and her father, Sheriff Jack Turner, is there as well, both with tears in their eyes while Naomi, Keelie’s brunette twin sister, coos over at the newborn with his light peppering of gold spun hair.

      “Congratulations, Keelie and Bear,” Carlotta says it first, and we all repeat the sentiment.

      Bear points over at Noah. “I owe you, man. You saved the day. You saved Keelie and my boy.” He sniffs hard. “Thank you, man.”

      Keelie nods. “Thank you, Noah.” She offers a quivering smile at the entire lot of us. “Everyone, I’d like for you to meet Otis Noah Fisher.” She shrugs up at Noah. “It’s the least we could do.”

      The room breaks out into a collective cheer as we welcome the baby by name.

      Keelie holds up a finger and garners our attention once again.

      “But we’re going to call him Bear.”

      “Aww,” I coo. “Welcome to the world, little Bear.”

      Carlotta sucks in a quick breath. “You know what I just thought of? These two little rugrats both entered the world on Foxy’s birthday.” She slaps Noah over the shoulder and a light laugh circles the room.

      I bite my lip as I look up at him. “It looks as if you’ll be sharing your birthday with two very special people from here on out.”

      He lifts his hand as if he were about to swear under oath.

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      Our group disbands, and Noah, Everett, and I head out into the hall right here in the maternity ward.

      I pull Noah and Everett in close.

      “Thank you both. You’re real troopers and I appreciate your support. What a wild ride. Happy Birthday, Noah. This was one for the books.”

      The three of us share a warm laugh as Everett pulls me in close.

      “Let’s get you home.” He dots a kiss to my forehead. “You’ve got to be exhausted.”

      “Oh, I am.”

      We turn to leave just as a familiar face comes our way.

      “Dr. Barnette.” I brighten at the sight of her.

      Dr. Barnette is an OB/GYN who’s a stunning brunette with a winning smile. I initially met her last December when Noah thought I was pregnant and I didn’t have the heart to tell him I wasn’t in fear he’d fall back into a coma. Then we met up again the day after Dane’s murder when I took the pregnancy test and she drew my blood work. “You’ve had a busy night,” I say as we share a warm laugh.

      “Lottie.” She nods my way, but her eyes snag on Everett. Can’t really blame her. Even with a still slightly swollen lip, he is a specimen. Noah too.

      Her eyes widen a notch. “Essex?”

      Oh hell.

      I glower up at him a moment.

      Is no one sacred?

      He offers a rather guilty brief smile my way before nodding back at her.

      “Priscilla.” A dull laugh rumbles in his chest. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Too long,” she purrs as her lids hood low. She eyes his hand around my waist and her lips twist. “I see you’re making the rounds.” She winks over at him.

      “Priscilla”—he warms me with his arm—“this is my wife.”

      I nod over at her. “That’s me,” I sing with a touch of pride before wincing at Noah, and he shakes his head as if it were fine.

      “Wow”—she muses—“I guess some leopards really do change their spots.” She frowns over at Noah. “Hey? Weren’t you the one that came into my office with Lottie last year? I remember you—the homicide detective.”

      Great. She’s probably going to hit on Noah, too.

      “He’s actually with me as well.” I shrug up at Everett with a little nonverbal apology. I can’t help it, though. It’s late—or more to the point, very early the next morning, and I don’t feel like sharing.

      Dr. Barnette’s lips part with confusion.

      “So who’s the father?” She laughs as she looks to the three of us.

      A laugh bubbles from me as well. “We’re actually just visiting. My best friend, Keelie, just gave birth—and my sister, Lainey, did, too. That was the delivery you just helped with.”

      She nods. “I know about Keelie and Lainey. But the father of your child, Lottie, which is it?” Her mouth rounds out as she looks to Everett. “Essex? Are you going to be a father? Congratulations!”

      “Dr. Barnette.” I hold a hand up. “I took a test in your office and it came back negative. I’d hate for Noah or Everett to think I was having a baby. Please make it crystal clear to them that I am not having anyone’s child.” The words come out tight as if all the tension these last few weeks combined had sifted through them.

      She tips her head with a quizzical look on her face before heading over to a computer stationed a few feet over.

      She shakes her head. “No, that’s not right. I was just looking at your blood work yesterday when it landed on my desk. I remember thinking you and your sister would have children close in age.” She dances her fingers over the keyboard and the screen populates with my name as she brings up my chart.

      A surge of panic rises in me. The last thing I need is Dr. Barnette propagating rumors. And God knows she’s a lot more credible than Carlotta.

      “But I peed in the cup and everything,” I say. “And the nurse said it was negative.”

      “Huh.” She squints at the screen. “I suppose there could have been a mix-up with the urine specimens. I’m not proud to say it’s happened before.” She shakes her head. “But I’m right. According to your blood work, you’re pregnant, Lottie. In fact, your numbers are way up. You’re very pregnant.”

      “I’m pregnant?” The words stream from me numbly. “I’m very pregnant?”

      She offers a friendly smile my way. “So who’s the lucky father?” Her mouth opens with delight as she looks to a stunned Everett and Noah.

      “Oh,” I pant as I bring my fingers to my lips. “I, uh…” I look to Noah and Everett in horror. “I guess I don’t know. Technically, it could be either of them, depending on how far along I am.”

      Dr. Barnette inches back as if I let an offensive odor fly.

      A nurse calls to her from down the hall.

      “I have to go.” She forces a smile. “It was nice seeing you all. I’m sure I’ll be seeing plenty of the three of you in the very near future. Make an appointment with my office as soon as possible, Lottie,” she calls out as she dashes down the hall.

      “Lottie?” Noah pulls me in with a stunned look on his face. “You’ve just given me the best birthday gift a man could ask for.”

      Everett swoops me back into his arms. “Lemon, we’re going to have a baby.”

      I look to Noah and Everett with a whole new level of panic.

      “We’re going to have a baby,” I say just as the world begins to swirl around me.

      We’re going to have a baby.

      I’m going to have to deliver a baby.

      And nothing in our world will ever be the same again.

      

      *Thank you so much for reading the book! I hope you enjoyed this trip to Honey Hollow. Feel free to visit again by heading right here—>Poison Apple Crisp (Murder in the Mix 25)

      
        
          
            [image: PAC]
          
        

      

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

      It’s fall. The air is crisp, and the apples are poison. Evie is turning sixteen, my life has been upended, and then there’s that body…

      Living in Honey Hollow can be murder.

      

      *Love Janet Evanovich? You’ll have a blast with Meow for Murder. Enjoy the sneak peek!

      Pick it up NOW! —> An Awful Cat-titude
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      A highly inaccurate psychic. A grumpy writer. And a corpse. Welcome to Starry Falls. Running from the mob can be murder.

      Confession. I’m no psychic. But I can sort of see the future—albeit not accurately. And you better believe, I’ve never let that little detail stop me from prognosticating my way into a pickle. So when I ticked off the mob, the feds, and my wily ex, I decided to take my Uncle Vinny’s advice and start over with a new name and new hair color while relying on my old shtick—getting my psychic wires crossed and putting myself in danger.

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      “I don’t want to die!” The words rip from my throat as if they were being pulled out with barbed wire.

      My name is Stella Santini. I’ve got long black hair, light brown eyes, stand at an average height of five-foot-five, and I can see the future.

      Okay, fine.

      Confession: I’m no psychic. Nor have I ever come close to predicting what the future might hold—not with any accuracy anyway.

      You see, ever since I was a little girl, I had what my Nana Rose liked to call the shakes. Technically, it’s more of a shiver, and when you get down to it, there’s a warm, fuzzy feeling involved that makes me want to forget about the world around me for a moment and retreat to the dark recesses of my mind where a thought plays out like a movie and I see things.

      And trust me when I say, I have been wrong about interpreting the things I see on more than one occasion.

      Take now for instance. This morning when a scene from the West End Woods flashed through my mind and I saw myself running for my life—I thought maybe I might be running from a serial killer looking for his next victim on this odd jaunt through the woods or running from a bear looking for his first meal post-hibernation, thus the solemn decision I came to during my second cup of coffee to stay the heck away from the West End Woods for the duration of my supernatural life.

      But in a twist that only fate could provide, here I am, a mere hour later, panting, ducking evergreen trees and their prickly branches that threaten to poke my eyes out as if my life were on the line, and, oddly enough, I think it is.

      “Don’t kill me!” I howl once again, ducking and jiving my way through the forest as my Uncle Vinnie chases me through the woods with a bona fide weapon in his hand.

      “I’m not gonna kill you for God’s sake!” he riots right back.

      “Then why are you holding a gun?”

      Let’s backtrack for a minute. After I enjoyed my third cup of coffee this morning, Uncle Vinnie called and said I had fifteen minutes to get dressed because we had things to discuss and he was picking me up pronto.

      He sounded serious, morbid even. And I know him well enough to realize he meant business. I had an inkling about the subject he was going to prick. I happen to be what the mob likes to call a dead girl walking. Less than twenty-four hours ago, in what I and any sane person would call a very unfortunate chain of events, I managed to tick off the mob, the federal government, and break up with my idiot boyfriend of two years, Johnny Rizzo, all within a fifteen-minute span. And judging by this mad dash through the West End Woods, you could toss my Uncle Vinnie on that ticked-off list, too.

      My foot catches on a buckling root system and I trip, slowing myself down enough for me to know I’ve just widened that bullseye on my back.

      “Don’t shoot!” I cry out, jogging to a finish as I spin around.

      Uncle Vinnie stops within feet of me, panting, the veins on his neck throbbing like a couple of angry garden snakes about to wiggle their way into his brain.

      Uncle Vinnie is tall, with black hair, dark eyes, and bushy eyebrows that hover over his face, giving him that perpetually angry look he’s got going for him in life. But, by and large, he’s a good guy who stepped up to the plate once my father was put away five years ago on RICO charges. He treated my brother, sister, and me as if we were his own children while my mother got a quickie divorce and began to chase men far younger straight into her bedroom.

      “Please,” I beg. “Put down the gun.”

      “What?” He squints over at me. “What the heck are you talking about? This ain’t no gun.” He shoves something toward me and I turn my head in horror.

      It’s not unusual for a man of my uncle’s standing within the organization to take care of his own once word gets out that their proverbial number is up. And by take care of, I mean bump off the planet in a far more humane method than the fate that awaits them otherwise. And that’s exactly why I suspect my Uncle Vinnie has dragged me out to this isolated strip of nature just outside of Hastings, New Jersey, the town in which I was born and raised.

      He’s brought me here to die. My loving uncle is about to impart what the family refers to as a mercy execution.

      “It’s not a gun?” I stagger for a moment. “You mean you’re going to stab me to death? My God, how could you? Is that any way to treat a girl you said you regarded as a daughter when your own brother went to prison?”

      He blinks back, stunned. “Stella, look in my hand,” he growls as he rattles the instrument of death my way once again. “It’s a box of hair dye.”

      “Oh God, you’re going to poison me?” I bury my face in my hands a moment. “Do you even realize how painful that will be? How much worse do you really think it will be for me at the hand of the Morettis?”

      Ten years ago, after my father single-handedly unraveled the entire Fazio family in a mere weekend, the Morettis took over all of New Jersey with an iron fist, and one of their underlings happened to be my ex, Johnny Rizzo.

      Johnny is the one that dragged me into that whole let’s screw the Morettis scheme while they screw the government. It involved a car wash, a donut shop, a chop shop, dirty money, and a monster profit that’s kept me in Louis Vuitton bags for the past six months, but the inner workings of Johnny’s idiotic scheme are far too complicated to dig into at the moment, nor do I care to relive them.

      But my dad… I’ve spent the last five years reliving everything about that man. How I loved the way things were before everything fell apart.

      My father, Angelo Santini, or The Sunday Sinner as he’s since been dubbed, is in prison on RICO charges. Prior to his incarceration, he became an informant for the feds. He wore a wire, the whole nine-weasel yards—and on a Sunday no less, thus his dishonorable new title.

      Suffice it to say, he’s as good as dead if he ever gets out—and maybe on the inside, too.

      My dad cut a deal. Not a good deal. The feds still managed to seize everything, from our small kitchen appliances to my mother’s minks. Yes, real minks had been sacrificed to create those furry horrors my mother loved to ensconce herself in no matter if the weather dictated their presence or not. Believe me, she is no friend of PETA.

      But as soon as the government licked us clean, she was filing for divorce and out on the cougar prowl. Her preference for men younger than her own children is still something I can’t wrap my head around.

      In less than twenty-four hours after my father’s incarceration, our first-class world turned into a third-world nightmare.

      It turns out, Dad and his buddies were smuggling millions of dollars’ worth of drugs into the country, via Latin America, and the Fazio family distributed it right here in New Jersey.

      But since Daddy’s little tap dance with the wire, that nightmare with the Fazios imploding and the Morettis stepping up to take their place led to my own aforementioned nightmare called Johnny Rizzo. And it was his bright idea to steal from the mob, which accidentally tipped off the feds to the Morettis’ felonious misgivings—that led me here, to my very own execution party sponsored by Clairol.

      “Stella,” Uncle Vinnie barks my name out as if he were trying to wake me from a very bad dream, and how I wish he were. “I’m not going to kill you. I’m doing you a favor. The Morettis have already decided they want you quiet.” In the mob, quiet is code for dead. “Johnny took off last night or they’d have gotten him first.”

      “He took off?” My eyes bulge at the thought. “And he left me here to fry?” Okay, confession: technically, Johnny isn’t my ex quite yet. As of yesterday, we were still together. I haven’t actually had the privilege of slapping him silly and telling him to take a hike just yet, only because we knew our lives were about to implode in far more dramatic ways than any mere breakup could bring on.

      But on my way home from that fiasco, I had broken up with him a thousand times in my head. I came this close to texting him with the news but didn’t want to deny myself the pleasure of looking him in the eye when I did it—and I might have been looking forward to shoving my knee into his crotch as well.

      Johnny Rizzo promised me a rose garden and instead wrapped me in thorns and threw me into a sewer.

      “Yes, he took off.” Uncle Vinnie nods aggressively as if this should have been obvious. “You’re on your own, kid. And I’m not going to kill you.” His features soften. “I’m going to help you.” He hands me the box with a picture of a redhead on the front who could double as Ariel from The Little Mermaid. “I’ve got a car waiting around the corner. Sit in the back. You’ll find a large envelope filled with the paperwork you’re going to need. New driver’s license, Social Security card, passport, and car insurance. Everything you need to start a new life. My driver is taking you up to the New York border. I bought a car for you. It’s not much, but it’s yours. There’s some gas money in the glove compartment. You’ll have to be smart about how you spend it. Drive through New York, then up through Vermont until you get to Canada.” He swipes the phone out of my hand. “In the glove compartment you’ll also find a burner phone. I’ve got the number. I’ll be calling from a burner myself. You don’t call anybody else, you hear?”

      “What? Give me that.” I dive for my phone, but he tosses it to the ground and quickly puts a bullet through it before putting his gun back into his pocket. “This is really happening?” Tears sting my eyes as I look to the man I’ve regarded as a second father for my entire life.

      “It’s really happening.” His eyes grow glossy as well. “Goodbye, Stella. That’s the last time I will ever say your name, and the last time you’ll hear it. You got that?”

      My head wobbles back and forth. “What’s my new name?” I swallow hard to keep from bawling like a baby.

      “Bowie Binx, with an X.”

      “Bowwow what?” I snip, highly annoyed that I had no say in this. “Are you kidding me? I’ve waited my whole life to crawl from under the name my parents gifted me and you did what to me now?”

      “Bowie Binx.” He shrugs. “What can I say? I was working under a very tight time constraint. You have no idea how hard it was to put together a fictitious life in less than twenty-four hours.”

      “Bowie Binx.” I try it on for size. “How in the heck did you come up with that whopper?”

      “I happened to be listening to some good music. David Bowie was playing at the time, and I went with it. And as for Binx, I asked Minnie what she wanted to name her next kitten and it’s the first thing that flew from her lips.”

      Minnie is Uncle Vinnie’s thee-year-old granddaughter who thinks she’s married to her stepfather because her mother, my cousin Jackie, thought it would be cute to have him put a ring on her finger, too, during their wedding ceremony.

      “Great. I’m named after a legendary singer and an imaginary cat. I couldn’t have done better myself.”

      “You keep up with the sharp tongue, little lady. You’re going to need it to survive. It’s a tough world out there. Even in Canada.” He wags a finger my way. “You’ll see how cold and unfeeling it is without the warm, strong arms of the family around you.”

      “Yeah, well, the family wants me dead. I think I’ll take my chances with a bunch of cold, unfeeling Canadians.” I suck in my bottom lip as I look to my uncle for what feels like the very last time. “I love you.”

      “I know.” He pulls me in and holds me for a small eternity, and I truly do feel the warm, strong arms of family around me. “If the burner phones don’t work out, we’ll find another way to communicate. The code word is meow.”

      I make a face. “Another contribution from Minnie?”

      He gives a somber nod.

      And then, just like that, he turns me around and instructs me to run.

      And run I do.

      Heigh-ho, heigh-ho, it’s off to Canada I go.

      Let’s hope I don’t run into Johnny Rizzo there or I’ll kill him.

      And that’s one prognostication I can guarantee will come true.

      ****Find out what happens to Stella in Starry Falls! Order NOW and READ NOW! —> An Awful Cat-titude

      

      
        
          
            [image: An Awful cattitude]
          
        

      

      

      **Need talking pets? Check out the series below!

      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.
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      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.

      **Read Addison’s newest series TODAY —>

      Kittyzen’s Arrest (Country Cottage Mysteries 1)
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        From the kitchen of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery

      

      

      

      
        
        Lottie’s Peach Cobbler

      

      

      

      Hello, friends! Here is the recipe to my yummy fresh peach cobbler. It’s a staple in my bakery each year when the peaches are ripe for picking. But I’ve used canned peaches when I’ve made this out of season and it’s been just as delicious. Noah and Everett like to top it with vanilla ice cream when it’s right out of the oven. And I must say, it’s my favorite way to have it, too. Enjoy!

      

      Ingredients

      8 or 9 medium size peaches (about four or five cups)

      1 cup all-purpose flour

      1 cup milk

      ½ cup unsalted butter

      ½  cup sugar divided

      ½  cup brown sugar divided

      ½ teaspoon cinnamon

      1/8 teaspoon nutmeg

      1 teaspoon lemon juice

      2 ½ teaspoon cornstarch

      1 teaspoon baking powder

      Pinch of salt

      

      Allow an additional:

      4 tablespoon of sugar

      1 teaspoon of cinnamon

      *Combine in a small dish.

      

      Directions

      

      Preheat oven to 375°.

      

      Blanch Peaches

      If you’d like to remove the skin of the peaches, prepare a pot of boiling water and place peaches in for forty seconds then remove promptly and place in an ice bath. The skin should peel off easily. Slice peaches thinly in preparation for the cobbler.

      

      Peach Mixture

      In a large mixing bowl, combine peaches, ¼ cup sugar, ¼ cup brown sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, lemon juice, and cornstarch. Place in a pot over high heat and bring to a boil, or place in 2 quart baking dish and bake at 375° for ten minutes.

      

      Batter

      

      In another large mixing bowl, combine flour, milk, butter, ¼ cup sugar, ¼ cup brown sugar, baking powder, and salt.

      

      Grease a 13 X 9 baking dish with butter. Pour more than half of the batter into the baking dish. Add peach mixture. Dollop the remainder of the batter over the peaches. Sprinkle the 4 tablespoons of sugar mixed with 1 teaspoon of cinnamon over the top of the cobbler.

      

      Bake

      

      Bake at 375° for 40 minutes or until golden brown.

      

      Enjoy with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on top or whipped cream.

      Beware, this will go quickly!
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