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

      

      My ex has landed in Honey Hollow all the way from New York where I last saw his sorry mug. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he’s brought along his girlfriend whom he has no problem disregarding as he does his best to woo me back. To make matters worse, a famous author has come to town to do a signing at the library, and I have the unfortunate luck of stumbling upon yet another body. And this time, I have a couple of suspects from New York that I’d rather let off the hook than investigate. Someone just might get away with murder.

      

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

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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      I see dead people. Mostly I see dead pets, but on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety—but right now I’m too far gone in unadulterated bliss to see a darn thing.

      “Oh my God, Everett,” I moan so loud I’m thankful we’re tucked way in the back of the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery where nary a soul can see or hear us. The back door is wide open, letting in the first warm April breeze since spring hit, and right about now I welcome it.

      The bakery is mine; the man is not. Essex Everett Baxter, Judge Baxter, is just a handful of years older than me, and we’ve become fast friends in the past few months we’ve known one another. In the looks department, he’s hotter than a kitchen fire. He rarely shows emotion, and has a propensity of referring to me exclusively by my surname.

      Another hearty moan escapes me. “Oh, Everett, this is incredible.” The words draw from me, slow and sultry, as I close my eyes a moment and see stars exploding behind my lids in a hypnotic display.

      “Lemon,” he groans as if I’ve managed to injure him in a sinfully delicious way. “There’s no way I can control myself. You need to give me all you got. And if you don’t, I’ll take it myself.”

      My mouth indulges one more time and I can’t contain myself anymore. “Yes, yes, yes!” I shout. “Everett, this is it!”

      “Just keep giving it to me, Lemon.”

      No sooner does Everett get the words out than a body jumps through the back door, and I spin on my heels to see Noah standing there with his hand reaching for his weapon.

      “Everybody freeze!” he shouts, panting as if he just ran across all of Vermont to get here. Noah does a quick assessment of the two of us. “Wait—what are you doing?” He takes a step in and squints. “You’re eating cheesecake?” His verdant green eyes are wild, his hand still firmly on that gun sitting in its holster over his back.

      Noah Corbin Fox is a detective with the Ashford County Sheriff’s Department, and he happens to be my latest ex-boyfriend. Believe you me, I have no plans on accumulating any more. I’ve had my heart broken exactly three times now, and as they say, the third time’s the charm. Suffice it to say, I’ve been turned off to relationships for the interim. I’m in no mood to hoist what’s left of my shattered ticker up on the proverbial chopping block again. No thank you. I gave at the sheriff’s office.

      Noah is strong and handsome, abs of granite, buns of steel—and, believe me, I know that firsthand—a face that makes every person with ovaries sit up and pay attention, dark hair that turns red as fire in the sun, and have I mentioned the dimples that make me melt on cue each time he’s around? Neither Noah nor his disturbingly good looks play fair. I made the mistake of falling too hard, too fast, giving him my all, and by all, I mean every last carnal part of me.

      I really did think we’d be engaged by now, but his wife strolled back into town about a month ago and quickly put the kibosh on what was left of our so-called relationship. I hate that he seemed to omit that one all-important detail about being legally bound to another woman. And even though he’s since explained that they are in the process of a messy and arduous divorce, I’m still more than slightly peeved about my lack of matrimonial knowledge when it came to the man I loved. Love, but that’s something I can’t seem to help.

      “Yes, cheesecake.” My fist digs into my hips in annoyance. “What did you think we were doing?”

      Noah glances from Everett to me, his anger quickly morphing to what looks to be embarrassment. “I was in the alley. I was going to see if I could help with the delivery and I heard—”

      A dark chuckle bounces through Everett, but it doesn’t last long. “You thought Lemon and I were going at it right here in the bakery.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “Noah!” Without thinking, I chuck a dishrag at him. “How dare you!” The naughty idea settles in a moment. “And by the way, it’s none of your business what Everett and I choose to do in private. You and I are no longer a thing. We’re nothing more than friends, Noah, so please don’t come barging in on me with your weapon at the ready just because you think I’m getting lucky with something other than cheesecake.” I realize how harsh it sounded as the words left my mouth, but I couldn’t help it. My adrenaline went wild the moment he shouted at us to freeze like we were common street thugs.

      Everett takes another bite of the cheesecake on his plate that I slathered with blueberry sauce. “You really should try this stuff, Noah. It’s to die for.”

      Noah takes a moment to glower at his former stepbrother. It’s true. Way back in high school, Noah’s father both married and financially took advantage of Everett’s mother for a brief time, but, in reality, that was just the beginning of the bad blood between them.

      And, of course, last month Everett and I shared a few steamy kisses. Noah learned about it, and now there seems to be more bad blood than ever. Noah is most definitely jealous of my friendship with Everett. He always has been, but after those heated lip-locks Everett and I shared, all Noah sees is red.

      I can’t blame him. Just look at the good judge. He’s got on a dark wool coat, and his pale blue tie glows as bright as his eyes. Everett has an unfair amount of animal attraction that makes every woman within fighting distance want to take a bite out of him. He’s the strong, silent type, rarely smiles, and has both a magical and menacing appeal about him. And in the short amount of time we’ve known one another, he’s been through just about everything with me.

      Three women dash in through the back door. I recognize Felicity Gilbert, Rhonda Gilbert’s daughter. Rhonda not only owns The Enchanted Flower Shop across the street, but she’s housing a quasi-fugitive at her home—my biological mother, Carlotta Sawyer.

      Wilhelmina—Willow Lancaster walks in as well—Rhonda’s longtime assistant. She’s a short, burly woman with a feisty attitude and yet a sweet smile to just about anyone she sees. Willow is a few years younger than Rhonda, and I’ve always admired her glossy dark hair. We’ve only had a handful of conversations, and yet she’s been in Honey Hollow longer than I’ve been alive, but since she’s been putting up with my biological mother this past month, I feel like I need to take her a big box of cookies as a thank you, or in the least buy her a cup of coffee.

      “Hey, Willow. Here comes the best babysitter in town.” I shake my head wistfully at our inside joke.

      Willow belts out a hearty laugh. “I know all about mothers and, believe me, compared to mine, Carlotta is a treat.”

      Felicity bounces over with a wave. She’s about twenty-seven like me, petite and cute in every classic way, button nose, bright eyes, freckles, and a head full of auburn curls like her mother. “Our moms are outside in the van. We’re on our way to the library, and she said you might need help with the transport of all those cheesecakes you made.”

      The dark-haired girl next to her looks about our age as well. Tall, model good looks, strong cheekbones as if the sculptor were trying too hard, and narrow squinted eyes that look black as night.

      Before I can answer, the girl holds a hand out. “I’m Jana March. Felicity and I were college roommates. I’m house-hunting here in Honey Hollow, and Felicity was nice enough to let me stay with her.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I’m quick to shake her hand. “You can certainly help with the cheesecake. How about you each take a box? My sister, Lainey, is the head librarian, and she’ll direct you where to put them. In fact, I’ll be right behind you.” I load the three of them up, and no sooner do they step out the door than Carlotta steps in, but before I have a chance to greet or scowl at her properly—we don’t have the best relationship just yet—a horrifically large bird, the size of a toddler, a brilliant shade of blue with a red underbelly and a yellow plume on top of its head, starts flying over the kitchen, and I scream bloody murder.

      “Get it out!” The words rip violently from my lungs as I dart for the broom and start batting at it as best I can.

      “Lottie!” Noah shouts. Only he’s not going for the bird. He’s hopping around with a confused look on his face, and his wild eyes are plastered over me as I try my best to shoo that flying menace—gorgeous as it might be, right back out the door.

      “Out!” I scream as I trap it near the pantry. “No birds allowed in my bakery!”

      Carlotta laughs up a storm—but does she offer to help? Nope. That about sums up my bio mom in a sloth-shaped nutshell.

      “Lemon!” Everett barks as he pins me carefully against the wall, his chest panting wild the way it does sometimes after we kiss, and he shakes his head at me just enough. “It’s not there,” he whispers, and I panic.

      “Oh God!” I drop the broom as if it were a snake and choose to momentarily ignore the squawking terror hovering above me as I glance to Noah. “I guess I—” I look to Carlotta for help. She’s pretty much my lookalike, or I guess the vice versa would be more accurate, same honey blonde waves, same hazel green eyes, but she’s got about sixteen years on me.

      “Oh, come on, Lottie.” She nods her head toward Noah. “Tell him about our game.”

      “Our game?” I breathe a sigh of relief, and for once I’m thankful she’s coming to the rescue. “That’s right.” I look from Noah to Everett and nod. “It’s a game we play. I pretend to shoo Carlotta out and she—doesn’t leave.” That went well. I can feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment, and I’m slow to look at Noah. Everett knows that I can see the dead, whether it be an animal or a deceased human, but Noah—well, last month he thought I might be a witch—which is the furthest from the truth. I’ve had this peculiar quirk all my life, but I just found out in December that I’m something classified as transmundane, and my specific gift is referred to as supersensual. But right now, I can’t help but feel super stupid.

      Carlotta picks up a couple of boxes of cheesecake and heads for the door. “We’ll see you all at the library. Can you believe a big author like Pepper Patrick has come all the way to Honey Hollow to do a signing? You won’t believe the crowds once you get down there. She’s singlehandedly putting Honey Hollow on the map!” She takes off, and that overgrown bird flies right out with her.

      Everett closes his eyes a moment, most likely resigned to the fact of what that ghostly fowl represents—the impending doom of someone in the vicinity.

      He pats me over the back as if trying to comfort me. “I’ll start loading up the van with the rest of the boxes.”

      “I’ll help,” I quickly volunteer, and no sooner do I attempt to follow Everett to the refrigerator than Noah blocks my path. He’s as tall and wide as a doorframe in the sexiest way possible, and it’s an intimidating sight.

      “Lottie, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I hiss, suddenly miffed at Everett for leaving me with nosy Noah. I’m not so hot on telling another living soul about my ability to see the dead. It’s not like I always see them. It used to be that deceased pets or people would appear and hover around their owners or family—and then, well, something perfectly lousy would happen to those owners or family members. It used to be relegated to something as simple as a scraped knee or a broken bone, but it’s scaled up to death these last few months with a frightening consistency.

      Everett is convinced that I can use my so-called powers to stop an impending homicide, but so far that’s yet to happen.

      “Lottie”—Noah steps in close, studying my features manically as his concern for me grows by the second—“you said you saw a bird.”

      “Did I say bird?” I duck as I make my way around him. “I meant word. I was trying to say a word to my mother, and I must have gotten tongue-tied.” I quickly scoop up my purse and the bakery bag I’ve already laden down with knives and dishtowels.

      Noah wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me to him. That sorrowful smile blooms effortlessly on his face, and I melt right down to my core. As much as I hate to admit it, a part of me craves to have him hold me just like this. He feels solid and warm, and soothingly familiar.

      “Lottie, if there’s something wrong, I want to help.” His eyes widen in an instant to the size of silver dollars. “This has something to do with that secret, doesn’t it?”

      I peel his arm off me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I glance back to the front of the bakery where my assistant, Lily Swanson, is manning the register. Lily is my best friend, Keelie’s twin sister’s BFF. Ironically, both Lily and Naomi, the twin in question, have a heavy disdain for me. But by and large Lily holds a truce while at the bakery. “Lily? I’m taking off now! If you want to join the fun, make sure we have enough staff to cover.”

      “I’m not missing it! Tell Essex to save me a seat!” she shouts back. Lily is a brunette stunner who dated Everett for a while. All of Everett’s exes are privy to calling him by his first name. I’ve yet to reach that status. I’m pretty sure you have to do the mattress mambo to achieve it, so I’m good with just Everett for now.

      “Will do!” I try to make my way to the door, but Noah gets in my way again.

      “Lottie, I can get you the best doctor money can buy.” His tearful eyes are practically pleading with me.

      “Please,” I growl out, incredulous. “I don’t have a fractured mind, if that’s what you’re implying.” My voice cracks as if maybe I do. In truth, there are not that many supersensual people out there. Recently, there was a meeting right here at the bakery with the transmundane community, and not even they knew what to make of the frequency with which I see the dead.

      Everett comes back in. “The van is ready. I can drive.”

      “Thank you,” I say, trying to make my way past Noah, but he steps in and leans in close.

      “I still love you deeply, Lottie Lemon. And no matter what’s happening, I just need you to know that you can trust me.”

      “She trusts me,” Everett pipes up, his chest expanding as if he were gunning for a fight. “Get it through your head. She’s not up for talking about it.”

      “That’s because there’s nothing to talk about.” My God, I just spewed a lie the size of the Empire State Building as I trot out into the warm spring air and into the passenger’s side of the van, my heart racing as if I just escaped a fire.

      Everett hops in beside me, and we take off.

      Noah grows smaller in the rearview mirror, and my heart breaks.

      “Should I tell him?” I practically mouth the words, and, honestly, I mostly said them to myself.

      Everett shakes his head as if it were a hard no. “It’s up to you, Lemon. Just know this. Once you share your secret, there is no going back.”

      No going back. My entire body freezes solid at those words.

      Everett taps the steering wheel, his gaze set straight ahead. “What did you see?”

      “A bird. A macaw, I think. Big, beautiful blue creature with blue and red feathers, yellow intermingled.”

      “You know what that means.”

      “Someone is most certainly in trouble.”

      “Your track record is spotless. Someone is going to die, Lemon. And they’re going to die today.”

      I slink down in my seat at the stark reality staring me in the face.

      Someone is going to die.

      Noah and I are already dead.

      I can’t help but note the irony.
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      The entire vicinity around the Honey Hollow Public Library is inundated with cars as throngs of bodies clamor to get inside. The sound of people chattering away ricochets off the building like a happy echo as the scent of lavender and honeysuckle fills the air.

      Everett helps me carry in all of the cheesecake and cookies I baked for the reception out into the library’s foyer. The entire interior of the library as far as the eye can see is done up in roses, peonies, carnations, daisies, you name it. It looks as if Rhonda has emptied all the flora and fauna out of the entire state of Vermont in honor of her favorite author coming to town. Lainey let me know that Rhonda is more than a little obsessed with Pepper Patrick. It’s pretty much a well-documented fact that she’s just this side of a stalker.

      Carlotta told me last week that Rhonda’s niece, Rigby Emerson—whom I’ve yet to meet—was essential in helping to secure a celebrity such as Pepper Patrick to Honey Hollow. I’m sure a big author like Pepper is used to far more sophisticated cities and not some tiny speck on the map of Vermont. But since Rhonda was able to pull a few familial strings, here she is.

      Everett takes off for one last trip to the van, and I bump into Rhonda herself as I’m leaving the tiny staff lounge in the back of the library.

      Rhonda Gilbert has been a character as long as I’ve known her, with her tight red perm, wide marble blue eyes, and, of course, her calling card, those signature custom sweaters she’s known to wear year-round. No matter what the upcoming holiday or occasion, Rhonda always seems to have a sweater to match, and today is no different. She’s donned a bright blue cardigan with tiny felt books, question marks, and bright red hearts sewn over it. I suspect she makes the embellishments herself and adds them to her sweaters. It’s a look only Rhonda seems able to pull off.

      “Hey, Rhonda. You look amazing!” I say as I stand back to admire her handiwork.

      She takes a slight bow. “Pepper Patrick is the best mystery writer in the country if you ask me. I’ve made replicas of all her covers as best as I could,” she says, pointing to the felt books sewn to her lapel. “And the question marks represent the whodunit aspect of her work.” She grabs ahold of the red heart pendant dangling from a gold chain around her neck. “Of course, I have the official ruby red Heart of Tomorrow that belongs to Alice McDade. And her signature ruby red slippers.” She clicks her glittering red heels when she says her name. “Oh, the You Only Die Once series is my absolute favorite. Amateur sleuth Alice McDade is the very best at tracking down the killer. She puts the homicide detective that has a crush on her to shame.” She waves it off with a laugh, and I can feel my cheeks heating at the thought of the similarities between good old fictional Alice and me. She zips the red heart pendant across its chain until it sizzles. “In fact, I won this from one of Pepper Patrick’s famous giveaways last year. This, here, is a genuine ruby heart with Alice’s initials engraved on the back.” She flashes it my way, and I spot an artful A and M faintly carved into the precious stone.

      “It’s beautiful,” I gush, leaning in to get a better look at the treasure. The heart itself is the size of a quarter at least. “And it’s huge.”

      “It’s priceless is what it is.”

      “That must have cost a fortune. I guess if the flower biz goes belly up, you can always sell it and live on easy street for the rest of your life,” I tease, and Rhonda glowers at me as if I suggested she sell her only daughter, Felicity.

      She shudders a moment. “I just can’t believe I’m this close to finally meeting Pepper Patrick in the flesh. I’ve waited my entire life for this moment. I was born for this.”

      A small crowd rushes this way, and I turn to see my mother—the one that adopted me, aka my real mother, Miranda Lemon. She’s blonde and perky and happens to have lousy taste in men ever since my father—my adoptive father—died about a decade ago. After Dad died, she opened the only B&B in Honey Hollow, and as fate and my bad luck would have it, it’s currently haunted by the ghost of a girl who died a few months back, Greer Giles, and her new poltergeist of a boy toy, Winslow Decker, who died about two hundred years ago. It’s a long story, but bottom line, my mother is making a small fortune charging for tours of her haunted abode.

      “Lottie!” Mom trots over with a red-faced Rich Dallas by her side. Rich is my mother’s newest lousy relationship acquisition. He’s a wealthy older man, fake tan, built like a bodybuilder, perpetually angry, and far too possessive of my poor sweet mother. “She’s here! Pepper Patrick is getting out of a limousine out front!” she squawks so loud half the people in the foyer scream as they stomp their way out the door. “And she’s got a couple of bodyguards! Two big, beefy, strong men.”

      Rich lands an arm around my mother’s waist and gives her side a quick pinch, leaving her to chortle to no end.

      She leans in toward Rhonda. “I just live to make this man insanely jealous.” Mom wrinkles her nose up at Rich’s bulging eyes, and his jaw clenches tight as if he were about to rocket through the ceiling if she made one more mention of those beefy strong men. He’s insane, all right. “Oh, and before I forget, Lottie—great news! Chrissy Nash just asked me to relay the message that Mayor Nash himself—her wily ex”—she squints out her disdain for her best friend’s cheating ex-husband for a moment—“has personally requested that you provide the sweet treats for the Bonnet Festival in the Town Square on Easter morning.”

      “Oh, that’s huge! Yes, of course, I’ll do it.”

      “And you’ll be well compensated.” She dots my nose with the tip of her finger before looking back up at that psychotic by her side. “Speaking of beefy hot men, come on, honey. Let’s go check out your competition.”

      I’m about to suggest she keep the commentary to herself—for her own safety, but she’s already hustled him out the door.

      I spot my best friend, Keelie, gabbing it up with my sister, Lainey, and I’m about to head in their direction when a couple of girls stride this way, Felicity and another redhead who looks as if she can be her sister.

      “Rigby!” Rhonda dives over the girl next to Felicity, but the girl’s body remains stiff as stone.

      “Aunt Rhonda.” She rolls her eyes before pulling back.

      “Lottie, you have to meet my great-niece. She’s come all the way from New York with her fancy fiancé.” Rhonda flicks her nose playfully as if to imply he was uppity. And, believe you me, I can understand that to an extent. But I don’t think New Yorkers think they’re better than anyone else. I think others are simply intimidated by their cosmopolitan ways. I used to live in New York. After Otis Bear Fisher broke my tender high school heart, I went to Columbia and had my college heart broken by Curtis Vanderlin, the goof who thought it was a good idea to propose to me then sleep with my roommate. Suffice it to say, I left New York and came back to Honey Hollow with my heart in pieces. I thought Noah Fox would be different but, so far, I’m three for three in the heartbreak department.

      Speaking of Curt, he sent an odd text my way out of the blue, on my birthday of all days, saying something about his girlfriend being a publicist and that they’d be coming through town with some big auth—author! Pepper Patrick!

      “Oh my God.” Suddenly, I find it difficult to breathe. Curtis Vanderlin is the very last person I ever want to see again.

      “I know!” Rhonda muses. “My Rigby is quite impressive. She’s Pepper Patrick’s publicist! Can you believe it?”

      I suck in a lungful of air so fast and hard I could have literally inhaled one of my to die for cheesecakes—the entire cheesy wheel.

      A horrible squawking sound emerges from my left, and I look up to see that overgrown bird flying up near the vaulted ceiling.

      “Oh my God,” I can’t help but echo the phrase.

      Hey? Maybe Curt is here and he had a pet bird? This might pan out to be a lucky day just yet. I cringe that the thought even flitted through my brain.

      “I need to speak with you.” Rigby yanks Rhonda off toward the staff lounge in the back.

      Felicity leans in. “I can’t believe my luck. My ex is going to show up today.” She grunts as if she might be sick, and I’m tempted to grunt right along with her. “Not only do he and my mother despise one another, but he’s just as fanatical about this psychotic author as she is.”

      “You mean you’re not into her books?”

      Felicity rolls her eyes. With all those freckles, she has an adorable schoolgirl appeal about her, and I think she’ll have it no matter how old she gets.

      “They’re okay, but to be honest, I was always second-best to Alice McDade.” She says the character’s name in air quotes. “My mom actually lamented over the fact she didn’t name me Alice. My mother is a real piece of work, if you know what I mean.”

      “Same here, my biological mother, that is. And don’t get me started on my exes.” I glance to the entry and spot Noah talking to Bear, and I can’t help but cringe. Good God, he’s probably shaking him down for info on that deep, dark secret I’m harboring. As if I would ever tell Bear. “Speaking of exes, I’ve got two at the door and a potential third roaming the grounds. This is going to be a terrifying afternoon.” Mostly because of the impending murder, but I decide to leave out that homicidal tidbit.

      “Hey, Lottie?” Felicity hikes her shoulders near her ears as if she were afraid to say what comes next. “You do know that I’m dating Bear, right?”

      “What? I thought you were dating that guy from the paper, Simon Warwick.” The Honey Hollow Hive might be on life support, as are all other newspapers in the country, but it still has a staff, and last I heard, Felicity was hot and heavy with the head editor.

      “I am, sort of. He hasn’t been with the paper in months. He’s started his own comic shop down in Leeds. You see, we got in a bit of a fight a few weeks back, and, well, I’ve been trying to make him insane. I caught him with another girl last month, and even though he swears it was an accidental date, I wasn’t having it. So what if they both happened to walk into the Burrito Factory at the very same time? Did he just happen to sit at the booth with her for an hour straight? I’ve been livid ever since, but it’s as if he doesn’t get it. He’s gone as far as accusing my mother of trying to position me against him. Ironically, he’s the ex she actually approved of. Anyway, I thought if I dated Bear for a while he might get the hint. Are you mad?”

      “Are you kidding? You can have any one of my exes.” I bite down hard over my lower lip. “Except Noah.” It speeds out so fast I can hardly control it. I can’t help it. He still very much holds my heart. I thought he was going to propose. I was ready to scream yes at the top of my wedding hungry lungs. It’s hard to disconnect your feelings from someone even if they do end up being a moron. Not that I’m fully convinced that Noah is a moron. More like an inadvertent moron. And a downright sexy one at that.

      Voices escalate from the staff lounge behind us, and Felicity rolls her eyes.

      “I’d better get in there. My mother and Rigby are like oil and water these days.” She takes off, and I make my way down the hall. And as much as I try to artfully dodge Noah and Bear, one of the aforementioned beefy security guards cordons off the area in order to clear a path for her literary highness.

      Noah nods me over with a crooked grin, and I hate how easily my feet are willing to comply.

      “Here she comes,” he whispers as he pulls me in close so I can get a better view. His warm arm practically singes my waist as he holds me steady in front of him.

      In strides a tall woman with a light pink bob that looks absolutely adorable. She has dainty little features, her eyes are heavily ringed in dark kohl, she’s donned a dark blue lipstick, and is wearing nothing but black from head to toe. In a strange way, she reminds me of my sister, Meg.

      Meg just left Vegas after a rather long stint in the female wrestling circuit. I doubt she’s here today. She hates crowds, and she sort of hates people when you get down to it. Except for family. She loves Lainey and me to death. Meg has taken to teaching pole dancing at the Red Satin Gentlemen’s club down in Leeds. She was supposed to start part-time at The Enchanted Flower Shop, but Rhonda told her last minute she couldn’t afford another employee. I guess my bio mother, Carlotta, got lucky in a sense since she’s managed to stay on at the shop. She and Rhonda were besties back in high school. And they still are. So much so that Rhonda is letting Carlotta live at her house rent-free until she gets on her feet.

      Pepper Patrick strides by slowly as she waves at the hysterical masses, most of which seem to be middle-aged women all holding a stack of books thirsty for her signature. There are loads of books for purchase inside the library as well. I took a peek at the signing setup, a six-foot table loaded with books and a pitcher of water that I’m guessing is for Pepper. A microphone sits at a nearby podium for a brief reading and a Q and A session to follow. Unfortunately, there was no room for too many folding chairs, so most of the crowd will have to stand, but judging by the enthusiasm that’s taken ahold of the masses, that won’t be a problem. Half of them are floating already.

      Pepper heads on into the library, and the crowd vacuums right along with her in her wake.

      “That was incredible.” I can’t help but laugh a little at the sight.

      Bear turns my way. Bear is your typical sandy-haired stud who happens to own a construction company. He’s just finishing up putting in a conservatory at my mother’s B&B, so I’m all done harboring a grudge against him for demolishing my heart all those years ago.

      Bear grunts, “She’s not that hot.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. I’m about to lay into him for judging a proverbial book by her cover—pun fully intended—when Everett strides up with a horrible sight next to him.

      “Lemon.” Everett bows slightly. “This man has been looking everywhere for you.”

      A series of choking sounds emit from my throat as I look at the bad judgment call before me. Seeing Curtis Vanderlin in the flesh is like living out a waking nightmare. It’s like seeing the dead walk the planet once again. And this is one potential corpse I might actually prefer in a casket.

      “Lottie Lemon!” He holds out a hand awkwardly before diving over me with a hard embrace. “What the heck, right?” He pulls back and slaps his chest silly until he’s a good two feet away, that goofy grin still plastered on his face. “Boy, you are still as stunningly sexy as you’ve ever been.”

      On cue, all three men surrounding us puff up their chests as if suddenly on high alert.

      Curtis looks about the same as I remember him, a good foot taller than me, but he slouches so it takes that back down by half, dirty blond hair, stone gray eyes, birdlike features, but strikingly handsome in a male underwear model kind of way. He’s bedroom eyeing me—but then, come to find out, that’s his go-to look. Curt has a master’s degree in business, and last I heard, via my internet stalking methods, he works for a hedge fund company and is doing rather nicely for himself.

      “Lemon?” Everett’s voice drops several octaves, and I come to.

      A heavy sigh expels from me. “Curt, these are my exes, Bear and Noah. Everett is my”—I wince because I’m not sure how to classify him—“gentleman caller.” My God, anything but that. My cheeks heat with a volcanic vengeance.

      Curt slaps his chest, and it’s only then I note he’s donned a flannel. Curtis is a preppy through and through, so I’m sure he’s donned the flannel because he feels he’s in flannel territory, sort of the way a tourist might be moved to dress up in western garb when visiting Texas.

      “Well, well, it looks like my little Lottie has made the rounds.” Curt belts out a belly laugh, and I want nothing more than to stick my boot in his mouth. He stops cold while eyeing something behind me. “Looks like that battle-ax is at it again.” The veins in his neck bulge. “I’ll be back, and we’ll catch right up.” He looks down at me, almost lovingly, and my stomach takes a dip. I used to melt when he looked at me this way. I thought I was the only girl he could see. Of course, I said yes when he dropped to one knee all those years ago. I was foolish and eager to get my happily ever after. Little did I know it would never arrive. “You are a little vixen.” He lets out something between a howl and a purr before speeding off behind me, and I couldn’t be happier.

      I glance back and spot him passing up Felicity and some unkempt looking man whose skin looks tinged with grime, his jeans are filthy and have gaping holes at the knees, the scruff on his cheeks looks scraggly, and the hair peering from under his dirty orange ball cap looks as if it’s been dipped in oil. For a second I wonder if Felicity might need assistance, but she glances my way before pulling the man farther down the hall and out of my line of vision. And no sooner do they disappear than I spot Simon Warwick heading in their direction.

      “What was that about?” Bear steps back as if he might chase Curt down and work him over with his nail gun. Not a bad scenario, might I add.

      “That was about you breaking my heart and chasing me out of Honey Hollow. See what you did? You directly caused the New York Disaster.” And that is exactly how I’ve classified Curt all these years, as the New York Disaster.

      “Lottie?” Noah takes a step in that direction, his hand feeling for his weapon.

      “Easy, Noah. You’ve already lost one job because you blew out the tires of your wife’s side guy’s car. You don’t need to lose this job on account of me.” I avert my eyes at the thought. That was the only truth he ever told me about his wife. Sure, I knew he had a wife while we were dating, but I thought she was an ex. Huge difference in my book, but apparently not Noah’s. Although he did apologize profusely and let me know he was about to fill me in on their complicated and yet impending divorce. It wasn’t happening back then, but it is now. Good for them, I suppose. I’m still licking my wounds from the trauma of inadvertently being the other woman.

      Everett shakes his head. “I don’t like the guy.”

      “And that makes two of us.” I can’t help but smile at the ornery judge. That’s actually how I met Everett. He was presiding over a court case I was dragged into, and he wisely sided with me. I instantly knew I liked this sexy stack of knowledge.

      Just as Noah steps in to pipe up, someone calls his name from the entry, and judging by the high-pitched tone, it’s decidedly a female.

      We look over, and I suck in a quick lungful at the sight. Standing tall and stunningly, savagely gorgeous are not one but two beautiful blondes, Mrs. Britney Fox, as in Noah’s other legal half, and Cormack Featherby, the woman who ripped a hole through Everett and Noah’s relationship back in high school. Rumor has it, Everett had her first, and Noah snatched her away. And she happens to be the very reason Noah is convinced that Everett has masterfully snatched me away. As if.

      The two leggy blondes trot over like a couple of Clydesdales who command your attention. It’s a boob bouncing shock and awe campaign if ever there was one.

      “Noah!” Cormack lunges over him and I’m quick to get out of the way before I’m smothered in the undertow. “My little sister, Landon, is somewhere in this mess. Can you believe it?” She looks to Everett. “And don’t think I’m forgetting about my Essex!”

      She pulls him in and makes a move for his lips, but he turns his head and she smacks him on the cheek instead. What did I tell you? The man is wise beyond his years. I can’t help but give a little wink as he looks my way.

      Cormack sniffs past the rejection. “I’m in town looking for a place. Landon moved here a few months back and is wild and out of control. She needs someone like me looking after her.” She purrs to both Noah and Everett, and I do not like the way she’s ogling them so freely. My God, she’s like a kid in a candy store. And might I add, both of the aforementioned men are looking mouthwateringly delicious, but that’s not the point. “I’m staying at that cheap little B&B down the road, and that’s where I met this treasure.” She pulls Britney in, and the two of them bray out a laugh in unison. Noah’s soon-to-be ex is a va-va-voom beauty whose hourglass shape knows no human bounds. Her long blonde locks hang heavy over her left eye, and she oozes sex appeal. I’m positive I look like a toad in her presence. I certainly feel it.

      “Please stop by, hon.” Britney gives Noah’s tie a tug. “The two of us are dying to dig our claws into you.”

      Noah glances my way and presses out a warm smile. “I’m busy, Brit, but thanks for the invite.”

      What the heck kind of an invite was that? One that leads to a threesome no doubt.

      The feedback from a microphone goes off in the depth of the library behind us, and the murmuring crowd grows morbidly silent.

      I crane my neck and spot Lainey, my sweet older sister by two years, standing before the crowd as she introduces Pepper Patrick to a wild applause. Lainey and I share the same caramel waves and hazel eyes even though we don’t have an ounce of the same DNA. Even though I’ve always known that my birth mother had left me on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department when I was just hours old, I always held out hope that my mother and father would tell me they were just teasing. Lainey and I look so much alike I couldn’t really believe I was adopted. Our sister Meg, on the other hand, was a pretty convincing argument.

      Cormack links arms with Jessica Rabbit, aka Noah’s other half. “We’d better head inside and join the party.” And they make a mad dash to do just that.

      “Where’s Rhonda?” I panic for a moment. “She said she’s waited her entire life for this moment.” I press my way toward the gaping doors that lead to the entrance of the library and spot Rigby and Felicity pushing their way deeper into the crowd. I spot Willow, Rhonda’s assistant, near the front, and she looks as if she’s searching for Rhonda herself.

      A small crowd pushes between Everett and my tribe of exes and me—and soon I find myself speeding toward the back to the employee lounge where I last saw Rhonda.

      The oversized macaw screeches as it flies my way, and I duck in fear I might actually get tangled in its ghostly talons. It could happen. My powers seem to be growing, and as they increase so do the abilities of those ghostly visitors. Not only can I now see them, I can hear them, and the last few poltergeists have had the unnerving ability to move things in the natural world. It’s terrifying to think what might happen next.

      “Rhonda, where are you?” I say mostly to myself as I thread my way through the crowd. She can’t miss this. She was born for this.

      I make my way to the lounge and give a quick look around the vicinity, but I don’t see a single soul. I take step back, and I’m just about to leave when I spot what looks to be red glitter and I freeze. Peering out from underneath the table is one lonely ruby slipper.

      My feet carry me deeper into the employee lounge, and I can hear the crowd cheering in the distance.

      I take a careful step around the oversized table, and a scream gets trapped in my throat.

      Lying on the floor with a slice of my cheesecake upturned next to her is a woman with a white plastic bag over her head. There’s a bright yellow smiley face emblazoned over the front of it as it gives an eerie grimace my way. The poor woman’s neck is as ruby red as those slippers she’s wearing, and it just so happens to be twisted in an unnatural position. But it’s that whimsically embellished bright blue cardigan that tips me off. This is indeed my dear friend Rhonda, and a scream dislodges from me at the thought.

      Rhonda Gilbert isn’t going to see Pepper Patrick after all.

      She is undeniably, unquestionably, most certainly dead.
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      It takes less than three seconds for Noah and Everett to flood the room.

      Noah hits the floor, takes the bag off her head, and quickly checks poor Rhonda’s inert vitals. That overgrown bird is perched over her chest, overseeing the events unfolding while making sounds that eerily resemble a sobbing human.

      “I don’t get it.” Noah shakes his head as if he’s stymied. “She has no pulse, she’s not breathing, and yet her chest is moving.”

      I kick my leg out just enough to send that bird flapping to the ceiling. And it parrots back, “I don’t get it! I don’t get it!”

      “It can talk.” I look to Everett, and a small breath of relief strums from me. “Hey? Maybe it will be able to tell us who the killer is?”

      Noah cocks his head as he studies the two of us. “Everett, call the police.” He stands and walks me to the side. “Who can talk, Lottie? Did you see who did this to her?”

      “No. I just—I stepped into the room. I found her here like this.” A wave of emotion bucks through me as tears begin to stream down my cheeks. “All she wanted in the whole world was to see this author. I can’t believe someone would do this to her. Noah, this is terrible.”

      “I know.” He pulls me in and wraps his arms around me a moment.

      Everett steps in. “The police are already here.” He looks to Noah’s arm around my waist and frowns. “I’ll alert the author’s security team inside.”

      No sooner does Everett leave than an entire brigade of uniformed sheriffs fills the tiny room to capacity with Ivy leading the pack. She makes her way over and doesn’t bother to hide the fact she’s frowning my way. Detective Ivy Fairbanks is Noah’s partner in homicidal crime if you will. She’s a tall, unfairly gorgeous redhead who I’m pretty sure has the hots for my boyfriend. Ex. Ex-boyfriend.

      “You got here fast,” I pant as I rub my arms in an attempt to keep from shivering. All I want is to wake up and have this all be a very bad dream. It must be. Who in the world would want to kill Rhonda Gilbert of all people? They don’t make them any nicer than her. They just don’t.

      “I’m here with my niece.” Ivy ticks her head to the side while looking to Noah. “Take Lemon’s statement. I’m having everyone in the building detained and questioned.”

      “That will take days,” I blurt the words out without meaning to. “I mean, there must be at least a thousand people crammed into the facility.”

      Ivy lifts her chin. “Then we’ll get everyone’s names and not a person can leave the state of Vermont until we’ve cleared them.” She takes off, and I turn to Noah.

      “I spoke with poor Rhonda just a few minutes ago.” My voice breaks as I force myself to look back at her body. “How could they—” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence. Her neck is prickled, and there’s a fresh red mark across it. “Her neck.” I shake my head at the hideous thought.

      “I know.” Noah pulls me in tight by the waist as we stare down at the poor thing. “I can’t be sure, but it looks as if she was strangled.”

      “I was just admiring her—” A breath hitches in my throat when I note the exact thing I was admiring is missing. “Her necklace, it’s gone.”

      Noah steps over to her as a group of firemen and EMTs storm the room. “I don’t see a necklace, but it looks as if it might have been used to strangle her, at least in part.”

      Captain Jack Turner, Keelie’s father, steps over with a disapproving look on his face. I’ve known Jack all my life, and in some ways he’s been my second father ever since my own passed away.

      “Lottie, did you find another one?”

      I cringe as a couple of sheriffs turn to look my way.

      “Actually—I—okay, fine, I did. But only because I knew Rhonda wanted to see Pepper Patrick live and in person.” I press my lips together hard to keep from bawling. “She was her number one fan. She had this ruby heart-shaped pendant, and now the necklace is missing and—”

      He holds up a hand my way as he looks to Noah. “Get her statement. Listen carefully and do whatever it is she tells you to do.” Jack shakes his head at me. “Only because I know and trust you, Lottie. You’ve taken crime to task these past few months, and, I’ll be honest, I need to shut this one down quickly. I’m up for reelection come June. I’ll welcome all the help I can get.” He takes off to speak with the firemen congregating around poor Rhonda.

      Noah leads me near the door where Everett is standing.

      “Everett.” I lunge over him with a hard embrace. “This is never going to stop, is it?”

      His body tightens around mine like a shield, and it feels safe like this with Everett, like home—and sadly, that’s exactly how Noah has always made me feel as well.

      “I don’t know, Lemon. I have no good answers for you. But I think maybe you might be called to do this.”

      I pull back and look up at this beautiful man with tears in my eyes.

      “And those are the scariest words I have ever heard.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Noah steps in and clears his throat. The hurt look on his face says it all. “Lottie, tell me everything you saw and heard from the beginning.”

      And I do. I tell him everything from the moment I arrived until the moment I found her.

      “Okay.” Noah studies his notes. “So you saw the deceased, you spoke with her. And you physically saw her with Felicity Gilbert, her niece Rigby—whom you also pointed out might be the girlfriend of your ex.”

      “And I saw him head in their direction, too,” I’m quick to implicate Curtis. “And don’t forget, I saw Felicity talking to some raggedy looking man, and I saw her ex-boyfriend Simon Warwick head in their direction. Plus, there was Willow. I mean, I didn’t see her with Rhonda, but she’s her assistant down at the flower shop, along with my mother.” Dear Lord, I think I just implicated Carlotta, too. “And that necklace. It was beautiful. She won it from Pepper Patrick herself, and it was engraved with the character’s initials on the back, A.M. If you find it, I know I can identify it.”

      I visually scan the area near Rhonda’s body. Thankfully, her face is turned the other way and all I see is her chest, but there doesn’t seem to be any sign of that necklace.

      “Do you think this was a theft gone horribly wrong?”

      Noah glances back a moment. “I guess right about now anything is possible.” He looks to Everett. “Why don’t you get Lottie home and rested?” His sad evergreen eyes meet with mine. “You heard the captain. I guess we’ll be working together on this one, too. On the record this time.” His dimples dig in deep as he flashes a momentary smile.

      Ivy steps up, and that sour scowl she’s donned lets me know she heard every word. “What’s this? I think not. Carlotta, as a civilian you are welcome to offer as many tips as you wish, but I strictly forbid you from putting yourself in any dangerous situations. You’re unarmed and untrained. Leave this to the professionals. You are not one of us.”

      How I hate when she uses my formal name. And how I hate it even more when she reminds me I’m an untrained professional.

      Everett wraps an arm around my shoulder and navigates me back into the crowded foyer before my vocal cords can unleash their fury.

      “That woman!”

      “Is right.” Everett steps in front of me. That stern look on his face makes me realize he means it. “You need to keep safe, Lemon. You’re my top priority, and I’ll step in myself if I think you’re putting yourself in a dangerous situation.”

      I can’t help but bite down on my lower lip. Everett is alarmingly sexy when he’s being overprotective.

      “You have nothing to worry about,” I assure him. “That’s because I’ll be dragging you with me on each of my adventures. You make a mighty fine bodyguard, you know that, Baxter?” I came this close to calling him Essex before resisting the urge. The venue is questionable at best, and the last thing I want is to say it for the first time at a horrific crime scene.

      The crowd erupts in murmurs and shouts as Pepper Patrick’s security force hustles her back out. I spot Lainey behind them as she claps her hands over her head in an effort to garner everyone’s attention.

      “No one is allowed to leave the building before giving your information to the sheriff’s department!” she shouts. “They are stationed at the door, so please form single file lines. There are six sheriffs available to take your information! Pepper Patrick has announced that due to unforeseen circumstances she’ll be staying on in Honey Hollow until she is cleared to leave—and before her departure, she has agreed to do a quick reading—to be announced!”

      The room erupts with cheers, and I feel ten times worse for poor Rhonda.

      The brilliant blue macaw swoops over the crowd and lands on my sister’s shoulder as she makes her way over.

      “The bird!” I squawk to Everett. “It’s sitting on Lainey’s shoulder. Here, give me your hand.”

      Everett is quick to clasp onto me. It turns out, we discovered last month that if he’s holding my hand he can hear the dead, too. My body must act as some supernatural conduit. Just my luck.

      “Did you hear that?” Lainey practically beams. “She’s coming back!”

      “And Rhonda Gilbert is dead,” I say in an effort to temper her enthusiasm.

      The bird lifts its beak a notch. “Rhonda Gilbert is dead! Rhonda Gilbert is dead!”

      Everett shudders a moment. “Geez,” he whispers.

      “I know. I can never get used to it.”

      Lainey winces. “Me either. But guess what? Pepper Patrick is staying at Mom’s B&B!”

      Just as I’m about to come down on my sister for her unbridled passion for the author at this horrific time, my other sister Meg jumps over her back as if she were about to tackle her to the ground.

      Meg was born blonde but dyes her locks a shocking stark black. It really does bring out the ice blue in her eyes, though.

      “You found another one, huh, Lot?” She attempts to slap me five, but I outright refuse.

      Keelie comes over along with her twin sister Naomi. Keelie is a perky, bubbly blonde, and Naomi—well, she too has dyed her blonde locks black, but on Naomi it looks anything but scary. Both Naomi and Keelie are unfairly gorgeous women no matter what color their hair might be.

      Keelie picks up my hand. “Lottie, tell me we’re going to solve another case!”

      The macaw flaps its enormous wings, batting Lainey in the face, and she tries to wave it off as if it were a fly.

      “Solve a case! Solve a case!”

      Keelie pulls her hand back as if she were plucking it from a fire. “What the heck was that?” She glances up toward the ceiling, looking every which way.

      “That was me.” I clear my throat. “Solve a case!” I say a little too cheerfully. “My throat’s just raw from crying, that’s all.”

      Keelie makes a face. “Whatever, sister. Just be sure to hunt me down before you get to the good part. And by good part, I’m talking naked yoga and pole dancing.”

      Meg gives a little hop. “Oh hell, mark me down for the fun stuff, too.”

      I can’t help but make a face at the two of them. “This isn’t going to be fun.”

      Lainey moans while massaging her shoulder that the bird is currently digging its claws into. “You know what’s not fun? This ache in my back.” She glances to the door and waves Jana March and Willow over. “I’m so sorry this has happened,” she says as they fill in our circle. “If you need me to find another wedding planner, I totally understand.”

      “No way,” Jana is quick to refute the idea. “We’re still on.”

      Willow is quick to nod. “And I’ll keep the flower shop going as long as Felicity needs me to. I live for that place.”

      Lainey gives an appreciative shrug. “Thank you both. I’m sure Rhonda would have wanted it that way.”

      The crowd begins to disperse as Jana and Willow take off to speak with Noah. Lainey gives me a quick embrace.

      “I’d better get back to work. This is a real mess.”

      “Okay, but don’t overdo it. You were a part of this nightmare, too,” I say, gently shoving the bird off her shoulder and it flies toward a beam up by the ceiling.

      Meg grunts, “I’d better head back to Leeds. The boss wants me to train the girls to do a wrestling routine. They’re even talking about opening up a jelly pit in the back.”

      Everett tips his head back. “Female wrestling at its finest.”

      Meg slaps him five. “That’s what I’m talking about. This one’s a keeper, Lot. Good move kicking that fake cop to the curb. Why deal with a stubby little badge when you can have a man who knows how to wield his gavel?” She and Lainey take off, and I can’t help but scowl at the horny judge by my side.

      “Female wrestling at its finest? Really, Everett?”

      A soft chuckle bounces through him, but his lips never crack a smile. “I was employing sarcasm, Lemon. But if you’re ever up for wrestling it out in jelly, I’m your man.”

      “That might just be the sweetest thing anyone’s said to me all day. And I mean sweetest literally. I’ve seen that spa tub in your master bath, and as a baker I do have access to industrial-sized vats of jelly. You like raspberry?” I cringe as I realize what just flew from my lips. I can’t help it. I talk when I’m nervous, and it just so happens that discovering corpses makes me very darn nervous.

      Everett’s lips curl at the tips. “Raspberry is my second favorite flavor.”

      “What’s your first?”

      His lids hood a notch. “Lemon.”

      A group of men walk in wheeling a gurney in front of them. “Coming through!” they shout. Their dark blue windbreakers are emblazoned with the word Coroner in all caps, and I shiver at the sight of it. No matter how many times I’ve seen them, I can never get used to their presence. And I suddenly feel like an animal for flirting shamelessly with Everett.

      “It’s starting again, Everett. And sadly, I’m afraid this will never end.”

      Everett warms my back with his strong hand as he pulls me in close.

      Sometimes, there are simply no words.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is quiet the next morning. In fact, all of Main Street looks like a ghost town. If it weren’t for the soft music playing over the speakers, it would be crickets in here. And despite the scent of fresh baked chocolate chip cookies filtering through the air, it doesn’t do a thing to make me feel better. I wrap my arms around myself as I stare vacantly out the lattice windows. I can remember a time when Honey Hollow felt like the safest place on Earth, devoid of any sort of crime, and here we are with an entire slew of murders on our back.

      I slept in past my alarm this morning, just taking a moment to snuggle with my sweet Himalayan cats, Pancake and Waffles. They were both gifted to me by Nell Sawyer, my maternal grandmother, whom I didn’t even realize was related to me until she passed away. It turns out, Carlotta, my biological mother, was her niece that she raised as her own. And since Nell is my best friend Keelie’s grandmother, that makes us family, but, of course, we’ve been that all along. How I wish Nell were still here. Surely she would know what to do about my increasing penchant of stumbling upon bodies. And even if she hadn’t a clue, she would still be the greatest support in the world.

      The door chimes and I look over, hopeful to find Nell herself strolling on in, but it’s not Nell. It’s that wily niece I was talking about.

      “Carlotta—” I start to head over and freeze a moment as that oversized bird glides right through the glass and lands on her shoulder.

      “Oh, you—get away.” She’s quick to shoo the beautiful creature, and it flies over and finds a home on the register. Carlotta shares my supersensual gift, only she’s never actually had the misfortune of stumbling upon a body. And not only that, but she hasn’t had a deceased creature or person appear to her personally—or at least not recently, but she’s certainly privy to seeing the ones that appear to me.

      “How is Felicity holding up? Is there anything I can do?” I ask as Carlotta plops down on one of the pastel blue seats. My ex, Bear, helped Nell and me put the bakery together. It was his idea to paint the furniture in every shade of pastel, and I happen to love the mix and match look. The butter yellow walls always feel as if they’re giving me a hug when I step inside in the morning. On the left, there’s an open walkway to the Honey Pot Diner, and the large resin oak tree staked in the middle of it with its branches wrapped in twinkle lights extends right over the ceiling of my café as well. It makes for perfectly magical ambiance, and the customers seem to love it. Nell owned the Honey Pot Diner—heck, she owned almost all of the real estate on Main Street.

      Carlotta growls as Lily brings her a cup of coffee and a cranberry scone.

      Lily hitches a free strand of hair behind her ear. “I heard Felicity can’t even get out of bed. That detective you dated grilled her for hours, and now she feels like a suspect in her own mother’s murder.” Lily scowls at me before heading back to her post.

      “Noah was just doing his job,” I point out.

      “Oh yeah?” Carlotta grunts. “Was it his job to shut down the flower shop and scour it for clues—for a crime that wasn’t even committed on its premises?”

      I scuttle over to the window and, sure enough, The Enchanted Flower Shop is surrounded with patrol cars.

      “It’s just routine,” I say, trying to calm Carlotta’s budding anger as I traipse right back to her. “Did you talk to Felicity? Is she going to keep the shop open?”

      “Oh, of course, she is. She has Willow to help her. That’s about as good as having Rhonda there. Felicity and I hardly know how to answer the phone, but Willow knows how to put in the orders and deal with anything that has to do with the files on the computer. As soon as Felicity is feeling up to it, Willow will show her the ropes. Closing it would be foolish. That place is a cash cow. Do you know what kind of a markup we get away with? It’s murder, I tell you. And don’t think I didn’t mind the pun.” She blinks a quick smile. “So go ahead and ask me.”

      “Ask you what?” It’s safe to say I’ve been leery of this woman who bore me ever since we met last January.

      “Who did it.”

      The giant bird swoops over and lands a talon over her scone and, sure enough, the sweet treat is quickly crumbled to pieces. Thank God there wasn’t a patron in here sitting close enough to spot the culinary madness. The last thing I need is rumors circulating that I sell brittle scones.

      “Who did it?” the bird squawks unreasonably loud. “Who did it?”

      “My goodness.” I wince as I take a seat next to Carlotta. “Must it say everything twice?”

      “I don’t see why not. Rhonda did.”

      “All right, get to the nitty gritty. Who did it?”

      “I don’t know. That’s for you to find out.” She takes a careful sip of her coffee. “But that daughter of hers is creepy, weird, and so are all of her boyfriends.”

      “Boyfriends?”

      “That big bumbling Bear for starters. He’s got a roaming eye. Anyone can see that.”

      I don’t say a word. It’s not important to mention that Bear was my first love. Like ever.

      “And that Simon, the comic shop owner slash UFO chaser? He’s a real nutcase. But the one that came before the nutcase, he’s the scary one.” Her eyes bug out as she shudders.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Ringo…Bingo? I don’t know. But, believe me, it’s something equally ridiculous.”

      “Ringo Bingo?” I look to the sweet beautiful bird. No matter how intimidating its size might be, it’s an amazing specimen that demands my attention. “Does that ring a bell?”

      Its head juts and pecks, but it says absolutely nothing.

      “Okay, I’m giving you homework.” I look to my bio mother. “Find out his name. I saw Felicity speaking to some unsavory looking, unkempt—”

      “That’s him!” She snaps a finger my way. “Boho Jojo. Something like that.”

      The door chimes, and a small crowd presses its way inside.

      “Keep thinking,” I say as I get up to greet my customers and freeze once I spot a couple of blonde ponytails in the back. Cormack Featherby and Britney Fox.

      Dear Lord, as much as my supersensual abilities might feel like a curse, their presence trumps my voyeuristic talent to see the dead any day of the week.

      Britney lifts a freshly painted red fingernail my way. “Class just got out. I recommended they come in for a quick calorie or two.” She winks my way and leans in. “Got to keep those wheels spinning, if you know what I mean.”

      “Funny.”

      Britney happens to own an entire slew of Swift Cycle gyms, and she just opened one down the street a few weeks back. As much as I wish Noah’s ex would hop on her broomstick and head back to Ohio, it doesn’t look like that will be happening anytime soon.

      Cormack muses at the cookies in the display window. “Lolly, please box up a dozen or so of Noah’s favorite yum-yums. Brit here says you’d know exactly what they are.”

      My mouth falls open. “It’s Lottie,” I say as I head behind the counter and pick up a box, quickly filling it with the hard biscotti he’s only tried once and quickly eschewed.

      “Here you go—all his favorite yum-yums,” I say, handing them over. “Usually Noah comes in and orders them himself.”

      Cormack turns to Brit, and they share a chortling laugh. “You might say I’m trying to win back my man. Brit here is totally fine with this. I would never want to step on anyone’s toes.” Her celadon green eyes widen as she looks my way. “And you’re really a lucky girl, Molly. Essex is such a great catch. How in the world you got him to commit, and with a ring even! Hey, let’s see it.” She cranes her neck, and I’m quick to hide my very naked finger. That’s right. Thanks to Everett’s plan to trick his family into believing we’re engaged a few months back, Cormack thinks the same by default.

      “We don’t do rings.” I frown as I say it. “Too materialistic.”

      Cormack tips her head back and laughs, exposing a row of perfectly straight white teeth that look as if they were plucked right out of the mouth of some A-list Hollywood starlit. “Well, anytime you want to have a gab session about that hunk of a man and everything he’s capable of—and I do mean everything—let me know. We can exchange notes.” She shakes her shoulders when she says it. “Hey, I know! We should totally double date! Noah just loves the two of you to pieces.” She plops down a twenty on the counter. “In fact, I’ll head over and suggest it right now.” She swings her perky little ponytail right out of here in an attempt to snag my man, and my adrenaline hikes to unsafe levels.

      “Down, girl.” Britney folds her arms over her chest. “You’re not over Noah, are you?”

      “Your presence sort of closed the door rather abruptly on our relationship. I guess you can say I haven’t quite healed yet.”

      She rolls her eyes. “And you’re already bedding Essex?”

      My ears pique when she calls him by his proper moniker.

      “What did you just call him?”

      “Relax.” She’s back to averting her eyes. “I’ve never slept with him. Cormack explained the entire asinine name thing to me. There isn’t a man on this planet who tells me what to call him and when.” She leans in, and a single strand of creamy blonde hair falls over one eye as if it were required by law to be there. “If you’re smart, you’ll get a backbone and start commanding that two-man circus you’ve got going. You’re the boss, Lonely. Not the other way around.” She takes her coffee from Lily and heads out the door.

      “It’s Lottie,” I call out after her. But I don’t think the fact she called me Lonely was an accident.

      Great. Now I have a potential double date with my ex, and I have Noah’s wife doling out relationship advice to me. What else could possibly go wrong today?

      The door chimes and in walks everything that is wrong with this world. Curtis Vanderlin has an arm wrapped around Rigby Emerson’s shoulders as they make their way over.

      Rigby looks decidedly angry and rightly so. Her aunt was just slaughtered in cold blood.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were his ex?” Her tiny elf-like features are knotted up with rage.

      My head inches back, and a choking sound emits from my throat.

      Curt nods over at me with that silly smirk I’ve come to loathe almost as much as I loathe the one who wears it.

      “I told her how special you were to me, Lot. I told her I still have feelings. Rigby and I have an honesty policy. One hundred percent truth, one hundred percent of the time.”

      “Well then, she should be well aware of the fact you are a one hundred percent idiot,” I’m quick to inform him of nothing but the truth.

      Rigby sniffs hard. “You’re a pill, you know that?”

      “A snarky remark is just begging to fly from my lips, but given the circumstances I won’t give it. I don’t know what Curt told you about us, but we were engaged right up until he slept with my college roommate.”

      Curt lifts a finger. “Technically, I was sleeping with her prior to our engagement.”

      Something akin to a scream emits from my throat. “You are such a pig!”

      That oversized macaw squawks from where Carlotta is sitting. “Such a pig! Such a pig!” And for once I wish everyone in the room could hear the beautiful echo.

      Now there’s something I don’t mind hearing twice.

      “Look, Lottie”—Curt leans in—“we’re stuck here at some small town bed and breakfast for the unforeseeable future. The least we could do is get along.”

      Good Lord. I’ll have to avoid the B&B entirely until they’re good and gone, and then I’ll have to run through the place while burning sage just to cleanse it.

      Rigby’s shoulders hike to her ears. “And to make it worse, the place is haunted. I couldn’t sleep a wink last night. The books kept flying off the shelves for no reason, and my Mac lipstick was sitting opened next to the sink as if someone were trying it on.”

      I cinch a private smile. Greer really was such a girl’s girl.

      “Well, if you don’t like it, why don’t you stay at Felicity’s place? Or even Rhonda’s house?”

      My mother shakes her head aggressively in the background. My mother happens to be staying at Rhonda’s place. They were best friends in high school, and she opened up her door to her as soon as she set foot back in Honey Hollow.

      Hey? It looks as if I just got a free pass to rifle through Rhonda’s things. Score one for me.

      I cringe at how wrong that sounded.

      “No way.” Rigby gets right back to squinting out her anger. “I can’t stand Felicity and her endless parade of weirdos. That Bojangles dude was about as much as I could take.”

      Carlotta snaps her fingers and points hard to Rigby as if to let me know she hit the weirdo’s name right on the jingly jangly head.

      “But isn’t Bojangles her ex?” I might as well take a stab at garnering as many clues as I can.

      Rigby makes a face. “Rags Bojangles doesn’t believe in exes. He’s into that whole Seekers of the Light baloney. He’s grimy and sloppy, and hairy and scary if you ask me.” That must be the man who could have passed as homeless that Felicity was speaking to. “The police need to focus in on that broke joke and stop prodding in all the wrong places, i.e., me.”

      The door chimes, and Cormack pokes her head in. “He’s in!” She gives me a toothy thumbs-up. Dinner tomorrow night at Mangia. Be there at seven! Wish me luck!” She waltzes right back out into the warm afternoon, and suddenly I want to strangle her and the two idiots standing before me.

      A thought comes to me.

      “Well, since you’ll be in town—and Curtis, you wisely suggested we play nice, how about the two of you join me for couples’ night at Mangia tomorrow night at seven?”

      Curt and Rigby inspect one another a moment before Rigby nods approvingly.

      She moves over to Lily to place and order, and Curt leans in.

      “Thank you, Lottie.” Those gray eyes of his bear hard into me as he reaches over and takes up my hand. “I’ve really missed you.” His thumb rubs a soft circle on my palm, and I draw my hand away quickly. Rigby comes back with her goodies in hand, and the two of them head to a table in the corner.

      Carlotta looks my way and sticks her finger down her throat before pointing at him.

      “You did good by dumping him,” she whispers, and I nod in agreement.

      At least we see eye to eye on something.

      Rags Bojangles. What kind of a name is that? It’s about as unkempt as he was. At least tomorrow night at seven, I’ll be able to pick Rigby Emerson’s brain a bit further.

      Too bad I’ll have to watch Cormack pawing all over Noah to do it.
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      There is nothing like springtime in Honey Hollow. The riot of color from the wildflowers alone wakes up your senses in a whole new way. After a dreary winter draped in blues and grays, a world of shocking yellows and pinks is a welcome change of pace. And the nights, the stars shine so bright it’s as if the sky were pricked and we were privy to pinholes of light steaming from heaven itself.

      It turns out, seven o’clock at Mangia is prime time. The place is packed with bodies as if all of Honey Hollow showed up to chow down on some delicious Italian food. And judging by the thick scent of tomato sauce bathed in garlic, I don’t blame a single soul.

      “Everett”—I take a step back from this handsome stud and just take in his testosterone-laden glory—“you are far too handsome. In fact, I think it’s safe to say you’re downright lethal.”

      It’s true. He’s in a black suit, black tie, and those stormy blue eyes look black with lust for me. My entire body is shaking just being near him. For sure I don’t dare go to his place afterwards for a nightcap. I can’t be trusted with what might happen next.

      “Lemon.” His lip twitches just so. Everett is slow to smile, and a genuine laugh is as rare as a blue moon. He’s all man and muscle, and don’t get me started on that ball of knowledge sitting on his shoulders. Everett is quite literally one of the smartest men I know. In fact, I feel honored to know him, and my cheeks heat just thinking about it. “I stand by what I said earlier. You look stunning tonight. Dare I say, you are dressed to kill.” Everett takes a breath, and his chest expands twice its size, an impressive feat in and of itself. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to speak with you about.” He takes a step in, and before he can get another word out, that bright blue macaw swoops down from the ceiling and lands onto his shoulder. “Geez.” His shoulder sags a moment. “It’s on me, isn’t it?”

      I give a slight nod just as Noah and Cormack stride through the door, looking every bit the dapper couple. Her hair is done in exquisite butter soft waves, and her face looks strangely pale, offset by that blood red lipstick she chose to paint herself with. Nonetheless, she looks amazing, and I feel like a troll doll next to her. I’m sure by the end of the night Everett too will be drooling all over his once upon an ex.

      Face it, if there is even a mild competition between the two of us, I am not taking home any trophies or men.

      Cormack perks up at the sight of Everett, and I can’t help but note that with that ruched white dress on she reminds me a bit of Greer Giles. In fact, Greer had a white dress just like this on the night she died.

      I make a face, trying my best not to wish Cormack dead. God knows where my superpowers might lead me next.

      “Essex,” she growls his name out low and sexy before pinching his cheek as if he were a child. “I’m going to get a smile out of you yet tonight.”

      “Good luck with that,” I mutter.

      Her back straightens like a pencil. “What did you say?”

      “I said you look great like that,” I muse as I take her in. With those sky-high heels she’s at least a foot and a half taller than me, and that puts her at about eye level with both Noah and Everett.

      “Don’t be silly”— she waves me off with a chortle—“of course, I do!” She wrinkles her nose while winking at Noah. “I’m headed off to the powder room. I’ll find you at the table.” She takes off, and Noah wastes no time stepping in close.

      “You look beautiful, Lottie.”

      I avert my gaze a moment. “Save the compliments for your date.”

      “She’s not my date,” Noah corrects. “The only reason I agreed to be here is because I knew you would be.” He sighs, and his dimples go off like twin bombs embedding into his cheeks. “You’re all I think about, Lottie. From sun up until sun down. Everywhere I look I see you. Every moment of every day I wonder what you’re doing and if you’re thinking of me.”

      Everett clears his throat. “Spoken like a proficient stalker. Lemon, I’ll help you initiate a restraining order anytime you wish.”

      “That’s right. You said you had the know-how last month when you suggested one for my mother. Hey? Maybe we can get a two-fer?” I’m teasing, but Noah deserves it. Despite what he says, Cormack is very much his date.

      A waitress pops up and leads us over to a table near the back, and just as I’m stepping away from breaking bread with Coitus Curt and Raging Rigby, I’m stopped cold as I spot a cozy little trio at a table near the window. I step on over and gasp at the sight.

      “What’s this?” I give an open-mouthed smile to Meg, Keelie, and their quasi-shared boyfriend Hook Redwood. Hook came back into town last December after his brother passed away and took over the family real estate empire. He was engaged to Keelie for about five seconds before they broke it off, and once he was a free agent, he started to entertain my sister. Both Meg and Keelie are well aware of the fact he’s openly dating them both. I’ve never seen anything quite like this.

      Meg winks. “Just a friendly dinner with Keels. And once we drop her off at home, Hook and I are getting the real party started.” She slings an arm around his shoulders. Hook is stunningly handsome by anyone’s standards—a shock of dark hair, chiseled features, and always impeccably dressed. He worked on Wall Street before he moved back to Honey Hollow, but that Wolf of Wall Street appeal has never left him.

      “That’s right.” Keelie needles my sister with an angry stare. “This little skank thinks she’s going to take Hook down to Red Satin and demonstrate a little private pole routine.”

      “I am,” Meg says it bored before plucking the cherry from her fruity cocktail and popping it into her mouth.

      Keelie waves her off. “Lottie, I want to help with the case. Where’s our next adventure? I’m getting restless here.”

      “I don’t have an adventure just yet.” A thought comes to me. “But there is something you can do to help me, and it involves shopping.”

      “Ooh ooh!” She raises her hand as if she were in school. “That’s the perfect job for me.”

      “I thought so. Just head into any and every shop in Honey Hollow and see if they distribute a white plastic bag with a bright yellow happy face on the front. That’s what was found over Rhonda’s head.”

      Meg’s chest bounces. “That’s the killer’s calling card. I bet not many, if any, shops have that bag. You’ll have to get the security footage just before the murder, but the reality is they could have had that bag for months.”

      Hook nods. “Or found it on the premises.”

      “True,” I say. “But it could lead to something. Even the smallest clue can help bring down a killer.”

      Hook winces at the table behind me where Everett and Noah are already engaging in what looks to be an amicable conversation with my ex and his hex. I couldn’t help it. Rigby really tried my nerves yesterday.

      “Is that Vanderlin I’m seeing?”

      “You know him?” It never occurred to me the two New Yorkers in the room might actually have crossed paths in the Big Apple.

      Hook makes a face. “Don’t tell him I’m here. I want to surprise him with a sucker punch for dessert.”

      Both Meg and Keelie swoon as if he just whispered a poem straight into their ear. Heck, it was to mine.

      Hook glances my way. “He owes me money. A lot of it. And I plan on getting every red cent back, including interest. The guy is a real weasel.”

      Meg shrugs my way. “Sounds like you escaped a fire. Lot used to be engaged to the weasel.”

      Keelie practically inhales a napkin. “That’s He Who Shall Not Be Named from New York? Aka the New York Disaster? Lottie Lemon!” She bites my name out like a reprimand. “We have some serious talking to do.”

      “And we will. Right after Hook delivers dessert.” I give a quick wave and head to ground zero. Cormack and I arrive at the same time and both dive for the open seat between Noah and Everett, but she’s quicker so I’m stuck between Everett and Curtis. Just my lousy luck.

      The bird hops from Everett to the center of the table, and Cormack pulls a breadstick from right between its legs.

      Curt and Rigby are quick to introduce themselves to Cormack, and she doesn’t seem the least bit interested to know them. I’m starting to like her better already.

      I turn to Rigby. Her auburn hair is swooped up into a bun, and she’s donned a black velvet dress with an adorable pink bow just below her chin. Funny, she’s not at all what I would have envisioned for Curt. I would say she looks far too nice for him, but then I do feel as if I’ve gotten to know her, and as they say, every pot has a lid—and, well, Curt may have just found his.

      I’m about to ask Rigby a question when I catch Curt giving me those moony eyes he used to give just before we—well, never mind. My God, I thought those were something special reserved just for me, and now I see him for the phony he’s been all along. I was never anything special to Curt. He was just being his lousy self around me. And every other girl come to find out.

      “You look fantastic, Lot.” He shakes his head as he takes me in and sucks in a quick breath as if I had the power to singe him. “In fact, you look downright sexy tonight.”

      “Curt!” I bounce my entire seat closer to Everett in the event he thinks he’s going to run his finger over my palm in that creepy way he did at the bakery. “Your girlfriend is sitting right there.”

      “Fine,” he smarts. “I’ll wait until I get you alone to tell you how fabulous you look.”

      Cormack bubbles with laughter, but Rigby waves it off.

      “Curt talks to all the girls like that.” She shrugs. “I’ve come to accept it.”

      “My mother would say he’s a cad.” I nod over at her. “It’s a nice way of saying—”

      “Player.” Cormack takes the liberty of finishing my sentence for me. “He’s a flirt. I get it. I’ve met thousands.” She looks over at Noah and runs her hand over his until her fingers cage him in. “But not my Noah. He is ever faithful. How I wish we had never broken it off all those years ago. I bet we’d be a couple of old married people by now. At least four kids and two dogs. Oh, and a horse. My God, I love horses.”

      I can’t help but shoot Everett a look. Cormack is being completely dismissive of his feelings. Between Curt’s inappropriateness and Cormack’s rudeness, this night is already a runaway train headed for disaster.

      Rigby smirks. “So, why’d you two break it off? I mean, it’s nice to see that kismet has brought you back together, but what pulled you apart to begin with?”

      Cormack chokes and sputters, her pale as paper face suddenly red as a Christmas ornament.

      Noah nods to Everett. “She dated him first. I stepped in and outright stole her. Once I saw what it did to my then stepbrother, it sort of took the magic away from whatever we had.” He purses his lips a moment as he looks to Everett. “I guess you can say I chose you over her.”

      My mouth falls open, and the table grows strangely quiet until Cormack sputters a laugh.

      “And here we are all these years later.” She picks up Noah’s hand and kisses it. “I’m so glad clearer heads have prevailed and we’ve all grown up. Essex certainly won’t mind if we’re together now. He’s got his yummy little Lollipop to keep him warm at night.”

      The giant bird squawks so loud my entire body trembles. “Lolly! Lolly!”

      Everett takes up my hand, and I’m glad about it, too. It’s shocking to me no one else can hear this bird without touching me.

      “That I do.” Everett’s lips expand into a slow budding grin as he looks to his former stepbrother. “Lemon and I are practically inseparable these days. We share our deepest thoughts, our deepest, darkest desires, and she’s the only woman I see when she’s in the room.” His eyes flit over to mine, and he singes me with his stare.

      “Everett”—my cheeks flush with the heat of a nuclear detonation—“you really know how to turn on the charm.”

      Noah clears his throat. “And the bull.”

      Cormack clears her throat. “So does my Noah—the charm, I mean. I stopped by his place a little early just so I could get to know his sweet pup, Toby. Dogs are akin to children in my book, and it’s very important for Toby to like me now that we’re going to be a family.”

      A pang hits my chest when she says those words. Proof that I’m still outright grieving my relationship with Noah. He might have declared his undying love for me in the foyer, but with Cormack coming out with guns blazing, I don’t think he’ll be able to hold up his resistance very much longer.

      She nods to Rigby as if they just had a verbal exchange. “In fact, I’m headed back to his place right after this for a nightcap.”

      My lips part because I want to tell her to knock it off. No one goes to my boyfriend’s house for a nightcap but me. Although he’s not my boyfriend and he’s not exactly protesting the idea of knocking back shots with the queen of self-absorption either.

      “Everett and I are doing the same.” I nod over at them and watch as Noah’s eyes widen a notch. “In fact, I have two cats, and they absolutely adore him. I agree, it’s important that our fur children approve before we take things further.” I glower over at Noah a moment for no good reason. “And it’s inevitable that Everett and I will be taking things further.” I glance back at the stealth ball of testosterone seated next to me. “I mean, look at him.”

      “Whew!” Curt pretends to wipe down his forehead. “Look at you go, Lottie Cat.” He gives a little wink. “Rawr!” He claws the air a moment.

      “Lottie Cat was the little nickname he had for me while we were dating,” I say, glancing up at Everett. “I used to think it was oh so cute, and now I just find it oh so annoying.” Sort of like the person who thought it up to begin with. I glower at Curt for even bringing it up.

      Curt laughs it off with a chuckle. “You always did have a kick to you.” He leans toward Everett. “Keep an eye on this one. She is a wild tiger in the bedroom. But you probably already know that.”

      “I know that.” Noah manufactures a cat-who-ate-the-canary grin over at his old stepbrother, and I suddenly want to be anywhere but here. “She’s perfection in and out of the bedroom.”

      Rigby sits up. “You mean you’ve slept with every man at this table?” she shouts so loud half the restaurant turns to look this way.

      I catch Keelie giving me a quick thumbs-up, and both Hook and Meg break out into spontaneous applause.

      Dear God, kill me now.

      The waitress comes by and takes our orders and quickly deposits a drink before us all.

      “Time for a toast.” Curtis picks up his glass, and we all do the same.

      The bird expands his feathers and shudders as if it’s about to molt. “Time for a toast! Time for a toast!”

      Everett gives my hand a squeeze, and we share a knowing look.

      “To love!” Curt raises his glass ever higher. “And, of course, to Lottie, the girl we’ve all loved at one time or another.” His eyes soften as he looks to me with a creepy interest brewing in him. “May you find it in your heart to forgive me for causing you so much undo pain. Hey? How about I buy you coffee sometime?”

      I roll my eyes and lift my glass. “To love.” God knows it’s bittersweet. Curt’s flirtation really knows no bounds. It’s nice to see his girlfriend is so blasé about it. I’m sure they’ll have many years in a polyamorous relationship, but I’m willing to bet she won’t be necessarily apprised.

      “Love!” the bird caws and makes it sound like the four-letter word it is. “Love!”

      “Rigby”—I smile over at her—“I had a conversation with your late aunt once about birds, and she mentioned she had a beautiful macaw that she just adored. But I can’t seem to recall the name of it.” What’s a little appetizer of lies before dinner? If it can satiate my hunger for justice, I say bring on the half-truths.

      “Macon,” she grunts as if I sucker-punched her. “Macon the macaw. That thing was a nuisance.”

      Macon turns her way and lets out an earsplitting squawk of protest.

      Rigby growls in its direction as if she heard. “My aunt made him repeat everything twice. That’s how meticulous she was about things. You may not know this about her, but she was very militant about the way she went about things. I think that’s why we never got along. My own mother died years ago, and my dad moved to Europe, so Aunt Rhonda made it a point to try to be a parent to me as much as she could. I was already in New York by that time. But, boy, if she thought you were doing something wrong, she’d let you know it. And she’d turn you in for it, too. She didn’t believe in letting anyone get away with anything.”

      “That must have been hard on Felicity. I mean, no one is perfect, right?”

      A guttural laugh expels from her. “Felicity is far from perfection. In fact, she’s downright weird.”

      “Weird! Weird!” Macon goes off like an air horn, and Everett’s chest strums with a silent chuckle.

      That’s funny. That’s exactly the word Carlotta used to describe her.

      “Weird like what?” I ask casually as the waitress brings out dinner and begins to set our dishes before us. “As in she liked salt on her watermelon, weird?”

      Cormack giggles. “I love seasoned salt on my watermelon in the summer. Mmm,” she moans as she leans into Everett. “Remember that time we were in the kitchen and we went from going wild with the watermelon to—”

      I clear my throat as I look to Rigby. “Maybe Felicity is just misunderstood?”

      “No way.” Rigby shakes her head emphatically. “She was spoiled rotten from the day she was born, handed everything she wanted on a silver platter, right up until her mother discovered those Pepper Patrick books. My aunt was obsessed with a capital O. She even went as far as trying to convince Felicity to legally change her name to Alice McDade. Of course, Felicity thought she was nuts. But suddenly, all the attention Felicity was getting went straight to Pepper, straight to those books she was penning. It was almost as if Pepper put a spell on her through them. That was pretty weird, too. But the strangest thing of all was when I talked to the coroner this afternoon. It turned out, the killer had placed a chloroform rag over her nose and mouth, and once she passed out, they shoved it down her throat. Then I guess they strangled her somehow with a necklace, he thinks.” Rigby leans in as if she were about to dispense the juiciest morsel of gossip. “And get this. It’s exactly how one of the victims dies in the latest Pepper Patrick novel. Honest to God, if my crazy aunt knew how she bit the big one, she’d probably approve.”

      And on that cheery note, we start in on our dinner.

      But for the life of me I can’t seem to let it go.

      “A real shame about how Felicity was treated.” I shake my head wistfully and garner a funny look from Noah. I’m familiar with all of Noah’s funny looks, and this one in particular says back down.

      Rigby nods as she twirls a mound of spaghetti onto her fork.

      “I mean, I would have acted out, too,” I offer it up as bait. “Dyed my hair, shaved half of it. Maybe even gone out with an unsavory character or two. Like that Bojangles person you mentioned yesterday at the bakery.” I nod over at her. “It sounds like neither you nor Felicity got along that great with her.”

      “That’s for sure. Even this guy had a serious beef with good old Rhonda.” She ticks her head toward Curt.

      “You?” I glower at my ex. “What in the world did you have to beef with poor Rhonda over?” Suddenly, I’m moved to slug him for even thinking an unkind thought about her. It’s as if we’re talking about another Rhonda entirely. The Rhonda Gilbert I knew was nothing but a kind and patient soul.

      Curt growls at me as if I had accidentally pulled the pin on his temper. “Let’s just say when she came out to New York, things went sideways. I’m not proud of it, but now that she’s gone, I can finally put it behind me.”

      Wow. Curt really doesn’t have a filter on that brain of his, does he?

      Hey? He owed Hook money… I lean in and go with it.

      “How much did you owe her?”

      Curt’s eyes bulge as if I just pried into his darkest fantasy. Scratch that. Knowing Curt, he would wholeheartedly approve.

      Noah clicks his tongue with a crooked grin. “She called it. Lottie is a genius.”

      Everett pulls my hand to his lips. “That she is.”

      And suddenly, I’m not interested in interrogating anyone for the rest of the night. I doubt Curt offed Rhonda, but if he did I’m betting he left a trail of clues you could see from the space station.

      Dinner is quickly finished, and just as dessert hits the table, Macon squawks and spreads his wings before charging for Curt’s blueberry cheesecake.

      “Oh no,” I say, trying to flick my cloth napkin at the bird, but it’s too late. Macon jumps onto Curt’s dessert, and everyone at the table gasps at the odd sight of the seemingly spontaneous demolition.

      I slap my hand over the squashed cheesecake without thinking, but that doesn’t stop Macon from taking a pecking bite of a berry before flinging it right at Curt’s face.

      “Oh God.” I pick up another berry and peg Curt with it as well. Not only do I feel compelled to partake in the supernatural good time, but I’m rather enjoying it, too. “That’s what you get”—the words come out wooden—“for cheating on me all those years ago.”

      Macon bounces right into the cheesecake again and begins shuffling it backward over Curt’s dress shirt, and I quickly join in on the cheesecake flicking fun.

      “Geez, Lottie!” Curt stands and does his best to wipe the mess off. “It’s nice to see you still play with your food.” He looks to Everett. “But you already know that, don’t you?” He gives a congratulatory laugh as we all stand and head for the exit.

      Noah shores up the bill, which is far too kind of him. Then, of course, not to be outdone, Everett drops a wad of hundred dollar bills onto the table as a tip. I’m sure the waitresses at Mangia can’t wait to have us back. I give a quick wave goodnight to Keelie and Meg as we head back out into the warm night air.

      Rigby looks over at me, that smirk still smug on her face. “Everyone knows the way to Curt’s mattress is through a good food fight.” She takes Curt by the tie as if it were a leash. “Stick with the man you’ve got, Lottie Melon. This one is off-limits to you.”

      Rigby speeds into the night with him, and Curt chokes as he tries to keep up.

      “It’s Lottie Lemon,” I shout after them, and Curt gives a friendly wave.

      “Coffee! You and me, Lottie Cat!”

      “Good Lord.” I go to shake my head up at Everett, but that bird snags my attention as it lands square on Noah’s head.

      He grips his temples and winces. “What the hell? I just got the worst headache.”

      Macon’s talons glide a little too close to Noah’s gorgeous green eyes, and an all-out panic sets off in me.

      “No!” I shout as I lunge over and carefully pull the creature off of Noah’s head. “You may not do that!” I reprimand sharply.

      Noah straightens as he looks to me while Cormack laughs up a storm.

      “My headache went away just like that.”

      Everett wraps an arm around me. “Lemon is magic.”

      Noah leans in. “Is that what this is? Magic? So it’s true?” he says it lower than a whisper. “You’re a witch?”

      Good Lord.

      Cormack shivers as if we were suddenly transported to the arctic tundra. “Come on, Foxy. It’s time we had a little food fight fun of our own. Have I got plans for you tonight.”

      Noah doesn’t take his eyes off me for a good while until Cormack plucks him away and steals him into the night.

      Everett and I watch as the two of them take off. Noah looks both miserable and stunned.

      Everett leans in and brushes a careful kiss over my ear, and my entire body electrifies from his mere touch. “You ready for that nightcap?”

      “Only if you toss in a food fight.” I spin into him. “And maybe one of those amazing kisses? We both know you’re the only one capable of magic around here.” I can’t help but wrinkle my nose. It almost doesn’t feel fair to ask, but, in truth, it completely makes me forget my troubles.

      “Why wait to get to the good part?” He leans in and sears my lips with a kiss that makes my toes curl, my stomach explodes with heat, and my heart threatens to leap right out of my throat and into the stratosphere. My head spins, and I feel both dizzy and faint, and Everett wraps his arms around me tight just to keep me upright—a maneuver I’m sure he’s had to employ a time or two.

      A car honks as it passes us by, and Cormack leans out the window hollering and cheering us on. I’m assuming she’s doing the honking as well. Poor Noah is as green as a glow stick.

      “You beat us to it. But watch out!” she calls as Noah continues to speed down the street. “We’re about to set the house on fire!”

      And that’s exactly what I’m afraid of.
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      She went in for a nightcap.

      Yes, I looked. How could I not look? Anyone knows that if you plan to nurse a healthy grudge, you must have the fuel in which to nurture it with. Of course, I went in for a nightcap as well. Everett made me a steaming cup of chamomile tea and a shot of whiskey for himself. He probably needed it after dealing with Cormack Featherby for the evening. Believe you me, Everett Baxter is used to wrangling with his exes, but Cormack is a bit more of a slippery fish. In truth, it didn’t seem to bother him in the least when he was kissing me goodnight for that last hour and a half.

      Everett’s kisses are like a fine wine that should never be rushed and most certainly should be savored. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to hold off on exploring more than his hot mouth. That man is a virtual jungle gym of fun just demanding to be conquered. And now that Noah and I are no longer a thing—nor can I bring myself to even think of having a thing or a fling with that man until well after he’s no longer married, if ever—I think it’s time to allow Everett a chance to shine in every capacity.

      The next day, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is stocked full of tourists. As the weather warms up, the tourists love to come to our neck of the woods and take in the natural beauty this area of Vermont has to offer, the verdant fields, Honey Lake, the haunted B&B.

      At first, my mother’s foray into the paranormal was a cute, yet slightly scary, way to earn a little cash on the side, but now that it’s a virtual boon to the entire Honey Hollow economy, there have been rumors that pamphlets are being made and circulated to the tourist societies all over Vermont—even reaching as far as Manhattan. Imagine that. My mother—with the help of Greer Giles and her two-hundred-year-old boy toy—have actually put Honey Hollow on the map.

      And do you know what else has put Honey Hollow on the map? Murder.

      The afternoon rush dies down, and I pull another batch of chocolate chip cookies out of the oven, ready to refill the barren shelves. The door chimes, and I look over to see both Willow Lancaster and Felicity Gilbert walk in and I’m ashamed to admit that a tiny spiral of excitement hits me. I can’t help it. I have a stark thirst for justice, especially when it comes to poor Rhonda. I’m incensed that this should happen to her at all, but the fact that the tragedy occurred just moments prior to meeting her idol seems far too unfortunate.

      Speaking of Rhonda, her fine-feathered pet—beloved as he must have been—has been following me around nonstop ever since, and, for whatever reason, both Pancake and Waffles are on extreme edge around this beast that I’m fairly certain they cannot see.

      “Hello, ladies.” I try not to sound too cheery as they make their way to the counter. “What can I get you? Raspberry turnovers? Perhaps a cream puff or two? I just so happened to pull out a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies—and I never skimp on the chips. All on the house, of course.”

      Willow’s mouth falls open. Willow has always reminded me of a petite version of my sister, Meg. “I’ll take a cup of coffee and a slice of lemon cake if you don’t mind.”

      Felicity makes a face. Her hair is rumpled, her skin far too pale, and she has large, dark rings under her eyes. Come to think of it, Willow does, too. It’s clear their grief is taking its toll. It’s almost as good a reason as any to take them both off the suspect list. Almost.

      Every single suspect in this case has the exact same alibi—they were all present and accounted for at the library for the signing. I’ll admit, this is shaping up to be the toughest case yet, but I just so happen to like a good challenge.

      “Just coffee for me.” Felicity plops into the nearest seat, and Willow falls across from her. I nod for Lily to take care of the new onslaught that just walked through the door while I head over to tend to Willow and Felicity.

      “I’m so sorry for everything you’re going through,” I say as I set down their treats. “Any word on who might be responsible?”

      Felicity sags as she looks up at me with those crimson-laced eyes. “They found a chloroform rag stuffed in her mouth. And the killer had the nerve to strangle my mother, mostly with that necklace she was wearing, but they found hand markings as well.”

      Willow nods frenetically. “It was a clear copycat of Pepper Patrick’s latest book.”

      I don’t let on that Rigby shared that information with me last night.

      “Wow”—I muse—“that means the killer is either a fan of Pepper’s as well or they knew what a huge fan your mother was.” That sounds even more twisted now that I’ve said it out loud.

      Willow shakes her head at the ceiling. “That woman put the super in super fan. Everyone that was close to her knew of her obsession with Pepper Patrick.”

      “Maybe,” I muse. “But judging by that crowd that showed up that day, a lot of people shared her obsession.”

      Felicity shrugs. “Let’s call a spade a spade. That was the biggest thing to happen to Honey Hollow in a good long while.”

      Macon swoops down from the ceiling, and his talons clatter over the table. Suddenly, I’m fearing for Willow’s lemon cake. It’s one thing for me to smear cheesecake all over Curtis—he practically deserved it—but I draw the line at tossing lemon cake at my customers. I’ll have to have a long, meaningful talk with this fine-feathered spook once this little powwow is over.

      “I agree,” I say. “I don’t remember a crowd that large amassing for anything, not even the tree lighting in Town Square. So, are the two of you fans?” I examine their faces for clues, but they both look equally disinterested.

      Felicity tips her head back and forth. “Let’s just say I’m not Ms. Patrick’s biggest fan. Alice McDade, the main character in my mother’s favorite series, was like the sister I never wanted.”

      Macon burps out a caw. “Sister she never wanted! Sister she never wanted!” The wily bird looks my way and winks.

      I don’t know why, but I’m starting to get a sneaking suspicion about him. There’s just something that doesn’t sit right about his feathered ways.

      Willow reaches over and clasps ahold of Felicity’s hand. “I’m sure your mother never meant to hurt you. She confided in me that, once your father passed away, reading became her only escape from the grief.”

      “And in the end, it proved lethal.” Felicity’s voice wavers with pain.

      “Do you think anyone had a valid motive for wanting your mother gone?” I couldn’t bring myself to say dead. The woman is hardly cold at the morgue.

      Felicity’s eyes flick my way and glint with tears in the light. “Sadly, my mother had a habit of rubbing everyone the wrong way.”

      Willow grimaces as if she loathed the fact she had to agree. “She also had a habit of threatening people.”

      “Threatening people?” It sounds so very off, so very unlike the Rhonda I knew. I guess it’s safe to say I didn’t really know her at all.

      “That’s right.” To my surprise, Felicity acknowledges this. “My mother always had a strong desire for justice.”

      I cinch a meager smile. “I guess we have that in common.”

      Felicity rolls her eyes. “If my mother felt wronged by someone in any manner, she’d make no bones about it. She didn’t sugarcoat anything when it came to things like that. If she was confronting you about something, it was straight no chaser.”

      “Straight no chaser!” Macon squawks at ear-piercing decibels. “Straight no chaser!” He looks my way and winks once again, and it’s starting to feel like something intentional and not some cute quirk I’ve dismissed it as thus far.

      “Who do you think she threatened? I heard her argue with Rigby,” I offer.

      Willow snaps her fingers and points my way as if I were onto the killer herself.

      Felicity nods. “Rigby is just the tip of the iceberg. Her creepy boyfriend is right up there—no offense.”

      “No offense taken. I could think of a lot of things to call him, and creepy is the most pleasant of them all. Continue.”

      Willow makes a face at Felicity. “What about your creepy boyfriends? All three.”

      Felicity chuckles. “Fine. Rags is a piece of work. He fully blames my mother for our breakup, and he’d be right. Simon”—she shakes her head—“even though my mother really liked him, not only did she debunk every one of his beloved UFO theories, but she put a complaint in to city hall after Simon had the Alien Chasers Convention booked for the community center. She thought it would disrupt the serenity of Honey Hollow and fill the place with quacks running amuck.”

      Willow elbows her. “She was probably right about that one.”

      Felicity takes a breath. “And then there’s Bear. My mom owes him money. Usually it’s the other way around. My mother has been known to give a creative loan or two to the people she cares about. But Bear installed a new island at the flower shop. And, apparently, she outright stiffed him.”

      Willow blows out a breath. “And that’s not like her.”

      “Maybe she didn’t have the money to pay him back right away?” I offer.

      Willow shakes her head. “I do the books. Rhonda had plenty of money.”

      I bite down over my lip hard for a moment, trying my hardest to resist the urge, but the words bubble right out of my throat instead. “Do you think I can take a look at those sometime? I mean, I admire her for being in the black. My own business is struggling. Heck, maybe I can finally figure out the formula on how to run a successful business right here on Main Street.”

      Willow looks to Felicity. “I don’t mind if you don’t.”

      Felicity waves it off. “Oh, go ahead. Besides, Lottie, you’re the best detective in all of Vermont as far as I’m concerned. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if you found the killer.”

      Willow’s chest bounces with a soft laugh. “That’s right, Lottie. You’ve amassed quite the reputation around here—all good, of course. In fact, you can come by the shop and sweep it clean for all we care. We just want whoever did this behind bars.”

      “And they will be,” I assure. “I cared about Rhonda. And I’m devastated that something terrible like that had to happen to her. I’ll make sure her killer is brought to justice if it’s the last thing I do.”

      Willow winces. “I’d be careful what you say, Lottie. There is a very real killer on the loose.”

      Macon tips his head back. “Killer on the loose! Killer on the loose!”

      “There won’t be for long,” I assert.

      Felicity groans, “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am.”

      Both women offer up apprehensive smiles.

      Willow lifts her mug my way. “Watch your back, Lottie.”

      Felicity closes her eyes a moment. “I echo that sentiment. Whatever you do, don’t get yourself killed.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.”

      But then, Rhonda didn’t think she was going anywhere either.
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      To the most beautiful girl in the world. I miss you. Please take me back. I love you more than words can say.

      I sigh as I read the note over again. This huge vase of long-stem roses must have cost a fortune, and, to be honest, I was a bit surprised to find it just sitting out here on the porch where the wind or an animal could easily knock it over, but I suppose a man in love doesn’t really consider those things.

      I glance over toward Noah’s place across the street. It seemed like a great idea to move in such close proximity to the handsome detective I had a mad crush on at the time. And as fate would have it, Everett moved into the house next door to me. But Noah’s lights aren’t on and his truck is missing from his driveway. If he were home, I might have considered heading over and thanking him for the kind gesture. Plus, I haven’t given his Golden Retriever, Toby, the proper amount of affection yet this week. I can’t help myself. He’s almost the spitting image of Dutch, the ghost of Tanner Redwood’s dog that I accidentally claimed for myself and brought all kinds of chaos into my life. As my supersensual status would have it, claiming the spirit of a deceased animal or person can rain down all sorts of bad juju on one’s self. And it just so happens that one of those menacing misfortunes was discovering that my boyfriend, Noah Corbin Fox, was indeed very married.

      I head in and place the vase on the kitchen counter and feed both Pancake and Waffles before freshening myself up a bit. It just so happens that I have a date tonight with my neighbor, the good judge.

      Everett and I head out of our homes at the same time, and I meet him over by his expensive yet understated car with a box that contains an entire cheesecake for the occasion.

      “Delicious.” The tips of Everett’s lips curve slightly, and his lids look heavy with desire.

      “Oh, it is,” I’m quick to assure him. “In fact, I doused it with blueberry sauce and fresh berries. Carlotta isn’t going to care if we turn poor Rhonda’s house upside down and shake it so long as she can bury her face in this puppy.”

      His cheek flickers. “I meant you.”

      “Me?” I giggle like a schoolgirl at the implication. No man has ever made me blush as hard as Everett, not even Noah, and that man made me do all sorts of things I didn’t think were possible and in every single position.

      I run my finger down Everett’s slick silver tie. “How about after we hit Rhonda’s place, you come in and I’ll build us a fire? I’ve been getting awfully cold at night.” There is nothing like a kiss from Everett Baxter to make all of my troubles disappear—even if Noah is one of them.

      Everett lunges past me and opens the door to his sedan. “Let’s get in the car, Lemon. We need to make tracks. I have plans on how to warm you, and we won’t be needing a fire.”

      And make tracks we do. Everett lands us in front of Rhonda Gilbert’s house at lightning speed. It doesn’t hurt that she lives just a few blocks away.

      “Oh no,” I groan as I spot Noah heading up the walk.

      Everett and I get out and meet him at the porch as the three of us indulge in an awkward exchange.

      “Thank you for the roses.” It sounds far more sarcastic than I meant for it to, but after that nightcap stunt he pulled with Cormack, I can’t bring myself to take that note too seriously.

      Noah looks to Everett, then back to me before lifting a brow. “Are you talking to me?”

      I give an incredulous laugh. “Yes, I’m talking to you. That was a very sweet gesture. In fact, that was brave of you to leave it on my porch like that. The slightest breeze could have knocked that gorgeous vase over.” I give a brisk knock on the door, and we hear footsteps padding this way.

      Noah’s chest expands for a moment. “Lottie, I’m sorry to say this, but I didn’t leave those roses.” He swallows hard as he looks to his former stepbrother. “They must be from Everett.”

      “It wasn’t me, Lemon. I prefer to deliver all of my flowers in person.”

      Bleh. That narrows it down to one New York option, and now I’m wishing I left the flowers on the porch for the wind to have its way with them.

      The door swings open, and my slightly older lookalike stands there gagging on a laugh.

      “Well, if it isn’t Lottie Cakes and her two handsome beaus.” Carlotta wrinkles her nose at Noah. “Oh, that’s right. She dumped you.” A satisfied smile takes over.

      A horrific scream erupts overhead as Macon swoops into the house, right through the roof, and lands in the living room onto the sofa.

      Carlotta grunts at the sight of it. “I hate it when you bring your annoying friends, Lottie. Especially loud mouths that like to scream in my ear whenever they get the chance.”

      My eyes widen at her. “Now, now, Carlotta. Noah isn’t all that annoying.” I give him a sly wink in a meager attempt to play it off.

      She takes the box from me and lifts the lid.

      “Ooh,” she squeals as she scuffles off to the kitchen. “Cheesecake—my favorite. I don’t have to share any of this with your horny boyfriends, do I?”

      I cringe at her verbiage. “Nope. It’s all yours. Go ahead and shove as much into your pie hole as you wish.” And silence yourself in the process. “If you don’t mind, we’re going to poke around for a bit. But we’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”

      Everett pumps a dry smile my way that lasts less than a nanosecond. “Lemon and I have a date afterwards.”

      “A date?” Carlotta muses. “With Mr. Sexy, no less?” It’s true. Everett was dubbed such by his local barista, and the nickname took for a darn good reason.

      I glance to Noah who looks morbidly wounded.

      “We’re just building a fire at my place. We’re going to snuggle with the cats. Maybe catch up on a game.” Everett is a sports fanatic, and in an odd turn of events I don’t mind so much watching along with him. My father was a sports fanatic, too, but how I hated it when he hogged the television for hours at a time. Now I’d give anything to watch a lifetime of games just to have my father back. Maybe that’s why I’ve made such concessions for Everett’s obsession for everything that bounces, rattles, or rolls.

      Noah nods my way, and that sober look on his face lets me know he’s not thrilled with the idea. “Sounds perfectly romantic.”

      “It will be,” Everett says, picking up a few magazines from the coffee table.

      Carlotta sticks a fork right smack-dab in the middle of the cheesecake and takes a bite.

      “Mmm, this is real good, Lottie. Hey, you ought to open a bakery.” She slaps her knee hard while letting out a hoot.

      “Where have I heard that before?” I head over to an antique secretary desk in the corner and pull the drawers open.

      “Hey, hey!” Carlotta points hard my way. “Don’t the three of you need a license to snoop?”

      She’s got us there.

      I avert my eyes as if it were the silliest question on the planet. “He’s a detective, and he’s a judge. And I’m—”

      Carlotta cuts me off, “The best darn crime fighter in all of the Eastern Seaboard.”

      A chuckle bounces through me. “We don’t live on the Eastern Seaboard—not technically anyway, but thank you for the compliment.” I pull out a stack of bills from the back of the top drawer. They’re all bundled together with a rubber band, and I quickly free them. “That’s odd.” I turn the stack in my hand and inspect them at close range. “There must be thirty envelopes here and not one of them has been opened. This is her mail. Every one of these is addressed to Rhonda Gilbert. Why wouldn’t she open her mail?”

      Carlotta’s chest bucks. “Maybe because she knew she was gonna die. If I knew I was gonna die, I wouldn’t pay my bills either.”

      Macon screeches, “Gonna die! Gonna die!”

      I shudder at the unwelcomed chorus.

      I turn to see what Noah and Everett think about this, and they’re nowhere to be seen. The murmur of heated voices comes from down the hall, and it’s clear they’re having an argument.

      Carlotta gives a wistful shake of the head. “Ten bucks to Tuesday says they’re fighting about you, Carlotta Lemon.”

      “Just Lottie, please.” I scowl over at the feathered menace who is singlehandedly responsible for the screeching in my ears. “Hey, Macon? Why don’t you head over and listen in for me? God knows I’d love to be a fly on the wall in that room.”

      Macon’s head juts back and forth like a chicken, and soon he’s gliding through the living room, through the wall that separates us from the hall, and I’m hoping he’s hit ground zero.

      “Would you look at that?” Carlotta marvels with her eyes distended. “That thing actually listened to you. Maybe that’s a new addition to your powers? You can make that winged rat do your bidding. Like the Wicked Witch of the West and those flying monkeys of hers. You have a flying Macon. Close enough. Not to mention the fact monkeys have no problem pooping up a storm wherever they please. Be grateful for what you got.”

      I make a face as I slip a finger through what appears to be a water bill.

      Carlotta gasps, “Lottie Kenzie Lemon! You’re lucky those legal eagles you’ve put under your spell are in another room. You’re committing a federal offense.”

      “Let the government come after me. I dare them. I’ll be opening every single one of these if I feel like it, thank you very much.” And I quickly do just that.

      A pattern quickly emerges, and a breath gets locked in my throat as Everett and Noah enter back into the room.

      “None of these bills have been paid in months. In fact, all of these bills are way past due. Carlotta, you should really consider moving out of here unless you like living in the dark.”

      Macon flies into the room once again, quickly landing on my shoulder, and I just as quickly bounce him right off in an effort to save my back from going out. He must weigh twenty pounds easy—and for some reason, I feel every ounce of it. Goodness.

      “Lemon is mine! Lemon is mine!” he screeches, sounding suspiciously like Everett, and I can’t help but smile over at the wily judge.

      “Hands off my girlfriend, buddy. Or I’ll end you!” Macon repeats the sentiment, and my mouth squares off in horror as I look to Noah.

      Noah nods as if admitting to the verbal malfeasance. “It sounds as if Rhonda had some trouble with money.”

      “I guess so. Willow says the shop is well in the black, so it’s obvious she put all of her finances in it to make it the success it is and left the house to suffer. I’m sure she was hoping to rectify this as soon as possible.”

      A thought comes to me, and I look to the fine-feathered poltergeist with a new sense of wonder. “You can eavesdrop,” I say it lower than a whisper.

      “What’s that?” Noah leans in.

      “Oh, nothing. I think I’m ready to wrap up this party. Um—why don’t we do one more quick sweep?”

      Everett heads for the hall once again. “I’ll check out her bedroom. If there’s anything in there, I’ll find it.”

      Carlotta belts out a hearty chuckle. “Honey, I think everyone in this room can attest to the fact you know your way around a woman’s bedroom.”

      Everett turns and offers the hint of a sly grin at this older version of me before disappearing.

      Noah steps in, his eyes morbidly set on mine. “I’ll inspect the office once again.” He takes off, and I make a beeline for that winged phantasm.

      “You!” I take a staggering step toward Macon. “You listened in on their conversation and reported it right back to me.”

      Macon’s furry little head rocks side to side as a giggle rips out of his throat that sounds decidedly like Rhonda Gilbert.

      Carlotta heads over and shudders. “Now that is just creepy.”

      Macon juts his head back. “Why is this creepy? My entire intent and purpose while on Earth was to mimic the sounds I heard and relay them back to you.”

      I suck in a lungful of air and perhaps a feather or two.

      Carlotta gags. “Winner, winner, macaw dinner!”

      “I so agree.” I point hard at the door. “Outside, Macon. Right now. You and I have a lot of things we need to discuss.”

      No sooner do I spew the command than the bird glides effortlessly through the air, through the wall, and beats me to the porch before I can get there.

      “Come here.” I hop down the stairs and over to a rosebush near the street. “Macon! You can talk!” I look up at the beautiful bird who seems to be suspended in animation just a few feet above me. “And more importantly—you can listen! And relay it all back to me.” I tip my head his way, acknowledging that the conversation is in his feathered court.

      Macon jerks, his feathers puffing up before settling over his ghostly form once again. “Of course, I can talk. And since I’ve long since passed to the other side, I have no earthly restraints to keep from expressing myself.”

      “Good! That means you can help me with the case! I’ll give you a list of people to spy on and you come back and tell me what they said.”

      He lets out an earsplitting caw. “That’s not how this works. I’m afraid. I can, however, follow along with you, and if I happen to be in the vicinity of something that might be helpful, I will most certainly relay it.”

      “So I have to be there? In the vicinity?”

      “In the least.”

      “Fine. I’ll carry on this investigation like I usually would, and you’ll be right there with me. I’m certain I’ll be able to utilize your wonderful, insightful superpowers.”

      “Lottie?” an all too familiar male voice calls out from behind, and I cringe before spinning slowly on my heels.

      Noah stands just feet away from me, that horrified look on his face. Behind him Everett hustles his way down the walk as Carlotta watches from the door, shoveling cheesecake into her face as if it were popcorn.

      My mouth opens, and not a single thing comes out.

      Everett unlocks his car as he looks to the two of us. “What’s going on?”

      Noah pants as if he just ran to Ashford and back. And I’m sure he would have rather done so than witness the spectacle.

      “Lottie?” Noah shakes his head. “You were having a full-blown conversation with that bush.”

      I glance to the rosebush in question and openly frown at it. Of course, Noah thinks I was talking to the bush since there’s not another living thing in the vicinity.

      Everett tips his head back as if he’s suddenly apprised of what’s happening. “Lemon likes to process things out loud. No harm there. It’s the litigator in her.” He tips his head toward the car as if suggesting we should leave now, and I wholeheartedly agree.

      I take a step in that direction, and Noah blocks my path.

      He looks to Everett. “You’re defending her. You know what’s happening.” He squeezes his eyes shut tight. “It’s that thing, isn’t it? The secret you shared with Everett and not with me.” He’s gone from heavily concerned to heavily resigned to the fact he will never be apprised of my deep, dark secret.

      “Yes, but Everett only knows because he happened to blackmail it out of me.” I shoot a look to the extorting judge. It’s true, but it wasn’t at all as bad as it sounds.

      Noah straightens. His eyes are wild with rage as he looks to Everett. “Well then, let me blackmail it out of you, because unlike him, I really want to help.”

      “Would you stop?” My voice hikes to match with his own. “You are not blackmailing anything out of me. And Everett helps. It helps that he knows.”

      “Then why can’t I know?” Noah’s voice elevates to just this side of shouting.

      “Because you told me you’d love me even if I never told you!” My entire body shakes as I shout the words right back into his face.

      Noah sags, defeated by his own words. “I’m afraid, Lottie.” His voice breaks as his Adam’s apple rides up and down. “I’m scared for you.” He glances to Everett. “And I don’t know how Everett is helping, but if he’s not doing anything to heal the situation, then he’s not helping in any good way. Let me in, Lottie. You have my whole heart. You’ve had it from the moment we met. I would push the sun and stars right out of the solar system for you. Let me help you with this.”

      “What did Britney tell you last month?” My breathing is ragged, and all I want to do is run the heck out of here.

      “That you were a witch.”

      “Let’s go with that.”

      Noah’s chest pumps. “If we’re going with it, that means it’s not real.”

      “It could be for all I know.” I glance to Carlotta, and she shakes her head frenetically as if asking me not to say another word. “Everett, I’d like to leave,” I say, walking briskly toward his car.

      “Lottie”—Noah stalks alongside me—“I’m asking you to trust me with this. I can’t sleep at night knowing there’s something wrong and I don’t even have a fighting chance to help fix things for you.”

      I pause just as Everett opens the passenger’s side door for me. “Noah”—I take a breath as I look into his watery green eyes—“this is not fixable. There is no doctor on the planet, no medication, no amount of sleep, yoga, fruit smoothies, or sage that can rectify the situation. I’m not even sure I’m broken. This is just me. It’s who I am.”

      He gives a solemn nod. “Just know this. Everett has accepted you for who you are, and he’s accepted whatever this situation may be. I will, too. There will be no judgment. Not one move will be made that will make you uncomfortable.”

      Like an incarceration in a locked psychiatric unit, I want to add but don’t.

      Noah sighs hard. I’ve worn him down, and he’s ready to throw in the towel. “At least let me know why you won’t tell me—outside of the fact that we’re no longer together. You have to know my love for you remains.”

      My heart breaks just hearing it. “Because once you know, you won’t look at me the same ever again.”

      His eyes quickly flit to Everett. “How about you?” His voice is gruff as he looks to his former stepbrother. “Do you look at her differently?”

      Everett’s chest expands, and it’s a menacing sight. “No, I don’t. In fact, I admire her on an entirely different level.” He gets into the car and starts up the engine.

      Noah nods as he looks to me, that sober expression of his never leaving him. It’s clear the not knowing is killing him.

      I look back to Carlotta, and she shakes her head emphatically again. Sadly, I think she might be the voice of reason.

      “Goodnight, Noah. Please don’t be afraid for me. There’s nothing to fear here.”

      Everett speeds us back to my place, and I make that fire and we watch a game while wrapped in one another’s arms. It’s nice like this with Everett. It feels safe even though he knows every part of who I am.

      Then why can’t I see myself feeling safe if I tell Noah?

      Noah may not have anything to fear, but maybe I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s strange how love works. Yes, I still very much love Noah, but my heart is still healing from that not-so-little breach of trust otherwise known as his wife. I’ve been hurt before, and it’s going to take a little time to build that trust up again, to heal those wounds.

      Last night at Rhonda’s really shook me to my core. It’s bad enough he thought I was a witch, so how much worse would I feel if he knew I was supersensual? The natural world doesn’t even have a classification for the transmundane community—heck, let’s be honest, even those who share my supernatural abilities don’t have a total grasp on what it means. But there is something instinctual inside of me that demands I keep my little secret close to the supersensual vest.

      Once I tell Noah, there is no going back. He’ll know and he’ll know forever. It’s not the kind of thing you forget. In fact, it’s the kind of thing that has the power to define someone. And when you get down to brass tacks, that is exactly what I’m afraid of. I’m not so hot on the idea of shouting my status from the rooftops, nor do I wish to whisper it to Noah in passing. Things will change between us once he knows the truth—far more than they already have.

      It’s late. The bakery closed an hour ago, but Everett says he scored some information on the Seekers of the Light, that organization Rags Bojangles is tied up in, so he picks me up and we’re on our way to Leeds where historically only good things happen. And when I say good, I mean bawdy, illegal, and borderline horrific.

      “So, how exactly did you find out where this cult is hiding? I scoured the internet and couldn’t find a clue. Do you know how hard it is not to leave a cyber footprint these days? It’s like they’re virtual ghosts.”

      “Easy.” Everett leans back in his seat. His gaze is steady on the road, but somehow he’s still managing to bedroom eye me. It’s a neat trick only Everett can pull off. “I remembered a case I presided over a few years back that involved one of their members. Legally, they had to provide an address and a phone number. I tracked it down, called, and expressed an interest in their higher learning program, and they were quick to invite us to a recruitment meeting tonight.”

      “Wow, that’s great! See? You and I together by far outshine the Ashford Homicide Division.”

      He winces. “That might be so, but I put in a call to Noah this afternoon. He and Detective Fairbanks will be there as well.”

      “What did you do that for?” My adrenaline spikes at the thought of seeing Noah again so soon after that tug-of-war for my supersensual standing. “And Ivy? We for sure did not need her.”

      “The woman I spoke to said they were very eager to bring in more couples. I thought that might get him through the door a little easier. Besides, that’s two guns we’ll have on our side if things go sideways. If it’s one thing that I remember about the Seekers, it’s that they’re dangerous. These cult members are heavily indoctrinated to thinking that their way of life is not only best, but it’s the only way.”

      “What kinds of things do I have to look forward to? What are they going to do—thrust a user’s manual at us? Make us watch endless hours of infomercials? What do they stand for? What’s their MO?”

      Everett lifts a brow as he gets off the highway and coasts right into Leeds’ city limits. Leeds is home to just about every strip club, underground sex club, gambling casino, and probably an entire plethora of illegal things I’m not even privy to.

      “First off, they have a very charismatic leader. Her name is Twila Omega. And she’s been known to win over even the most hardened of hearts. Some even speculate she puts some sort of spell on people to pull them in. The Seekers believe they have the one and only true teaching on just about everything. They’re big on opening your mind, your wallet, and, excuse my crudeness, but your legs as well. Not only do they believe staunchly in social isolation from others that are not a part of their establishment, but they believe in sharing everything with other members right down to their bodies. It’s abusive and manipulative, any way you slice it.”

      I shudder just thinking about it. “Suddenly, I’m glad we’re coming in with a little firepower. Hey? Do you think Noah and Ivy can break up this cult and free their members while we’re at it?”

      Everett grunts at the idea of Noah saving the day. “It’s unlikely we’ll be let near any of their brainwashed victims. Tonight, we’re meeting the elite who know how to handle the naysayers—and, believe me, there will still be a decent crowd present. And just to be clear, they’re efficient at showing anyone the door who doesn’t want to play along. They’re going to feel us out, and if they think we’re malleable enough for them to manipulate, we’ll slowly be ushered into their inner circle.”

      “Well, I hope we see Rags Bojangles.”

      “We might. Regardless, we’ll get somewhere. We always do.”

      The Seekers of the Light reside on a compound that stretches out just past Leeds’ borders, but for the sake of our asinine assessment by the higher-ups, we’ve been instructed to meet at their church, a small brick building with tiny triangular windows. With the dark sky behind it, the barren fields, it looks like a church straight out of a horror movie.

      I spot Noah’s truck in the lot, and as much as I hate to admit it, I feel a twinge better knowing he and his weapon are somewhere on the grounds. I glance to Macon sitting in the back seat. I’ve already filled Everett in on everything regarding our feathered friend last night. “Tonight’s your night to shine, Macon. We’re not only going to get the dirt on Rags, but we’re going to get the lowdown on these cultish kooks, too.”

      We head out toward the church, and the sound of voices chattering, bursts of laughter emitting from inside takes me by surprise.

      “It sounds like they’re having a party in there.” My nerves hit hard. I’ve never been one to voluntarily gravitate toward a social gathering.

      Everett takes up my hand, and all of my nerves fly away like bats out of the armpit of hell. I look up at this vexingly handsome man by my side, those steely blue eyes piercing through the darkness as his lips curve slightly with a smile he’s far too stubborn to give.

      “You really do make me feel better, Everett, you know that?”

      His lids hood a notch. “Cupcake, I can make you feel things you’ve never dreamed possible. For sure nothing any of your exes ever made you feel. Now, let’s crash this party, get what we came for, and if you’re up for it, I wouldn’t mind giving you a demonstration on those new feelings in you I’m ready and willing to invoke.”

      Every last part of me tingles as we head on in. The foyer is filled with people, shoulder to shoulder, as they chatter away, absorbed in what appears to be riveting, joyous conversation. Laughter abounds, and it’s clear a good time is being had by all. The lighting is low, dare I say, dim, and the sound of music plays softly above the chatter.

      Macon flutters near my left. “They’re naked! They’re naked!”

      I suck in a quick breath, and just as suddenly I’m relieved to see that they’re not naked at all. Each one is wearing a white linen robe cinched with a golden sash.

      “Good evening!” A female voice startles me to attention, and I jump a little toward Everett when I see her.

      Standing before us is an unusually tall woman, and by tall, I’m talking six eight conservatively. She, too, is wrapped in a white linen robe, gold sash to match. Her hair is gloriously long and wavy—a strange combination of blonde and pink—and her skin is unearthly pale. She’s beautiful, stunning in fact, with large clear blue eyes, the color of the spring sky. Her bright white teeth each glitter like stars, but her skin—she’s outright glowing, and I don’t mean in the flushed sexual sense. This woman is actually pulling off a luminescent feat formerly reserved for heavenly bodies and light bulbs.

      What gives? I wince just taking her in.

      “My name is Twila.” She picks up both my hand and Everett’s, and, honest to God, I think I just felt an electrical jolt run through me. “Welcome to the nest. We are so very happy to have you join us. And you’ve joined us on a perfect night. We’re having a renewal cleansing later this evening. It’s a way for us to give back to nature to thank her for a perfect spring.”

      Huh. Okay, whatever.

      “Come.” She takes off ahead and waves us along. “We have a briefing going on at the altar. There will be a few other couples joining us this evening. And after the briefing, I encourage you to stay on and observe the festivities. Once you see how freeing it is to live in the light, you’ll never want to go back into the darkness.”

      I take up Everett’s hand and lean in. “Funny, I’m sort of craving a little light right about now.” The deeper into the sanctuary we’re led, the darker it seems to get, but again it’s wall-to-wall people. Hey? I bet there’s a chance Dirty Bojangles is here after all.

      Macon flashes with red and blue sparkles going off in this disastrously low lighting, and he’s a thing of beauty all on his own. I pause for moment and nod him over.

      “Do me a favor and listen for the name Rags Bojangles. He’s the man we came to talk to, and he might just be your precious Rhonda’s killer!” I hiss it all out lower than a whisper, and Macon takes off with a dramatic flap of the wings.

      Everett waits patiently until I’m done instructing Macon, and we make our way to the front where I spot Noah observing me with that same worried look he had last night when he saw me chatting away to that rosebush. Odds are good he just saw a repeat performance sans a bush to blame. I’m sure he’s not too impressed that I’m flaunting my crazy all over the place.

      Twila herds a small group of people up the stairs to the altar just beyond the podium and motions for us to sit down on the floor. She folds her legs and places her hands on her lap, so the entire lot of us follow suit. I can’t help but feel a little brainwashed already.

      Noah scoots in close as he gives a nod of acknowledgment to Everett and me. Ivy has her crimson locks up in a bun, she’s donned jeans and a sweatshirt, and yet she still looks every bit as uptight as usual. I’m guessing she’s gone undercover as a suburbanite soccer mom. Ivy’s go-to accouterments are usually a fitted pantsuit and sky-high heels. She might be wrangling criminals, but, by God, she’s going to do it in style.

      “Welcome to the Seekers of the Light!” Twila booms, and a small murmur echoes through the crowd around us as if the entire congregation was welcoming us as well. I’m not actually sure if they’re a congregation, or if this is a real church. I mean, it’s something, but there’s no cross hung in sight, and come to think of it, there’s not a pew, couch, or folding chair in sight either. Maybe they all sit on the floor to take in her quack quackery?

      “It’s important for me to state that this is a safe place, a stress-free zone, a place where you can be comforted—where you can comfort others.” She looks beyond us and lifts a hand, and soon enough there’s a person in yet another white robe kneeling behind each of us. “They’re going to touch you now.”

      She lifts her other hand, and just like that, we’re each getting a shoulder rub of a lifetime. Just about every person in this herd of newbies is moaning and groaning at how amazing it feels—and it doesn’t escape me at how sexual it feels either.

      But my God, does it ever feel amazing! I’m talking ah-mazing. As in does this person with the magic hands manhandling my backside realize they have weapons of wonder attached to their wrists? I would pay big money to have this done on a daily basis. That is, if I had big money.

      A moan rips from me as I lean my head to the side, and I get a look at the bearded man working his magic fingers over my back.

      “I’ve got a kink to the left a little”—I tap my hand, orienting him to the trouble spot, and he hits it just right—“oh, that’s perfect. Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I moan the loudest of them all—but hey, this guy really deserves some high praise.

      I glance around and spot women massaging the men and vice versa.

      Huh. That seems rather unnecessary. But I am getting a freebie out of the deal, so I’ll be the last person to complain about the quasi-sexual setup.

      Noah looks my way with his brows pinching in the middle before he takes a moment to glower at the man doling out the best massage of my life. Fine, best massage of the night. Noah had been known to dole out quite the spectacular massages and, believe you me, every part of my body misses his strong, prone to wander fingers.

      Twila starts up again like a windup doll, droning on and on about the open skyways and byways of our beautiful underutilized mind.

      “The outside world is corrosive to the state of your well-being. The Seekers’ lifestyle is able to foster and satiate your every emotional desire.” She pulls her hands to her chest dramatically, and a roar rips from her as if it were unavoidable. And—my God, I swear on all that is holy, her skin just brightened a notch or two. How in the world is she doing that?

      She lifts her hands before continuing. “If selected, you will have the opportunity to live on the grounds at our five-star luxury resort equipped with two indoor swimming pools—heated, of course—four spas, and a steam room in every dormitory. There is a commons kitchen where you’re free to indulge your flesh with rich, nourishing meals made fresh with organic vegetables grown in our very own working garden. There are master chefs on hand to whip up delicious meals three times daily, and the kitchen is open to one and all twenty-four hours a day. There is every accommodation of home, but you can have all of this with no bills to pay, no debt to enslave yourselves to. Everything we have is yours once you commit to the Seekers’ lifestyle.”

      A woman near the end of our newbie ring raises her hand, and Twila motions for her to put it down. “There will be plenty of time for questions once our five-part orientation has come to a close. This is the time to eschew the places of doubt your worldly mind insists upon and free your every inhibition as you become who you were intended to be all along. Rise”—she seemingly floats to her feet, and we follow suit—“take your places among your new family as we begin the dedication of our mind to this precious time of renewal. What better way to understand the Seekers’ lifestyle than to embrace it fully on this beautiful night?”

      Something tells me they want far more from their members than their enlightened minds. They want their wallets, too. I’m beginning to understand why Rags Bojangles looked as if he didn’t have a dime to his name. He didn’t. And I’m betting that’s where Rhonda and her creative loans came into play. Who knew I’d glean so much without even speaking to Rags.

      Macon lets out an earthshattering cry from somewhere deep in the room.

      Well, what do you know?

      I have a distinct feeling I’m going to get a chance to speak to Rags after all.
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      The music starts up, something melodic that the couples around us have decided to slow dance to. We follow the others back down the altar and into the crowd as Everett wraps his arms around me and we begin to sway to the music. His thick cologne envelops me, and I’m intoxicated by his scent, those hypnotic blue eyes, the feel of his strong as steel abs rubbing up against me.

      Our feet are still firmly planted at the Seekers of the Light’s not-so-secret facility which parades around as an innocent church. Their fearless, and oddly glowing leader, just wrapped up an initiation pep talk, then quickly encouraged us to mingle with the brainwashed masses. If Everett is right, and this vexingly sexy man has yet to be wrong, this is all a part of the grand initiation scheme where they steal our wallets and our minds—I’m sure our souls won’t be far to follow.

      I give the sly judge a quick wink. “So, what was it you were going to do to me tonight?”

      His chest rumbles silently against mine. “Are you looking for a preview?”

      “I’m looking to find out if I should limber up beforehand.”

      A dirty smile flickers across his lips quicker than lightning. “I’ll make sure you’re good and ready, Cupcake.” His fingers press in over my back and do a little massage maneuver that makes what just happened up on that altar look as if a drunk toddler danced over me. “I don’t believe in making you cry out in pain. I believe in making you cry out with—”

      Noah pops up and gives Everett a hard tap on the shoulder. “Sorry, buddy, I believe this dance is mine.” Noah edges his way in, and before I know it, Noah’s strong arms are wrapped around me and Everett is whispering something to Ivy that has her bubbling with laughter. I scowl over at the seemingly happy couple.

      Noah bows in as if he’s about to kiss me, his familiar spiced cologne calls to me as if it were home. His warmth, his granite-like body leashed to mine makes me miss him ten times more, and he’s right here in front of me. It sounds like an impossible feat but, believe me, it’s playing out in real time. I’m longing for the old us, back when I was blissfully unaware of the fact he had a wife—and I hate how horrible that sounds.

      “What do you think?” He ticks his head toward Twila and her wall of muscular men that look as if they double as bouncers at the strip clubs down the street.

      “I think we need to find Rags before I move in and eat five-star meals for free.”

      Noah’s chest bucks with a silent laugh.

      I’m about to say something else when a flicker of blue sparks emits from above, and Macon swoops in close just to the left of Noah.

      “What did you find?” I whisper with absolutely zero regard for Noah’s nosy assessment of my questionable sanity.

      Macon flaps his majestic wings, and they glow like a beacon of light in this dimly lit room.

      “Rags Bojangles! Rags Bojangles!”

      I grimace up at him. “Cut through the parrot speak and give it to me straight.”

      Noah glances over his shoulder before craning his neck around the vicinity. “Are you talking to me?”

      “Do you look like a parrot?” I hiss without meaning to before nodding up at Macon.

      “Filthy Rags is in the corner with his cohorts. His partner is a waif of a girl with braids, and he spoke of looking for work soon and leaving the Seekers’ life.”

      “No kidding!” A twinge of glee fills me over that one. Here Twila is spewing her twisted way of living at a bunch of fresh faces, and meanwhile the ones that have eaten all the five-star meals their bellies can handle are ready to ditch this den of depravity.

      “Lottie?” Noah whispers as he vies for my attention. “What’s happening?”

      Just as I open my mouth to say something, Twila clears her throat into a mic from over on the altar.

      “Let us commune as one. Pour your love into one another. Drop your worldly selves and open wide as the light rains down over you and fills your souls.”

      Couples all around us start in on one big make-out session, and quite frankly something about the mass lip-lock repulses me.

      Noah leans in with a devilish gleam in his eyes. “When in Rome.” He comes in for the kill, and just as he’s about to get to first base, I’m twirled around from behind and right back into Everett’s arms where I started.

      He leans in, his blue eyes unnaturally illuminated. “I heard his name whispered in the crowd. He’s definitely here.”

      “Macon says he’s in the corner dancing with a girl with braids!”

      “I don’t think they’re dancing anymore, Lemon.” He nods at the moaning masses as we glide our way over.

      “Keep an eye out for the dirty unkempt one,” I whisper.

      Everett frowns as he scours the crowd. “That would be all of them. I’m thinking these dormitories aren’t fitted with showers.”

      I give a discerning look and, sure enough, he’s right. All that free living means not utilizing the wonders of modern hygiene. I’m guessing the trips to the pool are limited, too.

      No sooner do we sashay our way to the corner than I recognize the ratty looking man with shaggy hair down to his back. Those grimy looking features stand out even in this low light.

      “Hang on.” Everett moves us over, and in one fell swoop he’s dancing with the girl with braids and I’m in the gangly arms of a man who smells like a sewer.

      “I’m new.” I shrug. “I’m just so over society and all of its horrific anxieties.” I figure a quick and dirty confessional is a good start—even if the confessional is the furthest thing from the truth.

      “Where are you from?” Rags gives an ear-to-ear grin because either he’s really glad to see me or he wants to take a bite out of my newness. I’m guessing it’s the latter.

      “Honey Hollow. We just had another homicide—at the public library of all places. Can you believe it? There’s a killer on the loose, and they’re picking off their victims right out in the open. I don’t think I can stay in town much longer.”

      He shakes his head and blows out a breath. “I was at the library that afternoon. In fact, it was my ex-girlfriend’s mother who was killed. I still can’t believe it. Good ol’ Rhonda finally bit the big one.”

      “Finally?” I inch back, incensed. “Doesn’t sound like you cared for her much.”

      “I didn’t.” He flashes that smile once again, and his teeth light up the darkness. “She was a suppressive person who kept my one true love apart from me. She put a wedge in so deep, my girlfriend actually started dating my old roommate.”

      My mouth falls open. Simon Warwick was his old roommate?

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Did her mom approve of your old roommate?”

      “Are you kidding? That woman didn’t approve of anyone.” He glances over my shoulder and smirks. “Don’t say anything, but I work as a bouncer part-time at a strip club down the street.”

      “You don’t say?” Knew it.

      “I like the money.” He shrugs as if he were guilty. “And I happen to be a huge fan of Pepper Patrick, but they don’t believe in books here unless they’re written by our supreme leader.”

      My lips twist in a knot as if I might be sick. Anyone who doesn’t believe in books needs to be banished from the planet.

      “That day at the library?” I lean in. “Did you see anyone around your ex-girlfriend’s mother who was angry enough to do her in?”

      He belts out a laugh. “My ex herself should be the prime suspect. But if she did it, they’ll never catch her. She’s smart as a whip.” He gives a wistful shake of the head.

      “How about you?” I shrug. “Did you do it?” A part of me can’t believe I just asked a suspect point-blank if they did it, and yet I’m thinking Rags here might actually cop to it if he did.

      “Not me, but I thought of it. Felicity, that’s my ex, she let me know the old bat was strangled. That’s not something I’d have it in me to do. When you get down to it, I’m a lover, not a fighter. Someone would have to be overcome with rage to pull something like that off in public. Nope. I would have gotten her alone. Made it look like an accident. Maybe something self-inflicted.” He glances to the ceiling as if considering his options. “But I’ll tell you this. When and if they catch the real killer? I might just shake their hand. Felicity has been coming by the bar almost every night to talk to me. It’s the most contact we’ve had in months. See that? Her mother really was an oppressive person.”

      “I thought you said she had another boyfriend?” I happen to know she has two.

      “Simple Simon?” He gives a quick chuckle. “If you think this is nutty, you should meet my old roommate. His world makes mine look like the nexus of sanity.”

      Lovely. I can’t wait.

      “Hey? Maybe Simon did it!”

      He cringes. “Simon’s not quite a lover like myself, but he’s not a killer either. Besides, he’s too busy to off anybody. He opened up shop right here in Leeds not too long ago—some comic book/UFO treasure hunter mash-up. He let me know it was Rhonda who gave him the loan.”

      “Rhonda? But I thought—I heard she was broke.” Come to think of it, Felicity mentioned something about Rhonda creatively loaning people money. Maybe that’s how she got into debt herself?

      “She was broke—as in a broker. Let’s just say Rhonda had ties to resources that could benefit just about anyone financially.”

      “What?” I squawk in disbelief.

      The music dies down, and a spotlight falls over Twila standing on a pedestal on the altar.

      “The time has come to free ourselves from these earthen chains. Arise to your truest self of all. Arise!” She drops her robe, as does the rest of the crowd, and suddenly I’m surrounded with far too much flesh, and it leaves me wanting to crawl right out of mine.

      Rags Bojangles holds his arms open wide, and the only thing he’s wearing is that megawatt grin.

      So I do the only thing a good girl like me can do—I run.
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      The next day, the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is operating at capacity all morning and well into the afternoon. The entire place holds the thick scent of vanilla and rich buttery goodness thanks to the madeleines I’ve just pulled out of the oven, and the rush of tourists have already gobbled up more than half. I’ve been waiting for a lull so I could go visit Simon’s shop down in Leeds. Alien Encounters, Comics, and More! It sort of reminds me of the sign that hangs just below the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery signage that reads, Fine Confections, Coffee, and More! I suppose we both felt that the “and more” catch phrase would really bring the crowds in through the door. And it has for the most part, for me at least.

      After last night’s eye-opening experience, Everett and I hustled to the parking lot, only to meet up with Noah and Ivy. They asked me to spill anything I garnered, and I did. Ivy then alluded to the fact they had their own dirt on Rags but wouldn’t expound on it. Figures. I knew I was being used, but in the least they could make me feel like a part of the team. That’s exactly why I decided not to enlist Ivy or Noah when I head down to Leeds this afternoon.

      As I’m just about to take off my apron and head out the door, in walks a wall full of trouble. Curt Vanderlin, my ex who put a hex on my last two years at Columbia. What could have, should have, been the best time in my life was strewn with heartache and misery, no thanks to the tub of trouble headed in my direction.

      Instead of heading to Lily at the register, he makes a dash my way.

      “Hey, Lot.” He forces a smile to take over, and his cheeks fold in on themselves like an accordion. The faint smell of his expensive cologne migrates my way, and it takes me right back to that tumultuous time in my life.

      I’m ashamed to admit I fell in love with that wavy hair, those mesmerizing eyes, and that body made of steel, but in comparison to Everett or Noah, Curt hardly has hair, his eyes certainly aren’t the verdant green of Noah’s or the ocean blue that Everett’s hold, and Curt is the Pillsbury Doughboy when juxtaposed against those hard bodies I’ve grown accustomed to. Not that I’ve grown accustomed to Everett’s body in the carnal sense. But he’s held me enough times that I certainly had an appetizer. And how my body is craving the entire meal.

      I’ve convinced myself that one night with Everett might just have the power to make all of my troubles and heartaches go away. And not even the logical side of my brain seems able to protest that theory.

      He plunks his elbows down on the marble counter. “Did you like the flowers I sent?”

      “Ugh,” I openly groan without meaning to—heck, I meant to. “Don’t send me flowers, Curtis. It’s not fair to the flowers that I’m sick every time I look at them.”

      That smile disappears, and he’s frowning right along with me. “But I’ve missed you. Being apart from you all these years has made me realize what a treasure you were.”

      “I’m still a treasure. I just don’t belong to you—or anyone else for that matter.” I pull a rocky road brownie from the shelf and hand it over to him like a chocolate covered peace offering. “Here’s something to console yourself with. I made it from scratch, by the way, as I did everything in this bakery. Taste it and weep. You could have had all of this if you only knew how to keep it in your pants,” I tease with a half-hearted wink.

      He takes a bite and, my God, I think he just whimpered.

      I consider my words a moment. “Actually, I take that back. It’s best you cheated or I wouldn’t have met Noah or Everett—despite the fact Noah and I ended on a somewhat sour note.”

      “So, you’re seeing that judge?” His upper lip tugs skyward as if it were a sickening thought.

      “Maybe. Maybe we’re just having fun and seeing where it takes us? I’ve tried to get serious on three different occasions. A casual man in my life seems to be working quite nicely.”

      Curt waggles his brows. “Got room for one more?”

      “Nope. There is definitely no room at the Lottie Inn, so you can boot scoot yourself back to that haunted house you came from.” I flash a quick smile. “How does it feel sleeping with a couple of creepy spooks?”

      “That’s no way to talk about your mother and her boyfriend.”

      “Ew.” I squeeze my eyes shut a moment and shudder. “I guess you’ve got a point.”

      “That guy really is a bit intense. I’m surprised he’s her type.”

      “You wouldn’t know her type because you don’t know my mother,” I say, heading through the kitchen and out the back door, only to find Curt bouncing by my side. “I’m leaving now.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m going to—” I pause a moment. Noah’s not coming to Leeds, namely because I didn’t invite him, and Everett mentioned he had to work late before I ever asked. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about comic books or UFOs, would you?”
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      Alien Encounters, Comics, and More! is everything I had imagined it would be—dusty, musty, and rusty. And have I mentioned overladen with knickknacks and enough comics to wrap the world in twice?

      Curt leans in as we struggle to make our way to the front, no thanks to the boxes cluttered up the aisles.

      “This place is a tinderbox,” he whispers.

      “It’s nice to know we’re still on the same page about some things.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m shocked to realize you’re not going to be Mrs. Vanderlin one day soon.”

      “You mean the first ex-Mrs. Vanderlin.” I can’t help but blink a quick smile his way. “You have Rigby for that.”

      “She won’t mind holding off while we do the deed.”

      “That’s not how marriages work. Nobody should be holding off while other people do the deed. Marriage is sacred and should be treated as such.” Noah and Britney flit through my mind, and I nearly eat it as I trip over a small weighted box invisible to the naked eye.

      Curt catches me and helps me regain my balance. “So, who are you going to marry? Are you going to be Mrs. Cop or Mrs. Judge?”

      “It’s Mrs. Fox or Mrs. Baxter, and seeing that the first position is already taken, I—” A vision of Everett and me walking down the aisle hits home, and I can’t seem to catch my breath. Marrying Everett would be fun and exciting, and I’d finally get to take things to the mat with him—and by mat, I mean mattress. Not that the invite isn’t already there.

      “Can I help you?” a man calls from behind a glass counter, and we make our way over. Lo and behold, it’s Simon himself. I’ve seen him hanging around Felicity every now and again, but I doubt he recognizes me. He’s medium height, medium brown hair, medium build, and his personality, well, it’s sort of medium, too.

      I briefed Curt in the car about how important it was for him to hold the dumb end of the investigative stick and keep his lips zipped.

      Curt leans in. “We’re looking into a homicide that occurred last week and have reason to believe that you have information on the killer.”

      And there’s that. I should have known better. There is no zipper strong enough to seal his wandering lips. Something I should have learned years ago.

      Simon shakes his head as if he were sorry to hear it. “That was my girlfriend’s mother.” An all too familiar story at this point. “She had an interesting life, to say the least. Her husband died years ago. She started her own business without so much as a dime to her name and became a success at what she did.”

      “The flower shop.” I nod. “How’s your girlfriend taking this?”

      He shoots a dirty look to a wall congested with so many comics it looks as if a paper avalanche will go off if one of us sneezes.

      “Felicity isn’t exactly speaking to me at the moment. She thinks I caused her mother’s downfall.”

      “Downfall?” My adrenaline spikes. “I thought you said she was successful?”

      “She was until her business took a downturn, and I’m not talking about her flower shop either. Rhonda Gilbert was”—he winces as he cranes his neck to the door as if someone might hear it.

      Curt ticks his head at him. “Go on, she’s dead. What’s the truth going to hurt?”

      I hate to say it, but props to him for moving things along.

      “Rhonda Gilbert was a go-between for loan sharks. She got them the business, then she got a piece of the take. It was simple as that. Felicity had to have known something like this was coming down the pike.”

      I click my tongue at the thought. “You mean Felicity knew that her mother was counting coins in shark infested waters?”

      “You bet she did. But it was one of those unspoken family secrets. Anyway, I borrowed through the bank of Rhonda”—he waves his hands at his surroundings—“and I paid most of it back. If the mob comes a knockin’, I have a safe filled with cash ready to give them.”

      “So, you didn’t have any beef with Rhonda?” I’m finding Simon here a little too simple indeed.

      “Nope. She liked me. She hated the guy Felicity dated before me so much that I was practically a saint. And once Felicity and I clear the air, I’m going to ask her to marry me. Too bad Rhonda won’t be here to see it. Just like she wasn’t able to see her favorite author that day either. Whoever killed her knew what they were doing. Felicity said the sheriffs told her it was done in a heated rage, but I don’t think so—not entirely.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment decision. Think about it. Rhonda’s killer could have taken her out just about anywhere, but they chose to do it just minutes from Rhonda meeting her idol. I bet they rubbed it in her face, too. They not only wanted her dead, they wanted her to suffer above and beyond the physical circumstances.”

      Curt grunts, “Did you speak with Rhonda before the murder?”

      “I wanted to. But she was too busy chewing out her crazy niece.”

      Curt straightens because he just so happens to have a direct link to the crazy niece in question.

      Simon looks from Curt to me. “You should really look into that head case. Felicity has told me some things. She’s not all there upstairs. Apparently, she’s dragged some deadbeat with her from New York. The dude doesn’t have a dime to his name.”

      Curt sputters and coughs as his face turns every shade of red.

      Which reminds me what Hook told me at dinner that night at Mangia. Dear old Curt is on the suspect list himself. Do I really think he’s capable of murder? No. Not one bit. Did I really think he was capable of cheating on me? Nope. Not one ironic bit. That alone should bump him to the top of the suspect list.

      See? If he had just managed to keep it in his pants, he wouldn’t be up suspicion’s creek without a decent alibi.

      A customer appears from nowhere, and Simon excuses himself as he heads to the register.

      “What do you think?” Curt whispers a little too close for comfort. His breath holds the heavy scent of mint, and as much as I don’t want to smell any part of him, I suppose it could be worse.

      I’m about to say something when I notice Simon pulling out a bag from behind the counter—a white plastic bag with a bright yellow happy face on the front!

      I suck in a breath and hold it until I start to get light-headed.

      Of course! I sent Keelie on a shopping spree in Honey Hollow when I really should have sicced Meg on all of downtown Leeds. God knows I would never do that to my bestie. And besides, in a strange way, Leeds is far more my little sister’s speed.

      Without thinking, I quickly riffle through a stack of comics in a bright red box and pull one out with the least hideous cover.

      “Buy this for me,” I whisper to Curt. “I need to get ahold of one of those bags.” I nod over to it.

      He snatches it up and scowls at it. “This is a collector’s copy. It’s twenty-five bucks. Find something cheaper.”

      “I will not find something cheaper. It might arouse suspicion. I’ll tell him my sister is a collector. He’ll totally buy that.”

      He grunts while scanning the counter. “Here”—he picks up a figurine of an alien that’s priced at two ninety-nine—“I’ll buy you any one you want. Knock yourself out.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I want this comic, and I don’t have any cash on me.”

      His cheek flickers with disapproval. “Do you still impose a credit card embargo on yourself?”

      “How do you think I managed to stay out of debt all these years?”

      “By making other people pony up for your comics.” He drops the book back into the box. “You won’t need to spend a dime. I’m a pro at this kind of stu—” Curt gags as his entire body bucks and jerks.

      “Oh my God!” I slap him on the back in the event he swallowed a tooth, or that alien he was fondling, but Curt continues to retch as if a reprisal of his lunch were immanent.

      Simon runs over. “Geez! Get him out of here.”

      Curt enters into a prolonged faux hurling session, and then it hits me.

      “A bag!” I point over at it. “Give me a bag and I’ll get him to the car.”

      Simon shoves at least five my way, and Curt and I race for the door.

      “How’d I do?” Curt gives his belly a congratulatory pat as we make our way to the car.

      “Too good. Something tells me you’ve employed that retching routine on more than one occasion.” We get in the car, and I take off with what might be a direct link to the killer in the back seat. “Curt, can I ask you a question?”

      “Anything for you, Lot.” He takes off his shoes and lands his smelly socks on the dash.

      It’s funny how time and distance can make you forget a person’s horrifically unhygienic habits.

      “Why are you having financial troubles?” Seeing that I’ve slept with the guy on more than one regrettable occasion, I figure that gives me a pass to cut to the financial chase. “I mean, last I heard you were doing pretty well for yourself.”

      Curt leans his head back against the headrest and closes his eyes.

      “Anything but that, Lot.”

      He doesn’t answer the question.

      And it makes me wonder what he has to hide.
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      “Good job, Lemon.”  Everett’s lids hood low. He looks mean and lean and ready to rumble—under the covers, that is.

      “Does this earn me one of your magical kisses?” I bite down over my lip as I do my best to flirt—as good a job as can be expected while a bevy of nearly naked beauties stroll among us in sequin pasties and matching thongs.

      As soon as Curt and I got back to Honey Hollow, I dropped him off at my mother’s gloriously haunted B&B—there were three tourist buses there at the very same time! Suffice it to say, I didn’t get a chance to see my mother or admire the new conservatory Bear just put in for her, but she had bigger fish to fry—at eighty bucks a pop. And I know for sure she sent them all to the Cutie Pie afterwards because she’s been pretty set on sending them my way for what’s been dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. Yes, as in those poor unfortunate souls who just so happened to meet an untimely demise by way of a good old-fashioned Honey Hollow homicide. But I digress.

      I bat my lashes up at Everett’s brilliant blue eyes as a crooked grin struggles to take over. Everett drove us out to the Red Satin Gentlemen’s Club just down the street from where I was earlier today with Curt. As much as I really am elated by my plastic bag find, this is Meg’s only evening working at this den of depravity since she usually works days. It turns out, the management really appreciates her hair tugging, body grappling moves—so much so they’ve hired her on as a coach to work with the girls. And seeing that my sassy little sis is here, I figured she could give Everett and me an in to talk to someone in the loan shark department about Rhonda. It’s all a part of the underground network of mob bosses, gambling casinos, and sex clubs that this cave of criminality houses. Come to think of it, Red Satin really does provide some serious one-stop shopping—seedy as it might be.

      Everett steps in and takes up my hand as I try my best to ignore the fact Macon is suddenly hovering over his shoulder.

      “Do not ruin this moment,” I hiss up at the fine-feathered specter without bothering to take my eyes from this granite carved wall of muscles before me.

      Everett’s brows hike, amused. “I think I like it when you talk tough.”

      My mouth opens, and I’m about to tell him that I was talking to the bird but think better of it.

      “Kiss me now and kiss me hard.” I bite right back down on my lower lip to keep from giggling.

      “Kiss me now! Kiss me hard!” Macon squawks twice, and Everett turns his head in his direction. Since we’ve discovered that Everett too could hear the dead, so long as he was holding my hand, it’s been a bit of a supernatural joyride for him. And I’m guessing that would apply to anyone unlucky enough to latch onto me at exactly the right undead moment.

      Everett tips his head my way. “A woman who gives commands. I can get used to this. Just know that I am more than willing to comply—and turnabout is fair play. I expect my commands to be adhered to.” He bows in for the kill, and I take in a deep lungful of his woodsy cologne. I swear on all that is holy, Everett’s cologne is akin to pheromones dipped in a vodka tonic—dangerously delicious, and if you take in too much, you might have to surrender more than your keys to him at the end of the night.

      A breath hitches in my throat, and a tiny moan escapes me before he ever hits home.

      “Show ’em how it’s done, Lot!” a female voice belts it out from the side, and I turn to find Meg scantily clad in what looks like a metallic black bikini. I’m fully ready to scowl at her for killing the mood, but my mouth falls open at the sight beside her. Noah stands there, dressed casually in jeans and a flannel, and it makes him look like a frat boy—a decidedly hot frat boy, and it’s him I decide to scowl at.

      “Did I kill the mood?” His dimples dig in with amusement.

      “You took the words right out of my mouth.”

      Everett and I part ways, slowly as if it were the last thing we wanted to do and not like a couple of teenagers caught in a closet.

      Everett’s chest pumps with a silent laugh as he looks to Noah. “Stop in for a drink and a show?”

      Noah openly frowns at his former stepbrother. “That would be your MO. I saw that Lottie was here, and I headed on over.”

      I lift a finger, confused. “How exactly did you know I was here? Do you have a GPS tracking device in my car?” It comes out incensed until I realize I didn’t drive.

      “Your phone.” He tips his head to the side. “And I didn’t put it there. The manufacturer did. You have your locations open for all to see.”

      “And you didn’t stop me?” I fumble with my phone a moment before I realize I have no clue how to turn the darn thing off so I bury it back in my purse.

      “I like knowing where you are in the event you stumble into an unsavory environment like this one and some bullish oaf decides to wrap his arms around you and do God knows what.” He glowers at Everett as if a fistfight were next.

      A dark laugh rumbles in Everett’s chest. “Let’s be clear on one thing. She knows what, when, and how to get it.” A greedy grin flickers on his lips.

      “When and how to get it!” Macon caws. “Lottie’s getting lucky!”

      “Oh shush, you,” I whisper as both Everett and Noah widen their eyes my way.

      Noah chuckles. “It sounds as if she’s not buying your bull.”

      Meg scoffs at the disgruntled detective by her side. “Lottie-da, detective. I say, it looks as if the judge is about to lay down the law.” She steps in close and narrows those baby blue peepers at me. “And honey, something tells me he knows how to dole out a punishment or two.”

      Everett’s left eye comes just shy of winking, and Noah clears his throat.

      “So you found the bag?” Noah takes a bold step in.

      As soon as I got home, I texted both Noah and Everett. And I may have sent Meg on a plastic bag goose chase on her lunch hour.

      “Yup,” Meg answers for me. “And I ran up and down Leeds looking for another one like it, and there’s not a single establishment that passes out bags with that annoying little smiley face on it. I think you’ve got a killer on your hands—and, yet again, you have my big sister to thank for finding him.”

      I press out a wide smile at Noah.

      He nods a moment. “Unless he’s being framed. If that’s the case, we have a calculated killer still very much on the loose.”

      “What if”—I pause mid-flight—“what if it was a coincidence? Like maybe the killer found it in the trash? Or Rhonda had it and they took it from her and used it against her?”

      Everett shakes his head. “If you ask me, the killer left it like a calling card. The kid either did it or he’s being set up.”

      Meg purrs as she sashays her way over, “And our man Essex is smart as a whip. I’d bet good money he knows how to wield one, too.”

      “Would you stop?” I come shy of swatting my sister.

      “She’s right.” Everett’s chest expands as if he were proud. And I’m not sure if he meant that she was right about the fact he’s smart or that he knows how to wield a whip. Both I’m guessing. “Now take us to the loan department. I have a sudden urge to visit good old Martinelle Finance.”

      Last November when Everett himself was in the hot seat as the prime suspect in his ex’s homicide investigation, that thorny road led right to this underground operation. It’s safe to say Everett and I are familiar with this establishment and all of its wicked ways, far more intimately than either of us would care to admit.

      Meg averts her heavily drawn in eyes. On anyone else that makeup blunder would look about as appealing as two black eyes, but on Meg, she actually manages to pull off that ever-elusive smoky-eyed look.

      “They’re closed. But I can get you downstairs.” She pulls a thin silver key from the left triangle of her bikini top and dangles it before me. “And since I’m such great friends with Bojangles, the bouncer, I can get you where you need to be.”

      I gasp as I wrap my hand around the key. “Are you crazy? The people who run this place are not above burying a body in the back!”

      The affect melts right off Meg’s face. “I’d love to see them try.”

      In truth, they are all probably just a little afraid of my sister, so I go with it.

      I glance over and spot Macon sitting front and center at the foot of the stage—mesmerized by the sequined sight before him, and I have a feeling he’s going to be completely useless for this one.

      The rest of us follow Meg downstairs into the hotbed of all things illegal, and she leads us right into that broom closet Everett and I sat in a few months back, otherwise known as the nexus of these loan shark infested operations.

      She slips Noah the key. “I’ll keep a lookout,” she says, trotting to the edge of the hall.

      Noah lets us in, and thankfully the light is still on. These are people who think nothing of breaking a limb or two in the name of financial retribution. If they really cared about the bottom line, they wouldn’t be so quick to waste resources like leaving the lights on after hours. But, then again, they do charge a premium when it comes to their interest rates. I’m betting they make sure their customers absorb all of their overhead costs. And by customers, I mean the horn-dogs that frequent Red Satin. It’s becoming clear the same thugs that run Martinelle own and operate Red Satin. I bet it’s not all that uncommon for the mob to branch out to seemingly innocent states like Vermont as they try to stay one step ahead of the feds.

      Everett takes a seat at the desk, and the computer monitor lights right up. “No password. That’s what arrogance does. It causes you to keep your guard down. Seen it a million times.”

      Noah glances back as he pulls open a file cabinet. “They had a lock on the door. A bouncer they thought they could trust. If they find one thing amiss, that bouncer is dead. Seen it a million times.”

      An orchid sitting in a pot catches my eye. Its delicate blooms are colored a unique shade of off white with purple veining, and I can’t help but admire how stunning it looks. I turn it my way and note a tiny white pick staked into the soil.

      “Look at this! It’s from The Enchanted Flower Shop. Rhonda must have brought it during one of her visits.”

      Noah glances over. “Then that’s the only sign of her because I can’t find a thing inside this filing cabinet.”

      Everett shakes his head. “There’s nothing here either.”

      “That’s because they probably didn’t use her name.” I make my way over and look at the screen as Everett scrolls through the documents. “Maybe look for something to do with flowers or maybe they just used her surname? Men are like that. Especially the tougher they are—or at least they think they are. It’s last names all the way.”

      Everett pauses to shoot a stern glance my way.

      “Ooh, sorry.” I wrinkle my nose at him. “You’re the real deal, and we both know it.”  I study the screen once again, and Everett and I come upon it at the very same time.

      “Enchanted Gilbert,” I say as he clicks into the spreadsheet. “They didn’t do a lot to disguise it.”

      Noah chuckles. “Arrogance at its finest.”

      Everett points to the bottom of the screen. “Fifteen pages.”

      “Here, I’ll take a picture with my phone.” And I do just that. I snap away while Everett scrolls through as quickly as he can.

      Noah leans in close, his body relaxing gently over my back. “Looks to me as if Rhonda brought in more revenue than those girls upstairs.”

      “She was a savvy businesswoman,” I point out. “I just wish she didn’t need dirty ties to help her do it. I bet she felt trapped. There’s no way Rhonda would have done this without a sense of desperation.” Rhonda helped facilitate loans to just about everyone it seems. Mostly low five figures. Nothing too exorbitant to write home about.

      Everett jabs his finger at the bottom of the screen. “Last name on the list—look who it is.”

      “F. Gilbert?” I try to piece it together. “You don’t think that’s Felicity, do you?”

      “We can’t be sure.” Noah lets out a warm breath right over my neck, and a quiver bounces up my spine. I remember him doing exactly that during our most intimate moments, and every carnal moment we’ve shared bounces through my mind like a pornographic montage. “But look at the sum of that loan.”

      “Oh, wow.” I strain myself just to make sure I’m seeing this right. “A hundred thousand dollars? What would Felicity need a hundred thousand dollars for?”

      “I don’t know.” Everett logs out. “But I have a feeling we’re about to find out.”
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      Noah thought it would be best if I handled Felicity on my own, and Everett agreed. So I did what any baker in my shoes would do—I put together a box of fresh warm peanut butter cookies straight from the oven and delivered them myself to The Enchanted Flower Shop.

      Macon follows me over like the dutiful pet he’s proving to be, chirping nonstop about those beautiful ladies he saw last night.

      “I’ve never seen your people so colorful, so graceful in their every move.”

      “Please, you were ogling strippers. Your beak was practically on the floor when I spotted you last.”

      “Strippers,” he says the word as if trying it on for size. “Happy, colorful, beautiful people—if macaws were people, they would most certainly be strippers.”

      A soft laugh rolls through me, but I quickly sober up as I head into the flower shop. It’s brightly lit inside, painted a pastel blue with an oversized marble island smack-dab in the middle of it, and presently it’s cluttered with a couple dozen projects Carlotta and Willow are feverishly working on.

      “Hey, girls,” I say, trying not to sound too overtly cheery. “I come bearing yummy treats. Is Felicity around?”

      Felicity strides out of the back on cue, and her mouth falls open once she spots the pink box from the bakery.

      “Thank you so much, Lottie. You have no idea how much we needed something like this.”

      Willow moans as she takes a bite. “She’s not kidding. It’s been pretty depressing getting to the shop in the morning knowing I’m not going to see Rhonda. It’s still all so unbelievable to me.”

      Felicity closes her eyes and nods in agreement. “But thankfully, things haven’t slowed down one bit. I’m no expert in running a business, but I’m learning quickly that if you want to keep your doors open, you need to have a serious influx of cash.”

      “So, you’ll be keeping the shop going?” I ask. “I’m so glad to hear it.”

      Felicity grimaces as if she’s not sure. “That’s the plan. Carlotta and Willow have both been a saving grace. I wouldn’t have been able to do this without them.”

      Carlotta gives an awkward wink my way before she looks to Felicity. “Any news on who did your mama in?”

      Why do I get the feeling she’s about to take a page out of Curt Vanderlin’s investigative playbook?

      Felicity’s entire body sags. “Nothing at all. It’s as if a ghost killed her. And if they are onto anyone, they haven’t clued me in on it.” She shoots an accusatory glance my way. “Are you onto anyone?”

      My lips crimp in an effort to keep me from spewing out the fact that Felicity herself is the number one suspect. But how could Felicity ever kill her mother in such a violent way? It’s so far out of character, I can’t wrap my head around it long enough to entertain it seriously.

      “No one in particular.” I shrug over at her. “I’m sorry. I wish there was better news. But if any of you have any suspicions about anyone at all, it’s best you share your thoughts. Even the slightest inkling something might be amiss can help bring a killer to justice.”

      Felicity glances to the side. “I don’t know. I mean, my mother didn’t have any enemies per se. She didn’t get along with Rigby or her ridiculous boyfriend, but that’s par for the course with those two. Rigby is a difficult person in general, and that idiot she’s seeing defends her every stupid move.”

      “That is something Curt would do. As much as he’s a cheat, he’s oddly loyal in just about every other way that doesn’t really count.”

      “How about your boyfriends?” Willow is quick to toss Felicity’s reverse harem under the bus—as she should. They are looking pretty guilty. “Let’s start with that rag tag hippie you dated. Rags the dingleberry. Your mother hated him with a passion. And Simon? Sure, she could appreciate him, but he owed her money.” She inches her head back as if she just discovered something. “I just had a thought. Rags was always broke, so Rhonda and her heart of gold stepped right up and gave him more than enough to get himself together. But the louse never bothered to pay a single dime back. And Simon? Rhonda gave him cash to start up his own business, but come to find out, there’s not a lot of money to be made in comics, so Rhonda never saw a dime of that money either. And then there’s Bear…” Willow expels an audible grunt. “He installed this island for Rhonda last year, and poor Rhonda hasn’t been able to give him more than a couple hundred dollars for it. She stiffed him for the labor and the cost of materials. Bear came in here raging one day, reminding Rhonda that she picked out the priciest slab of marble in the yard. It was embarrassing to witness.” She looks to Carlotta and nods.

      “Bear did that?” I look to Carlotta for confirmation, and she makes a face.

      “Funny, I don’t remember that. But, to be honest, ever since I learned that he broke my daughter’s heart, I tend to leave the room whenever he’s around.”

      “That’s very sweet of you,” I say. “But Bear and I have moved past all of that. So there’s no need to treat him any differently.” I look to Felicity. “It sounds like your mother had a lot of extra cash lying around, and she was very generous.”

      “I guess it does.”

      Willow heads to the register and comes back with a few black journals. “Lottie, here are the books I said I’d share with you. Rhonda was old-fashioned to the hilt and demanded we keep records of everything in writing. Please feel free to look around the shop anytime you want. I’m always here.”

      “Thank you,” I say, taking the books from her. Something about this visit is leaving me unsettled, and I can’t put my finger on why exactly. “Felicity? How about you? How are your finances? I mean, you’ve just amassed a new business and your mother’s home. I think that would be very overwhelming. Are you going to be okay?” There’s no way I was going to bring up the fact she might be rolling in one hundred thousand mob tainted dollars.

      She shudders as I say it. “Honestly, I’m already tapped out. Jana, the girl you met the day of my mother’s murder, she’s my new roommate and she’s been kind enough to hoof the rent for the both of us. Since she has her own party planning business, she’s allowing me to help out on the side. She’s also a wedding planner, and she’s graciously pointing all of her clients to The Enchanted Flower Shop. In fact, all these projects are for her.”

      “You’re tapped? As in no finances whatsoever?” What in the world did Felicity spend that hundred grand on?

      “All of the money I earned from working down at the art gallery dried up a long time ago. I’ve been waitressing out in Leeds for about month. I’m on leave right now until I can get all of these things sorted. But I’ve never been as successful in life as you, Lottie.”

      My cheeks burn with embarrassment and for no good reason. “I’d hardly call me a success. Baking is my passion. Just like flowers were your mother’s passion.” I bite my lip a moment. “Did she have any other passions that she used to earn money on the side maybe?” Like working hand in hand with loan sharks?

      Willow takes a breath. “All that woman did was breathe this place and take care of others. She didn’t have time for another job.”

      “I see.” I look back to Felicity. “Do you think it’s a possibility that your mom had ties to any unsavory people? Say, street thugs with lots of spare change?”

      Macon hops over to the counter with the register and accidentally knocks over a glass vase that explodes on contact once it hits the floor.

      “Geez!” Felicity runs over, and I quickly help her sweep up the shards. “It’s like it flew off the counter. As if my mother herself was here and she wanted to say something.”

      “Or the vase was awfully close to the edge,” I offer. “And look”—I swipe my fingers over a puddle of water on the counter—“it’s wet. Gravity probably propelled it.” And then I see it. A framed picture of Rhonda with Macon on her shoulder. “Hey! What a great picture.”

      Felicity gives a sorrowful chuckle. “My mother loved that bird. We both did. He was like a brother to me.”

      Macon squawks as he lands softly on the counter next to Felicity’s side. “I love you!” he garbles the words out as loud as he can. “I love you, Felicity girl!”

      My heart both warms and breaks just witnessing the grievous exchange. I hate death, mostly for the separation it causes among loved ones.

      Felicity touches her hand to her chest, tears glittering in her eyes. “I know this is strange to hear, but it’s almost as if I can feel him here. This vase dropping is the exact kind of thing Macon would do for attention.” She bubbles with a short-lived laugh. “He could be a brat that way.”

      “I’m a brat! I’m a brat!” Macon parrots before mimicking Felicity’s laughter to a T.

      “Thanks for your time, ladies,” I say as I head to the door.

      Carlotta narrows her gaze my way. “But they didn’t answer your question. Did Rhonda have any unsavory ties to street thugs?” She looks to both Willow and Felicity.

      Felicity is quick to laugh off the idea. “That’s a hard no. I’m sure if she did I’d know about it. That sounds like something right out of a Pepper Patrick novel. Second book in the You Only Die Once series. Alice ran out of money, so she sought out a mob boss who delved in the loan shark business and offered to work for him for a piece of the take.” She laughs it off, and I’m struck with horror. It sounds as if Rhonda took a literal page right out of Pepper Patrick’s book. Instead of reading it for the work of fiction it was, she used it as a how-to manual.

      I wave to the three of them.

      “Oh, and Lottie?” Willow calls out. “Don’t forget. Tomorrow Pepper Patrick is holding a reading at the library.”

      “I haven’t forgotten. I’ll certainly be there.”

      “Good.” She offers an affable smile. “Rhonda wouldn’t want anyone to miss it. I’m sure it will be quite a show.”

      Macon leaves the flower shop with me. “Quite a show! Quite a show!” he sings out as we head back to the bakery.

      Felicity didn’t seem to have a clue about her mother’s illegal dealings. But Simon suggested otherwise. Clearly one of them is lying. Or Simon assumed that Felicity knew. That could be it, too.

      And lucky for Simon, nothing Felicity just said made him look suspicious in the least.

      Whoever is behind this, be it Simon, Felicity, or someone else entirely, they are handling every move with expert ease. And if any more time drifts by, they just might get away with murder.
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      The Honey Hollow Public Library is once again the hotbed of attention but on a far more low-key level than it was the first time. Gone are the insatiable crowds, and in their place the residents of Honey Hollow and a few neighboring communities have come out to see and appreciate one of their favorite authors. Pepper has yet to arrive, so Lainey helps me set up the dessert table out in the foyer. I thought it would be a nice way to honor Rhonda. After all, it was Rhonda who made sure I’d have Pepper Patrick’s favorite dessert on hand to begin with. I spent a couple of hours last night cuddling with Pancake and Waffles on the couch while I read through those accounting books from the flower shop that Willow lent me. Sure enough, The Enchanted Flower Shop is well into the black. I’m not sure why, but it did give me some relief to see it. At least Rhonda was able to pass down a successful business to her daughter, and in that way her legacy will live on.

      I take a quick survey of the library, and I can tell my sister has been hard at work.

      “Everything looks great,” I say. I know for a fact Lainey has worked extra hard in making today’s signing go off without a homicidal hitch.

      “Thank you.” She wrinkles her nose as she peers into the library proper. “We thought this time we’d squeeze in as many seats as possible. At least if everyone is seated there might be some semblance of normalcy. It was such a zoo the last time.” She bumps her shoulder to mine. “Why haven’t you found the killer yet?” Lainey twitches her nose like she’s prone to do when she’s aggressively agitated. “You do realize I have a wedding coming up in July. The last person I want crashing that party is a homicidal maniac.”

      “I agree. And you also have a shower coming up in June because Mom, Meg, and I happen to be throwing it. You’re welcome.”

      “Aw.” Lainey gives one of her caramel tresses a brief tug. “You guys are the best. And speaking of the best, I’ve officially hired Felicity’s BFF as my wedding planner.”

      “Jana March? That’s great! Felicity says she’s really good at what she does. And that means The Enchanted Flower shop will get some serious business off you, too. Felicity says Jana always recommends them.”

      “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t think of going anywhere else.”

      A couple of women cackle their way into the foyer, and we turn to find two of Noah’s exes, Britney and Cormack. They pause a moment before heading this way.

      “Lolly”—Cormack shakes her head—“we need a tiebreaker. Brit here thinks that Chinese is Noah’s favorite food, and I say it’s Italian. So who has it?”

      It feels as if a horrific weight has just pressed down over me, highlighting the fact that Noah and I are no longer together. Of course, we’re not together. I’m looking right at his wife and his wannabe girlfriend. How could there possibly be any room for me in the equation?

      “Italian. At least that’s what I gather to be true. Although, he might secretly favor Chinese. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s held sensitive information from me.” I twitch my lips at Noah’s legal other half.

      Brit makes a face. “Italian it is. I never did claim to understand that man.”

      And I can’t understand what he saw in her. It was a clear case of opposites attract, and I take a moment to inspect her sultry sense of style, the way her hair drips gracefully over her face. Never mind. I completely understand what he saw in her.

      Cormack shakes her fists to the ceiling with glee as she squeals. “I just can’t wait for tonight. I’ve got an entire picnic planned back at my place.” She gives a sly wink my way.

      “At the B&B?” Lainey looks as if she might be sick on my account.

      “That’s right.” I shake my head wistfully as I spot Macon in the corner. I think I’m about to give him a task. To find Greer Giles and make sure she has her party dress on because Cormack’s picnic is about to turn into a haunted double date.

      “I know.” Cormack flicks a wrist at my sister. “I’ve stayed in hovels before, but this is the worst. Thankfully, Miranda gave me a room with a fireplace in it. If I remember correctly, Noah does appreciate the finer points of a fireplace.”

      Britney is quick to high-five her. “Now that I do remember!” The two of them take off. “See you girls inside! We’ll save you seats!”

      Lainey scoffs. “I think they’re starting to like us. I’m not sure I like them liking us.”

      “Me either.”

      I’m about to clear the foyer of all the empty boxes from the cheesecake I’ve hauled in when Mom and Meg traipse over.

      Meg leans in, and her heavily drawn in eyes give her an escalated sense of drama. “Do you think the killer is back? They say the killer always returns to the scene of the crime.”

      Rigby and Curt walk in as if on cue and head this way.

      “Speak of the devil,” Lainey growls. She won’t be joining the Curt Vanderlin fan club anytime soon.

      “Look who’s here.” Mom lifts her brows at this man who once swore he’d be her son forever. Okay, so he never said it to her face, but the sentiment was there once he proposed to me. “I can’t believe you took my daughter’s heart and smashed it like a cheap dinner plate. And you have the nerve to show your face in Honey Hollow. You’re nothing but an arrogant, controlling, manipulative jackass.”

      Rich Dallas appears from nowhere and snatches her by the waist. “Woman! Don’t waste time gabbing. We’re darn near going to miss Pepper Patrick.” He darts off with her before I can praise her way with words.

      A dull sigh expels from me. “At least I know where I got my hankering for arrogant, controlling, manipulative jackasses.” I pump out a short-lived smile to Curt.

      “Lot, you got to help.” He reaches over and places a sweaty hand on my arm. “They’re closing in on Rigby. The sheriff thinks she did this.”

      Rigby nods so hard her eyes are oscillating. “I may not have liked my aunt, but I would never kill her.”

      The interior of the library fills with bodies as a buzz of excitement grows around us.

      I glance back and catch Felicity seated near the signing table with Willow next to her on one side and Simon on the other.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure the real killer is apprehended—whoever that may be.” I give both Curt and Rigby a look that says I’m watching you. “Can I ask you a quick question?”

      She shrugs. “Sure, anything.”

      “Do you happen to know if Felicity came into any money recently?”

      “Are you kidding? Felicity doesn’t even have enough change to take advantage of two tacos for a dollar on Taco Tuesday. She’s living off fumes. I’m sure she’ll be selling my aunt’s house as soon as it’s released to her.”

      Could that spreadsheet from Martinelle Finance have been wrong? Maybe there was one too many zeros added at the end? But somehow, I doubt that.

      “That’s too bad. I’m sure she’ll figure it out soon, though.” I look to Curt. “I’m sure you can commiserate on being between a financial rock and a broke hard place. Care to share why?” I figure if I continue to shake him down he’ll eventually spill the impoverished beans.

      Curt glares at me as if I’ve committed the ultimate malfeasance before grabbing Rigby by the hand and taking off for Pepper Patrick pastures.

      Lainey winces. “That went well. I’d better get in there, too. Don’t take too long out here. After the last incident we had in this place, it’s creepy being apart from the crowd.”

      Lainey and Meg take off, and no sooner do I load my arms up with empty boxes than Chrissy Nash, the mayor’s ex-wife, skips over. Her blonde hair is frazzled as if she ran all the way here, but her pink and green tweed skirt and matching blazer make her look impeccable nonetheless.

      “Lottie! Your mother told me you agreed to stock the Bonnet Festival with treats. Oh, I’m so very excited for this. If you can somehow incorporate this decadent cheesecake into it, I’ll be forever grateful. Your mother brought over a couple after that last fiasco. Poor Rhonda. Anyway, it was a shame to let all that cheesecake go to waste. The book club has been the lucky beneficiary to all that wholesome dairy goodness. Your cheesecake is simply our favorite!” She waves and blows me a kiss as she takes off for the crowd.

      “Consider it done! I’ll make cheesecake bites!” I shout as I make my way to the back and out pops yet another familiar yet slightly bedraggled face.

      “I know you!” Rags Bojangles flashes that brilliant smile. He’s ditched his white robe, and he’s back to sporting his dingy ratted out jeans, a dirty sweatshirt that reads I’d rather be skiing, and a red bandana dangles nonsensically from one of his belt loops.

      “Hey! It’s nice to see you out and about. Are you sure that’s legal?” I wince as I say it.

      “Probably not, but I’ve quit the Seekers. Red Satin is bringing me in full-time, and there’s a hot little number there I’ve really taken a liking to. I think for the first time ever I might be getting over my ex.”

      “Congratulations. Believe me, I know how hard that can be.” Noah is proving to be impossible to get over. “Hey, can I ask you a question about Martinelle Finance?”

      His expression sours as if he weren’t pleased I was in the know. “Shoot.”

      “If someone was a go-between and drumming up business for them, what would that be called?”

      “A hotlink.” He shrugs. “Most of the dudes down at Martinelle are Italian, so their code words are directly related to Italian food.”

      “I happen to like Italian food myself.” Just like Noah. “So, if that hotlink wanted to score a huge loan—say one hundred grand, would that be a problem?” I’m starting to think Rhonda never got the money, and neither did Felicity.

      “Hotlinks deal in small sums, but it can go up to fifty K. For them to score that much, it would have to go to a direct family member of a very trusted hotlink—we’re talking blood-related. Otherwise, it would have to go straight through Martinelle. And believe me, I know. I’m under apprenticeship with the big boss. He’s priming me to work in insurance.”

      “Sounds perfectly terrible.” I shrug. “Sorry.”

      “No offense taken.” He cranes his neck at the crowd. “And there she is! I knew she’d show. That’s the girl from Red Satin that’s stolen my heart.”

      “The only girl I see in there who works for Red Satin is my—Meg.” I straighten as he starts to take off and then backtracks.

      He snaps his fingers as if something were coming to him. “About that big loan. Sometimes the hotlink will stretch the truth a little. The loan may not be for blood but for a close friend. It’s happened. It’s just a way to get around the red tape. But that hotlink would have to trust that person with their life or they’d risk losing everything.”

      “Including their life?” I whisper the words, afraid to even have said them.

      “Maybe. But mostly they like to keep it clean. A broken bone maybe if it was a guy, but the women have it easy. They lose privileges. Believe me, it hurts just as much in the end.” He takes off with a wave.

      “Hurts in the end!” Macon caws his way over. He’s emanating a glowing aura this afternoon, looking quite ethereal with blue and green sparks shooting off around him.

      “I need a favor.” I lean in close and instruct him to get to the B&B and have a poltergeist powwow with Greer Giles and her two-hundred-year-old main squeeze. “I want Noah’s little date night to be more of a fright night.”

      His feathers flutter and shudder. “Why do you care who this detective is dating?”

      “Because it hurts. And he and Cormack are just not right together. Take my word for it.” No sooner do I say the words than Noah steps into the foyer with Everett trailing behind.

      I quickly shoo Macon away and head over to them.

      “Looks like the cavalry is here.” I hand them each a couple of empty boxes, and they help take them to the van just outside the door. “Let’s get back in there and take a seat. I was promised a show, and Lord knows I’m ready to be entertained.”

      We head on in and the first few rows are packed tight, but there are still plenty of empty chairs in the back.

      Everett leans in as Pepper Patrick makes a fashionable entrance with her shock of pink hair, her black turtleneck and matching black velour skirt.

      “Lemon, you think we should talk to Pepper?”

      My mouth opens as I consider it. “I guess we should. If anything, it’ll buy us a few minutes alone with literary royalty.”

      Everett’s lips pull into a line. “Or the killer.”

      “Or that.”

      Pepper starts off by thanking everyone for coming and lets us know she’s about to share an exclusive cover reveal for her next book, and the crowd goes wild as if she just promised each person here a brand new car.

      A light tap falls on my shoulder, and I turn to find Willow giving me a quick wave. “Hey, I think you left the door open to your van. I was just out there helping Jana bring in an arrangement we’re going to surprise Pepper with.” She wiggles her shoulders with excitement as she traipses to the front.

      Noah nods my way. “I’ll check it out.”

      “No, thank you,” I say, making my way past him. “I’m perfectly capable of closing the door myself.”

      Everett leans in. “I could have sworn I shut the door.”

      Noah scoffs. “And you obviously couldn’t do it right.”

      “Please,” I whisper as I make my way out to the foyer and, sure enough, the van door is wide open. I head out and give it a hearty slam before making my way back inside and note a red splotch on the floor over near the rear of the foyer, and my heart begins to race. That suspicious red splotch is just a hop and a skip from the employee lounge where Rhonda’s body was discovered.

      My feet speed over without my permission, but I’m relieved to see it’s just a bandana, the same bandana Rags had dangling from his jeans.

      A couple of bodies speed in this direction, and it’s Noah and Everett, their faces rife with concern.

      “It’s just a silly bandana.” I wave it at them as if it were a flag. “And I know who it belongs to.”

      Noah looks at it as if it were a corpse, and Everett gives a suspicious glance around the vicinity.

      “Oh, come on, you guys. Nothing is happening here today. Look”—I say as I lead us back to the employee lounge—“it’s not as if we’re about to find a body.”

      No sooner do the words leave my mouth than we stumble upon a body lying on the floor with a white plastic bag shoved over its head, a bright yellow smiley face staring up at us emblazed over the top. That body just so happens to be wearing a familiar pair of dingy jeans and a grimy sweatshirt that reads I’d rather be skiing.

      I gasp at the sight. “That’s Rags Bojangles! And dear God, I think he’s just been killed.”

      Everything about this scene looks far too familiar.

      It looks as if Rhonda Gilbert’s killer struck again.
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      “He’s dead.” Words I’m loath to hear coming out of my own mouth.

      A shoe twitches beneath us, and Everett falls to his knees. “I don’t think he’s dead.” He plucks the bag with its creepy yellow smiley face off the poor man’s head, and horrifyingly enough, there’s a white cloth stuffed into his mouth. Everett frees him of that too while Noah shouts into his phone for backup.

      Noah takes off, and I can hear his voice booming through the library asking if there are any medical professionals available. Soon enough, the room is flooded with a handful of men and women, and Rags Bojangles is being carted off on a gurney.

      I step over to Noah and Everett who are whispering among themselves.

      “This means the killer is here! And they’re repeating the crime with another body.”

      Noah grimaces. “Or the killer left.”

      Everett sighs. “But every suspect we have is out in the main room. We’re either on the right track or—”

      “Or we’re very wrong,” I finish for him.

      Noah hitches his head toward the foyer. “Come on. In the least we can observe the body language of those present.”

      We head back into the hub of the library, and the crowd is on its feet and nervously chattering, clearly jangled from the horrific turn of events. Pepper Patrick is still speaking with a group of women up front, and among them are Lily and Naomi Turner. I’m assuming they want to score Pepper to speak at their naughty book club. It would be a major coo, and, heck, even I might attend at that point. Most likely I’ll attend by proxy because they have a propensity to host the dirty deed right there in my bakery. I do appreciate the business, however.

      “Look”—I say as I point over to Felicity and the all too familiar face consoling her—“it’s Simon Warwick. He’s the UFO guy with those happy face bags at his shop.”

      Noah ticks his head to the side. “Maybe he is our guy.” He takes off in his direction, and I note Everett is no longer by my side. Instead, I find Cormack sobbing uncontrollably in his arms, and he looks over at me and shrugs.

      I don’t need a road map to know she threw herself in his arms once she smelled a potential homicide afoot. Once she realized her date with Noah would be over for the night, she thought she’d drum up another one. Well too bad, toots. He’s mine, too.

      Just as I’m about to go over and claim my man, a very angry looking Bear—as in Otis Bear Fisher, my ex —stops me.

      “What the hell keeps happening? First, Rhonda and now this hippie that has the hots for Felicity?” Bear looks as if he’s about to tear every book in the place in half. “Do you think they’re coming after her next?”

      I cringe for a moment, because if Felicity herself is the killer, then I’m assuming she’s the safest person in the room.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, pulling him along with me. “But I’m guessing Simon is coming after her now. You’re going to lose your girlfriend to her ex if you don’t move fast.”

      He shrugs it off as he witnesses the two of them speaking with Noah. “We’re not so hot and heavy.”

      “So you figured it out?” I wrinkle my nose up at him.

      “That she was using me to make her ex jealous? I’ve been known to help a girl out a time or two. I figure it’s the least I could do after breaking a few fragile hearts.”

      “It’s nice to see you’re using your superpowers for good.”

      Speaking of superpowers, Macon comes to mind, and I moan. Stupid, silly me sent him to arrange a haunting when I should have had him casing the place all along.

      Bear shrugs sheepishly. “There is one girl I’m sort of into. She’s got a boyfriend, though. But by the way she’s been talking to me, you would think she was free as a bird.”

      “A macaw,” I mutter—mostly because I’m still kicking myself. “Who’s the unlucky bird?”

      “That’s her right there.” He nods over to our left, but the only girl I see is Rigby Emerson.

      “Rigby?” I almost gag on her name. “She’s dating my other ex. The one who made the broken heart you gave me look like child’s play.”

      “Huh.” Bear’s chest puffs out. His jaw sets tight as if he were about to administer a beating. “Where is he?”

      “Careful, he’s a suspect. I need his mouth in place. You’re a suspect too, by the way. Did you or did you not kill Rhonda Gilbert?” I look him in the eye, and Bear bats the notion away as if it were absurd.

      “With you on my tail? I’d have to be nuts to commit a murder in this town.”

      “You’re proving wise beyond your years. Consider yourself officially removed from the suspect list.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      “What do I have to do to thank you?”

      “Date Rigby Emerson. Now that would be poetic justice.”

      I head over to Noah, Felicity, and Simon.

      “Lottie”—Felicity shakes her head—“what is going on? How have there been two murders back to back? I’m starting to think the library is a very dangerous place.”

      “Good news, he’s not dead. At least he wasn’t last I checked.”

      I turn to Simon to say something, and a glint of something that sparkles emanates from his chest pocket. It looks like a thin gold chain.

      “Simon? Can I see that?” I ask, pointing up at it just as Everett joins our circle.

      Felicity reaches over. “What is it? Is this that something special you said you had for me?” She pulls it out with ease, and we all give a collective gasp.

      In Felicity’s hand lies something that looks identical to the ruby red Heart of Tomorrow that Rhonda Gilbert wore proudly around her neck.

      I lean in and spot the initials A.M. engraved on the back.

      “That’s the necklace! It’s the same one I saw on Rhonda the day she died.”

      “I’ll be taking that.” Noah pulls a plastic bag from his pocket and inverts it before snatching up the necklace. “I’m sorry, Simon.” Noah lands the Heart of Tomorrow deep into his pocket and pulls out a pair of cuffs from his jacket in its place. “I’m going to have to take you in for questioning.” He hustles him to the door while Simon shouts his innocence to Felicity, and utter melee breaks out as she chases after them screaming.

      Everett steps in, and his warm cologne demands I give him the proper homage.

      “What do you think, Lemon? Did the kid do it?”

      I shake my head, unsure of myself. “If he did do it, he sure isn’t very good at covering his tracks. Or, he is expertly being set up. I’m willing to bet it’s the latter.”

      “I agree. The killer is using this kid to cover for himself.”

      “Or herself.” I bat my lashes up at him.

      “Point taken. Regardless, there must be a reason.”

      “Oh, there is always a reason. It’s just never good enough for murder.”

      “I don’t know.” Everett’s lids hood low. “I’m pretty sure if Noah knew the things I wanted to do to you, he’d find it a good enough reason for murder.”

      My cheeks burn with heat, and I do my best not to smile, considering the circumstances. I really do like Rags, and I want him to come out of this unscathed.

      I lean in and clip Everett’s tie with my fingers. “Maybe we should talk about it—you know, giving Noah the proper motive for murder.”

      “Pencil it in?” His lips flicker. “I don’t pencil in my playdates, Cupcake. They—”

      “Just happen like nuclear fission and supernovas, or was it shooting stars?” I tease.

      A rumble of a laugh emits from him as that devilish gleam takes over his eyes. “You know me well.”

      “And from what I gather, I’m about to know you a whole lot better.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On Saturday, the Honey Hollow Covenant Church is packed to the brim as residents, young and old, come out to pay homage to one of our own. Rhonda is laid out in one of her Easter sweaters with little cutouts of bunnies and white baskets brimming with decorated eggs. It’s painful to see her wearing one last accouterment from her beloved sweater collection, especially knowing that Easter is just a week away and Rhonda won’t be here to see it. She always made sure there were plenty of spring flowers adorning the refreshment tables at every festival this town has ever held, especially the Bonnet Festival.

      Macon is dutifully perched on the edge of her casket and hasn’t taken his eyes off of her yet. I’m sure once he gets back to the other side of the rainbow bridge, it will be a joyful reunion. And all around the coffin it looks as if every flower in the world has come out to pay their respects to the lady who loved them so much. In a sad way, all of those flowers give the church a festive appeal, and I’m thinking that Rhonda would have liked it that way.

      Everett is seated on the pew next to me, and my sisters and Lainey’s fiancé Forest Donovan are on my other side. Mom is up front with Chrissy Nash, and the two of them have ensconced poor weeping Felicity.

      Seated near them is Rigby Emerson, and I can’t help but note that she hasn’t shed a single tear. Not that sobbing at funerals is a requirement, but she doesn’t even look upset. If anything, she looks annoyed, as if the entire event bungled her schedule. And I’m betting it did. Curt mentioned that they weren’t planning on staying in Honey Hollow long—right after he told me he was thrilled with the extended vacay. His words, not mine.

      Noah, however, is seated two rows over from me where Everett and I watch Cormack turn up the waterworks in hopes that Noah will rescue her from the undue level of despair she’s displaying, considering the fact she didn’t know Rhonda.

      The pastor wraps it up, and soon we’re bowing our heads in prayer before the crowd begins to make their way next door for refreshments.

      Everett wraps an arm over my shoulders as he bows down. “Look at that.” He nods over at an odd sight. It’s Simon Warwick walking down the aisle as he makes his way to Felicity.

      “Noah said they haven’t made an arrest yet. In fact, he said Simon doesn’t have any record whatsoever, not even a traffic ticket. This guy is squeaky clean.”

      Everett tips his head to the side. “But that doesn’t mean he didn’t have reason enough for murder.”

      “True. But I can’t seem to wrap my head around what that would be. She liked him. Sure, he owed her money, but who didn’t?”

      “What about the necklace?”

      I shake my head. “Simon is stymied on how it got there. Noah said it was either cleaned of his prints or adulterated when Felicity picked it up.”

      “Unless she’s the killer. She was the one that plucked it out of his pocket.”

      “In that case, she was probably thrilled I noticed it first.”

      We watch as the two of them come together, and I take Everett by the hand and thread us through the crowd as we make our way over.

      Mom falls over me with a heavy embrace. “Oh, Lottie! This is terrible. First, we lose Eve Hollister and now Rhonda? Soon we won’t have enough members to host any of our clubs with. You just have to catch this killer.” She pulls back, and her eyes flit to the ceiling. “Eve died because she was about to rat someone out and put an end to their professional career. Do you think Rhonda was about to do something like that?”

      Before I can answer, Rich Dallas, my mother’s ultra-annoying, ultra-controlling boyfriend, zips her off to the exit shouting something about his favorite cookies. I’m guessing that man has had his way his entire life, and my mother has no choice but to comply with his every cookie whim.

      Everett and I proceed to Felicity.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, fully realizing that those right there feel like the emptiest words at a funeral, but they also resonate the most truth. “It was a beautiful service.”

      Felicity has donned a bright yellow dress, her mother’s favorite color, but her face is swollen from crying. Her eyes are tracked with crimson. “Thank you. We’re having a private burial tomorrow morning across the street, and you’re welcome to be there. She really liked you, Lottie. I just thought it would be too much for one day. This way I get to keep her with me a little bit longer.”

      “I completely understand, and thank you for the invitation.” I’d be devastated if anything happened to my mother. I don’t even know how she’s standing, let alone able to hold a conversation. I turn to Simon. “And how are you?”

      “Innocent.” He doesn’t miss a beat. “And after learning about all the painstaking measures this killer took to make me look like the perpetrator, I’m edgy. My lawyer said that the killer might actually have the nerve to show up today. I bet they’re hoping to plant more evidence on me, too.”

      “Lottie.” Willow comes over wearing one of Rhonda’s sweaters—a pink one strewn with birthday banners and balloons. She offers me a firm embrace, her chest bucking slightly as she pulls away. Her dark hair is neatly pulled back into a bun, and she’s donned a pair of heels, making her almost as tall as I am. “I can’t believe she’s really gone. She would have loved how this turned out.” She leans in toward Felicity. “I can help with the move anytime you want. I just saw the realtor in the back, and she let me know the good news.”

      “Move?” My antennae perk up as I look to Felicity.

      Felicity nods. “It turns out, my mother left me a small fortune.” She leans in. “Thirty thousand dollars. It was one of those in-case-if-anything-happens-to-me situations. So I subleased my apartment to Jana and invested in a small condo for myself. Escrow closes in a few weeks. I wanted to do something responsible with the money, and this way having a place of my own, and a mortgage payment, I’ll have to make sure to keep the flower shop going healthy and strong.”

      Willow nods. “We’ll both make sure that place survives and thrives.”

      “And I have Willow to thank for it. She’s the one that landed me front and center at Redwood Realty.”

      Willow waves it off. Something in the back garners her attention as she cranes her neck that way. She swats Felicity on the arm with excitement and points that way. “Pepper Patrick just showed up! I knew she would be here. I just knew it!”

      Sure enough, the pink-haired, somber-faced, clad in black woman trots down the aisle and offers her condolences to Felicity.

      She leans in close. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to honor your mother by using her name in my next book.”

      “Oh, wow!” Felicity gushes. “She would just die if she knew that!” She cringes. “Wrong word choice. Sorry.”

      Pepper gives a soft laugh. “It’s quite all right. I’m more than happy to do it.”

      Mourners bombard Felicity and Willow, and so Everett and I step over to Pepper.

      “Thank you for coming,” I whisper. “Hey? You solve mysteries for a living. Who do you think killed Rhonda?”

      Pepper twitches her nose as she considers this. She looks from Everett to me. “I don’t know who did it. But in my books, it’s always the one that seems to have a solution for everything. Whoever did this knew how much my books meant to her, and that hurts me to think my signing was the venue the killer chose to carry out that heinous act. And that second person they tried to do in? It means someone was getting a little too close to the truth, and they wanted to throw the investigation in another direction. The homicide detectives must be hot on their heels.”

      I bite down over my lip, considering this. “Why do you think they haven’t skipped town yet?”

      “Too obvious.” She shrugs. “But they will. Whoever it is won’t be in Honey Hollow long. They’ll want to breathe easy. Just you wait. Soon enough, another job opening will come up, or a relative will need them. And once the heat is off, they’ll skip right out of town, none the worse for wear.”

      “Wow, you’re pretty good, considering you may not even have half the facts.”

      She sheds a proud smile. “I can’t help it. I kill people for a living.”

      Pepper takes off, and Noah crops up in her place. “What did she say?” He pins his lawn green eyes over mine, and they still have the power to warm me.

      Everett leans in. “She said if she was the killer she’d off the bumbling homicide detective next.”

      “Very funny.” Noah doesn’t smile. “Lottie, Cormack just informed me that the Bonnet Festival next Sunday is sort of a big deal around here. I wanted to know if you wouldn’t mind being my date.”

      Everett’s lips curl at the sides. “Did you remember to ask your wife’s permission?”

      Noah’s chest expands twice its size. “I just got word that my divorce will be final in July.”

      “Then I will think about dating you in July,” I say before looking up at Everett. “However, chances are good that I’ll be well occupied.”

      “Hear that?” Everett straightens with pride. “She’ll be too busy for you because I’ll be keeping her entertained.”

      Noah glowers at the brave judge by my side. “She’ll be bored.”

      Everett ticks his head back a notch. “What makes you think that?”

      “Because that’s why Cormack said she left you.” He stalks off, angry perhaps even at himself and he should be.

      “That was below the belt,” I seethe.

      Everett lands an arm over my shoulders. “I’m just glad you’re finally seeing his true colors. Noah Fox is used to getting exactly what and who he wants. And when it doesn’t go his way—it gets ugly.”

      Macon flaps his wings manically from the side of the sanctuary as if he were trying to get my attention.

      “Why don’t you go into Carlson Hall and grab some cookies? I made those blondie bars you love so much. I think I’m going to head to the ladies’ room.” I pivot to the left and mouth Macon’s name.

      Everett gives me the thumbs-up and takes off just as I head toward the side of the sanctuary, and Macon follows me down a secluded hall.

      “What is it? What did you find?” I hiss at the gloriously plumed poltergeist.

      “It’s Felicity.” He lets out a broken caw as if he sounded pained. “I overheard her speaking with Rigby. She said, ‘We could split the money. Split the money!’”

      “Split the money? It sounds like her mother really did take out a loan on her behalf. She just bought a condo a few days after her mother was brutally murdered. That’s two huge life changes to embrace in a short window of time. Maybe Rigby found out about her big cash payout and she wants a piece of the cut?”

      Macon’s wings flap all the harder as he struggles to maintain suspended animation.

      “I would bet my afterlife Rigby mentioned something about the flower shop. I’m almost certain she did. But that’s not the doozy.” He lets out a consecutive string of chirps before floating a notch higher. “Simon mentioned a Twila Omega. Does that name ring a bell?”

      “Twila Omega?” I suck in a quick breath. “Yes! She’s the nudie nutcase from Leeds. Honest to God, Macon, they’re just about all nutcases in Leeds.”

      “I do recall.” He belts out a laugh that sounds eerily like Rhonda’s. “Simon informed Rigby that he was surprised that Twila wasn’t at the service.”

      “Why would Twila be at Rhonda Gilbert’s funeral? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Macon twitches his head behind me, and I turn to find Noah standing there. His hands are buried in his pockets, and his expression is long, as if he were resigned to accept this madness I continually choose to display.

      My adrenaline spikes, and my heart gives off a few life-threatening detonations at the sight of him. “Would you believe me if I said I was processing the investigation out loud?”

      His dimples twitch in and out, but he doesn’t give a smile to go along with them.

      “I didn’t think so,” I say as I make my way past him.

      “Lottie?”

      It takes everything in me to turn back around and face him.

      “I just want you to know that I’ll give you all the space in the world.” His Adam’s apple rises and falls. “I’m just hopeful it’ll lead back to me one day.”

      My heart aches as I look to him, this gorgeous man I would have happily married a couple of months ago. “Maybe it will, Noah,” I say as I take off for the hall next door.

      Noah may have crushed my heart, but he very much still has it.

      Now to figure out how to get myself back to that creepy cult and enlighten myself on how in the world a character like Twila Omega had any connection to sweet Rhonda.

      It doesn’t make any sense.

      But few things do in a homicide investigation.
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery has been the center of attention all day. Apparently, Greer Giles and her paranormal boy toy Winslow Decker are doing a fabulous job of terrorizing my mother’s B&B. A little too fabulous if you ask me. Tickets for the Haunted Honey Hollow B&B Tour are sold out straight through June, and there are rumors of a Halloween spectacular already in the making.

      “Two New York cheesecakes.” Mom smiles at me from across the counter with her nose wrinkling in that endearing way it does when she’s ogling me as if I were a six-year-old with pigtails.

      “Coming right up.” I look to her BFF standing by her side, Chrissy Nash. Mom and Chrissy share the same ashen blonde shoulder-length hair and the same sparkling blue eyes. They could pass as sisters. “Anything for you?”

      “I’ll have the same, but just one for me. I can’t tell you how excited I am to have your cheesecake bites at the Bonnet Festival. We’ve secured a band to play during the egg hunt, and I’ve got Margo and Mannford from next door to cater the event.”

      “Wow, I look forward to stuffing my face already.” Margo and Mannford are New York transplants themselves, and they happen to be the head chefs at the Honey Pot Diner next door.

      Lily brings the cheesecakes out for me, already boxed, and I slide them across the counter. My mother quickly shoves a wad of bills into the tip jar because she knows I would never think to charge her—and I keep forgetting to hide that tip jar every time she walks in.

      Chrissy leans in. “How much do I owe you?”

      “This one’s on me. You did secure the Bonnet Festival for me, and that’s a big one. I feel a great deal of responsibility knowing I’m providing all of the sweet treats for the big day. And I won’t let you down, I promise.”

      Chrissy waves it off. “Oh, I know you won’t.”

      The tourists begin to drain from the bakery as they filter back out onto Main Street.

      “Mother,” I hiss without meaning to. “You really need to slow down with the tours of terror. You’re going to frighten your customers away.”

      She shakes her head emphatically. “Lottie, the B&B is doing wonderfully. The bedchamber of horrors and the spine-chilling cubicle are booked solid through the rest of the year.”

      “Spine-chilling cubicle, really?”

      Her upper lip twitches. “I couldn’t think up another cutesy name. But if you’ve got any, I have plenty of room to gift a nickname. I’m having Bear make a sign for each of them. It’s going to be so fantastic.”

      “It’s going to be something.”

      “We’ll see you on Sunday.” She leans over the counter and gives me a quick peck on the cheek, and her rose-scented perfume feels like a hug. I’ve known that scent as long as I’ve known my mother. It’s always been her calling card, entering the room before she ever gets there. Her phone bleats in her hand, and she jumps. “It’s Rich.” She grimaces. “I was having so much fun with Chrissy that I forgot the last two check-ins.” Her fingers frantically peck away at her phone.

      Chrissy chortles as she looks over my mother’s shoulder. “You kids really are in love.”

      “They’re in something,” I mumble. I do not like, nor do I approve of Rich Dallas and his ultra-controlling ways. How has my mother not managed to ditch him just yet? Her relationships usually expire about the six-week juncture. And Rich Dallas has greatly overstayed his welcome.

      “There.” My mother drops her phone into her purse before picking up the cheesecakes. “Whew.”

      “Is everything okay?” At this point it would be negligent of me not to ask.

      “Oh, I’m in trouble, all right.” She gives a sultry wink toward Chrissy. “Lots and lots of delicious trouble.”

      “Goodbye, Lottie,” they sing in unison. Meg steps in, and Mom smacks her with a kiss on her way out the door.

      I turn to Lily. “Thank you for closing for me tonight.”

      “So, where’s this hot date you’re taking with Essex?” Her cheek flickers with disapproval. Lily and Everett dated on and off for a while, and I might have rubbed my impending night out in her face just a bit. I couldn’t help it. She all but gloated every time she spent an ounce of time with him. And it’s important to note that most of the time she spent with Everett was on her back.

      A brief visual of me lying on his mattress, his bare chest hovering over mine blinks through my mind, and I gasp.

      “What’s the matter?” Lily gasps right back. “Don’t tell me you forgot. Nobody forgets a date with Essex Baxter.”

      How I hate the way she grinds my nose into his formal name. Everyone knows only women who Everett has conquered are invited to call him by his proper moniker. I haven’t encountered that honor just yet.

      Just yet?

      Before I can contemplate sleeping with Everett for another second, both Keelie and Meg crop up.

      Lily leans in. “She’s about to tell me where she’s headed with Essex tonight.”

      Meg gurgles out a husky laugh. “Mr. Sexy? Honey, there’s only one place to head with that hunk of burning testosterone.”

      “Ooh”—Keelie squeals, her hair sprouting from the messy bun sitting on top of her head like a bubbling blonde fountain—“maybe he’s going to give her a green gown?”

      I inch back a notch. “Why would Everett give me a green dress? Come to think of it, the right shade of green really does bring out my eyes.”

      The three of them break out into wild cackles.

      “Hey? What’s so funny?”

      Keelie digs her pinkies into the corner of her eyes in an effort to dry up the tears. “To gift a green gown means he’s going to take you on the grass.”

      “Good grief.” My face heats fifty degrees at least, and I’m sure I’m lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “So, where are you going?” Keelie lands an elbow on the counter and nearly knocks over a cake stand. “His place or yours?”

      “Her place?” Meg scoffs. “And have Pancake and Waffles watch the pornographic action? They might actually attack. I’d hate to see a man like Everett lose a precious body part.”

      “I did shut the door with Noah.” A heavy feeling washes over me just thinking about him. I miss him, and I hate that. I hate that he’s married, and I hate that we’re apart. But I don’t hate my time with Everett. On the contrary—I’m darn glad about it.

      “I like open doors,” a deep voice rumbles from my right, and we find Everett himself standing tall, dark, dreamy, and steamy—and far too willing to discuss his open door policy.

      “Good, you’re here.” I take off my apron, snatch my purse from below the counter, and wave to Lily. “Don’t forget to put the cheesecake I just pulled out of the oven into the walk-in before you leave.”

      “Whoa.” Meg steps in and blocks my path as if she were about to employ one of her wrestling takedowns. “Where are you two heading? Keelie and I might want to tag along.” She gives a smoky-eyed wink to her new partner in date busting crime.

      I frown over at my sister. “No, you can’t come. We might have to get naked.”

      Meg and Keelie exchange a quick high five.

      My sister pumps out a gluttonous smile. “I like naked.”

      “Me too,” Keelie is quick to pipe up.

      “I was born naked.” Everett tips his head back, his lids hooded low, his lips begging to break out into a very dirty grin—I have a sixth sense about these things.

      I take Everett by the hand and sail to the door. “Get that birthday suit ready. It’s almost showtime.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to Everett, he scored us another all-access pass to the Seekers of the Light catastrophe. As fate, and my lack of good fortune, would have it, we are just in time for phase two of their conversion therapy. And lucky for Meg, Keelie, and Hook—as soon as Hook Redwood got wind of the word naked, he appeared faster than an apparition—Twila and her horny henchmen are also open to entertaining naked newbies tonight. The sanctuary is brimming with bodies once again, milling around, having a good time until Twila calls her scary sect to order.

      The newbies are guided to the altar for the requisite sacrifice of our blood and bones, and most of all our dignity. I have threatened both Hook and Everett within an inch of their mortal lives if they so much as flick their eyes in my direction once the majority of my flesh became exposed. And I managed to threaten Keelie and Meg within an inch of their eager-to-see-everything existence not to shed one wayward glance toward Everett. Good thing the lights are dim, save for a wall of candles that could tip over like a set of dominos and send this whole place up in flames like a tinderbox.

      We stripped down in the back and donned our requisite white robes before gathering in a cultish circle holding hands while Twila stands in the middle and rolls her head from side to side as if she were trying to work out a stubborn kink. Her skin is once again eerily illuminated as if she were backlit from the inside. She’s droned on and on for the last solid hour about the renewal of our minds, how freeing it will be once we hand over all of our earthly possessions to the kingdom of light—i.e., Twila and her thug boyfriend that hovers in the corner with a bevy of beefy looking bodyguards.

      Macon flaps gloriously beside her, his blue and red plumage sparking every now and again as if he were about to short out. I’ve instructed him not to leave her wily, head-rolling side. If there’s dirt on Rhonda, this is my last chance to get it. I am not subjecting myself to another moment of this birthday suit voodoo that requires me to drop my drawers every ten minutes. If I’m going to drop my drawers, it’s going to be with Noah—okay, so Noah is indefinitely off the table due to his inconvenient matrimonial status, and I’m not sure he’ll ever get to see me drop my drawers again. No thanks. I will most definitely find someone else to drop my drawers with. I glance to my right, and Everett stands at a military stance with the stealth expression of an FBI agent and the body of a—

      “The time has come to free ourselves from these earthen chains. Arise to your truest self of all. Arise! It is time to enter into the light!”

      The soft sound of robes hitting the floor is actually a little mind-numbing, considering everyone realizes what that signifies. Here we are, an entire room of adults naked as the day we were born. It not only feels wrong and lewd, it feels downright illegal.

      Music filters over the speakers, something soft and light as couples begin to merge and sway to the smooth meandering rhythm.

      And dear God Almighty, it takes all I’ve got not to swing my head to the right and take in an eyeful of birthday suit clad Baxter.

      Macon screams at the top of his lungs, flapping his wings with excitement. “Naked Lottie! Naked Lottie!”

      He is such a boy.

      Meg stalks over, and I keep my eyes above her chin. There are some things I don’t care to know about my sister.

      Her eyes bug out. “Did you see the size of his gavel?”

      “Meg! Behave. Go dance with Hook and Keelie before someone beats you to the three-way.”

      I step over to Everett as a cool breeze touches me in places any current of air should never be privy to in a public environment.

      “This is our chance,” I whisper.

      “Follow my lead.”

      We head over to Twila who is still rolling her neck as if she were attempting to twist it right off the base.

      “Pardon us.” Everett leans in, and I carefully turn my head away just enough to preserve any surprises concerning his gavel.

      Twila blinks to life. “Ugh. I’ve got a kink in my neck.” Knew it! “How I hate when that happens.” She looks right at Everett, takes him in up and down, and her mouth falls open. “What may I do for you?” She gives her shoulders a shake, and there’s a ripple effect among her perkier parts that I’m not so interested in witnessing.

      I clear my throat. “My boyfriend has a question for you.”

      “Boyfriend!” Macon shrills with laughter—Rhonda’s laughter—and it’s downright creepy. “Lottie has a boyfriend!”

      I shoot him a disparaging look.

      That lascivious smile melts from her face. “There is no ownership of people here in the Light. My lover is your lover. My child is your child.” She reverts to Everett. “Please, feel free to ask me anything”—she slinks forward and sucks in her bottom lip—“and I do mean anything.”

      “My great aunt passed away, Rhonda Gilbert.” Everett doesn’t miss a beat.

      Her mouth falls open once again, her eyes agog for the briefest of moments. “Now did she?” A brief smile crests her lips.

      “She mentioned you.” Everett tips his head back as if he were hedging his bets. “She spoke highly of both you and the people of the Light.”

      Her shoulders sag, and her expression sours as if she just took off her pretenses as easily as slipping off her robe. And, honest to God, that otherworldly glow that illuminates from her just dimmed a notch.

      “I bet she spoke highly of me.” She rolls her eyes, and I can’t help but think she just took the tone of a sarcastic teenage girl. “She didn’t think so highly of me when I was ready to take over.”

      Macon flaps his wings ten times harder than before as if he felt it was coming.

      Everett slips his hand over mine. “That’s right—the big takeover.” He gives a thunderous chuckle, and I almost want to giggle myself because I happen to appreciate those vocal vibrations of his that are few and far between.

      Twila scoffs. “You think it’s funny, do you? Your aunt did, too.” She gives a wistful shake of the head.

      “Her version was a classic.” Everett’s voice is deep and sober once again. “Why don’t you share yours?”

      “Please.” She flicks her wrist at the idea as if she and Everett were suddenly good friends. “When Rhonda left, it was quite the kerfuffle.”

      “Kerfuffle! Kerfuffle!” Macon flies in a dizzying circle overhead, and a rainbow of light tracks in his wake. It’s such a beautiful, mesmerizing sight, it feels selfish that I’m the only one privy to it.

      Rhonda left? As in she was a part of this madness? How could that possibly be?

      Everett nods as if he were in the know. “Yes, she left, but the aftermath—”

      Twila growls, “And we’re still living with it. Wilhelmina was even worse than your aunt, but she did instill a few new rules that are still in play to this day.” She holds out her hands.

      “So, it was Wilhelmina who dreamed up this naughty birthday suit soiree?” I ask as if I too were in the know. “Who’s Wilhelmina?” I never was good at pretending.

      Everett looks right at me—eyes wisely pressed to mine. “Willow?” He inches his head back as if he were just as stumped as I was.

      My mouth falls open. “Both of them were a part of this?”

      Twila grunts, “Oh, they’ve always been thick as thieves. They’re practically sisters. But—I was more than glad to get rid of them. Of course, I was just a teenager when I came on board. Rhonda was ready to have a baby by then.”

      A wild thought crosses my mind. What if Felicity’s father never died? What if he was some sicko Seeker who abided by the my lover is your lover not-so-golden rule? Ick and yuck. No wonder Rhonda ran far and fast.

      Twila shakes her head, lost in thought. “How is Wilhelmina? It’s been a good long while since we’ve crossed paths.”

      I shrug over her. “She’s alive, which is one up on Rhonda.”

      Twila belts out a belly laugh on poor Rhonda’s dead behalf. “That’s a good one. And Rhonda’s precious daughter?”

      Macon squawks obnoxiously loud, and I jump, which in turn causes the rest of me to jiggle and wiggle.

      “Precious daughter! Precious daughter!”

      Everett nods her way. “My cousin Felicity is holding up as best as she can.”

      “Are you kidding?” Twila practically gags on a laugh. “The girl should be dancing on her mother’s grave. She’s finally free of that—” Her mouth squares out. “I’m sorry. That was disrespectful of me.” She glances past us. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d better tend to the neophytes.”

      Everett leans in, his eyes respectfully fixed on mine. “What do you think?”

      “I think I’ve heard enough.” I glance up to Macon. “Stick around for as long as you can, would you?”

      Macon lets out a menacing rawr that could compete with anything Pancake and Waffles could ever muster. “I wouldn’t think of leaving.”

      I pick up my robe and Everett’s off the ground in haste.

      “For some odd reason, I always seem to find myself naked around you. And I bet you’ve heard a woman or two say those exact same words.”

      A dark laugh rumbles through his chest, no smile. “They sound better coming from you, Cupcake. I’m getting rather fond of our new routine.”

      My lips twitch with devious intent. “Well, then, maybe this is one habit we’ll have to keep up.”

      “Feel free to drop by my place anytime you wish and drop your robe to the floor. It’s a good look on you, Lemon.”

      I lean in and press my gaze to his. “A look you haven’t seen just yet,” I say it like a threat, and his lips curl at the tips because we both know he’s guilty of employing that peripheral vision of his.

      “When I do get a good look—I plan on getting an eyeful, a handful, and a mouthful, too.”

      My own mouth falls open.

      We pry Keelie, Meg, and Hook off one another and head back to Honey Hollow still down one killer.

      If this goes on any longer, someone will undoubtedly get away with murder.
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      “He is risen!” Mom shouts as she waves from Town Square. The rolling green lawn behind her is peppered with colorful plastic eggs. She’s donned a flowing robin’s egg blue dress and a matching bonnet with a three-foot circumference wingspan.

      “He is risen, indeed!” Keelie and I shout in unison as she helps me set up the dessert buffet. We’ve each donned a pastel dress ourselves, Keelie in mint green and me in blush peach. But we’ve opted to forgo the bonnets as we have since we were seven. It’s mostly my mother and her friends who partake in the tradition. Plus, it’s not too practical when you’re doling out the desserts.

      Mom scuttles over, her heels digging into the grass with every other step. “Girls! You look beautiful.” She pulls the two of us in for a quick embrace. “I have to go finish setting up for the big egg roll. The kids will be here soon, and I still have dozens of eggs to hide.”

      Keelie wrinkles her nose at the hundreds of neon colored eggs as far as the eye can see. “You keep trying.”

      “I will, hon!” She starts to trot off. “Oh! Before I forget, you’re both invited to dinner tonight at the B&B. And bring friends. The ghosts and I would love to have you!”

      “I’ll be there,” I assure her. “And I’ll bring friends.”

      Keelie pours us each a glass of the Honey Pot Diner’s famous Sunday brunch punch. The Honey Pot donated dozens of glass decanters full of the fruity delight that people actually storm the diner for, just so they can imbibe the refreshing elixir after church.

      She bumps her hip to mine. “Speaking of friends, did you see Judge Baxter’s gavel?”

      “Keelie Nell Turner! No, I did not see his gavel.”

      Keelie belts out a husky laugh. “Lottie Lemon, I suggest you tell that man to take me to court and sentence me to an all-night punishment—and by me, I mean you.”

      “Very funny,” I say, setting out the tiny delicate paper cups in every shade of pastel. Each one has a creamy cheesecake bite nestled inside it. Thankfully, there’s a canopy providing shade over the buffet table, and there’s still a crisp morning chill in the air. That, coupled with the fact I have each batch set out on refrigerated trays, should ensure that the residents of Honey Hollow get a quality bite.

      “So, what’s going to happen with you two, anyway?” Keelie shovels a cheesecake morsel into her mouth, and just before I can answer, her mother, my new aunt as I’ve come to find out, Becca Turner, pops up in a pale yellow bonnet and a long floral dress with buttery tones to match. Becca is a knockout, as are her daughters, with dark honey hair and high cheekbones like that of a model. Becca and my mother have been friends for years.

      “I’ve got news!” she sings just as a small breeze picks up and nearly carries off her hat. “William’s lawyer sent over some documents this morning, and he said I could share them with you.” William, as in her brother, my new uncle, was not happy one bit when their mother Nell left me the lion’s share of her fortune, which included just about every bit of property she owned in Honey Hollow along with a nifty house in Nantucket. He’s taken the matter to court, and he’s been contesting the will for months.

      A breath hitches in my throat. “Are we all through with probate?”

      Becca glances to the sky. “Not quite, but it’s heading in that direction. I’m afraid we still might have to wait several months.”

      Keelie wraps an arm over my shoulders and gives me a squeeze. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do with all that money?”

      “I’m not doing anything with it. I’m not even sure it should be my money.”

      Becca waves the idea off. “It will be, Lottie. And just so you know, you have wonderful tenants. Every business on Main Street is just about up-to-date on the rent.”

      Keelie snarls, “Just about? I heard that tone in your voice, Mother. Spit it out.”

      I did too, but I didn’t want to peg her with it.

      She winces. “The Enchanted Flower Shop is woefully behind.”

      “That’s totally understandable,” I’m quick to say. “Felicity is probably still trying to figure out what goes where. And Willow is overwhelmed herself.”

      Becca shudders. “It stems back over a year ago. I’m not sure what went wrong, but it looks as if my mother was giving Rhonda a free pass.”

      “That can’t be right. I mean, I saw the books. It looks as if the shop is well in the black.” It was her home that was in peril from what I remember with all of those unopened bills.

      Becca bites her lip as she studies the sky. “Come to think of it, the store next door is connected. It might have been The Busy Bee Crafts Shop.”

      “Figures. The Simonson sisters were broke. And ever since their cousin Cascade took over, things haven’t really picked up.” I feel a sense of relief. For a moment, I felt the nagging urge to run back to the bakery and look at those books Willow lent me.

      Becca takes off for my mother, and Keelie wastes no time in leaning in.

      “So, did you or didn’t you? I’m your best friend on this planet, Lottie Lemon. You don’t get to pick and choose what info you tell me. I get it all. The dirtier, the better.”

      “I—” Just as I’m about to tell her everything about nothing, I see a handsome familiar face coming this way with a Golden Retriever so beautiful that he brings tears to my eyes. “I’ll be back. Man the fort?”

      She makes a face. “Get out of here.”

      I make a beeline for Noah, and his entire countenance lights up.

      “Look at the handsome devil,” I purr as I bend over and embrace Toby with all my heart.

      “Can I get some of that?”

      I pop back up and look the dapper detective in the eye. “You’ve donned your Sunday best”—I say, observing his pale blue shirt and matching tie—“ I don’t see why not.” I offer him a quick embrace, and his spiced cologne does its best to seduce me.

      “It is Sunday. Happy Easter, Lottie. You look”—he shakes his head as he takes me in—“like an angel.”

      “Thank you,” I mouth. My face reddens with heat because I don’t feel like one. After that naked fiasco with Everett, I spent the next few days avoiding him out of sheer embarrassment. And Noah? Well, I’ve been artfully avoiding him ever since the funeral.

      His dimples dig in deep as his verdant green eyes search my features. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.” I shrug as we head over to a stone bench next to the three-tiered enormous fountain with a cascade of crystal blue water running softly over the edges. “I miss the old us. The one that technically never really existed.”

      “Lottie,” he takes my hand and brings it to his lips, pressing a kiss over the back of it, “we existed, and it was beautiful. We’re still happening.” He nods as we take a seat, and Toby curls up in a ball and sits at my feet.

      “What happened with you and Britney? I don’t know anything about your relationship. I mean, I know about the fact you found her with some guy and you blew out his tires and then lost your position on the force. But what really happened? How long were you married? What’s the day of your anniversary? How did you meet? What did you see in her? Scratch that. I know exactly what you saw in her.”

      Noah gives a soft chuckle. “Britney and I imploded under the weight of our expectations. And yes, I blew out her boyfriend’s tires because I didn’t care for the guy. But Britney and I were basically over when that happened. He was my buddy on the force. It didn’t feel good. What really happened was that we fought. A lot. Britney wanted an extravagant life that I couldn’t give her. She wanted to mold me into someone I wasn’t. We didn’t fit.” He gives my hand a gentle tug, his eyes pleading for me to understand. “You and I fit, Lottie. We’re good together. I promise, you will not get that with Everett. He’s the guy girls have a good time with. I’m the one you settle down with.”

      My lips quiver. Noah is expertly piquing my emotions. “Continue with your story. Britney? The one you couldn’t settle down with?”

      He takes a breath, and his chest expands twice its size. “Married two years. Anniversary April fifteenth.”

      “Tax Day,” I point out. “And the day the Titanic sank.” I wince. “Just an odd bit of trivia I happen to know.”

      “You’re right on both counts. It’s the day Brit and I sank, too. This time last year I shot out those tires. Lost my job the very next day and I left Ohio and came back to Vermont. As for how Brit and I met—it was through mutual friends, who were notoriously bad matchmakers, by the way. And to be honest, I’m not sure what I saw in her. What I really saw. I’ve thought about this long and hard. I don’t think I really knew myself at the time enough to discern what I wanted.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I’m all grown up. I know exactly what I want and who. That’s you, Lottie Lemon.” He swallows hard. “I love you like I never knew I could love anyone in my entire life. You are my world. You own me. You are my everything.”

      A breath escapes me. My heart pounds fiercely in my chest. Those are powerful words, and Noah is a handsome, powerful man. If only things had been different. If only my faith in him, in us, hadn’t been shaken to its core.

      “You could have avoided this.” My voice trembles without meaning to. “You could have laid it out for me the day we met. You did mention your wife, but you made it sound as if that part of your life was far in the past. I certainly didn’t expect to have her set foot in my bakery trying to claim her husband.”

      “Valid.” He raises his hands as if surrendering, and in doing so Toby takes off like a bullet for the field laden with plastic eggs. “Aw, crap. He’s going to be unstoppable. Wish me luck.” He starts to take off. “To be continued, Lottie Lemon! Just like you and me!”

      A laugh tickles its way up my throat. I make my way back to the covered buffet tables, only to find Felicity, Rigby, and Willow each carrying a giant floral arrangement in their arms. Trailing behind them is Curtis with two tiny bud vases in each hand, looking as if he just ran a marathon.

      “Can I help?” I try to ease Felicity’s load, but she spins it away from me. “We have this, Lottie. Don’t worry. You’ve done enough for the festival already.”

      Curt grunts, “I can use some help.”

      I take a bud vase from him, and he sighs as if I just extracted a bowling ball from his hand.

      Willow groans, “No. We left the tray of lilies back at the shop.”

      Rigby raises a hand. “I’ll get them.”

      “No way.” Willow points her to the flowers they just set down. “We need to get these tables decorated. The lilies can wait.”

      “I’m headed back to the bakery to pick up a few things I left behind. I’ll get them,” I offer.

      Felicity glances my way, her fingers still furtively working through the flowers they just hauled over. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive. I’ll be back in just a few minutes.” I head for the sidewalk.

      “Thank you, Lottie!” Rigby calls out.

      “That’s my girl!” Curt bellows, and I turn in time to see Rigby swatting him. He did deserve it.

      “Hey, Lottie!” Willow chimes. “Go in through the back. I locked the front door.”

      “I will,” I say as I start in on a light jog.

      I am headed to the bakery first, but it’s not to pick up a single sweet treat. It’s to get those books Willow lent me. I have to take a quick look at them again.

      Something about this isn’t sitting well with me.

      And I need to get to the bottom of it right this minute.
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      The bakery is buzzing, and Lily gives me a quick rundown on all the sugar cookies we’ve sold thus far. We had made a bet which would sell best: the decorated Easter eggs or the adorable bunnies with a carrot tucked in their mouth. So far it’s a draw. My bet is the bunnies will outshine the eggs, but I don’t waste any time taking stock of inventory to win some silly bet with Lily. Instead, I grab the books and make a beeline for The Enchanted Flower Shop.

      The back door is closed, but thankfully unlocked, and it’s eerily quiet inside. The lights are off, and the sun hasn’t crested this side of the building yet.

      A horrific scream comes from somewhere near the ceiling, and I do my best to jump right out of my skin.

      “Lottie Lemon! Lottie Lemon!” Macon’s plumage glows a luminescent shade of blue.

      “That’s a fine welcome—if you’re trying to give someone a heart attack. You do realize I’d like to live.”

      “Like to live! Like to live!” He lets out an exasperated sigh. “Wouldn’t we all, sister.” He lands softly onto the register just as I make my way behind the counter. “What are you doing here?”

      “I told Willow I’d return the books. And on my way out, I’m supposed to grab a box of lilies they forgot.” I plop down on the barstool next to the computer and reopen those accounting ledgers Willow lent me. “The funny thing is, the books make it look as if everything is rolling along nicely for the shop, financially speaking. But my aunt just let me know the rent hasn’t been paid in a year. Not only that, but if everything was so great at the shop, I can’t understand why Rhonda’s personal bills were going unpaid for the last few months. I mean, you’d think that if her business were in the black, she’d have enough money to live off. Right? Did you ever hear her complain about the bills?”

      “Bills, bills, bills!” Macon screeches while doing a perfect impersonation of Rhonda herself.

      “I see. So she did have a disdain for them altogether. But, then, so does the rest of the population.”

      “Rhonda managed her finances a little more artfully than others, I suppose.”

      “If by artfully you mean illegally, then you hit the nail on the mobster’s head. What else do you know? I’m dying to figure this one out. I just can’t let it go, Macon. I have to know what’s going on here.” I tap my hand over the mouse next to the keyboard, and the computer screen lights up in front of me.

      There’s a picture of Macon in the background, and it melts my heart. I’m about to say something when a small white box pops up and requests a password.

      Password? I bet it’s something simple like Felicity—but it’s not. And it’s not Alice McDade, or Pepper Patrick, or any combination of them all. Macon squawks, and I practically choke on a laugh. Of course. My fingers tap away without giving it a second thought, imploring the screen to blink to life once again, and this time I’m staring at all of the shop’s files right here in front of my face.

      “Would you look at that?” A congratulatory laugh bubbles from me. “Your name is the password, and I’m in like a ruby red Sunday sin!” I spot a file that reads Accounting. “Accounting? Huh.” I click on in, and my adrenaline rushes, my ears pulsing with their very own heartbeat. “Wait a minute. Willow said Rhonda was old school, that she jotted down her accounting. What am I looking at here?”

      Macon hops onto the counter and turns to face the screen. “How can you look at those ants on the screen?”

      “They’re words, Macon—and numbers, very, very scary numbers. And, sure enough, according to this spreadsheet, Rhonda hasn’t paid her rent in close to a year. The only thing she is paying for is the electricity and water. And would you look at this?” I say, pointing to a row of red bars. “There are six different suppliers she owes heavy debts to. The flower shop is running on fumes. I don’t get it.” I pull one of the books Willow gave me off the counter and thumb through it quickly, and none of the debts match up to the dates she has written, and then it hits me. “Oh my God. She cooked the books. Willow looked right at me and lied to my face when she said everything was fine at the shop. But why? What would she have to gain by not telling the truth? Poor Felicity doesn’t—”

      “Poor Felicity, nothing,” a female voice chimes in front of me, and I look up to find myself staring down the barrel of a gun. Willow Lancaster hovers in a defiant stance with her feet parted, her hands both secured over the handle of what looks to be a Glock just like the one that Noah has.

      My hands float slowly into the air as I rise up out of my seat, and Macon lets out a shrill cry that is sure to permeate the membrane of this earthen plane and the afterlife.

      “You did it.” I swallow hard as I scrutinize her. Willow is short, a strong woman though, pretty too in a girl-next-door kind of way. So very unassuming. Her dark glossy hair is knotted up into a bun, and her floral dress makes her look like a caricature of herself because I do believe this is the first dress I’ve seen her in. I can use that. She’ll move more lethargically in it. But then again, so will I in my own floor-length number constructed from what feels like acres of fabric.

      She squints over at me as if taking aim for my forehead. “Yes, I did it, Lottie. You’ve been breathing down my neck from the beginning, but I expertly dodged you at every turn.” A nefarious laugh gurgles from her. “And you bought everything I could sell you.”

      “But I’m not buying it anymore.”

      Her finger taps over the trigger as if she were testing it, and my heart palpitates with such violence I’m half-afraid I’ll vomit it out.

      “Macon, get Noah.” I’d suggest Everett, too, but I don’t want Everett barreling in here unarmed. Macon takes off as he’s told, but I have no idea how he’ll possibly accomplish the task. If there is a way, I’m hoping he’ll find it.

      Willow takes a careful step in, her left eye inadvertently winking at me. “What did you say?”

      “I said, my God, I need Noah.”

      “Ah, the bumbling detective boyfriend of yours. Ex-boyfriend.” She waves the gun around as she says it. “Believe me, Lottie, you’re with the right person now. Too bad it all ends for you. That lawyer is one hot commodity.”

      “Judge. Everett is a judge,” I say as I search the ceiling for signs of Macon and suddenly feel so very alone. “Why? Why kill Rhonda? She took excellent care of you.”

      “Oh, she did. We were practically blood.” Her eyes enlarge as if there were no denying this. “In fact, I made sure she took excellent care of me.”

      My mouth falls open. “You were blood. Rhonda took out a loan for you, didn’t she?”

      Willow gasps, “How did you know that?”

      “She took out one hundred thousand dollars and said it was for her daughter, Felicity. That was the only way she could get that kind of money. And when you didn’t pay her back, she had to start making payments for you to the crooks at Martinelle Finance. That’s why she was letting the shop and her home go—to preserve her kneecaps, her life. Rhonda was in over her head.” A sad laugh lives and dies in my throat. “And now, so are you. But why kill her? Why not skip town? Why not do anything other than take her life?”

      Willow squeezes her eyes shut hard. “How do you know all this? I didn’t think you were this close to me, Lottie. Who else knows? Those boyfriends of yours?” She shakes her head as she looks to the ground. “I have to contain this. I can’t go to prison. It will kill my mother. Do you hear me? It will kill her!” she shouts so loud the windows vibrate.

      Her mother?

      “Why did you kill Rhonda?”

      She smirks over at me, the gun wagging in the air. “You’re the smart one. You tell me.”

      “You owed her money.” My brain quickly starts doing the homicidal math. “She couldn’t get it from you so she…” Think. Think! “So she threatened to tell your mother!” Why do I feel like I’m playing some demonic game show? Win or lose I die.

      “You’re good, I’ll give you that. But it wasn’t the debt I was afraid of her exposing. You don’t know my mother, Lottie. She is a very wealthy woman, and if one of her children disappoints her, she will not hesitate to write us out of her will. I’m due for a windfall, and I’ve been waiting patiently. Did you really think I wanted to spend the rest of my life wilting away in this hothouse? I’m just buying time. My mother is frail, but she is still of sound mind and has her lawyer’s number on speed dial. She’s already written my sister Patty out of the will for having three divorces under her belt.” Willow shivers as if a mean breeze just chilled the room. “The first one she could tolerate, the second she tried her best to overlook, but three strikes and Patty was out. That’s the kind of pressure I’m under here.”

      And yet it never crossed her mind that murder was a far greater offense than a couple of measly divorces? Wait a minute… she just said that she wasn’t afraid of Rhonda exposing her debt.

      “You did something.” I nod as if finally catching on. “And Rhonda knew it. Something bad. Something so shameful your mother would erase you from her will without hesitating. It must have been a doozy.”

      She hacks out a laugh. “Oh, it was a doozy. It was such a doozy it was almost unbelievable. I thought of feeding my mother a bunch of lies if word ever got out. Tell her that it was a lookalike, that Photoshop was involved, but my mother is slow to believe lies no matter how efficiently they’re delivered. She would smell the truth on me, and that would be the last time she would ever want me in the room with her.”

      Photoshop? Pictures? As in racy pictures? Why would Willow pose in the nude?

      A breath gets caught in my throat.

      “The Seekers of the Light!” I blurt it out as if it were the winning answer.

      Willow rolls her eyes. “I am so glad I’m ending your life today, Lottie Lemon. Carlotta is right. You really are too smart for your britches.”

      “Aw? Carlotta said that? And to think I thought I’d die before I heard that woman utter a single kind word about me.” Ironic since Willow here is determined to make my death a soon-to-be reality.

      “She really cares about you.” She shakes her head as if maybe she didn’t. “She said you weren’t interested in really getting to know her. You should have done it. She was your mother. She gave birth to you! And she never judged you. She wouldn’t care if you started a nude movement in some stupid ridiculous cult.”

      “Is that where you met Rhonda?”

      She nods. “It was the tail end for her. I was her protégé. Rhonda found herself expecting and wanted to make sure she gave her baby the life she never had. The first thing she did to help get back on her feet was hit up some mob boss. He liked her. He really liked her, if you know what I mean. Back in the day, Rhonda was a hot little number. Anyway, that’s how she got in that mess.”

      “Loaning money? Working as a hotlink for Martinelle?”

      Her mouth widens with shock. “You really are good at this, you know that? It’s too bad it all ends here for you. The next time someone gets bumped in this town, that detective boyfriend of yours will actually have to step up and do some work. Who do you think those boyfriends of yours will end up with, anyway? Noah will probably go back to his wife. Britney is a brainy beauty, you have to admit that. And a tragedy like this one will likely be…” She pecks her gun in my direction. “I bet that will prove to be a bonding experience for the two of them. Grief will do that to you, make you latch onto what’s familiar. But what about the judge?”

      A horrible ache hits me at the thought of Noah running back to Britney, especially after he poured his heart out to me. And Everett? I hate the thought of him being with another woman. I realize that’s not fair. I can’t have two men. But I feel protective over their hearts, and selfishly I do want both.

      “Lily?” She twitches her nose at me. “Maybe Naomi. She’s prettier and she’d prove to be a challenge for him.”

      “Hey? I challenge him, plenty.” My lips quiver as I struggle to keep it together. The thought of momentarily being wiped from the planet is starting to take its toll. “Why did you kill Rhonda minutes before she had a chance to meet her idol? It was unfair. It was unusually cruel. It was cold and calculating, and I’m sure you rubbed her face in it, too.”

      She glances to the ceiling. “You do not miss a single beat. Yes, you’re right. I had my motives for selecting the time and place, but it’s not what you’re thinking. Yes, it was a tragedy within a tragedy that Rhonda never actually got to see Pepper—but don’t you understand? It’s the only way she had a chance to live on through one of Pepper’s books. Pepper Patrick is notorious for writing ripped from the headlines stories. I thought if I laid one at her feet Rhonda would have a chance. I was going to kill her anyway. It was the best-case scenario for me to do it at the signing. In fact, while I placed the chloroform over Rhonda’s face, those were the exact words I whispered into her ear. Believe me when I say she faded with a smile on her face.”

      “And then you strangled her and took the necklace. You framed Simon Warwick.”

      “I framed everybody.” Her voice shakes as she pulls something out of her purse, a cloth and a bottle. Willow struggles juggling everything in her hands, including the weapon. “I’ve never had to do this while holding a gun, but I didn’t know how much you knew. The gun was necessary. I thought if I got too close you might bolt. I can’t risk losing you. If you try to run, I’ll gun you down.” She saturates the cloth and holds it up. “Believe me, Lottie, the alternative is a far more pleasant way to die. You’ll fall asleep so very gently.”

      I scan the area for a weapon and swipe up a slender glass vase.

      Her eyes flit my way. “Put that down, Lottie.” She drops the chloroform bottle back into her purse. “I’ve brought a bag to put over your head. You’ll fall asleep. It will be so much easier for the two of us.”

      “Is that what you told Rags? He figured it out, didn’t he?”

      “The only thing he figured out was that I was a part of the Seekers, and that was enough to land him in the morgue.”

      “Almost. He didn’t die.”

      Her eyes widen a notch as if she didn’t realize this.

      “But you will, Lottie.” She takes a bold step in. “You will.”

      I swing the vase like a baseball bat and miraculously connect with the gun. It discharges in her hand, and the entire shop lights up with the roar.

      Willow’s face is red with horror as she takes a staggering step back. “I’ll have to shoot you. There are no options left for me here.” She points the gun my way, squeezes her eyes shut tight, and that explosive pop goes off again, this time shattering the glass case behind me.

      My leg swings out, and I sweep her feet from under her, but she catches herself on the counter before she goes down.

      “You witch!” she screams. “You are not getting out of here alive!”

      “If I’m lucky, neither will you!” I roar as I leap on top of her and slam her hard on her back. She lets out a horrific oof as the air expires from her lungs.

      “Lottie?” a male voice shouts from somewhere ahead, but it’s not Noah or Everett.

      I recognize that New York coated version of my name. It’s Curtis.

      “Hey!” he shouts.

      Footsteps clop quickly in this direction, but I’m too busy squirming and wrestling it out with Willow.

      I groan as she does her best to push me off her. “Has anyone ever told you how strong you are?”

      “My trainer, twice a week. I thought I might need stamina for what I was about to do,” she grunts out each word as if it were its own sentence. “But you’re as tenacious as an anaconda!”

      Curt staggers over to us as if he were about to dogpile right on top of me, and Willow lifts her hand, discharging the weapon one more time and the sound is deafening. Curt’s eyes enlarge the size of baseballs before he falls onto the floor beside me, sanguine fluid pooling around his side.

      “Oh God,” I say, momentarily distracted from the task at hand. “Curt? No!” I may not want to date him, but I sure as heck don’t want him dead.

      Willow kicks me hard in the gut, and I buck right off her.

      “And you’re next, Lottie.”

      My foot rides into the air as I try to kick the gun out of her hand once again, but it’s a futile action. Why in the heck are none of my tried-and-true tactics working with this woman?

      “You’re good,” I pant as I leap over her once again. “But I am better.” Just as I’m about to belly flop over Willow, I spot Macon flying in at a horrific speed—and in through the side entry rushes the very man I did not want to see—Everett.

      “She has a gun!” I scream as she rolls away, and I land hard on the vinyl flooring. Everett isn’t armed. Curt might be dead. I can’t allow her to harm Everett, too. “Run!” I shout over at him as I do my best to crawl away from her. And Everett does run—toward me.

      Willow fires again, and this time blows a hole right through the wall behind Everett, missing his head by inches. A pained yelp escapes my throat at the thought of watching his head explode like a piñata.

      Willow latches onto my ankle and jerks me back, but Everett dives over her and it’s a tangle of arms and legs. The gun goes off again, and I squeeze my eyes shut, only to open them slowly to find that Everett’s head escaped the melee.

      “Lottie!” Noah roars from behind, and I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s over.

      Willow fires the gun again, a thunderously loud bang that shatters my sanity.

      My body goes numb with shock.

      Was I hit?

      I try to look down as the world grows strangely gray and softly I fall asleep, so very gently, just the way Willow promised.
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      Springtime in Honey Hollow means one thing: the entire town is perfumed with the scent of sweet lavender, and that’s the first thing I think of as I take a deep lungful of fresh air.

      “Lemon!” Everett riots over me.

      “Lottie, wake up,” Noah demands, and I try to smile at the thought of the two of them trying to rouse me.

      “Going in!” another far less familiar voice shouts suddenly as I’m being rolled or lifted or both—and it’s then I force my lids open, only to find Everett hopping in next to me, my body strapped to a gurney.

      “There she is.” Everett brushes the hair off my forehead before landing a simple kiss to my lips.

      The Enchanted Flower Shop—Willow—that gun she kept firing as if it were her favorite toy, all come back to me.

      “Am I going to live?” I give an apprehensive glance down my body, but my clothes haven’t been cut away and I don’t see one drop of blood. I try to move my right arm, but it feels as if an elephant is sitting on it.

      Everett chuckles as Noah hops in.

      “Lottie, thank God.” He presses a hard kiss to my lips without notice, and it feels nice. Sadly, equally as nice as the one Everett just gifted me. I’ve never had two men kiss me in the span of ten seconds, and it makes me wonder if I’m dreaming.

      Noah squints out a sorrowful smile. “I have to stay back and take care of things here, but Everett will be with you. He’ll call your family. You’re going to be fine.”

      Everett nods. “The bullet grazed your right shoulder.”

      “Grazed?” My voice hikes a notch as I do my best to sit up a bit, and suddenly I feel a hundred times more alert than I did a second ago. “You mean I’m totally fine?”

      “Completely,” Noah assures as he squeezes my left hand.

      “What about Curt?” I crane my neck, struggling to see past the two of them, out in the bright sunny day.

      Everett groans, “Curt is fine. He passed out.”

      “Did a bullet graze him, too?”

      Noah shakes his head. “Not a one.”

      “But I saw blood and a lot of it!”

      Everett’s cheek flickers. “You saw the Honey Pot Diner’s famous Sunday brunch punch. Apparently, he had two glasses, and he was looking to bring you one—and help you carry back some flowers.”

      “Oh right, the flowers.” I make a face as I look to Noah. “Willow confessed everything to me. I’m more than willing to give my statement.”

      Noah inches in close. “And we’ll do that. I’ll see you as soon as I can. I love you, Lottie.” He frowns as he says that last part as if he didn’t feel invited to utter the phrase anymore.

      Noah takes off, and I’m hauled off to the hospital in the screaming ambulance. Everett makes sure that I’m treated like a queen and seen immediately. The doctors and nurses are all very kind, and they are able to bandage me up in the ER and send us on our way. Noah sent a patrol that was in the neighborhood to give us a ride home.

      That night, after Noah and Ivy came by to take my statement, after I snuggled with Pancake and Waffles while sipping hot chamomile tea, I ride out to my mother’s B&B with Everett for Miranda Lemon’s traditional Easter dinner.

      Keelie is here with her mother, Becca, and her twin, Naomi, who also invited Lily Swanson, her BFF. Of course, Lainey is here with Forest, and Meg and Hook along with my mother’s friend, Chrissy Nash. Carlotta is here—and even though I’m not too surprised to see her, I am a bit surprised to see Felicity, Simon, Rigby, and Curt.

      And as if I couldn’t be surprised enough, I’m shocked to see Britney and Cormack joining us as well. Of course, I invited Noah, and he said he would show up as soon as work permitted, which was understandable. Even though it’s a holiday, the wheels of justice keep turning.

      The party is surprisingly lighthearted, even though everyone is well aware of Willow’s arrest. And additionally, even though everyone would love to baby me for my minuscule injury, I won’t hear of it. A couple of pain pills and a bandage were more than I needed.

      While Everett is busy chatting it up with Hook about stock options, and just as I’m about to make a beeline toward my sisters, I spot Carlotta having a merry old chat with Greer Giles.

      Gah!

      There are plenty of things wrong with this scenario, but at the top of the list is the fact Greer Giles is deader than every doornail on this planet and therefore is no longer visible to the rest of the human population. You’d have to be either out of your mind or have supersensual powers to see her, and, in Carlotta’s case, perhaps a bit of both.

      “Are you crazy?” I hiss as I come up on my dear old bio mom. “People are going to think you’re talking to yourself.”

      Greer waves off the idea. Her long dark hair is just as glossy and luminescent as it ever was. Her large eyes and full lips give her an otherworldly form of beauty. Greer was a knockout while she was still wearing her coat of flesh, but now her beauty is far more magnified and I’m not sure why. Nevertheless, death becomes her.

      “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” She quickly embraces me, and I feel it, feel her as if she were very much alive and in person. But she’s not. She’s dead and very much missing a corporal form. The fact I can see the flower arrangement on the mantel while looking through her head should be enough to settle it.

      “Hi, Greer. Where’s your boyfriend? Don’t tell me you’re having problems with your other haunted half so soon in the game.”

      “Nope. Winslow had some supernatural disruptions to tend to. Not everyone in the B&B is at the party. It might be the Lord’s Day, but some of us still have wicked work to do.”

      “I hear you.” I shake my head as I commiserate. “Lily and I closed the bakery early.”

      “So I hear—and I also hear you got another one.” She starts in on a soft giggle that morphs into an all-out demonic laugh as if her voice box had suddenly morphed into a megaphone. “Sorry.” She pats her lips with her fingertips. “I’ve been beefing up my vocals in hopes I’ll be heard by mere humans one day.”

      “I’m a mere human.” I make a face at the mere human I sprouted from. “We both are. And yes, Greer, I got another one. Thank goodness Willow was stopped. She was far more dangerous than the others, seeing that she didn’t have a problem killing more than just her initial victim.”

      “A serial killer!” Carlotta lets out a honk of a laugh. “You think you know someone. Go figure.”

      The air around us begins to swirl and blur the scenery, but before I can point out the supernatural disaster, a gorgeous glowing macaw the size of a toddler appears in all of his feathered glory.

      “Macon!” I reach up and quickly give his belly a scratch. “Thank you for helping me. How did you get Noah and Everett’s attention anyhow?”

      He lets out a string of giggles that sound decidedly like Rhonda. “Let’s just say if you knock the drink out of someone’s hand long enough, they’ll figure out it’s more than the wind trying to get their attention. It was the judge who was able to put it together. I figured since he knew of me, the odds would be greater he would connect the feathered dots.”

      “Good thinking.” And now that I realize it was because Everett knew of my supersensual status that truly saved me, maybe it is time I let Noah in on my secret. If for nothing else, my own personal safety.

      Macon rises higher toward the ceiling, his wingspan ever increasing, and he looks simply majestic. “I’m afraid this is where we part ways, my friends. It’s time for me to reunite with my beloved Rhonda. We have new adventures to forge as we explore paradise together.” He bows my way. “We shall see one another again, and I look forward to the joyous reunion. Do try to keep out of harm’s way.”

      Tears come to my eyes as I try to memorize this glorious being. “Thank you, Macon. I will do my best. It was wonderful meeting you. And I cannot wait to be reunited with you again one day as well.”

      “Godspeed!” He bolts to the ceiling, and in a blaze of blue and red glory he evaporates in a plume of smoke.

      “There goes another one,” I say with a somber heart as I sniff back tears. “I can’t help it. I’m always sad to see them leave.”

      Greer makes a face and points behind us. “Usually this is where I would point out that I’m not going anywhere, but seeing that the living are about to invade our small circle, I’ll haunt you ladies later. I’ve got a man upstairs.” She up and disappears, and it’s an unnerving sight.

      We turn to find Felicity standing there with Rigby and Curt holding up the rear.

      “I’m sorry for all you went through this morning, Lottie.” Felicity offers me a firm embrace.

      “I’m fine.” I look past her to Curt. “Are you fine?”

      “I’m okay.” He glances to the side as if he were embarrassed. “I never heard a gun go off in such close proximity. I thought for sure I was dead.”

      “I did, too. It didn’t help that you had my grandmother Nell’s special Sunday brunch punch covering you. I really thought you were a goner.”

      Rigby smirks up at him. “He sort of is a goner.” She elbows him playfully in the ribs. “Curt and I have decided to call it quits.”

      “What?” I’m completely shocked by this, but a little happy for Rigby. She deserves someone who only has eyes for her, and I’m afraid that isn’t Curt. But she shouldn’t feel bad. He wasn’t for me either.

      “It’s true.” Curt holds out his hand. “I’ve got two exes in Honey Hollow now. But I am a free agent. If you want in on the action, I’m all yours, Lottie.”

      “No thanks.” I can’t help but laugh. “I think one round with you was all I could handle, but thanks for the offer. I do think I like you as a friend, though. In a strange way, I think we needed this. Having you here in town has given me closure. I really did hold a grudge against you for what you did to me, and now I feel lighter than air.”

      “That’s right,” Carlotta chimes in. “Now she can hold a grudge against more important people, like her ex-boyfriend the Fox.”

      I shoot her a look.

      “Did I hear someone call my name?” Noah steps up, looking clean-shaven, his hair still damp from the shower, and he’s even put on a fresh suit for the occasion.

      “I’m so glad you came.” I offer up an impromptu hug just as Everett comes over.

      Everett leans in. “So it’s done? She’s locked up and the nightmare is over?”

      “That’s right.” Noah turns to Felicity. “Willow isn’t going to hurt anyone else ever again. She confessed to killing your mother in order to keep her quiet. She had more debts than she could handle—there was no way she could repay your mother all that money.”

      Felicity closes her eyes. “After you told me what happened this afternoon, I got to thinking about the thirty thousand she gave me. Just a few days ago, I canceled escrow for the condo I was trying to purchase. I just had a nagging feeling that I shouldn’t go through with it. Anyway, earlier I had offered to split the money with Rigby instead, but now that I know it was Willow trying to potentially frame me, I’m not sure I want anything to do with a single red cent.”

      Noah nods. “She said she gave you the money to take the heat off herself.” He looks my way. Noah’s eyes seem to hold a special sadness in them these days, and it’s all for me. “She knew you were a great detective, Lottie, and she wanted to cover all her bases.”

      “That you are, Lemon.” Everett takes up my hand, and it feels as natural as breathing. Speaking of breathing, my breath hitches a notch as I look up at him. Everett is a god hewn from marble, that dark hair, those crystal blue eyes, and demanding demeanor make my every hormone sit up and pay attention. It’s really not fair that I met Everett and Noah not only at the same juncture of my life, but on the very same day.

      Felicity and Rigby start in on a conversation of their own. Hook comes over to Curt, and it looks as if he might finally shake him down for the money he owes him. Curt quickly starts in on a long diatribe on how he lost everything in the futures market. So that’s how he lost his fortune.

      Carlotta hustles Noah, Everett, and me over a few feet.

      She looks up at the two handsome men before us. “So, which one of you do I owe a big, fat, wet kiss for saving my little Lottie Bug?” She glances my way. “That’s what I’ve called you ever since you were born. Nell would send me pictures. Just because I didn’t raise you didn’t mean I didn’t care about you.” She reverts her attention back to the men at hand. “So, who is it?”

      “It was me,” they answer in unison.

      Noah shrugs. “He tackled the loon. I arrested her.”

      “Good enough.” Carlotta hikes up on her tiptoes and plants that promised wet one on Noah’s cheek, then Everett’s.” She looks my way. “You’ve got two great men, Lottie. There are a lot of people who would kill to just have one.”

      I grimace as she says the word kill. “You’re right. I have two great friends.”

      Noah’s dimples go off as he gives a satisfied smile, but Everett’s stern expression only seems to grow darker, and I can’t help but feel as if I offended him on some level.

      “And”—I look to Noah—“I think it’s time I let you in on that secret I’ve been keeping close to the vest.”

      Everett tips his head my way. “You sure about this, Lemon?”

      “I think so.” I’m quick to nod into the idea. “Macon let me know he tipped you off, and that’s how the two of you came to the flower shop this morning.”

      Everett closes his eyes a moment. “Your safety is paramount to us. And if you believe telling him will add to that, then so be it.”

      Noah grunts at his old stepbrother, “So glad you approve.” His eyes widen as he looks to me in anticipation.

      I’m about to do my best to rectify it, but my other mother calls to me and I turn to find her headed this way with Britney and Cormack ensconcing her like narcissistic bookends.

      I lean to Noah. “How about the three of us meet for dinner sometime this week? I’d like Everett there if you don’t mind.”

      Noah quickly agrees just as the three of them descend upon us.

      “Here you are!” My mother pulls me in and quickly whispers into my ear, “Sorry, Lottie. But they insisted.” She pulls back and wrinkles her nose at me before taking Carlotta by the hand. “Have you seen the new conservatory? One of Lottie’s exes built it for me. We’re just now putting on the finishing touches. I just showed it to the girls, and I must share it with you.” And they are off.

      Great. I’ve always wanted to be alone with Everett, Noah—his wife and his ex.

      Cormack glides her arms around Noah and plants a smack of a kiss on his lips. Lovely. Now there is the cherry on top of this disastrous day—although I did cheat death and help nab a killer, so it wasn’t all that bad. Until now.

      My lips knot up with rage. It’s bad enough Noah has a wife. Does he have to have a girlfriend, too?

      Cormack cups his cheeks until she forces his dimples to press in without their volition. “Hey, Big Boss, guess who’s coming to town?”

      Big Boss?

      “It’s a little early for Santa.” Everett pumps a dry smile my way, and my stomach bisects with heat. I can’t help it. He’s achingly handsome, and those smiles of his are few and far between.

      “Not Santa.” Britney karate chops Cormack away from Noah. “It’s her bratty sister, Landon.”

      Cormack sucks in a breath as she looks to her new bestie—or perhaps more accurately, her new nemesis. Do I sense dissension in the ranks?

      Cormack takes a breath as she glances my way. “Landon is my younger, wiser, far saner sister, and she is nothing but a pleasure to be around. She’ll be staying right here at the B&B with me while I house-hunt.”

      Both Noah and Everett tip their heads back and nod as if accepting their fate.

      My insides tense for a moment. It’s bad enough having one Featherby around but two?

      “I’m sorry. Did you say house-hunting?” I ask as if I were just coming to. “You mean in Fallbrook, right? I mean, that is where all people of affluence reside. Right?”

      Please, God, don’t let her mean Honey Hollow. That would make no sense! Why, I can’t think of a single reason in the world Cormack would want to move to this little corner of Vermont.

      Everett and Noah catch my eye, and then just like that, I think of two.

      “I’m talking right here in town.” She looks my way. “In fact, I’m looking at a few homes near Country Cottage Road.”

      “Country Cottage Road?” I squawk. “That’s where I live.” As does Everett and Noah, but I leave those two seemingly important and painfully obvious details out of it for now.

      Britney takes a breath and steps over to Noah, wrapping an arm around him as if they were still a couple. “I’m so glad you weren’t hurt this morning. I cannot imagine a world without you in it.” He takes a step back, and her hand flops down to her side.

      Ha! Take that, Brit. And newsflash, you could have still had Noah by your side if you didn’t feel the need to populate your world with a boy toy or two.

      She nods to him as if speaking a silent language only the two of them understood. “I’ve made a request to the judge who’s overseeing our case. I want a round of counseling. I’d like to see if there is any way we could make things work. My lawyer seems to think the judge will agree to it.”

      Noah inches back. “What does that mean?”

      Everett takes a breath. “It means she just hit pause on the exit nuptials. You’ll be forced to endure a short stint in therapy. It’s completely at the judge’s discretion, of course.”

      “That’s right, sugar.” Britney tips her head down, and an entire waterfall of blonde hair closes off half her face like a butter soft curtain. Her lips are painted a robust shade of red, and she’s wearing an off the shoulder matching dress. Her heels are black patent leather and as tall as stilts. Suddenly, it’s clear why Britney has pulled out the big guns tonight. She’s hoping to hunt down a Fox. “Speaking of sugar, I’d better hit the buffet before those cheesecake bites all up and disappear. I might as well give myself a reason to get on that bike in the morning. Ta-ta for now!” She winks at Noah.

      Cormack glowers at her as she leaves. “I just knew she couldn’t stand the fact we’re together again.” She sneers my way. “The closer the Big Boss and I got, the angrier—and blonder Britney got.”

      “Blonder?” I shake my head, wondering if that bullet did more damage than I realized.

      Cormack averts her eyes. “She’s pulling out all the sultry stops to try to trap my man.” She pulls Noah in by the collar. “But don’t you worry, Bossy Pants. I’m not letting your little legal tangle keep us apart.”

      Noah looks perturbed as he cranes his neck in the direction Britney took off in. “Lottie, would you excuse me? I have to straighten this out before it turns into another natural disaster.” He takes off, and Cormack huffs in his wake.

      “He’ll come around. I won’t let up until he does.” She bats those doe eyes at Everett. “I’m throwing Landon a surprise divorce party right here at the B&B in just a couple weeks. She finally dumped that lead weight she leashed herself to for an entire six months. You’ll have to be there. She simply adored you.” She looks my way. “And your mother says your cakes are to die for. We’ll be using you to cater the event. You’re welcome!” She gives a fluttery-fingered wave as she trots off in Noah’s direction.

      I turn to Everett, and a breath hitches in my throat as I look up at those stormy blue eyes.

      “Everett, I think I owe you an apology.” I bite down on my lower lip a moment. As excited as I am to take the next step with Everett, I’m exactly that—nervous. “I didn’t mean it when I said we were friends.”

      He inches back, his brows dipping down as if I caught him off guard.

      “I mean, we’re not friends.” As much as I try my best to put an emphasis on it, I just seem to be making things worse. “You know—we’re not friend friends.” Why does the phrase three strikes and you’re out come to mind?

      His attention is diverted a moment as he looks just past me and nods as Lainey, Meg, Keelie, and Naomi head this way.

      “How about I get us both a drink?” he offers.

      “Perfect.” I can’t help but scowl at how proficiently I seem to be botching things up.

      No sooner does Everett make a beeline for the refreshment table than the girl gang descends upon me.

      Keelie grabs ahold of my hands. “Are the two of you official?”

      “Please”—Naomi scoffs—“she’s not Essex material.”

      Meg grunts as she looks to Naomi, “My sister can do a testosterone takedown like the best of ’em.”

      I just love how Meg sees just about everything through the wonderful world of wrestling.

      Lainey is quick to agree. “That man is a good judge of character.” She gives a sly wink my way as she cleverly tosses Everett’s legal career into the mix. “And it’s clear he adores you, Lottie.”

      Keelie leans in with that crazed look in her eyes that she gets when she’s about to rocket into the sky with excitement. “What the heck are you waiting for? Jump to it.”

      A grin flickers over Meg’s lips. “And by it, she means him. What are you waiting for?”

      Naomi growls as if it’s my fault that she’s waiting around herself. “Everyone knows you don’t keep a man like Essex waiting. But then, the longer you wait, the more you’ll bore him and the faster he’ll come running my way. On second thought, you keep doing you, Lottie Lemon.” She trots off to Lily with a spring in her step as if she suddenly had a burst of hope.

      “Don’t you listen,” Keelie scolds. “You just need to remember that Everett wants honesty. He’s based his entire life around the concept.”

      Lainey nods in agreement. “In the least let him know where he stands with you. Men like mystery to a degree, but a little too much mystery and you start to rock the boat. And I don’t think any of us need a road map to know you’re interested in him. Sure, you like—love Noah, whatever. But he’s still tangled in that spider’s web his wife has expertly woven. It’s as if fate opened a window for you and Everett.”

      Meg bears into me hard with those icy blue eyes. “You have to be spontaneous. This is your chance, Lemon.” An entire string of giggles bubbles out of her just the way they did when she was little.

      The sound of silverware tapping gently against crystal garners our attention, and we turn to find Mom waving the room to attention while Rich Dallas stands impatiently by her side. He’s clad in white—white dress shirt, white pants, and when juxtaposed against his orange faux tan, it’s an unnerving sight.

      “The love of my life, Rich Dallas, has something he’d like to say.” She takes a step back and graciously gives him the floor.

      Rich scowls, growls, and glowers at my mother all at once, and Meg twitches as if she might need to run over to save her.

      “Miranda Jean Lemon!” he barks out her name as if he were hunting her down.

      Then out of the blue he drops to the ground, and a sense of relief fills me as if maybe he’s having a bodily malfunction or something. A heart attack? A stroke? Maybe a combination of the two? And, believe you me, I know exactly how horrible that sounds.

      Lainey smacks me on my bad arm. “He’s down on one knee!”

      “Down on one what?” I shake my head in disbelief at the potential nightmare I’m witnessing—we’re all witnessing—continues to unfold.

      Rich Dallas shoves his hand into his pocket and comes up empty. “Ah, dammit!” he growls. “Miranda Lemon, I’ve made up my mind. You’re going to be my wife!”

      Meg grimaces. “That sounds like a threat.”

      I lean in. “Believe me, it is.”

      Mom jumps and screams, twirls and squeals like a sixteen-year-old who was just asked to prom by a very aggressive senior—and how I wish this nightmare would be relegated to just one music filled night rife with underage drinking and an overpriced limo.

      “Yes!” she screams. “Yes, yes, yes!” The room explodes with congratulatory cheers, and even Greer and Winslow show up to knock a few glasses over in a ghostly display of jubilation.

      I might just have to employ them to exclusively haunt a certain man who is far too anxious to be my stepfather.

      Lainey sighs as she shrugs it off. “You can’t really blame him. It’s spring. Love is in the air. It can make people do really crazy things.”

      “Like say yes.” Meg’s upper lip twitches with what looks like disdain.

      Love is in the air.

      I find Noah and Everett standing next to the fireplace carrying on a conversation with Hook and Curt. It all looks so normal, a reality that I’m not sure I could live without—the part about Noah and Everett at least.

      Britney heads their way and does her best to engage her husband in a conversation. She must really still love Noah if she’s willing to fight to get him back. And I’ll be the last person who will stand in her way. But what happens if and when the divorce finally does go through? What happens to Noah and me—to Everett and me?

      Is there an Everett and me?

      I think it’s about time I do my due diligence.
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        * * *

      

      Late that night, I take a quick shower in an attempt to get the grime of the dizzying day off me. My shoulder is completely fine. My arm is all but back to normal as I slip into the carnation pink silk robe that Keelie gave me for my birthday this year and head out to get cozy on the couch with a good book, some of my favorite chamomile tea, and my sweet cats, Pancake and Waffles. I’m about to plop down between the two furry beasts when I spot a light still on in Everett’s living room.

      Meg’s words come back to me. You have to be spontaneous.

      Keelie and her words of encouragement spring to mind as well. What are you waiting for? Jump to it.

      And lastly, Lainey’s profound statement. It’s as if fate opened a window for you and Everett.

      Pancake tips his head my way, his eyes squinted, and he lets out a soft rawr as if he too were imploring me in the effort.

      My heart starts to race. My adrenaline kicks in, and it feels as if I could fly to the moon.

      “What says you, Waffles?”

      Waffles purrs audibly, and I take that content sound to mean he’s on board with the plan.

      Without giving it another thought, I run right out the door and into the warm spring night, down the street, and straight up to Everett’s door. I give a few brisk knocks, but there’s no response.

      “Everett?” I shout, and still nothing. I try the door handle, and it’s unlocked so I let myself inside. “Hello?” I call out as the door clicks softly behind me. Everett’s home is immaculate, all steel and marble, dark hardwood floors.

      “Lemon?” Everett struts out from the hall with nothing but a white fluffy towel cinched around his waist. His hair is slicked back, and water beads off his impeccable, impossibly hard, well-chiseled body, and my mouth falls open at the glorious sight.

      A thousand words beg to bubble from my throat, but I can’t seem to squeeze a single letter out. Instead, I do something unexpected, dare I say, spontaneous, as I let the pink silk robe I’m wearing drop to the floor. And here I am, standing tall in Everett’s living room wearing nothing but my birthday suit.

      Everett’s lips flicker with the hint of a devilish grin as he takes me in from head to toe.

      He drops his towel, and it hits the floor as if its entire purpose on this planet was to do just that, and I’m treated to, well, everything.

      It’s safe to say the rumors about his gavel have not been exaggerated. My God, this man is perfectly lethal in every single way.

      Everett swoops over and lands a searing kiss to my lips that says this is happening, we are right, welcome to the new us, the us we were destined to be all along. This kiss—it’s so much more potent than any other kiss he’s ever gifted me, and believe me when I say they have each been potent in their own right. But this one, it’s muscling its way to the top, doing its best to erase every other kiss that I have ever been gifted, and it’s darn close to doing just that. There is just something about Everett that is just—mmm.

      He whisks us to the bedroom, and it’s instant heated magic—all nuclear fission and supernovas, and about a dozen shooting stars thrown into the mix.

      This is—WOW.

      It’s—OH MY GOD.

      Delicious, steamy, sultry, acrobatic, and a little bit deranged.

      It’s safe to say this man does not play fair.

      Holy smokes, was half of that even legal? I’m not sure I’ll ever be the same after that carnal display. I’m not sure I want to.

      Everett is an expert with his hands, his mouth, his everything, and I’m left panting and breathless and delightfully dizzy from the glorious aftermath.

      “Well done, Essex.” I look up as he hovers over me, and a laugh bubbles from my throat as I tease him with his formal moniker.

      A wicked grin glides across his lips, and his chest rumbles with a laugh. But before he can say a single word in response, someone pounds up a storm on the front door.

      Everett growls as if he were a lion on the prowl and something was about to get in his way.

      I wrinkle my nose up at him. “Maybe they’ll leave?”

      But the pounding only picks up in tempo. The door sounds as if it’s about to be kicked off its hinges—come to think of it, I think whoever it is has been kicking the door all along.

      Everett closes his eyes a moment too long. His jaw tenses, and I can’t help but note he looks aggressively handsome in the process. “I’d better see who it is.”

      He jumps in his boxers and heads on out, and I do a quick search for something other than a sheet to throw over myself. I settle for a baby blue dress shirt Everett has set out for work the next day. A man who sets out his clothes for work and is capable of doing those magic tricks he just showed off in bed is definitely the man for me.

      In fact, as soon as he scares off whoever it is trying to break their way inside, I think we should have a talk about the two of us, but only after we have a repeat performance of that earthquake he just inspired in me.

      I can’t believe we’re finally happening. Heck, we already happened in a significant, magnificent way. It felt safe with Everett. It felt remarkably right. And it was.

      No sooner do I hit the hall than I hear a familiar voice rattling on a mile a minute.

      “I said Lottie is missing!” Noah shouts at the top of his lungs. “Her door was wide open and the cats were out on the lawn. Lottie would never do that. She’s been kidnapped or something very, very bad has happened to her. We have to find her, Everett. We need to leave now.”

      I take a few staggering steps forward, cinching closed the oversized shirt that fits more like a dress on me, and Noah cranes his neck past Everett.

      “You’ve got a girl?” Noah huffs. “Figures. Fine. I’ll find Lottie on my own.”

      Everett takes a step back, inadvertently giving Noah an eyeful of just who that girl might be—me.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s eyes ride up and down my body, confused and pained as if he couldn’t quite wrap his head around what he’s seeing. It’s only then I realize he’s holding my cats. He takes a quick breath and sags as he lets Pancake and Waffles down, and they run into the house and hop onto the couch as if they’ve done it a thousand times.

      He looks to Everett and burns all of his hatred into him, heated and filled with rage—a very real threat in the making. “This isn’t over. There will be hell to pay. And I’ll make sure you do just that.”

      He looks back my way. The hurt in his eyes is palpable. “I’m sorry, Lottie. I can’t help it. I still love you.” Each word is bathed in a tender ache. His eyes linger over mine for what feels like an eternity. His agony weighs heavy on me with the heft of a thousand boulders. “Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      Noah takes off, and my heart breaks all over again.

      Everett closes the door with a soft click that sounds so very final, as if he were closing it on my past entirely.

      Maybe he is.
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