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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.

      

      A divorce party. Of all the asinine things I’ve been asked to cater, this is at the top of the list. And the guests are some of the wealthiest people I’ve ever met. Everything seems to be going well, but right after the ex-bride and groom make a bonfire out of their legal documents, disaster strikes, and one of my lemon bars just so happens to be in the thick of it. A socialite is murdered right before our eyes, and the blame is quickly pinned on my bakery. I’m going to get to the bottom of this before it ruins me. And while I’m at it, I’m hoping to repair things between Noah and Everett. Lord knows I’ve already ruined things in that department—perhaps forever.

      

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

      Living in the small town of Honey Hollow can be murder.
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      I see dead people. Mostly I see dead pets, and on the rare occasion I do see a dearly departed of the human variety, but right now, I’m seeing a newly engaged couple that I’m hoping will call it quits before legal teams need to get involved.

      “A divorce party!” Mom snaps her fingers above her head and does an odd little tap dance right here in the kitchen of her bed and breakfast. That’s the exact asinine—or brilliant, take your pick—event that the Honey Hollow B&B is hosting this afternoon. “Can you believe how far society has come? Back in my mother’s day, this sort of thing would be considered gauche.” She bops her hip into that of her newly-minted fiancé, Rich Dallas, a retiree who has far too much time on his hands because he lives off his investments. That might explain the day-glow orange tan and pent-up aggression he can’t seem to get rid of.

      “My ex threw a party after we bit the big one,” he barks it out quickly as if it were all one word. “And I wasn’t invited.”

      “You don’t say?” I shoot my mother a look for even entertaining his madness. She should really take a cue from his ex and not invite him to anything, least of all their wedding.

      Aside from pressuring my mother to do routine twenty-minute check-ins regarding her whereabouts, he’s extremely jealous and intensely possessive of her. He’s a walking, talking nightmare who somehow managed to have my mother agree to leash herself to him in the matrimonial sense a few weeks back. Thank God there’s no wedding date set as of yet. The longer we put off this hostile takeover of my mother’s good senses, the better.

      Hey? I wonder if this is grounds to have her committed? I’m betting a good incarceration in a locked psychiatric facility is the only way to stave off her impending doom of becoming Mrs. Miranda Jean Dallas. Trust me, the surname is no upgrade. Miranda Jean Lemon rolls far more smoothly off the tongue.

      Mom scoffs at the thought of his wise, but well in the rearview mirror, ex. “Now why in the world would anyone want to get rid of you?”

      “Because she’s sane?” I say it lower than a whisper, mostly to myself—mostly because someone had to say it.

      Rich leans in, his jowls heavily lined with anger, his eyes red with rage. “Because she never did understand a good thing when she had it.” He pulls my mother in by the waist abruptly, and her blonde locks bounce with life—more like for their life. I’m betting even her follicles are anxious to be rid of him. “But I’m not letting you get away from me, little lady. I’ll lock you up if I have to.”

      Mom chortles out a laugh as if his threat to hold her captive were the cutest thing ever as he whisks her out of the room, presumably to chain her to his bedpost.

      “Lottie”—she calls to me with a husky laugh—“have you ever seen love like this before?” She fades from sight, and I stop arranging sweet treats on a platter long enough to look back in the direction she was kidnapped.

      “It’s called obsession,” I shout after them. “And it never ends well,” I say as I look out at the elongated island filled with platters upon platters of lemon bars.

      The divorce party in question was the brainchild of the Featherby sisters—

      Cormack to be exact. She’s throwing the twisted soiree for her younger, newly-single sister in the spirit of freedom and the prospect of another far wealthier suitor, I suppose. I honestly have no clue why a celebration of this magnitude would be necessary, but I guess when you have both ungodly amounts of money and time to burn, any reason is a good reason to party.

      My best friend, Keelie, and my sisters, Lainey and Meg, have all stepped in to help out with the drama and trauma I’ve been asked to cater this afternoon.

      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery has catered more than its fair share of events these last few months, but this event, the aforementioned divorce party, is the first of its kind.

      Keelie buzzes in with her wild blonde curls bouncing like rubber balls around her shoulders as she picks up another armful of platters. Keelie and I have been stitched to one another’s side ever since we were in preschool. Just this last January, we discovered we were related, first cousins at that.

      “Lottie, why did the ex-bride-to-be insist on these instead of a cake?” she asks, nodding down at the delectable cheery yellow desserts before her.

      “Something to do with making lemon bars out of the lemons that life handed her. It’s a clever spin on an old analogy. And I for one am grateful. I just can’t get enough of the luscious lemon custard. I’ve been eating it by the bowlful all week.”

      Keelie pops a tiny yellow slice of heaven into her mouth and moans. “She’s lucky you make the best lemon bars this side of the Mason-Dixon Line. I’ve already eaten half a platter all by my lonesome.” She takes off as Lainey and Meg swoop in and pick up an armful of trays themselves.

      Lainey and I share the same caramel-colored waves and hazel eyes, even though Miranda and Joseph Lemon adopted me when I was a newborn.

      Meg has dyed her blonde locks jet-black, and when juxtaposed against her icy blue eyes, it gives her a magical appeal. Meg used to work the women’s wrestling circuit in Las Vegas but has been back in Honey Hollow for the last few months working at a strip bar in Leeds. She doesn’t actually do the stripping. She teaches the dancers all of their cool moves.

      Meg snarls as she chomps down on a lemon bar herself. “How long do you think I’d go away for manslaughter if I killed Mom’s new beau?”

      Lainey and I give each other the side-eye because we’ve secretly been wondering how to get rid of Rich Dallas ourselves.

      Lainey pulls Meg back out of the kitchen with her. “He’s not worth the time. The universe won’t let this go on that much longer. Trust me, love has a way of righting itself, and that man is not our mother’s true love.”

      “That’s because her true love died,” I point out, but it’s too late. They’re already gone. It’s true. My father, Joseph Lemon, the same saint who found me wailing away on the floor of the Honey Hollow Fire Department twenty-seven years ago, was the love of my mother’s life. I truly believe you get just one—or at least I believed it up until a few months ago when fate threw not one but two handsome, smart men my way.

      Of course, I chose the one who turned out to be married and conveniently forgot to tell me. Noah isn’t really a bad guy, but his lack of attention to his matrimonial standing dampened the flame between us, at least on my part.

      I take a quick look around the kitchen of my mother’s B&B, and before I can put together another platter of lemon bars, a tall, vexingly handsome man darkens the back doorway.

      “That’s a big island. I can think of a few things we can do on that stretch of marble real estate.”

      “Everett!” I click my tongue as my mouth falls open. “Get over here and give me a kiss before my head explodes from how handsome you are.”

      Essex Everett Baxter, aka Judge Baxter, is just a few years older than me. We actually met because he was presiding over a case I was involved in and he wisely sided with me. He’s one of those stunningly sexy men who requires the attention of anyone with a set of functioning ovaries. And no matter where we go, women of all ages crane their necks to give him just that. Essex is his formal moniker, but, for reasons unknown to me, only those who have danced horizontally with him garner the privilege to use it.

      And even though he and I crossed that coital threshold just a couple of weeks ago, I still haven’t used his proper name. I can’t help it. I’ve grown used to calling him Everett. And while we’re on the subject of dancing horizontally with this drop-dead gorgeous specimen, we’ve yet to reprise the effort.

      You see, my ex, Noah, stumbled upon us, and it was uncomfortable to say the least. And well, two weeks have slipped by, and suddenly it feels as if we’re right back to being chaste again. Not that I want to remain chaste with Everett. But everything is still so new. We haven’t really felt out the borders of our relationship. I’m not even sure we have a relationship in the traditional sense.

      With Noah, everything was penciled in, every detail discussed to the hilt—save for the thorny little detail of his wife (whom I assumed was his ex). And with Everett, we’re sort of winging it, throwing all caution to the wind, and zeroing in on how spontaneous we can be as if it were our superpower. I actually do have a superpower, which involves seeing the dead, but I digress.

      Everett swoops over and wraps those muscular arms of his around me tightly, the thick scent of his expensive cologne already seducing me to no end. That dark glossy hair, those brilliant blue eyes that look as if they’re backlit from the inside. Everett rarely smiles or laughs, unless, of course, there’s a dirty intent behind it, and his body is made of granite to go along with the stacks of legal knowledge he’s stored in that magnificent brain of his. Not to mention, the things this man knows how to do to a woman behind locked doors is perfectly illegal, but I’ll be the last person to turn him in.

      “You’re mine,” I say, looking right into those stormy eyes. “All mine.”

      His lids lower a notch, and the tips of his lips threaten to curl. “And you’re mine, Lemon.” If Everett has ever called me by my first name in all the months I’ve known him, I honestly can’t recall. It’s a part of his “dark knight bordering on bad boy” charm, and I’ve eaten up every delicious detention-worthy morsel of it.

      “Now, where’s that kiss I asked you to give me?” I bite down on my lower lip to keep from giggling like a schoolgirl. I happen to know firsthand that Everett loves it when I bark orders at him. But when the bodies hit the fan, it’s him barking orders at me, and I’m more than quick to comply.

      His lids drop another notch, and his eyes glaze over the way they’re known to do.

      “Front and center, Lemon. I’m going to give it to you right here, wet and wild.” Everett lands his lips over mine, soft at first, then demanding right before he claims my mouth.

      When Everett Baxter kisses you, rest assured, every cell in your body will be apprised of what’s happening and brilliantly stunned into submission. This isn’t some drive-by peck on the lips he’s doling out. It’s a work of art by a master.

      Everett kisses me as if I was the only woman on the planet—as if every other kiss he’s ever doled out was simply practice for this one, the most important of them all. My stomach bisects with heat as those butterflies that go off whenever he’s around flutter at top speed. I’m suddenly dizzy and weak and want nothing more than to rake all of the lemon bars off this island and take Everett up on his indelicate offer.

      “All right. I’ve seen enough.” An all too familiar voice booms in through the back, and Everett and I turn to find Detective Noah Fox walking in with a bouquet of blush pink roses, the look of disdain rife on his handsome face.

      Noah, my aforementioned ex, is also handsome to a fault, dark hair that turns red in the sun, dimples for days, evergreen eyes, and enough wit and charm to take down even the most hardened of hearts—he did mine.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He offers up a warm smile as he says it, his gaze pressing into mine as if we were the only two people in the room—as if I weren’t in another man’s arms entirely. “These are for you.” He hands the bouquet my way, and I take a breath and hold it, unsure of what to do with the situation.

      Everett grunts, his arms still very much secured over my body. “Thanks, sweetie.” He manufactures a short-lived grin for Noah. “There’s a toilet in the back. Why don’t you put them in there? I’ll get around to flushing eventually.”

      “Everett.” I laugh while swatting him on the chest. “The flowers are innocent. Here, give them to me.” I take them from Noah and plop them into a pitcher in the sink. “Thank you, Noah. That was very sweet of you. They’re beautiful.”

      Noah gives a sly wink before looking to Everett. “That’s always been your fatal flaw. You’ve never appreciated the fact that women love to be wooed. It’s all wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am.” Noah looks my way. “Did you know he’s a pro at running all the bases on opening night?”

      Everett and Noah used to be stepbrothers way back in high school. Noah’s father took financial advantage of Everett’s wealthy mother, and that good time didn’t last long. But while they were forced to live under one roof, Noah thought it was a good idea to steal Everett’s girlfriend from beneath him—Cormack Featherby, and these two boys haven’t been the same ever since. Yes, the same Cormack Featherby who is the very reason we’re all standing in the kitchen of my mother’s B&B.

      But as for Everett and Noah, today their relationship hinges on something just this side of hatred. And now that Everett has, in Noah’s opinion, exacted his revenge after all these years by stealing me away—lies I tell you, a fantasy built on half-truths—well, that old rivalry has reignited itself full steam.

      A dull laugh bounces through Everett’s chest. “If you’re such an expert with women, why are you buying flowers for my girlfriend?”

      My mouth rounds out with surprise. “Let the record show this is the first instance in which the good judge has referenced me as such.” I float back and quickly land a peck to his cheek as a reward even though I’m pretty sure the pet name was invoked strictly to anger Noah. It’s working, too.

      Everett moans after the innocent peck I gifted him as if I had done a heck of a lot more to pleasure him. “Thanks, sweetness.” His lips pull into a brief line as if to expound his point.

      Noah glowers over at Everett as if he were about to shove his face into a mound of lemon bars and end him by way of my sweetness.

      I’m about to say something, anything to calm the impending storm since I happen to know that both Noah and Everett were invited guests to today’s unorthodox festivities, when the ghost of Greer Giles, looking exceptionally stunning this afternoon, might I add, with her long dark hair, smooth and glossy, her signature white ruched dress looking exceptionally dazzling, comes waltzing right through the pantry, and along with her is a rather handsome man with a winning smile and all-around affable aura about him. He’s tall, muscular, with brilliant white teeth that he doesn’t mind showing off, curly brown hair that looks soft to the touch like lamb’s wool, and heavily squinted half-moons for eyes, mostly because he hasn’t stopped smiling as they carry on their conversation.

      “Oh my goodness!” My heart begins to quicken at the sight before me. If he can see Greer, hear Greer, and carry on a conversation with her, he must be like me.

      I quickly pull him to the side, filled with unmitigated glee. “I can’t believe this,” I whisper, trying not to arouse Noah’s attention since he’s not apprised of my supersensual standing. Of course, Everett knows all about my ability to see the dead—and if he holds my hand, he can hear them, too. “Are you like me? Are you transmundane? I’m actually further classified as supersensual. There was a meet-up with our kind at my bakery a few months back. This is just incredible. When did you realize you could see those that have long since passed?”

      He pauses a moment to glance at Greer, and she shrugs while tossing her long dark hair. Her gray eyes used to glow like paper lanterns while she was still alive a few months back, but after her murder, they glow like floodlights.

      Greer was a sorority beauty queen—just about the same age as me when she perished back in February. She actually chose to eschew paradise in order to haunt my mother’s B&B along with her two-hundred-year-old boy toy Winslow Decker. They’re quite the success, considering the fact my mother’s haunted B&B tours are sold out for the foreseeable future. All parties seem thrilled with the paranormal arrangement, so it’s pretty much a ghostly win-win.

      “What’s your name?” I shake my head at this marvel of a man. “Can I get you a lemon bar? I just can’t believe you can see the dead!”

      Any trace of a smile has since dissipated from his features. “I’m not just seeing the dead. I am dead.”
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      His words swirl around me like a slippery fish my mind refuses to grasp.

      “You’re dead?” I let his words sink in for a moment.

      A pained smiled crosses his face. “I’m sorry to spring it on you like that. I’m not used to speaking to the living—at least I haven’t for the last few years. In fact, I had no idea at all I’d be summoned back from paradise.”

      I suck in a lungful of air and nearly inhale all of the lemon bars in the vicinity in the process.

      “Oh my God!” I howl at what this all means.

      Noah rushes over. “Lottie, is everything okay?”

      I pivot on my heels as I shoot a quick look to Everett. Everett is the only person on the planet, sans my birth mother, Carlotta Sawyer, and the small portion of the transmundane community I had the privilege to meet, that actually know of my peculiar abilities.

      “Everything is”—I do my best to search for words—“running very off schedule. Noah, why don’t you help take one of these platters out to the conservatory? Everett, you can help me put together another plate.”

      Noah growls low, “You’re trying to get rid of me. This has to do with that thing, doesn’t it? The secret you were going to share with me? We can do it now. What is it, Lottie? You’re rattled. I can tell.”

      A quivering breath escapes me as I look back to the handsome man once again chatting it up with Greer as if they were old friends.

      “Not here.” Everett narrows his gaze on that seemingly vacant space I’ve been staring at in horror as if he senses something. “We can do it at my place tonight. After Lemon and I finish up in the bedroom, we’ll come out and tell you all about it.” A mischievous grin spreads over his face, his double entendre purely drummed up for Noah’s sake.

      Noah’s jaw tenses, and it makes him look that much more handsome. “There is going to be a homicide today.”

      I watch as Greer and the mystery man walk right through the wall and out toward the conservatory.

      “He’s right. There is going to be a homicide today.” I nod to Everett and pick up a platter. “And for once, I’m going to try to get to the bottom of it before the Grim Reaper has a chance to score another homicidal home run.”

      I head out and am greeted by the sound of happy chattering voices. The conservatory is a new addition that my mother recently tacked onto the B&B. One of my exes, Otis Bear Fisher, built the structure for her.

      Bear broke my heart in high school, which in turn sent me running for big city pastures out in New York where I went to Columbia for my bachelors, but before I could think about grad school, I met yet another cad, Curt Vanderlin, and he broke my heart twice as hard as Bear ever did. Basically, Curt proposed, I said yes, he slept with my roommate, and I said goodbye. He was recently in town, and we’ve since mended fences. Suffice it to say, I’ve never been lucky in love.

      The bustling crowd in the conservatory jars me back to reality. The room itself is a large glass and steel structure that gives you that outdoor feeling while you’re still snug inside. Cormack, the woman who caused the great divide between Noah and Everett years ago, paid to have a design team come in and put up posh tables at standing height, no chairs. They set out several large white sofas scattered around the periphery, and hung ridiculously large yet stunningly opulent crystal chandeliers in hues of baby blue from the ceiling.

      It’s almost wall-to-wall bodies in here, exclusively female thus far, and the sound of classical music pops from the speakers.

      I spot Keelie and Meg going at it near the refreshment table, and I can’t help but frown. They’ve both been quasi-dating Hook Redwood for the last few months. Let’s just say they’re not a happy little threesome. I wish one of them would back down. It’s not healthy to have three hearts tangled in a knot when there’s clearly only room for two. Noah and Everett bounce through my mind, and I do my best to bounce them right back out.

      Out on the refreshment table behind Keelie and Meg, there’s an ice luge of some kind that shoots out liquor, complete with a bartender at the helm. To his left is a sushi chef making rolls to order, and just beyond that is what looks like a small hibachi barbeque with lighter fluid and briquettes as if we were about to grill up some steaks.

      “Lolly!”

      I turn to find Cormack, the formidable real-life Barbie with her golden blonde hair, light green doe eyes, waving at me. She’s clad in a pink hip-hugging dress with a plunging neckline and what appears to be an ever-shrinking hemline. To my surprise, standing next to her is her doppelgänger, albeit with chestnut-colored locks and a bright yellow dress, equally as hip-hugging and suggestive.

      Cormack has never bothered to get my name straight, and I don’t bother correcting her anymore. Not to mention the fact she’s got the serious hots for Noah, whom I still have the serious hots for as well—mostly because I can’t seem to find the shut-off valve.

      Cormack needs to stand in line, though. It just so happens that Noah’s wife hit the pause button on their divorce and is forcing him to undergo another round of counseling. Noah says it won’t avail much since he’s already emotionally removed himself from the marriage, but I suppose only time will tell.

      Cormack wraps an arm around my shoulders and abruptly pulls me close as if we were suddenly besties. “Don’t you just love the way things turned out? I’d move the moon to make my sister happy. That goes for the big boss in my life, too.” She gives a quick wink. By big boss, I’m certain she means Noah. I’ve heard her reference him as such in the past, and it turns my stomach each and every time. “Lonnie, this is my sister, Landon. Landon, this is Leighla.”

      Both Landon and I gawk at Cormack in wonder. Cormack is a bright woman, and, yet, she doesn’t seem to be egging me on while badly mismanaging my name.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Landon.” I offer a hand and she shakes it, so light and ice cold she makes the limp fish feel like an aggressive arm wrestling match.

      Landon glances at the burgeoning crowd of what appears to be hordes of Miss America contestants. I’m half-expecting a bathing suit competition to break out. Although, to be honest, this doesn’t look like the thong and pasty crowd you might find down at Red Satin where Meg works. These women come from money. Honest to God, I can smell it on them just as sure as their pricy perfume.

      Landon leans in. “All of my best friends are here. Oh, and my ex is stopping by in a few. Sort of a celebrity appearance, if you will.” She honks out a laugh that sounds like a flock of geese heading south for the winter, and my eyes double in size because in the span of thirty seconds both Featherby sisters happened to amaze me—and not in any good way.

      “Your ex? Now there’s a twist.” And oddly, I have a feeling he will be the least strange thing in this room.

      I scan the area and spot Greer with her boyfriend, Winslow Decker, and he looks good and fighting mad. Come to think of it, Greer looks pretty red-faced, too. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were having an argument.

      Just past them I spot the man of the ghostly hour chatting it up with Carlotta, my biological mom—who just so happens to share my quirky gift. I can’t help but snarl at the sight. Carlotta should know better than to prattle on with a poltergeist in the midst of ordinary people, but, apparently, she lacks common sense.

      Landon waves off the idea of her ex. “He’s with Viv now.” She nods to a bleached blonde with ice blue eyes and a svelte waist that looks impossibly tiny as exemplified by the belt cinching her off like a bracelet. She looks strikingly like one of those old-time movie stars, long thick lashes, red velvet lips, smokey eyes. She’s the modern embodiment of Carol Lombard, and I could easily find myself staring at her for hours the way you would a creature in a zoo habitat.

      “But I’ve moved on, too,” Landon continues. “I’ve got the breakup brunette going.” She plucks at one of her chestnut curls. “And I’ve upped my Pilates classes to four times a week. Now that I’ll be staying in Honey Hollow, I’ll need a full list of local recommendations—nails, hair, lips, esthetician, masseuses, the name of the cutest bag boy at the grocery store—we’re talking full monty.”

      I think on this for a moment just as Keelie’s evil twin steps in my line of vision. Naomi took a harsh disliking to me a million years ago when she decided she wanted Bear for herself. She wasn’t the one he cheated on me with, but Naomi and I have never been friendly.

      “You’ll want to speak with Naomi Turner.” I nod over to her just as a crowd bustles between us. “She runs the Evergreen Manor and is in the know on all things—high-maintenance.” I wanted to say shallow, but the truth is, I like a good massage as much as the next girl.

      Landon jerks as her entire body freezes. “Here she comes,” she mutters under her breath, and Cormack follows her gaze to a group of girls entering the conservatory from the rear entrance.

      A trio of brunettes heads this way. The one in the middle with the fiery chestnut locks has her shoulders back, a cutting look on her beautifully chiseled face. She has high cheekbones, full lips, just about everything else a supermodel requires, and she could easily be just that. The girl to her right has a pushed-in nose, tiny lips, and an angry look that suggests she might be the potential killer.

      I try to shake the thought away. I shouldn’t think like that. It’s repulsive. But the fact Carlotta is laughing at whatever Ghost Boy is telling her, firmly suggests otherwise. In the last eight months, there has yet to be a specter’s presence that has not resulted in someone’s impending doom. Honestly, though, murder is the last thing I want to think about.

      My attention reverts to the trio of brunettes. The girl on the end ensconcing the trio’s clear leader has a sour puss, too. She sports a short copper bob that nearly matches her honey-colored skin. She’s pretty, petite, and pardon my French, she looks decidedly pissed.

      Landon gulps audibly. “Nessa!” She trots forward and grabs the hands of the redhead in the middle.

      Ha! I knew she was the queen bee.

      Nessa’s lips tug with disdain as she glances around. “I don’t see DJ Dash. He did my mother’s divorce party and Lindie’s.” She shoots a look to the girl with the pushed-in nose and tiny lips who I’m guessing is Lindie before looking to the copper-haired girl. “Jenson, find me a cocktail that isn’t pink and doesn’t have an obscene name.”

      Landon threads her arm through Nessa’s. “Let’s look at the legal documents. I’m having a freedom fire in about ten minutes and we’ll toast with champagne!”

      Nessa chortles. “So tacky.” She shoots me a careless glance. “Don’t you agree?”

      “Totally,” I agree without thinking, and Landon’s mouth falls open in horror.

      “I’m sorry,” I’m quick to apologize, but it’s too late. She’s already dragged Nessa off to ogle the vodka luge.

      Cormack steps in once again, her thick perfume holds the scent of rich spices, and my allergies threaten to unleash themselves full force.

      “Who’s this Nessa person?” I ask. “And why does Landon look as if she’s trying to impress her?”

      Cormack belts out a laugh that reminds me of a dolphin braying. “Vanessa St. James is everyone’s worst nightmare. Let’s just say people play nice with Nessa because she has dirt on just about everyone. Yes, Nessa certainly knows where all the bodies are buried. She’s ruled our social circles for as long as I can remember. She’s practically untouchable.”

      “She sounds like a powerhouse.” There are a few more names I can think of to describe her but won’t. “What about her bookends? They each looked equally disgruntled to be here.”

      She points to the copper-haired girl who is busy loading up at the sushi bar. “Jenson Becker is Nessa’s roommate. They share a house in Fallbrook—and by house, I mean sprawling estate. Jenson’s aunt owns it, I think. The dark-haired girl is Lindie Holland. She’s an illustrator and artist. We all went to boarding school together.”

      “I see.” Boarding school, otherwise known as the babysitter’s club for exorbitantly wealthy parents. Not only do they get a child-free environment, but their kid gets an elite education to boot—and as I’m seeing, a brood of rather nasty friends as well. “What about Viv?” I nod to the Carol Lombard look-alike making eyes at the bartender.

      “Vivian Wood is one of Landon’s closest friends.” She shakes her head at the girl. “And she didn’t mind scooping up my sister’s leftovers, no sirree. But then, Clayton McDaniel is quite the catch.”

      “If he’s such a catch, why did your sister dump him?”

      Cormack twists her lips. “Let’s just say he’s a catch that never quite understood the fact that he was caught.”

      “Ah. Say no more. I seem to catch those as well. What does Viv do for a living?” I may as well case everyone out— a little forward thinking as far as the inevitable is concerned. I shoot a side-eye to Carlotta and the spook she’s bonding with. I still very much plan on shaking him down for the prospective murderous details of events to come.

      “Viv is a stay-at-home trust fund baby. She got a degree in English lit, and now she spends all day watching YouTube vloggers and Kardashian reruns.”

      “A real go-getter,” I muse.

      “She lunches, of course, and that takes up the middle of her day, and she sees her trainer each morning. Once Clayton and she make it official, she’ll pump out two point five beautiful babies and hire a tribe of French au pairs to mind them.”

      A gorgeous redhead comes our way and gives the obligatory faux scream once she spots Cormack. The two of them proceed to hug it out and air kiss with the best of them.

      “I haven’t seen you in ages!” The redhead squints out what appears to be a genuine smile. Her makeup is at a minimum, and her clothes are demure, white cardigan and jeans paired with light pink leather wedges. There’s something warm and down-to-earth about her, and instantly I like her. She extends a hand my way, and I note her left wrist is wrapped in a bandage. “I’m Blythe.” She leans in and wrinkles her nose playfully. “Nessa’s real best friend.”

      I give her a quick shake. “Nice to meet you. I hope your wrist is okay.”

      “Tennis injury. I’m telling you, my body will take any excuse to sit on the sidelines. That’s where all the real action happens, just like life.”

      She and Cormack share a laugh, and soon I’m edged out of the conversation as Cormack wraps an arm around the girl and leads her away. I seize the moment to make a beeline toward Carlotta and our uninvited ghost.

      “Lottie Lemon,” I say it curt as I look right into his holographic coffee-colored eyes. “What’s your name? And who in this room did you date, mate, or hate? More to the point, who loved you best?” That’s how it seems to work—the most prized pet, or in this case, person (a person seems to be the alternative in the event the soon-to-be deceased never bonded with an animal) comes back from the great beyond and seemingly does, well, nothing. Okay, that’s not true. They try to help in their own way, or not. I still haven’t made rhyme or reason out of it. All I really know is that they tend to stick around until the killer is apprehended, and then they’re happily blipped back to the other side to be reunited with the recently deceased.

      “Maximillian Finmore, you can call me Max.” He shakes my hand, and it feels every bit solid. “I can’t believe this”—he quickly scans the party—“it’s just like the keggers we had back at Aimsley.”

      “Aimsley—of course.” I nod as if that explained everything—and it really does. Aimsley is the premier upper echelon private school right here in upstate Vermont with a tuition tab that equals all other elite college tuitions combined.

      Carlotta takes a deep breath as she eyes him. Side note: she looks identical to me in every way but older and grittier. I know exactly what I’ll look like in sixteen years if I don’t exfoliate religiously and deep condition my hair, considering the fact Carlotta was about sixteen when she had me. She’s the niece of Nell Sawyer. Nell died a few months back. Up until Everett, Nell was the only person who knew I was supersensual.

      It turned out, at the end of her life, she confessed to having the same abilities. Nell is my best friend Keelie’s grandmother and mine in a roundabout way, too, come to find out.

      Nell felt so bad about the deep, dark secret she was forced to keep regarding where I came from that she left me most of her estate in her will. But my newfound uncle, William, wasn’t having it. He’s contested the will, and it should all come to a head sometime this summer. But as it stands, it’s just the beginning of May, and I don’t want to think about any money or real estate that may or may not be heading my way. I want to get to the bottom of this would-be homicide we’re right smack in the middle of.

      Carlotta swats him on the arm. “Died four years ago in a freak accident back in grad school. Tell her what you did, Book Smart.”

      He averts his glowing eyes. “It was the weekend before the big game, and I tried to dump manure into the rival’s fountain. The dump truck I hauled it in on wouldn’t release, so I went back to make sure the latch was lifted. Long story short, the lift gate malfunctioned and I suffocated in a big pile of dookie.”

      I wince. “That’s terrible. And I’m so sorry.”

      Carlotta leans in. “You know what they say, dookie happens.”

      I shake my head at her in a weak attempt to stave off the bad jokes before returning my attention to the spook before us.

      “You’re obviously here on a mission, Max. You have to tell me who in this room you think you were called for.”

      He blows a breath through his lips. “I don’t know. I dated Greer, but she’s already dead.” We look in her direction as her argument with Winslow seems to be heating up. Greer picks up a bud vase filled with a single yellow rose and hurls it across the room, narrowly missing a temple or two in the process. The room stills for a moment and collectively the girls expel a unanimous oooh and wiggle their fingers as if the B&B were haunted, and it is.

      Max shrugs. “Greer says Cormack chose the venue because they wanted to freak everyone out. It turns out, a good haunting is all the rage these days.” His brows do a little waggle as he looks Cormack’s way.

      “You knew her?”

      “Are you kidding? She was my first.”

      “Your first what?”

      Carlotta doles out a smack my way this time. “His first kitten. What do you think?”

      “Oh, oh.” I glance to my right and spot both Noah and Everett speaking to the kitten in question. “Cormack really gets around. Is there anyone else in the room that lit your flame?”

      He shrugs as he takes in the sorority-esque scene. “There’s Vivian. She was easy. Then there’s Nessa.” His voice drops an octave as he chortles out her name. “There’s nothing easy about Vanessa St. James, let me tell you.”

      Carlotta nods into the crowd. “What about the guest of honor?”

      “Landon?” He crimps a pitiful smile. “She’s a special girl. I’ll always hold a place in my heart for her.”

      “And that’s all I needed to hear.” I make a beeline toward Everett and land smack-dab between him and Noah just as two men walk through the door.

      “Here he is,” Cormack grumbles. “The guy who sliced and diced my sister’s heart to pieces.”

      “Which one?” I ask, anxious to pin him with all my venom. I know what it feels like to be cheated on, and it’s no thrill ride. I have a very low tolerance for wayward men. The one on the right in khakis and a powder blue dress shirt beams a smile at the girls all flocking his way. His hair is sandy blond and wiry, and the dark-haired guy next to him is wearing a suit, looks like your typical Ken doll who seems to be working the room with his eyebrows alone.

      “The guy with the suit,” she whispers. “The one next to him is his good friend, Ryan Holland. He’s engaged to Blythe. Bluebloods, both of them. He’s in the same law firm as Clayton. They’re both hoping to go into politics soon enough, and they will. You might just be looking at a future president. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if they ran on the same ticket. I think that’s why Clay was hitting up Viv. Viv’s old money, good breeding, no scandals. I guess he didn’t think the Featherbys were good enough for his pristine career. I’m so angry at the way he treated my sister, the way he’s still treating my sister, I could just kill him.” She trots off, and I ponder this for a moment. Maybe it’s Clayton I need to protect? But then, if Cormack does him in, that would mean she would be far away from Honey Hollow for the next thirty years to life.

      The two of them appear before us, and, before you know it, Cormack is screaming with faux delight as she offers them each a firm embrace.

      “So glad you both could make it. It wouldn’t have been possible without you!” She stabs Clayton in the stomach with her finger. “This is Lona Lemon. She baked the desserts.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I hold out a hand to Clayton just as he tucks both of his into his pockets and nods my way. Fine. I bring my hand back to my side and nod to Ryan as well.

      Landon swoops over and scuttles the three of them away just as the most handsome judge I’ve ever laid eyes on leans my way.

      “Lemon?” Everett holds a military stance with his chin up as he scours the crowd along with me. “You see another one, don’t you?”

      “You’re intuitive, Judge Baxter.” Both in and out of the bedroom, but for Noah’s sake, I’ll leave that tidbit out. My heart very much still pines for Noah, and I happen to really dislike that about my heart.

      Landon taps the edge of a champagne flute with a knife as she brings the room to order. In the span of seconds, a small army of men in tuxedos land a champagne flute brimming with bubbly in just about everybody’s hand.

      “It’s time to officially and ritualistically say goodbye to the past and hello to a vibrant beautiful future!” The room ignites in cheers as Clayton himself does the honors and sets the interior of the hibachi ablaze. Landon sets an envelope over the flames, and the room breaks out into another wild cheer as the paper melts to nothing.

      Landon engages in an odd little bump and grind with her ex. “You won’t be getting any more of that now, will you?” She cackles, as do her cohorts. “It’s time to party! I say, let them eat lemon cake!”

      “Lemon bars,” I correct to no one in particular as the crowd rushes to the dessert table and dives on in. It’s a mad tangle of flesh, and it does lead one to believe that we’re witnessing cheat day on a keto diet taking place in full force. Landon’s nuptial nixing is clearly the excuse they needed to get a good and decent carb fix. I could swear a collective sigh just expelled from the entire lot of them.

      Noah shakes his head. “The desperation to get ahold of one of those bars—the sheer ecstasy on their faces when they bite on in—I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Everett grunts, “I have.” The edges of his lips give a naughty curve, suggesting he’s seen it in his bedroom, and I have no doubt he’s seen it many, many times. Everett gets around, or at least he did.

      “Hear that, Lottie?” Noah offers a stern look. “You’re more than likely going to need vaccinations. I’ll take you to the clinic right after, to get you checked out.”

      I’m about to kindly decline his inoculating offer when the sound of wheezing erupts near the hibachi.

      Vanessa St. James is clutching her throat intermittently, her limbs flailing wildly. She’s staggering and knocking over dishes from the refreshment table as she struggles to stabilize herself. Her face turns pomegranate, then an eerie shade of blue before she falls to the floor, with remnants of my lemon bar smeared across her face.

      Her eyes roll to the back of her head as her body ceases to jerk.

      Nessa isn’t untouchable anymore.

      I think Nessa St. James is dead.
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      Dear God, what have we witnessed?

      I stagger forward just as the room explodes with screams, and, soon enough, Noah has wrangled his way to the front. He’s on his knees, checking her vitals before turning my way and shaking his head. More screaming ensues as my mother runs over.

      “Oh, Lottie, this can’t be happening.”

      “Call 911,” I say, panting with fear. “It is.”

      Landon tips her head back and howls like a werewolf, and the bizarre act stuns me momentarily.

      I pull Everett in close by the shirt. “What is she doing?”

      He squints over at her as if trying to assess the situation himself.  “I think she’s grieving.”

      Soon enough, the room is filled with sobbing as the masses grow increasingly hysterical.

      Noah jumps to his feet and holds up his badge, eliciting a round of gasps—with the exception of one girl in the back who thinks this is a fine moment to declare, damn, he’s sexy.

      “I’d like to ask everyone to stay on the premises,” he shouts. “If you could file back into the B&B and make yourselves comfortable in the lobby, the dining, and living rooms until we can get each of your names and statements, it would be much appreciated. This is strictly procedural, and you will be free to go within the hour.” He puts a call into his phone, and I’m willing to bet he’s summoning his partner, Ivy Fairbanks. She’s a tall, luscious redhead who has about zero tolerance for me and vice versa. They work together as the lead detectives at the Ashford Sheriff’s Department.

      Everett pulls me in and looks deep into my eyes, the way he does when we’re, well, never mind. It’s the last place I want my thoughts to drift right now, all things considering.

      His blue eyes narrow in on mine. “This was a homicide, wasn’t it?”

      I give a quick nod. “I’m certain of it.”

      “All right, Lemon. Let’s split up and garner all the information we can. There’s a good chance the killer is still here.”

      “And there’s a good chance they will do their best to evade Noah and Ivy.”

      “That’s where we come in.” His cheeks flicker with a smile of their own. “I’ll start with Cormack. You keep an ear out for anything suspicious. Make the ghost work for you.”

      “I will,” I assure him as we head our separate ways.

      Near the front of the room I spot Rich Dallas having a grade A meltdown, roaring on and on about not being able to look at a dead body, and my mom does her best to shoo him out of the vicinity.

      Lainey and Keelie head this way.

      Keelie’s eyes are twice their size. “We’ve got another one, don’t we, Lottie?”

      “I think so.” I bring my fingers to my lips.

      Lainey scoffs. “Both of you are insane. The poor girl obviously choked to death.”

      “On a lemon bar?” Keelie shakes her head. “It was probably poisoned. Lottie’s seen it before.”

      Someone clasps a hand over my shoulder from behind, and Meg's face pops up next to mine. “That’s right. Lottie here is a virtual magnet for murder. That’s why I came.”

      Lainey takes a moment to smack our sister on the hand. “That’s sick! Murder is not entertainment.”

      Meg purses her lips a moment. “It is when it’s inevitable.” She pats my back again. “Let me know if you need an all access pass to the seedy greedy parts of Red Satin.”

      I glance around as the posh masses hit the exit. “With this crowd, I seriously doubt it. More like an all access pass to the runways of Milan and Paris. These girls live untouchable lives.” That word jars me for a moment. “Hey, that’s what Cormack said about Nessa. She said she has the dirt on everyone, and that she’s practically untouchable.”

      Meg lifts a shoulder in a partial shrug. “If she was murdered, someone touched her, all right.”

      The room quickly floods with EMTs, firemen, and enough deputy sheriffs to throw a spontaneous charity ball.

      The captain of the sheriff’s department, Captain Jack Turner, heads this way, and Keelie is quick to wrap her arms around him.

      “Daddy!” she wails against his shoulder. I’ve known Keelie and her family forever. Since Keelie and I declared our undying friendship in preschool, her family has been my family ever since—especially after it was discovered that I was indeed their biological family last winter.

      “Don’t worry, princess.” He pats the back of her head before offering an assuring nod our way. “This was just an accident.” He looks particularly grieved when his eyes meet with mine. “It turns out, the victim had a very aggressive peanut allergy, and she simply reacted to something she ate.”

      “What?” I squawk so loud half the heads in the room turn my way. “The last thing she ate was my lemon bar.”

      Lainey comes over and wraps an arm around me as if to offer up some much-needed comfort. “There was a sushi station here. She probably had peanut sauce or something.”

      Cormack crops up like a bad apparition, her face pale, her eyes—well, they look sort of enraged. “There was no peanut sauce. Landon knew about Nessa’s allergy. Everybody knew,” she barks the words right at me as if I had staged this entire elaborate event as a means to off the poor girl.

      “Well, I didn’t know, but it doesn’t really matter. The only thing I was instructed to provide was lemon bars, and I can tell you emphatically there was not a nut in the bunch.”

      Captain Turner, Jack as I’ve only ever called him, tips his head to the side as if suddenly interested in anything I might have to say.

      Noah comes over with his leggy, redheaded vixen-esque partner in anti-crime, Detective Ivy Fairbanks.

      Jack nods my way. “Lottie here was just about to tell us what was in those lemon bars.”

      “This is ridiculous. It’s just your basic lemon bar recipe. I make a cookie crust, but I like to double the butter to really give it that rich nutty taste that only butter can afford.” I seize for a moment. “I meant nutty in the figurative sense. There are really only a few ingredients we’re looking at here—flour, the aforementioned butter, sugar, salt, eggs, lemons, of course, powdered sugar for sifting on top, and that’s about it.”

      Jack glances to the exit. “I think I’m going to find your mother and inspect the kitchen in the event there could have been cross-contamination. I’m afraid we’ll have to inspect the bakery as well.”

      “Sure, that won’t be a problem at all. I’m very careful when I bake, and I’m a stickler for a clean and sanitary environment. You’re more than welcome to send all the deputies you want over. I’ll call Lily and tell her to expect you.” Lily Swanson is the best friend of my self-proclaimed nemesis, Naomi Turner—ironically Captain Jack Turner’s other daughter and Keelie’s twin. Lily helps me run the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery, but prior to that she couldn’t stand me simply for the fact she needed to remain loyal to Naomi’s ridiculous grudge. But she managed to put all differences aside in the name of a paycheck.

      Jack takes off, and Keelie follows him. Lainey makes a face as she eyes the exit where Mom is consoling her psychotic fiancé while he pitches an absolute fit of rage.

      Lainey holds herself as she observes the verbal onslaught. “Rich is really freaking out.”

      “I heard him say he can’t stand the sight of a dead body. Maybe have Mom take him home?” I look to Noah as if asking permission since he gave us strict instructions not to leave the premises.

      Noah looks to Ivy, and Ivy shrugs as if she were indifferent, so Lainey takes off and does just that.

      Ivy steps in, and her perfectly drawn in cat’s eyes narrow in on me. “Why is it there is always a body count with you?”

      I spot Max Finmore kneeling next to Nessa’s body with his back convulsing as if he were weeping.

      I take a quick breath. “I think the more important question is, why is it that I always beat the Ashford Homicide Division to the punch when it comes to identifying the killer?” I cinch a smile up at her, and it only makes her scowl harder. I’m about to step away when Noah lands in front of me.

      “It’s because you’re the best, Lottie.” A marked sadness blooms in his eyes. “You don’t think this was an accident, do you?” He studies my features a moment as if to assess what I’m thinking.

      “I don’t.” I shake my head as I look to Max. “And hopefully I’m about to confirm that.”

      “How? Not even forensics will be able to decipher cross-contamination from a poisoning.”

      “I can save you a whole lot of trouble. There was no cross-contamination.” I head toward the crowd of deputies and firemen carrying on conversations around Nessa’s body. Her eyes are still opened as she looks to the ceiling, her lips are pulled back with horror, and her right hand is distended as if she were trying to point to the killer him or herself.

      “Hey,” I whisper to Max and he rises, floating his way over. We head to the back door of the conservatory that leads to the woods, and I pull him in just shy of the bushes.

      Spring is in full effect. The air is warm, and the birds are happily chirping as if tragedy had never touched Honey Hollow this afternoon.

      “Did someone kill Nessa?” I whisper. “Or was this a true allergy issue?”

      He glances to the woods. “Both.” Maximillian Finmore looks like your typical frat brat with a handsome enough face to get him into trouble and a decent body on him as if he might have played sports. “But I don’t think I’d be here if it were some run-of-the-mill accident.”

      “Me either. Look, we’re going to need to have a sit-down and you’ll tell me everything you know about Nessa. I live just a few blocks from here on Country Cottage Road. I’m the house in the middle of the street on the side that butts up against the woods. I have a large wraparound porch—the only one on the block that has it. Feel free to pop in anytime you like. I have a feeling you’ll be a vital key to this investigation.”

      “Cool. Hey—you wouldn’t happen to have any beers, would you? I’ve been dying for a cold one, pun intended.” He grins, rather proud of his deadly sense of humor.

      “No. But I have two Himalayan cats that might sense your presence, so try not to spook them. Their names are Pancake and Waffles, and they’re sweet as can be. I’d hate to come home and find them running along the ceiling because you decided to move some furniture around. They’re very intuitive.”

      “Don’t you worry. I like cats.”

      The coroner’s van pulls up, and a heavy sigh expels from me. “I guess Nessa didn’t have pets. It looks as if she liked you best.”

      Max belts out a hearty laugh. “That’s ironic because she always did call me her little pet.”

      “Should I ask why?”

      “Lottie?” Noah calls from behind, and I cringe as I turn around. His dimples press in as he expresses his concern for me. Noah has caught me chatting with thin air on enough occasions to realize that it has something to do with this dark secret I’m keeping from him.

      He extends his hand, and I take it as he leads me back inside.

      “Why don’t you work the room, see what you can find out?” he whispers as we make our way past the conservatory and into the bed and breakfast itself.

      Everett comes upon us, and his chest widens as he strides over to me. I know that look on his face. He’s telling me something.

      “What did you find out?” I bounce on my toes in anticipation. I can’t help it. The sooner we get to the bottom of this, the better.

      “There are a lot of broken up people out there.” He nods toward the grand room. “The funny thing is, her core group of friends? Not one of them has yet to shed a tear.”

      Noah rocks back on his heels as he glances in the direction of the murmuring crowd. “They might be in shock.”

      “Maybe”—Everett takes a breath—“or perhaps none of them really care that she’s gone.”

      “Maybe one of them did it,” I add.

      Noah lifts a brow. “Heck, maybe they were all in on it.”
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      The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery is brimming this afternoon. It’s cozy in here with its butter yellow walls and its mix and match pastel chairs and tables. There’s a walkway blown through the wall so that the bakery is adjoined to the Honey Pot Diner. Both of which were once Nell Sawyer’s babies, but now that’s she’s gone, that’s up in the air.

      In the center of the Honey Pot dining room there sits a large resin oak tree whose branches spread over the ceiling and creep into the café portion of the bakery. Each branch is strewn with twinkle lights, giving both establishments a magical appeal. I just pulled a tray of cinnamon rolls out of the oven, and the entire place holds a heavenly scent.

      After yesterday’s deadly fiasco, I was a little worried it might have affected business at the bakery. But since both my mother’s B&B and the bakery itself were cleared from any mischievous inklings regarding cross-contamination, business is brisk as usual. In fact, a little too brisk.

      Naomi Turner is about to conduct her monthly naughty book club meeting right here in the café. Even though Keelie and Naomi are twins, Naomi has chosen to dye her blonde locks jet-black, and, of course, she can pull it off effortlessly. Naomi can pull off a burlap sack effortlessly, and half the women in Honey Hollow would attempt to do the same the very next week. That’s how much fashion clout the girl has.

      Naomi and Lily have already started going over notes as the table fills with the other members of this unofficial smut club. I spot Britney, Noah’s soon-to-be, or perhaps more accurately, never-to-be ex-wife. She’s a blonde Jessica Rabbit come to life, complete with the sultry lock of hair perennially covering one eye. She owns the Swift Cycle down the street and has taken quite the liking to Honey Hollow. She actually owns a chain of Swift Cycle gyms. And, as far as I know, she’s currently putting one in Hollyhock, the neighboring town to the east.

      Keelie, Meg, and Lainey traipse their way over.

      I nearly gasp when I spot my older sister. “Lainey, don’t you have to be at work?” Lainey is the head librarian over at the Honey Hollow Library, a venue we’re all far too familiar with since just last month there was a murder there—almost two, but thankfully the second victim survived.

      “I have an hour before I need to be back. I was going to hang out here for a bit, then Forest is meeting me for a quick bite at Mangia.” Forest is Lainey’s one true love, and they’re engaged to be married this July. Mom, Meg, and I are throwing her a bridal shower next month at the B&B—sadly, it was going to be held right in the conservatory. “And before you say a word, I realize we have a lot of planning to do. Forest and I have already worked out the big details. Not to mention the fact that Jana March, my wedding planner, has been a dream to work with. We’ve booked the church, secured the reception hall—the Evergreen Manor’s grand ballroom, and we have the menu selected. We just need to work on the desserts, and I’m mostly leaving that to you.”

      “You can’t do that. This is your wedding.”

      Meg grunts, “She’s the bride. She can do whatever she likes.”

      Keelie tips her head to the side. “Speaking of women about to embark on a great adventure. Have you done the deed with Everett yet?”

      My mouth opens and closes like a marionette’s because I’ve never lied to any of the women before me—and, yet, I’m not quite sure I want to pony up the truth.

      “Carlotta Kenzie Lemon!” Keelie barks it out like a reprimand as the girls already seated in a long row near the window turn our way.

      Lainey gives me the death grip as she pulls me in close by the sleeve. “Are you crazy?”

      Meg huffs, “More like sane. Now spill it, Lemon.” She gives a hearty wink because she just so happens to know that’s what Everett prefers to call me.

      “Okay, fine. It happened.”

      “It happened?” Meg shakes her head. “You weren’t in a car wreck. You had some serious mattress mania with the hottie from the courthouse. What was he like? Did he boss you around? I’m guessing a man like Everett likes to be large and in charge.”

      Before I can properly assess the barrage of questions, Naomi and Lily descend on us like locusts.

      “Is it true?” Naomi screws up her face as if it couldn’t be. Lily, and perhaps Naomi, too, just so happened to have taken a bite out of the ornery judge before I ever got to him.

      “Of course, it’s true,” Lily spits it out with venom. “Everett doesn’t miss an opportunity to shake and bake, and Lottie here happily brought the chicken.”

      My mouth falls open just trying to dissect how many shades of wrong that entire analogy was. And does it even make sense?

      “I didn’t bring a thing with me. Okay, so I brought my robe, but I dropped that as soon as I walked through the door.”

      The five of them gasp in unison.

      “And then what?” Lainey leans in with her hazel eyes agog.

      “And then”—I wave their imaginations along with my hand—“there might have been some bedroom shenanigans.”

      Lily bucks with a laugh. “More like acrobatics. That man has a knack for turning women into pretzels. In fact, my neck hasn’t been the same ever since.”

      “You’re not kidding,” I quip. “If I ever plan to delve into Baxter waters again, I’ll need to limber up for a week.”

      Meg nods knowingly. “I’ll forward you a few simple exercises you can incorporate into your morning routine. I’ll have you ready to bend for Baxter in less than forty-eight hours.”

      “Details,” Keelie demands. “Was he better than Noah?”

      The thought of comparing the two has me cringing. “Let’s just say they were equally as good and equally different.”

      “Different how?” Keelie persists.

      “I don’t know. Noah was more conventional, and Everett is more look at me, look me in the eye.” I bite down hard on my lower lip as the entire lot of them begin to fan themselves with their fingers.

      Naomi groans as if she were the one looking Everett in the eye while in the throes of ecstasy. “You do realize the club pick this month was in Judge Baxter’s honor. It’s called Illegally Mine, a story about a sexy judge who does more in his chambers than meets the legal eye.”

      Lainey waves her off. “Lottie doesn’t have to read it. She’s living it.”

      Keelie groans hard. “You’re so lucky, Lot! I can only wish to live half the life you’re living.”

      Max Finmore begins to materialize between Keelie and Meg, and I gasp at the sight. No matter how many times I’m visited by the other side, I will never get used to seeing a body appear or disappear.

      Naomi leads them all away, and soon enough the entire club is swooning over fictional Judge Ridgeway.

      Everett really did know how to bring the heat. Noah did, too, but, honest to God, they are very different animals—sexy beasts to be exact.

      While Lily works hard to make sure there’s enough coffee and cookies to satiate the carnal crowd, I take Max in the back with me.

      “What did you glean?”

      Max swipes a fresh baked oatmeal cookie off a tray and does his best to munch away on it but to no avail. It used to be that I couldn’t hear the dead, nor could they move things in the material world, but since about January both have been happening at a steady clip. They still can’t eat, though. Hey? Maybe that’s next? Stranger things have happened.

      Max tosses the cookie back onto the island. “I learned that no matter how hungry I might be, I can’t seem to help myself in that department. I guess it’s a good thing I’m not really hungry.” He takes a step toward the book club and peers out at the girls. “Cormack and Landon just came in. I think they’re your best bet to narrow down who might have done this. I haven’t been around that crowd in years.”

      “But you knew Nessa—in the biblical sense, I’m guessing.”

      A hearty laugh belts from him. “That I did.” He gives a wistful shake of the head. “Nessa had a drive for heated passion like no other. She might have been hell on heels when dealing with the world, but one-on-one she was”—he chuckles again as if reliving a lewd memory—“hell on heels in the bedroom, too.”

      “Lovely. Back to who would want to see her dead.”

      “Landon.” He shakes his head as if in disbelief. “They argued at the party. I saw them. It was right after you spoke with them.”

      “What did they argue about?” This is the very best part about having the ghost that’s overseeing the investigation of the deceased be an actual human. He can relay all of the juicy dirt he uncovers. Although, last month there was a macaw parrot and he was invaluable in that department, too.

      “Nessa said something—something along the lines of I know what you did.”

      “Ooh, that sounds like a motive for murder, in a roundabout way. Maybe she knew something really dark and twisted about Landon, thus driving Landon to…” I throw my hands in the air. “Landon never left the conservatory. How would she get her hands on peanut butter?” I gasp as I quickly reach for the phone and text my mother not to touch the peanut butter in the B&B. We’ll need to send it off to forensics.

      Max peers over my shoulder. “You might want to do the same with the peanut butter here.”

      “Gah!” I run to the pantry and observe the oversized jars of rich nutty goodness. They’re all still sealed shut with a plastic liner adhered over the top unbroken. “It’s not from here. I bake such large batches I tend to use an entire jar. Whoever did this either knew where my mother had the peanut butter or they brought their own.” My eyes widen as I look to Max.

      “Do you realize what this means?” he whispers as if someone might actually hear him—other than me, of course.

      “Yes. Whoever killed Nessa came prepared to do it. They not only wanted her dead, but they wanted it to look like an accident.”

      Max nods. “One that you were to look ultimately responsible for.” He shrugs. “Nothing personal, I’m sure.”

      “Ooh, that boils my blood. Not only did they intend to evict Nessa right off the planet, but they had no problem turning my business into yet another casualty.”

      “Lottie?” an all too familiar female voice calls from the front, and I head on over.

      It’s my mother standing there with her best friend, Chrissy Nash—Mayor Nash’s ex-wife. Both Chrissy and my mother share the same lemon-blonde hair, beauty queen looks, and same devilish gleam in their eyes. They are definitely two peas in a pod. Standing just to their left is Carlotta, my namesake bio mom. Carlotta’s request to whoever found me as an infant—per the note she left—was that they gift me her moniker. And even though my mother respected her wishes, she quickly nicknamed me Lottie.

      Chrissy reaches across the counter and gives my hand a quick squeeze. “I heard all about what happened. Don’t you worry one bit. We know you didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Mom nods. “And I got your email about the peanut butter.” Mom still calls text messages emails no matter how many times my sisters and I try to explain the difference. “I’ve alerted the staff that no one is to go into the kitchen until I get back.”

      Chrissy nods. “She’s got Rich there holding down the fort.” Chrissy shoots a knowing look to my mother, and the two of them seem to be having a rather intense conversation with their eyes.

      “What’s going on?”

      Carlotta leans in. “Your mama is tired of that man dragging her down. She wants to be treated like a queen, not a captive.”

      Mom gasps and gags. “That’s not correct. He does treat me like a queen.” Her lips do a strange little waggle like she might be sick. “I don’t know. I just—I thought he’d make me happy.”

      “Yes!” I cry out with all the joy my heart can muster, and the masses at the table turn to look my way.

      “Well timed!” Keelie calls out. “Judge Ridgeway was just about to pull out his gavel.”

      “Gross.” I look to my mother. “You have got to dump him. You cannot entertain being his fiancée for one more second.”

      “No, no,” Carlotta is quick to refute my sound logic. Figures. “A man like Rich needs to feel in control.”

      Chrissy nods. “She’s right. He needs to be the one to initiate the breakup or it won’t end well. At first, I thought of employing that strategy with Harry, but I was too tired of his running around to trick him into believing our impending divorce was his idea.”

      “Technically, it was—he cheated,” Mom points out.

      Everyone knows what a serial philanderer Mayor Nash was.

      “I have a solution”—Carlotta scoots in close to my mother—“I’ll steal Rich from you, and that way you won’t have to break up with him for no reason.”

      Dear God up in heaven. I scowl over at my older look-alike. “What about Brad Rutherford?”

      “What about him?” Carlotta appears affronted that I even brought him up. “I’ve already stolen him from your mother. All the fun is done in that dirty department.” Dirty is right. Brad Rutherford had a penchant for walking on the wild side. We’re talking the inexplicably kinky wild side. I was thrilled when my mother left that dumpster fire behind. And, apparently, Carlotta has decided to do the same. She taps my mother on the arm. “What do you say, Miranda? Are you up for tossing me another beau?”

      Mom chews on the inside of her cheek as she considers this. “Fine. But he can never know that I’m in on it or he’ll wring both our necks.”

      It would be an amusing euphemism if it weren’t so frighteningly accurate.

      The naughty book club adjourns, and bodies begin milling around the bakery. I’m about to help clear the tables when a tall, handsome detective comes in and sheds a dimpled grin my way. But before I can grin right back, both Brit and Cormack descend on him like bees to delicious Honey Hollow honey.

      I head over anyway. I’d hate to deny Noah a proper harem.

      “Lottie.” He nods my way first, so I can find a mild sense of satisfaction with that. “I came by to conduct official business.”

      Cormack quickly digs through her purse and shoves something in his face. “That’s right. You did, and it has to do with me.”

      Noah takes the note and unfurls it, and both Britney and I lean in to see what it says.

      The words you’re next are scrawled out, messy and large.

      Brit chokes on a laugh. “You don’t expect him to believe someone actually gave you that, do you?” Brit’s only visible eye comes shy of winking. “It looks as if you’re being threatened by a third grader.”

      Cormack latches onto Noah’s arm. “A third-grade psychopath.”

      Noah shakes his head. “I’ll have to take this in and have it examined. Where did you find it?”

      “This morning when I put my phone in my purse. And I’m terrified, Noah! I’m just terrified!”

      Britney edges in, shoulders back as if she were gunning for a fight. “You’ll step away from my husband if you know what’s good for you. Look at Lonely? I only had to tell her once before she went off and got herself a fancy legal eagle boyfriend much like the one we just read about. If I were you, I’d hightail it to the nearest courthouse now that you’ve been apprised of all the closed chamber benefits.” She flicks Noah’s mint green tie. “I’ll see you at Dr. Ludlow’s office Wednesday at seven. It’s a date, sweetheart.” She pecks a kiss to his cheek as she heads out the door.

      Cormack doesn’t waste a moment. “We have to go to dinner tonight to discuss this.” She rattles the note in his face once again.

      Noah casts those evergreen eyes my way. “What do you think, Lottie? You want to come to dinner and discuss the case?”

      Cormack does a little hop, her features doing little to hide her excitement. “A double date! You’ll bring Essex, of course. Oh, and before I forget, I’m having a do-over for my sister—a masquerade party at the art center down the street in three weeks. I’ll need you to cater. We’ll discuss the deets some other time. I have a date to get ready for!” She scoops up her sister, and they’re out the door.

      I lift my chin, incensed by the fact I have to endure another double date with my boyfriend while another woman paws all over him. No matter how hard I try, Noah still very much feels like my plus one—and strangely enough, so does Everett.

      “Have her bring Landon,” I say.

      “I’ll try. And Lottie? You were right. Vanessa St. James didn’t die by cross-contamination. She was murdered. The coroner found over a half a teaspoon of peanut butter in her system, and not one of the lemon bars we took in as samples contained a stitch of it.”

      “Just the one she ate?”

      “Just the one she ate.”

      I’m usually thrilled to be right, but this time it doesn’t feel so great.

      Someone wanted Nessa St. James dead, and they very much succeeded in their mission.

      It almost makes me wonder if I’ll be dining with the killer tonight.
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      Traditionally, Noah and I would have gone to Mangia for a quick bite, but Noah’s new girlfriend—and yes, I’m referencing Cormack as such, insisted we head to Chops Steakhouse that sits at the edge of Honey Lake.

      Everett used his winning dark charm and landed us a table with a view of the water. The sun has just set, and there’s an orange glow over all Honey Hollow.

      Chops is brimming with customers, but you wouldn’t know it. It’s pitch-black in here. Cormack may have referenced this as a double date, but not long after we arrived so did a couple of ghostly guests, Max Finmore and Greer Giles. Anyone up for a supernatural triple date? Because that’s exactly what this is shaping up to be.

      I reach over and pick up Everett’s hand. Everett looks impeccable tonight—dark suit, dark slicked back hair, and dark brooding expression on his face that’s already driven half the waitresses wild. I swear at least six of them have come by to see if he needed anything. I’m guessing Everett gets service with a smile wherever he goes.

      Max and Greer glide down next to me, their legs sinking three feet into the floor as if they were sitting with us.

      “What did we miss?” Greer looks revitalized, her cheeks look flushed, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think she and Max just hit the ghostly sheets. Poor Winslow, I pray that’s not the case.

      “Everyone is having steak for dinner except me,” I randomly announce as the waitress sets down our meals. In actuality, I was just filling Greer in on the info she wanted.

      Cormack balks my way. “What kind of a thing is that to say? Is that a dig at my meal? Are you implying I eat like a man? I’ll have you know I’m doing keto. Do you think it was easy being in that bakery of yours this afternoon? Or yesterday—surrounded by my favorite dessert? Thank goodness I had the big boss there to calm my frayed nerves before and after that great tragedy.” She clasps her hand to Noah’s before turning to Everett. “Did you know that I was threatened by the killer?”

      Everett offers a guilty glance my way before turning to Cormack. “Noah sent me a text. I had him shoot me a picture of it as well. I’m very sorry about that, and I’m also very concerned.”

      My stomach clenches at the thought of Noah and Everett teaming up to play superhero for their shared first love. I realize how petty that sounds, but I’ll admit, I’m guilty of letting my emotions get the better of me sometimes.

      I would be terrified if it was me who received that note.

      Everett must sense my demoralizing jaunt into insecurity because he gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “But I’m confident in the Ashford Sheriff’s Department to handle the situation.”

      Cormack agrees, “Specifically Detective Noah Fox.” Her vocal cords partake in the dance of the dolphin once again. “It’s as if I’ve gotten my very own bodyguard with you around. That’s exactly why we’re a perfect fit. I knew the minute the stars aligned and brought you back into my life, we were meant to be together forever and ever. In fact, while we were standing in that conservatory yesterday, with all of our friends present and accounted for, I pretended those lemon bars were meant for us, that it was our wedding reception. And it will be soon enough. We’ll have to have lemon bars at our wedding reception, boss.” She offers a pretentious smile my way. How I loathe when she calls him any variation of the aforementioned nickname. It’s ridiculous. Noah doesn’t want to be her anything, let alone in charge of her madness. If anything, Noah wants to fire her from all of his social circles. At least that’s what I’m telling myself.

      “Lonnie”—she continues to freely butcher my name—“you’ll cater, of course, as I’m sure you will your own wedding. Speaking of which, when are the two of you tying the knot?” She winks at Everett. “Come on, Essex. Everyone can see that she’s the one just by the way you look at her.”

      Everett rubs his thumb lovingly over my hand, but before he can pipe up, Noah beats him to the punch.

      “Everett doesn’t believe in marriage, do you? He’s not getting married,” Noah gloats as if that were his ace in the hole. Little does he realize that after being cheated on and lied to for the last three out of three relationships, I seriously doubt holy matrimony is in the cards for me either.

      Everett takes a breath as if trying to control his budding rage. “I believe in it. In fact, I’m looking forward to the day I watch my beautiful bride walk down the aisle.” He gently bows down and kisses the back of my hand, and my heart all but does a backflip. Essex Everett Baxter is going to make one heck of a husband someday. And to think that I might be the lucky bride-to-be. Honestly, it’s too much to wrap my head around. As in I literally can’t.

      Noah leans back, glaring at his former stepbrother as if he were just bested.

      Greer lets out a whoop and high-fives Max. “Lottie, you’ve got those boys wrapped around your little finger. It’s every girl’s dream to have World War III break out over them.”

      Everett’s chest rumbles with a silent laugh because he just so happened to have heard that war-torn remark.

      He tips his head my way. “You’re worth the war, but I’ve already got the victory.”

      “Geez.” Noah doesn’t hide his disdain. “Lottie, he’s pulling your leg. You’re no sooner going to get a proposal out of him than you are an I love you. Has he said it yet? Has he?”

      My mouth opens as I look into Everett’s blue eyes, and I’m pretty sure I see a storm front brewing in them.

      “Listen, Noah”—Everett’s tone is just as serious and intimidating as I’m sure it is in the courtroom—“I will say the right words to Lemon at the right time. We don’t need you trying to commandeer our relationship, trying to squeeze it into some mold that you think it should be.”

      “You’re wrong.” Noah takes a quick sip of his water. “I don’t think you should have a relationship at all. Lottie is a good, decent girl. And you’re— well, nothing short of a playboy who’s far more interested in the chase and the end game than he is in the important things that happen in between.”

      “Are you insinuating I’m not a good person?” Everett looks amused. The tips of his lips twitch in that vexingly delicious way they tend to do just before he’s about to indulge me with a fiery kiss. But I don’t think he’s about to indulge Noah with anything of the kind. “Despite what you think, I’m a decent guy. Lemon and I share a lot of similar values. We believe in treating others with decency and respect. And we happen to attend church together on Sundays.”

      “Church?” Noah lifts a brow as if Everett just let a four-letter word fly.

      “That’s right.” Everett manufactures a smile just for Noah. “In fact, often times, we drive out together and head for lunch right after. Chinese food.” He looks my way. “Noah here is a CEO. Christmas, Easter Only.”

      Cormack brays like a donkey. “He’s got you there, boss man.” She titters away as if it were the funniest thing in the world, as do Greer and Max.

      Greer leans over. “I think you should haul poor Noah out back and put him down with his own weapon. It’d be a heck of a lot less painful for the guy.”

      Everett squeezes my hand. “I agree.”

      “You agree with yourself?” Noah is suddenly amused by this. “Lottie, the man has a stone-cold heart.”

      Cormack’s shoulders shimmy as she expels one drawn out ooh.

      Noah clearly underestimates the power of a bad boy—and everyone knows a bad boy on the right side of the legal tracks is nothing short of seduction gold.

      Noah takes in a slow lungful of air. “Lottie, once he’s broken your heart, and he will, just know that my door is always open to you.”

      “Yes”—Cormack latches hungrily onto Noah’s arm—“our door is always open. Feel free to stop by anytime, and we’ll brew you a fresh cup of coffee. You’ll have to bring your own scones, though.” She reprises the dolphin cackle. “I know when I can beat the competition, and when I’m good and bested—and honey, you’d best me in the kitchen each and every time.”

      Greer lets out a breathy harrumph. “She knows you’ve bested her in the bedroom, too, but she’ll never admit it.”

      Everett’s chest bounces again with that silent chuckle.

      Noah leans in, venom in his eyes. “How many kids do you want, Everett?”

      Everett grunts, “None with you, sweetie.”

      “Ah-ha!” Noah slaps the table rather aggressively. “Think about that, Lottie. He has no intention of having kids with you.”

      Everett sighs as if he were bored of Noah’s lambasting routine. “That, too, is incorrect. I think Lemon and I would have beautiful children together.” He rattles my hand as he turns my way. “I’m thinking four or five. Is that too many?”

      Both Greer and Cormack swoon at the very same time.

      “Everett, really?” A spark of excitement ignites in me as both my ovaries explode in his honor. “Four or five is exactly what I was thinking.”

      Cormack moans through a bite full of steak. “You’ll have to get started right away. The clock’s a’tickin’.” She butts her shoulder into Noah’s. “We girls don’t stay fertile forever, you know.” She gives a little wink. “Kidding! As soon as we’re ready, I’ll have my eggs plucked and frozen. We’ll have a surrogate, of course. I’d hate to stretch out body parts that both you and I haven’t fully enjoyed yet. Hey?” She perks up as she shifts her attention to me. “Since you’re so gung-ho on getting knocked up, why don’t you host the baby for us? I bet it would pop out just as sweet as those cutie pies you specialize in.”

      My jaw unhinges. That’s just what I’ve always wanted, carrying the child of the love of my life—for him and his airhead future bride. Not that Noah is ever really going to leash himself to this box of rocks for a brain. And not that Noah is the love of my life either. It’s hard to peg him as such since he lacerated my heart so completely.

      “She’s teasing, Lottie,” Noah assures me with a curt nod before glaring at his steak as if it were entirely that bovine’s fault that every conversation we’ve started tonight has drifted magnificently sideways.

      I clear my throat. “So why isn’t Landon here?”

      Cormack chuckles. “Why in the world would I bring Landon on our double date?”

      I scowl at Noah for a moment for participating on this double date to begin with. We’ve yet to prick the topic of murder—although, interestingly enough, I’m suddenly craving a homicide—Cormack’s to be exact.

      Everett takes a breath as he looks her way. “How is your sister doing?”

      “Terrible.” She shrugs as she dabs her lips with her napkin. “She went to Pilates, of course, and had the full treatment at the spa. The Evergreen Manor is really the place to be, but it’s too late. I’ve already paid up for the rest of the year for the both of us at the B&B.”

      “The rest of the year? It’s just now May.” My poor mother. Scratch that. Poor me.

      Greer groans like only an apparition can, and it echoes through my bones, and apparently Everett’s, too, because he shudders as her octave increases. Greer has really upped her haunting game in the last few months.

      Cormack nods. “Oh yes, it can take years for me to find proper housing.” She leans against Noah, practically melting over his shoulder. “Or garner the proper proposal. In case you’re wondering, I prefer a princess cut diamond—flawless, no less than five carats, but seven would be ideal, platinum band, size seven.” She gives his cheek a pinch. “I’ve left no room for error!”

      My eyes can’t roll enough over that one. Leave it to Cormack Featherhead to give Noah a gemstone shopping list that will send him to the depths of some Canadian diamond mine.

      “So who does Landon think planted the peanut butter?” I don’t mind changing the subject at all.

      “You.” Cormack tosses her hands up apologetically. “It’s fine, Lonna. We all know mistakes can happen. I’m sure it’s not the first mistake you’ve ever made and far from the last.” She bites into a slice of toasted sourdough, and I don’t bother explaining the finer points of that fancy fat-based diet she’s on. I couldn’t care less if Cormack waddles out of here.

      Max gurgles out a laugh. “Cormack was my first mistake.”

      Everett looks that way as if he could see him. “Mine, too.”

      I’m betting she was Noah’s first as well, but I’m not going there.

      Noah takes a breath as if it were all he could do to hold it together. “Cormack, what was your sister’s relationship with Nessa like?”

      “They were good friends. They shared things with each other. They had their ups and downs, but who doesn’t?”

      Everett leans in. “What kind of ups and downs?”

      “Silly things, I don’t know. Who had a better look that day? Whose waist was the tiniest? Nessa was notoriously jealous. She had a bit of a mean streak, too. Always taking what didn’t belong to her.”

      Everett gives a slow blink. “Is she the reason Landon divorced her husband?”

      “No, that was Viv.” Cormack thinks on this for a moment. “Come to think of it, Nessa was friendly with Clayton, too, but Nessa was friendly with everyone. She had to be in order to stay at the top of the food chain. Personally, I’m convinced Lindie Holland did her in.”

      I perk to life. “She’s the artist, right?” I’ve tried my best to keep those introductions straight.

      “That would be her. The art thing doesn’t pay the rent just yet. She works for Nessa’s father’s advertising firm. Lindie was the token urbanite in their social circle. Scholarships and hand-me-down clothes all the way back to secondary school. But Nessa really took to her. And rumor had it, no one knew how to keep Nessa on a leash like Lindie.”

      My gaze gravitates to Everett then Noah. “It sounds like Lindie knew Nessa’s darkest secrets—and if that’s true, then Nessa probably had the dirt on Lindie, too.”

      Noah taps his fingers on the table. “And that could be a very real motivation for murder.”

      “Ha!” Greer high-fives Max once again. “Told you Lottie is just that good. She’ll have this case wrapped up in no time.”

      Max doesn’t seem too surprised. “It’s no wonder that detective wants her back like yesterday.” He turns his attention my way. “And he does, Lottie. He’s got it bad.”

      Everett growls because obviously he heard. “I’ve got it bad, too.” He gives a sly wink my way.

      Cormack moans as she presses her hand to her stomach. “I know exactly what you mean. Excuse me while I hit the little girls’ room.”

      She takes off, and Noah leans in. “This is the perfect time for you to share your secret with me, Lottie. We’re all here.”

      I glance back at Cormack threading her way to the front.

      “I’m glad it’s just the three of us, but not like this.” I take a deep breath as I cast a quick glance to the spooks to my right. “I’ll need far more time to explain.” And convince him of my sanity.

      Greer and Max offer up a spontaneous applause.

      She preens my way. “I can’t tell you how good it feels to be acknowledged. It’s horrible sometimes being a ghost. People just treat us as if we’re invisible.”

      Max opens his mouth to say something then thinks better of it. “What she said.”

      “You’ll both be there.” I nod to Greer as I glance Noah’s way. “And bring your boyfriend, too,” I try to whisper it without moving my lips, but it only inspires Noah to lean in and squint at me.

      Everett gives a devilish grin to Noah. “You heard the woman. Bring your boyfriend.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” I’m quick to correct.

      “That’s what you said.” Everett doesn’t mind pointing out my verbal blunder.

      Noah drills those verdant green eyes into mine. “That is what you said. But not what you meant.” He nods as if silently assessing the situation. “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?”

      “Can you blame a girl for multitasking?”

      Cormack comes back, and we wrap up our meal. Noah pays the bill, and Everett tips a wad of cash in what’s quickly becoming an expensive tradition.

      Everett drives us back. I let him inside, and we share a breathtaking, magical, dizzying, melt-your-soul kiss goodnight.

      But Maximillian Finmore’s words haunt me. Noah still has it bad for me. Sometimes I wish that Noah and I never happened. But we did. And we still both have it bad.

      I pull Everett to me with a marked aggression because I just so happen to have it bad for the naughty judge, too.

      My kisses float to his ear as I hike up on my tiptoes. “Rumor has it, the kisses are even hotter in a judge’s chambers. I might be moved to bring a box of cookies to the courthouse one day. Would you like that?”

      “Lemon,” Everett groans as if I injured him in the very best way as he pulls back to look at me through heavily slotted lids, the look of desire ripe on his face. “I’ll hold you in contempt if you don’t.”

      Everett and I resume our hot and heavy kisses. We will have our date down at the courthouse, right after we have a little date with Lindie Holland.
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      Everett called at noon and asked if I had a formal gown I could wear to a spontaneous event tonight. I had to think about it for a moment, but before I could answer, he asked me to head down the street to the fanciest dress shop in Honey Hollow, the Scarlet Sage Boutique.

      Seeing that Everett was kind enough to invite me to one of his events, a very big step in the relationship I’m still unsure we have, I took off as soon as I closed up the bakery.

      The Scarlet Sage Boutique is indeed owned by Scarlet Sage, a heavenly looking woman with black hair that hangs down her back in spirals, ethereal lavender eyes, and a brilliant smile that can land her with a crown at any beauty competition.

      As soon as I explained my situation, she waved me off.

      “Essex said I should be expecting you. Follow me to the back. He picked out a few dresses for you. The man has exquisite taste in both women and gowns.”

      I’m still stuck on the fact she called him by his proper moniker. It’s sort of a coital calling card at this point. I don’t see any good in getting jealous. I knew what I was signing up for the second I dropped my robe in his living room. Everett’s a man with quite a few notches on his proverbial headboard, and now I’m simply one of them.

      “He chose three. A black, a red, and a white stunner that you would be foolish not to go with.” She pulls out a rolling rack with the dresses on it. The red is a floor-length beauty with a sweetheart neckline, long sleeves, fitted. The black dress is a short, beaded number. But the white—a color I have not made it a practice to wear in fear of ruining its pristine nature within seconds of putting it on—well, it is truly to die for.

      I gasp at the floor-length, sleeveless white sequin number. Scarlet helps me pour myself into it, and I can’t help but admire it in the mirror.

      “You have to take it.” Scarlet shakes her head as if its beauty stymied her. “In a sea of little black dresses, you’ll be a shining star.”

      “How much does this cost?”

      “Let’s just say Essex’s covered it. And who cares how much it costs? This dress was clearly made for you.”

      She wraps it up, and I head home to pair it with a pair of white satin heels. Both of my sweet cats, Pancake and Waffles, belt out a rawr of approval in unison. And just after I fix my hair, touch up my makeup, and put on my last earring, Everett is at the door.

      I let him in, and his eyes do that broken elevator thing and his lips purse with pleasure.

      “Lemon.” His cobalt eyes hook to mine. His chin is still tipped down a notch, and it’s a vexingly sexy look on him. “You are a work of art.”

      A bubbling laugh bounces through me as I wrap my arms around his rock-hard body and gift him a kiss to the lips. “And I think you look magnificent.” Everett has donned a crisp black tuxedo, his face is clean-shaven, and his spiced cologne makes me weak in the knees. Heck, everything about this handsome man makes me weak in the knees.

      We head out, and I can’t help but give a guilty glance toward Noah’s place. Last fall I rented a home right across the street from him, and it just so happened that Everett rented the home next door to mine. Everett and I were just friends back then, and Noah and I were far more than that. And, now that we’ve had a bit of a role reversal, I’m sad that Noah gets front row seats to my new love life without him. But he’s not home at the moment, so I don’t feel too bad.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as I slide into Everett’s fancy ride.

      Everett gets in and starts up the engine. “To Fallbrook. There’s a gala at the art center, and my sister just so happens to be a board member there.”

      “That’s great! It sounds like it will be a blast. I love art. And I love your sister.” I met both his sister, Meghan, and his mother, Eliza, last January. And thanks to a little white lie Everett may have told them, they happen to think we’re engaged. “She’ll probably want a wedding date from us,” I tease.

      Everett runs his gaze over my dress one more time. “She just might get one.”

      A thrill runs through me at the thought.

      Of course, it’s all in fun.

      Everett isn’t really the proposing type.

      Is he?
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      The Fallbrook Art Center is set high on a hilltop. It’s a squatty square building constructed primarily from glass and steel. The entire street, in both directions, is lined with luxury cars, so Everett opts for the valet.

      We head inside and are immediately each handed a glass of champagne.

      “You know”—I lean into my handsome date—“this reminds me a lot of your sister’s birthday party. The one where I showed up in jeans and a sweater? Thank you for the dress, by the way. Whatever it cost, I fully intend to pay you back.”

      Everett inches away, his lips crooked with disdain. “You’ll do no such thing. It was a gift. You deserve it. And just for the record, I think you look just as stunning in jeans and a sweater as you do that dress. If my memory serves correct, you brought along a box of cookies to my sister’s party. You were a hit.”

      A gorgeous woman walks by as she makes her way to a crowd of men looking at the first installment—an enormous canvas covered with peach acrylic and gold foil. It’s pretty, but I’m betting it’s pricey, too. I’m about to comment on the fact I’m certain I can recreate it as a DIY weekend project after a quick trip to the Busy Bee Craft Shop when I realize that the woman looks shockingly familiar.

      “Everett,” I hiss. “That’s Lindie Holland!” I recognize her dark wiry hair, her pale river stone skin. “She’s the one that Cormack said knew how to keep Nessa on a leash.”

      “I realize that. You didn’t think I really dragged you out here to see my sister, did you?” He gives a sly wink, and I playfully swat him.

      “You really know how to rev my engine.”

      “It revs with justice, Lemon. The same key that turns mine.” He eyes the dress once again. “And that dress really does do you justice.”

      A woman nearby squeals, and we look over to find his younger sister, Meghan.

      “Well, look who the cat dragged in.” She’s all smiles as she comes our way with open arms. Meghan is wearing a little black dress with silver threads speckled throughout. And with her dark hair and Everett’s blue eyes, she’s basically her brother in female skin. “My, Lottie, aren’t you a vision!” She gasps as she takes a step back and admires my dress. “Essex, you really have a gem here. Do not screw this up. Lottie is destined to be a Baxter.” She embraces me tightly, and for a moment I’m smothered in her hair. Both Everett’s mother and sister call him Essex, but only because it’s his rightful first name. She steps back and swats her brother on the stomach. “So when’s the big day? I want nieces and nephews, lots of them asap, and first and foremost, we need to get you two kids hitched.”

      I look to Everett and bat my lashes at him. “Go ahead and tell her.”

      Everett offers that perennially bored look to his sister. “No date yet. But we’re closer than ever.” He pulls me in by the waist, and about five different women glance down at his arm disapprovingly. My dress might be stunning, but Judge Everett and his hotter-than-a-kitchen-fire good looks still command the attention of every estrogen-bearing female in the vicinity.

      “Very, very close,” I say.

      Meghan tosses her hands in the air. “It might kill my mother, but I wouldn’t care if you eloped. I’m baby hungry myself.” She presses out an eerie grin my way before grimacing at Everett. “Does she know?”

      “Do I know what?” I blink up at Everett who suddenly looks caught off guard.

      “No, she doesn’t know.” He takes a slow breath. “So, Lindie Holland…” He lands a sweet kiss to the top of my head. “I called my sister and asked what she knew about her, and here we are. It just so happened that the art center was hosting a charity event tonight, and some of Lindie’s work is being showcased.”

      Meghan makes a face like she might be sick. “Vanessa St. James has a few pieces on display as well.”

      “Really?” My curiosity is momentarily pulled away from whatever secret Everett might have. “I didn’t realize she was an artist.”

      Meghan averts her gaze. “That’s debatable. It just so happens that her work strongly resembles Lindie Holland’s.” She wrinkles her nose and leans in. “Let’s just say rumors have been flying. Everyone knows that Lindie is the real deal. I’ll let the two of you deduce the rest.” She lifts her champagne flute. “I’m off to mingle. Do not leave before saying goodnight!”

      “Will do.” Everett threads his arm through mine and leads us in the direction we last saw Lindie. “If I’m right, Lindie’s brother will be here. And according to Cormack, wherever Ryan Holland is, there you’ll find Clayton McDaniel.”

      “Landon’s official ex.” I nod. “It makes sense they work at the same law firm, and I bet they were buddies before that. And Ryan is engaged to that blonde—Blythe something.”

      “Blythe Bentley.”

      “Ooh”— I wiggle my shoulders up at my handsome date—“someone’s been doing their homework.”

      “Yeah, well.”—he smacks his lips—“I guess you can say I feel personally invested in this one.”

      “It’s because of Cormack, isn’t it?” A twinge of jealousy ignites in the pit of my belly, and I hate it.

      “Maybe. But I was in the room the entire time. You had already seen the ghost. I knew that a homicide was imminent. Lemon, I was trying my hardest to survey the scene. I’m a judge. I see shady characters all the time. I see people who you would never suspect of wrongdoing get nailed to the wall for heinous crimes. I pride myself on spotting them on every part of the spectrum. Of course, the jury decides who’s guilty and isn’t once they hear the facts—but I thought I was pretty good at weeding them out myself.”

      “So who do you think did it?”

      “That’s the frustrating part. Not one thing appears to be amiss. How could the killer have been that good?”

      “Are you saying you’re afraid that someone might just get away with murder for once?”

      “It happens more often than you or I would like to think. But with you at the helm, I don’t think that’s going to be the case here.” His brows bounce just as we come upon Lindie Holland standing alone in front of a small canvas. A couple is depicted hand in hand, they’re walking away, but the man has his head turned toward a redhead.

      “Beautiful,” I say, striding up next to her.

      Lindie startles for a moment as if we’ve pulled her from a trance.

      “I recognize you,” she bleats it out, monotone, with the same lack of expression she had the afternoon of the party. Her entire body goes rigid as she inspects me.

      Hey? Maybe she’s a psychopath? They say psychos have a very difficult time displaying emotion. Or maybe not. I seriously doubt this is the moment to play armchair psychiatrist, considering the fact she’s grieving her friend.

      Everett extends a hand her way. “Everett Baxter, my sister Meghan is on the board.”

      Her entire body relaxes as she shakes his hand. “Of course, it makes total sense that you’re here.” She grunts a dry laugh my way. “Cormack mentioned something about the fact you were a nosy wannabe sleuth.”

      I suck in a quick breath, completely affronted by Cormack’s rude analysis of me.

      Everett takes a slow breath. “Lemon here has helped solve more than a half dozen homicides in the past several months. And she just so happens to be here as my date.”

      Lindie shrugs as if she were indifferent. “I want Nessa’s killer caught just as bad as the next person. We may not have seen eye to eye, but I didn’t want her dead.”

      I glance back at the piece we’re standing next to, and the plate card next to it reads The Wandering Eye by Vanessa St. James. It’s easy to guess who the redhead in the portrait would be.

      “Hey”—I look to Everett—“this is Nessa’s work.” Meghan’s words come back to me, and I have an idea. “You know”—I tilt my head as if scrutinizing it—“if I didn’t know better, this looks a lot like your work, Lindie.”

      A throaty laugh bumps from her. “You guessed it. Nessa always wanted what belonged to somebody else—their career, their boyfriend. In my case, it was my art. Right now, I’m working in the art department at her dad’s advertising firm—and ironically, that’s the one thing Nessa didn’t want. But my side gig? I illustrate children’s books. Nessa always thought it was cool.” Her lids lower as she takes a quick glance around. “I guess I can say this because she’s no longer with us, but, Nessa begged me to help her get a portfolio together. At first, she genuinely tried, but she couldn’t draw a stick figure, so I helped her out a bit—before I knew it, that was my work in her portfolio. With the help of her father, she landed a huge author and a three-book deal to do the illustrations for his books. But when push came to shoving a colored pencil across the page, Nessa freaked out. In the beginning I was willing to help out, but, yet again, it was me doing all the work. Do you know how long it took me? A year. A solid year where I couldn’t work on my own stuff because I had to slave over these illustrations that she was responsible for.”

      Everett inches back, dismayed. “Did she pay you?”

      An incredulous laugh belts from her. “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t be complaining if she did.” She takes in a deep breath and glowers at the painting before us as if it were Nessa herself. “Let’s just say Nessa had ways of making people do things for her.”

      Something doesn’t make sense. I thought Cormack said no one could keep Nessa on a leash like Lindie? Maybe that was it? Maybe she was able to blackmail her because Lindie knew Nessa didn’t illustrate the books?

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” I nod to the canvas illuminated softly by a single white light. “You are very good at what you do.”

      “Thank you.” She shrugs it off as if it were no big deal. “Nessa did try. I mean, this concept was hers. She let me run free range on the children’s books—she didn’t care about those—but these, she always wanted to tell a story with her—my—canvas work. Nessa had a sketchbook where she would try to give me an idea of what she wanted. I made her write notes on the side because she was that bad.”

      “I’d love to see those,” I say it without thinking. I’m still not sure if it’s a good thing that Lindie knows I’m investigating the case.

      “Sure. You did the lemon bars, right?”

      My cheeks burn with heat. “The sheriff cleared the bakery of any wrongdoing. There was no cross-contamination.”

      “I didn’t think so.” There’s a dead look in her eyes as she says it, and a mean shiver runs through me. Lindie really does remind me of those Goth girls back in high school. “I meant I can drop them off at your bakery.”

      “Oh yes!” I perk back to life. “Honey Hollow, Main Street. The Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery. We close in the early evening, but I’m pretty much there all day.”

      “Great. I’ll do that.”

      A small crowd descends on us, and I’m pleased as punch to see a pair of familiar couples. Clayton looks dapper in a suit and tie, the Carol Lombard look-alike attached to his hand. And Ryan Holland has a cool surfer vibe with sandy blond hair and a slight red twinge on his cheeks. His date is a waif with minimal makeup, an understated black dress with a high collar, and not a stitch of jewelry. Her auburn hair is wrapped up into a sleek bun.

      Lindie flicks a finger their way. “This is my brother, Ryan, and his fiancée, Blythe. And that’s Clayton and Vivian.” She looks to them. “Everett’s sister is on the board here, and his date was the one that brought the lemon bars to Landon’s shindig.”

      The four of them take a collective gasp.

      “Relax,” Lindie grunts. “She was cleared. But if I were you, I’d be careful around her.” She bleeds a slow smile my way. “She just so happens to be a crime-fighting mercenary who’s trying to solve Nessa’s case.”

      Geez. I take up Everett’s hand and squeeze it, doing my best to laugh it off. For all I know, one of these socialites might be the killer. Way to blow my cover, Lindie.

      “I’m just here as his date.” I wrap an arm around Everett and land my cheek to his shoulder.

      Ryan belts out a laugh. He looks just like Lindie but with far more testosterone poured into him.

      “For a second I thought you were casing my sister. You’d have to get through me first. I’m a very protective older brother.” He shakes both my hand and Everett’s. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” Everett bows his head. “So how are the two of you enjoying law? I’m a judge down at the Ashford Courthouse.”

      Both Clayton and Ryan loosen up, and the three of them share a laugh and a few quick quips at the expense of the legal system.

      “So, politics anyone?” Everett poses the question almost in jest.

      Clayton nods. “Are you kidding? The both of us are in it to win it. We’re gunning for the city council until we’re able to elbow our way into the house.”

      Everett shakes his head wistfully. “I know I don’t have to tell you this, but I will anyhow—you need to keep your nose squeaky clean. Any and everything your opponent can dig up on you, they will. Don’t give them a chance.” He takes a step back as if we were about to leave then backtracks. “And for certain, if you know anything at all about who killed that poor girl”—he nods to the canvas—“get that info to the homicide detective.”

      I can’t help but frown as I imagine Ivy reaping the fruit of Everett’s labor.

      “Aye aye, sir.” Clayton gives a mock salute.

      Ryan nods soberly. “You bet. I hope they catch whoever did it. We all liked Nessa. She was my sister’s good friend. She meant a lot to me, too. I feel just as outraged as if it were family.”

      Blythe leans my way. She’s pretty, petite, a natural redhead as opposed to Nessa’s almost mermaid-red dyed locks.

      “I’d love to help in any way I can. Nessa wasn’t the easiest person to get along with, but it was painful for me to watch her suffer like that. Whoever killed her wanted her to die in front of all of her friends. That person is an animal, and I’ll do anything to get them behind bars.”

      Vivian rolls her eyes, and I catch it. What was that about? It’s almost as if she doesn’t believe Blythe. Huh.

      I bite down hard over my lip. “I’m sure you all feel that way.” I peg Vivian with a look, and her sky-blue eyes expand. “Like Everett suggested, I encourage you all to speak with the homicide detective. Even the smallest suspicion can land the suspect in jail.”

      “Prison.” Vivian offers an odd plastered smile. “Whoever did this is going away for life.” She blinks over at Clayton. “Isn’t that what you told me?”

      Clayton’s cheeks pinch with color. “Yes, sweetie, that is.”

      Everett and I say a polite goodbye and make our way into the grand hall where there is music and dancing. A live jazz band is playing something smooth. He pulls my hips close to his, and soon we’re rocking slowly to the rhythm.

      “There are so many beautiful glittering people here,” I whisper. “I think the last time I was around this much wealth, I was at your mother’s.”

      His head tips back, but those blue eyes remain trained on me. “I don’t want to talk or think about my mother. All I want to do is lose my mind over how you look in that dress.” He blows a breath from his lips as his eyes ride down my gown once again. “The things you do to me.”

      I’m mesmerized by this gorgeous man as he takes me in as if he means it.

      “I love the way you look at me,” I whisper while gazing up at him from under my lashes. Everett Baxter is every woman’s dream. Scratch that. He’s every woman’s fantasy—something to be savored in small satisfying bites, not at all safe for daily consumption.

      He brings his cheek down close to mine.  “I think I like how you’re looking at me, Lemon.”

      “Every woman looks at you that way.”

      “I don’t care about every woman. I care about you.”

      My heart ratchets up to unsafe levels. “I think those are fighting words.”

      A dry laugh rattles through his chest, but Everett doesn’t smile. “Oh, honey, I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

      “Prove it.”

      Everett lands his mouth over mine, hard and aggressive, as he shows me in no uncertain terms that he is indeed very good at a hostile bodily takeover. Everett kisses me as if this night were our last, as if it were necessary for our survival. My hands glide freely over his rock-hard chest, up and down his enormous back. Every ounce of my body is breathless with desire, and suddenly the last place I want to be is in a room full of people. Everett must sense this because he takes me by the hand and whisks me through the crowd, through the labyrinth of galleries and down a dark hall that leads to a door that empties us to the back of the building and into the fresh night air perfumed with lavender and verbena.

      Everett pulls me behind an oversized topiary and lands those magical lips back over mine. Before I know it, the pulling and tugging of clothing ensues. My dress is hiked up, and his clothes are undone in all the right places as we blissfully lose all control.

      A pair of headlights shine brightly over us and flicker, causing both Everett and me to jump apart like a couple of teenagers. The car door swings open, and a man runs this way full force and tackles Everett into the nearby bushes. That dark head of hair, that gun strapped to his back—it takes a moment to register that it’s Noah wrestling it out with Everett. And after a few good punches, they stand and stagger apart.

      Noah’s jaw tenses. “You’d better treat her better than that! She’s not one of your whores.” His eyes cut to mine as his chest pumps wildly. “I was going to run in and investigate. It looks like you beat me to it. I’m not sticking around for the show.” He gets into his car and takes off, and Everett and I do the same.

      We get back to Honey Hollow after a quiet drive, listening to soft rock as I replay what just happened over and over again in my mind.

      Everett walks me to the door of my rental house and offers a chaste kiss to my lips. “I’m sorry about everything.”

      “Don’t you ever apologize to me.”

      Everett turns to leave, and I tug him back by the sleeve. “What did your sister mean by does she know?”

      His eyes flit out into the dark, and it’s as if Everett went someplace else entirely.

      I clear my throat. “It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

      His brows pinch in the middle. “I do. It’s just not the right time. Goodnight, Lemon.”

      He takes off, and I wonder if it will ever be the right time with Everett.
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      No matter the time of year, it’s always dark and cold when I arrive at the bakery at four in the morning. On occasion, I arrive a little later, but, by and large, this is the ungodly hour I choose to come in. In all honesty, as much as I hate to rouse myself from a good night’s sleep, I love the peace and calm this hour brings. All of nature, all of man is still and quiet. Honey Hollow itself looks all but vacant, and Main Street looks like a ghost town.

      I head in through the back and flick on the lights.

      Speaking of ghosts. Seated on the marble island is one seriously delinquent poltergeist, Max Finmore.

      “Where were you last night?” I’m quick to chastise him as I trade my purse for an apron. “Aren’t you supposed to magically appear in my life when I’m near prospective suspects? At least that’s always how it’s worked in the past.”

      “Not necessarily. I’m primed to appear even if you’re discussing the case.” He winces as if he were afraid to say what’s next. “I felt the urge to go to you last night and, believe me, it was strong, but let’s just say I was indelicately detained.”

      “What do you mean you were indelicately detained?”

      “Greer detained me.” He tosses his hands in the air as if he were helpless. “Greer is afraid the sooner I help you solve the case, the sooner I’ll be sent back to paradise.”

      A knot builds in my stomach. “Why does Greer care when you go back to paradise?”

      “I don’t know. She’s got this thing for me. She thinks I’m adorable.”

      A hard groan evicts from me. And there it is, all of my suspicions confirmed.

      “Look, Max, I don’t care how adorable you are. You tell that poltergeist of a predator to stay out of my investigation. You’ve got a job to do. And out of all of the ghostly sleuths, I’m especially looking forward to working with you. No offense, but Greer wasn’t all that big of a help. I really think you are going to help me crack this case. Face it, Max, you’ve got an important job to do. You cannot be a flake.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I fish it out. It’s a text from Noah.

      Standing outside. Can you let me in?

      I glance up to find Noah waving from the café window.

      “Great,” I whisper. “We have company, Max. This might get ugly.”

      “Relationship problems often do.” He follows me to the door as I let Noah in. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to hang out. I sort of miss these private chats. Plus, the dude looks woefully smitten. I can tell you busted up his heart real good.”

      I shoot Max a look that strongly suggests otherwise, but it’s no use. We both know he’s right. But in all fairness, Noah busted up my heart, too.

      “Hey, Lot.” Noah holds out his arms as if he wanted to give me an embrace but was uncertain.

      “Come here.” I pull him in, and we share a heartfelt hug. Noah holds on tight as if he’s afraid to let go, and I can feel his chest convulsing with a bit of emotion.

      He pulls back, his eyes glistening before he takes a breath and restores himself.

      “I hope you don’t mind.” His dimples press in. “I came by to apologize for my behavior last night.”

      I try to shrug it off, but there’s an awkward air between us.

      “I didn’t like that the two of you were trying to bash one another’s brains in, but I understand how hard that must have been for you to see that.” My own chest bucks with emotion. “I feel like I’m the one who needs to apologize to you.” I nod to the tables. “How about you take a seat, and I get us some coffee?”

      Noah’s dimples depress with approval, and those emerald green eyes penetrate mine with fervor. “I’d like that.”

      I whip up some coffee and bring a plate full of scones and cookies over to Noah.

      “Chocolate chip.” He swipes one off the plate. “You make the best.”

      “Thank you,” I say as I take a seat across from him.

      “Flattery used to get me everywhere.” He looks mournful over the fact as he takes a quick bite. “I won’t keep you long. I know you get a lot of work done before most people even rise from their beds.” He reaches over and picks up my hand, his sad eyes never leaving mine. “I’m sorry I’ve put us through this.”

      “It happened. How is counseling going?”

      “We had a session yesterday. In fact, I swung by the art center afterwards, or I would have been there sooner. It came. It went. It was uneventful. I’m still not convinced Britney truly wants me back. I don’t know what this is about.”

      “I do. She realized what a catch you were. She’s a bright woman. I’m sure it didn’t help to see two other women pawing all over you.”

      “You and Cormack?”

      I nod. “I bet that spurned her to reconsider the divorce ten times as much. It’s one thing not to realize what you have until it’s gone, but it stings to see the one who used to be yours with somebody else.”

      He closes his eyes a moment. “There are no truer words.”

      A thick moment of silence slices on by as Noah warms my hand with his.

      Tears sting my eyes. “I hate that it hurts you to see me with Everett.”

      “I hate that you’re with Everett.” He offers a dry smile, and it fades as quick as it came. “In my heart, you’re still mine. I still think of you as mine, as my girlfriend, as the love of my life—because you are. I realize we’re having a rough patch, and if I think of it as anything else, I will go certifiably insane.” His voice is low, almost threadbare. “I know it’s strange for me to say that. But I can’t help it. It’s my truth. And I don’t hold it against you for falling for Everett’s charms.”

      A huff of indignation pumps through me. “I am hardly a victim here.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s what you want to believe.” My voice softens. “Because I know it would kill you to think I’ve found someone else and that you and I are done for good.” A single hot tear streams down my cheek. “When I see you with Cormack, I feel that way. I know I shouldn’t.”

      His lips curl at the tips. “I’m glad you do. That gives me hope. And even though I know you’re serious with Everett, if you don’t mind, I’d still like to do things with you—

      dinner, taking Toby for a walk, seeing a movie, anything. I miss you so damn much my insides feel as if they’re going to explode.”

      “I miss you, too. We were close—special. I really did think you were going to propose.”

      “I would have gladly. Just do me a favor. I’m not asking you to wait around for my divorce to come to pass—God, it could take years the way she’s acting. All I’m asking is that you save a tiny space in your heart for me.”

      I pull his hand to my chest. “There will always be a very big space for you in here, Noah. You are not going anywhere.”

      His chest bucks as he offers a weak smile. “Thank you, Lottie. You just made my entire year.” He studies me pensively for a moment. “When I arrived, I saw you in the back. You looked like you were arguing with someone.”

      I look over at Max seated at the end of the table and glower at him for a moment. Max chuckles because, apparently, my ability to look like a loon amuses him.

      “I was, um, discussing the case.” I nod to Noah, but his frown intensifies, and it sucks those dimples of his right in. “Very passionately. I like to fill in the silence with my own voice.” Nothing could be further from the truth.

      “Okay,” he says it slow and low, and quite disbelieving. “So when are you going to let me in on that secret of yours, Lot?”

      Noah has my number, and I know it.

      “We’ll get together soon—with Everett. I think it’ll be easier that way on both of us.”

      His brows pinch because I’ve clearly puzzled him. “You name the place. I’ll be there.”

      “Sounds good. And regarding the case.” I fill him in on the events prior to the bawdy scene he witnessed. “What do you think?”

      “I think Lindie just crawled up to the top of the suspect list. She’s clearly bitter. She has a motive, that’s for sure. Who do you think you’re going to tackle next?” His eyes rake over my features, and it feels scorching hot, as effective as his touch.

      “Nessa had a roommate. Jenson Becker. I thought I’d start at the top with her. Any idea of what she does for work?”

      Noah tosses a glance out the window. “Jenson owns a nightclub. A very elite, very ritzy nightclub in the meatpacking district of Leeds. If you drove by, you wouldn’t know the club existed. It’s called Echelon.”

      “Well, tell me where it is. I have to go. I have to get in and speak with her. A quasi-public setting is perfect.”

      A slow grin spreads across his face. “I won’t tell you where it is. I’ll take you there myself—tonight.”

      “Smooth move, Fox. Fine, but fair warning, Everett likes to be my wingman.”

      “As long as you’re looking to land me, he’s more than welcome.”

      We share a laugh as I walk him to the door.

      “Noah?” I take a step in and suck in my lower lip. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to us, but no matter what, I do know I want you in my life.”

      His eyes look to each of mine at a quickened clip. “There is no way you’re ever getting rid of me.” He lands a chaste kiss to my forehead and walks out the door with a wave. I stand and watch him drive away, and even though he’s headed in the opposite direction, it makes my heart full knowing that Noah Fox will forever be with me.

      That alone feels like a special achievement. I am a very lucky girl to have both Noah and Everett in my life. And, on the other hand, I am a very unlucky girl to be caught in such an impossible predicament.

      One thing is for certain—Noah, Everett, and I are going clubbing tonight. And if we’re lucky, we’ll be dancing with a killer in our midst.
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      By late afternoon the bakery is still bustling. I’ve been whipping up white chocolate chip macadamia cookies as well as traditional chocolate chip cookies almost nonstop since Noah left. Partially because they’re his favorite, and I’m doing so out of guilt, and partially because they smell so good when they’re baking it acts as a calling card along all of Main Street. It’s really not fair that no other business in Honey Hollow has such olfactory superpowers as the bakery.

      But the warmer the weather gets, the more the tourists seem to flock to our corner of the world. There is still so much beauty in our stretch of Vermont. Not to mention terror, as provided by my mother’s B&B tours. And as morbid as it sounds, she sends them all to my bakery afterwards for what she’s dubbed as The Last Thing They Ate Tour. Unfortunately, Honey Hollow is becoming infamous for its recent string of unrelated homicides. And as equally morbid as it sounds, one of my baked goods always seems to be at the center of it.

      Keelie bops over as Lily and I finish up with a small crowd, all demanding Nessa St. James’ lemon bars. It’s creepy if you ask me to gleefully nosh on something that was a part of a homicide. But I can rest in the fact that nothing I actually baked was responsible for anyone’s death. Someone adulterated the lemon bar that killed Nessa. And even though Greer Giles had one of my red velvet cupcakes shoved so far down her throat it could have easily suffocated her, it wasn’t the ultimate cause of death. And more to the point, Greer herself has never blamed me once.

      “What’s up, Keels?” I offer up a lemon bar, and she quickly snatches it from me.

      “Forget me. What’s up with you? Have you let Everett frost your cookies again?”

      I cringe at her verbiage. It just so happens that little baking euphemism (code for getting down to the nitty-gritty) was one that Noah and I came up with right before we did the deed.

      “Almost. But Noah caught us.”

      They both gasp so loud half the customers snap their necks in this direction.

      “Everything is fine.” I’m quick to wave them back to their goodies. The last thing I need is an incident, or a rumor of an incident, taking place at the bakery. “Anyway”—I keep my voice low—“he started beating up Everett, but Everett got a few good swings in, too. Speaking of Noah, both Everett and I have a date with him tonight.”

      Lily scoffs. “I knew this was going to get weird. You do realize once the fine townsfolk of this blip on the map get wind of you and your bed buddies, they’re going to run the three of you out of town.”

      I avert my gaze at the thought. “You’re probably right, but Everett and Noah are not my bed buddies.”

      “That’s what you say.” Lily gives me the side-eye. “I’m betting a year won’t go by before the three of you are shacking up in one house and dubbing it a smart financial move.” She says that last part with air quotes.

      “So where’s the date taking place?” Keelie opts to ignore her, and how I wish I could do the same. I really do care what people think of me—what they think of Noah and Everett, too. Noah is a prominent homicide detective, and Everett is a well-respected judge. I can’t let this thing between us take them down in a ball of lust-filled flames.

      “A secret club in Leeds. It’s highly exclusive. Noah says that if you drove by you wouldn’t even realize it was there. It’s in the meatpacking district.”

      “Club Echelon.” Lily shrugs while sorting coins in the cash drawer.

      “You know about this place?”

      “Everybody does. Everyone with money.” She gives a snide look my way. “Naomi and I have gone a few times.”

      Keelie’s mouth falls open. “That witch! Did she ever once think to take me, her sister? I can’t believe this.” She shakes her blonde curls my way. “Well, you are certainly not getting away with this.” She pulls out her phone and begins pecking away manically at the screen.

      “What are you doing? You’re not calling the authorities, are you?” God, she’ll be on the news for making an asinine call to 911. Hello? Operator? Send the Sheriff out. My BFF refuses to take me clubbing with her.

      Keelie rolls her eyes. “I have a group chat going with Meg and Hook. They’ll be ready whenever you are. There’s no way we’re going to miss this good time.”

      Hook Redwood came back into town last December when his brother was murdered. Hook and Keelie went at it hot and heavy and were even engaged for about five minutes, but they’ve since decided to date other people instead. So, when my sister, Meg, came back from a rather prolonged stint with the women’s wrestling circuit in Las Vegas, well, let’s just say Madge the Badge pinned Hook to the ground pretty quickly.

      As soon as Keelie caught wind, she was morbidly jealous—even though she’ll never admit it—and she wanted Hook back for herself. But Hook being the cuttingly handsome devil he is, decided he would date both women and understandably both women fell under his charismatic spell.

      Lily shakes her head over at Keelie. “I can’t believe you’re still with that guy even though he’s openly making out with Meg whenever he gets the chance.”

      “I can’t help it.” Keelie bows her head in shame. “Meg and I both care deeply for him. He’s our Lottie.”

      I shudder at the comparison.

      Lily grunts my way, “See what you started? A very bad trend. Let’s just hope you don’t pollute the youth with this nonsense.” She takes off for the back, and Keelie leans across the counter.

      “Just wait until you have two hot men warring after you, Lily! It won’t be such nonsense then!”

      I take a step closer to my sweet friend who I want nothing but the best for. “Do yourself a favor and find someone else to pine after. If Hook can’t make up his mind, then he doesn’t deserve either of you.” I gasp and cover my mouth with my hand. “Did I really just say that?”

      “You did, but do you mean it?”

      “On the surface I do, but”—a deep groan comes from me as I roll my neck—“it’s so much more complicated than that.”

      “I figured as much. I’ve got some black lace lingerie that can double as a dress. I’m coming guns blazing tonight. Make sure you look hot. You want to blend in.”

      “Will do!”

      Look hot. I mentally survey my wardrobe and come up empty. The hottest thing I own is that frilly, naughty Mrs. Claus outfit Keelie gifted me last Christmas. Nope that will not do.

      Then an idea comes to mind.
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      Scarlet Sage knew immediately what to outfit me in once I explained my predicament—thus the reason I’m standing in front of a sign that reads Condi’s Deli Meats, wearing a skirt so short and snug a part of me wonders if it were really a belt. I’ve also donned a pair of fishnet stockings with obnoxiously large netting and have completed the look with rhinestone pumps and a silver coned bra strapped over the girls with red tassels that spin effortlessly with my every move.

      In all honesty, I have never been one to walk on the raunchy side, not even on Halloween when every good girl gets a pass to outfit herself with as much slutty apparel as she wants.

      As soon as Noah and Everett spotted me, they stood still for a small eternity just ogling my body as if I were a billboard doing my best to entice them to the naughty side of town. And ironically, that happens to be exactly where we are—in Leeds where every side of town is the naughty side.

      Everett eyes me from the side, his lips curling with approval. His eyes are glossed over with desire, and I can practically feel the heat emanating off his body. Ten bucks says if Everett and I were alone, I wouldn’t be wearing this greasy getup for very long.

      “Lemon, you just can’t go wrong in anything you put on.”

      Noah groans, “Shut up. Other men are going to be looking at her tonight, and they are not going to be having a single wholesome thought.”

      Everett growls with approval. “I can attest to that. I’m not having a single wholesome thought at the moment myself.” He steps in close until my body conforms to his. “Did I tell you I invested in a litter box? You can bring the boys over later and you can all spend the night.”

      My mouth falls open, amused at the thought of Everett stepping into a pet store just for my sweet angels, Pancake and Waffles. But before I can say a thing, Keelie, Meg, and Hook come bounding our way.

      Keelie has a little black dress on. And if I squint, I can see that it’s comprised of lace, but it looks demure compared to the travesty I’ve donned. And Meg, well, she’s wearing a black latex number that looks as if her naked form was dipped in paint. And as far as my sister goes, that’s practically an everyday accouterment. In other words, she didn’t have to dig too far in her closet to produce that number. Hook is wearing slacks and a dress shirt much like Noah—and Everett is complete with his signature three-piece suit.

      “Keelie, why did you tell me to dress this way? I look completely ridiculous. I’m embarrassed to tell you how much I paid for this grungy getup. And now that money is a total loss.”

      Everett takes up my hand and gives a wistful shake of the head. “I can promise you that not one red cent will be wasted. I’ll make sure you’ll make good use of that for a very long time to come, Cupcake.”

      Noah looks ready to kill. “Over your dead body.”

      “Relax, sweetheart,” Everett is quick to chide him. “Why are you so stressed? Things not going so well with the missus?”

      Noah gives a long blink before offering a rhythmic knock on the door, and, after about a minute, a tall man answers. He’s bald, angry, and has muscles so painfully big that his T-shirt is having trouble stretching over them.

      “Echelon,” Noah says it cool and low as the bouncer surveys our small crowd.

      “Everyone but the stripper gets in.” He steps back, and the entire lot of us inspect one another for a moment before Keelie and Meg burst out laughing.

      “Oh my goodness”—my face burns with the heat of a thousand sexed-up suns—“you think I’m a stripper?”

      “Why else would you be dressed like that?” he barks before motioning the rest of them inside. “Go on. Get going before we draw attention.”

      Everett produces a wad of bills from his pocket and stuffs them into the bouncer’s oversized mitt. “After you, Lemon.”

      And just like that, I’m the first to enter what reeks like a slaughterhouse—because it is. Aside from being putrid, it’s murky, and just as I’m about to wedge myself between Noah and Everett, I spot a pair of familiar supernatural sparkling spooks a few feet away.

      “Greer, Max! I’m so glad you could make it,” I say it lower than a whisper. “Where’s Winslow? He might really dig this scene.”

      Greer rolls her luminescent eyes. “We’re on a break. He’s not taking it well. Who knew he had the power to take an entire door off its hinges? That boyfriend of your mother’s thinks she’s cheating, by the way. Things are going south quickly. He ripped a page out of Winslow’s playbook and ripped a door off its hinges, too.”

      “Great.” I knew Carlotta would do far more damage than good. How could I have entrusted my mother’s safety in her hands? I couldn’t even entrust her with my safety. “I’ll take care of that later. Tonight, we’re scoping out Jenson Becker. If either of you hears anything, report right back to me. I expect some serious supernatural sleuthing to take place.”

      Greer blows me a kiss as she takes Max by the hand, and we all follow the beefy bouncer toward a long, dark hall that leads to a secret door in the back.

      And once I step inside Echelon, I can’t help but gasp.
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      Club Echelon is nothing more than a preppy playground.

      The lighting is a step up from the murky hovel we were just led through, the music—’70s soft rock—isn’t all that loud, and the well-mannered, well-dressed crowd is milquetoast to say the least. The building itself is a large steel structure with concrete flooring, exposed ductwork, and lots of metal tables scattered around.

      There’s a bar with flashy neon lights directing you to the mixologist, in the event you get lost on the way—but none of that compares to what my eyes are actually witnessing. Dozens of white sofas fill the immediate space just beyond the entry, each of them laden with men clad in chinos, women in corduroy pants, long-sleeved blouses buttoned up to their necks, and their feet are either covered with penny loafers circa 1983 or driving moccasins that I’m guessing cost more than my poor Honda is worth.

      Meg leans in. “Welcome to the preppy palladium. Hey? Maybe if we’re lucky, a Republican pep rally will break out and we’ll all be asked to register to vote?”

      Greer and Max glow as they make their way to a more expansive area in the back where bodies appear to be moving and grooving to this yawn-able yacht rock. Not that I hate it. It’s actually just my speed, but as far as clubbing goes, this feels rather like a dud.

      Keelie slaps her hands and shakes her hips. “Come on, Meg. Don’t be such a downer. This is where Wall Street comes to sizzle.”

      Meg grunts, “More like fizzle.”

      “Hook!” A couple of guys from the Wall Street corner of the room wave him over. “We were just discussing hedge funds.”

      Hook heads over. “Why bother? They’ve been dead for years.”

      Keelie moans as he meanders straight toward the chino crew, “And we’ve lost him.”

      Meg doesn’t look all that distraught, though. My sister tugs at Keelie by the elbow. “Come on. We’re hitting the dance floor. I need to limber up for later tonight.”

      “I get him later tonight.” Keelie swats Meg with her purse as they stumble into the next room.

      Everett and Noah close in on me, and I can’t help but note all the condescending looks I’m receiving from the uptight girls sporting that low-key wealthy vibe. And soon enough, their eyes enlarge as they catch wind of the demigods I’ve dragged into their midst.

      “We need to find Jenson,” I say as more bodies pile in and the club starts filling up.

      Noah leans in. “I think I see her by the bar.”

      Just as the three of us are about to make our way in that direction, a familiar couple crops up before us. My ex, Bear, and his new main squeeze, Rigby Emerson, are here whooping it up. Bear has that sandy beach look to him, blond hair, tanned face. And Rigby is a redheaded, freckle-faced sweetheart.

      “What are the two of you doing here?” I ask with open-mouthed surprise. For a very long while, I couldn’t stand Bear after he broke my heart. But last month, after my other ex, Curt Vanderlin, strolled into town, I seemed to make peace with both of my exes. It was the last thing in the world I expected.

      “What aren’t we doing here?” Bear wraps an arm around Rigby as she snuggles into him. “Face it, there’s nothing to do in Honey Hollow after dark.”

      Everett leans in, his lips right over my ear. “I can think of a few things.”

      Rigby is quick to agree with her new boy toy. “Lottie, you should really consider putting a secret club in after hours at the bakery.”

      “I think I’ll leave the dancing scene to the pros.”

      “Speaking of pros”—Bear leans in—“I hear you’ve got another case on your hands. That St. James girl seemed to have an enemy hiding under every rock.”

      “What makes you think that?” My adrenaline kicks in at the thought of Bear hand-delivering vital information to me.

      “I’m doing repair work for your mom. Some kook knocked two doors off their hinges. And that chick who had the divorce party loves to chat me up whenever I’m there.”

      Rigby’s eyes enlarge with rage. “Give me a call next time you need to head to the B&B. I might just make a pit stop there myself. No one messes with my fuzzy little teddy Bear.”

      I wince as she says the seemingly adorable moniker, and we part ways as they head to the dance hall in the back.

      “Landon seems just as hard up for a man as her sister.” I don’t mind taking a swipe at Cormack in the process. “Those girls will do anything for attention.”

      Noah’s phone pings, and he looks at the screen. “Funny you should say that. It’s a text from Cormack.”

      I glance to Everett and avert my eyes.

      “Right on cue,” I mutter. “Let me guess. She wants you to pick up some bath salts so you can give her an appropriate foot rub later tonight?”

      Everett’s chest rumbles as he wraps his arms around me. “And while you’re touching Cormack’s tired dogs, I’ll be touching Lemon’s—”

      “She got another threat,” Noah cuts Everett off before shoving the screen in his face.

      I peer over. It’s a picture of a note.

      “You’re not leaving this planet alive,” I read before scoffing with a laugh. “That’s hardly a threat. None of us are leaving this planet alive. What kind of a moron would come up with that?”

      Noah begins texting back. “I’m sorry, Lottie. We have to take this seriously.”

      “You shouldn’t bother.” I point to the screen. “Look at that chicken scratch. It looks as if she wrote it with her left hand.”

      Everett sighs. “Cormack is left-handed.”

      “And I stick to my story,” I say as I indeed spot Jenson Becker by the mixology station.

      Noah’s phone pings again, and we all peer down to see it’s a text from Britney. How about a nightcap at my place? The ghosts are raging tonight. I’m guessing it’s a couple’s squabble. Quite romantic. Don’t you think?

      I grunt at the sight of it. “Noah, you take care of your girlfriend and your wife. Everett and I have a perpetrator to capture.” I lead Everett by the hand as we weave through the ever-growing thicket of yuppies until we come upon the bar where we’re greeted by what looks to be a banker incognito.

      “What can I get for you this fine evening?”

      I glance to Everett. “You have to admit, it’s an upgrade from Red Satin.” I lean close to the bar. “I’ll have an ex on the beach.” I give a little wink at my play on words.

      “Coming right up, young lady. And for you, sir?”

      “Whiskey neat.” He lands an arm around my shoulder. “No use in letting our designated driver go to waste.”

      “I wondered why you took him up on his offer.”

      “He deserves to be sober when he witnesses what I’m about to do to you on that dance floor.”

      “Ooh, Judge Baxter. Maybe we should ditch the investigation and get right to the hip-grinding good part?”

      “Your drinks are ready,” a female voice chirps from behind, and we turn to find Jenson Becker herself giving a flirtatious wink Everett’s way. Her copper bob glints metallic as she offers a saucy smile at the man by my side. “Wow, you are ten times hotter from the front as you are the back—and here I didn’t think that was possible.”

      I growl at her without meaning to. Oh, heck, I meant it. What kind of a monster flirts with someone else’s date?

      She slides a fruity concoction my way in her demure gray cardigan. “You must think I’m a monster.” She gives another sly wink my way, and I’m suddenly concerned she has the power to read my mind. “I’m the owner. Jenson Becker.” She squints my way. “Hey? Didn’t I see you the other day at that divorce disaster?” Her affect goes slack as she makes her way around the bar. “I did see you.” She pokes a finger into Everett’s rock-hard abs. “And I certainly remember you. Wow, the rumors are true. You really are the man of steel.”

      “That’s right.” I pull Everett my way. “My boyfriend fights for truth and justice every day. He’s a judge at the Ashford Courthouse. Lottie Lemon.” I extend my hand, and she shakes it. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

      She shudders. “Nessa wasn’t really anyone’s friend. Did they catch the killer?”

      “They’re very close,” I say, inspecting her for signs of panic. “Did you happen to see something? You were there the moment Nessa took that fatal bite.”

      “True, but once Landon invited us to have at the lemon bars, it was a free-for-all. Everyone was pushing up against everyone.”

      I step in close. “Did you happen to see who pushed up against Nessa?”

      “The only thing I saw was Nessa bouncing off of Clayton.” She tosses her gaze into the crowd. “But Nessa was bouncing off of Clayton regularly, if you know what I mean.”

      My mouth rounds out as Everett and I exchange a quick glance.

      Everett nods as if he’s got this. “But you and Nessa were good friends, right?”

      “The best, I guess.” She blows a loose strand of hair off her face. “Everyone wanted to be Nessa’s friend. But even among the privileged, she was untouchable. Nessa didn’t really let anyone on the inside. Some people have a wall around their emotions. Ness had a fort—an impenetrable fort. Unless, of course, you looked like that.” She flicks Everett’s tie. “If Nessa spotted a man she wanted, she’d be on top of that situation—and I do mean on top. Nessa liked to be in control both in and out of the bedroom.”

      “So she wanted Clayton,” I say. “That must have made both Landon and Vivian angry. That is, if they knew about it.”

      “Please”—she scoffs as she waves us over into the expansive room just beyond the borders of the bar—“everyone knew it. But it was never spoken about.”

      Max and Greer pop up at their leisure, per usual.

      Max’s hair is disheveled, and his shirt is buttoned crooked—and how is anything of that nature possible? Isn’t he basically just a ball of air?

      “About time,” I hiss lower than a breath.

      Jenson juts her chin forward. “Pardon?”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “About time Nessa was called out on her naughty shenanigans. I mean, well, Landon told me.”

      Jenson’s mouth falls open as she grips me by the wrist. “Landon knew?”

      “You just said everybody knew.”

      “Everybody but Landon. If Landon found Nessa St. James was sleeping around with her then-husband, she would have killed her.”

      Greer lets a riotous applause rip. “Winner, winner, chicken dinner. Arrest the girl, Lottie. The little twerp keeps hiding the good stuff from me. You break into a person’s cosmetics bag once and they forever ban you from it.”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “I don’t know. I mean, I do know Landon pretty well. And like you said, nobody really got along with Nessa. Landon wanted the spotlight to herself that day.”

      Max clicks his tongue. “Unless she wanted a good cover. And Jenson here knows all about a good cover. Ask her about the time she and Nessa were arrested. I dare you.”

      I’ve never been one to back away from a dare.

      I tap the side of my cheek with my finger. “Come to think of it, Landon mentioned something else about Nessa—something about her getting arrested with someone. What was that name?” I glance around the room in a circle before abruptly landing back on Jenson. “Oh wait, it was you.”

      “An arrest?” Everett sounds amused, downplaying it as if it were no big deal. “It sounds like a little sorority fun back in the day.”

      Jenson taps her foot violently against the floor, her jaw clenched tight. “Nessa swore on her grandmother’s grave she wouldn’t tell a soul. Figures. She was a liar through and through.” Her entire body convulses as she lets out a roar. “Just when I think I can’t get any angrier at her, she goes and boils my blood again. And from the great beyond!” Her face is purple as a plum. “The reason we were arrested is because Nessa decided shoplifting would be the next sexy sport. It was all a game to her. And when Nessa threw out a challenge, you had to accept or you’d be a social pariah the very next day. At first I was good at it. A little too good.” She admires a large sparkling rock on her finger, and it hits me that these were no small-time heists. In fact, Jenson Becker is still wearing her haul on her finger. “Nessa tried to swipe a Rolex. I already had a Bvlgari necklace stuffed in my pocket. Let’s just say security was not as kind once they determined we were thieves. My father is an attorney. He has a very prominent law firm in Fallbrook—Clay and Ryan work for the firm, and they saved our behinds. Nessa and I could have had records. We could have done time. That really burned me.”

      “I bet you never played one of Nessa’s dangerous games again,” I say breathless at the extent she went to just to please her friend.

      “Oh, I did. And the games just got more dangerous as time went on. I’m betting some people are relieved that Nessa is gone. Or she could have killed us all.” Jenson glances past us and waves at a crowd coming through the door. “It was nice seeing you,” she says, passing me by. “Especially you.” She flicks Everett’s tie once again as she takes off.

      Greer takes the liberty to straighten Everett’s tie for him. “You can’t blame the girl for having excellent taste in men. You too, Lottie.” She flashes a brilliant smile my way. Before Greer bit the big one, she was plotting to land Everett horizontal herself, but that, much like her future, never materialized.

      Noah comes up, putting his phone away.

      “That took a while,” I quip. I couldn’t help myself. I hate that it took a while.

      “Actually, I didn’t want to interrupt your conversation with Jenson. I already interviewed her.”

      “I see.” Everett’s lips pull back, a clear sign he’s about to have some fun with his old stepbrother. “So you already knew about Nessa’s arrest history, and the fact she nearly killed all her friends while coercing them to do potentially illegal and unsafe activities?”

      Noah inches back. His wheels are spinning, I can tell. “You got all that out of Jenson in a five-minute window?”

      Everett tweaks a brow. “What can I say? Lemon and I are a powerhouse when it comes to putting the squeeze on suspects.”

      Noah gives a slow blink. “I’ve seen what you can squeeze in the back of a parking lot.”

      Everett takes up my hand. “Wait till you see how we get it done on the dance floor.”  And he has us off and running until we’re shaking it with the best of them—them being Keelie and Meg—right in the middle of the dance floor.

      I’m twirled from behind, and Noah grabs me by the waist, his hips gliding over mine as he gives that lazy smile my way, the one that used to drive me insane, still does. So not fair.

      Everett swoops between us, holding me close. His every movement is my movement by proxy, and if I didn’t know better, there’s a purring sound emanating from deep in his chest. Everett runs his heated hands up and down my back in tracks as his body keeps time with the music. Everett’s smooth moves make the room seem to spin at a heated clip, but I can’t stop looking directly into his eyes.

      His lips crash to mine as he claims my mouth, and, before I know it, I’m spinning toward Keelie and Meg while Noah throws a punch at Everett.

      “Stop!” I roar as I bolt in their direction and land right between them as security charges this way. Meg intercepts, and bodies go flying like bowling pins and we all get kicked out on our rears.

      Keelie offers me a sorrowful hug goodnight. “If it wasn’t for those cones, you might have sustained some real damage.”

      “I guess so. They really did break my fall.”

      She joins Meg and Hook, and I wave the three of them off before turning to Noah and Everett.

      “Don’t either of you ever pull another stunt like that again. The next one I see throwing a punch might as well throw any relationship with me out the window. I swear I will not speak to either of you again. Now take us home, Noah. I need to get to bed.”

      Everett’s lip twitches. “You heard her, Noah. Take us home. We need to get to bed.”

      Noah drives angry all the way back to Hollow Brook.
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      The next person on my hotlist is Clayton McDaniel. All-star quarterback in high school. Didn’t play in college. Debate team. Fraternity president. Star pupil of the Aimsley School of Business. Your average all-around overachiever.

      Seeing that Clayton works in a fancy law firm mostly composed of men—I did my homework there, too—and the fact that his bestie, Ryan Holland, will most likely be glued to his side per usual, I decide to eschew the firepower that Noah can deliver, and any legal-ease that Everett might provide and opt to take my own bestie on this covert op instead.

      I thought it might be best if we reprised our old cookie routine where we barge into an unassuming establishment of collegiate-trained professionals and turn them into mindless three-year-olds in desperate need of their next sugar fix. I’ve often found that baked goods have the power to do just that. When you get down to it, sweet treats seem to be the glue that holds this world together. I’m convinced that if my fresh baked chocolate chip cookies were served on the frontlines—the history of wars in general would be brief and, pardon the pun, sugarcoated.

      But I digress. I specifically chose to bring Keelie along for the ride to keep the testosterone to a minimum and if what I’m hearing about Clayton McDaniel is true. He really likes the ladies.

      Becker and Becker Law Firm takes up most of the upper floors in a quasi-high-rise in downtown Fallbrook. We make it as far as the receptionist, a gorgeous temptress with long black hair and the face of a supermodel, high cut cheeks, almond-shaped bright green eyes, and skin the color of honey.

      “I said thank you, ladies.” She gives a curt nod, her brows hiked a notch as if this were escalating on some level. “I’ll make sure your generous donation is graciously received. There’s a partner meeting in an hour. I’ll land the boxes on the refreshment table. Believe me, they may look like tigers, but you land a cookie in front of them and you’ll have nothing but a litter of kittens eating out of the palm of your hand.”

      I thought so myself.

      The air of defeat settles around us as I shrug over to Keelie. “One hour, huh?”

      That doesn’t give us a lot of time to shake the goods out of Clayton. And to think it took close to an hour just to drive here. What a waste.

      Keelie smiles as she lifts a finger my way, and suddenly I’m terrified of what might come from her mouth.

      “Thank you”—she leans in as she reads off the nameplate—“Francesca. We appreciate that. And I certainly hope you help yourself to at least one of those goodies. We all know you do the real work around here.”

      Francesca is quick to chortle right along with Keelie.

      “True as God,” she agrees. “And don’t you worry. I’m already eying that peanut butter fudge bar. It’s been a long day, and that is going to get my night started in the right direction.”

      “It will for sure,” I say. “Be careful, though. It could inspire a spike in impulsivity, which usually leads to mad shopping sprees and questionable decisions on my end.”

      Neither Keelie nor our new friend Francesca bothers to laugh at that one.

      “Yes, well.” I give a little wave while pulling Keelie back with me. “Have a great day.” I wait until we’re out in the foyer next to the gilded elevators before I lose it. “What are we going to do? There’s not a chance of us penetrating Fort Francesca. This is a total loss as far as the investigation goes.”

      “Pft.” Keelie accidentally sprays me in the face with spittle as she tries to contest our defeat.

      “Say it, don’t spray it, sister.” I do my best to wipe away the spontaneous baptism but only end up rubbing it in. A long hot bath is in order once I get home. And if I’m lucky, Everett will join me.

      Keelie cranes her neck back toward our newfound nemesis. “Wait here.” She trots off just south of the reception area and suctions her backside against the wall as if she were a cartoon character.

      “Oh dear,” I moan to myself. “This is not going to end well.”

      Keelie does her best to slink along the wall adjacent to Frontline Francesca unnoticed, and I watch in horror as Keelie’s hand reaches for a bright red breaker.

      “Oh God, not the fire alarm!” I whimper, but it’s too late. The shrill sound of a bell screaming out sends executives and attorneys alike spilling into the main hall.

      Shouting ensues, salty language starts to fly, and then the unthinkable happens—the electricity goes out, and a light drizzle hits us just before the sprinklers hiss and sputter to life and let out a deluge of rain.

      Bodies fly past me en route to the staircase, and I make a mad dash for Keelie who seems to have forgotten the fact she is not invisible.

      “What in the hell are you thinking?”

      She gasps, her hair plastered to her face. “Did you just curse at me, young lady?”

      “Don’t you even start with me.” I yank her into the foyer, and we join the mad hustle down the stairwell and feed out into the parking lot with dozens of soggy legal eagles.

      We hit the Fallbrook fresh air, and I shake myself off like I’ve seen Toby, Noah’s golden retriever, do after he gives him a bath. And just as I’m about to wring my hair out, I stop cold.

      “That’s them! Ha! That’s Clayton and Ryan standing by the oleander bush.”

      Keelie scoffs. “You didn’t think I’d let you down, did you?”

      We trot on over, and I give a meager wave. “Fancy meeting you here.” I make a lame attempt to laugh while someone shouts to see if all parties are accounted for. Great. I’m making lame jokes and they’re scouting for co-workers who might have perished in the faux flames. “Um, we were just delivering cookies.”

      Clayton stops wiping down his cell phone a moment to get a better look at me. He still looks like one hundred percent frat boy to me even if he did bother to stuff himself into a three-piece monkey suit. His hair is sticking up on the side, and he looks as if he’s about to burst a blood vessel or two, he’s that angry.

      “Are you my three o’clock?” He softens a bit in the event I’m one of his many walking talking ATM machines. Everyone knows a good lawyer is an expert at sticking a hose to your bank account and siphoning what little bit of green you have right out.

      “Oh no, actually, I met you at the—at the art center with—”

      Ryan Holland smacks him. “That’s the baker from Honey Hollow. What are you doing delivering cookies all the way out here?” He tips his head to the side, and suddenly it feels as if I’m about to be interrogated by the best of them.

      “My fiancé’s sister works at an insurance firm out here. She’s the one that was on the board at the art center.” Boy am I ever glad Everett has a sister with Fallbrook connections. “I thought if I was going to stop by and see her, I might as well bring some cookies this way, too. You mentioned the law firm to my fiancé the other night. And I just know you’re shocked and saddened by what happened to your friend. I thought this might cheer you up.”

      Ryan studies me for a moment before nodding to Clayton as if he approved. Why do I get the feeling Ryan is the brains of this non-dynamic duo?

      Clayton shakes his head. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. I usually wait until the second date to shower with a girl.” He offers a short-lived grin, but Keelie and I cringe.

      Ryan swats him. “The water threw him for a loop. He’s usually better behaved.”

      From what I hear, that’s not necessarily true.

      Ryan rakes his fingers through his dark wiry hair. His tiny nose is reminiscent of his sister, but he’s still a rather striking man—tall, fit, well-educated. I wonder if he’s a cheat like his BFF? I seriously doubt it. His girlfriend, Blythe, seems like a sweet girl, very pretty, and she lingered on his every word. What more could a guy want?

      Clayton inspects me a moment as if I were next up on the stand. “Any news on who could have done something like this to Nessa?”

      “Are you kidding?” I manage to manufacture a disgruntled laugh. “Rumor has it, the Ashford Homicide Department can’t tell a victim from a suspect.”

      The two of them chuckle at Noah’s expense, and Keelie joins in.

      “That’s because you’re the best, Lot!” She slaps me over the back and cringes.

      Clayton tips his head back. “That’s right. You’re the sleuth. Hey, you’re not here investigating us, now are you?” A low guttural laugh emits from him, but his dark eyes remain pinned to mine with the accusation.

      “Are you kidding? Not only have I met Francesca, but I happen to know from my own experiences with my fiancé, nobody penetrates the secretarial barrier. I didn’t in a million years expect to actually see you.”

      Ryan gives a wistful shake of the head. “Nobody does security detail like Francesca. I guess it was fate that brought us together.”

      Keelie leans in. “So, who do you think killed Nessa? I heard it was the girl with the disco in Leeds.”

      I freeze a moment. Keelie’s mouth just prattled off words faster than my brain could process them.

      Clayton and Ryan exchange a quick glance, and Ryan gives another nod.

      Clayton’s chest swells like a barrel with his next breath. “Nope. None of the girls we know. I mean, Nessa had some tension with Vivian, but it’s not what you think.” He winces as if I’m twisting his arm to get another word from him. “It’s not a motive for murder. Viv has a cousin named Doreen Stearns. She works down at some dinner theater slash burlesque show in Leeds—the Can-Can Room, I think.” He looks to Ryan and takes a deep breath. “Look, Viv and I are getting married one day, and I don’t like throwing family under the bus. But Doreen—if she did this—she’s got some serious problems, and I want to see her get the help she needs.”

      “Was Doreen at the party that day?” I shake my head, doing my best to scroll through the hoity-toity guests Cormack introduced me to.

      The fire department rolls in, and I squirm at the sight of that oversized red truck having to waste its precious fuel on a false alarm.

      “That’s the thing”—Clayton glances around before leaning in—“she wasn’t invited. Everyone knew that it was a no-go as far as having Nessa and her in the same room. Nessa put her on the proverbial black list. But she liked Landon. Maybe Landon invited her?”

      “So she was there?” A thought occurs to me. I’m betting Max might know Doreen. I give a quick look around the vicinity, but Max is proving to be a no-show again. I could have really used him to stick around and spy on these two after Keelie and I make our escape.

      “She was there.” Clayton nods. “In fact, she stepped in through the back just after Ryan and I did.”

      “So that means she arrived just moments before Nessa died.”

      Ryan groans, “I saw her diving for those lemon bars as if she couldn’t get one in her hand fast enough.” He closes his eyes a moment. “And she was right next to Nessa.”

      Keelie gasps. “I bet she’s the killer!”

      Both Clayton and Ryan raise their hands as if they wanted nothing to do with it.

      “That’s on you to find out.” Clayton tips his head my way. “We’ll catch you ladies later. I think they just cleared us to head on in.”

      They follow the masses back inside just as a couple of sheriff’s deputies and a frantic Francesca head this way.

      I grab Keelie by the arm. “Run for it!”

      We make a mad dash for my Honda, but the deputies catch up to us before we have the chance to dive for the door.

      The big gruff one takes my hands by force and lands them behind my back. “You’re under arrest.”

      “For what?” I squawk, but deep down I know exactly what, and I’m going to kill Keelie for giving me a record.

      “Pulling a fire alarm is a serious offense. Not to mention, evading an officer and trying to make a break for it. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to read you your Miranda rights.”

      An audible gulp escapes me as I look to Keelie who also happens to be getting the same treatment.

      On the bright side, Fallbrook is still under the jurisdiction of the Ashford Sheriff’s Department, so at least I’ll be seeing Noah today. And if I get thrown into the pokey—I’ll probably get to see Everett as well.

      It looks as if that bath for two is out for the night.

      But thanks to Keelie, I still managed to land in hot water.
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      The Ashford Sheriff’s Department is a short boxy building that fans out like a labyrinth.

      No sooner are Keelie and I deposited inside than I start shouting for Noah.

      The walls, the floor, a majority of the furniture and fixtures are all beige in here. I recall hearing something about a renovation taking place, new paint, floor, etc., and here we are, the new and questionably improved version, which looks as if it’s screaming for yet another renovation. The scent of burnt coffee resonates in the air, and it’s chilly in here as if they have the air conditioner going full blast.

      The arresting officer, Officer Green, glances back at me, disgruntled.

      I’ve already made it clear that once my boyfriend finds out—I may have taken a bit of liberty there—that he, Officer Mean, would be up sheriff’s creek without a paddle.

      Keelie, however, trumped me once she informed him who her father was, the captain of the sheriff’s department himself, Captain Jack Turner. And, oddly enough, neither Officer Green nor his partner batted a lash—which makes me wonder if they’ve heard those same threats before. Nothing would surprise me anymore.

      We walk by Noah’s office during our long walk of shame, and I howl for him but to no avail. We walk by Detective Ivy Fairbanks office next door, and I spot her tight red bun as she works steadily on something, nose to the grindstone.

      “Ivy!” I shout as I try my best to pause and peer inside, but the officer holding up the rear shoves me along as if I were a common street thug.

      Ivy pops out of her office and begins to follow the shame parade.

      “Oh, thank God,” I groan. “Please get Noah for me. This is all one big huge misunderstanding.” Actually, it’s quite the opposite, but I’m not quite ready to throw Keelie under the bus. But I will. Oh, how I will.

      “Noah is on assignment.” Ivy’s lips pull back with satisfaction as she looks to the female officer cattle prodding us from behind. “To what honor do we owe their presence?”

      “Misdemeanor. Pulling a fire alarm without cause,” the woman chirps, inspiring Officer Green to turn around.

      Officer Green is tall and lean and has an angry smile that makes him look vindictive. I’m not sure if I approve of him patrolling the streets in an effort to keep our citizens safe. It looks to me he gets his jollies from arresting people for no good reason. I’m no legal expert, but an offense of this level is hardly worth keeping my hands strapped behind my back.

      The female officer in the rear confiscated our phones and purses before they ever dunked us into their patrol car, and I’m starting to feel like a hostage situation is taking place.

      Thank God I’m seeing a judge—a very powerful justice of the peace who has access to very powerful attorneys. I plan on suing the pants off the entire sheriff’s department. I don’t care if Keelie’s father runs it.

      Officer Green clicks his tongue. “Would have been a misdemeanor, but the sprinklers went off. I heard two people hurt themselves trying to make it down the stairwell. I’d say that escalates it to a felony.”

      “Felony!” I howl to Keelie, and she rolls her eyes.

      “Lottie, how many times do I have to tell you? I’m untouchable, and so are you.”

      Ivy scoffs and titters. “You keep believing that, princess. A false alarm of this magnitude can land you upwards of two years behind bars and a fine of five thousand dollars.”

      Keelie’s mouth rounds out. “Five grand? Lottie, I’m going to have to borrow some serious cash. I don’t have nearly that much saved up. Of course, I’ll lose my apartment, and I’ll have to move in with you. I’ll probably lose my car, too, because I can’t make the payments.”

      “I think you missed the tidbit about prison. I’m pretty sure they take care of room and board for the required amount of time.”

      She stares vacantly ahead as if trying to visualize what this might be like. “I’ll need the bottom bunk, and I can’t do orange. Do you think we can get someone to come in once a week for a mani pedi? I cannot imagine what my toes would look like after two years of zero maintenance.”

      Ivy barks out a laugh. “Don’t worry, girls. Most women’s prisons have an intricate network of inmates who share their less than hygienic talents. Of course, it will cost you something. Nothing is free in life, not even in prison.”

      “We’ll bring cash.” Keelie nods into the lunacy. “Lots and lots of cash.”

      Officer Green turns around. “They roll with a different kind of currency, if you know what I mean. Favors. Lots and lots of favors.”

      I bump Keelie’s shoulder with my own. “Unsavory favors.”

      Another sheriff intercepts us and pulls Officer Green to the side to have a word with him.

      Keelie scoffs. “Told you.” She smirks over to Ivy. “Ten bucks says my father just got wind of this.” She turns to the highly weaponized woman behind us. “I wouldn’t expect a holiday bonus if I were you.”

      Officer Green comes back, scratching his head, literally. “All right, ladies, we’re going this way.” We’re led down a long white corridor that leads to a metal door with a keyed entry, and once I see what’s on the other side, I let out something between a roar and a whimper. Leave it to Keelie’s antics to land us in the pokey.

      We’re trotted down to an empty cell in the back with nothing more than a couple of benches. And no sooner does the oafish officer take off our cuffs and lock us up than I start shaking my bestie.

      “What were you thinking? I can’t go away for two years. Pancake and Waffles will think I’ve abandoned them!”

      “Oh, relax. Your mother will sneak them in. And don’t forget about those boyfriends of yours,” she growls it out accusingly. “I have no one, Lottie! Not even Naomi will want to visit me once they ship me off to Nowheres-Ville. I’m going to cement my standing as the black sheep of the family.”

      “I’m the black sheep of the family, Keelie, remember? You can steal my freedom, but you can’t steal my crappy standing.” I take a deep breath as I try to calm myself for the first time in an hour. “I think we need to set some serious ground rules when it comes to our next investigation.”

      Keelie bursts into tears as her arms collapse around me. “I’m so sorry, Lot. I just thought—heck, I wasn’t thinking. But we’re in this together. It’s you and me, Lottie, through thick and thin.”

      The sound of metal on metal gets our attention, and it’s Officer Green once again, opening up our cage.

      “You—the blonde.” He nods Keelie over, and she bolts out of the cell and down the hall quicker than any apparition I’ve ever met.

      “Wait!” I try to do the same, but he’s locked the door once again and taken off after her. “What about me? Keelie? What happened to thick and thin?”

      “I’ll call you later, Lottie!” Her voice sounds small and distant. “I have to take a nice hot shower. This place gives me the heebie-jeebies!”

      “That makes two of us.”

      I head over to the ice-cold metal bench and think about what I’ve done—which is coincidentally exactly nothing. I suppose I’m an accessory, though. If things go sour, I can always throw Keelie under the proverbial sprinklers and testify that I knew nothing about her plot to start a thunderstorm in a high-rise. I can’t imagine the amount of office equipment that was ruined. And the fact people were hurt in that cattle herd going down the stairs just makes me sick.

      I’ll have to send them cookie platters for years just to make it up to them. That is, if they let me near an oven in prison.

      “Knock, knock,” a familiar voice hums, and I look to find a very handsome detective letting himself inside.

      “Noah!” I latch onto him so tight my entire body convulses with relief. “Oh Noah, I’ve never been so glad to see you in my life.” I grip him by the cheeks and press a hard kiss over his lips. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I inch back, my hand pressed over my mouth as if to guard it from happening again.

      Noah’s eyes are slow to open as if he were savoring the moment. His hands warm my back as he rides them up and down, and his breathing is heavy.

      “I’m not sorry, Lottie. Feel free to ply me with kisses anytime.” He offers up a sad smile, those evergreen eyes glinting my way. “I heard what happened. Lottie”—he pinches his eyes shut a moment—“you know better than that.”

      “It wasn’t me. It was Keelie. And I’m not entirely sure if she knows better than that.”

      A deep sigh expels from him, and it warms me. “You can’t run into danger like that. I know exactly why you were at the law firm. Did you speak with anyone?”

      I nod furtively. “Both Clayton and Ryan. They gave me a hot tip on a woman named Doreen Stearns. She’s Vivian’s cousin. Clayton thinks she did it. She works at some seedy nightclub in Leeds.” I make a face. “I’m sure you and Everett would love to tag along on that one.”

      His lips twist, but oddly enough Noah doesn’t look amused. “Lottie, I know you’re not going to like what I have to say, but I think I should be the only one tagging along with you.”

      My entire body sags. “Is this some sort of revenge for not standing by your side while your wife groveled to keep your marriage intact? I know where this is going. And you know how I feel about seeing a married man. It’s wrong. It’s morally corrupt. I feel bad enough I was sleeping with you and inadvertently turned myself into the other woman. I detest the other woman.”

      “I meant because I have a badge, and a gun. As much as I wish you would stay away from my homicide investigations in general—”

      “Your homicide investigations? Ha!” I try to push myself free, but Noah gives a crooked grin and holds on a little tighter. “I’ll have you know I’ve been personally invited to assist by the captain of the sheriff’s department. That’s hardly a small honor.” My voice hikes an octave, but I can’t help it. “And I’ve solved every homicide investigation your department has been a part of. Now I’m not saying anything disparaging about you personally, but I think my sleuthing skills are shining pretty brightly.”

      “And I agree.” Noah pulls me close again until my chest is pressed against his and I can feel the rhythm of his erratic breathing as I acquiesce to his warm embrace. “I’m saying you’re very lucky you haven’t been killed. And we both know you’ve come close almost every single time.”

      I wince because it happens to be true.

      His arms drop to their sides, and he takes a step back, his eyes still penetrating mine. “That’s why I think maybe you should hang out in here a little while longer.”

      “What?” I screech so loud my voice reverberates off the walls. “You are clinically insane if you think I should stay in this cell for one more minute.” Then it hits me. “Oh, I get it. This is where you expect me to start bargaining for my freedom. I take you back. Or better yet, I tell you my secret first, and then I take you back. Well, if that’s the case then—” A tall, brooding, vexingly handsome man darkens the doorway. “Oh, thank God! Everett, you have to get me out of here. Noah is trying to blackmail me. He wants me to dump you and hop back into bed with him or I’ll be forced to live in prison forever! And I’ll have to surrender unsavory favors if I ever want a manicure.” Not that I get them on the regular, but still.

      Everett shoots a bored look Noah’s way. “Personally, I’d choose prison.”

      “Well, I won’t. I choose freedom,” I howl as I do my best to rattle the bars, but they won’t budge. “Everett, help! He’s got the keys. He’s practically holding me hostage. Please get me out of here. I have to get home and take a long hot bath.” With you, I mouth in hopes to move things along a little quicker.

      “Keys, Fox.” Judge Baxter wastes no time in barking out orders.

      “Everett”—Noah sounds resigned to the fact I’m not going home with him—quite possibly ever again—“she’s going to hurt herself one day on these reconnaissance missions. She went to speak with Clayton McDaniel and Ryan Holland this afternoon.”

      “I know.” Everett lifts an arm as if to stop him. “Captain Turner briefed me in the parking lot. He was taking Keelie home. I heard everything.” He reaches through the bars and picks up my hand.

      Noah steps in close. “It was downright dangerous, and you know it.”

      Everett takes a breath. “Lottie, he’s right. I don’t like this. I don’t like you putting yourself in harm’s way anytime you feel like you want to interrogate a suspect.”

      “And why is that?” I take a full step away from the both of them. “It’s because I’m a woman, isn’t it? You think I can’t take care of myself.”

      “You can’t.” The veins in Noah’s neck flex. “And it has nothing to do with the fact you’re a woman and everything to do with the fact you don’t have protection on you.”

      “Then I’ll get a gun.” My voice thunders around the vicinity, and my own ears can’t believe what just flew from my mouth. The very last thing I want to touch is a gun. I hate them. I hate that I need to depend on them. I hate that whenever I’m in the bowels of trouble I wish to God that Noah was around with his. “Okay, so I’m probably not going to get a gun. But neither of you is going to stop me from trying to track down the killer. They tried to pin Nessa’s death on me. This is personal.”

      Noah and Everett exchange a long hard look as if my resistance to firearms were each other’s fault.

      Everett sticks his tongue into his cheek a moment as he looks my way. “I don’t suppose I can stop you from going without me on these escapades?”

      “No.”

      He drops his gaze to the floor. “Then you’ll need alternate forms of protection.”

      Noah takes a deep breath as if we were both trying his patience. “I’ve got some self-defense moves I can teach you.”

      Everett grunts, “I can get you a stun gun and some mace.” He shakes his head as if it still wasn’t good enough.

      “Great. Now that we’ve squared away my safety, can I please get home?”

      Noah unlocks the door and holds it open for me.

      “Thank you,” I say rather curtly as I step on out, and I can’t help but note the air smells a little bit sweeter on the other side of those bars.

      Noah walks us out to the parking lot. “Give me the keys to your car, and I’ll go pick it up for you. I’m assuming it’s still in Fallbrook.”

      “Are you sure? What about your car? We’ll give you a ride.” I offer up Everett’s services without asking first and feel terrible about it. I’ve already put everyone out enough.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Noah politely refuses. “I’ll hitch a ride with a unit in that direction. And I can arrange to have one pick me up in the morning and bring me back to the precinct. It’s not a big deal.” He flicks his hand my way until I fill it with my keys.

      “Thank you.” The words come out threadbare. “I really appreciate this.”

      “I don’t mind.” He looks from Everett to me. “It’s not like I have anything better to do tonight.”

      Everett lifts a brow. “No counseling with the wife?”

      “Nope. All done for the day. In fact, three more weeks until I make the judge happy and I’m back on my way to finalizing the documents.” He takes off with a spring in his step, tossing my keys and catching them.

      Everett wraps an arm around me as we watch him head back into the precinct.

      My body molds to his as I bat my lashes up at the good judge. “Would you believe I was about to ditch Keelie and head straight for your chambers for that hot date of ours?”

      “No.” He smacks his lips because he happens to be right, and he knows he is. He bows down and presses a kiss over the top of my head. “My bathtub or yours?”

      I opt for his. It’s bigger.

      Everett and I indulge in a long, hot, steamy bout of ecstasy.

      The bath isn’t so bad either.
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      A Friday night in Honey Hollow for most folks usually consists of dinner out, maybe a movie, or maybe a wholesome stroll around Honey Lake. A Friday night in Leeds usually consists of secret societies, mob dealings, and strip clubs. Tonight, we happen to be at an establishment that incorporates a little bit of all three of Leeds’ deadliest sins, the Leeds Can-Can Room.

      Despite its rather generic moniker, it’s actually pretty ritzy inside—that is, if you’re into hot pink and black satin décor. The Can-Can Room is a rather large restaurant with a stage built in at the front. It’s dimly lit inside with a flickering candle dotting each table, and the entire place holds the scent of pizza, which doesn’t surprise me since the dish sits prominently at the top of the menu.

      The four of us have just ordered our dinners, and the show has yet to begin. And by the four of us, I mean Everett and me and Noah and Cormack. Yes, he had the nerve to bring her along as his official plus one. Last night he happened to drop my car off in my driveway just as I was traipsing home, clad in Everett’s bathrobe, my hair sopping wet. Suffice it to say, he wasn’t thrilled when he put the coital pieces together.

      This is either his version of revenge or he simply can’t shake Cormack. Personally, I strongly think it’s the latter.

      “And look at this one.” She shows off her newest death threat on her phone. She hands a picture of it off to her new boyfriend. “It says steer clear or else.”

      “Steer clear of what?” I don’t even pretend to look horrified.

      Her blonde hair is slicked back into a sleek bun, and she’s wearing a sheer blue gown that makes her look like a knockout despite the fact she’s horrendously overdressed.

      Her eyes grow in size. “Of…I don’t know—a handbag sale? Your bakery? The killer?”

      I avert my gaze at the thought. “Okay, so here’s the deal. I don’t believe you. I don’t believe a single threat you’ve received. I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I have to go with my gut on this one.”

      Both Noah and Everett offer me pensive stares.

      Cormack coughs and sputters. “What do you mean you don’t believe me? You actually think I’m sending these threats to myself?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      Her mouth falls open, and I reach over and pluck the cherry from her fruity cocktail and drop it right into that wide maw of hers.

      Cormack pretends to choke in an effort to snag Noah’s attention just as Maximillian Finmore glides on over. He’s tall, conventionally handsome, and has that supernatural glow about him—and oddly, he’s grinning from ear to ear.

      “It’s about time you showed up!” I hiss as I pick up Everett’s hand so he can listen in on the otherworldly conversation.

      “I’m sorry.” Max wisely floats between Everett and me so it will look as if we’re talking to each other. “I guess you can say I’ve been delightfully detained.” His brows waggle suggestively, and both Everett and I exchange a look.

      Everett’s lips curve at the thought. “It’s nice to know the loving keeps on keeping on.”

      “What’s that?” Cormack practically pulls me back so she can get a better look at the two of us. “Did you just tell Lot-Lot you love her? My God, are we witnessing history in the making?” She seems both generally amused and happy for us.

      “Actually—” I’m at a loss for words at the moment. If it were true, she would be right, but it’s not the case at all.

      Noah shakes his head, dismayed. “No, Mack, we’re not. Everett wasn’t saying I love you because the only woman he’s told those words to are his mother.” Noah cinches his gaze over mine. “Has he told you he loves you yet since the last time we broached the topic?”

      A moment of silence bounces by.

      Noah nods. “I know. And I wouldn’t expect it anytime soon either.”

      Max lets out a chuckle while he slaps Everett over the shoulder. “The dude is going for the jugular, man. Go ahead and tell her you love her and knock it out.”

      “I’m not knocking it out.” Everett turns to glare at Noah. “When I tell Lemon I love her, you won’t be anywhere near the room.”

      Noah shakes his head at me. “He’ll tell you he loves you as soon as he can bring himself to utter your real name. But we both know that’s not happening either. You see, Lottie, Everett plays by his own rules. It’s Judge Baxter’s world. The rest of us are just living in it.”

      Everett’s lids lower as he leans in close to me. “In my world, you take center stage.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I growl right back without meaning to. But it’s true. When Everett and I are together, I mean, really together—let’s just say he generously caters to the flesh in remarkable superhuman ways. And when I say the flesh, I mean mine.

      Max points to the stage as the lights dim further and the spotlights twirl and swirl as they go insane. “I know why we’re here,” he whispers. “Doreen Stearns. Let’s just say she’s hot both in and out of the—”

      His last words are drowned out by a riotous drumroll.

      The show starts up with a lone singer introduced as Dynamite who comes out wearing a long, rather demure hot pink gown. I can tell that’s going to be the color of the hour. She’s warming the crowd up with a cover of a popular jazz song, and while she does so, dinner is served. As soon as she’s done, the first set of strippers—or I guess as they’re referred to in these parts, can-can girls, stroll out in short black dresses with bright pink tutus layered heavily underneath and begin hopping and skipping their way into a kick line.

      Max taps me on the shoulder. “That’s her—the short brunette, second on the end to your left. We had some wild nights. And, believe you me, Nessa didn’t like it. That’s actually what started their feud.”

      My mouth falls open as I look to Everett.

      He ticks his head toward Max. “Keep going.”

      Max watches the stage as if he were transfixed as the girls hike their skirts to their chins. They each have on a pair of pink frilly boy shorts underneath—which is far more compared to the dental floss they get away with at Red Satin. This is practically a nunnery in comparison.

      “They’re all so beautiful. I really miss this.” Max sighs as if he wanted every can-can loving moment on Earth restored to him. “Don’t get me wrong. Paradise is better, but there’s something to be said about how raw everything is down here. Mankind has so many fatal flaws, and instead of realizing them and fixing them, we tend to celebrate them. And sometimes we celebrate them in the most beautiful ways.” I think he just moaned. Clearly, he’s not in the right headspace to be witnessing such a spectacle. I’m betting there aren’t many Can-Can Rooms in the sky, and this frat boy just wants to drool over a pretty girl in her underwear. Speaking of which.

      “Where’s Greer?”

      “Trying to calm Winslow down. He’s had about enough of your mother’s boyfriend’s behavior. He’s trying to haunt him out on his rear.”

      “I had no idea he was living at the B&B!” Personally, I’m appalled by this demented development.

      Max blows out an exasperated breath as if he, too, were appalled. “He’s not an invited guest. But he doesn’t want to leave your mother’s side because he’s convinced another man is trying to steal her away. He insists on sleeping in the den downstairs, but your mother doesn’t like it one bit. She’s threatened Winslow and Greer. If they don’t scare him away by the end of the month, they’ll get their walking papers.”

      I can just see my mother shouting at the walls, barking out orders to the other side.

      Honestly? Did I expect anything less?

      Max lets out a haunting laugh. “Here they come.”

      “Here who comes?” I turn to find an entire brigade of burlesque dancers exiting the stage and shaking their can-cans at unsuspecting men in the audience.

      The short brunette heads our way with a devilish gleam in her eyes. And it’s Doreen! I feel as if we’ve hit the can-can lottery. She looks from Noah to Everett, and that wicked grin glides right off her face as if she’s suddenly perplexed by her totally hot choices and doesn’t know which to choose—so, of course, wisely, she takes them both.

      I can’t blame her. It’s a darned hard decision choosing between those two. Thankfully for me, Brit and that rock on her left hand made the decision pretty easy for me.

      Doreen takes on both men herself as she hauls them back with her. A stagehand comes out and lands a couple of chairs close to the front of the stage while Doreen forces Noah and Everett to take a seat. The girls all file back, and soon enough Noah and Everett get a close-up of every fanny and bustling front side as each and every can-can dancer takes a turn at pressing their goods into the boys’ faces.

      Lovely. It’s not every day you get to see the men you love getting a lap dance in front of you.

      Wait a minute. Did I just say love? I mean, I know that I love Noah—but it’s residual from before and I can’t quite seem to shut that show down.

      But Everett, too?

      My heart warms just thinking about it. Noah was right. Everett hasn’t said he loves me, but for the record I haven’t said it to him either.

      Oh my goodness. I swoon as I look to the handsome judge with a pair of knockers the size of watermelons wobbling in his face.

      I love Essex Everett Baxter. A stream of giggles escapes me. I’m in love—really genuinely in love.

      I swoon and cringe throughout the entire performance, and soon enough both men make their way back to their seats—Noah rather sheepishly and Everett with the beginnings of a wicked grin as if he’s learned a new party trick he can hardly wait to share with me.

      We finish up dinner, and the show comes to a rather flashy conclusion—as in, they donned the dental floss for the big reveal in the literal end.

      So not necessary. But the room breaks out into a riotous applause, and I begrudgingly join along.

      The lights go up, and the dancers come out for a final bow.

      I lean over to Everett. “We have to speak with her, but how?”

      Cormack hops up, still clapping away like a trained seal before she bolts to Doreen and offers her a death grip of a hug.

      Everett helps me up. “I think we just solved how.”

      I smack Noah on the arm. “That’s her. That’s Doreen Stearns, Viv’s cousin!”

      The three of us make a beeline over, and the petite brunette widens that hot pink grin.

      “Cormack Featherby!” She shakes her head wistfully. “You were the initial reason I went to that table. You always did surround yourself with the most handsome men on the planet.” She gives Noah’s cheek a pinch. “Which one of you lucky fellas warms the queen bee’s hive at night?”

      A strangled silence ensues, otherwise known as the truth. I spot Max fondling a couple of girls to my left and take a quick breath.

      “Will you excuse me?” I head over to the perverted poltergeist. “Are you insane? Get over there before I get on the redline to the other side and have you vacuumed right back to paradise where you belong!”

      A blonde with a pair of heavily drawn in crimson lips gasps. “I think she just threatened me.”

      “Sorry!” I quickly tiptoe my way back, but Max beats me there by a ghostly mile and I’m glad about it, too.

      Noah gives me that look that lets me know he just witnessed my madness once again. At this point, I’m fine with it. So far, he hasn’t called the men with the net, so I’ve got to be home free at this point.

      I covertly pick up Everett’s hand in the event Max has anything of value to add.

      Doreen leans in toward Everett. “And after Nessa’s dad left my father penniless, I never wanted anything to do with the wicked witch again. Can you blame me? My dad died of a heart attack a month later. The stress of it all outright killed him. My mother had to get a job as a secretary in an insurance agency. We had to sell our home because the mortgage was too high. Between what she still owed her old creditors and her new debts—she hardly makes enough to pay the rental she has now. The only reason I’m working at this place is to help my kid brother get through college. None of this would have happened if Nessa weren’t such a spoiled little brat. I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but if it weren’t for her arranging for my father to get canned, our lives would be a lot more different today. One of us would still have a life.”

      Everett leans my way. “Her father worked for Nessa’s.”

      She nods, affirming this. “Nessa caught me making out with one of her flings. Max Finmore. Boy, was he a hottie.”

      Max beats his chest like an ape. “That’s me, the hottie.”

      Doreen shrugs. “He’s gone now, though. They both are. Him, I’ll cry a river for, and I have. Her, I’ll toast the universe for doing what’s right for a change. You know, I thought Max and I might actually get married someday.” She sighs as she gets a faraway dreamy look in her eyes. “His death wasn’t an accident, you know.” She looks to my right at seemingly dead air, but it’s indeed the dead—Max, whom she so seems to crave. “Nessa screwed with the hitch on that dump truck he rented. I don’t think she saw it ending quite that way, but she did it. She killed Maximillian Finmore. She was a murderer long before she was ever murdered.” She shivers as if a chill just ran through her.

      I look to Max, and he looks paler than usual.

      “Nessa killed me? She was responsible for the hitch sticking.” He closes his eyes a moment and lets out an egregiously loud roar—so loud my eardrums rattle and Everett drops his hand from mine.

      Doreen gasps. “Sounds like thunder outside. Anyway, I hope they catch the killer. Whoever did it made sure Nessa would die in the most horrific way. Being in control was sort of her thing. And the way she rolled around and choked... For once, everyone got to see her losing what little control she had left until she was finally forced to give up breathing.” She offers an indifferent shrug. “At least she won’t be around to hurt anyone else. Viv has told me stories.”

      “What kind of stories?” I lean in, mesmerized already by what I might hear next.

      “Those are Viv’s tales to tell.” She looks Cormack up and down. “Landon knows them, too. I would guess she wouldn’t want her sister to know about the unsavory details of her life. On second thought, maybe don’t go prying.” She gives Cormack another quick hug before waving to us all. “Be sure to come back now.” She pretends to shoot both Noah and Everett. “There’s a lot more where that came from, boys.”

      She takes off, and Max follows, looking sullen and mournful for what he could have had with that beautiful vibrant girl.

      “Nessa was a killer.” A quivering breath escapes me as I say it.

      Cormack tips her head back. “All of Nessa’s enemies paraded around as her friends.” She cuts a look in Doreen’s direction. “And she’s wrong. Landon told me everything.” Cormack looks as if she could have slaughtered Nessa herself, and suddenly I have a new suspect on my list.

      We head out to the parking lot, and Noah helps Cormack into the passenger’s side of his truck before entombing her inside.

      He comes over to Everett and me.

      “That’s why I brought her, Lot. I mentioned where I was going, and she said she knew a girl who worked here. Doreen Stearns.”

      “As much as I hate to say it, she did prove to be invaluable. Have you considered Cormack herself as a suspect?”

      Noah inches back and looks at me as if I’ve just grown two heads.

      “There’s no way Cormack did this.” He’s quick to defend his quasi-date.

      Everett shakes his head. “I have to agree. Cormack doesn’t have it in her.”

      “How do you know?” I ask, suddenly annoyed with both of my formidable suitors, past and present. “I say we can’t take her off the suspect list until we investigate further. Noah, since you’re dating her, I suggest you do a little interrogating on your own. I have a feeling you could get her to confess to just about anything.” I scowl at him because I happen to know it’s true.

      Noah’s lids droop and he looks increasingly annoyed. “I’m not dating her. I’m in love with you, Lottie.” His dimples flex in and out. “I don’t mind saying it because I’m not afraid to.” He leans over and offers a brazen kiss to my cheek. “I’ll let you know if I glean anything.”

      “Come on, Lemon.” Everett takes up my hand. “I think it’s time you get a real kiss goodnight.”

      Everett drives us home and walks me to my door. He delivers that real kiss he promised, and it feels every bit like paradise, leaving me dizzy and heady and outright inebriated and greedy for more.

      I gently nibble on his lower lip before pulling back and looking up at those searing blue eyes that seem to have the power to see right into my soul.

      My finger lands gently over his lips as my heart ratchets up to top speed.

      “I’m going to say something, and then I’m going to head inside. I don’t want you to say a single word back to me. Do you understand?” I say it curt with a crooked smile blooming on my face because I happen to know he loves it when I’m curt with him.

      A dark laugh rumbles from him as he gives a solemn nod.

      I take a deep breath as I gird myself for what comes next, and it feels right and perfect and I couldn’t think of a better backdrop for the event than that of a full moon behind him and the warm spring breeze licking at our skin.

      “Essex Everett Baxter”—his name comes out breathless from me—“I love you.”

      His eyes widen as I slip into the house and bolt the door shut. I pick up both Pancake and Waffles, two feline balls of marshmallow fluff, and run giggling all the way to bed.

      I love Everett.

      Yes, I do.
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      A few hours after I hit the Cutie Pie Bakery and Cakery this morning, I found a note taped to the front door. Since I enter from the back, it took me a while to spot it, but as soon as I did, a million little butterflies began fluttering around my tummy at the thought of Everett leaving me a sweet nothing, here for me to find. But as soon as I plucked it from the glass, I realized it was indeed nothing.

      This is no love note from Everett. It’s one of those fake threats Cormack has been planting on herself. I can’t help but roll my eyes as I take it in. In terrible penmanship it reads, you’re next.

      As if. Am I really supposed to believe that less than twenty-four hours after I accuse Cormack of faking it that I too get a visceral threat tossed my way?

      Please.

      I bet she slapped it on my window on her way to her Swift Cycle class.

      Britney, who happens to be a franchise owner of Swift Cycle, likes to open up the gym around five in the morning, and she gets quite a handful of customers. Of course, when she’s all through with them, she sends them my way to gain back all the calories they’ve spent. She’s wicked that way, but, hey, it works for my bottom line, too.

      The bakery holds the thick scent of fresh coffee and the heavenly, rich, buttery scent of croissants. Despite the fact I made the dough late yesterday afternoon, they still took all morning to bake, but they were worth every melt in your mouth bite.

      No sooner does the morning rush die down than Carlotta, my mother, and Meg stroll in.

      “Now here’s a trio for you. What can I get for you, ladies?” I bounce behind the counter, happy to see each one of them, and this surprises me a bit about Carlotta, but it seems we’ve really turned a corner.

      My mother lifts a heavily penciled in brow at Carlotta. “Go ahead and tell her.”

      Meg averts her eyes, and she asks Lily for a cup of coffee. “Make sure it’s leaded.”

      “What’s going on?” I pile a platter full of warm croissants and slide them over to my mother.

      “Mayor Nash is running for reelection next month, and I’ve signed up to be a campaign volunteer. He says I can take the chief position.” She giggles with delight. “We’ll hold the victory party next door at the Honey Pot Diner, and you can cater the dessert. He’s a macaron man himself.” Her shoulders shimmy as she shakes her own macarons.

      “What about volunteering at the hospital?” I ask—even though that is the exact venue where she met Rich Dallas. “I mean, you can’t do both, and run the B&B, right?” I’d hate to see my mother stretch herself too thin.

      “I’ve officially left my post at the hospital.” She makes a face as she pulls the platter of treats her way. “I thought it was best to start breaking off all ties with Rich, and that meant the volunteer position, too. And I’m more than fine with it. Did you know that hospitals are just filled with sick people? It really was the wrong place for me. But Mayor Nash and those dreamy hazel eyes... Not a woman in her right mind could say no to him.”

      My mouth squares out in horror. “Mother! Chrissy Nash is your best friend. You cheered her on when she dumped her cheating ex.”

      “And she’s fine with it. In fact, she’s going to campaign right along with me. She certainly doesn’t want her ex to be jobless in the foreseeable future. She likes her monthly alimony payment just the size it is.”

      “Speaking of cheating exes.” Carlotta scoffs. “That boyfriend of hers was easier to steal than I first suspected. It turns out, good old Richie boy isn’t feeling the love the way he used to from his randy Mandy.”

      I give my mother the side-eye. “There’s a nickname for you.”

      My mother is quick to wave me off. “The important thing is that Rich is cheating on me now. That’s the progress I’ve been looking for.”

      Meg stops mid-bite of her croissant. “Do I have permission to kill him now?”

      Mom swats her on the arm. “No. You can’t kill him, dear. This is like detangling a delicate necklace. You need to go about it very carefully or—”

      Carlotta leans toward my mother. “He’ll kill you.”

      “Oh, he will not.” My mother wrinkles her nose at the idea. But deep down, she has to think it might be a little bit true. That man practically has the words homicidal psychopath carved into his forehead.

      “Although it does beg the question”—I start—“when do you actually dump him?”

      My mother twists her lips as she considers this. “It should be done in a public setting, of course. That kind boarder of mine invited the two of us to her divorce party re-do down at the art center. It’s going to be a masquerade ball.” Her shoulders do the shimmy. My mother’s shoulders seem to do the shimmy quite often. “So, of course, we said yes. And Carlotta is invited, too, because Landon said I could bring whomever I wished.”

      “Good,” I say. “Because you’re bringing me. And Everett and Noah and possibly all of Noah’s harem, and that includes his partner.”

      Meg nods. “Count me in. I like free food and making fun of things that look like a three-year-old painted them with their toes.” She points down to the lone croissant left on her plate. “Can I get this to go, Lot? I’m teaching a yoga class soon, and I can’t be late.”

      “I didn’t know you were teaching yoga now,” I say as I place two into a bag for her. No matter what my sisters ask for, I’ll always double their order. I love them that much.

      Meg shrugs. “It’s just a side gig. It’s all the way out in Fallbrook at their fancy country club.” She makes a face because Meg is pretty much allergic to fancy.

      “Fallbrook?” My investigative antennae go up. “I was about to head that way at some point today. Next up on my suspect list is a girl by the name of Vivian Wood. She’s outrageously gorgeous with a white blonde bob and eyes that look like a clear blue sky. She has that aura of the golden age of Hollywood.”

      Carlotta snorts. “You mean before it became porn star central and basically a dumpster fire? It was the first place I went after I dumped you at the fire department.”

      “Why do I get the feeling I don’t want to know about your dicey Hollywood connections?”

      “Ooh.” Meg’s ice blue eyes enlarge. She’s ringed them in with dark kohl, but it looks less raccoon and more coveted smokey eye. “Hey, if Carlotta shot some dicey movies, people are going to think it’s you, Lottie. You’re practically twins.”

      I cringe at the thought. “Now I really don’t want to know.”

      Carlotta looks pensively to the ceiling. “Vivian Wood. Why does that sound familiar?”

      “She was at the scene of the crime,” I volunteer, but Carlotta shakes her head.

      “Oh, I remember. She was in the society section of the paper. That fiancé of hers and his law firm partner just officially announced a new charity they’re starting up—something about affordable housing projects.”

      “It makes sense. Clayton and Ryan are about to launch their political careers.”

      Mom moans through a bite of the croissant she stole from Meg’s bag, so I plate up some more for her and Carlotta.

      “They call that seeding.” Mom nods. “I bet they picked just the right wives to propel their political careers, too. Chrissy says her proposal was nothing more than a calculated move to land Mayor Nash at the helm of the Honey Hollow’s political scene.”

      “I know that chick you’re talking about—Viv.” Meg nods my way before talk of Mayor Nash begins to derail the conversation once again. “She’s in my yoga class.”

      I suck in a quick breath. “What time did you say class began?”
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        * * *

      

      It’s at ten. Which almost gave me zero time to rally up Keelie and get us down to Fallbrook. Poor Noah went through all the trouble of getting my car home last night, and here I am again, right back in Fallbrook with it.

      Keelie and I saunter into Meg’s fancy yoga class with the lavender mats she lent us that smell of burnt rubber and feet. They also happen to be shedding long rubber strands, but we’ve chosen to ignore the hairy predicament for now. She says they use the mats down at Red Satin when she’s teaching the girls their sexy moves.

      Keelie bumps her shoulder to mine as we inspect the rest of the girls in the class, most of which are already stretching like well-seasoned acrobats.

      “I hope we don’t catch a disease because of these molting mats.”

      I can’t stop myself from rolling my eyes. “You think this is a hygiene issue? You would have really hated prison. I hear they make you tie sanitary napkins to your feet when you take a shower so your toes don’t fall off. See what you almost got us into?”

      She huffs at the thought. “You mean what I clearly got us out of. Once I explained to Daddy this was all a big mistake, he had them drop all pending charges. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      My lips part as I try my best to make sense of her words. “How exactly was the fact that you pulled the fire alarm an accident?”

      “I slipped and fell. I was trying to tiptoe along the wall and my foot caught on the carpeting. Nobody carpets anything anymore, Lottie, and you know it. The blame falls on that crappy interior designer’s shoulders. Anyway, I told Daddy I had to grip the first thing I saw to keep from tumbling to the floor, and, of course, he was relieved I didn’t break an ankle. He says the firm has excellent insurance, and we won’t incur any charges regarding the damages.”

      My mouth is still wide open. “Wow. I guess it’s great to have a daddy in high places.”

      She ticks her head to the side as if she were sorry for me. “Have you ever asked Carlotta who your—um, birth daddy might be?”

      I offer Keelie a hug for not dismissing Joseph Lemon as some con artist who stepped in to take his place. Joseph Lemon was in fact my real daddy. “No, Keels, I’m not really interested in who he is.”

      A svelte blonde walks into the room, and both Keelie and I gasp. Her silvery locks are pulled back into a bun, and she’s chosen to eschew the makeup and let her day-glow peepers steal the show. Viv really is stunning.

      “That’s our girl,” I whisper. “Let’s set up shop wherever she lands.”

      We trot off to the left side of the room where she lays her mat just a few rows back from where my sister will be barking out orders at us.

      Viv lies on her mat, and both Keelie and I follow suit as she does a double take in my direction.

      “Oh, hey! I remember you.” She winces. “I heard they shut down your bakery because you poisoned Nessa.”

      “What?” I honk so loud Meg gives me a dirty look as she stands at the front of the room. “No such thing happened,” I hiss. “They’re still looking for the killer.” I shrug, trying desperately to look indifferent about it. “I had a friend like Nessa once.” I scoff as if this wasn’t a good thing. “She almost killed us with all those crazy antics of hers.” Okay, so I didn’t quite think through how I was going to segue into this conversation, but then I didn’t think Viv would throw the bakery under the homicidal bus either.

      Meg starts in on what appears to be innocent slow stretches, and both Keelie and I fearlessly partake in the muscular mayhem.

      “You’re right.” Vivian lunges forward and grasps her toes in an effort to mimic Meg’s new move, and my hands only get about as far as my knees. I’ll have to work on this. Everett really does require an elastic element to his lady friends. A silly smile swims over my face as I think back upon last night. I can’t believe I mustered up the nerve to tell him I love him.

      Keelie knocks her foot to mine. “What exactly is she right about? I’m sorry, I’ve known this girl for years, and she’s rarely right about anything.” She gives my foot another tap in attempt to let me know she’s teasing.

      Viv gets up on her knees per my sister’s orders, and we do the same.

      “The friend thing.” Viv blows a slow breath from her mouth. “Nessa was toxic. She polluted the entire inner circle with her antics. She wasn’t really going to kill anyone, but I suppose everyone had their own self-worth to lose.” She shrugs. “But you and I both know those kinds of people write their own rules, and if you don’t like them, they gladly show you the door.”

      I glance to Keelie. Vivian just offered up rather vague information. But I’m not entirely sure I’ll get too much more out of her.

      Meg turns around and folds her arms unnaturally behind her back. “Reverse prayer position!” She commands, and women all around us begin plucking their joints from their sockets in an effort to fold their extremities like an origami project.

      “Oh my God.” Keelie gasps as she does her best to slap her shoulder blades. “I think this actually might explain why every traffic accident I’ve been in has involved reverse in some capacity. I have no concept of the idea.”

      Viv hops up, lithe as a gazelle. “Like this.” She carefully takes Keelie’s arms, and before we know it, Keels is shooting up a backward prayer with the best of them.

      She comes my way.

      “I’m good,” I say, clasping my hands together in front of my chest. “I like hitting up the Big Guy the traditional way.”

      “Ah.” Viv bounces back to her mat by my side. “So, you’re a traditional girl. I say good for you. That judge you’re seeing? Before Nessa bit the big one that day at the party, she already singled him out.”

      “Singled him out for what?” A twinge of jealousy burns through my insides at the thought of Nessa singling out Everett. Which is totally silly, by the way, for a number of reasons. One, Everett is hot, therefore, free game to be singled out forever. And two, Nessa is dead. If Everett were the last man she laid eyes on, I’d say it was quite a send-off.

      “You know.” She twitches her upper lip my way as if whatever it was disgusted her. “Sunday brunch.”

      “Sunday brunch?” I look to Keelie in hopes she can decode whatever preppy slang Viv just flung my way, but she, too, comes up empty.

      We assume the next limb numbing position my sister wrangles us into.

      Why do I get the feeling Meg has a strong disdain for the fine people at the Snobsdale Country Club? One more torque of my shoulder and it’s going to wind itself right off my body.

      I glance back to Viv. “Oh, that Sunday brunch.” I roll my eyes as if it were obvious, but, dear God, I’m clueless.

      Viv shudders. “Disgusting, right? I mean, when I first met the group, Clayton already had Sunday brunch with Nessa so, thank God, I didn’t have to go through with that. But poor Blythe. As Landon likes to point out, she was really Blythe-sided.” She makes a face at Landon’s immature analogy. “She’s from a prim and proper family. And, of course, before it happened, Clay and Ryan were still undergraduates. They had no clue they’d eventually venture into political careers. But Nessa was real good about keeping quiet regarding it anyway. And my God, if she wasn’t, Clay would have killed her himself to keep her mouth shut.” She pants as she stretches her arm behind her back as if she were a human windmill. “Kidding, sort of.” She grunts into the next body warping position. “Nessa’s father is a very powerful man. He owns a majority of shares in just about every Fortune 500, oil fields, a diamond mine in Canada—you name it. You’ve heard of the Wolf of Wall Street? He’s the piranha. Anyway, as fate and misfortune would have it, all of our fathers are somehow tied to Nessa’s. It would be impossible not to be. She could land any one of them in the unemployment line. And she liked to wield that power.”

      “That’s terrible. Has anyone ever said no to Sunday brunch?”

      “Two people. Grace Navarro would rather gouge her own eyes out than pimp out her boyfriend Roger. Both Grace and Roger’s fathers were canned the next week mysteriously. We’re not talking from janitorial positions either. Grace’s dad was the CEO of a major corporation. Even Grace thought he was untouchable. And Roger’s dad not only lost his senior standing at a prominent law firm, but he was forced to sell off commercial property he owned in Arkansas. Who knows what lies Nessa told her father. And then there was Joselyn Montclair. Joselyn took her boyfriend and hightailed it out of Nessa’s cult in style.” She leans in with her lips pressed with a feverish grin as if she were about to let the juiciest morsel fly. “She set a torch to Nessa’s walk-in closet.”

      My lids fly back like roller shades. “I’m almost afraid to find out what happened to her.”

      “In one week, her father lost his license to practice medicine, her mother was disbarred, her brother was arrested for grand larceny, her big sister mysteriously had her invitation to attend Aimsley revoked, and she, herself, ended up on a locked psychiatric ward for six months. When she was released, the entire family moved to Europe. They didn’t even feel safe on the same continent as Nessa and her all too real threats.”

      “That paints Nessa out to be the worst kind of monster. She’s basically the Don of the preppy mob.”

      “Basically. So you can see where Blythe’s pretty little hands were tied. And she didn’t like it one bit.”

      My mind whirls and twirls in every direction at once as Meg has us stand feet apart and touch one hand to the ground, the other to the ceiling.

      I grunt to Vivian without meaning to. “So what exactly was Blythe’s role in the Sunday brunch?” I bet that will clear things right up.

      “More like non-role. Landon and I had to Blythe sit. We took her to Echelon the night before to get her good and snockered, but Blythe doesn’t drink so there was no way to chemically numb the pain for her. She was livid. We took her to my place because it was furthest from the nest.” She waves it off. “Nessa liked to rent a bungalow outside of the Bismarck.”

      The Bismarck Hotel is Vermont’s version of Chateau Marmont. About a million years ago, Hollywood’s elite would escape the big city lights and hang out among the maples while catching a little respite. So, they built a fancy hotel right here in Fallbrook.

      What would she do with these men in a hotel?

      “Oh my God,” I belt it out just as Meg announces that class is over. Nessa was far beyond power-hungry—she was boyfriend hungry, too. She wasn’t taking them to Sunday brunch—they were Sunday brunch! I’ve never said this before, but Nessa really had it coming.

      Viv jumps to an upright position and rolls up her mat like a seasoned pro. “I guess I’ll see you both at the masquerade ball.”

      “For sure,” I say as a panic brews in me at the thought of losing Vivian so soon. “Can I ask if Blythe and Nessa ever got along?”

      Her thin lips curl at the tips. “Let’s just say that Blythe was the only one in our circle who was an exception to the rule.”

      “Exception to what rule?”

      “She didn’t have to pretend to like Nessa. Ryan would have ditched our circle, but Clay wouldn’t have it. Blythe hated her with a passion.” Her expression grows sour. “And now Nessa is dead.” She gives a fluttery-fingered wave. “Ta-ta for now!”

      Vivian takes off, and Meg comes over wiping her face down with a hand towel.

      “How’d it go? Is Viv your killer?”

      I glance to Keelie as she struggles with our shedding mats.

      “I don’t know, but I think I have to talk to Blythe.”

      “Blythe? Sounds like the name of a mental institution where they ship you off and throw away the key,” my sister quips back.

      “It does not. Blythe is totally sane, by the way. She’s the only one who hated Sunday brunch. I have a feeling she’ll be my favorite inmate of the Nessa St. James asylum.”

      My phone chirps, and I pull it out.

      “It’s a text from Everett.”

      Both Meg and Keelie hover over the screen.

      I think it’s time we talk.

      Keelie inches back as if my phone morphed into a viper. “That sounds ominous.”

      Meg is quick to blow it off. “Knowing that hot freak, it’s code for something sexual.”

      But I agree with Keelie, and my stomach bottoms out at what this might mean.
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      Jenson Becker stopped by the bakery while I was away on my mind and body-bending excursion and dropped off a paper bag full of Nessa’s sketches. Once I closed the shop that evening, I took my loot and headed straight home.

      I texted Everett as soon as I received that ominous message this afternoon, and he said he would meet me back at the proverbial ranch. The sun has just set, and there’s still an ethereal glow over all of Country Cottage Lane. The spring air is warm, pulling the perfume right out of the night-blooming jasmine that lines the houses along the street, and the sweet, heady scent intoxicates me.

      The first thing I noticed when I pulled up to my country chic home with its wraparound porch was the peachy glow emanating from inside and the fact the lights seemed to be flickering. I head up the walkway and note a familiar looking specter reclining in the rocker just outside my door.

      “It’s about time you got here.” Max slaps his knee and jumps to his ghostly feet.

      I’m about to say something when a female voice garbles out something from inside the house, and just as my curiosity hits its zenith, Greer Giles steps right through the wall and lands on the porch between Max and me.

      “Oh, Lottie, just wait until you see what’s going on inside!” She’s got her slick dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, and she’s donned the familiar white ruched dress she was shot in, complete with a crimson stain over her chest and I’m assuming over her back as well.

      “What is going on inside?” I let myself in to find the room lit warmly with candles on every free surface, pink rose petals are strewn around the floor, the fireplace is going, and there are at least two dozen long-stem blood red roses sitting on the dining room table in a gorgeous cut crystal vase. But the most staggering visual of all is what I find on the sofa—Everett and Noah seated at opposite ends of it, each with a beer in their hands. They hop to their feet as soon as they spot me.

      Everett is still wearing his suit—most of it. His jacket is off, his sleeves are rolled up, and his tie is hastily loosened and it gives off that deconstructed prom vibe that all women seem to be such suckers for, me included. Noah’s gun is still strapped to his back, no jacket to hide it, and he, too, looks as if he stepped out of the station and into my living room.

      “Am I interrupting something?” I ask as I land Nessa’s bag of sketches on the table. “Perhaps the most elaborate and frighteningly romantic former stepbrother reconciliation?”

      Noah scowls, and his dimples press in. “He wishes. I thought you had an intruder, so I came over to make an arrest. I should have shot on sight.”

      Everett lands his beer bottle on a coaster before heading my way and wrapping his arms around me, landing his warm lips over mine. He pulls back a notch, and if I didn’t know better, those day-glow blue peepers are smiling at me.

      “See?” Greer screeches. “I told you so! Isn’t it something?”

      “Hey?” Everett glances around. “Has she been here the entire time?”

      Before I can answer, Pancake and Waffles come out in a processional as rose petals rise around them in their wake.

      Noah picks up Waffles. “Shows what you know. These are boys. My boys.” Noah presses a kiss over Waffles’ forehead, and it warms my heart to no end. My cats are akin to my children, and I love how both Noah and Everett treat them as their own.

      Both Everett and I know that he meant Greer. I suppose with his arms wrapped around me, he can still hear the dead.

      “Both Max and Greer are present,” I whisper to Everett and wince as if I were unsure. “Is this the right time?” I say it lower than a whisper as I glance to Noah. I did tell Noah that I would tell him my secret as soon as the three of us were alone.

      He glances back to Noah and shoots him the death rays as if he’d like to add another spook to the list.

      “If that’s what you want, Lemon. I fully support you.”

      Noah perks up. “What’s this? Have I inadvertently stumbled upon a breakup party?” Noah lifts a brow my way. “Say it’s so, Lottie. I’ll move us both to the north end of town and buy us a big house. We can forget all about this error in judgment.”

      A deep rumble emits from Everett. “I wouldn’t question her judgment if I were you. But then, we make different moves. That’s why my arms are around her, and you’re holding a couple of boys.” He blinks a dry smile. “And a big house, huh? I suppose you’ll need it to store your surplus of women.”

      “Oh stop, you two,” I say, taking Everett by the hand and leading him back to the sofa. “Noah, this isn’t how I envisioned this conversation happening, not with the candles and flowers and those roses, my God.” I turn to Everett and give his tie a tug my way. “Thank you. This is exceptionally beautiful,” I whisper. “This will just take a minute.” I nudge my head toward Noah.

      Noah steps over and lands on the ottoman between Everett and me.

      “What is it, Lot?” He looks resigned to the fact he’s crashing a very private party. “What will just take a minute?”

      Just hearing him repeat my words guts me.

      Greer pops up next to him. Half her body is through the floorboards, and it’s an unnerving sight. “Oh, Lottie, he looks heartbroken.”

      Max takes a seat on the coffee table—typically a strictly verboten move, but considering he’s missing a corporal form, I’m pretty sure the damage will be minimal.

      “Listen, Lottie”—Max leans in just as I thread my fingers with Everett’s so he can listen in on the conversation—“I think you should take it easy on the poor guy. I was here before you came home, and they may not have been having any kind of a reconciliation, but Noah poured his heart out to Everett. This guy is in deep, and it’s a bottomless pit where he can’t stop falling—falling for you, Lottie. Those were his words.”

      Everett expels a hard breath as if he couldn’t contest the conversation.

      “Oh, Noah”—his name comes out more of a whimper—“I don’t know what to say.”

      His eyes trace out my hand conjoined with Everett’s. “That’s okay. I think I’m getting the picture.” He starts to rise from his seat.

      “No, no”—I push him back down—“I think this is a good time to have the talk.”

      “The talk?” Noah lifts his head as he looks from Everett to me. “What talk?”

      “The birds and the bees,” Everett grumbles. “We’ll demonstrate for you.” He shakes his head. “Lemon’s secret. What else would it be?”

      Noah’s eyes enlarge the size of golf balls. “Really?” He jerks forward as if he were about to have the framework for the universe laid out for him.

      “Really?” both Greer and Max chime in unison.

      “Yes, really,” I say, looking to the two of them.

      Greer moans out her disapproval, “Lottie, think about this. Once you reveal your big fat secret, who knows where this will lead?”

      “It won’t lead anywhere,” I whisper to her, and Noah shifts his torso over a notch as if he had fallen out of my line of vision.

      “Okay”—he blinks into the thought—“so it won’t lead anywhere. Lottie, you have to know your secret is safe with me.”

      Max chortles out a laugh. “Until he can use it against you.”

      “He’s not using it against me,” I say incredulously to the saucy specter.

      Noah glances to Everett, confused. “Is this a part of it? She’s doing it again, isn’t she?”

      My fingers fly to my lips. “Yes.” I swallow hard. “I’m doing it again.”

      Greer shakes her head wildly at me and pretends to slit her throat. “Do not tell him tonight. You need to have an entire evening free to answer questions, to be with him. You can’t just kick him out on his ear so you and the judge can fornicate freely—romantic as it might be.” She swoons as she looks around at candles and the flowers.

      I suck in a quick breath. “She’s right.” I look to Everett and close my eyes a very long time. “You’ve done so much, and I was about to ruin all of your effort.”

      “You didn’t ruin anything.” Everett swipes his beer up and points the tip toward Noah. “He did.”

      “Noah, I’m sorry, but I’ve changed my mind. I think I should have—”

      “The night with Everett.” He leans back and folds his arms across his chest defiantly.

      “No, that’s not what I was going to say. I think we need more time. We should do this here, but not tonight. Maybe tomorrow after work we can all meet here again?”

      Everett flexes a dry smile his way. “It’s your date. That means you bring the candles.”

      “Not happening.” Noah leans in once again. “Tell me tonight. I’ve waited months to know the answer to this puzzle, and it’s been killing me. Everett can wait another five minutes.”

      “It’s not going to take five minutes, Noah.” My voice tenses just the way his did. “I can’t just leave you alone once you find out. You’ll have questions. We’ll make a night out of it. I’ll get a pizza from Mangia, and I’ll bake your favorite chocolate chip cookies.”

      Everett rumbles with the idea of a laugh. “We’ll give you a nice tall glass of milk to enjoy them with and send you to bed.”

      Noah shakes his head, his eyes growing darker as if his fury were piquing. “I don’t want pizza or cookies. I just want the truth. I’m a big boy, Lottie. I can handle whatever you tell me. If I have questions, I can save them for another time. Just blurt it out, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “It’s not the kind of thing you blurt out.” It comes out louder than I anticipated, and if I were a stranger walking into the room, I’d think I just stepped into a shouting match. “And my secret deserves more time than some soundbite allows. So if you just cooperate with me and let me buy you a pizza and bake you cookies, this will be a heck of a lot easier on us all!”

      “Oh yeah?” Noah jumps to his feet, his fury quickly melting away to disappointment. “Well, I’ll just be across the street then, waiting around for the two of you to finish whatever two adults do after they’ve been plied with roses and chocolate.”

      I turn to Everett and gasp. “There’s chocolate?”

      “Belgian.” He gives a sly wink.

      I turn back to Noah. “Way to ruin the surprise.” I toss a pillow at him, and he catches it. A crooked grin comes and goes as he lands the pillow back gently next to Waffles.

      “It’s okay that you’re angry with me, Lottie. In a twisted way, it makes me think that you still very much care for me.” He heads to the door. “I’ll be up late if you want to talk.” He leaves with a soft click of the door, and both Max and Greer give a sorrowful moan.

      Everett cranes his neck in their direction. “Where exactly are they, so I can throw a pillow at them?”

      I slide over onto his lap and hug his neck. “Why does this have to be so hard?”

      Everett lands a careful kiss to my cheek. “I’m sorry this backfired. I should have asked him to leave before you ever got home.”

      “This did not backfire.” I pull him in close by his tie and take in his thick spiced cologne. “Everett? Since this is a night embedded with secrets, would you mind telling me yours?”

      He buries a half-smile into his cheek and looks cuttingly handsome in the process.

      “I will. But first, I want to show you exactly how I feel about you.” His eyes ride over my features, slow and steady, as his lids grow heavy with lust. Everett procures a box of chocolates from the end table behind him and offers me one. I finger a milk chocolate square, and he lands it partially in his mouth and feeds it to me that way.

      Everett is a master at just about everything. He knows how to make you feel things on levels that normal people usually don’t experience during their entire tenure on this planet.

      Everett lands his mouth over mine, and it’s an explosion of every good thing. He takes me right there before flying us to the bedroom and then he takes me again. And there’s not a single word in the human language to convey the art form that Everett has created just using our bodies.

      “You are—wow.” A bubbling laugh bounces from me. “Are you sure you’re human?” I roll over and rake my fingers through his glossy thick hair. “I’m beginning to think your secret revolves around the fact you’re an alien inspecting our planet for a takeover. And, believe me, if they’re all like you, the women of Earth would welcome the invasion.”

      A dark chuckle rumbles through him. “That would be a heck of a lot better than what I have to say.” He expels a short breath as a look of sadness takes over his features. “About six years ago, a woman by the name of Harlow James”—his voice breaks when he says her name, and this alarms me—“she was carrying my baby when the car she was driving hit a patch of ice, and it went into a body of water below.” He shakes his head. His stony eyes remain unblinking. “They didn’t make it.”

      “Oh my God, Everett.” I pull him close and land a tender kiss over his ear. “I’m so sorry.” I pull back to inspect him. “You loved her.” I shake my head as if it were all coming together.

      “I thought I did.” His finger glides over my cheek. “Until I met you.” Everett’s cheek flickers with a dull smile. “The truth is, I didn’t know Harlow that long. We dated, we fooled around, it happened quickly. She let me know that she was late about a week before it happened. And in that short span of a week, I had started to envision a whole different life for myself, one as a husband and father. I was determined to do what I felt was the right thing.”

      A ragged breath escapes me. “Oh, Everett. I cannot express how terrible I feel.”

      “Don’t. It happened, and that’s what reality presented. I picked up, moved on as best I could, and one day you landed in my courtroom.” He dots his finger over my nose.

      Tears stream down my cheeks as I pull his hand to my lips and kiss it.

      “In that case, I’ve never been so happy to have been hauled to court.” It was small claims court, and Everett was filling in for the judge that usually runs that courtroom. “I’d like to think that fate had something to do with it.” I press my lips to his for a moment. “But you were hurt, Everett. First with Cormack, and then with this horrible tragedy. It’s no wonder that you’ve spent the interim entertaining girls in your bed, willy-nilly.”

      His finger bounces to my chest. “Is that what this is? Willy-nilly?”

      “That is definitely not what this is. What this is, Judge Baxter, is—”

      His finger presses gently to my lips. “It’s love, Lottie.”

      My mouth falls open despite his best efforts to secure otherwise.

      “Did you just say my name?”

      His lips curl with devilish delight. “I believe I said I love you, and I do. I love you, Lottie Lemon.”

      I bite down on a delicious smile. “It’s just Lemon to you.”

      His expression grows somber. “I realize you still have a very real place in your heart for Noah. I understand that. I—”

      My finger presses over his lips as I shake my head to keep him from proceeding. “Noah isn’t allowed here with us,” I say it sweetly even though my heart breaks because of it. I find it endearing that Everett would mention it. A prime example of the fact he cares about the things I care about, even if it’s the one thing—person, he can’t seem to stand.

      Everett and I share a kiss, a dark, delicious kiss in which we share exactly how we feel without the limitation of words.

      A spontaneous applause breaks out, and the two of us turn toward the door where I find Greer Giles and Max seated on my vanity.

      “Oh my God.” I throw a pillow at the two of them, and they burst into laughing balls of smoke.

      Everett pulls the comforter over our heads, and we continue our party in private.
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      Saturday afternoon, once the rush dies down, and I sell out of every single lemon bar—despite the fact I made three extra batches, Noah walks in with his dimples inverted and a grin on his face that could make a piece of my heart believe we were still together and as solid as a rock. And perhaps in Noah’s heart we are. He seems to believe in us, the past us as much as the future us as if we were inevitable.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He leans against the counter and produces a bouquet of lavender roses from behind his back. “These are for you.” He offers a sheepish grin. “I should be the only man giving you flowers,” he says it low, almost too quiet as if he were saying it to himself. “Among other things.” He flexes those dimples in and out once again.

      “Noah. Thank you. They are so gorgeous. I just love this color so much.” I lean over the counter and gift him a kiss on the cheek. “And I love you so much.” I shrug because I couldn’t help it. “I guess I’m not so good at turning off my emotions, after all. Are you busy?”

      “Too busy for you? Never. You want to get a room at the Evergreen? Rumor has it, you say I’m conventional in bed.” He flicks his eyes to Lily at the register, and I gasp.

      “Oh, Noah. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I do recall a rather private conversation a few weeks back where I was at a loss for words and I may have used such conciliatory language, but truth be told, you left me speechless.” I grimace because there was no delicate way out of that one. “But no, I didn’t mean for us to get a room. Although, I do see why you would choose the Evergreen Manor. Your wife and girlfriend are at the B&B.” I give a sly wink. “I’d hate to get you into trouble.”

      His grin grows more devious by the second. “What’s going on?”

      “I have Nessa St. James’ sketchbooks, and I wanted to run her drawings by you. And I happened to learn some pretty sketchy things about Nessa as well. Have a seat and I’ll bring out some cookies and the books.”

      Noah does just that, and I sit across from him as Lily holds down the fort.

      “These sketches”—Noah muses as he studies the page before him—“they’re pretty graphic.”

      “I know. All of them are couples, the same couple, I think. In fact, I believe it was Nessa’s poor attempt at a self-portrait in every single one of them. Jenson mentioned that Nessa was a terrible artist, and she’s right. Noah, I think this is a diary of sorts. Look on the back. Each one is dated. The last one reads April sixteenth. Just a couple of weeks before she died.”

      He thumbs through the stack of pages rather quickly and frowns. “If that’s true, Nessa was sure getting a lot of action.”

      “I agree. In fact, not only did Nessa like getting some action, she liked being in total control.” I spill everything I know about Nessa’s nest and the people she’s hurt and forced into her twisted cult. “How can a person be that powerful, Noah? It just doesn’t seem right.”

      He stares past me with a vacant expression as if trying to piece it all together. “They gave her the power. And I’m pretty sure those men she was with weren’t that hard to coerce. Nessa was beautiful. Those guys were used to getting all the action they could, from high school on. Nessa was just another conquest to them. An accolade. They used her as much as she used them.”

      Noah closes the book and pulls forth another one. “Did everything work out okay with you and Everett the other night?”

      “That’s an odd question considering you hate the idea of Everett and me working out in general.”

      “I just wondered what all the pomp and circumstance was about. With all that he’ll never say I love you chastising I did the other night—I thought maybe I might have pushed him too far in the other direction.”

      “Which direction would that be?”

      Noah knows we’ve slept together. How much farther is there to go?

      “A matrimonial one.”

      A breath hitches in my throat. “You thought Everett was going to propose?”

      “I guess he didn’t.” He lets out a breath, and for the first time since he stepped into the bakery, Noah looks relieved.

      “He didn’t. Can I ask you a question? Did Everett ever confide in you about a secret he was harboring?”

      “Why would I?” a deep voice rumbles from behind, and I jump in my seat, only to find a tall, dark, and unfairly handsome judge standing beside me.

      “Everett, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t going to tell Noah anything, I swear. I just wondered if maybe he had heard. My heart broke into a million pieces when you told me, and I’m still trying my hardest to process it all.”

      His lips twist as he takes an enormous breath. Those stormy eyes look rife with disappointment, regardless of whether or not he’s buying my story. He had to stop by the courthouse this morning, so he’s wearing his signature suit. The stubble on his cheeks is deliciously grown out, and I want nothing more than to rub my face all over his and I plan to. That is, if he ever speaks to me again.

      Everett glances from Noah to me, his expression hardening by the second.

      “Please, Everett, join us. Noah stopped by, and I wanted to show him Nessa’s sketchbooks.”

      He takes a deep breath and lands in the seat next to mine. Never before have I seen Everett look so vulnerable. I could see him questioning his decision to entrust me with his dark past, and here I was proving myself untrustworthy—with the one man whom he doesn’t quite get along with. I feel smaller than a thimble.

      I slide every book, sans the one that Noah is inspecting, over to Everett, and he’s quick to make the coital connection.

      “Nessa was into documenting,” Everett muses. “Do you think she used this somehow as a part of her threat repertoire? They all knew she was an artist, albeit a fake one, when it came down to it.”

      “How would she use this?” I trace her flowing hair over the page with my finger.

      Noah nods as if he’s catching on. “Maybe it was a subtle cue. Something that let everyone know they were just a hair from being voted off her exclusive island of friends. Nessa loved power. From what it sounds like, she wanted abject control of everyone at any given moment.”

      “She wanted to be the puppet master,” I say as I try to make sense of the indelicate scribbles. A seemingly trivial detail catches my attention, and I flip several pages to confirm my theory. “She wasn’t very good at their faces, but look at this.” I touch my finger over what looks to be a tattoo or a birthmark of some kind over the man’s left forearm. “It’s consistent in each drawing. That’s an odd element to include if you’re drawing random people. It kind of looks like, like fire?”

      “Wait a minute.” Noah flips to the back of his book. “I didn’t want to sound like a jackass, but I thought her body was changing in the last few sketches. The last sketch she drew was just days before she was killed. Look at her midsection.”

      Everett and I lean in.

      Everett shakes his head. “It looks bloated, but it can also be excused as poor artistic execution. She’s supposed to be sitting in his lap.”

      Noah twitches his head. “Maybe.” He closes the book and looks from Everett to me. “So this thing between the two of you is happening, huh?”

      Everett reaches over and clamps his hand over mine. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      Noah pushes out a breath as if he were sucker punched. “I get it. Lottie is a catch, and because of the tangled details of my life, she slipped right past me.” He shoots a curt look to his former stepbrother. “You always did know a good thing when you saw it.”

      “Still do.” Everett lands his elbows onto the table. “The thing Lemon was alluding to a few minutes back, about my past? A woman I was with was carrying my baby. The car she was in plunged into a river when she hit black ice. I lost them both.” Everett presses those powerful blue eyes of his to mine. “I know what it feels like not to have anyone to talk to, and if it helps you process things by talking to Noah, I’m okay with that. Just know I’m always here for you, Lemon.”

      I press my lips tight as I shake my head. “I didn’t want to bring it up. I didn’t want to remind you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know.” He lands a kiss to the back of my hand. “Now that it’s out in the open, you don’t have to feel bad about bringing it up to Noah or to me. I never want there to be a secret between us. I like what we have. I believe in honest dialogue. In healthy communication. You can’t break my heart, Lemon. You’re the one who healed it.”

      Noah purses his lips and I can tell that, if not for the horror of that story, he would be rolling his eyes right about now.

      “I’m sorry, man.” Noah reaches over and offers a partial embrace from across the table. “I can’t imagine how painful that must have been for you.” His eyes drag heavy to mine. “It sounds like the two of you have a very open relationship.”

      “Unlike us,” I practically whisper the words. “I still haven’t told you my secret.”

      A loud ping interrupts, and I pluck my phone from my apron.

      “It’s a text from Meg. Both Landon and Blythe are about to have lunch in the conservatory.” I shrug as I look to the two of them. “Either of you gentlemen care to join me for a quick bite?”

      “I’m in.” Everett helps straighten Nessa’s journals.

      Noah rises and checks his phone. “I think I’m going to run down to the coroner’s office real quick. He’s still in for a few hours, and I’d like to have a look at the lab work.”

      “Ooh,” I say. “Let me know what you glean.”

      “Likewise.” Noah comes around and lands a quick kiss over the top of my head. “I’ll call you.” And with that he’s off.

      I pull Everett in close and look into his ocean deep eyes. “I love you, Everett. I see that love has stung you. It’s left you wounded in far worse ways than it has me. You’ve put yourself out there for me, time and time again. You’ve opened up your heart to me, and I will not break it. I promise you that, Everett. I am not Cormack. And if God did take me off this planet and it broke you, I would want you to get back out there and find someone who makes you feel whole again. Not with ten thousand nameless, faceless women whom you could have a few sultry nights with, but with one whom you could have everything with.”

      A slow budding smile curls the tips of his lips. “Lemon.” He leans over and lands a searing kiss to my lips that has a couple of girls catcalling from the register. I pull back to find Keelie and Lily giggling at the counter.

      “We’d better hurry and get to my mother’s B&B.” I bite down seductively over my bottom lip. “So then we can hurry and get back to my place.”

      Everett helps me to my feet. “Let’s hit it.”
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      The Honey Hollow Bed and Breakfast is my mother’s fourth child, and rightly so since it demands far more attention than any of her daughters do these days. Inside it’s light and bright with all of the curtains pulled back and the windows open, letting in the fresh pine scent from outdoors.

      “Lottie!” My mother is the first to greet us just past the foyer. “We just have to iron out the details for your sister’s bridal shower next month. I’ve already sent out invitations to every woman in town. I’ll be hosting it right here in the conservatory. After that unfortunate event a few weeks back, I think it’s best we christen the place with a far more blessed event. I just can’t believe in less than two months our Lainey will be Mrs. Forest Donovan. Of course, grandchildren will follow. We’ll have a baby shower, then a baby, and then another baby, of course.” She clasps her hands together as she glances to the ceiling as if we were about to incur every major milestone in just a few months. “Lainey has no idea what a grand journey she’s about to embark on.” She shakes it off and sails back down to reality, inspecting Everett by my side. “Judge Baxter, always a pleasure.”

      Everett bows slightly. “As it is with you.”

      Mom chortles as if he had the ability to charm the stockings right off her, and, believe you me, Everett has the ability to pluck away even the most stubborn pantyhose.

      “Miranda?” Rich Dallas barrels through the door, looking like someone just threatened to castrate him. Now there’s an idea. “Don’t waste time talking to these two. I’ve got the motor running. We need to make tracks.”

      Mom giggles into her fingers. “Rich has decided he’s going to win me back.” She gives a sly wink. “He’s taking me on a surprise date!” Her voice hikes an octave as he grabs her by the hand and sails her out the door like a kite.

      “Should we go after them?” My heart ratchets up to unsafe levels at the thought we might have just witnessed a kidnapping—that of my mother.

      Everett tips his head back. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. About a month ago, I had Noah install a tracking device on the man’s car. I can tell you where he is to the city block, no matter how far he gets in this world.”

      “Really?” My heart warms at the thought of Everett and Noah teaming up to protect my whirlwind of a mother. “Thank you.”

      A wicked grin twitches on his lips. “You can thank me later.”

      “And I will.” I lead us straight out to the conservatory where I spot Cormack’s mini me, Landon, seated across from Blythe. They both look impeccably dressed, understated, of course. Landon in a denim dress and Blythe in a white polo and matching white jeans and a peach scarf tied around her waist like a belt. They’re both impossibly thin as if a baked good had never crossed their lips while on this planet. Just beyond them is the refreshment table brimming with the scones and cheese Danishes that my mother has her staff pick up fresh daily from my bakery.

      The conservatory itself is huge—a large glass room that my mother has dotted with dozens of white wrought iron bistro tables. And with the evergreens surrounding it from the outside, it makes it look as if we’ve just plopped ourselves into the English countryside.

      I nod to Everett to follow me, and we each load up a plate of treats and grab a cup of coffee.

      Landon and Blythe spot us and quickly wave us over.

      “Lonnie, Judge Baxter, please join us,” Landon whines. Come to think of it, that’s the only tone I’ve ever heard her use. “My sister just sent me another disturbing text. She received another threat this morning.” She shoves the phone into Everett’s face as if the threat were truly meant for him.

      Everett inches back so he can properly read Cormack’s chicken scratch. Okay, so I can’t be sure she’s the culprit, but I’m ninety-nine point nine nine percent certain.

      “Today you will die,” he reads it out loud, and there’s an air of disbelief in his tone.

      “Ha!” I can’t help but belt one out. “I guess we’ll know if the threats are real by midnight.” I can’t help but give Landon a sideways glance. “How do you think your sister will pull this one off? Word of warning, if she calls and asks you to play the part of her body double, I’d say no.”

      Landon makes a face. “My sister is a lot of things, but a deranged stalker she is not.”

      “Technically, it’s not stalking if she’s doing it to herself.” I don’t mind one bit stating it like it is.

      Everett’s chest widens with his next breath. “It’s submitting a false claim to the sheriff.”

      Landon’s mouth rounds out. “She is not submitting a false claim. Just wait until something horrific happens to my sister, then you’ll both see that I was right. We know the truth.” She looks to Blythe and nods, but Blythe is slow to                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           join in on the fun.

      “So”—I scoot my seat in between the two of them—“do you think whoever killed Nessa is the same person sending these threats to Cormack?”

      Landon shakes her head furtively. “No way. I think it’s that blonde bimbo—Cormack’s new boyfriend’s wife.”

      “Britney?” Now it’s me shaking my head. “Why on earth would—” I think on it a moment. “Oh, I see—you think she’s trying to scare Cormack from seeing Noah. But the notes are only bringing Cormack and Noah closer.” In proximity alone. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      Landon rolls her celadon eyes. She really is Cormack’s twin in every way sans the chestnut-colored hair. Dear God, help us. There are two of them.

      She lets out an exasperated sigh. “You know that, and I know that, but that blonde bimbo hasn’t a clue that her little plan to terrorize is backfiring spectacularly.”

      Blythe wrinkles her forehead. “Britney’s the one that runs the Swift Cycle classes, right? I’ve met her. She’s opening one up just outside of the country club in Fallbrook, too. I don’t know, she’s a smart cookie. I’m pretty sure she’d be aware of the fact her threats would only drive Cormack to that hot detective she’s trying to land.”

      “Landed,” Cormack’s mini me is quick to correct. “Noah and she are practically engaged. In fact, Cormack wants a baby in her belly by autumn, and what my sister wants, my sister gets.” She bats those lash extensions of hers up at Everett. “In fact, what I want, I seem to get, too. You know, Everett, I have always dreamed of graduating and joining the Essex league. I’ve got an underused mattress upstairs that can make that happen.”

      A river of words dam up in my throat, and I gag on them for a moment. “And I’ve got an underused left hook.” My lips spread across my face like a rubber band, and even my smile looks like a threat. “Essex is off the market. He’s with me. It looks like you missed out on the heyday—and now that his oats are all sown up, you’re welcome to boot scoot your way to another pasture.”

      Landon’s mouth falls open. “Is she speaking English?”

      Blythe belts out a laugh. “She’s dating the man, Landon. My God, didn’t you learn anything from Nessa? You don’t proposition men just because you can. You have to learn to respect the boundaries of a relationship.”

      I look to Blythe. “I’m starting to like you already,” I tease. “And I know what you meant about Nessa. I know all about her wicked ways to keep her friends in line. Stealing away whatever man met her fancy, taken or not. And to think of the repercussions if you didn’t go along with her evil game.” I pretend to shudder as Landon and Blythe stare at me wide-eyed.

      Blythe takes a breath. “Who told you?”

      “Please”—I roll my eyes—“more people know than you think.”

      Landon gasps. “Oh my God. And to think Nessa thought our circle was water tight.”

      A deep rumble comes from Everett’s chest. “So tight, someone thought the only way out was to kill Nessa.” He shakes his head as he bears hard into Landon’s eyes. “Who do you think did it?”

      Landon bites down hard over her bottom lip until her flesh presses white. She takes a ragged breath as she looks to Blythe.

      “I don’t know.” Her voice isn’t convincing at all, and a red flag goes up. My God, I think Landon does know.

      Blythe shakes her head at Landon as if solidifying a pact. “I don’t know either, but I can tell you that almost all of us wanted Nessa gone—maybe not dead, but certainly we can all breathe a little easier without her.”

      “I can see that being true.” I lean in toward Landon. “Did Nessa have something on you? I happen to have overheard her the day she was killed, saying something to the effect of I know what you did.” Truth be told, it was Max who heard it, but his ears are just as good as mine at this point.

      Landon takes in a ragged breath, straightening in her seat as her body goes rigid. Her eyes close a moment. “Fine, I did do something, but it doesn’t leave this table.” She shoots a sharp look to Blythe. “I may or may not have coerced Vivian to seduce Clayton. I knew he was still sleeping with Nessa, and I didn’t want to use Nessa as an excuse for our divorce.” She snarls at Blythe. “I couldn’t turn a blind eye the way she wanted me to. None of us could. And if I couldn’t have that two-timing cad all to myself—she couldn’t either.”

      My mouth falls open. “Did Vivian know about Clayton and Nessa?”

      “Oh, who cares. We were all still on friendly terms. I was satisfied with that.”

      I shrug over at her. “Now that Nessa is gone, do you think that tight knit circle will still remain friends?”

      Blythe scoffs. “Are you kidding? Ryan and Clayton are inseparable. They will always be good friends. And that means Viv and I will see each other forever or as long as Clay and Viv stay together.” She shoots a glance to Landon. “As we’ve seen, he’s not the most loyal companion.”

      “I’m more than fine with it,” Landon is quick to admit as her hand gently glides over Everett’s arm. “I’m much more eager to meet new people than ever before.”

      Before I can remind her of the conversation we had less than two minutes ago, her phone buzzes over the table.

      “It’s Cormack.” She quickly cradles her cell phone in her hand. “Again? She just received another one.” She gasps as she continues reading. “She just pulled up outside.” She yanks Everett to his feet. “You have to help us, Everett. You’re Cormack’s oldest friend.”

      Everett winces as he looks to me.

      “Go,” I say. “I’m more than fine with it.” I make crazy eyes at him as I subtly nod toward Blythe. “What a hurricane those Featherby sisters are,” I quip to her once they leave.

      “Please, don’t I know it. Attention seekers at your finest. Do you realize that for all the years I’ve known Landon she has always relied on a man to rescue her? And not once was a man truly needed. It’s as if she didn’t feel worthy enough to find a man to love her without baiting him into it somehow.”

      “And you seem the opposite.” She does. In fact, everything about Blythe oozes a genuine self-confidence. Her hair looks soft and natural, not over processed, not overly dyed, she’s nearly makeup-free sans a few strokes of mascara, and if she is exorbitantly wealthy, she’s understating it by a mile. Whereas Landon stacks the rings and bling, Blythe seems to have ditched it for the day. I’m getting the feeling Blythe is the real deal. I can see why she would be fuming regarding Nessa’s nest policy. Blythe seems completely sane.

      “I guess I don’t feel as if I need a man.” She leans in, and her cheeks pinch pink. “I mean, I have needs, so for that I need a man, but financially I’m going to be okay. I’m sure you’re rolling your eyes because I haven’t worked a day in my life, and that’s true. I’m a trust fund baby. I can’t help it. I was born into it. But I’ve never felt the pressure to fit into this plastic society that seems to be a part of the package. Landon does and so does her sister. That’s why I’m a little surprised that she’s hot for some detective who makes less in a year than her interest yields in a month. But to each his own. Who knows? Maybe she really does love him.”

      My stomach churns at the thought of Cormack genuinely loving Noah. That’s the last thing I wanted to hear.

      “You must really love Ryan.”

      “I do.” She checks her phone. “If you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment with a dress shop downtown. Scarlet Sage is helping outfit everyone for the masquerade next weekend. Will you be there?”

      “I will. I’m catering the event, too. But I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      Blythe wishes me a good afternoon as she takes off, and I sit there for a good long while wondering how I let two prime suspects get away with nothing more than some minor chitchat.

      A couple of male voices escalate from the hall just outside the conservatory, and their conversation carries into the glass room as if it were a microphone picking up on them.

      “You’re damn lucky that nitwit pulled the fire alarm. Where are the receipts?”

      “Cashbox under my desk.”

      “Dump them.”

      “What about the electronic copies?”

      “Trust me, nobody is going to look for those.”

      Their voices begin to dim, and I tiptoe my way to the entry of the conservatory, only to find Clayton and Ryan heading upstairs.

      “Oh my God. They have something to hide.” It bubbles out of me in less than a whisper.

      My phone buzzes, and it’s a text from Noah. Everything working out at the B&B?

      I text right back. All done here. I’m headed to Fallbrook.

      Do not go alone. Do you hear me? Is Everett with you?

      My stomach churns at the thought of Everett getting busted breaking into a law office. That, right there, will end his own legal career.

      No. Meet me at the bakery. We’ll go together.

      It takes less than a second for Noah to text back.

      I’ll go anywhere with you.
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      Fallbrook has always been heavily associated with Everett for me, so the fact that I’m here with Noah makes me feel as if I’m cheating on Everett with him. My, how the tables have turned. Noah asked Everett to drive Cormack down to the Ashford Sheriff’s Department to turn in that faux threat she received. And I’ve filled Noah in on my conversation with both Landon and Blythe.

      The entire office building of Becker and Becker is empty save for a custodian at the end of the hall vacuuming up a storm.

      Noah nods and takes me by the hand as he leads us to the offices in the back. We come upon the one marked Attorney Ryan Holland, and he pulls a metal pin out of his pocket. Noah lands us on the other side and pulls me close to him in the dim light, his chest palpitating in and out wildly, the way it used to when we shared some of our most intimate moments.

      “Under the desk,” I whisper.

      A quiet laugh bounces through him. “Honey, I will take you wherever you wish.”

      “And I know what you mean by take.” I swat him on the arm as we peer under the massive mahogany structure, but there’s nary a trash bin.

      “Clayton’s office?” We head farther down the hall, and Noah reprises his lockpick routine. Inside it’s far more spacious than Ryan’s office, and the desk feels about a million miles away. We head over and find a treasure trove of boxes.

      “Crap,” I whimper. “This could take weeks to excavate. “What the heck kind of filing system is this, anyway?”

      Noah’s dimples flirt with me as he gets right to work. We plow our way through box after box, each of them filled with receipts of some kind or another.

      “It’s an expense account,” Noah whispers as he combs through the massive stack in his hand. “It looks as if they’re getting ready for a quarterly return.”

      “Why don’t they just ship this off to their accountant?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m betting they’re altering a few facts before they land this pile of debris anywhere.”

      I come across a manila folder marked Bismarck. “Found it.” I wave it at Noah, and we pull the stack out and begin pilfering through it.

      Noah filters through his half quickly. “On the back of each one there’s a note—meeting with clients. Bars, restaurants, the hotel café. Looks legit.”

      I spot one familiar word and point to it as my heart stops beating. “How about the bungalows?”

      “Bingo.”

      Noah and I take a picture of every receipt we can from a bungalow rental. I spot a familiar date and gasp.

      “Noah, April sixteenth. That’s two weeks before Nessa was killed. That was the same date on Nessa’s final sketch. I bet these dates all line up.”

      “I’ll be damned.” Noah and I put everything back the way we found it and hightail it out of the building as if it truly were on fire.

      By the time we get back into his truck, we’re breathless.

      “Noah, aren’t you afraid that the security cameras caught us?”

      “Nope.” His dimples press in as he grins at the road ahead of us. “I happen to know that the water from the sprinklers short-circuited the security system, and it’s not getting an overhaul for another week.”

      A laugh bucks from me. “You wouldn’t have done that otherwise, would you?”

      “Not a chance.” Noah looks my way as a sly smile creeps up his face. “With the exception of for you. I’d break every rule twice for you, Lottie Lemon.”

      A moment of contented silence bounces by.

      “Do you think Clayton is our killer?” I ask, shuddering at the thought of being in the killer’s office, rummaging through his things—the thought of the killer visiting my mother’s B&B.

      “I’m not sure. But we’re close, Lot. And I think they know it. We need to be extra careful with this one. I have a feeling they’re not going down without a hell of a fight.”

      “They never do.”

      Ain’t that the truth.
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      The Saturday of the masquerade ball all of Honey Hollow is aflutter. It seems Cormack had the bright idea to turn it into a charity event and charge an exorbitant attendance fee. All proceeds will benefit the Honey Hollow Art Center, so it’s a winning proposition. Plus, I’m betting she’ll haul in an entire slew of wealthy prospective husbands for Landon as well. On second thought, the event should come with a warning label.

      Outside, the air is warm, and the hills are verdant green and speckled with bright yellow daisies. The sky is clear, and the maples are budding young, tender leaves. After I finish catering the masquerade ball tonight, the next big thing on my list is Lainey’s bridal shower next month. I’m so excited about it you’d think it was my bridal shower.

      A deep sigh expels from me as I finish replenishing the lemon bars into the refrigerated showcase. I indulged this morning and had as many lemon bars as I wanted once they cooled and after I doused them with powdered sugar. I’ll admit, I was thinking about all things bridal at that moment, too. In the back of my mind, I wonder if marriage is something I see with Everett or Noah. Of course, if either proposed, I’d say yes in a heartbeat. Well, perhaps not Noah. I’m afraid polygamy is heavily frowned upon in the great state of Vermont.

      But Everett?

      I wonder if the thought would ever cross his mind. Not in my wildest dreams did I ever envision myself married to a judge. Judges in general sound old and stuffy, angry at best. But Everett is the complete opposite—drop-dead gorgeous, dangerously sexy, determined to do what’s right, pensive, and loyal to a fault— the fault being putting his own career in jeopardy for those he cares about—in other words, me.

      In that respect, I don’t deserve him. In no way should I ever haul him into half of the harebrained ideas I lead us into, and yet he never wavers. He volunteers. And my God up in heaven, the mattress moves that man is accomplished in. How on earth is he capable of executing half of those stunts I will never know.

      The bell to the bakery chimes just as I take in a deep breath of fresh squeezed lemon. There is no better scent in the spring than that of lemon and sugar.

      A crowd of customers makes its way out the door as a familiar blonde clad in spandex sashays inside. Her hair is swept up into a ponytail, and one eye is cleverly hidden behind a loose vanilla strand of hair. I’m beginning to think the universe would unravel if we ever saw both of Britney’s peepers at once.

      “Well, if it isn’t Mrs. Fox.” I force a quick smile to bounce on my lips. “What can I get you? A frosted oatmeal cookie? A raspberry turnover? A new husband perhaps?” I’m only partially kidding. Although, I have no clue what I would do with Noah once he became available. I haven’t exactly waited for him. I was more than livid when I found out he simply forgot to mention the fact he still had a wife. I assumed she was an ex. Besides, I’m knee-deep in Essex and loving every carnal minute of it. A part of me feels terrible for admitting as much.

      Her perfect pout expands a notch. “Just a cup of coffee. Black. And throw in a couple of lemon bars. So are you close to catching the killer?”

      I glower at the coffee as I pour her a cup and slide it across the counter. “No. In fact, I think I’m being counterproductive in my pursuit.” I pluck a few lemon bars out of the case and plate them for her. “Any whisperings in your Swift Cycle classes on who may have done it?” At this point, a rumor in the wild is just as good a suspicion of my own.

      “Cormack thinks you might be the killer.” Her bright crimson smile expands with a vindictive amount of glee.

      “She’d be wrong about that. Just like she’s wrong about the fact the killer is sending her all of those cryptic messages.”

      “I’ve seen them.” Britney averts her eyes as if she, too, knew they were nothing but fakes. “She received another one today. Something about she dies tonight.”

      “Please”—I huff as I sling a dishrag over my shoulder—“she was supposed to die the other day. Obviously, I’m not that lucky.”

      “Neither am I.” Britney bites into a lemon bar and moans. “Mmm, so good.”

      “Speaking of good. How are things with Noah?” I offer an apologetic shrug for no reason, although sleeping with the woman’s husband is plenty reason enough.

      “As if you care.”

      Lily comes by and refills the napkin dispenser to my left, mostly because she’s dying to listen in. I refilled all the dispensers myself an hour ago.

      “I do care.” About Noah.

      She crimps a smile. “About Noah.”

      Okay, so I might just like her a little bit more for reading my mind—and for sharing similar quasi-homicidal thoughts about Cormack.

      Britney shrugs as her hard steel shell seemingly melts away. “Therapy isn’t going how I wanted.”

      “What did you want?”

      “I don’t know what I wanted. That’s the problem. I think maybe I wanted to see this new and improved version that has you and Cor-Macaroni drooling all over your feet—but I got the same old Noah. Same Noah who can’t see that I want him to shape up and become the man I always knew he could be. Same Noah who refuses to admit that I can commandeer us into a future version of ourselves that can really take us someplace. Noah just wants to discuss our feelings. He wants me to see that I was trying to change him.”

      “It sounds like you were—are.”

      She blinks hard my way. “Excuse me? Wait until you get your claws into a husband one day. Trust me, you’ll be tempted to sand off a few rough edges, too. When you really love a man, you look into their soul and you realize who they are destined to become. It’s convincing them that’s the tricky part.”

      “What exactly did you envision for Noah?” I’m equally curious and entertained at this point.

      She scoffs as if it were obvious. “Noah shouldn’t be running around with a weapon strapped to his back. He should be commandeering an entire fleet of Boss Fit Gyms. And they should be planted right next door to each of my Swift Cycles. We should be creating a marketplace. The Fox family should have a conglomerate of physical fitness chains. Our children would have had a brilliant, not to mention fit, legacy.”

      The thought of Noah and Britney having children makes my stomach roll hard. I don’t know why. I’m happy with Everett. It’s not like I’m going to keep both Noah and Everett on a string, marry them both, have both their children. But still, the thought of Noah having children with another woman grieves me, and I place the blame squarely on his shoulders. He toyed with my heart whether or not he knew it.

      “So, Boss Fit? That’s where they flip tractor tires and document the entire event on Facebook, right?”

      “That would be it. Noah and I would be social media famous by now.”

      “So now that you know you can’t change him, what are you going to do? I mean, therapy is mandated for just a few more weeks.”

      She looks to Lily, her eyes slitting to nothing. “What she’s really asking is, when will the divorce be back on schedule?” She turns my way. “Are you planning my divorce party, too, Lonely?”

      “It’s Lottie. And yes, I’ll throw you a party if you wish, and I will gladly arrange for the dessert to be there, too. But no, I do not relish your divorce. In fact, if you want to know the truth, I dread it. A part of me hopes it drags on forever because I don’t know what to do with myself anymore.”

      Lily gasps. “You wouldn’t dump Essex for that cheating two-faced Fox, would you?”

      “No. I’m in love with Everett.” A sigh expels from me as I watch a tourist bus pull up in front of the bakery.

      Britney’s chest bucks with a dry laugh. “And you’re in love with Noah.”

      Lily gasps again. “But you have to love one just a little more than the other. You can’t have two loves, Lottie. You have to pick one.”

      “I have, and it’s Everett.”

      Britney wags a long svelte finger in my face, her fingernail painted jet-black. “I picked for you, honey. And that, my dear, is exactly why you are not lonely, after all.” She scoops up her coffee and heads for the door. “I’ll see you ladies later at the ball.”

      “Are you going with Noah?” I call out as she hits the exit.

      “Cormack tagged him as her bodyguard. Who knows? Maybe she will die tonight. Wouldn’t that be something, Lucy? You finding a body at an event that you’re catering? What would the odds of that be?” She gives a little wink. “Of course, they would probably arrest one of us because we have the strongest motive.”

      “You would have the strongest motive,” I correct. “I have a boyfriend.” My insides burn each time I refer to Everett as something so juvenile.

      Britney bleeds a dark smile. “Maybe it will be me.” She takes off, and both Lily and I shudder.

      Lily takes a ragged breath. “Did she just threaten Cormack?”

      “Maybe. But I’m going to pretend that I didn’t hear it.”

      “Lottie! You don’t really want Noah’s girlfriend dead, do you?”

      “No, but I wouldn’t mind someone scaring her out of town.”

      Lily shakes her head, and her dark hair falls over her shoulders in long, glossy waves. “If those death threats she’s been getting haven’t sent her packing, nothing will. If anything, they’ve glued Detective Noah Fox right to her side.”

      “Just the way she planned,” I say.

      Now I just have to prove it.
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      The Honey Hollow Art Center sits high above the lake and affords a view of the water, the spectacular salmon sunset, the prairie and evergreens just beyond that, and if you look to the right, you can see the glittering lights of Main Street.

      A pair of arms wraps around my waist as a kiss lands next to my ear. The thick scent of his expensive cologne lets me know exactly who this is.

      “In a sea of desserts, you are the sweetest.” His deep voice rumbles over my back.

      I twist in his arms and study those intense heavenly blue eyes glowing from beyond the black partial mask he’s donned.

      “I don’t know who you are, but I have an empty bakery van out front we can get busy in before my boyfriend arrives.” I bite down hard on a playful smile because I darn well know that Everett just might take me up on it.

      He swoops me around, and is just about to hoist me into his arms when a blonde in a shimmering pink Victorian era gown—her décolleté a bit too pronounced for my taste—gasps and pants dramatically. She holds a hot pink sequined mask to her face by way of a stick.

      “Oh, Essex”—Cormack is quick to grab him by the hand—“you just have to be my protector until Noah shows up. He’s running late at the lab, and I can’t bear the anxiety of all these masked people surrounding me while I’m so helpless.” She scuttles him out of the makeshift kitchen of the art center, and he pauses at the door as if to ask permission.

      I wave him off. “I’ll be out in a minute. I just have one more platter to put together.”

      And I do just that.

      This time Cormack, the mistress of the event, wanted to incorporate cookies and brownies to the culinary mix, and I gladly agreed. But in keeping with the making-lemon-bars-out-of-lemons theme, the lemon bars are still the star of this splitsville showcase.

      Laughter ensues from a nearby pantry, then the whispering giggles of a couple who sounds as if they were looking for a little privacy among the masked men and women.

      I pick up my emerald green gown—Scarlet Sage was fresh out of dresses, so I hightailed it over to the high school drama department and rented this regal beauty for less than ten bucks for the night—all of my proceeds go straight to the creative arts department of Honey Hollow High School, and I was so pleased with my own charitable endeavor, I sent my sisters and Keelie over as well.

      The gown itself is a combination of satin and velvet, with a full skirt that splits open at my hips where two velvet curtains descend to the floor on my right and left, and in the middle is a puddle of frilly light green taffeta. The upper portion is more or less a satin emerald corset, low-cut with a laced bodice in the back. The entire dress is to die for, and if there is a killer here tonight, I hope I don’t end up doing just that. Lord knows I’ve interviewed every single suspect, and every single suspect will be present at this socialite soirée.

      More giggling ensues.

      “Oh, stop it! Never mind. Do not stop it!” The woman lets out an eerie laugh that echoes through the room, and suddenly it’s clear who I’m about to see when I open the pantry door. I swing it wide, and sure enough I spot Greer Giles, her legs in the air, and Max Finmore who looks as if he’s giving her a piggy back ride in reverse. They’re both fully dressed—thank heavens for accouterment-based mercies.

      “Lottie.” Max stands up, and Greer engages in an unceremonious dismount that leaves her struggling to right herself.

      “Maximillian Finmore,” I grit his name through my teeth like a threat. “You are to be front and center this evening. I need you—I need both of you. If this case goes on any longer, it’s going to grow cold. I need to know who framed me for killing Nessa St. James, and I need to know tonight.” I yank Greer out of the pantry and away from Max. “And why are you toying with Max? What happened to poor Winslow?”

      “We’re still together. Relax, Mother.” She scoffs like a teen. “As soon as Max goes back, I’ll fix things with Winslow. He’s totally fine with me having a good time.”

      “Why do I get the feeling none of this is Winslow’s idea of a good time? The repair bill alone at the B&B is proving your theory wrong.”

      She shudders, and an aura of light illuminates around her. “So he’s a little angry. There’s nothing better than make-up sex, Lottie—you’ll see when you get back with Noah. Making up with Winslow is going to be hot. I just know it. It’s going to set the entire B&B on fire.”

      “Let’s try to keep that figurative. And I won’t know how hot the make-up sex will be because I’m not getting back with Noah.”

      “Lottie?” a male voice calls from behind, and I turn to find another black suit, another black partial mask hiding the eyes of the handsome man before me, but that ache in his voice—there’s no hiding who he is from my heart.

      “Noah.” Of course. Who else would it be? I turn back to the hypersexual spooks. “Get out there and spy,” I whisper before speeding over to the handsome detective before me. “I can’t believe Britney dumped you because you wouldn’t flip tractor tires all day.” How’s that for evading my very charged and very cruel words that I’m praying he didn’t hear?

      His dimples invert, no smile. “Why do I get the feeling you’re expertly dodging the fact you were having a conversation with someone on the phone regarding make-up sex. I heard my name. And I heard that last part, which I won’t repeat.”

      “Sorry.” I wince as I pull down my emerald green sequined mask with a peacock feather staked into the side. “I was just, uh—”

      Noah looks down at my hands as I flatten the front of my dress. “You weren’t on the phone, Lottie, were you?” His tone is morbidly low and filled with concern.

      “No, I wasn’t,” I say as I reach back and hand him a giant platter of cookies enwreathing a heap of golden lemon bars. “Now let’s get these out to the party.”

      We head out into the bustling crowd as a quartet of violins play melodiously in the background. The lighting is dim save for the spotlights set on the plethora of work on display this evening. I know for a fact both Lindie’s art and Nessa’s is showing this evening because I strolled through the installments as I was setting up the dessert stations tucked around the labyrinth of this building.

      The grand room is where the real party is taking place, and it’s where I hope to glean something new on the killer.

      “Cormack said you were working late at the lab,” I say as I spot Greer and Max hanging around with Rich Dallas—Greer is tugging at his tie, and Max is spilling Rich’s drink onto his dress shirt while Carlotta Sawyer is carrying on a full-blown conversation with the both of them right in front of him.

      In the distance, I spot my mother—mask or no mask, I’d recognize that woman in the dark—with her arms around a tall stately fellow with a slightly barrel chest as they dance to the music. Mayor Nash, I’m assuming.

      Rich Dallas is going to bust a gasket if he catches wind of it, and I shudder at the thought.

      “I was at the lab,” Noah confirms as I point for him to land the tray of goodies onto a barren table we come across. “The coroner’s report is complete, and I wanted to read it as soon as possible.”

      I suck in a quick breath, pull him in close, and the lithe movement looks as if it could have been a complex ballroom dance move.

      “Tell me everything.”

      Everett pops up by my side, and I pull him in as well.

      “Noah was about to give me the dirt on the deceased. Anything new that might shine a light on the investigation?”

      His dimples sink in. “Only that she was expecting.”

      “Expecting what?” Everett glances past Noah at a small crowd as if he were only paying half attention to his former stepbrother.

      “Expecting a visit from you,” Noah grunts. “A child. Nessa was pregnant.”

      I suck in a sharp breath so loud and long, half the room turns my way.

      Everett looks to me and lifts a brow. “This adds another dimension to the investigation.”

      “You’re right. An entire new slew of motives could be at hand.” I lean in toward Noah. “I guess it’s up to us to figure out who the father was.”

      Everett scans the crowd a moment. “Whoever he was, I’m betting he has a tattoo on his left forearm.”

      “I bet that’s true,” I say. “Now if we can only get every man here to roll up their sleeves.”

      A hot pink hurricane scuttles in this direction. “Noah Corbin Fox!” Cormack squawks. “How can you possibly leave me alone in a room full of potential killers?” She’s quick to wrap her arms around him. “Now get out there and dance with me.” She shimmies her chest over his, and Noah does his best to tuck and roll.

      I can’t help but avert my eyes at the sight. “Word on the street has it that you received the most deadliest threat of them all.” Twice, but I doubt Cormack could keep any of the threats straight.

      Cormack glowers at me, and it’s evident despite the efforts her mask puts forth in hiding half her face.

      “Yes, I did, Lolly. And if you had half a heart, you wouldn’t be so glib about it. I bet if you were receiving these threats, you would demand that both Noah and Essex strap themselves to your side.”

      “Not true. In fact, I did receive a note with your poor penmanship scrawled across it, and I did nothing more than laugh at it.”

      Everett rumbles low like intimidating thunder indicative of an impending storm.

      “Lottie?” Noah takes a step forward. “When did you get this? What did it say?”

      “I don’t remember what it said. Something silly, like you’re about to bite the big one, or you’re next.”

      Noah tips his head back and groans, his eyes still very much peeled to mine in a show of disdain.

      “Lemon”—Everett pulls me in close, his jaw tense with both worry and fury, and it’s a darn good look on him—“you’re not leaving my side tonight.” His lips curl with devilish intent, and I wholeheartedly approve.

      “The hell she’s not.” Noah swipes me away, and I gently remove myself from his gorilla grip.

      Cormack tosses her hands in the air. “What did I say?”

      “I’ll be fine.” I fluff my skirt out and straighten as I glance out at the dapper crowd. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a murder to solve.”

      I step out into the grand room with Everett by my side. Noah is being expertly deflected from me by Cormack and her Krav Maga-like takedown of the good detective. And for once, I don’t mind.

      The last thing I need is Noah breathing down my neck while Cormack breathes down his. I don’t want to be a part of his traveling circus tonight as I move my way through the crowd of suspects. And, per usual, Everett is the perfect partner to have by my side. Maybe that’s fate’s way of suggesting he’s the one. I reach up and give his scruff a light scratch because he certainly is the one right now.

      A woman in yellow dashes our way, her sugary perfume clotting the air before she ever gets near us.

      “Lottie”—Landon lifts her mask a moment as she swoops over in a delightful sunny yellow gown and a mask to match. Her smile looks just as sunny as her accouterments, and she’s grinning ear to ear. “Did you hear? The Ashford Sheriff’s Department is back to ruling Nessa’s death an accident. We can all breathe a sigh of relief.”

      I glance to Everett, surprised to hear such a silly thing. “Wow, I didn’t know that. They’re not back to pointing the finger at me, are they?” Please, God, don’t let it be so. I’ve already invested way too much energy in loathing whoever would stoop so low as to poison Nessa. And quite frankly, I don’t have the energy to hate myself that much.

      “Nope.” She lifts the hem of her dress a notch and does an odd little tap dance. “It turns out, a gardener was using peanut butter to set mouse traps around that mangy bed and breakfast, and he left the jar kicked on its side next to the door. Someone must have fallen on it or he touched a doorway with some of it still on his hands which, in turn, Nessa must have touched.”

      “I see.” But I really don’t see. Didn’t Noah say there was about at least a half a teaspoon in her system? Not to mention Nessa would have noticed something sticky on her hands. I shake my head as if openly refuting the idea. “That’s great news, I guess. Where did you hear this?”

      Landon glances back at the crowd and cranes her neck. “That redheaded detective. She told a couple of people. Clayton and Ryan, I think.”

      “Ivy?” This flummoxes me. And sure enough, I spot the fiery-headed, stone-cold detective laughing it up with Noah and Cormack as if they were suddenly Honey Hollow’s hottest threesome. “Huh. Well, thank you for sharing that with me.”

      Landon dances off toward Jenson and Lindie, and I scan the crowd and spot the exact person who can shed a little more light on this new, rather bombastic theory.

      “Come.” I thread my arm through Everett’s as we make our way through the heavily perfumed crowd until we’re standing square in front of Miranda Lemon and Mayor Smashed—okay, fine, Nash, but he is looking red-faced and tipsy as if he’s pounded back one too many dry martinis like the one he’s holding in his hand. “Mother, Mayor Nash. Good evening.”

      “Lottie, you look lovely tonight.” Mayor Nash nods my way, his mask partially dislodging from its proper position. Mayor Nash is a decent looking older man, and I’m guessing would be a hottie if you’d subtract a few decades and pounds, but my mother doesn’t seem to mind the geriatric mathematics.

      Usually, this would thrill me. My mother making eyes at anyone but Rich Dallas would feel like a win, but her best friend’s ex-husband? A philandering ex-husband no less? It doesn’t thrill me in the least.

      Honestly, my mother’s new lineup of suitors is making her old kinky beau Brad Rutherford shine a little brighter. Where’s good old Brad when you need him? Most likely in the Jungle Room down in Leeds.

      My mother waves a red and black lace fan in her face as she bats her lashes up at Everett. Her dress is black with red peek-a-boo lace in all the right places, and it really does give off a merry widow kind of a vibe.

      “My, Judge Baxter”—she closes her fan abruptly and covers her lips with it—“you look arrestingly handsome with that near-blindfold you’re wearing. I’m sure my daughter appreciates the appeal of a good blindfold or two herself.”

      “MOTHER!” If there is a killer in the room, I hope he or she comes up behind me and thumps a shovel over my head. I clear my throat before getting back to the task at hand. “You wouldn’t happen to have a gardener at the B&B, would you?”

      Her mouth squares out in horror. “Lottie Kenzie Lemon. You have two perfectly good suitors with professional careers. Must you really go looking for a manual laborer to add to the mix?” She stomps her foot and whines as if the thought were more than she could bear.

      “What? No. I don’t need a date. I need to know if you’ve hired anyone to take care of the grounds recently. I thought you did all the maintenance on your own.”

      “Oh, I do. I have my horticulture club out once a week as soon as the snow thaws right up until the first snowflake falls. It saves a ton of money, and since I don’t have a stitch of lawn to mow, I’d rather putz around in the garden myself.”

      “I thought so.” I shoot an accusatory look at Ivy as she shimmies the bustle of her dark crimson gown into Noah’s hips, much to Cormack Featherby’s chagrin. “Thank you,” I say as I pull Everett in close, and we’re off to break up their hip-grinding good time.

      “Lemon”—Everett leans in—“I believe you’re seeking the wrong target.”

      I huff a quick breath because I have a feeling he’s right, but I’ve already arrived at said target, and I’d hate to miss out on all the fun of watching her implode.

      “Good evening, Detective Fairbanks.” I force a smile to come and go.

      Ivy must sense my sarcastic delight because she’s stopped bumping up against Noah, and that sour puss of hers makes a reprisal.

      “What is it, Carlotta?” She folds her arms across her chest, forcing her bosom to press desperately out of her gown as if the girls were looking to make an escape.

      I step in close and give a quick look around in the event I’m being watched. “Did you by chance mention something to Clayton and Ryan regarding the fact the department was no longer looking for a killer?” Everett expertly distracts Cormack while I quickly relay to both Noah and Ivy the details Landon shared.

      Ivy laughs it off. “They asked where I went to college, and I was telling them that I went to Aimsley myself.”

      That in and of itself explains a lot.

      Noah straightens, chest out, his eyes scanning the room like a top-of-the-line security system that just kicked in with the whiff of a threat.

      “So they lied to her.” My adrenaline kicks in at top speed, and it feels as if I can fly through the roof.  “One of them must have killed Nessa. Think about it. Nessa documented herself having an intimate relationship with the same man for what stemmed back years right up until her death. We already know she slept with both Clayton and Ryan. And the receipts! They were trying to hide the receipts from their trysts at the nest while stiffing their law firm with the bill.”

      “Or us.” Ivy glances up at Noah. She tips her head to the side. “In addition to keeping their own credit cards clean in the event their girlfriends stumbled upon them. It’s a tale as old as time.” She takes a satisfied breath as if this pleased her on some twisted level.

      I spot Clayton and Ryan by the bar, and a thought comes to me. “I have an idea. Don’t follow me.” I snatch a flute of champagne off the tray of a traveling waiter and dump it over Clayton’s left sleeve while pretending to stumble.

      “I’m so sorry!” I say as he glances down nonchalantly, hardly slowing his conversation with Ryan.

      “Not a problem.” He offers an affable smile my way before dusting the liquid off as if it were nothing.

      They’re still going at it, heavily discussing puts and losses, both terms I’ve heard Hook Redwood, our resident Wall Street castoff, tossing out before.

      Another idea comes to mind. “I just found out my sister is about to have a baby!” I shout above the noise to the two of them, and a dark-haired version of my bestie pops up out of nowhere.

      “Really?” Naomi, Keelie’s demonic twin, twists with glee at this seemingly juicy tidbit of gossip. “Which one?”

      Crap. “Um, Lainey?”

      “Knew it!” She slaps her hands together as if this solidified something. “I just knew they were getting married so quickly because they had to. Nobody needs to rush a wedding like that.” She takes off in her jet-black gown like a gossip on a mission. I’ll have to remember to do something really nice for Lainey and Forest now that I’ve all but ruined their reputations.

      But Clayton and Ryan are right back to chatting happily away about stocks and bonds.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I tug on Clayton’s sleeve, trying my best to pull it back, but it won’t budge. “From a man’s perspective, what do you think my future brother-in-law would like as a gift for the new baby?” This is not going well. I was supposed to jar them with the thought of a baby—and one of them was supposed to look suspiciously guilty for killing the mother of his child.

      Ryan shrugs. “I hear baby monitors are a good thing. We installed the top-of-the-line devices in our office while we had a brief security breech.” His eyes narrow in on mine, and suddenly I want to be anywhere but here.

      Gah! They know! Either that or those baby monitors they invested in weren’t so top-of-the-line.

      Clayton shakes his head. “Trust me, the dude doesn’t want anything—not even the baby.” He slaps Ryan on the arm, and they burst out laughing like the overgrown frat boys they are.

      I turn to leave just as Clayton leans in to Ryan.

      “And that’s exactly why I got fixed.”

      Everything in me freezes. Oh my God. Clayton McDaniel is impotent, or at least that’s what I’ve just been led to believe. So that leaves… I turn around in time to see Ryan laughing along and rolling up his sleeves, only to reveal the tattoo of flames on his left forearm, exactly as Nessa depicted it, and I gasp.

      It turns out, whoever did Ryan’s tattoo was just as bad an artist as Nessa. And in a way, they’ve both implicated him.

      I glance up at him, and our eyes lock. My eyes widen as his narrow in on me with what looks to be venom buried in each one.

      I make a break for it and lose myself in the crowd, doing my best to scan the room for Noah, Everett, or even Ivy of all people. She is packing, after all.

      A tangle of bodies moves me along like the high society tide until I’m deposited in front of Jenson and Lindie.

      “Lottie.” Lindie bows slightly in her bright blue and orange gown—a bold color choice only a true artist might make. Her dark hair is fanned out, thick and curly, and chocolate brown lipstick offsets her pale face. “We were just celebrating the fact we no longer have to look at our friends as if they were about to slaughter us in our sleep.”

      “Right. Because of the gardener. I heard.” I keep my head on a swivel in the event that wink-wink litigating gardener is lurking behind the human hedges.

      Vivian comes up, looking ravishing in a pale lavender gown that makes her eyes glow the same color. “I heard the news.” She high-fives her friends. “Can you believe Clayton and Ryan were convinced the sheriff was closing in on them?”

      The three of them share a wild cackle because sadly they believe Clayton and Ryan’s lies.

      I spot Landon and Cormack by the main refreshment table, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think they were squabbling.

      “Excuse me,” I say as I thread my way through the crowd until I come upon the Featherby sisters.

      Cormack shakes Landon by the shoulders. “You are going to cost me everything!”

      I can’t help but scoff. I bet poor Landon was about to turn in Cormack for filing a false report. And good on her. It’s about time everyone’s sins become exposed. And how ironic that the truth comes out on a night where we glorify hiding behind a plastic mask.

      Landon pushes her away. “I’m not doing this with you right now. This is my night.” She sails into the crowd, and I pull Cormack back by the elbow before she can make a break for it.

      “She caught you, didn’t she?” I can’t hide my glee.

      “What are you talking about?” She yanks her elbow free. “She was about to purchase a painting that would look amazing above my bed at that trite B&B your mother is running into the ground. It’s intoxicating to look at, and Noah would find me irresistible lying on the bed in front of it. That is, if the killer doesn’t get to me first!”

      “Listen, Cormack. I have a real threat looming. Where is Noah, anyway?”

      “He stepped outside.” She rubs her elbow as if I might have bruised her. “Probably looking for you,” she hisses as she dives into the thicket of bodies herself.

      Outside.

      I scan the room to get my bearings before following the exit signs until I’m dumped into the icy Honey Hollow air. The lake glistens to my left, and in front of it sits the overflow from the parking lot.

      I spot a familiar face jumping back from an opened trunk and speed on over.

      “Hey! Have you seen No—” Before I can finish, I spot a shoe in the trunk, then follow it up to a dark suit, all the way to that handsome face I first fell in love with.

      And then it all comes together like a puzzle with every piece falling perfectly into place as my phone is plucked from my hand.

      “Oh my God, it was you.” The world falls to darkness, and the next thing I know I land right next to Noah.

      The trunk shuts tight.

      We’re trapped.

      The good news is, I’m pretty certain I know who the killer is.

      The bad news is, I have a feeling Noah and I are next on their kill list.
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      I pluck the thick sack off my head, only to find that it’s dark, smells like expensive luggage, and I’m pretty sure my lips are now pressed against Noah’s. The car starts to move backward then forward with a marked thrust as we begin to build some serious momentum.

      “Noah.” I pull back and rattle him by his lapels. “Please wake up. You can’t be dead. Please don’t be dead. I forbid you to cross over to the other side!”

      A hard moan evicts from him.

      “That’s better,” I pant as my lips bump over his.

      Noah reaches up and holds me there by the back of the neck as a dull moan rattles in his chest.

      “Noah Fox.” I laugh incredulously as I try my best to inch back in the small space we’re presently confined in. “How dare you take a moment to steal first base.”

      “Don’t be too hard on me. I just had a mallet thrust to the back of my head.” He groans as he tries to shift his body.

      The car takes a hard left, and the centripetal force lands me over Noah once again.

      His chest rumbles once again. “You just can’t keep your hands off me, can you?”

      “Don’t let your ego inflate, Fox. There’s not that much room in here.”

      He huffs a hard breath over my cheek. “So Blythe.”

      “Yes, Blythe! Can you believe it?” The car wobbles erratically, and Noah wraps his arms around my waist to keep me from tumbling off him. “I bet she found out that Nessa was having Ryan’s baby.”

      “We don’t know that. She could have just been tired of the affair.”

      “But why kill her? Why not kick Ryan to the curb and move on? How did she get you to the car, anyway?”

      “She said she had a package she needed a pair of strong arms for.”

      “I knew that ego of yours was nothing but trouble.”

      “How did you get to the car?” His hands warm my back, and it’s not until then do I realize I was shivering.

      “I came out here looking for you.”

      Noah shifts as his hands run the length of my hair. “You were looking for me?”

      “Yes. I just discovered that Ryan was the man in the sketches. I saw his fiery tattoo. It’s a bad one, by the way. It’s no wonder he’s not quick to show it off.”

      “Did she hurt you?”

      “No. She threw a thick velvet bag over my body. Before I could process what was happening, I was next to you and we were flying.”

      A dull glow infiltrates the darkness, and I gasp.

      “Light!” I sing. “Where’s it coming from? Did the car stop?”

      Noah turns his head from side to side. “What light?”

      “This light,” I say, looking to the rear of the trunk. “It’s getting brighter.” A familiar form begins to take shape, and I gasp again. “And it has a face! Max! I’m so happy to see you, I can just kiss you!” I lean over and offer up a ghostly smooch, and shockingly he feels oh so real. “You need to help us. You need to get us out of here.”

      Max’s eyes widen, brightening the vicinity all the more as he ticks his head to Noah.

      “Lottie?” Noah’s body stiffens for a moment. “What’s happening? Are you having a hallucination?”

      The car speeds up and jolts right then left.

      “No, I’m not hallucinating! Here, give me your hand.” I reach down and thread our fingers together. “Say something, Max. Prove to Noah you’re real.”

      Max tips his head my way, his brow arching as if to ask if I were certain.

      “AARGH! This is no time to be stubborn. We’re being kidnapped, in the event you haven’t noticed.”

      Noah shifts, struggling to see in the direction I’m shouting in. “Lottie, who’s Max?

      “Max Finmore. He died years ago in a manure accident. It turns out, Nessa St. James rigged the hitch to his dump truck and caused it to malfunction. She’s a murderer, Noah—a killer herself long before she was ever killed.”

      “Lottie?” There’s a thread of panic in Noah’s tone. “Are you saying you think you see the dead?”

      “I don’t think I see the dead. I do see the dead.” I reach over and twist Max’s shirt into my fist and marvel at how very real it all feels. “Say something, or I’ll make sure you’re trapped on Earth forever, haunting some hovel in the middle of Siberia!”

      A hard bump hits us from the side, and both Noah and I groan as if we took the impact.

      Noah leans up as much as he can. “Either someone is trying to slow her down or she just hit something.”

      “Let’s hope she didn’t hit some poor jogger on the side of the road. Now speak up, Max. You have five seconds to say hello to Noah or you’ll join the ranks of the esteemed popsicle poltergeists of the great frozen North!”

      “Fine,” he grunts, and Noah holds his breath as his sanity is tested.

      “Lottie? Do you have the ability to throw your voice and sound decidedly like a man?”

      “No.” We hit a hard bump, and Noah and I hit the top of the trunk before I fall hard over him once again. “I have special abilities.”

      “So you are a witch.”

      “No, I’m not a witch. I’m a good Christian girl.” I smack him on the cheek. “I’m something called transmundane, further classified as supersensual. I don’t know why I have this strange ability, but I can see the dead. Mostly pets that have crossed over into the great beyond that are a sure sign of terrible things to come for their previous owner. It used to be simple things that might cause injury, but as of late it almost always means death.”

      “What?” Noah edges away as if he were trying to escape my psychotic clutches. “Wait. Is that your big secret? The fact you’re…supermundane?”

      “Supersensual,” I correct, and my insides ache that it took me this long to reveal it to him. “Yes, Noah. That’s the big secret I’ve been guarding from you. Only Everett knows, and before him, it was just Nell. I’m sorry I waited so long to tell you.” I pull back so I can see that horrified expression on his face just the way I envisioned it would be—sure enough, it’s there. “And now you want nothing more to do with me. I’m sure you’ll have me committed, too.”

      His eyes close a moment, and his dimples press in. “Never. If Everett can make peace with this—if he can wrap his head around it, then I can do the same. I just need a minute. Is he here? This Max person?”

      “Yes! And I recently discovered that if I touch someone, they can hear them, too. Max, you need to help us. You have to get into the front of the car and take over the wheel. She’s driving erratically, and if that’s any indication—Blythe doesn’t care if she kills us all in the process.”

      “Will do.” He offers a mournful look Noah’s way. “And heck, Detective Fox. I have to tell you, I get how hard it is to want someone so deeply and watch them love someone else. It’s tough. And I want you to know that you’re not alone. Sometimes the best of us go through the deep end of the pits.”

      A choking sound emits from me. “Thank you for making me feel like a monster.”

      “You’re not a monster, Lot.” Noah wraps his arm tighter around my waist. “And, Max”—he looks around at the nebulous space above his head—“thank you for that. It means a lot to me. Word of advice, try not to crash into a tree.”

      No sooner does Noah get the words out than the car takes a hard hit against the bumper and spins wildly out of control like a teacup at the happiest place on Earth.

      “Hang on, Lot!” Noah shouts as he rolls me to the side. “As soon as we stop moving, I’m popping the trunk.” He pulls out his gun, and I bury my face in his chest as the car careens to my right, gliding as if it were on ice, then SLAM!

      The car comes to an abrupt stop, and the trunk bounces open before Noah has a chance to shoot it out.

      “Are you okay?” he shouts over me as he scrambles to get up.

      “I’m fine.” I think.

      “Stay here. I’ve got this, Lot.” Noah bounds out of the car, and Max floats right after him.

      “The heck I’m staying in this steel coffin,” I say as I gather up the ridiculously heavy dress I’ve stuffed myself into and roll right out of the trunk and into a bed of pine needles.

      “She’s running!” Noah shouts as I get my bearings to the surroundings. A thicket of evergreens stands strong and proud as the moon illuminates Honey Lake in the distance. The scent of fresh pines mingling with raw earth ignites my senses. The lights to the car are still on, blaring into the woods, but there’s no sign of her there.

      I recognize the terrain. We’re just below Cider Grove Orchard. There’s a fence up above and a sheer drop down below. We’re on a narrow strip of land that dead ends to our left and heads back to the open road to the right. But Blythe isn’t traveling in a car anymore, and she could hide just about anywhere.

      The sound of Noah’s panting grows progressively faint as he travels to the right. I turn to find Max heading to the left, and I follow his unearthly glow. He stops abruptly and shouts an expletive. “Lottie, turn around. I’ve passed her up. She’s near you! Call to Noah!”

      The soft sounds of footfalls emanate from behind, and I slowly turn around.

      Blythe Bentley stands with her legs parted in that ridiculously oversized light blue ball gown, hands clutching a gun with the barrel pointed straight at me.

      “You have a gun,” I whisper mostly to myself. “Why do they always have a gun?”

      “It’s not mine. It’s Ryan’s.” She blows a loose strand of hair from her face, and I can see a pink abrasion just above her left eye.

      “You’re hurt,” I say, taking a carful step forward with my left foot. My arms are outstretched in this dim light, if for anything to keep my balance. The woods hold a deep blue hue, and Blythe's hair is white as a flame.

      “I’m fine. But you’re going to be hurt, Lottie. I’m sorry, but I can’t have you ruining everything for me.”

      “You killed Nessa.” My breathing grows erratically as I try to plot an escape. “Did you know she was carrying Ryan’s child? That she would be a mother soon?” My tone is far more aggressive than I meant for it to be.

      A quick breath escapes her as if my words had the ability to sucker punch her. “Nessa was pregnant?” She scans the ground as if looking for affirmation as Max waves from behind her back.

      God, he could push her. He could push her, and the gun could go off. Now that might not bode well for me. I shake my head over at him as Blythe lifts the gun higher just a notch.

      “But you just said she was expecting! Do you know how that makes me feel to know I killed an innocent child in all of this?”

      “Why did you kill Nessa then? Why couldn’t you just leave Ryan to his dirty affair, walk away, and be done with it?”

      “Because I was invested!” she roars. “I gave him my prime, my twenties. I was groomed for this moment. Ryan is going to run for Senate one day, then maybe a presidential bid. I was not going to have some spoiled little slut ruining it for the two of us.”

      “But don’t you see? It was just as much Ryan’s fault as it was hers. I mean, sure, that whole nest routine took place where she all but forced Ryan to have her, but—”

      “Please”—she belts out a husky laugh, her eyes glinting wildly in the moonlight—“those boys signed up for it. Everyone who had ever been near Nessa St. James knew exactly what they were getting into. She was a lot of things, but she never forced anyone to lie down with her. If anyone was a victim in all of this, it was the girls who had to stand by and watch this vagrant cheating. I hated it, and I hated her.”

      “So you poisoned her. How did you possibly—” My mind flits back to the day of the party. “Oh my God, you faked an injury. You had the peanut butter with you in that gauze wrapped around your wrist, didn’t you?”

      Blythe squelches a laugh. “You are a sharp one. But I didn’t have to fake an injury. I really did tweak my wrist while playing against Nessa ironically. And that’s where I hid the pouch. It was easy enough to do. Once I smeared the bottom of the lemon bar with peanut butter, I handed it to her. It was such a free-for-all, Nessa never even noticed who gave it to her. I made sure to take her purse just before Landon’s ridiculous document barbeque. That way Nessa couldn’t get to her EpiPen if she brought it. I didn’t think it would work so quickly, so brilliantly. She was dead within minutes. But now with the news of the baby— with you and that detective boyfriend of yours, it’s all gotten so messy.”

      “Lottie?” Noah calls out as he tracks this way, and before I can flinch, Blythe is on my back, her arms wrapped around my upper torso, our dresses making an aggressive swishing sound as they intermesh.

      “Don’t say anything. I won’t have to kill him unless you call out. Remember, Lottie, it’s going to be you making this deadlier than it needs to be.”

      “Noah!” I call out, because for one, I will never believe the promises a killer makes.

      Blythe points the barrel to my temple, and I can hardly catch my next breath.

      Max waves with both hands as if he were trying to land a 747 on the runway. “I got him, Lottie. I banged the heck out of the woods with a stick, and he caught on.” He takes a few steps forward. “I’m going to take her down now.”

      “No,” I whimper as the gun inches closer to my head. She’s unpredictable. There’s no telling who she’ll shoot or why. I can feel her heart palpitating like mad over my back.

      “It won’t hurt, Lottie. It will be quick.”

      “Wait”—I try to glance her way, but she keeps my head turned forward by way of the butt of her gun—“I have to know if you sent those threats to Cormack.”

      “Why would I care about Cormack? All I wanted was Nessa St. James out of my life, and that’s exactly what I arranged to happen.”

      “Blythe”—Noah booms from an unknown position, and the two of us look every which way—“drop your weapon. We have you surrounded.”

      Her chest bucks. “I don’t care if you have an army. I’m leaving this planet today, and I’m taking Lottie with me.”

      Max nods to someone behind me, and a female voice screams louder than a banshee on fire. I recognize that ghostly howl as coming from none other than Greer Giles herself.

      Blythe lets out a horrendous groan as she lowers the gun without meaning to. I dig my elbow into her stomach, and the gun goes off, offering a lightning white flash right before my eyes.

      “God,” I howl as I do my best to take it from her, but Blythe is strong and putting up a heck of a fight as we wrestle it out.

      Blythe lands on top of me, and just as soon as I absorb her weight, it feels as if she’s levitating right back off.

      Max growls as he hoists her into the air. “Lottie”—he shouts as he kicks the gun from Blythe’s hand—“I’m not supposed to do this. Something is happening. I think I’m leaving. I stepped out of bounds.” He turns to look at Greer. “I’ll see you on the other side.” That last word comes out faint, and just like that, he’s gone.

      “Goodbye!” I shout into thin air as Greer begins to dissolve as well. “Oh no,” I whimper as Blythe drops over me like a stone.

      “Lottie?” another deep voice shouts just as I roll Blythe over and pin her to the ground as she yelps and squirms.

      “Everett?” I say, turning to find both Everett and Ivy racing up the path behind me.

      Noah runs over, his breathing quickening as he carefully lands onto Blythe's back and has her hands cuffed in no time.

      “It’s over,” I say as Everett helps me up, and I wrap myself tightly around him. “Oh, thank you. It’s finally over.”

      “We followed you out,” he says, cradling my chin in his hand. “I saw her throw you into the trunk, and we jumped into your sister’s car. We tried to block her, but she sideswiped us. Meg is fine. She stayed back and called the sheriff for us. But I think her car needs some serious body work.”

      “I don’t care, and she won’t either.”

      He secures his hands over my cheeks. “I wasn’t going to lose you. There was no way I was going to lose sight of that car. You’re everything to me.” He pulls me in tightly, and I can feel his heart pounding over mine.

      Ivy and Noah help Blythe to her feet.

      “I guess it’s finally over.” Blythe looks to Ivy and Noah before casting a glance my way. “A part of me wanted this all to be over.”

      They cart her off toward a boulder, and I hold Everett tightly as flashing lights and the howl of sirens migrate in this direction.

      “You did it, Lemon.” Everett lands a gentle kiss to my forehead. “You took down another one.”

      I look up at this handsome beast pressed against me. “I told Noah my secret. He was in the trunk with me, and Max showed up. I did my best to explain it all in a nutshell.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He didn’t say anything, really. Just that if you can accept it, so can he. He hasn’t exactly had a moment to process it, let alone accept it.”

      “He will.” Everett looks in Noah’s direction. “And I’m glad he knows. You’re a crime busting team. He needs to know all the important details in your life. And whether or not he likes it—I’m part of the team, too. You’re a part of my life, Lemon, in the very best way.”

      “I concur. Now kiss me and make this entire day better.”

      And he does.
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      After a grueling hike to Everett’s car, under the duress of sporadic moonlight and a wobbly stray flashlight, we decide to head back to the art gallery rather than opting for home.

      Noah received yet another frantic text from Cormack, this time stating that her head was on the chopping block, so he let Ivy take Blythe down to Ashford to be formally booked for Vanessa St. James’ murder.

      I still can’t believe she did it. And I certainly believed Blythe when she denied sending those threats to Cormack, although a part of me wonders if we’ll ever know the truth.

      The art gallery is still brimming with bodies clad in rustling taffeta and crisp tuxedos along with glittery masks of every shape and size. Laughter abounds in well-timed spurts, and the ceaseless chatter overrides the violin music filtering in through the speakers. I can’t help but note the refreshment tables are still well stocked with my mouthwatering lemon bars. At this point, all I want is to grab a dozen of those lemon custard treats and head home to my cats, maybe snuggle up by a fire, and read a book with some tea accessible at arm’s length. My feet are killing me in these emerald satin heels, and I have a pair of cozy chenille socks my mother gifted me last Christmas calling out my name.

      “Hard right, Lemon,” Everett says, orienting me, and I crane my neck that way to find Clayton and Ryan laughing it up while knocking back drinks.

      Noah jogs up and lands between Everett and me, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “I’ll tackle them in a minute.”

      I look up at him as my mouth falls open. “Do you think they were in on it?”

      “I don’t think so. Not from what Blythe said when she confessed, but you never know. I’ll have to question them per protocol.”

      Everett gives a wistful shake of the head. “They’ll lawyer up regardless. No doubt they have access to the best.”

      Noah leans in. “Here she comes.”

      Cormack scuttles over with Landon in toe, and Noah quickly ushers us all outside.

      The night air has a chill to it, making me shiver under the cool fabric of my dress. Everett must sense this because he pulls off his coat and lands it over my shoulders, and instantly his warmth radiates through my body, heating me right down to my bones.

      Noah glances over and frowns before leading us a few paces from the boisterous entry of the art center.

      “What’s going on?” He sighs heavily to Cormack as he says it.

      Both Cormack and Landon, her eerie twin in every capacity—sans the blonde hair and hot pink renaissance gowns, grovel up to Noah, begging him for protection, mewling away like starved kittens. Their masks are in hand, waving like glittery flags of surrender, and the entire display makes me want to vomit.

      “Oh, it was horrible!” Cormack’s entire body bucks and writhes, her blonde curls spilling side to side with all of the drama of a damsel in distress in one of those black and white movies my mother used to find so charming. “Whoever it is stuffed this into my purse when I wasn’t looking!” She produces a tiny crumbled piece of paper. “Look, it says right here, your head will roll tonight!”

      “I should be so lucky,” I mutter under my breath, sponsoring a stern yet equally inaudible Lemon from Everett.

      Noah carefully removes a plastic bag from his pocket and encapsulates the note as the watermark at the top of the page catches my eye.

      “Hey, that’s stationary from the B&B!” I say enthusiastically as I step in close. “And isn’t that where you’re staying?” I shake my head admonishingly at the so-called victim.

      Cormack shrieks for seemingly no reason. “You mean to tell me not only is that place haunted, but there’s a killer on the loose? I’ll have my father shut down that hellhole by midnight for harboring felons and spooks alike.”

      I can’t help but avert my eyes. “The only felon in there is you. Future felon, that is. You do realize that filing a false claim with the sheriff’s department not only eats up valuable resources, but costs the taxpayers a ton of money. You’ll be lucky if you’re not sued to the hilt by every resident in Ashford County, Honey Hollow included.” I dig a finger into her cushioned chest. “But don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. Once Noah turns in that final piece of evidence over to forensics, they’re going to crack this case wide open. They were just waiting for one more sliver of proof. And if they do name you as the prime suspect, you’re looking at a minimum of fifty years behind bars. Your accouterment choices will be whittled down to one—and you’ll be wearing orange in and out of season. The only manicure you’ll receive ever again will be at the hands of a woman named Butch, and she won’t take Daddy’s credit card, if you know what I mean. They’ll take your phone, your yoga instructor, your masseuse, your TV psychic, and your barista away—i.e., your freedom. But if you confess right now to doing all this yourself in hopes to keep Noah on tab twenty-four hours a day, you’ll be absolved of all charges.” Of course, everything I just shouted out into the dark expanse was completely fabricated out of my own imagination, but I couldn’t help it. I’ve had enough of Cormack and her falsified histrionics.

      Cormack’s entire body seizes as her hands shake and shiver. Her tiny pink clutch flies into the air, and I catch it. Without thinking, I try to open the tiny box.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, looking over at the two sisters. “This tiny hard-shelled case is practically bolted shut.” I struggle to open it once again, and Everett carefully takes it from me and pops the top on it.

      “That wasn’t easy.” Everett looks over to Cormack. “Did you set this down at any point in the night?”

      “Are you kidding?” She snatches it back and snaps it closed once again, and it sounds like a gunshot. “That’s a ten thousand dollar Famaguci. You don’t leave this lying around willy-nilly. I let Landon hold it while I went to the ladies’ room.”

      All eyes shift to her wide-eyed little sister.

      Landon’s mouth opens and closes. “Oh my God, I did it.” She clutches onto Cormack as tears spout from her eyes, airborne just the way they do in cartoons. “Please don’t let them take my freedom! If I don’t do yoga on the veranda at sunrise, my skin begins to dehydrate, and I’ll be reptilian by fall! Oh, please don’t let them take me!” Her voice wails into the night as Cormack plucks her off.

      “Landon Stout Featherby!”

      Dear Lord, the name of all names. Those rich folk really know how to pin a crazy moniker on a kid at birth.

      Noah rocks back on his heels. “Landon, you did this? Why?”

      Landon’s watery green eyes blink up at him. Her mouth widens in horror. “For you—for her. Don’t you see? Cormack wants you. Cormack always gets the things she wants. And for whatever reason, you’re not complying. I was just trying to give you a push in the right direction. After I saw you blowing her off the day Nessa was killed, I thought maybe I could piggyback off her death and you’d think the killer was after my sister as well. Don’t you care about her? Don’t you want to keep her safe? How many threats was it going to take for you to see what a wonderful person my sister really is?”

      “I’m speechless,” I say while choking on my next words. “The one thing you can’t buy is love, so you thought you’d do the very next best thing—scare someone into loving your sister.”

      Noah holds a hand up. “Landon, I do care about your sister. I care about her deeply.” And there it is, another knife in my chest gifted by none other than Noah Corbin Fox. “But my heart belongs to someone else.”

      Cormack scoffs. “Please. Britney is all about control. And if you want to be commandeered for the rest of your life, be my guest.”

      “I don’t,” he says sharply. “And I wasn’t talking about Brit. I was talking about Lottie.” His eyes soften as he looks my way a moment. “Landon?” He’s right back to being annoyed. “Did you send Lottie a threat, too?”

      “No way, no how.” She lifts both hands in the air in protest, and suddenly Cormack looks as if she’s eyeing the parking lot as an escape route.

      “I knew it! You’re both a couple of spoiled little brats.” I lean in dangerously close, and Cormack nearly falls over trying to get away from me. “You sent that stupid note, didn’t you?”

      “You left me no choice!” She nearly bites my nose off as she snipes the words my way. “You kept accusing me of writing them myself,” she huffs over at Noah. “And you didn’t exactly step up the way we had hoped.”

      “We?” Everett charges her with the malfeasance with simply one look.

      Cormack lets out a bloodcurdling aarggh. “Fine. I caught on the other day. But I was not entirely pleased with this.” She growls over at her sister before looking pleadingly up at Noah. “Please don’t take us in. I swear, I was going to end this charade tonight—after this one last little threat.” She gives a little wink as if maybe she wouldn’t have.

      Everett growls, “You had no right to disturb someone else’s state of mind. You were both way out of line. And if you can’t see what you’ve done is very, very wrong—maybe you are a couple of spoiled brats.”

      The two of them suck in a lungful of air, horrified that the honorable judge among us has come to such an accurate conclusion.

      Noah smacks his lips with disdain. “Everett, why don’t you get Lottie home? I’m taking the girls down to Ashford.”

      He herds the two of them off toward the parking lot, much to their hysterical protest.

      “Throw the book at them,” I shout as Everett chuckles.

      “You and I both know he’s not throwing the book at them. What do you suggest their punishment be? I’ll be sure to implement it.”

      “Community service? The B&B could use a little sprucing up. My mother’s flowerbeds are in need of freshening. I think maybe getting some dirt under their fingernails might be good for them.”

      Everett’s chest expands the size of a football field. “Consider it done.”

      I wrap an arm around him and pull him in as we watch Noah stuff them into his truck.

      A cool breeze licks by as I tip my head up at Everett. “I hear manure is the best fertilizer. Make sure they’re knee-deep in it just as literally as they have been figuratively.”

      Everett twitches his brows as we head for the parking lot ourselves.

      “You know, I never did make it to the courthouse for our date in your chambers.” I reach up and give his tie a playful tug.

      “Make it soon.” He pulls me close with a rumble in his chest. “And it can’t be soon enough.”

      “I think I’ll surprise you. I sort of like catching you off guard.”

      “You never cease to surprise me, that’s for sure.” He pauses to look at me, his eyes stealing a moment to study my features. “You cracked another case, Lemon. You did good.” His muscles tense as if there was more to say.

      “Why do I feel a but coming on?”

      “But I don’t want you rolling around in anyone’s trunk ever again.”

      “I can’t promise you that.”

      “I know.” He lands a gentle kiss to the top of my forehead. “And that is the only thing that scares me.”
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      A few nights later, in light of the horrific events that unfolded at the B&B a few weeks back, my mother has decided to host a christening for the conservatory to rid it of all the bad juju before Lainey’s bridal shower.

      Everyone has shown up this evening. Keelie, Naomi, Becca, and both Noah and Everett are here standing behind me as I line up with my sisters, Lainey and Meg. Even Cormack and Landon have bothered to make a guest appearance after a hard day in my mother’s garden. Their fingers clasp over their champagne flutes as I spy their matching newly acquired gardener’s manicure. They look equally agitated and fatigued beyond measure.

      Both Noah and Everett gave them a good talking to, and I’m fairly certain that’s the extent of their legal ramifications. Cormack is very fortunate to have a longstanding history with both the lead detective in her case and the judge who perhaps wouldn’t have been so kind otherwise. And as it turns out, Clayton and Ryan were cleared of any wrongdoing. It was truly just Blythe who was guilty of killing Vanessa St. James. Clayton and Ryan concocted that lie about the gardener in an effort to put their friends at ease the night of the masquerade. Oddly enough, it seemed to work. The art center raised more money that night than it has all year.

      I startle back to reality as my eyes stray into the small crowd gathered in the conservatory. Even Britney has made her presence known this evening by hanging all over Noah’s shoulder—and legally, she has every right to that shoulder and the rest of him, too.

      “And on this great day”—Mom holds a glass of sparkling cider high in the air, and the small crowd mimics her action—“I’ve asked my very good friend, Mayor Harry Nash, to do the honors for me.” There’s a gleam in her eyes as she looks to the conservatively handsome fellow before her.

      Rich Dallas clenches his teeth. His face pinches red in an instant, the color of an angry fire.

      Meg—who I have not stopped apologizing to about her dented car—leans in toward Lainey and me. “Ten bucks says he pops like a piñata the next time Mom just so happens to touch Mayor Nash.”

      Lainey makes a face. “She has been awful touchy-feely this evening.”

      My lips twist over at Miranda Lemon with her best friend, Chrissy Nash, standing dutifully by her side.

      “I still think she’s breaking girl code by making a play for her bestie’s ex.” I can’t help but cringe over at Carlotta who seems to be doing her darnedest to catch Rich Dallas’ eyes, but he’s not falling for it. “Poor Carlotta hasn’t exactly been successful in stealing away Mom’s man.”

      “What?” Lainey squawks.

      Meg shakes her head. “Don’t worry. It was a poorly hatched plan by our harebrained mother. She needs to leave this to the pros. Mark my words. In less than a month, that man won’t be able to get within feet of our mother.”

      “What makes you think that?” I ask. “He’s got her surrounded like a psychotic Fort Knox. He’s not going anywhere.”

      Meg shudders. “I don’t know. I just have a feeling. It’s not a good one either.”

      Lainey sucks in a quick breath. “You think Rich is going to off her, don’t you?”

      Meg growls as if that’s exactly what she was thinking.

      “Meg”—I spin her close by the crook of her elbow—“do you think Mom is in danger?” Honestly, it sounds like a rather stupid question as it streams from my lips. Obviously, Rich is one sandwich short of a picnic, but a killer? God help us all.

      “I don’t know.” My sister doesn’t take her lucent blue eyes off of them. “But something sinister is hovering over Honey Hollow. That much I know is true.”

      Mayor Nash clears his throat. “To Honey Hollow’s premier haunted B&B. May it be filled with prosperity and poltergeists long into the future—and may this beautiful conservatory be its crowning jewel forever more. And a special toast to the feisty woman who commandeers this place like the stunning little nugget she is. May you continue to find favor with the fine people of Honey Hollow and tourists alike.”

      He picks up her hand and gently kisses the back of it as the crowd breaks out into cheers. And all the while, Rich Dallas seethes and vibrates by her side like a malfunctioning motor ready to detonate into a pile of useless shrapnel.

      Mom lifts a hand to the excitable crowd. “And don’t forget to vote Mayor Nash for reelection in just a couple of weeks! As the number one volunteer of his campaign league, be forewarned I’ll be staking a sign in each of your yards bright and early tomorrow morning!”

      A light round of laughter encircles the room.

      I spot Carlotta chattering away with Greer Giles and Winslow Decker, and I turn back to Noah and Everett and excuse myself momentarily.

      Carlotta glowers my way as I come upon her.

      She leans in. “You do realize that I don’t take rejection lightly.”

      “Says the woman who dropped me to the floor of a firehouse on her way out of town.”

      Greer leans in. “That was cold, Carlotta.”

      My bio mother rolls her eyes at the thought. “She was swaddled in a blanket, and I watched from across the street as Joseph Lemon scooped her up into his arms. She had him wrapped around his finger before he ever got a look at her cute little face, and speaking of faces—I’m difficult to resist. I’ve taken offense to Rich Dallas and his aggressive rebuffing tactics.”

      “I guess it’s true then. He only has eyes for my mother.”

      Carlotta shudders. “She can’t shake him.”

      Winslow Decker takes an unneeded breath. His hair is slicked back, and if you look closely, you can see the traces of a slight scar on his right cheek. “That man is not in love. He’s in lust.” He shoots the side-eye at Greer. “Much like someone else was with that Finmore kid.”

      Greer moans like a wounded dove. “I’ve been nonstop apologizing for my rude behavior. How much does a girl have to grovel in order to gain your affection once again?”

      Winslow brushes his thumb over Greer’s cheek. “My love, my affection never left you. It was you who strayed. I fear I’m not enough for someone as cosmopolitan as you are. I’m a simple farm boy who came from meager beginnings.”

      Greer swats his lapel playfully. “Winslow, you know money means nothing to me anymore. Now wrap those ghostly muscles around me, and let’s shake that chandelier up above the old-fashioned way.”

      His cheek flinches with the lewd promise. “Only because you’re so irresistible.”

      He whisks her into the air, and their lips are locked before they ever hit that chandelier. The lights flicker as the crystal begins to shake, and the room ignites with an approving applause.

      Carlotta leans in. “I’m irresistible, too. And so are you by default.” She gives my cheek a light pinch.

      “Yes,” I murmur. “And, oddly enough, every time I look in the mirror, I see you.” It’s true. Up until I met Carlotta back in January, I thought I was one of a kind—or in the least, my sister Lainey’s look-alike.

      Her forehead wrinkles. “Aren’t you at all curious who your daddy is? And don’t bother giving me that Joseph Lemon spiel again. I get it.”

      “No.” I bite the air between us. “My life is complicated enough as it is. I don’t need another person mucking up the waters.”

      “Have it your way, but he’s been chattin’ to me as of late, and I’m sick of his high and mighty ways. Always judging me, making me feel as if I haven’t amounted to anything. I’m about ready to pop him with a left baby hook he’ll never see coming.” She takes off before I can protest.

      Noah and Everett step up, both with a devilish gleam in their eyes, and suddenly Carlotta and my imaginary father have all but evaporated from the forefront of my mind.

      “Why are the two of you looking at me that way?”

      Noah sags, his demeanor far more sorrowful than it was a moment before. “We’d like to speak to you for a moment, Lottie.”

      An icy chill runs through me as I examine them this way—united, and it’s a terrifying look.

      Everett seems steely and pensive, but then, that is his go-to expression.

      “Sure, let’s head to the living room. There’s plenty of privacy there.”

      I lead them over, and the three of us take a seat, with me on the lounger and Noah and Everett parked on the sofa leaning hard over the coffee table as if to close the gap between us.

      Noah takes a deep breath as his dimples dig in. “Lottie, you know I love you.”

      My fingers float up to my lips in horror as it becomes apparent Noah is about to break up with me. And then it hits me, we’re no longer together to begin with.

      Noah clears his throat. “I realize that you have been”—he scowls over at Everett—“entertaining yourself with him. I want you to know I’m still very interested in pursuing a relationship with you. And I know you’re opposed to it due to my unfortunate matrimonial standing, but as soon as I get out from under that legal nightmare, I fully intend to restore everything we lost.” He bows his head for a moment. “I guess what I’m getting at is—would you please stop entertaining yourself with this moron?” His jaw clenches, and I’m positive his fist is itching to connect with that alarmingly sexy stubble gracing Everett’s face. He’s clearly worked himself up with images of me entertaining myself with his old stepbrother.

      I come shy of huffing at him. “Would you please stop being married?”

      Everett chuckles as Noah growls his way.

      Noah takes another quick breath. “Would you at least consider slowing your frequency?”

      A breath of my own gets caught in my throat. “Would you slow the frequency in which you acquire wives and girlfriends?”

      Everett ticks his head to the side. “She’s got you there.”

      “Lottie”—Noah inches back—“I only have eyes for you. Please ditch this bag of bones. We can still make this work.”

      Everett glances over to him. “Motion denied. Feel free to entertain yourself, Detective.” He turns back my way, those comforting blue eyes penetrating me deeply. “Sorry for the derailment. It appears Detective Fox tried to use this opportunity to add yet another female to his collection.” Everett blinks his way. “Not happening on my watch.”

      “Why exactly did the two of you call me over?”

      Noah pulls out a small black box adorned with a red ribbon from his pocket, no bigger than the size of his hand, and lands it gently on the table.

      My adrenaline spikes at the sight of it, and my ears pulsate with a heartbeat of their own.

      I clear my throat. “If this is some sort of dual proposal, I can assure you this will get awkward quickly.”

      “He’ll never propose,” they say in unison before exchanging dirty looks.

      Noah’s chest bounces with a silent laugh. “He’s not proposing to you anytime soon.”

      Everett lifts a brow my way. “Cupcake, I wouldn’t hold your breath for the married man by my side to offer you a ring either. His wife would never approve.”

      Noah’s jaw tenses once again. “Nobody calls her Cupcake but me. I’m still fighting for you, Lottie.”

      “So am I,” Everett growls at him.

      “Onto the gift,” I say rather aggressively before a true fistfight breaks out.

      Noah slides the box across the table my way. “I picked it out.”

      “We picked it out,” Everett is quick to correct. “I paid for it.”

      My fingers tremble as I take up the little black box. It’s heavier than it looks, and that surprises me. The thought of Everett and Noah doing anything together boggles the mind.

      I pluck the red ribbon loose and lift the lid off the box. It takes a moment for me to wrap my head around what I’m looking at as a svelte black weapon stares back at me.

      “A gun,” I say, stunned. “The two of you bought me a gun?” I bring it closer and read the words, Glock 26 Gen4. It’s small, no bigger than six inches.

      “That’s right,” Noah says. “And it comes with as many lessons as you’ll need down at the range. I’ll make sure you’re safe with it.”

      Everett hitches his head toward Noah. “Feel free to use him as target practice.”

      Noah’s chest bucks with his next breath. “Shoot him first.”

      “I’m not sure I’m going to shoot anything. I don’t even know if I want it,” I say, slipping the box back onto the table.

      Everett leans in. “We wouldn’t have given this to you if we didn’t think you needed it. Lemon, you need to have protection. That woman almost killed you the other night.”

      A shiver runs through me.

      Everett presses his gaze to mine. “I love you, Lemon. I’m not about to let anything happen to you.”

      Noah growls at the proclamation of affection. “Neither am I,” he echoes.

      My heart demands to burst with unmitigated joy as I look to these two unbelievably handsome men. It’s not fair they’ve both infiltrated my heart so completely. I wish I didn’t have the need for such a dangerous weapon. I certainly wish I didn’t have two brilliant men vying for my affection when I’ve already given my heart to them both. It’s unfair. It’s irresponsible. It’s downright confusing is what it is.

      “I’d do anything to have Nell here with me right now.” I sigh under my breath, and a quiver of light catches my eye by the entry.

      I spot my mother and Rich walking Becca, Keelie, and Naomi to the door, and my feet walk me to the mouth of the living room without my permission. And what catches my eye next leaves me struggling for my next breath.

      Standing staunchly between Becca and Keelie is an all too familiar frame of an older woman, her back slightly bent, her wrinkled face breaking out into a sea of commas as she smiles my way.

      “Nell?” I say her name just under my breath, and sure enough she glides right on over. In an instant, her face is transformed to a far younger version, stunningly beautiful before she reverts to her wrinkled far more familiar likeness. Her hair is short and wiry, silver in color, and it glistens like snow.

      “I’m only donning this old mask for you, my love.” She winks as she presses a kiss to the side of my cheek, and my entire body tingles with delight.

      “Oh, Nell.” I wrap my arms around her tightly, my body trembling as every emotion runs through me at once. “You’ve come back to me. I need you so much—so much has happened since you’ve been gone. I could really use your advice on just about everything.”

      “Lottie?” Noah calls to me from behind, and I hear Everett whispering something to him.

      Nell nods up at me, her glowing eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll be around for a bit, my dear.” She looks to the small crowd edging its way to the door. “I’m afraid I’ve been called to duty.”

      “What?” My heart sinks clear past the floorboards. “No. It can’t be,” I say, looking at those I love as my sisters join them, and the crowd gives a collective warm laugh.

      Nell floats back over to them as one by one they file out of the B&B. Nell lifts a hand my way as she glides out the door in a ball of sparkling light.

      Nell is back, and she’s here to usher someone I love to the other side. It can’t be. I won’t let it. Nell and I will stop this coming plague. There has to be some perk that comes with my supersensual standing that doesn’t involve death—that can possibly stop it.

      Noah and Everett come up on either side of me, and I can feel the weight of their affection, the pressing heft of my own confusion.

      Nell is back, and she’ll help me wade through the madness of my own tangled emotions. I just know she will.

      Everett wraps an arm around my shoulder. “Everything okay, Lemon?”

      “It will be,” I say, looking back at the entry. “It had better be.”

      Noah nods us toward the front door. “I’m craving a pizza. How about hitting up Mangia with me?” He glares over at Everett for a second. “Fine. You can come, too.”

      Everett gives me a gentle squeeze. “I have a feeling he likes it when I pay the bill.”

      “I heard that,” Noah quips. “This one is on me.”

      Everett pumps a dry smile. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “This one is on me,” I say. And so is the burden of all three of our hearts.

      As much as I can’t wait to have a nice long chat with Nell, I’m not looking forward to the impending danger headed our way.

      Meg was right. Something sinister has come to Honey Hollow, and I have a feeling it’s about to make its presence known in a very big way.

      We head outside, and I spot Nell as she sparkles and shines as she stands amidst the small circle of all of my favorite people on the planet, her arm entangled with my mother’s, and a cold chill runs through me.

      Nell Sawyer is back, and I’ll move heaven and earth to make sure she stays for good this time.

      But something tells me, I might just wish that she never returned at all.

      It looks to me, someone very close to me is about to bite the big one.
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