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Chapter One

	 

	Mom refilled my water glass while Daisy buttered another roll for me. Like I was some kind of invalid who couldn’t do anything for herself. I cringed inwardly as they carried on with their conversation as though they hadn’t both just treated me like a child who needed extra care, the tinkle of glassware and cutlery mixing with soft chatter from the other diners assuring me no one noticed.

	But I noticed and that was bad enough.

	Mind you, I did understand their hovering and attention as my bestie’s gray eyes lit up at Mom’s offered list of guests for their up-coming baby shower extravaganza, even if I felt so outside of it at the moment I might as well have been on the moon.

	I looked enough like that round and bloated blob, at least.

	“Vivian already confirmed,” my mother gushed over her salad. “And Grace is coming with her.”

	“I heard back from Willow,” Daisy said, surprising me with the idea that superstar movie actress Willow Pink might even consider coming to my shower. Yes, I’d helped her solve a murder six years ago, and we’d remained on happy, if distant, terms since thanks to her busy schedule, but I hadn’t thought she might come back to her old hometown just the celebrate the birth of the twins. “She’s going to do her best. It all depends on when the babies come.”

	Don’t for a second think I didn’t feel the weight of their mutual stares as the two women in my life I adored the most turned in unison to fix their expectant eyes on me. Green and gray gazed with unblinking focus for a long moment, like they thought I might pop then and there, before they went back to their discussion of the party I had absolutely no input into.

	“Hopefully sooner than later,” Mom said. She had the good grace to gently pat my hand as I grunted in agreement. “More water, Fee?”

	I was honestly going to throw the glass in her face if she made me drink anymore. My poor, aching bladder had been getting a going over for months now and it wasn’t any easier now that I knew there were two pizza pockets waiting for the timer of my oven to run out and ding! their way into existence. At thirty-eight weeks, I’d originally been told I might go past forty, considering this was my first pregnancy. The two-fer reveal, however, meant I could easily go at any time now, according to Dr. Aberstock. And while part of me I would have loved to just get it over with already, and take my body and my life back, thank you, growing anxiety over pending motherhood had me leaning toward never giving birth at all and just tolerating how things were in favor of the inevitable.

	“Alicia said no matter what happens, we can use the lodge if The Iris is booked,” Mom said, though she sounded like having my shower anywhere but her beloved bed and breakfast would be a disaster of epic proportions. Still, it would take a lot of pressure off my mother if the White Valley Lodge ended up being our venue, since the last thing I wanted was to have my mother cancel clients just for a silly party.

	A silly party that had her so wound up I worried about her blood pressure.

	“It’ll all work out, Lucy,” Daisy said, beaming at me with her gorgeous honey curls bouncing around her, the suit and upsweep she’d taken to wearing now that she’d moved mostly to Miami to work for our best client nowhere in evidence. The moment she arrived back in town a week ago, she’d shed her more professional attire and appearance for her favorite 50s style dresses and loose curls, my Daisy returned for the time being. Her announcement upon her arrival that Nelson Delamonte would have to do without her until such time the nuggets arrived, and Daisy deemed herself unnecessary in their care offered me far more relief than I was willing to admit. Yes, I had Mom and Dad and Crew and countless others to watch over me (groan, the watching and looming and coddling), but there was just something about having my best friend close by again that made this whole ordeal easier.

	And if you’re judging me for calling carrying two giant babies to term an ordeal, you can suck it. While I was certain once things were said and done and I was holding my precious girls in my arms, I’d feel differently, my various unhappy and uncomfortable body parts (okay, all of my body parts) had their own vocal and sometimes painful opinions on the matter.

	Lunch wrapped up while I sullenly prodded my food with my fork, though Mom’s occasional glare had me sipping and chewing despite my lack of appetite. I hated that she and Daisy both had to help me to my feet since sitting at the table for so long made my ankles so swollen and achy that fighting my awkward center of balance meant support was vital to being upright and this time, I did catch a diner or two glancing my way. We exited the small restaurant, newly reopened in time for the holidays, to the cool air of the late November afternoon, my giant tent of a wool coat brushing my heavy thighs, the scarf Mom wrapped around my neck so tight I choked a bit before tugging it into a more comfortable position.

	“I’ll take Fee home,” Daisy offered, linking her arm with mine as my boots slipped on the dust of new snow on the sidewalk.

	“I’m happy to do it, sweetie,” Mom said. And here we went again. They’d been fighting over who got to smother me in care and concern since Day arrived home and today was going to be no different.

	“I’m perfectly capable.” I didn’t mean to snarl that through clenched teeth, I swear. Both of them stared with wide eyes at my attitude, but I’d had enough. “Thank you.” Okay, I managed that, if with a hint of go away and buzz off implied. I didn’t really mean it, but my temper had a way of getting the better of me these days, especially considering my movements had been curtailed for the most part, all thanks to the cheerfully cherubic St. Nicholas twin of a cursed creature named Lloyd Aberstock.

	“Honey, we’re not letting you walk home alone.” It was only three blocks, Mom. Growl. “You know what Dr. Aberstock said.”

	Did I. “I’m not on bed rest,” I snapped back at her.

	“Not officially,” Daisy spoke up, gorgeous face crumbling into concern, cheeks pink as the cool air made her lovely complexion even more stunning, the image of a milkmaid’s chill-kissed perfection. Even her cute little red beret, matching her swing coat, gave her that appearance of a cherry on top of the best sundae ever made. All of which made her adorable and frustrating and triggered my jealousy and temper all over again. “But we have to be careful.”

	Right. Because we were in this together. I didn’t see her bloated and waddling with a balloon of impossible size protruding from her waistline, but sure, Day.

	We.

	I didn’t get to respond, probably for the best, because I really did love Mom and Daisy, and I knew Dr. Aberstock had my health and that of the twins at heart. The fact I was now thirty-five and on my first pregnancy, with a history of blood pressure issues and putting myself into dangerous situations looming behind me like a series of red flags even I couldn’t ignore, the logical decision was to listen, to conform, to trust and be a slug for however long it took for the girls to choose it was time to get out of me and get on with their own lives.

	All of which didn’t matter even a bit as someone rushed toward me, startling in their speed, forcing me to turn, Mom and Daisy gaping while the petite young woman, blonde hair perfectly styled, makeup impeccable and trim, black coat adorable on her slim frame (can you tell what I fixated on and couldn’t wait to return to?), stopped her forward motion so close I could smell the scent of her shampoo. Before she thrust a microphone in my face as a bright light burst into life over her shoulder from the giant camera held by her partner and she spoke.

	“Ms. Fleming,” she said, “Anita Jones, Channel 5 News. Tell us, what’s your reaction to the latest in the Rose Norton case?”

	The what now? I blinked at her, my brain already a bit scrambled from the hormone soup that was my present existence, caught off guard by a question that made me stammer before she spoke again, cutting through my ability to respond.

	“You have heard,” the young reporter said, “that Rose Norton’s admission of guilt was thrown out? That her challenge to the case was overturned?”

	I couldn’t comprehend what the girl was saying to me, but the gasps from Mom and Daisy cut through where Anita’s words didn’t.

	“Ms. Fleming,” she pushed on, “Rose Norton is free and returning to Reading. How do you feel about that?”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Two

	 

	I finally put two and two together and came up with fury. “Since when?” The young reporter actually backed off a half-step as I leaned into the microphone, feeling hands on my arms tugging me away. Mom and Daisy clearly were in more control of themselves than I was at the moment, though I wasn’t about to let a little thing like bad press stop me from getting the answer I needed.

	“Since this morning,” Anita said, hazel eyes wide, cheeks pink, though there was an upturn to her lips I didn’t like. Was she happy the woman who tormented me for years, who murdered an innocent girl decades ago, who broke my cousin’s heart was free and clear and able to come back to the scene of her recent crimes? The reporter’s microphone hung between us, shaking just a little, so I could only imagine the expression on my face that had her nerves on edge.

	Like I cared. “Rose Norton is a murderer and a collaborator in organized crime,” I shot back. “Justice will prevail. Excuse me.” I turned my back on her and stomped away. Well, I waddled, but in my head, it was much more impressive.

	The problem was my new journalistic shadow didn’t seem to want to allow me my grand exit. “Ms. Fleming!” Was she chasing after me? Mom and Daisy had both placed themselves in the line of fire when I turned back, scowling so deeply my cheeks ached, but Little Miss Get Her Story didn’t seem intimidated by the pair, shoving the microphone between them. “Will you continue to pursue a case against her?”

	“I’m not a police officer,” I said. “That’s up to the state’s attorney.” Who would be getting a very terse and angry phone call from me in short order for leaving me to be ambushed like this. Not to mention one BCI Detective Rowan Mallory who might find himself with permanent physical damage to his person when I was done with him.

	I saw the eagerness grow on Anita’s face and anticipated a string of further questions no matter what Mom and Daisy did. Chest tight and heart pounding, I knew Dr. Aberstock wouldn’t be happy with the stress of the moment, and I found myself clutching at the base of the roundness of my belly, as though supporting the kidlets could return the favor. Under normal circumstances, I had no doubt I could handle the reporter and leave her in my dust, but frankly, in my condition? I’d come to second-guess myself, my abilities, my strength and my willingness to tolerate anything more laid across my weary and aching shoulders.

	Fortunately, salvation of the journalistic kind was already at hand, someone brushing past me on my left, another on my right, overtaking Mom and Daisy and stepping between them and the eager reporter. I blinked at the sight of Pamela Shard and Fleur King, investigative duo of no small renown expertly placing themselves in the line of fire, deflecting the young woman and her cameraman with the kind of chutzpah that could only come from years of doing her job far better than she was capable.

	So there.

	“There are professional courtesies in cases like this,” Pamela said in a low and disdainful tone that had Anita backing off at last, “and you’ve tromped all over them. Well done. I’ll be speaking with your broadcaster. If you’ll excuse us.” She turned around then and strode to my side, hand on my elbow, Fleur flicking her fingertips at the gaping young woman who made several attempts to follow, only to falter and fall behind. The tall, lean blonde who was the photographic powerhouse side of this partnership took up the tail end of our convoy, Mom and Daisy hurrying to catch up with Pamela. As for my Reading Reader Gazette friend—formerly award-winning investigative journalist for the Boston Globe—she winked at me with a tight grin that had nothing to do with amusement.

	“In here.” She jerked on me and pulled me sideways into the Gazette office, gesturing impatiently for the others to follow before locking the door behind her. Her two assistants were nowhere to be found, Pamela’s tight, angry grin only intensifying as she spun on me and shook her head. “I just found out,” she said. “And while I applaud that young woman’s initiative, I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

	“What happened?” I sagged sideways, accepting the rolling chair Fleur immediately fetched for me to sink into while Mom and Daisy hovered on either side of me, all of us so stunned, apparently, those two words were all we could collectively muster.

	They were enough. “It’s a story,” Pamela said. “I suggest we tell it once.” She nodded toward Fleur. “I’m assuming you’ll want the Fleming Investigations team along for the ride?”

	I immediately thought of Crew, nodding and, to my surprise, Robert. My cousin, former deputy and then sheriff of Reading, Robert Carlisle, had a close and personal relationship with Rose for years just before she shattered his heart into a million pieces prior to being dragged out of Reading for murder. We’d reconciled to a large degree despite decades of animosity between us, so I guess it wasn’t that surprising I thought of him when it came down to it. The need to warn him could have come from my pending motherhood, the hormonal mix of protectiveness and ferocious energy almost erasing the pressure of pregnancy and making me forget I couldn’t leap to my feet and march off into battle like I used to.

	“The Iris,” Mom said, crisp and commanding, regaining her poise, at least.

	Pamela nodded, grim now, feral grin gone. “Get Fee there,” she said, “as fast as possible, before others arrive.”

	Wait, what did she say? “Others?” I simply wasn’t in a position for mental gymnastics.

	Pamela nodded with that same dark expression. “You’re about to be in the middle of a circus,” she said. “I’m afraid that reporter is only the beginning.”

	Surely, she jested. I didn’t get to say so, though, Mom and Daisy heaving me to my feet and guiding me quickly out the door and up the street, nearly dragging me the three blocks to the bed and breakfast where Mom immediately planted me on the sofa in the living room before bolting the glass doors to the garden.

	“I’m going to cancel my guests for the next few days.” She waved off my protest, lovely face scrunched in worry. “Don’t be silly. This is far too important. Excuse me, girls.” She exited in a rush, leaving me with Daisy who held my hands after helping me out of my coat, sitting next to me with her own expression turned from the bright openness I was used to into something much darker and more threatening.

	“Just let her try anything,” my bestie said of her half-sister. “Just let her, Fee.”

	I’d never seen her so worked up, now worried about Day, too. “Let’s hear what Pamela has to say,” I said as the doors to the living room swept open and my father and husband hurried in.

	Dad bent and kissed my cheek, Crew taking a place on my other side, the tall and imposing mountain who was my father glowering like an impending thunderstorm.

	“We’ll take care of this,” he growled in his gravel voice, blue eyes snapping in fury. Dad might have been pushing sixty but he hadn’t lost a scrap of his towering intimidation despite his years. “Fee, I don’t want you to worry one bit.”

	The doors opened again and our youngest member, Kit Somersby, hurried inside, cheeks pink and eyes huge, breathless as she shucked out of her coat and came to join us. “There’s a ton of news vans showing up,” she said, looking back and forth between me and Dad and Crew and Daisy like she didn’t know whose eyes to lock onto. “Is it true?”

	“It is.” Crew’s own deep voice held enough malice I was able to shed the stirring anxiety that gripped me since Anita Jones’ microphone wavered in my proximity. I had nothing to fear, not with this amazing group of people who loved me to watch my back. It made being forced to stay home and take care of myself feel like I’d been playing at petulant when I should have been appreciating what I had.

	“Jill and Liz are on their way from Montpelier,” Dad said. “But we can start without them.” He began to pace, hands behind his back. “Who has details?”

	I shook my head, leaning into Crew whose arm circled my shoulders. “Pamela and Fleur,” I said. “They should be on the way. Why didn’t the state’s attorney call?” And Mallory? I thought he and I were friends.

	“I just spoke to his assistant,” Dad said. “Apparently, there’s some confusion about the case. They were going to call, but the media found out and they’re cleaning up their own mess.” My father exhaled sharply with a very bad word that had me startled. He didn’t swear often, and that was a doozy, clear indication of his anger, even if pacing wasn’t sign enough. “Whatever happened, we need to know so we can plan ahead.”

	When the doors opened again, it was quieter, so much so I almost missed the sound under Dad’s words. But when everyone stopped and turned and froze, I did the same, unsurprised (even if they were) to find Robert standing there with his hand on the door. It was obvious to me from his awkward posture and the sullen twist to his mouth under the thin, black mustache he refused to give up completely that he wasn’t sure how he'd be greeted.

	“Robert,” I said, waving for him to join us, “you heard?”

	He nodded, closing the door behind him and taking a few steps closer at my welcome, though everyone else seemed uncomfortable with his presence. I know he felt it and refused to let it stop him from being part of this. “Just now,” he said.

	“We’re just waiting on the facts,” I said. “You’re as much a part of this as any of us, more so than most.” I scowled at my husband who didn’t protest but looked like he wanted to. “Come in, sit down. Please.”

	Robert nodded again to me, shook Dad’s offered hand, the wall of darkness that he used to live behind falling away somewhat and only then did I realize he’d erected it again. To protect himself? More than likely. The thing was, he didn’t need it anymore as far as I was concerned and anyone who contested that? Could fight me.

	The next few people who joined us weren’t much of a surprise, Dr. Aberstock huffing his way into the room, coming to me immediately and checking my pulse with two fingers on my wrist before shaking his head and hugging me. In the time it took for him to do so, Olivia Walker rushed inside, Mom at her heels with a tray of coffee—of course—and her staff leaving cake and sandwiches on the sidebar. As much as I loved my mother’s baking, I had a feeling no one would be partaking of her offerings despite the sentiment behind it.

	The mayor’s brown eyes bulged while she wrung her hands in front of her, not even pausing to shed her coat, taking up Dad’s pacing but in another part of the room. “This is horrible,” she muttered. “Just horrible.”

	Mom took Olivia in hand and divested her of her coat, seating the mayor in a wingback and thrusting a steaming cup of coffee into her grasp. It seemed to soothe Olivia sufficiently that she stopped fidgeting but there was a wildness around her eyes and her hands shook enough I knew she was on the brink of a breakdown.

	I knew exactly how she felt. How much more could we possibly be expected to bear?

	I was about to find out. Pamela and Fleur strode into the room, Mom firmly locking the door behind them and taking her place next to the French doors as though intending to stand sentry there against all comers. Dad spun and closed the heavy drapes across the locked ones leading out into the garden, plunging the room into dimness and making me shiver as the two reporters took center stage.

	“It’s not good news,” Pamela said.

	“When is it ever?” Dad growled that before perching on the arm of the sofa next to me and waving at them to go on.

	“Rose is back,” Robert blurted then before the pair who’d come to share could speak again. And, to my utter shock, he spun on me, jaw jumping as he went on. “She must have known. That’s why she’s been sending you those horrible texts.”

	Robert. What the heck.

	Choke.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Three

	 

	You could have heard a pin drop into a snowbank. Meanwhile, my brain lit on fire at the betrayal as my cousin glared back at me like he’d been planning to tell everyone all along instead of keeping the secret I entrusted to him.

	Not on purpose. He’d snooped and spotted one of the nasty and horrible text messages I’d been receiving for the last few months, promising he’d keep it on the downlow for me if I let him investigate who it was that seemed impervious to tracking and blocking attempts. I’d let Robert have that task, though his probing didn’t seem to interfere with my tormentor’s ability to reach me every other day with yet another jab at my heart and ego. Still, we had an agreement, Robert and me.

	He was so dead.

	That was, as soon as my family and friends were done tearing me into tiny shreds of nothing, when Robert finished explaining something that wasn’t his to tell.

	Have you ever been stared at with such accusation and disappointment by a collective of folks who love you so much it hurt sometimes that you wished you could just crawl under the earth and hide there forever? Yeah, that.

	Sigh.

	“You’re sure it was Rose?” I took control of the situation back the best I could when Robert was done by diverting them all back to the real issue at hand. My cousin didn’t speak up right away, though he did finally shrug as everyone waited for his answer. Hope he enjoyed the pressure of all that judgment since he’d brought it on both of us.

	“I don’t have proof,” he said with sullen admission before rushing on. “But it makes sense.”

	A traitor and a liar, then.

	“I agree with Robert.” Dad had to say that, didn’t he, with Daisy nodding sadly next to me. She knew her half-sister better than anyone here, aside from my cousin, so I had to give her opinion weight.

	“She hates you,” Robert said, looking back and forth between me and my bestie. “Both of you, but she’s fixated on Fee for years.” He licked his lips, wiping at his mouth with one shaking hand before jamming it into the pocket of his jacket, body rigid and the lines on his forehead deeper than I’d ever seen them. “Even before she was arrested, I was starting to worry about how far she’d go.”

	Considering Robert himself had been part of a few plots to make sure my life ended in misery—even if my murder hadn’t been his ultimate goal—that was saying a lot. “There’s not much she can do,” I said, knowing my protest sounded hollow.

	“We are well aware of what Rose Norton is capable,” Dad said as Crew’s arm tightened around my shoulders. Okay, so there was that one murder one time she had just been cleared of but come on. That was years ago.

	“Let’s get out of Reading,” Crew said then. “We’ll go to Miami, or California. Somewhere Rose won’t find us. At least until the babies are born.”

	Mom’s soft sound of protest echoed my own, but not for the reason I was sure she uttered it. “No way,” I said, pushing Crew away from me and glaring at everyone in turn. “This is my home,” I told them all while they returned my look with varying degrees of disagreement and anxiety. “I will not let the likes of Rose Norton chase me away, not after everything we’ve been through.” I jabbed a finger at Robert who seemed the least willing to accept my stance. “The stupid texts were just that. Texts. The only way she had to make me feel crappy, to get to me. I’m done letting her do that.” I tried to stand up but found myself panting and struggling, though when Crew and Dr. Aberstock attempted to help me rise, I jerked myself free of their touch, feeling tears threaten, my anger and worry and frustration now a giant ball of sizzling energy around me that threatened to turn me into a blubbering mass of wailing protest.

	The only thing that kept me intact and fighting for myself? The fact that if I did crumble, collapse in on myself, allow those around me to take on the battle for me? Meant Rose had won.

	Hell to the no freaking way ever.

	“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I snarled then into the silence of the room, the sound of someone tapping on the French doors to the foyer not stopping me from carrying on, not even when I caught a glimpse of two people entering in the periphery of my vision. “We’re going to dive back into Rose’s case and find more evidence to put her away forever this time, and that will be the end of it.”

	“I wish that was possible.” He might as well have been the devil himself, Detective Rowan Mallory’s normally smooth and cultured voice rough and dropped deep in his chest. I finally turned, tsking at his pessimism, taking in the darkness that had settled across his face, how his girlfriend and our newest county coroner, Dr. Penny Keene, appeared shaken and drawn. Only then did my moment of resistance die, crushed under Mallory’s scuffed boots as he paused in the entry to the living room, rumpled overcoat shrouding him like a cloud of doom as his dark curls fell over his amber eyes. “The truth is, that’s not going to happen.”

	He couldn’t be serious.

	“I didn’t get to tell them everything,” Pamela said, gesturing for Mallory to take her place. He did, though with great reluctance I could read in every step, in the angles of his body, in his slumped shoulders and the way Penny followed at his heels, head down, blonde hair a tangled knot at the back of her knitted hat.

	“I don’t know much more than any of you,” he said, grim and quiet. His eyes locked on mine and held me, more serious than I’d ever seen him, as though we two were the only ones in the room and my acceptance the singular task of his existence. Didn’t mean I had to take it sitting down except, well.

	I couldn’t seem to get up on my own. Stupid literalness.

	“According to the state’s attorney,” he said, “Rose decided to change her plea at the last moment, claiming lack of evidence against her. When my office investigated, it turned out everything we had was gone or destroyed.” He rubbed at his eyes a moment before shrugging. “They claimed clerical error. But without Rose’s admission and with her testimony thrown out, the judge had little recourse.”

	“But she’s a murderer.” That much I knew for certain.

	“And a criminal,” Robert said. “I can testify—”

	“Her lawyer is threatening a suit against the state’s attorney,” Mallory interrupted. “The prosecution wants to drop the case and my boss is in agreement.” This was unbelievable. Did they not care about justice at all? “The murder charge against her is so old that without actual physical evidence or her confession, they don’t think they can make the charges stick. And as for the criminal conspiracy accusations, Donnie O’Shea has issued a formal statement exonerating her and adding his name to the suit against the state if they pursue.” Considering he was one of the last remaining leaders of the crime family in question, I couldn’t believe his voice held any weight. “Apparently, the state’s attorney is tired of the mess and wants it dealt with. That means shoving all of it under the rug.”

	No one said anything for a long time. When Daisy finally did speak, I jumped a little from the break in silence.

	“Is there any way to keep her from coming back to Reading?” The hurt in her voice had me leaning into her to hug her where she still sat next to me, Dr. Aberstock settled like a bookend to Dad on the other arm of the sofa after my brief exam. Daisy blinked tears, shaking her head, lips trembling as she met my eyes with her terrified gray ones. “We have to protect you, Fee. And the babies.”

	“I’m already working on that,” Crew said, surprising me. “We’ve filed for a restraining order against her. As soon as we have it in hand, if she comes anywhere near Fee, we’ll have some recourse.”

	Mallory nodded, a bit of relief showing on his face, though I knew just as well as the rest of the people in the room how little real weight such a writ carried. We’d all been in the crime solving business far too long to rely on a piece of paper, but it was something.

	“That’s not all we can do,” Pamela said, nodding to me. “Better get used to being stalked, Fleming.”

	“That’s right,” Fleur said, pale eyes unblinking and normal sardonic smile nowhere to be found. “Don’t plan on spending a second alone with yourself until this is all over.”

	I took in the group’s grim and determined faces and collapsed back against the sofa cushions, feeling like Rose had escaped prison and I’d just been slammed behind bars.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Four

	 

	Crew left briefly to check on Petunia and let her out, but he returned without her to my surprise.

	“She’s better off where she is,” he said. “I suggest we wait until dark to go home.”

	That sounded ominous.

	The rest of the gathering took their time on the way out to corner me and give me a private and unhappy piece of their minds about keeping secrets while I stuffed down my need to tell them to mind their own business and took my medicine like a good girl.

	The angry ones were easiest to handle because my temper carried me through. Mallory made no bones about his utter disapproval. “You’re an idiot.” Penny’s deep frown and headshake without words backed him up as they left first. Olivia surprised me with her hissing rage, “What were you thinking?” that turned to tears and a hard hug, “What would we do without you?” and a rapid departure that had me off my game when Pamela and Fleur tag-teamed me with their very weighty lecture on going it alone and being a thoughtless jerk. Never mind both of them had done their fair share of the exact same thing, thank you, so I was able to scowl my disdain at their opinions while vainly attempting to cross my arms over my chest, settling for an awkward resting on the round of my belly under my very swollen breasts. I’m sure I looked ridiculous, not that it stopped me, or them, for that matter.

	When the journalistic team were done with their harangue, they exited to see what they could do about the gathering of media that had apparently parked outside my house. Why this was even a story garnering any kind of attention had me more confused than ever. Not that I had a moment to ponder it, still surrounded by loved ones with bones to pick as I was.

	Dr. Aberstock was next and oddly, hardest. “You can trust us with anything,” he said before kissing my cheek and twisting my insides into a mess of regret and hurt with his deep sorrow and quiet departure. Yeah, he had to go there, right?

	Daisy had sat back to give the others room to speak to me, but she didn’t make any move to return to her close and comforting posture after the doctor left. Instead, her misery radiated from her, and I had to resist reaching out when she finally whispered,

	“I never should have left.”

	Oh, dear god, save me from the guilt.

	I didn’t get to speak up and tell her otherwise, my best friend suddenly rising and hurrying from the room. Kit followed her, the young PI in training shooting me with her thumb and index finger with an angry expression that wasn’t helping matters. I was surprised that Robert lingered while my mother tsked once, then again, inhaling as if to speak, face unreadable.

	Before she burst into tears and hugged my father who glared at me because this was clearly my fault.

	“I thought we were done with this kind of stupidity,” Dad said. “Fee, seriously.”

	“Don’t come at me, Dad,” I shot back. “Oh, King of Secrecy and Hiding all the Things.”

	He grimaced, shook his head. “That was different.”

	Yeah, okay, whatever. “You’re all making too big of a deal of this.” I would have strangled Robert then and there if I could have reached him, but he was out of arm’s length and keeping his distance. Smart boy. “The messages never threatened me, just taunted. Whoever sent them,” another glare for Robert and  his conclusion jumping, “wanted me riled up and all of you upset and off balance. There was no need for the rest of you to have to deal with it.”

	“Not even me?” Crew’s quiet question hit hard, as painful as the aching hurt in his voice. Hadn’t I said Dr. Aberstock was hardest? I didn’t know hard until I met those gorgeous blue eyes and the shattered trust there.

	“Okay, maybe that was a bad call,” I said, reaching for his hand. He’d removed his arm from around my shoulders and stood before I could finish my motion. “Crew, you were already worried. You know how you get.” I clenched my teeth in frustration because this wasn’t the point, and we were wasting time on an issue that didn’t matter. “I was trying to protect you, all of you. Just like, might I remind you, I’ve been treated in the past.” No one said anything, so I hoped that message made it through. “Can we just admit to being the kind of people who think we have to deal with things on our own so those we love aren’t harmed and sometimes it fails utterly?”

	Again with the silence. They really had to get over this. Like I had all the secrecy over the years. I hated how guilty I felt despite the fact they were just getting a giant taste of their own medicine, right?

	Argh.

	I struggled to rise, Crew turning and helping me, at least, though he dropped my hand when I was upright. “I’m done,” I snapped then, chopping that same hand through the air with finality, letting my temper out for real. “You can all be as upset as you want, but right now, we have bigger issues and some stupid text messages that may or may not have anything to do with Rose Norton coming back to Reading isn’t one of them.”

	Mom muttered something under her breath before rushing from the room. Dad just stood there, hands at his sides, expression tight but he finally nodded. “I guess I taught you well,” he said, very low and soft before sighing deeply. “Go home, kid. I’ll talk to your mother. Get some rest.” He left us then, only Crew and Robert remaining.

	My cousin didn’t seem able to take the hint, so I spun on him with a snarl.

	“I’ll deal with you later,” I said. “You know, I really thought I could trust you. I guess not much has changed after all.” Yes, I realize that I was being harsh and the flicker of sullen hurt in his gaze wasn’t lost on me, but I was so over this I could barely breathe. I huffed into my coat, Crew trying to assist but only making me angrier until I finally jerked my scarf out of his hands and slammed out of the back doors of The Iris and into the garden, stomping my swaying and awkward way toward the fence and my own backyard. I heard the crunch of gravel behind me, knew Crew followed, but kept barreling on with a full head of steam carrying me with surprising speed to our property.

	We almost made it without attracting attention. So close, but no cigar. I was just swinging open the gate between properties when a bright light flashed in my face and that same annoying reporter appeared like magic, shoving her microphone somewhere she shouldn’t as she pushed her way into my personal space at the very worst moment possible.

	“Ms. Fleming!”

	If I hadn’t been pregnant? I know I would have punched her. I’m positive of it. As much as I often joke about violence, I honestly wasn’t a violent person. Sure, I’d brought down my share of bad guys with a kick or a blow, but that was always self-defense. In that moment? I was so close to slamming my fist into her face I had to clench my fists at my sides to prevent it and the only thing that saved her was my lack of balance and ungainly center of gravity.

	“Fee, come on.” Crew shouldered his way between me and Anita Jones, though she and her cameraman weren’t alone any longer, the garden of The Iris along the fence line suddenly flooded with reporters, all calling my name, lights flashing, cameras pointed at us. I stumbled and almost felt as my boot slipped on a patch of snow, Crew catching me in time, supporting me while we did our best to hurry through the gate. He locked it behind us while Dad came roaring out of the back doors and into the garden, his deep voice commanding them all to leave before he called the police for trespassing. That distracted them sufficiently that Crew was able to get me to our back steps and up to the door to the kitchen before I totally lost it, but not by much.

	The moment we were inside, and the door closed behind me, I felt my body crumble and let my husband catch me, sobbing more in anger and frustration and overwhelm than in sadness. He hugged me, sinking to the floor at my side, cradling me and rocking me as I let out my fury in tears. Petunia had rushed to join us, but her excitement at our return almost immediately shifted to worry, the puppy climbing into my lap to lick my hand and whine softly at my distress.

	When I finally pulled away from Crew, snuffling and revolted by myself, he helped me to my feet, got me a few tissues from the box and handed them to me. Petunia watched us carefully, ears and tail low as Crew took my coat, guiding me to a stool at the island. I sat, growing despair and anxiety making a mess of me while my husband’s gentle kindness did nothing to break through my misery.

	Only to have the man I loved make things worse. “I’m going to bed,” he said, very softly and very carefully. “Because I don’t want to say anything I can’t take back.” He retreated from me, head down, jaw jumping but I still caught the tic under his eye, the way the vein in his forehead pulsed. But there was something truly frightening in him, not threatening, not in the least. A little broken, damaged, as though I’d hurt him past the point of return. Crew gently touched my cheek on the way by and retreated upstairs. Petunia hesitated before following him, though she trotted back to me once, paw rising to touch my leg.

	“Go with him, sweet girl,” I said, throat thick.

	She let out a little gurgle of distress then did as I told her, to my surprise, nails clicking on the floor. But it was the sound of Crew climbing to our bedroom that had the kind of finality that made me choke on more tears.

	I sat there in the dark of my kitchen for a long time, the echoing chatter of people outside muffled but obvious, light shining up the hallway from the front door where the pack of media jackals waited for the next installment of Fiona Fleming, Friend and Family Failure to give them something to report.

	And then my phone vibrated, because of course.

	Perfect timing.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Five

	 

	I checked the incoming text with absent dread and noted the message.

	How does it feel to be the center of attention? This is just the beginning. Wait until they get a load of what’s next. Guilty until proven innocent, and good luck with that. Have a good sleep, Fee. I’ll see you tomorrow.

	I read the message several times, letting the fury rise, feeding it with the words written there on my phone. I didn’t respond, I knew better than that. But I had to admit to myself, Robert was probably right. It had to be Rose.

	Maybe I should have gone upstairs and shared it with Crew. In for a penny, though, right? That’s how I found myself grunting my way to my feet and shuffling to the downstairs bathroom (how many trips had I made today? Too many) to take care of business and clean myself up, my face a wreck of leaking mascara and tear-tracks. I was so tired by the time I managed that small task, I headed for the living room and the recliner where I’d slept a few nights over the last two weeks, sinking into the leather and tugging a blanket over my legs. My back thanked me, even if my heart longed for Crew and our bed and his arms and my pug. Instead, I got to collapse next to the Christmas tree I hadn’t even had the pleasure of decorating because my family didn’t want me to strain myself.

	Nothing about this situation made me feel any better.

	Until. I had barely laid my head back, throat aching from crying, eyes burning, when the soft sound of ticking reached me, tracking down the stairs and the hall to the living room. Petunia’s little head popped up next to me, paws on my knee, her giant, dark eyes wide and hopeful, triangle ears perked. It took some effort to sit forward, to lift her into my lap, but it was so worth it as the only soul in my life who wasn’t judging me licked my face with enthusiasm before snuggling against me and sighing her deep and contented sigh of love and unfettered devotion.

	That made me cry all over again. As I stroked her velvety ears, my other hand resting on my swollen belly, my mind whispered something I’d been fighting off since I found out I was pregnant. What if this was a mistake? What if the babies and the new Petunia were all a disaster waiting to happen? I’d lost my old darling when she’d done her best to save my life and succeeded, losing her own in the process. Everyone around me told me it wasn’t my fault, but it was. If I hadn’t been in that position, if I’d let go of the case, if I’d stepped away from being a detective despite everything I was told, Petunia the Fourth would still be alive. And I wouldn’t be in this horrible position, putting my unborn twins in danger, the people I loved. Was this selfish? This choice to be a mother and a pugmom, too, when I honestly couldn’t seem to make the kind of decisions that kept me safe, let alone the people around—and inside—me?

	Yeah, you know the spiral. As honestly ridiculous as it was, in hindsight, it devoured me that night, shoved me deep into self-doubt and despair so powerful I barely slept, draining myself with fear, grief, guilt and brief bouts of anger that left me wrung out and in no state to deal with anything more by the time the sun came up.

	Crew, at least, seemed much more himself, coming downstairs to let Petunia out. He might have been quiet, but he was caring and careful as he helped me to bathe and get ready for my day, neither of us speaking while our puppy watched us both with that same careful attention that I noticed the night before.

	“I’m walking you to the office,” I said as I grunted my way downstairs to the kitchen again, Crew’s sturdy support necessary.

	“Fee,” he said. Stopped and then sighed.

	“I won’t be a prisoner in my own home.” I hadn’t meant that to come out with so much angst. I’d intended anger. I managed frustration and pain instead. “I can’t live like this, Crew. It’s not fair and I won’t do it.” He finally met my eyes, his blue ones troubled. “You wonder why I didn’t tell you about the texts?” Hurt flickered in his face. “Because of this.” I waved both hands around me in a vain attempt to take in the situation we’d found ourselves in. “I knew you’d try to lock me up. You already were.” Ah, there was his guilt. I knew he knew it. We’d had this conversation before and he’d promised to do better, but the moment Dr. Aberstock announced we were having twins, he’d gone right back to Captain Protectivepants. And while I was willing to tolerate it, no way was he getting away with taking this out on me, not now. “I made a mistake,” I said, as hard as it was to admit and not really believing it. “I should have told you. But do you really blame me?”

	He didn’t say anything for a long time. So long, in fact, I started to worry, really worry, I’d done irreparable damage to us. And then, with a soft sound of distress, he engulfed me in his arms and kissed me.

	When we parted, I knew things weren’t completely healed, because he still seemed to struggle to meet my eyes, but I felt we were at least on the road back and that was going to have to be enough.

	“I love you so much,” he said, voice choking off before he cleared it and spoke again. “Our girls, Fee. I can’t just shut off this,” he spread his hands in front of him, full mouth turned down, shoulders stiff, “need I have to keep you safe.”

	“I know.” I finally felt myself relent, both hands grasping for his, pulling him to me. I leaned in, forehead against his neck, drawing in the lovely, familiar scent of him, the warmth of his skin, the faint roughness where he’d failed to shave that morning. “I love you too. I never want to hurt you. We keep having this talk, though, Crew. My needs haven’t changed, either.” I looked up and met his troubled, blue eyes. “I’m a person. I’m the person you married. You knew who I was, what I was.” He sighed again, softer this time, fingers tracing over my cheek as he nodded. “That’s not going to change, no matter how much we want it to. I try so hard.” Tears came back, of course they did, and he instantly reacted, that hurt returning all over again, but this time in guilt. I hated crying in front of him. It always made him react with regret and that wasn’t fair. But we had to work this out once and for all.

	Because this was the first time that I really worried who I was might ruin who we were.

	“I know you do,” he said, rocking me again, arms around me and our babies, Petunia planting herself on my foot as if wanting to be part of what was going on. “I know you don’t mean to make me crazy over worrying about you and our girls. And I know it’s not fair to let you be you. I wish I had an answer.”

	“So do I,” I said, voice muffled in the fabric of his button up. “Crew, I don’t ever want to get to this point with us again. You scared me last night.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him why. Couldn’t voice it.

	Didn’t need to. He stilled, body so quiet I clutched at him as his heart rate slowed and his entire being seemed to settle. “You’re right,” he said then. “Fee, I’m sorry. If anyone is to blame…”

	“Crew.” I pushed back from him, shaking my head, angry again but not at him, for him. “Don’t take this on. We’re a team. This is us, not you, not me. Us.” I poked him in the chest while he did nothing but listen and hold very still. “Don’t do that, please. It doesn’t help.”

	He exhaled slowly and only then did I notice he’d clenched his hands at his sides, fists releasing as he allowed himself to absorb what I said. “When this is over,” he said.

	“We talk it out until it’s settled,” I said.

	Crew nodded, that horrible stillness releasing at last. He hugged me again, kissed my forehead, even cracked a smile, blue eyes now meeting mine without hesitation. Again, not healed, but I was no longer afraid for us. “You make me nuts,” he said with a soft laugh, sadness behind it. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

	“Ditto,” I said. “Let’s go kick some Rose Norton ass and get our lives back.”

	Crew’s grin was so vicious I actually worried Robert had competition for the person most likely to commit murder.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Six

	 

	This time I did show him the message I’d received, Crew reading it over a cup of coffee and toast, though he didn’t comment much as he raised his eyebrows, silent request for permission to scroll through more met with a sigh from me but a heavy nod following.

	He didn’t read them all, taking about five minutes to peruse the collection I’d kept—more lately than the originals I’d deleted, deciding having a record might be a good idea down the road—while I puttered to keep my nerves from getting the better of me. I was feeding Petunia strawberries when he finally set my phone down and met my eyes.

	To my surprise, his were full of love and warmth. “You’ve been dealing with this for how long?”

	I hated the reminder. “July,” I said.

	Crew rubbed at his face with one hand, groaning before taking a big gulp of coffee. “You’re right, none of them are threatening, just cruel. I get why you didn’t share. You tried to track the number?” Robert said as much yesterday, but Crew clearly hadn’t heard everything or needed reminding, so I nodded.

	“And no amount of blocking managed to keep them from messaging me,” I said.

	“Someone has some serious tech capabilities,” he said. “I’ll have Liz check with our buddy at the Bureau. He might have some insights, but I know from a case not so long ago the only recourse might be changing your number. Even then, if Rose finds out you’ve switched, that won’t stop her permanently.”

	“That’s assuming it’s her,” I said.

	“This text seems pretty obvious.” Crew was looking at the last one again. “But you’re right. It’s silly to jump to conclusions.” He reached out and pulled me toward him, kissing me softly. “I would have lost my mind,” he said. Drew a long, slow breath then let it out, scent of coffee and toast on his lips. “I’m trying really hard not to right now, as a matter of fact.”

	“I appreciate that very much.” I booped the end of his nose with one finger. “Trust me, you’re not the only one.”

	Crew stood then, finishing his coffee. “You really want to do this?” He gestured at the hallway and the front of the house.

	“I need to,” I said, chin rising, reaching for my courage. “They won’t go away until they see we’re just a boring pregnant couple minding our own business.”

	My darling, amazing and gorgeous husband’s little smile meant he wasn’t convinced, but again, he wasn’t the only one.

	In fact, by the time we’d descended the steps to the driveway, Petunia alert and anxious at the end of her leash, I was beginning to wish I’d chosen the prisoner in my own home route. There had to be a dozen news vans lining my street with reporters and camera people coming to life the moment we stepped outside, the sudden cacophony of sound overwhelming and only growing worse as we hurried down the asphalt. At least they’d finally chosen to obey the law, not crossing onto our property this time, or Mom’s, but once we were on the sidewalk, we were fair game.

	Poor Petunia whimpered and huddled against me, her usual game of jumping up and greeting newcomers nowhere in sight as the crush of reporters closed in around us. Crew immediately bent and lifted the puppy into his arms, shielding both of us with his broad shoulders as he guided me through the pack of rabid newshounds toward the corner and Main Street. They followed regardless, and I had to cling to Crew with one shaking hand, head down and lips trembling from the effort it took to stay brave in the face of the attention. To my shock, the moment we hit Main, a string of four men in black uniforms appeared and created a semi-circle between us and the reporters, holding them off. When I looked up, the one in the lead nodded to me, thin mustache heavy over his frown.

	Robert. He’d rallied his troops, apparently, either with Olivia’s permission or not, though the fact he and three of the ex-con security guards she’d hired for events turned out to be my knights in shining armor had me almost grinning with relief. Redemption Security hadn’t had a great start, but I was about to write them a five-star review.

	Crew waved to my cousin who hesitated before saluting him back, the four men quickly creating distance between us and our pursuing pack of ravening media. Petunia whined and licked Crew’s face, my husband finally setting her down, the pug looking behind her before carrying on without straining against her harness as though unwilling to leave our protective presence at the moment. I was just as glad she’d chosen a lower level of independence than usual, wishing I had the same leeway.

	Not fair, Fee. Crew was trying. Now to have the same talk with everyone in my life.

	I shouldn’t have been shocked by what happened next, should I? After all, I’d been warned, not just by the text, but by Pamela the day before. Still, a part of me wasn’t prepared, would never have been, I don’t think, as I looked up from my pug puppy to the next block down, where a small crowd stood outside Sammy’s Coffee. Any other day, I wouldn’t have noticed who lingered there on the path to the Fleming Investigations office, might have strolled on by, lost in my own thoughts and utterly oblivious. But the events of the last day had me hyper focused and acutely aware of my surroundings, which meant I spotted her long before we made it to the next block.

	She stepped out of the cluster of people surrounding her, some of them reporters, I noted, her skeletal frame wrapped tightly in a black coat, brown hair cut to a bob from her familiar long, limp locks, dark gaze sunken into her lean face. Those two large, staring eyes locked on me as her thin mouth split into a giant grin as Rose Norton lifted one skinny hand and waved.

	At me.

	My steps wanted to slow, my whole being flooding with dread. It took every ounce of control and composure I had, every scrap of courage and Flemingness to face her, to stride next to my husband with my pug at my side, across the street and onto that block Rose occupied. She’d lost more weight, if that was even possible, emaciated grin a horror show, pale skin near translucence even from a distance, though she bounced up and down on her toes as I drew near in obvious excitement. She even clapped her hands together like a little girl at Christmas, waiting until I was almost abreast of her to warble, “Fee!”

	I stopped. I hadn’t intended to. I wanted to carry on, keep going, not show her that her return had impacted me in any way. Instead, my feet betrayed me and even Crew seemed unable to resist the urge to pause, while the sound of the calling reporters behind us died out as this confrontation unfolded.

	“Rose.” I was shocked at how steady my voice sounded despite the gymnastics going on in my guts. I really needed to get away from her, but it was like standing in the middle of a set of tracks watching an approaching train, knowing it was going to hit you at any second but locked in the glare of the lights and the terror that wouldn’t let you save yourself.

	“Aren’t you so happy?” She clapped again, spinning in a circle, the sound of shutters clicking and glare of lights from cameras closing in seeming to bolster her happiness. She spread her arms wide as she came to a halt from her turn, as though the returning heroine of a story of her own making instead of murderer who’d gotten away with it. “I’m home!”

	Two things were suddenly obvious to me at that moment. First, I’d known Rose was a bit nuts, yes, but I hadn’t been aware she’d completely cracked her nut. Whether it happened in jail or was always present and she was only now fully letting it out, it didn’t matter. Her sociopathy/psychopathy had deteriorated to the point she made no effort whatsoever to hide the fact she was a complete and utter whack job and couldn’t care less who knew it.

	And second, she loved every second of it.

	This was going to be a bigger problem than I thought, and I now knew why the media was here, didn’t I? Rose called them. Had to be. And she had to have handed them enough juice to lure them here, which meant another shoe was about to drop and I wasn’t sure I could handle more.

	Well, craptastic.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seven

	 

	I didn’t respond to Rose’s question, not because I didn’t want to but because the man who stepped up beside her with the deep scowl on his face and the look of a professional about to do his job cut off any chance I might have had to tell her where I thought it was she really should go from here. From the perfect haircut and expensive wool overcoat, not to mention the large briefcase he clutched in one diamond-ringed hand, this had to be her lawyer.

	“Ms. Norton,” he said, “we should go.”

	“Not yet, Gavin,” she said, turning to him with a beaming smile that only increased his unhappiness. He grasped her elbow in his free hand but even though she made no visible effort to pull away, neither of them moved a step. “Fee and I have so much catching up to do.”

	“Ms. Fleming,” the man she named Gavin said, focusing on me again, “my name is Gavin Havelock and I’ve been representing Ms. Norton in this travesty of a criminal case against her.” Yup, pegged him. His dour expression did nothing for his looks, heavy jowls hanging over his white collar, pale green eyes deep-set in his round face making him look piggish and hostile. Which he was, clearly. “Be advised, I’m already preparing to file suit against you, Fleming Investigations and the town of Reading for contributing to the false arrest of my client and her subsequent trauma over her period of unlawful incarceration.”

	I should have stayed quiet. Couldn’t. In typical Fee Fleming style, I cracked. “Cry me a freaking river. She certainly looks traumatized all giddy and bubbly like that.” He grit his teeth as Rose giggled in response. “Nice try.”

	Now, I was well aware this was an attempt to make me crack in public. Naturally. There was an excellent chance Gavin Havelock had been the driving force behind the media attention instead of Rose herself, in fact. And anything I said in said public was going to be held against me in the court of opinion, I had no doubt. Still, I’d been silent so long, dealt with the nasty text messages and now the looming threat of Rose’s return to the point that I had lost all ability to give one sweet crap what anyone thought.

	Rose was a killer and a crazy woman, and no one would ever convince me otherwise.

	“My client’s mental state is part of the problem,” Gavin said, gesturing for another of their companions to step up. She did immediately, reaching out to shake my hand, which I did on impulse. “Dr. Ellen Simmons has been assessing Ms. Norton’s breakdown and, I assure you, that breakdown will be part of the suit against you.”

	The therapist, for her part, seemed less antagonistic and more compassionate, shaking my hand before I could drop it like a hot rock, her blue eyes warm, soft smile apologetic. “Ms. Fleming,” she said, “it’s so good to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

	I just bet she had. “All good things, no doubt,” I shot back, doing my best not to lean into Crew or show a scrap of weakness.

	“I’m here to help with healing,” the doctor said then, retreating a little. “Not to make trouble. I’m so sorry about the circumstances. I assure you, I’ll do everything I can to help both of you through this crisis.”

	Gavin Havelock flashed her a grimace that shut her up. She obviously wasn’t helping his case any and I hoped he lived to regret bringing her along for the performance. Because this was a show, make no mistake. There was absolutely no good reason for him to reveal his case’s game-plan in front of everyone like this, except if he wanted to make sure the watching viewers had all the gossip fodder they could to leverage the maximum possible amount of damage on me, my business and my town. Which meant he either knew he didn’t have a case, and this was his only recourse to attack me or he somehow believed in his lawyerly delusion he had a slam-dunk and wanted to up his own rep by bringing me down as publicly and painfully as possible.

	We’d just see about that.

	I was about to respond when I noticed a young woman hanging back, watching us with a furious expression on her face. I didn’t recognize her and while there were some new inhabitants of Reading who I’d only begun to encounter, she had a very personal antagonism aimed at Rose and her posse that had me convinced she was here for a specific purpose. I caught her dark eyes under her heavy, black bangs, noted she immediately hunched inside her padded denim jacket, shoving her hands in her pockets before turning and hurrying away in short, quick strides.

	Nothing I could do about her for the moment, not when Rose leaned in and poked me, to the shock of her lawyer, myself and my husband. She dared touch me? Gavin slapped at her hand far too late, but Rose didn’t seem to care, eyes narrowing as she spoke again.

	“You should be happy to see me,” she hissed at me. “I’m practically family.”

	Whether she referred to her half-sister status with Daisy or her broken engagement to Robert, I didn’t know and maybe she meant both. Regardless, the idea of calling her a relation made bile rise in the back of my throat.

	“Rose, dear, enough.” The last of their collective stepped in, tugging on my adversary and when I looked up and met the woman’s eyes, I realized I knew her. Greta Norton did her best to stare down her long, thin nose at me, and while not as thin as her crackpot daughter, she leaned toward the anorexic herself, so I could only guess where Rose got it. “This piece of small-town trash isn’t worth your time. Let Gavin deal with her.”

	 Here was someone I could sink my teeth into. I flashed Daisy’s ex-step-mother, who’d maintained her maiden name despite two marriages and two dead husbands, a vicious smile, more than capable of handling someone like her even in my present condition. “Greta,” I said. “How lovely to see you again. Welcome back to Reading.” She blinked at me, haughty expression turning sour. “You’ll have to make sure to stop in and see Daisy. She’ll be delighted to know you’re in town. You mustn’t leave without saying hello.” Greta had no idea how to handle my false kindness, expecting a fight and getting gooey sweetness worthy of one of Sammy’s giant cinnamon rolls.

	Rose’s mother managed a splutter through her thin lips, dark red lipstick making a line on her two front teeth. “This is ridiculous,” she said at last.

	Yes, yes, she was.

	I waved her off, facing down the lawyer who seemed frustrated with his backup. I almost felt sorry for him, truth be told. “I look forward to your suit, Mr. Havelock,” I said, “and tearing it to shreds. Have a nice day.” With that, I smiled up at my husband who grinned back at me. “My feet are killing me, sweetie. Shall we?”

	He gestured rather broadly, wickedness in his blue eyes. “After you, my love.”

	We should have made a grand exit right then and there. That was the plan, after all, at least at the moment. Except, as I tossed my red hair and rediscovered my inner strength, Rose grasped my arm and cackled.

	“I hope the babies are okay,” she said.

	Oh.

	My.

	No. She did not just. Nasty texter, I see you.

	And at that moment I decided Rose Norton was going to die.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eight

	 

	I would have murdered her right there on the sidewalk in front of Sammy’s, in full view of everyone, including the reporters, given the chance. I know I would have. I had zero confidence in myself and my ability to restrain my surge of rage, even if I had wanted to. Which I didn’t. And for half a heartbeat, I saw it in her face, that she knew it. She’d pushed me to the edge, too far, to the point of no return.

	And it made her ecstatic.

	Something was horribly wrong with her. But her instant of joy at my deadly rage? Was enough to slap some sense into me. Rose was up to something, no doubt in my mind. But what? And how could I stop her before she followed through with whatever twisted and disgusting plan she had for me?

	Not to be paranoid about it or anything but come on. No one was that evil. No one but her, that was.

	Robert saved her life as much as my realization, interrupting as her truly epic malice sank in. Whether she was crazy or not, or knew exactly what she was doing, it didn’t matter. My cousin stepped up, putting himself between me and Rose with his back to her, his dark eyes dull and full of the darkness I’d seen there so many times, that same darkness that I’d hoped had lifted permanently but was back, it seemed, thanks to Rose’s return.

	And I thought I was on the verge of murder.

	“Just go,” my cousin said in a low and guttural voice. “Crew, get her out of here.”

	My husband seemed stunned he hadn’t done so, immediately reacting. Maybe he’d seen Rose’s deep-seated psycho like I had and didn’t know how to comprehend it, but regardless, Crew took the prodding to heart and had me on the move and out of Rose’s line of fire within seconds.

	That didn’t stop her from calling after me, though, did it? “See you soon, Fee!”

	Dear lord, she was a ticking time bomb.

	We made it to the office and inside, Kit already there, the young PI in training hurrying to the door and locking it behind us as a trail of media followed us all the way to the entrance. Crew scowled at the door but quickly turned his back, guiding me inside and to my desk. I sat, Petunia asking to be lifted up, Crew doing the deed while I caught my breath, still with my coat on and wondering if this was what our lives were going to be like from now on.

	Over my dead body. Or Rose’s, preferably.

	Daisy let herself in a moment later as Kit quickly made me a coffee (and my blood pressure be damned), my bestie hurrying to my side, bending to kiss my cheek. Clearly, her hurt yesterday had gone to the wayside, that giant and forgiving heart of hers embracing me all over again as she pulled a chair to my side and sat next to me, squeezing my hand after giving Petunia a loving pat. “You saw Rose?” Her concern had me grinning back, without a trace of humor.

	“You’ll love it, Day,” I eye rolled. “She’s finally showing her crazy for the whole world to see.” I turned to Crew who was frowning at the floor, his own coat still firmly in place. “Could that be part of her ploy? Playing nuts for the media?”

	He didn’t comment right away, but when he did, his voice was so deep and low I almost couldn’t make him out. “Whatever she’s up to,” he said, “we better find out, and fast.”

	“I do think she’s mentally ill,” Daisy said then, sadness on her lovely face despite everything Rose had done and was continuing to. My bestie had an immense capacity for compassion that always surprised me and made me feel like a terrible person. “But I also firmly believe she’s very aware of everything she does. Rose doesn’t act without seeing three steps ahead.” My best friend’s gray eyes met mine, fear deeply rooted there. Wait, was that guilt too? What did she have to feel guilty about? “And she has a plan, I have no doubt, Fee. You’re in the middle of it.”

	“I have a feeling you are, too,” I said.

	Day shrugged, face twisting with regret and anxiety. “I’m just me,” she said so simply and without ego I wanted to shake her. “You have Crew and the babies to think about. And this girl.” Daisy stroked Petunia’s soft ears. “We have to believe there’s a bigger plan here. Even if she has finally cracked.” She hesitated then, parted her lips as though about to say more, but didn’t get the chance.

	The door opened as the lock snicked, and two women entered. For some reason, the sight of former FBI Agent Elizabeth Michaud in her black suit and overcoat with her dark hair in a tight ponytail striding beside the taller and broader former sheriff, Jill Wagner with her thick, blonde hair had relief pouring through me. The fact Jill’s look perfectly matched Liz’s no-nonsense appearance, the pair had that powerful presence of a duo of hard-bitten crimefighters out to save the world that almost made me giddy.

	Yeah, hormones. And too many superhero movies. Still, it was awesome to see them, Liz offering me a nod and little smile, Jill’s hug not awkward at all despite the fact I couldn’t rise, and she was so tall. I felt suddenly wrapped up in more love and care than I’d been willing to accept or embrace and found myself on the verge of more tears (Jeeze, enough with the waterworks already) as Dad joined us.

	“Good,” my dad said with a big John Fleming grin, “the gang’s all here.”

	I couldn’t argue that having everyone together felt pretty darned fabulous. Because looking around at that group of brilliant, strong and seasoned investigators—Day and Kit included—had my hopes rising where they’d once sat in a puddle of tears and despair at my feet.

	Time to ditch the victim act and be a Fleming again.

	No one said a word when someone knocked on the door, Kit hesitating before going to answer. And not a thing was said when she opened it, Robert standing quietly on the other side. Everyone turned to me, all eyes settling in my court, while I waved at my cousin.

	“You’re late,” I said.

	Robert stumbled a little over the threshold, but when he joined us, the flush in his cheeks held no bitterness, face softening somewhat from his normal expression. “I had a psycho to deal with,” he said.

	“Fair enough.” I turned to the rest of the team. “Thanks for coming.” No, I was not going to cry. Was not. “What do we have to work with?”

	Robert spoke up first. “I spoke to Rose,” he said, sounding like that disgusted him. I think he was surprised when everyone gave him immediate focus, attention and consideration and I realized just how deeply he craved that respect when he hesitated before going on, speaking in a more normal and professional manner. “She was spouting off accusations loud enough for the media to hear.” He shrugged. “Most of it was nonsense and will be tossed out of court, as far as I can tell.”

	“That’s not the plan,” Liz said with some grimness. “I’ve seen this before,” she said. “That lawyer of hers has a rep for tying up cases for years.” She sighed as she shed her coat and sat on the edge of the desk next to mine, the one Robert had been using lately, formerly Daisy’s. “It could be that she’s planning to keep us so embroiled in lawsuits that it not only ruins our reputation as a company but bankrupts us from the fees required to fight the allegations.”

	“She’s definitely that vindictive,” Robert agreed.

	“You didn’t see the look in her eyes,” Crew said then, shaking his head as he met my gaze.

	I nodded, a shudder taking me over at the memory, one I hadn’t let out at the moment but was unable to suppress any longer. “There’s more to it,” I said. “Maybe the lawsuit thing is a part of her plan, but she has bigger ideas.” I hesitated before admitting the next bit. “Dangerous ones. Threatening ones. Likely aimed at me.”

	No one argued. Naturally.

	“So, the lawyer thing is just a distraction,” Jill said, nodding. “Makes sense. How do we want to divide up the digging?” She instantly deferred to me, though she didn’t need to. “I say we play to our strengths, but whatever works, Fee.”

	Another knock at the door interrupted my lack of brilliant ideas, trust in the team and what they were best at exactly what I had in mind. Again, Kit went to find out who was intruding and this time, when she stepped back with eyebrows raised in my direction, I actually hesitated to let in the three visitors. Not because I had anything against Mallory at the moment, but the fact the detective had his two officers, Kevin Brown and Sarah Williams in tow meant this was an official visit and I wasn’t sure I liked the tone of energy they carried with them.

	Then again, Mallory was a friend, I had absolute faith in that. And he was just as aware of Rose’s guilt as the rest of us. I waved him and his cronies inside, though the air of them versus us settled around the others in a pall I hoped wasn’t some kind of foreshadowing.

	Oh, Fee. Temping fate again, are we?

	“Before the impressive weight of Fleming Investigations comes down on this situation,” Mallory said without preamble, “I’d like to ask,” he sighed then, shaking his head, “as futile as that request might be,” oh, he had no idea this time, regardless of how well he thought he knew me, “that you allow me to handle Rose Norton.”

	Kit snorted. Liz grinned. Jill crossed her arms over her chest, head tilting to one side. Daisy’s eyebrows arched, full lips pursed. Crew’s jaw jumped. I scowled, naturally.

	And Dad? Laughed out loud. In fact, he laughed so hard he started to tear up, barely able to breathe as he clutched at his chest, hilarity hitching his humor, my father’s reaction so opposite to his normal stoic nature I found myself grinning. Until we were all smiling at him, even Mallory allowing himself a wry smile and a deep exhale.

	“Now that we have that out of the way,” the detective said, facing off with my father who wiped at his eyes, still chuckling. “John, I’m serious.”

	“Oh, I know,” Dad said, waving Mallory off. “That’s the funniest part. Because you know better, Rowan. And you still just can’t help yourself.”

	Mallory stared back in mute appeal before tossing his hands. “Just don’t do anything I’ll have to arrest you all for. Please? Can you manage that much?”

	“No promises,” I said.

	“You,” he jabbed a finger in my direction, “most of all. This lot I can at least wrangle a pass or two. But you, not this time. Keep her in the office or at home or somewhere far away from this.” His appeal to the group was met with more grins. Because they knew, didn’t they? That lifted my heart beyond expectation. They might have been protective of me and doing their best to keep me safe and out of harm’s way, but when it came to shoving and pushing?

	My team had my back, yo. Boo-freaking-yah.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nine

	 

	The detective left without much more to say, Brown trailing him but Williams shooting me an excessively unhappy stare. She’d never been one of my fans, but I hadn’t thought at any point we were in open conflict. The look she just gave me, however, suggested I’d overstepped for the last time, even though I hadn’t done anything wrong.

	Like I cared. Mallory could keep her on a tighter leash, if needed. I had real enemies to worry about.

	Kit didn’t get to lock the door behind the detective before Olivia came storming in, and she wasn’t alone, either. This was the first time I’d been up close and personal with our town’s new event planner, and since my previous encounter with Karla Jensen hadn’t gone very well, I wasn’t expecting this time to be any different. The fact she chose to accompany our mayor to this little meeting of the minds (I stress little in her case, at least) didn’t bode well, nor did the pinched and judgy expression on her flawlessly made up face. From her intent hazel eyes under precisely cut dark bangs to her perfectly tailored long coat that brushed the toes of her expensive leather boots, Karla’s over-the-top attempts at appearing competent no longer fooled me. I knew she was grifting Olivia, I just needed to prove it.

	Later. And only if the mayor was willing to believe me despite evidence she already had in her possession. As for Karla herself, she could just take her mightier-than-Fee attitude and shove it somewhere I didn’t have to look at it.

	But it was Olivia who immediately sounded off, not even pausing to greet everyone as she laser focused on me and dumped her anxiety straight into my lap.

	“This is a huge problem, Fee,” she said like I was the only person in the room and was completely unaware of the fact that yes, this was a huge problem, thanks for noticing. “We’re only just getting back to normal. Reading is opening up again, regaining our reputation.” Ah, the cutest town in America gig, right. Heaven forbid that she actually meant that the problem was more personal. I guess I would have to live with her previous brief bout of empathy at The Iris and accept that no matter how much Olivia might want to (or not), Reading came first.

	“All this negative media attention.” Karla finally got a word in, shaking her head, slick bun not moving an inch, scowl fixed on me. “What are you going to do about it? You’re killing our winter marketing campaign, you know. And never mind the impact this is going to have on our spring and summer drives.” She eye rolled like I was personally responsible for the self-destruction of Reading. “Honestly, you need to clean up your mess.”

	Now, normally I’d have dealt with Karla myself. I was never one to shirk such an opportunity and while I wasn’t out looking for trouble for the most part, when it landed on me, I handled it. The thing was, I was so used to doing so on my own, the rest of the team typically off doing their own jobs, leaving me to my devices, I was unaccustomed to having any sort of backup.

	That truth only struck me in the exact moment every single one of the Fleming Investigations members drew a collective breath like a pending maelstrom about to strike land at the precise instant Karla made the realization she’d spoken so far out of turn and in the wrong company that she was about to face a juggernaut of heck no in the absolutely most devastating way possible.

	I felt it coming, marveled at it, almost grinned all over again in the gleeful heartbeat in which their smackdown was pending and the possibility of her utter destruction hovered like a dream and a gift between the hallowed walls of the office. Sadly, Olivia was faster than anyone else, spinning and snarling at Karla with a harshness so profound I almost applauded.

	“Stay out of this.” The mayor turned back to me, desperation dissipating, head nodding as though she’d answered her own question. “I trust that all of you can take care of this issue with your usual speed and efficiency. I’m sorry to have intruded. John, Crew, Fee.” She drew a slow breath as I watched her gather herself. “We’ve been through a great deal together.” She took a moment to do the political thing, meeting everyone’s eyes, not just the named. “I know you have the best interest of Reading at heart.” There it was again, but no one corrected her, not even me. “Our town can’t afford a lawsuit.” That came out with an edge of horrified terror that was obviously at the core of this visit. “You have a plan?” She waved off any attempt at a response. “I trust you do. And I don’t want to know. Let’s go.” She spun, throwing that last command at Karla who scurried after her, though for the second time I received a backward negative look that had me sighing.

	So many enemies, so little time.

	I left the team to sort out their tasks when our final visitors landed. Pamela and Fleur took one look at the activity in the office and ushered me out with Petunia eagerly greeting them.

	“You know they’re not going to let you help,” my newswoman friend said with some cynicism, her girlfriend barking a short laugh that had my pug puppy tilting her head in response.

	“Whatever,” I snarled back, though I honestly was in a better mood and, thanks to the pair, managed to skirt the edges of the worst of the news media who seemed more interested in Rose and her pontificating—I could still hear her sounding off outside Sammy’s, bless her—than following a rotund pregnant woman.

	No, I wasn’t jealous of the attention, not even a little bit.

	“What did you find out?” I assumed Pamela and Fleur had a new lead they wanted to share with me, only to find the pair of them shrugging and grinning as we mounted the steps to my house.

	“Nothing,” Pamela said. “We’re not here to dish, Fee.”

	“We’re here,” Fleur went on, taking my keys from my hand and opening the door, gesturing for me to go inside already, Petunia racing ahead, “to make sure nothing happens to you.”

	Babysitters. Lovely.

	“Better get used to it,” Pamela winked at me. “There’s a whole text string dedicated to coordinating who’s taking what shifts while others do the digging.”

	She wasn’t serious. “I’m not a child,” I said.

	“No, you’re Fee Fleming,” Fleur responded, shedding her coat and taking mine, hanging all three at the door while my pug danced and groaned her delight at visitors staying for a bit. Even if I wasn’t. “And whether you like it or not, we love you and are going to do everything in our power to make sure you’re safe and that nutjob doesn’t come within fifty yards of you.

	I could have argued, but both women seemed so amused by my momentary fluster, I let them have their win.

	Crew arrived home a few hours later, relieving the women of their positions. Honestly, we’d spent a pleasant morning drinking coffee (them) and snacking on Mom’s baking (mostly me) while catching up on one another’s lives (pretty much all Pamela and Fleur). I’d noticed Pamela was out of town a lot, leaving a lot of the reporting to her two assistants who seemed well-trained enough to handle the work. I guess I wasn’t all that surprised she felt the lure of the big city and even bigger stories, especially with Fleur as a partner, but I realized I’d missed her, and this visit was exactly what I needed to reconnect.

	That meant I was smiling when I escorted them to the door, waving goodbye, noticing Robert parked across the street as they walked away. There would have been a time seeing him watching my house would have given me the heebies at the best and a case of murderous rage at the worst. Today? I waved at him, too, with a cheery grin he returned after a startled moment.

	“Take Robert a coffee and some of Mom’s muffins,” I told my husband as I breezed past him to the living room.

	Crew chuckled. “It’s going to be like that then, is it?”

	“You want to treat me like a precious princess?” I arched an eyebrow at him. “You’ll get the most precious princess who ever princessed. Now move it, handsome. I have other jobs for you to do when you’re done. These feet aren’t going to rub themselves.”

	I snorted a wicked laugh as I made yet another trip to the bathroom.

	This I would not miss.

	I’d say one thing for my husband, he didn’t shirk in the massage department, not just tackling my poor, swollen feet, but taking care with my calves as well. It was the only bliss I found, and I sighed in regret when his phone rang.

	“Sorry, love,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” He left me in the recliner to take the call, the sound of his deep voice carrying but not clear enough to make out words. Fine, keep your secrets, Crew Turner. When Petunia wriggled in my lap, I managed to leverage myself upright—score—and set her down—double points—before shuffling to the kitchen door to let her out.

	It was a gorgeous afternoon, the air crisp but not icy, not a breeze to be found stirring, and the sky so blue overhead I took a moment to admire it. Everything had lifted, it seemed, even the cloud cover that brought snow yesterday, and I drifted out to the edge of the deck to admire the lovely weather.

	Forgetting, of course, that the ream of reporters who lurked out front didn’t have the best morals, because the moment I landed in full view, the sound of their cameras started up and a few voices called out my name.

	I managed to ignore them, but only because the sight of someone standing in my backyard, mostly shielded by the giant bushes Crew planted last year, took all of my focus.

	And then I was stomping down the steps to the icy path, forgetting my feet were bare, that I was without a coat, that we were being observed, because no way was I going to tolerate Rose Norton invading my property.

	No.

	Way.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Ten

	 

	You can imagine how things went, right? My mouth was open, and I was talking in heated words before I even hit the ground, and while I don’t really remember exactly what I said, I’m positive a lot of it wasn’t fit for modest consumption.

	Not that Rose seemed to care, beaming at me, and cackling as I approached, like this was all highly amusing to her. That only fed my rage and drove me further into the deep end, which was, I admit, likely her point. Poor Petunia hid behind my legs, so attuned, I suppose, to my mood she didn’t approach Rose at all, though surely it was less that she was afraid of what I’d do and more of the crazy lady Mummy was confronting. Knowing full well I was likely scarring my poor pug puppy for life did nothing to halt my charge or my spewing of swear words and commands like a drill sergeant ready to head into battle. If anything, knowing she was at risk only pushed me into the kind of fury I’d never experienced in my life.

	Of course, the lurking reporters caught everything, didn’t they? That would be for later. Right now, I just wanted her off my freaking lawn already.

	She waited for me to stop in front of her, to draw a breath, and leaped into the silence that inhale created before speaking.

	“You really should watch your temper,” she said in a sickly-sweet voice. “Think of the babies.”

	My whole being vibrated with the need to physically harm her. I’m ashamed to admit it now, but at the moment it was all I could do not to push her, to grab her and drag her by the hair and dump her on the street. Not my proudest moment, but I was so far over the edge nothing mattered but ridding my life of Rose Freaking Norton.

	“How did you manage the texts?” I threw that in her face, spite layered with bitterness and frustration and my hate all compiled into a spitting demand.

	Rose actually looked startled at first. It was that moment of surprise that prevented me from doing something I’d regret forever, from taking the physical action my fury demanded. She finally seemed to come to some understanding inside herself as awareness dawned over her face and she laughed.

	She laughed.

	Her moment of respite was so over.

	Fortunately for me, Dr. Ellen Simmons took it upon herself to arrive in the nick of time. Where she came from and how she managed it I had no idea. I was so focused on Rose an alien mothership could have settled over Reading and I’d have missed it. But Dr. Simmons’ timing was perfection, the blonde’s kind face enough of a contrast to Rose’s mockery I managed to wrangle one last Hail Mary and not murder the scrawny little blip of evil standing in front of me.

	For now.

	“Rose, dear, this isn’t healthy for either of you.” Dr. Simmons met my eyes with apology and compassion there. “We talked about this.”

	Rose shrugged off her hand as the therapist touched her, malicious grin only deepening. “Fee and I have so much to catch up on,” she said.

	“Rose!” I turned at the sound of Greta Norton’s voice, Rose’s mother and lawyer hurrying down the side of the fence—on my property—toward us, the lot of them trespassing and now followed by more reporters who clearly saw an opportunity and evolution of the story they were here to capture live and unfiltered.

	I thought I was angry before. Mount Fleming was about to erupt, and I was surrounded by the enemy.

	Gavin Havelock’s utter fury wasn’t aimed at me, however, as Rose’s legal counsel huffed to a halt at her side, roughly grasping her arm and jerking her around to face him. He immediately dropped his grip, face contorting as he fought his own temper, voice low enough the watching reporters might have missed what he said but not so much I did.

	“That’s it,” he snarled. “You’re done. Let’s go.”

	I heard footsteps running toward me, didn’t turn, didn’t have to, my husband coming to a halt just past me, stepping between us. I caught Crew’s profile, saw the furious flush of his cheeks, caught his clenched fists and the way the cords in his neck stood out and seized on saving him from doing what I wanted to as a means to jerk myself back under control.

	He didn’t look at me as I grasped his right bicep in both hands and held on for dear life. “Crew.”

	“You’re all trespassing,” he snarled at Gavin. “The state police are on their way. You need to be gone before they arrive. And yes, I’m pressing charges.”

	Two figures appeared at the fence, Dad practically jerking the gate off at the hinges as he and Mom ran toward us. My father’s normally stoic expression had morphed into a stony storm that threatened impending violence (I come by it honestly) and even my normally temperate mother was showing her redheaded temper, cheeks deeply pink and full lips in a narrow line as she kept pace with her taller husband like a boss.

	They landed at the exact moment Rowan Mallory—Robert at his side—pushed through the line of watching reporters and inserted himself between Crew and Rose, my cousin doing the same for my parents, creating a line in the sand that Mom and Dad both threatened to cross at any second.

	“This is outrageous,” Mom spluttered. “What is she doing here?”

	“And illegal,” Dad snarled. “Don’t think this won’t go on record.”

	“We’ve already filed for a restraining order,” Crew shot at Gavin. “Don’t push us. You won’t like the results.”

	The lawyer looked delighted (sarcasm, my old friend) to be in the middle of the present circus despite the fact I was certain he’d created it in the first place.

	“Enough,” Mallory said. “Everyone back off and go to your corners.” He nodded to Gavin. “Take your client and go before I arrest her.” Greta spluttered at that threat, but Mallory simply cut her off. “All of you, go. Now.”

	Gavin jerked on Rose who just laughed again, airy this time, her delight returned, evil fading away into something much worse, as far as I was concerned. Because there was a terrifying joy in her, a peacefulness to her madness and cruelty, that had my stomach flipping over.

	“Don’t forget my invite to the shower,” she said as Gavin got her moving. “I can’t wait to see the babies.”

	That. Was. It. My last straw. She might have said it lightly, but the threat was obvious, at least to me. With my protective Momma Bear roaring in my head, I leaned forward with Crew still between us and hissed back.

	“You do anything to try to hurt me or my family again,” I said, “and I’ll kill you.”

	Oh, Fee.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eleven

	 

	Come on, you can hardly blame me. And yes, I knew the moment the words passed my lips I’d gone over a line I’d never crossed before. And in full view of everyone who could make my life miserable in the uttering of it, including the media, Rose’s lawyer and her therapist. But it was honestly either threaten her back or let my head explode, so.

	Yeah. Sigh.

	Crew had me moving a moment after the last word left my lips, so I didn’t get to experience the aftermath of my statement to the fullest extent, but I could hear the eruption of voices grow louder outside as I passed through the kitchen door, Petunia still at my heels, my husband firmly closing the way behind us before fixing me with a stare that had me defensive all over again.

	“Don’t,” I snapped.

	“Fee.” He sighed so deeply it took at least ten seconds for him to exhale all of the air in his lungs before he drew another breath. “I get it, okay? But you can’t go around threatening people.”

	“She started it.” I turned my back on him and headed for my recliner because of course, I was in the wrong and yet unwilling to retract my stance.

	My husband chose to leave me to stew in my furious juices, Petunia even avoiding me somewhat, curling up on her bed instead of asking to be lifted into my lap. Mom and Dad’s arrival, their whispering conversation with Crew in the kitchen, only heightened my anger at the world in general as I cupped my belly in my hands and promised the girls over and over again that I’d do whatever it took to keep them safe.

	Yes. Even murder. So there.

	A small parade of people made their way through the house the rest of the day, Daisy fleeing when I snarled at her, Liz and Jill not lingering either, everyone I loved deciding letting me have my temper tantrum was the best course of action. Only Dr. Aberstock tried to alleviate my mood and played dirty to do it, too.

	“Fee,” he said, removing the blood pressure cuff from my upper arm with a serious expression, “you have to let go of this. Please, I’m worried about you and the twins.”

	“Then get that woman out of Reading,” I shot back, “and in jail,” my voice increased in volume despite my attempt to stop it, “and out of my life!” Yes, I yelled that last at the dearest, kindest man I’d ever known.

	And he took it, patting my hand while Crew and my parents rushed in to see what the fuss was about.

	“We’re doing our best,” Dr. Aberstock said. “I want you to think about this, though, my dear. You’re giving your health, your energy, your strength to someone who never deserved any of it while your precious girls pay the price.” He stood, medical bag in hand. “Make a better choice.” He left while I fumed and refused to talk to anyone for the following hour.

	Because I knew he was right.

	By the time the sun had set, I’d spent enough time wallowing that I couldn’t stand myself anymore and had to finally exhale the last of my rage before it consumed me. Rose had always been a thorn in my side, yes, and a pain in my patootie, but I’d never let her get to me like this. I had to admit, the texting over time had taken a bigger toll than I’d allowed myself to accept, paired with the hormonal soup I found myself in and the bubbling frustration of being housebound, cut out of cases and treated like a patient rather than a person. This wasn’t just about Rose.

	Darn it.

	I called out to Crew who came to me immediately, helping me up and into the kitchen where my parents still lingered. “I’m sorry,” I said. Simple, honest, straight-forward.

	Mom let out a low moan and hurried to me, hugging me, Dad rising and doing the same.

	“Sweetie,” Mom said, “we’re sorry. You shouldn’t have had to deal with that.”

	“I never expected her to try to confront you directly,” Dad said, guilt in his voice making me cringe. “I should have known better.”

	“This isn’t our fault,” I said then, firm and confident. “And Rose will get the justice she deserves, I have no doubt about that.” I didn’t, either, oddly enough. “Whatever happens from here, I’m taking Dr. Aberstock’s advice. She doesn’t get any more of my attention.” I found myself cradling my giant abdomen again. “There are far more important things than one crazy person who needs to get a life already.” They all nodded, looking relieved, but I was far from done. “I love you,” I said, surprised to find I was choking up, “but I need you to back off.”

	Mom gasped softly, Dad’s face falling. I spoke again before either of them could interrupt. I needed to finish what I had to say and from the look in Crew’s eyes, he knew what was coming because of our conversation last night and had no intention of getting in my way.

	My hero.

	“This isn’t working for me,” I said. “Being coddled and babied and made to sit out my life. I’m pregnant, not sick.” Okay, so the blood pressure thing, but that was partly because of my present circumstance. “No more following me around. No more keeping me from what I do best. The girls are fine and so am I. I need you to hear me, both of you. And spread the word. I’m done letting this,” I patted the bump in front of me, “dictate what I know I’m capable of.” I met both of their eyes in turn then Crew’s just to make my point. “I need you to trust me to know my limits and put my health and the girls first.”

	No one said anything for a moment, but it was Crew who leaned in and kissed me on the forehead, arm around my shoulders. He shifted his gaze then to Mom and Dad who both hesitated before nodding in unison.

	“You’re right, sweetie,” Mom said, tears in her voice. “We’ll leave you be.” She turned and hurried out the kitchen door while I let out a frustrated breath because she’d clearly taken what I’d said to heart and not as I’d intended.

	As for Dad, he kissed me on the forehead like my husband had before offering a grim smile.

	“Okay, kid,” he said. “We’ll do it your way. Don’t worry about your mother. I’ll talk to her. She’s just worried, we all are. And I understand. Maybe we’ve been a bit heavy handed.” Maybe? Snort. “You’re a grown woman and an excellent investigator and I have no doubt you’ll be an incredible mother. I’m sorry, Fee. We just love you so much.”

	I hugged him as his voice cracked, tears standing in his blue eyes.

	“I love you, too,” I said, the scent of fabric softener and the warm strength of his arms taking me back to childhood and my favorite memories of him. “Dad, you and Mom are the best parents I could ever ask for. It’s because of you two that I think I can do this motherhood thing without losing my mind.” I leaned away. “And I have to be free to do that.”

	“Let me handle the media.” Dad shifted the conversation, clearly needing something to say and do that didn’t involve the wetness he hastily wiped from his cheeks. He raised one hand before I could comment, clearly expecting a protest. “That’s one issue you shouldn’t have to deal with.” I agreed with him and was happy not to have to, so I nodded. “Crew can read you in on what we’ve found so far.” His grimace wasn’t hopeful. “It’s not much, but we’re still digging.”

	“We’re Fleming Investigations,” I said, squeezing his hand. “We got this.”

	Dad flashed me a grin before kissing me again and following Mom out the kitchen door. I waited until he was gone before turning and embracing Crew so hard, I heard him grunt.

	“Details,” I said. “Don’t leave a single thing out.”

	Dinner was quiet while he filled me in, the two of us sitting on the couch with Petunia in our laps as he wrapped up what they knew. Dad wasn’t kidding, any leads into where the evidence against Rose went thin and dead-ending, even Donnie O’Shea no longer willing to testify against her.

	Which had me pondering just what Rose’s endgame might be.

	I tried to sleep in our bed but found myself groaning my way down the stairs to the recliner at midnight, Petunia faithfully following, sinking into the welcoming cushions and accepting this would be my life until the girls came. I spent some time chatting with them, telling them about their father, my parents, my past, as insomnia wrapped its arms around me and refused to let me rest.

	“It’s going to be all right,” I told the twins, Petunia looking up with her ears perked as I said it. “Mom and Dad love you and we’re going to make sure you have the best life.” I felt emotions rising, tears threatening, but happy ones this time. “I’ll mess up a lot,” I said, “and make tons of mistakes but you’ll still turn out perfect, I know it.”

	Petunia pawed at me, whining softly before hopping down. It wasn’t like her to ask to go out in the middle of the night anymore, but I knew better than to ignore her when she made the request. It was enough of an ordeal getting out of the chair that I was rather sour by the time I made it to the kitchen door to let her out, the light flashing on automatically as she scampered down the steps, activating the motion sensor.

	I froze when that light caught someone crouching beside the bushes, Petunia making a beeline for whoever it was. The young woman in the denim jacket stood immediately, startled expression full of fear even from that distance, before she bolted like a rabbit for the back of my fence and leaped over it, disappearing into the night.

	I almost called for Crew, furious someone had invaded our property again, only to see Petunia pause by the same bushes, tail wagging before she started to bark, sharp and concerned. That had me huffing down the steps in my slippers and robe, the chill air much colder than earlier, but lost to me as I rounded the edge of the shrubbery and caught sight of what had held the invader’s attention and now made my pug so agitated.

	She stared up at me with glassy, empty eyes, rictus of her evil grin still on her face, Rose Norton’s contorted form sprawled across the grass.

	The sad truth? I actually wasn’t surprised to find her dead in my yard. Because that was all Fee Fleming, wasn’t it?

	Just (swearword) lovely.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twelve

	 

	Guess who ended up in my kitchen asking me questions about the dead body? Mallory seemed about as happy to be there as I was to have him because not only was this situation old, it wasn’t lost on either of us that a) Rose Norton wasn’t my first corpse rodeo and b) I’d just threatened her life publicly and honestly and c) she had to choose my backyard in which to kick the bucket.

	Oh, there were more letters and brackets and qualifiers, to be sure, but those were the three biggest, so I’ll leave you to ponder your own conclusions, shall I?

	As it stood (while I sat, because I was done standing), I’d about faced as quickly as I could with a rather uncaring sense of self-righteousness mingling with a plaintive “why me?” and headed back to the house to fetch my husband. Who started out of bed when I called up to him, running headlong and tousled, jarred from sleep as he had been to the pronouncement that we needed to call the cops.

	Yeah, he was delighted by my find, too.

	I leaned sideways, peeking out the back door as Mallory wrote down everything I said with his usual due diligence, noting the EMTs that crossed into my property weren’t any of the typical pairings I was accustomed to. In fact, neither of them seemed familiar which had me frowning over the fact I had been in the middle of such messes so frequently I knew the entire roster by face if not by name (yes, still terrible with names, sue me). I did note Penny hurrying toward the door, the lumbering men in uniforms wheeling Rose away in a black body bag moments after she arrived, all while wondering where Dr. Aberstock was. Penny let herself into my house via the back door, the sound of reporters calling out to her muffled when she closed it again but not by much. Maybe I should have been angry again or offended by the intrusion of the media in my backyard, but all I could muster was grim resignation.

	“Detective,” my ME friend said, Mallory nodding to her as she approached. I spotted Brown and Williams corralling the nosy newsmakers just past my back steps and decided the view wasn’t worth the effort despite my curiosity. “The body is on the way to the morgue now. I’m right behind and will begin the autopsy immediately.”

	“Any chance it was natural causes?” Mallory didn’t sound hopeful.

	“I won’t know until I complete my investigation.” Penny’s face crumpled as she came to me, her thin veneer of professionalism failing her as she hugged me. “Oh, Fee,” she said, “I’m so sorry this is happening to you.”

	“Indeed,” Mallory said before I could respond. I glared at him, because there was enough irony in his voice that I couldn’t help but think he was being far too much a detective and not nearly enough a friend at the moment.

	“You can’t seriously think I did this,” I said, gesturing at my swollen self. “Right, because the hugely pregnant woman who can barely stand up on her own to go to the bathroom somehow overpowered a hateful insane woman bent on whatever evil plan she had in mind and killed said psycho.” I shook my head at him, disdain and disappointment impossible to suppress. “Honestly, Mallory. Get a grip already.”

	“I’m doing my job,” he said and if he said it one more time—I was so tired of that line, honestly—the man was going to join Rose in the back of the departing ambulance.

	“Rowan,” Penny said with real hurt in her eyes, “you can’t be serious.”

	Mallory set aside his pen and leather-bound notebook, running one hand through his already messy and overlong dark curls. There were new threads of silver in it I hadn’t seen before and it was obvious he hadn’t had time to shave, his scruff even more overgrown than usual. From the rumpled look of his suit and overcoat he hadn’t changed that much, but the deadly serious expression on his face, no sign of his usual sardonic smirk, had me worried suddenly.

	“I have to take this seriously,” he said.

	“He does.” Crew surprised me when he joined us, his seemingly endless phone calls over for the moment as the rest of the team got the good (argh) news. “Fee, we all have to play this one by the book.”

	“Agreed,” Mallory said. “Dr. Keene, are you the lead ME on this case?”

	“It’s my turn,” she said, a bit breathless, “but I plan to call in Dr. Aberstock.” I hated that she seemed too anxious to trust herself. “Just to be sure.”

	The back door opened, Williams letting herself in. The look she shot me, the pure judgment and leap to guilty, had me scowling back while she ignored me after the fact in favor of speaking to her boss.

	“Sir, the EMTs are gone and we’re clearing the scene. Mr. Ripley is conducting his forensic investigation now.” Right, the new forensics tech that was supposed to take over from Penny now that she was officially an ME. I’d only met Travis Ripley once, but he seemed affable enough and certainly well-trained if his CV was accurate. You better believe I looked into him after all the trouble we’d had in the coroner’s office, thanks.

	“Thank you, Williams,” Mallory said. It sounded like a dismissal, but she didn’t leave, hovering and hesitating until he turned back to her, inquisitive look more irritated than interested.

	“Sir,” she said, “shouldn’t we be doing this at the office?” She gestured at me without looking my way this time, shoulders rigid, jaw set.

	“Are you running this investigation now, Williams?” Mallory’s light tone was warning enough, but again she chose not to take his attempt to let her off at face value.

	“It’s just, sir,” she finally did cast me a flickering glance, more disgusted than anything, “this is hardly the first time Ms. Fleming has had special treatment and in this case—”

	“Officer Williams.” Mallory sat up straight at last, chin lowering, amber eyes fixed on his subordinate as his tenor voice dropped and hardened, “please rejoin Officer Brown and do the job assigned to you. Or is that too much to ask?”

	She shook her head, face settling into anger though she clearly tried to hide it behind a mask of acceptance. Did a terrible job, but whatever. “Sir,” she said, turning and exiting the kitchen, closing the door very firmly behind her.

	Mallory sighed and turned back to me, familiar slump returning. Rather than commenting on Williams or her attitude, he fixed me with those yellow-gold eyes of his again. “Fee, you know how this works. I have to ask you these questions. And investigate you. It’s the only way to definitively remove you as a suspect so we can find out what really happened.”

	I stared him down a long moment, because I suddenly wasn’t all that confident in our friendship. “I’ve used that line myself,” I said, voice soft but accusing.

	He didn’t reply or move or even breathe as the pair of us faced off over the truth. Which was, no matter what I knew, or our past together or his wishes otherwise, I was a suspect and the only way to change that was to solve Rose’s murder.

	While I would have loved to just let her rot.

	“You have a public record of your temper,” Mallory said at last, sitting back and tucking his notebook into his jacket pocket. “You are also on record threatening her life only just a few hours ago. And you have a solid foundation of being in the wrong place at the wrong time when bodies turn up. Not to mention solving enough murders to fill the plate of any seasoned homicide detective. That all adds up to questions that I can’t brush under the rug.” He hesitated before he went on, but asked anyway, because he had to, didn’t he? “Could it have been self-defense?”

	“Get out.” Crew circled the island and stood between me and Mallory the instant that question was out of the detective’s mouth. “You want to talk to my wife again, you do it through our lawyer. She’s complied with you up to now, but we’re done. Out, Mallory. Don’t make me throw you out.”

	Now, I knew there had always been some kind of history between Crew and the detective that neither of them had shared with me and while I’d always been curious, I’d never uncovered definitive answers as to what caused the animosity. They’d both seemed capable of skirting their mutual dislike after a fashion and had even collaborated on cases since Mallory’s introduction to Reading. But in that moment, all of the angst they carried for one another surfaced. I saw it on Mallory’s face, in my husband’s stance, not just protective of me, but bearing some old enmity that weighted the air between them and made goosebumps rise on my skin.

	“Please make yourself available when your lawyer arrives,” Mallory said, not taking his eyes from Crew as the detective stood. The pair were of a height, though my husband had bulk on his leaner counterpart, and I didn’t think much of Mallory’s chances if it came to a fist fight. No, I wasn’t hoping for that kind of result, of course not. Still, despite my early irritation at being coddled, there was something about having my husband shield me that made me feel comforted in such a horrible situation.

	“She’ll do that,” Crew snapped back while Penny gaped back and forth between them with horror-filled eyes.

	A standoff ensued, neither man backing down, the testosterone level in the kitchen growing to epic proportions that finally had me waspish and frustrated to the point I tsked.

	“If you boys are done posturing at one another,” I said, “Mallory has a murder to solve. One in which he’ll find I’m innocent.” I gave the detective a pointed look that had him nodding and stepping back from Crew.

	“I’m sure that will be the case,” Mallory said. “For now, I bid you both good night. Dr. Keene?”

	She hesitated before hugging me again, touching Crew’s elbow. The pair were at the door, Mallory pulling it open, just as chaos erupted anew outside, and Greta Norton stormed into my house with brown eyes wild.

	“Murderer!” She shrieked, pointing right at me. “You killed my daughter and I’ll see you pay for it!”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Thirteen

	 

	How the woman made it into my house in the first place remained a mystery (looking at you, Officer Williams), but she wasn’t alone. Gavin Havelock pushed his way in behind her, his visible dissatisfaction with being back here in my presence as obvious as his distaste for the whole business.

	“Greta,” he said, “we shouldn’t be here.”

	No kidding. Mallory was on the move, attempting to herd them outside while I was just firing up the old Fleming temper when Dr. Aberstock appeared with mild surprise showing on his face.

	“Honestly,” he said with the most disapproval I’d ever heard from him, “Fee needs rest, not a circus. Detective, I hope you have this in hand.” He nodded then to Penny. “I know you’re more than capable, Dr. Keene, but if you need me, I’m at your disposal.” His mild attitude and quiet command seemed to take the heat out of Greta’s accusation and the lawyer’s anger, Dr. Aberstock strolling toward me then like this was all ordinary and expected and nothing untoward was going on at all. “My dear,” he said, “let’s have a look at you, shall we? I want to recheck your blood pressure.”

	And, just like that, I was guided back to my recliner with the cuff around my upper arm while Crew and Mallory wrangled the now weeping—fake, if you asked me—Greta Norton out of my house.

	“Good riddance,” I muttered, shocking myself. Not that the sentiment was there, but that I spoke the words out loud.

	Dr. Aberstock chuckled in response, blue eyes twinkling, though he patted my hand with great compassion. “Are you all right, Fee?”

	I shrugged, not sure what to say. “Rose is dead,” I said, “and Mallory thinks I killed her.”

	“Detective Mallory knows better,” the doc assured me, his soothing way of being bringing me more peace than he would ever know. I sighed into relaxing enough my blood pressure wasn’t as bad as it had been earlier. “I know you’ll be vindicated in short order and whoever did take Ms. Norton’s life will be brought to justice.” He winked at me, not saying what we were both clearly thinking.

	I hoped the killer got a medal.

	“Dr. Aberstock?” Penny hovered in the doorway, my friend turning to nod to her. “I’d love your input on this case. I want to be sure we know exactly what happened and I need to know I’ve covered everything.”

	“Penny,” he said as he stood, putting the cuff away with his stethoscope, bag snapping shut, “you are a fine ME and while I understand your concern, I have no doubt in my mind you are more than up to the task. And, if it brings both of you comfort,” he patted my shoulder, “I’m delighted to poke my nose in where it’s not needed.” Another wink landed. “I’m in good company in that regard, after all.”

	Smarty pants doctor.

	I made him help me to my feet, Penny handing me Petunia before the pair hurried down the hall and to the front door, exiting quickly in pursuit of the ambulance. I felt comforted the two of them wouldn’t leave a single clue uncovered and, with that reassurance, joined Crew and Mallory in the kitchen again. To my surprise, neither Mom nor Dad or any of the others from Fleming Investigations had made an appearance as of yet, though from the continual vibration of my husband’s phone on the kitchen island, everyone was anxious enough for news I figured he’d asked them to stay put until he told them they could start landing.

	The only newcomer, as it turned out, was my cousin. Robert met my eyes when I entered, had somehow snuck his way into the house without me knowing, and now glowered at the detective as Crew finished something he was telling Mallory. It was no secret that Robert didn’t trust the detective despite my own faith, so his glare wasn’t a shock or anything.

	No, that came when Robert spoke up before I could sort out what the three were discussing, made very clear as soon as my cousin addressed the detective.

	“You’re an idiot if you think Rose didn’t plan all of this just to ruin Fee and everything she loves.” Robert snorted with derision, beady, dark eyes sunken under his thick brows judging Mallory even as he went on. “You have no idea what she was capable of. Including suicide if it meant she could frame Fee for murder.”

	Wait, he thought what now? I blinked in surprise, though don’t for a second think I didn’t make a mental leap to who really could have done the deed when I spotted that lingering darkness that always scared me. Robert had shown it to me on multiple occasions over the years, but this was the first time I let the whispering voice in the back of my head connect the dots to a crime like this one. While he’d never been convicted, I knew he was at least capable of standing aside and watching someone die, after luring them into a situation that would be fatal. And while it was a leap to actual homicide from such passive action, I knew Robert hated Rose enough—and had sufficient impulse and precedence—that murder wasn’t off the table.

	All of which made me feel like a horrible person because he was in the middle of defending me for that same crime. I really needed to adjust my priorities.

	Instead of following that train of thought further, I did my best to cross my arms over my swollen chest and faced Mallory down. “How about you go find the woman I saw leaning over Rose’s dead body,” I said, “since doing your job is so important to you.”

	The detective flinched just a little but didn’t fight back. “I’ll be in touch when your lawyer is present.” He left then, shoulders hunched, Crew and Robert glaring after him while I sank to one of the island stools and spread my hands out on the counter, palms down, puffy fingers white from the pressure.

	Apparently, my backyard was a free-for-all despite Brown and Williams, because as Mallory exited, Dr. Ellen Simmons appeared. Her anxious and empathetic expression kept me from ordering her to leave immediately, though it was obvious Crew was about to eject her.

	Not before she raised both hands in a peaceful gesture, gaze locked on me, delicate features warm and sad. “Ms. Fleming, how truly horrible,” she said. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to shoulder even more trauma. I can only imagine how difficult this all is. Please, let me assure you, I’m not here to cause trouble. Rose Norton was a lost and damaged soul in need of help, one who didn’t deserve to die, but her animosity toward you always concerned me.” She dropped her hands with soft thuds to her sides, her simple overcoat hugging her thin frame. “She was, quite frankly, obsessed with you, Ms. Fleming, and the pending birth of your children only seemed to fuel that obsession. For whatever reason, she blamed you for all of her own failings. I don’t for a moment think you had anything to do with her death and it’s a sad fate for one so truly traumatized that her passing seemed oddly inevitable, if only from the sheer weight of vitriol she carried inside her.” I found myself nodding and hoping maybe Rose had kicked over from pure evilness, though that prospect seemed ludicrous, honestly, and Robert’s suggestion Rose died to spite me, of her own hand, held much more weight. It would be just like her to set me up in the worst possible way.

	Nope, don’t ask me not to speak ill of the dead. Rose Norton didn’t deserve kindness in the end.

	When no one asked her to leave, Dr. Simmons closed the distance between us, the chill of the outside clinging to her wool coat and leather gloves as she gently touched my shoulder, wisps of her brown hair escaping her bun, wide eyes making an offer as much as her words. “I’d like to offer you counselling, Ms. Fleming,” she said, “when you’re ready.”

	Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen right now. “Thank you,” I said, reaching for patience and falling short. “Maybe some other time.”

	“Of course.” She shivered a little, nodding to Crew who was watching me like a hawk. Only then did I realize he hadn’t interfered, and it was visibly killing him. But he held back, bless that man, and was true to his word, letting me handle it despite the visible need in his face to pitch the woman outside in the cold. “I’ll take my leave.” She set a card on the counter in front of me, before nodding to my husband and then Robert. Who she paused beside on her way out, one hand reaching for him this time. “None of this was your fault,” she said. “Rose didn’t know how to love, not really.” And then she left, while Robert twitched like she’d struck him, paling out so much I feared he might pass out.

	He exited without another word, leaving Crew and me alone in our kitchen at last while the media circled like vultures and my whole being swirled with questions that I needed answers to.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Crew tried to guide me back to the recliner, but one of those questions held me in place. “Lawyer?” We didn’t have one on retainer that I knew of, at least not a criminal defense attorney and there weren’t any in Reading.

	My husband’s face settled into calm confidence, a certain sign he was about to tell me something I didn’t want to hear. “Lana Baron comes highly recommended,” he said.

	“By whom?” His soft tugging went ignored. I wasn’t moving an inch until I had the whole story.

	Crew sighed at last and his blue eyes registered nervousness. “Nelson.”

	Ah, the other shoe. Excellent. And a giant-sized designer leather one at that.

	“Nelson Delamonte suggested her,” I said. Now, our best client was just that and after meeting him, I had no real reason to suspect him of wrongdoing or underhanded behavior. And yet, there was still something lingering about him that had me concerned about our deep connections to the former football star and his businesses. Not that it mattered at the moment. Not when Crew went on with a hangdog look.

	“Nelson is paying for her,” he said. And had the good grace to wince.

	Did I say other shoe? I meant dump truck full of shoes now landed right in my lap.

	“Crew.” I didn’t have to go on and didn’t, the warning in my voice more than enough.

	“I know,” he said, pulling on me a little harder. I finally complied with his need to get me moving and found myself settling in the recliner a moment later, my puppy in my lap. Petunia looked up at Crew like she wasn’t quite sure about either of us at the moment while he went on. “He insisted the moment he found out.”

	“And how did he find out, exactly?” I almost huffed in impatience and irritation. Who in our network blabbed?

	“Fee.” Crew’s pained expression increased as he crouched beside me, holding my hands. “It’s all over the news.”

	Oh. Right. Whoops.

	“This is a good thing,” my husband said. “Unless you’re opposed to one of the best criminal defense attorneys in the state taking your case?”

	When he said it that way, it actually made me more nervous. “I don’t need a lawyer,” I said. “I didn’t kill her.”

	“I know,” he said. “She’ll just be another level of investigation, that’s all. Until this is cleared up.”

	I glared at him, tense suddenly. “You do believe me, right?” I caught a flicker behind his eyes, had to catch my breath. “Crew!”

	“Of course, I do.” He immediately hugged me, Petunia whimpering between us, his lips warm on my cheek. “Fee, I know you didn’t kill Rose, okay?” When he pulled away, his sincerity was powerful enough I let myself buy it, even as a nasty voice whispered that even my faithful husband thought I was capable. Well, I was, honestly. But I was innocent, and I shouldn’t have to prove it to him, too.

	Crew left me then when his phone’s vibrating in the kitchen took on a solid persistence. I let him go, closing my eyes and trying to rest, but squirming far too much both physically and mentally to achieve the goal. When my husband poked his nose in the living room to tell me he was going to the office, despite the early hour, I waved him off.

	I dozed off, at least, despite myself and the overshadowing gloom I couldn’t shake. While I managed to get a bit of sleep, it wasn’t much. Just enough, though, that when I woke again, sunlight streaming into the kitchen just past the living room doors, I had the energy I needed to wrangle myself up and out of the recliner, Petunia hopping down to follow me as I began to pace.

	Something felt very off, far too convenient. Robert’s suggestion Rose killed herself to set me up was feeling more and more accurate. She was just that crazy she’d be willing to die to get her ultimate revenge, I was sure of it. And while not the most brilliant bulb in the box, she’d had enough time to set up her plan that if this was her end goal, there was a very good chance I would be needing that lawyer after all.

	The insistence inside me that I couldn’t just sit around and wait for others to save me had me hauling my massive carcass upstairs and into the closet where my elastic pants and oversized sweater did their best to cover the giganticness that had become my life. With my red hair twisted into a semblance of a bun at the back of my neck and rudimentary application of mascara only accentuating the puffiness of my cheeks, I headed back downstairs and donned my coat, turning to Petunia with a frown.

	“Sorry, kid,” I said. “You’re sitting this one out.”

	She meow-yawned at me before wriggling her butt in anticipation of a walk.

	“Go lie down.” I pointed at the kitchen.

	Petunia’s little ears sagged, tail drooping, breaking my heart, but I held my ground and, thanks to her early training, she finally obeyed. I could see her dark eyes watching me from her bed in the kitchen after she clicked her way down the hall with her head down. Maybe you think I was being mean for leaving her behind, but she, at least, I could protect.

	Myself and the nuggets? Well, we’d see.

	I’d forgotten about the lurking media, though they obeyed the law and stayed on the street, all cameras and interest were pointed at me as I awkwardly climbed into my car. It seemed to take forever thanks to my bulk and reduced mobility, so I was sweating by the time I slammed the door and buckled up. I almost backed into one reporter on my way out when she tried to stop me from leaving, waving out the window at the gathering and speeding away before they could follow.

	I didn’t have a physical goal in mind on that drive, not really. Okay, I had one, but clearing my mind and getting some air was the real purpose. Except, I did find myself turning out of Reading toward the highway and out toward the edge of town, the sight of the Summit Motel’s sign luring me like a siren song.

	Crew had informed me, after all, that Rose had been staying in this very place, since my friend, Alicia Conway, had refused her a room at the White Valley Lodge and never mind asking Mom at The Iris. That left this beacon of last resort as her only option in town, didn’t it? 

	As I pulled into the parking lot, it was pretty easy to figure out which room had been hers. The police cruiser parked out front of one of the green entrances told the tale as did the sight of Brown and another officer I didn’t know emerging from #6 with a brown paper bag in hand. I pulled around behind the office and waited for them to leave before reversing and guiding my own car into the spot they’d just occupied.

	I sat there for a long moment staring at the door, wondering what I was doing there and what I’d been thinking. At any second someone from the media could spot me and start asking questions. With a deep sigh of frustration, I backed out and drove off, up the winding mountain.

	I drove for at least an hour, forced to stop at a small gas station once thanks to the babies and my bladder, and by the time I had the motel in my view again, I was no more settled or decided on anything that spun around in my mind. I needed to get into that room. Which was why I again parked in the slot of #6, climbing out this time, contemplating going to the office to poke around for info when a familiar figure emerged from #4. I'd missed the sight of the maid’s cart, I was so focused on the door in question, that I actually blinked when the woman waved at me.

	I joined Carrie Winold and accepted her gentle hug while she looked me up and down with a giant grin. Gone was her anxious distress and her deeply held nervousness, her own case long solved and her life in Reading obviously serving her well. Carrie had abandoned the nasty dark hair dye she’d used to hide her identity, natural blonde cut to a no-nonsense short cut that suited her round face far better. I felt bad that I hadn’t checked in with her in recent months, but she seemed more than happy to see me regardless of my lack of connection.

	“Fee!” Carrie clasped her hands in front of her. “You look radiant!”

	“I’m massive and I need a good night’s sleep,” I said, “and to evict these two.” I smiled as I spoke despite my grumbling, and she laughed.

	“I totally understand,” she said with good nature. “I didn’t have any of my own, but I’ve known lots who have, and it can’t be easy.” I saw it, the moment she realized things weren’t sunny in my world, worry instantly replacing her excitement at seeing me. “Fee, I’m so sorry about everything.” People needed to stop saying that, but I accepted it anyway. “Are you okay?”

	“I am,” I said. “Or I will be when my name is cleared.”

	“You helped me when I needed it,” Carrie said, voice dropping, expression now tight and focused. “Whatever you need now, I’m here.” And then, the angel that she was, she nodded at the door to #6.

	Finally, something was going right.

	“I don’t want to get you in trouble with your boss,” I said.

	“Honey,” she laughed, “I own this motel.”

	I gaped a second. “I had no idea.”

	Carrie shrugged with a happy smile. “The old owners were ready to retire, and I had a nest egg, thanks to Daisy and Emile.” She tsked over that. “Day did the right thing,” she said.

	My bestie’s decision to break her engagement to Emile Reis wasn’t the topic of conversation I wanted to focus on. “The cops won’t be pleased if you let me in.”

	“The cops,” she wrinkled her nose, already heading for the door in question, keys jingling, “can suck it. You and I both know they’re the last ones I trust. You, on the other hand.” She quickly opened the door and gestured for me to help myself. “You, I trust with my life. Because you saved it and I know you’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

	I hugged her, clung to her a moment while she embraced me back with full enthusiasm. I didn’t realize how much I’d been doubting my choices until that moment when someone I’d assisted in the past actually told me how much it meant. When we parted, we were both smiling.

	“I won’t be long,” I said. “Have they released the room to you?”

	“Not yet,” she eye rolled. “I’ve been calling Detective Mallory regularly, though. Two of his cops were here about an hour ago, left with some stuff.” She huffed a sigh. “If they took my property, they’ll be replacing it.” Her sharp nod had me snorting. “You wait until next summer,” she said, looking up at the building she now owned, dreamy look on her face. “You won’t recognize the old girl.”

	“I’m really happy for you, Carrie,” I said.

	“Thanks, Fee.” She stepped back, heading for her cart. “Let me know if you need anything else!”

	I watched Carrie go, reentering #4 with a load of towels, my own conviction renewed and my confidence at a fresh high. She was absolutely right. I had this. In fact, I’d solved more of Mallory’s cases than he had, so there.

	With my chin up and the old Fleming curiosity fired and sizzling, I stepped over the threshold and back into the life I was born to lead.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fifteen

	 

	I know, I know. It wasn’t like something dramatic was going to leap out at me when I walked into that hotel room or anything. I was pretty sure the cops had been through and there was an excellent chance I’d be out of luck regardless of my need to examine Rose’s room. But there was a euphoria that gripped me as I got back to doing what I did best that not only lifted my spirits, it seemed to increase my energy and shove back the physical symptoms of my pregnancy that had been plaguing me for months.

	Doing what you love really changed everything, I guess.

	Carrie really had her work cut out for her as far as I was concerned, the snobby ex-bed and breakfast owner in me taking in the ancient wallpaper, the faint lingering scent of old tobacco smoke likely deeply embedded in the walls, yellowed ceiling tiles and gross green carpet that might have once been blue. I did my best to ignore all of that, instead focusing on the details of Rose’s occupancy.

	The open suitcase on the first double bed closest to the door lured me closer for a careful inspection. Wouldn’t you know? I had a pair of latex gloves in my pocket, imagine that. Hands covered and evidence protected, I picked my way through the dead woman’s things with precision and focus, even unzipping the lining of the suitcase itself to check for hidden items.

	Aside from some loose change and breath mints, I turned up nothing out of the ordinary, Rose’s clothing ruffled from a previous search or two, and the suitcase itself looking new and without any secrets I could uncover. Next up, I stripped the bed she’d obviously slept in, surprised the police hadn’t gone that far, examining the sheets and pillowcases, the coverlet and then the mattress itself.

	All of this had me panting a bit and sweating all over again, but I didn’t begrudge the energy expenditure. It was all part of the job and honestly, I was so happy to be back to work I would have carried on no matter what. As it happened, my nosiness paid off. As I bent to pull out the drawer of the bedside table, a slight indent in the mattress caught my eye. I immediately stuck my gloved hand between it and the box spring, fingers encountering something hard. When I pulled it out, my heart sang.

	A cellphone.

	Well, now.

	Again, how the cops missed it, I had no idea, and I was going to give Mallory a good talking to about the level of training his men and women in uniform had, not to mention their attention to detail. And if Travis Ripley had been here, I’d be warning Penny she might need a new forensics tech because he was clearly lacking. On the other hand, you can imagine my utter delight and near ecstasy as I clutched the phone and pumped my left fist in the air in victory before clicking the button on the side and waking it.

	The password screen blinked at me, but even that couldn’t dull my enthusiasm. I’d find a way around it. For now, I was absolutely positive I had proof not only was Rose the mystery texter, but more than likely there was information on this very item that would exonerate me. Okay, I didn’t know that for sure, but Schrodinger’s cellphone held all sorts of possibilities that were true to me until proven otherwise.

	The rest of my search went quickly, turning up nothing. I even managed to lower myself to the floor to check under both beds with no result. By the time I leveraged myself up to my feet again, weariness had hit me to the point I was ready to end this and go home with my contraband in pocket. I needed to share with Crew and maybe talk to Liz to see if we could crack the password. Or maybe Robert would be able to guess the number combination. Whatever the case, here was evidence that needed dissecting before I shared a scrap with Mallory.

	He could just wait until I was done with it.

	I was about to leave when nature called and though I knew it was a terrible idea, the girls inside me weren’t giving me much of a choice. With as much haste as I could muster, I headed for the bathroom and quickly did my business, sighing over the avocado-colored toilet as relief came in time to save me from embarrassment. I was just thinking about how much I was looking forward to not having to run to the bathroom every hour when something caught the corner of my eye. I turned my head and, from my position on the porcelain throne, realized there was an object pressed to the inside of the shower curtain beside me. It took me a moment to decipher the shape, its shadow vague but visible and, as I pulled myself upward and flushed, my elastic pants back in place, I cautiously reached for the edge of the curtain with my still-gloved hands and pulled it back.

	Gavin Havelock stared up at me, mouth gaping open, his hand flopping into the tub from where it had lay over the edge and created that shape that lured me to peek.

	I’d been peeing beside a dead man. The perfect end to my day and it wasn’t even noon.

	As that hand hit his stomach with a thud, something fell from his fingers. Without thinking, I lowered myself to my knees and reached for it, leaning into the tub and opening the scrap of paper to examine it. It looked like a receipt of some kind, with a partial signature on the bottom I couldn’t make out, two items listed with their prices beside them, neither of which I recognized. The name of the store where they’d been purchased was missing, the top torn off, likely during Gavin’s death. I looked down at him from my seat on the floor next to him and sighed.

	“Please tell me you had a heart attack,” I said as I pocketed the scrap and reached for the edge of the tub. I had to get out of there now. No way was I calling this one in to Mallory, not so soon after Rose’s death. But, as I tried to stand, I realized my mistake.

	I was now wedged between the hideous 70s toilet and the tub on the truly gross linoleum floor (I was only noticing now that I had the evidence in hand) and no matter how hard I tried, I was stuck.

	Yeah, go ahead. Laugh it up. The pregnant lady appreciates your amusement.

	You know who didn’t appreciate it? BCI Homicide Detective Rowan Mallory. Because just my freaking luck, who do you think walked in as I was grunting, swearing and sweating in my confinement?

	You had to be kidding me right now.

	 

	***

	



	


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	“I know how this looks,” I said immediately.

	“Do you.” Mallory stood at the bathroom door with his arms crossed over his chest. “Do you really.”

	“Stop being a jerk and help me up.” I held out my gloved hand, wriggling my fingers at him to comply. It took him far longer than I would have liked to do so, though he finally joined me and reached down, heaving me to my feet. I slipped on the tiles, forcing Mallory to catch me, his amber eyes unreadable as he stared down into mine for a long moment.

	“Fiona Fleming,” he said with despair in his voice. “What am I going to do with you?”

	I smacked his arm until he released me. “I don’t have time for this,” I said. “Someone is setting me up.”

	“I just found you with another dead body,” he said before shaking his head and laughing. Like, not just a chuckle, a full-on laugh, as he leaned back against the sink and supported himself with both hands on the lip, the sound of his amusement filling the room. Pretty out of synch with the dead body and all, but I let him have his moment.

	“You done?” Yeah, I was feeling testy, even tapping my toes in irritation. At least he wasn’t disappointed or yelling or handcuffing me.

	Rowan managed a few more snorts before nodding. “Pretty much,” he said, exhaling deeply, amber eyes now soft and kind. “Fee,” he said, “I sealed this room for a reason.”

	“I know.” I would take full responsibility for my actions. “How did you know I was here?”

	He stared a long second. “Your car is out front, Fee.”

	Oh, right. Yikes. “Your cops left the door unlocked when they left.” Of course, I would protect Carrie Winold with my life. Even though the excuse was ludicrous because motel doors locked automatically. Just let him challenge my story.

	“Did they.” Meanwhile, Mallory’s soft smirk said, “I know who let you in.”

	“Absolutely,” I said out loud. Even while my stoic Dad face said, “Just try to get me to talk, copper.”

	We faced off a long moment until he finally shrugged. But it was with much more seriousness and concern than his previous bout of laughter and that I had to accept.

	“I know a setup when I see one,” he said. “Fee, I know you didn’t kill Rose, okay? Every question I asked you last night was necessary. I’ve worked enough cases with you that even though I know how much she pushed your buttons you’d never risk Crew or your twins over someone like her.” That felt reassuring. Until. “But,” he said, amber eyes now on Gavin Havelock’s dead body, “you’ve just pushed things past the point I can protect you.” I what now? “And I have been protecting you, you know.” That steady yellow gaze met mine again. “All this time. My boss has his concerns, but I’ve managed to deflect him until now. This, added to Rose’s death, your public threat, and the media attention?” Mallory groaned softly. “Fee, when I report this, it’s going to get kicked up to the next level and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

	I should have thanked him, but I couldn’t manage it just yet. What was it with the people in my life protecting me? Then again, it was a compliment, right? Whatever, I needed answers, not guardian angels.

	“You know whoever killed Rose had something to do with his murder.” I gestured at the body.

	“We don’t know if either one is murder yet,” Mallory reminded me. “But you’re probably right.” He pulled out his phone, dialed a number with one punch, whoever it was saved. “Penny,” he said, answering my question as to who he was calling. “I need you at the motel. Bring Travis.” He hung up then while my heart stopped skipping in the anticipation of him dialing his office. When he returned his phone to his pocket, it was clear he had no intention of calling this in until he had answers. “They’ll be here shortly,” he said. “And as much as I think you should go, I know you’re not leaving without a fight, are you?” My belligerence must have been showing because he chuckled, though sadly. “Fine, wait it out. But this is the last time I’ll be able to extend this courtesy, so get the most out of it, Fee. If I even have a job tomorrow, I’ll be lucky.”

	That really did hit home. “You can always come work for me.” Cheeky, Fee? At this juncture? Fortunately, it landed well, Rowan barking a laugh.

	“No joke,” he said. “I might take you up on that.”

	Penny and Travis arrived less than five minutes later, and the expression on her face had me worried all over again.

	“Fee.” She gaped at the dead body in the tub then sagged against the door jam while Travis whistled low from behind her, taking in the scene himself with an eyebrow raise for me. “Not again.”

	“Tell me about it,” Mallory said.

	“Just drop it already,” I snapped at both of them. “I know, okay? This looks bad.”

	“And it’s not the only bad news,” my ME friend said, face pale, expression tight with anxiety. Mallory tensed and so did I, as guilt crossed Penny’s face. “Rose’s body,” she said. “It never made it to the morgue.” It what? “I’m still trying to track it down, but according to the logs, it was sent to the wrong hospital.” She tossed her gloved hands, clearly upset and blaming herself. “I have no idea what happened.”

	Just great. “So, no COD or TOD, I take it.”

	Penny shook her head, visibly crushed by what she obviously took as a personal failure.

	Mallory straightened then, but rather than comfort his girlfriend, he faced me with a grim expression. “I hate to do this,” he said, “but I think it’s time you came down to the office for official questioning.” He waved off any protest. “From what I understand, your lawyer just arrived, so you’ll have representation, at least. Fee, I’m so sorry.” He shook his head one last time, dark curls over his eyes. “You won’t be dealing with me in the interrogation.”

	Understood. And while I knew I was innocent, and that the people who cared about me would do everything in their power to protect me and find the truth, why did his regret feel like the slamming of prison bars?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seventeen

	 

	I wriggled in the hard, wooden chair, frowning at my clasped hands sitting on my round belly, the arms of the familiar seat digging into my hips and abdomen a reminder I’d sat here before under very different circumstances. The sheriff’s office hadn’t changed much since I sat behind the desk, though there were countless memories here since my father had held that position for thirty years. Not to mention Crew’s term as sheriff, and Jill’s. There was a lot of life packed into this little office, none of which prepared me for what was coming.

	Mallory was true to his word and made the call I was dreading, though from his expression I wondered which of us was more concerned about the results. Regardless, I followed him in my car to the office, calling Crew on the way, my whole family and staff of Fleming Investigations landing at the same moment I did.

	While every one of them jockeyed for position to be with me in the room, Mallory quickly cut them off, though it was Williams, to my surprise, who spoke.

	“Ms. Fleming will speak to Lieutenant Detective Marshal Dresden in the company of her lawyer only.” The fact Mallory didn’t argue with her or try to shut her down seemed to get through to everyone, along with the way he hung back, head lowered, lips in a tight line.

	Fortunately for me, as I was ushered by said Officer Williams into the bullpen and to the office, I heard the door open, and a woman’s voice speak up. “Ms. Fleming?”

	I turned and took in the tall, lean and lovely woman with the cropped blonde hair and stern expression, her briefcase at her side identifying her as who could only be Lana Baron. I waved at her as my sullen friends and family hung back, though I noted Dad and Crew pounced on Mallory while the lawyer strode toward me, nodding as she shook my hand. Her green eyes met Williams’ a moment later.

	“I’ll have a moment with my client,” she said. And, with that statement, she entered the office with the confidence of a queen and the command of a general, leaving Williams’ little victory stale and sour.

	“Excuse me,” I said to the pouting officer. Her glare could have melted plastic, but I didn’t care about her attitude even a little bit.

	I joined Lana Baron in the office and closed the door behind me, the woman already shedding her long, camel-colored wool coat, beige leather gloves in the pockets, the bright green scarf that was her only accent piece sliding efficiently into the satin sleeve. She discarded it all with some casualness, dark green pantsuit perfectly tailored, touches of gold at her throat and wrist in the form of a slim watch her only other accoutrements. When she cracked open her briefcase on the surface of the desk that used to be my father’s, my husband’s, my friend’s and mine, she did so with great energy and, when she met my eyes again, wore enough calm confidence I was suddenly grateful to Nelson Delamonte despite myself.

	“My apologies for my tardiness,” Lana said without further preamble. “I was wrapping up another case when Mr. Delamonte called. I am now, however, at your service.” She pulled out a file folder and sat on the edge of the desk on one hip, gesturing for me to sit, which I did, feeling blundering and out of sorts in her presence. “I’ve reviewed all of the available evidence, most of which is a farce.” She snorted softly. “The fact the ME’s office has somehow lost the body of the first victim is so ridiculous I’m actually thinking of a countersuit via one of my counterparts. You could make a mint from this if you decide to sue.”

	Okay, I’m not going to lie, the relief that poured through me was pretty epic and had me grinning, though my loyalty to Penny and her abilities poked me like a sharp stick for leaping to such a feeling. “You’re aware I found another body not so long ago?”

	Lana chuckled, nodding. “From what I understand, that’s a rather typical occurrence for you, Ms. Fleming,” she said. “Though, it does slightly complicate matters. I know Lt. Detective Dresden and he’s a dog with a bone when he thinks he’s right. Still, from what I can see, everything they have is circumstantial and without Ms. Norton’s body to confirm COD, there’s a good chance I can get you off.”

	“You do know I’m innocent?” Why was that so important to me?

	Lana’s green eyes didn’t register anything but that same confidence. “I couldn’t care less if you killed every single person whose murders you’ve solved,” she said so matter-of-factly I blinked. “You’re my client, Ms. Fleming. You have the right to representation and the full force of the justice system’s process. I’m here to make sure you get that justice. Clear?”

	I nodded, swallowing my need to reiterate I had nothing to do with any murder, thank you very much. Instead, I paused, turning my head at the sound of erupting voices in the bullpen as Lana perked herself.

	“That would be Dresden,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back.”

	She left me there, which was how I found myself alone and pondering the history of the office where I sat, weird to wind back to the beginning of my journey on my return to Reading. So many deaths, so many mysteries, and all of them wrapped up to my satisfaction. Surely, my track record as a detective and solid citizen would weigh in on this whole mess? Including the fact Rose Norton herself was a criminal.

	Except, of course, according to Lana Baron’s rules, Rose was innocent, thanks to the justice system my lawyer served. Still, it was obvious the dead woman was nuts and that Gavin’s death had to be connected.

	As long as we could prove I wasn’t the killer of both of them.

	Yikes. Was that nervousness returning? Yes, yes, it was.

	Lana returned in short order, the voices behind the door dimming to a dull roar. “Your family and staff at Fleming Investigations, among others, seem intent on clearing your name.” She didn’t smile at that, however, shaking her head. “I need you to promise me that whatever we talk about remains between us.”

	“They’re my backup,” I spluttered. “The best investigators I know.” I couldn’t keep secrets from Crew any longer, let alone the rest of the team.

	“I understand your stance,” she said, returning to sit on the desk, this time right in front of me, “but you have to see my side of things, please. There’s an excellent chance many of them will be questioned as closely as you’re about to be.” What was she talking about? “You are a suspect, yes, but so are your husband, your father and many more.” She wasn’t serious. Though, Robert’s face flashed in my mind with a guilty kick like a mule to the gut. “You must keep your own counsel for now, and mine. Agreed?”

	I shrugged but finally nodded. “I have some evidence I haven’t shared with the police,” I said.

	Lana froze then shook her head. “I didn’t hear you say that,” she said. “And you’re never going to talk about it to me again. Understood?”

	“Got it,” I said. “Now what?”

	“Now,” she said, “we have a little chat with Lt. Detective Dresden.”

	Oh, goody.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eighteen

	 

	To my surprise, it was Rowan Mallory who entered the office when Lana opened the door, Williams at his side with no sign of the lieutenant detective to be seen.

	“Dresden was called away for now,” Mallory said, rather stiff and not meeting my eyes. “He’ll be back in Reading shortly and wants to speak to Ms. Fleming as soon as he returns. For the time being, she’s free to go.” Williams muttered something under her breath that sounded remarkably like “lock her up” to me, but I ignored her, prying myself out of my seat, waving off any offers of help from Mallory or Lana Baron, because no way was I showing weakness right now.

	I was so over weak.

	As I strode past him with my head high, Mallory whispered, “please, stay out of trouble this time.” I didn’t bother acknowledging his advice, though I did appreciate the fact he was still on my side. As for Williams, her nasty stare only made me more determined to prove my innocence and put her in her place once and for all.

	The bullpen and reception area were packed with my loved ones and honestly? The sight of their collective animosity aimed at Mallory and company warmed my heart to the point I was smiling when Mom rushed forward and hugged me, Daisy on her heels. As I pulled free of both of them, my mother shook Lana’s hand.

	“Thank you so much for coming,” she gushed.

	“My pleasure, Mrs. Fleming,” my lawyer said with a warm smile. She turned to me then and nodded. “Remember our agreement, please. I’ll be in touch.” Then, she strode out with her coat draped around her, looking all the world like a Hollywood kick-ass defense attorney ready to take on the system on my behalf.

	Yeah, I owed Nelson a thanks even if it hurt.

	“Ms. Bruce.” I turned with eyes widening as Mallory spoke, again keeping his amber eyes everywhere but on mine. “If you would be so kind.”

	“Not without a lawyer present,” she said rather primly. The growl of agreement from the gathering had Mallory sighing.

	“Fine,” he said. “We’ll all wait for Dresden, then. Just go.” He spun and entered the sheriff’s office, slamming the door behind him while Williams approached with a threatening glare. I stared her down until she stopped her advance, leaving of my own accord, leading the way.

	It shouldn’t really have felt like a victory because we had a long way to go, but it did regardless. Though, the moment I set foot on the landing outside the door of the building, my gaze landed on the young woman watching from across the street and all self-congratulation faded when I recognized her.

	Hard to forget the person I’d seen hovering over Rose’s dead body.

	She stared back for a moment before hurrying off, gone around the corner before I could follow. “Crew,” I said. “Did you see her?”

	He was at my elbow but shook his head. “Who?” He looked in the direction I pointed but the mystery girl was already gone.

	“We need to talk to her,” I said, keeping my voice down. I gave him a quick physical description, though I was sure he’d heard it already, and Crew nodded.

	“We’re tracking her,” he said, “but no luck identifying her yet.”

	Reading was a small town, what was the actual problem?

	Crew drove me home, the posse I adored behind us in a procession. Bless Olivia, she’d brought out the private security team in force, cordoning off my house and holding back the reporters so we could at least manage a bit of privacy. Before too long my kitchen was full of the scent of coffee, Mom’s baking and chattering people who loved me that much they dropped everything for me. It wasn’t lost on me I’d been rather rotten to all of them the last little while and they really deserved better for all that.

	“I’m sorry,” I blurted finally, silencing them all. Liz and Jill just nodded, Pamela winking while Fleur smirked, my husband’s soft smile nothing compared to my father’s flicker of sorrow lifting, though it was Mom and Daisy piling in for more hugs that had me laughing. “I’ve been a monster.” No one debated that point with me, not even Kit who grinned like she agreed whole-heartedly. “Thank you for being there for me even when I didn’t want you to be.”

	It was Robert who spoke first, surprisingly. “We have your back.”

	Everyone murmured agreement at that.

	Way to make the pregnant lady cry, y’all.

	“You do know I’m not the only suspect.” That had been confirmed when Mallory asked to speak to Daisy, but I needed them to know I was now as worried about my gang as they were about me.

	“We’ll handle it,” Crew said. “Lana is here to represent everyone.”

	That was good news. “She asked me not to tell any of you anything,” I said. “For that very reason.” Glum looks met my statement, some protests. “And.” I shook my head. “You know me better than that.” Chuckles abounded, Mom kissing my cheek.

	“That’s my girl,” she said, tears in her own eyes.

	“We’re going to find out who killed Rose,” I said, “and Gavin Havelock and shove the truth in the face of this lieutenant detective person. First order of business is finding that woman I saw. She was at the office just now, people. Who is she?”

	“We’re working on it,” Liz said. “So weird. She has no trail.”

	Jill nodded, looking confused and frustrated. “She’s been our priority, but so far, nada.”

	“We’ll help,” Pamela piped up, Fleur nodding. That led to a ton of chatter as the team dove into what they’d learned (not much more) and a round of supposition that had me tired within minutes.

	 I stood to fetch myself some more water, waving off Mom, almost to the fridge when Petunia yipped at me, dancing at my feet, reminding me that there were other things in the world than this case.

	“I’m taking the baby out,” I told my husband who hesitated before nodding.

	“You want company?” He and Liz, Jill close at hand, were in deep conversation I’d just interrupted, Daisy joining them.

	“I’m fine,” I said, again waving for them to carry on. Mom had a handful of cookies coming out of the oven, Dad and Kit on the computer with Fleur and Pamela. They were all doing what I asked them to do, and no way was I interrupting. Besides, I had to find a way around Lana’s request and still share the evidence still sitting in the pocket of my coat, now hanging in the front entry. “I’ll be right back.”

	Petunia ran outside the moment I opened the door and I followed. Was it wrong I didn’t feel even a flicker of surprise when my puppy raced down the steps and to the woman waiting in my backyard?

	I really had a weird life.

	She didn’t try to run when I joined her on the browned grass. In fact, she looked like she’d been waiting for me. There was enough anxiety and hesitation in her, however, visible on her face and in her posture, I knew she was in flight mode and would take off at the least provocation. In other words, I had moments to find out who she was and what she was doing with Rose’s dead body.

	“Fiona Fleming,” I said, holding out my hand.

	She started but immediately took it, shaking it with her own, the heavy silver rings she wore cutting into my swollen skin. “Juanita Alverez,” she said. “I didn’t kill Rose Norton.”

	“Me either,” I said, “so we have that much in common.” She barked out a little laugh and seemed to relax somewhat, though I wasn’t letting her off the hook that easily. “What were you doing here last night? And what did you have against her? No,” I shut her down when she tried to protest, shaking her head, “I saw you throwing shade at her on the street. I know full well she wasn’t your favorite person. Please, let’s not play games with each other, okay? You’re here for a reason and there’s too much at stake to lie to one another.”

	Juanita relaxed even further, bobbing a heavy nod, her thick, black hair cut asymmetrically over one shaved side had an amazingly intricate tattoo across the bare side of her scalp, nose ring and eyebrow piercing completing her look. “That’s fair,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting fair from you.”

	“I take it you knew Rose well enough to get an earful about me,” I said with enough sarcasm Juanita grinned. “And you believed every word she said.”

	“Initially,” she agreed, shuffling her heavy black boots over the winter killed grass. “I wanted to, at least. She promised me something but didn’t deliver.” Her dark brows met over her wide nose bridge. “That had me wondering if she was lying about other things.”

	“How did you meet her?” This girl had an air of badass around her, but I didn’t get ex-con.

	“My sister,” she said, closing the circle. “Sienna got herself into some trouble. She’s in jail, waiting for her trial. She was Rose’s cellmate. She promised See she’d get her lawyer, that Gavin dude, to get my sister off if I did a job.”

	Interesting. “And what, might I ask, is your specialty, Juanita?”

	She hesitated a moment, smile disappearing as she looked over my shoulder as if expecting someone to show up and give her trouble before she answered. “I’m really good with electronics.”

	She.

	Was.

	“Cellphones,” I blurted.

	Juanita started as if I’d hit her with something but bobbed a nod. “I set up three burners for her,” she said. “But she didn’t follow through. Havelock backed out and my sister is still in jail.” Juanita’s anger surfaced before she shook her head, both hands held up in protest of what I was thinking. Oh, yes, I was thinking it. Motive, right? “I swear, I was just here to either get him to take my sister’s case like she said he would or get paid.” She shrugged. “I don’t come cheap.”

	“These cells,” I said. “Let me guess, you somehow made them both untraceable and unblockable.”

	Juanita didn’t argue. “It’s kind of my specialty,” she said.

	Which meant she was the reason the texts kept coming and Rose was the nasty messenger after all. I tried not to hold it against the young woman standing in front of me because she’d already been an excellent source of info and I had a feeling there was more to come.

	“If I gave you one of those phones,” I said, “could you unlock it for me?”

	“No problem,” she said immediately. “I leave a backdoor into all of my tech. But it’ll cost you.”

	She said it so casually I snorted. “Girlfriend,” I said, “you have no idea how much I’ve already paid.”

	Juanita stared at me blankly a moment before shrugging. “Fine, whatever,” she said. “Listen, whatever Rose did with those phones, that’s not on me. I just did a job. So, if they were used for something illegal, you can forget about trying to get me arrested.” Her surfacing defensiveness had me waving off her reaction with irritation.

	“You do you,” I said. “I don’t care about any of it anymore. I just want to find out who killed Rose.”

	“She hated your guts.” Juanita shuddered. “Like, really hated you. Girl was nuts.”

	Tell me something I didn’t know. “It would be a huge help if you’d talk to the cops.” Like that was going to happen.

	Her instant denial showed all over her face, the young woman backing away a half step. “No can do.”

	“Fine,” I said, “then unlock the phone I found in Rose’s room for me and we’re even.” Wait, three phones? What did she do with the other two?

	Juanita hesitated, but in the end, she nodded agreement while my heart sang because I was about to be vindicated, I just knew it. Now, to get the phone to her without anyone seeing me.

	Yeah, that was going to be easy. Snort.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nineteen

	 

	“I’m assuming you had nothing to do with Gavin Havelock’s death, either,” I said.

	She seemed startled by the query. “The lawyer’s dead?” Kind of answered my question and while maybe I didn’t have reason to believe her, I did. She sagged a bit, face falling. “He was Sienna’s last hope.”

	Empathy for the woman who programmed the phone that let Rose torment me for months? You betcha. It was clear to me Juanita was in a tough spot and was only trying to help her sister. Yes, what she did was illegal, and I really should have called Mallory, but there was such desperation in the young woman I couldn’t help but feel for her.

	“I’ll see what I can do for your sister,” I said. “I do co-own a private investigation company.” She perked at that. “For the time being, I need to deal with this first.” She seemed okay with that. Hope was a funny thing, right? But I fully intended to follow through, unlike Rose. “So, no idea who might have wanted him dead?”

	“Ask Rose’s mother,” Juanita said. “She was Gavin’s girlfriend.”

	Okay, I hadn’t seen that coming, but I should have, I guess. Odd, though, because they hadn’t appeared all that lovely dovey since I met them. I suppose dealing with crazypants wasn’t exactly conducive to romance, but still.

	Juanita wasn’t done, however. “Rose went on and on about her mother dating this big defense attorney, but that she had a more powerful friend who had her back.” She shook her head when I inhaled to ask the obvious. “No clue,” she said. “But whoever it is? Doesn’t like you either.”

	Since there was a lengthy and stellar list of folks I’d rubbed the wrong way over the years, that didn’t exactly narrow things down. Which meant a thorough going over of all my cases and who this supposed force to be reckoned with might be.

	Great. And yet, great, no sarcasm in the second iteration. I had a lead, at least.

	Juanita bolted so fast I didn’t get to stop her, darting down the side of the yard and past the edge of the house like a rabbit fleeing a fox. I spun to find Crew standing on the porch, hands up, shaking his head.

	“Sorry,” he said. “Was that her?”

	Petunia ran to him, my poor pug ignored and neglected but no worse for wear and joined them both on the top step.

	“That,” I said, “was not only her, it was the very person who made the texts Rose sent me possible.”

	Crew whistled softly. “You’d better come inside and tell us everything.”

	I nodded while my head spun, following him to the kitchen while my mind focused on two questions: who had motive to kill both Rose and Gavin and who were those other two cell phones for?

	While I told them everything Juanita said, I held off sharing the evidence still stashed in my coat pocket. Why? I don’t know, old habit? Stupid choices made far too often? Lana’s warning lingering? Whatever the reason, I decided to keep the phone and receipt to myself for the time being, at least until I could reconnect with the hacker and have her unlock the phone for me. As for the receipt I’d taken from Gavin’s body, I just needed five minutes alone and the internet to find out what the two items on it were.

	Good luck with that, right? Except when I finished telling them what I knew, the team finally scattered, their assignments finalized, and their determination redoubled. Mom kissed me on her way out, plate of cookies left behind for me to nibble, Dad hugging me before leaving with Kit and Daisy, Liz and Jill in their twinned dark suits matching strides out the front door. As for Pamela and Fleur, they barely looked up as they whispered to one another, the former already on her phone searching Juanita’s name and, no doubt, Sienna’s. Since I’d shared my promise to look into the other Alverez’s case, I hoped one of the team was on that, too.

	Didn’t matter if they weren’t. I’d handle it personally when this was all over.

	With only Robert remaining, Crew left next, kissing me gently. “You’re sure you don’t want me to stay?”

	I brushed off his concern, pointing out the front door at the pair of private security guards flanking our driveway’s end. “I think I’ll be fine. Besides.” I turned and glared at my cousin who made no move to grab his coat, “I have a feeling I have a shadow for the rest of the day.”

	“I should have been here when you left,” my cousin said, voice sullen. “I won’t make that mistake again.” Clearly, I’d offended him.

	Crew left, pulling out and making it past the line of reporters with relative ease. I was surprised to find someone addressing the security guards and waved Dr. Ellen Simmons through more out of curiosity than anything. She joined me on the porch with Robert hovering behind me like a protective bodyguard, ignoring him while taking both of my hands in hers.

	“How are you doing, Ms. Fleming?” Her caring had a warmth to it that must have served her well in her practice. “How devastating for you to have found yet another body.”

	“I’m fine, thank you,” I said. “Kind of par for the course at this point.”

	I meant it as a joke, but she took it seriously. “So much trauma,” she said. “So much death. It has to weigh on you.”

	Okay, therapy lady, not today. “I’m a little busy right now,” I said.

	“Of course.” She let me go, nodding and smiling sadly. “My door is open to you, please remember that. I’ve taken a small office here in Reading for a few weeks. Nothing matters more to me than your mental wellbeing.”

	Um, kind of personal and weird, but she was free to do her. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for stopping by, Dr. Simmons.”

	I watched her walk away from my front step, wondering if every therapist was that odd, finally turning and meeting Robert’s eyes. And took a chance despite myself.

	“Do you know anything about Gavin Havelock’s death?” I hadn’t meant it as an accusation, but he took it as such if his scrunched face and thinned lips were any indication. I immediately reached out and touched his arm, shaking my head. “I don’t mean you killed him,” I said. “What about Dr. Simmons, anything?” This time, Robert reacted with confusion, then a head shake. “You’ve had no contact with Rose in the last few months?”

	“Not since March,” he said.

	Not helpful, but not surprising. She had shattered his heart into lots of tiny, sharp pieces after all. I stood there a moment in the chill November air, pondering what to do next, and decided despite his earlier betrayal, this Robert—the Robert I was coming to trust, if you can imagine that—actually did have my best interests at heart.

	“I found some things,” I said. “In Rose’s room. Part of a receipt and a cellphone. She had it custom altered to send me those messages. You were right, it was her.”

	He nodded, unsurprised.

	“I need to believe you’ll keep your mouth shut this time.” I waited for him to finally bob another agreement before going on. “Any internet searches I do here at the house and the office will be admissible. Can you do it for me? Look into the receipt?”

	He seemed actually surprised, then instantly agreed. “Anything,” he said. “And the phone?”

	“I’ll handle the phone,” I said. “Thanks, Robert.”

	Another blink of shock, but a tiny smile followed, one that died almost immediately as he swallowed hard. “I lost Victor,” he said, bringing up the ancient past for some reason, the loss of Victor French so long ago taking me back to the lake, the dock, Vivian’s screaming for her brother, while my cousin lurked on the shore and did nothing to help. “I won’t lose you, too.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty

	 

	I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Both of us stood in a soft halo of shock in the chill air, Robert appearing as surprised by his admission as I was to hear it. Instead of pushing him about it, I ducked inside and retrieved the receipt scrap, handing it to him.

	“Probably best if you go look into it now,” I said.

	Robert nodded, though he hesitated as I then offered his coat. “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

	“I have security out front,” I said. “I’m going to lie down and try to get some rest.” I wasn’t making it up, either. My knees were suddenly so weak I knew if I didn’t hit the recliner sooner rather than later, I’d be falling down in short order.

	“Promise you won’t go anywhere alone.” He stood his ground and I actually smiled.

	“Get out of my house, Carlisle,” I said.

	He flashed a grin back, softening his eyes, his face, everything about him until he was just my goofy young cousin looking for approval. “Don’t be so bossy, Fanny. I’m going.”

	He left then and for the first time ever, that nickname didn’t bother me. In fact, I found it endearing finally, maybe because I knew he meant it to be.

	My good humor faded as Robert climbed in his car and drove off, only because I spotted a watcher across the street. Officer Williams quickly lowered something she had been aiming at me, setting it on the seat next to her before winding up her window and driving away. Spying, was she? Let her. Though I had a moment of concern since I’d shared the evidence I’d taken from Gavin’s room with Robert pretty much in full view of her.

	I couldn’t worry about that now. As I previously stated, the recliner was calling and while I made it in time, it was in the nick of.

	Rest wasn’t forthcoming, however, Daisy landing a moment after I landed without grace into the embrace of my armchair. I was surprised to see her, tried to rise, but she waved off my effort, coming to sit next to me, boosting Petunia into my lap so I didn’t have to.

	“I have a confession,” my bestie told me, face scrunching into guilt. “I had to tell you before you found out another way.”

	I knew there was something troubling her but hadn’t had a chance to ask her what. Apparently, she’d taken it upon herself to clear the air. “Day, it can’t be that bad.” I squeezed her hand while tears leaked from her lovely eyes down her cheeks, throat working as she fought off more and the thickness in her throat.

	“Fee, I’ve been in contact with Rose. For months now.” She shook her head at my shock. “I know, trust me. It was a terrible idea. But Greta begged me to talk to her and she’s still family.” I knew how much family meant to Daisy, so I let it go. “She’s been trying to mend fences with me. I thought she was sincere.” If anyone could let bygones be bygones, it was my best friend, so I let that be, too. “I was actually on the verge of accepting. But I didn’t know how to tell you.” Her face collapsed into grief and anxiety, and she sobbed once before pulling herself back under control. “I should have known better, that it was just a ploy to get information about you.”

	Oh. My.

	No way.

	“Day, is that where Rose got what she needed to send those texts?” No, please. This couldn’t be happening.

	My bestie’s mute guilt spoke volumes.

	Deep breath, Fleming. Deep freaking breath.

	“Fee,” she said, “I’m so sorry.” And broke down into tears so desperate and bitter I had to forgive her. And did, in that moment, let it all go, every scrap of it. Nothing was worth the heartbreak my best friend was living right then and there and no way was I letting Rose Norton reach back from beyond the grave and ruin my friendship the way she’d tried to when she was still alive.

	“Day,” I said. “It’s okay.”

	“It’s not.” Daisy shook her head with some violence, helping herself to a handful of tissues. “I’m an idiot. I can’t believe you all trust me to do this job. I can’t even see past a liar and a crazy person.”

	“And yet, you do all the time,” I said in as reassuring a voice as I could manage. “We all have our soft spots, Day. We all have those people in our lives who can twist us up and make us doubt ourselves.” For me? It was me, but there you go. “Listen, I can assure you she had more than one source, so don’t for a second think you were the only one she took advantage of.” There were things Rose texted me that Daisy wouldn’t have been party to, right? Then again, for all I knew, everything I told my best friend had been artfully teased out by the hideous creature I was now doubly glad was dead even if it meant I had my babies in prison.

	Um, nope, take that back, thanks.

	“It was nothing, stupid things,” Day said. “None of it seemed important. Rose actually seemed happy for you, about the babies, all of it.” She sighed deeply and sat back, a soft hiccup emerging as she caught her breath. “I betrayed you, the one person who has always had my back and always believed in me. I can’t believe I did this.”

	There wasn’t much I could say to that, though I tried a few murmuring consoling phrases that did little to get through to her.

	Day finally stood, crumpled wad of tissues in her fist. “I’m going to make it up to you,” she said with such conviction I was actually worried about her. “Somehow, Fee, I’ll make this right.” And she stormed out before I could stop her.

	Knowing full well there was nothing she could do.

	I spent the bulk of the day alternating between pacing and lying down, unable to rest for long before either nature called, or my mind did. At least the media frenzy seemed to have calmed down somewhat outside, my boringness unappealing to the viewing public, no doubt. When my doorbell rang, I rose to greet my visitors with some relief, tired of being alone in my own mind without any means to resolve my spiraling questions.

	As it turned out, Pamela and Fleur were just who the doctor ordered, though I doubted Dr. Aberstock would have agreed with me on that point. Regardless, their companion made me squeal in delight and hug her immediately.

	Alicia Conway returned my hug and planted a soft kiss on both of my cheeks. “You are gorgeous,” she gushed.

	“I’m gargantuan,” I said. “Your turn next.”

	The fact she and her lovely husband, Jared Wilkins, hadn’t had a baby yet wasn’t about infertility, but choice, so I knew I was safe saying so.

	“We’ll see,” she winked at me before going serious. “We need to talk.”

	Usually, that particular sentence gave me chills, but today? I welcomed it with open arms.

	It didn’t take long to settle them in the kitchen with fresh coffee and Mom’s cookies, but none of the three seemed interested in food or drink, diving in the moment they sat down.

	“So, when Pamela and Fleur came to me asking about Greta Norton and Gavin Havelock, I did some snooping.” Alicia’s blue eyes lit up, her long, blonde hair in a lovely upsweep she usually kept in place thanks to her position as manager of the White Valley Lodge. It accentuated her delicate features perfectly, as did her subtle but perfect makeup and I suddenly felt like a creature from the depths of a muddy lake next to her. “They shared a room,” she said, “one bed.” That confirmed what Juanita told me, at least. “But I personally witnessed them fighting with Rose the night she died.”

	“About?” This was definitely worth getting out of my recliner for, even if my back disagreed.

	“I didn’t get to hear what the topic was,” Alicia admitted with some regret, “but that wasn’t the only fight I saw. When Detective Mallory came for the footage, I’d already reviewed it.” Of course, she had. She hadn’t started out as the manager of a large and popular guest lodge. Her initial job had been with Pete Wilkins, Jared’s less-than-respectable father, which meant most of the work she’d done had been shady. She knew how to poke her own nose in, did our Alicia. “I saw Rose confronted by Dr. Ellen Simmons, that therapist. And just before they parted, Rose slapped her.” She what? “Hard, like hard enough to make her stagger.” Well, now.

	“How did the good doctor take it?” Was her sweetness and caring all an act?

	“Better than I would have,” Alicia admitted. “Rose walked away, and Dr. Simmons just watched her go.”

	Okay, so maybe she really was nice, and I was overthinking. Wouldn’t be the first time.

	“That’s not all,” Alicia gushed on, far more excited than perhaps she should have been, but I’d been there many times, so I understood her passion for uncovering other people’s secrets. “I personally overheard Gavin Havelock say he was not only dropping Rose as a client, but he was breaking up with Greta. To the woman’s face.”

	That sounded like motive.

	Pamela spoke up next while I pondered the information. “We tried to get access to the motel’s footage from the hour you said passed between the cops leaving Room #6 and you returning, but surprise, surprise, it’s not there. Carrie Winold was horrified, by the way. She’s a big fan of yours and wanted to help. But she said the cops had been there before us and that’s when she found out. She heard the officers say something about her system being hacked.”

	I immediately thought of who might have been behind it and now needed to talk to Juanita more than ever.

	“Same with the traffic footage on the highway to the motel,” Fleur said. “Someone didn’t want anyone to know who might have been in the area at the time Gavin Havelock died.”

	After a short bout of rehashing, it was time to let them go. I said goodbye to the women with a round of hugs, pausing in the doorway to watch them leave even as my phone buzzed in my pocket.

	I owe you a phone unlocking. The number was blocked, but it had to be Juanita. I didn’t bother asking her where she got mine.

	And I’m already on your sister’s case, I sent. But I have more questions for you.

	Figured. Meet me behind Sammy’s in ten. Come alone or I book.

	That was going to go over well when Robert found out I snuck out again, but I needed to talk to Juanita and this was the window I had.

	See you there.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty One

	 

	Petunia was more than happy to go walkies, so I had an excuse, at least, to leave the house. The two security guards followed me but stayed far enough behind me I didn’t feel overly obvious. Yes, I drew enough stares from locals I found myself blushing  a time or two, but for the most part, I was grateful for the presence of the two men who kept the bulk of the reporters away from me so I could do what I needed to.

	I was almost to Sammy’s when I noticed two familiar people outside the front doors and while I could have scooted down through the alley between the coffee shop and the hardware store without being seen, something prodded me to confront the slim blonde woman who faced off with Dr. Ellen Simmons.

	Greta Norton noticed me just as I joined them, their voices low enough I didn’t get the conversation details but both of them unhappy enough it was obviously an argument I interrupted. Whatever, they could fight it out in the street for all I cared. I needed answers and maybe throwing some information at Rose’s mother would get me more tidbits.

	I realized of course this was a terrible idea in hindsight, but when have I ever been known to hold back? I hear you laughing.

	“Tell me, Greta,” I said before she could open her mouth and say a word, “what exactly were you and your boyfriend,” yup, layered that detail in there, “doing fighting with Rose at the lodge the night of her death?” She started, clearly shocked I had any insider knowledge, which gave me the impetus to carry on. “I know Gavin broke up with you, by the way, and that he was dropping Rose as a client. Is that why you killed him?”

	She went so white, one hand pressing to her chest, I thought I’d given her a heart attack. Please, two bodies were enough for one case. She spluttered and trembled, tears standing in her eyes, as though unable to respond. Had I pushed her too far? After all, she had just lost her daughter and the man she supposedly was in a relationship with.

	It was the therapist who finally spoke. “Greta, dear, Ms. Fleming is just angry, and she has the right to be. How does that make you feel?”

	Rose’s mother clamped her lips shut, shot both of us furious looks, then stomped away without a word. Dr. Simmons watched her go, shaking her head and sighing sadly as she turned to me at last.

	“So much tragedy,” she said.

	I wasn’t in the mood to discuss Greta Norton’s losses, thank you. But Dr. Simmons wasn’t done with me yet, tilting her head and reaching out toward me. She seemed to love physical contact but it felt too familiar to me, so I backed off a little, Petunia shifting position at my feet to stay close.

	“Have you given any more thought to a session?” Dr. Simmons radiated compassion and while I wasn’t interested at the moment, part of me wondered if it might not be a good idea down the road. Maybe not with her because the idea of talking to Rose’s therapist kind of creeped me out, but perhaps she was onto something.

	I pitied the person I chose. They’d be in for a doozy of a discourse.

	“Excuse me, I need to go,” I said, knowing I was being rude but now worried I’d be late meeting Juanita or draw attention to the fact I was on a clandestine quest.

	“Of course,” Dr. Simmons said immediately. It seemed to be her favorite response to all of my excuses. “You have my card. I look forward to getting to know everything about you, Ms. Fleming.” She turned then and walked in the same direction Greta had fled.

	A new problem presented as I brushed off the woman’s audacity. There was no way to take the alley between buildings to my meeting without being seen, I realized, not with reporters lingering behind the two security guards a half a block away and Reading residents coming in and out of both Sammy’s and the hardware store. Which meant, I had to simply pull out the confidence playbook and act like nothing untoward was going on.

	You know what? Sometimes fate did work in my favor, enough for me to keep believing in it, anyway. As it happened, my pug provided the perfect opportunity. She spotted something in the narrow way between buildings and, with a soft yip of happiness, pursued that something. Normally, I would have brought her to heel like I’d been taught, but I let her have her head instead, slipping into the alley with a smile.

	“Good girl, Petunia,” I said, looking up to see Juanita hunched inside her denim jacket next to the dumpster. A crumpled coffee cup had been formed into a ball and rolled toward the entrance, the very thing that lured my puppy to investigate. Juanita certainly knew how to think on her feet. Petunia batted at the ball before picking it up in her mouth and grinning up at me in delight.

	“She’s cute,” the hacker said.

	“She is,” I said, dipping my free hand into my pocket and producing the phone. Juanita took it without comment and barely a moment later was handing it back.

	“The password is now 0000,” she said.

	“Thank you,” I said, already scrolling through the messages. Except none of them were the texts I was expecting. Worse, it was pretty obvious not only was this phone not the source of the meanness I’d endured, it became quickly apparent someone was messing with me.

	“These texts came from my number,” I said, now aghast and shaking, anger surging as I looked up at Juanita from a particularly threatening message I’d supposedly sent to Rose. “Did you do this?”

	She looked immediately uncomfortable, shoulders hunching inside her jacket, lips pursed. “Yeah,” she said. “It was part of the package.”

	My heart thudded painfully in my chest while I scrolled through the multiple messages, each of them growing more and more aggressive and filled with vitriol until I landed on the last one and gasped.

	Meet me at the house, it said. Let’s settle this once and for all. It was dated the night of Rose’s murder.

	Well, crap.

	“Someone is setting me up,” I said. “I never sent any of these.”

	Juanita shrugged. “That’s the beauty of the app,” she said. “The owner of the burner can write messages from any phone number and send it to themselves.” I gaped at her, floored by the idea. The possibilities for laying false trails, creating alibis and carrying out other illegal activities through the use of such hacking tech chilled my blood way more than the cool November day. As a private detective, knowing this was possible?

	Made my job all the harder.

	I didn’t get to tell her just how reprehensible her work was, despite wanting to. Juanita suddenly started then turned and dashed down the alley and out the other side before I could say anything. The sound of a footfall behind me turned me around, the sight of Officer Sarah Williams approaching told me what made the hacker bolt.

	“Ms. Fleming,” she said, face grim but a hint of satisfaction there that didn’t bode well for me at all, “come with me. Lieutenant Detective Dresden wants a word with you.”

	Not that I was about to do anything Williams asked of me without a fight, but I now had my own evidence to present, and it was time to make this mess go away.

	“Lead the way,” I said.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Two

	 

	Williams didn’t say another word to me, though she did allow me to run home with Petunia, at least. Her distasteful look when I offered up the puppy for her consideration made her plummet in my estimation even further.

	Never trust someone who doesn’t like animals.

	I was winded by the few blocks’ walk back and forth, though Williams chose to stay behind me instead of doing as I suggested. That gave me an uneasy feeling, one that only increased the moment I set foot in reception.

	The sight of a short, round man in a brown suit and tie with a florid face and thinning salt-and-pepper hair whose expression seemed locked in a perpetual scowl wasn’t helping me feel any better, especially when I spotted Robert in the bullpen with Brown beside him. My cousin’s dark eyes met mine, a short headshake and tight lips suggested things weren’t about to go my way even as the newcomer spoke in a harsh voice.

	“Search her.”

	Um, excuse me. Williams had her hand on my upper arm and was firmly forcing me forward before I could fight her off. The moment I was past the little swinging gate that led to the bullpen, she stopped and started going through my pockets before I could stop her, slapping at her hands but ineffectual, ultimately, in halting the ordered assault on my person.

	Made worse when the officer in question whipped out Rose’s phone with a smirk of triumph and handed it over to the man who’d given the order.

	“Sir,” she said, addressing who had to be Mallory’s boss and hers. I wasn’t all that impressed with Lieutenant Detective Marshall Dresden, to be honest, though we weren’t meeting under the best of circumstances.

	“I want my lawyer,” I said immediately.

	“You’re going to need her,” Williams hissed in my face.

	“This way, Ms. Fleming.” Dresden gestured for me to follow him, and I did, with another sidelong look for Robert. My own phone I refused to give up when Williams tried to take it and dialed Lana’s number without breaking eye contact with the now annoyed officer.

	“I’ll be right there,” my lawyer said. “Don’t say a word.”

	This time, I’d be following her instructions to the letter.

	It was an uncomfortable few minutes sitting in that same hard chair with those same hard arms digging into me, with Dresden seated in the chair I used to occupy behind the sheriff’s desk, staring me down, not saying anything at all, his beefy hands clasped over the round of his belly. The only sound was the soft squeaking of his chair as he rocked it slightly. If he thought the silent treatment was going to gain him any ground, he was sorely mistaken. I’d grown up the daughter of John Fleming, the most stoic man I’d ever met, so Dresden’s act fell far too short. As for Williams, she hovered like she expected something different and was disappointed by the lack of activity, but there would be more than enough of that in short order for her to sink her fangs into.

	The first person to arrive, to my surprise, was Rowan Mallory. Williams stood aside without comment to let the rumpled detective enter, Dresden nodding to him like he was expected. Mallory didn’t meet my eyes, hands in the pockets of his wrinkled overcoat as he faced his boss.

	“Take a seat,” Dresden said in that same harsh tone. “The lawyer’s coming.” He said that like it was ridiculous to have to wait.

	Mallory did as he was told, sitting on the bench at the far right under the one window in the room, crossing his legs and keeping his gaze down on the toe of his scuffed shoe. It was obvious he’d been honest with me, that he had no way of protecting me any longer and while he didn’t need to, it was awful to see him reduced this way.

	Lana Baron arrived next and decisively, ignoring Williams and addressing Dresden the moment she strode through the door, as impressive as ever. “Let’s get this farce over with, Dresden,” she said. “My client is innocent, and your evidence is not only a mess, you’re missing a body.”

	“Sit down, Ms. Baron,” Dresden said. “New evidence has come to light that might make you think twice about making demands.”

	Lana’s head tilted a little, the only indication she allowed, confident attitude never wavering. “Did you finally find the missing corpse?”

	That was a jab, and we all knew it. But if Lana had hoped to push him off base, she failed. Dresden sat forward, the cellphone Williams had taken from me pushed forward on the desk, and a familiar scrap of paper appearing next to it. I winced inwardly but did my best not to show it, because of course they’d searched Robert, too.

	But how had they known what to look for?

	Williams answered that question for me. “The suspect was surveilled with the first victim’s phone on her person, along with evidence taken from the scene of the second murder.” She was calling Gavin Havelock’s death a murder, so Penny must have found reason to consider it a homicide. I almost kicked myself, remembering seeing her watching me on the porch talking to Robert. “I personally recorded a conversation between Ms. Fleming and her cousin, Robert Carlisle, conspiring to tamper with said evidence.”

	“That’s crap,” I snapped at the officer.

	Lana shot me a silencing look and I harrumphed but did as I was told. Not that I liked it one bit, or the smug expression on Williams’ face.

	“Additionally,” the officer went on, Dresden and Lana locking gazes while Williams doled out her findings, “we have video footage near time of death showing Ms. Fleming driving past the highway checkpoint on her way to the Summit Motel.”

	That wasn’t right. I was up the mountain when Gavin died. Either that, or Brown and his fellow officer had killed the lawyer, which was unthinkable. And I thought the camera was hacked? Someone was tampering with footage, and I knew exactly who had the skillset to do it.

	But why was Juanita helping me on one hand and hindering on the other?

	“Let’s just have a look at what’s on Ms. Norton’s phone, shall we?” Dresden turned it on, frowning at the password protection. His gaze met mine, hard, brown eyes intent. “Passcode?”

	“How should I know?” No way was I giving him the 0000 Juanita programmed. I was in enough trouble and while it was true they’d get into her phone eventually, I wasn’t about to hand them more reason to think I’d killed Rose.

	“Fine,” Dresden said. “There is the matter of stolen evidence attached to two murders, Ms. Fleming.” He sat back again. “And your proximity to the motel at TOD.”

	“Ms. Fleming is a trained professional investigator,” Lana said. “A private detective of some renown who has solved more murders than most of your own detectives, Dresden. So, what is this, really? Are you jealous?”

	“I’m concerned,” he stressed that word in his heavy voice, “that one woman seems to be in the middle of so many deaths over a short period of time and seems to be the only one capable of solving those crimes.” His gaze never left mine. “Considering this little town had maybe one murder in the decade before Ms. Fleming’s arrival back to Reading, that fact alone is suspect.”

	I knew that the cases I’d been involved in would come back to haunt me one day. It wasn’t my fault that I’d arrived home with such perfect timing. The combination of the Patterson affair, the O’Shea takeover and a multitude of other factors, like Olivia Walker’s heavy-handed tourism promotion and the seedy darkness of Reading’s underbelly that had been unfolding for years, long before I returned. All of that had, however, created this storm of death and mayhem that just happened to coincide with my homecoming. And while yes, I appreciated the detective’s viewpoint, it didn’t prove a thing.

	“You have no evidence,” Lana said, brusque and brutal. “Again, did you find the body?”

	That was the real question. And I found myself tensing under his scrutiny waiting to hear his answer. While not sure which way I wanted things to go.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Three

	 

	Dresden didn’t say anything for a long moment, finally shifting his gaze back to her and I felt goosebumps rise from the loss of contact. The man had a steely stare that I had to admit rivaled anyone I’d ever met, even Dad. You bet I was going to adopt it.

	“Not as of yet,” he grated between clenched teeth.

	“Then my client and I are leaving,” she said, gesturing for me to stand, offering her hand when I struggled to rise. “I’m really considering a harassment suit, Dresden. Ms. Fleming is in the final days of a difficult pregnancy and has been the center of a media circus while dealing with this preposterous witch hunt. You should be investigating, not pointing fingers because you lack evidence.”

	Wow, she really knew how to tear a strip off someone. Dresden seemed unphased, however, so he must have been used to her tactics.

	“I didn’t say you could leave, Ms. Fleming.” He didn’t look at me, still locked in an ocular battle with Lana.

	“Oh, but she is leaving,” my lawyer said. “Until you have a body, detective, you have no case of any kind.”

	“We have Ms. Fleming with the corpse of Gavin Havelock,” he said.

	“Your TOD proves Ms. Fleming arrived well after Mr. Havelock passed,” Lana countered.

	“Not according to the highway camera footage,” Dresden said.

	“You might want to check the time code on that,” I said. Lana twitched but let me go on. “Considering the motel footage was hacked and that same camera was fritzed out the night Rose died, it’s not reliable and you know it.”

	Was that a hint of a smile on my lawyer’s lips? “I have more than enough to clear my client in court,” she said then, smooth and buttery and in absolute control of the situation, bless her. “All she is guilty of is being targeted by a known psychopath, finding the body on her property, and investigating that death to clear her own name. A woman, I might add, who violated a restraining order to enter Ms. Fleming’s property in the first place.” Yeah. So there, jerkface. Regardless of what I thought of him, I decided then and there I would kiss Nelson Delamonte the next time I saw him. “Shall we escalate it to a judge and see just how hard you bounce when they kick your case out of chambers?”

	I heard my husband’s voice in the bullpen just before Dresden shrugged.

	“We’ll speak again, Ms. Fleming,” he said. “Don’t leave town.”

	Like that was going to happen.

	Crew looked furious when we emerged from the office, though he kept his temper as he greeted me with a hug and a kiss before facing down Dresden.

	“Crew Turner,” the lieutenant detective said. “I heard you went private.” Of course, he knew Crew. Why wasn’t I surprised?

	“Best thing I ever did, Dresden,” my husband growled. “Other than marrying your suspect.”

	Dresden grunted, waving one of his beefy hands in our direction. “Get out of my sight,” he said, turning and snapping his fingers. “Williams.” She followed him inside and closed the door, Mallory already emerged and lingering nearby.

	“I want Robert released,” I said.

	Mallory sighed and shook his head. “That’s not up to me,” he said. “Dresden wants to question him about Rose’s murder.”

	I caught my cousin’s instant concern and turned to Lana. “You’re representing all of us, right?”

	She nodded. “I’ll take care of it. Mr. Carlisle? You’ll be out of here shortly.” She spun and went back to the office door, entering without knocking. The sound of loud voices followed, but she emerged victorious a moment later. “Shall we?”

	Robert’s look of relief had me worried all over again, but I stuffed it down while the four of us exited the sheriff’s office and hit the street. We had barely cleared the corner when Robert turned to me, excitement blossoming on his face.

	“I tracked down the receipt,” he blurted.

	Crew and Lana both froze, my lawyer shaking her head, lips thinned and eyes flat.

	“I’m out,” she said. “If you could stay out of trouble long enough for me to get your case cleared, Ms. Fleming? Mr. Turner, Mr. Carlisle.” She strode off then, leaving us to it, while Crew frowned at me.

	“What receipt?”

	Oh, right, oops. I filled him in quickly, keeping my voice down, while Robert bounced on his toes, clearly impatient to carry on. When I finished telling Crew what I’d found, my husband’s angry eyes flashed with temper.

	“I thought we agreed,” he said.

	“I know,” I said, both hands on the lapels of his jacket. “I’m sorry, I am. It all happened so fast.”

	“Fine,” he said. “We’ll talk about it later.” Okay, I deserved that. “Tell us what you found, Robert.”

	Instead of divulging what he knew, my cousin grinned. “We need to talk to Penny.”

	A trip to the morgue? Awesome.

	Crew drove, all of us quiet for the ten-minute commute, though it was obvious Robert was busting to fill us in while my husband was mute due to his lingering anger. Made for a rather uncomfortable ride, and the twins weren’t helping, choosing then to become active, twisting and stretching and kicking to the point I groaned a little.

	My husband focused on me instantly as he parked next to the door, Robert hopping out, leaving us alone for a moment. “Are you okay?” Crew might have been mad at me, but he loved me more than anything, I was positive of that.

	I took his hand and slipped it inside my coat, setting it on the side of my belly, letting him feel the gymnastics competition unfolding inside me. Everything about him softened and he leaned close, both hands now parting the wool and exploring the two dance captains entertaining themselves with abandon.

	“We’re in for a wild ride,” I said, smiling at the sweet adoration on his face.

	“We are,” he said. When his blue eyes met mine, they were loving and crinkled around the edges, delight and excitement radiating from him. “Fee,” he said.

	“I really am sorry.” I kissed him and he responded before pulling away, hands sliding free when the girls settled.

	“I guess I’m angrier that you shared with Robert,” he said, watching as my cousin disappeared through the door to the morgue. “Silly, right?”

	I squeezed his hand. “I should have shared with you,” I said. “But you had so much on your plate already.”

	He nodded. “Let’s find out what Robert uncovered, shall we?”

	Hand in hand, we entered the morgue like we weren’t going to talk about murder.

	Imagine my surprise when we walked in to find Dr. Aberstock, Penny and Travis Ripley all listening to Robert tell them what he’d found. I caught the names I’d seen on the receipts, Penny’s hesitation but heard Dr. Aberstock respond when we joined them.

	“Both of those drugs, in combination, could easily kill in overdose,” he said.

	“I’ll check for them both,” Penny said. “Travis, I need to know if Gavin Havelock had a heart condition he needed beta blockers for.”

	“And if he had MS,” Dr. Aberstock said. “Baclofen would have been prescribed if that was the case.”

	“Are we thinking accidental overdose?” If that was the case, the receipt could have been Gavin’s.

	Except Robert was shaking his head, vibrating with intense energy. “It wasn’t his,” he said. “In fact, the signature on the receipt proves it. I recognized her handwriting the moment you gave it to me, Fee.” Wait, who was he talking about? “I think Rose bought the drugs and used them to poison Gavin.”

	Um, was he forgetting Rose died first? “Robert, Rose is dead.” Had my cousin cracked finally? Was the stress just too much?

	He fixed me with his brown eyes, not a hint of mania present, just focused surety. “No,” he said. “She’s not. And I think I can prove it.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Four

	 

	If our group astonishment seemed excessive, Robert didn’t seem to care, whipping out his phone and showing us the photo he’d taken of the scrap I’d given him.

	“Smart,” I breathed.

	“Thanks.” He flushed a little, smile surfacing. He looked like a totally different person when he smiled. “So, the research I did suggests that baclofen can mimic brain death at certain doses, inducing temporary coma.” Robert raised an eyebrow at Dr. Aberstock who was nodding.

	“Indeed,” the doc said. “I’ve read about cases where patients were thought to be permanently brain damaged from accidental overuse only to come out of their comas a week later.”

	“And beta blockers can slow heart rate and blow out the pupils,” Robert said, but in a tone that begged for support from Dr. Aberstock.

	Who again gave it. “Very clever, Robert,” he said in his most caring voice. My cousin beamed like I’d never seen him do before. “It’s possible.” The doctor’s eyes met mine. “It’s actually brilliant.”

	“So, here’s what I’m thinking,” Robert rushed on before I could process this idea we were actually considering, it seemed. “Rose faked her own death and arranged beforehand to be taken to a different morgue.”

	“The EMTs,” I said, awareness dawning. “Penny, did you recognize either of them?”

	She frowned before shaking her head. “I assume they were new, but no.”

	“Me either,” I said. “Could they have been working with her?”

	“Wait, are we actually saying this is real?” Crew ran one hand over his mouth, the other on his hip, backing away slightly, eyes wide. “Rose is alive and out there somewhere?”

	“I think she planned all of this,” Robert said.

	“But why kill Gavin Havelock?” While this scenario was starting to feel more and more plausible, there were so many moving parts my poor brain wasn’t capable of processing them all just yet.

	“Penny,” Crew said, “you know a dead body when you see one.” Clearly, my husband was struggling to accept more than the rest of us.

	“I do,” she said somewhat stiffly, though her face fell as she went on. “I was leaving the full exam for the morgue.” I remembered her telling Mallory that in my kitchen. She blanched then, swaying a little. “I didn’t want to screw anything up and the EMTs already had the body in the bag when I got there.”

	“That’s not protocol,” Dr. Aberstock said.

	“I know,” Penny said, “and I told them that, but they were new. They apologized but since they’d already transferred the body to the bag, I did a peripheral check then let them go.” She shook her head at her boss and mentor. “I’m so sorry, Dr. Aberstock. I let my emotions and my worry about Fee interfere with my job.”

	My fault. But Dr. Aberstock’s kindness wasn’t shaken.

	“We make mistakes when those we care about are involved,” he said in his gentle and caring voice. “I think we all are a bit discombobulated over this whole affair, are we not?” We all murmured agreement. “The point being, there’s likely a good reason we can’t locate the body, isn’t there? And Robert’s uncovered the reason for it, as inexplicable and diabolical as it is to consider. Well done, my boy.”

	Crew dropped his hands to his sides, meeting my eyes with his own full of dread. “Can it be? Is she?”

	Alive? It certainly seemed that way.

	“And still has plans for Fee,” Robert said. He had to bring that up. “It’s obvious. She set this up to punish you, send you away for her murder, or at the very least make your life a disaster.” She’d succeeded at that so far. “But I think Gavin Havelock’s death was a mistake.”

	“You don’t think his death was part of her plan?” If it was her who did the killing, Robert was probably right.

	“I don’t,” my cousin said. “It must have been out of necessity after the fact.”

	“Could he have somehow found out she was alive?” That would be excellent motive to get rid of him.

	“She would have had to kill him if so,” Dr. Aberstock said. “Penny, Travis, we need to check his tox panel for these two drugs immediately.” He nodded to Robert. “It will not only make Robert’s theory plausible, I believe it will prove that Rose did, in fact, fake her own death and then use the same drugs to murder Gavin Havelock.”

	Well, how about them apples?

	“Gavin was dropping Rose as a client and breaking up with Greta,” I said. “There’s something in that relationship that might inform us further. Rose was so unhinged, maybe she cracked when she found out he was leaving them both and killed him out of spite.”

	“We might have an answer to that.” None of us had noticed we weren’t alone any longer, Liz and Jill joining us with Crew’s ex-partner speaking up and interrupting. Then paused. “Wait, did you just say Rose killed Gavin Havelock?”

	It took a moment to fill them in and then another for them to accept the hypothesis, Jill whistling low while Liz just gaped. When her mouth finally closed, she shook her head and tossed her hands.

	“This is Fleming territory,” she said. “I’ll believe anything is possible.”

	Thanks a lot.

	“Getting back to why we tracked you down,” Jill said.

	Liz nodded. “I got a call from Mackie Richards, Crew. He’s an old friend from the Bureau.” Crew seemed to know exactly who Liz meant. “Turns out Gavin Havelock was in touch with him on the down low. He was worried about client confidentiality and talked in hypotheticals, but Mackie got the gist. Turns out Havelock was concerned a client of his had arranged to have evidence destroyed. There was also some mention of an old crime that went unreported and unsolved. While he didn’t identify the client, I think it’s safe to say it was likely Rose Norton, considering the circumstances of her release.”

	We all nodded as a group before Crew turned to Robert and offered his hand.

	“Killer catch,” he said.

	My cousin fumbled the grip, but his face lit up and I saw the kicked puppy inside him who just needed acceptance and respect. And you know what? I was going to make sure he got it from now on. He’d earned it.

	As for his ex-girlfriend, she’d earned something different.

	“Let’s find Rose and end this farce once and for all,” I said.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Five

	 

	It was hard to toss and turn in a recliner, but I managed. Poor Petunia eventually gave up and left me to my uneasy attempt at rest, curling up in her bed near the tree and sighing herself to sleep.

	At least she could get some shuteye. I was pretty sure Crew wasn’t in la-la land either, though he’d gone to bed when I insisted since one of us needed a clear head. With Rose out there plotting who knew what the last thing I needed was a fuzzy mind.

	No way was I going to be allowed to wander off on my own anymore, either. Crew immediately alerted the whole posse, and I was suddenly the intense focus of everyone’s scrutiny again. This time, however, I didn’t mind so much.

	It was clear there was more to come, and I’d be happier with backup.

	I finally gave up trying to sleep and reached for my phone. Mindless scrolling on social media did nothing to assist in my attempt to shut down my brain, so I abandoned that frivolous activity and took a chance, firing off a text to probably the last person who wanted to talk to me right now.

	You awake? Silly to send that first, but I needed a way to break the ice with Rowan Mallory and that was my best effort. I have information you need to know about and I’d rather you heard it from me. Yes, we’d all discussed going to the police with what we knew, but the general consensus had been to keep everything quiet until we could prove Robert’s theory. Well, their consensus. I had doubts, especially when the very person I was messaging always proved himself an ally and could use what we knew to advantage, given the opportunity.

	I hoped. Well, it was my life and my case, so I made the executive decision, and the others could live with it.

	I’m here, he sent back. Are you sure you trust me to tell me what you found? You know I have to report it.

	I know, I sent, and my lawyer and the gang will have my hide, but I also believe you are out there doing your best to prove my innocence and I want you to have ammunition to work with.

	Fire away, he said, pun intended.

	I quickly nutshelled what we’d learned, the text still ending up gigantic by the time I hit send. I sat with my phone in my hands for a long time, waiting for Mallory to respond. When he finally did, I exhaled in odd relief and carefully read what he wrote.

	Open your kitchen door, he sent.

	Um, okay. I heaved myself up, Petunia awake and padding after me the moment I managed to stand. I caught sight of Mallory on my back porch, the light over it black. Either it wasn’t working, or he’d done something to it to prevent it from illuminating him. I’d have Crew check it in the morning. Not that it mattered. I opened the door to the detective, my puppy hopping and wriggling for attention which he supplied immediately. He bent and scooped her into his arms, letting her lick his face, carrying her to the island where he planted himself with my pug enjoying his affections while I went to the counter and started coffee.

	Mallory set down Petunia when I set the last of Mom’s cookies in front of him, helping himself and devouring two in short order. “Missed dinner,” he said around a mouthful, the scent of fresh java now filling the kitchen making him groan. “You’re a queen.”

	The sound of footsteps from the hall preceded Crew’s appearance, my husband’s wakefulness apparent in his total lack of sleepy tousle that usually followed rest.

	“Mallory,” Crew said. “What are you doing here?”

	“I invited him,” I said, and while not exactly accurate, it was close enough. “Come have coffee and talk, please.”

	My husband did as I bid him, though he looked grumpy about it. He did, however, fight Mallory for the last cookie which I finally cut in half. Boys, honestly.

	It wasn’t until I set a full cup of hot coffee in front of the detective that he spoke, licking crumbs from his fingers and staring sadly at the empty plate. I sighed as I headed for the fridge.

	“Penny’s beating herself up over this,” he said. “She told me everything.” Right, she hadn’t been in on the agreement. We’d failed to read her, Travis and Dr. Aberstock in on the hush-hush. Now I didn’t feel so bad about texting Mallory, though it made me wonder how far the news had spread. “She seems to think it’s really possible Rose faked her death and then killed Gavin.” I deposited a loaf of bread, cold cuts and lettuce on the counter, looking at Crew who nodded before pulling out six slices and assembling some sandwiches as the detective continued. “I agree with her.”

	“You have evidence?” Crew seemed surprised by that. “Why didn’t you come forward?”

	“No accusing before snacks,” I said, pointing my mustard-laden knife at my husband who muttered but relented. “Carry on, detective.”

	Mallory accepted his sandwich and took a giant bite while I slid Crew’s to him on a paper towel, my own quite delicious if I do say so myself. I set it aside and made a second for Mallory while he alternated with a sip of coffee.

	“I’m under a lot of pressure to wrap this case,” he said. “But I don’t care about that.” Crew snorted his derision, earning another pointed look from me. “Believe what you want, Turner. But it was Rose Norton’s signature on that receipt. I know because I sourced the original back to the pharmacy where she bought the prescriptions.” He met my eyes. “Greta Norton’s prescriptions.” He took a massive bite of his sandwich and let me process that while he chewed.

	“I accused Greta of killing Gavin earlier today,” I said, pausing in my sandwich making. Mallory’s hopeful look at my still hands had me busy again. “Was I right?”

	“No,” he said, “I don’t think so. According to the pharmacist, Rose claimed Greta lost her pills and had her mother’s ID that she used to refill them. They’d only been refilled a week before, far too short a time for Greta to need them again unless she had lost them, which I doubt very much.”

	“Rose was planning this all along,” I said, handing over the second sandwich and, sighing, made Crew another when he tilted his head and gave me a boyish grin.

	“Greta was diagnosed with early onset multiple sclerosis six months ago,” Mallory said. “And she’s had a heart condition since she was in her thirties. A condition that’s required beta blockers for all that time.” He shifted positions on the stool, the food seeming to revive him somewhat. “I had already questioned a friend at a state lab about the pills and he suggested the possibility of this exact scenario. And I just heard from Penny that Gavin died of an overdose of both drugs. So, I’m working on the assumption that for whatever reason, Rose broke her plan to kill Gavin with the same drugs she used to fake her death. Now all we have to do is find her.”

	“Have you told Dresden any of this?” Crew sipped his own coffee, deep into his second sandwich while my own sat heavy in my stomach.

	“And what’s with Williams?” I almost snapped that, irritated all over again, though partially because the scent of coffee was making me crave it and I jealously watched the two men drink it when I couldn’t.

	Mallory shrugged inside his rumpled overcoat. “I don’t blame Williams,” he said. “She’s prepping to write her detective’s exam, and this was her chance to show her stuff. Misguided, yes, but we’ve all been there. I actually feel badly for her.” He stared down into his rapidly emptying mug. “She failed to deliver, and Dresden doesn’t appreciate failure.” He nodded his thanks when I shuffled to the pot and refilled his cup, doing the same for Crew. “Still, she’s had a bit of a grudge since day one, Fee, so yeah, I get why you’re pissed. As for Dresden, I haven’t told him anything yet. I need our ducks in a row, not paddling in crazy circles and honking at one another.”

	Crew’s head was nodding. “Okay, Mallory,” he said. “All cards on the table. You find something, share. We find something, same. Agreed?”

	Mallory drained his hot coffee so quickly I worried about his throat burning, but he didn’t seem to notice, standing and bending to offer Petunia a pat. “I can’t promise anything,” he said. “I’m under too much scrutiny. But Fee,” he straightened, meeting my eyes with his amber ones, “I’m on your side. I’ve always been on your side. I won’t rest until Rose is caught, I promise.”

	Impulse pushed me forward and I hugged him. He didn’t hesitate to embrace me back, though the hug only lasted a moment.

	“Thanks, Ro,” I said. “That means more than you’ll ever know.”

	“Talk to Copper for me?” His distress finally showed, that sweet nickname he used for Penny surfacing. “She’s really torn up about letting you down.”

	That made me think of Daisy and the fact she’d avoided me since her confession. “I will,” I said.

	Mallory left, exiting the way he entered and as I turned to face my husband, I was greeted with a flat and unhappy stare.

	“Fee,” Crew said, “we need to talk.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Six

	 

	You know how I said that sentence was welcome the last time I heard it? Not so much this time. I knew what was coming, of course, and did my best not to fight it because everything he was about to say was not only valid, it actually now mirrored what was going on in my own head.

	Didn’t mean I had to like it.

	“I’m worried, Crew.” It was the first time I really admitted it to him, and I caught him off kilter. His expression shifted from guarded to loving and he was on his feet and at my side before I could finish. “What if I really am the problem and I bring this awful down on us?”

	“That’s crazy talk, Fleming,” he growled into my hair as he embraced me. “You’re just really good at figuring things out. And you can’t let go when you know something’s off. That, my love, is the definition of an excellent detective. I know I’ve called you a trouble magnet in the past. That wasn’t fair of me. I value your amazing skills, your insights, your brilliance. Do you frustrate me? Yes.” He chuckled, the sound warm and comforting in my ear pressed to his chest. “Do you make me wish I could lock you up and never let you out? Oh, god, yes.” He groaned dramatically while I giggled. “Would I change a single thing about you? Hard pass.” Crew pushed me gently back. “I told you I was going to give you space. And I’m holding to that promise.”

	“But,” I said.

	His hands dropped from my arms, falling to his sides, a sweet, caring and loving smile crossing his face. “If anything happened to you, Fee, I’d never forgive myself.”

	“Or the girls,” I said, touching my belly.

	His hands rose to stroke the roundness. “Or the girls.” He looked down at the puppy sitting on his foot, staring up at him with adoration. “Or Petunia.”

	“We need to find Rose,” I said.

	“We do,” Crew agreed. Paused.

	“But,” I repeated, knowing what he was going to say and agreeing for once.

	“Can you sit this one out?” He was asking, imagine that. “Not all of it, just the going out and actually tracking her part.” He let out a little laugh at that. “The best part, I guess.”

	I leaned in and kissed him. “Crew,” I said, “I’d like to sit this one out.”

	His hug was so hard I felt my bones creak, but I wasn’t protesting.

	“Thank you for being kind to Robert.” My own turnaround about my cousin had taken some time, but I was surprised to find I thought of him with something akin to fondness lately. It was nice not to hold animosity toward him anymore.

	“I’m really impressed with his turnaround,” Crew said. “And while I don’t trust him, Fee, there’s a ‘yet’ hanging around that might change my mind.” He let me go again. “If someone like Robert Carlisle can be a better person, I can stop being a controlling ass.”

	I went to bed for the first time in days and despite my initial discomfort, Crew’s warm arms and the carefully adjusted pillows he propped me up with had me dozing almost immediately. I was actually surprised to blink into the morning sun, to feel rested and relaxed, curled up against the man I loved more than anything.

	We had a leisurely breakfast together, my single cup of coffee allowed savored as he finally kissed me and left for the office. It was strange to feel so content at last, despite the fact reporters still lingered outside my house and the woman who’d done her best to send me to jail was still out there, plotting. I felt safer than I probably should have, knowing everyone who loved me carried on an in-depth pursuit of Rose Norton so any threat to me was minimal.

	I even took a long bath, soaking in warm water and aromatic scents courtesy of the bath bomb Daisy had brought me from Montpelier. Which had me thinking about my best friend and my need to reach out to her and convince her she hadn’t done anything wrong. Then there was Penny who also required some TLC. I was pondering a bit of a girl’s night to smooth both sets of ruffled feathers when someone rang the doorbell.

	Argh. I wanted to ignore it, but knew better, climbing out and bundling myself in a robe, making it downstairs in time to hear arguing on my front porch. I opened the door, flustered and dripping, to find Robert facing off with Dr. Ellen Simmons.

	“Ms. Fleming,” the therapist said.

	“Fee,” Robert growled.

	“Oh, for heavens’ sake,” I snapped. “What?”

	“I wanted to check in on you,” Dr. Simmons said, “but this unpleasant man is trying to make me leave.”

	“I’ll get the security boys to kick her out,” Robert said while the therapist huffed at him. “Say the word.”

	“It’s fine, Robert. But thank you.” He seemed disappointed but nodded. “Dr. Simmons, I’m a little busy.”

	“I’m sorry to take you from your morning,” she said. “But I really think you need someone to talk to, Ms. Fleming. Putting it off will only increase the impact of your trauma.”

	Why did I say yes? I don’t know, really. All I wanted to do was go back to my bath. But that seemed like a lot of effort—getting in and out of the tub was a one-time process I didn’t plan to repeat—and besides, I’d been pretty much done anyway. Whatever the reason, I found myself backing up and gesturing for her to enter. “You’ll have to give me a minute to change.”

	“Of course,” she said, “I’ll wait in the kitchen. Can I make you a cup of tea?” She was already shedding her coat and heading down the hall, so I shrugged and let her carry on. She seemed pretty harmless for all, and a cup of tea was actually next on my list anyway.

	It took me less than five minutes to assemble myself to the best of my ability and when I joined the therapist at the island, she had already set out cups and had the hot water poured. She’d chosen the chamomile, my present favorite, and I breathed in the calming aroma as she settled.

	“You don’t have to tell me anything,” she said. “You don’t have to talk at all, Ms. Fleming.”

	“Fee,” I said.

	Her eyes lit up. “Fee, thank you for that. I’m not here to make you do anything. I’m just here to listen.”

	Okay, so honestly? That did sound appealing. Yes, I had Mom, but she was still a bit distant with me since discovering I’d been keeping things from her. And Daisy, or Penny, but again with the complicated present relationships. I could have approached Liz or Jill, but they were both busy with my case. And I felt like I’d already talked Crew’s ear off. That left Kit (nope), my dad (double nope), Robert (okay, we’d come a long way but forget it) and Dr. Aberstock. He was a definite contender, but Dr. Simmons was right here, right now and I found my walls coming down as I sipped and relaxed.

	We just talked. It was nice. Nothing ground-shaking, no cases or murders or anything to do with the present mess I was in. Instead, she guided me gently through my past, school, my parents, life growing up in Reading. I did touch on Victor’s death, but she steered me away from anything negative so skillfully I was impressed when I realized it. It was pretty obvious she was much more interested in keeping me calm and comfortable and I appreciated that more than she knew.

	“I understand you have a namesake,” she said. “Did you ever get to meet her?”

	She had to bring up Fiona Doyle. That old story was so far in my rearview mirror I tried my best not to linger over it. “I did,” I said. “It didn’t go well.”

	“That’s a shame.” Dr. Simmons set down her mug, sorrowful expression almost personal. “Our past is so tightly woven through our present, Fee, that if we don’t make changes, acknowledge hurts and beliefs that hold us back, we’re only going to recreate our lives and mistakes over and over again. Coming to terms with your childhood traumas, where they led you, accepting your role in them, can be liberating.”

	I wasn’t responsible for what the woman who almost brought Reading to its knees did, but okay, whatever. Resistant much? Her comment shut me down quicker than it should have, which meant it held a lot of truth, right? Suddenly I wasn’t so interested in talking anymore.

	I didn’t have to tell her, though. She must have read it in my face because she stood and took the mugs to the sink before smiling at me. “I’ve taken enough of your time today,” she said. “I hope you found some help in my presence and that you’ll consider a more regular conversation.”

	Despite my retreat, I found myself nodding as I stood to walk her to the front door. “I will,” I said. “Thank you, Dr. Simmons.”

	“Ellen, please.” She donned her coat, pausing to touch my elbow with a gentle hand. “Think about what I said, Fee. Your past guides you, so let it. What are you repeating and why?” She left then, leaving me to stare out the door at her retreating form, Robert in his car across the street catching my eye. Which had me thinking about reasons for doing things and inevitably led back to the question that had been plaguing me.

	Why did Rose kill Gavin?

	My phone vibrated, a text landing.

	I have something to show you, the anonymous number sent. I think you’re going to want to see it. If you’re still willing to help my sister.

	Juanita. Where are you?

	I could send some of it to you, her text came through, but part of it I need to show you in person. At the motel.

	Yeah, felt like a setup. Rose did still have two phones, right?

	Can you make Petunia another frisbee? A test should solve it.

	A ball out of a coffee cup, Juanita sent. Leave her home. She’s too cute for the world.

	Okay, I was convinced. See you shortly.

	Room #8, she sent. Come alone.

	I should have called my husband and let him deal with it, but she and I had a rapport already and I didn’t want to risk her ghosting. But no way was I going without backup this time.

	I have to bring someone, I sent.

	Fine, the goofy guy with the mustache. Robert, huh? Worked for me. I’ll be here. But not for much longer. I need to get out of town.

	Dresden or Mallory—or, more likely, my team—had to be closing in on her despite her ability to hide. Understood.

	And yes, I know what I told Crew that morning and I honestly meant it at the time. Funny thing about me, though, right? Contrary creature, this Fiona Fleming. I did, however, make the healthy decision not to act on my own, didn’t I? In fact, I was already waving at my cousin to come join me in the foyer before I finished reading Juanita’s last text. He did, jogging across the street, hands in the pockets of his bomber jacket, dark eyes curious when I told him where we were going.

	Dr. Simmons was right, apparently. The past, it seemed, had come back to haunt us both. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t do something about it.

	His eyes lit up, but he hesitated. “Should we tell Crew?”

	Huh, so he was worried about my husband’s good opinion now, was he? Seems hell had defrosted almost completely. Then again, I had always suspected Robert craved Crew’s approval, even long before I was part of the picture, so it wasn’t that surprising, I suppose.

	“I’ll text him,” I said. “You drive.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Seven

	 

	What was it Juanita had to show me? She wasn’t the type to overhype, at least she gave that impression, so if she was reaching out she not only believed I was worth assisting—and, in turn, helping her sister—but had a conscience.

	The motel was pretty quiet when we arrived, my warning text to Crew unanswered. Well, I tried, including a phone call that he didn’t pick up. I shared all the details, so I did the best I could, while privately happy I was the one to knock on #8 and face off with the nervous young woman on the other side.

	She let us in, nodding to Robert, white turtleneck under her faded 80s band t-shirt warding off the chill in the room.

	“Heat sucks in here,” she said, then gestured at the bed where a laptop sat, open and awake. Beside it was a black bag. “This is why you had to come in person,” she said. “I have footage, but I think this is just as important.”

	A duffle? “What is it?” I retrieved a pair of gloves from my coat pocket (yes, I carried multiples, besides I knew I was coming to a possible evidence retrieval, so gloves, duh) and unzipped the top. Inside was a collection of clothing, a large wad of cash and a gun. Who was she planning to use that on, I wondered?

	One guess.

	“It’s Rose’s go bag,” Juanita said.

	“So, she is alive,” I said.

	The young woman twitched but didn’t argue. “I was supposed to deliver it to a certain location as part of the deal, but she never showed.”

	“Why would you take it to her if she betrayed you?” Seemed like a terrible choice for someone I thought quite smart.

	“I wanted a confrontation,” Juanita admitted. “No one screws me and gets away with it.” She turned her head, lips a thin line, eyes on the floor. “She planned all of this.”

	“You knew?” And didn’t tell me?

	“Not until after,” Juanita said then, quickly and with some heat. “She contacted me after I found her dead. Thought it was funny, you know?” It was clear Juanita hadn’t found it so and for the first time I noted her shaking, her watering eyes. Not everyone encountered dead bodies on the regular and if Rose was her first, it likely had impact I didn’t anticipate.

	Sheesh, I was starting to sound like Dr. Simmons.

	“That sounds like Rose,” Robert said, speaking for the first time.

	“Anyway, the bag was in her room, in the bathroom, hidden behind a ceiling tile.” Juanita’s shaking didn’t subside, but she seemed to have it under control.

	“Let me guess,” I said, “over the tub.”

	She nodded. “I figure the lawyer guy found out about her plan and was going to turn her in or something.” Everyone was an armchair detective these days. The activity was contagious. “Caught him in the act.”

	“Except he wasn’t struck or assaulted,” I said. “He was poisoned with the same drugs that Rose used to fake her death.” What was I missing?

	Juanita’s eyes widened. “Now you really gotta see the footage,” I did, did I? “It’s queued up, just hit play.”

	“You did hack the motel cameras,” I said, sitting awkwardly with my belly in the way, fingers hovering over the keys.

	“And the highway cam,” Juanita said with a shrug like it was no big deal. “Not hard.”

	“I assume this was part of the deal with the phones?” I hesitated, looking up into her eyes, only to see worry flicker there.

	“New deal,” she said. “Third party reached out via my messenger service, gave specifics. I didn’t think much of it at the time, not until I found out that lawyer bit it.” She seemed to shrink in on herself a little. “I never get to see the results of my work. This is hitting a bit close to home.” She shook off whatever reticence remained, dark eyes sad. “I saved copies before I did my thing. Didn’t watch them until an hour ago. Thought about it a lot before I messaged you.” She licked her lips then exhaled deeply. “I’m taking a big chance here. Anyone finds out, my rep’s burned. But I have to. For See.”

	Her sister. “You have my word I’ll do everything I can for her.”

	Juanita nodded then gestured with her body, hands deep in her back pockets. “Watch the vid.”

	I clicked play, my cousin hovering behind me, and together we watched in shock as Gavin Havelock entered Room #6 just before a second figure followed him inside.

	Not Rose. But a Norton, regardless.

	Greta killed her boyfriend.

	Like mother, like daughter.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Eight

	 

	Robert gunned the engine, driving up the mountain toward the lodge. We’d left Juanita behind, tons of evidence that Greta had killed Gavin pushing us to catch her before she exited Reading. Which, according to a quick call to Alicia, was in progress.

	Rose’s mother had just checked out of White Valley Lodge.

	And yes, we could have left it to the state police to corral Rose’s mother, but I wasn’t putting it past her to disappear with her daughter. This time I called Mallory and texted him several times on our way, again getting nothing back. The frustration of trying to tell those who demanded full disclosure without being able when time was ticking? Had to be kicking my blood pressure into high gear.

	“There she is!” Robert swerved as we passed a large, black sedan, Greta Norton’s startled eyes meeting mine as he spun us on the highway and drove in pursuit. He might not have been much of a cop back in the day, but he’d clearly taken the driving portion of his training seriously. It didn’t take long to catch up, though there wasn’t much we could do from behind her.

	“Pick up, why don’t you?” I hung up from another bump to voicemail, this time Crew’s, seeing Greta check us out in her rearview mirror. “We’ll just have to tail her until I can reach someone.”

	“Hang on!” I didn’t have enough warning, looking sideways at my cousin when he shouted that command, turning my head just in time to see Greta had slammed on the brakes. Our car struck hers from behind with incredible force, the black sedan skidding as it spun sideways and headed off the road into the snowbank just beginning to pile up.

	Not that I got to witness much of that directly, not when the airbag on my side popped with concussive force, blowing dust into my face and cushioning me and the babies as Robert’s car skidded, tires catching on the edge of the road. For a moment I was sure we would roll, but it settled with a hearty bounce on all four tires while I batted at the airbag now deflating in front of me.

	I heard Robert groan and only then realized his airbag hadn’t deployed, his head lolling sideways, cut on his forehead from the steering wheel dripping blood into his lap. But he was alive, if unconscious and when I looked out the window, I saw Greta Norton trying to climb out of her own car from where it had been embedded in the snow.

	I acted without thinking, unbuckling and scrambling out of the passenger’s seat, no other cars in sight yet, though hopefully one would come along. Regardless, I found myself stumbling through snow, blocking Greta’s escape as she struggled through the hip-deep bank that filled the steep dip of the ditch this side of the tree line. She was lucky we’d had any snow, that it was there to catch her, the few falls we’d had light in the valley but much heavier up here on the mountain.

	Greta panted and swore and finally collapsed into the clinging white stuff, though she hadn’t quit, I could see that on her face. “Get out of my way.”

	“You almost killed us all,” I snarled. “What were you thinking?”

	“I thought I could knock you off the road.” That came out in a near-wail.

	“Nothing’s working out the way you expected, is it?” As adrenaline retreated, my headache woke up, cheeks tight from the chemicals on the airbag, chest sore and fear for the babies waking. “Is that why you murdered Gavin Havelock?”

	Greta swore at me again, digging herself further toward the road before taking a break to catch her breath. Why she didn’t head for the channel her car had made I had no idea, but she clearly wasn’t thinking straight. “It’s all her fault!”

	“Rose?” It had to be.

	Greta sagged into the snow, her perfect makeup now running down her face, expensive leather gloves dark with moisture as the heat of her body melted the surrounds. “I never should have had her,” she said. “Having a child ruined my life.” She jabbed one spiteful finger at me. “Don’t worry, you’ll find out. I had everything.” Again with the wailing, now tied to sobs of frustration and fury. “The perfect life. It’s not fair.”

	“Then why help her?” I hadn’t held her in any kind of high regard before now, but I despised and pitied her even more, my hands protectively cupping my stomach as I asked. “Why assist Rose at all?”

	“Why do you think?” Greta spit that at me. “I had no choice.”

	Rose had something on her mother? My mind made a mental leap. “You were married to Marius Hampstead when you got pregnant, weren’t you?” Her glare answered me. “But Rose is Donald Bruce’s child.” I remembered vaguely Daisy telling me years ago that Rose had been the result of an affair between Greta and Donald, but the details were sketchy.

	“Marius was rich and powerful and adored me,” she said.

	“And you cheated on him,” I shot back. Wait, he’d died, right? Left her a rich widow. Had he known about the affair?

	She floundered a little, sagged. “I should have gotten rid of her when I found out I was pregnant. But Marius figured it out and kicked me out, so I had no choice.” He had known. Then how did she end up with all of his money? “I had to tell Donald. He was delighted.” She snorted half-heartedly. “Another daughter. Not like he cared what I thought.” Her face contorted with disgust. “I hated being a mother.” That was hissed into the cold air. “And I hated her.”

	“So, what was she blackmailing you with, Greta?” Because that was the only answer.

	She didn’t respond but she didn’t have to. I was already putting pieces together. “Let me guess,” I said. “Gavin’s murder wasn’t the first time you took matters into your own hands.” No response. “You killed Marius Hampstead.”

	“No one divorces me,” she said.

	Wow, just. And I thought Rose was nuts. Did I say like mother, like daughter? Cookie cutter killers, even, imagine.

	“Rose found out,” I said. “How?”

	“She guessed,” Greta snarled. “Just like I knew she killed that girl in high school. It wasn’t hard to figure out. But the moment I called her on it, she turned it around on me.” She had begun to tremble, though from the cold or her emotional state I wasn’t sure. “She has powerful friends, you know.” Fear crossed her face then, her scrabbling to win free renewed. “They destroyed the evidence of her crime for her. But she held mine over my head every day, the little witch.”

	“Gavin found out,” I said. “He was breaking up with you because he knew you were a murderer.” The conversation with the agent friend of Crew’s. It wasn’t just about Rose, was it? It was about Greta, too.

	“He was going to turn me in,” she said, weeping now, vacillating between fury and grief. “I overheard him talking to the FBI. I couldn’t go to prison.”

	“So, you followed him to the motel.” But what was he doing there?

	“I lured him there,” she corrected me. “Rose had given me a phone to use, one we could communicate through and not be traced.” So, now I knew who had the second phone, but where was the third?

	“You knew about Rose’s plan to set me up, to fake her death.” Of course, she did.

	“I had no choice.” Her fight for freedom resumed and she finally seemed to make headway, grunting as she pulled herself up out of the deepest part of the snow, staggering to her feet, high heels sinking to her calves now instead of her thighs. “I already had the drugs mixed in the wine bottle Rose used to dose herself. It didn’t take much convincing to talk Gavin into one last drink.” She snorted. “He had no real clue, you know. Told me so. He didn’t know about me.” She sobbed then. “He told me he was talking to the FBI about Rose and only broke up with me because of his career.” I could barely make her out now as her weeping distorted her voice. “But by the time he confessed the truth, it was too late. He’d drunk all of the wine and it was only a matter of time.”

	“Why the bathtub?” Was it a coincidence?

	“I was trying to get Rose’s stupid bag for her. I thought Gavin was unconscious, so I left him on the bed. But he managed to follow me and caught me. When he fell, I ran.”

	“Gavin had a scrap of the receipt from Rose buying your meds,” I said. “He knew more than you thought.”

	Greta just shook her head, lowering her chin, eyes mad, like a bull preparing to charge. “It can’t end like this.”

	I heard the sirens heading our way the same moment she did and had to smirk, couldn’t help myself. “And yet,” I said, “it is. Oh, and I’ll be locking your daughter up in short order, too, so you can look forward to seeing her every day. In prison.”

	I’d pushed her too far, knew it the moment I finished speaking. Greta roared and lunged for me, hands out, rage overtaking her. Were I of normal mind and body, I have no doubt I would have easily avoided her. Instead, as I scrambled to get out of her path, my awkward center of gravity betrayed me and my boots slid out from under me, landing me on the ground with an oof of lost air.

	She was one second from pouncing, mouth agape, hands like claws, and all I could do was shield my bump with both hands and pray.

	Until he came flying out of nowhere and tackled her from the side, carrying Greta into the snow where she screamed blue murder. Robert looked up, groggy and covered in blood, but waved at me before he collapsed on top of her even as a police car came charging up the hill toward us.

	Robert Carlisle saved the day.

	Imagine that.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Nine

	 

	I pulled into the narrow spot outside the small office and parked, not sure I was ready for this but knowing it was a good idea. After two weeks of thought, and another successful murder investigation under my belt, thank you very much, as a pregnant woman on the verge of demanding a C-section if anyone could use a little therapy, it was me.

	At least my family and friends were toeing the new Fleming line, none of them piling on like protective nannies worried their invalid charge might keel over at any moment. I’d yet again proved I was perfectly capable of solving a murder, carrying two giant twins to term or not.

	I sat in the car for a moment to collect my thoughts before going inside, thinking back to the day on the mountain that felt like years ago now. Mallory had been the first to arrive and quickly took Rose’s mother into custody, an ambulance arriving shortly after to take Robert to the hospital. It turned out Crew had been on a call to his FBI friend and spent the next day or so apologizing to me, though it was that failed attempt to reach him that finally convinced my family and colleagues that even when I tried to comply, I was just going to be me, and they couldn’t change that.

	At least I’d smoothed things over with Penny, the ME’s guilt trip soothed with a long talk and mutual sharing about all the stupid things we’d both done over the years that should have ended badly and didn’t. Mind you, I had a much longer list than she did, but some of hers were doozies, so it evened out.

	I was still worried about Daisy, however, part of the reason I agreed to this appointment in the first place. Her lingering self-flagellation wasn’t abating, and she refused to accept any kind of consolation, blaming herself for everything that happened despite the fact she’d merely opened her heart like she always did. The fact Rose was still in the wind wasn’t helping, I knew. Maybe once Day had a chance to confront her half-sister in person, she might let go of her need to beat herself up over something I’d honestly let go of now that I knew the truth.

	As for Juanita, I was sad to find out she’d disappeared from the motel, Carrie Winold telling me she’d fled shortly after Robert and I left, though that didn’t stop me from digging into her sister’s case. Honestly, it didn’t take long to uncover evidence clearing Sienna Alverez of all charges and I hoped when Juanita finally talked to her, she would know at least one person in law enforcement was on her side.

	I certainly appreciated her assistance in catching Gavin Havelock’s murderer.

	I rubbed at my chest, the lingering bruising from the airbag mostly faded, the chemical rash all healed. Dr. Aberstock had quickly reassured me my little ladies were still happy and content, the car’s safety feature a godsend, though I flinched from the thought my side may have failed, too.

	Don’t go there, Fee.

	Poor Robert sported a heck of a pair of black eyes, his nose broken from the impact with the steering wheel, faulty airbag to blame. Still, he was cheerful enough, playing the hero and all. I grinned through the windshield at the memory of telling him in his hospital bed Greta was going to prison for two murders. Before thanking him for saving my babies.

	I think I made his year. At least, temporarily. It had been a week and a half since I’d seen him, his apartment empty, new car gone from the lot. Which had me thinking he’d gone in search of Rose himself. And while I had faith in the manhunt of state police and FBI on the lookout, if anyone could find her, I was sure it was Robert. And I wished him luck.

	And hoped when and if he found her, he didn’t do the obvious and kill her. While Lana Baron had left town once Greta was in custody and Rose’s deceit uncovered to the very unhappy and disgruntled Lieutenant Detective Dresden (and Williams could suck it as far as I was concerned), I kept her card anyway.

	Just in case my cousin ended up needing it.

	At least the bulk of the media had finally left town, though I did catch sight of that annoying young reporter, Anita Jones, and her cameraman lurking a time or two. The fact she’d proven helpful in the case I just wrapped up endeared her, but I wished she’d drop it and just leave already.

	There was no more story for her to tell.

	Naturally, no one could locate the fake EMTs who’d taken Rose’s body from my yard, and when a stolen ambulance was found burned and abandoned at the base of Green Mountain, deep in the woods, it was obvious we wouldn’t be seeing them again any time soon. They had to have been working for Rose, but where had she found the wherewithal to hire them and who was this powerful friend of hers Greta and Juanita both talked about?

	I’d promised myself when I left the office tonight that I wasn’t going to think about Rose. This appointment was a chance to clear my head, to start moving through the past and into a new kind of future and I found myself excited by the prospect.

	That meant as I finally turned off the car and climbed out into the early December winter air, I was smiling. Kept smiling all the way to the glass door, letting myself inside despite the later hour. Dr. Ellen Simmons had decided to stay in town, and this was my third session of what I knew now would be many more.

	As I passed the threshold, a twinge raced across my belly, something deep inside prodding me. It made me pause in surprise, though the ripple went away as quickly as it came. I exhaled a slow breath, heart racing at the prospect maybe the girls had finally decided the time had come. I’d spent the last two days cleaning the house within an inch of its life, telling myself it was for Christmas but hearing Mom’s whispers about nesting and hoping she was right.

	The matching monkeys could come anytime now, thank you.

	Ellen’s receptionist was nowhere in sight when I approached the desk, but the doctor herself emerged when I neared, smiling and holding her hands out toward me.

	“Fee,” she said. “It’s finally time. Are you ready?”

	That was a weird statement considering what I’d just been thinking, and I wondered if she could somehow read my mind. Instead, as I frowned and began to respond, I heard a faint footstep behind me.

	Just before something pinched my neck.

	“Don’t fight it, dear Fee,” Ellen said, beaming at me while someone eased me to the ground, wiry arms powerful, the scent of roses in the air. “Everything’s going to be all right. Isn’t it, Rose?”

	No. This couldn’t be happening. I turned my head while darkness threatened to fall, spotting the sinister grin on Rose Norton’s face as she let me down to the ground while the drug she’d injected me with kicked in. Panic raced through me, for the girls and any adverse interaction that might come from sedation, and that I couldn’t fight back, for me or for them, while Rose laughed.

	Ellen. She betrayed me, played me. Was working with Rose the whole time.

	“My dear,” the therapist crouched next to me, patting my hand, “it’s all been arranged. I’ve taken care of everything. Fiona will be so excited.”

	Fiona. But I was Fiona. What was she talking about? My mind warped and slid toward unconsciousness just as I realized who she meant.

	Not me, no. The other one. Fiona Doyle.

	And the owner, no doubt, of the third cellphone.

	Oh, no, please, n—

	 

	Dying to find out how it all ends? One for the Road and Death is coming soon!
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