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Hey, reader! Fiona Fleming, at your service.

	


Hey, reader! Fiona Fleming, at your service.

	I had a little birdie whisper to me (yeah, whisper, right, snort) that you weren’t happy about the cliffhanger I left you with (you can stop yelling at me now, it won’t help) at the end of my last mystery (done yet? Awesome.).

	Whoops. Yikes. Gulp. My bad. But then again, that’s how things go in my world, right? Were you really surprised I ran afoul of mayhem and old enemies and kidnapping, considering everything I’ve been through? Really?

	If you weren’t surprised, you’ve been following along. Bravo, gold star, here’s your cookie. High five, fist bump, cheers, sweetie.

	If you were, well. Thanks for the optimism, seriously. I wish I shared it. You think way more of me than I think of myself, and that’s… sweet, kid.

	Big sigh.

	Okay, let’s get back to the task at hand before the crap hits the giant fan. Keep up, my loves. You’re in for a ride…

	***

	 


Chapter One

	 

	Thirty-nine weeks. I sighed as I leaned into Dad at the bottom of the steps leading up to the front doors of town hall, feeling every single minute of the last nine months in the very bones of my body. The two wriggling houseguests who still hadn’t made their minds up about coming or going (while long outstaying their welcome), decided at that very moment to begin to redesign the choreography I’d thought they’d finalized earlier today. Clearly, they thought more practice—and an entire revamp of their routine—was in order, though I personally thought they were ready for their opening performance.

	Groan.

	Town hall was already packed with residents of Reading when I finally heaved myself up to the doorway and inside. Dad did his protective poppa thing, maneuvering his way through the gathering to the side of the meeting room with me safely tucked against him. With Crew out of town for a few days (despite his concerns I’d pop at any second), my father was taking his role as my guardian angel very seriously.

	Mom waved us over, the three seats she’d saved us covered in her heavy wool coat now empty and awaiting my spreading behind. There was a time when my cousin Robert used to call me Fanny with the intent of hurting my feelings. And while the two of us had come to a much happier place in recent times, I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be snickering at the wide load that I made these days.

	Thinking about him only made me worry, a typical response I’d been fighting against since I hit the thirty-eighth week. It seemed like every single thing in my life stirred anxiety, the opportunities for concern just a whisper away in the surly vaults of my stressed mind. Because hadn’t Dr. Aberstock told me having twins meant the likelihood I’d be delivering early? Yes, yes, he had. My girls, however?

	As contrary as their mother, apparently, when it came to doing as they were expected. Which only had me worrying all over again because my mother was a saint to raise me the way she did, and I was only one person. Not to mention the fact I was about as far a cry from the steady, level and confident woman Mom was, so who was I to even contemplate raising two of me?

	I wriggled in my seat, more uncomfortable internally than externally, that same beacon of redheaded clarity reaching over to pat my hand on my left as Dad leaned into me on my right, our Fleming sandwich bringing me no end of comfort.

	“You didn’t need to come,” Mom whispered to me as the council filed in from the side door, Mayor Olivia Walker entering last, taking her seat at the center of the long desk, her counterparts settling in the muttering quiet as the gathered Reading residents fell still at their appearance.

	I shook my head, not bothering to tell Mom that there was no way I was missing whatever Olivia had cooked up this time. Christmas was just around the corner, which meant the new year loomed and knowing our long-time mayor, she was already looking well ahead. I might have been ready to try anything (including jumping jacks if I thought I could do it without hurting myself) to encourage the girls to get on with it already, but I hadn’t completely lost touch with the fact my hometown didn’t have the best track record when it came to living up to its moniker of cutest town in America.

	Now, don’t get me wrong. As I crossed my arms (barely) over my chest (mostly) and raised my (double) chin to catch Olivia’s eye over the heads of the throng in front of me, I couldn’t help but linger in a sense of optimism that had overtaken me the past few weeks. With the holidays upon us and most of the mess the O’Shea family made mopped up and stores reopened under new or renewed management, Reading had regained its sparkling surface, a genuine air of hope so infectious even I in my cranky (sigh) state couldn’t resist. And with no sign of trouble lurking, Rose Norton on the run and, according to the FBI in pursuit of her, nowhere near Vermont, I was safe to enjoy Christmas, my favorite time of the year, even if the gifts that kept on giving were still tucked away awaiting Santa.

	Which had me alternating between a surge of anxiety about Rose’s continuing freedom as my cousin Robert pursued his crackpot ex-girlfriend and left me to worry about him more often than not and the nose-wrinkling smile that lifted my heart at the sight of our town’s very own Mr. and Mrs. Claus as Dr. Lloyd Aberstock and his adorable (and healthy!) wife, Bernice, waved at me from across the center aisle.

	My emotional rollercoaster notwithstanding, I didn’t have time to sort out which feeling I was going to give into at the moment because Olivia was back on her feet and addressing the collective she’d led for the bulk of a decade while we all held our breath and waited for the high-heeled shoe to drop.

	Maybe that was just me.

	“Thank you so much for coming out tonight,” she began, her politico-speak tone as perfectly polished as her black bob and as crisp as the cream suit she wore. “I know how important this time of year is to all of us, a time for family, for coming together. Reading celebrates the holidays with all of you and that is why I’m so delighted to share news of our continuing road to recovery.” She gestured at the side door she’d just used, a balding man of medium height and build nodding from the threshold. I hadn’t noticed him and, from the craning necks of the rest of Reading’s gathered, neither had anyone else. Only my dad didn’t seem surprised, a narrow frown on his face that darkened his expression and had me wondering what he knew that I didn’t. “Our town has been lacking in sufficient policing since the elimination of our sheriff’s department.” No mention of the fact she’d been a part of that downfall, was there? As usual, Olivia barreled on through and swept us all up in her enthusiasm. “And while this council is grateful for the attention and services of the Vermont State Police, it’s high time we had our own force in place again. Which is why I’m so happy to introduce you to our new chief of police and head of our brand-new department. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Chief Edwin Terrance.”

	Applause erupted along with chatter, but I wasn’t focused on the crowd.

	I was looking at Dad.

	Who was looking at the chief. Still frowning.

	Awesome.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Okay, so it wasn’t like this reveal was a huge shocker. Olivia had been leaning toward the police chief thing for months. Crew had told me it made sense, not just because the Reading Sheriff Department had a terrible track record once he stepped down (was fired, let’s be real) and through no fault of mine (briefly) or Jill Wagner’s (also briefly) though definitely looking at you, Robert (when he wasn’t trying to be better). That left everyone with a bad taste in their mouths, me included. And, having a chief instead of a sheriff meant Olivia and the council had carte blanche to deal with the new head of our town’s policing (despite playing fast and loose with by-elections, firings and hirings all along).

	No, it was my father’s intense dislike of the man now striding forward to shake Olivia’s hand that had my stomach in knots. The girls immediately disapproved of my anxious state, one or the other kicking out while her sister punched me rather abruptly in the kidney while I winced at their unhappiness.

	“Dad,” I said.

	He shook his head, expression settling. “Later,” he whispered.

	I accepted his suggestion when there would have been a time I’d have been annoyed at his lack of forthcoming information. Partly because I knew he knew I’d be wrangling the truth out of him anyway and partly because he’d finally given up on keeping secrets from me. As far as I knew. Mostly. Hadn’t he? Wait, hadn’t he?

	Pregnant woman brain firing on all concerned cylinders now, I almost prodded him, motion from the front of the hall catching my eye. The young woman gesturing for her cameraman to get closer flashed me a grimace while Anita Jones covered the event. Her discomfort was almost enough to soothe the savage beast that was my anxiety. She’d been lurking around town since Rose’s departure, though she seemed less than excited about her assignment. Since she’d made my life a living crapshow when Rose was released in the first place, I found it hard to have compassion for the slim blonde (that had nothing to do with the fact I felt like a giangantasaur in her petite presence, I assure you). But whether she’d chosen to remain in town, or her bosses had pushed her to linger, whatever the case, she didn’t look all that enthused to be covering the minor hiring of a small-town police chief.

	Snicker.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” Chief Terrance spoke up as he released Olivia’s hand and turned to face us with a firm and yet inauthentic smile plastered on his round face, “thank you for the welcome. I assure you, I’m here for you, for Reading, and it is my pleasure to be of service.” More applause followed as a young man in a khaki uniform joined him. “Our department might be small to start, but Deputy Montgomery and I take our jobs seriously.” The young man bobbed a nod. I’d never seen him before, so he had to be a transplant, always suspect in my book. Dad’s reaction wasn’t helping, my eyes flickering from the pair at the front to my father’s now stoic and empty expression making me a bit nauseated as I searched for something that wasn’t visible. Present, oh yes, just not apparent on the outside anymore, Dad’s favorite. “I understand there have been instances when crimes have been committed here in Reading and law enforcement has been assisted by unofficial means.” Oh, he did not just go there. How freaking obvious could he be? I caught my own frown as the new police chief decided to be a total and utter jerk and ensure no one liked him by nodding firmly to Olivia. “That will no longer be acceptable or encouraged.” At least our mayor had the good grace to let her smile slip just a fraction, her façade cracking sufficiently I even caught the briefest of glances she cast my way while the chief went on. “Reading is in excellent hands.”

	Did he note the fact the last smatter of applause was strained? Or that almost every head turned at one point or another toward the Fleming family sitting in their midst? If he didn’t, the man was already proving himself an idiot. From the smirk on the face of Karla Jensen, however, I had no doubt our new chief knew exactly what he was doing and had encouragement in the form of the town event planner and her dislike for me and all things Fleming Investigations.

	“Thank you for coming,” Olivia blurted then, smile back firmly in place. “I encourage you to come and say hello, shake hands with our new chief, and embrace this new day for our adorable town.” You better believe she spun and booked it before anyone could do as she suggested. I had no doubt from the frowns in the crowd she’d be fielding unhappy questions, rather surprised, I have to admit, when I struggled to my feet with Dad’s help how many of Reading’s residents ignored the new chief and instead came to say a kind word to us.

	It turned into a bit of an embarrassing situation, to be honest, though I did note the scowl Karla now wore. Chief Terrance didn’t seem put off by the affection being shown toward us, though, and that worried me. I wasn’t expecting the stirrings of good feeling that triggered a thickening of my throat or stinging in my eyes at the steady stream of residents who passed, pausing to touch my hand and wish me well, nods and handshakes and the occasional hug for Mom as comforting as it was surprising.

	Dad was well loved when he’d worn the sheriff’s uniform and Mom was universally adored. Neither of their status in town was in question. But despite Crew’s assurances to the contrary, I’d never really felt like Reading embraced me. That night, with what felt like the entirety of our town filing past me on purpose, with purpose, had my heart swelling and my anxiety fading to nothing.

	By the time we made it to the street outside in the cool mountain air, I was beaming. And had no desire to go home just yet.

	“Buy me a hot chocolate?” I nodded toward the sign of the Harp and Thorn down the street, energized despite my condition and feeling like I could take on the world.

	“Great idea,” Dad said, linking arms with me.

	“Are you sure, sweetie?” Mom’s concern took over for mine. She was great to tag-team like that.

	“I want to get a feel for this new chief,” Dad said, voice dropping, “and his deputy.”

	“No one seems all that happy to have them,” I whispered back as we crossed the street under the multi-colored lights lining Main overhead, the towering town Christmas tree glowing in the square, sounds of children laughing and someone starting up a carol echoing through the center of town only improving my mood.

	“For now,” Dad said, shrugging inside his puffy coat, Mom on his right and me on his left, towering over both of us like the mountains over Reading. His gruff voice barely carried as he guided us carefully across the cold asphalt. “Let’s just get ahead of this if we can, shall we?”

	I nodded immediately, Mom sighing but agreeing, ultimately, because it wasn’t like we hadn’t been here before, right?

	It wasn’t until we crossed the threshold into the Harp and Thorn’s taproom, I realized I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of my homicide detective friend, Rowan Mallory, since Rose’s departure. I knew he’d been in hot water, partially thanks to me, with his boss at BCI, but the wrap-up of the last case had exonerated the detective. At least, I thought so. Was I wrong? I hated that I’d let that question slip beneath the undulating waves of baby hormones and promised myself I’d reach out to Rowan as soon as I got home.

	He’d want to know that there was a new gun in town and better that he heard it from me.

	We’d barely found a table, the main bar packed already and the side restaurant not much better, when none other than Chief Terrance strode through the front door. I slipped out of my wool coat, Mom setting it across the back of my chair for me and waited as he deliberately strode toward our table.

	“The famous Flemings,” he said in a boisterous tone that had me gritting my teeth because there was enough sarcasm in it I anticipated having to smack him if he got out of line. Hey, I could blame it on the babies so don’t think I wasn’t going to take full advantage of my pregnancy if I had an out to call on. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

	“John,” Dad said, holding out his hand.

	Edwin Terrance sealed the jerkface deal in that very instant and make no mistake, everyone in the taproom knew it. Because despite my father’s very kind and confident offer, the chief made no effort to take Dad’s hand. In fact, he hooked his thumbs through his belt under his puffy department jacket and smirked at me, my father and my amazing mother for a long moment while his tall, skinny deputy hovered behind him with a growing sense of unease crossing his face.

	“I’ll be calling on your office in the morning,” he said. “With an official statement from the department banning you and your business from any work inside Reading from this moment forward.” What? He couldn’t do that. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He turned and lumbered away, pausing to nod and smile at a few people who didn’t respond. In fact, the entire place had fallen so quiet that by the time he reached the front door again after completing a short circuit of the space, I easily heard the sound of the latch unclicking as he let himself out.

	While my brain fought the impending explosion about to ruin everything. It was Dad’s wink and grin as the chief left that flipped the switch of tension in the taproom from shocked horror to chuckles.

	“Sounds like we’re trouble again,” Dad said. “Anyone want to drown my sorrows and buy me a beer?”

	Laughter ensued and more than one person called out for a pint for my father. I just wished the dangerous look in his eyes didn’t tell me things were far from jovial despite his best efforts.

	Life in town was about to get interesting all over again.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	I made my inevitable trek to the ladies’ room a moment later, moving past the now grumbling assembly of Reading’s finest and into the hallway next to the end of the bar. Head down and frustration bubbling, I almost missed the pair in a heated conversation at the far end near the emergency exit to the back parking lot, pausing as I caught on before they could notice me.

	“You’ve got nothing,” Patrick Huss snapped at the tall, almost skeletal woman with the silver hair and sharp features who glared back at him while his red cheeks darkened further. I’d gone to high school with Patrick and the years—and drinking his own wares—hadn’t been kind, aging him well past the mid-thirties we’d both claimed. His florid face wasn’t helping matters, though I was surprised to find he seemed sober for once as he confronted the pinched and unpleasant-looking woman in front of him. “Get out of my bar.”

	“I have a job to do, Mr. Huss,” she simpered back, head tilting in her black beret, matching wool swing coat far more fashionable than my own giant tent left back at my seat, reminding me of a former model turned maven who hadn’t lost any of her edge or her attitude. “I intend to do it whether you like it or not.”

	Patrick huffed as he spun and left her there, not even acknowledging me on the way by. The woman tsked softly under her breath and followed, pausing next to me with a smile pulling at her artificially enhanced lips, pale eyes taking in my gravid self.

	“My dear,” she said, “you’re positively glowing.” She held out one gloved hand in an elegant gesture that had me shaking it without thinking twice. “Olga Hursted.”

	“Fiona Fleming,” I said.

	“Yes, Fleming Investigations,” she said, nodding. “I recognize you from the articles. You have quite a reputation, my dear.” That might have come across as insulting from someone else, but I had a feeling she meant it in the best possible light.

	“You have me at a disadvantage, Ms. Hursted,” I said.

	She waved those black-gloved fingers at me, thin hand spidery in its movements. “I’m merely a public servant,” she said, “of no matter whatsoever.” Her attitude shifted as did her attention as though she spit that last at Patrick though he was already gone from sight. “Vermont Liquor Control,” she said.

	 I didn’t get to respond to her admission, not when the exit door opened, and a man stepped through. I took in the box in his arms and his grim expression when his eyes fell on Olga, startled at the level of vitriol he aimed in her direction. She hissed softly under her breath, her face twisting into dislike of epic proportions as the man stomped his way toward us, a wave of cold air preceding him that sent shivers up my arms and felt a lot like impending doom.

	“Mr. Denning,” she said with a level of distaste I would have expected for a hardened criminal, not a man with a box.

	“Ms. Hursted,” he snarled in return, cheeks pink from the cold and his temper, most of his skin masked by a heavy, dark beard threaded with enough silver to age him into his forties. His gaze didn’t even flicker in my direction as he carried on past her like she didn’t deserve his attention.

	“I’ll be seeing you in the morning,” she called after him. “I hope I’ll find everything in order.”

	He grunted something over his shoulder that I won’t repeat in polite company. I fully expected him to carry on and vanish out into the taproom as Patrick had done. I’d miscalculated the stranger’s unhappiness, however, startling me as he spun abruptly and jutted his jaw toward my companion.

	“I know what you’re up to, Olga,” he snarled at her. “Denning’s Distillery is ready, willing and more than able to take what you dish out.”

	“Is that so?” Her voice dropped into a vibrating threat under the smirk she wore, a rangy cat pausing to preen before pouncing on a helpless mouse she planned to toy with before tearing him apart. I had no doubt who among the two of them held all the power and, from the man’s grim frustration, I wasn’t the only one. “Well, we’ll see what the morning brings, Harish.” She flicked those bone-thin fingers at him like he no longer held her interest.

	“Olga!” Patrick burst through the side door from behind the bar, face just as red as it had been when he stormed past me. “Out!” He liberated the box from Harish Denning, though he didn’t look all that happy about it. “No promises,” he said.

	The bearded distiller seemed torn between keeping his harsh expression as protection against Olga and wanting to appease the bar owner with a smile of confidence. “Let me know what you think.”

	“Really, Harish, and without passing quality inspection?” Olga’s chuckle was about as evil as they came but I couldn’t bring myself to dislike her. There was something smooth and casual about her animosity that reminded me of animated princesses and evil queens, and I struggled to take her caricature of a personage seriously. Still, it was obvious the two men thought otherwise and, considering her job, it sounded like she had the power to kybosh whatever deal the men were making if she chose to do so.

	Rather than allow myself to fall further into the conversation—and with the girls demanding I deal with the bladder they were using as a bouncy castle deciding the matter—I quickly excused myself and headed into the ladies’ room to deal with my own problems. By the time I emerged, I was alone and, in an instant, hot.

	Like, insufferably hot, sweating and swearing to myself about the injustice of pregnancy. That drove me down the hall to the parking lot exit which I jerked open just enough to let in cool air, breathing in the icy relief while my traitor hormones threatened to soak me.

	“Just try and stop me.” I jumped a little at the sound of a woman’s harsh voice and, because I couldn’t resist, peeked. The sight of Harish Denning confronting a small, slim woman with her own box in hand had me wondering if the man didn’t have a serial issue with the opposite sex. Not that I was judging, mind you. And when yet another woman hurried toward them from the car she’d just exited, I chose to give him the benefit of the doubt, stepping aside as the pretty Asian woman with the box reached me, pushing the door wide for her to enter.

	She shoved through without a word of thanks, leaving me standing there, turning back to watch as Harish stormed away. To my surprise, the woman who’d joined him waved at me before crossing the distance and offering her hand with a lovely smile.

	“Fiona Fleming,” she said in a nice, even alto, stylish haircut and professional demeanor matching her designer jacket and suit beneath as she shook firmly but without aggression. “Lyrica Valios, The Valios Group. Nelson Delamonte told me if there was trouble in Reading to look you up.” She laughed, an airy sound that had me smiling back despite myself. “I hope this doesn’t bode ill for my partnership with Harish.”

	“Me too,” I said.

	“I’ll be stopping into your office in the morning,” Lyrica said.

	My gaze spun toward Harish who was slamming his way into the car she’d just exited. “How can I help you?”

	She shrugged before offering her card with a wry grin. “I run an investment firm,” she said, “and I often have local investigators look into my partners throughout our relationship.”

	Why did I get the feeling she wasn’t telling me everything? Fair enough in a parking lot when we’d only just met, but still. “9AM suit you, Ms. Valios?”

	“It does,” she said. “But if you don’t mind, I’d rather meet at the distillery first.” Her hesitation and quick glance at Harish behind the wheel had me wondering. But her smile came right back as she set off, turning to wave while she hurried toward the car Harish had just climbed into. He beeped the horn rather rudely, but she didn’t seem to mind. “9AM, Ms. Fleming.”

	I watched them go, only then realizing as I puffed mist into the icy air I was now freezing and closed the door behind me while I sighed as I remembered the chief’s threat.

	If nothing else, tomorrow morning was going to be interesting. At least I wouldn’t have a confrontation at the office with a client in the middle. That would happen after I visited the location in question. With a tense shrug and a soft pat for my tummy as though to reassure the girls (who ignored me, as always), I turned and headed back to Mom and Dad and tried my best not to let the gnawing anxiety within get me down.

	Guess how well that went?

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	I’d barely made it halfway when I spotted Olga Hursted appear at the entry to the hallway and she wasn’t alone. The lovely Asian woman, now divested of the box she’d carried, tucked in next to her near the threshold, heads down and obviously intense in their conversation. I didn’t sense anything angry between them, however, though it was clear they were familiar with each other. My hesitation to interrupt held me in place since there was no way I’d make it past them in my present gargantuan condition without intruding.

	Not that I should have worried, since I wasn’t the one who ultimately caused a commotion that drove them apart. That intrusion came in the form of a small, busty blonde with too much lipstick and an over-abundance of hairspray in her 80s do and tight, red dress, her capacity for alcohol clearly exceeded as she stumbled into the pair with a furious look trying to master itself under the layers of booze she’d imbibed.

	How do I know? Well, if the swaying in her heels wasn’t clear enough, the slurring of her attempt at an angry audible attack certainly sealed the deal.

	“Stay away from my husband.” At least, that was what I managed to salvage from the mangled statement she tossed at the Asian woman.

	“I beg your pardon,” she shot back, one hand on her chest, face creased in anger.

	“You heard me.” Drunk chick swayed and looked up, noticing Olga before her anger solidified again. “And you leave him alone! He’s trying to…” I missed the last of her assurance of whatever it was she was trying to say while Olga stepped back, distaste in every ounce of her being.

	“Really, Monica,” she snapped. “Pull yourself together, dear. You’re making a mockery of yourself.” She sniffed and tossed her head, beret motionless on her silver hair. “Soso, darling, it’s been lovely. I’ll see you again.” Olga ducked past the drunk woman she’d named Monica and disappeared into the crowd, leaving the other two women to confront it out while I sighed and decided I could either let this devolve into a regrettable instance or interfere or, well.

	There were levels of regret, people.

	I almost made it to the two, and would have, I was sure of it, before Monica’s fist flew. The Asian woman’s shock held her in place despite the rise of her drunk companion’s threatening arm, and as I huffed my way to their side, I felt like shaking her. Instead, the moment I stepped into their sphere of influence, I was abruptly taken aback as Chief Terrance appeared as if from nowhere, hand catching Monica’s wrist.

	“Mrs. Denning.” He’d only just arrived in town, as far as I knew. How did he know Monica’s name? “Ms. Kaito.” Huh. The fact he was on top of this already had my back up, I will not lie to you. If anything, his prior knowledge had me tense and ready for a fight for some reason. How long had he been observing Reading before he took the job? Or had Karla Jensen been feeding him information? What exactly was his real role in town?

	What, you’re thinking I was being paranoid? Come on, now. After all that we’d been through, after everything that unfolded in Reading over the last six-and-a-half years since I’d moved home, you really think paranoid was a thing?

	Think again.

	“Chief Terrance.” Soso Kaito clearly knew the new police chief as well, so I was behind in the times, it seemed, and hated the fact so much it gave me heartburn. She sounded sullen enough she wasn’t a fan, but that wasn’t helping matters at all.

	“Maybe you’d like to move along now that you’ve made your delivery.” His tone was so condescending, his attitude the ultimate in misogynistic, I almost gasped in her defense. And had I not been so pregnant, I probably would have stepped in. But the girls made me slow (probably a good thing) and she was already nodding and backing away before I could defend her right to remain.

	She didn’t look up while she left, Monica swaying in Terrance’s grasp, doing nothing to free herself as she hiccupped vaguely, blinking like she had no idea why she was even there. When he finally released her, he did so quickly, making her stagger, all while smiling.

	Telling me exactly the kind of person he was. Not a good one. The kind that liked to bully and took delight in the discomfort of others. Oh, we were going to have a row he and I, make no mistake about it. The question was, who was going to come out on the other side?

	Ha. Ha, ha. Sorry, snort. Right. Apologies.

	I gave him a week.

	Monica made her weaving way past me and into the bathroom and I almost went in after her, seeing the faintly green tint to her skin and knowing she might need someone to hold her epic hair. But the gleam of cruelty in the chief’s eyes had me standing my ground and facing off with him a long moment before he finally turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd.

	I left Monica on her own, though I did flag down a waitress and inform her the woman should probably be cut off. When I sat down next to Mom, she raised an eyebrow while I sighed and shrugged, accepting my hot chocolate (now warm chocolate) before filling her and Dad in on why I was so long in the bathroom.

	“I can take the job in the morning, kid,” Dad immediately said when I told them about Lyrica Valios.

	Which had my back up, bless my father for his attempt to protect me. “I’d rather you dealt with our latest problem,” I said, scowling over Edwin Terrance and planning a visit to town hall in short order. Olivia was going to hear just what I thought of her new hire whether she liked it or not.

	Dad hesitated then nodded, sitting back with his beer as I sipped the sweetness in my cup and let the sound of the chatter of my parents’ following conversation roll over me without hearing a word.

	Oh, worry. My new best friend.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	It never failed to amaze me how fast Petunia was growing. I swear there were mornings I woke up startled to find she wasn’t a puppy anymore and that while she was a far cry from the rotund and stately matron number four had become, she was taking on that classic pug appearance I associated with the breed. Gone were her short legs and round belly, the baby cartoon expression solidifying into her distinctive black mask and wrinkled brow markings. She’d developed a tiny tuft of dark hairs on the tip of her corkscrew tail that spun in a double twirl to the left. I scratched her velvet ears while she sat on the bed waiting for me to finish getting ready, giant, loving eyes watching me with utter adoration.

	“We’re going to do things differently with you, aren’t we, young lady?” I sighed over the fact that it was more than likely she’d end up portly like her predecessor, though I’d already spoken firmly with my mother, father and everyone else in my life about junk food and the pug’s ravenous nature.

	Petunia just licked her chops and grinned at me, tail wriggling from the attention, a faint groan escaping. I could always tell when anyone broke the rules thanks to the tell-tale flatulence pugs were known for. So far, I was pleasantly surprised, to be honest. She was even athletic enough to leap down from the bed, though I tried to herd her toward the steps Crew bought for her (the old ones long gone and an unbearable memory at the time I simply couldn’t hang onto). I know my protectiveness came not just from the loss of my previous Petunia but from my impending motherhood. That didn’t keep me from lingering over fretting about her physical wellbeing while I finished buttoning up my tent dress (sigh) in preparation for the day.

	Crew had already called, and we’d spoken for a half hour over my tea—no more coffee for me until the babies came—so I had that bit of my day out of the way. His distress over leaving town wasn’t lost on me, though I was kind of happy to have him out from underfoot, to be honest. The closer I came to popping, the fussier he became, the old hen, and I found myself grinning at the memory of him propping my feet with a pillow and arranging them three times before I had to tell him to lay off already.

	The crisp December morning welcomed me and the pug on the lead in front of me, a slick layer of snow dusting the steps and driveway. I took my time inching my way toward the street, though it was clear the white cover would be melted in short order if I was patient enough to wait for it to dissipate. Instead, knowing I had an appointment ahead of me and rather looking forward to it, I headed next door to The Iris.

	You may think my destination had a particular purpose, and you’d be right, but likely not the one you’re thinking of. I’d planned to take Petunia with me today. She still had a puppy’s heart, so the more I socialized her, the calmer she became, and I preferred having her with me anyway. So, my arrival at Mom’s bed and breakfast had nothing to do with leaving my pug behind. Instead, I was there to wrangle a certain soul who’d been avoiding me despite lingering in Reading waiting for the babies to arrive while doing her best to stay out of my way to punish herself for something she wasn’t responsible for.

	Okay, fine. Daisy spoke out of turn and created a situation, fine. That much she had done. But I was frankly finished with Daisy’s misery and today was the day I planned to put an end to it. While she might have overstepped and created the opportunity for stress in my life when she chose to be the soft, empathetic and lovely person she was with none other than her half-sister, Rose Norton, I had no doubt my best friend’s intentions were only the kindest and that the evil creature she had the misfortune of sharing a father with simply took horrible advantage of her sibling knowing as we both did just how compassionate Day could be.

	Mom must have known what I was planning because she took Petunia’s lead from me the moment I walked into the foyer and nodded toward the kitchen. I headed directly for the swinging doors at the back and almost ran right into the startled and wide-eyed person I’d come to see.

	“Fee!” Day caught me with both hands, gray gaze full of guilt, her full lips pulling tight in a grimace of anxiety that surely matched what I’d been fighting off myself. At least I had an excuse. Her dark blonde curls bounced as she took a step back and hugged herself, the adorable snowflake-encrusted pink and white twinset she wore over her navy pencil skirt making me want to cry in sheer envy. “I’m sorry,” she said, eyeline dropping to the floor as she tried to scoot around me.

	I didn’t let her, my considerable bulk good for something, at least. She hesitated when I shoved the bulging girls in her path and faced her down with a scowl.

	“Enough,” I said. “I need your help. Get in the car, Day. You’re driving.”

	She blinked in surprise but nodded immediately, without even a moment of question and it wasn’t until I’d heaved myself into the passenger seat of my car, Day buckling herself into the driver’s side, that she spoke again.

	“Fee.” She swallowed hard, one hand rising to pat Petunia who had hopped up to perch on my knees, doing her best to wriggle a place for herself in my non-existent lap. I tried to wrangle her into the backseat, Daisy finally doing the deed for me, clipping the puppy’s harness to the rear seatbelt. The pug whined at being left out though she did settle as I purposely ignored her and faced off with my best friend.

	“You drive,” I said, “I’ll talk. Move it, blondie.”

	She snorted softly, a small laugh that she tried to smother with more guilt. “Where to, boss lady?” The engine hummed to life as she put the car in reverse.

	“Denning Distillery,” I said, “White Mountain Road.”

	“I know it,” she said, pulling out and driving off. “Wait, is this a case for Nelson?”

	I quickly filled her in on the situation while Daisy nodded her way through it.

	“I’ve met Lyrica,” she said. “Old money. She’s been dabbling in angel investing for a few years now.”

	“Good to know,” I said, wriggling a little to try to relieve the ache in my lower back that seemed to be my lot in life lately. My left hip throbbed as I did, heartburn firing up to create a trifecta of torture. Awesome.

	“Any idea what she’s looking for?” Daisy had obviously decided if she was going to be trapped in the car with me that her best bet was to keep things focused on work. She was lucky I was in such a physical state, or the mental and emotional hamster wheel of irritation might have gotten the better of me.

	“Not sure,” I said. “She wasn’t clear. Day.” It was a short drive to the distillery, and I needed this situation sorted out before we got there. Was it an impending sense of something that prodded me to get this taken care of right here and now? Whatever the case, intuition or simple redheaded stubbornness finally taking control, I was done not having my bestie at my side where I needed her most. “I need you to stop being mean.”

	She gasped softly, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “I’m sorry,” she choked. “I know I hurt you.”

	Oh, for heaven’s… I let out a  heaving sigh and tsked. “Would you please just stop it,” I snapped at her. “Not mean to me, Day. To yourself. Honestly, it’s done and over and no matter what, I love you. I can’t stand this distance between us.”

	Day didn’t say anything for a long time as she drove on, staring out the windshield. In fact, it wasn’t until I caught her swiping at her far cheek with one hand that I knew I’d made her cry. Well, that hadn’t been the plan. Or had it? I’d been abrupt with her, knowing how her kind heart would take that sort of smackdown.

	Except, as she pulled into the distillery parking lot and turned off the car, she turned to me with a small, sad smile and leaned in to kiss my cheek.

	“I needed that,” she said in a little voice. Before sighing herself and shaking her head, frowning at the large barn-like building facing us. I took in the sign over the wood-slat structure, Denning Distillery hammered out of metal, the rough but stylish design appealing, taking in the presence of two other cars in the lot before Daisy spoke again. “I know what Rose did with what I told her wasn’t my fault,” she said. “I also know you would never hold it against me.” Daisy’s hands had fallen into her lap, the delicate leather gloves she wore doing nothing to hide how her fingers twitched as though she longed to fidget but wouldn’t allow herself the outlet. “Fee, I know better.”

	“She’s your sister,” I said, softening my own approach at last. “Of anyone in the world, I understand how closely you hold family. Even Rose.” Despite the fact that particular individual didn’t deserve a moment of Daisy’s time or a scrap of her affection.

	“Dad would have wanted me to try,” she said. “And I did, Fee. I really did. Maybe it’s time I stop trying.”

	“Never.” My turn to grasp her hands in mine. She turned to me, smile fresh and kind but with a gravity I’d never seen in her before. No, wait. I had, once. When she’d made the decision to leave her kind of royal fiancé, Emile Reis, and return to the life she knew. “Day, please don’t ever stop being you.”

	She hugged me and I hugged her back and we both laughed as the pug in the backseat let out a howl of protest so mournful it was impossible to ignore her.

	“Promise me,” I said.

	Daisy nodded, wiping one last tear from her cheek. “Promise,” she said. “But I’ll be smarter too, okay?”

	“You’re already brilliant,” I growled gruffly, hating that the very person who we discussed had done such a good job undermining Daisy’s sense of worth all those years ago when I wasn’t around to back her up. I’d witnessed some of it in her adult life, but the decade I’d been gone from Reading had left my best friend vulnerable to the lies and malice of her half-sister and stepmother, something I’d always regret.

	I guess Day wasn’t the only mean one, was she?

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	Daisy didn’t argue with me, helping me out of the car and retrieving Petunia, handing me the leash before the two of us made our way to the entrance to the distillery. My boots crunched over the icy gravel, Day pulling open the door for me and following me inside, my pug already tugging on her lead and snuffling her way into the foyer. It was obvious from the ringing silence within that no one was coming to greet us so, after a moment of allowing my eyes to adjust to the lower light inside, I gestured toward the only door that seemed to have illumination coming from beneath it.

	It was open, though I wasn’t sure the sole occupant of what turned out to be an office would have been happy to know we’d helped ourselves to her domain. I recognized Monica Denning, not from her face—that was turned away from me, pressed to the top of her desk, body sprawled in a chair and the rest of her splayed over paperwork spread out on the wooden surface—but from her massive hair and the dress she wore. My whole being shuddered at the sight of her there, Daisy missing a step beside me while the two of us inhaled sharply as one.

	It only took a moment for reassurance to return, however, as the woman groaned softly and shifted positions, though she didn’t rouse. I giggled with my bestie despite the fact it really wasn’t funny, because our mutual reaction was hardly surprising. We’d both been subject to finding bodies since my return to Reading, so another wouldn’t have been a shock, just unwelcome, thank you.

	“Should we wake her?” Daisy’s delicate hesitation was the opposite of my irritated reaction.

	“Give it a go,” I grunted, handing off Petunia’s leash. “I’m going to look for Lyrica.” I shouldn’t have just abandoned my bestie, I guess, but she was in a much better headspace to deal with the obviously passed-out woman, and I wasn’t sure I had the fortitude in my present condition to deal with Monica if she did wake and wasn’t in the healthiest state of being. Seeing as I hovered on the verge of nausea myself more times than not, the last thing I wanted was to have to join the woman in a hung-over purge I knew would be the result if I had to watch her throw up.

	Anyone who said being pregnant was beautiful and magical could suck it.

	I returned to the dark entry of the distillery, my eyes now fully adapted to the low light. There were two more doorways, one a normal width and leading in the opposite direction of the office, while the other was a large set of double doors in the center of the barn-like space. I chose those, assuming they would lead to the main distillery floor and, when I pushed gently on one, wasn’t disappointed.

	“Mr. Denning?” If the way was unlocked, he had to be inside, right? And now that the door was ajar, light poured out, the well-sealed entrance meant to block all light and airflow, I could only imagine. My boot thudded on the concrete floor, the sound of soft humming from the large room’s equipment making the bones in my jaw vibrate, the air heavy with scents that made my nose twitch. I was used to the smell of yeast thanks to Mom’s baking acumen, but that mixed in with the faint tang of gasoline, summer grass and malt had my stomach churning all over again. I paused, considering leaving this search for Daisy, but changed my mind as my gaze roved over the room and fascination exchanged itself with discomfort.

	Large stacks of some bagged item were neatly piled against the back wall, to tall, towering stills, warm red copper shaped like giant teapots, their conical tops reaching the ceiling, dominated the front area, though I quickly noted the line of deep, round vats, sealed to the air, that flanked the stills. I’d taken a brewery tour years ago, so I was familiar enough with the layout to know what I was looking at, though it had been a craft beer installation, not a distillery. I took a few steps inside, doing my best not to breathe too deeply, looking left and right and turning up nothing and no one.

	Odd. “Mr. Denning?” I repeated my call out and listened carefully for a reply. It was noisy, yes, but not overly so and I wasn’t known for keeping my voice down. After another moment of nada, I shrugged and sighed. I’d already started to turn and exit when something caught my eye and spun me back.

	My feet were moving before I could stop myself, gaze locked on the oddity in the far vat, something black poking up out of the surface. Considering the fact that it shouldn’t have been open in the first place, I couldn’t help but wonder what I was seeing. A small stepladder led upward to the lid that had been lifted open, leaving the interior exposed. I grunted as I stepped up on the first rung but didn’t need to go any further than that to spot what spun away in the fermenting bubbles of the vat’s contents to realize my body finding days were far from over.

	I’d found Harish Denning after all. He just wasn’t alive to say hello in return.

	***

	Edwin Terrance’s expression did little to hide his disappointment, though to his credit he did stand there on the distillery floor and listen to me as I told him what I’d found in the vat.

	“Washback,” he corrected me, pointing with some arrogance at the body’s location, the stainless-steel container now in the care of two white-coveralled specialists, both of whom I knew and respected even if the present company I kept wasn’t. “Part of the distilling process.” He said it like my lack of knowledge about how whiskey was made negated my ability to investigate a murder.

	He had no idea.

	“Fine,” I said, knowing being short with him wasn’t going to earn me any points but just wanting to wrap things up, thanks. “Washback. The lid was open—”

	“It’s not supposed to be,” he huffed, frowning over my shoulder at the offending item. “The mash is supposed to stay airtight until it’s distilled.”

	Was he really mansplaining to me right now? “I’m sure Mr. Denning would agree with you,” I said with some (okay, a lot) of sarcasm. “Considering he drowned in it.”

	“You assume,” the chief corrected me one last time (and it would be his last, I assure you). His headshake of disappointment in me seemed in no small way tied to the smirk of satisfaction on his face. “I was warned you like to jump to conclusions, Ms. Fleming. Exactly the reason you’re not welcome on my investigations.” He snapped shut his notebook and gestured for me to leave. “I have everything I need from you, for now.” I inhaled, because there was more he needed to know. Like the encounters I’d witnessed the night before, the state of the dead man’s wife in her office. But apparently Edwin Terrance had no desire to solve this case, because he made a shushing sound before pointing again. “I’ll have questions for you,” he said then. “So, you might want to take the time to get your own story straight.”

	He didn’t just.

	Oh, but he did.

	Growl.

	It gave me no satisfaction to do as he said, stomping my way to the double doors, past the young deputy who offered a hasty nod to me on the way by. At least Buell Montgomery had some manners. I quickly checked my phone as I reached the exit, hoping to hear from the first person I’d texted when I realized what I’d found. But Rowan Mallory’s silence hadn’t broken and, when I looked up at the bright light suddenly glaring through the door opposite me, Detective Sarah Williams striding through from the outside, I realized why.

	She grimaced at the sight of me, the newly promoted state trooper turned homicide investigator doing nothing to try to hide her opinion of me, so it seemed all law enforcement I was going to deal with today had the same attitude. Then again, the tall and robust man who trailed behind her didn’t seem to share her dislike, though Officer Kevin Brown didn’t make any effort to greet me so it could have been a simple oversight on his part. It did have me wondering, however, what he thought of his young former partner and her ambitions to don a suit instead of her state uniform, though what Sarah Williams did wasn’t my problem.

	Or was it? The fact she was here instead of Mallory had me wondering if my detective friend had dodged the proverbial bullet after all.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	I didn’t get a chance to investigate that looming question, not when Chief Terrance exited the distillery room and spotted Williams at the front door. I took note of the scowl that twisted his face, the way his eyes narrowed under his heavy brows and that his hands clenched at his sides before he rammed them into the pockets of his puffy jacket. As for the newly minted homicide detective, Williams’ shoulders stiffened and her demeanor settled into cool dispassion, the state officer standing her ground and waiting for her local counterpart to join her. It was glaringly obvious neither of them was happy to see the other and I couldn’t help the grin that jerked on the corners of my mouth at the sight of them confronting one another.

	I didn’t wait to hear what happened, because posturing was a waste of time and breath. Trust me, I’d tried it myself in the past and it never got me anywhere. I chose to take advantage of their mutual distraction instead, spinning and marching back inside the distillery and right up to the side of the lovely blonde who had just finished laying out the body of Harish Denning on a plastic sheet beside the vat.

	Washback, I reminded myself with gritted teeth.

	“Fee.” Dr. Penny Keene, the ME assigned to this murder and my friend (thank goodness), nodded to me, making no effort to hide what she was up to from me. Because Penny was awesome like that. Either the new chief had rubbed her the wrong way already or she’d decided to take on her mentor, Dr. Aberstock, and his way of being as her own because despite the fact I was positive she’d been told to keep me out of her side of business, she seemed as calm and casual about the murder as she always was.

	I’d hug her later.

	“Hey, Penny,” I said, keeping back from the body and the plastic, nodding to her assistant, Travis Ripley, who grinned back with a cocky little salute. “Travis. Did he drown?”

	My friend sighed softly, though not in angst, shaking her head and rubbing at her nose with her wrist while Travis began to examine the corpse. I did my best not to focus on the staring milky state of Harish’s eyes or his slack jaw, pasty skin tone or the faintly gray sheen to his skin that assured me the man was dead in so many visible ways. “I won’t know until the autopsy,” she said, “but there are bubbles in his mouth,” she pointed as Travis held the man’s lips open, showing the froth there, “which usually suggests the liquid made it to his lungs.”

	“So, drowning.” I hadn’t come over here to be vindicated, but. Well. Vindicated.

	Penny flashed me a smile. “If you say so, Dr. Fleming.”

	“Sorry.” I shook my head at her, despite her light tone. “I called Rowan.” That had Penny tensing. If anyone knew why Mallory wasn’t here, it would be his girlfriend, right? “But we got Williams.”

	“Ro’s… not talking.” Penny waved off the obvious question I was about to ask. “Not even to me, Fee.” That didn’t sound good. They hadn’t had the easiest relationship, though I was well aware Penny adored him and the feeling was mutual. Sometimes working with the person you loved wasn’t the best choice. I knew from intimate experience. Still, Crew and I had made it through our own trials, so surely Mallory and Penny could do the same?

	“I’ll leave you to it.” See? I could take a hint or three, and even leave before things became (even more) awkward. As I spun to go, Penny called after me, making me pause.

	“I know he appreciates you calling,” she said. And let it go at that.

	Okay then. For now. But I’d be making another call, believe it. Mallory might not want to talk about what was going on, but I needed to know where he stood, especially if our new chief of police was here to stay.

	I dodged through the doors and headed for the office, just missing the pair of law enforcement officers who’d finally stopped squabbling like children on a playground and turned together to head into the distillery. I waved at Brown on the way by with a wink and a nose-wrinkle, catching his startled surprise at the interaction but carried on before he could respond. Whatever. I always liked Brown, his quiet stoic nature and solid policework reminding me a great deal of Dad. While his partner had a stick up her butt, he’d always played fair and had Mallory’s back. Maybe he wasn’t as happy with the status quo as she was and might offer up some information if I was nice when I asked.

	For now, I focused my attention on the woman seated, upright and sobbing, in the office chair she’d once used to support her unconscious form. Daisy sat on the edge of the desk next to Monica Denning, rubbing the woman’s shoulder and shooting me a sad but curious look. I helped myself to my pug’s leash, pulling out another chair and seating myself ungracefully in it, wheeling myself to face off with the grieving widow.

	Petunia jumped up the moment I did, though she didn’t remain with me, Monica leaning back providing the pug with a new lap to dominate. The woman’s low cry of surprise almost had me retrieving the dog, until Monica’s arms engulfed my puppy and hugged her close, Petunia wriggling in her grip, doing her best to lick away the tears streaming down Monica’s face.

	When Harish’s widow met my eyes, hers were a mess of mascara and smeared eyeshadow, her giant hairdo lopsided from loss of support and the mashing it had endured against her paperwork. I noted the hem of her skirt, split at the right thigh, was torn a little as though something tried to force the slit wider, and that she had a large bruise on that same knee. Her lower lip trembled as she inhaled a shaking breath, bleary and obviously hung over along with her struggle to process the loss of her husband.

	The perfect time to have a chat. Because despite the fact I didn’t know for sure Harish Denning hadn’t had a heart attack and fallen in his own vat, there was enough precedence to assume the man had been murdered and right here in front of me was a prime suspect in his death.

	You know that saying about best-laid plans? Mine had been to question her before anyone could interfere. Had I been a bit quicker, I could have done so, I was sure. Except, of course, the sound of the front door opening and a woman’s voice calling out led to Monica perking as Lyrica Valios hurried into the office with a horrified expression on her face.

	“What happened?” She looked back and forth between me and the widow, then up at Daisy. “I’m late, I’m sorry. Was there an accident?” Lyrica seemed shaken as she took one step across the threshold while Monica again burst into tears.

	“I’m afraid Mr. Denning has died,” I told the investor as she paled out to ghostly white, one hand rising to cover her gaping mouth, eyes huge at the news.

	“How horrible.” She sagged into the door jamb before hurrying forward to Monica, kneeling next to the weeping woman, holding one of her hands while my pug continued her effort to clean away every falling tear. “My dear, I’m so sorry. What a tragedy. What happened?” Lyrica turned to me and then Daisy again. “Ms. Bruce,” she said without waiting for a reply.

	“Ms. Valios,” Daisy said, sounding professional and collected, voice low, quiet, serious. I was actually startled by my best friend’s tone, the way she sat with her hands in her pockets, reminding me suddenly of a 20s woman detective from some Hollywood movie, perfection and poise in a wool swing coat. “We’re waiting on word from the ME now.”

	“I don’t remember anything.” Monica wailed that, Petunia whimpering her sympathy at the woman’s distress. “What am I going to do?”

	“We’ll take care of everything.” Lyrica’s surety seemed to calm the widow while I raised an eyebrow at her. She shook her head at me, lips pressed together, so it was obvious she was aware the woman was a suspect and was only trying to keep her from losing her mind. “Ms. Fleming?” She nodded toward the exit, and I followed her, again leaving Monica with Daisy while Lyrica sighed softly and quickly, a sudden exhale and when she spoke, she kept her voice down. “This is… most unfortunate,” she said, wincing as she did so, waving off any effort I might have made to call her out on her choice of words. “I know, I’m sorry,” she said, tossing her hands, leather gloves stripped off in two sharp motions, slapping against the side of her expensive coat as she huffed another breath. “This is going to ruin the launch. Yes,” she waved again, “I know that’s cold. But I’m a businesswoman and as much as I liked Harish, I love my money.” She bit her lower lip then sagged a little, shoulders rounding. I watched her cycle through anger and then acceptance before she straightened and nodded to me with a small, firm smile. “Monica first,” she said. “I’ll make sure she has representation.”

	“You’re aware the police always look at the spouse first.” It wasn’t a question.

	“Naturally,” she said, crisp and light. “As ridiculous as that is.” She tsked once, then settled again. “Whatever you need, Ms. Fleming. I want Monica protected.”

	Meaning, if Monica did do it…? An interesting stance to take. Besides, I wasn’t sure that was up to me, but I wasn’t going to argue with a potential client. “There are cameras, I take it?” I’d spotted a few when I’d looked up, though I hadn’t thought to check in the distillery itself.

	“Of course.” She gestured for me to precede her through the office door again. Only to be circumvented by the arrival of a very irritated Chief Terrance and a red-faced and jaw-clenched Detective Williams.

	Both of whom stared me down like I was the one who killed Harish Denning.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	Things could easily have gone sideways so fast I’d have found my round behind out in the parking lot before I could blink if it hadn’t been for Monica Denning. To my surprise, she’d pulled herself together sufficiently that when the pair of law enforcement officers paused to do the inevitable expulsion of my person, she appeared at the door with a grim expression and an outstretched hand.

	“Ms. Fleming,” she said before either could speak to the contrary, “we’re new to Reading but I am well aware of your reputation.” I wasn’t sure that was a compliment but took it as such when she carried on under the grim overwatch of Williams and Terrance. “I want to hire you to investigate my husband’s death.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” the chief said immediately.

	“The BCI is here to do just that,” Williams spoke at the exact same time.

	She ignored both of them, crossing to me on shaking legs, crying all over again but able to speak clearly despite her obvious hangover and state of emotional distress. “Please, Ms. Fleming,” she said in a low, soft tone, having to look up at me now that she’d shed her high heels, barely five feet to my five seven and as vulnerable as they came under the mess of hairspray and too much mascara. “I know what comes next.” She barely glanced toward the officers, hugging herself after dropping her silent outreach to me, hands shaking as they tucked around her elbows. “I didn’t kill my husband.” It was obvious she said that as much for my benefit as for Williams and Terrance.

	But I was the only one, it seemed, who was going to give her the benefit of the doubt. You better believe I didn’t miss the cynical twist to the chief’s lips or the way Williams’ façade of compassion slipped to reveal her hunger. Which meant the former would find a way to railroad the widow if he could and the latter? Felt like she had something to prove. Neither of them could be trusted and I wasn’t sure either motivation was worse than the other.

	“Of course,” I said in a bright voice, because even if I didn’t want the case, there was an opportunity here to not only bring misery to the pair who now glared at me in sullen fury but to find a way to turn their mutual jockeying for position to my advantage.

	My momma didn’t raise a fool. Just a hothead, but that’s another story all together.

	“Thank you.” She dropped her hands, still focusing on me. “Tell me what you need and it’s yours.”

	“A copy of all the video footage from last night and this morning,” I said, going a bit easier on her even though I clearly heard the grunting disapproval from the peanut gallery. Daisy and Lyrica stood in the open office doorway, my best friend’s features carefully schooled, though I could tell from the sparkle in her eyes she was enjoying my thwarting of the new chief’s goals and dreams as much as I was. Honestly, we were terrible, the pair of us. A woman had just lost her husband and possibly to nefarious means. But it was just too rich, this whole attempt to shut me down, and I could picture the look on Karla Jensen’s face when she found out her most recent shot to eliminate me from Olivia’s sphere of influence had died with Harish Denning.

	“This is a police matter,” Edwin Terrence stuttered, clearly not reading the room.

	“I don’t trust you,” Monica shot back at him. “Or you.” She jabbed an index finger at Williams who seemed startled and then hurt by the statement. “You’re new,” Monica said, dismissing Terrance with a head toss that had her lacquered hairdo bouncing, “and don’t think I’m not aware of how many times your department has screwed up investigations only to have Ms. Fleming and her team find out the truth.” Was that the sound of enamel crushing itself into dust inside Williams’ mouth? Yes, I believe it was. “If you think I’m going to let you railroad me into anything, you can just forget it.” She turned to Lyrica. “I’m going to take you up on that lawyer now.”

	The investor hurried forward, arm sliding around the small woman’s shoulders, her own expression dark and accusatory as she faced off with the two officials. “You heard her,” she said. “She’s asked for a lawyer. No more talking until representation has arrived. Go do your jobs, why don’t you.” She turned and led Monica back into the office, leaving Williams and Terrance to glare at one another—and then me, naturally—while I rejoined the widow, closing the door firmly behind me.

	I didn’t grin at them in triumph. I swear. It was a close call, though.

	So close.

	Lyrica had seated Monica in front of her computer, and I was surprised to find the widow hard at work already, downloading footage onto a jump drive for me while Daisy looked on. Her husband’s business partner frowned at the floor and joined me when I motioned for her to step aside, Lyrica Valios’ face lined and grim.

	“Again, forgive me,” she said very softly as she glanced at Monica to ensure the woman didn’t hear her, “but we’re going to have to dump that whole batch. This is going to set us back, not to mention the bad press if Harish was murdered.”

	I wasn’t the only one with an agenda, so I didn’t feel so bad. “Is there any possible way Harish would have slipped and fallen in by accident?”

	Lyrica shook her head, though she didn’t seem decisive, just confused. “I know just enough about the industry to be dangerous,” she said with some humor in her voice. “Harish was the expert. But from what I understand that vat was almost done fermenting so it shouldn’t have been opened at all. Whatever his reason for doing so, I’m now concerned there was a problem with the batch to begin with.” She hesitated, gnawing at the inside of her cheek before she groaned. “Please tell me he wasn’t hiding something I didn’t know about.”

	That was a bit of a leap, but then again, I wasn’t an insider in this case, so it made sense to lean into her instincts. “Was he acting oddly?” I recalled his issue with Olga Hursted and wondered if there was trouble with the Vermont Liquor Control that he hadn’t told Lyrica about.

	She shrugged, tossed her hands. “No more than usual,” she said. “Harish had a passion for whiskey, Ms. Fleming, but not so much for people.” Okay, then. “He was so determined to make it work this time.”

	Wait, what did that mean? I wanted to ask but the door to the office opened, and Penny poked her head inside, nodding to me.

	“I hear you’re on the case,” she said with a completely deadpan expression that almost made me laugh.

	“I guess I am,” I said, surprised that either Williams or Terrance would have informed her of the truth of the matter and wondered where her information came from. “Do you have a TOD for me?”

	She shook her head, glancing at Monica who was still head down over her computer keyboard, diligent Daisy at her side. “Not yet. It’s going to be complicated, Fee.” Penny sighed, slipping into the room, already out of her white coverall, her blonde ponytail sliding over her shoulder as she exhaled. “The alcohol content and the temperature of the batch will influence timing. But I did confirm this wasn’t an accident.” Good to know. “He was unconscious when he went in, more than likely, no sign of struggle thanks to the blow he took to the back of his head.”

	“So not an accidental injury?” He could have fallen, right?

	“There’s no sign of damage to the ladder, the edge of the tank or anything else in the space that could have caused the wound’s shape,” she said. “And there’s also no way he could have hit the back of his head and fallen into the vat without help.”

	So, murder. Gotcha.

	“Travis is going to sift the contents of the vat for more evidence,” she said. “I’ll let you know what I find.” Those words were barely out of her mouth when none other than Travis Ripley knocked and then hurried inside, offering up something in a large plastic bag, already labeled. Penny accepted it, hefting the glass bottle within with her lips pulling tight. “And now we have the murder weapon,” she said, pointing to the solid bottom, squared off and thick enough to do the kind of damage she mentioned.

	Lyrica immediately spoke up. “Can you get fingerprints?”

	“Unfortunately, not,” Travis said. “The fermentation process would have destroyed any evidence like that.”

	I acted quickly, snapping a photo of the item, before Penny handed it back to Travis. He exited with it while I examined the picture, Lyrica frowning next to me.

	“That’s not one of ours,” she said.

	“You’re sure?” I took a closer look, the label missing, tinted glass a pale amber tone that would enhance, I imagined, the color of the whiskey it was meant to house. But this particular bottle was capless and empty.

	“Positive.” Lyrica turned and helped herself to a box next to the door, pulling out a bottle and showing both myself and Penny what she held. The Denning Distillery label, craft paper brown with black and gold lettering, was wrapped tightly around a round bottle, shorter and fatter than the one Travis found. “Every distillery has its own distinctive packaging. I can assure you, Harish was not fond of square and wouldn’t have that,” she pointed at my phone, “in his facility. He said round bottles nurtured the flavor.” She eye rolled like that made no sense to her.

	“Any idea where this would have come from?” My mind was already churning while Lyrica shook her head.

	“I’ll look into it,” I said.

	“And I have an autopsy to perform.” Penny nodded to both of us before exiting quietly, even as Monica finally finished her task and turned to Daisy, pulling free the thumb drive from her desktop and handing it to my best friend.

	“If there’s anything else you remember,” I said to the victim’s wife. “Get some sleep and take a hot shower, Mrs. Denning. Try to rest. We’ll talk when you’ve had a chance to recover a little.”

	“Thank you, Ms. Fleming,” she said, voice cracking as she seemed to slip into a shock state, gaze soft and confused.

	“Fee,” I said, offering her my hand.

	“Monica.” She choked on her next words before standing abruptly. “I need to pull myself together. Thank you, everyone. Lyrica, can you help me get home?”

	“Of course.” The two women exited, Lyrica turning to mouth, “Call me,” as they exited, leaving me with Daisy and Petunia, the pug staring up at me like she fully expected me to reveal the killer at any second.

	“Let’s head to the office,” I said, accepting the jump drive from Daisy, bouncing it in my palm. “I want to have a look at what’s on here before we go any further.”

	Because there was an excellent chance the killer featured on the footage, and this could very easily be over before it even got started. And you’d better believe I was going to beat Williams and Terrance to the punch if I could. I wasn’t a vindictive person by nature (no laughing), but that’s what you got for prodding the redhead when she wasn’t in the mood for prodding.

	Boo-yah.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	Williams approached me when I exited the office, Brown lingering in the background, watching with that worried frown on his face. She was frowning too, but hers had more of an edge and there was actually a moment I worried she might be at the limit of her temper. Not that I thought she’d ever attack me physically, but her animosity didn’t so much ooze as it did gush from her tall, broad-shouldered self. She’d adopted a short, crisp haircut since she’d been promoted and while I was accustomed to women in suits thanks to my dear friends and coworkers, Liz Michaud and Jill Wagner, they both maintained a certain level of femininity in their attire. Sarah Williams had swung herself so far to the masculine I wondered about her choice, though of course, she was welcome to it. However, if she’d made that decision out of some need to prove herself and not from her own truth, it had to be adding to her terrible temperament, right?

	No job was worth being someone you weren’t.

	“Ms. Fleming.” She might as well have sworn at me, practically turning my name into a curse, though she did manage to hold herself back while doing her best to intimidate me. Oh, I knew the signs, had encountered enough bullies in my life—especially this iteration of it—to know she wasn’t as confident in herself as she wanted people to believe and was more than happy to transfer her frustration onto me. “You’re not welcome in this investigation.”

	“Tell that to my client,” I said, both hands sliding over my belly, Daisy at my side with Petunia’s leash in one hand. I usually did this standoff stuff alone, so it was nice to have my best friend and her shining radiance present.

	Williams held out one hand, not to be denied. “I want the footage you received from Mrs. Denning.”

	Did she, now. “I recommend you apply to her lawyer for your copy,” I said. “Unless you’d like to have Detective Mallory stop by the office. I might be convinced to give him a preview.”

	I had no idea someone could turn that particular shade of purple. She choked on her words, even had to turn sideways and glare at the ground, hands on her hips as she exhaled through her mouth before she was able to return her focus to me.

	“Detective Mallory,” she ground out like crushed gravel over magma, “no longer takes cases in this part of the state.”

	I’d suspected as much, but the confirmation didn’t make me feel any better. “I see,” I said. “Your boss pulled his only competent homicide detective and replaced him with a newbie because his feelings got hurt.” Yes, it was more complicated than that, but come on, people. A bit of professionalism wouldn’t hurt anyone.

	Williams grunted like I’d kicked her in the stomach. “Leave Detective Mallory out of this,” she snarled. “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?”

	Did she actually think she was protecting him? I almost laughed in her face, shaking my head instead.

	“Excuse me, detective,” I said, striding past her, catching Brown’s deep frown as I approached him. And nodded to him with a small smile and a little wave.

	Again, his eyes widened at the gesture and, as though unable to stop himself, he waved back. I didn’t pause, instead carrying on outside into the fresh mountain air, the sunlight warming the day far more than expected this close to Christmas. Daisy kept pace while I headed for the car, noting the moment she prodded me gently and gestured, that the death of Harish Denning hadn’t gone unnoticed.

	The Asian woman I’d encountered the night before stood next to her car, watching the building but making no move to approach. Soso Kaito wasn’t alone either, the tall, thin form of Olga Hursted next to her. The older woman was talking to the younger, while Soso ignored what she was hurriedly whispering. It wasn’t until I swerved and headed in their direction that the young woman straightened, dropping her arms from their tight cross over her narrow chest, and turned to say something in equal haste to her companion. What, did they think their obvious observation would go unnoticed and unchallenged? The pair quickly climbed into the car, Soso in the driver’s seat, and peeled out of there before I could reach them, though their hasty exit didn’t mean a thing.

	I’d be tracking them both down for a chit-chat as soon as I saw what was on the jump drive.

	In my haste to chase them down, I’d missed the fact the other vehicle in the parking lot, tucked behind the ambulance and only now in view, was host to the last person I wanted to see right then. Okay, not the last, but Anita Jones wasn’t high on my list of favorites, and I knew from experience she was an annoyance at the least and a frustrating interference at the worst. That didn’t stop her from closing the distance and shoving her microphone in my face.

	I was really getting tired of how she did that.

	“Another murder, Ms. Fleming?” She wriggled the handpiece under my chin, perfectly shaped brows arching. She finally looked like she was happy she’d lingered in Reading after all. “From what I understand, you’re hardly a stranger to such events. Surely the police investigation doesn’t require a private detective?” She barreled on before I could tell her to mind her own business. “Is it true you found the body?”

	“I’ve been hired,” I stressed that word while refusing to answer anything she wanted to know, “by Mrs. Monica Denning. The rest of this business is my own. Excuse me.” I tried to push past her, but Anita was faster on her feet than I was at present and despite her slim build, she wasn’t about to let a massive pregnant woman push her around.

	“Was Mr. Denning murdered, then?” She hurried to keep up when I finally sidestepped her and headed for my car, that microphone still in my way. “Why else would you be hired? With your particular skill set?”

	I huffed to a halt at the passenger’s door, Daisy already moving to open it for me, putting herself between me and the reporter. Petunia wriggled in the backseat, belted firmly in place and likely the reason my best friend hadn’t come running to my rescue. Not that I needed rescuing. I was again grateful for Day’s presence as Anita refused to take the obvious hint.

	“No comment,” I growled.

	Anita hesitated before spinning and dropping the microphone to her side, dragging her index finger across her throat. The young man behind the camera peeked out from the viewfinder to give her a curious look.

	“Go get some B roll, Jordy,” she said.

	He shrugged after a moment and wandered off, barely gone a moment when Anita turned back to me, eyes wide and cheeks pink from the cold.

	“I know we didn’t get off on the best foot,” she said.

	My scowl only deepened. “What do you want, Ms. Jones?”

	“I might have information for you,” she said. Paused. Then rushed on. “If you’re willing to keep me abreast of the case.”

	Tit for tat was hardly a shocker. I thought about it even as Daisy answered for me.

	“Ms. Fleming is more than capable of her own investigation, Ms. Jones,” my bestie said with a smile and her unique charisma that had me feeling like a superhero while cutting Anita’s feet out from under her. “Thanks for your interest. Have a lovely day.” She practically shoved me into the front seat and closed the door behind me, moving in long strides that didn’t appear hurried but carried her with great rapidity until we were driving off barely a minute later, leaving the unhappy scene behind.

	“Sorry about that,” Day said, huffing a little, her irritation now showing. “Imagine, thinking she knew more than you.”

	I had to laugh at her reaction. “The utter temerity,” I said.

	Day giggled as she got the sarcasm. “Well, you are Fiona Fleming,” she said.

	“And you’re my hero.” I squeezed her hand and sighed, feeling wrung out suddenly. The babies weren’t making my life any easier, lingering the way they did, and the adrenaline of finding the body and digging into a new case was no longer sufficient to sustain me like it usually could. Still, I was happy to have something to distract me from the fact I really needed them out now, please, and a murder investigation was just what the doctor ordered.

	Though I was sure Lloyd Aberstock would beg to differ.

	“Let’s get back to the office,” I said, sending Dad a fast text to meet us there. “I want to know if the answers are on this drive,” I’d tucked it into my coat pocket already, “or if we’re in for the long haul.”

	Was it wrong that I was hoping for the latter?

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	We huddled as a trio around the monitor of my laptop, watching the footage on fast forward. Dad had met us at the office, Petunia quickly settling on her pillow under my feet while I inserted the drive and downloaded the footage.

	From what we had seen, Harish Denning arrived back at his distillery about ten minutes after leaving the Harp and Thorn, disappearing inside past the parking lot camera. The one in the office showed him entering and going to his computer for a moment, logging something, before he stood and returned to the foyer of the building. When he entered the distillery room floor, however, I was disappointed to discover there were only two feeds available, neither of which covered that space. Which meant we only had the comings and goings from the exterior of the building and any activity in the main office.

	Weird to place a camera there, wasn’t it? And not in the distillery itself? I made a note to ask Monica the reasoning behind it as the footage wound on. Olga Hursted appeared outside about a half hour after Harish returned, her entry into the building turning into a confrontation just outside the office door in full view of the camera. There was no sound and the feed itself was rather grainy, but it was clear the pair were in an altercation, if contained to verbal and not physical. Olga exited five minutes later, though the parking lot camera revealed she didn’t leave right away. In fact, the moment she stepped foot outside she circled the building, heading for the far-right corner and vanishing into the darkness.

	Imagine my surprise (I grunted out loud) when less than a minute later Karla Jensen pulled into the parking lot and hurried inside. Frustration had me clenching my fists in my lap when she went nowhere near the office or the second camera. There was no evidence she spoke to Harish, though I was now wishing (because I really was a terrible person) I could pin his death on her just to get her out of my hair. And my town. Equally both. Instead, I had to watch her hustle back to her car, the briefest glimpse of her face looking back over her shoulder showing an angry expression.

	“I know what you’re thinking,” Dad said with a chuckle.

	He had to say it, didn’t he?

	Karla hesitated at her car door, answering a call, then drove off. Hope remained she was in the running as the killer. It didn’t take long for Soso Kaito to appear next, slipping into the building. She, at least, had designs on the office because she appeared as plain as day in that space, rooting around in the two desks with a frustrated frown and hasty movements. She then retreated from the office, vanishing from both feeds for a full three minutes.

	Another car pulled in, Lyrica Valios exiting, the parking lot becoming rather crowded, though she didn’t seem to care. That had me frowning until I saw her pull out her phone, looking at Harish’s car. She walked into the building with the phone at her ear, but who was she talking to? I hadn’t considered her as a suspect, and nor had she told me she was in the building last night. Without TOD, however, it was a huge leap to even consider her as the killer, something I needed to apply to everyone I’d just seen enter and exit the distillery.

	Lyrica disappeared through the front door just before Soso burst into view, appearing suddenly at the exit and running for her car at top speed.

	“That doesn’t look good,” Daisy said.

	“She must have realized she’d get caught if she stayed,” I said.

	Soso had barely driven off when Olga appeared from around the building, also hurrying, looking back over her shoulder as she rushed to her car and peeled away.

	Five minutes later Lyrica left, still on the phone, her car’s rear lights fading. It was a full twelve minutes before one last car pulled in, driven by Patrick Huss. That had me frowning and leaning forward, though his passenger explained his presence. The Harp and Thorn owner circled his truck and helped the staggeringly drunk Monica Denning down from the step up, practically lifting her from the ground to keep her from falling. I watched him guide her to the front door of the distillery, holding my breath in anticipation of what was to come next. Who knew a faintly pixelated, black and white silent film could be so engrossing?

	There was no sign of them for almost five minutes and then they appeared in the office door, Patrick looking upset, Monica almost thrashing. They stopped in the threshold, Monica falling into his arms, and they embraced in a rather embarrassing moment of passion that had Dad sitting back and Daisy whispering, “Oh, my.”

	An affair was an excellent motive for murder.

	For some reason, Patrick leaned back and said something, Monica’s mood shifting from heated to furious. Her arm flailing started up all over again and when she finally pushed him physically out of the office, he left. Monica then staggered to her chair and desk and collapsed there, head down, sobbing visibly. There was no sign of Patrick for about two minutes. When he finally did reappear, he hurried out the door with his head down and his hands in his pockets, driving off and leaving her there.

	Monica’s weeping stopped shortly after it started, and the remainder of the footage passed without incident until the sun came up and Daisy pulled into the parking lot with me and Petunia. I watched us find her in the office before sitting back with a sigh, Dad and Day joining me as I switched off the two feeds with a click of the mouse.

	“Looks like we have an obvious group of suspects,” Dad said.

	“I wish there were more feeds,” I said. “There’s a whole lot we couldn’t see, and a large portion of the building’s exterior isn’t covered, either.” Maybe Monica failed to give me everything in her hungover and grieving state. I fired off a text to Lyrica as Daisy nodded.

	“I made a list as we went,” she said, laying down her notepad on my desk. “Divide and conquer?”

	“The first woman was Olga Hursted,” I said, pointing at Day’s note about her arrival. “She works for Vermont Liquor Control. And the other woman is Soso Kaito. I think she works for another distillery.”

	“I can take both of them,” Dad said.

	“Day,” I said, “can you take Monica and Harish? I want to talk to Nelson Delamonte about Lyrica personally just in case.”

	“And Karla Jensen,” Dad said. “What about Patrick Huss?”

	“I’ll tackle that mess,” I said. “Day, I’d also like a solid look into our new deputy, Buell Montgomery.”

	She nodded while Dad stood.

	“And I’ll handle Edwin Terrance,” he said. “Happy hunting, you two.”

	I settled into my seat with more eagerness than was probably healthy for any well-adjusted human being, an extra pillow tucked into the small of my back, all my attention fixed on the problem at hand, my favorite, and dove into the best part of any investigation.

	No judging. I loved my job.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Of course, I chose to dig into Karla first. I’d already looked into her past previously, but I couldn’t resist doing so again. It was more than likely she was aware of my digging because I never did anything to hide it, prodding her life and history at semi-regular intervals just to keep her on her toes. But, like every other time I went looking, my search turned up more of the same.

	Without any connection to Harish Denning or any of the other players in our little drama of death, I had no reason to keep looking in her direction, much to my disappointment, though I held out hope Penny might hand over a TOD that gave me a fresh excuse.

	Besides, what possible reason could Karla have had to be there last night? Especially if she didn’t have ties to anyone connected to the murder? Nothing I could do about it until I had more information from the ME, so rather than being even more stubborn than usual, I decided to carry on for the time being.

	With Karla discarded for the moment, I turned my attention to Patrick Huss. My former classmate and the Harp and Thorn’s owner certainly had motive to kill Harish Denning. I’d been part of enough murder investigations to know that infidelity was more than enough motive to kill someone, sometimes out of the blue and without premeditation. If Harish had somehow discovered the pair were having an affair, it could have all gone down in a heated moment, right?

	My bias against Patrick was twofold, as well. His penchant for drinking his own wares in the past always gave me a rather distasteful view of him. He’d been a bully in high school, never making an effort, skating by and taking over his family’s bar when he was in his early twenties. The fact he’d maintained his business through the O’Shea situation had me frowning, too. Not many residents had, most locals bought out and moved along by the crime family in their racket to use Reading for their own nefarious purposes. It always made me wonder if he’d worked out a deal with them. Mind you, my mother had held onto The Iris, Vivian French her family’s bakery and Dad and I still had control of Fleming Investigations, but we were the minority. The only other bar in town, The Orange, had been closed since the O’Sheas left town, my godfather and godmother returned to Ireland, Malcolm Murray and Siobhan Doyle both happily living in the country of their origin again. Knowing Patrick didn’t have the connections to the O’Sheas that allowed Malcolm to keep his bar open and operating now concerned me more than ever.

	Aside from the fact I knew he’d accepted product from Harish, however, there was nothing else to tie him to the dead distillery owner. I did find a connection to Monica, though, spotting the pair in an old college photo posted on Patrick’s social media. It was pretty obvious they knew each other very well from the way he held her in the picture, both of them laughing in a small crowd of friends. I hadn’t even known Patrick went to college, so the image was a surprise.

	Without anything else to go on—and now strongly leaning toward the fact Monica’s lover might have killed her husband—I turned to the last player on my list. Lyrica Valios had a high-profile life a decade ago, born in a powerful family in New York, images of her partying and attending Fashion Week, dating powerful people and A-list actors fell to the wayside when she founded her company. The Valios Group rose, the magazine article I found informed me, from Lyrica’s desire to make a difference in the world after the death of her father and her inheritance of his corporate interests. Since then, she’d cleaned up her act and become a bit of a legend on the investment capital stage, championing green energy, small businesses no one else was willing to assist owned by women and minorities and blazing a trail for capitalism with a conscience.

	My stomach clenched when I dialed the number that I was kind of dreading, though Nelson Delamonte answered with a cheerful greeting, his deep voice warm and happy.

	“You must be so excited,” he said. “Any day now, right?”

	I was getting tired of hearing that. “I need to ask you about Lyrica Valios,” I said.

	“She said she was going to stop in and see you,” Nelson said, tone taking on a more serious level. “I’ve backed some of her projects and I’ve never had a problem. Are you calling for a reference?”

	“Not exactly,” I said, sitting back and rubbing my hip with tense fingers as I focused on the painting across from me, letting my gaze soften as my mind worked. “There’s been a murder.”

	He chuckled, then cleared his throat. “Sorry,” he said. “Death isn’t funny. But you do seem to fall into the middle of it on the regular, Fiona Fleming.”

	“Tell me about it. So, how much do you know about her?”

	“Is she a suspect?” He didn’t wait for me to answer, the sound of his own soft exhale preceding his next words. “I’d vet her as a client,” he said, “but murder? I’m happy to look into her further for you. I’ve only known her professionally for the last ten years, since she started The Valios Group. If there’s something else in her history that might tie her to this case of yours, I might be able to help you find it.”

	“I’m the investigator in this relationship,” I said, forcing humor into my voice.

	He laughed again, good nature making his velvet tone hum. “I am well aware,” he said. “And yet, I seem to owe you a favor or two, Fee. Let me help.”

	Heaven forbid that I ever owe him. “Fine, let me know what you uncover,” I said.

	“One more thing,” he said. “When do I get my Daisy back?”

	His question instantly rankled. “She was my Daisy first,” I said. Yes, I did my best to keep it light, but I failed utterly, trust me.

	“I understand,” Nelson told me, not a hint of resentment in his voice. “She’s invaluable to many. I wish she knew that.” Well, he wasn’t the only one. “If I can’t have your husband,” there was the amusement again, the teasing, because he clearly thought we had that kind of connection, and maybe he was right, “I’m taking your best friend. Deal?”

	“That’s going to be up to her,” I said. “Thanks, Nelson.” For being honest with me about his intentions. “Keep me posted.”

	I sat forward as I hung up, my gaze falling on the card lying on my desk. I’d pulled out Anita Jones’ business card along with the jump drive. The sour note behind her offer didn’t stop me from considering it. Without the smoking gun (or heavy bottle, in this case) on the footage I’d been looking for, and with my search turning up little to nothing of note outside an old relationship between Patrick and Monica (albeit an excellent option), there might come a time when Anita’s information could come in handy.

	But was I willing to make a deal with the journalistic devil at this point?

	I didn’t have to make the decision right away, however, Daisy rising from her desk to join me, Dad doing the same, the pair of them at pace with my own investigation, it seemed. Petunia snored softly as my father settled next to me, Daisy bringing her chair along, the pair of them kind enough to come to me again instead of making me go to them.

	I quickly filled them in on what I’d learned (and failed to), not bothering to bring up Nelson’s request. I’d meant what I said about Daisy. She had her own choices to make and if leaving Reading or our Montpelier office to work for him was what she wanted, I wasn’t going to hold her back. As much as I’d miss her, Day was a grown woman and was proving herself a talented investigator in her own right. Whatever path she took, I’d do my best to love and support her along the way.

	She went next when Dad nodded to her, her notebook filled with her own kind of shorthand I never did learn to decipher. “Our new town deputy seems clean enough,” she said. “Buell Montgomery recently graduated from the Vermont Police Academy this past semester and worked a few temporary positions since then. This is his first full-time position. I spoke to one of his instructors at the academy and he only had good things to say. Buell was a solid, mid-level student, didn’t stand out either way but knows his job and was reliable, if a follower, not a leader.” She flipped the page. “And, as far as I can tell, he has no connection to the new chief outside of being interviewed and hired by him.”

	Being a follower wasn’t a bad thing, but I preferred my own drum, thanks. Still, I wasn’t going to judge the young deputy for anything he did as long as he followed the law and didn’t fall in with the wrong kind of attitudes. Something that wasn’t guaranteed, however, considering his new boss and Edwin Terrance’s dislike for Fleming Investigations.

	“Great work, Daisy,” I said. She flashed me one of her million-watt smiles before turning another page.

	“Harish Denning is originally from Arizona and moved to Vermont to take advantage of a new business startup and relocation program the state was offering. I did a nationwide search, and it turns out this is his fourth attempt at entrepreneurship. All of his other efforts ended in bankruptcy.”

	That triggered a memory that had me nodding. “Lyrica mentioned something about ‘this time’ to me,” I said. “She must have known he had a terrible track record.”

	“Why would she back him, then?” Daisy’s curiosity wasn’t singular. It was clear from Dad’s frown he and I were thinking the exact same thing. “Maybe having someone like Lyrica Valios as an investor was the charm. The distillery is still new, but there are excellent reviews from the handful of influencers he’s reached out to, and the profit projections seem positive.” She carried on while I let the Lyrica question stew a moment. “His wife, Monica, is from Montpelier. They met in college and have been married for thirteen years. No children.” She looked up from her notes. “I couldn’t find any outward evidence of previous infidelity. Monica has stood by Harish through all of his business failures, even openly supporting him online.” I’d only looked at Patrick’s social media, not hers, so I’d missed that part. “As you said, Fee, she went to Vermont State on a liberal arts scholarship. Looks like she breezed through.” Not to discredit my state’s college, but an arts major wasn’t exactly an upwardly mobile choice to make. “She graduated and went to Arizona State to get her CPA but flunked out. She met Harish there.”

	Interesting. Did that mean she was the woman behind the finances? Money was also an excellent motive. Which meant I needed access to the business’ records.

	Dad wasn’t done speculating. “They could have planned to get rid of Harish now that the business was succeeding,” he said. “Could Monica have influenced Harish’s decision to move to Reading?”

	“Or did Monica and Patrick reconnect here after the fact?” I shook my head. “Does that mean you didn’t find anything culpable?” Everything seemed to lean toward Monica and Patrick at the moment. Why then did she push so hard to involve me in the case? If she was using some kind of reverse psychology tactic to get me on her side, she was going to be in for an epic disappointment. But I couldn’t help but think there was so much more we were missing.

	Dad winked. “I didn’t say that.”

	I grinned back at his sudden eagerness to share. There was an excellent reason I was so good at what I did, that reason sitting right beside me, and it was his turn.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	“Olga Hursted has a reputation in her office,” Dad said. “The receptionist for Vermont Liquor Control says she’s shut down a number of businesses over bad product, illegal activity and unregistered sales.” I looked back and forth between my father and my best friend and finally realized where her favorite choice of contacts came from. I had this bulldog propensity to go right to the source, but my best friend often revealed things I’d never found because she liked to ingratiate herself to the staff and underlings of those who we investigated. Only now did I realize where that decision had come from and wondered if my father had been carefully cultivating her education. I wouldn’t put it past him. Dad hadn’t just recruited everyone to join Fleming Investigations. He took a solid hand in selecting assignments and arranging opportunities for the others. How much of our business’s growth and expansion was by careful design?

	Since I tended to bumble and barrel my way through every case I encountered, the fact I’d missed Dad’s careful management of our evolution wasn’t that big of a stretch but for the first time I found myself admiring what he’d made and just how skillfully he’d nurtured the talent he’d purposely brought on to work with us.

	Sly old fox.

	Dad hadn’t paused as my mind processed that bit of information. “She said Olga really seemed to have it out for Harish, however. So far, she hasn’t found anything to shut him down or actionable evidence, but his file is still open. I’m waiting to hear back once Olga checks in.” He shifted in his seat, going through his own notes. I preferred digital, as did Crew and Liz, but Daisy had taken on Dad’s habit of writing everything down. “She’s never had any issues with her bosses at the liquor control offices and has been with them for fifteen years since she retired from modelling, though she’s only been an investigator for them for the last five years."

	I knew it. Being pregnant hadn’t dulled my intuition, at least.

	“Soso Kaito owns her own place in Chittenden County, near Burlington. Petal and Pine Distillery.” Dad set his notebook down, sitting back and crossing his hands behind his head, lips pursing. “Her operation is five years old, has good reviews. But she’s been struggling in the market.”

	“A business rivalry is a good motive,” I said.

	Dad dropped his hands, reaching for his phone, showing us a podcast. “According to this interview she did, she blames her troubles not just on the industry, but directly on Harish Denning.” He’d cued up a portion of the audio. “Wasn’t hard to find,” he said as he hit play.

	“The old boy’s patriarchy is hard at work,” I recognized Soso’s voice despite the tinny sound from Dad’s phone speaker, “doing its best to tear down women who dare to bring anything of value to the table. Look at the special treatment hand-delivered to men like Harish Denning.”

	“It sounds like he has a solid product,” the interviewer interrupted.

	“If you like swill,” Soso snarled back, practically shouting as she went on. “Why is it men like him are encouraged to move to our state to start up a second-rate operation in direct competition with a woman-run endeavor if not to shut down any chance we have to—” Dad hit the pause button, eyebrows raised. “Heard enough?”

	I certainly had, Daisy nodding in agreement, her eyes wide. “She and Olga certainly seemed familiar,” I said.

	“Why would the two of them have been at the distillery this morning?” Daisy tapped at her notes with the end of her bright pink pen, the sparkles inside glittering as they shifted around in the center.

	“Well, there was an ambulance, the local chief’s truck and the state police present,” I said. If either of them were involved in the murder, why would they bother to show up at the crime scene? You’d think they’d have avoided it like the plague instead of turning up to be implicated. “Except,” I went on, realizing I hadn’t said any of the previous aloud but trusting my father and best friend to follow the mental thread, “they must have known they were on the footage, right? Were they there to see what the cops found?” They’d certainly dashed fast enough when I’d approached them.

	“Can we rewind a little to my previous question?” Day’s hesitation had me shaking my head while Dad said, “what question, Daisy?”

	She spoke quickly, like she was worried she was wasting our time. “Why would someone like Lyrica Valios invest in Harish Denning when he had such a wretched track record?”

	Ah, yes. “An excellent question,” I said, nodding. “One of a few we need answers to, moving forward. Great reminder, Day.” She didn’t need me to prop her up, except she did, sometimes, and I was happy to do it.

	So was Dad. “We should chase that down,” Dad nodded. “If Lyrica knew, which it sounds like she did, it was a horrible business decision.”

	“She likes to be seen as a champion for the underdog,” I said.

	“There’s underdogs,” Dad said, “and lame old hounds who never should have been brought out to hunt.” He shrugged. “There are certainly more useful places to put her money if her focus is social status.”

	He wasn’t wrong. “The old white guy status quo thing?” I nibbled my lower lip while I thought about it. “Maybe Soso Kaito has good reason to be furious.”

	“Let’s find out.” Dad almost stood up, pausing as Day inhaled softly, resettling himself while we both focused on her.

	“You were going to look into Edwin Terrance,” she reminded him.

	Dad grunted, grinning at her. “You don’t miss a beat, Daisy,” he said. “I love that about you. Always with the details. Keep that up, kiddo, okay?”

	She smiled back, flashing her delight, containing it again quickly. Day had always looked up to my dad and I knew why. Her own absent father hadn’t exactly left the best impression on her, so I suppose it was only natural she adored the man I did, too, and wanted his approval.

	Funny how being on the cusp of motherhood really made me pay attention to things like parenting and just how lucky I was to have my mom and dad.

	Choked up at the worst possible time, who, me?

	Dad and Day didn’t seem to notice, my father returning his attention to his notebook. Except, he flipped back a few pages, like way more than his current notes, which told me a lot more than his initial statement did as he spoke.

	“Edwin Terrance,” he said, “widowed father of one son who lives in Atlanta and one daughter in Chicago. His wife was a librarian. Originally from Georgia himself, did a long run as deputy sheriff in Clark County there but was let go for an undisclosed reason six months ago.”

	“But you have a contact,” I said. Because Dad had contacts everywhere.

	“I do,” he said. “Full disclosure, girls, I’ve known about Edwin Terrance for a few days.” Obviously, from the age of his notes. “I heard from my source first.” Huh, so they contacted Dad. Why, to warn him? Had to be. Which was why he’d reacted the way he did when the new chief had been introduced. “Sounds like he was a good cop once.” That didn’t bode well.

	“What happened?” Daisy’s compassion had a place in this conversation because it softened my own sharp judgment just enough to keep me from falling head-first into cynicism.

	“His wife got sick,” Dad said, soft, low, emotion in it, behind it. I barely held off reaching out to touch his hand. We’d just been through a near-loss with the Aberstocks, after all, Bernice’s remission from cancer we were sure was going to take her from us surely a worry for Dad. My parents were far from decrepit and had long lives (please, long, long lives) ahead of them. Still, they were both pushing sixty. My father had to be thinking about Mom as he brought up Edwin Terrance and his loss, right? “A long and expensive battle with breast cancer. When she finally died, I guess all of their savings were gone and he was deeply in debt despite their insurance. My source says he started drinking about two years ago and it finally caught up with him.” Dad’s sadness faded into regret. “He was caught drunk on the job, and they let him go immediately. But the truth of his release was kept back from the public out of respect for his loss and his long service to the community.”

	“Leaving our town to hire someone incapable of the job,” I said. I know, I know. Harsh. Still. This had Karla Jensen written all over it. The stunt she’d pulled with the private security company she tried to hire, all staffed with ex-cons she exploited? Too close in essence to be a coincidence.

	“You’re not wrong, kid,” Dad said. “I can have compassion for the man but still be concerned about the quality of service Reading can expect.” I’m not going to lie. We sat in mutual glum silence for a while until Dad finally inhaled and slapped both big hands on the thighs of his jeans. “Good thing we’re here to keep an eye on things.”

	“We need to tell Olivia.” There were a lot of things I was going to say to the mayor, and not all of them nice. Okay, most of them. But surely, she had no idea we’d hired a man with an addiction problem to run our new police force? Not even she would…

	Wait. This was Olivia Walker we were talking about. I almost groaned.

	Because, if he served her purposes? Yes. Yes, she would.

	“Time to take a walk to town hall,” I growled.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	I left them to carry on while I exited Fleming Investigations and crossed the short distance to my destination, leaving my pug behind with Daisy. If I’d thought the puppy would influence the conversation I was about to have, you better believe I would have taken her with me. But Olivia had always seemed impervious to the wiles of the Petunias, or anything outside her own mind, for that matter. In that way we seemed similar, matching dogs with bones of expectation. It was a wonder, really, we’d managed to maintain some semblance of friendship over the years. Maybe she respected me enough and maybe I begrudgingly did the same that we’d always eventually come back to supporting one another.

	But I swear to you, in that short walk to her office, I was ready to hand her the riot act for making yet another terrible choice for our town, even if it meant ruining the odd relationship we had forever.

	And before you go and blame it on the girls in my middle? Yeah, not their fault. This was all redheaded temper, trust me. If anything, the wriggling duo inside me did their best to soften my hard edges, not the other way around.

	No excuses from this Fleming.

	My phone buzzed as I reached the stairs and I paused to answer, Crew’s number popping up.

	“I heard,” he said, simple and without judgment. “I won’t ask if you’re okay.”

	I hadn’t called him yet, so someone tattled. Bad enough I felt guilty he didn’t hear it from me. “Don’t tell me to be careful, please.”

	“Nope,” he said, tone soft but light. “I’m done with that, remember? Go kick butt and solve one more case. It’s going to be harder once the girls get here.”

	“Why?” I snapped that without thinking, lowering my voice when I passed a young woman exiting, her startled expression at my tone reminding me not to take out my troubles on my husband. He didn’t deserve it. “Because I’m going to be a mother?”

	He laughed at that. “You sound like you’re going into battle alone,” he said. “We’re both going to be busy, Fee. This is one last hurrah for us both.” I heard voices in the background and immediately identified the deep, velvet tone of Nelson Delamonte.

	“You didn’t tell me you were going to Miami,” I said.

	“You didn’t tell me you found a body,” my husband replied.

	Fine. Grumble. “Have fun,” I said with enough sarcasm I winced. “Honestly, you’re right, Crew. But come home soon. Don’t you dare miss the babies coming.” I caught my breath, realizing how deeply embedded that fear actually was. “Please, don’t miss it.”

	“I won’t.” He didn’t try to soothe me, his tone solid and strong. “I love you and I love them. I’ll be home shortly. In the meantime, you take care of yourself, Fiona Fleming. And our daughters. I’m so damned proud of the woman I married.” He hung up, the faint thickness in his voice not lost on me and I pocketed my phone with my own tight, eyes tingling.

	“Love you, too,” I whispered.

	My gushy feelings might have gotten the better of me if I hadn’t spotted Karla Jensen across the foyer of town hall at that exact moment. Perfect timing, thank you. Dissolving into weepies and the hormonal soup of my present condition was fine and dandy when I was home alone or had Crew to lean into. But I was on a case, more than a case, and one of the targets of my interest had placed herself in my line of sight at the precise moment.

	I was almost grateful to her. And felt sorry for her at the same time. If it was the last thing I did, I was going to make sure Karla Jensen was expelled from Reading on her butt and good freaking riddance.

	Bitter and vengeful, you betcha.

	She didn’t see me, pausing as one of the other individuals I was hoping to corner exited from a side hall and stopped in his tracks in front of her. Chief Edwin Terrance was dressed in his puffy coat and uniform pants, carrying some kind of paperwork, heading in my direction when Karla intercepted him. They were far enough away I missed what they were talking about but caught the moment of interaction that had me musing about the visible fury that passed between them. I was three or four strides away when I heard Karla snarl, “—you to take care of—” only to have him gesture sharply at her, gaze flickering toward me. I finished my approach with a grin, stopping next to them, both of them now sullen and silent as I nodded to each in turn.

	“Karla,” I said. “Edwin.” Oh, yes, I used his first name instead of chief, watched the twitch that started at the corner of his eye and almost giggled. There was a time when triggering law enforcement was something I didn’t do on purpose. It just happened naturally. Ask Crew, in case you’ve forgotten. But it was a skill I’d learned to cultivate and sometimes take pleasure in, this instance one of those times. “How’s the case coming along?”

	He grunted something at me before hurrying away, Karla tsking as he fled, her lips narrowing, hazel gaze tight before she turned abruptly to me on her heels, lean body in her perfectly tailored gray suit inflexible and stiff.

	“When will you finally get the hint, Fiona?” She sometimes made an effort to hide her animosity behind a fake tone, but had dropped that completely, showing me the full force of her dislike. Why exactly she hated me I really didn’t know. Was it jealousy, the fact I had Olivia’s ear? Or was there something more sinister behind her attempts to undermine me? It had been an interesting six months without any real answers one way or the other, but one thing was certain. Karla wanted me out of her life as much as I wanted her out of mine, so at least we had one thing in common.

	“There’s no hint to get, Karla,” I said. “This is my hometown. You’re just visiting. Get used to it. Oh, I’ll have some questions for you later.” I could have brought them up now, like why she was at the scene of the crime last night and what she knew about the death of the victim, but the vindictiveness inside me wanted her to stew over it for a bit before I let her off the hook. Or had her arrested. How delicious that thought was. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to pop in and see how Olivia’s doing.”

	She spluttered but my mention of questions meant she made no effort to stand in my way, at least. Not that it would have mattered. I was already moving and a body of my proportions, once in motion, remained in motion until I said otherwise. Karla was forced to dodge out of my way when I took up more space than was probably necessary and stood at the bottom of the stairs, glaring up at me while I breezed my way (okay, fake breezing because every step upward felt like I was dragging a lead balloon behind me) to the second floor and waved over my shoulder for good measure.

	So there.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	I don’t know if Karla messaged Olivia to warn her that I was on my way or if the mayor was just expecting my Flemingness to descend on her at some point, but as soon as I walked through her office door, her assistant waved me through. I nodded to the young woman whose tight bun made her look startled on the way by, Olivia’s latest attempt at replacing her former favorite likely going to end in either the girl quitting or the mayor firing her if the harried expression on the girl’s face meant anything.

	Not my problem (though I was part of the problem, I was aware of that). I had other things to deal with, namely the hard edge to Olivia Walker’s expression and the tightness of her jawline that was her usual precursor to stonewalling me.

	Well, she could just try it. I was too pregnant to tolerate it today.

	Surprisingly, Olivia didn’t shut me down, pointing at the seat across from her. I would have said thank you for the offer and if I hadn’t been so close to the end of my pregnancy, I might have turned it down. There was a certain kind of leverage that came from retaining your feet in a confrontation but my aching hips, back and fat ankles begged me for the perch, so I took it and chose to lift my chin in confidence instead.

	Poise was tough when you were the general size of a whale out of water.

	Olivia began speaking before I could open my mouth to ask any questions.

	“Yes, our new chief was headhunted by Karla,” she said. Clearly, she knew exactly what I wanted to hear from her and intended to give me what I needed. To shut me up or to placate me? Either way was a win. “And yes, I’m fully aware of his previous job and why he was released from duty. Chief Terrance assures me he is sober and has his personal finances in hand.” She paused a moment before drumming her fingertips on the desktop. “Town purse strings are still short and stiff, Fiona. You must understand, I’m walking a tightrope here between delivering on what Reading needs and doing so in a fiscally responsible way.”

	“I don’t want to hear it, Olivia,” I said. “If you willingly hired someone who could be a liability, after all the trouble we’ve had in Reading, no one will thank you for the result. And you know it.”

	She sagged just enough I caught it. Others wouldn’t have. Olivia was nothing if not a consummate politician and fooled the best of them. But we’d endured a lot together and I’d gotten very good at reading her tells. Just as I was sure she read mine. Mind you, I did nothing lately to hide how I was feeling, so it wasn’t like I was difficult to figure out.

	I was over faking it, thanks.

	“I’m doing my best with what I have.” Her tone fell into quiet and firm, without a hint of bravado. Not like her to admit weakness, though I had been present the few times she did so and always appreciated her candor when she managed it. “He came cheap, until he proves himself. I have complete confidence if he slips even once, we’ll be finding another chief in short order. Surely you, of all people, understand the need to provide second chances.”

	“And his animosity toward Fleming Investigations?” I didn’t bother responding to her jab. I’d granted more than enough opportunities for others to dig themselves holes over the years. I’d dug enough myself to appreciate how easy it was to screw up and almost go down for it. But there was a line between empathy and stupidity I refused to cross. “You don’t see that as a red flag?”

	She shrugged, stiff shoulders barely moving inside her cream dress jacket, her favorite color. Olivia always wore that color when she felt unsure, I’d noticed. Made me wonder how many cream suits she owned since Reading had been in a state of near-constant flux since I’d moved home again. “I know Karla’s influence and Chief Terrance’s personal failings have combined to create an opportunity for her to kybosh your particular participation in what feels like regular murder investigations. However,” she held up one hand as I opened my mouth to state the obvious, “none of that is your fault. The chief will just have to become accustomed to the way things work around here. Karla, for her part, does her job sufficiently I am loathe to let her go.” I caught the bit of anxiety in the mayor before she sat back with a sigh. “It’s become increasingly difficult to renew our town’s status as a tourist destination. All of my former efforts have been lost, at least for the most part.” I knew how much work she’d put into building Reading up as the cutest town in America. I’d certainly benefited financially from her advertising and constant schmoozing. In fact, if my bed and breakfast, Petunia’s, hadn’t burned down, I would likely still be running it and The Iris with Mom and Daisy instead of helming Fleming Investigations with Dad.

	That didn’t excuse Karla’s bad behavior. “Keep her out of my way,” I snarled, knowing I was going to lose this argument again.

	“I have been.” Olivia fixed me with a stare that had me squirming. “You could have left this one alone.” Before I could grumble a response, she laughed. “Who am I kidding?” She flashed me a rare, real smile, shaking her head, shining bob swaying. “I’m sorry, Fee. But this is the way things are going to be. It’s a new beginning for our town. I’m asking for your patience and your compassion. Please.”

	She had to ask that way, didn’t she? All of my resistance crumbled. Because if Olivia Walker was actually asking? I couldn’t say no.

	Darn it.

	“I do have one question for you.” Our mayor stiffened again, face composed and tone careful. “Where is your cousin?”

	Robert? “Good question,” I said. “I’m pretty sure he went after Rose, Olivia. Do you blame him?” The evil little nit had shattered his heart before having evidence against her destroyed and faking her own death to frame me. I had so many reasons to hate her. Robert had a lot more.

	“It’s to be expected,” she said, still cautious with her words and her posture, making me wonder what was next and if the shoe that fell was going to leave a bruise. “Fee, I hate to say it, but if he doesn’t return…” Olivia stood abruptly, looking out one of the tall windows behind her desk. When she spoke again, that soft, kind tone was back. “I’ve seen such a shift in him lately,” she said. “He’s turning into a good person. I’d hate to see that positive forward motion destroyed by more bad decisions on his part.”

	Agreed. “I’ll reach out to him,” I said, “but Robert’s a big boy.” Able to make his own mistakes.

	“I’ve tried as well,” she said, “and I’ve stalled for as long as I can. But if he doesn’t return to Reading and his position as the head of Redemption Security, I’m going to have to replace him.” She spun to face me again. “I’d hate to do that, Fee. He really shines in that job, did you know that? His men respect him.”

	They did? My mean brain tried to comment they were just a bunch of ex-cons, but I shut it down immediately. Robert had come a long way from the nasty, creepy and cruel man I knew. I even kind of liked him, cared about him. Worried about him. Imagine that. The fact his employees in the security firm Olivia had taken control of in the name of our town looked up to him said even more about the man he was becoming. Robert had earned the chance to be a better person.

	“I’ll let him know,” I said, pulling myself to my feet and not quite making it. Olivia rushed forward and took my hand, easing me up the rest of the way, her dark eyes falling to the bump that preceded me everywhere. I caught the softening of her gaze, the smile that warmed her face before she looked up again.

	“Please, take care of yourself,” she said, leading me to the door. “You’re very precious to us, Fiona.”

	I didn’t argue as she closed the door behind me or try to prod her for more concessions. I had to be satisfied that Olivia was, as always, doing her best for Reading and all of us who called it home. My impatience and temper weren’t helping, I knew that and though I’d called her out a time or two (or a hundred), it was always obvious to me that she cared so much for this place I really needed to figure out a way to step back and give her space.

	Yeah. That was going to happen.

	I paused at the top of the stairs to send Robert the text I promised Olivia before sighing and tucking my phone away, heading down again. I had to pause partway to the bottom, knees aching, looking up as the front door opened and the tall, broad-shouldered Officer Kevin Brown strode through. He looked up and spotted me, clearly struggling under the weight I carried, hurrying up toward me at a trot. I happily accepted his arm (hey, I would have taken Karla’s if she’d been there, I was so wobbly suddenly) and allowed him to lead me down to the main floor.

	“Thanks,” I said, a bit breathless as I dabbed at the sweat on my upper lip and forehead. A weird sense of discomfort passed over me, gone again before I could identify it, but making me nervous all of a sudden. “Don’t ever get pregnant.”

	Brown chuckled and shook his head. “Bachelor,” he said in his gruff voice, though he sounded a bit sad. “Never had the chance.”

	I’d only paid attention to Brown as an adjunct to Detective Mallory, as an accessory, as you will. He’d always reminded me of Dad, so I’d painted him with the same John Fleming stoic mountain of confidence and quiet brush. This was the first time I really took a moment to acknowledge he was a person, his own person, and felt ashamed it had taken me so long. Now, to be fair, we’d only ever encountered one another during cases, and he was always in the background, doing Mallory’s bidding. So fair enough, I suppose. Still, from someone who was terrible with names, who was so wrapped up in her own stuff she neglected others on the regular, I was embarrassed to admit I’d done it with him, too.

	And Williams? Yes, and Williams. Maybe that was why she hated me so much.

	“I’m glad I ran into you,” he said, surprising me all over again. “I was hoping I could buy you a coffee.”

	He… what? “Sure,” I said. “Sammy’s?”

	He hesitated a moment, then nodded with firm conviction like he’d made some kind of decision that would impact him for the rest of his life. “Can you make it that far?”

	I nodded with a little grimace. “As long as you don’t mind being my crutch,” I said.

	“My pleasure,” he said.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Despite his choice to speak to me publicly, Brown seemed uncomfortable when we took our seats in the sunny café, the bustle of Reading residents coming and going, chatting and lingering over pastries and coffee. He was the epitome of gentlemanliness, pulling out my chair for me, guiding me down into the seat before planting himself across from me. Sunlight streamed through the plate glass window, reflecting from the mostly silver of his close-cropped haircut, making his brown eyes almost translucent as he nervously wiped at his mouth with one big hand before cupping his to-go cup firmly between both. I almost suggested we take our drinks back to Fleming Investigations when the lumbering officer spoke.

	“I’m worried about Williams,” he said, voice low but not as though he was trying to keep it down. Instead, there was an intensity to his tone like he’d suddenly forgotten where we were in the face of what he wanted to discuss. “She’s changed a lot, Ms. Fleming.”

	“Fee,” I said.

	He nodded to that, sipping his coffee before going on. “Brown. Or Kev. Whatever you want.” His attempt at familiarity had me smiling and nodding back as he returned to the conversation at hand. “She used to be so different.” Whimsy and regret colored his voice, Brown looking up and out the window, lost in the moment while I held my silence and let him speak. “I was her first partner. She was just a kid, so eager, you know?” I didn’t respond because I was sure he wasn’t really talking to me but lost in the past. “She worked so hard, loved the job. Until she got passed over the first time.” For promotion? “And the next.” He shook his head, sighing deeply, returning his attention to his coffee cup. “She’s always been ambitious, but the more times she was overlooked for some other officer, the angrier she got.” He finally met my eyes again. “And yeah, male officers, so don't think I'm out of the loop or something. I might be an old guy, but I know what goes on in the department.”

	I didn’t bother responding to that. “Her frustration changed her?”

	He took a long drink and when he set his cup down again, his expression was grim. “I tried to tell her not to take it personally. I’ve never been ambitious myself, Ms… Fee. I’m happy doing my job, serving the people. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. I’ve been promoted a few times, but only because of how much time I spent on the force, not due to ladder climbing or anything like that.” His honesty was endearing, and I found myself leaning in with empathy for him, despite the fact he didn’t ask for it. “When we were assigned to Detective Mallory, Williams was so excited. At least, at first. She saw him as her opportunity to shine, to show what she could do. I went along with it because I like Mallory, Fee. A lot. He’s a great cop and a solid person.” I agreed completely. “Six months ago, Williams decided to ask him to help her with her detective’s exam.” She did? Brown’s eyes filled with concern as he went on. “She looked up to him so much, too much. Put him on a pedestal. I tried so hard to rein her in, but she was determined. And you know Mallory.” I did or thought I did. “He’s honest.” Oh, dear. Now I knew where this was going and sighed softly as Brown continued anyway. “He told her she wasn’t ready. And Fee?” I waited for the officer to carry on, not needing me to respond. “I agree with the detective. She’s not ready.” He sat back suddenly, both hands on the table, jaw tight. “She’s in too much of a hurry all the time. She’s lost track of the job, of what made her a good officer. She’s rushing to prove herself and it’s going to ruin her career or someone else’s life. Or both.”

	“I’m so sorry,” I said, not sure what else to say. Why were we having this conversation? Because he couldn’t just be looking for a confidant, right?

	“She has it out for you,” Brown said then, not looking up. “Every case we’ve worked with the detective that’s involved you has only made things worse.” I could totally understand that now that I had all the information. Not my fault, but it was easy to connect the dots between her resentment and my interactions with Mallory. “Especially since you’re so good at what you do.” It was nice of him to say it, but beside the point.

	“I can’t stand down if that’s what you’re asking,” I said.

	Brown waved that off. “I’d never ask that,” he said, gruff, voice thickening a little. “That’s not why I’m here.” He cleared his throat, looking out the window again, face falling into lines and crevasses that the sunlight only accentuated, aging him, emptying his expression of life and vitality for a moment. “She made a deal with the boss,” he said. “Lieutenant Detective Marshal Dresden.” Mallory’s superior and not my biggest fan. We’d only met during my last case, but he’d clearly come to Reading with a vendetta of his own, either aimed at me or the detective. Either way, I knew Dresden was the reason Mallory wasn’t here now and that Williams was. “He pushed her promotion through when she agreed to come after you. And the detective.”

	Okay, no. Williams could come for me all she wanted, but Mallory? “What did she agreed to?”

	Brown looked up at last. “Dresden wants the detective out. And he’s willing to do anything to get rid of him.” Anger flickered, deep and dark, changing the officer from the rather plain and mostly harmless giant of a man I’d come to know to someone I wouldn’t want to encounter in a dark alley at night. “I have evidence.”

	Well, now. “What kind?”

	He didn’t answer right away, but when he did, it wasn’t to respond to my question. “I’m not the kind of person who does this,” he said. “I don’t step on toes. I do my job and I keep my mouth shut. But there are times when I just can’t.”

	“I understand,” I said, reaching out without thinking to touch his hand. He grasped my fingers in his own, his touch hot and firm before he let me go. “Brown, are they breaking the law?” Had to be. It was the only reason someone like him would speak up, especially to an outsider.

	“Dresden is the worst kind of cop,” he growled then. “No skill, no talent. Just a butt-kissing wanna-be who’s lied and cheated his way to the top on the backs of hard-working officers who deserve better.” Tell me how you really feel, Brown. “I need your help.”

	That came out of nowhere, but it wasn’t a surprise. “I assumed,” I said. “But now I’m thinking we should have had this talk in private.” Whatever went down, everyone in town would know Brown was involved after seeing us together like this. There was no way I could protect him.

	“I have nothing to hide.” His chin came up, jaw set, shoulders back, determination on his face. “I’m five years from pension. They won’t come for me, except maybe to offer me early retirement. I’ll be sad to go if they do, but I can’t stay quiet anymore, Fee.” He slid a thumb drive across the table toward me, again doing nothing to mask it or what he was up to. That kind of bravery deserved a medal, and I was determined to make sure he had options if this came back to bite him in the ass.

	Fleming Investigations could use a man like him, right? Dad wasn’t the only one who knew talent when he saw it.

	“I want your help getting rid of Dresden.” He didn’t know that sounded a lot like he was asking for assistance in a murder, so I chose to assume he instead meant finding a way to have his boss fired. “And Mallory promoted to his place.” I wasn’t sure what kind of power Brown thought I had at my disposal, especially when it came to the BCI or State Police in general, but he clearly believed I was capable of something to that effect, so I had every intention of running with it whether it worked out or not.

	I took the jump drive, pocketing it. “I’m happy to help,” I said. “Brown, it was never my intention to cause trouble.”

	He smiled then, his entire demeanor shifting to match the sunlight pouring over both of us and warming me to almost an uncomfortable level. “Don’t ever apologize for being good at what you do,” he said. “Some cops go their whole careers without learning a thing. Others are naturals. You’re one of those, Fee. I knew it that first case we worked.” He stood, zipping up his jacket, offering his hand to me and helping me to my feet. “I have to get back. Williams will be looking for me. Let me know if what I found is enough. If it isn’t, I’ll find more, okay?” He paused a moment. “I almost went to IA.” Internal affairs might have been the better choice. “But I don’t trust them. I trust you, Fee.”

	That touched me far more deeply than he would ever know. “I’ll try not to disappoint.”

	“You can’t,” he said, simply and with that same kind smile as he guided me out to the street. “You said yes. That’s all I needed. Can I walk you to the office?”

	I shook my head even as I shook his hand. “I’ll be fine,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”

	As I watched him go, I pulled out my phone and sent a quick text. You have a real fan in Brown, Rowan. You have friends who choose you, and I’m one of them. Stay tuned. I tucked my phone away and carried on the half block to Fleming Investigations, now distracted by the complication of Mallory’s situation but oddly delighted at the chance to make right what might not have been my fault but felt like it was.

	How often did I get the opportunity to do that?

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	I stopped in to fetch Petunia, Day already gone. I filled Dad in on both my conversation with Olivia and my talk with Brown, both of which he ingested without comment until I was done.

	“Interesting,” was all he said, because that was Dad down to the ground.

	“I’m going to go home and work from my recliner.” My back was done and so was I, quite frankly. It had been a heck of a day already and it was barely noon.

	“Good idea,” Dad said, slipping into his coat and walking me to the door, my pug pulling on her harness as we exited to the street. He locked the door behind him, hugging me and kissing my forehead. “Can I walk you home?”

	“You obviously have somewhere to be,” I said, noting his distraction. “I’ll be fine.”

	He hesitated only a moment then nodded and grinned. “See you shortly,” he said, hurrying off in his long, steady strides, disappearing around the corner as I turned and looked down at my eager pug who stared up at me with those adoring eyes.

	“Shall we?” She barked once, soft and happy, and started off as if knowing where we were headed. I barely made it past Sammy’s when my phone buzzed, slowing my pace. There was a time (pre-pregnancy) when I could walk and text at the same time, but my giganticness had made me clumsy. I wasn’t risking tripping over my own swollen feet, which had me tucking in against the hardware store to read the message.

	Thanks for checking in. Robert’s text sent a wave of relief through me I wasn’t expecting. I’m on her trail, Fee. Nothing else matters. Tell Olivia to hire someone, promote someone. When this is over, when I make it right, then I can make the rest right, too. But she comes first.

	What did he mean by that? We’re all worried about you, I sent. Waited. When no response came, I tucked my phone away again, adding the weight of my cousin’s personal angst to my own.

	Whatever he had in mind, it couldn’t be good. I just hoped he wasn’t planning to put me in a position where I had to investigate him as a suspect in her murder. Because I was pretty sure it would end up with him in prison and me feeling guilty for the rest of my life.

	I inhaled slowly, lost in concern, when I noticed Monica Denning hurrying down the street, entering the front door of the Harp and Thorn. I chose the distraction, crossing to the other side and following her within, knowing there was nothing I could do about Robert at the moment (or Mallory for that matter, until I had time to look at what Brown gave me). My cousin was on his own, as much as that troubled me and my detective friend’s issue was ongoing. The murder investigation, however, could take a turn at any moment.

	Priorities never felt so convoluted.

	The pub was open, but only a few die-hard locals sipping pints in quiet booths, Silla, the barmaid, behind the long, wooden bar.

	“I’m looking for Patrick,” I told her, Petunia ingratiating herself with the smiling young woman who exited the bar to give my pug some love.

	“He’s in the back,” she said, looking up. “This about the murder?”

	I nodded. “Just a few questions,” I said.

	She shrugged like she couldn’t care less. “Help yourself.”

	Patrick had obviously done little over the years to encourage staff loyalty. I circled the bar and headed down the hall to the bathroom, taking a right instead of a left and knocking softly on the office door.

	He jerked it open a moment later, eyes anxious and expression tight, paled out to almost gray though he didn’t seem unhappy to find me there.

	“Fee,” he said, stepping back and waving for me to enter, to my surprise. “I’m glad you’re here.” I spotted Monica within, her hair at a more normal size, though still elaborately coiffed, makeup refreshed. She didn’t appear to be grieving any longer, though she was as nervous as Patrick seemed to be and as welcoming of my presence.

	I stepped inside, Monica’s low cry as Petunia sat at her feet my cue to let go of the puppy’s leash. The widow hoisted my dog into her arms while I did my best not to bump the tall stack of boxes just inside the door, wriggling my way into the small, dark office, accepting the one creaking wooden chair Patrick pulled out for me to perch on.

	While not exactly a hoarding situation it was clear to me the owner of the Harp and Thorn wasn’t much of a neat freak when it came to his business space, piles of paperwork, boxes overflowing with magazines and empty bottles of alcohol filling corners making my nose twitch from the layer of dust. I ignored the rather sticky feeling of the floor as Patrick joined Monica at the desk and sat on the edge, the widow leaning into him, my pug attempting to lick his face, too while I waited for the pair of them to settle.

	The old silence trick did the job like it always managed to, Patrick speaking first.

	“You’ve seen the footage,” he blurted as Monica flinched.

	“I have,” I said. “Monica gave it to me, remember?”

	“I didn’t know,” she wailed softly, Petunia’s ears perking at the sound. “If I’d known…”

	“It would have come out eventually,” I said. “How long have you two been having an affair?” I kept my tone light and non-judgmental because it was what it was and making them both feel worse wasn’t going to get me the answers I came for. As it stood, they seemed more than happy to talk to me, so why would I stab myself in the investigative foot by being a jerk?

	“Since we moved here,” Monica said, voice barely a breathy whisper. Patrick immediately slipped one arm around her shoulders, his expression determined and unapologetic.

	“I’ve loved Mon since we met in college,” he said.

	“I guessed that,” I said. “You two broke up when Monica went to get her CPA?”

	“It was my fault,” she said, full lips pulling downward. “I didn’t want to live in a small town in Vermont. I had plans for the future.” A tear escaped her eye, trickling down her cheek. “Only to end up in that same small town, married to the wrong man, a man who didn’t love me. It was like Pat and I had never been apart.” She looked up at Patrick who smiled gently down at her. Again, I noted he seemed sober, a rarity for him. While infidelity wasn’t something I smiled upon, Monica’s presence seemed to have a good influence on him, despite the murder. Which was all kinds of messed up, yes, and still.

	Were his years of alcoholism tied to the loss of the love of his life? That I could feel empathy for. And black and white, good and bad, right and wrong could take a back seat.

	“Harish was a good man, don’t get me wrong.” Monica sniffled, Petunia turning to look at me with her big, brown eyes. “And I think I loved him once. But as the years passed, as his failures racked up, he changed.” She exhaled softly, setting the pug on the floor and turning to hug Patrick. “I’d resigned myself to spending the rest of my life in a loveless marriage. Until I realized where we’d moved to.” Her face lit up with more joy than I’d seen in a long time, tempered with a sort of dazed confusion like she didn’t believe she deserved it. “The moment I saw Patrick again, that was it. I was going to ask Harish for a divorce, I swear.” Her eyes met mine then, wide and genuine, and I chose to believe her.

	“I was the one who told her to wait,” Patrick said. “The distillery was going to be a success. I wanted to be sure she benefited from that after all the failures he put her through.”

	“I don’t care about the money,” she whispered.

	“I know,” Patrick said, firm and determined. “But someone has to put you first.” His steady gaze met mine, unapologetic. “We didn’t kill Harish,” he said. “I’ve seen the footage, Fee. I know how it looks. We were the last ones in the distillery. But I swear to you, we had nothing to do with it.”

	“Where did you go during the time gap after you left Monica in the office?” Again, I kept my tone steady and without accusation and it seemed to do the trick.

	“I went looking for Harish,” he admitted. “I poked my head in the distillery, but he wasn’t there. All the lights were on, and his truck was parked out front. I assumed he was in the warehouse out back. I wanted to tell him about me and Monica. I was tired of the lies and with everything going well… but I chickened out. I’m sorry, babe.” He said that to the woman in his arms.

	“Don’t be,” she said. Then inhaled slowly, hesitantly before Patrick nodded down at her.

	“Tell her the rest,” he said. “Why I was going to talk to Harish.”

	Monica let him go, but stayed next to him, facing me, her own determination showing. “I’m not a CPA,” she said. “I failed out. But I’m a good bookkeeper, Ms. Fleming, and I know when something’s not right.”

	What was this, now? “You found an issue in the books?”

	Monica again looked up to Patrick for encouragement and got it.

	“We can trust Fee,” he said. “She’s always been a straight shooter.” His eyes met mine again. “She’ll find the truth and make sure the right person is punished for what happened.”

	That was nice of him to say and rather touching. What was with people making me feel appreciated lately? “What did you find, Monica?”

	She reached for her purse, sliding out a folder she handed to me. “You’ll need a forensic accountant to dig through it,” she said. “But from what I can tell, the distillery is claiming to spend more than it is.”

	That was odd. I flipped open the folder, took one look at the printed spreadsheets and the drive taped to the inside of the cover and closed it again. I was less equipped than Monica to do any kind of investigation. Good thing we had a CPA we worked with. I’d be sending all of this along to him the moment I got home. For now, I refocused on the two people in front of me.

	“We were about to come find you,” Patrick said. “We know how the footage looks and the cops are going to come knocking any second now. I don’t trust Williams or Terrance, Fee. You’re our only option.”

	“Do you know something I don’t?” I wasn’t above prodding for information when the next layer of my own digging was going to be into the new detective and our local chief.

	Patrick shrugged. “I survived the O’Sheas by playing the game,” he said. “Whether you like me for that or not, it was run by their rules or lose my place.” I nodded. “I know a player when I meet one and there’s something about Edwin Terrance that feels off. And that officer who’s playing at homicide detective has an agenda that has nothing to do with the truth and everything to do with making herself look good.” If someone like Patrick Huss was aware of Williams’ issues, I had hope whatever Brown had given me would help prove that case publicly. 

	“What do you know about Soso Kaito?” She was still on my list of suspects, and I had the two of them here to fill me in, after all.

	Monica’s nose wrinkled, disdain on her face. “She’s been badmouthing Harish since we started the company,” she said. “That one’s a man-hater and blames everyone but herself for her failings.”

	While I agreed with her, Monica could pull out the nasty when she wanted to. But Patrick filled in more details that had me siding with the widow in short order.

	“Monica’s had her tires slashed,” he said. “There’s been graffiti on the building, hate mail sent, and their sign was torn down. That’s the reason there’s a new camera outside.”

	“Why only one in the office?” It still rankled there was nothing in the distillery.

	“There are more,” Monica said, “but they weren’t hooked up properly. We only found out a week ago they aren’t recording back to the system. Harish had a tech coming in on Friday to fix it.”

	Too late. “You think Soso is the source of your issues?”

	“I’m sure of it,” Monica said. “She hated Harish and said so in public. And she was there last night. I saw her go through the office.”

	“What do you think she was looking for?” I glanced down at the folder in my hands while Monica shook her head.

	“I don’t know,” she said, sounding frustrated and a little bitter. “I wish I did.”

	“What about Karla Jensen?” They exchanged a look, shrugged.

	“I have no idea why she was there,” Monica said, Patrick agreeing with a headshake. “Or Olga Hursted, though she had it in for us, too.” There was the bitterness again.

	“Any chance Soso and Olga were working together?” I waved off their matching frowns. “Never mind.” They clearly didn’t know or, if they did, they weren’t being honest with me and throwing out random questions wasn’t going to solve anything. “If you think of anything else, please let me know.”

	“We will. Fee, thank you.” Patrick left Monica to shake my hand. “This town is lucky to have you.”

	I left with the file, lots of questions, but a warm fuzzy feeling I hadn’t been expecting and hoped it wasn’t clouding my judgment. I’d been known to be hoodwinked, after all, and it was possible Patrick’s kind words were his attempt to fool me into thinking they were innocent.

	My gut, however, disagreed. I could only choose to trust it and the two girls still languishing in the lap of luxury inside me.

	Please, tell me I hadn’t just been talking to the murderers.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	I was almost home, Petunia huffing her excitement at the sight of our house at the top of the street, when I spotted Lyrica Valios entering the front door of The Iris. My body diverted its path without my conscious choice to do so and I found myself, my equally joyful pug slipping through into the gorgeous foyer of my mother’s bed and breakfast, the puppy in eager anticipation of treats I knew Mom slipped her when I wasn’t looking.

	But Petunia didn’t get to head right to the kitchen, not when I was stopped in my tracks by a confrontation unfolding at the foot of the stairs. Soso Kaito stood on the first step, Olga facing her, Lyrica at her side, the three whispering heatedly at one another. Soso looked up and caught me watching, her eyes flying wide at the sight of me before she snapped one last line at Olga before spinning and running up to the second floor. Olga didn’t even glance my way, marching toward the dining room and disappearing through the glass doors. Only Lyrica lingered, turning to smile at me as I approached, her expression tight in her attempt to hide the simmering anger in her eyes.

	“I hope everything’s all right?” I kept my tone mild with her, too, though it did little to soften the simmering edges of her emotional state.

	“Of course,” she said, rather loudly and with too much emphasis, pulling herself back in a moment later, hands clasped in front of her while she grimaced that attempt at a smile again. “How goes the investigation?”

	“I had a few questions for you,” I said. “Do you have a minute?”

	She hesitated, but nodded finally, gesturing toward the French doors leading to the living room like this was her place, not my mother’s. “Shall we?”

	I sat with her as one of Mom’s staff appeared, offering coffee. I’d been forced to order tea at Sammy’s and gazed with longing at the steaming cup Lyrica accepted, feeling a bit grumbly over the peppermint the girl handed me, Mom’s influence, no doubt. I cupped the hot mug in my hands while Lyrica settled, her face now schooled into concern and compliance.

	“What did you need to know?”

	I pondered the best way to broach Daisy’s question and decided head-on was the best bet. “I’m wondering why someone like you would fund Harish Denning when his track record was so dismal.”

	She nodded immediately, confidence fully returned, so she’d clearly been expecting this question. Did that mean there one she was hoping I wouldn’t ask? “I understand your concern,” she said. “I saw a brilliance in Harish that outweighed his previous business difficulties. He just needed the right support.” She shifted her position, crossing her legs, one black boot hooking over her other knee, elegant suit making her look like the model I knew Olga had been. “I’ve had my own troubles in the past, Fee. I wasn’t always a good person. The Valios Group is my attempt to make sure everyone gets the chances they deserve.” How altruistic of her (insert sarcasm here). I wasn’t in love with the haughty tone she took on as she continued. “If you look at my lineup, you’ll see any number of previously failed entrepreneurs who I’ve taken under my wing. Harish was hardly the exception. In fact, I’m known for investing in those others won’t touch. I like that distinction.” She’d clearly made herself out to be some kind of heroine of her own story and liked being the one to swoop in and save the less fortunate. I could judge her for her attitude, but not her choices, not really. While maybe a terrible business decision, she’d clearly made it her mission to help people who just wanted another chance. “And, as you know, my faith in Harish was about to pay off.” Oh, how she loved being right, I could see it in her face, the lazy way she swirled her coffee in its mug, in her smug smile.

	“That makes sense,” I said, going for agreeable before smacking her with the next question. “So, what’s the deal with Olga Hursted?” A friend of Nelson’s or not, knocking a subject off balance was one of my favorite tools and I wasn’t above using it on her.

	She started, obviously basking in her own self-importance too deeply to anticipate my about-face. That had her spluttering a little, sitting up straight again, frowning. “I have no idea, honestly,” she said at last. “Whatever Harish did to upset her, it’s become rather personal. You saw the interaction we had at the stairs?” She was going to explain that, was she? We’d see how much of her slung crap I was willing to accept because she was clearly scrambling. Did I think she had anything to do with Harish’s death? No. But those fudged numbers Monica shared with me? A solid maybe. “She claims she has reason to believe Harish was using expired product and that the whole run has to be destroyed.” Lyrica snorted. “I told her what she could do with that lie.”

	That much read right. “And Soso Kaito?”

	“Got caught up in the conversation.” Lyrica waved off the details. “The woman’s a man-hater who reached out to me to complain about my support of Harish’s operation. She’s a sore loser and clearly in some kind of cahoots with Olga. The two tried to tag-team me.” Again with the arrogance, how adorable. Until her eyes widened a little. “Do you think they could have had something to do with his death?”

	I didn’t like her almost eager tone. Never mind my own hopes and dreams about Karla Jensen. You can keep that little string of judgment to yourself, thank you very much. Knowing I wasn’t much better wasn’t helping matters, so I dropped it and carried on.

	Even as Lyrica spoke again. “Surely, you’ve spoken to Nelson,” she said, drawing out his name in a conspiratorial tone. “He knows me. He trusts me.”

	She obviously had no idea I didn’t care one scrap about his opinion of her, partially because I didn’t trust him. But that was neither here nor there.

	“Thank you for your candor,” I said, grunting my way to my feet, irritated when she didn’t offer to help. “I’ll be in touch.” I left her in the living room, answering an incoming call, my pug leading the way to the kitchen, though I steered her toward the public bathrooms past the stairs instead, the girls demanding some attention.

	Only to halt in my tracks at the sound of a woman’s voice, peeking through the partially open door to see Soso Kaito on her phone.

	“I don’t care about that,” she snarled. “I was promised a buyout and I want the contract now.”

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	She spotted me peeking and immediately stormed out of the bathroom past me.

	“Ms. Kaito,” I said.

	“Leave me alone.” She hurried away, back upstairs, leaving me to duck into the washroom alone. Whatever she’d been doing down here—I had a guess she’d come down to talk to Olga or even spy on my conversation with Lyrica—would have to wait to be answered. I checked out the dining room on my way by, but when there was no sign of the Vermont Liquor Control investigator, I finished my journey to the kitchen at last.

	Mom quickly hugged me and prepared me a snack, a bowl of strawberries already cut for Petunia, my busy mother taking time out of her cupcake icing to have a cookie and tea with me. Her staff bustled their way through the afternoon’s preparations for dinner, the kitchen the only part of The Iris not decorated in Mom’s impeccable style for the holidays. Her only concession was her bright red and white apron, matching ones adorning her staff, adorably Christmas-themed without being over the top.

	I filled her in on what I’d uncovered, Mom nodding her way through the conversation. She was used to listening, my amazing mother, and with a husband and daughter always on the edge of criminal investigation, she’d adopted the most amazing attitude of support, love and empathy that I knew she’d already perfected in her days as a high school principal.

	“Thanks, Mom,” I said as Petunia and I headed out the back door into the garden, planning to use the gate in the fence between properties instead of the street to go home. “I always feel better after I talk to you.”

	Her eyes glazed with unshed tears, my mother hugging me tightly without making the babies uncomfortable. “I love you, Fee,” she whispered. “I’m always here for you.”

	I left her waving at the door, the little interlude feeling like a breath of calm before a massive storm blew into my life and I held onto the warm feeling I’d managed to generate in her presence for a whole ten minutes. Had to be a record.

	I was just settling into my recliner after yet another trip to the bathroom and getting the pug sorted with her harness off and her pillow fluffed beside me on the floor. My laptop open and waiting, I felt my phone vibrate and checked it, hoping for a reply from Robert.

	Instead, Mallory’s number popped up at the top. Please stay out of it, he sent. But when you poke around, please be careful.

	I had to laugh. Out loud. He knew me very well, didn’t he? That had me plugging in Monica’s jump drive first, however, because I needed to get my present case under control before I could help my friend.

	Hi Kyle, I sent to the accountant we’d contracted in Montpelier. Kyle Mercer had come highly recommended and had been invaluable in a number of cases already. The young, eager and intense young man might have been barely thirty himself, but he had an excellent track record and got along well with all of us, a mighty feat in itself considering our range of personalities and investigative styles. Can you take a deep dive into this and tell me what you find?

	I sent the email to him, setting the physical file aside with its jump drive again taped in place before finally inserting Brown’s offering into my USB port and opening the folder it contained.

	I wasn’t sure what I was looking at in the beginning, to be honest. It looked like police files, likely something I shouldn’t have had access to, but nothing really stood out. Until I made note of who investigated each of them. And found myself frowning. I knew some of these cases, didn’t I? Mallory’s cases, most of them. The only reason I recognized any of them was thanks to my nosiness when not working at his side. I’d poked and prodded enough over dinners with him and Penny, not to mention consulting a time or two on the downlow, to finally see a pattern emerge.

	Because each of them had been successfully wrapped up, the perpetrator caught and punished. But the name on the files I read wasn’t Rowan Mallory as the lead detective.

	It was Marshal Dresden.

	Rowan’s boss was taking credit for his cases.

	And not just Mallory’s, from the looks of things. Brown had a long selection of files with Dresden claiming them as his own. Considering how many there were over the course of a year, there was no way this wasn’t the collective work of at least three detectives. And while Mallory was mentioned as a supporting investigator—as were two of his counterparts in other files—it was their boss who took 100% of the credit.

	The last one on the list had Williams flagged right behind Dresden when I knew for a fact it was Mallory’s win. Maybe this wasn’t illegal activity, but it certainly was dishonest and, at the very least, revoltingly self-serving.

	But was it enough to get the man fired? Not likely. After all, these were all filed and finished cases. The higher ups would already have approved all of them. What good would it do to present the collection to anyone above Dresden?

	Which was why Brown gave them to me. So, it wasn’t law breaking that had him acting, but his sense of justice and loyalty. Part of me wished for a smoking gun while the rest of me cheered for Brown and his big heart.

	He’d trusted me to find something to fix the problem. Trouble was, I had no idea where to go from here. Which had me reaching out to the one person I could think of who might be able to make magic happen.

	Maybe my husband would have been hurt to know I thought of his former partner first, but there it was. Crew’s steady, slow and methodical method of investigating got the job done every single time. I loved his diligence and his dedication to getting all the details perfect. He’d saved the day enough times working with the company through minutiae everyone else missed that paid off more than my heavy-handed style ever did. And yet, if I wanted someone cunning, clever and able to come up with the means for results in the quickest and cleanest way possible?

	I called Liz Michaud. Which was exactly what I did. Well, I emailed, but close enough. With the whole file in her possession now and my brief explanation attached, I sat back, satisfied I’d set the bloodhound loose and that if anyone could come up with an answer, it was Liz.

	I did text Mallory back, too. Looks like your boss got promoted for the wrong reasons, I sent. You could have told me.

	Right, like he’d ever come to me with his problems. We didn’t have that kind of relationship. I sighed and hoped I could help, ultimately, even as the front door opened and the quick rushing of booted feet carried Daisy into the kitchen, breathless with excitement as she hurried to sit next to me on the sofa.

	“Oh, I didn’t knock,” she said, blushing as she pulled off her gloves.

	“You never have to knock, silly,” I said. “Spill it.”

	“I asked John if I could take over for him and he told me to go for it.” She had enough delight in her voice I knew he’d done so in a way that bolstered her confidence and likely made her even more eager to succeed. “I did some digging and managed to connect Soso Kaito to Olga Hursted.” Day grinned at me. “Turns out Soso’s distillery, Petal and Pine, was Olga’s first case as an investigator five years ago. They did their best to hide it, but I found evidence they’re friends on social. Soso has a private page with a different name.” She exhaled a big breath, still beaming. “The two of them are also part of a woman’s entrepreneur group. One of the moderators told me they’ve been badmouthing Harish since day one.”

	“So, now we know for sure why Olga had it in for the distillery,” I said. “Great job, Day.”

	She flushed and laughed a little, waving off the praise. “I know why you love this job so much,” she said with breathless excitement and her gray eyes sparkling.

	“I’m not the only one who’s good at it.” It made me so happy to see her this centered and confident.

	“There’s more,” she said. “I reached out to John’s contact at the office, sent her some of French’s pastries, you know the ones.” Did I. Vivian’s lemon drop pastries were infamous and made strong men weak at the knees, let alone this pregnant woman. And while I loved my mother’s baking and was staunchly loyal to her brand, I’d grown up on French’s Handmade Bakery and their offerings, so my experience was firsthand. “They did the trick, of course.” She winked. “Helen told me Olga’s track record of shutting down bars and breweries for malfeasance wasn’t from her diligence. She says her boss suspects Olga’s been falsifying reports and is under investigation herself.”

	And if Harish found out and was going to report her? An excellent motive for murder.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Daisy sat back into the sofa, collapsing a little as the energy she’d come in with dissipated. My phone vibrated the moment she did, a text from Penny making me perk and catching my best friend’s attention.

	“Travis says the batch was tainted with just enough methanol to flag it,” I said, reading the contents of the text.

	Daisy whipped out her phone and searched something before speaking. “Okay, so it says here methanol is the dangerous version of alcohol. Ethanol is the consumable version.”

	I had some knowledge, but it helped to get a refresher. “Penny says the TOD matches around the time last evening all that activity was going on at the distillery.” Close to midnight the window between 12 and 1AM. Which wasn’t all that helpful, even though it solidified the suspect list. The last part of the text had me scrolling through my images on my phone. “She’s suggesting the source of the methanol might have been that bottle they found in the batch, the same one she matched to the wound on the back of Harish’s head.” Just a guess, Penny sent. Not to do your job for you or anything. A final text landed. And not my guess.

	Had to be Mallory. I grinned as I looked up, happy to know he was as good at poking his nose into cases as I was. I showed Day the image I’d snapped, my brain making a leap. “What do you want to bet we know what distillery uses this kind of bottle?”

	Daisy’s eyes widened as she dove into a new search, turning her phone to show me an image of Soso on the cover page of her website, holding the exact same bottle in one hand, this one with the Petal and Pine Distillery label on it.

	“We’re now thinking Soso snuck into the distillery to ruin the batch?” I loved that my best friend was on the exact wavelength as me.

	“According to Monica Denning,” I said, “there were more than enough instances of threat and property damage that she ascribes to Ms. Kaito that’s a logical next guess, yes.” And if Harish had found Soso dosing his batch, it was more than possible she could have defended herself with the bottle, only to drop it in after his body. She’d run off, visibly upset, as had Olga. I realized I still needed to ask Karla Jensen what she’d been doing there that night, with the sadly waning belief she wasn’t in the running for murder after all.

	Bummer.

	But that left me with lots of people to consider. Was the Vermont Liquor Control investigator a witness to Harish’s murder? Or had she even participated?

	One thing was for certain. I had questions I needed answering and I wasn’t going to get what I needed from my recliner.

	Daisy helped me to my feet and into my coat, Petunia initially unhappy when she realized I was leaving her behind, though she was more than delighted to tuck into the frozen peanut butter in her toy. It only took a few minutes for Day and me to cross to The Iris’ garden and into the kitchen, waving to Mom as we headed into the bed and breakfast’s foyer. I checked the sidebar computer for the room listings and quickly found Olga’s number, climbing the stairs to her room on the second floor. I took note of Soso’s number as well, noting as we passed her door stood ajar. I paused, considering facing her down first, only to realize we were one step behind this time. Chief Terrance and Detective Williams were already inside and facing Soso down.

	Darn it.

	“Excuse us,” I said brightly, injecting myself in the room, Daisy at my side.

	“You can wait your turn,” Williams snarled.

	Terrance ignored me, focusing on the pale woman standing in front of him, trembling and hugging herself. Her black eyes darted to me, to Daisy, long hair shivering as she did. “You were saying, Ms. Kaito?”

	She shook her head, slim body slumping in on itself. “Fine, I admit it,” she said with a hint of heat and no apology despite her physical retreat. “I slashed his tires, okay? And I hired someone to paint graffiti on his building. But I didn’t kill anyone.”

	“And the hate mail and bashing on social?” I decided to ask my questions, too, thank you.

	She jerked a little, sullen expression replacing her nervousness. “Yes, that too.” She tossed her head, seeming to regain some of her poise, glaring at the chief. “You men,” she snarled. “You’re all bullies. It’s not fair. Harish Denning was handed his license out of turn, given money when there are so many more deserving people out there.”

	“Women, you mean,” the chief said with a heavy dose of sarcasm. If he was trying to keep Soso talking, he was doing a terrible job.

	Case in point. She clammed up immediately, lips thinning to a dark line. If I’d asked her, maybe she would have answered. But him? Wrong tactic, smartass.

	“Soso,” I said, stepping forward, putting myself between her and the chief, lowering my voice and trying soft, kind, compassionate to see if I could reverse the damage done. “We know you were there. And why.” She flinched, blinking. “You sabotaged the batch with methanol.”

	Her lips parted, mouth forming an ‘O’ of surprise. I knew then she had no idea what I was talking about even when she stuttered through an attempted denial.

	“I’d never,” she started. Stopped. “I didn’t.” Her now panicked gaze flickered around the room to everyone watching her melt down. “Lawyer,” she croaked at last.

	I pulled out my phone and held up the image of her bottle wrapped in plastic, clearly labeled. “This was the murder weapon,” I said, just as softly as before while Williams tsked behind me and Terrance let out a guttural growl. They might not have liked my tactics, but I was getting results, wasn’t I? Soso’s reaction flickered from shock to denial to terror as she looked up at me again.

	She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to.

	“I’m taking you in.” Williams stepped forward, trying to muscle her way in, even as Terrance spoke up.

	“This is my town and my case,” he growled at the detective.

	Honestly, the two of them. “Ms. Kaito,” I said, “you have every right to remain silent and wait for your lawyer. But one way or another, you’re going to have to answer for this piece of evidence. You can do that at the chief’s office, at the BCI headquarters, or you can tell me right here, right now, what you were doing at the distillery last night and save us all a fight over who gets to arrest you.”

	Soso cracked. I watched it happen, her face crumpling, tears trickling down her cheeks as she reached out for me. I let her, taking her hand, as she sobbed once before pulling herself under control enough to speak.

	“I swear,” she said, voice warbling under the pressure, “I didn’t kill him. I was there, yes. I was so tired of his attitude, how he had everything handed to him. I know how that sounds, Ms. Fleming. But I didn’t see him.” She hitched her breath before going on. “I went into the office, looking for something I could use against him. Anything. I know, it was dumb and desperate and I’m ashamed of myself.” She hiccupped softly, hand still tightly holding mine. “I’ve just worked so hard, and no one cares.” The wail in her voice increased with every word. “I went into the distillery, but he wasn’t there. So, I went around back to see if he was in the warehouse. But I heard someone coming and I realized if I was caught, I could get into a lot of trouble. I was an idiot.” She clutched at me, crying openly and barely able to speak, but managing to be understood. “I ran. I swear, I had nothing to do with what happened. I just wanted the chance to prove my product is better than his.” She finally broke down completely.

	“Ms. Kaito,” I said as she leaned into me, weeping. “Was the person you heard following you Olga Hursted?”

	She looked up, froze. And inhaled a shaking gasp that ended in more sobbing.

	I guess I had my answer.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	“I know you two are friends,” I said, Soso backing up and sitting on the bed. I joined her, noting that neither the chief nor Williams seemed to know what to do, the pair alternating between glaring at one another and at me. Oh, and both looked surprised, so we had the upper hand after all, thanks to Daisy. Awesome. You know what? As long as they stayed out of my way and let me finish, they could be as pissy as they wanted.

	Soso nodded at my statement. Daisy left the room, heading for the bathroom, returning with a box of tissues she offered to the weeping woman. Soso accepted a few with a wavering smile of thanks, dabbing at her face before speaking. When she did, she’d managed to level out her tone enough that she wasn’t as garbled as before. “Olga understands,” she whispered. “She’s always had my back.” She paused after saying that, frowning just a little as though a thought crossed her mind.

	Leaving me space to ask my next question. “I know she was helping you sabotage Denning Distillery,” I said. “But what was the plan?”

	Soso fishlipped a moment, face sad. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Olga told me to leave it to her. I couldn’t though. I needed to do something.” She blinked then. “I could never murder anyone.”

	“I’ve heard enough,” Williams interrupted gruffly, handcuffs coming out. “Up, Ms. Hursted. Now.”

	We both ignored her as I went on. “We know Olga is under internal investigation for misdealing.” Williams hissed, another point for Team Fleming. What had the woman been doing? Not police work, obviously. I almost shot her a disdainful look, but I needed to keep Soso talking. “Were you in on that with her?”

	She shook her head, suddenly mute. Either Williams’ interference had silenced her or I’d tread into territory I should have skirted. But it told me more than the woman thought. How many others had Soso terrorized as part of Olga’s process of bringing down the competition. The question was, why?

	I stood when it was obvious Soso wasn’t going to continue without her lawyer. I turned to Williams instead, shrugging as I looked at Terrance over her shoulder. “You two can fight it out,” I said. “I have what I need.” I didn’t, not really, but let them chew on that. It was obvious from the frustration on both their faces my side comment left the impression I’d hoped for, and I was grinning when I exited the room and headed down the hall toward Olga Hursted’s door.

	You better believe she was my next stop.

	The problem with feeling superior is you tend to make mistakes and I realized mine when I knocked, noting that while the chief was leading Soso out into the hall toward the stairs, Daisy trailing behind them, Williams had followed me and stood behind me, arms crossed over her chest.

	“If you think I’m going to let you screw up my case,” she snarled.

	“You’re doing that all by yourself,” I said as the door opened. I turned to Olga whose grim and sullen expression—not to mention her packed bags and the fact she wore her coat—told a story of a woman about to flee the scene of the crime.

	I stepped into her room without asking, forcing her backward with the bulk of my body, suddenly grateful for the massiveness I’d become and using the girls as a weapon. They obliged, blissfully quiet as I did what their mommy did best and confronted the suspect I’d come to question. 

	“I didn’t do anything wrong.” Olga blurted that before I could open my mouth. She looked back and forth between me and Williams as she licked her lips and rushed on. “I was just doing my job.”

	“Creeping around a distillery at midnight,” I said with a wry smile. “Wow, you’re really dedicated, Olga. I’m sure your bosses at Vermont Liquor Control will be impressed when they find out.”

	She blanched instantly, two bright points of red forming on her sharp cheekbones and a mottled line running down her neck. “It’s not what you think.”

	“You know what I think?” I let her sit a minute and ponder, the silence between us so uncomfortable (for her, trust me I was enjoying it) she was sweating by the time I told her. “I think you went to Denning Distillery to poison the new batch so you could have a reason to shut Harish Denning down.” She twitched, eyes bulging. “Just like you’ve probably done to so many others before. In fact, I think you’ve recruited others to help you. Others like Soso Kaito, the disgruntled and desperate.” Was that guilt on her face? I’d only just made that leap and it paid off. “The only thing I don’t know, Olga, is why. What’s in it for you?”

	Instead of answering, she did the smart thing, unfortunately. “I want a lawyer.”

	Williams instantly hauled out her cuffs again, shouldering past me. “I’m so glad you said that,” she growled. “Ms. Hursted, you  have the right to remain silent…”

	I exited the room, letting Williams have her way, scowling over the whole thing. Maybe if I’d been able to talk to both women without the two incompetents I had to deal with interfering, I might have gotten more answers. Instead, I was left with questions remaining and nowhere to go from there.

	Not entirely true though, was it? Because as I descended the stairs to join Daisy at the door, watching the chief load Soso Kaito into his truck while Williams led Olga Hursted to hers, the pair clearly at odds, the sight of a news van across the street had me making a decision I wasn’t sure was the best.

	The moment the pair of law enforcement officers were gone with their arrests, I hoofed it down the walkway to Anita Jones who turned to me with her microphone out.

	“Off the record,” I said.

	She lowered the handpiece with a sigh, nodding to her cameraman before fixing me with a shrewd expression. “Ready to hear what I have to say?”

	“I’ll only agree to share if you have something new.” Anita took that in stride, nodding. “Fine. I hope you like tea.” I turned my back on her and headed for home. She grunted in surprise and leaped to follow me, Daisy linking arms with me, voice low as she spoke.

	“Are you sure about this?”

	I shrugged, absolutely not sure but positive that if the reporter did have something I didn’t, agreeing to talk would be worth it.

	Right?

	Anita sipped her green tea and nibbled on one of Mom’s cookies, though she seemed impatient to talk while I puttered around the kitchen. Yes, I was purposely delaying. All of the tactics I’d learned over the years of being a busybody were second nature now and when I finally sat with a vague smile, Daisy as relaxed as she always was, Anita was in a froth of anticipation.

	“Olga is being investigated for taking bribes,” she blurted. Then blushed as if she realized she’d handed over all of her cards without cementing our agreement. “I have proof,” she said, like that made a difference.

	It kind of did, but not really. “Not news, Anita.” I sat back with my tea, even though the details would be. I already knew Olga was dirty. Taking bribes seemed a logical leap, so this wasn’t really all that big of a scoop.

	The young reporter seemed to deflate and for the first time, I saw her as she really was. Just an eager kid looking to make a name for herself. Likely overlooked because she was pretty, judged and relegated to certain stories because of her looks. Maybe I was wrong, but I doubted it. And it roused my empathy, because I’d been underestimated enough times myself to feel for her.

	It put our interactions in a new perspective, though it didn’t excuse her choices. “You know,” I said, “you don’t have to be aggressive and nasty to get the story.” Her jaw clenched while I sipped. “We don’t have to be enemies, Anita. And I’d rather we were friends anyway. Even after what you did.”

	“I was doing my job,” she said, defensiveness coming through loud and clear. Which meant she felt guilty, naturally.

	“There are better ways to keep people informed. Your kind of news might get attention, but it doesn’t support the truth.” She seemed to agree, though she didn’t say so out loud. “I don’t envy you.”

	“Don’t pity me, either,” she snapped.

	“Hardly.” I set my cup aside. “How do you know Olga is taking bribes?”

	“My source,” she said. Paused, then shrugged like she realized it didn’t make a difference what she said. “According to him, she’s in financial difficulty. Has a gambling problem.” That was news, so good for her. “She’s been taking bribes to pay off her debts. She’s ruined bars, distilleries and breweries across the state. Each time her testing found methanol in the mix. It’s happened enough that it’s raised eyebrows in her department. But no one seems able to prove she’s wrong. Her bosses are watching, though, and when I report on what I know…” she trailed off, chin rising, waiting for me to fill in the rest.

	“Which you would have already if you thought you had enough.” I wasn’t taking her bait. If she thought she could make me talk with her newbie skills, she didn’t know me at all. Besides, she hadn’t been raised by John Fleming. I had a huge advantage.

	Anita tsked in frustration. “Whatever,” she said, sullen and frustrated. “I told you what I know. You’re welcome.” She moved to rise, angry, blinking rapidly, clearly upset. “You know what? I hate this town.” She slammed the stool into my counter, jerking on her jacket. “I hate this story and everything to do with following you around, waiting for something to happen. Why did I take this job?”

	“Because you want to tell the truth,” I said. Waited for that to sink in. She leaned into the kitchen island, nodding, lips pulling down. “Didn’t work out the way you wanted, did it?”

	She shook her head. “I just wanted to be a reporter. To tell stories. All I am is a glorified ambulance chaser.” She huffed out a heavy sigh. “I’ll leave you alone now.”

	“But I haven’t told you what I know.” Daisy raised both eyebrows at me but her soft smile spoke volumes. Anita, on the other hand, stared at me in shock. “Sit, kid,” I said, doing my best John Fleming. “You’re going to want to hear what I have to say.”

	Of course, I didn’t tell her everything. But the fact methanol was involved had me wondering if Olga had been there last night to poison the tank. If so and Harish caught her at it, it could have been she who killed him in a moment of panic. The fact whoever did it used one of Soso Kaito’s bottles? Well, if it had been Olga, the other distillery owner might be forthcoming if she found out.

	That meant I owed this young woman in front of me, even if I didn’t want to fully admit it out loud.

	Anita wrote down everything I told her, about Monica’s reports of hate mail and the sabotage she’d experienced, along with a few tidbits that would make life uncomfortable for both Williams and Terrance. In turn, the young reporter promised to keep my name out of it. Not that I thought it would matter. She left happy, Daisy showing her out, returning to join me in the kitchen where I fed Petunia her afternoon snack while pondering what we’d learned.

	“I’m going back to the office,” my bestie said. “Can I get you anything?”

	I waved her off, hugged her and let her go, pausing as I watched my pug finish her meal, deciding my next move was worth the risk. I knew how to get both women to talk. The only question was, would revealing what I knew make more of a mess or reveal who killed Harish Denning?

	Only one way to find out.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty One

	 

	My first stop took me to town hall, because I had that one niggling issue I needed to wrap up before I could let myself drop my vendetta and move on to the real suspects.

	Karla Jensen was in Olivia’s office when I barged in and confronted her.

	“Why were you at Denning Distillery at time of death?”

	She spluttered, exchanging a look with our mayor whose shocked expression turned grim as Olivia looked up from her desk, sitting back with her arms crossed, Karla clearly on the defensive while I let her gather her wits before answering.

	“I wasn’t—”

	“Video feed says otherwise.” I waved off her protest, tired of being lied to even though I was pretty sure she wasn’t involved. “Why were you there?”

	“I’d like an answer, too,” Olivia said, no nonsense tone out at last.

	Karla sagged a little as she faced off with her employer, cutting me out entirely. “I… I was in talks with Harish.” She hesitated then before rushing on. “He wanted a deal on his municipal taxes in exchange for sponsorship.”

	“We agreed we weren’t going to do that anymore.” Olivia’s disappointment almost made me grin, especially when it cut her favorite employee’s legs out from under her. While doing the job I’d hoped (no, not getting her fired, I wish) and answering the question I needed answered.

	“I know, I’m sorry.” Groveling, Karla, really? “I was going to tell him no.”

	Sure, she was. That’s why she went so late at night, sneaking around like she was a murder suspect. “Did you see anything that could help with the investigation?”

	“I didn’t kill him.” She gaped at me, paling out even further while Olivia stood abruptly.

	“Is Karla a suspect?” The mayor’s tone chilled out enough Karla blanched and backed up a step.

	“Just eliminating her,” I said. Olivia nodded while I focused on her now angry but still compliant event planner. “Well?”

	“I didn’t see anything,” she said at last. “I called out for Harish when I arrived, but there was no sign of him, so I left.” That jived with what I’d seen on the footage.

	“And you didn’t see anyone else?” Even a hint of what had happened would help. Not that I’d like her or anything, but she could at least be helpful.

	But Karla shook her head, and I believed her for once. “There were a number of cars in the lot,” she said. “But I didn’t see anyone. I even tried calling him, but no answer.”

	“Someone called you,” I said, flat and without question.

	Again she twitched, glancing sideways at Olivia. What was she hiding? “Ah, just a personal call.”

	This time, I didn’t believe her. But whatever she’d been up to had nothing to do with this case and from Olivia’s glaring, I’d outstayed my welcome. Well, there were moments when digging into people I didn’t like worked out, and there were times when they didn’t. This was the latter, and I had a murder to solve.

	Karla Jensen’s activities, illegal or illicit or otherwise, would have to wait.

	I let myself out, hearing Olivia’s raised voice through the door as I exited, enough to know Karla was likely getting a reaming. That had me grinning my whole way out of the building and down the street to my next destination. I paused at the old sheriff’s office in Reading, now the new chief’s. As luck would have it, Williams hadn’t taken Olga to BCI headquarters just yet. Instead, as I stopped outside, I recognized her car and realized she’d decided to handle things locally after all.

	Perfect. That saved me a trip to their headquarters while providing me the chance to speak to both women together if I played my cards right. Of course, the moment I set foot in the office proper, I was confronted by a nervous and somewhat hesitant young deputy who seemed to be doing double duty at reception.

	“Ms. Fleming.” Buell Montgomery’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he glanced toward the former office door that used to be Dad’s, Crew’s, Jill’s and even mine. Oh, and Robert’s. So yeah, I knew it well enough to be sure the two people who would least want me present likely stood behind it hashing out their grievances with each other. As long as they weren’t planning a team-up against me, they could butt heads all they wanted.

	“Deputy.” I chose kindness and a warm smile and a nod for him, noting that the two cells at the back of the bullpen housed one person each. Soso Kaito was still crying into a clutch of tissues, her coat gone and looking small and vulnerable in her tight, black dress. As for Olga Hursted, she sat stiff and rigid with her arms crossed, making no attempt to console the young woman next to her. Had they already had it out? Was this visit a waste of time? But when Soso turned and said something to Olga, the older woman responded, giving me hope I still had wiggle room to turn their friendship around.

	Yeah, I had horrible things planned for them both. And while that made me a bad person, they went first, so justifying what I was about do to? Not all that hard.

	The door behind me opened before I could make my (not a) request to speak to the prisoners, two men entering, both carrying briefcases, suits under long, wool coats almost a match despite the fact they were at least two decades in age difference. I could sniff out a lawyer a mile away and these two did nothing to keep me from pegging either one of them. Which meant, when the older man with the distinguished silver hair and light beard offered Montgomery a professional smile, I wasn’t surprised when he introduced himself.

	“Mavor Collins,” he said, presenting a card. “I’m Olga Hursted’s attorney.”

	“Simon Escher,” the younger man said, pressing forward to hand over his own business credentials. “I represent Soso Kaito.”

	The deputy seemed a little overwhelmed by the fact he was now surrounded by three people all with official reasons for being there. It was clear to me his instructor at the academy was right to call him a follower and that he wasn’t sure what to do when left to his own devices. That gave me the opportunity to nudge him in the right (for me) direction while appearing to be helpful.

	Nice of me, right?

	“Thank you, Deputy Montgomery,” I said, mimicking the tone both men used. “If you’ll excuse us.” I turned and moved through the swinging half door of the barricade between the bullpen and reception, not bothering to check in with the lawyers. By the time I reached the cells, I heard footsteps following me with some haste and had to stifle a grin, knowing I’d not only one upped the deputy but the two lawyers as well.

	“Ms. Kaito,” I said, nodding to her and then Olga, “Ms. Hursted, your lawyers are here. I’m sure you’re both eager to discuss your cases with them. Before you do, however, I’d like to ask you a few questions.” I turned with a faint smile for the older lawyer. “Fiona Fleming,” I said, offering my hand.

	He shook it, though his shrewd expression wasn’t lost on me. “I know who you are, Ms. Fleming,” he said. “I’ve had dealings with your father.” I couldn’t tell from his expression if those dealings were cause for alarm or confidence.

	“I’m sure he was more than helpful,” I said.

	Mavor Collins chuckled, shaking his head. “Actually, he was,” he said. “What is this about, Ms. Fleming?”

	“I was hired by the victim’s widow,” I said, “to assist in discovering who killed her husband.”

	“So, it’s murder,” he said.

	“I’m sorry,” the younger lawyer cut in, tone cold and harsh, “who are you?”

	I turned to him, almost writing him off but giving him the benefit of the doubt. “Fiona Fleming,” I said, offering my hand. He took it after a moment but only shook it briefly. “Fleming Investigations.”

	That had him frowning. “Private investigator.” He said it like it was a bad thing.

	“You may want to hold off on your judgments, Mr. Escher,” Mavor Collins said. “Well, Ms. Fleming? You said you had questions.” He raised an eyebrow at Olga who shook her head. “I’m sorry, but my client isn’t ready to speak to you.”

	“That’s perfectly all right,” I said. “I don’t expect her to talk. In fact, I just want her to listen.” She fixed me with a furious glare while Soso sniffled.

	“I didn’t kill anyone,” the young woman whimpered.

	“I advise you to stop talking,” Simon Escher said.

	“Again,” I said, “neither of you need to say a word. I would, however, like to inform Ms. Hursted that I’m fully aware of her financial issues and where those issues were sourced from.” Olga twitched, paling out. “A gambling addiction isn’t something to take lightly, nor is accepting bribes to use your position to the benefit of others.” She spluttered, turning bright red now, hands clenching in her lap while Soso slumped, eyes huge, lips a tight line. Because of course, she knew. She was in on it. “I am curious, however, how you thought you’d be able to get away with murder.”

	“I didn’t kill Harish,” Olga blurted while Mavor Collins sighed.

	“Ms. Fleming,” he said.

	I shrugged with a wink and a grin. “I didn’t make her talk, Mr. Collins.”

	He just stared back at me with a disappointed expression that did nothing to stop me from carrying on.

	“I have evidence,” I told Olga. “You have to know you’re under investigation  yourself.” She swallowed hard while her lawyer took a step closer to the bars.

	“We need a moment,” he said.

	But I’d gotten through to Olga and she couldn’t help herself. “I had no choice,” she blurted, Collins huffing at her to stay quiet even as she rushed on, standing abruptly to come to the bars and face me. Her lipstick had worn completely off, thin lips almost nonexistent, eyes bloodshot, her normally perfectly styled hair a mass of tangles under her beret. “I never meant to hurt anyone. I have an illness.”

	“I understand completely,” I said in a soothing tone while Collins glared at his client. “Who hired you, Ms. Hursted?”

	She didn’t speak, gaze now glazed and a little distant as she shook her head, pinching her lips together, both hands white-knuckled as they gripped the bars of her cell.

	“I’ve been patient, Ms. Fleming.” Mavor Collins had been, agreed. Didn’t matter. I was done with Olga for now. Because I had one more bomb to drop that would get Soso talking, I was sure of it. Which had me turning toward her.

	Before the detonation, a question. “Who is buying you out, Ms. Kaito?”

	Her lawyer hissed at her as Soso shook her head. But it was Olga Hursted who spun with shock on her face toward the young woman.

	“Soso,” she breathed.

	“I don’t know,” the young woman whispered, still huddled on the bench, arms around herself offering no protection whatsoever. “I thought it was Harish. That’s why I was there last night. To talk to him about it.”

	Olga’s face compressed suddenly, her shock turning to horror in a flash that disappeared behind a mask that did nothing to deflect the fact I now knew she knew more than she would ever tell me.

	Interesting. “Who were you calling today, then?” Maybe Soso carrying on could shake out what I needed?

	The young distillery owner shrugged. “I never had a name,” she said. “Just a number.” Soso turned her head away from me, from Olga who was now staring at her feet with a grim and closed expression on her face. “It doesn’t matter now. The offer is gone.”

	I turned to Olga as I asked Soso my next question. “Ms. Kaito, did you see Ms. Hursted last night?” The older woman glared at me while Soso responded despite her lawyer trying to shush her.

	“I didn’t,” she said, glancing sideways at Olga a moment without a trace of honesty in her statement. Even her lawyer knew it, tsking as he spun on me.

	“Ms. Fleming,” he said, “unless you’d like to be arrested for interfering with my client who’s asked for representation—”

	“Don’t bother, kid,” Mavor Collins said, wry smile on his face. “John Fleming’s daughter isn’t breaking any laws. Our clients can’t keep their mouths shut, and that’s not her fault. Is it, Ms. Fleming?”

	I shrugged. “They have the right to remain silent.”

	Both women glared at me, though it was Soso I focused on again.

	“One last thing,” I said. “Indulge me.” Not like I gave any of them a choice. “Ms. Kaito, were you aware that Harish was found drowned in a vat of his latest batch?” She shook her head, wincing. “Or that he’d been struck on the back of the head with a bottle?” Her mouth formed an unhappy circle. “Or that said bottle was filled with enough methanol to poison the batch even if he hadn’t drowned in it?” She shook her head in visible horror, gaze flickering sideways to Olga. But she wasn’t going to flip on her friend. Not with what I’d told her.

	Good thing I wasn’t done.

	“A shame, really,” I said. “Because it looks very much like you are aware. Intimately so.” I fished out my phone and showed both lawyers the image of the bottle that Penny identified as the murder weapon. “Turns out the very item that sent Harish Denning to his death wasn’t sourced from his distillery.” I turned the phone around so Soso could see it. “It was from yours.”

	“Not a word,” Simon Escher snapped at her as she fish lipped, spluttering and then turning a dark, furious red, lurching to her feet and jabbing a finger at Olga.

	“You set me up!” She stomped both feet, tiny frame shaking violently. “I thought we were friends!”

	“Soso—” Olga didn’t get to finish, obviously terrified as the younger woman spun on me next.

	“I did see Olga there last night,” she spit with spiteful vengeance. “I watched her doing something to one of the tanks. But I ran when I heard someone else approaching.” She shot the older woman a very rude hand gesture as Olga gurgled in protest. “I was supposed to tell you I didn’t see her. Or that she didn’t coerce me into helping her destroy other distilleries.” Soso’s tears had completely dried up, fury taking over. “I should never have trusted you.”

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty Two

	 

	I’m sure it would have turned into a cat fight if I hadn’t interjected, both women now glaring at one another through the bars separating them.

	“You didn’t see Harish Denning?” I waited for Soso to respond. It took her a moment to pull herself together and do so, a moment in which her lawyer kept his silence. He might have been young, but he wasn’t stupid and clearly saw an opportunity to eliminate his client as a suspect if he stayed out of it. As for Mavor Collins, he seemed as intent on Soso’s response as the rest of us but made no effort to silence her either.

	“No,” Soso finally said, her rage retreating, but her tears not returning. “I assumed it was him approaching, the person I heard. I got scared and ran.”

	“So, it’s your testimony you didn’t see my client anywhere near the deceased,” Collins said.

	“Nice try.” I hadn’t noticed that Williams and Terrance had exited the office and were listening in, but the homicide detective had no qualms interrupting now that she thought she had her killer. “Ms. Hursted, I’m formally arresting you for the murder of Harish Denning.”

	“Does that mean my client is free to go?” Simon Escher nodded to me as I sighed and stepped back, knowing Williams was jumping the gun but still sorting things out in my head. I’d hoped Soso would be able to point to Olga decisively. Her recollection only complicated matters. Without a witness to the murder, there were still enough suspects to make me hesitate in agreeing with Williams on who did it.

	Not that it mattered to her. “No,” she snarled at the young lawyer. “I still have questions for her.”

	“Then I request time and privacy with my client,” Simon Escher said.

	“As do I.” Mavor Collins cast me a look, though there was no accusation or recrimination in it. In fact, if anything, he seemed amused. “If you’ll excuse us?”

	Williams backed off, corralling me as I moved away. I scowled as she pinned me between a desk and the bullpen’s short barrier wall, knowing what was coming and not really interested in being bullied at the moment.

	My hand slid into my pocket, and, in a flash of inspiration, I looked down at the screen as Williams leaned in.

	“If it’s the last thing I do,” she snarled at me, low and heated, “I’m going to see that you and everyone you care about gets what’s coming to you.”

	“Threatening a private investigator,” I tsked at her. “Not the best idea, Detective Williams.”

	“You have no idea who you’re messing with,” she said. “You’re on the way out and so is your little business. You think you can mess with the BCI?” She shook with rage, little bubbles of foam forming in the corners of her mouth, eyes bulging as she towered over me. “This is your last warning. Stay out of my way or I’ll make sure you never investigate another case ever again.”

	It wasn’t enough. I needed more than veiled threats. And despite the risk I ran, I had to push her. Knew exactly what buttons to press, too, didn’t I? Thanks to Brown and his insider information. No matter the trouble it would likely cause.

	“I know about your deal with Dresden,” I hissed back in her face. “And that you’re trying to get Mallory fired. It won’t work, Williams. He’s a million times the investigator you are. Sloppy police work won’t get you promoted any more than being a woman gets in your way.” Oh, I triggered the right sequence with that little bit of prodding, sure did. “Except, it’s not that you’re a woman, Williams, that’s held you back. It’s that you’re a crappy cop.” I watched her devolve from furious to raging and into blind anger so intense I actually worried I’d pushed her too far.

	Who, me?

	“You’re done, Fleming,” she spit in my face. “Unless you’d like a midnight visit to that lovely house of yours? Some night your husband isn’t home?” Okay, she just openly threatened me. Awesome and yikes all at the same time. Hard to be excited she’d done so when I was actually afraid of her now, my own fault, too. “You might want to think about those babies you’re carrying around. It would be a shame if something awful happened to them. Or that pug of yours.”

	I gasped at that. Even Williams seemed to realize she’d gone too far, leaning away with her red face now anxious before she smothered her expression in stern denial.

	“Get out,” she said. “And mind your own damned business.” Williams didn’t wait for me to obey, turning and striding off in jerky, furious steps until she cleared the threshold of the office and slammed the door behind her. Terrance had obviously been watching the whole thing, eyebrows raised at me, a smirk on his face. Whatever, he could be amused all he wanted.

	I took Williams’ advice and exited to the street, shaking hand in my pocket pulling free my phone, thumb turning off the microphone I’d triggered before prodding the detective. I listened back to a bit of the conversation I’d caught, clear as a bell, and immediately forwarded the file to our group email for Fleming Investigations.

	I realized my mistake as I headed for home, barely making it a block when my phone began pinging with messages and I had to quickly mollify the entire staff with a group text as they all piled on their worry.

	All good, I sent. And enough to get Williams off our case.

	That was stupid, Liz sent.

	Fee, what were you thinking? Thanks, Jill.

	I’m meeting you at the house. Dad, seriously.

	Me, too. Well, Day I could understand.

	Nice, Fee. Kit was the only one who seemed supportive. But don’t do that again, dumbass. Okay, not so much.

	I’m calling you. Crew’s message was the last to come in and I winced as I anticipated what he was going to say. At least he waited until I was through the front door before my phone rang.

	“I know,” I said as way of answering.

	“Call Mallory,” he said. “Now. You’re not going to be alone ever again, Fee. I’m not kidding.”

	“It’s fine,” I said, wondering if I was right. Williams’ face… it was impossible to shake the look on her face even now.

	“If you keep insisting on provoking people with the means and motive to hurt you and our girls,” Crew snarled back, “you’re getting a babysitter. No arguments. We’re talking about this when I get home.”

	He hung up on me. Crew never hung up on me. And we’d come to an agreement since our last fight over him coddling me. But as I discarded my coat at the door and slumped my way to the kitchen, I had to admit he was right this time.

	I’d gone too far, and I deserved what I got.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty Three

	 

	I took one more moment to forward the audio file to both Brown and, as an afterthought, to Mallory even as my front door opened, and several people hurried inside. I’d been expecting Dad and Daisy but got Mom along with them. In short order, Dad had a group call on the go and I got to hear everyone—except Crew who’d had his say already—recriminate me before I finally sighed and held up both hands.

	“Okay,” I said, silencing them all. “I know, all right? I’m an idiot. What else is new?” Someone chuckled then went silent as I grinned in response. “The point is, whatever Williams and Dresden were cooking up, her threatening me like that should at least pull her from the problem pile. I have no doubt Brown will share it with Dresden’s boss. And if we can help him come up with a good reason to get them both fired, all the better.”

	“Agreed,” Dad said.

	“I’m still digging,” Liz sent. “The files Brown shared offer some interesting options, but unless Mallory or one of the other detectives in question is willing to speak up, I’m not sure what else we can do.”

	“Except if Dresden is that crooked and disloyal,” I said, “he’s hiding more than taking credit.”

	No one had an argument for that. In fact, they all muttered their own assent while I distracted them with questions.

	“Liz, any word from our accountant?” Nothing like a case to pull focus.

	“I was just about to call you,” she said with a dry tone that told me she knew exactly what I was up to and that she approved of my methods, if not the circumstances. “Kyle said Ms. Denning was right to be concerned. According to him, the distillery’s books claim they spent almost a half million more than the receipts she provided. He said there’s a chance she missed something, and he can’t know for certain without actual physical contact with the business’s books, but if she did provide everything, something is definitely hinky.”

	Good to know. “Tell him I’m going to put him in touch with Monica,” I said. “I want all the t’s crossed, and i’s dotted on this.”

	“Done,” she said. “Please, be careful.” And she hung up, everyone else following suit until it was only Dad, Mom and Daisy sitting in my kitchen, watching me with cautious expressions and worry.

	Sigh.

	I had a quiet dinner Mom made for me, sending them all home shortly afterward. I carefully locked all the doors and windows, though, despite my assurances I wasn’t worried and though Daisy suggested staying over, I turned her down. Petunia was sufficient company, snuggling close, though I was sad when I tried to call Crew to say goodnight and he didn’t answer.

	When I woke the next morning after a troubling night tossing and turning, I promised myself I’d put yesterday’s mistakes behind me. In fact, I woke with vigor and energy I wasn’t expecting and, in a small fit of output, dove into cleaning my house from top to bottom. It felt good to move, to scrub and tidy and wipe and vacuum. By the time Mom and Daisy arrived just before lunch, I’d tackled the majority of the main floor despite my size and slowness.

	Mom took one look at me in my apron with my dust cloth and let out a little shriek of joy. “You’re nesting!”

	“I’m what?” I grunted as she hugged me before whipping out her phone. Daisy beamed a huge smile while Mom spoke rapidly at whoever it was she’d called, my best friend cupping my face in her hands still chilly from outside.

	“It’s a pregnancy thing,” she said.

	“It’s a due any second thing!” Mom almost danced in place. “Dr. Aberstock is coming right over.”

	“Mom,” I said, fighting her for possession of the dust rag she tried to take from me. “I’m fine. I don’t need Dr. Aberstock.”

	“Nesting is a sign you’re close,” Mom said, suddenly insistent, face set and eyes slitted. “Get to your recliner right now, young lady. I want you looked at before you do another thing.”

	Dear heavens, the woman had lost her mind.

	Day snuck in a bit of news while Mom puttered in preparation for Dr. Aberstock’s arrival, but her expression told me she didn’t have happy information to share.

	“I can’t find a connection between Karla and Edwin Terrance,” she said. “I’m sorry, Fee.”

	Well, I’d kind of let go of the idea she might be the killer despite myself, so that was all right. Especially since I now knew why she’d been there that night. Then again, she had lied about the phone call she’d answered on the footage, so was I stepping off too fast? Was I now overlooking her because I wanted her to be guilty? Talk about messed up.

	“Can you question her again?” I had to trust Daisy to do it. No way would Karla speak to me after our chat in the mayor’s office yesterday, let alone tell me the truth. Day, on the other hand, had a great way of ingratiating herself to others and if anyone could entice Karla to let something slip, it might be my adorable and charismatic bestie.

	Worth a shot.

	My phone vibrated with an incoming text, but I didn’t get to check it right away. Instead, Mom hurried to the front door when the bell rang to let in our new guest, only to guide both Dr. and Bernice Aberstock to the kitchen to see me.

	Bernice hugged and kissed me before her husband, round cheeks pink and blue eyes sparkling, did a quick examination.

	“I’m fine,” I told him.

	“I know,” he winked at me. “Let’s do this for Lucy, shall we?”

	I sighed but nodded as he went through the blood pressure routine before asking a few questions and finally sitting back with a bigger smile.

	“Everything is fine,” he said. “Any day now.”

	I gritted my teeth at him. “Thanks, Doc.”

	He laughed.

	We actually had a lovely visit from there, the Aberstocks lingering for the afternoon, Mom making cookies and tea. It was nice to forget about the case for a few hours, to reminisce with the lovely couple, Dad joining us briefly and Daisy chiming in. Maybe it was part of the nesting Mom was talking about or perhaps it was just a nice chance to have a moment to enjoy the people I cared about, but by the time the Aberstocks left with a box of Mom’s treats in hand, I was not just happy and content, I was tired.

	Mom and Dad were already out the back door, Daisy following, when I heard the front door open. Petunia dashed off to greet Crew who didn’t bother shedding his coat in his haste to reach me. Instead of giving me heck like I expected, he marched right up to me and hugged me tight, kissing me and rocking me in silence while I clung to him and leaned in, his cheek on the top of my hair, my nose in the hollow of his collarbone.

	God, that man smelled delicious.

	When he finally pulled away, he shook his head when I tried to speak first.

	“Later,” he said gruffly, voice thick. “You four are okay?”

	It took me a moment to realize he was including Petunia in the count, because of course, he was. My love for him hit me so hard I almost choked. No way I could speak. So, I nodded instead.

	He swayed on his feet, eyes moist, lips working though he didn’t say anything either. And then he hugged me again.

	“Please stop scaring me like that,” he whispered.

	“No promises.” I pushed him back, blinking and smiling. “By the way, I’m nesting.”

	He snorted, wiping at his eyes with the heel of his hand. “What does that mean?”

	I winked. “Any—”

	He finished with me, our voices a duo. “—day now!”

	It felt really good to laugh with him.

	We spent the evening wrapping presents, a task we’d been neglecting. I poked a few ideas around with him on the case, but without any new evidence, and with Williams officially charging Olga Hursted, I had, at least, fulfilled my contractual obligation to my client. At least Monica Denning was in the clear.

	When I finally remembered I’d received a text, I was making dinner and checked it as Crew stirred the pasta sauce.

	Thanks for the file, Brown sent. You took a huge chance, Fee. But I can use this against her.

	There was another, from Mallory. Idiot, he sent. She’s on a razor’s edge. Don’t do that again.

	You’re welcome, I sent back to both of them.

	Crew’s phone rang as I set mine on the counter and he swore softly when he checked it. “I have to run to the office for five minutes,” he said. “I promised a file and it’s there.”

	“Go,” I said. “I can’t ruin the sauce by stirring it, right?”

	He hesitated a moment while I shot him a grimace and smacked him when he laughed. I accepted his kiss to my temple as Crew hurried to the front door, turning off the burner and setting the pot aside just to be sure. I’d been known to destroy dinner on occasion, and I really wanted a giant bowl of spaghetti now that I could smell it.

	The dryer dinged upstairs, sending me huffing up to check it. Nesting or not, I was about done for the day, thanks. One last load, sigh.

	I had a feeling my whole life was going to become one last load.

	I was switching the laundry over, lost in domestic bliss while my pug watched from the side of the hamper, when a thought occurred to me that had me freezing in place, staring into her eyes.

	“I really am an idiot.” Her triangle ears perked when I slammed the washer lid shut. “Tell me, little pug, why would the books at Denning Distillery show more money spent, not less? Because he wasn’t hiding money from the government.” My hand slammed down on the lid of the appliance next to me. “He was laundering it for someone else.”

	She whined and licked her lips as I grunted my way back downstairs to my phone and sent a quick text. Only to realize I’d missed one more that arrived earlier today and I now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt who actually killed Harish Denning. More importantly? I knew why.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty Four

	 

	I called Crew even as I bundled myself into my car, leaving a message for him to meet me at the distillery. Petunia wasn’t happy about being left behind, especially when I didn’t have time to bribe her with a treat, so I could hear her barking from behind the closed front door. But better she was safe than I was sorry. I’d learned that lesson, at least, if only that one. There was a very good chance I was about to come face to face with the killer and I wasn’t going to give anyone the opportunity to hurt my dog.

	Not again.

	As for me and the babies, well. Yeah, still an idiot.

	I pulled into the parking lot as my phone hummed. The text was poorly written and seemed sent in haste. Wllms pullrd me ovr, Crew sent. Wt 4 me.

	That had me texting Mallory, though I knew he was too far away to be helpful. When I shot off one to Dad, he didn’t reply. Neither did Daisy, for that matter. Which left me one last person to try.

	I’ll be right there, Brown sent. Please wait for me.

	He knew to ask nicely.

	I fully intended to wait, I swear it to you. Don’t you believe me? Whatever, think what you want. The truth is, I really was going to sit there in my car and stare at the front door of the distillery until Brown or someone else arrived to back me up. I’d parked off to the side of the lot and turned my lights out, away from the illumination cast by the building, hoping to be incognito enough as to go unnoticed. Turned out my tactic worked because when another car pulled in and parked at the front of the building, the person exiting didn’t even glance my way.

	My hope it was my backup was dashed just as my realization it was the killer had me reaching for my door handle despite my original intent.

	Did I mention the idiot thing?

	Uh-hum.

	I slipped through the front door, the overwhelming scent of gasoline hitting me like a blow as I caught my breath at the stench before carrying on. I found her dousing the office with a jerry can, splashing liquid around while I waited for her to notice me.

	“Lyrica,” I said, the venture capitalist turning with a gasp to face me. “Nice try. But burning the place down won’t make a difference. We already know what you did.”

	“We?” She spluttered, can still in hand, eyes wild.

	“Me,” I said, pulling out my phone and showing her screen, the text I’d received still loaded up. “And Nelson Delamonte.” Because it had been his message that told me what I needed to know.

	I’m so sorry, Fee, he’d sent. Lyrica has a reputation I wasn’t aware of, connected to illegal activity that has nothing to do with me. I would never have suggested you to her if I’d known. I’ll be more careful next time. Watch your back—the organization she’s part of has a lot of money they didn’t come by honestly and look for ways to keep anyone from finding out the truth.

	A little late, but he tried.

	She snarled at me, tense, gaze darting past me to the exit I now blocked. “Get out of my way,” she snarled.

	“I can’t let you do this.” The moment those words were out of my mouth, I knew it was a dumb thing to say. What exactly did I think I was going to do to stop her?

	Thing was, it wasn’t Lyrica I had to worry about, turned out. Not when a voice from behind me had me stiffening in surprise and concern.

	“You don’t have a say in the matter.” I slowly turned to find Chief Edwin Terrance with a gun pointed at me, his gaze flickering from me to Lyrica whose horrified expression turned to rage.

	“You fool,” she snapped at him. “You were supposed to keep her away from here.”

	“Not my fault she connected the dots,” he said with a shrug. Maybe her anxiety and anger should have made me nervous, but it was his casual calm and visible containment that was way worse. She might have been on the edge, but he was a man with nothing to lose. I could see it in the emptiness of his eyes, the way his dull and disdainful lip curl turned his lined face into a mask of inhumanity and cruelty. “A shame, really, Ms. Fleming,” he said. “How you poked your nose into the wrong mess and ended up dying of smoke inhalation.”

	I should have made the connection, but Nelson’s information had only led me to Lyrica Valios. “She owns you.” That was easy enough to see.

	He shrugged. “You could say that.”

	“Of course, I do,” Lyrica shot at him. “Now, do your damned job and kill her already. We have to get out of here before anyone finds out.”

	“Take it easy,” Terrance said. “Monica is at Patrick’s and I’ve disabled the cameras. Even if someone does try to connect you, they won’t.”

	“And Nelson Delamonte?” I arched an eyebrow at Lyrica, trying to match Terrance’s coldness while my insides churned with fear. Not for me, not really. But for the babies I couldn’t protect. If I died, so did they.

	Lyrica’s face showed her worry. “She’s right,” she said. “If Nelson knows…”

	“He has no proof of anything.” Who really was the boss here? Terrance seemed far more in control, but again, out of sheer lack of caring. Did he really believe what he was saying? “Go finish what you came to do and let’s get out of here.”

	Lyrica looked at me, can in her hands, before heading my way.

	“You’re too deep into laundering money for the wrong people for this to end well for you.” I stopped her with that statement, knowing this was my only chance to put any kind of wedge between them. That was my single hope to escape this, turning them against one another. “He’s lying to you. Can’t you see it? He doesn’t care what happens.” She blinked, horror returning as she accepted what I said. “You hired the wrong man to back you up.”

	“He was just supposed to scout out the town,” she whispered. “Be my eyes and ears.”

	Turned out there was a connection between Karla Jensen and Edwin Terrance, but not the one Daisy was looking for. “Karla was talking to you that night.” Of course. “You know her.” Lyrica’s face contorted. She really didn’t have a great poker face. “You got in touch with your old friend,” I said. “Suggested Edwin might be a good hire for Reading. Got him the job through her. And you called her that night, wanted her help with Harish. She turned you down which forced you to come yourself and deal with him in person.” Which meant she might have some leverage with the town’s event planner, but not enough to blackmail her. Not exactly winning points, but at least wasn’t a huge red flag.

	Still. Olivia needed to fire Karla now. Before I killed her.

	Lyrica nodded almost absently, the can sagging toward the floor, sloshing as her arm fell to her side. “It’s over,” she whispered.

	“It’s not.” Terrance turned his gun on her this time. “You might think you’re the boss of me, Ms. Valios, but I assure you, the people you owe money to, the ones you’re laundering for, they were more than happy to pay me a bit extra if I’d ensure you kept their interests ahead of your own.”

	“You backstabbing little—” Lyrica started to tremble, now so pale her skin was near translucent and ashen. Gas spilled into a small puddle at her feet as the can tipped further, still at least half full and a lingering menace that choked me with growing fumes. One small spark, with the amount of residue in the air, and we’d all be dead. Like a bullet fired from a leveled gun?

	Exactly like that.

	“Like you wouldn’t do the same to me,” he snarled, showing emotion at last. “You might be in deep with them on purpose, but I don’t have a choice.”

	“They took advantage of you,” I said, trying to connect. It was all I had. “After your wife got sick.”

	“Don’t even,” he said. “That’s pathetic. I take full responsibility for what I did. Everyone thinks I started drinking after Connie got cancer, but the truth is, I was hiding it for years before that. And I’ve owed my soul for just as long.”

	Lyrica spun on me, suddenly babbling. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” she said. “I was just supposed to invest in failing businesses, make it look like I was trying to help. No one expected to make money. The point was to lose it and launder any cashflow for them.”

	“Who?” I waited for an answer I knew might not make me happy.

	“I don’t know for sure,” she admitted then. “There’s a conglomerate, a collective of corporations. I never knew names, but my father was in deep with them and when he died, it was my turn.” I almost felt for her. Almost. “He fell in with them a long time ago. The Valios Group was their idea.” She sagged further, the can hitting the floor at her feet, tipping over and glugging its contents onto the floor. Lyrica stepped back from it, hands rising to cover her mouth as she finished. “This is so wrong. It was just a game. It was never meant to end this way.”

	“Harish wasn’t in on it, was he?” I’d initially thought he had to be, but now my mind was putting the story together otherwise.

	“He found out,” she croaked. “He wanted to know where all the extra money was coming from. I just went to talk to him, that was all.” Her eyes narrowed. “But Olga was there, arguing with him. She had the bottle from Soso, had already dumped the methanol in as ordered.” Lyrica sounded like she didn’t take any responsibility for that act though I was sure it was her idea. “Harish caught her, the idiot. He went after her. I had no choice.” She trembled then, eyes distant, lost in the memory. “The bottle fell, and I grabbed it and…” she mimed hitting someone with her fisted hand then stopped, shook herself. “He fell in the batch. Olga was freaking out, so I sent her away, dumped the bottle in after him and left.” She shrugged then. “None of this would have happened if it hadn’t been for Monica.” She spit the other woman’s name like a curse. “She brought the money issue to his attention.” Again with passing the buck. She really was a piece of work, an entitled rich girl who thought she could get away with more than just murder because of her money. “I tried to explain it away, but he wanted to talk to an accountant. He wanted out of our deal. And the fool was making money.” She leaned into that word. “He wasn’t supposed to make money. He was supposed to fail again.”

	It all made a horrible kind of sense. “You took advantage of entrepreneurs you knew were failures,” I said. “You set them up to launder all the money you and your friends needed while pretending to support them. Until, what?”

	She shook her head but answered in a dull voice. “I cut them loose eventually,” she said. “They were losers anyway. I didn’t change that.” No guilt, just resentment. “How could he make money?”

	Lyrica had no idea how pathetic she sounded.

	But it connected another set of dots. “You own Olga Hursted,” I said. “And you were behind the buyout offer for Soso Kaito’s business.”

	Lyrica didn’t answer, but Terrance was more than happy to.

	“Exactly,” he said. “And since Olga’s lawyer got her free from Williams, she’s in the perfect position to take the fall.” Wait, she what? “Thanks to you, Ms. Fleming. Ms. Kaito couldn’t put the murder weapon in his client’s hand and he convinced the state’s attorney she was only there inspecting the site. So, you can thank your meddling for what comes next.” He gestured with the gun. “We’re done here,” he said. “Lyrica, go do your job. When this is over, Olga Hursted will take the blame for everything.”

	That might have been the end of me. Probably should have been, truth be told. Lyrica jerked in response to Terrance’s orders, revealing at last who really was in charge, bending to retrieve the can. From the sound of sloshing there was still enough inside it to cause havoc wherever she chose to apply it, so it didn’t matter really. Lyrica scuttled toward me, heading for the chief, while I decided I had two choices. I could either face her down, pregnant enough to be unwieldly and uncoordinated despite my self-defense training or I could let her go and hope to work out another means of exit.

	From a windowless, single entry room doused in gas and guarded by a man with a gun who wasn’t afraid to shoot me.

	Yeah. Guess which one I was desperate enough to pick?

	I don’t think Lyrica was expecting pushback from me. Her shock when I rushed her, arms swinging as I flailed in an attempt to startle her and the chief enough to avoid being shot seeming to do the job, though it was quickly apparent she was desperate enough not to allow me to gain the upper hand. I found myself sprawling backward against a desk as she shoved me aside and hurried past me, forcing me to turn with an ache in my hip that struck the hard wood, panting, to find Terrance smirking at me.

	Only to watch Lyrica freeze and slowly back toward him. He didn’t notice, though my expression gave it away, much to my regret, but not before the towering and furious form of Officer Kevin Brown crowded the doorway, his own gun leveled at the chief.

	Excuse me. Soon to be unemployed and in prison ex-chief, hopefully.

	I wasn’t expecting Edwin Terrance to turn and fire at Brown without preamble, the sound of the shot so loud I cried out from the concussive pressure of it. I dropped to one knee, hands over my ears, the sizzling heat of the air around me fortunately not fully exploding as I’d expected. The bullet’s ricochet did, however, set off a spark that lit the hall outside the office into a sheet of instant flame, Lyrica screaming out and throwing the can away from her as she retreated toward the office door.

	A second shot rang out, this one flashing from Brown’s gun, the bullet taking Terrance down with a grunt. Brown leaped forward and nabbed the falling man, kicking his gun away and hauling him toward the exit, his eyes wide as he shouted at me.

	“Out, now!”

	He wasn’t kidding. I lurched to my feet, lumbering for the doorway, only to have Lyrica clutch at me, sobbing in terror, falling sideways, trying to curl into a protective ball as the fire outside the door choked the room off in a sheet of black smoke. We both broke into coughing, my chest heavy, throat on fire.

	“Come on!” I managed those two words only between hacking coughs, hauling on her in a heaving tug that had her moving slowly, clinging to me now, as adrenaline poured through me. I have no idea how I made it past the wall of flames or how I managed to bring the sobbing, terrified woman with me. I do recall almost falling despite my herculean efforts and feeling hands on me, being lifted and practically carried while Lyrica hung on for dear life. Only when we cleared the smoke now billowing out the front door of the burning building did I look up.

	And into the tense and terrified face of Kevin Brown.

	“Got you,” he said.

	“My hero,” I croaked. He set me down on the ground at a safe distance, cuffs out and on the sobbing Lyrica while Edwin groaned, bleeding on the cold pavement as a fire truck, ambulance, three cars I knew and a state police car all pulled in at the same time.

	Crew threw himself at me, Dad at his side, the heat from the fire making me sweat as Denning Distillery was consumed in flames. I leaned into my husband and father while a familiar figure emerged from the cruiser with a stunned expression.

	Williams arrived just in time to witness her former partner arresting Lyrica and Edwin for murder. I coughed up a lung while I hoped she choked on it.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty Five

	 

	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 Harish Denning’s murder investigation successfully resolved, 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. Mom’s whole “nesting” theory hadn’t panned out yet, though it had been two days since Officer Keven Brown arrested both perpetrators.

	To my credit? I’d yet again proved I was perfectly capable of solving a murder, carrying two giant twins to term or not.

	I was still worried about Daisy, our heart-to-heart long forgotten thanks to her penchant for guilt. She’d seemed to have backslid into apologetic self-flagellation, especially when she realized she could have come to my rescue if she hadn’t been on the phone with Nelson Delamonte when I’d called for backup. Like that was her fault. Still, she refused to accept any kind of consolation, blaming herself for everything that happened despite the fact she’d merely been doing Day. The fact Rose was still in the wind wasn’t helping, I knew. Maybe once my bestie 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.

	It was nice to know I’d retained a friend in Kevin Brown. He’d contacted me the following morning to inform me that Olga was going to jail for her actions and had plead guilty. She might not have swung the bottle, but she’d brought the murder weapon and had witnessed the whole thing, staying silent which made her an accessory. Soso was likely going to get off with a plea since she agreed to testify against the Vermont Liquor Control investigator, but she’d have to carry what she’d done with her, so I was satisfied she’d suffer enough.

	As for Lyrica Valios, she’d called out some big gun lawyers, but I had no doubt she’d be going down for murder. And Reading was now in need of a new chief (the turnover in our law enforcement had to be a record) which had seemed to quiet Karla Jensen’s ambitions. When I’d run into her on the street this morning, she’d avoided me, head down and without that arrogance I was used to. The fact she’d let Lyrica play her had to be a factor and though I wished Olivia would just pull the trigger on letting the woman go, I could live with Karla’s fall from grace if required.

	Williams was under investigation thanks to the audio I’d shared, and that even Lieutenant Detective Marshal Dresden seemed to be on thin ice at last. Mallory’s silence wasn’t surprising, so I assumed my detective friend was hard at work doing whatever it was he chose to do without keeping me informed.

	Nice friend, huh?

	I rubbed at my chest, the lingering bruising from the car accident two weeks ago mostly faded, the chemical rash all healed, though I now had a bit of a cough from the smoke I’d inhaled. Dr. Aberstock had quickly reassured me my little ladies were still happy and content, despite both close calls, though I flinched from the thought of what could have happened on an almost cyclically punishing basis.

	Don’t go there, Fee.

	There was no new news from Robert, my returned text ignored. Olivia still hadn’t replaced him, but I knew it was only a matter of time. Not knowing what he’d meant sat in the pit of my stomach like dread, wondering what else he planned to do after he found Rose. Well, if he found her, because let’s face it, he wasn’t known for his investigative skills. Maybe I was worrying for nothing? Yes, we’d mended our fences, but that didn’t make him any better at the job he’d once held.

	Then again, turning over a new leaf and abandoning his egoic need to be seen might just have shifted him far enough to the better to make my nervousness valid. Not that there was anything I could do to help him.

	Yeah, I really needed therapy.

	Anita Jones’ expose on the case seemed to have made her happy. She’d texted me with a big thank you after I shared a few more tidbits, enough I didn’t feel guilty about what I’d shared but sufficient for her clever mind to put details together and dig up the truth on her own. I wished her well and hoped she’d move on from stalking Reading finally.

	Even she deserved a happy ending.

	Speaking of which, Monica and Patrick seemed overjoyed, and I’d heard through the grapevine the pair planned to rebuild the distillery, though they had already taken the sign down at the gate and were likely rebranding even as the remains of the burned out shell were removed. After a lifetime spent unhappy, despite the circumstances that led to their reconnection, I couldn’t bring myself to judge them for the end result. Monica’s hefty fee—she insisted—would likely be easily covered by the insurance money.

	I sighed over my train of thought, knowing I was stalling. I’d promised myself when I left the office tonight that I wasn’t going to think about work. 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 I was her new client, lucky me.

	No, really.

	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. But the whole thing ended as quickly as it began and, when my body settled once more, I huffed into the cool air with a gentle prod to my belly with one finger.

	“You two monkeys could come anytime now,” I said.

	No response. Typical.

	Warm air engulfed me as I pushed through the glass door and into the small, quiet interior of the yellow-painted office, the happy color soothing even under the fluorescent lights. 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 and 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—

	 

	***

	



	

Hey, Fee again.

	Remember that ride I mentioned way back at the beginning?

	You sure you’re ready for it? Yeah? If you say so.

	Hang on tight…

	 


Chapter Twenty Six

	 

	Consciousness returned slowly, the darkness retreating as flickering light passed my eyelids, making me flinch. It took a moment to open them, to absorb the sight of illumination passing through the window above my head, disorientation making me queasy. Another moment passed before I realized I was bound, hands tightly fused behind my back, and that I lay on my side across a seat. The smooth leather of the bench pressed into my cheek, the revving sound of an engine rising and falling, my body rolling back into the cushions as the angle of incline increased.

	I almost groaned, but held the sound in at the last instant, for two reasons. First, full awareness returned in a flash of adrenaline that burned away the last of whatever had been used to knock me out and, second, voices rose from ahead of me, making me catch my breath and listen carefully.

	Oh, and did I mention the third reason, also trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey and stuffed in the space between the back bench seat of the SUV and the next row forward? Juanita Alvarez stared up at me, jammed against the floor so tightly she wasn’t going anywhere, brown eyes staring in terror while the conversation from the front of the vehicle took all focus.

	“That wasn’t the plan.” Ellen’s tone wasn’t anxious. To the contrary, she sounded vaguely disappointed.

	“I don’t care what Fiona Doyle wants.” Rose, on the other hand, did nothing to hide her frustration or her disdain. “She can rot in prison. This is my plan now.”

	“Let’s see what she has to say about that.” Ellen fell silent as the SUV’s internal speakers began to ring. Right, because I knew who had the third cell phone the woman tied up beneath me supplied to Rose long and ever ago. It was hard to be angry with Juanita, considering. Her disappearance from Reading had been understandable, though now I wondered if she’d been in Rose’s possession all this time. Whatever the case, it wasn’t the right moment to inform the criminal tech genius I’d done what I’d promised and made sure her sister went free. Either she knew or she didn’t. We were in our own particular trouble at the moment so that happy ending could wait.

	If it came to that.

	“Ellen, dear.” Fiona Doyle answered the phone, Irish accent lilting through  her words. She’d done her best to disguise herself completely for many years, but when she’d finally shed her false identity, her roots resurfaced as though just waiting for her to accept them. “Tell me you have good news.”

	“We’re almost to the cabin,” Ellen said, voice bright and light. “But there’s a complication. Rose, maybe you’d like to explain it to Fiona.”

	“Complication my ass,” Rose snarled. “You have no power here, Fiona. I’m holding all the cards. And I decide what happens to that redheaded witch and her brats.” She used harsher language than that, but you get the point, I assume.

	Not that I cared. I chose to focus on the one bright spot in this whole mess. The fact my two kidnappers were at odds left me room to maneuver. All I had to do was encourage them to turn on one another.

	I guess optimism was in my repertoire after all.

	“You might think me a feeble old woman,” Fiona said, her voice going low and threatening, “but I assure you, missy, if you take one step outside the plan we agreed to, I’ll make sure no one finds your body when I’m done with you.”

	Rose’s laugh sent a chill down my spine. “I’m not afraid of you.” She sounded breathless and broken and I realized Rose Norton, who’d always been a bit off her rocker, had finally snapped. In half. No, correction. In a bunch of ragged, jagged, dangerously sharp pieces. “I’m going to kill her and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

	“Ellen, dear,” Fiona said. “Call me when you get to the cabin.” She didn’t sound worried, so I shouldn’t be either, right? It was obvious Fiona Doyle, my old enemy and the woman I’d been named for (oh, how long that story was and ancient history come back to bite me over and over again), had alternate ideas about this whole abduction thing. Likely to do with my girls. If only she knew the very thought of her plotting about my daughters lit a fire inside me Rose would have to kill me to extinguish.

	No way was I going down without a fight.

	Silence fell when Fiona hung up, quiet reigning as I shook my head at Juanita. At least she had the good sense to remain silent herself and when I closed my eyes and pretended to be unconscious, I opened them again and nodded, hoping she got the message.

	She instantly closed her own and visibly relaxed. Awesome.

	Now to wait for my chance to strike back.

	How I was going to accomplish it, I had no idea. But it dominated my thoughts the next however long it took for us to reach our destination. I was sure it was only a few minutes, but the fact my brain churned at a rapid pace the entire time made it impossible to know for sure. All I did know, as the SUV finally slowed and the sound of a blinker light indicated we were turning, was that we’d been climbing for some time. Which meant we’d been driving up one of several mountains surrounding Reading—or, for all I knew, further down the range. There were any number of private roads and cabins tucked away all along the highways of the Green Mountains. Finding us was going to be nearly impossible, unless.

	I had to get my hands on that phone.

	My attempt to fake unconsciousness was called out immediately as soon as Ellen Simmons opened the back door. “I know you’re awake,” she said in a soft voice. “I made sure she underdosed you to protect the babies.”

	I glared at her, kicking out with both feet as she tried to touch me. “If anything happens to them,” I snarled, “I don’t care where you run or who you think will protect you, Ellen. I’ll find you and tear you apart with my bare hands.”

	Her smile was eerie in the faint light coming from her right, illuminating one half of her face too much, leaving the other side in shadow. Was there sadness in her? I didn’t give a rat’s behind, but it left me an opening and I was grasping for everything I could hold onto.

	“I’m sorry it had to be this way.” She sighed and stepped back, Rose taking her place. “Gently,” Ellen admonished as Rose’s evil grin flashed into place. While the therapist’s face had seemed creepy, Rose’s was flat-out maniacal, even without the odd lighting.

	Rose ignored her, grasping my kicking feet in her surprisingly strong hands and jerked on me. My wool coat slid easily over the leather seat, and with my wrists bound behind me I had no means to stop my slippery exit. I found myself on my feet outside the back door of the SUV, panting and furious but upright, at least.

	Even as a ripple of something passed over my abdomen and a groan I couldn’t control escaped.

	“It will all be over soon.” Ellen didn’t seem to realize what I now feared. Come on, of all times for them to choose. The girls wanted to come now?

	“You won’t get away with this,” I said. Knowing how dumb it was to pull out even as I said it.

	“We had an hour’s head-start at the very least,” Ellen said in a kindly and apologetic tone while Rose heaved Juanita out of the back seat and dumped her on the ground. “Your phone is in your car, with your keys and your wallet. This vehicle was rented in Maine two days ago to a false identity, the same identity that rented this cabin.” She’d thought of everything. Wait, not her. Fiona Doyle. “No one has any means of tracking you, Fee. Help isn’t coming.” She almost sounded regretful.

	I wracked my brain for a snappy comeback line. Something. Anything. Came up with nada.

	Rose grabbed me and pulled, forcing me to stagger after her while Ellen helped Juanita to her feet. My companion’s faking had been found out as well, it seemed. I did my best to slow my forward motion, feeling that same painful ripple surge through my lower body, using it to force Rose to pause and turn as I gasped through the contraction. My water hadn’t broken yet, at least, small miracles, but I was now aware it was literally only a matter of time before they figured out I was in labor.

	The idea of having the girls in a remote cabin without Dr. Aberstock or Crew or my parents or any kind of medical assistance had panic grasping me in firm and furious hands and shaking me so hard I straightened despite the pain and almost did something stupid.

	Only to stop my near tackle of the skinny woman smiling evilly at me at the sight of the gun she leveled at my belly.

	“Two shots,” she said with a giggle, “and this is all over.”

	One for each twin.

	“I’m going to kill you,” I said with every ounce of my redheaded temper behind my promise.

	She actually took a half-step back, her smile flickering, fear surfacing in her eyes before crazy came home to roost once more. When she gestured for me to go to the small cabin door, light over the entry ablaze and the only source of illumination in the darkness, she’d dropped her amusement, however, and was all hard edges and serious mania.

	“Inside,” she snarled, jabbing me in the stomach with her gun.

	“That,” Ellen snapped, stepping between us, “is the last time you threaten the children, Rose.”

	Not me, then. Because it was now very apparent what Fiona Doyle’s plan was and that regardless of how things turned out, when the babies were finally free of me, I wouldn’t be of any use to anyone any longer.

	“You’ll take my babies over my dead body,” I said.

	Ellen looked back over her shoulder, shaking her head. “That won’t be necessary,” she said. “Once the girls are here, we’ll make sure the authorities know how to find you, Fee.” Rose obviously disagreed. But Ellen didn’t see the other woman’s grimace of hate. I had no doubt she’d be putting a bullet in me the moment the girls were out of me and on their own.

	Ellen didn’t seem concerned, though this was the ultimate issue between the two women, I now knew. Both intended to steal my kids, but only one of them wanted me dead after the fact.

	The therapist turned and squeezed my shoulder with a smile that was equal parts loving and kind, which meant she was even crazier than Rose. “You won’t have to worry. I’m going to raise the twins knowing their mother loved them. As much as their grandmother does.”

	Their what? “This is crazy,” I said. Because it was, utterly and completely.

	“Now, Fee,” she said with a frown, “you know I don’t like that word.” She shook her head with a soft tsking sound. “I promise you, the girls will grow up happy and healthy and safe with me and Fiona.”

	“She’s planning to break out of prison,” I said.

	Ellen’s smile returned. “My dear, if all has gone as planned, she already has.”

	Oh.

	My.

	I had to get out of here.

	Turned out, I wasn’t the only person who had the same idea. Because, smart or selfish or whatever you want to call it, Juanita Alvarez wasn’t a fool. She took full advantage of the fact we were all distracted to turn and make a run for it.

	Rose spotted her, too late, a gunshot chasing the fleeing woman into the dark forest, flash of light and explosive sound making me scream in panic.

	Rose swore softly and almost went after her, but Ellen grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

	“We don’t need her,” she said to her partner in crime, “not anymore. And we’re too far away for her to get help before this is over. Come, quickly.” Ellen turned to smile at me again while my ears rang, and my heart pounded. “The babies are coming.”

	How did she know? She looked down and my gaze followed hers to the puddle at my feet as I realized how much trouble I was in even as another contraction grasped me by the soul and squeezed. 

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty Seven

	 

	I am positive if Ellen had managed to get me inside the cabin, I’d have ended up dead. There was no doubt in my mind delivering here in this desolate place in the company of these two insane women would end in my death and the loss of my children.

	There was no way I was going to let that happen.

	Thing was, I had help I wasn’t expecting. Even as I gathered myself to attack them both with a desperate plan to try to wrest the gun from Rose, two shots rang out.

	I found myself hitting the ground beside Ellen, Rose falling backward, another shot loud but not coming from the gun now on the snow next to the therapist. I should have made a grab for it, I know, but it was too far and all I could think of was the set of keys sparkling in the light.

	I took those instead, slipping and sliding on my hands and knees for the SUV, two more shots forcing my head down. I spotted the shooter thanks to the sparks of light the bullets made, coming from the far side of the woods, but didn’t stay to find out who it was who’d come to my rescue. Juanita? Had she somehow managed to hide a weapon? Or a local with a rifle who heard Rose’s first shot and came to investigate? Whatever and whoever, I was too terrified and lost in panic and desperation to wait to find out.

	It felt like forever and an impossible trek, that thirty feet from the front door of the cabin to the driver’s side of the SUV. Insurmountable, that journey, beyond my capabilities. Time slowed like never before, snow and cold and horror weighing me down as much as the small bodies I harbored inside mine. Seconds slipped past me, lost forever, my chest heaving for air, the distance seeming to stretch out into a tunnel of expanding space that meant I’d never reach my destination.

	That’s why I was almost in shock when I slid into the side of the SUV and used the door handle to pull myself to my feet. I was inside, jamming my thumb into the START button after a panicked moment of trying to find a keyhole to turn the stupid thing on with. When the passenger door jerked open, I screamed, turning to find Ellen climbing in next to me, gun in her hand. She had a bloody trail smeared down her right cheek and her eyes were ablaze with fury but when she spoke, she sounded way calmer than she should have been.

	Than I was.

	“The keys, Fee,” she said, holding out her free hand. “We’re going inside to deliver the girls now.”

	She obviously hadn’t heard me say the whole over my dead body thing. And yet, would she shoot me to get what she wanted despite saying my life would be spared? All the awful of that moment culminated in the appearance of a shadow in the passenger’s side window. Her face smeared with blood, Rose shattered it with a single blow. It was Ellen’s turn to scream as she spun toward her attacker. I jabbed multiple times at the START button, nothing happening, while Rose grasped the therapist by the throat and one shoulder and physically jerked her out of the broken window and into the snow.

	Panting and terrified, I shrieked my frustration as I threw the keys at the dash. Useless, freaking useless. I was going to die, and my girls were going to be raised by lunatics and everything was falling apart, and Crew would never know what happened to me—

	A single gunshot made me jerk in place and freeze. My head turned at the flicker of movement out the passenger’s side and I turned slowly, horror forcing all the air from my lungs at the sight of Rose rising into view, that skeletal and terrifying smile on her face, eyes sunken, black pits, her gun leveled at me.

	Click.

	Click.

	She pulled the trigger one more time with a final shriek of her own, throwing the empty pistol away and heaving herself at the passenger’s door. She was so mad by then she didn’t bother trying to open it, instead heaving herself in through the broken window, arms flailing and hands clawing for me while I grappled and scrambled with the door latch and pressed myself back, knowing if she got her hands on me, as my body cramped and a contraction devoured me whole, this was all over.

	And there was nothing I could do about it.

	She froze a moment, an instant of surprise on her face, before she disappeared in a sudden exodus, as though taking flight backward through the smashed window opening. I gaped and panted and clutched at my abdomen as she was thrown with vicious force to the ground, out of sight, a shadowy figure pouncing on her. The door beside me finally opened, my fingers managing the task, and I fell myself, sideways into the snow at the side of the drive, sobbing as I tried to pull myself upright and only managing to dig myself deeper into the cold.

	I couldn’t quit. I had to keep trying. Any second now either Ellen or Rose was going to come to kill me and take my children. My fingers found a rock, and I clutched at it like a lifeline. So when hands grasped me and tried to hold me, I flipped over on my back and brandished my weapon with vicious and hopeless intent.

	Only to drop it and collapse as my cousin, Robert, crouched next to me, blood on his face and trickling from his side, terror written all over his face.

	I hugged him so hard I know it hurt but he didn’t let me go until the EMTs made him.

	 

	***

	 


Chapter Twenty Eight

	 

	Having babies in an ambulance on the way to the hospital is not ideal but beats a remote cabin with two women who want to steal your kids and leave you for dead.

	Trust me, I was grateful for the former. Especially since Crew made it, as did Dr. Aberstock, the pair stopping the ambulance partway down White Mountain and insisting on being allowed inside.

	I was calmer by then, at least to some degree, though I remember very little of the actual delivery because when it happened? It happened fast. The girls might not have been in a hurry to leave all along but when they made up their minds, they really made up their minds.

	I do remember Crew laughing and crying and holding a bundle while Dr. Aberstock told me to push (like he had to bring it up) and was suddenly snuggling a second nugget while I let out all of my terror in a massive cryfest that lasted until I passed out. My adorable husband told me I made it almost to the hospital before I lost consciousness and that he panicked so much one of the EMTs had to take our first born from him, so he didn’t hyperventilate over thinking I was dead.

	Yeah, I was a terrible wife for scaring him like that. Poor Crew.

	When I woke up in a nice, clean bed in a private room with a smiling nurse on one side and my anxious but beaming parents on the other, I admit I cried all over again. Not with the abandon of the previous night (I slept twelve hours, they told me), but still. Crew’s arrival with one baby and Dr. Aberstock beaming with the other helped staunch the flow of tears, but they started up again the moment both bundles of joy were laid in my aching arms.

	That had been several hours ago, but I’d refused to let anyone take the babies from me. I leaned in to kiss Iris’s thick, dark hair and sniff her sweet scent before doing the exact same to the shock of red that Flora boasted. Fraternal twins, I was told, like I cared about such details when I had their perfection to study and coo over and adore.

	Crew sat next to me, smiling endlessly. He hadn’t moved an inch since I’d taken possession of the babies, kind enough to relent when I didn’t want to share just yet. Understandable, right? I’d almost lost them. Even now, distanced as I was from what happened (and forcing the memory down and under cover until I could deal with it privately), I had to blink tears away at the thought these two perfect darlings could have been lost to me forever.

	I looked up as my husband sighed, seeing his contentment and finally relenting. “Fine,” I said. “You can hold Iris for five minutes.”

	He chuckled and took her immediately and while I missed the warmth of her sleeping body against me, I still had Flora, after all. Wished Petunia was allowed to join us, still grumpy they’d refused to permit the pug to take part. I’d see her soon enough, but she wasn’t used to being without me. Surely, she was upset by my absence? This clutchy, clingy, needy feeling I had inside me wasn’t getting any better, was it?

	Hey, I’d carried the twins around for a long time, (not to mention Petunia’s constant presence) just me and them. I might have complained about wanting the girls out, but honestly? It was going to take a lot of getting used to, being alone like this.

	I wanted my dog so badly at that moment I could have choked someone.

	My husband’s adorable expression was worth it, though, right? Sure it was, grumble. Crew made soft nonsense sounds to our younger daughter’s sleeping face. Because of course her redheaded sister came out first.

	Okay, nope. Not happening. I couldn’t stand it anymore and he either retrieved my pug and plopped her on my feet this instant or there would be serious trouble. Not to mention handing over the infant, thank you. Panic kicked me hard in the chest and I was just about to tell Crew I wanted Iris back when someone knocked on the door, distracting me.

	Oh, dear. I was going to be a problem.

	“Can we come in?” Mom and Dad hovered, my mother rushing inside when I nodded, taking Flora from me while I twitched and tried not to grab my baby back.

	Yikes. Rein it in, Fee. What was wrong with me?

	Dad, meanwhile, kissed my daughters in turn before focusing on me. “We’ll talk about it later,” he said, choking up a moment before clearing his throat with his fingers stroking my hair back from my forehead. Then whispered, “they’re your daughters, Fee, but you’re mine.”

	I hugged him tight, the almost painful knot of protectiveness I only now realized was the source of my weirdness easing and releasing in a rush. When Dad let me go, I found I could smile at Mom holding Flora, at Crew rocking Iris, and not feel like they’d torn off both my arms and left me to bleed out.

	Well, mostly.

	“I want to talk about it now,” I said. “I didn’t press the brake.” It had come to me not so long ago, why the SUV wouldn’t start. I hadn’t depressed the brake when I pressed START. A simple oversight, lost in panic. That made panic return in memory. Dad looked confused so I rushed on, changing the subject because it didn’t matter now. “How’s Robert?” I vaguely recalled his bloody face, the wound in his side. “Wait, was he shot?”

	Dad nodded, but he was smiling. “He’s fine,” he said. “Rose tagged him, but it missed anything vital.”

	“He saved my life.” My turn to choke up again.

	Mom let out a soft, sad sound, but it was Crew who answered.

	“He tracked Rose to Ellen. He recognized the fake name she used.” My husband’s voice was soft but grim. “Called us when he found the SUV. We were already on the way.”

	“Dad,” I clutched at my father, panic renewed, “Fiona Doyle broke out of prison.”

	My father sighed softly. “She tried,” he said. “Fee, she failed.” That was a relief. Until I saw the sadness cross his face. “She was killed in the attempt.”

	You know, I had every right to be grateful she was gone. She’d brought me no end of trouble over the years, not to mention almost getting me killed on several occasions. But I carried her name, and my parents adored her long before they knew who she really was. She was the daughter of my godparents and despite everything, despite her failed attempt to take my girls, even, I felt sad at her passing.

	“What a waste,” I whispered. Cleared my throat. “And Ellen Simmons?”

	“Under arrest,” Dad said. “With Rose.”

	Now that was one person I wouldn’t have mourned if she’d ended up dead. Rose Norton deserved what she got. A coma was too kind for the likes of her. “Robert didn’t kill her.” At least he wouldn’t have to face the consequences of that.

	“She’s alive,” he said. “In a coma. They don’t know when she’ll come out of it, or even if.”

	Yes, I went there to the land of HA! And no one would ever convince me my reaction was the wrong one. So there.

	“There’s been no end of well wishes coming your way,” Mom said, trading places with Dad, Flora in my father’s loving arms while my mother embraced me. “Everyone’s so worried about you. But I told them all they could wait until you’re up to it to visit.” She waved at her face with one hand, tears flowing suddenly as she fought them, smile battling weeping. “Oh, Fee,” she said.

	I hugged her again, crying, too. “It’s all good, Mom,” I said.

	“It is now.” She sat back with a squeaky laugh. “They’re just perfect.” Her hands clasped under her chin, and I watched acquisitiveness wash over her expression as she focused on my husband. “Crew, dear.”

	He handed Iris over with a grimace, but it was good natured.

	“What happened to Juanita?” She’d left me behind and while I understood, I was struggling to accept.

	“Picked up and arrested,” Crew said, sounding like he agreed with my judgment. “She’ll serve time for what she’s done, though she’s offered information in exchange for a plea, so we’ll see.”

	I wished her well and let that animosity go. 

	By the time evening rolled around, I was ready for rest and made Crew go home. He did, though hesitantly, promising to return first thing. Dr. Aberstock’s assurances we’d be able to take the girls home in the morning had both my husband and myself smiling.

	I was surprised by my final visitor, though I suppose I shouldn’t have been, and smiled and waved Robert into my room. He was wheelchair bound and, oddly, had Detective Rowan Mallory pushing him along, which made my smile of thanks slip somewhat, especially when the detective’s expression seemed closed and quiet.

	Robert, however, was excited enough, uncomfortable and clumsy with the girls but happy to see them. He seemed the most relaxed and even joyful I’d ever seen him, which had me even more concerned with Rowan’s attitude.

	“Fee.” Robert squeezed my hand, his thin mustache only a shadow of the giant one he used to host, eyes no longer sunken, face lean but not haunted as he squeezed my fingers in his. “I’m so glad I could help.”

	“You saved my life,” I said.

	“You saved mine.” He let my hand go, chuckling. Then, he sighed, deep and almost cleansing, before shaking his head, still smiling. “It’s time. I’ve done the right thing. After all these years of doing the wrong things, you know?” What was he talking about? “I told Mallory everything,” he said. “About Victor, Fee.” He… no. Robert, no. “That I killed Victor French all those years ago.”

	But. “You didn’t,” I said, meeting Mallory’s eyes with my own desperate.

	“I knew what would happen,” he said. “I knew about his allergy and that the wasps were there on the dock.” My mind had almost stopped forcing me to relive the moment in Cutter Lake with Vivian screaming her twin brother’s name while Robert watched from shore and I tried so hard to save them both, but his words resurrected the memory and had me gasping. “Victor died that day because I let him. And now I’m going to pay for it.” He patted my hand with a bit of awkwardness that endeared. “You’ll tell Vivian for me? She won’t take my calls.”

	I nodded immediately. “I will.”

	“I have to do this, Fee,” Robert said. “I can’t live with myself any longer. This is the right thing to do. I want…” he stopped then shrugged. “I want to be someone you can be proud of.” His head came up and he blinked tears as his lips trembled through a smile. “I’ll see you soon, okay?” Robert waved one hand, looking down. “Let’s go, detective.”

	Mallory never spoke, wheeling my cousin away while I watched him go.

	Before reaching for my phone and sending a text.

	You owe me, I sent.

	Whatever you need, Nelson Delamonte replied.

	Greta Norton, I sent. My cousin needs the best lawyer money can buy. The same one Nelson sent to represent me only two weeks ago.

	Done, he sent. On one condition. Put in a good word for me.

	Right, because owing me was conditional. Hadn’t I been grateful I didn’t owe him? For good reason, apparently, if this was how he operated. He obviously didn’t know what owing someone meant. I read the condition and snorted because what he wanted wasn’t a surprise—in fact, we’d discussed it before—but was out of my hands anyway.

	You’ll have to ask Daisy, I sent. My best friend could make up her own mind. And take on the things I knew lingered that I couldn’t. Like my continuing concern about Nelson Delamonte despite turning up nothing untoward. So why didn’t I trust him? How about Karla Jensen and whatever she was up to? And there was the nagging feeling I had we hadn’t put a dent in the business collective behind Lyrica and The Valios Group. There was something there I knew had legs, but mine weren’t going to carry me into that battle right yet.

	Understood, Nelson sent. Take care, Fee.

	Care, yeah. And more than that. I settled back into my pillows, exhausted and yet hopeful for the future, even as first Flora, then Iris, woke and started to cry.

	While my sense of duty and responsibility to the town I loved finally took a back seat. For the first time since I’d moved home, I knew I was in the right place at the right time and this was exactly what I was meant to be doing, no investigation required.

	I’d done enough for now. My family needed me. And there were others who could pick up the sword, the torch, the hunt for truth. Like Daisy, bless her. Whatever she decided, I’d support her as best I could.

	But this Fleming was over and out.

	Reading would have to take care of itself for a while.

	 

	***

	



	

Okay. That’s it, then. You asked for it. But I’m done, for now.

	Worth it, right? I hope so. Sure has been for me.

	Thanks for reading.

	Love,

	Fee

	 

	



	

Author’s Notes

	 

	My very dear reader:

	 

	It’s been another amazing ride with Fee, Crew, John, Lucy, Petunia and all the gang in Reading, Vermont, the cutest town in America. I had someone ask me, once I’d typed the last line of this book, if I cried when I did.

	Honestly? No tears (okay, only a few), because Fee assures me there is another series in the works from her voice, though it’s going to be a bit of a wait for the girls to grow up enough for her to trust others to look after them while she digs into more investigations. The Fleming Family Cozy Mysteries will be coming before you know it and Fee’s already whispering to me about book one. So, have no fear but do have patience.

	In the meantime, I know you’re as excited as I am to read book one of Daisy’s very own series, the Daisy Bruce Cozy Mysteries. Pushing Up Daisy will be out this spring (date TBA). You’ll get a sample of her voice coming up after this letter to you—the opening of chapter one! I’m excited to see her grow and where her mysteries take us, so stay tuned.

	I’ve also decided to stop posting preorders. I’m so sorry, but I’ve had difficulties with a certain retailer recently and have chosen to go back to publishing when books are ready. So, if you’re not a member of my mailing list yet (the first place I share when I hit publish), feel free to sign up so you know when and where to get the next books coming out. Trust me, I publish faster without big retailers breathing down my neck…

	I’m also considering direct sales through my own website to ensure safe and timely delivery. I’ll keep you up to date as that evolves.

	For now, I’m outlining several new books, including a brand-new series, the Wicked Witch Mystery Files (book one, 9th Life Strife, is due this spring) as well as more from Becks Hogan and the Canary Key Cozy Mysteries (book two, Mojit-Oh-No! is also due shortly with book one, Te-Kill-Ya Sunrise, for sale now!) and book one of the Hayle Coven Enforcer series (Coven Hall will be out the end of this month!).

	It's going to be a murderous year of mayhem and adventure. Stay safe and healthy out there and happy reading!

	Best,

	Patti

	***
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	Pushing Up Daisy

	Daisy Bruce Cozy Mysteries: One

	 

	


Chapter One

	 

	The tall blond beside me doesn’t have the right to smell as good as he does. I’ve almost forgotten just how delicious Emile Reis is in a white tux jacket, or how those blue eyes of his have this particular way of making my knees weak and my will melt until I’m willing to say yes to just about anything as long as he keeps smiling at me.

	Am I blushing? I’m blushing. I’m so sorry. I know, I’m ahead of the story and you’ve only just jumped into the mess with me. I really should share a bit of what happened to get me here so that you’re not lost. Because I’m lost, trust me, to the feelings I thought I had under control and the longing that I really can’t afford.

	Let’s try this again.

	***

	 

	The top drawer of my new desk glides smoothly closed as I tuck away the file I’ve spent the last few hours on, hitting a wall for now until I hear back from my source in the city planning department. Montpelier is like any small urban space with its variety of restaurants, bars, theaters and other entertainments, but that doesn’t mean my client deserved to have her new club rejected without due consideration. I have it on good authority from Dorothy, the secretary to the councilor in charge of permits, that there’s something shady behind the choice. She was more than happy to tell me all about it over coffee this morning and when my favorite insider tells me something?

	I listen carefully.

	My boss (and best friend), Fiona Fleming, co-owner of Fleming Investigations and the most amazing private detective and new mother on the planet (don’t get me started on the twins! I miss them already) makes it a habit to go right to the source when she’s investigating. I wish I had her gumption and guts. Then again, she says we all have our strengths and I think I’m finally learning to lean into mine.

	I’ve always found it easy to connect with those others might call the little guy, the unseen and unheard, the employees of those who make the big decisions. Ever since I made friends with my father’s secretary when I was a little girl, admiring her deep red lipstick, the way she always knew what Daddy needed, how she radiated confidence and calm even when he lost his temper, I made it a habit to pay attention to those no one paid attention to.

	I like to think it pays off.

	My phone rings, the cheerful pop tune usually making me smile but only reminding me I’ve been putting off a particular conversation for weeks now. I don’t answer, noting the raised eyebrow from the woman across from me, former FBI Special Agent Elizabeth Michaud flashing me a grin as the call goes to message.

	“He’s not going to let you ignore him forever,” she says. I adore Liz and her no-nonsense attitude, the way she carries herself with such professionalism and confidence. No less than the second woman at the desk at the far end of the room. We’ve adopted the same setup as the original office, no walls between us, something I know clients find uncomfortable but that I’ve adapted to and look forward to, honestly.

	“That’s what, three calls now?” Jill Wagner’s days as sheriff of my hometown of Reading, Vermont, have left her with the kind of stoic good nature I adore about Fee’s dad, John Fleming. I have always suspected Jill emulates him as much as possible and now that she and Liz are running the Montpelier office, it’s even more apparent. I hardly blame her. Fee’s not a great investigator by chance, is she?

	A chip off the old block, my Fiona.

	I sigh softly and set my phone down. “I know,” I say to both women, smirking in tandem at me as I shuffle my feet under my desk, uncomfortable with the fact I still haven’t dealt with the insistence of our firm’s wealthiest client. “I’m just trying to decide what to say.”

	“Nelson’s not going to take no for an answer,” Jill said. Nelson Delamonte, former football star and present wealthy entrepreneur, had done his best to make Fee’s husband, Crew Turner, his right-hand man. Failing that, he’d fallen back to me. I still don’t know why, but I do know it makes me uncomfortable. No, he’s never been inappropriate, heaven’s, no. I think it’s just that I’m loving this new freedom, living in the city, working with the girls.

	Moving to Miami to be Nelson’s right hand feels like a step back, as funny as that might sound. And while I know it’s a dream come true job for many, I like who I am and what I’m doing.

	Now to convince Nelson that he doesn’t need me.

	“Let me screen your calls.” I look up as our new office assistant, Beau, saunters over to my desk and perches himself there, his immaculate makeup making me sigh with jealousy. I really needed him to teach me how he got his liner so perfect. I hand over my phone as he hums a soft, absent tune, long nails clicking on the screen, the flash of sparkly polish on the pointed tips flying as he forwards Nelson’s number before winking his fake lashes at me. “I got you, sugar.”

	I shouldn’t let him deal with it, but I’m grateful regardless. I really do need to deal with it, but maybe I can stall long enough to come up with a good reason to stay no.

	Oh, Daisy Bruce, grow a backbone already.

	Speaking of backbones… you’re wondering what all of this has to do with where this began, aren’t you? Well, as I sit there pondering my lack of courage and judging myself for it, the door to the office opens and yet another chance to be brave and say no strides through.

	All six-feet-four-inches of him. And I stare with shock and a private hit of hurt at the sight of the only man I’ve ever loved as he pauses on the threshold of Fleming Investigations, Montpelier, and meets my eyes with his own beautiful blue ones.

	“Daisy,” Emile Reis says in that deep voice with his British accent hiding his royal Luxembourgian heritage crossing those full lips, white-blond hair swept back from his tanned forehead, wide shoulders broadened by the expensive cream wool of his long coat. I find myself standing to greet him, unable to speak, tongue locked and throat tight as he smiles that sexy, amazing smile that hurts as much as it sparks joy. “Hello, my dear. I hope you don’t mind, but I need a favor.”

	And that, then, is how I find myself on his arm, exiting a limousine onto a red carpet with cameras flashing and people calling his name for attention, on my way to attend the engagement party of one Sloan Hawthorne.

	Care to join me?
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