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It's hard to believe we're already at Book 10 with the Luzzi gang! For that, this book goes out to all of the Lacey Luzzi readers who've stuck with the journey this far. It's because of you that this series has evolved into the double digits! Thank you! 
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Synopsis
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Wedding bells are ringing in Luzzi Land! The church is booked, the decorations are set, and the cakes—all ten of them—are ready to be frosted. Lacey Luzzi is getting married, and her grandmother finally gets to cry those tears of joy, gosh darn it.

Until one phone call changes everything.

When the Violet Society’s newest recruit is found dead at the St. Paul Cathedral, Lacey Luzzi is the first to be notified, and she’s not happy about it. After all, the bride-to-be is supposedly on vacation from all things unlawful. Even worse? She’s scheduled to be married at the scene of the crime in exactly one week.

After the police rule the death a suicide, however, Lacey pushes aside her wedding dress and sets down her bouquet. The whole situation reeks of foul play, and Lacey’s determined to bring her friend’s murderer to justice—if it’s the last thing she does before walking down the aisle.

Lacey, Clay, Meg, and Anthony have seven days to find the killer. If they fail, they’ll be changing out wedding invitations for funeral arrangements faster than Anthony can say I do.

Assuming “until death do us part” doesn’t happen first.




For updates on new releases, please sign up for my newsletter at www.ginalamanna.com. 

Get in touch anytime via email at gina.m.lamanna@gmail.com!
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Chapter 1
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“How’d you get here so quickly?” I glanced down at my watch. “I texted you less than five minutes ago.”

“I was having coffee with Nora,” Meg said, grinning in the entryway. “Her house is right next door.”

“I’m well aware that my grandmother’s house is next door. But what were you doing there? Without me?”

“It’s Sunday.”

“What about Sunday?”

“Nora and I go to church together and then have tea. We do this every week, Lacey, get with the program.”

“What?” I moved back from my own front door, watching as Meg entered and proceeded to unload a few spare necessities from the hundreds of pockets in her camo vest. “Why have I never been invited?”

“You haven’t?” Meg frowned. “Huh, I assumed Nora mentioned it to you. Maybe your invitation was lost in the mail. Did you ever consider that?”

“Not really,” I said. “Since we live right next door.”

“Right, and you see them multiple times a day.”

“You’re only proving my point.”

“Well, fudge.” Meg waved it off. “Sorry about the invitation. Come with us next week. By the way, I gave up swearing for Lent. What’d you give up?”

“Ice cream.”

“And how’s that been going?”

“Stressful.”

“It’s been less than a week.”

“A stressful week.”

“I can see that,” she murmured, a finger pressed to her lip as she surveyed me carefully. “You’ve gained weight in your face. Have you replaced ice cream with something else? French Fries? Hamburgers? Steak? What do you have to eat around here? I’m making my stomach rumble.”

“I thought you just had breakfast?”

“Well, my legs didn’t walk over here by themselves,” Meg said, making her way to the pantry and throwing the doors open. “I need energy.”

I didn’t bother to comment that her legs had, as a matter of fact, not walked themselves over here since she’d parked her car out front. I also didn’t bother to offer her any food because frankly, she was a better host than me.

“Nice,” Meg said, finding a stack of Pringles near the back of the emergency supply cupboard. “Dill.”

“Did you bring what I asked?”

“Oh, yeah. I have it.” Meg popped the top on the chip canister and peeked inside. “Lacey. What in the heck?”

“Don’t judge me.” I snatched the canister from her. “I like to pretend it’s full.”

“Why do you leave an empty can of Pringles in the cupboard? Wait a minute, I know this answer.” She narrowed her eyes at me, a hand stuck on her hip. “Anthony bought those for you yesterday, and you don’t want him to know they’re gone.”

“It’s this being off ice cream business. I’m stress eating. This will be a long forty days.”

“Thirty-something left,” Meg said. “Hang in there, girl.”

“Meg, about the...” I gestured between us. To say the words aloud would make this whole thing real, and I wasn’t sure whether I wanted it to be real yet or not.

“Oh, yeah. Why do you need these, anyway?” From within one of the pockets of her vest, she pulled out a small box of pregnancy tests. “Here you go. Godspeed, my friend.”

I felt my face drain of blood as I accepted the box. “Did you just ask why I would need these?”

“I meant why the rush? I thought your house was burning down when you first texted.”

“Do you just store these in your pockets?”

“Of course not. Who do you think I am, Hermione Granger? I don’t go around just pulling magic out of my pockets. I picked them up like you asked.”

I made my way through the newly restored barn that Anthony had turned into a home for us. It was the perfect blend of sleek wood and black surfaces. All modern cabinets and squashy furniture that was too comfortable for productivity. The whole thing made for a happy, cozy home. Except for this morning, in which case it was a panic-stricken, ice-cream-starved home.

“You never answered my question,” Meg said. “What’s the rush?”

“I’m late.”

“For what?”

I turned to face her. “I’m holding a pregnancy test. I asked you to rush over here. Do you really need to ask what I’m late for?”

Meg blinked, as if that should answer the question. I was wondering if perhaps Marissa and Clarissa could take her along to biology day at their elementary school. Then, she shrugged. “Okay. What do you want me to do?”

“Wait here,” I instructed, moving into the bathroom. Adrenaline coursed through my body, and my hands itched to close the door. “You do know where babies come from? And how women’s bodies work?”

Meg stuck her foot in the door before I could close it. “Yeah, mostly. Except for that little dangling thing in the back of my throat; I don’t understand the importance of that.”

“The uvula?”

“I call it the mystery of science,” Meg said. “And it’s sort of a cute decoration.”

I sighed. “Well, I appreciate you coming over. Anthony’s gone for the day, and he doesn’t know yet that I suspect anything, and... I guess I wanted someone here with me.”

“You know I’ll always be there for you,” Meg said. She slid an arm over my shoulder and pulled me in for a hug. “Don’t be nervous. You do want kids, right?”

“Yes, but I wasn’t wanting them so quickly.”

“You’re almost married. What difference does a week make?”

“Meg.” I stared up at her. “Anthony and I are already married—you were there. We’re coming up on our one year anniversary.”

“Oh. Right. This second wedding thing next week has my timeline all off.”

“It’s just a ceremony. More for Nora than anyone else.”

“Well, I still can’t believe you gave up ice cream during your second wedding month.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“So, are we gonna do this thing?” Meg looked down at my hands, then at the toilet. “I won’t pretend to know how it works.”

“We are not going to do anything,” I said, pushing her gently out the door. “You are going to wait right here.”

“Good luck,” Meg said. “Or break a leg, or...whatever.”

I closed and locked the door. Taking a deep breath, I quickly read the instructions and took care of business, then washed up and rested my hands against the sink. I used the opportunity to take a good long look at myself in the mirror. 

There’s no way I was ready for parenthood. I was hardly an adult myself. I mean, technically I’d been an adult for almost half my life, but it didn’t always feel that way. My heart thumped against my chest as I stared harder and harder at my face. 

That’s when I found it. 

The wrinkle. 

“Meg!” I yanked open the door.

“What?!” She looked up in alarm. “Does it work that fast?”

“I’m not young anymore.”

“What?”

“Look.” I pointed out the stupid wrinkle on my forehead. Then I grabbed a little bit of extra skin on my thigh. “I’m getting wrinkly, and I can’t eat only sugar and not gain weight anymore. I’m going to turn gray and fat soon.”

“Um, you’re not fat,” Meg said. “So, you can stop worrying about that. And when we go gray, it’ll be fun. We can get our hair fixed together and our nails done and have girly dates. So, I ain’t worried about that either, chickadee.”

“I’m not getting any younger,” I said, turning back to the mirror and meeting her gaze in its reflection. “If I want to have kids, maybe now’s the time. Maybe this is a sign that I don’t have my whole life ahead of me anymore.”

“Yeah, probably just half of it,” Meg said. “If my math checks out.”

“Half my life left?” I frowned. “I want to live longer than sixty.”

“Then lay off the cake.”

I crossed my arms. “You know how people say women of a certain age? The saying. It just hit me. I’ve discovered that certain age. It’s my age. I’m of a certain age.”

“I don’t understand what’s happening right now. I thought we were talking about wrinkles. Is the test done?”

“No, it takes a few minutes.”

“Then why are you freaking out?”

“Because I don’t know what I want the answer to be when it’s ready!”

Meg nodded, but the implication didn’t seem to click with her. “What does Anthony think?”

I gave a half-shrug, which was more like a shoulder-flop. I was too tired to do a full shoulder shrug. “I don’t know. We both agreed we want kids in the future, but we never actively decided that the future had arrived.”

“Well you actively did something to require a pregnancy test.”

“I just figured we’d talk about it after the official wedding ceremony. Then, maybe we’d try, you know? Nobody else knows we’re married, so that only makes sense.”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“Would it be so bad?” I looked at myself in the mirror as I said this, asking the question to the air more than to Meg. “I love Anthony, and he loves me. We’ve been together a few years, married almost one. This is what people do. I’m over thirty. We want a family. Why not now?”

“I don’t think you’re trying to convince me, hon.”

I turned my back to the counter, blinking away the sting in my eyes. “I think... I think that maybe I’d be happy if it turned out positive.”

A smile lit Meg’s face, reflecting the emotions I hadn’t—couldn’t—quite face. “Honey, that’s great! You’re allowed to be happy! Things happen when the time’s right. If now is the right time, it’s the right time. If not, it’ll come when you’re ready.”

Sometimes Meg offered little nuggets of clarity at just the right moment, and this was one of those times. I leaned against my friend, let her hold me tight as my shaky breaths settled into a more normal rhythm.

“Well,” I said, pulling back. “Let’s find out.”
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Chapter 2
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I let the pregnancy test fall from my fingers. It spiraled down and clanked against the edge of the trashcan. I breathed. Breathed again, and tried to steady my pulse.

“Lacey, can I borrow a cup of sugar?” Nora asked, opening the front door to my house and calling through the rooms. “I really do need a cup of sugar. I’m not just here to chit chat again.”

“Sure,” Meg called, since I clearly couldn’t answer. “Borrow two cups if you want. We’re sort of busy, so help yourself.”

I blinked again, leaning against the counter for stability. I tried to speak, but I didn’t get far. My phone rang then instead, and it took every last bit of effort to swipe the vibrating device off the counter and answer it.

“Hello?” I asked, not recognizing the number. “Lacey here.”

“Lacey Luzzi?”

“That’s me.”

“I’m Detective Rocha, and I’m sorry to deliver this news, but I’m going to need a second of your time.”

I groaned. “No. I’m off duty.”

“Off duty?”

“Are you calling me about Lacey Luzzi Security Services? I’m not in business for a moment. Starting last Friday, I’ve given up all things having to do with crime for the next three weeks. I’m getting married, and then I’m going on my honeymoon, and I’m not dealing with the law. Please and thank you.”

“I’m sorry to change your plans, but I will need to ask you a few questions. Do you know how to get to the cathedral?”

“In Saint Paul?” I cleared my throat. “Minnesota?”

He sounded unamused at my questions. “Yes, of course.”

“Well, I’m just checking because I know the location quite well,” I told him. “After all, I’m getting married there next Saturday.”

The silence on the phone was palpable.

“Hello?” I asked. “Detective Rocha?”

“I’m here,” he said, somewhere on the fence between disbelieving and accusatory. “Processing.”

“Processing what? Why’d you call?”

“Well, I’m down here at the cathedral now, and I have a body with your name on it.”

“A body?” I said the words while looking at Meg, and she gave a shrug of confusion right along with me. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

Detective Rocha cleared his throat. “Why don’t you come here and take a look for yourself, ma’am. We’ll need you to ID the body if, indeed, you knew him.”

“But I don’t want to look at bodies,” I told him. “And nobody should have my name on them. Especially if they’re dead. I don’t like dead bodies.”

“Ma’am—”

“Don’t call me ma’am,” I snapped. “I’m not old. It’s one wrinkle, you bully.”

“Apologies, Ms. Luzzi.”

“Mrs.—” I snapped again, but then remembered Nora was probably eavesdropping in the kitchen, so I quickly corrected myself. “Soon to be Mrs.”

“I recommend you swing by here, so I can ask you some questions in person. It’ll make things a lot easier.”

I fell silent. The last thing I wanted to do was go stare at a dead body. Not now, not ever. But why in the world would a dead guy—assuming I had the correct gender—have my name on him?

“What does he look like?” I asked, a new bout of panic resurfacing with vigor. “Tall, dark, and handsome?”

The detective cleared his throat. “Ma’am...ah... Mrs—soon to be Mrs. Luzzi, I’m not at liberty to say, but—”

“Is he handsome?”

“I suppose you could say that.”

“Dark hair?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I let the phone drop into the sink, my face reflecting white as a ghost back at me. It couldn’t be Anthony. It couldn’t be Anthony. Not now, not after this morning.

I must have been repeating this aloud, in a haze, because Meg shook my shoulders. “What can’t be Anthony?”

“There’s a dead body at the St. Paul Cathedral,” I told Meg. “We’re supposed to get married there in one week. Apparently, the dead person had something with my name on it.”

“Oh, bleep,” Meg said, and together we raced past Nora, still rummaging through the kitchen cabinets. “I’m driving.”
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Chapter 3
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I threw Meg’s car into drive after wrestling the keys from her, screeching our way down the path toward my grandparents’ estate. They lived about a mile from us on the same chunk of land. I thought it was too close. Nora thought we weren’t close enough. 

“Be gentle with my baby!” Meg cried, rubbing the dashboard. “Her name’s Patty.”

“Patty?”

“Because I have to do this a lot to make her work.” She gave the dashboard two firm taps with her palm. The car shuddered. “I pat her. Hence the name Patty.”

“Where’d you get this hunk of metal?”

“Clay made it with scraps from the junkyard. Romantic, huh?”

“Would be more romantic if this thing had a turbo blaster.”

“Slow down, girlfriend, or the guards are going to hold you up for endangering my life.”

The gravel beneath the tires gave way to smooth asphalt, signaling we’d reached Carlos’s land. Meg had a point; if I flew too fast through here, someone would let my grandfather know, and I’d have some explaining to do for why I was leaving skid marks on his driveway. Since I didn’t have time to waste, I tapped the brakes.

“I still don’t know why we’re in a hurry,” Meg said. “There’s Anthony’s car right there.”

I whipped my head around to spot a sleek black Lamborghini, the latest vehicle my husband had been driving on the job. “Carlos has more cars than you have pockets on that thing,” I said. “Anthony could be driving any number of cars.”

Meg glanced down at her vest. “I have a lot of pockets.”

“Exactly. Carlos has a lot of cars.”

“He’d have to be magic to get to the cathedral this quickly.”

“What makes you say that?”

“We had breakfast together.”

“What?!” I screeched to a stop in front of the guard towers. One of the men there scanned me over. “Come on, we’ve been through this song and dance a hundred times,” I told him. “You know who I am.”

“Then start the music one more time,” Meg said. “Because this guy’s ready for another spin.”

The guard checked my face against something on his computer, gave a grunt of approval, and raised the gates. Always easier to get out than in.

“Why’d you have breakfast with Anthony?” I asked Meg. “And why am I never invited to these things?”

“Well, it was probably one of those times where he didn’t actually consider himself to be hanging out with me.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You mean, he stopped in the kitchen and grabbed a bite to eat, ignored you, and you pretended he was your friend?”

“Sort of, except I didn’t even really see him. He was talking to my other BFF in the next room.”

“Carlos is not your BFF.”

“Oh, he will be,” Meg chortled. “Give him time to come around. We’ll see eye to eye someday, just you wait.”

My lips formed a thin line, the dark, ugly weight in my chest buoyed by the hope that maybe Anthony was still sitting at home, somewhere on the estate’s property, sipping an espresso and barking orders at some new staff member. 

Or doing his secret agent thing and investigating issues that I never tried to understand. Or, maybe, he just stopped into the house for a bite to eat and was already at our home.

“Call Anthony,” I instructed Meg. “Please. My phone’s in my pocket.”

“Why are we speeding so fast?” She reached over, fumbling around my nether regions in search of my pocket. “You never exactly explained. I just heard the words ‘dead body’ and put two and two together.”

“Meg!” I cried, braking too hard for a stop sign. “Watch where you’re reaching! I said my pocket, not my privates. It’s in my sweatshirt.”

“Oh, that pocket. Makes sense.” Meg slipped her hand into the pocket of my hoodie and pulled out my phone. “Now, let’s focus on the dead body.”

“It’s—he’s—at the cathedral. They wouldn’t tell me much, except the man they found was tall, dark, and handsome.”

“Honey, that description hardly fits Anthony.”

“You’re full of it.”

“He’s the strong silent type.”

“He’s also tall, dark, and handsome.”

“Dang, I suppose you’re right. Anthony really is everyone’s type.”

Meg dialed for me, hit speakerphone, and together we listened as the phone went to voicemail.

“What if...” I swallowed, unable to finish the sentence.

Meg reached over and patted my hand, just like she had the dashboard of her car. “It’s not him, I promise you. He didn’t have time to get over to the cathedral and die on us this morning. He’d have to be an alien! I mean, a part of me thinks he’s half robot, but I’d have to see him naked to confirm my suspicions. Wait a minute. You’ve seen him naked. Will you confirm my suspicions?”

My face burned red. “He’s, uh...” I cleared my throat. “Fully human.”

Meg fanned herself. “I can feel the passion radiating off you from here. Impressive for a couple of your age to still have that sort of burning love.”

“I’m barely in my thirties!”

“You have a forehead wrinkle.”

“Because I’m human! Humans aren’t perfect.”

“Speaking of robots, when can you stop over at my apartment?”

“What?” I shook my head. “You mean, my old apartment?”

“Mine now,” Meg said. “And yes, that’s the one. With the upside-down number seven that looks like an L on the doorframe. Clay and I have someone we’d like you to meet. His name is Bob.”

“Bob? Who is Bob?”

“Just you wait and see,” Meg said. “But I really think you’ll love him.”

“Is he an animal?”

“No.”

“Human?”

“Basically.”

“Oh, no. A robot?”

“Ding, ding, ding.”

“One more question...” I sped through a stop light turning red and accelerated onto the highway. “Why didn’t you name him Rob?”

“Damn,” Meg said. “Rob the Robot. That would’ve been perfect.”

“You swore,” I told Meg. “That means I get a scoop of ice cream.”

“It was an accident. Oh, also, speaking of accidents, I sure hope it’s not Anthony dead in there because that would be very inconvenient.”

“Excuse me?”

“I had a little something planned for you this week in preparation of your marriage. A honeymoon of sorts.”

“Oh, no. We already have our honeymoon planned. We’re going alone. Completely and utterly alone, sorry.”

“Fine—a pre-honeymoon, then.”

“You mean, a bachelorette party?”

“Yeah, but you’re not a real live bachelorette, seeing as you’re already married. Let’s just call it a special girl’s day I had all set up. It would really chap my ass if I had to cancel it because Anthony got himself in trouble, and you guys didn’t end up getting married for the second time.” Meg glanced over at me, saw the stricken look on my face, and coughed. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. That was very inconsiderate of me.”

“Just a little.”

“Look, I’m so convinced it’s not Anthony in there that I didn’t think before I spoke.”

“Why didn’t he answer his phone then?”

We cruised through St. Paul and entered the beautiful Cathedral Hill neighborhood. Sloping old streets met the magnificent houses on Summit, the skyline in the distance hovering just beyond the still-naked tree branches, still recovering from winter.

I pulled over to the side of the road and threw Patty into park as Meg gave her a few taps and mumbled a thank-you to her vehicle.

“I don’t know if I can go in there.” I squeezed my knuckles tighter around the steering wheel. “I don’t think—”

“You don’t have to go in there alone.” Meg slid out of the car first, then came around and let me out. “I’m going to be there with you. If you prefer to wait outside, we can have that arranged, too. For the right price.”

I looked up at Meg and felt my eyes get all watery.

“I was kidding, chickadee!” Meg pulled me to my feet. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t joke. I was trying to get you to smile.”

“I know, that’s why I’m crying,” I told her, falling onto her shoulder. “Thank you for coming with me, and for coming over this morning.”

“Come on, come on.” Meg half-dragged and half-carried me inside. “You and I, we’re meant for each other. We’re like Dairy Queen cake. I’m all those delicious crumbles on the inside, and you’re the colorful frosting that everyone’s gotta dig through to get to me.”

“That makes no sense at all.”

“Of course it does. Everybody love the delicious crumblies more than anything.”

While I puzzled on this, Meg heaved one of the heavy cathedral doors wide open, and the effect was stunning. A blanket of reverence cascaded out of the church, cloaking us in wonder. Even Meg balked at the sight before us, and she didn’t balk by nature.

“Wow,” Meg said. “I forget how beautiful this place is.”

I craned my neck upward to take in the grand ceilings, the columns and ancient stone flanked by stained glass windows, images from years past telling stories along the walls. 

Rows and rows of empty pews created breaks in the gargantuan space before the altar. Sunlight filtered in behind us, christening the tiny dust particles, morphing them into bits of golden powder around us.

“Are you the soon-to-be-Mrs.-Luzzi?”

A sandy brown-haired man in a suit strode toward us, his badge out for us to inspect. I barely glanced at it before nodding.

“You can call me Lacey,” I added. “We came straight here. Can I see...where is he?”

“Follow me.”

Detective Rocha led us through a back passage of the cathedral, around the rear of the church as Meg and I hustled to keep up. Statues lined the walls and tile clicked beneath our feet, loud as gunshots in the silence.

“He’s right around here,” Detective Rocha said, stopping before a corner. “We called you right away, so I’ll have to warn you the scene could be potentially upsetting.”

I swallowed, trying to control what little breakfast of Lucky Charms and chocolate chips I’d had. “Okay. Let me see him, please.”

“If you prefer to wait, we can—”

“No,” I said. “I’d like to see who it is.”

“Very well, then.”

We bypassed crime scene tape, and I had to guess that by the absence of other non-uniformed humans milling around, the space had been cleared. Even so, there was quite a collection of police and other uniformed personnel speaking to one another. They mostly ignored us save for a few curious glances.

Detective Rocha murmured a few words to an older gentleman closest to the body, the latter backing away as the detective stepped closer.

I followed him, moving next to the body, but my eyes didn’t want to cooperate. They cinched shut despite my desperate need to see the deceased’s face.

My body, my feet, my mind, all of it wanted to turn and run away, to pretend that this had never happened. Somewhere deep down, I knew that once I opened my eyes and took in the sight there, I’d never be able to wash it away.

“Oh, cripes,” Meg said. “That’s not good.”

Meg’s voice urged me onward, and I chanced a slight peek from between my eyelashes. Dark hair, check. Handsome face, check. Familiar expression—check.

“Oh,” I sighed, falling to my knees, my hands coming to rest on the dead man’s shoulder. “No, no, no. What happened to him?”

“You know this man?” Detective Rocha’s voice was kind. “Can you give us a name, Miss Luzzi?”

“I don’t know his last name,” I said, my words still catching up with my brain. I spoke in a hushed whisper, my voice an echo of its normal strength. “How did he die?”

“We don’t know yet, ma’am, but signs point to an overdose.”

“Is he a relative?”

“A friend.” I paused, my eyes roving over the familiar face, the handsome man’s breath gone from his body all too soon. His eyes were closed, but even in death there was a mischievous smirk tilting his lips into a halfway grimace, as if he’d been half smiling as he exhaled his last breath. “His name is Beckett.”
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Chapter 4
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The drive back was silent. Meg and I had remained at the cathedral for much longer than I would’ve liked—answering questions, fighting back tears, struggling to hold in the contents of my stomach while imagining the circumstances of Beckett’s death.

We hadn’t known him well, but he’d been instrumental to helping us solve The Violet Society thefts—or, assumed thefts—while in Milan the previous year. He’d been a magician, a mystery, and by the end of the trip, a friend. Thanks to him, we’d recovered Miss Lizabeth Harriet Morgan the Third’s priceless jewelry.

As usual, the police asked way more questions than they answered. It was clear, however, that they were just going through the motions. All they wanted was to identify Beckett and move him out. 

“I really liked Beckett,” Meg said. “He had that nice pizazz about him, you know? That special kind of flair is rare.”

I nodded in agreement, my eyes dry, my emotions having already gone through the ringer. Worst of all, I felt a sense of relief. Relief that the man in the cathedral hadn’t been Anthony. A wave of guilt washed over me, yet I couldn’t stop it. If it’d been Anthony, I don’t know what I would’ve done. Crumbled, maybe. Gone empty inside.

But the loss of Beckett wasn’t an easy one. He’d been instrumental in helping us with a project last year in Milan. A man who, despite sometimes operating in the gray areas of legality, had that certain zest—pizazz, if you will—that drew others to him.

My phone startled me from my daydreams, vibrating in my lap until I caught sight of the name on screen. I exhaled a breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“Anthony,” I gushed into the phone. “I love you. How are you? Where are you? We’re coming now. To you. Where you are—”

“Lacey, slow down, what’s wrong?”

“Where are you?”

“I’m working.”

“Where?”

“You really don’t want to know. Trust me.”

“The cathedral?” I interrupted. “We just came from there.”

The line went stone cold silent.

“Anthony?” I prodded.

He cleared his throat. “So, you beat me there.”

“I got a call from the police asking me to stop by.”

“Why are they involving you?” He sounded both mystified and irate all at once. “You’re supposed to be on vacation. You made me promise that I’d take it easy for the next three weeks, and I expected you to do the same.”

“Well, it looks like we’re both involved.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s Beckett,” I said, my voice cracking. “From The Violet Society. Italy. He’s dead.”

“Dead, how?”

“What do you mean, how? He stopped breathing. He’s no longer alive. His heart has quit.”

“Suffocation?”

I hesitated. “No. They think it was an overdose. Possibly suicide, is what I gathered from their questions.”

Anthony’s voice was measured as he responded, carefully guarded against any display of emotion. “And this involved you—why?”

“He had only one thing on him when he died. A slip of paper with my name on it.”

“Why on earth did he have that?”

“If I knew, maybe he wouldn’t be dead!” My voice came out a little crosser than I’d intended. “I’m sorry, I’m not upset with you—I was so worried when they told me there was a body, and you didn’t answer your phone, and...what if Beckett was trying to tell me something, and he didn’t get me the message in time? What if it’s my fault he’s dead?”

“Lacey, go home. Is Meg with you?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Keep her with you, and I’ll be there soon. Everything is going to be okay—got it?”

My lip was trembling too hard for me to respond.

“Sugar, it’s not your fault that Beckett died. Nobody knows why he had your name on his person. Maybe he was going to pass you a job, or ship you a wedding present, or...” His voice fell on flat ears, and eventually he gave up. We both knew it was a stretch. “Lace, he was involved in bad things, and with that comes risks.”

“I know.” I hung my head. We both knew the risks all too well. “I still wish—”

“Go home, sweetheart. I’ll be right there.”

“Anthony, we have got to get out of this business.”

The memory of the pregnancy test floated up to me, a wave of sickness racking my body. What if it had been Anthony dead? What then? I shuddered at the thought.

“Calm down. I love you. I’m safe. You’re safe. We’re okay.”

“We’re supposed to get married there in one week,” I argued. “Our wedding space is now a crime scene.”

“Can you put Meg on the phone?”

I moved like a robot and handed over the phone. Meg made a lot of donkey-esque grunts before hanging up.

“What did he tell you?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said cryptically. “Let’s go home, chickadee.”
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Chapter 5
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Dinner was supposed to be a joyous affair—or, at least, as joyous as discussing a seating chart over pumpkin ravioli could be, but the mood had turned a notch more somber than usual.

Nora was fretting over ravioli because half the pieces were bubbling hot, and the other half were frozen straight through. Apparently, she’d thrown out the recipe before finishing the job, and the result was a Swedish bath of hot and cold noodles in rapid succession.

Carlos had yet to appear, which meant that dinner hadn’t formally started. Meg and I sat in the kitchen as Nora struggled over the stove, hissing curses and taking huge gulps of her wine.

Meg tried to be cheery, but I couldn’t reciprocate her enthusiasm. Seeing a dead body will do that to a person.

“It’s not your fault about... the thing,” Meg said. “It’s like Anthony said. Beckett was involved with a tough crowd.”

“What thing?” Nora snapped. “I want to know about the thing.”

“Nothing,” Meg and I said together. We’d all agreed that mum would be the word over dinner. Nora’s stress levels were already boiling over, and the last thing she needed was to fret about our wedding venue turning into a crime scene.

“If this dumb old noodle would just warm the hell up,” Nora said. “I wouldn’t be so gosh darn mad! It’s frozen solid.” Nora turned to us and held up an ice cube disguised as a ravioli. “Seriously, girls. What is wrong with it? I’ve been heating it for ten minutes.”

Meg’s eyebrows shot up. “I need to take anti-swearing lessons from your grandmother,” she said to me. “Did you hear that colorful vocabulary?”

“I have gelato for dessert,” Nora said. “We can have it for dinner instead of these stupid noodles. At least that is supposed to be frozen.”

“Gelato?” My throat went dry.

Meg turned to face me. “Oh, don’t get any ideas.”

“It’s not technically ice cream,” I said.

“You can’t count this as a loophole.”

“Why would they give them different names if they didn’t mean for them to be two different foods?” I shot back. “I gave up ice cream, not gelato.”

“They’re different,” Nora said over her shoulder, giving us a flippant glance. “Gelato is ice cream on steroids.”

“Ice cream on steroids?” Meg raised her eyebrows. “That doesn’t sound like a loophole to me. That sounds like you’re super-sizing breaking the rules.”

I wanted to argue further but ran out of steam. The day had been exhausting, though I hadn’t accomplished much of anything at all. After the crime scene, I’d poked around on the internet looking for mentions of The Violet Society or Beckett or anything in between. I’d even looked for signs of Robin Hood-style activities that might signal he’d been active lately. I’d been rewarded with nothing.

Anthony had called to say he’d be late coming home, so I’d needed to occupy my time somehow. So, after my fruitless efforts at research, I’d dragged myself here for dinner. I’d been on ice cream and Anthony withdrawal all day, and I hadn’t decided which was more painful.

“Lacey, does Marinello’s deliver?” Nora asked.

“What makes you think I’d know that?”

She frowned in my direction. “The stream of cars going to your house. I see little delivery men with all sorts of signs above their vehicle. I figured you were a connoisseur.”

“Go on,” Meg urged. “No use pretending you don’t have it memorized.”

I recited the number for Marinello’s delivery as Nora dialed. It didn’t exactly make me feel better about myself. I was married now, after all. I should probably be less reliant on Jim, Aaron, and Yong, the delivery men from my favorite eating establishments in no particular order.

The sound of heavy, calculated footsteps pulled my head up from the glorified picnic table that served as the gathering place. The swinging door opened, the figure there darkly contrasted against the cheery yellow walls of the kitchen.

“Hubba hubba,” Meg said. “Your man has arrived.”

Anthony was everything this kitchen was not. The walls were bright while he was dark. The scent of bubbling pasta sauce was light and pleasant, while he smelled of familiar shower gel and expensive cologne. 

He had dressed up, and I wondered if it had anything to do with visiting a crime scene in a church. I wasn’t used to seeing him dressed so spiffy on a normal Sunday night, and I had to admit, Meg was right. He looked fabulous.

“Can I speak with you a moment, Lace?” he asked, ignoring Meg’s purring noises and kitten fingers. “In private.”

I let my hand find his, then trailed behind him out of the room. He wound me through the Grand Entrance, up a set of thickly carpeted red steps and into a guest bedroom on the second floor. 

The bed was made, the room decorated like a quaint English B&B. It was one of my favorite rooms in all the mansion.

“Hi,” I murmured, as he sank onto the bed. It lurched beneath his weight, but it didn’t stop me from going to him.

“Hello,” he said, his eyes flicking up toward me for the longest moment, drinking me in as he pulled me close.

He perched on the edge of the bed, his legs falling open wide enough for me to stand between them. I stepped close and cupped one of his cheeks in my palm. My thumb ran across his face, his forehead, his cheek, until Anthony’s eyes closed, and he made a sound almost like the purr of a cat, leaning into my touch.

My throat closed up ever-so-slightly as I leaned in to press a kiss to his forehead. Then I dusted one more over each of his closed eyes before finally landing on his mouth. 

His lips were familiar, soft, and utter perfection. The warmth spread from our connection, blossoming in my stomach before radiating to the tips of my toes. 

Anthony’s hands came around and locked behind my waist, exploring the curve of my hips. I shivered as his fingertips brushed down over the back of my legs to my knees. Then our kiss halted as he took the moment to readjust.

Rolling onto the bed, he took me with him, situating me on top. There we languished for a long while, lost in the dizzying swirl of the other. Our breath mixed, and we fitted together like LEGO blocks.

“For the record, I only wanted to say hello,” Anthony said, his hands running lines down my back, pressing me warmly to him. “That’s why I pulled you away from the others...but this works for me.”

“This is how I say hello these days. To you.”

“You won’t find me complaining.”

I rested my head against his chest, the sound of his heartbeat carrying us through the next moments of silence.

“If we don’t get down to dinner soon,” he warned. “People will ask questions.”

“Let them ask.”

Anthony ran a hand through my hair, his expression softer. I knew that in this moment, he was remembering. Like a switch had flipped, and the subject had changed.

“Why?” I asked, my fingers gripping at his shirt. “An overdose? I thought he’d had everything going for him.”

“We don’t know what he was thinking,” Anthony corrected gently. “He was a complicated man.”

“I suppose,” I said. “But—”

“We just don’t know.”

“Okay,” I said, a little surprised at his tone. “All I wanted to suggest was that maybe foul play is involved. There’s got to be a way someone could cover up a murder and make it look like an accident or suicide.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that he’s dead. It’s not our job to uncover the reason why.”

“Anthony,” I sat up, circling his wrist with my hand. “But he was our friend. How can you say that?”

He grasped onto me, holding me on his lap as he inched up to rest his back against the headboard. Springs sagged beneath his weight, and the comforter bunched around his figure.

“Sugar, men like Beckett are complex, and we—”

“No.” I pulled back and stood up, shaky as I found the strength to stand. “Don’t mince your words. Say what you mean, Anthony. Men like you. You’re talking like I don’t understand.”

“That’s not what I was trying to say!”

“My whole life isn’t sprinkles and rainbows and sugar, contrary to popular belief.”

“Of course not. Lacey—”

“I understand what it’s like to be complex. I’m a woman, for crying out loud—we’re complex by our very definition!” 

I turned a little hysterical in there, sounding a bit like a hyena as I snorted a laugh. The emotions were too much, and I was starting to crack.

“I didn’t want to lose my mom, but I did anyway,” I continued despite the warble in my voice. “Yes, I was heartbroken. I know what it’s like to have a hole inside, something that eats at a person until it consumes them and turns everything that should be bright and sunny into a black virus.”

I huffed and puffed at the end of my speech. I wasn’t even sure the situation required a speech, but I’d made one anyway. It was frustrating and scary to see everything taken away from a person who I’d liked very much as a friend. Everything he could’ve been—gone, destroyed, lost forever.

“I’m sorry,” Anthony said simply.

“No.” I hung my head and shuffled toward the bed. “I should be sorry. You were trying to help, and...it’s been a busy day.”

“Come here.”

I curled onto the bed next to him, and we wrapped around one another. My leg over his, my arms around his waist, his lips pressed to my head. We fit so well together.

“It might not be as simple as it seems,” Anthony murmured against my ear. “I know that. I’m considering it. But while I’m considering that, you have to consider that it might have been. Maybe there was something going on in Beckett’s life we weren’t aware of. Maybe he wanted out, and this was the only way he thought would work. Or, maybe, he was murdered.”

I nodded. “But the police are calling it suicide. They won’t look into it; they don’t have any reason to suspect things are off. I wouldn’t if I hadn’t known him personally.”

“Sugar, we’re getting married in a week.” Anthony’s voice was pleading. “Let me take care of it. I’ll have my men look into it. They’ll have everything nailed down once we get back from our honeymoon.”

“He was our friend, Anthony. Found in the very same place where we’re to be married in a week.”

“It’s not a sign, Lacey. There’s an explanation for it, and my men will find it.”

“I’m going to find out.”

“Lace—”

“He was our friend.”

“And now he’s dead.” Anthony’s chocolate eyes caressed me with a gentle gaze. “He’s not coming back, so there is no rush.”

That did it. My chest hitched, my breath a whoosh of pent up emotions as I let my tears scatter across his shirt. He had on dress slacks and a button-down shirt slightly open at the collar, and my fingers played across his chest, gripped his shirt, held on for dear life as I finally, finally let the emotions of the day seep out.

“I didn’t even know him that well, and I feel like I’ll miss him.”

“It’s okay,” Anthony said. “That’s natural. If you didn’t care about people so much, you wouldn’t be crying. But...” he tilted my chin up toward his face. “...I don’t want you to change. This is exactly who I married.”

The sweetest kiss dried my tears, easing a bit of the sadness back into my chest. I’d deal with it more later when I had the time and space to process.

“Do you want to skip dinner?” Anthony asked, snuggling deeper into the bed. “I can let Nora know, and we can stay here.”

“It’s okay.” I sniffed. “I think I’m ready for some frozen ravioli.”

“I thought she ordered Marinello’s?”

“Oh.” I sat up in bed. “Yes, yes, she did. There’s gelato for dessert.”

“I thought you gave up ice cream for Lent.”

“Gelato is different.”

“Gelato is ice cream on steroids.”

“Oh, you Italians,” I said to him. “Stop ruining my game plan.”

Anthony pulled himself up from the bed and adjusted his clothes so, once again, he looked like the billionaire CEO of some hot new tech company. My mouth went dry, and miraculously, all thoughts of gelato flew out the window.

“I changed my mind,” I coughed. “I don’t need dinner anymore.”

Anthony blinked, once, so slowly I had to wonder if he registered what I was saying. His eyes turned to glittering pools of chestnut, dragging a view over my body so piercing it felt like I was standing there naked.

He gave one more longing glance at the door, then the bed, and sighed. “Don’t test me.”

“I’m not testing you.”

In the background, the faint sound of a bell rang, and it startled both of us back to the present. 

“Come on, sugar,” he said, pulling me with him. “Let’s eat, and then I have plans for later.”
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Chapter 6
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I’ll bet a million bucks that Anthony’s plans didn’t include slaving over a seating chart for the next several hours. Then again, neither had mine.

“Why did we need these charts, anyway?” I asked, some three hours later. “We had the arrangements all sorted out just fine before.”

It was nearly midnight, and we’d been putzing with little name cards on miniature table diagrams all night. A task made even more difficult by the hulking container of gelato just across the kitchen in the freezer. It’d been whispering to me all night long, and I may or may not have been going insane.

“We need to have a backup plan,” Nora argued. “Vivian and Joey are on rocky terms right now. He painted her Jeep black without her permission.”

“That bubblegum Barbie car?” I asked. “Why would he do that?”

Nora nodded solemnly. “We can’t have them throwing plates at one another. And with Nicky here”— she pointed at the card on the table— “we can’t sit anyone from the Marcucci clan within ten feet of him. I’m still not sure of the details, but they haven’t talked for years, so best to avoid confrontation.”

“How about this?” I shuffled a few around. “That looks fine to me.”

But Nora shook her head. “Sorry, no can do. Rumor is that Donny Malone locked up Angelo Marcucci’s brother—cops and criminals, can’t mix the two.”

I blew out a breath of frustration. “How about we have a legal half of the room and an illegal half?”

“Oh, honey,” Nora said, shaking her head. “Of course not. It would be completely off balance, and all of the legal folks would feel incredibly left out.”

Anthony was busy drumming his fingers on the table, as he had been for hours. He’d tried to leave on three different occasions, but Nora had dragged him back by the ear and demanded he ‘be present’ for his own wedding. 

Fine by me, I thought. At least I had something nice to look at while Nora shuffled cards to different tables. Something nice, like his face.

“Why are you staring at me?” Anthony asked finally. “I don’t care where everyone sits.”

“Because you’re pretty.” Meg leaned on her arm and looked across the table at him. “And you’re more interesting than this mess of cards on the table. So long as I’m sitting next to Lacey, all is well in my book.”

“I’m sitting next to Lacey,” Anthony said. “It’s our wedding.”

“Yeah, but you’re already marr—”

Nora looked up at Meg, curiosity in her gaze, while I jumped in to save the day. “Marbles,” I said, standing and pulling Anthony with me. “Anthony’s losing his marbles sitting here. Let’s get going before my husband collapses.”

“Husband-to-be,” Nora corrected. “It doesn’t count until it’s official.”

“Yes,” I said, grateful this whole ruse would be over shortly. I wasn’t cut out for keeping secrets. “I’m just excited.”

“Me too!” Nora agreed. “But you have to promise to swing by tomorrow morning. I have a few more details to finalize.”

I would have sold my biggest wedding cake just to get out of there, so stopping by in the morning was an easy promise to make. We gathered up ourselves, our things, and pushed out the swinging kitchen door before Nora could change her mind.

“In a hurry?” Harold asked as he spotted us coming down the Hall of Infamy. “Because there’s something I have—”

“Sorry, Harold,” I said to the family butler. I shot him an apologetic grin. “Can we chat tomorrow? I have—”

“—to tell you,” Harold finished. “You have company.”

“Alessandra!” I stopped dead in the hallway, staring down to where Harold guarded the front door. “What are you doing here?”

Anthony’s sister pulled her head up. “Lacey! I didn’t think you’d be here tonight. What a great surprise!”

“Unfortunately, I’m still here,” I said with a confused shake of my head. “But what about you? I thought you weren’t coming until the rehearsal dinner on Friday.”

“I got an earlier flight.” She gestured to a baby blue suitcase rolling behind her, and a tiny little purse that probably counted as a carry on. “I gave Nora a call, and she said Harold would let me in since it would be so late when I landed. Hope you don’t mind me barging into your party.”

“Of course not!” I threw my arms wide and pulled her in for an embrace, wishing I looked half as good as she did. She’d been traveling for hours, while I’d merely been shuffling cards on the table. I stepped back, running a self-conscious hand through my hair, and gestured behind her. “You traveled so lightly.”

“I’m used to traveling these days.” She smiled, perfect teeth complimenting a near-flawless face. Deep brown hair shimmered in a ponytail, the light glinting off it. “For my job.”

“Come on back to the kitchen,” I said, gesturing behind me. “Everyone’s in here.”

“There he is...” Alessandra stepped past me. “How are you, Anthony?”

I watched the siblings embrace and, if nothing else, felt a sudden burst of gratitude for the seating charts. Without them, we would’ve missed Alessandra’s arrival. For the first time all day, Anthony smiled.

Alessandra and Anthony were so clearly related it was ridiculous I hadn’t noticed it the second we’d met. With her gorgeous features, she stood tall and slender while he was tall and sturdy. They had the same eyes, filled with difficult to read expressions, and they both kept all emotions buried well beneath the surface.

We’d kept in touch regularly since she’d gone back to California, and I’d insisted she be a bridesmaid in my wedding. I surveyed her closely, wondering what could possibly be different. It was something subtle, something barely changed, but it was there.

While on the outside she was the same polished, suave professional she’d always been, there was a note of giddiness, of lightness that hadn’t been there before. A level of excitement could be heard in her voice, an extra bounce visible in her step.

“How’s work going?” I asked, pretending it was the most normal question of the night.

“Great,” she said as we made our way back to the kitchen where she then greeted Nora and Meg in turn. “Fabulous. And you?”

“Good,” I said, a finger on my lip as I considered what else it might be. “How’s the rest of life? Love? Anything new?”

“Nope,” she said, a bit too cheerily. “Everything is business as usual.”

“Any reason for the early flight?” Nora chirped. “We’d love to have you at breakfast tomorrow.”

Her face turned the tiniest bit pink. “I don’t think I’ll be able to make it.”

“Oh?” Nora spoke, but we all swiveled our heads in her direction.

“I actually can’t stay tonight, either,” she said. “I just came to drop off my bags and change, maybe take a quick shower.”

“But...” Nora looked at the clock. “It’s after midnight. Don’t you want something to eat first?”

I wondered how midnight and eating were relevant, but it didn’t pay to argue with Nora. I was more interested in Alessandra’s response, but it seemed she was too occupied glancing at the name cards on the table to respond. 

“Seating charts for the wedding?” she asked, looking up. “Is it completely rude of me to ask if I can bring a plus one?”

Nora leaned forward and shoved the name cards toward the back of the table with a dramatic sigh. “Invite your whole posse since Lacey is refusing to make any decisions.”

“Not a posse,” Alessandra said. “Just one.”

“Which one?” Anthony asked sharply.

I elbowed him. “She’s an adult,” I told him quietly. “Don’t pry.”

“I’m meeting a friend tonight,” Alessandra said. “To catch up. I’m hoping he’ll be my plus one.”

“Is it serious?” Nora rapidly scooped the name cards back into a pile, obviously excited now that she knew it would be a date. A potential prospect for new weddings, new love, new grandbabies. “You know, I can probably reuse these.”

“We’ll see!” Alessandra said, whisking away toward the other side of the kitchen. “Now, which way did you say was the shower?”




***
[image: image]


“Well, that’s certainly interesting, isn’t it?” I held Anthony’s hand as we made our way back to our own house, the chill in the night air perking us both up after the warmth of the kitchen had lulled us into a sleepy haze. “Come on,” I urged, tugging on his hand. “You have to gossip with me. Meg went home, and I can’t talk to myself again.”

“Again?”

“Sometimes I talk to myself when you’re not home. Don’t ask.”

Anthony, the gem that he was, played along. “Do tell, Lacey,” he drawled. “What’s so interesting?”

“Your sister!”

“She got an early flight? Doesn’t seem all that interesting to me. Seems a little unfortunate, actually, that she’ll have to stay with Carlos and Nora for the extra few days.” He turned to me and added hurriedly. “I love your grandparents, but they can be a bit much if you’re living with them.”

“But it’s worth it to her because she’s in love!”

“In love? How do you know?”

“Anthony!” I laughed as I pulled him faster toward home. “Are you blind? She had it written all over her face.”

“I think I would know if my own sister was in love.”

“Don’t go getting all big brother defensive; she’s a grown up and she can take care of herself. If she wants to gallivant with her man in the middle of the night, let her have some fun. I think it’s great! Remember when we used to gallivant?”

“I’ve never gallivanted anywhere.”

“The date in the parking garage. That one was on my birthday. What about the night you took me to that cabin in Stillwater? I can think of so many gallivants.”

Anthony’s stony face didn’t match my excited one. “We don’t know who he is, what he does, or where he lives.”

“Don’t you think Alessandra’s a good judge of character? You share a bloodline, after all. Trust her. She’s way tougher than I am, and I managed to find someone amidst the chaos of the dating world.”

“Sure,” he agreed, unconvinced.

Before I could get annoyed at his lightning quick dismissal of my toughness, he stopped walking and pulled me in for a hug. 

“You don’t need to be tough,” he said, his dark eyes glinting against the moon. “You’ve got me, doll, so it all evens out.”

“Yep,” I squealed as he lifted me into his arms. “We make a great team.”

I reached behind him as he carried me through the doorway and pinched his butt. He didn’t move any faster. Disappointing. 

“Don’t you remember the early days of being in love?” I asked. “People get dumb, and passionate, and they’re willing to do anything—including leaving the house after midnight.”

Anthony marched straight to the bedroom and laid me down, pulling off my pants in one go. I was left with a ridiculous pair of St. Paddy’s day underwear with clovers on them. They weren’t sexy, but he didn’t seem to care.

“The early days?” I reminded him as he slowly, deliciously unbuttoned his shirt. “Hey, I’m still gossiping here. Don’t you remember the butterflies and nerves and anxiety? We snuck around for ages hoping my family didn’t find out.”

“I didn’t have any of that,” Anthony said. “Men don’t have butterflies.”

“Sure you do,” I said. “If not butterflies, then what would you call it?”

He crooked a gaze at me, slid out of his dress pants, and climbed onto the bed in his boxers. He let a long, lazy gaze trail over my body. “I’ll give you one guess.”

“I think I figured it out.”

“I knew I married a smart cookie.”

“I don’t know about smart, but I am probably forty percent cookie by this point. Assuming the whole you are what you eat theory is to be trusted.”

Anthony’s hand found the edge of my shirt and toyed with it, but I found myself rolling toward him so we were on our sides, facing one another on the bed. “I had so much fun falling in love with you.”

“What are you talking about?” His hand reached out, and he cupped my face. “I’m still falling in love with you.”

I melted toward him, a sweet kiss joining us across the darkness. The late hours this evening had held a bit of magic in them: a surprise appearance by Alessandra, the man I loved holding me close, a family working hard to prepare for my impending faux-wedding. 

It was perfection.

Perfection overshadowed by tragedy.

“Anthony,” I murmured. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

“Mmmm.”

I pressed a hand to his chest and tried to pull back, but he nuzzled in closer.

“Can it wait?” he asked. “You’re ruining my plans. I told you I had plans.”

“Anthony.”

My voice must have belied a gravity to the moment that I hadn’t intended. All the better, I supposed, since it wasn’t an easy topic to bring up.

“What’s wrong?” He spoke in a demanding way, sensitive around the edges, the threat of action hovering nearby. “What happened? Is this about Beckett?”

“No, earlier today, I called Meg,” I said, stalling, searching for words. “I asked her to pick up some pregnancy tests and bring them over.”

“Why?” A light flicked on in his eyes. From dark, sensuous chocolate to a brighter shade, a hint of confusion. “Oh.”

I nodded, inhaled a breath. “I was late, and I thought it would be better to take the test and find out one way or another.”

“And?”

If I wasn’t mistaken, Anthony wasn’t breathing. He’d gone stone cold paralyzed.

“I was confused.”

“How?”

“What do you mean, how?”

“Isn’t it a yes or a no answer? How were you confused?” Anthony hesitated. “I can try to figure it out, or even better, I’ll call Dr. Gambino. He can be here in five minutes.”

“No, I wasn’t confused about the results. I was confused about my feelings.”

“Oh.” Anthony paused, still confused himself. “What feelings?”

“Well, for starters, we’ve never talked about babies. At least, not really. I vaguely remember mentioning a family awhile back, and I think you agreed.”

Anthony nodded as he smoothed my hair back. “Why the confusion, then?”

“Because! I don’t know if I’m ready. I don’t know if you’re ready, or we’re ready. I didn’t know what your reaction would be.” I glanced up at him, tilting my head for a better view. “So, could you help me out and tell me your reaction?”

“You haven’t told me the results.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Lacey, breathe.” He didn’t answer, but instead held my gaze steady. “You didn’t have to be nervous in the first place, or shy, or concerned. If you’d called this morning, I would’ve come home so you didn’t have to alert Meg.”

“Well, I thought it was a long shot that the test would turn out positive.”

“Look, whatever the answer is, it doesn’t change how I feel about you.” He dipped his head to brush his lips across my forehead. “I’m married to the woman I love. That’s what matters to me. If we have kids, don’t have kids—that’s fine. I’m happy as long as I have you. Everything else is bonus.”

I smiled up at him, an ache leaving my chest. I hadn’t realized I’d been keeping the worry locked inside all day, but now that it was gone, relief took over.

“I always assumed we would have kids,” Anthony said. “I figured you wanted to wait until after this wedding ceremony. But that doesn’t answer the other question, Lacey.”

“What other question?”

“What do you want?”

My eyes got all watery, and I gave a quick shake of my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it does.”

“It was negative,” I said, finding his gaze, holding it there. “False alarm. I’m not pregnant.”

He stilled, holding me there, and if I wasn’t mistaken the tiniest of shine went out of his eyes, too. Then again, maybe I was just projecting onto him. If I’d realized one thing today, it was that there was a piece inside me that had wanted a different result.

“I don’t know why I’m upset,” I said, once I could finally speak again without the threat of crying. “I didn’t think I was ready. I haven’t caught baby fever, and I don’t hear my clock ticking. But when I took the test, and I started to think about it... something changed. And I didn’t know how to feel about it.”

Anthony hugged me to his chest, so tight I could hardly breathe. I basked in it, relished it, breathed every bit of him in.

“Then, I worried that maybe you’d be annoyed, or upset, or—”

“Stop.” He put a firm punctuation on my sentence, his lips pressed to my head. “I’d never be any of those things. If the test had come back differently, I would’ve been thrilled.”

“Really?”

He eased back and gathered my hands in his. “Absolutely.”

“What do you think this means for us, then?”

“I think it means you figured something out today,” he said. “Maybe we both did.”

“That I’m a nut who can’t control her emotions?” I sniffed, trying for a joke.

Anthony didn’t quite grin back, but he did run his hands over my bare legs. “No, of course not.”

“Do you think... do you think we’re ready?”

“We are getting married for the second time,” he said. “In just a few days. If you’re ready, I’m ready.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be ready,” I said, a little blip of excitement in my chest at the thought. “But maybe nobody is. Maybe it’s always a rollercoaster.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Anthony said, finally allowing a smile onto his lips. “It’s a good thing I like rollercoasters.”

“It’ll be one hell of a ride, I’m sure.”

“Speaking of plans, didn’t I have a few in store for you this evening?”
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Chapter 7
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The next morning, Anthony made sure I left the house with a smile on my face.

Good thing I had such a supportive husband, I thought, trying my best to whistle as I strolled toward the main house. Anthony followed next to me, a puzzled expression on his face as he watched me try to whistle.

Even though it was a whistling sort of morning, I wasn’t a whistling sort of girl. I sounded more like a deflating balloon than anything, so I gave up by the time I reached Nora’s front door, to Anthony’s exhausted relief.

“Hey, don’t move so fast,” Anthony said, grabbing my wrist and holding me back. He’d been patient and withheld his interrogation while I tried my hand at whistling. “What are your plans for today?”

“Hang out, prepare for the wedding,” I said vaguely. “The usual woman stuff that you have no interest in doing.”

“It’s our wedding, so I’m interested,” he shot back. “What sort of plans do you have for the day? Should I come with you?”

“Nah. I can handle it.”

“Lacey.” He lifted me off the front steps and set me gently next to them. “What are you going to do today? Look in my eyes as you answer.”

My head drooped as I nudged at some of Nora’s decorative rocks with my toe. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.”

“Do I need to be worried?”

“I’m just going to ask around a little, okay? Put some feelers out there. Beckett was a friend, and I just have to make sure—for my own sanity—that everything checks out.”

“What if it doesn’t make sense? It’s not up to you to decide that, sugar, and it’s sure as hell not your job to pursue it.”

“I just can’t believe—”

“That he killed himself? You’re in shock.” Anthony pulled me to his chest and guided my head to rest against his shoulder. “I have a hard time believing it, too, and I’ll have my men look into it. I’ll help, personally. I respect him, owe it to him, but Lace—it doesn’t look good.”

“This isn’t shock, Anthony! This is me worried that someone murdered our friend.”

“If that’s true, I want you to have even less to do with it.”

I stubbornly raised my chin. “Well, I have a few things to take care of for the wedding, and I’m going to ask around in my spare time. It can’t hurt.”

He groaned. “You always say that. And it always hurts. Why don’t you let me handle it?”

“I love you, but I’m going bored out of my mind dealing with flowers and dresses.”

“And cakes?”

“Okay, I’m not bored of that,” I agreed. “But the rest of it. I mean, it’s a fake wedding! Fake wedding,” I whispered again, quieter. If Nora heard me, the whole ruse would be for naught. “Let me poke around in my spare time.”

“Call me if you find anything. And don’t go putting yourself into dangerous circumstances. We’re getting married in a week and, fake or real, I want you healthy and in one piece when you walk down the aisle.”

“You worry too much.” I raised onto my tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I’m going to head inside to find out all the juicy details about Alessandra’s date. Wanna come?”

He backed away slowly. Girl talk had that effect on Anthony. “Have a nice day, Lace.”

I waved as he disappeared to the garage. If I had to guess, he had nothing to do there except wait out the danger zone of gossip, which was fine by me. It was impossible to gossip properly with men in the room.

“Hey Harold,” I said, heading through the front door. “You like to gossip, right?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Liar! You listen to everything everyone says. You know more about what happens in this house than Carlos.”

“I don’t gossip, I spread information.”

“Yeah, yeah. Have you seen Alessandra?”

He pointed down the hallway. “She’s made a friend.”

Intrigued, I passed through the Hallway of Infamy, followed my nose, and landed in the kitchen. I wasn’t disappointed.

“Howdy,” Nora said. “Just in time. You know how birds have them homing instincts? I’m pretty sure you have the same thing with your nose. For food.”

“I’ve been perfecting the skill for years. Is Alessandra here?”

I loaded a plate with two croissants—one chocolate, the other plain. I could dip the plain one in chocolate to give it a little more zing if need be, but I didn’t want to hog all the good ones from the rest of the family.

“She’s meeting with Carlos,” Nora said. “The two of them really hit it off.”

“Oh, I don’t imagine that’s true.” I bit into one of the croissants, then stood up to pour myself a cup of coffee. These were dipping croissants. “Carlos doesn’t hit it off with anybody.”

Nora pursed her lips. “Now that you mention it, I suppose it’s strange. Then again, Alessandra’s quite an impressive woman.”

“Yeah, but I mean, look at us. I’m his granddaughter, and we still have yet to hit it off.”

Nora didn’t look all that convincing as she patted my hand and murmured a note of sympathy. “Well, you and I hit it off, dear, if that makes you feel any better.”

I was lost in the middle of my chocolate croissant when I heard a foreign sound coming from a room nearby. I stopped eating, my mouth hanging unattractively open as I gaped at Nora. “Is that what I think it is?”

She stood, put her ear to the door, and nodded. Her eyes were wide as saucers. “I think so. Come listen. It’s like catching a glimpse of a unicorn—rare and beautiful.”

I joined her at the door, both of us snooping like five-year-old children. “Carlos is laughing?” I asked in awe. “The world must be ending.”

“Shh!” Nora hushed me. “I want to listen. It happens once every ten years or so. You know, like the phoenix bursting into flames.”

“Do they really do that? I thought that was just in Harry Potter.”

Nora closed her eyes. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Sounded to me more like Carlos was choking a little bit, but I made some noises of agreement anyway. He was probably so rusty at this laughing business that was the only way he knew how to do it.

“Oh, no!” Nora mumbled. “He’s coming, get away from—”

She wasn’t able to complete her sentence before footsteps pounded down the Hall of Infamy, and the swinging door flew wide open. I just barely managed to pull Nora out of the way before we both ended up concussed and facedown in a plate of croissants.

“I think—” Carlos was saying, but stopped abruptly at the sight of me and my grandmother standing in front of the stove.

We probably looked as guilty as bank robbers with ink sprayed all over us, and neither of us did much to hide it.

“Hello, dear,” Nora said. “Would you like some breakfast?”

Carlos moved his gaze, slow as cement, down to the empty spoon Nora proffered him. Then he moved his line of sight over to me, noting the slight dusting of white that’d probably settled on the front of my clothes from the powdered sugar. He finally returned his gaze back to his wife.

“I’m full,” he said, eyes returning to their normal shade of angry.

For a second there, he’d almost looked amused. Light-hearted. It had felt weird.

“Alessandra,” I said, looking past my grandfather. “Hi! How was your date?”

She shifted uncomfortably and barely moved her lips. “Fine.”

“Oh.” I shrunk back in horror; I should’ve been more careful. I’d just never assumed a date with Alessandra could be anything but exhilarating—after all, even Carlos loved her. “Didn’t mean to put you on the spot. Want some breakfast?”

“Let’s give these girls some time to talk about the wedding,” Nora said, thankfully catching on and looping her arm around her husband’s. “You don’t want to hear about dresses and underwear and makeup, do you?”

Carlos looked like his eyes had been burned with acid at the notion, and he allowed his wife to march him back down the hallway where he could do more manly things like not laugh ever again, and focus his intimidation efforts elsewhere.

“So, you and Carlos, huh?” I said. “I’ve never seen him get on so well.”

Alessandra set her purse on the table, then helped herself to a chocolate croissant. Lucky thing I hadn’t polished off the last one. She sat down at the picnic table, her arms folded before her. “Yeah, he’s nice.”

“Nice?” I choked on my coffee. “Good one.”

She seemed vacant, however, and now that both grandparents had gone, she slumped forward onto the table. A hand came up, and she rested her head against the butt of her palm. “I’m so stupid.”

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer right away, and I sensed she needed some time. So, I stalled by refilling my cup of coffee. Then I gave my stomach a fruitless pep talk that it was full and tried to stop staring at the only chocolate croissant left, which was on Alessandra’s plate.

“I’m so stupid,” she repeated. “And I’m sorry, but you’ll have to rearrange your seating chart again.”

I cringed. “Date didn’t go well?”

“Didn’t really go at all,” she said, looking back at me. “I met up at the bar where we’d agreed and waited. And waited. And waited.”

My mouth opened in surprise. “How could anyone stand you up? I mean, look at you. Even Carlos can’t find a thing wrong with you—and he could get angry at a saint.”

She shook her head. “I think I misinterpreted how serious we were.”

“How long had it been?”

She threw her head back in thought. “Well, I suppose sometime after I met you because I was single in Italy, so we’d have been coming up on a year here in September.”

“Is he from Minnesota?”

“He travels for his job. When he told me he’d be here for work this week, I figured it was as good an opportunity as any to move my flight a few days to see him. Last time I had to fly halfway around the world so we could get dinner.”

“I’m sorry. Really. But I mean it when I say he’s an idiot; I’m not just making that up.”

“Thanks.” She flashed me a hollow smile. “I really appreciate that.”

“I know it doesn’t help, but—”

“No plus one,” she said. “I’m sorry if I ruined your seating chart.”

I waved a hand. “I never had a seating chart to begin with. I’m thinking it’ll be a free for all, and we’ll just pray nobody gets murdered.”

“Amen.” She pushed her plate toward the center of the table and stood. “I think I’ll do some retail therapy today. I’ll catch up with you later.”

“Do you need company?”

“No, I think it’ll be best if I just spend some time thinking.”

“Oh, okay. Is there anything I can do? Anything I can help with?”

“I’m not going to eat this,” she said, sliding her plate toward me. “It’s yours.”

“Was I that obvious?”

She gave a noncommittal shrug that meant I’d probably stared at the thing like a hawk.

“Thanks,” I said, my cheeks turning red.

“I’m not very hungry. Sort of lost my appetite.”

“Gee, I have no idea what that feels like,” I said honestly. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? I don’t think I’ve ever lost my appetite. That sounds serious.”

“Yeah. I’m here to watch you get married first and foremost, anyway,” she said. “The guy was just extra. Doesn’t matter.”

“Sure it does,” I began, but Alessandra had already begun moving toward the door. I waved instead, feeling helpless as she issued a flicker of a smile, and then disappeared, the door whisking shut behind her.

I convinced myself that I was doing my part to help by ensuring this croissant didn’t go to waste, so I topped off my cup of coffee and set to work polishing the plate clean.

When I finished, I guiltily glanced up and pretended not to look for more. It wasn’t unusual for me to be hungry, but this was just ridiculous. I could safely say I’d discovered that black holes were real things, and they lived in my stomach.

Then, in my noble quest for more croissants, I spotted something. Something that needed my attention.

“Alessandra!” I called, grasping her pretty blue purse that she’d left on the table. I stood, then hightailed it down the hallway when she didn’t respond. I flew past Carlos, then Nora, and out the front door. I just barely caught the rear of her taillights as she pulled out of the estate. “Alessandra, wait!”

It was no use; she was gone. But I didn’t give up hope, especially seeing as I didn’t have much to do today. I definitely didn’t want to work on the seating charts, so I was desperate for a distraction. It just so happened that a distraction arrived then and there in the form of Meg and her clunky new car.

“What’re you doing standing out here waving your purse around?” she called through her window. “You trying to get mugged?”

“Alessandra’s off for a day of retail therapy, and she forgot her purse.”

“Ah, hop in. We’ll rescue her.”

“I’m not sure where she’s headed.”

“Call her,” she said. “In the meantime, we’ll chase her down. It’ll be more fun that way, and she won’t have to backtrack. We all win.”

I hopped in the car as Meg took off, and we made it through the gates in record time. Apparently, the guards were more scared of Meg than she was of them, and we caught sight of Alessandra’s borrowed car just as it turned right at the stoplight ahead.

“Carlos let her borrow a car?” Meg said. “I thought he didn’t let anyone touch his Bentleys.”

“He doesn’t,” I said, trying my best not to sound grumpy. “But apparently they’re BFF’s.”

“Nah, they ain’t,” Meg said. “I’m Carlos’s BFF. Never forget that.”

“Right,” I said. “Turn right, I mean. Onto the highway. Looks like she’s headed to the city.”

“This works out well,” Meg said. “I had business over here to attend to, and I have a surprise for you.”

“Oh, that’s okay. I’m off surprises for now.”

“I know, but this is an exception. And, you’re welcome in advance. Just hold onto your shorts, girly. It’s best if Alessandra’s there for the surprise, too.”
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As I’d expected, Alessandra had been headed toward St. Paul. As I hadn’t expected, she had turned her phone off and was ignoring my calls. 

“She still won’t answer.” I called again, but no luck. “Do you think she’s ignoring us?”

“I’ll try and catch up to her and see,” Meg said, weaving around a semi-truck on Highway 94. “We can wave, and maybe that’ll guilt her into picking up the phone.”

“No, wait,” I said, resting a hand on Meg’s arm and praying she eased up on the gas before we went over a rock and sailed over the median. “Think about it for a minute. She said she’s going shopping, but then she forgets her purse. We call to remind her, but she’s sending us straight through to voicemail.”

“I’m thinking,” Meg said. “I can feel it working. I have a thought just trying to get out.”

“What if she was lying?”

“About which part?”

“I don’t think she ever intended to go shopping.”

“Then where’s she going?”

I shrugged. “To confront this guy? Maybe she knows where he’s staying.”

“That’s a bad idea,” Meg warned. “I can think of a million ways that could go wrong, and only nineteen ways it could go right.”

“Nineteen? Why nineteen?”

“Because that’s all I can think of at the moment. I told you, I can feel my brain working.” She held up a finger like she had a light bulb moment. “Whoops! There comes another. Twenty. I have twenty ways this can go right.”

“But still a million that it can go wrong,” I repeated. “Let’s not catch up to her. Just hang back a little bit and let’s see where she’s headed.”

“You want to spy on your husband’s sister? Should I start calling Days of our Lives to report this storyline?”

“No, I just want to make sure she’s safe,” I said. “What if this guy is dangerous, and she confronts him, and things go wrong?”

“You’re just nosy.”

“That, too,” I admitted. Then I held up her purse. “But we do have this, so we should drop it off while we’re here.”

“You’re crazy. But she’s exiting now—do you want me to follow her?”

I made a snap judgement. “Yes.”

We jerked across several lanes of traffic, keeping well enough behind Alessandra that I couldn’t imagine she’d spotted us, despite Meg’s racecar driver skills. We weaved through the city, through downtown, until Alessandra’s path spit us out into an older area of the city. If I wasn’t mistaken, she’d taken us on a roundabout way here, as if she didn’t want to be followed.

Curious. Quite curious.

We trailed a few blocks behind, losing her every now and again, then finding her once we sped back up. We wound between Grand and Summit, two of the most gorgeous, most historical streets in the city.

The area was quiet this time of day, late morning to early afternoon, with only the bustling of early lunchtime goers or mothers out for walks with strollers. A few people in yoga gear hopped between the quaint, kitschy stores holding cappuccinos and fancy little gift bags.

Alessandra turned to a quieter alley which made it difficult to follow her without appearing obvious. So, we stopped and waited for her to pass, meanwhile admiring colorful doors and cute little gardens. Almost as if a little bit of the Cotswolds had been transported into the city.

Once she’d cleared the alley, we pressed on and caught up to her on the other side. She pulled the Bentley into another alleyway and, before we could stop, a car approached behind us and honked. It honked again and again until we had no choice but to plow ahead after Alessandra or risk an ugly road rage incident.

“What do you want me to do?” Meg asked. “I can’t disguise this car; she’ll recognize us. It would be awkward being trapped in the same alley as her.”

“Yeah, slow down. Park in here.”

A little offshoot of a driveway provided a sense of privacy for our vehicle as Meg pulled off to the side. We sat still in the car, whispering, as if she could possibly hear us from the other end of the street.

“Where is she going?” Meg asked. “It’s a dead end up there.”

I shook my head. “No clue.”

“Should we go after her?”

“I’ve been calling her this whole time; no answer. Her phone is not in the purse, I checked. I bet she doesn’t want to be bothered.”

“So, remind me why we’re bothering her?”

I held up her purse. 

“Oh, right,” Meg said with an eyeroll. “Because you’re nosy.”

“Hold on a second, where did she go?”

“Nowhere. I just said it’s a dead end...” Meg stopped talking as she turned to stare out the windshield. Then, she broke her Lent resolution, and swore. “How’d she do that?”

“She disappeared!”

“What in the world?!”

Meg pulled out from our hiding spot and pushed on down the alley. Just as it’d looked from afar, there were no outlets. A house sat smack dab at the end of the road with no possible route through. The only way out of this alley was to reverse and go back the way we came.

Which is what we did, after sitting there stumped for at least twenty minutes.

“Are you sure she didn’t drive past us?” Meg asked.

“Positive. I was watching the whole time. It’s like she vanished.”

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

“I don’t know, why?”

“Just curious,” Meg said. 

I blinked, still trying to puzzle my way through everything.

“I’ve got it,” Meg said. “She’s a witch. Magic, I tell you!”

“No, sorry.”

“But—”

“There’s got to be a reasonable explanation.”

“Right, and do you have one?”

“Well, no, but—”

“At least my answer is logical,” Meg huffed. “I’ll bet she attended Hogwarts. We don’t know all that much about her, after all.”

I looked behind me, completely mystified. I hated to admit that Meg’s answer was the most logical one I could come up with at the moment. There’s no way Alessandra could’ve driven through the house at the end of the block, and the rest of the alleyway was lined with fences and big, ugly cement garages. It was a cage.

Yet somehow, she’d escaped.

“Well, I don’t think she ever intended to go shopping,” I told Meg. “But where in the world was she headed?”

My phone rang, sparing Meg some continued strange magical explanation for Alessandra’s extraordinarily advanced evasion maneuvers. My heart pounded hard for a moment, wondering if it was Alessandra calling to say she’d made us miles ago and had just been playing a game with us.

“Huh, unmarked number,” I said quietly. “Hello?”

“Miss Luzzi?” a clipped, hoity-toity sounding voice said on the other end.

“That’s me.”

“I’m just calling to confirm your cake tasting for today.”

“Cake tasting?”

“I’m with Grand Designs bakery—you’ve a wedding coming up this weekend, yes?”

“Yes, but we’ve already had a tasting with you and picked the cakes. Like, ten of them.”

“I have a comprehensive tasting menu for you today. It’s been paid in full and scheduled already.”

“Paid in full?” I shook my head and glanced at Meg. “I’m sorry, you must have me confused with someone else.”

“Are you Lacey Luzzi of St. Paul, Minnesota, marrying Anthony on this coming Saturday?”

“Well, gee, it’s hard to argue with that.”

“We’re expecting you at two o’clock this afternoon”

“But—”

“Will we see you then?”

I put a hand to my forehead, massaging away the confusion. “I’m so confused.”

“Just show up here at 2 p.m., ma’am. I assure you everything else has been prepared. We have some exquisite samples for you today.”

“Oh, uh...can I bring a friend?”

“Yes, of course. The table is set for two.”

“And if I don’t come, what will you do with all the cake you’ve prepared?”

“Well, I suppose we’ll have to dispose of it. We make all of our cakes fresh.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. Everyone knew it was a sin to dispose of perfectly good cake. “We’re on our way.”

“Very well, Miss Luzzi. We look forward to seeing you.”

“Feel like explaining?” Meg asked.

“We have a cake tasting at 2 p.m. at the fanciest, most expensive bakery in all of the Cities.”

“Did you set this up?”

“No, it just appeared out of the blue. I’m still working through it. I don’t know what’s happening.”

“Okay, Lace,” Meg said, lowering her gaze to mine. “But you’ve gotta admit I’m right.”

“About?”

“A cake tasting appears ready and paid for out of the blue?” She chortled for a moment, shaking her head with amusement. “And you don’t believe in magic.”
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Chapter 8
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We didn’t have far to go for our next appointment.

Located on Grand Avenue, the cake shop fit its name well. The location itself was tucked among a stretch of homes that’d been converted to cute little shops. We pulled into a parking lot across the street, my stomach growling as we made our way toward the building which looked like a gingerbread house in itself.

White trim lined the exterior while pretty pink shutters gave the building a sense of fun. A pop of pastel yellow on the door marked the very familiar entrance.

I’d been here to sample cake not once, not twice, but five times. And I hadn’t been able to decide, which had led to us ordering ten smaller cakes instead of one gigantic one. I planned to have a piece of each of them, and if the wedding guests were lucky, I’d share. 

I was supposed to be on a diet in the meantime to save up the needed calories for this level of a splurge, but I had yet to start. With a week to go, things were looking dicey.

“Lacey, hello,” a somewhat bewildered looking assistant opened the door. I’d seen him before. In fact, the staff and I were mostly on a first name basis, seeing as I’d spent the better part of a week here over the last few months. “I thought we’d already decided on a cake.”

“We had,” I said. “Ten of them. “

“Well, Tony’s right this way. Preparing your, erhm, seventh tasting?”

“Sixth.” I tried to look proud, but my stomach growled and gave everything away. “But I didn’t schedule this one. By the way, do you know who did?”

The assistant looked more bewildered than ever. “Well, not off hand, but let me look.”

We waited in a living room that could belong to an upscale home in New York. Colorful macarons lined one row, flanked by chocolate covered strawberries the size of my fist, and a miniature wedding cake that I could hold in the palm of my hand.

“Do you know a Mr. Blaine?” he asked, then spelled it out just in case. “He set this up three weeks ago.”

I moved over to glance in the appointment book. “Blaine? No. Never heard of him.”

“Intriguing.”

“I’m sorry,” I told the assistant. “I didn’t know about it until Tony called me earlier. We would’ve cancelled it if we knew, but it sounded like the cakes had already been prepared, and we couldn’t let them go to waste.”

“Of course not!” he said, offended. “Throw away cake. What a thing to say.”

“I know! That’s why we came.”

“Well, let me show you this way. Tony’s prepared to see you.”

“How much are them puppies?” Meg asked, pointing to the miniature cakes from the case. “I think I’d like twelve.”

“They’re six dollars a piece.”

“For a little pastry?” Her jaw dropped open. “Screw it. Let’s go eat cake.”

“Lacey!” Tony’s voice boomed over an intimate tasting room near the back of the house. A delicate table was set for two, glasses of water and a pot of tea already sitting out. A chilled bottle of champagne sat on the counter. “Welcome! Didn’t expect to see you before your wedding.”

“Neither did I,” I said, as the assistant slowly backed away and left the three of us alone. “Do you know what this is all about?”

Tony was a big Italian fellow who had known Carlos forever. It was the reason I’d gotten ten cakes for the price of two, and the same reason that Tony pulled out all the stops for us. 

I hadn’t heard the details, but it seemed Tony had a bit of a history with the law, and Carlos had pulled him out of a scrape. Apparently, the debt could be paid off in cake, a payment plan which I supported one hundred percent.

“What is this about?” he boomed. “It’s about cake. Art. Passion. Sensuality...” he leaned forward, waving a tiny plate in front of me that smelled of buttercream and sugar. 

I sighed happily.

“I think she meant the whole tasting thing today,” Meg said. “We understand cake, Tone.”

At the nickname, Tony eyed Meg, then set the plate on the table and stood up. “We had someone by the name of Mr. Blaine—preferred not to list a first name—schedule an exquisite selection of... erhm...”

“What?” I glanced at Meg to see if she had any sort of idea what was making the man so uncomfortable, but she shrugged.

“Zebra cakes.”

“Like Little Debbie’s?” I asked. “Those little calorie bombs in plastic packaging?”

“We love those,” Meg chimed in. “I’ll take one of them if they’re less than six dollars.”

“All homemade, of course,” Tony said sharply. “It was just a bit strange. He ordered a custom selection of three different zebra cakes—paid quite handsomely for them all, and then insisted we surprise you with the cake tasting today. I thought maybe he’d given you a hint, or told you what to expect.”

“Nope.”

“Well, then, I’m not sure what this is about,” he admitted. “Are you looking to add an eleventh cake to your wedding?”

“No, I’m probably good with ten.”

“You’d probably have been good with five,” he agreed. “But I appreciate your commitment.”

“I’m really sorry if this is an inconvenience. We can cancel, or leave, or...”

“No, the cake has already been paid for! I’ve been instructed to send you home with all the leftovers.”

Meg elbowed me. “Did you hear that? I knew those six dollar cookies out there were a rip off. We’re getting three entire cakes for free.”

“Not free, already paid for,” I said, chancing a glance at Tony with a sheepish grin. I hadn’t realized the fork was already in my hand and the napkin in my lap. Apparently, my stomach worked faster than my brain. “Sorry again about this, Tony.”

“I got paid, so I’m not asking questions,” he said. “This isn’t half as weird as some of the requests I’ve gotten. Enjoy the food, ladies.”

He left his assistant to shuffle in three different flavors of Zebra cake. All of it zebra. Which, in itself, was a mystery. Why choose zebra when there were so many other options? Angel food, chocolate, vanilla, chocolate with vanilla, funfetti, German chocolate—and that barely scratched the surface. This was just bizarre.

By the time we were full and ready to leave, there were only a few pieces left. While the assistant took the plates away and boxed up our leftovers, we polished off a cup of tea. 

“Well, I don’t have to eat for at least three hours.” Meg leaned back and patted her stomach. “I understand why people get married so young these days. They just want an excuse to sample cake.”

“Zebra cake,” I murmured. Her musings were lost on my ears. “Why zebra cake?”

“Why any cake? Because it’s good.”

“Yeah, but don’t you think there has to be some sort of meaning behind it? Like someone is trying to tell us something?”

“About what?”

I wracked my brain. “What if it’s another warning?”

“Another warning? I must’ve missed the first one.”

I glanced around and lowered my voice. “What if Beckett’s death wasn’t suicide?”

“I thought they already decided it was.”

“Well, they did. But personally, I’m not sure it was. Beckett was so young and healthy. He had so much to look forward to in life. And why was he here in St. Paul anyway?”

“To eat cake?”

“It just doesn’t make sense. Plus, what are the chances that one of my friends was found in the very same cathedral the same week we’re getting married? It’s too much of a coincidence.”

“Well, if someone’s after your friends, I’d best watch out,” Meg said. “Seeing as I’m your best friend.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Don’t you think it’s strange?”

“Let’s look at the facts. We’ve got a dead body—possibly an overdose. Or maybe it was murder. You received a free cake tasting, and you discovered your sister-in-law is a witch. Yeah, I’d say something smells fishy.”

“She’s not a witch; she probably caught us tailing her and disappeared.”

“Nuh-uh,” Meg said. “There’s no way she could’ve caught me. I’m a Sneak-o-saurus.”

I stopped speaking then. There was no response to that.

“Okay, let’s say that someone is trying to warn you. About what? Do you think someone is trying to scare you off from getting married? Which is ironic, since they’re way too late for that.”

“Maybe. Or maybe they’re just trying to intimidate me, or us, or the family. Or worse.”

“Why warn you, though? Why not just ruin your actual wedding day?”

“I don’t know, okay!” I shot to my feet, pushing in my chair with fury. “None of this makes sense.”

“Everything okay in here?” Tony popped his head through the door. “I love passionate cake tastings.”

“We’re good,” I told him. “The cake was delicious.”

“Well, good. We’ll see you next time. And tell Mr. Blaine thank you. If the fellow ever decides to get married, I’d be happy to meet him face to face.”

“Tony, wait—” I stopped the baker before he could vanish back into the kitchen. “How was the appointment made? Over the phone? Face to face?”

“E-mail,” he said. “I thought it was a scam at first, but I recognized your name, and that gave me pause. Then money, a good chunk of it, came through into my account, so the least I could do was make the cakes.”

“Do you think you could forward it to me?” I asked, rattling off my own e-mail address as he removed his phone and punched a few buttons. When my phone beeped with receipt of the message, I nodded a thank you.

“Well, we’ll be seeing you this weekend,” Tony said. “I’ll be there to say hello to Carlos and thank him personally for the business.”

We slipped out of the bakery. Meg carried the leftover cake while I read over the email several times, but there was nothing in it of real significance. Nothing that could be considered a clue, a hint, an anything as to this Mr. Blaine’s real identity.

“I bet it’s a fake email,” Meg said. “If someone is threatening you with cake—I know, I didn’t even think that was possible—they’ll use a pseudonym.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“I didn’t even think of this before, but I’ve gotta give this guy some credit.”

“For what?”

“Well, obviously he—or she—knows you well enough to know your weakness.”

“What weakness is that? You’ll have to be more specific.”

“You’re a bonafide sugar addict, Lace! There’s no way you’d turn down a free cake tasting. So, whoever wanted to get you a message, gave it to you in a way that you couldn’t refuse.” 

My mouth parted in surprised. “You’re right.”

“I mean, if he’d said instead: Hey, Lacey, come sample this sauerkraut, you probably would’ve said no. But cake? Never. And you knew Tony, so it’s not like you had to worry he’d poison you or something.”

I let my face fall into my palms. “I’m the worst investigator ever. I didn’t even consider poison.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” Meg nudged me. “Tony made the cakes himself—he’d never poison you. I mean, the dude knows Carlos. He’s well aware there’d be hell to pay for murdering Carlos’s granddaughter. Or at least a missing set of knee caps.”

“You have such a way of making me feel better.”

“Like I said, that’s my job, and you’re definitely worth a set of kneecaps. Anyway, where am I headed?”

I glanced forward, stumped at the mish-mash of data points in my brain. Cakes, death, disappearing women in cars—this sort of day wasn’t natural. A normal human couldn’t process all this information at once. Which left only one option.

Meg and I met each other’s gaze and, without hesitation, said, “Clay.”

“Hopefully he can make some sense of this,” I said. “Because I’m stumped.”

“Plus, you’ve gotta meet Bob. He’s one cool cat.”

“I thought he was a robot?”

“Just you wait.”
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We pulled up in front of one of my favorite buildings on earth. It might not be the most beautiful aesthetically, but it had character in spades. 

This saggy old apartment complex was the place where I’d established my independence after my mother’s death. The place where I’d been shot at through the window, and suspected Anthony had been the mystery man after me. 

It was the apartment in which I’d lived when I’d gotten engaged, the apartment where I’d reconnected with my family and befriended my computer genius and tech-whiz of a cousin. 

It was the place where I’d inherited Tupac the Cat, and the place where he still lived with Clay and Meg. Apparently, the cat was the true owner of the apartment, and the rest of the residents came and went.

I half-heartedly tried to adjust the number seven which, years ago, had flopped upside down and turned into an L. It didn’t work. The number squeaked, swung back and forth once, and then settled into the same spot where it’d been for years. Some things never changed.

One thing that did change, however, was the owner of the apartment keys. These days, it was Meg who stuck the key into the lock, twisted it, and called—honey, I’m home!

“Hey, Clay, put your pants on,” she yelled. “Your cousin is here and doesn’t want to see your wiener.”

I flinched. Maybe it wasn’t honey I’m home, but it was close. The Meg version. 

“Hello,” I called weakly, shielding my eyes as I walked into the kitchen. “Is it safe to look?”

“No!” Clay squealed. His voice cracked, there was a thud as he crashed down the hallway, followed by the slamming of dresser drawers. “What did I tell you about giving me advanced warning?”

“Want something to eat?” Meg asked me. “Or drink?”

“Sure, what do you have?”

“Nothing, we’ve run dry. Sorry.”

“Why’d you offer?”

“Because I’m polite.”

I cracked open the fridge anyway—old habits die hard. Meg was not lying. Save for an old beef bowl that had Clay’s name written all over it—literally—the fridge was empty. “How do you guys survive?”

“Why do you think I have breakfast every day with Nora?” Meg popped open her purse, which was more like an army backpack, and set a few hardened croissants onto the table. “I forgot about these. Dig in, we have a feast.”

“Madam, would you like me to order you food?” 

This wonderful question came from a strange new voice. A metallic, emotionally-stagnant sort of draw. Robotic.

“Is that...?” I inhaled a breath as the man behind the words appeared in the doorway. Man might be an over exaggeration, though the figure in question was most definitely male, judging by the loincloth around his waist. 

“Meet Bob,” Meg said with a sweeping gesture. “The new man of the house.”

“Nonsense,” Bob intoned. “I am here to serve Clay.”

I turned to Meg. “That thing is terrifying.”

“Isn’t he?” Meg said in awe. “I think he’s pretty cute. You know, for a hunk of metal.”

Hunk of metal was not the way I’d describe the piece of machinery before us. Almost C-3PO in nature, the robot stood as tall as my shoulders. There wasn’t a face, per say, but a small camera on top of a neck that twisted in every direction. A camera that was focused on me at the moment.

“Lacey Luzzi?” he asked. “Height: five foot seven inches and three quarters. Weight: one hundred and thirty-six pounds. Age: Thirty—”

“Yeah, yeah, enough with the stats!” I interrupted. “We get it. I’m old now, and I’m gaining weight. Do you want to announce my wrinkle, too?”

“You are within the normal BMI range for your body,” Bob responded. “Limiting sugar consumption and exercising three days per week will help to increase—”

“I don’t need lessons from a robot,” I growled. To Meg, I raised an arm. “Where did this thing come from?”

“I bought it for Clay’s birthday,” Meg said. “But I couldn’t wait to give it to him on the actual day, so I just gave it to him early.”

“That’s... sweet?”

“He was trying to build his own robot, but he had trouble making him talk correctly. And move correctly. Basically, he couldn’t get the robot to work, so I bought this one and gave it to him so he could learn.”

“Take it apart and destroy it, more like,” Clay said, returning from down the hallway with a murderous grin on his face. “Every last inch of him.”

“No, you can’t do that,” Meg said. “He was expensive. Top of the line from the Clark Company.”

“Stupid Dane Clark,” Clay said. “Thinks he can build the best robot in the world.”

“Who’s Dane Clark?” I asked Meg.

She lowered her voice and leaned back toward me. “Cover your ears, Clay.”

To my surprise, Clay did as he was told.

“Billionaire out on the Sunshine Shore,” Meg said. “Basically, the smartest man who’s ever lived. Except Clay’s out to prove him wrong.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, I’ll bet it’s Clay,” I said, giving him the thumbs up. Clay nodded, but still didn’t unplug his ears. Not until I reached over and did it for him. “I think you’re the smartest guy out there,” I told him.

“What do you want?” he growled.

“What?”

“You only compliment my brain when you need something.”

“Well, actually,” Meg said with a sideways glance at me. “He’s onto something. Out with it, Lace.”

With a triumphant smile, Clay steepled his hands in front of his face. “What can I do for you today, Miss Luzzi?”

“It’s about cake.”

“Of course, it is.”

“And a murder.”

“Again...” Clay twirled his hand, encouraging me to keep talking. “I’m not surprised.”

“Is that depressing?” I turned to Meg. “It’s a week before my wedding, and Clay’s not surprised I’m coming to him about a murder.”

“This is alarming,” Bob chirped. “Phone 9-1-1 immediately. Dialing, now.”

“Stop! Shut up!” I cried. “How do you turn him off?”

“Dialing emergency services,” Bob confirmed.

“Hang up!” Meg yelled, smacking Bob on the arm. “We don’t want the police involved.”

“Are you participating in illegal activities?” Bob asked, while a subtle ringing in the background filtered out. “I am required to report all illegal activities.”

I turned to Meg, dumbfounded. “You brought a robot into your home—and Clay’s—who’s required to report illegal activities?”

“Yeah,” Meg said. “I didn’t think that one through.”

Clay, meanwhile, had fumbled his way to hang up the call. “Sleep, you idiot,” he commanded. “Sweet dreams, Bob.”

“Gentle,” Meg said, as Clay shoved Bob toward the couch. “I served a lot of drinks to save up for this thing.”

“He’s an asshole.”

“Clay, watch your language around him,” Meg said. “You know he’s still in learning mode, and we don’t want him picking up those things. Also, it’s Lent, and it’s not fair that you can curse, but I can’t.”

“Talk to me about murder,” Clay said, shoving his body into a kitchen chair. “I need to calm down.”

“Something is horribly wrong with you,” I said. “But I need your help, so here it goes.”

I caught Clay up on what we’d seen in the cathedral, the mysterious cake testing, and Alessandra’s disappearance. I hadn’t yet decided if Alessandra’s disappearance had been her trying to jilt us, or if something worse had happened. It wasn’t suspicious enough to sound the alarms quite yet, but if she wasn’t home by dinnertime, I’d involve Anthony.

“So, you think someone was sending you clues via cake?” Clay raised an eyebrow. 

“I don’t know if it’s a clue, or what. I just know there’s a series of weird things happening here, and in my experience, that sort of thing is rarely a coincidence.”

“Why do you think the body was left in the cathedral?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “They are calling it suicide, but I just don’t think that can be right.”

“You think someone is warning you to, what? Not get married?”

“Too late for that,” Meg said. Then, at my disgruntled glance, she remembered the secret. “I mean, you already paid for the cakes. What are you going to do, cancel?”

“You could,” Clay said, oblivious to Meg’s slip. “Wouldn’t you rather be alive than dead?”

“I mean, the answer to that is always yes,” I said. “Do you mean alive and unmarried versus dead and married?”

“Sure,” Clay said. “Why go through with the wedding if you think it’s dangerous?”

“I don’t know if it is or not,” I said. “I’m trying to think through all the options.”

“Well, I will run things through my system,” Clay said. “And let you know if any of the data points are matching up in a weird way.”

“Bob, wake up,” Meg called. “Bring me a glass of water.”

Bob rose to his metallic toothpick style legs and moved creakily into the kitchen. For a thing made of metal, I was impressed by the smoothness in his stride. There was almost a sense of beauty in how every little piece of him worked together to function, not as a bunch of itty bitty gadgets, but as one whole entity. Almost like Power Rangers post morph.

Bob managed to retrieve a bottle of water from the pack on top of the counter, clamp it in his claws, and carry it over to the table. Meg retrieved the bottle, cracked it open, and took a sip. “Thanks, Bob.”

“You are welcome,” he crackled. “Also, the answer to your question is ready.”

“What question?” I asked.

“The data points connecting from your story,” Bob said. “Clay instructed me to run it through my system.”

“No,” Clay said, standing angrily. “I said I was going to run it through my system.”

“Isn’t that sort of one and the same?” I asked. “You know, since Bob belongs to you.”

“No, Bob is a jerk who’s trying to take over my job,” Clay said. “I am only keeping him alive so I can study the pieces of him. I’ll show Dane Clark who’s the best in the business. I could be a billionaire if I wanted, you know.”

“Why aren’t you, then?” Meg asked. “I wouldn’t mind a billion bucks.”

“Because that’s just showing off.” Clay tipped his nose higher. “And we don’t need to hear Bob’s response because I’ll have mine by tomorrow.”

“But he has an idea now,” I said. “It can’t hurt to listen, right?”

“Correct,” Bob said. “The data points connect and triangulate on a name and location.”

“Hold on.” I held up a hand, glanced first to Clay, then to Bob. “You know a name and location?”

Bob moved his metallic head in some semblance of a nod.

“Shut up, you show off,” Clay said. “I’m on the case.”

“What’s the name and location?” I asked. “This is about the murder of our friend. Your pride can take a backseat today, Clay. Stop arguing with the robot.”

“I’m not arguing,” Clay said.

“You are arguing,” Bob said. “The name and address are here.”

On Bob’s narrow chest, a small digital screen no larger than a tablet flickered to life. On it were the words: 

Nickname: The Zebra. 

Location: Blaine, MN

Place of employment: Zebra Stripes bowling alley.

“The Zebra?” Meg asked. “Holy moly. Carlos was talking about that this morning.”

“What did he say?” I asked. “I’m assuming we’re not talking about the animal?”

Meg raised an eyebrow. “According to Carlos, the guy is an animal. He’s dangerous, goes by the name of The Zebra.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Meg said. “I zoned out.”

“Meg!”

“What? Nora was serving breakfast! A girl’s gotta eat. Plus, she was having Marinello’s croissants delivered, so we all knew it was gonna be good.”

“Thanks, Bob,” I told the robot. “I think we have what we need.”

Clay glared at Bob, then instructed him to go back to sleep and shoved the bot toward the couch. 

“It’s okay, babe,” Meg said, sidling toward Clay. She pecked him on the cheek. “Your butt is way more beautiful than his. Who needs a brain when you have a behind like yours?”
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“I thought we were going back to the estate,” I said, watching as we turned the wrong direction.

“We are,” Meg replied.

I looked behind us. “Really? Because you should’ve gone the other way at that light.”

“We’re going there. Just not right now.”

I shifted in the passenger’s seat to look at her. “What do you mean, not now? We have to talk to Carlos about The Zebra.”

“Yes, and we also need to eat dinner. That doesn’t mean we have to do it right this second.”

“Where do you think we’re going instead?”

Meg pinched her lips together for five minutes. That’s how long it took for us to pull up in front of a store called Sexy Suits. A hole in the wall shop tucked away from the rest of the world in a quiet little side street. I couldn’t decide if the shop was dingy or quaint.

“What’s this?”

“Surprise!” Meg threw her arms out. “I planned a surprise bachelorette party for you.”

“You know I’m already married.”

“And I also know you missed the bachelorette party the first time around, so now we are going to make up for it.”

“I don’t want to make up for it. I’m not a party sort of girl.”

“Sure you are.”

“No. Recently, every party of mine has been interrupted with shooting, an argument, or some other disaster. From here on out, it’s only private parties for me. Parties for one. Maybe two, if Anthony’s home.”

“Don’t be a sourpuss. This will be a small party.”

I sighed. “How small?”

“The ladies of the family. Me and you. If you feel like inviting Nora or Alessandra, go for it. There’s enough space for ten. I just couldn’t remember if you had any friends besides me. I pretty much count for a hundred friends.”

“You most certainly do.”

“Oh, what about that Vivian? I always did love her pink Jeep. She’s a hoot—let’s bring her along.”

“Along where?”

“On a cruise!”

“Meg, what?! No! When? Tell me you didn’t book this yet. Can you get a refund?”

“It’s tomorrow, and no refund. I had to pay everything up front. I got a major discount.”

“I’m getting married on Saturday! Or re-married, or renewing my vows—whatever. There’s no time for a cruise!”

“We’re going to Lake Minnetonka, relax,” Meg said. “The most glamorous lake in all of Minnesota.”

I closed my eyes for a long moment. “You’re joking.”

“Nope! All paid for.”

I glanced at my winter jacket. Then I looked outside where the temperature read thirty-six degrees. “It’s freezing. There’s no way we can do a cruise on Lake Minnetonka.”

“The ice on the lake went out a few weeks back during those record highs. We’re not actually going to sail much, just sort of sit on the boat. Like I said, I got a major discount.”

“Because it’s freezing!”

“Well, I can’t control the weather, now can I? Otherwise this state would be a balmy seventy-seven all year round.”

“So, there’s no way to back out of this?”

“None. That’s why we’re here to buy you a new bathing suit.”

“You mean a wetsuit? A snowsuit? Because we might get flurries tomorrow.”

“The hot tub might be working on the boat. Don’t cruises have hot tubs? Come on, stop arguing. It’s all booked, I’ve already hired the entertainment and the food—so, sit back, relax, and enjoy.”

“Entertainment?” I asked weakly.

“And food. Don’t forget the food.”

“There’s no way out of this, is there?”

“Nope.”
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Two hours later, we emerged from the store after Meg had tried on the majority of swimsuits in stock. We were all exhausted, particularly the sales clerk. I hadn’t bought a thing. Meg had bought ten things.

“Now we can go home,” she chirped cheerily.

“And by home, you mean...”

“The estate,” Meg said. “Remember, chickadee, I’m basically family now.”

I was too tired to argue. Plus, I now had to conserve my body heat and energy for a bachelorette party tomorrow aboard Boat FreezeALot. A fantastic addition to an already crappy week.

Then again, it wouldn’t be right if I had a normal bachelorette party—like maybe a spa day with girls, or a Britney Spears concert, or something actually fun. That wasn’t how this family worked. Fun didn’t seem to be in the cards for us.

“Hello, ladies,” Harold greeted as Meg and I climbed the stairs to the estate. “Can I take your bags?”

“Oh, these?” Meg shifted them higher. “Nah, thanks, Harry. I’ll just put them in my room.”

“Your room?”

“Yep,” Meg said. “Once I became part of the family, I inherited the rights to a room.”

“When did she become part of the family?” Harold asked me.

I forced a smile in his direction. “Do you know where I can find my grandfather?”

“Do you need to talk to him? Right now?”

I froze as Meg entered the hallway first. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Harold said, then cleared his throat. “Meg, you might want to sit this one out.”

The sound of a crashing plate punctuated the silence. 

“Nope,” Meg said, rubbing her hands together with greedy excitement. “That’s my invitation. I ain’t missing this show.”

“Carlos, get in here right this second!” Nora stuck her head out of the swinging door as we made our way toward the kitchen. She listened a moment, and obviously decided that he wasn’t moving fast enough. “I mean it! If you want to eat, you better get your tush down here before I come and find you.”

Meg raised her eyebrows at me, and then we cautiously walked into the kitchen with my grandmother. “Nora, how about I pour you a glass of wine?”

“No, thank you,” she snapped. “I already had one.”

“How about another?” Meg asked.

“I already had another.”

“Do you want me to help?” I asked, hovering like an awkward toddler behind my grandmother. I pointed over her shoulder toward the stove. “Something’s smoking there.”

“Do I look like I need help?” She clanked her ladle hard against the saucepan, little driblets of red scattering like blood across the white stovetop. “Sit down and relax. Carlos!”

Something in my grandmother’s voice must’ve broken through my grandfather’s stubbornness because suddenly, footsteps hurried toward the kitchen. And I mean hustled. My grandfather never hustled for anyone.

He made his way into the kitchen, glanced at Nora, then at me. He looked like he wanted to kill me.

“What?” I asked him.

“What did you do?” Carlos had the nerve to hiss at me. His voice fell so low I was sure Nora couldn’t hear him. “What did you do to put her in this mood?”

“Why is it always my fault? I haven’t even been home all day,” I said. “I walked in on her like this.”

“Eat, people.” Nora smacked the still hot pan of pasta sauce on the table. Next, she plopped down the pot of noodles still brimming with boiling water. Apparently, the thought of draining the noodles hadn’t arrived this evening. “Hurry up before it gets cold.”

“Oh, uh, do you want me to drain the noodles?” I asked, peeking into the pot. Not that draining them would do much good—the poor fettucine looked caked to the pan. It’d take a sledgehammer to bust the noodles loose.

“Do they look like they need to be drained?” Nora asked. She poured herself a glass of wine. On second thought, she grabbed the bottle and set it next to her as she sat down opposite of Carlos. Meg looked hungrily at the bottle, but Nora didn’t even notice. “I. Said. Eat. Mangia.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Meg stuck her fork into the pot and pulled out a steaming noodle, dunked it in the sauce, and ate the thing whole. “This is delicious.”

“I know,” Nora practically spat. “Of course it’s delicious. What about the rest of you. Suddenly not hungry? I’ve been slaving all day over this feast, and you’re too proud to eat my pasta, Lacey?”

“I told you.” Carlos murmured to me. “What did you do?”

“I’m as confused as you are!” My voice inched up in volume. I cast a tentative glance at my grandmother. “Nora, is something bothering you?”

“Does it look like something’s bothering me?”

“Yes,” I said. “It does. You’re flying off the handle at all of us.”

“Does it look like I’m flying off the handle?”

Nora rarely had anything but a smile for the world, so this level of fury was quite unusual. Whatever I’d done wrong was a mystery to me, and she seemed adamantly against talking about it. 

I already had enough mystery in my life without worrying what I’d done to tick off my grandmother. Instead, I turned to Carlos to sort out the other mystery.

“Carlos, what do you know about The Zebra?” I asked. “I hear he’s operating just outside of the Cities near Blaine.”

I threw out everything I possibly knew about the situation, and even things I wasn’t sure of, just to see if Carlos reacted. He did, and it wasn’t pretty.

“The Zebra?” His voice was deathly quiet. “Where did you hear that name?”

“I don’t have time for this!” Nora stood, snagged her wineglass first, then the bottle, and stormed out of the room.

Carlos didn’t bother to turn his head and watch her leave. He didn’t even comment on it. Nor did he smile, grin, or give me any other sign that he thought I was completely crazy, and that’s the part that scared me the most.

“Do you know anything about it or not?” I asked. “I’m asking as a favor.”

“Why?”

“Curiosity.” I crossed my arms and sat back, trying to play the tough guy part. The illusion was a little bit shattered by Meg scraping crusted noodles from the side of the pan and slurping them down. 

“Meg,” I said finally, as she sucked in a particularly long noodle. “Do you mind?”

“What’s in it for me?” Carlos asked. “Assuming I know anything at all.”

“Obviously you do, and obviously it’s not great news, so I’m willing to offer you a deal,” I said. Leaning against the table, I swiped Meg’s fork from her plate before she could start hacking away at the noodles again and ruin my bargaining moment. “I’ll go after Nora and find out what’s upsetting her.”

“You promise me that by the time she comes to bed, she’ll be whistling,” Carlos fired back. “And you have a deal.”

“She’ll be singing The Sound of Music.” I extended a hand. “One more catch. You won’t ask questions of me, you’ll just answer my questions.”

Carlos thought on it for a minute.

“It’s a good deal,” Meg encouraged. “I’ve never seen Nora in such a rage. You’re gonna be sleeping on the couch for a while, my friend, whether you did something or not.”

Carlos must have agreed with her assessment because he nodded. “The Zebra. Arms dealer. Drug dealer. Ran out of the state twenty years ago, recently returned.”

“Who ran him off?” I asked. “Was it you?”

Carlos’s silence was enough of an answer.

“Ah,” I said. “That’s why you’re so upset. His return is personal.”

“Why’s he called The Zebra?” Meg asked. “I swear, Lacey’s about to start a zoo. The Fish, The Zebra. Can’t someone be called The Blimp or something? What about The Hamburger? I mean, honestly.”

“Black and white,” Carlos said. “He didn’t choose the name, it was gifted to him after he murdered his own brother.”

“He murdered his brother?” I couldn’t hold back the gasp, or the look of horror on my face. “For what?”

“The Zebra has rules for those who work with him, for him. Those rules are black and white. Break a rule, and that is it. No second chances, no mercy, nothing. His brother was made an example of. The Zebra treats the white stripes like royalty, but cross over to the darker side—steal from him, lie to him, test his boundaries... and that will be your end.”

“Crap,” Meg said. “I about wet my pants. That’s the most terrifying thing I ever heard.”

“You told me not to ask you questions,” Carlos said. “So I won’t. I will merely offer you my token of advice.”

I swallowed at the look on my grandfather’s face. 

“You’re getting married this week, Lacey.” He said this nonchalantly, as if I were going to Target or maybe the dentist. “If you’d like to complete your walk down the aisle, I suggest you leave whatever business you have with The Zebra to the professionals.”

“To Anthony?” Meg asked. 

Carlos didn’t break eye contact with me. “I would leave your husband... to be out of the equation if he doesn’t yet know. I don’t lightly warn you to stay away from someone. Trust me on this.”
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Chapter 11
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“So, dinner wasn’t exactly a success,” Meg said. “I barely got anything to eat, I almost lost my lunch at Carlos’s zebra chatter, and your grandmother ran screaming from the room.”

“Yeah.”

She tilted her head to the side in thought. “When I put it like that, it’s not so bad. I’ve sat through a lot worse at Casa Luzzi.”

“Thanks for the rides around town all day. I’m going to find out how I could’ve possibly ruined my grandmother’s day.”

“Have fun,” Meg said. “Go easy on yourself. Tomorrow’s the big day!”

“The big day?”

“Come on! Your bachelorette party. I’ll pick you up at eight a.m.”

“Eight in the morning?”

“Girlfriend, I’m not made of money. They offer a discount if the party starts before noon.”

I waved goodbye to Meg, thinking that the earlier we got the party started, the earlier it could end. With the weather we’d been having lately, I’d need to sit in the shower for ninety-seven minutes just to warm up afterward.

Once Meg left, I headed back inside to begin my search for Nora. I didn’t have to search very hard. A loud clattering from above my head, the sound of glass shattering and footsteps stomping, gave me a pretty good idea where my grandmother was hiding.

I climbed the stairs to the second level, passed the Grand Ballroom, and made my way to a place I’d never before ventured. The bedroom. The master bedroom. The only place in the world secure enough for my grandfather to rest his head and succumb to sleep. Because as much as he hated weakness, even he hadn’t found a cure for sleeplessness.

I raised a hand and knocked on the door. Waited. Another crash, then a clunk. A hiss of frustration. 

“Nora?” I knocked again, but the chaos only grew louder. Since Carlos would be glued to his seat smoking a cigar and listening to the radio for the next hour, I ventured a twist of the doorknob. “It’s me, Lacey.”

When there was no argument, I took that to be an invitation.

“Hello?” I called out as I took a step inside. Then another.

Something hurtled at my head. My hands flew up as a protective shield. I ducked, but not fast enough. Thankfully, it was just a throw pillow glimmering with sequins on it.

“Nora, stop!” I held up my hands and marched toward her. “What is going on? Why are you so riled up?”

“I’m not riled up.” Her hair looked like the bride of Frankenstein, and her makeup looked like something slathered on by a clown. “What are you doing in here?”

“I came to check on you. Something is clearly wrong.” I hurried across the room before she could start a full-on pillow fight—or worse—with me. “I’ve never seen you like this before. You have to talk to me.”

“I have to talk to you? Why isn’t it a two-way street? Shouldn’t you be talking to me? I thought we were family.”

I took a few deep breaths, fought back the confusion, and led my grandmother to the edge of her magnificent bed. Now that I had a moment in which I wasn’t fearing for my life, the glamour of the room finally hit me. 

It was fit for a king. For gods. Heaven on earth. If I had a bedroom like this, it’d take a truck, or a seriously tempting piece of DQ cake, to drag me out of bed.

Whites and silvers blended together to give the room an angelic glow. A bit of ornate gold decoration lined the wall behind the bed, while a chaise lounge sat at the foot of it, too beautiful to touch. 

A makeup corner for Nora boosted old Hollywood lights, the set flanked by all of the latest bells and whistles in hair care, lotions, and skin products. The rug beneath our feet was so fluffy my toes got lost in it. All of this, but what drew my attention was my grandmother and how very small she appeared when engulfed by a bed five times her size.

“What is wrong?” I asked again, softer this time. “I’ve never seen you so distraught.”

“What tipped you off?”

“Well...” I debated the gentlest way to go about the loaded question. “The food. You’ve been cooking such amazing meals lately, and tonight it was like you’d never looked at a recipe.”

“I suppose,” Nora said gloomily. “The noodles were a little dry.”

I didn’t bother to tell her they’d still been drenched in boiling water when I’d left the room. If I had to guess, Carlos was on speed dial with Marinello’s as we spoke.

“I’m sorry.” I meant it, even if I didn’t know what I was apologizing for yet. “I don’t like seeing you so upset.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?” I threw my hands up. “I am honestly confused.”

“You are pregnant!”

“What?” I sat back, eyes wide. “What are you talking about?”

“I saw it—the test—this morning in the garbage.”

I shook my head, since I couldn’t do anything else.

“I hadn’t meant to snoop, but I needed to use the restroom before I went home. You flew out of there so quickly I’m not even sure you noticed you locked me inside.”

“I’m sorry. It was an emergency.”

“I went to the restroom, and there on the counter is a huge box of tests. Did you really want to hide it from me that badly?”

“Nora, you’re being unreasonable.”

“You should’ve told me! I know you’re not married yet, is that why? You were scared to tell me? Or do you not trust me?” Nora peered up at me through huge, watery eyes. “I have only ever wanted to be a part of your life, Lacey.”

“Please stop crying,” I said. “I didn’t tell you for one very big reason.”

She blinked, and one huge tear fell onto her cheek. “What’s that?”

“The test came back negative.” As soon as I said the words, my heart sank just another few notches. My conversation with Anthony flared up, and the hurt of realizing I’d been disappointed in the results came back in a rush. “I’m sorry.”

Nora waited for one long moment, her eyes fixed on mine, and then she burst into wails. Tears the size of dinosaur eggs dribbled down her cheeks. A few even fell to her wrinkled chest, a few more onto her white nightgown.

“Nora!” I put an arm around her and brought her close. “Why are you crying? I thought you would be happy?”

“Happy?!” she wailed. “I’m horrible.”

“You didn’t know.”

“I shouldn’t have pried.” She sniffed, a few big sniffs, and then began a new wave of tears. “I shouldn’t have used your bathroom, and I shouldn’t have snooped, and I shouldn’t have assumed.”

“Yeah, but we all shouldn’t do a lot of stuff,” I said, thinking of my own snooping in regard to The Zebra. “We’re human. It happens, especially if you’re emotionally involved.”

Nora nodded, finally resting her head on my shoulder and holding there, her sniffs eventually subsiding into rattling breaths. “I’m so sorry I acted like this. I guess I just got... well, over-excited. You know how much I long for another grandbaby, and what with your wedding date coming soon, I thought maybe you and Anthony had gotten a jump on things.”

I wanted to promise I wasn’t keeping anything a secret from her, but I couldn’t. After all, I had secrets—for one, I was already married. “It’s just a misunderstanding. Weddings are hard, and it’s stressful on all of us.”

“You’re doing a good job,” Nora said, her voice growing a little stronger. “I’m the basket case, and I’m the grandmother of the bride. What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing. Nothing is wrong with you.”

Nora nodded, then sat in silence. Her hand crept over and found mine. “How are you feeling?”

“In general, or...?”

Nora’s eyes came to meet mine, filled with empathy. “I had a hard time getting pregnant with your mother,” she said. “I know the disappointment well.”

“You did?”

She nodded. “It was the happiest day of my life when we found out we would be having a baby girl.”

It was my turn to wait in silence. But my grandmother was better at waiting. 

“I was disappointed,” I finally admitted. “But I hadn’t expected to be. We weren’t... uh, trying. Actively. You know.”

“Honey.” Nora patted my leg. “I might be ancient, but I’m not oblivious.”

“When I looked at the test, I was just so shocked. Shocked it was happening at all, shocked at the realization that it might be positive. Shocked that if it was positive, things might be okay.”

“Of course they’d be okay,” Nora said. “You and Anthony will make great parents.”

“It was just so fast, and sudden, and... unplanned. But then I started to think maybe it was meant to be. Maybe this was the way things were supposed to go, and I started to get excited.”

“And then you were let down.”

“Yeah.”

Nora held my hand for a long time. “It wasn’t the right time yet, I suppose.”

“I suppose not.”

“Come on,” Nora said. “I have something for you. Maybe it’ll cheer you up. It won’t do us any good to dwell.”

“Oh, um. Okay?”

She dragged me over to a closet the size of my bedroom. In it was row upon row of fashion that Versace herself would envy. Not that Nora wore any of it, preferring her sparkling jeans or well-worn outfits to this top of the line garb.

“Here,” Nora said. “I always wanted to pass this down to my granddaughter. Close your eyes.”

I did as she instructed.

“Open,” she said. “And prepare to be amazed.”

I opened my eyes, and I prepared to be amazed.

However, it wasn’t amazement that hit me first—it was more like confusion. Lots of white, gauzy fabric and strings. Straps with jewels on it and some white lettering amongst it all that said Bride.

“What, ah...” I paused, accepting the garments from Nora. “Hmm. What is this interesting thing?”

“Wedding night lingerie!”

I dropped it immediately. “That’s not something you pass down!”

“Hold your shorts on, I never got to wear it,” Nora said. “I just had it packed in my suitcase.”

“Oh?”

Her cheeks pinkened. “Turned out Carlos was so anxious to get things going I didn’t even have time to change out of my dress.”

“Oh, cripes.” I flattened a hand over my eyes. “I did not want to hear that.”

“Take it,” Nora said. “I want you to have it.”

“Well, thanks, it means a lot,” I said, reminding myself that it was the thought that counted. I couldn’t be expected to weave my way into this complex trap on the night of my wedding; the thing was a maze. I couldn’t even tell which way was up.

“I’m really sorry again about acting a little bit cranky today.” Nora walked me to the door of her bedroom after giving me a discreet brown bag in which I could stash my new goodies. “I acted a fool, and I hope you can forgive me.”

“Nothing to forgive, Nora. I promise.”

“You’re the most darling granddaughter I could ever ask for,” Nora said, shooing me out the door. “I hope you can put those goodies to use. Make me proud!”

I groaned. For lack of anything better to do, I gave Nora the thumbs up. Then I shut the door behind me and crept out of the estate, somehow feeling like it was one big walk of shame. 

I’d witnessed a lot of awkward nights at Casa Luzzi, but this might just take the cake.

Hopefully tomorrow would be better, but between facing off with The Zebra and surviving my bachelorette party, the forecast didn’t look good.
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Chapter 12
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I would love to say that the morning of my bachelorette party dawned bright and beautiful, but that would be a gigantic lie. On Tuesday morning, the frostiness in the air filtered through the still closed windows, the chill palpable despite the heater having kicked on in the wee hours of the morning.

Snuggling deeper under the covers, I felt Anthony’s arm wrap around me, his body warm and firm and just how I remembered. He’d worked late, and I hadn’t felt him slip into bed. Apparently, I slept like a hibernating bear.

He murmured something unintelligible and curled closer. While I had no idea what he’d said, it was pretty easy to figure out, judging by the way his hands were tracking over my shoulder, trickling down my side, and landing on my hips.

“Good morning,” I said, turning to face him. “Sorry, but I only have time for this.”

Leaning in, I planted a chaste kiss on his forehead. Somehow, Anthony never seemed to have morning breath. I, however, had apparently descended from a dragon. I slept like a bear and breathed like a dragon, so I considered it a huge miracle that Anthony still wanted to marry me.

Anthony also never slept in. He operated sort of like Bob the Robot. I wasn’t always sure when he ate, slept, or used the restroom, but somehow those things had to get done. At least, I’m pretty sure. However, he must’ve been working super late last night because his eyes were big and sleepy and chocolatey. 

As much as I wanted to lay around and drink them in, explore that soft looking skin and those beautiful muscles with my hands, I also had a commitment to Meg. Today was the day of the bachelorette party.

I did my best to slip out of bed all sneaky and spy-like, but I was never very good at the whole discreet thing, unlike Anthony. I stuck one foot out of bed, barely touched it against the floor, and the entire house sounded like it was cracking in half. You’d think I was an elephant.

Anthony reacted like lightning, hooking his finger around the edge of my undies and giving me a gentle yank that toppled me right back into bed. I spun around so we were face to face. I felt my eyes grow big as I stared into his, and my heart pounded a little faster. 

“You scared me,” I said. “Announce yourself when you wake up, Mister!”

“I’m awake, sugar,” Anthony announced. He pulled me toward him, his arms wrapping around my back and holding me to him in a delicious squeeze. “I missed you last night.”

“Me too.”

“Where are you off to so early?”

“Meg has a full day planned for us.”

“And you agreed to it?”

Anthony’s hands prevented me from answering. They trailed down my back, sending goosebumps skittering across my skin. Then he reached my lower back, his fingers tracing to the edges of my stomach and causing a violent shiver that was somewhere between insanely erotic and very ticklish. The sensations were very confusing to my body.

“You agreed to it?” He gave me a brief respite from the sensations, and I took full advantage to suck in a few deep breaths.

I nodded. “It’s my bachelorette party.”

“But I thought we were already married.”

“Yeah, so did I. I didn’t ask for this.”

“But you agreed to it?”

“The deposit is non-refundable.”

“Dare I ask what the deposit is on?” 

Sometimes, it was annoying how perceptive my husband could be. His eyebrow quirked in amusement, almost as if he knew in advance this day would be a disaster before it’d even begun. I just couldn’t let him have the satisfaction of being right about Meg’s planning skills—again—so I tilted my chin upward and harrumphed.

“It’s a boat,” I said. “Specifically, a yacht. We’re going on a cruise.”

Anthony blinked once. “Will you be back in time for our wedding?”

“It’s a local cruise,” I amended. “But maybe the waters will still be bright blue. Who knows? Maybe tropical fish have invaded Lake Minnetonka. Stranger things have happened.”

“Oh.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked, feeling a little defensive. “Aren’t I allowed to do whatever I want for my bachelorette party? You know, within reason.”

“Sure,” Anthony said. He hiked me up so that we were tangled thoroughly around one another. “I just didn’t peg you for the Arctic Cruise sort of gal. You tend to like warm climates. Sunlight. That sort of thing.”

“It might be warm, who knows? The sun could still pull through today. This is Minnesota. The weather changes faster than I go through sprinkles.”

Anthony glanced over my shoulder. “Okay.”

The feeling of trepidation hung over us until I couldn’t possibly bear to keep a straight face. I shifted my body so I could glance out the window and, sure enough, a few fat snow flurries sailed their way to the ground.

“It’s not your fault,” Anthony said. “April snowstorms aren’t uncommon. Maybe the sun will come out.”

“Maybe.” Instead, I shimmied up closer to him. “Or, I could just stay here warm and cozy with you all day.”

“I’m more than willing to kidnap you,” Anthony said. It was both a little too quick, and a little too sure, and I knew he’d walked me right into that one. “Why don’t we just relax together? Meg can enjoy her boat, and—”

“I can’t. I have to go,” I said. “Commitments and all that. Plus, she’s a good friend to think about a party for me.”

“Who else is going?”

I shrugged. “I stopped asking questions after Meg mentioned she got a discount on a boat.”

“Probably safer that way. What time is she picking you up?”

“Thirty minutes.”

“Which leaves time for...” Anthony’s expression turned almost gleeful, and suddenly, he didn’t look the slightest bit sleepy.

“Leaves time for this.” I pecked him on the cheek, and then made a dodge for the edge of the bed.

It took a few tries to break free, what with Anthony having the jump on me. I swear his arms flailed like octopus tentacles in every direction, dragging my body back to bed while I shrieked and squirmed with laughter.

By the time I escaped to the bathroom, we were both red-faced with giddiness, and a big huge part of me wanted to lock the two of us in this room and spend all day playing around together. I was simple. We were simple. I didn’t need a yacht.

But I’d go to the yacht because I had a friend. A good friend, and that’s the reason I had to leave Anthony with a toe-tingling kiss after I’d brushed my teeth, a sneak peek of what was to come later this evening.

“You’re evil,” Anthony said, still lying in bed as I tiptoed out of the shower and grabbed my clothes from the dresser. “Don’t stay out late tonight.”

I slipped into jeans and a pretty blouse, since I’d freeze my butt off if I wore a dress, and covered up with a parka afterward. It’d be extra windy on the lake.

Anthony still didn’t seem to be deterred, despite my layers of clothing.

“You’re crazy,” I told him. “I’m wearing a parka.”

“And I know what’s underneath.” He climbed out of bed and brushed a kiss against my hair. “Please don’t get in trouble today. It’s supposed to be fun.”

“Aye, aye, captain.”




***
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With Meg, trouble was inevitable.

That had always been the case, and I never should’ve believed otherwise. Especially when she showed up in Patty, her old clunker, with all the seats completely full.

“You can hop in the trunk, or we can squish,” she called out the window. “The guest list grew.”

“Ah, the guest list,” I said, eyeing the passengers. “Of course.”

“Hi, dear!” Nora waved from the front seat. Vivian sat in the back, waving talon-like nails in my direction. Alessandra sat on the other side, the only one of the group not waving or looking otherwise enthusiastic.

“Hop in, Lace,” Vivian said, sliding out of the car. “You’re skinny. You can sit in the middle.”

“Oh, great, thank you. Best seat in the house,” I said, sidling past her and briefly mentioning that I could drive myself.

“Don’t be silly,” Meg waved a hand. “Look at how much fun we’re having. Right, ladies?”

A cheer went up from three of the five women, myself and Alessandra not included. I gave her a quick look, hoping she’d roll her eyes with me, but she was lost in her own fog.

She’d arrived back at the estate last night, sometime after my chat with Nora. When I’d finally come downstairs, Harold mentioned that Alessandra had returned home and retreated to her room already. He added that she preferred not to be interrupted. So, I’d gone home alone and fell asleep while waiting for Anthony.

“Here we go!” Meg cried once I’d gotten situated. “Happy Bachelorette Day, Lacey.”

She roared away from the house, pointing us toward the other side of the city. To the rest of the cars on the highway, we probably looked like a life-size game of Chubby Bunny—the dangerous game that involves shoving as many marshmallows into one’s mouth as possible. With puffy jackets all around, there was barely enough air to breathe, let alone to relax.

For the entire hour-long car ride.

When we finally arrived at our destination, Meg unlocked the doors, and we all sort of oozed out of the car. Vivian hopped out first, I sort of fell out after, and as always, Alessandra gracefully stepped out from the other side.

“Welp, here we are!” Meg gestured toward a dock. “Boat should be here anytime.”

“Anytime? I thought... I thought we were running late.”

I looked at my watch and, sure enough, we were thirty minutes later than the scheduled departure.

“Yeah, but the unexpected snow flurries slowed him down a bit,” Meg said. “Good thing the ice went out a few weeks ago—otherwise, we would’ve had to cancel!”

“Don’t tell me that’s the boat,” Vivian said, wrinkling her nose. She smelled like a perfume store, a whole bunch of whiffs that gave me a headache. Rings blinged from all her fingers, and her voice was just a little bit scratchy from years of talking and smoking, smoking and talking. “I thought y’all said this was fancy.”

“She did!” Nora gasped. “She said it would be like a spa on water.”

“Yeah,” Meg admitted. “Maybe I over exaggerated, but we needed guests at Lacey’s bachelorette party, or else that’s just sad. So maybe I stretched the truth a little bit to get you here, but it was for a good cause.”

Nobody really argued with Meg, which was sweet in a weird sort of way. Still, I felt bad the others had been bamboozled here under false pretenses.

“If anyone wants a ride home, I can call Anthony,” I said. “No pressure to stay.”

“Oh, there’s pressure. We don’t want to let Lacey down, do we?” Meg scanned the group with a critical eye. “Good. That’s what I thought. Now, let me go talk to Skipper, and we’ll be good to go.”

“Skipper?” Vivian said weakly. “I didn’t want to go on a nautical adventure, I just wanted a free manicure.”

“I love the water,” Nora said, her face a bit troubled. “I just don’t like the snow.”

“Yeah,” I murmured, because there wasn’t much else to say.

We waited for a few moments as Meg conversed with a hairy sort of dude who was probably named Skipper. He looked a bit like a knock-off surfer dude. 

His hair was long, but instead of being all luscious and beautiful, it was a little puffy. His skin was a little bit too pale for a surfer, which made sense, seeing as it was still winter in Minnesota. And in place of the lean, muscular surfer’s torso, there was a bit of dad bod going on, complete with a tiny beer belly.

“Come on, ladies!” Meg waved for us to approach the dock. “Skipper here’s going to go over the rules.”

“Here are the rules, ladies and germs,” Skipper spoke, his voice also a not-quite-right version of surfer-dude. “Have fun!”

“No safety precautions?” I asked. “Life vests or anything?”

“This is a very chill cruise,” Skipper said. “Especially since we won’t be leaving the dock.”

“What?” Vivian snapped. “We’re not leaving the dock? What sort of cruise is that?”

“It’s too dangerous out there,” Skipper said. “Also, Meg said y’all just wanted to paint your nails and have a good time, so I figured instead of cancelling the trip, we can just do that while docked.”

“I ordered food,” Meg said. “And there will be entertainment. So basically, it’s the same thing. We’ll still be on the water, we just won’t really be changing the views a whole lot—but whoever cared about the views anyway?”

“Sounds great!” I chirped, trying my best to stay positive. After all, it wasn’t Meg’s fault the waters were too dangerous to sail today. Sure, maybe she could’ve done a bit more research, but after all, wasn’t the most important thing the company of each other? 

The others seemed to agree, which made Meg and Skipper both incredibly happy.

“All aboard,” Meg shouted.

“That’s a train,” Skipper said, sounding cross. “This isn’t a train.”

We all climbed aboard, some of us easier than others, seeing as Vivian had pumps on that were at least six inches high. Even Nora in her old age was far more nimble than Vivian.

Once aboard, we took a minute to survey the space. It was smaller than I’d imagined, but I’d also had sort of this ocean liner image in my mind. All five of us women fit around the benches on the upper level, and Meg even ventured a climb toward the front of the boat.

“Land ahoy!” she shouted. Then turned around, scratched her head. “Though I suppose that’s a bit obvious since we’re still tied up.”

Next came the below deck tour, and that’s where things started to get a little bit suspicious. A kitchen with bolted down appliances lined the center, and a small bathroom stood off to the side that smelled like fish. Next to the bathroom was a bedroom. The weird thing was that there were sheets on the bed, and they were just a little bit rumpled. 

As I filtered through the rest of the boat, little personal touches—a pot in the sink there, a crumpled note in the trash can—all of it seemed just a little bit off.

And that’s when it hit me.

“Skipper...” I slowly turned to face him. “Do you live here?”

“Yes, ma’am!” He nodded, then chortled. “I work from home. Get it?”

“Whoops,” Meg said. “I didn’t read that bit of the paperwork.”

“I take out tours all the time,” Skipper said. “I’m licensed, don’t you worry. Now, shall we start with breakfast?”

I’d barely had time to process this strange man and his boat, but within minutes, he had bacon frying and eggs sizzling, and the smells melted me into my chair. The five of us sat around the kitchen table, watching as Skipper prepared a full-on breakfast feast.

“See?” Meg pointed out. “He cooks, too. Ain’t that neat?”

An hour later, I was surprised to admit that I was having a pretty decent time. The breakfast had been hearty and delicious, and the wind had subsided some, leaving us toasty below deck. Skipper had taken to whistling above deck and reading a book, popping downstairs to refill coffee now and again.

“Thanks for coming, everyone,” I said, glancing around the table. “It means a lot you’d make it here for me.”

“Yeah,” Meg said, glaring at Vivian. “Even though some people were hard to convince, it worked out.”

“How was your day yesterday, Alessandra?” I asked. “We missed you last night.”

“It was fine,” she said, picking at her eggs. She was the only person who hadn’t scarfed her meal down.

“What’d you do?” Meg asked. “And more importantly, are you going to eat that?”

Alessandra pushed her plate toward Meg. “I went shopping.”

“That’s right.” I folded my hands under the table, trying to keep them from fidgeting. “By the way, we found your purse yesterday. I tried to call you, but couldn’t reach you. I left it on the table.”

“I found it, thank you. And sorry about that—my phone died.”

It was unlike her to be this quiet, almost impolite. I sensed there was more to the story than one no-show date, but she didn’t seem ready to volunteer information. So, I’d have to find out myself. “Buy anything good while you were out and about?” 

“Turns out I’m not a huge retail therapy girl,” she said with a flicker of a smile. “I didn’t spend a single dollar. Crazy, right?”

“Yes,” Vivian said. “That’s nuts. Every girl needs retail therapy, so if you didn’t buy anything, you’re doing it wrong. Next time, bring me along. Which mall did you go to?”

“Maple,” Alessandra said. “Traffic was horrible.”

“Shut up,” Vivian said. “I was there yesterday! I can’t believe we missed each other.”

Meg caught my eye over the table, looking how I felt. Mystified. Nobody missed Vivian. She was the center of every party, and loud enough to draw attention from three blocks away.

“Oh, I thought I saw your car,” Alessandra said. “You drive the pink one, right?”

“It’s not pink anymore!” Vivian’s temper was notching up as we spoke. “That jerk-off husband of mine painted it black. Then he went away with the boys for the weekend. Just you wait until I get my hands on Joey. That little prick.”

The warmth that’d built up during breakfast slowly began to slip away. A gust of wind stilled conversation as it howled inside, sending a shudder through all of us. 

Waves rocked the boat with a vengeance, or as much vengeance as possible while still attached to the dock. The wind, the waves, the greasy bacon—all of it was a little too much, and the first tendrils of queasiness gripped my stomach.

“Are we ready for the entertainment?” Meg clapped her hands, drawing the quiet conversations to a close. “It was custom hired for Lacey.”

“Oh, gee,” I said. “I’m actually not sure if I’m feeling up for entertainment at the moment—”

“Hit it, boys!” Meg whistled, and the lights went dark.

Next came the green fluorescent sheen of glow sticks. Then the music.

With the beat of the music came footsteps making their way down the ladder, and the disturbing view of a man wearing nothing except for a pair of too-short swim trunks with a cake resting across his arms.

I shielded my eyes. Apparently, the entertainment was Skipper himself, and he’d lost a few too many layers of clothing.

“Make it stop,” I said, staring at my plate of mostly eaten bacon. My stomach lurched more wildly by the second. The mix of a shirtless Skipper and the tossing of the boat was threatening to send the bacon right back where it came from. “Please, Meg. I am not in the mood for dancing, or... whatever Skipper’s trying to do.”

“Skipper, can it,” Meg snapped. She looked equally confused, and doubly annoyed. “Put your shirt on and turn down the music.”

“But this is part of the show.” He did a hip twirl that almost put me over the edge. “You asked me to be the entertainment.”

“I asked if you’d bring down a surprise cake, not jump out of one.”

“But Skipper doesn’t back down from a challenge,” he said, purring as he referred to himself in the third person. “This Skipper brings the life to the party. Made this cake myself—part of the package.”

Meg gave me a helpless look. “I’m sorry. I ordered a cake and asked him to bring it down as a surprise. Apparently, he thought I meant something different.”

“Look, there’s nothing wrong with exotic dancing if that’s your cup of tea,” I told him. “But not while you’re holding dessert. The cake didn’t do anything to you.”

Skipper looked a bit depressed, so I tried to apologize, but I was feeling too sick to open my mouth. Better not to say anything at all.

“Put your shirt on, Skipper, and we’ll all forget this happened,” Meg said. “Bring the cake here, please.”

Skipper carried the cake over to the table and, I’ll give him credit, it was a big cake. It lost points for presentation, however, since he’d piled ice cream right on top of it.

“I gave up ice cream for Lent,” I said weakly. “I can’t eat any of this.”

“Oh, don’t cry!” Skipper patted me on the back. “I can make another cake.”

His beer belly jiggled a little, and got just a tad too close to my face as he tried to comfort me. It was too much.

My breakfast lurched, and I was a goner. The rocking of the boat, Skipper’s bare chest, the ice cream cake that I couldn’t touch for thirty-something more days...all of it roiled in my stomach, and the next thing I knew, my breakfast appeared all over Skipper’s sandals.

“Let it out,” he said, patting my back while the rest of the girls shrunk away. “I have this effect on women. This isn’t the first time it’s happened.”

“Put your freaking shirt on, Skipper,” Meg said. “And get the poor woman a barf bag!”

I slid out of the breakfast nook and did my best to sort of clean up, but Skipper was too drenched in everything for me to be of much help. What we both needed was a shower.

“Sorry, I think I’m going to head home,” I told the girls. “I can call for a ride if you want to stay, but I’m afraid I won’t be much fun for the rest of the day.”

“We’ll accompany you,” Meg said quickly. “But what about Patty? She might prefer if you’re strapped to her roof, seeing as you have bacon all over your clothes.”

“I think I have a solution,” Skipper said, digging around in his cupboards. “What do you think of this?”
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“I can’t believe you guys made me wear this,” I said, once we were all situated in the car. “It’s forty degrees outside, and it’s made of plastic.”

“It’s shabby chic,” Nora said. “I think you could really bring it back in style. You do have the body for it.”

“It’s a garbage bag.” I picked at the edges of the plastic around my body. “I have a body that apparently looks good in Hefty. I’m wearing Hefty as clothing, I’m getting wrinkles, and I vomited at my bachelorette party.”

“Well, it sounds like you’re doing things right when you put it like that,” Meg said. “Just don’t tell anyone you vomited at eleven in the morning and didn’t have a drop to drink, and you’ll have people thinking it was a wild party.”

Alessandra remained quiet, and Vivian was busy wrinkling her nose and pushing her body as far away from me as possible. Nora mostly hummed to herself and picked crumbs out of a huge piece of cake that Skipper had packed for her snack.

Meg drove, and I squished into the middle again. Which wasn’t ideal, but it was better than being strapped to the roof. The rest of my clothes were under lock and key in the trunk, and would probably best be incinerated.

Luckily, I’d thought to grab my phone from my clothes before they’d been locked away for all of eternity. Halfway back to the estate, it rang. 

Clay.

While I didn’t love the idea of taking a possibly sensitive phone call amid a car filled with four other nosy women, I needed the distraction, and I didn’t want to wait. So, I answered.

“Screw Bob,” Clay greeted me. “I figured it out.”

“What?” I asked, hoping the rest of the car couldn’t overhear the conversation. “I don’t understand.”

“The Zebra.”

“We already have a name and an address,” I told him. “Sorry, but Bob beat you to it.”

“Yes, but can Bob do this?”

“What? Clay, we’re on the phone. I can’t see anything.”

“Oh. Right. Well, I’m going to text you something.”

I pulled the phone away from my ear and glanced at the screen. An image was uploading, and I waited until it cleared. I had to do a double take once it did.

“Clay,” I said, letting my voice fill up with patience before I continued speaking. “What is that?”

“It’s a shirt. Your shirt, specifically.”

“Why does it say Balls of Fury on it?”

“Because!” Clay turned positively gleeful. “You are the brand new captain of the Balls of Fury bowling team.”

“No. I have no interest in bowling balls, fury, or any combination of the two”

“Well, you will turn interested if you want to befriend The Zebra.”

“How do you figure?”

“The location Bob found? It’s a bowling alley—Zebra Lanes. Your man Zebra runs it, and he bowls in a co-ed league on Wednesday’s. If you show up and beat him, he’ll have respect for you.”

“There are so many problems with this. First of all, I don’t have a team, and even if I did, we couldn’t get a spot in the league.”

“Well, maybe Bob couldn’t have gotten you a spot, but I did,” Clay said. “Tomorrow at three. Stop by and pick up the shirts on your way.”

“I can’t bowl. I mean, I need bumpers.”

“You can’t be that bad.”

“My high score last time was eleven.”

“Eleven... what?”

“Eleven. Basta. That’s it.”

“Lacey!” An appalled Clay shouted into the phone. “You have to try to be that horrible. A child could bowl more than that, and the balls weigh as much as they do.”

“Thanks, but my horribleness at bowling comes naturally.”

“Well, I got you the opportunity, but I’m not a magical genie,” Clay said. “The rest is up to you. Find four other players and grab your shirts tomorrow. Otherwise, you’re on your own with The Zebra.”

“Hold on one second.” I put my hand over the phone and looked around at the group. “Who’s free tomorrow at three? I need a bowling team.”

Four hands inched their way up as Meg pulled Patty into the driveway of the estate.

“Great,” I said to them all. “You’re hired. Welcome to Balls of Fury.”
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Chapter 13
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“Those look fabulous.” Clay stepped back the next morning and admired his handiwork. “You can thank me whenever you’re ready.”

I turned to find my reflection in the window, searching in vain for the fabulousness that Clay had described. After a night of solid sleep and a shower—and one very concerned Anthony—I felt a lot better than I had on the bachelorette boat yesterday. Or at least I had, until I’d popped over to my old apartment to acquire the jerseys for our new bowling league.

Now I felt like vomiting all over again. These things were ugly. Forest green, scratchy, sizes that came like packing boxes. Large, XL, and XXL—all in the shape of squares.

Not to mention, the name. Written in Old English-style scripted lettering the size of my arm were the words “Balls of Fury” straight across the chest. Underneath was the image of a bowling ball skidding down a lane and pins flying everywhere.

“These are...” I swallowed, searching for the right words. “So unique.”

“That’s right, one of a kind,” Clay agreed. “Came up with them all by myself.”

“False,” Bob the Robot interrupted. Bob had taken a seat on a couch with his legs crossed. The little square that was his head turned toward me. “Clay asked for my assistance in developing a name for your team.”

“You picked this name out?” I whirled on Bob. “Thanks a lot.”

“You are very welcome,” he intoned. “I searched top one hundred lists of bowling names, and this was number one.”

“Of what, the list of worst bowling names?” I shook my head. “We’re a team of all women.”

“I apologize if you are not happy,” Bob said. “I can search again if you would like.”

“No, forget it,” I said, then turned the balls of fury design at my cousin. “If you’re trying to steal Bob’s ideas, at least make sure they’re good ones.”

“I thought it was clever.”

“Your grandmother is on this team!” I gestured to the words across my chest. “Nora will be wearing this with me. So will your girlfriend. And your best friend.”

“Who’s my best friend?” Clay suspiciously glanced toward Bob. Then back toward me, which is where he caught the look of shock and annoyance. “Oh, you. Right. You’re my best friend, but really, you’re my cousin.”

“Thank you for the effort,” I said, reaching down and swiping up the five t-shirts. “I may seem ungrateful, but I do appreciate you helping us.”

“Anytime,” Clay said. “Before you go, I have a tip for you.”

“Oh?”

“The object of bowling is to hit the pins,” Clay said. “Not to throw it down the gutter.”

“Thanks a lot. That was never the confusing part.”

“How does one get eleven as a bowling score?”

“We’ll play sometime, and I’ll happily show you.”

“Be careful when you go today,” Clay said. “Are you telling Anthony about your visit?”

I hesitated a second too long.

“If you don’t tell him, I will,” Clay said. “I swear. He told me that if I send you somewhere dangerous and don’t let him know before hand, he’ll...” Clay reddened, and then nodded. “Never mind. But it’s worse than death.”

“I’ll tell him,” I mumbled.

“Lacey!” Clay yelled after me. “You promised!”

I had sort of promised, but that didn’t mean I knew exactly how to broach the subject to Anthony, especially after the warnings he’d already given me. I couldn’t imagine he’d be thrilled with my new sporting endeavor.

I parked at Casa Luzzi, grabbed the jerseys, and climbed from the car. Before I could take two steps toward the door, Alessandra appeared, startling me as she laid a hand on my shoulder from behind.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I didn’t see you there.” I laughed weakly, and ran a hand over my forehead. “How are you?”

She gave a shadow of a smile. Her shiny brunette locks were pulled into a ponytail, and her normally perfected face was bare of all makeup. Though still stunning, she looked different. Almost hollow, a shell of her former self.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m glad I caught you, though. I won’t be able to make it bowling today. I’m really sorry.”

I shifted the shirts to my shoulder and did my best to look nonchalant. “No problem. Did your hot date reschedule?”

At this, she cringed.

“Oh, no! I’m so sorry! I shouldn’t have said anything. Ignore me.”

“No, no. It’s okay—it’s not your fault I’m like this.”

“Like what?” I grasped one of her wrists with my hands, held on until she looked at me. “Listen, I’m worried about you. Really worried. Can we talk for a minute?”

“What’s there to talk about?” She ran her other hand through her ponytail. “I flew in early to meet a guy for a date. It didn’t work out, end of story.”

“When you flew in, you were so excited, and happy. The Alessandra that I’ve known for almost a year now.” I dropped her hand. “Please try not to be so upset over one date. He’s the one missing out, I promise.”

Her voice was a raspy whisper. “Okay.”

“You don’t believe me?”

She offered a tight smile. “I liked him.”

“How’d you meet him?”

“Forget it, you’re right. I shouldn’t be so torn up about a date. Anyway, I’m sorry again about bowling.”

“Wait!” 

She waved as she slid into Carlos’s proffered vehicle and pretended she hadn’t heard me yelling one foot from her head.

I got the picture. Maybe I didn’t get the full picture, but I understood that she wasn’t ready to talk. The squeal of her tires against the asphalt was a clear sign that my instincts were correct.

Maybe it was time to bring in the big guns. If anyone had a chance of getting through to her, it’d be her brother. Maybe she’d talk to him. Whether Anthony would talk back was an entirely different issue. At least it’d be a start.

I’d barely taken three steps when another hand clasped my shoulder, startling me for the second time since I’d arrived. If I wanted to be serious about this security business, I should probably be more attentive.

“Hey, doll,” the familiar voice drawled. “Are you feeling okay?”

I had no choice but to yo-yo back to Anthony, seeing as his finger was hooked into the back loop of my jeans. Jeans, as opposed to my usual stretchy pants, because that’s what I suspected professional bowlers wore for their games.

“Oh! Anthony. Hello, fancy seeing you here!” I peeked up at him, cringing at the look on his face. I’d botched the greeting. He’d be immediately suspicious. Especially when he noticed the Balls of Fury logo across my chest. “What brings you around?”

“What brings me around...” Anthony hesitated, keeping his finger locked tight in my belt loop. “To my place of employment?”

“Yeah! I mean. It’s Wednesday. And we’re getting married, so maybe you were wanting to take time off, rest, get a spa day, and...fine. I can’t keep secrets. Yes, I’m sneaking around, and you caught me.”

“I wouldn’t call this sneaking,” Anthony said. “Generally sneaking involves not getting caught.”

“Yeah, well, you always catch me.”

Anthony’s eyebrow rose. “And that is why they pay me the big bucks. Everyone understand, boys?”

I closed my eyes for a long second, not incredibly anxious to see who he was referring to as boys. Instead, I pretended nobody else existed, and I sunk into Anthony’s chest, opening my eyes only once they were shielded by the fabric of his shirt.

“Lesson for the day, never try to pull the wool over my eyes.” Anthony gently peeled me off him and maneuvered my body around, coming to rest with one arm over my shoulder. “Lacey, meet the new recruits. They’ll be helping out and learning the ropes while we’re away. Gentlemen, meet my wife, Lacey.”

“Soon to be!” I stuck my finger up and leaned forward. “We’re getting married this weekend.”

Seven faces stared back at me, none of them smiling. Apparently, there was a rule against hiring men who knew how to smile. 

“Well, anyway,” I said, my face turning red as the new recruits stood there stone-faced. “I should be going and will leave you to your training. Best of luck to you all.”

“Not so fast.” Anthony’s arm cinched tighter around my waist.

I tried to walk away, very fast, but it still didn’t work. I just sort of folded in half until Anthony righted me, and then spun me back to face him.

“I’m curious,” he said, lazily dragging his eyes down my figure. “What inspired this choice of clothing?”

He stared extra-long at my chest, and I was just about to scold him when I realized he wasn’t actually looking at my curves, he was looking at the words dancing over them.

I cleared my throat. “Uh, Clay. He picked these out.”

“And you voluntarily put it on?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that.”

“Honey, that’s what you always say.”

“Do you, um...think we could speak in private?” I cast a pointed glance over at the seven recruits standing at attention. “You know, alone?”

“Take a break,” Anthony barked. “Meet back here in five.”

I hesitated as the young men digested the order to scram. “I don’t think they know how to take a break.”

Seven faces stared back at us. They’d taken a grand total of two steps backward. 

Anthony rolled his eyes, grabbed my hand, and pulled me behind the huge oak tree sprawling over the front lawn, muttering about no common sense.

“Do you think, um, maybe you scared them a little?” I asked. “You know, just judging by the fact that none of them are talking, smiling, or otherwise relaxing.”

“We’re not paying them to relax.”

“How long have you been training them?”

“Three months. They needed to be ready by the time we left.”

“Right, and in those three months, you don’t think you might’ve frightened them a little bit?”

“What’d you want to talk about?” Anthony’s dark eyes flashed, locking on my shirt first, and then my face. “And how did Clay get you to wear that shirt?”

“Well, he signed us up for a bowling league.”

“Clay hates all sports. Balls. Pucks. Bats. He hates anything to do with athletic ability.”

“Right. And I mostly am not great at sports, either.”

“Babe, you took me bowling once and scored an eleven.”

“I was rusty!”

“You complained the whole time. Why would you voluntarily sign up for a bowling league?”

“Girl bonding. You know, Nora and Meg and Vivian and me.”

Anthony cursed. He rarely cursed on the job.

“What’s so bad about that?” I asked.

He put a hand over his forehead. “I’m just imagining the destruction that’ll follow when someone puts a bowling ball in your hands. Then multiply it by four. Your shirt should really say The Wrecking Balls.”

“Hey!” My first instinct was to be offended. But as I digested his words, I backed off and tapped my lip with a finger. “You know, that’s actually not too shabby.”

Anthony’s eyes closed. “You’re missing the point.”

“We’re just trying new things,” I said. “This month is bowling.”

“I thought you said it was a league?”

“It is, but we’ll probably only play once. One game, or match, or...whatever.”

Anthony’s hands came down to my hips. They circled around my waist, and we both stopped talking for a moment. My breaths accelerated as he backed me up against the tree. Thank goodness for the fat oak tree trunk, or the recruits would have a show.

When my back hit bark, he stopped moving. We stood that way, and I couldn’t tell if he was trying to intimidate me, or make out with me. Probably the latter, seeing as any chance of sexiness last night had been destroyed by my bacon evacuation techniques.

“Where are you going, sugar?” He emphasized the last word, as if balancing it on the edge of a sword. “Be honest.”

“I’m going bowling.”

“Why?” His thumb flicked over my stomach and sent hot flashes through my body. Leaning closer to me, he murmured some encouragement for me to tell the truth.

It made me really hot and bothered and frustrated. “Fine! I’m going to Zebra Lanes.”

This time, the glint of onyx in Anthony’s eyes couldn’t be mistaken for anything but frustration. “Why are you going there?”

“I got a lead. I think it could be connected to Beckett’s death.” 

“I thought I asked you not to go near this case.”

“Beckett was our friend and now he’s dead. He didn’t just happen to die in our town, in our wedding spot at random, and you know that as well as I do.”

“I’m looking into it,” Anthony said. “I told you I would take care of it.”

“You haven’t been keeping me posted!”

“I will keep you posted when I have something to keep you posted about.”

“I can’t just sit around and do nothing,” I said, feeling my lip quiver. I hesitated, stilling my emotions before continuing. “It’s just not fair.”

Anthony’s hand came up to hold my cheek, his thumb tracing over my lips. “It’s not fair, and if it’s true that he didn’t kill himself, we’ll find out who did this to him. We can’t rule out all the possibilities.”

“I know someone did this to him!”

“That’s an emotional reaction, Lace. You don’t know it for a fact. We have to assume every outcome is valid.”

I shrunk back against the tree. “You can’t look at everything all factual and unbiased.”

“Sure I can.”

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t,” I said. “Sometimes, you just know things. There are too many coincidences, and things aren’t adding up.”

“Lacey.”

“I’m going bowling. Sorry,” I said, slipping out from underneath his arms. “Don’t worry, I have people with me. I’ll be careful.”

“Your grandmother and an ex-cop?”

“And Vivian.”

Anthony stood stock still. “You’re proving my point.”

I waved a hand in his direction. “You’ll probably track me anyway.”

“Come here.”

His voice was commanding, firm, and on most occasions, it would annoy me to have someone tell me what to do. But this was different. I didn’t want to fight with Anthony, and especially not over this. So, I went to him.

“I love you.” He folded me into his fresh, delicious scent, and I let my arms slide around his waist. “I just don’t want you to get hurt. Or hide things from me.”

“I know, but you wouldn’t let me go if I told you.”

“No, but I also know I can’t stop you. Which worries me because I’m familiar with the Zebra’s work, and I know what goes on in there. I’m sending someone along. You won’t even know they’re there.”

“But—”

“Please don’t argue. I’d go myself, but I know you don’t want me there.”

“It’s not that I don’t want you there,” I mumbled against his chest. “It’s just that you’d stick out like a sore thumb. You don’t exactly scream bowling league material.”

Anthony threw his head back and laughed. “That’s the best compliment you’ve paid me all month.”

A grudging smile turned my lips upward. “Maybe if you got some high socks and snazzy shoes, I could see it.”

Anthony’s hug tightened another notch. Finally, I tapped him on the shoulder. He eased up, but didn’t let go. 

Instead, his hands shifted to either side of my face and pulled me in for a deep, almost aggressive kiss. Warm tingles shot straight to my toes, and the world around me faded to black. I didn’t care how many fresh-faced recruits were watching; in that moment, it was just Anthony, me, and tonsil hockey. I knew my sports when I wanted to.

When he finally pulled away, he gave me that rare, gorgeous smile, and slipped his hand back into mine. “Glad we got that sorted out.”

“Me too. Say, what time are you off work tonight?”

“Whenever you’re back from bowling,” he responded, too quickly. “Why don’t you call when you’re on the way?”

“Yes, please,” I said. “I’ll definitely need some help ripping this shirt off.”

Anthony groaned. “Let’s skip bowling.”

“You have recruits waiting for you!” I argued, pulling him out from behind the tree. “Er—you did.”

The yard was now empty. Apparently, we’d made them queasy.

“That worked,” Anthony said. “Lacey, good luck. Be careful. And call me the second you’re on your way home.”

My whole body gave a shiver of happiness, and I saluted him before leaving. “Aye, aye, captain.”
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Chapter 14
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“I’m sorry, lady, you’re disqualified.”

“What? No!” I stepped closer toward the chubby man with five chains around his neck and exactly three hairs on the top of his head. “Look! We have a full team. We even have uniforms!”

The man watched as I pinched my shirt to show him the logo across my chest. He stared at it for a little too long, and eventually, I realized he was staring past the words to what was underneath. Shrugging the shirt back in place, I scowled at him until he returned his gaze to mine.

“I’m sorry, lady. You need five on your roster. We’re gonna fill in with a different team.”

“We have someone else coming.” Meg stepped up and gestured toward the door. “She just called and said she’s on her way. She’s a model and was coming late from her photoshoot.”

“A model?” The man behind the counter, his nametag reading Ralphie, raised an eyebrow and peered past Meg to the entryway. “I guess we can give her a few more minutes. If she ain’t here by then, y’all lose your spot.”

“Fine,” Meg said, linking her arm through mine and marching me away. “We’re going to stretch out our groins. We’ll be back.”

“Groins?” I stopped once we reached a room bursting with pool tables and empty of people. There was a rack of pool cues along the back wall, and a light hanging over them. “You couldn’t have said hamstrings?”

“Guys don’t like to talk about female issues.”

“Groins are not female issues. They’re human issues.”

“Whatever,” Meg said. “What happened to Alessandra? We’re going to lose our spot if she doesn’t show.”

“Alessandra’s not coming!”

“Oh, well, I was just bluffing about the extra player, then.”

“Well, we need someone to get here, and fast. So, keep your eyes open for some random woman that we can pay twenty bucks to bowl for an hour.”

“Why do you care so much?” Meg asked. “Why don’t we just play in the next lane? You never did say why we had to bowl in this dumb league.”

I nodded toward Nora and Vivian. They were standing in front of Lane 1 and comparing shoes. Nora’s were made completely from gold sequins, and Vivian had tufts of pink fur popping out of her toes. Apparently, they’d gone for the custom bowling footwear. 

Nora had also gone for the custom ball, and had somehow secured a neon pink thing with our team logo on the front. Balls of Fury in bright gold print, along with her name underneath. I had to wonder if Carlos had approved the purchase. I would pay a lot of money to see him holding that ball.

“This is about The Zebra,” Meg said, her eyes landing on the sign. “The thing Clay was looking up for you the other day. It’s not about bowling.”

“Of course it’s not about bowling. We have to check out this guy’s story.”

“Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“I couldn’t tell the others!” I glanced over just in time to see Nora commenting on a neighboring bowler’s tattoos. The guy was tall and beefy and full of frowns. “I needed for all of us to act normal. If I warned Nora and Vivian, they’d try to be all secret agent on us, and it would be completely obvious we weren’t professional bowlers.”

“Right. Because we totally pass for professional bowlers.” Meg’s hands reached for my shoulders and spun me around. “Check this out.”

I watched as Vivian took a practice shot down the alley. Except, instead of bowling like a normal human being, she set the ball down and gave it a little tap with her toe. The thing didn’t roll over twice before it thunked into the gutter and stopped dead.

“Professionals,” Meg harrumphed.

“Maybe we’re just a bunch of ladies out for a bachelorette party trying to have a good time,” I said. “And so we joined a league. That’s what I mean. We need to fly under the radar.”

“Right. Because that’s how you fly under the radar.” 

Meg once again spun me around. Just in time for us to watch as Nora accidentally threw her bowling ball three lanes over. It bounced, and bounced, and bounced until everyone in the place was staring at my grandmother.

My head collapsed into my hands. “Well, nobody will ever suspect us of being anything other than horrible athletes.”

“Now you’re talking,” Meg said. “But we still need to find a fifth person, otherwise we’ll be watching The Zebra from the bar. Which, now that I mention it, doesn’t sound so bad.”

“No. I want to get up close and personal.” My hands curled into fists. “I want to look into his eyes. I want to see if he could’ve murdered Beckett.”

A whistle drew us back to the front desk. “Sorry, ladies,” Ralphie said. “I’m going to have to forfeit you if...”

He trailed off, and I followed his gaze toward the front door. Like an angel, Alessandra strode through it, her hair flowing behind her all cute and glamorous. 

If I tried that, it’d end up in my mouth, and then I’d trip and fall face first into someone’s Coke. But not Alessandra—this woman looked like she was floating.

“That her?” Ralphie asked. “The model?”

“That’s her,” Meg said proudly. Then to me, she mumbled, “Told you.”

“Good thing we waited,” Ralphie said with another low whistle.

“Good thing,” I agreed, barely suppressing an eye roll.

“Hi, there!” Alessandra strode up to the counter. She cast an extra-long glance in my direction before gracing Ralphie with a bright smile. “Really sorry I’m late. Hope I didn’t hold things up.”

“No. Nope. Not at all, not in the slightest. We were going to wait all day,” Ralphie said, leaning against the counter. “What size shoe are you?”

“Wipe up your drool, Ralphie,” Meg said. “Have a little dignity. She’s a size eight.”

Alessandra nodded in surprise. “She’s right.”

“I know I’m right,” Meg said. “I peeked inside your shoes because I wanted to borrow a pair. Unfortunately, you’ve got dainty toes. My toes aren’t so dainty, so you probably don’t want to borrow my shoes.”

Once we were all outfitted and situated in our lane, we were only missing one thing. The opponent. Specifically, The Zebra. The rest of his teammates were there, if their clothing choices were anything to go by. Of the four men who’d arrived, two of them wore white shirts and black pants, while the other two wore black shirts and white pants.

None of the men were small. In fact, all of them except one was bigger than Anthony, and even the shorter guy probably had him beat by about fifty pounds. This guy had just grown sideways instead of upward.

“So, uh, are we waiting for one more?” I asked. “Should we get started?”

“No,” the biggest guy said. “We wait.”

“Oh, okay.” I sat back down with the rest of my team, and together we waited.

We waited for another ten minutes until finally, The Zebra made his appearance.

“That must be him.” Meg hissed, leaning over and pointing. “The Zebra in his natural habitat.”

Unlike the henchmen he kept close, The Zebra looked to be a well-kept gentleman who might possibly work at a bank. Unlike the gaudy appearance of Ralphie’s golden chains, or the bold muscle from his teammates, The Zebra looked quite ordinary.

Regular height, graying hair, he wasn’t particularly handsome, not quite distinguished, but very, very normal. He had a single ring on his wedding finger and no other jewelry. Slim black jeans and button down white shirt had him looking more like a high-end waiter than a criminal.

“Ladies.” He didn’t look surprised to find us standing there. “Interesting change of opponents.”

“Yeah, we were called last minute,” Meg said. “I’m the team captain.”

“Lacey?”

I swallowed, wondering how he knew my name, until his eyes flicked over my head at the screen. My name blinked in bright red letters. “That’s me.”

“You’re up first.”

“Oh. Right.” 

So much for playing it cool, I thought as I snatched up a ball at random from the rack. Unfortunately, it was Nora’s. Neon in color, shimmering with our logo, I stepped up to the lane. Took a breath, and then sent the ball sailing forward.

It started on a wobbly trajectory, veering dangerously close to one gutter at the halfway point. Then it righted itself, continued, and crashed into the pin furthest to the left.

One pin.

One pin!

“Yahooo!” Meg leapt to her feet. “You’re almost halfway to your best score ever!”

I tried to hide my celebratory fist pump. Since I wasn’t used to knocking over pins, this was quite a pleasant development. I may have sauntered back to the bench.

“Bet you can’t top that,” Meg said to The Zebra.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” I murmured to Meg. “I only scored one point.”

The first few rounds continued without incident. Except for a couple incidents that we chose to ignore. Like Nora bowling the ball backward and almost breaking Meg’s shin. Or when one of The Zebra’s henchmen stared so thoroughly at Alessandra as she bent over to bowl that his fingers got caught in the ball regurgitation machine.

Not to mention the fact that we were losing a billion points to ten. However, I’d scored five of the ten points, which meant I was carrying the team. Apparently, nobody at Casa Luzzi had bowling talent. Or any sort of hand-eye coordination whatsoever.

The Zebra, on the other hand, hadn’t missed a pin. 

“So, Lacey...” Alessandra sidled over to me sometime during the sixth frame. She sat down while someone from The Zebra’s team bowled a strike. “Do you want to tell me what I’m doing here?”

“Let me guess—you didn’t show up because you wanted to bowl,” I said. “Anthony sent you?”

“I changed my mind.” Alessandra stood up and grabbed a ball. “But yes, Anthony also sent me.”

I watched, somewhat slack-jawed, as she sent a perfect spiral down the alley and roped our team its first strike. Our team went wild. With a pleased smile, she ignored the applause, stepped down from the platform, and seated herself next to me again.

“Tell me about The Zebra,” she murmured quietly, as if nothing had happened. “If I’m going to be here, I have a right to know why.”

“Anthony didn’t explain?”

“He told me to make sure you ended up back at the estate in one piece. I put the rest together on my own.”

“I’m looking into a murder. I think The Zebra might be involved.”

“A murder?” She shifted straighter in her seat. “Why are you involved?”

“Because...” I sighed, stood up, and retrieved a ball. Dropping back, I leaned down and whispered into Alessandra’s ear. “This one is personal.”

“You knew the victim?”

“You did too,” I said, patting my bowling ball and wishing for it to go straight. “The police called me to the St. Paul Cathedral to identify a body on Sunday. It was Beckett.”

“Lacey, for the fifth time, throw the ball,” Vivian called. “Let’s wrap this game up. Joey brought home burgers, and I don’t want to eat mine if the lettuce is all wilted.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes from Alessandra’s face, however. Something strange was happening there. Instead of surprise or shock, or even sadness, she turned white. Blank. Absent of all emotion.

She rested shaking fingers against her collar bone. I reached for her, but she shrunk back, shook her head. When she glanced up at me, there was something else burning in her eyes. A flash of anger that was familiar—reminiscent of Anthony. 

“Lacey,” Meg said louder. “It’s your turn.”

I hurried up to the platform and whipped the ball down the lane. I didn’t even bother to watch what happened because I whirled back around to check on Alessandra.

Or, at least, I tried to, but she was gone. Evacuated. Her seat was empty, and there was no sign of her anywhere.

“Holy cow, that’s a strike!” Meg screamed. “You got a strike, Lacey!”

My team was going wild, but unfortunately, I was too distracted to care. The cheering fell on deaf ears as I stilled, my heart pounding as I caught sight of Alessandra.

She moved slowly, as if pulling herself through molasses. Her eyes were focused on The Zebra, but a glaze had fallen over her face like that of a sleepwalker. She took another lethargic step toward The Zebra. Raised a hand.

I shouted her name, but I was swamped by my teammates and engulfed in a hug.

“Your first strike!” Meg cried.

“I’m so proud,” Nora yelled. “This is my granddaughter, everyone!”

It took a few well-placed elbows to wriggle my way out of the group. On the high from our team’s latest two strikes, Meg picked up her ball and finally, I was free to move. 

It was too late. I made the lunge toward her and brought myself up short. I watched, unable to stop a thing, as Alessandra pulled something from behind her back.

A gun. Or, what looked like a gun. She must have kept it in her purse, the pretty blue purse lying open on her seat. Why did she have a gun?

“Alessandra, no,” I whispered.

But her face went blank as she looked at me. A glimpse of apology flickered through her eyes, then the chestnut brown gaze hardened.

“Did you do it?” she asked, leaving only a second before she continued. “Did you kill my fiancé?”

The Zebra turned his head slightly, just far enough to see the woman holding a gun to his temple. A flicker of amusement danced in his eyes.

“What do I pay you for?” he asked the men sitting around him. He raised his hands slightly in surrender. “Are you looking for a job, lady? I’m hiring. I have four positions open starting now. Pay is the best in the business.”

“Get away from him, lady,” one of the recently fired men said. “Don’t make us have to hurt you.” 

“Just try me,” she said. “He’ll be done before you take a step.”

“Listen to her,” the Zebra snarled. “Unlike you, I presume she’s got the balls to follow through on her threats.”

“Yeah, she does,” Meg said. “She’s got Balls of Fury.”

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” The Zebra asked. “I’m hoping this is all one big misunderstanding among friends.”

“Did you murder him?”

“You’ll have to be more specific,” The Zebra said, his voice low and gravelly. “I meet many men in my profession.”

“Beckett.”

“Huh, it seems to...ring a bell.” The Zebra looked over to me. “Church bells.”

Alessandra followed his glance and looked at me, too. That split second was the only opportunity I needed to act. Diving for her, I managed to tackle her to the ground, the gun bouncing away from us before she did anything rash.

“Come on,” I said. “I’m not letting you get in trouble for this. Let’s get out of here.”

Thankfully, Meg reached the discarded gun first and stashed it in her own purse. Then she returned to help me with Alessandra, and together we wrapped our arms around her and guided her out the door. Nora and Vivian followed in their dazzling footwear.

Only when we were all shoved into Patty and clunking our way toward the highway did anyone speak.

“What the heck was that?” Meg asked. “I left a perfectly good pair of sneakers in there.”

I glanced down at my bowling shoes, realizing my footwear was toast, too.

“We’ll be okay,” Nora said. “Folks like him don’t call the cops.”

“You knew who that was?” I asked Nora.

“That was The Zebra. Everyone knows The Zebra.”

“Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

“The Zebra isn’t scary unless you piss him off,” Vivian said. “Everyone knows that.”

“Well,” Meg said, glancing in the rearview mirror to where we’d shoved Alessandra between me and Vivian. “Do you think we pissed him off?”

Thankfully, Alessandra had calmed down once we’d taken the gun from her hands. If anything, she’d gone too far the other way. Now, she went limp, lying against my shoulder as we flew toward the estate.

I gave her a little nudge. “So, do you feel like explaining what happened in there?”

Alessandra’s eyes were hollow. “He murdered Beckett.”

“We were going to catch him,” I said. “Pulling out a gun wasn’t the answer—it would’ve only gotten you in trouble, too.”

“It wasn’t a real gun,” Meg said. “It wouldn’t have killed him, it was just one of them teensy things that shoots blanks.”

“You pulled a fake gun on The Zebra?” Nora raised her eyebrows at Alessandra. “I suppose you do have Balls of Fury.”

“I feel a girl talk session coming on,” Meg said. “She needs a cup of tea and a piece of cake. Good thing I know just the place.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 15
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“Lacey,” Tony said with a look of surprise on his face. “You’re back again. So soon.”

“Sorry about the short notice, Tony.” I gestured behind me to the group of ladies there. “We have some business to discuss and thought some tea and cake might be needed.”

“I have no appointments for a couple of hours. I’ll give you the tasting room?”

“Thank you, I appreciate it.”

“Carlos does too,” Nora said. “Send him the bill, please, Tony-baby.”

“Of course, Mrs. Luzzi.” Tony leaned in at the sight of my grandmother and quickly kissed her on the cheeks. “Sorry about the delay, I didn’t see you there.”

Nora tittered with laughter, and Meg only watched in admiration as Tony crumbled to a teddy bear before her. As we strode to the tasting room, Meg ogled Nora. “How do you do that?”

Nora fluffed her hair. “Do what?”

“Get men to bow down to you.”

“Honey...” She shook her mane of graying hair. “This is due to a lifetime of practice. And a lot natural talent. Mostly my natural sweetness.”

“Ah, gotcha. Do I have natural sweetness?”

Nora looked at Meg. “You have natural spunk. Harness that spunkiness, and you’ll go far.”

With her head held high, Meg and her spunkiness marched us into the back room and sat at the head of the table, then ordered cake and tea all around while the rest of us filtered into seats.

“I’m sorry.” Alessandra’s hands shook as she held a cup of chamomile tea a few minutes later. “I wasn’t going to kill him. I’ve never killed anyone, and I wouldn’t. The gun wasn’t even real.”

“Yet you pulled it on him,” I said. “And let us believe that it was real.”

“You’ve got something to share with us,” Nora said. “And I think we deserve to know what, seeing as we’re all probably on The Zebra’s hit list, now.”

“The Zebra’s hit list?” Vivian screeched. “What have you gotten me into? I didn’t ask for this. I swear, this family is crazy. Why do you think I’ve been keeping to myself lately?! I don’t have a death wish, you lunatics. Can we not have one nice day as a family without angering a psycho murderer?”

I turned to Alessandra. “I’m sorry to pry, but I do think you owe us an explanation. What happened in there?”

Her chocolate brown eyes blinked back at me, the same brown eyes as Anthony’s. I softened, reached for her hand, and squeezed. 

“We were going to get married,” Alessandra whispered. “We had it all planned.”

“What? Who?” Meg looked around. “I don’t see an engagement ring on your finger.”

Instead of responding, Alessandra’s eyes teared up. “Beckett proposed to me at Christmas. We met in Italy, but then again, most of you know that.”

“I didn’t, since I wasn’t invited on the trip.” Vivian stuck her nose in the air. “But sure enough, y’all never forget to invite me to crappy cruises and bowling games that almost get us killed. Thanks a lot.”

“We were not almost killed,” Meg said. “None of us have a bullet wound.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone earlier?” I asked gently. “None of us even suspected.”

“For obvious reasons, he keeps...” She paused, dunked her tea bag in her mug, and took a sip. “Kept a low profile. Once I’d returned from Italy and went back to California, he found me.”

“Found you where?” Meg asked.

“My apartment. He just showed up one night and asked me on a date.”

Nora sucked in a breath. “How romantic. Love at first heist.”

“I didn’t heist anything in Milan,” Alessandra said, “and neither did he. Well, mostly. He heisted jewelry to its rightful owners.”

“Back to the romance,” Nora clapped her hands. “I want to hear the happy ending.”

This froze the table, seeing as the ending to this story was still in motion, and most likely wouldn’t wrap up happy.

Alessandra made a noise in her throat and continued speaking. “We saw each other on and off for the first few months. Between his jobs and my own. Whenever we did meet up, it was always for a week at a time. Some exotic location, some dreamy beach where we...”

She paused at everyone’s expectant gazes. 

“Do go on,” Meg said.

“Anyway, it was perfect. He was perfect. We finally started spending weeks on end together, and sometimes we’d accompany each other on jobs. We wrapped up one trip in Hawaii together at Christmas, and that’s where he popped the question.”

“And you said...?” Nora asked. “Please tell me you said yes.”

Alessandra nodded. “Due to the nature of our work, we both decided a quiet ceremony would be in order, maybe an elopement. In fact, a part of me suspected that Beckett would whisk me away after Lacey’s ceremony to tie the knot.”

“But he never made it to your date,” I said. “Which is why you were so upset this whole week.”

“I thought at first he’d stood me up,” she said. “But it just didn’t feel right, so I did some digging. I contacted The Violet Society. They’re the ones who told me he’d died.”

“When’s the last time you talked to him?”

“That’s the strange thing. Months ago, he got called to a project that would supposedly keep him away for a while. No timeline. Then out of the blue a few weeks ago, he called and said he’d meet me in Minnesota before your wedding.”

“He didn’t make it.”

“He made it to town, just not to meet me,” she corrected.

“How did you find the Violet Society?”

“My job is to find people or things that have no business being found,” she said. “I wouldn’t be very good if I couldn’t find my boyfriend’s place of employment, now would I?”

“One point to Alessandra,” Meg said.

“What did The Society say when you found them?” I asked. “They couldn’t have been happy to hear from you.”

“No, they weren’t. But they agreed to meet me, and they notified me of Beckett’s death.” Before we could ask, she licked her lips and continued. “They told me that he’d been found dead, and that it was suicide.”

“I don’t believe it,” I said. “I can’t believe that.”

“Me neither,” she agreed. “We were going to get married.” Her wide brown eyes turned in my direction. “If Anthony was found dead weeks before you were to be married, would you believe it?”

My heart thumped at the thought. “No.”

“So, you thought pulling a fake gun on one of the dangerous mobsters in town was the best way to deal with it?” Meg asked. “You could’ve at least mentioned your plan. I would’ve been your assistant.”

“It worked just fine, didn’t it?” Alessandra’s eyes pooled with tears. “The Zebra as good as admitted to murdering him.” Her shoulders dropped, her posture slouched toward the table as if the ache inside were eating her alive. “Now that I know, I just don’t care anymore. Whatever happens next won’t bring Beckett back to me.”

“We’ll find a way to make The Zebra pay.”

“Don’t do anything rash,” Nora warned. “That won’t help anything either, and Beckett wouldn’t have wanted either of you involved with the man. In the meantime, Alessandra, you’ll continue to stay with us while you’re in town,” Nora said, standing and waving for the waiter to bring the check. “Case closed.”

“Y’all are forgetting one thing,” Vivian announced once we’d paid the check. At our blank expressions, she chomped her gum extra loud. “The freakin’ Zebra knows our faces! Do you think he’s just gonna let us walk away with a free hall pass after that?”

“Anyone who’s worried can stay with us,” Nora amended. “We’ll be plenty safe in the estate. Carlos will take care of this matter in a jiffy, and then we’ll be able to get back to our wedding plans.”

“That’s not a bad idea. And in the meantime, we can look into it on our own.” I glanced at Alessandra. “Do you know what Beckett was working on before he died?”

Alessandra shook her head. “No. He didn’t give me any information about the mission, or why it would keep him away for so long.” 

“What are the chances you can get me a meeting with The Violet Society?” I asked. “I think it’d be a good idea to find out what Beckett was up to on this assignment.”

“You think he was working on something that ticked off The Zebra?” Meg asked. “And eventually got him killed?”

“Possibly,” I said. “And if that’s the case, I don’t think The Violet Society will let The Zebra get away with murdering their representatives.”

“I imagine you’re correct,” Nora said. “Now, I’ve had an exhausting day, so I think I’d like a bath. Anyone else?”

The table once again fell silent.

“Fine, then. Rhetorical question,” Nora said. “I’m going home. Everyone is welcome to stay at the estate tonight. Lacey, does Anthony know what you’re up to?”

“More or less.”

“Good,” Nora said. “Now, let’s go before Lacey orders another piece of cake.”
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Chapter 16
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It wasn’t until well after the sun had set that I finally bid goodbye to Nora and the rest of the ladies, leaving them to tuck in at the estate while I headed home. 

Meg, Vivian, and Alessandra had all taken Nora up on her offer to stay at the mansion tonight. At least two-thirds of them were staying thanks to a gourmet breakfast menu promised for the next morning.

As I headed home, I wondered how much Alessandra had told Anthony of the day’s events—if anything. After all, he’d sent her to follow me to the bowling alley. The chances were high he’d want a report on what had happened after it.

I passed the front lawn where Anthony had been working on some sort of fountain, tripping over a hunk of construction materials before finally landing on my front steps. Shoving the key in the door, I mumbled in annoyance as I pushed inside, only to come to an abrupt stop. And nearly die of a heart attack.

My home should be empty. Or at the very least, it should contain one handsome husband waiting patiently in bed for me to arrive. Instead, a blinking red light winked at me. 

At first glance, it looked like a bomb. A second pass told me it was a hunk of metal, and the third time around, I finally recognized it for the robot it was.

“Clay!” I yelled. “Get over here and explain why Bob is answering my door!”

Clay poked his head up from the couch. All of the lights were dark, which led me to believe he’d been sleeping. His groggy voice confirmed it. “What?”

“What are you doing in my house, and why is Bob playing watchdog?”

“Because you put our lives in jeopardy!”

“Excuse me?” I shut and locked the door, gave Bob the evil eye, and flicked on the lights.

“I got a call from Meg telling me it’s too dangerous for her to sleep in our apartment, so she was going to be staying at the estate.” Clay scooted over to make room for me on the couch. “What was that supposed to make me think?”

“Why didn’t you go to the estate, too?”

“First of all, I wasn’t invited.” Clay scowled as I sat down. “Second of all, Carlos likes me as much as you like Bob.”

“Well, I don’t dislike Bob. I’m just a little curious about him, and slightly concerned he’ll kill me in my sleep.”

“I feel that exact same way about Carlos.”

I sighed. “So, you’re too scared to sleep in your apartment?”

“I’m not scared. I’m too smart for my own good.”

“How do you figure?”

“Well, I figured that if even Meg doesn’t want to sleep at home, you two annoyed some dangerous people. Bob and I certainly aren’t going to take the fall for it.”

“The bad people aren’t looking for you,” I muttered. “They’d come here first.”

Clay raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying that to try and get me to leave?”

“Nope!”

“Because you’re not fooling me,” Clay said. “Anthony’s sleeping here. He’s big and strong and tough.”

“What makes you think he’s going to protect you?”

“I’m family,” Clay huffed. “Or I will be soon enough. Plus, he likes protecting people.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Well, can I stay or what?”

I closed my eyes and exhaled a breath. I’d never planned to spend my pre-wedding week holed up in my home, hiding from mobsters and sharing a couch with my cousin and his robot.

“It has to do with The Zebra, doesn’t it?” Clay asked. “I knew I shouldn’t have given you information on him in the first place. See if I help you next time. I help you, and you just get me in trouble.”

“You can stay! But what happened to all those stupid alarms set up at your place?”

“Bob kept setting them off, so I disabled the whole setup.”

“Great. Well, he can stay too, so long as he doesn’t kill me in my sleep.” I stood up, pulled a blanket and extra pillows out of the hall closet, and threw them at Clay. “I’m going to bed. I don’t feel great.”

“Lock your door,” Clay mumbled. “I can’t control Bobert all that well.”

“Bobert?”

“I liked Robert, but it was too late for that. So, it’s Bobert instead. Anyway, where’s Anthony?”

“I assume he’s busy. We haven’t talked much today.”

“Who’s here to protect me?” Clay asked. “I’m fragile.”

“Me and Bobert,” I said. “Now go to bed and keep your pants on. Anthony will not be happy if you sleep on our couch in your underwear.”




***
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The shrill scream hours later was my clue that something wasn’t quite right.

The second sign was a deep, low rumble of curses. 

I decided to pretend none of it was happening. Clamping my eyes shut, I waited and listened as footsteps approached the bedroom. Heavy thuds. I could tell just from the tone of them that Anthony wasn’t particularly happy.

The door opened; the lights flicked on. I added a heavy snore to the mix.

“You’re not sleeping,” he growled.

“I am, too.”

“If you’re so talented at sleep-talking, explain to me why a robot answered my front door.”

My snores increased in volume.

“Lacey, I’m not in the mood. Don’t make me drag this out of you.”

“Drag what out of me?” I asked, feigning innocence. “I’ve been sleeping this whole time.”

My eyes were still clamped shut. The next thing I knew, the covers were yanked off, and a draft of cold air chilled my skin. Anthony paused mid-yank, and the comforter landed around my feet as he sucked in a breath of surprise. 

“Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.”

“What are you talking about?” I tugged at the pastel pink nightie I’d worn in lieu of my normal shorts and t-shirt. It dipped low on my chest, high on my thighs, with a hint of sheer lace for the straps. “I always look like this, darling.”

Another curse word—this one with a hint of disbelief. “You’re an evil genius.”

I offered a sleepy murmur of dismissal and squeezed my eyes closed even tighter. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“If you think this is going to distract me from the robot in my living room, you’re sorely mistaken.”

“Is that right?” I lifted the nightie just a bit higher on my thigh.

Everything was going according to plan. Anthony stopped talking. His hand reached out, a hiss of frustration following. Then some more exploration, and his fingers found the edge of my lingerie.

Things were progressing very well until a click sounded, and the door to the bedroom swung open.

“It’s all my fault!” Clay, arms raised in submission, burst into the room. “Stop! Don’t blame Lacey.”

I flew into a sitting position, wrapping the blankets around me as I got an unfortunate eyeful of Clay dressed in nothing but boxers. As we made eye contact, his face burst red. Little fireworks of blush on his forehead, his cheeks, even his neck.

“Oh, crap,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

I closed my eyes and let the awkwardness slide through the room. There was no use fighting it at this point. Anthony’s hand came down on my shoulder then, squeezing tight. Then tighter and tighter, until I spluttered to life and reacted, tilting my head in dismay.

I waved my hands in Clay’s general direction. “What did I tell you about wearing your underwear around our house? Put some clothes on, man.”

“I think I should be going,” Clay said. “If you’ll excuse me...”

I sighed. “Goodnight, Clay.”

Clay poked his head back in the room. “Just to clarify, by going, I just meant back to your couch. I’m not actually leaving.”

“Pants!” I yelled after him.

“Now I’m ready for an explanation.” Anthony turned his gaze on me. “And don’t you dare take that sheet off your body until you start talking. Your little plan isn’t going to work on me.”

“What little plan?” I let the sheet drop so the nighty peeked out over the top. “I don’t see a plan here.”

Anthony reached over and wrapped the sheet so tightly I morphed into a Lacey burrito. “Start talking.”

“How much did Alessandra tell you?”

“She told me you bowled a twenty-one.”

“High score on the team.”

“I wish I could say I was proud of you...” Anthony trailed off. “But that’s still a twenty-one.”

“Baby steps. Anyway, that’s the highlight of the day. Moving on—”

“Let me guess. You pestered The Zebra for so long that your entire bowling team is worried he’s after them,” Anthony said. “And Clay’s terrified, too, which is why he’s on the couch with his robot.”

“I was careful! It wasn’t supposed to end like that. Everything was going fine until Alessandra pulled out the stupid gun.”

“Alessandra pulled a gun?” Anthony’s eyes flashed. “She didn’t mention that.”

“Whoops.”

“Feel free to expand on it.”

“Nah,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “You’d be bored; it’s girl stuff.”

Anthony blinked. He fell into silence and stared straight ahead. “Girl stuff?”

“She and Beckett were in a relationship. When she got wind that The Zebra might be responsible for his death, she got a little uptight.”

“A little uptight?”

“You know how it goes,” I said. “The gun wasn’t real.”

Anthony didn’t look convinced.

“Don’t think about it too hard. It’s not logical; it was her emotions talking,” I explained. “The man all but admitted to killing Beckett—I can’t say she reacted correctly, but I also can’t say that I blame her for it, either.”

“Are you saying that if something happened to me, you’d go after my killer?”

I covered my ears with my hands. “Don’t say things like that.”

“That might be the most romantic thing you’ve ever said.”

“You’re just trying to suck up because I’m wearing this old thing.”

“What inspired you to wear that on the night your cousin is sleeping in the next room?”

“Our door locks.”

“Have I mentioned that you’re a genius?” Anthony’s eyes were fixed on the place where lace met skin on my chest. “You’re also beautiful.”

“Keep going.”

“Hot. Gorgeous. Sexy,” he said, sounding a little more desperate each time. “Throw me a bone, Lace. You know I think you’re incredible in all ways. So incredible I can’t wait to marry you twice in one year.”

I leaned up and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Okay, you’re pretty good at this sweet-talking business. Are you ready to hear my plan?”

“Plan?” he echoed as I brought my fingers to his chest, unfastened a few buttons, and then let them slide down to his waistband. “What’s the plan?”

“Go take a nice shower and relax.” I snapped his waistband, smiled at the forlorn look on his face. “While you do that, I’ll be waiting right here, thinking of you.”

“Shower?”

“That way.” I turned Anthony’s shoulders to face the bathroom. “March.”

“Shower,” he murmured, then marched. When he reached the bathroom door, he gave one last, longing glance over his shoulder. “Please don’t move one single inch.”

“I promise. I’ll be right here.”
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My spy moves weren’t as rusty as I’d thought.

My plan had consisted of three steps. Steps one and two (one—distract Anthony, and two—explain myself) had gone off without a hitch. Step three (move on before he thinks too hard about any of it) was now well underway.

The shower clicked on, and I fell back onto the bed thinking this whole plan wasn’t so bad after all. Maybe I needed to bring out this fabulous nighty more often. If it could take his mind off finding my cousin on the couch without pants, it just might work miracles.

I let my eyes close, thinking I might rest for just a minute while Anthony was occupied. I was just on the verge of falling asleep when there was a boom from the living room, and then a crash.

“Clay!” I hollered. “Control Bobert!”

When there was no answer, I sat up and listened. Nothing but silence.

“Clay?”

I climbed out of bed, listening for a response, for anything at all, but everything was quiet.

Until a creak. The faintest creak, but one I was familiar with because it was the sound of my front door opening. I crept toward the doorway to my bedroom, wondering if Clay had taken our miniature argument to heart.

I hadn’t meant for him to actually leave. Then again, if he hadn’t left...that wouldn’t be great. Because it would only mean that someone else had entered.

As I finished speaking, I opened the door to the bedroom, curling a sheet from the Lacey burrito tighter against me. 

As the door eased open, I discovered Bobert asleep next to the TV. My eyes then landed on Clay, who lay on the couch. He, too, was sound asleep.

I crumpled toward the ground, my gaze sliding toward the front entrance. If both Clay and Bobert were asleep, that meant we had a guest.

A flash of movement near the front door confirmed my suspicions. Tall and beefy, our guest looked like one of The Zebra’s herd. His dark sunglasses, dark hat, dark clothes, obscured too much of his figure, however, to tell for certain if he’d been one of the men from the bowling alley.

It was then that the man caught sight of me.

At once, everything happened.

“Clay!” I yelled. My instincts told me to lock myself in the bedroom, but I couldn’t turn away from my cousin. He was a sitting duck, or a sleeping duck, as the case may be. The intruder moved toward him as I screamed at him again. “Clay, move!”

When he blinked, groggily, I sighed, then shot across the room, slamming the bedroom door behind me in hopes that it’d alert Anthony. 

“Whaaa—” Clay offered a sleepy groan as I skidded across the floor, a whizzing sound just missing my ear.

“Intruder,” I gasped as my body thunked against the base of the couch. “Wake up and move.”

The crunch of the bullet hitting the wall behind us finally drove some sense into him. By my sheer lack of grace, the bullet had zoomed right over my head and landed just over the television.

The next second, a pounding bass thumped from the bathroom. Anthony had turned my shower radio on, probably trying to tune out the noise from the living room. No doubt, he assumed the crashes were due to Bobert bumbling his way around.

If only I had my phone, or some other way to contact Anthony. Unfortunately, the only way to the bathroom was through the living room and past the man holding the gun. My chances as a lingerie-clad fake spy didn’t look great. 

“Why is he here?” Clay nodded toward the man. “Who...what?”

“Now’s not the time to talk, Clay. We need to get Anthony.”

“Anthony?”

“In the bedroom.” Peeking over the couch, I caught a glimpse of the intruder bent behind the couch opposite us. I pushed Clay, wiggling further away from him as quietly as possible. I mouthed for him to keep quiet.

As we moved, so did our guest. We inched further, he inched closer. We’d begun an awkward little dance.

I nudged Clay with my elbow. “I’m going to run across the room. Distract him.”

“We can handle it ourselves.” Clay hissed. “We have Bobert.”

Footsteps neared, stopping our conversation short. The intruder moved quietly for a man of his stature, as if sneaking was his chosen profession. But we scooted along the floor quietly, too, keeping just far enough ahead to remain out of sight.

“I have a plan,” I murmured. “Send Bobert across the room first. This guy is not expecting a robot—hopefully it’ll distract him for as long as it takes me to get into the bedroom.”

“What about me?”

“Control Bobert!”

Clay glanced at Bobert, who’d been put to sleep—or something similar—near the television. In the darkened room, he merely looked like a lamp, or a shiny hat rack.

“Fine,” Clay agreed. “But if Bobert gets hurt, his medical bills are on you.”

“Go!”

Clay bit his tongue, reaching in his pocket for his phone. He covered the screen’s glow with his shirt, then punched a few buttons on it. I held my breath as the robot whirred to life, quietly, but not silent.

The twitch in movement caught the intruder’s eye.

Clay moved his fingers more quickly, flying over the keyboard.

Bobert jerked to life, thudding with the effort of his first few steps. The intruder raised his gun and fired another shot that lodged into the wall over Bobert’s head. The robot reacted, dodging to the side and crashing into the television. Both Bobert and the TV shattered to the floor, the noise loud enough to probably wake Nora and Carlos.

I didn’t watch the aftershock. I was too busy speed-crawling my way behind the couches toward the bedroom. I paused as the zing of another bullet sounded, and then the crunch of it lodging into something that wasn’t wall.

Electricity sizzled and a hiss of sparks shot into the sky. Bob the Robot let out a strangled cry amid some weird buzzing and beeping noises, then collapsed face first to the floor.

Next came the human cry. A strangled, bloodcurdling sound that came from Clay as he reached forward, fumbling for the robot. I glanced between Clay and the bedroom doorway. I was closer to the bedroom, but Clay had seemingly forgotten all about the idea of staying hidden. 

The intruder raised his gun, pointing at the pair on the ground, and I tore my longing glance away from the bedroom door and shouted across the room instead. “Don’t you dare!” I stood, drawing the shooter’s attention away from Clay. “If you shoot that robot, he’ll explode.”

“Lies.”

“Who are you?” I backed toward the far wall, the man matching my footsteps one by one. I hadn’t recognized his voice, but then again, The Zebra’s henchmen hadn’t spoken much during the game. “Why are you here?”

“The Zebra has business with you,” he said. “I’m here to give you a ride to see him.”

“A ride? Then why are you trying to kill me?”

“I wasn’t aiming at you,” he said. “You are moving too fast. Cooperate, and I’ll stop shooting.”

A burst of flames from the opposite side of the room and a wheeze as Bob crumpled further to the ground drew our attention. A flame shot from the robot’s chest, fizzled out, then vanished.

“I suggest you leave, and we’ll forget this ever happened,” I said, gesturing to the front door right behind him. “Otherwise that thing is going to explode, and we’ll all die. This way, at least you have a chance.”

“But—”

A small plume of fire shot from Bob’s chest. He was really a great side-kick.

“Uh, Lacey?” Clay hiccupped. “We have to get out of here.”

“It’s okay, Clay, our friend was leaving. Right?”

“No, Lacey...” Clay stood, holding Bob’s hand in his. “He’s really going to blow. There’s a self-destruct feature, and—”

“Clay!” I shrieked. “I was bluffing!”

“I thought you knew,” he said. “If we don’t get him out of here, you won’t have much of a living room.”

“Is he serious?” The intruder looked between us. “He sounds serious.”

“Move.” Clay picked up Bobert, then began a mad rush straight toward The Zebra’s henchman. 

Apparently, this was proof enough for our guest because he turned and hoofed it. I followed close behind because the likelihood of Clay needing backup was next to one hundred percent. 

I shouted for Anthony, but it was drowned out by Clay yelling louder for me to shut the front door to the house. I made it onto the front steps, yanked the door shut, and turned just in time to find Clay hoovering over the edge of Anthony’s brand new pond.

“I can’t do it!” Clay yelled. “I can’t do it.”

I wrestled Bob out of Clay’s arms, the robot landing on the ground between us. My cousin and I shared a long glance over the robot’s head before I reached out and gave the hunk of metal a hefty shove with my foot. Bobert slid into the cute little pond Anthony had been working on for months.

As Bobert hit the water with a splash, I reached for Clay’s arm and tugged him back. “Let him go,” I said. “It’s over.” 

Clay couldn’t seem to move. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he watched as his beloved robot sank, one bubble at a time, until he hit the bottom. Moonlight glinted off the surface, and it wasn’t until the bubbles started coming up faster, more urgently, that I finally tore him away.

We dove out of the way as tendrils of fire licked the surface, the ground shaking with the vibration of whatever bomb had been wired into Bobert’s features. The eruption shot high, almost beautiful as it lit the night sky with an orange-ish bloom. 

Waves of heat rocketed over us, tiny flecks of water and bits of debris swirling through the air, landing like falling stars around us. We waited it out, my hand wrapped around Clay’s, until silence resumed. Save for the occasional glub of a bubble under the surface, everything went still. Finally, I breathed again.

We pulled ourselves to a sitting position, both of us sucking in a deep gulp of air. 

I took one look at Clay, and my eyes shot open. “Clay, you’re—”

“Covered in soot!” he finished, pointing at me. “Your entire head is black!”

“I can barely see you,” I said. “It’s so dark. Open your eyes.”

He did, and two white eyeballs seemed to float in the sky. “Your eyebrows...” Clay peered closer at me. “Where did they go?”

I pulled myself to my feet, feeling for my eyebrows. With each second that passed without my finding them, my heart beat faster. “What did you do?! I can’t have missing eyebrows for my wedding!”

A throat cleared from the front door, and at once, Clay and I hopped in line like children before an angry—a very angry—schoolteacher.

“Dare I ask what happened here?” Anthony gestured toward the front lawn. “And why my pond is destroyed?”

“Lacey’s fault,” Clay said. “She poked The Zebra into acting.”

“Clay wired the bomb into his robot,” I said. “And he didn’t tell me about it.”

“I wish I thought you were lying,” Anthony said. “And Lacey? Your dress is toast.”

I looked down, and sure enough, the lingerie was crumbling like dust. I’d lost the sheet a while ago, which meant that I was mostly naked, covered in soot, and missing two crucial pieces of my face.

I launched myself toward Anthony, ducked under his arms, and hurtled straight to the shower. After all, there wasn’t much for me to explain. I’d brought this on myself—Anthony had asked me not to look for trouble. I’d found it, and it had followed me home.

If only I hadn’t been so nosy. So curious. I was supposed to be giving up crime and everything that entailed for the next three weeks, and that had massively backfired. In addition to the bomb, the intruder, and the missing eyebrows, we now lacked a TV set, a pond, and walls free from bullets.

When I reached the bathroom, I flicked the light on and took one look at my eyebrows. Then, I promptly threw up. Another look at my dirt-stained face, and I crawled whimpering into the shower. Soot pooled at my feet, and as the water swirled down the drain, I finally cried.
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The next morning I woke slowly, deliberately, forcing my eyes open. They’d been very nearly glued shut the night before from a combination of soot and tears. The combination was stronger than cement. 

To make matters worse, the faint smell of cooked hair lingered, despite a full hour in the shower and more wash, rinse, and repeat cycles than I cared to admit.

I didn’t need to glance behind me to feel Anthony’s hulking form there. Normally, he wasn’t a touchy feely sort of sleeper, but last night had brought out a whole new side of him, and he’d spent the night with his tree-trunk of an arm sprawled over my shoulders.

I scooted toward the edge of the bed. If I could just slide far enough out from under his grasp, I could put one toe on the ground and silently ease my way out of bed. The smell of burning hair was making me sick, and I had a feeling a glance at my eyebrows in the light of day wouldn’t exactly help things, either.

Another half inch. Baby steps.

On the third squiggle toward the edge, Anthony mumbled something unintelligibly. On the fourth, his arm cinched tighter, yet still, he didn’t wake.

Two more inches to go...

I was there. My foot touched ground. I’d made it.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I took one step toward the bathroom when, out of nowhere, that tree-trunk arm reached out, and one of Anthony’s fingers hooked on the edge of my shorts.

Thankfully, they were elastic, so I bounced back toward bed.

“Nope,” Anthony said. “If you think I’m letting you out of my sight, you’re wrong.”

“I need to use the restroom!”

“You’ve climbed out of bathroom windows before.”

This was true, so unfortunately, I didn’t have much of an argument. Instead, I stuck with the obvious. “I’m not going to climb out the window. If I were going to leave, I’d go through the front door. It’s my house, after all.”

“Our house, sugar,” Anthony corrected. “And I’m not taking any chances.”

“Well, then, how do you suggest we do this?”

“Promise me you’re not going to sneak out.”

“I won’t sneak out. I promise.”

Anthony rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, his finger sliding around the waist of my shorts. “Or you could just stay in bed.”

I lifted his finger and set his hand back on his chest. My gaze lingered for a moment because it really was a beautiful chest.

“I have to check the damage of my eyebrows,” I sighed. “It’s a huge priority right now.”

“Your eyebrows take priority over me?” Anthony mumbled. “I need things, too.”

“Two days before our wedding? I’m sorry, my eyebrows take first priority.”

I stomped off toward the bathroom, calling an apology over my shoulder. After all, it wasn’t his fault Clay had wired the robot to blow to bits when the thing kicked the bucket. It also wasn’t Anthony’s fault The Zebra knew who I was and where we lived. Pretty much it was all my fault, and I was feeling grumpy about it.

My eyebrows were just as bad as I remembered them. Patchy, somewhat discolored, just like the tips of my hair. It was like a perm gone horribly wrong—minus any of the curls. Just the burning and chemicals.

“This isn’t fair!” I yelled to Anthony. “A woman is supposed to look beautiful on her wedding day.”

“You did,” Anthony called back. “I think we even have a picture.”

“Hilarious. You’re really funny. We’ll have even more pictures of this one, though, and guess who won’t be there?”

“Beckett?”

“Well, him too.”

“Who else?”

“My eyebrows.”

“Lacey, you look gorgeous.” Anthony rose from bed, looking lean and strong in his black boxer briefs. He strode across the room, stretching lazily as his chest rippled with the effort. “I mean it. You’re the most beautiful woman on earth.”

Even I couldn’t stay mad at my eyebrows while he was standing in such close proximity to my side. I sunk into his arms as he tested out a hug. When I didn’t bite, he slid in closer, nuzzling me from behind. When that went well, he peppered a few kisses against the tender area just below my ear.

I giggled—a beautiful feeling—and squirmed even closer. He spun me around to face him, and I was treated to a gorgeous view of his face. Anthony’s breath, somehow fresh and magnificent, warmed my neck as he transferred his kisses to my collar bone.

Then he pulled back and peered down at me. A hand came up and brushed my hair back from my face, only pausing for a second on the burned edges of it.

“It doesn’t matter what your hair looks like, or whether or not you have eyebrows,” Anthony said. “I’ve already married you once, and I’d do it every damn day for the rest of our lives.”

My hands reached for him, latching onto his arms as I laid my head on his chest. “Well, that might be overkill. I’d settle for once or twice more. The cake tastings are a real bonus to all of these weddings.”

His hands ran through my hair as he laughed softly. “This is one of the reasons I’m marrying you.”

“My scent? I smell like s’mores.”

“You make me laugh, no matter what.”

“Yeah, laugh at me.”

“No.”

“Is it possible for an already married woman to be a bridezilla? I think I’m a bridezilla.”

“You are not. You got shot at, bombed, and threatened all in one night. That would make most brides a little shaky, not to mention most people.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“That’s why I’m not letting you out of my sight until this Zebra thing is under control, and we’re married and on our honeymoon.”

“Anthony—”

“Sorry, but that is not open to negotiation.”

“Let me go, please, one second—”

“No. We are going away on our honeymoon, even if it involves fake passports and a change in destination. I’ve trained those new kids for months to help the rest of the men while I’m gone, and I’m not letting that go to waste—”

“Anthony!” I gave him a quick shove, whirled around before he could argue, and stuck my head in the toilet.

I relieved what little contents were left in my stomach, wiped up after myself, and then faced Anthony sheepishly. 

“Sorry you had to see that,” I said. “But I tried to warn you.”

“We’re going to the doctor.”

“What? No, there’s no need. It’s just the smell of burned hair that’s making me sick.”

“Yeah, and before it was the ocean. This isn’t normal.”

“It’s perfectly normal—you said it yourself. I was bombed, threatened, and shot at in one night. A few weird reactions are expected. Instead of crying this time, I guess I’m puking.”

“Then you won’t mind my scheduling an appointment with Dr. Gambino. You’re due to meet him in twenty minutes.”

“But—”

The doorbell rang, interrupting me mid-argument.

“I’m going to go get that,” Anthony said. “And if you climb out any windows while I’m away, I will not be happy.”

I had no intention of climbing out any windows, and instead, climbed back into the shower and let Anthony deal with whatever mess was outside the door. I’d had enough of visitors for a very long time.

When I finished another wash and rinse cycle, a vigorous tooth brushing, and some lavender “stress-relief” lotion, I felt like a new woman. 

I cracked open the bedroom windows, surprised by an unusually warm gust of spring-ish air, and opted for a light dress and a sweater. I had no idea if The Zebra was coming back for me today, but I wasn’t going to die in ugly clothes.

The sound of low voices came from the living room, so I cracked the door open to see who Anthony had found on our front steps. It couldn’t be Meg since Anthony would be locked in the bedroom. Clay had left early this morning, still whimpering over the loss of his robot. He wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

Plus, the voice was female, and the pair seemed to be having a pleasant conversation. Anthony and pleasant conversation didn’t go in the same sentence together, so this had to be someone special.

“Hey, Alessandra!” I stepped out from the bedroom to find Anthony and his sister holding cups of coffee and seated next to each other on the couch. “What are you doing here?”

I was more than a little pleased to notice that Anthony’s eyes traveled across the room at the sound of my voice, locked on my dress, and drank in the view for a moment. I debated twirling for him, but refrained. It never got old when he noticed my attire—or whatever he noticed.

“Hey, Lacey, are you ready?” Alessandra asked. “We should get going.”

“Get going?”

“Our day together,” Alessandra said. “Don’t tell me you already forgot the plans we made yesterday.”

“You’re going to have to convince him,” I said. “Anthony’s got me, uh...busy for the day.”

“Actually,” Anthony said, quite pleasantly. “I think we have a deal.”

I stared him down, wondering if I’d been in the shower for so long that Alessandra had managed to work some magic on her big brother. But, staring him down could be distracting.

Anthony had thrown on jeans and a black t-shirt and looked all hunky. Alessandra exuded her sleek style as usual, dressed in stretchy black pants and a bright pink tank top under a cropped leather jacket. The pair looked like Mr. and Miss Smith—sibling edition.

“A deal?” I surveyed both of them, one after the other. “Do I get a say in it?”

“Sure,” Anthony said. “You can say yes.”

“To what?” My teeth gritted together. No matter how much I loved the man, I didn’t love being told what to do. “I’m interested to hear more about this deal.”

Alessandra winked. “I heard about what happened last night and figured Anthony wouldn’t be excited about you running around alone. Plus, we’d already talked about getting together and going shopping. What better way to spend the day?”

“Shopping?”

“For the wedding!” she added a little pointedly. “Interested?”

“What’s the catch?”

“We’re stopping by Dr. Gambino first,” Alessandra said, wincing. “Anthony hates the doctor. He was going to take you, but if I make sure you go instead, we get the day to shop.”

“How much do you charge for babysitting fees?” I asked. “Since that’s what you’ll be doing.”

“Lacey, we’re just trying to keep you safe for your wedding day,” Anthony said. “It’s not meant to upset you.”

“I’m not upset. But I can keep myself safe. I wasn’t even the one who got us in trouble yesterday!”

“You are very talented at many things,” Anthony began, watching me with caution. “But I’m curious how safe your eyebrows are after last night?”

“We’ll get those fixed at the mall today,” Alessandra said quickly. “Either that, or you can sit at home, Lacey.”

I stood and gave Alessandra the thumbs up. If I had to choose between a babysitter and a prison cell, I’d take the babysitter all day long. After all, it wasn’t exactly torture to spend the day with Alessandra.

“Please be careful,” Anthony said. “Whatever you’re actually doing, just stay safe.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “We’ll try.”

“Try very hard,” he said, pulling me to him with a hand at my hip. He murmured in my ear. “Or else you’ll have a lot of making up to do.”

“I understand!” I squeaked, worming underneath his grasp and scurrying after Alessandra before anyone changed their mind. We climbed into her car and, once I’d fastened my seatbelt, I stared openly at her. “Anthony is going to kill me if he finds out we went to visit The Violet Society.”

“Nah,” Alessandra said with a sly smile. “You heard him—you’ll just have some making up to do.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

She winked as I slid into the passenger’s seat. “Sweetie, that’s what honeymoons are made for.”
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Visiting Dr. Gambino was never pleasant. Mostly because I didn’t like parting with blood, saliva, or any other body fluid that rightfully belonged to me. However, this time was quite easy. A few pokes, prods, one or two tests and a tiny bit of blood, and I was on my way with a clean bill of health.

“I told Anthony I was fine,” I growled as I slid my sweater back over my shoulders. “The man doesn’t listen.”

“Tell me about it,” Dr. Gambino sighed. “I haven’t managed to get him in for a physical in years despite my best attempts.”

“How about we schedule one now? For him,” I suggested innocently. “I think as his future wife, it’s my duty to make sure my husband stays healthy.”

“Sorry, but I’d like to keep my job, and my life. I’m afraid of Anthony.”

“Don’t back down from him! Stay strong, Dr. Gambino!”

“All set?” Alessandra asked, once I rejoined her out front. “Are you healthy?”

“As a horse.”

“Great! Now that that’s taken care of, we can get on with the day.”

“Violet Society?”

“You can say no if you want,” she said. “And I can take you to fix your eyebrows instead.”

I lifted a hand and touched the space where tiny tendrils of eyebrow were singed. “No,” I said on a sigh. “My eyebrows can get in line behind Beckett.”

We made it across town in record time. It helped that Alessandra was a skilled, fast driver, but it doubly helped that she wasn’t trying to lose a tail this time. Instead of weaving all over the city, we made a straight line toward the same alley as last time.

“Sorry about the other day,” I said, once we crossed into the alley. “We were only following you because we were worried.”

“I know.” She reached out, squeezed my arm. “That’s the same reason Anthony is following us right now.”

“What? No, he’s not. I’ve been watching this whole time!”

“Look again.” Alessandra nodded, glancing in the rearview mirror. “I don’t know when he caught up with us, but that is his job, I suppose, to find people.”

“Yeah, amongst other things,” I said. “How are we going to lose him?”

“Same way I lost you.”

“Yeah, I don’t know how you did that. Meg thought you were legitimately a witch.”

“Maybe I am.” She waggled her eyebrows at me. “If I tell Meg I have magic powers, do you think it will blow her mind?”

I raised my eyebrows. “You don’t even know.”

“In order for us to disappear, I just need Anthony to be distracted for a second.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “How did you distract me and Meg?”

“Are you kidding?” At my lack of response, Alessandra cleared her throat. “Lacey, you and Meg pay less attention to the road than anything else while you’re driving. I don’t know how you haven’t totaled more cars.”

“Oh, I’ve totaled my fair share,” I said. “Don’t you worry.”

“Here.” Alessandra raised a hand, pressing a button to make the sunroof slide back. “Stand up and flash him.”

“I can’t flash him, I have a dress on.”

“Well, do something! We’re running out of time. Five seconds.”

“Five seconds?!”

“Lacey—stand!”

I stood, made eye contact with Anthony, and couldn’t think of anything to do.

I glanced down at my dress, but nothing was happening there. I asked Alessandra for help again, received a growl in response. 

“Two seconds,” she mumbled. “Do something.”

At the last second, I flicked my eyes up, looked straight over Anthony’s head—banking on the fact that Anthony couldn’t stand to be out of the loop. Shielding my eyes, I stared hard behind him, as if there were something there worth seeing.

There wasn’t, but he didn’t know that.

So, when he turned his head ever-so-slightly to see what I was staring at, I shouted for Alessandra to move. Anthony was half a mile behind us at the most, giving us just enough time for whatever she had in mind.

From below came a soft whoop of excitement, and then a sudden plummeting in my stomach. Alessandra’s arm came up, yanked me down, and I fell into my seat just as darkness engulfed us.
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“Nice work,” Alessandra said. “Perfect timing.”

“Cool.” I glanced around us, but the room was too dark to see much of anything. I spoke into the silence. “What’s happening?”

“Now, we wait,” she said, voice hushed. “They come to us.”

We fell silent, engulfed in complete darkness save for the lights and screens of Carlos’s borrowed car. If I wasn’t mistaken, we were still descending, deeper and deeper, the air cooler as it filtered in through the sunroof.

“How did we get here?” I asked. “And where is here?”

“Welcome to the entrance for the St. Paul Violet Society headquarters. To get here, I needed to make an appointment. Then it’s my job to make sure I’m not followed inside, and they handle the rest.”

“Right. You expect me to believe that this Society...this huge, fancy-pants criminal organization is headquartered in St. Paul, Minnesota? Nope. I don’t buy it. Why not Rome? Beverly Hills? Moscow? Madagascar?”

“Are you done?”

“I’m serious!”

“This isn’t their official headquarters,” Alessandra said with a quick smile. “You are correct. There isn’t one headquarter facility, there are, however, as many as there need to be.”

“What does that mean?”

“They move around, pop up here and there. Open for a day, a week, a month, and then close. Poof, gone like magic.”

“And how do you know all of this?”

“Connections.”

“Beckett?”

“I pick up on things.”

“Okay, so this is a temporary headquarters? This seems extra suspicious what with The Violet Society having their headquarters in the Cities at the same time Beckett died.”

“Or, they created these headquarters after the fact.”

“For what purpose?”

“I don’t have all the answers.”

“Well, riddle me this—where did we actually go? It feels like we just disappeared.” 

“Down,” Alessandra said. “The entrance is through the road. It is the road, actually. Have you seen those lift bridges that part in the middle to make way for boats that are too tall? It’s like that, except reverse. The road dips down at a button push, and we drive down a ramp. It snaps back up, and nobody is any the wiser.”

“But Anthony wasn’t far behind us.”

“The driver usually stops when we disappear,” she said. “Just like you did. By the time they get their bearings, the entrance has sealed, and it’s too late.”

“Oh.”

“They’ll be here anytime to let us out. They’ll strip you of your belongings and electronic devices, but don’t worry, you’ll get them all back.”

“Lucky me.” Before I could put one shoe out of the car, a series of brilliant lights flicked on, sending us into fits of blindness. I closed my eyes and covered my face. “Can’t see a thing.”

“Relax, Lacey. They’re expecting us.” Louder, to someone outside the vehicle, Alessandra continued. “It’s just me, boys. I brought a friend.”

I blinked rapidly, struggling to regain my sight in the harsh spotlights trained on our car. The room was stark white—a complete contrast against the former blackness. Four men entered the room. All were different sizes and ethnicities, but the things they had in common included sharp suits, intimidating physiques, and eyes that gleamed with cunning intelligence.

“Put your hands up,” Alessandra said. “They’ve got to search you.”

“For what? All I have is a tube of mascara and a few bucks.”

“Your phone, personal information, the receipts at the bottom of your purse...” She winked. “Halfway kidding about the last one.”

None of the men smiled, so I did as she said and stuck my hands in the air. At this, a blond man who looked like a Nordic Viking approached without speaking, did a quick pat down of my pockets and removed, as Alessandra had explained, everything that might be deemed personal. A second man was relieving Alessandra of her devices, while the last two checked the car for other paraphernalia.

Finally satisfied, the largest man of the group waved for us to follow him. He wore a sharp suit, just like the rest of his friends, and walked with steps so big we had to jog to keep up.

“Hey, quick question,” I said, hoping to get a jump start on the interview process. “What’s your name? Did you know Beckett?”

He pretended not to hear me.

“Do you know this guy?” I asked Alessandra. “Or any of them?”

“They don’t talk until we’re in the main building,” she whispered, pointing toward the figure striding ahead of us. “Never seen him before, but I saw the one who patted you down. I think he’s the Norwegian representative.”

“Where are they taking us?”

“To the main house. That’s where they’ll pawn us off to whoever’s in charge. Stay patient—we have a few more hoops to jump through before we make it inside. Here’s Exhibit A.” She gestured toward a door ahead of us. “Go on inside.”

“What is it?” I stepped into a room that looked like a solitary confinement holding cell. “I don’t think I like it.”

“They’re scanning us for electronic devices.” Alessandra pushed me further inside to make room for herself behind me. “If we managed to sneak anything by security, it’ll be fried in here.”

“That doesn’t sound safe.”

“I came out alive last time.”

“No, seriously. I can’t be fried right now. It’s a bad time for that.”

“I’m kidding! It’s perfectly safe. Just fritzes up your electronics.”

A few seconds later, the door on the other side opened, and we passed through. We were then led to another small chamber that acted as a metal detector, followed by a third chamber, and so on until we’d passed through a minimum of six chambers.

Finally, Alessandra pointed ahead and declared us almost inside. Sure enough, the white cement walls came to an abrupt end, and through the next glass doorway filtered sunlight, modern appliances, and the sound of light classical music.

A woman arrived to greet us at the press of the doorbell. “Welcome, Lacey and Alessandra. We’ve been expecting you. Can I get you ladies a cup of tea? I know the tunnel isn’t easy.” She wrinkled her nose at us in sympathy. “I’ve alerted Eric that you’ve arrived, and he’ll be down in a minute.”

“This feels so normal,” I said after Alessandra agreed on tea. “After all of that, I expected...I don’t know, a castle or something. This looks like my dentist’s waiting room.”

“I assure you, there is nothing normal about this,” Alessandra said. “All we need to know is what Beckett was working on before he died. Let’s make this quick.”

The tinkling sound of china filtered through from the other room where I could only assume the receptionist was preparing tea. When she reappeared a minute later, she gave us a warm smile. “He’ll see you now.”

It was only as I slipped past the woman that I realized how tall she was. Nearly six feet, if not over, and incredibly gorgeous. She had the build of a svelte athlete and the looks of a supermodel. With a charming personality to boot.

“Even the receptionist is impressive here,” I murmured to Alessandra. “She looks like she could bench press me, then walk the Victoria’s Secret runway.”

“This is The Violet Society, you know. They don’t hire just anyone.” Alessandra pulled out a chair and sat down at a long, mahogany table. A silver tea set was already waiting for us with all the fixings on a gleaming tray. “But we got through—and that means they’re willing to see us. Tea?”

We’d barely poured tea when another figure appeared in the doorway. Tall, dark-skinned, and impressive looking. I could only assume this was the Eric mentioned by the receptionist. He gave us a brief smile, gestured for us to stay seated, and took a chair himself.

“Eric,” he said, extending a hand for a quick shake. When he continued, his accent was noticeably British. “You must be Lacey, and of course I know Alessandra.”

“Good to see you again,” Alessandra said. “Sorry to return so soon.”

“What can I do for you? I assume you didn’t come for the tea.”

“When I met with you the other day, it was because I suspected Beckett was in trouble.” Alessandra shifted in her seat and leaned forward. “You confirmed he was dead.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “Lacey identified the body.”

“Well, I was in shock, understandably,” Alessandra said. “Which is why I didn’t say anything. But now that I’ve had a few days to process, we’re back. It wasn’t a natural death, Eric.”

“It’s not our duty to investigate.” He opened his hands, exposing his palms in a gesture of surrender. “Whatever I think, it is not my business.”

“Obviously you agree,” she shot back. “You didn’t even bother to deny it.”

“If it was murder, then Beckett must have involved himself in something dangerous.”

“Do you know what it was?” Alessandra pressed.

“Even if I did, I couldn’t share that information with you.”

“Couldn’t?” she asked. “Or won’t?”

“Both.” Eric stood up, his sheer height domineering. He towered over the ornate table, the paintings and decorations shrinking into the distance behind him. “It’s none of your business.”

“We were engaged.” Alessandra stood, too, matching his stare. “We were going to be married.”

“Did he ask you to marry him?”

“Yes.”

“Then where’s your ring?”

The two were sparring nose to nose, and I couldn’t look away. Except to glance at Alessandra’s hand. Sure enough, her ring finger was bare. 

“We hadn’t picked one out yet,” she said, her voice faltering ever so slightly. “He was called off on an assignment just after he proposed. The same assignment that I believe got him killed.”

“The assignment of which you speak?” Eric leaned forward. “It didn’t exist.”

“What?”

“Beckett requested time off from The Violet Society beginning January 1st of this year. Over the last three months, we haven’t heard from him. So, whatever assignment he was referencing, it was a personal project.”

Alessandra straightened. Then she sat down without another word.

“Eric, er, sir,” I said. “Surely you have some idea where he might’ve been, or what he might’ve been up to?”

“What makes you think that, Miss Luzzi?” Eric’s gaze landed on me, calculating. “If it was personal, it was personal. We don’t interfere in personal business.”

“With all due respect, Mr. Eric, I have a feeling The Violet Society isn’t one of those businesses that lets its employees lead separate work and family lives.”

“And you know this how?” Eric seemed almost amused. “What experience do you have with the Society?”

“Not much,” I admitted. “Almost none. However, I work with my family, and my soon-to-be husband, so I know it’s damn near impossible to separate the two.”

“Maybe for some.”

“Does that mean you’re just going to let his murderer run free?”

“We don’t operate on emotions, Miss Luzzi. We operate on facts and logic.”

“Even when someone murders your friend? Colleague, whatever? He was still part of the Society.”

“What you don’t understand, Miss Luzzi, is that every member of the Society knows what they’re signing up for when they join. There are risks, and we don’t hide that fact. We do our best to help one another, but at a certain point, we’re each responsible for our own fate.”

I pulled out a slip of paper. The same slip I’d been carrying around all week in my pocket. “This was found on Beckett’s body,” I said, pushing it toward him. “Just a single slip of paper with my name on it. What would you do if you were me?”

Eric appeared to stop listening as I slapped the paper down. Then he picked it up, held the slip against the light, and examined it for a long moment. “Very well,” he said, his accent morphing from a British one into something that sounded quite Scottish. “Please wait here for a moment.” Then he turned, leaving the room without a backward glance. 

“What was that about?” I asked. “Where did he go?”

“He recognized it.” Alessandra stared through the doorway after him. “I don’t know what it means, but it was a code or a message or...something.”

I poured more tea, debating what the note might’ve triggered. Sipped the tea, poured more again. Fumed for a bit longer.

Finally, Eric returned with a small wrapped parcel in his hands. This time when he spoke, the accent was American. “This is for you, Miss Luzzi.”

“Where are you from, anyway?” I asked. “Your accent changes every time you open your mouth.”

“Good.” Eric pushed the parcel toward me. “Anything else I can do for you?”

I glanced down at the brown, paper-wrapped something. I didn’t want to open it here, but I also couldn’t wait. Fidgeting, I glanced up at Eric. “Do you know what’s in here?”

“I don’t make a habit of opening my colleagues’ private packages.”

“If you knew who I was, why didn’t you give me the package the second we walked in here?”

“We have a system in place,” Eric explained. “We must follow the protocol.”

“A system for what?”

“If one of our members is working on a dangerous mission, they are allowed to keep a name in their pocket. If it is on watermarked Violet Society parchment, it acts as a key.”

“A key to what?”

“We have lockers here.”

“Like PO boxes?”

Eric nodded. “Beckett had put this away for you some time ago. Then he carried your name in his pocket. He must’ve assumed, or at least hoped, the slip of paper would make its way to you upon his untimely death. Once you have the paper, you can return it to us to retrieve your package.”

My face must’ve reflected disbelief. Eric pushed the paper toward me, his thumb on top of a very faint watermark I hadn’t noticed before. It was a four-pronged skeleton key, the symbol of the Society.

“Like a coat check,” I said. “I give you my ticket, you give me my things.”

Eric didn’t seem amused by my analogy. “Anything else I can do for you today?”

“Why are you letting this go?” I scooped the package underneath my arm. It was small, no bigger than an envelope, and thin. “You didn’t even deny Beckett was murdered. You seem to know everything else, so you must suspect The Zebra was involved.”

“Ms. Luzzi, you seem to be mistaken about the nature of our organization. We do no harm and seek no harm—we are not in the business of hunting murderers.” Eric clasped his hands in front of his body. “Would anyone like more tea? Otherwise Lucinda will see you out.”

My heart beat faster, and I couldn’t decide if I was upset, frustrated, or disappointed. “I just think Beckett deserved better.”

“Open the parcel.”

I hesitated, then set it back on the table. I peeled up the edge of the envelope and slid the package open. Even Eric leaned over the table, his curiosity obvious. 

“It’s a key card,” I said. “To the St. Paul Grand Hotel.”

I slipped the key into my pocket and folded the envelope. I slid it under my arm, thanking Eric for his time. With a look at Alessandra, I nodded toward the door. “I think we know our next stop.”

Alessandra, however, didn’t move. Her hand rested along the door frame.  “Eric?”

“Yes?”

“Did he ever...” She stopped, swallowed. “Did Beckett ever mention me?”

Eric folded his hands across his chest, gave the slightest shake of his head. “I’m sorry, Alessandra. I can’t give you what you’re looking for.” 
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“Made it!” 

With Alessandra somewhat dazed after the visit to The Violet Society office, I had jumped behind the wheel. The sheer fact that I hadn’t crashed between The Violet Society headquarters and the parking lot of the St. Paul Grand Hotel was next to a miracle. 

I’d never driven Carlos’s cars before, so my nerves had been through the roof. I’d driven like a turtle in slow motion, worried the entire way about scratching the side, bumping the curb, or getting chocolate on the car seats.

Somehow, none of that had happened.

Alessandra didn’t share my joy in making it in one piece. She stared out the window, a forlorn look crossing her features.

“Hey, don’t worry,” I said, nudging her with my elbow. “We have the room key, so this will be easy. Just pop in, take a look around, and leave. We’re not doing anything illegal—obviously Beckett wanted us here.”

“What if I had it all wrong?” Alessandra asked, still staring out the window. “Why didn’t he mention me to his friends? Why would he put your name on the slip of paper instead of mine? Did he not trust me?”

“No, Alessandra, not at all.”

“Then what?”

“Beckett loved you. A lot. Do you know how I know that?”

She shook her head, still avoiding eye contact.

“Because he didn’t put your name on that slip of paper.”

She swiveled to face me. “That makes no sense.”

“It does. He cared about you enough to keep you out of his business.”

“No, I don’t buy it.”

“Look at me and Anthony,” I volunteered. “Does Anthony send me out looking for trouble?” When Alessandra didn’t answer, I did for her. “No, he doesn’t. He asks me to quit working almost every day.”

“Fine, but—”

“When I went looking for trouble this week, who did he rope into things to help?” I asked. “You. I’m not saying he doesn’t care about you, but it’s different. He can be more objective when you’re involved because he recognizes you as the professional that you are, and respects your capabilities. He’ll never see that in me.”

Alessandra frowned. “I volunteered to help, and I’m good at my job.”

“Right. But if you were in trouble, he probably wouldn’t send me to rescue you. He’d send one of his men. Not because he doesn’t love me, or trust me, but because he doesn’t want me to get hurt. He’d go himself before sending me.”

“Maybe, but—”

“But nothing. I’m sorry this happened to you, but don’t doubt Beckett now.”

“Fine. Then how would you feel if Anthony left only a piece of paper with my name on it?”

My stomach tightened at the thought, and my instincts flared up with a touch of anger at the mere image. “Look, I understand why you’re upset. I really do. But from the little I know of Beckett, he wouldn’t have lied—not about this. If he asked you to marry him, he meant it.”

She looked down, a pool of tears in her eyes. “I just wish things were different.”

“I wish that, too,” I said. “I hate that it happened. To him, to you, to everyone involved. But we can’t dwell on that now. Beckett clearly wanted us to work together, and he’s revealing things about his killer. We have to find out what.”

Alessandra forced a smile, then wiped a tear from her cheek. “I just figured out why he put your name on the paper.”

“Why?”

She gave a tired shake of her head. “Because you care. You’ll do anything for your friends.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s true.”

“Lacey! You’re getting married in two days, and you’re here with me, sitting outside a hotel, trying to put your friend’s murderer behind bars.”

“Someone has to do it.” I tried for a joke, and it earned me a small smile. “Plus, I’m bored. And I gave up ice cream for Lent. So, I’m itching for something to do, and I’m hungry. It’s a dangerous combination.”

Alessandra laughed, and that in itself made me smile.

“Yeah, whatever you want to tell yourself,” she said. “Anyway, you’re right about not dwelling on it now. Let’s find what he stashed in his room.”

Alessandra moved to open the door, but I held back. “I should probably tell Anthony, huh?”

We’d gotten our phones, and other personal possessions, returned after leaving Eric, and the only message I had waiting was one from Anthony that said to call him.

“We have the room key,” Alessandra said. “We’re not even breaking and entering. Let’s pop in, grab the stuff, and head to the mall. You can call him from there.”

“But—”

“Come on.” Alessandra came around to my side and pulled me from the car. “It’ll be quick. And... surprise! I really did make us a spa appointment for three this afternoon, so let’s move.”

I followed her inside. She did have a point; we had the key, which would make things easy. We’d basically been invited to enter Beckett’s home, whether it’d been a temporary one or no. It was just unfortunate he wouldn’t be there to greet us.

The St. Paul Grand stood tall and majestic in downtown St. Paul, as its name suggested. It had been rumored to be a hotspot and hangout for gangsters back in the day, back when John Dillinger had swept through town. Somehow, the thought was fitting for our current business.

Antique, lush decor gave the lobby an immediate sense of reverence as Alessandra and I moved through the lobby to the elevators, and I wondered what these walls would say if they could talk.

When the elevator arrived, we stepped inside. I pressed the button P, but nothing happened. I pressed the number two, and that worked just fine. When we reached the second floor, I pressed P again. Still nothing.

“Ah,” Alessandra said, swiping the key against the card reader. Then she pressed the button again, and the doors closed and the ding signaled us moving upward. “Apparently there’s extra security on the top floor.”

The doors to the penthouse floor opened, displaying a beautiful entryway paneled with massive glass windows. A stunning view of the city spanned one windowed wall, sunlight filtering through and washing the landing with brightness.

Only one door stood at the opposite side of the landing. I chanced a glance at Alessandra, who also looked impressed.

“Guess only one person lived on this floor,” I said, and she nodded her agreement.

Alessandra held the keycard, stepping forward and swiping it across the panel on the door. It clicked, the light blinking green as Alessandra inhaled deeply, and then pushed open the door.

“Beckett obviously kept his business life and his private life separate,” she said, glancing around the interior. “I didn’t know he had this place.”

“You two traveled so often, maybe the opportunity for him to show it to you hadn’t come up.”

“Sure.” Her hand landed on a gleaming black shelf lining the entryway. It was decorated with a few elegant plants, books, and high-end knickknacks.

The truly magnificent piece of the apartment wasn’t the furniture, however, or the gorgeous open floor plan. Neither was it the modern interior design nor the kitchen fit for a chef.

It was the magnificent far wall of the living room. With windows for three of the walls, the view overlooking the city, the rivers, the lakes below was second to none.

As I moved through the apartment toward it, I surveyed every detail along the way. All the things I’d suspect from the New York penthouse of a successful corporate lawyer. There were few personal touches, if any, and if I hadn’t known this place belonged to Beckett, I couldn’t have guessed it.

“Maybe it’s new.” I tried to ease the sting for Alessandra. “Beckett might’ve rented this place specifically for the project—a safehouse or something. He did leave a key with Eric for us, so there’s got to be something here he wanted to protect.”

“Maybe.” 

She didn’t seem easily convinced, so I let her brood while I continued to explore. I pushed back picture frames, moved aside statues, swept under fake potted plants in search of something. A key, a message, a safe.

Nothing. “Any thoughts?” I finally asked Alessandra. “The place looks clean as a whistle to me.”

Alessandra sat on the couch and stared at the windows, her gaze cutting through the clouds to the streets below, the river beyond. “Check the stove.”

“What?”

“The stove. He hated to cook, so he’d leave things in there whenever we stayed places. Money, alternative ID’s, whatever he wanted to keep safe.”

“Worth a shot.” I entered the kitchen, running a hand lightly over the stove before fiddling with the oven door. It popped open easily. “I don’t see anything.”

“You’re not looking hard enough.” Alessandra joined me. She looked inside, frowned, and shook her head. “It has to be here.”

“But—”

“It’s here.”

I let her play with the stove for a few moments as I opened every cupboard in the kitchen. Nothing except the very basic necessities. The more I looked, the more I gathered that Beckett hadn’t spent much time here at all. 

A tingling feeling crept over my spine. Something was off about this place. Either Beckett had used it as a safe house, it was brand new, or...could Eric have been leading us down a false trail?

“What if we’ve been set up?” I started to ask, but at the very end of my sentence, Alessandra let out a cry of success.

“I knew it!” Lights flashed from the oven’s clock, and a beeping sound broke out. “It’s the timer. That’s the ticket. If we enter the correct password, we’ll find whatever it is he’s hidden.”

I gave her a wide-eyed look. “No way. What if we guess wrong and something blows up?”

“One shot,” Alessandra said. “What could it be?”

“If he wanted us, or you, to find this place, it would probably be something relevant—something only we’d know.”

“It was your name on the slip of paper, so I’m guessing it’s something related to you. Your birthday? The date you met?”

“Nope. None of that.” I shook my head. “I’m sure of it. It wouldn’t be something so obvious. It’d be something private, that only the right person would know...” I stopped talking, slapped a hand to my forehead. “What date did the two of you get engaged?”

“No, of course it’s not that. Too recent. Plus, if that were the case, he’d have put my name on the paper.”

“No, he wouldn’t have. He wanted me to come here, but he’d have known we would work together on it.”

“Yes, but—”

“Punch in the number,” I instructed. “I’m positive.”

She leaned forward, her fingers trembling as they landed on the buttons used to set the timer and temperature.

“Lacey—”

“He loved you, and he cared for you,” I said. “Trust me on this.”

She inhaled a shaky sigh and pressed the numbers 12:23.

Then she stepped back and waited. I waited, too, praying we hadn’t just set off an alarm, detonated a bomb, or otherwise ruined the day. If my eyebrows encountered even a whiff of heat, what little I had left would be vaporized.

Then, the beautiful sound of a long beep and a flash of the word APPROVED blinked across the display screen. A small door appeared on top of the stove. One of the burners, it appeared, housed more than an ability to heat up food.

The circular compartment rose up like a cylindrical tube, and when it was a few inches above stove level, a door appeared on the side along with a button.

“You open it,” Alessandra said. “I can’t. Please.”

“Are you sure?”

She stepped back, hugged her body. Biting her lip, she nodded.

I reached forward, pressed the button, and a spring triggered. An instant later, the door opened, leaving a black hole into its recess.

One look at Alessandra, and she nodded for me to continue. I crouched down and looked inside. Nothing. I leaned closer, and was just about to declare the hidden safe empty when the glimmer of a soft fabric caught my eye.

Reaching inside, I felt around until my fingers closed on a small velvet bag, so perfectly black it’d blended into the darkness itself. I withdrew it, let it rest in my hand as Alessandra joined me at my side.

“What do you think it is?” she asked.

“Let’s find out.” I eased the bag open, tipped it upside down, and let the object slide onto my palm. There, in my hand, sat a ring. Big, bright, and stunning. A bit tarnished, as if it were old, but stunning nonetheless.

I extended my hand toward Alessandra, who studied it with care. “I think this belongs to you.”

“A ring,” she murmured. “But—”

A slow clap broke out, turning my attention to the doorway of the apartment where a man stood, exaggeratedly putting his hands together. A man I knew all too well.

“Fantastic work,” The Zebra said. “I appreciate this, ladies. Now, where’s the rest of it?”

Alessandra’s hand closed on the velvet bag while I clamped down on the ring. I slipped it onto my finger for now since this dress had zero pockets, and I had a feeling I might need both my hands for whatever came next.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “How did you get inside?”

“You think you’re the only ones who can forge a hotel keycard?”

“We didn’t forge anything,” I said, reluctantly eyeing the gun dangling from his fingers. “We didn’t break into this place—you did.”

“Technicalities.” The Zebra strolled into the room. “Well, I’m sorry to intrude, but I’ll need it all back.”

“All of what?” I snapped.

“Don’t play stupid,” The Zebra said. “I believe you didn’t break into this Penthouse—I really don’t think either of you have the skills to duplicate this sort of room card...” He tapped the key against the table and gave a quick shake of his head. “It’s a tricky one, I’ll have you know. But if you didn’t break in, that means you were involved.”

“Involved in what?”

“The taking of something that doesn’t belong to you.”

“I have nothing. We have nothing,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Keep the ring, I don’t care—I had it before. It wasn’t worth anything then, and it’s not worth anything now.” He pursed his lips and surveyed us both, top to bottom. “I want the money.”

“What money?” Alessandra asked. “We don’t have any money.”

“Maybe not, but Beckett does.” The Zebra corrected himself at once. “He did, at least, and it belongs to me. He might be dead, but I’m not—and I want it all back.”

“If he had money that belonged to you, then why’d you kill him?” Alessandra took one step closer, her fists clenched around the velvet bag. “Why didn’t you get the money first, and then kill him?”

I watched her move forward, impressed that somehow, she’d managed to secure her phone in her hand, tucked discreetly behind her hip. 

“Oh, honey, it was an overdose,” The Zebra said. “Didn’t you read the report? Someone couldn’t handle the stress anymore.” 

“Why don’t you tell us your version of the events,” I said. “And we’ll go from there. I still don’t believe there’s any money missing since this is the first we’ve heard of it.”

“What do you care?” The Zebra asked, his eyes swiveling to me. “You’re otherwise engaged, Miss Luzzi.”

“Beckett and I were friends,” I began, but Alessandra waved for me to stop.

“He’s trying to bait you,” she said. “Stop.”

“Maybe you’re right,” The Zebra said. “We need to talk. Sit down, both of you—on the couch. Don’t try anything. Unlike last time, this gun is real.”

We did as he said. Unfortunately, I didn’t doubt that the gun was real—or that he’d use it. When we were seated, The Zebra perched on the couch across from us. As far as I could tell, Alessandra still had the phone in her hands, but from what I’d seen, she hadn’t managed to dial. 

The Zebra watched as I inched closer to Alessandra, the brush of arm to arm subtle, but enough to reassure. I squeezed down tight, ensuring the ring stayed on my pointer finger. Then we waited.

While the situation we’d gotten ourselves into wasn’t great, it could’ve been worse. If The Zebra wanted something, that meant he didn’t want us dead. Especially if we were his best shot at recovering money that he needed.

“I’m a man of many trades,” The Zebra declared. “I have excelled in many different business ventures, but I’m new at a few and learned the hard way that there’s a learning curve.”

“You screwed up,” I said. “That’s what this is about. You screwed up, and Beckett came after you.”

“I took something that didn’t belong to me,” The Zebra said. “Unfortunately, it belonged to your friend—and it was something he cared about a great deal.”

“The ring.”

He nodded. “Turns out that piece of junk is worth next to nothing on the black market.”

“You are trying to enter the black-market jewelry business,” I said. “And you stole from the wrong person.”

Bobbing his head in agreement, he continued. “Must’ve been a sentimental piece because Beckett was not happy when he figured out who took it.”

“He stole it back.”

“I would’ve given it back to him if he’d just asked, but he didn’t. Your fiancé had a point to prove,” The Zebra snarled at Alessandra. “Not only did he take the ring back, he also took three million dollars of my damn money.”

“What did you expect?” I looked at him in disbelief. “You’re a thief. You can’t steal from someone and expect they’ll be happy about it.”

“He went above and beyond the necessary levels of retaliation. This move will cripple my business if I don’t get the money back. He must have known that.”

A sudden understanding dawned on me. “You need this money because you owe it to other people, and they’re coming after you.”

“Smarter than you look.”

“And you can’t go to the police,” I said. “Because your three mil was probably stolen in the first place.”

“I should’ve known a Luzzi would understand. Has Carlos mentioned me lately? Your grandfather and I go way back. From what I hear, he’s somewhat out of the game now, isn’t he?”

“What do you want us to do?” I ignored the attempted jab about Carlos. “You already admitted the ring was worthless, so it’d do no good for us to turn that over to you, anyway.”

“Find a way to get me three million dollars before your wedding.” The Zebra leaned in, a dry smile on his face. “Or you can RSVP me with a plus one.”

He gestured toward the gun at his side, which set me off. I flew to my feet, a new level of anger brimming over me. “You will not threaten my wedding.”

“Won’t I?” The Zebra’s gun twitched in his fingers. “She lost her fiancé,” The Zebra said, nodding toward Alessandra. He turned his gaze back on me—his eyes hooded as he squinted and his voice filled with venom. “Don’t lose yours.”

A threat against me was one thing. A threat against Carlos and my family was another. A threat against Anthony, against our marriage, against the best, the most joyous piece of my life was something that I wouldn’t tolerate.

The anger brimmed to a rage, and I didn’t even feel myself lunge forward. I jumped for him, my arms outstretched, fingers clawing as we crumpled to the ground.

Glass broke, the table shattered. Body parts thudded against the ground and furniture scraped across the floor.

Alessandra cried out, but I couldn’t see her—I couldn’t see anything except The Zebra’s face as I landed on him, pinning him to the floor. I don’t know where the strength came from, but I wasn’t going to question it.

“Don’t you dare ruin my wedding!” I hissed, my hands pressing against his neck. “I already lost my eyebrows because of you, and I’m not losing anything else.”

He spluttered as my grip tightened. I eased up as he coughed. I wouldn’t kill him, I couldn’t. But it wasn’t until Alessandra yanked me off him that I stumbled away completely, limping toward the door.

Unfortunately, The Zebra didn’t agree that things were over. “Get me that money,” he said, rubbing a hand against his neck. “Or your fiancé will be dead before he reaches the altar.”

“Lacey, stop!” Alessandra yelled as I started toward him once more.

The Zebra struggled to a sitting position, the purple of his face morphing to a morbid red. “I’ve had enough of your family. This is over. Get me the money, or you’d better wear black Saturday.”

I whipped my arm out from Alessandra’s grasp and threw myself at him—no longer feeling logical or sane. I couldn’t even feel emotions. Just raw anger as I flew at him a second time.

This go around, however, he was ready for me.

He rolled away, and I shifted course, but not quickly enough. The gun came up, clenched between his hands. We tumbled across the floor. I knocked the weapon away. He snatched it back.

I scratched at his arms as we fell, but before he hit the floor—before I landed on top of him—his finger reached for the trigger. And pulled.

My ears rang as the shot exploded. A white-hot flash tore at my skin. It didn’t hurt. It just...was. Something dripped to the floor. Something red, sticky. I tasted metal.

“Lacey!” Alessandra’s voice echoed through the room. 

Whatever she said next didn’t make sense because I couldn’t hear, couldn’t focus. I was bleeding, my vision clouding. Possibly from the sight of blood, possibly because it was coming from me. Or possibly because The Zebra had his hand at my throat and was squeezing.

Alessandra yelled again, then swung her foot. A swift kick to the head had The Zebra rolling off me. I didn’t register my freedom for a long minute. I couldn’t—couldn’t move.

Luckily, Alessandra had already leapt to action.

She half dragged me out of the room, and I happily discovered that my legs still worked. I glanced down, however, and saw my sundress soaked in blood along one side, my sweater no longer white.

My stomach roiled, and a bout of nausea sent me into a fit of dizziness. Alessandra pulled me through it, talking in low soothing tones as we leaned against the elevator and made our way to the ground floor—graciously with no other passengers in tow along the way.

The walk through the lobby was a dream. I vaguely remember people staring at us, at me, with wide eyes. I couldn’t detect their emotions, the look on their faces. Horror? Surprise? Shock? Maybe a few felt sympathy, but not many. Most wanted nothing to do with me. Why would they? I was a bloody mess.

It was interesting, the things going through my mind during this sort of fugue state. All at once the world had sped up, lightning speed, and then stopped. Slowed to a molasses crawl—even Alessandra’s words sounded hazy.  The blinks of strangers’ searching eyes turned lethargic. My thoughts ran at double speed, even as the world fell behind.

We crashed into the car, and I couldn’t speak for most of the ride.

“Am I going to die?” I asked Alessandra. Her fingers gripped the steering wheel so tight they resembled bones. A skeleton driving me to my deathbed. I giggled. 

“No, you’re perfectly fine.” She chanced a worried glance at me. “What’s so funny?”

“Carlos will be so mad I got blood on his seat.”

I halfheartedly leaned my head against the window, the metal taste worsening as we neared the gate. 

“We’re almost home. Anthony will know what to do. You’re going to be fine, Lacey. Hang in there.”

“Lacey?!” Harold threw open the door as Alessandra dragged me up the steps. “What happened?”

“What do you think, Harold?” Alessandra bit out. “Surely, you know the drill. She’s hurt!”

Harold looped an arm under one of mine while Alessandra took the other, the three of us limping our way through the Hall of Infamy. My arm hurt, my head spun, but other than that, I felt a sense of nothing. Nothingness, and nothing more.

The swinging door fell shut behind us, startling Nora. Her back was to the stove, a ladle in hand. She twirled around, a smile on her face as she waved the spoon like a wand, until she saw the sight before her.

Her ladle, coated in sauce, clattered to the ground. The end of it splattered, the sauce spreading across the floor like bits of blood. So much blood. Too much blood in this room.

“Lacey,” she whispered. “What happened?”

I barely managed to shake my head. The mere action seemed to flip a switch in Nora as her mouth tightened. A look of rigid calm descended over her face as she barked instructions over my head.

“Come with me. Dr. Gambino is in today. Let’s go. Lacey, keep your head up. Pay attention, and lean on us,” she said. “You don’t have time to get dizzy.”

I mumbled. “But I got shot.”

“That’s not an excuse. I swear, Lacey Luzzi, if you die before I see you walk down that aisle, I will be furious,” Nora said. “Come on, dear. We’re going to get you fixed up in no time.”

“It hurts,” I said. “I’m tired.”

“I know.” For one brief second, Nora softened, brushing my hair back from my face, her eyes misting with brightness. “But we don’t have time for that now. You need to focus on getting better. Can you promise me that?”

I nodded, and that’s the last thing I remembered before I slumped into unconsciousness.
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Chapter 22
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When I woke, I was on a table. The doctor’s table, to be specific. 

The handsome doctor leaned over me, futzing with something or another, straightening to a standing position when I opened my eyes.

“Lacey, how are you?” he asked with a glimmer of a smile. “Long time no see.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “You can joke because I’m not dying, right?”

“Take a look.” Dr. Gambino gestured down the length of my body. “You’re all patched up. You took a nice snooze, and I helped it along with some pain meds. You’ll be good as new soon enough.”

“By my wedding?” I asked weakly.

“Now, if you’d asked my recommendation beforehand, I would’ve told you not to get shot two days before your wedding,” he said, glancing up at my forehead. “I would’ve also told you that eyebrows are not a suggestion, they’re a necessity. I noticed yours had gone missing sometime between last night and this morning.”

“Oh, shut it,” I said, but I couldn’t help smiling some. “So, can you explain what’s happening to me?”

“I don’t always like to know what exactly happens with your lot,” Dr. Gambino said. “The answer is never good. Instead, I will give you a summary of what I think happened.”

“Even better.”

“Somehow, a gun accidentally discharged from one of your business acquaintances. How am I doing so far?”

“Close enough.”

“And it grazed your arm. It clipped you pretty good, hence the blood.”

“Is that the good news?”

“Well, I think the bad news is that you got shot in the first place.”

“Touché.”

“You might have a small scar, but you’ll be fine.”

“Super! So, does Carlos know?”

“About the blood you got in his car?” Dr. Gambino shook his head. “I’m not telling him, nor am I telling Anthony. That is your business. I’m not taking the blame for any of it.”

“Coward.”

“Hey, it wasn’t my idea to get in a gunfight in the first place.”

“I wasn’t trying to.”

Dr. Gambino sighed. “You never are.”

“So, I’m good to go?” I sat up, wondering where my clothes had gone. “Do you have an extra pair of sweats or something? I don’t want to walk home with this outfit.”

“Lacey, I—”

“Fine. Where’s Alessandra? I’ll bet she has some extra clothes around. Not that I’ll fit into them, but I suppose they’ll work for now—”

“Lacey.” Dr. Gambino spoke with a new force. “I need to talk to you about something.”

I examined the gauze over my arm, chilled for a moment at the thought that if something hadn’t gone right—if I’d moved just an inch over, maybe I wouldn’t have been here joking around. A sobering thought. One I didn’t want to dwell on for long.

I forced myself to look up and focus. “What’s wrong? I thought you said everything was fine. Did you lie? Is everything not fine?”

“Lacey, no—”

“Why would you tell me everything is okay?” I recoiled. “What aren’t you saying?”

“Nothing is wrong. The gunshot wound is taken care of completely.”

“Then why the long face?”

“It’s not a long face. It’s more of an I’m not sure how to say this face.”

“You’re the doctor. Spit it out.”

“You’re pregnant.”

“What?”

“You told me to spit it out!”

“What did you say?” I asked, my voice sharp.

Dr. Gambino stepped closer to the bed, his hand coming to rest on mine. “You are going to have a baby, Lacey.”

“How do you know? I took a test the other day, and it came back negative.”

“Tests can be wrong.”

“Not this one; I know it’s not wrong. It can’t be wrong.”

“Take a deep breath,” Dr. Gambino said. “You came to me this morning because you hadn’t been feeling well.”

“No, Anthony forced me to come to you because I kept puking, and it was interfering with our personal lives.”

Dr. Gambino had the audacity to wink at me. “Well, now you know why.”

“Yes. Seasickness, then shock, then...” I paused, the realization hitting me all at once. “Morning sickness?”

He smiled. “Congratulations.”

I laid back, suddenly dizzy. This news might be more alarming than the bullet wound.

“I know this is probably not the best time, but I figured you’d want to tell Anthony.”

“Oh, crap.” I let myself fall back onto the table. “He doesn’t even know I’ve been shot.”

“Well, I guess you’ll have a big day of news to tell him.”

“Fantastic,” I said, sarcasm creeping in as I mimicked a high-pitched voice. “Hi, honey. How was your day? Fine? That’s good. Mine was uneventful. I just found out we’re having a baby and, oh yeah, I got shot.”

“Why didn’t you call him on the ride over?” he asked. “You could’ve gotten the bullet wound out of the way first.”

“I wasn’t exactly thinking straight. Then we got here, and Nora took over, and I was halfway out of consciousness!”

“She’s waiting for you in the hallway. Alessandra was too, until Nora forced her to eat something and rest once I gave the all clear.”

“The all clear.”

“Would you like to see Nora? You’re free to go. Obviously, I’ll be seeing you a lot more frequently now that we have a baby to worry about, too.”

“A baby.”

“Do me a favor, will you?” Dr. Gambino leaned closer, measuring his words. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this—I’m sure Anthony will, too—but, please try to be more careful. Things like gunfights are strenuous for anyone, especially pregnant women.”

“Um—”

“In fact, I’d suggest you quit whatever it is you’re doing, enjoy a long honeymoon with Anthony, and then take it easy. For the rest of your life.”

“The rest of my life?”

“I’m only saying this because I care about you. We all do, and we want to see you and your family happy and healthy because soon, there will be three.”

“Three,” I echoed again, still incapable of formulating my own words.

“Let me get Nora,” he said. “This is where my expertise ends.”

“No, no, I’m okay,” I said. “Can I just, uh...call you later or something?”

“Come see me before you leave for your trip. We’ll talk once you’ve calmed down and had time to process. It’s a lot to handle.”

“You think?”

“Keep that sense of humor. You’ll need it.”

I forced a smile in his direction as I stood. After all, none of this was his fault. Not the baby, not the shooting, not the fact that I had to tell bad news and good news to my husband. And I still had to get fake-married this weekend.

“Dr. Gambino told me everything’s fine,” Nora said, smiling brightly as she looped her arm through my good one. “It’s just a scratch. Everything will be fine.”

“Will it?” I asked. “How do you know that?”

“Because he told me?”

“Yeah, well, maybe he lied.”

“Lacey. Dr. Gambino has been with the family for years. Why would you think he’s lying to you?” Nora took a few steps closer to me. Her hand came up, resting on my wrist. “I know you’re shaken up. Anyone would be after the day you’ve had.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“No, I don’t. Because you’re not telling me anything. What is wrong?”

“Nothing,” I muttered.

“Nothing? I’ll show you nothing.”

Nora began marching, leaving me no choice but to follow along since her hand was still on my wrist. 

“Where are we going?” I asked as we passed the ballroom on the second floor. “I need to go home and get some rest.”

She continued the trek back into her bedroom. I’d been with the family for years now, and I’d never stepped foot in here until recently. Now I’d been here twice in one week.

“Sit,” she instructed, gesturing toward the edge of her bed. “And tell me what’s going on.”

“It’s nothing. You’re right, it’s just shock.”

“You got a scrape,” Nora said. “You’re alive, aren’t you?”

“I was shot! Don’t I get any sympathy?”

“You’re the one who is clearly hiding something from me. I don’t give sympathy unless I know why. Don’t forget, dear, I’m married to Carlos. This isn’t my first bullet wound, so either start talking, or drop the attitude.”

I was more than a little surprised by her outburst. In fact, I couldn’t think of much to say, so I spluttered some, and then ran a hand through my hair. “Sorry.”

“Honey, I’m not upset with you. I know it might sound that way, but...” Nora trailed off, moving to sit next to me on the bed. The comforter rumpled slightly, and she absently tried to smooth it straight. “I knew what sort of life I’d lead when I married Carlos. I knew the dangers and the risks, but I loved him, and it was all worth it to me.”

I nodded, since she didn’t seem to want a response.

“But days like this, it really ticks me off when I see my granddaughter coming home with a bullet wound two days before her wedding.”

“It’s not his fault,” I said. “Carlos had nothing to do with this.”

“Maybe not this instance. But think about it; if he’d become a teacher, we wouldn’t be sitting here discussing why you’ve been shot. Probably.”

“Carlos would be terrifying as a teacher.”

Nora gave a soft laugh. “In an odd way, I can hardly blame him for the life he chose. Circumstances drew him toward it; he’s good at his work. Strong, loyal, fair.”

“This really isn’t about Carlos. He doesn’t even know what’s going on.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” she said. “He always knows.”

“That’s probably true, but even so, I got myself into this. Don’t be mad at Carlos.”

“It’s not just about this!” Nora stood and threw her hands in the air. “Maybe if Carlos hadn’t gotten involved in all of this, we would’ve known our granddaughter existed before she was twenty-something years old. Maybe she wouldn’t be sitting here injured. Maybe her mother would be here to see her daughter get married.”

The room fell silent. Apparently, she’d been right. It wasn’t about this at all. I may have secrets, but Nora had been keeping things locked up, too.

“You can’t think about the what-if’s,” I said, reaching for her hand. I gave it a gentle squeeze. “You just don’t know those things.”

Nora closed her eyes, and a few tear drops slid down her cheeks. “Your mother left us because of who we were, the things we did. Because of our choices.”

“Everyone makes choices, for better or for worse, and she made hers. But you loved her, and Carlos loved her. I’m sure she knew that. There were other factors at play in her choice to leave.”

“She fell in love with a man who wanted to work in law enforcement. Then, she got pregnant. Obviously, she felt like she couldn’t tell us, couldn’t bring him home—couldn’t even be with him.”

“Nora, that’s not—” 

“She must’ve figured she had to face everything on her own. I just wish she’d trusted that we would’ve loved her no matter what.”

“She knew it, I promise. And she will be at the wedding. Maybe not physically, but I know she’d be happy for us. Everything will be okay.”

“How do you know?” Nora repeated the same question that’d started this whole conversation.

I gave a wry smile. “I don’t know anything.”

Nora leaned her head on my shoulder, my good shoulder, and let her hand fall on my leg. We stayed next to each other, quiet, for a very long time.

Finally, she gave my leg a squeeze. “You’re right.” She sat up and looked my way, her eyes damp with tears. “It is always okay. I’m done whining for the day. Sorry you had to see that.”

“You’re allowed to whine.”

“I whine and cry plenty, dear.” She forced a smile. “I’m done for now. You’re right, you know. Your mother will be there Saturday. She’ll be watching, and she’d have approved of Anthony.”

“Just think,” I told her. “If Carlos hadn’t made the choices he did, I wouldn’t be marrying Anthony on Saturday. He’s my soul mate. If it weren’t for you and Carlos, maybe we never would’ve met.”

Nora fought the tears, but her lip wobbled, and one spilled over. She followed it up with a cute little hiccup.

I took both of her hands in mine, squeezed, and smiled. “And if the pieces hadn’t fallen into place just so, then who knows if I’d be able to tell you that you’re going to be a great-grandmother?”

Nora hiccuped, louder this time. She froze. Still as a statue. “Excuse me?”

I looked down, feeling suddenly very shy. “Anthony and I are going to have a baby. Dr. Gambino just told me.”

It took a full seven seconds for it to sink in. When it did, she blinked, made a stifled noise in her throat, and then slumped into a dead faint.

“Dr. Gambino!” I yelled. “Help! It’s Nora—”

Dr. Gambino strode through the door like Superman, the stethoscope swinging around his neck instead of a cape. Clapping his hands together, he gave a raised eyebrow at my shocked look. “Don’t seem so surprised, Miss Luzzi. I saw you two walk off and figured this might happen.”

“That’s why they pay you the big bucks,” I said.

Dr. Gambino laughed, then leaned over and carefully revived my grandmother. He eased her back into reality, and then helped me explain the news for several more minutes. Finally, we made a breakthrough. 

Then the waterworks began.

Nora threw herself into my arms, her face damp against my gown. I had yet to borrow real clothes from Alessandra, so I was stuck awkwardly holding the back of the flimsy fabric closed with one hand, and patting my grandmother on the head with the other.

When Nora pulled back, she sniffled some, and then tilted her nose upward and presumed a false sense of composure. Running a hand across her eyes, she gave a shake of her head and feigned indifference. “Well, I guess it’s about time!”

“Nora!” Dr. Gambino said in surprise. Then, at my smile, he bowed out.  “I’ll leave you two alone.”

“One problem,” I said. “I haven’t told Anthony yet, and I need to break the news to him.”

“I can help with that!” Nora leapt off the bed and clapped her hands. “I have a little something that I’ve been saving for years.”

“Years, huh?”

“It’s here in my dresser.” Nora bustled over, opening drawers, her eyebrows knitted in concentration. “I had to hide it from Carlos because he hates when I bother you about these things.”

“He does?”

“Believe it or not.” She shuffled back, her arms laden with gifts. “Here you are, dear. What do you think?”

Nora had spread out two miniature outfits on the bed. Against the snow-white comforter, the outfits were a shadow of black. Little black pants and a shirt for a boy, and a little black skirt and a top for a girl. 

“I wasn’t sure what the gender would be,” Nora said, watching my face expectantly. “You know, whenever it finally happened. So, I got both. And I got these for Meg. She’ll want to be included in the fun, too.”

Nora withdrew two more articles of clothing from her bag and spread them on the bed. 

“You’re kidding.” I reached out, fingering the edge of two miniature camouflage vests. A normal green one, and then a pink version. “Where did you even find these?”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that. Don’t these little black numbers look perfect for Anthony’s baby? They’ll be matchy-matchy and cute as buttons.”

“He might not want you to call him cute,” I said. “Or reference buttons around him.”

“I understand.” Nora zipped her lips. “But I’m going to be thinking it. Cute as buttons.”

I decided not to venture into the territory of telling Nora that I wasn’t exactly sure I wanted to dress our baby like a miniature commando. The thought was sweet, though, so I let it be and packaged up the gifts. Anthony might even get a kick out of it.

“Thank you,” I said. “Really. It means a lot that you have been thinking of us. Just don’t say anything yet, okay?”

“Right,” Nora said with an exaggerated wink. “Waiting until after the honeymoon?”

“Well, that, and I also would like to tell my husband. You know, before he finds out from a third party.”

Nora nodded. “Go on dear, get home. We’ll see you for rehearsal dinner tomorrow night?”

“Oh, I forgot about that!”

“How could you forget about that?”

I gestured toward my bullet wound. “I’ve been busy.”

“Well, I don’t care what happens, you better not be late. Seven p.m.”
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“Lacey, there you are!”

I stopped halfway down the front steps of the estate. With one arm bound with gauze and the other loaded down with Nora’s baby treats, I had to peer over my pile of things to find the speaker. 

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I focused on Alessandra approaching from the garage. 

“Hey,” she said, slightly out of breath. “I roped one of Anthony’s new trainees to take care of the blood in the car before Carlos found out. Turns out, Carlos has a guy on speed dial who handles incidents like this. Can you believe it?”

“Who would’ve thought? Carlos has a blood guy. That’s alarming.”

“How are you?” She looked closer at my arm, flinched. “That looks like it stings.”

“Stings, but I’ll live,” I said. “Thanks to you and Dr. Gambino.”

“I’m really glad things weren’t worse.” 

“Me too.” I waited, since she seemed anxious to share something with me. “What’s on your mind?”

She slipped her phone out of her pocket and waved it back and forth. “I got the whole thing recorded. All of it.”

“All of what?”

“From the second The Zebra walked into the room to the moment he shot you.”

“How’d you manage that?”

“There’s a safety feature, and if I click the camera button and hold, it records everything. I had it specially installed because of my work.”

“And it came in handy. Have you called the police?”

“The police?”

“I assume you’re going to turn this over to the police?”

“No! I’m not involving the police—not yet, anyway.”

“Why not? You have enough to put him away. He shot me, Alessandra. Sure, he only got a bit of skin, but if he was more coordinated things could’ve been bad.”

“But they won’t put him away for murdering Beckett. There’s no evidence yet. The police don’t even think Beckett was murdered.”

“What does it matter? He’ll still be in prison.”

Alessandra shook her head. “I’m confronting The Zebra with this tomorrow. I’m going to get him to admit he murdered Beckett on tape.”

“How will that change anything? Don’t risk it. Go straight to the police—tonight, if you want. “

Alessandra’s eyes flashed in the darkness. “I’m not handing him over until he’ll be punished for Beckett’s murder.”

“He tried to kill me. You have it all on tape. He stole things, too. They have enough to put him away for a long time.”

“It’s not enough.”

“It’s too dangerous to go to him. He’s going to feel cornered, and he’ll do something rash. Trust me on this.”

“You walked straight into the lion’s den the other day,” Alessandra said with a shake of her head. “I thought you’d be on my side! “

“I am on your side, but these are your emotions talking. I want to catch Beckett’s murderer, too, but I don’t want to get anyone else hurt in the process. That would defeat the purpose. Beckett wouldn’t want that.”

“Beckett would make sure the murderer was caught.”

“Please, let’s go to the police. We’ll let them handle it. If we tell them what The Zebra said about Beckett, maybe they’ll reopen the case and pursue it. I’m sure they will.”

“Maybe,” she said, but her words were clipped. “I thought you wanted to catch him.”

“I did, but circumstances have changed.”

“What’s changed? Beckett’s still dead, and The Zebra is still free.”

I glanced down at my bandaged arm, then at the bag full of baby things. Resting a hand on my stomach, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I think we should go to the police.”

Alessandra inhaled sharply. She turned my words over quietly for a few moments, finally issuing a reluctant nod. “Fine.”

“First thing tomorrow morning,” I said. “I promise. Come by our place, and we’ll go together. We can take it to Detective Rocha—he’ll listen.”

“Tomorrow morning,” Alessandra agreed. “I’ll see you then.”

“Don’t forget,” I added, hoping to end on a lighter note. “Tomorrow night the rehearsal dinner is at seven. I’m hoping you’re still up to coming!”

“Of course,” she said. Her smile offered a soft apology. “This weekend is about you and Anthony. Oh, and by the way, I got ahold of him. I didn’t tell him about the bullet, but I did tell him you’re safe and sound and headed home.”

“Hopefully, he doesn’t notice the gauze.”

“I wouldn’t bank on it.”

She laughed, and we said our goodbyes on a hug. Then, I made my way to an empty home, realizing with horror that the last time I’d spoken to Anthony had been just before I disappeared into The Violet Society’s garage...and left him in the dust. Probably, he wouldn’t be super excited to see me after that stunt.

Maybe it would ease the tension if I called him myself, now that I wasn’t bleeding all over Carlos’s car.

“Hi, lovebug,” I said. “How are you? I’ve got a backrub with your name on it waiting at home.”

“Nope, your game plan is not working,” Anthony said. “I don’t love the disappearing act, Lace.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” I said, sighing. “But I’m home, I’m crawling into bed, and I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

Silence took over the line as Anthony wrestled with a response. When he spoke, it was a growl torn between letting me off the hook, and needing to know where I’d gone. “You vanished on me today, and I want to know why.”

“How about I tell you at home?”

“Lacey.”

“How long until you’re back?”

The car engine revved on in the background. 

“I’m on my way,” he said. “And you’d better have one incredible reason why you didn’t call all day.”

“Oh,” I said, glancing down at my array of battle scars from the day. “I have several.”

“Lacey?”

“Yeah?”

“You scared the hell out of me today.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“I love you, sugar.”

“I love you too.”
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“Let go.”

I rolled over and clutched the package tighter to my chest, unable to open my eyes. Sleep had claimed me while I waited for Anthony, and apparently I’d latched onto the baby gifts from Nora in my dreams and never let go.

“Lacey, let go,” Anthony said. “What is this?”

“Unhhm.”

“In English, please.”

Finally, through the haze of sleep, the puzzle pieces fell into place. “Anthony!” I shot up in bed, hugging the gift bag closer. “You’re home!”

“And you’re...” His eyes lingered on the package for a long second, then flashed to my arm. “You’re hurt. Who did this to you?”

“Anthony, wait—”

“I asked who did this to you.” 

He’d been leaning over the bed when I’d first woken, but now he rose to his full form. If I thought I’d seen anger on his face before, I’d been wrong.

“Please don’t—”

“It’s a simple question.” Fury brimmed at full force behind his words. The edges of his figure practically shimmered with it, a halo of protective instincts flared and readied for battle. “I’ll ask you one more time. Who did this?”

This wasn’t the way I’d wanted the evening to begin. I’d wanted to celebrate in the news of the baby, to hug Anthony and have him hold me back. To have him reassure me that everything would be okay, and to confirm my feelings that this news was very, very good.

He leaned in, and I could sense the anger radiating from him—could practically smell it. I’d never seen him in a rage like this, and I wanted to stop it, at least for now. 

“Let me get this straight,” Anthony said. “You disappeared from me. Where to? Did Alessandra find The Violet Society headquarters?”

“How do you know?”

“It doesn’t matter how I know. Alessandra and Beckett were in love, and now she’s got a bone to pick with whoever murdered Beckett. What I don’t appreciate is her dragging my wife into her little vengeance plan, especially when it’s my wife who ends up injured. Is that a bullet wound?”

I hesitated, then nodded slowly. “It just grazed my arm.”

He turned on his heel and stomped toward the door.

“Where are you going?” I called after him.

“I’m talking to my sister.” 

“Anthony, please, wait.”

“Then I’m going to come back here, and you’re going to fill me in on everything. This is over. Understood?”

“I understand,” I said softly. I had no steam left, no fight in me. I didn’t want to argue tonight, or to worry about revenge or death or murder. 

Anthony didn’t seem to hear me, however, because he continued. “I’m not asking you, I’m telling...hold on, did you just agree with me?”

“I’m tired, Anthony. I don’t want to argue.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You never agree so easily.”

“Well, I did.”

“Lacey, what’s wrong?” The flaming rage around him flashed brighter, then sizzled to a low burn. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“It’s not Alessandra’s fault. It was my idea to chase The Zebra down in the first place. Don’t blame her for this. I begged her to take me to The Violet Society, and I definitely went of my own free will.”

Anthony eased his large figure onto the bed, digesting my words. Chewed on them a minute, and then let them go. “You’re not telling me something.”

“This isn’t how I wanted to tell you.”

“Tell me what?” The alarm grew in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” Tears pricked at my eyes, and I slowly unfolded the gift bag I’d held tight to my chest. I extended it to Anthony. “Here. Open this.”

Anthony took the package, but he barely looked at it. A concerned cloud settled over his face as he watched my expressions change, the tears pooling in my eyes.

“Don’t cry, Lacey. I’m sorry that I upset you.” He reached out, guiding me into a sitting position at the back of the bed. He moved beside me and let the gift bag fall to the ground as the bed indented from his weight. “I’m not angry with you. I’m sorry if it sounded like that. I’m only frustrated because you’re injured, and that makes me feel helpless.”

I leaned against his arm. “I shouldn’t have disappeared on you today, but I thought I had to. For Beckett. He was our friend, and I just want to bring his murderer to justice.”

“Why are you so damn nice?” Anthony’s arm came around my shoulders and pulled me tight to his chest. “If you didn’t care so much, we wouldn’t have these issues. If you’d only wanted to become an accountant, our life would be so much easier.”

I laughed, hiccupped once as we curled together. “If it helps, the whole thing wasn’t in vain. Alessandra recorded the exchange with The Zebra,” I said, quickly filling him in on the events of the day. “We’re going to give the tape to the police tomorrow, and then I’m done with it.”

“You sound so sure about that.”

“Whatever happens, I am done with it. I promise you.”

“That’s not like you.” Anthony’s hand came up, brushed my cheek, and tilted my chin to look into his eyes. “You never promise to be done with something until everything is locked and tied up with a bow. What did The Zebra do to you?”

“Nothing. Well, nothing besides this.” I showed him my bandaged arm. “But that’s it. He’ll go to jail, and I won’t ever see him again.”

“You’re still not telling me something.”

“You’re right. Open the bag. It fell to the floor.”

Anthony allowed himself a brief smile. He lifted the bag onto his lap, but then turned his attention to me for another moment before opening it. “Do you trust me?” he asked. “That I wasn’t upset with you?”

“You’re allowed to be upset with me,” I said. “I avoided you today. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“No. You’re right, but I understand why you did it. I was never angry with you trying to help our friend, just worried. Scared. When you do things like that, and you go off the grid, what am I supposed to think?”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. I’m sorry I came off angry at you.” His fingers dug into my side as he held me closer. “My frustration came out on the wrong person.”

“You’re going to...uh, find The Zebra tomorrow, aren’t you?”

Anthony’s fingers traced a pattern over my bandages. “I won’t stand for this.”

“He’s going to jail.”

“He hurt the woman I love more than anything. I don’t have a choice.”

“You do have a choice.”

“Feel free to turn in your recording to the police. He’ll be lucky if the police find him before I do.”

“Don’t go now. Stay with me tonight. Forget about him, my arm, everything. Just stay here with me, and be next to me, and hug me.”

I rested my hands on his, which were still snug around me. He looked down, expelling a breath as he looped his fingers through mine.

“If you do, I promise that tomorrow, I won’t ask questions when you leave, or when you return. So long as you get home before seven p.m. because we have a rehearsal dinner, and Nora won’t care how good your excuse is if you’re late.”

“Understood.”

Anthony leaned in, pressing a kiss to my forehead. The gentleness of the moment led my already shaky emotions into rougher waters. His lips found mine, teased me with their warmth. 

The tender moment ached with all of the emotions hidden behind his anger. Love and loyalty, fear and respect. And desire, buried beneath the others, but emerging quickly.

The gift bag slipped from the bed once more, and I debated reaching for it, but then Anthony’s arms circled me, slid me lower and lower onto the bed until my head rested on the pillows, and his body perched over me. He was majestic, sort of like the Lion King—all proud and tall and strong.

I let my hand run over his arms, down to his waist, toying with the edge of his jeans. Which was exceedingly difficult, seeing as my other hand was a dead weight underneath all the gauze. I couldn’t get that arm to do much of anything at all.

“Relax,” Anthony said, pressing me to the bed. “And stay still.”

Then he kissed me again, my vision went blurry, then black, and then sizzled into fireworks. By the time Anthony held me in his arms, I was too tired, too happy to think. With his breath on my neck and his warmth against my back, we drifted to sleep.
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“Lacey.”

“Unhnn.”

“Lacey, what the hell is this?”

I forced myself to roll over at Anthony’s alarmed tone, fumbling through the sheets in terror as I yelped a greeting. “What’s wrong?”

I found Anthony standing next to the bed, wearing only his boxer briefs and looking fabulous. It was hard to imagine that anything was wrong at all with a body like that. I greedily watched as he stared at the ground, ran a hand across his forehead, his abdomen rippling with the motion.

He bent over, and the view only got better. I rubbed my hands together in faux anticipation. “Looking good,” I said. “To what do I owe this viewing pleasure?”

He snapped to attention, his face turning a hint of red. “This.” Anthony pinched an article of clothing between his fingers, and then tossed it onto the bed. “And this. And this. And...this.”

I glanced down at four tiny outfits on the bed. Two sets of little boy clothing, and two sets of girl things. All of the gifts from Nora spread out before us. They must have fallen out of the package when Anthony’s elbow bumped it off the bed last night.

Anthony spoke in a razor-sharp voice. “Why do you have four sets of clothing for Arnold?”

“Arnold?”

“Baby Arnold.”

“Oh, no, Anthony. Those aren’t for Arnold.”

Anthony shook his head, his eyes not quite understanding. “I thought we gave Arnold back to the school? For good. I thought we were rid of the alien baby.”

“We did, we are, but—”

“I can’t handle another Arnold.”

“They’re not for Arnold! They’re for us.”

“Those aren’t going to fit either of us.”

“Anthony.” 

I rose to my knees and shuffled my way across the bed. Unlike him, I didn’t possess endless amounts of grace, so it was more like a crippled rabbit hopping across the sheets, especially with my bum arm. 

When I reached the other side, I rested my hands against his bare chest, and a sudden flash of excitement tore through me out of nowhere. I’d been nervous before, and unsure. But seeing the outfits, having Anthony in my grasp, suddenly made everything very real.

“Lacey...” A light flickered in the back of his eyes, as if he was beginning to put a solution together for the question hanging between us. “What do you mean these are for us?”

“The test I took the other day was wrong.” I tugged on his wrist, since I figured he might want to be sitting down for this. “I’m pregnant. We’re going to have a baby.”

Anthony fell to the bed with a thud, his eyes glassy and not quite understanding. “But I thought the test—”

“It was wrong,” I said, faltering just slightly. “Dr. Gambino confirmed it. That’s why I’ve been throwing up so much. Morning sickness.”

“But I thought it was the boat—sea sickness, and shock, and—”

“I thought so, too.”

Anthony blinked three distinct times and shook his head. Then he looked down at the clothes like it was his turn to puke. “But how?”

“How what?” I gave him an odd expression. “I’m pretty sure you know how this happened.”

“No. How are there four?” He looked at me, then at my stomach. He gently reached out his fingers and pressed them against my abdomen, testing it. Looking as if I’d told him a UFO lived in there, and he wasn’t quite sure if he believed me. “Four?”

I burst into laughter at his horrified expression. “No, not four. There’s only one.”

“One Arnold.”

“One baby,” I corrected. “Arnold wasn’t a real baby.”

“But he was practice, and I almost killed him.”

“Anthony.” I scooted over so I was in his lap, my legs wrapped around his waist as I faced him. His arms came up behind me, circled my lower back and came to rest. “You are going to be a dad.”

Finally, I got through to him. His reaction was delayed another few seconds, but when the message finally clicked, he gave me a cautious smile. Then a bigger one, and then finally a full-blown grin. “A dad?”

“Yes!”

His grin turned into a dazed sort of confusion as he shook his head. “I don’t know what to say,” he said, and there was a snag in his voice. A definite warble to his words. 

That took me by surprise. I’d never seen Anthony hindered by emotions. Never choked up, never crying, never seeming to feel much of anything at all, except the occasional burst of desire, or anger, or love. But never this.

So, I took charge in the only way I knew how. I raised my mouth to his, the softest of kisses pressed there. Easing him from confusion back to reality, I drew him into the present—to the fact he and I were in this together, a pair, just like always—and that it would be us, no matter what.

At some point, Anthony reacted, and he began to take charge. He might’ve been too dazed to put his thoughts into words, but he responded to my touch, my lips, and kissed with every ounce of himself until I could barely breathe. 

I fell into him—his caresses, his whispers, the love so clear in every breath. He drew us together, erasing the outside world as he locked eyes with mine. An unspoken expression passed between us, a blip of fear, and then the understanding that, although things might change, this—us—would be forever.

With painstaking care, he undressed me bit by bit, his lips leaving treasure trails of dusted kisses across my body as he went. Gently, he tucked my injured arm against my side before joining me under the covers. His fingers reached for my good hand, cementing our fingers together against the pillow.

We clutched for each other, the fear and joy and uncertainty blooming between us. This time, it was different. Tender, yet filled with unbridled intensity. Wrought with such emotion that after, when he curled me into his arms to rest, tears pooled in my eyes. 

And as the tears fell to my pillow, he held me tighter, tighter still, his murmured words the sole thing to keep me from falling apart. Tears of exhaustion, of nerves, of happiness. 

We stayed this way all morning, connected and vulnerable, forgetting whatever waited beyond the walls of this house. Instead, we languished in the quiet of the morning, the crystals of sunlight sparkling through the window, the sheer aloneness of us.

It was mid-morning before either of us moved. Rolling to face Anthony, I smiled. “That was fun.”

“We’re going to be parents,” he repeated for the third time. “What if I’m no good at it?”

I grinned, tracing circles on his chest. “You were great with Arnold.”

“I was crap with him.”

“You loved him, and that’s what matters most. Everything else will work out.”

“I didn’t love the robot.”

“Whatever you say.” I laughed, stretched, and dragged myself out of bed. “A family of three. That sounds so strange to say.”

Anthony gave one shake of his head, but finally the stunned expression had been replaced with one of cautious excitement. “Are you happy?”

“I am.” I looked down at my kind, and very gorgeous, husband and wondered if it were possible to be an ounce happier than I already was. “I’m going to make you some breakfast, and I’ll bring it to bed. Don’t you dare move.”

“Get back here. I’ll make breakfast. Stay in bed, and let me spoil you.”

“You know how to make breakfast?”

“Putting marshmallows into the coffee can’t be that difficult.”

“Oh, no.” I bit my lip, shoulders curled in. “No coffee for me.”

“Decaf?”

I crooked an eyebrow at him. “What the devil is that?”

Anthony looked as if he couldn’t tell whether or not I was serious. 

“I’m kidding,” I said with a wink. “I’m going to grab a bottle of water, and I’ll let you do breakfast and my backrub. Need anything?”

He rolled over. “I’ll grab the massage oil.”

“Anthony!” I turned toward him, squealing with excitement. “Guess what?”

“What’s wrong?” He shot upward in alarm. “Should I call the doctor?”

“No! No. What?” I offered him my most skeptical look. “This is not how things are going to go for the next nine months, capisce? You won’t threaten to call the doctor at every corner.”

“We’ll see.”

“You’re sweet,” I said. “But I really do have an exciting announcement.”

“I’m holding my breath.”

I frowned at his sarcasm, but my frown didn’t last long. I was too tickled about my realization to play upset with him. “Guess who is eating for two?!” I thumbed at myself. “That’s right—this girl. If you’re making breakfast, make two for me.”

“I’m not sure it works like that.”

“Don’t rain on my parade, Anthony.”

“Sorry.”

I spun in the doorway, shared one last, smug smile with him, and then disappeared to the kitchen.

Unfortunately, we had a guest. 

And with the guest came the bad news.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 25

[image: image]


“Hold on a second.” Meg strode into the kitchen the second I opened the door. “What’s wrong with this picture?”

“What picture?”

“You’re about to cook breakfast, Anthony is still in bed, and it’s almost two in the afternoon.”

“It is?!”

“And you don’t know what time it is?” Meg stuck a hand on her hip. “What’s going on here?”

“Nothing!”

“Liar. First of all, Anthony never eats breakfast at home. He says he doesn’t eat breakfast, but I’m pretty sure he just doesn’t trust your cooking.”

“That’s not true. My cooking rocks.”

“Sure. It tastes like rocks. Anyway, Anthony’s always working. He’s not the type to lounge in bed all day unless...” Meg’s eyes bugged out of her head. “Holy guacamole. You two have been having a sex-fest.”

“We have not!”

“Look at your hair. A bird could live there and thrive.”

I tried to run a hand through my hair, but my fingers got stuck. “Look, it’s not what you think.”

“I’m pretty sure it is what I think! What’d you do wrong? You’re making up for something, aren’t you?”

“No!”

“False. Either that, or you’re celebrating. And no offense, but the celebrations aren’t supposed to start until after tomorrow. If you’ll remember, I’m the only person outside of your relationship that actually knows you’re married.”

“Meg, stop. Listen.” I took a deep breath, extended a hand to her shoulder. “Wait here for a second. I have something to show you.”

She started to follow me toward the bedroom, but I held up a hand.

“Fine,” she said. “Though I’m not sure if one glimpse through that door would hurt. I’m just curious to see if Anthony’s fully human, or part robot.”

“A glimpse would hurt. It would hurt you. So wait here, please.”

I opened, then very quickly shut the door behind me. I paused inside the bedroom, searching for a viable explanation, but I couldn’t come up with one. Which didn’t matter much because when I raised my eyes to Anthony’s face, he was standing with his arms crossed. 

“What is she doing here this early?”

“It’s almost two in the afternoon!”

“No, it’s not. It’s—” He looked at his watch. Then shook his wrist and looked again. Eventually, he gave up and merely looked bewildered. “Fine. Why is she here?”

“Actually, I forgot to ask. But I’m going to tell her our good news!” I reached for the two mini camouflage vests and repacked them into the gift bag. “You can wait here, but I’d keep the door locked. She might try to run in and congratulate you with a hug.”

“I’ll be in the shower,” Anthony said. “With both doors locked.”

I hid a smile and crept back toward the door. But before I could exit our room, Anthony’s arm curled around my waist and drew me in for a snug moment. 

“Don’t think I forgot about this.” His hand traveled down the outside of my bandages. “Now that our sex-fest is over, it’s business as usual.”

“It wasn’t a sex-fest!”

“We can let Meg think it was. By the way, she talks loud enough for me to hear every word.”

“Ugh! Just be at dinner by seven,” I said. “Or I’m going to blame everything on you, and Nora will smack your head.”

“Please keep her out of our room,” he said, as I reached for the doorknob. “I can’t physically handle any more shocks today.”

“You have my word.”

He sealed the deal with a kiss to the forehead.

When I reappeared in the kitchen, I found Meg staring forlornly into the same empty can of Pringles she’d discovered the other day.

“You still haven’t replaced these?” she asked. “What in the world did I come over here for, anyway?”

“That’s a great question. What did you come over here for?” I asked. But before she could respond, I put the bag on the counter. “Surprise.”

“What is this? It best be more Pringles.”

“Better.”

“Better than Pringles? Oh, boy.” She rubbed her hands together. “Exciting stuff.”

I nodded, attempting to hold back a giddy smile as she tore through the twice-used tissue paper. She pulled everything out, finally landing on the two articles of clothing.

“Holy smokes,” Meg said, caressing the two vests. “You are the sweetest thing ever. Get in here.”

“Um, what do you think these are for?”

“Tupac the Cat! I can’t believe you had mini camouflage vests made so he can match his new momma. I’ve never seen anything so adorable before in my life! Good idea to get a boy and a girl one, since I’m not convinced he or she has decided on a gender yet.”

I blanched, struggling to find words. I couldn’t. “I’m just so confused.”

“Don’t be. We’ll try both vests and see which one he or she likes more.”

“No, Meg,” I said gently. “They’re not for the cat.”

“Oh.” Meg stared at them, stumped. “Arnold?”

“Why is everyone’s first thought Arnold?”

“Hold on, everyone? Is this a recycled gift?”

“No, I just had a similar gift for Anthony.”

“You gave Anthony mini vests? Why? He doesn’t even have a cat. And I thought he made you give Arnold back to the school.”

“We’re having a baby,” I blurted.

“We’re having a baby?” she echoed. “Since when?”

“I mean... me and Anthony,” I clarified. “You are the aunt in this equation.”

“We’re having a baby,” she repeated, and then looked down at the clothes. “You’re having a baby. Holy guacamole. Are you having twins?”

“No!”

“But—”

“Nora got two options, one in case of a boy, and one in case of a girl.”

“I’m gonna die.”

“What?”

“I’m so excited I might just die.” Meg fanned herself. “This is crazy! Lacey, come here. Congratulations!”

I stepped one inch forward, and she did the rest, gathering me into a squeeze tight enough to steal my breath. My arm ached under the pressure, but I fought off the discomfort and focused on the positive.

“So sorry,” Meg said, dropping her arms as I wheezed for oxygen. “I hope I didn’t squeeze you too tight. Don’t want that baby popping out undercooked.” She lightly patted my stomach. “Sorry, baby.”

“I’m going to have to think of a name,” I said, suddenly wheeling with realization. “And set up a room for the baby. And buy stuff. Lots of stuff. Strollers, and diapers, and....crap. I need a list. Do you have paper? A pen?”

“I think you’re freaking out,” Meg said, resting her hands on my shoulders. “Take a few deep breaths.”

I did as she said, and it helped. “Thank you.”

“I’m here for you, chickadee. But I do have one question. Didn’t you take a test the other day that said false?”

“Yes! But it was wrong.”

“How was it wrong?”

“I don’t know. Where’d you get it from, anyway?”

“At Nora’s house!” Meg said. “I told you I was over there for breakfast. I just thumbed through some medicine cabinets until I found a box.”

“Meg!” I blinked. “I thought you said you picked them up.”

“Well, I did pick them up. From her house.”

“Not from the store?!”

“Why spend money if we had them available for free?”

“They’re probably expired, and that’s why it didn’t work.” I clapped a hand to my forehead. “I feel so dumb. I should’ve checked the expiration date.”

“Those things expire?”

“Yes! And if you found it at Nora’s house...” I trailed off. “Well, let’s just say that it’s probably been awhile since she’s had to worry about pregnancy tests.”

“Yeah, I can see how you’d be right about that.” Meg scratched her head. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine. Dr. Gambino figured it out yesterday.”

Meg looked pointedly at my arm. “I assume you went to the doctor for that?”

“Yes.”

“How come you’re going and getting yourself shot without me? I thought I told you we only do those things together.”

“It was really last minute.”

“Well, don’t do it again, understand?”

“Of course.”

“And Lacey, I’m really happy for you.” She grinned, looking me over from head to toe. “And Anthony, I suppose. I can’t wait until he has to change a dirty diaper. Please, please, please let me watch.”

We both giggled at the thought, until finally, I noticed Meg had set something down on the table when she first walked in. A slip of paper. 

“Meg, what brought you over here in the first place today?”

“Oh, right. Well, see, this baby news is just so distracting.” She reached for the slip of paper and handed it over. “Alessandra left a note for you earlier this morning at Nora’s. I stopped over for breakfast again, and Nora asked me to drop it off.”

“From Alessandra?” I picked up the paper, flicked it open at the fold, and felt the blood rush to my head.

“Uh oh,” Meg said as I handed the note over. “This can’t be good.”

Lacey,

You’ll find a copy of the recording from my phone in my bedroom under the pillow. I’ve taken the original with me. I’m sorry, but I had to finish this.

Alessandra 

Meg looked over the paper at me. “I assume this means you know where she’s going?”

After a long moment of stunned silence, I forced my brain to get moving. Struggling to process, I nodded, filled Meg in on our recent developments, and waited for the dots to connect in her head.

“She’s going after The Zebra,” Meg finished. “She won’t settle for anything less than a confession.”

I nodded.

“I can’t say I entirely blame her, but it’s probably not smart to go alone,” Meg said. “Are you going after her?”

I flinched at the thought, but it wasn’t the first time it’d crossed my mind. “I guess I have to.”

“But you’re...” Meg pointed to my stomach. “You’re basically two people now. I don’t think you should be doing that.”

“Doing what?” Anthony appeared behind me, fresh from the shower.

I could smell his luxurious gel from here, and it was warming, soothing in its familiarity.

“Nothing,” Meg said, all too quickly. “We’re doing nothing.”

“She’s going after him,” I whispered, handing the note to Anthony. “We’ve got to stop her.”

“What time did she leave this note?” Anthony looked to Meg.

She shrugged. “A few hours ago? Nora hadn’t thought it was urgent.”

Anthony cursed and closed his eyes.

“That can’t be good,” Meg said. “Nothing good ever comes from Anthony looking like that.”

“Might as well kill two birds with one stone,” Anthony said on a tense breath. “I had planned to pay him a visit, anyway.”

“Oh, snap,” Meg said. “I feel bad for The Zebra.”

“We’re going with you,” I said.

“Absolutely not.”

“We’re going with you,” I said again. “I’m the one who got Alessandra into this situation in the first place.”

“No, she got herself into this,” Anthony said. “She was engaged to Beckett.”

“And if I hadn’t poked around, she would’ve let things go. I’m coming with you.”

Anthony started to shake his head, but Meg stepped up and crossed her arms. “I’m coming, too. I’m just as much a member of this family as anyone else.”

“Actually,” Anthony started. “You’re not a part—”

“Never mind,” I interrupted. “We’ll compromise. We’re coming with you, but we’ll wait outside. Final offer.”

Anthony still didn’t give confirmation, but his resolve was lessening; I could sense it.

“He knows where we live,” I said finally. “And he’s sent someone here before. If you want to guarantee our safety and our whereabouts, take us with you. Otherwise we’ll be here, exposed and alone.”

“Fine,” Anthony said. “On one condition.”

“Name it.”

“She needs to put a shirt on.”

Meg opened her mouth in annoyance, then gestured to her torso. “This is a shirt.”

I tipped my head to the side and studied it. It was a nude camisole that looked mostly painted onto Meg’s robust curves. “It’s sort of a shirt.”

“Fine,” Meg said. “I’ll just grab a t-shirt. I keep clothes here anyway.”

“Why?” Anthony asked.

“Who knows when I’ll have to move in with my favorite couple?” Meg put one arm around me, and one arm over Anthony. “And now that there’s a baby in the mix, you’ll never get rid of me. Auntie Meg is here to stay.”
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As we cruised across town, Anthony’s lips had turned into a thin line. 

Meg had suggested we take her car. Anthony had refused, and refused again, until Meg pointed out that the Lamborghini he drove for Carlos would not fit the three of us, and it would also attract a heck of a lot of attention. If we wanted the element of surprise on our side, we were taking Patty.

“You look great behind the wheel,” Meg said from the back seat. “I think Patty likes you. Then again, what woman doesn’t? Give her a little pat. Come on, now.”

“I thought you said she wouldn’t talk,” Anthony said to me, glancing at Meg in the rearview mirror. “She’s talking.”

“Yes, I noticed,” I said through gritted teeth. “I think that’s the least of our problems now. What do you think he’s done with Alessandra?”

“He wouldn’t have done anything to her, not yet. He’s holding her somewhere, most likely. She’s not his main target.”

“And who is his main target?” I asked. “The money?”

“The money...you.” Anthony cast me a solemn look. “It was your name on Beckett’s body, which is why he’s focused on you and not Alessandra. She’s emotional, illogical. Her actions are of revenge. Revenge makes a person rash, sloppy. She’s not the danger, you are.”

“Lacey?” Meg raised her eyebrows. “The only thing Lacey endangers is a piece of chocolate cake.”

Anthony’s eyes flashed in the mirror. “Lacey is the only person who pushed when she thought Beckett had been murdered. If it weren’t for her, The Zebra wouldn’t be in danger of being exposed. He’s after her now.”

“And the money,” I added. “He said if we didn’t give him the money before tomorrow, he’d show up at our wedding.”

Anthony’s fingers tensed. “I will not allow him to threaten our wedding.”

“Right. But, you guys are safe,” Meg said. “Because you already got married, remember? So why don’t you just cancel this one since it’s for show, anyway?”

Anthony brought the car to a jerky stop. “I will not cancel it.”

“Push it back?”

Anthony turned to look Meg in the eye. “I will not let anyone threaten me, nor my family.” His voice was deadly—poisonous—and as black as his pupils. “Is that understood?”

Nobody had a response.

“We’re here,” he said gruffly, opening his door and climbing out into the alley behind the bowling lanes. “Wait in the car.”

“What if he kidnaps us?” Meg asked. “Shouldn’t we stick close to you?”

Anthony looked to me, but I shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time I got kidnapped while waiting in the car.”

“Fine,” he said. “Come with me, but don’t try anything. Stay with me, and don’t talk unless asked. This is my business now.”

“Fine by me,” Meg said. “I’m just here for the show.”

We strode toward the building, Anthony in front, Meg and I scurrying to keep up. She’d thrown a t-shirt over her camisole, but it didn’t help with the length of her shorts. Apparently the first sunny day in a while had Meg thinking she was at the beach.

Heads turned as we walked in, half of them looking at Anthony and the other half looking at Meg. I was the invisible sidekick squished between them as we trooped to the front desk.

“Ralphie.” Anthony leaned on the desk and read the nametag of the same man who’d greeted us earlier in the week. “We have business to discuss.”

“I don’t know you,” he said, eyes shifty as he looked between the three of us. “And I definitely don’t think we have business.” 

Ralphie was a big guy, but not quite as big as Anthony. And definitely not as muscled. Ralphie’s strongest asset was his size. Anthony had size, brains, and physique on the guy...not to mention a motive, and we all knew it. 

“Let’s try this again.” Anthony reached out, fiddling with the plastic nametag across Ralphie’s chest, and snapped it in half. Then, he tucked both pieces into Ralphie’s shirt pocket. “I’m going to remember you, Ralphie, if we don’t get along today. If we become friends, however, I might forget I ever knew you.”

“What do you need?” He glanced over Anthony’s shoulder and caught sight of Meg and myself. His eyes narrowed. “Hey, those are the two bitches who came in here waving a gun—”

Everything happened so fast. One second Ralphie was pinned against the wall, then he was bent over his desk, then pressed to the ground. By the time my eyes could focus again, Anthony had Ralphie sitting hunched over in a chair.

“Would you like to apologize to my wife?” Anthony asked in a quiet, almost-gentle voice just next to Ralphie’s ear. “In case you are curious, there is a right answer to the question.”

“What about me?” Meg asked. “He can apologize to me, too.”

Anthony sighed. “And Meg, too.”

“I’m sorry,” Ralphie said, his voice strained. “I don’t know what you want. I just work the front desk, and—”

“Where does The Zebra hold his private meetings?” Anthony asked. “Three seconds.”

“Private meetings? What are you talking about?”

“Two seconds.”

“He doesn’t have—”

“Fine then.” Anthony pulled half of Ralphie’s name badge from his pocket and ran a finger over its jagged edge. “We can catch up later in private.”

“You never counted down to one!” Ralphie cried. “The private meetings are held in the back. We’re not allowed to step foot there.”

“I figured,” Anthony said wryly. “Hence the word private.”

Ralphie hung his head, his pose almost pitiful. In one day, he’d turned on his boss, offended the wrong women, and was now stuck facing Anthony. I almost felt bad.

Stepping forward, I rested a hand on Anthony’s shoulder and addressed Ralphie. “Believe it or not, my husband is not out to hurt you—we know you’re not the problem. Please help us.”

Anthony reached for his wallet, pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. “Go buy yourself a nice lunch and take a little time off this afternoon.”

“A hundred bucks?” Ralphie’s eyebrows pinched together. “The Zebra will kill me. A hundred bucks is nothing.”

“Then I’d get a head start if you don’t want him to kill you,” Anthony said. “Now where’s the office?”

“He said not to disrupt him today,” Ralphie said sullenly. “He has a girl in there. I wasn’t supposed to know, but I saw her go in the back entrance this morning. She hasn’t come out yet.”

Meg and I exchanged a look, my fingers tightening on Anthony’s arm. 

“I don’t think she’ll mind,” Anthony murmured in a painfully tight voice. “Let’s see...where was I? Three, two...one.”

Ralphie stood and limped a little toward the back of the game room. He headed straight for the line of pool cues I’d noticed on the wall during my last visit. To my surprise, he picked one up, then pressed a small knot of wood behind it. A door built into the mahogany cue rack swung open and revealed a dingy passageway beyond.

“Go through there to the end of the hallway. I don’t have a key, so you’re on your own.”

Anthony patted Ralphie on the shoulder and handed over the money, then waited until he skulked away.

“I recommend the burger place across the street,” Meg called after him. “And don’t forget the vanilla shake.” 

Anthony just stared at her.

“What?” she asked. “A hundred bucks will get you far at that place.”

“Can you make Meg wait out here?” Anthony asked, turning to face me. “Please?”

“We don’t have time for this,” I said, launching myself into the hallway.

Anthony smartly decided not to argue, following the click of my shoes. The lights were dim, the tiling on the floor cracked and dirty. Even the walls were coated with grime, and the whole place stank.

“It’s like a zoo back here,” Meg said. “Perfect for The Zebra.”

“How long have you been holding onto that joke?”

“About thirty minutes,” she said. “Admit it, I made you laugh.”

The door at the end of the hall was locked as promised, but Anthony made quick work of it, using a set of tools from his pocket. It flew open at Anthony’s push, and we all gathered our breath as we waited for whatever sat beyond the wall. 

“Alessandra!” I cried, rushing toward her. “Thank God!”

She sat tied to a chair with duct tape across her mouth. I carefully peeled the tape back before pulling her into a hug. 

“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” I brushed her hair back. “Why did you come here without us? What happened?”

“Lacey.” Anthony’s voice was gentle, but his touch was firm as he pulled me back. “Give her some space.”

“He’s not here,” Alessandra said, her voice monotone. “I overheard him on a phone call before he left earlier. He’s planning to be back this afternoon—I assume anytime.”

“Are you okay?” Anthony asked, his gaze searching. “Did he...”

Her eyes flicked to him. “I came here to confront him. He bested me, tied me up, but nothing else. He barely even spoke to me.”

“Take her outside, get in the car and lock the doors,” Anthony instructed me. “Pull Patty around the block out of sight.”

“What are you going to do here?” I asked. “Come with us. We’ll figure out a way to deal with him later. We’ll turn the recording over to the police.”

“Take her,” Anthony said, this time speaking to Alessandra. “And leave. I will call when I’m done here.”

Alessandra hesitated at his revised instructions, glanced at my injured arm, and gave a resigned nod. “It’s for the best, Lace.”

“Come with us,” I pleaded to him. “It’s not worth doing something you’ll regret later.”

“Oh, sugar...” He pulled me in for a hug and kissed my forehead. “I won’t regret a second of it.”

“Lacey, come on.” Alessandra guided me out of the room, following directly behind Meg. I turned back just before Alessandra closed the door and found Anthony sitting in the chair, the ropes and duct tape at his feet.

Waiting.
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Sunlight streamed through Patty’s windows. All three of us sat in the vehicle cooking in the heat and waiting for a sign that something, anything, was happening inside the bowling alley. 

We’d driven to the back of the building, across the street from the rear parking lot which, though it provided us a great rear view of the place, didn’t give us any lines of sight toward the front.

Finally, I tapped the glass with my knuckle. “Can we please crack the window?”

“Better not,” Alessandra said. “Let’s just wait here like Anthony said.”

“Anthony didn’t say anything about overheating Patty,” Meg said, and cranked the window down an inch. “If someone wants to get at me through this teensy crack in the window, let them try. I’ll break their fingers off.”

I shuddered. “What’s taking so long?”

“It’s been minutes,” Meg said. “Give the man some time to strut his stuff. Also, we have a horrible view. Let’s drive around to the front.”

“No,” Alessandra said. “We’re staying put.”

“We won’t be able to see if The Zebra arrives in the front!” Meg argued. “I want to know when it’s going down inside. Then again, maybe he’ll come in the back. Dilemma.”

“Going down?” I looked to Meg. “What do you think he’s going to do?”

“Nothing rash, that’s not Anthony’s style,” Meg said. “He’s more of the svelte sort of fellow.”

“Maybe I should go back in there.”

“No.” Alessandra reached out, breaking her long, forlorn gaze out the window. “I already made that mistake—don’t make things harder for Anthony.”

“But—”

“I was so stupid.” She turned her gaze back to the window, slid down in the seat, and let her hand fall from my wrist. “I can’t believe I was so stupid.”

“You weren’t stupid, you were emotional.”

“My brother shouldn’t have to take care of my mess,” Alessandra said. “Not when I’m the one who screwed everything up in the first place.”

“Listen—”

We didn’t have time to listen because four black cars rushed onsite, flooding the alley with a fleet of Carlos’s uniform black vehicles. Eight men, two to a car, all leapt out at once, hurrying into the building. They all wore plain suits and matching, unreadable expressions. 

“Look at those cute little Anthony wanna-be’s,” Meg said with a giggle. “They’re adorable.”

“I’ve seen them before,” I said, waiting to place a few of the faces with my memory. “They’re from the estate.”

“The trainees,” Alessandra said. “Anthony was telling me about them—they’re going to watch over the estate while you guys are away for three weeks. Or, at least, they’re supposed to help the other guards.”

“But what are they doing here?”

“I assume Anthony called them.” Meg cracked her knuckles. “I bet that means he’s done with his part. Speaking of the devil, here he comes. Will you check out his hair? Nothing like a good confrontation to put a little swagger in a man’s step.”

My eyes locked on Anthony. He strode from the building like a life-size action figure. As he moved, he nonchalantly rolled the cuffs of his white button-up shirt. When he looked up, his hair had a distinctly mussed ‘do that likely hadn’t happened on purpose.

“Hello, ladies,” Anthony said, and a quick smile flashed on his face. “I’m driving.”

Meg had been sitting in the driver’s seat so she could control the radio, but as Anthony leaned down and spoke through the crack in the window, she fanned herself and evacuated the seat without argument.

She squished into the back with Alessandra, and the second Anthony sat down, Meg stuck her head through the gap between the seats. “So? How was it?”

“How was what?” Anthony asked. He stuck the key in the ignition and gave it a turn. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’re full of it,” Meg said. “Give me a bone. Was it awesome or what? Dish, man.”

To my surprise, Anthony grinned broadly. He glanced at Meg in the mirror, winked, and then pulled the car onto the street.

“Oh, you’re a tease.” Meg crossed her arms over her chest. “I feel like that was our first moment of bonding ever, and you didn’t even explain.”

“Explaining would be nice,” I added. “Why did your trainees just storm Zebra Lanes?”

Anthony’s eyes flicked toward me briefly. “Because I’m done there. They can clean up the mess.”

“What did you do?”

“I proved my point.”

“Is he alive?” I asked.

Anthony raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t harm a hair on his head.”

“Yeah, what about the rest of his body?” Meg asked. “Arm hair? Leg hair? I’m dying for the details.”

“He’s well enough to be taken into the police station.” Anthony’s voice grew calm. “The trainees will take him there. You can drop off the recording and give your statements later. For now, we’re going home.”

“Why don’t we swing by the station now?”

“I don’t deal with the police as a rule.”

“Good choice,” Meg said.

“What?” I stared at her. “You were a cop. My dad was in law enforcement.”

“Well, I’m not anymore,” Meg said. “And your dad is an exception.”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Anthony drawled. “But I would agree. In addition, you don’t have hours to sit at the station—not if you want to make it to the rehearsal dinner on time.”

I debated on it for a minute. Probably, Nora’s wrath would be more frightening than an annoyed police officer. “Fine. But what will they arrest him on?”

Anthony pulled something out of his pocket. It was small, a tiny recording device. He handed it into the backseat and shot Alessandra a glance in the rearview mirror. “It’s up to you if you want to listen.”

Alessandra held the recorder with reverence. “He confessed to killing Beckett?”

Anthony’s silence said enough.

Alessandra clutched the device in her hand. She licked her lips, clearly searching for the words to say. She couldn’t think of anything, and neither could the rest of us, so we spent the remainder of the ride home in quiet.

When we piled out of the car, Meg and Alessandra disappeared into the estate to get ready for the dinner while Anthony and I continued home. He parked, and we walked in stiff discomfort toward the door, the air awkward and stilted between us.

“I won’t ask what happened,” I said, turning to face Anthony before he unlocked the door. “But please tell me you didn’t get yourself in trouble back there.”

He hesitated with his hand on the lock. “I didn’t.”

“But?”

“There’s no but. All I know is that I’m marrying you tomorrow for the second time. Nobody is going to stop that from happening.”

My fingers found the edge of his shirt, toyed with it, then snuck up and around his neck as we sank into a delicious embrace. The stilted silence melted into warmth as we melded together, the last beats of sunlight radiating down on us before the dark of night washed it way.

“We could always skip dinner,” Anthony murmured as he clicked the lock open. “Haven’t we been there, done that?”

I gave a garbled groan of agreement.

Anthony took that to mean one thing, scooping my legs out from underneath me and carrying me over the threshold into the house. My arms swung around his neck as he held me to his chest, stumbling toward the living room couch.

“I’m sorry if I worried you back there,” Anthony said after he plopped us down on the couch, his hands coming to rest on either side of my face. “I didn’t hurt the man. But if I ever see him again, I can’t make the same promise. Nobody comes after my wife, or my child.”

I wound my fingers through Anthony’s as he adjusted his position, curling up next to me. “It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?”

“We’re going to be parents,” he echoed.

The idea hung over us, a new concept to which we were both still adjusting. But it was a pleasant one, nerve-wracking, maybe, but exciting.

“What if we named the baby Arnold?” I asked, chancing a cheeky glance over my shoulder. “I just feel we should honor our first fake-baby.”

“For a boy or a girl?”

“Funny. Do you have any better ideas?”

“Anthony.”

“For a boy or a girl?”

“Very funny, Mrs. Luzzi.”
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The rehearsal came and went as expected. From there, the immediate family left the cathedral and headed back to the estate for more chaos. 

Tables overflowed with fine foods, cheeses and meats, fruits and desserts. Delicious wines flowed freely, and a sparkling Nora single-handedly filled the room with chatter.

It passed almost too quickly, and as the party began to wind down, I found the night had been a most pleasant distraction from the events of the day. My father left the party first, planting a kiss on my cheek when I walked him toward the exit. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, squeezing his hand as he turned to leave. “Thank you for being here.”

“Lacey, about tomorrow. Are you sure you want me to...be a part of it?”

My father’s face held a pinch of excitement, and I smiled. “Of course I do.”

He smiled softly, nodded. Giving my hand a squeeze back, he took the stairs down and paused, offering one last wave.

Tomorrow, my father would walk me down the first half of the aisle. Then, he’d pass me off to Carlos who would bring me to Anthony. It wasn’t traditional, it might not be perfect, but I couldn’t bear to cut either man out of the ceremony. Even Carlos’s grunt of agreement to the plan had been mildly optimistic.

Next to leave was Clay. I didn’t have to move before he appeared by my shoulder and let out a gigantic sneeze.

“Ew,” I said pointedly.

“This place makes me itch,” Clay said, sounding suddenly stuffed up. He’d worn jeans and a hoodie that read Russia across the front—probably a slight jab at my grandfather. The two men, though in a weird sort of truce, never ceased to let go of the battle completely. “I’m freaking allergic to this place. You’re welcome for showing up.”

“Goodnight, Clay,” I said, giving him a big squeeze. “Thank you for braving your allergies for me.”

Despite his current lack of enthusiasm, Clay had been excited when we’d asked him to be our best man. Naturally, Meg would be the maid of honor. Bridesmaids would include Vivian, Marissa and Clarissa, and of course, Alessandra. 

Joey and Harold would be standing as groomsmen because, I suppose, they were the closest thing that Anthony had to friends. 

“What time do you want me here tomorrow?” Meg hoisted up a huge doggy bag full of leftovers as she followed Clay down the front stairs. “I’ll leave extra early in case Patty clunks out on me. Unless Anthony wants to chauffer me around in his sexy car.”

“We’ll see you there at ten,” I said. “Call Nora if you need a ride.”

Vivian left next, storming out in a screaming match with Joey, with Marissa and Clarissa following closely behind them. The mass exodus continued with a few family and friends that I hadn’t recognized, their invitations courtesy of Nora. Finally, Clay’s friend, Horatio hauled himself home, and that signaled the end of the guests. 

“Are you finished doing my job now?” Harold asked, approaching the door. “I never thought I’d be replaced as doorman of the manor.”

“Go home, Harold,” I said. “Enjoy your evening.”

“This is my home,” Harold said, smiling and turning around with his date on his arm. “Let’s go, my dear.”

I grinned as Harold and his partner, Miss Lizabeth Harriet Morgan the Third, gracefully marched down the hall together. They were accompanied by her tiny dog Poopsie, and judging by the location of Harold’s hand around Miss Morgan’s waist, the pair were very much in love. 

“I’ve been looking for you!” Alessandra stepped into the hallway seconds after Harold had gone. “You are a hot commodity tonight. I haven’t even told you how beautiful you look.”

“It’s really thanks to the dress,” I said with a laugh. “Thank you for letting me borrow it.”

Since this week had been chaotic at best, I hadn’t managed to actually make it to the mall. Alessandra had solved the dilemma, offering the use of a particularly gorgeous white summer dress she’d packed for her trip. I’d read between the lines, figuring that she’d planned to wear it once Beckett swooped her away after the ceremony. Now, she no longer had a use for it.

I glanced down the hallway, but it was empty. “Do you have a second to chat? I wanted to apologize for earlier.”

“Apologize? I owe you an apology.”

We stepped outside, lingering on the front lawn out of earshot from any guests roaming the premises. Strolling slowly, we headed toward the tree in the center of the yard, stopping when we reached the shadowy space beneath its branches.

“You caught me at a bad time last night,” I said, squinting as my eyes adjusted to the moonlight. “I was coming out of the doctor’s office, and—”

“I know, I feel horrible. You’d just been shot, and you were probably in shock. You hadn’t even told Anthony about it yet, and there I was in your face, trying my best to get you to confront The Zebra with me.”

“That’s not it—”

“If only I had turned over the recording to the police, none of this would’ve happened.”

“I’m pregnant.”

She hesitated, and then shook her head. “Sorry, what?”

“I found out from Dr. Gambino. He told me the news yesterday, and I was still processing it when I ran into you. When you started talking about confronting The Zebra, it was just too much stuff all at once. I just wasn’t ready to go out, find The Zebra, and—”

“Shut up!” Alessandra’s eyes held stars. “I’m going to be an aunt?!”

“That’s the plan,” I said, grinning as she reached out and clasped my shoulders.

She let out a whoop of excitement that drew looks from the last partygoers. “Sorry,” she said, lowering her voice. “I’m just so happy for you both!”

“We’re excited,” I said. “Nervous, but excited.”

Alessandra tilted her head to the side as she studied me. “You know, I wonder what it would’ve been like if I’d met you—met Anthony—earlier in life.”

“I wonder that all the time. But, I think we found each other at exactly the right time.”

Alessandra took my hands in hers, squeezed, and gave me a smile. “You’re right.”

“And look, everything worked out. The Zebra’s in prison, we have his confession...” I stalled because I realized everything wasn’t okay. Beckett could never come back, and I saw that reflected in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Alessandra.”

“No, you’re right.” Her lips tightened, a soft smile there. “It’ll be okay.”

“Well, here...” I fumbled in my pocket, withdrawing the ring we’d found in Beckett’s hotel room. “This belongs to you.”

She reached out, her fingers closing around it. “A little too late, I suppose.”

“No, you should have it now more than ever.” I ran a thumb over it. “I hope you don’t mind, but I asked one of Carlos’s friends about this ring. He’s a...uh, professional in the business.”

“And?”

I pursed my lips. “The Zebra was right—it’s not worth anything at all. I mean, it is worth something—it’s real amethyst, but it’s not worth millions.” I paused, examining the pretty purple gem in Alessandra’s palm. “I have to imagine it was sentimental to him for some reason. He wouldn’t have gone through the effort to get it to you if it didn’t mean something.”

She glanced down as she slipped the ring onto her finger. “Thank you.”

“Lacey, yoohoo! Are you out there? It’s time to come inside,” Nora interrupted, calling from the doorway. “Ready for our sleepover? I hope you know there’s no chance I’m letting you stay with your husband-to-be tonight.”

“Hold the phone.” A new voice squeaked from the lawn. “Who’s having a sleepover, and why didn’t I receive an invitation?”

“This is your invitation,” Nora shouted. “Lacey’s staying with me, and the rest of you ladies are invited if you’d like.”

I poked my head out from behind the tree. “Have you been eavesdropping this whole time?”

“Patty didn’t start,” Meg hollered from the car. She thumped the dashboard loudly. “I decided not to interrupt. You guys seemed busy. Good thing I stayed, though, otherwise I would’ve missed the invite of the season!”

“Where’s Clay?”

“He caught a ride home with Joey.”

“Come on, it’s time to party,” Nora said. “Everyone inside. This will be a night to remember!”

I pressed a hand to my forehead. “I love my family,” I murmured. “I love my family.”

Alessandra snorted with laughter. “Shall we?”

I hooked my arm around hers and followed as Meg led the charge to the front door.

“We’re all rounded up,” Meg said. “Where to, Grandma Nora?”

“Don’t you dare call me grandma,” Nora said. “I’m not that old.”

A head appeared behind Nora’s. “I don’t want to interrupt,” Anthony said, treading cautiously as he slipped onto the front lawn. “Can I take you home, Lacey?”

“Sorry, but no. I’m being kidnapped.”

Anthony raised his eyebrows. “Are we sure that’s a good idea?”

“Don’t be silly.” Nora shooed him away with spirit fingers. “The bride never stays with the groom the night before the wedding.”

“Why not?” Anthony glanced between each of us.

We all stared back, stumped.

“I never thought of that,” Meg said. “Interesting.”

“Tradition,” Nora said.

“It’s only right,” Harold added. 

Heads swiveled toward him. “Harold,” I said. “When did you get here?”

He frowned. “I work here. I have literally worked in this very location for over fifty years.”

“Yeah, but I thought you left for the evening.”

“I tried, but the lack of professionalism here is driving me batty. I had to regain some control.”

Anthony took advantage of the ensuing silence. “Lacey, a minute?”

“We’ll be upstairs,” Nora called as Harold began to close the door. “Come find us the second you’re done talking to your studly fiancé.”

“Talking, yeah right.” Meg hiccupped, probably from one too many glasses of champagne. “Wishful thinking, Nora. You don’t get pregnant by talking.”

Everyone froze and turned to face Meg. 

She moved in slow motion, raising a hand to her mouth. “I am so sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Everyone here knows already, anyway.”

Harold slowly re-opened the door. “Everyone?”

“Oops,” I said, wincing. Then, I threw my hands in the air. “Surprise! We’re having a baby.”

Harold swallowed, adjusted his suit, and then cleared his throat. “Well, congratulations to the both of you.”

“Thank you, Harold,” I said. “We appreciate that.”

He blinked, and then stepped forward, extending his hand to Anthony for a shake. Anthony gripped his hand back firmly. Then the two men parted as Harold turned to offer me a stiff pat on the shoulder. It was the most emotion I’d ever seen come out of him. 

“Well, now that everyone knows,” I said. “Can we have a minute alone?”

Harold nodded, shooed the other ladies inside, and closed the door, leaving Anthony and I standing outside.

“A slumber party?” he said, glancing behind him at the lawn, now cloaked in darkness. “What happens at slumber parties?”

“Paint nails, talk about boys, read Cosmo. You’d hate it.”

“Do you want to stay?”

“I don’t really have a choice. Do you know my grandmother?”

“But I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you, too.” I leaned onto my tiptoes. “But I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“When?”

“At the end of the aisle.” 

I spun around, the white dress twirling under the moonlight. With The Zebra locked away, a note of finality accompanied by a thin layer of peace had descended over us, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 

Anthony caught me mid-twirl in his embrace. I landed in his arms, slightly breathless as I stared into his eyes. Pools of black outlined with liquid moonlight. 

I raised a hand to his cheek. “You’re handsome.”

“I can’t wait to start the rest of our lives together,” he murmured against my hair. “Again.”

I laughed and nuzzled against him. His arms guarded me from the chill, protected me from the breeze picking up across the lawn. Goosebumps prickled over my arms, at the back of my legs, but my core, my heart, was warm.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Anthony said, raising me gently to my feet. “Please be careful in the meantime.”

“Be careful painting my nails?”

“You, Meg, Alessandra, and Nora,” Anthony said, laden with sarcasm. “What can go wrong?”

“Goodnight, handsome,” I said, giving his behind a little pat as he walked away. “Sweet dreams.”

“Hey,” he murmured, turning back at the last second. “Take care of my two favorite people.”

I smiled, leaned against him, and took in his scent one last time before letting him walk away into the darkness. Then, I turned toward the lights.

“They’re upstairs in the ballroom,” Harold said, once I re-entered the house. “Have fun! But not too much fun. You’d hate to have puffy eyes for your wedding day. And what about your eyebrows?”

“Goodnight, Harold.”

I climbed up the stairs, a sense of rightness settling on my shoulders as I made my way down the hallway. I took my time, looked out every window, ran my fingers along the gorgeous artwork in the hallways. Finally, things had settled. Finally, I could enjoy these moments, the smallness of every second, the grandness of the upcoming ceremony.

“There you are,” Meg said, ushering me into the ballroom. “It’s about time.”

I stopped the second I walked through the doors, however, surveying the decorations before me. All of it was sleepover themed—bright and exuberant and over the top. A teenage girl’s fantasy suite. Fluffy pillows, huge, squashy beds, and snacks and drinks and party favors laid out on a long table.

I looked between three bright sets of mischievous eyes. “What’s going on?”

“We have an idea,” Meg said. “And I think you’ll love it.”

Once they explained their idea, I shook my head. “No. I don’t love it. Let’s just stay here.”

“She’s right,” Alessandra said, stepping forward. “It’s a bad idea. Let’s stay here.”

“But,” Meg said. “It’s still missing, and we’re sort of responsible for finding it.”

I put a hand on my hip. “Does anyone have an idea where Beckett would’ve hidden three million dollars?”
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I groaned as the elevator glided up to the penthouse once again. “I can’t believe you guys convinced me to come here.”

“Some people have wild bachelorette parties in Vegas with their friends,” Meg said. “Others go on a quest to find a missing three million dollars.”

“Just imagine the sort of party you could throw with that sort of dough,” Nora said. “That’s a lot of whirly-twirly fireworks.”

“We’re breaking into a dead man’s apartment,” I said. “This is not normal bachelorette activity.”

“No, but neither is taking a cruise on Lake Minnetonka in winter,” Meg pointed out. “And we did that too.”

“Though it was hard to call it a cruise,” Nora said. “Seeing as how we didn’t actually cruise anywhere.”

“It was more of a float,” Meg agreed. “We just sort of floated.”

“A fun float,” I said. “It was a valiant effort at a pre-honeymoon event.”

“Just to clarify,” Alessandra said, holding up the keycard. “We’re not breaking in anywhere. We have permission from Eric to be here, and we have the key to get inside. Beckett left this for Lacey.”

“We were supposed to find the ring,” I said, gesturing toward Alessandra’s hand. “We found it, and now you have it. We weren’t supposed to find three million dollars.”

“How do you know?” Meg asked. “What if he shoved it in the toaster, and you were supposed to find both?”

“He wouldn’t hide the money in a toaster.”

“Yeah, and I don’t usually bake rings in my stove either,” Meg said. “But I guess Beckett was a peculiar sort of guy.”

“It won’t hurt to look.” Alessandra rested her hand against the wall, tapping the key there. “I’ll return the key to Eric next week. We don’t need to hold onto something that’s gone.”

A somber silence filled the elevator; only the ding of our arrival broke the silence. The doors opened onto the landing and, just like last time, we stepped forward and Alessandra waved the keycard over the lock.

The lock clicked, but before we could open the door, it swung inward of its own accord. Except this time, the apartment wasn’t empty.

“Oh, crap,” Meg said, her eyes raising to observe the figure standing before us. “This ain’t right.”

“Eric?” I gaped at The Violet Society member standing before us in only a towel. I averted my eyes, focusing on his face. “What are you doing here?”

A smile froze on his lips. He held a bottle of champagne in one hand and flowers in the other, and had clearly not been anticipating us. If anything, he’d probably been anticipating some sexy times, or at least a date.

For maybe the first time ever, Eric appeared speechless. A few petals fell from the edges of the flowers as he squeezed them together too tightly, and the champagne looked to suddenly weigh a ton.

His arms sagged, his smile drooped. He shook his head several times until eventually, he realized that we weren’t a dream.

“Waiting for someone, dear?” My grandmother brushed past him into the apartment. “Nice place you have here. We’ll be out of your hair before she—or he, I suppose—arrives.”

“What are you doing here?” Eric’s tone was a slate of ice. “Why? How?”

“The how is the easy part,” I said, gesturing toward the keycard in Alessandra’s hand. “We’re not exactly breaking in. You gave us permission to be here.”

“Yes, and you were already in here. Why did you come back?”

“Right,” I said, glancing over his shoulder. I stared pointedly at the spot where I’d tangled with The Zebra. “Thanks for cleaning up the mess we made. Hopefully there wasn’t too much blood.”

“This is where you got shot?” Nora asked, looking somewhat excited. “Maybe we can add this to the list of historic places in Minnesota. I bet we could sell tickets.”

“Probably not,” I said. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is why Eric is here in a dead man’s apartment, apparently waiting to entertain a special friend.”

“Special friend,” Eric spluttered. “Beckett’s apartment, no. Beckett didn’t live here.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “You specifically gave us the key to his apartment.”

“Beckett doesn’t live here—I live here. Well, I didn’t, but I do own the place. I own several real estate properties in the Twin Cities, and I rent them out to our own.”

“To other members of The Violet Society?”

“Yes. It saves time on paperwork when verifying employment.”

“Why are you here tonight?”

“It’s my place, and I’ll entertain who I want, when I want, where I want.”

“I’m confused,” I said. “Did Beckett ever live here?”

“Yes. I keep the apartment furnished, and Beckett asked to rent it out while he was in town.”

“Do you know, by chance, if he was hiding something here?” Meg asked. “I’m thinking it might look like a fat sack of cash.”

“No.”

“Can I peek in your toilet bowl tank?” She tapped him on the shoulder. “I’ve seen people in movies hiding things there. Also, I have to use the restroom.”

“No,” Eric said again. “Why?”

“Why do I have to use the bathroom?” she started, “or why—”

“If you want to look around, please feel free,” he said through gritted teeth. “I have nothing to hide.” 

“That’s a good point,” Meg said. “Don’t mind if I do take a look around.”

I tried my best to stop my bachelorette posse, but the ladies swarmed into the apartment and began scanning the place for a location in which three million dollars might be hiding. Eric, to his credit, waited patiently in his towel.

I stood next to him, trying my best not to make awkward eye contact. “Sorry about this,” I said. “It’s an odd night.”

“Bachelorette party?”

“Yep.”

“I’ve seen worse,” he said. “Congratulations on your wedding.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Hope we didn’t interrupt your date.”

“I’ll manage,” he said, tersely.

The apartment’s open layout led to a quick and easy search. There were simply no good places to hide three million in cash. Meg sat on the sofa and bounced up and down a few times.

“Yep,” she said. “Nothing’s here.”

Nora fiddled with the toilet tank and yelled from the bathroom. “Nothing in here either.”

Alessandra, meanwhile, focused on the more intricate hiding places. When even she announced that there was no money in the apartment, I declared the search over.

“Sorry for interrupting your night,” I said, flicking the keycard onto Eric’s dresser. “We’re just trying to figure out what happened to Beckett.”

“Let sleeping dogs lie, Lacey,” Eric said. “Is it worth it to keep digging?”

His words halted me at the door. If anything, it almost sounded like a threat. “A true friend would protect their own.”

“Don’t trust me, then,” Eric said. “I’m just thinking about the safety of your family.”

A hot flash of anger burned through me. I didn’t have the will to fight with him, not about this. Not when he was letting his friend’s murderer walk away unscathed. I knew The Violet Society worked alone, but still—I thought there would be an ounce of loyalty among the group.

“He’s just trying to irk you,” Alessandra said, pushing the elevator button for the ground floor. “Don’t let him. He’s just annoyed we spoiled the mood.”

“Maybe. But something doesn’t feel right.”

“Which part?” Meg asked. “The part where he didn’t offer us any champagne, or the part where we didn’t find the three million bucks?”

“All of it,” I said. “He must have seen the blood on the floor from when I got shot—he just cleaned it up and moved on? Don’t you think he’d want to talk to me about it, or make me pay for it, or...I don’t know. Not be entertaining guests in a dead man’s penthouse?”

“Maybe Beckett didn’t stay there,” Meg said. “He could’ve just used it to keep the ring hidden.”

“Maybe he’s right,” I said. “Maybe we should let it drop.”

“If you hadn’t trusted your instincts in the first place, Beckett’s death would still be ruled a suicide,” Alessandra said. “The Zebra would be at large, and we wouldn’t have any closure.” Her hands absently played with the ring on her finger. 

“True. But for now, The Zebra is locked away. I’m getting married tomorrow. The rest can wait.”

“Which is all well and good,” Meg said. “But where in the world is the three million bucks? That doesn’t just disappear.”

“Beckett’s a magician,” I argued. “He’s great at making things disappear.”

“I could do a lot of things with three million bucks,” Meg said. “If anyone has any ideas on where to find it, y’all just let me know.”

“Wait a second. Beckett’s a magician.”

“You just said that,” Meg sighed. “It doesn’t help with the vanished money.”

“Unless it does!” I held up a finger as I spun around to face her. “Beckett was brilliant. He loved showmanship, performing, having the attention on himself. So, if he had hidden the money, he would’ve done it in a flashy way.”

“Well, I’m going to let you think on that,” Meg said. “Because I’m out of ideas. But I’m sort of waiting on pins and needles because—”

“That’s it!” I turned to Meg, kissed her on the cheek. “You’re brilliant.”

“I know,” she said. “What’d I say this time?”

“I know where the money is!”

“Where?” Nora asked. “I want to have an epiphany, too!”

“Who’s up for a round of bowling?”
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“Oh, darn it,” Nora said. “This door was just hanging wide open. The Zebra shouldn’t be so careless.”

After Meg parked Patty behind Zebra Lanes, the four of us had crept through the dark alley to the back entrance. I’d warned everyone that we wouldn’t be breaking inside anywhere, which was probably the reason Nora had gone ahead and finagled the lock open before I could tell her not to.

“How?” I shook my head in amazement. The door was hanging, certainly. By threads. As if my grandmother had kicked it down.

“I didn’t do anything,” she said, dusting off a purse which, now that I looked closer, appeared to hold several bricks. “I slipped, and the door fell open. Are you going to take a peek or not?”

I sighed, but since I wasn’t getting anything but nods of approval, I took a step inside. Just one, a baby one. If anything looked off, I’d run the other way faster than Meg could say doughnut. 

I swept my tiny keychain flashlight across the path ahead of me, but the place was empty. Save for the lights illuminating the pins at the end of the lanes, the rest of the room sat in darkness. 

“So?” Meg kept close behind me as I crept forward. “Are you going to explain how I was so brilliant?”

“Wait here.”

“Where are you going?”

I pointed down toward the end of the bowling lanes. There, illuminated like a neon sign, were ten bowling pins. “If they’re not hidden there, we’re leaving. I’m not staying around here any longer than needed.”

Before I could stop her, Meg put one foot out on the lane, tested its slickness with her toe, and found that indeed, it was quite slippery. She lost her balance a second later, arms flailing, and went down in a heap accompanied by a hard thud. Then came the yowl of pain.

“Meg!”

“My tailbone!” she yelped. “That sucker hurts!”

“Come on,” I grunted, trying to pull her to her feet. “Help me...help you. Let’s get you home. I knew this was a bad idea.”

“No, Lace—wrong way. Give me a push.”

“What?”

“A push,” she said again. “I just need a bit of a running start. Like a slip and slide.”

“Why don’t we just walk down the lane dividers like normal people?”

“That’s a dud of an idea.”

But it was an idea that worked. For me, at least.

Meg went down like a slip and slide, hooting and hollering the entire way through. Meanwhile, I pretended not to be jealous while I carefully took to the divider and inched my way to the opposite end. 

Nora and Alessandra waited behind at the ball racks, taking turns playing lookout and rating Meg’s performance on the bowling alley slip and slide. 

“Don’t you think if the money is down here,” Meg said, “it would’ve come out when you got your strike?”

“Maybe he hid it well. Pins don’t normally just explode with money.”

“I suppose,” she said, trying to get her feet back under her when she reached the end. “But what if—” Meg cut herself off with another wail as she slipped and went hurtling into the stack of pins.

“Strike!” Nora yelled from the sidelines as bowling pins scattered everywhere.

Something popped, then, and we all froze. The sound rang like a gunshot in the silence as we waited. Then Meg rolled over, and revealed a bowling pin beneath her. She’d landed on it, and the thing had cracked in half...bright green cash pouring from inside of it.

“Meg! You did it!” I said. “You found the money.”

She looked around her, processed the pool of hundred dollar bills underneath her. As if to test them, she extended a hand and swirled the money against the floor. “Well, look at that.”

Nora cheered from the sidelines, while Alessandra watched in silence.

Meg thumbed a few bills into her pocket. “Now that we found the money, what are we going to do? If you’re curious, I have a few ideas. Thirty-nine, actually. I have a list of what I’d do with a million bucks.”

“We’re not spending it.”

“Bummer. I knew you’d say that.”

I grabbed another bowling pin and ran my hands along the outside. I slammed it once against the ground, but I didn’t so much as make a dent. No matter what I tried—twisting, pulling, smacking—nothing helped.

“Watch and learn,” Meg said. Taking the bowling pin, she placed it on the alley, lined it up, and then sat down with all of her weight.

At first, nothing happened. 

“Doesn’t that hurt?” I asked.

“Sacrifice.” 

A second later, a crack like lightning shot through the room, and another flood of money burst from the end. 

“You’ve just gotta put a little elbow to it,” she said, standing and opening her arms as money swirled around her. “That’s called making it rain.”

“Come on, we found the money. Let’s get out of here.”

Grumbling, Meg scooped up a few pins in her arms, and together, we tightrope walked our way back off the lanes. 

“I hope you’re not planning on taking those with us,” I said to Meg, my eyebrow raised. “We’re not spending the money.”

“I just want to feel rich for a few more minutes,” Meg said. “You think they’d mind if I took a bath in the money first? I always wanted to say I bathed in cash.”

“I vote we don’t move anything,” Alessandra said. “Let’s leave a tip for the police.”

“The police?” I turned to Alessandra. “I’m surprised.”

“We don’t know who the money belongs to. It’s probably all illegal anyway. It’s for the best.”

She sounded tired, resigned. As if this were the last piece of Beckett for her to unravel. Then again, maybe it was.

We’d proven that Beckett was murdered, and we’d found his killer. We’d found the ring, and now, we’d found the money. We’d followed Beckett’s treasure trail to the end of the road. We had nowhere left to turn now, except away.

“Let’s go, okay?” She cleared her throat. “We’re done here.”

Turning, she strode toward the crack of light at the doorway, easing it open and slipping into the night. Nora followed behind, leaving Meg and I in the quiet darkness.

“One pin?” she asked. “Come on, just one.”

“No.”

“Turn your head so you can plead ignorant.”

“No.”

“But—”

“Leave it,” I said. “We’re notifying the police, and I don’t want to have to explain why there’s only two million, nine hundred thousand and two dollars.”

“How’d you do that math so quickly?”

“I’m guess-timating.”

Meg gave a sad glance at the bowling pin one more time, followed by a low whistle. “Goodbye, Benjamins. It’s been fun.”

I began to smile, but then my eyes were drawn toward the doorway where two shadowy figures stood in a tender embrace. Alessandra’s head rested on Nora’s shoulder, despite Alessandra being the taller of the two. Her shoulders shook, and Nora’s hand ran in circles on her back.

Meg caught my gaze and shook her head. “I thought we won this whole thing, this treasure hunt.”

“I’m not so sure there are any winners today.”
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My phone rang, startling me from a deep sleep. I scrambled about, searching for it, elbowing one or two bodies out of the way. One of the bodies yelped, the other groaned, and I apologized all around as my fingers finally latched onto the elusive device.

“Hello?” I hissed. “Who is this?”

“Good morning, Miss Luzzi.” Detective Rocha chirped pleasantly. Underneath the pleasant, however, was a formality to his words that had me on edge. “How was your evening last night?”

“Um, good? I’m getting married today, as you know, so I stayed at my grandmother’s place.”

“Are you giving me an alibi?”

“If that’s what you’re asking for,” I said. It wasn’t a lie, per say. She could vouch for my whereabouts, it just so happened that my actual whereabouts weren’t ideal. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing’s wrong,” the detective said. “But we got an anonymous tip about stolen cash—a lot of it—hidden at Zebra Lanes. Just wondering if you knew anything about it.”

“Why would I know anything about it?”

“Just a hunch.”

“Don’t you have The Zebra in prison? Ask him about it. It’s his property.”

“The Zebra claims your friend, Beckett, stole the money and hid it in the pins.”

“Well, now, that just sounds silly, doesn’t it?” I murmured, playing with the comforter on Nora’s bed. “Why would Beckett steal the money and then leave it in enemy territory?”

“That’s why I called you,” he said. “You knew Beckett—maybe you’d have insights.”

“Nope, sorry,” I said, surveying the devastation from the previous night. 

A few empty champagne bottles, a fizzy grape juice bottle, and a tiara for Nora littered the floor while the end credits to Miss Congeniality played in the background. After the bowling alley, we’d managed to recover the evening and proceed in full force with the slumber party in the ballroom.

“Interesting.”

“Look, Detective, I’m done here,” I said. “My friend was murdered, and we have a confession now. All I ever wanted was the truth. Now that we have it, I’m moving on—we all are.”

Alessandra slept peacefully, her face devoid of emotion, save for the slightest frown. Her recovery would be the hardest, her grief the deepest, her heart most broken.

“I understand. Where were your friends last night?”

“Detective Rocha, I’m getting married today, and then I’m taking three weeks off with my new husband for our honeymoon. We’re done here.”

“I understand, loud and clear,” Detective Rocha said. “Which is why I’m thrilled to accept your invitation.”

“Invitation to what?”

“Your wedding,” the detective said. “I’ll see you there.”

“You can’t—”

“It’s at the cathedral, it’s a public church, and I merely want to express my support for the happy couple.”

“Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth. “We will see you there.”

“Who was that?” Nora peeked out from underneath her sleep mask. She had her head on Meg’s back and her leg’s over Alessandra’s waist. “You don’t sound happy.”

“Nobody,” I said. “In fact, he’s so much of a nobody that I’ve already forgotten about it.”

“Great,” Nora said, sliding her feet gently off Alessandra’s midsection and climbing out of bed. “Then it’s time to make you the largest sugar bomb of all because today is the day you get married! You’ll need lots of energy, my dear!”

“Well, we’d better get started now because it’s going to take a lot of work to make this look decent.” I pointed to my hair. Then I gestured to my face. “Not to mention this whole thing.”

“Not to mention this.” Meg pointed to her stomach. “This is growling. When’s breakfast, and where?”

“Downstairs,” Nora trilled. “Catered here, should be ready now. Let’s eat something, and by that time, the hair and makeup artists will be here! Lizabeth Harriet Morgan the Third offered to let us use Bartholomew, and I just can’t wait to see his handiwork. I hear he’s magic.”

“He is,” Meg said. “He’s as good of a magician as Beckett.”

Alessandra sat up, rubbed sleep out of her eyes. “Who?”

“Never mind,” Meg said quickly. “Sorry.”

“Come on, come on then,” Nora said. “I’ve been waiting for this day my entire life. Or at least most of it. Some of it,” she amended. “I don’t plan to waste a second of it.”

“I’m with you, girlfriend,” Meg said, hooking her arm through Nora’s. “Coming ladies?”

“I’ll meet you in a second,” I said. “I’m going to...”

They were gone before I finished my sentence.

Alessandra, however, sat still on the bed, her eyes glassy, staring into space. I moved toward her, my feet creaking against the floorboards.

At this, she began moving lethargically, gathering up some of her scattered clothing from the floor. Her suitcase was in the corner, brought here last night as we’d tried on one fabulous outfit after another from her travel bag. That’d happened after the third glass of champagne for them, and my fourth glass of fizzy grape juice.

“Nora loved this.” I picked up a shimmering silver scarf as light as a cloud and handed it over to Alessandra. “Why’d you bring your suitcase in here anyway? Besides the fashion show.”

“I think I’m going to take off after the ceremony.” Alessandra knelt on the floor, gently folding the scarf and placing it on top of an array of colorful dresses, tops, and pants. “Just to get a breath of fresh air.”

“Why don’t you stay here a bit longer?”

“And do what? Let Nora baby me? Have Anthony’s trainees watch over me like adolescent hawks, ensuring I don’t do anything rash?” She shook her head. “No, it’s best if I just get away, get out of my head. I’m thinking a beach somewhere. Get a few drinks, lay in the sun—”

“Drive yourself crazy.” I knelt next to her and rested a hand on her wrist. “You’ll go nuts sitting on the beach having nothing to do but think all day. You’re like me. You need to be busy, keep active, have a purpose.”

“Usually, I’d agree with you.” She looked up at me, her face worn. “But not now. I’m just tired, and I’m done. I just want to get some rest and be alone.”

I swallowed, nodding. “I understand, I really do. But if you get lonely, or need a distraction, promise me you’ll come back here. Everyone here cares about you and wants to help.”

“Nobody understands. Nobody even knows.”

“I know, and Anthony knows. Nora and Meg. It’s a small group, but the quality is the best you’ll ever have.”

She dropped the shirt she’d been holding and clasped my hand in hers. “I promise I’ll be back soon.”

I stood, looking around the huge party room. “Well, at least let me help you get packed. Who knows? Maybe we’ll run into you on your travels—we might both end up on the same island somewhere sipping cocktails.”

“I hope not!” Alessandra winked. “I do not want to end up on my brother’s honeymoon in any capacity.”

I laughed, and it felt good. Alessandra grinned back, and we set to packing. I was folding a pair of socks when something hanging from the ceiling fan caught my eye. “How did your tube top get stuck up there?”

“One crazy bachelorette party, huh?”

I gave her a look. “If only people knew.”
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“Don’t let anybody in,” I instructed Meg, holding the door shut with her next to me. “I’m not ready for this.”

“What aren’t you ready for?” Meg met my gaze. “You’ve already had a trial run, except your trial run wasn’t a fake, it was the real deal. This is the encore. You and Anthony you got a standing ovation on your first wedding, so now you’re back. This time, you even had your makeup done instead of slapping on some mascara in the bathroom.”

“Meg.”

“Chickadee, you have no reason to be nervous. Everything will go as planned, I promise.”

“How can you promise that?”

“You’re right, I can’t, but it sounds good.” Meg smiled, but at my tense gaze, she let the facade drop and sighed. “What’s bothering you?”

I blinked back tears. “I’m just...I’m emotional. And I don’t know why.”

“Hormones, honey. You’re pregnant.”

I looked down at my bouquet and a few big fat tears slipped down my cheeks. They plopped onto the beautiful white rose like exquisite drops of dew. Very salty dew.

“I’m happy,” I said. “I’m just so happy.”

“Good, good,” Meg said, but her voice betrayed her confusion. “So why the tears?”

She ran a hand down my arm, but stopped at the thin bandage over my injury. I could’ve gone without, but the bandage looked better than the wound beneath, at least for now.

“My arm doesn’t hurt,” I choked out. “But it looks weird. And so do my eyebrows.”

“No, they don’t,” Meg said. Her eyes flicked toward where Bartholomew had tried to cover them up with skilled pencil work. As promised, Nora had sent him along to prepare me this morning, and he’d done the best job he could. Even so, he wasn’t magic. “You look beautiful.”

The two of us were in the back room with the door bolted from inside. The rest of the women were waiting just beyond for the word, but I wasn’t ready to face the music. My hands shook so thoroughly I feared my bouquet would be bald by the time I reached the altar.

“Let Nora in here,” Meg said. “She really wants to see you.”

I inhaled a breath, dabbed away the tears, and nodded. “Okay. How do I look?”

“Beautiful. More beautiful than the last time you got married, and I thought that would be impossible.” Meg stepped toward me, arms outstretched. “This is just about you and Anthony marching up there, announcing to the world that you’re committed to each other which—shocker, we all already know—and then tossing your bouquet.”

“It’s more than that.”

“Of course it is,” Meg said, carefully watching me. “But we’re all here for you, and we’re never leaving. Sorry, it’s just not happening. You don’t have to be nervous about anything because we’ll be there looking fabulous right next to you.”

Meg did look quite fabulous in her dress. I’d let all of the women pick their own dress in varying shades of pastel yellow. Hers slid over her figure, accenting her curves, then pooled like liquid gold on the floor at her feet. She was a showstopper in the gown.

My bouquet matched, made from sunflowers and pristine white roses. The cakes were also decorated in varying shades of pastels, all bright and sunny and full of spring. 

Though the cakes may be intricate and over the top, the dress we’d eventually decided upon was a simple, custom-made design—a dress handmade from a fabulous Italian designer, a gift from Lizabeth after we’d solved The Violet Society mystery of Milan.

Fitting, in a way, I thought, as I smoothed the fluffy chiffon down over the slim-fitting white slip. It’d been designed just days after meeting and befriending Beckett, and now the dress had returned on the eve of his funeral. 

The dress itself had been pieced together with delicate, gauzy straps meeting at my shoulders, a fun, flirty dress with a wash of elegance. Meg had attempted to attack it with a glitter-gun, but thankfully, Nora had re-directed her toward the invitations. Our invitations had sparkled like the sun.

I chanced a look in the mirror as Meg headed to open the door and surprised myself. There was an elegance there, despite the missing eyebrows, that I hadn’t anticipated. A princess-like quality thanks to tiny glittering gem at my neck, the dangling chandelier earrings that sparkled on either side of my face.

All that was missing was the smile to match.

“Oh, Lacey.” Nora moved into the room, silently, as Meg closed the door from the outside and left us alone. My grandmother stopped behind me, watching me in the mirror. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” I said, and finally the overdue smile arrived. “For everything. Without you, I wouldn’t be here today.”

“You’re missing one thing.” Nora’s hands trembled as she removed a small box from behind her back. She herself looked beautiful in a bright pink dress with a stunning corsage on her wrist. “Here. I’ve saved it for a very long time.”

I took the small box, adorned with patina, and kept it between my palms. “For me?”

Nora blinked rapidly, and then cleared her throat. “Now, yes. Originally, it was for your mother.”

The lump in my throat grew. I held on to the box tighter and tighter, until I needed to focus my attention elsewhere, or I’d cry.

I popped open the box, determined to hold myself together. Inside were two beautifully round, impossibly tiny diamonds. They sparkled against the light just so, and I lost my breath trying to thank her.

“They were the ones I wore on my wedding day, you know,” Nora said, her hands circling my wrists. “Carlos and I eloped, as I’ve said. We were hardly adults at the time, so young and silly and in love.”

“But look how well it worked out.”

“I hope, if nothing else, that you know as much happiness in your marriage as I have in mine. Carlos is...” Nora rested a hand on her chest, took a breath. “He’s many things, but he’s always been my husband first. He’s always put me first, and I know Anthony will do the same for you.”

“I know he will.”

“I wish she could be here today to see you.” Nora’s voice cut through the air like a sharp blade. “You look just like her, you know.”

I gave the smallest of laughs. “I hope not. That doesn’t say much for her eyebrows.”

“She would be so proud of you. We all are. Your father, Carlos, me—your friends, all of us. Try to have a nice time today. Don’t let everything happen so fast that you don’t have time to enjoy it.”

“Were you nervous?”

“To get married?” Nora shook her head, her eyes crinkled with memory. “No, I was too naive to be nervous. I was so sure of it that we rushed into things, and after I had the ring on my finger I wondered what in the hell I’d gotten myself into.”

I spluttered a laugh, smiling at the image. “But clearly—”

“Clearly, it was the best decision I’ve ever made. Sometimes, when you know, you just know.”

“I know.”

“Good.” Nora turned suddenly more chipper, then reached for my shoulder and squeezed. “Because you have nothing to worry about, dear. This is your second time around, isn’t it?”

I turned into a fish, opening and closing my mouth. “What?”

“Honey, I’m married to the man who knows everything. Don’t you think I’ve picked up a few tricks over the years? I eloped myself, you know.”

“Nora, I—”

“Thank you. For doing this, all of this, for me. You didn’t have to, but I so very much wanted to be a part of your day.” Nora reached up and patted my cheek. “You and Anthony are two people in love. Who was I to stop you from getting married when you were ready? I’m just grateful for the opportunity to celebrate it as a family.”

Some more gasping and maybe a squeak from me. Stunned.

Nora leaned over and patted my stomach, speaking to the baby. “Not that mommy and daddy haven’t already celebrated some, right, Little L?” Then she stood and met my gaze with a grin. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

At my utterly blank smile, she shrugged. “Oh, come on. I’m not as ancient as I may look.”

“Apparently not.” 

“Promise me that you’ll have a great time out there,” Nora said, grasping my hands in hers. “For me, for your mother—for all of us who didn’t have the ceremony we wanted. Don’t worry, I’ll still cry. I’ve been saving these tears forever, gosh darn it, and they’re going to come out.”

Nora left the room then, and my heart pounded hard. I forced my hands to steady as I lifted the tiny earrings from their box and replaced my now-gaudy looking chandelier diamonds.

They were perfect.

And, I thought, as I chanced one last look in the mirror, a hint of my mother shined through the mirror back at me. I touched the earrings, took one deep breath, and made my way to the back of the cathedral to marry my husband...again.
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Chapter 33
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The view before me was, if nothing else, majestic. A sweeping grand ceiling spread above us in faded whites, the edges lined by bits of gold and splashes of color. Stained glass windows punctuated the walls, images within depicting stories of old.

“This is a little bit different than last time, huh?” Meg asked, as the cavernous room filled 

with the first sounds of organ music. A pre-wedding introductory song as the last of the ushers seated guests in the pews. Clothes shuffled, whispers filtered back, and the sweet scent of flowers hung faint in the air.

“There she is,” Vivian said, turning to face me. “Look at her, Joey. Just look at her.” Vivian looped her arm around his. “Doesn’t this bring back all sorts of fond memories from our wedding in Vegas? If Lacey were wearing sparkles, I swear it would be déjà vu.”

“Yeah,” Meg said. “Except there’s no bomb in her dress this time and, oh yeah, it’s Lacey’s wedding.”

“You look beautiful,” Joey huffed, trying to sound all tough guy as he coughed his way through the compliment. His attitude was significantly overshadowed by the crack in his voice. “Gorgeous, Lace.”

“Where are the rest of the bridesmaids and groomsmen?” I looked around the back of the church, but it was decidedly quiet. “And Marissa and Clarissa?”

“Here they come,” Meg said, nodding behind me. “I’ll bet you they were trying to sneak a peek at your cakes.”

“Probably not,” I said. “But—”

“Lacey?” the almost-twins asked in uniform. “You look...”

“—really pretty.”

“You should wear your hair like that—”

“—everyday. Where did you get your—”

“—earrings? And what happened to your eyebrows?”

Marissa and Clarissa talked over one another so fast that I could barely keep up with them. I wasn’t sure if any of it was a compliment, so I mostly just smiled and nodded as they spoke rapid fire. Meg stepped up to the plate and answered all of the questions for me.

“Her hair always looks good, and her earrings are very special,” Meg started. “Don’t you know not to bring up a bride’s flaws on her wedding day?”

My fingers shot to my eyebrows. “I thought you said they looked fine.”

“I said you looked fine, darling.”

I sucked in a breath and looked wildly around me for any sort of reflective surface to check my face for the zillionth time, but Meg’s hands came to rest on my shoulders as she told me to breathe.

“You look beautiful—eyebrows or no eyebrows,” Meg said gently. “And just think. If Anthony’s marrying you without your eyebrows, he’s definitely in this for the long haul.”

“Gee, thanks—”

“I think her eyebrows, and her face, and everything else are stunning.” Harold arrived next, appearing at my shoulder and raising an eyebrow at Meg. He then stepped between us and took my fingers daintily in his. “I mean it, Lacey. You look beautiful, and I’m honored to be a part of your day.”

“Harold...” Surprisingly, I found my throat a little congested with emotion. “You were one of the only people who liked me from the beginning. When I first came to the estate. You’ve always been there for me, and I really appreciate it.”

Harold cleared his throat, twice, before responding. “It’s an honor and a privilege to serve the Luzzi family. May your marriage last as long as my tenure with Carlos.”

Meg’s jaw dropped. “Holy guacamole. You’ve basically been married to Carlos for what...fifty years?”

“Never guess a butler’s age,” Harold chastised.

“He didn’t deny the marriage part,” Meg whispered, but when I shot her a glare, she changed the subject. “Fine, but you should be aware your cousin is behind you, and he’s going to be a mess. A big, blubbering mess.”

“I heard that,” Clay snapped from behind me. “I’m not a big, blubber—” He stopped as I turned around, then blinked rapidly a few times as he caught his first full look at me. “I’m not a blubber—”

Again, his profession of not being a big, blubbering mess wasn’t working so well. I reached out and brushed an imaginary piece of lint off his shoulder in order to keep my own cool. “You’re not a big blubber.”

Meg snorted behind me, but when Clay looked up at her, she slunk away to whisper with Vivian and Joey.

“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” I told him. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, that’s the problem.” Clay sounded almost annoyed. “Everything’s right, but I don’t have to like it.”

“Clay—”

“I miss you, Lacey.”

“What?” I stepped closer, my hand falling away from the imaginary piece of lint. “I’m right here. I see you about three times a week.”

“I know, but that’s not how things used to be.” Clay crossed his arms and bit his lip, staring up at the ceiling. “It used to be me and you against the family. Remember when you first met Anthony? You thought he was out to kill you.”

“Oh yeah! I thought he’d been the one who’d shot at our apartment.”

“Right, and injured me.”

“Clay, you had a papercut or something. You just made it sound like you’d gotten shot.”

“It still stung.”

“Okay, okay, you’re right. And now—”

“Now, it’s you and Anthony, and you and Meg, and even you and Nora have your own thing. Heck, even you and Carlos have some weird sort of enemy to friendship truce. But what about me and you?”

I was speechless. I hadn’t thought all that much about how Clay had felt during this whole thing because he’d had changes, too. He’d picked up a girlfriend, made buddies with Horatio, and babysat Arnold and Bobert. Never in a million years had I thought he’d actually miss me. 

“I always thought I bored you, or annoyed you,” I said. “Or, I don’t know, held you back from all of your smart things.”

“I wouldn’t have smart things to do if you didn’t do dumb things in the first place!”

“What?”

“If you didn’t go out looking for criminals, or getting yourself shot at, or putting yourself in precarious situations, what would I do with my days? Play the stock market? Program something online? Come on, Lacey. Without you mucking up your life, my life is boring.”

“Oh, um. Thank you?”

“It’s a symbiotic relationship. You and me against Carlos, against the bad guys. Whenever you thought Anthony was mad at you, where did you go? Home. To our home. Our apartment. When you found our family and Carlos turned out to be...uh—” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “Not the old and comforting grandfather you thought you’d find, where did you go?”

“I still go to you all the time, Clay. I came to you for help with Beckett’s death. I have come to you with every single thing I’ve ever done...you know, within reason. This isn’t the end of us.”

“Well, sometimes it feels like it.”

“I thought you’d like living with Meg. Is something wrong?”

“No, no. Not at all. You’re missing the point. I’m just saying that—”

“I know what you’re saying.” I tried hard not to cry and ruin my makeup. “We had some really great times together. We had...have, sort of, a cat together. I loved that apartment, and I still do. I miss it all the time.”

“You do?”

“The upside down number seven, the saggy outside of the building. The green curb and your stupid alarm systems that triggered only on me, and never on an intruder.”

We both shared a soft smile as Clay muttered an apology.

“No, don’t be sorry. Those were some of the best years of my life, Clay, but there will be more. With us. You and me, Meg, Anthony, even Nora and Carlos. We’re a family—I’m not going anywhere.”

“You already technically moved somewhere else.”

“It’s a good thing! I promise you, it’s a very good thing, Clay. But that doesn’t mean we won’t have some bittersweet memories for a little while. Down the road, when we have kids, just think of the stories we can tell them.”

“Kids?”

“You know, a long time in the future,” I said, obviously more for him than for me. “My point is that this is all just the beginning.”

Clay watched me for a long moment, then nodded. “I don’t like change. It took me long enough to get used to you that by the time I decided I liked you, you moved out.”

“Remember all the annoying things I did?”

“Took forever in the shower and fogged up all the windows. Ate all the food the second our fridge was full. Burned marshmallows over the stove so that our whole house smelled like a bonfire. Had men breaking in at all hours of the day and night to visit you. Clipped your nails really loudly and—”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s plenty, thanks. See? There were annoying things, too. You just don’t remember them. You’re blocking them out for all of the good memories.”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“I promise you. Nothing is going to happen to us. I’m still going to come to you with problems, and I’m still going to waltz into that apartment like it’s mine. We could even set up a coffee date once a month and just talk!”

“Whoa, whoa,” Clay said, gesturing for me to slow down. “Watch it. Let’s not get too crazy.”

I laughed, then took my cousin’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re my family, and I love you. We’re still a team, and you can come by whenever you want. I’ll do the same.”

He hesitated, and then agreed. “I didn’t even wire a bomb into your dress today.”

I raised a hand to my heart. “I’m touched, really.”

The next moment, the music changed. I could hear the heads of the audience swiveling, the whispers intensifying. I couldn’t see the front of the church from our current location in the hallway, but I could imagine the priest and Anthony had taken their place at the front.

Nora began the procession down the aisle, followed by Marissa and Clarissa as junior bridesmaids. I watched as, one by one, my best friends, my family, made their way through the church. 

With each pair—Vivian and Joey, Harold and Alessandra, Meg and Clay—my heart raced faster. One by one they kissed me on the cheek, smiled and waved, and then set off through the rows and rows of waiting guests.

Finally, the chords shifted to the familiar song we’d all been waiting for. The flower girl and ring bearer, children of one of the guard’s, were corralled into line as Here Comes the Bride pulsed through the room.

“I said I wouldn’t cry.” My father stepped next to me and gently laid a hand on my arm. “I hate crying.”

“Me too.”

“I wish—”

“It’s okay,” I told him. “We’re here now.”

Whatever his wish—maybe he wished that my mom could be here, or that he’d been a part of my life earlier. Maybe he wished that he’d never lost my mother in the first place—whatever it was, the wish didn’t matter today. 

He nodded in understanding. “Those earrings?”

“They belonged to Nora. She saved them for her.”

My dad ran a hand up to my cheek, brushing a thumb over the tiny stones on my earlobes. “You’re stunning, Lacey. I’m so proud to be here next to you. Thank you.”

I leaned in to kiss his cheek just as the first notes of Here Comes the Bride began to play. We exchanged a final smile, and I pressed back all of the emotions threatening to spill everywhere. 

Faces brimming with hope and happiness watched, waved, and greeted. One step after another, everything morphing into a blur as we passed one pew after the next. We passed Detective Rocha, who I ignored. Miss Lizabeth Harriet Morgan the Third, along with Poopsie. Horatio. So many others who’d become a part of my life so recently.

When we reached the halfway point, my father passed me to Carlos. The two men shared a brief handshake, a flicker of respect. Then Carlos folded his arm over mine, and we continued.

“I am happy,” Carlos declared. “You and Anthony will make a strong couple.”

For Carlos, that was as golden of a compliment as I could ask for. A smile split my face open as I leaned in, my arms outstretched, to give him a hug and a cheek kiss. We’d reached the end of the road.

When Carlos stepped back, let me go with a handshake to his new grandson-in-law, I hesitated one second longer. Then, I held the flowing edges of my dress as I pivoted to face him. Anthony. The man to whom I’d promise the rest of my life. The love of my life. The father of my baby. The man who...

“Is that a tear?” Meg hissed from behind me. “Holy crap. He’s crying.”

“You can’t say holy in here,” Marissa said. “It’s illegal.”

“It’s a sin,” Clarissa added. “This is church.”

“Amen,” Nora said, adding the sign of the cross.

I ignored all of them as my eyes locked on Anthony. Whatever was happening there could hardly be called crying; not a single tear had fully formed, but there was a definite mist to his gaze. Which surprised me entirely because we were already technically married. Also, unlike me, he didn’t have pregnancy hormones to blame for his emotions.

He reached for me, held my hands and brought me to stand with him before the priest. As the final bars of the song wound down, he leaned over and brushed a few words across my neck.

“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known or imagined,” he said. “Thank you for choosing me.”

I squeezed his hand because if I spoke, it would be Water World reincarnated. I’d be the biggest mess this church had ever seen. Swallowing, I watched Anthony’s reaction as I nodded, and thankfully, he smiled, just enough to let me know he understood.

“Friends, we are gathered here today...”

The ceremony launched, and the first half of it flew past in a mix of bright lights and heat, words and prayers, eyes watching, hearts beating, hands clapping. 

The vows approached, quickly, and my palms dampened with sweat. I’d written my own, memorized them—even though I’d practiced them a million times over, I couldn’t stifle my nerves.

“If anyone has objections, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

The silence stretched on, a mere formality at this stage.

“Then we shall—”

“Actually, hold on a second,” a voice called from the back row. “I have an objection. Three million of them.”

At the very same moment, Anthony’s phone rang.

“Really?” Meg asked. “Your own wedding, Anthony?”

“That’ll be his uber-emergency phone ringing,” The Zebra said, his voice all too familiar by now. He slipped out from the back row to stand in the aisle, a gun dangling from his fingertips. “Likely one of his lapdogs calling to warn him that you might have a surprise guest.”

Meg gawked next to me. “What in the world?”

“Surprise!” The Zebra raised his hands, then pointed the gun forward. “I would like to—”

A loud bang sounded, followed by a sea of people covering their ears with their hands, bending in half, searching the room with confused eyes. Only one person stood, and that was Mrs. Lizabeth Harriet Morgan the Third. She looked somewhat mystified at the gun in her hand that she’d fired vaguely in the same direction as The Zebra.

Before anyone got their bearings, The Zebra had one arm around Lizabeth’s neck, and his other hand around a wicker basket used normally for collections and donations given during the offering.

“Well, that wasn’t close, but I can assure you I’m not taking any more risks.” The Zebra threw the basket to the back pew. “Drop your weapons in there, or the old lady gets it.”

Murmurs broke out throughout the church as the first few people passed it along. 

“I don’t think everyone understands. Weapons. Guns. Knives. Nail files. It all goes into the basket. Move it, people.”

One member in the congregation inhaled sharply, but the rest seemed relatively unsurprised. I suppose that’s what happened when the Luzzi family got together—we were a hard bunch to shock.

“Give them up,” Carlos said, turning slowly and making eye contact with a few select members of the congregation. “Nobody’s getting hurt at my granddaughter’s wedding.”

“There we go, thank you, old man.” The Zebra focused his gaze on Detective Rocha. “Yes, even you, detective. Your gun, please.”

Detective Rocha, clearly fuming, dropped a gun into the collection basket.

“Great,” The Zebra said. “Now how about the rest of your weapons.”

“It’s a wedding,” the detective said. “I didn’t bring anything else.”

“Right.” The Zebra tapped his toe against the detective’s leg. Instead of the quiet thud of skin, a distinct thunk of shoe hitting metal rang out. “And either you have a peg leg, or you have something to put into my basket.”

The detective reached over, removed something from his leg, and let it drop into the basket. The look on his face was murderous, which was sort of ironic since he’s the one who’d insisted on showing up in the first place. If he’d stayed home like I’d suggested, he wouldn’t be staring down the nose of a gun.

A gun that quickly swung to point in my direction.

“Sorry, honey,” The Zebra said. “I know I said I’d kill your fiancé first, but I might have to reverse the order. It’s nothing personal, I’m sure you understand; it’s just business.”

“Oh, this is ridiculous,” Nora said, stepping into the aisle. She’d been sitting in the front row as The Zebra made his way up the aisle. “This is a wedding. Have you no respect for love?”

“Love?” He laughed. The collection basket returned to The Zebra once more as he reached the front of the church. He glanced down, surveyed the basket, and raised an eyebrow. “I’d expected more pizazz from a Luzzi wedding.”

Not me, however. I eyed that basket skeptically. There were at least four guns, a few sets of pocket knives, and one taser. Not to mention a few things I couldn’t name, and a few I definitely never wanted to see again.

“I beg to differ with your assessment,” Meg said. “I’m impressed. Are those nunchucks? I want some of those. If nobody claims them after the ceremony, I will gladly provide a safe and welcoming home for them.”

“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, step away from the bride.” The Zebra stood at the foot of the steps, his gun trained on me. “Let’s move it.”

Nobody budged an inch. Meg stepped closer. The intensity radiating off Anthony was palpable. But I could also see the hesitation in Anthony’s fingers as they clenched and unclenched. He might want to throttle the man, but he wouldn’t yet—not here, not now, not with a gun aimed at his wife and child.

“I’ve shot her once,” The Zebra said, narrowing his gaze. “Don’t make me finish the job.”

“Listen to him,” Anthony ordered. “Everyone back.”

The wedding party obeyed this time, the bridesmaids shrinking to one side, the groomsmen shuffling to the other. Even Anthony took a step back, and so did the priest.

“Clay.” Meg hissed behind me as The Zebra gave further instructions to the crowd. “Did you wire a bomb into Lacey’s dress?”

“Of course not,” Clay snapped. “Why would I do that?”

“Because it would be really convenient,” Meg said. “How come you never have a bomb when we need one, but you always have bombs when we don’t want them? It’s not a bad question.”

“I would have a bomb if Anthony hadn’t threatened to...” Clay halted, chanced a glance at the groom before continuing. “To do bad things if I brought bombs. I’m paraphrasing, here.”

“Shut up,” The Zebra said, climbing the stairs. He balanced the basket of weapons at his feet then raised, bringing the gun far too close to my head. “Now, let’s talk. Whose idea was it to put the money back in my bowling alley last night?”

“It wasn’t anybody’s idea,” I said, trying to step backward, but I couldn’t move. My arms felt glued to my sides, my feet cemented to the floor. “We didn’t move any money. We didn’t know where the money was located at all.”

The Zebra spoke in my ear, his voice a low rumble. “Admit you put it there.”

A whiff of stale coffee wafted over me, and it was everything I could do not to vomit. This morning sickness was turning into an all-day sickness. Very inconvenient. “When would I have put it there? After you shot me?”

The Zebra ran his free hand down my arm. His thumb brushed lightly over the bandage. “I would apologize, but you started it.”

“She didn’t. I suggest you drop the gun now,” Anthony said. “Or you will regret it.”

“Will I?” The Zebra raised an eyebrow as he inched the weapon closer to my skull. “Or will you regret it?”

Hatred—unbridled rage— flashed through Anthony’s eyes, but he smartly chose to stand still. First, he watched me, then The Zebra, calculating his options before settling on a question. “What do you want from us?”

“For your fiancé to admit she had the money and planted it back in my lanes.”

“What does it matter?” I interrupted. “The money is the least of your problems.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I haven’t done anything wrong. Except for that little bit of skin missing on your arm, maybe. I repeat, however, you started that tussle.”

“How do you figure you’re getting away with this?” I asked, more to keep him talking than anything else. “You admitted to murdering Beckett.”

The Zebra stepped closer, the coffee scent growing stronger. “When did you move my money?”

“This is seriously enough,” Nora said, marching up the stairs and planting herself next to The Zebra. “How much cash are you looking for? If I pay you off, will you stop yammering and let us get on with the ceremony?”

“Get back in your seat,” The Zebra growled, putting one arm around my neck and pressing the gun to my temple. Sweat stunk on him, and his heart thudded against my back. He was losing his cool. “What do you think you’re doing, old woman?”

“I’m not old, you gonad. Now relax, will you?” Nora issued such a piercing stare that even The Zebra paused to listen. “You manhandled my granddaughter, and she’s bleeding. I’m just tidying it up so the mess doesn’t get on her dress. If you haven’t noticed, her dress is white. And it’s expensive, mister.”

Sure enough, the wound on my arm had re-opened just enough to let a thin stream of blood trail down my arm. Nora moved to mop it up with a handkerchief, and this time, nobody warned her away.

“Well, go on,” Nora said, gesturing with her hand for The Zebra to continue. “Ignore me, I’m just here on dress duty.”

The Zebra, bewildered, stumbled for his next words. I could practically hear the gears in his brain ticking through his options. Not that there was much he could do, seeing as the woman before him was nearing ninety, fragile-looking, with a tongue as sharp as a sword. If he did anything to hurt her, he’d just look weak.

“Leave her alone,” Anthony said. “And get to the point.”

The Zebra glanced once more at Nora, then decided to let it go and promptly ignored her. “When did—”

“I told you,” I blurted. “It’s always been there.”

“You expect me to believe that it’s been in my own damn house this entire time?” The Zebra roared. “Beckett stole three million dollars from me, and there’s no way he’d be audacious enough to hide it in plain sight.”

“I wouldn’t?”

Time crawled to a stop. The room halted, as if on the verge of disaster—not unlike the threat of a snowstorm hovering on the horizon, bits of rain gathering at the edges of clouds and pressing onward. Always onward.

The voice came from behind The Zebra. From the sacristy behind the altar.

The voice came closer, louder, more clear. “I’d be careful what you assume, Mr. Zebra.” Beckett stood behind us on the spacious altar grinning wildly in my direction. “Seeing as I had the audacity to die when you attempted to murder me.”

Alessandra reacted to his presence first by slumping into a dead faint.

Meg leapt to attention at the last possible second, catching Alessandra just before she hit the floor. “You’re welcome,” she murmured to the sleeping bridesmaid. “Good thing I’m the bomb dot com.”

“Beckett,” I gaped. “You’re...”

“Alive?” he smiled, appearing far better than just alive. He looked radiant, his eyes twinkling with mischief, the light in his dark irises dancing with delight. “Yes, I’m most certainly alive.”

“But. You—”

“I’m sorry for the late RSVP to your big day, Lacey.” Beckett straightened a bright purple tie—violet, actually—and adjusted his suit. “Hope I’m dressed okay.”

“Yeah, uh, that’s okay,” I said dumbly. My brain hadn’t caught up to the fact that a dead man had miraculously risen almost before my eyes. “What are you?”

Beckett laughed. “Perfectly human. Not a hair harmed on my head.”

“But—”

“That’s what happens when one attempts to murder a magician.” He lifted playfully onto his tiptoes, smiled at the crowd as if performing. “Let me demonstrate.”

The Zebra must have been just as frozen as I was, watching as Beckett removed a pill from his front pocket. He held the large, red oval up for the crowd to see, and then popped it in his mouth.

“Poison,” he announced loudly, his words slightly slurred due to the large object on his tongue. “Once I swallow, it’ll kill me in three seconds flat. Same pill that my friend here, The Zebra, so kindly forced on me the day I died.”

“You swallowed it,” The Zebra snarled. “So why aren’t you dead?”

“Did I?” Once again, Beckett raised his hands so both of his palms faced the crowd. Then he swallowed, closed his eyes, and opened his mouth for all to see. The pill was gone.

“Holy guacamole,” Meg said. “Don’t you need CPR? A medic? Nine-one-one?”

“I would, if I’d swallowed it.” Beckett winked at his adoring fan, and then reached into his pocket and removed the exact same pill he’d supposedly swallowed seconds ago. “Same one. You can feel it if you like, still a bit damp from my tongue. Apologies.”

Meg took a few steps forward and laid a finger on it. “Yep,” she said, nodding to the crowd. “There’s definitely saliva on that bugger. But how did you do it?”

“A magician never gives away his secrets,” Beckett said. “But if that weren’t all, my old friend here tried to make it look like I’d taken it of my own accord.”

“You...you did,” The Zebra argued, but it fell on deaf ears.

Everyone’s rapt attention was on Beckett as he removed another, smaller pill. “What I did take was this one. Slows the heart rate down, simulates death. Just long enough for everyone to declare me DOA, and then leave me alone in peace to wake up.”

The Zebra hugged me closer to his body. The coffee smell grew stronger as did his loss of control. The situation was spiraling, and I was right in the middle of it. I caught Anthony’s gaze, and despite his longing looks, he couldn’t do anything. One wrong move, and I’d end up dead.

The church went deathly quiet.

Beckett gave a soft laugh. “I’d apologize for ruining the mood, but I’m pretty sure he already beat me to it.”

“The money has always been in your bowling pins,” Beckett said. “I never stole anything. Now, let me tell you the side of the story I never got to say as a dead man.”

Alessandra made a slight noise then, and Meg lifted her to a sitting position and patted her head. Nora bustled over with a bottle of water from her purse, then rushed back to me and dabbed at my arm. 

“I met the love of my life last year,” Beckett said, his eyes sliding with a note of concern toward Alessandra. “And I looked very, very hard to find a ring special enough for her. It took me months. Months of slaving away until I found one beautiful enough. And then, just days before I was going to ask her hand in marriage, you took it from me.”

“Worthless piece of crap,” The Zebra said. “It’s not worth ten thousand dollars.”

“It was never about the money,” Beckett said, for the first time balling his fists in a rage. “It was about the fact that I’d traced down the oldest ring in my family...the family...”

He paused, met my gaze and then Alessandra’s, and I knew he was talking about The Violet Society. I should’ve guessed. Violet gemstone, left behind by Beckett. It all made sense.

“It was never about the money, but you made it about the money. So, when you took the ring—a one of a kind—from me, robbing me of the opportunity to give it to Alessandra when I proposed on December 23rd, well...I couldn’t let that slide.”

“So, you stole three million dollars from me.”

“No, I creatively re-organized its location. I don’t want your filthy cash. Never did,” Beckett said. “But I underestimated you. You were never going to let it go. The money, the ring, the game. You were going to come after me until one, or both, of us was dead.”

“That’s how this game is played,” The Zebra said, pressing the gun tighter to my temple. “We all knew the rules when we got into it. Don’t play stupid.”

“I’m not, which is why I figured the only way to beat you was to die first.” Beckett gave a wry smile. “Which is when I orchestrated the rest of the plan. The poison, the location, everything. I led you to it, made it so easy that you couldn’t possibly fail to kill me. And then, finally, I’d be free to pick up a new identity and marry my fiancé in peace. After all, identities are a dime a dozen. Now, Alessandra—she’s one of a kind.”

Alessandra sat up straighter, her face as pale as the white roses in my bouquet. A bouquet that was wilting by the second as I grasped it for dear life. 

“You were never supposed to involve others in this mess,” Beckett said. “And that’s what forced me to come back now. I was going to sit the rest of this hand out, but you brought me back.”

The Zebra’s arm tightened around me, and I could practically feel him frothing at the mouth. “Walking in here was your last mistake.”

“Beckett!” Alessandra shouted, her eyes fixed not on her fiancé, but on me, on the gun at my head.

I felt The Zebra move as Alessandra’s eyes followed the motion, and within seconds, the gun fired. My ears rang, the sound deafening, shockingly close to my eardrums as I crumpled to the floor.

I lost my balance, couldn’t stand, couldn’t speak—but I could see. I watched in slow motion as Beckett took a bullet in the chest. Flailed backward, his arms waving wildly. Alessandra stood, stumbled toward him, and fell at his side.

Meg lunged after her. Anthony leapt toward me, or I imagine he did, because the next thing I knew his arms were wrapped around me, protecting me, holding me tight amidst the chaos around us.

Something rained down on us, light, feathery, colorful, and I squinted upward searching for the source. There, standing directly above us, stood Nora Luzzi, thumping The Zebra over the head repeatedly with my bouquet of roses and sunflowers.

The flowers did the trick, distracting The Zebra long enough for me to reach out and yank one leg out from underneath him. He fell hard to the ground, landing with an umph as Nora stomped on him with her tiny feet.

Anthony shouted something that I couldn’t make out, mostly since my ears were still ringing. Then he pulled himself to his feet and stood over The Zebra.

By the time I scrambled to my feet, pried the bouquet from Nora’s hands, and surveyed the situation, Anthony had The Zebra under control. It didn’t take long before Detective Rocha arrived, clinking a pair of handcuffs over The Zebra’s wrists.

“I’m not sure what’s going on here,” the detective said. “But I think we threw the rulebook out the window the moment Lacey stepped foot down the aisle.”

“We can probably all forget about this,” Anthony said, nudging The Zebra with his foot. “Just make sure he gets back to his cell.”

Detective Rocha opened his mouth to respond, but not before looking over toward Beckett’s figure, which was now moving, standing, brushing himself off after the bullet to his chest.

“Are you kidding?” the detective mumbled. “I think that man has nine lives.”

Anthony let out a quiet laugh. “At least.”

“Whew.” Beckett stood, winced, then shrugged his jacket off. He glanced around at the numerous sets of eyes staring back at him, and raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think I was dumb enough to walk into a room with a murderer and not wear a vest?”

Meg let out a sigh. “You scared the bejeepers out of me.”

Beckett peeled off his tie and dress shirt, exposing the bulletproof vest. That came off next, dropped to the floor as he pressed tenderly against his chest. “That sucker will bruise.”

“Beckett...” Alessandra’s voice was a whisper. “You’re back.”

“I never left, sweetheart.” He made his way to her with deliberate steps. They sat next to each other, eyes locked, just barely breathing. “I’m so sorry. So sorry I couldn’t tell you, so sorry I couldn’t come back sooner. He had to believe I was dead.”

Alessandra raised a shaky hand, brushed it against his face. Then the other hand joined, and she let them rove over his hair, his lips, his chest, before finally the tears arrived and slid soundlessly down her cheeks.

I had a hard time swallowing, a sudden lump in my throat. The Zebra wiggled underneath Anthony’s foot, and the detective growled at him to stay still.

“They’re so sweet,” I whispered. “Look at them.”

Beckett’s hand came up to rest on Alessandra’s, and his eyes brightened as he found the ring there. The beautiful ring he’d searched so hard to find. “You have it, you found it.”

“Thanks to Lacey,” she said. “Yes.”

“I planned to come for you tonight. I would’ve explained everything, but The Zebra took things too far, too fast. I had to do something.” He raised her hand to his lips, pressed a kiss there. “I’m so sorry.”

“I know. It’s okay,” she said. Soft and sweet, she watched him for a long moment. “But if you ever set up your own murder again and don’t tell me about it, you will regret it.”

Beckett interrupted her with a chaste kiss to the lips. “I wanted to do this months ago.”

Alessandra caught her breath, her hand fluttering to her lips. “Oh.”

Beckett slipped the ring off Alessandra’s finger, studied it, spun it around. Then he palmed the jewelry, looked up, and met her gaze. “Alessandra, if I promise to never again fake my own death, will you marry me?”

A grin, bright and strong, broke through the stormy clouds as she laughed. She nodded, murmured a yes, and we all sighed collectively as he slipped the ring on her finger.

When they embraced, it was everything I could do not to cry. Until I got an idea, a very brilliant idea that was so wild it just might work. “Anthony, listen,” I said. Then I whispered my very brilliant idea in his ear, stepped back, and watched his face. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s crazy.”

“Me too,” I said with a smile. “But it just might fly.”
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The pre-wedding march music resumed. The mood of the congregation had changed, and so had some of the members. For starters, Detective Rocha and The Zebra had gone, with the former promising that this time, The Zebra would be taken in with special care and attention. 

In other words, he wouldn’t be getting out of prison anytime soon. As an added layer of protection, I had Anthony make a quick call to Ralphie. Turned out the guy was more than happy to squeal on his boss, which would only add to the ammunition already against him.

“Lacey, get up here! Quickly,” Nora said, ushering me in line. “You’re almost up.”

“Wait—” Alessandra’s hand snaked out and caught my wrist. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

I glanced around at the rest of the wedding party, now a bit disheveled, but still brimming with excitement. “Of course! I wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise.”

“But—”

“It’s up to you. Are you ready?”

Alessandra studied herself, then me, in the reflection of a shiny statue from our place in waiting at the rear of the church. A wedding dress glimmered back at us, and next to it, a bridesmaid dress.

I reached down and fingered the yellow tulle on the bridesmaid dress before turning to face Alessandra. She wore all white and looked a stunning bride. I told her so. “We are already married,” I continued. “We were doing today for the wrong reason.”

“It’s not wrong to want to celebrate with your family.”

“Fine,” I amended. “You’re right, but we were doing it for the show, the flash of the wedding. To please everyone else. That’s not what getting married is supposed to be about.”

Alessandra’s eyes landed on the yellow bridesmaid dress that somehow fit me almost as well as it did her. A little tighter in some areas, maybe, but it would do. 

The wedding dress, however, looked as if it’d been made for her. It was the same one she’d lent me last night, the white, summery dress that’d always been meant for Beckett. This whole day, I realized, had come together for her and Beckett.

That’s why we’d switched places. After the fiasco with The Zebra, somebody re-distributed the weapons from the collection baskets to their rightful owners, which only made me a tiny bit nervous. Then, Carlos had talked the priest into returning to complete the ceremony.

I stepped closer to the new bride and rested a hand on her shoulder. “If you’re not ready to get married, or you want to do this your own way, that’s one thing, but—”

“No,” she interrupted. “Are you kidding? The man I love just returned from the grave. You know, in theory. I want to marry him as quickly as possible.”

“Then by all means, walk down the aisle,” I said, gesturing to the deep red carpeting leading the way to the altar. “It’s already set up and waiting for you.”

“Thank you.” Alessandra pulled me in for a hug, her bouquet brushing against my shoulder in the process. It was decidedly bare, most of the petals having fallen to the ground when Nora put The Zebra out of commission. “For this, for everything.”

“No, thank you,” I said, leaning against her as she held on tightly. “For reminding us what marriage, what weddings are all about. We did things right—for us—the first time around. This time it should be you.”

Once again, the familiar chorus began. I raised my eyebrows. “Here comes the bride.”

She smiled, stepping back as I stepped forward. 

“Well, hello there, handsome,” I said, looping my arm through Anthony’s. “Isn’t there a thing about the maid of honor and the best man getting together?”

Anthony glanced down at me, my stomach, and winked. “I’d say it’s too late for that.”

I nudged him in the ribs with my elbow as he laughed.

“Isn’t it matron of honor?” he whispered at the halfway point.

“Don’t say that. It makes me sound old.”

“Does it help that I love you anyway?”

It was my turn to laugh as we reached the front of the church. Anthony wasn’t one to go without fanfare, however, and circled my waist with his arms, pulling me in for one fantastic kiss before we parted ways to frame the bride and groom. 

I wasn’t even sure anybody paid attention to the order in which we all traipsed down the aisle; at this point, we all just wanted to celebrate the ceremony and be done with it. 

My hair looked windblown as I leaned in to give Beckett a quick hug and the thumbs up. To my surprise, he trembled underneath my arms. Anthony shook his hand, and Beckett took a deep breath. The famous mystery man was finally out of his element. He’d died and come back to life, but it was getting married that had him sweating. Men. 

Meg and Clay made the march slowly down the aisle, Meg waving and blowing kisses the entire way. I was still fixing my hair as the pair reached the altar.

“Dang, that was one spicy kiss,” Meg announced upon arrival. “Your grandmother saw that!”

“It’s too late for modesty. And anyway, it was supposed to be our wedding. We at least get a kiss out of the deal.”

“And cake,” Meg said. “I like Alessandra a lot, but don’t let her steal all of your cake.”

“She’s not going to steal my cake.”

“Better keep your eye on Beckett though. He makes things disappear.”

“Shhh,” I chastised, as the music grew louder, the congregation leaning over the sides of the pews to catch a glimpse of the bride and as she strode down the aisle. 

On her arm was Carlos. For her other family, there’d be a ceremony at a later date, a private one, much like the version I’d been planning. But for now, it was just us. Not that any of the rest of us mattered since Alessandra had eyes only for Beckett.

Her eyes stayed locked on him for the rest of the ceremony, and his on her. When the priest got to the part asking about any objections, Anthony surveyed the crowd with a look that stated quite clearly that anyone speaking now would forever be holding their peace. The moment passed quickly, and the wedding concluded with gusto.

The reception continued as planned, too, and thanks to the extraordinary number of cakes available, we were all allowed to cut our own. Anthony and I had an entire cake on our plate—not that he touched it. 

“Do you think we can ask for a takeout box?” I whispered. “I can’t finish the whole thing by myself.”

“You own the cake,” Anthony said. “And it’s sort of your wedding. You can do whatever you want.”

When it was time for the bouquet toss, Meg grabbed me and pulled me onto the dance floor. “I know you’re not single anymore,” she said. “But I need your moral support. I’m going to jump high, but you be ready to scramble on the ground when Alessandra throws it.”

“I’m not scrambling anywhere.”

“But we need this bouquet.”

“Meg, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a superstition—”

It was at that moment Alessandra tossed the bouquet behind her back. The trajectory was clear immediately, and all I had to do was hold out my arms. 

The flowers, or rather... stems, thumped as they landed smack in my arms. 

“Great job,” Meg said, swiping it from me in a second. “You can’t have that, though. You’re married. But I’m not.” Then she made googly eyes at Clay across the room, and pretended to file her fingernails, flashing her very ring-less finger. Clay looked a bit green.

It wasn’t until most of the guests had left, the music winding down with the last of the slow dances, that Carlos approached the table where I sat with Anthony, Alessandra, and Beckett. I’d kicked my shoes off, and Alessandra had done the same.

Anthony and Beckett each had a glass of some fancy brown liquor in a glass before them, while Alessandra had wine, and I had sparkling water. Finally, the rush of the day had passed. The moment had quieted, and it was just us, now. Just the family.

Carlos raised his own glass as he approached, first to Beckett, then Alessandra. They clinked, Carlos murmured some congratulations, and then he shook Beckett’s hand.

“Did Carlos just thank you?” I asked, once he’d turned and left. “Sorry, but that’s unheard of.”

“The Zebra wasn’t only disrupting my life,” Beckett said. “Everyone’s glad he’s gone.”

“Why couldn’t you have just...I don’t know, turned him into the police for something else?” I asked. “It just seems like so much work to die for it.”

He shrugged. “I’ve always liked a show.”

“It wasn’t about the show,” I said. “You wouldn’t have put Alessandra through that if you didn’t have to.”

Beckett straightened and took a swig from his glass. “When I, uh, rearranged The Zebra’s money, I expected he’d come after me, throw a few threats on the wall, ask for it back.”

We all listened, watching as he lifted the glass again, but this time didn’t drink.

“But he didn’t. He handed me ten photos of Alessandra, all dated earlier that morning. Her place of employment, the name of her family and friends, the last time we’d been seen together.” Beckett shook his head, a forlorn expression creeping onto his face. “I’d thought he’d come after me. I never expected the man would be cruel enough, or intelligent enough, to go after the person I loved more than anything.”

Alessandra reached for his hand, squeezed. “You couldn’t have known.”

“I made a mistake, and I had to fix it,” Beckett said. “Sure, there might’ve been other ways, but if her life was at stake, I wasn’t waiting to fix it. The only surefire way to get him off my case was to...”

“Die,” I finished. “But even that didn’t stop him from searching for the money.”

“Apparently, The Zebra only had three million between him and bankruptcy,” he said. “He might’ve stolen from the wrong guy, but I poked a wounded animal with a stick, and he lashed out. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “We ended up with him in jail, and everyone is alive.”

“But Alessandra...” he paused, shook his head. “You. Look at your arm. And your eyebrows.”

“Don’t look at my eyebrows.” I shielded them with a hand, smiling underneath. “Even if you wanted to, you can’t, actually. They don’t exist.”

“I’m sorry for dragging so many innocents into this. Lacey, I’d had your name on me so they’d call you. I couldn’t...didn’t want Alessandra to see me like that. I trusted you’d help her, get her the news, and you did.”

“That paper led us to The Violet Society,” I said. “Eric was in on it?”

Beckett let out a wry smile. “Eric is one of my oldest friends. He owns the apartment and let me use it to stash the ring.”

“Why couldn’t you just give it to us?”

“I couldn’t risk The Zebra finding it first. Eric knew about it, and I told him to help should you go to him. But I also told him he had to keep the ruse going. If he let on that I wasn’t dead and The Zebra caught wind of it...”

“The whole thing would be ruined. I have one last question.”

“Anything.”

“Where in the world is Eric from?” I asked. “He speaks with a different accent every time he opens his mouth.”

Beckett leaned back in his chair and laughed. He didn’t answer the question, but it’s not as if I expected him to. The Violet Society kept their cards close to their chest, and we’d probably already seen too much.

“I truly am sorry for everything,” Beckett continued. “It all started with one wrong action, and everything snowballed. I never meant for anyone to get hurt.”

“All’s well that ends well,” I said, raising a glass. “Cheers. It got you married.”

We clinked glasses, and everyone sipped their beverages. There was still lots to think about, so many questions, but for now, we’d worked out enough of the logic to just sit and enjoy. The moment, the family, the love that’d been lost and found.

“Well, if this wasn’t just the most exciting day ever,” Nora said, bustling over. “Two sort of weddings, a criminal behind bars, and a man back from the dead.” She clapped enthusiastically. “I’d call for an encore, but I just might faint.”

“You’re not upset?” I asked. “I know you didn’t quite get the wedding you’d been hoping for.”

“Oh, honey,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’ve got more than I ever could’ve dreamed of having. Plus, I got in on the action. It’s been years since I got to give anyone a good knock on the head.”

“You were something else,” Beckett said. “Never seen anything like it.”

“Thanks.” Nora stood, flexing her muscles. “I’ve been working out.”

When she scattered back to find Carlos and show him her newfound muscles, I turned to Beckett and Alessandra as Meg and Clay joined the table, too. “So, what’s next for you guys?”

“My suitcase is packed,” Alessandra said with a shy smile. “And Beckett blows wherever the wind takes him. I think the wind is taking us somewhere warm and tropical for the next few weeks.”

I nodded approvingly. “Sounds like the perfect remedy. In fact, we’re doing the same thing.”

“Us too,” Meg said. “I booked a trip for me and Clay, mostly because I was so disappointed in the pre-honeymoon cruise. We’re doing a honeymoon, minus the wedding part.”

I frowned, looking at the group. “I’d ask where you all are going, but I’m not sure I want to know. Let’s keep it a surprise for now, and we can all compare notes after.”

“I agree,” Alessandra said. “Quiet and private.”

“Sounds good,” Meg said, throwing her arm around Clay. “We’ll try quiet and private, though I’m not very good at either of those things.”

“Great,” I said, leaning back into Anthony. “Well, then, we should be heading out. Sounds like everyone has a flight to catch tomorrow.”

A waiter scurried by then, and I flagged him down. “Would it be possible to get a doggy bag?”

“For?” he raised his eyebrows.

“The cakes.”

“Cakes? Plural?”

“Cakes. All of them.”

“Do you want one bag, or...”

“Yes, one package will be fine.”

“Ma’am, there are about...eight cakes left.”

I leaned in, narrowing my eyes. “I’m the bride, so you’re not allowed to judge me.”

“Okay, ma’am.”

“I want them all.”

“Right away,” he said, scurrying toward the kitchen.

“Jeesh,” Meg said. “This’ll be an interesting nine months.”

“I’m still off ice cream,” I said. “Things will get better when I’m not ice cream deprived anymore.”

Meg clucked sympathetically, then reached over and patted Anthony on the shoulder. “Good luck, my friend. You’re a good man.”

Anthony took me by the hand, squeezed, and tugged me away from the group. “I need to talk to you for a second.”

“Okay. Is this about the cakes? Because maybe I could donate one to a good cause—”

“No, Lacey. It’s about us.”

I followed him over to a quiet corner of the reception hall. 

My heart pounded as I looked up at his face, a sheet of worry. “What about us?”

“Us. The three of us,” he said. “You mentioned earlier about getting out of the business, and...I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh, Anthony.” I collapsed into his arms. “Why didn’t you say that? My heart was racing. You don’t have to think about that now. Let’s talk about it later...not on our adopted wedding night.”

Anthony’s fingers ran through my hair. “I think you’re right.”

“Right?”

“I think we need to figure out another way for this to work. My connections to Carlos are too...” he hesitated. “They’re too—”

“Scary?”

“Scary,” he agreed. “And I can’t put you at risk anymore, and especially not our son or daughter.”

“We’re married. It’s my family, too. Our family. Please, don’t worry.” I lifted onto my tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. Soft music played in the background, and he spun me in a slow circle in our private little corner. “We’ll figure something out.”

He coughed, then cleared his throat.

“What’s wrong?” I frowned. “Something’s on your mind.”

“I’m not sure how to say this.”

“Just spit it out.”

He cleared his throat again. “I don’t know how to break up with Carlos.”

I hesitated, looking to see if he was serious. After watching him for a long minute, I realized it was a legitimate concern. “Anthony, I don’t expect you to break up with Carlos.”

“But—”

“We’ll figure out everything. For now, let’s focus on enjoying our honeymoon.”

“Our honeymoon.”

“We’ll figure out work, and family, and everything like that when we come back. For now, just picture you and me on a beach.” My hands pressed against Anthony’s chest, and I toyed with his shirt. “Alone. No family, no friends, no work, and no dead bodies.” 

“Shh...” Anthony leaned in and cut off my words with a kiss. “Don’t jinx it.”
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EPILOGUE
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Sunlight dripped like liquid gold from the sky, washing everything with a bright, shimmery light. Warmth sizzled off the sand, the blue sky perfectly brilliant, clear and pristine.

Anthony carried two of our suitcases while I rested a hand on my head to hold my floppy hat in place. I’d always wanted a floppy hat. I looked horrible in hats, but that wasn’t stopping me this time.

I was on vacation, and if I wanted to wear a floppy hat, it was going to be obnoxiously big and...well, floppy.

“Watch it,” Anthony said, as I turned too fast and almost clipped him with the brim. “You almost cut my head off with that thing.”

“Can you believe it?” I pointed to the crystalline blue waters ahead of us. “Just you, me, and an honest to goodness cruise for the next three weeks. Islands, all of this gorgeous water, tons of food...what more could I want?!”

Anthony took one of my hands and led me onto the small, semi-private cruise ship that would only house a handful of other couples. We’d specifically picked this cruise because of its anonymity; I’d never even heard of the islands it stopped at, which sounded perfect to me. Quiet alone time together, just Anthony and myself and the beautiful Caribbean.

When we reached our luxury room, we tucked our suitcases away. Anthony hopped in the shower for a quick rinse while I unpacked a few of my things, first and foremost the Tupperware container full of snacks I’d brought.

“Lacey,” Anthony said a few minutes later. “Did you bring our wedding cake?”

I froze, the fork halfway to my mouth. “Only two of them.”

“Only two of them.” His gaze was mystified as he shook his head. “You know it’s all inclusive here? That means you can have whatever food you want—free of charge.”

“Oh, I’m aware.” I crossed my arms. “But what if they didn’t have cake? Specifically, wedding cake?”

“How about we go find out what they do have. Dinner should be served any second now, and I’m starved.”

“But wait. Do I have something on my face?” I reached a finger into the cake’s frosting and dusted it on my lips. “Can you help?”

Anthony perched on the edge of the bed and pushed the container of cake away. He leaned in, paused, waiting for me to close the gap. I inched closer. He did, too. I did again, until finally he caved, running his tongue gently over the frosting before concluding with a long, luxurious kiss.

“Delicious,” he murmured, opening his eyes after a few minutes.

“There’s more where that came from,” I said.

“Is that right?”

I reached behind him and grabbed the container and a fork. “Dig in.”

“That’s not what I was talking about.”

I felt my eyes widen and my heart race. “Oh. Right. Well, there’s more of that, too.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear.”

An hour later, I straightened my flowery sundress, and Anthony pulled on a shirt.

“Now, I’m hungry for dinner,” he said.

“I’m full, but I’ll go with you for the company.”

“If you hadn’t polished off the cake, maybe you’d have an appetite.”

I grabbed his hand. “Hush now. Don’t be silly—it’s illegal to waste cake.”

We made our way to the dining room, an intimate area lit by candles, dusted with translucent curtains over the windows, washed with elegant live music.

“It’s nice,” I said. “Just you and me. Alone. Nobody to bother us.”

“Lacey—”

“We should do this more often. I love my family and all, but—”

“Lacey.”

“What?” I glanced up at him, our hands swinging between us. “Don’t you agree?”

The look on his face, however, wasn’t one of complete and utter bliss like it should’ve been. It should’ve reflected the romance, the relaxation, the post-wedded excitement like the other couples on board, but instead, he looked ready to wring someone’s neck.

I followed his gaze over to the table in question. Then I blinked and did a double take. “Am I hallucinating?”

“I’m afraid not,” he said grimly. “What are they doing here?”

I stepped closer. There, at the table before us, sat Alessandra and Beckett next to Meg and Clay. Between them sat a robot. Bob. Even Bob had made the boat, and in Bob’s arms was a baby—or rather, our baby. 

“Is Bob holding Arnold?” I hissed. “Our Arnold?”

“I thought you returned him to the school,” Anthony said. “How did Bob get ahold of him?”

“Why is Bob even here?” I asked, stomping to the table. “That’s the million-dollar question.”

“Lacey!” Meg opened her arms, eyes big with surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here?” I crossed my arms, thumbed at Anthony. “I’m here on a honeymoon cruise with my husband. What are you doing here?”

“Same thing,” Alessandra said, thumbing over to Beckett. Then she turned to Meg. “What are you doing here?”

“Well, my pre-honeymoon cruise with you was a dud, so I convinced Clay to go on a post-pre-honeymoon with me.”

“That makes no sense,” I said. “And why did you bring Bob?”

“Because he’s part of the family,” Clay said. “And he’s a single dad.”

“Arnold? Arnold doesn’t belong to us!”

“You tried to give him back to the school,” Clay said. “Lucky for Arnold, I found him and adopted him.”

“You stole the home-EC fake baby?” I shook my head. “Clay, you need a better hobby.”

The whole table fell into silence.

“Do you mind if we join you?” I asked. “I suppose it doesn’t make sense to sit at another table, even if we wanted romantic alone time.”

“Tell me about it,” Beckett said. “We didn’t plan it to happen this way. This was the only cruise leaving this morning. We nabbed it.”

I groaned. “I know. I looked everywhere.”

“I just got a fifty percent off coupon,” Meg said. “And that’s what landed us here. That and one of them bowling pins accidentally turned up in my trunk, and I didn’t want to save the cash.”

Anthony’s hand came down to rest on my shoulder where he squeezed—hard. “Perfect.”

“Perfect,” I echoed through gritted teeth.

“Well, look at this!” Another voice squealed from behind us. “Carlos, look! It’s the whole gang! Lacey, Anthony, Beckett, Alessandra, Meg, Clay, Bob, and...oh, Arnold made it. Baby Arnold, come to Grandma Nora.”

My grandmother cradled the ugly alien baby as Carlos looked up, caught sight of us, and froze. Then he turned on his heel and stomped away.

“Do you mind if I join you?” Nora asked, scooting into the seat next to Bob. “Carlos wanted quiet time, so he’s probably going to the room. Anyway, isn’t this great? I got a sixty percent off coupon and figured a little downtime was just what Carlos and I needed.”

“Dang,” Meg said. “I wish I got your coupon.”

“What a romantic honeymoon,” I mumbled. Then softer, I turned to Anthony. “Think we can change our tickets to Spain, or Egypt, or...anywhere else?”

“Worth a shot,” he murmured back. “I’ll call after dinner.”

“Oh, how sweet is this. I’m just overjoyed,” Nora said, glancing around at the dinner table. “Look at us all here, honeymooning together.”

We all murmured in faux agreement as Nora cooed to baby Arnold.

“Do you think she’ll love Arnold more than our baby?” I whispered to Anthony.

“It’ll be close,” he said. “Too early to tell.”

“Don’t you all feel so lucky?” Nora grinned broadly. “We are just one big happy family.”

“Can’t get away,” Anthony said. “Never ever a moment away.”

“So much family,” Alessandra agreed. “All the family.”

I sighed. “One big happy family.”


THE END
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Author’s Note
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Thank you for reading book ten in the Lacey Luzzi series! What an incredibly fun ride it’s been for me to bring this series into the double digits. I owe it all to the readers and friends of the family! Thank you!

I hope you enjoyed the gang’s adventures this time around! Stay tuned for another book in the series—coming soon. To be notified when it releases, please sign up for my newsletter at www.ginalamanna.com.

Thank you for reading!

Love,

Gina




** **
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Now for a thank you...

To all my readers, especially those of you who have stuck with me from the beginning. 

By now, I’m sure you all know how important reviews are for Indie authors, so if you have a moment and enjoyed the story, please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon or Goodreads. I know you are all very busy people and writing a review takes time out of your day—but just know that I appreciate every single one I receive. Reviews help make promotions possible, help with visibility on large retailers and most importantly, help other potential readers decide if they would like to try the book.

I wouldn’t be here without all of you, so once again—thank you.




Thanks again for reading, and I hope you enjoyed the story! 

See other books by Gina here:
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Gina LaManna is the USA TODAY bestselling author of the Magic & Mixology series, the Lacey Luzzi Mafia Mysteries, The Little Things romantic suspense series, and the Misty Newman books.
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