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      Hormones. Absolute traitors.

      One minute I was a functioning member of society. The next, I was crying over a toilet paper commercial and contemplating murder because someone put the peanut butter back in the wrong place.

      At nine months pregnant, which felt more like nineteen, I blamed hormones for everything. Mood swings. Cravings. The fact I couldn’t see my own feet. The delightful little side effect where I started seeing pre-ghosts—people who weren’t dead yet, but were about to be.

      Thankfully, that particular horror show packed its bags and left sometime after the first trimester. These days I am back to my usual brand of weird—your standard, everyday ghosts. The already-dead kind. The kind I’d been seeing ever since my best friend, Ben, was murdered and decided to stick around instead of crossing over.

      Lucky me.

      Only it’s a secret, because of course, if word got out that I was a ghost whisperer, the town would be divided. Half of Firefly Bay would embrace my abilities and come to me as if I were psychic, asking to speak to loved ones—side note, it does not work that way. Once they’ve crossed over, my part in their journey is done. The other half would show up with pitchforks and paperwork to have me sectioned into a psych ward.

      Two people know my secret.

      One is my newish neighbor, Seb. Seb is what we call a little bit psychic. Although I think he’s just highly intuitive. Either way, he caught me one too many times talking to myself—aka Ben—and worked it out. Being the excellent human that he is, he’s kept my secret and, up until my pregnancy, kept me in pizza and wine too.

      The other person is my love. My soulmate. The man responsible for my current predicament of carrying an entire tiny person inside my body. My husband, Kade. I’m not going to wax lyrical about him because, honestly, I could go on all day and none of us have time for that. Let’s just say he’s one in a million. The calm to my storm. The reason I haven’t completely spiraled.

      Also, the person whose hand I fully intend to crush into dust when I go into labor.

      Because between you, me, and the fence post? I’m utterly terrified.

      Not just of the pain—although, let’s be clear, I witnessed my sister give birth and immediately decided children were not for me—but of the baby itself. Have you met me? I’m the clumsiest person I know. What if I drop it? That is a very real fear that has visited me in the middle of the night more than once. Kade assures me babies are surprisingly resilient and a bit… bendy… before everything settles.

      I’m sure he meant that to be reassuring.

      It wasn’t.

      Now I have visions of our newborn bouncing across the floor like a basketball.

      Add in baby brain, heartburn, fluid retention, restricted caffeine, and cravings that should be illegal, and pregnancy becomes a full-time experience I did not entirely sign up for. Right now, I’m on a cereal kick, which is a vast improvement over the pickle-and-chocolate phase. Or the onion-and-honey phase. Cereal is practically a health food in comparison.

      Which is how I came to be standing in the cereal aisle of the grocery store when Claire Hanover stepped straight through me.

      Ice-cold speared through my spine and locked every muscle in my body. My fingers clenched on instinct, crushing the box of Honey Crunch Clusters in my hands as the shock punched the air from my lungs.

      “Ah—!”

      The box slipped from my grip, hit the floor, and burst open on impact, cereal spraying out in every direction.

      Heads turned.

      Dorothy Hendricks looked up from where she’d been placing a box of Raisin Bran Crunch into her cart. “Are you all right, dear?” she asked.

      Rubbing a hand across my swollen abdomen, I gave her a wry smile and lied. “Braxton Hicks.”

      “You look like you’re due any day now,” she gave me the once-over, and I tried not to bristle at the implication that I looked like a short, round whale.

      “Yep. Any day now.”

      “Well, good luck,” she swung her cart around and scurried down the aisle, reading a handwritten shopping list aloud as she went. Apparently, she was now on the search for a birthday card.

      I turned my attention to the ex-vice principal of Firefly Bay Middle School, who was shimmering between the Honey Nut Cheerios and the Rice Krispies.

      “Well,” I muttered, nudging rogue cereal under the bottom shelf with my foot, “this is unexpected.”

      She looked different from how I remembered her. The power suit was gone—no structured blazer, no polished, intimidating presence that screamed authority from across a room. Instead, she wore sharply pressed black slacks and a crisp white button-down, sleeves rolled neatly to the elbows. Still stylish. Still put together.

      Except she was barefoot.

      Oh, and the whole translucent, recently deceased thing.

      Her gaze snapped to mine, sharp and assessing, then something darker flickered through it.

      Recognition.

      “You,” she said.

      Not a question. Definitely not a greeting.

      I winced. “Hi.”

      Her gaze swept over me, taking in the cart, the cereal on the floor, my very pregnant state—and then snapped back to my face, her jaw setting.

      “Of all the people,” she said tightly.

      I shifted my weight. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and say you’re not thrilled to see me.”

      “You ruined my life,” she shot back.

      “That feels a little dramatic.”

      “I lost my job.” Her voice sharpened, cutting clean through my attempt at deflection. “Do you have any idea what that does to a person? To their reputation?”

      My jaw dropped. “Do I need to remind you that you were embezzling funds from the school? And having an affair with one of the parents? I wasn’t the reason you got fired. You did that all by yourself.”

      Her gaze shifted, scanning the aisle, the shelves, the people moving around us who paid her absolutely no attention.

      “I…” she faltered, her brow furrowing. “Why am I here?”

      I sucked in my lips, releasing them with a pop. I hated this part. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Claire… but you’re dead. You died.”

      Her head snapped back to me. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Claire—”

      “I’m standing right here.” Her voice sharpened, but there was something underneath it now. A crack. “I’m talking. I’m thinking. I’m⁠—”

      Her words stalled. She looked down at her hands, then back up at me. Then around again—really looking this time. At the people who didn’t see her. At the world moving on without her.

      A beat passed. Her head tilted slightly, studying me.

      “You can see me.”

      “Yes.”

      “But they can’t.”

      “That’s right.”

      Her jaw tightened. “I didn’t jump.”

      I paused mid-shuffle, a stray cluster crunching under my shoe. “From where?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I… don’t know.”

      “Right,” I straightened slowly, one hand braced against my lower back as my center of gravity reminded me who was in charge these days. “Fantastic. Love that for us.”

      “I didn’t jump,” she repeated, louder now, as if volume might substitute for memory.

      Around us, normal life carried on. Mrs. Donnelly was at the far end of the aisle, squinting at a coupon, probably trying to read the fine print. A toddler was licking a cart handle with impressive commitment. No one was paying any attention to the dead woman in aisle four, which meant this was exclusively my problem.

      “Do you remember anything?” I asked.

      She pressed her fingers to her temples, irritation flashing across her face. “No. Only… falling.”

      I may or may not have rolled my eyes. Not over Claire Hanover. Not really. Just the timing of her recent demise couldn’t be worse. I was due to give birth any day now, Kade was starting to hover like I was made out of spun glass, Bandit and Thor were nesting more than I was, and Ben… well actually Ben remained my BFF in all of this and was an absolute rock. Except where was he now? When another ghost running interference would be, you know, extremely helpful.

      The automatic doors at the front of the store slid open with a rush of warm air. Speak of the devil. I watched as Ben strolled in, hands in pockets, paused for a second when his eyes landed on Claire, then sauntered up as if he had all the time in the world. Which I guess he did, considering he was dead.

      “Where have you been?” I would have to have been dead myself to miss the waspish tone in my voice. Usually, when I needed him, I’d just have to think about him and poof, he’d appear. Not today, apparently. Today he decided to negate his ghostly abilities and walk in through the front door like a living person. That annoyed me more than it should have.

      “Claire, fancy seeing you here,” he pointedly ignored me.

      “Oh my God!” Claire clapped a hand to her mouth, her eyes widening. “Ben Delaney? But you’re…”

      “Dead. Yes.”

      “Oh God,” she groaned, bending over and clutching her head. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      I jerked my head, motioning for Ben to do something to soothe our new ghost friend. I couldn’t do it myself without looking like a total loony tune.

      With a resigned sigh, Ben patted her back. “It’s okay. You’ll get used to it. And don’t worry, Audrey here is the best in the business, she’ll get to the bottom of—” he cut himself off, glancing at me.

      “My death?” Claire choked, straightening and smoothing her palms down her pants.

      “Pretty much.” Ben shrugged.

      “And she’s qualified for this, this, whatever this is?”

      “Come on now,” Ben cajoled, “you know she’s a PI. Or have you forgotten that, too? Audrey was the one who caught Sandra Greaves’s killer and outed your affair with Daniel Craig last year. There was something else about misappropriated school funds, if I remember correctly.”

      “Of course I remember that,” Claire snapped, tossing her head and taking a step away from him. “How could I forget?”

      I rummaged in my bag and pulled out my phone, holding it to my ear and pretending to take a call. “Yes, well, as lovely as this is,” I hissed as the baby shifted and delivered a sharp kick to my ribs, “can we hurry it along. I have a watermelon sitting on my bladder, and I desperately need Froot Loops.”

      Claire eyed my cart. Specifically, the three boxes of Froot Loops I’d already pulled off the shelf.

      “Hey,” I glared. “You don’t mess with a pregnant woman’s cravings. You would not believe the daily fight I have on my hands keeping Bandit out of my stash.”

      “It’s true,” Ben nodded conspiratorially. “Bandit is quick. And she has a nose for cereal.”

      “Look,” Claire began pacing, her footsteps silent on the floor. “I think you have enough Froot Loops to last you at least twenty-four hours. Do you think we could get back to the actual case? Namely, me.”

      I reared back, hung up my fake phone call, gripped the handle of my cart, and stormed off. The crunch of the wheels grinding cereal into the floor was oddly satisfying.

      “Ooooh, you’ve done it now,” Ben singsonged behind me.

      “What?” Claire sounded genuinely confused. “What did I do?”

      “You messed with a pregnant woman. You never mess with a pregnant woman. They have hormones out the wazoo. They are massively uncomfortable. They are both excited to meet their baby and terrified of birthing said baby. Do you think, for one second, she’s going to take kindly to you dissing her cravings?”

      Behind me, Ben kept lecturing. I kept walking. Somewhere between the Froot Loops and the freezer aisle, it sank in: I had a baby coming any day, a husband who was already overprotective, and a brand-new ghost who didn’t remember dying. Cool. Cool, cool, cool.
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      “Do you always keep this much junk in your car?” Claire asked from the back seat.

      I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. “First of all, that is not junk. That is a carefully curated collection of things I may need at some point in time. Second, don’t touch the cereal.”

      “I wasn’t going to touch the cereal.” She paused before continuing. “I still don’t see why you need three boxes of Froot Loops.”

      “It’s called strategic planning.”

      Ben, sprawled in the passenger seat with one ankle resting on his knee, grinned. “I don’t know, Claire, I’m with Audrey on this one. A woman this pregnant needs a solid cereal contingency plan.”

      Claire made a disbelieving sound. “You’re both absurd.”

      “Says the dead woman riding home from the grocery store with us,” I muttered.

      That shut her up for all of three seconds.

      “I still don’t understand why I’m here.”

      I exhaled through my nose. We’d had this conversation twice between the supermarket and Main Street. Each time, she sounded less confused and more irritated by the inconvenience of her own death. Which, honestly, felt very Claire.

      “You didn’t seek me out,” I said. “Ghosts don’t choose me. They just… turn up.”

      “Why?”

      I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. She sat rigid in the back seat, one hand braced against the door, the other flat in her lap. The crisp white shirt was still immaculate. Her black slacks still held a sharp crease. And even though her feet were bare, she was somehow still more put together than me on my best day.

      “No idea,” I said. “If it helps, I didn’t apply for the position.”

      “She means she’s a ghost magnet,” Ben said.

      Claire’s mouth tightened. “Whatever.”

      A moment of silence passed. Then Ben, because he was never any good at sitting in silence, twisted in his seat and looked at her. “So. Seabreeze Realty Group.”

      Her gaze slid to him, cool and unimpressed. “What about it?”

      “I’m just saying, it’s a pivot.”

      I winced. “Ben.”

      “What?” He held up both hands. “I’m making conversation.”

      “You’re poking her with a stick.”

      “I am not.”

      Claire let out a brittle laugh. “No, he is. But at least he’s being honest about it.”

      Ben smirked. “See? She gets me.”

      “She absolutely does not get you,” I said.

      He ignored me. “How’s real estate treating you?”

      Claire’s chin lifted a fraction. “Fine.”

      “That good, huh?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Better than sitting around watching the shopping channel in strangers’ living rooms.”

      I clamped my lips together. Ben’s head whipped around.

      “How did you know about that?”

      Claire’s expression didn’t change. “Word gets around.”

      I barked out a laugh before I could help it, then instantly regretted it when the baby shoved a bony little foot directly into my ribcage. “Ow. Okay. Nope. We’re not doing that.”

      Ben looked offended. “For the record, the shopping channel is soothing.”

      “It’s ridiculous,” Claire said.

      “It’s educational.”

      “It’s people selling cubic zirconia to insomniacs.”

      I pulled into my driveway and put the car in park with more force than was strictly necessary. “Right. That’s enough. Everybody out.”

      Ben blinked. “You know I don’t have to use doors.”

      “That wasn’t aimed at you.”

      Claire stared at the house through the windshield. Her expression shifted, some of the bite draining out of it. Not softness exactly. More… assessing.

      I caught it. “What?”

      “Nothing.” She opened the car door, then stopped and looked down. Or rather, at the place where shoes should’ve been and weren’t. A tiny crease formed between her brows.

      Ben got out and stretched. “She was probably calculating how much this place would sell for.”

      “I’m not selling,” I said, hauling myself out with considerably less grace and considerably more grunting.

      “We both know that, but she’s a real estate agent now, isn’t that how they view the world? In terms of a potential sale.”

      “Maybe, but now’s not the time to discuss this. I have a bladder emergency.” I grabbed the shopping bags from the back seat and slammed the car door with my hip. “Move.”

      By the time I made it up the front steps, unlocked the door, and shoved my way inside, I was one poorly timed sneeze away from disaster.

      “Mom! Mom! Mom!”

      My welcoming committee. A raccoon with sticky fingers and a cat with the soul of a retired English butler—subtlety wasn’t really their thing.

      Bandit skittered down the hallway on all fours, her little striped tail high, her face brightening when she saw the bags in my hands. “Did you get cereal? You got cereal. I can smell cereal.”

      Thor padded in at a more dignified. “You were gone a dreadfully long time,” he said. “I assumed something awful had happened. Then I remembered you were grocery shopping and realized something awful probably had.”

      Claire stopped just inside the doorway.

      Bandit froze too, rising onto her hind legs and sniffing the air. “Who’s that?”

      Thor’s yellow eyes slid past me and landed on Claire. “Ah. Another dead one.”

      Claire’s composure cracked. Not fully, just enough for her head to jerk toward Thor. “Did the cat just⁠—”

      “Yes,” I said, kicking the door shut behind us. “And now is not the time.”

      Bandit scampered in a tight circle around Claire’s ankles before blinking up at her. “Can you steal things?”

      Claire stared at her. “What?”

      “She means welcome,” I said, dumping the shopping bags onto the kitchen island. “Thor, keep an eye on Bandit. Bandit, no cereal theft. Ben⁠—”

      “I know, I know,” he said, waving me off. “Don’t antagonize the ghost. Again.”

      Claire folded her arms. “You say that as though I’m the problem.”

      I stared at her. “Just behave. Both of you.”

      The baby shifted heavily, low and uncomfortable, and my body immediately re-prioritized everything. Murder investigation? Ghostly resentment? Talking pets? All of it slid down the list beneath a single, urgent need.

      I pointed at Claire and started backing down the hallway. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      Her brows lifted. “Where exactly would I go?”

      “That,” I said, turning and speed-waddling toward the bathroom, “is not the point.”

      I barely got the door shut before Ben floated straight through it.

      “Seriously?” I hissed, fumbling with my maternity jeans. “Boundaries.”

      He rolled his eyes and turned his back with exaggerated decency. “Please. I’ve known you too long for any of this to be interesting.”

      “Good. Then you can be useful.” I dropped onto the toilet with a groan that was only partly relief and pointed at the closed door. “Ask her where she was before she died.”

      He drifted back through the door, and a moment later I heard his voice carry down the hallway. “Claire? Audrey wants to know where you were before you died.”

      Claire’s answer came sharp and immediate. “Tell Audrey if she wants answers, she can ask me herself.”

      I leaned my head back to stare at the ceiling. “I am asking you myself!”

      A beat of silence. Then Claire’s muffled voice: “This is undignified.”

      “Try being nine months pregnant,” I called back. “Where were you?”

      More silence. Long enough that I washed my hands, opened the door, and found all four of them in the hallway. Ben leaned against the wall. Thor sat with his tail wrapped around his paws. Bandit perched on the floor by the baseboard, clutching a single Froot Loop she had somehow acquired in the forty-five seconds since we walked in. Claire stood opposite them, stiff-backed and annoyed.

      She looked at me. “I don’t know.”

      I stepped out into the hallway, jerked my chin toward the kitchen, and started walking. The shopping was still on the counter where I’d dumped it, and if I didn’t get it put away, Bandit was going to steal all my Froot Loops. “You don’t know where you were?”

      “I know that I was working.”

      Ben glanced at her. “How do you know?”

      She indicated her outfit. “I am dressed for work. Obviously.”

      I looked her up and down. “You are dressed nicely, yes.”

      She pressed her lips together. “I had a showing this morning.”

      “Ah, yes. Your new career. Tell me about that.”

      A flicker of surprise crossed her face before she smoothed it away. “At Seabreeze Realty Group?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not much to tell. As I’m sure you are no doubt aware, I left Firefly Bay Middle School to take up a position with Seabreeze Realty Group.” She shrugged as if it were a no-brainer.

      Ben snorted. “Cut the crap, Claire. We know you were fired. We uncovered your little school-funds redirection operation, remember? No way the school would have kept you on as vice principal after that.”

      “Not to mention your affair with Daniel Craig. Sleeping with the parent of a student isn’t something they’d condone either,” I added.

      “Okay, fine.” She threw her hands in the air. “So they let me go. I made a mistake, but they had to go and ruin me, didn’t they?”

      “You committed a crime,” Ben pointed out.

      “I made a mistake,” she shot back.

      “Enough.” I stepped between them in case things turned physical… although considering they were both ghosts, I wasn’t sure it would be a problem. They could hardly inflict damage on each other. “So you were let go. But there were no police charges?”

      She shook her head. “I had to sign an NDA. Which means I really shouldn’t be talking about it with you.”

      “Pretty sure the NDA is null and void considering your current status.”

      She thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Yes, you’re right.”

      “So the school decides to get rid of Claire and bury the whole scandal,” Ben said. “Which makes sense. They’re reputation-driven. And Daniel is a major donor. The scandal of his wife murdering Sandra Greaves was more than enough unwanted publicity. I’d imagine his affair, the hush money, and the potential for future lawsuits were more than enough for them to make you the scapegoat and quietly remove you.”

      Claire hung her head. I gave her a moment because over the last six months her life had unraveled spectacularly. From the heartbreak of her affair with Daniel Craig—whom she thought would leave his wife for her, only to discover he had no intention of ever leaving Samantha and was, in fact, sleeping with someone else. From her once-prestigious position as vice principal of Firefly Bay Middle School. To… what exactly?

      “What’s your role at Seabreeze Realty?” I asked.

      “I came on as Office Manager while I studied for my realtor qualifications. Then I moved into a junior sales role.”

      “So you’re a realtor now? Because you said you had a showing?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I decided if I was being forced into a new career, then I was going to be excellent at it.”

      “And are you?” Ben asked. “Successful at it?”

      “Well, my boss said I was on the fast track to Agent of the Year, which is apparently a big deal.” She preened, then frowned. “But I still have a way to go. I’m on the bottom rung of the ladder, which means the other agents get the better listings and commissions.”

      “I’d imagine it’s fairly competitive?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “It can be.”

      “So is there anyone in the office who would want you dead?” I asked. “Someone unhappy with your fast track to success? Someone who feels screwed over by your presence?”

      “Wait.” She stared at me, aghast. “You think I was murdered?”

      The baby kicked, and I absently rubbed my swollen abdomen. “Sorry, I thought I was clear on that?” I frowned. “Maybe I skipped that part. Baby brain.” I gestured between us. “When someone dies unexpectedly⁠—”

      “—not from natural causes,” Ben cut in.

      “Their ghosts find me.”

      Claire blinked. “So you’re saying that simply by being here implies my death was unexpected and not from natural causes. Aka… I was murdered.”

      I nodded. “Yes. Precisely.”

      She slumped back against the wall, her breath rushing out in a whoosh. I glanced at Ben. He raised an eyebrow.

      “Claire,” I began, inching forward a fraction. “You also said to me that you didn’t jump.”

      “I did?”

      I nodded. “What did you mean by that?”

      She grimaced. “No idea. I don’t remember saying it.”

      The lie hung in the air. I felt it hit like a spark to dry tinder. Irritation flared hot and fast, and my mood flipped from cooperative to hostile in under two seconds. I stepped right into her space, close enough that the icy chill of her presence pressed against my stomach, and jabbed a finger straight into her collarbone.

      “Listen here. Lying to me is not going to solve this any faster—in fact, you lie to me again and you can consider yourself dropped as a client⁠—”

      “But I’m not a⁠—”

      “Shut. Up.” I poked her again, ignoring the bite of cold in my fingertip. “I have not finished.”

      I sucked in a breath, already halfway to losing my mind.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I am busy incubating a small human who is currently the size of a watermelon. I am constantly tired. I am constantly uncomfortable. My back hurts. My ribs ache. I haven’t seen my feet in weeks.” I threw my hands in the air. “Do you know what I’d rather be doing right now? I’ll give you a clue—it’s not solving the murder of an ungrateful ghost.”

      I jerked back and crossed to the coffee machine.

      “It’s the hormones,” Ben said behind me. “Zero to a hundred with no prior warning.”

      “I’ll say,” Claire replied.

      “The next step is tears.”

      I reached the counter and braced both hands against it, leaning forward as I forced my breathing to slow. “I can hear you, you know,” I growled, the rage that had been thundering through my veins already starting to ebb. Straightening, I grabbed a pod from the overhead cupboard and jammed it into place harder than necessary.

      Coffee. That would fix everything.

      I stilled. Checked the pod. My heart sank. Regular—and I’d already had my one coffee for the day.

      I closed my eyes briefly, then swapped it out for a decaf pod, and hit the button, bracing my hands on the counter while the machine whirred to life. The smell hit almost immediately—close enough to the real thing to feel like a cruel joke.

      My throat tightened.

      Oh, for —

      Seriously?

      I pressed my lips together, blinking rapidly as heat pricked behind my eyes. Not now. Absolutely not now.

      Behind me, Ben said, “I told you.”

      The machine finished with a soft hiss. I picked up the cup, took a sip, and immediately wished I hadn’t. I set it down again, gripping the edge of the counter until the wave passed. It took a minute. The pressure in my chest eased, the sting behind my eyes faded, and my brain kicked back in.

      I straightened, wiped under my eyes with the heel of my hand, and turned back toward the two ghosts unabashedly watching me try to get my act together.

      “Get your shoes,” I said to Claire. Then, after a beat, “Well. You know what I mean. We’re going to your house.”

      I needed to see where Claire spent her last day alive. The lie about not remembering “I didn’t jump” was not sitting well with me, and somewhere between here and her front door, she was going to have to give me something better.
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      Claire Hanover lived in a modern two-story townhouse on Cormorant Lane, part of a neat row of identical properties that looked like they’d been plucked straight out of a developer’s brochure. Clean lines, natural tones, and just enough landscaping to suggest effort without requiring any real upkeep.

      It suited her.

      I pulled up at the curb and cut the engine, taking a moment to study the place. Nothing immediately jumped out. No broken windows. No front door ajar. It all looked boringly normal. Which, in my experience, usually meant anything but.

      Claire hovered beside me as I got out of the car, her attention fixed on the front door. The earlier defensiveness had shifted into something tighter now. Less attitude. More reluctance.

      “This is unnecessary,” she said.

      “You showed up barefoot, without a bag or a jacket,” I said, heading up the path. “That suggests you didn’t make it very far.”

      “It suggests nothing,” she snapped.

      “Audrey has a point,” Ben interjected. “I hardly think you’d be walking around Seabreeze Realty in bare feet. Which leads us to believe you were still at home.”

      Claire glared at him but didn’t refute the logic.

      I tried the front door handle. Locked. I stepped back, scanning the small front courtyard. “You don’t keep a spare key outside?” I asked.

      She gave me a look. “No.”

      I turned and headed down the side of the townhouse toward the gate.

      “You are not breaking into my house,” she said, following.

      “I’m not breaking in,” I said, pushing the gate open. “I’m letting myself in.”

      “That’s the same thing.”

      “Potatoes, tomatoes.”

      Reaching the end of the house, I hesitated. Claire had said—despite denying it—that she didn’t jump, which had my imagination running wild. It wouldn’t be a stretch to find her body broken on the ground. A fall from a balcony, maybe. Or down the stairs.

      I drew in a breath and kept going.

      The backyard was just as tidy as the front. Small paved area, a strip of lawn, sliding door into the kitchen. Not a dead body in sight.

      I stepped up to the sliding door and tried the handle. Locked. Crouching down, I reached into my bag and pulled out my lock picks.

      Claire made a noise behind me. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I’m very serious.”

      “That’s illegal.”

      “That’s a technicality.”

      “It’s not a technicality.”

      I ignored her, sliding the tension wrench into place before pausing and glancing over my shoulder at Ben. “Can you go check?”

      He snapped to attention, kicking himself for not thinking of it sooner. “Of course. Sorry—should’ve done that right away. I’ll do a quick recon. Don’t want you walking into anything that’ll put you or the baby at risk.”

      “What do you mean?” Claire pounced. “What’s going on?”

      “You and I”—Ben pointed between them—“can walk right on in. We don’t need to wait out here. So I’m just going to go in and see if you are here.”

      “Oh. You mean… see if my body is here.” She gave a small nod. “I’m coming with you.”

      He shrugged. “Sure. Do what you want. Not like I can stop you.”

      He turned and walked straight through the glass, Claire hurrying after him. I watched them go, then refocused on the lock, applying light pressure as I worked the pins, my attention split between what I was doing, the pressure on my pelvic region, and whatever they were walking into on the other side.

      My phone rang.

      I froze, the tension wrench slipping slightly as I pulled my hand back and fished my phone out of my pocket, smiling when I saw Kade’s name lighting up my screen.

      “Hey, husband,” I answered.

      “Hey, beautiful wife,” he said. “Just checking in… what’re you up to?”

      “Just sitting outside, getting some fresh air and sunshine.” Not technically a lie.

      “Good. It’s important you get your rest.”

      I sighed. “Kade, babe, we’ve talked about this.”

      “I know.”

      “I am not fragile. I am not about to break. This baby is not going to suddenly shoot out of my uterus with no warning and go splat on the ground.”

      “There’s a visual I could have done without.”

      “I am resting. Did I not just say I was sitting outside? Listen, you can hear the birds.” I held the phone out for a second so he could hear for himself that I was, in fact, outdoors. “Satisfied?”

      “Sorry, honey. You know I just…” he trailed off.

      “Worry. Yes, I know. It’s fine. I’m fine. Baby is fine.”

      “I’m fine,” he added, a smile in his voice.

      “You sure are,” I said, letting a little suggestiveness creep in, and he laughed.

      “All right,” I said, shifting position, “thanks for the check-in, but now I’ve gotta go pee.”

      “Okay. Love you. And stay out of trouble.”

      “Always.” I blew a kiss down the phone and hung up. Sliding my phone back into my pocket, I reached for the lock again, settling the tension wrench into place and working the pick with careful pressure.

      I was rewarded with a soft click. I stilled, then tested the handle. Unlocked. At the same time, the glass door shimmered, and Ben stepped back through, Claire right behind him.

      I straightened with a groan, hands going to my lower back. “Well?”

      “Nope. Her body isn’t inside.”

      “See? I told you this was a waste of time,” Claire said.

      I glanced through the glass into the kitchen. It was a lovely kitchen, with clean counters, appliances lined up neatly, not so much as a dish out of place. I slid the door open and stepped inside.

      “If you weren’t killed here,” I said to Claire, “then where were you killed? Where’s your body?”

      “I told you, I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

      “Now’s the time to cut the lies, Claire. You told me you didn’t jump. That much you do remember. So that tells us you were what? Pushed? From where? Where were you?”

      “I think your pregnancy is affecting your brain—that thing you said earlier, about baby brain being real? Yes, I agree, I think you are suffering from that affliction, because I did not say I didn’t jump. Why would I say such a thing?”

      “Why indeed?” Ignoring her, I began exploring.

      “Where do you keep your shoes?” I asked.

      “In my closet.”

      I headed upstairs, taking it slower than I would have liked, one hand brushing the wall as I went. The place was just as tidy up here as it was downstairs. Bed made. Cushions arranged. Not a thing out of place.

      I moved into the closet, scanning. Clothes organized by color, everything spaced evenly, as if she’d measured it. Shoes lined up along the bottom.

      I ran my eyes over them.

      “There’s a gap,” I said.

      Claire stepped closer. “What?”

      “A pair’s missing.” I pointed at the empty space. “Heels. Probably what you were wearing when… you know.”

      She frowned. “Yes… that sounds right.”

      I straightened. “So your shoes aren’t here. Which means you left the house.”

      She said nothing, and I took that as confirmation enough.

      “Your handbag?” I asked.

      “I don’t see it,” Claire said.

      “Blazer? Jacket?”

      A pause. “No.”

      I nodded once. “Right.”

      I moved into the bathroom. Clean. Immaculate. Towels folded, dry. Sink spotless. I pulled the shower door open slightly. It was dry inside; no water droplets, no steam residue.

      “You didn’t shower this morning,” I said.

      “I must have. I always shower in the morning.”

      “Yet the shower and your towels are dry.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not saying anything, I’m just making observations. Would you have stayed at someone’s house last night? A boyfriend?”

      She snorted. “No. There hasn’t been anyone since Daniel.”

      I chewed my lip, considering the options. It could be nothing, of course. Perhaps she’d showered the night before, and given the holes in her memory, that was a real possibility and not the smoking gun I was hoping for.

      “What about an overnight bag? Do you have one of those?”

      “Yes. I have a carry-on suitcase thing I use for business trips and weekend getaways.”

      “Perfect. Where do you keep it?”

      “Top shelf of my closet.”

      We returned to the bedroom.

      “Oh.” Claire covered her mouth. “It’s not there.”

      She was looking at the empty space in her closet where I assumed the carry-on suitcase lived.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” I rubbed my hands together. “Whatever happened to you didn’t happen here because you weren’t here last night. You were staying somewhere else.”

      “But where?”

      “All in due course,” I assured her. Then, “Ben!”

      He appeared beside me. “You bellowed?”

      “Any signs of a laptop? Any electronics you can dig into?”

      He shook his head. “Already checked, there’s no computer on the premises.”

      “It would be in my bag,” Claire said. “My handbag doubles as a laptop bag. It pretty much goes everywhere with me.”

      “Okay, so your laptop and bag are with you wherever you were staying last night.”

      “Wherever she was staying?” Ben asked.

      “Uh-huh. Her overnight case is missing. And the shower and towels are dry.”

      Ben smiled. “Great catch.”

      I smiled back. “I know, right?” I preened, just a bit. “So now all we need to do is find out where she was last night. No boyfriend, so we can rule out a romantic rendezvous. What about girlfriends? A sleepover?”

      Claire shook her head. “No. A lot of my friends distanced themselves once word got out about my relationship with Daniel. Apparently, their husbands and boyfriends were no longer safe around me.” Bitterness edged every word.
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