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“Well-behaved women seldom make history.”

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich

“In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.”

Albert Einstein

“Fortune favors the bold.”

Latin Proverb
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Need catching up?

Before I unleash Fortune on you (and trust me, she’s been pacing around my brain like a caged tiger demanding “more explosions, more explosions.”) I figured she should probably catch you up on how she got into this particular mess.

If you’ve already read “Tangled Webs”, feel free to skip Fortune’s little recap below and jump straight to Chapter One. Your sanity will thank you later.

If you haven’t read “Tangled Webs” but are thinking about it, don’t worry—Fortune drops enough hints throughout this story to keep you from getting lost.

So, buckle up, grab some sweet tea, and whatever you do, don’t sit too close to anything that looks remotely combustible. Fortune’s got a story to tell, and somehow it always ends with something on fire.

Take it away, Fortune. Try not to traumatize the nice readers too much.

________
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FORTUNE’S RECAP
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So, here’s the thing about living in Sinful, Louisiana—if you think your biggest worry is going to be avoiding the blast radius when Gertie test-fires her latest “fishing equipment,” you’re adorably naive. Trust me, I learned this the hard way.

Picture this—I’m at a community softball game on a day so hot that the devil himself would’ve called in sick, thinking the most dangerous thing I’d face was Gertie wielding a Louisville Slugger. Spoiler alert—I was wrong. Dead wrong. Almost literally.

Remember that charming sociopath Ernest Bordelon? Some genius judge decided to let him out on bail because apparently “technicalities” matter more than the fact that the man murders people who won’t sell him their businesses at bargain-basement prices. Bordelon knew we had him dead to rights, so naturally, he decided the best course of action was to put hits out on the four people responsible for his upcoming orange jumpsuit fashion makeover. Guess who made that exclusive list?

Enter Blake Braddock, owner of the hottest nightclub in Louisiana—Doubloons. Bordelon wanted it, Blake said hell no, and next thing you know, Blake’s dead in what was ruled an ‘accidental’ overdose-induced car crash. The police bought it hook, line, and sinker. Blake’s wife? Not so much. She did some Nancy Drew-level investigating and connected the dots straight back to our old pal Ernest.

That’s when she hired SWAMP TEAM 3—because apparently, we’re the go-to girls when you need justice served with a side of chaos along with your Sunday banana pudding. We brought in Brennan Noble, who’d already proven handy at helping us collect evidence on Bordelon during the first go-around.

But wait—it gets better! Turns out Bordelon was middle management in a drug operation run by a drug lord known only as “The Ice Queen.” Yeah, because the name “Ice Queen” doesn’t scream “unhinged criminal mastermind” at all. 

Plot twist number two—Alex Ripley, Bordelon’s personal hit woman, was also out on bail and failing spectacularly at her assigned task of making me dead. When Bordelon got tired of her failed assassination attempts, he added her name to his hit list. So naturally, Ripley comes crawling to us with a deal—help her take down Bordelon, and she’ll hand over evidence that’ll put him away forever.

Despite every instinct screaming “BAD IDEA” (and trust me, my instincts had gotten pretty loud after all the near-death experiences), I couldn’t pass up the chance to nail Bordelon’s coffin shut. After the usual explosions, gunfights, and general mayhem that follows me around like a cursed shadow, we managed to take down Bordelon AND stumble across The Ice Queen’s multi-million-dollar drug stash. The DEA was thrilled. The Ice Queen? Not so much.

Apparently, losing your entire drug empire puts you in a snit that only revenge murder can solve. Who knew? She had an undercover DEA agent killed and left a lovely little note promising to end our lives in the most creative and painful ways imaginable. 

Ripley vanished faster than free drinks at a casino (rumor says South America, but honestly, she could be hiding in Gertie’s pantry for all we know). Her daughter Ronan stuck around and somehow became BFFs with Brennan Noble when they weren’t engaged in mortal combat.

And Brennan? He opened Noble Investigation Services in a swanky mall because nothing says “serious detective work” like being next door to a Louis Vuitton and a gourmet taco truck.

So here we are again—Brennan and the SWAMP TEAM 3 with targets on our backs, a psychotic drug lord with a serious grudge, and absolutely no idea what fresh hell is coming next.

What we do know is the Ice Queen is coming for us, and we need to find her first. The problem is, we have no idea who she is, where she is, or how to get to her. 

Ready for another ride through the beautiful, banana-pants crazy world of Sinful, Louisiana? Well, buckle up, buttercup. Things are about to get interesting.
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The Bayou Hollow town jail wasn’t exactly on my bucket list—but I was now shoulder to shoulder in a cell with Brennan Noble. Brennan, my partner in the P.I. game and a man whose survival strategy relied heavily on theatrical monologues and imaginary wind machines, was currently wedged beside me, looking equal parts offended and frightened.

And we weren’t alone. Our new roommates could’ve passed for a lineup on America’s Most Wanted. One guy was snoring loud enough to register as seismic activity, another kept mumbling what I sincerely hoped wasn’t a murder-themed grocery list, and the last—burly and broad—was watching me like I was the last beignet in New Orleans.

Sitting in a holding cell with three hardened criminals while being the only woman felt about as reassuring as wearing stilettos to a mud-wrestling match—not that I’d ever wear stilettos. Or a skirt short enough to matter.

Brennan shifted in front of me, trying to block their view, though his constant glances backward weren’t exactly subtle.

“They’re absolutely plotting to kill us,” he whispered, clinging to my arm like it came with a panic button. “Mr. Muscles over there hasn’t blinked in two minutes. That’s not natural. That’s classic serial killer behavior.”

“What are you worried about? You have a black belt in a martial arts style I can’t pronounce. You could drop all three of them in less time than it takes for them to insult your hair. What’s your concern?”

His voice lowered to barely audible. “My concern is that crazy always beats stylish. And those three look like extras from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. I’d be extra worried if I were you. They’re looking at you like you’re on the breakfast menu at IHOP.”

“Please,” I hissed. “I’m not the one wearing two-thousand-dollar shoes in a jail cell. I’m background noise compared to that.”

“These are Tom Ford side buckle loafers. I doubt any of these Neanderthals would have heard of them, and I only paid sixteen hundred, thank you very much.”

He looked down at his footwear—part pride, part horror. “Do you think they’ll go for my shoes? If they get scuffed, I’m invoicing that grabby deputy. He hasn’t seen the last of me. When we get out of here...”

I sighed. “We wouldn’t be here at all if you’d kept your mouth shut.”

“I was merely pointing out that his pat-down technique was a crime against law enforcement protocol.”

“You offered to demonstrate the correct way—on him. Who does that?”

“Someone passionate about civil liberties,” he replied, pitching his voice higher.

Mr. Muscles visibly perked up as Brennan plowed ahead. “That wasn’t a frisk. That was a first date with handsy intentions. You’re the one who pushed him.”

“After he tried to confiscate my ‘suspicious’ breath mints.” I pointed out.

“Which I gave you for your birthday, and which doesn’t even begin to cover the three espressos you inhaled this morning.”

“Two,” I corrected, elbowing him. “The third was a macchiato.”

“Ah, pardon,” he said with mock grace.

Then Mr. Muscles rose, all six-foot-too-much of him unfolding like a homicidal deck chair.

“Would you two shut up?” he barked. “Some of us are trying to evaluate our life choices in peace.”

Brennan quirked a brow. “That was more eloquent than expected.”

“I’m a charmer,” the man replied. “You? You’re kind of sweet.” He winked.

Brennan immediately scooted behind me like I was a certified body shield.

“Who needs to be most worried?” I whispered over my shoulder. I turned back to Mr. Muscles. “Apologies. My friend is a little jittery. He’s recovering from an outbreak of herpes. We’ll keep it down, right, Brennan?”

He zipped an imaginary lock across his mouth.

Once Mr. Muscles looked away, Brennan whispered, “Smart thinking on the whole herpes thing. Though if you’d said I gave you the clap, it would’ve worked better for both of us. You see what I mean?”

I glared.

Right then, my bladder decided it had endured enough of the gas station brew I’d guzzled three hours ago. I glanced at the exposed stainless-steel toilet in the corner and weighed my options: humiliation or bladder implosion. It was a toss-up.

Naturally, all of this was Brennan’s fault.

We’d come to Bayou Hollow—one of those blink-and-miss-it places tucked into the cypress swamp—to dig up intel on the Ice Queen, also known as IQ. She’d once employed Ernest Bordelon, my least favorite person with a pulse, and wasn’t thrilled that Brennan and I helped put him out of business. Not to mention that the takedown led us to her multimillion-dollar drug stash, and she made it clear our expiration dates were fast approaching. Her presence hovered at the edge of my mind.

So instead of waiting around for her to strike, Brennan and I decided to go hunting. We’d been sniffing around for weeks, chasing leads across Louisiana. Zero success. And now, a stint in the hoosegow.

Brennan’s major offense? Doing thirty-eight in a thirty, on the most obvious speed trap this side of Baton Rouge. I tried to get Brennan to smile and take the ticket, but no. He couldn’t leave well enough alone and launched into a tirade about civil rights and month-end small-town revenue streams, which prompted a pat-down aggressive enough to count as contact sport. I tried to de-escalate things, but the deputy made a rude reference about my butt, so I shoved him.

He deserved it.

But it worked about as well as you’d expect.

“Brennan,” I muttered, clutching my stomach, “I have to pee.”

“Uh-oh,” he said, glancing at the exposed toilet. “That could be problematic.”

“Ya think? This is your fault.”

“My fault? Who drank a gallon of coffee?”

I glared at him. “Maybe I didn’t know you were going to dress down a small-town deputy.”

He puffed up like he had a plan. “Whatever. Do not worry. I’ve got this.”

He flashed me a confident smile. Then he leaned toward the desk where a deputy sat.

“Excuse me, Miss?” he called. “My friend could use a trip to your restroom. Preferably one that doesn’t come with spectators.”

The woman behind the desk glanced up from her Jesse Jacobson paperback, her expression as warm as a freezer door. Her nameplate read Gladys, though I might’ve guessed based on the purple hair, rhinestone-studded glasses, and army of cat figurines silently judging us from every available surface.

“The deputy stepped out,” she said flatly. “And I do not have a key.”

“No key? What happens in case of an emergency?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Every man for himself.”

Brennan frowned. “And where, exactly, did the deputy go?”

“Goat fight,” Gladys said, filing her nails like she was prepping for surgery. “Two fellas with shotguns arguing over Old Man Greenjeans’s livestock. He will be back ... sometime today.”

Brennan cleared his throat. “Sometime today? My friend needs a restroom now. How long is ‘eventually’ in Bugtussle time?”

I jabbed him in the ribs. “It’s Bayou Hollow.”

Too late.

Gladys’s eyes narrowed. “Two to three hours, give or take. Tell your friend there’s a toilet in the cell.”

“Yes, we’re aware—it’s the exposed one in the center of the room.”

She gave a wicked grin. “Actions, consequences.”

Behind us, our lovely trio of cellmates chuckled. Mr. Muscles chimed in, “Do not worry, darlin’. We won’t peek—too much. I could go first, if that would help.”

Brennan made an eww face, but it got a big laugh from his buddies.

I considered putting him in a sleeper hold and making the others admire the corner wall like naughty kindergarteners, but decided adding assault to my list of charges probably wasn’t wise.

“She’ll figure it out when she’s about to pop,” Gladys added with a smirk.

Brennan offered a helpless shrug. I squeezed my legs together and searched for distractions.
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Deputy Travis strutted in, this time accompanied by a man who could only be the sheriff—judging by the gut, the ten-gallon hat, and the expression of perpetual indigestion. He looked like Buford T. Justice from Smokey and the Bandit, minus the charm and comedic timing.

They were dragging in two more men—new arrivals who made our current cellmates look like the cast of Glee.

Brennan glanced at the newcomers, then leaned in and whispered, “They must’ve resolved the goat thing.”

I sighed. “Brilliant deduction, Einstein.”

“What in tarnation?” the sheriff bellowed as he finally noticed us. “Who the hell are these two? They look like the TV people from one of those morning shows.”

“Speeding violation, Sheriff,” Travis mumbled, staring intently at his boots. “Doing thirty-eight in a thirty.”

The sheriff squinted at him. “And you locked ’em up for that?”

“They got mouthy,” Travis replied. “And then the woman assaulted me.”

“You look okay to me. How’d she assault you?”

“She pushed me.”

The sheriff sighed. “You put a woman in the same cell as Harold and Grady?” He slapped his deputy upside the head so hard his hat went flying. “They’re registered sex offenders, you moron! You trying to get us sued into oblivion?”

I cleared my throat and exchanged a wide-eyed look with Brennan, whose complexion had gone somewhere between spoiled milk and uncooked dough.

“Sex offenders,” Brennan mouthed silently. “I knew it.”

Sheriff Saunders, as his nameplate declared, continued his tirade. “We have real criminals to process! Get these two out of here before this becomes a federal case.”

“But Sheriff—” Travis pleaded.

“Now, Numbnuts!”

Travis scowled, retrieved his hat, and stomped over to unlock the cell. The look he shot us said he hoped we’d get eaten by alligators before sundown.

“Y’all got real lucky today,” he muttered.

“You’re the lucky one, mister,” Brennan shot back, straightening his designer shirt. “One exposed toilet in there and my friend has the tiniest bladder in the South. Once, she pulled over three times in sixty minutes. Another time, she went behind a billboard, and you will never believe what happened—”

“Brennan!” I snapped, my smile so forced my cheeks ached. “If you finish that sentence, I will end you where you stand.”

“Overreached again?” he asked.

“We’ll talk later.”

I turned to the sheriff. “Thank you for sorting this out, Sheriff. Um ... bathroom?”

“Down the hall to your right,” Saunders said, staring at us like we were the answer to a crossword clue he did not like. “And maybe keep your friend on a shorter leash.”

“Not sure that’s possible, but point taken.”

Brennan, it seemed, found it impossible to keep his mouth shut. “Sheriff, if I may ... I would seriously consider giving Barney Fife over there some lessons on pat-down protocols ...”

I grabbed Brennan’s arm and whispered, “Not another word until we’re in the car—or I will tell everyone about the time you screamed like a baby and locked yourself in the bedroom when you saw a stink bug in your artisanal soap dish.”

He gasped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

I squinted. “Try me.”

I headed straight for the bathroom.

He gasped again, eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

Once I was safely locked inside—and trying to ignore the Pine-Sol-meets-body-funk atmosphere—I finally got the relief I’d been holding out for. I was washing my hands when the inevitable knock came.

“Fortune?” Brennan called out. “I think the sheriff is getting antsy. Hello? Are you still in there?”

I rolled my eyes at the mirror. “No, Brennan. I climbed out the six-inch window, and I am halfway to Mexico. Where do you think I am?”

“Well, you’re taking an awfully long time.”

“I was full up to my eyeballs, Brennan!”

“Can we go? We can still make the first hour of the antiques auction in St. Martinville.”

I yanked open the door to find him checking his watch, his foot tapping out an anxious rhythm that suggested he’d calculated drive time, humidity levels, and espresso availability in the time it took me to pee.

“Did you wash your hands?” he asked.

I glared. He backed off, hands raised like I was a rabid badger.

“Brennan, we’ve been to three antique shows already. We have no idea what the Ice Queen looks like. We don’t even know for sure that IQ is a woman. These auctions are haystacks made of other haystacks, and we are looking for a needle made of fog. It’s a waste of time.” 

“It’s not a waste,” he insisted. “Besides, there’s this adorable mahogany side table with Queen Anne legs that would look perfect next to my new leather chesterfield. Bidding starts at two hundred dollars.”

“Side table? You can get a decent one at IKEA for thirty bucks.”

He recoiled like I’d insulted his mother. “No, thank you. Between you and Carter, you have enough pressboard furniture to build a life-size replica of Sinful. Some of us have taste.”

“Some of us spent all morning in a cell and now smell like a crime documentary. And I wasn’t referring to myself.”

His eyes widened as he sniffed his armpits. “That’s not funk. That’s my new deodorant. It’s called Morning Dove. Anyway, Ida Belle and Gertie will be there. They always see things we miss.”

Fair point. Sinful’s senior ladies had the eyesight of eagles and the attitude of guerrilla soldiers.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “But only because I know if we don’t show up, they’ll come looking for us—and last time, Gertie brought her homemade pepper spray. Sprayed a guy sitting behind me in a coffee shop for ‘looking suspicious.’ Took three days for his eyesight to come back.”

“See?” Brennan beamed. “That’s the spirit. And maybe change your shirt in the car? That cell definitely left you with eau de stale Marlboro.”

I rolled my eyes and followed him out. “Just drive, Mr. Fashion Police. And if we get pulled over again, I am leaving you to rot.”

As we stepped into the blinding Louisiana sun, I couldn’t shake the feeling our real trouble was only beginning. The Ice Queen was still out there, plotting something cold and deliberate. Her shadow never strayed far.

But with Brennan at my side—irritating as he might be—and Ida Belle and Gertie in our corner, I almost felt sorry for her.

Almost.

“Fortune,” Brennan said as we climbed into his Kia EV6, “do you think we can stop somewhere and pick up a shoe polish kit? I am fairly certain Mr. Muscles spit on my shoe.”

Some things never change. And with Brennan, that was both a blessing—and a curse.
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We met Ida Belle and Gertie near the entrance. Gertie was checking out an alligator figurine. Ida Belle was looking over her shoulder disapprovingly.

“It’s about time you two got here,” she said. “What kept you?”

“Don’t ask.”

I should’ve known the day was doomed the second Brennan uttered the phrase Queen Anne legs. That kind of talk never ends well.

“This is ridiculous,” I muttered as we stepped into the grand ballroom of St. Martinville’s auction house. The place reeked of old money and cologne strong enough for embalming. The attendees looked like they’d never sat on a chair without a doily beneath them.

Brennan was practically vibrating with excitement. “Isn’t this fantastic?”

“I can think of other words I would use to describe it. ‘Boring’ and ‘ridiculous’ come to mind.”

“Don’t be silly. This’ll be fun.”

“You’ve run out of places to cram old furniture. Your office already looks like Mount Vernon, and I am fairly certain one of your desks is haunted.”

Fresh from our stint in the Bayou Hollow jail cell, Brennan looked like he’d floated in on a red carpet, espresso in hand, with pinky raised. I, on the other hand, looked like a sleep-deprived bag lady who’d wrestled a raccoon—and lost. He adjusted his sleeve with a dramatic sigh, the kind usually reserved for opera finales or Oscar speeches.

“The things I endure. First jail, now this savage assault on my aesthetic.”

I was about to remind him how close I came to publicly bursting my bladder when I noticed a shift in air pressure. Ida Belle and Gertie had gone unusually quiet. With them, that meant something was either smoking, ticking, or covered in glitter glue.

The reason for their silence entered with a swish of feathers and enough attitude to trigger a tornado watch.

Celia Arceneaux waltzed in like she’d been knighted—wearing a hat that looked as if a peacock had lost a bet with a Mardi Gras float.

“Oh jeez,” I muttered. “Of all people.”

Celia, the reigning queen of Sinful’s judgment league and president-for-life of God’s Wives, had a long and toxic history with our crew. Gertie once mooned her during the Founder’s Day parade. That was the year she wore neon orange granny panties that spelled Bite Me in sequins. Relations never quite recovered.

Celia had disliked me on sight and dismissed Brennan as “city glitter.” He considered that a compliment.

“She’s got nerve showing up here,” Gertie growled, fingers twitching toward her purse—which, based on past experience, could contain anything from confetti bombs to expired pepper spray.

“Probably hunting for a gold-plated halo,” Ida Belle murmured. “Or the receipt for her soul.”

Celia spotted us and offered a smile that could sour milk. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Sinful’s pride and joy.”

I gave her the side-eye. “Be careful, Celia. Keep it up and that credenza over there might find a new home—on top of you.”

She bristled. Gertie snorted. Celia turned blotchy crimson.

“Fortune,” Ida Belle drawled, “be nice. Not everyone can pull off the rainbow taxidermy look.”

Celia looked ready to combust when Brennan clapped his hands like a substitute kindergarten teacher about to lose control of the classroom.

“Okay. Fantastic! Good talk. Now, who’s ready to look at nineteenth-century chandeliers?”

The auctioneer banged his gavel with the enthusiasm of someone who’d seen one feud too many and didn’t get paid enough for theatrics.

As we filed into our seats—away from Celia—I leaned toward Ida Belle. “You two were supposed to be here an hour ago.”

Ida Belle sighed. “Blame Gertie. She insisted on taking an alternate route through Bayou Lafitte.”

“It was a shortcut,” Gertie said defensively.

“Not when the bridge is underwater, it isn’t,” Ida Belle snapped. “There were gators in our path.”

“That gator barely brushed the tires,” Gertie said. “He was curious.”

My mouth dropped. “You drove through gator-infested water?”

“Only up to the top of the tires,” Gertie argued, as if that made it completely normal. “Besides, we made it fine.”

“After I got out and pushed,” Ida Belle grumbled. “In three inches of bayou sludge. I’ve got minnows in my knee-highs.”

Brennan gagged softly into his espresso. His eyes were smiling.

“You volunteered,” Gertie said indignantly.

“Because you were too busy trying not to spill your pistachio ice cream.”

“Do I look like someone who would waste a dessert?”

I cleared my throat. “Let’s focus. We’re here for a reason, and it’s not Queen Anne legs. If the Ice Queen’s an antique buff, she might be hiding among the brocade and brass.” The thought of her pressed at me like a hand on my spine.

“We don’t even know what she looks like,” Brennan said. “No name, no age, no photo. All we have is a nickname and wishful thinking.”

“You said this auction was important! You said if she truly liked auctions, this would be ‘the one’ she’d come to.”

Brennan wore the expression of a raccoon caught redecorating a dumpster—sheepish, guilty, and oddly committed. “Well, yes, true—but there’s also a Tiffany lamp I have been eyeing for weeks.”

Gertie squinted at him. “You brought us here ... for a lamp?”

“That’s a gross oversimplification. It’s handblown glass with floral motifs.”

Ida Belle sighed. “Scan the crowd, Brennan. Not the chandeliers.”

“Fine,” he muttered.

“Look for someone who clearly doesn’t belong here,” Ida Belle added.

She glanced at me. I rolled my eyes. She continued.

“Other than Fortune.”

We fanned out across the ballroom. Somewhere between the pressed linen and overpriced lamps, someone might be hiding something less charming than a pistachio cone and more dangerous than a misfired purse gadget.

We were in Sinful, after all. Which meant either possibility was equally likely.
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Brennan leaned in, stage-whispering like we were plotting a jewel heist. “Okay, I’ve got eyes on a suspect. 

“Lady in blue?” Ida Belle asked.

“Obviously.”

I shook my head. “Nah. Her husband’s been flirting with the redhead by the punch bowl for the last twenty minutes. She rejoined him, and the redhead never left.”

Ida Belle nodded. “That explains the murderous glare.”

“What about the guy near the grandfather clock?” she asked.

“There are two men. Which one?” Gertie asked.

“The one who looks like he dipped his face in Cheeto dust.”

We tried—and failed—to hold in the giggles. Gertie snorted, sending complimentary champagne through her nose. Ida Belle whispered something about a woman’s beehive doubling as a drug mule stash, and I nearly dropped my glass.

A man two rows up turned in his chair with a glare that could freeze gumbo. “Excuse me. Could you please keep it down? Some of us are here to appreciate elegance!”

“Sorry,” I said sweetly. “We’re just—”

“And stay away from the complimentary champagne,” he cut in, nose tilted skyward. “It’s for Platinum Donors only.”

Gertie placed a palm over her champagne glass, as if she expected him to grab it from her.

Brennan smiled too politely. “So sorry, kind sir. We were simply overcome by the exquisite craftsmanship of lot fifty-four. I’m sure it’ll look fabulous in your dining room.”

He scowled.

“I don’t get it,” said Gertie.

Ida Belle leaned over and whispered, “Lot fifty-four is a chamber pot.”

We lost it again. Gertie nearly spit up her champagne.

“Riffraff,” the man grumbled.

He glowered at Brennan and curled his lip, then he shuffled away.

Brennan continued, “I thought he’d never leave. I’m checking the catalog. Maybe something will be worth bidding on.”

While he drooled over a Louis XVI desk that looked suspiciously like one he already owned, Gertie giggled each time someone paid five hundred for an antique napkin ring. A seventeenth-century flintlock pistol made my heart flutter for half a second, but the price tag sent it plummeting back to reality.

Then ... the vase appeared.

“Lot forty-two,” the auctioneer boomed as a dainty, floral-painted vase was wheeled onstage.

It looked like the sort of thing meant strictly for rooms where no entry was allowed.

Brennan whispered. “Late eighteenth-century French. Hand-painted. The brushwork—”

“Is incredible,” Gertie finished, suddenly focused. “I have to have it.”

“It’s lovely,” Ida Belle said. “But I’d never own it. I’d feel like it was judging me every day I didn’t dust it.”

Then I heard the one sound that promised chaos—Celia’s throat clearing.

She stepped beside me like a villain in a soap opera, her hat even puffier than usual. “Oh, it’s perfect,” she sighed, eyes fixed on the vase.

“It is. For my table,” Gertie said, voice sharp enough to cut crystal.

Oh boy. I could feel it coming.

“You keep out of this, Gertie Hebert,” Celia snapped. “That vase is mine.”

“Over my dead body,” Gertie growled, paddle already in hand.

“Happy to oblige, you meddling gnome. You won’t beat me.”

Gertie curled her lip. This would not end well. “You’re on, sister. Two hundred!" she shouted before the auctioneer could even start.

“Three hundred!” Celia barked.

“Ladies,” the auctioneer said feebly. “I haven’t started—”

“Four hundred!” Gertie replied.

“Five!”

“Never mind. I guess we have started,” the auctioneer said. “Do I hear six hundred?”

People leaned forward. Cell phones came out. Recording buttons were pushed.

“Seven hundred!” Gertie howled. “You’ll never win, Celia!”

“Ha! That’s what you think. A thousand!”

Laughter rippled through the crowd. A woman behind me shouted at Gertie, “C’mon, small fry! You can do it!”

“I like the bigger one to win,” yelled an elderly woman in a fur stole.

The room had officially split into factions. Bets were being whispered, wine glasses held high like torches at a coliseum.

“Twelve hundred!” Gertie bellowed.

The crowd started hooting.

Brennan whispered to Ida Belle, “Did she even bring that much money here?”

Ida Belle shook her head. “Hell no. Celia didn’t either. But both of them would sell a kidney to keep the other from winning.”

“Gertie, twelve ... hundred?” I questioned, “That’s enough gator casseroles to fill Lake Pontchartrain.”

“Shhh,” she hissed. “I’m in the zone.”

Brennan leaned close, horrified. “That vase is nice but it’s barely worth four hundred bucks.”

“Just go with it, Brennan. This won’t be over until there’s blood on the floor,” Ida Belle said.

Celia snarled, “Sit down, Gertie. This is an auction, not a barnyard bake sale.”

“Not a chance, you uptight piñata in a Ben and Jerry’s hat.” Gertie balled a fist, ready to turn the competition in a different direction.

The auctioneer waved frantically at security.

“Oh Lord,” I muttered. “Brennan, if they start going at each other I’ll grab Gertie. You take Celia.”

His glare nearly froze my face. “Why do I get Celia? You take Celia.”

“Five thousand!” a calm new voice called out.

The room froze like someone had yanked the auction’s power cord.

All heads turned.

Even Gertie stopped mid-glare.

And for the first time in twenty minutes, Celia was speechless.

For now.
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Brennan gave me a slow, incredulous turn of the head. “Did she say five thousand?”

I nodded without taking my eyes off the woman. “She said five thousand.”

In the back of the ballroom, a woman in a deep gold-colored dress held her paddle like a queen issuing royal decree. Mid-fifties, statuesque, her gown shimmered as if it had been woven from actual gold. Her poise radiated affluence, control, and a whisper of something colder.
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