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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this omnibus novel.

      You get three Merciless murder mystery thrillers in one.

      You’re in the right place if you crave the rush of danger and the jolt of a twist you never saw coming. In these pages, you’ll feel the dread, the shock, and the adrenaline-spiked thrill of justice delivered.

      My books are for smart readers like you, who enjoy nail-biting intrigue, pulse-pounding thrills, and strong female leads at the heart of page-turning action.

      You’ll uncover deep family secrets, dark twisted minds, and devious killers hiding in plain sight. There is no sex, graphic violence, or heavy cursing. No animal is ever hurt.

      I’m not a marketing agency or a branding firm that employs ghostwriters, artificial intelligence, and fake avatars to create books. I’m a human author with human experiences.

      Just like you, I’m a voracious reader. And I’m delighted to meet you.

      Here’s a little secret. Between my globetrotting adventures and years in intelligence, I’ve collected a few wild tales. Some slip quietly into my thrillers. If you’d like the inside scoop, join my Rebel Reader Club.

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this mystery thriller series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, police officers, police procedurals, detectives, serial killers, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, creepy cabins, fast-paced action, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, and psychological suspense.
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      There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There are, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and psychological suspense.
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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        A winter wedding. A blood-soaked veil. Evil is closer than you think.
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      Private investigator Asha Kade arrives at a remote ski chalet in the White Mountains to celebrate her friend’s dream wedding. But the moment she steps onto the snow, her instincts scream run.

      When the first dead body is found half-buried in fresh powder, the celebration turns to terror.

      Someone is stalking the bridal party, picking off the women, one by one.

      Past grudges and hidden betrayals bubble to the surface. Lies crack under pressure. Every guest has something to protect. Something worth killing for.

      As fear turns friend to foe, Asha races to expose the chilling truth before the next scream echoes through the chalet.

      Trust no one. Watch every shadow.

      Survive the wedding night or become part of the merciless past…
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      He’s going to kill me.

      This was the only thought racing through her mind as she stumbled through the woods.

      Her shirt was ripped, and her shoulders were bloodied. Scrapes crisscrossed her bare thighs and bruises covered her face. The ropes had left red marks around her wrists. Still raw.

      The wintry morning air was cool and crisp, pinching her skin where it was exposed. Even Mother Nature was being unkind.

      But she didn’t feel the pain.

      She couldn’t feel anything other than one simple urge.

      I want to live.

      The ominous footsteps crashed through the trees behind her. They were getting close. A flash of terror blazed through her spine like a lightning strike, threatening to implode inside her head.

      But she didn’t dare look back.

      Not now.

      Her focus was in front as she dodged between the snow-laden fir trees, trying not to fall into hidden snowbanks.

      Oh no.

      She grabbed a tree branch and stopped just in time.

      The ravine.

      She’d forgotten the river that cut through the mountain.

      She teetered at the edge of the cliff and stared into the abyss. Everything was white around her, blindingly white, except for the riverbed fifty feet below.

      This water never froze. It burst through the narrow galley, crashing over the raggedy black rocks like a furious river god, mad at the world.

      Her chest heaved.

      She could barely breathe.

      What do I do now?

      She turned her head.

      It was a fleeting sound, but she heard the crack of a twig. A dark shadow loomed from behind the tree.

      Then came the hand, reaching to her back.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out.

      One quick thrust was all that was needed.

      Her feet gave way.

      She hurtled into the gully, clawing at nothing, her mouth wide open in a terrified but silent shriek.

      She plunged headfirst through the frigid water. The river gods swirled around her, pushing her forward, pulling her under.

      She flailed her arms. Dying to breathe. She came up for a second and tried to yell for help, but fistfuls of icy water pounded down her throat.

      She gagged.

      Her head bashed against a boulder. Water filled her lungs.

      It only took a minute. The current’s pull was too strong.

      The world soon turned black.

      Fifty feet above the gully, at the exact spot where she fell, stood a tall dark shadow, watching her body disappear down the raging river.

      This is a beautiful place to die.

      A slow smile cracked on their face.

      One down. Two more to go….
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      “How come Victoria’s wedding isn’t at Cedar Cottage?”

      Katy turned to me, a frown on her face. My best friend was sitting in the front passenger seat, fiddling with her phone, trying to get it to work.

      I kept my eyes dead straight ahead.

      Navigating a winding road on a mountainous terrain in New Hampshire with snow coming down was tougher than I expected.

      We had rented an all-wheel drive at the airport. It was one of those oversized SUVs hockey moms love to drive around the city, but unlike them, I was using this vehicle for what it was built for. Still, this machine was having a hard time chugging up the steep and slippery slope.

      “Was wondering the same thing,” I said. “She lives in a manor. Huge grounds. Lots of space for everyone to stay the weekend. Cedar Cottage is the perfect venue for a Christmas wedding. It could be on the cover of a bridal magazine.”

      “I’d have thought Chandler Rupert would host their wedding at his mega ski resort in Falcon Hills,” said Katy. “A lodge doesn’t sound romantic, especially in the middle of a snowstorm.”

      “Maybe because it’s a small affair?”

      “I think she deserves better.”

      I had to agree.

      Victoria had had a tough life—a past we’d all rather forget.

      Her parents hadn’t just abandoned her, they had shipped her off to a psychiatric hospital with the help of a local physician with more love for cash than scruples. She had only been nine. A perfectly healthy but unwanted child ruthlessly discarded by her own flesh and blood.

      That had to leave deep scars.

      She had barely survived her incarceration at the mental institution when she learned she was the only living heiress to her parents’ estate in the White Mountains. That one-hundred-and-eighty degree turn had been a shock to the system, too.

      Could someone truly recover from a horrific childhood trauma, despite the wealth they had inherited? I worried about her.

      “I just hope Victoria made the right decision,” I muttered to myself.

      Katy let out an annoyed hiss in reply. “What’s wrong with this place?”

      I knew what had put my friend in a bad mood.

      She was feeling guilty for not being at her daughter’s school nativity play, especially since we were only a week away from Christmas. Then again, neither Katy nor I could say no to a good friend’s once-in-a-lifetime wedding either.

      When Victoria had called me three months ago in New York to tell me she’d found her true and forever love, I’d been so happy for her.

      Her voice had been bubbly. I could hear her beautiful and beaming smile over the phone. Though a part of me wondered if getting engaged to a man she’d known for only six months was a smart move, I’d pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind as she gushed over the fairytale gown she was getting made.

      She was marrying local royalty, the richest family in Falcon Hills, after all.

      “Still not working?” I said.

      Katy let out another frustrated sigh.

      I didn’t want to tell her that no amount of clicking or turning the phone on and off would help. We were on high elevation, surrounded by a winter forest, driving next to a deep and narrow canyon, with storm clouds hanging low above us.

      These were not the ideal conditions for a perfect cellular connection.

      “Thank goodness, Peace found time off work,” said Katy. “Chantelle will have one of us in the audience, at least.”

      “She’ll understand. She’s a smart kid.”

      “We’re taking her snowboarding after this. Maybe that will make up for me missing the play.”

      “They should have Wi-Fi at the lodge,” I said. “You can call her from there.”

      “They had better,” grumbled Katy.

      I turned my attention back to the road.

      It was nice to be on a road trip with my friend, especially after the week we’d had.

      I hadn’t slept for days, my mind rumbling with worries. My deepest fear of our past catching up to us swirled constantly in my head, and I couldn’t shake off the feeling someone was watching us.

      The prank call that had come to my bakery several months ago had annoyed me. The poison pen letter that had followed it weeks later had bothered me, and the anonymous email after that had unsettled me. But it was the graffiti I’d discovered on my bakery’s wall three days ago that had shaken me.

      I hate you all. Burn. Kill. You’ll pay.

      It was a vicious message. Even the local beat cops agreed.

      Who had sprayed those sick words on my bakery’s side wall? Was it targeted at us? Or was it just another hopeless kid from the streets unleashing their fury at the world, using my small business premises as their anarchic billboard?

      The police seemed to think so. I disagreed. But they had nothing to go on and had bigger criminals to catch.

      My fiancé, David, and my friend, Tetyana, hadn’t wasted one minute after the two constables left. Within forty-eight hours, they had worked their contacts, made the right calls, and secured our brownstone building with enough electronic surveillance equipment to make a small spy agency jealous.

      I was glad my friends and family were taking these anonymous threats seriously, but it still didn’t help me sleep at night. Fear crawled up and down my spine, and I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder.

      A cool burst of air swirled around my neck.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” I said, turning to Katy.

      Katy was holding her window button down.

      I shivered. “Put the window up.”

      “I’m trying to get a signal.”

      “That won’t help.”

      “You don’t⁠—”

      A loud splash outside silenced her.

      Then came a muffled yell from somewhere in the gully. It was so faint I was sure I’d imagined it.

      I took my foot off the gas, spun my head around, and glanced through Katy’s window.

      “Did you hear that?” she said in a whisper.

      “Sounded like something fell into the river.”

      “Did someone cry for help, or am I going crazy?”

      I turned the wheel, stopped the car on the side of the road, and peered through the windshield.

      Looming high above us was the craggy mountain peak. The snowfall had never let up. The ski lodge was several miles ahead. Everything around us was so white it was hard to see where the forest ended and the ravine began.

      No one should be wandering outside in this weather.

      We waited in silence. For what, I didn’t know.

      Did something fall in the river? Or was it someone?

      “Over there!” gasped Katy, clutching my arm.

      I followed her finger.

      A shadow.

      Is it a man? A woman?

      The shadow had flitted through the woods quickly. One second, something moved, the next, it vanished, like a phantom.

      My stomach tightened. I could feel it in the pit of my gut.

      Something was wrong.

      Someone was in trouble.

      After surviving a childhood of trafficking, one that still gave me nightmares, and after fighting gangsters to keep my family, friends, and myself safe, I trusted my instincts more than ever.

      I zipped up my jacket and turned around to pluck the Glock from my purse in the backseat.

      “What are you doing?” said Katy, staring at my sidearm in alarm.

      “Finding out what the heck is going on here,” I said, opening the door and stepping out.
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      “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      Katy was at my heels, sticking close to me.

      I was petite and almost a foot shorter than her, so she couldn’t hide behind me, though it never stopped her from trying whenever she thought we were in a sticky situation.

      During winter, when I wasn’t at a client meeting, I wore jeans, a jacket, and my favorite red boots. Putting my long black hair in a casual ponytail got me regularly carded as a teen at bars and restaurants. But I was a grown woman in my thirties, engaged to my childhood sweetheart, and running two businesses.

      Katy was the opposite of me. With her freckled face, arresting green eyes, and fiery red hair, strangers mistook her to be a plus-sized model from New York and wondered if she was someone famous.

      My best friend had had a rough life. Only I knew of her dark secret of fighting bulimia as a teen. Like me, she’d been orphaned at a young age. She’d battled side by side with me, against the gangs who’d tried to take us captive when we were young and vulnerable.

      But her fighting Irish genes had cooled after she married Peace, my business attorney, and had become a mother. Right now, I knew she’d rather be in the warm car than traipsing along this desolate road.

      “We’re late as it is,” said Katy. “Shouldn’t we get back in the car?”

      “Stay back,” I whispered. “And watch out for the cliff.”

      We crept in between the trees to where we’d spotted the shadow, but there was no one. I was just about to head back to the car when I saw them.

      “Footprints,” I said, pointing at the marks on the fresh snow. “Someone was here.”

      “So, we didn’t imagine it, then?” said Katy.

      “It’s a kid,” I said, placing my foot next to a print. “It’s almost my size. Six.”

      “Could be a small woman too,” said Katy. “You’re not the only pixie girl in town.”

      Ignoring her comment, I followed the prints on the ground, my ears and eyes on full alert now. A few feet in, I halted and put an arm out to stop Katy.

      “Don’t take another step.”

      “Oh, my goodness,” she said, putting a hand over her mouth.

      I hadn’t realized how close we’d been to the edge of the gorge.

      I peered down at the muddy river seething below us. It crashed against the boulders, its thundering sound echoing through the narrow valley that seemed to wind its way through the mountain.

      “Did someone fall in?” whispered Katy, as we peered over the edge, holding on to each other.

      Her guess would have been as good as mine.

      There didn’t seem to be another human being in the vicinity. If anyone had fallen, the current would have swept them up or dragged them under by now. I shuddered at the gruesome thought.

      “This place is haunting,” whispered Katy, gazing down. “Beautiful but haunting.”

      My spine suddenly tingled.

      I whirled around, expecting to find someone watching us, but there was no one.

      I scanned the woods.

      The immense coniferous trees were heavy with snow, looking like rows of proud Christmas trees waiting to be lit. Against the breathtaking backdrop of the White Mountains, it was like we had walked into a magical winter wonderland. Maybe Victoria had good reasons for hosting her wedding here.

      But Katy was right.

      Something was odd about this place. Instead of feeling like we had stepped into a blissful Christmas card, I felt goose bumps rise all over me.

      “What’s over there?” whispered Katy.

      I turned around to see a wooden structure, partly obscured by the trees, about twenty yards from us. It looked like a small, dilapidated building, forgotten in time.

      “Maybe that’s where the shadow went,” I said, gripping my gun.

      “Maybe we should get in the car,” said Katy, not letting go of my arm.

      “Good idea. Get back, lock the doors and stay inside till I return.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “I won’t sleep tonight if I don’t find out what’s going on here.”

      “Nothing’s going on here.”

      “We heard something, and we saw something.”

      “You’re not sleuthing on your own again.”

      “You’re welcome to stay.”

      I turned in the direction of the cabin.

      “I swear you’re going to get us killed one of these days,” grumbled Katy, her boots crunching on the snow behind me. “Everything’s an investigation for you. You need to learn to relax.”

      She was right. I loved my job.

      While Katy managed my bakery in Harlem, I spent my time working in my private investigation firm. She disapproved of some projects I took on, but my detective business paid better than my cakes and crumpets. I’d make even more if I advertised my work, but I catered to the bakery’s wealthy clients who sought discretion over all else.

      Ignoring Katy’s rumblings, I crept in between the trees, my eyes scanning the area. It took us five minutes to get close enough for a good look at the wooden structure.

      Part of me felt silly.

      That shadow could have been a cross-country skier who’d got lost and had been trying to find their way. Someone could have been out on a morning walk, on a break from the festive overeating and partying, and had returned to the lodge. It could have even been a deer or a bear, not a human shadow.

      We probably looked like idiots, walking stealthily like this.

      But I couldn’t ignore the warning flags coming from my gut. The closer we got to the shed, the harder my heart beat.

      There was something in there.

      Katy was holding on to my shoulder now. That was not a good idea if I had to take swift action, but I didn’t have the heart to tell her to let go. She was scared. I should have left her in the car.

      We were thirty feet from the shed now.

      “Get behind that,” I whispered, pointing with my chin toward a large fir tree. “Keep your eyes and ears open.”

      Katy scooted toward the tree without hesitation.

      I stepped up to the structure.

      The shed had a derelict wraparound porch with five steps that led up to the door. One wall had moss growth, now partially covered by the snowdrifts. Sharp icicles hung from the roof, like translucent daggers in a row. The place looked sad and secluded, like it hadn’t had visitors for months.

      I peeked around the porch. The cabin’s lone window was shuttered and curtained. Who puts curtains in an abandoned cabin in the woods?

      I walked up and tried the door. It didn’t budge. That was when I noticed the lock. Someone had put an expensive, modern electronic lock on this ramshackle of a shed.

      Strange.

      I turned to head back to Katy when I saw them again.

      More footprints.

      They were the same boot marks on the snow, only a few feet from the structure.

      I stepped down from the porch and kneeled on the ground next to the markings. The small shoe prints were mixed with the markings of a larger boot print. The snow had been disturbed heavily, like someone had fallen or some people had tussled on the ground.

      A dry brown leaf, a leftover from the fall, was stuck under the snow, its pointy ends sticking out. But it was the dark red spot next to it that caught my breath.

      Blood?

      I whipped out my phone and took a picture. The splotch of red was so small, it was hard to say, and I didn’t dare touch it. I slipped my cell back into my pocket and glanced around me.

      The woods were silent. The tall trees stared back at me, as if they were mocking me for being so paranoid.

      I could imagine Katy cursing me from behind her hiding spot. A lecture was waiting for me when we got back in the car, I was sure. She always thought I was too quick to suspect the worst and conjure up crimes when there were none.

      I got to my feet and walked back to the tree, catching a frightened eye peeking from behind.

      “Shed’s locked,” I said, as I joined my friend. “Didn’t see anyone, but I saw more footprints.”

      “Could be a hunting cabin,” said Katy.

      “Hunting season’s over.”

      She blew a raspberry.

      “Can we go back to the car, please? Victoria’s waiting for us and I’m freezing.”

      I nodded and turned back to the main road. Katy fell in step with me, her teeth chattering, but still grumbling.

      “I tell you, every time—” she was saying when she lurched forward. I grabbed her by the shoulder just in time.

      “You okay?”

      “Stupid root,” she said, kicking at something on the ground.

      I stared at what she had tripped on. We were almost at the road and the wood thinned here.

      “That’s not a root,” I said, moving the snow aside with my boot.

      Concealed underneath was a thick burlap sack that seemed to encase something.

      “What is it?” she said, peering over my shoulder.

      I bent down and pulled the cloth away.

      “My goodness,” gasped Katy.

      “It’s a hatch,” I whispered.

      We stared at our find.

      It was a small wooden door, large enough for an adult to crawl out of. Or in. The steel ring on top was what Katy had tripped on.

      “Why would anyone put a door out in the woods?” said Katy, her brow furrowed.

      It was clearly an entrance, but an entrance to what?

      “An underground cellar?” I said and turned back to the shed that was shrouded behind the trees now. “Another entrance to that cabin?”

      I bent back down and tried the steel ring.

      “Asha?”

      I looked up. Katy was hugging herself and hopping from foot to foot.

      “I don’t care what this is,” she said, “but I don’t want to hang around here anymore.”

      “Don’t you want to see what’s inside?”

      “You’re not on a job. We came for a wedding, remember? And we’re already late.”

      “Aren’t you curious?”

      “No!”

      Flashing me an annoyed look, Katy spun around.

      “This is exactly the place a serial killer would bring their victims,” she said as she stomped toward our car. “These woods give me the creeps.”
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      “Good thing Tetyana was too busy at work to come,” said Katy as she slammed her door shut.

      “That’s a bit mean, isn’t it?” I said, slipping back into the driver’s seat.

      “With the two of you together, you’d make me hang out in the woods, hunting wild shadows all day.”

      “Now she’s got an FBI badge, she won’t be interested in my little investigations,” I said with a rueful smile. “I sure miss her. She would have broken into that shed in a heart-beat.”

      “See, that’s your problem. We’re going to a wedding and all you see is trouble. Can you try to have some fun for a change?”

      “My job is fun,” I said as I slipped my Glock back into my purse.

      I pushed the key into the ignition and turned it on, relieved to hear the car purr to life. I blasted the heat and rubbed my hands to warm myself.

      I had made one good decision that day.

      Katy had wanted to rent the cute yellow convertible in the corner of the rental lot. The bored service rep didn’t seem to care either way and had mumbled something about it having winter tires. But I’d held firm.

      I turned the wheels and moved us back onto the road. Though I was still curious about what the woods held, it was good to be enveloped in the warm and safe cocoon of our vehicle again.

      “Ten minutes to the lodge,” I said, glancing at the GPS on the dash. “Keep an eye out for anything suspicious out of your window, just in case.”

      “I think we imagined that shadow,” said Katy. “Could have been a moose.”

      “We didn’t imagine that creepy shed or the weird hatch.”

      She fell silent.

      The incline was getting steeper and more slippery. As I pushed into a higher gear, the engine whined in protest.

      “Going downhill is going to be worse,” I said, peering through the windshield.

      “Hey!” shouted Katy suddenly. “You missed the road!”

      I turned around, startled.

      She was pointing at something behind us, on her side. I slowed down, peeked out through her window, and gave her a quizzical look.

      “What road?”

      “Didn’t you see the sign for the ski lodge?” she said.

      “GPS says it’s straight up.”

      “I saw the sign. It clearly said we were supposed to take that road.”

      I brought the car to a complete stop, and double-checked my GPS.

      “But there are no other roads around here,” I said, frowning.

      “I saw it,” said Katy, jutting her chin out stubbornly. “It went that way.”

      “Through the woods?”

      “All I’m saying is the sign to the ski lodge was that way and you missed it.”

      I put the car in reverse and backed down the mountain, foot by foot.

      “Hope no one’s coming up or we’d be in real trouble,” I said, my eyes on the rearview mirror.

      Katy had her face pressed against her window, watching the road, and signaling with her hand for me to keep backing up.

      “Just a bit more and you’ll see it,” she said.

      I reversed a few more yards.

      “There!” she said, pointing. “See?”

      I stared at the sign.

      Cloud Cabin Ski Lodge.

      “I told you,” said Katy. “You need to believe me more often.”

      Cloud Cabin Ski Lodge was where Victoria was waiting for us, where the wedding was to take place in a few hours.

      I frowned at the screen on my dash. The software came pre-installed with the car. Shouldn’t it be more reliable than a sign on the road? Or did the computer have an outdated map?

      “Doesn’t look like a road,” I said, peering over Katy’s shoulder.

      “Tire marks,” she said, sitting up straight and tapping her finger on the window. “Someone’s already gone that way. Maybe the other guests who came before us. Let’s follow it.”

      “How come I don’t see it on my screen?”

      “The Google car hasn’t come this way yet.”

      “GPS is satellite. This isn’t Google maps.”

      “This is a shortcut up the mountain. We’re already late for the wedding. Are we going to try it or not?”

      I turned the wheels.

      Driving in the lowest gear, I followed the smaller road that cut through the narrow opening in the woods. It seemed more like a dirt road than a paved one, but since ice and snow coated the entire mountain, it was hard to say.

      I scanned the surroundings, wondering why anyone would carve this side road when the main road worked perfectly well.

      I glanced at my GPS. According to it, we were moving away from the ski lodge.

      My gut was signaling to me again. Something didn’t feel right.

      We had driven fifty yards through the isolated route when I crawled at a snail’s pace.

      “Why are we slowing?” said Katy, turning to me.

      “I don’t like this, Katy. We need to get back on the main road.”

      “But the sign says⁠—”

      “A sign is easy to move. A road isn’t. I don’t think this is going anywhere.”

      I put the car in reverse before she could protest, and pressed on the gas pedal. My wheels ground in the snow.

      “Shoot,” I said, easing off the accelerator. “I think we’re stuck.”

      I reversed a bit and tried again. That was when the wheels caught on a snowbank and fishtailed on the icy surface.

      “Watch it!” shouted Katy, grabbing on to the dashboard.

      I scrambled to straighten the car, turning the steering wheel to its limit, but the tires were sliding. We were slipping down the slope, backward.

      I braked hard.

      Too hard.

      The car swung around on the ice, making a complete U-turn.

      Katy screamed.

      We were facing the wrong direction, heading straight toward the canyon.

      “Stop the car!” shrieked Katy.

      I put all my weight on the brakes.

      My heart was hammering. Perspiration streamed down my face. I clutched the steering wheel with my sweaty hands, but they were threatening to slip any moment.

      The tires finally caught traction.

      A root.

      I’d hit a tree root.

      The car screeched to a halt.

      We stopped ten feet from the edge of the bluff.

      Katy and I stared at the abyss, not breathing.

      If I’d been driving at normal speed or if that root hadn’t been jutting out of the snow, we’d have hurtled into the gully below and smashed into smithereens by now.

      I looked around me. There were no warning signs, nothing indicating this was a danger zone. To my right was the lonely shed, but there was no sign of anyone.

      I swallowed hard and wiped my hands on my jacket.

      “That was close,” I said.

      Shortcuts never work. I knew that. That’s the last time I listen to directions from Katy.

      “We’re getting out of here,” I said, putting the vehicle in reverse. It took several tries to turn around inch by inch, without getting dragged toward the edge, but we finally got back on the main road.

      We drove in silence after that.

      One thought was buzzing through my mind.

      Who put that sign there? Did someone move it deliberately?
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      “Gosh, it’s beautiful,” gasped Katy.

      “This isn’t a lodge,” I said as I pulled into the driveway. “This is a luxury Swiss chalet.”

      Katy turned to me with a bright smile, our recent ordeal all but forgotten. “This isn’t so bad. Good for Victoria.”

      I turned into the parking lot and eased into an empty spot between a Mercedes sedan and a vehicle protected by a cover embossed in a luxury logo.

      “Fancy,” said Katy, with an appreciative glance at the Porsche emblem. “These people must be loaded.”

      “Not the best car for these parts,” I said, and turned around to point at the super-sized Humvee we’d passed by the entrance to the driveway. “Now, that’s the one I’d take if I needed to get down in a hurry.”

      The Humvee’s winter tires were strapped in chains and were as tall as the Porsche beside us.

      “That horrible gas-guzzling monster truck?” Katy said, making a face. “Can you make an uglier thing?”

      I put our car in park and unbuckled my seat belt with a grin. My friend had strong opinions about vehicles, none of which had anything to do with their utility.

      That was when the ping came from my phone.

      Victoria?

      I turned around to pluck my cell from the backseat and read the text message out aloud.

      “Welcome to Cloud Cabin Ski Lodge. This will be a wedding to remember.”

      “Who is it?” said Katy, leaning over.

      I showed my screen to her. She gave me a puzzled look back.

      “Unknown number,” I said. “I have Victoria’s cell programed in, so it isn’t her.”

      “Maybe it’s one of her new in-laws.”

      “I haven’t even met them yet. They can’t have my private number.”

      “What about Jim and Nancy? They’re here. Didn’t she say Nancy’s her maid of honor? Jim’s in the wedding party too, I think.”

      Jim and Nancy were Cedar Cottage’s young caretakers. Victoria’s inherited manor was grand but wasn’t a place for a single girl. I was glad the couple, whom I trusted, had stayed with her, so she wouldn’t be alone in that big house in the mountains.

      “Doesn’t sound like anything they’d send,” I said.

      “The good news,” said Katy, unbuckling her seat belt, “is this means there’s better cellular reception up here.”

      I nodded absentmindedly, as I typed a polite but noncommittal message into the box.

      Thank you. Can’t wait for the ceremony.

      “It’s been a while since I saw Victoria,” I said, slipping the phone into my pocket. “Maybe she changed phones, or she’s using Chandler’s.”

      Katy pulled her handbag from the backseat and took out her makeup mirror and lipstick.

      I sat silently, my mind elsewhere.

      We’d had a strange trip and my brain was swirling with questions. We’d been very lucky to not end up at the bottom of that gully.

      I surveyed the chalet in front of us, one finger tapping on the steering wheel.

      It was a sprawling, one-story building with vaulted ceilings and large bay windows that overlooked the woods. A beautiful stone chimney rose high from the side of the structure.

      An electric generator and a stack of wood kindling sat next to the lodge. By the generator were a row of red gas cannisters and an ax stuck on a stump of wood.

      Scattered across the grounds were a dozen smaller log cabins. The closest one to the main lodge had its lights on, but the others looked dark and empty.

      Several yards behind the main lodge lay the wintry forest that grew along the mountain slope. The trees crouched close together here, casting dark shadows on the grounds and the building.

      From what I’d read, Chandler’s family had made their fortune on ski resorts and had built this lodge as their private haven—a getaway from the common crowds that flocked to the hills in winter.

      We had passed the ski resort owned by the Rupert family on our way here. Located at the base of the mountain, it was surrounded by chain hotels, fast-food joints, children’s play parks, and everything families on winter holidays look for. It had been buzzing with people.

      This place was different.

      This was a rich man’s getaway.

      It gave off a quietly opulent vibe, but it was eerie. If I hadn’t seen the cars or the lights, I’d have thought no one lived here.

      “You look awful, Asha.”

      I turned to my friend.

      “Thanks,” I said, with a grimace. “Didn’t sleep much last night.”

      I rarely did, even though I popped sleeping pills after dinner every evening. My childhood nightmares that visited me every night made sure I didn’t rest.

      “You’ve got to freshen up then, girlfriend. Come on. Do it for Victoria.”

      I groaned.

      I loved to play dress up, maybe not as much as Katy, but there were times I just wanted to get cozy in my comfy pants and woolen top. After the day we’d had, this was one of them.

      Our dresses were hanging on the door hooks at the back of the car, uncreased and secure inside their garment bags. It was a good thing we’d brought our winter coats too because no one could survive this weather in cute little black dresses.

      “Ooh, check out those lovebirds.”

      I peered through the back window, expecting to see Victoria.

      A tall, blond man in a black tuxedo was standing by the rhododendron hedge by the parking lot. He was grinning at someone behind the bushes. A piece of bright pink chiffon fluttered out from the bottom of the hedge. Whoever it was, was wearing a long pink gown, but we couldn’t see their face.

      As Katy and I watched, the man leaned forward, yanked at the woman’s arms, and pulled her up for a kiss.

      Katy turned around with a raised eyebrow.

      “Best men fooling around with the bridesmaids. Happens all the time. Love blossoms at weddings.”

      She jabbed me with her elbow.

      “Hey, isn’t it time you and David planned your big day? Seven years is a long time to be engaged, hun.”

      She took her hairspray out and sprayed the top of her head.

      I sneezed and reached for my purse, where I had my lipstick and face powder, the most I wore, if I could help it. I put on my lipstick, knowing better than to encourage her.

      All my friends chided David and me about our extra-long engagement. I was the holdout. With a successful bakery to run and a private investigation firm that was getting busier each month, I didn’t have time to plan a weekend getaway, let alone the wedding everyone was expecting me to have.

      I opened my door.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “We’re going to a wedding, not to a modeling gig in New York.”

      Getting our dresses, we slipped in between the cars and walked toward the main lodge.

      We were halfway up the pathway when I noticed the middle-aged woman in a black fur coat watching us from the front steps. By her feet was a large tan dog whom she was holding by the collar.

      “Gosh, is that a wolf?” whispered Katy. “It looks mean. Her too.”

      She was right. The frown on the woman’s face was clear.

      Despite that anonymous text message, Katy and I weren’t welcome here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      We strolled toward the main entrance in silence, smiles frozen on our faces.

      The woman didn’t move, but the closer we approached, the deeper her frown got.

      Her light Scandinavian blonde hair had been done up in an elegant updo. She wore a magnificent three-strand pearl necklace that peeked out from the beautiful fur coat draped around her shoulders.

      She looked dressed to welcome the queen. I felt inadequate just to be in her proximity.

      I knew this woman. I’d seen her face on local online news channels as she presented big blown-up checks to local charities. This was the matriarch of the family.

      Victoria’s new mother-in-law.

      We were ten feet from her when she let go of the dog.

      Katy scooted behind me. I braced myself for angry barking.

      Instead, the German Shepherd jumped down and ran toward us, tongue lolling, tail wagging, like he hadn’t seen visitors his entire life. I bent down and petted his massive head as he sniffed around us, feeling thankful there was at least one friendly face at this lodge.

      Maybe Victoria’s mother-in-law wasn’t that mean after all, I thought as I tried to not get entangled in between the dog’s legs. Anyone who owned a friendly pup would have to be good folk.

      “Good morning,” I called out, waving to the woman on the steps. “We’re Victoria’s friends.”

      She didn’t smile back.

      “She mentioned you,” she said in a crisp, cool voice. “I didn’t realize she actually invited you to a private family function.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      Private family function?

      Katy shot me a worried look.

      “We came all the way from New York,” I said, keeping my smile intact. “Flew in early this morning. Couldn’t miss her wedding for the world.”

      The woman’s face remained stoic.

      “You’ll be leaving after the ceremony, then?”

      That wasn’t a question. It was a command.

      Katy and I exchanged a glance.

      “We were hoping to stay the weekend. Victoria asked us….” I stopped. It was time to try another tactic.

      I walked toward her.

      “Hi. I’m Asha Kade and this is Katy McCafferty. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Still no smile. She must have been the unhappiest rich woman I’d ever met.

      “You must be Chandler’s…?” I trailed off, hoping she’d finish the sentence.

      “I’m the mother of the groom,” she said, a side of her mouth curled up. “Barbara Rupert.”

      I walked up the steps and offered my hand. It was the polite thing to do. To my surprise, she held out hers with some reluctance, but that nose in the air told me she clearly disapproved of our presence.

      I was just about to shake her hand when a shrill scream came from somewhere on the grounds.

      We whirled around, startled.

      A rake-thin young woman in a pink bridesmaid’s gown was scampering our way, waving her arms. She tripped over something in the snow, caught herself, and kept running toward the lodge.

      What was she doing out in the cold dressed like that?

      The dog jumped around her, barking excitedly. Barbara turned to it with an annoyed frown.

      “Down, Max,” she said in a stern voice.

      “I… s… saw in the… the r… river!” stammered the woman as she got closer.

      A chill went through me.

      Maybe there was something to the splash we heard, after all.

      The young woman’s face was flushed, and she was stuttering, barely able to get a complete sentence out.

      “I… I d… I… s… saw—” She tried in vain.

      “What are you playing at now, Mia?” scolded Barbara. “I don’t have time for your silly games.”

      Mia turned away, as if frustrated at not being able to find her words. I wondered if this was a speech impediment or a result of her nervousness.

      “What did you see, hun?” I said.

      “A b… b….” stuttered Mia hopelessly, pointing toward the woods.

      Her eyes were wide, and her face was flushed. Whatever she had seen had troubled her. She wasn’t lying.

      “What was it?”

      “Some… s… s… I s… swear… it was a b… b…”

      “Stop this,” said Barbara, her voice sharp. “You know better than to act like this in front of guests.”

      “Not at all,” I said, jerking my head her way. “We heard a splash on our way up. We were wondering what it was.”

      “Local kids playing pranks,” said Barbara, turning her cool blue eyes on me.

      Kids? That would explain the small footprints.

      “These hooligans throw rocks down the cliff, ride their mountain bikes all summer and snowmobiles during the winter, raising hell on the mountain,” said Barbara, giving me a disapproving look like I was one of the hooligans. “They heard you coming and knew you were from out of town. You were pranked.”

      “B… but… but.. I’m t… telling you, I —” Mia didn’t get to finish.

      “Ah, the fibber is in full form today.”

      It was a male voice.

      Katy and I turned around.

      It was a sandy-haired tuxedoed man, looking a lot like the man we’d seen kissing a girl behind the rhododendron bushes. He strutted up to us, hands in his pockets, a cocky look on his handsome face. He looked like he’d just walked off a photo shoot for an upscale men’s magazine.

      “So, you’re the ladies Victoria’s been babbling about,” he said, holding out his hand amiably.

      I shook it, but not before giving the young woman beside him a discreet glance. She looked distraught. Why were they ignoring her?

      The man saw me look. He put a hand to his head, twirled a finger, and mouthed cuckoo.

      Mia’s face turned bright red. She hadn’t missed the man’s gesture or his words. Tears welled in her eyes. I realized that despite the heavy makeup and the fancy dress, she wasn’t more than eighteen years old. I felt for her.

      Was it her behind the rhododendron bushes by the parking lot?

      Before I could say anything, she turned away, staggered up the stairs and disappeared inside the lodge, her hands covering a sob.

      “Don’t mind Mia. She’s just looking for attention,” said the man with a grin. “Every family has a crazy and my sister is it in mine, I’m afraid.”

      “You must be from the groom’s party?” I said, ignoring his nasty jab at the poor girl.

      Barbara turned to me, a proud look on her face.

      “Chandler is my one and only son. He just got back from New York. He’s been busy, doing very well for himself and us, I might add.”

      She gave a small, fake laugh.

      Did I hear her right? Did she say Chandler?

      Barbara beamed at her son.

      “He’s a hedge fund manager for one of the biggest firms in the country. Can’t make a mother more proud.”

      Chandler’s grin widened as he soaked up the praise.

      This was the groom. The man about to marry Victoria. I must have stopped breathing because I felt my chest tighten.

      I’d seen Victoria’s wedding gown. She’d shared a dozen photos of it, bubbling with excitement. I distinctly remembered it wasn’t pink. That meant whoever Chandler had been flirting with behind those bushes hadn’t been his bride.

      “How did you and Victoria meet?” asked Katy, turning steely eyes on Chandler.

      “I was in town and met her at some charity shindig. We locked eyes across the room, and as they say, the rest is history.”

      His grin remained intact, but his eyes weren’t smiling.

      The man was lying.

      “Are you and Victoria planning to go to New York after the wedding?” asked Katy, her voice hardening.

      I knew she was struggling to stop herself from lashing out and demanding what we both wanted to know.

      “Of course not,” said Barbara, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Do you think I’d allow that?”

      “Your wish is my command, Barbara,” said Chandler with a small bow.

      Barbara?

      Most people called their mothers Mom. Or, Mother.

      Odd.

      “He’s staying right here,” said Barbara, reaching over to squeeze Chandler’s arm and giving him a fond smile. “He’ll take over the family business and my husband can retire. I want grandbabies, Sunday family dinners, and picnics in the summer.”

      Her eyes were glued on him, her entire focus on her son. It was like we weren’t even here.

      “For the first time in a long time, I will have everyone around the dinner table. I’ve been dreaming of this for years.”

      My mind whirred.

      We’d only seen the man near the bushes from behind.

      Had I mistaken him for someone else? Maybe he had been one of the groom’s men?

      Something about his story didn’t feel right.
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      Chandler gave me the side-eye.

      He’d noticed me scrutinizing him.

      “The ceremony is about to start,” he said, stepping away, his grin disappearing. “A snowstorm’s on its way and we don’t have time for chitchat.”

      “But we’re still waiting for—” Barbara didn’t get to finish.

      Chandler shook his head. “The show must go on.”

      He leaped up the steps, accidentally stepping on the dog’s tail as he did. Max let out a whelp.

      Instead of stopping to see the damage he’d done, he gave the dog an impatient kick before striding inside. Max scurried behind Barbara, his ears and tail down.

      I glared at Chandler’s disappearing back.

      What a jerk.

      Without a word at us or a look our way, Barbara whirled around and followed her son inside.

      Katy and I exchanged a shocked glance.

      What a welcome.

      I stepped up to the dog and stroked his head.

      Max wagged his tail gently and licked my hand, but kept his head down, like he was afraid I’d strike him too. I wondered if he’d been kicked before. And I wondered what kind of family Victoria was marrying into.

      “Hey, you two!”

      I spun around.

      It was someone we hadn’t seen in a long time.

      “Nancy!” shrieked Katy as she ran up to her, her arms wide and ready for a hug. I dashed down to join them.

      Nancy was in a pink gown, in the same style and color as Mia’s—the same type of cloth we’d seen flutter from behind the rhododendron bushes only moments ago.

      When we saw Nancy last, she had been in overalls and rubber boots, cleaning the stables at Cedar Cottage. She looked gorgeous with her dark hair elegantly done up and a pink rose pinned to the lapel of her dress that flowed to her heels.

      It was nice to see a familiar face, one I trusted for a change.

      This place was getting to me.

      The woods were dark and foreboding, even without a creepy shed and a mysterious underground hatch. This lonely ski lodge set high on the mountain and away from civilization didn’t make me feel any safer. But it was the churlish son and the haughty mother who bothered me the most.

      “How’s Victoria?” I asked Nancy once we’d hugged and said our hellos.

      “She’s sick,” she replied, turning worried eyes on me.

      “What? How?”

      “Food poisoning from the reception dinner last night. It’s not just her. Jim and I are fine, but some others got it bad.”

      “Poor girl,” said Katy, her face falling, “on her wedding day too.”

      “She’ll be okay. Just needs a break after all this is over.” Nancy smiled. “She’ll be so happy to see you. She’s been dying for you to meet Chandler.”

      “Oh, we just met him,” I said, without smiling back.

      Nancy raised her brows. She turned from me to Katy and back.

      “So, you felt it too?” she said.

      “What’s he like with Victoria?” said Katy.

      Nancy looked away. “She’s head over heels over him and all, but he’s not very…”

      We waited.

      She sighed. “He doesn’t think much of Jim and me. Barely talks to us. I’m scared he’ll convince Victoria to let us go after they get married.”

      “Fire you, you mean?” gasped Katy. “She’d never allow something like that. Who’d take care of Cedar Cottage then?”

      Nancy gave us a wonky smile and waved dismissively.

      “Forget what I said. We’re here for a wedding. The happiest day of Victoria’s life.”

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      “Hey, Nancy, did you send me this text, by any chance?” I asked.

      Nancy peered at the screen and shook her head.

      “Was it Jim?”

      “He’s more the hey, can’t wait to see you kind of guy.” She shrugged. “Wrong number maybe?”

      About the wedding?

      “It’s weird,” I said, slipping my phone back into my pocket with a frown. “Where’s Victoria right now?”

      “She’s waiting for you,” said Nancy, turning around and gesturing for us to follow her to the cabin nearest the main lodge. Katy and I trailed behind her, carrying our gowns.

      The log cabins scattered across the grounds had a foot of snow piled on their slanted roofs. They looked like cozy, modern-day versions of a mountain hobbit’s home. If I hadn’t had an unpleasant taste in my mouth, I’d have thought this to be a perfect winter vacation destination.

      “Victoria’s cabin is the closest to the lodge. Ours is the fourth down,” said Nancy as she led the way.

      She opened the door to Victoria’s cabin and Katy walked in after her. I followed them inside, taking in the compact interior. The whiff of expensive perfume and makeup permeated the air.

      A queen bed took most of the space. Across from it was a chest of drawers with a large mirror, and next to that was a closet filled with a jumble of men’s and women’s clothes.

      Paintings of skiers and mountain sunsets decorated the walls. The small door next to the entrance was closed, which I gathered to be the ensuite bathroom. On the wall by it was a red fire extinguisher.

      These cabins looked like rustic ski huts on the outside, but they had all the amenities of a well-equipped five-star hotel room on the inside.

      “Is she in the bathroom?” I said, pointing to the closed door.

      Nancy leaned her ear against the door and tapped gently.

      “Hey, sweetie, Asha and Katy are here.”

      Silence.

      “Victoria, are you feeling all right, honey?”

      No answer.

      Nancy’s brow furrowed. She knocked again.

      “Flush the toilet, or open a tap hun, if you don’t feel like talking.”

      Nothing.

      I stepped up, reached over, and pushed on the door handle. I peeked inside and dropped my garment bag in shock.

      Victoria was bent over the toilet, her face down. I didn’t have to get close to spot the blood on her veil.

      I rushed inside.

      “Victoria!” Katy cried as she dashed in after me.

      She was dressed in her beautiful white bridal gown. She even had on her sparkling shoes and silk veil held in place by a silver tiara. But her makeup had been rubbed all over her face, like she had hastily wiped her mouth and cheeks.

      The three of us surrounded her when she put a hand out, as if to ask for space.

      Katy and I shuffled to the side.

      “Oh, my gosh, you scared me,” said Nancy. “What are you doing in here, sweetie? Are you still feeling sick?”

      Victoria raised her head, but her eyes remained closed.

      “Are you okay, honey?” said Katy.

      Victoria opened her eyes. They widened as she saw us. She placed her arm out, reaching toward us. I grabbed her hand and helped her to sit up on the side of the bath.

      “You need to lie down,” I said.

      “What you need is water,” said Katy, turning toward the sink.

      Victoria gave us a dazed look.

      “Honey,” I said, leaning forward. “What happened?”

      She shook her head, like she was too exhausted to reply.

      “Maybe you need to postpone the wedding,” I said. “You need to get better first. That’s your priority.”

      Those words had a strange effect on her. She sat up straighter and pushed me away.

      “No,” she said in a hoarse voice.

      “Drink,” said Katy, leaning over with a glass of water. While Katy cajoled Victoria to take a few sips, Nancy got a wet towel to wipe the blood off her veil.

      I waited for Victoria to drink and settle herself.

      “Where’s the blood coming from, hun?” I said, easing the veil away from her face to see if she had any bruises or wounds.

      Victoria turned and glanced at her veil like she was seeing it for the first time.

      “She was throwing up all morning,” said Nancy, looking up from rubbing the stain. “We thought she was done and got her dressed up, but I guess she had to go again.”

      “She vomited blood?” I said, frowning. “That’s serious. Is there a doctor at the lodge?”

      Nancy gave a quick shake of her head.

      “Not that I⁠—”

      A bang on the door made us all jump.

      “Hurry, girls!” came a male voice from the outside.

      It was Chandler.

      “Coming soon!” shouted Nancy.

      He banged on the door again. I was losing respect for the groom fast.

      With an exasperated sigh, Nancy turned around and walked out of the bathroom, the wet towel in her hands.

      “No!” cried Victoria, a panicked look on her face. “Don’t let him in!”

      I bent down to her level, took her hand, and looked her in the eye. “Why, sweetie? Is he giving you trouble?”

      “A groom shouldn’t see the bride in her dress,” she whispered hoarsely. “It’s bad luck.”

      Chandler banged on the door again.

      Katy and I exchanged an incensed look over Victoria. If I’d thought the man was a boor before, he was confirming my theory.

      I heard the outside door open. Katy gently closed the bathroom door halfway so Victoria wouldn’t get more flustered. He couldn’t see us, but we could hear him.

      “We need a little more time, Chandler,” Nancy was saying. “Can you keep everyone entertained for another half an hour at least?”

      “What the hell is taking so long?”

      I grimaced, wishing more than ever to punch him in the face.

      “She’s not feeling well. You know this. Give her time.”

      “Well, hurry up, for heaven’s sake.”

      “What the heck is his problem?” I hissed, wishing I’d met him earlier, so I could have investigated him and warned Victoria off him.

      We heard Nancy close the door and lock it. She stepped into the bathroom, a pained expression on her face.

      “Is he always like that?” I said.

      “What kind of man goes around banging on his bride’s door when she’s sick?” said Katy.

      Nancy gave us a sad look.

      But Victoria remained silent.
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      “It happened so quickly,” said Nancy in a whisper.

      “The engagement?” asked Katy.

      “All of it.”

      I popped my head out of the bathroom to check on Victoria. She was in bed, lying on her back, worn out after another bout of vomiting.

      Her eyes were closed. Her chest moved up and down as she wheezed. She needed the rest.

      Nancy, Katy, and I had huddled inside the bathroom after we cleaned her up and took her to bed. I was dying to know more about the Rupert family, especially Chandler.

      “In all of six months,” said Nancy in a low voice, “she met the man, got engaged, and planned the wedding. Just like that.”

      “I don’t like the guy,” said Katy, making a face like she’d just bit into something rotten.

      Nancy sighed.

      “You should have seen her the past few weeks. Glowing. Over the moon about the wedding and Chandler. Said she met her soul mate and all that.”

      “Sounds like she really loves him,” I said.

      “Jim and I have been watching him for a while,” said Nancy, dropping her voice even lower. “He acted like Prince Charming at the beginning. Wooing her with flowers, gifts, trips. Took her to Venice, even. Did you know this is just the first wedding?”

      “First wedding?” said Katy and me at the same time.

      “Chandler’s flying the whole family to Paris tomorrow, where they’ll have a grand wedding party at a five-star hotel.”

      Was that what Barbara meant when she called this a family function?

      “Are you going too?” I asked.

      Nancy made a face.

      “They will never invite us. They’re not too happy with her choice for maid of honor, I can tell you. As far as Barbara is concerned, Jim and me are just help.”

      “But you’re family!” said Katy, putting an arm around Nancy’s shoulders.

      “I didn’t expect this,” I said, shaking my head. “I thought Victoria would know better….” I stopped and swallowed, feeling bad about speaking about her behind her back.

      Nancy leaned in closer.

      “We told her to take more time before saying yes. I know he’s a super successful hotshot and all. Made millions trading stocks or something. I can’t make head or tail of what he does, but because he comes from a well-known, wealthy family, they’re the perfect couple—if you listen to town gossip, that is.”

      “How did they meet?” I said.

      “He came to Cedar Cottage in his fancy Porsche one day. Said he knew her grandmother, Madame Bouchard. Supposedly he had met her in New York and wanted to say hello to the family.”

      “He said they met at a charity shindig,” I said.

      “He was lying,” said Katy. “I saw it in his eyes.”

      Nancy shrugged. “Don’t believe a word he says, if you ask me. All talk but hollow as a whistle.”

      “What does Victoria see in him?” asked Katy.

      “He visited her with the biggest flower bouquet and invited her for lunch. That turned into a dinner date, more gifts, expensive jewelry and all that, and that snowballed into the engagement. Poor Victoria. You know how she grew up. This is her fantasy come true. She’s star struck.”

      “In six months?” said Katy.

      “She just had her thirtieth birthday,” said Nancy, giving a quick side glance out of the bathroom door. “She said she wanted to settle down, have kids, and live a normal life for once.”

      Katy sighed. “Who can blame her after all that happened?”

      “That’s what I said to Jim.”

      I frowned.

      “Why didn’t they have the wedding at Cedar Cottage? You’ve got plenty of rooms. And it’s a beautiful location.”

      “That’s exactly what Jim said to her,” said Nancy, poking my arm with her finger. “But Robert, Chandler’s father, said we have to come to the ski lodge. He promised a cozy, fairytale winter wedding. He’s paying for everything, and Victoria never says no to Chandler, so here we are.”

      Katy opened her mouth to speak when we heard a low groan from the room.

      I stepped out of the bathroom and walked over to the bed. Victoria turned her head and gave me a weak smile.

      I wanted so badly to open up to her, but I was getting the distinct feeling she wouldn’t welcome us questioning her in-laws or her fiancé, least of all on her wedding day.
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