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      For David, my partner in crime, but not crime-solving—at least not yet.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Love is a smoke rais’d with the fume of sighs,

        Being purg’d, a fire sparkling in a lover’s eyes,

        Being vex’d, a sea nourish’d with lovers’ tears.

        What is it else? a madness most discreet,

        A choking gall and a preserving sweet.

      

      

      
        
        William Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet, Act I, Scene 1, ll. 197-201
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        December 29, 2023

        late afternoon

      

      

      

      A fire crackled in the stacked stone fireplace. A large floral arrangement of snow-white roses, white lilies, and creamy white tulips mixed with soft blue hydrangeas and deep blue delphinium in full bloom filled the sitting room with a heady perfume. Soft laughter overlapped with the murmured conversations floating on the air. Outside, a fierce winter storm raged. But at this moment, in this space, with these nine people, Sasha McCandless-Connelly felt as if she’d been wrapped in the warmest, coziest blanket imaginable. The setting, the company, and the ambiance more than made up for the roaring blizzard.

      As if he’d read her mind, her husband of ten years—or as he’d informed her earlier, nine years, eleven months, and twenty-nine days or 3,651 days total, accounting for the two leap years—pulled her into his arms and whispered against her ear, “This is going to be a perfect weekend.”

      She smiled up at him and stretched to her full (almost) five feet in height to plant a kiss on his neck. Well, as near as she could manage, given their twelve-inch height difference.

      He rubbed the arms of the fuzzy sweater she’d thrown on over her silky sleeveless dress to stave off the chill in the old stone structure that would be their home for the next three days. His lips parted, but whatever he was about to say was drowned out by the distinctive pop of a champagne cork, followed by a second, softer pop and bubbly giggles from the kitchen. A moment later, Naya Andrews and Maisy Farley walked into the room, towels draped over their arms and bottles in hand.

      “Grab your flutes, people,” Naya ordered with good-natured efficiency.

      The assembled guests hurried to comply, reaching for the crystalware that Sasha and Leo hadn’t used since their fifth anniversary (spent eating takeout with their three-year-old twins). Sasha would never have thought to pack it for this weekend, but it was the type of detail Leo lived for.

      As Maisy and Naya circled the room, Maisy announced in her sweet Southern accent, all rounded vowels and drawls, “Now, I’ve got the high-test. If y’all want sparkling white grape juice, Naya’s your gal.”

      Bodhi King lifted his hand. “I’ll take what Naya’s selling.”

      “Me, too,” Chris, Daniel’s husband, echoed.

      Naya threw Chris a curious look. Her meaning wasn’t hard to discern. The pianist was usually one of the more exuberant partiers at any event—and this wasn’t just any event. It was Sasha and Leo’s tenth anniversary party/New Year’s Eve weekend extravaganza.

      “Chris woke up at five this morning to get in his long training run so it won’t be looming over him all weekend. It was good planning, but if you give him alcohol before he eats something, he’ll probably pass out,” Daniel explained. “So, Maisy, you can go ahead and give me his share, too.”

      “Eighteen miles,” Chris announced, elbowing Daniel playfully in the ribs. “We’re running a marathon next month. And unlike some people, I need to train.”

      Naya poured his non-alcoholic bubbly and moved on to Bodhi.

      Then she stopped beside Aroostine Higgins. “If memory serves, you’re not a big drinker, either.”

      “I’m not,” Roo confirmed but waved her off. “But I’ll make an exception for Sasha and Leo.”

      Maisy and Naya finished filling glasses and placed the empty bottles on the butler’s cart near the fireplace. Leo raised his glass and surveyed the room. Sasha followed his gaze:

      Naya and her long-time companion, the ever-patient, unflappable Carl, got cozy on the chintz loveseat near the bookcase. Bodhi lounged against the wall, his long legs crossed at the ankles in front of him. Aroostine perched on the arm of the chair that Maisy had claimed for herself. Hank Richards, Leo’s boss and one of their oldest friends, sat in its mate on the opposite side of the coffee table. Finally, Daniel and Chris sprawled on the velvet couch.

      Eight friends who’d stood by Sasha and Leo for years. They’d shared joys, sorrows, and the occasional harrowing, near-death experience. Sasha was overcome by a wave of deep gratitude for these people and their presence in her life. She blinked back the tears that threatened to spill out and nudged Leo.

      “My beautiful bride is gently encouraging me to say what I have to say before the fizzy gets flat. So, I’ll keep this short. We’re so glad—beyond glad—to be able to share this weekend with you. You’ve all played such an important role in our lives. We love you and look forward to celebrating with you.”

      He tipped his glass toward their guests, and everyone returned the gesture.

      As Sasha sipped her crisp, cold champagne, Hank cleared his throat. “Here’s to one decade of the indomitable McCandless-Connelly duo, and many more decades. May this weekend, and every one that follows, be blessedly boring and uneventful. Unlike the wedding.”

      “Hear, hear,” Bodhi exclaimed.

      Maisy enthused, “I’ll drink to that!”

      Leo laughed.

      Sasha feigned umbrage. “You invite your friends to one destination wedding where they’re taken hostage by armed mercenaries, and they never let you forget it.”

      Naya hooted. Aroostine barely avoided doing a spit-take. And Chris laughed so hard he snorted. Sasha was glad they could laugh about it now. At the time, it had been terrifying, tense, and traumatic. But they’d all survived unscathed, except for her blood-stained, machete-hacked wedding gown. She smiled at the uproar in the room. This is exactly what she and Leo had pictured when they decided to throw this weekend bash. It was off to a promising start.

      A high-pitched scream pierced the cold afternoon air.

      For a heartbeat, nobody reacted.

      Another shriek. This one was louder, closer, and more desperate. Sasha shivered, and goosebumps rose on her arms.

      “Is that the wind?” Naya ventured gamely.

      Aroostine was the first one to the window. She pulled aside the heavy curtain and peered outside, scanning the woods behind the house.

      “There’s a woman staggering through the trees. She’s not wearing a coat or anything.”

      At her announcement, the rest of them crowded around the window beside her. It took a moment for Sasha to spot the woman among the wildly swaying trees. Her head was lowered, and she bent forward almost at the waist, fighting against the wind and blowing snow. Her long dark hair and the skirt of her slinky emerald green dress streamed behind her.

      “She’s coming this way. Headed straight for the house.” Maisy turned away from the window and grabbed Sasha’s arm, wide-eyed and breathing fast. “What do we do?”

      “She looks harmless enough,” Sasha mused.

      Leo gave her a close look.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      The woman must have seen the group at the window because she began to run—or tried to. The strong headwind pushed her back. As they watched her struggle forward, she opened her mouth to scream again, but the gale tore the noise from her throat.

      By the time she reached the small front porch, she was nearly on her knees. Bodhi was already at the door. He wrenched it open, and she dragged herself over the threshold and into the house with a swirl of snow. He hurried to shut the door against the cold outside.

      She looked around the room, wild-eyed, and settled her attention on Leo. Her lips parted, and as she collapsed on the floor, she managed to croak a single word. “Help.”
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        * * *

      

      Bodhi squatted beside her and pressed two fingers against her pale, bare wrist to take her pulse. Hank approached cautiously and crouched next to the forensic pathologist. He pointed at a dark stain that had spread across the bodice of her dress, taking care not to touch it—or her.

      “Looks like blood,” he stated in a grave voice. He raised his eyes to search Leo’s face, then Sasha’s. “Do you know her?”

      Sasha shook her head and turned to Leo. “I’ve never seen her before. You?”

      He studied the unconscious woman for a long moment. “No.”

      Hank turned to the rest of the group. As they murmured a chorus of negative answers, Leo caught Sasha’s arm and guided her toward the dining room. She turned back to watch Bodhi tend to the woman as Leo led her away from the others.

      He pulled her into the room and gave her a serious look. “Did you do this?”

      She blinked up at him, too stunned to speak at first.

      “Tell me now if you did.”

      She gathered her thoughts and sputtered, “Did I do this? Do what? What are you saying?”

      He twitched his lips to one side. “Is this part of the murder mystery game you wanted to play, Sasha?”

      Realization dawned, and she began to laugh. At the look on his face, she swallowed her laughter. “No, I swear.”

      He raised one eyebrow skeptically, and she elaborated, “She’s not an actor. Or at least, I didn’t hire her if she is. I mean, I still think it would have been loads of fun to play ‘Murder on the Menu’ tonight. Especially seeing as how I went to the trouble of creating it. But you were very clear that you weren’t a fan of the idea. Adamant even.”

      His face softened. “Okay. You understand why I had to ask, right?”

      “I guess so. But you clearly weren’t listening when I told you about it. I didn’t want to hire actors. We were all supposed to play a role. One victim, one murderer, and then the other eight of us solved it. But, nooo, you said our friends solve enough murders in their real lives and wouldn’t want to do that at a party.” She tried not to pout but failed.

      “Probably not the best time to pitch the idea,” he observed. “What with the blood-covered stranger on the floor.”

      “Fair point. We need to get back in there.”

      As they hurried back into the front room, Bodhi looked up. “Hank’s right. That’s blood on her dress. The good news is, I don’t think it’s hers. She’s not actively bleeding, as far as I can tell.”

      “Should we move her?” Naya asked. “At least to the couch?”

      “No, not yet. She’s coming around. Let’s make sure she doesn’t have any back or neck injuries that we can’t see in case we have to stabilize her spine first—I think that’s unlikely; she did walk here, after all. But let’s be cautious. Someone could get a glass of water to have handy when she comes to,” Bodhi suggested.

      Chris nodded and slipped into the kitchen.

      Thank heavens they happened to have a doctor in the group. Sure, Bodhi’s patients were usually dead, but he was a doctor.

      Aroostine was still at the window. “I don’t see anyone else in the woods,” she said without turning around. “But the snow’s picking up. Pretty soon, it’s going to be a whiteout. She’s lucky she got inside when she did.”

      Chris returned with a glass of water as the woman stirred, moaning. She tried to push herself up, but Bodhi stopped her with a gentle hand.

      “Wait. Don’t move. Are you hurt?”

      She blinked at him, fear and confusion on her face.

      “I’m a doctor,” he said softly. “I want to make sure you don’t have any injuries before you get up.”

      She shook her head. “No. No, I’m fine. Did I … faint?” Her voice was raw and raspy.

      “It seems so.”

      Chris pressed the glass into her hands.

      She took a small sip before giving it back to him with trembling hands. “Thanks.” She turned to Bodhi. “I’m really not hurt. I can stand up.”

      He helped her to her feet, guided her to the closest chair, and gingerly lowered her onto the seat. Carl tossed him a blanket from the back of the loveseat.

      As he arranged the afghan throw over the woman’s shoulders, Maisy exclaimed, “Well, if none of y’all are gonna ask, I will. Whose blood is all over your dress, and why were you running through a snowstorm screaming like a banshee?”

      It was as if Maisy’s question had jarred loose the woman’s memory. She gasped and leaped to her feet, the blanket puddling on the floor around her ankles. “Oh my God, Rex! Rex is dead!”
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        Three hours earlier

      

      

      

      Leo raised his collar against the chill as he stepped out of the van and jogged across the wide circular driveway to the gracious front entrance of the Silverwood Mansion. He ducked inside, grateful for the blast of warm air that greeted him.

      A tall, angular man with a full head of thick white hair looked up from the reception desk with a mischievous smile. “Ah, Mr. Connelly. Welcome to Silverwood Acres.”

      “Thanks.” He allowed his surprise that the host had accurately guessed his identity to register on his face.

      A cheerful woman shook her head from behind the desk, a wide grin crinkling her bright eyes. “Oh, don’t be too impressed by John. We only booked two parties for the weekend, and the other group’s already arrived.”

      Leo’s laughter echoed as he crossed the large reception room to approach the desk. “Well played. And you must be Hatty and John Carlisle.”

      “Guilty as charged,” John boomed.

      The mansion, lit by wall sconces and the soft glow of an Art Deco chandelier, was, if anything, even grander and more elegant than it had appeared in the photographs he’d seen in the write-up about the renovation of Silverwood Acres Estates last summer. After buying the historic property in 2021, the Carlisles spent the better part of two years restoring the majestic six-bedroom manor to its original glory. They’d also transformed three outbuildings on the property—a large shepherd’s cottage, the farm manager’s home, and a former barn—into elegant standalone units suitable for large parties, with sleep accommodations for groups ranging from six to fourteen.

      Hatty peered around him, looking toward the entrance. “I thought your party was all arriving together.”

      “We are. I mean, we have. The others are waiting in the van. Given the turn the weather’s taken, I thought I’d get the key to the stone house, and we’d have the driver take us over to drop off our luggage rather than make everyone brave the cold.”

      “A wise plan.” Hatty’s smile faded. “The forecast’s gotten worse in the last hour. Yes, you should all get settled. Then John will drive over to pick you up for the cocktail hour here in the library. We’ve got a station wagon, so it’ll take just a few trips.”

      “Sounds like an excellent plan.”

      John reached for a key hanging from the pegboard behind the desk and plucked a map of the property from a pile near the large bound appointment book. He drew a circle around the farm manager’s home with his blue pen. “Now, then, have the driver pull through the circular drive and follow the lane to the left, past the patio, and down around the pond. Once you reach—”

      “Have you asked him?” A man’s voice demanded.

      Leo turned toward the fireplace in the corner of the room to see the speaker rising from a club chair. Given the angle of the chair and the shadows in the room, Leo hadn’t realized anyone else was there.

      The man strode across the room, his right hand outstretched. “Rex Stoddard.”

      “Leo Connelly. Asked me what?” Leo inquired, giving the man a perfunctory handshake.

      John shifted uncomfortably and lowered his chin, flicking an unamused look toward Stoddard. “Mr. Stoddard, as Hatty has already explained, we’re happy to make up two bedrooms here in the main house, even though we hadn’t intended to rent any of those rooms this weekend. But we’re not about to inconvenience the McCandless-Connelly party because your plans have changed.”

      “No. I told you that doesn’t work. This is a reunion. We can’t reunite when we’re not all in the same physical space. We need seven bedrooms.” Stoddard dismissed the offer with a sharp shake of his head.

      “What’s the problem?” Leo asked in a low voice, addressing the question to Hatty.

      “Mr. Stoddard booked the cottage, which has five bedrooms. But evidently, some couples who’d planned to share rooms are now—”

      Stoddard spoke over her. “Tessa’s giving me the cold shoulder. She’s decided she doesn’t want to warm my bed for reasons I don’t care to go into. And Bethany and Chance are bickering. Now they want separate rooms. Ergo, five bedrooms won’t cut it. We need seven. You have seven. So we need to switch.”

      Leo showed no outward reaction to Stoddard’s overbearing tone. “That sounds like a tough situation. But we reserved the house with seven bedrooms because we need seven bedrooms.”

      They locked eyes and stared at one another. Neither one yielding, neither one blinking. Leo sized up the younger man. Stoddard was roughly the same height and build as Leo, and about twenty years younger. Like Leo, his short brown hair was so dark it was nearly black. Based on Stoddard’s slouchy cashmere sweater, dark jeans, and flannel tennis shoes, Leo pegged him as a tech bro. The studied casual attire was at odds with the feral quickness of his expression.

      “Mr. Stoddard, I’m afraid you and your friends will simply have to suffer one another’s company as you’d originally intended.” Hatty’s tone was warm but firm.

      Stoddard tried another tack. “Do you know I own King Ventures—the business incubator in Lawrenceville? You probably saw the write-up in Techburgh. If you could find a way to be accommodating, I’d throw you some business. A retreat. Maybe an office party.”

      Yep. Tech bro.

      The couple said nothing, unsurprisingly willing to forego the offer to form a deeper business relationship with a guest who’d already proved to be difficult.

      Stoddard turned toward Leo. “Come on, man. Work with me here. What’s it gonna—?”

      Just then, the wide doors opened. They all turned to see two women race inside, breathless from the cold and laughing. One of the women was Sasha. She was trotting across the parquet floor arm-in-arm with a stranger. The other woman had honey-colored hair and an angular chin. Despite her easy manner with Sasha, her brown eyes flashed at Stoddard.

      When the pair reached the desk, Sasha slipped her hand inside Leo’s. He covered it reflexively. Her skin was like ice.

      “It’s cold out there,” she informed him.

      “This is Sasha,” he told the Carlisles. “Sasha, meet our hosts—Hatty and John.”

      “Welcome to Silverwood Acres,” John said.

      “And happy anniversary,” Hatty added.

      Sasha grinned at the innkeepers. “Thank you. Everything’s so lovely. I’m over the moon to be here.”

      Leo tilted his head at his rosy-cheeked wife. “Why are you in here? You’re supposed to be waiting in the toasty van.”

      “We were playing ‘I Spy’ and—”

      He couldn’t let it pass. “I spy with my little eye? The game we play with the twins at restaurants to keep them occupied? Is the crowd really that restless?”

      She shrugged. “Hey, it was working. And then Maisy spied Tessa with her little eye.” She gestured to her new companion. “She was charging across the driveway, and you know Maisy. She buzzed down the window to say hello.”

      Of course she had. In Maisy’s world, there were no strangers, only friends she hadn’t met yet.

      Tessa turned toward Leo and extended her leather-gloved hand. “You must be Leo. I’m Tessa Clark. I see you’ve already had the misfortune of meeting Rex.”

      “Hey, Tess. Knock it off,” Stoddard griped. She acted as if she hadn’t heard him.

      Tessa flashed a megawatt smile at the Carlisles. “I’m so sorry if Rex is being difficult. He wants everything to be perfect this weekend. And, you know, I feel a bit responsible for this little snag since I’m one of the people who needs an extra room. I was on my way in to talk to Rex, but as luck would have it, Sasha and I have worked out a solution.”

      “You have?” John and Leo asked in unison.

      “Yes. Sasha said it would be no problem to switch houses.”

      “You did?” Leo shot his wife a dubious look.

      “Yep.”

      “And how’s that supposed to work?”

      “Maisy and Aroostine offered to share a room. And you know Bodhi and Hank—they’re not fussy. They said they’re happy to bunk together.”

      He frowned and lowered his head to whisper to her. “But this is our anniversary party. We’ve been planning this for months. There’s no reason to inconvenience our friends for this guy, who’s, frankly, being a jerk.”

      She whispered back, “It doesn’t matter to our friends, Connelly. We’re going to have fun no matter what. But Tessa said Rex’s mood will ruin their New Year’s weekend if he doesn’t get his way. Look at them. They’re so young. Really, who cares?”

      He saw her point. Even so, letting the overgrown man-child get his way stuck in Leo’s craw. He didn’t reward petulance in his eight-year olds; why do so for a grown man? Then his gaze landed on the Carlisles, who were watching this drama play out with poker faces. They’d already made it clear they’d stand firm if he refused to go along with the switch. But Stoddard would no doubt ruin their weekend, as well—and quite possibly make it a point to damage the resort’s reputation afterward. Leo wouldn’t put it past him.

      “If it’s fine with everyone else, it’s fine with me.” He lifted his hands in a gesture of acquiescence.

      ‘Thank you,’ Tessa mouthed.

      A whisper of relief passed over their hosts’ faces.

      “You’re certain it won’t be a problem?” John probed.

      “He’s said it’s fine. It’s fine,” Rex snapped.

      Sasha’s eyebrow shot toward her hairline, but Tessa hurried to smooth things over.

      “Rex,” she hissed. “You’re being a tool. Stop it.”

      He pursed his lips and shook his head. Then his face cleared. The transformation from petulant to charming was immediate and complete. He smiled warmly, shook Leo’s hand, and thanked Hatty and John profusely.

      Rex handed Leo the key to the cottage, and John gave Rex the key to the larger home. Then he grabbed a fresh map for Leo and circled the second residence.

      As the two couples walked toward the door, Hatty called, “Don’t forget! Cocktails in the library at five o’clock.”

      “We’ll be there with bells on,” Sasha assured her.

      “Us, too,” Rex promised.

      “Yippee,” Leo muttered under his breath.

      Sasha jabbed him with an elbow.

      “Hey, thanks for making the switch, and happy anniversary,” Rex said, holding the door open.

      Leo relented. “Sure. I hope you all enjoy your reunion.”

      “Oh, we will,” Tessa assured him. “It’s gonna be a killer party!”
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      “Rex is dead?” Sasha repeated. “Rex Stoddard?”

      The woman nodded and swiped helplessly at the tears running down her cheeks.

      “Here.” Hank produced a neatly folded handkerchief from his pocket and offered it to her.

      “Thanks,” she sniffled.

      Only Hank, thought Sasha, would have a hankie.

      “Who is Rex?” Naya asked Sasha in a loud whisper.

      The woman answered. “He’s—he was—my brother.”

      “And he’s dead? You’re sure?” Sasha asked yet again, as if the answer might change.

      “I’m positive.” She dabbed her eyes and raised her head to meet Sasha’s gaze.

      “What happened?” Leo asked. “Did he fall or …?”

      Please say yes.

      Sasha glanced around the room at her friends. From the expressions on their faces, she wasn’t the only one hoping for Rex’s sister to supply the details of a freak fatal accident. Not because they were ghouls, but because the alternative, the one most of them were unfortunately acquainted with, was—

      “—Murder. It was murder. Someone killed him.” Her voice quavered, and her eyes blazed.

      Leo and Sasha exchanged a look over the woman’s head. A decade’s worth of reading one another’s expressions came in handy at this moment.

      This is not our problem.

      Right. We’ll walk her to the mansion and tell John and Hatty to call 911.

      But should we—?

      Not our problem, remember.

      You’re right.

      While they were having their silent exchange, Bodhi stood and grabbed his parka from the hook on the wall behind the door.

      “Where are you going?” Leo asked.

      Bodhi zipped the coat up to his chin, flipped the hood up, and returned the question with one of his own. “Where do you think?”

      Leo sighed. “Right.” He reached for his own coat.

      “Didn’t we just say we weren’t getting involved?” Sasha demanded.

      “You did?” Aroostine asked. “I didn’t hear you say anything.”

      The woman searched Sasha’s face in confusion. “What’s going on?”

      “Look—,” Sasha began.

      “Annette,” she supplied.

      “Okay, Annette. Bodhi is a doctor, but he isn’t just a doctor. He’s a forensic pathologist.”

      Annette shifted her gaze to Bodhi. “Really?”

      He nodded. “I used to work for the Allegheny County Medical Examiner’s Office, but I retired. Now I consult on cases from time to time. I should secure your brother’s body. At least until the police arrive.”

      She blanched at the mention of the police, but managed a shaky response. “I guess it’s lucky you’re here. But I wouldn’t hold your breath for the police to come.”

      “Why not?” Sasha asked.

      She gestured toward the window where a snow squall painted the outdoors white. “Besides, the phones are down. The main line in the big house isn’t working, and none of us has a mobile signal.” Her eyes snapped back to Sasha’s. “That’s why I was coming here. Do any of you have a signal?”

      A thick, uncomfortable silence fell over the room. Nine sets of eyes landed on Sasha.

      “What?” Annette asked.

      Leo coughed. “None of us has a cell phone here.”

      Disbelief washed over her. “Ten people, and not one cell phone?”

      The weight of the gazes on Sasha grew, pressing down on her like a physical load. She squared her shoulders, jutted her chin forward, and addressed the question. “See, Annette, here’s the thing. We all agreed not to bring our phones this weekend.”

      “So, you’re on a digital detox?”

      “Something like that,” Sasha told her.

      “It’s nothing like that,” Maisy piped up. “Sasha has rules. You break them at your peril.”

      That sparked a thought. “Did anyone?” Sasha asked eagerly.

      “Did anyone what?” Carl wanted to know.

      “Break the rules. It’s okay. If anyone sneaked in a cell phone, ‘fess up. You’ll get amnesty.”

      A chorus of ‘nos’ filled the air.

      Sasha narrowed her eyes and gave Maisy a long look.

      “Why are you looking at me?” Maisy demanded.

      “If anyone brought a phone, it’d be you. You know, to take photos for your podcast social media feed.”

      “I brought a camera,” Maisy huffed. “Remember those?”

      She relented. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “I’m sorry for accusing you, then.”

      Maisy rolled her wrist with a flourish. “I forgive you.” Then she turned toward Annette. “None of you have a signal? How is that even possible? There are ten of you, too.”

      The woman flushed. “I’m not sure. But that’s what Joy said. I screamed when I found him, and she and Tessa came running. Tessa told Joy to call for help, and she came back a few minutes later, freaking out because there was no way to make a call. So I raced up to the mansion, but the line at the reception desk was dead, so I came down here.”

      “What did John and Hatty say?” Leo probed.

      Annette’s eyes were enormous in her pale face. “John and Hatty haven’t made it back yet. From, well, you know …”

      Oh, they knew.
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        Two hours earlier

      

      

      
      Sasha, Leo, and their guests were bundling up, pulling on their coats, scarves, and hats in preparation for the trip up to the mansion for the cocktail hour when a heavy knock sounded at the door. Aroostine yanked open the door to reveal a windblown John Carlisle.

      Sasha glanced up from buttoning her coat up to her chin and called for him to come inside.

      “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      Something about the timbre of his voice made her stop mid-button and join Roo at the door.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing serious, I hope. But one of the guests from the reunion group came barreling into the kitchen while Hatty was lifting a pot of wassail from the stove to pour into the punch bowl. It’s quite hot, you know. Just this side of boiling, actually. Hatty and the young man collided, and the wassail spilled. She has a bad burn on her hand.”

      “Oh, no,” Sasha murmured as several gasps filled the air.

      Bodhi stepped forward. “I’m a doctor. Would you like me to take a look?”

      John’s face softened. “That’s kind of you. But we’ve already called our primary care provider. Doctor Graham has time to see her, so we’re on our way into town. But we need to leave now. Hatty can’t drive herself, given her injury.”

      Sasha wrapped her arms around herself as if that might somehow stave off the chill and leaned out the
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