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      THREE WEEKS BEFORE THE VALENTINE SINGLE

      Victoria Ivy had always believed that truth was like expensive perfume—a little went a long way, and too much could be overwhelming. But as she sat in her BMW outside the Moon's Landing Marina at 11:47 p.m., a manila folder spread across her lap, she realized some truths were more like poison gas. Deadly in any concentration.

      The marina was deserted except for the soft lapping of water against the hulls and the distant hum of the highway. Perfect for what she needed to do.

      She pulled out her phone and scrolled to Clarissa Mae Bell's number. Her finger hovered over the call button.

      Three years. Three years of forged signatures, backdated leases, and property transfers that would make a con artist blush. And Clarissa had been so careful, so charming, so utterly convincing as she slowly siphoned away pieces of the marina that didn't belong to her.

      But Victoria had always been good at noticing things others missed. It was a skill that had served her well in business, less well in relationships, and now—she hoped—would serve justice.

      The phone rang twice before Clarissa's honey-sweet voice answered. "Victoria? Darling, it's nearly midnight. Is everything alright?"

      "I think we need to talk," Victoria said, her voice steady despite the way her heart was hammering. "About Bell Properties Management. About the Marina leases. And a few other interesting documents I've come across."

      A pause. Long enough for Victoria to hear her own pulse in her ears.

      "I'm not sure I understand," Clarissa said, but her voice had lost its warmth.

      "Oh, I think you do." Victoria touched the stack of papers beside her. Copies, of course. She wasn't stupid. The originals were safely locked away where even she couldn't access them easily. "The question is whether we handle this quietly, between friends, or whether it becomes a more... public discussion."

      Another pause. This one felt different. Sharper.

      "Where are you?" Clarissa asked.

      Victoria glanced around the empty marina. "Somewhere safe. But Clarissa?" She let her voice drop to a whisper. "I've made sure that if anything happens to me, these documents will find their way to the right people. Consider it insurance."

      "Victoria, you're being dramatic. Why don't we meet tomorrow and⁠—"

      "I don't think so." Victoria started her engine, the sound cutting through the night air. "I think we'll do this my way. I'll be in touch."

      She hung up and sat for a moment, breathing hard.

      Then she opened her glove compartment and pulled out a small notebook, the kind she'd carried since college. On a fresh page, she wrote: Storage locker - backup docs. Beneath that, she added: Some things float back up. —V

      She'd learned long ago that in a town like Moon's Landing, secrets had a way of surfacing. The trick was making sure you controlled when and how they did.

      Victoria slipped the notebook into her purse, put the car in drive, and headed home.

      She had three weeks to plan her next move.

      She had no way of knowing she wouldn't live to make it.
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      The scent of toasted vanilla and cherry glaze clung to the air like a secret. Firecracker-shaped cookies lined the pastry case, and the fruit tart in the display looked good enough to declare independence from every other dessert. Outside, Moon’s Landing was buzzing with holiday energy—streamers strung between lampposts, kids darting past with sparklers, and the distant echo of the band setting up at the marina.

      Inside Sweetie’s Latte, it was patriotic pandemonium.

      “Lindsay, the blueberry stars are melting again,” Stevie called from the prep counter. “The frosting is staging a quiet rebellion.”

      “Reinforce them with extra whipped cream,” I called back. “If they’re going down, they’re going down fluffy.”

      Josh passed by with a tray of lemon cupcakes. “This place is one grill short of a fireworks accident.”

      I smiled tightly, rearranging a red-and-white checkered napkin for the third time. “Fourth of July magic. Nothing says freedom like sugar panic and low-level anxiety.”

      It would’ve been festive—if not for the shadow still hanging over this town.

      Victoria Ivy was still dead.

      And I still believed Jasper Cash had something to do with it.

      No one had proven anything. Not yet. But ever since that awful night on the yacht, I couldn’t let it go. Victoria didn’t just die—she was poisoned. Her death was quiet. Calculated. And in the middle of it all was Jasper, hiding behind his calm charm and easy money.

      Birdie Lopez arrived like clockwork, her red lipstick sharp and her camera bag swinging at her side. She wore a red polka dot top, high-waisted shorts, cat-eye sunglasses, and an expression that said she need coffee and fast.

      “Tell me you’ve got caffeine and gossip,” she said.

      I handed her a latte without a word.

      She took a sip. “That bad?”

      I nodded toward the open door. “The festival’s barely started, and I want to stage a quiet protest in the broom closet.”

      Birdie leaned against the counter. “You’re still thinking about Jasper.”

      “I’m always thinking about Jasper,” I muttered. “I know he’s hiding something. I just can’t prove it. He hated her. She knew something big about him, and now she’s gone.”

      “Lance took the fall for tampering,” Birdie said carefully. “You still think he didn’t do it?”

      “I think he was scared. I think he lied to protect someone. And I think the real killer’s still walking around acting like they got away with murder.”

      Birdie hesitated. Then she lowered her voice. “I heard something. Not officially—but through someone who’s very good at eavesdropping. Victoria had been asking about marina permits. Dock fees. Lease renewals.”

      I blinked. “Seriously?”

      “She was down at the docks more than once. Asking questions. Looking through paperwork.”

      That gave me pause.

      “I was told to speak with a dock hand named Carl Dempsey.”

      “Carl Dempsey? He’s been working the marina for years. Quiet guy, but he notices everything that goes on down there.”

      “I thought we could head down there,” she said. “Carl’s usually willing to chat about what he’s seen around the docks.”

      “I have a delivery to make at the marina anyway,” I said, tapping the catering sheet. “Mini pies and trifle cups for my dessert tent. The committee gave Sweetie’s Latte a tent this year. Might as well do some digging while we’re there.”

      Birdie grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

      Before I could respond, the café bell jingled.

      And in walked Clarissa Mae Bell.

      Wearing a white linen skirt suit, red lipstick, and pearls that gleamed under the light, she looked more Fourth of July parade than real person. She glided to the pastry display, plucked a mini fruit trifle without asking, and popped a blueberry into her mouth.

      “Mmm,” she said, eyes landing squarely on me. “Lindsay, darling, you’ve outdone yourself. Your desserts are the talk of the town.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said, forcing a smile. “We’re just trying to keep things running smoothly.”

      “After everything this town has been through,” Clarissa said with a delicate sigh, “it’s nice to see you focused on the sweet side of life again.”

      Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. Not even close.

      Birdie crossed her arms. “We’re still focused on the truth, too.”

      Clarissa’s gaze flicked to her, then back to me. “Of course. But some truths are best left where they lie.”

      She dropped her empty cup into the trash and swept out without another word, perfume trailing behind her like a warning.

      “Did she just threaten us with passive-aggressive pleasantries?” I asked.

      Birdie took another sip of her latte. “Oh, absolutely.”

      Just then, the door to the café swung wider than it should’ve.

      And a puff of white fur shot inside like a cannonball.

      “Jelly!” I gasped, recognizing the blur instantly.

      Blanche’s shih tzu bolted past the espresso bar, his tiny paws skimming the tile like a skating champion on espresso. He made a hard left and vanished into the kitchen.

      “Oh no,” Stevie said, eyes wide. “Nope. No. Not again.”

      A crashing sound echoed from behind, followed by Josh shouting, “That dog just ran through the lemon glaze!”

      Birdie grinned. “Well, now it’s a party.”

      I raced toward the kitchen, already bracing myself, worried at would I would find. I found a few squashed blueberries in Jelly’s wake.

      “Jelly!” I called again. “You can’t be in here! This is a health code violation!”

      He darted past the prep sink with something unidentifiable in his mouth—possibly a marshmallow, possibly an entire mini cupcake.

      “Josh, block the back door!” Stevie shouted, grabbing a tea towel like she was preparing to lasso him.

      “Too late,” Josh called, slipping on a patch of frosting. “He’s heading for the walk-in!”

      The kitchen erupted into chaos.

      I leaned against the swinging door, half-laughing, half-mortified.

      Birdie strolled up behind me, watching Jelly
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