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      In New Orleans, secrets don’t stay buried—and neither do old, cold sins…

      Madeline Baker thrives on order. By day, she runs the front desk at Baker Boys Investigations; by night, she’s mystery author S.C. Fitz-Dankworthington—her best-kept secret. She’s got a deadline looming and no time for danger or romance.

      Then Quinn Ellery walks in, seeking her alter ego. His neighbor—another S.C. Fitz-Dankworthington—has been murdered, and he’s convinced it’s no coincidence. Soon after, his grandmother ropes Maddie into solving a 60-year-old killing—until someone tries to blow Gammie up and nearly takes them out instead.

      Caught in a deadly web of family lies and long-buried truths, Maddie and Quinn race to unravel the past before it buries them too. In the Big Uneasy, murder and mayhem simmer with romance, gumbo, and secrets too close to home. Get your copy now to return to the Big Easy with the Bakers!
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      Madeline Baker let herself into the offices of Baker Boys Investigations—the “s” added when her brother Frank joined forces with her other brother Gideon.

      She flipped the light switch with her elbow and then set her purse and laptop bag on the ridiculously small reception desk. There was a chair behind the desk, but nothing else. No plants, no pictures on the walls, not even a clock or a file cabinet. There just wasn’t room.

      The cost-per-square-foot suited Gideon’s budget, a moving target according to her brother.

      Gideon’s office did have a file cabinet, though he didn’t use it for files. The top of it sported a small fridge for cold drinks and the drawers were his snack pantry and a “closet,” where he kept a change of clothes.

      Frank, who now used the opposite office, wasn’t fond of the vaguely Sam Spade look, but admitted it was an uphill battle both esthetically and financially. His IKEA desk was nice, but it looked a bit forlorn in the setting and the framed, postmodern print kept getting knocked off the wall every time Frank forgot to be careful when he moved around his desk.

      The tiny vase with a single, artificial rose was nice. Maddie wasn’t sure how long it would last because Frank’s laptop upgrade looked ready to edge it out.

      Her own small, battered desk did have room for her laptop and a cold drink if she was careful. Two drawers impinged into her leg space, but she needed someplace to put her purse and snacks. At least she didn’t have to worry about phones and such taking up space. The room might be Sam Spade retro, but the tech was twenty-first century.

      This didn’t stop her from feeling vaguely 50s Della Street. She blamed this on Gideon. She couldn’t prove it, but she suspected he saw himself as a modern version of Perry Mason’s PI sidekick, Paul Drake.

      And yes, she knew that Della had been Perry’s secretary, but that didn’t change how she felt when she answered a call or greeted a possible client. She’d swear she channeled Della at those moments. She sure as heck wasn’t going to channel the snotty receptionist at the firm where she used to work.

      If any of her former colleagues could see her now, they’d be shocked and possibly dismayed by her “come down.”

      Maddie, however, was quite happy to have made what she considered a lateral career move. The fact that very few people—including most of her family—hadn’t heard about the move was about privacy while she regrouped, not about being embarrassed at being wrong about her legal career.

      She hated being “I told you so’d” as much as the next person.

      She’d resigned, not been fired. It had taken her about two days to process the face that she wasn’t cut out to be a law firm type lawyer. That did not mean she wanted to go into criminal law, so that ruled out becoming either a public defender or a prosector.

      It wasn’t that she hated criminal law, but as the youngest of thirteen siblings who had mostly found some kind of law abiding or enforcing way to make a living, she wanted to do, and be, different—without becoming a criminal, of course. She’d wanted to forge her own path with a comfortable distance between her and the Baker legacy.

      Well, she’d got it. She glanced around the small space. At least she wasn’t paying her brothers rent for it, at least not really. She’d offered to be their receptionist in exchange for using it for a place to put her laptop that wasn’t her apartment with a roommate inclined to ask questions if she never saw her go to work.

      Both brothers had been surprised when Maddie asked if she could use their outer office in exchange for being their receptionist.

      “Did you get laid off?” Gideon’s question had been asked without judgement.

      “No,” she said.

      “Sure,” he’d responded.

      The only other thing Frank had said was, “Good.”

      It always amused her, the things that guys were curious about and the things they weren’t. Her sisters would have been all over her with questions. But if a guy loomed up in her life? Then they got all up in her grill, her brothers most of all. Men really were an alien species.

      None of her siblings had been thrilled when she’d opted for a law career, though some of them had found her legal advice useful. Her dad, a retired cop, had been vocally and persistently not thrilled. He recognized the need for lawyers and deplored the necessity.

      She had no idea what her brothers thought she would use the office space for, but they hadn’t hesitated to claim her as an on-staff legal advisor for their clients. A few of them had even paid her for her legal services.

      So far, to her immense surprise, no one but Gideon and Frank had noticed she wasn’t working at the firm that had hired her after graduation.

      She didn’t want to out herself until she collected a few more author clients. Helen had sent her two clients, but publishing money was like a slow bleed, so it helped to be on the spot for Gideon and Frank and pick up some extra cash. And she loved being out of the firm, even if the surroundings were a definite downgrade.

      Three clients wouldn’t pay her bills, of course. So, it was a good thing she’d added a new income stream before handing in her resignation.

      At some point, she’d have to come clean about that, too.

      She stowed her purse in the drawer with the lock, freed her laptop from the bag, and woke it up.

      On the laptop, she had what she called her Della setup, an app that let her take and make calls for her brothers, and her own dedicated business line.

      It was early, it was quiet, and she might be able to get some time for her own side hustle before her brothers arrived. But before she could open that file, an alert popped up.

      She had several special ones that helped her keep track of outside events that might impact her or her clients.

      This particular alert surprised her. It was not one she’d expected to ever get.

      “Mysterious Death of Local Hermit”

      She frowned and clicked the link. The article was from The Plonkville Daily, a small-town newspaper. It had, apparently, taken a few days to hit the search engines because the article was a couple of days old and scant on details.

      Local hermit, Solice Circuit Fitz-Dankworthington was found dead early Friday morning. Police are investigating.

      The implication that there was a police force would have normally made her smile. She’d been to Plonkville once. Its “force” consisted of a chief and a deputy—both who had other jobs to make ends meet. There was a mayor who had expressed conventional sorrow at the loss.

      And that was it.

      The next alert had more detail—troubling detail.

      Bestselling Author Found Dead in Home?

      Was the recently deceased hermit actually the bestselling author, S. C. Fitz-Dankworthington?

      Maddie managed to find space for both elbows to rest on either side of her laptop. Well, that explained the alert.

      A call came through her laptop set up, this for her own business.  The number was unknown. She hesitated. She usually didn’t answer unknown calls on this particular number, but…she glanced at the headline and then took the call.

      She heard a male voice identifying himself as a police officer and asking if he was speaking to M. Baker, literary agent for Mr. Fitz-Dankworthington.

      His tone sounded pained, as if saying the name actually hurt and her lips twitched.

      “Literary attorney,” Maddie corrected, automatically. Her first instinct had been to stall and play assistant to herself, but probably not a good idea to do to an officer of the law. If he was who he said he was? It’s not like she could check his ID while they were on the phone.

      Authors had tried all kinds of dodges to get in touch with her since she’d hung up her virtual shingle as a literary attorney.

      A hint of impatience entered the voice. “You’re hard to track down, ma’am.”

      “Yes.” She didn’t apologize. She’d done it on purpose, and it was nice to know it had worked so well. With a family like hers, keeping your head down was both a genetic instinct and an imperative if one had secrets.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t been in touch,” the voice pressed on, the annoyance factor rising.  “Since your client is dead.”

      Maddie took a calming breath.

      “Your Mr. Fitz-Dankworthington isn’t my client,” she said. “My client doesn’t reside in Plonkville.”

      She was sure she felt him thinking through the connection.

      “I just saw the news,” she added, in case he wondered how she knew about Plonkville. Both that name, and the name of the victim would engender some interest. It might even make a few comedy monologues, so she needed to nip the connection in the bud right now.

      “You’re telling me there are two Solice Circuit Fitz-Dankworthingtons?” He didn’t try to hide his skepticism.

      “I don’t know about that. My client’s name isn’t Solice Circuit Fitz-Dankworthington.” She heard him inhale.

      “And what is your client’s name?”

      “S. C. Fitz-Dankworthington.”

      “What—”

      “That is the name on the contracts,” Maddie broke in. “But his address isn’t in Plonkville.”

      A heavy breathing silence followed this. “Quite a coincidence.”

      “Indeed.”

      “He didn’t consider using a pseudonym?”

      “Some authors want their name on the covers of their books,” she pointed out.

      “It’s…”

      “His editor wasn’t that thrilled either,” Maddie offered.

      “So, your author has absolutely no connection to my,” he hesitated, “victim?”

      “Not as far as I am aware,” she said.

      “They have to be related with that last name.”

      He was persistent, she’d give him credit for that.

      “I would expect that information to be found among your,” she hesitated as well because the name was a mouthful, “victim’s papers?”

      Now a frown creased her brows. Had this Fitz-Dankworthington’s death been natural? Police are investigating.

      “I would like to speak to your client.”

      “I can relay your request to my client,” she said.

      “I’d like to call him.”

      “I would need his permission to give you his phone number,” Maddie said. “I’m afraid he is very reclusive and would need to know why you want to speak with him.”

      “Two hermits? If they are related…”

      “People can have the same last name without being related,” Maddie pointed out.

      “Fitz-Dankworthington?”

      It was a stretch.

      “Stranger things have happened.” And in Louisiana? Stranger than strange things happened. A Rougarou had been a suspect in a case her brother Dan had investigated last year.

      “If there is a connection…”

      “When you find one, feel free to get back to me,” Maddie said pleasantly.

      “If I could just talk…”

      “A lot of people want to talk to my client. I was hired to talk for him.” Maddie made sure her tone was friendly, but final.

      “He doesn’t even have a photo on his book cover,” the officer said.

      “As I said, he is a very private individual.” She sensed more questions coming and added, “and he hired me to protect that privacy for him. As his lawyer, I have a duty to honor his request.”

      “Thank you for your time.” His voice was stiff. He cut the connection without waiting for her to respond.

      Maddie leaned back, making the chair creak warningly, and rubbed her temples. It was too early in the morning for a headache. How deep was this guy willing to dig into her Fitz-D’s life? It could get awkward.

      On the upside, there was absolutely no connection between her hermit and theirs—if one didn’t count the names. And she didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Maddie fielded calls from FitzD’s editor, Helen, and a couple of reporters. They all got the same response. The reports of his death were premature.

      Helen was harder to get rid of than the reporters. She really wanted to talk to him herself. But she always did. Her curiosity about Fitz-D grew with each book.

      When Helen had negotiated the contact with Maddie, she’d been a lot less curious. Helen had been sure the book would do well, but no one ever knew how well any book would do. So agreeing to the privacy concerns hadn’t been a problem.

      When that book had unexpectedly hit several bestsellers lists and been a BookTok sensation, Helen had tried to find out more.

      “My client is thrilled the book is doing so well, but he remains committed to preserving his privacy.” Maddie knew her legalese, even if she hadn’t much enjoyed deploying it in a minor capacity at her former firm.

      Now Helen made another bid for more transparency.

      “With this story, readers are going to want to know more,” Helen pointed out.

      “You know he designated me as his spokesperson, Helen. He just…” Maddie let the sentence trail off because she’d said it over and over again. “It’s in his contract with me and with you.”

      “What is his problem?” Helen sounded irate.

      Recognizing that thinking Fitz-D was dead had given her day a bad start, Maddie tried to be patient.

      “He’s just quirky, Helen. He barely speaks to me.” Helen started to interrupt, and Maddie hurried into speech. “He trusts us to respect his wishes so he can write.”

      “Well, there is that. Is the next book coming along?”

      “It is. I can probably get you some preliminary chapters…”

      “I wouldn’t have time to read them anyway.” In a grudging tone, she added, “He always delivers and since he isn’t dead…”

      Maddie chuckled. “I can assure you he isn’t dead.”

      On that upbeat note, Helen finally ended the call.

      When her phone stayed silent for fifteen whole minutes, she began to hope that the two names were now in the process of being disconnected. Lucky for her, Gideon and Frank weren’t in yet to hear her side of all those calls. They might actually get curious.

      She sent out a couple of press releases herself and posted on her Fitz-D’s social media accounts. It was a bit like watching a wave rolling ashore to see the news begin to spread.

      She glanced at her watch? Only half an hour? It felt like she’d spent at least half the day working on this.

      And thanks to Helen, she did have a few other author clients. Also, the office was due to open in a few. Time for Della to make her appearance.

      With a grin, she pulled a small mirror out of the drawer without a lock and checked her appearance. She didn’t look as frazzled as she felt. That was good.

      She’d gradually eased out of her lawyer uniform, doing it slowly so her roommate wouldn’t notice. Neither Gideon or Frank cared if she wore comfortable clothes. She couldn’t see her tee shirt or jeans in the small mirror, but she’d seen them before she left the apartment.

      Not exactly dressed to impress, but who was she going to impress here anyway?

      The discreet bell on the outer door gave her a brief warning. Maddie put the mirror back in the drawer and closed it as she looked up, pasting on her Della Street smile.

      No one coming through that door would be looking for her in either of her other guises.

      The man’s bulk filled the door frame and blocked the meager light from the hallway. It was, Madde decided, as she felt her heart speed up, fortunate that the light inside the office was adequate for the task of letting her see him.

      He was very much worth seeing.

      She wasn’t sure how he managed to have both chiseled and rugged features, but she assigned some credit for that to the firm line of his mouth and his cool, blue eyes. Broad shoulders tapered down to lean hips in the classic romantic hero tradition.

      His clothes were casual, but she had the sense that he’d worn a uniform at some point. He exuded crisp, almost lethal control like aftershave.

      His gaze moved with deliberation around the small room. It didn’t take him long, and what he thought about what he saw was absent from both eyes and face.

      “This is Baker Boys Investigations?” he asked. His voice was smooth and deep with a slight husky undertone.

      The door he held open with his body had the name clearly stenciled on the door, but she held her polite expression

      “Yes, it is,” she wanted half a beat, then asked, “how can we help you?”

      He was a walk-in because there was no appointment on the schedule for either brother. Of course, they didn’t always remember to update their schedules. But both usually managed to show up for appointments they’d made themselves.

      His gaze moved to meet hers with what felt like more intent than the moment called for.

      “You’re M. Baker?”

      Maddie wasn’t sure whether to be offended or wary. She clearly wasn’t a Baker Boy, but M. Baker was her literary lawyer handle and her desk was devoid of a name plate for a reason—and not just lack of space. On the other hand…she gave a slight nod, the Della Street expression giving way to wary.

      If he was an author, this was not the way to approach her. She didn’t use this address for her business address.

      There was no chair to offer him as he stepped in and managed to close the door to the hall. His shoulders were wide enough to hide the door from her.

      He towered over her, but she resisted the urge to rise and face him. Or to give into sudden claustrophobia. It had to be that and not because the guy was as hot as the sun.

      She assumed what one of her professors had called, the position, as if she were in court. One foot slightly forward, her body angled into a position of polite attention.

      “What can I do for you, Mr…”

      “Quinn Ellery.” His gaze narrowed, as if he were trying to figure her out.

      Good luck with that, she thought. She had six brothers, seven sisters, and was the youngest of them, which meant they’d all had a hand in raising her. She couldn’t even figure herself out after that.

      “Is there somewhere we can sit down and talk?” he finally asked.

      “That depends on what you want to talk about,” Maddie said, matching him cool for cool.

      He glanced at the closed doors. Maddie didn’t tell him they were alone. She was the daughter of a cop and the sister of cops. She didn’t do full disclosure.

      “Look if you’ve written a book…” she began.

      “No.” Ellery hunched his shoulders, letting the first signs of emotion flicker across the quite pleasing planes of his face.

      Before he could go on, the door handle rattled and then the door began to open. Ellery stepped quickly to one side, just missing getting the door in the back. Now Gideon filled the opening.

      “Oh.” He stopped, probably because there wasn’t really room for him without some awkward maneuvering.

      “Mr. Ellery, Gideon,” Maddie said. They had a few cues they used to help him know what to expect from his clients, but not from hers.

      “How can I help you?” Gideon said.

      Ellery glanced at Maddie, but she declined to help him out.

      “I’m here to see your…wife?”

      She probably looked as horrified as Gideon. It was true that the Baker boys looked somewhat alike, and the Baker girls looked somewhat alike, but the guys and gals did not look that much like each other because they’d had different mothers.

      “Maddie is my sister.” Gideon gave her an annoyed look. She met his with one of hers.

      “Do you think Frank would mind if we used his office for a few?” Maddie asked. Now that they weren’t alone in the office, it would be better to get private before this guy asked her the wrong question in front of Gideon.

      “He’s not coming in until after lunch,” Gideon said. “Sure, he won’t mind.”

      Maddie rose, grabbing her laptop in the move, and indicated Frank’s door, letting Ellery be the one to open it. He’d have to go first. It was the only way the flow of movement could happen.

      She followed him in, looking back to see what Gideon thought, but typically, he was already closing the door to his office. She set the laptop down, sat down, and opened it. She looked up and saw Ellery’s gaze on it. “I’m the receptionist.”

      “You’re a receptionist and a lawyer?” His brows rose.

      It didn’t faze Maddie. “It’s complicated.”

      He cautiously lowered himself into the other chair. He was correct to be concerned. It looked sleek but was flimsy. The chair creaked but held. He looked relieved.

      “You don’t look alike,” Ellery said. “You and your brother.”

      “No, we don’t,” she agreed.

      There was a brief silence while she looked at him looking at her.

      “You’re hard to track down,” he said.

      She might have thought it was funny that he was the fifth person to say that to her today, but this guy had tracked her here.

      “Yes,” she said. If he was trying to get her to start talking, he’d be disappointed. It was Lawyer 101 to never say more than was necessary and even then, don’t say what’s necessary if you can get away with it.

      Ellery hesitated, but when it became clear she didn’t plan to elucidate, he shifted in the uncomfortable chair and said, “I’m
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